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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Guilt and Innocence

 

There were dogs everywhere as the Beetle crept along the sleepy
Rosedale streets towards Ann’s ancestral home. They were on the
streets, between parked cars, on porches, sleeping on front lawns.
I saw a Dane on a garage roof. They were all sizes and types of
dogs: Collies, Afghans, Dobermans, Fox Terriers. Occasionally one
would climb to its feet and follow us a way, its dull brown eyes
fastened to our car’s every move.

“Cats and dogs are not enemies in the wild,” I said to Fred,
careful to keep an eye on the street.

“How come that doesn’t make me feel any better, Dave?” Fred said
looking from side to side. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. You
could have talked to Ann’s mother over the phone.”

“You know how I feel about telephones, Fred. Disengaged.
Disembodied.”

“But not disemboweled,” Fred added hastily.

“Besides,” I continued, “Ann’s mother would have hung up on
me.”

When we reached the house of Ann s mother, we got out of the car
and walked quickly to the front door. I rapped loudly on the door,
the heavy metal knocker inviting a violent blow. Fred was with me.
He refused to stay in the car alone and I couldn’t blame him. Fred
was chewing gum. I tried to convince him to spit it out, but he
claimed that it helped calm his nerves. When there was no answer to
my knock, I grabbed the knocker to give the door another heavy
blow. Just as I did this, Mrs. Yonge opened the door, almost
pulling me upon her.

“Excuse me!” I tried to smile as I stepped back. Mrs. Yonge
didn’t flinch.

“Yes,” she said her jaw anchored in a cool aloofness.

“It’s me, Mrs. Yonge. David. Your son-in-law.”

“Yes,” she repeated. Mrs. Yonge was wearing an evening gown. For
a moment I thought I might have walked in on a dinner party.

“I haven’t come at an inopportune time, have I?”

“We do not have guests if that is what you mean, David.”

I nodded. I should have remembered the unwritten dress code of
Rosedale.

“Might I come in?”

Mrs. Yonge stared at me for quite some time as if to fathom the
meaning of my request.

“I suppose. But, shall we leave the creature outside?”

“You mean Fred?”

Mrs. Yonge nodded.

“If it’s the same with you, Mrs. Yonge, I’d rather not. I’ve
noticed an awful lot of dogs in the area. Fred’s a little paranoid
about dogs.”

Mrs. Yonge looked at me for several moments in icy silence.
Goose bumps ran up my arms.

“Very well,” she relented.

“Oh, that’s great,” I smiled. “I really appreciate it.”

We were escorted to the living room. Everything but the walls
was covered in plastic, including the chesterfield and chair, rug,
lampshades, fireplace, and an original oil painting of the Eiffel
Tower on a rainy afternoon by one of the Group of Seven. I supposed
that the plastic would be removed for a royal visit or a death in
the family, the immediate family. Mrs. Yonge disappeared for a few
minutes. Fred and I looked at each other, both of us swallowing
deeply. A moment later Mrs. Yonge reappeared with a tea tray. She
poured the two of us a cup of tea. Fred licked his lips but
behaved.

“This is super,” I said.

“Don’t grovel, David!” Mrs. Yonge commanded. “I won’t stand for
groveling.”

“Yes, main.”

Fred sneezed. Mrs. Yonge looked at me angrily as if I had just
brought the plague into her home.

“Just a cold he picked up in the hospital.”

“Your cat was in the hospital?”

“We were visiting a friend. Perhaps you know Dr.
Blackstone?”

“Isn’t he my daughter’s psychiatrist?”

“No,” I replied. “I don’t think so.”

Mrs. Yonge raised her cup of tea to her lips and pretended to
sip. “I take it this is not a courtesy call,” she said landing her
cup softly in its saucer.

“I’m here about Ann.”

“Ann?”

“Yes,” I said. “We’re no longer, that is she’s been acting
rather strange lately.”

A wisp of a smile appeared on Mrs. Yonge’s mouth as her lips
delicately kissed the rim of her cup. Once again she did not
swallow.

“Strange? How do you mean, David?”

“Distant. Cool. She doesn’t talk much. Doesn’t like me to touch
her. I’m be Frank, mam, we’ve separated.”

“I see,” Mrs. Yonge replied, a light flashing suddenly in her
eyes. “What has this to do with me?”

“Well,” I said leaning forward then recognizing my presumption,
retreated. “I wondered if you, being her mother, had noticed
anything strange about Ann. Has she spoken to you? Confided in
you?”

Mrs. Yonge placed her cup and saucer gently but firmly down on
the coffee table.

“You know quite well, David, that Ann and I have never been
close. She’s done pretty well what she liked with her life. We are
not an intimate family. We love each other, in our fashion, but Ann
has never felt a need to confide in me, and I have encouraged the
habit.”

There was silence. I glanced out the living room window. A
couple of large Grey Hounds had taken up residence on the front
lawn. I took a deep breath. It was not going to be easy to say what
I had to say.

“I am afraid for Ann. For months now she has been acting
peculiar. I think Ann is having a breakdown.” I swallowed and
waited anxiously.

Mrs. Yonge stared at me, her laser eyes prodding my mind.

“She’s having an affair,” I blurted out.

“Ridiculous!” Mrs. Yonge hit back.

For a moment I felt myself wrestling with the words in my mouth.
“It’s not ridiculous. Mrs. Yonge, your daughter is living with
someone else.”

My lips began to quiver with tension.

“Don’t quiver, David!” she commanded.

“Yes, mam.”

“Let me he frank, David,” Mrs. Yonge began. “I never fully
subscribed to the soundness of Ann’s choice in a mate. I didn’t
like you, David. If Ann and you have separated, I can only conclude
that Ann has finally come to her senses. But, the notion that Ann
would then take up with some other man is beyond belief.”

“Why not?” I cried.

“Because Ann knows I would brook no scandal in this family. I
shall not have this family’s good name tarnished in the public
courts. Ann knows that even the hint of scandal would permanently
sever her relations with this family and she has too much to lose
to sacrifice it all in a petty affair. And may I add that it seems
to me that you are being very ungrateful toward Ann after all the
things that she has put up with over the years. We know about your
medical condition, as you like to describe your weakness. Thank
God, there are no children. We know about your delusions of one day
becoming a philosopher. Decent people choose decent professions.
Whoever heard of anyone becoming a philosopher? Certainly not in
our family, nor in the family of any of our acquaintances. What
future is there in it? Ann has told me on more than one occasion,
how you drift off on her, your thoughts wandering off like
vagabonds. She’s told me how she’s had to make all the major
decisions in your marriage, how she’s had to take the reins of the
day-to-day operations of the household. How many years has it been
that Ann has worked while you have stayed home to think? You should
be ashamed of yourself, David! Living off the earnings of your
wife! And then there’s that creature!”

Mrs. Yonge turned her gaze on Fred who cowered at my feet.

“It’s indecent to show a pet so much affection. The dumb beasts
must be made to know their place. Ann tells me that you take that
cat everywhere while she remains at home, alone. That is
sinful!”

I was stunned, unable to speak. What a villainous picture Ann
had painted of me. My eyes began to well up with tears. I was
determined not to break down in front of Ann’s mother. She would
have perceived it as a sign of weakness and an admission of guilt.
I looked outside. An Afghan approached the window and seeing me
look her way, bared her teeth.

“Mrs. Yonge,” I pleaded, “I’m trying to save my marriage. I want
Ann and I to patch up our differences and…”

“Save your marriage!” Mrs. Yonge huffed. “With suspicions and
false accusations against my daughter. Why don’t you take a good
look in the mirror, young man? Take a good look at the wasted
excuse for a human being you have become. My father was right about
you people. Perhaps it has finally sunk into Ann’s head that you
cannot mix oil and water. If you loved Ann, as you claim, the best
thing you could do for her, David, would be to crawl away someplace
and disappear. I never understood what Ann saw in you in the first
place. You were different, she boasted. You were an individual, she
claimed. Individual? Someone who is ill mannered, lazy,
unmotivated, without resources and ambition. I cannot respect a man
who cannot bring home a paycheck, no matter how humble the amount.
And I have no sympathy for a man who would strike a woman.”

My mouth dropped.

“You know very well what I mean, David.”

“But, I don’t. Did Ann tell you that I hit her?”

“I don’t know what drives a man to such mean spiritedness.”

“I never hit Ann!” I protested.

“Don’t sit in my house and tell me a bold face lie, young man! I
won’t stand for it! You people are all the same.”

“I never hit Ann!”

“You mean you don’t remember hitting Ann. She’s told me all
about your blackouts.”

“Blackouts? I don’t have blackouts!”

“David, you belong back in that institution, back somewhere
where you can’t harm anyone but yourself.”

“But… none of this is true, Mrs. Yonge. I didn’t hit Ann! I
don’t have blackouts!”

“The tea is cold,” Mrs. Yonge said with a tone of cool
finality.

“Aren’t you going to listen to my side of the story? You’ve got
to he fair, Mrs. Yonge. Ann is making up all these things… to fit
into a scheme. She has… a plan. She’s been preparing you for our
divorce so that she can justify herself in your eyes. Mrs. Yonge, I
am the innocent party.”

