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			PRAISE FOR THE GOOD FATHER:

			“Every parent, every daughter and son will want to read this book. Does this include all readers? I hope so. The Good Father is a wonder, heartbreaking and heart-mending at the same time, beautifully rendered in Wayne Grady’s inimitable, luminous style. Contemporary in its concerns but eternal in its laments and forgiveness, this is a novel to treasure. It affirms page after page with confidence and wisdom that our lives matter, that family matters, even though we wound those we love in ways that may not heal.” —Lorna Crozier, author of Through the Garden

			“The Good Father is a powerful and unsentimental look at the relationship between a father and his daughter. Wayne Grady has expressed what is often inexpressible in this beautiful and moving novel.” —Helen Humphreys, author of Rabbit Foot Bill

			“The Good Father chronicles the entwined heartbreak of father and daughter: the words unsaid, the hurts kept hidden, and love’s missed chances. A tale of redemption told with intelligence, compassion, and deep tenderness.” —Kerri Sakamoto, author of Floating City

			“If only all of us, children and parents, could have this conversation. A tender novel that tackles addiction, betrayal, and the ups and downs of parenthood. Thought-provoking and wise.” —Susan Swan, author of The Dead Celebrities Club

			“The Good Father is a book of real wisdom and profound heart. It is also gripping, narratively and emotionally, as we track a father and daughter’s stumbling progress through disappointment, setback, and near tragedy, to the book’s magical final moments of reconciliation and redemption. Grady’s latest work is a note-perfect evocation of that most challenging aspect of parenting, where our deepest sense of love and obligation is twinned with the feeling of being utterly lost. Parents and children have no idea how and where they will ultimately find each other. But in this elegant and heartfelt novel, Grady shows us that it does yet happen.” —Timothy Taylor, author of The Rule of Stephens

			“The Good Father poses a terrifying question: What happens when a man’s escape hatch becomes the trapdoor in his daughter’s childhood? The answer is a thing of wonder—a riveting, stay-up-late read that doubles as a deeply moving treatise on familial love.” —Alissa York, author of The Naturalist

			PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF WAYNE GRADY:

			“Harrowing…[and] meticulously researched.” —Margaret Atwood, on Up From Freedom

			“Powerful…. At a time when racism and violence are still tearing at America—and Canada—[Up From Freedom] is a timely story that sheds light on how far we have and have not come.” —Toronto Star

			“A stellar debut. This literary novel is set in the heart of the big-band era…. The music swings. So does the story.” —Winnipeg Free Press, on Emancipation Day

			“Grady’s novel reads with the velvety tempo of the jazz music of its day. Like a deft conductor, he seamlessly brings in his main characters’ voices in alternating chapters throughout the novel.” —Chatelaine, on Emancipation Day
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			And its blood will seep into the water and you will drink it every day.

			—MARGARET ATWOOD, “THE HURT CHILD”

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 2, 2010

			So Sandra, you asked me to write down what I remember. This is what I remember.

			I was ten years old. It was spring, sort of. Spring in Ontario. I was in the kitchen wearing my flannel pyjamas, there was still a sheet of ice on our driveway, hard snow on our porch, and if the car didn’t start again I’d have to walk to school. My dad was making breakfast. This was in White Falls, Ontario—you’ve never heard of it. It’s on the Madawaska River, between Ottawa and Peterborough. I went to Lester B. Pearson Elementary, and Dad taught at Madawaska College. Journalism. My mom worked for the mayor as his personal assistant.

			Is this the kind of thing you want? You said just let it pour out, don’t censor myself, don’t go back and edit, just empty all this stuff out of my head. Use pen and paper, you said, not a laptop, which I don’t get because I think better on my laptop. Okay, yeah, maybe that’s the point. Don’t think, just dump. Got it.

			So it was a cold morning. Dad was probably making porridge. I was still eating gluten and dairy then, and that was what we usually had. Dad talked about how the Scots made porridge by cooking it the night before, letting it cool overnight, then frying it in a skillet in the morning, but he always made it with quick oats in the microwave. He liked what he called “us doing things together,” even if it was only us clogging our arteries at the same time. While we ate I guess we talked a bit. I thought he was pretty smart, because a few months earlier, when everyone in town was panicking because they thought the world was going to end on the first of January—remember Y2K? all the computers were going to crash, people would get stuck in elevators and bank vaults, planes would fall out of the sky?—Dad had said none of that would happen, and he was right, of course, because nothing ever did happen in White Falls. He did seem preoccupied that day, but that wasn’t new. He always had a dozen important things buzzing around in his head. At the time I thought it was probably something at the college, some problem with his students. It was April, so maybe it was taxes. But he asked me weird questions, like had I seen many rabbits around lately, and were the kids in my school doing drugs. I was in grade five. I told him we didn’t start doing drugs until high school.

			Mom was still in bed. Dad took her up some coffee, then came down and we did the dishes, then he kissed me, then he left. Okay, I may be imagining the kiss, I might have wanted him to kiss me, but I’m pretty sure he kissed me and held me a little longer than usual, looked at me and smiled a kind of tight, sad smile, as if he was experiencing sudden joint pain, like in those Robaxin commercials on TV. And then he told me to be careful and to look after Mom. I remember him saying that specifically: “Look after your mother for me, will you?” I only figured out later what he meant. How hard would it have been for him to say he was leaving? That he wasn’t coming back right away but would be back later? He could have promised. He could even have lied, he could have said he had to go away for a few days, something to do with work, a conference, a field trip with his students, I don’t know, and then not come back. He could have told me anything. He could have said goodbye.

			Maybe he was going to tell me, but then Mom came down and started giving him a list of things she wanted him to do that day and the moment passed. She was always doing that, bursting into a room rattling off instructions as though picking up the dry cleaning was far more important than anything he might have been doing at the time, like saying he was leaving us. She always worked late and relied on him to do things, and was always putting him down for doing them wrong. “Are you listening, Harry? Why aren’t you writing this down? You know you’ll forget, you’ve got a memory like a colander. Daphne, get your father a pencil. You’re the big writer, Harry, so write this down. Laundry soap. Not the colour-fast kind you got last time, just regular laundry detergent, you got that?” I was like, “No phosphates, Dad.” And Mom said, “Don’t make it too complicated for him. And we need dental floss, the thin, flat kind. And margarine, not butter—Daphne doesn’t need any more fat, look at her.”

			Am I ranting? Sorry, Sandra, I know you said not to rant. Ranting is reaction, and I’m not supposed to react. Take deep breaths. Anyway, it’s hard to rant with pen and paper. If they traced the history of the written rant, they’d probably find it began with the invention of the typewriter. A rant sounds so satisfying on a typewriter. I’ll have to ask Professor Curtis about that.

			Dad was doing his usual out-of-body thing, letting himself drift off to another plane of existence. Maybe in his head he was already driving down Highway 401, the radio on to see what the traffic was like on the Parkway. I saw him write something down, but it might have been the name of a hotel, or a book he wanted to read, or just a reminder, “Note to self: leave wife and kid.” All I know for sure is that he didn’t come home that night. Or the next night. Or ever. That was ten years ago, the last time I saw him in our house.

			I know Dad will say it didn’t happen like that, but that’s how I remember it, and that’s what you told me to write. And if I’ve been carrying this memory around with me since I was ten, if it’s now part of who I am, how I self-identify, then it doesn’t matter if it really happened that way or not, does it? I know a lot of memory is fiction, but Prof Curtis used to say we learn as much from fiction as we do from history. Maybe more. He also said it’s hard to know the difference between what happened and what we want to have happened, which is not true in my case because nothing that happened is what I want to have happened. That’s why I’m here, writing all this down. So I’m pretty sure I’m not making this shit up.

			It was a sharp break. One minute he was my dad, the next he was living in Toronto and talking to me on the phone like he’d suddenly remembered he had a daughter. I hated those phony phone calls. Neither of us had anything much to say. Yeah, it’s cold here, too. Yeah, school sucks. Yeah, ballet sucks. Yeah, I miss you, too. Maybe he did write it all down, laundry detergent, margarine, dental floss, just to have a reminder of why he was leaving. I picture him coming out of the college, ice-cold wind blowing up under his coat, him pulling the list out of his pocket, and then saying, Oh fuck it, I’m out of here, and getting into his car and driving to Toronto.

			Mom kept glancing at the kitchen clock, then at her watch, then out the window at the empty driveway. Looking more and more frightened, slamming things around, pushing her hair back behind her ears every ten seconds. She must have known, something must have told her, because she never said, Where is he? Or, When your father gets home. And she didn’t call his office or the hospitals. She called his cell a few times, her face grimmer each time, until finally, when it was after ten and neither of us had eaten, she broke down and started crying, and I remembered I was supposed to be looking after her so I went over and put my arms around her, and then she really started blubbering. We both did. You have to admit it was a shitty thing for him to have done. A cowardly, loveless thing. He didn’t take anything with him, unless he had a suitcase in the car. I don’t know if he ever came back to get his stuff—I don’t remember that part. Maybe I wasn’t there, maybe he came when I was in school. But it felt like he’d died. Hit by a train. Swept away by a tornado. Kidnapped by aliens. I guess it worked for him. He got away. Maybe not clean away, but away. But I didn’t. Even today, a large part of me is still in that kitchen, looking at the empty driveway with my arms around my mom and wondering what the hell just happened to my childhood.

			

			—

			She hears footsteps coming down the stairs and closes her notebook, waiting for him to knock. He has a key, but he doesn’t use it when he knows she’s in here. And she never locks the door. She learned that in rehab. Not even the bathroom door. Especially not the bathroom door. This knocking thing is a game they play: he gets to think he’s being kind and considerate, and she gets to think she has some control over who comes into her room.

			“Daphne?”

			Sometimes she ignores him and he goes away. When that happens, he usually creeps back upstairs with his tea getting cold, careful not to spill on the carpeted stairs. Maybe he assumes she’s sleeping, or taking a shower, or on the toilet. But sometimes, after standing there for ten seconds, he knocks again, a touch harder, with more authority, and calls her name a little louder, with an inquisitive lift at the end: “Daphne?” Is he imagining her lying unconscious on the floor with a needle sticking out of her arm? Or does he know she’s sitting there at the dining table, keeping very still and waiting for him to leave her alone? So this is another little game they play. Sometimes she gives in and calls back to him. She didn’t used to, but these days she almost always does.

			“Hey, Dad.”

			“You okay in there? Everything all right?”

			“Everything’s fine, Dad.”

			“Just checking. Don’t get up.”

			“I’m not. I’m writing. Like Sandra said.”

			“Good, good. Don’t stop on my account. I’ll come back later.”

			“Okay.”

			“Love you.”

			“Yup.”

			But her momentum is gone. She looks down at what she’s written and feels like going over to the sofa to lie down. She’s been writing from the heart, and there’s nothing left in there. Now she’s back in her head, where everything hurts. Writing about her father is harder than she thought it would be when Sandra first suggested it as part of her therapy. In fact, this whole rehab/therapy thing is fucking hard. Two months now. A month in the residential treatment facility on Bathurst Street, and now this therapy with Sandra while living with her father and Elinor and going to Narcotics Anonymous three times a week. Frigging exhausting. Humiliating, too. And for the rest of the year? In Toronto? After growing up in small-town Ontario and living in Vancouver for two years, surrounded by and connected to all that nature, moving to Toronto was like taking a space ship to a dead planet. When she thinks of a Toronto spring, she thinks of forced daffodils and propane heaters in sidewalk cafés. In Vancouver, the problem is getting things to stop growing. Soon, the California daylilies will have taken over the roadsides, and cherry blossoms will be strewn on the sidewalks in Shaughnessy. Here, in dull, grey, damp Toronto, everyone’s still wearing wool and worrying about leaving slush on the mudroom floor. She feels like a recidivist. She knew a homeless guy in White Falls who threw a brick through a convenience-store window and stole a bag of chips every October just so the police would lock him up for the winter. That’s her now. Smart but stupid. This letter she’s writing is her brick.

			She gets up from the sofa and looks around for something else to do. Attention-deficit, goes with the territory. She’ll make tea. Her father will be back soon and he’ll want some.

			Actually, she knows what her problem is, she looked it up online. Her pituitary gland has stopped producing beta-endorphin peptides, those little happy-hormones that block the pain receptors in the brain. She doesn’t have them, so she feels everything except happiness. Everything hurts. Light hurts her eyes. Sound hurts her ears. She jumps when her father knocks on the door. Hot and cold water hurt her skin. Bitterness hurts her tongue. Smells hurt her temples. Hunger hurts. Being full hurts. Desire hurts. Sex would hurt, if she were having any. Thinking gives her terrible headaches. Carrying a bag makes her shoulder blades ache. Shoes pinch her feet. Her fingers hurt when she holds a pen too tightly, or a teacup, or a pair of nail scissors. Pain is the cause and constant reminder of why she’s here. She’s here because she’s in pain. She’s in pain because her pituitary gland doesn’t produce beta-endorphin peptides anymore. Her pituitary gland doesn’t produce beta-endorphin peptides anymore because she has snorted too much cocaine. She snorted cocaine because her father left when she was ten. That’s why she’s here. That’s the way she understands it, anyway. It’s also the way her father understands it.

			What she needs to do—badly, according to Sandra—is to stop thinking. Inside her head, Sandra says, is not a good place for her to be at this point. Actually, she said “at this point in time,” but Daphne didn’t correct her. Obviously, she has trouble getting out of her head. That’s why Sandra has her writing the letter or whatever it is she’s doing in her notebook. When she’s not writing, she should be either exercising or resting, to get those beta-endorphin peptides sludging around in her body again. She mostly rests, because exercise isn’t exactly her strong suit. She doesn’t do gym. She could, she supposes, go for invigorating walks, but she’s pretty much under house arrest here. She knows that’s not literally true. If she wanted to, she could go upstairs, make a cup of tea and take it out onto the back deck and drink it. But any farther than that, her ankle bracelet goes off.

			There is no ankle bracelet. But that’s what it feels like. If she took off down the street, she suspects someone would come after her, probably her father. Not to catch her, exactly, just to keep her in sight. Upstairs kitchen, back deck, this basement apartment are all she’s seen since she got out of rehab, except when her dad drives her to NA meetings. And waits outside.

			The apartment is nicely appointed, no complaints there; well equipped, thoughtfully organized, bright for a basement, tidy. The opposite of her cerebellum, which is cluttered and airless. The apartment may be a little tidy for her taste, but in a pleasant, Ikea sort of way. A little sterile, some would say, too much like a padded cell. But that may be exactly what she needs. A person can have too much freedom. When she considers the matter, the only freedom available to her now is inside her own head. Which Sandra says she should stay out of.

			But actually, even the back deck is out. Too cold, too wet. All she can see through her window is grey sky, the bare tops of trees. It’s Toronto out there. Her father’s deck chairs are still folded in the garage. There’s the sunroom. She could sit in there, but it’s not a sunroom when there’s no sun, and besides, that’s probably where her father is, drinking his cold tea and looking at his watch, wondering if enough time has passed that he can come back downstairs and do his little excuse-me taps on the door again. Tap-tap-tap.

			Oh, Dad. Poor Dad. These past two months have been hard on him. He likely thinks it’s payback for having left when she was so young. And he’s right—it is. She knows she’s spooked the shit out of him. He doesn’t know which end is up. She feels the fear in him every time he comes downstairs. He tries to be firm with her, but he’s not good at firm. He was never good at it. Maybe he thinks being firm now will solve everything. So he’s firm. Not as firm as Elinor. But plaintively firm, saying things like, Maybe you should do as Sandra suggests, what do you think? Sandra tells me not to think. Ah.

			Sandra also says that because he’s a man, he doesn’t know the difference between being firm and being angry. Like with the door-knocking thing. He thinks just opening the door and coming in would be an aggressive act, and so he avoids it. When actually she wishes he’d do that instead of hovering outside like a ghost.

			She likes Sandra. She didn’t think she would, because she’s Elinor’s friend, but she does. She trusts her. She doesn’t know how the writing-cure thing works, but she’s willing to give it a try. She doesn’t know how a microwave oven works, either, but it seems to heat things up all right. She knows Sandra won’t share what she writes with her father or Elinor, because if she did she’d be booted out of psychologists’ camp or whatever—Elinor’s a psychologist, too, and she’s always going on about client-therapist confidentiality. But Daphne wouldn’t really mind if Sandra showed what she wrote to her dad or to Elinor, because in a way she’s really writing to them. That’s how it’s supposed to work, isn’t it? Under the guise of talking to her therapist, she’s really talking to the people she’s having these issues with? Isn’t that what all those self-help books say? She sighs and opens her notebook. She should probably get back to writing to Sandra. Or her father. Whichever.

			

			—

			
				“Look after your mother for me.” What a stupid thing to say to a ten-year-old. His parting words set me an impossible task. If he couldn’t look after my mother, how did he expect me to? He reads books, he knows what happens to heroes when they’re given quests they can’t fulfill. If they can’t get outside help, like from Rumpelstiltskin, or from gods or lions or aliens (scarce sources in White Falls), they crash and burn.

			Mom was perfectly capable of looking after herself, though. The house was paid for, and Dad sent child support every month, which went straight into my own bank account. It wasn’t much, but it made me popular at school. Ours was not a single-mom-on-welfare household. There were plenty of those in White Falls, everyone knew someone who was on EI or workman’s comp. We were never that badly off. Mom’s job with the mayor kept her away a lot, but it paid well and gave her some standing in the community. We got along, in a distant kind of way, the way two people get along when all they have in common is a mutual enemy.

			She wasn’t exactly an empath. She was also a bit right-wing. When her boss ran for Parliament in 2006 and Herr Harper came to White Falls to stump for him, she was so excited I almost offered to send her some of my Xanax. There were rumours about her and the mayor. I didn’t get them when I was little. Someone would say, So, your mom works under the mayor, does she? And I’d say yes, sir, yes, she does, and everyone would crack up. Maybe Dad knew about it and that’s why he left. Or maybe he didn’t give a shit. Or maybe he left because he didn’t give a shit. By the time I figured out what working under the mayor meant, I was into other things and didn’t give a shit either.

			Am I ranting again? Dad used to rant, maybe I got it from him. Like I said, he was usually quiet and withdrawn, but sometimes something would tip him over the edge and he’d storm about the house, waving his arms and roaring like a great ape. We’d never see it coming. One minute he’d be marking papers and the next he’d be throwing something across the room. Mom would tell him to calm down and that would set him off even more. I think being quiet and withdrawn was something he had to work hard at, that inside he was like a big pressure tank with a wonky valve, and leaving us was one of the times when the valve gave way.

			Ha! You asked me to write down my feelings about my dad and all I write about is him leaving, as if that was the defining moment of my life. How fucked up is that? It’s like this is a trauma story rather than a relationship narrative. I know you’ll say there are no sudden breaks in relationships, nothing really essential changes overnight, my father wasn’t my father one day and then not my father the next. But that’s how it felt. My father kisses me goodbye one morning (let’s say he did), and I don’t see or hear from him for months. He started phoning after a while, and I guess coming up for occasional visits. I remember him staying in a motel out on the highway and picking me up and taking me to soccer on Saturdays, or ballet after school, or we’d go to East Side Mario’s for dinner before Mom got off work. And later, when I was twelve, I started taking the bus down to Toronto to visit him on weekends, and at fifteen I spent a month with him and Elinor during summer vacation. In a way, I think he became more conscious of being a father after he left. At least, when we were together I could tell he was thinking about what it meant to be an absentee dad. It’s like, I had this friend once, he was from Botswana, his name was Festus, and he said he never felt so Botswanan as when he came to Canada. He didn’t used to walk down the street in Gaborone thinking, Here I am, a Tswana man, walking down the street. But he thought that all the time in Toronto. I hope it was like that with Dad. Every time he saw a father and child in Toronto, on the street or in a grocery store, anywhere, I hope he thought, That used to be me. Because I did.

			I knew Festus when I was staying with my dad and Elinor for a month, the summer I turned sixteen. In this very basement apartment, in fact, which I hated. I don’t know if you knew Elinor then, maybe not. She was Dad’s former student or something, and then after she graduated they started living together. I was doing a lot of drugs even then, in White Falls. Well, not a lot, compared to what came later, but Dad and El didn’t know about it, and I didn’t do drugs that summer in Toronto. Okay, some. Festus always had some weed. It was, like, wherever he was, he had to be doing something illegal. Maybe subconsciously he was trying to get himself sent back to Botswana, who knows? And maybe doing a lot of drugs in high school was me trying to get myself deported back to my childhood, but going about it all wrong. It was like Adam hopping around outside the gates of Eden, chopping down trees and yelling, Hey God, let me back into Eden or I’ll trash this whole fucking place. And God’s inside laughing, and he’s like, Go ahead, asshole, they’re your trees.

			Is that what I was doing? Using drugs and alcohol and trashing my life so that Dad would let me back into Eden? Maybe that’s why I didn’t try very hard to hide what I was doing. Mom knew. She might have been distant, but she wasn’t blind. I think Elinor strongly suspected. If she told Dad, he didn’t say anything. If he let on that he knew, he would have had to do something about it, either let me back in or tell me to get lost. He didn’t do either.

			Festus and I used to meet up in High Park when he got off shift. At first I thought he was a musician, he had really thin, delicate hands, but it turned out he worked in St. Joseph’s hospital, in the laundry room. I worried about the things he must have had to handle, but he was a gentle guy. His favourite writer was Tennessee Williams. I was reading all kinds of crazy shit in those days, none of it getting me anywhere. I didn’t know what I thought about anything (still don’t), except that I hated everything (still do). I cared about the environment, which was the one thing I thought was worth saving. In high school, we were all into environmental issues, eating organic this, buying recycled that. I wrote a paper about how, before Europeans came and stole their land, First Nations people had lived so much in harmony with nature that after ten thousand years their environment was as healthy as ever. I especially hated capitalism. I used to call my father a capitalist pig. He’d say, But I teach journalism, how can I be a capitalist pig? And I’d be like: Randolph Hearst? Rupert Murdoch? Conrad Black?

			But then he quit teaching journalism and started selling wine. At a profit. Isn’t that what a capitalist does? Festus lent me Tennessee Williams’s memoir, which I read because I wanted to see what Festus saw in him. Williams wrote about meeting the great Soviet poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko. Yevtushenko had gone to see Williams’s new play the night before, Small Craft Warnings, and when they met the next day he told Williams he didn’t like it, he could do better. Williams was majorly pissed off. They were having lunch, and Williams was paying, and Yevtushenko ordered a bottle of expensive wine, a whole bowl of caviar, the biggest steak in the house, and Williams cracked and called him a fucking capitalist pig. Yevtushenko, the great Soviet poet, a capitalist pig! So what did it mean when I called my father a capitalist pig? Nada. But it felt good.

			

			—

			“Daphne?”

			Her father again. She closes her notebook, looks at her watch: half an hour. She gets up from the dining table and goes into her galley kitchen to put on the kettle.

			“Hey Dad, it’s open.”

			A pause, then he comes in and stands just inside the door. “Feel like taking a tea break?” he says.

			“Sure. I’m just putting the kettle on. Earl Grey or herbal?”

			“Earl Grey, please.” He edges towards the table, where her notebook is. “What are you working on?” He would have lasted about three seconds as a spy.

			“Stuff Sandra gave me to do,” she says. “My memoirs.”

			She finds herself studying her father as she waits for the water to boil. He looks like he’s scowling, but he always looks like he’s scowling, it’s the way his face is made. Even when he drifts off into his private universe, he looks as though something in there is pissing him off. Apparently you cannot control what enters your own private universe. Something uninvited always creeps in. Her father is the kind of guy who would rather look back at the blasted past than ahead to the doomed future. She’s the opposite. For her, when the bottle is empty, she doesn’t take it back for the deposit, she just buys a new bottle.

			When her father left, he wasn’t running to something, he was running from something. She guesses he didn’t ask, Where am I going? but rather, What have I done? Did he drive to Toronto in a kind of panic, that scowl etching deeper into his face the farther he got from her?

			Getting her off drugs has been hard on both of them, but has it not also been kind of a victory, too? Something they should be celebrating? Instead, her dad comes downstairs looking as though her getting clean was the beginning of a long and not very pleasant journey he can’t bring himself to contemplate.

			He’s wearing jeans, a baggy sweater, and slippers with toes that have separated from their rubber soles. He flaps when he shuffles away from the table. It’s her opinion that men over a certain age—say, fifty—should not wear jeans of any kind. His teacup has a Union Jack on it and the words “Drink Tea and Carry On.” She loves him, of course she does, and his frightened look weighs on her heart. Yes, she does have a heart. How old is he? She has to think for a minute. He’s fifty-one. Well, well, either those jeans go or she does.

			“Sandra and Elinor say I shouldn’t be coming down and bothering you.”

			“You’re not bothering me, Dad. I feel like I’m done writing for now anyway.”

			“I think they mean I might overstimulate you.”

			“No chance of that.”

			That didn’t come out right. She smiles, but she can see he thinks she meant that there’s no chance of bland, old Dad overstimulating her. She actually meant it in a welcoming way. But never mind. He doesn’t pursue it, either, because pursuit might overstimulate her.

			“When I finish this writing thing, Sandra says I could be ready for group sessions.”

			“Group is a big step. It’s only been a month.”

			“I do group at NA.”

			“I think that’s different. But if Sandra thinks it’s okay.”

			“I’ve never been good at sharing.”

			“Well, you’ve changed in a lot of ways, Daphne.”

			“Oh? In what ways?”

			“Don’t you feel you have?”

			“I do, but I’m curious to know how you think I’ve changed.”

			“Well,” he says, cautiously, “you’ve become more the person I always knew was in there. More yourself. Don’t roll your eyes, I know it’s a cliché. But I’m proud of you, you have a lot of guts.” He pauses while she pours the tea, Earl Grey for him, Bora Bora for her. “You used to hate being down here in the basement, remember that?” Of course she does; it was only eight months ago.

			“That’s why you stopped coming here, right?” he asks.

			Wow. Is that what he thinks? Is that the depth of his insight into why she stopped speaking to him? She disowned him because she didn’t like his decor?

			“Maybe the basement was part of it,” she says, since they’re both being conciliatory. “I was just telling Sandra that in Vancouver I was surrounded by mountains, open spaces, blue skies, ocean, huge trees. And here, all I can see through these little escape-proof windows is grey sky. Even when I’m outside, the ground is all concrete and the horizon is all skyscrapers.”

			“The environment is important to you, is it?”

			“Dad, you know it is. The environment is everything. It’s more than everything. It’s what’s left when everything is gone.”

			“But is everything gone?”

			“People used to say that about God, didn’t they? That God was what was left when everything else was gone. And then God left.”

			“Did he?” he asks.

			“What, you think he just changed? Do you think you’ve changed?”

			He looks startled. “How do you mean?”

			“Well, you say I’ve changed. Have you?”

			“Of course I have…Things change a person, you know. I’ve stopped drinking, for one thing. Cold turkey.”

			She shivers. The conversation is drifting into dangerous waters. Tests, traps, admissions. Her father has never admitted he’s an addict. Addicts, he says, don’t quit. (What was she, then?) She decides not to become overstimulated. She knew a man in Vancouver who hadn’t had a drink in twenty-five years. He never said he quit drinking, he just said he hadn’t had a drink in twenty-five years. An important distinction her father doesn’t seem to get. She can’t believe how tenaciously he holds on to that line, given her situation. He was a heavy drinker, he says, he needed to quit. But he was not an alcoholic. He never drank too much, he says, just more than was good for him. He started putting on weight, his blood pressure went a bit high, his cholesterol was up a notch, Elinor said he was getting forgetful. Nothing serious. She tells him addicts always say they aren’t addicts. He says there are two kinds of people who say they aren’t addicts: addicts and people who aren’t addicts.

			Basically, what he’s saying without saying it is that he’s the dad and she’s the kid, and he knows what he’s talking about and she doesn’t, which is why she’s here. Talking to him has always been like chasing a chicken around a barn. A lot of squawking and flying feathers, and once in a while you find an egg, but you never quite catch the chicken. Buried just beneath their conversation lately is the fact that she’s just completed two months of rehab and therapy for drug and alcohol addiction. She does know what addiction is. But that is never mentioned because (a) elephants in rooms rarely are, and (b) she’s not supposed to get overstimulated about there being an elephant in the room. Maybe it’s because Sandra says this writing-cure thing doesn’t work if you’re not one hundred percent honest that she’s pursuing the topic now. A person can do a satisfying amount of damage in the name of honesty.

			“So tell me again, Dad, why’d you quit?”

			There go his eyes again. Not shifty—it’s more like they’re losing battery power. She can see that there’s a lot going on somewhere deep in the hard drive, but he holds it back. She knows him. He quit because she had to.

			“I was having stomach problems,” he says.

			This is new. “Stomach problems? What kind of stomach problems?”

			He shrugs. “Nothing serious. Acid reflux, if I ate too much, or too late at night.”

			“Jesus, Dad, people die of acid reflux.”

			He nods. “Tommy Dorsey. Choked to death in his sleep.”

			She doesn’t know who Tommy Dorsey was. “And was he an alcoholic?”

			He nods again. “Point taken. But I quit in time.”

			“Have you seen a doctor?”

			“Oh yes. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’m taking care of myself. Just like you.”

			“So you’re a wine merchant who’s had to quit drinking wine. And they say the age of irony is dead.” Actually, she thinks it’s the age of subtlety that has died.

			“Let’s talk about something else,” her father says. “How’s the writing coming?”

			“Pretty good,” she says, cautiously. “It’s tough writing with a crayon, but Sandra says she might let me have a dull pencil next week.”

			“Ah, a real writer can write with a burnt match and a roll of toilet paper.”

			“I’m not a real writer,” she says, looking at her notebook. It’s not even a real writer’s notebook. It’s a scribbler. It says SCRIBBLER in big black letters across the top of it. The rest of the cover is pink. It’s a pink scribbler. At least it’s made from recycled, acid-free paper. Where it says “Subject” on the front, she’s written “Me.”

			Her father laughs. “Just like I’m not a real addict.”

			Her father is what people in program call a dry drunk. He’s stopped drinking but he hasn’t done the work. The triggers that made him drink are still there, they’re just triggering something else. Daphne begins making a mental list of some of the other things they can’t talk about. It seems to be growing. One: Why did he really leave White Falls? Okay, okay, she knows it wasn’t because of her. But was it because of her? Two: Elinor. She can sort of see what he sees in her. She’s at least a dozen years younger than him, she’s pretty, she’s smart, she’s cool. But what does she see in him? Three: why she really stopped coming here, or returning his calls, or wanting to talk to him. That’s what she’s supposed to be figuring out with the scribbler. Four: his drinking. And now five: What the fuck’s wrong with his stomach?

			She should write all those down before she forgets them. Her father isn’t the only one having trouble remembering things.

			

			—

			
				Where was I, Sandra? Dad came down for a few minutes and we had tea and talked about our addictions. Well, he talked about my addictions. And how much I’ve changed. Dad seems to think I’m back to being the person I was before I became an addict, which I’m not sure is a good thing, because that was the person who became an addict. He also thinks addiction is an add-on, like icing on a cake, and when you lick it off you still have the cake. I think of it more like a cancer that gradually becomes the cake. There was a maple tree in our backyard in White Falls that had a wild grape vine growing up it. Every year the grape vine got bigger and bigger and shaded out the maple until eventually the maple tree died and there was nothing there but its skeleton covered in vines. It still looked like a tree, but it wasn’t a tree.

			What I meant earlier about Festus and exiles is that there’s always a before and an after. For Festus, it was before he left Botswana and after he left Botswana. For me, it was before my dad left and after my dad left. I saw myself as having been exiled from my childhood, like my childhood was going on without me somewhere else. Does that make sense? After Dad left, I was forced to skip that gentle slide into adolescence—you know, when most people gradually break from their parents and slowly put themselves together as separate human beings. I did that, like, overnight. Festus never adjusted to not being in Botswana, but he couldn’t go back. Same with me. Suddenly, I was looking after Mom, looking after myself, making my own lunches and Kraft Dinners, taking buses to Toronto by myself. Dad obviously thought I was ready for that. He likes to tell the story about teaching me to ride a bike when I was eight, how he ran beside me with his hand on the back of the seat, and I yelled, “Don’t let go, Dad,” and he said, “I won’t, don’t worry,” and then he let go.

			I couldn’t trust my dad. I guess I never got over not trusting him. It was like, he told me to look after Mom, but I felt I had to look after him, too.

			Before he left, my bedroom was upstairs, next to my parents’ bedroom. I could hear them talking at night, going to the bathroom, brushing their teeth. If I woke up in the middle of the night, I knew they were there. If I called out they would hear me. Kids need to know that shit. That’s what family was for me, boring but familiar. Safe, like you always know what’s behind the door. When I came to visit my dad and Elinor in Toronto, as a kid, they treated me like an asylum seeker. They gave me my own room, in fact they gave me this whole basement apartment, with my own entrance and everything. They thought I’d like the privacy. I’d lie awake in the dark and couldn’t see or hear a fucking thing. Well, that’s not true. I could hear my neck turning. Have you ever heard that grinding sound in your neck when you move your head back and forth? Loneliest sound in the world. It has to be dead still for you to hear that. It used to scare the shit out of me. And there was no one I could call out to. They were two floors up, pretending they didn’t have a twelve-year-old in the house.

			Now Dad says he knew I hated this basement apartment. Well, then, why did he stick me down here? Why am I down here now?

			When I was older, I brought Festus down here, usually in the daytime when Dad and Elinor weren’t home, though sometimes I’d sneak him in at night. Mainly for the company. Okay, mainly for the weed and the sex, but also for the company. In my mother’s house, when I had my boyfriend Kyle over, I didn’t sneak him in. It was like I only wanted to be immature when I was with my dad.

			Kyle and I were in high school together. He was a year ahead of me. He had his dad’s car. That’s another thing, Dad took the car when he left, and Mom didn’t drive, so I had to learn to drive in Kyle’s dad’s car. Okay, petty shit, but still. Kyle would pick me up when we went to parties, and on weekends we’d drive to the mall so we could bum cigarettes and watch all the unhappy women shuffle by, their heads down, parkas hanging open like they’d just been mugged, wearing running shoes in winter, going into Giant Tiger or Price Chopper on their husbands’ paydays, or Value Village the rest of the week.

			Kyle thought we were serious and I didn’t tell him we weren’t. He was just someone who was always there. I didn’t need to tell him I loved him to keep him around, I just had to not tell him to fuck off. We’re not talking Don Juan here. Byron said women only love their first lovers, that the passion goes downhill from there until it hits rock bottom after marriage. Such a romantic, that Byron. I didn’t love my first lover. I wouldn’t use the word “passion” to describe what Kyle and I were doing. I knew he was a loser from day one, the first time he asked me out and took me to a fucking monster-truck rally in Pembroke. His idea of a good time was going to Bad Boy to look at beds. I hung with him in school because I was fairly sure he wouldn’t jump me when I was stoned and get me pregnant, and his mere presence might stop someone else from jumping me. I gave him nooners under his coat at lunch, and sometimes I let him in with a condom. You can’t call that love.

			It wasn’t that I didn’t think love was important. It was that I thought love was so important that what Kyle and I were doing couldn’t be it. I know this sounds weird, but it’s true: all the time I was letting Kyle fuck me I was saving myself for someone else.

			The day Kyle finished high school he got a job at Staples and thought he was set for life. I wanted to scream. He said he could work his way up to manager in a couple of years. Have you ever gone into a Staples and wondered why the printer ink cartridges are never in any recognizable order? That’s because whoever organized them was someone like Kyle. Anyway, that was not going to be my life, pushing a shopping cart to the checkout with three screeching toddlers in tow. Wearing baggy sweats and a SpongeBob T-shirt over my last good bra. No, nope, no thank you, I wasn’t going to be the fish at the bottom of the capitalist pork barrel. But how could I break up with a guy I barely felt I was going out with? Christ, I had to get away. If I’d told him the truth, that I was going to university in Vancouver, he’d have wanted to come with me. So instead I just left. I learned from the best, after all.

			Why Vancouver? I don’t know. Well, I do: Vancouver was the farthest I could get from White Falls without a passport. I told Mom where I was going, of course, I couldn’t let that happen to her twice. And I asked Dad for tuition money, which he gave me. And so, just under three years ago, I arrived in Vancouver to major in English at the University of British Columbia, got my own place, sent Dad a photo of it so he could see what he was paying for, bought new clothes, got a life. It was all kind of last minute, but it was good. It felt part of a plan I hadn’t made yet.

			I did go back to White Falls. Once, last summer, middle of July. It seems odd, now that I think about it, that I hadn’t gone back in the whole two years I was in BC. Not even for Christmas. Dad came out on business a couple of times, and we got together briefly, a lunch, a walk in Stanley Park once. But I had a life in Vancouver. I was going to school, keeping up with classes, reading tons of books for Prof Curtis’s and Alyssa’s classes. I didn’t feel anything tugging me back. Mom had her job and Dad had Elinor. I felt wanted, I suppose, but I didn’t feel needed. But last summer, I stopped going to classes—I didn’t finish second year and wasn’t intending to go back in the fall. Maybe I felt a little at loose ends. I think I probably told myself that visiting my parents was a mature thing to do. Anyway, whatever the reason, it was a big mistake.

			By then I was taking so many drugs I thought I was queen of the world, I could do anything, change everything. I had met Paul, my wealthy new boyfriend. And I had a supplier, Wendell, who kept a can of cocaine and other goodies in the glovebox of his VW van. Between Paul and Wendell, I was pretty well provided for. The plan, such as it was, was to visit my mom in White Falls for a few days in July, then come down to Toronto to see Dad and Elinor before heading back to Vancouver to resume my so-called adult life.

			

			—

			She closes her scribbler. She gets up from the dining table and looks out through one of the high-low windows at the driveway. Dandelions. Bladderwort. Chickweed. They seem so innocent, so incongruous, from down here in her sanctuary; yes, she knows, it’s nature trying to reassert itself. But why can’t it say roses? Why can’t anything ever come up roses?

			That trip to White Falls had been such a bad idea. She had intended to sneak in, stay a few days, and then sneak out again. But someone must have seen her at the bus station, because Kyle phoned the first night she was in town.

			“Daph. I knew you’d come back.”

			“I’m not back, Kyle,” she’d said. “I’m just visiting my mom for a few days.”

			“A few days, good, we can get together.”

			“I don’t think that would be a good idea, Kyle.”

			“Daphne, you just disappeared. I didn’t know where you went, I thought something bad must have happened to you.”

			She knew the feeling. “Nothing bad happened to me, Kyle.”

			“I thought we were solid. We were looking at houses.”

			“No, we weren’t. We were looking at mattresses.”

			“I really want to see you, Daph. Just somewhere for a coffee, like, just to see you. You owe me that much.”

			She didn’t owe him shit but you couldn’t argue with a post, so she agreed to meet him at the Tim Hortons, the one by the bridge at Madawaska and McKay.

			The place was packed with the aged and the infirm, wearing Harris tweed and Payless shoes and drinking decaf double-doubles. It was like a bus had just pulled in from the Land of Nod. Kyle was sitting at a corner table when she arrived, looking through the glass wall at the parking lot in front of East Side Mario’s, pretending he hadn’t seen her come in. He was still handsome, but he didn’t look good. He hadn’t shaved in a week, or even run his fingers through his hair. His green parka looked like he’d worn it while changing the oil in his car and then rolled around on the garage floor. And he had the shakes. He could barely raise his cup to his mouth.

			Had he always looked like that? Had they all? She couldn’t really remember, but maybe. That had been the look. Madawaska Grunge. Her mother used to go ape-shit every time Daphne went out with Kyle and the gang, like she was just doing it to disgrace her and the mayor. You’re not like those kids, she’d say, to which Daphne replied, Just because they aren’t smug, privileged, middle-class assholes waiting to graduate so they can take a course in real estate and run for city council doesn’t mean they’re bad people. But her mother had had a point. They’d stopped developing. When high school ended, so did their lives. She wasn’t about to let that happen to her. Her first year in Vancouver, she’d bought a set of bookshelves and started filling them, partly with texts for school but mostly with books from used bookstores and church rummage sales. She’d had a good eye. Her father, the non-addict, had shown her how one book led to another and then to another. She bought nice clothes with good labels. She didn’t want to look like what she was, someone who was not from Vancouver. As a result, she probably looked like someone from nowhere.

			When she reached Kyle’s table, he looked up, startled.

			“How are you, Kyle?”

			Close up, he looked worse. Scabby lips, puffy lids, teeth like jagged black rocks. His face was like the landscape around Sudbury. He didn’t seem able to locate her eyes. He kept looking through her, or down at her chest, or out to where a minivan was pulling into the drive-through. Tears ran down his cheeks. She felt sorry for him. She knew a junky when she saw one.

			“I’m okay,” he said. “I drink too much coffee.”

			“You should switch to decaf,” she said.

			“Can I get you something?” Kyle asked.

			“No, I’m good. Are you working somewhere?”

			“I’m temporarily on EI.” He looked down at his cup. “Until I saw you just now, I thought, you know, there might still be a chance.”

			“A chance?”

			“For us.”

			She let that lie on the table for a few seconds until it stopped twitching.

			“I’m seeing someone, Kyle.”

			He nodded.

			“A lawyer. His name’s Paul.”

			Kyle nodded again and looked at her dress. “You two living together?”

			“Sort of,” she said. “I still have my own place.” A place her father was paying for and that she hadn’t slept in for months. Paul said it was a waste of money and she should give it up, but it was where she met with Wendell some afternoons.

			“Where are you living?” she asked Kyle.

			He made a vague gesture over his shoulder. She looked.

			“You live in the McKay Medical Centre?”

			He laughed, but maybe he did.

			“No, basement place on Front,” he said.

			“Still see the old crew?”

			He shook his head sadly. “They’re all gone,” he said, like he was describing an empty box of chocolates. Ottawa, the Yukon, Fort McMurray. No one kept in touch anymore. “We’re supposed to be into social media, right?” he said. “Everyone texting and on Facebook all the time, no matter where we live? That’s bullshit. They’re all like you, Daph. You see them one day, you ask them what’s up, they say not much, this and that, ask you where they can score some weed, and the next thing you hear they’re tree planting up at Sioux Lookout.”

			“How come you’re still here?”

			This time he looked right at her. “Where would I go?”

			She shrugged and looked over at three girls about their age who were sitting at a corner table that was strewn with pastel plastic baby toys. One had a chokehold on a squirming baby in her lap and was shaking a bottle, while the other two stared out the window with expressions that said a nuclear bomb going off would be good right about now. A sign on the wall above their heads said: Tell Us How We’re Doing.

			She told Kyle she was sorry, she had to go. She told him her mother was making dinner, which might even have been true. Maybe someone else would have caved, told Kyle of course she still cared for him, she’d never intended to hurt him. Maybe she should have bought him a Fruit Explosion, or invited him over for dinner. But all she could think then, all she can think now, was, Holy shit, did I ever get out of there in time. She stood up and said goodbye, waited half a second for him to respond, and walked out. He didn’t watch her leave.

			She finds thinking about Kyle unexpectedly depressing. She needs to stretch her legs, practise a few simple motor skills. She has a coffeemaker down here, but upstairs her father and Elinor have an espresso machine, quite a fancy one, you practically need to be a civil engineer to operate it. Community colleges should offer courses in it, she thinks on her way up, Basic Barista or something. Maybe they do.

			Would the end result have been the same if she’d stayed in White Falls? No, no, of course not. If she’d stayed she wouldn’t have met Professor Curtis, or Alyssa. It may not show, but those people have had a profound effect on her. Does she really believe her whole life has been a waste? She can’t, or she wouldn’t be here in her father’s kitchen attempting to make the perfect soy latte. If she’d stayed in White Falls, she’d be stirring a spoonful of Nescafé into a cracked mug, or sitting in a laundromat hypnotized by twirling diapers. On the other hand, if she’d stayed in Vancouver, she’d be dead. There’s always another hand.

			Elinor is in the sunroom, sitting in a chair by the window, reading a book.

			“Oh, sorry,” Daphne says, backing out.

			“No, please stay,” says Elinor, closing the book and getting up to move a chair closer to hers. She places a small table between them for their coffees. Daphne glances at the book. Nadine Gordimer. The room is a bit chilly. Elinor has a brightly coloured beaded shawl-like thing draped over her shoulders.

			“I love your shawl,” says Daphne. “Did you get it here?”

			“Thank you, no, I bought it when I was in South Africa last fall. It’s a traditional Ndebele blanket, worn only by married women. Incredible beadwork, isn’t it? Husbands present them to their wives so they can cover their breasts and no longer be sexually attractive to other men.”

			“Interesting.” Okay, blanket, not shawl. How delicately she corrects me. Before rehab, Daphne would have bridled at that, maybe even gotten up and stomped out of the room. Now she lets it go. She also probably would have ranted about cultural appropriation, about rich white women adorning themselves with traditional African garb. Instead, she asks Elinor how she liked South Africa.

			“Loved it,” Elinor says, dreamily. “I was attending a psychology conference. Sandra and I were. Speaking of which, how are you and Sandra getting along?”

			“Great,” Daphne says. “I mean, it’s work.”

			“That’s good. It’s supposed to be work. Do you find the writing helps?”

			“I don’t know yet. It’s all bits and pieces. Maybe it’ll help me organize my thoughts. At the moment I’m just sort of blurting everything out.”

			“As I understand the process,” says Elinor, “that’s probably what Sandra wants. No self-editing. No self-censoring.”

			“It’s sort of like writing a letter to myself.”

			“Exactly!”

			“But then mailing everyone a copy.”

			“I doubt Sandra will want you to do that. You’re writing about your relationships with your parents, I assume?”

			“Yeah, all that. But you’re in it.”

			“Certainly I’m in it. But that doesn’t mean I should see it.”

			“What’ll I do with it, then?”

			“When you’re finished, read it over carefully, look for themes that keep recurring in your narrative that tie any loose ends together. They’ll be in there. Then, when you know what you need to work on, Sandra will probably tell you to burn it.”

			“Burn it?” This throws her. “But I want you to see it. I want Dad to see it. What’s the point, otherwise?”

			“Why do you want us to see it?”

			“I guess I want us all to be on the same page.”

			Elinor takes a sip of her coffee, puts the cup down, and, in a gesture Daphne finds curious, runs her hand over the cover of her book, as though brushing away crumbs or dust. Like Aladdin rubbing his magic lamp.

			“The same page,” she says. “Yes, I suppose that’s a secondary goal.”

			“What other goal is there?”

			“Right now, Daphne, only two months into therapy, you’re at a crossroads. It’s a peculiar kind of crossroads, though, because you are going to go in both directions at the same time. What you write in this letter to yourself is one road, but what you don’t write, what you leave out, either inadvertently or deliberately, will be the other road. And you will also be on that road. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			“No, sorry, not the foggiest.”

			Elinor laughs, but gently. “Well, let’s just say you’ll end up with two letters. One written and one unwritten. It’s the written one you want us to see, Sandra, me, and your father, but it’s the unwritten one, the one you don’t even want yourself to see, that will really count.”

			Oh great, Daphne thinks. Thanks for that, Yoda. Just what she needs, another impossible mission statement. Like take care of your mother for me.

			

			—

			
				Dad and I got along, sort of, for a while, Sandra. He wasn’t as distracted as he usually was, at least not on the surface, but after a day or two I saw that underneath he was ready to explode. I assumed being with Elinor was making him edgy. She’s much more demanding than my mom was, believe it or not. Demanding in a different way. I mean, when Mom was demanding she made Dad feel like shit, as though she thought he was an idiot and always would be. But when Elinor’s demanding she makes him feel that he could be less of an idiot if he applied himself. She makes him feel that his true self is not a shit. At the time, though, I thought Dad had just hooked up with another domineering woman, like that was his comfort zone, and that after nearly ten years of it he wasn’t feeling all that comfortable anymore.

			Anyway, I could tell something was up. Maybe they’d gone through my purse and found my stash, or counted the empty wine bottles I’d hidden under some jars in the recycling bin. They were probably expecting me to ask for money, which I had no intention of doing because I had Paul and didn’t need tuition. But there wasn’t much I could get past Elinor. Well, she’s a psychologist, she sees into people for a living. She had this way of looking at me, like everything I said was either stupid or a lie. I’m no authority, but isn’t love supposed to be about seeing the faults in another person and not saying anything about them? Maybe it isn’t. Maybe love is being brutally honest, like stripping everything down to nothing and building something up from there.

			Actually, that’s kind of what I’ve done with my life.

			The night before I left we had this family dinner, just the three of us, one of Dad’s us-doing-things-together moments. Elinor was dressed elegantly and yet somehow casually, a nice look if you can find the right grace notes. Dad was dressed up, too, for him. Checked shirt, knit tie, sports jacket, loafers. He looked like a used-wine salesman, no wonder his business wasn’t doing so well. We were drinking his profits. Me maybe a little more than the others. I’d had a glass or two and a couple of lines in the basement before coming upstairs, so I was feeling good.

			The dinner was a fucking nightmare. Dad still had his crab-like way of asking questions, like, what was I going to do when I got back to Vancouver, when what he really wanted to know was if I was doing drugs. So I said, “This and that.” Then he asked what I was going to take when I went back to school, which was his way of asking if I was going back to school at all.

			“I’m going to specialize in Renaissance literature,” I said. “You can ask my thesis advisor, Professor Curtis, if you don’t believe me.”

			Dad was on that like a shot. “Thesis advisor? You’re going into third year, how can you have a thesis advisor?”

			“Like you know all about university because you’ve been an adjunct in a journalism department.” I could see that stung, so I went on. “Until you quit teaching to become a capitalist, that is, shilling cases of overpriced wine produced by multinational corporations that use exploited workers in third-world countries under environmentally unsustainable conditions.”

			He sat there blinking. Maybe I’d swung a little below the belt, but he had, after all, called me a liar. In fact, it was worse than that—he was suggesting that I wasn’t even good at lying. And that had me all twisted up inside, because, in point of fact, I was lying, but I’d thought I was pretty good at it.

			I hadn’t finished second year, I didn’t have a thesis advisor, and if Dad actually checked with Prof Curtis, who’d been my second-year English prof and to whom I still owed an essay on the poems of Sir Walter Raleigh, I’d have been royally screwed. I took deep breaths and brought myself back to centre court. I drank some wine. Very patiently, I explained that UBC offered a third-year thesis course in which I could write an essay in lieu of going to regular classes, and that’s what I was going to do in the fall, with Professor Curtis, who had agreed to supervise me. Truth is, I hadn’t seen Professor Curtis since before Christmas.

			Dad said, “So what’s your essay about?”

			“The poems of Sir Walter Raleigh.”

			He looked at me. “Walter Raleigh wrote poems?”

			There it was again. The disbelief. That patronizing tone. The assertion of his undeserved authority.

			“Yes, he did,” I said as icily as I could manage. “A whole book of them. You may not have come across it while teaching in journalism school.”

			Ooh, the look he gave me. He was stunned into silence. We both were, actually. That’s when Elinor stepped in. His bodyguard.

			“So,” she said, “how much of that money we sent you last month do you have left? Do you need more?”

			“You mean after buying food and paying rent and bills and taking taxis to the fucking airport so I can come here and be interrogated by the KGB? No, thanks, I’m fine, I don’t need any more of your money. Paul’s looking after me now.”

			Dad’s face contracted. I could see I’d gone too far. By which I mean, too far to turn back. I used to see him look like that back in White Falls, just before he flew off into one of his rages. I braced myself.

			“That’s great, Daphne,” he said, his voice rising. “So you won’t be needing me to pay the rent on your apartment anymore. No more living off the avails of capitalism.”

			I shrugged. I thought about bringing up Yevtushenko. I thought that if I complicated the discussion, I could hide behind the confusion.

			“We are not the KGB,” Elinor said quietly.

			“We can’t be both capitalists and the KGB,” Dad said.

			“We’re people who love you and are concerned for you.”

			“No, that’s okay, Elinor,” Dad said, building steam, “let her have her say. I’m a capitalist, am I?” he said, looking across the table at me. “Just what do you think a capitalist is, Daphne? Anyone who earns a living? Anyone who owns a house and a car and has a bank account? Do you even know what a capitalist is? We live in a capitalist system. Capitalism pays your tuition, pays the rent for your apartment. Damn it, Daphne, capitalism built the university you go to, if you’re even going to it, and the building you live in, if you’re living in it.” He looked at me in surprise and sat back in his chair. “Shit, I can’t believe you’ve got me defending capitalism. As a journalist I dealt with the fallout from capitalism every goddamned day!”

			“Dad, I know what capitalism is, and I know what it does. It steals land from Indigenous peoples and builds universities and apartment buildings on it. It turns starving refugees away from its shores because they pose a threat to capitalist complacency. I don’t have to just accept it, like you do. Oh, that’s the system we have, get used to it. Fuck that! I know lots of people who are out there fighting that shit every day.”

			“People like who?” Dad asked.

			“People like Paul.”

			“Daphne,” said Elinor, “we don’t even know who Paul is.”

			I know now that Elinor had nothing to do with Dad’s leaving, that they didn’t get together until after he’d been in Toronto for a year or more. Mom didn’t actually believe that, though, and at that moment I was channelling her. She was pretty sure Elinor had been in the picture all along, might have been the reason he left. She said they could have met online, or at a conference somewhere. At the time, I was willing to believe anything bad about Elinor. Mom used to say you can’t trust a woman who’d steal another woman’s husband. This from a woman who was having an affair with her boss, a man who was married and had three children. But Elinor was the wicked stepmother. I was brainwashed into hating her even before I knew what she looked like. Did she have horns? A tail? A hooked nose with a wart on the end of it? Remember, I was, what, twelve. I visited Dad a few times when he was in his bachelor apartment near the university, and I’d just begun to have a real relationship with him. I looked forward to those visits. Having Dad to myself. He took me to the Toronto Zoo, to the Planetarium at the Royal Ontario Museum, and once we went to a Blue Jays game. He asked me how things were going at school and if Mom and I were getting along. And then suddenly he was living in a big house with some woman named Elinor. I hated her at the bus station when she and Dad met me and she gave me a hug and asked me what kind of cookies I wanted to bake with her. I could tell she wasn’t the cookie-baking type. And I didn’t have to look very hard for things to hate her for. She made me make my bed every morning! I had to ask to be excused from the table! And my dad adored her. So, like I said, I was conflicted. I didn’t blame Elinor for Dad’s leaving, I just hated her for it. I felt I’d be unfaithful to my mother if I was nice to her.

			“Paul and I have a real life,” I said. “We do the things normal couples do. We cook, we entertain, we go to the market on Granville Island, we spend weekends at his cottage on Salt Spring Island, we go sailing. We talk.”

			“So, you’re living together?” Dad asked.

			“Not really,” I said. “I still have my apartment.”

			“All this while going to school?” he said.

			“I never see you two doing anything together,” I countered. “Why is that? You each have your separate lives. Don’t you ever go out, like to concerts or movies or whatever? Don’t you ever have fun? Paul and I have fun.”

			“Tell us about Paul,” Elinor said. “Who is he?”

			I’ve got to stop, now, Sandra. My hand is shaking so much I can’t write any more. Fucking tears are blotting out some of the words. I need to breathe.

			

			—

			She tried to tell them about Paul. Not all the sordid details, but enough of them. She told them he was an environmental lawyer, that he got injunctions to stop forestry companies from cutting down the planet’s last old-growth forests or Russian trawlers from scooping up the seabed. That he helped First Nations groups prevent oil companies from building pipelines and power lines across their land. She didn’t exactly know what Paul did, he never talked about his work, but she was sure it was something like that. She told them he worked in his father’s law firm, owned a big house in Point Grey, drove a silver SUV, had a wine cellar, she’d thought her father would like that. She didn’t tell them about the coke, which Paul kept almost permanently on hand, or that she skipped most of her morning classes because she was hungover, and most of her afternoon classes because she was stoned. She didn’t think she and Paul were doing anything wrong, but she knew there were some truths parents are ill equipped to handle. She felt virtuous about withholding the whole story from them. She was being protective.

			“That’s great, Daphne,” her father said when she had finished painting Paul as the patron saint of the Pump House Gang. “I’m glad you two have fun together. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t throwing away your future, that’s all.”

			“My future? Dad, you left. You can’t tell me how to live anymore. You gave up that privilege. You handed my future over to me, and I’m living it the way I see fit.”

			She watched him respond by pouring himself another glass of wine.

			

			—

			She’d met Paul at a UBC football game, the Ubeecees versus the Calgary Dinos. It was late fall of her second year. Her student loan was already running out and she didn’t want to ask her father and Elinor for more money, so she was looking for a part-time job over the Christmas break. She’d put applications in at all the usual places, the campus bookstore, some restaurants and businesses downtown. There was a housing boom in Vancouver, she thought everyone would be expanding. She could type, and if all else failed she thought she’d make a good temp in some kind of office. She had a job interview that afternoon, at a real estate office on Broadway. At the game, Paul came over to where she was sitting with some friends and handed her a beer. He was wearing a leather UBC jacket with “Law” on the back, and a white silk scarf. They talked for a while, watched a bit of football, she said something about ignorant armies clashing by night, which he didn’t get, then he said there was an alumni party after the game and would she like to come?

