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 The
Perfectionist

 


First of all I
like everything in its place. I believe in order. It is woman’s
duty and genetic inheritance to keep everything neat. That is
called civilization or as my mother used to say, civilized
behavior. I am not a neat freak especially as neatness interferes
in the proper pronouncement of one’s daily duties but I do believe
in control. I believe in right and wrong and weigh in on the side
of righteousness as far as I can discern the right path. Each of us
is the servant of our spouse whoever that spouse may be. I believe
that this world would be a far better place if each of us did unto
others… so on and so on. That is why it was a shock to me when I
started having an affair with the young grocery clerk who stepped
in to replace dear old Mr. Genova who slipped on the ice one day
and broke his leg.

I met my
husband in college. He was in business administration and I was
studying law. I was the first woman accepted in the Faculty of Law
at the University of Windsor. I was nicknamed Torts, which I found
only mildly amusing. Chris was the most mature person I met in
college. He had a detailed plan for his life, which was only
slightly derailed when he was not accepted into the University of
Toronto and had to go to Windsor. I admired that, both that he had
a plan and that he was flexible enough to adjust it to setbacks.
Although I am orderly person I recognized that life is often not so
well organized. A staunch Christian I have often had to oppose
those who have argued that the existence of life reflects the
working of its Master. My God would not have created anything this
messy. Although it does sound presumptuous, I think I could have
done a better job. For one thing I would have gotten rid of
dandelions. Chris and I married in our second last year in college.
Chris proposed to me on bended knee in the waiting line at the
Canadian Bank of Commerce. It was so romantic and such an efficient
use of time and space. After law school I had intended to go into
police work, but I got pregnant. Jimmy’s birth was a nightmare. My
doctor went on vacation and a substitute was called in at the last
minute. He had been playing golf and was noticeably upset. Those in
attendance told me later that they hadn’t seen such butchery since
the last war. I considered suing but Chris talked me out of it. He
said that litigation didn’t enter into any of his plans until he
was well into his 50’s. I was bedridden for weeks. There were so
many stitches in my private parts that the nurses nicknamed me The
Sweater. I was only mildly amused.

At the rate I’m
going in my story you are probably wondering when I will get to my
affair with the grocery clerk. His name was Michael and I have no
reason to believe that he has changed it in the intervening years.
Please be patient. Everything in due time. I never finished Law
School. I got too far behind with the birth of Jimmy and my
faltering health left me with little energy to put on any kind of
concerted effort to catch up. And I had such wonderful plans for
the police force. Chris graduated at the top of his class and was
recruited by several firms. He decided on a large firm in Toronto
and so we moved, renting a small flat on Brunswick Avenue. In no
time I had the place fixed up like a dollhouse.

In Chris’s
third year with the firm he consulted his day timer and announced
that it was time we had a second child. Little Jimmy was entering
kindergarten and so the timing seemed perfect. This time I took no
chances and opted for a c-section. I’ve always admired drawers.
Such a sensible way to organize one’s belongings. Sandra was a
doll, big round blue eyes, curly red hair and chubby as a teddy
bear. Chris suggested I get my tubes tied and it seemed an
appropriate decision. Sandra was baptized at St. Pat’s and I
decided it was time I started to attend church again.

Chris received
promotion after promotion until he became the youngest
vice-president in the firm’s history. I was so proud of him. We
bought a lovely home in the Kingsway though I felt it might be a
little out of our income level. Chris assured me that the house was
a wonderful investment. What fun it was to decorate our new home. I
painted our front vestibule five times before I found the color
that was correct. Once the house was finished, there was the garden
to tackle. There was so much to do, bushes to buy, perennials to be
planted, patio to be finished. We even had a small gazebo built at
the back of our lot. I planned on taking violin lessons so that I
could exploit the gazebo to its full potential.

Chris and I
were in bed reading. I was browsing through a magazine, Woman’s
Day, looking for recipes for the Christmas season. Chris was
reading one of his detective stories.

I sighed.

“Yes?” Chris
asked.

“Nothing,” I
said.

“Out with it,”
he demanded.

“The dog is in
heat again. Can’t we do anything about her?”

“We could get
her fixed,” Chris suggested.

I thought about
that for a moment.

“The children
might be upset,” I said.

“They don’t
have to know. Besides you can get it done one afternoon when
they’re at school.”

That sounded
like a good plan.

Chris returned
to his book. I sighed again.

“You’re still
sighing,” he said.

“Nothing,” I
said.

“It’s never
nothing when you sigh,” Chris chuckled.

“You wouldn’t
be interested,” I said.

