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THE VALUE OF
DIGNITY

 


For the seventh
time since the bank machine, Walter indulges in the tactile
temptation of caressing the smooth cool cash in his left pants
pocket. True, he ought to have dispersed the money about him but he
likes how the wad’s thickness gives him a tingling thrill, an
empowering thrill, when he gathers and clenches the folded bills
together. That gold-plated money clip he’d sold two years ago would
come in handy. Those days of prosperity now seem so mystical. Back
then it wasn’t unusual for him to carry this much money—twice,
three times as much even—and the amount wouldn’t draw a second
thought, let alone the unwanted nervous excitement rumbling in his
stomach. He should have gone before leaving work. Too anxious to
get to the bank machine and then home. He releases the cash and
wipes a clammy palm against his polyester thigh.

Traffic lights
flash red or yellow like moody beacons along the urban street,
quiet save for a city vehicle and a gang of cooing pigeons. The
temperature is unseasonably warm and humid for mid-March. Even at
this time of day, with sunrise a few hours off, the moon still in
charge. Its glow, though diffused by the streetlights, emits a
dramatic vibrancy. Bakery aromas waft in and out the thick air,
tickling his appetite, but also agitating his stomach; eating
should be the last thing on his mind. A taxi cruises by, followed
by two more, their lighted tops a tempting invitation, but that
would only waste money. The ten bucks he’ll save by walking he
could set aside to treat himself to a couple of pints, a cigar, or
a fishing magazine. A far-off siren wails now, followed by three
horn blasts—the distinct pitch of fire engines—and Walter stops to
determine the direction it’s coming from. The sounds die off behind
him, heading the other way.

Walter clasps
the wad again but an instant stomach pang forces him to release
it.

How surprised
and pleased Millicent and Mollie will be when he announces they are
going out for a special dinner tonight. And what a hero he’ll be
when he announces, possibly waiting until dessert, that instead of
going home to watch some dull movie on television, they’ll go
bowling. A deserved reward for Mollie, for all her hard work at
school.

Short and too
thin, like Walter, but with Millicent’s large protruding nose, his
daughter is not pretty, but she is so intelligent. And so
determined. A wonderful girl who stays out of trouble and just
studies and studies, as evidenced by her high grades. One more year
of high school and then community college, perhaps even a
scholarship at a prestigious university—a father can dream, can’t
he? Realistically though, they will have to rely on government
grants and loans. Whatever it takes, Walter will do. His daughter
will make a fine teacher, or professor, assuming that is still her
intention.

He can’t really
be sure of that anymore, or anything about Daddy’s little girl.
Ever since puberty, Mollie has been coy sharing anything personal
with her father. It saddens him that his days as her confidante
belong to the past, her mother fulfilling that role now. And for
that, he cannot deny feeling some resentment toward Millicent who
herself has become more detached lately, especially in the romantic
way. Or perhaps he’s only been noticing it more.

He touches the
money again. Getting a few drinks into her might fix that. Yes,
there should be enough for wine, and a decent one too. And once
Mollie goes to bed, he and Mil . . . it’s been so long since they
had wine and . . . oh yes, if he manages the evening well . . .

Walter’s body
temperature suddenly heats up, his trench coat too stifling. He
undoes all five buttons, and then flaps the lapels to fan his body.
This proves counterproductive as the wrist movement actually
increases the sweat running down his forehead and back. Better to
take the coat off, Walter thinks, even if it means exposing in
public the demeaning navy blue blazer and striped grey pants. At
least he can take off the black clip-on tie and stuff it in his
blazer pocket.

Such a pain
ever since building management stopped allowing the agency’s guards
to use the locker room to change. What was their problem, anyway?
According to rumour, someone from the client’s day staff complained
about not feeling comfortable sharing facilities with the security
guards. Snobs. Especially that stuck-up Jones fellow from the
mailroom with the uncle who’s a Vice President. It was him,
Walter’s sure of it. A mailroom employee too uppity to mingle with
lowly security guards. So now he has to wear the silly uniform back
and forth to work. Which wouldn’t be so bad if he could keep it
clean. No matter how often Millicent cleans the uniform, she is
somehow unable to remove the ketchup and coffee stains. Deep down,
Walter knows that, at another time in his life, he’d probably have
acted the same as Jones.

With each
passing year since his career faded away, it’s becoming easier to
accept his situation. Well into his forties at the time of the
downsizing, Walter really had had little choice but to take this
job when it was available. Everywhere people were being let go and
it became impossible to compete with so many younger applicants.
Then the stock market tanked, virtually erasing his severance
package. Oh, what a horrible period of their lives that was. They
had had to sell the car, downgrade the two-bedroom apartment to a
one bedroom, give up cable television, just so they could still
live in town. However, they had adjusted. Somehow, they kept warm,
ate three meals, and avoided falling too deep into debt. He has to
admit Millicent has borne it all as a trooper, although her
occasional wry remarks sting—maybe tonight will put a stop to that
too.

Walter picks up
the pace for the home stretch as the reddish Sun behind him begins
its takeover of the sky. A final stash check—at least the deep
pockets keep the cash bulge inconspicuous—launching new thoughts,
pleasant thoughts. How to tell them; choosing where to go for
dinner; what wine he could buy and how many bottles (it might be
wiser to get two cheaper ones); how much he might keep aside for
himself; the bills he can pay—

A rustling from
his right. About forty feet away, coming from the park across the
street, five men, rough-looking, seedy, probably drunk. Walter’s
hand automatically drops toward his left pocket but then, in fear
of drawing attention to its contents, stops at his belt, which he
hitches up.

“Whoo, hoo,
hoo, check out the toy cop.”

Walter flinches
but somehow manages to maintain his stride as the men cross the
street and approach. Another four or five steps and their paths
will cross. He spots an unfamiliar narrow alley. It might be a dead
end, a trap. Then again, it might lead somewhere safe. What to do,
what to do—too late—the alley refuge option now behind him.

“Out on patrol
sergeant?”

Walter looks
down, cursing himself for having taken his coat off. Control the
hand; keep it from going into the pocket. No one can see what’s
there and no one would suspect a security guard carrying such an
amount of cash. Unless, but no, they had come from the other
direction, no way could they have followed him from the bank
machine. But these calming thoughts do nothing to stop sweat
breaking out and his stomach cramping again.

“I think it’s
mute, boys. C’mon buddy, Mr. Officer, can’t you say anything?”

Two of them
flank Walter and match his pace, while the other three lag behind.
Although Walter cannot see their faces, he can smell them. A feral
odour of stale cigarettes, beer, and, oh, one of them probably
vomited earlier, disgusting. While the two at his sides keep pace,
the others suddenly jump in front, forcing Walter to halt. The
large one, the scruffiest one, the one wearing a dirty sweat jacket
inside a jean jacket and dirty hood behind his head, acts like the
ringleader. The two beside him wearing cheap leather jackets, one
brown, one black, seem bored. A mix of ages, from early twenties to
forties, but each is taller than Walter is, tall enough to block
daylight. The stench of these unclean men, these animals, worsens
as it mixes with the clammy air, with his sweat. Nauseating.

