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  Pangloss sometimes said to Candide, “All events are interconnected in this best of all possible worlds, for if you hadn’t been driven from a beautiful castle with hard kicks in the behind because of your love for Lady Cunegonde, if you hadn’t been seized by the Inquisition, if you hadn’t wandered over America on foot, if you hadn’t thrust your sword through the baron, and if you hadn’t lost all your sheep from the land of Eldorado, you wouldn’t be here eating candied citrons and pistachio nuts.”

  “Well said,” replied Candide, “but we must cultivate our garden.”

  —Voltaire
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  God is dead. . . . And we have killed him.

  —Nietzsche


  [image: rr]


  


  CHAPTER ONE [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold’s recent habit of reading the obituaries at breakfast was his only new hobby in years. He didn’t know why he read them; it was something he couldn’t really explain. He reached for another jumbo carrot muffin, his hand fumbling around in the crinkly plastic packaging, his eyes glued to the page.


  “Should you be eating that?” Audrey said from over by the kitchen counter, in her quilted housecoat and bare feet.


  Lately, Harold had been letting himself go—allowing the pillowy fat to accumulate around his middle—in spite of the fact that he was terrified of having a heart attack. He ignored her.


  Russell Darrell Lynch

  Suddenly, in a diving accident, on Sept. 22, aged 61. Beloved husband, father, and grandfather. A great adventurer, Russell climbed mountains for charity, raising money through his foundation—


  Harold, chewing his muffin, reflected that his life, should he die tomorrow, would certainly not warrant much of an obituary.


  Audrey grabbed the muffins off the kitchen table and put them back on the counter, out of reach.


  Harold seemed to be having a mid-life crisis, but it wasn’t about wanting to possess young, gorgeous women, or lusting after a car he couldn’t even afford to insure. He wasn’t sure what it was about. Crisis implied a certain energy, and there wasn’t much energy about Harold these days. What he was having felt more like a mid-life slump. A depression.


  He told himself every day that he had much to be grateful for. He had his health. He had his sons, whom he loved unconditionally. And he loved his wife, Audrey, not with the same youthful enthusiasm they’d started out with—that was hard even to imagine now, let alone remember—but with something abiding. However, he was at that age when there is more behind than lies ahead—and what lies ahead isn’t all that appealing.


  “My God,” he spluttered, startled out of his inertia, squinting at the newspaper and lifting it closer.


  “What,” Audrey said. She was holding the coffee pot in one hand and a cloth for wiping the kitchen counter in the other. The boys hadn’t come down to breakfast yet—they were going to be late for school.


  Harold was slow to answer, not quite believing what he’d read. “Tom Grossman is dead!”


  Audrey came to peer over his shoulder.


  “Heart attack,” Harold said. He felt a sudden weirdness flooding over him, an alarming palpitation of the heart, a difficulty breathing, a pooling of the blood in his feet.


  After a long pause, Audrey said, “I wish you wouldn’t read the obituaries.”


  Mercifully, the strange feeling was already passing. “It’s a good thing I do,” Harold responded, a little petulant. If he hadn’t read it in the paper, he might never have found out about Tom Grossman’s death, or at least not until long after the funeral was over, so different were the circles in which they now travelled. Tom had been his university roommate and best friend, but Tom had gone on to medical school, and Harold had gone to work for the government. Tom’s life had seemed to be always expanding, while Harold’s had seemed to be always contracting. Somehow, they hadn’t stayed in touch. He hadn’t seen Tom in close to fifteen years.


  But it was Tom all right; there was a photo. Suddenly, of a heart attack, at the age of forty-nine. Christ.


  Tom’s life had just suffered a pretty definitive contraction.


  In lieu of flowers, please send donations to the Heart and Stroke Foundation.


  “I suppose we should go to the funeral,” Audrey said, sounding doubtful.


  “Of course we’ll go,” Harold said, thinking about how much time he had left, and about what kind of figure he’d cut among Tom’s mourners at Mount Pleasant Cemetery. Would his black suit still fit?


  “I guess,” Audrey said slowly, “I’d better figure out what we’re going to wear.”


  • • •


  AUDREY, IN THE bedroom getting ready for the funeral, had just put runs in her only two pairs of black pantyhose and was down to a single pair of charcoal grey. Shit. This time, she took a deep breath and deliberately slowed down, rolling them up her legs like you were supposed to. It wouldn’t help any for Harold and the boys to see her agitation. And she didn’t want to have to stop at a convenience store on the way and try to put on another pair in a moving car. There—the pantyhose were on and intact.


  Audrey put her housecoat on over her dark blouse and pantyhose, hauled the ironing board out of the closet and plugged in the iron, worrying about Harold. Tom Grossman’s death couldn’t have come at a worse time. This wasn’t the time for Harold to be staring mortality in the face, or to have his life thrown into relief with Tom’s.


  John appeared at the bedroom door and hovered, sulkily.


  “What?” Audrey said.


  “I don’t see why I have to go. I didn’t even know the guy.” Seventeen-year-old John balked at everything.


  “It will be good for you,” Audrey said, beginning to press her good black skirt. John and his brother, Dylan, two years younger, had never been to a funeral. Audrey thought it was time they attended a funeral. She also believed it would do Harold good to be able to show off his two almost-grown sons, who were both tall, handsome, and looked good in a dark suit.


  “I don’t want to go.”


  She looked at him sharply. John complained about everything. His complaining didn’t bother her as much as it bothered Harold, but she had no patience for it today.


  “Tom Grossman was your father’s closest friend for years,” Audrey said.


  “Then how come I’ve never heard of him?”


  She was suddenly annoyed by his attitude and his smirk, and she didn’t want to be annoyed. She had to attend a funeral in an hour with a depressed, socially awkward husband and two uncooperative teenagers, and Dylan had so far not even come in from the basketball net in the driveway to shower and change. Sometimes she wanted to rip that thing right off the shed wall. And worst of all, she had a nasty secret of her own that gave her a better reason than anybody else had for wanting to avoid this funeral, but she couldn’t get out of it either.


  She put down the iron, looked severely at her eldest son and used the tone of voice she saved for when she really had to get results. “Go get your brother and get dressed. You have twenty minutes.”


  She watched John shrug himself away from the door and resumed her ironing. Her thoughts turned automatically to Harold, reclining in his La-Z-Boy in the living room. He used to work on the house and yard at this time of year. Right now, the eavestroughs needed cleaning and the gate to the backyard was coming off its hinges. Thinking of the gate made her remember how Harold had once tried to get the boys interested in how to use his tools, but they couldn’t have cared less. Her sons were useless around the house, absolutely useless.


  Finished, Audrey put down the iron, cocked her head, and listened intently. From long practice, she could tell exactly where everyone in the house was and what they were doing, and by checking her watch and making her various rapid mental calculations, she could determine to the minute how far they were from being on schedule, and could make the necessary adjustments.


  Because she was so good at it, no one appreciated how difficult this was or how much energy it cost her. Getting three people out of the house at the same time (she didn’t count herself, she was no trouble at all) at the precisely right time, properly fed, dressed, and prepared, making allowances for moods and the inevitable other difficulties— well, sometimes it came together like a beautiful, functional ballet. At those times she felt like a gratified choreographer.


  But more often, getting the boys moving was like shifting wet earth. And now Harold was getting harder to shift too.


  At least Dylan had come in—she’d know that careless slam of the door anywhere, those bounding, optimistic leaps up the stairs—and the shower in the bathroom at the end of the hall was running. Audrey slipped off her housecoat and prepared to step into her freshly pressed skirt. But first, she looked at herself in the full-length mirror in the bedroom she shared with Harold. It was unjust, Audrey thought, that when a woman reached a certain age, her shins began to look like kindling, and her thighs like pillows. Well, she wasn’t quite there yet. She’d put on weight, especially around the hips, but in the right clothes, she still looked presentable. She was still an attractive woman. And she’d produced two truly and equally handsome boys, her one real achievement.


  She stepped into her skirt and put on her good pearl earrings. It was time to go get Harold. He needed roughly fifteen minutes to shave and dress on a regular day; today he might need twenty-three.


  • • •


  JOHN WASN’T APPRECIABLY different from other seventeen-year-old boys. He thought about girls a lot and about sex almost constantly. He treated his cell phone as an extension of himself.


  He didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life, and he didn’t give it a lot of thought. He lived moment to moment, trusting to luck or to his parents to make things work out for him.


  Now, as he was dressing for the funeral, he heard a tap at his bedroom door and turned, expecting to see his mother checking on his progress. But it was his father who nudged open his door and stood there, strangely hollow-eyed. John found he couldn’t look at him. He bent down and pretended to straighten a dark sock.


  “What?” John said. He tried to sound dismissive without sounding like he was looking for a fight. He had to get the inflection exactly right to pull it off; it was tricky.


  When his father didn’t answer, John worried that he’d blown it. The adrenaline started and he looked up guardedly, wishing his father would go away. He didn’t want to deal with his father’s grief, or whatever it was.


  But then he heard his mother’s voice from farther down the hall, calling, “Harold? Time to get dressed.”


  Harold turned his head to look down the hall, and John, observing his dad’s profile, thought, he looks old. Then, gratefully, good timing, Mom.


  His father turned back to him and said, “Never mind,” and left to do as Audrey told him.


  Harold was no less relieved than John was that they’d been interrupted. He’d only wanted to tell his son that he appreciated his coming with them to the funeral, but lately, everything between them had smacked of a power struggle, and he’d feared John would see his attempt as patronizing.


  “I’ve laid your clothes out on the bed,” Audrey told him, unnecessarily, as she moved past him in the hall to stick her head into John’s room.


  Suddenly Harold felt like he was a sheep, that they were all sheep, being herded to who knew where by an extremely efficient border collie.


  • • •


  “WHEN I GET my G1, you have to let me drive all the time,” Dylan said from the backseat of the mid-sized sedan that was their sole family vehicle.


  “As if,” John said, driving a little too fast and with a little too much flourish, but not quite fast enough or with sufficient flourish to make an issue of it, Audrey decided. Besides which, they were running almost ten minutes late due to the fact, unforeseen by her, that they would have to get gas.


  That was John’s fault. He’d used the car last. She couldn’t be expected to keep track of everything.


  Family car rides could be stressful for Audrey. The forced proximity created its own tension, there was John’s driving—and then there was everyone else on the road. This was Toronto, after all, on a Saturday afternoon, and half the drivers out there were pissed off about something. And the other half were late, like them.


  “Turn here,” Audrey said, pointing to the entrance to the funeral home. But the parking lot was already full. They had to cruise around the block, and it was another excruciating five minutes as John stubbornly tried to parallel park on the street, although he hadn’t got the hang of it yet, and the space was tight, and other drivers honked at him, impatient to get by in both directions.


  Doggedly, he kept trying, face tight with concentration, pulling the nose of the car up alongside again, trying to get the angle right, cutting it too shallow, then overcorrecting and cutting it too deep— holding up traffic—and turning red while Dylan sniggered from the backseat.


  John pulled aggressively up alongside again and made another attempt.


  “Way to go,” Dylan scoffed as John soundly bumped the parked car behind.


  “Fuck off.” It was a warm, sunny, late September day, and John was sweating in his new dark suit.


  “Hey,” Harold said, galvanized by the bad language.


  John’s temper began to get the better of him, and he hit the bumper of the car in front, too.


  “Jesus!” Harold said.


  “Good enough,” Audrey said, opening her passenger side door. It was probably three feet to the sidewalk. Dylan opened his too, and said, “That’s okay, we can walk to the curb from here.”


  Why couldn’t Dylan ever leave it alone? Audrey thought.


  “You’re so original,” John said, trying to be scathing. But he was miserable, slamming the car door, shrugging self-consciously inside his damp suit. Suddenly, he crossed the street and walked rapidly away, down the residential block toward the funeral home, without looking back.


  What a good-looking boy, Audrey thought, watching him go.


  “What the hell is he doing?” Harold said.


  He’d wanted his sons to come to the funeral. He was proud of them. They were his sons. There would probably be people here he hadn’t seen in years. But if John were going to embarrass him, it would have been better if he’d stayed at home.


  “Did you have to be such a smartass?” Audrey said to Dylan, as the three of them crossed the street and began walking down the sidewalk behind John, who was now far ahead.


  Harold said, “How many other families come in the same car to a funeral and arrive separately?”


  But it began to look like Harold was putting too positive a spin on things. With disbelief, they watched John reach the main road, but instead of turning to his right toward the funeral home, or waiting for them, he jay-walked across traffic and carried on up the street.


  He’d blown them off. Harold couldn’t believe it. The three of them stopped at the corner, watching John, Harold with his mouth hanging halfway open.


  “He’ll come back,” Audrey said, wanting to comfort Harold, but realizing as she said it that she had no idea what their son was going to do. To her intense annoyance, Dylan looked impressed.


  • • •


  JOHN HAD NO idea what he was going to do either. Propelled by embarrassment, fury, and the need to distance himself from his unbearable, denigrating family, John kept going.


  He wanted to make a point. He wasn’t exactly sure of the point he wanted to make, just that he desperately needed to make a point, and he couldn’t think of any other way to make it than by taking off.


  He wouldn’t look back to see if they’d sent Dylan after him; it was beneath his dignity. If Dylan came after him, he’d tell him where to go.


  After a few minutes, his pace slowed. Calmer now, he stopped at a light to cross and waited.


  The light changed. A car stopped in front of him so abruptly that the back end of it bounced. It was dark, sleek, and obviously very expensive—so clean he could see his reflection in it—and it was blocking his way.


  John was standing with his hands in his trouser pockets and realizing how dark and moody and sexy he must look, because the blonde girl sitting alone in the backseat of the car, and now directly opposite him, gave him a bold once-over, hiked up her black dress to about crotch level, crossed her exquisite legs, and mimed a sexy kiss.


  From where he stood, John got a good look at what the girl had to offer. He smiled. She smiled back.


  Suddenly, life was pretty good.


  The light changed and the luxurious vehicle purred away, the girl’s parents oblivious in the front seat. John stood where he was and watched the car go down the street. The girl didn’t look back. John could swear that, in the distance, he saw them pull into the driveway of the funeral home.


  • • •


  IT WAS AN open casket; Harold saw that right away. He made a mental note to be sure to tell Audrey that he himself did not want an open casket, when the time came. Harold didn’t want to look. But no matter how much you didn’t want to look, an open casket made you look.


  Harold hated funerals. Funerals made him even more self-conscious than usual. Audrey was better at this sort of thing, although even Audrey, he noticed, was looking unusually stiff. She kept shooting little glances over at Tom’s widow, Adele, and their three almost-grown children, and looking quickly away if Adele glanced in their direction. Well, he didn’t want to talk to her either—it was bound to be awkward, and Harold loathed awkwardness—although he supposed they wouldn’t be able to avoid it.


  They were late, but the service had not yet begun. The organ music swelled dramatically, the room was stuffy with breathing bodies, gaudy with funeral flowers. People were still filing up to the front, peering at the corpse, and moving on. It made Harold think of a graduation ceremony.


  Audrey joined the line, pulling Harold with her discreetly by the hand. Dylan she permitted to fade silently away. Unlike Harold, she wanted to look. She needed to look, because she couldn’t believe Tom was dead. He’d been alive four days ago, when she’d seen him in Home Depot. And Tom had always been larger than life—she simply couldn’t imagine him dead. She had to see for herself.


  He’d been so good for Harold, once. And now he was gone again—gone for good.


  Harold, making his way slowly up to the coffin, tried diligently to think about something else. It would be awful to show emotion; he hated to draw any kind of attention to himself.


  They shuffled slowly forward and as they approached the front, as Harold stepped up to the coffin and saw Tom—definitely looking older, but somehow not looking dead, in spite of everything—Harold felt that sudden weirdness again, the same alarming palpitation of the heart, the difficulty breathing, the pooling of his blood in his feet. The world started to go black, as if from the outside in.


  The last thing he remembered, before he keeled over and struck his head on the hard ebony casket, was the look of regret on Tom’s once-loved face.


  • • •


  DYLAN HAD OBSERVED all of this with great interest. With nothing else to do while he waited for his parents to file past the coffin, he’d studied them closely. He liked to watch people, particularly in situations of stress, to see how they would react. Someday, he was going to make a lot of money in the movies. Even at fifteen, he knew he had the looks and the confidence. All he needed was the craft, and he didn’t think there was really that much to it, other than being a keen observer and thinking yourself into someone else’s shoes. He’d been reading up on method acting, and he thought it was something he could do. He just had to sign with an agent, and then he’d be on his way. But his mother was being completely unreasonable. Whenever he brought it up, she got kind of hysterical.


  From the sidelines, he’d observed his mother’s face as she looked down at the dead man. There was something interesting there, something unreadable. It certainly wasn’t indifference, which he’d kind of expected, given that he’d never heard of this guy till he died. Dylan wondered what, exactly, his mother was feeling.


  Next, he watched his dad shuffle up to the coffin and look down at the corpse. He saw his dad turn a funny colour; his face contorted, and he started croaking in what Dylan thought was grief—and then he wasn’t so sure.


  Dylan took an involuntary step forward as his dad swayed and then collapsed, knocking himself out on the coffin.


  • • •


  AUDREY HAD TURNED away from the casket—tanned, healthy skin against creamy white satin—when she heard a funny gurgling sound coming from Harold behind her. When she turned back to look, she knew instantly that something was wrong. Harold was an odd, worrying colour, and he seemed to be hyperventilating as he stared at the corpse.


  They shouldn’t have come, Audrey realized at once. She should have persuaded Harold not to attend—she knew how much he hated funerals. The noise Harold was making became louder. It was an involuntary, struggling, personal, embarrassing sound, and Audrey was mortified. People started to look.


  It was true what they said about slow motion, Audrey realized. She watched, stupefied, as Harold weaved unsteadily on planted feet and then pitched forward and to the right, striking his head on the side of the casket on his way to the floor.


  Everyone within close range took a silent step back to give him room. Other than that, for a moment, no one did anything but stare in surprise. Then Audrey let out a yelp and things started to happen.


  The slow motion thing was over, and now everything was happening so fast that Audrey wasn’t really taking it all in. Someone called out for a doctor, and a number of middle-aged men quickly stepped up. Audrey remembered anxiously that Tom had been a gynecologist. Remembered it anxiously because by now, she was convinced that Harold had had a heart attack, a massive cardiac arrest, that he was being taken from her, and she wasn’t prepared for this at all.


  They laid Harold out on his back below the casket, his head at Tom’s feet. His jacket was opened, his tie was removed, and his shirt unbuttoned; there was interest, definitely, but no one was doing chest compressions like on TV. Why the hell not? Were they all gynecologists?


  “Do something!” Audrey shouted, hysterical. Where was Dylan? Where the hell was John?


  A voice said, “An ambulance is on the way.”


  Desperate, she got down on her knees beside Harold and bent over him, imagining fleetingly how she must look, with her big behind up in the air. She’d taken CPR, years ago when the kids were little.


  Audrey put the heel of her left hand down on Harold’s chest where she presumed his heart to be, placed her right hand on top, and was ready to lean into her first compression, when suddenly— unbelievably—a hand grabbed her left forearm and tugged, causing her to lose her balance and tipping her behind farther up in the air.


  “Lady, what are you doing?”


  “I think that’s his wife.”


  “We can’t just let him die!” Audrey sobbed.


  “He’s fine,” said the man still holding on to her forearm. He added in a reasonable voice, “Look, he’s breathing. Here, feel his pulse.” Audrey let the man guide her hand until she could feel Harold’s pulse, rapid but strong.


  “That’s okay then,” Audrey said, adjusting her take on things.


  “He fainted. The worst thing is the knock on the head, but it’s probably not as bad as it looks.” Audrey turned to the man, undoubtedly a doctor—he had that bedside manner thing down— and found herself nodding vigorously in agreement, just as if she hadn’t been clumsily trying to revive Harold seconds before. There was already a nasty lump forming on Harold’s forehead. And then Dylan was there at her side, grabbing her hand.


  “He’s coming around,” said the doctor.


  • • •


  JOHN ARRIVED AT the funeral home as the ambulance pulled up. The paramedics hurried past him with an orange-sheeted gurney and John followed, barely curious. He noticed some kind of commotion up near the front of the room, but he had more important things on his mind. Where was she?


  John scanned the packed room. He didn’t see his parents anywhere, but he saw the girl, standing on her own, craning her neck at the excitement up front. John headed over.


  “Hey,” he said to her.


  She glanced at him, surprised, and then gave him a slow, pleased smile.


  “Did you follow me here?” she asked.


  She had the most extraordinary green eyes. He smiled but didn’t answer. He was aiming for casually flirtatious but aloof. She tossed her shoulder-length hair back to great effect. At least it had a great effect on him. He tried to guess how old she was, but you never knew, with girls. She could be younger than him, or she could be older. Anyway, she was in the ballpark.


  “I’m Nicole,” she said.


  “John.”


  She pursed her lips at him, sizing him up. “Do you have a cell?”


  “Sure.” He reached into his pocket—so casual—and handed her his flip phone, intensely grateful that he’d gone for the upgrade.


  She took it from him playfully and began pressing buttons with her perfect, polished fingernails. “I’m programming myself in,” she said, “so you can call me—anytime.” She handed him back his phone, her eyes locking with his.


  She had to be simultaneously the coolest and the hottest girl he’d ever seen. This kind of thing never happened to him. John felt deliriously happy. In order not to show it, he pointed his chin in the direction of the paramedics. “What happened?”


  “Some old guy passed out,” she said.


  There was a realignment of bodies up front and through a gap John recognized his father, propped up unsteadily on the floor, a big goose egg on his forehead, a paramedic crouched beside him. His mother clung close by, and Dylan was holding her hand.


  “Holy shit—that’s my dad!” John blurted out without thinking. He quickly considered ducking into another funeral down the hall—a gut reaction—but remembering Nicole, realized it was too late for that.


  This had to happen now? He glanced at Nicole, his delirium fading. Any second now she’d ask for his cell back.


  But she only said, “My parents embarrass me all the time.”


  • • •


  THEY GOT THROUGH the funeral somehow, as a family. Harold stubbornly insisted on staying for the service, even though Audrey tried to persuade him to leave. Audrey and the boys stood around him, as if propping him up, ready to spring into action if he should start to sag.


  When it was over, Audrey decided they would skip the trip to the cemetery and go straight home. John drove, while Audrey kept a fretful eye on Harold. They were halfway home when Harold started patting his suit jacket pocket, as if reassuring his heart.


  “My wallet,” Harold said suddenly.


  “What?” Audrey said.


  “My wallet!” Harold repeated, checking his other pockets frantically.


  “Maybe it fell out of your pocket when you fainted,” Audrey said. “Stop the car!”


  John circled back and dropped Audrey at the door of the funeral home. “Wait here. I’ll just be a minute,” Audrey said, getting out of the car. She hurried back inside, getting down on her hands and knees and looking all around the area where the coffin had been. But there was no sign of the missing wallet, and the fact that someone might have taken it, from a funeral, seemed to Audrey to be in particularly bad taste.


  Giving up, Audrey went out to the front and asked the funeral director if anyone had turned in a wallet. She left her name and phone number in case it showed up and went back to the car.


  “When we get home, remind me to cancel your credit cards,” Audrey said.


  


  CHAPTER TWO [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  “Somebody called here for you today,” Audrey said, turning to Harold and lowering her reading glasses a little on her nose. The two of them were sitting in bed, propped up with pillows. “I told her to call you at the office.”


  “Who?” Harold said irritably. “What did she want?”


  “She didn’t say.” Audrey went back to her magazine.


  Harold was squinting beside her, making another attempt at the Saturday paper, tipping his head back and holding the newspaper farther away so that he could see the print more clearly. It was now Thursday. He seemed to be finding it harder and harder to keep up with just about everything.


  The mark on Harold’s forehead had faded, and Audrey was almost able to look at him without thinking about what had happened at the funeral, but not quite. She was now worrying full-time.


  After the funeral, Audrey had sent Harold to the family doctor. Dr. Goldfarb checked Harold out thoroughly and said he was fine, that he’d probably just had a panic attack. Since it had happened only once—at a funeral, an admittedly stressful event—he said they would do nothing in the way of medication at this time, and see what happened. Harold firmly declined the doctor’s suggestion of talking to a counsellor, even when Audrey took the doctor’s side. Dr. Goldfarb had recommended that they keep Harold’s stress to a minimum.


  Naturally, Audrey would do everything in her power to keep Harold’s stress to a minimum, even if it meant she had to have a breakdown herself. She loved him, after all. He and the kids were everything to her. She poured everything she had into them, and if it sometimes seemed like she was micro-managing them, it was only because she cared so much.


  In practical terms, keeping Harold’s stress to a minimum meant that she wouldn’t share with him her suspicions that Dylan had taken her bank card out of her wallet and cleaned out their joint account. He was the only one, besides her, who knew the pin. She’d deal with that herself. Secondly, John was out with the car again, and he should have been home ages ago. It was a school night. However, this wasn’t the time to bring up the problems they were having with John. She’d deal with that too.


  She tried hard not to be annoyed that Harold’s paper was getting sooty newsprint all over the fresh white duvet cover.


  • • •


  JOHN WASN’T HOME yet because he was sitting on the hood of a wrecked SUV in an east end auto shop’s junkyard, where the yahoo who’d towed his dad’s car had taken him while he was still too numb with disbelief to ask where they were going. Now—life certainly took strange turns—he and Roy, the tow-truck driver, were sharing a joint in the dark.


  John had been so distracted by his sexual reveries about the girl he’d met at the funeral several days before—he’d scarcely been able to concentrate on anything else since—that he’d ploughed right into the back end of a taxi. He was remembering her sexy smile and imagining running his hands high up those amazing legs—and then there was a terrific crash.


  The asphalt was cracked and littered with glass and stray metal parts, and the morbid, twisted shapes of damaged cars stood out darkly around the perimeter of the seven-foot high chain-link fence. Train tracks ran at an angle nearby, weedy and derelict. John felt his descent into disgrace could not be more complete. He took another drag on the offered joint and felt that he had at least one friend in the world—Roy, the tow-truck driver. Maybe he was a little high.


  “I’ve seen some fuckin’ wrecks man,” Roy said, playing the drums with his hands on his thighs. Roy was hyper. He never seemed to stop talking or moving. John had seen enough kids with ADHD, but this was his first adult.


  Roy obviously didn’t give a shit about anything, John thought. He was his own man. He was about ten years older than John was— scruffy, scrappy, and quick on his feet. He wore jeans and a jean jacket over a black T-shirt, and smelled noticeably of sweat. He’d shown up at the scene within seconds, swooping in like a buzzard after roadkill. John couldn’t help being impressed by Roy’s big black truck and even more by the skill and bravado with which he handled it. John, in stark contrast, hadn’t known what to do. He’d never done anything with skill and bravado. He’d never been in an accident before either. Roy had taken charge, treated him like a buddy.


  “Better call the police,” Roy had said. And John had called the police and been charged with careless driving, with all the crap that would flow from that. And it wasn’t even his fault.


  Now John was wondering if he could ever go home again. He looked at the mangled wreck that had been his father’s nine-year-old Camry, and wondered how a bump, a fucking tap, into the back end of a taxi—at roughly 10 kilometres per hour—could possibly result in so much damage. The whole front end of his dad’s car was pushed in and up, its pitiful guts showing. There was fucking Styrofoam in there.


  If only it had been serious, John thought. If only he’d been injured—not badly, but sufficiently. But this was just ridiculous. The taxi didn’t have a scratch, no one had been hurt, and here was Roy saying it looked like his dad’s car was a write-off.


  “You really think it’s a write-off?” John said, not sure what that actually meant in real terms, but he was sure it couldn’t be good. He felt stoned and strange, like he was speaking under water.


  “Probably, yeah. Looks like it.” Roy nodded vigorously up and down several times, bouncing his knees. “Those Crown Victorias man, they’re built like tanks.”


  John didn’t think to question anything Roy said; he seemed to understand the way the world worked so much better than John did himself.


  “Hell, you’re okay, that’s the main thing,” Roy said, thumping him on the back, causing John to drop the joint. “And don’t worry about the charge, eh. The cop probably won’t even show up. I beat two that way. No shit.”


  John simply couldn’t imagine being that lucky.


  Roy began rolling another joint with his thick, stained fingers. “Hey, cheer up, buddy.” Roy took a quick drag and grinned. “You wanna shoot some pool, have some beers?”


  It was an idea. John wasn’t old enough to get into a bar in the province of Ontario, but he didn’t think that would be a problem if he went with his buddy Roy here. Still, John, by now reeling with dope, knew that there was something he ought to be doing. If he could only think what.


  Roy lowered his face right into John’s, blasting him with an ugly, fetid sample of his breath. “Hey buddy, you okay?” John tried to focus, tried to swim to the surface. “You wanna go home?”


  That was it. He had to call home. But he still had just enough of his wits about him to know that he was in no shape to call home.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS DREAMING about trying to fix the lawn mower without the right tools, and slowly becoming aware of the sound of something going on outside, beneath his bedroom window.


  He felt Audrey stirring, then heard her get up and pad across the hardwood floor to the window; maybe now he could go back to sleep. But from the front porch below, he heard loud, clumsy stumbling, the scraping of furniture, the thumpety-thump of something heavy tumbling down the wooden stairs and then a stream of loud, colourful swear words, some of which Harold had never heard before, at least not combined in that way.


  It sounded like men trying to move a piano up the front steps and into the house.


  At this thought, Harold opened one eye and looked toward Audrey at the window. She’d lifted it up and stuck her head out, her rump wide and round beneath her nightie.


  “Harold,” she hissed at him over her shoulder.


  He didn’t move.


  She hurriedly withdrew her head from the window and turned to him. “Harold,” she hissed again, motioning at him with her hand to come over. There was no avoiding it; he’d have to get up. But by now Harold was wide awake. “There’s someone on the porch.”


  “Who is it?” Harold whispered loudly on his way over to the window.


  “How the hell should I know? I can’t see the porch from here. But look at that.”


  Harold looked to where she pointed. There was a black tow-truck parked on the street in front of their house. Harold didn’t know anybody with a tow-truck.


  “You’ll have to go down,” Audrey said, looking at him.


  Harold looked down at himself, dressed only in his boxers, as if hoping that would be excuse enough to avoid whatever was waiting for him on the porch.


  Now someone was leaning on a horn—at one o’clock in the morning. Harold and Audrey looked out the window again. The tow-truck’s engine had revved to life. Its headlights flashed on. The driver gave a couple more short bursts on the horn and then took off down the street with a squeal. Lights went on in Mrs. Kushner’s house directly across the street.


  Harold hurried out of the bedroom and down the stairs without stopping to put on his bathrobe, Audrey right behind him in her nightie. Harold reached the front door first and peered out the window at the top, but couldn’t see anything. Suspiciously, he unlocked and opened the door, and John, who’d been seated propped up against it, eased forward and landed at Harold’s bare feet.


  Audrey gasped.


  Harold sniffed. “He’s hammered.”


  Audrey unwisely put on the overhead light before Harold was able to shift John’s inert body sufficiently out of the way to close the front door. John was long-limbed and heavier than he looked. Harold had to bend and grunt and drag and manoeuver in his underwear. At last, panting with exertion, Harold stepped over him and went to shut the front door—and saw that Mrs. Kushner across the street was watching the whole thing from her living room window. Scowling, Harold slammed the door.


  “Was that absolutely necessary?” Audrey sniped at him. Harold was about to defend himself, but Audrey had already forgotten him and was bending over John checking him anxiously all over for damage. John was sprawled out on the floor at an angle, the top of his head pointing toward the living room couch, his long legs stretching into the vestibule, his feet blending in with all the other shoes jumbled there. Finding no obvious injuries, Audrey began to lightly tap his pale cheeks, trying to revive him. But she was far too tentative, in Harold’s opinion, to get the job done.


  “Let me,” Harold said abruptly, remembering his university days. Remembering also that his son was under the legal drinking age, that there was no sign of his car anywhere, and that his son had been dropped off by someone driving a tow-truck.


  Harold bent over John and began slapping his cheeks with a greater sense of purpose. It was at this point that Dylan, watching unnoticed from the top of the stairs, said, “What’s going on?”


  “None of your business,” Harold said roughly, not looking up. “Go back to bed.”


  Of course Dylan came down the stairs, his curiosity being stronger than his fear of authority.


  Audrey looked up at Dylan and said, “Your brother isn’t feeling well.”


  Dylan came over in his pajamas, took one look and snorted. “He’s pissed.”


  “Watch your language,” Audrey said crossly.


  John groaned and opened his eyes. All three of them looked down at him. Audrey grabbed a pillow off the nearby couch and propped his head up with it.


  John had never seen his father from this perspective before—the scowling face bending over him was familiar, but the naked, hairy chest, the belly hanging over the polka-dot boxers, this was new and unpleasant and indicated that all was not as it should be. A bout of nausea swept over him, along with a near total recall of the night’s earlier events. The sickening impact as he barged into the back of the taxi. The momentary disbelief, sitting in his dad’s car wishing it wasn’t true, while the cab driver got out and came at him swearing and waving his arms at him through the window. John had been afraid to get out of the car. That’s when Roy had swooped up in his shiny black tow-truck and taken charge. Told the cab driver to settle down, and just like that, he’d backed off. John hadn’t got out of the car until the police arrived, and then he hadn’t understood why the cab driver was making such a big deal—his taxi was totally fine. The police had charged him. It was horrible; he’d felt like a criminal. He knew his dad would kill him.


  John turned his head pathetically to the side, toward his mother, and closed his eyes again.


  “Where’s my car?” Harold demanded.


  “You weren’t driving like this?” Audrey gasped, horrified.


  John, through the nausea, sensed an opportunity. He opened his eyes a little—just enough to gauge her reaction. “Mom, I would never drink and drive,” he slurred virtuously.


  “Thank God,” Audrey said.


  John figured groggily that no matter what he told her now, it would be all right.


  “We’ll talk about this in the morning,” Audrey said.


  “The hell we will—he’s not getting off that easy!” Harold snorted. “I want to know what the hell he’s been up to—and what happened to my car!”


  “This is going to be good,” Dylan said.


  “Don’t be a smartass,” Audrey snapped.


  “Give me a hand dragging him into the kitchen,” Harold said to Dylan. “Make yourself useful.”


  They each grabbed an arm and dragged John, unresisting—while Audrey hovered, as if directing traffic—across the hardwood floor through the dining room to the kitchen at the back of the house, where they heaved him into a chair at the kitchen table, and then stood back looking at him. Harold was breathing heavily from the exertion.


  John slumped in the chair and felt sorry for himself. It was hard to defend yourself when you were piss drunk and about to puke. He tried to concentrate on not throwing up, sitting on the kitchen chair with his head supported in his hands, his elbows on the table, while his mother bustled around making coffee, his dad and his younger brother stared at him, and an ominous familial silence built to a crescendo.


  John watched through half-closed eyes as his mother put out coffee in mugs—for everyone but Dylan—and the four of them sat in various postures around the kitchen table. Only Dylan was relaxed, lounging in his chair in his pajamas in his usual pose, one arm hooked around the back of the chair. His mother looked small and worried and birdlike in her blue nightie, her hands curved around her smiley-face coffee mug as if holding on for dear life. His dad sat rigid with anger—somehow this was still possible in spite of the soft, embarrassing, exposed flab. At least the polka-dot boxers were out of sight beneath the table, but on the other hand, this gave rise to the disturbing illusion that his father was naked. John hadn’t even taken his jacket off. It was all he could do now to keep his bile down and his eyes open.


  John felt like he was on trial, and that he was considered guilty until proven otherwise. This was just like the reverse onus they’d learned about in grade twelve law class, and though he hadn’t had an opinion about it then, now, thinking about it, he did feel a reverse onus was unjust, at least in his case. After all, what had started it all—that bump into the back of the taxi—hadn’t really been his fault.


  But he hadn’t helped his case any by coming home pissed. It must have been the dope—otherwise he’d never have been stupid enough to go drinking with Roy, no matter how grateful he felt—but he couldn’t tell his parents that.


  Now Dylan was making obvious, dog-like sniffing noises around his jacket and smirking, wise to him. If Dylan said anything about the dope he’d kill him.


  “It’s not really my fault,” John began, after his mother had got half a cup of strong coffee into him. She’d put out a bag of cookies, too, but these were ignored by everyone but Dylan.


  “Here we go,” said Harold.


  “I was just driving along and this cab pulls out in front of me and then stops all of a sudden to pick somebody up. Of course I hit him— anybody would have.” John was feeling indignant now, and even in his relatively weak state he managed to speak with the absolute and righteous conviction of the wrongly accused teenager. “The cop said they always have to charge the one behind, even if the one in front is actually at fault.” Repeating this now, John felt again—fiercely—the injustice of his position.


  “You were charged?” Harold said, exquisitely alert.


  “Well, yeah. Like I said, the cop said they always have to charge the one behind—”


  “BULLSHIT,” Harold roared, thumping the table, making the coffee mugs and spoons jump. “That’s just bullshit!”


  John felt himself go paler. He was feeling almost sober now, and wide awake, but the nausea wasn’t going away.


  “Settle down,” Audrey cautioned Harold.


  “What were you charged with?”


  “I’m not sure,” John prevaricated. “Honestly, I barely touched the guy, it was just a tap—”


  “Let me see it,” Harold said.


  “What?” The autobody shop was closed; it was the middle of the night.


  “The ticket, for Christ’s sake.”


  John groped in his jacket and handed the yellow ticket over, feeling afraid but with enough pluck left to say, resentfully, “It’s not fair. The taxi didn’t have a scratch.”


  All present watched as Harold silently read the ticket and began nodding his head up and down, as if it all made perfect sense. John thought he might have to run to the bathroom any minute. Harold handed the ticket over to Audrey, who squinted at it.


  “So, where’s my car?”


  “In an autobody shop,” John said sullenly.


  “How much damage?”


  “They think it’s a write-off,” John mumbled, in despair now. He couldn’t help thinking how differently this might have gone if he’d been lying in a hospital bed for this conversation. As it was, nobody, not even his mother, had said anything gratifying about him not being hurt.


  “Way to go,” Dylan said.


  • • •


  THE NEXT MORNING, from his desk at work, Harold called the insurance company, trying to get a sense of the repercussions of John’s accident while carefully avoiding all mention, for now, of the careless driving charge. He arranged for a rental car and dealt with the autobody shop that had his car about the estimate. It all went fairly smoothly, and Harold felt that at least he was doing something useful.


  But when it came to dealing with his son, things were less straightforward. What was the right thing to do when your seventeen-year-old trashed your car, fled responsibility by drinking himself into a stupor in the company of a sleazy tow-truck driver, and turned up unconscious on the porch at one in the morning?


  If he and Audrey were to do the wrong thing now, handle this badly, John might spiral into a life of irresponsibility, waste, and degradation. And it would be all their fault.


  What did other parents do?


  He had no idea. He wasn’t in the habit of confiding in anyone about anything. Audrey, on the other hand, had girlfriends she’d have shared this with by now. Maybe they would have some useful advice.


  The telephone on Harold’s desk rang and he picked it up. It was the insurance adjuster again. Now they wanted him to have the car towed from where it was to one of their approved autobody shops to have the estimate done, and if warranted, have the vehicle repaired. This detail had somehow not been mentioned in their earlier conversation, before Harold had called the autobody shop. The adjuster gave him a list of three approved autobody shops in his area to choose from, and Harold wrote them all down. He looked them over, noted the closest one, and picked up the phone again. He sighed, annoyed at the complication, and thought nothing’s ever easy.


  • • •


  THAT MORNING, AUDREY took advantage of the opportunity to methodically search Dylan’s room. Harold was at work, Dylan had gone to school, and John was sleeping it off in his own bedroom.


  Audrey felt a little guilty about this—about letting John sleep in and miss school; she felt instinctively that it wasn’t the kind of thing that the leading child-rearing experts would recommend. She probably should have had him up and out of the house, and made him function through his day sick as a dog. That’s what Harold would have done, but she simply didn’t have the heart. Besides, when John eventually got up, she would have a chance to speak with him alone.


  She felt a little less guilty about searching Dylan’s room. She had long ago decided that secrets—which were similar to and closely related to lies—had to be judged on a case-by-case basis. Was the secret or lie, as the case may be, serving the greater good? That was the test. And here, she had probable cause to believe that Dylan had misused her bank card. And, rather than wrongly accuse him—and destroy that trust that she had spent an entire lifetime establishing—she thought she’d better be sure of her facts. And so she was rummaging stealthily through Dylan’s dresser drawers, and in his closet, and under his mattress—and discovering the pornographic magazines (which she’d expected), and the condoms (which shook her badly), and the little white pills with the E stamped on them.


  Audrey sat on the side of Dylan’s bed—he was only fifteen—stunned by what she’d found. There was no sign of anything expensive and electronic that might have been purchased illicitly with her missing money. But the evidence of what Dylan was really all about—it wasn’t just basketball and talking to girls on the phone, then—was strewn all around her on the bed.


  Too late, she heard John up and stumbling down the hall toward the bathroom. Which would take him right past Dylan’s open door and Audrey herself, sitting on Dylan’s bed with her cache of—


  Why hadn’t she closed the door?


  Audrey froze, certain she was about to be caught in one of the more compromising positions of her life. But she needn’t have worried. John barrelled past her, bent over, and then she heard his awful, wrenching vomiting.


  If he missed, I’ll kill him, Audrey thought.


  • • •


  AT LEAST JOHN had no need to fake remorse; this was the real thing. He hung listlessly over the toilet, considering his situation.


  He’d be grounded for sure, for who knew how long. He’d probably never be allowed to drive the car again—which would mean a significant loss of status, not to mention quality of life. It occurred to him that he might be made to pay for the damage by getting a part-time job. There went everything. A part-time job would mean a further significant loss of status, not to mention quality of life.