Chris put a
bookmark in his book, closed the book and put it on his bedside
table.

“I’m all ears,”
Chris smiled, which was mildly amusing since Chris had the biggest
ears I’d ever seen on a man. Everything on Chris was bigger than
one might have expected.

I closed my
magazine and composed myself before entering into what I thought
might be a sensitive issue.

“In a lot of
the magazines I have been reading, they talk about the female
orgasm.”

I waited.

“Continue,”
Chris smiled.

“I have had two
children, am in my 30’s and I don’t think that I have ever had an
orgasm.”

Chris was no
longer smiling.

I patted him on
the hand, trying to reassure him. “Not that I’m complaining about
our love making, dear. But I’m afraid that I might be missing out
on something. I don’t want to end up like my mother.”

“Your mother is
dead,” Chris reminded me.

“My mother and
father did not have a romantic relationship. That generation of
women didn’t expect to receive pleasure from sexual relations.”

“How do you
know that your mother didn’t have orgasms?” Chris asked. “Did you
ask her?”

“I read about
it,” I smiled, once again reassuring Chris with a pat on his
hand.

Chris was
silent.

“Perhaps I
could get some articles and we could read up about it?” I
suggested.

Chris nodded
then after several more minutes of silence returned to his Mickey
Spillane.

I read all the
books I could find but kept hitting the same roadblock. Chris
wouldn’t do that, was what occurred to me each time. Chris was a
wonderful father, husband and friend but he was completely
predictable and I knew what he would or could do in all matters
that affected our romantic liaisons. That is the problem with
marriage. One finds comfort in the routines of marital bliss, but
one also finds a prison. There was only one other option. I would
have to have an extra-marital affair.

How does one go
about having an affair? I looked around at our neighbors. I was
sure that Mr. Wilson would be a willing participant. He was always
flirting with me when I was in the garden pruning my roses and he
was out weeding his tomato garden. But Mr. Wilson was short,
balding, and retired. There were other men in the neighborhood but
dalliances with any of them could bring other complications. I had
no intention of breaking up anyone’s marriage, nor did I want to
feel uncomfortable after the inevitable breakup, for I had no
intention of engaging in a protracted affair. I wanted to have my
orgasm and be done with it. I could not go out cruising bars. Who
has the time? Nor did I want to begin answering personal ads. One
could never be sure what sort was on the other end of one’s
correspondence.

And then I met
Mr. Genova in front of his small grocery store sorting apples and
on crutches.

“What happened,
Mr. Genova?” I asked.

“I slipped,” he
laughed.

“Dear me,” I
said. “And how are you managing your store on crutches?”

“I’ve got a boy
to help Mrs. Genova,” he said then drew me into the store to
introduce me to his hired help. Michael was not exactly a boy. I
had expected to find a teenager in the shop but Michael was a young
man, in his early twenties I surmised, with beautiful long red
hair. When Mr. Genova introduced us, Michael took my hand in his
and shook it. His hands were soft, but also strong. Our eyes met
and I blushed. I hadn’t blushed since college. A plan began to take
seed in my mind.

The next week I
phoned the Genova’s and ordered a bushel of apples hoping to have
Michael deliver them. Mr. Genova’s wife answered the phone. I told
Mrs. Genova that I was going to put down some applesauce.

“Apples are out
of season,” Mrs. Genova informed me.

“Out of
season?” I repeated. My plan began to unravel.

“Yes,” Mrs.
Genova chuckled.

“Oh!” I
said.

“And how is Mr.
Genova’s leg?” I added trying to think of some other excuse to have
Michael deliver to my home.

“Comes off next
Wednesday,” Mrs. Genova responded.

“The leg?” I
gasped.

“The cast,” she
explained.

Early the next
Wednesday I showed up at Genova’s grocery store. Michael was
working alone. But the shop was not empty. I had to wait almost
half an hour for the two women in the shop to finish their
shopping. When finally the last customer was gone, I asked Michael
if he had the flat of canned tomatoes I had ordered.

Michael knew
nothing of the order. How could he? There was no such order.

“Perhaps it is
in the back, “ he said and turned to the back of the shop. I
followed him. As he browsed through the back room, I stepped up
behind him and patted him on the ass. I was no expert in the art of
seduction and had to read up on it in my magazines. Patting the
buttocks was often cited as a suitable introduction. Michael turned
around abruptly.

“You scared
me,” he said stepping back. “I thought you were still in the
shop.”

I ran my hand
down his arm.

“Oh, such
muscles,” I purred, batting my eyelashes.

“I try to work
out,” he smiled.