			“Are you an alum?” she asked.

			“Class of ’05. Law.” In case she couldn’t read. “You?”

			“English,” she said. “Class of 50.”

			He said he was into environmental law, and she thought that was pretty wonderful. She saw him as a rebel against his class, just as she was. But his class still showed. He was attractive in the way people with untroubled minds sometimes are. Here was no Kyle. Everything he wanted had been handed to him: the law degree, the good clothes, an SUV, the future.

			Not surprisingly, he’d never heard of White Falls. She’d got rid of the Madawaska Valley accent long ago, one of the first things she did, although sometimes when she was angry or having sex it crept back in. No one knows how to say “fuck” in three syllables like a Madawaska girl having an orgasm. Paul was a clean-cut, up-and-coming socially minded lawyer who saw the true potential in her that everyone in her family seemed to have missed.

			At the time, she thought he’d be good for a few free drinks and maybe a temp job in his father’s law firm, Ogilvy Robinson. So she went to the alumni party with him. It was in a part of Vancouver she hadn’t known existed, somewhere with high cedar hedges and, behind them, horse barns and dog kennels and miles of white board fences. All the cars parked outside were sleek and black, and all the people inside were sleek and white. And drunk and stoned. She’d never seen so much blow. There were bowls of it all over the place. She’d done a few lines in her time—her last year in White Falls was a bit of a blur—but this was a whole new level of debauchery. Paul introduced her to some of his cronies from the office, and they did a few warm-up lines in a kind of conversational way. When his friends drifted off, she and Paul watched a couple performing on a sofa and she could see Paul getting turned on, so she slid her hand into his pants pocket, and the next thing she knew they were in his house.

			That was Saturday, and she didn’t get to that job interview. She almost didn’t make it to class on Monday. Paul was sweet then, and he obviously had more money than one person could spend in two lifetimes. On Friday nights, he did shooters with his friends in a back room at the Casa Rojo, and when the deals were made he brought the boys back to the house to meet the girlfriend, who was her, and do some serious partying. They were nice guys, they liked her, they thought it was cool that she was going to university to learn how to read books. She couldn’t talk law with them and they couldn’t talk literature with her, so they got on perfectly. On Sunday mornings, Paul cooked. He collected vinyl jazz records. He had a baby grand in his living room, and a forty-two-inch TV in his bedroom. His total library consisted of half a dozen cookbooks, Mexican and Californian, food with lots of red meat. She thought between them they made a normal couple. Not normal normal, but normal enough.

			That first weekend, though, she assumed she was just a temporary amusement. He probably had a fiancée somewhere, or a wife on Salt Spring. He was going to drop Daphne off at her class on Monday and that would be that. But then she kept getting texts from him. And not just “What’s up?” but fairly explicit texts about what he wanted to do with her and where and for how long, and she’d show her friends and text back: “OMW.” She didn’t tell anyone who the texts were from, though. Paul was big-time, or at least his firm was, and while he didn’t mind his buddies knowing he was dating an undergrad, he didn’t want it out there among clients. Back in White Falls, she hadn’t been able to brag about Kyle because, well, what was there to brag about? Now she had someone she wanted to brag about, but couldn’t.

			

			—

			
				It’s funny how the universe always evens itself out, isn’t it, Sandra? A tit for every tat. I bragged about Paul to Dad and Elinor at that dinner table. I wanted them to at least be interested in my life, to think that something I did mattered. I didn’t want a pat on the head—that would have been demeaning—I wanted them to treat me like an adult. I didn’t know then that adults don’t go around demanding to be treated like adults.

			I guess all they wanted was to know how I was doing, they were showing their concern for me, but at the time all I saw were the paternalistic, duty-bound concerns of colonizers for the “uncivilized” Caliban standing between them and their dreams of empire. They wanted to know that I was okay, because if I wasn’t I wouldn’t be as productive as they needed me to be. I might even rise up in opposition to them. I couldn’t take it.

			So the next morning Dad drove me to the airport and I flew back to Vancouver in a complete and total self-righteous snit. I couldn’t wait to get back to Paul’s, have a long soak, do a few lines, and be ready for him when he got home from the office. Thanks to Paul, I’d been able to tell Dad and Elinor that I didn’t need their money anymore. I guessed that made them uncomfortable because they didn’t have anything else to give me. How about some support? How about, We’re proud of you, Daphne? How about some interest in my life? I would take the loyalty my father wanted from me and give it to Paul instead.

			One year, for her birthday, I got Elinor a psychologist’s watch. I thought it was funny, it showed only forty minutes to the hour. She frowned when she opened the package, like she was trying to figure out what I was really telling her. She recovered nicely, though: Oh, I get it! How great! She put it on and wore it for the rest of the day, and then I never saw it again. Black hole. There’s a planet out there somewhere with all the stuff I’ve ever given her on it. One day, astronauts from Earth will land there and find, like, a whole stack of birthday cards, “To Elinor, with love from Daphne,” and a little frog-shaped plant pot with bean shoots growing out of its back, and a painted wooden jewellery case in the shape of a covered wagon. I loved that jewellery case. I used to lie in bed in the basement imagining Elinor’s gold bracelets and necklaces and earrings all jumbled up in it, a wagon full of treasure sitting on her dresser. Isn’t love supposed to be a feeling like that?

			To be fair, what did I expect Elinor to do with those old birthday cards? Frame them? It was a bit more complicated with Mother’s Day. My mom would have had an embolism if she’d caught me buying a Mother’s Day card for Elinor. But I did. And I signed it “With Love from Daphne.”

			I know I’m confusing different kinds of love here. Believe me, Sandra, I didn’t spend six hours a week in Professor Curtis’s office talking about Elizabethan literature for nothing. Maybe I will go back and write that essay on Sir Walter Raleigh’s poetry, The Ocean’s Love to Cynthia, because he deals with the confluence of sacred and profane love. What he concluded was that there’s no discernible difference: he loved Elizabeth as his queen and he lusted after her as a woman, end of story. The profane is sacred. But I digress. Sorry, Sandra, I’m doing what Dad always does. I shouldn’t: I know how ineffective it is. And how crazy-making.

			But love isn’t some tinselly balloon we carry around on a string. It’s a lead weight strapped to our chest, and our hearts get heavier every time we think about the object of our love. You know how your heart goes thump when you see your beloved? Well, that’s another lead weight being added to your heart. I think of my dad and my heart plummets with the weight. When I left Kyle in that Tim Hortons I felt like one of those lost souls in Dante, walking around with huge stones on their backs because of some stupid thing they did or said in an unguarded moment when they were alive. When I got to Dad’s after being in White Falls again, all I wanted was to feel better about myself. To feel that, okay, I’d blown it with Kyle, but with Paul I had a chance to be the person he wanted, the person my dad wanted. I thought Paul was my Prince Charming. I thought that with such a future ahead of me, I no longer needed a past.

			Ah, well. Like I said, nothing that happened is what I wanted to have happened. I mean, if wishes were horses, we beggars would be buried under horseshit.

			That’s this scribbler full. I guess if I’m going to keep writing about what happened, I’m going to need a few more scribblers.

		

	
		
			Harry

			NOVEMBER 19–20, 2009

			Driving Elinor to the airport, even though it’s November and threatening snow, Harry is reminded of the last time he made this drive, this past summer. It was hot in the car then, the 401 was as jammed as it is now, and Daphne sat beside him. It was the end of her disastrous trip, and they had lots of time to talk. But neither of them did. He made a few attempts, but she spent most of the time texting, probably to Paul, her hotshot lawyer boyfriend who was saving all the trees and protecting all the salmon. She kept her phone in her lap, so that when she looked down at it she looked like the most morose person in the world. And maybe she was. Or perhaps the second most, after Harry himself. Her diatribe against him the night before, when she had essentially dismissed him from her life, had been meant to hurt, and it had. It had angered him, too, and he was still flustered, but her silence in the car then, surely the last time he would see her for months, made him feel more exhausted than mad.

			Now, with Elinor in the passenger seat, he tries to push the memory of Daphne away, although the feeling of desolation and loss remains. Elinor isn’t saying much, either, but she doesn’t look dejected. In fact, she looks elated. A psychology conference in South Africa, the land of truth and reconciliation. Her suitcase weighed a ton when he heaved it into the trunk. Some of the weight must be papers she’ll jettison after the conference, but she’ll no doubt come back with others and have to pay for the overage. Daphne would say something about carbon footprint and recycled ink and ask why they couldn’t have held the conference in a First Nations lodge in British Columbia. Daphne would say a lot of things, if Daphne were still talking to them.

			He parks outside the international departures entrance, lifts Elinor’s suitcase out of the trunk and onto the sidewalk, and offers to help her wheel it inside. But the security guard by the sliding door is eyeing his car as though daring him to leave it unattended.

			“I can take it in from here,” Elinor says.

			“Is Sandy on the same flight?” he asks.

			“Sandra. Yes, we booked our seats together. I’m looking forward to getting to know her better.”

			Elinor is highly organized, as usual. He, on the other hand, has made no plans for while she is away. He’ll try not to drink too much, he’ll make decaf Americanos and read mystery novels in the sunroom, play basketball on Tuesday afternoons, meet a few of his wine clients for lunch. His importing business has gone a bit soft of late. This makes him think of Daphne again. If he’s a capitalist pig, he isn’t a very successful capitalist pig. But then, what would count as success in a pig? Uninterrupted consumption, he supposes. Is that how Daphne sees them? Elinor’s professorship at the university is what’s keeping them both consuming at the moment, but then the fall is always slow in the hospitality trade. People save up for the big end-of-fiscal blowout at Christmas.

			The darker cloud on the horizon is the colonoscopy he has to undergo tomorrow. He doesn’t know if he’ll be able to drive home afterwards, but he can take a cab, or get Bernie to pick him up. Bernie is his accountant, also friend, one of the guys from basketball.

			“And don’t forget to call Daphne,” Elinor says.

			“I won’t,” he says. “Right after the colonoscopy.”

			“No, Harry, you’ll forget. Call her tonight.”

			“I won’t forget.” How could he forget? He’s called her a dozen times since July, but only managed to speak to her twice. “But all right. I’ll call when I get home. And you email me. Let me know you arrived safely.”

			“I will,” she says, and kisses him. “Don’t just leave a message. Keep calling until you reach her.”

			“Okay.” He looks over her shoulder at the guard. “You’re going to miss your flight. Go.”

			“Call Daphne.”

			“I will. Love you. Bye.”

			

			—

			
				Driving on the 401 is a lot like lying awake at three in the morning: the mind drifts into whole unexplored realms of negativity. With Daphne gone, and now Elinor, the two absences spar with each other in his heart. The pain he feels at Daphne’s departure blends with the unease he expects to feel at Elinor’s. Daphne’s seems the more permanent, but Elinor has been acting distant lately, too. Daphne has always been distant. He has to think she’s deliberately avoiding speaking to him. When she moved out west, she found an apartment in an older building, and it still had a landline. Somehow he thought he’d feel more connected to her through a landline, perhaps because when she answered, he could picture exactly where she was. Except she almost never answers. Especially now, since her trip, he leaves messages on her answering machine, tries calling at different hours of the day, early morning, late at night, and gets no response, no return calls, no emails. And she seems to change her cell number weekly, and either forgets to give him her new one or lets him go straight to voicemail. He’s looked up her address on Google Earth; it does exist, it looks like a decent building. But he doesn’t know where Paul lives. It’s as if she’s been abducted from his life. There’s a photo Elinor took of the two of them at the airport that day, Daphne squinting at the camera with a sly, apprehensive smile. He’d watched her go like a father watching his child head off to war in a distant country. Of course, she was no doubt thinking her whole life lay ahead of her, while he believed she was leaving everything behind. He still thinks her real life is back here with him. It’s an odd feeling, being so certain of something he knows can only be wrong. Or perhaps the feeling isn’t wrong, it’s just that he’s the only one who has it. Elinor says he must separate the emotion of the situation from the story he tells himself about the situation, and to put the story away in a drawer somewhere while he deals with the emotion. He’s never dealt well with emotions. Until recently, he didn’t even know he had them.

			Daphne seems to have forgotten about him, with this Paul character in the picture. Christ, listen to him: he sounds like a rejected lover. What he is, says Elinor, is a father who’s been replaced by a lover. A natural process. But why can’t Daphne have a father and a lover? Do the two have to cancel each other out? He thinks about the books he’s read as he takes the Dufferin Street exit towards home. Surely plenty of daughters have boyfriends or husbands and still maintain healthy relationships with their fathers.

			The house feels empty without Elinor, even though usually at this time of day she would be at the university. But this is a different kind of emptiness. If Elinor was in town, there would occasionally be the possibility of lunch. Or a just-checking-in phone call. Now she’s thirty thousand feet over the Atlantic, out of radio contact with Earth. And Daphne is five thousand kilometres in the opposite direction. He finds himself dwelling on the low places in his life more than he used to, the tasks left undone, the phone calls not returned, the empty bed, the hollow rooms. He looks at the clock in the kitchen: only eleven a.m., too early for a drink. He’ll call Daphne, but first he pours a glass of wine.

			In the sunroom, he sets the glass on the table beside his chair by the window and picks up a copy of Wine Spectator. Because of the colonoscopy, he’s not supposed to be drinking anything except water and ScourPrep, but wine is mostly water. The human body is mostly water. The planet is mostly water. He feels, as he opens the magazine, that he is living in an aqueous universe. “While it is difficult to imagine a better value than Cono Sur’s 2007 merlot,” he reads, “Chilean wines in general suffer from Canadian liquor boards’ intent on providing the cheapest possible branded wines at the expense of more high-end imports.” It’s the kind of thing he used to write in restaurant reviews for the Daily Observer, knowledgeable but lacking in specifics. Does it mean liquor stores in Canada are stocking the 2007 Cono Sur because it’s a good bargain, or that they’re not stocking it because it’s too expensive? He puts the magazine on the stack destined for recycling. What the article doesn’t mention is that if he wants to bring in better wine, he has to do it through the Ontario liquor board, which jacks the prices up even higher. And with the economy still recovering from last year’s recession, he can hardly sell a case of decent wine to restaurants that, before the crash, would have taken ten cases a week. All will be back to normal by spring, they promise, they’ll have bigger patios and revamped menus and exciting new wine lists. But in the spring, it’ll be the weather as well as the economy: too cold, too hot, too wet, no one wants to sit on a patio, and corporate expense accounts are being gone over by forensic accountants, senior politicians raked over the coals for charging a few glasses of Château d’Yquem to the public purse. Jesus, listen to him, he sounds like a Harper supporter.

			Thinking like a capitalist: Daphne really would disown him. But the wine business depends on there being a few diehards out there, a few good old boys, people who tell themselves that a bottle of wine at lunch isn’t really drinking if you’re sober by the time you go home. Daphne says Internet shopping is the new entertainment; maybe he should start selling online. Or writing blogs. He used to be a journalist, after all. Daphne could help set up the website, do some of the research. It would give her a summer job. Then again, she probably doesn’t want a summer job now that she has Paul. Especially a job that involves working for her father.

			Daphne. Right. He has to call her. He keys in her number and listens to her phone click over to the answering machine.

			“Hi, Daph, it’s me. Eight a.m. your time. Just calling to see how you’re doing. Call me when you get this. Love you, bye.”

			His mother used to leave messages like that. Practically word for word. He’ll need to come up with something better. Next time.

			Something is definitely going on in his insides. He’s been feeling lousy for months. Volatile acidity in his chest every time he eats, sometimes waking him up in the middle of the night. His doctor says she can’t find anything wrong, but she has three thousand patients and would probably rather be lecturing to eighteen-year-old pre-med students than dealing with his chronic complaints. He gets that. When he taught journalism, he never tired of the pure thrill teaching gave him, and he was sorry when the university let him go. Daphne was wrong about him quitting. He sometimes gets that feeling selling wine, chasing down an elusive contract, landing it, feasting off it. But these days the chase seems to ruin his appetite for the feast.

			Could these cramps in his gut be liver malfunction, he asked his doctor? She didn’t know. She’ll refer him to an internist. His father died of stomach cancer, his grandfather had prostate cancer, his mother had a breast removed. They’ll run some tests. No, your liver is fine. She isn’t overly worried about his prostate, either, it’s enlarged, but something else will get him first, probably hypertension. Right, hypertension from worrying about his prostate. Take these pills, slow down with the drinking, get some exercise, sleep on your back. If he’s really worried, she’ll schedule a colonoscopy. He was really worried.

			He doesn’t actually drink that much, a glass or two a day. No, be honest: a glass or two at a time, two or three times a day. Daphne’s mother used to say he drank like a fish, and it was true, he drank more when he was with her.

			“You are a serious alcoholic,” she told him during one of their fights.

			“No, I’m not,” he replied. “I’m a facetious alcoholic.”

			He’s known a few serious alcoholics, and he isn’t like them. At the paper, he knew a copy editor who used to take proofs home with him to read overnight, and then wake up in the morning not knowing how he’d got home or where he’d left the proofs. They’d spend half the morning retracing the editor’s movements, picking up pages of proofread and discarded copy at various bars and taverns around town. Alcoholics don’t lose things, they throw them away. Harry may have lost a few things, including his daughter, but he hasn’t thrown anything away.

			Because of the ScourPrep, he hasn’t been able to take his blood pressure medication. He feels light-headed, a little giddy. Hypertense. His ears are ringing and his eyes play tricks on him, especially when he reads; the words blur and jump on the page as though there’s a short circuit in his optic nerve, or his brain is getting only half an image and makes up the rest by repeating the half, only slightly out of register. He’s not a drunk, and he’s not a hypochondriac. He mentioned the acid reflux to his doctor, but only in an offhanded way, as though he regretted having to mention it, and she hadn’t responded. She told him to check his blood pressure regularly, maybe cut down on salt and high-cholesterol foods. Daphne would say he should avoid gluten and red meat. No, Daphne would say he should go on a vision quest. No, Daphne would say she couldn’t care less what he did.

			Not until he’s in bed, reading news on his iPad about a record snowstorm expected to cover half of British Columbia, does he remember he hasn’t called his daughter again. He looks at the bedside clock. Too late, he tells himself, she’ll have gone out. He’ll call her in the morning.

			

			—

			The waiting area outside Day Surgery consists of a line of chairs beneath a row of prints that seem to represent what ferns might look like to a person with advanced macular degeneration. Is a colonoscopy considered day surgery? It isn’t even surgery, is it? When he was writing a piece for a seniors’ magazine, he’d asked a gastroenterologist to describe a colonoscopy: they bend you over a pommel horse, the doctor said, and shove a flexible tube with a fibre-optic camera at the end of it up your rectum. The camera sends images of the colon wall to a computer screen, they check it for irregular lumps on the prostate, peculiar lesions on the intestinal wall, discoloration. “It can be very painful,” said the gastroenterologist, “especially if you clench.”

			On his way to the hospital he stopped at a Shoppers Drug Mart to test his blood pressure. One-sixty-five over one-thirty, not too bad. Though those things are never accurate. When the nurse leads him, johnny-shirted and paper-slippered, into the operating room, there is no pommel horse: that must have been a doctor’s joke. There’s an ordinary operating table covered with what looks like butcher’s paper. Okay, that’s a macabre touch. Several masked men and women are standing around the bed looking at him; one of them, after telling him to lie on his back on the table, begins prepping him for an anaesthetic.

			“An anaesthetic for a colonoscopy?” he asks with the lightness of mild hysteria.

			A young man, surely a student, possibly a high-school student, looks at a chart. “Says here we’re doing a gastroscopy, too,” he says. “You’re Harrison Bowes, right? Your GP is Dr. Beattie? Any problem with us doing both procedures today, Mr. Bowes?”

			“No, I guess not,” he says. Did Beattie order a gastroscopy? At his father’s memorial service, the pastor said that his father’s death had been quick and painless. How had the pastor known it was painless? Or even quick? His father never complained about anything. Death came quickly after the diagnosis because the diagnosis was late. Let them do the gastroscopy.

			The anaesthetist, one of those in green, taps the back of his left hand and frowns. “Funny,” she says. She sticks a needle into his loose skin and moves it around. “I can’t seem to get a good vein here. Do you mind if I go in at the elbow?”

			“No, I guess not,” he says again. Why can’t she find a good vein? What is a bad vein?

			There’s something he wants to tell the doctor, something important, but he doesn’t know which masked figure is the doctor and he can’t remember what he wanted to say. Something about who they should call if anything happens. He wrote Elinor’s name on the release form, but she’s in South Africa and, he suddenly realizes, didn’t email him to say she got there. And don’t bother calling his daughter, she won’t pick up. Who else is there? He closes his eyes to think, and when he opens them again he’s in the recovery room, where the attendants wear brightly patterned scrubs with flowers on them, their side pockets jammed with cigarette packs, Bic lighters, and plastic tubing. They are cheerful; their patients are recovering. His clothes and cell phone and car keys are in a paper bag at his feet. No messages.

			“Take your time, Mr. Bowes,” says his nurse. “Is your wife coming to pick you up?”

			“No.”

			“Well, there’s no rush. You can leave whenever you’re ready.”

			“Will I be able to walk home?”

			“Well, that depends,” she says. “Do you live in Toronto?”

			Harry laughs. Hospital humour. “When will I get the results?”

			“Your doctor will phone you.”

			

			—

			Mildred jumps up onto the kitchen counter, next to where Harry is filling a bowl with soup. He looks through the kitchen window into the backyard. It’s good to be eating solid food again, if soup can be said to be solid. There are solid bits in it. Elinor made the soup and left it in the fridge for him, four sealed glass jars that once contained French mustard. He had no idea how they went through so much mustard, since they hardly eat meat anymore. His wooden stepladder is leaning against the garage, and has been since his unsuccessful attempt in the summer at repairing a leak in the garage roof with a can of Driveway Patch. He’ll put it away before Elinor gets back. Mildred wrinkles her nose at the soup, follows the spoon with her eyes as he lifts it to his mouth, purrs when he pushes her off the counter. Her feet make a padded bony sound when they hit the tile floor, but she doesn’t seem to bear him a grudge.

			“This is mine,” he tells her. “Go catch a mouse or something.” He opens the basement door and the cat scissors down the stairs. Knowing she’ll want back up in a minute, he leaves the door ajar.

			He is, he has to admit, fond of the cat. He enjoys not having to walk her, or pick up her poop. He and El found her one winter’s night curled up on the hood of their car when they came out of a restaurant. The hood was warm, or had been. The restaurant was called Mildred Pierce, after the old Joan Crawford film. Elinor decided the cat was Joan Crawford’s resurrected spirit and named her Mildred. Millie. He’d wanted to call her Lily Merlot, since the car had been parked under a lamp post. The restaurant disappeared shortly afterwards (taking Harry’s wine account with it), but Mildred and her name both stuck.

			Like cats, restaurants come and go. Maybe he should worry less about his restaurant accounts and check on some of his private clients. Someone like Brian Bigelow, senior partner of a law firm on Queen West that’s trying to work its way up to Bay Street. The firm entertains a lot; last year they bought more than a hundred cases of Entre-Deux-Mers, a not bad Bordeaux, and, for their Christmas party, forty cases of a thirty-dollar Oregon pinot noir and ten of a pinot grigio he’d got in for someone else. He needs only a few clients like that to make up for the onslaught of restaurant makeovers, and their Christmas party must be coming up soon. He picks out their number from the client list on his phone and, as it rings, stares out the back window at the ladder leaning against the garage. Daphne is dating a lawyer. What does “dating” mean these days? Seeing? Going out with? As in, having dinner in a restaurant and then taking in a movie? Maybe going bowling?

			“Hey, Harry,” says Brian. “Been meaning to call.”

			“How are things, Brian?” The firm’s Christmas party had been held at the Carlu, the top floor of the old Eaton’s building at College and Yonge. He and Elinor went, but didn’t know anyone there and left early.

			“So-so,” Brian says. “Bankruptcies are levelling off, unfortunately. They were saving our asses. You ready to file yet?”

			“Not just yet.” Harry paces the kitchen in tight laps, a habit from the days when televisions had rabbit ears and phones were attached to their cradles by a cord.

			“The only people benefiting from this recession,” says Brian, “are lawyers and shrinks.”

			“Ah,” he says. Elinor isn’t a shrink, she’s a psychologist. And she doesn’t practise, she teaches, although on the way to the airport she said something about quitting the university and starting a private clinic. He’d filed that one away as something to worry about later.

			“And wine merchants,” he says to Brian. “People are never too broke to drink wine, I find. How’s your cellar situation.”

			“Mine or the firm’s?”

			“Well, both.”

			“We had a meeting about a month ago, Harry, why I meant to call. I put it to them this way: either we lay off staff or we cut down on the entertaining. Guess how the staff voted. That’s the problem with democracy. You want to know how much we spent on parties last year, for Christ’s sake? They voted to skip the big blowouts where half the guests weren’t clients and never would be. Maybe things’ll pick up in the new year, when people realize their fourth quarter was marginally better than the third. But for now we’re okay for wine. Call me again in January.”

			“So it’s what,” Harry says, “sandwiches and Perrier at the board meetings?”

			“More like Evian.”

			“No problem, Brian. I’ll be here whenever. What about you?”

			“Well, I could maybe use a case or two of something. Christmas coming and all.”

			“I’ve got a 2005 Haut-Brion you’d like.” Brian’s name made him think of it. “I can drop it off this afternoon.”

			“Today’s not good, Harry. And how about a sample first?”

			“Tell you what, I’ll arrange a tasting in a couple of weeks. I’ll let you know the date.”

			“Sounds good. See you then. I’ve got to get back to robbing corpses.”

			Harry sets the phone on the kitchen counter. He can round up a dozen of his best clients; they always buy at least a case after committing to a tasting, and they usually bring friends. He hums tunelessly as he washes the soup bowl, running over what he has in the basement other than the Haut-Brion. A few cases of a nice Okanagan pinot noir, which makes him think of Daphne, which makes him look at his watch. It’s after nine in Vancouver. He could leave another message. Sometimes when he calls, her answering machine is full, and he imagines all his previous messages lined up like supplicants, Daphne staring down at the machine, pressing Delete, Delete, Delete.

			Why would Elinor want to quit teaching and go into private practice now, of all times, when his own business is in the doldrums?

			“I’m just thinking of it,” she said in the car on the way to the airport. “Sandra Hedley asked me if I’d like to go in with her. I’m tempted.”

			“Why now? You haven’t known Sandy that long.”

			“Sandra. She’s decided to start her own clinic in the Beaches, and she asked me if I’d be interested in coming in with her. I said I wasn’t, but now I sort of am.”

			“What’s changed?”

			“Nothing,” she said. Did she look at him? Not look at him? “That’s the problem.”

			“You’d miss teaching,” he said, trying to be circumspect. “I know I do.”

			“I know you do,” she said. “You were good at it.”

			“So are you.”

			“I suppose I’d miss the students,” she said. “Some of them. One or two a year. But I wouldn’t miss the department. It’s become a snakepit since they fired George for sleeping with one of his students.”

			George Cramb, one of the best psychology profs in the business at one time. Popular with his students, liked by his colleagues, well published, a conscientious departmental chair. They’d had him to the house for dinner many times. Unmarried. Harry thought he was gay, and had asked if the student in question was male. Elinor had laughed at that, then looked thoughtful. Harry was still teaching when he met Elinor. She’d been a grad student but not one of his, not even in the same department. Still, they’d been careful about being seen together, even before they were “dating.”

			“In any case,” she said, “Sandra’s coming to the conference and we’ll talk about it. I’m going to give it serious thought.”

			Harry drove without saying anything for a while. “Are there,” he asked, “financial considerations?”

			“Maybe at first,” she said. “Once we’re up and running I’ll make four times what I’m making as a professor. Why? Is that a thing?”

			“No, of course it’s not a thing.”

			“You’re sure it’s not a thing?”

			She was teasing him. He laughed. “I’m sure it’s not a thing.”

			But of course it’s a thing. It was a thing when he left teaching and started his wine business. If Elinor hadn’t been fast-tracked to tenure, they wouldn’t be living in this house. A three-bedroom between High Park and Roncesvalles, they’re living in a gold mine. It was tough for a couple of years. And still, he worries. People won’t always want decent wine, and he hates selling plonk, just as, when he was a journalist, he hated writing the “Pet of the Week” column. He hopes some new fad will come along. High-end Argentine malbecs, that would be good. He should ask Daphne what Paul and his lawyer friends are drinking.

			Through the kitchen window the sky looks dark and threatening, and wind has begun to stir the bare branches on the big maple in the corner, behind the garage. Snow on the way. He really should go out and put that ladder in the garage. Elinor set a plastic flower pot on the lower rung in August, the remains of a spider plant that had baked to a crisp in the sunroom, and he was supposed to have dumped the plant onto the compost pile and got rid of the pot ages ago. Now the dead tendrils trail into ankle-length grass, which he was also supposed to have cut, but during the summer he ran over the electric lawnmower cord with the electric lawnmower. He could have been electrocuted. “You were lucky,” El said, with what he imagined was an edge of disappointment.

			He finishes cleaning up and goes down the three short steps to the back door. He’ll deal with the spider plant, at least, and put the ladder away. Elinor will be impressed. Peace will settle over the land. He opens the door and is about to step onto the deck when the phone rings. As he hurries back to the counter, leaving the door open, he sees Millie out of the corner of his eye making the three-metre dash from the basement to the deck in Olympic time.

			“Shit! Millie!” he calls, running after her. “Come back here!” As if cats ever do. He reaches the door in time to see her standing under the ladder, looking at him for a second over her shoulder as though faintly irritated by a memory of having seen him before. Then she disappears behind the garage. He makes a half-hearted attempt to run after her, but knows that once she reaches the hedge, she’s gone. He watches her tail slip into the shrubbery, sighs, and returns to the kitchen.

			The phone has stopped ringing and his voicemail icon is blinking. He punches in his code and listens, hoping to hear Daphne’s voice. Instead, it’s a man’s.

			“Mr. Bowes.” High-pitched, authoritative, somehow managing to make Harry’s name sound like a threat. “My name is Rupert Kronkman and I’m with the US Department of Homeland Security here at Pearson International Airport.” Harry feels the anaesthetic wearing off in the vicinity of his colon. “There’s a couple of items that have come to our attention that we’d like to clear up with you, if you have a few minutes.” The man repeats his name and leaves his number.

			A joke. Someone playing a trick on him, one of his basketball buddies. “Very funny, Bernie,” he says into the phone. He pulls a chair from the table and sits down, resumes his inspection of the backyard, the dead spider plant, the rotting ladder, the bent grass, without registering any of it. His heart is racing. His heart doesn’t believe the caller was Bernie. And Elinor would not be pleased about Millie. He goes to the back door and looks onto the deck, but the cat is not there. His breath fogs the glass. The sky is getting darker. Homeland Security doesn’t leave voicemail messages, it would be like saying you’ve got until tomorrow morning to place the bomb and get back to Afghanistan. He notices that something has been digging into the compost pile, something large, probably raccoons. There was a family of them living in the garage last winter, up in the rafters, shitting down on the roof of his car, as if for points. He wonders where they went. Obviously, not far.

			He locks the back door and, still hungry, does what Elinor calls his fridge thing, which is to open the refrigerator and stand in front of it for two minutes before deciding there’s nothing to eat. Of course there is, she would say. There’s salad, and fruit, and look, there’s a container of plain yogurt, never mind the best-before date, you can mix some dill in it and put that on some sliced cucumber, it’ll be delicious. But he wonders, Whatever happened to salami? Do they still even make it? He used to like salami before the nitrate police got their anemic little hands on it. Does Homeland Security have microchips in everyone’s refrigerators, reporting on whether or not they have falafels and baba ghanouj hidden behind the yogurt and blueberries? Do they track the movements of everyone who travels from Canada into the States? Do Canadian security forces dutifully hand over information to the Americans? Of course they do. He doesn’t want a cold, healthful salad. It isn’t healthy anyway, unless it’s part of a balanced diet that contains protein and carbohydrates. There are good carbs and bad carbs, at least that’s what Daphne tells him.

			Daphne. He looks at his watch. Noon. He could leave another message. He doesn’t want to leave another message. Does she even check her messages? What he wants is to open a bottle of merlot and have some salami and a bit of cheese on slices of warm baguette, let Homeland Security make of it what they will, and sit out in the sunroom and look at the perfect composition of ladder and garage while waiting for Millie to come back. Maybe call Daphne then. The only thing the discharge nurse told him not to do for twenty-four hours was operate heavy machinery. A corkscrew isn’t heavy machinery, except in the mind of his first wife.

			A walk to Roncesvalles Avenue won’t hurt. He puts on his warm leather coat, the one he bought ages ago in White Falls, God, before Daphne was born. The leaves were late falling and not very colourful this year, he doesn’t know how that works, and now the bare branches lining his street stand stiffly in the gathering air. He’ll go to the Vietnamese grocery and buy a bag of cat treats; jiggling the bag sometimes lures Millie back to the house, although, bacteria-like, she seems to be increasingly immune to that ruse. He’ll also go to the delicatessen and buy some salami, a wedge of Saint André, and a baguette. He feels furtive already, as though he’s planning his own disappearance. Okay, he’ll make a spinach salad to go with it, open some white wine, there’s a very nice Hidden Bench sauvignon blanc in the cooler downstairs, and if it snows he’ll eat in the sunroom watching the ladder getting piled with snow and too wet to be put away. He hasn’t heard from Elinor yet, maybe he’ll email her first, that will stun her, send her a photo of the spinach salad, or “Garage Without Ladder,” or Millie cleaning her paws. None of which he can, at the moment, photograph, because none of it exists. After lunch he’ll call Daphne.

			Why is he so reluctant to call her? He knows why: because he’s afraid she’ll tell him why she hasn’t returned any of his calls. Can he not take a hint? Does he not know when someone no longer wishes to have a relationship with him? If a total stranger did not return his first twenty calls, would he place the twenty-first? No. So, stop calling, stop leaving those pathetic messages about the weather in Toronto. You know you only do it because Elinor tells you to. Stop listening to Elinor.

			He doesn’t want to hound Daphne. Hounding her will only make her run more determinedly to ground. He isn’t sure about the fox-hunting metaphor, but he is afraid of forcing her hand. He’s afraid of losing her. Elinor says he’s afraid of Daphne, of the power she exercises over him, and of the possibility of her withdrawing that power.

			On the subject of hounding, why the hell would Homeland Security have an office in the Toronto airport? Why are they checking up on Canadian citizens? Why would Bernie think this is funny?

			

			—

			
				On his way to the grocer’s he drops into Lutello’s. At this time of day, two in the afternoon, the restaurant is nearly empty. He waves to Manon, who is folding napkins by the wait station, and walks back to the kitchen to talk to Gaspard, who is at the cold-prep table julienning carrots. Gaspard is a short, burly, iron-haired chef from somewhere in Languedoc; he and Manon bought Lutello’s, a neighbourhood Italian restaurant, and turned it into a French bistro, although they kept the Italian name and the red-and-white tablecloths and curtains. Harry guesses the farther south you go in France the more Italian it becomes, and wonders if that’s also true of the wines. He does Gaspard’s wine list, heavy on underpriced Corbière reds, but also some pricey Gigondases, difficult to find over here, and two ripassos to go with the name and the curtains. He draws the line at wicker-wrapped Chiantis, which he still thinks of as candleholders. Three years ago, he and Elinor spent two weeks in the Côtes du Rhône district, striking out from the tiny hilltop town of Rasteau to explore vineyards and select wines with Gaspard in mind. Now Gaspard wants to change his house red to some kind of bulk plonk produced in Montreal from imported grape juice. The Lutello account needs some massaging.

			“Or maybe have no house wine at all,” Gaspard says as he chops. “What about it? Have three or four inexpensive reds, let the customers choose. Sell by the glass.”

			Harry has a vision of a small glass of red wine with bubbles floating on the surface. “You don’t want to do that, Gaspard. Get rid of the half-litre, the very symbol of French cuisine? I don’t know if that’s a good idea. You’re still a bistro, right?”

			“Customers don’t buy half-litres so much anymore. Too expensive. Too much wine. They drink now by the glass, not so much.”

			“A bistro isn’t a bistro without half-litres,” he persists, wondering if even using the word “bistro” dates him. What would it be now? Gastropub? “What about half-bottles?”

			Gaspard chops more aggressively. “Good wine doesn’t come in half-bottles,” he says. “And if it does, it costs as much as a whole bottle of something else.”

			“I’m thinking of holding a wine tasting, Gaspard,” Harry says. “What about having it here? Some Sunday afternoon, when things are slow?”

			Gaspard shrugs. A year ago he would have embraced Harry and begun planning pairings. “Sure, why not?” he says, still chopping. “You set it up, tell me when.”

			

			—

			When Harry gets home he sets his shopping bag on the kitchen counter, puts the chicken in the refrigerator, and pours a second, no, third glass of malbec. No sign of Millie. He sets the wine down on the sunroom table and, going out into the yard, tosses the dead spider plant onto the compost pile, covering the morning’s coffee grounds, then takes the empty pot into the garage and drops it in the recycling bin marked “Plastic.” Then he retrieves the ladder and leans it in the corner of the garage. His stomach is hollow and his hands are shaking, but it no longer feels like hunger. He wonders if it has something to do with the gastroscopy, a scoring of the esophagus wall, but the thought of a fibre-optic camera inching its way down his gullet is eclipsed by the memory of the telephone call allegedly from Homeland Security. That’s who it was, he thinks, not Bernie or one of the other guys from basketball. Homeland Security, for Christ’s sake. Cleaning up the yard feels like putting the place in order before going away for a long time. What has he done to draw their attention? Nothing. Their trip to Cuba? Last August, after Daphne’s firestorm, he and Elinor went down there for two weeks, a vacation, but it felt more like taking refuge. How would Homeland Security even know about that unless the Canadians were feeding information to the NSA? Everybody knows everything these days. Computers sort through a billion emails a second, picking out the ones that say “Cuba.” Really, Cuba? Isn’t Obama backing off on Cuba, even talking about lifting the embargo? On a whim, he takes the lawnmower from its hook and plugs in the cord. He doesn’t expect it to start, but it does, so he takes it outside and cuts the grass. Like a good citizen. Maybe the president’s softening on Cuba is pissing off some fist-clenching jingoists in the Defense Department and they’ve decided to take American security into their own hands. That has an awful but plausible ring to it.

			The smell of fresh-cut grass, even though covered with frost, is a tonic. He rakes the clippings and dumps them on the compost pile, on top of the spider plant and the coffee grounds and the corn cobs dug up by the raccoons. There’s nothing wrong with going to Cuba. Canadians go there all the time. Hell, Americans go there through Toronto all the time, does Homeland Security call them? When he wheels the lawnmower back into the garage and tries to hang it up on its hook, his hands are trembling so badly he misses twice before securing it. What did we do in Cuba? What did we bring back? Nothing. What the hell is he guilty of this time?

			

			—

			“Rupert Kronkman, please.”

			“This is Kronkman.” This time the voice is like something from a TV cop show. Could Bernie do a Bronx accent?

			“This is Harry Bowes. You called me earlier.”

			“I did?”

			“You left a message.”

			There is the sound of shuffling paper. Harry imagines a cluttered desk in the Kremlin, a clerk wearing fingerless gloves, in-basket bursting with the files of dead souls. The truth is around here somewhere. “Ah, yes, Harold Bowes.”

			“Harrison, actually.”

			“Harrison? Really? Thanks for calling back.” A pause. “You are in the import-export business, sir?”

			“I sell wine.”

			“In particular, we’re interested in a trip you made to Los Angeles, let’s see, on the third of September.” Again the sound of paper. “And from LA up to Portland, Oregon, then Seattle, Washington, and then Vancouver, Canada. We would like to know why you made those particular trips, sir.”

			“Why I made the trips?” he says.

			“Yes, sir. And if by any chance you brought anything into the United States that you might not have taken back out with you. What I mean by that, sir, is that it says here, and I’m just reading from the file here, it says that the week before you made that particular trip to Los Angeles, you were in Cuba. We’d like to verify that, whether you were in Cuba, let’s see, that would be the third week in August, before making your trip to California in September.”

			“My wife and I went to Cuba on vacation, yes,” Harry says. “We’re Canadians, we’re allowed to do that. And then I went to California and then up to Kelowna on wine business. I visited wineries. There’s no connection between the two trips. One was pleasure, one was business.”

			“I guess the question is, sir, whether you or your wife brought anything back from Cuba that you subsequently brought into the United States. Or if there was anything you brought back from the United States that you subsequently sent to Cuba? You might want to take a moment to consider your answers to that question, sir.”

			“Which one?”

			“Both of them.”

			“Absolutely not,” Harry says, feeling the sand firming up beneath his feet. “The only things I brought back from Cuba were a bottle of Havana Club rum and a Cuban All-Stars baseball cap. Both legal, both declared. I drank the rum and I still have the cap.” Somewhere.

			Elinor was convinced that the Cuban revolution had been a glorious and noble experiment, and that Cuba’s current problems were the result of the American embargo and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Soviets and the Chinese turned Communism into tyranny, she said, but in Cuba the Marxist dialectic was still functioning beautifully. Capitalism has had its day. Even democracy has become a hollow farce. She didn’t call him a capitalist pig, and he doesn’t think she said any of that in the airport. Nor had either of them mentioned Guantánamo Bay or even hummed “Guantanamera.”

			“I didn’t bring anything back from California,” he says, unprompted. “I import all my wine through the Ontario Liquor Control Board. I can give you my importer’s registration number if you want.”

			“No, sir, we have all that. Sorry to bother you, sir, but we do have to look into things that seem strange to us, even if they’re just coincidental. Two trips like that, back to back. There’s lots of people in the States who would like to sell their products into Cuba, as you can no doubt appreciate, sir.”

			“Really?” says Harry. “Cubans don’t have enough money to buy American goods.”

			“Or they have relatives in Cuba,” Kronkman goes on, “and want to send money back to their families. They tend to transit such things through Canada. We just want to make sure that that’s not the case here.”

			“I thought you were ending the embargo,” Harry says, and then regrets it. Why should he know about that?

			“The current administration is thinking about doing that, yes, sir, but nothing has changed yet,” says Kronkman. “And we still don’t have to let anyone into our country if we suspect they’re going to be a threat to national security.”

			“Well,” says Harry, recognizing the thinly veiled threat, “the only wines I saw in Cuba were from Latin America. Argentina, Chile, Mexico. No American wines at all, and I didn’t try to sell them any.” It actually hadn’t occurred to him to try. They drank Cuba libres and watched kids play baseball with sticks and rolled-up wads of masking tape. Next time he’s going to take a box of Rawlings balls and some old gloves.

			“It isn’t just wine, sir. It could be anything. Money, electronics, food items, even car parts. Nobody approached you about anything along those lines, did they, sir?”

			“No,” he says. “No one.”

			“Okay, then, thank you for your time, Mr. Bowes.”

			“That’s it?” Harry asks. Even though he hasn’t done anything wrong, he feels he has got away with something, that he is being let off lightly.

			“For now, yes,” Kronkman says. “But if you’re planning any more business trips into the States, or anywhere else, for that matter, we’d appreciate your dropping us an itinerary of some sort.”

			“An itinerary?”

			“Nothing carved in stone, you understand,” Kronkman says. “Just a heads-up. To avoid this kind of confusion in the future. You can email it, I’ll give you my address.”

			“What if I don’t have an itinerary?” Harry tries to imagine where in Pearson International the Homeland Security offices might be. “I mean, I usually don’t know where I’m going until I get there.” Once, on his way to a wine conference in Chicago, he said something that rubbed a customs and immigration agent the wrong way, something about being on a pleasurable business trip, and was told to step into a waiting area in a huge, unsuspected part of the airport containing dozens of windowless offices in a warren of hallways. The other detainees looked like they expected to be taken up in helicopters and dropped into Lake Ontario. He imagined Rupert Kronkman in one of those offices, no windows, no plants, fluorescent lights making everything look sickly green, the air thick with cigarette smoke—Americans would allow smoking in their security offices—a pale man with a nagging cough and a wife who never stops asking him when he’s going to be promoted to a post in Washington.

			“Well, sir,” Kronkman says. “Showing us an itinerary would be a sign of your willingness to cooperate.”

			“But what if I can’t cooperate? What if I give you an itinerary and then I don’t follow it? Are you going to track my movements or something, I don’t know, follow the pings from my cell phone?”

			“Are you aware, sir, that half the terrorists entering the United States come in through Canada? And most of those go through Toronto. That’s why we’re here. That’s why we have carte blanche on that now. Carte blanche powers.”

			“You think I’m a terrorist?”

			“I’m not saying one way or the other,” Kronkman says. “I’m just saying, if you don’t have anything to hide, then you don’t have anything to worry about. You have yourself a good day, sir.”

			But that isn’t true, Harry thinks as he ends the call. It’s precisely those who have nothing to hide who have the most to worry about.

			

			—

			
				Defiantly, with bold strokes of the knife, Harry makes himself a salami sandwich with mustard, cuts a thick wedge of Saint André, pours a glass of pinot noir, and takes it all into the sunroom. It is now four thirty, the sunroom is cooling off, but only one thirty in Vancouver. If Daphne went home for lunch he missed her. She’d be back at school now, if she’s still going to school. His hands are shaking and his blood pressure is up, he can tell by the ringing in his ears, and his stomach hurts. Why hasn’t his doctor called? Why hasn’t anyone called? There is still no word from Elinor, and he would like to talk to her about Daphne. The day hasn’t gone well. Tomorrow he’ll make a few client calls, set up the wine tasting. Get things back to normal. Have a long lunch at Lutello’s, order a half-litre of the house red, whip up some enthusiasm in Gaspard. This recession must be hitting him hard. Manon always seems cheerful enough, but Gaspard is a chef, a born worrier.

			He looks again at his watch. He could call Daphne now and leave another message, some evidence that he’s willing to put their relationship back on an even keel. Although he’s visited her in Vancouver twice, he hasn’t been in her apartment. It’s always, “Meet you downtown,” or “I’ll be waiting at the park entrance.” He doesn’t know why, a privacy issue. So now, each time he calls her and tries to imagine her apartment, he confuses it in his mind with El’s old apartment, the one she had when they met. He remembers the first time he went there. It was after his divorce. El left a message on his machine, not one of those “just wanted to say hello” messages but a real message, asking him to come over for tea the following Sunday afternoon, very deliberately, as though she’d given the matter much thought and decided that the time was right. “Come at three,” she said. She lived on the ground floor of a large Victorian house in the Annex, in a room filled with air and light, with French doors giving onto a walled garden, which she tended, along with her indoor plants, with a quiet, monkish devotion. Watering every morning, dead-heading the crisped petals, giving the pots a quarter turn at noon. She had an antique daybed that doubled as a sofa, lots of books on deep pine shelves, a scroll-top desk, everything neatly arranged, nothing out of place. He felt like a child she was looking after for the afternoon. He scanned her books while she went behind a counter to put on the kettle. Gardening and cookery. Freud and Jung. The James brothers. Said and Kingwell. And photographs of her family. The room was peopled with them. He picked one up from the desk, a black-and-white in a rosewood frame, a young man grinning at the camera, self-consciously handsome, standing beside a mud-splattered Jeep. He asked her if it was a boyfriend.

			“No, it’s my brother,” she said, coming around from behind the counter. “Actually, Dick is my half-brother. And those are my mother and father.” She pointed to a studio portrait of a dignified elderly couple, the woman seated and the man standing behind her, his hand on her shoulder. “And my three older sisters.” A group shot, taken outside, sunlight filtering through foliage onto their faces and dresses. “Maggie was born in 1954, Sara in 1958, and Jane a year later. I’m the baby,” she said. “My mother was forty-six when I was born. I think I was a surprise.”

			Behind her the kettle whistled.

			“You don’t really want tea, do you?” she said, taking the photograph from him and leading him to the daybed.

			

			—

			When Daphne was choosing universities to apply to, Harry imagined her going to the University of Toronto and living in El’s old apartment. He and his daughter would read the same books, go to movies and poetry readings together, discuss issues of mutual interest over long Sunday dinners here at the house with Elinor. Daphne would come and go as though this were her second home, which of course it was. Is. She would look after Millie and water their plants when they were away. They would meet for lunch often.

			He watches the sun dip behind the neighbour’s Internet dish. The evening is still, as though bracing itself for a snowstorm. When it does snow, it will last for days, stopping streetcars, closing schools. He’ll sit in the sunroom and watch it fill his yard. He’ll be in for the long haul. He decides to open another bottle, an Okanagan this time, because, he thinks, it will make him feel closer to Daphne. Before their falling out, he had promised her he would take her on a wine tour of the Okanagan Valley, and he still enjoys planning the wineries they will visit between Osoyoos and Kelowna. Before long, burning acid begins to climb up his esophagus, like mercury in a thermometer. He keeps a roll of Tums in his pocket, and he takes three now. Then he catches a furtive movement in the shadows beside the garage, near the compost pile. He stands, clutching his chest and taking deep breaths until the pain subsides, then walks unsteadily to the sunroom door, where he leans into the gathered darkness.

			“Millie?” he calls softly, opening the door. “Millie, is that you? Come here, Millie.”

			A dark shape emerges from the shadows. Not Millie but a raccoon, a juvenile. It looks up at him, sniffs around the compost for a moment, makes tentative digging motions with its hands, then retreats in a hunched lope into the hedge. Harry closes the door. He hopes Millie is somewhere far away, somewhere warm and safe.

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 3, 2010

			Daphne takes a fresh scribbler, a pale blue one this time, and writes the date—March 3, 2010—on the cover. Under “Subject,” instead of “Me” she writes “Daphne.” She looks at the name for a long time. It’s quiet in the house, and she wonders if her father and Elinor have gone out somewhere. What day is it? It’s Wednesday, because she had a session with Sandra this morning. She wanted to show Sandra the pink scribbler, but Sandra told her to keep it. “You’re not writing this to me,” she said, “you’re writing it to yourself.” But she doesn’t feel that the woman she is writing to is her. It was her, but she doesn’t think she is still that person. That person no longer exists. She opens the scribbler and starts writing to her anyway.

			

			—

			
				What you loved was this, wasn’t it: the line disappearing up the straw. It was like those vacuum cleaner ads you used to watch with your dad. The first time you tried it was in Kyle’s father’s car, and you nearly choked. You ended up blowing coke all over the dash. Kyle was like, “Whoa, there, Daph, it’s supposed to go up your nose,” and started scraping it back into lines with his mom’s Costco card, like a kid clearing snow off a hockey rink. You ended up getting more road dust than coke up your nose, but you got the hang of it.

			And that day in the restaurant, you didn’t even know the stuff was in you until you looked in the mirror and saw yourself smiling instead of feeling like a bag of dicks, which you generally did most of the time, and when you came out you were able to talk to the table, you and Paul could exchange looks that said you were smart but not show-offy smart, even though you were, and you were sexy, like let’s-get-out-of-here sexy. And look what happened when you touched Paul under the table, just a little exploratory pressure, a promise for after lunch. You saw his eyes lose their focus and the fierceness in his face change to desire. Of course, you were quite fond of the buzz, too. It was social. You actually wanted to talk to people, to show an interest, and you couldn’t do that when you felt like shit. The world shifted a little when you were high, the top of your head tingled, everything fell into place, the lights in the restaurant ceiling stopped jiggling, the music coming from behind the bar sounded off on purpose, like it was jazz.

			It was good to see Prof Curtis and Alyssa again, and that they remembered you. You didn’t go back to classes after Christmas break last year, and here it was almost Christmas again and they smiled at you and you smiled back, which you gathered was what adults did when they saw one another after a lengthy absence. You were less clear about how the four of you came to be here in this restaurant at the same time. But you had become used to being less clear about things. You called it being more accepting. You looked at Paul, but he wasn’t smiling. He seemed tense. He always seemed tense.

			You remembered when you and Paul were on Browne’s Beach, in Barbados, Paul relaxed for once, how beautiful his tanned skin was, the gold chain against his brown neck, the grains of white sand that stuck to his thigh when he stood up and he didn’t brush them off, so you did. You bought ice cream cones and handed them to the children, their mothers watching impassively from their tourist stalls. You liked the heat, the sun pressing you down into that white, white sand. Your breath coming in wavelets as you watched Paul move up the beach. He walked close to the water, where the sand was wet and hard. It was mostly weed in Barbados, but Paul got some coke somewhere and you did it off the inside of his arm in the hotel room, hoovered him like the greedy insect you were, and when you licked his golden skin he tasted like the ocean. Even now, remembering the insistent sound of the tide on the dark beach made you want to dive in, and when you heard Paul’s distant voice saying it had all been arranged you did a double-take.

			“What is?”

			“What is what?”

			“All arranged.”

			“Dinner,” he said, giving you the look that said you’d been drifting off again. You smiled around the table. Professor Curtis and Alyssa were also looking at you. You recognized the professor’s light-brown corduroy jacket with the dark brown elbow patches. English Department issue. Winston Curtis. You used to call him Professor Courteous. Alyssa called him Wince.

			“How’s everyone’s wine?” you asked.

			“We’re all fine,” said Paul.

			“Still half a bottle over here,” said Professor Courteous. “May I top you up?”

			“I was just thinking about Barbados,” you said, holding out your glass, smiling at Paul and squeezing his leg, but definitely losing cabin pressure, altitude decreasing, landing gear stuck. “Why,” you asked the table, “when a plane lands, does it make a sound like someone’s sawing off the wings?” You eyed the wine going into your glass, willing it not to stop. “And why do they give you a ten-ounce glass if you’re only supposed to have four?”

			“Why is generally not a fruitful question,” said Professor Courteous.

			You took a sip, and it was good. It took away the Tylenol taste from the coke. And it made you think of your father. You used to watch baseball on TV with him and drink Sprite. That was in White Falls. But you were over that now. You’d moved on. You thought you should write and tell him that. Or maybe you already had. Time had become a bit slippery. These were not fond memories.

			“The Caribbean,” the professor said, as if he were about to deliver a lecture. “Wouldn’t Barbados be nice about now? We go to Mexico, Melaque, on the west coast.” He turned to look through the glass doors to the patio. “To get away from all this white stuff.” You looked at him in alarm: what white stuff? But he only meant it was snowing. In Vancouver, of all places. Piling up on the metal chairs and tables on the patio, looking like candy floss under the coloured lights strung from the branches of an arbutus, glowing even though it was early afternoon. “It’s blowing a tempest out there.”

			“Blow, blow, thou winter wind,” you said, and the professor laughed. An English Department game, at which you once excelled. “Something something man’s ingratitude.”

			“Thou dost not bite so nigh,” the prof said, “as benefits forgot.”

			“Never had a job with benefits.” This was met with polite laughter.

			“Never had a job,” said Paul, not unkindly, but it stung.

			“I have to go to the ladies’,” you said, removing your hand from Paul’s thigh. The professor and Alyssa studied their menus. It was the third time in half an hour. Fourth. Paul’s face took on his chiselled look.

			“So soon?” he said. He thought you had more coke in your bag, but you didn’t. Well, you thought you might, a light dusting maybe, you needed to check.

			“It’s the wine,” you said, although you hadn’t had that much.

			Professor Courteous got up as well. “Diuretics, in my case,” he said.

			When you were both in the narrow passage leading to the bathrooms, he said, “Your father called me last week,” and you were staggered. Literally, your shoulder slid down the wall.

			“What?”

			“Your father. He asked me if I’d seen you. He wanted to know if you were still coming to classes, if you were all right.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“I’m afraid I was a bit Jesuitical. I said you were fine as far as I knew. I said I’d try to get in touch with you, and so here I am. Are you all right, Daphne?”

			“I’m fine, Professor Curtis. Why would my father call you?”

			“He said he’d been trying to call you. Left several messages.”

			“Oh, I never check my messages. Well, tell him I’m fine.”

			“Can’t you tell him yourself?”

			“No. I’m taking a break from my father at the moment. I am not communicating with him.”

			“Oh. Have you told him that?”

			“I wrote to him, yes. What day is this?”

			“Thursday.”

			“I think I wrote Tuesday.”

			“You wrote to him to tell him you weren’t communicating with him?”

			“Yes, exactly. I told him I needed to take a break from him.”

			“What does that mean, to take a break from your father?”

			“From our relationship,” you said. “I’m taking a break from our relationship.”

			“May I ask why? He may want to know.”

			“Five fathoms deep my father lies, and of his bones are coral made.”

			The professor smiled. “You were our shining star,” he said.

			“But that was in another country,” you said. “And besides, the wench is dead.”