Mrs. Yonge rose to her feet. “I’ve heard enough, David.”

“Mrs. Yonge…”

“This discussion is at an end. Good-day, David.” Mrs. Yonge
turned and walked out of the room. “You are familiar with the exit.
Close the door when you leave.”

I sat in my chair, tears running down my face and splashing in
the cup of tea, shaking in my hands. All I could see was a picture
of Ann and her mother, sitting in this very room, sipping tea, and
discussing me. Me as a lunatic. Me as a beast. Me hitting Ann. Ann
crying. Mrs. Yonge nodding her head, weaving a quiet smile of
satisfaction across her face. I looked over at Fred.

“History is written by the victors,” he said.

As Fred and I stepped out of the front door of the Yonge house,
we noticed a committee waiting for us. Several dogs were lying in
the grass, their eyes staring up at us. I grabbed Fred and gingerly
tip toed to the Beetle. A Collie rose from the lawn, came over and
sniffed my hand. I waited briefly until he lost interest, then
stepped carefully into the car. As quietly as possible, I closed
the car door, put Fred down in the passenger seat, and started the
engine. The dogs began to rise. I slipped the car into drive, took
my foot off the break and slowly eased the car forward, watching
that I didn’t hit any of the dogs that crisscrossed the road in
front of us.

“The problem as I see it,” Fred began as he tugged at the fur on
his chest like it was a lawyer’s vest. “is whether it is possible
to be guilty of something when one feels innocent. It’s the old
existential syndrome. Take for example the charge of Mrs. Yonge
that you hit her daughter. There are four possibilities: one, Mrs.
Yonge is lying; two, Ann is lying; three, you are lying. You,
David, claim to be innocent. We will assume for the sake of
argument that everyone is telling the truth, which leads us to our
fourth possibility - blackouts. It is possible that you hit Ann
during a blackout and thus have no memory of it.”

“I do not have blackouts. I did not hit Ann.”

As we spoke the dogs became bolder. A Fox Terrier began to trail
us. Two other dogs followed suit. Soon most of the neighborhood
hounds had joined the siege as we slowly moved down the street.

“Blackouts are the key here, Dave. How does one know that one
does not have blackouts since by definition blackouts are not
remembered?”

“Fred, you could just as easily accuse Godfrey or Letterman of
having blackouts and thus hitting Ann. If blackouts are the only
criteria for guilt then everyone is a suspect.”

“But, look at your history, Dave,” Fred sighed. “You told me on
several occasions that your recollection of the past is like a
series of slides. How are these slides connected? Perhaps there are
slides missing? Or erased? Is your memory like a Public
Broadcasting System documentary? Who decides what shall be
remembered and what is to be edited? Has someone gone through your
life and highlighted certain portions and erased the remainder?
Perhaps the more mundane moments in life are as important as the
theatrical? And what of those moments that, because of their
crushing emotional weight, are suppressed?”

An image of Ann holding her cheek flashed across my mind. Had I
hit her?

“Fred, I am not on trial. Could you ditch the Perry Mason
routine?”

“That’s the trouble with you homo-sapiens,” Fred pouted. “You’re
afraid to face the big issues. That’s why there is so little
appreciation for Plato. Everything exists in some order, Dave.
Chaos is the inability to grasp the world, to grasp the order. It
is ignorance. You cannot survive in the ruins of your ignorance.
You’ll be like a blind man in an avalanche; you won’t know which
way to run. You must try and make sense of the world, even if it
hurts.”

An image of Ann flashed across my mind. A small thin snake of
blood crawled out of the corner of Ann’s nose and over her lips.
She bit its head off and smiled.

“I hit her!” I cried.

“What?”

“I remember now. I hit her.”

“Are you sure, Dave?”

“Yes, Fred. I remembered hitting her. There was blood. She
smiled. Why did Ann smile?”

Fred shook his head. “How can you be so sure, Dave? One minute
you claim you didn’t hit her and the next you have a memory that
holds the opposite view. I was monitoring your thoughts, Dave, and
I can tell you that the image of you hitting Ann did not exist five
minutes ago. Someone has been doctoring the tapes? Tell me, Dave,
did Ann ever accuse you of hitting her?”

“She asked me to hit her,” I replied.

Fred looked startled.

“Why would she do that?”

I was about to respond when an Afghan lunged at the front wheel
of the car. That appeared to be a battle cry as the rest of the
dogs threw themselves against the car. They came at us from all
directions and were soon joined by other dogs from nearby
neighborhoods. I was afraid to accelerate lest I run over one of
the animals. I honked my horn. A Poodle leaped off a low hanging
tree branch onto our hood and began frantically to claw at the
windshield before he slid off the car. Another dog landed on the
roof with a thud before he too slid off. I continued to honk

the car horn, hoping that someone in the houses along the street
would see our distress and call the police. No one looked out.
Curtains were drawn. Smashing my hands on the steering wheel, my
foot pushed the gas peddle to the floor. The Beetle jumped. An
animal let out a horrific screech. I didn’t stop. I sped down the
road, the dogs in hot pursuit. When we crossed the frontier out of
Rosedale the dogs stopped following us.

“Scott Fitzgerald was right,” Fred muttered, looking over the
seat through the back window. “The rich are different. They are
unleashed.”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

The Thin Man

 

“This is all wrong, Dave,” Fred whispered in my ear, as he sat,
nestled on my shoulder. “It looks wrong; it smells wrong. This guy
isn’t Nick Charles. There is no Nick Charles outside of the
fictional character in a book and a series of offbeat mystery
thrillers. And I don’t believe he’s on the Elsa Taylor case. We
can’t even be sure that there is a Taylor case, that Elsa actually
died, that the police have any interest in you. Those cops sitting
outside the apartment in their cruiser might have been on a coffee
break. This may all be an hallucination of yours. Maybe I don’t
exist. Maybe Descartes never existed. Oh my God, everything might
be up for grabs!”

It had taken me days to recover from my experience with Mrs.
Yonge. She was not going to help me. I had to face the inevitable.
Ann and I were not going to get together again. Despair had drained
me of all energy and yet I was unable to sleep, eat, do anything
but sit at my back door and wait. And then one day I noticed that
amongst the winos that had once more begun to populate the lane
behind our house, there was a lone figure who seemed different. Not
only was he well groomed and dressed immaculately, but he seemed of
a different class than the other citizens of the lane. Immediately
upon seeing me, he came up to the back door of my flat and shook my
hand.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” he smiled. “I’m Nick Charles.”

“The famous detective?” I asked.

Nick bowed. “I have my good days.”

“He’s a drunk,” Fred spat.

Nick Charles looked down at Fred.

“You’re lucky that Asta isn’t here, young fellow. He’d eat you
alive.” Charles turned his attention back to me. “I caught your act
at the Poetry Workshop. I thought it was rather informative. Until
you made your hasty exit. I just wished that they served something
else but coffee. Coffee can ruin you health.”

“You said you heard a lot about me?” I asked.

“Yes, the boys filled me in. They hardly talk about anything
else. And now this young lady, Lisa, has been murdered.”

“Elsa,” I corrected him.

“Yes,” Charles smiled. “Can’t put anything over on you, can we?
I am retired but I find this case intriguing. I think her death is
tangled up with the disappearance of your parents.”

My mouth dropped.

“That’s ridiculous,” Fred cried.

Nick Charles glared at Fred for a moment. Then he went on to
explain the details of his plan to unmask the real killers of Elsa
Taylor. Charles invited us to participate. Fred was against the
whole scheme but did not want to be left behind in the apartment by
himself. Fred grumbled all the way down Yonge Street as we followed
Nick Charles. When we reached Wellesley Street, Charles stopped. I
watched him. All of his senses were tuned to the night. His ears
were perked, his eyes alert, his brain churning. It made me
nauseous. I leaned against the front window of a jewelry shop and
vomited once again. Belgian diamonds glistened in my eyes. Fred
managed to leap clear of the avalanche from my mouth. When I was
finished, I looked up.

“Ah,” Charles smiled. “You’re an Aryan.”

I spat out the foul remnants of my mouth, then picked up Fred
and wiped my chin with his tail. Fred squirmed loose and leaped to
the ground.

“Actually I’m Irish,” I responded turning to Charles. “Some
people think I’m Japanese. Do I look Japanese to you?”

Charles looked at me, turned away and then did a comic double
take. His eyes opened wide as he smiled.

“Oh, you are cute, Mr. Halliday.”

“Are you Aryan?” Fred asked, cleaning the portion of his coat
that I had used as a washcloth.

“By marriage,” Charles responded. “Nora’s family was Aryan, on
her father’s side. Most insane people I ever met. Harmless but
completely certifiable. Strange what money does to the rich. Makes
them richer. I used to manage Nora’s affairs, you know. She could
have done it herself but Nora loved to see me work. Did I mention
that her mother was a Methodist?”

Charles turned to Fred. “Are you Aryan?”

“Persian!” Fred responded, pulling back his shoulders and
proudly throwing out his chest. “On all three sides.”