I was at a
loss. By now he should have taken me in his arms and kissed me.
Time was of the essence. I was afraid that any minute the bell on
the door would ring announcing the entrance of a new customer. I
pressed up against Michael and raised my mouth to his. As our lips
met I ran my hand down his chest and stomach and slid my fingers
over his crotch. Michael grabbed my dress and began to slide it up
my ass. I was so shocked I almost stepped back and slapped him. The
bell of the door rang.

“Do you want to
go to bed with me?” I asked slipping out of his arms.

Michael nodded
enthusiastically. From my purse I took a prepared note I had
written earlier and slipped it into his hand. Then I kissed him
again lightly on the lips and slipped out of the store.

My legs were
shaking so much I could hardly drive home. Immediately upon
entering the house I took a cold shower. I didn’t like losing
control. On the note to Michael, I had written the time and
location of the hotel at which we would meet. All week I carried
out my plan in minute detail. I packed a small bag with what I felt
I would need for the dalliance. The children were at school the day
of my meeting with Michael. Jimmy was no problem. At sixteen he was
on his own schedule so that he often did not show up at home until
early in the evening. Sandra had been pestering me for weeks to go
to a friend’s for a sleep over. Chris worked late. He wouldn’t be
surprised to see me gone. I was always signing up for new courses
at the local school. I cooked a meatloaf and broccoli with cheese
sauce, Chris’ favorite. The only thing that bothered me was the
possibility that it might take more than one meeting to bring about
my orgasm. Michael looked young and healthy enough but I had no
idea how experienced he was in such matters. Also I was nervous and
according to everything I had read it was necessary to be fully
relaxed in order to break through the envelope as it was called. I
took a shower, making sure to shave my legs, and to wear the new
sexy underwear I had purchased at The Bay.

I sat in my
living room and waited, still nervous. My hands were shaking. I
hated this lack of control. I wondered if I should take a cab or
drive. There was some doubt in my mind that I was capable of
driving. I had to do something. I decided to send some emails. The
first email I sent to Michael reminding him how much I was looking
forward to our dalliance.

Darling:Dinner
is in the oven.

Don’t forget
about the dog.

I had her
fixed.

The second
email I sent to my husband reminding him that I would be late and
to pick up the dog at the pound.

Darling: See
you at 7:30, room 212.

Bring a video
camera.

I want to
remember this evening forever.

 


THE END
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Stalking Leonard
Cohen

 


I’m having a
nervous breakdown in slow motion. For years I’ve been falling apart
like the American half of Niagara Falls. I’m being eaten alive by
time. How do I stop the erosion? I’ve spent too much time in bars
making small talk to men with big mouths, flashing their wit like
jingling change in their pockets, their hands grazing your knee,
the whole tattoo of social conventions toward the bed and the quick
escape afterwards. I’m too old for this dance. We’re all too old.
The whole country has been on the verge of total collapse for over
a decade. The poor get poorer and the rich get angrier, and old
maids cut their hair and let their skirts grow long.

I own a little
cottage in East York with a lovely hedge. Goes right around my
backyard. It’s over ten feet high. The neighborhood cats are always
getting themselves tangled up in the branches. Sometimes we don’t
find them until spring when the snow melts. My neighbors to the
north are suing me for loss of sunlight. I once made the mistake of
bringing my boss home. He wanted to play hide and seek in the
hedge. Had to phone the fire department and have him cut out of the
higher branches. He looked like Christ up there with his bottle of
wine in one hand and the sun in the other. The next day I received
a pink slip. He said his wife made him do it. I phoned up his wife
and pleaded with her. I wasn’t trying to steal her husband. The
next day I found out that I wasn’t getting a severance practice. I
contacted a lawyer and he suggested we talk about it over
dinner.

My first
pimples appeared at puberty. They were my companions all through
high school. I tried everything to get rid of them. Lotions, soap,
creams, rays, heat. I tried changing my diet, my friends, and my
school. Nothing helped. My skin kept opening up; the sap kept
running. Sometimes my face looked like North Vietnam after
saturation bombing. Craters everywhere. Maybe I should have tried
Agent Orange. Friends and relations speculated that behind the
holes was a beautiful face. I do have beautiful eyes when you can
find them. I also have bladder problems. It’s hereditary. My father
spent half his life looking for washrooms. There are days when I’m
pouring out in every direction.

I went to a
poetry reading. I met Michael. All the poetry he read was about
hockey players, players in the 50’s and 60’s when it was a six-team
league. I remember the poem he wrote about Maurice Richard.