			He pushed on the men’s door. “Perhaps only a borrowed likeness of shrunk death?”

			Whoa, what was that, Romeo and Juliet? Was that a good sign? “Are you holding a place for me, Professor?”

			“In my course and in my heart, dear girl. I’ll tell your father I saw you.”

			“Tell him I’ll call him when I’m ready. And I might, you never know.”

			But you did know, or thought you did. Stars crash and burn, and no one notices until it’s too late. By the time anyone sees a star go out it’s been dead longer than they’ve been alive. You marvelled briefly that your father called Professor Curtis, as you wondered which stall to go into, and at how Professor Curtis could be so unlike your father and yet remind you so forcefully of him. Grey hair, you supposed. Two legs, ear on either side of the head. Younger wife. Abandonment issues. No mystery at all, really. Of course they were in touch, they were practically the same person, both on the same surveillance team. You went into the second stall. But you didn’t need to pee. You locked the stall door and sat on the toilet lid wondering how long would be convincing. The Ziploc bag scrunched up in your purse was empty but still cloudy. You turned it inside out and rubbed the plastic against your gums. A star turn. But you were definitely in a tailspin now. The wine wasn’t cutting it. You leaned back and looked up at the white ceiling, imagining it was sand, seeing your footprints spread out before you like a magic carpet. A smoke detector blinked above your head, like a passing jet, and you heard the wind screaming through the struts. When you put your elbows on your knees and held your head, your scalp felt like yesterday’s roasted chicken.

			You looked up when the washroom door opened.

			“It’s me, Daphne. Alyssa. Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine, thanks.”

			“Winston asked me to come in and check on you.”

			Ah, yes. Courteous Wince. “That’s nice of him. Please tell him I’m okay.”

			“It’s just that you’ve been in here a long time.”

			“I have?” You felt for your watch. You could do this. Flush the toilet for show. Straighten your skirt. Stand still for half a second to get your balance. Your right foot wobbled, the goddamn heel must have been coming off. Be careful on the tiles. Unlatch the cubicle door. Smile. Check yourself in the mirror. Not too bad. Not beautiful, not too smart, but not bad. Alyssa was looking at you critically. You were taking her course at UBC when you quit—twentieth-century women novelists, Barnes to Messud—even though you were Elizabethan by temperament. You were only smoking weed then, maybe a tab or two of acid on weekends. You told her you found her course empowering. What was she staring at? She looked sad. You ran your tongue over your front teeth. It was like licking an emery board. Coke doesn’t make you paranoid. Life makes you paranoid.

			Paul and Professor Courteous were talking and eating and carrying on as though no one in Syria was dying, Afghanistan hadn’t happened, not a single Israeli fruit stall or Palestinian kindergarten had been blown to smithereens. Paul looked up at you like you’d just run over his pit bull and you pouted at him and shook your head.

			“What are you two talking about?” you asked.

			“Nothing,” said Paul, so you looked at Professor Courteous.

			“Paul was saying his firm has been involved in this pipeline business,” the professor said. You sensed an element of tension in the air. There’d been a lot in the news lately about a proposal to build a huge oil pipeline from Alberta to the coast of British Columbia so that oil tankers could load up in Kitimat and take the stuff to China. Since the pipeline would run through natural habitat on First Nations traditional land, there’d been a ton of opposition to it, from First Nations groups, non-government agencies, and even BC politicians. Harper’s government was trying to find legal ways to shut them all down. You’d signed petitions, attended rallies. Was the professor in favour of the pipeline? Was he that far out of touch?

			“Pipelines,” you said. “You didn’t tell me you were working on them, Paul.”

			“We’re not, exactly,” Paul said. “The firm is being consulted on some of the legal aspects, that’s all. Nothing to get upset about.”

			“Upset?” you said. “Why would I be upset? I think it’s great.”

			Just then the waiter slapped a plate in front of you, and you told him you wanted another glass of wine. Yours was half empty. The plate was heaped with Asian food. It looked like pad Thai.

			“Who ordered this?” you asked, keeping your voice light, a slight vocative uplift at the end to make it sound like, Did the waiter give me the wrong plate? Or, Is this someone’s idea of a joke?

			“I did,” said Paul. “One of the times you were in the bathroom.”

			“It’s Thai,” you said, leaning towards him as if to touch shoulders.

			“Yes, Daphne,” he said. “This is a Thai restaurant.”

			“But, gluten, Paul. You know I don’t eat gluten.”

			“Sorry, I thought that was last week. There isn’t that much.”

			“And are these almonds?”

			“You are not allergic to nuts.”

			“I know, but I don’t eat almonds. They aren’t sustainable.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Water, Paul. Every almond produced in California takes a gallon of water.”

			“So what?”

			So what!?

			Something wrong here. You sat back, perplexed. How could he say “So what?” He cared about these issues as much as you did. You looked at your pad Thai; no, they were peanuts. Peanuts were okay. Now Paul and Professor Curtis were talking about pipelines again. They seemed to be arguing.

			“Why not?” Paul said. “First Nations people need jobs, not little blue fish that no one but them has ever seen.”

			“But there are laws in place to protect those little blue fish,” Professor Courteous said. Alyssa was looking down at her plate. Some kind of salad. Good for her.

			“Laws can be changed,” Paul said.

			What? Wait a minute. Did Paul just say laws protecting endangered species could be changed?

			Professor Curtis sighed. “It doesn’t matter, though, does it? There’s no way the National Energy Board will approve Enbridge’s pipeline proposal. We need talk no more on it.”

			Paul had that look that lawyers get when they want you to think they know more than they’re at liberty to say. “When the legislation we’re working on becomes law,” he said, “the National Energy Board will be completely declawed. Harper’s cabinet will have the authority to override any NEB decision.”

			“But wait,” Alyssa said, aghast, “that’s what happens in a dictatorship.”

			You stared dumbly at Alyssa, the fog slowly lifting. Then at Paul. You could see he was angry, defensive. His face was red, and he avoided looking directly at anyone. You thought of a little boy caught in a lie. You might even have found that cute, if it hadn’t been such a big lie. A lie that you’d been living for an entire year. You wanted him to say something to defuse the moment. To say he was joking. That he was as much against Harper as most of the people you knew and all the people you liked. But he wasn’t against Harper. He was working for Harper.

			“Stephen Harper,” he said, “is the duly elected leader of the ruling party of Canada. He’s the prime minister, not a dictator. This is still a democracy, for Christ’s sake.”

			“Fascists have been voted into office before,” Alyssa said, though quietly. “Maybe you’ve read Joan Didion’s book on El Salvador?”

			“This is a ridiculous conversation,” Paul said. “Is this what they teach you in English class?” he asked, turning to you.

			Did he expect you to back him up? How could you have lived with this man and not known about his politics? He said he was an environmental lawyer and you automatically assumed he was on the side of the good guys. You felt stupid and betrayed. You didn’t know him, and suddenly you didn’t like him.

			“No,” you said. Thank god you’d kept your apartment. “They don’t teach us what to think, Paul, they teach us how to think. You should have taken some English courses.”

			Paul was about to say something no doubt clever, possibly final, when your phone buzzed and you picked it up. A text from Wendell, “Where r u?” Perfect timing. You lowered the phone to below table level and texted him back: “9th ring of hell. You?”

			“Daphne,” said Paul, but you put up a hand.

			“It’s Chloe.” Chloe was the dear friend you invented when Wendell first started texting you. Daphne and Chloe, yes. Paul didn’t get it, of course, but Prof Courteous looked up sharply. As far as Paul was concerned, Chloe was a pain in the ass who constantly needed to talk to you, like, right now. She usually texted but sometimes, when it was really urgent, she called, and then you had to drop everything because she was in crisis, she didn’t care if you were in surgery, tell them to baste you up and get your ass over here. Paul used to say that Chloe should get professional help, she wasn’t much of a friend, and you told him he didn’t know shit about friendship, which was true. Men don’t. Your dad has friends he’d played basketball with for years and he couldn’t tell you their kids’ names or what they did when they weren’t playing basketball. Elinor used to say So-and-so seems nice, what does he do? And your dad was like, I don’t know, I think he’s in landscaping or something. Married? Don’t know. Kids? Shrug. Some friendship that was. If Elinor was in trouble, say she got cancer, Sandra would be all over her about it. She’d find out if it was breast or cervix or uterus, she’d do a Gofundme to raise money to buy her a wig or send her to that holistic clinic in Massachusetts or whatever. Maybe Chloe could have cancer and need a friend to go to Massachusetts with her, a whole weekend. But soon, given what you now knew about Paul, you wouldn’t be needing Chloe anymore. Which meant you’d be really needing Wendell.

			“Barbet,” Wendell texted.

			You looked up at Paul. “Where are we?”

			He gave you his blank look.

			“What street are we on?”

			“Broadway. Why?”

			“Good.” The Barbet was on Broadway.

			“You got?” you texted back. You were aware that the conversation around the table had stalled. No one wanted to talk about pipelines, and there really wasn’t anything else to talk about. You looked up at Prof Curtis and Alyssa, your eyes awash with fierce, innocent loyalty. “Sorry,” you said, “a friend in need. She’s in some kind of crisis. She’s got this boyfriend, I think he’s abusive to her.” Sympathetic murmurs from everyone but Paul. Wine glasses consulted, heads nodded. Paul rested his chin on his hand, looked out the window at the snow.

			“Got,” texted Wendell.

			“Excuse me,” you said, then texted, “Call me.”

			Ten seconds later your phone played “Poker Face,” and you said, “I’ve got to take this.” You got up, said, “Sorry,” and, into the phone, “Hi, Chloe, what’s up?” You turned your back to the table.

			“Don’t forget tonight,” Paul said behind you.

			“I won’t,” you said. How could you forget something that hadn’t happened yet? You looked at Professor Courteous and Alyssa and raised your eyebrows, as if to say, How were you supposed to know Paul was an asshole? But now you know.

			The snow was deeper on the sidewalk than it had been when you went into the restaurant. No one in Vancouver owned a snow shovel, or would even recognize one if they tripped over it in a blizzard. After walking a block, you put the phone to your ear and asked Wendell where he was, and he said, “Look up,” and you did and there he was, leaning against his van with a canary-eating smirk on his face. You got in on the passenger side and he walked around and climbed in on his. You loved that van, a 1980 pus-yellow Westie, the back seat taken out to make room for his tools, but he left the pop-up bed up top. He reached over and opened the glovebox, took out a tin with a tight-fitting lid and the words “Rat Poison” and “Strychnine” stencilled on the side above a black skull and crossbones. It was the best thing ever. You’d found it in Paul’s basement and thought at first it really did have strychnine in it, but when you opened it there was just something that looked like laundry soap inside, so you dumped it out and gave the tin to Wendell to keep his coke in. He took a spoonful from it and spread it along the lid of the open glovebox. You inhaled every last grain, because that was your favourite part, and when there was absolutely nothing left you let your head sink slowly onto Wendell’s lap, not easy with the steering wheel but he’d put the seat back, and you reached for his belt buckle. Blow, blow, thou winter wind. You still had Wendell and your apartment. You still had somewhere to go. The zipper slid down like a little roller-coaster car, Whee, scary but fun. Thou art not so unkind. The crazy boxers you gave him for his birthday, with Sylvester chasing Tweety across the front. As man’s ingratitude.

		

	
		
			Harry

			DECEMBER 1999–MAY 2000

			
				After graduating with a BA in English literature and a minor in journalism, Harry had taken the first job that came along, as a reporter at the White Falls Daily Observer. Barely a year later, the paper was taken over by Southam News, a Toronto-based conglomerate that was buying up small-town dailies and flipping them to lesser conglomerates. The Daily Observer’s previous publisher, scion of the family that had owned it since the 1920s, thought that having survived television, the paper would survive the Internet, that as long as Canadian Tire and Hemming’s Freshmart took out double-page ads every Wednesday and Friday, the enterprise would stagger on. But the Canadian Tire closed when a Walmart opened across the highway, and because Walmart also sold groceries, Hemming’s Freshmart stopped giving away discount vouchers through the Daily Observer.

			Southam didn’t care. They’d bought the paper because it was housed in an historic building at the centre of White Falls that was worth more than the newspaper itself. Southam moved the staff into a renovated Esso station on Ontario Street and sold the old building to a developer for a huge profit. The ground floor became a Milestone’s restaurant, a pet food store, a jeweller’s, and a White Mountain ice cream outlet; the mayor’s office moved to the top floor; Harry’s wife could look down and see the former Esso station where her husband rewrote Southam wire stories and composed captions to photographs of peewee hockey teams. The Daily Observer no longer came out as a daily but was published as a weekly, although the original name was kept on the grounds that its reporters continued to observe daily, even though they reported weekly. The paper became known to its few remaining employees as the Daily Weekly.

			By then, Harry was long gone. He’d taken an early buyout and was teaching at Madawaska College. He enjoyed teaching, felt invigorated by the daily contact with his young students, and still thought he had lots of future ahead of him. He didn’t share the low opinion most of his colleagues held of the students at Madawaska College, in fact he reserved his low opinions for most of his colleagues. Rather than moan in the faculty lounge that the students were taking college-level courses because they couldn’t get into a university, Harry’s view was that his fellow faculty members were teaching at the college level because they weren’t qualified to teach at a university. He certainly believed that about himself. He thought he was a man with few illusions. He liked his job because it was one of the few things he felt he was good at. That and maybe playing pickup softball on Saturdays, and possibly being able to spot the not quite so terrible wines at the White Falls liquor store.

			Except for one evening class on Thursdays, he was finished teaching by four o’clock. He spent the quiet hours between classes in his office, seeing students, marking papers, or just reading and thinking, a luxury he had not had at the paper. At five, he collected Daphne from the after-school program the college ran for faculty and staff. She could have walked the three blocks to their house—they never locked the doors—but he liked spending time with her before her mother came home around seven. After the frantic uncertainties of working at a dying newspaper, where he’d found himself actually longing for a major fire or, dare he hope, a homicide, he didn’t mind the regularity. To keep his hand in, he was a stringer for one of the Ottawa weeklies. He didn’t get the house fires or the homicides—the weekly sent its own reporters for those—but he’d developed a knack for making a plant closure or the appointment of a new United Church minister sound like an historic event. The stories he made up about such happenings were often more generous, and always more interesting, than the reality.

			He devised a year-long course in which the students planned, wrote, and edited an annual publication they called Go Mad. The articles covered the spectrum of subjects offered on campus. Besides journalism, there was physical education, health sciences, marketing, photography, and the graphic arts. His students wrote feature articles, investigative pieces, profiles, shorter news items, a books column, and reviews of museum events and local restaurants. He got one of the graphic arts classes to design each issue, the photography class to take photos, and the marketing class to sell ads. The magazine was published online at the end of the school year. It was a master stroke, it was genius, if he did say so himself. And it was so far from anything anyone at the college wanted him to do that every year he had to plead, cajole, and threaten his way through the process. He had to fire up enthusiasm for the project in his own students, then in the faculty teaching the other courses, and after that in the administrators, especially the dean, who didn’t like reporters nosing around campus asking embarrassing questions such as why the football team hadn’t made the finals again, or why there was only one woman on student council, or why so few of the students who received scholarships in the nursing program were First Nations. Harry was beloved by his students, belittled by his colleagues, and beleaguered by the dean. He rarely showed his face in the faculty lounge.

			Often, when he collected Daphne from the after-school program, he took her to the Dairy Queen, or to the public library, or for a drive in the country. They went for long rambles in the car, not saying much, contentedly immersed in their own thoughts, or they would sit in the municipal park, near the swings and the teeter-totters, eating ice cream cones and watching crows and sparrows make their way across the dusty grass. Daphne had always been close to nature; he was more the indoor type.

			Harry kept their conversations general, not because he wasn’t interested in what Daphne was doing and thinking, he was, but because he didn’t want to seem to be prying. Her mother did enough of that, and he wanted his daughter to think of him as a safe harbour. He believed in the secret life of children. His job was to create an atmosphere of trust and companionship between them, as he did in his classes at the college. He felt that Daphne would eventually feel comfortable enough to talk to him about anything at all.

			These were precious times for him. He and his daughter shared so many things. Books, ice cream, the warmth of sunlight through the windshield. She improved on his bad jokes. “What has four legs but can’t walk?” he would ask her. “A dead cow,” she would say. He felt that his love for her was so far beyond doubt that actually talking about it, trying to express it, to put it into words, ran the risk of introducing doubt into the equation. He thought that Daphne understood that. He thought that without having the slightest idea of what a ten-year-old could understand. He was aware that it took time to build an atmosphere of trust, but he thought he’d put in time.

			

			—

			In the final year of the twentieth century, which also turned out to be his final year at the college, he assigned an investigative story to two of his students, Blaine Davis and Melissa Stone, who had been in his introductory class the year before. He left them to choose their own subject, expecting they’d write a local take on the Doomsday Scenario. He devoted a class to the discussion of investigative journalism. He talked about such things as journalistic ethics, the protection of sources, how to conduct interviews, and the frank admission, even the exploration, perhaps even the celebration, of a writer’s personal biases that inevitably permeate any story. “Your perspective should be clear,” he said, “not hidden. It should be right there, up front, so that the reader always knows where you’re coming from.” He handed out copies of notable investigative articles from the past. He then turned them loose on their stories.

			A week later, Melissa and Blaine came to speak with him in his office.

			Melissa was one of the brightest students in his class. She paid attention and asked good questions, and when she spoke it was generally to the point, although not always to the point Harry was trying to make. Blaine was from a well-to-do Ottawa family, a tall, gangly young man whom Harry thought would be happy covering meetings of the campus chess club but whose association with Melissa had given him higher aspirations. He and Melissa were living together in one of the married-students apartments across from the college. They were seldom seen apart.

			“We want to do the story about drugs,” Melissa said.

			“Drugs,” Harry said. “Are you sure?”

			“Why wouldn’t we be sure?” Melissa said. She had an odd way of holding her pen, as if she first made a fist and then stuck the pen into it, like a knitting needle into a ball of yarn.

			“It’s a huge topic,” Harry said. “You may want to hone it down a bit.”

			“Is it?” said Melissa. “How do you mean?”

			“I mean,” he said, spreading his arms to illustrate massive, “drugs. It’s not a single subject, it’s a whole kingdom of subjects. Do you mean recreational drugs? Club drugs? Prescription drugs? Opioids? Sedatives? Downers?”

			“Yeah, all that,” she said. “Most of those are the same thing.”

			“Aren’t you worried you’ll get some of your friends in trouble?”

			“Our friends don’t do drugs.”

			“But what if you find out they do?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, what if your friends do take drugs. What if some of them are dealers, or addicts? Would you still do the story?”

			Melissa looked at Blaine.

			“Because once you start digging,” Harry said, “you’ll have to go where the story takes you. You can’t predict—in fact you must not predict—where that will be. You can steer it in a certain direction, to some extent, but not away from someone you don’t want to hurt or offend.”

			“Yeah, the ethics thing, we get it,” said Blaine. “We’re cool with that. We’ll do the research first and see what comes up, and then decide which area we want to focus on.”

			“And we’ll let the research determine that,” Melissa added, “not personal considerations.”

			“That’s good,” said Harry.

			That was late September. He didn’t see either of them for a while, except in class and occasionally in the cafeteria, sitting with their heads together, or bowed over their cell phones like Buddhist monks over thought beads. He was glad they didn’t seem to require his help, as did some of the other students in the class. Leona Finnigan, who was writing about the senior women’s volleyball team, had discovered that there was an unspoken rule against taking on transgender players, and she wanted to know how much she could make of it. A lot, Harry told her. Another student, Jason McCoy, writing about the construction-in-process of the residence building, had learned that the college had accepted the lowest bid, even though the company tendering that bid had been sued for code and material violations after completing a similar project in another town. In class, Harry told them that human rights violations and political corruption were two areas in which good journalism could bring about positive changes in society. But they had to make absolutely certain they had their facts straight. And they had to find people who would talk to them about the issues. “Stories aren’t about facts,” he told them, hoping he didn’t sound too pompous. “Stories are about the people who are affected by the facts. Leona, you need to find a trans student who was turned down when they tried to join the volleyball team.”

			“I’ve got someone,” Leona said.

			“Good. And Jason, find out who owns the last building that company built and ask them what problems they’ve encountered.”

			He also gave them his mini lecture on keeping notebooks. “Tape recorders are good,” he said, “but notebooks are better. And take your cameras. You can look at the photos later to recall details, like hair colour, or what was on someone’s desk, or who was at a meeting who might deny having been there. Some of your photos may even be usable in the magazine. Remember, details are what provide the colour in a good article, they bring the reader right into the story. Sometimes the most insignificant detail can make a scene come to life.”

			

			—

			The first semester proceeded normally. A late fall turned into an early winter, with snow threatening before the end of November. Speculation about Armageddon-like disaster befalling the world at midnight of January 1 was making everyone jumpy. The college issued wild memos about computer backups and “infrastructural collapse” and advised students to stockpile medicines, cash, and batteries. Shortly before the Christmas break, Harry invited Blaine and Melissa into his office. He was worried that they hadn’t asked to see him about their story. He was relieved to find them unfazed by the prospect of the planet’s imminent destruction, or by their plunge into the White Falls drug culture.

			“How’s life in the underworld?” he asked them. He’d picked up a tray of coffees and scones on the way to his office, and passed them around.

			“It ain’t the underworld no more,” Melissa said. “Drugs are, like, everywhere. I swear. It’s like the drug culture has become pop culture. People don’t take Tylenol for headaches, they smoke a joint. They need to stay up to study, they pop a few pills and don’t sleep for a couple of days. Then they take different pills to help them sleep, then they take more pills to wake themselves up. They pop pills instead of eating so they don’t get hungry. Football players take pills to put on weight.”

			“We think it’s because everyone’s hoarding all kinds of drugs,” said Blaine, “and it’s all just sitting there, tempting them, like peanuts.”

			“Go into a student’s room these days, you don’t see food in there, you see vodka coolers and cases of cough syrup.”

			“Cough syrup?”

			“To make purple drank.”

			“Purple drank?”

			“Yeah. Where you been?”

			“You might know it as sizzurp,” Blaine said helpfully. “You mix cough syrup with Sprite or grape Fanta.”

			“It’s a relaxant,” said Melissa. “It’s like Valium or Xanax, only hundreds of times more powerful. And it’s all over-the-counter stuff, right? Your kid could buy it.”

			“Really?” he said, pushing away an image of Daphne knocking back an over-the-counter cocktail after a hard day in grade five.

			“Codeine, promethazine, and a ton of sugar,” said Blaine. “Slows down your heart rate.”

			“Take enough of it,” said Melissa, “and it slows your heart rate down to zero.”

			“And students on campus are drinking this stuff?” Harry asked.

			“Like I said,” Melissa said, “go into the drugstore in the student centre and look at everyone in the Cold Remedies section. See how many are sleeping on their arms in the library.”

			“Are you going to focus your piece on purple drank?” Harry asked, and Melissa laughed.

			“No,” said Blaine. “Maybe in the opening section, but there’s a lot of other stuff around. Really potent stuff.”

			“You mean, like heroin?”

			“Horse, ecstasy. Over the holidays we’re going to check out a few bars in town, go to a few parties.”

			“You’re both nineteen, right? Old enough to go into bars?”

			“Oh, for sure,” said Blaine. “Yeah. I’m nineteen and Mel’s twenty.”

			“I liked what you said in class,” Melissa said. “About colour. Getting the details right. I mean, we could write about cocaine or ecstasy, no problem, we got all that, but it’d be pretty dry. Wouldn’t it be great to describe someone actually scoring some in a bar?”

			“Yes, I suppose it would,” said Harry. “Just be careful. Keep your phones handy. And don’t name the bar. Christ, don’t even name the province.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” said Melissa.

			“Not about being careful. You’re observers, and some people don’t like being observed.”

			“Okay,” said Melissa. “Thanks, Dad.”

			“I talked to a doctor who works in emergency,” Blaine said, “and she told me that young people, she didn’t say Madawaska students, they might have been homeless, but young people who have OD’d on opiates are being found unconscious and brought in by friends or the police, and sometimes they’re clinically dead, like their pulses have stopped, and she gives them naloxone and half an hour later they walk out, thanks, see ya later.”

			“Clinically dead means brain dead, doesn’t it?” Harry asked.

			“These guys were brain dead before they took heroin,” said Blaine.

			“That’s a good line. Did you get this doctor on tape?”

			“Oh yeah. And I took her photograph, like you said. She wouldn’t let us talk to the patients, though, or give us any names. A few of them might have been high-school kids, but we’re pretty sure some were from the college.”

			“High school?” Harry said, alarmed. Daphne wasn’t in high school yet, but she would be in a few years. By then, Blaine and Melissa predicted a wide range of recreational drugs would be a standard fixture of adolescence, even in small-town Ontario. He imagined Daphne lying semi-conscious in a dark place, maybe even in her own bedroom, calling for him to come and help her. Would he be there to rescue her? Yes, of course he would. That’s what fathers were for. Besides, he would know long beforehand if Daphne was getting into that kind of trouble.

			“All right,” he said, “sounds like a great story. Go out there and rake some muck.”

			How could he have been so stupid?

			

			—

			Stupid on more than one level. Harry convinced himself that the smallness of White Falls would protect Daphne from threats coming from the outside. Everyone knew everyone in White Falls, no one could get away with something as out in the open as selling drugs to minors. Even adults would have difficulty getting narcotics without anyone knowing about it. He knew people who smoked marijuana more or less regularly, and he’d heard of cocaine turning up at parties, although he didn’t know where it came from or who used it. In his world, drug use, like extramarital sex, was furtive and occasional, a topic for rumour and speculation. Far from widespread.

			But what if he was wrong? Bob Timmerman, the pharmacist at White Falls Drugs, would sell Daphne a bottle of cough syrup and a can of Sprite without giving it a second thought. Daphne could probably talk Cynthia, the clerk at the liquor store, into selling her a bottle of Scotch if she said it was for her father. White Falls wasn’t safe, and it was naive to think so. As Melissa and Blaine were discovering, hard drugs were becoming as prevalent in small towns as they were in the bigger cities. But he told himself that when the time came, he and Daphne would have a frank discussion about it. And Daphne would take his advice.

			Stupid on so many levels.

			

			—

			
				January 1 came and went without a tremor on the Richter scale, but neither Blaine nor Melissa was in the first class of the new semester. Harry assumed they had been unable to get to White Falls because of the weather, which had taken a considerable turn for the worse during the final week of December. First an unseasonal thaw melted most of the snow and covered the city with thick, grey slush, then two days of cold rain followed by a sudden freeze turned the slush into rigid gullies of solid ice. On Monday the third, the day classes started again, a heavy dump of snow hid the ice and made it more slippery, so that even walking became a challenge. The city had used up its snow-clearing budget, so residential streets and the college parking lots remained impassable. Harry walked to class, leaving the car home. His wife would take a cab to work and drop Daphne off at school on the way.

			When the class was over, Harry asked the students filing out if any of them had seen Blaine and Melissa. There was a pause in the exeunt while everyone stood about exchanging uneasy glances. Eventually, Leona said, “I saw Blaine in the cafeteria this morning. He was taking a tray across to their apartment.”

			“So they’re back,” said Harry. “Okay, good to know, thanks.”

			He left his briefcase in his office and walked to the apartment building in which Blaine and Melissa shared an apartment. He took the elevator to the sixth floor and knocked on their door. The class’s reaction to his asking about the couple made him feel awkward and somewhat apprehensive—had they split up over the holidays?—but he thought the others had probably just been reluctant to admit that Blaine and Melissa were back in town but hadn’t shown up for class. Harry didn’t care about their attendance, but he did want to know how their story was going. They were usually the first to show up, were often in the classroom before Harry. Something was wrong.

			Blaine answered the door. When he saw Harry he hesitated, then said, “Professor Bowes.”

			“Lecturer, actually. I’m just dropping by to see if you’re all right.”

			“Why shouldn’t we be?”

			“You weren’t in class today. That’s unusual.”

			“I guess you can come in,” Blaine said, stepping back from the door. “Okay, Mel?”

			No answer from Melissa.

			The apartment was small and simply furnished. A sofa bed, in sofa mode; a round glass-and-metal dining table with two wicker chairs; a small sound system on a stand beside a window that would have afforded a view of the Madawaska River had the curtains been open. The room was dark and smelled of air that had been breathed too many times. On the dining table was a cafeteria tray with cutlery and two empty cups. Melissa was curled up on an easy chair in another corner, dressed in a bulky sweater and with her legs tucked under her. In the poor light, he almost thought she was comfortable. She looked up at him and attempted a smile.

			“Mr. Bowes,” she said.

			“Melissa,” Harry said. “How was your holiday?”

			Melissa’s smile tightened, and she buried her face in the sleeves of her sweater. Harry stepped towards her, then back. Behind him, Blaine cleared his throat.

			“We’re dropping the course,” he said.

			“What?” said Harry, turning. “Why?”

			“We can’t write the article.”

			“Why not? What happened?”

			“It doesn’t matter. We’re just not going to do it.”

			“Of course it matters,” said Harry. “Did I say something wrong?”

			“No,” Melissa said, taking her hands from her face. “Well, not wrong, exactly. Just…”

			“What is it?”

			“Something happened over the break.”

			“Something she can’t talk about,” said Blaine. “Much less write about. We’re sorry.”

			“Is there anything I can do? Maybe you can write something else.”

			“No. We don’t want to write something else. We just can’t write this.”

			“Why not? Please tell me what happened.”

			Blaine looked at Melissa and shrugged. “I went to my parents’ in Ottawa for the holidays,” he said. “Melissa stayed here. She can tell you, if she wants.”

			Melissa took a deep breath and let it out slowly, as though even breathing was something she had to think about before doing. “I was here alone between Christmas and New Year’s,” she said. “One night I went down to the Mad Max, the student pub, you know, to have a beer, talk to some friends. I thought I could take some notes for our article if I saw something shady going on. I don’t know what I was thinking, it was stupid, I guess. Anyway, I saw this guy I knew from another class, Gord, and we started talking. He’d always seemed like a nice guy, we weren’t flirting or anything. And then a couple of other guys came over, and one of them bought me a beer, and then Gord left, and the next thing I knew I was, like, slurring my words, and my head was spinning, and I could hardly walk straight. I tried to get up to go to the toilet but I fell down. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Not even two beers. Someone helped me up, and the next thing I knew it was the next day and I was lying outside on a snowbank. It was the day of that thaw. My clothes were soaking wet and I couldn’t remember how I got there.”

			Harry looked at Blaine.

			“But I was sore, and I had bruises, and I felt like shit. I was really, really scared. I came up here to get cleaned up, then I went to the health clinic to get checked out, and the nurse told me I’d been raped.”

			Blaine went to her and tried to put his arm around her, but she pushed him away, although gently. Harry didn’t move.

			“Obviously she was drugged,” Blaine said to Harry. “One of those assholes put a roofie in her beer.”

			“You mean the date-rape drug?” Harry asked.

			“Mel called me and I came right back,” Blaine said. “I went to see Gord, but he said he didn’t know the two guys who joined them. He wasn’t even sure if they were students. I didn’t tell him why I was asking. I talked to the waitresses and a few other people we know who’d been there, but no one remembered seeing anyone with Melissa. There was a local band there that night, the Dead Soldiers, and a lot of people came up from town, the place was packed.”

			“Melissa,” Harry said. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this. It’s horrific. Are you seeing anyone? I mean, are you getting counselling? Have you had enough medical attention?”

			“I’m not seeing anyone. I’m not going to talk about it.”

			“The nurse must have reported it. Surely she called the police.”

			“Maybe, I don’t know. No one’s been here.”

			“Did she take a blood sample?”

			“No. Why would she do that?”

			“So they could at least find out what drug you were given.”

			“It was likely a roofie,” said Blaine. “Rohypnol. The dye colours the beer a bit, but she wouldn’t have noticed that in a dark room. It causes something called anterograde amnesia, which means you don’t remember being assaulted. I mean, obviously she was assaulted, but if she can’t remember what happened, and the drug hasn’t been detected in her system, there’s not much the police can do, right?”

			“Melissa,” Harry said, “please don’t make any big decisions right away. You, too, Blaine. If you drop the course, you’ll lose six credits that you’ll have to make up. If you stay in, I promise you won’t have to write about this, or about drugs. We’ll find something else for you—something totally safe, like the number of rabbits that are turning up on campus. Have you noticed that? They’re everywhere. And if you miss a few classes, so be it. I don’t take attendance. If asked, I’ll say you’re outside counting rabbits.”

			Melissa nodded. “I could do that,” she said. “I like rabbits.”

			Harry left the couple’s apartment feeling he had accomplished something. He had shown concern and advised caution. He felt nimble. He felt useful. He had sown a little ray of hope. Maybe, when their initial shock had had time to dissipate, he could gently suggest they write the article after all. No pressure, but it might be good for them. It might be the best thing for everyone.

			At the end of January, Melissa and Blaine started coming back to class. Harry didn’t ask what they were working on; he hoped it was the drug story, but he trusted them to do what they could handle. They handed in their story three weeks before the end of term. He found a letter-sized manila envelope on the floor of his office with their names, the date, April 2000, and the title, “Rabbits,” written at the top. Harry smiled when he saw it, and put the envelope on his desk to read after class.

			

			—

			“In the fall,” Harry read when he was back in his office, “the young rabbits came down from the surrounding hills to feed on juniper and cedar berries in the yard below my dorm window. When it snowed, I looked down on a confusion of tiny exclamation points in the snow and tried to decipher what story they had written for me in the night. Often it was about being yearlings and naturally curious and leaving the adults behind. They congregated under the conifers, watchful for foxes.

			“I have my own stories about rabbits.

			“I used to hunt rabbits with my father. Young ones like these would slip through our snares, too light to set off the trip lines. We never minded. We were patient for next year’s harvest. My grandmother made stew from the old ones, with carrots and juniper berries, and my aunt knitted me a tuque with yarn spun from rabbit fur, with droopy ears and, on my forehead, black and pink buttons for eyes and a nose.

			“When I looked down from the safety of my dorm at the tracks made by the rabbits, I saw the tuque my aunt knitted. I saw my grandmother at the stove, and smelled her stew. I saw empty snares and heard my father say, Never mind, we’ll catch him next year.

			“Three weeks ago, I was raped. I think it happened right down there, among those conifers, because that’s where I was when I woke up. My clothes were torn and soaked. My hands were numb. I was bleeding. My face was swollen. My body hurt. I was lying in my own vomit.

			“Now, when I look down from my dorm window, I don’t see the rabbits. I don’t see my aunt’s tuque or smell my grandmother’s stew. All that has been stolen from me. Nor do I hear my father saying, Never mind, we’ll catch him next year.”

			

			—

			There was more, probably contributed by Blaine, much of it related to date-rape drugs: statistics on the number of reported sexual assaults in Canada each year—almost half a million; an estimate that reported incidents represented less than five percent of all assaults; a rundown of the different kinds of date-rape drugs in use—Rohypnol, Zolpidem, gamma-hydroxybutyrate, or GHB, and gamma-butyrolactone, or GLB. They had colourful common names: roofies, rope, mind erasers, forget pills, love pills, lunch money, circles.

			The cumulative effect of these journalistic sections was disturbing enough, but the first-person accounts from Melissa were devastating: details of her night in the Mad Max, the little she could remember of the two men who joined her and bought her the beer, her terror in the morning, the long night at the health clinic, her subsequent mistrust of everything and everyone she thought she knew, including herself. Harry admired the way the article pulled away from the campus microcosm to take in the larger issue of drugs in the general population, then zoomed back in to the here and now to drive the statistics home. Each time Blaine’s work took the focus away from Melissa’s ordeal, a first-person section from her brought it crashing back to the foreground. The final section returned the article to its beginning: “I’m beginning to see the rabbits again,” Melissa wrote. “But now they’re older, and sadder, and maybe wiser. And big enough for the snares.”

			The article was a bomb waiting to explode and the account of a bomb that had already exploded. It was everything good journalism was supposed to be. He told them so when he saw them in class the next day.

			“You can publish it if you want,” Melissa said. “I just wrote it. Blaine did all the work.”

			“No, I didn’t,” said Blaine. “It’s your story.”

			“Do you feel better now,” Harry asked Melissa, “for having written it?”

			“You mean for reliving it?” she said. “No, not a bit.”

			“I think it should go into the magazine, though, don’t you?” Harry said. “It’s exquisitely written, and it might help others avoid what happened to you. I’ll give it to Leona to edit, but I don’t think it needs much more. Blaine, do you have sources for all the stats?”

			“I do.”

			“It took a lot of courage to write this,” he said to both of them. “And it’s going to take more courage to publish it. Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

			Melissa looked apprehensively at Blaine, who took her hand and smiled. She nodded. “We’re sure.”

			

			—

			Go Mad was ready by the last week in April, just before the end of classes. The layout was done, the stories fact-checked and fine-tuned, the ads in place, the cover copy composed. “Rabbits” was the lead story: one of the photography students had taken a shot of the campus at night, with a small rabbit eating a carrot in the foreground. All that remained was to get the final green light from the dean, a hurdle that Harry had cleared before and was confident he would clear again. The dean considered Harry an annoying but harmless drudge, too far below her radar to be of concern. He doubted that anyone in her office actually read the magazine; they merely objected to its existence on principle. They would no doubt look at the cover photo of a rabbit and assume the story was about Easter.

			He ought to have known better. Really. He could have written the ensuing scene himself. But when the email arrived requesting his presence at the dean’s office, he actually thought he was going to be commended. The fact that the scene played out in clichés emphasized how easy it should have been to anticipate. Did he think the dean was going to be happy about publishing an article in a house organ that depicted Madawaska College as a place where young women were drugged and raped? Did he think any parent would send their child to such a place?

			“But it is such a place,” Harry said, as though that were the point. “That’s what happened. To one of our students. People should know.”

			“You have a daughter, do you not?”

			“I…Yes, but she…”

			“Would you send her here after reading this article?”

			“I hardly think—”

			“No, of course you wouldn’t. And as to the student in question, a quick check with the registrar’s office would have revealed she is only seventeen years old. Did you know you were sending an under-aged female student alone into a bar to research an article on illegal substances on campus?”

			Seventeen? Blaine had told him she was twenty. But he wasn’t going to shift the blame onto them. He should have checked.

			“A student has been sexually assaulted,” he said. “Are we to do nothing about it?”

			“But how do we know she was assaulted? Or even drugged? Did she report the assault to the police? Did she identify her assailants? Were drugs found in her system?”

			“You’re going to sweep this whole thing under the rug, aren’t you?”

			“No, Harry, we’re just not allowing you to publish this article. If the young woman concerned wants to come to us and file a report, then I will be happy to see that it goes to the proper authorities. But as dean of this college, I cannot let unreported incidents and unsubstantiated accusations jeopardize our reputation. We court donors, Harry. We solicit endowments from corporate sponsors. What happens in the classroom is a small part of what Madawaska College is all about. Go Mad has been an embarrassment to this institution before this, and now it has become a full-fledged threat. I blame myself. I should have nipped this endeavour of yours in the bud when you first proposed it. But fortunately, it isn’t too late to do so now.”

			

			—

			Harry told Melissa and Blaine that the magazine would not run their story. He told them why. They shrugged. Melissa even seemed a bit relieved. He made Leona’s story about gender discrimination in sports the lead and assigned a new cover photograph. The dean nixed that story as well. In fact, the dean cancelled the entire issue. Harry put up a token fight, but he knew it was no use. He began to look for another job. There was no good reason to stay in White Falls, he told himself. He spent time on Internet job sites, sent out feelers, reworked his resumé. He made a few phone calls. He had a few nibbles. He began to feel better.

			One day he received a call from a friend from his university days who was teaching at York University, in Toronto. One of his colleagues was going on maternity leave, and the department was looking for a temporary substitute. Would Harry be interested? Harry called the departmental secretary and made an appointment for an interview the next day.

			That night, after Daphne had gone to bed, he talked the situation over with his wife. They stood in the kitchen, leaning against opposite sides of the island, Harry with a glass of wine, his wife with a cup of herbal tea, a pale green concoction that Harry privately referred to as her silage. She’d come home late, as usual, and was still dressed for work, as though her real life was at the office with the mayor and she was only making a pro forma visit to their house. She expressed sympathy with Harry’s plight, was suitably outraged at what had happened to Melissa, and when he told her about his meeting with the dean and his feeling that it was time to move on, she asked him what he intended to do.

			“Look for a job somewhere else,” he said.

			“You mean move away from White Falls? Absolutely not,” she said. “No way.”

			“I spoke with someone at York this afternoon,” Harry said. “One of the journalism profs is taking mat leave. I might be able to fill in for her.”

			“York University?”

			“I have an interview tomorrow.”

			“Jesus, Harry. I have a job here, you know, a good job.”

			“I know.”

			“And Daphne has her circle of friends.”

			“I know that, too. But she’s not safe here. There are drugs in the schools.”

			“And you don’t think there are drugs in Toronto? Harry, wake up! Daphne’s a hundred times safer here than she would be in Toronto. How much would this job at York pay?”

			“Less than I’m making now.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“I know. But it’s an in.”

			“An in. You never thought you were good enough to teach at a university.”

			“It doesn’t matter what I think. It’s what they think.”

			“I’ll tell you what they think. They think, here’s a guy with a BA trying to pass himself off as a university professor. Let’s have him down for a laugh.”

			“It’s just an adjunct position. Not very high in the hierarchy.”

			“And you find that encouraging, do you?”

			“Why are you doing this?”

			“Because you’re not going to get the job, Harry. This is a waste of time.”

			“I can’t go back to Madawaska.”

			“Yes, you can. The mayor is a friend of the dean’s. I’ll get him to have a word with her. This is just your ego getting in the way of your common sense.”

			“No, I do not want any favours from the mayor.”

			“That’s exactly what I mean. The mayor will do it for me, not for you.”

			“All the same. The interview’s at two o’clock tomorrow. I’ve already bought a train ticket. I may as well go and see what happens.”

			“I’ve already told you what will happen. But go ahead. You’re just going to make a fool of yourself, as you always do.”

			

			—

			It was true, he hadn’t thought he would get the job. There were dozens of candidates, most of them better qualified than he was, at least academically. But the interview went well. There were three people on the hiring committee, including the departmental chair, a stout, walrus-faced man in stained chinos and a very old tweed jacket who was a former magazine editor and still respected journalistic ethics, quaint and nostalgic though they both agreed they were. He told Harry that experience in the field was worth at least a master’s. Harry told the committee about Melissa and Blaine’s article, saying that when the dean canned it, it had felt like a newspaper publisher killing a story because it conflicted with one of their ads. “I felt I had to walk,” he said. There were nods around the table. For the first time, Harry felt he was among colleagues.

			He was offered the job and accepted it on the spot; a contract position, with his pay dependent on how many students registered for his course. But he had savings, and he could do some freelancing on the side. He was shown his office and introduced to the departmental secretary. He would start with a summer course on the history of journalism that began in three weeks—could he be ready? He could. In his hotel room that night, he looked for an apartment in north Toronto. With two bedrooms, he told himself, for when Daphne visited.

			He thought a year away from his wife would be good for both of them. He would see her and Daphne whenever he could. What did he think this new position would mean? Did he regard it as temporary? When the regular prof returned, would he go back to White Falls and find some kind of work there? What if he were offered another adjunct position when this one was over? Would he ask his wife and Daphne to join him in Toronto? And if they refused?

			He was fairly certain his wife would say no—she’d been clear enough about that—but if he were offered a full-time position she might relent. Her mayor wouldn’t be mayor forever. And if York let him go, there was Ryerson, there was the University of Toronto, there were other community colleges. If he did end up staying on, and his wife still refused to move to Toronto, he would ease Daphne into his new life gradually, weekends and holidays, and when she was old enough to decide for herself where she wanted to live, perhaps when she was ready to start high school, he would talk to her about moving in with him. He would be a better father to her if he had a job where he was respected. A better model. The relationship of trust and companionship he had built up with her over the years would ripen. It would triumph over peer pressure and resistance from her mother. Daphne would have the best of both worlds. Everything would work out.

			But perhaps he was getting ahead of himself.

			He spent the weeks before the course started in Toronto looking for an apartment, setting up his office. He returned to White Falls on the weekends, where his wife pretended nothing of significance had changed. He wondered if she was nervous about the prospect of spending an unimpeded year with the mayor. He didn’t care. He took nothing from the house except some clothes and a few boxes of books, telling himself he didn’t want Daphne to feel sad every time she looked at an empty spot in a room where a chair used to be. But really, he was excited about buying all new furniture, a new sound system, new sheets and dishtowels. There was a kind of purity to it, a monkish quality. This might have told him how serious he was about coming back at the end of the year, if he’d been listening. It was possible his wife took note of it, but if so she didn’t mention it. She suggested he would need to keep the car. They slept together as usual, ate meals together, went shopping, made love, had friends over, bought a new carpet for the living room. All so as not to alarm Daphne. When he finally left, on a Monday morning—well, not finally; he’d be back on the weekend—he felt he had handled the whole thing well. They both had. There’d been barely a ripple on the smooth surface of Daphne’s life. Look after your mother for me, he said to her. He thought she would know what he meant by that.

			He really was an idiot.

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 3, 2010

			Look at yourself, standing in Paul’s kitchen like that, your hands splayed on the cutting-board counter, elbows straight, staring off into space and feeling like shit. No more coke buzz. The wine wearing off, too. Engines sputtering, tapping the fuel gauge didn’t help. You only came here to get your things and go back to your own apartment, where a string of messages from your dad were not going to cheer you up. You’d listened to a few of them before giving up on the whole keeping-in-touch thing. You felt like you couldn’t stand any more of it, but until now you hadn’t known exactly what “it” was. The strain. The conflict. This thing with Paul that was now over. This other thing with Wendell. This other other thing with your father. Why would he phone Professor Curtis? What made either of them think they knew the depth of your unhappiness? You knew that sounded trite. Internally displaced persons in Pakistan were unhappy, people during the Great Plague of London were unhappy, but knowing that didn’t make you less unhappy. If anything, it made you more unhappy to think about all the unhappy people there have been in the world, multitudes of unhappiness that now included you.

			Who did you know who was happy? Professor Curtis, Alyssa. Wendell? No, Wendell was in the neutral zone on the happiness continuum. For all you knew, though, people in Pakistan and even during the Great Plague of London were happy as shit compared with your own colossal, ever-expanding, all-consuming unhappiness. At least they knew precisely where their unhappiness was coming from. Whatever it was with you, you couldn’t take any more of it. This life, these failed relationships, these End Times.

			When you were little and felt like shit, your dad would take you out and buy you ice cream and the two of you would sit in the park and watch the birds. Or you would go for a drive and you’d fall asleep and wake up with a kink in your neck but feeling better. It was all so easy. Even after he left, when you came home from school you’d take a kitchen chair and a bowl of peanuts and raisins and sit on the back porch looking up into the trees between your yard and the neighbour’s. There was always something happening in the trees. Grey squirrels running along branches and down to the ground, butterflies and birds landing for a few seconds and then flying off again. Once a porcupine. Once a large hawk landed at the top of a tree and ate a blue jay. Once a chipmunk came up onto the porch and stole a peanut. You felt better just watching all that normal activity, life going on, laws of nature duly observed. You didn’t go out one day and find a whole tree had disappeared overnight. The animals looked after their young, brought them worms and acorns, the wind didn’t suddenly turn black and cover everything with scum.

			When you were older you sat out there and smoked joints. Kyle would come over and drink beer. When your mother came home, she’d see Kyle’s dad’s car and say having a vehicle in the driveway made her feel safe. If she smelled weed or noticed the beer she never said anything. There was an understanding with her that you never had with your father. You would make dinner and your mom would ask Kyle to stay. The unfortunate way she put it—“Lord knows what you’d be having at your place”—didn’t matter, Kyle always stayed. On those nights, your mom would go to bed early. She had a TV in her room. You thought maybe you could get through it, that maybe this was how things were meant to turn out. That you’d get pregnant, Kyle would start looking for a small apartment, the mayor would give you a job in one of the sweatshops he owned in town, and that would be the it you could get through.

			The sky outside Paul’s kitchen window, what you could see of it above the cedar hedge, was a uniform grey. Not cloud grey, more as though someone had stripped away the blue to reveal another sky behind it. Two inches of snow covered the top of the hedge. Jesus, what was the point of leaving Ontario? Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? Your dad must have called Professor Curtis to find out if you were going to classes. Where was the trust? Who else had he been calling, besides you? Leaving those oh-just-thought-I’d-see-how-you’re-doing messages. How were you supposed to respond to them? I’m doing great, Dad. I’ve dropped out of school, my boyfriend is a fascist dickhead, I’m in Vancouver during the snowstorm of the century, and my dealer isn’t answering my texts.

			You had a memory that made you flinch: those flannel pyjamas you were wearing when your dad left, they had Tweety and Sylvester on them, just like on Wendell’s boxers. Holy shit, you’d forgotten that. Hello, Herr Doktor Freud. And there were grey clouds painted on your bedroom ceiling, you looked up at them while your dad read you stories. Your astounding innocence, finding comfort in fake clouds and books about flying pigs. Cats swallowing canaries that did not then die. Your dad still loved your mom then. Your mom still loved you. Miss Finch at Pearson Elementary was nice. You loved everyone. You were pretty sure you were getting a kitten for your birthday, you could see it gambolling with the chickens up there among the painted clouds. None of it was real, of course. Miss Finch was only nice when you behaved, which wasn’t often. The kitten was a compromise between a My Little Pony and a dog. Your father would have been okay with the dog, but your mom was, like, no way, absolutely not, no effing dog. Dogs stink, they chew on everything, they have to be walked three times a day, and they shit everywhere. There was no way she was going to walk around town with a plastic bag over her hand so she could pick dog shit up off the sidewalk. The guy at the butcher’s put a plastic bag over his hand when he picked out her meat. Your father had tuned out, as usual, like he was solving one of the Millennium Prize Problems in his head. What about a kitten, then? you asked. Kittens cost money. No, they don’t. Dad, tell her. People put ads in the paper to get rid of kittens, don’t they, Dad? Yeah, because they’ve got to be fed and have their shots, and get spayed. And then they go and get run over by a car in front of your house. No, they don’t. What’s spayed?

			When did everyone in that house start hating each other? Okay, not hating, when did everyone’s gossamer love kites turn into cement? Your father basically ignored your mother, as though she were an annoying buzz in his ear that he didn’t hear anymore. Your mother started in on him the minute she got home from work. What have you two been doing? I asked you to have dinner ready so I could go to my yoga class. No, never mind, it’s too late now. Just once I’d like to ask you to do something for me and you do it. Did you even hear me asking? Or did you hear me and just not give a shit? Daphne, tell your father I’m talking to him.

			But your mother had the mayor. She was peripheral damage. You were damaged at the core.

			Your neck ached. You looked around Paul’s kitchen as if for the last time. You won’t miss it. Why hadn’t you noticed it before? Granite countertops, some fancy farmhouse sink, pot lights. Your father wasn’t the only capitalist in your life. But you and Paul were a couple, that seemed to have made a difference. You weren’t just Daphne, you were half of Paul and Daphne. And Paul was the environmental lawyer, the impressive guy with the three-million-dollar house and the cottage on Salt Spring. You knew he came from money but you thought he was using his power and influence to cure the ills of society, like Batman or maybe Bill Gates. But the cedar decks, oak cupboards, Douglas-fir floors: whatever made you think he was saving trees? Take it in, Daphne, and say goodbye, because when Paul gets home you are going to have it out with him, and then you are going to go back to your own quite adequate apartment full of previously enjoyed furniture and be by yourself until Wendell gets there with his canister of coke.

			You found your phone and texted your come-hither message to Wendell. “You got?” You figured he could also put your stuff in his van and drive you to your apartment. Coming off coke felt like a small animal was running up your spine and burrowing into your hair. Or maybe it was from looking at snow through the window, so white on the rhododendrons, so unlike the Vancouver you’d come to know. More like the White Falls you came to forget. Cars skidding all over the streets, hydro lines down, the elderly frozen to their walkers. In the meantime, what about some wine? You might as well help yourself to a last drink on Paul.

			There were two bottles of sauvignon blanc in the fridge. You opened the door perhaps a little too eagerly and one of the bottles fell out onto the tile floor. You watched it fall, powerless to move, thinking it was all right, there was another one. When it hit the tiles and smashed into a million little pieces, the noise amazed you. How could a simple bottle make so much noise? It went off like a pipe bomb, which made you think of pipeline, which made you think of traitor Paul. The floor was a total mess. Glass everywhere. Christ! You had to step in it to get the second bottle. Shit! Your life had become a series of stupid questions. When did Mariela come? What day was this? What time did Paul get home? Where did Mariela keep the mops? Why hadn’t Wendell texted back? Don’t say Wendell is going to let you down, too. You couldn’t cope. You set the second bottle on the island, leaned your hands on each side of it, and stared at it as though it were a tiny pointy-headed Buddha who knew all the answers to the questions but chose not to share. Where’s the corkscrew? Love is the answer.

			The puddle on the kitchen floor dripped over the step-down onto the living room carpet. You couldn’t cross it to get the mop because, duh, there was glass on the floor. Before Paul you were Professor Curtis’s shining star, the department’s golden-haired girl, he said so this afternoon. Since Paul, so much cocaine under the bridge of your nose. You couldn’t believe your father actually called Professor Curtis. Speak, Buddha! Where’s the corkscrew? Where’s Wendell?

			You’d been holding your breath. You exhaled, found the corkscrew resting miraculously beside your hand on the counter, and uncorked the bottle. The puddle had quieted. The pieces of glass on the floor were shards of ice floating on a sparkling lake. A wine-bright sea. You waded through it to the broom closet, swept the glass into a sloppy pile and said fuck it, Mariela could do the rest, and took the bottle and a wine glass into the living room, placed bottle and glass on the coffee table, and sat on the white leather sofa.

			You were never anyone’s shining star, that was just Professor Courteous being courteous. Did your dad tell him to say that, to get you to go back to classes? You would anyway, now that Paul was out of your life. You were an okay student, maybe above average, maybe significantly above average. You did your homework, got your assignments in on time. You showed up. You had a little library in your apartment and read your lost-and-found books from rummage and garage sales. A perfectly good first-edition Margaret Drabble with “To Great Aunt Hilda from Your Loving Niece Grace, Christmas 1995” on the inside cover. There’s always a flaw. Books not only were history, they had histories. Like people. You carried around books like Technology and Empire and Culture and Imperialism and called yourself a postcolonial deconstructionist, as though you knew what that meant. You allowed a few professors to take you to lunch in the Faculty Club, dropped an occasional rhyming couplet into the conversation, and kept a clever but civil tongue in your head. Your grades had little to do with your grasp of the intricacies of English literature. But intricacies, by their very nature, are hard to grasp. You deserved your high marks; you maybe didn’t earn them, but you deserved them.

			Well, the second glass went down well, didn’t it? It always does. You’d noticed that in restaurants, the second glass always has a little more in it than the first, but it seems like less because you drink it faster. So you order a third, and that one really does have less. Maybe you should have cleaned up the kitchen before Pipeline Paul got home. There was something you were supposed to remember about tonight, but it eluded you now. Maybe he wanted you to open a bottle of red wine to let it breathe. You’d better try some first, make sure it wasn’t corked. Your father told you once what corked meant, but you forgot. It didn’t mean it had little pieces of cork floating in it. That would make some sense. The corkscrew hurt your hand, and when you looked at your palm your lifeline was running with blood. Life is just one big metaphor, isn’t it? There were also smears of blood on your wine glass. You looked down at the white leather sofa. Oh, shit. And the white rug. Oh, Jesus. How could you not have noticed?

			You wrapped a tea towel around your hand, pulled it tight, one problem solved. You poured yourself a bracer of wine, swirled it around, tossed it back. Two problems solved. Not a great wine, but expensive, so Paul would like it. Hit me again, Joe. The lifeline was your past. You read that somewhere. You’d always thought your lifeline was your future. Maybe that was your love line. How could a physical feature that evolved millions of years before there was love be a love line? There’s one for Hallmark.

			Suddenly the lights came on.

			“Daphne?”

			You looked up from the sofa. Paul was standing by the front door.

			“Daphne, what’s going on?”

			“A bottle broke. I’ll clean it up. Or Mariela will. When does she come?”

			“There’s blood everywhere!”

			You looked around.

			“Not everywhere.” He could at least be accurate.

			Paul threw his hands in the air and spun around. He looked like a marionette whose strings were caught in a ceiling fan.