Charles smiled, looked at me, than did a double take on Fred. It
began to drizzle. A Wellesley Street bus turned into the subway
terminal. Charles swept his arm across my chest, pinning me against
the wall. His coat smelled rancid. I began to vomit on his
sleeve.

“My, this is turning out to be a delightful evening,” Fred
muttered.

“Bus drivers,” Charles muttered, a tone of gravity in his voice.
“Subversives, fermenting discord in the under classes. People
should take cabs. Clearly mass transit is being used to organize
the proletariat.”

“You should get a job teaching history in Alberta, Mr. Charles,”
Fred smirked.

Charles looked down at Fred and shook his head.

“You’re a lot like Asta.  I can see it in your eyes.”

Fred added. “Who are you really?”

Charles, ignoring Fred, turned to me. “We’ve got to get to the
bottom of this mess, Halliday.”

“It was an accident,” I protested staring at the sleeve of
Charles’ jacket. “Too many Bloody Stalins.”

“It’s your neck I’m trying to save, Halliday. Who murdered
Taylor? Who had opportunity? Who had motive? Remember, the answer
is inside. Inside your head, Halliday, and inside the bowels of the
city.”

Fred swallowed deeply and squealed. “I don’t like the sound of
that word, bowels.”

Charles eyes locked onto mine. “Marilyn Monroe did not commit
suicide. She died of old age working the Pom Pom Room at the Eddie
Hotel. Good looking dish even in her 80’s.”

We moved back into the Wellesley Street traffic and then down
Yonge Street until we reached a McDonald’s restaurant. Charles
turned to me.

“This is where the fun starts,” he said. “You sure you’re up to
it?”

“Up to what?” Fred asked.

Charles smiled.

“The truth, chum.”

“What truth?” Fred asked.

“The only truth that matters now. Who are you, Halliday? Isn’t
that what you want to know? Isn’t that what underlines all of this
crazy journey we call a life?”

Fred turned to me.

“Do you know what the hell he’s talking about?”

We stepped inside McDonald’s. The place was packed. We headed
through the restaurant and down the stairs in the back toward the
washrooms. When we reached a door that read, Employees Only, we
stopped. Charles looked around to make sure that we weren’t being
watched then he bent over the lock of the door. A moment later we
were inside.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Dave,” Fred moaned.

Charles moved a shelf holding supplies of straws, cups, and
other McDonald paraphernalia. Kneeling down, he removed several
loose tiles and to my surprise, lifted up a trap door. A ladder led
down into darkness.

“This is the descent into hell,” Charles chuckled.

Fred swallowed deeply.

“We’re not going down there,” he whimpered, his voice breaking
in mid-stream.

“You want to stay behind by yourself?” I asked.

Fred looked around then reluctantly shook his head. Fred and I
stepped on the ladder and descended. Charles followed, closing the
secret entrance behind him. Only Fred’s eyes shone in the
darkness.

“I’m frightened, Dave.”

“The unknown is always frightening, Fred. That’s what separates
man from the ape. Man overcomes his fears.”

Fred sighed. “I’m beginning to acquire a new respect for the
ape’s position.”

“Strange thing about darkness,” Charles whispered. “You feel as
if you have descended deep into your own head. The awful
relationship between the psychological and the physical.
Shakespeare understood this. So did Jack the Ripper. I tried to
explain this symmetry to Blackstone but he shrugged it off.
Psychiatrists have this damned addiction to reality, their
reality.”

“You know Dr. Blackstone?” I cried.

“Yes,” Charles replied.

I explained that Dr. Blackstone had been my therapist for
years.

Charles laughed. “Blackstone understands nothing, nothing but
writing out prescriptions. Everything is chemistry. Drugs will make
us all sane. I’ll bet he doesn’t believe Fred can talk.”

I nodded.

Charles laughed. “He doesn’t believe that I’m Nick Charles even
after I showed him where Nora was buried. A man who believes in
nothing is a bomb waiting to go off.”

“Where is Nora’s grave?” Fred asked.

“Right where I laid her to rest,” Charles responded. “The middle
of Lake Ontario.”

Fred swallowed deeply. “The middle of Lake Ontario!”

“Nora loved sailing,” Charles explained. “She always wanted to
be buried at sea.”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

The Underground

 

Charles struck a match. I glanced around. Cables, wires, pipes
running along both walls and the ceiling down a long tubular
tunnel. The place smelled of cigarette smoke, and urine, and
popcorn.

“Reminds me of church,” Fred mumbled.

From above one of the cables, Charles produced a candle, which
he lit.

“Where are we?” I asked.

Charles grinned. “The tertiary vessel leading to the pulmonary
vein. This is the heart of the city.”

We walked for some time through this passage. Since Charles
carried the only light and since his body blocked out most of the
light, offering only a slight eclipse to see by, it was difficult
to make out anything. Occasionally we would cross other passages,
which were labeled with the same street names as the surface. Twice
we left our passage and entered another. Sometimes we caught a
glimpse of someone, a face, a hand, a shiny object like a belt
buckle or broach or dental filling. One time I felt a hand sweep
down my back. Another time I turned quickly around to find myself
staring, for a brief few seconds, into the face of the king of rock
and roll. And yet another time, Fred pointed out a figure in the
shadows who he claimed was one of the dead Kennedy’s. This was the
Valhalla of tabloid magazines. Dampness began to seep into my
boots. Fred muttered something about his lungs atrophying. I picked
him up and carried him under my arm. As we plunged onwards, Fred
speculated that all of this could be someone’s nightmare. Or
daytime television.

Charles looked over his shoulder and took a deep breath.

“I love murder,” he sighed with contentment. “Been a long time
since I was on a case. Homicide clears the mind. Nothing like death
to focus the senses. It adds a nice climax to one’s life. It drags
one out of the purely mediocre and places one firmly in a great
mythical drama. Think of the long history of murder victims and
their murderers. Murder has given us most of our great literature,
Crime and Punishment, Tale of Two Cities, the O.J. Simpson Trial.
Without Macbeth, there would be no Shakespeare. Without Charlie
Manson, there would be no… Beach Boys. Murder reinvents depravity
and cruelty, reminds us how fragile and beautiful life is. And this
particular murder, the murder of Elsa Taylor, has been staged
especially for your sake, Mr. Halliday. It is a journey through
your psyche, a passage into your darkened third cameral mind where
lust, rage, jealousy wait patiently to be released. Don’t waste
this golden opportunity to find yourself, sir.”

Fred looked up at me and smiled. “Don’t you love a good
soliloquy?”

Finally we reached a large passage. It was a sewer. A canal,
with the city’s bowel movements, ran down the center of the
passage. On either side, about two feet above the level of the
sewage, was a walkway with retaining rails. Occasionally there was
a bridge over the canal. Periodically along the walls were lights
so that it was no longer necessary to carry a candle.

“Venice at night,” Fred marveled.

I stood up and stretched. There was considerably more headroom
in this passage. Charles lit a cigarette off the candle before
deadening the candle with his fingertips.

“Behold, the womb of the Aryan race. This is the depository of
all dead souls.”

“Are you taking all this in, Dave?” Fred whispered.

Charles looked back at us.

“What ever happened to your dog?” Fred asked.

“Asta, dear Asta,” Charles sighed. “Buried him with Nora. Nora
loved that dog.”

“The dog died at the same time as Nora?” I asked.

“Who said the dog was dead?” Charles responded.

Fred swallowed deeply, putting his finger under his flea collar
to loosen it. After a few moments of silence in which Charles, deep
in thought, sucked on his cigarette Fred whispered to me.

“Shouldn’t there be rats down here?”

Charles turned toward us, his cigarette glued to his bottom
lip.

“What did the cat say?”

“He… he asked why there were no rats. This is a sewer. There
should be rats.”

Charles laughed. “They’ve been eaten.”

As we moved through the sewers, I noticed that there were a
number of small chambers off the passage. Some were furnished with
mattresses, card tables, gas stoves and other luxuries. In one,
someone had hooked up a color television. Two small children were
watching a television tabloid news program, Hard Copy.

“I don’t know how parents can allow their children to watch that
trash,” Charles cursed.

In other chambers there were women, both young and old, in
different stages of undress. We saw no men. Fred tugged at my
leg.

“Don’t you think we should ask the great Nick Charles where we
are headed?”

I complied. Charles mumbled something I couldn’t make out. Fred
insisted that I repeat my question. Charles stopped in his tracks
and turned around. He lit up another cigarette.

“What’s important here,” Charles began, “is not where we are
headed, but where we have been. I used to be an accountant. Cox,
Liebrandt and Russel. Offices across Canada. World-class
organization. My name was Paulo Rossi.”

“I knew he wasn’t Nick Charles,” Fred whispered.

