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    To Rebecca,

    for the best story

  


  
    


    “He felt as a conjurer must who is all the time afraid that

    at any moment his tricks will be seen through.”



    — Tolstoy, War and Peace

  


  


  
    The Floating Wife

  


  
    MY HUSBAND, ALBERT NATHAN ZARETSKY, was, until his retirement, a judge of the Supreme Court of Ontario. Before his bench were heard the most grave criminal and civil accusations in the province, while the most sensational cases were written about in the newspapers and reported on the television news. He was famous (or notorious, depending on one’s position) for allowing Charter arguments to be made and unusual precedents to be cited, and his decisions were appealed before the Supreme Court of Canada more often than most. He looked good on television, for he was a handsome man even in his late years when his hair was still full but absolutely white, and his slightly large features — his prominent eyebrows, his heavy pocked nose, his sensual lips — became more so as his face grew thinner. Actually, he was much more handsome as an older man; when I first saw him, a first-year law student, his head looked too big for his neck and his arms and legs too long.


    But Albert had another life, one outside the legal profession. He belonged to a secretive world, what in other circumstances spouses most fear from their partners. In that world, my husband was known as Zardoff the Mysterious, not so much to the public but in magicians’ circles, here in Toronto and also in New York and Los Angeles and, to a lesser extent, London. As a judge he was a forward-thinking champion of individual rights, but as a magician he was a strict traditionalist, eschewing modern technology in favour of the older and, in his opinion, more elegant methods of misdirection and sleight of hand.


    I myself am not an expert (far from it), but by all accounts he was a steady performer, skilful without being outstanding. Some praised his stiff, rather formal presentation, while others criticized it. Of course, he could only practise for an hour or so a day after supper, and he performed only as an unpaid amateur (he refused a fee when one was offered) for Boy Scout troops, in hospital wards, and at charity functions. Yet he had, at least as well as I can understand, a fame in the conjuring world equal to his fame in the legal profession. This fame was not for his performances, but for his collection of Victorian and early twentieth-century conjuring apparatus. These objects, acquired at auctions and estate sales, often with the assistance of an agent, he had begun to accumulate in the late fifties, when it was still possible to find important pieces at reasonable prices. He owned a cabinet built for the Davenport brothers, Heller’s secondknown black art table, a pair of pistols used by Anderson in his version of the bullet-catching trick, Chung Ling Soo’s miracle board vanish, and perhaps three hundred more effects, all stored in a museum-quality setting, in a special room built onto the back of the house, which had necessitated the removal of the original tennis court. My husband was famous not only for owning the collection, but for his knowledge of how the illusions were originally presented, and for his generosity in granting access. Magicians came from all over the world, strange men (they were almost always men) who would astonish our children by pulling watermelons out of their ears.


    I remember one occasion in the early seventies when, by an accident of scheduling, the premier of the province, who wanted Albert to head a commission on payoffs in the building trades, arrived in a limousine at our house for tea at the same time that Robert Harbin, the creator of the zig-zag girl illusion, arrived by cab from the airport. I answered the door to the both of them and was highly embarrassed, but my husband simply introduced the politician and the conjurer to one another and, after the premier swore an oath of secrecy, the three of them spent several hours in the special wing.


    What I thought, standing alone in my kitchen: boys, they’re still and always boys. You must understand that I hated magic. The ridiculous names (Zardoff, for God’s sake), the black capes and top hats and gimmicked canes, the hands that could never be still but always had to be producing cigarettes or “walking” coins over the knuckles. The arguments over the relative greatness of Le Roy and Devant, the inevitable shouting and finger pointing whenever Houdini’s name came up. It was all so childish. As if there could be anything of interest in seeing a man scatter four aces in a deck only to find them in a spectator’s pocket, or a woman in a leotard getting trussed up, shoved into a burlap bag, and locked into a trunk, only to appear a flashing moment later on top of the trunk itself, having changed places with the magician. Why did it matter that the magician had performed a false shuffle, or had used Maskelyne’s method for releasing the chains? It was all child’s play.

  


  
    WHEN WE MET IN THE early fifties, Albert was not only attending classes but also holding down two jobs, one dipping ice cream bars at the Neilson plant on Spadina Avenue, the other shelving books at the law library. His parents had come from Galitzia and opened a small shoe store in Thunder Bay. Albert was living in a boarding house on Harbord Street run by a Mrs. Mossoff. He was so thin because Mrs. Mossoff put a small amount of the cheapest ground meat into her stews, which she poured over potatoes every night and which Albert often vomited up. In fact, on our first meeting, a blind date arranged by a mutual friend, we were walking down Yonge Street to see the Christmas display in the window of Eaton’s when he collapsed on the sidewalk. I took him home to my mother’s kitchen and fed him.


    Back then, his head was full of ideas. He was in love with the law and revered the British legal system, which he saw as an antidote to the grotesque legal distortions enacted by the Nazis. We would go to Diana Sweets for coffee and pie and talk away the evening, Albert leaning forward, eyes aflame, a little spittle gathering at the corner of his mouth as his voice grew louder with excitement and I had to put my hand over his and gently hush him.


