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CHAPTER TEN

 

A New Life

 

They left me in a room, on the edge of a bed, my hands on my
knees, staring at a wall. Ann and Claude had cleaned up the place,
painted all the walls, put wallpaper in the kitchen, cleaned the
cockroaches out of the oven, placed sticky patterned plastic on the
bathroom window, hung posters of the old Thin Man movies on the
walls, put silverware in the drawers, china in the cupboards, eggs
in the refrigerator, kitty litter in a plastic tray, and me on the
bed. And then they left.

I waited. Waited and listened for someone to return. I listened
to the plumbing of the house, to voices mumbling outside the
bedroom window, to the bending tree branches, to a bus stopping,
feet running up stairs, a dog barking, the ringing of a bicycle
bell, someone laughing, someone crying, someone coughing. For hours
I listened.

I didn’t eat; I didn’t sleep. I looked around the room.
Everything was new; the mattress on the floor, the card table with
the typewriter resting upon it, a few books on the floor, the
garbage bag filled with clothes, the liquor boxes filled with
canned goods.

I paced back and forth like a caged animal in the apartment,
from room to room afraid to stay in one room too long. I relived
every moment Ann and I had spent together: our courtship, our first
kiss, living together, the marriage ceremony, moving into the
basement apartment of Mrs. Pergoti. I kept looking for a clue. What
had gone wrong? It all seemed to boil down to me. I thought about
me for a long time. A mouse stuck its head out from a crack in the
baseboard. Fred yawned.

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The Forces of Gravity and
Ambition

 

I sat on the bed after Ann and Claude had left thinking about
when I was a child. I would climb the steps to my room late at
night and I would pause, having forgotten momentarily why I was on
the staircase. My mother would awake, one eye open, laying in her
bed, and wait for me to discover why I had begun to climb the
stairs. Only when I had continued my journey could she fall back
asleep. That’s how I remembered my mother. A solitary moment. One
image in an album of images. There is no relationship between the
images, no cause and effect, no chronology in my memory. All the
images of my life were like a deck of cards, shuffled, appearing by
chance. There is no sense of the past, no movement, no flow, no
highway leading to my present state, passing me by, and
disappearing into the distant future. My memories were free
floating, without gravity or God, existing by themselves like
planets drifting through space or children asleep in an orphanage.
There is a postcard of Niagara Falls, stilled by the power of the
camera, and there is a man in a barrel, going over the falls. The
man is the moment, the falls are eternal. I seem only aware of the
water going over the falls. I cannot find the man and I don’t
understand the concept of the falls. I remember my mother, frozen
in that bed, frozen in that moment of anticipation, waiting for me
to decide. I remember nothing else about her. My mother in a bed
waiting. A bed in a dark room. Water over the falls. And a man
stuck in a wheel barrel.

Time does not exist. We live in small postcards of time.
Heraclitus was wrong. Everything is not constantly in flux. You do
not step into the same river twice. You are in the river or you are
not. Reality is a Parmedian dream. Everything is one. I have an
image of my father, actually several images of my father. In one
image he is standing with his brother and a young woman in front of
what looks like army barracks. Both he and his brother are in
uniform. The sky looks tanned. Someone is taking their picture. In
another image, my father is walking through some woods, in full
battle fatigues. He is alone and he is lost. The woods are still.
Movement is the way memory organizes reality. Consciousness tags
along after the Now like a puppy after its master. You look into
the sky and you are looking into the past. You experience
everything through memory. I have another image of my father,
sitting in a lounge chair under a tree in a suburban backyard,
smiling. There is no one else with him. I don’t know why he is
smiling.

I don’t know what happened to my parents. There are records.
They say they disappeared, vanished. I have no image of this. Dr.
Blackstone told me that they left one Sunday morning for breakfast
at the Pancake House in the Kingsway, a nearby shopping area, and
never returned. Their ‘58 Pontiac Pathfinder was found in a parking
lot, one door open. The glove compartment was also open and one
golfing glove was removed. Neither of my parents played golf. Dr.
Blackstone believes that this event may have traumatized me that
the pain I experienced from my parents’ disappearance was like a
psychological rug pulled from beneath my feet. I can only shrug my
shoulders. I have no sense of loss, or regret. In fact I feel
nothing in the way most people think of pain. I am not tied
emotionally to the events of my life. The gap between these images
I have of the past and my present state of my mind relieves me of
much of the emotional baggage that comes with memory. I can
identify what is me, what was mine, but I have no contact with any
of it. It is all just so much history.

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

A Chinese Couple

 

There were days in the apartment when I sat in the kitchen at
the back door of my flat looking out into the lane, that ran along
the back of the houses, my mind a complete blank. Sometimes when I
opened the door, I would find a couple of drunks sitting on some
boxes, sharing a bottle of wine. They ignored me. The smell of
wine, vomit, and shit was suffocating and still I would sit there
waiting.

There was an old Chinese couple living next door to me. From the
moment they woke up in the morning, they argued. In Chinese. The
old man who had an uncanny resemblance to William Powell the actor,
had a false leg and sometimes, when their arguments got heated, his
wife, a tiny chicken like women, would grab the leg and run around
the lane with it, her old husband hopping after her. One day, when
my back door was open, she threw the leg into my kitchen. It almost
hit Fred who was napping in the morning sunlight.

“Jesus!” he cried. “What’s the world come to when people are
throwing their legs at helpless domestics?”

I had to laugh. It was the first time I had laughed in weeks. I
threw the leg back into the alley. The old Chinaman gave me a dirty
look as he picked up his prosthesis. The leg had landed in a pile
of dog shit.

“I can’t help but wonder how they first met,” Fred sighed.

“The Chinese couple next door?”

“You and Ann.”

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Ann

 

Ann and I met at the University of Windsor, a small provincial
college in Windsor, a town across the river from Detroit. Windsor
has been affectionately labeled, the asshole of Canada because of
the sulphur minds on the American side of the river, which
occasionally released clouds of nauseous fumes across the border. I
noticed Ann the first day she came to class. We were both taking a
course in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. The course was given by
Doctor Cunningham, a tall dark haired gentleman with devilishly
good looks like Gregory Peck. Ann was beautiful. A photograph she
showed me of her high school graduation still sticks in my mind:
thin angular face, long black hair parted in the middle, large
luminous eyes, turned up nose, full sensuous lips forced into an
uncomfortable smile. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Wearing a
tight black leather miniskirt and flimsy white blouse she caused
quite a stir in the room. For several awkward moments Professor
Cunningham found himself staring at Ann while the rest of the class
waited in anticipation for him to continue his lecture. On the
second day of classes I made a point of sitting in the front row of
seats so that I would not be distracted by Ann. Ann also chose the
first row, two seats to my left.

Dr. Cunningham was a competent enough professor, but he had two
unfortunate characteristics as a lecturer. He had a soft lulling
hypnotic voice and the habit of reading long passages from Kant.
The combination was lethal. Half an hour into the third lecture I
noticed Ann nodding off, her eyes closing, her chin (propped up on
her hand) slowly sliding down her palm. Again and again she managed
to wake herself up before sliding off the ledge. The tension kept
me on the edge of my seat. Finally unable to avoid a comatose
state, she slid off her palm and plunged toward the floor. I threw
myself beneath her, cushioning her fall. Ann was grateful. Dr.
Cunningham was not.

My first image: Ann sliding off her chair, plunging toward the
floor.

The next image: Ann wearing a poncho, standing in the rain,
watching a football game between Windsor and the University of
Western Mustangs. I don’t know what I was doing there. I hated
football. Ann walked up beside me. She didn’t speak. Many of my
images are silent.

Another image: a telephone and talking on it to Ann. And the
library. I have a picture of the two of us seated at a big table in
the library, studying together. Ann was in a four-year sociology
course. She wanted to be a social worker, to work with deviant
behavior. Only the outlaws of society are unique, she was fond of
saying.

Another image: Ann coming out of Dr. Cunningham’s office, doing
up her blouse. Smiling at me meekly, somewhat ashamed. Don’t tell
anyone, she said. I didn’t know what to think. Certainly it was
none of my business if Ann was having an affair with her professor.
We weren’t married. Only friends. I did not feel betrayed, only
confused.

Another image: Ann, standing at my bedroom window, rain running
down the glass, naked from the waist up.

“You are so different. Another man would have been angry, upset
because something that was his was given to another. But, you don’t
make me feel that I am owned. I am not a piece of property at your
disposal. My life is my own.”

She kept a diary, describing each of her conquests. She let me
read the diary. I was the first, she told me. The first to read her
diary. It was a test I was later to learn. I passed. I did not
leave her. Ann had many lovers. There was Jacques who looked like
Errol Flynn and who ran around the campus in an MG. He liked to
wear a bandana around his neck and make love doggy style. And
Morris who was in graduate school studying Theology and who could
not get an erection with the lights on. Morris disapproved of
Jacques and warned Ann about flirting with him. When he found out
that Ann was sleeping with Jacques, he hit her. Ann dumped Morris
and took up with Wally, a law student who liked to fuck Ann while
his roommate was sleeping in the same room. And then there was
me.

When Ann and I had been together for some weeks, she told me
that she wanted to change, to make something of herself. She wanted
to set aside the pleasures of the immediate world for the joys of
the intellect, which is how she interpreted my own disdain for
earthly pleasures. There was less disdain then fear and
incompetence. What she took as aloofness was my shyness. What she
read as my innocence was in reality, inexperience. In Ann’s diary,
I read that her stepfather beat her. I asked her about it.