“I had all the trappings of an accountant,” Charles continued,
“wife, kids, station wagon, story and a half house, hedges around
the front lawn, barbecue in the back. But, I was not a happy man.
Something was missing. Then one evening while watching television I
discovered the truth. The Song of the Thin Man was playing on the
tube. I was in a sort of suburban mid-week mid-life daze when it
came to me. I was Nick Charles, private investigator. A great
weight had been lifted off my shoulders. I didn’t have to go into
the office the next morning. No more spread sheets, no more year
ends, no more audits, no more forms, no more ink stains on my
fingers. I picked up my fedora, told the wife I was going to the
corner for cigarettes and never returned. I met Nora in a donut
shop. She was doing some deep cover work for the police drug squad.
It was like we had never been apart. The lovemaking was marvelous.
We ate and drank, danced and drank, made love and drank, went on
long train rides and drank. Life was grand. Then all of a sudden,
there were no more cases. People were not killing each other at
least not in a fashion that any beat cop couldn’t unravel. I had
become redundant. I blamed it on computers, on restructuring in the
business, on the surplus of social workers. For years I waited,
expecting my next great case to come along. It had to be something
special, something that would tax my considerable detective skills.
And then Nora and Asta passed on. I was devastated. But never did I
give in to the powers of despair. I was sure that my day would come
again. But even I lost faith. I drank too much. Just one more
statistic, another middle aged P.I. gone to seed. And then one day,
while I was walking along the street, the Elsa Taylor murder case
dropped in my lap. Literally. The body dropped right out of the
sky, splattering on the sidewalk not ten feet from me. The sound of
the human skull hitting cement at sixty miles an hour makes quite
an impression on your senses. I could not believe my good fortune.
I’m not ashamed to admit it, but there were tears in my eyes that
afternoon. I fell to my knees on the spot and thanked God for his
generosity. Later that day I discovered that the body had been
thrown out of the twentieth floor of the Holiday Inn and your name
was connected to it. I saw your picture on the television. Nick, I
said to myself, that’s the fellow with the talking cat. He needs my
expertise. I decided to take the case.”

Charles took a deep breath, grinned with satisfaction, and
flicked his cigarette into the sewer. A hand reached up out of the
waste to catch it.

“Shall we continue?” Charles said, motioning us to follow
him.

A good distance was passed in silence before Fred grabbed my
attention. He directed my eyes across the passage. An old man stood
in the shadows, watching us. Even in the shadows, the face looked
familiar.

“It’s… my father!” I gasped, stopping in my tracks.

“What would your father be doing down here?” Fred cried. “Dave,
I don't like the smell of this.”

I stepped toward the figure in the shadow and he retreated a few
steps.

“Dad?”

Fred crawled up my arm and hit behind my head, digging his nails
into my neck.  Charles who had continued on, turned and yelled
for us to catch up. I turned to grab Fred before he drew blood.
When I turned back to the old man, he was gone.

“It wasn’t your father,” Fred said.

“How do you know?”

“I recognized him,” Fred trembled. “It was the deceased Mr.
Pergoti. I don’t feel so good, Dave.”

“Me neither,” I said.

“It’s the fumes,” Fred cried. “We’ve got to keep moving.”

“It’s more than that, Fred. It’s a feeling in the pit of my
stomach. Something buried long ago is about to erupt. Something
terrible is about to happen to us. I can taste it, Fred.”

“What does it taste like, Dave?”

I looked at Charles ahead of us and then down at Fred in my
arms.

“It tastes like chicken!”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

The Gates of Hell

 

Charles turned into a smaller passage. We hurried to catch up.
It was pitch black. Charles relit his candle. We began to climb a
set of stairs. Fred counted them, stopping at thirty nine. Suddenly
a gust of wind blew down the tunnel, followed by a great roar
blowing out Charles’ candle. The end of the tunnel lit up, than
just as suddenly darkened into silence and calm. Fred’s teeth began
to rattle.

“What was that, Dave?”

A moment later the wind, light, and roar were repeated. Fred dug
his claws into my arm, shaking and whimpering. We continued on in
darkness. As we reached the end of the tunnel, the great wind,
roar, and light passed directly in front of us.

“Whoa!” Fred cried, burrowing deep into my chest. I smiled, than
stroked Fred’s head and neck. “It’s the subway,” I whispered in his
ear.

Nick Charles looked back over his shoulder and smiled at us.

“Other cultures looked for the answers to the meaning of life to
their poets, artists, philosophers. In America we ask those
questions of our serial killers. Somehow we have gotten it into our
head that those amongst us who commit hideous crimes have a unique
perspective on what it means to be a human being. You see, David,
what a great spiritual vacuum creates?”

I looked at Fred and then at Charles.

Charles smiled.

“Monsters!” he replied. 

We entered the subway tunnel. Fred began to relax. We climbed
down a short ladder and began to walk along the tracks. A light
breeze tickled the back of my neck. Charles began to walk faster.
He broke into a run. We ran after him. He pulled us into a large
cavern adjacent to the tunnel. We could hear the roar of the
approaching train. I had the feeling that we were not alone in the
cavern. A hand touched my shoulder. I jumped, dropping Fred to the
ground.

“David,” a weak voice whispered in my ear.

There was a smell of rancid cheese. I spun around. A set of
large brown sad eyes looked at me. They were eyes I had seen a
thousand times in my dreams, eyes that never closed, eyes that were
waiting for me. I tried to speak, to say Mother, but nothing came
out.

“David,” the old woman cackled, “I want to meet your wife. Bring
her to me.”

The train passed with a roar, lighting up the cavern for a brief
moment like a photograph in an album. And I dreamed. A car in a
ditch. The horn crying out, the headlights staring out into the
wood, the trees standing like pillars holding up the darkened sky,
my mother in the front seat, blood running down her forehead, her
smile caught in the splintered web of the windshield, me in the
back seat, unharmed staring through the shattered windshield at my
father wandering back and forth in the woods, not knowing what else
to do.

“Mommy!” I cried out.

Charles lit up the candle, looked at me and then at Fred.

“Did someone say something?”

I turned and looked around the cavern. It was empty. We were
alone.

“What’s the matter, Dave?” Fred asked, looking up at me from the
ground where I had dropped him. “You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

“They’re dead,” I mumbled.

“Whose dead, Dave?”

I looked down at Fred. “My parents. My parents are dead,
Fred.”

Charles smirked.

“You knew all the time,” I said.

“Yes,” Charles smiled. “Everyone knew. So what are you going to
do now, David?”

I shook my head. What should I do? What could you do? My mother
wanted to see Ann. But, my mother was dead. There was only one
answer.

Charles shook his head and moved off.

Fred tugged on my arm.

“Come on, Dave. We don’t want to be left behind.”

A few minutes later, the tunnel lit up once again. But, this
time it was the light from a station and not a train. Charles
instructed us to wait while he surveyed the station. I stood in the
darkness, shaking uncontrollably.

“I can’t bear it any longer,” I muttered, tears welling up in my
eyes. “Too much pain. It has to be ended. Ann has to pay. Am I
going crazy, Fred?”

Fred looked up at me.

“Did you say something, Dave? You’ve got to quit mumbling.”

Charles returned and led us toward the station. As we climbed
onto the platform, I could see that the station was vacant. Charles
marched along the platform toward the exit. When he reached the
turnstiles, Charles turned to us. The agent in the ticket booth
glanced at us briefly, then returned to the book he was
reading.

“These are the gates of hell,” Charles gestured toward the Eaton
Centre and pushed on through the revolving doors and out of our
lives.

“Aren’t we going to follow?” Fred asked.

I shook my head. A new resolve had overcome me.

“At least, that’s over with,” Fred sighed. “Where are we off to
now? Might I suggest home and a little R and R. I’m beat.”

I did not answer.

Another train pulled into the station. When the doors slid open,
we stepped inside and took a seat.

“I’ve got to see Ann and Claude.”

“What for?” Fred cried.

“They all think I’m crazy,” I responded. “Maybe I am crazy.
Maybe it’s time to act that way.”

“What are you talking about?” Fred asked.

“Murder,” I responded.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Rained Out

 

I don’t know how long I was standing on the front lawn of the
Pergoti house, crying out for Claude and Ann to come out and meet
their maker. I do know that Fred kept pulling on my pant leg,
suggesting an alternative to violent confrontation - flight. Fred
pointed out to me that nothing I did would have any substantial
effect on the facts of the case as he saw it. And Fred reminded me
that such an exhibition of unrestrained emotions and the subsequent
loss of the rational faculties would reflect poorly upon both my
species. He also pointed out that it was unlikely that I could
affect any bodily harm on either Claude or Ann. I was unarmed and
either one could take me out with one punch. I didn’t care. Maybe
it was crazy to think that I could change anything with this
physical confrontation, but then wasn’t I crazy? Everyone kept
telling me that.

It was a carnival atmosphere. Neighbors had turned all their
houselights on. Some had taken lawn chairs out onto their front
lawns. Up the street I spotted someone lighting up a barbecue while
others dragged coolers of beer to the curbs. There were the
familiar bells of an ice cream truck and the banging of screen
doors as neighbors rushed in and out of their homes.

“This is creating quite a scene, Dave,” Fred spoke with an
hysterical Peter Lorre calmness.

“I’m going to call the police,” Mrs. Pergoti screamed from her
second floor bedroom window.