    He was socially advanced for our time. He encouraged me to believe that, although he foresaw a future for us, he did not want me to restrict my life to that of a housewife. I was an undergraduate with some thought of becoming a nurse but half-expecting that my education and career would end in marriage. With Albert’s emotional and financial support, I became not just a nurse but a doctor, one of the few women M.D.s in the province. I returned to work after each of our three children was born, Albert assuring me that I could be a good mother even if we needed a nanny to pick up the children from school.


    When I first met him, Albert’s interest in magic was a harmless pastime. He had become interested, he told me, upon discovering that an uncle on his mother’s side had been a professional magician in Hamburg, Berlin, Budapest, and Prague. He had found a book at Britnell’s (The Amateur Magician’s Handbook by Henry Hay) and had learned a few simple but effective sleights that he showed to me one evening: making a card rise out of the deck, changing a red handkerchief to green, and so on. This was, I think, the only time I enjoyed watching him perform, mostly because of the pleasure that he himself clearly got out of it. But I was less pleased when, about a month later, we met in the Hart House Library and from his beaten-up briefcase he drew out a wooden box with two little doors. He opened one of the doors and put in a block of wood painted with spots like a die. When he opened the door, the die was gone; apparently it had slid behind the other door. But it wasn’t behind that door either, for it had somehow jumped back into the briefcase. Three or four students in the library seemed to enjoy the little performance, but I was embarrassed and dismayed by it. Afterwards, Albert confided to me that he had just discovered a magic shop on Dundas Street and that he had spent a day’s pay for the trick. I was going to say something, that I wondered if magic was a suitable interest for an adult, or perhaps that it would be better if he saved his money, but I didn’t get the chance, because he suddenly got down on his knee, grasped my hand, and implored me to marry him.

  


  
    ALBERT WAS NEVER, IN FORTY-THREE years of marriage, an unfaithful husband. He could easily have been, for women found him attractive even without the allure of his powerful position. I suspect that even if he had been tempted, he would have been too mindful of his robes to risk sullying the position he held. If he had been unfaithful, my leaving him would be more understandable, more justifiable to the outside world and to our children, who adored him.


    I do not wish to spend a great deal of time recounting the details of his hobby-turned-obsession. The hours spent in the basement practising the linking rings, or donning his custom-made set of tails (tails!) to work at his silent dove act (he had a small aviary and, to the kids’ delight when they were young, a rabbit hutch). Every magician who passed through town was welcome in our house, no matter the time of day. Often they were alcoholic; one used his skills to steal silver. At night in bed, Albert pored over catalogues from magical supply dealers and auction houses.

  


  
    YOU MUST UNDERSTAND, I KNOW that my husband worked extremely hard at a job of tremendous pressure. He was an otherwise attentive husband and a good father, and he never wavered in his support of my own career as a doctor, a lecturer, and later the co-founder of a women’s hospice. I would have stayed with him, no matter how sick I became of phrases such as “forcing,” “penetration frame,” and “coin clip,” or how often at a dinner party he would unscrew the top of the salt shaker, pour the contents into his hand, and then throw it at the guest across the table only to have the salt vanish. I would have stayed if, after his retirement, he had not decided — no, insisted — on turning professional.


    For several months he did not tell me that he had hired a director, a man who had worked with several established acts in Las Vegas and New York, to help him create a stage show. That he had found a 150-seat theatre to rent every Saturday night where he would perform as Zardoff the Mysterious. That he had found a young woman assistant who was lithe enough to fold herself into a basket or fit into that same zig-zag girl cabinet. (Many of my friends would assume that Albert was having an affair with the young woman, a common occurrence in the magic world.) When he did tell me I said no. I was absolutely clear about it, but perhaps he didn’t believe me. Or he believed me but hoped that I would change my mind. Or believed me but decided to go ahead anyway. It was the last possibility that made me realize I could not change my mind even if I wanted to. And so, when he returned from opening night, I was gone.


    I slept at the hospital for a few days, then a hotel, and then rented a condominium at Bay and Wellesley. Our kids, young adults by now, were angry at me. Especially our eldest son, who threatened to derail his plans to enter medical school, as if this was a way to get back at me. Our daughter, the middle one, kept her usual neutral stance, while the youngest boy decided to stay with me, although it meant a subway and bus trip to Forest Hill Collegiate every day.


    I did not cut off all communication with Albert. We spoke on the phone for a few minutes every day, mostly about the kids but also about our work, never mentioning my having left or his magic show. I only knew it was still running from the entertainment listings. And then some anonymous “friend” sent me a review of the show in the weekly arts paper Now, with what intention I don’t know. The review both mocked and praised Albert’s solemn demeanour, but what caught my attention was the final paragraph.