  But then he was able to calm himself on that score. He didn’t think his mother would let him get a job, even if his dad wanted him to. She’d be too worried about him keeping up his grades. He was a solid B student, which is what you were called when you got marginally more Bs than Cs, and his parents hadn’t given up on their dream of his getting a degree, even if it wasn’t from the University of Toronto, from which they had both graduated, and which he didn’t have a hope in hell of getting into. Personally, he was hoping to go somewhere far from home, so he could have a really good time.


  John dry-heaved once more into the toilet bowl and when that spasm was over, and feeling more miserable than he’d ever felt in his life, he was struck with another, paralyzing thought: When Dylan got his G1, life wouldn’t be worth living.


  He was pondering this awful fact when his mother appeared from out of nowhere and stood looking at him from the bathroom doorway. He wiped the back of his hand against his mouth.


  “We should talk,” she said.


  “Now?” John groaned, hugging the toilet with both arms again. Why did throwing up make your face sweat like this? Even he couldn’t stand his own smell—a mixture of stale beer, cigarette smoke, and vomit. And though he’d tucked the rubber-backed fluffy bath mat under his knees when the hard ceramic floor had become too uncomfortable, his knees still hurt like hell. But his mother ignored his implicit plea to be left alone.


  “This is important,” Audrey said grimly.


  “I told you everything last night. Honest,” John said plaintively, not looking up from the toilet bowl. And he had told them everything, about Roy and the bars, about everything but the pot. And that was for their own protection; he was pretty sure the mention of drugs would send them both right over the edge into overreaction mode.


  “I know. Just—let me handle your father.” John lifted his face from the toilet bowl with an effort and looked at her. “Can you do that?” she said.


  “Sure,” he gasped weakly. Really, he just wanted to lie down on the bathroom floor and die.


  “Sure isn’t good enough,” she said. “You’d better be on your very best behaviour from now on, or nothing I can do will be much help.”


  John tried nodding, a shipwrecked boy in a lifeboat spotting salvation on the horizon.


  “You could start by apologizing to him when he gets home, which, in case you haven’t noticed, you haven’t actually done yet.”


  John kept nodding, even though it was making him dizzy. She was using her I mean business voice, but even in his present sorry state, John could tell her heart wasn’t really in it; it seemed like her mind was already somewhere else.


  “Clean the toilet bowl when you’re finished. And then you can go to school.”


  


  CHAPTER THREE [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Audrey was vacuuming the carpet and wondering what was wrong with Harold, wondering what was at the bottom of his lethargy, his apparent depression, and this latest worry—his panic attack. She supposed it could be a middle-age thing, a recognition of his own mortality. She’d seen the spreadsheet Harold had created on the computer tracking his various cholesterol levels over the last few years. Harold’s father had died at forty-nine of a heart attack. And now Harold had to deal with Tom’s equally sudden and premature death too, from the same cause. But although she felt sympathetic to Harold, she was a little annoyed with him too, because if that was it, if that’s all it was, he really didn’t have that much to worry about. The doctor had checked his heart, and it was fine. The doctor should know. Just because Harold’s father had died young, and his one-time best friend had died young, it didn’t mean that Harold was going to die anytime soon.


  She, on the other hand, had real problems, and vacuuming helped her think.


  She turned the machine off for a minute to rest and surveyed the living room. She had gradually, as they could afford it, made the house over. Harold, for example, had brought an old vinyl La-Z-Boy chair into the marriage, which had sat stubbornly in the corner of the living room in front of the window from the time they’d bought the house. It had taken years, but she’d finally won Harold over and replaced it with a new La-Z-Boy chair, an attractive model she could live with, in luxurious brown leather—you couldn’t even tell it was a La-Z-Boy! She could remember her excitement as she’d pored over the brochure—her excitement at the prospect of finally throwing out something ugly that she’d had to look at for years. They’d saved up for the area rug. It had cost more than they could really afford, but would, with proper care, last forever.


  She flicked the appliance back on. She knew exactly what was driving her to vacuum the expensive Persian rug in the living room over and over again. She’d cleaned the entire house yesterday, area rugs included; any more vacuuming and the thing would be shredded. Suddenly, she turned off the vacuum cleaner, dropped to her knees, and studied the pile of the carpet closely. Then she sat back on her heels and made a mental list—she didn’t feel she could safely write these things down.


  Dylan was on drugs.


  Dylan was having sex.


  Dylan was probably stealing from her.


  Dylan was fifteen.


  And, Dylan might be—probably was—Tom Grossman’s biological son. Which was no doubt why she found it so easy to believe that he was doing drugs, having sex, and stealing money.


  There. That was about it. Except that John was drinking under age, which, relatively speaking, didn’t seem like such a big deal. And Harold was not himself. Otherwise, things were just hunky dory.


  Audrey got up and went outside onto the front porch and looked impatiently up and down the street for Ellen.


  Buying this house—a two-storey, red brick semi with a shared drive on a prime Riverdale street shaded with old maples, near the park—had been the best decision she and Harold had ever made; the property had tripled in value. Now it was almost paid off. It was small, but they’d finished the basement to get more living space as the boys had grown, and they’d remodelled the kitchen. Now, standing on the wooden porch, admiring the attractive, well-maintained houses, front porches, and gardens of her neighbours, Audrey remembered how she’d cried when the city had come and chopped down the century-old maple tree on their front lawn. First, a man had come and nailed a metal tag on it to show that it was condemned. Two weeks later, she’d come home from a day of shopping and all that was left was a fresh stump, pale and bleeding sawdust. Harold stood the boys on it and took their picture. A few days later the chipper had come along and ground up the stump, and eventually the city had replaced it with a tall, thin sapling—free of charge—which Audrey had derisively called their “hockey stick tree.” But that had been several years ago, and at least it no longer looked like a hockey stick. She glanced at her wristwatch. Ellen would be here. She always ran late. And there she was, slowly nosing down the street in her SUV, looking for parking.


  Audrey stood on the porch and watched as Ellen parked and then came up the sidewalk toward her. Ellen was well put together by anyone’s standards. She used a clothing consultant—which, she argued, saved her time on shopping and really didn’t cost that much more—while Audrey tended to wear the same sort of things—jeans and attractive but unremarkable tops—year in and year out. Today Ellen was wearing smart black trousers, pointy-toed boots, and a flattering cashmere sweater in a cranberry shade—evidently with a first-rate bra underneath. Audrey and Ellen were both in their mid forties, but Ellen still went to the gym three times a week, tinted her brown hair with a brighter colour, and was generally better preserved, especially around the eyes. This didn’t bother Audrey too much, because Ellen had been divorced; things had a way of evening out. Ellen had three children, two boys and a girl in the middle, and she’d suffered her share of setbacks. Audrey knew she could trust her.


  Audrey had forgiven Ellen for that time when Ellen, in the profound dislocation of her divorce, had had too much to drink and had inexplicably thrown herself at Harold. He’d turned her down flat, and Audrey was certain she’d never done it again.


  “So, what’s the emergency,” Ellen asked, following Audrey into the kitchen where Audrey turned on the faucet to fill the coffee pot. From her tone of voice, Audrey could tell Ellen wasn’t expecting anything serious.


  “Harold’s having a breakdown, for starters.”


  Ellen raised her eyebrows, surprised. “You’re kidding,” Ellen said.


  Audrey shook her head. “Well, you know he’s seemed kind of depressed lately. Now the doctor says he’s having anxiety attacks.” Audrey was prone to exaggeration, and she exaggerated a little now, for, as far as she knew, there had only been one anxiety attack. She recounted a little melodramatically how he’d passed out at the funeral, but left out the bit about the chest compressions. “And,” she continued, while Ellen was digesting this, “I think Dylan is stealing.”


  This got Ellen’s attention. She’d had similar problems with her eldest. “What’s he stealing?” Ellen asked. This was an area in which she had some experience.


  “Money.”


  “Oh,” said Ellen, uneasily. They both knew that Ellen’s son Terry had only stolen a bike and a skateboard; stealing money seemed more serious somehow.


  “We had over a thousand dollars in our joint account two days ago. Now it’s empty. Dylan is the only one besides me who knew the pin number. I asked him to get some money out for me last week.”


  “That’s bad,” said Ellen.


  “It gets worse,” Audrey said. “I searched his room today” (she could tell Ellen this, but not Harold; Ellen didn’t even flinch) “and you won’t believe what I found.”


  “What?” Ellen was leaning forward, concern gathering in the centre of her face, which had the effect of showing her age.


  “Condoms, for one thing.”


  Ellen nodded. “That’s inevitable, you know.”


  “He’s fifteen.”


  Ellen leaned in closer, as if for emphasis. “They’re going to have sex. Be glad he’s using condoms.”


  Audrey frowned. “And drugs.”


  “Oh no.”


  Audrey nodded. “What should I do? I can’t tell Harold—he’s not supposed to have any stress.”


  “You have to tell him.”


  “No I don’t. Not right now, anyway. What if he did have a heart attack?” She gripped her smiley-face mug miserably. Could he still have a heart attack if the doctor said his heart was in good shape? “Do you think I should confront Dylan? About the pills?”


  “What kind of pills are they?”


  “How the hell should I know?” Audrey thought for a minute and added, “They’re white, with the letter E stamped on them.”


  “Ecstasy!” Ellen said triumphantly, sounding like a contestant on a quiz show.


  “What’s that?”


  “Umm—I don’t know exactly, but I don’t think it’s that bad. Not like crack or heroin. It’s more like a party drug, that kind of thing.”


  The two women sat, not speaking for a minute.


  “Got any cookies?” asked Ellen.


  “Sure.” Audrey got up and grabbed a bag of Oreos off the counter. “And now his latest thing is he wants to be an actor.” She snorted. “He wants our consent to get an agent.”


  “You can’t let him! All those child actors are messed up on drugs.”


  “Of course I’m not going to let him! He’s smart enough to be a doctor! He just doesn’t apply himself.”


  They sipped their coffees, munched cookies.


  “Maybe he’s stealing money to pay for drugs,” Ellen said.


  Strangely, this had not yet occurred to Audrey, who was still stuck on the electronics thing. This possibility, which made such sense, raised her stress level visibly.


  “Maybe you need some professional advice here,” Ellen said, awkwardly.


  “Maybe.” Audrey drank her coffee, ate five Oreos, and decided to keep her indiscretion with Tom to herself. She couldn’t tell Ellen that she was assuming the worst about Dylan was because she knew his father.


  • • •


  HAROLD HAD A thing about telephone solicitation. It was a waste of his time, an invasion of his privacy, and an insult to his intelligence. He particularly disliked getting the same pitch—about, for example, home alarm systems that were absolutely free—over and over again. Once, he’d changed the message on his answering machine to say: You’ve reached the Walker residence and we don’t need an alarm system, we don’t have any old clothes for cerebral palsy, and if you’re selling something, or doing a survey, please hang up now. Otherwise, leave a message. But this hadn’t helped much, he’d eventually realized, because telemarketers didn’t bother listening to your message anyway—they wanted you live, preferably with a mouth full of dinner.


  So, when he returned to his desk after a meeting at the end of the day and listened to his voice mail one last time as he packed up to leave the office, he didn’t think twice. When he heard the message: This is Patricia from Credit International. It’s urgent. Call me back right away, he deleted it without another thought. He’d never heard of Credit International. They had to be selling something, no doubt another pre-approved credit card. He turned out the light, closed his office door, took the elevator down to the main lobby, and emerged outside, briefly, before descending underground to catch the subway, joining the swelling ranks of other government workers heading numbly home at the end of the day.


  While he waited on the platform for his train, Harold tried to remember what it felt like to be seventeen and failed, utterly. Although he thought that this was probably a shortcoming in him as a parent—one of many—he told himself that what he had felt at seventeen was undoubtedly so completely different from what a kid would feel today anyway, that it didn’t matter that he couldn’t remember it.


  Now, on the crowded rush-hour subway train, standing sandwiched between two taller men—Harold was the beefy part of the sandwich— breathing covertly through his mouth, his thoughts drifted to Tom’s funeral. He’d been trying not to think about it, because ever since the funeral, he’d been terrified that he might have another panic attack, in even more humiliating circumstances. Like at work. To the point where he’d thought about lying to Dr. Goldfarb about another attack so that he could get the anti-anxiety drugs that Dr. Goldfarb had mentioned but then had so callously and cavalierly withheld.


  Harold was an amateur when it came to introspection; he hadn’t had much practice. So when he now tried to pinpoint what had triggered the anxiety attack—in the hope that he could avoid another one—he started with the obvious question. Did he fear death?


  He remembered feeling increasingly uneasy on his reluctant approach to the coffin. He remembered looking at Tom’s face—at death personified—and the immediate, awful, all-consuming sensation of panic. Just before he went down, he thought he’d seen an expression on Tom’s face—what it was, he couldn’t now remember—and anyway, he assured himself, that had to be a pure trick of the imagination.


  Obviously, Harold decided, it had to be the fear of death that had brought on the anxiety attack. He would soon be the age his father was when he had died, and that probably had something to do with it. He didn’t think he needed to look any deeper than that. If he didn’t have to go to any more funerals, he’d probably be fine.


  Harold was relieved to have figured it out so quickly, and relieved also because the fear of death was a general one, shared by everyone, and not something particular to him. Also, it was something he could do absolutely nothing about, other than resolving to not think about it.


  If he did have another anxiety attack, he would definitely go see Dr. Goldfarb.


  • • •


  DYLAN WAS SHOOTING baskets against the shed in the shared drive when John, who’d managed to make it to his afternoon classes, got home from school.


  “Hey, loser,” Dylan said.


  John ignored him. He was waiting for the day, which was surely coming, when Dylan would screw up and provide the entertainment.


  John went in the house and found his mother in the kitchen cooking lasagna, his dad’s favourite, which was a good sign. Despite his mother’s promise to help him with his father, John was anxious. His entire short-term future was at stake.


  Dylan was still shooting baskets against the shed when Harold got home from work. Harold stopped for a moment before going inside. “How was school?”


  “Fine.”


  They had this exchange—or something very similar—every day. It was completely meaningless.


  Harold went inside and found Audrey in the kitchen. He made sure that John was out of earshot, downstairs playing games on the computer. Still, he closed the door that led down to the basement. He and Audrey needed to discuss what to do about John. They had to present a united front.


  Harold was afraid of doing the wrong thing. He supposed John should be grounded, the only real question being for how long. Personally, he hated keeping the kids around by force—it made them even more passive-aggressive than usual. Whether John would ever drive the car again, Harold supposed, depended mostly on what was going to happen with the insurance, which was at the moment unclear. Beyond that, Harold was open to suggestion. Now that his initial wrath was subsiding, he just wanted to do the right thing.


  “Did you talk to Ellen today?” Harold didn’t have the greatest faith in Ellen’s judgment, but he knew she’d had some problems with her kids and they’d got through them somehow.


  “Yes, she came over.”


  “Did she have anything to suggest about John?”


  Audrey realized that she’d forgotten to mention this particular problem when Ellen was over.


  “Mmm,” Audrey said, tasting the lasagna, thinking fast. “Oh, you know, the usual. We should probably ground him for a while.” Though she didn’t want John sulking around the house either.


  Harold nodded, a little disappointed.


  “And he can get along without the car,” Audrey said.


  “Just what I was thinking,” Harold agreed.


  “And I think a stern warning about the drinking.”


  “Of course.”


  “You can do that,” Audrey said, but then lowered her voice and articulated exactly what Harold feared. “But don’t overdo it. Don’t lose your temper, like you did last night. If we push him too hard, he might take it out on us and go out drinking again.”


  “Right,” Harold agreed, biting his lower lip at how complicated it all was.


  “And no backsliding. We tell him our position and that’s that.”


  When they sat down to dinner a few minutes later, the mood craftily set with fragrant lasagna and garlic bread, Audrey looked with pained love upon her husband and her two handsome boys and thought that all might still be well, with a little luck. But then John blurted out—just as Harold was lifting that first delicious forkful of lasagna to his mouth—“I’m sorry about the car, Dad. Really.”


  Harold put his fork down, the food untouched, looked squarely at his son, and said—less severely than he wanted to, but more severely than Audrey would have liked—“Sorry won’t pay what this is going to cost!”


  There was an awkward silence; only Dylan had begun to eat. Their supper was getting cold.


  “But it wasn’t even my fault.” The protesting note had crept into John’s voice, threatening to blow everything wide open.


  Audrey shot John a warning look. “Why don’t we eat?”


  John, although relieved to have his apology off his chest, felt that his father had not met him halfway.


  Audrey said, “Your father and I have decided that you’ll be grounded.”


  John sat still; of course he’d expected this. “For how long?” he asked.


  Audrey drew a blank. She looked at Harold. Harold looked at her. Why hadn’t they decided this beforehand?


  John sensed his parents’ disarray. “How about two weeks?” John suggested humbly, crossing his fingers under the table.


  Harold felt Audrey looking at him. The usual was one week, so he supposed that John’s suggesting two weeks indicated that he had at least some idea of the severity of the situation. To Harold, two weeks of being grounded seemed a trifling punishment for such a grievous fault, but there was really so little available in their parental arsenal to haul out. Finally, he nodded. Any more than two weeks would be too hard on all of them.


  “Fine,” said Audrey. “But you’re not driving the car again until we say so.”


  John picked up his fork, contrite. Audrey helped herself to the garlic bread. She tilted an eyebrow at Harold—it was time for his reprimand about the drinking.


  Harold, not as prepared as he ought to have been, put down his knife and fork, looked John severely in the eye, and said, “And we had better not catch you drinking like that again—or else.”


  Audrey frowned at him and Harold watched his idle threat glance off John’s forehead and sail away into the wild blue yonder.


  • • •


  AFTER SUPPER, HAROLD escaped into the living room, ensconced himself in his La-Z-Boy, and closed his eyes. He wanted a respite from his worries; he didn’t want to think about how he’d just mishandled the John situation. And he wanted to avoid Audrey, who no doubt would have something to say to him about it.


  He was starting to doze, head back and legs up on the footrest, when Audrey, cleaning up in the kitchen, dropped a plate on the floor, smashing it to smithereens. Harold leapt out of his chair. Instantly, he was up on the balls of his feet and poised to run out of the house, his heart pummelling his chest.


  “Shit!” he heard Audrey say. Which is just what his mother always said.


  Audrey appeared at the kitchen doorway. “It’s okay. Don’t get up. I’ve got it covered.”


  Harold slowly climbed back into his chair and waited for his heart rate and breathing to go back to normal, for the adrenaline flooding his veins to recede. But the smashing plate had catapulted him right back into his unhappy past, to one striking night, when he and his mother were sitting at the kitchen table finishing up their supper.


  His mum had shifted her eyes to stare at a china teacup on the counter with an expression of such intensity that Harold stopped chewing. Then the cup flung itself against a cupboard and shattered.


  “Shit!” his mother said.


  Harold was terrified.


  His mother calmly surveyed the damage and then turned to him and said, “Don’t worry, most spirits are harmless.” As she swept up the broken china, she added, “I can’t say I’m surprised—the same thing happened to my Scottish aunts when they were about my age.”


  Harold had never met the Scottish aunts, and after that he didn’t want to.


  They’d lived in one of those tall, narrow, nineteenth-century Victorian houses in Cabbagetown. Harold could actually walk from where he now lived to Riverdale Park, cross over the pedestrian bridge that spanned the Don Valley Parkway, walk up the steep hill and through Riverdale Farm and come out at the park at the other end—the very same one he’d played in as a child. From there, it was just a couple of short blocks to the house he’d grown up in. He never made that walk, but he could if he wanted to.


  Harold thought he could remember being a happy kid once, but after his father died, at the breakfast table over his bacon and eggs, things had changed. There wasn’t enough money, and his mother had been forced to take in boarders, and to cook and clean all day. That was bad enough, but after a couple of years of this, when he was about nine years old, his mother’s “gift” had arrived, announcing itself that fateful night. Not long after, she began to make a little extra money as a medium. She let it be known through word of mouth that she was willing to contact “the other side” in her own home, for those wishing to communicate with lost loved ones, and Harold’s life had changed forever.


  His mother really could reach the dead. Harold had seen it with his own eyes. One evening, early in her new career, an older couple had come in—her clients usually seemed to be older, because, Harold assumed, they knew more dead people—and Harold, against his mother’s orders, and in spite of his own timidity, had snuck down to the landing and tried to hear what was going on behind the closed double doors of the front room. He heard his mother’s murmuring voice, and then she began to moan, and he had to see.


  He crept down the staircase and put his eye to the keyhole. The room was dark except for the flickering light of a single candle burning on the mantelpiece. The tall, narrow windows were heavily curtained in dark velvet, shutting out the light from the street. In the centre of the room was a round mahogany table, with four high-backed chairs around it. Three of the chairs were occupied, and his mother was leaning slightly forward, reaching across the table and grasping one hand of the man and one hand of the woman on either side of her. The man and woman also held hands, so that the three of them created a circle.


  His mother’s eyes were closed, and she was moaning as if in pain, while the other two stared at her. The woman looked eagerly expectant, fearfully hopeful; the man looked as if he were having second thoughts, especially as Harold’s mother’s moans became louder and her head began to roll around on her neck. The man leaned back in his chair as far as he could, as if to distance himself from the proceedings. Harold’s mother’s eyes began to flutter beneath her closed eyelids; it was a disturbing sight, and Harold almost turned and ran. But then his mother began to speak, and he found he couldn’t move. Because it wasn’t her own voice that came out of her mouth—it was the voice of a man in the prime of life, deep and confident, a trifle impatient, and it said, “What do you want, Ma?”


  The woman gasped. “It’s him!”


  “I’m here too, Richard, it’s your dad.”


  “Hi, Dad,” Harold heard the voice say out of his mother’s mouth, and it was the strangest thing Harold had ever seen.


  “We want to know if you’re okay,” the mother said.


  “I’m all right I guess.”


  “We miss you terribly,” said the mother, and she began to weep.


  “Don’t cry, Mom. It never does any good.”


  “But it was such a senseless accident! We’re so angry about it!”


  “I don’t like it either, Ma, but what can I do?”


  “We’re trying to do our best without you, son, but it’s hard,” the father said. There was an awkward silence, which the father tried, even more awkwardly, to fill. “You know Sandy’s running around with some new guy.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “We could talk to her,” the mother said, “tell her it’s not decent. You in your grave less than a year!”


  “No, no—leave it be,” the man’s voice said irritably.


  The father said, as if eager to change the subject, “Do you by any chance remember what you did with the socket wrench? I’ve looked everywhere—”


  “I loaned it to Tony.”


  “Oh. He hasn’t mentioned it.”


  “Well, for sure he’s got it. Ask him.”


  “Okay. I will.”


  “Do you ever see your grandma?” the woman asked.


  “I gotta go. You take it easy.”


  Harold saw his mother’s head shoot up. Her eyes opened and she quickly let go of the hands she’d been holding. Harold had seen enough; he bolted back upstairs to his bedroom.


  He was simply too scared, after this, to ask questions. After that one time, he stayed steadfastly in his bedroom with the door closed, concentrating fiercely on the Hardy Boys or his comic books. The only thing he allowed himself to be curious about was whether his mother ever contacted her own dead husband—his father—but even about this he never asked.


  At first, his mother had a client only every couple of months, so for much of the time Harold could pretend that he was a normal boy with a normal mother living a perfectly normal kind of life. It wasn’t as though his mother dressed like a gypsy or used a crystal ball; but Harold could remember, at a fairly tender age, things flying around the room. He could remember having to duck. And as word got around, the bereaved and the curious beat a path to his mother’s door. Harold found it more and more difficult to pretend that things were normal, that life in his house ran along the same lines as it did in everybody else’s. For instance, his mother seemed to find it amusing that objects in the house had been moved around while she wasn’t looking—she called this “playful”—but Harold didn’t like it. He liked to know that if he put something down in one spot, he’d find it there later. He wanted things to be predictable.


  As time went on, it seemed to Harold that his mother was losing control over the spirits. Not all of her customers went away happy. Her boarders began to leave. Harold was a nervous wreck, and even his mother complained that she was getting tired of replacing her dishes.


  Until finally, one day, she told Harold she was quitting—that the money she was getting from the séances wasn’t worth the loss of her regular income from the boarders. Harold could remember hugging his mother, weeping with relief. Things had been much better after that, and if occasionally some object in the house behaved in a peculiar manner, Harold went to play outside.


  He’d never told anyone about his mother, not even Audrey. Harold pretended that this part of his life had never really happened. He could get away with it because by the time he was in university, his mother was dead.


  Harold was gripping the sides of his La-Z-Boy chair, his spine so rigid that the chair wasn’t even taking most of his weight. He hadn’t thought about his mother, or this traumatic period of his childhood, in many years. And now, some part of his mind wanted to return to the subject of Tom’s death and then ping off in all sorts of wild and frankly disturbing directions—but Harold deliberately eased himself deeper into his chair, snapped the newspaper briskly, and determinedly blocked it all out.


  Audrey, having finished cleaning up the kitchen, came into the living room, dropped onto the couch, and picked up a magazine. John and Dylan were in the basement watching TV.


  It wasn’t long before the telephone rang. Neither Audrey nor Harold made a move to answer it, knowing already who it was for. There was a steady parade of girls calling Dylan all the time. Dylan came tearing up the stairs and picked up the phone in the kitchen. Harold didn’t even look up, but Audrey was suddenly on alert.


  “Just a minute,” Dylan said. He put the phone down and ran up the stairs to his bedroom two at a time, said “just a minute,” at the other end, and then ran down the stairs to hang up the phone in the kitchen—he didn’t trust anybody else to do this—and then ran back up the stairs to take the call in his bedroom in private.


  “Oh. I just remembered there’s something I want to watch upstairs,” Audrey said, putting down her magazine. Harold didn’t pay her any notice.


  She stood up, rapidly considering the possibilities. There was an extension in her and Harold’s bedroom, but she couldn’t pick that up without Dylan hearing her come on the line. She might have better luck listening outside his bedroom door, which, she observed by the time she was halfway up the stairs, was closed. He would think everybody was still downstairs. He might get careless.


  She made her way as quietly as possible up the stairs toward his bedroom, trying not to make the wooden stairs creak. She remembered how, when the boys were very little, she’d had to slither out of the nursery on her stomach after Dylan had fallen asleep—his floor could crack like rifle shots—so that she wouldn’t have to start the laborious, exhausting process of getting him to sleep all over again.


  She reached the top of the stairs and made the bold leap across the landing onto the safety of the bathroom tile, twirled, and pressed up against the bathroom doorframe, her eyes and ears trained on Dylan’s bedroom door like a commando closing in on a target. If he came out, she’d say she’d come up to disinfect the bathroom, where John had been throwing up that morning.


  She was in position; her heart beat fast within her ribs. But she soon realized she couldn’t hear a damn thing—Dylan had to be talking very quietly, which in itself was suspicious.


  Eventually she decided she might as well clean the bathroom, and that’s where Harold found her, a half-hour later, scrubbing the grout in the shower with an old toothbrush.


  “What happened to your show?” he asked, but Audrey pretended not to hear him.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  By the following Monday morning, Audrey had nothing left to clean, so she decided it was time to go through everybody’s clothes and throw stuff away. She got started as soon as everyone left after breakfast. What she really wanted to do was make a great big bonfire in the backyard and burn all the junk in the house that Harold wouldn’t let her get rid of. Instead, she went through her clothes and considered whether she could get one more season out of that pilly sweater. She rifled through empty pockets before tossing worn-out pants and shirts with frayed cuffs in a heap on the bedroom floor and wondered anxiously about the meaning of things.


  Someone else might have called it coincidence, but Audrey believed things happened for a reason. There had to be a reason she saw Tom one last time—significantly, on the very day of his death—and she had a pretty good idea what it was. She felt like she’d been hit over the head with a sledgehammer.


  After all, she’d gone to Home Depot a dozen times over the years, and never run into him before—they didn’t even live in the same neighbourhood. What had Tom been doing at her Home Depot anyway? Audrey had never felt possessive about Home Depot before. In fact, she hated going there—the feeling of incompetence she got, of being overwhelmed, the shelves impossibly high—so high that birds lived up there. It was so intimidating that she had to treat herself to a coffee and a donut every time.


  That day, she’d gone to get some ideas for Harold’s present for his upcoming birthday—his forty-ninth birthday, and therefore special, although not as special, or celebratory, as his fiftieth would be. She was thinking of a new power tool, something to inspire him to start a new project, to propel him out of his mysterious lethargy. Something masculine and shiny that he could show the kids—she’d school them beforehand. She’d dragged out something called a reciprocating saw and was wondering what it was for and how Harold could be so good at this power tool stuff when he couldn’t even program the vcr, when she saw Tom, in profile, a little farther down the aisle, handling a power saw, checking it for its heft. She hadn’t seen him in fifteen years but she’d know him anywhere.


  Her first impulse was to run. Her hair was a mess, she was sloppily dressed, and she’d put on weight—while he looked better than ever. Still tall, still trim, expensively dressed—especially for Home Depot—and tanned, like he’d been playing tennis in his beloved Caymans. He looked older—his jawline was softer, his hair more silver than not—but he was still handsome. No woman with any pride left at all wanted to meet a former lover, no matter how meaningless their relationship had been, under such conditions. But she hesitated a fraction too long. He glanced up and she was trapped.


  He looked away, not recognizing her, and she realized that she was free to go—but how mortifying! Then he did a double take and stared.


  “Audrey?” he asked.


  She gave a wan smile. He set the power saw down on the floor. She clutched the reciprocating saw to her chest. He walked up to her, evidently happy to see her.


  “How are you Audrey? How’s Harold?”


  “Good. We’re good.” Audrey was nodding like an idiot. Her entire body squirmed with discomfort.


  “Here, let me take that for you.” She reluctantly released the power tool to him. “And the kids?”


  “Good, they’re good.” She was still nodding, like those stupid dogs in the back of people’s car windows. “How’s the family?” she managed to say, momentarily blanking on his wife’s name, remembering that the last she’d heard, he had two daughters, the eldest a year older than John. He might have more kids by now.


  “They’re all doing extremely well. Susan’s in first year at U of T. Can you believe it? She wants to be a doctor, like the old man.” He smiled proudly.


  “That’s wonderful,” Audrey said. She’d stopped bobbing her head up and down and was studying Tom for telltale signs of Dylan. She didn’t see any. She’d never seen any resemblance between Dylan and Harold though either.


  Dylan took after his mother, bless his secretive heart.


  Now she was tossing out one of Harold’s heavy, down-at-heel shoes; she was on her hands and knees digging in the closet like a dog after a two-days-dead woodchuck. The shoe hit the phone on the bedside table and knocked the handset off, but she was oblivious. Of course she hadn’t told Harold about running into Tom at Home Depot—how could she without giving away that she’d been there to look for his birthday present? Besides, who wanted to bring all that up again?


  She should be relieved. Dead men tell no tales.


  • • •


  “I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” Harold said tightly into his telephone at the office.


  “I’m not releasing the car until you pay me seventeen hundred dollars.”


  “Why the hell not?” Harold demanded.


  “Look, you wanted an estimate—”


  “An estimate, that’s all I said, I didn’t tell you to start working on it,” Harold protested, his voice rising.


  “Well, I had to take the car apart to make the estimate. It’s all over the floor of the shop. You want the car, you’re gonna have to pay for my time. And storage.”


  “You wouldn’t be that son of a bitch Roy, would you?” Harold shouted, forgetting himself.


  “Nah, I’m Jimmy, the owner. Roy drives the truck. Like I said, you want your car, you’re gonna have to pay me first.” Harold heard him slam down the phone.


  Harold sat in his chair at his desk, his breathing all disordered, while the dial tone buzzed in his hand. He remembered uneasily that he’d asked for the estimate before the insurance company had told him they wanted their own approved people to do it. He had no idea whether taking a car apart to do an estimate was normal. Shit. Shit. Shit. He couldn’t afford to pay seventeen hundred dollars out of his own pocket, and surely the insurance wouldn’t cover two estimates.


  Harold slammed down the phone and considered what he should do. He was pondering the wisdom of calling the insurance company— but who ever viewed his insurer as a benign entity?—when the phone rang again. He picked it up, a little aggressively.


  “Hello, is this Harold Walker?”


  “Yes,” said Harold.


  “It’s Patricia, from Credit International—”


  “I’m very busy right now, so if you don’t mind—”


  “You owe us a great deal of money, Mr. Walker.”


  Harold was absolutely certain he didn’t owe anybody anything, but nevertheless, his mouth went dry and he was dead silent for a few seconds. Then he said, “I think you’ve made a mistake.”


  “Oh I don’t think so,” the woman on the other end countered. “You owe money on an Infiniti G-35 Sports Coupe.”


  “I most certainly do not.”


  “Right.”


  Harold smiled grimly, which he appreciated that unfortunately she couldn’t see, and said as if delivering a coup de grace, “I have a nine-year-old Camry that’s in pieces all over some idiot mechanic’s shop floor—I certainly do not have a sports car.”


  There was a pause on the other end of the line, and then the woman said, sounding bored but threatening at the same time, “Mr. Walker, we’re one of the most successful legitimate debt collections firms in the country. You might as well just give up now.”


  Harold slammed the phone down, feeling the need to duck. It had to be a mistake. It was some other Harold Walker, not him, who had this bad debt. He already knew that there were other Harold Walkers in Toronto, because they’d turned up when the searches were done to buy their house.


  Like he had time for this.


  He resisted the urge to crawl underneath his solid desk and pull the phone down with him. He thought about calling Audrey but didn’t want to upset her. Instead, he decided to begin with a call to his bank manager.


  • • •


  WHEN SHE’D FINISHED going through everybody’s clothes, Audrey started on the furnace room—piling up stuff she wanted to get rid of against the wall. She’d changed into her old house-painting clothes, and she was filthy, so when the doorbell rang, she decided not to answer it. But the doorbell would not stop ringing, no matter how still and quiet she stood at the bottom of the basement stairs, listening.


  She crept upstairs and peeked furtively around the edge of the living room curtains, expecting to see only the dark-suited Jehovah’s Witnesses that regularly went in pairs up and down the street, getting short shrift at every door. But instead she saw—that nitwit from the bank?


  Who ever heard of an assistant bank manager making a house call? Audrey forgot that she hadn’t intended to open the door to anyone, and yanked it open.


  He looked back at her, his bland face startled, perhaps by the sudden force with which she’d opened the door. Or maybe he had the wrong house, Audrey thought hopefully. He’d made plenty of mistakes on their mortgage papers, she remembered that. They’d had to sign everything all over again.


  “Mrs. Walker?” he said, flattening her fragile hopes as if clubbing them with a two-by-four. And right away, she just knew this was about their cleaned out account. About Dylan. Would they insist on pressing charges? Could they do that?


  “May I come in?”


  She nodded grimly and stepped aside, wondering if she should call a lawyer. Not that she knew any lawyers anyway. She’d have to rely on the Yellow Pages, and everybody knew that a bad lawyer was worse than no lawyer at all. She thought about calling Harold, remembered about controlling his stress, and decided against it.


  The man from the bank came into the vestibule and stopped, as if waiting for permission. She motioned him into the living room. He sat down carefully on the couch and placed his black briefcase on the floor at his feet. He looked nervous, and that made Audrey more fearful than ever.


  “Perhaps we should wait for your husband.”


  “He won’t be back till six,” Audrey said. It was mid afternoon— maybe she could handle this herself. Maybe Harold didn’t have to be involved at all. She tried to smooth her hair and to brush some of the dust off her jeans. “I’ve been cleaning the basement,” she said.


  “You haven’t spoken to him then?” the banker said, clearing his throat, and Audrey remembered that he had an irritating habit of clearing his throat, like a tic.


  “No.”


  “Oh.” The banker seemed surprised, looked at his watch. “He’ll be here shortly. I’ve set up a meeting. There’s something important we need to discuss.”


  Something lurched in Audrey’s stomach. So much for protecting Harold. Maybe she ought to call Dr. Goldfarb, have him on standby; there was no telling how Harold might react to finding out his youngest son was a thief. Audrey went on the offence.


  “You probably don’t know that the doctor has ordered that Harold have absolutely no stress right now?”


  He shook his head, looking startled. “No, I had no idea.”


  “He has a very bad heart,” Audrey lied. “This could kill him.”


  “Oh,” the man said, some of the colour draining from his face.


  At the sound of footsteps on the porch, they both turned to face the door. The door opened, and Harold appeared in the vestibule. He looked a little shell-shocked, Audrey thought, but he seemed to be breathing okay. She went over and gave him her usual welcome hug, and he kissed her on top of her head.


  “Thank you for coming,” Harold said, shaking hands with the bank manager and then sitting down heavily in his La-Z-Boy chair. “But we could have gone to the bank.”


  “No, really, that’s fine. It’s no trouble. Really.” He cleared his throat again in an extended way, and Audrey twitched in annoyance from her place at the opposite end of the couch. “Well,” he said, glancing nervously at Audrey. “I had a long talk with the bank’s fraud department after we spoke on the phone earlier today,” he began, looking at Harold. Audrey’s heart began to thump. “It’s not good.” He gave a nervous little cough and said, “We are really very sorry about the mortgage.”


  Audrey looked at Harold, her mind blank.


  “What mortgage?” Audrey said.


  Harold turned to Audrey. “Did you have the phone off the hook all day or what?”


  Audrey blinked. “What mortgage?”


  “I haven’t had a chance to fill her in,” Harold explained to the banker.


  “Oh. Right. Well, Mrs. Walker, to put it simply, your husband has—unfortunately—been a victim of identity theft.”


  Audrey still didn’t get it. She wondered if this was somehow connected to Harold’s recent change in personality. She struggled through a fog of misapprehension to understand.


  “This could happen to anyone,” the banker assured her, meaning to soothe. Meaning to exculpate himself and the bank, too. “It happens all the time. You wouldn’t believe how common this is these days.” He chuckled, gamely trying to make light of the situation, but his effort fell flat.


  “What are you talking about?” Audrey said.


  “Well,”—he cleared his throat again, as if girding his loins—“in a nutshell, someone has managed to obtain sufficient personal information on your husband to undertake various financial transactions in his name. It happens all the time. Usually, it’s simple credit card fraud. Someone gets enough of your personal information and applies for a credit card in your name.” As Audrey stared, appalled, he warmed to his subject. “Or, even better, they go through your blue box and pull out letters with pre-approved credit card offers. They send them in with a change of address, and start spending. Because of the change of address, you don’t get the bills, and it can go on for some time.”


  Audrey looked at Harold.


  “I bet you don’t shred those pre-approved credit card offers, do you?” the banker said.


  “We don’t have a shredder,” Harold admitted tersely.


  “Anyway, you mentioned your wallet went missing. At a funeral?”


  Harold nodded.


  “That’s probably what started it all. As I told you over the phone, you should never keep your social insurance number in your wallet,” the banker said. “Or your birth certificate.”


  Audrey stared at the banker, not quite getting it. “But I cancelled all his credit cards.”


  “I’m afraid that’s really not enough.” He looked back at Harold. “We didn’t know anything about it until you called us about the sports car problem.”


  “Sports car problem,” Audrey echoed.


  “In your case, we seem to be dealing with something quite complex. What we have here, actually, is an account takeover—whoever targeted you managed to gain access to all of your financial accounts.”


  For Audrey, a connection was made.


  “They drained your personal account and your joint account a few days ago, at about the same time they put a mortgage on this house.”


  Audrey was struck dumb or else she would have said, “How is that possible?”


  “And, I should warn you—he cleared his throat apologetically— this may be just the tip of the iceberg.”


  Audrey began to feel light-headed. She heard, as if from a great distance, “Don’t worry—” But then she fainted, so she missed the part where he said, “You won’t be liable.”


  • • •


  EVEN THOUGH HE WAS grounded and he didn’t have access to a car anymore, John finally decided to call Nicole anyway. It had been over a week since he’d seen her, but it had taken him this long to get up the nerve. He had to come right home every day after school, but maybe he could cut classes and meet her for a coffee somewhere.


  He couldn’t remember much of what they’d talked about at the funeral home, but he could picture her perfectly. He’d been fantasizing about her almost non-stop. He sensed—from her worldliness, from her parents’ expensive car—that she was one of those private school girls from uptown, Havergal maybe, or Branksome Hall, and the idea both excited and terrified him. He wasn’t in that league but figured maybe she could tell. Maybe she was attracted to him because he was the kind of boy her father wouldn’t approve of. He thought of how he must have looked to her when she first saw him standing on the street corner in his black suit, pissed off at the world. This was the fond drift of John’s thoughts since meeting Nicole at the funeral. But the difficulty was that he wasn’t a bad boy, a rebel, at all. He was scared, confused, and cautious to a fault, like his dad. But he was also taut with desire and longing.


  Practically every night, he saw his father sprawled in his La-Z-Boy looking as if he’d given up. John couldn’t stand the sight of him looking so defeated. These days, whenever his mother said, you’re just like your father, he wanted to punch a hole in a wall. John had to fight against being nothing. Dylan didn’t have to fight that fight—somehow he’d been born cocky and resilient. The truth was John wished he was more like his little brother, which was humiliating.


  So John decided that if it was a bad boy Nicole wanted, that’s what he’d try to give her.


  He practised a few times in his head before he actually called her. “Hey, babe.” “Nicole,” he imagined saying in a gruff, sexy voice, which he could pull off if he was concentrating. But when he finally got up the nerve to make the call (while he was walking home from school—he had to be moving, and he needed privacy, he couldn’t do this from home) what he said was, “May I please speak to Nicole?” even though it was her voice that answered and it was probably her cell phone number she’d given him and no one else would have answered it anyway. He felt like an ass.


