







The Footstop Café




The Footstop Café

Poulette Crosse

[image: Image]


Copyright © Janine Cross, 2007

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise (except for brief passages for purposes of review) without the prior permission of Dundurn Press. Permission to photocopy should be requested from Access Copyright.

Editor: Michael Carroll
Designer: Erin Mallory
Printer: Webcom

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Crosse, Paulette

The footstop café / by Paulette Crosse.

ISBN 978-1-55002-716-7

I. Title.

PS8605.R68F66 2007          C813’.6             C2007-902050-X

1     2     3     4     5           11     10     09      08      07

[image: Image]

We acknowledge the support of the Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council for our publishing program. We also acknowledge the financial support of the Government of Canada through the Book Publishing Industry Development Program and The Association for the Export of Canadian Books, and the Government of Ontario through the Ontario Book Publishers Tax Credit program and the Ontario Media Development Corporation.

Care has been taken to trace the ownership of copyright material used in this book. The author and the publisher welcome any information enabling them to rectify any references or credits in subsequent editions.

J. Kirk Howard, President

Printed and bound in Canada
Printed on recycled paper

www.dundurn.com

         Dundurn Press
3 Church Street, Suite 500
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
           M5E 1M2

Gazelle Book Services Limited
         White Cross Mills
High Town, Lancaster, England
              LA1 4XS

    Dundurn Press
2250 Military Road
   Tonawanda, NY
     U.S.A. 14150


To my children, again and always




Acknowledgements

[image: Image]

Apparently, the English word crisis is translated by the Chinese with two little characters; one means “danger,” the other “opportunity.”

Many thanks to my editor, Michael Carroll, for seeing The Footstop Café through interesting times and persevering. Thanks also to Laurel Hickey for great support and friendship way back when. And thanks, too, to the book club at the North Vancouver District Public Library in Lynn Valley, and Olivia, who ran the club when I first started this novel, for enlightening me on how non-writers read books. As someone once said: “The universe is made of stories. Not atoms.” So I add: “God must therefore be a librarian.”


I don’t ever recall any accidents. We practically lived at the canyon. We just loved it down there, especially the Thirty Foot Pool. We respected that canyon and we knew exactly what we could do with it. Whenever there was any accidents down there, it was always the children from out of town or Vancouver.

— Peggy Hunt, daughter of one of the original pioneers of Lynn Valley


Chapter One
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Karen Morton keeps her microwave in the bathroom. She does this because she’s afraid to get zapped by its radiation. The way she reasons it, she’s never in the bathroom while cooking and is therefore out of harm’s way. Before she hit upon this solution, whenever she used the microwave she could feel her ovaries writhing and shrinking somewhere in the vicinity of her kidneys, behind the bony flare of her pelvis, either side of the small of her back.

Her nine-year-old son Andy has inherited this terror of microwave radiation.

One evening while his mother is zapping a butternut squash for dinner, Andy has to defecate. It is the kind that can’t wait, the bloated-stomach kind that comes after eating porridge all day in an attempt to put muscle on a skinny frame.

A butternut squash takes approximately fifteen minutes to cook in the microwave; Andy can’t wait that long. He is desperate, but not desperate enough to risk cancer of the prostate by straining into the toilet alongside the microwave. (The microwave sits on a small, olive-coloured table that Karen purchased from the Salvation Army explicitly for this purpose.) Nor does he dare go into the bathroom to turn the microwave off — just standing before the activated device those scant few seconds, with his gonads right at radiation level, is a prospect that makes his wee hairless testicles shrivel.

Yet Andy has to go badly. He looks outside his bedroom window and scans the gloomy yard, then decides he also doesn’t want to risk Mrs. Baroudi seeing him crouch behind one of the rhododendrons that separates her yard from his. He needs a room, a room with a lock on it. The hall closet.

The hall closet has a lock because of Candice, who showers two to four times a day, depending whether it is a weekday or a weekend. With each shower, she uses a dozen or so towels to dry her budding body. Karen has installed a lock on the closet door in an attempt to reduce the massive laundry loads this shower fetish produces. Everyone in the house has a key to the door save Candice, a fact she resents as vocally as possible.

Andy needs something to poop in, a container of sorts. Preferably one with a lid, so he can whip the makeshift toilet outside and into the battered metal garbage can without someone smelling him out. He needs something like a margarine tub. Such a tub sits on his bookcase, where used batteries collect dust until his mother disposes of them.

A contraction grips his lower bowel. With a strangled gasp, he dumps the batteries out of the margarine tub and runs from his room. He slides to a stop outside the hall closet and pauses: Candice is in her room, listening to the radio and talking on her phone. Satisfied, Andy unlocks the closet, shuts himself in, and yanks down his pants.

There is something deeply gratifying — a monk-like contentedness — about producing a large, solid stool. Like everybody who’s ever spawned such a specimen, Andy feels the bigger his stool is, the more he has achieved.

In much the same way Dairy Queen employees fill cones with ice cream, he gently swirls the tub beneath him so the stool can fit completely inside. Through the tub’s yellow plastic he can feel the stool’s warmth. The stench is strong and worrisome — until now he he had no idea how much the water in a toilet bowl dampens such odours. Moving carefully in his crowded, dark quarters, he snaps the lid over the tub. Done. Relief.

Except ...

He forgot toilet paper! Panic descends upon him, the cold, clammy panic he feels during gym class as he waits, as if on a firing squad, to be chosen last again between two teams. It is the kind of panic that makes him stutter and blink repeatedly. It is the kind of panic that has started to elicit contempt from Candice, who once thought him so funny and smart, a cross between a Muppet and Albert Einstein. Better than a puppy, she used to say, ruffling his hair.

As panic injects adrenaline into his veins, he hears footsteps: Candice is walking down the hall in his direction, talking into her phone.

“No, I mean, she locks it. Honest to God, locks it. It’s like I’m not even a person in this house anymore, you know?”

Andy gropes wildly about him, finds something soft and cotton, gives a few vigorous wipes across his bum, and yanks up his pants.

“I mean, it’s so totally unfair. What am I supposed to do, go around — oh, my God, what is that stink? What? Just wait a minute. No, just wait a minute.”

Andy freezes in terror, margarine tub of stool cooling in his palm, eyes transfixed on the knob just visible from the light under the door. The knob turns.

In a blinding, horrifying flash, he realizes the flaw in his plan: the door locks only from the outside. Somehow his distracted mind overlooked this simple, devastating fact. His whole clever scheme shatters as Candice wrenches the door open.

He screams. Candice screams. He bursts into tears and darts by her.

Candice spies the poop-smeared towel. “Oh, my God! Andrew Morton, did you shit in the closet? I don’t believe this! Mother! Mother! I do not believe this! Gloria? Guess what? My moronic little brother just shit in the closet! Yes! No, I’m not! Mother! Look, I gotta go. I can’t handle this. No, forget it. Bye.”

From where she hovers over a pan of frying mushrooms, gently sprinkling garlic powder onto their golden backs, Karen winces. What now? What, oh, what now?

Sputtering and crying, Andy stumbles into the kitchen, fumbles with the back door handle, and flings himself outside.

“Candice!” Karen cries in alarm. “What did you do to your brother?”

“What did I do? What did I do? For Christ’s sake, Mom, he just shit in the closet!” Red-faced, Candice marches into the kitchen, waving her cordless phone in the direction of the hall.

Karen grips the serving spoon beside the stove. “Don’t swear, please.”

“Jesus, Mom, are you deaf? Don’t you care that your precious son just shit in the closet?”

“I said don’t swear!” Karen lashes out without thought. The serving spoon makes a wet, slapping noise as it strikes Candice’s cheek. It leaves behind a smear of brown mushroom juice. Karen stares at the mark in horror — she doesn’t believe in spanking, has never struck her children in her life.