“What are you going to call them?” a voice roared from down the
street. A wave of screams and guffaws rolled through the block.
Mrs. Pergoti turned and cursed the crowd, her elbow nudging a
potted plant off the window ledge sending it crashing into the
evergreens below. A cat screeched and fled out of the bush. Mrs.
Pergoti threw a traditional Papal blessing at her neighbors before
she turned toward me and spat.

“What did I ever do to you, Mrs. Pergoti?” I pleaded.

Wagging her finger at me, she barked, “Always think you are
better than us. You and your big thoughts.  Maybe we don’t
have such important thoughts but we have jobs. We make money. We
sweat for our lives. You are so pumped up with yourself. You look
at me like I was… like I was a cow… like I was a dumb animal.”

“You tell him old gal,” a voice from the street laughed. Other
voices began to bawl like cattle. Children began to laugh
hysterically.

Mrs. Pergoti turned toward her neighbors. “You got nothing
better to do!”

“Dave,” Fred said, continuing to speak in a calm measured voice.
“I can’t honestly see anything positive coming out of this
exchange. I know you have your principles, Dave, but just as a
strategic matter, we should carry this issue to a higher ground,
say Barrie.”

The front door of the Pergoti house swung open. Claude, looking
like a hairless Stanley Kowalski, stepped out. He was wearing a
pair of jeans and the traditional sleeveless underwear shirt. The
shirt emphasized his large shoulders and bulging muscles. There was
a tattoo on each bicep. One was an anchor; the second was a heart
with an arrow through it. Above the heart was written - MOM.

Down the street voices began to chant, “Claude! Claude!
Claude!”

Claude looked around and flexing his biceps, struck a pose. Then
he began to speak to me in his squeaky feminine voice.

“I think you’d better go home, Mr. Halliday. All of this
commotion has given Ann a headache. I don’t like it when Ann gets
aches in her head.”

“Each shit, Claude!” I cried.

“Surely Dave,” Fred said, shaking his head, “you could have come
up with a response more befitting your station in life. These
brutal expressions do not reflect the sharp and articulate mind it
has been my privilege to know over these past months. Do not allow
yourself to be dragged down to the level of the beasts.”

Claude twitched his shoulders and jerked his head to one side.
“I think we’ve heard enough, Mr. Halliday. You’re making a real
scene out here. It may not matter to you but we have to live in
this neighborhood.”

Claude stepped down from the front stairs of the porch. “I think
you should go home, Mr. Halliday, before I do something you’ll
regret.”

“That’s an awful lot of thinking, Claude,” another voice cried
out from the neighbors.

“What are you doing with Ann in there?” I sniffled, tears
beginning to run down my cheek.

My emotions were bubbling over. I hardly knew what I was saying
nor did I care. Everything seemed to hinge upon my taking a stand,
taking a stand for a principle that I would have been at a loss to
articulate. I wondered if this was how it felt to die for one’s
flag. Events seemed to have a logic of their own and even if I had
been predisposed to alter them, I felt powerless to do so.

“You have free will,” I heard Fred’s voice ring in my head.

No, Fred. We are not free. Our history is written in our
genes.

“What Ann and I are doing is none of your business, Mr.
Halliday. What goes on behind closed doors between two
condescending adults is personal. Unless you got a warrant.”

The chants from down the street continued.

“Whack him!” someone yelled.

“You’re fucking my wife,” I cried. “That makes it my
business.”

“You shouldn’t talk about Ann like that Mr. Halliday.” Claude
said, his lower lip trembling with excitement.

“Whack him! Whack him!” another child’s voice cried out.

Claude looked unsure of himself. In his bewilderment, there was
a kind of peace about the man that I had never noticed before. It
was almost loveable. Claude looked up to the second floor of the
house to the window where Mrs. Pergoti had been standing, but she
was gone. Claude looked at me, his eyes startled. For a moment I
thought he was going to ask me for advice.

“We were playing Clue,” he blurted out. “Ann thinks that Colonel
Mustard did it in the dining room with the candlestick.”

“Who did he do it to, Claude? Miss Scarlett?” Another voice
howled. A chorus of hoots followed this last remark.

“I’ve phoned the cops!” Mrs. Pergoti cried out from the front
door where she was now standing. The light from the hallway behind
her silhouetted the nakedness inside her housecoat. Someone
whistled. Someone else gagged.

Claude stepped toward me.

The chants of Whack him! Whack him! grew louder. Neighbors
started doing the wave. I widened my stance, clenched my fist, and
braced myself. As Claude reached me, I took a wild looping swing at
him. For a brief moment I thought I’d hit him. He ducked, than
decked me with a right cross above the heart. The next moment I
found myself on the grass beneath a downpour of Claude’s fists.

“Give it to him, darling!” Mrs. Pergoti laughed, clapping her
hands and jumping up and down.

Chants of Claude! Claude! Claude! thundered in the background.
As Claude was pummeling me, Fred jumped upon his back, digging his
claws into Claude’s neck. Claude reached around and grabbed Fred by
the neck, ripping him off and tossing Fred across the lawn. I saw
Fred bounce twice and then lie motionless on the ground. I tried to
free myself, to see if Fred was alright, but Claude had my arms
pinned to the ground with his knees and continued to rain his fists
down upon me. I felt nothing, nothing but the dampness of the
evening, the softness of the grass under my back, the weight of
Claude’s knees on my arms. His punches seemed far far away. I
thought I heard Ann weeping. Glass breaking. Car headlights staring
lifelessly into the woods. My father bouncing off trees like a
pinball. My mother’s mouth opening with sadness against the
windshield like a penny falling down a deep well never reaching its
splash. Then I heard the police siren.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

The End

 

Claude lifted himself off me. I tried to move but could not,
feeling as if I had become an indelible character in the lawn. The
stars above winked off and on like Christmas tree lights. Somewhere
in the distance a Bing Crosby record was playing. There were boos
from the neighbors. A moment later I felt cold steel, handcuffs on
my wrists. I watched as the police dragged my body to the squad car
and threw it roughly in. And yet I felt myself still lying on the
grass as if they’d left the real me behind. It was a most peculiar
feeling and not altogether unpleasant.

I began to float. A few inches at first, and than a foot. I
began to rise above the heads of the crowd who had now reached the
front lawn of the Pergoti house, gathering around to discuss the
recent events. As I reached the rooftops of the houses, I spotted
Ann rushing out of the Pergoti house. Claude turned to embrace her.
She brushed him aside and raced across the lawn toward Fred. I
continued to rise. I watched as Ann fell to her knees and lifted
Fred’s body to her breast.

A child looked up and cried, “What’s that in the sky?”

I passed into a cloud and found myself standing at a bus stop. I
was not alone. Several other people were waiting at the bus stop,
as if they were going to work. Everyone looked half-asleep. I heard
birds singing. In the distance there were the sounds of car wheels
moving off into the distance, a garage door opening, rusty gates
swinging, front doors closing.

A gentleman beside me, who resembled pictures I’d seen of Jean
Paul Sartre, lit up a cigarette and spoke to a woman in
curlers.

“It is the way of the world,” he shrugged his shoulders.

Another woman who stood nearby kept straightening out her
evening gown. An old man stood holding the hand of a young girl and
comforting her. There were tears running down her cheek. He patted
her head. Around us, nothing was visible. The mist made it appear
that we were in a white room, a room without corners. The only
landscape to speak of was the T.T.C. bus stop. Occasionally a bird
would appear, fly through the room, and just as suddenly disappear.
I was about to strike up a conversation with the woman in the
evening gown when a bus appeared in the distance. It grew larger.
When the bus reached our little group, it pulled over towards us
and stopped. I searched through my trousers for a bus token.
Luckily, I still had one. Getting into the bus, I noticed that I
was the only rider bothering to pay his fare. I was going to point
this out to the driver but he seemed too deeply involved in the
book he was reading, Renegade in Power, that I hated to disturb
him.

The bus was packed. The little girl asked the old man where we
were going. She missed her mother.

“She’ll be angry at me if I’m late,” she cried.

“What is that dreadful smell?” the woman in the evening gown
muttered to no one in particular.

I was suddenly overcome with loneliness.

“What am I doing here?” I cried. “I shouldn’t be here.”

Several people glared at me as if I had committed some grievous
offence by raising my voice in a bus. A familiar voice cried out to
me from the rear of the vehicle. I turned around. It was Fred. I
pushed my way through the crowd toward the back. I’d never been so
happy to see Fred’s face before. He didn’t look any the worse for
his recent beating. When I reached Fred, I picked him up and gave
him a hug.

“Dave!” Fred protested. “Let’s try and control our emotions.
This is public transit.”

“God!” I cried, jerking back a tear. “I thought I’d never see
you again. What happened?”

“You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“We’re dead!” Fred cried.

The bus doors gasped as they closed.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

Electric Shocks

 

The bus moved out of the white room. I looked out the window but
there was nothing to see. If it hadn’t been for our sudden
acceleration, I wouldn’t even have known we were moving. I told
Fred it reminded me of white outs experienced during winter storms.
Fred wondered what Einstein would have made of it. Except for the
cramp in my leg, it was difficult to tell how long we’d been
traveling. I never wore a watch. Time made me feel claustrophobic.
Fred said I was a metaphysical hypochondriac, but at that moment I
felt wonderful. Death agreed with me. There was a peace, a
tranquility of spirit that lay over all my thoughts. I suddenly
felt patient, calm, reassured. The universe was unfolding as it
should. Fred began to gag.

