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      “By balance, I do not mean just the ability to hold one’s balance, but rather your relationship to the space around you.”


      — Martha Graham


      “All I know is what the words know…and that makes a handsome little sum, with a beginning and a middle and an end, as in the well-built phrase and the long sonata of the dead.”


      — Samuel Beckett

    

  


  
    
      Author’s Note


      In the 1920s, Martha Graham and Louis Horst developed a method of making modern dance based on the sonata, or A-B-A, form: exposition, development, recapitulation. I learned to choreograph this way as a dance student at the Juilliard School of Music. It was, I soon saw, a way to order space; make connections; tell a story. Beginning, middle and end. Forty years later, I have returned to this structure with these trios of short stories.
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      Car


      I’ll tell you a story, says my friend Luba, a story to tell you what it’s like in Russia now. To give you a flavour.


      She’s just returned from Moscow, her first trip back in six years, years in which she’s become quite the Quebecer. Luba speaks a nice joual-y French and visits an osteopath regularly. She shops weekly at Club Price, cheers for les Canadiens. She’s also become, if this is possible, more Russian.


      I can tell by the way she pauses and punctuates that the story is déjà-told. No matter. Luba’s got theatrical timing — she turns her sleek, blonde head away from her cigarette smoke now, an actressy, disdainful turning — plus a talent for dark humour and overstatement. Truth is an elastic thing for Luba. You have to know that going in. She scans the Montreal café. There are only a few of us out on this frigid late-January afternoon. KGB? You never know.


      So, says Luba.


      It’s New Year’s Eve, 1999. The millennium has come even to Moscow. Luba and Anya, her young daughter, have just left the last store on their rounds of party shopping. Plastic bags of goodness are slung from their wrists — rye bread and cheese pastries, a bottle of vodka, two boxes of exorbitant Belgian chocolate. There’s a party in their old neighbourhood. A school friend, someone Luba hasn’t seen yet, has invited them to ring in the next century. And now, according to the news reports Luba hears as she goes from store to store, there’s something else to celebrate: the resignation of Boris Yeltsin.


      The sky is milky with low clouds. The snow — which only looks white in the dark — is mounded and melting around the wheels of their fifteen-year-old Lada, on loan from another friend. The car has been both benevolence and curse. Already Luba feels she will need months of acupuncture and realignment when she returns to Montreal. The car requires brute Russian strength to manoeuvre, and the traffic — she’d forgotten the traffic! — demands nerves of titanium. Luba — exhausted from a recent, failed, first lesbian love, a feverish return to smoking and the emotional landfill of packing up and selling her dead mother’s Leninski Prospekt apartment — possesses only the nerves.


      “I put my knee out driving that thing,” she tells me. “When I got back to Montreal, part of the bone was sticking out. Vraiment,” she insists. I can see Luba’s new Camry through the window of the café. Such an obedient, mild vehicle. Like most North American cars by way of Japan, it requires a single key.


      Not so the Lada on loan. It has three keys: trunk, ignition and door, all of which spin from Luba’s hand like tiny, doomed helicopters as she and Anya cross the dark street on New Year’s Eve. On hands and knees in the snow, they find two of the keys. Luba moves the car — one of the two fits the ignition — angling it so the headlights illuminate the surrounding snow. “It’s disgusting,” she says, a woman already spoiled by clean Canadian winters. “So oily and dirty. Tabernac! We sift through every inch of that shit.” But no key.


      She calls Nadia, the owner of the car, on her cellphone. Luba has, it seems, lost the key that is key. More important even than starting a car in Moscow is the imperative to keep it safe from thieves. An unlocked car is a car you no longer have. Nadia is pessimistic about the outcome. But there is nothing any of them can do at 10:00 p.m. on New Year’s Eve. Nor anything that realistically will be done for the next while. “Everyone,” Luba says, “will be drunk until at least the fourth of January. And then it’s Christmas, our Christmas.”


      Mother and daughter make their way to Otradnoye, the old neighbourhood. The name, Luba explains, comes from the Russian word otrada, which means something that brings back joy, comfort, happiness, consolation even…a sweet-sour joke to Otradnoye’s working-poor residents. Luba pretends to lock the doors with one of the keys, in case anyone is looking. Upstairs the party is well underway. The air is smoky and damp with vodka. Tatiana, Luba’s oldest friend, weeps when she sees nine-year-old Anya. Can’t speak, can only lead them into the kitchen where she’s chopping eggs and potatoes. She’s remembered Luba’s favourite salad: diced potatoes and pickles and peas and enough mayonnaise to raise cholesterol levels. “You ate it when you were this big,” and she gestures low, even lower than Anya, and bursts into tears again.


      Luba would like to cry, too. Every day in Moscow has been like this, dense with emotion. She slips a finger into the bowl of steaming potatoes, and swallows two perfect little chunks instead of weeping. Back home in Montreal, her former lover, Thérèse, a large, motherly woman, would be picking up her young son from the Y, might be stopping at a Second Cup for a latte and biscotti, maybe then at the pharmacy for toothpaste and fabric softener. In Tatiana’s steamy kitchen Luba resolves to find a life of quiet love.


      The TV is on in the next room, and over and over as someone goes between channels, she hears Yeltsin say, “I am leaving. I have done everything I could. I am not leaving because of my health, but because of all the problems taken together.” Every time Yeltsin says, “I am leaving,” a cheer goes up. Packing all the food into the small fridge, Tatiana leads Luba out to meet the other guests. Some Luba knows from the old days, friends and extensions of Tatiana’s family. Four men have carved out their territory in one corner and are downing what can’t possibly be the first vodka of the night. The names — Dmitri, Yuri, Levan, Aleksandr — ring no bells for Luba. They live in the building. Their wives and children have gone to bed. The men want to celebrate.


      “Tell them about the car,” urges Tatiana, pouring shots for herself and Luba. The food is for later, for some deemed time in the middle of the night. For now there is only vodka. Luba begins the tale, starting with the way the keys looked flying in the moonlight. She calls them “tiny, doomed helicopters,” so I am right: I am not the first to hear this. “Damn Chechens!” someone bellows. Luba makes herself both the victim and butt of the story. But this is what she loves, loves even more after six years spent among milder people, people without a love for embellishment, people completely lacking in hysteria.


      “Drama, it’s in our DNA,” she tells me and checks her Camry again over her shoulder, an old reflex quickly relearned. The car is still there on Victoria Avenue. Her face registers both relief and boredom. A blonde woman in a long fur pushes a little Chinese girl in a Perego stroller on the sidewalk outside.


      “What an adorable baby,” I say, but Luba doesn’t turn around again.


      These new revelers in Tatiana’s flat are hugely sympathetic. Where is the car now? they want to know. When two of the men start getting their coats on, the other two have no choice but to get theirs on, too. “We will fix it,” says Dmitri, the shortest of the four. And the men go out, trailing the fumes of a long drinking day into the minus-20-degree night.


      “Needless to say, I’m not encouraged,” says Luba. “They are slurring their speech. They are having trouble zipping their coats. What are they going to do to my car?”


      The men come back minutes before midnight to toast the wonderful new century, the one that will surely see again the rise of the Russian people. “‘Russia will never return to the past. Russia will now always be moving forward.’ You heard old Boris,” Yuri says, raising another glass. “For once the bastard wasn’t lying.” They also come back to devour platters of food and to report that, “We got the door off.” They seem cheered by their accomplishment and drink to the success that must follow.


      All night they come and go, reporting in — “We are fixing it!” — and drinking and going back outside. Anya lies down on Tatiana’s bed in the corner of the room. Tatiana’s mother is the only one who has actually left the room, retiring at 3:00 to the tiny room off the kitchen. Luba and Tatiana sit with Tatiana’s grown son, Vlad, and Ekaterina, his girlfriend, plus her mother and two sets of neighbours from the old days. They look at old photos, tell Luba about their poor-paying jobs, about the cost of gas and electricity, about the cost of everything, about how they envy her, though no one has asked one question about her new life. Everyone drinks some more.


      By 7:00 a.m. on the first day of the new millennium, the neighbours are gone and Ekaterina and her mother are asleep on the daybed, back to back, grey head against peroxided head. Luba and Tatiana pick at the leftover salad, which is warm now and probably unsafe. The radio that has played Yeltsin’s farewell words over and over is still on. “I want to ask you for forgiveness, because many of our hopes have not come true, because what we thought would be easy turned out to be painfully difficult. I ask you to forgive me for…” but Tatiana reaches over and turns it off. “Drunk,” she says. In Montreal, Luba’s ex-lover would be toasting the New Year with women friends. Sparkling wine, some good triple-crème brie. Someone would have thought to get noisemakers. The sound they make at midnight will be uncommonly loud.


      The men come back upstairs. The bloom is gone.


      “Come,” they tell Luba.


      It’s worse than Montreal outside, so cold you can barely breathe or move your feet. Her body, Luba says, threatens to become an ice statue. The five bunch together on the sidewalk. Every nut and bolt from the door is laid out on the snow like a surgical bundle unwrapped. The light, if you can call what comes from the Moscow sky this morning light, reflects dully off the pieces. They have been extraordinarily methodical. Luba can see this.


      “It was going to work,” one of the men tells her, momentarily bright, remembering the glory of the night, all its hopes. The others stand bowed, like mourners.


      The problem is minor but insurmountable. There is one last screw to undo. But it demands a certain kind of screwdriver. No one has that screwdriver, not ordinary men like these who do things like teach and drive a bus and work the black market. No one but a mechanic has that screwdriver. And the mechanics…


      “I know,” says Luba.


      There is nothing to do but put the door back on. Luba goes upstairs to sleep.


      By noon, the party has begun again. Luba, who’s been sleeping in a twist next to Anya on the couch in the main room, wakes to the sound and smell of onions frying. Tatiana and her mother have returned to their stations in the kitchen. Anya, still in her Westmount party dress, yawns and turns over. People with bottles show up at the door: new neighbours, the old neighbours from the night before. In Montreal, Luba’s former lover would be asleep by now, a small hangover gathering at the base of her skull. But Thérèse won’t feel it yet. She will turn over in the big bed, feel no absence.


      In Tatiana’s multi-purpose room, mugs of chai pass hands. And glasses of vodka, in case the night before hasn’t been sufficient. Luba is prevailed upon to tell her story again. In the watery light of midday, she sees her story play out on the faces around her. She watches its rise and fall, its triumph and defeat. That it ended the way it did doesn’t dampen anyone’s spirit.


      “To the Lada!” toasts one man. “The biggest piece of shit next to Yeltsin himself!”


      “To the unlucky sonofabitch who steals it!” seconds Tatiana’s son, who’s wandered in from the kitchen.


      “Let me see it,” says a man from the kitchen doorway. He’s large and blond and pink, and from the minute he walked in the door, nearly yelling with cheer, Luba has taken a dislike to him. Shows of testosterone nauseate her now.


      “What? Another amateur mechanic?” she says.


      “Mommy, let him,” says Anya, now awake. She looks pale and worried in her dark velvet.


      “Let me see it,” the man says.


      It’s even colder than it was at midnight, which, Luba says, really does feel like a century ago. The car is miraculously there, the door reattached, the men gone. A large piece of insulation sits on the hood, the only oversight.


      The man, bigger even in his parka, peers at the keyhole, opens the door and slams it shut. He does it again as if to convince them both of something. The car shudders from the attention.


      “Then this guy takes out a key ring with twenty keys on it,” says Luba. “Former KGB for sure. ‘I’ve got this same model,’ he tells me. And then he puts the key into the lock of a car that is not his. The little button moves up and down, up and down. ‘See?’ the man says. ‘I told you.’”


      Luba tries the key herself. It’s like butter in there. The man takes the keys, locks the car, and without waiting for her, goes back upstairs.


      Luba walks around the car, looks inside. Nothing’s been touched since the night before. She takes the piece of insulation from the hood, folds its bulk in two and sticks it in the neighbours’ trash box because Nadia doesn’t need to know this part of the story. Luba walks around the car again and then again, feeling both proprietary and untethered. She would like to drive off somewhere, but the man has the key to the door.


      She could keep walking round and round like this, but the cold is impossible. She climbs the dark stairwell. The single bulb that worked last night is out. Inside Tatiana’s apartment, the man is demanding another glass of vodka, the good stuff. No, the best stuff. Luba wonders what he will demand for the return of the key.


      “To Russia and to Ladas,” Tatiana’s son toasts. “Broken, but still working.”


      “For now,” belts out Luba’s rescuer.


      “That’s my country for you,” says Luba and turns her head from the smoke.

    

  


  
    
      Stove


      Some people wonder why I am still friends with Luba. Some say she has, at the least, a little something to do with my situation. There’s the $20,000 for one thing. That I still see Luba occasionally for coffee says everything about her impressive ability to entertain. For two hours I am not depressed.


      “Got time for another, Lesley?” she asks, and smiles for the first time since we sat down. Luba’s gorgeous when she actually looks at you with her hazel eyes. She is tiny and very, very blonde and dresses in couturier black. “It’s about Nadia. You know. The friend with the Lada.”


      I never met Nadia, but for three weeks in the coldest winter of my life, I wore Nadia’s coat, delivered by another of Luba’s friends to a corner on Leninski Prospekt. I rode from Moscow to Yaroslavl in that warm old thing. I tramped along the Arbat to McDonald’s many afternoons clutching the coat’s frayed hood to my face, sat in office after official office in its olive-drabness, sometimes getting a surprise poke from a wayward goose feather. Luba had arranged it, calling Nadia long distance to tell her about her Moscow-bound, cold-blooded Canadian client. But Luba seems to have forgotten this.


      “Hang on,” she says and lights up again.


      “How’s Anya?” I ask. Anya and I are great buddies. She’s a sweet girl, funny, too, and she shares my fascination with ancient Egypt. Someday, I’ve promised her, we will go together to see the pyramids.


      “Fine,” says Luba, inhaling. “She’s nine. What’s not to be fine?”


      “Maybe we can arrange a little outing soon…the museum, a movie?” I ask, but Luba’s already into the next story.


      Nadia, good, long friend that she is, has been looking after Luba’s mother’s apartment ever since the Monday afternoon six years ago when Luba, with only her purse in one hand, Anya in the other, took a cab for Sheremetyevo Airport, caught a plane for Helsinki, and then another for Montreal. In the end, after all the plotting and finagling, it had been so simple: They were gone. Nadia checked on the apartment every few months or so, to dust, to look around. Luba suspects she sometimes met a man from work there.


      “For matinées,” Luba explains to me, and shrugs. Since Thérèse, the must-have-it couplings of a man and woman on their lunch break, no piece of clothing actually removed, has nothing to do with her anymore.


      There was no husband to hide from, but Nadia’s fifteen-year-old son already had enough problems. He certainly didn’t need to hear his mother’s mournful releases through the thin walls of their Khruschev-era apartment. It wasn’t just her son, Niki, whom Nadia worried about, but the family with whom she and her family had shared living quarters for more than forty years. For some, the old Soviet hunger for community just won’t die, says Luba. “And then there’s the old Soviet repression. There was no way she could fuck a man at home.”


      However Nadia might have misused her dead mother’s bed, Luba must now repay the debt of all those visits. As the two women sit at the kitchen table one night, boxing sterling cutlery, Luba asks Nadia what she would like to keep. “Anything,” says Luba. She hopes Nadia will not want the oak hutch they’ve just emptied. Or the piano. Please not the piano, with its marbled wood panels and unequaled tone. Back in Montreal, Anya is taking lessons on their expensive new piano. But it is not this piano, the one she played, the one her mother had played.


      Nadia, who still looks closer to thirty than the forty she is, thanks to not eating much and a set of exquisite cheekbones, looks around the kitchen quickly. Almost greedily, Luba thinks. Nadia says, “The stove.” And Luba, relieved, says, “You always had a rich girl’s taste, Nadia Petrovna.”


      The stove is a piece of work, an import from Italy. How Luba’s mother came to own it has never been clear, not even to Luba. How anyone got their hands on something of quality, something of luxury, in the good old bad days was a matter of intense secrecy and pride. Nearly as massive as the oak hutch, the stove has a high, majestic back, and, a rare thing for Moscow in the 1960s, a stainless-steel grill between the burners. Good for making blini, although Luba’s mother, a gynecologist, had had little time for complicated cooking. So the stove it is. It is only a little piece of history, after all. Luba’s only condition: Nadia is to be responsible for moving it out. “I cannot handle one more arrangement,” Luba tells her friend.


      On the day the movers are to show up, friends come and go. It’s as if they are saying goodbye to Luba’s mother all over again. “Like we’re sitting shiva,” says Luba, whose father was Jewish, but — devout Communist — had never celebrated a shabbas in his life. Now the apartment, losing its elements one by one, is shrinking, growing shabby. Old is not necessarily elegant, Luba thinks, as she walks through the three dark rooms.


      After the movers load the boxes and cart out the furniture for the Montreal-bound container, the flow of friends trickles off. Eka from university drops by as promised and goes off with a box of books. By the time Nadia comes at three, there is only Luba and the stove. Nadia’s brought her younger brother, Evgeny; a friend of his, Guram; and a driver who never introduces himself. Evgeny has borrowed a car from his employer, a rich Kazakh importer. It’s a Mercedes, see? the men show her from the kitchen window, pointing down six stories to a gleaming black rectangle.


      “They’re going to carry this massive thing in a car,” says Luba. The three men tussle with the stove, which refuses to fit on the dolly. They dance for a few minutes with it. Nadia laughs. They are so earnest, so cute really, sweating in the dim kitchen and swearing. Guram keeps looking at Nadia after he says something in questionable taste.


      Nadia looks revived this afternoon, as if she’s been liberated from her son, from worry over her job at the lab and what will become of her now that she’s older and the men are not so frequent or insistent. Maybe, Luba says, she will send for Nadia to come visit her beautiful Canadian city.


      Luba has, in the few days since she and Nadia sat with the silverware, decided she will also leave her friend some cash, something in the area of $500. The stove would be thanks enough, she supposes. But cash is what everyone here craves. And besides, things are hard with Nadia’s son. She and the family have just discovered that the unexplainable losses of money in the apartment can now be explained. Niki has been siphoning off cash — from pockets and purses, dressers and desks for a year. He seems embarrassed, but not especially sorry. Nadia weeps, then laughs, when Luba slips her the envelope stuffed with American fifties.


      It was a failure of her imagination, Luba thinks as she and Nadia stand outside, whipped by wind, as the men heave and ho the stove, wrapped in blankets, onto the roof of the Mercedes. They’d never planned on carrying the stove inside. Still, once the stove is on the roof, making the car look like a small double-decker bus, Luba has serious doubts again.


      “We’re breaking laws,” she tells the men.


      No, Evgeny and his friend reassure her. It will be fine. There isn’t far to go and it’s as tethered as a missile before takeoff. The men aren’t defensive, just very, very sure and only a little condescending. They drive off, Nadia waving from the back window. Alone for the first time in days, Luba stands on the street, debating whether to go back upstairs. She will have to see the space the stove left, see the wall decorated in three decades of grease, see those rooms that give so little back now. She has her purse. She can leave. She gets into the Lada and doesn’t look back.


      That evening, while she and Anya pack their bags at Tatiana’s, the picture of the Mercedes and its burden comes back. Crazy! It will have fallen, of course, right onto the street as the car picked up speed. One can drive only so slowly in Moscow without inciting the aggression of other drivers. But one thing Luba has learned from her years away is that the pessimism so deep in her cells doesn’t always play out. Sometimes life works. Sometimes accidents don’t happen. Her lover taught her that. There’s no word from Nadia that night or the next day, so Luba is left to imagine the best, or at least, not the worst.


      The next night is their last. Luba and Tatiana have talked until they’re hoarse and Anya has accused her mother, not for the first time, of completely ignoring her. They’ve poured and drunk the rest of the New Year’s vodka, and now, back on the daybed at midnight, still in her clothes, Luba feels Anya’s cold feet against her calves, feels every valley in the mattress.


      “Luba!”


      Someone’s calling softly from the door. Luba doesn’t hesitate because of all those years of expecting the worst and getting it. In a moment she’s in the kitchen at the table with Nadia and Tatiana, also sprung from sleep fully dressed.


      “It fell,” says Nadia.


      “I knew it,” says Luba.


      “I’ll put up the kettle,” says Tatiana and goes the two steps to the sink.


      “Is it ruined?” asks Luba.


      “Worse than that,” says Nadia.


      “The stove flew off and killed someone,” says Luba.


      “Not as bad as that,” says Nadia and the three women laugh helplessly. The kitchen, Luba says, smells richly of potato…boiled, fried, baked, potato every which way.


      It was OK the first half mile or so, says Nadia. And they laugh again, Tatiana doubled over so that her head is nearly in the sink.


      But then terrible sounds began to come from the roof, groaning noises as the heavy metal of the stove began to work on the not-as-heavy metal of the Mercedes.


      “I’m lucky,” says Nadia, suddenly sober. “It could have fallen through and crushed me.”


      Instead, the stove came only partway through the roof — as if a skylight were being hammered out — before deciding to veer right and crash land, leaving the restraints twanging against the car doors like skipping ropes.


      The majestic back was decapitated; the grand oven door that had been one of its most winning features was folded in two. Bolts snapped, glass splintered. Cars swerved around them, grinding glass under their wheels. The driver, who now introduced himself also as Evgeny, made some calls from his cellphone. He was not happy, only nodded when Nadia handed him the envelope with the $500. He thought that should cover the work. If not, he’d be calling her.


      “Of course, it’s enough,” says Tatiana. “He’ll probably get a friend to do a bad job for next to nothing.”


      “And then,” says Nadia. “I did the worst thing.”


      Nadia’s brother Evgeny had to get back to work with the other Evgeny. There was the car to deal with and they’d already been gone longer than they’d said. They dropped Nadia and Guram off near a Metro station. They lived off the same line, though hers, Babushkinskaya, was farther out.


      “Do you want a drink?” Guram asked, as they passed his stop.


      “I took him home. We made love all night,” says Nadia. “He has a wife, two little children.”


      “Nadiusha, Nadiusha,” says Tatiana, because Nadia has begun to cry and she’s not drinking her tea. Luba puts her hand on Nadia’s, but finds no words. What can she say that won’t sound harsh? Nadia, you went from nothing to more nothing?


      “We did everything. He was very nice. He pleased me. He told me he would love me if he didn’t have so many other responsibilities,” weeps Nadia. “We didn’t sleep. My lips are still raw. We fucked and fucked. But,” and now she looks at her friends with real desperation. “It didn’t help. It didn’t help at all.”


      Luba stubs out her Players and looks at me. “Hosti, what a mess, eh?” She slips an arm into her coat. “But I thought you’d appreciate it.”

    

  


  
    
      Coat


      “I have a story,” I say, surprising us both. Luba puts her other arm into her coat. I won’t have long.


      “Once upon a time there lived a coat. He was a nice coat, though on the old side. Olive-green, still tightly packed with goose feathers. The coat was unhappy because his owner had left Moscow to go to the other side of the world. He was cold without her.” Luba almost smiles. She appreciates a quirky start.


      “The coat, let’s give him a name — Boris — had kept his mistress warm and happy through many a winter. Oh, he’s Russian, this coat.”


      “We are telling Russian stories,” says Luba.


      His mistress went off in a great hurry and left him, and just about everything else she owned, in the front closet of her mother’s grandly decrepit Moscow apartment. “It looked like she’d just gone out for cigarettes or to a friend’s for dinner. But she didn’t come back. He waited for months. He waited for years.”


      “Don’t make me cry,” says Luba. “Last month Moscow. Before that, Thérèse. My heart’s already broken. ”


      “So he was waiting in the closet, this Boris, singing old Jeanne Bichevskaya songs” — Luba snorts — “to keep himself amused. But then four years into this he had an adventure, a quite amazing adventure and he forgot all about his first owner.”


      Luba looks doubtful.


      “His first owner was in the baby business.”


      “Like me,” says Luba.


      “Like you were,” I say. Last year Luba gave up her pain-in-the-ass Russian-Canadian adoption agency to go into the import/export biz. “Different kind of imports,” she joked after she’d packed crates of birth certificates, reports from social workers, notes from doctors, provincial certificates — Russian, French, English, a mess of languages and papers — into storage. She wasn’t leaving the business completely, she said. For good friends at a good price, she’d be willing to pull some strings.


      The business of hooking up Russian babies with Western couples desperate for babies was noble, brutal and comedic. Luba had entertained me with stories when we’d first met: the adoptive mum who arrived in a Siberian outpost demanding McDonald’s. The couple who packed six weeks’ worth of kosher food into their suitcases before setting off for Moscow. (Aeroflot charged them for the extra weight.) The man who rang up $2,000 of long-distance phone calls from St. Petersburg to Montreal, then sent the bill to Luba. The woman who threw a cellphone at Luba when she found her new daughter had brown hair, not blonde.


      People behaved in outrageous ways when they adopted children, Luba said. I would be different, of course.


      “Vite,” says Luba, and looks back at her car again. She’ll be out of here soon.


      “So the coat, this faithful old bag of cloth and feathers, is sitting there in his closet, getting nibbled by gluttonous Moscow moths, when one day, the door flies open and warm hands grab him and pull him free. Boris had almost forgotten what it was like to be touched.”


      “No sex,” says Luba. “No fair.”


      And then Boris is out on the street again. My Moscow, he thinks, as the soft hands cradle him, crush him against the wool of another coat. He is being taken somewhere. He recognizes the stops of the Metro, the names like music: Tyoplystan, Konkovo, Belyayevo. Then he’s being rushed up the ten-lane roar of Leninski Prospekt. Gorky Park! Boris is ready to weep with the memories, but at a corner, he is thrust into another set of hands. I have been so cold! the new voice says. Arms push through his arms, a back spreads through his back.


      “Boris is fulfilled,” I say and Luba rolls her eyes.


      Then he and the person are running to a waiting car. Yaroslavl, he hears.


      “That’s where we sent you,” says Luba. We have agreed not to talk about Yaroslavl. But there it is: out of my mouth, in the air.


      “Wait,” I say. “The story.”


      Boris has never been to Yaroslavl before and neither has his wearer, apparently. She — Boris thinks it’s a she, though her voice is pitched low and he’s having trouble understanding her bad French and worse Russian. Mostly she speaks English. This doesn’t stop her from asking question after question of Alexei, the man behind the wheel. She wants to know everything: the climate of Yaroslavl, the exact population, the political situation, the social conditions. Alexei has not much to say about any of it. Early on he said, “I am Moscow,” and now mostly nods da and shakes nyet, because he doesn’t seem to much care about this woman. Boris tries to draw himself closer around her.


      Perhaps bolstered by this, the Woman, as Boris now thinks of her, pushes on. Has Alexei ever been to Yaroslavl’s Baby Orphanage #2 on Chaikovsky Street? “What are the living conditions like there?” she asks, and Boris wonders at the two words put together like this, as adjective and noun. Isn’t living itself a condition?


      “A very Russian question, but I thought he didn’t understand English,” says Luba.


      “Boris has a gift for languages,” I say, “a nearly instantaneous gift. Like yours.”


      “Go on,” she sighs.


      The Woman is relentless. Has Alexei taken many couples to this orphanage? Where were they from? Does Alexei have children of his own? How many and what age? Alexei answers da, da, da. Boris worries for her. Doesn’t she feel how she is being dismissed? She seems not to notice. In fact, as they leave Moscow farther behind, as they pass village after village on the route of the Golden Ring, he can feel her body growing in energy, can feel a pulse in her muscles. He feels it down to his old feathers.


      “I’ve waited forever,” the Woman tells Alexei, now ignoring her completely. “Her name is Natasha and she has red hair and she’s nearly two, two next month. I’ve had her picture for months and now I am going to see her and take her home. I’m so happy! And nervous, too, of course. Who wouldn’t be?” She tells him about the birthday party she’s already planned for her new daughter back in Montreal, who has been invited and what kind of cake she will make. Alexei doesn’t even nod. In four hours she’s exhausted him. But then she cries out, “The Monastery of the Transfiguration of Our Saviour!” because they’ve come at last into Yaroslavl and there, like a blessed vision, are the golden domes of the sixteenth-century cathedral.


      “Epiphany!” says Alexei, pointing to a church covered in coloured tiles.


      “I thought he didn’t speak English. I thought he wasn’t talking to her, period,” says Luba.


      “Show me a Russian who isn’t proud of their old churches,” I say. “He’s revived.”


      “I need another coffee,” says Luba. She waves to a kid behind the coffee counter, though the place is strictly self-serve. He takes his time coming over.


      Luba lowers her eyes, looks up, smiles just for him. “Moi, je prenderais une allongé.” The kid pinkens and scampers away.


      “You’ve made his day,” I say.


      “They love flirting when they know there’s nothing behind it,” Luba says, and nods at me knowingly because I’m one of the few people she’s come out to.


      The boy is back in a jiffy — there’s even a free biscuit tucked next to her demitasse.


      “You’re going to have to get to the climax, should I say? Of your little story?” says Luba.


      I close my eyes to bring it back. “The orphanage is a hell-hole. Boris — after all, he’s led a sheltered life, especially in the last few years — is shocked by what he sees. In fact, he sees in a flash the relationship between ‘living’ and ‘conditions.’”


      Boris has heard stories about Russian orphanages, even watched a TV documentary on them when his owner left him draped on the couch one night. He wept at the sight of those babies in their high, metal cribs, no one to pick them up, no one to pat their little heads, hold their clammy little fingers. Boris doesn’t much like babies — they soil and dampen him — but watching the solitary white bundles with their hurting, angry faces left him feeling saggy for days.


      Baby House #2 hasn’t been painted in decades, or cleaned much either, not with soap and water, anyway. As she follows a woman down a long, draughty hall, the Woman seems to shrink a little. Boris holds close, presses deeper. She really needs him now. He hears shouts a long way off, a clatter of dishes. They pass old women, bent nearly in half over dust mops. And the smell! It makes Boris think of peaches falling off their pits; of cabbage, a hundred years of a hundred pots over high, sulfurous flames, cabbage that doesn’t even taste like cabbage anymore, but like the walls themselves.


      Then they are in a small room filled floor to ceiling with boxes of files and a woman sitting at a desk with more files on it. She is smiling, but Boris can see that she has smiled this smile thousands of times and that it means nothing.


      The woman, tall when she stands up, gestures to a single chair. Boris sinks into it with his Woman. The woman they followed stays to interpret. They go at his Woman with questions — all of which she has answered a hundred times already, on paper, in person, on the phone. Yes, she wants a girl, preferably under two, yes, she is unmarried, no, there is no boyfriend at home, yes, she understands that some of the children have problems — mild problems! the tall one reassures her, very mild! — and yes, she understands that if after meeting with the child, she doesn’t want to keep her, she is under no obligation to do so.


      Boris listens to it all with growing excitement. A baby! They are here for a baby! Why hasn’t he figured this out before?


      “He’s been living in the closet for too long,” I say.


      “Lesley,” says Luba. Her voice is surprisingly soft.


      “This is a story,” I say. “We don’t know how it will turn out.”


      The two women lead Boris and the Woman to what must be a music room. On a set of rickety shelves sit harmonicas and tiny horns. One large tambourine, a few of its metal cymbals missing, hangs on the streaked, beige wall. Sit, the women gesture to a round, unvacuumed rug.


      “I’ll sit here,” the Woman informs them and lowers herself onto a nursery-size stool. The orphanage women look at each other. And then two other women in white aprons and white babushkas come in from a side door, a miniature, red-haired girl walking pigeon-toed between them. She must have been crying seconds before because tears stand on her pale cheeks. But now she is smiling and she comes right up to Boris and the Woman, and lifts her arms to be picked up and the Woman and Boris lift her up, their arms joining together in this first embrace. Everyone in the room sighs a collective sigh, even the woman with the one-time-only smile. Even Boris, who is, after all, only a coat.


      “Not so Russian a story after all,” says Luba.


      Luba knows another story. Three years ago a woman went to Moscow and then to Yaroslavl in a borrowed coat. The woman sat in that same room and the same little girl came out: red-haired, pigeon-toed, tears on pale cheeks. But the little girl, Natasha, did not stop crying when the woman picked her up. She did not stop crying when the woman and Alexei struggled to get her into the car. In the hotel, the girl threw her plate and cup, the stuffed bear and all the dolls the woman had brought in her suitcase. They bounced off the linoleum, off the wallpaper. When the woman tried to hold the child, to rock her, the girl made hissing sounds. She screamed so loud into the evening that the manager of the hotel came to the door, ready to accuse the woman of terrible things. When he saw the child by herself in the centre of the room and yelling at no one, he shook his head and left. In the night something deeper than sadness took hold. The girl slammed her head against the wall, fought with the bed so hard a sheet tore. The woman lay perfectly still on the other bed, counting seconds that would, please God!, accumulate into minutes.


      In the morning, she and Alexei and Natasha went back to the orphanage. Natasha looked drugged, moaned when anyone touched her.


      “You kept her up all night playing,” the tall woman said when she saw them. “New parents always do. Don’t you know that children must sleep?”


      Now the woman wept. She called Luba in Montreal, waking her.


      “This happens,” Luba said. “Some children can’t handle the first separation from the orphanage. Imagine how you would feel! It’s normal.”


      “This is not normal,” said the woman.


      “Yes, yes,” said Luba. “It is. You will see.”


      Luba asked to speak to the orphanage woman, who’d begun to look at the woman from Canada as if she was a nightmare come true. Her voice went up, up on the phone. When she hung up she said, “Natasha had bad flu this winter. That is all. And now you break her heart.”


      “I want another child,” said the woman. “I have paid $20,000 for a child and I deserve one who is healthy.” This was true, all true and justified, but something went cold in the woman as she said this, even in that warm, old coat.


      The orphanage woman made her sit on her stool for nearly two hours, then brought in another girl. But this girl, though she was cute and smiling, was nearly six. “A girl under the age of two,” the woman had written on half a dozen different applications. In the afternoon, two more girls filed in: one seemed spacey; the other had a rash running from her ear into her cheek. Scabies, they said. Easy to treat, they said. Then why aren’t you treating it? the woman asked. Why are you making this someone else’s problem?


      I saw twenty little girls over the next two weeks, even a few boys at the end, when the director himself was called in. I sat on my stool and looked at each child and tried to imagine her in my world. And I couldn’t. I want a strong child, I told the director.


      In the end, the orphanage asked me to leave. The director called Luba and told her to give me my money back, at least the part that was meant to be a donation to Baby House #2. And he told her to never, ever send another Canadian to his orphanage. I didn’t really want a child, he said. I was shopping for perfection. I wanted guarantees. There are no guarantees for anything ever, he said. Not even in your rich, lucky Canada.


      I left Boris with another friend of Luba’s, came home and talked my head off — shrinks, social workers, my surprised friends. I went over my story so many times it was like Luba and her car story, Luba and her stove story. Most said it was about rejection. I’d been rejected by my father and then by my ex-husband. Blah, blah.


      Luba, I have to say, didn’t fly out of my life like a tiny, doomed helicopter. To her, troubled people were interesting people. Every now and then, I would say something about babies and she’d just say, “No.” That’s all. I came to know my place. Sometimes I dreamed about Yaroslavl, its domes, that room with the tambourine, those children, all those children.


      “I love kids,” I tell Luba. She’s buttoning up her coat now.


      “I know,” says Luba.


      “I want that story, the one with Boris.”


      “You are an optimist,” says Luba. “That is the difference between us.”


      “Oh, you Russians.”


      “What have I done?” says Luba, looking alarmed.


      “You wear your pessimism like…”


      “Like you wore that poor, deluded old coat?” Luba asks. “Or rather wore him out. Talk about Russian drama.”


      “I would like another chance,” I say.


      Luba waves to the counter boy for our cheque, though it’s clear we’re supposed to pay at the cash. “Are you ready?” she asks.


      “I am,” I say, because I so much want to be.


      Luba stands, stretches, reaches her arms up, and the movement itself gives me hope.
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      Good Men


      Mac and cheese. A dusty can of Chef Boyardee. What would those people know anyway? Alexandrine reached deeper into the Lazy Susan, catching her shoulder on the cabinet frame — Tabernuche! — and pulled out a heavy can of something sloshy. Stewed tomatoes. Was there an expiry date on these things? Well, if you don’t have money you can’t afford to be choosy.


      “Food for the poor!” she said again, louder than before, but Benoit, standing at the kitchen door, gazing out, six plastic bags at his feet, still said nothing. He looked positively beatific this morning. God-blessed man, spending his retirement cheque on after-dinner mints and sparkling cranberry juice. Just give them peanut butter and graham crackers, some Minute Rice, Alexandrine had urged him, but no, he said, it was their holiday, too.


      “My holiday is sizably reduced this year, thanks to you and your big bleeding heart,” Alexandrine had said.


      “Al,” he’d answered, his eyes uncomprehending and innocent in that new way. “Al, we enjoy an abundant Christmas every year. We’re blessed.”


      So they went to Florida every January. So what? So did lots of people. Though not everyone stayed right on the beach, instead of one of those blocks-away condos. Theirs was a nice, clean place with a separate bedroom and fully equipped kitchen, even maid service if they wanted. And last Christmas, Benoit had given her that string of freshwater pearls, the one she’d mentioned a few times. He was good with the girls, too. Jacinthe had moved home last summer with little Joey for a month until she’d gotten another job, and he’d said, of course, where else is a daughter supposed to go? And when Chantal and Roger needed help with a down payment, all he’d said was, Get me my chequebook. He expected the three boys to mind for themselves more, but if someone needed help putting a deck up or to borrow the snow blower, well, he wouldn’t say no.


      A good man. But crazy, too. The crazy part was new. And it was keeping Alexandrine up nights. Of course, she could be thankful he wasn’t keeping her up at night the way he once did. Lovin’, he’d called it. I’m just lovin’ you, darlin’, words he must have gotten from some country song but which had jack shit to do with his panting and shoving. He’d told her decades and decades ago that sometime soon she’d come to want it as much as he did. Once, right after Mathieu, the youngest, was born, Alexandrine had felt flutters down there, little butterfly flutters almost like when the babies would begin to move, but down lower, down there. She hadn’t told Benoit, just felt it, surprised, embarrassed, and it hadn’t happened again.


      But with his new-found religion (though that wasn’t the right word because Benoit had always been a daily-mass kind of man) he wasn’t so interested. She didn’t miss it — how can you miss what you don’t like? — but it left a space in the nights somehow. She crocheted more now, watched those late-night guys more. Time had expanded. Golden years, what a crock o’ shit. Alexandrine talked to herself a lot like this: holy shit, crock o’ shit, jack shit, shit for brains. She didn’t use the f-word at least. But she did like those shit expressions. They helped. Lord, they helped.


      “Well, unless I make a separate, special trip to Big Y right now, which is not possible since I’m serving at mass today and you’re a greeter, in case you forgot, that’s it, finis!” and Alexandrine hauled herself from the inner sanctum of her kitchen cupboard, a dented box of Kraft Dinner in hand, to face the angel of light himself. Benoit smiled. “Oh, well,” he said.


      By the time they’d driven the seven blocks to St. Mary’s, he’d come up with another plan.“I’ll just drop you off…and look, there’s Hervé!” — a little man in a long, wool winter coat, a Sunday coat, a coat that marked him as first generation, waved at them from the church steps. “He’s always happy to help, a good greeter, too.” Alexandrine stared at Benoit as he talked faster, “I’ll run to Big Y, pick up a few extra items for the collection and be back in time for the Gospel.” He kept smiling at her, so bright.


      She’d learned over the years not to begin arguing straight off because then Benoit, in his agreeable way, dug his heels in deeper. Not just his heel, his whole friggin’ foot. Alexandrine waited. She breathed, deeply but not too dramatically.


      “I think we’ve bought enough food already. You have bought enough food,” she corrected herself. “This is not a competition, you know.”


      Hervé was walking toward them now and Benoit rolled down the window, letting in a gust that raised the top layer of her freshly sprayed hair.


      “Ça va?” said Hervé, coming close, bending to the window. “Freezing, eh?”


      “How’s Adèle?” asked Benoit.


      “Oh, you know,” said Hervé.


      “Give her our love,” said Benoit.


      “I’ll do that,” said Hervé.


      “Hervé?” said Benoit.


      “Quoi?” said Hervé, and it was all settled, so that Alexandrine found herself walking up the church steps with Hervé, her own badly balanced plastic bag dragging down the wrist of her fur coat.


      “Just a few more things,” Benoit had explained to Hervé before driving off. He would bring his six bags in when he came back. “So you don’t have to trouble yourself,” he told Alexandrine. He hadn’t even the decency to flash her the cute guilty grin that had so often greased his way.


      “That Benoit, heart of gold,” said Hervé, opening the church door for her.


      “Yeah?” said Alexandrine, trying to make it a statement and not a question, and thinking load of shit, crock of shit, pure and simple shit.


      The back wall of the church was stacked with so many bags that you could have set up a small Big Y right there. “Food for the poor!” said Alexandrine and plunked her bag down on top of a crate-size box. Someone had bought a half-dozen tins of those good, expensive Swedish butter cookies. “Look,” she said to Hervé. “Top quality!”


      First reading, second reading, Gospel reading, no Benoit. Father Bruce talked in his bad French about the spirit of the season. About giving and the spirit of giving and more friggin’ giving. Why hadn’t his parents spoken French to him at home? Alexandrine wondered, not for the first time. Unlike her parents who, bless their dear, departed, French-Canadian souls, never did quite get the hang of English, Father Bruce’s parents had been way too eager to get American. Look at the name they’d given him, though they still couldn’t say it without rolling the “r.”


      Still, folks liked Father Bruce, liked him in spite of his faulty French, his stooping to the level of some of the parish young people just so they’d get involved. He actually liked that rap music, he said. He listened to people, tried to give them what they wanted, like this French mass because he knew some of the mémés and pépés still loved all the seigneurs and Bon Dieus. Another good man. The world was full of good men and their good intentions.


      She kept checking for Benoit, but it wasn’t until the offertory that she heard the back doors of the church creak. There was Benoit struggling to keep them open while he shoved through a box the size of a small appliance. She watched as Denis and François-Xavier, Hervé’s grown sons, jumped up to help him. They made noise back there. Something clunked and Alexandrine heard plastic bags being disturbed.


      “Well, look who’s among us,” said Father Bruce from the altar, switching into English — he could do French only if it was written down and rehearsed — and raising his arm toward the back of the church. Everyone in the Advent-packed pews turned to behold a small man holding a large box.


      “What do you have there, Benoit?” boomed Father Bruce into his mic.


      “A toaster oven,” said Benoit.


      “And who is it for?” asked Father Bruce.


      “For someone who might need it, Father,” said Benoit, his voice getting surprisingly loud and sure. Hervé’s boys hovered, on stand-by.


      “Well, my dear brothers and sisters, what can I say?” asked Father Bruce. “I could talk all season about the need for us to share our wealth, our good fortune, our abundance, but it wouldn’t have half the impact of seeing our own Benoit Lachance standing there with that box of love in his hands. Benoit, my good friend, you are living out the words of Isaiah… ‘If you give your bread to the hungry, and relief to the oppressed, your light will rise in the darkness, and your shadows become like noon.’”


      “I could have died,” Alexandrine informed Benoit on the ride home.


      “Ah, Al,” he sad. “You don’t mean that.”


      “I do,” she said. “Oh, I really do.”


      “I was there in the Big Y, Al, all that food, and I thought, people need a way to cook that food. So I walked over to BJ’s. They were on special. It wasn’t expensive. It was cheaper than the toaster oven I bought you last year.”


      “This has gotten way out of hand,” said Alexandrine.


      “I bought three,” said Benoit. “I thought I’d give one to the homeless shelter and one to the Midnight Mission. You know, Father Gilbert’s place.”


      “You need help,” said Alexandrine.


      Benoit didn’t defend himself, but after a suitable, respectful pause began singing under his breath. She knew that idiot song.


      Bonjour le maître et la maitresse,


      Et tous les gens de la maison,


      Nous acquittons, cela nous presse,


      Notre devoir de la saison.


      Une fois l’an, c’est raisonable,


      Ce n’est pas trop.


      En ces temps de la bonne table


      Du bon fricot…


      That Guignolée shit! Pierre Lafleur had roped Benoit into it last Christmas. Some old custom from the old country, the country their parents had left behind forty years ago. Le Québec, La belle province. And for what? So they could go around like fools, singing off-key, ringing doorbells, dressed in Santa suits, asking neighbours for handouts so they could give it to some poor Puerto Ricans. Nobody had helped their families when they’d come south, leaving family farms to start a new life in the U.S. of A., building up these little western Massachusetts mill towns with their nice, big, Catholic families. No, they came, got jobs, worked their asses off, never asked for shit. Somebody should clue those black people and P.R.s in. Because they clearly had no clue about hard work. And face it, no clue when it was time to stop doing it and provide for the babies they already had.


      “La Guignolée is a beautiful tradition,” Benoit had tried to explain last Christmas, after giving up on her coming out with them. “We need to think about the needy, Al. Especially at this blessed time of year.”


      C’est raisonable. Ce n’est pas trop. It wasn’t reasonable and it was too much. God didn’t want people to go overboard. He wanted them to be good, yes, but not driving-their-wives-crazy good. He wanted them to be moderate, though Alexandrine couldn’t at the moment think of any of the old catechism that actually came out and said this. Moderation sounded more like a Protestant kind of idea. And les Protestants, as her mother always said, they didn’t know much.


      Where was Maman now? Where was she to ask: Ma, what’s a woman to do with a man like this? A man who doesn’t know any more who comes first. A man giving their hard-earned life away like so many bags of clothes to Goodwill.