Candice stands still for all of three seconds, then bursts into tears. “I’m sick of living here! I hate it, I hate it, I hate it!” She hurls the phone to the floor. The plastic battery cover flies off and hits the fridge. “And I hate you!” She storms from the kitchen.

Karen waits — one, two, three, four, wham! The whole house shudders as Candice slams her bedroom door shut.

Swallowing, Karen places the serving spoon on the stove, then switches off the mushrooms and moves the cast-iron pan from the burner. She takes a slow, deep breath, turns around, picks the cordless phone off the floor, and retrieves the plastic backing. One of the little tabs that snaps it into place is missing. She puts both the plastic backing and the phone on the counter and leaves the kitchen.

As she walks down the hall and passes the bathroom, the microwave beeps. The butternut squash is ready.

Why? she wonders as the smell of stool grows stronger the closer she draws to the closet. My dear sweet Andy, why?

Karen leans on the closet door and stares at the pink cotton towel on the floor. Streaks of brown slick its fuzz like oil on cat’s fur. Moving methodically, she picks it up by one unsullied corner and carries it to the battered metal garbage can squatting at the back of the kitchen, adjacent to the teahouse.

Then she scrubs her hands with Pear’s Transparent Soap, goes into her bedroom, and masturbates.

When Karen masturbates, this is what she does.

She chooses a carrot, an organic one, from within a cello bag in her fridge. The carrot must not be too slim at the tapered end, or it will break off during its employment (she has learned this through experience, and there is nothing so sensuously dampening as poking around in one’s vagina in search of a lost carrot end).

Chosen carrot is then peeled and both ends are chopped off, being that the tapered end occasionally has wispy filaments attached to it and the blunt end is far too reminiscent of manure and farmers’ Wellington boots.

Thus amputated and denuded, the carrot is placed in the microwave for twenty-six seconds. This takes the refrigerator chill off the vegetable and endows it with a stimulating heat. Occasionally, the tapered end will sizzle at this point, sometimes steam. If in the correct mood, Karen likes to imagine the carrot is protesting, weeping like a virgin, and that she will ignore its feeble cries and thrust it into herself with a dominance that will silence it.

Into the bedroom Karen goes. She closes the drapes. She kicks off her sandals and socks and moves the full-length bedroom mirror (the same that has been in her possession since she was seven) in front of the bed. Then she lifts her cotton skirt up, pulls her panties down to her ankles, and half lies, half sits on the edge of the bed.

Her knees flop to either side, thighs spread. Exposed to the mirror, she slowly, soothingly, begins rubbing the warmed, peeled organic carrot over the fleshy pink bud that brings her such release, such frustration, and such despair. After a few languorous rubs, the carrot is inserted. Karen’s stomach muscles strain, far more so than they ever do while sweating through sit-ups in front of Susan Powter’s fitness videos.

Eyes fixed on the mirror image of the lodged carrot, her right hand comes into play. And mouth. Hand to mouth, to wet the fingers, to make them slippery. Hand to pink bud. Fingers moving fast, face the apoplectic red of an infant freshly squeezed from the womb. Such desperation written on her contorted face, such need. No, don’t look at the face — concentrate on the carrot, the sensations, the fingers.

Her fingers strum fast and hard against her clitoris, battering the tiny protuberance until it swells and hardens. When climax comes, her legs stiffen. She doesn’t cry out, not in pleasure. She chokes, a dry, despairing sound. Occasionally, if she’s in that frame of mind, she will laugh for the joy of having independently brought herself to this pinnacle of self-indulgence, laugh for the sheer ridiculousness of her situation. But the laugh is always brief.

The carrot is withdrawn, panties tossed into the laundry basket (it is night, after all, and she will not need them much longer), and cotton skirt pulled back into place. Socks on, feet jammed back into sandals. Carrot washed in the bathroom sink. (Aptly, it is always limp at this point, which satisfies her: she has conquered the carrot completely.)

On her way back to the kitchen, she gives the carrot to Yogurt, Andy’s albino guinea pig. Waste not, want not, being her motto.

Karen’s husband, Morris, knows nothing about his wife’s masturbation, though this evening would have presented him with a prime opportunity to Learn a Thing or Two about his wife, for he lies upon the living-room sofa a mere room away, his evening newspaper scattered about him.

As usual he’s preoccupied with feet. In his mind he is back at the office, healing ram’s horn nails, diagnosing bunions, treating plantar’s warts. He wears the soft, rapt look of an antique dealer discovering a Chippendale in a farmer’s barn.

The same expression appears on his face while examining his patients’ appendages. It is noticed by everyone, men and women alike, but especially the women. The men — and there are few of these, Morris would be the first to admit — receive his attentions as they receive their morning coffee: it is a right due unto them for the money they have paid. No more, no less.

But the women, they each believe that no one else receives such tender touches, such reverence, from Morris. They need to believe this, need to believe that their podiatrist recognizes their fragility, their individuality, through the soles of their feet. His soft, dry, manicured hands sliding gently over the cracked calluses on their heels declare: You, my patient, are a creature like no other, and I treat you accordingly.

Now the smell of poop swirls towards his nostrils, mingling with that of fried mushrooms and baked butternut squash. Frowning, he sits up. “Karen? What’s that smell?”

Karen pauses on her way down the hall and sticks her head into the living room. “The cat had an accident in the closet. I’ve cleaned it up.”

“The cat?”

“Dilly.”

Alarm flickers across Morris’s cheeks, and he sits up straighter. “Good grief, you can’t let it into the teahouse anymore if it’s going to do that sort of thing.”

“I’m sure this was a onetime accident —”

“We can’t take any chances, though, can we? Imagine if it starts defecating all over the sculptures!”

“That won’t happen. Cats need something soft —”

“No, Karen, I’m sorry. The cat can’t go into the teahouse again. You understand, don’t you?”

Karen swallows, fingers twining around her skirt. Of course she understands. The shrine cannot be desecrated. She nods once, tersely, and returns to the kitchen. Deliberately, she burns the tofu burgers.

The teahouse: a shrine settled back among towering hemlocks and stately cedars. It exists because of Lynn Canyon Suspension Bridge.

Only a quick drive from the bowels of downtown Vancouver, the bridge draws an endless number of tourists each year. Made of rattling wood, it is suspended by enormous wire cables draped across a fern-dripping gorge some 150 feet deep. Marilyn Monroe once crossed its creaky planks.

The North Shore, separated from downtown Vancouver by Burrard Inlet, boasts two such suspension bridges. One, Capilano Suspension Bridge, charges an exorbitant entry fee and has plastic tepees, carved Indians, and garish totem poles liberally decorating its grounds. Tour buses constantly clog its environs. The other one, Lynn Canyon Suspension Bridge, is buried amid suburbia and forest, is free to walk across, and has headstones for decoration instead of covered wagons. The headstones commemorate those who have died in the park. There are many.

In 1985 Morris and Karen purchased a tiny house at the very end of Peters Road in North Vancouver. (Actually, Morris purchased it. Being eighteen and pregnant, Karen didn’t have a great deal of purchasing power.) The broadside of the small, neglected rancher bared its peeling clapboards to the large gravel parking lot of Lynn Canyon Suspension Bridge. Together Morris and Karen sanded the clapboards and painted them powder blue. Following her husband’s instructions, Karen meticulously painted an enormous foot upon the broadside of the house.

“Welcome to the Footstop Café,” she calligraphied across the ankle. “Tea, scones, fresh cream, and soothing foot massages inside.”

“It should read teahouse, not café,” Morris said, chewing on his knuckles in agitation. “Teahouse.”

“I didn’t have room.”

“But this has to be a teahouse, Karen, not a café. A place of leisure and beauty, of learning and comfort. Not a greasy spoon.”

“It will be a teahouse. I promise.”