“You’re reading my thoughts again,” I chastised.

“Well, Dave, you ought to be careful what you think. Next thing
you know you’ll be quoting Kahil Gilbran or Ayn Rand. It is amazing
to me how homo sapiens can reduce the most wondrous experiences
down to the trite. I suppose this skill has chiefly been
responsible for your climb up the evolutionary ladder, your ability
to be optimistic against the gray dullness of reality. Any other
creature would have been humbled into extinction.”

I stretched my arms out and sighed with delight.

“I don’t feel dead, Fred. In fact, I feel absolutely
marvelous.”

“That depends upon what you expected to feel, Dave. Someone
described death to me as insomnia in Edmonton. But, I have to admit
I don’t feel too bad myself. Old Claude must have broken every bone
in my body. Powerful fellow that Claude. Just goes to show you what
exercise and steroids can produce.”

I took a deep breath and sighed with a smile.

“You know, Fred, if this is death, it could catch on.”

Fred looked out the window.

“Doesn’t this remind you of Plato’s cave, Dave? Finally we are
going to see the light. Absolute truth. All our questions are going
to be answered. No more metaphysics; no more psychic networks; no
more ulcers. The prospects are absolutely stimulating.”

“But, are you sure we’re dead, Fred?”

“It’s either death or some kind of alien abduction. Maybe the
two are interchangeable. Arthur, the god tree, believes in aliens.
Claims they landed on the earth eons ago and planted trees. Apple
trees. Adam and Eve started things off as a couple of fruit
flies.”

“You know, Fred, I’ve always imagined God as a kind of Tarzan,
Lord of the Jungle, the powerful but innocent King of the Apes. How
about you? How have you imagined God?”

“I never imagined him to be innocent of anything, Dave.”

There was a long spell of silence before I spoke again. I looked
around the bus. Everyone else was oddly silent.

 “Fred,” I said. “I want to apologize for everything that
has happened. Getting drunk. Dragging you through the sewers.
Making that terrible scene in front of the Pergoti house. I
couldn’t help myself, couldn’t suppress the anger inside. It was
volcanic, bursting out of someplace deep inside me. It wasn’t just
the mess with Ann, or the realization that my parents were dead. It
was everything. It was all my life that came rushing up. But, now
that my past has been resolved, now that the history of my parents’
last hours has been put to rest, I feel at peace with myself.”

Fred patted me on the arm. “As my dear mother used to say, no
point in weeping over spilt milk. Lap it up.”

I described my ascension at the Pergoti house to Fred. “I saw
Ann rush out of the house and pick you up. I was touched. Fred. I
didn’t think she had it in her.”

“I was as surprised as anyone, Dave,” Fred nodded. “I misread
Ann. She has always been a troubled person and I guess I locked her
out. What I took as selfishness was really a call for help. She was
genuinely upset when she saw me lying there on the grass. There
were tears running down her face. She loved me. And you too, Dave.
She was crying for both of us. Death brings the best out in some
people. Maybe that’s why it’s so popular.”

“You make it sound like people choose to die,” I smiled.

“Well, they do,” Fred explained. “Humans used to be immortal.
People were killed in wars of course, or because of the plagues, or
floods, or accidents. But no one died of natural causes until about
1205 when a German named John Madigan came up with the idea of
dying. People were very bored; there were no sports networks or
opera at the time, so the idea caught on like wild fire. People
were dying in the thousands. Whole towns were wiped out. Between
1215 and 1224 half the population of Europe opted for death.”

As Fred continued on, I found myself crying tears of laughter.
Turning away, I begged him to stop. After I regained control of my
senses, I turned back to Fred.

“I must say, Fred, you’re taking all of this very well. Death
usually brings upon its victim a certain degree of bitterness.”

“I haven’t been completely honest with you, Dave.” Fred began to
fidget with his paws. “You were my case. I was sent down, by the
powers that be, to keep an eye on you. You’ve attracted a good deal
of interest. There’s a lot of sympathy for… ”

“You were my guardian angel?” I cried with delight.

Fred shook his head. “More like a side kick.”

Through the front window of the bus, lights appeared in the
distance. As we drew closer I realized we were approaching a large
building. It looked like an airport, Terminal Three at Toronto
International. As the building loomed larger, the bus sank and
entered a tunnel. All was darkness. At the end of the tunnel was a
light.

“Now,” Fred cried with glee rubbing his paws together, “we’re
going to get some answers.

“You think so, Fred?”

“Of course. What would be the point of allowing us to raise
questions about existence if they were never going to be answered?
That would be cruel. After all, God is not a sadist.”

“Excuse me, Fred, but I can remember on several occasions you
expressing ideas that were headed…”

“Quiet!” Fred said, placing a paw over my mouth and looking
around. “You never know who’s listening. I know that at times I was
somewhat… impatient with my betters. Things are said in the heat of
the moment. But, I don’t think we need bother raising them before
His…”

“Then there is a personal God?” I cried.

“Well… “ Fred hesitated. “I haven’t actually met the Big
Fella.”

The bus entered another large white room and came to a stop. The
passengers filed out. There were two escalators, one for theists
and one for atheists. After some discussion we chose the theist
escalator. When we reached the next floor, I noticed the atheist
escalator emptying its passengers onto the same floor. We entered a
large hall, not unlike the departure lounge of any modern airport.
Strange looking aircraft, designed like giant wasps, could be seen
outside, landing and taking off. Fred and I took a seat on one of
the many benches.

‘This is thrilling,” I giggled in a Pollyanna glee. “Aren’t you
excited, Fred? I feel like a kid embarking on a wonderful
adventure. Finally we’re to be judged.”

Fred smiled and patted my knee. “I just hope we won’t be needing
any suntan lotion.”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

The Face of God

 

 

“Mr. David Halliday!” came a cry from across the hall. I raised
my eyes. It was Dr. Blackstone. I smiled and pointed him out to
Fred. We stepped across the floor to his bench.

“I didn’t expect to find you here,” the doctor said, a concerned
look on his face. “Didn’t do yourself in, did you David?”

I shook my head.

“We were murdered,” I smiled, noticing that the doctor’s face
was once again intact.

The doctor sighed with relief.

“Good to hear. I didn’t want that on my conscience. I don’t need
another blemish on my record. I figure it’s going to be a tight
squeeze as it is.”

I asked the doctor how he managed to be here.

“I died naturally. Well, not naturally. They didn’t get all the
cancer. At the end, I must admit, it was quite dreadful. That’s
what’s got me worried. A fellow I met earlier from Georgia, named
Maddox, said that cancer is nothing compared to eternal damnation.
Apparently they’ve never heard of parole.”

“I thought you were an atheist,” Fred piped up.

The doctor turned and looked at Fred. He laughed.

“So the cat really does talk. How delightful. I’m sorry I was so
skeptical. Professional hazard. I was skeptical about everything.
Couldn’t leave my work at the office. All that pressure to be
objective. If God exists, I used to tell my patients, why is he
making such a big mystery about it? Boy, did I have egg on my face
when I showed up at this place? Now tell me, David, have you come
to any conclusions about your life?”

I began to explain to the doctor what I had discovered about my
parents, that they had never abandoned me that they had actually
died in a car accident that I had been found in the back seat,
strapped in by a shoulder harness.

“As horrific as the recollection of the events were,” I
explained, “they freed me from my past. My parents really had
cared. I was loved. But then, you know all about these events,
doctor.”

The doctor was silent. He looked at Fred and then at me.

“Are you sure you remembered the accident?” he asked.

“Yes,” I nodded.

“It all came back to me in a flash. I remembered everything. And
in color! I’m told that’s quite unusual for males.”

The doctor bit down on his lip.

“Strange. It didn’t say anything about an accident in your file.
All I read was that your parents went out to dinner at The Pancake
House and were never seen again. There was nothing about them
dieing in a car wreck. Not that that isn’t possible. But, according
to my files you were abandoned in your parent’s house for almost
two weeks before anyone discovered you.”

“But… ” I gasped, looked at the doctor and then at Fred. “I
remembered the accident.”

A voice came over the public announcement system. It was paging
Dr. Blackstone.

“Wish me luck,” the doctor smiled as he rose to leave.

“Don’t worry,” Fred said, offering his paw to the doctor.
“You’re going to be alright.”

After the doctor left, I turned to Fred.

“They didn’t die, Fred! I can’t believe that. No accident. All
that pain and I’m back where I started. It can’t be true.”

“Ah…” Fred cried, waving me off. “It doesn’t really matter.”

“But, I’ve got to know the truth, Fred.”

“Dave, the truth is you were alive and now you are dead. That’s
the only absolute truth that any of us is guaranteed.”

I was silent for some time.

“How can I be judged, Fred? Without a history, what kind of
contrition can I make?”

“Ah,” Fred said, waving his paw at me, “just bullshit your way
through it. Pretend you’re… applying for a job. Nobody checks up on
that stuff.”