The look

in the Rocket’s
eyes

made the goal
posts

tremble

Everyone went
to a bar afterwards. Michael had too much to drink and volunteered
to take me home. We danced a tango on the subway. Michael’s life
long ambition was to join the Salvation Army but couldn’t bring
himself to wear one of their uniforms. When we arrived at my house
I went into the kitchen to make a pot of Earl Grey. Michael
followed behind me and undid my blouse.

“I love women
with big tits,” he smiled slipping my bra off. “It must be my rural
background. My real poetry is about women. I have drawers filled
with poems about women. A woman is a man dreaming about
himself.”

We ended up on
the kitchen floor, red and white tiles like a checkerboard. All
night Michael kept kinging me. The next morning I found him staring
out my kitchen window.

“Look at that
fucking hedge! What are you trying to keep out?”

I lent Michael
a couple hundred dollars until he got his first royalty cheque.
That was my first lesson in love. Never lend your lover money! They
start mistaking you for the bank. Michael started taking pictures
of me naked. He said that he needed illustrations for his work.
Helps to sell publishers on your work, he told me. He had a
scrapbook filled with photographs of naked girls. I took Michael to
Hamilton and introduced him to an old couple I hired to act as my
parents. He said mw mother threatened him with a knife in the
kitchen wanting to know when we were going to he married. She
wanted grandchildren. Michael fled. The knife just missed him on
his way out.

I used to have
two rats named Clyde and Jeremy. They seemed to get along well
enough. After Michael fled I needed friends and wanted them to be
company to each other and me. Often times I would catch them
wrestling, tag team matches with the cheese. I thought they were
lovers. One day I came home to find Jeremy on the floor, dead.
Pushed off the table. Clyde was hanging from the cord of the
Venetian blinds. There was a suicide note on the window ledge. IF I
CAN’T HAVE HIM THEN NO ONE ELSE SHALL!

But through all
my travails there was always Leonard Cohen. His bored and sad voice
awakened in me a world of shadows arid espionage, spies and
secrets, dark glances and cigarette stains. His world of love was
captured on Polaroid snapshots in black and white. It was a world
where men wore loin clothes like ancient heroes and women were
spread out across the lands they conquered. It wasn’t Cohen’s
vocabulary that intoxicated me but the smell of his breath on my
tongue. It wasn’t his classical education but his spine twisting in
the half nelson’s of love. I’d read his hooks of poetry but it was
only when I saw him reading from the cross that I became fixed. I
wanted to see, feel, touch, suck the world as he did. I wanted to
flay, bread, fry, than eat his tongue. The onions always brought a
tear to my eye. In the depths of depression, Leonard is one of the
sparrows that warn of danger. Only women notice him on the shaft
floor, on his back, legs spread open. Inside the black hole of our
nervous breakdown, Leonard Cohen’s budgie eyes stare up at us. I
played Leonard’s songs so often that eventually I had no use for my
stereo. Anytime I wanted to listen to Leonard, I stuck my fingers
in the damp coin slot. My brain had become a jukebox.

I wrote Leonard
a letter.

“I have been a
fan of yours for years. And though we have never met, Leonard, I
feel as if we are friends. Your words touch my heart. Your voice
resonates through my thoughts. I hope that one day we might meet
and know each other as old friends. Maybe we could do lunch. My
knees are praying for a miracle, for a Moses to arrive. And like
the Red Sea they anxiously await to be parted. I hope you don’t
think I’m coming on to you. Please respond in the enclosed
self-addressed stamped envelope.”

Then one day it
happened. Maybe it was too much wine, too many cigarettes, too much
acne cream. Dizzy, I closed my eyes and fell back into the sofa of
my thoughts and found myself in a bed, my fingers rubbing my gums
like a toothbrush. I was in a stranger’s room, a room without. a
closet. The sweating ceiling was suffering from a fear of heights.
All the walls were painted white. The paint came off on your
fingers like the blouses of tired waitresses. The sheets on the bed
had lines on them with JM&J written in the top left hand
corner. The pillow was made out of shaving cream. On the bedside
table there was a porcelain bowl filled with warm water. Beside it
was a small white towel. The Ford Hotel was embroidered in red.
There were razor blades on the floor. I was not in a room. I was
inside Leonard Cohen. He had wrapped his flesh around me like a
cocoon. I had become one of his wet dreams.

I kept having
the dream of falling inside Leonard’s body. The sounds of an empty
hotel. Pipes pounding like migraines. Like ribs expanding. The
bright and useless emptiness of the washroom. A groan. Someone
weeping. A leaky faucet. Loneliness. The crinkle of glass hidden in
a derelict rug. A heart pounding. A toilet flushing. There is no
window in the room. In its place there is a picture of the Pope
smiling with a crack in the glass where the laughter pours out.