They planted fuchsias, petunias, snapdragons, and delphiniums on either side of the river-rock path that wended its way to the refurbished potting shed at the back of their house. Above the shed’s crooked red door they hung a foot-shaped sign that declared: “Welcome to The Footstop.” (Karen, yet again, ran out of room, and rather than offend her husband by inscribing “Café” upon the board, she decided to punctuate after “Footstop.”) Quaint flower-print curtains hung in the windows, and red-and-white-checkered tablecloths beamed up from Formica tables. Vases of flowers and walls of sunny yellow invited tourists to enter. Mozart played in the background.

Within five years of opening, the Footstop became such a success that Morris and Karen expanded. The potting shed grew as large as their rancher. Shrouded by trees and shadow, exposed only to the gravel parking lot, the addition to the tiny house brought nary a peep from the local building inspectors. The neighbours watched and, bemused, attended the open-house party where Morris, Karen, and baby Candice personally massaged each and every foot present.

Although Morris was inclined to believe that the success of the Footstop was entirely due to its lofty merchandise, it was instead because most tourists, after the initial gasping at the bridge and canyon, were disappointed that the park was, indeed, little more than a park. They eagerly waddled to the Footstop in search of something to do.

No one left without buying at least one foot.

Control in a life where control is cloud-like, nebulous, blowing like cotton-tree fuzz and catching in snags of wood and piles of clay-clammy pebbles — that is why Karen masturbates. It isn’t that cleaning up her son’s defecation sparked some fetish deep within her, and it isn’t in defiance of the ugliness of his deed; it is a cry, a lifeline, a buoy thrown out from a pitching boat. To masturbate is to connect with herself, with all that she holds secret and longs for. It is mining, core-tapping, plunging into treasure-filled depths. She masturbates to remind herself that she exists. That in something she still has control.

They eat dinner in silence, Candice skewering each marrowfat pea on her plate with angry precision. Andy eats methodically, head lowered, eyes blurred behind smudged glasses. Oblivious to the tensions around the table, Morris savours each forkful of his food, contemplatively rolling it around his mouth before swallowing. Karen watches each of them closely, seeking evidence that she knows these people.

After dinner, Morris retires back to his sofa and Candice to her room. Andy — who never needs to be reminded when it’s his evening for dish duty — languidly fills the sink with steaming water.

“It’s okay,” Karen says, tousling his orange hair with one hand as she squirts blue liquid soap into the sink. “Your father thinks it was Dilly.”

“So?” He whirls on her, his face screwed up in an anger so intense that Karen steps back. “Does that mean I should thank you?” He starts weeping, his neck flushing crimson, his cheeks billowing in and out like the gills of a puffer fish. “What am I supposed to do, anyway, with that stupid microwave in the bathroom?”

“Andy —”

“She thinks I’m a moron! She hates me!” He throws himself against Karen’s bosom and blows small bubbles of mucus against her sweater. “She’ll never speak to me again!”

“Oh, Andy, that’s not true,” Karen murmurs, rocking him slightly. “She loves you. You’re her brother.”

“Big deal.”

“I’ll move the microwave somewhere else. The furnace room.”

“So? How will that fix anything?”

“I’ll talk to her —”

“No!” He pulls away and stares up at her in alarm. “You always make things way worse!”

Inwardly, Karen shrivels. She forces her face blank. “All right,” she says mechanically. “I won’t say anything.”

“Promise?”

“Really, Andy ...”

“No, Mom, you’ve got to promise! Promise me you won’t say anything!” His pale fingers embed themselves in her forearms.

“But —”

“Mom!”

“All right. I won’t talk to her. Promise.”

Andy shudders in relief and releases her. “Good.”

Karen washes the dishes in a daze. Beside her, Andy carefully polishes each one dry.

“I think I’ll go for a walk,” she whispers as she places the last dish in the cupboard.

“You okay, Mom?”

“What?” A bright, brittle smile creases her face. “Certainly. Go join your father now. I’ll be back in a bit.”


Chapter Two
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Moey Thorpe has never been in the Footstop Café. As his mustard Plymouth chortles over the ruts and bumps leading to Lynn Canyon, he wonders what it will be like within the café’s cottage-quaint interior. But the thought is only a vague, wispy one without enough curiosity to merit life, and it instantly melts away in the twilight.

Gravel crunches beneath worn Michelin tires as he pulls into the canyon’s parking lot. The smell of hot motor oil sours his nostrils as he climbs out of the car. Leaving the doors unlocked (no point in locking them; the rear window is just a sheet of plastic), Moey lumbers towards the bridge.

From the waist up, he is a big, hairy man, his hair the thick black sort that reminds most people of genitals. From the waist down, he’s as slim and tight as a delicate transvestite. In shape he resembles a snow cone.

Moey passes the park’s first headstone, a bronze plaque implanted in a large boulder. The boulder squats at the top of a flight of low, shallow stairs that leads towards the suspension bridge. The sombre words it bears bless the memory of a woman who was crushed to death by a similar boulder while sunbathing peacefully in the canyon.

Moey next passes three calf-high concrete pylons. Some time ago the District Council of North Vancouver saw fit to erect a large billboard that graphically depicted the various dangers lurking within the canyon. Sketches of bodies decaying in the foamy clutches of whirlpools, trapped beneath submerged logs, or impaled upon rocky protuberances were all realistically portrayed in hopes of decreasing the annual death toll.

Instead, the billboard merely caused a traffic jam of Japanese tourists upon the stairway, and teenagers continued to plunge lemming-like to their deaths. The billboard was therefore relocated to the parking lot. The three concrete pylons remain like an enigmatic sculpture in its original display spot.

Without so much as hesitating — a true local — Moey marches onto the bridge. It shudders and creaks beneath his weight, the entire length of it undulating gently. A cool autumn breeze redolent with dead leaves and rotting bark blows up from the canyon and into his bristle-brush hair. Far below, not yet engorged by rainfall, Lynn Creek runs like a thread of Christmas tinsel between cliffs and boulders.

As always, Moey stops in the middle of the bridge. He glances left, then right; at this time of night, at this time of year, all teenagers should be at home doing schoolwork or drugs. But still he makes sure he’s alone.

In the gathering gloom, both ends of the bridge gape black and empty at him. Good.

He takes off his ski jacket (a greasy relic from younger days) and from its left pocket extracts four silver discs that glint wickedly in the moonlight. Using his teeth and fingers, he works the elastic loops attached to each of the discs over his thumbs and middle fingers. From the right pocket of his ski jacket, he removes a length of cloth. It clanks like prison chains and glistens as metallically as the four discs gleaming on his fingers. His breath quickens.

Moey attaches the scarf-like, clinking cloth around his hips, then raises his hands above his head. The cool wind races up the gorge and caresses his body. His nipples harden against his plaid work shirt.

Then, with a flourish, Moey Thorpe begins to belly-dance.

Every culture in the Middle East claims ownership of this exotic dance. But much like religion, each country shares familiar aspects of the dance while at the same time making it wholly unique. The true origins of the dance have been lost in the sands of time.

The Greeks under Alexander the Great, the Turks in the Ottoman Empire, the Romans, and the Nubian dynasties of ancient Egypt all may have shared the crime of disseminating the dance throughout the Middle East. The only fact known with certainty is that the danse du ventre was introduced to North America in 1893 at Chicago’s World’s Columbian Exhibition by a certain Sol Bloom.

Culture and history aside, however, there are three things essential to all belly dancers: skill, suppleness, and a costume. All else can be faked.

Ah, yes, the costume! Again many arguments exist about what constitutes genuine belly-dancing attire. Some adamantly claim that only the Gypsy look is authentic, with its many draping scarves, its colourful flared skirt, its jangling silver jewellery and flounced croptop. Others scornfully declare that a genuine belly dancer wears only gauzy harem pants and a coin-studded bra. But so much more exists! Beaded fringes, gold silk tassels, hip scarves, veils, armbands, headdresses, painted glitter, sequins, stretch lace, gauntlets, Beledi dresses, high heels, Moroccan slippers, bare feet, ankle bells, wigs, capes, turbans! The list goes on.