She shrugged, “I was always in his way.”

Ann was still fond of her father who she hardly saw after her
parent’s divorce. He was described as a drunk by her mother. Ann
said that her father was a mailman and had little ambition, which
infuriated her mother. Mrs. Talbot as she was called then wanted to
get a head in the world.

I feel like a voyeur in my own memories of Ann. She is kissing
the tip of a penis. It is mine. Ann is above me, naked, leaning
back and sighing. Ann looking back over her shoulder, shaking her
long black hair, breasts swaying beneath her, her eyes closing, her
teeth biting down softly on her lip. Ann against a wall. Ann in a
shower. Ann surrounded by candles. Ann in long grass her knees
pinned to her ears. Ann’s long hair curled up like a nest in my
lap. Ann writes in her diary that each time we make love I react as
if it was for the first time.

There are photographs of Ann and I marching hand in hand with
hundreds of others across the Ambassador Bridge, protesting the
war. Another photo of another demonstration down Bay Street in
Toronto. Of us at wine and cheese parties in the sociology
department. Of Ann’s graduation. Of Ann and I standing before her
parent’s house in Rosedale. Of her brother on a motorcycle. Of a
doctor’s office, and me reading Life magazine while Ann is in
another room. It was a miscarriage, she would tell me later. We
married.

Moments after we met, it seemed to me, we married, though it was
years later, well into my post-graduate studies. But I had no sense
of duration. I always felt as if we had just met. For years Ann
supported me. She had great hopes and great plans for me. For my
part, I would have been content with a clerk’s job in a patent
office, but Ann would have none of it. I was to become a scholar.
You’re too modest to make something of yourself, David, so I’m
going to do it for you.

I was no scholar. I had neither the aptitude nor the inclination
for scholarship. I was a tinker with ideas not an architect.
Collecting ideas had become a hobby my brain had acquired when it
was not preoccupied with supervision and maintenance. My brain was
separated from me, like a second cousin. It had a mind of its own
and operated independently of my consciousness. I could be totally
absorbed in some matter like reading the Sunday paper when my brain
would interrupt to work out some problem in logic. We shared common
resources. I tried to explain this to Ann, but she would have none
of it. This is how genius works, she argued and I did not press the
point. And so we went on, for years, and might have continued in
this manner had we not moved into the basement apartment of the
Pergoti house.

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Fred

 

Fred showed up at our doorstep in happier days, the morning of a
freak snowstorm in late August. Actually he appeared at our kitchen
window, looking down upon us as Ann and I ate breakfast. Ann
spotted him first. The sun had just broken through the clouds and
was quickly dispensing with the dusting of snow when Ann cried out
with joy.

“Oh God, he is beautiful!”

I looked at Ann and then up at the window. There was Fred, a
kitten of no more than a few weeks old. The sunlight and melting
snow highlighted his golden coat making him look fluorescent. Ann
opened the window and in stepped Fred.

“I wonder whose it is?” I asked.

“It’s a gift from the gods,” Ann cried with delight, cradling
the small creature in her arms like a baby. “Oh, he’s beautiful.
Look at his coat; there must be six different colors in it. That’s
very unusual, David. And look at those eyes. Almost cross-eyed. And
the little black line under his nose. Doesn’t he look like Groucho
Marx? Let’s call him Groucho.”

“But he must belong to someone, someone in the neighborhood,” I
argued.

“Can’t we keep him?” Ann begged.

“He’s not ours… ”

“We’ll hide him. He’ll be like Ann Frank. No one will know he is
here. Let’s call him Frank.”

“Mrs. Pergoti will know and you know what she said about
pets.”

“Don’t worry about Mrs. Pergoti,” Ann giggled, hugging the cat
so tightly to her breast that his tongue stuck out between his
teeth. “I can get around her. What do you say, David? We’ll call
him Fred, after the late Mr. Pergoti.”

And so Fred stayed.

As much as Ann argued the opposite, I could see nothing unusual
in Fred. He was like any cat; he ate, slept, dumped, and ate again.
He was unusually quiet though he had quite a motor when he was
purring, curled up in Ann’s lap. We seldom heard him meow. I
wondered if he might be retarded. There was a vast range of
intelligence in people so I couldn’t see why the same scale
couldn’t be applied to animals. Fred was a slow learner and for the
first year of our residence in the basement of the Pergoti home, I
saw no evidence to prove otherwise. And then on the first
anniversary of his arrival, one hot August afternoon, it
happened.

I had bought a couple of extra fans at Canadian Tire, there was
no air conditioning in the Pergoti house, and was placing the fans
strategically about the kitchen so that I could work. Fred was
lying stretched out across the top of the refrigerator. I turned on
the fans then hastily placed cups and saucers on the various papers
that were scattered across the kitchen table. Sweat ran down my
forehead, dripping off the tip of my nose. I sighed. Someone
laughed.

I looked around the room. There was no one else in the room. I
stepped over and looked out the kitchen window that was opened.
Sometimes Claude liked to peep in the window to see what I was
about. Often times I had seen his shadow cross in front of our
bedroom window at night and I was quite suspicious of several holes
in the ceiling above our shower. Ann said I was paranoid. There was
no Claude outside.

“I must be going crazy,” I muttered. “Jesus, maybe I forgot to
take my pills.” I had a special prescription from Dr. Blackstone
that was supposed to inhibit my imaginative powers.

“Why don’t you guys spring for an air-conditioner?” a voice that
sounded strangely like George Burns, the comedian, cried out. My
eyes toured the empty room finally falling upon Fred.

“No one is paying you to suffer,” he added, propping himself up
on one elbow. “You’re sweating, you smell bad, you hate cooking,
sex is uncomfortable, if not dangerous. What’s there to live for?
Get an air-conditioner. This isn’t the Middle Ages for Christ’s
sake. I saw one advertised in a Zeller’s flier. Use the Christmas
money Ann has been stashing away in the cookie jar. Trust me on
this one, Dave. You won’t regret it.”

I passed out. When I came to, Fred was standing over me, waving
a white flag.

“You can talk!” I cried.

“Keep it down, Dave. You don’t want something like this to get
out. Look what happened to Ed, the talking horse. Right away, it’s
the Tonight Show, Las Vegas, your own TV show. And where’s it get
you? The glue factory. And if the tabloids get a whiff of it, you
can whistle good-bye to any notion of privacy.”

“But there was no Ed the talking horse,” I explained. “That was
just a TV program.”

“That’s what they’d like you to believe now, after poor Ed
caught Alzheimer’s disease. They found him wandering around
Hollywood, lost and bewildered. Tragic. That’s the trouble with
horses; they’re idealistic. Wears out there central nervous system.
Well, I won’t let someone destroy me just because they want to turn
a buck.”

Fred became great company. We discussed ideas, movies, books I’d
read. Fred loved the tabloids, believed in all sorts of conspiracy
theories: that Vice President Johnson put a contract out on
President Kennedy, that Richard Nixon put out a contract on
Kennedy, that Kennedy rigged his own assassination and Marilyn
Monroe s suicide so that they could live out their lives on an
island off Nantucket, that Kennedy lived as a paraplegic on a Greek
island. Fred also believed that Elvis Presley was still living,
working as a grocery clerk in a small town in Wyoming under the
American government’s witness protection program. Fred was an
expert on aliens believing that the American government had covered
up the whole UFO business, that aliens had infiltrated all of
American life, that aliens were red heads, that aliens were
abducting pregnant women and stealing their babies which they used
as aphrodisiacs on their home planet, that Dan Quayle was the
leader of the alien forces in Puerto Rico.

I sat staring out the back door of my apartment as the drunks
came and went, the sun rose and fell, the Chinese couple next door
fought endlessly.

“Enough of this sentimental journey through the past, Dave,”
Fred said as he lay curled up in my lap. “You’ve got to get back to
the here and now. A lot of work has to be done to get you back to
some semblance of normalcy. And the first thing we’ve got to do is
get you laid. We’ll put a personal ad in the classifieds of the
Star.”

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The Nurses

 

There were afternoons as I sat staring out the back door that I
could hear cops wandering through the lane, scaring, sometimes
beating up on the drunks. The drunks stopped arriving. Too many
beatings. Then the nurses moved into the vacant house on my north
side. One morning I heard a terrible ruckus. I thought the winos
might have returned. Fred warned me not to open the door.

“The police will be here soon, Dave. Leave it to the
professionals. If the cops don’t show I’ve got the number for pest
control somewhere on me.”

I opened the door to find two nurses, in uniform, wrestling in
the mud, calling into question each other’s romantic history. There
white dresses now muddied were rolled up past their waists, their
lovely stockings torn. One of them was wearing a tampon.

Fred laughed. “God, we should have a video camera. Fellows will
pay big money to see a no bars cat fight.”

“That’s sick,” I said.

“Hey, Dave, we’re talking free market here. A buck is a buck and
we could use the cash. Sooner or later you’re going to be looking
bankruptcy in the face. And it’s not a pretty sight. Lets make hay
while the sun shines. Maybe the old Chinaman next door has a
camera.”

“But, that would be an infringement on their privacy.”