“Can I help you
fellows?” Walter says, adopting an even tone.

“Where you off
to, little man?”

“I’m just—to
work, and I’m a little late, so if you could just—”

“And where is
it you work?”

“Just a few
blocks away.”

“No, I mean do
you work at a bank, or something?”

“N-No, an
office building, that’s all.”

A short cough
from behind. One of them chuckles.

The leader oaf
huddles with the two beside him, talking in some strange language,
frequently glancing at Walter with a sinister grin. A chill runs
the length of Walter’s neck down his spine as fights an urge to
check his money. How stupid not to have separated it, how miserly
not to have hailed a cab.

“Hey, let’s
take him for a walk.”

Walter drops
his head but then a powerful paw clamps on his shoulder and he
hears a guttural laugh, a horrible mocking guffaw that strikes him
as eerily familiar. That ugly laugh grates on him as it echoes
inside his body while the hand twists his shoulder. The grip is not
painful, though, but rather oddly therapeutic, massage-like. It
makes his muscles relax, all his muscles, and before he knows it,
his frame sags from an involuntary internal reaction . . .

 


~~~~

 


“Good god,
smell that.”

“What the
hell?”

“Boys, I think
he—”

One chuckles,
the others scowl before turning away or plugging their noses. Then
they all laugh. Walter closes his eyes. Silence for several seconds
before he hears footsteps receding, voices receding, laughter
receding.

He opens his
eyes to find the streetlights off, daylight. Pedestrians scurry
along the sidewalks, from and to all directions. Just ten blocks to
home, to sanctuary; he cannot think of other people, needs to keep
going but at a measured pace, can’t let things worsen. Walter takes
a careful step and then another and stops, tries again, shuffling
his feet, keeping a slow, awkward pace, but advancing. At each
intersection, he barely reaches the other side before the light
turns red again. One time a car honks and he tries to hurry but
cannot, suffering a rude comment from the driver, whose car becomes
gridlocked. In time, he learns to moderate his breathing
independent of his steps, holding it in as much as possible,
breathing out slowly only when needed. People pass him, in both
directions, and while some regard him with odd glances, they say
nothing.

At his
apartment building he sighs, glad to see an empty lobby, but
frustrated to discover one of the two elevators on service, the
other on the eleventh floor. The stairs, while offering privacy,
seem too risky, too unpredictable, too slow, too much effort.

The wait
becomes excruciating. His stomach rumbles again, and he tries to
think of other things, irrelevant things—the paint cracks in the
wall, the wilting, thirsty flowers in the window sill, the graffiti
on the mailboxes—or, better yet, nothing. Then the foyer door opens
behind him, a sudden blast of warm outside air causing him to turn
around. It’s that couple that just moved in two months before, he
can’t remember their name—Ferguson, Fargus, or something—snooty
newlyweds. What horrible timing. Now why did they have to hit the
up arrow button when the light is already on? The wife scowls
slightly and then whispers something to her husband, without moving
her gaze. How rude. The husband frowns and then nods.

“Oh, ha, ha,
ha, how foolish of me, I left something in the car,” he says.

“You silly,”
she says, “I’ll go with you.”

They leave just
as the elevator door opens. To hell with them, Walter thinks, happy
to have the car to himself. He presses six, leans against the back
of the elevator, and closes his eyes. The motion of the elevator
soothes him until it jerks to a sudden stop at the third floor. The
superintendent’s obese wife enters, her hands clutching a mop,
steering a wheeled bucket of sludgy water. She smiles at him and he
tries to smile back. To his dismay, she presses four, and he cannot
contain a frown. Her grim face appears to have read his reaction
accurately.

“Nice weather,
these days,” he says, to remedy the possible slight, and his teeth
begin to chatter.

Her eyes squint
and she sucks in her breath. As soon as the door opens she rushes
out, a brief glance over her shoulder. Walter ignores it and
presses button six again, several times. Finally, he arrives and
makes his way down the hall. The apartment door is unlocked. Damn
Millicent’s negligence, he thinks, although at the same time
thankful not to have to dig for a key. The wonderful smell of fresh
bread rising greets him. The clang of pots and cupboards tells him
Millicent is in the kitchen—thank goodness—and he rushes through
the taunting odour, toward the bathroom sanctuary, shutting the
door just as the kitchen noises stop.

“Is that you,
Walter?”

“Yes,
dear.”

“Why are you so
late?”

“Pardon?”

“Never mind, I
need your help with something.”

“Can’t, not
now.”

The apartment
becomes terrifyingly quiet, and from the silence, Walter guesses
his wife suspects he’s up to something. No matter, the worst is
over. He flushes the toilet and opens the bathtub taps.

“Walter, are
you running a bath?”

The surprise in
her voice—she knows he hates baths—demands a response but he
ignores her. After a minute, her heavy steps approach.

“Walter?”

Her voice is
closer and he realizes he forgot to lock the door. She enters and
stares at him. Although horrified, he tries to smile and act
nonchalantly, returning to his task. She wears a confused
expression and then gasps, pinches her nose with one hand, and
waves the other around.

“Did you have
to use so much air freshener?”

Walter grunts
and then gives her a look that says, “Do you mind?” Millicent comes
closer and when she see his pants in the tub and stares at him, he
leans back against the wall, his soap covered hands held out as he
shrugs.

“Walter, what
on earth is going on?”

He throws his
hands up in despair, launching a few bubbles. It takes a couple of
false starts before an embellished version of his walk home comes
out, one that leaves out the drunken men and blames his
discomfiture on something he’d eaten. She stares at him, at the
tub, then back at him again. It is not a pretty look; indeed,
Millicent, unlike most people, is more attractive when not smiling.
She covers her mouth but only for a moment before she bursts out
laughing. Now he recalls what it was about the oaf’s laugh that
struck him as familiar. He offers a smile of self-deprecating
amusement, the only way to mask a sudden flush of hatred.

“Leave this to
me, Walter. You need to shower and get some rest, especially after
that double shift.”

“Where’s
Mollie?” he says.

“She went to
school early today, a special project or something. Why don’t you
sleep in her bed once you’re clean?”

Their change in
financial circumstances demanded sacrifices, the biggest being the
decision to give Mollie the bedroom. That way their daughter could
close the door and study whenever she needed and not be disturbed
by his crazy shift hours. In a way, the lack of privacy from
sleeping on the pullout in the living room was a throwback to their
newlywed days living in her parents’ house. Only the nature of the
awkwardness was different.

Millicent takes
his wet clothes away. While enjoying the soothing hot water, he
thinks he hears her voice in the kitchen, talking, giggling, as if
on the phone. After he dries himself, Millicent returns to usher
him to Mollie’s room. She fusses to him into his pyjamas and tucks
him in. He submits to it, distracted by a niggling feeling he’s
forgotten something. But when she closes the door, the urgency of
sleep takes over.

 


~~~~

 


“Daddy, look, I
got an ‘A+’ on my History test.”