One thing and one thing alone is consistent (except in Lebanon, for reasons known only to the Lebanese): the zils, also called sagat. Be they bronze or tin, factory-made in Taiwan or hand-hammered in Egypt, the music of the finger cymbals accompanies the hip lifts and shoulder shimmies of every accomplished dancer. It is the music of these that now clamours bell-like through Lynn Canyon from Moey’s blunt fingertips.

The jiggling bridge always intensifies his shimmies and makes him feel buoyant. It is a feeling to which he is rapidly becoming addicted.

Although only brief, his dancing routine drenches him in sweat. Panting, grinning, Moey finishes his last ribcage slide and pelvic drop and triumphantly zaghareets. The canyon walls echo from his tongue-vibrating ululation. A raven screams back from the treetops.

Perspiring heavily, Moey removes his zils and coin belt, replaces them in their respective pockets, then shrugs back into his ski jacket. Exhilarated from the dance, he does a samiha to the far end of the bridge and begins to hike to the Ninety Foot Pool.

The Ninety Foot Pool is not, in fact, ninety feet deep. In the summer when bikini-clad babes and testosterone-laden hunks guzzle beer upon its rocky banks, the Ninety Foot Pool is actually about thirty feet deep. That doesn’t stop anyone who is trying to impress members of the opposite sex from leaping off the numerous surrounding cliffs into said pool.

Again in its wisdom, the North Vancouver District changed all the signposts within the park, thereby renaming the Ninety Foot Pool the Thirty Foot Pool (which was what it was originally christened back in 1912 when the canyon was first declared a park). This didn’t deter the cliff-jumpers one iota, nor did it stop the rising death count. And locals still refer to the pool as the Ninety.

By the time Moey reaches the pool, his olive-toned flesh has cooled and puckered. With each breath, wisps of white flutter from his mouth. He perches upon his favourite rock, folds his firm, slim legs to his burly chest, and gazes meditatively at the waters.

He loves this park. A native of the Saskatchewan wheat fields, he loves the canyon’s abundance of water and greenery, of buckled land and scoured rock, which differs so vastly from the staid, fundamentalist prairie. For him the exuberant life bursting within the forest represents all that he wants to be: natural, wild, strong, sensual. Everything a belly dancer embodies. Everything his parents despise.

Port and Gemma Thorpe are the prairies: stoic, seamed, hard-working, unemotional, and predictable. They expected all of their six sons to become either farmers, carpenters, or mechanics (though an able man, Port often drawls, is all three). Moey became none of these. The Saskatoon Heavyweight Championship belt hanging in his rented basement suite attests to this.

He throws another stick into the water. The ripples spread outward until they touch the far bank and lap against the hooves of a white stag. Moey blinks and sits up straighter.

The white stag snorts steam from flared nostrils and placidly stares back.

You always make things way worse!

How could a child say such a shattering thing to a mother? Karen’s guts shrivel like a disturbed slug contracting in on itself. She certainly never said such a thing to her stepmom, Mei-ling (aka Petra) Woodruff, however many times it was warranted.

Karen blows Dilly’s tail fur out of her mouth, adjusts the cat’s position on her shoulders, and stuffs her hands deeper into the gritty wool pockets of her cardigan. She passes the headstone at the top of the stairs leading to the bridge, then, instead of heading across the bridge, turns left and descends a second set of slimy wooden stairs. A large bear-proof garbage can almost blocks these stairs from sight. The can reeks of dog urine; one patch on it is rust-pocked at cocked-leg height.

Few people take this trail, the purpose of most park visitors being to cross the suspension bridge and thereafter, at a loss on how to proceed, visit the Ninety/ Thirty Foot Pool.

Karen prefers this side of the canyon, the west, because it has less litter, fewer tourists, and fewer cliff jumpers. Unfortunately, this summer the odds evened a little in the last department; the western banks successfully claimed the life of a thirteen-year-old boy who tried to impress his buddies by diving off a precipice. Even now, rain-shrivelled cards and mildewing flowers mark the spot mourners designated as a shrine to his memory.

The sight of the withered bouquets sheathed in tattered plastic and piled up like so much garbage disturbs Karen. Every day she passes those sad cards and dead flowers and wonders when the park ranger will throw them out. It isn’t that she doesn’t feel for the parents of the dead child; it is just that the two-month-old shrine now looks like an abandoned grave. The boy’s spirit needs to be freed from that tether.

The stairs lead Karen down a narrow path cut between bulging, mossy rock. The rumble of the canyon to her right increases as the trail drops to creek level. Dilly remains motionless on her shoulders, bilious green eyes fully dilated in the gloom.

“How have I ever made anything worse?” Karen woefully asks the cat. In response Dilly sneezes out a strand of Karen’s frizzled red locks.

“I admit his last birthday party was a mistake. I’ve apologized for that. I knew it was a mistake from the start and I should have stood up to Morris on the issue. But damn it, Andy didn’t raise a fuss, did he?”

But, of course, he didn’t. Andy worships the ground his father walks upon.

No, the responsibility to prevent the birthday disaster fell upon Karen and Karen alone. But she stood by and did nothing, and then it was too late and all the kids in Andy’s school began snickering behind his back. Her subsequent attempt to fix things resulted in Andy being expelled.

Karen blames her father, Sandy Woodruff. Throughout her Anglican childhood he stertorously repeated, “You must trust all things unto God, pudding face. Trust all things unto God.”

“God!” Karen says scornfully, and immediately shoots a guilty look skyward. Just like her stepmom, Mei-ling, she feels the Almighty needs protection from the harsh facts of life. God, in Karen’s experience, couldn’t tie a shoelace correctly if He tried. But she would sooner be barbecued in Hell than let Him discover this awful truth.

This disparity between what she’s been taught by her father and what she herself believes has created within her a tendency not to act on a situation until it’s too late, and then to overcompensate wildly and futilely when God’s will proves disastrously different from what she hoped. Alas.

At a fork in the path Karen turns right and begins goat-hopping over the rock-strewn creek bank. The autumn chill carries the green smell of slime, pine needles, and moss. Up ahead at the Ninety/Thirty Foot Pool something plops into the water.

Karen barely glances up from her hopscotch progress along the creek bank; here in the canyon things always plop into the water. Bambi-cute squirrels shake loose hemlock seeds into the pool. Small fish that have survived the urine and beer cans of summer frequently flip from the surface to smack their gums around hapless water skeeters. Crows defecate into the pool with similar plops. Pebbles jarred loose from scrounging raccoons likewise plop into the pool. The surface of the pool is always going plop.

But this time Dilly doesn’t like it. It takes Karen a moment to realize that the nails of her feline companion are now painfully embedded in her flesh.

She immediately stops. Always dreading that her luck might run out and a pervert will catch her in the deserted canyon, Karen trusts Dilly to warn her of the existence of such deviants much as most women trust their overweight, arthritic Labradors to protect them should such a hazard appear.

Her eyes promptly fall upon the white hart.

That’s what she thinks as soon as she sees it. Not stag or reindeer or wapiti, but hart. Not albino or grey or silver, but white. White hart.

And there is no question, from its gently heaving flanks to its muscled hindquarters, from its majestic antlers to its water-submerged hooves, that this is a white hart. It swings a dripping, bearded muzzle in her direction and languorously blinks. Steam fogs its nostrils.

Dilly stiffens, her thorny grip hooking another half inch through Karen’s skin. Karen stands rooted to the spot. The birthmarks between her thighs start to tingle.