      Benoit went straight into the kitchen when they got home. He liked cooking now, after all those years when he used to come in the door at 5:30 and ask, “So what’s on?” Alexandrine let him have his new little hobby. Chef Benoitdee, she called him. He wasn’t that good at it, but then neither was she. “Face it, Ma, you’re a lousy cook,” Jacinthe had said after last year’s Easter ham came out raw on the inside, black and blistered on the outside.


      But what she was really bad at — she knew this, she’d done a little self-looking, a little work with a counselor at church the winter three of the five kids moved out and she had suddenly fewer to care for and complain about — what she was really, really bad at was letting things go. She knew this, she knew this in that moment before striking. Mais tabernuche! A woman has to have her say.“Did you buy more food, too?” she asked as Benoit pulled out what looked like the ingredients for cornbread.


      “Couple of things,” said Benoit.


      “Your couple of things were probably many, many things,” said Alexandrine.


      Benoit said nothing, went to the fridge and took out two eggs and a carton of buttermilk.


      Her mother had never really approved of Benoit, not completely. “He’s not good looking,” she’d told Alexandrine after she brought him home the first time. “His eyes, they’re too close together. He’ll have no hair, just wisps, by the time he’s thirty.”“What do you want from me? He’s a good, decent, French-Canadian Catholic. You want him to be handsome, too?” Alexandrine had yelled. It was a funny line they’d walked in her family. You obeyed, you knuckled under, but you could be as sarcastic as you dared. Snarky, they called it nowadays.


      There were two kinds of people in Maman’s world. Catholics and everyone else. Except, of course, there were Catholics and then there were Catholics. The best Catholics — Cat-o-lique, as Maman pronounced it — the only Catholics she knew, for that matter, were white and French Canadian, not too uppity, but not too poor either. They were people like them: former Quebecers, now Americans, regulars at mass, homeowners, proud of their roots but grateful for the New World’s possibilities.


      No one had ever seriously overturned Ma’s take on things. A couple of grandkids rebelled, like little Christina marrying that born-again Baptist, and then going off to work with Africans. And her nephew Gérard had dated a Jewish girl in junior college, but then Alexandrine’s sister, Claudine, had put the kibosh on that. It works better is all, Alexandrine had explained to her own sons and daughters. Too many spices spoil the soup. A little salt, hold the pepper, you’re just fine, she said. Marry your own. And they’d listened for the most part. The fact that two of the five still weren’t married — even adorable Mathieu — and that Chantal’s marriage to Roger seemed to be busting up, and that Jacinthe, the oldest, was well and truly divorced, didn’t have anything to do with not being good Catholics. Bad things happened even to good Catholics. This was, sadly, a fact. But did that mean you stopped being proud of who you were and what you stood for?


      “I don’t think I’m being unreasonable,” began Alexandrine in what she hoped was her most reasonable voice.


      “I’m missing a few things,” said Benoit, already at the door. “Like cornmeal.”


      “Forgot the case of champagne, did you?” she asked. “Surely those folks are expecting champagne.”


      Benoit looked at her, and then he did something she couldn’t remember his ever having done before. He slowly shook his head. No peck on the cheek, no À bientot. He was gone.


      She switched on the TV in the living room, the one they’d moved from the downstairs rumpus room when the last of the kids left. It was set pretty much permanently at Channel 22, the cable Catholic station, and angled so they could watch it either from the couch or the kitchen table. Sometimes she watched the daily mass. Sometimes it was just on — people talking about Jesus or the saints, news about the pope, women crying about terminally ill kids and how praying was the only thing you could do in a case like that. Alexandrine still prayed her rosary morning and night, just like Ma had taught them. It was a nice little moment each day. But it didn’t, Tabernuche!, make things go away. It didn’t solve the problem, for example, of Benoit and his big, bleeding wallet.


      The phone rang. It was Chantal, their youngest daughter, and if Alexandrine were honest, not someone she always wanted to hear from. With Chantal it was forever me and what’s coming to me. Roger was a sweetheart, good provider, too, at least as good as a schoolteacher could be. But he was getting mixed up as he was getting older. He’d joined some men’s group, Chantal said, and was going off to the woods every weekend to play drums and run around in deer shit.


      “What’s up, Ma?” Chantal asked on the phone.


      “Waiting for Dad,” Alexandrine said.


      “At the store again?” Chantal asked. Even when they were a much younger family, Benoit would take off for Safeway — this was before it got converted to a Big Y — nearly every night. The noise level in the house got to him, all those kids fussing about their homework, the dishes being noisily, resentfully washed by whoever’s turn it was, the radio blasting upstairs, the TV squawking downstairs, the phone always ringing. Not that Alexandrine appreciated his going out like this, leaving her to cope, to do what she’d already been doing all day, but she also saw it as his concession to her domestic authority, her superiority. And he’d come back with something they were just on the verge of running out of — usually bread, always milk — so those little trips were useful, too.“Cornmeal,” said Alexandrine. “We’re out.”


      “Baking again,” said Chantal. “He’s turning into a regular Jacques Pepin.”


      Alexandrine, wanting to get to the point — Chantal always had a point — said, “What do you want, honey?”


      Roger was off on one of his weekends and a girlfriend had just called with tickets for a concert and did she think that she might be able to babysit on short notice? “I can bring the kids to you, if that would help,” Chantal offered and Alexandrine (thinking: No! Worse!) said, “You need to get yourself a regular sitter, Chantal. You can’t count on your father and me to help you out.”


      “OK,” said Chantal, but her voice had cooled. Cozy as anything when she needed something. Alexandrine had warned all the kids when they started having their own kids: I am not going to be your babysitter. Been there, done that…isn’t that what they said nowadays? And she had the stretched out, stained, over-laundered, mémé-size T-shirt to prove it. Done that.


      She went back to the TV: a nun was being interviewed, a missionary sister. She had a weathered face, like she’d spent too much time in some country where there was lots of sun but not much else.


      “It was my calling,” said the sister.


      “How did you know?” pressed the interviewer. “What were the signs? Did you feel God was trying to tell you something?”


      The nun smiled and for a moment she was beautiful, this woman you wouldn’t look at twice if you weren’t watching her on TV. “Oh,” she said, dropping her head, still with the smile, but a more secret smile. “You know.”


      The phone rang again. Shit and double shit.


      “Ma, it’s me.” All the kids said this as if she should be able to tell their voices apart. “Ma, can I come over? It’s important. It’s really, really important.” The urgency could only be Jacinthe’s. Her brothers called her la drame dame.


      “Is Dad there?” she asked when Alexandrine didn’t answer right away. She was not going to sit for little Joey. When were the kids going to get it? This was her Sunday.


      “It’s just me and the nuns,” said Alexandrine. “On TV.”


      “Ma, I mean it. I’m desperate. Jess has gone off and I need to find him to talk to him.” Since September, Jacinthe had been seeing some guy from work. They’d invited him over for pie on Thanksgiving, but he’d called at the last minute to say he couldn’t make it, sorry, and they still hadn’t met him. Chantal said Jacinthe was crazy in love with him.


      “She’s always crazy in love,” Alexandrine had answered. “When is she not crazy in love?” Jacinthe, in her opinion, was a lot like her father in her sudden, blinding enthusiasms. She just hoped Jacinthe wasn’t sleeping with the guy, though she had to assume that the crazy in love might have something to do with that.


      “Ma, come on. Joey’s good, you know that,” said Jacinthe on the phone. “When I asked him who he wanted to take care of him, he said, ‘Mémé.’ Just like that. That’s what he said.”


      Alexandrine held on. “It’s not convenient today, Jacinthe. Dad’s not here and I don’t know when he’s coming back” — the thought came, if he’s coming back — “so why don’t you call one of your friends who has kids?”


      Jacinthe hung up, called back five minutes later as they were showing footage of the nun’s mission. Native people with rings in their noses beamed white-white teeth at the shaky camera.


      “Ma, please.” Jacinthe was crying now and it didn’t sound as if she was faking it. “We had a misunderstanding. I have to take care of this. Please.”


      Joey and his toys (“Bring him something to amuse himself with,” Alexandrine had instructed) were deposited at the kitchen door fifteen minutes later. She hadn’t seen Jacinthe for a couple of weeks and was surprised to see her looking starvation size. Jacinthe had always been slender, but now her hipbones poked out from her stretch jeans.


      “Don’t get anorexic there, kiddo,” Alexandrine said.


      “It’s the love diet, Ma,” said Jacinthe, and teared up again.


      “When can I expect you back?”


      “As soon as I am able, Mother, I will be back.”


      “Just asking,” said Alexandrine. “Your father and I have plans tonight.” Plans? The only thing she would be curling up with was a skein of yarn.


      “So, my man, let’s you and I watch a little TV,” Alexandrine said after they’d watched Jacinthe drive off, too fast and not checking her mirrors.


      “No nuns,” said Joey, pointing to the TV. He was a big boy for four, husky, and always bumping into things, breaking things. She’d have to keep him busy.


      Alexandrine fixed them some microwave popcorn, then searched through their limited videos. Benoit had a thing for World War II documentaries, but Joey probably wouldn’t sit still for that. Joey had a problem with sitting still anyway. She had a video of the pope’s visit to Cuba.


      “That!” said Joey, pointing.


      Thank God the grandkids did visit from time to time because there it was buried at the back, the bright box for The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Chantal had brought it over months before and kept forgetting to take it home.


      They were sitting side by side on the couch, Joey being unusually good, unusually quiet, and they were just getting to the part where Quasimodo is ringing the bells, when the boy burped and threw up all over himself.


      “Holy shit!” yelled Alexandrine. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      She hauled the boy off the sofa, dragging him toward the bathroom. En route he did damage to the arm of the sofa, the carpet, the kitchen floor and her fur mules. His shoulders shuddered over the toilet.


      “Why didn’t you tell Mémé?” she asked. “Now Mémé has to clean all this mess up.”


      “I’m sick,” he announced.


      She felt his forehead with her forearm, such an old reflex, and almost yelled again. The kid was burning up. How had she not noticed before? How had Jacinthe not noticed? Or had she, in fact, noticed? She wanted to kill her, to kill all of them.


      “You, young man, don’t move,” and she gripped Joey’s shoulders to make sure he understood. On her way to the kitchen, she slipped on vomit. Jesus, Mary and Joseph. But then, standing in the kitchen, she didn’t know what to do. Call Jacinthe? She was out chasing down her man. Call the kid’s doctor? But who was that? Call a pharmacist?


      She called Chantal, because she, at least, was still doing this. No answer. An emergency room? They’d think she was some hysterical, out-of-practice grandmother. A little puke, what was that compared to a car accident, a heart attack? She checked the kitchen cabinet where Benoit had lined up all their drugs. Not even Junior Tylenol. But then she always told her kids not to bring their kids over if they were sick. “We don’t need to catch anything at our age,” she told them. Spotting a large bottle of Rolaids, she took one out. It couldn’t hurt.


      Back in the bathroom, Joey was still standing, but his eyes were closed.


      “Any more coming out?” she asked.


      “I wanna sleep,” Joey said and slumped to the floor. She didn’t want to risk her bedspread, so they limp-walked to the extra bedroom, the girls’ old room, which still had two twin beds in it. Joey climbed up on the one closest to the door and curled into the middle.


      “Do you want a blanket?” she asked. He nodded and then fell asleep, just like that, not even stirring a minute later when she put her least-favourite afghan (you never knew) over him. It was only when she was back in the kitchen, plugging in the kettle for a quick coffee, that she realized Benoit had been gone for nearly two hours. Cornmeal, sure. He was probably standing right now in front of the extra-large fridges at Leon’s Appliances. Why stop at toaster ovens?


      Coffee in hand, she wandered back to the TV. Tabernuche! The puke. Back to the kitchen for paper towel, the whole roll. How had she ever done this times five? The shit, the puke, the tears. You rush and you push and hurry everyone along, trying to get them sorted out right, and then this: more puke. But also — and her stomach dropped, as she remembered Benoit’s face when he was leaving — such a terrible quiet. Even with the TV on it was too quiet.


      She tried Chantal again, let it ring fifteen, twenty times. As she was opening the jar of Taster’s Choice, she heard something hit the wall, hard. If that kid was throwing up again, she was going to tell Jacinthe, Chantal, too, and Guy with his brood of three, no more kids over here. No more babysitting handouts, no more… Joey was on his back, arched, eyes wide open, throat gurgling. He grabbed at the air, the blanket. She tried to pick him up, but he resisted with amazing strength. He didn’t look at her, didn’t seem to be seeing anything. Her hand accidentally brushed his forehead. Why hadn’t she tried to get some aspirin into him before? Even adult aspirin. She dropped him back on the bed — he didn’t seem to notice — ran for the thermometer in the bathroom. What had she been thinking about earlier? She hadn’t been thinking, she hadn’t been thinking at all.


      But then, standing over him with the old family rectal in her hand, she didn’t know how she could use it. She couldn’t turn him over. She couldn’t get him to do anything. She reached under the boy’s behind, pulled down his pants, aimed the thermometer in roughly the right place. Joey howled as she struck more resistance, then found the yielding spot.


      “Calm down, calm down,” she told him, though he made no eye contact, just whimpered and held stiff. When she finally pulled the thermometer free it was time to panic for real. She’d never read a number like this on a human thermometer before. One oh five.


      He made no sound as she wedged her hands under him, lifted him, staggered to the bathroom, stripped him and placed him in the bottom of the tub. The old porcelain was cold, she knew, but cold was the plan, her only plan. She turned on the tap. Cold water, but not freezing cold: From somewhere came the old advice.


      The phone rang just as Joey began to gag. Tabernac! And as she thought it, just thought that worst of all words, she realized how scared she was. It didn’t mean much here in America, where everyone said fuck and cunt and cocksucker, but in her world, in her maman’s world, there was no greater blasphemy. She had just desecrated the holy tabernacle.


      The phone rang. She scooped cool water over her grandson’s shaking knees. So white, those legs! The phone rang. She lapped the water around his quivering ribs. The phone rang. She filled her hands with water and opened them over his head. She’d never really noticed how curly his hair was. Or that his eyes — staring scarily at the ceiling — were the exact same colour as Jacinthe’s.


      “Lord, help me,” said Alexandrine.


      The phone stopped. The vibration in Joey’s body turned to a shiver. She lifted him from the tub, pulled the plug. The weight of his body was not reassuring. Was he conscious? He lay across her lap, his big-boy legs stretching so far that his feet scrunched the olive-green bath mat against the wall. His little penis was standing up, probably from the cold. She looked away, remembering washing her boys when they were little, trying to be careful and thorough, but uninterested, too.


      The kitchen door opened. Thank God, someone was back. It didn’t matter who at this point, just someone. If it was Benoit — it should be Benoit — then he could take the boy into Emergency. If it was Jacinthe, then together they’d be able to get him in the car and haul off to Providence Hospital.


      No one called. Not “Hi, Ma!” or “Al, I’m back!” Just footsteps down the hall, men’s boots, snow boots. Had Benoit locked the door? No, the last one to leave was Jacinthe. Had she opened the door to let out the cat? Where was the cat? If the cat — Miss Minouver, the kids had named her about a hundred years ago — was inside, she was in your face, at your ankles. The boots stopped at the closed bathroom door, then continued. Joey, shivering, began to whimper. “Ssshh!” she ordered him and he stopped.


      The boot steps softened as they crossed the carpet of the bedroom. She heard the sliding closet door bang open, metal hangers hit each other, a box being dragged. Mathieu! He’d come home to borrow something. Her sewing machine! He was fixing up his new place, sewing curtains and pillows, he’d told her, trying to economize so that he and Chuck, his roommate, could save to put in a new kitchen next year, then a new bathroom the year after. He had plans, Mathieu. When he met some nice girl, which she was sure he would soon, then he’d buy Chuck out. But why didn’t he call for her? Mathieu, the sweetest of the whole lot of them, always came waltzing in with hugs and kisses. “Dream Mama,” he called her. And Mathieu knew better than to clomp across her bedroom with boots on.


      “Holy fucking shit!” she heard someone yell from the kitchen. Now there were two people in the house, and it came to her slow as a prayer that she didn’t know either of them.


      She tried to reconstruct it faithfully afterward for the cops. (No one had listened to her this carefully in years, been so interested in every little detail.) The people, men, she assumed, ran back and forth in their snow boots for five minutes, tops. They never checked the bathroom where Alexandrine had climbed into the tub, pulling Joey on top of her. “They were speaking English?” the cops asked at least three times. “Yes!” she finally exploded. “How would I understand ‘Holy fucking shit’ in Spanish?” The cop had smiled at this. She was a live one all right.


      Benoit found them there in the bathtub when he finally came back around 7:00, five hours after he’d left. She was soaked through from the water left in the tub from Joey’s bath. She’d used her sweater as a shawl to wrap around the boy’s shoulders, and her long skirt, the grey wool one she liked to wear to mass this time of year, was tucked into the backs of his legs. “I sure as hell wasn’t going to get up with those guys here,” she told the cops. “Not a friggin’ chance!” With help at hand, with all this attention, with her back aching and her head thumping, her tongue was unleashed. Let the shit fly. She really didn’t care.


      They were probably used to hearing everything anyway as they sat around people’s kitchen tables, their big-cop bodies filling their deep-blue uniforms, sighing, nodding, drinking whatever was offered. Benoit had made everyone coffee, even said he could make cornbread if they had the time. “I wish I had something else to offer you good folks,” he said. “Usually there’s, well, something…” Since he’d arrived, he’d hardly said a word with his mouth, but his eyes had told Alexandrine over and over, I’m sorry. He kept patting little Joey, who now sat obediently at the table drinking a glass of chocolate milk, having made a miraculous recovery since his grandfather and the cops arrived.


      “Careful there, young man,” Alexandrine told him when he burped. “We don’t want another puke session, do we?” The cops grinned.


      “I wish I could say my mother would have handled the intrusion” — that’s what they kept calling it, the intrusion — “as well as you did,” the younger cop, said. “Knowing Mémé, she would have started yelling her head off and then who knows what would have happened.”


      They told her she was one brave lady. Cool-headed, that’s what the older partner called her.


      “But why would anyone want to break into our house?” Benoit asked, and they all turned to look at him.


      “Mr. Lachance, there are a lot of very desperate people out there,” the older cop said. “People steal things to sell them. From the looks of it, these guys weren’t pros. They just needed some fast cash. Drugs probably.”


      “When what they really needed was some Kraft Dinner,” said Alexandrine. No one laughed, though she’d kind of meant it as a joke. “Well, that pearl necklace of mine will keep them smoking and snorting for a few weeks.”


      Her jewelry box was the first thing she’d checked, wading across a sea of fabric. Every dresser drawer had been up-ended. Panties, nightgowns, hose, scarves, stirrup pants lay like riches on the beige carpet. Where had all this stuff come from? It must have taken years, a whole adult life, to accumulate. The necklace was gone from its maroon velvet box, as were the 18k-gold chains and earrings, mostly gifts from Benoit and the boys. The robbers may have been amateurs, but they’d gone for the good stuff.


      Jacinthe arrived just as the cops were pushing back their chairs and murmuring promises about trying to track down the jewelry in pawn shops. “You might consider putting in an alarm system,” the younger policeman said. “Lots of people are doing that.”


      Jacinthe’s eyes went from the cops to Joey — pale, but still drinking his chocolate milk — then to her mother.


      “We’re OK,” said Alexandrine. “We had a scare. Well, actually I had two scares, but we’re OK now.”


      After the cops left, and Benoit was playing with Joey on the floor in the living room, Alexandrine told Jacinthe the story of Joey and his getting sick and the footsteps and the long wait in the tub as the water slowly drained.


      “Oh, Ma,” cried Jacinthe and came to her mother, holding her almost unbearably tight. She was only bones this close in, sharp little bones. “Oh, Ma, how frightening for you.” And then she began to sob, really sob, so that Alexandrine had to take her into the bedroom. “Oh, Ma,” cried Jacinthe, seeing the boxer shorts, the bras, the nightstand photos, the jewelry boxes, the stew of her parents’ life spread on the floor.


      “You need to get that boy in to a doctor tomorrow,” said Alexandrine. “What happened wasn’t right.”


      “I know,” said Jacinthe. “It happened once before.”


      “Thanks for telling me,” said Alexandrine.


      “He doesn’t want me any more,” said Jacinthe, sitting down on the bed, which, Alexandrine now noticed, was clear, like an island. Even the pillows were as she’d placed them that morning. “He wants someone else. Can you believe that?” And Jacinthe’s face folded.


      “Who?” asked Alexandrine, and really, honestly, she couldn’t think who Jacinthe was talking about. Who didn’t want her anymore?“Ma! Who do you think?” And her daughter’s eyes looked so despairing…at men, at life, at her!…that Alexandrine could only sit down next to her and stroke her hand over and over, back and forth, smoothing and smoothing, until Benoit came in with Joey and said the little guy was really tuckered out and maybe they should get him home to bed.


      They said the rosary together that night, on their knees by the side of the bed. The intruders had left the rosaries at least. Benoit had swept the stuff off to the side, though he’d put away all of Alexandrine’s pajamas and nightgowns. “I’ll work on the rest tomorrow,” he said. The recitation of the rosary was soothing, the words right there as they’d always been. But when they stood, him helping her up…her back really was going out…she turned on him in a sudden blaze: “Where were you all that time?”


      He didn’t lower his eyes like he used to when she accused him of some negligence. “They were just overjoyed to have the toaster oven at Father Gilbert’s. You should have seen them, Al. It’ll make things move faster at lunchtimes and staff can use it, too. But then one of the volunteers had the flu so bad he had to go home, so I ended up cooking and then staying to help serve dinner. And then there was the cleanup.” He looked at her. “You must have been so scared.”


      In bed, she told him what she’d wanted to tell him since he’d opened the bathroom door: “It was your people. Those people you try to help, they’re the ones who robbed us.”


      “What are you going to do, Al? Stop giving because of a few misguided souls?”


      “We’ll have to ask the Guignolée folks to collect for us this year,” said Alexandrine.


      Benoit laughed, a good laugh. That laugh had saved him more than once. And then he said, “Suppose there are brothers or sisters who need clothes and don’t have enough to eat. What good is there in your saying to them, ‘God bless you! Keep warm and eat well!’ — if you don’t give them the necessities of life?”


      Into her silence, he said, “Letter of James. I love that passage.”


      The boots had stopped at the door just before Joey had whimpered. Minutes later, as she manoeuvred the slack boy into the tub, the plastic rings on the shower curtain had clacked like castanets. The plastic of the flowered curtain — she’d learned every loop of every petal in the hours that followed — had crackled as she inched it aside. The remaining water, displaced by their bodies, then draining, had sounded as deafening as Montmorency Falls. And then there was the sound made by her mortal woman’s heart. They knew we were there.


      Benoit sighed, licked his lips. For all the night’s excitement, he’d fallen asleep as he always did, with pleasure. A truck grunted by, its gears shifting in the pit of Alexandrine’s stomach. This used to be a quiet street. When they’d first bought the place, the kids played street hockey right out front. Now it was as noisy as a highway and as dangerous. People could pull into your driveway, come inside, take your things and leave. They knew we were there.


      So Jacinthe had lost her man and Joey might be…what, epileptic or something? And the pearls would never be found and Benoit wasn’t going to change and those men had spared them, her and little Joey, and suddenly she was weeping. Maybe it was true. Everything she’d been taught by the nuns, the priests, all those sermons dished up and delivered, all those words from the apostles. Maybe God did protect them. And love them! Loved them to distraction, without limit. She wept at the thought of all that love, wept for all the years before she’d known this.

    

  


  
    
      Un, deux, trois…soleil!


      Don’t stare! Don’t point! Hearing Pa’s usual on-his-ass alerts in his head, J-P turned as coolly as possible to check out what was happening at the back of the church. Sylvain and Antoine were in a huddle around the casket, short look-alike uncles in black suits, and J-P wished again he’d just stayed home.


      “You can if you want,” Ma had said as late as yesterday morning. “You’re old enough. We trust Jean-Pierre alone in the house, don’t we, Norm? Norm? Don’t we?” And Pa had just closed his eyes. It was only later yet, at a point in the afternoon where somebody had to decide something, that Pa had said: “Everybody else’s kids are going to be there. It’ll look bad.”


      And because at sixteen he needed to feel as if a decision or two belonged to him, and because ma tante Jocelyne had been pretty cool and because Isabelle and all the other cousins would be there, J-P had said, “Yeah, I’ll go.”


      The organ started up and Sylvain and Antoine turned to face the congregation, none of whom were even pretending not to stare. J-P caught sight of Pa — Normand again now that they had left Massachusetts and were back in Quebec — directly behind Sylvain. The three brothers, plus Alain, Antoine’s oldest son, bent on one knee as if genuflecting and hoisted the casket to shoulder level. Jocelyne had weighed only seventy-nine pounds at the end, J-P had heard his mother whisper earlier, so it must have been the casket itself that made the two brothers in front stagger slightly, then recover, under its weight. J-P couldn’t decide whether the casket, pearly royal blue with silver fittings, was really pretty or really ugly.


      “Don’t ever set me out in one of those,” Pa had said to Ma when they’d arrived for the last sitting at the funeral home the night before.


      The pallbearers were chugging up the aisle now, as if in a rush to drop their load. As they passed, J-P got a flutter in his gut remembering the way Jocelyne had looked laid out at the wake. She wore a maroon dress that the aunts had had to pin in back it was so big now. Her hands, crossed around a crystal rosary, already looked as if they were made of something other than skin. Tante Jocelyne, the funniest of the Quebec gang, the one who swore and chain-smoked, the only one who’d never married, was inside and she was dead. J-P almost reached back for Ma’s hand; stuck it in the pocket of his too-tight suit pants instead. He heard her crying softly. Everything got to Ma. Every little thing, and, of course, this wasn’t a little thing. Jocelyne was Pa’s baby sister, “The only person in that family who ever really loved me!” Pa had blubbed when the call came.


      But now as Pa came up the aisle, he looked his normal stick-up-the-ass self. The pouches under his eyes were bluer; his hair neater. The four suits bent again, placed the casket on some kind of bed frame thing at the foot of the altar, took their places in the empty pew in front, and Ma took a break from her crying. Then the French started and J-P was lost. Two years of high-school French — plus summer vacations spent here in St. Cyrille — and J-P still didn’t get it. Je comprends, je comprends! He was used to waving everyone off with this, grinning, throwing in a couple of not too objectionable Québécois swear words so none of the cousins would come to his rescue.


      The first reading was from Isaiah, he understood that much. Then he was adrift again, looking around with his eyes only so that no one would tell Pa later, “That boy of yours, he wasn’t paying attention.” He let his eyes stroll up to the aqua and cream ceiling, down the awesome columns with their big swirls of gold. He’d loved this church as a kid. It was just so old, not like boxy St. Mary’s in Granby with its abstract stained glass windows and plain pews. His eyes dropped to the altar. This had been the favourite thing, the best thing, because behind the altar was a window painted like the sky, blue with streaky clouds. And in the middle of the window was a miniature cathedral with a three-dimensional dome. God lived there, that’s what he’d thought when he was seven, eight. God lived in that church in Pa’s hometown.


      The priest, a young, balding guy, got up and started talking about Jocelyne’s bonne sense d’humeur. J-P checked out again through the blessing of the bread and wine, but then he did that at home, too. He caught sight of Antoine’s three other kids, Noël, Christophe, and Isabelle, in a pew on the other side. Isabelle was busting out — J-P felt a little flush building — of a short, black, clingy dress. (Pa would have a thing or three to say about that dress.) She was only eighteen, but could pass for twenty-three easy. They’d missed her last night at the wake. She’d had to work, Antoine had said. In front of them sat Philippe, Sylvain’s oldest son, with his wife and their new baby. Philippe kept bouncing the baby in his arms when it began to make noise. He looked older and heavier than he’d been at his wedding two summers before, the last time they’d all been together.


      J-P let his eyes wander, his mind bounce, tried to keep a tick down in his left foot. He studied the backs of heads, seeing for the first time that Pa and the uncles all parted their hair the same way — long strands brushed up and over to the right. They sat there like balding triplets, probably thinking they were fooling everyone with their comb-overs. There were ways to get old, thought J-P, and this wasn’t one of them.


      And then there was Tante Jocelyne, sitting on the aisle of the second pew behind her brothers. J-P put his hand on his stomach, looked down to reorient his head, scrunched up his eyes. Yeah, it was her. She was wearing her usual outfit: tight jeans with a long T-shirt; but she looked as if she’d just come from the hairdresser’s. Her short, auburn crop was fluffed. J-P turned to see if anyone else saw, but everyone was crying too hard. Jocelyne had been the baby of the family, only forty-one. Lung cancer. Everyone was shaking their heads over that. They’d told her to quit.


      Tante Jocelyne turned around and smiled. Was she smiling at him? They’d always had a special something, even if he’d barely understood her.


      Then she wasn’t there anymore and J-P was glad and sad, disappointed and relieved. Some tears finally came. He rubbed them away fast, but Ma, sobbing away, didn’t notice anyway. Ma lived with her black dogs, as she called them, so much of the time that a funeral, a really good reason for crying, was almost a relief. J-P checked the second pew, in dread and hope, for the rest of the service.


      On the short walk from the church to the cemetery, Pa practically had to hold Ma up she was so limp with grief. J-P held back, falling in alongside Isabelle. The sky had greyed over while they’d been inside, bringing with it a razor wind. It was too soon for it to be this cold, only early October, but then it was Quebec. Isabelle turned a teary face to J-P and pulled his arm through hers. “Ce n’est pas juste. Elle etait la meilleure chose dans cette famille.” Isabelle sounded angry, though J-P couldn’t be absolutely sure of what she’d said. He wanted to tell her about seeing Jocelyne. If anyone wouldn’t freak out, it would be Isabelle, but he couldn’t think of the word for ghost, and if he said, “I just saw Jocelyne,” Isabelle would probably think he’d screwed up his verb tenses.


      Isabelle put her head on his shoulder, but they couldn’t walk easily this way since they were the same height, and soon she let go of his arm. By the time they reached the circle of people at the gravesite, she went off to stand by her parents, her black high heels getting stuck, then unstuck, as she walked across the grass.


      J-P kept his eyes open. Not for his parents, whom he couldn’t see at the moment. But for her. He’d heard of stuff like this, seen his share of life-after movies. Jeez, he watched Six Feet Under, even though Pa thought it was creepy and “inappropriate” for TV. Still, you could know about these things and not believe any of them.


      After more prayers and lots of huddling and sniffling, they made their way back to the cars. Ma and Pa were already in theirs, Ma now comforting Pa who, she told J-P, had nearly collapsed in the cemetery. “Be nice to him,” she said. “He really needs us now.” J-P looked away, out the back window.


      Antoine and Sylvain were directing traffic out of the small lot, but Sylvain broke away to come to the window. “Bonjour, bonhomme,” he waved to J-P in the back seat. He gave Pa a slip of paper, directions to the hall. “Ça va?” he asked Pa, who nodded only slightly. Sylvain gave him a reassuring grip of the upper arm, then slapped the roof of the car.


      “He said to follow him,” said Pa, rolling up the window. “He says things have changed around here. He always says that. But honestly, Marie, has it changed? Has it changed a bit?” Ma stroked the arm of Pa’s suit coat, and turned to give J-P a meaningful look.


      He knew about the shit that had gone down in the family, decades of shit. Ma had told him and Isabelle had tried once. There’d been rough times up here on the farms back in the fifties, not enough work and too many kids, and so lots of families had had to send some of the older children south, mostly to places like western Massachusetts where they could find work in the mills that made paper or shoes or textiles. That was how Pa had met Ma, whose parents had moved from Quebec a generation before. That was how it had turned out that they lived down there, while everyone else lived up here. It could have been a happy story maybe, except that nobody seemed happy with it. According to Ma, Sylvain and Antoine resented Pa’s being able to escape the family dramas, to go to the great U.S. of A., learn English, attend trade school and become a mechanic with his own garage. Meanwhile, Pa resented being sent away. He’d missed out big, he said, on the important stuff, like family, like feeling he belonged somewhere.


      J-P looked back at the church, the massive doors now closed. Was she in there? Would she follow them? He’d heard about spirits staying, well, afloat, until the actual burial.


      The hall turned out to be only five minutes from the church, a Knights of Columbus kind of place. They got out of the car, J-P as slowly as he could. This was what he most looked forward to and most feared: the party, if you could call it that, after. Post-wedding, post-funeral parties up here were like high school dances, with a buffet table against one wall, and long, chair-lined tables covered in plastic, where everyone ate a lot and joked and gossiped while the little kids horsed around in the middle. You couldn’t really tell the difference between the weddings and the funerals, as Ma said. This was the best part of any visit, but the worst, too, because it was when he had to talk.


      Ma ducked into the bathroom right away, so now he wasn’t going to be able to hide behind her. Ma was mostly a social disaster, but her French was OK, and she somehow rose to these occasions. She’d put on lipstick and a little blusher and come out and…talk. Alain’s three kids were already tearing around the place, Isabelle was talking to two girls he didn’t recognize and Pa was talking with the older nephews, Alain, Philippe and Noël. Or rather, he was talking at them. Pa liked to hold forth.


      “J-P! Bonjour!” and Tante Yvonne was giving him lipstick kisses and talking about the weather (he thought) and how big he’d grown (he thought) and about the complications of Jocelyne’s illness.


      “J-P!” Another aunt circled in. It always took him by surprise hearing his initials pronounced in French — Jee-Pay! — though by the end of any visit it felt as if this was the only way to say his name. Truth was, by the end of most visits he didn’t feel much like going home. Home was a cooler, quieter place where people didn’t fuss over him much. Granby, Massachusetts, was OK as places go, and he had some good, old friends like Josh whom he’d known since kindergarten. But life wasn’t thick with people like it was here.


      “Why can’t we move back?” J-P had once blurted from the back of the dark car, heading south once again.


      “It would only be fun for a while,” Pa had said.


      The kids were yelling something familiar. Un, deux, trois, soleil! J-P hadn’t played this in years. He’d hated that game, but Jocelyne had always yanked him by the arm, pulling him up from whatever corner he’d claimed in one of these hall-type places, or at the chalet in the summer or mon oncle Antoine’s finished basement at Christmas. “Viens, viens!”


      The game seemed pretty lame now, but when he was young, it had been a challenge. When you were “It,” you stood at the front of the room, back turned to the others. Then you’d count out loud: un…deux…trois — the other kids inching up behind you — until you called out, “Soleil!” and spun around to face them, nabbing whoever was still moving and sending them back to the wall. As a player, you had to have good balance, but also good radar. When would Christophe or Isabelle spin around? Would they do it fast or slow? As the youngest cousin, J-P was used to getting caught with a jiggly foot. Back to the wall.


      But even more frustrating was being It and knowing the others were gaining on him. Un, deux, trois…soleil! He’d spin round and there they’d be — closer still, but not moving, not even an eyeball. How did they keep moving forward without looking as if they were going anywhere at all, springing on him finally before he could call out a last soleil?


      “Bonjour, J-P!” She was there in jeans and her springy hair-do, arms crossed and watching the whole damn room.


      “Is it really you?” J-P knew this sounded like a line from a stupid movie, but he had to say something.


      “Bien sûr,” said ma tante Jocelyne, and said something else in French that he didn’t get.


      “Please,” he said. “Can’t you speak English for once?”


      Jocelyne laughed one of her old throaty, cigarette laughs. “Non,” she said. “Mais tu comprendras toute, je te promets.” She made him sit down on the folding chair next to her. “Do you want some punch?” she asked. And when she saw him looking around uneasily, she took his hand in her surprisingly warm one. “It’s all fine, bonhomme.”


      And then she told him a story. “Once upon a time there were three little brothers: Antoine, Sylvain and Normand. There were four sisters, too. They were very interesting, maybe even more interesting, but this story is not about them…so!”


      They were good boys, all of them, obedient to Jean-François, their father, who was a tough case. He was never satisfied with how they did in school or at catechism, how they did their chores on the farm, or played hockey. “Not that he ever saw them shooting pucks on those lumpy backyard rinks,” said Jocelyne. “Too busy with the pigs and cows and knocking Maman up again. Ooops!” she said. “Forget that part of the story, OK?”


      “OK,” said J-P.


      But if you thought Jean-François was severe, you’d never met J-F’s father, Patrice. “He made our pa look like a sugar pie,” said Jocelyne. Patrice never smiled, not even at his grandchildren, not apparently even at his wife of fifty years. “Stiff-necked old SOB,” said Jocelyne. She was drinking a Coke with ice, normal as anything, looking out at the room of people trying to act as if they weren’t having too good a time at her expense.


      “In our family, we’ve had lots of papas like this,” said Jocelyne, eyes back on J-P. “Full of corrections when they should have been full of love.”


      Isabelle was dancing with Alain’s oldest son. She picked up the little guy and whirled him around.


      “You understand?” said Jocelyne.


      Was she telling him to be different than Patrice and Jean-François? Different than Pa, too? Well, that shouldn’t be too hard.


      Jocelyne drained her glass. “I’ll sure miss these.”


      Pa was in conference now with Antoine and Sylvain. Antoine’s hand rested on Pa’s arm. “OK, them,” said Jocelyne. “They’re another story, but OK.”


      When Pa was sent south, Jocelyne said, their father went into a terrible slump. “No one had ever seen him cry before and no one ever saw him cry again.” Antoine and Sylvain tried to cheer him up, to distract him with questions about feed stocks and frost conditions, but J-F told them to get back to work and not make him feel more sorry than he already did that he hadn’t sent them instead.


      “Jeez,” said J-P.


      “We all paid,” said Jocelyne, and for a moment looked sadder than she ever had in life. She took a last swig of Coke. “But OK, you want to know the real reason Sylvain and Antoine have it in for your pa? The real reason? Because he’s taller than they are. OK, only by an inch, but…” and Jocelyne laughed and laughed. “Go dance with your cousin,” she said and practically pushed him off the chair.


      On the long drive back through Vermont to Massachusetts that night, J-P remembered one last thing Jocelyn had said before she left — “I’ll make it quick because I seem to be heading out for someplace new.” It was also about Pa, and it was simple and hard. “Love him for me?” she said.

    

  


  
    
      Top of the World


      “He’s psycho,” the woman said.


      “Jackie,” the woman next to her said, “you don’t mean that.”


      “I do,” said Jackie. “He’s psycho. Five hundred percent.”


      “Good you’re getting out tonight, girl.”


      Ben had been watching and listening to them for the past slow fifteen minutes. They were young in the way of thirty-something women together at a bar on a Friday night. The one who wasn’t Jackie looked as if she’d just come from work: navy polyester suit, white blouse, matching navy pumps, a secretary probably, dressed in her Working Girl version of success. The one who was Jackie looked as if she’d come from the gym — black leggings with a long, peach-coloured sweater. Streaked hair in a who-cares ponytail. Slender legs, and — he leaned a little into his curved end of the bar to get the fuller picture — yes, large breasts. His ex had been the opposite, a little pear in her best days. The thought of new architecture, a shift in design, bucked him up.


      “I’m on the top of the world, I’m on the…” Some jerk had put in, who? Karen Carpenter? He’d always heard a desperate, plangent something in her voice, even before she’d keeled over from lack of food.


      “I’m on the bottom of the world,” he sang, “looking up at creation.”


      The woman in leggings glanced over at him, a who’s-this-clown? look. She whispered something to the bartender, rinsing glasses across from her. He laughed.


      “Watch out,” he said to Ben. “This is one broad you don’t want to begin to mess with.”


      “Broad?” said Ben and whistled.


      “He can call me any friggin’ thing he wants to,” said Jackie and crossed her legs like a show girl. “And you know why?” she said to Ben, smiling still. “Because he just loves Karen Carpenter.”


      “I wasn’t the one who put her on, though,” said the bartender. He said it so quickly, so defensively, they all laughed.


      “She had a good voice,” Ben admitted.


      “It’s real sad,” said the friend. And then that was it for sparkling conversation.


      Studying his microbrew while keeping an eye on the women, Ben thought about how nerdy Richard Carpenter had looked and how they had all looked pretty nerdy back in the seventies, and after a bit, the friend climbed off her stool. This was the moment of truth, when a woman got off a bar stool. This one was short, thick, unremarkable.


      “I’ll kiss the psycho for you,” Jackie said.


      All-navy put an arm around her and said something. She left, and the place seemed to empty with her. It got really quiet.


      “Who’s the psycho?” Ben asked after letting a few minutes blow by. “Some guy at work? The guy at home?” He felt safe asking since it didn’t really matter.


      “My son,” said the woman.


      It wasn’t until they’d fucked twice — once on her futon couch, once standing up in her tiny stall shower — and they were towelling off, not each other, too friendly, that he got back to her on this. “You didn’t mean that, what you said about your son.”


      She laughed into her towel, into a faded picture of Minnie Mouse. “Why would I not mean that?”


      “Because it’s not the way mothers usually talk about their kids.” He had turned away, tucked himself into the towel she’d given him, suddenly aware of his desk-job paunch.


      She dried herself roughly, no mercy or shyness. He’d been right and wrong about her body. She went to the gym, but not just on Friday nights when there was nothing else to do. She had the worked-out quads and abs of a body-builder. Her breasts (firm! spectacular!) were part of the conditioned package. Could an amazing body be the basis of a relationship? Yes, by God, yes. “Nice muscles,” he said, reaching out and moving in again. She laughed, her head falling back.


      This time they came together, like swimmers streaking down parallel lanes, then emerging into the same air. His neck was damp from her hair.


      “OK, those muscles,” he tried again later.


      “Yeah, so I work out,” she said. She’d made some good coffee for him and they were sitting at her glass and steel table, his feet on top of hers. “Like it?” she asked, when he tapped the glass appreciatively. “Got it last week at Ikea. I had a screaming fit half-way through putting the idiot thing together.”


      “You don’t get biceps like yours from putting together a table, even an Ikea table,” he said.


      “My son,” she said.


      “Is that your answer to everything? My son?” He noticed her eyes, a shade of golden brown, change.


      “He’s big, he’s tough. I had to do something.”


      “How old?” he asked, wondering at what point he could get up, walk across the room, open, then close, the door and have it be OK that they’d never see each other again.


      “Nine,” Jackie said.


      “I don’t get it,” Ben said.


      “Don’t worry about it,” and she was up and fussing over their cups. She wore a long, white T-shirt and as she turned back to him, he saw the shape of her inside it. Maybe he wouldn’t leave right away. “It’s not your problem. Got any kids?”


      “Nope,” he said, because why get into it?


      “By the way, what’s your last name?” she asked. “I know this is real personal.” She widened her eyes, coy.


      “Beaulieu,” he said, “though all my life I heard it as ‘Bolyer.’”


      “Know that story,” said Jackie, “Lachance.”


      “Where in Quebec?” he asked.


      “Drummondville. I still go up once a year. See my aunts and cousins, entertain them with my awful French. I love it up there. It’s so different from here.”


      “Ma’s family’s from around there, too,” said Ben.


      “I had a feeling,” she said and smiled.


      “OK,” he said. “Your son.” Trying to be the nice, considerate guy before he left.


      Jackie took his cup to the sink. “You really don’t want to know,” she said.


      “I asked,” said Ben, already losing heart, energy, too. These situations took so much effort.


      “Spinning. Better than weight-lifting or bikes or whatever. It builds up the muscle and makes you able to endure.” Jackie turned back to him. “He’s got what they call global developmental delays. Plus behavioural problems, meaning he’s basically impossible. He’s also epileptic.”


      “His dad?”


      “Your basic deadbeat. Can you beat that?”


      And then she started to sing. She wasn’t Karen Carpenter, but she could carry a tune and the words hung in the room, alive. “There is wonder in everything I see, not a cloud in the sky, got the sun in my eye…” She stopped after the first verse as if suddenly reminded of who they weren’t to each other.


      “I felt like singing,” she said.


      “You’re amazing,” he said, and knew then he could leave.


      He’d gotten her number — part of the wacky etiquette — but he didn’t get around to calling. Wednesday morning he went in to work and the project manager on the mall renovation had the brilliant idea of sending him to New York to consult an engineering firm. Let them spend money, he didn’t mind, especially now that he wasn’t worried about having to call Dayna, his ex, to tell her he was heading to Logan instead of home down the Mass Pike.


      What had that woman wanted anyway? On the way back from the airport late that night — the car thankfully where he’d left it fourteen hours earlier — the volume went up on the past. This still happened when he was played out. The New York meeting had only produced more questions, more unknowables and now he’d have to go in tomorrow and start working on those.


      He’d tried, she’d tried. And…failure. “At least I kept my marriage vows,” Dayna said once and that had broken him more than anything. He’d been the one who’d transgressed, fondling his secretary’s breasts in his idling van one night after a late meeting, then letting her, begging her to touch him. It had been a small moment and had nothing to do with love. He’d even confessed to Dayna. But it figured in both their (complicated, modern) Catholic codes as betrayal. Not having any children, it hadn’t been too hard to get lawyers and split up the numbered prints, the computer equipment. Not hard even to be grown-ups about it. He’d packed her himself. It was all easier than the non-stop negotiating that was marriage.


      Still, there was this: driving home in midnight silence from the airport. Dayna had — quick like a bunny — bought an old house in South Hadley and landed a geeky-but-rich dot-com guy who did home renovations as a hobby. Ben had retaliated by repainting their West Springfield condo in colours like raspberry and mustard. He’d had some great sex with some great women in his all-white bedroom. (Goodbye, florals!) But there were nights like this, too.


      “Hey,” he said. “Still on top of the world?”


      Jackie laughed. “Slipping a bit.”


      “I know it’s late,” he said. “I just got in from New York.”


      “I’m awake,” she said. The boy was at the deadbeat dad’s, she said. Ben gave her the directions.


      “Wow,” she said when she stepped into the vast, blanched space of his bedroom. “Kinda Zen.”


      Her hair, lighter than he’d remembered, was down and soft at her shoulders. She looked small, but built, in black slacks and tight white T-shirt. “Looking pretty Zen yourself,” he said, deciding he liked her.