“But, isn’t there some kind of book on me? Don’t they have to
have data to make an assessment…”

“Look, Dave. You were a genuinely decent human being. You never
killed anyone, you always paid your taxes, and you never voted
conservative. All they can say is - over educated, under paid.
That’s hardly a capital offence.”

A voice came over the public announcement system calling my
name. I was told to report to a Mr. Paterson in Room 12A. I asked
Fred if he would accompany me.

“I’d like to see someone stop me,” he grinned.

We found Mr. Paterson’s office without too much difficulty. I
knocked. A voice from inside told us to enter. We obeyed. Mr.
Paterson was sitting at a desk, going through a file. I assumed it
was mine. Without looking up, he gestured for us to take a seat. We
obeyed.

“I’m heartily sorry for having offended thee… ” I began,
stumbling over my words.

Mr. Paterson looked up. He had a typically clerical look,
well-groomed, horn-rimmed glasses, pepper and salt suit. On his
lapel was written - Hello! I’m Mr. Paterson.

“Mr. Halliday?”

I nodded nervously. The thought struck me. Is this God? Without
any disrespect intended toward Mr. Paterson, he would have been a
great disappointment as the Supreme Being. Mr. Paterson removed his
glasses. He rubbed his nose. I noticed a rather ugly rash across
the bridge, like the one that had cost Dr. Blackstone, first his
nose, then his face, and finally his life. I was going to suggest
that Mr. Paterson see a physician when Fred elbowed me in the ribs.
Fred was right. This was not the time or place to dispense medical
advice.

“I don’t know how to put this,” Mr. Paterson said biting his
lip. My heart sank. I was being sent to eternal damnation.

“We haven’t had a case like yours, Mr. Halliday, for eons. You
must understand, Mr. Halliday, that thousands pass through this
terminal weekly. During the plague or holiday weekends, millions.
Occasionally someone slips in who doesn’t belong.”

I looked up. “I don’t understand, sir.”

“May I call you David?”

I nodded.

“You see, David,” Mr. Paterson continued, “there has been a
clerical error.”

“An error?”

“Yes, David. It appears… ” Mr. Paterson placed his glasses back
on and looked back into the file. “It appears that you aren’t
dead.”

“Not dead!” I gasped. “That’s impossible!”

“It’s a shame really,” Mr. Paterson said shaking his head. “You
have all the qualifications to rise higher. There is so much
promise here. But, under the circumstances, I’m afraid you’ll have
to return.”

“Return! I won’t! What have I got to return to? There’s nothing
down there for me. For the first time I feel… alive. I won’t
return. You can’t make me.”

“I’m afraid we can,” Mr. Paterson sighed. “Those are the rules.
We don’t make the rules; we just follow them.”

My face sank into my hands. I couldn’t believe they were
actually asking me to return to the wretchedness I’d just left
behind.

“Fred will be returning too then,” I said looking up.

Mr. Paterson shook his head.

“But,” I protested, “Fred’s all I’ve got in the world. You’re
condemning me to hell if you send me back alone. I couldn’t take
it.”

“I’m sorry, David,” Mr. Paterson replied. “I really am sorry.
But, Mr. Trudeau’s assignment has been terminated.”

I turned to Fred.

Fred smiled. “I would have told you my real name, but you never
asked.”

“I can’t go back, Fred.”

“You’ll be alright, Dave. I’m sure I’ll get a new assignment
soon and who knows, maybe we’ll meet again.”

My face sank once more into my hands. When I looked up again
there was nothing there. I felt myself drifting downwards. I looked
down. Below me was a room with my body stretched out on a hospital
bed. I was strapped in. There were a bunch of wires connecting me
to a bunch of sophisticated looking machinery. There were a couple
of doctors and several nurses around my bed. I was undergoing some
kind of electrical shock treatment. I kept sinking downwards. My
body on the bed jerked and jumped and then lay lifeless again. I
felt myself sinking back into the corpse on the bed. My body jerked
and jumped once again. I woke up.

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

-Epilogue-

The End and the Eternal Return

 

The killers of Elsa Taylor were uncovered. Two drug dealers with
known underworld ties were charged. Nick Charles had fulfilled his
promise to solve the case though there was no mention of his
contribution in the papers. The police visited my hospital room on
several occasions but the doctors limited their question period. I
did not say much. What was there to say? No mention was ever made
of the incident at the Pergoti house, though the cops remarked on
several occasions how lucky I was to still be alive. After a stay
at Women’ s College Hospital, I was sent to a mental health
institution in Whitby, a town east of Toronto, to recover. Under
the close observation of Dr. Bloomletter, a fat congenial woman in
her mid-fifties, my convalescence was a success. Living at the
institute afforded me a wonderful opportunity to meet the great
people of history. There were two old ladies in their late
nineties, each of whom claimed to be Marilyn Monroe, and who were
willing at any moment to expose legs, breasts, or teeth to prove
their point. There were several Napoleons, only one of which could
speak French. A luscious young beauty in her early twenties claimed
to be Socrates. Her nails were kept short and she was constantly
monitored, not because she was dangerous but because she liked to
sneak out of the compound and seduce young boys. And, I met the
famous Samuel Bremmer, the film director.

Bremmer and I spent many hours walking along the shore of Lake
Ontario discussing film. He had several movies already shot and
warehoused in his head. The human mind is money in the bank, he was
fond of saying. Bremmer claimed that Western Civilization had
collapsed in 1914 on the battlefields of Flanders. Since then,
European Civilization had been writhing in the last throes of a
death rattle.

“But what of America?” I asked.

“America? That is not a civilization.” Bremmer declared. “The
West is dead. The artists are its pallbearers. Those of us who
declare this truth will be found mad.”

There was one movie that Bremmer had been shooting before his
institutionalization. It was the story of a beautiful young girl,
long blond hair, bright blue eyes, who was suffering from the
delusion that she was dying from an incurable disease. The actress
who was playing the part had gotten so far into the part that, he
feared, she was still wandering the streets in her red convertible
waiting to die.

My physical health improved. Bones mended. The flesh revived.
But there was a tear in my soul, Dr. Bloomletter said, that seemed
permanently damaged. Life is a wonder, she tried to convince me.
What did I need of wonder? I had lived life as wonder and it had
destroyed me. When she talked about the beauty of nature, I
recalled the times I’d heard roses sing, and clouds weep, and the
highways playing violins. When she talked about the mystery of the
heavens, I recalled the times I’d seen stars rattle down through
the heavens like a pinball. When she talked about how alive the
world was, I thought of Fred. Without my little friend, the world
held no interest for me. Doesn’t anyone realize how exhausting a
life of poetry is? I was not suicidal; I was tired.

In time I was transferred to St. Leonard’s house, a halfway home
in the Kensington Market area of Toronto. The home was established
to integrate the emotionally or mentally handicapped into the
community. The supervisor of the house was a Mr. Paul Quinn, a man
more interested in the Toronto Maple Leafs and the taste of a
full-bodied beer than in Freud or Jung. He had a zest for reality,
which was exactly the medicine I needed. Learning to face reality
is like learning to swim. No matter how much people tell you what
it is like, eventually it is up to you to take the leap. Both Dr.
Bloomletter and Mr. Quinn were optimistic about my recovery. I did
have several reversals. One Christmas Eve I received the final
divorce papers from Ann. At first, I thought it was a Christmas
card. It was such a shock I went into convulsions. But months
passed and under Mr. Quinn’s guidance my behavior came to resemble
something close to normal.

Ann was now a fading memory. She had been diluted by other
memories. My brain had undergone certain mechanical adjustments.
The still photographs that had once characterized my memory had
begun to melt forming a seamless flow. I began to remember my
history. There was my first day at school, getting lost at the
C.N.E., meeting the old coach of the Maple Leafs, Punch Imlach, in
a parking lot off Church Street, a first kiss with a girl named
Marianne, almost drowning in the Forks of the Credit River, meeting
my foster parents Mr. and Mrs. Gerry Havey, a car accident at
college in which our car wrapped itself around a lamppost, getting
drunk on a ski trip, falling in love with an actress named Holis
McLaren, learning to speak Dutch. All of these memories came back
to me during my stay at St. Leonard’s. It was like taking a crash
course in my own history. I was living my life over again for the
first time. Of course I was not allowed to experience these
memories raw. Drugs were added to the soup to level off the
teeter-totter ride of my emotions. They needn’t have bothered. I
might as well have been watching a stranger’s home movies. I
preferred my life with Fred.

I still enjoyed walking along the lake, watching the waves throw
themselves at the feet of the shore. I enjoyed my newfound peace of
mind. No more fears, no more voices, no more hallucinations. And
yet I felt terribly lonely. I missed Fred. The world seemed cold
and empty without him. When I was in my crazy period, life was
animated, a blender of ideas, colors, and music. Now everything was
quiet, listless, and numb. I feared less, but I also cared less.
One day while I was pondering these things something brushed up
against my leg. I looked down.

“Fred!” I cried, picking up the cat who was warming up to my
leg. The cat meowed. As I petted him, the cat purred. It was a warm
beautiful creature but it was not Fred.