  But she said, “Speaking.”


  “It’s John,” he said, forgetting for the moment how utterly common his name was.


  “John who?”


  “We met recently, at a funeral . . .” he trailed off, hoping that she remembered. She was all he’d been thinking about, but a girl like her probably had so much going on she wouldn’t have given him a second thought. Why had he even—?


  “It’s been a while, John.” She sounded ticked.


  “I got into some trouble,” he said. It was true—there was his car accident, his adventure with Roy, being grounded.


  “What kind of trouble?” Now she sounded interested, less ticked off.


  “I trashed a car, got charged.” He left this out there for her imagination to run with. “You know.”


  “Cool.”


  “You want to get together?”


  “Sure.”


  He was thinking coffee, during the day, and wondering how that was going to sound after what he’d just said, when she said, “I know a place.” And the way she said it, so playful and suggestive, was so exciting he could hardly stand it.


  “Yeah?” And now his voice was gruff and sexy without his even thinking about it, because he was thinking about being with her, and before he knew what hit him, he’d made a date to meet her a couple of nights later at 11 o’clock.


  • • •


  AFTER THE BANKER left, Audrey lay down on the couch with a cold, wet washcloth that Harold brought her folded neatly on her forehead. Harold sat on the couch with her feet in his lap, idly giving her feet little presses while he stared out the living room window.


  This was how John found them when he got home from school.


  “Everything all right?” he asked.


  Audrey lifted one limp hand without opening her eyes and waved him off.


  John went into the kitchen and fixed himself a ham and cheese sandwich, thinking about Nicole and how he was going to manage to sneak out of the house to meet her without getting caught.


  


  CHAPTER FIVE [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Supper that night was more animated than usual.


  Often, Harold found family meals a bit of a strain. Audrey viewed family meals as a time to instill values, teach proper table manners, and enjoy civilized conversation. They all felt the pressure. As a result, the atmosphere was frequently tense, and the conversation stilted. The boys naturally wanted to talk with their mouths full, interrupt each other and trade mild insults, but Audrey wouldn’t allow it. It usually ended up with nobody saying much of anything. The sound of everybody chewing, Audrey’s questions about school, and the boys’ monosyllabic answers, made Harold miserable.


  But the night of the identity theft was different. Harold ordered pizza, because Audrey was still too woozy from fainting to cook. Pizza they were allowed to eat with their hands. Also, Audrey was still in shock about the mortgage and wasn’t enforcing the rules as closely as usual. The boys were full of questions, which they mostly asked with their mouths full.


  “What’s going to happen?” John asked anxiously, looping a piece of stretchy cheese around his finger.


  “Nothing’s going to happen. The bank will take care of it. It’s all going to be fixed, don’t worry,” Harold said, hoping it was true. He remembered uneasily all the screw-ups the bank had made on their mortgage.


  “How does someone steal your identity anyway?” Dylan asked through a mouthful of pizza dough, cheese, and pepperoni.


  “Apparently, it’s surprisingly easy,” Harold said. “Although it can be complicated, too. My case is complicated.” He still couldn’t believe it had happened. “Someone—probably whoever took my wallet—got enough information about me to access my bank accounts. So they withdrew all our money. And there are all sorts of credit card bills—sports cars, you wouldn’t believe.”


  “How do they do it, though?” Dylan asked, wanting the details.


  As Harold explained what the bank manager had told them, Audrey, who still hadn’t touched her pizza, blurted out, “It’s going to take a lot of work to clear all this up!”


  After supper, Harold decided to go for a walk. He wanted to clear his head, and he didn’t think sitting in his chair with the newspaper would do the trick tonight. He stepped off the porch into the early stirrings of a storm.


  It was a dark, moonless, autumnal evening. As Harold walked along the streets away from the house, the wind wrestled with the trees high above him, whipping the branches around. It wasn’t raining yet, but it probably would, Harold thought, realizing that he’d left his umbrella behind. But he was far enough into his walk to think twice about going back to get it. He decided to take his chances.


  He came to the end of one residential street and turned down another, his eyes fixed on the sidewalk a few feet in front of him, his thoughts gloomy, startled each time a dog entered his circle of vision before its owner loomed up behind it at the end of the leash, arm extended.


  Harold soon found himself at the edge of Riverdale Park and stopped to cast his gaze far across the valley, in the direction of his childhood home. His thoughts turned to the different trajectories of his life and Tom’s. He and Tom were so different—no wonder they’d had such different lives. It was inevitable that they grow apart. Tom had never been depressed. He’d always lived life to the fullest. And thinking of Tom, Harold was startled by the sudden sharpness of his grief. All at once he wanted to weep—for Tom, and for himself.


  Harold turned away from the park, walking faster. Eventually, his mind began to empty. He’d even begun to tell himself that with a little fortitude, he’d get through this thing with the bank, when there was an awful, rending crack—enough to put Harold on notice that something really bad was about to happen, but not enough notice for him to be able to do anything about it—and a branch split away from its trunk and came thrashing down, striking Harold on the head and shoulders and knocking him to the ground.


  The main part of the branch had missed him—or he’d have been a dead man—but its smaller tributaries, sizable enough, had knocked the wind out of him and now pinned him to the sidewalk. He’d hit his forehead on the sidewalk and he could feel warm blood oozing down his face. He lay still, stunned but conscious, face down with his arms splayed wide beneath the heavy branch. He wished that he’d changed his mind about fetching the umbrella—that would have changed everything. He tentatively moved his fingers and toes a little, then his arms and legs, and found that nothing was broken. There was no paralysis, there wasn’t even any pain. That was the upside.


  But the branch was too heavy for him. He couldn’t simply get up, pull it onto the nearest lawn, and carry on, hoping no one had seen him fall, the way you do when you trip in public.


  Suddenly it began to rain. The cold rain revived him, and he began to feel pain—a vicious throbbing in his head and an ache in his shoulders. A light flashed on at the front of the house he was spread-eagled in front of, a door opened and slammed. Someone was running down the walk. Harold pictured him, huddled against the rain.


  “Are you all right?” the man asked, obviously alarmed.


  For some reason, Harold thought of the opossum, which plays dead to fool its predators. But this man was not a predator; he was here to help.


  “I’m fine,” Harold whispered, but even as he said it, he knew he couldn’t be heard over the sound of the wind and the rain, and besides, his face was pushed into the concrete.


  “Shit!” the man said, and ran away.


  Harold gingerly turned his face so that his cheek rested on the sidewalk. He figured when the next person came along, he’d better try to make eye contact.


  But it was a big, slobbery dog that came upon him next and started to lick his face, making excited gulping noises and bathing Harold in slimy, smelly saliva. Harold tried not to think about where that tongue might recently have been. A woman bent down, forcing the blonde dog back with her hand on its chest.


  “Can you hear me?” the woman asked.


  Harold managed a small nod, his eyes open. She pulled out a cell phone and called for help.


  Harold heard feet running down the walk again. “I called 911!” the man shouted importantly.


  Now people were congregating from all directions, discussing what they should do.


  “We’d better get that branch off him,” said one.


  “No! Don’t move him,” said another.


  “It’s a city tree,” said the man who owned the house in front of which Harold had been felled, to anyone who would listen.


  When the paramedics arrived, Harold recalled that this was the second time in just over a week that men had come for him with an orange stretcher, and everybody knew things happened in threes.


  Now a fire truck was careening down the street, lights flashing, siren wailing, and if anybody in the neighbourhood hadn’t noticed he was lying flattened beneath a tree on Hampton Avenue, they would now.


  As the firefighters consulted about removing the branch, a paramedic squatted down close to Harold and asked him a few questions. Satisfied, the man stood up and talked to the firefighters. Then the branch was off him and they were lifting him onto the stretcher.


  “Doesn’t look like anything’s broken, but you’ve got a nasty bump there,” the paramedic said sympathetically. “Better get it checked out. You probably have a concussion.”


  Harold felt his forehead gingerly. His hand came away sticky with clotting blood. He didn’t protest as they hoisted him into the ambulance. He’d never ridden in an ambulance before. He wondered if he would be billed for it.


  “Is there anyone you’d like us to call?” asked the paramedic.


  Harold nodded, which made his head spin. “My wife, Audrey.” But then he forgot about Audrey as it dawned on him where they were going.


  “Where are you taking me?” he asked.


  “Toronto East General. You’re lucky—it’s a quiet night. Still early.”


  Harold remembered hearing something about—hadn’t Toronto East General recently had a case of flesh-eating disease? “I’ve changed my mind,” Harold said, sitting up suddenly and trying to reach for the back doors of the ambulance.


  “Whoa, buddy,” the paramedic said, pushing him gently back down.


  Harold, overcome with dizziness, saw that resistance was futile.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS SITTING in his old bathrobe and battered slippers in his La-Z-Boy chair. It was the first sick day he’d taken in years. Even on doctor’s orders, he still felt mildly guilty, like he was trying to pull a fast one.


  Harold made a point of reading the Darwin Awards every year. They cheered rather than entertained him. He would never, for example, tie a plastic bag tightly around his head to avoid a bee sting and die of asphyxiation, or stand directly under a heavy branch he was cutting with a power saw. He wasn’t that lame. But there was no question he was bewildered by modern life.


  Today, at home recuperating, he was reading a newspaper account of a man who’d been arrested by Toronto Police for driving the wrong way down a residential street, pants down around his ankles, and using a laptop computer to steal wireless signals to anonymously download child pornography. Harold had to read the article three times to follow what was going on, but once he figured it out, he was fascinated. Not so much by the depravity of this “hacking and whacking,” but by its sophistication.


  He couldn’t even program his vcr, which was now virtually obsolete anyway, and there were people, Harold marvelled, who had the ingenuity—not to mention the confidence—to drive the wrong way down a one-way street (pants down!) and use a laptop, a networking card, and some software to steal signals out of thin air. It boggled his mind. He was incensed to read that when the police cracked down on users of child pornography, the trail would lead back to the person who owned the network, oblivious inside his house—perhaps reading the paper—and not to the sleazeball who had been downloading it from his car on the street.


  At least that hadn’t happened to him. It couldn’t have, because he wasn’t sophisticated enough to set up a wireless network in his house in the first place. Harold thought about it for a moment—his name wrongly plastered in the newspaper as a consumer of child pornography, his life ruined—and felt spared.


  It worried him though, his failure to adapt. He was most comfortable with the tangible; he liked to work with his hands. He could certainly use a computer, he knew the basics, but it was the people who knew how to grasp stuff right out of the air—they were the ones, Harold thought, who would inherit the earth.


  But he was wrenched abruptly out of his thoughts.


  “I couldn’t reach your father.”


  It was his mother’s voice, speaking quietly. It was as if she was standing right beside him. Harold turned his head, but no one was there. Well, of course not. His mother had died years ago.


  The overworked doctor in Emergency had told him he’d suffered a mild concussion, that he might have headaches for a few days, and to go home and take Advil. He hadn’t said anything about hallucinations.


  “I couldn’t reach your father.”


  He must be hallucinating. This would surely pass. Harold wondered if he should call Dr. Goldfarb.


  “You wanted to know if I contacted your father on the other side. I tried, Harold, but I couldn’t. I just thought you’d like to know.”


  Shit! That was no hallucination—that was his mother! Harold felt the panic rising in his throat, the weirdness flooding over him, the alarming palpitation of the heart, the difficulty breathing. He wanted to flee, but he was afraid that if he got up suddenly he might collapse, like he had at the funeral, and that would surely bring Audrey running. So he tried to ignore his mother and buried himself—practically entombed himself—in the newspaper instead. He forced himself to remain still and tried to control his breathing.


  But he could feel her presence, and she wouldn’t stop trying to get his attention.


  “Harold, dear, it’s your mother. Listen to me.”


  From the kitchen, through the doorway, Audrey was keeping a discreet eye on Harold. A couple of times she saw his head jerk up from his newspaper, his face pale and startled, and look uneasily around the living room before going back to his reading. It was odd behaviour for Harold, who generally ploughed through things slowly and methodically, undistracted.


  Well, he had been hit on the head, Audrey told herself. Twice. Three times, if you counted the fact that he’d also smacked the front of his head on the pavement when he got whacked on the back of the head by the tree. That had to do something. Just so long as it wasn’t permanent.


  The doctor in Emergency had instructed her to keep him home for a couple of days and to keep an eye on him, and that’s exactly what she was doing. If he started to show odd symptoms, she’d take him back to the hospital whether he liked it or not.


  Only he hadn’t really been himself even before he’d hit his head the first time, on the coffin, and it was hard to be sure what was from whatever had been bothering him before, and what was from being whacked a couple of times in the head.


  But she was pretty sure this was new, she thought worriedly, as Harold’s head shot up again and he hissed, “Go away.”


  What the hell was she to make of that? Anxiously, Audrey threw down the dish towel and hurried to his side.


  Harold saw her coming for him, swooping upon him like a valkyrie, and said defensively, looking up at her from his chair, “What?”


  “Who were you talking to?” Audrey asked, the crease between her eyes deepening.


  He wanted to deny he’d said anything, but she’d obviously been spying on him. It was only his first day at home, and already he longed to go back to the office. “Just a fly,” he said, swatting at the empty air around his head for authenticity.


  He could tell she didn’t believe him. But he wasn’t going to tell her that his dead mother had just been trying to speak to him; Audrey was just looking for some reason to take him back to the hospital. He stared her down, and watched her return to the kitchen, her back stiff.


  He didn’t want to let Audrey take him back to the hospital, because he didn’t want to be labelled insane. He wasn’t hallucinating, he was communicating with the dead, like his mother before him. Perhaps the knock on the head had precipitated it, but he doubted it. It probably would have happened anyway, the way it had happened to his mother—out of the blue. He had her gift, and if there was ever a gift he wanted to return, it was this one.


  He was terrified.


  “Harold, phone for you,” Audrey called from the kitchen.


  “Who is it?” Harold pretended to be put out, but really, he was grateful to be hauled back into the land of the living. He’d even talk to a telephone solicitor right now, given the chance.


  “I think it’s about the car.”


  The car.


  The car, last he’d heard, was still lying in pieces all over Jimmy’s shop floor. Apparently, like all hostage negotiations, these things took time. The insurance company had agreed to pay Jimmy for his estimate— his time and his storage fees—and to pay for the approved auto shop, Al’s Auto, to tow it back to their place to do their estimate.


  “We didn’t get it,” Al said.


  “What do you mean, you didn’t get it?” Harold knew that Al had gone over that afternoon with his tow-truck to pick up Harold’s car, which had been hastily slapped back together, he presumed, by Jimmy, in order to be taken apart again and fixed by Al. Harold began to understand why insurance was so expensive—the whole system ran a lot like the government, with the vast pool of numberless individuals paying in the end. So really, there was no upper limit.


  It seemed Jimmy had refused to release the car anyway—probably out of spite for having lost out on the work—shutting up his doors for the day just as the tow-truck arrived. “We’ll go back tomorrow,” Al said, like he did this all the time, “but you better come down.”


  When Harold hung up the phone, annoyed at having to go to the garage in the morning—and frankly alarmed at the thought of a spiteful mechanic having his hands deep in the guts of his car—he saw Audrey hovering, eyes wide, as if she expected him to collapse from the stress of the phone call.


  That was it, Harold decided—he was going back to work tomorrow. Maybe it was Audrey that was making him crazy.


  • • •


  BY THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Audrey was ready for Harold to go back to work too. He insisted he was fine, and he seemed fine, physically, anyway. He was eating and walking normally—no signs of staggering, no evidence of dizzy spells—and his eyes tracked her finger the way they should—a test she’d seen the Emergency doctor do and which she insisted on performing three times a day, even though Dylan rolled his eyes whenever he saw her do it. And she hadn’t caught Harold talking to himself again after that first time.


  The truth was she needed him functioning. She’d begun to reclaim his identity, following the instructions in the helpful pamphlet What to do if you’ve been the Victim of Identity Theft, which the banker had left with them, while Harold struggled manfully with his newspaper. She’d contacted the fraud departments of the major credit bureaus and requested that a fraud alert be placed in Harold’s file; she’d ordered copies of his credit reports; she’d contacted the credit card companies again, the phone company, and everybody bloody else she could think of. She’d filed a police report. But this was going to be a protracted process—she couldn’t do it all by herself.


  Also, she had to get Harold out of the house. She had things to do, and she needed to think, and she could never think unless the house was empty.


  So she executed the usual essentially thankless and hectic morning routine, waking everyone, putting the coffee on, preparing healthy lunches and packing them in brown paper bags—the boys would probably throw theirs in the trash and buy french fries, but she couldn’t think about that, it made her just crazy—putting a reasonably nutritious breakfast on the table, going back upstairs to wake Dylan a second time when yelling at him from downstairs didn’t work, stopping on demand to locate John’s homework, and running downstairs to the basement between bites of toast to take Dylan’s basketball shirt out of the dryer, all while making a mental note to get milk, pick Dylan up after the game, and—there was something else she had to do today, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember what it was.


  Sometimes, to keep herself together and serene in the mornings, she would put the small, tinny radio in the kitchen on to a classical station while she performed her menial but nevertheless important and carefully timed tasks, and if the kids were annoying her—if they weren’t getting up, or if they left wet towels on the bathroom floor— she would turn the music up a little. It was her way of refusing to be drawn. She’d think about her beautiful, functional ballet—Audrey adored classical music—and flit about the kitchen in her invisible musical bubble, twirling from counter to fridge, pirouetting with a full coffee pot, shutting a bottom cupboard with a pointed toe. The rest of the family found this embarrassing.


  Today the music was especially loud, because she’d lost it after all and finally stormed up the stairs and hauled Dylan’s blankets off and told him that if he didn’t get up right now he could just forget about getting picked up after his basketball game.


  When Dylan finally came to the breakfast table, Harold and John were already eating their toast, Harold reading the obituaries, and John catatonically studying the back of a cereal box. The music was sufficiently loud that conversation was impractical. Nevertheless, Audrey distinctly heard Dylan mutter, “Nurse Ratched’s at it again.”


  Nobody touched the fresh fruit she’d put out. Why did she bother?


  She remembered the other thing she had to do today—find a birthday present for Harold. She’d gone off the power tool idea completely.


  • • •


  AUDREY WASN’T A computer whiz, but she wasn’t a complete Neanderthal either. She knew how to do a basic Google search. Once she was alone in the house, Audrey went downstairs to the basement and got on the family computer and looked up “ecstasy.” No one would ever know. An hour later, she was more informed—and more worried than ever.


  She decided things couldn’t get much worse so she typed in “paternity tests” and hit Search. And while she was waiting for the results (but really the results were instantaneous, so it was more that she was procrastinating about reading them) she remembered how she’d allowed herself to be seduced by Tom Grossman. How weak she had been!


  Back when Audrey still had legs like a dancer’s and her head was full of romantic, fanciful ideas, she’d fallen, very temporarily, for the particular appeal of Dr. Tom Grossman.


  She was just under thirty, the mother of a toddler. And that was probably part of it too, the child being as good a constant reminder as any that her girlhood—the time before anything had been decided— was over.


  They’d have dinner, Tom and his wife, Adele, and she and Harold, at each other’s houses—in this very house—enjoyable dinner parties when everything still seemed possible, before everyone’s lives seemed to go down certain paths, before, in Tom and Adele’s case, way led on to way. They’d sit at the dining room table, the lights low after a good meal, the wine flowing, while Tom entertained them—talking in grandiose terms (the world was always his oyster), making them laugh with his outrageous anecdotes—and then she’d look across the table at Harold.


  


  CHAPTER SIX [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold was at Staples after work, staring sightlessly at a bunch of shredders, thinking instead about what had happened at the garage that morning.


  He’d arranged to meet Al at Jimmy’s East End Auto at 8 am. Harold had been early and had sat in his parked rental car outside on the street, reluctant to go in before Al arrived with his tow-truck. The garage looked the same as every other garage Harold had ever seen that wasn’t part of a chain—run down, with old tires everywhere, and hand-painted signs. He could see a mechanic in a jumpsuit moving around inside one of the bays. Harold kept his eyes open for Roy’s tow-truck—it was black and shiny, he remembered, with the Playboy symbol in white on its mud flaps.


  Al hauled up in his tow-truck and pulled into the yard. Harold knew it was Al because “Al’s Auto” was painted on the side. Harold left his car on the street and crossed the road to join Al as he got out of his truck. Harold feared that his car really was still in pieces and that Al wouldn’t be able to tow it away, and then what would he do?


  But he drew strength from Al immediately. He was a big man, with dirty jeans and a cowboy’s swagger and dark grease so deeply embedded in his fingers that Harold was grateful that he didn’t offer to shake hands.


  “Harold?” Al said. Harold nodded. “Let’s go get her.”


  Al slammed his truck door and headed straight into the garage. Harold followed behind him and a little to the left, sheltering behind Al’s bulk.


  “Hey, Jimmy!” Al yelled.


  “Jimmy’s not here,” said the lone mechanic, who was tinkering with a car on the hoist.


  “No more bullshit,” Al said, pleasantly. “We’ve come for the Camry.”


  “She’s out back,” the mechanic said, and turned back to the car overhead. “Get her yourself.”


  “That was almost too easy,” Al muttered to Harold, as they turned and headed for the fenced yard in the back. Harold glanced back over his shoulder at the mechanic and saw that he was grinning.


  It took them a few minutes to locate Harold’s car, because it was boxed in on all sides by junked trucks, vans, and SUVS, all of which were taller than Harold’s less fashionable sedan.


  “Jesus fuckin’ Christ,” Al said, when he’d climbed up onto the hood of a Jeep and from there to its roof and stood looking down at the car. “They went to a lot of trouble.”


  Harold stood on the ground looking up at Al and had to see for himself. He began to climb up beside him, careful not to split his pants. He was dressed for the office. Al had to give him a hand up, and it was awkward, but finally he stood on the Jeep’s roof beside Al.


  Al snorted out his nose. “At least it’s in one piece.”


  But Harold was horrified. He looked down at the twisted wreckage, the front of his car all smashed in, fervently grateful that he still had his son.


  Al began to rant that it would take him a goddamned half-hour to move all the vehicles to get at the goddamned car, and that he sure as hell hoped Jimmy would show up by then, and Harold decided to flee, saying he had to get to work.


  Now, Harold hesitated over his choice of shredders. The crosscut shredders were best, he’d been told. But which one? The bigger the better? He thought of Darwin, thought of getting his hand caught in a crosscut shredder and bleeding to death in the basement . . . but no, look, there was a safety shut-off.


  Depressed, he thought about how he came to be here, at the midpoint of his life, taking the optimistic view, or perhaps near the end of his life, taking the pessimistic view, staring at shredders in Staples. The theft of his identity had brought home to him that he seemed to have no identity worth mentioning.


  He had no idea what he wanted. He had no idea who he was. He’d always treated life as something to be avoided, rather than embraced. Maybe that was why he felt so empty. This, for Harold, was an epiphany, a potentially life-changing moment, but his thoughts were interrupted.


  “Can I help you?” asked a young girl who obviously worked there.


  “I don’t think so,” Harold said glumly.


  But she was persistent, and kind. “If it’s a shredder you want, I can tell you what the best deal is.”


  He allowed himself to be helped to the most expensive shredder they sold—a heavy-duty model that would chew through just about anything. Feeling better now that he’d accomplished something, Harold carried the box up to the cash, admiring how well this teenager did her job. Maybe he’d been wrong not to insist that John get a part-time job. Maybe that was what he needed—to teach him some responsibility. And when Dylan turned sixteen, maybe he should work too. He and Audrey had both had part-time jobs in high school, and they’d turned out all right. But Audrey had been too concerned about their marks—it’s so much harder for kids today, she’d said—and what was the result? Neither one of them was going into rocket science.


  “I can take you over here,” the girl said, opening up an empty cash register when she saw the lineups at the others. Harold read the name on the girl’s name tag and asked her, as she rang up his purchase, “Nula—if you don’t mind my asking—how are your marks in school?”


  “Straight As,” she said matter-of-factly.


  Harold had to wonder if he and Audrey had done anything right raising their kids.


  • • •


  EVER SINCE HE’D been grounded, John’s waking hours were spent falling behind on his homework, catching up on his TV programs, and thinking about Nicole. And now all he could think about was how he was going to sneak out of the house to meet her.


  One thing he knew, he’d have to bribe Dylan to keep quiet. That wouldn’t be much of a problem because Dylan—John knew this from experience—was totally willing to be bribed. John would simply have to meet his price. So it was imperative that Dylan not see how important this was to him.


  John slouched into his brother’s bedroom after school, where Dylan was lying on the bed with his hand in a bag of potato chips, reading a movie magazine. “I need a favour,” John said, leaning against Dylan’s desk, which had nothing on it but a basketball. Dylan didn’t do homework.


  “What kind of a favour?”


  “I need to go out tonight.” Dylan didn’t need to be reminded that John was grounded; he’d been making the most of it all week.


  “What for?”


  “Got a date.”


  “Who with?”


  “Someone hot, you don’t know her.”


  “How’re you going to pull that off?” Dylan was eating his chips and leafing through his movie magazine, pretending he wasn’t interested.


  “Like you don’t know.”


  Dylan’s room had the only window on the second floor that you could climb out of to make the break for freedom. If it weren’t for this little detail, and if his parents didn’t usually sit in the living room as if guarding the front door every night till eleven—if he didn’t have to pay what amounted to a heavy toll to pass through Dylan’s room and out his window—John could actually have a life. His mother had probably thought she was doing him a favour by giving him, the eldest, the bigger room, but both boys knew which room was the prime real estate.


  “Fifty,” Dylan stipulated at last.


  “You’re out of your fucking mind,” John scoffed. Dylan said nothing. “I don’t have that kind of money,” John insisted.


  “You have your birthday money,” Dylan said.


  “I spent it,” John lied.


  “No you didn’t.”


  How did Dylan know he hadn’t spent his birthday money? Why did Dylan always know everything? John weighed things in his mind very carefully and finally gave in, just as Dylan probably knew he would. “Just don’t ever ask me for anything,” he said with heat.


  John left, returned and tossed two twenties and a ten on the bed, and went off in a huff.


  Dylan threw himself back on his bed, his hands locked behind his head, and pondered his situation. He couldn’t understand why his parents were so against him being an actor. Their reasons seemed stupid to him. They wanted him to get an education—for what? So he could sweat in an office for thirty years like his dad? His mother was the real problem—all of her ideas about actors obviously came from the front pages of the tabloids at the checkout counter in the grocery store.


  He’d be so good at it! He was so talented! Why couldn’t they see that? He’d already been approached by a talent agency—a scout just walked up to him, near the Eaton Centre, and told him he had the right look to make it in the acting business. But he needed to have a portfolio done, and it was expensive. After that, all he’d need was an agent, and maybe some acting classes. Other kids his age were making thousands in TV commercials, TV shows, even movies! He was way cooler than Aeden Cooper, who was in his class at school, and who had already made two commercials. If only he had Aeden Cooper’s parents.


  Dylan had big plans. When he got his licence, he didn’t want to be asking his mom and dad if he could borrow the car, like John. He wanted his own car, the sportier the better.


  The problem was that he was fifteen. If only he were older, nothing would hold him back. But any reputable agent required his parents’ consent to represent him, and they absolutely refused. They wouldn’t even discuss it anymore.


  Still, that left the disreputable agents.


  • • •


  HAROLD WALKED IN the front door that night after work carrying a large box that contained a shredder, complete with wastebasket. Audrey had considered buying Harold a shredder for his forty-ninth birthday but thought that might be a little insensitive, considering. Still, they needed one, and she didn’t think he’d actually go out and get it himself. So she was pleasantly surprised when he arrived home with the new shredder. Well, she thought, that’s one less thing to do.


  The boys watched him pull it out of the box and put it together in the living room while she got supper on the table. Harold plugged it in and Audrey came out of the kitchen to see. Harold was feeding through a piece of scrap paper. The machine made a loud, whirring, grinding sound, like a garbage disposal. Harold took the top off the wastebasket and they all peered inside at the nest of tiny, unreadable shreds of paper.


  This could come in handy, Audrey thought.


  “It’s like taking the weed whacker to a piece of paper,” Harold said, admiring the neat job the machine had done.


  Later that evening, after supper, Harold was resting in his chair in the living room—head back and feet up on the footrest—while Audrey cleaned up in the kitchen and the boys played basketball in the driveway.


  “I didn’t want to bother you at work,” his mother said, somewhere to his left. Harold went rigid in his reclining chair.


  Damn. He should have insisted on helping Audrey in the kitchen.


  Harold did not want to hear what his mother had to say to him. He wasn’t curious. He only wanted her to go away. He was determined to ignore her. If Harold had a totem, it would be the ostrich.


  He clutched the arms of his chair and mentally stopped up his ears and took deep breaths and pretended she wasn’t there. But he was uneasy about ignoring the dead; that was usually when things went flying. He hoped desperately that dishes wouldn’t start smashing all over the house, because he didn’t think Audrey would take it in stride. However, his mum hadn’t been one to waste a scrap of waxed paper, much less a plate, and he didn’t think she could have changed that much.


  Harold was afraid of the dead. They were unpredictable, for one thing.


  Fortunately, Audrey walked in from the kitchen holding the yellow ticket for John’s careless driving charge. “What are we going to do about this?” she said. “It can’t wait forever.”


  Harold had noticed that his mother seemed to leave him alone whenever anyone else was around. So he eagerly motioned Audrey over and grabbed the ticket, peering at the faint writing. “I’ll call first thing tomorrow,” he said. As Audrey turned to go, he said, “You want to play cards?”


  Audrey paused, surprised. “Okay.” Audrey loved to play cards.


  Harold climbed out of his La-Z-Boy and padded over to the dining room table. Audrey got the cards out of the drawer of the sideboard. They sat down and Harold dealt. He was still nervous about his mother, but Audrey played cards with such intensity that with any luck she wouldn’t notice. Harold’s plan—although it wasn’t a formulated plan, it was more of an instinct or habit—was to ignore his mother for long enough that she’d simply give up and go away.


  After a while Dylan and John came in from outside. John gave a wide, false yawn and said he thought he’d shower and go to bed early. Audrey and Harold, absorbed in their game, barely noticed; Dylan smirked and went downstairs to watch TV.


  • • •


  JOHN HAD USED this escape route before. He got grounded fairly regularly, usually for not meeting expectations in school or in other areas of his life, rather than for anything actively bad. Never for something as serious as smashing the car and getting drunk. Somehow he knew that if he was caught sneaking out now, it would be worse for him than it would have been if he’d been grounded for something less significant. So he was more nervous than usual as he stepped from the bathroom at the end of the hall and into Dylan’s room and lifted open the window, as quietly as he could. His own room was dark; he’d pulled shut the curtains and stuffed clothes under the blankets to simulate his sleeping body. He knew it wasn’t his mother’s habit to look in on them once they’d closed their doors for the night, or he would probably never have taken the chance, but it was best to be prepared.


  He swung his leg out over the sill and ducked down underneath the window and pulled his other leg after him. He twisted his body and lowered the window behind him, leaving it open just an inch. He would have to come back this way—if his parents heard him coming from the direction of Dylan’s room they would assume he was using the bathroom. He could never sneak in the front door—his mother had the ears of a bat.


  It was easy to grab the branch of the old maple tree—it was right there, no trouble at all. He worked his way down toward the fence, and from there dropped softly to the ground. He stood still for a moment, listening, then rubbed his hands on his jeans. He walked down the lane toward the front yard, cutting off to the side so his parents wouldn’t see him through the living room window.


  He headed for the subway, Chester station, walking fast. Now when he tried to summon up Nicole’s face, he didn’t seem to be able to—maybe because he was nervous. He reminded himself not to talk too much. He was going to be cool and uncommunicative, and make her work at drawing him out—a girl like her would probably like that. He was wearing jeans, a sweater, and his leather jacket, and he had cash and condoms in his wallet. He hoped she’d take the lead, the way she had when they’d met—he remembered how she’d hiked up her skirt in the car and blown him a kiss, how she’d keyed herself into his cell phone—and told himself again that probably all he’d have to do was look cool and be sufficiently uncommunicative and she’d take care of the rest. Because if she didn’t, he didn’t know what the hell he’d do with a girl like her.


  It wasn’t that he was inexperienced; he’d just never experienced anyone quite like her before. He knew this instinctively, even though he scarcely knew her at all.


  He travelled west, then transferred and went north. He was early, which panicked him a little, but then he decided it was okay to be early; it showed a certain confidence. He slouched up against the wall outside the subway station, and when he saw her coming toward him he resisted the urge to stand up straight and go to meet her. Instead, he stayed there against the wall in the dark watching her, and made her come to him. And the way she did it—like she was entering into this game with him, like they were in some cool film noir—enthralled him. He was enthralled—with her, but also with himself. What he felt was power. He had the power to make this very attractive girl come to him. How was it possible? He was a kid; he had parents, teachers, homework. This girl, coming up to him in the dark, made him feel like someone else, and he knew already that he wouldn’t be able to get enough of her.


  • • •


  WHILE JOHN WAS out and his parents were playing cards, Dylan got on the computer in the basement to chat with his friends and noticed that the settings were a bit different; someone had been using it. He checked the drop down box at the top of the screen that showed him the most recently accessed websites, the word ecstasy leapt out at him, and he knew he’d been busted. He started to freak, and then he noticed all the paternity test sites. He went through them all, riveted to the screen, completely motionless except for his mouse hand.


  Now that was really interesting.


  • • •


  IN THE DINING room, Audrey got up and went to the kitchen to make tea, leaving Harold alone shuffling the cards. He methodically shuffled and then cut the cards. He put them down neatly in the centre of the table and got up and went to help Audrey bring in the tea things. He heard a fluttering sound behind him and looked back and saw the cards tossing themselves in the air.


  It was his mother, playing 52 Pick-up.


  Harold turned back and tried to grab the cards out of the air as they fell. Then he was on his knees, snatching them up off the floor, when there was an unexpected knock at the front door. Harold’s head shot up. Audrey came out of the kitchen on her way to answer it and glanced at Harold kneeling on the floor surrounded by the cards as she walked by.


  “Who could that be, at this hour?” she wondered out loud.


  Anyone, at this hour—it was almost eleven—was a surprise, and most surprises, in Audrey and Harold’s books, were unwelcome. So it was with some trepidation that Audrey opened the front door. Seeing only Mrs. Kushner from across the street standing there was a relief.


  “Mrs. Kushner,” Audrey said. “What can we do for you?”


  Harold came up behind her looking like he’d seen a ghost. “It’s just Mrs. Kushner,” Audrey said to him over her shoulder.


  Harold looked at his elderly neighbour hunched on the front porch, swathed in her black trench coat, her scrawny, birdlike legs above clumsy slip-on shoes, and thought of Poe’s raven. He looked at her less kindly and less indulgently than Audrey, remembering how she’d watched him haul John into the house in his underwear. Busybody, Harold thought.


  Osteoporosis, Audrey thought, as she did every time she saw Mrs. Kushner.


  “I’m sorry to bother you,” the old woman said in her slow, unsteady voice.


  “No bother,” Audrey said, wondering what was up. Was this going to be a quick favour, so they could get back to their cards, or should she offer tea? Since it was already made, and since Audrey believed in good manners (and because there was a long, awkward pause where Mrs. Kushner didn’t get to the point) Audrey said, “Would you like some tea? I’ve just made some. It’s decaffeinated.”


  “Oh.” Mrs. Kushner looked doubtful. But she didn’t go home, so Harold took her coat and she proceeded in her peculiar, impeded gait, sat down on the living room couch, and looked up at them as if from under an overhang.


  Audrey went off to get the tea. Harold stood there awkwardly for a minute and then fled to the kitchen to help Audrey.


  “What the hell does she want?” he whispered.


  “I have no idea,” Audrey whispered back. “Maybe she’s lonely.”


  Dylan surfaced to see who was there, then retreated back downstairs to the basement.


  Audrey and Harold returned to the living room and Audrey set the tray down on the coffee table.


  “This is probably none of my business,” Mrs. Kushner began. Audrey poured the tea, spilling some. Harold sat in his chair across from the couch, one eye on the old bird, and one eye on the deck of cards he’d put back on the dining room table beyond.


  “What?” Audrey said.


  “I know,” Mrs. Kushner said apologetically, “that there are challenges facing parents today that didn’t exist when I was raising my five sons—”


  Here we go, thought Harold, she was probably in the temperance movement as a girl.


  They waited for her to continue, but she seemed reluctant to go on.


  “What?” Audrey repeated.


  “—Well, I saw your oldest boy climb out the window and go down the street a little while ago,” Mrs. Kushner said.


  Harold stood up.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t interfere, but I—”


  Harold charged up the stairs on his way to John’s room, leaving Audrey and the old crow staring after him. He flung open the door, saw the bulky shape beneath the covers and turned on the light, already knowing what he would find. He wrenched back the covers and saw the bundles of clothes where his oldest boy should have been.


  How complicated the human heart, to feel equal measures of anger, love, and fear at the same time.


  • • •


  NOW AUDREY AND Harold were doing good cop, bad cop in the kitchen. Mrs. Kushner had been hastily thanked—politely, but not warmly, because she was the bearer of bad news—and hustled out the front door as fast as civility and her stoop would allow.


  Dylan was in one of the kitchen chairs; his arms weren’t bound with duct tape or anything, but he was held in place by the wildness in his father’s eyes. Harold was interrogating him about John sneaking out the window—Dylan’s window. Audrey was fluttering in the background, as if she was afraid Harold would blow a gasket. Dylan was pretending he was playing a scene in a movie.


  Dylan regretted the loss of their escape route—his cash cow— but at the moment, he was more worried that someone was going to mention the ecstasy. Dylan knew exactly what he’d say: he never tried it, and that it came from his mum’s friend Ellen, via her son Terry, who’d stolen it from his mum’s dresser drawer. It was the truth, and—even better—it would immediately divert attention away from him.


  But his dad was onto this window thing like a dog on a bone, and he wasn’t letting go. “Did you know about this?” Harold asked again.


  Dylan had to think fast, because he hadn’t planned on John getting caught. He was thinking with disgust how lame John was, when he realized that now that John had been caught, he’d almost certainly rat on Dylan about the fifty bucks. Dylan, smart as he was, couldn’t think his way out of this one fast enough. At last, he nodded.


  “You can’t blame Dylan,” Audrey said, “for protecting his brother. It’s only natural.”


  Harold ignored her. “Do you know where he went?”


  Dylan shook his head.


  “Are you sure?” Harold said this very quietly.


  Dylan caved under the pressure of his father’s gaze and the deadly quiet of his voice. “All I know is that he went to meet a girl.”


  “A girl. Who?”


  “I don’t know, honest.”


  “That’s not so bad,” Audrey said.


  Harold turned on her. “What do you mean, that’s not so bad! He’s grounded, remember? He wrecked the car! He came home stinking drunk, for Christ’s sake! What about parental authority? What about respect? What about obedience?” He was yelling now. “We’re running a family here, not a three-ring circus!”


  Audrey looked unabashed. “Well, he is seventeen. He’s not going to listen to us for much longer anyway.”


  “The hell he isn’t!”


  “Well, I don’t know how we’re going to make him do what we want,” Audrey said, exasperated. “Grounding him obviously doesn’t work.”


  “It doesn’t work because he’s going out the window!”


  “Well what do you want to do? Board up the window?”


  “That’s a start!” Harold said.


  Dylan was watching the exchange between his parents as if he was watching a tennis match. They seemed to have forgotten that he was there, which was fine by him. Besides, this was really interesting; he could learn something useful.


  “Maybe we should try rewards, instead of punishments,” Audrey suggested, grasping at straws.


  “You want to reward his behaviour?” Harold said.


  “When he does something right—why not?”


  “So—we pay him to stay home.”


  Audrey thought this through. She knew that she’d heard something about using rewards instead of punishments, but she wasn’t sure how it actually worked. There was probably a book.


  “All I’m saying is that if he’s going to defy us by going out when he’s grounded anyway, we might as well stop grounding him.”


  Dylan was listening intently.


  “You mean just give up,” Harold shouted, “and let him go to hell in a hand basket!”


  “I’m not giving up!” Audrey protested, angry now, but at Harold more than John. She thought it was kind of romantic—she was a bit proud—that John, who was so handsome, had snuck out the window to meet a girl. It would be entirely different, of course, if he’d gone out drinking.


  “Yes you are.”


  “I’m not the one who gives up,” she said, and it was a dig at Harold. Now that it was out, like a big ugly toad, she didn’t even wish it back. They glared at each other over Dylan’s head.


  That’s how it happened that Harold sat up alone most of the night waiting for John to come home, and gave in to his ghosts.


  • • •


  JOHN, UNAWARE OF events at home, was experimenting. From the moment Nicole came up to him, in the dark, it was as if the old John had stepped aside, leaving this body to him. He cuffed one arm around her neck and kissed her, and she kissed him back, just like that. No awkward bumping of noses, no painful small talk. John was learning that there is power in silence, pleasure in not seeking permission.


  He stopped kissing her and leaned back against the wall, looking her up and down. She was wearing a short skirt and black tights, and boots with stacked heels. He slipped his hands inside her jacket to her waist and pulled her closer. They smiled at each other—slow, fraught smiles.


  “So,” she breathed, “what now?”


  He ran his hands up and touched her breasts. He could feel her nipples with his thumbs. Her eyes closed briefly and popped open again. “Not here,” she said, and took his hand.


  “Where?” he asked, willing to follow her anywhere, but hoping it wouldn’t be far.


  “I’ll show you.”


  Hands linked, they walked down the street and veered off onto a path and into the woods. He put his arm around her as they walked toward the ravine, the leaves crunching underfoot, the trees a dark tangle against the sky. He could smell her girl’s skin, feel his own heart beating.


  “You don’t talk much, do you?” she said.