  


  
    Zardoff (whose real name is nowhere listed in the program) seems to think that the world has not changed in a hundred years and that people can still be astounded by objects vanishing, endless coins pouring into a top hat, and “spirits” writing messages on chalk boards. He believes that a striking head, lit in profile and with one hand raised, can make an audience grow silent with expectation. And he is weirdly right, or nearly so. But nothing that comes before will prepare you for the show’s pièce-de-résistance, the climactic illusion that he calls “The Floating Wife.” I heard people laugh and, when the lights came up, I saw more than a few surreptitiously wiping tears from their eyes. As for me, I just wanted to know how the damn trick worked.

  


  
    Naturally I was dismayed and also possibly angry. How could I not be? Surely there were people in the audience on some nights who recognized Albert and knew me as well. It also occurred to me that, given Albert’s nature, I ought to be flattered. And then I discovered that all three of our children had gone to see the show.


    “I’m not going to describe it for you,” my eldest son said on the phone. He was still refusing even to see where I lived. “It’s no more nor less than you deserve. I think it would do you good to see it for yourself.”


    “I don’t think Dad means anything by it,” my daughter said. “It’s just a good illusion, that’s all. He probably wasn’t even thinking of you.”


    “It’s sweet,” said my youngest at breakfast. “It’s so Dad. Go and see it. I bet you’ll cry and you don’t cry easily.”


    It didn’t seem as if I had much choice. Still, I waited another week before finally booking a ticket on the telephone, which meant leaving my name on the answering machine. I wondered whether Albert knew that I was coming, and even if he had created “The Floating Wife” expecting that I would see it. The theatre was in a decrepit building, a small, former chicken slaughterhouse. The seats had been rescued from a cinema that was being torn down to put up a multiplex. It was a little more than half full, but there was nobody I knew in the audience. At eight o’clock the curtain did not go up. Nor at eight-thirty. Finally the assistant came out from between the curtains, clearly distraught. My first thought was maybe they were having an affair after all. And then she announced that “Mr. Zardoff” had become ill just before coming to the theatre and had been taken to hospital.


    It took me ten minutes to find a cab. I urged him to drive faster, but it did no good. Albert was already dead. He’d suffered a myocardial infarction — a heart attack. They were only just cleaning up the emergency room and he was still on the table. I have seen more than my share of corpses, but when you see the body of the man you have shared your life with you are no longer a doctor.


    We had been separated but still husband and wife, and the funeral arrangements fell to me. I wouldn’t have wanted it differently. The service was overflowing with friends, lawyers and judges and other members of the judicial system, the mayor, the premier and several cabinet ministers, people I didn’t recognize. Everyone silently agreed to overlook the fact of our late separation. But what none of them knew was that an hour before the service, I had a terrible argument with both the rabbi and the director of the Jewish funeral home.


    There is a tradition that when a magician dies, his wand is broken in half and ceremoniously thrown into the coffin with him. The rabbi and the director did not want to allow it. In the end, we compromised. I broke the wand (Albert had about two dozen, I just picked one) and placed it in the coffin before the service.

  


  
    I LIVE IN THE FOREST HILL house again, a widow. Unlike Albert, I have chosen not to retire. My practice is busier than ever, given the current crisis in our health care system, and I have taken on extra teaching duties as well. Exhausted from the day, I go to bed almost as soon as I get home. Every so often the doorbell rings: a magician, visiting town, has come to see Albert’s collection. I let them in, telling them to see themselves out when they are done. Sometimes the magician will ask me about “The Floating Wife,” an illusion that, as far as I can gather, has become something of a legend in conjuring circles. But of course, I can say nothing about it.

  


  


  
    Shitbox

  


  
    I AM TRYING TO BAlANCE the New York Review of Books on my lap while eating Kraft Dinner from a plastic bowl. Well, not actually Kraft Dinner, but a no-name imitation with cheese that is so intensely, unreally orange that it is almost fluorescent. I am struggling through an essay about the Armenian genocide that refers to several new books and also a film by Atom Egoyan. I used to know Atom when Candice and I went to a lot of Toronto parties and openings. I hadn’t quite figured out what I was going to do: make films, write poems, or create some new cross-disciplinary form to capture the paradox of our late capitalist, terrorized, hypererotic Starbucks lives.


    What I actually became was a pharmaceutical rep.


    I roam from medical office to doctor’s office with my square leather sample case, meeting doctors and suggesting to them that they prescribe our anti-depressant, our antiinflammatory, our analgesic pain killer, our contraceptive pill, our alternative to Viagra (no hot flushes, no seeing purple). I load them up with free samples to hand out to patients — candy, we call them. My territory is the northern outskirts of Toronto: Markham, Thornhill, the 905 arc over the city, which I traverse like a voyageur for the good of the distant mother country, a massive German pharmaceutical corporation. The job was supposed to be temporary. Candice was already working as a lawyer for the province and I felt bad every time we went to a restaurant and she took out her Visa. What I think happened, what I can reconstruct from certain painful flashes of memory, is that Candice was affected by watching me return every evening in my cheap Moore’s suit and clutching my Death of a Salesman sample bag. She started to imagine me in twenty years’ time. Receding hairline. Paunch. Not bothering to loosen my tie before heading for the liquor cabinet to pour myself a stiff one. It caused her to have panic attacks. And now I haven’t seen Candice for three months.