      “Don’t feel it,” she said. “I had one of those meetings today. You know, one of those meetings?”


      “You mean, like, we’re sorry but your numbers are down and we’re also downsizing and…” Ben realized he didn’t even know what she did.


      “Mr. Bolyer, honey, I work in a daycare, and the numbers I’m dealing with are number one and number two. No, it was about Barbies.”


      “OK,” he said.


      “I tried not to raise my voice.” She sat on the recliner Ben kept in the corner for rocky nights. “But one mom pissed me off so much.”


      “Uh-oh, that Ken. He didn’t give her herpes?”


      Jackie seemed to find this very funny. She had a way of tilting her head way back when she laughed. He remembered that.


      “Bad role model for little girls. It encourages them to get too thin and aim for impossible bodies. That’s what the mom said.” Jackie slipped off one black flat with the toe of the other. The shoe sat on the white carpet, unmoored. “Of course, this woman looks anorexic herself. People are so crazy.”


      “What did you say to her?”


      “Oh, it’s what I didn’t say. What I was thinking the whole time was, Lady, get yourself a real problem, would you?”


      Her skin was incredibly soft on top of all that worked muscle. And that softness worked on him. They had this knack already of being able to come together. It had taken such work with other women, when it did work. She left at 5:00, hair a tangle. “Not a cloud in the sky,” she said when he let her out.


      He washed clothes at home Monday night instead of dropping them off at the expensive laundry he’d been using since Dayna left, ordered a salad at lunch on Tuesday instead of a sub and fries. He called Wednesday. Any new developments with the Barbie mom? She’d backed off, Jackie said. She asked about his mall project.


      “Any chance of seeing you this weekend?” he asked.


      She’d arrange something for Joey, she said. It was the first time she’d mentioned her boy’s name and he was embarrassed he hadn’t asked before.


      They met back at the bar. It was more crowded this time, with people standing two abreast. The same bartender was on and when he spotted them together, he said to Ben, “Nice work.”


      “What do you mean by that?” asked Jackie. She was looking really fine in a short white dress and white heels.


      “I mean he’s a lucky guy,” the bartender told her, and to Ben he said, “She’s good folks. Treat her right.”


      They danced together — slow dances, fast dances, sexy dances. She was good with the moves, and Ben was feeling, like the guy said, pretty lucky. When she went to the bathroom, he slipped over to the jukebox and cued up the Karen Carpenter. He couldn’t have timed it better: she’d just come to sit on his lap when “Top of the World” came on.


      “Sing it with me,” she said. Ben tried, but he couldn’t get the syncopation right, so in the end it was Jackie lip-synching in her white dress from the table.


      “Hey, baby,” one guy called from the bar, “I’ll take you to the top o’ the world.”


      “Already got my ticket for that ride,” she called back, and led Ben onto the floor again where she slow-danced him till midnight. “Touch me when we’re dancing,” she whispered in his ear at the very end, and when he did, sliding his hands down the white sides of her, she said, “That’s another Karen Carpenter song.”


      “You’re ruining me,” he said.


      It was crazy, but lust was crazy. In the days after, he couldn’t stop thinking about the way they were together, the things they made each other feel. Dayna could really get into sex, but on her terms and timing, and some of the women since had been pretty hot. But not like this. He was a straight guy, not a bad lover, according to reports from the front, but stratospheric lovemaking had been for movies, not for real life, not his life.


      He made it to Tuesday before calling. It was looking good for both Friday and Saturday nights. “You’re getting greedy, Mr. Bolyer, sir,” she said.


      “C’est vrai,” he said. “That’s about the limit of my French.”“I bet the French is all there in your head like it is in mine,” she said a few nights later while he traced small circles on her back. “It’s still our mother tongue, right?”


      They’d already compared family notes and decided their mothers were so much alike they might as well be twins. “Mine drives me crazy,” Jackie said. “Five hundred per cent. I have no idea how my dad puts up with her.” Ben said his dad had taken to playing a lot of bingo at church. “It’s the only time Ma doesn’t bug him. She doesn’t want him to lose his place and miss out on a free supper for two at Friendly’s.”


      “Poor old guys,” said Jackie.


      “She still asks me every time she sees me, ‘Been to mass lately?’ Like it’s the only thing that makes a person a good person, you know?”


      “Ma doesn’t even ask any more,” Jackie said, moving down his body, lips to skin. “Still,” and she stopped for a moment, “She’s come through more than I expected. With Joey.” Jackie had hardly spoken about Joey since that first night. And he hadn’t brought it up. Why, when it only seemed to bring her down? “She even babysits more than before. Though it’s pretty much shattered her little mémé ideas about how kids are supposed to be.”


      “Hey,” she added softly, sitting up to look at him, “I’ve got a confession.” His heart stopped. It was too soon. “My real name’s Jacinthe. I hate it.”


      He laughed, relieved. “Benoit,” he said and put out his hand.


      “That’s my dad’s name,” she said. “Don’t make me cry.”


      And because it was all moving too fast, he started singing. It was the only song that was right there available to him, though he thought later he might have gone too far with the bare-your-heart lyrics: “But the love that I’ve found ever since you’ve been around has put me on the top of the world.”


      Maybe, she said when she slipped out at 3:00 a.m., maybe they could drive up to Drummondville some weekend. “Explore our roots, you know?”


      But the next night they couldn’t even make it as far as the bar: babysitting snag. Her mother had to visit a cousin in the hospital and Joey’s dad wasn’t answering his phone and even the friend from the bar, Lise, wasn’t free.


      “Bring him along,” said Ben.


      “It’s a bar,” she laughed.


      “Well, tomorrow then. We’ll find something kid-appropriate.” He couldn’t avoid the boy forever and it did look as if they were going to be a thing for a while. And maybe it would even do Joey some good having a man around, and be good for Jackie, too, just a bit of relief, another adult, someone to count on, and it was time to take some responsibility. Dayna always said he was grown, but not grown up. Ben was working himself up while trying to work himself down. The kid was on meds of some kind to keep him manageable, Jackie said, and he was nine, for chrissake.


      A new A&W was having its grand opening in West Springfield on Saturday and Jackie thought Joey might enjoy the first day’s hoopla. “He likes balloons,” she said. “And he’s crazy for burgers.”


      Ben arrived first and nabbed a table. Orange and black balloons covered the ceiling, black and orange crêpe paper dangled from the on-the-wall menus. Still it didn’t look as garish as the A&Ws of his youth. One wall was covered in a sepia and pale-orange photo of a sixties drive-in — such innocent days! — when he was too little to know the difference between Coke and root beer, between anything really. A girl behind the counter kept looking at him expectantly.


      They were late. Ben was almost ready to call Jackie at home when he saw her in the parking lot. She was hunched over something on the just-poured asphalt. He couldn’t see what exactly because her back blocked his view, and then he saw a stocky boy — looking closer to twelve than nine — straighten up, dart away and run around the car.


      From Jackie’s outstretched arms Ben could read her exasperation. He left his sweater on the table and went outside. The boy came running straight for him, but then he streaked past and ran to the door. Jackie came up, walking quickly. There was a different set to her face, everything on alert.


      “Double and triple shit,” she said. “He’s having one of his days.”


      “It’s OK,” he said, and she looked at him, doubtful, hopeful. They went inside. Joey was sitting at the table Ben had been sitting at.


      “Hey, how did you know this was exactly the table I was saving for us?” Ben asked. The boy looked at him. He didn’t look anything like Jackie, except maybe in the colour of his eyes and hair. He had a large, mobile, nearly plastic face: sweet one second, menacing the next.


      “Hey, dumbhead, I’m smart, that’s how,” he said.


      “Joey,” Jackie said to him in a low voice. “That is no way to speak to another person, especially an adult.”


      “OK, dumbhead, whatever you say, dumbhead.”


      And then it was silent, Joey studying Ben, Jackie watching Joey, Ben trying to breathe and smile and look pleasantly at them both.


      “So, what’s it gonna be?” Ben asked. “Your mom says you love burgers.” But Joey had begun to drum his hands on the table, softly at first, then so hard and so loud that people at the next table turned to look at them.


      “Stop that, Joey,” Jackie said. The boy didn’t, closed his eyes, tilted back his head. Drummed, drummed.


      “I said stop that, or I’m going to take you home.”


      Joey lowered the volume, but kept rapping.


      “Why don’t you go up and order for us?” she said to Ben. “OK? Can you do that? Will you do that?”


      “OK,” Ben said.


      “Joey and I are going to go to the bathroom. I know he has to go.”


      “He can’t go by himself?” Ben asked.


      Jackie looked hesitantly at Joey. “The last time we were in a restaurant, he went all over the bathroom floor.”


      Joey stopped rapping, looking defiantly at Ben. “I was real mad,” he said. “She’s a bitch.”


      “That’s a terrible thing to say to your mother,” said Ben, and Jackie shot him a warning look.


      “She’s gonna pay for telling,” Joey said.


      “OK,” Ben said. And he got up to go to the counter and Joey and Jackie moved toward the restrooms at the back. Ben watched as Joey stopped dead and Jackie tugged at him. When they finally made it to the women’s room, Ben looked up to consider his choices. Sure, he thought. We can do this. There was a Papa Burger, a Mama Burger and a Teen Burger. He almost laughed at the cartoon faces that went with each: Mom wore a pillbox hat, Dad was bald and benign. The teen was an apple-cheeked lad with freckles. There was even a Grandpa Burger — Gramps looking just like Dad, except he was all white. This was the biggest burger on the menu, a triple-decker, as if one had earned the right to gorge by making it this far in life.


      The girl behind the counter was waiting for him as she’d been since he’d walked in. “May I take your order now?” she asked.


      The door to the bathroom was closed, but he could hear protesting voices. No, he thought. We can’t do this. “Sorry,” he said to the girl and turned and walked out of the restaurant and got into his car and backed out. He turned onto the street. He tried not to imagine Jackie’s face when she came out of the bathroom. Tried not to imagine the scene Joey would now kick up. God, she deserved better.


      “Feel equal to high and splendid braveries.” The quote Dayna had taped to her computer came back like old catechism. It had still been there on the stick-it note when he’d packed it up for her. Well, now he knew: He wasn’t equal to such things. His hands shook on the wheel, but he didn’t turn back.
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      Wasp


      Things had slowed down for Suzanne, way down. We stood in the entryway to her Beaches home — me holding the foil-covered lasagne, the one my mother always made for indisposed friends, Suzanne leaning against the leaded windows, not quite inviting me in.


      I commented on her seeming serenity, how good she looked, considering. (Should I take the pan into the kitchen, put it on the counter? She was making no move to take it from me. Did she see it?)


      “That’s what losing a husband will do to you,” she said and smiled so fully I wondered if she was on something. Then the smile vaporized, leaving something in its place it would take me weeks to forget and the rest of the visit to describe to myself. Something like...


      She was looking good. Lean in a low-cut black leotard and tight black jeans, black flats like ballet slippers. Funeral wardrobe by Danskin. Suzanne had always been pretty in a clean, blonde, Anglo-Saxon sort of way, but now she looked more complicated, beautiful even. I felt a jab of jealousy. My husband, Jerome — a keen observer of women and their changes — would note how tragedy had redefined her. He would say, Now she has become interesting. The old, old feeling came whispering back.


      Then I remembered and felt terrible. Young husband. Cancer of the colon that went everywhere. Three kids. And one of the girls was trouble before any of this, my son had told me. Socialization problems, special schools.


      I attempted to balance the pan — lasagne is not light — on my forearms. There was nothing in the entryway but an empty umbrella stand and a disconnected Hoover. I could see the kitchen from here. Suzanne followed my eyes around her house, but still made no move. And then I saw it: a wasp hovering behind her head, nearly banging itself against the window. A wasp! It was late October. Through the glass I also saw two cats, one black, one white, creep out from bushes and stare each other down.


      “It happened so fast,” said Suzanne.


      Fast? Her husband had been dying for more than a year and a half. Fast was my brother, Pete, flying off his motorcycle two years ago and dying in the ambulance. Hands in his leather gloves, head butting the wind, new boots a little tight in the instep, ten minutes before.


      The wasp was doing strange things. It wasn’t flying or buzzing, just continuing to hover near Suzanne’s head. “Did he know…” I began, but Suzanne was already nodding. She’d probably been asked everything in the past month, hundreds of well-intentioned, backed-into, outrageous questions. (“Had you made love recently?” “What was the last thing he ate?”)


      “Oh, yes, he knew,” she said, still nodding. “He was ready, and — ” that straight-through-me look again — “he was trying to get me ready.” Something like, something like…


      “How? What was he saying? What was he doing?” I heard myself ask in the overly concerned tone I use when I’m really working at things, and I wondered as I’d wondered all morning, as I’d boiled the noodles and sautéed the garlic and steamed the spinach, whom exactly I was doing this for. Suzanne and Jerome were the ones who played in the orchestra together. And as far as I knew, Jerome hadn’t done a thing for Suzanne since she’d lost her husband, other than show up five minutes late for the funeral. We’d met the husband exactly twice: symphony picnic and last year’s Nutcracker party. A real family man, everyone said. A real pity.


      “Do you know what he told me the day before he died? Of course, I didn’t know it was going to be his last day,” Suzanne said, looking for a moment pissed as hell. “He said, ‘I want you to promise me you’ll go out and buy the kids really nice shoes for my funeral. I don’t want them walking into St. Boniface’s in running shoes.’”


      For some reason, my eyes filled at this, and the wasp began trying to wedge itself into the joint of the window, the place where the leading met the wood. I’d never seen a wasp in a vertical position before. I’d never seen a wasp this close. I tried not to cry. Shoes, goddamn shoes.


      “Suzanne,” I said. “There’s a wasp behind your head.” And Suzanne turned, more slowly than I’d ever seen anyone turn their head at alarming news. It took years for her to turn her head.


      “It’s dying,” she said. And we watched together as the wasp, again and again, tried to find the right angle, the right place, a microscopic place, to put itself.


      A tall boy came in. “Hi,” I said.


      “Look, it’s dying,” said Suzanne and pointed.


      The boy, sweetly handsome, hair flat in places, sprouting in others, came close.


      “It’s dying,” Suzanne said.


      “Yick,” said the boy and left.


      “It must be hard for them,” I said.


      “A lot of people feel sorry for us. But I don’t,” Suzanne said, still staring at the window. She was watching the cats, too, now cavorting on the neighbour’s walkway. But her real attention was, like mine, on the wasp. It hadn’t died yet. This might take all afternoon, I thought, and felt panic at the possibility of being locked in this entryway for hours with my lasagne and this fierce stranger.


      “Because you had so much?” I murmured. “With Grant? As a family?” Talk about backed-into questions. I had no idea what I was talking about.


      “Still have!” she corrected, looking as if she’d like to kill me.


      Galvanized at last, I extended the lasagne, my leaden offering. But she was back on the wasp, the cats as sideshow. For the next five minutes we stood and watched the wasp in the window. One wing twitched. The other vibrated softly. The butting became nudging, became rocking. But it did not become peace. I thought I heard music. A piano. Chopin or maybe Scarlatti.


      “Someone’s practising,” I said. “One of the kids?”


      “No,” said Suzanne.


      It felt like the end now. For blessed seconds no part moved.


      “Please also thank Jerry for me,” said Suzanne, speaking to the window.


      “Jerry?” I said.


      “For the basket. Remember? The kids loved the chocolates,” she said.


      “I’m glad,” I said, madly reviewing all my acts of kindness in the past weeks and not finding this one. I had sent no basket.


      “And all the notes and e-mails,” she said. “Jerry’s such a sensitive man.” And now she turned so I could see that, yes, her face had become exquisite through irredeemable loss.


      The wasp died as my own heart petered out. Still, it didn’t fall to the ground, held against the glass perhaps by the sheer will to not be forgotten just yet.


      “It’s dead,” she informed me. “I’ll take that.”


      I put the pan in her hands.


      “Tell Jerry I’ll give him a call when I’m more myself,” she said. “And really, thank you,” she added, looking at me with something that registered almost as warmth. It was then that I saw the triumph beneath everything else. (I’m still here! I haven’t died!) “People have been so kind,” said Suzanne.


      I let myself out the front door, my arms light as wings.

    

  


  
    
      Bee


      Midway through his sixty-third year, Father Rich Lawton quietly — too quietly for his parish, not quietly enough for the Catholic diocese — left the priesthood.


      “Read me that part again,” said Louise.


      It was one night into their seventh month as a married couple, almost enough time for Rich to accept what he had done and what he had failed to do.


      He cleared his throat, ready to read. Another half litre of good Merlot had vaporized from the dinner table. Were they drinking too much? Rich didn’t want to even begin to wonder.


      “Her name was Louise,” he repeated. “She came into his life just as everyone and everything else was to retreat.” He looked up at her. “I’m using real names. But now I don’t know. I thought it would be better, more objective somehow, if I used the third person.”


      The pages were spread between them on the dining room table. Six in all, his day’s labours. He’d always wanted to write. And now there were no weddings, no baptisms, no people coming with unanswerable questions. Why, Father? Tell me why.


      The candles on the table flared and dripped. He watched the wax moving in ways that should be impossible for something inanimate.


      “The paschal candle,” said Rich.


      “Missed that,” said Louise.


      “Every year we made a paschal candle for Easter. We’d save all the candles from the year, then melt them down into one giant candle. Thick. I wish you could have seen it. Every year it was different. So many talented people…”


      He drifted on, knowing she was used to these fragments by now, pieces of his old life offered up in no specific order.


      “You should suggest it to Fritz,” Louise said, picking at the wax. “It’s a lovely idea. It’s one more way for people to participate. To claim Christ as their own, don’t you think?”


      Rich didn’t answer right away, lined up the edges of his pages. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea, this nightly sharing, as Louise called it. It felt more like baring, reading his day’s work aloud at the dinner table. She was such a good audience, listened like an enchanted girl, eyes focused across the room, hands in her hair. But maybe it was too soon. The words were hardly out of him, hardly dry.


      “You don’t think Fritz might be threatened by my suggesting we do something I used to do in my old parishes?” he asked. Threatened was probably too strong a word for the mild young priest at the parish that was Rich’s, but not Rich’s, now that he was a mere follower. Once or twice Rich had made suggestions. When the situation in Rwanda worsened the previous summer he’d suggested directing a week’s worth of parish donations there.


      “We could consider that,” Father Fritz had said.


      Yet the money continued to go, hard-earned dollar by dollar — St. Monica’s was a true working-class parish — to missions in Costa Rica and Guatemala. Father Fritz might consider any number of new ideas, Rich now realized. The young priest prided himself on being open, “ready to dialogue.” Yet he would actually do very little that hadn’t been done before.


      “Let’s do coffee, darling,” Louise was saying. “I stopped in at the coffee place on the way home. The girl talked me into the most expensive decaf beans. Costa Rican. La Bella Minita. I loved the name.”


      “I love you,” Rich said, watching the generous lines of his wife retreat into the kitchen. “Si, caffè, ma bella!” he called after her.


      “That’s Italian, not Spanish.”


      Rich looked down at the pages in front of him, reached into his shirt pocket for his pen. Was it too soon to edit? The instructor at the community college had urged them to go easy with the red pen. “Just get it out first,” he said. “Then we’ll work at getting it right.”


      My theme song, Rich thought, and was hit with a soft, staggering melancholy. It flowered; it grew leaves.


      “Let me help!” he called.


      But Louise was back already, plates of cake in hand. Every night she made dessert. She loved to bake, mostly the recipes of her German grandmother — heavy on nuts and chocolate and whipping cream. “No more austerity!” she liked to say.


      “Did I ever tell you I once lived on Ry-Vita and Coke?” he said as she went back for the decaf. “When I was seventeen.”


      “Yum,” she said from the other room.


      “It was the closest I could get to bread and water. Besides, I was probably hooked on Coke. I pretended it was water. After three days, I was convinced I saw God.”


      Louise sat down, poured coffee into his mug, barely looked away from his face. “Tell me about it.”


      His need for her attention had once again placed him where he was not quite himself. He felt the soft thud again. Leaves trembled.


      “Well, I only thought I saw God,” he said, his eyes avoiding hers. Amazing how willful he was finding himself to be. There were now moments with Louise when he locked his knees, refused to be led. He’d been different in the beginning. She could have dragged him anywhere.


      “It doesn’t really matter, does it? With God, it’s all…all…” Louise gestured around the room, her lovely round arm sweeping everything in. For a large woman she was grace itself. Where had she come from? he wondered again. Had she always been waiting for him? Had God set her aside just for him, just for his use? The word startled him, almost made him blush at his own dining room table, while, for her sake, he did an earnest search inside for the memory of those hungry days when he was seventeen.


      “I got quite high that first day. Felt eager for everything. I think I even read the Bible out loud,” he said, aiming for lightness.


      “And then…?” Louise wanted more.


      “Second day I was faint. Nauseous even. Oh, for God’s sake, Louise, I was a kid. I can’t remember.”


      Louise put down her cake fork. “Well, there I go being Miss Christian Mystic again,” she said, but he could see she felt batted away.


      He helped her clear the table; then Louise called her mother in Maine, as she did several times a week. While she talked — listened mostly, from the sound of it — he went back into his office, the small end room that until recently had served as a guest room when Louise’s family was in town. He tinkered with the last of his six pages. Deleted a line that felt too florid. Put it back, because, damn, he liked it.


      The paschal candle. Rich hadn’t consciously thought of it since two Easters ago, the last one he’d made since…departing. He still hadn’t come up with the appropriate word. In the early days when he was still having to deal with people’s shock, he’d used the phrase “moving on.” With Lawrence, his best friend, a priest who’d left the church not to marry but to move ever more left in his politics, a true practitioner of liberation theology, Rich had used the word “defecting.”


      That last candle had been a beauty. A member of the parish, a misunderstood older Polish man, had painted the candle with exploding colours. At the heart of the explosion was a tiny crown of thorns, every leaf exquisitely delineated in silver.


      “It’s like the aurora borealis,” Rich had told the man.


      “No, it is like an orgasm,” the man answered, looking straight into the eyes of his priest. It was a word Rich in all his years of counseling and listening and shepherding had never heard spoken aloud. Infidelities, out-of-wedlock babies, impotence — the whole sad string of human sexual failings had paraded into and out of his various offices. But the word, the miraculous experience itself, had never been called by name.


      “Yes,” said Rich, carefully, because he found his heart beginning to race. Did this man know something? “It is very beautiful. Thank you.”


      Rich hadn’t mentioned the inspiration behind the image to the priest he worked under. He’d had a hard enough go convincing him to let “members of the community,” as the diocese now called the faithful, make their own candle each Easter.


      “We can buy the damn candle,” Father Frank Kennedy had insisted. He was an old Irishman who liked order, obedience and whiskey, and disliked unnecessary work.


      “It will get more people involved,” Rich had pressed. “When I was chaplain at NYU, it brought all kinds of people together. It’s a group thing, very galvanizing.”


      “More people, more problems,” said Father Frank. “Don’t forget, Rich, my man. Granby, Mass., is not New York, New York.”


      As if he needed reminding. The truth was the candle hadn’t caught on right away at NYU either. Not so much churchly resistance to new things, as youthful enthusiasm that wasn’t matched by youthful follow-through. The first year was a real hassle. The volunteer in charge of collecting the stubs of chapel candles ran off with a Black Panther and Rich had had to buy up and melt down defective candles from a bankrupt candle company.


      Still, those were the years to be a priest, the kind of priest he wanted to be. Sometimes now as he watched TV, read the paper, shopped in one of those endless malls that seemed to be springing up all over western Massachusetts, sometimes in the middle of a droning homily, he thought those were the best years to have been alive, period.


      The second year at NYU, he’d gathered together a trio of his favourite students. They’d drunk wine — too much — smoked a little — very little — weed and melted those suckers down. The smell of wax stayed in his kitchen for weeks, long after Holy Week had left its softening mark on them all. He’d fallen in love with Trish, the bright-faced, unknowingly funny, youngest of the three that night. Fallen in love. He smiled at the recollection, at how easily he could even use those words back then.


      “I fell in love all the time,” he’d confessed to Louise the night everything spilled between them. “I can’t explain exactly why it was so innocent, but it was. They loved me and I loved them. These girls were so full of happiness and promise and problems. I never did anything about it. It was so innocent,” he’d repeated.


      “So human,” Louise had said and had laid her hand on his chest.


      That trio — Trish, Greg and Sam — held together for eight of his years at NYU, the good years. After the Kennedys and before Watergate, he used to say. And every year, no matter who was doing what, they got together, usually with a few other less constant kids from the Newman Center and made the paschal candle. One year, Greg painted a Russian Orthodox cross on it that glowed like an ancient icon. And then that got melted down the next year, part of the new candle, one year melting into the other. Wax to wax. Dust to dust.


      “Come to bed,” Louise said now from behind him, her arm crossing his chest, securing him against the back of his chair. “There’s something I want to show you.” He stood. She led.


      It was still so new. Close to four hundred nights now — he was counting — but a mere moment in the total of his life as a man. To lie in a bed all your life alone, some nights your skin dying from the waste and desolation of it, your mind full of good reasons and mighty rationalizations. And then in one moment to take everything off, every last thread so that your solitary skin burned against another’s. It still shocked him. Sometimes he’d startle while he was inside — his body inside! — his wife’s and wonder: Where am I? The shock, he was beginning to understand, was part of the pleasure.


      She was turning him on now, lying behind, her front to his back, stroking his thighs, fingers trailing up deliberately? accidentally? to his balls. “Have I ever showed you this?” she whispered into his hair. “We used to call it spooning.”


      “Spooning?” he asked, his voice far away from her hands. This tripping away from the actual, from the room itself, had only rarely happened in all those solitary meetings with his own susceptible flesh. The M-word, the mum word in the Church. He’d hated it when mothers of teenage boys would come to him in his last parish and say, “Father, he’s abusing himself, what should I do?”


      “Perhaps we should not look on it as a sin,” he’d once said to a woman. She’d given him a bruised look. If masturbation wasn’t a sin, what could one lean on, now that meat on Fridays was OK? What was going to hold them all up?


      He was losing himself again under the knowing hands of his wife. Every night she wanted him and wanted him to want her. She slid her body underneath his, her forty-five-year-old flesh just solid enough, just soft enough, to make him dizzy. He raised himself, grasped her shoulders, let her guide him into the place he’d imagined for fifty years, a half-century of conjuring and erasing. He heard his voice, then hers. The ancient call and response.


      As he dropped into sleep later, his hand in hers, he felt again the rustle of those leaves. But I regret nothing, he thought, a loud thought that woke him up. He spent the next hour watching Louise sleep and peering at his watch. He thought about waking her, about making love again. No more austerity! But he let them both be.


      “I will talk to Fritz about the candle,” Rich told Louise over breakfast. Breakfast was his job. He had more time, with Louise still employed as a social worker at the county health centre. They figured she’d work another five years, then they’d travel. “Or just putz,” Louise said.


      Breakfast was also his favourite meal. He liked lining up the eggs on the counter, cracking them into the blue ceramic bowl — a present to Louise before any of this — timing the toast, running back and forth from toaster to stove, grabbing the jam jars out of the fridge before the toast had cooled, getting the coffee on the table just as the yolks in the eggs turned solid.


      “You should have been a short-order cook,” Louise said one morning, as she watched. And then they’d looked at each other and laughed, getting it at the same moment. He had been that.


      “I’ll call Fritz first thing this morning,” he said to her at the door, after he’d made her change hats. “This one makes you look like Garbo,” he said. “Lady of mystery.”


      “Do you think I should?” he asked again, since she hadn’t applauded his first announcement.


      “Listen, it’s our parish, right?” she said. “And most priests know that if they can’t engage their people, they won’t come back. They know church attendance is way down. Do what you have to.” She kissed him. “Love you. I’m late.”


      Do what you have to. The words didn’t leave with her; they stuck in the air, came back with his second cup of coffee. He’d never liked it when people said this to him. It implied an unpleasant, but necessary deed, something that was morally, technically right but would hurt you or someone else. One of the elders in his last parish would say this when he felt Rich needed to crack down on parish protocol. People weren’t dropping in enough coins when they lit votive candles or weren’t using the right envelopes for collection, or something equally serious. The bishop in Springfield had said the same words when Rich had gone to him a year and a half ago, having rehearsed “Sir, this hasn’t been an easy decision…”


      He went into the kitchen. Twenty to nine. Father Fritz was probably just finishing the 8:00 a.m. mass. Rich cleared the breakfast dishes, loaded the dishwasher, tried to read the front page of the newspaper. He wandered into the dining room. The candles were where they’d left them. Pieces of purple wax lay in the ashtray. Louise couldn’t stop herself. “It oozes so wonderfully between the fingers.”


      The house often felt like this in the first hour after Louise left. Full of echo, chilly. He would go around turning up the thermostats in each room. Then he’d have to go around and turn them all down an hour later. He’d tried going out right after Louise left, to one of the local coffee shops to read. Or into Northampton to walk and browse. But it only made him feel the displacement more. He missed New York; he even missed Granby, the town only half an hour, but now a lifetime, away. His last parish.


      He’d been in Granby only six years. Six Easters, six Advents — the way he measured his life as a priest. He’d asked for the transfer there, even put some force into it.


      “But you’re made for this life,” his superior at the New York archdiocese had countered gently. “You’re an inspiration to the rest of us who couldn’t do two days of late-adolescent angst. I swear, Rich, I don’t know how you’ve lasted as a university chaplain for the past thirty years. Not just lasted. The kids love you.”


      “It’s not lack of love,” Rich had tried to explain, finally getting the transfer granted when he pleaded the need to regroup, rethink and regain some kind of life for himself. “Spiritually I’m pretty burned out,” he said. “The kids need a lot.”


      But it wasn’t the kids. God bless the kids. Greg and Trish and Sam had all long graduated. In fact, Sam was a professor himself now at Penn State. Of course, no one could ever really replace the original trio. Just like no one could ever bring back the late sixties. That kind of crazy hope was never coming back. That’s what Sam himself had said the last time they’d met in the city.


      “The kids now, they’re not like we were, are they?” Sam was drinking a double latte and dunking a croissant into the foam. Some of the foam stuck to his new goatee. He still looked like Kid Sam.


      “No. Thank God,” Rich said. “I couldn’t handle all that earnestness all over again. All that earnestness at 3:00 a.m.” They smiled at each other.


      “We were earnest, weren’t we?” said Sam.


      “And arrogant and polemical and argumentative and full of yourselves.” Rich stopped, suddenly choked by memory. “God, I loved you guys.”


      For the most part, he found eighties kids arrogant, full of themselves and practical in a way no one under forty had a right to be. But the kids who came to see him, the kids who hung out at the Newman Center were still basically tender-hearted and smart and funny. The ones who were searching reminded him of the ones who’d been searching two decades before.


      It wasn’t the kids that made him want to leave New York, the university, his nifty little life of galleries and plays and good taste and good causes. He’d begun to think about women in a new way. They’d moved in close. No. He’d moved them in close.


      He’d always been a looker, an appreciator.


      “Of course I look,” he’d once confessed to Sam and Greg. “I’m a man. I look.”


      “And you don’t feel guilty?” Sam had never been afraid of asking direct questions.


      Rich was about to explain that looking and doing were two different things, that old argument. But that would have been glossing over the truth. These two young men had earned, at least, access to his ambivalence.


      “Sometimes,” he admitted.


      “When?” Sam pressed.


      “Sam,” warned Greg, who still sometimes wanted his church, his priest, to be Bible-story pure.


      “When I use the looking to fuel…”


      “What? Fantasies?”


      “I guess,” Rich said. “Yes.”


      This was what had begun to ever so slowly change. A length of leg, a swell of buttock, a surprise glimpse down a neckline. He began to hoard the images. Even this wasn’t so new. Except the ferocity. Except the space they filled. What do I want? he asked, trying not to scare himself. He’d been tempted before: all those gauzy Indian tops, no bras, tight, ripped jeans. He’d survived all that and he’d been a younger man. What was this?


      “Mid-life crisis, old man.” Trust his old friend, Lawrence, to hit it right on the head. But Lawrence was the only one Rich could talk to. Lawrence had been growling for years about Rome’s requirements of priests.


      “Don’t give me that,” Rich had argued. “That’s practically a cliché.”


      “You think God’s protecting you more than anyone else? Welcome to the human race. You’re what? Fifty-four? So it’s a little late for mid-life. Still…”


      “What?”


      “Nothing.”


      “Say it.”


      “Have you ever…?”


      “No.” And in that moment Rich knew that if he asked his friend the same question, he would be forced to hear a different answer. And he knew, in a way that actually turned his stomach, that he was less proud of his own no than he’d once been. Less…invested.


      He went to a Christmas party a few weeks later, a party at the chancellor’s big house on the edge of campus. Every year the chancellor held two parties: one for the academics, the other for what he called “the professionals.” The place was packed. People had begun drinking early, way before Rich arrived for a token appearance. A woman, attractive, quite drunk, in her early forties, met him at the door. She took his coat. She offered him a drink. No one else seemed to notice that he’d arrived. It was a party past the point of keeping social score. It was drink time, get-down time.


      “Do you work on campus?” Rich asked the woman. She was wearing a suit jacket over one of those lace teddies. He’d seen the effect on the streets lately. All business, all eighties, but still all woman.


      “Loan office,” she said. “You look familiar.”


      “Campus ministry,” he said.


      “Ohhh,” she said.


      They drank together for a while, watching those around them get silly, then stupid. The head of building maintenance started doing the tango with the chancellor’s wife. Ties came off, shoes, belts.


      “What next?” Rich asked his companion. She seemed amused by the antics, sputtered with laughter when the man swooped the woman to the floor in a charade of the dignified dance.


      “Wanna dance?” Rich asked, a charade question.


      She turned, looked Rich straight in the eye. “You’re very good-looking, do you know that?”


      Rich had been told this often in his thirties, even deep into his forties. He had boyish looks. Straight blond hair, square jaw, brown eyes a bit widely spaced. And he’d stayed in shape, walked back and forth to campus two miles in both directions even in streets piled with dirty snow. But no one seemed to have noticed much of anything about him lately. The days of appreciation seemed to be over. He’d never known what to do with such compliments anyway, offered as they often were either apologetically or boldly, rebelliously. I don’t care if you’re a priest: you’re a hunk.


      He smiled at her.


      “Have you seen the upstairs?” she asked.


      In one of the bedrooms, the one that didn’t have a bed full of coats, she turned to him. It wasn’t the first time. Easily a dozen women over the past thirty years had turned and fixed on him in the same way. And this time, although nothing was different — the woman wasn’t more irresistible, the setting not more paradisiacal, he’d drunk no more than he would have at a similar gathering — he let it happen. The energy to say no. That was all that stood between them. And it left him as he looked into her expertly made-up eyes.


      She led him into the closet. In the crush and rustle of hanging clothes he kissed her lips, touched her breasts, and with as much resistance as a piece of paper has to the wind, let himself be unzipped and coaxed and stroked and adored until he came in her warm hands. “But you?” he insisted, as she stuck her head out the door. “I didn’t…”


      “Honey, I’m just fine,” she said. She went downstairs first, and when he got to the base of the stairs, he kept walking, right out the door. He worried in the next week that he would run into her on campus. I don’t even know her name.


      On that next Monday he went to talk to the dean. By the next month, his papers were ready at the archdiocese. A place had been found in a parish in western Massachusetts. Rich didn’t think about any of it too much. Packed. Wrote goodbye notes. Threw away years’ worth of theatre programs. Sold the bulk of his books. Prayed as he hadn’t in years.


      ≈


      As Rich dialed St. Monica’s he half hoped Fritz would be in a meeting or out making visits. Fritz made a point of getting himself out there. Dialoguing.


      “Father Fritz here.” That mild, unworried voice.


      “Fritz, hi. It’s Rich Lawton.”


      “Rich. You’ve been on my mind.”


      “Telepathy.”


      “Call it what you like, Rich.”


      Why did it always feel as if Fritz received his words, any words, as a personal challenge? I don’t want your job, Rich thought. I had your job.


      “Fritz, I know it’s only February. Probably too soon to be thinking about Easter.”


      “Never too soon. In fact, the liturgy committee’s already met twice. We’re pretty much on top of things at St. Monica’s. Listen, it’s not me,” he added. “I’m a professional procrastinator. It’s people like Birdie Waters and Don Westcott who keep this place chugging along. I tell you, Rich, it’s the parishioners who run things. I just do what they tell me.”


      Fritz laughed and Rich tried to join in. He knew that not for a moment did Fritz believe this. No parish priest did. If there was any ego left in these guys after making it through the parish circuit, it was pride in making things happen. But it was only the most subtle and skillful leader of the flock who saw the wisdom in hiding his own efforts. Yet when you did, when you let your people shine like little stars over Bethlehem, you gained their unconditional support and devotion. What you gained was love. Score one for Fritz. He was smarter than Rich had thought.


      “Fritz, as you can understand, I’ve been trying to keep my nose out of things. For your sake. And for mine, to be honest.” Rich began his approach.


      “Yes,” murmured Fritz. “Yes, I would think it would be very difficult. Well, I have to say that I think you’re doing a fine, fine job of managing.” It was generic, professional comfort. Rich might have been receiving a pat on the hand for coming through gall bladder surgery or accepting a child marrying outside the faith.


      “We did some things during Holy Week at Granby — well, even at NYU, that I thought might transfer nicely to St. Monica’s.” Transfer? Bad word. Rich plunged on: “You know. Activities that bring people together. Get them involved. We have to do that, Fritz, as you know.” He regretted right away the cautionary last line.


      “I’m all for involvement, Rich. As you know. Why not come along to our next liturgy committee meeting? I’ll have to check with the members first, but I’m sure they’d be more than happy to welcome you. They’re real keeners, these folks. And you have, as you say, a different perspective. A priest’s perspective and…” Fritz searched for the sensitive phrase.


      “Something of a lay perspective?” Rich said and almost laughed. “Laid perspective,” Lawrence would have said. Where was Lawrence? Didn’t any of these new guys have a sense of humour?


      “I do want new blood, you know. New ideas. We can’t afford to stand still, Rich, as you said. If we do, we’ll end up out here all by ourselves preaching to each other.”


      Not me, thought Rich, and realized he didn’t want to join any committee. He’d had years of committees. He could already see himself one or two or three nights a week pulling on his coat or his sweater or his sandals and kissing Louise after another marvelous supper and telling her, “Don’t wait up. Sometimes these guys get real carried away. There are about seventy items on tonight’s agenda.” No.


      “What I had in mind actually, Fritz, was something rather specific. A paschal candle.”


      “A candle,” Fritz said. Not a question: a flat, very flat, statement. What had he been expecting: some revolutionary twist on the Gospel for Holy Week? A rap version? No wonder he’d been defensive, protective.


      And Rich explained, as he had explained to Louise, about the melting of the year’s candles by parishioners to make a new candle, a huge candle, one big enough and bold enough to shine out the miracle of Christ’s resurrection. He was surprised when his voice cracked on the word “Christ.” Jesus. My saviour. It had been weeks since he’d said those words out loud. In the days when he would say daily mass, they had been so familiar. Like coffee, dear, love, yes, the words of his new life.


      “It’s not complicated to make. And not hard to coordinate, just a couple of people is all you need,” Rich continued because Fritz was not saying anything.


      “OK,” said Fritz, finally cutting him off as Rich, less certain now, was saying, “lovely, unifying experience…”


      “I’ll bring it up at our next meeting. As luck would have it...” Rich could hear Fritz hitting computer keys. Did priests keep their agendas on computer these days? “Tomorrow night’s our next meeting.”


      “I can bring you some photos,” Rich said. “Every year we took Polaroids so we could keep a record. And I could write up a short proposal if you’d like. Since I won’t be there.” Proposal? What was he proposing? The years of university administration bog-down were still with him. If you wanted to do something, anything, even wipe your nose in this institution, Rich used to say to Lawrence, you have to write a damn proposal. Not a memo. A proposal. And then the finance committee and the curriculum committee and the student rights committee had to wave it through.


      “You really got into this candle, didn’t you?” said Fritz. Rich could still hear keys clicking. Was Fritz checking out the rest of his week, or was he giving Rich the sign-off?


      “It was a wonderful thing,” Rich said, suddenly tired, suddenly feeling helpless. How could he ever explain anything to this young man? “Yes, I guess you could say I really ‘got into it.’”


      “Would photos help sell the idea?” he asked again.


      “Save yourself the trouble, Rich,” Fritz said. “I find people either take an idea and run with it, or they leave it alone. I’ll do my best. Personally, I think it sounds nice.”


      When he hung up the phone Rich had to go right into the kitchen and make himself another cup of coffee. Nice, was it? In Rich’s experience, especially in Father Rich’s experience, there was nothing nice about Holy Week. Some years, especially those last years, he would reach Easter evening feeling like a frayed cincture. Like someone about to unravel, like someone turned inside out. Father Fritz, Louise would say, could use some unravelling.


      Louise. He’d almost forgotten about Louise this morning, the primary, still-beautiful fact of his new life. He sat down at the kitchen table, stirred some sugar — too much sugar, too bad — into his coffee, felt things slow in his body again. He thought of last night, the way Louise always looked away to the right, almost as if she were looking out the window, at the moment of climaxing.


      “Do I do that?” She’d looked amused and baffled when he’d told her. “I didn’t know I did that.”


      “What about me? What do I do when I come?” he’d asked. Such a bold question. Every time they talked about sex, even more than every time they had sex, he was surprised, pleased with himself.


      “You...” She paused. This was delicate lovers’ territory. “You furrow your brow.” She demonstrated, crinkling the wide, pale space between her dark eyes.


      “And you, you do this,” he turned his head languidly, eyes closed. It was enough to arouse him again, enough to make him ask, “Did you have any plans for the next thirty minutes, Mrs. Lawton? Do you think you could schedule me in? I’m a hard-luck case.”


      “I guess you could call it a crisis of faith, Father.”


      Louise told him later that she had rehearsed that line before coming to see him the week after Easter three years before.


      “I didn’t want to freak you out completely,” she explained. “Of course, that was why I’d come to talk to you instead of trying to get through to dear old Father Ben at my parish. It would have knocked his collar off.”


      That was the way Louise talked. And she looked the way she talked, he realized after she left his office that first afternoon. A curvy woman with hips that made no apologies for enjoying the delicious in life, light-brown hair straight at the roots, cloudy at the shoulders, the traces of last year’s perm, eyelids filled in with mauve pencil. She also had the most animated face Rich had ever seen. The woman was either laughing or smiling or rapt or frowning in close attention. She likes to be alive, Rich remembered thinking.


      It was always so quiet after Holy Week. The twice-yearly faithful were gone until Advent or even next Easter. Even the regulars, those who showed up from Holy Thursday to Good Friday to Easter Vigil to Easter Sunday, seemed to need a break. Father Frank always went conveniently supine with some flu — “The spirit seems to go right out of me after Holy Week, Rich, my man.”


      Three years into his time at St. Mary’s, Rich knew what to expect. He played catch-up in the rectory office. He answered the calls from mothers getting into full gear for summer weddings. “Now that Easter’s over, Father, we can get down to details. What was your fee again? Oh? That much?”


      It had been a grey mid-April, melancholy weather that had nudged him closer to what had been scratching in his chest for the past decade. A decade? It now seemed impossible to Rich that he could have tolerated such discomfort, such dis-ease, for so long. The thing with women, that pressure in his groin and imagination, had lessened in the first year at St. Mary’s. But it seemed to have taken everything exciting with it.


      “But you don’t understand. That’s what a priest’s life is like, Louise.” Back then, three years ago, in those early conversations, he’d been able to justify the low-level lack of joy.


      “You’re supposed to feel shitty while you try to get the rest of us to feel good? Some life,” she’d said.


      It had been Louise’s growing belief in destiny — destino, she called it — and angels and reincarnation and female spirituality that had brought her into Rich’s office. “It’s not like I want to do a formal confession or anything. I’ve just got some questions,” she’d said. She was on the defensive at the beginning. Rich had just sat, quiet, nodding, not saying much, letting her frame, then answer her own questions. It wasn’t hard work. Watching Louise’s face as she tried to explain the limitations she found in her own parish, her need to be on her own path, especially now that her father — “the ultimate patriarch” — was dead, her belief in both more and less than the Bible promised, was quite simply a pleasure. And because Rich had come to hoard his few pleasures, he listened, kept still, afraid even to get up and offer a cup of coffee.


      “I know what you mean,” he said at some point, when Louise’s voice had dropped off.


      “You do?” she asked and looked him so clearly in both eyes, that he stood up and put out his hands to her.


      “I’d like to go for a walk,” he said. They went out into the cool, promising day. They talked and walked until 5:00.


      It was still, of course, priest to parishioner, still leader to follower, and it stayed that way for months. He couldn’t leap, although at night he placed her next to him, then underneath him. He felt incapable of leaps after thirty-five years.


      Louise came to St. Mary’s only on rare Sundays, both of them agreeing she needed to work things out on her own turf. “And besides, I need you to be there at a slight, disinterested distance. Separate, you know? Like the shepherd of another flock. I’m the stray sheep you have no real investment in,” she said.


      Still, it was Louise who confessed first. “I love you,” she said one Sunday night just before Advent. They’d gone for one of their walks after mass, then out for coffee, then out for pizza, had even discussed driving to Northampton for a late bookstore prowl.


      “That’s not a good idea,” he said. So automatic, so priestly, so crass really. It was the kind of line he’d used on enamoured college students.


      “We’re not talking ideas here,” said Louise.


      “Well, that’s where it has to stay, Louise.” The threat was so real this time, the space between them so easily violable, that he felt himself turn nasty.


      “OK,” said Louise. “I’m tucking it away.”