“Hey, if they wanted privacy, they’d keep their fights inside.
I’ve seen some alley fights in my day and let me tell you the
general public likes nothing better than a couple of babes
wrestling in mud. Especially dikes. Banker types really go for the
dikes. Trust me on this one, Dave. This could be a golden
opportunity.”

I slammed the door behind me and turned to the radio. I didn’t
want to hear anymore.

“I won’t capitalize on other people’s misery.”

Fred shook his head in despair.

“You really are sick, Dave. Capitalism is the first step on the
road to mental health.”

“It’s not right, Fred.”

“Well, Dave, if you’re not going to make money on this little
skirmish why don’t you go out there and join them. They might be up
for a threesome.”

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Goodwill and the Class Struggle

 

Our destination was the Goodwill store on Queen Street, just
east of Spadina. At Fred’s insistence, I had answered a personal
ad.

“You need female companionship, Dave. Otherwise your pent up
sperm will turn inwards and ferment rebellion - sinus headaches.
Trust me on this one, Dave. You don’t want to mess with the
sinuses.”

The ad was from a girl named Elsa, who was interested, she
wrote, in meeting a straight white male over twenty-five for casual
quality time before the revolution begins. I answered the ad and we
agreed over the phone to meet at the Goodwill Store, which suited
me fine since I wanted to buy a vest. It was a hobby. I had a
closet full of vests, all colors, sizes, and creeds. When I was
depressed I indulged my hobby. It was like a sacrifice to the
household god of avarice.

“What was Elsa like on the phone?” Fred asked, as he sat picking
lint from between his toes.

I wasn’t sure how to respond. How much can you learn about
someone over the wire? The twentieth century is the first age,
since the oracles of ancient Greece, to possess the disembodied
voice as an instrument of communication. Elsa had a deep sexy
almost masculine timber in her voice. There was both a sense of
power and desperation in it as she told me to meet her at three
o’clock in the women’s wear department. I asked her for a
description of herself so that I might recognize her. She said she
would find me.

“Sounds like she’s some kind of radical lesbian,” Fred commented
taking a nail file to his toes. “Either that or she’s a social
worker. I don’t trust social workers, Dave. Lee Harvey Oswald was a
social worker. So was John Wilkes Booth. And Rasputin. He studied
under Freud before he opened a franchise in Moscow. Ann’s a social
worker, isn’t she?”

We drove south on Mount Pleasant past the CNIB building. Fred
pointed out all the blind people wandering aimlessly around the
grounds, bumping into trees, bushes, trees and each other.

“It’s a new rehabilitation program,” Fred sighed. “I read about
it in The Sun. They believe that humans, like bats, are imbued with
a radar sense, and can develop these powers under conditions of
intense stress. They tried a pilot program on the Don Valley
Expressway. It wasn’t totally successful but nothing important
comes without a struggle.”

I ignored Fred. You couldn’t believe much of what Fred said
because so much of it was spouted to irritate me.

We turned into Jarvis Street, the avenue of old mansions long
infamous as a red light area. I’d never actually met a live
prostitute on the street, but then I only used the street during
daylight hours. At Queen Street, we turned west.

I parked the car behind the Beverley Tavern on Queen Street near
McCaul. A punk rock group was playing and the fire door of the
tavern was open. It sounded like two streetcars coupling. As Fred
and I walked down the narrow lane between the Beverley and the
Chicken Warehouse next door, a large truck carrying chickens backed
into the lane. We stepped aside. One of the crates fell off the top
of the truck, smashing open on the ground. Four chickens made their
escape. One ran down the lane; two huddled under the truck; the
fourth ran into the Beverley.

“She’ll be out soon,” Fred smirked. “She’s under age.”

We spent about twenty minutes browsing through the Goodwill
trying to find Elsa. I wanted to have a look at her before she
spotted us so that I could decide whether to proceed. There were
two black sales clerks, an old Sikh trying on a white tuxedo, an
obese woman with two fat kids hanging off her arms, and a
longhaired kid who looked like a refugee from the 1960’s. Just as
we were about to leave, a hand fell on my shoulder in a vice like
grip.

I winced.

“I’m Elsa,” the voice behind me cried.

Rubbing my shoulder, which was in considerable pain, I turned
around. Behind me stood this beautiful blond, dressed in a black
vest and very tight leopard skin slacks. I thought I recognized her
from somewhere. She was wearing dark sunglasses, a large silver
chandelier from one ear, and a golden amulet shaped like a heart,
which sank between the waves of her ample bosom.

“My name is Dave. This is my cat, Fred.”

Elsa looked at Fred.

“I had a cat once,” she said. “I ate it.”

Fred choked on his tongue.

Under Elsa’s direction, Fred and I followed her out of the
Goodwill. I noticed as we walked along the street that Elsa turned
heads everywhere she went. Finally we stepped into a coffee shop
called the Queen Street Bar and Grill, and occupied one of its
booths. After ordering a coffee and pie, Elsa and I got to know
each other more intimately.

“I can’t fuck you today,” she said. “I’m on the rag.”

I nodded appreciatively, thanking Elsa for her candidness.

“Are you well endowed?” she asked.

“I… ” I began to respond.

“Oh,” Elsa sighed, “we’ll work something out. I’m not into oral
sex. Telephones I mean. Voice fucking over the wire doesn’t turn me
on. I voted liberal in the last election even though I consider
myself left of center. Who wants to trust the socialists with your
pension fund? They’re likely to invest it in a rain forest. I had
herpes four years ago but it seems to be under control. My
athlete’s foot has not been so benign, three nails lost so far. I’m
allergic to fish and I’m open to anything kinky as long as it
doesn’t draw blood and doesn’t smell like cod. Both my parents are
deceased, and I have an aunt who lives in Winnipeg and thinks that
everyone from Toronto is Jewish.”

Elsa took out a package of Players cigarettes and lit one up.
She waited.

“Well,” I began. “I’m a bit nervous. I’ve never answered an ad
before. A personal ad. I should begin by saying that I’m separated
from my wife. Fred here is my cat. My parents are… ”

“Dead?” Elsa interjected.

“Forgotten,” I replied. “I’m very bad at dates. I forget
everything. That’s one of the reasons my wife left me. She said I
daydreamed too much. Her name is… was Ann.”

“Is she dead?”

“No, not dead, separated. Ann says I’m suicidal, but she holds
the same opinion about all red heads. I’ll eat most anything except
Chinese. Fred doesn’t trust Chinese food, fearing that he might be
eating one of his relatives.”

“You got something against Chinese people?”

“No,” I assured Elsa. “That was a joke about not eating Chinese.
I have no conscious prejudices though I have some difficulty with
garlic. Ann says I have no sense of humor because I can’t tell a
joke. I always forget the punch line.”

I laughed nervously, almost giggling.

Elsa leaned over the table and whispered to me confidentially.
“Your wife is fucking someone else?”

I hesitated for a moment then nodded.

“How could you tell?”

Elsa shrugged her shoulders.

“I have a sense for these things. I like Chinese food,” Elsa
said, leaning back in her seat and putting her hands behind her
head so that her bosom was pressed forward. I swallowed deeply.

“I’m not sure about cats,” she continued. “I had a dog once, at
college. He used to sleep with me though there was nothing-serious
going on between us. Everyone should sleep with some kind of animal
once in their life. For three years, I was married to an engineer.
Civil engineer. Built bridges and highways. He had a terrible
snoring problem. I figure I lost weeks of sleep over the duration
of our marriage. You don’t snore, I hope?”

I shook me head. Elsa smiled.

“I’m very good with money. Some of my friends find me cheap but
I like to think of myself as frugal. My ex was terrible with money.
He made a lot of money but spent it just as quickly. Took taxis
everywhere. Never learned to drive. Do you have a car?”

I told Elsa that I owned a Volkswagen Beetle. She applauded my
choice saying that she found the Beetle cute but she did have some
moral trepidation toward the car since it was developed during the
Nazi rule of Germany.

“Are you ready for the revolution?”

“Oh… ” I replied hesitatingly, not sure how to answer. “I guess
I’ve been somewhat negligent.”

“It’s inevitable, David. Sooner or later the growing rift
between rich and poor will result in insurrection. The rich have
seeded the poor with the hunger for material wealth. They have
tried to make them good consumers. Greed will replace hunger as the
motivating principle for the rise of the proletariat.”

“Yes,” I smiled, my eyes glued to Elsa’s amulet. “I see your
point.”

Tears began to well up in Elsa’s eyes. She grabbed one of the
table napkins and wiped her eyes. “God, I’m just a foolish
romantic.”

“Maybe we all are,” I sighed.

“No, I mean I write romantic fiction, when I’m not working at
the hotel. I’m a maid. I’ve had two books published. Still waiting
for my first royalty cheque. My last novel was about a girl who
searches for love on the highway. It’s called Hitchhiker Pick-up.
One day a salesman picks her up. He sells flower boxes and lawn
ornaments like those black jockeys people like to plant in front of
their homes. Anyway, they pull into a fuel and restaurant center
and make love in the men’s room. Afterwards, as the salesman is
pulling up his trousers, he throws a twenty-dollar bill down at our
heroine. This actually happened to me. Or at least I think it did.
Sometimes it is difficult to separate what I imagine from what I
experience. A happy man is a man without imagination. That’s why so
many accountants lead contented lives. Reality has more imagination
than any of us needs.”