			“What the hell is going on?” he said. He’d stopped spinning and was staring at the kitchen floor. “I’ve got people in the car. You were supposed to have dinner ready. Jesus, Daphne!” He looked at you wildly. You held up your bandaged hand, as though you had a question. Uh, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m the one who’s hurt here? All he had to do was tell you where Mariela kept the fucking mop. What did he mean, you were supposed to have dinner ready? What was this, a soup kitchen? Paul was looking at you like an alien had just burst out of your chest. Not even Kyle at his most pathetic, not even after you stood up and said you were sorry but you couldn’t and walked out of Tim Hortons, not even when you left him with tears dripping into his double-double, ever looked at you the way Paul was looking at you now. Wendell wouldn’t have looked at you like that. Wendell would have been holding your hand and saying it was nothing serious, just a scratch, everything was going to be all right, the end of the world was a little ways off yet, kiddo. He wouldn’t have been waving his arms around like a great ape, yelling for his supper.

			But it was clear that Paul had no idea the depth of his betrayal. He knew about the trouble you were having with your father, that you blamed his generation for the sickness that had been visited upon the earth, that you had cut yourself off from him because you could no longer tolerate the hypocrisy. And here Paul had been, all the time, the Fisherman’s Friend, aiding and abetting those very forces that…Oh, why go on, you couldn’t even articulate the dimensions of his deceit. That you didn’t ask was no excuse for his not telling you.

			So you simply stood up to say you were sorry. Just as you did in Tim Hortons. You were sorry but you couldn’t. It was over. You were leaving. Except in Timmy’s you hadn’t been wearing heels and there wasn’t a shag rug under your feet. You went down. First to your knees and then the rest of the way. Oh god, this was so fucking typical. Flat on your face. Pain shot through your hip. Your skirt rode up. You tried to keep your bleeding hand above your head. Paul’s clients, standing in the doorway, looking down at you. No one moved. No one lifted a finger. Where was your phone? Where was your purse? You were going now, it was all too much, too, too much. You shouldn’t have thought of your father, it always did this to you. One of Paul’s clients made a move in your direction, one of them at least had a sympathetic bone in his body, but Paul put a hand on his arm. Let her be, he said. She’s all right. We’ll go to a restaurant. He was apologizing for you. She’s been under a lot of stress lately, yes, she knew you were coming for dinner, she forgets things. You guys wait in the car, I’ll help her into bed.

			“Help me into bed, my ass!” you yelled from the floor. “You lay a finger on me and I’ll scratch your fucking eyes out!”

			“Oh, nice talk. You fellas go back to the car, I’ll take care of this.”

			When they were gone, Paul came at you. You curled up on the floor, not knowing what to protect. Your head? Your ribcage? But all he did was kneel on the floor beside you and start yelling.

			“Get up!” he shouted.

			“How could you work for those bastards!”

			“Get the fuck up off the floor!”

			“I am getting the fuck up!” This was what he called taking care of you? You rolled over onto your back, your knees bent, the submissive posture, the missionary position, then tried to sit up. He pulled on your arm.

			“Don’t touch me!” you screamed. You rolled away from him. He followed on his knees, clutching at you. This was ludicrous. This was demeaning. This was how it really ended, with a bang and a whimper. He stopped trying to get you to stand. He was a lawyer, a purveyor of perverted justice. No one would believe this. Your mother would believe it. She’d nod if she’d been watching this. Yup, she’d have said, this is what happens. But no one else. “Don’t you ever touch me again!”

			Your hip hurt. Good thing you had some OxyContin in your purse. If you could only find your purse. The dishtowel had come off, there was quite a gash. Oh god, this wasn’t going away, was it? This was real. Why did that bottle have to fall out of the fridge? Who designed that fucking fridge door?

			Paul seemed to have come to the same conclusion. Not about the fridge door, about the finality of what was taking place. This was beneath even his contempt. He wasn’t the one acting badly. He stood up and looked down at you as you staggered to your feet. Put his hands in his pockets. You wobbled a bit but stayed upright, staring at him defiantly. Your breathing sucked. Your hair was a mess. Your hip hurt, but you’d live. You straightened your skirt. You held your hand above your head. Blood ran down your forearm. Paul looked at you with such disgust that you turned away. His look was too close to what you felt. A year, more than a year, and you hadn’t a clue what kind of shit he was.

			“How could you work for those bastards, Paul?”

			“Clean this shit up,” he hissed, moving towards the door.

			You smirked at him. You leaned over, tottering a bit, picked your wine glass up from the coffee table, and raised it towards him in a mock toast. You considered saving some to wash down the oxys, but there was more where that came from. A whole rack full. You would drink that before leaving. He walked out, slamming the door. Fuck him. Where was Wendell? Why hadn’t he called? Where was your purse? Where was your goddamned phone?

		

	
		
			Harry

			NOVEMBER 24, 2009

			People go missing all the time. Harry knows that. He even understands how it happens. A guy goes to work one morning, never returns. Sometimes he vanishes without a trace. Maybe something goes wrong, he panics and runs. Or maybe he’s been planning it for years. A credit card his wife doesn’t know about, a pied-à-terre in Montreal. There are books about it. He remembers a Simenon novel in which a middle-aged businessman is being driven to his office one morning when he looks out the car window and sees a stretch of blue sky and a row of trees that remind him of his childhood and he is suddenly overwhelmed by an urge to find that place again, to return to the beginning of all his dreams and ambitions. To go back to before they were unrealized. And so he just leaves. Takes cash out of his bank account, gets on a train, doesn’t say goodbye to his wife and daughter, and for all intents and purposes disappears. Harry remembers thinking it wouldn’t be that easy anymore, a person can’t just vanish, sooner or later he’d have to use a credit card or a cell phone. He remembers thinking that with a certain amount of regret.

			Or a woman flies off to a conference in, say, South Africa, and her husband neither sees nor hears from her again. She has finally come to her senses. She’s tired of her life, has met someone at a previous conference who complimented her on her presentation, liked the way she handled questions from the floor, and she suddenly saw herself in a new light, as a different person. She stopped to look at herself in the full-length mirror in her hotel room, took more care with what she wore down to dinner. The next thing she knew she was checking to see if he was in the lobby, maybe in the bar, and he asked her if she’d be at the next conference, the one in South Africa. Probably, would he? Hmm, he wasn’t planning on it, but if she was going. They exchanged email addresses—office, not home. Nothing as definite as an assignation, but still, something of a commitment. She felt she’d have to let him know if she decided not to go. But of course she went. And after that conference, she doesn’t come back. What’s not to understand?

			It doesn’t have to be another man. She can decide she’d rather have no one in her life. Being with a man has stunted her growth, her development as a woman, kept her from realizing her true potential. He smothers her, silences her, he loves her but all he really thinks about is himself. He says things like, Call me when you get in, and is upset when she doesn’t, as though not calling him on demand is her failure, her betrayal, a system breakdown. She’s an adult, she doesn’t have to account for her movements. Is that what Daphne is doing? Have they both decided they don’t have to check in with him anymore? File their itineraries with him, as though he’s a kind of Homeland Security? Ha, they should talk to Kronkman.

			“It’s only been a few days,” Bernie says. “She’ll call.”

			He and Bernie are walking along Harbord Avenue to their Tuesday-afternoon basketball game at the Jewish Y on Spadina. Harry’s sorry he confided in Bernie over lunch. It hasn’t been a few days, it’s been nearly a week. What day is it in South Africa? Time zones are hell on relationships. It’s the same with Daphne. No time is good for both of them. He’s now part of the world she has left behind. He’s a book she has set down, intending to read later but never picks up again.

			The November sunlight is sharp and crisp, and the sky is a deep inky blue. Christmas carols have been playing in the shops on Bloor Street all month. He tells clients it’s the season for warm reds. Italian ripassos, French burgundies, and why not one of the better South African pinotages? Maybe Elinor will bring him a bottle, if she comes back.

			How does it happen? Does a person’s life suddenly seem like the first third of a novel with a complicated plot? She doesn’t know how impenetrable it is until she meets someone who isn’t part of it? A secondary character, introduced late, who takes over the story and simplifies it. Who notices her scent, not the bath oil he gave her last Christmas or the hair conditioner she’s been using for five years, but the animal smell of her, the pheromones at the base of her neck, at her wrists. Almond and vanilla, and something else, something mysteriously unidentifiable, a scent humans don’t even have a name for. That involuntary flaring of the nostrils. That sudden reckless moment that alters a life.

			If it isn’t another man, maybe it’s South Africa itself. She’s far more political than he is. As a journalist he had to be impartial, or at least that was how he defended his lack of moral clarity on many issues. Elinor has no such qualms. In Cuba, she gave the impression that if she’d been living there during the revolution, she’d have been up on the barricades with Fidel and Che, sleeves rolled up, fist clenched in the air, the fierce gleam in her eye as she gazed out over the Bay of Pigs. South Africa is still recovering from apartheid, there’s still a lot of truth and reconciling to be done there. Elinor would be good at that.

			“I’ve got to go home right after basketball,” Bernie says. “No going for beer.”

			“What is it this time?” Harry says. “Your second cousin and his family coming for dinner? Couldn’t you have told them it’s Tuesday?”

			Bernie shrugs. “Doesn’t Elinor ever want you home?” he asks.

			Harry snorts. Hasn’t he been listening? No, Elinor never wants him home, not even when he is home. Worse than that, she doesn’t want to be home, either. He can play as much basketball as he likes. He can play until he drops dead. Which reminds him, shouldn’t his doctor have contacted him about the gastroscopy by now?

			He looks at Bernie, who has stopped walking.

			“Anything wrong, Bernie?”

			“No, no, just a little short of breath. Must be this cold air.”

			“Take your time,” Harry says. “I’m setting up a wine tasting at Lutello’s. You want to come?”

			“I don’t know anything about wine.”

			“Doesn’t matter. Good way to learn. You could bring…” What’s Bernie’s wife’s name?

			“Dorothy isn’t really interested in wine,” Bernie says, straightening and resuming their walk. “I mean, she likes it, but.”

			“Bring her anyway.”

			“I’ll ask her.”

			They walk on in silence. People go missing for all sorts of reasons, not just because they want to end a marriage or join a revolution. Sometimes they just wander off. They have a kind of brain cramp, a fugue. They walk into a store and instead of forgetting why they’re there, as can happen even to normal people, they forget who they are. They look at their hands and see the hands of a stranger. They pretend to browse for a while, walk around the store touching things, looking anxiously at other shoppers, hoping one of them will call out, Hey, Mom, over here! Or that the familiar feel of fur or wool will bring them out of it, oh yes, I was buying a gift for my husband. But after a while the sun looks warm on the sidewalk, they find themselves in the revolving doors, they’re sucked out into the daylight and gone. Forever.

			He compares it to waking up in a strange bedroom and for a split second not knowing where you are. You don’t panic, you lie still, quietly moving your eyes from object to object, the watch on the bedside table—yours?—the keys on the dresser—what do they open? The person in bed beside you—who is this? You almost enjoy the sensation, it’s like an adventure, piecing together the events of the night before. And you know that in a second or two your brain will begin to function and you’ll get your life back again. Wow, you might say to your partner, that was weird!

			With a brain cramp, however, you never get all the pieces right, the split second becomes a minute, then an hour. Your dissociative state goes on and on. No bells ring. The keys don’t open anything. Total stranger in the bathroom mirror. No familiar faces anywhere. It happened to a neighbour of theirs, a man with a good job, a happy home, his daughter used to be friends with Daphne; the man went out for a haircut one Saturday morning and it took his wife and daughter two weeks to find him. They put ads in the local paper, stapled his photograph to telephone poles, organized search parties, hounded the police. He and Daphne helped put up the posters; Elinor counselled the man’s wife. The police eventually found him living in a wooden crate in Bentway, a shantytown under the Gardiner Expressway, panhandling cars when they stopped at the lights. He seemed normal in every other way, but he didn’t recognize his family and didn’t want to go home with them. The social worker said there was nothing they could do to force him. Nothing anyone could do. He was gone.

			Bernie signs Harry into the Y, he pays his dollar for a towel, and they go down the concrete steps to the basement locker room. It’s an old building, not in disrepair exactly but, like most of the people who use it, showing its age. The handrail is worn smooth, the steps chipped and rounded, the steam pipes covered with years of thick white paint over what is almost certainly asbestos insulation. He walks in a kind of trance. This is what abandonment feels like. Shuffling along below ground, in a perpetual funk, breathing from the top of his lungs. He can’t think in a straight line, it’s as though he’s taken some kind of ScourPrep for the brain. She wouldn’t phone him from South Africa, but she always emails, even when she’s gone for just a few days, a weekend conference in Seattle or Charlottetown. Arrived safely, hotel room ghastly, God they’ve paired me with a hypnotherapist from Toledo (a woman, don’t fantasize), miss you, don’t forget to water the violets from the bottom. Love to Millie, El. PS: Call Daphne. But this time, nothing. His emails to her are delivered but go unanswered: Dr. Elinor Bowes is out of the office until further notice. If this is an emergency, contact Abdi in the departmental office. What kind of emergencies do psychology students have? Is he having one now? To make things worse he isn’t sure what city she said she was going to. Or even if she did say. How can she have gone off without telling him where the conference is? Cape Town? Johannesburg? Pretoria? Why didn’t he ask? If she has disappeared, even accidentally, let’s say she’s lying in a hospital somewhere, in a coma, he has no idea how to go about finding her. If she’s been bitten by some weird insect, or had her purse snatched and been hit over the head, how would anyone know how to get in touch with him? She might not even be missed at the conference. Maybe Abdi will know where the conference is, if there is a conference. Of course, if there’s no conference he’ll know for sure. But it’s after five; he won’t be able to reach Abdi until tomorrow. He still has tonight to get through. Wait, Sandy Hedley is with her. But he doesn’t know how to get in touch with Sandy Hedley, either. What group did Elinor say Sandy Hedley belonged to?

			He and Bernie don’t talk as they change. The others are already out on the court; he can hear them warming up. Bernie is breathing hard already, just tying his shoes. He won’t mention Elinor again, or say anything about her to the guys. They come here to get away from things like this.

			It’s pickup basketball, nothing organized. Ten or twelve guys, most of them over forty, one a retired high-school teacher in his sixties. He knows their names, enough to call for a pass. They all have nicknames. Simon, who despite looking like a hippy holdover from the sixties is a lawyer with a penchant for giving unasked-for advice, is called Simon Says. Sheldon doesn’t seem to mind being called Shellfish. Hubert, who once confessed to missing a week because he was being treated for a sexually transmitted disease, is known as Herpes. Sometimes Simon calls him the Love Bug. The retired teacher’s name is Oswald and is simply called Ozzie, although, because he’s gay, Simon sometimes calls him Harriet. There’s a guy whose name Harry thought was Noel until he found out it was Leon; Simon started calling him Noel because “he’s a little backward.” It isn’t good to have a name like Harry in this gang. For a while he was called Armpit; then, after he missed a few long shots, someone came up with Airball, which quickly became Hairball. Before he started coming, he hadn’t played basketball since high school and hadn’t been very good then, but he enjoys these Tuesdays. No one knows or cares anything about him except that he’s a good passer and likes to shoot from the top of the key. Bernie knows a little more than that, but not much. For all anyone cares, he could be the Unabomber when he isn’t playing basketball. None of them are into wine. When they go out after the game, they drink beer.

			They play full court, five a side, each game to eleven. They usually get in five or six games in the two hours they have the court, and by then their legs are rubber and their shirts dark with sweat, but they feel fine. They play for the fun of it, for the workout. Afterwards no one really remembers who won, although during the game they are fiercely aware of the score. What they savour afterwards are the moments of exhilaration: the perfect pass, the cleanly blocked shot, the slow drag of the right toe along the floor, almost a dance move, as the body rises for the jumpshot, and then the graceful arc of the ball. In no other aspect of their lives are their eyes and arms, minds and bodies so completely coordinated, so totally in accord.

			

			—

			Despite what his first wife appears to believe, there was no overlap between Elinor and his life in White Falls. For his first year in Toronto, he lived alone in a two-bedroom apartment in Don Mills, two bedrooms so Daphne could visit. Just Daphne, never his wife. He still planned to return to White Falls when the professor he was replacing came back from maternity leave, but by then he and his wife were hardly speaking. He didn’t think too much about the future beyond sending support payments and trying to stay part of Daphne’s life—the long drives to White Falls every second weekend, the phone calls when she was home alone after school. When he went to White Falls, he took Daphne to her flute lessons on Saturday mornings—she had outgrown ballet—then for lunch at East Side Mario’s, where she spent more time texting her friends than talking to him, and to matinees at the Cineplex, watching movies neither of them liked. He felt he’d made all three of them unhappy. During drives in the countryside, she counted cows and calculated how much methane they were contributing to the earth’s greenhouse-gas emissions.

			When another colleague at York became pregnant, the department offered him a second year as an adjunct, and he took it. There were no jobs for him in White Falls. The college was definitely out, and on weekend visits he occasionally met up with his former Daily Weekly colleagues in O’Bannion’s, their old watering hole; almost none had found other jobs in journalism. He’d got out just in time, they told him morosely; all the bridges had been burned long ago. He felt so badly for his old friends that any pleasure he’d nurtured at landing a university position, however much it depended on his colleagues’ continued fertility, was sucked out of him by these visits, and eventually he stopped making them. Daphne was old enough to take a bus to Toronto by herself.

			Elinor was a postgrad in psychology, fifteen years his junior, and not his student; their relationship, if they had let it be known, would have been frowned upon but not caused a scandal. Not like poor old George Cramb, who’d been hounded out of the psych department and his name apparently deleted from the university’s database, to be uttered only in whispers after furtive looks up and down the corridor. There was nothing physical between Elinor and him at first, just a growing intimacy, a brief spring of intrigue and anticipation between the long winter of one marriage and the hot summer of the next. A grace period, like the flight of the ball between the time it leaves your hands and when it reaches the net. A gentle arc during which anything seems possible, even though you know the outcome was preordained by your throw.

			They’d met at a literary reading; a well-known former television journalist had written a psychological thriller. The reading was followed by a reception, where they’d found themselves talking, never too far from the drinks table, about the alliance of literature and psychology. Jung, she said, had had a writer’s sensibility. Harry was anticipating his own departure from teaching even then, not because he wanted to quit, but because his second term was up and the department had decided to do away with adjuncts (also, apparently, pregnancies), to replace people like Harry with people who had degrees in journalism but no journalism experience. “Students with bachelors in journalism don’t want to be taught by teachers with no degrees in journalism” was how the chair put it. Harry had taught himself out of a job.

			Daphne was the only constant in his life, shining through the darkness like a line of gold thread in an otherwise monochromatic tapestry. His wife had taken his second year away with equanimity, as though his defection merely confirmed what she’d always known about him, and filed for divorce so she could marry her ex-mayor. Harry and Elinor met for lunches, then for drinks after his last class, which turned into phone calls and text messages, the careful wordings of which slid imperceptibly into shared confidences and a gradual whittling away of the importance of the difference in their ages. He was forty-five, and she, although of course remarkably mature, was twenty-nine. In her master’s year in Calgary she had lived with her boyfriend, a geology student named Rudd, but that had ended when Rudd took a job poisoning wells for an Alberta oil-drilling company and Elinor had come to York to do her doctorate in early-onset bipolar personality disorder. That was seven years ago, and now she’s a university professor with tenure, and he’s in his fifties, wondering how he can get fifteen dollars for a ten-dollar bottle of wine.

			Back then he could keep his weight down, even let himself go a little over the winter and be able to recover during the summer. He cycled to work, played softball every Saturday afternoon in the summer. Elinor came out to watch him play. His first wife had never shown the slightest interest in his life outside the house except to resent it. He brought Daphne to a game when she stayed with him the summer she turned fifteen, that would have been 2005, an age when being seen doing anything with her father was torture. She sat as far from Elinor as the bleachers allowed, earbuds in place, looking hostile and bored. He had no idea what she told her mother about Elinor, but he could guess. He thought it was the kind of thing that would just work itself out as she got older. He wanted Daphne to love Elinor as much as he loved them both, but that didn’t seem likely.

			“You made your choice, Dad,” she said to him once. “You chose to leave and you chose to stay away. You can’t force me to love you for it.”

			But he wasn’t trying to force her to do anything. Maybe that was the problem.

			He’ll call her again after basketball. Leave another message if she doesn’t answer, try again when he gets home. He won’t stay long, just a couple of beers.

			

			—

			Bernie fakes a shot and passes the ball to him under the net. He and Bernie had two glasses of wine at lunch, a petite syrah, not bad for the price, but they aren’t affecting his game. To prove it, he plays harder and faster than usual, as though Elinor and Daphne were watching. He flashes through the key, dribbles out of traffic, turns and takes a long jumpshot, missing the hoop by a foot. “Hairball!” calls Simon Says. He hasn’t felt this loose in years. Sweat pours from his body. When he falls, he has to dry the floor with a towel.

			Bernie plays hard, too, but not as well. He fumbles, shoots from too far out, travels, misses picks and rebounds, forgets setups. At every stoppage in play he bends from the waist with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath, and when he straightens, his face is red and splotchy. Harry notices Shellfish, a paramedic who works nights at a nursing home, staying close to Bernie, keeping an eye on him. Just before halftime Bernie takes a breakaway pass from Simon, charges the length of the court, makes an easy layup, and comes down clutching his chest. Shellfish hurries towards him, calling time out.

			“Way to go, Bern,” Harry calls from across the court, clapping his hands.

			Bernie nods once, still holding his chest, and walks towards the bench. “A little trouble breathing,” he says. He takes two more steps and collapses onto the floor.

			Harry is surprised by how much noise his body makes, a reverberating thud followed by several dull reports as one by one his limbs hit and bounce and hit again. Sheldon turns him onto his back, opens his mouth, and fingers out the tongue. Harry starts to shake. He’s certain Bernie is dead. He hit the floor face first. Sheldon places his mouth against Bernie’s and blows, gives Bernie’s diaphragm a series of short pushes, and blows again. He does this several times. Every time he breathes into Bernie’s mouth, Bernie’s chest rises, but each time he stops it goes down and stays down. The others make a circle around them. Harry takes Bernie’s wrist and feels for a pulse. “Come on, Bernie, get up,” he says. He watches Bernie’s inert body, the bare white parted legs, the red creases inside the elbow, the out-flung hand lying limp in his. Then he feels the hand stir, sees the chest rise and fall. Bernie opens his eyes.

			“What the fuck happened?” Bernie says.

			“You died, you dumb fuck,” says Simon.

			Everyone laughs. Bernie sits up. “No kidding? Shit.”

			“Maybe you should sit out for a while,” Sheldon says.

			“Yeah, think I will.” But instead of heading for the bench he goes into the locker room. A few minutes later, Sheldon follows him and comes back to say he’s driving Bernie home. The rest of them go on playing four-on-four.

			In the locker room after the game, the talk is about Bernie’s fall and miraculous return from the dead.

			“We’ve got a name for him now,” Harry says to the others. “Lazarus.”

			“Yeah,” says Herpes. “The Laz.”

			“Way to go, Hairball,” says Simon. “You put the touch on him, man.”

			“What?” Harry says.

			“The touch. You took the Laz’s hand and brought him back to life.”

			“No, that was Shellfish. I was just checking his pulse.”

			“Don’t matter, man, that’s what did it. You’re my hero.”

			There’s more laughter.

			“In a more enlightened age, you’d be, like, a saint or something. Saint Hairball.”

			“Or a messiah,” says Love Bug. More laughter. “I want you at my side when I croak.”

			“Maybe Bernie has some kind of implant that went wrong,” Harry says, “a pacemaker or something that needs a new battery. Maybe that’s why he stopped breathing.” Who knows? A hole in the heart, a wonky valve, a failed transistor. Fifty years without a sign and then wham, out like a light. Happens when you’re driving and you take a few people with you. Maybe that’s what happened to Elinor. Taxi from the airport, driver has a heart attack, car jumps the median, slams into an oncoming truck, luggage strewn over the highway. No, he would have heard by now. Luggage tags.

			He keeps Elinor’s disappearance to himself. Let him be the abandoned husband, noble but silent in his grief. No doubt they all have their problems. He might tell them later, when they’re at the pub. They’ll look at him admiringly, maybe even enviously, a man with something tangible to complain about. They won’t say anything, they’ll respect his privacy, but they’ll know. Next week they’ll pass the ball to him more often, praise his jumpshot, pleased that even with his troubles he still comes out for the games, still has his priorities straight. It’ll make them feel important, remind them that they aren’t just a random group of strangers thrown together by the vagaries of work schedules and bus routes. It isn’t just basketball, it’s therapy. The word makes him think of El, but it’s the right word.

			“Anyone going for a beer?” he asks.

			

			—

			
				The evening, as they walk to the pub, is cold enough to stiffen his damp hair. He thinks about wearing a hat. A fedora would lend him a certain air of gravitas, or perhaps intrigue. Maybe he should hire a private detective. In the Simenon novel, the businessman’s wife hires a detective, and in the Reginald Hill on the nightstand by his side of the bed, come to think of it, Pascoe and Dalziel are investigating a missing-persons case, a woman much like Elinor. He’ll try to finish it tonight. Elinor disapproves of his mystery reading. Apart from psychology journals, she reads only what she calls “serious fiction.” But if he hires a detective and the detective succeeds in tracking her down, what will be clear then that isn’t clear now? Where she is, who she’s with, so what? What difference will that make? That she’s had a secret life he didn’t know about for years, a furnished apartment across town, a second cell phone, a separate identity? Will that make him feel any better? Why she left him will still be a mystery. Perhaps mere mortals aren’t meant to understand mysteries. At least he’d know she isn’t wandering around in a strange city, Cape Town or Johannesburg or Pretoria, her mind a terrified blank, or that her body isn’t lying in some park under a thin covering of sticks and leaves.

			Jesus! He hasn’t thought of that. The image hits him so hard it drains the locomotive power from his legs and leaves him standing stock-still in the middle of the sidewalk. He pretends to read a quote from one of Matt Cohen’s novels, The Bookseller, printed on a plastic-coated display beside the sidewalk: “That’s what Judith was mourning,” he reads, “the fact that people could outlive love the way they outlived everything else.” Is that true? Do we outlive everything? Why would anyone mourn that? But he wishes he hadn’t thought of Elinor lying in a shallow grave; it makes the thought of her in bed with another man tolerable by comparison. He can imagine her having an affair. He can even imagine her suffering from a spell of amnesia, something she can recover from. But not that other, final thing. Although now that he’s had the thought he can’t get it out of his head, her white hand emerging from a bed of freshly disturbed earth. He makes a conscious effort to erase the image, succeeds only in bringing it more sharply into focus, her manicured nails, a pale band where her wedding ring used to be. Is he having a psychic experience or does he just read too many goddamned mystery novels? Detectives are supposed to restore order, catch the criminals, punish the evildoers, but now they so seldom do. No one does. Look at chaotic him, with his colonoscopy and gastroscopy, his paunch and clicking knees, a daughter who wants nothing to do with him and a wife who’s vanished into thin air. Who’s going to restore order to all that? He flips through mental channels, away from the shallow-grave scenario, to one in which Elinor is in bed with a Reichian therapist, a man closer to her own age and profession, in the prime of mid-life, a man who never asks her where his keys are or says there’s nothing in the fridge. She is happy. They aren’t making love, they’re just lying in bed, marvelling at their euphoria, their complete absence of disappointment, how it never happens anymore with their respective spouses. Painful as it is to watch, he keeps his mind on this channel until they reach the pub.

			In the Cock & Bull, surrounded by the talk of men who, let’s face it, he barely knows, he finds himself thinking about Elinor surrounded mostly by men at the university whose lives beyond academia are a complete assumption. Any one of them could be a threat. Does she check out each seminar room she enters to see if there are other women present, or clear escape routes, possible weapons? Is that why she’s leaving the university, because she doesn’t feel safe there anymore? There was a time when Harry would have said Elinor was able to achieve a level of genderlessness, she could talk person to person rather than woman to man or woman to woman, but maybe he was wrong. Maybe the trouble is that she has to insist on being seen as a woman, and that’s why she wants to go into practice with Sandy Hedley, with another woman. Maybe they’ll take only female clients. Eighty percent of early-onset bipolar sufferers are women in their mid- to late twenties. Is she teaming up with Sandy because she’s tired of the constant struggle to be heard?

			But what about this conference or whatever it is? How can she talk to a man without being aware of the dynamics of the situation, wondering if her third button is done or undone, her husband a continent away, the empty hotel room upstairs, the bed ritually purified every morning by the invisible chambermaid? Even if she rejects the idea, really does want to be free of all that, isn’t it there all the same, planted like a seed dropped by some passing bird of paradise? He can be sure the man is thinking along those lines. Will she check to see if he’s wearing a wedding ring, imagine his beard scratching her cheek, wonder if he’d take his watch off? Would he stay the night or get up afterwards and sneak back to his own room, hoping no one would see him in the elevator? A pathetic figure, making her feel pathetic as well. She’d get up after he left, put her clothes away, not wanting to see them lying on the floor in the morning like an accusation. Then she’d have a bath, turn on the television to watch a movie, try to forget the whole thing happened. Try to imagine herself safe again. Try not to think of Harry.

			All things considered, apart from the shallow-grave option, he’d rather she were wandering around in a trance somewhere, or even that she’s simply dumped him, realized he was just another rusted part of the patriarchal machine, and vanished without a trace. He doesn’t want to think she is having an affair. He’d rather be the outmoded cog than the cuckold any day. No one feels sorry for a cuckold. Everyone assumes he deserves it. Including the cuckold.

			The talk around the table dies out, and Harry realizes he hasn’t been part of it. The last pitcher is distributed into nine glasses, everyone raises a toast to Bernie’s health and quick return, and Simon calls for the bill. They each throw a twenty into the middle of the table.

			“Gotta go to the can,” says Harry, getting up. “See you guys next week.”

			In the bathroom, after using the urinal, he checks his phone for an email. An invoice from a wine wholesaler, another from Wine Spectator telling him his subscription is past due. Maybe he’ll let it lapse. Nothing from Elinor, nothing from Daphne. He wonders if Bernie will be all right. Sure he will, he’ll be there next week. They’ll have lunch before the game and drink two glasses of wine. Elinor will be home by then and he’ll leave early, not come out for beers. The guys will shake their heads knowingly, Simon will say you dog you, and he’ll laugh. Bernie will walk with him to the Spadina subway station. He washes his hands, looks at himself in the mirror. He looks angry. There are some great wine-growing regions in Mexico and Argentina. And the Okanagan. He doesn’t have to go to the States. He’ll take Daphne on that wine tour.

			When he leaves the men’s room, all his buddies have gone. His coat is waiting for him, draped over the back of his chair. He sits down and orders another beer. Unlike Bernie, he does not have to hurry home. When the beer arrives, he takes out his cell phone and touches Daphne on his Favourites list. The phone rings and rings, then her voice invites him to leave a message.

			“Hi, Daph,” he says, “it’s me. Call me when you get this.”

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 4, 2010

			You waited five minutes, checked the front window to make sure Paul and his clients were gone, then retreated to the bedroom to clean yourself up and pack your things. First you went to his dresser, where he kept his stash, and did two much-needed lines before going into the ensuite to run your hand under cold water. You were bleeding quite satisfactorily. Paul should have been more empathetic. You could have bled out on the living room floor, for all he cared. You looked up at yourself in the mirror. Who could not feel sorry for that face?

			You remembered the day last November when Paul took you to Salt Spring Island to see the new cottage. It was a mild winter, compared to this one. Taking the ferry from Tsawwassen was like floating through chilled fluid in some science-fiction world. Large black birds dove for fish below the sea’s misted surface, a sense of stillness rose from the water. A little creepy. For those rich enough to live on them, people like Paul, the Gulf Islands represent uncorrupted innocence. Not their own, but one they could buy into. Was this Paul demonstrating his ownership of the natural world you now know he was being paid to destroy? Nothing personal, you understand. Justice is blind. Besides, it’ll all grow back.

			You barely spoke once the ferry entered the shelter of the islands. You felt as though you were travelling into another, older time. Even Paul seemed to revert to a state of impatient adolescence as the boat drew nearer to his island. He paced about on the passenger deck, pointing out the rocky outcroppings and cliffs that were part of his property as though they were living characters, guardians of his magical kingdom. You thought of a line from Jane Austen: “What are men to rocks and mountains?”

			Your car was the first off the ferry; he drove it like a jockey bursting out of the starting gate. The muddy road leading to the cottage had been newly bulldozed into the forest. The cottage, as Paul called it, was monstrous, an ugly piece of male architecture, how could you not have seen that? All peeled logs and glass, sharp angles, peaked roofs jutting up everywhere there was a view. The interior was only half finished, with fresh drywall, plywood floors, none of the trimwork done. It was noon and the workers had either gone home or into Ganges for lunch. You felt a point had been reached in your relationship from which there was no going back: you were no longer sharing just his present. He wouldn’t, would he, show you the cottage and then say you weren’t going to be staying in it. It was like introducing you to his mother, which, incidentally, he still hadn’t done. You’d met his father at the office, but you’d only spoken to him through an open door. You didn’t want to interrupt him, surely he was busy finding ways to make clear-cutting illegal. You believed Paul’s colleagues, those likeable rogue lawyers, came over in the evenings after spending their days nailing down evidence of mismanagement of the cod stocks. You welcomed them like heroes.

			Paul said he wanted your opinions, but you felt it was more like a test. What about a fireplace in the bedroom? Definitely. Real or electric? Real, of course. What colour did you think for the curtains? Did you like the view from the master bedroom?

			“Every prospect pleases,” you said, then bit your tongue in case he knew the rest of the quote—“and only man is vile.” But of course he didn’t.

			You were afraid to seem too confident. You pushed aside the thought that he was showing you your future home, that he was subtly—in a way he could deny if you refused—asking you to move in with him. Look around you, all this could be yours. You trembled to assume. You’d only known each other for a couple of months. What if you acted like you knew what he was doing, but then he didn’t do it? What if, seeing you in his dream house, he realized you didn’t match the decor? A jumped-up English major from the boonies. But if it was a test, you must have passed. He must have mistaken you for someone who didn’t need a career. You like pot lights? Then pot lights thou shalt have. Beaten copper instead of ceramic? Nice touch. Look at these paint chips: Malibu Beach? Beautiful. He didn’t want the cottage to be too masculine, he said, even though the whole place was a four-thousand-square-foot man cave. He could have hired a decorator, he said, but he wanted his woman’s softening touch.

			“Or maybe your woman’s hardening touch,” you said, reaching for him. He actually chortled. You’d never heard anyone chortle before.

			“Can you see yourself living here?” he asked when he was showing you the ensuite. “In the summers?” The bedroom and bathroom together were bigger than your apartment in town. There was an open tiled shower with a rainforest shower head, and a Jacuzzi bathtub on a dais surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows with a panoramic view of Captain Passage. The mirror above the double sinks had a television screen set into it so he wouldn’t have to miss the stock reports while he was flossing.

			“I know you think there’s someone else,” he said. “But there isn’t. There’s just you.”

			“Just little old me?” you said, moving in to him and undoing his pants. “That’s a lot to handle.”

			“Think you can manage it?”

			“It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

			He chortled again. By the time you finished christening the bathroom and were heading back to the car to catch the ferry, the workers had returned. There were three of them, doing something in the basement that required a lot of drilling and swearing. One of the vehicles parked beside Paul’s Subaru must have been Wendell’s van, but you didn’t know it at the time.

			

			—

			
				But here, in the Point Grey house, you were holding your hand under the faucet, letting the water wash the blood off your palm and thinking you’d finally come to your senses. It was a deep cut, it kept coming back red, but it was curiously painless. A couple of oxys had smoothed out the rough edges of your day. It was crazy, being in this house. You’ll go back to school, finish your BA, go on to get an MA, get yourself back on the shining-star track Professor Curtis talked about. Call him and tell him that you want to finish second year, go into third year and do an undergrad thesis on the poems of Sir Walter Raleigh, what did he think? It was never too late. You saw yourself walking to the professor’s house, your head full of Elizabethan poetry. Come live with me and be my love, and we will all the pleasures prove. You had great ideas. It would be a cool fall day. The touch of wood smoke in the air would remind you of White Falls, only in a good way. You’d be off coke so you could smell things again, good things: the ocean, leaf litter, cedar boughs, fresh mountain air. You thought you could be happy again. Fall was your favourite time of year. You were subtler, more tuned in to yourself. Starting now, that very night, you would take control. You’d already ended it with Paul. And your dad. You’d emailed him and told him you didn’t want him coming out here anymore, there would be no magical mystery wine tour, no more third degrees, no more feeling like a delinquent child. No more giving the wrong answers on a test you didn’t know you were taking. Okay, you had, in your past, in your recent past, acted not unlike a delinquent child. But that, too, was over.

			Where was Wendell? Hadn’t you texted him? Where was your phone? You didn’t like being this far from it.

			Just as you turned off the faucet you heard the front door open and thought it was Paul coming back for something he forgot, like to apologize. You wrapped a towel around your hand, went through to the bedroom and locked the door. You didn’t want to see Paul. You wanted to put on your makeup, do your hair, get changed, pack a few things, call Wendell, get out. Wendell will take you out for dinner and then to your apartment, and that would be that. End of chapter. You smiled into your makeup mirror. Good thing it was your left hand that was cut. Your right hand was steady, you were in control. You would fight this thing.

			“Señora Daphne?”

			Oh, God, it was Mariela.

			“Señora Daphne, are you all right?” She was in the hall outside the bedroom. You could picture her standing there, wringing her hands, looking at the closed door, the blood on the handle. “Señor Paul asked me to see if you are all right.”

			“Don’t come in, Mariela,” you called through the door. “I’m getting dressed.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes, I’m fine. Can you drive me downtown?”

			You didn’t have much to take. Wendell could meet you somewhere else.

			“Of course, Señora Daphne, if you think.”

			“Thank you. I’ll be out in five minutes.”

			“Take your time, Señora Daphne.”

			But you hurried. Salvation was at hand. You didn’t stop to change or even brush your hair. Your clothes looked all right. Maybe change your tights. You went into the bathroom and emptied the contents of the cabinet into a spare handbag; prescription, mostly, but who knew what you might need? Toothbrush, eyeliner, nail polish remover. Back in the bedroom you changed your tights and threw the basics into the bag: Paul’s extra credit card, the charge cord for your phone. Where was your phone? You had it in the kitchen. Or was it the living room? You went into the kitchen to get your wallet, but it wasn’t there. You needed your wallet, it had your credit card and the keys to your apartment in it. It was on the kitchen counter earlier, but it wasn’t there now. Where was your phone? Wendell should have texted back by now. Mariela was mopping the kitchen floor. Where did she find the mop?

			“Mariela, have you seen my phone?”

			“No, señora.”

			“Or my wallet?”

			“Tampoco, señora.”

			“It’s red leather. It was right here on the counter.”

			“No sé, señora.”

			You looked in the living room, on the sofa, on the dining table. Lots of red, but none of it was your wallet. No phone, no wallet.

			“Never mind cleaning up now, we have to go. Get your coat. Quick.”

			You were fleeing with nothing more than you could carry, like a refugee. You were not fleeing persecution, you were running away from your own stupidity. Where could she drop you? You couldn’t go to the apartment without your keys. The Hotel Vancouver. Your dad stayed there once and you liked it, you thought it was sophisticated and mature, exactly what you needed to be. You’d be seeking asylum at a Fairmont hotel.

			“So much blood,” said Mariela.

			It really was everywhere, big spidery blotches of it. Jesus, was it all yours? Who’d have thought you had so much in you?

			“It’ll come out,” you said. “Don’t use hot water, it’ll set. Come on, you can do it later.”

			You no longer wanted to be there when Paul got back. Let it be a clean break. Mariela’s Ford Focus was cold. It was dark out, and still snowing. It seemed worse in the headlights. The car jounced along the street so violently it made your hand throb under the gauze bandage Mariela had wrapped around it. You should have gone to a hospital for stitches. “Go to a doctor,” Mariela said. “He’ll sew you up.” He, she, whatever.

			You should have brought some wine with you, and the rest of Paul’s coke, and some money; that would have been thinking ahead. That would have been dignified. A woman needed money and a room of her own, and her dignity. What were you going to do without your phone? Or, shit, the keys to your apartment? You checked your purse again, your coat pockets, the bag you put your pills in. No phone, no wallet, no keys. Wait, Wendell had a key to your apartment. You needed to text him. You couldn’t borrow Mariela’s phone because she didn’t have one. You’d asked her before. No, I can’t afford. Shit, how much did Paul pay her? Sometimes when she was at work she borrowed yours to call her kids, so she obviously needed one. Paul should have got her one.

			“After you drop me off,” you said to Mariela, looking at your watch, “you should go home to your kids, it’s late.”

			“I’ll go back to the house and clean first,” she said. “Señor Paul asked me.”

			“Whatever.” Such delusional loyalty to a shithead.

			You got out of the car under the Hotel Vancouver’s brightly lit portico and she drove off. Not to your house, you reminded yourself archly. Your room of your own was across town, full of used books and unanswered phone messages. When Paul said he wanted a woman’s touch, he hadn’t meant on the house. And the cottage was even less yours, all that dark, rough wood, brass fittings, shiny black Italian marble countertops, no thought to the environment, still less to the workers who got silicosis from inhaling all that marble dust. You’d pretended to like it at first, just as he pretended to like it when you recommended books to him. That’s how you know the honeymoon is over, when you both stop pretending to like things about the other person you never really liked in the first place.

			You pulled your coat tightly about you, walked up the hotel steps, tripped and fell on the top step and tore your new tights, the whole frigging knee this time. “Fuck!” The doorman looked offended in principle. He helped you up and looked down at your knee as he opened the heavy brass doors. You brushed through. He didn’t hold his hand out for a tip.

			Paul would be expecting you to be at the house, helping Mariela clean up, looking contrite and waiting to earn his forgiveness when you went to bed. Yes, you’d known he was bringing people home for dinner. You forgot, you were sorry. Yes, you knew it had happened before, yes, you knew you promised it wouldn’t happen again, and next time it wouldn’t. How did he know it wouldn’t? Well, there wouldn’t be a next time. But how could he trust you? Well, if our relationship wasn’t built on trust, what was it built on? Don’t ask him that. You knew what it was built on. All you could do would be to promise to try harder. This would go on for an hour, maybe longer, after which you would say anything, do anything, to make it stop. You’d feel waterboarded.

			He’d be in for a surprise when his little wifey wasn’t there. Mariela would tell him where you were, and he’d come after you. You pictured him in his SUV racing down Alberni, his grim face glowing in the dash lights. He’d leave the car running in the valet parking space and stride into the lobby, but you’d be in a stall in the washroom doing a line on the back of the toilet, or in the bar finding out what a Johnnie Walker Blue tasted like on Paul’s Mastercard. Or maybe, if Wendell showed up first, you’d be in a room. The top of your head tingled in anticipation. Wendell would clean out your hand first, and then the minibar. You’d take the rose-scented hand lotion and maybe the shower cap—your father the survivalist used to put them over bowls of leftovers in the fridge. There was a phone in the lobby and you could call Wendell and tell him where you were, then you remembered it was Thursday, and Thursday was Wendell’s poker night. He turned his phone off when he played poker, said even knowing it was on spoiled his concentration. Shit. No keys, no phone, no Wendell, no dope.

			What to do? Paul would probably be there any minute. You went into the bar. Paul wouldn’t yell or grab at you in the bar. You took a table in the middle of the room and ordered a Johnnie Walker Blue. The waiter gave you the same look the doorman did, and you wondered what you’d done wrong this time. The bare knee, the inexpertly bandaged hand. Temporary setbacks. “Forget the Scotch,” you said conciliatorily. Maybe it was a bit much. “I’ll have a glass of malbec. The nine-ounce.” He went away. The people along the bar were sitting up like meerkats, executive directors with their committee chairs, unit managers with their new hires, lawyers with their interns. Wendell’s poker game was in Gastown, you didn’t know the address but you knew where he always parked when he was playing. On Powell Street, near the Gassy Jack statue. The wine came and you ordered another, keeping a fish eye on the lobby. This time the waiter looked at you longer and said he thought one glass was enough. He looked you up and down. You looked you up and down.

			“What?” you said. “My skirt? It’s supposed to be rumpled.”

			“You should go home, miss.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Okay, here’s your bill. You pay and you go.”

			He looked toward the lobby, where the hotel must have kept its bouncer.

			“Fucking right I’m going.” Too loud. Heads turned. You rummaged in your purse, pulled out Paul’s credit card, and handed it to the waiter.

			The waiter looked at it closely. “Who is Paul Ogilvy? Not you, I think.”

			“He’s my fiancé,” you said. “We’re affianced.”

			“Where is he?”

			“He’ll be here in a minute. He’s just outside, parking the car.”

			The waiter put the card on his tray as though it was a specimen slide with some new strain of swine flu on it and took it back to the cash, obviously to call it in. You quickly drank your wine, gathered your purses, and left. The doorman was on the phone, probably talking to the waiter, stop that woman! Fuck him. No sign of Paul’s SUV, good, Gassy Jack wasn’t that far from there, you could take a cab.

			You climbed into the taxi feeling exhilarated. You thought you heard a shout and the sound of footsteps behind you, it was either Paul or the waiter, so you slammed the door and the taxi took off. “Gastown,” you told the driver, “and don’t spare the horses.” You looked behind you and saw nothing, which was how you wanted it. You sat back and rested for a moment, eyes closed, imagining what it was going to be like without a father or a partner, to be unfamilied, unfamiliarized, a clean break, a fresh start, and when you looked up you saw Gassy Jack.

			“Here,” you said, taking a lone twenty from your purse. “Let me off here.”

			The snow was slippery but it softened your step. You were running on hot, white sand, you could have levitated over it on the thermals, and there was the sense that all of life’s complications were beneath you. Only good things ahead, like Wendell and Professor Curtis and Walter Raleigh, who wasn’t a very good poet but was courtly. Courteous to a fault. Your head was clear. Your legs were strong. Your breathing was laboured but steady, athletic. The bell captain and the parking attendants were behind you, the tumult and the shouting had died, all you could hear were your own heels on the sidewalk and the sound of pills rattling in their plastic tubes in your purse. A calypso beat.

			Wendell always parked under a street light near the statue, and sure enough, when you reached Powell, there was the van. You stopped for a minute and looked back. A dark figure lurked about half a block behind you. Paul? Was he following you? You thought about charging into the poker game, Surprise!, but you’d had a long day and you didn’t need another look. All you wanted was to do a line and get some sleep. There was that strange chicken-skin sensation at the top of your head again, as though your hair follicles were reconfiguring themselves into a different cowlick. Either that or you had lice. You stopped to check your reflection as you passed a window: Litchfield, all lit up for Christmas, Bing Crosby making promises he couldn’t keep. Paul had bought you some perfume there. You wouldn’t be going home for Christmas this year, either, not even in your dreams. You looked okay. Your skirt wouldn’t straighten, but you could get away with a lot with high boots and a scarf. Wendell said the boots made you look like a Musketeer. When Paul wasn’t at the cottage you used to sit on the deck in your cut-offs with a glass of chardonnay and a book and watch Wendell working on the dock, shirtless, frayed ball cap, it was like the beginning of a porn flick. But he recognized the part of you that was more like him than like Paul. You were both there by invitation. To do a job. After that it was just a matter of time, and it wasn’t a long time. His van was parked by the cottage, Paul was in Vancouver figuring out how to destroy NGOs with forensic audits (you didn’t know that then). Wendell had his little silver straw that he’d bought in Oaxaca, an ancient Inca design, flared out at the top to fit snugly over the nostril. The Inca used to attach a pair of bellows to it to blow powdered coca up their anuses. A direct hit. The sensitive colonic lining absorbed the drug faster than the alveoli in the lungs. You and Wendell tried it and it was a fucking religious experience. It was like, is that God over there? No wonder the Incas saw talking animals, beaked jaguars, plumed serpents.

			The van was locked but you knew he kept a spare key in a magnetic box in the exhaust pipe. You could start the van and drive somewhere, maybe Whistler or Harrison Springs. No, Kelowna. You’d be there in a couple of hours. Go down to Osoyoos, be there for breakfast. Get a room, buy some wine, call Wendell to beg forgiveness— Shit! You left Paul’s credit card with that Bandersnatch at the hotel. The jaws that bite, the claws that catch. You unlocked the van, got in on the passenger side, and sat for a moment with the dome light on, resting before getting on with the adventure. You took a deep breath. Casually, you opened the glove compartment and, what ho! a canister with “Strychnine” stencilled under a skull and crossbones and a rolled-up five-dollar bill beside it. Well, well. The canister had a nice heft to it. Wendell liked to keep it topped up. You opened it and peered in. White, shadowy hills, like flying above clouds, or looking down a ski slope. One winter when you were young, before he left, your dad rented a cabin near Mont Tremblant and took you and your mom there over Christmas. You’d never seen so much untrammelled snow, so deep, so powdery, so bluish in the sun, your skis gliding through it like hot knives carving two quick lines as you went down.

			Two quick lines.

			It was cold in the van. Where was Wendell when you needed him? For the nine hundredth time you reached for your purse to get your phone and then remembered you didn’t have your phone. How could you not have your phone? It must have been at the house. And your wallet. If Wendell called you now, Mariela would probably answer, ¿Hola? And then hand your phone over to Paul, with all those text messages on it. What had you asked him last time? “You got? Call me.” Your own personal WikiLeaks. Christ, you didn’t need a phone, you needed a life. Wrong, you already had a life. A new life. Just you and occasionally Wendell, whom you were now pretty sure you were extremely fond of, and your undergrad thesis on the poems of Sir Walter Raleigh. The Ocean’s Love to Cynthia. You and Professor Courteous. And, you supposed, Alyssa. Not bad for a new life. Wendell could stay in the picture but he couldn’t move in. You were going to establish boundaries, remember? You needed to be on your own for a while, that was what you told your dad. You still loved him but you needed a break. Some distance. You could tell that to Wendell, too. You needed to be able to make your own decisions about what you did and who you did it with. You could stay in touch with your mother, wasn’t that what women did when their lives fell apart? Maybe even go visit her? Not that she’d be much help, her marriage to the ex-mayor wasn’t exactly an inspiration. But you could use a change of scenery.

			When you came back to Vancouver, you’d take your studies seriously. It wouldn’t be all word games this time. You’d have read the books you carried around. You’d come up with a killer thesis topic for your MA. The Modern Novel: A Contemporary Perspective. Or, The Age of Satire as Seen from the Age of Irony: Jonathan Swift to Jonathan Lethem. Wow, what did that even mean? You should write that one down. It’d take a lot of reading and some thinking, for example you’d never read anything by Jonathan Lethem, what if his work wasn’t ironic? Maybe you meant Jonathan Franzen. Irony as the new satire! Write that down. You’d remove all distractions. Confine Wendell to weekends. Cut down on the recreational drugs. No more oxys. You’d go cold turkey. Cook all your meals at home. Pack lunches to take to class. Drink only natural spring water. You were aware that your life could be seen as a satire, maybe even a farce, but that was the irony of it. You stared down Powell Street, thinking about your thesis. Shit, it’s goddamn publishable. No time to visit your mother now. You could phone her.

			Oh no, you couldn’t.

			Why not?

			Because you lost your fucking phone.

			You put the strychnine canister in one of your bags and the five-dollar bill in your coat pocket. What time was it? How long did a poker game take? You’d watched poker with Wendell on television, it took hours. The flop, the turn, the river. Sometimes he didn’t resurface for days. What if he drank too much and went home in a cab, leaving his van for the night? What if he texted you and you didn’t answer because you didn’t have your phone? What if Paul got the text and texted him back and told him he was going to kill you both? No, a lawyer wouldn’t write that in a text. He’d just come and do it. Jesus, how stupid was it for you to not have your phone? You needed to call both of them. You needed to find a phone and call them before they started calling each other. There was a coffee shop a little farther along, maybe the guy there would let you use his phone. You had five dollars, you could get a coffee, that would make you a paying customer.

			You were a little shaky on your pins. You thought it was the boots. You kept to the shadows because you didn’t know if the figure behind you was still there and you didn’t want to turn around to look. The light above the coffee shop door was out, but you could see someone inside so you went in. Your hand hurt when you turned the knob. Wait, was this even a coffee shop? It looked more like a pool hall without pool tables. A long counter with three stools, and an open space in the back with two tables in it. The mirror above the counter was cracked in three places. No one there except the guy behind the counter, a hipster. Tidy beard, shirt buttoned to the neck, and not looking happy to be there when he could be across the street trying on Fluevogs. He looked at you.

			“Yeah, I know,” you said. “I’m not dangerous. Look, do you have a phone I could use?”

			Your voice quivered. You stuttered over the word “phone.” He looked balefully at you. He wanted to say no and was trying to think up a reason.

			“I lost my cell in the snow. I need to call someone to come and get me. Please?” You’re not going to steal his fucking phone, or call New Zealand or hack his email. “And I’ll take a coffee.”

			As if you’d said the magic word, he reached under a pile of papers beside the cash and came up with a cordless phone from, like, the eighties. It was huge and vaguely military. It was even pre-flip. It had an antenna. Where was this place, Hotel California?

			“Thanks. Uh.” It also weighed a ton. “I’ll just be a minute.”

			“Pour-through or Americano?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“The coffee. Do you want it poured through a filter or as an Americano?”

			“I have not the pleasure of understanding you.”

			“Pour-through takes longer, but in my opinion it makes a better coffee.”

			“Okay, make it a pour-through.” Because your opinion matters to us.

			“Do you want room?”

			For a second you thought he’d asked if you wanted a room. It was not an unwelcome thought.

			“No, I just take sugar.”

			“Brown, cane, or white?”

			“I like the sound of cane.”

			“For here or to go?”

			Jesus, did you have to be interrogated to get a cup of coffee? “I’d like to take it with me when I go.”

			“Have a seat. I’ll bring it over.”

			You sat on one of the stools and stared at the phone’s keypad. At least it wasn’t a rotary. What was Wendell’s number? Holy crap, you didn’t remember Wendell’s number. Who memorized phone numbers anymore? You closed your eyes and tried to visualize the side of his van. Wendell Churney. Renovations, Something, Something and Docks. Or was it Decks? Docks and Decks? For a Free Estimate Call 604…Shit. What was it? You’d better go back to the van and look.

			“Are you all right?” the coffee guy said.

			“I don’t know his number.” You tried to laugh but succeeded only in filling your nostrils with mucus. You sniffed. “Do you have a tissue?” Your fingers were red from the cold. He handed you a piece of one-ply the size of a microchip. You set the phone on the counter and tried to unfold the tissue but it was already as big as it would go. It was like fairy tissue. You wiped your nose and looked at the result, an old habit. Yellow streaked with red. Not good. Of course the phone didn’t have Internet. “Do you have a phone book, by any chance?”

			“Are you calling 911?” the guy asked.

			“No. Why?”

			“You’re bleeding,” he said, pointing. “Your hand.”

			“Oh, that.” You looked at it, relieved. You thought it was coke nose. “No, it’s just a cut.”

			“Looks pretty serious,” he said.

			“No,” you said, looking up at him. “In my opinion, it’s fine.” You passed him back the phone. He held it up by the antenna.

			“You should at least call a cab.”

			“Never mind,” you said. “Thanks, though.”

			He set the coffee in a paper cup in front of you. You tried to pick it up with your left hand and it felt like a hot blade had been shoved into your palm.

			“That’s three-fifty.”

			“What?”

			“For the coffee. Three-fifty.”

			“Oh, yeah. If I drink it here do I get refills?”

			“No, sorry, we’re closing.”

			“We are?”

			“I am.”

			You stuck your good hand into your coat pocket and took out the rolled-up five-dollar bill.

			“Keep the change,” you said. “I’ll just use the bathroom, then I need to go outside to check my friend’s phone number. It’s on his van. Do I have time to do that?”

			“I guess.”

			Coffee Guy put the money in the till still rolled up, as though he expected he’d need to produce it as evidence. You took your coffee to a table at the back, away from the windows, and sat with it for a while, enjoying your invisibility. You needed to be nice to Coffee Guy. If he threw you out, Paul would find you and take you back to the land of by-catch, clear-cuts and pipelines. What to do? First, let’s kill all the lawyers. After that, go to the bathroom. Then out to the van to get Wendell’s phone number. Then back here to call him to come and get you. So much depended on Coffee Guy. From where you sat, you could see him cleaning the espresso machine. Beyond him, through the front windows, snow swirled in a darkening gyre.

			Blow, blow, thou winter wind, thou art not so unkind.

		

	
		
			Harry

			NOVEMBER 25–DECEMBER 1, 2009

			On Wednesday morning, Harry wakes up feeling stiff and sore, as he always does the day after basketball. The room is still dark. He lies awake for a while, imitating sleep, holding imaginary conversations with the various people with whom he is having difficulties. A long speech delivered to Daphne, for example, who is actually listening, even taking notes, in which he persuades her to stay in school, call him every Sunday morning, and generally stop being angry with him all the time. He has almost exactly the same conversation with Elinor. Indifference, he tells her, is a form of anger. He tears a strip off a cringing Rupert Kronkman, and has Gaspard begging him to hold his wine tasting at Lutello’s. He must begin organizing that. When his cell phone rings, he opens his eyes. The darkness has receded and the day has begun. Sunlight peers around the edges of the curtains. He picks up the phone, thinking it’s either Daphne or Elinor calling to apologize, as if his imaginings have miraculously borne fruit. But it isn’t Daphne or Elinor, it’s Simon.