      She stayed out of sight for a few weeks. And everything in his life began to go wrong. Father Frank started sounding like the bigot Rich had always suspected him of being. Rich’s two favourite people on the chapel’s planning committee, Hugh Malone and Bette Rice, began an ugly play for power, splitting the formerly friendly group in two. Three, four times a day someone would call and ask, “Father, what are we supposed to do?”


      Scarier than his impotence in the situation was his indifference. For the first time, Rich didn’t give a damn. Let the little people slug it out on their own. He missed Louise, the sight of her, the sound of her, that face always willing to show something. Was this love? It didn’t feel like the earlier stuff. Trish with the tight jeans and high voice who would sometimes look at him as if he were God and not a mere priest. And other women he’d flirted with in public, cavorted with in private. A privacy so private he was the only one there.


      One afternoon, he actually asked one of the widows in the parish if she’d like to take a ride into Boston to browse through used-book stores. Saralee was one of the rare sophisticates in the parish, a former New Yorker, a former Jew who’d converted for her husband, a French-Canadian, years before. She was a big reader; her confessions often involved reading novels that did not jibe with church dogma.


      “Father, I have sinned.” He could always recognize the accent. Years in Granby and she still sounded like she was living in Queens.


      “I read a book this week that condemned the Catholic church for its silence during the Holocaust.”


      “And did you agree with the point of view?” He felt like a fraud sitting behind the screen. Of course, the church had committed the reprehensible sin of silence during the war. What else was new?


      Sometimes after she left he would write down the titles. It would make for a good reading list. Someday.


      Saralee accepted the offer eagerly. He knew she had no interest in him romantically, so able was he now to read the signals women gave off. It had been a nice afternoon, a companionable afternoon even. But at one point, standing in front of a bin of used novels, Saralee had thrust a book in his face.


      “Josephine Humphreys. Fantastic first novel,” she told him. “Don’t you just love Southern writers? They have this Gothic honesty.”


      And his reaction had been to blush so completely — thank God, he was completely clothed, because he was certain that even the backs of his knees had throbbed pink — that he’d had to squat quickly to study a lower shelf.


      Rich in Love. He felt found out, covers stripped: Father Rich was in love. In love, in love, in love. For the rest of the afternoon, he kept seeing the book cover, only half heard the happy chatter of his companion.


      “Louise? Can we talk?” He hadn’t even called first, afraid he’d weasel out on the phone. He needed to be there at her door. Present and ready.


      “I love you,” she’d said at the door, not even waiting to hear what he had to say.


      When Rich went to Frank Kennedy a week later, the old priest had acted personally put out.


      “Why now, Brother Rich? I’m getting ready to move over. You could have had it all.”


      I don’t want it all, Rich said once, twice, three times, as they went round and round the reasons.


      “I’m in love with someone,” Rich finally said.


      “Not in this parish,” said Frank.


      “Not in this parish,” said Rich.


      “Not a man,” said Frank looking more and more alarmed.


      “Not a man,” said Rich.


      “This will have to go upstairs to the bishop first, obviously,” said Frank. “Lines of command, as you well know. But I don’t want a big hullabaloo around here, understand? Go quietly.”


      The chapel committee took him out to supper a few days later. He’d called them each to tell them he was leaving. Most misunderstood at first, thought he was just going to a new parish. He’d had to really drum it in.


      “I’m just so shocked, Father. I mean, love is always a cause for celebration” — this from Bette Rice. “But you know, it’s a shock. I’m being honest.”


      The dinner was quiet, both camps trying to come to grips with the news. They spent the bulk of the evening talking about the choice of a new musical director — the old one was retiring and moving to Florida — as if nothing had happened. Only at the end did a few people get emotional. “We’ll miss you, Father,” said Hugh Malone. “You’re one of the few live ones left in this old, backward church of ours.”


      Maybe he should call Louise at work. The conversation with Fritz hadn’t gone down completely. Rich could feel it stuck in his chest somewhere. The leaves murmured around it.


      “I talked to Fritz…” he began.


      “And…” He always had to cut to the chase with Louise when she was at work. She did become someone else, he’d noticed. Someone tougher, someone with only so much patience.


      “Louise, I don’t know. I can’t seem to get a handle on the guy. He wouldn’t say yes or no. He’s leaving it up to some committee.”


      “Teflon priest,” Louise said.


      “How long till closing time? I miss you.” He hated the way he was sounding now. He could act needy at night with her, but not now, not during her work day.


      “Listen, we’ll do it ourselves,” she said. “I’ll go ask at all the parishes in the area and see if we can collect their old candle stubs. And then we’ll make our own candle. Just for us. Our own little tradition. Forget Fritz.”


      He wasn’t sure why he put the phone down not so gently and why he found himself in the hall closet searching for his old spring coat, a tweedy, three-quarter-length from the New York days. So not in style. Just like the old Honda he now backed out the driveway. Thank God he hadn’t let Louise talk him into getting rid of it. He drove to the corner for gas, though lately he’d found half a tank could last him a month. Pulling out, he looked left and right. Tell me which way to go.


      At the outskirts of Easthampton he turned toward Northampton, but he sped by his usual haunts, out Route 9 into Amherst, then east into Belchertown, and back through Granby, South Hadley. All that early afternoon and into mid, then late afternoon, he went toward and through one town after another. Quaint towns. Working towns. He didn’t stop. He didn’t get out of the car. He drove until the gas registered one-quarter full, until his chest was quiet again.


      Just outside of Chicopee — he’d made an amoebic sort of loop, several loops really, he now realized — he pulled into a strip mall and parked in front of a store. “Lucky Buck!” trumpeted the yellow and orange banners. Rich had seen their ads in local circulars. Junk For a Buck would have been a better name, but in the first aisle he found them: two large plastic baskets filled with last year’s Christmas candles. Some were scented with fake cranberry and bayberry; some were angels or reindeer, their cute parts chipped. White showed under the gold.


      “I’ll take them both,” he told the clerk, after he’d hauled the first basket to the counter.


      “Both what?” the kid asked.


      “Both baskets,” Rich said.


      “But they have candles in them,” said the kid.


      “That’s what I want. I want the candles,” said Rich.


      “I’ll have to charge you for the baskets, too,” the kid said.


      One fit in the back seat, one in the hatch space. Rich drove off with a hundred pounds of unwanted wax.


      He was reading the instructions when Louise came in at 6:30.


      “I hate that bitch,” she said.


      He cringed at both words. Hate is a word that shouldn’t even be in our vocabulary. He’d used that line in more than one homily. Sometimes the venom in his normally loving wife stilled him. But who was he to judge? He’d lived his whole life trying to be a holy little son of a gun.


      “Witch Hazel really getting to you today?” he asked.


      “Who else? Oh, baby,” she said, taking her coat off, “I am sorry for being late. You’re pissed this time, aren’t you? Because I didn’t call. I thought about it, but…what’s that smell?”


      He looked up, really seeing her now. The truth was he hadn’t been thinking about her return. He didn’t even know what time it was. Usually he heard the car, headed for the front door where he divested her of her outer things and gave an appreciative fondle to her underthings.


      “What’s that smell?” she asked again. “It smells sweet. Are you making jam again?” She walked to the stove, draping her coat on the back of a chair.


      Rich watched her lift the lid on the jam pot, a wedding gift from Louise’s mother. Making jam was the one thing he and Louise’s mother had in common.


      “Wax,” she said. “In weird colours. What are you cooking up here, Rich? This is an awful lot of paraffin.”


      He didn’t answer right away, wanting her to get it on her own. He felt happy with himself in a way he hadn’t felt since the early days in this house when he was still amazed at having his very own life with his very own wife.


      “The Easter candle,” said Louise, and then she turned around and she wasn’t smiling anymore. “But I thought you were going to let me round up the candles,” she said. “I wanted to.”


      “I needed…” Rich gestured to the stove. The air was thick with the smell of Christmas past.


      “To do it on your own,” Louise said. She nodded. “I understand.” She took her coat and left the kitchen.


      Rich tried to go back to the directions, the original directions hand-copied by Greg so many years ago. “Fasten the plastic tubing really securely with strong twine.” “Or else,” another note in the margin cautioned, “you’ll be waxing your floors!” Rich folded the instructions and placed them on the counter, next to the plastic cylinder he’d constructed in the garage an hour before. It should make an okay mold. The thick wick was anchored to the outside, top and bottom, with generous margins. The wax was just about ready to be poured. He spread the day’s paper on the floor, on the stove, on the counter, anchored the corners down with masking tape. He knew well enough: hot wax had wings. It flew.


      What colours. Swirls of Christmas gold, Old Tannenbaum green, holly red. He’d never seen a paschal candle like it. But then he’d never had an Easter like this. A married Easter. An Easter where his body would descend and rise again. I am coming back to life.


      He reached for the pot’s handles, steadied the cylinder between his feet, feeling the old fear and excitement. This was always a dramatic moment, the tipping of the pot, the aiming of the wax’s descent. You had to get this part right and it was always a gamble.


      He gripped the pot, tipped. The colours fell below him. The smell rose above him. He dared not move. He’d seen the disasters that hit a kitchen when the person on top decided to adjust the angle. The person on top! That’s what was different, too. You needed two people, at the least, to do this part: one, standing to pour; one, kneeling, to steady the mold.


      Yet, somehow, here in this kitchen he was able to do both things at the same time. All these years he’d been cautioning his people about the need for a team approach. All that gather-thee-in stuff.


      The flow was slowing. Rich tipped the pot to drain the last small pool. Louise was standing in the door when he straightened up.


      “I did it myself,” he said, amazed to hear the four-year-old in his voice.


      He cracked up first, but Louise was soon laughing so hard she had to sit down.
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      Sometimes it works. She imagines him sitting at one of those wood desks, the kind you see now only in movies about convent schools. No inkwell, no, that would be way before his time. She sees the amber puddle collecting, widening, beneath him. She visualizes the other kids’ faces, a sea of childhood cruelty. And for that moment she understands why from time to time he has to stick his (victimized, ridiculed, undisciplined) dick into other women.


      Mostly it doesn’t work and Martine is left with what she’s known for a while. Her husband’s a liar and a cheat. Can this marriage be saved? Probably not, but right now they’re doing the newest new thing, which is actually an old thing: EFT, Emotionally Focused Couples Therapy, though Martine calls it Emotionally Fucked Couples Therapy. Jerome says she never swore this way before.


      “I don’t really like it,” he tells her. “You’re better than that. More articulate.”


      “Honey, I’ve articulated and articulated,” she reminds him.


      And she has, eighteen years of articulation. But when he admitted to their last marriage counselor that he’d had a fling at a music camp two months after they were married — a heartbreak of a summer for her, the new bride who’d had to stay in the city and work — she’s found shouting expletives works better. Because what’s left to say? What’s left to say reasonably?


      But this, according to Jerome and to Harry, their new therapist, is what makes EFT so different, so superior. “Forget about working on communication skills,” says Harry. “Forget about all that Venus/Mars bullcrap.” (Martine does admire Harry’s vocabulary.) “We’re back to our little selves.”


      “We’ve done the inner child,” Martine told Harry at their first session. “We’ve done I’m OK, you’re OK. We’ve done the empty-chair Gestalt thing.”


      “This is completely, one-hundred-percent different,” Harry said. “We’re not going back to Mom and Dad and figuring out how they messed us up, all that blaming shit. Here we’re into blamer softening. Here, we’re being Mom and Dad. To each other. Here, dependence is OK. Admitting it is even more OK. You and Jerome are going to treat each other like the lovable, blameless kids you really are. Because none of us really grows up, right? From now on, you’re going to be in each other’s corner.”


      Lovable and blameless are not the words that come to mind when Martine looks over at Jerome, sitting in the corner, alone on Harry’s loveseat. In their first session they sat on it together. Now she’s across from him in a low-slung, beige chair, the kind of let’s-get-grounded furniture they’ve seen in every therapist’s office. What could possibly make any woman pant over this exhausted-looking middle-aged man? Jerome hasn’t been sleeping well lately because this time he’s afraid she’s really going to leave. Since his latest escapade, with the second violinist this time, Martine has kept a suitcase packed at the front of the closet, a fly-away bag. Escapade. She pronounces it with a French accent because it sounds more fun. And she refers to Sarah, the violinist, as the second fiddle or the plucky fuck. Also more fun. It’s gotten so bad, with so many new revelations — oh, her, too? — that it’s begun to be almost fun. OK, not fun. Funny?


      What does it mean to be in each other’s corner? Martine hasn’t a clue any more, having gradually lost the urge to do right by Jerome. Even being in her own corner — climbing the bloody Stairmaster, eating leafy greens, hanging with sympathetic friends, throwing herself into work, all those Oprah strategies — seems a job for someone braver, more butch. Being in the kids’ corner — Bram, thirteen, Steffen, eleven — comes easier. Kids need. They need now. That’s the guiding principle.


      Jerome seems to know what being in her corner means. He tells Harry and Martine every week what is necessary to keep them together. “When I feel the need to boost myself I have to look inside, not outside,” he says.


      “Look to Martine,” says Harry. “She’s your buddy. She’s your truest friend.”


      “I know,” says Jerome, eyes wet with regret. And then he tells them another story — she’s heard them, she’s heard them — about the stepmother who checked his sheets every morning of his horny adolescence, about the bullish nuns, and the college girlfriend who told him he wasn’t hung enough, and of course, the humiliation of the janitor’s visits to mop the floor in Grades 1,2,3,4, once even in Grade 5. Not to mention the child psychologist his parents lugged him to for the peeing problem, who fondled him once.


      But right now, week four, they’re not focused on Jerome and the mortifications of his flesh. They’re on Martine.


      “I’m not feeling much,” she tells them.


      “Tell us,” says Harry. “How did we get here?”


      Martine looks at the two men. What can they know of a woman’s large, absorbent, suffering…heart, she was about to say. Then she thinks of the place Jerome still frequents, the core of her, the core of all those women, where he surrenders his mad, mating-dog self. It’s us and them, she thinks, and we’re out-manoeuvred.


      “How did I get here?” Martine asks. “Well, I passed Go, but I didn’t collect two hundred anything. And, Harry, I swear every time you refer to blamer softening I think you’re talking laxatives.”


      “She always made me laugh,” Jerome says to Harry.


      “Sometimes we use humour to deflect intimacy,” says Harry, and Martine wants to pitch something hard at his smooth face. Harry has the mouth of a punk, but looks like a Boy Scout. “I think we should use him as our investment broker, too,” she said to Jerome after their first session.


      “I’m not trying to be funny,” Martine tells the men. “I’m trying to be honest. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”


      “The hurt,” Harry says.


      “The betrayal,” says Jerome.


      “We call it attachment injury,” says Harry.


      “I like that term,” Jerome says.


      Martine is about to say, “Why don’t you two have yourselves a little talkfest?” but she has to stop, tears suddenly, alarmingly, close.


      “I miss my dad,” she says.


      “Oh, baby,” Jerome says.


      Jerome has always said she enjoyed an unusually close relationship with her father. Close is what he calls it, but abnormal is what she hears. Her father has been dead for nearly four years now, but Martine still cries when she’s home alone with the radio on and an old Broadway song…“Everything’s Up to Date in Kansas City” or “I Gotta Crow”…brings him wondrously back. The hospice-care people joked that they were getting a Broadway retrospective, with visitors popping cassettes into the tape recorder on his nightstand. After he died, Martine drove herself nuts trying to remember his last song. Her brother thought it might have been “The Impossible Dream,” but that was so convenient. One of the nurses said she thought she remembered taking Oliver out of the case that last evening. Her father would have gotten a kick out of “Food, Glorious Food” as his swan song. But it had to be better than that.


      “He was so simple,” says Martine to the waiting men, and feels ugly bubbles rise.


      “A good man,” Jerome explains to Harry.


      “Not like you,” Martine says to Jerome.


      “It’s been hard for you, hasn’t it, Martine?” says Harry. “You’re distressed.”


      Martine deep-breathes. She is the Lawrence Welk bubble machine gone bad.


      “Let it out,” says Harry. “You’re holding an awful lot in there, Martine. It’s time to face the dragon.”


      And Jerome coaxes, “I’m trying real hard here, honey. But I can’t do it without you.”


      “You do it without me all the time,” Martine says.


      “But I don’t want to anymore,” says Jerome in the you’re-absolutely-right tone he’s adopted since he came clean about Sarah. “I’ve told you that.”


      All the paintings on Harry’s wall — small, framed oils of what seem like the same landscape — are crooked, Martine notices for the first time. One, the ubiquitous old mill amid fall foliage with no humans to spoil the joint, is especially off-kilter.


      Martine points. “You trying to make us all crazier, Harry?”


      “None of my clients are what you’d call crazy, Martine,” says Harry.


      “What would you call us, Harry?” Martine asks.


      But it’s two o’clock and Harry has a merit badge for punctuality. “That’s a promising place to start for our next session,” he says. “I suspect control, specifically being out of control, might be an issue for you, Martine.”


      The two who are married talk outside in the parking lot. They stand by Martine’s van; she doesn’t see Jerome’s car. “I’ll get Bram from hockey on my way home from rehearsal,” says Jerome, by way of saying, see, no post-rehearsal pouncing for me. Their boys have been spending a lot of time at various friends’ houses and various rinks. Jerome and Martine know why the kids are doing this, especially Martine, who’s getting the brunt of it. Unjustifiably, she thinks. Just when she needs the love and support of her sons — about time — they turn away, cool and non-partisan.


      At some earlier, more forgiving moment, she and Jerome agreed to keep his indiscretions a secret from them. Martine is sorry now because what it looks like is that Mom’s absolutely barking (get that woman some drugs) and Dad’s just a hassled guy.


      “Why do you give him such a hard time?” Steffen asked this morning when Martine slipped on juice Jerome had spilled and failed to wipe from the kitchen floor. She’d slid into the wall, stomped and yelled. Jerome came running, looking really sorry.


      “Get your head out of wherever it is,” she shrieked.


      Afterward, her throat hurt, the boys slunk off to school and Jerome stayed to talk. “I know you’re very, very angry at me. And I know that you might not ever be able to forgive me. And I might have to live with that. And that you might even decide to leave. And that this might be the best thing for you.” Lately Jerome has begun to talk like this. Nothing contradicts. All things exist simultaneously. And and and…


      He picked at a Pop-Tart left on Stef’s plate, crossed his legs — a flash of crotch through the old robe — adjusted his glasses, sprung out from wearing them on his head to read scores, and ran his beautiful (bowing) hand through the greying curls. She’d loved all these details once. Her rumpled music meister.


      “Really, sweetie, if you don’t start talking to Harry, we might as well do something else.” Jerome licked the crumbs from the plate, looked up to smile and shrug. The kitchen, the one they’d spent nearly a year designing and renovating, was absurdly cheery with morning light.


      “You know,” he said, “these things taste pretty good.”


      “You know,” she said, “you have no taste.” She retrieved his plate, knowing it would stay there all day otherwise. “I thought you had a rehearsal this morning.”


      “This is more important,” he said and got up to unzip her slacks.


      He had no rehearsal, it turned out, so coaxing her back to bed was no sacrifice. Dumb body, she thought as she came.


      Now in the parking lot outside Harry’s office, trying to organize what remains of their day, Martine suddenly grabs the shoulder of Jerome’s sweater, a sweater, she realizes, she hasn’t seen before. “Don’t ever do this to me again, do you understand?”


      “We have a lot to work out,” says Jerome, letting her hand stay there. “We both need to disclose more. That’s what Harry says and I agree. And you know, it’s not like I had sex with any of those women to do something to you. It’s my own stuff.”


      “You know what I would like?” she says. She sees Harry walking toward them…no, toward a car. Harry raises a silent hand, but Martine doesn’t let go.


      “Tell me,” says Jerome, eyes weary.


      “I would like to stop selling the notion of fidelity. Come on down and check out our terms: secure woman, happy kids, peaceful home, long-term satisfaction. All you have to do is keep it to yourself. And, by the way, Harry just drove off in a brand new Mercedes.”


      Jerome takes her hand — not to hold it, to remove it, though she doesn’t feel like letting go just yet. “I really want to be in your corner, Martine. But you have to be in your own corner first.”


      “Oh, cut the psycho-babble,” she says, but what she’s hearing is the sober way he’s just said her name.


      In the van, the tears run cold into her turtleneck. It’s November, the beginning of things she doesn’t enjoy: bleak skies, the six-month chill in the bones, Christmas shopping. And the worst thing: Nutcracker.


      Last year, in Jerome’s ninth season as first violinist with the Symphony, the Sugar Plum Fairy had fairly bouréed them into the ground. Bram was in the middle of hockey season (he was good, all his coaches said, which meant they were committed to four nights’ practice a week, six months of the year); Stef was having a hard time adjusting to the new, private school they’d thought would better suit his learning style; Martine was marking like a maniac and dodging her department head who was threatening to fatten her teaching load if she didn’t get that second book published now. And Jerome was out every night at rehearsals. Life bulged at the best of times: a houseful of people doing and doing. They’d made jokes all season about going nuts, cracking up, about Nutcracker being a nuts-cracker, and Jerome had even put forward the idea of not doing it the following year.


      But here they are, two days after their parking-lot confab, at the pre-Nutcracker party with ballet dancers, ballet mavens, even non-glamorous sorts like first violinists swooping down on giant platters of bruschetta and shrimp. It’s an annual gesture of goodwill before the tantrums and crises. Martine knows nearly everybody by now, though each year there’s a new crop of dancers, younger and younger yet. This year’s Sugar Plum and her partner look minuscule, fittingly like dolls come to life. The girl, blonde hair in a severe (but sexy) ponytail, tiny diamonds glinting in her ears and a non-stop smile on her triangular little face — absolutely edible, Martine decides — leans against the baby grand, duly dusted for the night.


      Martine sits in the kitchen talking to Ozzie, who owns a Chrysler dealership and gives megabucks for a program that takes Nutcracker into local schools. “You’ve got kids, so you know what I mean,” he’s saying. “Of course, your kids have you and Jerome. They’re exposed to music and dance and good books. Kids these days…” he shrugs. They’re talking about adolescent enchantment, the lack of it. “Maybe this helps,” Ozzie says.


      Martine has always liked Ozzie, though she’s not sure the obsessed Clara and her prince in white tights and jockstrap are any competition for Yu-Gi-Oh and Mary-Kate and Ashley. Last year, Bram had whined, “Do we have to go? We’ve seen it, like, a gazillion times.” This year Bram is getting out of it because of hockey. And she’s had to release Steffen, too, because she doesn’t have the energy for resistance.


      Ozzie’s being called to say a few words. As she watches him duck bodies and plates to get to the piano, Martine spots Jerome at the piano. Next to him is Sugar Plum. His body is bent toward her, a kind of supplication.


      “Take your time,” Martine tells stressed-out students before an exam. “Don’t forget to breathe.” Well, she has taken her time. She watches Jerome, smiling, nodding. He bounces on his heels, moving as much as an Act One Snowflake. The girl drops her head and he puts his hand on her shoulder, the tell-me-anything older man. A prince.


      Martine walks to them. The girl looks up.


      “Martine!” Jerome says. His face registers not-pleased surprise, but he’s the master of the quick recovery. “Honey, I want you to meet Stephanie Auclair, our Sugar Plum.”


      “Daddy,” says Martine. “Can we go home, please?”


      The girl looks at them. She laughs. Then because they don’t, because they don’t even smile, she backs away.


      Jerome looks at Martine for a long moment. “I’ll get your coat,” he says.


      “Thank you, Daddy,” she says.


      “What’s this about?” he asks in the car. It’s begun to snow. White feathers cover the windshield. The front seat feels frozen under her.


      “Pure EFT,” says Martine. “If you want to be liberated, treat your spouse like an adult. If you would rather stay married, try treating him or her like a child.”


      “You’ve twisted it around,” says Jerome. “We’re supposed to be children together. Don’t come to me as a whiny little girl. Don’t come to me demanding your own way.”


      “I said ‘please.’ I said, ‘Daddy, please,’” Martine says. She’s playing with him still, but it’s not funny now.


      “I can’t even talk to a woman,” says Jerome. “She wasn’t even a woman, for God’s sake. She was a girl, a very sweet girl.”


      “But I’m a girl,” says Martine, and as she says this, she feels her heart breaking.


      “I am not the father here!” Jerome shouts. He hasn’t shouted at her in years — he is not a shouter — and the sound of his anger, of his no longer loving her, is worse than all the confessions.

    

  


  
    
      Ways of Being

    

  


  
    
      Village des Valeurs


      Willem had thrown another of his tantrums — “No blue! Red!” — as they packed him off to daycare. “But you don’t have red boots, Willem. You only have blue boots,” Bax had tried to tell their son. They would start out this way, reasonable, rational humans. Not that Willem seemed to notice whether they were calm or raging. When Willem, four and autistic and the cutest thing on two legs, wanted something — red boots, vanilla (not chocolate) pudding, dental floss even though he choked on it, the $60 teddy bear in the store now, the moon, why not the moon? — life stopped. The want machine, Pamela called him. When the wants piled up impossibly, they moved into war mode, with Willem sent to the corner where he screamed and banged his head against both walls, Pamela and Bax checking their watches from the trenches. Fifteen seconds of silence — self-regulation, Dr. Forrest called it — and he’d be set free. Time out. Time out for whom? Pamela sometimes wondered.


      But now here at the stoplight on St. Catherine, which for an instant had turned into the face of Julian Forrest, Willem’s child psychologist — brilliant, browbeating and behavioural all the way — Pamela knew she wasn’t going to any appointment, and certainly not an appointment to discuss the behaviour of the beast behind her. She turned the van around in the middle of the intersection, barely looking both ways first, and flipped off a man at the corner who was watching and shaking his head. The van fishtailed. It was late March. Why was there still ice on the roads?


      “Bad morning,” she told Emily, Willem’s daycare teacher. The kids were in a huddle around Emily and an Arthur book. Willem was no longer thrashing, looked instead like he’d been thrashed, dark under the eyes, sullen.


      “Willem, we missed you!” Emily crowed. “Didn’t we, guys?” The other kids looked uncertain about this, but they made a place for him in the circle anyway. They were sensitized kids, used to Willem’s whims by now. Willem accidentally trod on someone’s finger and there was a yelp.


      “Hope it gets better,” Emily whispered as Pamela backed out of the room and prayed Willem wouldn’t suddenly turn clingy. It was sometimes his way of making up. Emily was young, twenty-two, tops, and her face was sweet with the kind of love Pamela was sure she’d never feel again. She got in the van, drove a block, parked, had a good scream, and after that, contrite, let the tears fall.


      “I’ll never get through to him, never,” Bax had said that morning, as he’d stooped over the boy who had blue boots and wanted red. He’d pushed Willem’s foot in, hard, and Willem had shrieked louder. They didn’t kiss goodbye — not enough emotion left for that — and Pamela had dragged their son down the stairs.


      She let her head drop now against the steering wheel. She could go home. Bax would just be getting out of the shower. She could show up, make some excuse about having gotten the dates wrong for Forrest, whip off her clothes, give him a hand job, give him a blow job. Make him moan. Make him happy. Make him love her again. A strenuous fantasy. She sat on, letting time make it impossible.


      Wasn’t Joanie off from work this week? She could drop over for a rare morning coffee. Joanie always had fabulous coffee and cookies, and Pamela could tell her all about this morning and Joanie would nod and get that poor-darling look on her face and then Pamela would ask about Nathan and his last chemo and they’d sink together — CBC Radio playing its comfort in the background — until they would both have to conclude, hands-down: Life’s a bitch, but what are you going to do?


      Someone was coming toward the car, someone was walking down the middle of the frozen street, someone was walking and waving. Pamela recognized the smile, the hat, but not who they belonged to.


      Now the hat was at her window, the smile was in her face, and Pamela sank the little bit left there was to go. Of all the people in the world God could have chosen to send her, he would send this one on the worst morning of her life so far this week. She tried to get the window down, but the power mechanism had died the week before, the thing going frrrrrp and not moving a smidge. In that moment it seemed as large a heartache as a child who only wanted, rarely gave. Pamela opened the car door.


      “Greetings!” beamed Gunnie, fellow worshipper at St. Augustine’s and certifiable. “Can I have a lift?”


      Pamela wondered if she could put the van into drive and skid off without injuring anyone. “Where are you headed?”


      “Anywhere,” said Gunnie.


      Pamela said a prayer that was more like a threat and reached over to open the other door.


      “I bet you think that’s pretty crazy, don’t you, that I don’t have a destination?” said Gunnie, climbing in. She smelled like something edible. Not a bad smell, but edible.


      “Not really,” said Pamela. “The truth is…” But she didn’t want to get into it with this strange person. She would drive around and drop her off somewhere central, near a Métro, buy her a ticket if necessary, a strip of tickets, get her on her way, because what she didn’t need this morning was another crazy person.


      Gunnie, decked out like an antebellum heroine in her wide-brimmed hats and long, flowered skirts — even in winter — petitioned each Sunday in church for help in her slipping-down life. First it was cancer, then getting evicted, then a fire in the friend’s place where she was staying. Lately, as if all the disasters couldn’t be listed anymore, she’d begun to pray out loud: “Jesus Lord, please remove all my poverties!”


      From the beginning, from the first day Gunnie had walked into St. Augustine’s, she’d fluttered around Willem, waving at him, trying to touch him. “What’s his problem?” she asked. Pamela was used to all varieties of reactions to her son: stares from the less sophisticated, careful concern from the more, and everything in between. The truth was Pamela didn’t much like any of the reactions. She didn’t much like the problem.


      “He’s autistic,” Pamela explained as she tried to talk to the woman, outlandish in her sun hat and too-dark foundation. “Plus he’s hyperactive and has global developmental delays. His speech…” blah, blah, blah. She sounded now, after nearly three years, like a medical précis.


      “You mean he’s retarded,” said Gunnie. “Poor kid.” She tried to stroke Willem’s cheek, but he darted around her.


      Pamela must have answered something as she hurriedly began collecting Willem’s little trucks from the pew and the pieces of pretzel he’d scattered during mass. Maybe she’d said, “That’s not what we call it.” Or, “He’s actually very smart, probably smarter than you.” Pamela didn’t remember now what she’d said, although it was probably something neither exceptionally friendly nor exceptionally brave. Whatever she did say, Gunnie was still standing there in the now-empty church, smiling under her hat, and in no hurry to leave.


      “Have you ever heard of colonics?” she’d asked. “They stick a hose up your ass” — she looked up at the stations of the cross as if in apology — “and pump in a load of nice, hot water. Takes the shit right out of you. Maybe they could help your little boy.”


      Over the next Sundays Pamela learned that it was fatal — even in church, even with God’s endless compassion as her protection — to say to this woman, “Hi, how are you?”


      “Where would you like to go?” Pamela asked again as they reached the stop sign on Monkland Avenue.


      “Tell you in a minute,” said Gunnie, who had closed her eyes and leaned back against the headrest. “I’m asking Jesus Lord.” Her hat — synthetic orange straw with a fuchsia-print bandana — crumpled around her ears.


      “I like your hat,” said Pamela.


      “I do, too,” said Gunnie. “That’s why I wear it.” Then, as if worried, she sat up straight and looked at Pamela. “But is it appropriate for winter?”


      “Does it keep your head warm?” Be logical, thought Pamela, answer logically. Otherwise, there will be two lunatics driving around in a van with a broken window, nowhere to go, asking Jesus Lord where to take them next.


      She turned right at the stoplight, heading not for the nearest Métro stop, Villa Maria, but the next nearest, Vendôme. She didn’t want Gunnie to feel totally unwelcome. She had it all planned out now: she’d park on Marlowe, go into the Métro station with Gunnie, get money out of the guichet, do the slightly extravagant thing with the strip of tickets, maybe even buy her a juice and muffin in the station’s little depanneur. The plan made her, in that moment, feel almost good.


      “How’s your boy?” asked Gunnie. And it was gone. Happiness in the last few years was a drive-by experience. What she mostly lived in was a sad/anxious/guilty/mad hum. Anxious like now, mad and guilty like this morning. Sad, like always. Chronic sadness, Joanie called it once, and Pamela had wept at the recognition. Joanie knew about chronic sadness, with Nathan duking it out with a brain tumour, round three.


      “Not so good,” said Pamela.


      “Tell Gunnie about it.”


      They were only a few blocks from the Métro now. It was a wind tunnel on this part of de Maisonneuve, people hurtling through the cold, nearly doubled over. “We had a huge fight with him this morning,” Pamela said, regretting each word as she said it.


      “Fights are never good,” said Gunnie. “Me, I should know. Lord Jesus doesn’t want us fighting.”


      “He’s so obstinate, so stuck,” Pamela said. “He lands somewhere, someplace totally unreasonable, and then we can’t get him back.”


      “Maybe it’s good enough where he is,” said Gunnie.


      “That’s actually not very helpful, Gunnie,” said Pamela, thinking wrong person. Wait till she told Bax about this, but then she remembered that as far as Bax knew, they were at that moment getting cured. She’d never even made it to a phone to call Dr. Forrest’s office with an excuse: We have a dead battery, we have a strep throat, we have a complete failure to cope.


      “Tell me about the fight,” said Gunnie. “As much as you can remember.”


      “You sound like a therapist, Gunnie,” said Pamela and smiled, really smiled at her for the first time.


      “I know a few of those guys,” said Gunnie. “Most of them are crazy wacko, if you know what I mean. Forgive me, Jesus Lord.” She leaned closer and dropped her voice, “They tell you how you’re supposed to act.”


      So Pamela told her how Willem had, quite obediently, gone to get his blue boots out of the closet that morning. How he’d almost smiled at her when she’d said, “What a great boy. Good listening, Willem.” How he’d let her hug him, though, of course, his arms had stayed down as usual, had not circled her back. How he’d nodded when Bax had said, “Hey, Buddy, can I be the lucky guy who gets to put these on you?” And then how the sky went suddenly dark as Willem retracted his foot as if in pain and cried, “No blue! Red!”


      “Buy him the boots,” Gunnie said.


      Pamela had parked the car now, having found a space, a rare thing, right on the corner of Marlowe and de Maisonneuve.


      “They’ll put a smile on his face,” said Gunnie. “Me, I think that’s important.”


      “Where do you buy boots at this time of the year?” Pamela could hear her voice going up. “It’s practically April.”


      “Follow me,” said Gunnie.


      Pamela could hear Dr. Forrest as she pulled out of the parking spot two cars were already jockeying for: “You are defying the laws of conditioning! There is no ceiling to a child’s demands! Give in now and you will be giving in for the rest of your life!”


      Pamela had managed to never set foot in Village des Valeurs, though friends swore by the place: great, used buys in the funkiest of atmospheres. “It does smell funny,” admitted Joanie, a bargain maven. But the years of high funk were now apparently over. The store had been cleaned up. It looked now like Zellers’ once-colourful, slightly shabby cousin: a vast white space with red signs — Haut de Gamme! Top of the line? Who were they kidding? Gunnie took off for the hats, as if she’d forgotten Pamela, Willem, the red boots, their quest.


      Pamela followed at a distance that might look as if they were not together. She watched Gunnie swoop down on a red beret in the hat department, though to dignify any spot in this store as “department” would be pushing it.


      “I’ve been thinking about what you said,” called Gunnie. Pamela turned down the aisle in time to see Gunnie slip the red beret into her hemp bag. “This thing doesn’t keep me warm,” she said and thrust the orange sun hat at Pamela. “Hold it, would you? I’ve got decisions to make.”


      Pamela watched as Gunnie poked her head — amazingly small and neat without the usual sombrero-wide brim — into one disastrous hat after another. People, she realized, do not give away lovely hats. They give away joke hats, hats with chartreuse veils, with funny knobs on top. Gunnie put each hat on and looked at herself in the small hand mirror provided for customers of the hat department. There were no mirrors on the walls, the better not to see the linty sweater, the faded skirt, the better to preserve those illusions.


      Gunnie turned her head this way and that. She smiled. She hummed.


      A woman, a mirror. Something from long ago was coming back for Pamela. A high, rusty gate, the gate of an asylum. The gates open and they flood through, saying oh, oh, oh, as they come tripping out in their white coats and white bonnets, every second more ecstatic. King of Hearts. Pamela had so loved that film. Oh, oh, oh, they say, looking at the sky, streaming into the streets of their French village, abandoned because it is World War I and the Germans have wired it to explode at midnight. Barefoot and in pajamas, the inmates are free at last. This had been their town until someone had said: too strange, too nervous, too much, lock her up. The foppish one immediately installs himself in the barber shop, throwing on a black wig and pink scarf. A man in a nightshirt dances on tiptoe into the cathedral’s sacristy and dons the bishop’s scarlet robe. A red-haired woman runs up the staircase of an old building to find an ancient lipstick in an ancient vanity, clears a circle of dust from the mirror and leans in to look at herself for the first time in years. She shakes her head, rueful, and begins to fill in her lips, first one curve of her upper lip and then the other in glorious, brothel red.


      “Look at this thing, would you?” Gunnie was pouting at herself in the mirror, a tuque the colour of baby poop pulled down over her ears. “This is why I prefer summertime hats.” And she took off down the aisle, pompom bouncing, for more haut de gamme.


      “What about the boots?” Pamela called after her.


      “Jesus Lord, don’t put the pressure on,” said Gunnie.


      Pamela browsed the shelves around her. Housewares you might call this part of the store: mostly glass salt and pepper shakers, china sugar bowls and creamers, things you could buy at the dollar store for cheaper. It was all ugly, but not outrageous, interesting ugly. This stuff couldn’t even qualify as kitsch.


      From women’s wear, Pamela heard Gunnie yell, “Hallelujah!”


      They take back the town, these sane zanies, pedalling on their bicycles, strolling arm and arm in the village. There are ostriches, Pamela suddenly remembered. Ostriches and lions and llamas strolling about, too, because they free the animals from a travelling circus. “One must exaggerate…life is so dull,” the madam says to Alan Bates, the Scottish soldier sent to save the town, and whom the inmates crown their King of Hearts. At three minutes to midnight, as Bates despairs that they have only three minutes to live, Coquelicot, his betrothed, says, “It’s wonderful…three minutes!”


      Pamela had wept and wept the first time she’d seen Philippe de Broca’s sixties, anti-war film. She’d promised herself: I will not be afraid to live. I will stay open, open, painfully open.


      “We almost forgot that boy of yours.” Gunnie was back and leading her by the elbow, not gently, toward another wall of the store. Children’s Shoes. The sign was bigger than the selection. But between pairs of fuzzy, mangy slippers, was a pair of boots, rain boots, red, like miniature fireman galoshes. They were a size too small, but as Gunnie said, Willem could scrunch his toes up and it was the idea that was important anyway.


      “You understand a lot, Gunnie,” said Pamela at the checkout.


      “It takes a crazy to understand another crazy,” said Gunnie.


      “Willem’s not crazy,” said Pamela. “He’s autistic.”


      “Fancy word,” said Gunnie. “Poor lamb.”


      “He’s not crazy,” said Pamela.


      “Course he is,” said Gunnie, and put her head on Pamela’s shoulder.


      “Are you buying the hat?” asked the checkout girl, pointing to the tag that hung from the side of Gunnie’s tuque.


      “She is,” said Pamela and paid the $2.99, though she felt tolerance and patience leaving her. Maybe it was all sentimental bullshit about the insights, the access, the deeper humanity gained through mental illness. Sometimes a crazy person was just crazy. And worse, sometimes just as cruel as a normal person.


      The cashier wrapped each boot separately in tissue paper and placed them carefully inside a plastic bag. They were a Band-Aid, a little solution to a big, long problem. But the boots would make them all a little happier for a little while.


      “Such a beautiful kid,” Gunnie told the girl. The girl looked at Pamela and smiled. “Really, you should see him. He’s just about the sweetest kid you ever saw. And smart, too. Oh, I forgot this,” Gunnie added, pulling the red beret from her purse. “I won’t be taking it now that I have this.” And she batted the tag on her tuque. The girl looked at Pamela, smile fading.


      “Can I buy you a coffee?” Pamela asked in the parking lot.


      “Sure,” said Gunnie.


      “Second Cup, OK?” Pamela asked.


      “I got someplace better,” said Gunnie.


      Pamela had walked by the coffee machine in Provigo many times but had never stopped, assuming the coffee would be better nearly anywhere else.


      “Best coffee in town,” said Gunnie, taking the two loonies from Pamela’s palm and putting them in the machine.


      “Haut de gamme?” said Pamela.


      “Sure,” said Gunnie, handing her the first cup. “Listen, would you mind if we prayed?”


      “Right here?” said Pamela, but Gunnie already had her head bowed over her Styrofoam cup.


      “Jesus Lord, those little boots sure are cute. And this coffee’s great. You really know how to treat a person.”


      The coffee, Pamela had to agree, was not bad at all.

    

  


  
    
      Aviva Means Spring


      She bent to look at the fish. It bore no resemblance to the rainbow trout her mother used to make with slivered almonds and lemon-butter sauce. This fish was beginning to decompose. She looked at it for just a second too long, enough time to see maggots burrowing into the eye socket and for the smell of it to get inside her. She tasted this morning’s breakfast at the back of her throat — green pepper, cream cheese, Cream of Wheat, cocoa, in that order — leaned against the cement wall of the showers, breathed in fast until her lips and fingers tingled. She heard the mop drop.


      The fish ponds were miles from here, deep in the Huleh Valley, a twenty-minute drive. Someone would have had to carry the fish — in a pocket? — to put it here. Someone had gone out of their way. “Mah zeh, Aviva?” She turned toward the doorway, saw sunlight with a male shape inside it, the bottom edge of shorts. Rubber sandals moved toward her: Ari, the sadron avodah, the kibbutz work organizer. Like all the other kibbutzniks, he spoke Hebrew to her, although she still didn’t understand more than the basics and even these often failed her. Her own name still gave her trouble. “Arlene?” The teacher at the ulpan, the Hebrew course she’d taken right after arriving in this hot, loud country, had hit the “r” hard, pausing only a moment over her name. “Here your name is Aviva. In Hebrew, Aviva means spring.”


      Israelis had never had the luxury to think too much or too long about the weight of words and actions, to be sensitive. Aviva had seen this right away. First there’d been a new country to build, and then forever after, to defend. In this late summer of ’71, Katyusha missiles from Syria and Lebanon — both just miles away — were landing randomly in schoolyards, grocery stores, in people’s kitchens over breakfast. One had struck the kibbutz bee house in the spring. The bees had gone crazy, she’d heard. The news from the south, from Egypt, was darker: “Our sacred duty is to liberate the land and renew the fighting with the enemy,” Sadat said. “We will fight until the last grain of sand is returned.”


      Aviva liked to say she was apolitical, which was another way of saying she never read the newspapers. But she knew a little something about the Occupied Territories, and she knew that if she wasn’t the enemy personally, she was living among the enemy.


      No wonder the people in the closest town were stoned on Valium. Kiryat Shmona was one of the country’s new towns — an unbustling place of concrete slab buildings and unpaved streets, settled mostly by unemployed immigrants from Morocco. Sometimes Aviva took the bus into town for a break from kibbutz food and kibbutzniks. The heat down there was monstrous, not a breeze, but the falafels were good. One of the Danish kids had told her you could get Valium over the counter in Kiryat Shmona. Aviva held this knowledge like a secret from herself. But it made her feel calmer, knowing this: Valium for all.


      “Mah zeh, Aviva?” Ari was now practically standing on top of her. Aviva pointed to the fish. Fish in Hebrew, fish in Hebrew… Ari reached down for the mop and, as if he were on a golf green, swept the fish through the door. He put the mop back into her hands.


      “Ani me fached,” Aviva said. Scared was one of the words she remembered from the ulpan, along with tired, hungry, happy. What she really wanted to say was, “I’m pissed.” And some other word, something more complicated than fear or anger.


      Ari looked at her, smiled slowly. She hated when a man looked at her like this, as if he knew something about her he assumed she didn’t yet know. “Tough for you?” he said in English. “America isn’t like this?”


      “I’m OK,” she said, and began making wet circles with the mop again. In another few hours the place would be full of dusty, overheated bodies. Sweat and hair and dirt from the fields would mix with water and soap, and clog the drains. The uneven cement floor would need to be mopped down again. That was the thing about menial labour, she’d realized in the first week. As long as you and other people dirtied up the world, there it was: work.


      “Here.” Ari took the mop out of her hands and began moving up and down the room, wetting a swath as he went. He was practically jogging. He was a handsome man, if you liked his tan, curly-brown, blue-eyed sort. Manly good health pulsed out of him. Aviva watched his arm muscles flexing and releasing.


      “You don’t work like this in America?” Ari asked, but it wasn’t a question. Statement of fact: American women are lazy.


      “We don’t work six days a week,” she said, putting out her hand for the mop. He stopped his run; handed the mop back, it seemed, reluctantly.


      “How old are you?” he asked. He smiled and flashed his eyes. Aviva didn’t answer, went back to mopping, was trying to pick up her pace. “How come you’re not married?” he asked. He put his hands on his hips, widened his stride. The shift of weight made him open his chest and circle his pelvis toward her, an adjustment she could interpret as suggestive. But in the cement-walled shower room, the smell of decades-old sweat and watered-down bleach rising from the floors, he was just a man in shorts.


      She mopped. He left, whistling “Your Song,” Elton John’s latest, which had been pumping out of the kids’ transistors every damn night. She didn’t blame the kids. They were kids, eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds from White Plains and Toronto and Muncie. Mostly rich, Jewish kids, even some problem kids whose parents had packed them off to a kibbutz for the summer, hoping strong sun and hard labour would straighten them out, or at least wear them out. There were also others, not rich, not Jewish: the white-blond boys from Denmark, the sturdy girls from Holland, the tall Aussies with their relentless good humour. They were younger, all of them, but they tolerated her, even welcomed her into their loose nightly circles where tokes and stories were passed round. Though she was a dozen years older, half and only nominally Jewish on her long-dead father’s side, she fit right in.