    The Forty Winks Motel has a blinking neon eye on its sign. I am staying here because it is convenient to my work territory, because the weekly rate is cheap, because I will never run into anyone I know, and because the sheer crumminess of my present life will force me to make some decisions. As motel rooms go, this one could be worse. No smell of mould, roach killer, or someone else’s semen. The hotplate, provided (illegally) by the motel for an extra four dollars a day, is set up in the bathroom, the only counter space. The bedroom windows don’t face the highway out front, but look behind to a new subdivision going up on former farm land. Rows of townhouses disappearing into the vanishing point.

  


  
    MY FIRST WEEK LIVING HERE, I drove into Toronto, crashing at my friend Aaron’s place. Aaron and I go back to high school, but Aaron has a serious girlfriend now, who is eight years older and has a kid, and Aaron let me know in an embarrassed, throat-clearing way that it wasn’t really convenient to have me around. I understand that of course, and I’m totally cool about it, so the next Saturday I stayed at Walt’s. Walt is single and has never been known to go on a date, but he has three large dogs who were not pleased about having their sofa taken over. Every so often, during the night, I could hear a low growl from behind the kitchen door. All Walt and I ended up doing was watching the ball game while eating Pizza Pizza. Sitting in that dark room, the television flickering and the air heavy with dog flatulence, it occurred to me that all our interesting friends had belonged to Candice.


    Which only made me think about how much I missed her.


    I will not pretend that it was a mutual break-up. Candice said she didn’t love me anymore, and that it had taken her weeks of talking with her therapist and the support of all her friends to get up the courage to leave. She said I was a wonderful person, but she just couldn’t be the person she wasn’t anymore and she had to save her own life. Tears, nose-blowing. There wasn’t much left for me to do but join the chorus of her friends and congratulate her for finding the courage to dump me.

  


  
    I WAKE UP IN A sweat, a blade of light crossing my face, grope for the dollar-store alarm clock to see why it hasn’t rung. Even as I do, I realize it’s the weekend. A plunging in my stomach. Oh Jesus, I cannot believe that I feel sickened by the idea of Saturday, that I don’t know what I’m going to possibly do with myself.


    A grinding outside. I push back the curtain to see a backhoe tearing up the earth in front of the new townhouses. Even though the workers are still finishing the interiors, carrying in sheets of drywall and squares of parquet flooring, the trees and shrubs and grass have arrived in the backs of three dump trucks. Instant neighbourhood.


    I reach for my cellphone and start to punch in the code for Candice’s number. Then I hit the off button and put the phone down again. Candice is over and I know it. I am not the sort to make useless, grovelling phone calls — besides, I already have. On the other side of the wall, the television goes on and I hear whispers and moans. Somebody is watching a porn flick at seven in the morning. I get up, take a shower, shave and dress, put coffee in the “Little Bachelor” drip machine, open a snack pack of Alpha-Bits. I sit on the edge of the bed crunching letters when I hear “Ode to Joy” reduced to the electronic chimes of my cellphone.


    “Mitch, I’ve finally got you.”


    “Hey, Mom.”


    “I’ve been trying for two days. I was going to call the apartment but you said not to.”


    “Candice has a lot of stress at work right now. She’s really on edge.”


    “Poor girl. She’s too dedicated for her own good.”


    “Yeah, that’s just what I tell her. How’s Winnipeg?”


    “Mosquitoes already. Marnie Hoffman’s aunt got West Nile. She’s paralyzed. It’s like one of the ten plagues. The rabbi was saying ...”


    I take a sip of coffee. My mother did not go to synagogue regularly before my father died. It was Candice, a lapsed Anglican, who encouraged my mother to see it as a way to a new social life. My mother said that if it wasn’t for Candice she would have jumped into the grave after my father.


    “Are you going to come at the end of June like you said?”


    “I said maybe. It really depends on Candice’s work. Listen, there’s something I’ve got to do. I’ll talk to you later.”


    “When?”


    “Soon.”


    “You tell that doll not to work so hard.”


    I really do have something to do. My laundry. When that’s finished I stand by my car outside the laundromat, trying not to look at the little kid making faces at me through the window.


    Back in the car, I pull onto the highway too quickly, cutting off the driver behind who leans on his horn and gives me the finger. I fiddle with the radio and snap it off again. It is a bright day, perfect early summer weather, but I’m too lethargic to wind down the window. Without thinking I turn into the drive of the Treasure Barn, my tires flinging up stones. The car comes to a halt beside a couple of rain barrels made into begonia planters. Along with the usual rocking chairs outside are whiteand black-faced lawn jockeys, several poorly carved wooden ducks, and an old baby carriage full of used videos. There’s a sign on the door in wood type that reads OPEN in reverse letters and I wonder if it means the place is actually closed, but the door swings in when I push it.


    Through the filter of dust suspended in the air I see dressers from the 1950s, too ugly to be kitsch. A rack of suits in alarming check. Rusting rakes and shovels, imploding sofas, bicycle tire rims, mounted deer antlers. The woman behind the desk — or rather, inside a U-shape made from old jewellery display cases — looks up from her crocheting and smiles. I wonder if that’s a real gold tooth she has or just a fake for the weekend tourists. I decide I must buy something, no matter how inferior or useless. And then something catches my eye.