Walter blinks
twice, the Mickey Mouse clock’s red digits telling him it’s just
after five o’clock in the afternoon. He wipes his eyes and glances
at Mollie, who is sitting sideways on edge of the bed, her long,
threadlike strawberry hair falling on his arm, her frail frame
barely denting the mattress. She is ferociously chewing a wad of
gum, her face beaming as she holds out a paper with her grade
circled in purple. A surge of pride inside him presses for a
crushing emotional hug, but he keeps still.

“History’s my
toughest course too. I never get A’s in History.”

“That’s
wonderful Mollie. You make me so proud.”

She smiles
appreciatively while still chewing her gum. At his glance of
disapproval, she reaches for a tissue from the night table, spits
her gum into it, and puts it in the wastebasket.

“Daddy, we
should celebrate.”

“Well it’s
funny you should say that—hey.”

Walter rips
aside the covers, stabs his feet into his slippers, looks around
the bedroom, and then under the bed.

“What’s wrong
Daddy?”

“Your mother,
where is she?”

“I passed her
in the hall. I think she was on her way to the laundry room. I
showed her my report and she was very happy for me.”

“Yes, of course
dear, it’s just that—excuse me a moment, will you?”

“But Daddy,
what’s the matter?”

Walter flaps
his hands for her not to bother him and rushes to the laundry room
down the hall. There he finds his wife by one of the dryers,
folding clothes. Her look of surprise reminds him he’s still in his
pyjamas. But he doesn’t care and ignores her as he begins rifling
through the laundry baskets until he pulls out his grey work pants.
He thrusts his hands inside the pockets, and, finding them empty,
moans.

“The money, the
money, where’s the money?” he says, to no one in particular.

“Money? What
are you talking about, dear?”

The expression
on her face; she thinks he’s deranged. His jumbled, confused, and
exasperated utterances only verifies that assessment. So he finally
gives in and tells her the full story about his encounter, about
the money, and about his plans to treat them.

“Thank God
those men didn’t hurt you,” she says, almost too caringly.

“I don’t care
about the men. I just want to know what happened to the money.”

“Of course,
they must have pick-pocketed you while you were distracted. These
people are experts at that—”

“No way, Mil. I
was paying attention to that pocket all the time . . .”

His words trail
off as he recalls those silent moments with his eyes closed and
wonders if—but no, he would have noticed. Meanwhile, he sees
Millicent raising and holding up his pants.

“Well, not all
the time,” she says, giving a slight wink before turning her back
to him to continue folding.

For a moment, a
very brief moment, he entertains the temptation to shove her head
into the side of the dryer door, enough for a bloody gash that will
turn her contemptuous mouth into a fearful look of, of—but how
could he even consider such an evil thought toward the mother of
his sweet child?

“Which machines
did you use?” he says.

Without waiting
for an answer, he begins opening and closing all the doors,
searching the room like a vengeful customs inspector. In vain. His
body slumps on the floor, resting his shoulder against a wall and
then drops his head into his hands and sobs.

Several minutes
later, a woman walks in and he stands up, startling her. Only then
does he realize Millicent has already left. The newcomer recognizes
Walter and then regards him as an insignificant curiosity. He
smiles at her as he leaves but just before the door closes, thinks
he hears a smirk.

Back in the
apartment, Mollie is in her room studying away. Millicent has put
away the laundry and is making dinner, a pot roast, its delicious
smell incongruous with his mood. She seems to avoid noticing him
until he grabs her arm. The fierce look she gives him frightens him
for a moment.

“Are you sure
you didn’t see it?”

“See what?”

“See what. The
money, goddamn it.”

“Oh.”

“Well, did you
see it?”

She turns to
him, her hand holding up a ladle with a drop of gravy close to
spilling on the floor. The sight mesmerizes Walter as he waits for
it to drop but somehow it doesn’t.

“You mean are
you sure I didn’t take it, don’t you?”

“I—I didn’t say
that.”

“Walter, tell
me what would possess you to carry around more than three hundred
dollars, in cash?”

“I already told
you. I wanted to take us out tonight, to surprise Mollie, and
you.”

“That’s sweet
dear, but not necessary. We’re used to our humble and meek life,
and you don’t owe us anything. Just don’t try to pin your lack of
judgement on me.”

“Are you sure
no one else was in the laundry room?”

“Positive.”

“Then how could
it—?”

“I have to
finish making dinner. It’s not like we can afford to go out now, is
it?”