      Work levelled it out. Everyone got up at 4:00 a.m. Some of the girls limped off to the dining room to set up for breakfast, others walked in the dark to the laundry room. Most crawled onto the kibbutz’s open-back trucks and were dumped into the mattah, the apple orchard, by 4:30, just as the sky turned pink.


      Aviva had picked apples a few times when she’d first arrived. She’d balanced on a thin-legged aluminum ladder, stretched up and out for the slippery fruit, dropped them into the metal basket strapped around her neck like a peanut vendor at the ballpark, listened to the constant haranguing from the bosses: “Only one cart? What’s the matter with you?” She actually looked forward to the tin pot of muddy coffee and packaged cookies brought out as grudging encouragement at 6:30, then breakfast at 8:00 when the trucks would come back to pick them up.


      It was the hours before the next break, lunch, that had made her desperate. The sun moved higher. The bosses pushed harder. On the way back in the trucks at noon, everyone — even the Aussies — was too tired to even crack a joke. Cleaning bathrooms was degrading, but picking apples in 115-degree heat, the sun drilling into the top of your head (even with a hat), the sweat running into your bra, that was hell, Aviva had decided. She admired the kids for doing it day after day.


      No, the kids were fine. The kids were cool. With them and their music around, she could still live like one herself. With them it didn’t matter that she was thirty-one with no job, no man, no particular future in mind. There was grass when she wanted it, sex when she wanted it. The last had been an Indian guy who’d kept her up four nights in a row, then decided to move to another kibbutz. She wasn’t worried. Somebody else would turn up.


      They all lived together — the Scandinavian goys, the rebel kids from New York yeshivas — in thirty-year-old barracks built at the edge of the kibbutz. It was close living, with everyone sandwiched two by two into one-room compartments. That everyone, kibbutzniks and volunteers, referred to it as the Ghetto didn’t escape even the non-Jewish kids. It was like a shtetl, separate and not quite equal. In Aviva’s room the wind blew through the space where the door and floor should have met. Once a bat got in this way. But at least she had her own room, some privacy. Fanya, her former roommate, had escaped to Tel Aviv a few weeks before. “To go from Leningrad to Israel is to go from here” — short, squat Fanya had gestured above her head — “to here.” She’d pointed to the ground. At night, Aviva heard the radios, the giggles of doped-up kids. Sometimes through the patchy walls she heard their delirious humping. God, they were glad to be away from home.


      She knew that relief, although since Spain, she’d been thinking of home more. Not that this meant she should go home. The kibbutz was “OK for now,” as she wrote to her mother back in Philadelphia. After eleven years of roaming the world, living in one place for six months, another for a week, OK was pretty good. OK could be a party.


      Spain had not been OK. Carlo hadn’t warned her about the winds that blew through Madrid in April, even when he knew how much she hated the cold. On Crete a few years back she’d had cards done up à la Holly Golightly: Arlene,Warm-weather Woman. Now all she’d need was her name. Aviva means spring.


      She mopped. In three hours, the bare, tender soles of men would stand on her handiwork. The shower spray would ricochet off their white, hard-worked asses. She’d heard that a few of the American boys had been caught spying through a tiny hole in the cement wall that separated the women’s shower room from the men’s. They’d soap themselves up and wait for some of the Danish girls to come in and strip. She saw the scene in her mind, the boys, big, soapy dicks in hand, getting it nightly, but still wanting more, more, more. The thought made her laugh, made her horny. It was time to turn the radar on again.


      But when her rubber sandal skidded on the dead fish on the way out, she got that other feeling, the Spain feeling, a sense of things not flowing the way they used to. Carlo had taken it out of her. Or maybe it had been the months before in India and Nepal. “Come home, why don’t you, darling? Your room’s always here,” her mother had written on a postcard last month.


      Aviva took off one rubber sandal and nudged the fish down the low cement step until it landed on its other side in the dirt. Stuck in its side was a nail. This time she had to swallow hard to keep breakfast down and keep from shouting. It was so...deliberate. She thought of the teenage boys who lived on the kibbutz. They watched her, this American woman, with a mix of curiosity, envy and contempt. She was used to that look after travelling all over Europe, India, the Middle East. The look that said: “We love you! We hate you!”


      She looked down at the fish again. What a rotten, dirty joke. As if cleaning the kibbutz’s bathrooms six days a week wasn’t dirty enough.


      “I’m sure you don’t have to do this in America,” Ari had said when he gave her bathrooms after she’d begged off apples.


      “Even Americans shit,” Aviva had answered, using the international “ca ca,” not yet knowing the word for shit in Hebrew, and Ari had smiled, impressed by her answer, tough as any sabra’s.


      No, somebody else would have to deal with the fish. She walked across the dirt to the next set of buildings, propped the mop against the outside wall, went inside to wash her face, re-tie her hair. The climate hadn’t been bad for her so far. The sun was so strong it hurt the eyes, but it was also streaking her hair lighter, was turning her face and neck and arms a nice burnished shade. The muscles in her upper arms flexed as appealingly as Ari’s as she lifted her arms to undo her ponytail.


      She was, thank you, God, looking a helluva lot better than when she’d left Spain. She’d been going pale and puffy through the long rainy winter into long, rainy spring. When Carlo stopped touching her sometime in February, she’d turned to more wine, more bread. And to his friend. Bernard. Bernardo? She’d heard him called both ways, had never gotten it exactly straight. She’d called him nothing in particular.


      She came back out into the daylight, then turned down the path toward the haderokhel, the communal dining hall. There’d be the usual for lunch. Chicken soup, cucumbers, green peppers, tomatoes, sour cream, gveenah (the cheese squares that tasted like her mother’s cheesecake), and sliced bread. Lunch was basically the same as breakfast and dinner, just some warm food added in. She’d eat lunch as quickly as she could, come back, do the other set of bathrooms by 2:00, then have the afternoon free. She’d gotten a new stash from a German kid the night before. The kibbutz, with kids coming from all over, was an international network for grass and hash. She’d heard it was getting harder to score back home.


      Aviva passed the same boys she’d seen that morning as she came into the dining hall. Kibbutz boys with long, brown legs and already-muscled arms in faded, navy cotton shirts and shorts, the official work garb. They were sitting in a clump of eight at the end of one of the long tables. One sort of smiled, one shook his head. The others looked up at her from soup bowls, from plates full of bread and salad, looked in a way that would be considered rude back home.


      She felt their eyes on the backs of her legs as she walked to the tables at the rear, the ones set aside, unofficially, for volunteers. Freedom for all had been the credo when the kibbutz was set up by Hungarian and Romanian leftists in the late thirties. Now there were so many unwritten rules, so many infringements on the smallest preferences, she might as well be in a work camp.


      Maybe she should try to talk to the boys. She still had some weed left from her week in Jerusalem. Kids always responded to weed, the one universal. But the thought of actually trying to talk to these cool kids, with their beautiful, throaty Hebrew, their confidence, the sense of the world being theirs, felt daunting. She watched them as they jostled each other on the benches, as some stood up and stretched, ready to hit the fields again.


      The food cart was coming, pushed by the two unsmiling women who did this job every lunchtime. Both wore kerchiefs tied at the back, wore them a little too low on the forehead to look attractive. “Gveenah,” said Aviva. She’d stopped saying “please.” It didn’t change anything on the faces of the women. “Gveenah,” however, was the signal for one to stab two squares of cheese onto a plate and for the other to scoop two mounds of carrots and potatoes on top. Aviva always had to clear the vegetables off to the side.


      Leon, the kid from South Africa, slid in next to her. He looked at her plate.


      “Oh, God,” he said.


      “Mah?” one of the women said to him. He shook his head. The other woman made a “tsk” and pushed on to the next table.


      “What are you going to eat?” Aviva asked him, starting in on the cheese. She was starving. She was always starving here. She could smell Leon’s work sweat.


      “Bread, the staff of life,” he said, and reached for half a dozen slices from the plastic plate between them.


      “Chin-chin,” he said, clinking his water glass with hers and started telling her about the worms in the apples that morning. “The apples are rotting faster than we can pick them,” he said. “Next week they’ll be applesauce.”


      She told him about the fish. “Who do you think?” she asked.


      He shrugged, ate another piece of the thin, beige bread that passed for whole wheat.


      “The kibbutz kids?” she asked.


      He shrugged again. “They’re a bizarre lot,” he said. “But driven by the urge to do right, I’d say.” He looked up, alarmed. “It wasn’t me.” His brown curls were pasted to his temples. He was an attractive boy. Maybe twenty. She quite liked his accent.


      “I know, Leon,” she said, putting her hand for a moment on his shoulder. It was warm. Their bodies were the same temperature.


      “I hate fish,” he said. The bread plate was empty. Leon continued to look hungry.


      “I’ll get more,” she offered. She already had a reputation as someone who could get things. It was tricky, asking for anything — even an extra tube of toothpaste — in this place. You had to be direct, not obsequious in any way, not too needy and just grateful enough.


      On the way to the kitchen, she passed the bulletin board. Every few days, the kibbutz secretary typed up a list of the volunteers who had mail. Then you had to go to his office, open only at certain hours, and pick it up. An inefficient way to run things, but it was the way. Her name, Miss Aviva Klein, was typed crookedly on today’s list. It must be from her mother. No one else wrote anymore; the few friends who’d managed to get through to her at various American Express offices over the years had finally dropped away.


      She managed to get six more slices of bread out of the woman in food storage, but when she got back to the table, Leon was gone. She put the bread on the table, though no one was sitting there any more, and looked around the room. Maybe Leon had moved. Then she saw him through the window, walking down the path toward the Ghetto with one of the kibbutzniks, a dark-haired beauty of a girl. Damn kid.


      It was too late to pick up the letter and too late to buy an ice cream from the kibbutz store. She’d forget the last two bathrooms, go back to her room, lie down and light up. The heat always got to her this time of day. It was insane to work past nine, but then the whole thing was insane. She looked at the plate of bread on the table, decided to leave it there rather than return it to the kitchen. It would be too hard to explain. They’d hassle her.


      The last letter from her mother had given her an out, or at least a way back. “Sweetie, you’ll never guess what happened. I got a job! Yes, me, Madam Volunteer actually got a job that pays money. It’s the job at the library that old Mrs. Polinski had for a century. She didn’t die or anything. Just wanted to spend all her time with her flowers and cats. So! That means I’m gone a lot. You could have the run of the house. I’m not begging. I’m not asking even. Just, you know, it’s been a long while, more than two years this time. My eyes need to see you. Think about it. I’ll make it easy for you.”


      Your mother carries you, one of her old lovers had said. She’d been furious at the time. Now it just made her want to go to sleep. Aviva looked around the lawn in front of the dining hall. Hardly anybody she knew: a few older kibbutzniks who didn’t have to hurry back to the trucks and the fields. Nice to see that at some point, the work organizer, the bosses, let up on people.


      She walked as quickly as she could down the back way to the Ghetto. As she stepped up onto the cement porch of her barrack, she heard her next-door neighbour — a Russian kid named Vlad — and his new American girlfriend talking inside. They were speaking Hebrew; they sounded like Dick and Jane. At least she wasn’t the only refugee from the almighty work ethic this afternoon. She undid the padlock on the door, slipped inside. Weed now.


      “Aviva?”


      She tried to make out the word in English.Viva? Viva Las Vegas? That funny movie with Elvis and Ann-Margret? She got to the door, not remembering after she opened it and saw Leon standing there in his swimming trunks, how she’d gotten there.


      “Is it dinner yet?” she asked, all she could think of.


      “Long past,” said Leon. “I pirated some bread in my room. You can have it.” His pupils were huge. “Can I come in?”


      She moved away from the door, sat in the one chair, leaving him to sit on the bed. It was a mess. She should have sent her sheets to the laundry this morning. Now she’d have to wait another week. New ones were issued only on Sundays, and the laundry workers wouldn’t give you new ones without turning in the old ones.


      “Aviva?”


      “Yes, Leon.” She was still asleep. She made herself look at him.


      “Aviva, I just found a fish on your doorstep.”


      She started to laugh. “Dead or alive?”


      “Very, very dead.” He was very, very stoned.


      She was, too, still. But when he said dead, she felt the Spain feeling with an added flourish.


      “I think I’m scared,” she said.


      Leon got up and came to her, leaned down. He whispered, “I threw it away. You don’t have to be scared any more.”


      “What time is it?” she asked. Maybe it was time to work again. The darkness outside could be any hour at all.


      “Still early for fun,” he said and got her standing, got her to the door, got her out the door.


      “What’s going on?” she asked. She could hear other doors opening, could hear whispers in the dark.


      “Come on,” he said and took her by the hand. It was the first time in so long that anyone had taken her hand, that she kept walking, one foot, other foot. She could make out Vlad and his girl in front of them. They were wearing bathing suits.


      “Where are we going?” she asked.


      “SSSSHHHH!!” went up around her. There were more people out there in the dark than she’d first thought and they all seemed to be moving up the hill that divided the Ghetto from the rest of the kibbutz. Maybe they were going to raid the kitchen. They’d done that once, a few of them. Having missed dinner, she was game. But at the point on the dirt road where they should have turned toward the dining hall, they turned left instead, toward the buildings where the kibbutzniks lived.


      “Where are we going?” she asked again. She couldn’t seem to whisper.


      This time Leon clapped his hand over her mouth. She squinted, heard the quiet crunch of rubber soles on gravel. They walked. And then she heard a splash, the huge splash of a body hitting water, then another and another. Of course, the pool. She heard water and clothes being flung into the bushes behind her.


      “I don’t have my suit,” she said. No one answered. She stood there, waiting for direction. Leon seemed to have slipped away. Her mind felt blurry, the tail end of a high mixed with six hours of too-early sleep.


      “Here, my lovely,” someone, a male someone, said at her elbow. A reefer was slipped in between her fingers. She put it to her lips, inhaled, swallowed. It was good stuff. Strong stuff. She felt things tumbling around already, that wonderful, disorientating clarity. She unbuttoned her shorts, her shirt, stood on the rough grass in bra and bikini, hesitated. The day’s heat was still coming up through the ground. She felt her way to the pool’s edge. There were no lights on. No one would be that stupid. But from the light in the sky, that little bit of light even with no moon, she could see movement in the water, hands flying, heads bobbing. Someone pushed her from behind — hard — and she lost her footing, sailed for a long moment before hitting water. She went completely under, a cold shock, seemed to stay under for too long, then came slowly to the surface. It was heaven, this immersion into cool, liquid space. She felt her body completely give way, lay on her back, let the water move her. She was a raft, a slow boat to nowhere.


      She felt hands lift her to standing so that her feet grazed the bottom. The hands were behind her. They weren’t rough hands, but they were certain of what they were doing. She felt breath on her neck, not unpleasant either, but determined. One hand pulled at the elastic of her bikini pants, the other pushed her forward slightly. She felt something else, something familiar, rubbing against her buttock.


      “Wait,” she said. “I need to see.”


      Now the hands began working together, not independently. They took her by both hips as if they would rein her in. At the same time, a foot wedged between her feet. She had no weight. She lifted off the bottom of the pool, landed lightly, legs wide, torso pitched. What she’d felt, what she now knew, slid in. Again, again. The hands were on her breasts, squeezing her nipples through the bra. The breath at her neck said not a word, seemed hardly to take air in. It was all out, out, out. The water turned choppy. And then the hands let go and the water went still.


      She felt her breasts. Her bra was still on. Even the straps were still in place. She felt for her bikinis. They floated at her thighs. She walked, didn’t swim, to the edge of the pool. That’s when someone turned on the lights.


      ≈


      Two people were speaking Hebrew. One shushed the other. Someone laughed and she heard the slap of flip-flops speeding off.


      The remaining someone knocked on her door. She didn’t move. She didn’t know if she could move. That stuff had been laced with something. She couldn’t make her eyes open.


      Knocking, knocking. “Go away,” she whispered.


      “Aviva, open the door.”


      “I can’t,” she whispered. She couldn’t pick her head up either.


      “Mah zeh, Aviva?” And there he was standing against the sunlight again. Then no light and he was standing over her. “You are sick,” Ari said.


      “I don’t think so,” she said.


      “You did not go to work today,” he said.


      “I’m sick,” she said and turned her head into the pillow, the room spinning as she did so.


      “Make up your mind, Aviva.”


      “Please help me sit,” she said. And with a surprising slowness, he helped lift her.


      “We are asking you to leave,” Ari said. “Leon, Vlad, Rebecca, Jerome, you. All the perpetrators.” Perpetrators. She didn’t know his English was so precise. Or perhaps, reservist that he was, he knew the terms of war.


      “I wasn’t a perpetrator. I was just there.”


      “You think this is funny, don’t you? That it is harmless.”


      “I don’t think it’s funny,” she said. How was anything funny anymore? “Please, can you sit down?”


      “There is nowhere to sit,” he said, looking around at the mounds of sheets and clothes on the chair, on the floor. “You missed the laundry.”


      “Please give me another chance,” she said. Something was coming back, some memory of water, something watery.


      “You people come in with your drugs,” he said. “You are like sirens. Our kids see you smoking, playing, wasting time. We work here, we have to work very, very hard. Do you understand?”


      “Yes,” she said, but didn’t he see how complicated it was? She thought of the kibbutz boys, the way they devoured and dismissed her: We want you, we hate you, go home, give us what you have. “Someone has been leaving dead fish for me.”


      Ari looked at her with something so blank it could almost be taken for sympathy. “More fish?” he asked, and she remembered he’d been there in the shower.


      “Last night, outside,” she told him. “I can’t go home. I have no home.” Panicky feelings were surfacing. The fish, the pool, last night.


      “Your country was still there the last time I looked,” Ari said. “Mah? Mommy won’t take you back?” He glanced at the door, then sat with a quick, surprising heaviness at the end of the bed. He didn’t look at her.


      She knew he wasn’t talking about her mother in particular; she’d never said a word about Audrey Klein of Wyndmoor, Pennsylvania. Mommy was all American Jewish mothers — indulgent, forgiving, ready to throw more money at vaguely adult children. Mothers the opposite of tough pioneers, chalutzim.


      “I have nowhere else to go,” she said and realized it was the truth. It would be nice for a week…her mother’s eager-to-please fluttering, home-cooked meals, sleeping late. But soon she’d want to run from that house, from Wyndmoor with its Safeways and A&Ws. Kiryat Shmona was less numbing. She’d have to leave again soon, but the world didn’t feel so inviting anymore.


      “Please don’t make me go back,” said Aviva, beginning to cry.


      “Aviva.” And the way he said this struck her somewhere.


      “I will try very hard,” she said, and touched his shoulder. His skin was warmer than hers. He was so warm. “Put me in the mattah again, I don’t care.”


      He looked away, but she saw that he was blushing through his sunned skin. “I will find out who is doing this with the fish,” he said.


      “I will work harder,” she said. “You’ll see. I promise.”


      “You must, Aviva. If you don’t, you put me in a very bad position.”


      “I will, I will,” she said.


      Through the open window she heard the buzz of insects. The fields, the sea, the desert, the mountains, everything was so close here.


      “You are very beautiful,” he said, and she allowed herself the tiniest of caresses with her thumb. Ari! She’d never thought of Ari. He had a fiancée, she knew. A pretty girl who worked in the kitchen, Gutti. She drew a design on his shoulder.


      “A butterfly,” she said. “See?”


      “Do you know what Aviva means?” he asked, turning to look down at her, his face so earnest now it almost didn’t look like him. “Did anyone tell you?”


      “Yes,” she said.


      “I might be called up any day,” Ari said. “We live like this here.”


      “Yes,” she said, and bending slowly because her head still hurt, began to work on his belt.

    

  


  
    
      Windows Like Doors

      Everywhere You Look


      When she saw his sweaty, skittery face, she thought hole. She offered it coffee. Black, it said. And they were off and flailing, Sandy being light, normal, teacherly, him being a hole, as in vacuum. In his army surplus clothes and dark glasses, Foster reminded her a bit of Steve when he was young, but Steve without the charm. No, this intense kid was just a hurting unit of third-year, J-school brilliance and unmitigated — not even a “Hi, Sandy” after all these weeks — self-absorption. Hers to deal with. There was one every semester.


      Taking your meds? she wanted to ask and didn’t. “How’s it going, Foster?”


      “Good, good,” he said, scanning every surface in the could-be-anyone’s office that part-time journalism faculty was encouraged to use for meetings like this. He added, “Well, you know.” She asked if he honestly thought he would be able to make up all the work to date: two profiles, a how-to, a review, a travel story, one long feature, two magazine analyses, one query letter — ten weeks of research and writing, reams of writing — before semester’s end, two weeks from now.


      “I’m good,” he said. “You know that.”


      She didn’t. She’d received one assignment to date, a one-page rant on how Ariel Sharon had been responsible for more deaths than Saddam Hussein. Attribution? she’d asked in the margin. Still, she’d written at the bottom, “It’s good to see you’re able to involve yourself in a story, the fearless ‘I.’ Lots of journalists are afraid to do that.” Passion’s good. Yeah. How often had she written that on students’ stories, not knowing what else to say?


      “My profile’s going to be great. I’ve got this guy in Gaza I’m talking to. And for the long piece, I’m not sure what I’m going to write yet, but I’ve got contacts in Cuba and Vietnam. I’ve got contacts all over the free world.” Foster grinned at this.


      He was a Marxist, a loud Marxist. (“Is there any other kind?” Rip had asked. Rip was her department head and part-time lover in the way she was part-time faculty: full-time in the head, part-time in payback.) And being a Marxist, this being 2003, meant Foster was pretty much out of step with everyone and everything, which only gave him more to rant against. A Web site for journalism students: right-wing propaganda. Harper’s: white, elitist. Who’s OK? she kept wanting to ask. Who passes in your world?


      “We listen to you, Foster. So we would appreciate your listening to us,” one young woman had said in class a few weeks back and Sandy had felt awful. That should have been her line. Truth was, she didn’t have many lines to counter this kid. She needed a different kind of script for him, and damn it, they weren’t paying her enough to write a new one.


      Foster’s reaction to much of what Sandy said in class was to shake his head, smile knowingly and roll his eyes. Fool capitalist. Fool mainstream journalist. A sell-out, a centrist, a sheep. Well, he’d gotten that right. She was drifting perilously toward the centre of everything, not a radical idea left. Are Your Kids Into the New Drugs? — Ten Giveaways. She’d actually written a story on that for Homemakers last month. Her! Drugs!


      I don’t want this turning into Oleanna, she told herself, noting that Foster’s glasses looked as if they had been left out in a sandstorm (Gaza?), then licked with saliva. She’d quite hated that Mamet play where a humourless female student exposes every little tear in an already-broken, anachronistic male teacher’s psyche. Shreds. The two characters yelled a lot, she remembered.


      “Let’s talk due dates,” she said.


      “Let’s due that,” said Foster, jutting out his sweaty chin on “due,” grinning maybe at his word play. “I’m used to cranking out copy.”


      “I don’t want you to crank,” she said. “The point is to take your time. To craft.” Boring old talk — even the sane students did crazy polkas with the clock: three weeks lead time reduced to an hour of interviews (over the phone, or — slugs! — on the Net), then pound the keys between 5:00 and 7:00 a.m. and turn that thing in. Voilà! I’m good.


      “Time is nature’s way of not letting everything happen at once,” Sandy said and Foster looked at her. Who’s in more trouble here? Was that what he was thinking?


      “I see,” he said.


      “Let’s come up with a loose timetable,” she said. “I don’t really care at this point what order you turn things in, just that you do.” The dance between compassion and vigilance against being manipulated — she had these teacher steps down.


      “I’m getting a vibe that you don’t completely believe me,” said Foster, eyes darting. “What I told you.”


      “Why would you be making any of this up?” she asked, thinking: Are you crazy? One of the sticking points of dealing with the mentally ill — “serious bipolar disorder,” Foster had written on his first e-mail a month ago — is that you had to catch yourself from using expressions like this.


      I know about this condition, she’d e-mailed back. She had written “disease” first, then backspaced. So now he knew all about her ex-husband and her sister and her sister’s son, Cody, her smart, beautiful fourteen-year-old nephew. And what? He didn’t believe she believed him?


      “Oh, Foster,” she said.


      “Some profs,” he lowered his voice, “don’t get it. Ted Manley kept me from graduating last year. I should have graduated last year. He’s an asshole.”


      Ted was, in fact, the crowning asshole of the department. Foster was seriously something or other, but he was smart and probably right about a few things. “I told you about my family, right?” she said. “I don’t know what it’s like to live inside this thing, but I do know what it’s like to live beside it.” Sandy had composed this line before Foster’s arrival, a good line to her ear.


      “I’ll crank,” he said. “I’m good. This thing makes one very creative. I don’t want to change that.”


      Sandy stood, because she’d had enough, and Foster pushed his chair back so hard it knocked into the bookshelf. A fat, generic, out-of-date journalism text hit the floor. Foster didn’t stop to pick it up. Crash, bang, burn. He needed to be on something. (“I’m off my meds!!!” he’d e-mailed her a few days before. “I’m doing behaviour mod!! It’s working!!!”) She knew a lot of the names: Zoloft, Paxil, Neurontin. Her sister, Liz, had been downing various highballs for the past many years. Sometimes Liz invented her own recipe — let’s try forty parts lithium today — which usually landed her in the hallway of an emergency room for a couple of days. Sandy tossed Foster’s empty Styrofoam cup (not even a bloody thank you) into the garbage.


      “You survived.” Rip had crept to her doorway where he now lounged, sexy, terrible man that he was.


      “He’s a hole,” she said as Rip came in and closed the door, though he’d told her the week before they couldn’t do this any more. The department had a new secretary and relations between Rip and the vice-dean — previously cozy — were cooling over capital expenditures.


      “Closed doors, open legs,” she’d said. They’d had sex more than a few times in this room. After-hours, of course. Weekends, Rector’s day, Easter Monday. Not the big family holidays, just the little administrative ones.


      “Closed doors, open hearts,” he’d rallied, because it seemed he more than she needed this to be a matter of souls and minds.


      Now he brought her close, deep-kissed her, rubbed his front against hers. “Hole, as in asshole.” He grabbed her right buttock.


      “Not at all,” she said, stepping back, losing, she knew, precious petting time. But lately she’d been wanting to disagree with him. Not about them, but other stuff, perception stuff.


      “He’s the hole the wind blows through,” she said.


      “Very pretty. Anyone ever tell you that you should write?” He tried to move in again, but she kept her hands down, attached to her sides, not to him, and this time he stepped back. It didn’t take much to dissuade Rip, as if at any moment he would say, “You know, we really shouldn’t be doing this.”


      “Impossible kid. There was no talking to him. No reasoning.”


      “He’s a Marxist. He’s built to withstand reason.” Rip went to the door, opened it slowly, looked in both directions, smiled back at her. “Quittin’ time.”


      “What should I do?”


      “Let the other kids deal with him. Stay out of the way. Watch. I do that a lot. The kids are more ruthless than we are. Less, you know, hampered.”


      Sandy didn’t always like the way Rip talked about “the kids.” He called the girls Ms. Whatever to their face, very old world/new world. “It’s respectful,” he insisted. “The girls appreciate it.” The guys he called chummy nicknames: Vince became Vinny, James, Jimbo. Rip was considered a cool prof, which meant he could get away with low-prep, low-effort teaching.


      “Are you still working with that piece?” She’d been surprised when leafing through his course pack, a ring-bindered collection of magazine clips. It had been a good story: a profile of the Cusack acting family that had run big in Vanity Fair. It had been a good story five years before.


      “It’s strong,” Rip had answered.


      “But so much great stuff has been written since. That’s what you said you loved about magazine writing, what you said you miss when you do all those theory classes…press and the law, ethics. Getting to read stories right as they’re happening.”


      “I defy you to find me a better family profile,” said Rip.


      “OK…” She had to think fast. Time with married men was always tight. “OK, that piece John Lahr did on Judi Dench and her family in The New Yorker last month. Now there’s a merciless look at a theatrical family. He blasted through them like an icy, accurate wind.”


      “Don’t know it,” said Rip. “Hey, what about this one?” He flipped to another story and slipped a hand under her sweater. He had warm, accurate hands. But she’d begun to see something she hadn’t really noticed as his former departmental buddy ol’ pal, something she wished she didn’t know because she knew it would be hard to forget and even harder to live with. He was forever right.


      Now with Rip gone and the halls quiet, she settled down to her least favourite thing in the whole world, the thing she was paid to do: reading the kids’ writing. She ate the package of Reeses’ peanut butter cups, all three, she’d bought on her way in. Tuesdays, Rip always had to get home early to cook dinner for his four kids since Cookie — that was her name — played indoor soccer those nights.


      “You’re very different, yes,” Rip had conceded early on.


      “I can’t even throw a ball,” Sandy had told him, “let alone bounce one off my head.”


      “One woman who can is enough,” Rip had said.


      Tuesdays, Sandy’s parents picked Danny up from school and kept him overnight, so she could presumably have some sort of life. When she and Rip had first hooked up, she’d tried to switch nights, but her parents in retirement were like her parents before retirement: go machines. Sign up for this, register for that — it was their way of coping with Liz’s continuing mental health drama. Tuesday was their one free night.


      And Rip couldn’t very well ask Cookie to change her soccer night so he could regularly and deliriously break his marriage vows. So this was how it still stood: Tuesdays, bloody Tuesdays, which made her feel more alone and more divorced and more a single parent than all her toughest moments combined in thirteen years with Danny. Sometimes she could organize a dinner and movie out, but mostly, at least during the school year, Sandy spent it bent over paper, a headache coming on. Though this semester she was trying to head out at a reasonable hour, a safe hour.


      In January, right after Christmas break, someone had left a single sheet of paper in all staff mailboxes, a photocopy of a news story on the murder-suicide that had rocked the university the year before. It had been an awful story, one that had administrators and staff wringing their hands with regret for months afterward: a professor with a known psychiatric history, a shady guy with too many conflicts of interest, too many grievances, and a vendetta against nearly everyone in the history department, a guy people ducked into empty or (surprise!) filled classrooms to avoid if they saw him bulldozing down the hall. It was in one of those classrooms that he’d had his final vent: one bullet each for his department head, the department head’s secretary, two grad students and himself.


      “Lest we forget,” had been block-printed across the photocopied news story. Rip had called other department heads. Was this a campus-wide leafletting? A blanket threat? Nope, just journalism. Rip advised his staff to keep a sharper lookout for strange people hanging around the department. “Other than yourselves,” he said at the next staff meeting. “Did you do this, Stan?” And Stan Birkenhaus, the department’s techno whiz, gave him the finger. Rip liked running that kind of department.


      “Probably just some crazy,” Rip had said. “Crazies love coming to university.”


      “The Caribbean is one of the world’s most exotic places…” Hadn’t she lectured this group about the never-ever adjectives of travel writing? “Find a less clichéd, more descriptive...” Sandy was starting to write, but then she heard someone out in the hall and, in spite of being intent in the way only bad writing made her intent, in spite of the fact that it wasn’t even 5:30, she jumped up, snagging her black leggings (Rip liked black) on the edge of the metal filing cabinet, and closed the door, pushing in the lock button.


      “Thanks,” said someone from outside.


      It was not some crazy, but Vonda Jaffe, the only woman in the department with tenure and the only one who could ruffle Dr. Rip. (Though Rip would say, “Now there’s someone who’s certifiable.”) Rip’s and Vonda’s mutual dislike was based on the sins of their ambitious youth: somebody getting funding for a project, somebody not, someone getting tenure first, the other second. Now that Rip and Vonda were mid-life and mid-career, and neither had landed way up nor way down, the venom had aged into swats and slights.


      Sandy opened the door. “Sorry. Footsteps after dark.”


      “Rip’s got us spooked,” said Vonda. “You notice he’s nowhere near these hallowed halls after five.”


      “Indoor soccer night,” said Sandy.


      “Foul,” said Vonda. She and Cookie had not spoken in a decade, tricky at department parties. Cookie always stood by her man and Vonda, after all, was always trying to trip him up. “Can you believe I left the whole swack of first-years’ stories on my desk twice this week? You’d think I didn’t want to read them.” She was a large woman with grey hair in an old Jane Fonda shag. “There’s, I think, twenty-six, if everyone turned one in, which of course they didn’t. At a half-hour apiece that means I’ll be getting to bed somewhere around fifteen minutes before class starts tomorrow. Rip says he wants detailed, ‘thoughtful’ analyses for each and every frigging thing the kids write. Just tell me: Did we write this badly?”


      They laughed together and it was a nice sound, a nice feeling, to join in with someone on something.


      Vonda left, and again Sandy closed her door, again reopened it. Danny and the folks would be sitting down to pork chops and Tater-Tots in the breakfast nook where her parents took all their meals now, the dining-room table covered with travel brochures and grocery flyers, the run-run of their lives. She’d have a yogurt when she got home, after reading — she thumbed through the remaining stack — two more, just two more. Beer and a grilled cheese while reading the newspaper. Then the last eight stories by 11:00, after which if she was still standing she’d bang out some notes for tomorrow’s class. Unless she could set the alarm for 5:00 and finish the last couple then. She used to manage okay like this, but it hadn’t been working lately. The alarm went off and she didn’t care. The consequences — kids looking at her as if she were on drugs, which is what she sounded like without notes — lacked their former shame.


      “I can’t believe you’re still here. And,” Foster looked up and down the hallway, “without anybody around to interrupt.”


      “Foster,” was all she could say.


      He came in, sitting on the same chair he’d nearly upturned two hours earlier.


      “I didn’t go home,” he said. “In between.”


      “OK,” she said.


      “Did you?” he asked. “Go home in between?”


      “No, I’ve been here. Marking,” she said, pointing to the pile. “Lots of marking to do.”


      “It must be hard,” he said.


      “It’s a lot of time,” she said. “In fact,” and she was amazed by the bitterness that came up like a squall, “when I teach, I don’t write myself.”


      “Oh,” he said. “No, I imagine it must be hard because there’s such a dearth of talent out there. Or rather, in here, in this department.”


      She couldn’t touch this, though, of course, he was right. If she had even a couple of students in each class with that unteachable, wondrous thing — talent — it would make it easier. While her own writing sat like a garden in winter, she tended to the writing, most of it mediocre, of young people hankering after jobs on MTV.


      “Foster, do you need something? Is there something you’re not clear about?”


      Foster had washed his lenses, or now that she looked more closely, one of the lenses. She focused on the eye she could see, a surprisingly blue eye with baby-thick lashes. Something red-orange sat, splat, on the front of his denim work shirt. He smelled. There were no windows to open either. Sixties design: Let’s put in windows, then let’s make sure no one can open them. The year she’d gone away to school — sophomore year at UCLA — six kids had jumped from dorm roofs. The windows didn’t open, but those kids had found a way. Her roommate, Katie, had been standing in the parking lot when one landed from sixteen floors up. “Did he bounce?” the cops asked her. God, the things that come back. She needed to go home.


      “It’s about the profile,” said Foster.


      “Your guy in Gaza,” said Sandy.


      “I think he might be kind of hard to reach right now.”


      “Even by e-mail?” Sandy hated e-mail interviews, but in Foster’s case, he could do the whole bloody interview by e-mail. Let’s get this kid on his way, Rip had said before leaving this afternoon.


      “And as you can well imagine, Professor McCall, I’m having a bit of a hard time getting out to do interviews these days.”


      She hated being called professor. It made what she did — standing up there week after week trying to impart something — seem like even more of a charade. And she sensed with certain students, like this one, who knew she didn’t see herself as “professor,” that there was a nail in there somewhere.


      “But I have an idea,” said Foster, and smiled, not sardonically, not dementedly, almost nicely.


      “Tell me,” said Sandy, already swooshing together papers from the desk. She was a getaway queen.


      “I want to interview you.”


      In education workshops they told you to be prepared for anything. But if he’d pulled down his pants and mooned her — here’s what I think of your passive, pacifist, do-good notions — she would have been less surprised.


      “You keep telling us to write about what we’re interested in, right? And what we know about, right?”


      “That’s one of the things I want people to do.”


      “I’m going to write about my brain disorder.”


      The new term for mental illness — she’d read it lately. But it missed something, both compassion and accountability. Implied, too, was the idea that a brain could be reordered. She looked at Foster, tried to see inside his skull, tried to decipher the patterns. Something was spinning… Whee! Rollerblades! Some were upturned, wheels spinning in the air; others careened into walls at car speeds; some nonchalantly glided toward a corner. Welcome to my brain. Because it was still her brain trying to picture his brain.


      “OK,” she said, trying to slow things down so she could think. “But why do you have to talk to me?”


      “You’re kind of an expert,” said Foster.


      “Because of my sister and nephew?”


      “Don’t forget your ex-husband,” said Foster, and Sandy knew she was going to regret this day, this week, this entire semester. And why stop there?


      “Foster,” she said. “I think you’re probably going too far.”


      Foster nodded and opened the surprisingly pristine file he’d laid on her desk when he first came in. It was one of those expensive, plastic attachés shaped like a huge envelope and which came in hot, translucent colours — this one was aqua. Sandy connected them to design students or young ad-agency types. She could see manila file folders, precisely aligned, inside.


      “I’m sorry to do this to you, Sandy,” he said, and for a moment she didn’t know what he would pull out of there.


      It was a sheet of paper. Foster read: “A student enrolled at this university is entitled to the full support of university faculty in the completion of his or her assignments.” He slipped the paper back inside its folder.


      “So,” he said. “Full support. If I need something — and really, Sandy, I’m asking for fifteen minutes, thirty, tops, forty-five if you have a lot to say — to help in the completion of an assignment, then it’s your job to give it to me.”


      She breathed in as deeply as fury would allow, and on the out breath the phone, an office phone she’d never heard ring in her entire university career, rang.


      “Excuse me,” she said.


      “Take your time,” said Foster. “It’s your time.”


      “Sandy.” It was Rip with a wall of kid sound behind him: TV, shrieks, dishwasher. “She knows.”


      “Shit.” It was as specific as she could get with Foster watching her. He leaned back in the chair and opened his eyes wider. He grinned.


      “Someone from the department called her. She won’t tell me who. Then she searched my desk downstairs and came up with, you know, a receipt.”


      “Is she there?”


      “Off at her game. She’s imagining me as the ball every time she kicks it or butts it off her head. That’s what she said when she ran out of here.”


      Foster examined his nails, chomped on a cuticle.


      “She told me she wants to bust this little team up, that we’re heading for opposite goal posts.” His voice was so not cool.


      “Did you tell her” — she looked up at Foster who was wiping his glasses on his shirt — “that this isn’t that dire, that, you know, we’re not…”


      “I told her it was strictly a dalliance. But she’s so hurt. I never thought she’d be so hurt. She’s such a tough…”


      “Cookie,” said Sandy.


      “I just wish I knew who ratted. Somebody’s out to get me. You think it was Vonda?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Why not, tell me why not?”


      “Because she complains about you to me the way she always has.” Foster looked at her. She wasn’t being cryptic enough. This kid would run with news like this. Go, bureaucrats!


      “Really? Like what?”


      “Your general approach to the profession.” She had to get back at him. Dalliance.


      “We’ll deal with that,” he said. There was a really long pause. “I told you we needed to be more prudent.”


      “I’m sorry,” she said.


      “Oh, well,” he said, and hung up.


      “Intra-departmental crisis?” asked Foster, looking rejuvenated.


      She shook her head, tried to breathe. “Not that big.”


      “Do you mind if I make an observation, Sandy?”


      “Could I stop you, Foster?”


      “You’re a basically good person in a basically nasty world and an even nastier institution. At some point you had big ideas, grand ideas, even revolutionary ideas, but then the world got hold of you. It shook you and broke you and punished you for those ideas.”


      “Foster, you could be talking about anyone I know over the age of forty-five. It’s called adulthood.”


      “It sucks.”


      “It does.” They sat in silence, almost companionable.


      “Was your ex completely bonkers?”


      “Is this your interview? You know, Foster, I never said I would agree to this. My colleagues” — what a jerky word — “might have some problems with this.”


      “Complete support,” he said. “I’m entitled. It says.”


      “Even if that support costs me more time, energy and sanity than I want to spend? Maybe even more than I have to spend? I have rights, too, you know.”


      “Sandy, Sandy,” Foster leaned back, grinning. And in that moment she saw him for who he really was — torpedo all those fine leftist principles and the shrink’s best guess. Foster was that old oppressor: an articulate, self-interested, blinkered male.


      The realization made her snort. And this made him glare.


      “You’d better not be laughing at me,” Foster said.


      “Shoot,” she said, and looked at her watch. It was 6:15. She’d give him till 6:30.


      “OK, then. Tell me, please, about your first experience beside this illness. That’s how you put it, isn’t it? ‘I don’t know what it’s like to live inside this disease, but I know what it’s like to live beside it.’”


      She resisted the impulse to critique his interviewing tone. “We were really young,” she said. “Steve was almost twenty-two. I was a year younger. He’d already had some incidents, you could say.”


      “Incidents?” asked Foster.


      “Foster, if you’re not going to take notes, I’m not doing this.”


      “It’s here.” He tapped his temple.


      She shook her head.


      Foster slowly drew a legal pad from his plastic attaché and put it on the desk.


      She waited. He wrote down three words, one per yellow line. “Young” she read upside down.


      “My ex began hallucinating his junior year at UCLA. Student Health prescribed Stelazine and Thorazine. This was the year before we met.”


      “Thorazine?” Foster’s blue eye bulged. “You’re kidding.”


      “It was 1970,” said Sandy. And there it was: The Year in Pictures: Vietnam, Kent State, Cambodia, LBJ. Who wouldn’t need drugs? She’d been caught plagiarizing in a Shakespeare class, but had been spared dismissal because they’d all been let off the hook that spring. Thirty-three thousand UCLA students had been unleashed on the misguided world so they could demonstrate their hopeful little hearts out. Most, of course, stayed home and got stoned. Steve at least was stoned on a prescription.


      “What do you mean it was 1970? Could you elucidate, please?”


      “Doctors prescribed some really druggy drugs back then, Foster. My ex wasn’t even diagnosed as bipolar, just a disturbed, delusional kid. The student health docs figured the drugs would suppress his weirdness so he’d somehow be able to get back to class.” Sandy was talking perkily at him, but her mind had gotten stuck on that photo, that famous photo of the girl on her knees with the shot-dead boy, the girl’s hair flying backward as if she’d skidded into home. The girl hadn’t even been a student at Kent State, just passing through.


      “I guess we’re pretty lucky now,” Foster said. “Drug-wise.”


      He’d opened the door wide enough for her to shimmy in. “I know my sis has been on everything under the sun…lithium…Neurontin…I for get the names.” Long pause while Foster stared her down. “What are you taking? If I may ask? I mean, what seems to help?” I mean, I mean.


      “None of your fucking business,” said Foster and stood up. She didn’t like the way he looked from this angle. Too big. Not funny.


      “I’m trying to help,” said Sandy. Don’t threaten, don’t shout, don’t criticize, don’t bait. Early on in her sister’s illness, the whole family, desperate to educate themselves, had taken a workshop called Managing the Crises of Your Loved One.


      “Oh, please,” Foster said. “Spare me.”


      “I’m trying to help,” Sandy repeated. Avoid direct, continuous eye contact or touching. Don’t block the doorway.


      “Fuck me,” Foster said.


      “Sit down, Foster. Now.”


      Surprisingly, he did. “I thought you were different,” he said, his visible eye woeful.


      “You name one teacher who would have agreed to be interviewed about the mental health of her family. You bet your life I’m different.” He’d gotten her angry enough so she could finally hear herself. And what she heard was crazy and familiar. What else had she expected? If you followed someone onto the Tornado, eventually you’d find yourself hurtling down the tracks with them, going way up and way down, arms in the air, yelling your head off.


      “I need to get going, Foster. We’ve been advised to not stick around too late.”


      “Oooh, the goblins,” said Foster.


      “No, the flyer.”


      “Oh, that,” said Foster, and he smiled with a mix of pride and pain. “I might know something about that. But don’t ask,” he said, and she saw he was dying to be asked.


      “Let’s go,” she said.


      He followed her out, switching subjects a dozen times by the time they reached the parking lot: his man in Gaza, the lack of talent in class, his computer problems, his certainty that someone in class was the person calling late at night making death threats, his need to graduate, the murderous recent actions of Israelis against Palestinians, his parents’ divorce drama, Ted Manley’s dickheadedness. The guy had wide-ranging interests. But when they got to her car, he vaporized with a “Thanks, Sandy. I know you’re trying,” and she stood there, key in hand, trying to make sense of even a piece of the day. The parking lot, after years of clamouring from campus women’s groups, was dark and unattended. She got into her car. Oh, well, as Rip had said.


      Cookie would be home now, having scored a trillion goals off her cute hard head and twinkly little feet, and she and Rip would be having the kind of sex you only have in the first month or what might be the last. Rip and Cookie would go on because they had to. There were four kids and a house and reputations. And love, she guessed.


      She put the key in the ignition, though it seemed like too much effort to make the thing go. Foster would graduate this year if she had anything to do with it. But he’d use up his fine mind negotiating mental health benefits, checking himself in and out of hospitals, driving a lot more people to distraction, though not nearly as crazy or unhappy as he would make himself.


      Their student-teacher collision hadn’t proven as witty, or as illuminating, as the characters’ in Oleanna. She was no Mamet, just a mother, teacher, mistress, writer of cautionary tales — Is your kid on drugs? — a watcher of plays.


      Steve, her ex — she hadn’t gotten around to telling Foster this — wasn’t watching anymore. On a freezing night eight years ago he’d swallowed enough lithium to kill three Steves. A note for Danny, a note for her, a black-and-white Polaroid of what seemed to be the inside of his kitchen cabinet and another of the snow, just snow, outside his basement apartment, and he was gone.