And that’s when she knows: this hart, this flesh-and-blood impossibility from fantasia, is a sign from the benevolent, world-weary God she so recently scoffed. It is a sign that He knows she is avoiding her Destiny, that it pains Him deeply. A sign that it is high time she begins doing something about it.

With a choked cry, Karen spins around to flee. She promptly slips on a rock, twists her ankle, and crumples to the ground.

As soon as the woman appears, ginger hair puffed from her head like quills from an enraged porcupine, neck engulfed by a fluffy white muff, Moey expects the stag to run. Instead, it merely lowers its head to the pool and sucks in a huge draft of water.

Oblivious to the stag’s presence, the woman continues to rock-hop along the creek bank across from Moey, drawing steadily closer. In an attempt to get her attention without startling the stag, Moey tosses another, then another stick into the water.

Plop! Plop!

She stops and looks up. Stiffens. Even in the gloom, Moey can see the shock on her pale face as she stares at the stag.

The stag slowly lifts its head from the pool and lazily swings its great neck in her direction. Steam puffs from its nostrils. With a raven-like croak, the woman turns around, hurls her neck muff towards the nearest bush, and flings herself upon the rocky ground.

A second of silence passes.

“Dilly!” the woman cries, and one of her pale hands rises from the rock bed and waves frantically at the muff. “Dilly, come back!”

Moey gawks at the woman as she flounders on the creek bank, trying to get to her feet. An anguished cry brings her to her knees again, a cry Moey knows all too well from the boxing ring: a broken bone given a voice. Leaping to his feet, he clambers to the creek’s edge and splashes towards the opposite bank.

Had it been winter or spring or even later in the fall, fording the creek would have been as safe as a blind man crossing a freeway during rush hour. However, it is early autumn, when, thirsted into submission after a dry summer and not yet replenished by the rains of late fall, the creek is at its lowest and most fordable. Moey reaches the woman’s side in minutes.

“My cat,” she moans, clutching her ankle. “My cat.”

A foreign tourist, Moey thinks.

“No, that’s your ankle,” he corrects gently, kneeling beside her. “Let me see if it’s broken. Broken, you know?” He pantomimes breaking a stick in two. “Crack!”

Groaning, she permits him to remove the sandal and sock on her left foot. The swelling there and her squeal of pain at his prodding tell Moey all he needs to know.

“Broken,” he says smugly. “Thought so.”

“Broken? But what about my cat?”

“Your ...?”

She stabs a finger towards the bushes. “My cat. She took off in that direction. She can’t be out here at night. The coyotes will get her.”

He blinks at the bushes, and it slowly dawns on him that she’s talking — in English — about her neck muff, or what he thought was a neck muff. It’s a cat. And the woman is obviously no foreigner.

“Could you find me a stick to lean on, please? I have to find her.”

“I don’t think you should walk on that foot —”

“But I have to find my cat!”

Moey shifts. “Look, I, uh, can carry you to my car and drive you to the hospital —”

“But my cat!”

“After I help find your cat.”

“Oh. That would be ... thank you.”

Unnoticed by them both, the white hart slips between the trees and disappears.

“Dillyillyilly,” Karen croons.

A tentative meow sounds from a bush in front of them, slightly to their left. Karen gestures in that direction. “Could you carry me over there?”

After a moment’s hesitation, the man nods and picks her up. Despite the agony in her foot, Karen is very aware of the strength in his arms and the muscles of his chest, which is pressed against her cheek. His knee joints pop like embers exploding in a fire as he straightens.

Moving with painstaking care, the man steps from rock to rock until he reaches the spongy forest floor. “Okay?” he grunts as he sets her down.

She closes her eyes briefly against the hot, throbbing pain in her ankle. “I’m fine.” Then, lightening her tone, she murmurs to the bush, “Come here, Dilly. Good kitty.”

But the bush remains immobile.

“She’s hiding,” the man says glumly.

“She’s scared. I’ll have to go in and get her. Could you help me kneel?”

He glances at her foot, opens his mouth to protest, then claps it shut again. With a nod he helps her kneel.

The pain in Karen’s ankle makes her head spin, and she bites her lip to keep from crying out and scaring Dilly away. Damp peat seeps through her skirt onto her kneecaps. Slowly, she crawls into the slimy bracken. A twig snags her hair. A slug elongates beneath her left palm. Something clammy plasters itself across her forehead. She jerks, stifles a curse, shakes off the slug under her hand, and brushes away the leaf on her forehead. A thorn stabs her right knee.

Dilly’s white form bobs into view a few feet ahead of her. “Dilly, good kitty, come to Mommy.” Karen reaches out gingerly, and Dilly tenses. Mentally ringing the cat’s neck, Karen continues to coo soothingly. Gradually, she is allowed to stroke a furry cheek, to slide her fingers around the scruff. She grabs hold tightly.

“Got you, you miserable beast,” she grunts, dragging Dilly towards her and shoving the struggling cat up inside her sweater. The cat’s furry head pops out alongside her neck. They stare at each other, cat and human, eye to eye. Dilly’s tail sweeps back and forth across Karen’s stomach. Claws extend into her bosom.

“Don’t even think about it,” Karen whispers.

The cat’s mouth opens in plaintive protest, but Karen pushes the head back down into her sweater. With one hand firmly hugging Dilly against herself, she backs up. Unfortunately, this reverse motion catches the rear hem of her skirt under her knees. Her skirt begins a jerky, steady migration down her buttocks. She stops, tries to lift one knee to free her skirt. The shift of weight causes an excruciating blast of pain up her injured leg.

“Oh, hell!” she cries, and Dilly writhes vigorously.

“Are you all right in there?”

“No, I’m not! Dilly! Stay still, you ungrateful wretch!” “Do you need a hand?”

“No!” Karen gasps, envisioning the man crawling headfirst into her partially exposed ass. “Stay there! I’m ... I’m fine. Coming out right now. Fine.”

He mutters something in a doubtful tone, but the bushes behind her don’t part.

Karen takes a deep, cleansing breath, then tries to move forward, as if the motion itself can reverse the downward migration of her skirt. No such luck. She attempts to pivot so she can at least come out of the bush headfirst and not preceded by her naked bum. But there’s no room among the thorns to pivot.

“To hell with it,” she sighs. Then, louder: “Could you close your eyes, please? I’ve...my skirt’s fallen down.”

A pause, a grunt from the bushes behind her, then the shuffle-squelch of feet moving in the mud. Gritting her teeth, Karen resumes crawling backwards.

Just as she comes out into the open, her skirt skies the rest of the way over the smooth moguls of her buttocks and rests around her thighs. A cool autumn breeze dances across her rump.

Now what to do? She can’t stand up by herself, not with her bad ankle. She doesn’t look up. The pair of black Nikes to the left of her, facing away, shift. An awkward pause.

Then the Nikes move and the man’s knee joints backfire as he swiftly kneels. Karen cringes as he gives an almighty heave on her skirt. He yards it up to her waist with such force that the fabric under her knees separates from the rest of the skirt with a sharp rip. Without missing a beat, the man stands again, lifting Karen onto her feet by her elbows. She almost swoons from the sudden elevation change and the furnace of pain in her ankle.

They avoid each other’s eyes as they try to regain their composures.

“Thank you,” Karen eventually mumbles. “I couldn’t ... I tried ... my hands weren’t free. Anyway, thank you.”

He studies a hemlock. “You’ve got your cat?”

“In my sweater.”

“Can you walk at all?”

“I ... can try.”

Silence.

“I’ll carry you,” he says, then scoops her off her feet with such dizzying speed that her tofu burger lurches into her throat.

Although Moey is a very strong man (as the thrice-defeated Todd “The Sledgehammer” Dupuis would be the first to admit), the woman is neither small nor slender. By the time he staggers into the parking lot with his burden, breathing like a bull facing down a matador, he feels certain he’s torn at least one ligament in his pectorals. He places the woman gently on the hood of his Plymouth and fumbles in his pockets for his car keys.