 


~~~~

 


The family eats
in silence. Mollie seems distracted, avoiding her father, although
occasionally she exchanges glances with her mother.

“Mollie,” he
says.

His daughter
begins to giggle. He glares at both women before addressing his
wife.

“What did you
say to her?”

“Walter, aside
from the money, it is a funny story, don’t you think?”

“Money? What
money?” Mollie says.

“Not to me it’s
not,” he says.

Mollie gives
her father a tender smile.

“Daddy, it
could happen to anyone, but what is this about money?”

The telephone
rings. Walter gets up, returns a minute later.

“That was the
agency. Someone called in sick. They want me to work tonight and
this weekend.”

“That’s good
Daddy, isn’t it?”

“No, yes, well
now it’s good.”

“But what if
you run into those men again, dear? Maybe you should take a
different route.”

“Yeah, that’s
an idea,” he says.

“And don’t
carry around so much money, especially at that time of day.”

“What money?
What are you two talking about?”

Millicent
doesn’t answer their daughter. Walter wants to say something but
knows opening his mouth will only spark an argument that will upset
Mollie. He sits back down quietly, taking a slice from the fresh
loaf in the round basket Mollie made so long ago in elementary
school. How fresh and soft the bread is, so fragile when he butters
it. He senses the two women watching him and sighs.

“Daddy, are you
okay?”

“Millicent,
dear, where is my uniform?”

Without a trace
of irony or mockery, she tells him it’s hanging in the closet as
usual, but then gets up and retrieves it for him.

“Be sure to
lock the door after me, because this morning—”

“Of course,
Walter, of course.”

“That’s what
you said before, Millicent, and I . . .”

But his wife is
paying scant attention so he stops talking and puts on his shoes,
suddenly looking forward to getting outside. He is already on the
elevator when he realizes he’s forgotten his clip-on tie. He takes
it back up to the apartment and tries the door. It opens quietly.
Even if it makes him late for work, he cannot let this go this time
and he begins preparing the words for his lecture.

His wife and
daughter are no longer at the table but in the kitchen, the sound
of water running and the dishes clanging together.

“Mollie,
Mollie, leave those for later. It’s our lucky day.”

Something about
his wife’s tone numbs Walter, keeps him at the door. The rest of
his body remains still while he pokes his head toward the kitchen.
He sees Millicent pull out a wad of bills from underneath the
powder blue tray in the utensil drawer and fan it in Mollie’s
face.

“Mom, that’s
getting me wet—hey, where’d you get that?”

“Come on now,
we’ve still got a couple of hours before the stores close.”

“Is that the
money you guys were talking about?”

“So what if it
is.”

“What about
Daddy?”

Walter squirms,
wonders if Mollie can see him.

“Hush girl, now
do you want to shop, or don’t you?”

“But doesn’t
that belong to—?”

“Listen,
sweetheart, it’s his job to provide, and he needs to work, not
shop. Earning money is his responsibility. Spending it, why, that’s
ours. Besides, you don’t know how hard I worked to get out that
ketchup stain he’s complained about so much.”

Instinctively,
Walter inspects his pants and the bottom of his jacket. Both
stainless. In fact, his entire uniform is cleaner than it’s ever
been.

“We should buy
Daddy a nice cigar and maybe a six-pack of his favourite beer.”



Swirling
dishwater running down the drain drowns out his wife’s
response.

Quickly, he
grabs his tie and keys, and then exits the apartment before they
can notice him, quietly locking the door from the outside. He
straightens out the tie and puts it on before pressing the elevator
call button. He rubs his tummy as he waits. It feels fine. Like all
his wife’s meals, it was tasty and filling and with no fear of
indigestion, unlike the upset stomach he’d suffered the last time
they’d gone out to a restaurant.

The elevator
door opens and he enters. As it descends, he smiles. Tonight’s
shift will be all right. He can spend it daydreaming about his
girls, and the fun they’ll have with the money. They both deserve
it.
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THE
WATCHERS

 


1

 


The cuckoo
clock cuckoos nine times, calling her to the silent television,
already set to her favourite channel. She sits down, presses MUTE,
and the familiar opening theme elevates her mood. But then a voice
interrupts the music.

“Tonight’s
feature on Franklin Delano Roosevelt has been postponed so we can
present an encore presentation of—”

Upon hearing
the name, she presses the OFF button in disgust. She glares at the
television, now just a dark mirror, faintly reflecting her slim
frame that barely fills the pale mauve Queen Anne chair. A true
antique, her mother used to sit in to do her knitting while
listening to the radio. Oddly, she can still see, even in the
television screen, the decades-old rip in the side of the
chair.

What bothers
her is not the suddenness of the program change—indeed, she has
always rather enjoyed surprises—but the substitution of an
honourable achiever with a person of such infamy, best known for
questionable actions, whose fame grew just because they went to
rehab, or were arrested, or had an affair, or something. Doesn’t
seem to take much for a person to come to the attention of the
media these days, she laments, and because of that, her favourite
hour of the day is ruined, another empty sixty minutes in her life
to fill.

Her attention
turns to the two long, white veneer bookshelves lean against a
living room wall, perpendicular to the armoire that holds the
television. On the lower shelves, her personal library of
biographical literature, mostly hardcover but many leather bound,
arranged in order of the subject’s birth date and, in the case of
favourites—William Churchill or Humphrey Bogart or even poor old
Marilyn Monroe, of whom she owns more than any other—sorted by
publication date. Dust obscures the spines because, sadly, her
failing eyes make it difficult to read them, not even with her
special glasses. That is why the television has been such a
blessing, unexpected and frustrating schedule changes such as
today’s notwithstanding.

Sitting
incongruously between MacArthur and McKinley, a pair of scrapbooks,
thicker and longer than the other volumes sticks out over the
shelf. She knows these unpublished books with their worn sea-green
covers and smooth velvet banners well. Such vanity to insert them
with the others, she thinks. Or is it? And now, as she glances back
and forth between these books and the blank television, an
indulgent idea forms in her mind; or rather, the modified
resurrection of an old intention bares itself.

She pulls the
two scrapbooks out and wipes the sea-green covers with her arm
before sliding the hefty books along the floor next to her chair.
She leaves one on the floor and opens the other on the ottoman in
front of her knees. She locates the remote control and turns the
television back on.

“It was during
a concert in Las Vegas that—”

MUTE.

 


~~~~

 


Evelyn
MacCumber, born in Buffalo, New York, 1928, was the fourth of five
children born to Eli and June MacCumber. Her love for biographies
began when her younger sister, Maggie, gave her a memoir of someone
famous at the time. Evelyn no longer remembers who it was though,
an athlete, or an actor, possibly. Charlie Chaplin? Johnny
Weismuller? No, not that famous. Sadly, that elusive detail, along
with the book itself—a tattered second hand copy and bought at a
thrift store—is something she’ll never recover. Nonetheless, it
sparked something in Evelyn. From then on, she performed as many
chores as possible to earn the money to buy more. She also
requested, in her insistent way, that her family give her no other
gifts for birthdays and Christmas.

As her
collection grew, Evelyn’s tastes refined. For instance, she
preferred books about men, especially powerful men, but hated
autobiographies. She found them too unreliable, too self-serving,
and too often filled with vanity or insecurity, or both. Third
person narratives, especially those written with a modicum of
reverence, the biographer sympathetic to the subject but not
sentimental, she loved best. She detested accounts written by
opportunists, those motivated by scandal rather than the subject.
However, she had to admit such accounts did offer something. After
all, if a subject attracted a certain type of biographer, didn’t
that say something about them?

One common
deficiency irked Evelyn: the lack of depth in the subject’s early
life details. Most, she found, glossed over the first decades or,
worse, concocted dubious anecdotes about situations that likely
never happened. It couldn’t be the writers’ fault though, Evelyn
realized, if they didn’t have any material to work with. It seemed
as if these celebrities, in childhood, had no inkling their lives
might be worthy of future interest. Evelyn declared she would not
let any potential biographer of her life be short-changed that
way.

She shared this
resolution with her next older brother, Cecil, whom she loved best
of all her siblings. He understood her better than anyone else in
the family did, and proved it once again that Christmas when,
instead of purchasing a biography, he gave his younger sister her
first scrapbook, sea-green leather bound and legal size. This one
filled up quickly, forcing her to buy a second, foregoing a volume
on Jim Thorpe.

And what did
Evelyn put in these scrapbooks?

Newspaper
clippings, birth announcements, death announcements, anything
mentioning her name or her family name, such as the Valentine
advertisement from her first boy friend, Lance Bikowski; her
sixty-fifth place finish in the mile in her school’s five mile run,
her blurry face in the Labour Day parade crowd—Cecil insisted it
wasn’t her, but what did he know; postcards from friends and family
from faraway places, as well as the few souvenirs from her brief
travels; cards for events—birthday, anniversary, get well cards,
sympathy cards, and accompanying letters; business and calling
cards; event tickets from movies, plays, sports, whether she
attended or not, as often she bought tickets for others on the
condition the stubs came back; whatever she could compress and
secure between the plastic sheets and sticky pages: matchbooks,
freshly flattened leaves and flowers and sand, leaflets, awards,
certificates, pennants.

No memento
related to Evelyn MacCumber was unworthy of permanence.

Then one day,
anxious to show a report card full of ‘A’s, Maggie—the younger
sister who’d started all this—burst into the bedroom she shared
with Evelyn, tripping on a stack of books and spilling sticky milk
all over Evelyn’s new Napoleon biography, which was lying open on
the bed at the time. A furious Evelyn ran downstairs to show the
stain to her parents, and demanded a dedicated bookcase in the
crowded living room.