    A guitar, and not much of a one — a cheap steel-string with the stencilled image of a bucking bronco on its flat top, which looks as if somebody had started to scrape off the bronco with a pen knife and gave up after removing a hind foot. I pick it up from the broken chair where it lies, put the fraying macramé strap around my neck, and strum a G chord. At least I think it’s a G chord. Of course the guitar is out of tune, but the neck looks straight so I take it up to the counter.


    “I was wondering how much you want for this,” I say.


    The woman peers at it over her reading glasses. “That’s a Martin. Two hundred.”


    “It isn’t a Martin. It’s a Marvin. I’ll give you twenty-five bucks.”


    “A hundred.”


    “Twenty-five.”


    “I got a case for it. Eighty.”


    “I’ll take the case. Forty.”


    She sizes me up; a city slicker who thinks he can pull one over on a country bumpkin.


    “You got cash?”

  


  
    I KNOW A FEW CHORDS. Or think I do, because when I get back to the motel room and try to play, I find that my memory isn’t too good. Or maybe I don’t remember how to tune properly. Whatever the reason, all I get out of that shitbox is a godawful noise. I’m only banging on it for a couple of minutes before the porn addict next door starts pounding his hand on the wall because I’m ruining his appreciation of New Jersey Housewives. So I take the guitar and go down the hall and out the back door of the motel. I’d planned to sit at the picnic table but it turns out to be covered in bird shit from seagulls who seem to be lost, so I keep walking, over the collapsing link fence, through tall dandelions gone to feathery seed, to the first lawn of the new subdivision. Nobody seems to be working today and the little bulldozer has been left behind. I walk up the path to the third townhouse, third seems like a good spot, and sit down on the front steps since there’s no actual porch. I strum my chords again and then try to pick out a scale, but the truth is I don’t know what I’m doing and give up. I stand up again and on a whim try the front door of the townhouse. Lo and behold, it opens.


    I’ve never been inside an unlived-in house before, and it’s a strange feeling, both spooky and alluring. This one looks just about finished, the walls painted white, the baseboards and sockets in, the oak-veneer kitchen cupboards installed. The only incongruity is a toilet squatting in the centre of the dining room, like a work by Duchamp. The bannister is still wrapped in plastic. Upstairs, the bedrooms are small but the master bedroom has an ensuite bath. Ah-ha, the bathroom is missing its toilet — thus the one downstairs.


    Back on the ground floor, I put down the lid of the toilet and sit. I wonder who will live here and what their story will be. They will eat and laugh and bicker around the kitchen table, watch television in the den, play Monopoly in the basement. The kids will dare each other to enter the dark furnace room, the parents will wait until Saturday night to have sex.


    Or maybe such lives don’t exist anymore. I know they once did; that’s what I fled from in the first place.

  


  
    ON MONDAY, I USE MY cell to phone Long and McQuade in Toronto. I order an electronic tuner, a set of Martin strings, a capo, a dozen Fender picks, and three instruction books. The bill comes to more than twice what I paid for the guitar.

  


  
    ON FRIDAY, WHEN I COME in, Fred, the motel owner, looks at me with the placidity of a man who knows that time is an illusion and hands me the package from Long and McQuade. Walking quickly to my room, my sample case in one hand and the package in the other, I fantasize about telling Candice that I have taken up guitar, as if somehow this might impress her the way I had hoped to impress girls when I was twelve. The fantasy is somewhat spoiled by my knowing that Candice would be confirmed in everything she thinks about me, but I’m feeling too expectant to let that get me down. On my bed, I unwrap the goodies and lay them out, everything just so cool. The first thing I do is change the crappy strings. It takes me a good forty-five minutes, puts me in a total sweat, and three times I lance the tip of a finger with the sharp end of a string.


    Next, I tune up, checking one of the instruction manuals. Every Athlete Drinks Gatorade Before Exercising. Finally, I take one of the fake tortoiseshell picks, smooth and pleasing to the touch, find my G chord, and strum. To my amazement, the room expands with sweet fullness. Turns out even a shitbox of a guitar has music sleeping inside it. I strum hard and faster, but when I get a decent rhythm going, when I’m starting to feel good and thinking that I could play this one chord into eternity, the porn addict next door starts pounding on the wall again.


    I take the guitar out back, along with the instruction book and an unrefrigerated beer. I head for the townhouse that I like to refer to as my own. I am vaguely dismayed by a SOLD sign on the one next to it, but I march right inside mine, calling, “Honey, I’m home!” and sit on the toilet in the dining room. With the instruction book open on the floor I practise these little four-bar exercises. After about ten minutes the fingertips of my left hand start to get sore, so I skip the next seven pages of exercises and plunge right into the first song, “On Top of Old Smoky.” Dang, I’ve always wanted to play that ol’ classic. I make my way haltingly through it, pausing for a swig of Blue, the working man’s beer.