Reality is the ability to go out and rent an apartment. That’s
what is written above Mr. Quinn’s door. And it’s true. There is
something so stark and tangible about the look on a
superintendent’s face when one is enquiring about a vacancy in his
building. Not for a moment does one doubt one’s existence, the
meaning of life, and the existence of a Supreme Being. It is all
there in front of you, in that fearful symmetry of the
superintendent’s scowl. When we were married, Ann took care of such
matters. But, with Mr. Quinn’s assistance, I managed to muster up
the courage to rent space on the planet. It gave me a real sense of
power, something I had never experienced when I was insane.

After a good deal of searching, we finally settled on a junior
one bedroom in a building on Isabella Street. It was an old
three-story building that had been completely restored. The
superintendent was an intimidating figure, three hundred pounds of
lard, hairless, and skin of a chalky gray color, the pallor of
death. His name was John Gunn. There was a junior version of Mr.
Gunn called John John.. I did not meet nor did I ever see a Mrs.
Gunn. Mr. Quinn said that certain life forms reproduced themselves
by splitting in two.

After settling into the apartment, I rekindled some old
friendships that I had allowed to lapse over the years. An old and
dear friend, Ed Kuris, made it a point of dropping by occasionally
with his son Jeremy. Vic Genova, another old friend, came over for
dinner with his wife and two sons. As old friends will, both Ed and
Vic made suggestions on how I should conduct the remainder of my
life. Ed suggested I take some night courses in philosophy and
pursue an earlier interest in painting. Vic told me I should begin
to date again.

“A man has his needs,” Vic proclaimed. I did neither.

I finished a computer-typesetting course at George Brown
College. With some help from Mr. Quinn, I managed to secure a
position with a small Toronto press, Griffin House. I thought that
when I joined the firm, I would gain practical field experience,
setting forms, newsletters, and brochures. Instead they kept me at
work doing business cards. I suppose they wanted to test me, to see
if I would crack under the sustained pressure of boredom. I didn’t
complain. Dr. Bloomletter visited me once a week to see how I was
progressing. Every time I let her in the front door I noticed Mr.
Gunn’s head sticking out from his door checking her out. The guy
gave me the creeps. At the sight of a female, his eyes seemed to
sweat.

Dr. Bloomletter tried to keep our conversations light, but I
could tell that she was looking for symptoms of my previous
illness. She was constantly asking me if I had any new friends,
which was a code expression for females. Dr. Bloomletter never came
right out and asked but she had a reputation at Whitby for taking a
great interest in her patient’s dreams which was another code
expression for sexual fantasies. Sometimes I made up dreams just to
feed her appetite because I did not want her to know that I never
dreamed. There were other lies. I told her that I had met a young
woman named Paulette, an aspiring actress and social activist who
had a passion for Wagner and oral sex. I was not a good liar. I
kept getting tangled up in my own contradictions.

I spent many hours in movie theatres. They became a substitute
for dreams. On one occasion a famous author, Sylvia Fraser, sat in
the row in front of me. The theatre was practically empty. I
noticed how uncomfortable she looked, glancing around and finding
so few people in attendance. Looking back, her eyes met mine and
for a moment I felt a strange surge of kinship. But, it was not to
last. She got up from her seat and fled from the theatre. I
followed her but when I got outside, she was gone. I noticed for
the first time how empty the streets were. It frightened me.

In my apartment I had a simple routine. I woke up at seven each
morning, did a series of exercises, showered, dressed, ate
breakfast, and went to work. After work I returned home, ate
dinner, exercised, showered, changed into pajamas, and sat out the
evening. Dr. Bloomletter asked about the routine. Why was I so
strict with myself? Didn’t I ever have any fun? I had no answer.
Sometimes I thought that my illness was returning and I both
relished and feared the prospect. But there was another reason for
my Spartan routine. I had noticed that each day when I left my
apartment, there were less people in the street then there had been
the day before. Soon, I feared, I would be the only one left. I had
to steal myself against the day when that happened.

It happened one Friday evening. I’d finished eating and had gone
to sit by my living room window with a glass of brandy. I loved to
watch the sun set over the apartment buildings. I sat long past
sunset staring into the darkness, the emptiness inside me pouring
out into the night. I decided to watch television. Usually I went
directly to bed, but my friend, Ed Kuris, had talked me into buying
some technology, a stereo, a video-recorder, and a color
television. It was just coming onto ten o’clock and I decided to
watch The National with Peter Mansbridge. Peter’s face appeared on
the screen, but when he opened his mouth to speak, it wasn’t his
voice that came out.

“It’s about time, Dave. I thought you were never going to turn
this thing on.”

I gasped.

“You did expect me, Dave, didn’t you? Did you think I’d abandon
you?”

“But… Fred!” I cried.

“But what? I know. I’m not a cat anymore. Retired my suit. I’ll
tell you, Dave, I’m not crazy about this arrangement either, but it
was this or coming back as a surveillance camera at the Canada
Trust. They’re really big on technology up there. Everybody is
networking. No more animal acts - that’s what they told me. Well,
aren’t you going to say something?”

“I’m stunned… Is everybody in Canada hearing this
conversation?”

“Of course not. I’m just on your set. I have to pick my spots.
They warned me about appearing in action programs. They make you
seasick, something about the lateral effects on the inner ear.
Mansbredge seemed safe enough.”

For a moment I was silent.

“So now, you’re a television set,” I said. “Makes it kind of
difficult to hold you, Fred. Remember how you used to warm my feet
like a pair of slippers. Oh God, Fred, I have missed you. Missed
our conversations, our crazy drives through the country, our daily
task of getting lost in the world. But now…   sometimes I want
to scream out.”

“Chin up, old boy. You’ll adapt. They promised me. And Dave,
I’ve got an incredible library of facts to refer to now that I’m
hooked into the information highway. Get yourself a PC. They’ve
really come down in price. The important thing is, we’re back
together again.”

“Right,” I smiled.

“It’s going to be like old times again, Dave.”

“Better. It’s going to be better than that, Fred.”

“Good to hear you’re reacting so positively, Dave. I was kind of
apprehensive. I was afraid that you wouldn’t be able to adjust to
this new arrangement.”

There was silence. A commercial came on the set. It was an ad
for hair replacement. I waited, trying to think of something to
say. In the distance I could hear cars moving through the streets,
a child running down a carpeted hallway, someone whistling in an
alley, a cough, a radio playing Mozart, a jet climbing, cats
fighting.

“They say I’m cured, Fred.”

“Cured? Cured of what?”

“Schizophrenia,” I replied. “You’d be surprised how many people
suffer from this debilitating disease. One in five Canadians are
inflicted and it’s not this Jeckyl and Hyde thing that Hollywood
has portrayed.”

“You sound like a commercial,” Fred interrupted. “And you were
never sick, Dave.”

“But I was sick, Fred. After the incident with the Pergoti, I
was tested extensively. I was sick, Fred, and I’ve got the papers
to prove it. You can’t argue with the doctors. Besides, what do you
know about modern psychology?”

“I looked up your file, Dave. You’ve an overactive imagination
and a terrible need to be wanted, and a fear of growing up. That’s
all.”

“But I heard voices. Fred. I talked to a cat, Fred. If that
isn’t sick, I don’t know what is.”

“Moses heard voices too, Dave.”

“But, I was incapacitated. I couldn’t operate in the real
world.”

“No one operates in the world, Dave. You were wound a little too
tight but you were never mad.”

“But, the doctors…”

“The doctors were wrong, Dave.”

“Fred, I’ve been cured. They cured me at the Institute. For the
first time in my life, I’m normal.”

“Normal? You’re talking to your television set. You weren’t
insane, Dave; you were confused.”

“Remember that questions we always faced?”

“What question was that, Dave?”

“The one about the tree falling in the forest. Would it make any
sound?”

“Yes, Dave.”

“I understand what that question was all about. It was about
death, Fred.”

“I'm not sure I understand, Dave.”

“You can tell you're dead when no hears you anymore.”

“I'm not sure about that, Dave.”

There was a second long spell of silence before Fred asked
another question.

“How do you feel, Dave?”

“Feel?”

“Yes, Dave. How do you feel?”

“Lonely sometimes. Mostly I don’t feel anything at all.”

“We’re going to change that, Dave. Now, what do you want to talk
about?”

“I… I can’t think of anything. You were always the one, Fred,
who came up with the topics. I was the one who reacted.”

“That’s all changed, Dave. I’m not a cat anymore. No longer
curious. Different program now. But, I’m sure if you come up with
something, I could react to it. Try me.”

There was silence. Not another word was spoken. I watched the
remainder of the national news, then the local news, weather, and
sports. And finally the late movie. I couldn’t think of anything to
discuss. I realized I no longer needed Fred, no longer needed
anyone. Everything had been decided. When the station went off the
air, I turned the set off and went to bed. Staring up at the
ceiling, I notice the paint peeling. The room, a silent witness,
watched over me. Outside the city breathed quietly like a cat. The
planet pounded in my heart, its resonance echoing through the
universe. I felt like a patient etherized on a table, waiting in an
empty operating room. The air conditioner droned away. The sound of
God snoring.
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