“Not a chance,”
her father said.

“There’s room
in the attic,” her mother said.

“Then I want my
own section.”

“What do you
mean?”

“It’s a mess up
there. I don’t want to misplace anything.”

“There’s plenty
of room up there,” her father said.

“I don’t want
plenty of room, just my own space,” Evelyn said.

Daunted by
their daughter’s determination, her parents eventually relented and
set about to clear and organize the attic. Helped by Mrs.
MacCumber’s vow that she would throw out every unclaimed item, the
whole family pitched in to inventory the attic contents and
separate Evelyn’s possessions from those of her two sisters and
three brothers. Her siblings’ initial resentment disappeared when
each discovered long lost items such as a baseball card collection,
dolls, and a Monopoly game missing only a few houses and the racing
car piece. This project brought the family together in a unique
way.

Until tragedy
struck the MacCumber household.

 


~~~~

 


Commercial.

She presses
MUTE just as the theme music fades out, and then stands up,
half-listening to the voice speak about mutual funds. Good thing
commercial breaks are longer these days. At her age, each
additional half minute gives that extra bit of time to go to the
bathroom.

Her heart jumps
slightly at the sound of a sharp but unidentifiable thud that
interrupts the sound of the ticking rhythm of the clock, by which
she paces her actions. And there’s another, coming from outside the
building. She opens the balcony door and peers out, her feet
remaining inside. Darker now, the clear midnight blue sky
highlights some stars, but not like before. Only a few months ago
she enjoyed a clear view to the lake. The view was spoiled by that
new apartment building, probably the source of the noise too. A
slew of new people had recently moved in, noisy people, families,
including that family with the wild twins, teenagers, whose parents
never seemed to be around.

The all-too
familiar and too often repeated commercials for other television
programs always come last. Like the Pied Piper, they draw her back
in time to catch the theme music and press MUTE again before the
television voice speaks.

 


~~~~

 


Three years
after the family’s archaeological attic expedition, when Evelyn was
fifteen and away from home, sleeping over at a friend’s house, a
vicious fire started in the MacCumber attic. The true cause was
never determined but her two oldest siblings, Jack Jr. and Sylvia
who sometimes smoked cigarettes up there, likely started it
accidentally. The inferno raged through the MacCumber home, killing
the entire family, except her brother, Cecil.

Yet somehow,
the portion of the family’s attic where Evelyn kept her scrapbooks
survived both flames and water, despite having no special
protection. This odd anomaly upset Cecil so much that he deemed it
only fair to destroy Evelyn’s collection as a token of respect. She
refused. Evelyn then had to restrain him physically from doing so,
displaying unusual strength, grabbing him by the hips, and holding
him off until her uncle and aunt showed up. Uncle Louis explained
to Cecil that Evelyn’s possessions weren’t the only things saved.
Some of the furniture, including their mother’s favourite chair,
the Queen Anne he loved to lean against while their mother knitted,
had also survived. Was Cecil going to destroy that as well? This
mollified Cecil, but he never apologized to Evelyn. Indeed, he
continued to hound her about it.

A few days
later, Cecil discovered Evelyn cutting and sorting newspaper
clippings about the fire, gluing them into her scrapbook, next to
family photographs and a theatre program from Casablanca. He stood
there in brooding shock. Then when she pasted in an acetate
envelope filled with black dirt, he rushed into the room, slapped
her hand so hard that she dropped the envelope.

“What’s that?”
he said, almost screaming.

“It’s ash from
the fire. I went back to collect some today before it was cleaned
up.”

He swore at her
then, something he’d never done before. Then he picked up the
envelope and tore it open so that some, but not all, of the dirt
fell out. She shrieked and lunged toward him, one hand grabbing at
the envelope, the other trying to catch the falling dirt.

“Stop it,
Cecil, give it back, Cecil,” she said,

She pronounced
her brother’s name SEE-SILL, instead of SEH-SILL, which she did
whenever they argued. Usually, this would infuriate him and start
him yelling at her and calling her Evil Thing until their Uncle
Louis or Aunt Julie, their guardians, intervened. This time,
however, they were alone. Cecil stepped back and took a moment to
compose himself.

“Throw it all
away, now, or I’ll never speak to you again,” he said.

“All memories
are worth saving, even bad ones,” Evelyn said, in a matter-of-fact
tone.

“You are a
ghoul,” he said. “A ghoul, a ghoul, a selfish ghoul.”

“Sticks and
stones . . .,” Evelyn said, with a shrug.

Ever since then
though, their relationship changed. He nurtured a grudge throughout
their childhood, speaking to her only to confront her. She grew
immune to his sarcasm and insults but also became discrete about
her collection when Cecil was near. In a last act of protest, he
took a pair of scissors to the Queen Anne chair when he realized he
could not take it with him to UCLA. Once he left for Los Angeles to
study at UCLA, he rarely came back, only to visit their aunt and
uncle, and then only at times he knew Evelyn would be away. Thus,
Cecil had no chance to help his sister avoid the dark encounter
that would alter Evelyn’s life.

 


~~~~

 


The second
commercial break, or is it the third? She feels more tired than
usual, drained.

What a relief,
no need to go to the bathroom this time. Instead, she steps out
onto the balcony to appease a sudden urge for fresh air. It is
quiet, a few crickets chirping. But there, across the way, she
notices a flash of light. People looking out from the dark. It
reminds her of that trouble with the old man upstairs and his
telescope who apparently had no interest in astronomy.

Suddenly it
becomes brighter, not from the moon but from a new source of
artificial light in the new building illuminating empty
rooms—wait—there’s a couple. Moving in soon, a young man with his
girlfriend—cohabitating—as they tend to do nowadays. Smart. Know
they are too young to be married. What are they doing? Taking
measurements, taking pictures with one of those digital cameras. At
least they’ll be quiet, until the babies come . . .

 


~~~~

 


Despite being
orphaned, and forsaken by her only surviving brother, Evelyn
developed into a cheerful, outgoing young woman with a ready smile
for everyone. Pretty and slim with slightly curly reddish blonde
hair she attracted many friends. When she turned nineteen, Evelyn
moved to Manhattan with one of her girlfriends and was lucky to
find work as a bank teller, and acquired a new group of
friends.

One of them
introduced her to a photographer by the name of Tony Alligheri.
While he was older, more mature, and extremely handsome, she paid
him special notice because he showed genuine interest in her
scrapbooks, admiration even. He was the first person, outside her
family and closest childhood friends, who she allowed to inspect
them closely. Because of his profession, his compliments and advice
meant much to her, so much that she opened up to him in other
ways.

One evening he
casually suggested that, for fun, she spice up her history.

“What do you
mean?” she said, a little intrigued, a little frightened.

“All the stars
are doing it,” he said. “The notoriety gives an enormous boost to
their careers. Besides, it’ll be fun.”

Trepidation
gradually turned to nervous anticipation for Evelyn when he told
her that, since he owned his own studio above his flat, he could
guarantee discretion and privacy. She relented.