I told Elsa about my memories of my father walking alone, lost
in the woods.

Else listened attentively and then analyzed the dream for
me.

“The trees are people,” she explained. “Your father was lost in
the world.”

I told Elsa about the image of my mother’s eyes, always open,
always waiting for me.

“Her eyes represent her heart,” Elsa said. “Your mother cared
too much about you, about the world.” A tear ran down Elsa’s cheek.
“What happened to your parents?”

I explained to Elsa that they disappeared one day on their way
to a local Pancake House.

“Mother loved the idea that they brought you a finger bowl to
wash your hands after you had eaten. Except that that courtesy was
offered at Swiss Chalet and not the Pancake House. Mother always
confused the two.”

“And they just disappeared?”

I nodded.

“Did you see the police report?”

“I think so,” I replied then confessed that I couldn’t remember
much about that period in my life. It was mostly a blank.

Elsa reached over and patted my hand.

“You’re a nice man. I’ve always wanted to meet a nice man,
settle down, buy a house in the suburbs, have a couple of kids and
drive a van. Give me your address.”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“We’ll see how well you cook.”

I wrote down my address on a spare napkin that Elsa had in her
purse.

Elsa stood up and left.

“What happened?” I asked Fred.

“I’ll tell you what happened,” Fred snarled. “She stiffed you
for the bill and invited herself for a free meal.”

For some time I sat in a booth of the Queen Street Bar and Grill
staring into my coffee. People passed in and out of the restaurant,
their shadows crisscrossing our table, their voices breaking
through my thoughts, crashing and ebbing in my mind like waves
across a pebble beach. My coffee, untouched, turned cold. I ordered
a second.

“I’m just no good at this mating game, Fred,” I sighed, holding
my cup in my hands, bringing it to my mouth, never drinking it,
then placing it back on the table. I didn’t know what to make of
the situation. I checked the pocket of my shirt and then my
vest.

“You don’t smoke, Dave,” Fred sighed, “so quit looking for
cigarettes.”

“I could learn,” I cried. “I feel like smoking a cigarette.” My
face fell into my hands and I started to bawl.

“Oh Fred, what was I doing with that strange woman? I’m still a
married man. What kind of monster am I? Thinking only of myself, my
own lusts.”

I paused for a moment. Fred shook his head slowly.

“Oh Fred, who am I trying to kid? Elsa scares me. There was a
real live woman in front of me and I’m not sure that I can handle
it. What will I do if she wants me?”

Fred looked around the restaurant to see if anyone was watching
us. He looked genuinely embarrassed.

“You’ll fuck her,” he said, grabbing a pawful of tissues and
handing them to me.

I wiped my eyes and blew my nose.

“Don’t take everything so seriously,” Fred grinned trying to
comfort me. “The dating world is a fabrication anyway, created by a
young entrepreneur named John Madigan in Toledo, Ohio, just after
the fall of Saigon. He instinctively felt that America needed a
diversion from its foreign affair debacles. It was a huge success:
magazines, bars, personal ads, game shows, ship cruises, television
sitcoms. Greatest innovation in sexual politics since
chivalry.”

Fred went on like this for five minutes or so. I understood what
he was doing. Fred was boring me in order that I might regain
control of my emotions. It worked.

“Thanks, Fred,” I said wiping my eyes and blowing my nose. God,
I thought, what am I going to cook for dinner?

“Let’s get out of here, Dave.”

We headed back to the Beetle.

On the way to the car, an old man approached us from beneath a
tree where he’d taken cover from the sun. He was living in a
crumpled and stained gray overcoat, topped off by a brown fedora.
On the lapel of his coat was a pin that read, Save the Bloody
Whales! Out of his mouth hung an unlit hand rolled cigarette.

“Any change?” the drunk demanded.

“Get lost!” Fred cried.

“The cat talks,” the drunk cried.

“What?” I asked.

“The damn cat talks! He talks!” the drunk repeated. “I heard him
myself. Key-riced!” the drunk laughed looking at me. “You heard
him, eh?”

I nodded.

“Is that all you’ve got to say? I’ve met a lot of cats in my
day, but I’ll tell your straight out, I never met one that talked.
You’re sitting on a gold mine, mister.”

I looked at Fred.

“Don’t you dare!” Fred cried.

“A bloody gold mine,” the drunk repeated.

“Do you think so?” I asked.

“Do I… You got to be an idiot not to see it. You get this damn
cat on the Letterman show. He’d knock ‘em dead.”

The drunk shoved his hands in his overcoat pockets and looked
down at Fred and shook his head.

“Sheet!” he grunted, then staggered off down the street shaking
his head.

“Why didn’t you ever talk like that to Dr. Blackstone?” I asked
as we moved on.

“He couldn’t handle it,” Fred responded.

“Why not Ann?”

“Ditto,” Fred replied.

“And Elsa?”

“She frightened me.”

“So why the drunk?”

“From my days in the alley, I’ve found that winos are more broad
minded about such things.”

When we returned to the Beetle, I found a parking ticket stuffed
under the windshield.

“Damn!” I cursed.

“Look at all the bird shit on your car,” Fred cowered, looking
up into the sky. “Do you think the Beetle can take the extra
weight?”

We climbed into the car and I turned the car motor over. Just as
we were about to pull out of the lot, Fred spotted a drunken
skinhead and a drunk chicken staggering out of the Beverly Tavern
arm in arm, singing.

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

The Regatta

 

The Dominion Store was packed. There was a regatta with sales
everywhere. The store was celebrating an anniversary: balloons,
streamers, party hats on the employees. The store manager met
everyone at the front door with a handshake, a courtesy noisemaker,
and a brief performance of the store song, a lively rendition of
Yankee Doodle Dandy with altered lyrics. I felt giddy.

Is this what it’s like to be normal, I smiled.

Fred manned the crow’s nest in the shopping cart, giving me
instructions as I navigated the rocky and dangerous channels of the
store.

“Ahoy mate! Reef on the port side,” Fred bellowed out in a
remarkable fog voice, referring to a stand of canned dog food.

I stopped to compare ketchup prices. I’ve always like Heinz
especially the way it oozes out of the neck of the plastic bottle
like blood out of an eighteenth century French aristocrat. It
reminded me of a PBS medical documentary which tried to recreate
the autopsy of the late President Kennedy. It was a pilot for a
promised series based on the tragic deaths of twentieth century
celebrities. Fred leaned out of the shopping cart to check out the
dill pickles swimming lazily in a jar of vinegar.

“You know, Fred, this bachelor life could be fun. I’m starting
to get a real good feeling. Each day is a new challenge, a new
adventure.”

“Dolphin on the starboard,” Fred bellowed.

“Will you keep your voice down, Fred! People are starting to
look at us.” There is something about drawing attention to myself
in a crowd that I have always found disconcerting. Dr. Blackstone
assured me that my reaction was a healthy response given the
history of civic violence since the last war.

“Don’t listen to everything that shrink spouts, Dave, or you’ll
end up as paranoid as him.”

A large woman made her way up the aisle, her hips spinning the
tins on either side of the channel as she passed them by. Several
cans of cat food spun right off the shelves, landing with a thud on
their feet.

“Moby Dick astern,” Fred wailed. “Moby Dick… ”

I wasn’t listening to Fred and by the time I looked up to see
what he was moaning about, it was too late. The fat woman’s
carriage barreled into me, burying me in groceries, in particular
one fifty-pound bag of potatoes. The potatoes were in a real panic
and started to scurry across my body in their haste to escape.
Fortunately for me, the woman managed to keep her balance. When I
was able to extricate myself from beneath the woman’s shopping
cart, I checked out all my vital signs. Nothing was broken except
for a few eggs. As we reloaded her cart, the woman apologized
profusely.

“That’s alright,” Fred responded. “He spends most of his day on
his back.”

“Isn’t that cute,” the woman said stroking Fred. “How did you
ever manage to find a life-like pussy suit for your son? It is a
boy, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“He looks so adorable. I’d like to get a suit like that for my
grandson. Are they expensive?”

“They’re tailored to fit,” I responded, still brushing the soil
from the potatoes off my shirt and trousers.

“That expensive! Oh my! Where did you ever manage to pick it up,
if you don’t mind me asking? Perhaps the little doll wouldn’t mind
taking it off for a few moments so I could have a better look at
the stitching.”

The woman bent over to pinch Fred’s cheeks.

“Keep your grubby hands to yourself, lady!” Fred hissed.

“Oh my!” the woman cried pulling her hand back into the safety
of her bosom. “You shouldn’t talk like that to your elders, little
boy, or your daddy will give you a sound thrashing.”

The woman turned to me.

“Do you think the little darling might take off the suit for a
moment?”

I shook my head. “He’s rather attached to it. And I’m afraid
that, in this air-conditioning, he might catch his death of
cold.”

The woman was not pleased with my response. She raised her nose
smelling the air to see if my use of the old draft excuse had any
validity. A moment later she abandoned her battle-axe visage and
returned to the affectionate grandmother image. She bent down to
tickle Fred under the chin. This was a grave error. Fred bit
her.

“Ouch!” she cried, pulling away, and wringing her hand. A moment
later she raised her hand to hit Fred but quickly retreated when
Fred bared his claws and hissed at her.

“Enough of that,” I reprimanded Fred.

“I told the old bag to keep her hands off!”