“You don’t have to drive me to the hospital.”

“Can’t...drive there...yourself,” he pants.

“Just find me a stick to lean on. Really. I’ll walk the rest of the way home and my husband can drive me.”

He stops digging in his jacket. “Home?”

“There.” She points.

His eyes swivel to the enormous ghostly white foot painted on the side of the nearest house.

“The Footstop,” she says. “That’s where I live.”

“Ah, yes. Well ...” He nods as if confirming something he already knows. “Yes.”

The woman sticks out her free hand. “Thank you very much for your assistance.”

“No problem. Any time.” His sweaty hand slowly crushes hers. “Any time.”

“My name’s Karen.”

“Moey. Moey Thorpe.”

They continue to shake hands, both bobbing their heads like woodpecker toys.

“If you’re in the neighbourhood one afternoon, drop by. I can massage your feet or something. To say thank you. You know.” She flushes.

“Yes. Well. I’ll do that.”

They release hands. Moey shrugs at her house. “Maybe I should carry you to the door.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

Taking a deep breath, he scoops her up again like a praying mantis attacking its prey, and bulldozes his way through the cedar boughs overhanging the rock path to her back door.

“Thank you very much again,” she gasps as he puts her down beside the metal garbage can, the same one that contains an Andy-soiled towel.

“Take care of that foot, you hear?” he says. Then, panting like a farrowing sow, he ducks back through the cedar boughs and disappears into the night.

Karen staggers into the house, calling for help. Morris and Andy greet her in the hall with matching dropped jaws. Candice bursts from the bathroom with a towel wrapped about her torso and starts shrieking.

“Ohmygod! You’ve been raped! I don’t believe this! Don’t just stand there, Dad, do something! Call the police, call an ambulance! Andy, get him the phone!”

“Candice —”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Mom. It isn’t your fault. And you’re not supposed to have a shower or anything, ’cause that’ll wash away the evidence.”

“I wasn’t raped.”

“That’s denial, Mom. Gloria says that —”

“Have you, Karen?” Morris asks, bewildered. “Have you been ... defiled?”

Andy bursts into tears.

“Don’t just stand there crying!” Candice shouts. “Go get the phone like I told you!”

Karen takes a deep breath, sticks two fingers in her mouth, and lets loose a whistle. All tears and shouts cease.

“I have not,” she says firmly, “been raped. I have, however, broken my ankle. I fell. Simple as that. I fell.”

“But your skirt,” Candice says.

Karen glances down to where Moey inadvertently shortened the length of her skirt by six inches or so. The ragged hem trails a few twigs and leaves. “It ripped during my fall,” she says, a flush creeping across her cheeks. “I’m okay.”

Her husband’s face turns sallow, however. He stares at her feet in horror. “You’ve broken an ankle?”

“I think so, yes. My left one.”

“Oh, no,” Morris gasps. He falls to his knees and flutters his hands over her left foot. “Karen, how could you?”

Andy bursts into tears again.


Chapter Three
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With some difficulty, Karen lowers herself into her steaming bathtub. Her left foot, encased in plaster, a plastic Safeway bag, and a pink towel, is balanced precariously on a metal crutch that stretches like a bridge from one side of the tub to the other. Curls of plastic advertisements for Pillsbury Dough peel from the crutch.

At eleven o’clock the previous night, Karen and Morris discovered that the hospital no longer sent crutches home with their disabled outpatients. A nurse sternly informed them that far too many crutches left the emergency ward, never again to return. In the wake of all the budget cutbacks, the hospital saw fit to revoke the privilege of sending crutches home with the lame. Instead, a local supermarket rented Karen a pair of crutches for a nominal fee, thus the Pillsbury Dough advertisements plastered on its surface.

Karen is now indulging in a hot bath because Morris magnanimously told her to take the day off from the teahouse. He wrote a note and stuck it in the window: “Closed for today due to affliction. Will reopen tomorrow. Sorry for any inconvenience.” From the sound of the rain battering the roof, Karen doubts that the suspension bridge, and therefore the Footstop, will receive any customers today.

Arms trembling slightly from bearing the brunt of her weight, she levers herself into the foamy water, groaning as her skin turns a delicious scalded red. From the bathroom floor Dilly meows.

“Just wait,” Karen murmurs, leaning back and closing her eyes. “It’s too hot for you. Wait.”

She lets her thoughts drift as tiny bubbles pop and crackle around her, releasing apple-scented steam. She thinks back to the previous night’s occurrence, to the indignity of backing out of the bush in front of a stranger with her buttocks exposed. Blushing, she begins to shampoo her hair.

By the time Karen finishes, the water has cooled enough for Dilly to climb in. The cat stretches across her stomach, purring as she kneads her breasts and butts her chin. Bubbles adhere to the cat’s fur like foam to a sandy beach.

Seven years ago Karen found four kittens stuffed inside a plastic ice-cream bucket on the doorstep of the Footstop. Two of the kittens were dead, not from lack of oxygen (someone had thoughtfully made holes in the lid of the ice-cream bucket) but from lack of blood: fleas swarmed over them. Karen immediately took control of one kitten and Candice the other.

Upon the advice of a local veterinarian, they purchased a pair of flea combs and spent the next few hours combing the kittens and drowning the captured fleas in a cup of bleach. (Andy, only two, tried to drink it.) Regardless of their efforts, the kittens weakened. The fleas crawled down their ears, up their nostrils, and into their half-closed eyes, hiding from the combs with a canniness that bordered on higher intelligence.

“They need to be flea-bathed,” Karen muttered, angrily squashing a flea between her thumbnail and the kitchen counter. It made a satisfying pop.

Candice frowned. “But the vet said we can’t do that. The kittens are too young. The chemicals will kill them.”

“Chemicals or fleas — either way they’re going to die. Watch your brother. I’m going to the pet store.”

Karen defied the veterinarian’s instructions and bathed her languid, flea-infested kitten in chemical shampoo; Candice staunchly continued with the flea comb. By nightfall Karen’s kitten was tentatively sucking on a doll’s bottle of milk; Candice’s kitten was buried in the backyard.

Since then Dilly insists on sharing the bath with whomever is currently in it.

The bathwater is beginning to cool. Karen lifts a sopping Dilly from her stomach and drops the cat onto the floor, where she promptly shakes like a dog and proceeds to groom. After a great struggle, Karen extracts herself from the bathtub. She scrubs her rosy, rounded flesh with a towel (does the towel smell faintly of Andy poop, or is that her imagination?), sits on the toilet, and works her panties over the bulbous cast on her left foot. It isn’t until the black cotton slides over the birthmarks on her inner thighs that she remembers the white hart by the creek.

Immediately, she freezes. Her birthmarks begin to buzz, much as an elbow tingles if the funny bone is walloped.

Ah, yes, those birthmarks. Mei-ling (aka Petra) Woodruff had plenty to say about them during Karen’s childhood: “Karma. They are there because of karma. All Buddhists know that a person’s physical features are influenced by karma.”

And this: “Jesus was very open-minded, girl, very understanding of those who were confused about their sexuality. A prostitute was his closest friend — sex thrives on friendship.”

And this: “The Hevajra Tantra says great knowledge abides in the body, though it is not born of the body. Do you know what this means? This means that your body is a telephone between the human and the divine.”

Ah, yes, Mei-ling (aka Petra) Woodruff had a great deal to say about Karen’s birthmarks. None of it comprehensible.

Karen dresses in a daze, eats her scrambled eggs and toast in a daze, finishes mending the hole in Candice’s favourite plaid shirt in a daze, and hobbles into the teahouse in a daze. Yet she isn’t so dazed as to forget Morris’s edict to keep Dilly out. That she consciously chooses to ignore.