			“I’m calling to tell you that Bernie is dead.”

			“What?” he says, sitting up. His book slides off the bed and, by the sound of it, doesn’t land well. “What did you say?”

			“Bernie’s dead. He died last night.” A pause on the line. “Probably an aneurism. Dorothy woke up at two in the morning and heard him breathing oddly, thought he was having a bad dream or something, then he gets up to get a glass of water and just drops. She called 911, but it was too late. They told her he was dead before he hit the floor.”

			“Jesus.” Harry looks uncomprehendingly around the room, the telephone hurting his ear. He remembers Bernie collapsing at the Y, dropping like a stone, his long arms and thin legs bouncing and then lying unnaturally still, as though he were rehearsing for his grand finale later that night. A practice aneurism.

			“Did it have anything to do with what happened at the gym?” he asks. He tries to recall the exact sequence of events leading up to the collapse. Bernie catching Simon’s pass, his breakaway layup, coming down clutching his chest. Then his inert body on the gym floor.

			“How should I know?” Simon says. “Probably. He didn’t look too good after running the length of the court.”

			“What happens now?”

			“The funeral’s tomorrow,” says Simon.

			“Tomorrow? So soon?”

			“Yeah, Jewish custom,” Simon says. “But they just want the family. I’m going over on Sunday. Dorothy’s sitting shiva. Want me to pick you up on the way?”

			Harry still isn’t taking it in. He can’t have heard right. Sitting shiva? Isn’t Shiva a kind of Hindu god, the all-knowing, all-powerful one who metes out his own version of arbitrary justice, a sort of Homeland Security of the soul? He imagines Dorothy sitting cross-legged on the floor in a yoga position, smiling enigmatically and holding up three fingers of one hand, like a kindergarten teacher showing a book to her class. Only, no book.

			“I’ll be here,” he says. “What time?”

			

			—

			He spends the day tidying up. He’s not sure why, just that he feels things around him need to be in some kind of order. The word “catharsis” comes to mind. A cleansing. Elinor must feel that way all the time, the need to keep the madness at bay. He changes the bed, does a load of laundry, cleans the kitchen, throws out a lot of limp greenery from the fridge. The phone rings in the afternoon, a telemarketer, and it reminds him that he hasn’t phoned Daphne. In a fit of forward-moving entropy, as though wanting to put not just Bernie’s death but every bad thing in his life behind him, he calls her number and, when he’s sent to voicemail, leaves the same short message—“Hi, it’s me, call when you get this.” He calls her two or three more times over the course of the day, it always goes to voicemail, and he always leaves the same message. It feels like vengeance, like striking back, even though he knows she never listens to her messages.

			That night, when he checks his email, he finds a message from Elinor. The hotel’s Wi-Fi has been down, she writes. The Internet in Cape Town is notoriously unreliable. And they’re in one of those hotels that advertises Wi-Fi but their bandwidth is so low it’s useless for anything. Whatever that means, Harry thinks. She says she’s leaving the following Monday, arriving in Toronto on Tuesday afternoon, and gives him the flight number and arrival time. He detects a certain detached tone in the wording of her message, or maybe it’s the way he reads it; a reluctant nod to having to check in with him, a courtesy, not a duty, no apology for keeping him in despair for a week. She knows how his mind works, that he would worry, assume she’s been having too good a time to be thinking about him and decided to let him stew for a while, to forestall further discussion until she gets home, if then. Maybe his emails to her have been sharp, especially the more recent ones, but they all went unanswered, like his messages to Daphne. Because it was like writing to no one, he was able to be honest about his feelings.

			She and Sandra are going on a tour of the wine region south of Cape Town, she says, now that the conference is over. She’ll bring him back lots of ideas for future wine trips so he won’t have to go to the States again. So she has been reading his emails, and she has been thinking of him. He wrote to her about Rupert Kronkman, keeping his tone light in case Homeland Security was monitoring his emails. Now he allows a wave of relief to wash over him, as though connecting with Elinor means none of his worries were valid. No amnesia, no partially buried corpse, Daphne is fine, his business will pick up, his colonoscopy was negative. He is sorry he doubted her. He writes that there are excellent wines in South Africa, and almost no one in Toronto is importing them, as though there’s still a kind of mental embargo on apartheid. He tells her about Bernie without going into details about what happened at the gym. He tells her how much he misses her, how he is looking forward to seeing her, so much has happened he wants to tell her about. In short, he writes the email to Elinor he should be writing to Daphne, and feels as though he actually is. He is looking forward to Tuesday—wait! Tuesday? He’ll have to miss basketball. He doesn’t write that. He’ll miss basketball. A small sacrifice, family comes first, Bernie would agree. The other guys might not show up anyway. No, they’ll show up. He reads the last line of her email: “Have you called Daphne?”

			“Yes,” he writes, “and left several messages.” Or rather the same message several times. “She hasn’t called back. I’ll keep trying.”

			He looks at the time: ten o’clock. Daphne must be home and have seen his messages by now. Maybe she has a late class. Maybe she has a part-time job in her boyfriend’s law office. He pictures her looking like her mother when they first met: competent, confident, in control.

			Why would a competent, confident, in-control young woman not return his calls?

			

			—

			Early Friday morning he calls Daphne again, hoping to catch her before she goes off to school, and still there’s no answer. Pacing the kitchen at the end of his phone’s invisible tether, he leaves a longer, calmer message asking her if she needs anything, tells her it’s snowing in Toronto, adding that he hopes the snowstorm in Vancouver he’s been reading about hasn’t kept her from getting to her classes, or work, or wherever it is she goes. He feels uneasy about that last line, but all in all he’s pleased with himself. He thinks Elinor will be pleased, too. He’s getting over his anger. Despite the evidence, he still feels he has a special relationship with his daughter, that she’ll intuit his need to hear from her and call him back.

			After breakfast, he calls a few clients to sound them out about the wine tasting, saying he’ll get back to them next week when he has a definite time and place. With Bernie dead and Brian Bigelow still unconfirmed, his attendee list has no one on it. By five o’clock, however, he has three yeses and half a dozen maybes, and all things considered he feels professional, and somehow fatherly, again. But still out of sorts. Elinor is back in his life, but Daphne is not, and now Bernie is gone, too. Plus he suspects Gaspard will pull out of the wine tasting, perhaps even cancel his existing wine orders. And Millie is still missing. As he told Daphne, a light dusting of snow fell overnight, enough to show a cat’s pawprints. He puts on his coat and walks up and down the alley behind the house looking for her, or her remains, thinking he might have had to do this for Elinor in Cape Town. Every shapeless heap on the pavement, an old coat, a black plastic bag, makes his heart race. At this time of evening, everything looks like a corpse. His stomach cramps return. He’ll try to avoid carbonated liquids and rich foods. He’ll cut down on champagne and caviar. Why hasn’t his doctor called? Or Daphne? What knowledge are they sparing him? What truths do they think he is better off not knowing?

			Suddenly, he sees Millie perched Sphinx-like on a stack of newspapers two garages down. He calls her. She jumps down and runs towards him. Then, realizing it’s him, she stops, and when he bends over and holds his hand out to her, she turns and runs into the neighbour’s hedge.

			

			—

			
				Simon, wearing a tight-fitting black suit that makes him look even seedier than usual, picks him up at two on Sunday, and they drive along Bloor, over the viaduct, and east to Scarborough, where Simon turns up a narrow street that, three blocks north of the Danforth, runs alongside a graveyard. An arched wrought-iron gate bears the words “Pineview Cemetery,” which reminds Harry of a summer camp he took Daphne to once. Wasn’t it also called Pineview? No, Pinehurst. Daphne hated it. She called it Pine Hearse.

			“Is that where Bernie’s buried?” Harry asks.

			“No,” says Simon, “he’s in the Jewish cemetery. Family plot.”

			“How well do you know Dorothy?”

			“Pretty well,” Simon says, driving slowly. “One of my exes was friends with her. She and Bernie came to our daughter’s bat mitzvah.”

			“Is she going to be all right? Does she work?”

			“Who? My ex?”

			“No, Dorothy.”

			“Of course she works,” Simon says. “She works at the ROM, head of research or something.”

			He used to take Daphne to the Royal Ontario Museum when she came to Toronto. They would sit in the planetarium and look up at the night sky. He’d point out the Big Dipper and Arcturus, Cassiopeia and Orion, the full extent of his knowledge of the universe. He feels a sudden choking in his throat, as if Bernie’s death is only now hitting him.

			Bernie’s house looks over the north corner of the cemetery, a low, brown-brick bungalow with a covered porch. A dozen cars are parked up and down the street, some inside the cemetery itself, but the driveway is clear and Simon pulls proprietarily into it and parks behind Bernie’s car. At the door, they are met by a woman in her twenties whose unruly hair is tied loosely behind her head with a black scrunchie that seems about to release its hold and let her hair fly off where it will. Harry follows her past the living room, where Dorothy is perched on a low stool, not quite cross-legged but close, surrounded by an assortment of relatives, neighbours, and friends, some looking down at their plates, others speaking quietly to one another. She looks up as Harry and Simon go into the kitchen. Simon mimes putting food on a plate and coming back, and she nods and smiles.

			The frizzy-haired woman leaves them in the kitchen and goes back to the living room. The countertop is covered with casseroles and salads of every description. At one end is a stack of dinner plates and a wicker basket of plastic forks and knives wrapped in black paper napkins.

			“Should I have brought something?” Harry asks Simon, who shrugs, which Harry interprets as yes, he should have brought something. What could he have brought with Elinor away? He could have picked up a quiche from Lutello’s or some bun thjt nuong from the Vietnamese place, which is what he and Elinor usually order, except that it could have shrimp in it. He tries to remember if Bernie ever ordered seafood when they had lunch. Such a simple, basic thing it would have been to have noticed. He looks down at the row of ceramic bowls and sees nothing that looks like takeout, nothing steaming in Styrofoam or soaking through cardboard. Simon, he notes, didn’t bring anything either.

			Simon takes a plate and begins piling food onto it as though he were in his own kitchen. He seems to know what’s under each lid before lifting it. He hums as he stabs at chicken legs, scoops pasta salad, takes an egg salad sandwich from a platter. Harry follows his lead. Simon says do this. There are bottles of wine at the end of the counter, Australian shirazes, mostly, twist caps with the caps twisted back on, as though the wine might evaporate or go flat if left open. He pours a glass, then screws the cap back on. Maybe it’s a funeral rite, no uncorked wine bottles.

			Wine, he thinks suddenly. Christ, he has a whole basement full of it. He could have brought wine.

			“Don’t speak to Dorothy until she speaks to you,” Simon says as they carry their plates into the living room. “That’s how shiva works. We respect the widow’s silent grief.”

			“All right, thanks.”

			He has never thought of Simon as a mentor before, rather as a somewhat clownish basketball player who doesn’t work in a conventional law firm but represents people who can’t afford a real lawyer. There has always been a messianic fire burning behind Simon’s eyes, but he thought it came from having done a lot of drugs in the seventies. He has thickly bearded cheeks, dresses in denim and plaid, and wears deeply scuffed shoes, like someone who may at any moment be called upon to drop what he’s doing and go tree planting. Conversing with him has never been easy for Harry. He finds himself agreeing a lot, nodding and frowning, which apparently has encouraged Simon to have a high opinion of Harry’s intelligence, an impression Harry has not been in a hurry to correct because, for all he knows, he really does agree with Simon. Simon is the kind of guy Harry feels he would agree with if only he understood half of what Simon was talking about. The unfairness of the judiciary system, the evils of mandatory sentencing, the drug markets that modern prisons have become, racist immigration laws, random forensic audits are topics that Harry can hardly argue with but that convince him that Simon must lose the majority of his cases. Do successful lawyers complain about the unfairness of the judiciary system?

			And yet here Simon is, in Dorothy’s living room, taking Harry from one circle of guests to another and introducing him not as Hairball but as Harry Bowes, of Bowes’ Wines and Spirits, a long-time pal of Bernie’s, and if you ever want a good price on a case of wine, Harry’s your man. The cousins smile and make room for him. Harry tells them he dropped spirits from his business long ago. He did at one time dabble in high-end Scotch, he says, but then everyone got into it and he didn’t know enough about single malts to fend them off. This information is absorbed with polite but slightly nonplussed nods, and the men go back to talking about Bernie. When Dorothy signals Simon to join her, he’s left with a quiet couple and their daughter, the frizzy-haired woman who met them at the door. Her name is Sophie. Her parents are Bernie’s older brother, Nathan, who owns a hardware store in Regina, and Gloria, a kindergarten teacher. Sophie works in a feminist bookstore on Harbord Street. She begins a disquisition on the many perfidious uses to which alcohol has been put throughout the ages, the incalculable hours of work lost to drunkenness, the vast number of people killed each year in car accidents caused by impaired drivers, the countless women who have been abused and abandoned by drunkards. Has she heard that he and Bernie had two glasses of wine before Tuesday’s game? he wonders.

			“Have you known Bernie long?” Nathan asks him.

			“He was my accountant,” Harry says. “And we’ve been playing basketball together every week for years now. Simon, too.” He nods in Simon’s direction, suddenly realizing he doesn’t know Simon’s last name. Simon Says. “I didn’t know much about Bernie’s life off-court. He always talked about his family.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, I had the impression it was a close one. And big.”

			“Big, but scattered. We live in Regina. Our other brother, who isn’t here, is in Edmonton. And we have a sister who moved to Israel. We were never a close family. Bernie and I were estranged.”

			“But you’re here,” Harry says.

			“Death settles a lot of old scores,” Nathan says. “We hadn’t spoken in years.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Harry says. The word “estranged” makes him think of Daphne. Is that what they are?

			Nathan shrugs. “It happens,” he says. “You’d be surprised.”

			Just then he hears Simon calling him to come say hello to Dorothy. But not, he remembers, putting his plate on the mantel, before Dorothy says hello to him.

			“Thank you for coming, Harry,” says Dorothy. Her round face is framed by dark, straight hair cut to just above her shoulders. There are streaks of grey in it, but otherwise she looks as young as she must have when she and Bernie started dating in high school, back when dating meant going out on dates. She’s wearing a black jumper over a grey sweater and charcoal tights. He can’t see her shoes but assumes they are sensible. “Bernie always spoke fondly of you.”

			“I’m sorry about…all this,” he says, making a small circle with his wine glass.

			“Yes, so am I. Simon tells me you brought Bernie back to life the day he died?”

			“I…what?” Harry looks at Simon, who nods as if contemplating something that defies ratiocination. “That was Sheldon. He performed CPR.”

			“Don’t you remember, Harry?” Simon says. “Bernie collapsed on the court and we all thought he was a goner right there, and then you—”

			“Oh, no, Simon, it wasn’t—”

			“—and you came over while Shellfish was working on him and not getting anywhere, and you touched Bernie’s hand, and you said, Wake up, Bernie, and he jumped up like you’d put one of those, what do you call those things they put on your chest to make your heart start up again?”

			“Dorothy,” says Harry, “that’s not true. I was just feeling for his pulse.”

			“Defibrillators,” Dorothy says.

			“Right,” says Simon. “You defibrillated him. He was down for the count, man, you put the touch on him and he was up, just like that.”

			Dorothy looks from Simon to Harry. He turns to her, ready to apologize, but sees that she is smiling, even beginning to laugh. “Bernie would love this,” she says. “He’d ask where you were later that night. What’s that called, Simon? Black humour?”

			“Gallows humour,” says Simon. “Galgenhumor.”

			“How long do you sit shiva?” he asks Dorothy.

			“Seven days,” she says. She looks down at her knees. Harry notices a rip in the hem of her skirt. When she looks up again she is smiling. “I think a week is long enough, don’t you, Simon?”

			“Plenty,” says Simon. “God created the entire world in less time than that.”

			“I have to get back to work,” she says.

			“Are you researching something?” Harry asks.

			“Yes, I’m working on Egyptian funerary rites,” she says brightly. “Talk about gallows humour. There’s an exhibit coming in a few months, Egypt in the Fifth Dynasty. I was just reading about a ceremony called the Weighing of the Heart. Have you heard of it?”

			“No, sorry.”

			“The Egyptians believed that evil deeds you commit during your lifetime add weight to your heart. When you die, the gods take out your heart and set it on a scale, and if it’s heavier than it should be, you’re denied entry to the afterlife.”

			“How heavy should a heart be?” Harry asks.

			“No heavier than a feather,” says Dorothy. “Literally. Osiris puts a feather on one side of the scale and the heart on the other, and if the heart outweighs the feather, he tosses the heart to Ammut, who tears it apart and eats it, and the person ceases to exist.”

			“Really?” says Simon. “That must have kept the afterlife population down. Whose heart is lighter than a feather?”

			“Mine was, I think,” Dorothy says. “Yes, I’m pretty sure mine was.”

			“It should be the other way around,” says Harry. “People with heavy hearts should be allowed into the afterlife.”

			Dorothy looks at him. “That would be something,” she says. “Bernie had a heavy heart, but it wasn’t from doing evil. It was more from seeing the evil that other people did.”

			“I always thought he was happy,” Harry says.

			“He was happy. But he cared about things,” she says, looking over at Nathan. “Deeply.”

			“What sorts of things?” he asks.

			“Oh, you know, the things we all care about. The kids, the house, the future. He and Nathan were estranged. He cared about that.”

			Such an odd word, “estranged.” Rendered strange. That is what Daphne has done, isn’t it? Gone into voluntary exile from her family. A deliberate act.

			“And you,” says Simon to Dorothy. “He cared deeply about you.”

			“He was a worrier.”

			Ah, Harry thinks, a worrier. He knew that about Bernie. As his accountant, Bernie worried about Harry’s business. But Harry hadn’t connected worrying with caring. He thinks his worrying about Daphne is separate from his caring about her, almost the opposite. He cares too much, that’s his problem, and in her eyes worrying about her cancels out the caring. Or at least masks it. Something like that. If he really cared about her, she would say, he wouldn’t worry.

			“Perhaps things have changed since the Fifth Dynasty,” he says.

			“I guess I’ll find out when I go back to work.”

			

			—

			On Monday, Harry finally decides he’s waited long enough to hear from his doctor about the colonoscopy and calls her office, convinced that she’s written him off and has transferred her attention to more hopeful cases.

			“We need you to come in for more tests,” Dr. Beattie says.

			“What?” he asks her. “Why do I need more tests?”

			“Apparently the ScourPrep didn’t do its job thoroughly enough. The colonoscopy was inconclusive.”

			“You mean I have to do the whole thing over again?”

			“No, the gastroenterologist just wants some bloodwork. They biopsied some of the polyps.”

			“Polyps?” he says. “I have polyps? What are polyps?”

			“Small clusters of cells that grow on the colon lining. Some are potentially cancerous, but most aren’t. Have you noticed any blood in your stools lately?”

			“No.”

			“Well, can you come in this afternoon for some bloodwork?”

			“So soon? Is there a hurry?”

			“Might as well do it while we’re thinking of it.”

			“What about the gastroscopy?”

			There’s a pause. “What gastroscopy?”

			“They did a gastroscopy at the same time. That’s why they put me under.”

			“There’s nothing in the report about a gastroscopy. Are you sure?”

			“No, I was unconscious. But that’s what they said they did. They gave me a general anaesthetic because they were doing both procedures at the same time.”

			“They gave you a general?” she says, her voice rising. “That’s…unusual.”

			“Jesus.”

			“They probably didn’t give you a general.”

			“I went out like a light, and woke up in recovery.”

			“They probably just gave you propofol. It induces what we call twilight anaesthesia. Sometimes it causes syncope.”

			“Causes—?”

			“Loss of consciousness. Not enough oxygen to the brain.”

			“Jesus!”

			“I’ll call them. Come in and leave some blood. I might have an answer for you by then.”

			Bernie’s death has tightened his nerves. He’s always been highly strung, less so since he stopped teaching, but this has definitely put him up an octave. He hears again the thud of Bernie’s limbs hitting the gym floor. Elinor is gambolling about the South African countryside with Sandy Headstrong or Heartworm or whatever her name is. Millie hasn’t come back. Daphne hasn’t called. Then there’s Kronkman threatening to throw him into some secret Gitmo. And now this mysterious gastroscopy. So many worries. So many cares. So much weight on his heart.

			Without putting down the phone, he starts to tap in Daphne’s number. No, he’ll pour himself a glass of wine first, then they can have a long conversation about his colon. There’s a Burrowing Owl he wants to try. He notices the battery icon showing red; how much juice does he have? Four percent. That’s the question he should have put to Dr. Beattie: How much battery have I used up, Doc? Eighty percent? Ninety? She wouldn’t have seen the humour in it. She would have laughed in that hollow way doctors and lawyers do when they’re asked questions they aren’t going to answer. What? Oh yes, ha! He’d like to have a long, leisurely chat with his daughter without having to worry about being cut off by a dead battery. He would like that, but he suspects it’s never going to happen. Nathan said he and Bernie were estranged for years. They have gone beyond mechanical obstacles to their relationship.

			He walks around the house in a daze, vaguely looking for his charge cord, the way he looks in the fridge when he’s hungry. He finds cords for everything else: an old adding machine he doesn’t use anymore, his computer, cords he doesn’t recognize for devices they haven’t owned in a decade, Elinor’s BlackBerry cord. What? What’s it doing here? Is that why she didn’t call, because she forgot to pack her BlackBerry cord and her phone was dead? Of course, at a psychologists’ conference, BlackBerry cords must have been as plentiful as Sigmund Freud ties. Ah, here’s his cord on the night table, where it’s supposed to be. He plugs in his phone and calls Daphne’s number, hitting the keypad hard as though that will make her phone ring louder. When his call goes to her answering machine, he hangs up without leaving a message. He’s done with leaving messages. It’s time to be proactive. He looks up the number for the University of British Columbia’s English department and calls that.

			“Can I speak to Professor Curtis, please.”

			There is a slight delay, then a man’s voice. “Winston Curtis here.”

			“Professor Curtis, my name is Harry Bowes. I’m Daphne Bowes’s father. I believe she’s a student of yours.”

			“Daphne. Yes, of course, she was one of my best students. How is she doing?”

			“Oh, well, I was hoping you could tell me. I haven’t heard from her in a while.”

			“Oh dear. I’m sorry to hear that. I haven’t heard from her either. She didn’t finish her second year, I’m afraid, and I haven’t seen her at all this term. I haven’t really been in touch with her since last March. I thought she’d gone back to Ontario.”

			“She was here during the summer for a short visit, but she said she was going back to Vancouver to go into third year. Something about doing an undergraduate thesis with you.”

			“With me? Well, that certainly would have been fine with me. She’d have to finish second year, of course. But I’m afraid I haven’t seen hide nor hair of her.”

			“That summer visit was the last time we talked.”

			“Let me take your number. I’ll make a few enquiries. I’m rather swamped with end-of-term papers at the moment, but I’ll do what I can.”

			“Thanks, Professor Curtis. As you can imagine, I’m quite worried.”

			“Yes, indeed, I understand. As am I. I can’t promise much, but I’ll get back to you when I have news.”

			Sitting at the kitchen table, he feels his insides roil and sink. His mind fills with familiar images of car wrecks, shallow graves, only this time they have more substance. Daphne isn’t missing only from him.

			He calls Daphne’s number again. This time, when he is shunted to voicemail, it feels more ominous. She’s no longer just not returning his calls, she’s drifting away from him, possibly against her will. Is this Paul guy a control freak? A cult leader? Is he listening to Harry’s messages and not passing them on to Daphne? Maybe the word “estrangement” isn’t what he should be worried about. Maybe he should be considering the word “rescue.”

			Like an automaton, he fills a bluebox with recyclables, including the empty ScourPrep container and four wine bottles, and carries it out to the alley. He puts the plastic container in his own bin and the wine bottles in his neighbour’s. Elinor will be home tomorrow. Back inside, he pours another glass of wine and decides to go out to look for Millie again before drinking it. He wants as many family members around him as possible. The alley is deserted and smells of garbage fermenting in plastic bins. He calls Millie so softly he can barely hear himself. He thinks about the Weighing of the Heart ceremony. He meant what he said to Dorothy. If it were up to him, he’d let everyone whose heart was burdened by the weight of the world into the afterlife. Not the actual evildoers, but people like Dorothy and Bernie. Elinor and himself. Daphne. He’s not sure about Simon, but why not? And Millie, of course, if she isn’t there already.

			

			—

			
				The clinic is at the corner of St. Clair and Yonge. He parks below the building and takes an elevator up to the seventh floor. The examining rooms all have magnificent views, but the waiting room is windowless. He thinks about the symbolism of that while flipping through a two-year-old Maclean’s magazine. He had a few articles in Maclean’s back in the day: one about a sports-clothing manufacturer who set up shop in a decommissioned air force base near Foymount; another about the annual Emancipation Day celebrations in Owen Sound. It’s strange to think that people may have read those articles in a room like this one, waiting to find out how long they had to live.

			“Harry Bowes?”

			Dr. Beattie’s nurse takes his blood. He remembers her name: Naomi. She has apparently been instructed, on pain of dismissal, perhaps disbarment, to give any but the most noncommittal answers to his questions.

			“Does this mean there’s a chance I have cancer?”

			“We won’t know until the results come back.”

			“Were some of the polyps malignant?”

			“Dr. Beattie will call you when she receives the biopsy report.”

			“She said she might have the report today.”

			“I don’t know why she would say that. Biopsies usually take time. If the tests are positive, she’ll phone you right away.”

			“By positive, I suppose you mean negative, right?”

			“What? Oh, yes. Ha.”

			

			—

			When he wakes up on Tuesday morning, the blankets and sheets on Elinor’s side of the bed are as flat and undisturbed as an alluvial plain. Even the sham is still in place. He must have slept without moving a muscle, even though he feels as though he’s been tossing and turning in a clothes dryer all night. He’s angry with himself for not having succeeded in getting through to Daphne. There must be something he could do. Maybe he should call her mother to get her cell number. He scowls at himself in the bathroom mirror, decides not to shave, to hell with it, then remembers Elinor is coming home that afternoon. He fills the sink with hot water and starts to shave. He doesn’t want to run into Kronkman at the airport looking like he hasn’t slept since their phone call.

			He takes his coffee into his office and opens his laptop to Elinor’s email, to double-check the time of her arrival. He reads the curt message again. “Hi Harry, sorry not to have written earlier, but the Wi-Fi here has been down.” Couldn’t she have picked up a telephone? Or gone to an Internet café? “The hotel kept promising it would be fixed that evening,” she wrote, “then that evening they said it would be fixed the next morning, then the next evening…” All right, but still, after a few days of that you’d think she’d have figured something else out. Gone out to a Starbucks or something. He googles “Wi-Fi” and discovers that the word is short for “wireless fidelity,” a meaningless term invented to invoke the warm, fuzzy image of “hi-fi,” a word he never found particularly warm or fuzzy. His parents had a hi-fi. He doesn’t remember them ever using it. Maybe they waited until he was out. He ponders the word for a moment. Does no Wi-Fi mean wireless infidelity?

			The salient information is that her plane gets into Pearson at two forty-five. She’s probably in the air now. She and Sandy. He’ll drop into Lutello’s on the way and arm-wrestle with Gaspard about the wine tasting. Gaspard and Manon are always there by ten, baking the day’s bread, topping up the sauces, cold-prepping the lunch salads. He envies the regularity in their lives, always knowing exactly what they’re going to be doing and when, the same thing day in and day out. All their cares confined to the restaurant. Or so he imagines. Of course, they must have worries outside the business, like everyone else, sick relatives back in France, children who don’t want to be restaurateurs, their own sudden middle age, all the things that add weight to a person’s heart. Manon has been looking overworked lately. She sits at the cash when the restaurant is quiet and stares off into space, like a character in a French film. Perhaps Gaspard isn’t an easy man to live with. But it must be satisfying to know that at nine o’clock every morning you are going to put three dozen baguettes in the oven, and at eleven thirty you will unlock the front door and let people in, and you will serve them thick slices of warm baguette with butter, or chicken breasts, or salmon filets, whatever. And that when one bottle of the house wine is empty you’ll simply reach under the counter and take out another, and that this routine will go on and on, baguette after baguette, bottle after bottle, year after year, for as long as you want it to.

			That’s what he should say to Gaspard, and Elinor, and Daphne: lose the continuity and you cut yourself adrift, you lose your connection to your past, to the history of all the bistros and all the lovers and all the daughters that have ever existed. You will wallow in uncertainty. Customers don’t want to have to ask what wine is on the menu that day, they want to go in and order a half-litre of the house red and not know or care what they’re getting, as long as it’s the same as the wine they had the last time. This is the crux of his objection to Elinor’s plan to quit the university and go into private practice, which, since Daphne’s disappearance, he has forgotten to worry about. Whatever else the university represents, now that she has tenure and as long as she doesn’t sleep with a student, her continuance there is guaranteed for the rest of her sentient life. Longer, if what she says about some of her colleagues is true. Whereas in private practice, there’s always the worry that people will stop coming in to complain about their parents or whatever it is that keeps them from leading the deeply fulfilling lives to which they believe they are entitled by virtue of having been born. They may turn to drugs instead of going to a counsellor, or simply stay home and find themselves a life coach on the Internet. Look at his wine practice, if she wants a glimpse of the drifting life. No one wants to drink the old wines anymore.

			He’d go back to teaching if he could. Definitely. When York let him go, he should have looked for another academic post somewhere. He liked having students, enjoyed standing before them in class and imparting what he knew about journalism, which turned out to be quite a lot, the inner workings of magazine editorial offices, the importance of linear narrative in an otherwise fractured world. But when he left York, he thought starting a wine-importing business would be more stable. Ha! By giving up teaching he lost touch with an entire generation of enquiring minds. Professor Curtis found Daphne’s mind lively and interesting; why hadn’t he? When did his relationship with Daphne begin to go downhill? Wasn’t it about the time he left York? He thinks it was. Maybe her attitude towards him didn’t change; maybe it was his attitude towards her?

			Listen to him. He can hear her already: You don’t get it, do you, Dad? There are no jobs out there, we have to make up our own jobs, we have to reinvent ourselves every day. We didn’t cut ourselves off, you cut us off. We were born drifting. It’s the perfect existential universe, exactly what your generation wanted, remember? Except it turns out it isn’t so perfect. It sucks, if you want to know the truth. It is so tempting to just say, Fuck it, I’m not going to try anymore. I’m not going to race to the finish line, because there is no finish line.

			If Daphne ever calls him back, they can discuss it.

			

			—

			The wisps of snow have disappeared, but it’s below freezing and the sidewalk feels harder than usual. Gaspard is still in his chef’s bad mood, his enormous kitchen knife making more noise on the cutting block than is remotely necessary. Carrot slices bounce on the board. Something gone wrong with an order, or maybe he just hates chopping. Whatever it is, he has changed his mind about the wine tasting. It is, he says, waving his knife like a baton, too much pain for too little bread. He laughs at his own bilingual pun, not expecting Harry to get it. He stops chopping and pours two glasses of wine.

			“What pain, though?” Harry says cajolingly. “Customers pay twenty-five dollars to come to the tasting, I supply the wine, and you serve them ten dollars’ worth of food. It’s a win-win for you.”

			“Ten dollars’ worth of food,” Gaspard says, “costs twenty dollars to prepare.”

			That can’t be true, he thinks, but says: “Then we’ll charge thirty.”

			“How many people?” Gaspard is softening. The carrot slices roll instead of bounce.

			“We’ll cut it off at fifty.” They’ll be lucky to get thirty. Twenty.

			“So I make five hundred dollars.” Gaspard looks dubious.

			“How much do you usually make on a Sunday afternoon? We can do it another time.”

			“Tuesday is better,” he says. “In the afternoon. Before five.”

			“Fine. Tuesday it is.” He’ll miss another basketball game. They touch glasses. “Not next Tuesday, the Tuesday after that.” Nobody will come to a wine tasting on a Tuesday afternoon, not way out here on Roncesvalles. He’s doing all this just to sell a case of Haut-Brion to Brian Bigelow. This is what he wants to tell Daphne and Elinor about freelancing. “That’ll give you time to do the pairings,” he says to Gaspard. But he’s stung by Gaspard’s reluctance. Gaspard will try to cancel again. He’ll have to keep on him, jolly him along, sell a few tickets, maybe give a few away and hope the wine sales cover it. “I know three people who are coming already, three lawyers, they’ll fall in love with this place and become regulars.” He’ll invite Simon Says, and maybe Dorothy. Why hasn’t he thought of that before?

			Gaspard drains his glass and resumes chopping. “Lawyers?” he says. “In my restaurant? Never!”

			

			—

			
				Next stop is Dorothy’s, to deliver six bottles of a wine he discovered on the Côtes du Rhône trip. A young Rasteau. Not as good as a Lirac or a Cairanne, but okay for the price, and it brings back fond memories of their month in France. They landed in Paris, rented a car, and drove all the way down to Rasteau, stopping almost hourly along the way to eat and drink as though they’d just spent forty days in a desert. As he turns onto Dorothy’s street, he wonders if Elinor will bring him something from South Africa, a nice bottle of Meerlust, perhaps. Hard to resist a wine called Meerlust. The wind has drifted a blanket of dead leaves around the headstones in the cemetery. Will Dorothy have to shovel the snow off her walk this winter? Will Simon do it? Once again, Simon’s blue Nissan is parked in the driveway behind Bernie’s green Taurus. He must have stopped in on his way to basketball. Harry parks on the brittle grass separating the street from the cemetery fence, between two No Parking signs. He’ll only be a few minutes. There’s furtive rustling in the cemetery, squirrels, probably, looking for the acorns they buried in the summer. He closes his car door and locks it.

			The six bottles rattle in their cloth bag. The wine is a shibboleth, a small gift that gains him entry to something bigger, like offering up a heart at the gates to the afterlife. Sophie the Temperance Maven glares at the bag before leading him to the kitchen. What is it with her? He pours himself a glass from a bottle that is already open on the counter and goes into the living room. He sees Ozzie talking to Nathan and raises his glass to them. Simon is standing next to Dorothy beside the fireplace.

			“Hello, Harry,” she says. “You’ve come back.”

			“How are you feeling?”

			“I’m fine. Thank you. Really, I am.”

			“I brought some wine.”

			“I saw that. We’ll have to drink up.”

			“How’s Elinor?” Simon asks.

			“I’m picking her up at the airport this afternoon.”

			“South Africa,” Simon says to Dorothy. “Land of milk and honey for lawyers.” He looks at Harry. “Why didn’t you go with her?”

			“Yeah, well,” says Harry, “do you know what a ticket to South Africa costs? I didn’t have a university to pay my way.” Actually, he wasn’t all that interested in going to South Africa. Nothing he’d heard about it made him want to see it. Hot and dry, political unrest, lingering racism despite the end of apartheid. Besides, Elinor didn’t ask him. She wanted to spend the time getting to know Sandy Headway. “Anyway,” he says, “I probably would have had to clear the trip with Homeland Security.” And he tells them about his conversation with Rupert Kronkman. They are both suitably shocked. Simon is so enraged he steps away from the fireplace and bends over as though he’s been punched in the stomach.

			“Those bastards!” he says loudly. People stop in mid-conversation and look over. “They have no right! They have no right!”

			“Who has no right?” Nathan says, coming over to join them. He isn’t as tall as Bernie was, but he has the same genial face and almost the same voice. Harry wonders why the two brothers didn’t get along. Nathan sets his plate on the mantel and wipes crumbs from his lips with a crumpled paper napkin. “No right to do what?”

			Harry repeats what he told Simon and Dorothy, this time putting more self-righteous indignation in the telling. “The guy even said I have to file an itinerary with them the next time I want to go to the States,” he says, “or they won’t let me in.” He’s embarrassed by Simon’s response. Or, more accurately, he’s embarrassed by his own feeble response. Simon is right, it’s an outrage. He should have been angrier. He should be angrier now.

			“Or anywhere,” he said, “before I go anywhere.”

			“Well, don’t do it,” says Nathan.

			“But what choice do I have?” Harry asks.

			“You can tell them to go fuck themselves,” Simon explodes, leaning forward to emphasize his fury, wine sloshing in his glass. “No, you can tell them to call me, and I’ll tell them to go fuck themselves.”

			“You mean that?” Harry says. “I can tell them to call you?”

			“Goddamn right,” says Simon. “Tell them to talk to your lawyer. Those bastards have no jurisdiction in Canada. They can’t go around telling us what we can and can’t do! What do they think this is, another one of their goddamn puppet states? They think they’re Germany and we’re Poland? Goddamned fascists!” says Simon. He goes into the kitchen, comes back with an open wine bottle, Harry’s Rasteau, and fills Harry’s glass, then his own.

			Harry finishes his wine and thinks it’s time to leave. On a high note. Except for himself and Ozzie and maybe Simon, all the people there are family, they understand these things. Rallying, uniting, circling the wagons. Even scattered, they haven’t grown up thinking they have to face life on their own. Is that how Daphne feels? Would she call him in a crisis? No, he doesn’t think she would. She wouldn’t think she could rely on him. He cringes at the thought. He shakes Nathan’s hand, says goodbye to Sophie, gives Dorothy a chaste hug. He wants to say something consoling to her, tell her Bernie was a good man, that he’ll be missed, that she’ll be well looked after, but instead he almost says, Watch out for Simon—there’s something broken in Simon.

			“Are you okay to drive?” Dorothy asks him.

			“Of course.”

			“Be careful,” she says. “The 401 is a madhouse at this time of day.”

			“I will,” he says.

			“And say hello to Elinor for me. Bring her around sometime, I’d like to meet her.”

			“I will.” He meant to invite her to the wine tasting, Simon, too, but decides this is not the best time. “I’ll call you when everything is settled,” he says.

			Simon and Ozzie accompany him to the door, where Simon engulfs him in a bear hug. For a moment, he enjoys feeling part of something like a family. “I’m serious,” Simon says. “You tell those motherfuckers to call me next time. They think they can intimidate everyone.”

			“I will. Thanks, Simon.”

			“And don’t go feeling guilty about Bernie,” Simon says, patting Harry’s arm. “It could have happened to anyone.”

			Harry looks at him. A chasm opens up somewhere inside his chest. “What can happen to anyone?” he says.

			“Missing that pass, forget it.”

			“What pass?” he says. “What are you talking about?”

			Simon squeezes Harry’s arm. “I passed you the ball. Don’t you remember? I passed it to you, not to Bernie, you missed the pass, and the ball went right by you to him.”

			“Sorry, Simon, you’ve lost me.” He looks at Ozzie. “What’s he talking about, Oz?”

			Ozzie shrugs. “Things happen, man.”

			“What things?”

			“Bernie’s breakaway,” Simon says, as though explaining something obvious to a five-year-old. “I got the rebound, I passed the ball to you, you missed the pass, the ball went to Bernie, and he ran the whole length of the court with a bum ticker. That’s what killed him, that breakaway.”

			“Simon, I didn’t miss any—”

			“You catch that pass, Bernie’s probably alive today. But like I say, anyone can miss a pass.”

			“I didn’t miss it, I…I wasn’t…” He turns to Ozzie, who is looking down at his glass.

			“See you next week, Hairball,” Simon says. “Thanks for the wine.”

			

			—

			
				Harry sits in his car for a long time, window down, slowly breathing in the cold November air and listening to the dismal rustle of squirrels in the cemetery. Simon is an ass. He remembers the incident clearly. Simon passed the ball to Bernie, not to him, and Bernie’s heart gave out, so now Simon is trying to pretend he passed the ball to Harry. So much for feeling part of a family. He looks at the clock on the dash, takes a deep breath. He doesn’t have time for this, he’s going to be late meeting Elinor. He turns on the radio and listens to a traffic report: the usual gridlock, slowdowns in the collector lanes, an accident on the Dufferin on-ramp. He likes sitting in his car, the calm cemetery outside his window, snow softly accumulating on his windshield. He isn’t hurting anyone here. He can roll up the window, turn on the heater, lock the doors, turn off his phone. No one can reach him. Eventually, though, someone will come out of the house, Simon, maybe, or Dorothy, and wonder what he’s doing, just sitting there, and he’ll have to explain, maybe defend, himself. I’m not doing anything. I haven’t done anything. He starts the engine and puts the car in drive, but keeps the window down and his foot on the brake a while longer. For one exhilarating second, he considers flooring the accelerator and piling into the back of Simon’s Nissan. Sophie will rush out and think he’s drunk. Police will be called. He will have to explain. He looks again at the clock. Elinor’s plane is due to land in an hour and a half. He takes his foot off the brake and the car begins to roll on its own, slowly at first, then faster, until eventually he has to steer.

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 4, 2010

			Sitting in Coffee Guy’s bathroom, you tried to remember if you actually sent that email to your father or just imagined you did. And if you did send it, maybe you’d been a bit, um, precipitous. You should call him, sound him out, see if he mentions the email. But to do that you needed your phone. And first you needed a line.

			Everyone was addicted to something. You were far from alone. You knew someone at UBC who drank twenty-four litres of water every day. She went into a forty-minute class with six bottles of water in her backpack. She wasn’t worried, she said, because it was just water.

			Many people were addicted to TV. In White Falls, you went into friends’ houses where the TV was on all day, even when no one was in the room, giant screens that took up a whole wall, like in 1984, prattling on about hurricanes and mass shootings. Your father said he remembered when televisions were more obedient. They were called sets then, and they stayed in the corners of rooms.

			Airline pilots were addicted to flying. It wasn’t the job, or the practical aspects of it, the reading of gauges and flipping of toggle switches; it was the high they got from knowing that everything they did took place thousands of feet above the earth. Every takeoff was like a hit of MDMA, a sweet victory over the laws of gravity. Flying reduced everyone below to meaningless, invisible specks. It wasn’t just pilots, either, it was the whole flight crew. They couldn’t get enough of it. There had to be regulations to limit the amount of time they could spend in the air, otherwise they’d live up there, never come down. They’d beam passengers and supplies aboard, if they could, refuel in the air, take their vacations on the holodeck. When you flew in an airplane, you were delivering yourself into the hands of addicts. But then you, too, were an addict, so you felt you were in good company.

			You didn’t have the rolled-up fiver anymore, and there was nothing in the washroom you could use. You dumped a small pile on the back of your hand and pushed it into your face while inhaling deeply. Not pretty, a bit wasteful, but it worked. The right side of your brain sizzled. You did it again. You licked your wrist. You licked your watch-band. You sucked on your coat sleeve. You were in the zone.

			You remembered you and your father watching an interview on TV with a Blue Jays pitcher, you thought it was Dave Stieb, and the interviewer asked him how he could keep his concentration in front of fifty thousand screaming fans, and Stieb said it was a matter of focus, you had to get into the zone, and when you were in the zone, you didn’t hear the crowd, you didn’t see the crowd, there was no one there except you and the catcher and the batter, you were in the zone.

			Spoken like a true addict.

			You used to like watching baseball with your dad. He would come home with a bag of popcorn and a Sprite for you and a bottle of wine for him, and he’d yell at the umpires and, occasionally, at batters who struck out. “You bum!” he’d shout. “I could do that for half your salary!” He’d quit working at the newspaper then and was teaching at the college. He seemed happier, even buoyant. He said it was because of the steady paycheque, no more sitting in the old Esso station waiting for someone to set fire to their trailer. But now you realized it was because, as a teacher, he taught every day, five days a week, week after week, year after year. He was addicted to the adrenalin high he got from standing in front of a class, so much better than standing in front of a burning house asking the parents for a photograph of their dead son. He still did a little freelance writing on the side, went off on short assignments, usually in the summer when he wasn’t teaching, and came home with gifts for you, little things like key chains and decks of cards with pictures on them of where he’d been. When you were older and he drove you back to White Falls after a weekend in Toronto, he’d ask you about school, about your friends. He listened to you the way he listened to his students. You didn’t tell him about Kyle, or the dope, you wanted to protect him from the knowledge of that. You wanted him to love you like he loved his students. You told him about the novels you were reading, and sometimes he’d say, “I’d like to read that,” so you read books you thought he’d like, the classics: Austen, Hardy, Trollope, Eliot. Somehow he skipped the nineteenth century when he got his English degree, so they were all new to him. On those long drives you laid out the whole crowded landscape for him, the East Midlands, Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Middlesex. Wasn’t Miss Brooke a pill? Everyone told her not to marry that Casaubon, why didn’t she listen? Ironic, now, looking back on it. The uninstructive past. Rural Ontario is full of Miss Brookes, your dad said. She could have been the dean of Madawaska College.

			When you asked him if you could come to live with him in Toronto when you were fifteen, you told him White Falls was beginning to scare you. You actually said bore, but you meant scare. The whole Kyle thing, the feeling of being trapped, that your life was going to be an endless loop of diapers and Walmart. He said if your mother agreed, nothing would make him happier. He was with Elinor then. Your mother said she would drink a bottle of Clorox. So that was that. Parents should be careful what they let their children look forward to.

			When you asked Professor Curtis what he liked about teaching, he admitted it was the high. He said he got the same adrenalin rush that kept rock stars like Mick Jagger going night after night when they were on tour and turning eighty. Addicts. You seriously thought the professor was addicted to reading, or talking. He rarely did anything else. In the restaurant that afternoon—Christ, had it only been ten hours ago?—instead of asking, “Why did you turn down my offer of a scholarship?” he quoted a line from Shakespeare about friends forgot. That was one addict talking to another.

			To be really good at something you had to have what the shrinks call an addictive personality. You had to be a bit obsessive. You had to take something that originated outside yourself and put it at the centre of your life. Baseball. Booze. Books. Having a touch of Asperger’s didn’t seem to hurt either. You looked it up: A certain deficiency in interpersonal communication skills compensated for by a heightened sensitivity to and use of language. Sound like anyone you know?

			People at the university had no idea where you came from, none, it was like you’d materialized from the mud at the bottom of the Fraser River. Few of your White Falls friends even finished high school, and those who did didn’t go on to university. Some of them went to Madawaska College to take auto mechanics or data processing or whatever, or got jobs in some electronics outlet, but they stayed in White Falls or moved to a town exactly like White Falls only smaller, made Garage Band CDs of their own terrible music, posted them on Amazon and sat back waiting for the royalties to roll in. They thought that showed they had gumption, when if they actually had any gumption they’d have taken a course in songwriting and hired a marketing firm. Your dad would have killed you if you’d dropped out of school to spend the rest of your life pushing a stroller around Giant Tiger, but it wouldn’t have surprised anyone else. Kyle expected that. Even you half expected it. It was what people did. They got their girlfriends pregnant and started working at Home Depot or Canadian Tire. Started out at the bottom and scraped their way up a rung every couple of years. Moved from a basement apartment to a two-bedroom townhouse. Saved up for a condo. Bought a used RV on Craigslist and spent two weeks in August swatting mosquitoes in Algonquin Park, watching the kids swim in Canoe Lake and burning off bloodsuckers with the ends of cigarettes. Called it living. The good life. Does anyone know how tempting that can be to an addict? Like letting yourself sink into warm quicksand.

			One of the books you read in first-year English was Robertson Davies’s What’s Bred in the Bone, which took place in a small town Davies called Blairlogie. It was supposedly Peterborough, but to you it was dead-on White Falls. Divided in half by the Madawaska River, the big houses on the east side built a hundred years earlier by lumber barons who became senators and members of Parliament, their houses now busted up into bed-and-breakfasts run by embittered Scots Presbyterian women who begrudged every muffin they served at breakfast and paid unwed mothers from the west end less than minimum wage to iron their sheets and clean their toilets. He got that part right, didn’t he, old Rob? The grimness, the pettiness, the caste system. But he also got the other part right. He gave small-town Ontario a horrific, smothering kind of dignity, the tempering childhood flame from which some, like Francis Cornish, like you, emerged as hard and sharp as a box cutter. You thought you made it out. You made it to Vancouver. You made yourself over: new clothes, new hair, new drugs, new man, new life, where no one from your past would ever find you. Or recognize you if they did. Not even your father. Congratulations, girl. You came right out of a Davies novel.

			But the title still haunts you, doesn’t it? What’s Bred in the Bone. Can you ever be rid of what’s bred in the bone?

			Or, to put it another way, why do you think you found Wendell more attractive than Paul?

			It wasn’t only because of Paul’s betrayal. In fact, Paul didn’t betray you. He was simply being Paul. You just didn’t see it. And you didn’t see it because White Falls had trained you to understand only the Wendells of the world. Wendell went deeper than Paul. Paul was cocaine, but Wendell was your addiction to cocaine. Close your eyes and picture yourself happy. Where are you? Drinking champagne cocktails at a black-tie fundraiser with Paul, or lying naked on a mattress in Wendell’s van drinking white wine and passing a joint? Face it, girl, you weren’t addicted to the highs. You liked the highs, who doesn’t, but you were addicted to the lows.

			Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, unto the green holly:

			Most friendship is feigning, most loving mere folly.

			

			—

			You thought you should be getting back upstairs. Coffee Guy might have forgotten you were down here and locked the place up for the night. So you stood up. Checked that nothing had fallen out of your bag, especially the canister. Lid on tight. Hair on straight. Went back up the narrow stairs. Your cup was not where you’d left it on the table. You strolled to the front of the café, where Coffee Guy looked at you askance. You looked at him askance. You had a grievance.

			“Did you clear away my cup?”

			“I did.”

			“Why? I wasn’t finished.”

			“You were downstairs for twenty-five minutes. We closed ten minutes ago.”

			“No we didn’t.”

			“We were supposed to.”

			“Does that mean we’ve gained ten minutes, or lost ten minutes?”

			He looked mournfully at her. “Everyone’s a quantum physicist these days,” he said. “What’s your name?”

			“Martin.”

			“Let me ask you something, Martin.”

			“Okay.”

			“Have you ever loved anyone?”

			“What?”

			“Do you know what I mean?”

			“No, actually.”

			“I’ll rephrase. Are you now or have you ever been in love with someone? Or something?”

			He wiped an invisible smudge off the counter. Then he straightened.

			“I love my apartment,” he said defiantly.

			You let that sink in for a while. You thought about your apartment. It made a weird kind of sense. “That’s so sad,” you said. “Can I ask another question?”

			“Shoot.”

			“What are five things you hate?”

			“Easy. Just five?”

			“For starters.”

			“The back-up beepers on trucks.”

			“Check.”

			“Yappy little dogs. Help-us-serve-you-better questionnaires.”

			“Yup. That’s three.”

			“Car speakers you can hear two blocks away.”

			“The people who use them, the people who make them. One more.”

			“Talk radio.”

			“Excellent. There’s so much to hate in the world, isn’t there? I find it inspirational. All you need is hate, right?”

			“Hate will keep us together.”

			“Can I have a coffee to go, Martin?”

			“Nope.”

			“Nope? Why nope?”

			“I’ve turned off the machine.”

			“It’s snowing out there.”

			“Sorry.” He grinned. “I hated saying that.”

			“I need to check my friend’s number, then I need to phone him.”

			“Five minutes.”

			Outside the shop you looked up and down Powell Street. There was more snow on the ground, and the cold hit your bare legs. Only two sets of tracks on the sidewalk, yours and probably Paul’s. He must have walked past while you were downstairs. He probably went home. The van was in the opposite direction. But when you got to where the van had been, it wasn’t there. Shit. Wendell must have finished his poker game and gone home, too. Parked in its place was an ocean-blue Toyota Corolla with a dent in the passenger door and a child’s seat in the back. “University of Southern California” was stencilled on its rear window and under it, four white stick figures, a man, a frizzy-haired woman, a toddler with his arms up in don’t-shoot position, and a small dog. You considered your options. Go into the café and throw yourself on the mercy of Martin. Get a cab and go to Wendell’s house. But he lived a forty-dollar cab ride away, and you didn’t have any money, and what if he wasn’t home? Maybe he was out looking for you. Christ, how could you not have your phone? Go back to Paul’s and get it and your keys. No, that was not an option.

			You reached into your purse to make sure you didn’t have your phone and that you did have the canister. You did. Callooh! Callay! Present difficulties forgotten, you took the canister out of your purse and hefted it in your hand like a cantaloupe at the farmers’ market, opened it. A little puff floated out, which you sniffed in with a few snowflakes. Ah, Lac Tremblant. Lovely, powdery snow. If Wendell were here you’d spread some out on the lid of his glovebox, he’d hand you his Mexican straw and you’d snort your way into Inca heaven. You wouldn’t be standing in a snowstorm in the Downtown Eastside with no money, no phone, no key to your apartment, a purse full of prescription drugs, and a canister of cocaine, listening for footsteps and thinking maybe you made a mistake about your father.

			Your father. Maybe you could call him? Option number three. It would take eight hours for him to get there, but what else did you have to do? You could call him from the coffee shop and wait there for him. Martin wouldn’t mind, especially if you showed him the canister. Open arms. You hurried back to the shop, a plan having formed, but the door was closed. Lights unlit, lock locked, alarm alarmed. Jesus, he said you had five minutes. You pounded on the door with your good hand. Maybe the apartment he was in love with was upstairs. You kicked the door. But rare was the door in the Downtown Eastside that could be kicked in. No lights flicked on. No one came to see what the fuss was about. So now what? Your list of options had been drastically reduced. They were now zero.

			It was all so fucking tragic about your dad, wasn’t it? According to Shakespeare, that was not love that altered when it alteration found, but he was wrong. Love alters all the time. You still loved your dad, but you loved him differently than you had when you were, for example, ten. You didn’t love him much when you were thirteen. He was okay when you were fifteen and said you could live with him in Toronto, then it was your mother you didn’t love. You altered, he altered, love altered. In your email you told him you loved him but you didn’t want to see him for a while. What kind of love was that? But he was too passive in his love for you. He thought love was something that just happened, like chicken pox, everyone got it and most people got over it. Parents were supposed to love their kids unconditionally, but there was no such thing as unconditional love. There are terms of engagement. You can be my daughter as long as you stay in school, get good grades, don’t do drugs, meet a guy I like, get married, buy a car, buy a house, be happy, be grateful, be fruitful, multiply. Granted your dad never said any of those things, that’s what you meant by passive. But it was the system, and you knew he’d be happy if you stayed within it. He’d go on loving you.

			Footsteps again. Paul. Why was he even bothering? You ran along Powell towards Main. Lights, people, you turned right on Dunlevy and slowed, clutching your bags. On your left was Oppenheimer Park, home of the homeless, dozens of tarps thrown over grocery-store carts and picnic tables, lit from inside by who knew what hellish flames, crack torches, crystal meth burners, heroin candles. Walk on, walk on. A guy across the street checking his cell phone. With hope in your heart. You turned right down a quiet alley, a sheltered vale, out of the wind, a bit dark but all the better not to see you with, my dear. And you’ll never walk alone. No marks in the snow, no visible condoms or needles or dog shit under your feet, though undoubtedly there. You laughed when you bumped into a dumpster. Dumped into a bumpster. You could just squeeze yourself between it and a vine hanging over a fence. Was it holly? A stupid place for a vine, or a fence, or you, but you were nicely hidden under it. Invisible. The rim of the bumpster was at your right breast. Now there was a good Old English line for you. Bitter breast-care have I abided. You wiped some snow off the ledge, reached into your bag, took out the canister, and dumped a sizable heap of coke on the rim. Two little hills. You didn’t need Paul’s credit card, or Wendell’s silver straw. That nice man in the coffee shop, Martin, was genuinely concerned about you, wasn’t he, you could tell. Didn’t he offer you a room? He’d for sure give you a refill, let you use his phone again, let you wait in his shop. But wait for what? Maybe he owned the building. Maybe he’d take you to a hospital where you could have your hand looked at. But first, why not have an oxy, now that you’ve got them out? Thank you, you think you will. Heigh-ho the holly, this life is most jolly.

			Suddenly you saw the Dark Figure again at the top of the alley, backlit by the lights in Oppenheimer Park. Be still, my beating. No, be quick. The first pile went down extremely well, a little too much, you didn’t get it all but there was no rush. Well, actually there was quite a rush. Easy, there, Daph, don’t laugh, you’ll blow the rest away. Into the green holly. There went pile two. You were an Electrolux. Look, madame, clean as a whistle. How many clean whistles have you seen in your life? Now what? The dumpster was attempting liftoff. It was climbing. Booster rockets kicking in. You tried holding it down with your chin but it had too much thrust, it kept rising. It was pushing your jaw up. Christ, your tongue was in there. Now it was squeezing you against the vine. Heigh-ho, come in, Houston! You grabbed the edge and your bandaged hand hit something, shit, the canister, you knocked the fucking canister into the dumpster. You had to get it. You had to dive into the dumpster. It would be safer in there, anyway. Out of the howling wind. You could do it with a little effort. Your foot found a foothold, you heaved yourself over the edge. Rub-a-dub-dub, said the Owl to the Pussycat. Where was the canister? There it was. You’d be fine now. You were safe. No one would find you in there. Because thou wert not seen.