  Then, because he couldn’t stand the suspense any longer, because he was afraid that the other John would shoulder himself back in before he got his chance, he stopped and pulled her to him. “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered.


  They found a bed of leaves under the trees. It was cold, but they didn’t notice.


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold had played his cards badly. He shouldn’t have argued with Audrey; he needed her to ward off the spirit of his dead mother. For some reason, his mum seemed to flee whenever Audrey was around. From this Harold concluded that his mother didn’t like Audrey.


  Well, he thought, Audrey probably wouldn’t like his mother much either.


  Now he sat in his reclining chair with an unaccustomed glass of scotch in his right hand, preparing for the inevitable. He was going to get this over with, but only because he didn’t seem to have much choice. Maybe there was something his mother had to tell him. The thought that his mother might have something to tell him that was important enough for her to reach out to him from beyond the grave was absolutely terrifying.


  He waited and drank. He gulped his drink and remembered glumly how good Tom had looked in his coffin. Even dead he looked more alive than Harold himself did on a good day. Tom had looked like he was merely faking it and that at any minute he’d jump up and scare the living daylights out of everybody. That would be just like Tom, Harold thought. Such a kidder.


  Harold, a man unused to drinking, drank steadily and imagined this scene, perhaps because he so needed to believe that Tom wasn’t really gone. He pictured Tom suddenly bolting upright in the coffin— eyes stretched wide, his arms lifted up like a zombie—and screaming AAHHHHH!! People shrieking, dropping like flies at the dead come to life; the organist keeling over, putting an end to the music; Tom’s laugh, then his “What?” when he realized that people weren’t taking this the way it was meant. The pained confusion of the mourners; the widow who’d spent thousands on the funeral thinking next time it’s going to be caskets@cost.com; his children mortified.


  In university, Tom’s motto had been “Damn the torpedoes!” and that’s how Harold remembered him now, Tom who always went after what he wanted, regardless. And Harold, filled with an unspoken admiration, had followed him, carried along in his brilliant, buoyant wake, for as long as he could.


  Where the hell was his mother?


  Harold shuffled into the kitchen and poured himself another quick scotch, and decided, getting into the spirit of the thing, that while he had her, he should ask her a few questions. Like, what’s the food like up there? And what do you do all day? Do you have to atone for everything you ever did or didn’t do in your whole sorry life? Do they make you sit down and watch the whole pitiful thing over, squirming and cringing at the bad parts, weeping at the missed opportunities, at the road not taken? Do they—torturers—make you watch what might have been? These are things, Harold told himself, that a great many people are dying to know. Ha Ha.


  He rummaged around for pen and paper to jot down a few ideas, fumbling a little in the kitchen, pouring another drink.


  Where the hell was she?


  Here was a good one: Does anyone ever really come back as a dog or a worm? Do you get to pick?


  Can you meet Elvis?


  (He was excited now.) What really happened to Amelia Earhart!


  The room was spinning as he sloppily wrote:


  Can you have sex? With anybody you want?


  Is there life on other planets?


  What’s God like?


  Have you talked to Dad?


  How much time do I have left?


  This last question sobered him a little. He’d have to shred this paper later, he realized, so that Audrey wouldn’t see it.


  Where the hell was everybody? Harold remembered through an alcoholic fog that he was waiting up for John; it was after 2 am and he wasn’t back yet. He was out drinking with a sonofabitch tow-truck driver and that kid was going to have his ass in a sling by the time Harold was done with him.


  And his mum was a no-show. It just figured. You really couldn’t count on anybody.


  He didn’t feel so good. He wanted to go to bed. But in his drunkenness, he was afraid of the shredder; he forgot about the automatic shut-off, remembering only his earlier thought that he might get his hand caught in it and bleed to death. So he clutched the scrap of paper in his hand and told himself that he’d get up really early, before anybody else, and shred it then.


  He fell asleep in his chair, with the lights on.


  • • •


  JOHN WALKED ALL the way home because the subway was closed, his euphoria tinged with uneasiness. Maybe he’d gone too far, showing off about identity theft like that, like he knew all about it—implying, without actually saying—that it was a racket he was into. But as she’d nestled against him—after frankly mind-blowing sex—he’d dug himself deeper and deeper, unable to help it as he saw her approval rating of him climb.


  He remembered how she’d looked at him, all interest and admiration, and decided that it had been worth it.


  Now—unexpectedly, and from some distance down the street— he saw that the living room lights in his house were still on. This was alarming, because it was after 3 am. His feeling of triumph twisted in his guts, turning into something else, something small and contemptible. When he got near the house he stood outside, indecisive. He wondered who was waiting up—his mum, his dad, or both. He thought he could handle his mum, but he didn’t want to face his dad. He didn’t want to disappoint his father, who seemed to hold him in such high regard. His mother, he felt, had a more realistic appraisal of him. Also, his dad was the one with the temper.


  John’s courage was leaking away. Finally he climbed onto the fence, up the tree, and back in through Dylan’s window, taking infinite care not to be heard. Dylan was sound asleep, snoring. John crept down the hall and slipped into his own bed in the dark.


  • • •


  ALL AUDREY NEEDED early the next morning was to find Harold slack-jawed and unkempt and stinking of booze in his La-Z-Boy chair, and to read the following appalling note, scrawled in Harold’s familiar hand:


  Does anyone ever really come back as a dog or a worm? Do you get to pick?


  Can you meet Elvis?


  What really happened to Amelia Earhart!


  Can you have sex? With anybody you want?


  Is there life on other planets?


  What’s God like?


  Have you talked to Dad?


  How much time do I have left?


  The regret she’d felt on waking this morning about the way she and Harold had sniped at each other the night before now flew right out the window. What the hell was wrong with him? Should she show this to Dr. Goldfarb?


  She put the disturbing paper in her housecoat pocket and prodded Harold awake, none too gently. She had to get him moving; she didn’t want the boys to see their father like this.


  “What?” Harold muttered, squinting in confused alarm at Audrey.


  “Harold—listen to me.” She bent over, gripped his chin in her hand, and looked directly into his bloodshot eyes. He looked back at her like one of those sad kinds of dogs, the ones with too much skin on their droopy faces, their eyes partly lost in pockets of flesh. She had him there, literally in the palm of her hand—she had his full attention—but what was she going to say?


  She realized she couldn’t stand there poised to speak forever. For one thing, she could tell his attention was already starting to wander. “You’d better have a shower, shave, and put on some decent clothes,” she said at last. “I’m going to make coffee.” When he didn’t budge she said, “You have ten minutes!” which got him moving.


  Once Harold was in the shower, Audrey went into John’s room and bent over him to check his breath. Only he had his pillow over his head, so she had to tap him on the shoulder and then feint and dart around for a whiff as he moved. She didn’t smell any alcohol. John was basically a good boy; Dylan was the one she worried about.


  Make that Harold, she thought as she stepped back out into the hall and heard the shower running.


  • • •


  THERE WAS A poisonous atmosphere at breakfast. Harold, John, and Dylan were at the kitchen table furtively eyeing one another, full of suspicion, each wondering how to play his hand. Much was unspoken. No one was clear what the hell was going on, and therefore, there was a great hesitation in the room.


  John didn’t know for sure if his absence last night had been noticed, but the living room lights had certainly been on, and something had to account for the tension in the air.


  Dylan knew that John was in trouble, but Dylan was worried because nobody had mentioned it yet; he feared that it had all been thrashed out last night while he’d slept, that John had ratted on him, and that now the only remaining issue to be addressed was his own status as a blackmailer and the fifty bucks.


  Harold was badly hung over. He knew Audrey was mad at him, he knew John had snuck out the window last night, but his most pressing concern at the moment was that he remembered that there was something vital he was supposed to do first thing, before anyone else got up, and he’d forgotten what it was.


  Each one of them had the same strategy: volunteer nothing and try to figure out what was up.


  In deference to Harold’s condition, Audrey hadn’t put the radio on. She was, however, being rather careless about how she put the plates and cups down, banging away regardless. Audrey knew John had been out last night but didn’t care. What she worried about was the escalating conflict between Harold and John, that Dylan was into drugs (but at least they now knew he wasn’t stealing to pay for them), and that Harold was almost certainly having some kind of nervous breakdown. If Audrey had a strategy, it was to prioritize. The truth was there was just too much here for her to deal with all at once. She needed to make a mental list.


  The immediate problem was what to do about Harold. She’d been watching Dylan for signs of ecstasy use—insomnia, thirst, mood swings—and so far she hadn’t seen anything like that. She’d also taken to looking under his mattress twice a day and counting the pills, so she knew they were all still there. She was on top of it.


  Harold, though. The bizarre note seemed to smoulder in her housecoat pocket, the paper that read like it was written by a madman, or at least a crackpot. No normal person, even if he were drunk, would write something that weird. It was especially weird for Harold. She looked at her husband across the breakfast table and wondered if he even remembered writing it, whether he wondered what had happened to the note. She drank her coffee and decided that after breakfast, she would get him alone and talk to him about it. She would show him the paper and insist on his seeing a professional. She expected him to put up resistance, but she would have to be firm.


  In the meantime, she’d have to keep Harold from going after John about last night. She looked at Harold again, fidgeting weakly with his toast. Fortunately, it didn’t look like he was in any shape to go after anybody about anything. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to bring up last night. The godawful silence was putting her on edge. She got up and turned on the radio.


  John wolfed down his second bowl of Cheerios—he was ravenous—and tried to analyze the atmosphere in the kitchen. His dad looked miserable. His mum was holding herself so tightly that it made him afraid for his dad somehow. John was beginning to think that maybe this wasn’t about him. As he relaxed, he was able to pick up details that he hadn’t been able to appreciate before, when his perception had been narrowed by fear. For one thing, Dylan looked nervous, which wasn’t like him at all.


  John finished his second bowl and still no one had spoken, other than to ask for the milk. He said, “Can I go?” Normally he would have just got up, but this morning everything felt different. His mother was vibrating like a tuning fork.


  “Go,” she said.


  “Can I go too?” Dylan asked.


  Audrey nodded, getting up and starting to clear their dishes away. “Don’t be late for school,” she said automatically.


  John and Dylan left the kitchen, relief in their spines and shoulders, and went upstairs to get ready for school. Dylan followed John into his bedroom and closed the door behind him. Now they were staring at one another edgily.


  John waited—he’d learned that there was power in silence.


  Dylan, not used to John’s silence, figured the jig was up. John had either told on him already, or he was certainly going to. “Did you tell him?”


  “Tell him what?”


  “About the fifty bucks.”


  From this John deduced that his dad must know about his going out the window. But that didn’t make sense; his dad hadn’t said anything. John realized uneasily that things must be more out of whack around here than he’d thought.


  “No.”


  Dylan looked relieved. “Thanks,” he said.


  “I’ll have that fifty bucks back now.”


  “Sure, okay.”


  “How’d he find out, anyway?”


  “Didn’t he tell you? Mrs. Kushner saw you climbing down the tree.”


  “Great,” John said, and swore under his breath.


  “What kind of deal did you work out with Dad?”


  John treaded carefully. “Nothing, yet.”


  “Well,” Dylan offered, trying to be friends, “I don’t think you’re going to be grounded anymore.”


  “Why not?” Being grounded for absolutely ever was the thing John feared most.


  “Because they don’t know what the hell they’re doing.”


  • • •


  HAROLD HAD LEFT the breakfast table and gone upstairs to lie down, not up to going in to the office. Audrey had let him go, but he knew it was just a matter of time before she came after him. He felt profoundly depressed; he’d felt such despair by the end of breakfast that he’d wanted to weep. If only he could pinpoint the exact cause of his despair!


  Instead, he began to focus on the unpleasantness of their family meals. Breakfast this morning had been excruciating. Maybe he would take to his bed indefinitely and have Audrey send him up his food on a tray.


  Harold stared bleakly at the ceiling, at the network of fine cracks in the plaster. Other families hardly ever sat down to eat together anymore. They’d just grab whatever. But Audrey had put her foot down about the family meals years ago—and it was making them all crazy. She was living in a fantasy, Harold thought to himself, his resentment bulging like a boil getting ready to burst, if she believed all these forced meals together were doing them any good. Just look at them! They were hardly the ideal family that Audrey had in mind. Other families—hundreds, thousands of them—got to eat in front of the TV, and they seemed to do all right.


  The fact is, Harold told himself, as if this was crystallizing for him for the first time, Audrey is a control freak.


  Then he had his first truly subversive thought in years. It bubbled up from somewhere. He’d buy a portable television and set it up in the kitchen so that from now on they could all watch the news while they ate supper! To hell with Audrey—they’d try it his way for a change.


  When he heard Audrey coming up the stairs a little while later, he was already feeling a little better—because he had a goal. Audrey sat down beside him, her wide rump pooling on the bed. He wished she’d go away.


  “Harold,” she said.


  When he didn’t say anything, she pulled a scrap of paper out of her housecoat pocket and held it up in front of his face. He looked at it and paled. Jesus. That was it.


  “We need to talk about this,” Audrey said.


  Harold closed his eyes. He could think of absolutely nothing to say, no feasible way to explain the crazy things he’d written. Christ.


  “You can’t go on avoiding things forever,” Audrey said firmly. “Obviously there’s something wrong. You need help.”


  He could just go along, he thought tiredly—it would take less effort than resisting her. Either way, the result would be the same. She’d win in the end.


  “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Audrey said. “This . . . crazy thinking . . . may just be from getting hit on the head. I think we should get it checked out.”


  Harold mutely gave in. Let her think it was brain damage. He didn’t care anymore.


  “I’ll call Dr. Goldfarb and get a referral,” Audrey said.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS STILL in bed upstairs; he hadn’t moved in a couple of days, except to go to the bathroom. Audrey was worried sick, but when she’d called Dr. Goldfarb the day before, his secretary had told her he was away till Monday, so for now there was nothing she could do. But Audrey couldn’t stand to do nothing, so she started to think about Harold’s upcoming birthday. She was out of ideas. She decided to talk to the boys and plan something extra special, something to cheer Harold up.


  She tried to pull the boys away from the TV but they were in the middle of a football game and they swatted her away like an annoying fly. She had to wait until halftime. She kept sticking her head in the basement, and when the game finally stopped she grabbed the remote and hit the mute button.


  They looked at her like she’d lost her reason.


  “What’d you do that for?” Dylan said.


  “I want to talk to you,” Audrey said firmly, “about your father.”


  John looked away uneasily, trying to lip-read the commentators on the TV.


  “In case you’ve forgotten, your father’s birthday is coming up,” Audrey said, “and I think we should make a fuss.”


  “You mean more of a fuss than usual?” Dylan said.


  “Yes.”


  “Why?” asked Dylan.


  John looked at Dylan like he wanted to kick him.


  “Because,” Audrey said, “in case you haven’t noticed, your father is going through a difficult time.”


  “We noticed,” said Dylan. “So—are you going to tell us what’s going on?”


  John glared at his brother, but Dylan didn’t seem to care.


  “Well,” Audrey said, sighing. “It’s complicated.”


  “It’s all right, Mom. You don’t have to tell us anything,” John said.


  Her heart went out to John, who always hated to deal with anything embarrassing or uncomfortable.


  “I think if Dad’s cracking up, we should know about it,” Dylan said.


  “He’s not cracking up!” Audrey protested, her voice rising. She paused to wonder at the perspicacity of her youngest boy. He hadn’t seen Harold talking to people who weren’t there; he hadn’t seen the paper that she was still carrying around in her pocket because she was afraid to put it down anywhere. At least she didn’t think he had. But he’d hit the nail on the head anyway.


  “He’s depressed about his friend dying.” She tried that out.


  “The friend we’d never heard of?” Dylan asked.


  “Don’t be a smartass,” Audrey snapped. She took a deep breath and tried to speak more calmly. “And you know he’s had those two hits on the head,” she reminded them. “That sort of thing can cause a change in personality. Usually only temporary,” she added hastily.


  “Yeah, right,” Dylan said.


  “Anyway, he’s agreed to see the doctor again. Maybe he just needs some time to get over the concussions,” Audrey said hopefully.


  “In the meantime . . .” John trailed off.


  “In the meantime what?” Audrey said.


  John seemed unable to find the words. John always seemed to have trouble articulating what he wanted to say.


  “You want to know what’s going to happen to you after the stunt you pulled,” Audrey said. John nodded. “Well, I’m not going to board up the window—that would look terrible.”


  This was a little confusing for John. It also didn’t give him the information he so badly needed to know. He waited anxiously.


  At last Audrey said, “I haven’t figured that out yet.” She saw Dylan smirk at John, and added, with a spark of irritation, “But for now you’re still grounded—indefinitely. And if I were you, I’d lie low for a couple of days.”


  John looked down at his feet.


  “Now, what are we going to do about your father’s birthday?”


  “Mom, maybe Dad isn’t in the mood for a big splash for his birthday,” Dylan pointed out. This seemed pretty obvious to everyone. The game was coming back on, and John’s eyes slid back to the television. Audrey kept her grip firmly on the remote.


  “I wasn’t thinking of a party or anything,” Audrey said, “but we ought to do something special.” Then she had an inspiration—why didn’t she think of this before? “You boys could make something for him. That might cheer him up.”


  Dylan groaned and rolled his eyes. John looked doubtful.


  “Like what?” John asked.


  “I don’t know,” Audrey said brightly. “I’ll leave that to you. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” She tossed the remote back to the couch—where Dylan neatly intercepted it with one hand before it hit the cushion—and left them to their football game.


  “What do you make of that?” Dylan said, when Audrey had gone back upstairs.


  “I don’t know,” John said, not wanting to talk about it.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold wasn’t the only one having an identity crisis. It was with dismay that Audrey read in the newspaper that the average age of a child leaving home was now twenty-eight. She had a neighbour, a woman with four children, who started training for a marathon just to get away from the kids. Audrey saw her every day, running down the street away from her house. Audrey, standing in the living room looking out the window with a cup of coffee in her hand, watched her go now. She understood perfectly.


  It was Monday at last, and the house was empty. Dylan had annoyed her this morning by impersonating her at breakfast—dancing and twirling around the kitchen with the Swiffer while he poured coffee and hummed along with the radio. Surprisingly, Harold had got up and gone to work as usual, looking much like his normal self. Audrey, exhausted from the weekend, had let him go. She returned to the kitchen, poured herself a second cup of coffee, and glanced again at the newspaper for confirmation. It definitely said twenty-eight. She’d never last that long.


  For a moment she fantasized about getting a job, or going back to school. She’d been having this fantasy quite a lot lately, but practicality always took over. Her family needed her too much. They seemed to need her more now than ever, which wasn’t how it was supposed to be at all. But the last thing she should be thinking about, under the circumstances, was herself.


  Today she would call Dr. Goldfarb again. She had a brain wave and figured she could talk to Goldfarb about Dylan’s drug problem at the same time, thus killing two birds with one stone. Also, she still had to find a birthday present for Harold—now she was thinking of something along the lines of a new, comfy bathrobe, as the old one which she seemed to be looking at all the time these days was getting pretty ratty, which irritated her.


  Or was that too enabling?


  Downstairs, in the laundry room, she sorted the pile of wash that always seemed to spring up overnight like a giant mushroom in the moist darkness of the unfinished part of the basement.


  • • •


  BACK AT WORK, Harold felt himself starting to revive. Even his spine was straighter; he was like a thirsty plant that had been given some water. There was nothing like having a goal. He was going to work through lunch and leave work early to buy a television at Future Shop on the way home. For this reason, he had taken the rental car to work again today instead of the subway and would again spend over twenty dollars on parking. It would be worth it though. Also, he’d been thinking about the girl at Staples, the one with straight As. Audrey was adamant the boys not have after-school jobs, but during this morning’s staff meeting, Harold had had the brilliant idea of tying their allowance to chores. Instead of handing out twenty dollars a week to each of them like he did now, their spending money could be made contingent upon their doing chores around the house! Why hadn’t they thought of this before?


  He had also learned from Al that his car was in fact going to be fixed and would be ready in a couple of days. Harold was sitting at his desk thinking about how to find a lawyer for John’s careless driving charge, when he noticed the spider. How did a spider get in here?


  He watched with interest as the spider wove its web at the base of his potted palm. It was fascinating to watch it work; Harold hadn’t been this interested in anything at the office in ages. The papers that required his attention were sitting on his desk, ignored.


  When, Harold asked himself, had he lost his natural boy’s interest in bugs? He could remember, as a child, trapping clusters of tiny fruit flies in his cupped hands, shaking them all about and then releasing them, laughing at their seemingly drunken flight. He could suddenly remember this very clearly—he used to do it in the barn at Riverdale Farm.


  There was a knock on his partially open door, but Harold didn’t look up. He called, “Come in.” He didn’t realize that in his enthusiastic study of the spider he had leaned so far forward in his chair toward the potted palm that he was actually below the sightline of the desk.


  “Where the hell are you, Harold?” Stan Toft, his supervisor, asked.


  “Over here,” Harold said, popping his head up for a minute, and then dropping below the desk again.


  “Did you drop something?” The other man came over to see what Harold was doing.


  “This is fascinating,” Harold said.


  “What?”


  “Have you ever watched a spider weave a web? It’s really something.”


  Stan looked carelessly at the spider and then more intently at Harold. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Good. Then get back to work. I want your report by the end of the day.”


  Harold reluctantly turned back to his desk. He picked up a pen and started to scan a page. But once his supervisor was out of the room, he went back to studying the spider. He admired its purposefulness, its skill, how it seemed to build something out of nothing. He could happily watch the spider work for hours.


  “I don’t like to disturb you when you’re busy,” his mother said, from somewhere between the filing cabinet and the potted palm.


  Harold got an unpleasant adrenaline surge and whipped his head around to where the voice was coming from. “Leave me alone!” he said, a knee-jerk reaction.


  “I’m worried about you,” said his mum.


  Harold looked around wildly and got up to close his office door. “I’m fine,” he said. “Now go away.”


  “Harold, I’m your mother. I may not have been the best mother, but you could have done a lot worse.”


  This was true; he really didn’t have anything against his mother, other than her consorting with the dead. He’d held that against her all his life and this wasn’t helping any. Now that he was sober, he’d lost all interest in those questions he’d had ready for her the other night, save one. “Am I going to die?” he whispered.


  “How would I know?” his mum answered.


  “Is that why you’re here?”


  “I’m dead, not omniscient. I can’t tell you what’s going to happen.” She paused, and added, “It’s not that different here than it is there, to tell the truth. We have a little more perspective, but that’s about it.”


  This was all so bizarre that Harold was beginning to wonder if he was imagining it. Either way, the implications were alarming. He wanted more than anything to escape, to pretend this wasn’t happening. He didn’t want to know why his mother was here.


  “I have to go to a meeting now,” he lied.


  “Fine. But when you have a minute there’s someone here that would like to talk to you.”


  “Who?”


  But she was already gone, and Harold turned at a sound near his office door. His supervisor, Stan, was standing there, tapping his knuckles on the opened door, looking at him uncertainly.


  “For a minute there it looked like you were talking to the filing cabinet,” he said.


  Harold laughed as if it were a great joke.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS AT Future Shop after work, staring at a dizzying array of televisions. This was more choice than anyone could ever need. He just wanted something simple. He searched in vain for someone to help him navigate through all this excess functionality, but it looked like he was on his own. He read about the features of each model carefully, comparing prices. At last, he made his selection, telling himself it didn’t really matter—he’d just take the cheapest one. It was a fourteen-inch jvc and he thought it would fit nicely on the end of the kitchen counter.


  He searched carefully for the right box, and then, with a grunt, careful to lift with his legs not his back, hoisted it up and carried it with some difficulty to the cash. It wasn’t that big, but it was awkward and heavier than he expected, and his stomach got in the way. When he got to the cash there was a lineup. He needed to put the TV down but there was no room on the counter, so he put it down on the floor, this time forgetting to use his legs instead of his back, because he was more focused on not dropping the damn thing and he was running out of time before he’d lose his grip. When he tried to straighten up, a stabbing pain shot down his lower back and into his leg.


  Shit.


  He straightened gingerly, careful to put weight on his right leg very gradually. He was breathing heavily and wincing in pain, embarrassed that he couldn’t carry a portable TV a few feet without injuring himself. He was surrounded by slim, limber people in their teens and early twenties, and for a few seconds he actually considered starting an exercise program, maybe some stretches at least.


  When it was his turn, the girl at the cash leaned over and scanned the box and said, “Will that be a cash or credit?”


  Harold was leaning his fingertips on the counter and still trying to put his full weight on his right leg when he suddenly remembered the screwed-up state of his financial identity. He’d been so blinded by his desire for this TV that he’d simply forgotten that for the time being, his credit was nonexistent. He’d had to use cash when he’d bought the shredder. How could he have forgotten something so critical?


  She raised her eyebrows at him, impatient, and said, “Do you have a credit card, or will that be cash?” At the word cash, she smirked.


  The smirk tried his patience severely, but of course he didn’t have that much cash on him; just paying for the parking had cleaned him out. He felt the flush creep up his neck.


  She shook her head. “Next,” she called, fed up. The people in the line behind him were fidgeting rudely, utterly without compassion. He saw the rolling eyes of the superior young woman behind him; a kid no older than Dylan looked impatiently at his watch and huffed loudly.


  None of these people, Harold thought numbly, realized the situation—that he wouldn’t be able to get through supper tonight— that he simply wouldn’t be able to carry on—without this TV.


  His only recourse was the bank, but he’d have to go to his own branch. He snuck a hopeless look at his watch, but naturally by now the bank would be closed.


  He limped away, leaving the TV on the floor behind him, the lineup spilling around it in its rush forward.


  • • •


  THAT NIGHT AT supper, a wild-eyed Harold laid out his “allowance for chores” scheme, which was met with a long silence. This seemed to come out of nowhere.


  John didn’t protest, figuring it was just one more example of how things never went right for him, and he was already in the doghouse. Dylan didn’t say anything either, assuming nothing would come of it. Audrey was quietly furious that Harold hadn’t consulted her about this first—if he had she could have reminded him that they’d tried it years ago (it was hardly an original idea) and it hadn’t worked. Also, Audrey couldn’t think of a single household chore that the boys would do well enough that she wouldn’t simply have to do it over anyway, and then there would be all the nagging . . . This was going to be way more work for her. She looked resentfully at Harold but held her tongue.


  • • •


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Audrey and Harold were back at the doctor’s. Dr. Goldfarb had Harold sit down on the examining table, covered in a rustling white paper sheet, while Audrey stood by. Harold sat there sullenly, stubbornly mute.


  Audrey had managed to get Harold an appointment. However, she hadn’t been able to get past the doctor’s secretary to speak to him on the phone, and she couldn’t discuss Dylan’s drug problem in front of Harold, so she was no further ahead on that score. But she hoped to bring this up privately, maybe when Harold was sent to do a pee sample or something. She figured she’d improvise.


  Right now, though, she was more worried about Harold. Last night, right after supper, he’d gone upstairs to bed and hadn’t come back down. At least he’d come along to the doctor’s this morning passively enough.


  “So, tell me why you’re here,” Dr. Goldfarb said.


  Audrey answered for Harold. “He got hit on the head by a tree. He hasn’t been the same since.” She was so anxious to believe that this was the root of the problem that she almost did. She could handle anything but Alzheimer’s.


  “Really? When was that?”


  “About a week ago,” Audrey said. “He went to Emergency and they said he’d be fine, just a little concussion, but . . .”


  “But what?” The doctor began to examine Harold’s head, looking into his eyes with his little flashlight instrument.


  Audrey found it difficult to put her fears into words. She had the incriminating piece of paper in her purse, but to show this to someone else now felt like a betrayal. She finally said, “He seems depressed.”


  The doctor turned away from Audrey and asked Harold, “Do you think you’re depressed?”


  Harold shrugged his shoulders and remained silent.


  Dr. Goldfarb said, “Last time I saw you, you were having some trouble with anxiety. Any more of that?”


  Harold didn’t respond; he was still mad at Dr. Goldfarb about last time.


  “I don’t think so,” Audrey said, “but he’s been acting strange.”


  “Acting strange how?”


  “Talking to himself, that kind of thing,” Audrey said. Harold glared at her.


  “Do you think you’ve been acting strange? Dr. Goldfarb asked Harold.


  Harold didn’t know how to answer that question, even if he’d wanted to, so he shrugged again.


  “Well, I don’t think it’s the hit on the head,” Dr. Goldfarb said, after checking Harold all over. There was a long pause, while each one of them seemed to wonder what the problem was.


  “It’s the forced meals!” Harold practically yelled. Once it was out, he couldn’t believe he’d said it.


  Audrey had no idea what he was talking about. No one had ever forced Harold to eat anything. “I don’t know what he’s talking about,” she said to the doctor, her face a perfect, horrified blank.


  Dr. Goldfarb looked startled. “What forced meals?”


  “Nothing, forget it,” Harold said.


  “What forced meals?” Audrey said.


  “Never mind,” Harold insisted.


  “See?” Audrey said to the doctor.


  Fortunately, at least from Harold’s point of view, Dr. Goldfarb was apt to let things go. He said, “I’ll write you a prescription for an anti-depressant. That may help. It may also help with any anxiety you might have.” He wrote out the prescription and added, “You sure you don’t want to see someone, a therapist?”


  Harold shook his head emphatically.


  Come back and see me in a month,” Dr. Goldfarb said.


  He tore the paper off the pad—Audrey reached for it but he handed it to Harold. “Unless you feel worse, or have any unusual symptoms—then give me a call.”


  Audrey was all the way out to the car before she remembered that she never got a chance to bring up Dylan’s drug problem. Also, now Harold wasn’t talking to her.


  • • •


  JOHN HAD BEEN talking to Nicole every day on his cell, making excuses for why he wasn’t able to see her. He found himself being excessively oblique when he was speaking to her, almost as if he were speaking in code, because he was trying so hard to hide who he really was. It didn’t seem to bother her though; the less she knew the real him, the more she seemed to like him. Now they were having one of their typical conversations as he walked home from school.


  John got her on her cell and said, “Hey.”


  Nicole said, “Hey.”


  “I miss you.”


  Nicole said, “So—when am I going to see you then?”


  “It’s been crazy . . .” John said this looking over his shoulder, as if he was watching out for the cops. He wasn’t even aware that he was doing this.


  Nicole said, “What have you been up to?”


  “I can’t really talk about it on the phone,” John said.


  “Right.”


  “I might be able to get away—to see you.”


  “When?”


  John answered as if he were suddenly in a hurry, “I’ll get back to you.” He snapped his cell phone shut.


  Good question. When was he going to see her? He couldn’t keep up this cloak and dagger stuff forever. He had to pin his mum down and get his freedom back or he’d take another chance on the window. A girl like Nicole wouldn’t wait around forever. He would have to make sure the old bag across the street wasn’t watching, though. He wasn’t sure how he’d do that exactly. In the meantime, he had to persuade Dylan to help him make something for his dad’s birthday. It was still a couple of weeks away, and he didn’t think his dad cared one way or the other, but John needed to curry all the favour with his parents that he could. His plan was to start on something for his dad right after school—he had no idea what, but necessity was the mother of invention—and show it to his mother as a work in progress, in the hope that she’d be so delighted that she’d immediately lift the grounding order.


  With any luck, he could see Nicole tonight—or tomorrow at the latest.


  • • •


  HAROLD HAD EVERY intention of trying again. He would leave work early again today, even though he felt guilty for coming in late after his doctor’s appointment, and go to his home branch first and take out some cash. Then he’d return to Future Shop and hope the snotty girl was working the register. Although Audrey had doled out some money to him that morning as a temporary measure until their credit was reinstated and their cards were back in operation, it was nowhere near enough. She’d also handed him a stack of bills and correspondence forwarded from the bank. “Here,” she’d said, “Go through these.” But Harold hadn’t wanted to wade through the financial mess he was in.


  Now, after lunch, Harold sat at his desk in his office and pulled the bundled envelopes, which Audrey had encased tightly in an elastic band, out of his scuffed briefcase. They felt heavy in his hand, and he was discouraged at the effort this would undoubtedly take. He was tempted to stuff them back into his briefcase and hand them back over to Audrey. But then he pictured Audrey’s face if he were to do this, sighed, and reluctantly opened up the first envelope. It contained a Platinum MasterCard bill in his name and Harold’s eyebrows climbed higher and higher as he read it. Whoever it was who had stolen Harold’s identity, he was having way more fun being Harold Walker than Harold was himself.


  Here was a trail of blazing glory! Harold already knew about the sports car, but now for the first time he learned about the expensive shoes, the electronics, the massage parlor charges, the escort services, the designer luggage, and the hotel in Brazil. The credit card limit of $50,000 had been attained. For an uncharacteristic moment, his mouth agape, Harold imagined himself driving to Pearson International Airport in an Infinity G-35 sports coupe (he now knew what one of these looked like; he’d looked it up on the Internet), flying first class— he’d never been anywhere—sipping fancy cocktails on a veranda in Rio de Janeiro—


  “Harold—what are you doing?” a colleague hissed from the office doorway. Harold’s mouth clamped shut. “You’re supposed to be in the meeting. We’ve already started.”


  At four o’clock Harold was still in the meeting, fuming invisibly and powerlessly while a government higher-up droned on and on. Any other day Harold might have been at risk of falling asleep, like one or two of the other overweight, middle-aged people in the meeting—whose occasional involuntary jerks Harold recognized all too well—but today he was too incensed at being held hostage to his job to be sleepy. Because after all, this meeting wasn’t actually accomplishing anything.


  By quarter to five Harold was in despair. His window of opportunity had closed; he’d never get to the bank on time now.


  • • •


  “LET’S JUST DO it and get it over with,” John said.


  Dylan was slouching on the old couch in the basement watching TV, not even taking his eyes off the screen to answer his brother. “Why? You know it’s a stupid idea. Anything we can make will be completely retarded.”


  Dylan was absolutely right, but that wasn’t the point.


  “Yeah, but it’ll make Mom happy.”


  “Don’t you see how fucked up that is? It’s Dad’s birthday.”


  “Fine. You stay here watching Gilligan’s Island. See if I care.” John turned on his heel in frustration and went through the door to the unfinished part of the basement which housed his dad’s workroom.


  It wasn’t really a proper workroom, just a small area beside the furnace. There was a closet with shelves where he tucked away his bigger power tools, a workbench against the parged and flaking brick wall, and a pegboard above it with everything on it neatly labelled. The washer and dryer were there too, the empty laundry basket waiting on the uneven concrete floor.


  John realized that without Dylan’s help, he was limited to the materials he could find in and around the house, since he wasn’t allowed to go out. Poking around, he discovered some Mason jars, leftover ceramic tile, old paint cans, plastic milk crates full of vinyl records from their dad’s university days, a piece of chipboard, and some rope. The only thing John had ever made in his life was in shop class, when he made a lamp out of an old tree stump, but that was back in grade nine, and he’d had a lot of help.


  He found an old bag of cement, leftover from when his dad put in the post for the backyard gate. John kicked absently at the bag and thought that what he’d like to do was make a huge piece of modern art out of all this crap—a big chunk of concrete with all this junk stuck in it—the Mason jars, the ceramic tile, the old paint cans, the vinyl records, the chipboard, and the rope—and put it in his mother’s front garden. That would be expressing himself.


  Of course, he would never do that, and the object here was to see Nicole, but finding the cement had cheered him up somewhat. There ought to be something he could do with cement. And the instructions for how to mix it were right on the package.


  “Got any bright ideas?” Dylan asked, appearing in the doorway.


  John shrugged and said, “I found some cement.”


  “What the hell are you going to do with cement?”


  “I don’t know,” John said sarcastically. “Maybe we could make a decorative lawn ornament.”


  “I told you this was retarded. We should just buy him something,” Dylan said. “Something that he’d actually like. Something that would cheer him up.”


  “Mom wants us to make something,” John insisted stubbornly. They fell silent, thinking. “How about a bird feeder?” John suggested at length.


  “A cement bird feeder.”


  “No,” John scoffed. “Wood.”


  “Too hard,” Dylan said.


  They thought some more.


  “If we had some wood, we could bang together a little bench for the backyard,” Dylan suggested, remembering suddenly how happy his dad used to be, puttering around out behind the house. “How hard could that be? It wouldn’t even have to have a back on it. Just a flat piece of wood on some supports.”


  “That’s not a bad idea,” John said.


  “He used to like being out there, in the backyard.”


  “Yeah.”


  “We’d just have to get some wood.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not allowed out, and you can’t drive,” John said. “And neither can I,” he added, remembering.


  “I bet Mom would take us,” Dylan said.


  John started nodding. “Yeah, she might.”


  “And if we go to Home Depot,” Dylan said, “I think they’ll cut the wood for us. All we’d have to do is bring it home and nail it together.”


  “That wouldn’t take much time at all,” John agreed, growing excited. They could have this done by dinner!


  They went upstairs to tell their mother.


  “A garden bench!” she said, impressed. “What a lovely idea.”


  “Could you drive us to Home Depot to get the stuff?” John asked. “Right now?”


  Audrey didn’t want to go anywhere near Home Depot. But she said, “I can’t right now. Your father took the car to work again today—who knows why.” She secretly feared he was developing a phobia about the subway. “But we can go tomorrow, after school.”


  “Oh,” said John, deliberately looking very disappointed. “I really wanted to get started on it today.”


  “Well,” Audrey said, pleased, “in that case, I’ll take you after supper, after your father gets home. You can work on it tonight. But don’t tell him—it’ll be a surprise.”


  


  CHAPTER NINE [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Audrey drove the boys to Home Depot. She was distracted and anxious about Harold, who had gone straight upstairs to bed after work and refused to come back down. At least he’d eaten some of the dinner she’d brought up to him.


  She was trying to look on the bright side. The drugs would surely take effect sooner or later, although she didn’t know which, because she hadn’t thought to ask the doctor and he hadn’t offered that information. And at least the boys were doing something nice for their father. A garden bench really was an excellent idea—a place for Harold to rest when he was working in the backyard; maybe it would even encourage him to start working in the backyard again. She’d underestimated them.


  She glanced at the boys in the rear-view mirror and considered whether she should tell them that their father was starting to take antidepressants, but she thought it might make John worry, and possibly spark another Nurse Ratched comment from Dylan, so she decided to keep it to herself.


  She pulled into the huge parking lot and started looking for a spot. She hadn’t followed up on the paternity testing yet. She hadn’t had the time, as all hell had been breaking loose lately. But it was on her to-do list. She’d get to it sooner or later, because now she had to know, one way or the other. Seeing Tom on the day of his death was like being clubbed over the head. It was a sign.


  Once inside, they grabbed one of the oversized orange shopping carts and went straight to the lumber area. There, the three of them looked blankly at each other until Audrey said, “Let’s get some help.”


  Eventually they nabbed someone. Dylan explained what they wanted. “We want to keep it really simple,” Dylan emphasized.


  “Sure,” the Home Depot man said.


  They got a board twelve inches wide, two inches thick, and had it cut into a five-foot length. Then two more pieces, a foot high, a foot deep, and two inches wide. One for each end.


  “Put the supports in a bit,” the Home Depot man advised, “not right at the ends,” and he went away to help someone else.


  Audrey looked doubtful. “That’s pretty simple, all right,” she said. She was trying to picture it.


  “Simple is good,” Dylan said.


  “Do you think it’ll hold him?” Audrey asked.


  “Sure,” John said.


  Dylan was already loading the lumber into the cart. Nails didn’t occur to anybody.


  When they got home, Audrey went in ahead to make sure the coast was clear. She needn’t have worried; Harold was still in bed, curled on his side in the fetal position. She waved the boys in and went back upstairs, checked on Harold again, and then went into the bathroom and started running a bubble bath.


  John and Dylan carried the boards through the kitchen and downstairs to the workroom, putting a few nicks in the walls as they went. First, they plunked the longer piece of wood down on the floor and the other two pieces beside it. This is when Dylan realized they didn’t have any nails.


  “Fuck,” he said. “We didn’t get any nails.”


  John said, “Don’t sweat it. Dad’s got to have nails around here someplace.”


  “Yeah, well, they’ve got to be the right size.”


  “What’s the right size?”


  “I don’t know—big enough to go through that,” John said, directing his chin at the boards. “Three or four inches long.”


  John started searching through the various jars and boxes of nails and screws on the top of the workbench while Dylan looked for a hammer. He found two. He handed one to John.


  “These are the longest ones I can find,” John said, handing over a fistful of nails that were about two and a half inches long. Dylan took one and held it flush against the longer board; the nail was only about a half inch longer than the depth of the board.


  “Great,” said Dylan. “These aren’t going to work—they won’t hold.”


  “Let’s just try it,” John said, anxious to get the damn thing finished, whether it was serviceable or not. “We’ll just use more of them. It’ll be fine.”


  Dylan shrugged. He picked up one end of the board and placed it on top of the supporting board. “Hold it level, will you?” he said, putting some of the nails between his teeth. He banged in some nails, his back to John.


  Meanwhile, John, whose mind was off with Nicole, slid his support underneath, lined the edge up with the end of the board, and started banging nails in too. He kind of enjoyed banging in the nails. He put in a lot of them so it would hold.


  When he’d finished a whole line of nails, only smashing his thumb once, John became aware that Dylan had stopped hammering and was standing back, looking at the bench. John could feel a radiating tension. He stepped back to look too.


  “Nice going,” Dylan said.


  John immediately saw his mistake. The whole thing was off kilter, because Dylan had put his support about six inches in while John had put his right at the end. John now remembered what the Home Depot guy had said.


  “I’ll take it out and do it over,” he said defensively when Dylan didn’t say anything.


  Taking the nails out was much more difficult than driving them in, and not as pleasant. It was hard to get at them. After they’d been at it awhile the board didn’t look so good anymore. In frustration, John took a great whack at the supporting board to get it off, which did the job, but the top of it splintered.