The woman looked at me, her mouth hanging open. “Aren’t you
going to clout him?”

I shook my head.

“What kind of father are you? How do you expect to discipline a
child if you don’t periodically give him a good clout across the
back of the head? If he were my son, I’d wring his neck. Better a
battered child now than a juvenile delinquent down the road. Maybe
it’s none of my business, sir, but I couldn’t sleep soundly knowing
that I had a potential murderer sleeping in the next room.”

“I can’t hit Fred,” I said.

“Can’t hit him? He bit me.”

“I’m sorry about that, but I can’t hit Fred.”

“Why not?”

“Fred hits back.”

The woman went looking for the store manager. Fred and I carried
on. I picked up a couple of tins of mushrooms. They were breathing
heavily. I supposed it was nerves. Then I picked up a jar of
instant coffee, some jam, peanut butter, and several other items
that I’d written on my list. Soon we were at the meat counter. I
introduced myself to the butcher and put a contract out on some
hamburger, chops, ribs, and a string of sausages of dubious
character. The butcher went about his bloody business.

“There’s nothing like the thrill of the hunt to pick up your
spirits,” I smiled to Fred.

Fred agreed. “It’s a shame that women will never understand male
bonding over dead things.”

A tall thin angular woman stepped up to the counter beside us.
She was well tanned and quite attractive though it was plain she’d
seen better days. She wiped her neck with a red handkerchief. This
red handkerchief was set off rather appropriately by a purple
halter-top and tight pink slacks. On her head she was wearing one
of the store’s party hats. When she thought no one was looking, the
woman picked up a brown paper bag from her shopping cart and raised
it to her mouth. The bag was no disguise for the bottle inside.
After she’d taken a couple of mouthfuls, she dabbed a little of the
contents on her handkerchief and wiped her brow. It wasn’t
difficult to pick up the scent of gin.

She turned and looked me straight in the eyes.

I smiled awkwardly.

The woman looked at Fred.

“It must be heavenly not to be alone,” she said.

For a moment, I thought the woman was going to break down in
tears. Fred too had become uncomfortable under the woman’s glare
and began to loosen his flea collar. I knew it wasn’t the Christian
thing to do, but as soon as we received our pound of flesh, we
fled. Taking a backward glance at the woman, I spotted her taking
another swallow of gin.

“The world is full of lonely people,” I sighed.

“Screw ‘em!” Fred replied.

We passed through the frozen food section. It was a mistake.
Frozen food always reminds me of the morgue. In deference to the
cod, I slowed down and bowed my head. I could imagine myself one
day laid out there just like a Sarah Lee cheesecake. I picked up
some sole for dinner.

“Walt Disney was frozen,” Fred said.

“How interesting,” I whispered.

“I read it in the tabloids,” Fred continued. “Someday, when they
find a cure for the terminal disease he’s got, they’re going to
thaw him out.”

“I hope,” I smiled1 “he doesn’t come out like frozen tomatoes.
They’re always so mushy.”

We moved into the utensil section. A couple of eggbeaters were
having a fight. One of the store employees was trying to separate
them with a hammer. I was looking for catnip. Fred’s a junky. Of
course we were aware of this when we adopted him, but we never
realized how strong his dependency was. I found the catnip. Now I
had to look for the cigarette papers.

“Dave,” Fred said, leaning back in the cart, his arms behind his
head, his legs crossed. “You think this woman Lisa… ”

“Elsa,” I interrupted.

“Whatever,” Fred continued impatiently. “You think she won’t
notice something odd about you?”

“Odd?”

“The way you see things. The world is so animated for you. It’s
not like that for everyone.

I looked at Fred. “Are you sure about that?”

Fred nodded.

“What should I do?”

“I’d break her in slowly. For one thing, I wouldn’t carry on
conversations with me. She might find talking with your cat
peculiar. Secondly, don’t introduce her to your television set. For
most people it’s not an interactive medium. And thirdly, lock your
medicine cabinet. If she sees all that medication you take for your
schizophrenia, she might panic. Most women are prudish, shying away
from ménage-a-trois. By the way, what are you going to cook?”

“I’m wading between dead soles and a deep dish pasta.”

I picked up a bag of onions. They began to grumble and whine. I
put them back.

“I gotta pee,” Fred muttered, crossing his legs and biting down
on his lip.

“Put a knot in it, Fred. I don’t want to forget anything on my
list.”

“I really got to go, Dave,” Fred pleaded.

A woman came up behind us. She picked up one of the melons on a
stand, squeezed it, than stuck her finger into the top of the
melon’s head. The melon cried out in pain. Juice ran down the
woman’ s arm and dripped off the end of her elbow.

“You going to jump her?” Fred said, stepping out from beneath a
stand of oranges and wiping his private parts with his tail.

“What were you doing back there?”

“Filling out my income tax return,” Fred smirked as he climbed
back onto the cart. “Now, are you going to jump her?”

“Jump who?” I asked, looking around to see if anyone had spotted
Fred relieving himself.

“Lisa… I mean Elsa.”

“I hardly know the woman,” I cried, pushing the cart out of the
fresh fruit and vegetable section. “Look, Fred, I have invited a
young woman over for dinner, to get to know her, to talk, laugh.
Sex is not on my mind.”

Fred shook his head. “Sex is on every human mind, especially the
male of your species. Homo sapiens are in constant heat. Why do you
think there are so many of you? One thing, if you decide to get
amorous, could I watch? I need a good laugh.”

I glared at Fred. His saucy smile disappeared.

We got to the check out counter. I pulled out my pocket
calculator to check the teller’s addition. Fred sat in the cart
looking extremely depressed. On our way out of the store with our
groceries, we passed a gang of telephones loitering around the
front door. One of them was ringing. Fred picked up the receiver,
conversed for a minute then hung it up.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“It was Elsa. She wanted to remind you that she’s allergic to
fish.”

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Hot House Tomatoes and Suicide

 

Elsa was to arrive at six o’clock for dinner. I spent most of
the afternoon in the kitchen preparing for the evening. I was
cleaning some lettuce for a salad when one of the tomatoes I’d
placed on the refrigerator, ran across the top of the old
Westinghouse and threw itself over the edge. Did I need this? My
nerves were frazzled. A woman was coming to my apartment for
dinner, my stomach wouldn’t stop doing triple axles, and now my
tomatoes were committing hari-kari.

Fred began to laugh.

“God damn!” I cursed.

“That’s the fourth one this week, Dave,” Fred chuckled, shaking
his head.

“Fred! How can you laugh? You can see the mess I’m in. Couldn’t
you help a bit by setting the table or something?”

“No,” Fred yawned then whipped out a nail file from behind his
ear and began to manicure his nails. “Ann warned you about buying
those hot house tomatoes. They’re all crazy, Dave. Ann says it’s
the conditions they’re brought up under, too much stress. Everyone
expects so much from a vegetable grown under glass.”

“Aren’t tomatoes fruit?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Dave.”

“Fred, I’d really appreciate it if you’d abstain from referring
to Ann especially in front of Elsa. God, Fred! I’m a nervous
wreck.” I had reasons for keeping Ann out of the conversation.
Every time Ann popped into my mind, I felt as if I was being
unfaithful. If I loved Ann, how could I invite a strange woman to
my apartment for dinner? How could I allow myself to be alone with
a female of my species? How could I entertain other thoughts in my
mind concerning the events of the evening?

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Dave,” Fred muttered, blowing
on his nails, and polishing them on his chest.

“Fred, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t listen in on my
thoughts. It’s rude. A person has a right to his privacy.”

“Snap out of it!” Fred interrupted. “Forget about Ann, forget
about yourself, and go with the flow.”

“You’re right, Fred,” I said catching my breath and picking the
tomato off the floor before dropping its bloodied corpse into the
sauce. “I’ve got to relax. Got to settle down. Jesus, I feel like a
schoolgirl waiting for her first kiss. But in a way, it’s quite
wonderful, Fred. A woman is coming to my place for dinner. It’s
quite wonderful. I don’t know why I’m nervous.”

“Don’t worry about having to kiss her,” Fred said. “Elsa has
more on her mind than a kiss.”

“Fred!” I gasped.

Fred winked.

Returning to my work on my salad, I took the remnants of the
lettuce and tried to place them back in a plastic container to be
returned to the refrigerator. The lettuce refused to go in. I beat
the lettuce several times with a wooden ladle over the head until
it finally succumbed. There was a knock at the door. My heart
stopped. Fred looked at me, then slowly drew his finger across his
neck. I put down my ladle, took off my apron, and made my way to
the door. As I turned the key, a stream of lilac perfume slipped
through the keyhole, curling up my arm into my nasal passages. I
opened the door.

“You’re beautiful!“ I gasped.

Elsa stood, leaning against the doorframe, smoking a cigarette,
in a tight gold plunging evening gown revealing voluptuous breasts
with a slit up the side revealing lovely long slender legs. I mean
Elsa, not her cigarette. Else’s pearly white teeth danced in her
mouth as she shook with laughter. I swallowed deeply. I stood there
stupefied, staring at her. I felt like the first man on the earth
seeing the only woman on earth for the first time. I felt like
pounding my chest and erupting with a deep guttural animal
scream.

“May I come in?” she asked in her deep masculine voice, her
large brown eyes dancing playfully.