		

	
		
			Harry

			DECEMBER 1, 2009

			
				Dorothy was right: even at two o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon the highway traffic to the airport is at a standstill. Doesn’t anyone work all day anymore? Why do they still call it rush hour? He’s stopped somewhere between Islington and Airport Road, wipers barely coping with the accumulating snow. The traffic used to be this bad only on long summer weekends. The August when Daphne was fourteen and spending the month with him and Elinor, he rented a cottage in the Haliburton Hills, north of Toronto, and the three of them made the four-hour trek every Friday afternoon. Elinor brought games for the car, but Daphne was at the age when reading books was an act of desperation, as though her life depended on getting through as many three-hundred-page novels in a weekend as possible. All those nineteenth-century doorstoppers he’d managed to avoid at university, she loved them. She told him about them when he drove her back to White Falls, as if the characters were people she met every day. He’d glance over at her in the passenger seat, looking out at a farmhouse they were passing and seeing Heathcliff or Roderick Random coming out of it, and think if it was good for her it was good for him. Elinor saw reading at that age as an entrance into an enchanted world entirely made up by the ego, the child shucking her juvenile self and literally constructing an adult world she could comfortably inhabit, but he couldn’t help thinking of “I’m reading” as a euphemism for “Stop pestering me, leave me alone, I don’t want to do whatever it is you are about to ask me to do.” Days at the cottage consisted of Elinor and Daphne sitting with their books on brightly painted Muskoka chairs on the small, sandy margin of the lake, or, in the evenings, when mosquitoes cruised for blood, in the tiny screened-in porch that in the fish-eye photo in the ad had looked immense and was called the Atrium. Elinor, wearing a black bathing suit and contact lenses, her sunglasses pushed up onto the top of her head, went for an occasional dip in the reedy lake. Under the Atrium he found a small fibreglass kayak and paddled it in the early mornings before the women were up, gliding across the water’s motionless surface. Some mornings he fell in with a squadron of mallards who didn’t seem to mind his presence, and once a pair of loons with chicks on their backs swam off when he drifted to within twenty feet of them, luring him farther and farther from the shore until, losing his nerve in what was essentially a child’s boat, he turned back. Usually El would be up by then, making coffee, mixing pancake batter, even though Daphne never showed up before ten and wouldn’t eat anything made of wheat. It was as if the three of them were taking separate vacations. Still, they agreed at the end of the month that the cottage had been a success, but maybe a different one next year, on a deeper lake. But then Daphne’s mother had got her a job in one of the ex-mayor’s mall outlets, and that had been that.

			The traffic inches forward until suddenly, miraculously, he’s at Airport Road. He glances at the time. Elinor would just be getting through immigration. He texts her: “Will be there in 15 xx.”

			“Can’t wait,” she texts back.

			He smiles, then wonders what she means: she can’t wait to see him, or she literally can’t wait and is taking a taxi? In any case, her BlackBerry seems to be working.

			

			—

			He didn’t buy any food while she was away except for a barbecued chicken, the few slices of salami, and the triple-cream Saint André he finished off that morning to get rid of the evidence. He also took the rest of the wine bottles out to the neighbour’s recycling bin. The house is tidy, no sign that he has catastrophized about Elinor not coming back by retreating into Neanderthal mode. She has not been lost in the veldt, swallowed up by amnesia, or buried in a suburban thicket. But there is no food in the house. It looks as though he wasn’t expecting her to come home. In the fridge is nothing but a tub of plain yogurt and a somewhat flaccid cucumber.

			“I was hoping we wouldn’t have to go out tonight,” Elinor says.

			“We can order in,” he says. “The Vietnamese place delivers.”

			“I know. Let’s just sit in the living room for a bit before we decide.”

			She has brought him a gift, two gifts, in fact: two bottles of 2006 Meerlust. “A merlot from me,” she says, “and a rubicon from Sandra. She wants you to like her.”

			“Sandra?” he says. “I thought her name was Sandy.”

			“It was, but she prefers Sandra now. It sounds more professional. She doesn’t think a person with psychological difficulties would want to confide in someone named Sandy.”

			“Especially not in the Beaches.”

			Why did he torment himself with morbid imaginings? Did he think that placing the women he loved in a series of horrific scenarios—shallow grave, drug cult—would somehow ward off their happening in real life? That they wouldn’t happen in reality because they had, in a sense, already happened in his imagination? If so, then he should stop imagining Daphne living happily with her lawyer boyfriend in a luxurious home in Vancouver. He could be making his own nightmare come true.

			Elinor takes a shower while he sits in the kitchen with a second glass of wine, not the Meerlust. He offered to join her, but she said she was too tired after the long flight. He opens his mystery novel and has to go back a few pages to remind himself where he was when the book fell off the bed, which was when, Wednesday morning, when Simon called about Bernie. Simon the jerk. In the novel, the police still haven’t found the missing woman. They widened the search perimeters, checked and rechecked CCTV footage, carried out more door-to-door interviews. Still nothing. She’ll turn up, he tells them. She’ll have gone off to a conference, and will soon be back to badger her husband about all the things he didn’t do while she was away.

			When Elinor comes downstairs, he suggests they go out to Lutello’s for dinner.

			“Lutello’s?” she says. “Okay, sure.”

			“What’s wrong with Lutello’s?”

			“Nothing. They don’t have very much I can eat, that’s all.”

			“What do you mean? We’ve been eating there for years.”

			“I know. But in South Africa I ate so well. I felt so healthy. No carbohydrates, no sugar, no alcohol.” No emails from a burdensome husband. “I had fish every day. Kingklip, it’s delicious.”

			“Is that a fish?”

			“Sort of. It’s actually a kind of eel, I think.”

			“Lutello’s has fish.”

			She sighs. “Tilapia. Farmed. But okay. Let’s go to Lutello’s.”

			“Or we can go somewhere else.”

			“No, Lutello’s is fine. I just don’t want to slip back into the same old, same old, that’s all.”

			“The same old what?”

			“Nothing. Never mind. Did you call Daphne?”

			“Many times, but she didn’t call back,” he says. “I left messages. Then my phone was dead. But I’ll keep trying.”

			“When?”

			“Later. Tonight.”

			She sighs again. “You keep putting things off,” she says. “You put things off until it’s too late to do them.”

			“Look,” he says. “You just got back. Maybe we can talk about my failings some other time.”

			Her disappointment was apparent in the car on the way home from the airport. She was quiet, as if there were a third person in the car she didn’t want to talk in front of. He thought she was just tired after a long flight, but she must have been resigning herself to losing the freedom she’d found in South Africa. The conference had been a turning point for her, she said. She and Sandra got on amazingly well, even sharing a room almost entirely taken up by two single beds and a wardrobe. She has decided to join Sandra’s clinic. She’ll start there in the fall. She wants, she said, to get back into the real world, to confront real problems, help real people.

			“There are real people in the Beaches?” he said.

			“That’s the trouble with you, Harry,” she snapped. “I try to share with you something that, to me, is extremely serious. I’ve said that the past ten days have changed me, I’m about to leap into a whole new exciting phase of my life, and all you can do is make a stupid joke about the last words out of my mouth. You entirely miss the heart of it.”

			“You’re right, I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just that I didn’t want to get into a big discussion about your decision to leave the university, that’s all. I thought that could wait.”

			He felt her look boring into him. “I wasn’t suggesting that we discuss it,” she said.

			“But it affects me, too,” he said.

			“All right, fair enough,” she said, as though thinking of something else. “When, though? When do you think would be an appropriate time to discuss my big decision?”

			And he realized that the other person in the car, the one she didn’t like very much, was him.

			

			—

			“We should drive to Lutello’s,” he says as they leave the house. “You’re too tired to walk all that way.”

			“I walked every day in Cape Town.”

			“Do you want to walk now?”

			“No, it’s cold. Let’s take the car.”

			But their argument is still unresolved. They sit in the car, parked in the driveway, because Harry can’t bring himself to put the car in gear. He can’t even do up his seatbelt. His hands are shaking. He feels himself being sucked by a powerful vacuum into the vortex of a middle-aged, middle-class couple having an argument while sitting in their car in their driveway on their way to a night out after what is, apparently, a not-long-enough separation. His estrangement from Daphne, if that’s what it is, is at the centre of the vortex.

			“El,” he says, turning to her, “I haven’t talked to Daphne because she never answers her phone or returns my messages.”

			“Did you email her?”

			“Before there was email, people wrote letters, but they didn’t write them every day. I suppose some did, your family maybe. But no normal person needs or even wants to know that much about another person, not all the time.”

			“You do understand that you are telling a psychologist how normal people behave?”

			“Yes, I understand that. Thank you.”

			“Don’t you want to know how Daphne is doing?”

			“I know how Daphne is doing. She’s not doing well. She hasn’t done well since she was ten years old. I really don’t need to talk to her to be reminded of that.”

			“Harry,” Elinor says, “when Sandra and I open our clinic, you can be our first client.”

			“Harrison,” he says tightly.

			“Pardon?”

			“I go by Harrison now. I didn’t think people liked buying wine from someone named Harry.”

			“Okay. Fine. Be like that.” She sits staring through the windshield at the front of their house. He thinks his cleverness has silenced her. Then he thinks, no, it isn’t that. She’s trying to control her anger. Good, let her. He’s tired of people he loves being angry with him.

			“Harry,” she says, looking at him, “what has happened to you? To us? We’ve never been like this. We used to be able to talk about things. Now when I suggest you do something to mend your relationship with Daphne, you either get angry with me or you nod and say you’ll do it and then you don’t do it. Why is that?”

			“I don’t know. You tell me.”

			“When we first met, I admired you. You were a person of principle. You’d quit your job at the newspaper over a principle. You left your teaching job at Madawaska College over a principle. You were hired at York because you understood journalistic ethics. You told me all this yourself, and I believed you. But lately you seem to have grown bitter and old, angry with Daphne, angry with me. What’s happened?”

			“Nothing happened. Daphne has made me realize that I was never a person of principle. Would a person of principle leave his job and his family instead of staying to fight for those very principles? I should have tried to force the college to publish Melissa’s and Blaine’s essay. I should have called every media outlet in the country and told them what the college was doing. I didn’t. I got on my high horse and I rode out of town.” He feels his eyes filling with tears, and looks at Elinor. “It wasn’t principle that made me run away to Toronto, it was cowardice.”

			“It’s not cowardice to refuse to be drawn into a battle you know you can’t win.” She puts her hand over his. “And as for leaving your family, you told me you thought that would only be for a few months. So, things changed. Stop beating yourself up about it, Harry, and do something to fix it.”

			“Like what?”

			“Can’t you see that your refusal to make even a minimal effort to contact Daphne is why she is making no attempt to contact you? That you and Daphne are the same person?”

			“Daphne and I the same person? Well then, she should stop beating me up.”

			“You should stop beating yourself up. This thing with Daphne has unnerved you. Of course it has. You’re angry with her, and you don’t want to be angry with her because you’re afraid she’ll cut you out of her life. And so you transfer your anger to me. I won’t let you do that, Harry. You must see that this is not a way for any of us to move forward.”

			“Elinor,” he says, frightened now that she is telling him something deeper and truer than either of them are willing to admit. “I did call her. I called her many times, I left many messages. She hasn’t returned any of my calls. What am I supposed to do?”

			“When you come for your appointment, my first question will be, why have you waited so long to address this issue with your daughter?”

			“You can’t be my therapist. You’re my wife.”

			Elinor looks as though she’s trying to select one of a vast array of possible responses to that, none of them conciliatory.

			Harry puts the car in gear and backs out of the driveway.

			

			—

			Seven o’clock is early for Lutello’s, and they get their favourite table by the window, looking across Roncesvalles at the Vietnamese grocery. The street lights come on as they are being seated by Gaspard, who wears the obligatory black-and-white checked trousers of the French chef de cuisine. He also sports a red bandana knotted jauntily around his neck. He seems to be in better spirits than he was earlier, his old voluble self, and Manon no longer looks like a Parisian café patronne. She’s as crisp and warm as one of her baguettes. Harry’s hopes rise.

			“You look tired, ma chère,” Gaspard says to Elinor, pulling out her chair. He takes her napkin and spreads it with a flourish across her lap; Harry’s, he picks up and hands to him.

			“Thanks, Gaspard,” says Elinor. “I just got back from South Africa. I’m exhausted.”

			Harry hasn’t told her about Simon’s self-serving theory of the fatal missed pass that killed Bernie. She asks him what their Tuesday afternoons will be like in the future, and all he can think to say is, “Different.” He doesn’t say his basketball days are over. But how can he go back now? As though nothing has happened. No one will mention Bernie. Simon would sign him in, or else Noel/Leon, but otherwise Bernie’s absence will go unremarked. His own absence will be noticed even less. It’s possible Harry will have only one glass of wine at lunch next Tuesday, like a minute of silence, but it’s more likely he’ll have a defiant third, and raise the glass in a mute toast to his departed friend. And then not go to basketball. Maybe a year from now, on the anniversary of Bernie’s death, he’ll go back. No one will ask where he’s been. Simon will sneak a few cans of beer into the dressing room and they’ll drink to Bernie, then hide the empties in their sports bags and go home.

			Studying the menu, Elinor asks how Bernie’s wife is taking his death.

			“She’s coping,” Harry says.

			“Coping how?”

			“She’s calm, keeps herself quiet, surrounded by nieces and uncles and friends.”

			“Then she isn’t coping,” Elinor says. “Coping is shrieking and beating your fists against God’s chest.”

			“God wasn’t there,” Harry says. Then, remembering the torn skirt, he says, “She may have gone through a bit of that.” Did Simon notice him looking at Dorothy’s knees, was that it? He finds himself feeling possessive about Dorothy’s grief, since he participated in it, perhaps even caused it. He wishes Elinor would stop analyzing everything. Life is a tangled mess, but you don’t untangle it, you learn to live with the knots. You cope. Knots hold things together.

			Elinor returns his gaze and smiles sadly, as though memorizing things about him she’ll miss when he’s dead, and not finding many.

			“When are you going to call Daphne?” she asks.

			“I’ve already said I’ll call her tonight,” he says. “As soon as we get home.”

			“You forgot, didn’t you?” she says.

			“No, I didn’t forget,” he says. “I thought about calling every day, and I did call. It was just never the right time.”

			“There is no wrong time to talk to your daughter, Harry.”

			“There’s a wrong time for everything.”

			Elinor smiles. “She has a cell phone, you know. She’s always there.”

			“She won’t give me her cell number. Doesn’t that tell you something? She doesn’t want to talk to me.”

			Elinor looks down at her menu. Harry is unable to read his. He looks out onto Roncesvalles. Across the street, the Vietnamese grocer is hosing down the sidewalk under his emptied vegetable and fruit stands while his daughter, a tall, thin girl of about fifteen, carries a stack of plastic milk crates inside. Father and daughter working together. Must be nice. Why can’t Elinor see what is so obvious? Daphne isn’t always there. She’s always somewhere else.

			“It may seem to Daphne,” Elinor says, “that you don’t want to talk to her.”

			“I do want to talk to her. That’s why I keep calling her.”

			“But you don’t talk to her. You could find her cell number. You don’t have to keep calling a number you know isn’t going to be answered. You choose to do those things.”

			“I even called her professor, Winston Curtis. He hasn’t heard from her, either. She hasn’t registered for any courses this term.”

			“Oh dear. That is bad news.”

			“I’ve been expecting bad news, and now there it is.”

			“And what do you think it means?”

			“That she’s doing drugs. Has dropped out of school. Is living on the street. All those things are possible. Even likely.”

			“Or Paul is looking after her, as she told us he was.”

			He looks away, taps his spoon on the table. “I know,” he says. “And if that’s happening, then I really do need to know about it. But it’s like if I don’t ask, then they aren’t happening.”

			“You know, don’t you, that ostriches don’t really stick their heads into holes in the ground when they sense danger.”

			“They don’t?”

			“Because that would be really stupid, wouldn’t it.”

			“Well, well, another myth exploded.”

			“It may be,” she says carefully, “that what you’re really avoiding is news that would suggest to you that you have not been a good father. Do you feel that Daphne’s difficulties are your fault?”

			“Of course I do. She’s said as much. Aren’t they?”

			“I have no idea. But you feel that she blames you?”

			“Why wouldn’t she? Things started going downhill for her after I left. Her mother used to call me every other day to tell me about things Daphne was doing that I could have prevented if I’d been there. I don’t know if Daphne thinks that, or even if she remembers what our life was like. But she probably remembers what her mother told her it was like. I don’t remember anything that happened to me before I was fourteen.”

			He is still watching the father and daughter across the street, as though they are a kind of hologram of what he wishes he and Daphne could be. He could write his wine blog and Daphne could be his researcher. Or he could open a Vancouver sales office and she could manage it. He savours these fantasies for a few moments. This Paul fellow could be their lawyer. It could work.

			“Swear to God,” he says, “there’s a huge memory block, like part of my tape has been erased. The missing fourteen years.”

			“Harry,” El says, “it’s called a reminiscence bump. No big mystery. Everyone has them.”

			“For fourteen years?”

			“It’s all in there. You’ve just chosen not to go through those doors yet.”

			“I don’t remember my father once talking about his parents, or making any effort to keep in touch with his family. I’m not even sure he had a family. It was as though he came from a distant planet that subsequently vanished. Like Superman.”

			“Why was that, do you suppose?”

			“No idea,” he shrugs. “People come and go.”

			“No, Harry,” Elinor says. “People come, are mistreated or ignored, and then leave.”

			“Are you’re saying Daphne was mistreated?”

			“I wasn’t talking about Daphne in particular.”

			Why are they still arguing? All the time she was gone he felt he was dealing with the things that life chose to throw at him. Daphne’s defection, Bernie’s death, Homeland Security, the inconclusive colonoscopy. He’s been coping. Reducing his life to its bare essentials: eating, sleeping, staying hydrated, keeping warm. And now Elinor’s home six hours and he feels like an incompetent buffoon, a lousy father, a spiteful son, a lazy husband. When the brain senses the body is dying, it begins to shut down the remote outposts of the heart’s circulation, including itself. That’s what he’s been doing since Elinor left. Protecting the core.

			Gaspard comes back wiping his hands on his apron, and Harry straightens and orders the steak frites and a half-litre of the Saint-Émilion. “You still have half-litres, don’t you, Gaspard?”

			“For you, Harry, anything you want.”

			Elinor asks for a salade niçoise and a small San Pellegrino.

			“I thought you were going to have the fish,” Harry says.

			“We have very good Pacific salmon today,” says Gaspard. “Wild, not farmed.”

			“No, it’s okay. I’ll have the salad.”

			Across the street, the father and daughter are gone and the shop is closed and dark. It’s as though his fantasies have fled into the night. Gaspard lights a tea candle and sets it in a wine glass at the centre of their table.

			“I’ve been thinking about that wine tasting, Harry,” he says. “I think it’s a good idea. Business has been so-so lately. Maybe it’s a good time to try something new. But not before Christmas, eh?”

			“No problem,” Harry says. “I’ll set it up for the new year. I’ve got six or seven people interested already. Not all of them lawyers.”

			“Good, good.” He pats Harry on the back.

			“I like him,” Elinor says when Gaspard and his psychedelic pants have moved on. “He reminds me of my father.”

			

			—

			Harry is pleasantly surprised when Elinor takes his hand as they walk from the restaurant to the car. She’s a nicer person than he is; he’s always known that. More forgiving. As far as he knows, she hasn’t killed her best friend or ruined anyone’s life. Maybe it comes from having grown up in an uninterrupted family. The middle child, always the mediator. His emotions keep swooping down at him, like bats in the dark. He has no idea how to deal with them other than to survive them, let them do their worst. Wait them out. If that’s what Elinor meant by him putting things off, then she’s wrong. He doesn’t put things off. He gets so staggered by emotions that he has to pause to catch his breath and regain his balance. Holding Elinor’s hand helps.

			Elinor falls asleep during the short drive home, her chin resting on her scarf. He’s reminded of those long-ago afternoons when he took Daphne for drives in the countryside, showing her migrating geese, lambs being born on a colleague’s farm, coyote tracks in snow-covered fields. He deliberately searched out positive, life-affirming things to show her, things he hoped she would recall later as defining moments of her childhood. Things that would at least balance the methane calculations and carbon footprints. On the way home she would nod off, too, her eyes slowly drooping, her head resting against the doorframe. He would watch her as he drove, afraid to turn a corner for fear of waking her up. He felt close to her in those moments. She must trust me, he thought, to fall asleep while I’m driving.

			Maybe he should fly out to Vancouver, sit down with her, and try to re-establish that trust. Elinor would say he should have thought of that long ago. Maybe, as a psychologist, she was waiting to see how long it would take him to figure it out for himself. He suddenly feels anxious, impatient to go, as though time is suddenly of the essence. He accelerates, takes turns a little too fast, comes to rolling stops at corners, barely slows for a speed bump as he approaches their house.

			Elinor wakes up when he stops in their driveway, and he helps her up the front steps, unlocks the door. Millie appears from somewhere behind the house and darts through the door ahead of them. He is so delighted and relieved to see her he tries to pick her up, but she scoots into the kitchen, where her bowl is.

			“I think I should fly out to Vancouver,” he says as they shed their boots and coats in the vestibule. “I want to see how Daphne’s doing. What do you think?”

			“I think that’s a great idea, Harry,” she says. “When?”

			“Maybe tomorrow. I was going to wait until I heard from Winston Curtis, but now I think I should just go.”

			“Do you want me to come with you?”

			“No, you stay here and get rested up. I won’t be gone long.”

			It’s only nine o’clock, three in the morning for Elinor, but she isn’t ready for bed. She believes that jet lag can simply be told to go away. They go into the kitchen and she starts to make coffee. Harry pours himself a glass of wine, then checks flights to Vancouver on his laptop.

			“Call Daphne now,” Elinor says, yawning. “Tell her you’re coming.”

			“No, it’s too late. I’ll email her when I know what time I’ll be getting in.”

			“Harry, it’s six o’clock in Vancouver, for heaven’s sake.”

			“She won’t be home. She’s never home.”

			“Call her and leave a message. Tell her you’ll call later, give her a time. I don’t need to tell you this, Harry, this is too basic for words. No one is unreachable anymore.”

			“You were for the first four days you were in Cape Town,” he says. “I didn’t know what had happened to you.”

			“Just call her, Harry.”

			She’s right. He knows she’s right. He doesn’t do well when she’s away, despite what he tells himself about coping and dealing. Coping and dealing aren’t the same as solving. If he’s going to have any hope of solving difficulties, he needs Elinor. He calls Daphne’s number, he’ll tell her he’s planning to come out to see her. But when he hears the click that means he’s being switched to voicemail he’s almost relieved. Maybe he should surprise her, not give her a chance to find something to do that will make her too busy to see him. He’s about to hang up when El the Clairvoyant says, “No, leave a message.”

			“Hi, Daphne,” he says after the beep. “Just calling to say hi. Everything’s fine here, beautiful day but cold. Elinor’s back. Did I tell you she was in South Africa? Call when you get a chance. Bye.”

			When he hangs up, Elinor is shaking her head at him.

			“All right,” he says.

			Who would bother answering the bloodless messages he leaves? His heart is so heavy with such a great charge of love, he’ll never get into the afterlife. Ammut will devour his heart and he will cease to exist. He wonders if ceasing to exist is the same as dying. No, it’s worse. It’s more like having your entire life erased, as if you never were. Complete annihilation. As though someone dropped a huge magnet onto the gods’ hard drive.

			He drains his wine and picks up the phone, rehearsing a better message to leave: I love you, Daphne, I miss you, this silence is killing me. I’m coming out to Vancouver as soon as I can get a flight. Please call so we can arrange to get together. Won’t that stop her from ever calling him again? He listens to her phone ringing, picturing her in a bright, cheerful apartment, with hardwood floors and tall windows that let in plenty of sunlight. A counter divides the kitchen from the living area, a small fishbowl beside it with two tiny golden koi. Food in the refrigerator, healthful food, smoked salmon, Boston lettuce, and a jar of real capers, Elinor’s influence, and a small wine rack with bottles of a clear Okanagan sauvignon blanc, his. He could send her some. The table is set for two—Paul the lawyer is coming over for dinner and a movie—with new candles ready but unlit.

			When the message comes on, he hangs up.

			“I’ll just check my emails first,” he says when Elinor frowns. “She may have written.”

			His laptop is on the kitchen table. There actually is an email from Daphne. How long has it been there? He tries to remember the last time he checked. It must have come after he looked up Elinor’s arrival time, when was that? He smiles sheepishly at Elinor. All this fuss. He opens the email.

			“Dear Dad and Elinor,” he reads. “You’re not going to like hearing this.”

			“Oh no,” he says, closing the laptop. “What?” says Elinor. “What is it?”

			“You read it,” he says. “It’s addressed to both of us.”

			Elinor pulls the laptop to her and opens it. “ ‘Dear Dad and Elinor,’ ” she reads aloud. “ ‘You’re not going to like hearing this, but I’ve decided I need to take a break from our relationship. I need to do this for me. I know neither of you approve of very much that I do, but you know what? I don’t approve of very much that you do, either. You’re a quitter, Dad. You quit two jobs in White Falls. You quit being a husband and a father so you could take that job in Toronto, and then you quit that job, too. And now you’re selling people alcohol to keep them placid and compliant. Typical white colonialist bullshit. Elinor, I know you think you’re helping people, but all you really do is help them fit into the role of the docile citizen. Shame, shame on you both. I don’t think either of you has been a very good influence on me. So I’m backing off, who knows for how long. Not forever, maybe, but for now. Please, neither of you call me, text me, or communicate with me in any way. I need to work this out for myself. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to resume our relationship. Daphne.’ ”

			“Oh, Harry,” Elinor says. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think it had got that bad. What are you going to do?”

			“I deserve this,” Harry says.

			“No, you don’t. She must be suffering terribly.”

			“No wonder she hasn’t been returning my calls.”

			“You mustn’t take her words literally, Harry. She’s in pain.”

			“Well, now we’re all in pain.”

			“I know you’re going to say something about hammers and nails, but I am a psychologist, and I do think Daphne’s behaviour since her outburst in July suggests someone in crisis. Mild, earlier on, but it may have become more manifest lately. Maybe because of drugs, or dropping out of school, or maybe this thing with Paul isn’t working out.”

			“None of which has anything to do with us.”

			“It could be a lot of little things. In any case, she sounds like she needs support, not isolation. It’s good that you’re going out there. People in crisis usually push away anyone they think might be able to help them.”

			He pulls the laptop towards him and reads the email himself.

			“I don’t know what to do,” he says to Elinor. He is genuinely thrown. Even though the email is obviously a continuation of the Daphne who left their house in July, it seems to him to have arrived out of nowhere, like the death of someone who’s been ill for a long time.

			“What do you want to do?”

			He can think of several things he wants to do, none of them very helpful. Not answer the email, continue to stew the way he’s been stewing since July. Write back and say, Fine, but estrangement can be a two-way street. Nothing shall come of nothing. But he knows it wouldn’t work. Now that she has Paul to provide for her, his love is the only thing he can deprive her of.

			“Wait it out,” he says. “She’ll come around.”

			“Is that a good idea?”

			“It’s what she wants.”

			“I know. But I asked you what you wanted. How would you feel while you were waiting it out?”

			“Miserable. Useless. Frightened.”

			“You feel all that already. It’ll only get worse.”

			“You think I should still go out there?”

			“Of course. Find her. Talk to her.”

			“Not much of a homecoming for you, is it?”

			“I’ll rest while you’re away. Stay as long as you need to. I’ll be all right.”

			

			—

			Going to bed proves awkward. He watches her undress, looking for signs of hesitation or reluctance, any difference at all, and is comforted when he detects none.

			“Hurry, it’s cold,” she says, lifting the blanket for him. “Have you not turned the furnace on?”

			He has not. He joins her and they enfold themselves in each other.

			“Hmm,” she says, “you’re my furnace.”

			But his mind is on Daphne. He plunges again into his personal pool of free-floating guilt.

			“I’m sorry, my love,” he says. “Nothing seems to be happening down there.”

			Millie jumps onto the bed and begins walking back and forth across their legs.

			“Never mind,” Elinor says, stroking the cat. “I’m too tired, anyway.”

			In a way, he’s grateful to Daphne for giving him something real to worry about. He lies in the dark, imagining his daughter sitting on a sofa, a red Mexican blanket over her shoulders, stroking a cat in her lap, having listened to his messages and feeling better now that she’s broken off with him. Now that she’s officially estranged. Through her picture window she can see a black-and-white tanker anchored in the bay, rusted and almost derelict. At low tide it lists dangerously to starboard, but at high tide it rights itself, lifts gently out of the mud, and tugs at its anchor chain. On his last trip to Vancouver he stayed at the Sylvia Hotel, and from his room at night he could look across a side street into a small apartment occupied by an elderly Asian couple. He tried not to look, but became fascinated by the image of peace they exuded. It was beyond calm, as though after a cataclysm in their home country they’d sailed across a wide, fabulous ocean filled with creatures known only to children and marine gods, until they finally nudged ashore in Vancouver and pieced their lives back together on top of their old lives, living both then and in this new time and place. Before and now. Here they had only each other, and were happy. He watched them watching television. During a commercial the woman got up from her chair and went into the kitchen to make tea. When Harry woke in the morning the old man was doing tai chi on the balcony, so close that if Harry had opened his window they might have conversed across the street without raising their voices.

			That was how he wanted to imagine Daphne, sitting alone in the Chinese couple’s apartment. He wishes her their peace, their sense of having survived a long and arduous journey. He’ll fly to Vancouver and take a room in the Sylvia. Daphne will be in the apartment across the way. She won’t even have to know he’s there. He’ll phone her from his room and watch her talking to him. She’ll laugh and stroke the cat as he talks, the words of love tumbling out of him, and she’ll curl up more tightly on the sofa, looking through her window at the rusted oil tanker gently straining at its leash in the sunlight dancing on English Bay.

		

	
		
			Daphne

			MARCH 5, 2010

			Everything hurt. Everything caused pain. Paul. Wendell. Your hand. The snow falling however gently on your eyelids. Your purse filled with sharp objects made a dangerous pillow. You must have dumped your ear on the side of the bumpster going down. Bless thy five wits. Bless thee from whirlwinds and starblasting. Houston, we have achieved liftoff. We are exiting Earth’s atmosphere. Situation normal. Jane Austen said there was nothing like staying at home for real comfort. What did she know? She didn’t have a purse full of OxyContin.

		

	
		
			Harry

			DECEMBER 2–3, 2009

			Wednesday morning, Harry breezes through airport security, which of course worries him. No one is supposed to breeze through airport security. He always forgets something, coins, the pen in his shirt pocket, his belt. The contents of his briefcase is a jumble of chargers, wires, earphones, all things that when X-rayed look like a bomb. But he is practically whisked through the line, not told to take off his shoes, his boarding pass cursorily checked. It’s a bad sign. They’re watching him. He proceeds towards departure gate 72 like a person with nothing to declare, which of course is the first thing they look for.

			“Harry! Harry Bowes?”

			The voice behind him is faintly familiar. Is it Kronkman’s? When he turns innocently around he sees it’s George Cramb, Elinor’s former colleague whose indiscretion with a graduate student forced him into ignominious retreat from teaching. Harry’s own dalliance with a graduate student turned out well, so far, and he wonders if George harbours resentment towards him.

			“George,” he says, holding out his hand. “Good to see you. Are you coming or going?”

			“Coming,” George says, setting down his carry-on. He’s aged and put on weight, Harry sees, but is as carefully dressed as ever. His beautifully tailored fawn-coloured overcoat makes Harry aware of his own off-the-rack special. Christ, he thinks, have I turned into Willy Loman? “Just getting back from South Africa.”

			“South Africa?” Harry says. “Elinor was just at a conference in Cape Town.”

			“I know. I saw her there. She looked well. She and Sandra Hedley seemed always to have had their heads together.”

			“What are you doing these days?”

			“I’m in private practice.”

			“It seems to agree with you.”

			“Oh, I suppose it does. I’m not so sure I agree with it.”

			“Do you specialize in early-onset bipolar, too?”

			“No, no, dear heaven, save me. No, I treat substance abuse. Addictions of various kinds. But since young people with personality disorders often turn to drugs and alcohol as a means of self-medicating, I decided to camp out on the fringes of this conference, see what I could pick up.” There is a slight pause. “Besides, I needed a break from this weather.”

			Daphne doesn’t have a personality disorder. Elinor would have warned him if she did. But maybe Elinor was being more circumspect than George. She did say Daphne was in crisis.

			“Elinor’s thinking of going into private practice, too,” Harry says. “With Sandra. I wonder about the timing.”

			“Depends on what they specialize in,” George says. “These days, anyone who lets clients feel good about themselves has their full attention.” He gives Harry what Harry takes to be an odd look. “Where are you off to, if I may ask?”

			“Vancouver,” says Harry. “I’m going to visit my daughter.”

			“Ah, yes, ’tis the season, isn’t it. Very fatherly of you, I’m sure. She’s well?”

			“Oh yes. She’s fine. I just haven’t seen her for a while.”

			“How old is she?”

			“Twenty. She’s been out there for just over two years.”

			“School?”

			“Yes, UBC.” This reminds him that he hasn’t heard from Winston Curtis. He’ll try calling from the departure lounge. “I’d better get to my gate. Nice seeing you again, George. We’ll have you over for dinner when I get back.”

			“Safe travels, Harry. And good luck with your daughter.”

			Is it written on my face, Harry thinks as he walks to his gate, this trouble with Daphne, or did Elinor say something in Cape Town? Did she consult with Cramb about drug use and personality disorders, mention his futile attempts to reach Daphne? Was it all just typical behaviour? Would George have heard the concern in his voice? If so, wishing him luck could have been a way of telling him that the problem was too complex to go into in an airport, she needed long-term professional help. Elinor didn’t offer much in the way of advice, either, when he comes to think of it. He feels he is on his own.

			Already uncertain about this trip, he continues to stew as he takes his seat in the plane. For most of the five hours of the flight his breathing is shallow, and he feels that insufficient oxygen is getting to his brain, as though he’s in a state of twilight anaesthesia. His limbs feel heavy and slow; he is a dinosaur watching the comet getting bigger and bigger. He’s even afraid to get up to go to the lavatory, worried that his legs will give out and he’ll fall in the aisle and a flight attendant will stop everyone from helping him. No, leave him, he ruined his daughter’s life! He watches the sloth-like progress of the airplane’s icon on the screen in front of him, not wanting the flight to end. He has no plan, not the foggiest idea of what he will do when he lands. He’s flying to his daughter’s aid, not away from trauma. His face reflected in the screen looks angry. He tries to set his features in repose, to take on an expression Daphne won’t run from—concern, openness, contrition—but succeeds only in making himself look like an inebriated troll. What will he say to her when he finds her? What will she say to him? “I’m tired of you interpreting my behaviour in a way that exonerates you and Elinor from any responsibility for it. That’s what you do, both of you. There was a time when I needed that, but that time has passed. There was a time when I wanted you to listen to me, but you didn’t, and that window has closed, too. So goodbye.”

			When he tires of staring at his face, he looks through the window. The tops of the clouds remind him of tobogganing parties when he was a boy, thermoses of hot chocolate, woollen mittens drying by a wood stove. He remembers taking Daphne tobogganing, how she held on to the side ropes and shrieked with delight and terror. Again, Daddy! He tries to stop his mind from wandering but is powerless to bring it back. He sees Millie disappearing into the shrubbery, following her own indeterminable itinerary, indifferent to his yearning for her to return. What is his longing to hers? The word “itinerary” reminds him of Kronkman, which plunges him deeper into a black, bottomless pit. He mustn’t let Simon get anywhere near Kronkman. On the screen, the furrows across the brow deepen, the eyes fill with tears.

			Anguish, he thinks, takes your mind off the big things and spreads it out over a thousand little things. It compels you to take the in-flight magazine from the pouch in front of you and read up on the restaurant scene in Hong Kong, memorize the names of five new bars in Amsterdam. The latest rage in cocktails in Berlin is something called a Painless Death. All written in that light, breathless sans-serif tone he disliked during his journalism days. How many seats in a Boeing 767? Of the seven hundred pieces of luggage in the hold, how many likely do not belong to any of this flight’s passengers? If an airplane takes off from Toronto at noon and flies 350 miles per hour, what time will it land in Vancouver if the time difference is three hours and the plane is forty-three minutes behind schedule? How much does an eagle’s flight feather weigh?

			How can she call him a quitter? He didn’t quit those jobs—he left them to move up to better jobs. Okay, to move from reporter to teacher to professor to solopreneur may not be everyone’s preferred trajectory, but if he’d remained a reporter all his life, chasing fire trucks and writing about rescue dogs, wouldn’t that have been quitting? Wouldn’t Daphne have called him a loser? Lacking in ambition?

			But even as he has these thoughts, he knows that the very act of defending himself from her charges validates those charges. If he’d stayed in White Falls, she might say, he would have been a real father. He would have picked her up from school every day, taken her to movies and the shopping mall, been there when she went to her first dance. After her first heartbreak, he would have explained to her that all males are raised to be callous, self-centred shitheads. He knows he wasn’t there for all that. But didn’t he get her out of White Falls, too? Didn’t he show her there was more to life than settling for the first job, the first boy, the first option that came along? When he finds her, if he finds her, and if she speaks to him, will she tell him that whether or not he is guilty of the charges is irrelevant, her decision to cut him out of her life is still a valid one? He can’t win.

			Pain makes your thoughts flow out over a thousand trivial things, but the mind itself remains tethered to the one big thing. Happiness sometimes lets you forget what is making you happy, but pain never does. Pain is its own narcissistic personality disorder.

			

			—

			When the car-rental clerk asks him how long he wants the car, he says one week, although he knows one week won’t be enough. He needs to be positive, not realistic. When Elinor told him to stay as long as necessary, “Get an Airbnb,” he thought she was being too pessimistic. So he takes a car for a week and books a room at the Sylvia Hotel for three days. Not because he’s certain he’ll find Daphne that quickly but because he needs to pretend that he will. He almost needs to convince himself that Daphne is looking for him, that somehow she’ll find out he’s in Vancouver and want to mend their relationship. In which case, she’ll look for him at the Sylvia. If he didn’t believe that, how could he have got on the plane at all? What’s the point of looking for something if you don’t believe you will find it?

			Life, generally, has other ideas. The room they give him doesn’t look across the street, it looks out over English Bay, where the snow is falling so heavily he can barely make out the phantom freighters resting offshore. Not two hours and already the absurdity of his situation has hit him. He lies on the bed, unable to move, futility pressing him into the mattress. Perhaps the real reason he took the car and the room for such a short time is so he can call off the search and go home without it costing him too much.

			He must get off the bed and consider what is to be done, since in bed his meditations will come to no sensible conclusion.

			What does he have? He has two phone numbers: Daphne’s landline and Winston Curtis’s office. He knows Daphne’s boyfriend’s name, and that he’s a lawyer. He has the address of Daphne’s apartment. She almost never goes there, but she must have to collect her mail or water her plants or something, and he can sit in his car outside her building until she shows up. He has the mystery novel, which he can read while he’s waiting. It’s the one in which the missing woman is still missing, possibly, he thinks now, because they have the wrong missing woman. They’re focusing on the man’s wife, while all the time it’s his daughter who has disappeared. He feels giddy, as though he’s being held in suspension between art and life. Elinor would say a mystery novel isn’t art, and Daphne would say what he is doing in Vancouver isn’t life. Maybe they’re both wrong. That would be something.

			His cell phone is on the nightstand, beside the novel. Of the two numbers he has, only Winston Curtis is likely to be in and willing to speak to him. He sits up and calls Winston’s number. After five rings his call goes to voicemail and he leaves his name and cell number and says he’s in Vancouver trying to find Daphne. “I’m just wondering if you’ve heard from her yet,” he says, “or if you know where I might look for her.” Not so long ago he thought he’d be doing this in South Africa, and Elinor turned up safely in the end. The thought should afford him some relief, but it doesn’t.

			How hard can it be to find a lawyer in Vancouver? On his phone, he googles “lawyers in Vancouver,” and learns that there are 10,700 of them in Greater Vancouver. Slightly daunted, he goes to the Yellow Pages. There are ninety-seven pages of lawyers and legal firms. He scrolls through page after page until, thirty-seven pages in, his eye is caught by an entry: “Ogilvy Robinson, Attorneys at Law.” Would Daphne’s boyfriend be old enough to be a name partner in his own firm? He clicks on a button marked “Website” and finds links to sixty-seven lawyers, listed alphabetically, and yes, there is a Paul Ogilvy Sr. and a Paul Ogilvy Jr. At the top of Paul Ogilvy Jr.’s page is a button marked “Call.” He clicks on it and listens to a phone ringing.

			“Ogilvy Robinson, please hold.”

			He holds, his heart racing a little. This is too easy. He gazes through his window at grey static outside and hears his father telling him to get up and adjust the rabbit ears on top of the television set. That was before his father died a quick, painless death. He must remember to buy some Tums. And a bottle of Scotch.

			“Ogilvy Robinson, how may I direct your call?”

			“Is Paul Ogilvy Jr. there, please?”

			“May I say who is calling?”

			“Harrison Bowes, I’m Daphne Bowes’s father. I’d like to speak to Paul, if I may.”

			“Mr. Ogilvy is out of the office, I’m afraid. I’ll transfer you to his voicemail.”

			“No, wait. Can you give me his—”

			But he’s too slow. He’s always too slow. He hears the familiar series of clicks and bleeps and waits for the beep. “Hi, Paul. This is Harry Bowes, Daphne’s father. I’m in Vancouver and trying to get in touch with her, but she isn’t picking up. I’m staying at the Sylvia, and I’ll leave my cell number. Please call me as soon as you can and let me know how I might reach her.” He pauses for a second, then adds hastily: “It’s rather urgent. Thanks.” He leaves his number and clicks “End call.” “Rather urgent” doesn’t really cover it, but it’s more informative than his usual blather. He wonders how many messages Paul Ogilvy gets in a day, and calculates the odds that Paul will return his call to be about ten thousand to one.

			Still, it’s a start. He can’t just lie insect-like in his room, letting anxiety migrate deeper into his reptilian complex. He casts a last look through the window, darkness and snow falling as steadily as ever, puts on his coat, hat, and gloves, and leaves the hotel. On the front steps he pauses to look up into the night. He has not seen snow in Vancouver before; it feels alien, as though part of a parallel universe has slipped through the curtain. His car is parked on a side street, and now it’s a mound in a line of semi-buried cars. He presses his key fob and one of the mounds beeps at him. There is no snow brush in the car, of course, and probably no snow tires on the wheels. He clears the windshield and the side and rear windows with his sleeve, unlocks the driver’s door, gets in, starts the car, and turns on the windshield wipers, heater, and defrosters. Then he sits, waiting for the windshield to clear and a plan to occur to him.

			Let’s say Daphne is suffering from some kind of psychological distress, as Elinor suggested. And further, that such people tend to self-medicate with drugs and alcohol, as George Cramb said they do. Daphne may be somewhere in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. He may find her on East Hastings or one of its tributaries. It’s also possible she’s in an expensive uptown bar, or in someone’s penthouse apartment—not all the drug users in Vancouver are Downtown Eastsiders—but he has to act, and he doesn’t know any expensive bars or penthouses, and so he may as well do what he can until either Winston Curtis or Paul Ogilvy call him back.

			He turns on the headlights and drives towards the centre of the city. Skidding towards Skid Road.

			There are few other cars on the streets. Street lights are coloured smudges hung in the grey darkness overhead. Every time he touches the brake the car fishtails. This, he tells himself at every corner, will not end well. But eventually he recognizes Gastown, the steam whistle, the statue of Gassy Jack. He drives along Powell to Jackson, down Jackson to Cordova, along Cordova to Gore, up Gore to Alexander or Railway, then down Dunlevy to Oppenheimer Park. It’s a random circuit, but he repeats it several times until it begins to feel like a pattern. Dim figures huddle on the sidewalks and in the spaces between buildings, to be again engulfed in snowy obscurity when he passes. He makes the loop twice more, then decides he needs a better plan.

			Twenty minutes later he is parked in front of a three-storey complex, in which Daphne’s apartment is number 3. The building looks deserted. No lights in any of the windows. No tracks in the snow at the front door. To the left of the building is a laundromat, a small restaurant, and what looks like a realtor’s office. To its right is a parking lot with two cars in it, both covered with snow. When he enters the building he is in a small, dim foyer with mailboxes and buzzers. The inside door is locked. He rings the buzzer for apartment 3. Nothing happens. He takes a slip of paper from his wallet and writes a note on it—“Hi Daphne, I’m in town, give me a call, Dad”—and pushes it into the slot in Daphne’s mailbox. He goes back to his car and returns to the Sylvia. He has done something. He has mapped the territory. The clock on the car’s dash says five thirty; no one will be returning his calls today, but he’ll call Winston and Paul again tomorrow.

			After eating in the hotel’s dining room, he drives back to the Downtown Eastside and resumes his blind combing of the streets around Oppenheimer Park. A few times he thinks he sees her, but each time when he gets closer he finds it isn’t her. He parks on Dunlevy and walks the circuit twice. Then he gets back into his car and sits in the dark with the engine running, trying to think of something productive to do. On his last trip, Daphne took him to Granville Island, a little centre of artistic nightlife tucked under the Granville Street bridge, to shop for organic vegetables. She said she sometimes attended poetry readings there, and he’d gone into a wine shop that sold some interesting West Coast wines. He decides going there would be better than sitting in the car on the off chance she happens by.

			He crosses Granville Bridge and finds the narrow, snow-covered street that runs under it onto the island, and parks in front of the public market. He’s surprised, indeed encouraged, by the number of people milling about, most of them so hooded and scarved against the weather that any one of them could be Daphne. Speakers on poles outside the shops chime out Christmas songs. He makes the rounds of the restaurants and coffee bars, walks through the crowded market building and along the seawall, passing the Emily Carr College of Art and Design, and goes into the bar of the Granville Island Hotel. Of course he doesn’t see Daphne. He’s not confident that he’s doing the right thing. In fact, he’s fairly sure he’s doing the wrong thing, and not even doing it that well. Should he have another go at the Downtown Eastside? Venture into the seedy hotels and the needle exchanges, the soup kitchens and the missions? Why is he so certain that Daphne is there? Because he needs her to be. Why couldn’t she be here on Granville Island, doing some Christmas shopping with Paul, popping into the Sandbar for a glass of mulled wine? His brain is too fogged to come up with anything more sophisticated than this crawling search. He goes into the wine shop and buys a bottle of Lagavulin and two bottles of an Okanagan cabernet he doesn’t know, then returns to his car, drives straight to the Sylvia. In his room, he pours a glass of Scotch and stands at the window, trying to pick out the ships anchored in the bay, emptied of their cargoes, abandoned by their crews, turning this way and that on their anchor chains at the whim of the outgoing tide.

			As a reporter at the Daily Observer, he was sent to an Ottawa hospital to interview a White Falls man who’d been in a severe car accident. He had fallen asleep at the wheel, his car had swerved into the oncoming lane, and he was struck by an eighteen-wheeler going eighty miles an hour. His daughter, who was in the car with him, had been killed outright. The man survived, but with serious injury to the brain. He now had a rare form of functional amnesia: he couldn’t remember anything for more than twenty-four hours. Every morning he woke up with no recollection of having been in an accident, and every morning, he had to be told about the accident and that he had killed his daughter. He had to experience that suffering and guilt every day for the rest of his life.

			Whatever he is going through now isn’t that. It’s like that, but it isn’t that.

			

			—

			At six the next morning, Thursday, he is sitting in his car across from Daphne’s apartment building. It’s still dark, and there are no lights on in the windows. He doesn’t know which apartment is number 3, but he decides it’s the one on the second floor, right side.

			At seven the restaurant opens, and he goes in, sits at the counter, and orders a toasted Western sandwich and coffee.

			“For here or to go?”

			“To go.”

			The waitress is young and looks tired. He shows her a photograph of Daphne that he has on his phone.

			“She must come in here a lot,” he says. “She lives in the building next door.”

			The waitress looks noncommittal. “I think maybe she moved,” she says.

			“Moved?”

			“She used to come in last year. I haven’t seen her for a while.”

			“She has a boyfriend.”

			“Why are you looking for her?”

			“I’m her father.”

			The waitress sets his coffee on the counter and says nothing.

			He takes his sandwich and coffee back to the car. She hasn’t moved. He’s still sending her the rent money. He leaves messages on her landline. He broods. He eats his sandwich and drinks his coffee. Surely she wouldn’t have moved without telling him. He thinks about the mailbox stuffed with uncollected mail. He looks up at the blank window. Why would she keep this apartment if she was living with Paul Ogilvy, hotshot lawyer, who has a big house in Point Grey and a cottage on Salt Spring Island? The sandwich tastes like pablum.

			Before he finishes the coffee, his phone rings. He looks down at the screen. It’s Dr. Beattie.

			“Hello? Dr. Beattie?”

			“Hello, Harry. Is this a good time?”

			“I’m in Vancouver.”

			“I received the results of the biopsies on those polyps today. I’d like you to come in so we can discuss them.”

			“I’m in Vancouver.”

			“I know. You said that.”

			“Do I have cancer?”

			“We’ll discuss it when you come in. When will you be back?”

			“I don’t know. A few days, a week. How long have I got?”

			“Ha ha. Call me when you’re back in Toronto.”

			So he has cancer.

			

			—

			
				At eight thirty, when people start leaving the building, presumably to go to school or work, he closes his book, leaves the car, goes into the foyer, and rings the buzzer for number 3. The mailbox beneath the buzzer is so full he can pull several items out of the slot: his own note from the day before; two Pizza Pizza flyers; a hydro bill addressed to S. Narayan; a Telus phone bill for someone named James Claymore Sr.; a TD bank statement for Matilda Ho and Lucille Ho. Nothing addressed to Daphne. When an elderly woman comes through the inside door with a shopping cart, Harry holds the door open for her, and when she is gone he goes into the building proper. Number 3 isn’t on the second floor at the front, it’s on the ground floor at the back. He presses the button beside the brass number plate and waits. He presses it again. When there is no answer he slips his note under the door, and leaves.

			

			—

			In his car, he calls Paul and Winston Curtis again, gets the same recorded responses and leaves the same messages. So many dead ends. He doesn’t know what else he can do until either Curtis or Ogilvy call him back. He calls Elinor and gives her a brief report of his early efforts, trying to sound positive. That he didn’t find her in the Downtown Eastside could be seen as good news.

			“I called your ex,” Elinor says. “To see if she had Daphne’s cell number.”

			“You did?” he says. “I thought of that, but quailed. What did she say?”

			“Well, I made the mistake of explaining the circumstances. I told her Daphne has cut herself off from us and that you’ve gone to Vancouver to find her but you need her cell number.”

			“And she said she doesn’t have it.”

			“No, she said she has it, but she won’t give it to us. She says that if Daphne doesn’t want to have anything to do with us, then we should respect that. I told her that Daphne may be in trouble. She may be having a kind of psychotic break brought on by excessive drug use. Do you know what she said to that?”

			“She said Daphne doesn’t take drugs.”

			“Yes. She said she is in frequent touch with her daughter and if Daphne were in trouble of any kind she would know because she is Daphne’s mother.”

			“Can’t argue with that.”

			“Well, I did argue with it. I’m afraid I was a little short with her. I asked her if she regarded working with the mayor as sufficient training in the recognition of incipient psychosis. She said that as far as she was concerned, breaking off relations with us was far from an indication of psychological trauma, it was the smartest thing Daphne has ever done. She should have done it ages ago, and then she hung up on me. I’m sorry, Harry. I tried.”

			“Don’t be sorry, El. But maybe she’s right, maybe there isn’t anything seriously wrong with Daphne. Maybe we should back off and let her have her own life.”

			“I spoke to Sandra last night,” Elinor says, after a pause. “She works with a lot of women Daphne’s age. And she agrees there are indications that we should be concerned about.”

			“What indications?”

			“Depression, low energy, delusions, mood swings, irritability, substance abuse, memory loss, trouble making decisions.”

			“Jesus,” Harry says, “that sounds like me.”

			“In a man your age it’s just annoying. In a young woman of twenty it’s worrisome. Find her, Harry. She needs help.”

			He ends the call, then remembers Dr. Beattie. He considers calling Elinor back, but doesn’t.

			

			—

			“Harry Bowes? Winston Curtis here. Sorry I’ve been slow returning your call. Yesterday was not my office day, and today I was out to lunch, or rather out having lunch, or possibly both.”

			The call comes at three o’clock, while Harry is having a late lunch in the cafeteria at the Museum of Anthropology. He spent the morning wandering around the campus, enjoying being among students again, the energy, the promise, the necessary illusion that knowledge is being passed from generation to generation. He was, of course, looking for Daphne. Just because she dropped English doesn’t mean she isn’t going to university—maybe she decided to switch to something else. Forestry, for example, or pharmacology. It’s a Kafkaesque world. But now, obeying some perverse instinct, he’s eating lunch in a place where he thinks she is least likely to show up, half expecting her to walk in at any minute.

			“Hello, Professor Curtis, thanks for calling me back.”

			“Winston, please. I have news for you, of a kind. But where are you now?”

			“The Museum of Anthropology.”

			“Ah, mere minutes away. Come up to my office.”

			Curtis’s office is unremarkable. It reminds Harry of his old office at York. Functional desk, uncomfortable chairs, one wall lined with books, a window overlooking a courtyard at the centre of which is a large, snow-covered water feature made of cement slabs tilted at different angles, with the water turned off.

			“Welcome to Vancouver, and as I said, I have good news for you. Well, goodish news: my wife Alyssa and I were just having lunch with Daphne.”

			Harry sits on one of the uncomfortable chairs. “You had lunch with Daphne? Where? Do you know where she is now?”

			“At a Thai place on Broadway. I forget the name. Doesn’t matter, she’s not still there. I dislike Asian food, don’t know why, but anyway. No, I’m afraid I don’t know where she went. She left early to help a friend, I think, someone named Chloe, whom I suspect to have been a fiction.”

			“How was she? I mean, did she seem all right?”

			“Hmm, well. On the surface of it, yes, sparkly and bubbly as usual. But frankly, Harry, I have to say no. She drank quite a lot of wine, and she kept going to the ladies’ and coming back in an ebullient mood, if you catch my meaning. And then she said she had to go out to help this Chloe character, and although we waited a full hour for her to return, she didn’t come back. Paul was quite upset.”

			“I tried reaching him at his office,” Harry says, “but he hasn’t returned my calls.”

			“Hmm, yes. Paul Ogilvy. Ogilvy Robinson is a venerable firm, as it happens the firm that Alyssa used for her divorce two years ago. Paul wasn’t her lawyer, he works mainly on environmental issues, I gather, enabling pipeline companies to circumvent the Endangered Species Act, that sort of thing. Daphne didn’t know, apparently. She thought Paul was out there supporting Native groups by lying down in the paths of bulldozers. She took it pretty hard. I wasn’t that surprised, to tell the truth. Alyssa and I met Paul last year, when we were invited to a Christmas gathering at his house. Somewhat canonical, as I recall. Dry sherry and almond biscotti. Daphne was there. She was still coming to classes then, but I could tell she was drifting. Even so, I was surprised by her choice of a partner. He’s not at all her type. A bit of a Petruchio, dull-witted and something of a blowhard. And Daphne is sharp as broken glass, of course. One hates to see a promising student go astray. I let her know so this afternoon. After you and I spoke last week, I called Paul to arrange this lunch. I was alarmed then, and I am not less alarmed now.”

			“Do you think she’s with Paul now?”

			“Well, she may be, but I can’t be sure.”

			“Do you have his home address?” Harry asks.

			“Let me check,” he says, opening his laptop. “I’m pretty sure it was on the party invitation, which came by email. How would I search that? Daphne told me, by the way, that she is, as she put it, taking a break from her relationship with you. I was sorry to hear it.”

			“Yes, she’s said pretty categorically that she doesn’t want to see me. It’s probably best not to warn her that I’m on my way to her house.”

			“If the department finds out I’ve given you a student’s home address…”

			“I just want to see her,” Harry says. “I need to know she’s all right.”

			“Need, yes,” Curtis says. “As you can imagine, I’ve seen this many times. A young person leaves home to come to university, has the larger world open up before her eyes, sees her former life as something, let’s call it transitional, something to be emerged from, and suddenly the needs of the parent are no long paramount.”

			“I don’t think they’ve ever been paramount with Daphne.”