  “What the hell did you do that for?” Dylan said, instantly pissed off. He grabbed the board and looked at it. “You moron,” he added.


  John threw his hammer down. “Fuck you,” he said.


  “We can’t even use this now, the end’s all fucked,” shouted Dylan.


  “Don’t yell at me, asshole,” John yelled back. They glared at each other for a minute. Then John suggested, “Turn it over and use the other end.”


  Dylan tossed the board aside in disgust and said, “That’s retarded. This whole thing is retarded.” Disappointed, he said, “Maybe we can buy him a bench.” He still thought a bench was a good idea.


  They both heard it at the same moment—someone coming down the stairs—and turned guiltily toward the furnace room door.


  It was their father, in his ratty bathrobe. “What’s going on?” he asked, as his eyes took everything in.


  John, desperate to salvage something from the situation, said, “We were trying to make something for your birthday.”


  “I see,” said Harold. “What is it—a bench?” He bent down and took a look, trying not to show his feelings, because he really was touched by their efforts. All at once he felt quite emotional. His boys. “These have to be the same distance from the ends,” Harold said, indicating the supports.


  “No kidding,” Dylan said. “Tell handy guy here.”


  John gave him a vicious look.


  Harold picked up the splintered board and looked at it. Then he looked at the one that Dylan had hammered in and tested it. “Nails are too short,” he said. He stood up. “I don’t think this is going to work, kids,” Harold said, “but I appreciate the thought, I really do.”


  He looked so proud of their efforts anyway, that it prompted John to say, “What would you really like for your birthday, Dad?”


  Harold looked at them and suddenly seemed to brighten as if a light bulb had gone on behind his eyes, and he said, “What I’d really like, if you boys could manage it, is a loan.”


  “You mean money?” Dylan asked.


  Harold nodded. “I want to buy a new TV and right now I don’t have any credit.”


  “We have a TV,” John pointed out.


  “Yeah,” Harold said conspiratorially, after a considering pause, “But I thought it would be nice to have one in the kitchen, so we can watch it during dinner.”


  “Right on,” said Dylan.


  “What’ll Mom say?” John said.


  “Let’s just buy it first,” Harold said. He didn’t want to think about what Audrey would say, or he’d never do it. He looked at his watch. It was only eight o’clock and he was pretty sure Future Shop was open till at least nine.


  “How much do you need?” Dylan asked.


  A half-hour later, with a son on either side of him, Harold walked into the store—no trace of a limp—and let Dylan and John show him all the latest gadgets at Future Shop they’d love to have. He hadn’t known half these things existed, but the boys were surprisingly knowledgeable. How had they learned it all? Kids today, Harold thought, admiring his sons, seemed to pick up this technology stuff as if by osmosis.


  Eventually they made their way over to the televisions. Harold headed straight for the model he wanted. John hoisted it up easily and carried it to the cash. They paid in twenties, because that’s all that the bank machine they’d stopped at on the way had spit out. Unfortunately, the snotty girl wasn’t there.


  Harold was so pleased about the TV that he let John drive the car home.


  • • •


  AUDREY WAS FIRST puzzled, then alarmed, when she finally got out of her long bubble bath, turned off her music, and found that she was the only one home. She couldn’t believe they’d all left and hadn’t told her. She couldn’t imagine where they might have gone. She looked all over the silent house, and checked the fridge for a note, but there was nothing.


  When she went downstairs into the furnace room and saw the wrecked and splintered bench, the tools lying where they’d been dropped, Audrey was more mystified than ever. The logical explanation would be that Harold had taken them out to get more wood, but that didn’t seem likely, because the bench was supposed to be a surprise, and she didn’t think Harold would be willing to get out of bed to go to Home Depot.


  It was as creepy as an alien abduction.


  She looked outside and the car was gone.


  They wouldn’t have gone to get some milk, because they wouldn’t take the car for that, and they wouldn’t have all gone out together for it, and she never let them run out of milk, or anything else, anyway. She was starting to feel panicky when she heard a car and looked out the window again. She saw the car pulling into the drive, John at the wheel, and Harold sitting beside him in the front seat staring straight ahead.


  Audrey immediately feared, because John was driving, that Harold had wandered off and that the boys had gone after him and brought him home again—and that this might be just the beginning.


  She pulled open the front door and ran down the porch steps in her housecoat, calling, “Is everything all right?”


  Her obvious concern made Harold feel briefly sorry for going out without telling her first, for not leaving a note at least. Now that he’d committed himself, he wondered at his own audacity. Was having the TV on at dinner time worth the trouble it was going to cause him with Audrey? He decided that now that he’d come this far, bravado was what was needed. He’d never tried bravado before himself, but he’d seen it work often enough for others.


  “You’ll never guess,” he said, with a stab at a happy smile, “what the boys got me for my birthday.” This was pure improvisation, and he was delighted that he’d thought of it.


  “I have no idea,” Audrey said cautiously.


  John opened the trunk and hefted up the box and carried it across the lawn and up the porch steps where the porch light fell on it on his way inside.


  Audrey saw the side of the box and said, “We have a TV.”


  Harold and Dylan walked past her and John put the box down on the living room floor and they all gathered around and looked down at it.


  “This one’s for the kitchen,” Harold said, brazening it out. “Isn’t that great?”


  • • •


  HAROLD COULDN’T SLEEP. His tinnitus was bothering him—an annoying, electrical hum inside his head that often plagued him these days. When it was quiet like this, the whole house asleep, the hum in his head got very loud.


  Also, he was afraid. He sensed spirits crowding in on him, imagined them creeping forward on little cat feet and he was afraid that they’d start to whisper, and laugh, and possibly start throwing things. He remembered sounds like these, and table legs thumping against hardwood floors, doors slamming, china smashing, the accelerated beating of his own heart.


  Audrey was sleeping beside him, and although she was his wife of twenty years, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh, she was not sharing in the electrical hum or the restlessness of the disembodied either. He wanted to shake her awake and use her as a human shield, but what would he say? Besides, she was already mad at him—she’d barely spoken to him since he’d brought the TV home tonight.


  He flicked on his bedside table lamp and lay rigid against the pillows. He lay stiffly like this until he eventually fell asleep, and as he was drifting off he felt the lightest brush of a kiss against his forehead, like when he was a boy in Cabbagetown.


  He slept, and dreamed about Tom.


  • • •


  THE NEXT MORNING, Audrey sipped her coffee and fretted about Harold’s increasing unpredictability. One minute he was curled in the fetal position, looking like he’d never get out of bed, and the next he was all jaunty about a new TV. She didn’t really believe the TV was the boys’ idea, either. But what could she do? They’d obviously ganged up on her. Now, apparently, they were going to have the TV on at mealtimes. This was the last straw—the one that convinced Audrey that the whole family was going straight to hell. And she was the one in charge, she felt responsible. If she didn’t take care of their moral development, who would? As concerned as she was about Harold’s depressed state, as much as she wanted him to be happier, she asked herself if she should put her foot down about the TV.


  She wondered how other women did it. She wondered how you could put everything you had into your family and still have anything left of yourself. She wondered if love was enough, or if something else was necessary in order for your kids to turn out. Luck, maybe. Or genetics.


  What would it be like, Audrey asked herself, to put on different clothes every day and go to work, where people saw you as someone who did a particular job, rather than as a mother and a wife?


  Audrey thought she might be becoming a little depressed herself. She didn’t want to do the laundry, couldn’t summon up the energy to even empty the dishwasher. She didn’t want to think about what to make for supper. She didn’t want to do anything. Instead, she sat at the kitchen table and thought about Tom.


  Tom had made her feel like anything could happen, at a time in her life when she could no longer imagine anything happening to her. Tom made things happen. He charged through life making things happen. She was so accustomed to seeing him this way that when he actually made a pass at her, she saw it as just another example of Tom making things happen. At least, this was how she looked at it after three drinks with him in the middle of the afternoon at the rooftop bar of the Park Plaza Hotel.


  He’d asked her to meet him there, one of his favourite spots.


  “You’ve got to get Harold to take more risks,” he said. “He won’t listen to me—I’ve tried.”


  Audrey knew that Tom was making a great deal of money on the markets—at least that’s what he told her—and that he was successful, smart, and could be trusted.


  “You and Harold should invest,” he said, persuasively. He took another sip of his drink and said, looking at her, “You could be rich.”


  And the way he said this, and the way he looked at her when he said it, made her believe that not only could she be rich, but also that if she were rich, she herself would be fascinating. The world would be her oyster. She could do anything, go anywhere.


  He smiled, finished his drink, and added, “Like me.”


  For a girl who’d grown up on the outskirts of a small Ontario town, the oldest child of small-minded parents, it was the ultimate fantasy. She’d finished her drink too, and there was something so heady about being alone with Tom, being the sole focus for all that charisma, all that confidence and unrestrained optimism, that it quite undid her. And three drinks in the middle of the afternoon were too many, but hindsight was always 20/20.


  “Come,” he said, dispatching the bill and taking her arm when she stumbled slightly.


  He took her to the Four Seasons Hotel next door. She’d never been in a hotel so grand, never been with such a man of the world. It was electric; it was like living in a movie for an afternoon. The sex wasn’t even the most exciting part.


  He spirited her away to a suite and ordered strawberries and champagne from room service. He fed her strawberries and slowly undressed her on the king-sized bed, describing for her the light in Tuscany in the late afternoon, the saltiness of ripe olives on the tongue, the view from the Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome. She was down to her bra and panties, and she wasn’t even questioning what she was doing, what with the champagne and Tom’s equally intoxicating accounts of twisted corridors and romantic bridges in Venice. Her brassiere came off while he was whispering to her about the treasures in the Musée d’Orsay; her panties were lost in a description of the Château de Chenonceau, how its arches span the River Cher, how it looked at sunrise, with the mist rising off the water.


  “You could have all that too, Audrey,” he said to her afterward, leaning on one elbow, caressing her cheek. “Talk to Harold.”


  She’d gone home feeling guilty but energized, thinking not about a life with Tom, but of the possibility of a grander, more exciting life with Harold.


  This had happened in the late 1980s, and Tom had been trying to talk them into buying Microsoft for their own good. They hadn’t— perhaps partly because Audrey wasn’t so sure Tom could be trusted after he’d taken her to the Four Seasons Hotel, but mostly because Harold couldn’t be nudged out of his habitual caution—but Tom had invested heavily, and had no doubt laughed all the way to his bank in the Cayman Islands. Audrey had almost fainted when she’d seen recently, in a short clip on the TV news, that Microsoft stock had increased in value over 7,000 per cent since the late eighties.


  They could have been rich.


  But there was something Audrey found far more demoralizing than having lost out on potential wealth, and that was the possibility of Harold losing his mind.


  As a teenager, growing up near that small town, Audrey had worked summers and weekends in the local old-age home, bringing trolleys of weak tea and packaged biscuits around the wards to the elderly and infirm who’d been sent there by families too overwhelmed to care for them.


  She’d hated it. It was only the fact that it paid relatively well and she was saving for university—she was desperate to go away to university—that made her stick with it. It wasn’t the smell, or the brown polyester uniform and the ugly shoes she had to wear—it was that the nurses seemed pitiless, inured to the suffering of those in their care, especially to the ones—and there seemed to be lots of them—with dementia. The nurses spoke to them and scolded them as if they were naughty children, while Audrey watched in silent, cowed disbelief. When the nurses weren’t there, Audrey spoke to the inmates, who sat around all day in wheelchairs, as if they still had all their faculties—whether they did or not. She poured their tea, wiped up their drool, buttoned their sweaters.


  If Harold was losing his mind, Audrey told herself, he wasn’t going anywhere.


  But she wondered whether—if she’d worked there for years and years—she would have been like the nurses. The thought terrified her.


  Audrey finished her coffee and forced herself to get up and go downstairs and sit at the computer. She pulled up the website of the company she’d decided to use for the paternity test and reviewed the details one more time.


  The test was quite simple; all she needed was some strands of hair from Dylan and some from Harold—four to seven strands from each, with the roots attached. She couldn’t do the mouth swab, obviously, without them knowing about it. She didn’t think she’d have any trouble procuring the hairs. Good thing she didn’t need any from Tom. The test was accurate to 99.99 per cent, which was good enough for her.


  Audrey got pulled into the computer and was surprised when she read that an estimated one in ten children is not fathered by the man who thinks he is their father. She’d had no idea! She read with raised eyebrows about women whose various children, on DNA testing, showed a number of different fathers. Modern science had now made all this possible.


  She ordered the home testing kit by phone, opting for discreet shipping. She used her own credit card. She balked a little at the cost—but thanks to the financial mess they were in, Harold would probably never even notice that she’d spent the money.


  • • •


  DYLAN WAS RESOURCEFUL, and soon found someone willing to look the other way. The Adam Fox Agency didn’t have a glamorous office like Dylan had imagined, but at least this guy could get him auditions, no questions asked. What, exactly, they’d do about signing a contract when the time came, the agent didn’t say, other than that they would cross that bridge when they got to it.


  Adam Fox had even sent Dylan to a photographer he knew to have some photos done—a photographer who was willing to work on credit. All Dylan had had to pay up front was a hundred bucks.


  Dylan was sure that once he got his big break his parents would come around, and then he could ditch the Adam Fox Agency, sign with the big leagues, and never look back. In the meantime, it was all about perfecting his craft.


  In his bedroom, Dylan had switched his desk and his dresser around, so that when he sat on the side of his bed he could see himself in the dresser mirror. Today, for his first exercise, he was doing his dad, sitting in his La-Z-Boy. He leaned back against the wall and stretched his legs out on the bed in front of him, bending his knees and propping a pillow underneath his lower legs to simulate the La-Z-Boy’s reclining action. Once he was in position with his props, Dylan tried to imagine himself as a depressed, middle-aged man. His shoulders sagged, a bleak look came into his eyes—they even felt a little puffy and hooded if he creased his brow just right. He could actually feel his spine curving, his muscle mass shrinking; he felt himself go flabby. After a few minutes, he glanced at himself in the mirror out of the corner of his eye, and thought that he’d nailed his dad pretty well.


  Next he stood in front of the mirror and tried to replicate his dad in that interesting moment just before he went down at the funeral. Dylan adjusted his posture, lowered his gaze to about where the head of the corpse would be in the coffin, and then tried to arrange his face to mimic his dad’s just before he fainted. This was more difficult and took more concentration; he kept checking himself in the mirror. Once he got the face right, he started to croak and added the jerky body movements. He practised this, trying to get the sound and volume just right.


  His mom came rushing up the stairs and stopped abruptly at his open bedroom door.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed.


  Dylan turned around to look at her. “Nothing,” he said innocently.


  • • •


  THESE DAYS, JOHN was feeling like a million bucks. He didn’t understand how it had happened but everything had changed, and he wasn’t going to look too deeply at why. All his life things had happened to him that he hadn’t fully understood—he was used to it.


  All he knew was that his dad had let him drive the car home from Future Shop and had told him he might as well not be grounded anymore. John still wasn’t clear on whether he was allowed to drive the car again in general, or whether that was a one-time thing.


  He cut classes and met Nicole. He was so happy and excited to see her, he almost blurted out that he wasn’t grounded anymore, but stopped himself just in time. Their reunion was hot and sweet—a rush of deep, wet kisses, peeling clothes, skin smells, feverish caresses— and a minimum of conversation. For John, it was bliss.


  Afterward, he stared at her darkly, possessively. Answered her laconically in single words, sometimes indulging her with a phrase, or even an entire sentence.


  He couldn’t believe how much she seemed to like him.


  


  CHAPTER TEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  There was concern about Harold at the office. Stan, his supervisor, was concerned enough that he had been conducting an informal, secret poll of the rest of the staff, one by one: Have you noticed anything strange about Harold lately?


  Stan was not actuated by anything bad; in fact, he liked Harold and was only trying to help. He was fully cognizant of the excellent disability leave benefits available—which Harold had paid into for close to twenty years—and only wanted to get Harold, a generally good employee, his due.


  However, Stan did have an unemployed brother-in-law, recently laid off from another department, who could do Harold’s job with his eyes shut, until something more permanent for him opened up. Stan also had a wife who thought he ought to be able to pull jobs out of a hat. All of which made him more inclined to believe that Harold was not quite right in the head and could benefit from an extended leave.


  It was a win-win situation.


  Besides, the evidence was there—he himself had caught Harold having conversations with thin air. He’d noticed Harold’s slipping work habits, his forgetting about meetings, and his odd obsession with that spider.


  The results of the secret poll, from Stan’s point of view, could have been more satisfactory. There was an even split. Half the staff had noticed nothing about Harold at all and the other half had seen a change. Most of these had either heard Harold talking about his spider or had required some help, in the form of leading questions, to come to the realization that they had seen a change, but since this was for the good of all—including the department—there was no harm in that. Naturally, Stan had been careful to ensure that no employee knew that any other employee had been asked the same question—and each had been counselled to say nothing about it. Stan had kept the running totals in his head.


  Of course, as supervisor, Stan had been carefully documenting, in writing, all instances of Harold’s odd behaviour, as any competent manager was required to do.


  He went to Harold with what he felt was a gift—a carefully worded, in fact, almost disguised invitation to apply for disability leave, with full pay, with a hint that such an application would be looked upon favourably. There was a delicacy to such things; one had to be so careful.


  It was the end of the day. Stan entered Harold’s office as Harold was packing up to leave, and closed the door behind him. “Harold, if I might have a word?”


  Harold sat back down abruptly in his chair.


  “I’ve been a little concerned about you lately, Harold,” Stan said, and waited for Harold to say something. It would be so much better if everything spilled automatically from him: a confession about depression for example, a revelation about serious problems at home, a problem with alcohol perhaps (not uncommon)—followed by an admission (possibly tearful) of the need for some time off. It would be better if Stan wasn’t the one to suggest it. So he waited.


  “I’m fine,” Harold said, beginning to perspire visibly.


  “I’m not so sure, Harold.”


  Harold started to fidget with the pen on his desk, tapping it rapidly against the blotter. He’d heard about Stan’s brother-in-law in the other department.


  “Everything all right at home?”


  For a moment, Harold wished he had the guts to tell Stan the truth. He felt—intensely—how unfair it was that he was being plagued by the dead because of his mother, and that he couldn’t even tell anyone without bringing his sanity into question. It occurred to Harold with sudden, absolute certainty that of course he was being documented. There were great disability leave benefits at the government, but Harold didn’t want to spend months at home with Audrey, even on full pay.


  “Everything’s fine,” Harold insisted, feeling the dampness in his armpits, in the back of his shirt.


  How wonderful it would be, he thought, if one of the dead would help him out now. How wonderful if the empty coffee cup sitting on his desk pitched itself across the room! Followed by, say, the computer monitor. Harold put the pen down and sat back in his chair, his arms folded across his chest.


  Stan saw Harold fold his arms across his chest—a classic defensive posture—and recognized that he had a problem.


  For a moment neither of them said anything. Harold was waiting— in vain, it turned out—for help from beyond the grave. When it didn’t come, he got a little desperate, not to mention a little angry. He was so tired of being let down!


  “There’s nothing wrong with my work, is there?” he said, almost aggressively.


  “To tell you the truth, Harold, it hasn’t been up to your usual excellent standard.”


  Harold recognized that while this was true, he also knew that his work had been at least acceptable. Suddenly inspired, and hoping to cut his supervisor off at the knees, he said, “It’s just that my best friend died recently—rather suddenly. Maybe I haven’t been concentrating as well as usual.”


  “Oh,” Stan said, sounding as if he was hoping there was more wrong with Harold than that. Then he added, somewhat slyly, “Perhaps that’s who you’ve been talking to, in your office, when nobody’s there?”


  Shit. Harold hadn’t known he’d been observed. He didn’t know what to say.


  “Maybe you could use some time off,” Stan suggested at last, tired of beating around the bush, wanting to get home.


  “No!” Harold almost shouted. “No,” he repeated, more quietly. He forced himself to be calm. “I don’t need time off. Really, I’m fine.”


  Now Stan was frustrated. Harold wasn’t going to go quietly, obviously. But Stan had to lay the groundwork for future attempts. This wasn’t over.


  “What we need perhaps, Harold,” he suggested, “is an action plan.”


  “An action plan,” Harold repeated.


  In the department, they were great fans of the action plan. Harold had never had one applied to himself before though. It was ominous; it implied that he must take action or face consequences. He must measure up—get better!—or his superiors would decide what to do with him. Harold was pretty good with action plans, as far as departmental business went, but he did not like to take action, as applied to himself. He certainly didn’t like the sound of a Harold Walker Action Plan.


  Turning the screws, Stan grabbed a piece of paper and the pen off Harold’s blotter and started to write a heading across the top of the page.


  Harold read it upside down—Action Plan: Harold Walker. He felt himself blanch.


  Stan wrote 1. in the margin and looked up at Harold. Harold was dumb.


  Eventually his supervisor sighed, glanced at his watch, and said, “Why don’t you give this some thought, Harold, and then we’ll draft something together.”


  “Like what?” Harold asked nervously. He had no idea what was expected of him.


  “Try to come up with some ideas—some steps you might take— to recover your equilibrium,” Stan said, pleased with his wording. “Perhaps you could see a grief counselor, for instance, if you think that would help.”


  What the hell, Harold wondered, was a grief counsellor? Was there such a thing?


  “Perhaps some time off.” Stan dangled that out there again, for good measure. He pushed the paper back on the desk toward Harold, handing the problem over to him. “Give it some thought, and we’ll talk about it. Come up with a timeline.” He got up to leave. “Good night Harold. Let’s meet on this again in a few days. See you tomorrow.”


  Stan left but Harold didn’t move. A timeline. How much time would he be given, to solve all his problems?


  How the hell would a deadline possibly help here?


  • • •


  THAT NIGHT, HAROLD was sitting in bed with a book on his lap—a blank piece of paper on top of the book—and chewing anxiously on a pencil. He was thinking about the Harold Walker Action Plan, but so far, he wasn’t coming up with much.


  He had to prepare something convincing, something unassailable, or else he’d be out on his ear for who knew how long. Some people were on stress leave for months! Harold knew that if he was forced into inactivity for that long, he really would go crazy. Just spending that much time with Audrey was enough to send him up the wall. So Harold chewed his pencil and tried to manufacture something to satisfy his supervisor, something that wouldn’t look too bad in his permanent file—where it would most definitely be placed—and drew a blank.


  To get himself going, he wrote Harold Walker: Action Plan across the top of the page. He was pondering this intensely when Audrey suddenly loomed over his shoulder.


  “What’s that?” she said, making him jump.


  “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” he said testily.


  “Sorry,” Audrey said.


  Harold had hoped to work on this undetected before Audrey came upstairs, but now that he’d been caught, he thought maybe she could help. He had to admit she was a good ideas person. And although he was naturally reluctant to hand over the reins of the Harold Walker Action Plan to Audrey, he told himself that he wouldn’t have to actually follow through on this stuff. As long as he showed improvement at work—no more forgetting about meetings, no more talking to the dead, increasing his work output—Stan wouldn’t actually be able to do anything to him.


  So he told her about his talk with Stan, and the Harold Walker Action Plan. The sudden over-concern on her face annoyed him. “Don’t worry—he can’t fire me. My job is perfectly safe. He’s given me a few days to come up with something.”


  Somewhat reassured, Audrey wrinkled her brow. She’d never heard of anything like this before. But she could certainly recognize an opportunity when it presented itself. She could take a ball and run with it.


  “Let’s see,” she said, grabbing the book, the paper, and the pencil from him and sitting down on the bed. She didn’t want Harold to be forced to take time off either; there had to be a better way.


  Assuring Harold that this was just a rough draft—rough notes really—she wrote:


  



  1. Anti-depressants. (When will these kick in?)


  2. Exercise. (Regular exercise will improve mood, alleviate depression and improve sleep.)


  3. Counselling. (Psychiatrist or psychologist?)


  4. Short vacation?


  



  Audrey stopped, unable to come up with anything more. Really, if the anti-depressants started to work, he began a regular exercise program, and she could get him into counselling, that would be pretty much her whole wish list as far as Harold went. The short vacation was just down there for form’s sake.


  She handed the list to Harold, who read it silently. She could tell when he got to number three.


  “What do you think?” she prompted, when he didn’t say anything.


  “I don’t know,” Harold said. But that wasn’t honest—he knew exactly what he thought of it. He was already taking the antidepressants, he supposed he could start a moderate exercise program, if absolutely pushed—even take a short vacation—but he was damn sure he wasn’t going to any psychiatrist or psychologist.


  “Well, you must have some feelings about it,” Audrey prodded.


  “I’m not going to a psychiatrist,” Harold said stubbornly.


  “How about a psychologist then?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?” Audrey said, exasperated.


  Harold didn’t answer her. He didn’t want to see a psychiatrist or a psychologist because he was afraid they would find out about the dead people somehow—what if they hypnotized him?—and that they’d have him certified. Harold was very worried about this—they had an Employee Assistance Program at work with an entire flock of psychiatrists and psychologists on call, just waiting for someone like him. He was terrified that he’d be forced to go. Of course they wouldn’t understand about the dead people—they would think he was nuts.


  Audrey sighed heavily. “Do you think your boss will go for just the anti-depressants and exercise?” Audrey asked.


  “I don’t know,” Harold said. “Maybe.” Then he had a flash of inspiration. “Change Counselling to Reading Self-Help Literature.”


  “That’s not bad,” Audrey agreed, writing it down.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS EATING his sandwich in the lunchroom the next day when something pierced through his glumness and caught his eye. It was a small ad in a university newspaper which read: Depressed? Looking for answers? Maybe philosophy has the answers you seek. Flexible appointments. Reasonable rates.


  He read it again. He was depressed. He was looking for answers, sort of. Maybe this was the alternative to psychiatry he’d been looking for. Maybe he could add this to the Harold Walker Action Plan! He surreptitiously ripped the little square from the bottom of the newspaper—feeling subversive, but justified in the circumstances— and put it in his pants pocket. He thought about it off and on, throughout the day.


  That night after work, Harold got off the subway one stop early, at Broadview instead of Chester. It wasn’t a planned thing, more of a whim. It was a chilly evening, and he walked steadily south on Broadview, past the jumble of storefronts—pizza, antiques, chiropractic—past Loblaws, and along the ridge of the park with its swooping hill leading down to the running track. When he got to the statue of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, he cut across the grass and headed down the curved, paved lane that led to the pedestrian bridge. The maple leaves littering the ground were blemished with dark circular splotches, like coins—some kind of blight. He passed under the Discovery Walk plaque and walked up onto the bridge that spanned the Don Valley Parkway. For a minute he paused and looked north at the Bloor Street Viaduct, with its graceful black arches and its fretwork of steel cables, almost invisible from here, meant to keep the suicides from jumping. But they’d just moved north, to the Leaside Bridge. Harold thought about them, the jumpers—all those souls taking flight.


  He turned away and headed down the descending curve of the bridge, pushed open the chain-link gate at the bottom, and began his ascent up through Riverdale Farm. The leaves rustled crisply underfoot. There was almost no one around. It would be dark soon. Audrey would wonder where he was.


  He passed a pond on his left, scummy and still; a cedar rail fence bordered the path all the way up through the trees. By the time he reached the top of the steep path he was winded, and he slowed. Where he came out there was a paddock with two draft horses standing head to rump by the fence in the failing light. He could smell their sharp equine smell, and hay, and apples. He went past the horses, past the barn where they milked the cows, and out into the park.


  It wasn’t so different.


  He used to fly balsawood airplanes here, the cheap ones with the red plastic propellers and the elastics you wound up with your index finger. He hadn’t thought about those planes in almost forty years. His kids had never played with anything like that. They’d never had anything that simple.


  He didn’t know why he was here; something made him cut through the park and walk up Winchester Street—glancing warily over his shoulder at the cemetery to his right—then turn off Winchester onto his old street. Now he was going slowly, looking carefully at the houses, a tired, respectable man in a suit and a dark coat. The houses had changed more than the park. Some of them he wouldn’t have recognized.


  At last he stopped across from the one he was looking for. He was on the opposite side of the street, to be able to see it better, or maybe it was to keep his distance. He stood there on the sidewalk, looking at it. He was sure it was the same house but it looked smaller. Different. He remembered peeling, scabby grey paint over red brick, drab woodwork and original glass, a small, patchy lawn behind the wrought iron fence. But the brick had been sandblasted clean, the windows had all been replaced, and there was fresh white trim and a tiny landscaped front garden. A baby carriage on the flagstones below the front steps was ruining his concentration.


  He stood there on the sidewalk staring at the house for a long time, trying to remember it the way it was, fingering the scrap of paper in his pants pocket.


  • • •


  DINNER WAS RUINED because Audrey had left it in the oven, waiting for Harold. She kept opening the oven door and looking at the shrivelled roast, adjusting the temperature, and pouring on more red wine. They usually ate at six, when Harold came home. But tonight Harold wasn’t home, and the boys had grown so hungry that they had invaded the kitchen and made themselves two peanut butter and jam sandwiches each and taken them back downstairs. Audrey wasn’t happy, but teenaged boys had to eat.


  Every once in a while she glared with loathing at the new TV on her kitchen counter. Its blank, greenish-black face seemed to follow her around the kitchen like something out of the future. And it took up at least two feet of much-needed counter space, which nobody else seemed to consider.


  The paternity test kit had arrived the day before—discreetly—in the mail. Eventually, Audrey had gone upstairs and used the bathroom tweezers to pluck some hairs out of Harold’s brush and then dropped them carefully into the envelope provided. Then she went to Dylan’s room and did the same thing, putting his hairs into a second envelope. While she was at it, she’d lifted Dylan’s mattress and counted the pills.


  Adding to her stress was the constant flurry of phone calls for Dylan. It wasn’t just girls anymore; now there was some man calling him—it certainly didn’t sound like a boy Dylan’s age—and Dylan had been typically evasive about who it was, saying it was “just a friend.” The day before, after one of these calls, Dylan had gone out. The man had just called for Dylan again, a few minutes ago. She was trying not to leap to the conclusion that it was his drug dealer.


  So, when Harold got home shortly after seven, Audrey was ready to take his head off, but she only called out succinctly, the minute his foot was in the door and before he had his coat off, “Dinner’s ready!” She didn’t go to the front door and give him his usual hug, either.


  “Sorry I’m late,” Harold said, coming into the kitchen. “Meeting went on forever.”


  “Well you’re here now,” she said crisply. “Let’s eat.”


  Audrey pulled the desiccated meat out of the oven and banged the metal roasting pan down on top of the stove. They peered down at it. The roast looked as tough as a football and the potatoes resembled blackened golf balls.


  “Want me to carve that?” Harold offered warily.


  Audrey stepped aside leaving the carcass to him and went to call the boys.


  “Ah, pemmican,” Dylan said, eyeing the meat as he sat down at the table.


  “Don’t be a smartass,” Audrey said crossly. She said this so frequently that smartass wasn’t considered a swear word in the Walker residence, but it was the first time anyone could remember her saying it at the dinner table.


  “It looks great, Mom,” John said. “I’m starving.”


  “I’ll have some of that,” Harold said.


  Audrey wordlessly handed him the platter of meat and started stabbing a serving spoon into a bowl of peas. As the usual awkward silence began to settle on the table, Harold reached for the remote which he now kept on the table within arm’s reach and flicked the set on to CNN. Audrey had her back to the TV but the rest of them automatically pivoted their necks to look at the screen.


  Audrey bleakly ate her meal and watched them watch the television—watched them chew without even noticing what they were eating. She didn’t even try to make conversation.


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold’s first appointment with the philosopher was for five o’clock, so he’d left work a bit early. Earlier that afternoon, Stan had looked over his Action Plan and been stumped, at least for the moment.


  “You’re taking anti-depressants?” he asked in surprise.


  “Yes,” Harold admitted, slightly embarrassed. “I don’t think they’ve started to work yet though,” he added, in his own defence. He suddenly wondered what it would be like when they did. It could be any time now. Would he wake up smiling, and sing in the shower? Would he laugh at everything, and want to make love to his wife—like the guy in the Viagra commercial? It seemed unlikely. If there was such a pill, everybody would be taking it.


  “What kind of exercise?” Stan inquired.


  “Stationary bike—we have one at home,” Harold lied.


  Stan looked at him skeptically. “Everybody has one of those at home. I have one. I never use it.”


  “I’ll use it,” Harold hastened to assure him. “My wife will make me.”


  “I don’t understand number three,” Stan said.


  Harold leaned over to look. “Is that the self-help books or the philosopher?”


  “Seeing a philosopher,” Stan read out loud. “Don’t you mean seeing a psychologist?”


  “No, a philosopher.”


  “But we don’t have any of those in the Employee Assistance Program. You must mean a psychiatrist.”


  “No, a philosopher,” Harold said, starting to sweat. He would do almost anything to avoid dissection by a psychologist or a psychiatrist. Harold’s idea of philosophy was that it was an abstract discussion about nothing in particular, and therefore, perfectly safe.


  “What good will that do?”


  “I’m not sure,” Harold admitted, “but I’d like to give it a try.” Stan stared at him. “I’m motivated,” Harold added for good measure.


  “Do you even know any philosophers?” Stan asked.


  “There’s one at U of T,” Harold explained. “Flexible hours. Reasonable rates,” he added, and then found he had nothing further to say, because beyond that, he had no idea what seeing a philosopher was all about.


  “So, you’ll be paying for this,” Stan clarified, “out of your own pocket.”


  Harold nodded. Surely that showed that he meant to improve.


  Stan sighed testily and said, “Sounds crazy to me, but I suppose I can’t stop you.” He stood up and said, “Let’s give it a few weeks, and then reassess.” His wife wouldn’t be happy, but what could he do? He couldn’t force Harold to take disability leave, not on what he had. His hands were tied.


  Harold had been almost limp with relief.


  Now Harold got off the subway at Bedford. Being back in the vicinity of the University of Toronto again made him feel old. It had changed so much since he was there as a student that he hardly recognized the place.


  At last he found the office he sought, on an upper floor of the OISE building, in the counselling department. The door to the office was closed, and taped to it was an enlarged copy of the famous Peanuts cartoon of Lucy lounging at a kiosk with a sign that read The doctor is in. Advice 5¢. Only doctor was crossed out and the word philosopher was inserted above it.


  Harold took a seat, realizing that he was early. The waiting room was empty. There were other offices down the hall; a common waiting area just off the elevators served them all. Harold wondered if all the offices contained philosophers.


  The elevator doors slid apart and another man came in and dejectedly took a seat opposite Harold. He was dark skinned, younger than Harold, with long, wiry hair; his big brown eyes looked sad and harassed. He was hunched over as if the weight of the world was pressing on his thin shoulders.


  “Are you here to see a philosopher?” Harold asked impulsively after a few minutes.


  The man nodded. “I’m early,” he said, looking at his watch and smiling forlornly.


  “Me too.”


  “My name’s Sayed,” he said, holding out his hand.


  Harold shook his hand. “Harold.”


  “My cousin’s been kidnapped—back home in Iraq,” he explained, “and my family wants me to come up with ten thousand dollars. us.”


  “Oh,” Harold said.


  “Everyone back home thinks that because I’m in Canada, I’m therefore rich. They think I just have to go into my spacious backyard and pluck us dollars off a tree.”


  Harold could only smile politely.


  “I actually live in a small apartment, on the tenth floor.” Sayed sighed heavily. “It’s the second kidnapping in my family this year. The first one didn’t turn out so well, even though we paid the full ransom.”


  Harold was appalled at the implications of didn’t turn out so well.


  “What happened?” Harold asked, clearing his throat, not wanting to know and yet wanting to know.


  “Oh! Ahmed struggled when they tried to cut off one of his fingers— by accident they chopped off three at once with the cleaver.”


  Harold raised his hand to his mouth and bit down on his knuckles.


  “This so enraged the kidnappers that they chopped off his baby finger and his thumb too.” Sayed threw his arms up in a gesture of disgust. “Now Ahmed is back, but with no fingers on his right hand. He’s useless!”


  Harold could only stare in horror.


  “After this, any more kidnappings . . .” He shook his head, and added with resignation, “I have a very large extended family.” He looked at Harold with his sad brown eyes and said, “Why are you here?”


  After hearing Sayed’s story, Harold felt he couldn’t simply say he was depressed and anxious, that he felt his life was pointless. To his own surprise he found himself confessing, “The dead speak to me.”


  “Yeah?” Sayed perked up. “Really?”


  Harold nodded.


  “Do you think you could get my brother Amir for me?”


  “Uh—I don’t think so,” Harold stammered.


  “My favourite brother. He had a terrible death,” Sayed said, shaking his head dolefully. “He—”


  Just then a tall, long-haired, bearded young man emerged from the elevator. He was wearing jeans and carrying a heavy backpack. He pulled out some keys and opened the door to the office with the Lucy cartoon, while looking over his shoulder at the two men perched apprehensively in the waiting room. “Harold?” he said.


  Harold stood up.


  He followed the philosopher, who introduced himself as Will Bausch, into the small, windowless office. There were books everywhere, by people that even Harold had heard of—Socrates, Plato, Hegel, Nietzsche—as well as many others he hadn’t. In addition to the books, there were cheap busts of varying sizes all over the place, which Harold assumed were likenesses of the people who’d written the books, and not one of which he could have put a name to. He could only recognize busts of people like Elvis, and maybe Beethoven. The philosopher flung his knapsack into a corner and sat down at his desk, bumping his knee against it and causing one of the heads on the desk to land face first in a pile of papers.


  Harold was terribly intimidated. Looking more closely at Will, who appeared—at least in this setting—to live and breathe philosophy, Harold observed the physiognomy of the intelligent man—the high forehead, the piercing eyes full of lively inquiry (and yet he was almost ridiculously young)—and was absolutely petrified.


  Will said, smiling, “So. Tell me what’s troubling you, Harold, and we’ll see what the great thinkers throughout history have had to say about it.”


  When Harold found himself speechless, Will said encouragingly, “There probably isn’t a problem you have that hasn’t been experienced in some form by others—perhaps by millions of people. There is no human problem that isn’t, at least in some way, universal.”


  When you put it that way, it didn’t seem so bad, Harold thought. Also, he was much more comfortable with the universal than with the personal. But he still wasn’t going to divulge anything to this stranger. He was here because he had to see somebody, or else Stan would make him go through the Employee Assistance Program. He wasn’t here because he actually thought it would help.


  Harold, when he felt threatened, usually retreated into silence, which is what he did now. It was not easy to draw him out.


  “Perhaps,” the young philosopher said, “you don’t know precisely what your problem is?”


  Harold remained tight-lipped, even grim.


  “Many of us are unhappy and have no idea why,” Will said. “Of course it’s a bit easier if there’s a specific problem, a specific cause. Then at least you know what you’re dealing with.” He paused, looked inquiringly at Harold.


  But Harold was not going to give him any help.


  “Unhappiness is a very big subject,” Will said. When Harold still didn’t say anything, the philosopher settled deeper into his chair and said, “Well, maybe we could start with a general overview.”


  • • •


  ALTHOUGH HIS MOTHER seemed to have gone, Harold knew there were others hovering, gathering strength until they could break through. He heard murmurs, whispers. He recognized a troubling heaviness in the air, as if there were someone standing right next to him, too close. Harold would fling his arms out, but there was never anything there, nothing he could touch, anyway. He had no way of knowing who these spirits were, or how many there were, or what they wanted with him. He was angry at his mother. It seemed to him that she had invited these disturbed souls into his home and his life, leaving him to deal with it all by himself. Which, Harold realized, was just like his mother.


  He had no idea how to contact her. He didn’t have his mother’s skill in summoning spirits; he was only on the receiving end. Harold seemed to go through life on the receiving end. He was in the awkward position of a host who doesn’t know how to ask a group of unwanted guests—whose mere presence seemed a veiled threat—to leave.


  Needless to say, he was jumpy. If somebody dropped something, he started. A knock at the front door was enough to launch him out of his La-Z-Boy. If he heard a voice from somewhere beyond his peripheral vision, he whipped his head around, making his neck crack.


  It had reached the point where Audrey was careful to approach him only from the front, as if he were a large, nervous animal. She’d seen him flailing his arm around in the air at nothing. She wondered worriedly when the drugs were going to kick in. She could tell Harold wasn’t sleeping well, just by looking at him. Was that a side effect? She wished she’d read the packaging insert about side effects of the anti-depressants, but Harold had shredded it before she’d had the chance. He hadn’t wanted the neighbours knowing he was on drugs, he’d said.


  “You could have waited till I read it,” Audrey had pointed out.


  “I read it,” Harold had said—as if that was sufficient!


  Audrey wondered if it was his birthday—a couple of days away— that was putting him on edge. It was almost as if he thought he’d drop dead the day he turned forty-nine, just because his father had died at the age of forty-nine, but that was a little ridiculous. The doctor had said that Harold’s heart was absolutely sound.


  On the other hand, Audrey had heard of people in primitive tribes who, when cursed by a witch doctor, for example, would drop dead simply because they were convinced that they were going to die. But—looking strenuously on the bright side—she really didn’t think Harold’s mind was that powerful.


  Just in case, she decided to put a call in to Dr. Goldfarb and see what he had to say.


  • • •


  HAROLD MADE THE pilgrimage a second time to the house on his old street. He stood once more on the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street, and stared dumbly. That had been his bedroom window; there was the front room where his mother had held her séances, the heavy curtains always carefully drawn shut for the occasion. That was another sound Harold now remembered, for the first time in years— the sound of the curtains closing, like a clutch at his heart. Inside, he knew, was the staircase on the right-hand side, with the landing halfway up. From the landing, you could see the closed double doors to the front room, overhear things.