    “Candice, babe,” I say aloud, “It does not get better than this.”

  


  
    TODAY I HAVE SEVEN APPOINTMENTS with doctors serving the suburban Chinese community from shopping mall clinics. I like these doctors, first or second-generation Canadians who are less arrogant and dismissive of parasites who feed on their underbellies. Plus, at lunch time I have my choice of Chinese restaurants.


    Back at the motel, I change into jeans, grab a beer and my guitar, and head out back towards my townhouse. But, crossing the street, I hesitate. Someone is at the house on the other side from mine, pounding another SOLD sign into the ground. All I can see is that she is wearing a sweater and a knit skirt too warm for the weather, stockings and heels. I decide to lay the beer down at the roadside and continue on. She is straightening the sign as I come up the walkway. East Indian or Pakistani, pretty but thin, with a beaky nose and a premature streak of silver in her hair.


    “Hello there,” she says, reaching out. I have to switch the guitar over to take her enthusiastic, real estate agent’s handshake. “Beautiful houses, aren’t they?”


    “Yes, I’ve been admiring them,” I say, not altogether disingenuously. “It looks like they’re starting to sell.”


    “More than half are already gone. The agents are too busy to put up the signs. Everything will be finished in two months. I find it so exciting when a new community begins. It’s like instant happiness.”


    “So, who is moving in?”


    “Very nice people, lovely people. Mostly from Mumbai. Originally, I mean.”


    “Really.”


    “The builders have some connections there. And there are a lot of Indian people living on the other side of the highway. Maybe you’ve seen the Hindu temple, it’s quite handsome.”


    “Do you represent this one as well?” I asked, pointing to my house.


    “Yes, I do. Would you care to take a look? It has an ensuite master bathroom.”


    “I know. I mean, I’ve been inside. The door wasn’t locked.”


    She frowned. “The tradespeople can be so irresponsible. Did you see the basement? Unfinished but very easily done. It would make a good play room for children. Do you have any kids?”


    “No. Not yet, anyway.”


    “It’s best to get into the market as early as you can. In housing, prices are always going up. Of course, it is more than an investment. It is your home. Do you know what mortgage you are able to carry?”


    “I’m not really sure. I mean, I haven’t worked out the fine details.”


    “What is the down payment you can make?”


    I think of the money from my grandfather’s estate, which was invested in blue chip funds. I haven’t touched it except for taking Candice to Cuba last winter. “I’ve got about sixty thousand dollars,” I say, although actually it’s closer to forty.


    “That’s quite good. Better than most who buy here. With the low interest rates, you would have to pay only nine hundred dollars a month mortgage, plus the tax, heating, and other usual bills. Could you manage that?”


    “If I was careful.”


    “It is good to be careful, I think,” she says and smiles. I’ve never seen a lovelier smile. I’m convinced she really wants me to be happy. “I must tell you that several families have come to see this house in the last two weeks. It won’t last long. Here, let me give you my card.”


    She snaps open her purse, takes out a card, and hands it to me, just as her cellphone starts to ring. I nod to her, but she is already too involved in a conversation about plot surveys to notice, and retreat back across the road, swiping up my beer as I go.

  


  
    I CONSIDER TELLING EVERY DOCTOR I visit of the various symptoms I have been experiencing lately. Depression punctuated by fleeting moments of desperate exhilaration. On my last call of the day I give in to the need and confess to a family physician whose patients call him “Doctor Dan.” Without a word he takes his pad, writes a prescription, and hands it to me.


    Rexapro.


    “This is one of our competitors’ products,” I say. “I think it will suit you better.”


    “Ours has fewer contra-indications.”


    “This one is more generally effective, a wider umbrella.”


    “Really?” I’m disappointed. The vice-president said that ours worked the best for the most people.


    “You know what their rep gave me?” Doctor Dan says. “A cappuccino machine. Makes pretty good foam.”

  


  
    BACK AT THE RANCH, I tuck the prescription into the Gideon Bible in the drawer by the bed. I have my usual sumptuous dinner and head out for a night on the town. Along the strip of highway, cars slide past, their lights receding in the dark. It takes me no time to reach Bob’s Place, and although it’s early in the week, there are a dozen Harley-Davidsons gleaming in the lot. I go up the chipped cement steps and open the door; the music that has been vibrating though the glass windows now blasts me in the face, along with the rank smell of beer. In the dark I can just make out the bikers at their tables, big guys with greying ponytails, leather vests or jackets, beefy hands around their mugs. Also a few women, who match them in bulk and smoke-scarred voices when they laugh. I wonder if they’re pissed off about tattoos becoming so popular. The band is crowded into the far corner, thrashing away on some Rush song as if they’re playing Maple Leaf Gardens. Most of the bar stools are empty and I pull myself onto one. The bartender, a woman my mother’s age (although I doubt my mother would show that amount of cleavage), gives me a friendly smile as she wipes down the bar.


    “What can I do you for?”


    “I’ll have a Blue.”


    “You got it.”