			“But perhaps they have been with the parent?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“And of course there’s something else happening now, and this may be closer to the way Daphne sees things. Parents are the equivalent of the missionaries sent by imperialist nations to subvert an indigenous people who are standing in the way of their imperialist designs.”

			“Yes, Daphne said something along those lines in her letter of resignation.”

			“The missionaries spoke of saving souls, too, never mind that indigenous people already had their own ideas about their souls. Nonetheless they were forced to hand theirs over to the missionaries to be harvested in the same way that fur traders harvested their furs and lumber barons harvested their trees. There are a lot of mixed metaphors in there, but you can see the analogy. Daphne’s generation is pushing the pendulum back to where it came from. Even the university, when it isn’t condemned as a bastion of white privilege, is excoriated as a colonialist institution designed to stifle individuality and creativity, elements that pose potential threats to the capitalists who donate the vast sums on which universities now depend. We’ve seen all this before, of course, haven’t we, in the sixties, when we were all disestablishmentarians? I believe drugs were involved then, too—a certain amount of hash and LSD allowed by the establishment to dampen our revolutionary fervour. And it worked. By God, did it work. ‘Drugs and Dionysian music,’ as the writer Guy Davenport puts it, took the fight right out of us. It probably worked in ancient Greece, too. Daphne referred to me this afternoon, when she didn’t think I was listening, as ‘the Jacket,’ as though I were a character in a satirical farce. Perhaps something by Gogol. Well, she was right to do so. We have failed her, Harry. Is it any wonder they’re tossing us aside?”

			“That sounds all very well in the seminar room, Winston. But right now I need something to work with down at street level.”

			“It always takes the street a while to catch up with the seminar room. Daphne seems to have a foot in each. One foot in the grave and the other in the grove. By which I mean, it’s not too late, she could go either way. Ah, here’s Paul’s address.” He reads it out to Harry. “It’s in Point Grey.”

			“Thank you, Winston.”

			“I’m just advising you to tread lightly.”

			“I will,” Harry says, “although it feels like hesitating before throwing a life jacket to a drowning child. I’ve always hesitated, Winston, and now I’m not sure that’s the right thing to do. I think I may just have been doing what was easiest for me. I’ll let you know when I find her.”

			“Good luck, Harry. Do keep me informed. And when you find her, tell her I’ve broken every university security protocol there is by giving you Paul’s address. She’ll appreciate the irony.”

			

			—

			Trocadero Crescent would have been hard to find at the best of times, but with the street signs coated in wet snow it takes Harry several passes before he stumbles across it. The street isn’t the kind that invites curbside parking—there are no curbs or sidewalks—and so he pulls into the driveway of 4423 through an arch carved into a twenty-foot cedar hedge, half expecting alarms to ring and men with uniforms and large dogs to emerge from behind the garage. But except for a motion-detecting light coming on above the garage door, nothing happens. The light illuminates a cone of swirling snow, and another car in the drive, a blue Ford Focus parked off to one side. Harry senses that Daphne isn’t here, that he has missed her again, but he rings the doorbell anyway. Normally when he presses a doorbell and doesn’t hear a chime, he assumes the bell is out of order; here he imagines a house so solidly fortified that no sound can emerge from it. He looks for a camera and is contemplating a small node above the porch light when the door opens and a woman wearing an apron and holding a red plastic-handled mop stands in the doorway looking at him.

			“Is this the home of Paul Ogilvy?”

			“Sí. Pero Señor Paul is not here.”

			“Is Daphne Bowes here?”

			“No. Señora Daphne too.”

			“I’m her father.”

			“Sí, mucho gusto. I am her housekeeper. Mariela.”

			They shake hands. Hers is small but exerts a firm grip. She lets go quickly and steps aside to let Harry enter the hall, then closes and locks the door behind him.

			“Do you know where Daphne is?” Harry asks. He feels he is making excellent progress.

			“She and Señor Paul have a big pelea.” She makes two fists and bangs them together.

			“A fight?”

			“Sí. She has cut on her hand. She ask me to take her to a hotel. I put bandage on her hand, take her in my car. Now I am back to clean.”

			“How did she get a cut on her hand?”

			“A glass broke, I think.”

			“Jesus. Where did you take her?”

			“To Hotel Vancouver.”

			He feels relieved; he was expecting one of the shooting galleries on East Hastings. But why a hotel at all? Could Mariela mean hospital? “She’s there now, at the hotel?”

			Mariela looks doubtful. “Is a big hotel,” she says.

			While Harry tries to interpret this, Mariela reaches into her apron pocket, brings out a cell phone and a red leather wallet, and hands them to Harry.

			“Is Señora Daphne’s,” she says. “Tell her I find them under the white rug. I show you. I clean. It had blood.”

			“Blood?”

			“From her hand. In my country, all big hotels have doctors. Señora Daphne, she needs a doctor. Look.”

			Mariela turns and shows Harry the living room. The white shag carpet has splotches of blood on it, and the white leather sofa beside it is also smeared with blood. There is a broken wine glass on the coffee table, and more broken glass on the kitchen floor. Harry’s hand goes to his stomach. The place looks like a crime scene, or the path of a natural disaster, as though whatever it was that bonded things together, atom to atom, suddenly let go. Why did Daphne want to go to a hotel in this condition? Why does Daphne do anything? He doesn’t know his daughter, that’s the truth of it.

			He looks down at Daphne’s cell phone, thinking how useless it is without its owner. And how helpless and unreachable its owner is without her cell phone. Not that she’d answer if he called, but she might look at the screen and see his name and be comforted. The thought of Daphne wounded and unable to call for help, though irrational—there are phones in hotels, and attendants, maybe even doctors—makes him turn in despair to Mariela.

			“Is it a big cut?” he asks.

			Mariela draws a line on her left palm with her index finger, almost the length of her lifeline. “She took pills for pain. Many, I think. And drank much wine.”

			This is a warning. “How could you have let her go off on her own?” he says.

			Mariela raises her chin. “And you,” she says. “How could you?”

			Harry stares at her. Did she really say that, or has he imagined it? But it’s true, he has no right to accuse anyone of mishandling Daphne. Mariela’s question is the one the dean asked about Melissa Stone. How could he have let her go off on her own? How could he have? And yet he has done it again. We learn nothing from our mistakes except how to make mistakes.

			“Can you call Paul and ask him if he knows where she is?” he says. “I’ll go to the hotel to try to find her.”

			“Señor Paul doesn’t know,” Mariela says. “He was here, then he leave and called me.”

			“All right,” he says. “If Daphne comes back here, will you tell her to call me?” He thinks about that. “Or will you call me?”

			“I think she is not coming back,” Mariela says.

			And still he feels he is close to finding Daphne—in the Hotel Vancouver, where she’ll be roaming the halls, or sitting in the bar, or he can simply go up to the reception desk and ask to be connected to her room. His options have returned.

			The storm is easing, but the roads are still greasy and no one in Vancouver knows how to drive in snow. You’d think people living on the flanks of the highest mountains on the continent would understand a controlled skid. But drivers still go too fast between lights and then jam on their brakes twenty feet from the intersection. Or think the best way to get out of a snowbank is to gun the engine until the tires hit pavement. Not driving well in snow is a point of pride with Vancouverites; it makes them feel closer to California than to Ontario. According to the radio, power lines have collapsed and the entrance to Stanley Park is barricaded because many of its ancestral Douglas-firs have come down. A woman walking her dog in Shaughnessy was struck from behind by a motorcycle. Snow accumulating on the roof of a sports complex became so heavy the roof collapsed and sixteen people attending a minor-league hockey game were taken to hospital. Harry flips from channel to channel. A natural anarchy has been loosed upon the world.

			Hotel Vancouver occupies the block of West Georgia between Hornby and Burrard. A four-star hotel, with doormen, valet service, security, three-fifty a night, what is Daphne doing here? Meeting her lawyer boyfriend with a gash in her hand? There is of course no parking anywhere near it. He finds a space two blocks away and walks back. The snow crunching on the sidewalk emits a lambent glow, as though the city were lit from below, and taxis prowl the streets silently, the sound from their tires muffled by snow. Daphne may have come to the hotel simply to get a taxi, although that doesn’t make much sense. But it’s better than Mariela’s theory that she came to find a doctor.

			He goes in through the Hornby Street entrance, glancing into rooms on either side as he makes his way to the hotel’s centre court. A restaurant, an art gallery, a gift shop, a conference room, but he does not see Daphne in any of them. Christmas music makes everything seem jolly and bright. She is not at the reception desk, nor has the clerk there a record of her having taken a room. There is a bar at the centre of the rotunda, and he looks there. Still no Daphne. Another, smaller bar-café is at the West Georgia entrance, but she is not there either. He imagines he can sense her presence, like a mist of perfume hanging in the air, but he cannot, there is no mist. He is not going to find Daphne. He’s had this feeling before, it’s close to the feeling he had when Elinor was in South Africa and he convinced himself she was not coming back. It is not an irrational fear; all reasonable signs point to the fact that Daphne is lost to him. But he continues searching; he is like water trickling down a hill, easier to keep going than to stop. He will search until he is blocked by a force outside himself. He watches the door to the women’s washroom until he becomes aware that the concierge is watching him. He goes to the concierge’s desk and asks her to check the women’s washroom. “My daughter went in there some time ago,” he says. “She wasn’t feeling well, and I’m a little worried.” The concierge gives him a sympathetic look and goes into the washroom. She comes out shaking her head. “There’s no one in there,” she says. “But there’s blood on the counter. Do you want me to call Security?” Harry apologizes and says she must have gone out to the car. He looks again in the bar, climbs the two steps to the seating level and walks among the softly lit tables. A waiter approaches and asks him if he wants to sit down, and Harry says no.

			“Has there been a young woman in here?” he asks. “A woman with her hand in a bandage?”

			“Ah,” says the waiter. “She left without paying. Just now.”

			“Which way did she go?”

			“You pay and I’ll tell you.”

			Harry gives the man a twenty, and the waiter points towards the Burrard Street entrance. “Ten minutes, no more,” he says. “She left this,” and he hands Harry a black-and-gold credit card.

			Ten minutes. He looks down Burrard. She could be in a cab and halfway across the city. She could be walking down an alley. She could be lying under a layer of snow.

			“Did a young woman with a bandaged hand come through this door about ten minutes ago?” he asks the doorman.

			“I think the lady took a cab, sir.”

			“Where to?”

			“I heard her tell the driver something about Gastown, sir.”

			“Thanks.”

			“No problem, sir.”

			He has to go back through the hotel to the Hornby entrance to get to his car. Precious minutes. The snow has stopped now, and the air is darker. Does she at least have a warm coat? Boots? Gloves? Why Gastown? It’s Friday night, everything will be open. She could be in any of a dozen restaurants and bars. He stops when he realizes Gastown is next to the Downtown Eastside, then hurries to his car. There are more drivers on the streets tonight the closer he gets to the east side, and more people on the sidewalks. He parks on Water Street, gets out and walks towards the statue of Gassy Jack, who stands on a barrel, feet spread, arms held away from his body, as if in shock, or perhaps fury, as though he’s yelling at a barking dog. Behind him is a row of snow-covered chairs and tables belonging to a sidewalk café that evidently doesn’t check weather reports. On a previous trip he sat at one of those tables and watched a young woman shaking her fist at Gassy Jack, yelling, “I am Queen Boadicea! You will kneel before me!” She yelled it repeatedly, each time more furiously, but Gassy Jack refused to kneel. Customers at the other tables laughed. The woman was Daphne’s age and build, and for a tormented, perhaps prescient, moment, he thought she might even be her. She came panhandling along the line of tables and he gave her two dollars, payment for not being Daphne; she took the coin and shouted at him, “Kneel!” He smiled and, like Gassy Jack, looked away.

			There are tracks in the snow along Powell Street. And in front of a scent shop called Litchfield, close to the wall, two tiny spots that, in the light from the shop window, are definitely blood. Daphne stopped here, maybe to look at the Christmas display: spray perfumes, facial powders, hand-milled soaps, all wrapped in red and gold ribbons. Why was she interested in these? Two drops of blood. Either she stood here for a while or she is bleeding steadily. Was she waiting for him to catch up? Sitting on her red-and-white two-wheeler at the corner, looking back to see that he was behind her? Happy, trusting. He turns to look at Gassy Jack, the scabrous face turned away from him as if to say he’s too late, she’s gone. Then ahead, along Powell, towards Oppenheimer Park. A few parked cars, a van, a pickup truck, here and there a light from a shop window. He walks back to retrieve his car, knowing now where she’s heading, the circuit he has to trace.

			He drives slowly, ignoring cars behind him. A cop would be suspicious, but there are no cops, only parked cars, people on the streets, sudden glances, furtive retreats into darkened doorways. He slows for each of them, takes his time. After making two rounds, he parks and walks along rows of rooming houses, help centres, women’s shelters, the Second Mile Society, the Buddhist Temple, the Native Health Clinic, the Crabtree Centre, the Union Gospel Mission. Emboldened by knowing she is here somewhere, he looks into lighted windows, through gaps in sagging sheets pinned over broken panes, at ceiling fans, empty bottles lined up on the sills, dead plants, children’s broken toys, cooking pots, takeout boxes, candle stubs, a plastic figurine of the Virgin, pebbled vases, little that is useful or sellable, nothing that can’t be left behind. A crib, a supermarket cart filled with newspapers, a television, a grey sofa, a pink dresser, a kitchen table, a saucerless cup, a yellowed glass, a blackened spoon. He can’t see Daphne in any of it. He circles Oppenheimer Park, afraid at first to go in, then plunges down a path that takes him to the centre of it. Tents have been pitched on both sides of the square, among the trees, stretched over benches, blue and orange tarpaulins, plastic sheets over clotheslines. Each is lit from within; the park is like a Christmas pageant, a scene from the Holy Land. As he passes through, a hand appears from beneath a flap and grabs a pair of work boots, pulls them inside, rezips the flap. A male hand, not Daphne’s. There is much coughing and clearing of throats, some singing, some yelling, some groaning, some pleading. He emerges onto Dunlevy Street, where it crosses East Cordova. Was she in there, in one of the tents? He doesn’t know, he may have passed her, or she may have scored her drugs and gone home. How far could she go before sitting down to take them?

			And then he sees her, a figure on the sidewalk across Dunlevy, coming down from Powell. He knows immediately that it’s her, but then looking more closely he isn’t sure. Is it? Crumpled skirt, dishevelled hair, two bags over her shoulders. Yes, it’s Daphne, he recognizes her walk. A sharp pain runs through him and he nearly falls to his knees. His daughter looks like a homeless person. She weaves down the sidewalk. Winston Curtis said she was fine at lunch; where has she been since then? He might have missed her if he’d stood by the tents for a minute longer, hoping to hear her voice or see her emerge from the trees, or if the snow on the streets hadn’t slowed his progress around his circuit. The tiniest change would have cost him his daughter. As it is, he is the perfect distance from her. He can watch her, follow her, protect her from harm, and she won’t be aware of his presence. She needn’t run from him. It’s his fantasy, his fiction, he in the Sylvia, she across the street watching television, stroking her cat. He can be to her what believers ask their God to be, what he believes she has asked him to be: the benevolent invisible parent. Her safety net. Leave her alone but catch her when she falls.

			He steps back a few feet into the park, away from the light. She doesn’t have a warm coat, or a hat, or gloves. He did cast her naked into a blizzard. Her boots are high, but they’re not winter boots. A leather shoulder bag is slung over her shoulder, and she clutches a cloth bag by its neck with her right hand, like a sack of snakes. She walks unsteadily but with determination. She seems to be headed for a place called the Needle House, in the middle of the block, beside an alley.

			His phone rings. Damn! It may be Paul, but he doesn’t need to speak to Paul anymore. Or Mariela, either. But when he pulls the phone from his pocket he sees it’s Daphne’s, he forgot he had it, and it isn’t a call, it’s a text from someone named Wendell.

			“Did u take my stuff. Where r u?”

			He puts the phone back in his pocket and looks across the street. Daphne is not there. “Shit!” She was right there! She was walking towards him. Did she see him? He runs across Dunlevy and goes into the Needle House. It’s a safe-injection site; four men are sitting in the waiting chairs. The woman behind the counter looks up at him calmly. She must be used to people rushing in in a panic. He turns and runs out. She’s probably used to that, too. Between the Needle House and the next building is a narrow alley.

			Fresh tracks in the snow lead down the alley, away from the park. He follows them, letting the tracks take him out of the light.
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			She can, though every face should scowl

			And every windy quarter howl

			Or every bellows burst, be happy still.

			—W.B. YEATS, “A PRAYER FOR MY DAUGHTER”

		

	
		
			Daphne

			SUMMER 2018

			She sits beside Tom in the passenger lounge during the forty-minute ferry ride from Quadra Island to Cortes Island. Tom Blair, film director, not famous but, as they say, respected in the industry. Mostly documentaries, two features. She is working now as a location scout, freelance; today she is showing Tom a place she’s found that she thinks will be suitable for a film he’s making for Snakejack Studios in Vancouver. They are surrounded by a dozen kids returning to the island from high school on the mainland, she nervously sipping bottled water while he wonders aloud if the Cortes of Cortes Island was Hernán Cortés, the conqueror of Mexico, for whom the Sea of Cortez was named, and if so why are the two places spelled differently? And why didn’t someone correct the error when it was discovered? He seems genuinely bothered by the inconsistency. Daphne isn’t so much.

			“It’s like Carlton Street in Toronto,” she says.

			“Are you from Toronto?” he asks her.

			“No, but my father lived there,” she says. “I visited him, then lived with him for a year. Carlton Street”—she spells it—“was named for Sir Guy Carleton, with an ‘e.’ ”

			Tom shakes his head. “I guess the spelling of things wasn’t nailed down in those days,” he says, trying to think of another example. “Gabriola,” he says.

			“Really? What’s wrong with Gabriola?”

			“It was originally called Gaviola, which means ‘seagull’ in Spanish.”

			“Wow,” she says. “I did not know that.” Coincidentally, she’s been watching a gull flying alongside the ferry like an escort. “I always thought Gabriola was the name of some Spanish explorer.”

			“That was Galiano.”

			They’re almost at Cortes Island. The gull veers sharply away, its job done.

			“I guess once a thing is named,” she says, “it’s a pain in the ass trying to change it, even if it’s wrong. You must have to apply to an international tribunal, UNESCO or something, you can’t just say, Okay, from now on we’re spelling Cortez with an ‘s.’ ”

			“Yeah,” says Tom, unconvinced, “but still, you’d think.” Instead of finishing his sentence he watches the approaching island. It looks to be all rocks and trees, here and there a rooftop. Daphne worries that he’s already inclined to dislike it. That it’s wrong for the film. It’s even spelled wrong. Too far from the mainland, no decent hotel or restaurant, no caterer, they’d have to bring in a cook, drivers, carpenters, no building supply, no computer or camera repair, no truck or car rental, and a forty-minute ferry from another island that has none of those things either. And even the so-called mainland is an island. Why did she bring him here? But she thinks it’s perfect, and she’s usually right, she’s good at what she does. He’s trusted her enough to come this far.

			“It must be strange,” he says, “living on an island. I know people who live in the Gulf Islands, but they’re only an hour or two from Vancouver.”

			“We could ask these kids,” she says, looking around. Most of them are staring at their phones.

			“There’s cell coverage here, right?” he asks suddenly, panicking.

			She nods. She has no idea, but there must be. She takes out her phone and checks. Coverage, but maybe just on the ferry.

			As the ferry rounds a point and enters the harbour, a woman’s voice comes over the intercom advising car passengers to proceed down to the vehicle deck. She and Tom stand. Can you proceed down? she wonders. It’s the kind of word game she and her father would play before he died. Earlier, he would have said something about the Zee of Cortez. Dad jokes. She misses them. None of the kids move or look up from their phones.

			

			—

			The film is a feature, about a father who raises his daughter in the wilderness, completely cut off from anything resembling civilization. Well, not completely, there’s a village where they buy groceries, kerosene for the lamps, propane for the cookstove, gasoline for the chainsaw and boat, not much else. No electricity, no Internet, and no cell phone coverage. The man has built this ginormous log house, all glass and peeled Douglas-fir, and the property is beautifully landscaped, with huge vegetable gardens, an orchard, a workshop, a tool shed, a wood-fired bakehouse. Pretty much everything they need. Well, everything the man needs. Everything the daughter needs, too, as far as the man is concerned.

			This was where Daphne put down the script, because she thought she knew where it was going and it bored her to even think about it. Young woman coming into her sexuality, isolated from boys, or kept from them by her father. Young man appears at the gate (hitchhiker taking a break from med school? tourist whose car broke down on the road? wildlife biologist? Blegh!). A series of clandestine late-night trysts in the sympathetic woods, father finds out (she gets pregnant? comes home stoned? both?), anger, tears, violence, somebody gets badly hurt or even killed and, if it was that kind of movie, secretly buried? She could hear the scrape of a shovel on stone.

			She sat with the script in her lap, looking through her condo’s wall-to-wall window over False Creek, watching birds gyre above a team of scullers wearing yellow jerseys with some kind of red insignia on their backs. The birds were glaucous-winged gulls, she’d looked them up. She’d also looked up “glaucous”: pale yellowish green, which surprised her, because the gulls’ wings weren’t that colour at all. Depressing, the things we don’t know, almost as depressing as the things we do. Oh dear, what do we think happened to the mother? Cancer? Suicide? Perhaps she simply couldn’t take the isolation and sailed off with a salmon fisher or a Texas oil billionaire, leaving the father to raise their daughter in his own twisted way? Or does the daughter, while burying her lover, discover the bones of her mother? That would be interesting.

			Besides, she thought she already knew the right location for it. A little hard to get to, which film crews and producers hate, but otherwise perfect, which directors love. Earlier that summer she’d visited Janet, a friend from UBC who now lived on Quadra Island, house-sitting (and dog feeding and garden watering) for a couple who were spending a year in Portugal, and Janet took her across to Cortes to show her a 147-acre property that was being sold for $2.4 million. An absolute steal, Janet said, and Daphne thought about how much she’d paid for her condo on False Creek, and how, in Vancouver, house prices had become so astronomical that the numbers ceased to represent anything real. They were just pure numbers, used more as identity markers: you mention to someone where you live and watch their eyes go slightly out of focus as they calculate your net worth. “You live in Yaletown?” Two point five million. Kitsilano? Three point five. Shaughnessy? Eight to ten. Craziness. So, yes, two point four for a hundred and forty acres in the Discovery Islands wasn’t outrageous. The place had originally been owned by a writer, Janet told her, a woman who built herself a small cabin on a spit of land at the farthest point from the road and lived there until she was ninety-three before being removed to the hospital in Campbell River, where she died. The property was bought by a religious group based in California (where else?) that used it as a retreat; they built a large communal building and a dozen or so outbuildings, which they called meditation pods, as well as ten self-contained cottages for the faithful, a windmill, an array of solar panels, and a sauna. Which, Janet said, accounted for the two point four. If there was Wi-Fi, she said, it would easily be five or six, and Wi-Fi was coming to the island in a year or so. Daphne didn’t mention the Wi-Fi situation to Tom.

			She made a few phone calls, found the property managers in Nanaimo, and was told they hadn’t had a nibble since the place went on the market. The religious group seemed to have dissolved into thin air, and the management company would be happy to lease the place to the film company for as long as they wanted it, although they couldn’t guarantee what condition it was in after lying vacant for two years. When Daphne and Janet let themselves into the compound it was in fine shape. The main building—all glass and logs, with a panoramic view of the gardens sloping down to the shore of a barely used section of Cortes Bay—hadn’t even been locked. She and Janet simply opened the door and walked in. There was propane in the tank for the cooktop and fridge, and gravity-fed water ran in the taps. They boiled water for tea and made ramen on the stove, and ate at the dining table, in the warm sunlight that poured through the twenty-foot south-facing window. Across a small inlet was the point of land on which the writer had built her cabin, although the cabin itself wasn’t visible from the house. Daphne found herself thinking she could sell her condo for maybe two point seven and get this place for two or two point two. The idea of living here both frightened and drew her. She would save this place, she thought. But then, save it from what? And what would she do out here?

			

			—

			
				She’d bought the condo in Vancouver with money she inherited when her father died two years before, plus her half of the money from the sale of her father’s house in Toronto. Elinor had moved in with Sandra Hedley in 2014; her father lived in the house by himself after that; he and Elinor remained unreconciled (on his part) though cordial (on hers) until the end. When Daphne flew to Toronto to look after him in his final months, she and Elinor and Sandra became close again. She felt she was on a new footing with Sandra, no longer therapist and patient but two women with a shared history. She doesn’t know whether it was Sandra’s therapy or her father’s death that turned her around, but something had, maybe a combination of the two, plus getting away from Paul and Wendell. And meeting Tom. She isn’t exactly sure what her relationship with Tom is, it isn’t sexual but it’s more than professional, but she knows she values it. She hasn’t valued much for a long time, but she’s more willing now to allow people in. Maybe she should write herself a letter about it.

			

			—

			They drive to the end of the road, where a small parking area leads to a path that weaves among the giant trees. Tom locks the SUV, and she tells him it’s a bit of a hike to the main house, but the trail is well maintained and it’s a nice day for a walk in the woods. It takes twenty minutes, Tom getting more worried with every rise and turn: he wonders aloud how he would get a crew in here, with all their gear and cables and equipment. It’s an island, she reminds him; everything can be floated in. Finally they reach a large board-and-batten building that Daphne remembers was the commune’s workshop. It’s locked, but they picked up keys from the management company on the way up, and they go in. Tom nods appreciatively at the various sizes and shapes of handsaws, planes, brace and bits and squares, all precisely arranged on a pegboard that covers most of one wall. On another wall another pegboard with a range of screwdrivers and clamps, an assortment of hammers, cat’s paws, pry bars, and a row of shiny chisels, sharpened, oiled, and in excellent repair. Shelves of mayonnaise jars filled with variously sized screws and nails.

			“Jesus,” says Tom, “whoever these cultists were, they had money.”

			Daphne scoops a handful of sawdust from the workbench and smells it. Red cedar. There is no sawdust on the tools or the floor. “It was a hippie commune,” she says. “According to the property managers, they built settlements like this in Hawaii and California and ran them along the usual utopian lines. No state influence, hence no banking, no electricity, no private ownership. Everyone shared everything, including each other. Grew their own food, built their own houses, made their own rules.”

			“Sounds like the father and daughter in our film.”

			“That’s what I thought. Wait until you see the rest of it.”

			She did, of course, read more of the script, and it surprised her. It wasn’t Romeo and Juliet after all. The father is approached by a local contractor named Jimmy Crimson, who lives in the village and has been nursing big ideas about building a high-end resort on the island, with a twenty-slip marina, helipad, private guest cottages, and a five-star restaurant that would draw the rich and famous from afar. There are several such resorts in the Discoveries already, he says, and Daphne knows that’s true, some of them even remoter than this one, can’t even be reached by ferry, and they are packed all summer with people who get to them by yacht or helicopter and pay up to twenty-five hundred dollars a night, “American,” Crimson says. There’s little doubt that Crimson, who is in his late thirties, has his eye on the daughter, but mainly as a side benefit. She is, after all, only sixteen. And a naive sixteen. When Daphne was that age she’d have twigged to a man like Jimmy Crimson in two seconds, as would her father, who would have sent him packing. White Falls had had its share of sexual predators, but it also had plenty of boys her own age to experiment with, boys like Kyle, and the pervs had had to content themselves with the more desperate high-school dropouts who knew they’d be working in Walmart or Price Chopper for the rest of their lives unless they met someone older with a car and a job. Getting in the back seat with one of them was a fifty-fifty proposition, but that was better than their chances if they didn’t. But the daughter in the film doesn’t seem to have a clue as to what Crimson is up to. Her response to him could be interpreted as encouraging. A virgin on the verge. If guys like Crimson aren’t cut off right at the outset, they start growing extra hands. Tensions mount. The father rages, the daughter affects not to know what he’s yelling about, and Crimson cajoles, apparently believing he can get to the father through the daughter, or maybe vice versa.

			From the workshop, the path continues through a high wattle fence onto the grounds proper, which even this late in the season and after two years of neglect are in bloom. It’s early fall, the sunlight is slanted and sharp and the wind is still high in the Douglas-firs. Ornamental cherry trees and shrub roses block their view of the house. Flower beds hold their orange and pink blossoms in tightly packed but obviously carefully planned rows. In the vegetable patches, winter squashes, Brussels sprouts, and four kinds of bluish-green kale, all quite extravagantly beautiful, are bolting confidently to seed. She and Tom follow a row of espaliered fruit trees that stand like sentries along a wire fence leading past an open communal shower enclosure—“The crew will love that,” Tom observes—to the main building, the one where Daphne and Janet had their lunch and watched the sea. She feels again the sense of calm that settled over her on that earlier visit, nature seeping into her, and wonders if Tom senses it, too, a softening, a letting go. The kind of giving in that feels more like victory than defeat. Her mind resists the word, but it comes anyway: wellness. Like her dad, she would have scoffed at the word before working with Sandra, but now she actually loves the sound of it. The feeling of reverberating depth and longing it conveys.

			The glass wall that arches above the garden is browed by four heavy fir logs arranged in a complicated cantilevered pattern that seems somehow natural, an extension of nature, as if the logs tumbled down from the island’s interior and landed that way and the house was built under them. The glass glints in the sunlight like an all-seeing but benevolent eye.

			“Creepy,” says Tom. “Which is good.”

			“Yes.”

			“We’ll have to make the guy an engineer or something,” he says. “All that glass, those huge logs. He must have had to set up some kind of tripod with block and tackle. He sure as hell didn’t get a crane or a backhoe in here.”

			“Are you going to show him building the place, or is it already built?”

			“Good point. I don’t know yet. It’s almost like a temple.”

			“I think that was the idea. The communes always included a central meeting house.”

			“We can work with that. The guy’s a kind of cult figure, right? I see him sitting up there on the deck in a big log chair, master of all he surveys, while his daughter is off in the woods shagging Jimmy Crimson.”

			“I don’t think she shags him.”

			Tom looks at her, seems about to say something. The daughter and Crimson aren’t having sex, she thinks, but maybe Tom meant it metaphorically. The daughter moving beyond the father’s sphere of influence, with this weird Garden of Eden he’s constructed in the middle of nowhere feeling more like a prison to her. She’s Eve looking around for an apple to bite into, and then Jimmy Crimson slithers into the scene. Although Tom, being a man, probably sees Crimson as a kind of James Dean figure, a nice enough guy but there’s a shadow in him, something broken. He loves the island, but like the daughter he needs to rise above the limitations imposed by it, and in the process ruins it. Maybe he has a wife and a kid back in the village, and he’s just as torn as the daughter is, half flirting with her and half pushing her away.

			“Let’s take a look at the house,” Tom says.

			It is as she remembers. Everything in working order, as if the former owners decamped only a few hours ago intending to be back before dark. Dishes neatly stacked in the cupboards, cutlery and folded dishcloths in the drawers, kerosene in the lanterns, a few non-perishables in the pantry, Raincoast Crisps, quinoa crackers, steel-cut oats, carefully wrapped and untouched by mice. Tom, oblivious to the orderliness, paces the length of the main room, looks up at the corners, imagines camera angles, lights, actors silhouetted against the enormous window. “Go over and stand by the table,” he says to Daphne. “Now walk to the sink.” Daphne agrees that the daughter is about her shape, dresses much the same—jeans not skin tight, T-shirt, shoulder-length hair held back with a tortoiseshell grip. Simple jewellery, possibly her mother’s, a gold necklace, earrings. No piercings, other than her ears, definitely no tattoos. Tom squints at her. “It could work,” he says. “What are the other buildings like?”

			“The same,” she says.

			She shows him the meditation pods and the cabins built back in the woods, reached by gravelled paths that fan out from a square of bare rock that serves as a patio beside the house. The pods are like gnomish cells, made of stone with benches built into them and small windows situated high in the walls, so someone sitting on the bench would see nothing but sky. She supposes they called it something else, the Empyrean, or maybe Pure Light. The cabins are exquisite, spotless, each one made to sleep two, with two single beds that can be pushed together if need be, small but precise bathrooms with flush toilets and glass shower stalls, neatly customized vanities, mirrors as deep and clear as salmon pools. Double-glazed sliding windows, propane heaters. Tom turns everything on, lamps, valves, water taps, opens and closes the sliding windows, they all work. He flushes the toilets, opens the medicine cabinets, even sits on the beds, each time grunting his approval, as if the whole deal collapses if there’s a dead fly on a windowsill. She understands. Actors complain. Crews grumble. Electricians go on strike, carpenters walk off the set. But they’ll love this place, this feeling of wellness, there’s the word again, will descend upon them, as it has upon her and, she believes, is settling into Tom.

			Maybe it’s the absence of the smell of smoke. She hasn’t noticed it until now. No smoke, unlike Vancouver, and clear sky. It seems weird. The city is hundreds of kilometres from the wildfires destroying the southeast corner of the province, and yet the sky above it is yellow, the sun a dirty smudge, and the air thick with particulates. Paul’s forest-company clients must be pulling their hair out. She feels safe here, so much farther north. Safe is another feeling she’s learning how to have. Here, if there is any danger it will come from within her, not from somewhere far away, and she’s good with that. She welcomes it. That’s what Sandra taught her.

			She leaves Tom checking the rest of the cabins and follows an older path out to the writer’s cabin on the far side of the point. She and Janet went there, but they didn’t go into the cabin, didn’t even try the door. Someone, perhaps several people, had made a kind of shrine on the rocks between the cabin and the water, a firepit surrounded by a few small plates with Doritos on them, a plastic buffalo, a framed photograph of a woman who looked like Jackie Kennedy but was probably the writer when she was young, when her byline and face were well known up and down Vancouver Island. She had specialized in nature stories and local history—she would have been the one to tell them why Cortes Island is spelled the way it is, who the Campbell was of Campbell River, how much of the island had been logged and how much logging was permitted now. Daphne looks briefly at the shrine to see if anything has been added—it seems not—then tries the cabin door. It’s locked, but one of the keys opens it, and she goes in.

			When Daphne was very young, when her father was still a journalist, his office at home was just like this cabin. The same smell of paper and cigarettes, the same filtered light, the comfortable mess that seemed an extension of her father’s personality. A large desk occupies a bay window to the right of the door, the window overlooking the strait to the mainland, a tempting but ill-advised kayak paddle away. A splendid view when you’re not working, a fatal distraction when you are. Bookshelves along one wall; she’ll examine the books later. A sliding panel pulled out from the desk supports a massive Remington typewriter and an ashtray full of crushed cigarette ends. Above the desk, a shelf laden with folders and well-thumbed reference books: a thick dictionary, a Roget’s thesaurus, Harper’s Desktop Companion. The desk itself is strewn with a variety of writer’s fetishes: a small ceramic jam jar half-filled with paperclips; a coffee mug crammed with pencils and pens; an argillite letter opener; and a blackened toothbrush that she instantly knows was used to clean the typewriter hammers when the letters became clogged with ink; a 1993 desk calendar with a watercolour of the Empress Hotel, opened to October; a stainless steel Zippo lighter that feels like a polished stone in her hand; and an eagle’s wing feather, black and stiff and elegantly curved, all but weightless.

			The rest of the cabin serves the desk. The chair half turned from the typewriter; the single bed, not much more than a cot, but big enough, with a nightstand beside it; the wood stove in a far corner beside a pile of split fir logs. A small wooden table at the centre, painted bright red, and a cane leaning against the wall behind the door. Plates and mugs on a narrow shelf above a sink. Two coal-oil lamps, one on the nightstand and another on the drainboard; candles and matches on the desk.

			She wants to live here. She feels as though she does live here. She could turn the deadbolt from the inside and never leave. If she and Janet had come into this cabin in June she’d have bought the place months ago. She feels a rush of panic at the thought that the property might have been sold during her absence. She’d phone the property managers now if there were cell coverage, which, it turns out, there isn’t. Sitting in the chair at the desk, she finds a stack of blank paper in one of the drawers and rolls a sheet into the machine. Placing her fingers over the typewriter’s keyboard the way her father taught her—ASDF JKL;—she types her name, Daphne. The ribbon spool turns with a friendly nod. Daphne. Daphne Dad Daphne. Dad.

			She hears Tom calling her from a distance, and leaves before he finds this place and makes it his own.

			

			—

			When they are at the wattle fence, ready to walk back to the SUV, Daphne tells him that she left something in the house and runs back. In the kitchen, she takes her notebook from her shoulder bag, tears a page from it, and writes: “It’s okay. We’re not the owners. We’re a film company and we’re leasing this property next June and July. Thanks for keeping it in such good shape.” And she leaves the note on the table.

			

			—

			Back home in Vancouver, when she returns from her run and has showered and dressed, she takes a small cassette from her desk drawer and inserts it into an ancient tape recorder that her father used when he was a journalist. She found it when she was going through his house after his death. The cassette, one of several she has retained, contains voicemail messages her father left on the machine in her apartment when she was semi-living with Paul. She kept the tapes for reasons that are still obscure to her, unfinished business, an archival instinct she didn’t know she had, a connection with her father she didn’t know she wanted. She listens to them from time to time, the way some people listen to country-and-western songs that make them feel sad. She’s chosen a message he left a few weeks before he came out and pulled her from the dumpster.

			“Hi Daph, it’s me. Haven’t heard from you in a while, but I guess that means you’re all right. Busy working and all that. I’m fine. Still selling plonk. But I’m thinking of hangin’ ’em up, you’ll be happy to hear. Not as ambitious as I used to be, I guess. The weather here’s pretty good, getting a bit chilly now that it’s November. How is it out there? Pretty balmy, I’ll bet, except for the smoke. Anyway, here’s my plan: I come out to visit you, and you and I do that Okanagan Valley trip we’ve been talking about. Well, I’ve been talking about. It’s a bit late in the season, but it could be good, with the grape harvest over and the wine tastings still under way. Remember how we used to go for drives in the country when we lived in White Falls? It could be like that again.” And here comes that little catch in his voice, as close as she ever heard him come to choking up, it’s the moment she waits for every time she listens to the tape. He stops, his message skips a beat, a silent sob hovers in the static, and then he recovers for the envoy. “I should go, give me a call when you get this. Elinor says hi. Love you.”

			Poor Dad, she loved him, too. He always called her landline, never asked for her cell number, as though he’d rather leave a message than talk to her. It used to bother her, which was why she didn’t return most of his calls, but now she thinks she gets it. They had this psychic connection—what is it Siri Hustvedt called it in one of her novels? An overlap?—the tangents of their separate lives intersecting to form a joint mental space. How else did he find her in that dumpster? She never had that with anyone but her father, but she thinks she might have it with Tom. Her dad would approve of Tom. She can see the three of them taking that Okanagan trip. She removes the cassette from the recorder and puts them both back in her desk drawer. If she were ever going to have another drink, it would be at a time like this.

			She makes a pot of Bora Bora tea, takes it and her favourite Chinese cup to the couch and sits cross-legged, the film script on her lap, and looks out across False Creek at the wall of high-rises that face her own nine-storey building. It’s like looking into a coal fire, a solid bank of lighted windows, each one harbouring a life no doubt identical to her own. Well, hopefully not identical. As unknowable as. She has surprised herself by becoming one of the runners who glide along the seawall. She never saw herself as athletic. But she’s still not a joiner. The essence of running is the enjoyment of solitude.

			She thinks again about buying that property. There is obviously someone looking after the house: the unlocked doors, the food in the pantry, the absence of dust or cobwebs or mouse turds, the fact that the hot water was on—yes, they were solar tanks and yes, it was sunny, but when she did the dishes the hot water came through the tap almost immediately, as though someone else had just been using it. She speculates as to who the mysterious squatter might be. Is she reading the note she left on the table? She thinks it must be a woman. The place was so clean. The dishes washed and put away, the linen folded, the garden weeded. She wonders if Tom noticed; most men tend not to, they assume dishes and clothes and lives are all self-cleaning. Not Tom, no, not Tom.

			A couple? Everything was in such good repair. The chisels in the workshop sharpened. Nails and screws sorted. All the doors opened and closed properly. She locked the old woman’s cabin, she would not let them have that, but the rest, as she’d said in the note, was all right with her. Whoever it was, they helped her convince Tom that the location was a good one. On the drive back he’d said, “The place has good feng shui.”

			She looks around her own condo. Definitely not good feng shui. Not much chirality going on here at all, everything facing a different direction, chairs, sofa, bookcases. She pushed the dining table into a corner of the living area and uses it as a work surface, and usually eats her meals standing up at the counter or, if she’s working, shoves some of the stuff on the table out to the edge to make room beside the computer for the bowl. Coffee cups seem to multiply by themselves, who knew she had so many. Elinor would hate this place. No, not true, that’s the old Daphne talking. If Sandra and Elinor ever came out here to a conference, she’d invite them over for tea, and Elinor would quietly set about putting things in order, folding dishtowels, straightening chairs, and the new Daphne wouldn’t mind. Tom might do the same thing.

			The sky above the buildings across from her is dark. No stars, no moon. Vancouver’s whole mountain/ocean thing strikes her as an attempt to divert attention away from the city’s essential grubbiness. Ah, Vancouver, people say, the mountains, the ocean. Never the crack houses, Railtown, the needle exchanges, the whole Downtown Eastside. She’s never felt at home here. The city seems so insubstantial, temporary, hastily thrown up and just as easily torn down, like a film set. The thin, uninsulated walls of the buildings, all this glass, the obsession with landscaping. One day you’re in a taxi going to the airport, passing ten houses in a row with realtors’ signs in front of them, and when you come back they’re gone and in their place is a sleek glass tower with curtains in the windows and lights behind them and flowerpots and bicycles on the balconies, as though people have been living in them for years. Across from her condo the city put up an apartment building for the homeless; the whole thing made from shipping containers, it went up in three months. How could anything that takes so little time to go up be expected to last? Maybe in an area as seismically unstable as Vancouver, nothing is meant to last. They put buildings up like tents in a desert, meant to shelter nomads for a day or a month, then easily taken down again or simply abandoned to the elements.

			Thinking of nomads brings her back to the squatter. What if it’s a guy? Well, so what, really, but if she really is thinking of selling her condo and buying the property, and she’s not, because of course it would be absurd, but if even thinking about it were a yin, then the presence of a man hanging around in the woods, using the main house or one of the outbuildings, taking an occasional shower or whatever, is definitely a yang. If it’s a woman it wouldn’t be so bad, they might even come to some kind of accommodation, Daphne would live in the writer’s cabin and maybe they could both use the kitchen in the main building. A couple would be a problem, two against one, it never works, she went through that with her father and Elinor, it was always two against one. Usually Elinor and her father against her, even after rehab, but sometimes her and her father against Elinor, and occasionally, mostly later on, her and Elinor against her father. No combination worked well. So she would prefer it if the squatter was a woman, a younger woman, like the daughter in the movie, then it would be Daphne and the squatter against Tom. Assuming he was in the picture.

			Maybe, she thinks, looking at the script in her lap, the father is dying of something and the daughter stays to look after him, and then stays on after he dies, and then Jimmy Crimson comes back to turn the place into a resort and finds her. Except in this case it would be Daphne who buys the place and goes there to what? To heal, to feel, to experience the sense of belonging and wellness she has never felt anywhere, especially since her father’s death, and to keep the place out of Jimmy Crimson’s hands. And then it’s Daphne who finds the daughter, she’s one of the commune-people who couldn’t bear to leave the island and so just stayed on. And is now looking after the place.

			

			—

			That would be weird, but she can’t see herself living there by herself.

			The next weekend, as she and Tom are on their way back to Cortes for a second look, Tom seems agitated. He’s spent the week grappling with the production team from Snakejack, fielding questions about the location that he couldn’t answer.

			“I told them I thought the location would work,” he says as they drive, “but they wanted to know things like when high and low tides were. I told them they could get that online. How high does it get? they asked. Pretty high, I said, but I was guessing. The tide comes in around the north and south ends of Vancouver Island, right? and meets at that spot in the Discoveries. Extra-high tides. Then they wanted to know what time of day the sun clears the trees above the point, and when it sinks behind the trees by the workshop.”

			“The camera crew need to know those things, I guess,” Daphne says.

			“I know, I know. But I just wanted approval in principle. They said, if we can’t drive in, can a barge tie up at the dock at low tide? And what’s in the village? Anything we might need if there’s an emergency? Like tarpaulins if it rains, or batteries or halogen bulbs? Generators if the power goes out? Is there a drugstore? What about a hospital or walk-in clinic? The insurance guys will want to know that.”

			She knows all this, but listens anyway. He made a list of their questions and emailed it to her. She called the property managers, but they didn’t know, and so she called Janet. Janet thought maybe the Co-op sold tarps and batteries. Daphne called the Co-op and talked to someone named Caroline. People generally got all that in Campbell River, Caroline told her. The Co-op mainly sells vegetables, fresh meat, baked goods, you know, local produce. Some tools. Jewellery. Jewellery? Yeah, lots of people on the island make jewellery. And pottery. And soap. Garden gnomes. “It’s a co-op,” Caroline explained.

			“The team isn’t impressed,” Tom says. “They say they won’t be needing a lot of garden gnomes. I said we’d take another look. They want something closer. Somewhere not on an island. Somewhere they can put trailers on. And lots of power to run the klieg lights.”

			“Klieg lights? Does anyone even still make klieg lights?”

			“Nope. We’re not dealing with reality here.”

			She watches the suburban wasteland go by, identical houses and pop-up shopping malls and box stores: Walmart, Best Buy, Home Depot, Boston Pizza, Winners, Pet World. Parking lots full of empty cars, but she doesn’t see many actual people. Everything she thought she was escaping by taking drugs, still here, still flourishing.

			“Why do you want me along?” she asks. “I mean, I don’t mind.” Apart from anything else, there’s a fee in it for her if Snakejack takes the place. “But why?”

			He shrugs. “You know how to talk to the locals,” he says, and then, because they both know that isn’t the real reason, or even true, he says, “And because you get this place. I don’t have to explain it to you.”

			She looks at him. He feels the connection, too. Some of the directors she’s worked with seemed to want to look like superannuated child prodigies, ball caps on backwards, faded rock-band T-shirts, bed hair, thin as drug addicts, living on coffee and doughnuts. She imagined them riding their skateboards to work. Tom takes his time. He shaved this morning. His shirt is pressed, probably dry-cleaned. The car isn’t littered with takeout boxes and Starbucks cup lids. And he isn’t driving with half a brain, he’s paying attention to the road. She likes that. But her main thought is to get to the house before he does, in case the note is still there on the table.

			

			—

			Just before the ferry lands, however, Tom tells her he’ll drop her off in the village, Manson’s Landing, to check out what supplies are available and what they’d have to build or barge in. He’ll continue on to the property to measure tidelines and take light readings. He says he’ll come back to pick her up in two hours. She tells him she’ll buy groceries for supper, and he can come to pick them up, but she wants to run back. She has her gear in her bag.

			“Are you kidding? It’s six kilometres.”

			“Six point eight,” she says. “No sweat.”

			In the script, the father and daughter get along well with the villagers. Everyone on the island is eccentric in some way, and the father is no odder than most, and decidedly less odd than some. When she’s old enough to drive, the daughter sells their produce at the farmers’ market and works in the library on weekends. She is, of course, everyone’s sweetheart. The village scenes have her buying her first bra and tampons at the general store, the female clerks kind and considerate in a gruff sort of way. This part is like a CBC mini-series, a hybrid of Corner Gas and The Beachcombers, and when Daphne goes into the Co-op it’s as though she’s stepped onto the set. She feels like Maggie Muggins, and the woman behind the cash by the door is Mrs. McGarrity, who calls her “dear” and tells her the cinnamon buns are fresh that morning and to die for. She half expects to see the daughter trying on a hoodie in the clothing aisle. She shows her list to Mr. Greenjeans in hardware and he says he has halogens and tarps and most of the other things they’ll need, and he can order battery packs and a generator and have them there in two days. Mrs. McGarrity tells her there’s no health clinic on the island, but there’s a medevac helicopter that can get her to the hospital in Campbell River between her first and second contractions, if that’s what she’s worried about.

			Daphne thanks her.

			“You and your husband planning on buying Channel Rock?” the woman asks. Daphne grew up in a small town and is not surprised that this woman knows who she is and where she’s been.

			“Are you Caroline?” she asks the woman.

			“No, dear, Caroline’s in the back. I can call her if you want.”

			“No, it’s okay.” She places a few things on the counter for their dinner, for herself and this man who is not her husband, a frozen spinach-and-mushroom pie, a head of lettuce, a jar of homemade honey-garlic dressing, and two of the cinnamon buns. She fingers a pair of earrings that hangs from a display card beside the cash register. Fourteen-karat hooks with a knot of trade beads and yellow feathers with black dots. They look like tiny dream catchers. Twenty dollars. She adds them to her purchases.

			“Channel Rock,” she says. “Is that what it’s called?”

			“The old Douglas place.”

			“He’s not my husband, he’s my boss,” she says.

			“We don’t ask, we don’t tell.”

			“But I thought it was the old hippie place.”

			“Well, the holy rollers had it for a while, but Gilean Douglas lived there for forty years, and we still call it the Douglas place.”

			“What was she like?”

			“Gilean? How long you got? She was like a lot of things. Which ones do you want to know about?”

			“She was a writer?”

			“She was a writer. She was a photographer. She was a tree hugger and a women’s libber. She was married four times, and none of them lasted more than a month before the men took off, I don’t know what she did that scared men off like that, but I sure wish I did. She was head of the Women’s Auxiliary here on Cortes.”

			“We’re not thinking of buying,” Daphne says. “Just checking it out. My boss works for a film company.”

			“You going to make a movie out there?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Better keep that under your hat, dear,” advises the woman, “or you’ll have every unemployed misfit on the island hanging around the place calling themselves extras.”

			“We’re looking at a lot of places,” Daphne says.

			

			—

			“Well,” says Tom when they’re back at Channel Rock, “what’s the scoop on Manson’s Landing?”

			The run was fantastic. She has showered and put on a dress and feels totally recharged. A hundred percent.

			“There’s no farmers’ market,” she tells him, “so you’ll have to make one or use the Co-op. And there’s no library. But there’s a bookstore, quite a good one, run by a very nice lady. You could have the daughter working in that.”

			He nods. He left the paper bag of groceries on the kitchen table. She takes the dream catchers out and puts them in her ears. “What do you think?” she asks him. He looks at her blankly. “The earrings,” she says. “I bought them at the Co-op.”

			“Oh. Nice,” he says.

			He doesn’t say anything about the note, but Daphne sees that it’s gone from the kitchen table. After putting the groceries away, she checks the garbage pail. Nothing there. She looks in the wood stove, and outside in the compost bin. She smiles. Taking her backpack and some ground coffee, she heads to Gilean Douglas’s cabin, where she intends to spend the night. She unlocks the door and goes in, sits immediately in the chair at the desk and inhales the smell that has permeated the walls and curtains and books. Nothing has changed since the last time, nothing at all. The sheet of paper with her name on it is still in the typewriter. Daphne. Dad.

			If Tom didn’t take the note, then who did? She has two crazy ideas. It’s either the daughter from the film script, or else it’s Gilean Douglas’s ghost. No, “ghost” is the wrong word. Her spirit, her energy. She fingers the feathers dangling from her earrings. What if Gilean Douglas wasn’t evacuated to the hospital in Campbell River but died here, in her cabin, alone, and after she died one of her husbands came and found her body and took it away to be buried, or more likely cremated, but her energy remained here, in this place that she loved? Loves. The woman at the Co-op told her that when Douglas sold the property to the hippies, just before she died, she placed covenants on it, which is why it hasn’t sold. No electricity or running water allowed, the hundred and forty acres can never be divided up, and no road can be built in to the site. So, in a real sense, her will still has power over this place.

			As for the daughter, well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? The father kills her. Probably by accident. He tries to prevent her from running off with Jimmy Crimson, maybe he grabs her as she’s getting into Crimson’s boat and she slips and falls into the water and drowns. Crimson jumps in to save her but it’s no use, she’s caught in the undertow that whips around Channel Rock. The father pulls Crimson out just in time. The two men stare at each other for several beats, then Crimson gets into his boat and goes back to his wife and child in Manson’s Landing. Or maybe the daughter throws herself into the sea because her father won’t let her run away with Jimmy Crimson. The father is watching from the house, sees her standing at the end of the dock, looks away for a second, and when he looks back there’s just the empty dock, and by the time he runs down to save her it’s too late. He stands at the end of the dock, staring helplessly into the unforgiving water. Fade to black and credits. Either way, the body isn’t recovered, so maybe she survived. Maybe she’s still here. Daphne has the script with her. She leaves it on the desk, planning to come back later, make some coffee and finish reading it tonight, in the cabin, before going to bed.

			After dinner, she tidies up the kitchen while Tom finishes a bottle of wine. Quail’s Gate; he must have brought it with him. Her father liked that label, talked about ending their tour at that bodega in Kelowna, at the bottom of Mission Hill. Tom offers her a glass but she isn’t even tempted, is actually repelled by the smell of it. She’s still amazed and a bit worried by how easy it was to go cold turkey. It was as though she closed a door and locked it and swallowed the key. Sandra and Elinor and her dad helped her stay off drugs, but she’s pretty sure she’d still be clean anyway.

			She says goodnight and takes a flashlight from one of the cupboards and makes her way back to the cabin. A wind has risen high in the trees, the Douglas-firs sigh and shuffle above her head, and gusts of rain angle down from the canopy. The tide is in, too, the surf roaring and splashing against the small dock attached to the shore. In the cabin she lights a lamp, starts the wood stove and puts the kettle on to boil, then sits at the desk reading the script. When the coffee’s ready she pours a cup, undresses, and slips into bed, adjusts the pillow so she can sit up to read. The wind and rain continue to batter on the door and rattle the windows, but the cabin is as tightly sealed as a good ship, the candle flame doesn’t even flicker. She cradles the coffee mug in her hand to keep her fingers warm. She loves this place.

			As it turns out, Jimmy Crimson isn’t such a nice guy after all. He doesn’t have a work boat, as would be expected of a contractor; he has a speedboat on which he zips around the coast, even crosses to Quadra Island and Campbell River when he feels like it, running errands the precise nature of which no one quite knows. Liquor or drugs is the local guess, but so what, that’s just Jimmy, he’ll settle down. Or get caught. Most of the locals are draft dodgers whose concept of civic responsibility has been permanently altered. They’re survivors. Daphne can see immediately how the daughter would be attracted to a man like Jimmy Crimson. He sells himself as a big-time entrepreneur, a man going places, but he’s basically a con artist. The father isn’t taken in. He tells Crimson he’s not interested, to stop coming around. He came here to get away from all that, he and his daughter are happy selling carrots and cauliflowers at the market. But Jimmy goes to the municipal council and tells them how many jobs his resort would create, how much tax revenue the village could rake in, how many trickle-down benefits there would be—fishing charters, photography and whale tours, artisanal boutiques, restaurants, maybe a second hotel for the overflow from his own place. Just as members of the council are on their way out to the property to try to persuade the father to change his mind, the script slips from Daphne’s hand and wakes her up. She puts the coffee mug and the bound pages on the night table, blows out the candle, and goes back to sleep.

			In the morning, Tom says they’ll have to do most of their shooting away from the water, otherwise the changing tideline will screw up continuity. He shows her two photographs on his phone: the shore at noon, with its tumble of rocks, and the same view at six o’clock, all water and no rocks. Daphne says they could film the rising and falling tide to establish mood; there’s something about slowly rising water, she finds, that makes people apprehensive, conveys tension.

			“There’s an element of foreboding about an island, isn’t there,” Tom agrees, “as if everyone on it accepts that one day the tide will just keep rising and rising until the whole place is under water. We were fools to build here, they’ll say, as they wait for the water to recede so they can rebuild in the same place. I read an article about the aftermath of the tsunami that struck Japan. Bodies had to be dug out of the mud with backhoes, schoolchildren buried under their own playgrounds, nothing ever found but a shoe stuck in the cleft of a tree. And the school rebuilt in exactly the same spot.”

			“What are you going to call the film?” she asks him.

			“Don’t know yet,” he says. “Maybe Channel Rock. What do you think?”

			“There’s a book of poems by W.B. Yeats in the cabin,” she says. “There’s one called ‘A Prayer for My Daughter’ that reminds me of this film. A father praying that his daughter will grow up undamaged by everything that life will fling at her, that she’ll retain what he calls radical innocence.”

			“Hmm. Radical innocence.”

			“The first line begins ‘Once more the storm is howling.’ I thought of it last night when I was on my way to the cabin and the wind was rocking the trees above the cove so much I thought they might come down. But of course they didn’t.”