      She still watched Danny for signs of his father’s glittering, bouncy mind, but Danny, so far, so thank-you-God far, was a plodder, an earnest kid who liked hockey, not reading, who loved her and his grandparents and his friends and possessed not an iota of strangeness. Or originality. It depended on how you looked at it.


      Once, on vacation in Cape Cod — good to get away, Steve’s psychiatrist had advised — she’d held her emaciated husband on her lap while he cried and shook at the end of a whopper high. Her arms and legs did what was necessary: stroked, rocked, soothed, because the rest of her had stopped working. There was not one comforting thing left to say, nowhere she could take him with words. He sobbed all through the night, occasionally landing a punch on her. The next day he didn’t remember any of it.


      A figure emerged from the dark a few cars away, and the surprise of it forced her to finally put the car in reverse and back up. She needed to get home, even if there was only cheese and bread to eat and no one to talk to and pages of bad writing to make better. Sandy watched the figure — a young man it looked like — from her rear-view mirror. He was standing next to a parked van now, waiting.


      She wasn’t in the best shape herself, true. Plenty neurotic, anxious around the edges, and this mess with Rip made her feel like she was going nowhere at all. Just her history with men was enough to keep a therapist in business for years, and then there was her stalled writing career. She so missed writing, real writing. It felt like homesickness.


      But as Sandy drove out through the gate, it came to her, as it hadn’t in all the years of dodging the minds of those closest to her, that her own mind was a strangely marvellous thing. She could lean into it, and out would come song lyrics, what she had to do on Saturday, lesson plans, something to remind Danny about, a funny moment from third grade — all in some kind of order. Her own personal think-tank! Every now and then, too, it opened onto a place that was an absence of place. Water, sky, not even. Her mind, such a smart mind, gave her a place away from itself. And in this unexpected clearing, she drove herself home.
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      The Road Somehow Solid


      Backing out of the convent’s too-narrow driveway Clément clipped the nuns’ Rose of Sharon bush as he usually did. At least no blossoms pressed themselves accusingly against his window. It was early December and bare branches scraped the glass. “Heard that,” said Georgette from the back seat.


      “Sister Joan’s going to come after you with her spade,” said Odile, laughing, also from the back seat. She’d had a girlish giggle about a million years ago; now his wife’s laugh was a weak growl. “Sexy,” Clément called it.


      He almost said so now, stopped himself because Georgette, long-widowed, didn’t like him “talking dirty.” She didn’t like knowing that he and Odile, her older sister, sometimes still got it on, as the kids called it. Things had to be just right for them: no arthritis business for her, no bad gas for him, no worrying calls from the kids, or bad news on TV, or a snowstorm. So much could come between people, but sometimes it was like old, yelping good times.


      “Remind me to get Maddy to give me back my coral sweater and that book I lent her. She’ll start thinking they’re hers,” said Odile.


      “What book?” Georgette asked.


      “Oh, that one. You know.”


      Clément heard the new vagueness again. “The one about near-death experiences,” he prompted.


      People were still coming out of St. Mary’s: old mémés in dark wool coats and silk scarves cupped around crisp dos. He saw Benoit and Alexandrine, old friends, and gave them a salute. Benoit held up both arms, sent back the victory sign.


      “That Benoit,” Clément said. “They don’t make them like that anymore.”


      “Near-death experiences? I call those things near-death disasters,” said Georgette. “I swear if I see any of our dead relatives heading my way down some blue tunnel, I’m turning back right then and there.”


      “And going where, chérie?” asked Clément, as he accelerated gradually. Odile had begun complaining lately: “You used to be such a smooth driver.”


      “Well, not there,” said Georgette.


      “This could be the one time where your indomitable will won’t count for much,” said Clément. As he turned onto East Street, he felt the tires of the Camry lose it for a second. First frost and already the roads were something you had to think about.


      “I hate winter,” he said.


      “Indominable…whatever. You and your big words,” Georgette said. “Why don’t you just call a spade a spade? I’m bossy.”


      “No really, what are you going to say? ‘Sorry, can’t die right now, I’ve got a roast in the oven, stuff at the cleaners, and I need to find out what’s happening with Erica on All My Children’?”


      “Oh, just shut up, You,” Georgette said.


      “Yeah, just drive, You,” Odile said.


      He was their driver. Every Sunday, after Father Bruce said mass, after holy communion — and this wasn’t like sex: snowstorm, sore back, September 11th, it was wine and bread, blood and body — the three would get back in the car, go pick up Maddy in Springfield, and head out. Sometimes they went looking for tag sales, though this was more Georgette’s and Clément’s thing, a competitive thing almost. Sometimes they’d just end up at the Friendly’s near Maddy for a late lunch of shrimp in a basket. Sometimes they just drove. Lately, though, there’d been changes. Lately things had turned a bit funny out Maddy’s way.


      “Damn, I forgot the pyx again,” said Clément, feeling in his pocket for the small container.


      “I wish you would just say darn,” said Odile. “Or shoot. Shoot is good.”


      “It’s not like she really cares about communion or anything to do with religion anymore,” Georgette said. “Why can’t you get that? Maddy doesn’t care. She’s into other stuff, as she says, so why should we care? She probably doesn’t even know it’s Advent.”


      “She’s my sister-in-law, too. I care about her,” said Clément, and then added less forcibly, “I care about her soul.”


      “Well, just stop. It’s wearing you out,” said Georgette.


      “What?” said Clément. “Who’s wearing what?”


      “Forget it,” said Georgette. In the mirror Clement saw Georgette nudge Odile and tap her ear.


      They were now safely on the highway, so he could relax a bit, especially since the highway guys had already spread a layer of sand. He felt more traction, more bite, under them as he sailed to the far left lane. He liked to speed, good safe speeding, when the girls weren’t paying attention.


      “Look at that,” Odile said to Georgette. “Another Big Y. They’re building another Big Y out here.” He glanced at them through the mirror as they looked out Odile’s window. People still thought they were twins. Just eleven months apart, the same shade (Miss Clairol Catalina Gold) on their fine, permed curls, the same Deauville jaw (square, a bit bullying). And those same pale blue eyes.


      “Teeny weeny bladder time, ” said Odile.


      “We just got on the road,” said Georgette, but Clément was already signalling and moving right.


      It was a new service station, or an old station under new ownership, they noticed when the women got out. “This used to be a Shell, didn’t it?” said Odile, brushing crumbs from her fur coat. Their maman had always packed saltines in little waxed paper bags in case one of the seven kids got carsick. Now Odile’s and Georgette’s granddaughters packed crackers for their little guys. “No, it was an Exxon,” insisted Georgette. “And an Esso before that.”


      “That’s not what I remember,” said Odile.


      Clément watched the sisters, arms linked because water had frozen around the pumps. If either slipped on the ice, they’d go down together. Georgette was probably right about its being an Exxon. Odile’s memory was…well, it wasn’t Alzheimer’s or anything, but it wasn’t like it had been. She’d always been so definite, so sure of things, like how to make the best pork and beef tourtière, how to serve communion, how to discipline a child. You didn’t argue with Odile when she was in her domain: home, church and everything in between. But now that she was in her leisure years — a term they all agreed was hilarious — she was growing uncertain.


      While the attendant filled the gas tank, Clément paced, popped a Tums. The three of them would have to talk about Maddy sooner or later. But when the sisters got back in the car they were deep into their soaps. If Tad and Aidan and Boyd hadn’t locked Michael in a dumpster, would Michael really have raised a ruckus at Erica and Jack’s wedding? And who really is Greenlee’s father? And that mystery man, Juan-Pablo, isn’t he something, having romanced (Georgette’s word) not only Simone, but Mia and Kendall, too? They went back and forth from French to English, mostly French, their kind of French, a Beauce patois from the fifties, and he hadn’t the heart to interrupt them and bring them back to the other soap opera.


      The SUV was the first thing they’d seen when they’d pulled up in front of Maddy’s last Sunday. It sat huge and silver in the driveway.


      “Oops,” said Odile.


      “You’d think she’d have some decency,” said Georgette, but she was already hurrying out of the car.


      Clément had beat them both to the door. “Hi, you,” Maddy said when she opened it. She smelled good. Maddy always smelled good, and the same good, spraying on quantities of Emeraude for fifty years of mornings. Two-cheeked kisses, the old Quebec way, and then the other sisters were behind him and sniffing around like bloodhounds.


      “Is he here?” asked Georgette. “You might have had him leave before us, you know.”


      “Who?” asked Maddy, and she’d looked genuinely mystified, not like she had the usual something up her sleeve. She’d had her hair cut since the week before and maybe lightened, too, Clément noticed. She was wearing a smart little red pantsuit and low black boots.


      Georgette motioned her thumb to the driveway. “Who is he this time, Madeleine?” And Maddy had laughed so long and so happily that the three had ended up grinning in the hallway with her. How bad could it be if she was this happy?


      “I actually turned on Passions this week,” Odile was saying from the back seat now. They were back to English, probably not even aware they’d switched. Clément inched up the speedometer again, slipped into cruise control just as the back tires fishtailed a tad.


      “Traitor!” said Georgette, then added, “OK, I surf now and then, too. Who’s doing what to whom?”


      “I couldn’t figure out right away,” said Odile, looking up to see Clément’s amused eyes on hers and waving him off, “but it seems that when Luis came to search Mrs. Wallace’s house...”


      “I remember her,” said Georgette.


      “Well, he notices something strange about Beth because she forgot to strap on the bag of sugar she’s been using to pretend she’s pregnant.”


      “No!” said Georgette.


      “Who’s pretending to be president?” asked Clément.


      “For the last time, would you please get your hearing checked?” said Georgette.


      Last Sunday Clément had also forgotten to bring the pyx for Maddy. (Strictly speaking, you were only supposed to bring communion to someone infirm. But, Clément reasoned, that sort of fit in Maddy’s case.)


      “He’s not just having senior moments, he’s having a senior decade,” Georgette said after Clément had apologized for forgetting the wafer.


      “Oh, don’t worry about me. I’ve been saved,” Maddy had laughed. She’d sat them down in her sunroom, mixed everyone rum and Cokes. “We can take my new wheels to Friendly’s,” she said.


      A year before, there had been a guy parked in the driveway, a guy named Larry, but he’d driven a 1988 Plymouth Voyager van, a real beater. Nice enough guy, though at fifty-five a bit young for Maddy who, like all of them, was either coming up on seventy or just nudged past it.


      “What’s in it for him, do you think?” Georgette had asked on the way home one Sunday after the five of them had gone out for shrimp in a basket.


      “I know what’s in it for her,” Odile had said. “She told me he has a big…basket,” And she’d let out one of her laugh-growls.


      “Thanks,” Georgette had said. “I needed to know that.”


      The snow was starting to pile up now, giving the road a pillowy, lopsided feel. Clément moved out of the passing lane, and the new furrows he had to cross caused the Camry to shimmy.


      “Whoa!” said Odile.


      “Let’s not kill ourselves,” Georgette said.


      Surprised to find his hands shaking, Clément said, “Shouldn’t we talk about your sister?”


      “She’s already gotten way too much attention in this family,” said Georgette.


      Two months after he’d appeared, Larry and his Voyager were gone. But Maddy was soon hanging out with a new crowd. These friends greeted Odile, Clément and Georgette like long-lost family. “Clem, Clem, so good to see you! Maddy’s told us so much about you all.” Too-long hugs and too-tight handshakes and too many people standing too close and assuming too much. It was only when Maddy invited them to an official intro night that they’d seen all this earnest interest and down-home warmth for what it was: Amway. Maddy had toiled on the bottom rung of the pyramid for six months, long enough to drag every family member to an intro night and invest in a lifetime supply of biodegradeable cleaning products.


      Then it was Hindu meditation with chanting tapes, incense and photos of a porky little Indian fellow in every corner of the house. Then this spring it was another man. This one, Pierre, was into cooking, really into it. Maddy was still in the throes of replacing her white appliances with brushed stainless steel and converting her kitchen from electric to gas, when the guy upped for L.A. to open a Cajun takeout.


      This one hurt. When they’d taken her out for Sunday lunches late in the summer, Maddy had barely eaten. She laughed and cried at the wrong places in a conversation. If it hadn’t been for the money that Alain, Maddy’s second husband, had left her, she’d really be up shit creek now, they all agreed.


      But it wasn’t the money that worried Clément, not fundamentally. He could only guess what worried Georgette — probably her year-younger sister getting too much sex and liking it a lot, or blowing all her money on a gigolo. Odile? These days Odile almost had to be reminded to worry. She’d turned into a laissez-faire kind of gal, lost her judgmental edge.


      Which left him to do all the serious worrying. And what worried Clément the most — he could hardly say it out loud, though he’d tossed it in earlier when the two were ragging on him in the car — OK, here it was…was her soul. Not that Maddy was going to go straight to hell for her untethered tendencies in later life. It was just the idea that when the time came — and, at seventy, one had to finally admit that it was going to be sooner than later — one wished for a soul in a state of greater repose. That’s why the old rituals felt so precious now. Peace be with you. And also with you. A restless spirit at seventy seemed to Clément a sad, sad thing.


      The car slipped onto another, bigger drift — where were those highway guys? This stuff was layering thick and fast — and both women yelled to him to watch it and maybe they should stop and call Maddy.


      “No,” said Clément, knowing it would be more dangerous to try to turn around out here. He dreaded having to change lanes for any reason now. If they could just make it to the exit after this, he could ease off the ramp and slow-motion it on side streets to Maddy’s. When he thought his voice would come out sounding almost normal, he said, “OK, mesdames, what are we going to do about votre soeur?” Because after last week Clément had to admit that maybe Maddy needed some help.


      As promised, she’d driven them in the big silver SUV, a Nissan Pathfinder, to Friendly’s, where she’d surprised them all by ordering two ice cream sundaes — hold the shrimp in a basket — and announcing that she’d just become a car saleswoman at Hal Houston’s Nissan dealership.


      “Or car salesperson,” she said. “We’ve got to be PC, right? We are in the early zeroes.” She’d sat in her usual spot in their usual corner booth, beaming under her haircut, and meeting every one of their concerns and considerations with cheerful logic. Why should she sit around and wait for another man? Why shouldn’t she work if she was able? And why the hell not sell cars?


      “Because you’ve never sold anything before?” Georgette asked.


      “Because you’re sixty-nine?” Odile asked.


      “Because you don’t know one thing about cars?” Clément asked as gently as he could.


      As was his long habit, he kept a close watch on all three: referee, buffer, interpreter. Georgette did her usual hammering, with Odile throwing up her hands early on, saying, “Well, darling, it’s your life.”


      There was a logic to it. The Nissan dealership was trying to get a bigger market share of their particular demographic. And what better person to appeal to senior drivers than a senior herself, especially one cruising around town in a silver Pathfinder, especially one with a nice wardrobe, expensive haircut and winning personality?


      “How many older people do you actually see driving SUVs?” asked Georgette.


      “See, that’s just it, the market’s wide open. It’s all opportunity out there!” said Maddy, and by then the others were too exhausted to remind her about all the opportunity she’d claimed in the past year and what it had done to her.


      How had Maddy ended up so wide open, as she put it? Or so unstable, as Georgette put it? It depended on who you listened to. Odile said Maddy had lost her anchor when Alain died of congestive heart failure three years ago. She was one of those women who needed a man to keep her focused. And with two husbands dead and buried, who could blame her for being a bit scattered now? Georgette, though, said Maddy had always been up and down, a drama queen since age two and a glutton for attention. Not to mention, made of porcelain.


      They’d just passed Exit 8, which meant the next one was hers. Clément began to edge the car a fraction to the right. But the snow was now so thick between lanes, the resistance under the tires so great, that he was forced back into the tracks he’d been following so doggedly. Changing lanes was going to take an aggressive turn of the wheel and flooring the accelerator. He checked the rear-view mirror — both women were looking out their windows, quiet for once. Clément sent up a prayer and then sent them, he hoped, into the next lane. For a moment it felt as if the car was in someone else’s hands. The women screamed as the slush from the highway, the snow from the sky, flew at them. But then, in a movement that felt more like a landing than a lane change, they were in the right lane, surprisingly steady, and still going forty miles an hour.


      “Hey, You, what are you trying to prove?” said Odile.


      “I think he wants to kill us and keep the insurance,” Georgette said. But they both sounded wonderfully relieved.


      No one saw exactly what happened next as, signal clicking and flashing, they turned onto the off-ramp. But they all felt it. Clément sensed everything going out from under them…tires, road, earth. Georgette felt herself as light as a fleck of seafoam, heard Odile singing Clément’s name. Odile felt an arm thrust in front of her and thought, “This is what a whirlpool feels like.” In the front, Clément thought suddenly of Sister Joan’s Rose of Sharon bush, how purple the blossoms turned in July. A certain silver SUV popped into Georgette’s mind, and Odile cried, “Maman!” And still they moved through space, Clément’s head bouncing off the steering wheel, Odile pressing like a piece of paper to the right back door, Georgette looking up at the sunroof to see falling snow.


      One of the paramedics punched in Maddy’s number on his cell — the number clear as a headline in Clément’s head. “Darling,” Clément said. “We can’t come today. We’ve had an accident. We can’t come. Do you understand?” And then Georgette had insisted on speaking, too. She was lying on the next stretcher after telling everyone, “Mon beau-frère est vraiment un bon chauffeur.” She kept on in French to Maddy, telling her she’d put out her arm to keep Odile from hitting the front seat. “Maman taught us to do that, remember?”


      Odile wasn’t saying anything from her stretcher. “A bit of shock,” a young paramedic told Clément, who kept craning over to see how she was doing. His back hurt, his neck, too, but already they’d been told how incredibly lucky they were.


      When the second ambulance failed to show up — “This is going to be a helluva day!” one paramedic said to another — they wheeled all three stretchers onto one ambulance. “Your own private tour bus,” one said.


      “No more touring for me,” Georgette said. “Hey, You,” she called to Clément. “That’s it. No more Sunday drives out to Maddy’s. From now on, she wants to see us, she comes to us. What do you say to that, Odile?”


      “OK,” said Odile. And the sound of that voice, his wife’s voice, made tears run from Clément’s eyes. They were speeding through the blizzard now, the road somehow solid beneath them.


      “I mean really, she’s got her big SUV wheels now, right?” Georgette said. “She’s one; we’re three, right? I mean, how come we never saw that before? No more saving her soul, You. From now on, we’re watching our own asses.”


      The paramedic closest to Clément looked down at him and smiled. “Happens to some people, the adrenalin. Can’t stop talking. I think she’s happy to be alive.”


      His cellphone rang. “Your sister,” the paramedic said, putting the receiver next to Clément’s ear. “She must have done star-69.”


      Clément listened for a long minute. “Me too, sweetie. Yes. Of course, I’ll tell them.” He handed the phone up to the paramedic.


      “Well?” said Georgette.


      “She was crying,” he said. “‘I love you all so much. Tell my sisters. Tell my sisters.’ She just kept saying that.”

    

  


  
    
      Submission


      By the end of the first day everyone had a no-caffeine headache, even Joe, who’d tried to convince us he was an herbal-tea guy.


      “Sure,” said Mary Anne, who seemed particularly strung out that first night, “if you don’t count his two cups of espresso every morning.” Mary Anne would know, since she used to live with Joe.


      We let Joe have it, didn’t let up with the digs all evening. Gabriella and Allison even wrote a limerick — “There was a cute shmo named Joe, who pretended to no-no ’spresso. He only drank tea, oh, deary me, which meant that our Joe had no go.” Joe rewarded us with his goofy laugh and that made us just get worse. This was while we were supposed to be doing our Evening Papers, a new idea of Sondra’s to help us collect ourselves at the end of the day. “A literary vespers,” she said.


      Short on caffeine and gassy from garbanzos and raw broccoli, I’d almost forgotten why we were sitting knee to knee in Sondra’s orange-and-avocado room. “Welcome back to the fabulous seventies!” Mary Anne had already said twice. It was more spacious than the room I was sharing with Candace. Of course, Candace herself took up a lot of room.


      The truth was that between the personalities — far larger in this desert resort than they’d ever seemed in Sondra’s Santa Monica bungalow — and my pounding head, there was barely the psychic space to write. I’d tried the usual warm-up that afternoon: a list of verbs tumbling fast from the subconscious. Take three and start writing. This always kick-started me in the city.


      But here it just looked like a list of verbs: gyrate, pump, explode, run, gambol, quake, hypnotize, bury. And then for some reason: pranam. A leftover maybe from my meditating, Hindu-guru days, when I would lie face down, full body to the floor, at the feet of the master. Pranam. Oookay. Then in free-association free fall: pester, land, infiltrate, stun. Usually I enjoyed spying on my inner self this way, was entertained by the hairpin turns of my mind as I jumped from verb to verb. But that afternoon at Casa Polarity, I just thought: mixed-up girl.


      “Do we know who runs this place?” Joe asked as we staked out our places on the floor. Most of us had arrived by noon, in time for the Casa’s vigorous lunch of organic produce. “I mean, do we know?” The lack of caffeine was making him paranoid.


      “Not Starbucks,” said Mary Anne.


      “Did you see the women?”Allison asked. “They look like the Stepford Wives. Those shining eyes, as if they’ve seen the light.”


      “Did you read the brochure, for chrissake?” said Candace. “‘We would appreciate no sexual relations being conducted on our premises outside of marriage.’ Where do they get off? And who says ‘relations’ anymore?”


      “Who has relations anymore?” asked Joe.


      “Hey, guy, speak for yourself,” said Curtis, the newest guy in the group.


      “And these buildings, like relics from some Hollywood set,” I offered.


      “Let’s take the plunge, shall we?” said Sondra.


      Usually we start out, not exactly meditating, but sitting in a circle together. Grounding, Sondra calls it. Candace — who often puts herself in the position of translating Sondra to the rest of us, with no objection from Sondra, who doesn’t mind being seen as a bit inscrutable — calls it Centering. I call it breathing. I follow the breath of the people, friends all, around me.


      It was the chance to be with these folks for three days and really write, plus getting out of the smog and not having to think about what Coleman was doing right then and with whom in New York, that finally convinced me I could afford $500, all-inclusive, plus (apparently) the opportunity to kick caffeine if that was something one was concerned about. I’d taken a cash advance on my Visa. Last time, I’d told myself at the ATM earlier in the week. How it would actually be the last time, and how real, regular, actual money was going to start coming in, I didn’t know. But a few days in the desert might clear the way. Both Sondra and Candace had said so to me separately.


      “It’ll come,” Candace had said in that dead-sure, positive way of hers that really does see me through a lot.


      “Balance and opportunity, Jennifer,” Sondra had said. I decoded that to mean: If you come on this retreat, everything will work out. The money, the man, the screenplay. All in their time and all in perfect balance, and all before I turned forty, six months away. As she reminded me not so cryptically, “The place is called Polarity.”


      Sondra’s head was rolling left to right, right to left, the way it does sometimes when we centre ourselves. I closed my eyes, the better to feel my own sensations. My neck was stiff, my head like a pincushion. I imagined a mug of coffee before me; it steamed; my temple thumped. I opened my eyes and saw Joe and Mary Anne leaning into each other, whispering. Mary Anne smiled. She saw me looking, and smiled more. I pointed to my head, winced. Mary Anne put a trigger to hers.


      “Empty the day, empty the past,” Sondra was saying. And I knew she knew we were being our unfocused selves.


      “You’re so talented and so unfocused,” Sondra had told Mary Anne in front of the whole group a few months before.


      Afterward — Mary Anne and Joe and I live in the neighbourhood and usually walk home together after writing group — Mary Anne had said, “Gifted but lacks focus. Story of my life.”


      “Mary Anne could have been an astro…what was it, M.A.? An astrophysicist?” Joe asked. The three of us had linked our arms; Joe was in the middle. It was nearly 1:30. Sondra liked to wear us down, let fatigue open all the valves. Usually we were still writing at 1:00 or 2:00 a.m. “She had a scholarship to MIT when she was a pup,” Joe said.


      I’d looked over at Mary Anne, all ninety-four pounds of her. Her blonde bangs had gotten long, dipped into her eyes.


      “Class valedictorian. Honours physics. Prez of the science club,” Joe said.


      Mary Anne shrugged. “But noooo, I thought I’d write comedy.”


      “You’re funny,” said Joe. “Your stuff is really, really funny.” But Mary Anne pushed off from us, and Joe and I had walked the rest of the way home behind her.


      Sondra was now invoking the spirits of the desert. “Watch over us this weekend,” she said. “Guide our pens. Guide our hearts.” Then she split us into groups for our first writing exercise. We were seven — Candace, me, Joe, Mary Anne, Curtis, plus Gabriella and Allison — so that meant one group would have three. Sondra always tried to split up Mary Anne and Joe, because although they weren’t a couple, they were best friends and former roommates. And Sondra, though she didn’t exactly have it in for Mary Anne, didn’t like to make it too easy for her either.


      After closing her eyes for a full minute, she divided us: Mary Anne and Curtis, Joe and Candace (Candace immediately going into, “There was a cool guy named Joe, who…”), and me with Gabriella and Allison, though those two were a couple and Sondra seemed to have no problem with their working together.


      I was happy. My teammates were solid, funny, good folks. “How’s Coleman making out?” Allison asked when we got into groups, even though we were supposed to be getting right into High Dive, the first exercise. “How’s the Rotten Apple treating him? Are they past previews yet?”


      No idea, I told her. “We talked a few times the first week he was there and then he moved and now I don’t have a number for him and…” I had to stop. High dive right into a vat of tears. I’d been crying a lot in the last month. It wasn’t just Coleman, though he didn’t help.


      “Things have always been pretty loose between us,” I said. “Now they’re baggy.”


      “Don’t worry, honeybunch, he’ll call,” said Allison. “He’s just getting acclimated. New York takes a lot out of people.”


      “She’s giving us the eye,” Gabriella said.


      We took the plunge.


      Griffin found he couldn’t swim all that well. (So literal — high dive, water. Jeez.) And now, of course, it was too late, with the azure light pouring through and Nippy’s goggles filling up with water. (Who’s Nippy?) A failure of preparation, as usual. A failure to look ahead and realize that there could be bogs and snags, treacherous sand. Nippy, thought Griffin, as he dropped and eddied near a high wall of coral, was someone who always could see weeks in front of him. Years even. Life never surprised him, whereas it was only surprises for Griffin. (Who’s Griffin?)


      Joe and Mary Anne, though they weren’t in the same group, had managed to stretch out next to each other. Joe wasn’t writing, was watching Mary Anne who was writing furiously as usual. He read along, nodding.


      Talk about baggy relationships. Joe was straight as far as I knew. There was love there and knowledge and no bullshit. “Romance means bullshit,” Mary Anne said when I’d tried to delicately inquire once. “He wants to sometimes, but no, we know each other way too well.” Mary Anne looked up now at Joe and made a dramatic move with her arm so he was shut out. Mary Anne did this exercise better than anybody, as if she packed all the force of her small body and huge mind into the spring-off, hit bottom immediately, then fluttered her way up to air. We would be gasping for breath sometimes, the writing was that brilliant. “Boy, does that resonate!” Candace would say when Mary Anne read a page to us afterward. And Sondra would just nod and ask, “Anyone else?”


      But Nippy had done this one too many times. Gone off and left Griffin with just enough instructions to nearly kill himself. Like the time he’d typed up the directions to the Ski-Doo. Typed! Lots of detail on how long to idle, which lever was for what (are there levers on snowmobiles? Veracity, veracity) and anal points about wiping the thing down afterward and how to store it. No opportunity, though, for questions. Of course, Nippy was a law unto himself. A golden-eyed fish was coming directly at him. Griffin saw a flash of white and wondered, Do fish have teeth?


      I was treading water. Maybe if I started over, went with just dialogue. Or did a quick verb to verb. Anything that didn’t stick me with loser characters in a situation I knew zip about, like deep-sea diving. Although the goggles filling up with water sounded like maybe he was only scuba diving. What did I know? But Sondra was strict about a few things, one being that you rode things out, that you wrote and waited and trusted.


      “Fuck trust,” Mary Anne said one night on the way home. “What does she think we are, idiots? If something’s dying on the page, get out and cook something else.”


      Griffin breathed in and watched the bubbles swirl over his head. It was another world down here, just like Nippy said. The colours so intense, the silence so loud. It was enough to make him forget. Almost. (Time for revelation: They’re a gay couple. No, they’re boarding school enemies. No, they’re just jerks.)


      Candace was weeping silently. This happened to her sometimes, actually pretty often, when she wrote. She couldn’t help it, she said. Ever since Sondra had strongly suggested that Candace go back and look at her precognition images and leave the writing of fiction “for later,” Candace had been undergoing a rebirthing of sorts. She wiped her eyes with the wrists of her sweatshirt, the one I’d given her for her birthday the year before and which she wore nearly every time we were together. I looked at her long enough and hard enough for her to raise her head and smile at me through the downfall. She was right about our connection being strong. It was just that I didn’t feel that way about her.


      Choke, float, decry, imitate, infiltrate, boggle, tease. Verbs galore. I didn’t care. I already hated Griffin and Sabine or whatever his name was. Wait. I turned back the page and saw that infiltrate was on my earlier verb list. Did this mean something? Sondra said there was significance in every little thing.


      Griffin: I don’t know why you just don’t go down with me. I mean you’re the one with the experience.


      Nippy: The first time should always be solo.


      Griffin: Says who, ol’ buddy ? I’m scared shitless.


      Nippy: But being scared is the best part. I wish I was still scared. I’d give anything to still be scared.


      I’d been telling Sondra for a year that I should be writing screenplays, not short stories, but she said that if I couldn’t tell a story in actual story form, in traditional, dead white novelists’ narrative, then I’d never be able to do it as a script. “And besides, do you want to be like every other person in this city, pounding out the Great American Screenplay?” she asked. (Joe, Mary Anne and I dubbed it The GAS.) “Do something original! Do something not L.A.!”


      Of course, that’s not what she’d been telling Curtis, who’d arrived six months before with a novel half done. “Put it away,” she told him. Now he was finishing the pilot script for a TV melodrama because she said the dialogue in his novel was “inauthentic.” Now he was writing nothing but dialogue.


      Sondra put people in the washer, added a whole lot of bleach, and hit “spin.” What makes me different from other writing teachers, she said to new people coming in, is that I don’t meet you where you are. You think you’re the next Raymond Carver? I’ll have you write song lyrics for a while. You’ve spent the last year working on a screenplay? Time to write personal essays. Or the libretto for an opera. Or maybe just a year’s worth of journal entries. The idea was that every form fed every other form. A new one freed you from the one you were committed to, and, Sondra said, were more often throttled by. Her other idea was that we all thought too much, that we had to reconnect to our deeper source. (Everyone has one, she assured us in the New Age-guru tone she alternated with haute-literary critic and showbiz been-around. Sondra, as Griffin might say, was a law unto herself.) The point of High Dive and Evening Papers and Verb to Verb, even all our synchronized breathing, was to meet up with that source. “Unbridle yourselves!” she entreated us. (Every time Sondra said this, Mary Anne gave a soft whinny, just loud enough for Joe and me to hear.) Of course, all that unbridling and genre-swapping made for a certain level of weirdness every Tuesday night.


      “Are you bored?” Sondra once demanded of Mary Anne, who’d complained, saying she wanted to get back to writing comedy.


      “Well, no,” Mary Anne whined.


      “Are you writing?”


      “Well, yeah. Poetry.”


      “Are you learning anything?”


      Mary Anne had shrugged, then nodded.


      “It’s a long, lovely, ride,” Sondra said.


      “Lonely, too,” said Joe.


      “That’s why we have each other,” Sondra said.


      Sondra was writing now herself, lying on her side, elbow resting on her sculpted hip (she did Pilates every day), her many-shades-of-blonde hair falling from its trademark French roll. She always wrote, although she never read her stuff out loud. Mary Anne thought she was writing lists — groceries, things to take to the cleaners — but Allison said, no, Sondra had been working on a novel for the past few years, even had some New York agents interested in it. Something about child pornography, something headline-ish.


      “OK, mes amis,” said Sondra. “Time out.”


      I was glad because Nippy, Griffin and I, we were 20,000 leagues under the sea.


      Outside, Joe, Curtis, Mary Anne, and I breathed in the night air. And Joe’s cigarette, though we’d been strictly forbidden in Casa Polarity’s brochure.


      “Get me some fucking java,” Curtis said. He was one of those guys who said fuck almost as much as he said I or me, which was a lot, too.


      “I could make a run into town,” said Joe, his voice so low, I had to lean in to hear him. The movement made my head hurt worse.


      “The ginseng-mint-zinger tea ain’t doing it for you, baby ?” Mary Anne asked, but Joe didn’t laugh.


      “I’ll go with you,” I said. I wanted something to do, somewhere to go. Suddenly I couldn’t imagine how I was going to last out there for two whole days.


      “There is no town,” Mary Anne reminded us.


      “We’re about mid-point, I figure, between L.A. and San Diego,” said Curtis, who was new to SoCal. “I’d love to go clear to San Diego, put in a visit at the zoo, pull an all-nighter. There and back. She’d never fucking know.”


      I wasn’t sure about Curtis. He was too quick to climb on board, to claim things he hadn’t earned yet, like an attitude toward Sondra. Not that he ever showed that kind of sass around her. What really turned my stomach, though, was how she was with him. She got fluttery and buttery. He was a looker with longish, sandy hair that curled adorably around his temples, eyes like Ralph Fiennes’, pale blue and wish-filled. I’d caught myself a few times staring at him in class. OK, a lot.


      “Wheels,” I reminded them, and Joe said, “Shit.”


      I’d driven out with Candace in her car. Curtis had gotten a lift with Sondra. Joe and Mary Anne had doubled up with Gabriella and Allison. And we could forget any of them. Candace was too loyal to Sondra, and Gabriella and Allison loved peace and harmony.


      Curtis jiggled something in his bermudas pocket, then waved a single Honda key at us. “She let me drive,” he said.


      “I know you’re all tired,” Sondra said at 10:30, after another round of breathing and after Gabriella had practically put us to sleep with a reading of her Evening Papers, something with a coyote and a shaman and a crow. The desert was turning some of us into really bad imitations of Carlos Castaneda. “You’re out of your natural environment,” crooned Sondra. “That can be pretty absorbing and exhausting. And then, some of you,” she looked at Mary Anne, “are suffering from separation anxiety. No caffeine, no freeways, no phones. My, how will we ever survive?”


      “Gosh, Sondra, I honestly don’t know,” Mary Anne said.


      But Sondra left us with something that would, in fact, occupy us all night and all morning, would carry us into the next day’s session, which, she’d decided, would not begin until after lunch — Curtis threw me a yes! look — and it was this: silence. We were to exercise silence, to experience silence. “And I mean it,” she said. “No words, except those on paper. If you cheat,” and she tried so hard, you could tell, not to look at Mary Anne and Joe, but did anyway, “you are only cheating yourself and your work. And if that isn’t enough of a deterrent, think of each other. When you speak you are not only destroying your quiet, but that of your fellows.”


      “What exactly is the point?” asked Mary Anne, and for once I wished she would just take her foot off the brake and go.


      “You’ll find out,” Sondra said, and then quite sweetly, I thought, blew a kiss in Mary Anne’s direction.


      Outside, Curtis broke the ban almost immediately. “Fuck this,” he growled.


      I grinned and made a zipper sign over my mouth. It didn’t actually sound bad, not talking for fourteen whole hours. With the monster personas among us, it might be the only way I would make any headway on the screenplay I was secretly working on.


      “But what about San Diego?” he stage-whispered at Mary Anne when she and Joe came outside.


      “If I don’t get some coffee, I’m going to kill someone before dawn,” said Mary Anne, not even trying to keep her voice down.


      Curtis threw his arm around her and Joe lit up, inhaled from his toes. Candace came out and looked at me questioningly, but nodded when I made a walking gesture with two fingers. I was known for my walks, even in big, bad L.A. She gave me a loose hug, the only kind she knew I was comfortable with, and headed back toward our building. Gabriella and Allison came tiptoeing out of Sondra’s room, as if moving silently was also part of the mandate. They were so cute, both short and chunky, in their long shorts and Benetton polo shirts. They gave us nighty-night waves and headed off.


      There were maps in Sondra’s glove compartment. Maps for places like New Mexico, Vancouver Island, and one of those block-by-block books for Boston that tells you where the best brew pubs are and about the real story behind Paul Revere’s midnight ride. But nothing for Southern California.


      Curtis said, “Fuck that. We’re smart people, right?” and let the car coast down the hill until we got to the circular driveway at the entrance. The Casa Polarity sign was still lit up, though it was nearly 11:00 and they were strict about not allowing guests to arrive after 8:00. I noticed, as I hadn’t twelve hours earlier, that parts of the O and P in Polarity were out.


      “Look, Casa Hilarity!” I said and felt instantaneous disappointment. Ten minutes into the pledge, and I’d sold it, the peace and the promise, for the chance to entertain the troops. Joe just looked at me, and Mary Anne said, “Blew it, Jen.” Curtis gunned the car, trying to make up for our wimpy, noiseless escape. “Goodbye, funny farm!” he said.


      We’d arranged ourselves with me and Joe in the back seat and Curtis and Mary Anne up front, a breaking up of the natural coupling, though the thought of me and Curtis as a couple made me cringe. And blush. He was turning out to be even more of a brat than I’d imagined. But at the same time, he was looking awfully, awfully good in the moonlight. I glanced over at Joe, who was staring out his window. Curtis was right. We were smart. We were heading south. Sooner or later we’d hit San Diego.


      “There was a ’feine junkie named Joe, who drove like a fiend to Diego,” I said and could see Joe smile, though he only turned his head slightly.


      “I’m wondering why we do it,” Mary Anne said. “Why we subject ourselves to this week after week. In my case, year after year.” Considering Mary Anne’s nearly weekly acts of defiance, she was actually Sondra’s oldest student, having done her workshops for going on seven years.


      “You must be getting something out of it,” said Curtis.


      “Yeah, Mary Anne,” I said. I felt irritated with her, as if my failure to keep silent was her fault.


      “She’s good comedy material,” Mary Anne said.


      “Come on,” I said.


      “Well, dear heart, why are you in there?” I knew she’d throw it back. Sometimes I wondered why I liked her.


      “Writer’s block,” I said. “Stasis. Stagnation.” It was true. I’d written up a storm my first six years in L.A., with a partner, then with another partner, then on my own, then with two women, neither of whom I was speaking to now. Sandollar, Dolly Parton’s production company, had almost bought a script. Such near misses. Two years ago I wrote my best all-time script, a date movie with a techno twist, but I guess I’d burned too much goodwill by then. No one would look at it. And then I hit the wall. No new ideas, no ideas at all. This went on for a good half year until I met Candace in a spinning class at the gym. Candace — a short-story writer with two collections out and pretty good reviews — had recently joined Sondra’s writing group, because, as she put it, she’d run out of ink.


      “Seems like there’s a lot of losers in there,” Curtis said.


      “Thanks,” I said.


      “Not you guys,” he said. “But you know…Candace and her weeping fits, our dykey friends. I always get their names mixed up…Gabriellison.”


      Mary Anne laughed and rolled down her window. The car filled with desert wind. It wasn’t a warm wind. It made my head ache more. There were stones in there now, boulders pressing from inside.


      “For your information,” I said, “Candace has two books of stories out, good books, and Gabriella and Allison have just remounted, at the Odyssey, a play they co-wrote. I saw it last week and it’s good. You should go.”


      I could see Joe shaking his head in the dark. And it hit me, kapow! that Curtis was talking about Joe. Joe was what you might call an enthusiastic contender. He had some ideas, and some nice moments when he concentrated, but writing was still pretty much a dream for him. Candace thought Sondra kept him around because he was such a cheerleader for the rest of us.


      “The play’s not that good. Be honest, Jennifer. Joe and I went last week,” said Mary Anne.


      “So if we’re all so monumentally untalented and you’re so fed up with Sondra, why keep coming back?” I was surprised at how monumentally annoyed I felt. And how much I was letting it out. Usually I just fester. “I must really need coffee,” I said.


      “Don’t apologize. I always thought you could do with more of an edge,” said Mary Anne. “As to why I haul myself to Sondra’s pied-à-terre every week just so I can write bad poetry? Well, you know, darling, I think I always wanted to be the next Anne Sexton. Or what the hell, the next Sylvia Plath.” She blew pretend cigarette smoke out the window. “Now I know why those women offed themselves. All those truncated lines, all that alliteration and those pregnant, fecund images. All that pressure to be”…she waved her arm… “poetic.”


      “You’re funny,” said Curtis. “Anybody ever tell you that?”


      “Yeah, a few times,” said Mary Anne.


      “Anybody think about the extra mileage on this thing? Like 250 miles?” I asked.


      “We’ll say some of her Indian spirits borrowed it. They thought Honda was an Apache word, not Japanese.” And Mary Anne chanted, “Hondaaaa, Hondaaaa, Hondaaaa. That’s TV Indian for firewater.”


      “You’re funny,” said Curtis.


      It was quiet for a minute and then Mary Anne asked, “Think so?”


      Curtis was a demon driver. We were flying through the night, the high desert (or the low desert…ten years in La-La Land and I still didn’t know the difference) splintered in two, “sundered by the speed of our need,” Plath might have said. Or Mary Anne.


      Curtis and Mary Anne were on to Lenny Bruce and George Carlin and Sam whatshisname, the comic who said fuck every second, who was dead now, when I finally noticed the obvious: Joe still wasn’t talking. I poked him on the arm. He looked at me, startled, and I felt another tug of disappointment. He was really in there, in the quiet with himself. Having outed myself so willingly, I was now back in the world of agents, pagers and egos. My world and welcome to it.


      “Hi,” I waved and Joe smiled a smile of such sympathy I wanted to cry. My short, lost silence. My short, lost career as a screenwriter. Coleman. Joe took my hand and held it, and that’s how we pulled into Temecula, California, Capital of the Desert.


      Only one gas station seemed to be open. Mary Anne bolted from the car, which Curtis parked at a lazy angle across two spots. He hummed and drummed, not bothering with Joe or me. Mary Anne came back with two Styrofoam cups, handed one to Curtis.


      “You guys want any?” she asked. Joe shook his head.


      “Please,” I said, amazed she’d forgotten me. I handed her a dollar bill and Mary Anne put her cup on the dash and went back inside.


      “Get two more, OK?” Curtis said to Mary Anne when she came back with my cup. “Two cups each should hold us until San Diego.” She hesitated. He hadn’t even offered to pay for the first round. She trotted back in. I heard Joe breathe in.


      “Starbucks, Starbucks,” Mary Anne chanted as she got back in.


      “Baby, don’t I know it,” said Curtis. And accelerating the Honda beyond its limits, got us out of town and onto the 15 South.


      The coffee was hot but awful, more chicory than bean. I hoped Joe would take my hand again, but he didn’t.


      Once Coleman and I had driven all over Hollywood for a coffee he couldn’t live without. Some decaf blend he claimed gave him a lift without messing with his metabolism. Coleman was always worried about his energy levels, had to eat the right combination of things at the right time of day, had to sleep eight and three-quarters hours a night. Before he left for New York he went on an eating plan based on his blood type. I couldn’t remember exactly what type he was, O positive maybe, but it meant he had to eat an awful lot of red meat, an awful lot for someone who was against eating meat for spiritual reasons.


      Coleman also had ideas about sex. I wondered if he was imposing them — X number of times per week, to orgasm or not to orgasm — on the new girl. I didn’t know for sure there was a new girl in New York. But I could so easily imagine someone dark-haired and long-legged, a dancer maybe in the show, someone adoring and simple who came with the territory.


      I’ll come out for Labour Day to see the show, I said before he left. We can write letters. I love writing letters. Let’s see, he said.


      Curtis and Mary Anne were singing now. “Don’t cry for me, Argentina.” Coffee isn’t like a drug. It is a drug. “I kept my promise, don’t keep your distance.” Mary Anne had a good voice with lots of vibrato and confidence. He could sing, too, his voice higher and more tender than I would have thought.


      “You’re great,” Curtis said.


      “Yeah?” said Mary Anne and looked back at Joe. But Joe was asleep, his head leaning against the window.


      “Hey, Joe-Joe, easy not to talk when you’re asleep,” said Mary Anne.


      “You know the songs from Sondheim’s Company? They’re fucking beautiful,” said Curtis.


      When I woke up we were coming into Escondido and the temperature in the car was way up. They were back to Evita, Mary Anne singing, more wistfully, “I’d be surprisingly good for you.”


      I sat up straighter and realized four things: they were holding hands across the gear shift, Joe was awake, staring straight ahead at Mary Anne’s headrest, it was close to 2:00 a.m., and my headache was gone.


      “Hey, dreamers,” Curtis talked to me through the rear-view mirror. “How about Tour B? We stop here in Escondido, find a Starbucks, do a drive by the San Diego Wild Animal Park, though we’re still at least an hour out of San Diego, so I don’t know why they don’t just call it the Escondido Wild Animal Park, do you know why, Mary Anne?” He was speedy with chicory.


      “Tour B also includes time out at a cheap motel,” he added. “I need to crash for a few hours if I’m going to get us back to Casa Hilarity in time before our Sondra discovers something large missing.”


      “I can drive,” I said. “I can take over.”


      “I don’t think that would be right,” said Curtis, not looking at me through the mirror any more. “It is Sondra’s car.”


      “I’m really tired, too,” said Mary Anne. And I realized they’d worked this out already. We were going to check into a motel so they could have a go at each other. That’s what I’d felt on waking up. That crackle in the air, that gotta-have-it frequency. I nudged Joe and he turned to me, looking so unlike himself. So…vacant.