I fumbled a moment with the door and then stepped aside. Elsa
handed me a bottle of wine, Australian red, which I almost dropped.
I continued to stare at her bosom, than apologized. Elsa nodded
appreciatively as she scanned the living room. Putting down her
purse on the couch, she immediately began to tour my apartment,
leaving me at the door holding the bottle of wine. I closed the
door. After a few moments, she returned and explained that on her
last date she found three guys hiding in the bedroom closet with a
video camera and lights.

I escorted Elsa to the couch, offered her a drink, put on some
music, a Dylan album, and then retreated to the kitchen where I
finished setting the table. Dinner was a great success. And so was
Fred. Elsa, it turned out, loved cats after all. She loved men who
owned cats saying that she found dog owners to be too macho. Fred
purred a lot but kept his promise to remain silent. Over dinner
Elsa told me about her job in a hotel, cleaning rooms.

“My job has become much more interesting of late. The RCMP has
set up a surveillance operation on my floor. There are two guests
from Montreal, big heavyset guys. I know now where the expression
gorilla came from. They have set up shop conducting drug deals from
their suite. The Mounties have asked me to cooperate with them. I
think Sergeant Preston has a crush on me. His partner is not too
pleased with the attention that Jack, Sergeant Preston, has been
paying me, but… it’s so exciting, David. I think I’ve found my
calling in life - police work. My job is to steal garbage from the
bad guys each morning when I clean their room. The Mounties use it
as evidence. It’s so stimulating. One of the gorillas, Frank, has
asked me to go out with him. Can you imagine that? He was quite
polite about it, not what you’d expect at all. Jack has told me to
lead him on. It makes it easier for me to snoop. I don’t actually
have to sleep with him, but you know it’s part of police work.”

“Isn’t this dangerous?” I asked.

“A little,” Elsa smiled. “But, they’ve got the room bugged so
it’s not like anything could happen to me, although I like to
pretend that it’s dangerous. Danger gives life an edge, don’t you
think?”

“I’ve never really done anything dangerous,” I had to
confess.

Elsa finished her glass of wine. I opened a second bottle. Fred
sat curled up in the corner of the room licking out the dregs of
the first bottle.

“You’re missing something, David. I love the name David. It
means beloved. Like I was saying, danger gives life an edge.
Haven’t you ever driven along the highway in your car at a hundred
and forty or so kilometers per hour and closed your eyes? Just for
a moment?”

I shook my head.

“No. Well, haven’t you ever mixed up a bunch of different pills
together just to see what would happen?”

Again I had to admit that I had not.

“You really have lived a sheltered life, haven’t you?” Elsa
laughed.

I nodded.

She reached across the table and padded my hand. “We’ll have to
change that, won’t we?”

I blushed.

Elsa laughed. “That is so cute.”

After dinner Elsa suggested that, while I cleaned off the table
and washed the dishes, she might take a bath. She’d been on her
feet all day and would love to soak for a while. I got her some
towels. She asked if I had any bubble bath. I did not. She gave me
a peck on the cheek and disappeared into the bathroom. I headed for
the kitchen.

While I washed the dishes, I could hear Elsa running the water.
Fred sat on the counter beside the dish rack.

“I think you’ve got a live one in there, Dave.”

“She is different. Do you think she likes me, Fred?”

“She’s in your bath tub, Dave.”

“What do you think I should do after I finish the dishes? Do you
think I should wait here? Or sit on the couch and listen to Dylan?
Or stand outside the bathroom door and wait there? Do you think I
should undress? Help me, Fred. It’s been a long time since I’ve
done anything like this. God, I’ve never done anything like this.
What should I do if she steps out of the bathroom naked? God, I can
hardly remember what a naked woman looks like. She’s probably
experienced in these things. What should I say? What if I’m not
what she expects in, well you know, Fred?”

Fred shrugged teasingly. “In what, Dave?”

“You know,” I muttered impatiently. I hate it when Fred refuses
to fill in the gaps of my conversation.

“In bed?” Fred responded, raising one of his eyebrows.

“Not so loud, Fred.”

A moment later, there was a call from the bathroom. It was
Elsa.

“Is that Elsa?”

“Who did you expect it to be, Dave? Winston Churchill?” Fred
responded.

“Stay out of my head, Fred.”

Elsa called again. I stepped up to the bathroom door.

“Yes,” I said, barely able to get the words out of my mouth.

Elsa asked me to do her a favor. I told her I would do anything.
She asked me to wash her back. I looked down at Fred. He gestured
with his head, indicating that I should enter the bathroom. I
opened the door. There was Elsa, stretched out in the bathtub,
naked. I stared at her breasts bobbing up and down like buoys. My
eyes ran down to her pubic hairs drifting in the water like
seaweed. Elsa opened her legs and the soap bobbed up from beneath
her thighs.

“You’re so beautiful,” I gasped.

Elsa laughed and handed me a face cloth. I reached into the
water for the soap, my hand grazing the inside of her thighs. Her
skin was as soft as silk. She sat up in the tub and crouched over
so that I might wash her back.

“You have lovely hands, David, strong and soft. I’ll bet you
have had many women.”

“No,” I said, my voice breaking.

“Do you think I have nice breasts,” Elsa said, pushing them up
with her hands for my inspection. I almost laughed. It was the same
gesture the butcher in the Dominion Store made when I bought
steaks.

“They’re perfect,” I replied. “Do you want me to undress
now?”

Elsa stood up in the bath. I dropped the soap into the water.
She asked me to hand her a towel

“Would you like me to dry you off?” I asked.

“No,” she smiled, taking the towel and wrapping it around
herself. “You can leave now. I’d like to put some cream on my
hemorrhoids.”

“Oh,” I said, as if this was the most natural thing in the
world, and bowed out of the room.

A few minutes later Elsa exited from the washroom, fully
dressed. I felt disappointed but tried hard not to show it. Elsa
laughed, took my hand and led me to the couch again.

“Pour me another glass of wine?” she said.

I did as she commanded.

“It’s been a long time since you’ve been with a woman, hasn’t it
David?”

I nodded and swallowed deeply. Sweat began to roll down my
forehead.

“I like that,” Elsa smiled. “So many of the guys I date are
trying to impress me with their athletic skills in bed. God, they
think making love to a woman is like going to a three-ring
circus.”

I smiled nervously. I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know what
to expect. I was excited and yet strangely paralyzed by this
sensuous woman. It was as if I had been introduced to God who had
decided to reveal the secrets of life. I was eager to listen but
felt awed by my good fortune. Elsa could read this in my eyes and I
could tell that it pleased her. She smiled at me. I smiled back at
her. Our smiles bounced hack and forth like a ping-pong ball.
Across the room, Fred sat on one of the stereo speakers, sipping on
a saucer of wine.

“Let me look at it,” Elsa asked.

“Excuse me!”

“Take your cock out of your pants. Let’s have a look.”

“But…”

Before I could say another word, Elsa reached over unzipped me
and pulled out my penis. She looked disappointed. It wasn’t erect.
The phone rang. Once. Twice. Three times.

“Aren’t you going to pick it up, David?” Elsa asked.

I shook my head. The phone continued to ring. My cock began to
grow in her fingers. Elsa looked annoyed. I picked up the phone. It
was Sergeant Preston.

“It’s for you,” I said, handing the receiver over to Elsa. I
could feel the bottom of my stomach sinking. Elsa dropped my cock
and grabbed the phone and immediately began an animated
conversation with the male voice on the other end.

“I’ve got to go,” she said hanging up the phone. “It’s Jack.
Things are breaking quickly at the hotel. They expect to make a
collar tonight.”

Before I knew it, Elsa had picked up her purse and was out the
door.

I slumped into the couch in defeat. Fred raised his glass of
wine.

“God save the Queen!” he cried before being pummeled by an array
of laughter and hiccups.

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

A Prime Suspect

 

For the rest of the evening I sat in front of the television
set, getting drunk on banality. The Medical Channel was
investigating in-grown toenails. Even the warnings at the beginning
of the program regarding Adult Situations had not prepared me for
North America’s foot fetish. On another channel Renaldo was
conducting an in-depth investigation into the predilection of
America’s TV evangelists for plating and golden showers. And then
there was the Anthropology program on The Learning Channel which
established beyond a doubt that there had never been signs of
sentient life forms in Washington, D.C. Neither Elsa nor the hot
house tomatoes were mentioned on any of the programs. All night I
stewed over the fiasco of my dinner with Elsa. I retired to bed but
could not sleep.

“Get over it, Dave,” Fred yawned. “You’re going to keep both of
us awake with your fretting.”

“I can’t help it, Fred. I’m just no good with women. Maybe I
should just give it up.”

“Pull your wang and let’s get some sleep,” Fred barked curling
up at the end of my bed.

After several minutes of silence I asked Fred a question.

“You still awake, Fred?”

“No.”

“Fred, I don’t know how to pull my wang.”

“What!” Fred gasped. “You don’t know how to masturbate?”

“Never did it, Fred. Can you give me some tips?”

“No!” Fred responded.

About noon the next day, Fred insisted we get out of the
apartment. We went for a long drive up into the Caledon Hills, and
got lost for several hours. I sat down on a rock by the Forks of
the Credit and wept. There were several people there, some fishing,
some writing poetry. A young boy asked me not to weep into the
river. I was disturbing the fish.