A door in the kitchen leads directly into Karen’s workshop nestled at the back of the teahouse. A heavy brocade curtain separates the workshop from the teahouse proper.

Glue, nails, chalk, papier mâché, sculpting burrs, and glitter spill from shelves; scissors, clay, oil paints, sanding belts, wood shavings, exacto knives, and Magic Markers overflow from stacked boxes. Upon a large, rough-hewn workbench lie beads, leather strips, pencils, hammers, chisels, turpentine, shrink-wrap plastic, and stacks of coloured paper. The room looks like a collision between a stationery store and a hardware depot and smells like the well-oiled wood of an old church.

In a corner of this room cowers a worn wicker basket lined with a hairy wool blanket. With a yawn Dilly walks into this basket, curls up, and proceeds to sleep. Karen flicks on a wire heater, leans her crutches against the workbench, and sinks onto a paint-flecked stool.

Almost twenty minutes go by as she sits and stares blankly at the heater’s red coils.

“I can’t do it,” she finally says aloud. “I can’t follow my Destiny. It will ruin the family. Candice will die of shame.”

Not true, a voice murmurs in her mind. Certainly, Candice may never speak to you again, may endure endless torment at school, and may even leave home, but she won’t actually die. Not unless, in running away, she ends up a heroin addict.

“What about Morris?” Karen argues. “It will destroy him. Who will run the teahouse? I owe him more than that.”

Why? What exactly has he done for you, other than bless you with an old one-level house, a foot-fetish fair, and two children? And besides, he’s been spending an awful lot of time at the office lately. And that honey-voiced, stout ’n single receptionist of his is always with him, isn’t she?

“But Andy will never understand! He’ll cry, he’ll beg me not to do it, it will affect his emotional stability.”

More so than the Footstop already affects it?

“I can’t do it, okay? I can’t.” Karen grabs the pillowy portion of her inner thighs and squeezes hard, trying to squelch the tingling in her birthmarks and the voice in her head. “I imagined it. I didn’t see the hart. It never existed! Now stop pestering me!”

Pinched into submission, her birthmarks quit prickling. But her long-denied aspirations continue to throb through her veins, newly awakened by the non-appearance of the white hart.

Someone else is likewise unable to concentrate on the task before him as the image of the white hart pops into his mind. But unlike Karen, Moey Thorpe doesn’t have the luxury of privacy when the memory of the fantastical beast returns to him. Instead, he stands before the serious, expectant eyes of twenty-four kickboxing students.

He gazes blankly at the far wall where mirrors reflect an orderly row of white uniforms: it is this sea of poised white that reminds him of the stag.

Jesus, he forgot all about it, what with helping the lady find her cat and all. How could he forget such a thing? (The image of smooth, pearly buttocks glinting up at him from beneath a halo of salmonberry leaves rises briefly in his mind.)

He shifts uncomfortably, then sends the students sprinting around the gym. But he can’t rid his mind of the stag. While teaching roundhouse kicks, he thinks about the beast. While demonstrating spinning back kicks, he thinks about Karen. While correcting a student’s epon kumite, he thinks about belly dancing. The thick, wiry hairs on the nape of his neck refuse to lie flat.

So it comes to pass that after finishing his classes, Moey Thorpe finds himself climbing into his Plymouth and heading towards Lynn Canyon, his skin prickling with presentiment. As he drives his exhaust-spouting car up Lynn Valley Road, the rain is so thick and fast from clouds so white that it seems as if heaven is hurling fat globs of cream onto his windshield. His wipers don’t so much improve visibility as draw attention to the lack of it.

Heart thudding hard against his chest, he pulls into the Lynn Canyon gravel parking lot and kills the ignition. His tongue turns into sand as he stares at the alabaster foot painted on the side of the house in front of him. His fingers turn ashen around the steering wheel. The prickly feeling of presentiment increases.

And, for the first time in his life, Moey Thorpe feels truly afraid.

He is scared of making a mistake and looking foolish. He is scared of trying to attain something that really matters to him because he is scared that he won’t be able to attain it. If he doesn’t voice his hopes, if he never tries to achieve what his heart truly wants, then at least the possibility that he can succeed if only he tries still exists. But once he tries and fails, then that possibility disappears; he will be faced with the stark reality that his dream is beyond him.

Moey has seen such fear grip kickboxing students prior to competitions. For the first time ever he truly understands their lock-jawed panic, their icy shivers, their loose bladders. “Your fear is only an imagined fear,” Master Zahbar always roars at Moey. “It’s a negative response that reinforces vulnerability and incompetence. Think positive! Don’t permit yourself to be afraid. Be victorious!”

For the past three years Moey has repeated those words to his terrified students. And yet now he understands there is nothing imagined about certain terrors, such as the terror that now seizes him as he looks at the Footstop. Trying to think positive thoughts while in the clutches of such a fear is like trying to tell a diabetic to produce enough insulin through sheer willpower. And trying to ignore his fear is like trying to ignore the impending 500-foot drop of a gondola that has lost its brakes.

Breathe, Moey instructs himself. Breathe.

This, at least, seems good advice. His watering, fixed eyes and swimming brain certainly agree — breathing is good.

He sucks in another lungful of air.

For a full five minutes Moey relishes the triumph of successfully breathing. Then, before his startled mind can react, his body launches itself out of the Plymouth and into the driving rain. His legs sprint along the rock path to the Footstop as his back obligingly ducks beneath dripping Douglas fir branches. His enormous hands grasp the quaint brass knob of the café and rattle the door. So paralyzed is his mind that he doesn’t notice the sign taped in the window, let alone the words inscribed on it. When the knob refuses to turn in his hands, his fingers ball into mallets and pound the door in a frenzy.

A light goes on in the café. A pale hand pulls a lacy drape to one side. A shock of frizzy red hair pops into view.

Only when Karen opens the door do Moey’s hands stop their frantic pummelling.

“You teach karate,” she says, blinking at his rain-splattered uniform. She is leaning on a pair of crutches.

“Kickboxing,” he gasps.

“Oh.” She shuffles back a pace or two, the rubber ends of her crutches squeaking on the hardwood floor. “Come in.”

Shivering, he does so and shuts the door behind himself.

“I didn’t expect to see you so soon. Not that it matters,” she adds hastily. “I’m grateful for your help last night.”

“No problem,” he says through chattering teeth.

“Would ... would you like a cup of tea? Officially, we’re closed, so I didn’t do any baking. Because of my foot, you see. But I can make you some tea...”

He wants to say no, to blurt out his purpose before his terror-spiked mind can resume control of his body.

“Tea would be great,” he says instead.

“I’ll put the kettle on.” She crutch-walks to the back of the café and ducks behind a heavy curtain. A moment later Moey hears the soft snick of a door closing.

The urge to flee overwhelms him. Karen doesn’t know where he lives, probably can’t even remember his name; if he leaves now, she’ll be none the wiser to his purpose and he can continue his safe existence as a kickboxing instructor without having threatened the fragility of his dream.

He turns to the door behind him. He imagines the Hand of Fate upon his shoulder, or more aptly, the breath of the white stag upon his neck. With a shiver he twists away from the door. And, for the first time, he becomes aware of his surroundings.

The café looks like a museum currently celebrating a Mexican festival. A flock of brightly coloured piSñatas dangles above a French Provincial trestle table. At either end of the table stands a pair of empty cake stands, book-ending an antique cash register, a pair of scissors, a roll of tape, and two rolls of wrapping paper.

Moey slowly surveys the café. A half-dozen pairs of wingback chairs are strategically placed throughout the room. Between each pair of chairs stands an antique coffee table, and beneath each coffee table rest two plastic Scholl’s Footbath Massagers. Their electric cords disappear into slits cut into the thick Persian rug covering the hardwood floor.