The actual
shoot wasn’t as dramatic as she expected, more mechanical, and
workmanlike, and long. What she remembered most was feeling
alternately hot from the studio lights and cold from extended
periods of nakedness as Tony took what seemed to be hundreds of
photos in almost as many poses. At the end though, he warmed her up
with wine, charm, and other comforts, creating the most
romantically memorable evening of Evelyn’s life.

The next day
she and Tony were to meet for lunch but he never showed. At first,
Evelyn worried that something might have happened to her boyfriend.
But with each day, those fears turned into suspicion and
self-anxiety. Compounding her distress, she recalled hearing a
story about a girl, new to the big city, just like Evelyn,
persuaded to model for exclusive pictures. While the girl in the
story did see the results and received her pictures, she had
unwittingly forgotten about the negatives. A few months later, that
girl found her picture published in a magazine, a magazine one of
her father’s friends read. The thought of her uncle and aunt, or
worse, Cecil, seeing or even hearing about Tony’s pictures
increasingly troubled Evelyn and she became unnerved when he didn’t
answer his door or telephone for a week.

Then one day
Tony showed up at the bank after her shift. She confronted him with
her fears, which made him chuckle. His calm reaction affected her
and she forgave him when he assured her not to worry and then
explained he had accepted a last minute out of town assignment.

“You should
have called to let me know.”

“There was no
time. But I’m back now. Why don’t you come over so we can see how
they turned out?”

“You haven’t
looked at them yet.”

“Didn’t even
have time to develop them.”

The pictures
turned out beautifully, she was beautiful. Somehow, in vivid
colour, Tony had captured the gawky awkwardness she’d felt while
posing and transformed it into wistful beauty. Her arms and legs—no
longer thin, but slender—placed at particular angles drew out the
sensual curves of her flesh, especially her breasts, which appeared
bigger than they really were. The lighting expertly hid certain
blemishes in her skin too and, if she hadn’t known better, Evelyn
would have believed the model was a movie star.

“Oh, Tony,
these are spectacular.”

“Told you they
would be, doll.”

“Still, I have
to destroy them. I can’t have anyone see them?”

“What? Why
not?”

“Tony, please
give them to me so I can destroy them.”

“But that’ll be
a waste.”

“I’ll pay for
them, I mean it,” Evelyn said, although with no idea how much it
would cost.

“All right, all
right, but there’s no hurry. I’ll open some wine and let you enjoy
the photos tonight. If you still feel this way in the morning, then
we’ll do as you say.”

This sounded
reasonable to Evelyn because, deep in her soul, she did not wish to
destroy the photos. And with each glass of wine, this possible
change of heart grew stronger. But in the morning, her head woozy
but her mind functioning, she told Tony she hadn’t changed her
mind. Tony kept his word and gave her a thick sealed envelope.

At her flat,
part of her resisted destroying the contents and she held on to the
envelope for several days, hiding it under her mattress. The idea
of their existence gave her an unusual, sensual, and very private
pleasure. Each night she would vow to destroy them the next day,
only ending up gazing at them again before going to bed.

Her moral
upbringing eventually won out and, in a fit of determination,
envelope in hand, she sought out the superintendent to make sure
the fire in the incinerator was going. Then, one by one, as if to
revel in her resistance to temptation, she dropped the photos. When
she came to the last one, the best one, she paused. But then the
door to the incinerator room opened behind her. She recognized the
heavy wheezing of her neighbour, and she dropped the last one
down.

A quick hello
to her neighbour and she raced out back to her apartment. It was
only then that she realized she never got the negatives.

Cue in George
Carson.

 


~~~~

 


The next
commercials begin at the same time as new sounds, cars, people,
barking, sounds that seem to come from outside, not the television.
She steps toward the balcony again, but the sounds diminish the
closer she gets. However, something moves in the unit directly
across, getting bigger, and she jumps to her right, behind the
curtain. She peeks again, only a small light in that apartment. A
sinister sensation goes through her. Someone is there, with field
glasses, pointed her way—peeping tom. She shuts her curtains slowly
and sits back down to wait out the commercials.

 


~~~~

 


A cousin of her
flatmate and one of the first people she met in New York, George
Carson happened to be strolling by while Evelyn was pounding at
Tony’s door. Plump but sturdy although not stout, and with a plain,
square face, George was a pleasant, if unremarkable fellow. Evelyn
tended to avoid him because she knew he was in love with her.
However, seeing him this time, hearing his voice, was like
encountering an angel and, in her despair, she told him about Tony
and the pictures.

“That wetback
snake,” he said, without condemning her.

“You know
him?”

“I’ll take care
of this, for you.”

“Oh, you must
think terribly of me. Please don’t tell your cousin.”

“Come to my
apartment for dinner tonight,” he said, his calm confidence
affecting her too much to realize he had manipulated her to get her
on a date.

At his
apartment, he gave her a sealed envelope, much thicker than the one
Tony had given her. George insisted she open it and make sure
everything was there while he glanced away. His blush amused her.
She discovered not only the negatives, but also another set of
prints. Throughout, George maintained his distance and his manner
convinced her he was a gentleman, and that he hadn’t peeked. Even
better, he proved a terrific cook and they shared a delightful, if
modest, lasagne dinner.

George’s
innocence and charmingly demure politeness while sharing a sorbet
dessert struck a peculiar chord in Evelyn, tempting her to show him
the photos. The thought of a man seeing them in her presence gave
her such an odd pleasure. But how would she do it? Would she ask
him, as if soliciting an opinion, as a favour? No, for he would
surely decline. What if she surprised him in some way, perhaps
displaying them while he was out of the room? Oh, the embarrassment
a man such as George would experience might do more harm than good.
Or he might consider her conceited. George was too conservative and
doing any of those things might make him resent her. She resealed
the envelope and handed it to him.

“Would you do
the honour?”

He nodded
approvingly and put it in his fireplace without hesitation.
Watching the package burn away to ashes left Evelyn with a vague
and eerie emptiness inside, one that was sad but appreciative of
how his strength eased the cleansing. He revealed to her too the
vanity of the scrapbooks and convinced her to stop them.

When George
asked for her hand three months later, it was impossible to resist
him. While George may have lacked Tony’s looks, charm, and
dynamism, Evelyn knew her parents would have liked him, as would
Cecil. With George, it seemed as if she’d live happily ever after .
. . or at least contentedly.

And so she did,
for a good twenty years, until . . . but that is another story.