      Escondido was a sleepy old suburban place. But we finally turned up some Starbucks at an all-night convenience store. It was empty, with pinball machines and loud music and an elaborate coffee counter lined with huge coffee flasks. Mary Anne and Curtis conferred over what they would get and settled on sharing extra-large cups of Ethiopian and French Roast. I’d only known Curtis for a short time, but I’d never seen him look so happy. Joe stood at the magazine counter, but didn’t pick up anything.


      “How’s the French Roast?” I asked Curtis who’d already taken a long swig and topped his off again.


      “Good. Do you have a few bucks on you? I left all my money back in the room. I’ll pay you when we get back, don’t worry.” I gave him my last five, and opened the tap on the Kenya. I had just enough change for a medium.


      Curtis and Mary Anne left me at the cash and went back outside. I saw them drift around the side of the store. Joe was still at the magazine rack, looking but not touching. With the all-night fluorescents and more caffeine, I felt like I was on Pluto, loneliest little planet in the universe.


      Joe looked at me and pointed to a magazine. Hustler. We both smiled at that, then went out to the car, which Curtis had neglected to lock. We sat there for a long time, maybe an hour, until the other two came back. They weren’t singing or holding hands. They were just back to being themselves.


      “Tour C,” Mary Anne announced to the back seat.


      “They probably have alarms at the animal place anyway. In case someone wants to do the nasty with the beasties. You know, hump the hippo?” said Curtis. Nobody laughed.


      For the next three hours, all the way back to Casa Hilarity, nobody spoke. Joe went back to sleep. I could hear his head now and then bumping the window. Mary Anne looked straight ahead. Curtis floored it.


      I had a weird little dream about Candace where she was a checker at a grocery and wouldn’t let me pass for reasons known only to herself. She waved one of those rubber divider sticks you use to keep your groceries separate from the guy’s in front of you and shrieked verbs at me. Awake, I took out my notebook and looked over my earlier verb list.


      Pranam. Such a beautiful word, really, though I remembered that each time I was resistant. It was more than just not wanting to get down on a dusty old floor; it was the idea of subjugating myself, being that worshipful. It seemed, standing, such a long way down. But once I was there, it was peace unknown, my arms stretching over my head in full-body surrender, every part of me touching the ground. Once, when Guruji came to do a special intensive with the most devoted among us, we’d pranamed on the grass. Devotees. I hadn’t thought that word in such a long time.


      I’d tried to explain it to Coleman once, those years when I was in a spell of meditating and chanting and of service, which was a nice way of saying menial labour. But really, I told him, “Chopping onions for vats of stew at the ashram was like a meditation.”


      “Sounds like brainwashing, Jen,” he’d said. “But then you are so highly suggestible,” and he’d grabbed me and pulled me into him, because those were the days when he wanted me at least some of the time.


      I couldn’t explain that it was nothing like brainwashing. “Detach,” Guruji said. The first time I heard him say that — it was on a video shown at our meditation centre, since Guruji lived in India and could be with us in the flesh only rarely — I knew this was it. All my pain had to do with being stuck with the hopeful, hurtful glue of expectations. People, places and things, that was my undoing. All I had to do was unstick and I would be free and happy.


      Guruji came to our little centre after I’d been doing my practices for nearly two years. I was free. I was happy. Or at least freer and happier. I was celibate for the first time since sixteen, still not having figured out how to do love and stay detached. I’d seen pictures of our guru, but I’d been unprepared for what a tiny, merry creature he was. He laughed all the time, his belly quivering under his robes, his head nodding slightly, rapidly, blissfully, side to side.


      “Guruji,” one of us would ask during satsang, our evening chats, “how does one have physical needs and still follow a spiritual path?”


      Ahh, he’d murmur. And his head would bob more joyfully. “The body is spirit. The spirit is body. There is no separation.” Ahh, we’d murmur.


      I sat at his feet for the whole of his two-week visit. Sometimes when he’d swat me with his peacock feather, I thought I could see a special gleam in his eyes. I was burning up all my dead, old karma. My illusions were toast. On his last night, Guruji asked to see some of us separately, a few of us women who’d helped set up the centre each night for satsang. We waited outside the small room we’d furnished with a purple loveseat, candles and pictures of Shiva. When it was my turn, he didn’t speak, just bobbed his head and gleamed at me. But when I closed the door, he lifted up my sari, fondled all my parts, and pushed me down, face down, onto the Oriental carpet we’d bought at Pier One and which I’d vacuumed each night of his visit. His belly was soft against me. Ahh, he said when he came.


      The sky had been lightening at its furthest fringes for a while, but as we came into Temecula, then just as quickly left Temecula, the sky burst open above and around us. We were in a huge glorious bowl turning blue and crimson and fuchsia, lighter and lighter every second. I watched it as I’ve never watched anything. I could hear Joe breathing and Mary Anne; Curtis, too, though his breath seemed to be held. We all saw it. Still, we didn’t speak, not even when we pulled into Casa Polarity’s circular drive and inched our way back to our departure point, the parking space right under Sondra’s window.


      I half-expected to see her face in the window, her expression not at all inscrutable, but the curtain was drawn and no one was about. We separated right away, as if we couldn’t bear to be together a second longer. Though they were sharing a room, Joe and Curtis walked a few feet apart, Joe leading the way. Mary Anne speed-walked toward the room she was sharing with Gabriella and Allison. (Gabriellison. It was one of the night’s best lines.)


      I stood on the walk, indecisive, as they scattered. Candace would probably wake up and want to know where I’d been and why, but then it hit me that she wouldn’t be able to say any of that, not a word. I laughed out loud at the thought of a silenced Candace and the sound was so strange and so wonderful after all that chatter and all that silence. I found a little hillock of grass, dewy but not cold, and sat.


      It was only 6:00, but the community was stirring. Some women hurried by, linens stacked in their arms. Were they cowed by their men, their domestic duties? All that roughage? Or were they almost free in their little veggie world of laundry and married sex? At least some things were clear. Because only a fool would think any of this was simple. I thought of Curtis and Mary Anne and Joe, that weird triangulation. I thought of Coleman, his decaf, his dick. I thought of Candace and all her hurt, Sondra and the novel she would someday have to finish. I even thought of Griffin and Nippy, those waterlogged boys. I watched the silent women and when the sun was directly in my eyes, I took out my notebook and began to write. I had no idea what it would be.

    

  


  
    
      Peaches at Dusk


      It was close to forty degrees Celsius and the sisters had taken off every possible item that might be considered extra: cotton vests, scarves, sunglasses on a neck cord. Carmel had even slipped out of her bra, ducking down in the back seat behind Lasha’s handsome head, unhooking, yanking and tucking the damn, damp thing into the hemp bag (very ethnic, very cheap) she’d bought at an outdoor market the day before. Lasha, on the other hand, was their hired driver and drivers here dressed like middle managers back home: black polyester suit, white shirt, dark, discreet tie. The thought of all that fabric — the weight! the warmth! — made Carmel long to slip off her underwear.


      “Take off your jacket, Lasha,” Andrée told him when he’d pulled up at a quarter to eight, temperature already in the low thirties, humidity at ninety percent. Lasha had only shaken his head. He wasn’t used to women telling him what to do — at least not women who weren’t his mother. It was, in fact, Lasha’s mother, Nona, who’d suggested this little road trip to Kakheti, the wine region of the proud but impoverished former Soviet Republic of Georgia.


      “Six degrees of separation, forget it,” Andrée had told Carmel on her first night here. “Everyone knows everyone in this country.” Andrée, a visitor for mere weeks, was already plugged into its abbreviated, but exclusive, social circuit: filmmakers, artists, writers, a couple of scientists, a couple of princesses. Dissidents and personalities, Andrée’s usual crowd.


      Gordon Jamison, part of her usual crowd back in London, had misted up when he heard where Andrée’s latest project would take her. “Tbilisi? Georgia? Darling, you have no idea.” Back in Brezhnev’s day, Gordon had tried to make a film about the Georgian State Opera. The film, like many well-intentioned, cross-cultural projects of the time, had fizzled under the weight of its goodwill and lack of hard cash. But Gordon had never forgotten the Opera’s rousing production — not even the Bolshoi could compete — of Prince Igor and the silvery voice of its youngest soprano, Nona Garashvili.


      They might even have had a thing, Andrée speculated to Carmel that first night at Nona’s. One of those hopeless behind-the-Iron-Curtain romances. Nona’s now-dead husband had been a high ranker in the Party. “He could have had them banished to a labour camp in Kamchatka or Vladivostok or any other scenic spot in the great Siberian white-out,” Andrée said.


      Whatever Gordon and Nona had shared, there had never been any question of Andrée, on location in Tbilisi for a long-planned oeuvre on women artists in the FSU, staying in a hotel. Or for that matter, Carmel, her sister, visiting for a week from Toronto.


      “Nona makes marvellous jam out of whatever’s around and talks about the purges and what’s wrong with capitalism, and it’s very textured, very Georgian,” Andrée had told Carmel via long-distance phone. Normally the two stayed in touch through e-mail, but electricity in Georgia was a sometime thing, Andrée said.


      Is it like Russia? Carmel had asked. She’d been to Moscow in the late seventies with a group of high-school high achievers, had some matryoshka dolls as souvenirs and the memory of being kissed in Red Square by their young Russian tour guide. In secret, of course. He’d whisked her over to see something “speeshall” and hastily kissed her on the cheek. Only Carmel had turned and their lips had touched. Her body hummed for the rest of the trip.


      “The world you saw in Grade 11, gone,” said Andrée, who’d been all over the world, shooting documentaries and kicking up dust. “It’s 1998, way past glasnost, dear. Besides, Georgians make Russians look like large, pale, sentimental, Slavic boors. It’s a tough place, but beautiful.”


      Lasha was being passed on the right and the left simultaneously. How? What? Carmel had been panting from the heat in the back seat, only coming up for air to admire the green fields and passing vineyards of Kakheti. But now a Lada — “Lotta trouble, lotta noise,” Andrée’s line — was speeding to the left of them, while another raced them on the right. They were flying in formation down the two-lane road, a triumvirate of Ladas. Before Carmel could yell, the one on the right accelerated its overworked insides just enough to pull in front of them. Then the other sped ahead and managed to cut them both off. Lasha braked, rough and fast, as the toy cars raced each other into the horizon.


      “Many accidents,” Lasha shouted. “Many dead people.”


      “No kidding,” said Andrée.


      “You are safe. You are with me,” said Lasha, and he flashed Carmel a smile via the rear-view mirror. He was twenty-two, twenty years her junior, a fine specimen of Georgian manhood, with dark hair cropped short, but still wavy, at the neck, grey eyes and a slightly flat, aristocratic nose. Lasha had something of his mother in the way he nodded appreciatively when you spoke to him, something of her way, too, when he turned his head to check — not quite often enough for Carmel — for cars behind them. As if he deemed everything to be ever so slightly beneath him.


      “So you didn’t answer my question from last night. Do you or do you not have a girlfriend?” Andrée banged Lasha on the arm again. As an out-there lesbian, she could ask men the most personal questions.


      Lasha beeped something Carmel couldn’t see, and accelerated again to death-wish speed. “Girl who is friend?” he asked. “No, I think no.”


      “You think?” Andrée teased. Lasha shrugged.


      “I take it that means you’re a free man,” Andrée turned around to wink at Carmel and made sure Lasha saw this. Andrée had a pretty good idea of her sister’s life. Married an unlucky thirteen years, no sex for the last one, no kids. It hadn’t taken much to convince Carmel to leave Hugh at home in Don Mills, Ontario, with his cell and remote. Remote in his cell.


      “More or less,” said Lasha, and looked into Carmel’s eyes through the rear-view mirror.


      “Well, what is it, darling boy? More or less?” pressed Andrée.


      “In Georgia” — Lasha pronounced it as three syllables: George-ee-ah — “a man is never completely free. There is always Mother.” He smiled at his passengers, a charmer.


      “Your mother is wonderful. She’s incredible really, she’s…” Carmel tried to talk over the noise of the car. Lasha’s Lada sounded as if it was on its last pistons, though he had told them, opening the doors for them this morning, that the car was new. “There’s no such thing as a new Lada,” Andrée had joked, but Lasha hadn’t laughed. And Carmel had winced (nothing new) at the way her sister could be both so perceptive and so insensitive.


      Nona was a marvel. In her mid-forties, she was everything any woman could hope to be: beautiful, slender, smart, gracious and wise. No wonder Gordon had been willing to brave Siberia, if not the real frozen thing, then the threat of it. Having now spent time with the goddess Garashvili, Carmel was convinced they had shared a behind-the-curtain grand amour.


      Of course, nobody talked about the Iron Curtain anymore. But when she was young, Carmel had imagined a storeys-high edifice sculpted with steely, dignified folds behind which sometimes wondrous, sometimes unspeakable things were enacted, things no audience could see. Then when she was seventeen, the curtain had parted, at least as far as it was allowed to part. She’d seen the Bolshoi, the Winter Garden in St. Petersburg, tasted the spurt of butter buried deep inside chicken Kiev. Now she found herself missing the romance of that old world, though it had existed only for people like her. The Commonwealth of Independent States (but who actually called it that?) was now nine time zones of crumbling cities and abandoned farms. She tried to tell her Grade 9 history students what it had been like, but they were far more interested in the Russian mafia.


      “What my sister is trying to say is that we’re all in love with your mother,” Andrée said.


      “And you have not even heard her sing,” said Lasha.


      “I didn’t think she sang any more,” said Andrée. Nona had already declined to be part of Andrée’s film, telling her she needed to talk to younger women. “Someone not so tired as me.”


      “She sings,” Lasha said, “when she wants and for who she wants.”


      “That’s not what she told me,” said Andrée.


      Deep-summer green was rushing past and Carmel had to keep remembering where she was. Giant, swooping eucalyptus trees made her think of Southern California. Stretches of farmland actually reminded her of southern Ontario, though she’d never say this to Andrée. She was having the same problem in Tbilisi, a tarnished jewel of a city. It was Europe, Florence perhaps, with that certain angle of old wall and bridge, red tile and peeling mustard-yellow paint. No, Jerusalem with its pink, afternoon light. No, Moscow with its (English) Georgian touches. Tbilisi was all and none of these.


      On the ride in from Tbilisi’s tiny airport that first night, Carmel had tried to nail this familiarity down. She was exhausted from her barely economy Aeroflot flight and a fold-down dinner tray that kept falling off its hinge and whacking her in the knees. And then there were the men in the aisle, singing and drinking and giving her the eye. She’d felt inhibited and joyless next to them, the only passenger who stayed seated.


      “The terrain looks a lot like Italy,” she’d said to Andrée in the taxi. Already she was getting a taste of Lada-land and hired drivers, clutching her thighs around crazy curves at crazy speeds because there were no seatbelts. “Or maybe more like Spain.”


      “Why do you always have to compare?” asked Andrée. “Why can’t something just be itself? Sorry,” she’d added, getting a look at her sister’s face. “It’s just that you always do that. It takes away from your pleasure. I’m sure it must.” And Andrée had leaned over and pecked Carmel on the cheek.


      “After the film’s wrapped, I’m coming back,” she went on. “I really want to spend some time here, time not behind a camera or thinking always ‘How am I going to use this?’ Nona says I have to come back when it’s cooler. There’s a new puppet theatre production opening in October, one of Rezo Gabriadze’s plays, Stalingrad. He’s a genius, like a national hero. Exiled himself in Switzerland when things turned really rotten here after Gamsakhurdia fucked things up and there was the civil war with Abkhazia and South Ossetia and then Shevardnadze himself said, ‘Come home. I’ll build you a new theatre.’ And then there’s the elections which could also be highly interesting. Here and in Russia, too, which, of course, still looms large for all the old republics.”


      Two weeks and the country was hers. Carmel mostly loved this about Andrée, the way she swallowed things whole, the way she ran her sentences together in one awed take. Even as a kid she talked like this. “Add some punctuation, why don’t you?” their mother would suggest.


      Andrée was grilling Lasha again: “So what was it like back when you were a kid, Lasha? What was it like in the days of communist rule?”


      “In some ways, better than now,” said Lasha, miraculously slowing the car. What for, though? Carmel had begun to scan the side windows.


      “But you have so much more freedom now!” exclaimed Andrée. She often positioned herself this way in interviews: enthusiastic but naive, someone to be clued in. It made people want to set her straight, and in the process, they spilled their stories. Carmel had seen it so, so many times.


      “Because too much freedom is as good as none,” Lasha said. Andrée turned to look at Carmel, eyes saying, See, he’s a thinker, too.


      “Explain that more, could you, Lasha, love? It’s a paradox, isn’t it?” she said.


      “In old regime, people were more creative,” Lasha said.


      “They had to be, didn’t they?” said Andrée.


      “Now there is only money, people killing for money. I detest it.” Lasha floored the accelerator again.


      “But isn’t it getting better under Shevardnadze?” Andrée asked. “In the West people seem to think so.”


      “Shevardnadze is only big, big disappointment to Georgian people,” said Lasha. And then — announcing, “We need more petrol” — he braked so fast Carmel’s knees rammed into the back of his seat. They indented the plastic before being sharply returned to her. Lasha must have felt them, a sudden bas-relief in the small of his back. Carmel rubbed her kneecaps hard as Lasha sprang from the car.


      “He’s smart and sexy, but he drives like a jerk,” Andrée said.


      “I may never need to see a chiropractor again.”


      “I think he likes you,” Andrée said.


      “I think he likes you.”


      “Waste of time,” said Andrée, grinning. She looked dewy in the heat, not slick and sweaty. Tan, blonder than usual, she looked marvellous for forty-seven. “I’ve actually been thinking of his mother.”


      “Oh, Andrée,” said Carmel.


      “Look at her!” cried Andrée. “Nona’s the most splendid creature I’ve met in years.”


      “I’d say she’s heterosexual.”


      “You are talking about sex?” Lasha was at the window. “I like to talk more about sex than politics.”


      Andrée handed him some money from her backpack. They were paying Lasha $40 U.S. for the day of driving, plus gas and food. “Do you have any idea how much that means here?” Andrée had whispered earlier. “People earn, if they’re lucky, 15 lari, which is like $15 Canadian or something, a month. And we’re not talking street cleaners. Scientists, teachers, doctors, all manner of professionals. I don’t know how people get by.”


      Nona seemed to be doing fine. Her house was elegantly, heavily, decorated with large wooden furniture, dark tapestries and enough old crystal to throw a wedding for a hundred. She didn’t seem to have a job per se. She went out early in the morning to buy fruit and bread, the newspapers, met friends for lunch, had “rendez-vous.” (Nona occasionally slipped into French as she searched for an English word.) She was always free in the afternoon for tea and conversation. The table was ever set with lovely cups on lovely saucers. The wine — good wine, deep, dry reds and light, floral whites — flowed at night. “I know,” said Andrée. “I keep trying to figure it out. Poverty never looked so good.”


      “We were Paris of Soviet empire,” Nona tried to explain to Carmel over tea the first afternoon. “Mais c’est fini,” she said and her eyes, sad even when she was laughing, looked for a moment so sorrowful Carmel had been moved to put her hand on Nona’s shoulder.


      “Oh, but we get over everything,” Nona said. Gordon, Carmel thought.


      “But I don’t understand,” Carmel pressed. “I see the latest fashions out on Rustaveli.” Tbilisi’s main street — a post-Soviet mix of Benetton and austerity — was filled with women in Italian pumps, men in expensive leather jackets.


      “Do not be fooled,” Nona said. “We Georgians are more proud than…I don’t know the word in English…prudente?”


      Lasha was not being prudent. He’d been building up speed for the past few kilometres, as if they were in the final leg of something. Carmel’s knees ached, her back, too. How long could they keep this up? She was exhausted from watching the windows and the mirrors and gripping her thighs.


      “This is not my choice. It is Mother’s,” shouted Lasha, and braked in his usual considerate fashion, madly veering left. They barrelled down a dirt road framed by tall poplars, a country lane. Greece. Portugal. Where was she? They’d entered an estate of some sort with a massive stone gate.


      “Yes!” Andrée kept saying as they bumped along. “Nona told me about this place. It belonged to the Chavchavadze family, didn’t it?”


      “I do not like the way Georgians use it now to show…” Lasha stopped as he brought the Lada to a shuddery halt. “It is too difficult to explain in English.”


      “Chavchavadze was a famous Georgian poet,” Andrée said, turning to Carmel. “From the eighteenth century, right?” she asked Lasha. “Or was it the seventeenth?”


      “You can learn everything if you go in there,” said Lasha, pointing to a stone house among the trees. “There used to be a bear,” he added.


      It felt, if that was possible, even hotter outside. Carmel hesitated after opening her door, though Andrée was already out and speeding away, her sandals spraying gravel.


      “Big Russian bears, two,” said Lasha, making no move to get out. “They were most interesting.”


      “I don’t understand,” Carmel said. “Bears.”


      “Nothing to understand,” said Lasha, talking to her in the mirror.


      “But why were bears here?” pressed Carmel. The heat was beginning to make her feel testy. And then there were her knees, courtesy of Lasha.


      “I show you,” said Lasha and he got out and gave her his hand.


      Standing, Carmel found her thin summer skirt glued to the back of her thighs, but her knees held.


      “We let your sister run after her movies,” said Lasha.


      A few other cars were parked in the gravel: two black Mercedes and a couple of Ladas. “Tourists,” said Lasha, looking down at her. He had long, dark eyelashes, like fur.


      “I’m a tourist,” said Carmel. “I’m a very hot tourist.”


      “This will amuse you,” said Lasha. He took her hand the way you might take the hand of a small, pouting friend.


      “I do like bears,” Carmel said. “I always went to see them first at the zoo.”


      They crossed the gravel, made their way through a smaller stone gate. There was a cage, but no bears. The chain-link fence that surrounded even the ceiling of the small space — an outrage in a captivity-is-bad zoo like the one back home in High Park — was more rust than metal. A new-looking sign in Georgian and English was soldered to the front: Do not feed the bears.


      “But there are no bears,” Carmel said.


      “If there were, we could not feed them,” said Lasha. He still had her hand. His was warm and large.


      “But there are no bears,” said Carmel, “so what difference does it make?” The heat was turning them into idiots.


      “Ah!” cried Lasha. “Even if something does not exist as a possibility, you still cannot do it! Back in the USSR, you don’t know how lucky you are, boys!”


      “Rules for the sake of rules you mean,” said Carmel. But just saying the word “rules” meant she had to extract her hand. He was a kid.


      “Do you have one hundred years?” asked Lasha. “I could perhaps explain it to you then.” His eyes were so personally on her she felt dizzy.


      “My knees hurt,” she said. “And it is so hot.”


      “I miss the bears,” said Lasha and taking her dropped hand, tucked it under his arm.


      When Andrée found them half an hour later sitting in the front seat of the car, she was breathless with information. “What a story! Privilege, then no privilege and now a return to, well, if it’s not exactly a return to the old days, at least there’s a renewed respect for the past. What I can’t believe is how this spot — it’s an oasis! — withstood all the destruction of the communists. And then everything since.” She stuck her head into the driver’s window. “What are you two doing?”


      “Cooling off,” Carmel said.


      “We are cool,” said Lasha.


      “I met an official delegation from Batumi. And some refugees from South Ossetia,” said Andrée. “When I told them I was making a film, they all wanted to talk to me. Why didn’t I bring my camera? Not a crew, mind you, but at least I could have got some footage.”


      “Remember up here,” said Lasha, pointing to his head.


      “A camera’s better, Lasha,” said Andrée.


      “I’ve got my little Canon,” Carmel offered.


      Andrée shook her head. “Nona wanted me to make sure I saw some eleventh-century church in the middle of somewhere around here. Altaverdi, was it? I guess I’ll have to sit in back,” she said when no one moved.


      From the back seat, Andrée’s knees pressed into Carmel’s back as she told them about the Chavchavadze family and their times. Georgian names, which sounded almost German with Andrée’s exaggerated pronunciation, washed over Carmel. She began to let down her fearful watching, began to drift off as Lasha gunned them once again down a road going straight into the sky. Then they were spinning like the mad teacups at Disneyland as Lasha turned around.


      “What are you doing?” yelled Andrée over the assault on the tires. Lasha barrelled back in the direction they’d come from.


      “My mother has wrong idea,” he yelled back. “No more old things.”


      Andrée started protesting, but Lasha kept going. A sullen silence came from the back seat, but Carmel felt inexplicably lighter. She was even beginning to relax into Lasha’s driving style — half Grand Prix, half early space travel. And as long as they were driving, the wind, hot as it was, ran over her skin, lifted her hair. As they sped down a stretch so heavily canopied with trees that it felt like dusk, Carmel looked at her watch; she would have guessed 3:00, but it was nearly 5:00. Still, with day’s end, the temperature seemed to be on the rise. She glanced over at Lasha and saw that even the back of his hand was damp.


      “Can I help you take off your jacket?” she asked, but Lasha said, “Later, maybe.”


      “I don’t mind so much not seeing Altaverdi, Lasha. But I do mind not knowing where we’re going next,” said Andrée. “We could at least stop and get some wine somewhere. We are in the wine district, are we not?”


      Lasha looked over at Carmel. “We are? Excuse me. I forget.” And Carmel, though she knew she would pay for it later, laughed.


      They drove, they drove, Lasha moving them through the green heart of his country. The wind raged through the car, making everything airborne. Carmel looked back to see Andrée taking notes on a fluttering pad. Story ideas? Landscape detail? “You turning us in to Nona? Or to the former KGB?” Carmel asked. Andrée didn’t look up.


      They used to travel like this as kids: Carmel in the front seat next to their father (those were the days before anyone realized this was dangerous), Andrée in the back next to their mother. Andrée was the excitable child, screaming when it would take a passing, oncoming car a second too long to get back into its lane, which on the two-lane roads surrounding Pembroke, Ontario, was frequently. Tommie, their mother, kept Andrée occupied in the back seat with endless games of Hangman. “Daddy does know what he’s doing,” she’d tell Andrée. Though she was five years younger, Carmel got to navigate, turning maps this way and that. Still, being the supposedly calm one got you way less attention. She knew this by age five.


      “Wait, wait! We just passed something. I saw an old tower in there.” Andrée was pointing to a grove of majestic trees on the right. Lasha didn’t brake, overtook another car and darted back into the right lane.


      “Lasha, this isn’t fair,” said Andrée. “I’m really not happy with the way you’ve commandeered our trip.”


      Lasha pulled over, Carmel shoving her palms against the dash to spare both her knees and her head. Lasha turned to face Andrée. He was sweating, but his expression was surprisingly calm, sweet even.


      “I am sorry,” he said. “It is only that I do not like to live in past.”


      “But the past produced some beautiful things, some great things. Besides, there is no present without the past. You know this. You’re an intelligent person.” Andrée was talking even faster than usual. “And you said yourself that things were better before than they are now.” Lasha didn’t say anything and Andrée pressed on: “Nona will be very disappointed that we didn’t see Altaverdi. She specifically said we had to go there. She kept using the word magique.”


      “What does a ruin say about country?” Lasha asked. “That we were great once? Once is very sad word.” And he turned back to the wheel and hurtled off, leaving them both, in different ways, breathless.


      Just before seven they pulled into a town like many they’d already passed: a one-street village scrambling bravely up the rocky hills. This one was unavoidable — the road ran right through it. Lasha pulled to his usual exciting stop in front of what looked like someone’s tumble-down home. He got out, opened the front door and motioned them to follow. Inside was a square, bare room with four wood tables set with metal chairs. “Sit,” he ordered them and disappeared behind a swinging door.


      “I am so pissed,” said Andrée. She wasn’t looking so dewy any more, was flushed an unhealthy shade of pink. “Why is he behaving this way? Nona won’t be pleased when I tell her.”


      “Tell her what? Your son’s been a bad boy?”


      “This isn’t what we discussed. Nona had a whole itinerary written out. She gave it to him.”


      “He’s showing us what he thinks is important.”


      “You going to jump his bones?”


      “You going to jump his mother’s?” asked Carmel. And Andrée had the decency to laugh.


      Lasha came back with three frosty glasses in his hands and a large bottle of deep red juice under his arm. “Incredible,” Carmel kept saying, and drank and poured her way through three glassfuls. “Sour cherry juice is Georgian speciality,” said Lasha, watching her reactions closely. And then a small man was at the table with plates of food.


      “Khachapuri,” Lasha said and pointed to Carmel’s place. “You would maybe call cheese pie? I don’t know.” The man put a golden globe of pastry in front of her.


      “Khinkali,” and Lasha pointed to Andrée, in front of whom the man deposited a plate of steaming dumplings. “I order for you. I guess what you like.”


      Andrée looked annoyed for a moment, but then she picked up a dumpling the way the little man mimed, peppered it (“More,” Lasha ordered), and holding it by its doughy little stump, bent her mouth into it. The man nodded, left looking happy.


      They were helpless before such good things. Carmel went back and forth between the salty cheesiness of the pastry and long gulps of the cherry juice, while Andrée demolished all eight dumplings. Lasha ate a few slices of white cheese and drank a glass of Borzomi mineral water.


      When the man came to clear the plates, Andrée asked Lasha for the bill. “I pay,” said Lasha.


      “That wasn’t the arrangement,” said Andrée.


      “New arrangement,” said Lasha and smiled at the sisters, a smile they couldn’t argue with.


      The sun was going as they got back on the road, taking the worst of the heat with it at last. What was left was a soft warmth. They sailed through villages like the one they’d just left — stucco houses, a few cows on the hill, stands of peaches and apricots, another few houses and then…gone…until the next village.


      But as the light went, Carmel began to notice a change in the landscape. The fruit sellers had left their stands and were now crouched at the side of the road, baskets piled high with peaches held between their feet. They watched the cars go and go, the pink light of dusk turning the fruit crimson. They waited with their peaches. Carmel saw the light fade on their faces in village after village.


      “Andrée, look,” she said, but Andrée had crashed like she used to as a kid, sitting up, head back. She’d exhausted herself.


      “She missed the best part,” Carmel said.


      “Yes,” said Lasha.


      “But why do they do that?” Carmel asked, as another town and another row of crouching peach sellers flew away behind them. It seemed so hopeless out there in the near-dark. All those sellers, all those villages. So many peaches.


      “Someone might stop,” said Lasha.


      “Do you like my country?” he asked later in the darkness. He asked this so earnestly that he might have been asking, “Do you love me?”


      “Yes,” she said. “I like your country.”
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      All the Davids


      Sharon! Roman! Sette morti! There was blood in the photos of Corriere della Sera, people tied up. Had he murdered her? you asked. We went from newsstand to newsstand, two American kids on the fly — Florence, 1969, summer of Sharon Tate and the man on the moon — willing it to make sense.


      When we weren’t staring at the hyped type, we sat in the café at our crazy, slanting campground, drinking Cokes and squeezing anchovy paste out of a tube onto our fingers. The paste was so fishy, so salty (so not American), we’d have to get up and buy more Cokes. In this way we worked our way through the last of your school loan and bail-outs from our families, burping quietly, and listening to Serge Gainsbourg and Jane Birkin. It was the summer of their scandale, too. Je t’aime moi non plus blasted from invisible speakers so that anytime anywhere everyone could hear Jane building up to a breathy climax.


      And always the Davids were with us. From every hilly corner of Camping Paradiso, copies of the David kept watch. David of the short legs, David of the long legs, David of the long shlong. Terrible Davids, impossible Davids. Still they kept an eye on travelers, kept us grounded, reminded us where we were. This was not Southern California.


      But was it Italy? Large, pink Bulgarians and smaller, sun-happy Germans camped toe to toe with us on the twenty-five-degree slope. They had tents the size of Winnebagos, tents with many flaps. On their camp stoves they put out stews and pancakes. Plunk these adaptable folks on a foreign slope, surround them with bad statuary, and they cooked! By then, we’d run out of cash for replacement propane cylinders for our one-burner stove. Your folks had promised more money in Florence. We waited, pressing out every last drop of anchovy paste, toothpaste and diaphragm jelly.


      But mostly we wrestled with the hill. We slept heels down/heads up and woke feeling as if we’d paced all night like security guards. The head-down position lasted a few hours and then you felt a migraine coming on and I’d learned to dread those. At the end of the first week, I tried going with the angle, sleeping across the hill. When I began to roll in my sleep, I took the tent and you with me, our two-man canvas pup turning into a porcupine of poles and legs. We got hysterical, could barely breathe from laughing. Complaints hissed from surrounding tents, but now awake, you fucked me and told me I was everything.


      It was a week of holidays. Saint this and Saint that and all the museums were closed. When they did open, it was at odd times. We kept missing the right hours. Maybe, you said, there is actually no art here, maybe only empty museums with beautiful names that open from 2:00 a.m. to 3:00 a.m. on certain Sundays. Plus pizza, piazzas and postcards, and David’s penis in plastic or plaster of Paris. You loved alliteration.


      We waited at the big American Express office every day, two kids who looked like all the other kids that summer. You had a beard, I had long hair. We wore each other’s T-shirts and underwear. You complained I was stretching everything out. “Look,” you said one morning, holding up a pair of white-grey jockeys. “Look what you’re doing.”


      My parents had recently bailed us out, wiring $100 to Frankfurt. We’d had to get out of Germany, where we’d ended up stranded on the Neckar River with a family who’d given us a hitch out of Bonn. They’d carted us to a campground where everyone put plaster ducks and chicks outside their dining flies and sat around in lederhosen drinking beer. It had been sociologically entertaining for the first bit, but then you began to fear we would be stuck there forever or even another day. You had the worst migraine there, throwing up in someone’s plastic garden one night.


      “This money cost us another $25 just to send. They really squeeze you,” my mother had written on the Western Union form where in a hundred words parents could say something to footloose kids. And then my father, always softening her, had added at the bottom, “Say hi to the Duomo for me.” We had, and to the Ufizzi, and to the Pontevecchio, to the outsides of these places. “I don’t really care about art anyway,” you declared after a week. “Who needs the real thing, when you can buy such creative fakes? The Europeans really have a touch with plaster. We’re way behind in this arena.” We’d spent our last thousand-lira note on a glow-in-the-dark David that you propped on my duffle in a corner of the tent. “He’s on a mountain looking down like all the other guys,” you said.


      But on our eighth night among the Davids you woke me and said you were so hungry you couldn’t sleep. “You could eat me,” I joked, but you didn’t like doing this much, which brought on a fight every so often.


      The next morning we walked down the hill to American Express. No money, but a telegram from your father suggesting you get a job or come home, preferably both. He asked if we’d heard about “that terrible Tate thing.”


      “I’m going to have to sell my body,” I said, thinking you’d laugh.


      “Come on,” you said. “Workable ideas.”


      “I’ve got really nice boobs. According to you.”


      “No,” you said. “No way.” And then after the smallest of pauses, you said, “I’ll sell mine.”


      “I was kidding,” I said, but you didn’t smile.


      “OK, jewelry,” you finally said.


      But the guys in the shops on the Pontevecchio didn’t want my 10K-gold class ring from Santa Monica High, or your sterling star of David. I remember that the sun was falling into the Arno as we hiked back up the hill and that the dust disturbed by our sandals looked coppery in the light.


      I thought we’d sit on the grass and watch the sun set, our usual evening entertainment, but you wanted to go in the tent. It was a steam bath in there. I could smell our laundry. “You thought I was kidding, didn’t you? You know I can’t let you do it. Anyway there’s lots of rich queers around. You’ve seen them.” I hadn’t. It was 1969. Homosexuals lived in the closet.


      I’d saved a tin of stuffed grape leaves from a camp store in the Bois du Bologne: three for you, three for me. Oil dripped onto our zipped-together sleeping bags and you leaned over to lick it up. “But they’re men,” I said.


      “Guys have more money,” you said. “And a Mrs. Robinson would have to deal with a husband, right?” Your eyes, I remember, looked at me but weren’t focused on me. “We’re in this for the money, right?”


      “This is a very bad idea,” I said. But I couldn’t talk you out of it. I couldn’t see either how we’d gotten to this conversation.


      “What else are we going to do?” you asked when I began to cry. “Are you ready to go back? What about Israel?” Our kibbutz plan had started all this traveling, had been the justification for draining every cent from our savings accounts. But let’s do Europe first, we decided in London; let’s get it out of our system. By August we’d get to Israel and get serious. But being young pioneers settling the Golan had stopped sounding sexy. All that physical labour, all those rules, a language we couldn’t read, though Easy Hebrew Verbs was one of two books still in my duffle. It had been so much nicer drifting, eating pizza, laughing each time Jane hit her last whimpery ohhh. “We’ll get there,” I said.


      But I had no ideas, and my head was feeling lighter by the day. We had the lira equivalent of $1.25. It would buy us one Coke and a bag of chips. I didn’t say, No, don’t. I didn’t ask what you thought this might do to us. I never asked: How can you possibly do this? I leaned over to kiss you, hungry for reassurance, but also stirred by what we were willing to do for love. We got up only to pee, drifting from the afternoon heat into the cooler Mediterranean night. We joked about how all those orgasms were using up our remaining body fat. You told me that tomorrow night we’d eat out, we’d eat well.


      I woke in the heat to find you fully dressed. You looked slicked up. You smelled like soap. “You don’t have to come,” you said. “It might be easier if you stayed.”


      But I couldn’t bear the idea of watching our neighbours cook and dine — some never left our mountain — while you went away from me, down the hill, to meet someone we didn’t know yet. I’d wait outside American Express, the place you thought was a likely pick-up spot. “Just don’t look like you know me,” you said. “It could really turn someone off.”


      It took, what? Five minutes? They looked rich, the two men in pressed khakis. Rich in that way of old, careless money. They came up to you as you stood bravely on the steps, practical questions on their forever-boy faces: Which way to the Duomo? How can we exchange American dollars for those Italian things? Would you like to fuck? Before lunch — our treat! — or after?


      You were out of there so quickly, that when I looked up (I’d had to drop my eyes at some point) you were gone. I sat on the steps, watching the American boys and girls going in, coming out, people who looked, but couldn’t possibly be, like us. I baked under the Tuscan sun. You’d given me the last of the lira so I could buy a gelati, but at the newsstand across the way, I spotted an International Herald Tribune and bought it.


      “Fucking butcher, eh?” A guy in pimples and bermudas sat next to me as I returned to my spot on the steps. “Jeff, Canadian, here a week, seen zero Michelangelos, fucking museums. What about you?”


      “Do they know why Roman Polanski did it?” I asked.


      “What?” he said.


      “Why he murdered her? Was it something to do with Rosemary’s Baby?”


      The boy’s eyes studied me from his bad skin. I realized I hadn’t had a conversation with anyone except you for weeks. “You’re joking,” he said.


      His traveling companions, two sturdy girls, came up. Tiny Canadian flags sprouted from the tops of their backpacks.


      “It’ll give you nightmares,” one of them said, pointing to my paper.


      “Fucking Americans and their violence,” said Jeff, and the three pushed off.


      It took me a long time to read the story. Many stories, really: interviews with Sharon Tate’s mother and sister, with forensics experts, a side article on cults, a timeline of the terrible night. When I was done it was mid-afternoon and the sun had shifted and I knew just about everything I’d never wanted to know about the things people can do. I’d never eat again.


      But the sun had depleted me; my hands shook from lack of everything. I went back to the newsstand and spent the last of our money on chocolate. Italian chocolate, we knew, wasn’t like Swiss chocolate or Dutch chocolate or even English chocolate, but this was as dense and filling as steak. I ate the long bar, square by slow square, telling myself you would appear when I was done.


      At 7:00, I walked up the hill. It had gotten cloudy in the last hour, so the sun wasn’t doing its dance on the river. Somewhere around midnight, you lifted the flap of the tent and slipped in your backpack. I pretended to be asleep and when you crawled in and lay down, you pretended, too. I knew your breathing like my own. Before dawn you rolled into me, and we pretended some more — yawning, stretching, as if we’d come from deep, mindless sleep.


      “We won’t talk about it again. But if we don’t talk at all, it will drive a wedge between us,” you said, rising on an elbow. You looked pale, used up. Your breath smelled. You seemed like someone else.


      They’d been decent, you said. “They’re from Winston-Salem, South or North Carolina, I forget which, so they kind of have that old Southern gentility.”


      First, you’d had lunch at their hotel. “Full-out elegant,” you said. “I ate so much scampi, and I was so hungry and so nervous, too, I guess, that I was sick after. They were nice about that.” Calling through the bathroom door, getting you some agua minerale — I could see it.


      “What were their names?” I asked.


      You looked at me carefully. “They let me do only the things I wanted to.”


      “Let?” I said. It seemed the wrong word. Wanted, too, seemed wrong.


      “I don’t have to tell you any of this,” you said.


      I knew then what was different — your voice, like you’d been watching Gone With the Wind all night, birthin’ babies with Miss Scarlet and Sissie, waiting for dear, darlin’ Ashley to come back from that wicked ol’ war.


      “You sound like a Southern belle,” I said.


      You slapped me, one terrific whack against my cheek whose sting spread to my mouth as I spun away. I felt my upper lip swell.


      The boys weren’t really boys, you said after you’d stopped sobbing and begging forgiveness. Dave was thirty-seven and Charles was forty-two. They were cousins. I’d been wrong: They’d been to Florence many times; they loved the hills of Toscana. You’d spent most of the time talking about the Italian masters. “They’re kind of art buffs,” you said.


      But after an afternoon stroll for gelati, you’d gone back to their hotel for a siesta. Dave was shy, you said, but Charles was more open about what you were there for. You were all lolling on the big hotel bed when he’d unzipped your pants. He’d made you come once in front of Dave, and then Dave had had his turn. And then you’d done it to them — hand, some mouth, you said. By then everyone was thirsty and they’d had room service bring up a bottle of wine. You’d thought it was probably time to collect and leave.


      “But I didn’t know how much to ask for,” you said. The light in the tent was underwater green now as the sun rose behind you.


      “We’ll up it,” Dave had said. Now you saw that he was the energy behind things. They would more than double the money — $250 instead of $100, if you went all the way. “We’ve been pretty deprived this trip,” Charles had said. “It’s not easy being gay.” They didn’t do each other, Charles had said.


      “Except once in a while when one of us is dizzy with lust,” Dave had laughed. They liked you, they’d said. They liked that you could talk about art. They, old Florence hands, had even told you when the Ufizzi might be open that week.


      “You’ve got to see the David,” Charles had said. “It’s a must-see.”


      “Wasn’t that nice, giving us tips like that?” you said.


      So you let them do only what you wanted. You accepted them into your body, accepted the ram and batter of their long, dry summer, the near-throttle of their arms around your neck, the terrific, Vaselined pain of the virgin boy.


      In the tent, you pulled out bills from the front pocket of your backpack: $300. “It’s more,” I said.


      A bonus for being “good.” You said “gud” like Vivien Leigh.


      You took me out for dinner that night as promised, some little over-priced trattoria facing a piazza. We drank a lot of wine, tore through a lot of cash. We sat there so long that we heard Serge and Jane four times.


      “She’s multi-orgasmic,” you said. “You women are so lucky.”


      I wasn’t fixated on the image of those old boy-belles dripping all over the back of your thighs. I wasn’t torturing myself with the mysterious extra $50, figuring you’d given yourself the full experience. Experience in 1969 was all.


      No, I was stuck on a photo from yesterday’s paper. I’d known, as I’d stared at it, before I’d stuffed all the pages into a trashcan, that it was a bad idea to look at it too long. It would burn my eyes for days, maybe even years, and at twenty I had a long way to go. It was a black-and-white close-up of the shag carpet in Roman and Sharon’s living room. The blood was, of course, black. They’d cut the baby out of her.


      “I don’t think I can hear this one more time,” you said when “our” song came on again. I started to tell you that wherever we went in Europe that summer, Serge and Jane would likely be with us, but you were already talking about Greece, how Charles and Dave said it was so laid back there and so cheap. “You know the Israelis run those kibbutzim like work camps,” you said.


      I wanted to tell you that Roman Polanski hadn’t killed his wife, that he’d never apparently been faithful to her either, but that was just his crazy, fucked-up, Polish, child-of-the-Holocaust way, that he loved Sharon, that he was devastated by her death. I wanted to tell you how Charles Manson and his scary band had slipped into his home one night and killed Sharon and her friends in a fit of ecstasy. I wanted to tell you about their baby boy and the carpet. But I kept it for myself, for my sense of horror, and because it was mine.


      By then, you were losing your Carolina drawl and complaining of a migraine coming on, signs that things were getting back to normal. That night you slept head up, feet down, while I slept feet up, head down, the one configuration we hadn’t tried yet. I took the fluorescent David into my sleeping bag that night, my man in Florence.


      When we woke in the morning, the tent was down around us and people were standing above.


      “OK?” someone asked. There’d been a huge storm in the night, our neighbours told us. “Hurricane,” one woman said. “No, no,” another woman said. “Tempèsta.”


      Up close they looked smaller, friendlier. One older man in bathing trunks gave me his hand to lift me from the wreckage. “Your tent,” he said, clucking with displeasure, “finish.”


      “Kaffee?” a woman asked and you trotted off with her in the direction of a dry, upright tent.


      The man was trying to ask me how we had stayed put all night. Most of them had taken refuge in the camp café.


      “We didn’t know there was a storm,” I told him. “We were sleeping.”


      “Sleep,” he said, nodding, but I could see he was as mystified as I was.

    

  


  
    
      Toy Symphony


      William pushed me toward her. I had no choice but to smile, bow, introduce myself. “You play wonderful,” she said. That deep-in-the-throat accent. German? Hungarian? She was wonderful. Twenty maybe, with a face that was all dew and classical sculpture. Unplucked eyebrows. She was my height, with inspiring, womanly proportions.


      I told her I’d been a bit off in the Ravel tonight. “Off?” she asked. The adorable eyebrows furrowed.