Returning home, I avoided the Queen’s highways. My nerves were
not up to the fast pace of highway driving, so we made our way
south down Airport Road and then eastbound along Eglinton Avenue.
As we approached Martin Grove Road I spotted a sign that read -
Slow School Crossing. I slowed down. A school, followed moments
later by several portables, darted out from a cluster of trees and
scampered across the street and up a grassy knoll toward a gang of
apartment buildings.

“Something must be happening up there,” I said.

“Look at that!” Fred cried, pointing toward one particular
building. It was a strange sight. People were jumping out of the
apartment building and splattering on the parking lot below. I
stopped the car and asked Fred to stay put while I investigated. It
didn’t seem an appropriate scene for a three year old to view. Fred
refused. I knew that I should put my foot down and insist he remain
in the car, but Fred had a mind of his own.

There were several fire engines around the building though there
was no fire. An ambulance, its sirens ablaze, peeled off a strip of
the road toward the event. Several other cars had pulled over to
the shoulder of the street. The cars were yawning, their owners
standing beside opened doors to catch a glimpse of the festivities.
A cop stood on the street holding back the crowd that had gathered.
The sign on his squad car read - To Serve and Protect. Fred asked
if the police were now in the catering business.

We muscled our way toward the front of the crowd.

“What’s happening, man?” Fred asked the officer on duty. The cop
turned and looked at Fred and then at me. He looked puzzled.

“Thought for a moment there that your cat asked me
something.”

I shrugged my shoulders and repeated Fred’s question.

“Tenant revolt,” the cop explained. “Same thing happened in Don
Mills last week. People stuffed their kids into the garbage chutes.
What a mess. Refuse to pay the ten percent rent increase. Bunch of
commies. In a democratic country landlords have the right to make
as much profit as the market will bear, right?”

“Certainly, but don’t you think this reaction is kind of
extreme?” I answered, gesturing toward the bodies that continued to
fall.

“The dolls?” the cop responded. “Imagine junking all your kids’
toys like that. No respect for private property. What can you
expect with this type? Look at all the media here. They’re eating
it up. Bunch of faggots.”

At a second look, I could see that the parking lot was filled
with dolls, teddy bears, stuffed animals, Barnies, Ninja turtles,
but not bodies. I glanced at Fred. He looked disappointed.

“Pressures of urban life,” Fred said shaking his head.

The cop looked from me to Fred and back to me. “Ventriloquist,
eh? I couldn’t see your mouth move at all. You oughta go on the
Letterman Show. You seen that bandleader of his? The short bald guy
with no chin. He’s my brother-in-laws next door neighbor’s uncle.
It’s a small world, eh?”

“Small world,” I repeated.

“Sheer madness,” Fred added.

The cop smiled briefly then added. “You better move on.”

“How’s it feel to be a mercenary for the landlords?” Fred
scowled.

The cop’s smile turned ugly. He turned to me. “Look fella, I
don’t like people editorializing on my time. You got an opinion,
keep it to yourself.”

“It’s a free country,” Fred added.

The cop looked at Fred, bared his teeth and snarled. I picked up
Fred and backed off. We returned to the Beetle. The car wouldn’t
start.

“Why don’t you trade this antique in for a Rabbit, Dave?”

“A little patience, Fred.” I tried again. The Beetle roared into
action and we slowly edged back into the traffic and past the
apartment complex. I noticed the cop making a mental note of my
license plate.

“Disgusting the way people take such a delight in the misfortune
of others,” Fred sighed.

Overhead a jet made its way toward the airport. There were
people at all the windows, pounding the glass. You could see the
silent mimicking of screams.

“What do you figure they’re bitching about?” Fred asked.

“Maybe it’s the food,” I suggested.

Soon we were free of the traffic. Talking about food had given
me an appetite so that when I spotted the golden arches of a
McDonald’s, I suggested that we stop for a bite.

“You know I hate junk food,” Fred muttered. “There are not
enough of the essential vitamins and complex nitrogenous compounds
necessary for a healthy diet.”

“Who cares, Fred? I’m hungry.”

“In that case,” Fred responded. “I’ll have a Big Mac, fries, and
a chocolate shake.”

As we ate, we talked.

“Why do all the kids who work in here look like lawn ornaments
from small town America?” Fred asked.

I pointed out that they all looked like clean-cut kids.

“Exactly,” Fred responded. “Prime kids for premature suicide.
Remember the hothouse tomatoes and those angry tenants. These kids
are well on their way to self-destruction. They’re trying too hard
to fit into the expectations for respectability,” Fred said paving
his hamburger with ketchup and babbling on about America’s slow
suicide. Fred had a real hate on for America: their greed, their
arrogance, their political stupidity, but mostly their refusal to
apologize for their bad taste.

“Only in America can flatulence be considered a constitutional
right,” he added. “Did you know that in American private companies
can stick an oil well up on any piece of property if they suspect
that there is gas below. If gas prices keep going up, they’ll be
sticking those damn rigs up people’s asses.”

I wiped the mayonnaise from my Big Mac smile.

“Finish your French fries,” I said.

“They taste like sawdust,” Fred spat. “How many forests are
destroyed each year to produce these things?”

“Let’s go,” I sighed.

As we stepped outside we were met by screeching sunlight. I put
on my sunglass. Fred put on his. I thought of Ann, the way she used
to look at me when I left the house, as if she never expected to
see me again. Was it dread or hope?

“Look at this!” Fred said holding up a newspaper that he had
swiped from McDonald’s. I looked at the paper. On the front page
was a photograph of a Holiday Inn with a circle around one of the
rooms and an arrow pointing to the sidewalk below. A woman had
jumped to her death. I read the name - Elsa Taylor. The blood
drained from my face. I dropped the paper on the ground, rushed
over to a nearby garbage pail and vomited. Fred picked up the
newspaper and read more of the details.

“It’s your lucky day, Dave.”

I looked at Fred but all I saw was the face of Elsa, so young,
so beautiful, so alive. How was this possible? Shouldn’t there have
been some sign, some message predicting this future tragedy?

“They say it’s suicide,” Fred continued and then pointed out
that I had a piece of French fry stuck to my chin. “If it had been
murder, you know what that would mean?”

“What?” I asked, wiping my mouth with a tissue.

“Being one of the last people to see her alive, you’d he a prime
suspect. Did anyone see Elsa enter or leave your apartment?”

I shook my head and slumped into the driver’s seat of the
Beetle.

“She was so young,” I cried, resting my head on the steering
wheel. “It’s not fair. I hardly knew her and yet… The world is mad.
Why am I trying to become normal? Madness all around me. Oh God, I
miss Ann.”

“It’s tough, Dave. Of course, I could offer an alibi, but would
the testimony of a cat stand up in court? What are the legal
precedents? Elsa had a lovely set of knockers. I’ll grant her that.
Reminded me of my days on the farm. Did I ever tell you about my
rural life, Dave?”

“I’ve got to see Dr. Blackstone,” I said shaking, my hands
gripping the steering wheel with resolve. “Can’t handle all of
this. She was so young. I’ve got to talk to someone.”

“What am I, chopped liver?” Fred cried.

I patted Fred on the head. “This is a job for a professional,
Fred.”

Forty-five minutes later we were at Dr. Blackstone’s office. He
wasn’t in. He’d been rushed to the hospital.

“Nothing serious, I trust?” I said to the nurse, a tall blond
who sat in her chair chewing gum and filing her nails.

“I’m afraid it is,” the nurse smiled, her gum smacking. “You
remember the bandage the doctor was wearing across the bridge of
his nose; yesterday, it fell off.”

“The bandage?” I asked.

“His nose,” the nurse replied, her face screwing up as a small
bubble of gum seeped through the gap in her front teeth and
burst.

“His nose!” I cried.

“And you wanted to get things off your head,” Fred muttered.

The nurse gasped, “I must be losing my mind, Mr. Halliday. I
thought I heard your cat talk.”

Fred jumped up on the desk. “Cats don’t talk,” he winked.

The nurse fainted.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Death and Vanity

 

I’ve never made any secret of it. I hate hospitals. Still, I
thought it was my duty to visit Dr. Blackstone. The disease, Fred
called it an alien entity, that had eaten Dr. Blackstone’s nose had
continued to eat away at his face and worse, had turned inland
toward his brain. Fred said that he heard from Godfrey, the apple
tree in the Pergoti backyard, that the same diseases and blights
that had attacked the plant world for centuries had now decided to
turn on mankind.

I had other reasons for wanting to visit the doctor. There was
the death of Elsa and my recent adventures with romance, but mostly
there was my bittersweet longing to be reunited with Ann. Slide
shows of her smile continually flashed across my sight and the
longer we remained separated, the stronger their images became. And
I still had unresolved questions about my past. So much of my life
remained an enigma, so many questions left unanswered and Dr.
Blackstone seemed to be the key to all my enquiries.

We parked the Beetle on a side street off Queen’s Park and
walked to the hospital. From the moment we left the car, Fred
grumbled that we could have found a parking space closer to our
destination, but nowhere did I see such a spot. On the way we
stopped to buy some flowers. The vendor was a Sikh dressed up in a
white tuxedo. When I bought a bunch of red roses, I noticed the
vendor’s hands covered in blood.

“Stigmata?” I said to Fred.

“Red dye,” Fred suggested.