  He finally realized why he was here. He wanted to talk to his mother. For all his earlier avoidance, he now wanted to talk to her, urgently. He still didn’t want to hear what she had to say, but he needed her to get the rest of them to leave. If she wasn’t at his place, maybe she was here.


  It was the dinner hour; it was already dark. A light rain began to fall, beading on his coat. He needed to get closer. He crossed the street and stood in front of the house with his hand on the wrought iron gate, debating whether to knock on the front door and ask if he could come in and look around. Tell the lady of the house that he’d grown up in this house and that he’d like to see the place again, for old times’ sake. He wouldn’t mention his mother.


  He realized that it would be an intrusion, that she was probably busy making dinner. It didn’t occur to him that she might think he was a mental patient. It certainly didn’t cross his mind that she might think he was a peeping Tom. He was too absorbed in his own thoughts to consider how he might appear to someone else. He’d been so well behaved all his life—his innermost thoughts so pedestrian— that he’d scarcely ever attracted an odd glance. He’d never so much as leered at anyone.


  He stared fixedly at his bedroom window, and suddenly he remembered exactly what it was like—forty years simply fell away— to sit cross-legged on his single bed, with its old brown chenille bedspread, trying to read. He remembered the smell of the pages of his Hardy Boys books—how he loved them!—and how there was never quite enough light from the lamp on the wall above his bed because it couldn’t take more than a forty watt bulb. When he looked up from his place on the bed he could see the branches of the tree outside his bedroom window. But he tried not to look up; he tried to lose himself in the safe and familiar world of Frank and Joe Hardy—those brave boys. They were so much braver than he was. But then, they had only practical, tangible mysteries to deal with.


  Harold now remembered one particular evening. He remembered sitting on his bed with his book, and the dreaded sound of the front door opening, and his mother’s voice, blending with another woman’s. Then he heard them go into the front room, and heard the doors shut firmly behind them. It was quiet for a long time, as if his mother wasn’t having any luck, and then Harold heard the chandelier begin to shake, and he had to start back at the beginning of his paragraph.


  “What’s that awful smell?” he heard the woman’s voice cry, clear as a bell.


  His mother murmured something in response. Then the knocking began in the room downstairs, and keys were slammed on the piano, as if a fist had been brought down forcefully and repeatedly on the keys—from the higher octaves to the lower—which had a very dramatic effect.


  The woman’s voice rang out into the sudden silence, “I don’t think that’s my husband!”


  Next Harold heard the doors to the front room flung back so violently that they crashed against the wall behind. Heavy footsteps— like those of a large man in work boots—ran out of the room and up the uncarpeted stairs, and Harold almost fainted with fear. The footsteps reached the landing, and then thundered up and past his bedroom door and up the narrow flight of stairs to the third floor, where they suddenly stopped.


  Harold heard the front door being wrestled open and the woman gasping “Ahhhhh, Ahhhhh” to herself as she fled out the door and down the short walk. Harold, who’d scrambled off his bed and backed away from his bedroom door until his back was up against the window, turned his head and looked out. He saw the woman—whom he now identified as Mrs. Mohan, a neighbour—run out into the cold dark night and down the street. She’d left her coat behind.


  When his mother had come up to check on him, she’d asked him if he’d mind returning Mrs. Mohan’s coat the next morning before school. He’d left it on her front porch when she wouldn’t come to the door, even though she’d heard his knock. Harold knew, because he saw her peeking out the curtains.


  Funny how he’d forgotten all about it until now, but there were big gaps in Harold’s memory. And since that was a fairly striking and memorable event, he wondered how it was that he’d forgotten all about it.


  There’d been enough drama in that house to mark a life. Which is probably why drama was something that Harold strove to avoid.


  A few minutes later a cruiser silently pulled up—no screaming alarms, no flashing red lights—and parked behind Harold on the quiet street. Two officers got out of the car and approached him, one on either side.


  “Sir,” said one of the officers from behind and to his left, and Harold bolted nearly out of his skin. The officers reacted also. They certainly didn’t jump—they were experienced officers, and they’d seen it all—but they were more wary.


  Harold turned and saw two men in uniform. He noticed the holsters, the silver cuffs glinting in the rain, and the black and white cruiser beyond.


  Just then the front door was flung open, and a woman came down the steps holding a baby, and cried, “That’s him!”


  What happened next was pure Kafka.


  “Arrest him!” she said.


  “What for?” Harold said in disbelief.


  “Just a minute,” the first officer said to the woman, whose baby was starting to cry. He turned to Harold. “This woman called us because she says you’ve been looking in her windows.” At Harold’s startled look, he added, “She says it’s not the first time.”


  “I haven’t been looking in the windows,” Harold said in some alarm. “I’ve just been looking at the house from the sidewalk.” He smiled at the officer. No doubt this would all be cleared up. It was just a misunderstanding. There seemed to be so many misunderstandings.


  “Why are you here?” the officer asked.


  “I grew up in this house. I just wanted to see it again.”


  The officer seemed to think this was reasonable—he looked as if he’d heard much more bizarre things—and turned to the woman complainant.


  “Ask him if he’s a mental patient,” the woman insisted.


  “I’m not a mental patient,” Harold protested, and then wondered guiltily if the fact that he’d been hearing voices and that he was on anti-depressants qualified him as a mental patient. He wasn’t sure— had he just lied to the police? Now he was nervous, and the officer who was questioning him noticed, and seemed to change his attitude toward him, seemed to want to rattle him a little to get at the truth.


  “You say you’re not a mental patient,” the officer said, slightly accusing.


  “I’m not sure,” Harold said, shifting his eyes away.


  Now he was sounding like a mental patient, and the woman said, “See!” triumphantly.


  “Do you have any identification?” the officer asked.


  Harold produced his new wallet and watched the officer pull out and study his recently replaced driver’s licence. Everything was in order there. The officer appeared uncertain. It looked like he’d like to let him off with a warning, but the woman wasn’t going to let that happen.


  She asked, “Aren’t you going to arrest him?”


  “I can describe the house,” Harold said, a little desperately. He pointed at the upstairs window and said, “That used to be my bedroom.”


  “Don’t believe him!” the woman said. Then she added, “I think he’s been following me.” The officers—and Harold too—looked at her in surprise. “I wasn’t sure, but now that I get a better look at him, I’m sure I’ve seen him in the park, following me and the baby.” She hugged the crying baby more protectively. She didn’t appear to be even aware that she was lying; perhaps, Harold thought, she was so unnerved at having a strange man watching her house, felt so justified in wanting to be rid of him, that she’d convinced herself it was true.


  In the end, the officers decided to take him to the station. Harold got into the backseat of the cruiser in amazed disbelief and looked dumbly out the window as his childhood home fell away. The woman stood on the sidewalk in the rain, watching him go.


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Audrey had chosen this precise moment to confront Dylan about his drug problem. It wasn’t a planned thing; it arose out of her general frustration and her need to be doing something constructive, and also from her inability to get any timely advice on how to handle this from Dr. Goldfarb, who, it turned out, would not discuss it with her without an appointment—the earliest would be next week. She wanted to push the matter, but she didn’t dare because if Dr. Goldfarb dropped her she knew she wouldn’t have a hope in hell of finding another family doctor. And then where would she be? So she bit her tongue and made the appointment for the following week—and took things into her own hands.


  Also, there was no one else around at the moment because Harold had called earlier and said he would be late coming home from the office. The rest of them had already had Campbell’s tomato soup and tuna sandwiches for supper. John was in the basement at the computer, ostensibly doing his homework, and Dylan was upstairs in his bedroom.


  Audrey went up. She was apprehensive as she tapped on his bedroom door.


  “Yeah,” Dylan said.


  She entered the room, closing the door behind her. Dylan was lying on the bed. His school books had been dumped on the floor; his desk had the appearance of a clean slate. But she noticed that there was a book about acting on the bed.


  “Do you have a minute?” Audrey said, looking at the desk, the books on the floor.


  “Sure.”


  Audrey sat down on the edge of the bed, forcing him to move over. She was suddenly conscious of the fact that she was sitting right on top of the illicit drugs, and this gave her strength and firmness of purpose.


  She’d thought about this, and she’d decided to say that she’d been turning the mattresses that morning and that was how she’d discovered the pills. She would simply not mention the pornographic magazines or the condoms—that would be too embarrassing. She hoped he wouldn’t mention them either, but feared he might, knowing Dylan.


  “We need to talk,” Audrey said.


  “About Dad.”


  “No, about you, actually.” Dylan seemed surprised, Audrey thought; he obviously had no idea what was coming.


  “I was flipping the mattresses today”—she noticed he suddenly went still and tense—“and I found something that made me very upset.” She paused. Maybe that wasn’t the right way to put it, she’d better mention the drugs right away, steer him away from the other stuff—“I found some pills, Dylan.”


  He shifted uneasily on the bed, but he was still looking her in the eye. “You shouldn’t look under people’s mattresses, Mom.”


  “I was doing housework!”


  They glared at each other for a second. Then Audrey said, “And anyway, this isn’t about me, it’s about you.” She blurted out, “Are you doing drugs?” Anxiety had bled into her voice, giving it a harsh, accusatory quality.


  “No.”


  “Tell me the truth—I can take it.”


  “No, Mom, I’m not doing drugs.”


  She didn’t believe him. “Then what are those pills doing under your mattress?”


  “Somebody gave them to me.”


  “Who? Who gave them to you?”


  “It doesn’t matter, Mom. I’ll throw them out if you want.”


  “You’re damned right you’ll throw them out! And you’ll tell me who gave them to you—right now.” She glared at him while he bit his lip, as if weighing his options. “What are they anyway?”


  “Ecstasy,” he said, flushing at the word.


  So, she’d been right about that. “Who gave them to you?”


  “I can’t tell you,” Dylan said stubbornly.


  A horrible thought occurred to Audrey. “You’re not dealing are you?”


  “No, Mom. Honest. I would never deal drugs. Besides, I could make a lot more money doing TV commercials.” He smiled at her hopefully.


  “It’s that guy who keeps calling you!”


  “No! Like I said, he’s just a friend.” Dylan looked away. “He’s got a deep voice.”


  “I don’t know what to think!” she said.


  “It was Terry,” Dylan said.


  “Terry who?”


  “Terry—your best friend’s son?” he said, his tone mildly sarcastic.


  Audrey’s mouth hung open for a moment, and then she said, “Well, you’re not going to see any more of him.”


  “That’s not fair!”


  “I don’t care. That’s the way it is.”


  “I don’t suppose you’re going to stop seeing Ellen,” Dylan said.


  “Why should I? It’s not her fault Terry’s doing drugs.”


  “Yeah, right,” Dylan muttered.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Terry got the ecstasy from her.”


  “That’s ridiculous!” Audrey exclaimed. But Dylan looked smug, and she was suddenly sure that he was telling her the truth.


  “He took them from her dresser drawer, in her bedroom.”


  Audrey made Dylan dig the pills out from under the mattress (while she averted her eyes from the rest of what was under there) and marched him into the bathroom, where together they flushed them down the toilet.


  “And you can just forget all about acting,” Audrey said severely.


  • • •


  HAROLD DIDN’T WANT to speak to anyone. He’d seen enough on television to know that whatever he said would be used against him. He believed it too. Also, he was afraid of what might come out of his mouth. He was agitated; he didn’t trust himself.


  The officers were also silent, ignoring him while they drove to 51 Division. Harold stared out the window in quiet desperation. His thoughts were random, loosely connected; he couldn’t focus on the problem at hand, and he didn’t want to.


  When they got to the station, the officers took him inside. He wasn’t cuffed; he was as cooperative as could be. There was no outward sign of the rage that was quietly seething inside him. But there was rage all around him, even this early in the evening; drunks yelling and throwing punches, hookers jeering. Harold was appalled.


  They took him to a small room with a table and some chairs. They offered him a chair. They even offered him a donut. Harold declined the donut—he had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, up under his lungs—but the two officers rummaged through the Tim Hortons box and chose, respectively, a French cruller and a maple dip. The same officer did most of the talking. His mouth was full and the air carried a pleasant, yeasty smell, when he said to Harold, “So, tell us what you were doing at that house tonight.”


  But Harold wouldn’t talk.


  The cop coaxed in a friendly way, “We just want to clear this up. Can you tell us about when you used to live in that house?”


  But Harold didn’t want to talk about when he’d lived in that house. He was afraid he might blurt out something about the séances, like he had to Dr. Goldfarb about the forced meals. If he told them the truth—about the séances, the voices—they would probably have him put in a mental institution. The possibility terrified him.


  “Have you ever followed that woman before?”


  When Harold resolutely refused to talk, the one officer said to the other, wiping his sugary mouth with a paper napkin, “I don’t think we have a prowl by night here.” The other shook his head in agreement and reached for another donut.


  “Is there someone we can call for you, a family member?”


  When he was released to Audrey, a little while later, he was like a bird being coaxed from a cage—he couldn’t believe that he was free to go.


  • • •


  WHEN THE POLICE had called, saying that they had Harold and could somebody come get him, Audrey had replied, “No, Harold’s at work.” When it had finally sunk in, she’d told the boys that she was going to the police station to get their father and drove all the way with her jaws locked and her hands gripping the steering wheel as if hanging on for dear life.


  The person on the phone had been determinedly unforthcoming about what Harold was doing there, and Audrey was assuming the worst—that he’d been found wandering the streets talking to people who weren’t there, flailing his arms around.


  She didn’t want to park illegally in front of the police station, but there was no parking anywhere, and this was an emergency. She arrived at the front desk agitated and out of breath, and then had to wait while other people with other problems were dealt with. The longer she had to wait, the more agitated she became. She wondered if she should go move the car.


  “Can I help you?” the woman in uniform behind the desk finally asked.


  “Someone called me—I’m Harold Walker’s wife?”


  “Just a minute.”


  While she was waiting, Audrey remembered that she hadn’t picked up the dry cleaning. She wished that she was picking up the dry cleaning instead of picking up Harold.


  “Mrs. Walker?”


  Audrey jumped. A police officer had appeared at her elbow.


  “Relax,” he said. “Everything’s going to be all right.”


  “What happened?” Audrey demanded. “Is he okay?”


  “We had a complaint.”


  This wasn’t what Audrey had been expecting. “A complaint?”


  The officer walked her away from the desk, and said, “A woman said that your husband was looking in her windows.”


  “What do you mean, looking in her windows?”


  “She reported a peeping Tom.”


  Audrey’s mouth dropped. “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “He was probably just confused.”


  “How do you mean?” the officer asked.


  But Audrey snapped her mouth shut.


  “Is he a psychiatric patient?” the officer asked.


  Oh God. People—professional, objective people, people who ought to know—were wondering whether Harold was a psychiatric patient! She needed to sit down. She patted the air around her. Without saying anything, the officer led her by the arm to some hard plastic chairs against the wall, where Audrey sat down heavily. She felt like a piñata that had been beaten with a stick till all her stuffing had fallen out. At last she said, “He’s not a psychiatric patient. He has been a little depressed lately.” She looked earnestly at the police officer. “But he’s no peeping Tom,” she said. “She must be making it up.”


  “When we got there he was standing on the sidewalk staring at the house. He says he grew up there.”


  “In Cabbagetown?”


  “Yes. Do you know the address of the house he grew up in?”


  Audrey shook her head. “No, but it was in Cabbagetown, I know that.”


  The officer nodded. “That’s good enough for me. We’ll let him off with a warning. He shouldn’t go near that house again, though.” He stood up and offered Audrey his arm. “Let’s go get him, and you can take him home.”


  • • •


  JOHN WAS IN his bedroom, riding the emotional roller coaster. He’d gone from feeling like a million bucks when he was with Nicole, to recognizing the world for what it was—a dangerous and quixotic place—in the space of a few hours.


  It was useless to try to do his English homework when his father had just been hauled home from the police station for who knew what. He and Dylan had stood on the porch and watched, dumbstruck, as their mother helped their dad out of the car. Then they’d followed inside and watched her get him out of his coat and up the stairs to their bedroom, divulging nothing, quelling their questions with one meaningful look. Their father had seemed almost disoriented; he hadn’t even looked at them.


  As usual, their parents weren’t telling them anything, which had Dylan totally pissed off. Now Dylan burst in through John’s bedroom door and flung himself into the chair, tossing John’s dirty clothes onto the floor. “Well,” he said. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  “You talked to Mom?” John asked. Dylan nodded. Of course Dylan would get to the bottom of it, John thought grudgingly. He was fearless. “What’d she say?”


  “Some woman made a complaint that Dad was a peeping Tom, but the cops didn’t believe her and let him go.”


  “Oh,” John said.


  “Mom says he was just hanging around the house where he grew up, and the owner freaked out.”


  “What was he doing that for? That doesn’t sound like Dad.”


  “You think being a peeping Tom sounds like Dad?”


  “No! It’s just that—he never talks about when he was a kid.”


  “He never talks about anything.”


  They were quiet for a minute, processing it all. “I’m worried about him,” John said tentatively.


  “Join the club. Mom’s losing it. She thinks he’s getting Alzheimer’s,” Dylan said. John started biting his nails. “Don’t let on I told you,” Dylan added. “She asked me not to.”


  John was too worried to even be offended.


  • • •


  LATER THAT NIGHT, Harold was sitting on the john when Tom appeared from out of nowhere. Harold almost had a heart attack right then and there.


  “Harold,” said Tom’s voice from beside the shower curtain, as if he’d stepped out from behind it. “How the hell are you?”


  There was no mistaking that familiar, booming voice, too big for the room. And besides, nobody but Tom had ever walked in on Harold when he was using the bathroom—not even Audrey—but Tom had never thought twice.


  Once he was over the shock, Harold was tentatively delighted. A friend was exactly what he needed right now. “Tom,” he said, almost shyly, “Is that really you?”


  “Sure,” Tom said.


  Then, from outside the bathroom door, his mother’s voice: “Harold—are you in there?”


  “Mom!” Harold called out. “Where’ve you been?”


  She ignored his question, saying, “There’s someone here who wants to speak to you.”


  “I know Mom; he’s in here.”


  “Oh. I’ll be going then,” she said.


  He wanted to run after her, but where she was going, he couldn’t follow. Besides, he wanted to talk to Tom.


  “It’s good to see you, Tom,” Harold said, and then realized what a stupid thing to say that was, seeing as Tom was invisible.


  “Yeah, you too,” Tom said. He seemed to be moving around, even within the confines of the small bathroom; Tom never did stay in one place.


  Harold didn’t know what to say next. What do you say to someone you haven’t spoken to in over fifteen years—for reasons that you can’t even remember? It wasn’t like they had much in common anymore. “Nice funeral,” Harold said awkwardly.


  “Thanks.”


  “Sorry about the—you know . . .” Harold felt he really should apologize for the scene he’d caused on Tom’s special day.


  “Oh, hell, that’s all right,” Tom said. “Don’t worry about it.”


  There was another awkward pause, while Harold wondered what to say and Tom opened the medicine cabinet and started shifting things around inside. He seemed to want something, but Harold had no idea what.


  “Why are you here, Tom?” Harold asked at last. He felt a pang, an inarticulate longing for Tom to still be his friend. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Tom might be a ghost, but he was still the same old Tom; Harold would always trust him. He’d never had anything to fear from Tom.


  “I’m just sticking around for a while, tying up a few loose ends,” Tom said.


  “Like what?”


  “Test results, that sort of thing. Probably nothing to worry about.”


  That didn’t make sense at all—Tom was already dead, what kind of tests could he still be interested in? “Oh! You mean the autopsy results?” Harold asked. “Still the doctor, eh?”


  “Yeah.”


  Harold had a thought. “Could you do me a favour?” Tom had always looked out for him; maybe he still would.


  “What kind of favour?”


  Harold lowered his voice to a whisper. “Those others—could you tell them to leave me alone?”


  “I wish I could, Harold.” The door to the towel cupboard below the sink opened, seemingly of its own volition.


  “What do you mean?” Harold felt the chill of panic, a twinge of nausea. It was almost bedtime.


  “I don’t have any control over anybody else,” Tom said. “You should know that.”


  “But, could you just ask them, though?”


  “Sure, I’ll ask them.”


  • • •


  IT WAS CLOSE to midnight, but Audrey wasn’t in bed yet, and unbeknownst to her, neither was Harold. She was in the kitchen baking Harold’s birthday cake for the next day. The electric mixer conveniently covered the sound of her quiet sobbing. She was careful not to let tears fall into the batter. It was Harold’s favourite—carrot cake from scratch, three layers. She’d skinned her knuckles grating the carrots, and now she had Band-Aids across three fingers of her right hand. Tomorrow morning she’d make the cream cheese icing he loved, doubling the recipe because Harold liked extra icing. Every once in a while she threw a malevolent glance at the television set.


  She wasn’t thrilled with the bathrobe she’d finally bought him as a gift, but what the hell, he’d certainly use it. He seemed delighted with the television though, and she’d decided to let it go. She was letting a lot go, these days.


  She set the electric mixer down and blew her nose. Then she got out the three round pans and carefully greased and floured them. She was proud of the fact that she’d made every single one of the family’s birthday cakes over the years, while just about everyone she knew bought the decorated ones from the supermarket—chemical cakes, Audrey called them. She’d never given in to that temptation, not even when the boys were little and they’d begged for the Thomas the Tank Engine cake, or the Hot Wheels cake, or the Spiderman cake. She’d made her own Thomas the Tank Engine cakes, Hot Wheels cakes, and Spiderman cakes—sullen children notwithstanding. She’d done them all, and they’d mostly turned out fine.


  Ellen had never baked a real birthday cake in her life, as far as Audrey knew, and just look at her.


  Audrey poured the thick, carroty batter into the pans, careful that the batter be evenly distributed. She could still hardly believe that Terry had snuck the ecstasy from Ellen’s dresser drawer. Ellen, Audrey remembered bitterly, had sat in this very kitchen, pretending she hardly even knew what ecstasy was!


  Ellen was her best friend. Audrey had thought they had no secrets from one another. She was certainly glad now that she hadn’t told Ellen that Harold might not be Dylan’s real father.


  Only, she longed to call Ellen, and talk to her about Harold. There was no one else she could unburden herself to about what had happened at the police station tonight. But now she supposed her friendship with Ellen was over.


  She heard Harold coming down the stairs. She quickly wiped her nose again before he appeared in the kitchen.


  “I thought you were asleep,” she said. He was wearing his old, tattered bathrobe—the one she would thoroughly enjoy throwing in the garbage tomorrow.


  He shook his head. “I was reading.” He looked at her more closely. “You’re crying,” he said.


  “No I’m not.”


  “What’s the matter?”


  He certainly could be dense. Well. She couldn’t exactly say she thought he was getting Alzheimer’s—that she was sad and terrified for both of them. Really, now that she was looking at Harold, it put Ellen into perspective.


  He shuffled up to her and raised his arms to put his hands on her shoulders—displaying the gaping hole in one of the armpits of his bathrobe—and said, “I am not a peeping Tom. That woman is nuts.” His indignation had returned, now that he was over the shock. Audrey sniffled and nodded. “Carrot cake—my favourite,” Harold said, looking past her and noticing the carrot peel all over the counter.


  “Harold—what were you doing at that house tonight?” She had to ask.


  “I don’t know. Just wanted to see it, I guess.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Audrey knew there was something he wasn’t telling her. She turned away and started wiping up the carrot peel on the counter. She ought to know better than to expect any more from Harold.


  But then he surprised her. “You think I’m going crazy, don’t you?”


  “No, not at all,” Audrey protested, turning back to him, the J-Cloth in her hand stained orange.


  “Dylan told me you think I’ve got Alzheimer’s.”


  “I can’t believe he told you that!” Audrey gasped.


  “I don’t have Alzheimer’s,” Harold said with conviction.


  “What do you call it then?” she said.


  Harold cleared his throat nervously and suggested, “Maybe we’d better sit down.” He sat down at the kitchen table and then Audrey sat down too, wondering what was coming next. Perhaps he’d been sniffing model glue in the basement, who knew? Nothing would surprise her anymore.


  “I’ve been hearing voices,” Harold finally confessed, “ever since I got hit on the head by that tree.”


  “I knew it!” Audrey cried. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  He shrugged. “I was hoping they’d go away.”


  “What kind of voices?” Below the table, Audrey was gripping the edges of her kitchen chair.


  He hesitated, afraid of how she’d take it. But finally he said, “Voices of dead people.”


  “Like—famous dead people?” She was remembering the weird note—Elvis and Amelia Earhart.


  “No. My mother mostly.”


  She couldn’t help it; Audrey knew she looked appalled. Scenes of the movie Psycho flew unbidden into her head.


  “It runs in the family,” he said, leaning closer to Audrey, telling her his secret at last. “My mother used to hold séances when I was a kid. We had ghosts in our house all the time. I never told you because . . .” he trailed off. “I just never told you,” he said. “I’ve never told anybody.”


  It was a relief, Harold realized, to get this off his chest; it was like handing over a heavy suitcase to someone else.


  Audrey, in comparison, felt like she’d just taken a heavy suitcase in the stomach.


  “I’m like a portal to the other side,” he said, as if sharing this with someone else had made him realize it for the first time.


  Audrey was speechless.


  “So you see,” he said, with an attempt at a reassuring smile—“I’m not crazy at all.”


  Audrey stared back at him. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say.


  “You don’t believe me, do you,” Harold said.


  “I don’t know what to believe,” Audrey said finally.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Audrey lay rigid in bed, infected by Harold’s anxiety. She usually fell asleep as soon as she hit the pillow—a sure sign of sleep deprivation, she’d read that in a magazine—so she’d had no idea that Harold lay awake, wide-eyed, every night for hours. He had his arm around her too and he was hugging her to him, which he hadn’t done in years. It was uncomfortable. It was hard to believe that they used to sleep in each other’s arms all night, but that was when they were young, before their muscles got stiff from holding any one position for too long.


  She was going to be exhausted tomorrow.


  At last she heard his breathing settle; he was finally asleep. She extricated herself carefully from his embrace—it was like rigor mortis—and turned off his light.


  Audrey didn’t believe in ghosts, but she was cursed with a lively imagination. She lay listening in the dark, covers pulled up to her chin, wondering bleakly what the future would hold. At last she fell asleep and dreamed about children in ghost costumes (white sheets with holes cut out for eyes) jumping out of Harold’s birthday cake, which had grown to such monumental proportions that she’d had to use a ladder to ice it. When Harold saw the ghosts, he fainted and hit his head on the sharp edge of the aluminum ladder. Audrey tried to bandage him up to stop the bleeding but she overdid it, and he wound up looking exactly like an Egyptian mummy.


  • • •


  HAROLD HAD ARRANGED to take his birthday off work; even with his recent spate of sick days, he still had so many vacation days to use. In all the excitement the night before he’d forgotten to mention this to Audrey, so now she was shaking him awake, telling him he was going to be late.


  “I’m not going in today,” Harold mumbled crossly into his pillow.


  “What do you mean you’re not going in today?” Audrey said. This wasn’t in her plans at all; she didn’t want Harold hanging around all day. She was exhausted as it was. She’d counted on the people at the office keeping an eye on him.


  “I’ve got stuff to do,” Harold said testily, not liking Audrey’s tone. It was his birthday, after all. Forty-nine. But if she’d forgotten, he wasn’t going to remind her.


  “Oh?”


  He could see that Audrey was annoyed about something. He sat up. “I have to deal,” he said, annoyed himself, “with John’s careless driving charge. He needs representation of some kind. He can’t do it himself.” Harold had learned that some people did represent themselves on these kinds of offences, but he wasn’t going to let his hapless son John in a courtroom on his own. He’d hang himself for sure. “He has to beat that ticket or the insurance is going to go right through the roof,” Harold said defensively.


  Audrey nodded, mollified. Suddenly she remembered why she had slept so badly, what he’d told her the night before, about the voices, the ghosts.


  “What’s wrong?” Harold asked.


  “Nothing,” she said, and got out of bed.


  Audrey opened each of the boys’ bedroom doors, automatically called out Good Morning in her good morning sing-song voice—she had no idea that it was this voice that made them pull their pillows over their heads, they couldn’t stand it—and dragged herself downstairs to start on breakfast. She was useless without enough sleep. Her eyes burned and she didn’t have her usual pep. There was no beautiful, functional ballet this morning—she was dragging that heavy suitcase around with her like a ball and chain. Harold thought he was talking to the dead. Her husband was fully delusional. Putting the coffee on, she remembered her dream. Halloween was just around the corner—she must remember to buy candy.


  When the rest of them finally trickled down to breakfast, Audrey was gripping her smiley-face mug, her coffee gone cold, and staring at the kitchen wall.


  They were all a little startled to see her sitting down. Also, only Harold’s place at the table was set—with a glass of orange juice, a multivitamin, a coffee cup, a bowl of cereal, a spoon, and a pitcher of milk.


  “Happy birthday, Dad,” John said, suddenly remembering.


  “Yeah, happy birthday, Dad,” Dylan echoed.


  Harold nodded acknowledgement and sat down. The boys stood uncertainly.


  “What about breakfast, Mom?” Dylan said.


  “What about it?” Audrey answered.


  “Where is it?” Dylan said, still not getting it, not grasping that change was in the air.


  There was an awkward silence. Audrey stopped staring at the wall and looked up at them. “It doesn’t exist yet.”


  The boys looked back at her blankly. When she didn’t say anything further, they started to look uneasy.


  “Meals don’t exist until they are made,” Audrey explained, in a voice completely different from her usual cheerful, good morning voice. “You may think they just appear, as if by magic, but that is not the case. Someone takes raw materials, applies human effort and maybe a little technology, and comes up with something to eat.”


  Dylan got the hint and put some bread in the toaster. John got the peanut butter out of the cupboard. Just like that, they were making their own breakfast, and Audrey was asking herself what the hell took her so long.


  “You’re taking the day off school,” Harold said a few minutes later, turning to John.


  “What?” John said, his knife, with its dollop of peanut butter, arrested in mid-air. He had plans to skip school and meet Nicole—he didn’t want the day off.


  “You’re coming with me.”


  “To the office?” He was incredulous.


  “No, I’m taking the day off too.” Harold methodically chewed a mouthful of bran cereal, wondering what had happened to the muffins, and leaving John in suspense for several seconds. “We have to deal with your careless driving charge,” Harold finally explained. “We’re going to try a few of those ticket-fighter places—I’m hoping we won’t have to get a real lawyer.”


  John’s heart sank.


  “Can I come?” Dylan asked.


  “No. You can go to school.”


  • • •


  IT DIDN’T TAKE as long as John had feared. They went to a couple of different places, and in the end, Harold decided it was worth the five hundred dollars to have a paralegal who knew what he was doing represent John at his trial, which was still months away. They were easily convinced by the paralegal that without expert representation, they were essentially taking their lives into their hands. A conviction was six points; the insurance would triple at least. The paralegal could try to bargain it down to a lesser charge, which might only be two points, minus the insurance ramifications. Of course, the cop might not show—in which case it would be thrown out—but did they want to take that chance?


  Being equally risk averse, father and son shook their heads in unison—they did not want to take that chance.


  A lawyer, the paralegal pointed out, would cost four or five times as much to do the same thing. Did they want to pay that much, for the same service? No, they did not.


  There were things he could do. He could seek an adjournment, which might make it more likely that the cop wouldn’t show. They could leave it all to him.


  Harold paid by cheque (his chequing account was back in order) and left feeling reassured that they were in good hands, that it was taken care of.


  As a father-son bonding exercise, it wasn’t exactly what Harold would have chosen, but it was something. It was a start. Harold glanced at his watch and saw that they still had most of the day left. “Hey, why don’t we grab a bite and then maybe throw a ball around,” Harold suggested. They hadn’t done that in years.


  John shot him a look of panic and said, “Thanks, Dad, but I really want to get back to school.” Seeing his father’s disappointment, John added, having no idea whether it was true or not, “I have a test.”


  “Oh, in that case.”


  Harold dropped John off at school and waved as his son went up the steps and disappeared inside. Harold sat there in the car.


  It was his birthday, and he had no idea how to fill it.


  He felt the pull of the house in Cabbagetown, but he didn’t dare go back. He could go to the park though, he decided, the park he’d played in as a child, and sit on a bench for a while. It was a lovely autumn day—he might as well make the most of it.


  He parked in front of the Toronto Necropolis. He got out of the car and stood on the sidewalk, studying with interest the Gothic architecture of the chapel, and then cast his eye over the cemetery that stretched beyond it. Both had loomed prominently in his imagination as a child. Now, Harold could see that the cemetery, though large, was not limitless. As a child, it had seemed to him that the city of the dead had stretched on forever, far more vast than the familiar neighbourhood streets that housed the living.


  This cemetery, with its softly rolling lawns and trees and gravestones and statuary—which Harold now remembered as it had mostly figured in his childhood imagination, in the dark, shrouded in fingers of mist—had been a focal point for the local kids, a place to play hide-and-seek after dark, to take dares, to tell ghost stories; a popular make-out spot for teenagers. But for Harold, who’d already had some of the people interred there inside his home, it was a terrifying place, and he’d been unable to set foot inside it.


  He turned away and walked slowly to the park across the street. He chose a green, slatted bench beneath a tall oak tree and sat down, letting his mind and body go slack. He was sitting there, his hands resting on his thighs, his mind a perfect blank, when from somewhere beside him, his mother said, “Harold, dear. I want to talk to you.”


  Harold jerked stiffly on his bench, but he didn’t get up and run.


  “Okay,” Harold agreed, reluctantly. His eyes swept the vicinity nervously for passersby; he didn’t want anyone to see him talking to somebody who wasn’t there—what if they called the police? Harold still didn’t want to hear what his mother had to say; he only wanted to get her to get rid of all the spirits. He just wanted to be left alone.


  “I’ve been watching you, Harold, and I’m concerned.”


  “Watching me!” His whispered hiss sounded surly. He didn’t like the idea of being spied on, especially by his mother, or anybody dead for that matter.


  “Keeping an eye on your progress.”


  “My progress? Mom! Can’t you just get them all to leave?” His voice sounded desperate. “You know I don’t like having them around. You’ve always known! Can’t you please get rid of them?”


  “Not really.”


  “Why not? You’re there. It’s not like I’ve ever asked for much!”


  “Because that’s not what’s important. Just forget about them, they’re mostly harmless. That’s not what you should be focusing on. Harold, you might think you can get through this life by hiding, or running away, but you have—”


  Harold got up and ran clumsily to his car.


  • • •


  AUDREY, ICING THE birthday cake in the kitchen, could hear Harold rattling around in the basement. It wasn’t as good as having him at work, but it was better than watching him sit catatonically in his La-Z-Boy, and hearing him down there, puttering around like he used to, made her feel cautiously optimistic. Maybe he would be merely eccentric—she could handle that. That might even be interesting, she thought, looking on the bright side.


  She added little flourishes to the cake and wondered what he was up to. She hoped he wasn’t—she threw down her knife and stuck her head down the door to the basement.


  “Harold?” she called. He didn’t seem to have heard her.


  She trotted down the stairs and peeked into the furnace room. The single bare bulb hanging down from the ceiling revealed all.


  Still, she said, “What are you doing!”


  Harold, startled at her obvious disapproval, was speechless.


  “I left that there for the boys to clean up,” she said crossly.


  Harold, looking for something to do, had ventured to the basement and discovered the remains of the bench the boys had attempted, lying just as they’d left it. He’d slowly removed all the nails, sawed off the damaged end, smoothed it with a bit of sanding, and been left with a perfectly good board. He’d put away all the tools, swept up the sawdust, and was hauling out his old milk crates full of record albums from the corner when Audrey had shown up.


  “I’m trying to get them to clean up after themselves,” she said, exasperated. “It was one of their chores.”


  “Oh,” Harold said, contrite.


  Audrey sighed. “What are you doing, anyway?”


  “I thought if I just rested this board on a couple of overturned milk crates, I’d have a bench,” Harold told her. “For the backyard.” Harold couldn’t bear to waste anything.


  Audrey stood there blinking at him. What could she say? She wanted to say that’s the stupidest thing I ever heard or that’s going to look terrible. But she didn’t want to dampen his enthusiasm, even for something as ridiculous as this. So she nodded slowly and said, “Oh.” She went back upstairs, dispirited, thinking maybe she could put some big planters in front of the milk crates, or plant vines against them—something pretty, like clematis.


  Later, Harold put on a jacket, hauled everything outside, found the perfect spot, and sat on his new makeshift bench in the backyard for a long time. Audrey, preparing his birthday dinner, looked out the window over the kitchen sink and saw him there, staring at his shoes.


  She kept an anxious eye on him, just in case he keeled over.


  • • •


  AFTER HIS FATHER had dropped him off, John had gone in the front entrance to the secondary school, down the long corridor, and out the back exit without being stopped by anybody. He’d barely cleared the building when he had his cell phone out and was calling Nicole. He started for the subway station.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hi. Where are you?”


  “I’m just going to the subway. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


  “Good. I’ll meet you outside the station. And John—I’m bringing someone.”


  John stopped walking abruptly. “Who?” The only reason they got together was to fool around.


  “You’ll see.”


  John flashed his Metropass and skipped down the wide, shallow steps of the subway station to the westbound platform. The subway was relatively empty just before the lunch hour. He transferred at Yonge and headed north, thinking about his dad. He’d seemed fine this morning. John hadn’t seen any sign of his dad being a nut case and he would have noticed—he’d been watching for it. He’d never seen his dad talk to himself or get confused, although he had seemed kind of out of it when he got back from the police station. Dylan had told him what their mom had said about the flailing arms. John was inclined to think his mom was making a mountain out of a molehill, which she’d been known to do.


  He leaned back in his seat, stretched his long legs out across the aisle, and wondered what Nicole was up to. He started to fantasize about the afternoon. Nicole was bringing a friend—the possibilities were endless.


  “Hey,” Nicole said, meeting him outside the subway station. She stood on her tiptoes, threw her arms around his neck, and gave him a big, wet kiss. He kissed her back enthusiastically. He could have kissed her forever, but she pulled away and looked over her shoulder at someone in the background.


  John hadn’t anticipated that Nicole would bring a male friend. Nicole pulled his hand, tried to drag him toward the preppy-looking boy standing off by himself.


  “What’s this all about, Nicole?” John said, balking.


  “He’s a friend. I thought maybe you could help him out.”


  John was annoyed. “Help him out how?”


  “Just talk to him,” she said, cajoling. “Then I’ll get rid of him.”


  The three of them walked silently to the ravine. John was wondering what the hell this was all about and trying to pick up any sexual vibe between the new guy and Nicole. He drew a blank on both.


  They came to a secluded spot and Nicole got to the point. “Derek needs some money,” she said.


  Why would Nicole think he would give Derek money? Nicole was the one with all the money anyway. “So?” John said, churlishly. “That’s not my problem.”


  “Don’t be like that,” Nicole said. She looked from one to the other. “I told him you might have some ideas.”


  “About what?” He felt stupid, so he tried to cover it up with a cool shrug of his shoulders and a fairly hostile look at Derek.


  “Just a minute,” Nicole said to the other boy, and pulled John aside. She pushed her body up against his and started kissing him. She put his hands inside her sweater and onto her naked breasts—she was braless. He was putty in her hands.


  “Just talk to him,” she whispered, as he touched her nipples. “About that credit card thing.”


  He finally got it.


  “And then you’ll get rid of him?”


  “I promise,” she said, slipping her fingers inside his pants for good measure.


  • • •


  HAROLD LIKED HIS bench. He could sit there all day. He did sit there most of the afternoon. At first he was worried that his mother would find him, but gradually he relaxed. Fortunately it was a perfect fall day—crisp and sunny. A little chilly if you sat still for too long, but he had his jacket on. It would probably be better if there was something to lean against though, Harold realized. As it was, he sat there round-shouldered; it was a bit tiring. But this bench held meaning for him— it was something his sons had tried to do for him. He felt a little emotional about it—the effort they’d made, the thought they’d put into it.


  He liked their backyard. It was all fenced in, and there were trees—a big maple, a spruce, an ornamental cherry—that made it feel like a private enclosure. Why didn’t he spend time back here anymore? Well, he decided, now that he had his spiffy new bench, he would.


  Every once in a while a fat, fluffed-up squirrel would bounce across the uncut grass near Harold’s feet, as if Harold were invisible, or scurry along the top of the fence and leap wildly into a tree. Harold found himself envying the squirrel, which seemed both purposeful and carefree. The squirrel looked happy. The squirrel was living in the moment, something Harold had never been very good at. The squirrel didn’t sit around listlessly wondering what the point of it all was. More importantly, the squirrel wasn’t troubled by the thought of his soul living forever, didn’t ask itself whether that was a good thing or a terrifying thing.


  In his weakness, his human cowardice, Harold slumped on his bench and wished that he was a squirrel. Harold was no Hamlet, but he did ask himself: If he couldn’t end it all, if to be human was to go on and on forever, what hope was there?


  He suddenly understood why he panicked when he saw Tom in his coffin—and why he was so angry at his mother. It wasn’t death he feared, but eternal life! Thanks to his mother, he knew it wouldn’t be over when it was over—it was never over. There was no escape from the meaningless he felt.


  Harold saw Audrey’s worried face peeking through the kitchen window, checking on him again, and wondered bleakly whether humans were tied to other particular souls forever too, and if so, whether that was a good thing, or a terrifying thing.


  • • •


  JOHN TOLD DEREK everything he knew about identity theft, which wasn’t much, but it was enough to get the other boy at least started in a life of crime. Because Nicole was standing right beside him, John couldn’t say that he hardly knew anything about it, that this was just what had happened to his dad. No. He had to pretend that he regularly rifled through people’s blue boxes looking for credit card applications, that he kept a post office box, and that he had a cool source of illicit income.


  But John was in love, and his love wasn’t rational. It was pleasure-seeking and needy and altogether absorbing. Nicole was the best thing that had ever happened to him! So when Nicole pressured him to help Derek, he felt he had no choice.