      I had not played freely, I tried to explain. “I played like this,” and with jaw tight, mouth pursed, I plucked an imaginary guitar as if it were a saw I was filing my nails on. “Ohhh,” she breathed and nodded, smiling even more. She hadn’t a clue what I was talking about. “You play wonderful,” she said again.


      Back in the trailer at Camping Paradiso later, William quizzed me: How old did I think she was? Where was she from? He was washing his one white shirt in the sink, pouring water on it from an Evian bottle. His belly — primed nightly with Florentine pizza and pistachios — shone like a church dome. He was tan everywhere else on his pushing-fifty body. Even I was getting a bit of colour here.


      “She wanted to meet you. I could tell,” he said. “She was there in the square last night and the night before. She was watching you the whole time, Thomas.”


      “She’s nice,” was all I said, not wanting to give him anything, not even the pleasure of a few shared manly comments.


      “She’s real nice,” he said, still scrubbing the armpits of the shirt. The night before, when he’d harped on my ongoing failure to close the trailer’s refrigerator correctly — this was after complaining about my generally dispirited performance — all I could say in defence was: “Your shirt stinks.”


      “Of course, she’s very, very young,” he added. “Not that that would bother me. Or you either, I would imagine.” He kept scrubbing and I got up to pull down my bed from the wall. It protruded into the microscopic space of the trailer, bringing me closer to him than I wanted to be.


      “I’m going to bed,” I said. Already I was wondering: A note? A walk? Coffee?


      “Ah, love,” said William.


      We’d brought the show to Florence after failing on the streets of Quebec City. That was the way William did things: one failure fueled the next. He blamed our Quebec debacle entirely on a South American pipe player named José, a swarthy little guy William insisted really came from Queens. José wore hot-pink satin pedal pushers, a shamrock-green toreador jacket and white plumed hat. But the pièce de résistance was the orange and turquoise parrot that perched hour after hour on José’s shoulder while he played his silver pan pipes.


      “You have to grant that visually it’s arresting,” I said to William on the third night. We’d just finished another rousing rendition of “Ave Maria,” William missing more notes than usual as I played moribund backup.


      “‘Ave Maria’ is much better for voice,” I’d told William when we’d begun rehearsing in March.


      “I know that,” William had said.


      William didn’t fight with you. He just ran over you. When it came to adapting the classical repertoire for more popular consumption — he called what we did “taking it to the streets” — he was particularly shameless.


      “‘Ave Maria’ was never intended for flute and guitar,” I’d said. No matter. There we were playing it in Vieux Québec. Playing it to no one. As the crowds drifted around Champlain’s statue, licking sloppy cornets of ice cream in the shadow of the great Frontenac, they drifted right by us, right down the hill to where José and bird were playing “El Condor Pasa” and raking in the loonies.


      William assured me it hadn’t been like this the previous summer, the summer of ’89: “They loved us. They bought our cassettes.” This was what William counted on. The coins tossed into the hat were nice, but the $10 for cassettes was better. “It continues the experience for our listeners,” said William. And then he told me again — he told me this every day — “They loved us last summer.”


      The ”us” had included a cellist and harpist, a rather more interesting musical configuration. But then William and the cellist, a melancholy, but pretty, young woman named Ninette, had had a falling out. He was bedding both her and her sister, and Ninette evidently didn’t like that. Eventually the harpist got a better-paying gig.


      Enter moi: master guitarist and master of sore-luck. My three-year marriage had busted up; I’d filed for bankruptcy shortly after, and no one had hired me or my guitar — not one single wedding — in six months. I’d spent the year before joining William’s Les Musiciens Magiques pressing buttons on an espresso machine at a Van Houtte’s.


      “Accomplished flutist seeks equally gifted guitarist for local and world tours. Play classical repertoire and popular favourites. Money negotiable,” read the bulletin-board ad at McGill’s Faculty of Music. The popular favourites had me concerned.


      “Don’t worry,” William said when I called. “Do you know ‘Michelle’?”


      “The Beatles’ ‘Michelle’?”


      “You’re with me, Thomas,” William said.


      He also told me not to worry about expenses. What this meant, I learned later, was that I would be helping William pay back an $8,000 bank loan for plane tickets, van and trailer rental, plus two months’ worth of gas.


      But I’d have to try out in Quebec City first. Mid-June was a bit early in the season, William admitted, as we staked out a spot in a square below the Frontenac. But not to worry, he said, zipping up his rain parka. We’d win them over. We serenaded chunky Americans in summer white who sometimes had the courtesy to last through a set. We held court to groups of golden-agers bused in from Shawinigan and Trois-Rivières. The men leaned against the railing looking over the St. Lawrence, watching boats and girls. Their wives — battalions of fluffed redheads in matching short sets — chatted in loud joual.


      One night it poured. I held the umbrella as William tooted out John Denver’s “Annie’s Song” — “You fill up my senses!” — while my upturned guitar case filled up with water. That night we made $3.62. William bought himself a Whopper with it.


      On the tenth day, he said, “Let’s go to Europe.”


      I woke thinking about the girl in the piazza. So did William.


      “Ever been with jail bait?” he asked. He was already on his third cup of coffee. The mud he concocted in his old espresso maker made me ill, I’d discovered with my first cup the first morning of our tour. I’d had to bolt from the trailer, and though I didn’t actually throw up, the smell of it still turned my stomach quivery. I hadn’t touched a drop since, waited instead until we went into Florence proper each afternoon and bought a latte while we set up. But the thing with the coffee fixed — not as in repaired — something in our relationship. William regarded me from there on out as a lesser man.


      “Jail bait?” I repeated, as if I’d never heard the expression.


      “Young stuff, you know,” he said, leaning against the trailer’s Lilliputian counter, slurping his beloved muck. “Last year,” he said, sitting down way too close, “last year in Vienna, this girl started hanging around. She loved our music, always put Deutschmarks in the hat, bought two cassettes. ‘For my Mutter,’ she said. We were all a little bit in love with her. Did I tell you that Ninette sometimes did it with girls? And Henri, the harpist, he thought this Viennese vision fancied him. He was going through emotional contortions over how he was going to deal with his wife. I kept my mouth shut. And my eyes open. God, what a thing to behold. Only it was young beauty, if you know what I mean. When I think about it, I don’t actually know if she was all that beautiful.” William put his cup down, absorbed in the deep questions he was asking himself. Then he looked at me. “Youth is beauty,” he said.


      “I’m going to take a crap,” I said. It was the only way to get William to shut up. I’d discovered this the first week in Amsterdam, where he’d begun telling me the story of his life. There wasn’t any particular chronology to it. We always seemed to be somewhere in the middle. Usually it was the story of William versus the world, William the conqueror (that was the part with women), William the bringer of music to the unwashed millions.


      “Go, go,” said William, who took his own bodily functions extremely seriously.


      I went outside, walked around a while. Camping Paradiso was built on a massive hill overlooking Florence, very scenic, not very practical. At least the part for trailers was almost level. By the time I got back to ours, William was packing us up to go into town.


      “Ah, the hills of Toscana,” he said when he saw me. “You should take your lady love through the countryside for a little drive.” He offered to disconnect the van from the trailer so I’d be mobile.


      “No strings attached,” he said.


      I laughed, not at his pun but at the idea that William would ever do anything for nothing.


      “She won’t even come back probably,” I said.


      “She’ll be there,” said William.


      She was. You couldn’t miss her. A gleam came off that girl. This time she was dressed in a red and white polka-dot halter dress and white gladiator sandals. The thongs came up nearly to her knees.


      William waved at her as we began the first set, while I smiled as warmly in her direction as I could. Under other circumstances I would have cringed at William’s lack of subtlety, but someone had to acknowledge her. Now she’d have to come up afterward.


      We weren’t half bad that night in the piazza, though my phrasing in the Villa-Lobos verged on choppy and William let loose too much in “Eine kleine Nachtmusik.”


      “Mozart isn’t supposed to be played as if he’s Brahms,” I’d told William back in rehearsals.


      “You can’t make a living as a purist,” he’d said and put so much schmaltz into the next few pages that I was sorry I’d said anything. William could always go further over the top.


      But we were pretty on during that first set. And the audience was with us. At the start of our European tour — heady with the bigger crowds — I’d had to keep reminding myself that not one of these people had gone to the trouble of buying a ticket, taking the Métro, filing body-to-body into Place des Arts. No, these easy-to-please folks were listening to me because they just happened to be walking by. Especially in Florence in the summer where everything seemed like happy happenstance.


      We closed the first set with our usual showstopper, Haydn’s “Toy Symphony”: my torment. Early on, I’d tried to get William to play it straight, but he’d said, “What’s the point? It’s a silly piece to start with.”


      His point was to make it sillier. Among the amps and mikes and cables we carted everywhere was a cardboard suitcase filled with kazoos, tambourines and triangles. This was William’s finest moment: when he got to pick the fools from the audience to play the fool instruments. He had a certain pattern: young, buxom women for the tambourine, straight men to play the triangle, and little kids or little old people to play the kazoo.


      I watched him that night, feeling afraid and hopeful. He picked a Stallone look-alike to play kazoo. Then a little brother and sister to play toy trumpets. He searched the crowd for a tambourine player, standing on his tiptoes, putting his hand over his eyes, walking out into the crowd, milking it. He walked past my polka-dot princess, then walked back.


      “Signorina,” he said to her and put out his hand. The crowd applauded his good taste as he walked her up to join the line of performers. As she took her place, to the left and front of me, she turned and gave me a smile that made me clutch the neck of my guitar.


      William gave his usual pre-performance instructions to the ensemble. “No, no, no!” he chided the big Italian when he came in on his kazoo notes prematurely. The crowd went nuts.


      “This is slapstick, not music,” I’d told William the first time we performed this piece publicly. In rehearsal, William had always just said, “Oh, and here’s where the others come in.” In fact, I’d been so furious that first time I could barely play the second set. “Calme-toi,” William had said. “You’ll be laughing all the way to the bank.”


      So far I hadn’t been to the bank. In fact, so far the whole question of money had resembled our vague playing of “Ave Maria.” I had no clear idea how much we were making.


      “Are you going hungry?” William had asked one night in Venice, when I’d pushed for a total, or at least a figure or two. I had to admit I wasn’t.


      “Are you having a good time?” he asked.


      “Sometimes,” I said.


      “Just like money,” he said. “Everything is a sometime thing.”


      And he’d been right about the “Toy Symphony.” People ate it up. They clapped, they whistled, they threw coins: centimes, pesetas, liras.


      That night in the piazza, as our musiciens gonged and clanged and kazooed their way through Haydn’s musical joke, I was too high to care about anything. A vision stood before me: a girl whose posterior parts formed a serious counterpoint to the beat of the tambourine as she slapped and shook it, whose tawny braid flicked her bare shoulders double time. At one point I heard her singing along with the familiar melody. I might still be on Earth. But probably not.


      When it was all over and the ensemble had taken their bows, William bade the crowd adieu, arrivederci, Auf Wiedersehen, and delivered his usual multilingual plug to stick around for “more musical magic.” Then he tucked his arm into our tambourine player’s and walked back to me. She was smiling. He whispered something in her ear. She smiled more.


      “Thomas, meet Sabrina,” said William.


      “Sabrina?” I asked.


      “You play wonderful,” Sabrina said to William.


      “Sabrina, like in the movie?” I asked either of them.


      “You play wonderful,” Sabrina said to me.


      “Grazie,” I said. I couldn’t believe her name. “We were more in sync tonight,” I said, but already I could feel panic setting in next to the elation. There was a half-hour between sets. How to fill it? With conversation? With food?


      “Would you like a gelati, Sabrina?” asked William. He’d taken his flute apart, was blowing into the end of it.


      “Si,” giggled Sabrina.


      William threw me a come-hither look, hooked his arm through Sabrina’s so that all I could do was hook my arm through her other arm. We walked through the piazza like this. It was hard to keep in step. I nearly tripped once. Sabrina giggled some more.


      “He’s drunk,” said William to Sabrina.


      “I am not,” I said, but I smiled so she wouldn’t think I was angry about anything, that I was, in fact, pleased about every little thing. When we got to the gelati stand at long limpingly last, William suddenly remembered the instruments.


      “What was I thinking about?” he said.


      Across the stones of the piazza, we could see my chair, my guitar case, the amps, plus the music stand advertising Les Musiciens Magiques de Montreal. “It’ll be fine,” I said. I wasn’t that eager for William to leave, I realized. He’d keep the chat afloat.


      Sabrina was whispering something in William’s ear.


      “She says you’re cute,” William said, making a face.


      And then she was next to me, holding my arm, brushing my white shirtsleeve with her bare, brown youngness, leaning into my side, pressing her face into my neck, whispering into my ear.


      “She says you’re cute, too,” I said.


      And William did the most surprising thing he’d done all summer: He blushed.


      We did the second set without incident. Despite all our encouragement to crowd number one to “stick around for more terrific tunes,” crowd number two was totally new. Even when we were exceptionally on as we’d been that night, people tended to drift away. When a crowd seemed especially fickle, William would croon into the mic, “Walk on by,” a big, white, male Dionne Warwick in the piazza.


      William didn’t pick Sabrina for our audience-participation number for Part Two. Instead he picked a busty young Australian woman to open and close the legs of the giant nutcracker we used for our Tchaikovsky suite. I was relieved.


      I didn’t know what to think. Was she interested in me? Was she just flirting? Did she even know she was flirting? Was she — the worst imaginable possibility — interested in William?


      I wasn’t used to such simple questions. I was almost forty, used to dealing with women my age, used to dealing with more complication. My ex-wife left because she was trying to work out issues of gender power and I reminded her too much of her father, and besides, she didn’t find the sex both obliterating and merging enough and then on top of that there was the unresolved matter of my not ever having dealt with failure/success and my father.


      Now I was back to the basics. Was I cute enough?


      “Sabrina’s coming back with us,” William informed me after the last set.


      “Us?” I said.


      “Don’t worry,” said William. “She’s yours.”


      We packed up quickly that night, inspired by the woman watching us. Sabrina sat, her legs crossed high on the thigh, her sandalled ankle caught in the curve of her other ankle. I could barely concentrate. At one point I threw William’s flute case in with the toys.


      “Can’t lose it this early, man,” William said.


      Sabrina didn’t offer to help us, even when we loaded up the dolly, both shoulders, both hands, and trudged out of there to the van, weighed down like hobos.


      William talked all the way back to the campsite.


      “We’ve had adventures, haven’t we, Thomas?” he said at one point in his monologue. “God, I love Europe. People are so free here.”


      From the depths of the van, we heard Sabrina echo, “Free.”


      He’d cleared a place for her in the back, pulled down the jump seat. He’d also asked her to hold his flute case on her lap for the ride. I shot him a look when he did this.


      “You want her to hold your guitar, too?” he offered. It had been a sore point all summer, the love he lavished on his Yamaha and the indifference he paid my guitar, handling the case way too casually when he thought I wasn’t looking.


      “You’d think it was your dick,” I said one night in Venice when he was rubbing the flute’s body between sets.


      “Both instruments of pleasure,” William had said. “And not just for me.”


      “Where are you from?” I asked.


      “Otopeni,” said Sabrina and looked down at the flute case. I was totally stumped.


      “And where might that be, Sabrina?” William asked.


      “Bucaresti,” Sabrina said.


      “Romania,” breathed William. “Hey, that Ceausescu guy of yours was real bad news, wasn’t he? Good thing he’s done for. Though that execution was gruesome business, I hear. Help me out,” he said, looking at me.


      “We saw pictures of the palaces, the fancy cars, too,” I said, madly trying to remember the headlines. “So you’re Romanian?” I said.


      Sabrina gave me a look that carried some boredom.


      “America?” she asked.


      “No, Canada,” I said, instantly regretting it. Goodbye, fantasy. Now we were just two Canucks selling tunes in a piazza.


      “Of course, it’s all part of North America,” said William, talking faster than I’d ever heard him go before. Under other circumstances, with a group of Americans, for instance, he would never, ever have said such a thing. That’s why we hung the Canadian flag next to our Musiciens Magiques sign wherever we went. “We don’t want to confuse ourselves with our racist, piggy brethren to the south,” William said.


      Now he was ready to denounce his citizenship.


      “America,” Sabrina said again, not as a question.


      “Yes,” breathed William and looked over at me. His eyebrows were shrugging up and down. I turned around to smile convincingly at Sabrina and to look at the lovely zigzag of her legs again.


      We left the stuff in the van when we got to the campsite. We didn’t even lock it, something we never failed to do, William being convinced that every campground was filled with other street performers eager to rip off a beat-up flute, a mess of worn cable and rusty kazoos.


      “Bienvenue chez nous!” bellowed William.


      “Would you care for a glass of wine, Sabrina?” I asked.


      “Yes please thank you,” said Sabrina and looked for a place to sit down. There was none, so she leaned against the trailer.


      “We don’t have any wine.” William said.


      “Well, that was brilliant,” I said. Sabrina waited to be served.


      “I think there might be a couple of beers in the trailer.” William looked really sorry, but didn’t make a move.


      I found one Heineken, one dusty Moreti under the sink, poured the Heineken into the one glass that wasn’t chipped, gave the rim a squeaky swipe with the dish towel, clean and white in another life.


      “Heineken,” I said to Sabrina, handing her the glass.


      “Yes,” she said, looking nearly as enthusiastic as when she’d said earlier, “You play wonderful.”


      I didn’t know what to do with the other beer. Both William and I knew it was there in the trailer, but neither of us made a move for it. We sat on the ground, watching Sabrina as she drained her glass. She stayed leaning against the trailer, her feet crossed at the ankles. I tried to look as if I wasn’t staring at the Grand Canyon or the Pyramids.


      She smiled when she was done, held out her glass.


      “Another one, Sabrina?” asked William.


      “Yes please thank you,” said our guest. William struggled to his feet — those pizzas were dragging him down — ducked into the trailer. I smiled at Sabrina. She smiled back, recrossed her feet.


      I pointed to the moon. One edge was blurry with cloud. “Look,” I said. “By tomorrow night it will be full.”


      “I love moon,” said Sabrina.


      “You do? So do I,” I said.


      I could love her. We could be happy. We would speak French when the English ran out, and we’d sit in our little backyard where I’d perform the classical repertoire — never playing better — and toss off some folk favourites for fun. She would lie on the grass crossing her legs as high as the eye could see.


      William was back. He’d poured the beer into a coffee mug.


      “Fine stemware, William,” I said.


      Sabrina waved to us with one hand, held the mug with the other. Down the hatch. She could drink a beer faster than anyone I’d ever seen.


      All gone. But now what? William and I looked at each other. I was waiting for him to offer to go back down the hill and get some wine. I didn’t know what he was waiting for.


      Sabrina reached out her hands again. The mug was empty. I got up and went to get it, but tripped over an exposed root on the way and ended up travelling through the air for a moment before slamming against the side of the van. My shoulder and head hit first; I was in too much pain to know what hit after that.


      Sabrina started laughing. A mad, husky laugh.


      I was doubled over, holding my head, before I realized they were both next to me.


      “Let me see if it’s bleeding,” said William.


      I tried to hold still, felt fingers on my scalp.


      “No blood,” said William. “How do you feel? Are you light-headed? Are you seeing double? How’s your balance?”


      That’s when Sabrina reached out her hand and slipped it inside the waistband of my black musician pants. Reached down as far as she could.


      I looked up at her. The world was spinning.


      “Oh, boy,” said William. “Guess old Billy will take a walk.”


      But Sabrina reached out her other hand and slipped it inside the waistband of William’s black musician pants. Tighter, much tighter, than mine, I noted. She really had to squirm her lovely fingers in.


      What do three bodies do together, especially when two are hell-bent on one? The problem was that we were stone-cold sober and she had a pretty little buzz on. I wish we’d been even a little bit high so I could have missed some of the indignities of that night. Because while it had its glories — Sabrina licking my earlobes, Sabrina’s gladiator sandals chafing my thighs, Sabrina riding me like the American bronco she needed me to be — the night had its moments to forget.


      I had to watch — where else was I to look as we bounced and bomb-dived and banked together in the trailer’s one double bed? — as Sabrina paid William’s body the same attention she paid mine. Did I ever want to see what rose and fell below the dome of that belly? Did I ever want to hear William squeal? Did I ever, ever want to see a man I could only barely tolerate slam deliriously against the perfect little buttocks of the woman I could have loved?


      “America!” Sabrina cried as I sucked one breast and William the other. The score was about even. We’d all had our turns as aggressor and receiver. We’d all come a few times. I looked over at William from my breast.


      “O Canada!” he sang.


      She was gone the next morning. It was probably better this way, we told each other: no jealousy, no rivalry.


      “After all,” said William. “The music comes first.”


      We were low-key all that day. William thought I should go see a doctor about my head, but I didn’t bother. A not-unfriendly silence carried us back into the piazza that night. Sabrina didn’t reappear.


      It was only when William opened the toy suitcase for our End of Part One Showstopper that we realized just how deeply she had touched us. The tambourine was missing.


      “Oh, shit,” said William and handed me the toy drum. I whipped up a wicked little syncopation, while he twittered on the bird caller. The crowd cheered as he went out among them, instruments in hand.

    

  


  
    
      Bridge of Sighs


      “Having a Harold Brodkey kind of death,” he wrote from Venice. “Care to join me?”


      My daughter was with her father in Boulder for the summer and my client load was light — some people actually do get healthier, moving right along, off my beige and white loveseat and into life. “When, where and how?” I e-mailed back. “I’ve got six days.”


      “‘Venice is a separate country,’” he answered later that day. “‘It floats at anchor inside its own will, among its domes and campanili, independent and exotic at its heart.’ That’s dear, departed Harold himself, and though I’ve been writing like a demon about this sinking marvel since arriving here six months ago, I still can’t say it any better. I’m glad you’re coming.”


      He didn’t want me staying with him, which would work out better for me, too. “I’ll book you someplace properly Venetian; it is tourist season, though not high-high season, so we shall see. But let me be your guide in this separate country, my one and only Leticia. And don’t worry. Some days I am almost myself. French kisses, your Sebastian.”


      Leticia wasn’t my real name and Sebastian wasn’t his. They were the names we’d given each other at nineteen simply because we loved the sound of them. But they were names of such impossible romantic promise that I’d ditched mine the year Bert and I divorced, the same year I finally — and, as Paul (or Sebastian) said, not coincidentally — became board certified as a marriage, family and child counselor. But the name held for him: Sebastian Siskel, award-winning poet often, favourably, compared to Brodkey, essayist, thorn in the side of his philosophy department colleagues at Bard College, and the oldest friend of my life.


      How sick was he now? Paul wasn’t going to be a reliable source on this. Five years ago when the diagnosis came back HIV positive, he thought he had a year, tops. He made dramatic amends to friends and lovers, even his witch of a mother, even to me. He threw a huge New Year’s Eve party that year in his Upper Westside townhouse. I flew in from L.A. We all had to come dressed as if it were Carnival in Venice. We all had to have a really swell time.


      As I packed for Italy — a bit dazed…it had been a quick decision based on ancient sentiment and the closeness of death — what came back were the cats. Cats, cats everywhere. They’d been in every photo of Venice we shot on my Instamatic that end-of-the-sixties summer, the summer of Chappaquiddick, Sharon and Roman, and the man on the moon. In a box of photos marked 1969, I turned up one of Paul feeding a mangy tabby, a bridge — of course — in the background. I studied it for a while, looking for signs of our misadventure on his face. We were only twenty. I let myself cry a little as I sat on the floor of the den.


      I flew out the next day, arrived in London, just making my connecting Ryanair flight to Trieste. Trieste was Paul’s idea. We’d missed this city on our first Italian jaunt, but Paul said I couldn’t afford to this time. “You can’t really understand Europe without seeing Trieste,” he wrote. “Jan Morris, another writer with a change of sexual heart, not to mention body, calls it ‘The Trieste Effect.’ Listen to what she says: ‘I feel this opaque seaport of my vision, so full of sweet melancholy, illustrates not just my adolescent emotions of the past, but my lifelong preoccupations too…. It is as though I have been taken, for a brief sententious glimpse, out of time to nowhere.’ Can that old girl write, or what? And, darling, while you’re there, do have the Illy espresso at Cremcaffè. And have one for me, too.”


      But even in his last e-mail Paul had remained vague about how I was to get from Trieste to Venice. “You might just have to wing this part. Remember how good we were at winging it? Our whole life was winging it. Can’t wait to see you. Any day now.”


      We’d agreed I would call when I got to Venice, however I got to Venice. But I called from Trieste, having missed the last bus to Venice for the day. Now I would have to stay over, hotel still to be found.


      “Glad you called.” Paul answered after many rings, sounding exhausted.


      “Remind me how we did this,” I said. “My feet hurt, I’ve got a killer buzz from one cup of coffee and I don’t think my body can survive a lumpy pensione bed.”


      I thought he’d laugh. “Paul?”


      “Right here,” he said.


      “Is everything OK?”


      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Well, actually, there’s been a change of plans.”


      “You don’t want me to come,” I said, realizing in that moment how mad an idea this had been. And what did I have to prove to him at this point anyway? That I loved him no matter what?


      He started laughing. “You might kill me.” This made him laugh harder. Was he already on something — marijuana, heroin, laughing gas — for the pain? Eventually he was able to convey the information that there was not one single hotel room in Venice for that week and probably not for the entire rest of the summer, and that the only place he’d been able to find even one affordable room — “I mean less than $400 a night” — was in Lido di Jesolo. Just saying the name made him laugh so much he began to wheeze. I was so relieved he didn’t want me to go home, that he wasn’t on his way back to New York where he planned to return for the end-end, that I started laughing, too.


      “You won’t be laughing for long, amore mio. Call me when you get there.”


      I wasn’t laughing the next afternoon after humping my suitcase up to the third and steaming floor of Hotel Paradiso, then turning around and bumping back to the first floor because the large, blond concierge, who spoke a little Italian, but mostly Russian, had given me the wrong room key. I was spraying sweat when I finally pushed the door in. Paul had to have planned this. The little coincidence with the name, the fact that the room looked identical to every pensione room we’d shared thirty-five years before (when we could afford a room): beds like hammocks, décor by Goodwill and a single spigot in the all-tile bathroom serving as shower and room hose-down. I stripped and stood underneath, trying to cool off.


      Outside on Via Andrea Bafile, the promenade, I realized this wasn’t Italy at all. “It’s fucking Venice Beach,” I said to Paul via cellphone.


      “Isn’t it tacky?” said Paul.


      “It’s non-stop hotels and all these scorched Hungarians and Germans are tromping up and down dripping ice cream everywhere.” I couldn’t believe how annoyed, how ripped off I felt.


      “Just like old times,” he said.


      “It’s not like it was. This isn’t Italy.”


      “But it is, darling,” he said. “Don’t you remember?” And he told me where to catch the boat.


      He neglected to tell me, though, that the boat ran only once a day between Jesolo and Venice. “Leaves at 9:30 every morning, returns at 5:00,” the tourist agent down the boardwalk told me. For an additional seven Euros, a tour bus would pick me up near, but not at, my hotel and take me to the dock. “But the boat’s already left for today and it means I won’t ever be able to stay in Venice for dinner,” I said.


      “We have fine ristoranti in Jesolo, signora,” said the man.


      “It’s crazy,” I told Paul when I called him back. “I’m here for less than a week and I’m going to see more of this circus than I am of Venice. And I still haven’t seen you.”


      “Not much to look at anymore,” he said. “Remember how I worried about my weight? Well, I’m real svelte now.”


      “I don’t care what you look like,” I said and felt my throat, against my will, tighten.


      But as the boat charged the waves the next morning, as we came within sight of the city where we’d been so impossibly young, I felt equal to whatever might be required of me. The Venetian light streamed over the water. It was forgiving light, mirage light. It would wash over Paul and me and reflect our best, once-upon selves. Whatever was supposed to happen would happen. We would have no regrets. We would live — though he would soon die — in that light. I could already hear myself describing our meeting to friends back home. It must have taken courage, they would say. But what closure.


      I waited at the quay as Paul had instructed, but he didn’t appear. I tried him at the number I had, but got only his answering machine: Bon giorno, bonjour, howdy — a greeting for everyone. I waited for an hour and then drifted with the crowds toward Piazza San Marco, still turning every few minutes to check for him. I became part of the pilgrimage trudging up and over countless bridges under the Venetian sun.


      And then we were spilling into the vast space of the Piazza and people were snapping photos and stopping at kiosks and running to stand in lines. We flung our hungry selves into the physical reach of the place. So high, so wide. It was no longer a photo in an album, a bruise in my memory. For so long I’d held this place like a shrine to pain. And now I was back, standing in its dazzling light, spinning in its beauty.


      I tried Paul again. This time, no message, just ringing. I ordered a sandwich and iced tea from one of the overpriced cafés in the Piazza, wandered from palace to basilica to palace, bought a black lace fan for too many Euros from one of the souvenir carts. I perspired and fanned, called half a dozen more times, and then at 4:30, still looking around, still thinking he would appear, went up and down over the bridges back to the quay, back to the boat, back to Jesolo.


      Paul didn’t answer his phone until after 9:00 that night. By then, I’d gone swimming in the Adriatic, their proximity to the beach the only thing the Jesolo hotels were good for. The sea had turned silvery pink from the setting sun, but I couldn’t stay in the water long: the mosquitoes were like vultures. I’d had ice cream and vegetarian pizza and had watched the human show on the boardwalk.


      “Did I misunderstand?” I asked when he picked up. “Did I get the time wrong? Were you out there all day looking for me?”


      “No,” said Paul. “No, that wasn’t it.”


      “Were you too ill?”


      “It was a bad day,” said Paul. “All around.”


      “But why didn’t you just call and tell me? You’ve got my cell.”


      “I didn’t know what to say.”


      “I didn’t come all this way for…” I stopped myself.


      “For me to play coy?” he asked.


      “Do you need help?” I said. “Because I’m here. I’m trapped in this stupid resort, but I am only a boat ride away. I can help.”


      “Tomorrow,” he said. “Same place.” He wanted to know about the hotel, about the turistas, about what I’d eaten for supper.


      “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” I said. “When I see you.”


      “No, now,” he said.


      So I told him about the sundae I’d had with three kinds of gelati — coconut and mandarin and grapefruit, all layered with whipped cream and kiwi sauce. “Kiwi sauce,” he said. “I’ve never had kiwi sauce.” I told him about the three Hungarian women sitting at the table next to me in the pizzeria. “Euro-fashionistas,” I said. “None of them was under seventy, bronzed like those old Man Tan ads, billboards for melanoma, and dressed to the teeth.”


      “I love it,” he said. “But how’d you know they were Hungarian? You don’t understand Hungarian.”


      “I asked them,” I said. “We had a nice little sign-language exchange about the mosquitoes.”


      “I’m glad you’re making friends,” Paul said.


      I waited for nearly an hour again at the quay the next morning, called and got his message — a new message only in Italian — then took off, faster than the morning before. I walked into and through the Piazza. It was Friday and the crowds were thicker, the air heavier. Now I was pissed. What kind of manipulative passive-aggressive shit was he pulling now? Was this piece of Venetian choreography meant to make me yet more tolerant? Was he giving me one last, tough little lesson before he went?


      I wanted to walk fast, in a huff, but the crowds slowed me down. I was on Villa delle Procuratie, according to the sign on the wall, a shaded, narrow walkway packed with expensive shops, everything for the procuring. Gusts of air conditioning reached me on the melting street, pulled me inside. I went into one shop, then another — bought a string of multi-coloured Venetian glass beads for my daughter, then bought another next door, a shorter string, in case she didn’t like the first one, then bought another in a shop further down for myself, different than the first two because at seventeen Marisa was in an intense period of individuating. Last year Paul had said, “It must be difficult for her. You concentrate so hard on the people you love.”


      When I found myself fingering a fourth necklace — in case Marisa didn’t like either of the other two, or in case she preferred the one I’d bought for myself — I put it down and went back outside. It was so hot now that it made being a tourist feel like punishment. There was no place to go home to. I was a half-day and a boat ride from even a shower. I called Paul again and this time got a message made for me.


      “Leticia, if you get this, all I can say is that I am really sorry. I can only imagine what you must be thinking. Your usual patience evaporetto, and oh, darling, you have been immensely patient with me in spite of what I have probably done and said over the years. I forget now exactly what I’ve said. Everything feels like just yesterday and a hundred years ago. OK, here’s the thing. I can’t go out today and I can’t have anybody in. I know you could stand the sight of me — pale, cadaverous, retching every now and then — but see, I couldn’t stand the sight of you looking at the sight of me. I think Harold had the same problem, though, of course, Ellen Schwamm was with him up to the end. Go figure that one out. Hey, did you hear they’re trying to clean up our old guy in Florence, the David? And it’s stirring up the usual Italian opera. Some experts say the only way not to destroy the marble is to use soft cloths and erasers. So there’s some woman restorer going at him with mud masks and mineral spirits. Poor guy. One thing they know now: cheap marble. Michelangelo’s stone wouldn’t be used to build a sink today. Say hey, darling. I know this is beyond the beyond. But let’s hope for better tomorrow. Have some kiwi sauce for me. Say hi to the Hungarians. And do take a gondola ride…worth every outrageous Euro. It’s an ‘A’ ride, the one we never took. Love you, truly do.”


      We hadn’t been able to afford a gondola ride thirty-five summers ago, though Paul kept saying we could. We’d had a windfall in Florence that he was intent on spending as quickly as possible. He wanted to stay in a good hotel, eat out every meal. But I put my foot down about the gondola. To be squired through a few canals by a gigolo-type in boater hat and tight black pants for a small fortune? Paul had suggested it every day. I said no every day.


      We’d begun to disagree about other things, too, about the architecture and whether cats were better pets than dogs, and the real reasons we were vegetarians. He thought my politics were too mild and I thought he should stop smoking weed because when he did he wolfed down whole loaves of bread and blocks of cheese, then got a migraine later. These had been little differences when we were making love three times a day, but since Florence, Paul’s desire had turned polite. “Do you want to?” he asked in our tent at night. We’d found a campground called Camping Paradiso right outside Venice, convinced now that every city, every village in the whole Italian boot had a campground with this name. “Do you want to?”


      So what now? I wasn’t in the mood on this second solo day to do museums or palaces. I went into another street of shops looking for more gifts, found some lovely glass vases in one, and was loading them up on the counter, mentally ticking off the names of friends, when my hands began to shake and I had to put them all back on the shelf under the careful eye of the signora. I went back out into the street. I would walk. I would find comfort in the bridges and alleys, the piazzas, the water.


      One night, in that earlier summer, after a day of barely speaking, we’d walked until our feet were numb. By midnight, the tourists had all gone back to their hotels, the kids to their hostels. We fed some cats a bit of cheese, ducked into a tiny church, miraculously still open, where Paul had sat for a long time with his eyes closed. We were so tired from our summer. It was unimaginable by then that we’d left L.A. with the idea of going to Israel to work the land like pioneers. Europe had gotten in the way. And money. We’d been so desperate for money in Florence that Paul had offered himself to two men, cousins. They’d talked art; they’d had sex. “They let me do only the things I wanted to,” Paul told me after.


      But on the bus back to Camping Paradiso that night, Paul turned from the window to look at me. “We opened Pandora’s box,” he said.


      “No, you opened it,” I said, feeling immediately sick.


      “You’re right,” he said. He was not going to argue.


      “Do you want to find those two faggots again, Davie and Chuckie, or whatever their names were?”


      “This isn’t about them,” Paul said.


      “The sex was better, is that what you’re trying to say?”


      “I love you,” he said. “But I think I need a man to feel…”


      “Aroused?”


      “No, obviously not.”


      “Powerful?”


      “Complete,” he said. And it was my moment not to argue — though on and off for the rest of that night and the next week, I cried and bullied and raged. Do you know what a fucked-up life you’re going to have? What are your parents going to say? (A lame jab, because at twenty Paul was only too happy to rough up the folks.) I reminded him how much he’d loved and wanted me. But in the end I had to accept a humbling fact: I couldn’t change the way he felt.


      I had a client a few years back whose husband left her for another woman. Of course, I’ve had many clients in the same situation, but this woman’s conviction six months later that she could still change her husband’s mind, not only about her, his rightful and deserving partner, but about the other woman, was so absolute that I couldn’t wedge in the smallest possibility that maybe she was going to have to take his word for it, that at some point, she was going to have to believe him. He no longer wanted to be with her. The woman fired me after a few months, saying I wasn’t on her side. Over the years, I’ve watched the slow coming-to on clients’ faces, the sag in the chest, tears dripping into hands. He doesn’t want me anymore. She doesn’t love me anymore. But, wait, I tell them: There is a freedom that comes with accepting this, though it is a searing freedom.


      I left the shops behind and walked in the way one walks in Venice. One is always lost, one is always gasping. Another alley, another courtyard, another church. I lost my sense of direction almost immediately. I threaded and wound, grateful for the shade in the narrowest streets, for the lack of crowds. And then I was in another small piazza and there was a one-word sign with a few flapping flags around it: Gondola. Mauro was his name, he said, and he helped me onto the shockingly unsteady thin wood boat. He was an older man and his hand was calloused and sure; he’d lifted a million hands like this.


      “It’s so shaky!” I cried.


      “It’s water,” he said and flashed his gondolier’s smile. As we drifted free — “No one else coming?” he asked, looking around; he was paid by the person, after all — Mauro pushed his foot against the edge of the nearest building. “I will show you the Venice tourists do not see,” he said. “I show you the real Venice.”


      “How many people do you say that to every summer?” I asked, sure he’d laugh or at least smile.


      “Hundreds, thousands,” he said, not smiling, and propelling us out of our alley and into a wider canal. The sun struck the water and, blinded even with sunglasses, I had to look down. The gondola cushions were black vinyl with fake fur trim. Mauro kicked off again, black slipper against brick. My eyes traveled up — black toreador pants on short, muscled legs to the heavy white cotton of a long-sleeved shirt. There was something medieval in the cut, a costume really.


      “How much is this going to cost?” I’d forgotten to ask.


      “For you, signora, I charge fifty Euros.”


      “That’s a lot of money.”


      “It’s a lot of city, signora,” said Mauro, and began reciting Venice’s vital statistics: 180 bridges, 37 kilometres of canals, 60,000 residents, 405 gondolas all gliding along on water only 6 feet deep. We passed brick so ancient there was no mortar left, just walls of stone balanced by habit. Every now and then I’d turn to watch Mauro’s foot shove off against them as he propelled us in spaces that seemed too narrow for a swimmer. He flicked and pushed the way a goldfish navigates a bowl. What did he see from back there? The backs of sweaty heads, people aiming camcorders and editing images on digital screens? If he looked now he’d see only a woman in her fifties wearing linen capris, hands in her lap.


      I could actually see the vapour now. It was here in front of my eyes, hazing everything slightly. Everything looked — I searched for the right word and could find only beautiful.


      “There!” Mauro called as we pulled again into a wider canal with more gondolas. He was pointing to a bridge up ahead. I vaguely remembered this bridge. Paul had been fascinated by it, but I couldn’t remember why.


      “The Bridge of Sighs,” Mauro said as we pulled closer. Swarms of people were climbing and descending. It was an elegant curve of a bridge, but not, to my eye, any more special than the other 179. The building on our left, Mauro said, had once been a prison. As they crossed the bridge from the rest of the city to the rest of their lives, incoming prisoners would sigh. “You understand?” he said. “You understand the name now? Molto triste.”


      “Thank you,” I said when he pulled me up onto the dock ten minutes later.


      “Worth the money?” he asked.


      “I think so,” I said.


      When I reached Paul by cell that evening, he wanted to know all about the gondola ride. “I still haven’t gotten on one,” he said. “I just scoot around on the vaporetti. Now that I sort of live here, it feels silly somehow taking a gondola.”


      “I’m leaving the day after tomorrow,” I said.


      “I know,” Paul said.


      “Do you plan on seeing me? Did you ever plan on seeing me or had you been thinking more in terms of cell-to-cell contact?”


      “Of course I did.” He sounded wounded.


      “Do you have any idea how painful this is for me?”


      “Painful?” he asked and he sounded so surprised, I said, “I’m going now,” and hung up.


      I paced around the boardwalk, not seeing a thing. I thought we’d worked through this stuff years ago: my rejection, his guilt. The seventies were made for working things through. We talked, we analysed, we talked. And we had mostly hung in. I was there for his grand amour with David (no accident, the name) and for David’s death. He was there through the crash-and-burn of my long marriage. I knew this man, his eccentricities and vanities, his generosity and loyalty. We’d drifted together and apart for years, but the drift somehow always carried us back.


      The street had just closed to cars the way it apparently did every evening. I turned off my cellphone and walked back to Hotel Paradiso. Two of the three Hungarians were taking a coffee and cigarette at one of the outdoor tables. They waved at me, an old friend already, and motioned grandly to an empty chair.


      “Your other friend?” I asked.


      “Oh, mens,” one said and they smiled hugely at me. I nodded as if I was in on it. Both women were dressed like they were attending an elegant beach party — long silky sheaths with silver sandals. They glowed with jewelry.


      Hungarian? I asked. She met a Hungarian man here?


      Yes, yes, they said. “Rich mens,” they said and again there were lots of nods and smiles.


      “Mens?” one asked and pointed at me.


      “No,” I said.


      “Oh,” both said, looking disappointed.


      “You? Men?” I asked, pointing at them.


      “No, no,” they laughed.


      Paul called as soon as I turned my phone back on, somewhere around 10:00 as I sat in front of the window in my room. I’d turned off all the lights, rolled up the shutter and taken off my clothes, too tired for the blast of the shower and the mop-up after.


      “I just want to know one thing,” he said. “Why’d you stick around all those years if it was so bloody painful?”


      “I don’t know,” I said.


      “You’re the fucking therapist and you don’t know?”


      “I don’t have one answer for one little thing,” I shot back. And then because I heard the absolute truth of that, I added, more softly, “Not one.”


      “There’s been something in this for you all along,” said Paul. I could hear someone speaking Italian in the background. Was it the radio or a live person? “I would even go so far as to say that your entire career has been built on that early pain, bafflement, whatever you want to call it. You’ve been trying to figure out the human psyche ever since Florence 1969, trying to crack it and protect yourself from it.”


      “But it hurt so much,” I said. “It messed me up for years.”


      “How long am I going to have to explain this to you, dear heart? Life is mess and complication. Nothing but. There’s only little spaces for happy-go-lucky, for grace. And besides, why stick with the old pain when there’s so much new pain available?”


      “Don’t go philosophical on me,” I said.


      “Listen, even infuriating Harold got a bit insightful at the end,” Paul said. “Hey, here’s a Brodkey quote for you…” I heard him going through papers… “‘It is not easy to accept your own unsuitability for life. But if I do not accept it, I will throw my life away in resistance.’ Deep, huh?” His voice was getting weak. “Pending death does that.”


      “Then we should all be a lot wiser,” I said. “Since it is, in fact, pending for all of us.”


      “For you and your ilk, Letty dear, death is still just an idea. Tomorrow,” he said. “For real.”


      In the middle of the night — it must have been the middle of the night because the roar of the street was muted — Paul called back. “What do I know about Venice?” he asked before I’d even said pronto. “I mean, what? What can I say that hasn’t been said? One hundred and eighty bridges and four hundred gondolas? It’s a city built on sticks, goddamn sticks.” And he began to cry. I’d heard him cry like this once a long time ago. The light in the tent had been an underwater shade of green.


      I listened to him cry. “Thank you,” he finally said. “Anyone else would have rushed in with a pickaxe or a Band-Aid and I don’t want either.”


      “I thought I was the one who had to go through the heavy shit this week. See, even now you won’t let me have the stage,” I said. The temperature had finally dropped. Something like a breeze was coming through the window.


      “I will,” he said. “Any day now.”


      “Do you remember the last time you cried like that with me?” I asked, a dangerous question if he didn’t.


      “Baggy old tent,” said Paul. His voice was nearly gone now.


      “It’s actually four hundred and five gondolas,” I said. “Mauro, the gondolier, said so.”


      “See?” Paul said. “What do I know? Domani.”


      But the next morning as I waited in the heat for the bus to the boat to the city, I called just in case. He’d made another message for me. “Did you know I have a friend who says that I’ve been here — I mean here on the planet, not here in Venice — so many times before, and that I’ve burned through so much karma in this lifetime alone, that I’ll be coming back as light next time around? How about that? I will wrap my beams around you, Leticia. I will fold you in my rays. I will shine down on you.” He’d pulled the phone away to cough. “Don’t look for me today. I won’t be there. I thought I could, but I can’t. All systems are going. Call it goddamn ego and caprice. Cowardice even. But, hey, something good comes of everything, right? I got a blast of your truth, which I suppose I still needed. And I got to have you near again, at least as near as I could. And you, you got…kiwi sauce. Mosquitoes. Gondolas.” Now his voice broke. “And my gratitude. That, Letty love, is rarer than love, though you have that, too, in case you were deluded enough to ever doubt it. But here’s to delusions, too! Arrivederci, sweetheart. I’ll be back. Any day now.”


      I didn’t get on the boat, couldn’t, but walked back to the hotel. I cried all the way, not caring who saw. A few cars slowed, a whole busload of people stared out their tinted windows. The street was already mad with tourists, people with third-degree sunburns and sweat circles under the arms of their tank tops. These people had all missed the boat, too, missed their one chance to spend the day in Venice. Instead they were here in a little world made just for them.


      Though it was only 10:00, I bought a coffee gelato and stood on the sidewalk eating it and crying some more. I’d never cried and eaten ice cream at the same time. It was an experience. I looked at people. Even as they shoved pizza into their faces, even as they bought yet more postcards, they seemed relaxed. These people didn’t mind that they weren’t in Piazza San Marco. They could buy the same fans, hats and T-shirts right here in Jesolo, the same gelati. The view was a little different, the light a little less magic, but if they really wanted to, they could do the palace tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that.
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