			They’re early for the ferry, so they park the SUV in the lineup and walk back to a small café across from the Co-op that serves coffee and baked goods, feeling conspicuous. She dreads people looking at them, assuming they’re a couple like that woman at the Co-op. She doesn’t know if she wants to be part of a couple, and having people assume that she is confuses her. She’d rather have waited in the car, but Tom wants to get a feel for the place and she goes with him. Most of the customers ignore them, but one of the younger men calls over and asks if they’re really going to be making a movie out at the old Douglas place. He has long, oily hair and is wearing a black T-shirt that sags enough at the neck to show the vine tattoo snaking up to his ear. Tom smiles and says they’re thinking about it.

			“Woo-ee! Right on!” the man says. “You’re gonna need extras, right? Stunt men and stuff?”

			“Some,” Tom says. “We’re not sure yet. But probably.”

			“Hey look,” the man says, standing up. “I’m Bruno Gerussi.” He waves his arms in the air and pretends he’s falling backwards off a dock. “Whoa-oa-oa!” A few of the older men laugh. Tom laughs.

			“Did you know Gilean Douglas?” Daphne asks him when he sits down again.

			“Naw. Knew the holy rollers, though. Totally weird motherfuckers. Some of them used to sneak in here and get shit-faced on pub nights. They were okay.”

			“Totally weird how?” asks Tom.

			“Everyone sleeping with everyone, kids running around buck naked, no one knowing whose was whose. And they were all vegan, never spent a nickel in town, everything was barter, and they didn’t believe in plastic or paying taxes.” He shakes his head. “They used to take group showers and it’d just turn into one big orgy, the kids right there watching.”

			“Sounds like you were watching, too, Reg,” says one of the older men. More laughter.

			“What happened to them?” Daphne asks.

			Reg shrugs. “They fucked off. One day they’re here, the next day they’re gone. Just like that.” He makes a fist and then opens his fingers. “Poof!”

			“Did any of them stick around?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well, did anyone move into town? Stay on the island?”

			“Not that I know of.” He looks around at the other men. They all frown and shake their heads.

			Tom looks at his watch. “We better get back to the car,” he says.

			“Thanks,” she says to the man, to Reg. “Maybe we’ll see you later.”

			“Right on!”

			“You think someone’s hanging around the place?” Tom asks her as they walk back to the ferry line. When she doesn’t answer, he says, “I found your note.”

			They stop and she looks up at him. “It was still there?” He nods. She tries to hide her disappointment. “What did you do with it?”

			“I put it back on the table as we were leaving.”

			“So you think there’s someone, too?”

			He shrugs. “If there is,” he says, “they’re doing a good job.”

			

			—

			
				When she googles Gilean Douglas, she doesn’t find much. A brief Wikipedia bio, an academic paper on her nature writing that includes a few lines of her poetry. One, called “Moonset,” she liked a lot, she imagined it describing Channel Rock: “Between the starstream and the sea / a notion of lucidity.” Douglas was married four times, and the woman in the Co-op was right: none of her husbands hung around much longer than the honeymoon. The last one held out longer: Philip Major moved with her to Cortes in 1949, and they divorced in 1951. She finds two sentences from one of her books, The Protected Place, written after her move to Cortes Island. The protected place was Channel Rock. She copies the sentences out and pins them to the cork-board above her work table: “Nature is prodigal, but never wasteful. Even the most bizarre of her experiments have meaning and her endings are always beginnings.” They aren’t much, they aren’t even very profound, but she likes them. The part about endings and beginnings makes her think about her father.

			

			—

			
				She doesn’t hear from Tom for a month, but she isn’t worried. Then he calls and asks her to meet him for drinks. He has another assignment for her, if she’s interested. He wants to make a documentary about the fentanyl epidemic sweeping Vancouver, fifteen hundred deaths last year and more expected. Apparently the stuff is coming in from China, some through Mexico. Why are people injecting a known poison into their arms? “I’m going to call it ‘The Opioid Wars.’ What do you think?”

			She starts trembling. She almost drops the phone. She can’t do this. She mustn’t. But she can, she knows she can, she’s perfect for it, she can give him all the locations he needs right now, over the phone, she knows them by heart. Got a pen? The shooting galleries on East Hastings, the Westmoreland Hotel, the old Sussex Hotel, Oppenheimer Park. The lawyers who park on Railway Street at noon and shoot up in their cars. She can even give him some of their names. The missions on Alexander, the needle exchanges, the safe-injection sites. The morgue.

			“I think it’s a great idea,” she says. “I might be able to help.”

			“Great. Shall we say four o’clock at the bar in the Hotel Vancouver?”

			“Sure.” They won’t recognize her. It’s been eight years.

			She has taken on a scouting job with the CBC, but she’s never really stopped thinking about Channel Rock. Tom’s call brings back the sound of the wind and rain hitting the cabin door. She hasn’t slept as soundly since. It rains in Vancouver, but not like that. Vancouver rain falls through smoke-filled air and leaves black spots on her balcony deck. On Cortes, the rain felt more like a purification, like the life-giving substance water is supposed to be. No wonder the hippies took their clothes off, let their children run naked. Now that she’s back in the city, she realizes that the rattling and banging on the cabin could easily have masked the sound of someone approaching from the woods, her mysterious squatter, for example, but she blames Vancouver for the thought. It didn’t occur to her on the island.

			The CBC gig is a special report on the likelihood of the Pacific Northwest being obliterated by an earthquake within the next thirty to fifty years. It’s an old story, she remembers hearing about it when she was at UBC, but they keep finding new ways to bring it up. They’re calling it “The Big One.” She nodded grimly as she read the treatment, yes, this is the kind of stuff she worries about all the time, the whole West Coast cross-hatched by fault lines, apparently on the verge of a major collapse. The biggest danger is the Cascadia subduction fault, three hundred miles offshore and seventy-two years overdue for a magnitude 9.0 quake. The smaller faults, closer to home, the Leech River fault that runs under Vancouver Island directly into downtown Victoria, the Devil’s Mountain fault that connects the Leech River fault to the mainland, and the Strawberry Point and Utsalady Point faults that meet under Whidbey Island, they’re all capable of causing a magnitude 7.5 quake, which would bring down a building like hers in a matter of minutes. There’s a one-in-three chance one of them will do so before she’s sixty. At night, she sits on her sofa and looks out at the high-rises facing her across False Creek, the highest population density in North America, and thinks of Gilean Douglas’s cabin, built so low to the ground it can’t even be seen from the shore.

			Two hours before the meeting, she takes a taxi to the corner of Cordova and Dunlevy. She could have run it but she doesn’t want to go to the meeting with Tom wearing Lycra. She walks half a block south on Dunlevy and enters a storefront attached to the Missionaries of Charity Centre, across from Oppenheimer Park. The Needle House, it’s called, and she’s relieved to see Sister Darlene still running it. Darling Darlene. She’s behind the counter with a social worker, handing out childproof safe-injection kits and Narcan inhalers. A dozen people are sitting on the easy chairs scattered about the room, no feng shui here, either, some of them asleep, some rubbing their arms, two or three checking their cell phones. No one looks at her. Behind the counter, Sister Darlene appears smaller and older than Daphne remembers her, her eyes darker, her skin sagging over her cheeks and under her jaw. Her arms dangle like bell clappers from the sleeves of her Needle House T-shirt, so thin Daphne wonders that she can pick up a kit with one hand. When she sees Daphne, she comes out from behind the counter, not smiling, and hits her on the shoulder.

			“What are you doing here?” she says.

			“It’s okay. I just came to say hi.” She smiles. “I didn’t think you’d remember me.”

			Sister Darlene reaches up and grabs Daphne’s shoulders and rests her forehead against Daphne’s chin. “I thought…”

			“No, I’m fine. Really.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Still in the program.”

			“Come on in the back, I’ll make us some tea.” She takes Daphne past a row of privacy booths, through a metal door, and along a hall to the office, and from there into a small staff room with a grey metal table and chairs, a half-fridge, and a sink. She fills a kettle at the sink and plugs it in.

			“You’re looking good,” she says, turning to Daphne. “I shouldn’t have worried.”

			“It’s good to see you again, Darlene. How’s the House doing?”

			Sister Darlene shrugs. “Uphill battle. It’s not about dirty needles anymore, it’s about fentanyl. We lost three more this week. Dealers are bragging about how many users their junk has killed. It’s in everything. You were lucky you got out when you did.”

			“I know. I’m helping some people make a documentary about it. Can I give them your number?”

			“Sure, why not. A little more publicity can’t hurt. How’s your dad?”

			“He died two years ago.”

			“I’m so sorry to hear that. How are you doing?”

			“I’m okay. Starting to feel things again.”

			“Ha! Death can do that, can’t it? Good for you!”

			“I miss my dad. I didn’t think I would.”

			“He was a good guy.”

			“I know.”

			“He saved your life, Daphne.”

			“I know.”

			“He pulled you out of that dumpster.”

			“I know.”

			“Nobody would have found you in there.”

			“I don’t know how he did.”

			“He followed you. He got you out. He got you here. And then he took you back to Toronto and got you off the junk.”

			Daphne smiles. “He kidnapped me.”

			“It’s not kidnapping when it’s your own kid.”

			“I guess.”

			“What are you doing now?”

			She shrugs. “Working with these film people. Living quietly. I run a lot, it seems to keep me settled.”

			“Stop in anytime, Daphne. I’m always here, for my sins.”

			“I will. And I’ll give the director your number. His name is Tom Blair. He’s a good guy, too. I’ll come down with him.”

			She leaves through a side door that exits into the alley that runs off Dunlevy. She hasn’t been here in eight years, but nothing seems to have changed. She walks down the alley until she comes to a tree growing beside a dumpster, and stops for a few moments. There are scratch marks, like starling or squirrel tracks, on the dumpster’s edge. She peers inside, notes the broken cardboard boxes, the torn clothing, a mangy stuffed animal. She continues walking, making a few notes and taking photos with her phone as she zigzags up to East Hastings and turns towards downtown. She doesn’t see anyone she knows. When she reaches Carrall Street and sees the statue of Gassy Jack, she feels the tension leave her shoulders, and by the time she reaches the Hotel Vancouver she is breathing almost normally again.

			

			—

			
				Tom is sitting in the lobby bar with a glass of wine. He’s wearing jeans and cowboy boots and a tailored sports jacket over a light-blue shirt. His hair is brushed and his cell phone isn’t lying on the table beside his drink. She’s wearing a simple skirt and a long-sleeved sweater that buttons to her neck. She sits beside him, orders a Perrier and lime from the waiter, who is young and smiles politely, and tries not to think about the fourteen floors of stone blocks precariously stacked above their heads. The University of Victoria seismologist she interviewed told her that old buildings like this will be the first to go, and she almost called Tom to ask for a change of venue. She thought maybe the Sandbar on Granville Island, then remembered the seismologist also said that a magnitude 9.0 earthquake would create a forty-foot tsunami that would wipe out the entire city up to West Sixteenth. She tells this to Tom and he laughs.

			“You like to get caught up in your work, don’t you?” he says.

			“I don’t like to,” she says. “It’s more like it gets caught up in me.”

			“That’s a good thing, no?”

			“Sometimes.”

			She has often wondered why Tom didn’t hit on her when they were on Cortes. She sort of half expected and half dreaded that he would, and still hasn’t figured out what her response would have been. Something about keeping her personal life separate from her professional life, but that wouldn’t have been very convincing, would it, because, as he just pointed out, she doesn’t really have a personal life separate from her work life. Maybe he’s in a relationship. Maybe he’s gay. She tells him about Sister Darlene and says she’ll give him a list of a few other locations she knows about.

			“Great,” he says. “I knew you were the right person for this.”

			The waiter brings her mineral water.

			“We’ve decided to go ahead with the Cortes location,” Tom says. “I finally convinced Snakejack that the extra cost of getting our stuff in there would be more than offset by not having to build an entire set from scratch. It’s already right there. And the locals seem friendly.”

			Do they? She tries to see Reg buying bok choy at the farmers’ market from whoever they get to play the daughter. Maybe.

			“That’s great, Tom. Will you be going up there again?”

			“I’ll let you know. Would you go up with me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did I tell you? I’m going to call the film Once More the Storm.”

			“I like that.”

			“But I’m changing the ending.”

			She did eventually finish reading the script. It didn’t end the way she’d thought it would. It wasn’t Shakespeare, after all; it was Ibsen. Enemy of the People. When the councillors arrive at the property, the father gets into a fierce argument with them. Daphne envisions them as the men they spoke to in the café at the ferry dock. Honest, befuddled, plain-speaking men who’ve been treading water all their lives, trying to stay afloat in a sea of troubles, wife troubles, children troubles, equipment troubles, government troubles, tired of endlessly opposing everything, especially now that their children are grown and moving away. They’re fed up with the isolation, the deprivation, they see what it has cost them, and if they haven’t seen it themselves, their wives have certainly drawn their attention to it often enough. To hell with it. To hell with swollen prostates and pre-diabetes and morning coughing fits and forgetting to take their pills and where they put their goddamn keys. This resort is, ironically, their last chance to preserve their economic independence, of keeping their families together, of keeping their children and their grandchildren close, of being able to even think about retiring and maybe travelling to Vancouver or Seattle for a weekend, hell, maybe even Disneyland with the grandkids, is that too much to ask after fifty years of slinging lumber or gutting fish and keeping twenty-year-old trucks on the road, until their hands are so callused they can hardly roll a cigarette anymore? Is it?

			The father, of course, is appalled at the idea of his Shangri-La being turned into a tourist trap. He doesn’t even let the councillors past the wattle gate. A resort isn’t the answer to their prayers, he shouts at them, blocking the path, it’s the bait on the hook, the dead canary in the mineshaft. Is this why they came to Cortes Island, to take tourists out to gawk at whales, to see their kids wearing waiters’ uniforms and skin-tight miniskirts, mixing drinks for rich tax evaders from the States? To be laughed at because of the way they say “house” and because they don’t know what a bitcoin is? The father would have got along well with Gilean Douglas, come to think of it, the two of them would have dealt with those councillors. Have they forgotten about the covenants? Don’t they realize Crimson will never be able to run hydro or roads into the property, and that without those there can be no resort? If Gilean had been there she might have been able to avert a tragedy. She might have talked some sense into the daughter. As it is, the father is too angry to notice that the daughter doesn’t exactly have his back on this. Nor does he realize that she and Jimmy Crimson have, in fact, been meeting in the woods—Tom was right about that (of course he was, he’d read the script). She’s been experimenting not only with sex but with a variety of chemical inducements, and is a little off her head, a little unhinged. Daphne knows exactly what that’s like. The daughter never had much of a hold on reality in the first place, on the thin membrane that separates the painfully real from the painfully unreal, the inside of ourselves from the outside, and consequently after the councillors head back up the path, with Jimmy Crimson yelling obscenities and vowing never to come back, not even for his slut of a daughter, she runs into the workshop, grabs one of her father’s shiny chisels from the pegboard, runs out again, and stabs her father in the heart. Multiple times. When you want a job done properly, always use the right tool. Her father taught her that. In the last scene, she’s chasing after the councillors, running madly up the forest path in the dark, shouting, “Jimmy! Jimmy! It’s okay, you can have it now! Jimmy!”

			“Changing it how?” she asks. She didn’t like the way the script ended, but hadn’t said anything. It was Tom’s film.

			“She doesn’t kill her father,” says Tom. “She discovers that Jimmy has acquired the tree-cutting rights to the section of the island that Channel Rock is on. He’s planning to harvest the big trees, that’s why he wants the land. She tells her father, and together they save the property.”

			“That’s much better,” she says, smiling.

			“I don’t want the Jimmy Crimsons of the world to win,” Tom says. “I like the idea of Channel Rock staying as it is.”

			“Actually, I’m thinking of buying it.”

			“Buying—?”

			She nods. “Channel Rock.” She thought she’d given up on the idea, but apparently she hasn’t, she only gave up on the idea of buying it to save the property. But now, thinking of the daughter in the film, she sees it as a way of saving herself, which is what environmentalism is really about. “It’s got covenants on it, but I agree with them. I figure I can get most of the money by selling my condo. It’s on the right side of False Creek and it’s half paid for, so I’d only need to come up with payments on about half a million.”

			“But…”

			“Don’t worry, Tom, I’ll let you use it for the film. I’ll stay in the cabin. You aren’t going to be using that.”

			“But what will you do up there? No Wi-Fi, no phone, you’ll go nuts.”

			“No, I won’t,” she says. “I’m going nuts here. And the island is getting Wi-Fi.”

			Until it does, she’ll tell Sandra and Elinor that she’ll check her email once a week when she goes into Manson’s Landing for groceries. Maybe she’ll make earrings, or grow sugar beets.

			“I appreciate your concern, Tom, but I’ll be fine.”

			Tom leans towards her, looks down at her hands, and watches them folding a brown bar napkin into ever tighter triangles. He puts his hand over hers and she stops folding and looks up at him. He does have a nice face.

			“But how will I see you?” he asks her.

			“You know where I’ll be,” she says.

		

	
		
			Daphne and Harry

			SPRING 2019

			
				When she is back on Cortes Island, after spending three weeks in Vancouver with Tom wrapping up the fentanyl documentary, Daphne showers in one of the guest cabins, makes herself a meal in the main house (rice and fish, she still isn’t eating red meat), and takes a pot of Bora Bora tea to the cabin, where she most often sleeps when Tom isn’t there. She chooses a book from the shelves that line what she calls the sea-wall, Siri Hustvedt’s The Summer Without Men, and lies on the bed. The first line, about the main character going into a state of brief reactive psychosis after her husband announced he was leaving her, makes her put the book down and think about how her life has changed since the days when it was ruled by drugs. She wonders if her subsequent life, the condo in Vancouver, this island, might be described as a state of prolonged reactive psychosis. She wonders why, of the five basic facial expressions babies are supposed to recognize at birth—anger, joy, disgust, pain, and fear—only one is pleasant.

			Working on the fentanyl documentary brought a lot of it back, as she knew it would, and she’s been unable to talk to Tom about it. He knows, of course—it had to come out after the interview with Sister Darlene—but not the extent of it, or how much it continues to worry her. Not that she’ll go back, there’s an AA group in Manson’s Landing, but the scars are still there. The mineral water, the spartan diet, the running, her minimalist life here at Channel Rock. She is careful to avoid stress, gets plenty of sleep, takes breaks in the middle of the day to read or work in the garden. It’s as though she’s in constant recovery. A person in recovery after a cancer operation no longer has cancer, but not so a person in recovery from addiction. That person never fully recovers. She remembers her father insisting that he wasn’t an addict. And herself thinking that everyone is addicted to something. The things we tell ourselves.

			After her father stopped drinking, when Elinor had left him for Sandra and he was diagnosed with stage-four colorectal cancer and given three months to live, tops, he talked about wine every day. Not about drinking, just about wine. During the three months Daphne spent with him in Toronto, “easing his passage,” as the palliative-care people put it, nearly everything they talked about came back to wine. They mapped out their trip through the Okanagan Valley, now destined never to happen, the vineyards they would visit, the different varietals he wanted her to try. They googled the domaines that had inns, the side routes, the restaurants with fabulous cellars. He told her about other places he’d known that had great cellars: the Hatley Inn, in Quebec’s Eastern Townships, for example, which burned down in 2006, destroying its five-million-dollar wine collection. He told her that the entire basement of Le Sélect, a fine restaurant in Toronto, was a series of small, separate wine cellars, the temperature and humidity in each of them carefully controlled by a computer upstairs. He said that in Portugal, which has the highest per capita consumption of wine in the world, cirrhosis of the liver was virtually unknown. He told her that Brillat-Savarin, the great nineteenth-century French philosopher, maintained that la gourmandise saved France from economic ruin after the Napoleonic Wars, because the occupying European armies became so addicted to French cuisine that when peace came the Britons and the Teutons spent more money on French wine than the Treaty of Paris demanded from France in war reparations. He said there were limestone caves under England that were possibly, who knew?, connected underground to similar caves in France, filled with hundreds of thousands of bottles of French champagne, but that the largest wine cellar in the world was under the Milestii Mici winery, in the former Soviet republic of Moldova—a thirty-four-mile-long cave containing two million bottles of wine. Her memory of that time is that her father talked nonstop about wine for three months, and then died.

			As she lies on the narrow cabin bed, she imagines he is there with her, that it’s her father who is lying on the bed—that he was there all the time, waiting for her to return—and she’s sitting in the swivel chair by the desk, and they are talking. She wants to ask him what he thought about when he was dying, what interested him, or frightened him, whether he missed her mother, or her, or their old life in White Falls. She’s not as desperate to know as she once was, but she’s still curious. At first he’s evasive, as though she’s poking at old wounds he decided to carry with him to the grave, or maybe at things he isn’t allowed to talk about. But she persists, the way she was never able to do when he was alive. She feels this is her last chance, that after this conversation he’ll get up off the bed, walk out of the cabin, and she’ll never see him again. She has always felt like that. After every awkward conversation she steeled herself for his disappearing from her life forever. This time, though, the prospect doesn’t deter her.

			“I never did walk away, though, did I?” he says, turning his head to look up at her.

			“No, but you made me feel that you would.”

			“I walked away, but I didn’t disappear.”

			“No, you didn’t walk away, but you disappeared.”

			“You’re the one who walked away. You estranged yourself from me.”

			“I know. It’s called ghosting. I ghosted you.”

			“Hoo, that’s a good one. It’s a thing now, is it? Ghosting?”

			“Is that what you were thinking about that night?” she asks him. “That I abandoned you?”

			“You mean the night I died?”

			“Yes,” she says. “Just before.”

			“You were there.”

			“Actually, I wasn’t. I was out running.”

			“I was thinking about you.”

			“You were?” She doesn’t believe that. That’s just what people say.

			“I was thinking about you staying downstairs in the granny flat.”

			“Flat? You never called it a flat, you called it an apartment. That’s a much better word for it: I was downstairs, apart in my apartment.”

			“And you woke up wondering what had happened. It was only the wind shaking the house, rattling the windows. You lay awake, listening to the house, too anxious to sleep, too tired to turn on a light and read your book—I think it was Katherine Mansfield. I knew I was exhausting you, depleting you. So much work, looking after me all those months as I lay dying.”

			“Just three, it wasn’t so bad. And I enjoyed reconnecting with Elinor and Sandra.”

			Actually, she remembers, it was bad. Not just the physical aspects, the bedpans, the leakages and seepages, at least they were things she could deal with, get through, rest from. It was the psychological side of it, looking after someone you knew was not going to get better, seeing a person you love slip inexorably from being a competent, functioning human being into a helpless, semi-conscious, child-like object. Plus there was the pain of self-knowledge, that she was looking after someone she’d once put through hell even while professing love for him, because she was going through hell and wanted a little company, and she knew he would go on loving her anyway.

			Well, it was a little deeper than that, Daphne, give yourself some credit. You were pretty sure at the time that the hell you were going through was a special gift from your dad and Elinor. Inadvertent, maybe, but did that excuse it? You knew you were too damned sensitive, but he could be damned insensitive. Even on his deathbed, all that talk about wine, did it never occur to him that, given your history with alcohol, you might be finding it a bit hard to listen to? Wasn’t it like doing the opioid documentary with Tom, except Tom didn’t know about your history with opioids? So much forgiveness was necessary, so much overlooking of hurt, so much emphasis on intentionality, when what you really wanted to do was lash out. That was love.

			She no longer thinks of love as an emotion, because emotions come and go; it’s more a state of being, a country to which you emigrate, apply for temporary residency, rent don’t buy, learn a bit of the language, abide by the rules, hope for the best.

			“I was dying,” her father says, “and you didn’t know how to feel about that. Oh, sad, yes, of course you were sad, but you were sad when your cat died, you were sad when Elinor left me. You were lying there thinking that sad didn’t cover it.”

			“You’re right, I felt sad, and I needed to feel more than sad. I wanted to rage against the dying of the light. I wanted to shout ‘Rage, blow! You cataracts and hurricanoes.’ But all I did was ask how you were feeling, give you your morphine and ask if you’d like some tea. I thought I was just tired.”

			“That was grief. Pain depletes you. It’s like a death.”

			“Is it?”

			“It spreads you so thin your corporeal self barely exists. You’re a ghost.”

			“We’ve never talked about those months before you rescued me.”

			“You always hated that basement apartment.”

			“You knew that?”

			“I thought you’d eventually come to like it. That night it was pitch-black, pre-electricity black. I know; I slept there a few times myself. Not even a strip of light under the door, no faint glow from a TV monitor or router. If you wanted to see anything you had to get up and go into the living room, where I kept wine in a cooler that had a digital temperature readout.”

			“A great place for an addict.”

			“The more you thought about darkness, the more it became an oppressive presence in the room. All the furniture seemed to have been carved out of it, as Mansfield put it. You couldn’t tell if your eyes were open or closed. You put your hand out in front of you and you couldn’t see if it was there or not, it felt like it wasn’t. Maybe it wasn’t the room, maybe you’d gone blind. You opened your eyes as wide as you possibly could and waited for them to adjust, but they never did. In fact the room got darker. I thought that, when I slept in that room. And I’ve thought about it more since.”

			“When did you sleep in the basement?”

			“After Elinor left. Sometimes I didn’t feel like climbing all those stairs to sleep in our old bed. It was quiet down there, and cool in the summer. As you know. And sometimes, after I was diagnosed, I even welcomed the darkness. The city is never dark. Or quiet. I realized that again when I slept in the living room those last few months, in that horrid hospital bed.”

			“I’m sorry about that, I thought it would be more comfortable.”

			“See? You thought I’d come to like it. No deathbed is comfortable. I lay there thinking about you searching in the darkness for something that would take you to the other side of grief. To anger, maybe. That’s what I found, usually, when I thought about what I was really feeling. Anger and guilt. I mined the past for nuggets of anger and hurt. When you do that you find plenty, especially lying in the dark, in the middle of the night. We scatter anger around like seeds, don’t we, like a dog shaking water off its coat.”

			“I think I’ve grown past that. That dog is asleep. But I felt pretty bad down there when I was thirteen, fourteen. What if there were a fire! Or the hot-water tank exploded?”

			“I thought Elinor would be uncomfortable with you in the room next to us. I was wrong about that; Elinor loved you and wanted you near us. It was just me. I also thought your mother wouldn’t want you to start thinking of me and Elinor as your parents and run to our bed when you woke up from a bad dream. But of course your mother just wanted you to be happy. I know that now. But to oblige Elinor, to oblige your mother, to oblige myself, I let you down.”

			“Your concern was always for everyone but me. Even your students came first.”

			“My students. Winston and I talked about that when I was in Vancouver. My students were a generation between mine and yours. I thought, not consciously, maybe, but at some level, I thought that if I taught them well they would halt the mess my generation had made of the world and make your life a little better.”

			“Dad, that is such bullshit. I’m calling you out on that.”

			“All right, then, maybe I was testing everyone: the person who loved me most would complain the least.”

			“Better, but I still don’t buy it.”

			“Or maybe I had complete confidence in you, and I was testing myself.”

			“The truth is, you weren’t thinking about me at all. And that’s okay, I can live with that. You had a lot to deal with. Mom and the mayor, your job at the college, our future as a family. I wasn’t a problem that needed to be solved. I was just a ten-year-old kid.”

			“No one is just a ten-year-old kid. I failed you, Daphne. That’s what was festering in me that night, with the house rattling and ticking about us as though parts of it were flying off. Shingles, shutters, eavestroughs, loose bricks, shrunken mortar, peeling paint, cracked glass, it was like an Edward Gorey cartoon. All the things I should have fixed came back to haunt me. Freud says that if you dream about a house falling apart, the house is you. Except I wasn’t dreaming. The house really was falling apart. And so was I.”

			“So you were lying there tormenting yourself with the past. With regrets. Feeling guilty about yourself?”

			“I have done the things I ought not to have done, and I have left undone those things I ought to have done, and there is no health in me. That about sums it up. Guilty and angry. Guilty about things I couldn’t undo, and angry that I couldn’t be forgiven for them. I thought about the times I tried to call you and gave up actually trying to reach you. I felt how you must have felt. That’s what we’re left with in the end. The last thing we feel is empathy for the people we’ve hurt.”

			“Lydia Davis says anger is always a great comfort.”

			“It isn’t, though, not in the end,” he says, looking around. “You feel so right at the time, so righteous, it’s almost biblical. But then you realize that in fact you’re wrong. That night, I felt anger and guilt, which added up to regret. I guess the usual word is repentant. I hated my anger towards you. I wanted to kill it. There was definitely no comfort in it.”

			“What about now? Is there solace where you are?”

			“Do you mean here in this cabin? It’s quieter than the house was, although the trees are loud enough when the wind comes up the channel. You told Tom about that line from Yeats’s poem, how he ‘heard the sea-wind…scream in the elms above the flooded stream’? A violent image for such a gentle poem.”

			“Oh, Dad, it’s a violent poem! He talks about ‘the murderous innocence of the sea’ and hopes she’ll be happy ‘though every face should scowl and every windy quarter howl or every bellows burst.’ Is that what you hoped for me? That I would be surrounded by scowls and howls and still be happy?”

			“Of course! That’s what I meant by gentle. It’s a love poem, a prayer. I thought of you in your basement room, lying there in the dark, thinking there was nothing wrong but an upstairs window rattling in its frame. You got up to check. I heard you come upstairs and pad around in the kitchen, checking the windows. I would have got up with you if I could. Then you saw that it wasn’t the wind and the house didn’t have those kinds of windows anyway, I’d had them all replaced. You were thinking about our old house in White Falls.”

			“You knew Mom was sleeping with the mayor, didn’t you?”

			“Everyone in town knew. I got used to the averted eyes. No one blamed me; they were harder on your mother. She thought she was clever, but in a small town, no one likes someone who thinks they’re clever.”

			“Do you miss her?”

			“I miss the life we had together. Young family, good jobs, nothing behind us, everything ahead of us, fresh and new. And I miss the house. It had a past, and it was still standing, still harbouring life. You always remember your first house. I loved the sloped floors. You used to set a marble against one wall and chase after it as it rolled across the room, laughing like a loon. I loved the bleary windowpanes, thickened at the bottom by time. The old fireplace that filled the room with smoke every time I lit it. After I left, whenever I was in a house with a fireplace I’d breathe in the smell of woodsmoke and a great wave of nostalgia would flood through me. Winston’s house in Vancouver, for example.”

			She feels they are rubbing up against something here, some looming object. Her year of addiction, the details of which she barely remembers but knows were huge in her father’s mind. Conrad writes somewhere about rowing a small boat across a harbour at night, in total darkness, and sensing, knowing, that there was another presence on the water, perhaps the hull of a ship, perhaps something more mysterious, and in any case he’d better account for it in his rowing even though he couldn’t see it. Her year with Paul was like that. Her body floated through the murk while her mind drifted somewhere above it, in the false predawn light, when it should have been down there with its hand on the tiller. Conrad’s metaphor, not hers, but it makes her shiver.

			“I know what you mean about woodsmoke,” she says, steering clear of the collision. “I always thought of the Curtis house as the autumn house. I used to go there after our modern-novel classes in the fall. Alyssa would invite one or two of us for tea and biscuits. We felt selected, almost elected. We’d sit around the fireplace, privileged and smug, talking about our favourite women novelists. I was in love with Edna O’Brien, she appealed to my longing for what Alyssa, somewhat disparagingly, called traditionality. I think now I just wanted what Alyssa had. A home, a husband, being loved. I wrote an essay on the image of the father in The Lonely Girl. Fairly transparent of me, now that I think about it, but my point was that the father was significantly absent from the novel, in which Caithleen has an affair with an older man and then leaves him. I argued that the whole novel was about loneliness, about trying to stuff socks into the empty space left by the absent father. That’s why Alyssa called me a traditionalist. Sometimes Professor Curtis came downstairs and joined us. He’d say something silly about Shakespeare, for example what a great woman novelist he would have been. Alyssa would shoot him a look and he’d take his tea back upstairs to mark papers. I was sublimely happy, those autumn afternoons.”

			“What happened to them?”

			“Paul happened. My older man. My sock.”

			“But why did you let Paul take you out of that?”

			“I didn’t think I deserved it. I thought they’d find out sooner or later that I didn’t really know anything about Edna O’Brien, I’d just read one novel and a few stories. I didn’t believe I was special. No one had ever made me feel special before.”

			“Ah, that would be me.”

			“Not just you.”

			Daphne gets up and lights the stack of paper and kindling in the wood stove. When the fire is crackling, she feeds a fir log into it, conscious of her father watching her, his face expressionless. She moves the kettle to the centre of the cooking surface. Perhaps he’s thinking of other fires. She thinks now is a good time to broach the big, dark thing.

			“If you loved the house in White Falls,” she says, “and were resigned to Mom’s affair, and your job at the college,” she takes a deep breath, “why did you leave?”

			“I wasn’t resigned to your mother’s affair, I just ignored it. I lied about it. And as for my job at the college, I couldn’t continue to teach journalism after the dean refused to publish my students’ work. I left because I could no longer be an honest man in that town.”

			“You mean because you were selfish? Thinking about yourself, as usual?”

			She doesn’t believe it was that simple anymore, she’s moved beyond that, but she’s never actually confronted him with the accusation, and she wants to know how he might respond. She still sees his leaving as a betrayal, but now she considers it more as a mistake than a premeditated desertion. And people are allowed to make mistakes. Well, they make them whether they’re allowed to or not, so they might as well be allowed to.

			“I needed to lick my wounds,” her father says. “And remember, I thought I’d just be gone until the spring. Not even a year.”

			“And what about my wounds?”

			“I thought your wounds would heal. Mine wouldn’t have.”

			“My wounds damn near killed me, Dad. And don’t say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, because it doesn’t. What doesn’t kill you leaves you so weak and bloodied it takes you years to recover, if you ever do, and you are never stronger.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			He speaks so softly that Daphne isn’t sure she heard him correctly, but in case she didn’t she doesn’t ask him to say it again. He knows. He’s sorry. Never mind what he knows and what he’s sorry for, those are the words she’s been yearning to hear from him all her life. The only words that can release the same words from her.

			“I know. I’m sorry, too,” she says, and adds, “Dad,” so he doesn’t think she’s being sarcastic or glib. In case he’s forgotten who is speaking to whom.

			The kettle whistles. She gets up and makes a pot of tea. The wind is coming up again, she can hear it in the chimney, blowing up from the channel and stirring the trees. This place could have taught Yeats a thing or two about wind.

			“Was it raccoons making that noise, do you think?” her father asks. “I remember telling you I had raccoons in the garage, maybe they decided to colonize the house. You thought you should go outside, or at least upstairs, to check the attic. Maybe it was Millie exploiting the local mouse population. Where is Millie, by the way?”

			“Elinor and Sandra have her.”

			“Oh, of course. Elinor and Sandra and Millie. I thought you and Elinor would get along better than you did. I thought Elinor and I would get along better than we did. We got along for a while.”

			“We didn’t get along at first, but we do now. She came to sit with you a few times when you were sick, to give me a break, so I could get out of the house, do some shopping, go for a run in the park. I wasn’t good for anything that went into my head, like a movie or a book. Sandra said that was a good thing. Sometimes I’d go to their house. I think for some unofficial trauma therapy.”

			“I know it wasn’t easy, looking after me. I thought I was finally getting it right, but I guess when you think that you really aren’t. Remember the time you found me at three in the morning, trying to fix an electrical outlet with a screwdriver? It was loose, I said. Coming away from the wall. Someone pulled too hard on it, it must have been you. You could get a nasty shock. Burn the house down. As though you were the one about to stick a screwdriver into a live socket. See what I mean? I wasn’t angry with you, I was worried for you. I was looking out for you. Because I loved you. But it was all wrong. I had the stick at the wrong end again.”

			“You looked so angry. You sounded angry.”

			“I know. I thought if you thought I was angry you’d stop pulling sockets out of the wall.”

			“Don’t you see how ridiculous that sounds?”

			“Now, yes, of course. I see a lot of things now. List, oh list.”

			The ghost of Hamlet. Whenever he feels an emotion coming on, he deflects it with a quotation from somewhere. Or is he just seeking company in his ghostedness?

			“I didn’t mind looking after you,” she says. “I just wanted to know for how long.”

			“I lingered. No, I clung. As to a clifftop.”

			“Cancer is hard to predict.”

			“Cancer is completely predictable. You get it, you die from it. It’s people who are hard to predict. At first you tell yourself that as soon as you become a burden to your loved ones you’re going to pull the plug, leap off the perch, skip to the last chapter. Who needs a denouement? Everyone knows how the story ends. But then, when you get closer to the time, you convince yourself that every day, every minute, every breath is a bonus. You see things with a startling clarity, as after a long fast. You’re clinging to that clifftop, you’re thinking about letting go, and then you see an ant, and you think this is probably the last ant you’ll ever see, you’d better pay attention to that ant. So you hang on to the cliff, studying that ant. And then you see a bird. And then you see a blade of grass.”

			“So you weren’t angry?”

			“Not at you, no.”

			“Is there anyone you know where you are?”

			“Like who?”

			“I don’t know. Charles Darwin? Sigmund Freud?”

			“I didn’t know them.”

			“Bernie?”

			“Who came to the funeral?”

			“You were there, don’t you remember?”

			“I was dead.”

			“You’re dead now.”

			“Tell me anyway.”

			“Some of the guys from basketball, Leon and Hubert and Ozzie. I didn’t get their last names.”

			“That’s all right, neither did I.”

			“Sandra and Elinor, of course.”

			“Of course. Faithful to the end.”

			“Gaspard and Manon from the restaurant. And Dorothy and Simon. They’re living together now, did you know that?”

			“No, but I’m not surprised. Bernie’s been dead for some time.”

			“And Mom came, with the ex-mayor.”

			“Yes, that was good of them. You sold the house?”

			“Elinor sold it and gave me half.”

			“She bloody well better have. I left you my half of the house.”

			“I kept the car. It’s in Vancouver. You know all this.”

			“I do. My ashes are still in a cardboard box in the trunk.”

			“I don’t know what to do with them. Where would you like me to put them?”

			“Out here would be nice. These gardens look a little clayey.”

			“Okay, but not in the vegetable beds.”

			“They’d still be organic, wouldn’t they?”

			“Maybe, but Tom would still find it weird.”

			“Tell me about Tom.”

			“When he comes here, we sleep in one of the cabins with the beds pushed together and cook and eat in the main house. He does most of the cooking and I do the shopping and the washing up. We have Wi-Fi now. If I have work, I go back to Vancouver with him, and we leave Caroline and Bay to look after things here. They live up the road, between here and the village. I drop in to see them when I’m running. They’re in their late sixties, a bit older than you were. Bay’s full name is Barry. He says he used to work for the CPR in Prince Rupert, and when they terminated him he took the railroad out of his name. He watches you when he tells you that, to see if you get it. It’s a test.”

			“I get it.”

			“Caroline works at the Co-op, in the office, making sure everybody doesn’t suddenly decide to grow cabbages and no one’s growing carrots. Bay makes gluten-free sausages in his spare time. They look after this place when we’re not here, the gardens, some handiwork. I know this isn’t telling you about Tom, but it’s how I talk about him. Tom is all those things. We’re like a family.”

			“Don’t rely too heavily on similes.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You aren’t like a family, you are a family.”

			“We are.”

			“That sound you kept hearing in the basement, that steady beat, you thought it sounded like someone drumming a military tattoo, rattatat, rattatat, over and over, and that made you think of Grenadier Pond, and that made you think of going for a run. I heard it, too. It did sound like an army on the march. Once you heard it you couldn’t not hear it. You sighed, pulled on your running gear, and went upstairs. But then you couldn’t hear the sound in the kitchen, probably because the fridge was drowning it out. You poured yourself a glass of water and tiptoed down the hall to my room and listened at my door. The sound was not coming from in there. When you were a baby, I used to listen at the door of your room, and if I couldn’t hear you breathing I’d go in to check on you, see if you were still alive. You slept on your stomach with your arms by your sides and your little hands open. I’d put my hand on your back, feel it rising and falling, the steadiness of your breathing such a comfort. Such a profound relief. It told me I was doing something right. I’d get up two or three times a night, just for that feeling of being relieved of worry, like a farmer checking the horizon for storm clouds and seeing nothing but blue sky. There’s another simile. Sometimes you’d wake up, cry a bit, go back to sleep. What patterns were formed then, that’s what I was wondering, how by fulfilling your needs I fulfilled my own. As you are doing now with Tom. Isn’t that the basis of family? I mean, without that, what is there?”

			“But then you stopped fulfilling my needs. I was asleep, I didn’t have any needs other than for you to be there. And you weren’t.”

			“We keep going back to that. Can’t we move on? I’d never experienced that before, that intertwining of needs. I loved your mother when we conceived you, and when you were born I discovered a whole new dimension of love, an immeasurable volume of it. It was like being in a dream in which you’re in a house you think you know, and then you open a door and suddenly you’re in a room you never knew existed but is more beautiful than any other room you’d ever been in. That was your gift to me. Standing in the darkness, listening to you breathe. And that was also my gift to you.”

			“But you left!”

			He sighs. “That night, you opened my door a few inches and looked in. I was sleeping on my back, my hands folded above the blankets, my head turned to one side, away from the door. You watched me for a long time, looking for the rise and fall of my breathing, as I once did you, and when you thought you saw it, you gently pulled the door closed, relieved that I was still alive.”

			“You were alive then, were you?”

			“I was, yes, that time. You went back into the kitchen and the fridge motor had cut off, but the lights above the counter were still on, so you shut them off and sat in the dark until you heard the sound again, coming from outside, a transformer on a hydro pole maybe, or someone’s rooftop air conditioner. A very faint, steady buzz, from somewhere towards High Park. You thought: Grenadier Pond, night patrol, a fife and drum escort. Remember what you read on the plane on your way to Toronto, about Marconi’s belief that sound never really died, it just gradually faded from audible to inaudible, and that if we had the right equipment we could hear the past? We could listen to Socrates lecturing to Plato, or sit in on Galileo’s astronomy class at the University of Firenze. Darwin arguing with Captain FitzRoy on the Beagle. Who knew what the right equipment might be? For all Marconi knew, it might have been a microwave oven arcing into some LED lights, like the ones I had in the kitchen. The sound seemed to have a sort of intentionality to it, a rhythm, like that of someone trying to communicate over a long distance in time. The music of the spheres, percussion section. Anyway, it was a nice night for a run, it had cooled down a bit, and I was still asleep. Your runners were by the back door.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“I wish we’d had this talk when I was alive.”

			“So do I. When you apologized a few minutes ago, what were you apologizing for?”

			“You mean specifically? I’m sorry for not telling you you were special, that I loved you, that I left White Falls with the full intention of coming back or else bringing you with me later, and that I was wrong about that. I’m sorry for your pain, for what I put you through. I’m sorry for making you watch me die. I’m sorry for the sense of release you felt when you closed the back door and stood on the deck, breathing in the night air.”

			“I loved that feeling.”

			“I know, but it made me feel terrible, as though my dying was robbing you of your life, too. Isn’t that what you felt when I left White Falls, that I had robbed you of your life? And here I was, doing it again. You ran up to High Park, through the east gate, sobbing. I used to take you there, remember? I’d lift you up onto the branches of the black oak that grew low and parallel to the ground, and you’d walk along them, holding my hand.”

			“I remember that.”

			“There were animals in a zoo on either side of Deer Pen Road, going up towards Grenadier Pond. Peacocks, llamas, Highland cattle with crazy horns, aurochs.”

			“No aurochs, Dad. I remember the animals, too, and there were no aurochs.”

			“Okay, maybe no aurochs. You have a distorted sense of time when you’re dead. There are aurochs in the past and aurochs in the future, but at that time there were no aurochs. Waterfowl there were aplenty, mallards, Canada geese, an occasional great blue heron. There was a restaurant in the park, I used to buy us hot chocolate in the fall, and bagels with cream cheese, and I think carrot cake. We would sit by the window and look out at the squirrels running through the leaves. It always seemed to be fall in those days, before global warming. Now even the fall is hot. Middle of September, three o’clock in the morning, and it was twenty-three degrees in the park, thirty with the humidex. It’s Armageddon, Daphne, apocalypse now, the whole damn Book of Revelation coming to life. Listen to your dead father.”

			“You see all that?”

			“No, I don’t have to. It’s obvious.”

			Daphne feels, not for the first time, the ground under her feet being pulled away, as though the cabin is not a cabin on an island but a cabin on a ship, a caboose on a train, cascading through time with no one at the controls. Caroline knew Gilean Douglas, who may have died right here in this bed. Caroline says no, she died in the hospital in Campbell River, but she could have been in both places at once. Basic quantum physics. That line in Gilean’s poem that reads “a notion of lucidity,” when you say it aloud it sounds like “an ocean of lucidity,” and she must have meant both at the same time. Quantum poetry. It makes her head spin. The still point at the turning centre, in the widening gyre. Daphne looks back at the bed and her father isn’t there. The blankets are disturbed and the mattress sags a little in the middle. She panics for a second. Then she sees Gilean Douglas lying on the bed, smiling up at the nailheads in the ceiling, admiring her handiwork, not a rusted nail, not a water stain or a warped board, a tight ship on an ocean of lucidity. Armageddon is a little way off. It’s not the Apocalypse yet. The United Nations gives us twelve years to avoid climate catastrophe. Lots of time. We keep putting things off. Or doing things that don’t work, simply because we can. Gilean Douglas the historian, the time traveller, smiling up at her ceiling. There will be aurochs again, not because we need them, who the hell needs an auroch? but because we know how to bring them back, so we will. It’s easier than saving the species we still have.

			“By the way, The Big One was not a good title for that film.” Her father is back.

			“Why not?”

			“I guess you don’t remember Jackie Gleason. He played Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners.”

			“I don’t remember him, but I know who he was.”

			“Kramden was always pretending to have a heart attack: ‘It’s the big one this time, Alice!’ he’d say, holding his chest. Except it never was. So the message in the film’s title is, false alarm.”

			“What would you have called it?”

			“How about It’s Our Fault?”

			“You never could resist a pun.”

			“The Big One would work if Jackie Gleason had eventually died of a heart attack, but he didn’t.”

			“What did he die of?”

			“Colorectal cancer, same as me. Our semicolons became exclamation points. So, there you were in High Park, looking at Grenadier Pond, thinking that the pond was going to evaporate until there was nothing left but pond scum and the brittle bones of the grenadiers who fell through the ice, back when there were grenadiers, back when there was ice. Do you remember me telling you that story? About the soldiers who decided to use the pond for target practice one night, as a prank, high spirits, youthful exuberance, homemade hooch, so they loaded up their ten-pounders, did their ballistics, and fired away?”

			“I remember. A bedtime story.”

			“Direct hit. What fun. Just as some of their comrades were sneaking back across the ice after carousing in one of the taverns on Bloor Street. Probably about three a.m., the same time you were there. Kaboom!, as they say in the comics. Did you hear it? Krrr-ack! You pictured the scene as you stood there on the pavement looking through the trees at the stillness and the silence of the pond’s surface. You imagined cannonballs flying through the air, the ice breaking up, the soldiers’ screams drowned out by the noise of exploding artillery. You thought about going home, but you couldn’t pull yourself away. There was more of me present in that park than there was in the house.”

			“That’s always been true, Dad.”

			“That’s a cheap shot. I was always there for you.”

			“Always there, never here.”

			“I’m here now.”

			“Not really.”

			“Nothing changes but the nature of change. A physiotherapist I sold wine to had a sign in his waiting room: Change is movement through time, and through movement change can be cured. It’s an interesting idea, to be cured of change. You’d think only death could achieve that.”

			“This is the longest talk we’ve ever had. Except for those three months when all you talked about was wine.”

			“I like to think we talked all the time, that year you lived with us, but I know we didn’t. At least not out loud. As you said, we talked sideways. We thought we had lots of time. But I always had a lot fewer years than you. Do you talk with Tom?”

			“Yes, some. But there are things I don’t tell him. He’s like you.”

			“I saw the movie he made here.”

			“You did? Once More the Storm?”

			“The father was an idiot, as most fathers are. And that Jimmy Crimson. At first I thought he was a kind of Will Scarlet, you know, Robin Hood’s lieutenant, but he was the opposite of Robin Hood. He was a modern crook. He’ll take from the rich, but only until he himself is rich, and then he’ll start taking from the poor.”

			“What did you think of the daughter?”

			“I sympathized with her. She reminded me of you.”

			“In what way?”

			“She had no values of her own. So she oscillated between those of her father and those of Jimmy.”

			“But she comes around in the end, doesn’t she?”

			“Wasn’t that Tom’s idea?”

			“And I’m coming around, aren’t I?”

			“You jogged back through the park, breathing in the dawn.”

			“I don’t jog.”

			“The sun was almost up, the lights above the path were hardly brighter than the sky. Shakespeare said something about the sun being ‘uneffectual fire.’ I like that, uneffectual fire, except the sun these days is getting more effectual all the time. I was frightened for you, a woman running alone in a park at night. I was frightened for you living by yourself in Vancouver, not knowing where you were, what you were doing. I imagined all kinds of things. I was always imagining all kinds of things, usually bad things. Elinor called me a catastrophist. I wanted you to be safe, like the father in the movie, like Yeats praying that his daughter would come through life’s howling storms. But you were always the kind of person to put your head down and damn the torpedoes. I feared and admired that in you. Every father wants that for his daughter, wants to be like the father in the movie, not to have his daughter out wandering alone in a big city at four in the morning, wants to have her happy to be at home. Be happy. That’s all we ask. Not being able to give you that happiness nearly drove me crazy. But you made it through the park without incident. You made it through Vancouver.”

			“Not without incident.”

			“No, but you made it. For me, it was like watching a horror film, duct-taped to my chair with my eyelids propped open, like that guy in A Clockwork Orange. Only worse, because it was you I was watching. My poor heart, it’s a miracle I didn’t die of a heart attack.”

			“You didn’t imagine that dumpster.”

			“I flew out to Vancouver without the slightest idea where I was going to find you. What I was going to do.”

			“That’s how I got there, too. That’s how I got here.”

			“It’s how we all get everywhere. But as I said, you can’t see the future. All you can do, all any of us can do, is try to see how the future is made out of the past. Me hurrying after you on Dunlevy Street. You running back through High Park, under the uneffectual street lamps, the animals waking up, the peacocks, my god, I jumped every time I heard those crazy birds. You were thinking of me then, weren’t you—that I might be awake, too, wondering where you were. My pain pills, the constant humiliation of the colostomy bag. I am a creature of habit, or was. You complained about that. Same clothes, same hotel, same restaurants, same order—steak frites, half-litre of the red—but what is a habit but the future composed of familiar bits of the past. So I drove and walked around all the usual places, Powell, Dunlevy, Cordova, Railway, Alexander, I walked through Oppenheimer Park. I circled the square, checked the missions and the needle exchanges. You weren’t anywhere. It was cold. I didn’t know where else to look, how far back to go.”

			“Do you think people can change?”

			“No, people do not change. André Malraux once asked a priest what he’d learned about people after twenty years of hearing confessions, and the priest answered: ‘There is no such thing as an adult.’ We’re like domestic dogs: our emotional and intellectual development arrested in adolescence. We cannot change. We remain essentially the same, unfortunately for us, but fortunately for those looking for us. You change your dress, I change lanes on the highway, but I knew we would find each other.”

			“How did you know that?”

			“Do you remember, in the restaurant, paraphrasing a line from Ariel’s song in The Tempest to Winston Curtis, ‘Full fathom five my father lies’?”

			“Vaguely. I was showing off, as usual.”

			“I think it was more than that. You thought you were telling Winston that as far as you were concerned, I was dead. But Winston reminded me that in The Tempest, when that line is delivered, Ariel is trying to convince Ferdinand that his father is dead, drowned in the windstorm that she created at Prospero’s command. But Alonso isn’t dead. Ariel is lying to Ferdinand.”

			“And you took heart from that?”

			“Well, Winston thought I should.”

			“News flash: Arcane Literary Theory Saves Woman’s Life.”

			“I thought I’d lost you. You hid in Wendell’s van, sitting in the dark, and I didn’t see you. Then you went into that coffee shop and spent most of your time in the bathroom. I kept combing the area, I knew you couldn’t have gone far and that sooner or later you’d come out. And eventually you did, and I was there.”

			“You were. I’m so sorry, Dad.”

			“Don’t be. You gave me my finest hour. There’s nothing a father wants more than to save his child’s life.”

			“I ran home from the park. I had no idea I’d been gone so long, the sky was light, there were delivery vans on the streets. I knew. I knew when I looked up at the sky, at the street lamps, and I started to run. I knew when I turned onto our street and everything was moving. I ran up the front steps and put the key in the door. My hand was shaking, I was crying. I’d been such a moron. What was I thinking, leaving you alone when you were so close? How could I have been so selfish? Dad, I…I’m so sorry. You were lying in the same position, your hands on your chest, your face turned away from the door. For a minute I thought I’d been wrong, that I still had time to thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“For being a good father.”

			“You’re here. You’re healthy. You’re happy. What other thanks do I need?”

			“I am here. I am healthy. I am happy.”

			“I left when you were still at Grenadier Pond, caught in that fold of time. You were happy there. You’d been looking after me for months, the simplicity of life here was such an important part of your recovery. Death was so close that you could clearly see how different it was from life. You weren’t afraid you’d go back to drinking, all that wine in my basement, right next to where you were sleeping.”

			“I wasn’t even tempted.”

			“That run in the park was you reminding yourself of everything you wanted out here.”

			“But you died on me.”

			“I didn’t die on you. I just died.”

			“You could have waited. You could have let me say goodbye.”

			“Now who’s feeling guilty and angry? We die alone, sweetheart. Have you noticed that? The family sits around the hospital room with the dying guy, waiting for him to go, looking at their watches, listening to the beeps on the monitor, watching the almost imperceptible rise and fall of his chest. They want to be in at the end, they want their goodbyes to be the last thing he hears before he kicks off. But the guy isn’t cooperating, he just goes on lying there. For hours, days. It’s like they’re in some kind of staring contest with him. Even the doctors are nonplussed, they don’t know what’s keeping him alive. Then the family leaves the room for two minutes, one minute even, to confer with the doctor, or to get some coffee, and when they come back, the guy’s gone. Why? they ask themselves. Why did he wait until we were out of the room to die? But maybe it’s the other way around. Maybe they should ask themselves why they decided to leave the room just before he died? I know, we’re conditioned by Hollywood to think that a good death is when the person dies in someone’s arms, gazing up into their eyes, saying a few last deeply meaningful words. But really, when you’re dying you don’t have a lot to say to anyone. You’re not trying to stay alive, you’re concentrating on dying. You’re wondering if you have enough strength to take another breath, and realizing you don’t have to. It’s an interesting moment. You’re not aware of who’s in the room and who isn’t, you’re not lying there saying to yourself, Okay, they’ve gone, now I can die. Dying isn’t a piece of theatre. It doesn’t require an audience to make it real. Isn’t it far more likely that the living know more about what’s going on in the room than the dying person does?”

			“Are you saying I got up and went for a walk in the park because I knew you were dying and I didn’t want to be there? That’s crazy!”

			“The first thing you did when you got back was poke your head in my door and check on me. I liked that. It was love. The room was still dark. You saw me lying there, you thought you saw me breathing, and you quietly closed the door and went into the kitchen to make coffee. That’s how I wanted it, that’s how it’s supposed to happen. No fuss. No histrionics. No big deal. You look in, you go make coffee. Let me sleep, I had a long day ahead of me. I had a chemo appointment. You were going to have a break. The way I see it, even if you knew I was going to be dead when you got back, you still did the right thing when you went for that run.”

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			“You put the coffee on, then you came back into my room. That’s when you realized I was dead.”

			“I touched your arm. It was cold.”

			“When I found you in the dumpster, you were cold, too. Your hands, your cheeks. I ran to the Needle House and got Sister Darlene. She had a helper with her, a big guy, lots of tattoos. He and I lifted you out of the dumpster. You were covered with snow. I couldn’t feel your pulse, but I might not have been checking the right place. I brushed the snow off you and put my coat over you, and we carried you into the clinic. It was right there, not fifty feet away. See, you even thought of that.”

			“Did I?”

			“Sister Darlene gave you an injection of something—”

			“Naloxone.”

			“—and I called 911, and by the time they got there you were breathing again. I saw your chest rise and fall.”

			“You came with me in the ambulance. You held my hand.”

			“It was still cold, but I felt it getting warm. That’s what happiness is.”

			Daphne gets up from the bed, pours herself a cup of tea, and goes outside, leaving the cabin door open. On the porch, she hears the wind worrying the treetops, waves slapping the rocks, her small motorboat knocking against the dock. She walks out to the point. The little shrine to Gilean Douglas is altered; while she was away, someone put a carved wooden feather beside the plastic buffalo. She thinks of “Moonset,” the poem of Gilean’s she found on the Internet, a poem she now knows is about this place: In the darkly sanguine ebb and flow / with reason lashed upon the spar of why, / here is serenity.
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