 


~~~~

 


As the credits
scroll, she closes the book, douses the candle, turns off the
television, and sits still in the darkness. The soft summer wind
has picked up and now blows through the balcony door screen, a
serene and casual invader. She flutters her eyes as the air fans
the loose thin strands of hair hanging to her neck, tickling and
tingling along her spine, and as it passes across her face,
caressing her wrinkles.

But then
several small flashes of light flicker like beacons, causing her to
sit up. Is it her imagination or can she also hear the little
clicks too. It couldn’t be crickets. Peeping Toms? Peeping Georges?
Peeping Tony’s? A laugh comes out of her and her mind empties of
fear, of paranoia, giving way to an exotic, dizzying, reckless
desire.

She sucks in a
deep breath, jerks the curtains open and steps back, light headed,
body slightly shaking, but muscles firm and certain. Slowly, she
kicks away her slippers and pulls her nightdress over her head,
letting it collapse to the floor. Her shaking turns into a calm
soothing tremble. She crosses her arms, fingers on shoulders, and
slides the straps away and wiggles her old but lithe body until the
negligee falls away. A deep breath and she steps out of her
underwear, and onto the balcony.

The moon aims
its diffused glow like a studio light, without heat. She stretches
her arms toward the sky and holds still for nearly a minute. Then
Evelyn rolls her head back, looks up, shuts her eyes. The wind
crawls over her taut skin, wrapping her like a boa, as Evelyn
breathes in the sensually humid summer air. Her muscles relax to
let her arms and legs and torso bend, as in a pose.

 


2

 


The unabashedly
naked sun shines its brightness, bringing luxurious warmth to this
glorious Sunday in the park. The lushness of the grass and trees, a
green sea background that complements the bright landscape of tiny
gardens filled with yellow, red, and purple flowers, invigorates
her. A pair of young girls shrieks at a tiny garter snake and the
shrillness makes her feel younger. But after another two circles of
the park’s perimeter, she tires and takes a seat on a bench.

Nearby several
boys loiter at a picnic table, laughing mischievously, speaking
rudely and swearing, as boys do. One of them tosses an object,
feigning it’s a piece of bread. It goes quite far though, as far as
a stone. Two squirrels race several pigeons, but the birds get
there first. They inspect the item, leave it, and fly away. The
squirrels do the same. The boys laugh. Then one of them takes out
something from his pocket and puts it against his eyes. A small
pair of field glasses? Or is it camera? It is a camera. Her heart
quivers as they huddle together to study the back of the object,
some reluctantly.

“You taking
pictures of your butt again, Antony?”

The other boys
laugh.

“Shut up, I’ve
never—here, check it out—it’s that woman I told you about, that I
saw last night in the building across from mine.”

The wind blows
a sudden warm but strong gust that lifts Evelyn’s thin hair. She
leans her head toward the conversation.

“I can’t make
nothing out. Wait, you mean that pale object?”

“That’s her.
But you have to look closer. It was nighttime so the lighting was
bad and the damn flash kept going off. Once I figure this gadget
out, I’ll get something good.”

“I can see it
now. So who is it?”

“I don’t know.
Never seen her before, but wham, all of a sudden she’s out there
and—”

“Ghoulish man.
She’s so thin.”

“But models are
supposed to be thin—hey, does she have anything on?”

“Nothing at
all, man, that’s the point.”

“Bullshit.”

“I tell you
it’s true. I saw it with my own eyes. The camera just didn’t
capture it so good.”

“You think
she’ll come out again, Antony?”

A young couple
on a tandem bicycle rides by, the girl’s chatter mixing with the
boys’ voices. How happy the couple looks together, Evelyn thinks,
so idyllic, twisting, turning, and curling the bike along the path.
The young man’s earnest face even looks a bit like George’s did at
that age. His young girl will look back to this day, Evelyn thinks,
as the last good day they had together before he decided to leave
her. It’s in his eyes. And the young man, most likely, will
remember nothing. And they will both move on with life, with
nothing to show from this, and it is this realization that makes
Evelyn sad for them.

 


~~~~

 


Back home,
Evelyn takes a nap, surprised at how much the sun has sapped her
energy. When she wakes, the room is darker: twilight. But not even
this temporary disorientation can make her forget that tonight’s
biography is on Marilyn Monroe. Marilyn Monroe! She has been
looking forward to this one for a long time. She rises just as nine
cuckoos chirp out reproachfully. She scurries to turn on the
television in time to catch the familiar theme music.

But then a
voice interrupts, “Due to circumstances beyond our control, we are
unable to present tonight’s program on Marilyn Monroe. Instead,
please enjoy an encore presentation of a viewers’ choice favourite,
Britney Spears.”

The screen
shows a lively, lovely young singer—the girl has a nice voice,
Evelyn admits—wearing as little clothing as allowed on television,
without an ounce of self-consciousness.

“No, no, that’s
not right, not right at all,” says Evelyn, aloud.

Her eyes drift
toward the bookshelves, specifically the two volumes between
MacArthur and McKinley. Her hands reach back to scratch an itch at
her side but miss and slip under the pillow, lengthening the tear
Cecil made.

“Oh dear, I
really ought to have someone fix that,” Evelyn says aloud, as she
kneels down for a closer look.

Behind her, the
television flickers, and she returns to watch, part of her suddenly
curious about this famous and controversial pop star, who is really
barely more than a child. Before sitting down, she gazes at a
framed picture of sweet, dear George in his uniform for a few
respectfully bittersweet seconds.