  John didn’t ask why Derek needed the money—he didn’t want to know.


  Of course he resented Nicole for bringing this on him, but he forgave her easily. A young man in love could forgive almost anything.


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold was wearing his smart new striped bathrobe—alternating light and dark blues, with a smaller band of red in between—and sitting in his La-Z-Boy chair, his head back and his feet up. Earlier, they’d gorged on Audrey’s homemade lasagna and Harold’s birthday cake, and when Harold had opened his present from Audrey, she’d thought he’d seemed pleased with it.


  It was getting late, but Harold didn’t seem in any hurry to go upstairs, and Audrey stayed up with him, reading a magazine. The boys had gone out.


  Audrey looked up from her magazine at Harold. The bathrobe looked good on him. She’d chosen carefully—the bright stripes put some colour in his cheeks and made him appear more energetic than his old bathrobe had. She’d already stuffed the old, ratty one in the garbage and thrown the birthday wrapping paper in the recycle bin.


  Audrey liked this time of night, when everything was tidied up and prepared for the next day. Her work was done. It was peaceful with the boys out of the house and Harold in his chair.


  It was perfectly quiet—sepulchral—when the Royal Doulton figurine on the coffee table—the little shepherd girl—sailed through the air and hit the brick fireplace, shattering into a hundred pieces.


  Harold launched out of his La-Z-Boy.


  Audrey screamed and pivoted, wide-eyed, to the fireplace.


  An eerie, absolute silence returned. “What was that?” Audrey said.


  Take a wild guess, Harold wanted to say. But he said, “Now do you believe me?” Even though he was rattled, he wasn’t as rattled as she was; he’d seen this sort of thing before. And he couldn’t deny there was a certain peevish satisfaction in being shown to be right. He enjoyed the horrified look on Audrey’s face more than he’d enjoyed anything for a long time.


  Next, the glass candy dish on the mantelpiece flung itself off the edge like a hell-bent lemming off a cliff, smashing itself to smithereens against the tiles in front of the fireplace. The hard, stale candies rolled around on the tiles with a little clicking sound.


  “Who’s there?” Harold shouted. He didn’t expect an answer, but felt like he should say something.


  There was a scraping sound from the shelves behind them, china against wood. Alarmed, Audrey turned toward the sound.


  “Not the Lladró!” Audrey shouted, standing up.


  The scraping sound stopped, all was still. It was a standoff. “Take the other one,” Audrey said, meaning the cheap, garage-sale china boy with dog.


  Nothing happened for at least ten seconds, but it seemed like much longer. Then the cheap china boy with dog hurtled against the fireplace and exploded, and a few seconds later they heard the door to the basement slam shut.


  Audrey collapsed back onto the couch. She started to shake. She felt the same way she’d felt the time she almost hit a pedestrian who’d jumped out on to the road—she recognized the feeling of reaction that set in afterwards.


  Harold stood over her. He saw that she was shaking. He was worried that she was going into shock. Charitably, he took off his new bathrobe and arranged it over her shoulders, standing beside her in his boxer shorts.


  Audrey looked up and said, “Better close the curtains.”


  Harold closed the curtains and then they both wondered what to do next. Neither one of them wanted to believe what had just happened.


  “We have to sweep up that broken glass,” Audrey said eventually. But she didn’t want to go into the kitchen to get the broom and dustpan because that was where the door to the basement was. Harold nodded but he didn’t want to go into the kitchen either.


  It crossed Audrey’s mind that she might have a hard time getting the laundry done.


  “So—was that your mother?” she finally asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Harold said. “She doesn’t throw things.”


  “Who do you think it was?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well—are these things dangerous?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Audrey turned on him, “You’re supposed to be the bloody expert on this aren’t you?”


  Harold looked blankly at her. He didn’t know what to say. The pleasant I told you so feeling had fled and now he was just panicky. He said, “I’ve never known them to be dangerous, exactly.” He didn’t tell her that his mother had seemed to know how to handle them, up to a point, anyway, whereas he didn’t have a clue.


  “We have to get this cleaned up before the boys get home,” Audrey said, not moving.


  Finally, she took his hand and together they went into the kitchen, got the broom and dustpan out of the broom closet, and cleaned up the mess in the living room.


  “We’re going to have to get on top of this,” Audrey said, affecting a confidence she didn’t feel.


  Harold nodded and looked at her, impressed. At least now he didn’t feel so alone.


  They lay wide awake together most of the night, clasped in each other’s arms.


  • • •


  THE NEXT MORNING Audrey was so exhausted the boys took one look at her and went straight to the toaster and made their own breakfasts. Harold went off to work, grateful for the distraction. Audrey had another cup of coffee and thought about the pile of laundry waiting for her in the basement. Wondered what else was waiting for her down there. She’d never have a better excuse for not doing the laundry.


  Eventually she persuaded herself that it made no sense to avoid the basement. These things could be anywhere—they could float through walls, so she was no better off sitting here at the kitchen table than she was downstairs in the laundry room.


  She counted her blessings. At least Harold wasn’t crazy—she no longer anticipated terribly sad years of deterioration from Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s. Not that this wasn’t a problem.


  She’d put in the wash, she decided, and then do some research. She’d Google poltergeists. Somebody, somewhere, must have some ideas on how to get rid of them. Maybe she could get a Ouija board and talk to them herself.


  She went downstairs, banging the laundry hamper against the wall and singing loudly as she went. Once she’d got the laundry going, she sat down at the computer. She was well into her research when the phone rang. She ran upstairs to the kitchen.


  It was Ellen. “Hi, Audrey.”


  “Hi,” Audrey said automatically, hardly registering the voice on the line because she’d pulled up some truly disturbing stuff on the Internet.


  “You want to go out for lunch today?”


  Suddenly Audrey remembered who she was talking to, remembered that Ellen had been the source of the pills under Dylan’s mattress. “Sure,” she said tartly. “That’s a great idea.”


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS STUDYING his spider, his back to the neglected files on his desk.


  He was growing quite attached to his spider. He’d been telling everyone in the lunchroom about it. Harold had noticed early on that the web wasn’t catching any flies. He’d wondered how long a spider could go without food. Harold had taken to looking around his office and the lunchroom for dead flies to put in his spider’s web, but the pickings were slim. Then he’d remembered the light fixtures! All he’d had to do was bring a screw driver from home and stand on a chair and open them up. There were all kinds of bug corpses in there. His spider would grow fat.


  Now Harold was carefully dropping into the web a couple of dead flies he’d just recovered from the overhead light in the front lobby, unfazed by the dubious looks the receptionist had given him.


  “Hey, Harold,” Tom said.


  The only thing more interesting to Harold than the spider right now was his best friend Tom. He sat up and exclaimed, “Tom! I’m so glad you’re here! I’ll just get the door.”


  He got up hastily and closed the door to his office—he certainly didn’t want anyone overhearing them. He already had the Harold Walker Action Plan.


  “How are you, Harold?”


  “Fine. I’m fine,” Harold said. “Well, you know, I’m okay.”


  After that, there didn’t seem to be much to say. “Come take a look at this,” Harold said, a little desperately—he didn’t want Tom to leave—and indicated the spider weaving its web. Together they watched the spider work. At least Harold assumed Tom was there beside him, watching the spider. They were men, and having something else to focus on made talking easier.


  “You know,” Harold said after a while, “Audrey’s pretty freaked out.”


  “I bet,” Tom said, right beside him.


  “We had quite a scare last night.”


  “Right,” Tom said.


  “Do you have any idea who that was?” Harold asked.


  “Just some kid, hanging around. Trying to get a rise out of you. He’s harmless.”


  “Oh. That’s good.” After a while Harold ventured, “Any idea how I can get rid of him?”


  “I wish I could help you, Harold, but I really don’t know what to suggest. I’m pretty new here myself. Nobody here seems to answer to anybody.”


  Crestfallen, Harold changed the subject. “Any word on your test results yet?”


  “No—still waiting.”


  They watched as the spider deftly traversed its web to investigate the newly arrived fly corpses.


  “Tom,” Harold said, and he didn’t know where he found the courage, but it needed to be said, “We’re still friends, right?”


  “Sure.”


  “Why did we stop getting together, anyway?”


  “Oh, you know, things get in the way.”


  “What things?”


  “Maybe you’d better talk to Audrey.”


  Harold thought Tom meant it was because, being men, they’d left all the social arrangements to the women, so Harold said, “I wish we’d made more of an effort, though.”


  • • •


  “YOU LOOK LIKE hell,” Ellen said in a kindly way, sitting down across from Audrey in a booth at Il Fornello on the Danforth. She was late, but within reasonably acceptable limits, so by tacit agreement neither one of them mentioned it.


  “Would you like to know why?” Audrey said.


  “Of course.”


  Ellen, in contrast, looked great, and Audrey wondered if Ellen had had work done that she hadn’t told her about. Botox, maybe. Audrey wouldn’t put it past her.


  “Last time we talked, I told you that I’d found those pills in Dylan’s room. Remember?”


  Ellen nodded, her face taking on a pall of sympathy. Oh, save it, Audrey thought. “Guess where those pills came from?” Audrey whispered conspiratorially, deliberately drawing her in. Ellen clearly had no idea. “Your bedroom!” she announced, no trace of a whisper.


  Ellen paled. She didn’t even try to deny it. Audrey acted as if she had, though. “Don’t try to deny it—Dylan told me everything!” She leaned forward over the table between them and practically hissed, “Dylan got them from Terry, who stole them out of your dresser drawer.”


  Ellen started to cry. Big tears welled up and ran down her cheeks, taking her mascara with them. She looked down and fumbled in her purse for a Kleenex.


  Relentless, Audrey said, “And you sat in my kitchen and pretended you hardly even knew what ecstasy was! How could you?”


  “Oh, get off your high horse would you!” Ellen snapped back. Now Audrey was taken by surprise.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You’re so perfect! The perfect housewife with the perfect marriage and the perfect kids. You have no idea!”


  Audrey had never considered that she might be the object of—was that envy? Was that possible? Her family—perfect! What an idea! She spent all her time just trying to keep their heads above water. She was astonished that someone might see them that way.


  “You don’t know what it’s like—being divorced, the kids blaming you all the time—dating. It’s hell.”


  Audrey’s sympathy was aroused. After all, Ellen was her best friend, she was genuinely upset, and really, when you looked at it that way, Audrey supposed she could afford to be a little generous.


  She handed Ellen a Kleenex packet from her own handbag. “I’m sorry,” Audrey said.


  “Me too.”


  “It’s such a shock. I had no idea you did drugs.”


  “I don’t! Not really. I only tried it once. I was seeing this man, and— anyway, long story short, he turned out to be an absolute jerk, and I wanted to get rid of them, but I was afraid to flush them down the toilet because you know everything goes into the drinking water supply that way, and I haven’t had time to go to the hazardous waste depot—”


  “What do you mean, it goes into the drinking water supply?”


  “Everything you flush goes into the water supply,” Ellen assured her. “Didn’t you know?”


  Audrey could hardly imagine it—this was horrifying.


  “It’s all treated, but still.”


  Just like that, they were friends again.


  “Being married isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be,” Audrey said, once their food arrived—two plates of spicy agnolotti. Now it was Audrey’s turn to make a play for sympathy. “For instance, a couple of days ago I had to pick Harold up from the police station.”


  Ellen’s eyebrows shot up, and Audrey told her all about it.


  “You have to get him to see somebody,” Ellen said.


  “He’s seeing a philosopher.”


  “A philosopher? What the hell good is that going to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Audrey said, discouraged. “And anyway, you haven’t heard everything yet.” Then she spilled out all her troubles— including the poltergeist but not the paternity test—while Ellen looked more and more appalled.


  “Maybe you need one of those exorcists to come to your house,” Ellen blurted out.


  At this, Audrey waved their server over and ordered them each another glass of wine.


  After lunch, Audrey said goodbye to Ellen and went out and bought a Ouija board. She’d been reading up on Ouija boards on the Internet. Seeing things fly across the room had made her a believer. Also, the Internet had assured her she wasn’t a victim of hallucination.


  She couldn’t count on Harold getting the upper hand here. Harold seemed to be utterly without resources as far as dealing with the dead went, even given his unusual—and entirely surprising—past. She’d had absolutely no idea. That Harold should have such a dark secret! You think you know somebody.


  She felt so foolish buying the Ouija board that she felt compelled to explain to the completely uninterested sales clerk—speaking very carefully, because she’d had a couple of glasses of wine at lunch—that it was a gift for her nephews. Audrey was optimistic enough to think that if she could actually communicate with these spirits through the Ouija board, perhaps she could reason with them and get them to leave.


  Also, she wouldn’t mind talking to Harold’s mother about a few things.


  Later in the afternoon, Audrey was sitting on the floor in the living room reading the instructions that came with the Ouija board, when Harold called from the office. He told her he’d been talking to Tom.


  Audrey felt her eyes go wide. “You’ve been talking to Tom?” Her voice had a strangled, high-pitched quality. “About what?”


  “Nothing, really. He says he’s waiting for some test results.”


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Harold had gradually begun to take a greater role in rehabilitating his credit history. Partly, this was because of Audrey’s insistence, but once he started, he found it interesting. He found himself living vicariously through the person who had stolen his identity. Harold would sit at his desk in his office, or at the kitchen table at home, and study the records of transactions made in his name, and imagine for a moment that he himself had bought these things, had done these things. He was curious—curious!—about what his doppelganger had done with the huge chunk of cash he’d raised on the house, for there was no record of what had been done with that money. Here Harold’s inexperienced imagination tugged at the leash. He actually imagined himself in Paris with the Folies Bergère (drinking champagne out of a dancing girl’s shoe) and gambling with movie stars at the Bellagio in Vegas—as he fed his own legitimate and far more pedestrian bills through the shredder.


  Harold had also begun to notice other things that he would normally ignore. For example, today, after his chat with Tom over the spider, he’d discovered, with the help of a fitness magazine someone had left in the lunchroom, that if he ate one hundred fewer calories a day, he would lose just over ten pounds in one year. That was without exercise!


  If he added exercise—say, a walk around the block after dinner, rain or shine—that might be another hundred calories a day, for another ten pounds in a year. It was astonishing to him that such a small change could have such a significant result over time. But perhaps he was fooling himself. Perhaps he’d really miss those hundred calories. But perhaps not. Maybe if he switched some of his foods to the low fat variety, he wouldn’t even notice.


  On reflection, however, he decided that a walk every day would not be such a small thing. It would be a change in his routine. It would take energy that he might not have. It would take resolve in bad weather. He decided to forget the walk.


  The hundred calories though—he thought he could do that!


  When he got home from work, he asked Audrey if she could take one hundred calories off his diet every day, and could she do it in such a way that he didn’t even notice?


  Audrey looked at him. She was wondering whether Tom was going to tell Harold about their affair; she was worried about who her kid’s father was; she was freaked out about dead people smashing her good china—and he wanted to know if she could shave a hundred calories a day off his diet in such a way that he didn’t even notice!


  “Sure,” she said, tossing a head of cauliflower onto the chopping board and slamming the refrigerator door. “I can do that for you.” She washed and then started to vigorously chop the cauliflower into little pieces and dropped them into the pot of boiling water. “We can start tonight. No glass of milk before bed.” This was almost a little cruel.


  Harold balked. “But—”


  “But what?”


  “I’d notice that though,” Harold said, a little plaintively. “I like my glass of milk before bed.”


  “Fine,” Audrey snapped, exasperated. “I’ll think of something else.”


  • • •


  LATER THAT NIGHT after supper, the boys went downstairs to watch TV and Harold returned to his newspaper in the living room while Audrey cleaned up the kitchen and wondered if there was anything handy in the kitchen cupboards that she could use to sabotage the TV. She was just rinsing out the J-Cloth and hanging it over the faucet when she heard a knock at the front door. Not Mrs. Kushner, this time; the knock had too much authority behind it.


  Audrey hurried to the door. Standing on the porch was a dark-skinned young man in a tatty ski jacket, open over a cheap polyester shirt and dress pants. He wore running shoes, which looked terrible with the cheap dress pants. He obviously had no one to take care of him properly, and for a moment Audrey’s sympathy was aroused. She would never let one of her sons go out dressed like that.


  “Is Harold Walker at home?” the young man asked, his entire manner expressing a brazen confidence his dress wouldn’t lead her to expect. Audrey’s sympathy vaporized; there was something vaguely threatening about him.


  “Who’s asking?” Harold hollered from the living room.


  Audrey noticed with distaste the stale smell of cigarettes on the young man’s breath as he leaned forward, raised his voice, and said, “Harold Walker?”


  “Who the hell are you?” Harold said, getting up out of his chair and coming over to the door.


  “I’m your friendly neighbourhood process server. Here.” He tried to hand Harold a large manila envelope which Harold instinctively refused to touch. The younger man held it out briefly and when Harold wouldn’t take it, let it drop to the floor with a smack and said, “Have a good evening.”


  Speechlessly, Harold and Audrey watched him go down their front walk and climb into an old, beat-up car and peel off down the street. One of his rear lights was out.


  Harold looked in alarm at the manila envelope on the floor as if he thought it might jump up and bite him in the groin.


  “Open it,” Audrey said, her voice tense.


  But Harold didn’t move, and finally Audrey bent down and retrieved the envelope. She ripped it open and pulled out the contents. Heads together, they read:


  ONTARIO

  SUPERIOR COURT OF JUSTICE


  

  



  • • •


  BETWEEN:


  ERASMO BEILFUSS


  Plaintiff


  

  



  and


  

  



  JOHN WALKER AND HAROLD WALKER


  Defendants


  STATEMENT OF CLAIM


  

  



  Harold bellowed, “John, get your ass up here!”


  Grabbing the pages from Audrey and skimming for the gist of it, Harold soon grasped three salient facts: he was being sued by the taxi driver John had rear-ended; he was being sued for a million dollars (general pecuniary and non-pecuniary damages in the amount of $900,000.00, and special damages in the amount of $100,000.00); and he had to defend the lawsuit within twenty days—or judgment might be given against him. Harold felt an awful sickness beginning in the pit of his stomach, somewhere up under his lungs.


  John arrived in the living room, immediately looking like he wanted to turn tail and run.


  “You’ll never guess,” Harold said, looking at him, “what I have here.”


  John glanced nervously at his mother, but she looked like a scared rabbit who wanted to bolt too. Apprehensively, he looked back at his dad.


  “We’re being sued,” Harold said, “for a million dollars.” He glared at John, waiting for a reaction. When he didn’t get one, he shouted, “By that goddamned taxi driver!”


  John felt like he was going to be sick. This was serious, adult, life-altering stuff, and he was nowhere near ready.


  Harold began to read out loud: “As to the Defendant operator, John Walker, he failed to keep the Walker vehicle under proper control; he failed to exercise due care and skill in the management of the Defendant’s vehicle; he failed to anticipate the demands of the roadway; his faculties of perception, control and/or self-command were adversely affected by the consumption of alcohol, drugs (prescription or otherwise), stress and/or fatigue; he was an incompetent driver lacking in skill; he had the opportunity to avoid the accident but failed to do so; he failed to take reasonable care in the circumstances; he was untrained in the proper use of a motor vehicle; he unreasonably placed the Plaintiff in a situation of danger; he allowed himself to be distracted by reason of his use of audio devices in the Walker vehicle, his use of mobile communication devices in the Walker vehicle, his use of tobacco in the Walker vehicle, his adjustment of various instruments in the Walker vehicle, his preoccupation with personal issues unrelated to the safe operation of the Walker vehicle; he failed to make use of available prescription eyewear; he failed to obey the provisions of the Highway Traffic Act; and he failed to warn the Plaintiff of the impending collision, which in fact occurred.”


  By now Harold’s voice, ringing with disbelief, had climbed higher and higher until it was up somewhere around the ceiling, and his words rained down on all of them without mercy.


  “As to the Defendant owner, Harold Walker, he permitted the Defendant operator to operate the Walker vehicle when he knew or ought to have known that the Defendant operator was an incompetent driver lacking in reasonable skill and self-command—”


  “I don’t believe this!” Harold raged in an aside.


  “—he failed to ensure that the brakes, signals, steering mechanisms and/or other equipment on the Walker vehicle were in proper working order; he negligently entrusted the vehicle to the Defendant operator when he knew or ought to have known that the Defendant operator had an extensive record of driving convictions—”


  “Oh for Christ’s sake!” Harold hollered, unable to go on. “Why didn’t they throw in the kitchen sink, too?”


  He looked up at John, and suddenly saw himself, saw that John was feeling the exact same sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, up under his lungs, and he remembered the twisted front end of the car—how much worse it might have been—and felt ashamed for the way he’d just made his son feel. Harold made a great effort, took a deep breath, exhaled heavily, and said, “Never mind. I’m guessing the insurance will take care of it. I’m guessing that’s what we pay insurance for.”


  Harold flipped some more pages and snorted, “He’s claiming serious permanent injury! Didn’t you say there was no damage to his car, and that he just got back in his cab and drove away?”


  John nodded, so pale his features were just a smudge against his skin.


  “You’re sure about that.”


  John nodded more vigorously, still speechless.


  “Well,” said Harold. “We’re just lucky, I guess.”


  • • •


  THE NEXT DAY, Harold was back at the philosopher’s. It wasn’t a scheduled visit, but Will had agreed to see him on short notice, for an emergency philosophy appointment.


  Harold hadn’t wanted to come, but Stan had insisted. Stan wanted him out of the office. Harold knew he had overreacted about the spider.


  “I overreacted about the spider,” Harold conceded, nervously, to Stan. “I don’t need to go to the philosopher today. I have an appointment scheduled for next week.”


  “Overreacted? I’ll say you overreacted, Harold. I can’t have you harassing the cleaning staff!”


  Harold had come to work, discovered that his spider was gone, web and all, and had gone a little overboard. He’d charged down the halls yelling, “What the hell happened to my spider?” He’d stormed into Stan’s office while Stan was in a meeting and hollered, “I demand to see the cleaning staff!”


  It had taken some time to calm him down. Stan had absolutely refused to let Harold talk to the cleaning staff—and had forced this appointment on him.


  Now, the door with the Lucy cartoon swung open, the young, bearded philosopher popped his head out and said, “Ah, Harold, come in.”


  Harold got up grudgingly and entered the office. He was embarrassed. He didn’t want to talk to the philosopher. What was he going to tell him about why he’d needed an emergency philosophy appointment? That his boss had made him come because he’d lost it over a spider?


  “Something happened,” Will guessed, looking sympathetically at Harold.


  Harold shrugged.


  “Do you want to tell me about it?”


  Harold shook his head.


  “Give me a hint,” Will said, like a big kid.


  He seemed so open hearted, so pleasant, that Harold felt he could hardly refuse him.


  “I guess . . . I lost my cool at the office.”


  “Hmm.”


  “I lost my temper.”


  “Hmm.


  “I don’t like it when things aren’t where I leave them,” Harold said irritably.


  “Hmm. My girlfriend’s always cleaning up. It drives me crazy. Can’t find anything. I don’t let her in here—obviously,” Will said, glancing around contentedly at the mess.


  “The cleaning staff vacuumed up my spider! Just sucked it up, web and all! It was a living thing!”


  Will looked at him, interested. “You had a spider?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Cool.”


  Encouraged, Harold said, “That spider made it fun to go to work. A spider web is a work of genius. That spider was an artist.”


  “The natural world is fascinating, isn’t it?” Will said.


  Harold nodded. He supposed it was. More interesting than departmental policy meetings, certainly.


  “It has its own, often terrible, beauty.”


  Harold nodded again.


  “I understand, Harold. I do. I had an ant farm as a kid. Ever have an ant farm?” Harold shook his head. “They’re fantastic! Ant colonies are absolutely fascinating to watch. I got one for my birthday—I loved it. One day my little sister dumped it out in the backyard. I wanted to kill her.”


  Harold was surprised. His philosopher seemed so . . . human.


  “I guess I’ve always been interested in social systems,” Will mused.


  His enthusiasm was contagious, and it reminded Harold of his own boyhood interest in bugs. “I used to catch grasshoppers and put them in pickle jars,” Harold exclaimed. He remembered it now very clearly—punching the holes in the lid of the Bick’s pickle jar with a nail and a hammer, so that his bugs could breathe. The faint trace of pickle smell lingering, even after his mother had washed the jar. Putting some grass in there. Studying their legs, how their bodies were put together. He used to watch his grasshoppers for ages, unaware of the passing of time. It had been like that again with his spider.


  When, Harold wondered again, had he lost his interest in the natural world? Probably right around the time he discovered the supernatural one. Harold suddenly realized that his sense of curiosity and wonder had ended at about the same time as the ghosts had appeared. He’d had a general system shutdown around that time.


  “We are part of the natural world, and I think sometimes we forget that,” Will said. “We humans like to set ourselves above the natural world, think of ourselves as its masters. But like it or not, we are part of it, subject to its laws and rhythms, and we forget that at our peril. The further we stray from the natural world, the more stressed and unhappy we feel. We’re part of that system. We need that context.”


  Harold nodded, carefully.


  “People need context. We get context in lots of ways—family, social relationships, work, race, country, religion—without context, we can feel like we’re in freefall.”


  Harold was listening.


  “We like to know where we fit. We like to make sense of things. Usually. But some of us only want to see what’s right in front of us.” He paused, as if considering whether he should finish what he was going to say. “I think you, Harold, want to look at the bigger picture, but you’re afraid.”


  Harold realized that his philosopher was absolutely right—he was afraid of the bigger picture. He’d been afraid of the bigger picture since he was about nine years old. “How could you know that?”


  Will smiled. “Why else would you come to a philosopher?”


  Will, thought Harold, didn’t know about the Harold Walker Action Plan.


  Will swivelled around in his chair and scanned his crammed bookshelf for a while. Then he grabbed at a book, tugging hard because it was so jammed in there, and handed it to Harold. It was thick, and hardcover. “I’d like you to start reading this, Harold, before our next visit.”


  Harold didn’t want to take the book, but there was Will, all enthusiasm, holding it out to him, and he could hardly refuse to take it, since it looked like Will was prepared to hold it out there indefinitely, and especially as, to his surprise, Harold was beginning to actually like Will. Harold finally took the book and looked down at its cover. Philosophy: An Approach for Living.


  “It’s really thick,” Harold observed with dismay.


  “Just do your best,” Will said cheerfully.


  But when Harold got home, climbed into his chair, and leafed through the book, which had very few pictures, it seemed too intimidating. He dropped it over the side of his La-Z-Boy and decided to take a nap instead.


  Before he fell asleep though, he thought about getting himself an ant farm for the office. He didn’t see how it was any different from an aquarium, really, and there was one of those in the lobby. He didn’t think Stan should have a problem with it.


  He’d be sure to put a sign on it, for the cleaning staff: DO NOT TOUCH.


  • • •


  FOR A FEW days, things were relatively calm. Audrey skittered around the house in a state of painful expectation, but no one from the other side demanded attention, and Audrey allowed herself to hope that they’d moved on—to wherever it was they move on to.


  She’d done enough preparatory reading about the Ouija board to significantly dampen her enthusiasm about trying it. If you could believe what you read, the Ouija board had the potential to unleash all the demons of hell into your home. So the Ouija board was packed up and hidden on the top shelf of her closet in their bedroom.


  Tom, though.


  She desperately wanted to talk to Tom, to implore him not to tell, but she was afraid to use the Ouija board. She was almost as afraid of Tom as she was of the Ouija board, but not quite. If Tom told Harold about their affair, she feared it would just about kill Harold. So she walked around the house when she was alone, calling out Tom’s name. “Tom? Are you there?” But there was only silence.


  Still, in case he could hear her, she pleaded her case. She told him that they would soon know for certain whether he was Dylan’s father, and she hoped that once he knew, he could go to his rest. She reminded him that Harold wasn’t good at facing things, and told him that the decent thing to do—the right thing to do—was to keep their single, youthful indiscretion to themselves, regardless of the result of the paternity test. She asked him for some sign that she had his agreement on this.


  Nothing.


  Then Audrey realized—with horror—that Harold’s mother might be listening!


  She was antsy being alone in the house, so she ran a lot of errands. She’d even done some early Christmas shopping. The house was absolutely spotless—it could be put on the market.


  What she really needed, Audrey told herself, what she wanted— was a job. A job outside the home. She wanted desperately to be real, like the Velveteen Rabbit wanted to be real, like Pinocchio.


  She started reading the job ads in the newspaper every morning with her coffee, once everyone else had gone. It was pleasant to fantasize about having somewhere else to go every day—about having an identity other than as a homemaker. She even fantasized about the extra money—what couldn’t they do with an extra few thousand dollars? A dream vacation. They’d never been anywhere, not even Disney World.


  But she soon became discouraged by her lack of skills. The world had changed so much, and she hadn’t kept up. What had she been doing all these years? Where had the time gone? The only thing she seemed fit for was cleaning houses and minding children—but she was ready for a change.


  Or maybe all this daydreaming about getting a job, Audrey told herself, was a way of avoiding the fact that the paternity test results would probably arrive tomorrow. She’d called to follow up—they’d been mailed out a couple of days ago.
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  For once, Audrey was happy about the TV. She felt like Damocles, dining under a sword that was hanging by a hair. She studied her two sons, steadily chewing their supper while they stared at the screen, their emotions playing over their faces like clouds moving over still water.


  Of course the sword would fall and rend her in two; of course Dylan was Tom’s—he was nothing like Harold, while John was just like him. Dylan had to have gotten his particular gifts—his boldness, his perceptiveness, his almost greedy appetite for life—from somewhere. Also, he was sneaky and full of guile, like Tom. Whereas John, who was certainly Harold’s son, was utterly guileless.


  Could she trust Tom not to say anything? It was absurd that she even had to ask herself the question. Tom was dead. Why couldn’t she rely on that, like other people? Why was she so lucky?


  She couldn’t fathom why Tom was waiting around for the test results anyway. He’d never shown any curiosity about Dylan’s parentage while he was alive, even though he must have had his suspicions. There was the timing—and he’d been a gynecologist for God’s sake!


  Perhaps she should never have done the test. Maybe then he wouldn’t be hanging around, because there’d be nothing to wait for. She’d done it because she wanted to know—she’d had no idea Tom would come back from the dead! He obviously hadn’t said anything to Harold about it—so far, anyway. Harold was just the same. And despite the way Harold was—the way he hated to look things in the face—she was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to ignore a bombshell like this, even though he’d want to.


  Everything would be all right, Audrey told herself, if the test revealed that Harold was the father. Then she thought Tom would go. But if not? If Tom was the father—would he be content to leave? To say nothing? Somehow, she doubted it.


  In which case, she concluded reluctantly, chewing her meatloaf without tasting it, she would have to try to talk to Tom tonight, and that meant she must consult the Ouija board after all, whether she liked it or not. She would have to do it in the middle of the night, when everyone else was asleep. Her fear of Tom and the test result was stronger—now that the result was so imminent—than her fear of the Ouija board.


  She wished that she hadn’t procrastinated, that she’d tried the Ouija board in broad daylight while everyone was out. It would have been far less creepy.


  • • •


  AUDREY DIDN’T WANT to wait forever for Harold to fall asleep, so she’d put a little Sleep-Eze in his bedtime milk, just this once. They always kept some in the medicine cabinet, but they hadn’t been using it, because neither one of them wanted to become dependent on sleeping aids.


  Fortunately, once he was down, Harold was a heavy sleeper. Audrey unclasped herself from his death-like grip, put on her housecoat, and tiptoed across the floor to her bedroom closet to get the Ouija board out. It was hidden at the back of the top shelf, behind the extra pillows, and she had to be careful not to make too much noise—she would have a hard time explaining what she was up to. Harold’s bedside table light was still on, which made it easier.


  With the Parker Brothers game clutched tightly under her arm, she tiptoed out of the room, closing the door carefully behind her. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she paused. If she was able to contact Tom, she didn’t want to be overheard. The nice thing about the Ouija board was that the spirit spelled things out, and Audrey herself would be careful to speak only in a whisper. But could she be sure that Tom, if she got him at all, would use the board to speak to her instead of his own, loud voice? He apparently spoke out loud to Harold. So she wondered if she could do this in the living room, or whether it would be better to go downstairs to the basement.


  But she was creeped out enough as it was; she couldn’t face the basement. She set herself up in the living room. She sat down on the sofa, her back to the stairs, turned the end table light on low, and stared at the box she’d placed on the coffee table. The Mysterious, Mystifying Game—It Glows in the Dark! She lifted the lid off the box. She took out the board and opened it and laid it down on the coffee table. It looked simple enough: a pale board with old-fashioned black lettering; the words Yes and No in the upper corners; all the letters of the alphabet, in capitals, in two arcs across the middle of the board; and the numbers 1 to 9 and 0 underneath. At the bottom, somewhat ominously, was Good Bye.


  It looked conventional enough, no scarier than Monopoly, she told herself.


  She tentatively touched the white, triangular piece of plastic that was used to spell out the messages from beyond. The rules said there was supposed to be a minimum of two players, but she couldn’t help that. She figured it might work anyway, because they already had a head start in the communicating with the dead department.


  She closed her eyes and gave a somewhat desperate little prayer to God to protect her from evil spirits. Audrey didn’t believe in God, but right now she was willing to reconsider. She was in that peculiar, modern position: she didn’t believe that God exists, but she really feared that Evil might.


  First she stumbled through the Lord’s Prayer, then she ad-libbed: I know I haven’t been perfect, but please protect me and my family from evil spirits, and I’ll try to do better in future. Amen. She recognized that this sounded a bit too much like saying grace when you were in a hurry to eat, but it was the best she could do.


  She began. With her fingertips placed lightly on the plastic triangle, she attempted to invoke the spirit world: “Anybody there?” she whispered.


  She waited. She asked again. Nothing happened. She turned out the table lamp and noticed that the game really did glow in the dark.


  “I call Tom Grossman,” she whispered, realizing she might as well be specific.


  She waited and waited.


  Damn. Now that she was convinced it wasn’t going to work, she was feeling much braver. “Stupid game,” she said, forgetting to keep her voice down.


  It moved.


  Audrey jumped, lifting her fingers off the plastic triangle as if she’d received an electric shock.


  For a full minute she sat absolutely still and argued with herself. Put your fingers back on, what do you think you’re here for?


  At last she put her fingers back on the plastic triangle. She whispered, “Tom?”


  The triangle moved, of its own accord, to Yes. Audrey knew she hadn’t pushed it there. Her heart began to pound.


  “Tom Grossman?” She had to be sure.


  The pointer pulled back and nudged Yes again.


  “Are you here because of the paternity test?” she whispered.


  “Why else?” he barked out loud, and laughed.


  Audrey screamed.


  As soon as the scream was out, Audrey clapped a hand over her mouth. She was gripped by the fight or flight response, pumping with adrenaline. After a few seconds, she got up and tiptoed over to the bottom of the stairs and peered up, listening intently, to see if they’d woken Harold or the boys. There wasn’t a sound. She struggled with her decision—should she turn back and face Tom, or bolt back up the stairs and climb under the covers with Harold?


  But Audrey remembered what was at stake. She turned back to the living room, hugging her housecoat around her. “Keep your voice down,” she whispered into the air.


  When he didn’t say anything she whispered, “Are you still here?”


  “I’m still here,” Tom whispered. She knew it was him—there was no mistaking that voice, that whisper.


  “We have to talk,” Audrey said—so softly that she was almost mouthing the words.


  “Okay,” he whispered back. She could tell that he was humouring her.


  “We have to think of Harold,” Audrey said.


  “Right.”


  “We made a mistake.”


  “Agreed.”


  Encouraged, she said, “Regardless of what the test results are, Harold can never know.”


  “I’m not sure I agree with you there,” Tom said.


  “Why the hell not?” Audrey said, forgetting to whisper.


  “Don’t you think Harold should know if Dylan isn’t really his kid?”


  “No, I don’t,” Audrey said crossly. “You never cared about it when you were alive, why do you care now?”


  “I’m thinking of Harold too.”


  “No, you’re not,” Audrey protested. “You never really did think about Harold—how could you when you were always thinking about yourself?” Audrey had understood, if Harold never had, Tom’s essential character. “You didn’t think about Harold when you were with me.”


  “Neither did you.”


  “That was temporary insanity!”


  She could feel him grinning. Really, the man’s ego was enormous. But that was what had attracted her to him in the first place, damn it all. “Do you have any idea how fragile Harold is right now?” she demanded.


  “Harold’s not as fragile as you think.”


  “What do you know about it?” Audrey cried. “You haven’t been around for the last fifteen years, at least!”


  “And who’s responsible for that, Audrey?” he shot back. When she didn’t answer, he added, “I could have gone on as if nothing had happened. You’re the one responsible for coming between me and Harold, and you know it.”


  Although his I could have gone on as if nothing had happened remark stung, what really hurt was the truth of Tom’s accusation that she was the one who’d come between him and Harold. Of course she’d found ways, afterward, to avoid getting together with Tom and his wife. Tom hadn’t pushed, and Harold’s general passivity had made it easy. She’d hardly considered that she was robbing Harold of his best friend—she was so terrified that Tom would tell him the truth. Which would have been bad enough, but there she was, pregnant, and it could have been by either one of them.


  So she’d allowed Harold to believe that Tom was too busy, too successful. All these years.


  When she thought of how sad it all was, she could cry.


  • • •


  HAROLD WASN’T, IN fact, still asleep. Audrey’s scream had pierced right through the Sleep-Eze and jerked him out of rem sleep and into the reality of his bedroom—the bedside table light still on, the closet door wide open, and Audrey’s place empty beside him. The strangeness of the closet door being wide open and Audrey gone was enough to nail him to his place initially, but eventually Harold got up his nerve and crept tentatively to the top of the stairs. He heard voices coming from the living room.


  It was Audrey, whispering—and Tom!


  Gripping the handrail, he descended partway down the stairs, even though he knew—had always known—that curiosity is a terrible thing. The things one learns when partway down a dark staircase can chill the blood.


  He paused, swallowed, and listened. He unstopped his ears, heard it all. And hearing it, sagged down on a stair, and wondered how he’d ever been so blind. Wondered how he’d keep on going now, betrayed by the two he’d loved most in the world.


  “Let’s just see what the test says,” Tom was saying now. “Maybe I’m not the father.”


  “Then will you go away?”


  “I suppose.”


  “And what if you are Dylan’s father?”


  There was a long pause. “I don’t know.”


  Harold heard all this and started to move. He was leaning heavily on the handrail with one hand, but the other was stretched out in front of him. He stumbled down the stairs and into the living room.


  It was a strange tableau: in the dark, Audrey, standing alone, turned a horrified face upon him. He saw the Ouija board on the coffee table, glowing wanly in the dark, roughly the same colour as Audrey’s ghastly face. “Tom?” he said. “Tom!”


  But Tom didn’t answer.


  Instead, there was a sudden chill, as if the temperature had just dropped twenty degrees. The curtains billowed gracefully as if a gust of wind had blown through the room.


  Audrey and Harold stared at each other.


  Then the Lladró on the bookshelf behind the La-Z-Boy went spinning across the room and exploded against the brick fireplace.


  “The Lladró!” Audrey shouted.


  Next, the Ouija board was ripped in two and tossed up in the air; the plastic triangle fell to the floor with a clatter. Then it was raining debris—the magazine basket by the sofa had been flung high up into the air. Harold was knocked in the head by a descending magazine. An end table was pushed violently over; its lamp careened off and smashed to pieces on the hardwood floor. The painting centred over the fireplace hurled itself across the room and upended itself against the side of Harold’s La-Z-Boy.


  It was a terrifying display.


  “The demons of hell!” Audrey gasped.


  It was a matter of seconds, and then it was over. Audrey and Harold, stricken dumb, surveyed the wreckage in the dark. It was as if a small, localized hurricane had begun and ended in their living room.


  No one could sleep through all that, and the boys came racing barefoot down the stairs. They arrived at the bottom of the stairs in their pajamas and stood there, stunned.


  “What happened?” Dylan asked.


  “It’s nothing, honey,” Audrey said, not wanting to alarm them, scrambling for a plausible explanation. “We were just having a fight.”


  There was enough palpable tension between Audrey and Harold to support her explanation. And Harold was speechless.


  John looked upset, like he was fighting back tears; Dylan, who normally had something to say, for once was silent, his usually sunny face gone dark.


  • • •


  IF THIS WERE anything like a normal household, either Audrey or Harold would be sleeping on the couch, perhaps for weeks. But neither one of them, once the broken china was swept up and the ransacked room put back in order, ever wanted to be alone in the living room at night again, or the basement either. There was no guest room, so they were forced back into their bedroom


  Audrey, the guilty party and a natural martyr, pulled out the extra pillows and blankets from the top of her closet and made herself up a bed on the floor. Every one of the lights in the bedroom was on. Harold took the bed, but it might as well have been a bed of nails for all the comfort he found in it.


  That Dylan might not be his own son!


  That Audrey, his wife, had slept with his best friend!


  That Tom, his best friend, had slept with his wife!


  That Audrey had kept Tom from him—all these years!


  Harold, who asked for so little from life, had never expected anything like this.


  He heard Audrey sobbing from the floor, even with her face buried in her pillow. Stubbornly, he ignored her. He was afraid the boys would hear her. They would take her side, he thought; they would imagine he had done something terrible.


  John would never ask. But Dylan would, and Harold wouldn’t be able to tell him the truth. And for sure Audrey wasn’t going to tell him.


  Harold wondered bleakly what the chances were that he was, in fact, Dylan’s father. Dylan was nothing like him, he knew that. He might be a throwback to Harold’s own father though, whom Harold remembered as confident, independent-minded, and optimistic. Or he might be Tom’s.