Here and there sculptures of feet sit on white pedestals. Antique cabinets line the walls. Trancelike, Moey wanders towards the first cabinet. On its mahogany shelves stand rows of beaded moccasins, Dutch clogs, and woollen slippers. The next cabinet contains foot-shaped soap dishes, clay pots of foot balm and soaking salts, pumice stones, foot-shaped towels, and pearl-handled nail clippers.

On the shelves of an adjacent cupboard, scrolled charts of acupuncture, reflexology, and horoscopes-for-the-foot vie for space with handmade address books, each the shape of a foot and bearing the title Footnotes on its cover.

Flower vases in the shape of feet, foot-shaped oven mitts, stationery bearing winged feet, DVDs entitled Foot Care & You, earrings and necklaces of feet, foot pillows, foot stools, key chains, address labels, plant pots, picture frames ... everywhere Moey looks, he sees feet. Even the piñatas, he belatedly realizes, are bright papier mâché feet.

He picks up what looks like a small jam jar, its lid covered by a square of red gingham tied at the mouth with a big red bow. Aloud he reads the words: “Fresh Homemade Foot Butter.” He looks at the brown-speckled stuff in the jar, and his fingers tingle with revulsion.

“Cinnamon spread,” Karen says behind him.

Moey almost drops the jar as he spins around.

“Cinnamon spread,” Karen repeats, hobbling into the room. “It’s very good. Made with fresh butter, cinnamon, and brown sugar. Delicious on hot toast or scones. It’s one of our best sellers.”

He looks down at the jar in his hand. “Foot butter,” he repeats stupidly.

“I had to call it that, otherwise Morris wouldn’t let it in the shop.”

“Morris?”

“My husband.” She flushes. “I convinced him that as part of a balanced diet, essential oils and fatty acids maintain the health of the foot. In the summer I sell an average of twenty jars a day.”

“Ah.” He thinks for a moment. “How much?”

“Seven-fifty a jar. Costs me less than half that to make it.”

“Good profit.”

“Yes.” She shifts her weight on her crutches. “Uh, the tea is ready, but I can’t carry it in. Could you?”

“What? Sure. Of course.” He replaces the jar of foot butter on the shelf and, after giving himself a mental shake much as a dog physically does upon rousing from a slumber, he ducks after her behind the heavy curtain.

Dazed, he follows her through a small workshop (she must make everything, a small part of his mind computes), through a door, and into a small sun-yellow kitchen. On the yellow Formica table sits a pot of tea in a foot-shaped tea cozy beside a pot of sugar and a carton of cream.

“We could sit in here if you prefer ...”

“No,” he replies, so quickly and forcefully that her hazel eyes widen.

“I mean, if it’s okay with you,” he says, trying to smile reassuringly, “I’d like to go back to the café.”

She nods uncertainly. “Of course.”

He picks up the teapot, sugar, and cream and together they return to the teahouse. A few minutes of strained silence later, Moey finds himself slouched in one of the wingback chairs sipping a cup of Earl Grey. Karen sits beside him, her broken foot propped on a coffee table. They both resolutely study the piñatas dangling from the ceiling.

When the silence reaches the snapping point, Moey clears his throat. It is time to Listen to Fate. Karen looks at him expectantly.

“You, uh, you get many customers?” he asks. Even to himself, he sounds as if he’s been sucking on helium.

“Lots in the summer. Tourist season, you see. Some days there’s barely enough room to stand in here.”

“Oh.” He clears his throat again, trying to lower his tone an octave or seven. His vision jumps erratically, his heart pounds hard against his throat. “And the rest of the time?”

“When a tour bus pulls in, I’m swamped. And every holiday — Easter, Valentine’s Day, whatever — it gets busy with people showing their relatives around.”

“I see.”

Silence again. Moey’s thoughts churn. His palms feel as slick as wet lasagna noodles. He gulps down a swallow of tea and scalds the back of his throat.

“Haugh ...” he begins, then coughs his throat clear and tries again. “How are you going to manage with your foot like that if you have to carry things from the kitchen and back?”

“Morris is going to buy a hot plate today to set up in here. And he’s going to help me do the baking each night.”

“Ah.” He sips his tea again. Another long, awkward silence descends. Karen studies the piñatas once more.

Do it, Moey tells himself fiercely. Ask her.

I can’t, a hitherto unknown portion of his person whines.

Don’t be a wimp, he answers, and takes a deep, quavering breath. Puts down his cup. Faces her. “Karen?”

She turns to him. “Yes?”

“I...I would like...” He wipes his sweaty palms on the knees of his kickboxing uniform, tries again. “I was wondering...”

“Yes?”

“I would like...”

She leans forward. “Yes?”

“I’d like to work here,” he blurts. “As a belly dancer.”

Magic — what exactly is it? Most people don’t recognize it when they see it, but Karen has always known about its existence, has been able to correctly identify it. She’s taught her children to recognize it, too.

“Look, Candice, magic! We push this silver thing, and voilà, warm water comes out. Clean, warm water to wash a baby’s hands in. Magic!”

And: “Shall we gaze into the crystal ball and see what pictures we can find? Press the magic button, Andy. There! Look, there’s Big Bird. You made Big Bird appear in the big glass window! How did you do that, you clever boy? And we can hear him, too!”

And: “With a flick of the magic wand I shall dispel darkness from this room. Let’s count together — one, two, three...”

Water faucets, television remotes, light switches — for Karen they represent magic. It exists all around her: telephones, automobiles, ice cubes tinkling in a glass of cold tea. Rather than explain these phenomena to her children in the technical language of the witches and wizards who have created them (a mathematical language she equates with spells), she defines them as magic.

A plumber in oil-slicked coveralls is a warlock who threads brass and copper tubes together and commands water to appear at her house whenever she desires. A gas fitter is a sorcerer who combines invisible gas, complex equations, and wire circuits to provide her with warmth on a frosty night. The midwife who assisted at the births of Candice and Andy is an earth goddess; the woman who taught them swimming lessons a water sprite; the Lynn Canyon forest ranger a sylvan deity. Godkins, fays, spellmasters, and shamans — this is how Karen sees car mechanics, nurses, teachers, and surgeons.

For as long as she has lived in her own house, she has left thumb-size portions of food on her kitchen windowsill. Not to please ethereal spirits, and certainly not to ward off werefolk or devilings; these offerings are instead a tangible, visual recognition of the abundance of her universe, of the constant miracles in her life.

Morris has grown so accustomed to this ritual that he reminds her to place a wee saucer of food on the sill if she forgets to do so; its absence makes him uncomfortable, like viewing a crooked picture on a wall. Candice, until she turned fifteen, would occasionally place a pretty feather, a handful of forget-me-nots, or an unusual stone upon that sill. (Now she has matured beyond such superstitions and chooses to ignore the saucer’s existence. She doesn’t dare deride it, though, beyond rolling her eyes.) Andy—straight A, encyclopedia-loving Andy — regards the saucer on the sill as something sound, something necessary. He justifies this feeling by telling himself that even the astronauts and technicians at NASA respect certain superstitions, especially after the flight of Apollo 13.

But the white hart is a magic too unusual for Karen; it’s an oddity far beyond the realm of her world. Despite the strangeness of her birthmarks, despite the way she views electricity and automation, despite her eclectic religious upbringing, she cannot accept the appearance of the white hart. It has to be a hallucination; things like that don’t happen in the real world. It isn’t magic; it’s ... imaginary.

Yet listening to Moey Thorpe talk about the connection he sees between belly dancing at the Footstop and the appearance of the white hart, she can’t deny that the hart appeared. Here this man sits before her admitting that he saw her hallucination. Ergo, it cannot have been a hallucination. That majestic white beast did materialize on the rocky banks of Lynn Canyon.

Ice feathers brush against Karen’s skin. Her life, she feels, will never be the same again.
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