    The band takes a break. Only when they come down to join the bikers do I realize they’re not young guys. I don’t think the bikers are Hells Angels, at least it doesn’t say so on their jackets. The beer is so cold it hurts my teeth. Suddenly I have to pee and find the john down the hall from the grease-stinking kitchen. It reeks of piss and marijuana. I relieve myself, decide against touching the sink, and head back to the bar where I down half my beer. My hands are trembling, God knows why, and I slip my right hand into my pocket for some change to jangle but instead my fingers touch the smooth side of a pick. I must have put it in my pocket after practising. I bring out the pick and press it in my palm so that I can feel its rounded corners. I place it on the bar and admire its triangular shape, like it’s one of those basic forms of nature.


    “You play guitar?” the bartender asks, spotting the pick while she taps a beer.


    “Just started really.”


    “We got an open mic night on Mondays. We could use a fresh face. What’s your name?”


    She is already taking a clipboard down from a nail beside the shelf holding the hard stuff. I say, “Mitch.”


    “What’s that, a nickname?”


    “It’s short for Mitchell.”


    “Okay, Mitch, you’re on for next Monday. Eighth slot. We start at seven-thirty. You get a free beer.”


    “All right,” I say.


    “You want another?”


    “I’ve got to get up early for work.” I take out my wallet and put down a bill and some change. Outside the door, the night air caresses my face, the black star-filled sky sprawls above me. Going down the cement steps I hear grunts, and coming round the building see a couple of bikers beating up some guy, each taking a punch at him in turn, hauling him up for another. I realize that the guy is the lead singer in the band. They let him drop in the dirt and walk past me as they go back into Bob’s Place. The singer is up on one knee, spitting blood. I head back down the highway.

  


  
    ON FRIDAY, THE PRODUCT REPS have a conference at the airport Delta. The star reps are all men in their fifties who never wanted desk jobs. The crowning moment of the day occurs in the conference theatre where a sleek video advertisement showing sunsets and mountain vistas and waterfalls is projected on the huge screen. And then the name Sopora, our new sleeping pill. The Canadian vice-president of marketing walks out to a standing ovation, our fists punching the air.

  


  
    I GET BACK TO THE motel about eight, pulling onto the gravel lot. It isn’t as dark as it was a week ago; spring is moving into summer. I drop my crap, throw off my jacket and tie, and pick up the guitar from its case. It was while listening to the vice-president’s speech that I suddenly decided what song I wanted to perform at the open mic: Leonard Cohen’s “Bird on the Wire.” I’d loved the song when I was sixteen — it was so melancholy and cool, and it implied that the singer had experienced a lot of sex and that there would be more in his weary future, but that he would always be moving on. Plus, I still remember the words.


    It takes me a full hour to figure out the key and the chord changes. Hearing the A, D, and E chords aren’t too hard; it’s the B minor that takes me so long, but when I get it the melody falls into place. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to create something so yearning, so egotistical, so perfect. I sing and play it over and over, trying to keep in time, make the changes cleaner. When I finally go to bed the tune goes round and round in my head.

  


  
    SATURDAY MORNING AND I AM standing on the steps of the townhouse, wearing a jacket and tie with my jeans and running shoes. It is a stunning day, the sun bright and buds opening on the spindly trees that have been planted and those still with their roots bundled in burlap. Two blocks down I can see a moving van backed up and two men hefting out a box-spring mattress. The truth is, I wanted to stand here holding a bouquet of flowers, something modest like daisies, but didn’t have the nerve. Empty-handed, I watch as Shanti Bhaskar, the real estate agent, pulls up in her Ford Escort and waves to me as she gets out. To my surprise, she isn’t wearing her real estate agent’s outfit, but jeans and Converse runners, and she looks really great. “Hi, Mitch,” she says, like we’re friends, “I’m really glad you called. This whole section is selling out much faster than we anticipated. I know there’s another agent in my office showing this one today. Shall we go in?”


    “Sure,” I say as she comes up. “Of course, I’m not quite ready to decide.”


    “I understand,” she says, touching my arm. “It’s a problem. You see something you like, you want to take some time over it, but if you do you’ll lose it. You need to accelerate the whole internal process.”


    Well, I couldn’t decelerate any more than I already have. She opens the door and ushers me in. “So,” I say, “Any chance you’re thinking of buying one around here for yourself?”


    “I already bought last year,” she laughs. “In the subdivision just south. I wasn’t sure that I was ready either but my husband really pushed it. A good thing too, they’re already reselling at ten percent higher.”


    Only now do I see the ring on her hand. Stupidly, I hadn’t looked. Inside the house, the toilet is gone from the dining room and the plastic has been removed from the rails. Shanti turns and smiles gently as she looks at me with her brown eyes, as if she knows my disappointment, as if my own skin is as transparent as Saran Wrap.


    “I have tried to be free in my way,” I say quietly.


    “I’m sorry?”


    “It’s from a Leonard Cohen song.”


    “Oh, right. ‘Bird on the Wire.’ Great song.”