  But even if he was Tom’s, Harold realized—with wonder and a tightly constricting heart— it made no difference to how he felt about his son. He loved Dylan.


  It made a hell of a difference to how he felt about Audrey, though. Could he ever forgive her?


  He would stay home in the morning and wait for the mail, every day, until the test results arrived. He couldn’t trust her to tell him the truth.
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  Audrey was in shock; she wasn’t used to having everything out in the open like this. Well, not everything. The boys didn’t know what was really going on, thank God. But Harold was so unpredictable these days—she didn’t know if she could count on him to keep it to himself.


  Also, he wasn’t talking to her, which was making her very nervous.


  Right before her eyes, her family—her life’s work!—was disintegrating. She knew she had only herself to blame, which sure didn’t make it any easier.


  This morning, to escape the open hostility between their parents, the boys had skipped breakfast altogether and run off to school without waiting for their lunches, leaving her alone in the house with Harold.


  Harold hadn’t left for work, which was a little surprising at first (he couldn’t want to spend the day with her) until she remembered the test results. Of course he would stay home and wait for the mail. It wasn’t as if she could shred the damn results and then when he came home from work, announce, “Good news! You’re the father!” and expect him to believe it.


  Now Audrey sat alone—Harold hadn’t come down—her toast untouched, and wondered if she was headed for divorce—after all these years!—her most significant legacy to her boys a broken home. She’d failed them all. All that work for nothing.


  And her with no means of supporting herself.


  • • •


  JOHN, MAKING HIS way morosely to school, was troubled on many fronts.


  That his parents could go from being blandly settled to throwing the furniture around was alarming. He wished Dylan had kept his mouth shut, instead of coming into his room last night while their mother wept in the bedroom down the hall. John had sat biting his nails—he couldn’t stand the sound of his mother crying; it was like the house coming down around his ears.


  Dylan said, “I think I know what this is all about.”


  John didn’t want to know, but Dylan was going to tell him anyway. He could tell when Dylan had something too good to hold back. Just once he’d like Dylan to not know everything.


  “Are you ready for this?”


  John shrugged sullenly. He wasn’t, but he didn’t want to admit it to his younger brother. Even if he did, Dylan would hit him with both barrels anyway.


  Dylan was sitting in the chair across from the bed. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and said, “I was using the computer a while ago, and discovered something interesting.”


  John waited. He had no idea what was coming.


  “Someone in this house has been using the Internet to look into paternity tests.”


  “How could you possibly know that?” John asked in disbelief.


  “Easy—I know how to check the most recently accessed websites.”


  John hadn’t known such a thing was possible. “What do you mean, paternity tests?”


  Dylan grew impatient. “I mean, you dummy, that one of us might not be Dad’s kid.”


  “No way,” John scoffed, when he thought about what that meant. It was bad enough to imagine your parents having sex with each other, but imagining one of them having sex with someone else was even worse.


  “Well, why the hell else would someone in this house—and it wasn’t you or me—look up how and where to do a paternity test? Hmm?” Then Dylan said, “It wasn’t you, was it?”


  John shook his head. This was almost more than he could stand. He squashed his pillow to his chest.


  “It must be you,” Dylan said heartlessly.


  “Why me?”


  “Because you were born first. They probably had to get married.”


  “I don’t believe it!” John said, but he wasn’t sure what to believe.


  “Can you think of any other reason Mom and Dad might be smashing the furniture?” Dylan added.


  So now John feared that life as he knew it was about to change irrevocably. He wanted to put his head in the sand, but the world wouldn’t let him.


  Also, the pending lawsuit had him completely freaked out. He didn’t understand lawsuits. His father had told him not to worry about it, that the insurance company would defend it for them—that’s what they paid such ridiculously high rates of insurance for. John would have to show up for the discoveries though, and answer questions put to him by lawyers, and he was already losing sleep over it even though it was months away. Also, he was worried about his careless driving trial, which although also months away, would happen first. It was more important than ever that he not be convicted, because of the civil suit. He imagined his parents losing everything, because of him.


  And Nicole—he was feeling very uneasy about Nicole. Things weren’t as uncomplicated as they were before. It used to be just excitement and sex, and pretending to be someone else—it was perfect—but now she seemed to be on to him. He thought she might be losing interest, and he was terrified she would dump him.


  His cell phone rang just as he reached the school grounds. It was Nicole.


  “Hi baby,” she said, sounding as hot and sexy as ever. She didn’t sound like she was losing interest, not at the moment anyway, and John was reassured. He relaxed.


  “Hey,” John said, very cool.


  “A wonderful opportunity has just come up,” Nicole said.


  “What?” John wasn’t sure his idea and Nicole’s idea of a wonderful opportunity were the same. She had some pretty crazy ideas. Like shoplifting. Which was just crazy, because as far as John could tell, she had pretty much unlimited funds. She had her own credit card. She didn’t need to steal. She did it for kicks. The first time he’d been with her when she stole some CDS, he thought he’d pee his pants in fright. But he’d had to act as if he stole things all the time. Now he was always trying to avoid going to the mall with her.


  So he held his cell phone to his ear anxiously, worried about what might come next.


  “My mom’s out all day. We’ve got the place to ourselves.”


  “Really?” This was definitely what John would call an opportunity.


  “Yeah, so come over,” she invited. “Unlimited liquor, choice of beds.”


  John only hesitated a moment. He had a science test; the teacher might call his house. But it wasn’t until the afternoon—maybe he could be back by then. He hoped his hesitation played like he was considering it, like maybe he had something more important to do.


  “Come on, John, live a little.” There was a decided edge to her voice; she was flexing her feminine muscle.


  “Take your clothes off,” he said roughly. “I’ll be right over.”


  He snapped his cell shut.


  This, he could do. She loved him in bed. They were terrific together, absolutely mindless. As long as he got out of the house before she got all dreamy and scheming on him, afterward. That was always the dangerous part.


  When he arrived at her front door, he was feeling pretty excited, so it didn’t intimidate him, the grandness of the house, its isolation from the others on the street. It was very different from his own neighbourhood, with all the semi-detached houses crowded together on top of each other. He rang the doorbell and waited, impatient to see her.


  She answered the door buck naked.


  He gave a low whistle, looking her up and down in gratified surprise. John felt like all his dreams had come true, all at once. He stepped inside and shut the door behind him, deliberately. He reached for her, but she twisted away, eluding him.


  He shrugged off his jacket and dropped it on the floor, staring as she went to the bar. Her backside was mesmerizing. He was used to being with her in the woods—usually in the dark, but not always— and they were usually in a hurry. Now, getting a really good look at her naked, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was.


  She turned to face him from across the bar, her perfect breasts pointing at him. She obviously knew how much power she had over him, and she was playing it to the hilt. She poured them each a drink. He sauntered over and she handed him one.


  “We have all day,” she said, clinking her glass against his.


  He took a drink, felt the liquor burning down his throat. “I don’t think I can wait all day,” he said, his voice low and manly, giving her the look. He’d mastered the look quite easily; he was playing his role beautifully.


  She leaned over and kissed him, wetly, on the mouth. He put his drink down somewhere. He could taste the liquor in her mouth, feel her round breasts in his groping hands.


  Finally, she pulled him over to the sofa. She pushed him playfully onto it, one hand against his chest, and straddled his lap. She was still holding her drink; he’d lost track of his. He could smell her, her dampness. He’d never wanted anything in his whole life as much as he wanted her right that second. And he was going to get her, but not yet. For now, there was more kissing. It was like a form of heavenly torture.


  “I want you to do something for me,” she said caressing his face, looking into his eyes. He wanted to bury his face in her breasts, to hide, but her eyes held his.


  He was starting to pant. He really was going to lose his mind.


  “To prove your love.”


  Uh-oh. This sort of talk usually happened after they had sex. He was so screwed. “Sure baby . . . can we talk about it later?”


  She slithered off his lap, putting her drink down on the floor beside her. She kneeled on the carpet, undid his jeans—he raised his hips helpfully—and pulled them down.


  “I want to talk about it now,” she purred.


  He didn’t care what she asked. Her mouth was on him and it was just too good to deny her anything. He groaned.


  She stopped, lifted her head, and said, “I want you to steal a car.”


  “Whatever you want,” John gasped, not really caring what he agreed to at this point. He’d agree to anything.


  Nicole, he’d learned, was a girl who got bored easily, who liked a thrill. She was the kind of girl who expected a guy to prove his love. He should have known—right from the time she lifted her dress at him from inside her parents’ car—that she was dangerous.


  She lowered her head again, obliterating all his thoughts.


  • • •


  HAROLD AND AUDREY sat apprehensively on the living room couch, waiting for the mail to fall through the slot onto the floor. Audrey thumbed unseeing through a magazine, while Harold glared at the floor between his feet. They weren’t speaking—they weren’t even looking at one another.


  At last the mail dropped loudly through the slot and fell onto the floor. The two of them sat frozen for a second; then Audrey shot to her feet. Harold got up too, but slowly, reluctance informing his every movement. Audrey sifted through the junk mail, the bills—and found the envelope. She stood, holding it in her hands, Harold staring at her.


  “Aren’t you going to open it?” Tom said, startling them both.


  Audrey nervously tore open the envelope. Her hands were shaking. Finally, she held out the paper for Harold to see. “It’s not a match,” she said.


  Harold had no idea what that meant. Since he and Audrey weren’t speaking, she hadn’t told him anything about the test, or how it was conducted, other than that it was all done by mail. But being Harold, he assumed the worst, and blurted out, “Are you sure?”


  “The test is accurate to 99.99 per cent,” Audrey said flatly. “They guarantee it.”


  “So—” Harold said.


  There was a long, awkward silence as Audrey and Tom waited for the truth to dawn on Harold. Finally, Audrey, tired of waiting, looked at Harold and said, “You’re not the father.”


  She didn’t sound too surprised. That she’d evidently been expecting this result was a further assault on Harold’s masculine pride.


  Tom had the decency, for once, not to say anything.


  Harold stormed out of the house. He had no idea what to do about any of this. His life had become far too complicated for him; he was a very simple man.


  He spent the rest of the day on his bench in the backyard, even after a cold, light rain began to fall.


  • • •


  THAT NIGHT AT supper, Audrey was positively grateful for the TV. Otherwise, the meal would have been absolutely unbearable. It was bad enough as it was. In numbing despair, she’d thrown together some Hamburger Helper, and no one had even complained.


  It was up to her to make things appear as normal as possible, for the boys’ sake. She’d read all kinds of things over the years about the damaging effects of divorce; it could just ruin a sensitive boy like John. So she pretended that she and Harold were actually speaking, even though he didn’t acknowledge anything she said. She was careful not to ask him any direct questions.


  She wasn’t fooling anybody though. John especially looked tense and unhappy, his expression unchanging regardless of what was on the screen in front of him. She ruffled his hair affectionately when she cleared his plate, but the gesture fell flat; he pulled away from her.


  Audrey really feared she might smash the greasy frying pan against the edge of the counter in sheer frustration. Another sleepless night on the floor, fending off spirits and absorbing Harold’s anger, would send her off the deep end.


  She’d thrown the ripped Ouija board out in the garbage—good riddance—along with the shattered Lladró and the broken lamp. She’d carefully double-wrapped everything in grocery bags so the neighbours wouldn’t see the wreckage and put sticky notes on for the garbage men saying caution: broken glass.


  Maybe she should go spend the night at Ellen’s and tell her the whole miserable story. She could use the support. She could use the sleep.


  Surely he would miss her?


  But she couldn’t do that to her boys, not now, when they needed her more than ever. When this was all her fault.


  Harold couldn’t refuse to speak to her forever.


  • • •


  HAROLD KNEW THAT he couldn’t refuse to speak to Audrey forever. It was wearing him out, the effort of it. He was someone who liked his creature comforts, and companionship was one of those creature comforts that Harold couldn’t really do without. Even if the other creature was Audrey. But he could certainly hold out a little longer. He’d never held the righteous upper hand before, and it felt good.


  When they were getting ready for bed—Audrey pulling her blankets onto the floor—she said, “I got rid of the Ouija board.” Harold ignored her and climbed into bed. Audrey dropped her pillow onto the floor and said, her voice breaking, “I’m sorry, Harold.” Harold rolled over onto his side, away from Audrey, and pulled the covers up.


  Just then Tom joined them. His voice boomed, “So, what are we going to do about this?”


  Harold bolted upright in bed; Audrey gave a little gasp.


  “You’ve got a lot of nerve, showing up now,” Harold said wildly to the air. “Where the hell are you, anyway?” he asked, casting around as if he wanted to take a swing at Tom, if only he’d show himself.


  “I’m right here,” Tom said, from the foot of the bed.


  “What do you want?” Audrey demanded. “Why don’t you leave us alone?”


  “I’m not hurting anybody,” Tom replied. “I only want to help.”


  “How could you possibly help?” Harold cried, all his hurt finding its way into his voice. “You were my best friend—and you helped yourself to my wife!”


  “I’m sorry, Harold. Really, I am. But that was all a long time ago. We have to deal with the here and now. And the fact is—Dylan’s my son.”


  “No he isn’t!” Harold protested recklessly.


  “I was there, Harold.”


  “What do you want?” Audrey demanded again.


  “I want a role in raising my son,” Tom said. “I don’t think that’s asking too much.”


  “What kind of role can you expect to have in raising Dylan? You’re dead for Christ’s sake!” Harold cried. “It’s not like you can play road hockey with him!”


  “Well, for starters, I think you could both do with some parenting advice.”


  Harold and Audrey gaped at each other in disbelief.


  “There’s no reason we can’t all work together,” Tom said. “Blended families of all types do it all the time these days.”


  “You’re talking about people who are divorced, not dead,” Harold exclaimed.


  “Divorce is a kind of death,” Tom said. When no one said anything, he carried on. “Now, I’m concerned about Dylan’s grades. He could do much better.”


  “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” Audrey sniped.


  “And I don’t think you should stand in his way about the acting thing. He’d be great! Did you ever think of letting him act if he got his grades up? Jeez—it’s not rocket science!”


  • • •


  AT HAROLD’S NEXT visit, Will took one look at him and said, “Harold, are you okay? You look a little more distressed than usual.”


  Harold was stubbornly silent, afraid that he would blurt out something that would compromise him in some way, like he had at Dr. Goldfarb’s.


  “How’d it go with the book?”


  Harold just shook his head and stared at the floor. He wasn’t going to say anything; he didn’t have to. He knew Will would talk the whole time if he had to.


  “Last time, if I remember correctly, we talked about context,” Will began, “about the big picture.”


  Harold did not want to get into a discussion of the big picture with Will, not as it pertained to himself, anyway.


  “Philosophers ask the big questions—the questions that we may be too busy or too confused to ask for ourselves,” Will said. “That’s why, if we’re wise, we turn to them for help. The philosopher asks: What is the good life? What is happiness? How can I find meaning in my life?”


  There was something measured in Will’s voice, something weighty in his tone and manner, that was almost soporific. His voice was hypnotic, the room dusty and still. Harold found himself beginning to relax. As he let down his guard, he could feel himself looking sadder and sadder.


  “Socrates, Epicurus, Schopenhauer—these aren’t dull old men, they’re relevant! They speak to us!” Will exclaimed. Then, observing Harold closely, noting the escaping sadness that looked about to spill onto the floor, he stopped and said gently, “Harold—nothing is so bad that there is no consolation to be found for it in the writings of the great thinkers.”


  Harold was skeptical. “Such terrible things happen to people,” he said gloomily. He was thinking of the man he’d met here the first time, and he was thinking also of himself.


  “Yes.”


  But Harold was going to stick to the general. “Wars, famine, the Holocaust . . . It’s hard not to be depressed,” Harold said, “when you think of all that.”


  The philosopher nodded sympathetically.


  “The homeless.”


  He nodded again, in agreement.


  “Horrible diseases that have no cure.”


  He nodded some more, pursing his lips.


  “I could go on and on,” Harold said, warming up. “Pollution, violent crime, genetically modified food. Technology.”


  “Technology—”


  “The dark side of technology,” Harold explained. “Nuclear weapons. Excess functionality that almost no one can understand—foisted on us by greedy corporations—that only undermines our confidence, not to mention our usefulness. Perverts stealing signals out of thin air to make you look like a kiddie porn addict!” Harold stopped, aware that he was becoming a little excited.


  “I know what you mean,” Will said, after a pause.


  “You do?”


  “Sure. I’ve got a story for you. A friend brought me a DVD from England, but a British DVD can’t be played on a North American DVD player. See, British DVDS are in pal format, and North American DVDS are in NTSC format. However, the literature that came with my DVD said it was capable of playing both formats. But when I tried it, it didn’t work. So I phoned the company that made the DVD player. They told me it was a problem with the TV. So I phoned the company that made the TV, and they said the problem was the DVD player.”


  Now Harold was nodding. He certainly recognized the dilemma, if not the details.


  “I kept fiddling with it, trying to set the DVD player to pal format. By this time, I’m totally fed up, so I find a website dedicated to hacking the programming of DVD players—and there’s my solution! All I had to do was enter a four-digit code which I got from the website, get the ‘secret menu’ to make the DVD player region-free, and enter the number code for ‘region-free.’ It actually worked! Now I can play NTSC and PAL DVDS—just by loading them and pressing ‘play.’”


  Harold was rendered momentarily speechless with admiration. His philosopher was even smarter than he thought.


  “It was pretty frustrating though,” Will admitted, “not to mention time-consuming.”


  “Are we really better off with all that?” Harold asked at last, rather philosophically.


  “Good question.”


  Harold leaned forward eagerly. It was so nice to talk to someone who understood him!


  “Soon only a handful of people will be able to function in our society at all,” Harold complained, and the two of them shared a companionable silence.


  Then, with no prodding whatsoever, Harold blundered heedlessly from the general to the specific, and once he began he couldn’t stop. “I think I’m depressed. My best friend died recently, of a heart attack. I had a panic attack at the funeral and fainted. Knocked myself out on the casket!” Here, Harold looked up, to gauge the other man’s reaction. Seeing none, he went on. “My older boy smashed my car and came home drunk—he’s not even legal drinking age—and now I’m being sued for a million dollars. Someone stole my identity, ran up my credit card bills, and mortgaged my house. And the dead won’t leave me alone! It’s my mother’s fault. They smash the china and bust up the furniture. They smashed the Lladró that I got my wife for an anniversary present!”


  The philosopher’s eyes widened at this point, but before he could interject, Harold charged on. “I’ve been accused of being a peeping Tom—taken away by the police!—just for looking at my childhood home. My boss is trying to force me off on stress leave so that he can put his brother-in-law in my place—so now I have the Harold Walker Action Plan! On top of all that, I just found out that my wife cheated on me with my best friend—and that I’m not my son’s real father!”


  Harold came to the end of his sad story on a tide of outrage.


  “Ah,” Will said, after a long moment. “Voltaire.”


  Harold looked up, surprised at the other man’s equanimity. But the philosopher had his back turned to him and was rifling about looking for something in his bookshelves. He knocked against a stack of books on the floor, which slid over with a soft, hushing sound.


  “Here,” he finally announced with satisfaction, blowing the dust off a slim volume. “Read this,” he advised, handing Harold a paperback copy of Candide, “and we’ll talk about it next week.”


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]


  Audrey gulped her morning coffee and listlessly scanned the want ads. It was taking her longer to get going in the morning these days. She was still sore all over when she woke up, but it wasn’t as bad as it used to be, before she’d hauled the air bed out of the basement. When she’d finally realized she was going to be on the floor for a while, she’d dug around in the furnace room and located the air bed, which puffed out little clouds of dust when she smacked it. It took her much longer to find the foot pump, and by the time she’d attached the hose of the pump to the bed on the basement floor and started stomping with her foot to inflate it, there were tears of frustration and sorrow spilling down her face. Then—too late—she’d realized it would have been better to inflate the damn thing in the bedroom rather than wrestle with it up two flights of stairs.


  She’d been out on Danforth Avenue and obtained each of the other morning papers, because the Globe and Mail wasn’t likely to have any kind of job she could do. Maybe the Star would, or the Post, or the Sun.


  She skimmed through the freebie Job News first, but soon found that it was mostly ads for training courses at computer schools; the only actual jobs seemed to be for telephone solicitors. She half-heartedly considered taking a training course—at least it would get her out of the house, maybe get her some skills. But nothing she saw appealed to her. Why learn something you didn’t want to do?


  She had to be fit for something.


  What she needed, she decided, was some good advice. She couldn’t be the only woman who’d stayed home for almost twenty years raising children and wanted to re-enter the workforce. She’d go to the government employment office, maybe take some aptitude tests. Perhaps they would have something to suggest.


  • • •


  JOHN HAD BEEN stringing Nicole along for days about the car, but she was on to him, and losing interest fast. Sex wasn’t enough for her— there always had to be more. And it wasn’t love she was looking for.


  “You’re all talk,” she said to him now, in the movie line, with more than a hint of contempt.


  He said nothing, as if to underscore how wrong she was. But inwardly, John was in despair. Should he or shouldn’t he? What a ridiculous question. He couldn’t possibly steal a car. He didn’t know how. He didn’t have the nerve. And frankly, he wasn’t that stupid.


  She turned away, and he watched her check out the other guys in the movie lineup—she was punishing him. And standing there, waiting to purchase their tickets, he feared it was all over. He was who he was, and he was terrified that he’d never again look into Nicole’s eyes and see someone else reflected back at him.


  He watched her flick her hair over her shoulder and smile at a good-looking guy in the line ahead of them. In a fierce burst of resentment and a last, desperate show of power, John turned and headed back toward the subway, expecting her to come after him. But when he glanced back over his shoulder, she was pretending she hadn’t even noticed that he was gone.


  That’s when he knew it was really over. He stopped and watched her from a distance in pained disbelief, smouldering with anger and injustice. He decided to go back and finish it properly.


  “Nicole,” he said.


  She turned to look at him, dismissively.


  “I am not going to steal a car for you.”


  “No kidding.”


  They glared at one another in mutual contempt, as the people in the lineup around them watched curiously. For a fleeting moment, John considered kissing her to within an inch of her life, but, although the temptation was overwhelming, he knew that wouldn’t really solve anything.


  “You’re so full of shit,” Nicole spat.


  The moment was over. He turned on his heel and walked away.


  • • •


  HAROLD WAS ENCOURAGED that his latest bit of philosophy homework was pretty short. This was in keeping with his short attention span. Also, it was written in the form of a rather entertaining novel, which was an unexpected bonus.


  He sat in his La-Z-Boy reading Voltaire. Really, compared to what had happened to Candide and the other characters in the novel, what had happened to him was nothing. He still had both buttocks! Of course, it was only a novel, not real life.


  He enjoyed it, but the philosophy part escaped him altogether. What did it mean? He hadn’t a clue.


  Audrey was in the kitchen, puzzled about what Harold was doing, but happy that he was doing something constructive. Dylan was upstairs doing his homework, clearly thrilled that they’d finally given in about his acting—even if it did mean he had to do homework. She herself was rather quiet, penitent these days. Harold was warming up to her, albeit slowly. She was feeling cautiously optimistic—he’d be so lost without her! To help this along she was making another of his favourite meals tonight—her own special garlic feta chicken. The tantalizing smell of it filled up the house.


  There was a knock at the front door, and Audrey put down her dish towel and hurried to answer it. She didn’t want Harold’s good mood disturbed by the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who were always coming around on the weekend, or anyone else asking for a donation of some kind. He had so little patience for that kind of thing.


  She opened the door. It wasn’t a Jehovah’s Witness, but it was someone canvassing for something; she knew this instantly at the sight of the earnest, smiling person that greeted her on her doorstep, clutching a clipboard.


  “Who is it?” Harold called irritably from his chair.


  Audrey didn’t bother to find out. She smiled politely but firmly and said, “No thanks,” as the young woman hastened to blurt out her appeal. Audrey hated to be rude, and hoped her warm, genuine smile softened the fact that she’d just closed the door in the young woman’s face.


  “Nobody,” Audrey said, and went back to the kitchen.


  She glanced out the window over the sink and saw someone sitting on Harold’s bench. She did a double take, because Harold was in the living room.


  It was John she realized, her heart convulsing within her—staring at his shoes.


  • • •


  HAROLD’S SUPERVISOR’S SECRET poll wasn’t much of a secret. Employees gossip. Did Stan ask you about Harold? What’d you say? Everybody knew that he was trying to get Harold squeezed out on a long stress leave, which is what they really called it, and that he wanted to establish his brother-in-law temporarily in Harold’s place. They placed bets on how they thought it would go. It kept things interesting.


  The people at work were now pretty evenly divided about what they thought would happen. Half—the half who’d witnessed Harold yelling about the spider—thought he’d be forced off on stress leave, but the other half were betting that the brother-in-law was out of luck. Word had gotten around that Harold had been given an Action Plan. There was a certain degree of curiosity about what was in the Action Plan. Stan was saying nothing, but Harold had let it slip out around the coffee maker that he was seeing a philosopher. There had been an astonished silence in the lunchroom.


  These days, Harold was wondering if maybe the anti-depressants were starting to work. He was feeling slightly less morose. Or was it just that he found himself looking forward to his visits to his philosopher?


  When he went to his next appointment, Harold brought Will’s book back. He was feeling anxious because he was sure there was more to it than what he’d gotten out of it.


  “So—how is your outlook today, Harold?” Will asked, settling in.


  Harold didn’t know what to say. “I don’t know,” he said.


  “Did you read Candide?”


  Harold nodded. “Yes.”


  “Great, isn’t it?”


  When Harold looked uncertain, Will said affably, “It’s okay if you didn’t understand it.”


  Harold smiled in relief. “Oh, good.”


  “That’s what you pay me for,” Will said cheerfully. He sat back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. Harold noticed a wad of gum flattened into the tread of Will’s shoe.


  “Terrible things happen to Candide, to Lady Cunegonde, to the old woman—to everyone in the novel. Terrible things happen to people in this life, as you pointed out last time. How are we to cope?”


  How indeed? Harold thought bleakly.


  “We must cultivate our garden,” Will said, as if that were the answer to everything.


  What the hell does that mean? Harold wanted to ask, but felt too stupid. Anyway, he figured, Will already knew he was stupid, and he was paying him, so Will would surely tell him.


  The young philosopher made a tent with his fingertips and explained, “The world can be unbelievably cruel. That’s a given. We have no control over that; it’s pointless to look for it. We can only do what we can, do our best to improve things within our own small sphere.”


  “Make the best of things,” Harold said forlornly, unconvinced that there was any solace in this.


  “No,” Will said, shaking his head. “Not passive acceptance. No. It’s more do the best we can to make things better, as far as we are able. Recognizing of course, that it may not be much.”


  Harold looked at him, beginning to understand. This might be a philosophy he could live with.


  “It’s one way of looking at things,” Will said. “One way to cope.”


  “Maybe I’ll try that,” Harold said, thinking of the hundred calories.


  Meanwhile, his philosopher was off and running, expounding on Voltaire. “Pangloss, of course, represents the optimist philosophy of Leibniz, which Voltaire despised. And I have to agree with Voltaire— the world is really fucked up. But Martin’s pessimism isn’t quite right either . . .”


  Before long Harold was completely lost.


  “Anything else you’d like to talk about?” Will asked eventually. He himself was curious about the dead people Harold had mentioned last time. He’d like to hear more about that. How he himself would love to speak to Voltaire—or even better—Nietzsche!


  Harold knew that there was more than this to his pain and anxiety. Harold wasn’t struggling only with how to cope, how to find meaning and purpose in this life; he was also trying to come to grips with the paralyzing idea that life might go on forever. He didn’t, as Will would say, have a context. He didn’t know where he fit in the grand scheme of things, in the continuum of his own soul’s yearning upward, if that’s what it was doing. He couldn’t conceive of upward at all. He simply couldn’t see the potential upside of eternal life.


  But Harold had had enough for today. And he already felt somewhat better. As he was leaving, he handed Will the cash and said, “You know, you’re really good. You should be on TV.”


  • • •


  AUDREY SAT NERVOUSLY in the battered chair offered to her by the employment officer. She was here to review the results of her interest and aptitude tests. She was terrified that she had no aptitudes.


  The employment officer, it turned out, was not a bored young man unsympathetic to her situation, like the one who had administered the test. This one was a woman wearing a wedding ring, with childbearing hips and pictures of three children on her cluttered desk—two boys and a girl.


  “Are they yours?” Audrey asked, slightly sycophantic, indicating the photographs.


  “Yes,” the woman answered. Instantly, there was a rapport.


  “My children are almost grown,” Audrey said. “I’m hoping to reenter the workforce now that they’re older.”


  The woman smiled at her. “Well, I’ve looked at your tests,” she said, “and I think we might have just the thing for you.”


  • • •


  THIS WAS A match made in heaven! It was only Audrey’s second week, and already she felt like this job was something she was born to do—she’d slipped into it like a second skin.


  Audrey had got herself her first job in almost twenty years—as a dispatcher at ups. She did three eight-hour shifts a week, leaving the rest of the family to fend for themselves while she was gone. It wasn’t like she’d left them high and dry though; the house was clean, the food was made ahead and left in the fridge with clearly written instructions on how to reheat it, the clothes were washed and ironed and laid out as always. They would hardly even notice she was gone.


  Here was the beautiful, functional ballet for which she’d been preparing for the last twenty years! She’d brought in her small, tinny radio from the kitchen and had it tuned to a classical station, playing softly in the background. She ran things here like a perfect, efficient machine, coordinating the complex flow of trucks—an entire fleet!— and their packages seamlessly. She had more control here than she’d ever had over her children. She almost felt like God.


  Now she was in the second-floor yard tower studying the dispatch computer screen in front of her. The movement of trailers among the loading docks was complicated, and timing was everything. Screw-ups caused a domino effect all down the line—resulting in costly delays or packages being loaded onto the wrong trailer, destined for the wrong city. She’d been told that she would be closely supervised for weeks before she’d be permitted to direct all the yard traffic on her own. But she so clearly had a knack for this that her supervisor had already taken to reading the newspaper, only looking up now and then.


  Today there were three drivers who moved the trailers around under Audrey’s direction. Now, studying the computer screen intently, Audrey saw that a truck from Sudbury had just pulled into the yard to drop its trailer in the waiting area. She picked up the control CB and gave her order. “Ivan, pick up trailer number C7942 from the waiting area and drop it at bay 17.”


  “Trailer C7942 to bay 17, copy that.”


  Audrey entered the completed move on the computer.


  When it started to get busy, Audrey didn’t miss a beat. In a short span she efficiently ordered off three trailers that were filled up with outgoing packages, replaced them with empty trailers before the conveyor belts overloaded and started spilling packages over the sides, and moved out three other trailers that had just been emptied to open up docks to accept trailers from trucks that were just arriving.


  She was supposed to be sitting down, but she liked to do this on her feet. Every once in a while—when she’d managed a tricky maneuver with a few seconds to spare, and the music was particularly moving—she gave a little twirl.


  • • •


  JOHN, AT LOOSE ends, wandered out to the backyard, where his dad was sitting on his bench in a light drizzle.


  “Hey Dad,” he said, and sat down beside him, rubbing shoulders.


  “Everything okay?” Harold asked.


  John wasn’t going to tell him about Nicole, and that he’d broken it off with her because she’d wanted him to steal a car. His dad didn’t need that kind of information. He missed Nicole, but it was a relief to be done with all that. To his own surprise, John found himself asking, “That night you and Mom had the big fight, when you were smashing the furniture—what was that all about?” He didn’t know where he got the guts—as far as he knew, even Dylan hadn’t asked. John had seen the air bed made up on the floor in his parents’ bedroom—it had been ages, and it was still there.


  Harold, equally surprised, thought for a minute. He glanced at John—almost a man. Time they all started telling the truth. Still, he hesitated. Thought about how cultivating his garden might apply in this particular instance.


  “Dylan says you guys were doing a paternity test, and that’s what you were fighting about.” John couldn’t believe this had just come out of his mouth.


  For a minute, neither could Harold. “He’s right,” Harold finally admitted, and looked back down at his feet. Neither of them said anything for a while; they both stared at their feet. This was a lot for both of them to digest. Eventually Harold sighed and said, “We all make mistakes.”


  It looked like his dad was going to leave it at that. Finally, in desperation, John blurted out, “You mean—I’m not your kid?”


  Harold’s head shot up and he looked at John. “Of course you’re my kid!”


  “Oh, good,” John said.


  Embarrassed, Harold looked away. “It’s Dylan that’s not mine. But I don’t want you to worry about it. It doesn’t matter. I love him just the same anyway.” As John gaped, open-mouthed, Harold looked right at him and said, “I love you, too. And your mother,” he added, almost as an afterthought. And saying it, he realized that it was true.


  In spite of his confusion and dismay, John’s heart expanded like a helium balloon when he realized that for the first time ever, he knew something important that his little brother didn’t. And he couldn’t wait to tell him.


  • • •


  HAROLD CONTINUED TO see his philosopher. They talked about the meaning of life. They talked about life after death—for Harold had told Will all about his ghosts, and his problem with the notion of eternal life. Will was open-minded and endlessly curious. He’d even suggested trying to summon some of his favourite philosophers back from the dead for a really good discussion, but Harold had explained that he lacked the power to summon spirits at will.


  “Ahh, too bad,” Will said, looking so disappointed that Harold was almost sorry. “God is dead . . . And we have killed him,” Will pronounced late one afternoon.


  “Who said that?”


  “Friedrich Nietzsche.” Will picked up one of the busts on the edge of his desk by way of illustration and plunked it down again.


  Nietzsche, Harold thought, studying the bust, had an intense expression and an almost terrifying mustache. He looked like a madman.


  “What he meant by that, is that the idea of God is no longer a viable foundation for our morality. The death of God, he felt, would lead to a recognition that there is no absolute, universal morality. Nietzsche wanted to re-examine the very foundations of human values,” Will explained.


  “In more practical terms, for you, Harold, the traditional beliefs of Christianity have been undone, scuttled by rationalism and modern science—evolution and so on. We don’t really believe anymore. That wasn’t a problem for Nietzsche—he wanted to see the end of Christianity, which he saw as standing in the way of the superman. But it’s a problem for you right now, Harold—having yourself seen ample evidence of life after death, despite rationalism and modern science—because the belief in God gave purpose, some forward direction, to eternal life.”


  Harold nodded, following along so far.


  “We all want to find meaning—that’s what makes us human,” Will continued, leaning back in his chair, his eyes drifting above Harold’s head. “Nietzsche found meaning in creativity and freedom and the present—he didn’t want us to focus on the escape of heaven.” As usual, Will grew more passionate as he spoke. “He was sort of a precursor to Freud, in seeing instinctual energies as a driving force in the individual. But Nietzsche advocated the release and expression of these instinctual energies—which he called the ‘will to power’—” Will stopped himself, dragged his gaze from the wall above Harold’s head and looked at Harold.


  Harold didn’t think he could put Nietzsche’s ideas to any practical purpose, the way he could Voltaire’s. He wondered where Will was going with this, and thought he should say something. He suddenly remembered the squirrel in his backyard, so purposeful and carefree. “Do you mean that Nietzsche thought we should live in the moment?”


  Will paused. “Well, yes, I guess you could say that. You’re simplifying a bit, but yes, you’re right.”


  Harold beamed with pleasure.


  “Think about the Christian religion,” Will said. “Have you read Paradise Lost, by the way? No? You should. It’s the story of Adam and Eve being cast out of Paradise, because of Satan. Anyway, in Christianity, we have God, who is essentially good, and Satan, who is evil. Evil is balanced by Good; there’s a tension between them. But if we no longer have God—if, as Nietzsche says, we’ve killed him—then that leaves the question of Evil. Does Evil exist? And if we still believe Evil exists—and it’s hard not to, look around you—then where does that leave us?”


  Harold saw the problem.


  “For Nietzsche, this wasn’t a problem because he didn’t believe in Good or Evil—for him they simply didn’t exist. He was looking for an entirely new morality, outside the traditional notions of Good and Evil, one based on his notion of the ‘will to power.’” Will paused for a long moment. “But I’m not so sure Nietzsche was right on that one. Even without God, as human beings, I don’t think we can say that there is no absolute morality.” He fell silent, pondering deeply—as if this was something that he’d thought a great deal about. Finally he added, “But then, we have the benefit of twentieth-century history.”


  “What happened to Nietzsche?” Harold asked at the end of their session, looking again at the bust.


  “He went completely insane.”


  “Was it—from thinking too deeply?” Harold asked.


  “Maybe,” Will conceded, nodding. “Or it could have been syphilis.”


  Harold enjoyed his discussions with his philosopher, but in the end, Harold didn’t know what eternal life was all about. And, for all his learning and his high forehead, his philosopher didn’t know either. It was all still an unfathomable mystery—a leap that he must take, someday.


  But for now, Harold took small steps.


  He sat on his bench in the backyard and thought about things, even though the weather, by late November, had taken a turn for the worse. It was cold, grey, and often wet. The patch of grass in front of his bench had turned to mud, and the backyard, with the leaves stripped from the trees, felt more exposed. Even so, Harold had moments when he felt better than he had since long before Tom had died.


  “Are you ready to talk?” His mother said to him one day.


  “I think so,” Harold said.


  “I understand that you’re angry at me, but it’s really not as bad as you think,” she said.


  “I’m not angry anymore,” Harold said.


  All his life he’d embraced the ordinary, Harold knew now, because his childhood had been so extraordinary. Avoidance—such a useful survival mechanism for him as a child beset by forces he couldn’t understand—hadn’t served him as well as an adult. He now understood that he couldn’t be fully alive—he couldn’t feel alive— unless he opened himself—at least a little bit—to the extraordinary.


  “I just wanted you to realize that there is more to life than life, if you know what I mean.”


  “I understand that now.”


  “And that you can’t blind yourself to things forever. Forever is a very long time.”


  “I get it, Mom.”


  “You know, I’ve always considered my gift to be truly a gift—even if sometimes it was inconvenient. You have that gift too. To a more limited extent, of course.”


  “I know. I see what you mean. Thanks, Mom,” Harold said.


  “You’re welcome.”


  These days, Harold was doing the best he could with what he had, as Voltaire advised. He’d made his peace with Audrey. She was no longer sleeping on the floor, and he’d taken to packing a treat in her lunch bag before she went off to work. He’d made his peace with Tom, too—he had to agree that tying Dylan’s acting to his grades had been a stroke of genius. And he’d finally had a talk with Dylan about his parentage.


  He asked Dylan to come out and sit with him on his bench. It was awkward; Harold didn’t know how to begin. Finally, he blurted out, “Dylan—I’m not your biological father.”


  “I know, Dad. John told me.”


  “He did?”


  Dylan nodded.


  “I love you just the same, anyway,” Harold said, looking at him. “You’ll always be my son.”


  “I know, Dad.” They sat there in silence for a little while. Then Dylan said, “Are you going to tell me who my biological father is?”


  Harold realized that he should have been prepared for this—it was an obvious question. What the hell—why not tell him? Dylan had a right to know.


  “Tom Grossman.”


  “The dead guy?” Dylan said. Harold nodded. “The doctor.” Harold nodded again. Dylan was quiet for a moment, thinking. Then he said, “Maybe that explains why Mom wants me to go to medical school.”


  On the whole, Harold thought that Dylan had taken it pretty well. It was a relief, really, to get it over with.


  Lately, Harold had become very worried about global warming, its effects on the weather, on various species. He’d been reading all about it. He’d taken the Government of Canada’s One-Tonne Challenge and had learned that he, personally, was responsible for producing a whopping 8.94 tonnes of greenhouse gases a year, way over the average of 5.5 tonnes per year. He was horrified. He’d always thought of himself as going through life causing no harm to anyone, and here he was contributing more than his share to environmental disaster.


  But, if he kept his vehicle maintained according to manufacturer’s instructions, maintained appropriate tire pressure, never idled the engine, and never went over the speed limit—changes he thought he could live with—he dropped right down to 7.6 tonnes. He could do that! He could meet the One-Tonne Challenge to reduce his greenhouse gas output by one tonne per year with almost no effort at all. The fact that he was still above the average was worrying, but one step at a time.


  If he programmed the thermostat to be one degree lower during the day and two degrees lower at night, and left the grass clippings on the lawn—he could do that!—it brought him down to 7.4 tonnes.


  It was heartening to think that such small, incremental shifts could have such enormous significance down the line. If everybody in North America reduced their greenhouse gas emissions by one tonne per year, what a difference that would make!


  He found this empowering. Forget that he had no control over the millions of people it would take for this to work. He could only cultivate his garden, like Candide.


  The other day, when Harold opened the door to a solicitor— Audrey was at work—and was about to shut it in her face, something stopped him. He listened to the earnest pitch of the volunteer from Save the Children and found himself wondering: If everyone gave just one dollar, how many children would that save?


  He asked the young woman, “If everybody in Toronto gave one dollar, how many children would that save?”


  She was entirely unprepared for the question. “I have no idea,” she admitted.


  “You probably don’t even know what the population of Toronto is,” Harold said, though not unkindly.


  She shook her head in defeat, then rallied, “But I’m sure it would save a lot of children.”


  He gave her a dollar, and decided that from now on, he’d do his small bit for hummankind.


  This gave him an identity in addition to his previous identities as an underachiever, an inadequate father, a consumer of goods, and a cuckold. He could be someone who contributed, someone who made a difference. He had to blind himself to how small, how minuscule a difference, because otherwise he’d give in to despair.


  And besides, Harold asked himself, sitting on his bench in the backyard, who was to say how small his contribution was? Everything was relative. A bug might live for only a day, a star for billions of years, but both had a contribution to make.


  The universe was a wonder.


  There are some things, Harold told himself—lifting his eyes from the ground to the trees, the sky—that we may never be able to get our minds around. [image: Il_9781897142301_0005_001]
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