Once in the hospital we went directly to the receptionist and
asked for Dr. Blackstone’s room number. We were given our
instructions. As we stepped in the elevator, a patient in a
wheelchair was wheeled out. He kept moaning that he couldn’t
breath. The nurse pushing him paid no attention, busy as she was
checking out her appearance in any reflective surface she could
find. The patient looked familiar. I mentioned this to Fred.

“Humans all look familiar, if you look closely enough,” Fred
sniffled. Fred had a theory that there were a limited number of
human types, somewhere between a dozen and twenty. No matter one’s
race, sex, size, age, each of us fell into one of these groups.

 

“The old guy in the wheel chair is a Jack Kennedy type; his
nurse is from the Marilyn Monroe group,” Fred explained then added.
“There are too many viruses in this place. Probably the last place
you should bring someone to if they’re sick. I think I just caught
a cold.”

“How can you tell?”

“My nose is itchy. You wouldn’t happen to have any dental floss
on you, would you?”

I pushed the button for floor five. We waited. The door closed.
We watched the little numbers above the door light up. Fred
wondered if the elevator was rising or was the building moving
down. I started to feel dizzy. Then Fred began to recite a poem
he’d read that tried to explain the theory of relativity using an
elevator as a metaphor. Sweat began to run down my forehead. I
loosened my shirt collar.

“When you come to think of it, in Einstein’s terms, there is no
place that is at rest. Everything is moving, jerking, spinning,
rolling. Life is a carnival.”

My hand slammed against Fred’s mouth.

“Could we have this discussion at a later date, Fred? You’re
making me ill.”

Fred looked up at me and nodded. I released my hand. Fred
wiggled his lips and checked out his jaw.

“I’m sorry, Fred.”

“No need to apologize, Dave. Inner ear, eh?. Your species was
never built to leave the trees. Felines have known that for eons.
Every time an ape stood up on his hind legs, he’d upchuck. What a
mess it made of the jungle floor.”

“Fred!”

At floor five the elevator snuggled down. The doors opened. We
exited.

“We did that rather well,” Fred smiled with satisfaction.

I leaned against a wall and wiped my brow. There was a fountain
a few steps away and I stepped over for a drink. Fred was about to
speak again when I interrupted him.

“Can’t you ever shut up?” I asked.

Fred apologized. “Hospitals make me nervous and when I get
nervous, I talk.”

Stepping over to the receptionist’s desk, we once again
exchanged questions for instructions. We moved down the hall in the
direction of Dr. Blackstone’ s room. As we passed one room, we
heard unrelieved moaning. In the next room, we heard giggling. In
the third, there was silence. An elderly gentleman in the next room
struggled with two attendants. He wanted, he pleaded, to play one
last round of golf. At the entrance of Dr. Blackstone’s room a
beautiful young girl with a brush cut and sunglasses, leaned
against the wall. She had been watching our advance down the hail.
I nodded as we passed to enter the doctor’s room.

“I’m dying,” she muttered.

I tapped on the doctor’s open door. Someone muttered. We stepped
inside. A patient whose face was entirely covered in bandages, was
lying in the bed. There were three slits in the bandages for eyes
and a mouth. There was a hole where there should have been a
nose.

“The Invisible Man,” Fred muttered with trepidation.

“Dr. Blackstone?” I enquired.

The patient muttered something inaudible and turned toward
us.

“Dr. Blackstone?” I repeated.

The bandaged figure gestured with his hand for us to approach. I
smiled and held up the flowers I’d brought.

“Roses,” I said.

I stepped around the bed and sat on a chair near the doctor.
Fred jumped onto the foot of the bed.

“Get off the bed, Fred!” I cried.

“It’s alright, David,” the Dr. Blackstone’s feeble voice leaked
out. I unwrapped the flowers and put them into a vase that was
available. After putting some water in the vase, I placed it on the
windowsill. I noticed my hands were red with dye. The roses had
paled.

“Not there,” the doctor squealed. “It spoils my view.”

I moved the vase of flowers to a nearby bedside table and took
my seat again.

“Read any good books lately?” I asked. It was the greeting that
the doctor and I had always used at our sessions. The doctor
signaled me to draw closer. I moved my chair to the head of his
bed.

“You heard what happened?” he whispered, his voice like a
whistle.

I nodded.

“Humiliating,” the doctor whined. “You don’t know how ridiculous
you look until you’ve seen yourself without a nose. Without a nose,
you look naked. It’s humiliating. I’ll never be able to look nurse
Chambers straight in the eyes again without remembering that she
saw my nose take a dive. God! It’s terrible to look so vulnerable
in front of an employee! Why couldn’t my face have fallen off in
the privacy of my home? Even in the garage? But, why oh why in my
office? For years I had nightmares about losing some portion of my
anatomy, of something just falling off. I thought it would be my
hair.”

“I’m always losing things,” I smiled trying to sound upbeat.
“Ann said that I’d lose my head if it wasn’t attached…”

There was a long silence.

“You brought your cat, David, the famous talking pussy,” the
doctor chuckled, than began to cough.

I nodded.

The doctor shook his head, than coughed some more, drool running
out of the corner of one of his slits. Fred put a paw over his
mouth, turned away, and gagged.

“Thank God, the cancer didn’t spread to my brain,” the doctor
continued. “It would have ruined my practice.”

“They got it all then?”

“Oh yes. All of it. They used a scorched earth policy. Same one
that stopped Napoleon on his drive toward Moscow. It was the winter
that killed the French. My face looks like a half-eaten Christmas
turkey.”

There was another long pause as I listened to the doctor whine
and sniffle beneath his bandages.

“I suppose they’ll build you another face, doctor?”

“Yes. It’s going to take about six months of grafting. Mostly
from my ass. Apparently I am fortunate in that aspect. Either
grafting or they’ll make me a plastic mask. They gave me a
brochure. It’s around here somewhere. Seems they can create a mask
for any mood.”

“You could get a tie rack to hang them on,” I chuckled. The
doctor did not.

I looked down at Fred who was wiping his brow with a damp cloth
that he had found on a nearby table.

“And how is life treating you, David? Any luck on the social
scene?”

I described my recent adventures with Elsa Taylor.

“Didn’t I hear something about a Elsa Taylor on the radio?” the
doctor asked.

I nodded. “She killed herself. It’s all in the papers. We had
been together only hours before. She didn’t seem suicidal, but I’ve
never been real good at reading people. Ann said that I was
estranged from my own species. I wanted to talk to you about Elsa’s
death. When I heard about it, I didn’t know how to react. I wanted
to cry, wanted to be angry, you know, the way people react in the
movies. But, I hardly knew her. What type of reaction would have
been appropriate for a person in my position?”

“Suicidal?” the doctor whistled. “You say she killed herself?
That’s not what I heard on the radio this morning. Something about
no suicide note. Something about homicide. Something about drugs
and spaghetti. There was an autopsy. She had hemorrhoids and she’d
eaten some kind of pasta dish. I understand that the police have
several leads. The reporter hinted that the police have a suspect
but won’t release any information until they’ve made the collar. Is
that the right word, collar?”

The blood drained from my face. I looked down the floor at Fred.
He sneezed.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said to change the topic of
conversation, “of getting back together with Ann. I’m sure I could
make it work this time. There’s really no one else for me but Ann.
I realize that now. I’m sure Ann feels the same way.”

“Have you spoken to Ann’s mother?”

“Her mother? I don’t understand, doctor?”

“If you want to get back with Ann, go through the mother. You
need allies. That’s always been my philosophy. The mother always
knows what state of mind her daughter is in. They can feel it in
their bones.”

I considered the suggestion for a minute.

“What about the other things, David?”

“Other things, doctor?” I hesitated. “Oh yes, I was wondering
about my past. I keep having these recurring dreams about my father
wandering through the woods, alone and lost. And other dreams. My
mother lying in bed, her eyes open, waiting. What do these dreams
mean?”

The doctor shook his head. Spittle flew everywhere.

“How many times have we been through this before David? Every
time I explain to you what happened to your parents, you forget.
Why? What is in that head that makes you want to forget? Are you
German? Look inside yourself, David. Look inside yourself.”

“But, doctor, all I see is a blank page. When I look inside all
I get is an echo.”

The doctor snickered.

Behind me, I could hear Fred sneeze again.

“What about the cat, David? Have your discussions with the
feline ended?”

“No, no they haven’t,” I replied.

The doctor’s long despairing sigh came out as a whistle.

“This dialectic with your cat David is symptomatic of your
illness. When he no longer talks to you, you shall be healed. Trust
me on this, David. I don’t get paid a hundred dollars an hour for
nothing.”

It was time to leave. I shook hands with the doctor, wished him
well, and thanked him for his advice.

“Don’t thank me until you’ve seen my bill,” the doctor
chuckled.

Fred climbed up on the bed and stepped gingerly toward the
doctor’s head. He, too, shook the doctor’s hand. The doctor shook
his head with mirth.

“Don’t cut yourself shaving,” Fred smiled, than sneezed
again.

“Who said that?” the doctor cried.

“Fred, of course,” I replied.

“Oh my God!” the doctor cried, cradling his head in his hands.
“The disease has spread to my brain!”

As we left the room, a couple of nurses came running down the
hail. As they rushed by us into the doctor’s room, I could hear his
high pitched scream.

“The damn cat talks!”

 

THE END OF EPISODE THREE
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