  


  
    MONDAY. OPEN MIC TONIGHT. I pull into my gravel spot, throw myself out of the car, fumble with the key to open the motel room, yank the guitar out of its case, and start to practise. I fuck up totally. Calm down, calm down. I put the guitar onto the spongy armchair, take off my suit, and step into the shower. I decide not to shave again and dress in jeans, untucked lumberjack shirt, sneakers. I heat up a can of Campbell’s chunky beef soup and, taking the pot, perch on the bed and look out the window to the townhouses across the way. The streetlights are working now, casting overlapping circles on the street and the little front lawns. I eat a few spoonfuls before putting down the pot and taking up the guitar again. And now the time is already gone and I put the guitar in its case, wondering why I don’t chicken out. But I go out the door and walk along the highway holding my guitar case, like the figure on the cover of some pathetic folk record.


    The parking lot of Bob’s Place has half the usual number of motorcycles parked out front, Monday not being the most popular night of the week. Inside, I have to let my eyes adjust to see three young guys already setting up their Fenders and a small drum kit. I make my way to the bar where the bartender is filling ketchup bottles.


    “Hey there,” she says. “Number eight on the list, right?”


    “I think so.”


    “You want a Blue?”
\

    “Thanks.”


    “I remember what everybody drinks. It’s just a memory thing I have. Even if you don’t come in for three months, I remember. Not that it’s going to do me any good, with the place shutting down.”


    “What do you mean?”


    She slides the beer in front of me, a line of foam slipping down the cold glass. “Going to be a Valu-Mart here. Groceries and shit. For the new subdivision. And a halfmile down the road there’s going to be a mall with six movie screens. Hey!” she shouts to the band. “Why don’t you stop messing around with the damn mics and start playing?”


    But the band takes another few minutes. The lead singer does this weird snake motion while he sings and then their three songs are over and two women in suede vests are already coming up. One has a regular guitar, the other a Dobro, and they sing two Loretta Lynn songs and sound all right, like they’ve been playing in crummy Nashville honkytonks for years. Louder applause from the bikers. The bartender slides over to me.


    “You’re on next, honey.”


    “But I’m number eight.”


    “Well, number three has pussied out and number four is in the washroom so I’m slipping you in. You go and rock this place, tiger.”


    It takes a total refutation of all my instincts to get myself to pick up the guitar case and carry it across the room. It knocks against the arm of a biker who shoves me back hard. By the time I reach the stage I am shaking like a man pulled out of an icy river. I pull the macramé strap over my head, take the pick from my pocket, and perch on the stool. The glare from the small spotlight turns the audience dark and menacing, which they actually are.


    “Get the fuck on with it.”

  


  
    MY CELLPHONE IS CHIMING on the night table by the motel bed as I unlock the door. I take my time putting down my case, dropping the keys, walking over to pick up the phone. The numbers pulsing on the little screen are Candice’s. I stare at them as if I’m looking at the winning numbers of a lottery ticket that I’ve already thrown away.


    “Hello?” I say tentatively.


    “Mitch. I’ve been phoning all night.” I can hear the shakiness in her voice but also the annoyance. “I need to talk to you. Come over.”


    “It’s midnight. I’m a forty-five minute drive away.”


    “It’s kind of important, Mitch.”


    “It’s over then, the new thing?”


    “I was an idiot. No, not an idiot. I mean I understand myself better now, what I had to put myself through.”


    “Us. Put us through.”


    “Yes, us. I need you, Mitch.”


    “I just played a song,” I say.


    “What?”


    “In a bar. A biker bar, if you can believe it. I got up with a guitar and sang ‘Bird on the Wire.’ When I got down again the bartender, this older woman, she had tears in her eyes. She said to me, ‘Bob used to sing me that song.’”


    “Mitch, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

  


  
    A TULIP BULB LOOKS LIKE a little onion, like you could bite into it. I put one into each of the small holes I’ve dug with a spoon and pat down the earth. It’s too late for them to bloom this year, but they’ll come up next spring.


    On the next lawn two young boys are tussling over a soccer ball. Their names are Daya and Rajif. Some older kids have made a ramp out of a sheet of plywood and some blocks left by the construction company and are taking turns jumping on their skateboards. It is an absolutely beautiful morning, like the sun has risen for the first time over the world.


    I hear my name and look up to see Mrs. Kankipati crossing the street with a plate in her hands. She is a handsome woman with greying hair and large brown eyes whose husband is an importer who flies to Kashmir every six weeks. Mrs. Kankipati says, “Mitch, I just made some pakoras. I think you will like them.”


    “Oh, I love pakoras.”


    “But in the restaurant it isn’t the same. You try one of these.”


    She holds up the plate and I take one. It is almost too hot to hold and leaves oil on my fingers. It is savoury and delicious.


    “Amazing, Mrs. K.”


    “You need a wife to cook for you. Maybe a nice Indian girl, what do you think?”


    “I need to learn how to cook. Then I’ll bring you over something.”


    We both laugh and she puts the plate down on the grass and retreats back to her own house. I return to my gardening, knees pressing into the still-new grass, the smell of the earth in my nostrils. The cries of seagulls and the steady hum of traffic from the highway remind me of the ocean.

  




End of sample
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