 


~~~~~~~~

 


POWER
FAILURE

 


Every weekday
morning, Chad Willingham would wake at seven fifty-eight to his
favourite radio station, collecting his wits in time to catch the
joke of the day, which would cause him to chuckle or groan, but
rarely laugh. Then he would lie in bed through reports of traffic,
news, sports, weather, keenly alert for potential disruptions to
his morning itinerary.

Chad would
stretch his arms and legs just as the deejay blabber ended and the
top-forty song—one of six in a rotation never lasting less than
three or more than four minutes—would propel him to kick away the
covers and rise to his feet, to fluff the pillows, to tuck and
tighten the sheets and duvet. Then on to the kitchen to mix his
protein shake, swallowed between bites of banana, and topped off by
a strawberry-flavoured chewable daily vitamin. Personal grooming
came next—shit, shower, shave—and then he would dress, tie and suit
selected and shirt ironed the night before. The radio would shut
off automatically thirty-five minutes after Chad would have exited
and locked the apartment. A fifteen-floor descent, lasting one and
a half to two and a half minutes, allowing for two or three stops,
at floors eleven, six, and sometimes the old man and his poodle at
five, and Chad would be outside. Once in the open air, he would
stroll at a comfortable but imperative pace for eighteen to twenty
minutes from his condominium to where he worked, a modern office
tower located on the same side of the same street. A twenty-seven
floor ascent in the express elevator ensured his arrival at his
desk in his shared cubicle precisely two minutes before nine,
enough time to shed his coat, settle in his chair, and switch on
his computer.

He neither
enjoyed nor hated what he did at the office, and the nature of his
work straddled a mean between pressure and indifference, complexity
and simplicity, passion and boredom, his workday exactly eight
hours and thirty minutes long, including a fifteen-minute morning
break and forty-five minute lunch taken precisely a quarter of an
hour past noon. When done for the day, he would cross the street
and amble homeward. But instead of returning to his condominium his
destination would be another high-rise not far from his own, where
his fiancée Kate lived with her mother on the eleventh floor. While
he worked on the daily crossword puzzle, they would prepare a
hearty and amiable if bland dinner, followed by an equally
uninspired, albeit tasty, dessert, and then an evening of
entertainment to the level the television was capable. Chad would
depart one hour after his future mother-in-law excused herself to
retire for the evening—occasionally, on certain evenings, ninety
minutes—and arrive back home in time to watch the late news before
going to sleep. On weekends, he often rented a car and drove out of
town to visit his parents, sometimes with Kate, sometimes not.

Occasionally,
circumstances outside his control forced Chad to alter the routine,
as happened some months earlier when, on his way to work, he
encountered a covered barricade erected for a new condominium
complex, narrowing a sidewalk already crowded with rush hour
pedestrian traffic. Due to a claustrophobic aversion to the smell
of and incidental contact with strangers, Chad found it preferable
to walk on the opposite side of the street in order to sustain his
pace and avoid unnecessary public interactions. He was surprised
and delighted to discover that crossing the street twice at a
particular pair of lights actually required adding no time to his
routine and he continued to rise at two minutes prior to eight
o’clock.

In the middle
of the night one night however, a brief but widespread power
failure zapped his area and there was no morning funny.

Chad did not
wake until ten minutes after six, startled and confused by the
flashing LED digits that told him it was either noon or midnight.
That such a thing could happen had never occurred to Chad and he
had never considered developing an emergency plan. He pressed a
button on the radio and the song, one he had not heard before,
confused him until he unplugged the instrument. Chad improvised
best he could but the only time he could recoup came from skipping
the protein shake and pocketing the banana and vitamin. It netted
him barely a minute due to his dithering prior to coming to that
decision. Worse, once he emerged outside, he saw the traffic lights
flashing, the road clogged with intense, noisy traffic. Now behind
schedule on everything, he couldn’t risk crossing the street and
chose to brave the construction barricade.

Unfamiliar
pedestrians with unfamiliar odours and walking in unfamiliar
patterns impeded his progress, often pushing him too close to the
curb. Thick diesel exhaust from two idling city buses penetrated
his nostrils and made him cough. Two cars raced by and, a moment
later, the sound of two horns, a crash, and sirens. A pair of
homeless people paused their begging to stare at him, but said
nothing. He wanted to confront them, break their gaze, but three
ponderous citizens blocked his path. Past them, he encountered a
young family. The mother, one hand holding the hand of a crying boy
while pushing a stroller with the other. He sidestepped the
scatterbrain and then came upon the construction barricade. A deep
breath before entering helped until, halfway through the temporary
tunnel, trying to squeeze past a fat oaf, the man stumbled into
him, leaving Chad’s face pressed against a screened opening
windowing the site.

Chad swore.

And then
something stilled his urge for a confrontation. Through the wire
mesh, he saw a young woman in workman’s clothes, a pretty, young
woman, with long red hair cascading out behind her hard hat, a pair
diamond studs drawing attention to a pair of small, curvy ears. Her
loveliness, so incongruous with her surroundings, mesmerized him
and it was a long moment before he detached his face and continued
through, and into the open sidewalk. A glance at his watch showed
the futility of haste. In inspired defiance, he stopped to chew his
vitamin, then unpeeled the banana, and ate, looking back at the
entire construction site, scanning the concrete strewn ground. When
he spotted the girl again, she smiled, and became prettier.

 


~~~~

 


At his
fiancée’s that evening, Chad was relieved to see that Kate and her
mother had dinner ready—the predictable Tuesday meatloaf with
mashed potatoes—which he ate in a grim and despondent silence. From
time to time he looked toward the window to avoid noticing how Kate
and her mother were observing him, exchanging glances with each
other more frequently than usual. After a dessert of unadorned
vanilla ice cream, they took their coffees to the living room. Kate
squirmed a little before nestling into his arm.

“That power
failure must have affected your morning routine some,” she said.
“How did you ever manage?”

“What? Oh, yes.
That reminds me I must get a backup battery for my clock
radio.”

“And it wasn’t
the weather either, I heard,” Kate’s mother said. “Apparently, one
of those big construction companies doing work down the street
caused it.”

“Is that so?”
Chad said, adding an ironic smile that seemed to unsettle the
women.

“Just before
you arrived, your fiancée and I were talking about how such an
event could be disruptive to someone so meticulous.”

“I warned
Mother you might be a little off tonight.”

Chad said
nothing, annoyed at their chattering, which interfered with a
sudden impulse to daydream. He continued to sip his coffee
silently. The two women exchanged several glances before the future
mother-in-law spoke again.

“Poor Chad
seems distracted by something.”

“Yes, Mother, I
agree. Maybe tonight’s not a good time to discuss the wedding
arrangements. Besides, Jeopardy is about to come on.”

Television
failed to clear the awkward silence and the subsequent ritual
became an ordeal for Chad, and for the two women too, he imagined.
Chad excused himself earlier than usual to go home. He reset his
alarm clock, and the other clocks in the apartment, and the oven,
and the microwave, and the television. He still had extra time,
even after taking longer to prepare the next day’s wardrobe. Chad
used these ten minutes to modify his routine.

 


~~~~

 


From then on,
every morning and often in the afternoon too, he saw the girl in
the same spot at the same time—a well managed building project
apparently—and on most days saw her smile and her diamond studs
sparkle. Eventually he thought about enhancing the experience, and
fantasized about ways to make her acquaintance. Ideas came to him,
randomly, popping up at the office in meetings or conversations, or
interrupting obligatory thoughts and attentions away from the
office.

“Chad, Mother
was looking out the window the other day and says you were walking
on your old side on your way to work, not avoiding the construction
site.”

“So?”

“What do you
mean, so?” she shouted. “You changed your routine, your precious
routine. What on earth would make you change your routine, and then
not mention it to me?”

“Your mother
must have seen someone else.”

“Oh come on.
She’s not that old, she can see very well.”

“I don’t feel
well,” Chad said. “I think I’ll go home.”

“What’s wrong
Chad?” Kate said loudly, almost a shriek. “Something’s wrong. I
know it. Something’s changed, I can feel it.”

Kate started to
cry. She grabbed a Kleenex, and dabbed her eyes with it. She stood
up and pointed a finger.

“I don’t think
you want to get married, do you? Tell me. Tell me. Please tell
me.”

“It’s nothing,
darling, I’m just ill.”

“No, no, no.
No. I won’t let you leave until you tell me. You must tell me. Tell
me we’re still getting married. Tell me I’m still going to become
Mrs. Kate Willingham.”

“Yes, we’re
still getting married,” he said, too tired to hide his
exasperation, or to smile.

 


~~~~

 


 The next morning Chad discovered the
barricade dismantled, the sidewalk returned to its spacious width,
as well as several minutes that felt like an eternity of time to
fill before work. Enough time to stop by the travel shop to pick up
some brochures, ideas for honeymoon destinations, or other
escapes.[image: tmp_2ffaf97b6a273ea5a7053bf562173042__pZln0_html_3d357bce.png][image: tmp_2ffaf97b6a273ea5a7053bf562173042__pZln0_html_55402c00.png]
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