Inside Leonard
I can smell the perfume of his latest lover. The smell of sex in
his chair. My fingers are sticky. I need a word, some word to
release me from this loneliness. A string of blood twists like
licorice in the bowl of warm water. There is a rusty razor blade on
a white hotel towel. Leonard’s voice is in the distance. His arms
are too short for the jacket he is wearing. Cigarette smoke rises
up and fills his wallet. A woman bends over the window to admire
the view. Leonard comes up like a lonely tourist and enters me from
behind.

Sometimes when
the poison is running out of my pimples at night, I feel like a
forest after the rain has subsided and the leaves are dripping and
the moon breaks through the clouds. I feel so relaxed inside
Leonard’s body. I can lay naked, say anything on my mind and there
is never an angry refrain. And the warm water is always in the
basin. Always so clear, blood swimming through it like a goldfish.
And the embroidered towel from the Ford Hotel is warm, smelling of
the iron that has just pressed it. And Leonard fills his trousers
with a cloud. And never lost for words, he has his tongue stuck up
my hole.

I lost my job.
My rats were dead. I took a trip to Europe. Someone told me that
Holland was like a fairytale, but all the time I was away I worried
about my hedge, worried that the neighbors might organize a
vigilante committee and burn it down. I noticed that a lot of Dutch
people have skin problems. Do you think it could be the chocolate?
I stayed in a famous hotel in Amsterdam called K. Hemingway had
slept there. Joyce had written there. Miller had done neither. I
wondered if the hotel had once been a poet. Not much of a hotel.
Nothing like Leonard. My room was spacious, dirty, cluttered and it
had a view of the square outside where the junkies were playing
guitars and shooting up heroin. Some of them spoke English. One
said they were going to a Cohen concert. Leonard is the Elvis of
European intelligentsia. They dragged me along.

I waited
outside the concert hall thinking Leonard would be lonely in this
country where only the junkies speak English. I waited two hours.
The crowds poured out. And then came Leonard in his little suit,
smoking a cigarette. There was a blonde on his arm. I rushed up,
reaching in my purse reaching for a package of Gitanes. The blonde
threw me on the ground. She was his bodyguard. They thought I was
an assassin. She had the most marvelous skin. I began to shiver
inside. She pushed her heel into my face. My body began to
whistle.

“I’m his wife!”
I cried and then began to leak.

Now I am back
in my little cottage in East York continuing my nervous breakdown.
I’ve got a new job as a cashier in a BiWay, in a plaza in Etobicoke
near the airport, surrounded by air conditioners and barbeques.
Everything in the store is reduced including my pay cheque. The job
is boring. I’m there to keep the cash register company. To pass the
time away, I slip into Leonard and lay back in the luxury of his
thoughts. I feel decadent, unshaven, comfortably dressed in a dark
blue suit. Sometimes he slams the door in anger and I am jolted
back into the reality of Etobicoke with a customer angrily tapping
the counter and I look out the window at the rain turning to sleet
and the aircraft lining up on the runway looking for love.

 


 


THE END
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 The Point System

 


I knew she had
arrived home by the sound of the brakes on her Honda. No one else
applied their brakes in quite that fashion. It is a kind of jerk
then a shriek like she’d run over the cat. There was a courteous
nod as she stepped in the door, her shoulders slouched, her
briefcase dangling on the end of her arm, which she set down on the
stairs to be retrieved later. Her heavy footsteps plodded
consecutively up the steps like a slovenly drum roll.

“How was your
day?” I asked trying to stay upbeat and perky.

One of the kids
upstairs was playing their CD player loudly. I am used to it, have
in fact become immune to all adolescent noises. She has not. Her
eyes rose to the ceiling.

“I’ll get you
an aspirin,” I said, rushed to the washroom for drugs and on my way
yelled up the stairs for Brian to turn his music down. Brian did
not comply. I hadn’t expected him to respond on the first
shout.

“I’ll heat up
your dinner in a minute,” I said as I handed her a glass of water
and a bottle of aspirin.

She fell into a
chair in the living room slipping off her shoes.



“The kids and I
have already eaten,” I said. I knew this would lose me points but
Debbie was going out and Brian was starving. Of course Brian was
always starving so this would hardly carry much weight with her,
but I was hoping that she would see how impractical it was for all
of us to eat at the same time.

“Debbie went
out with Laura,” I yelled as I slid down the hallway. “She said
they were studying for a history exam tomorrow. I took it for
granted that she was lying. No doubt they’re going to the mall to
check out CDs and boys. Don’t worry. Laura’s a dog. The boys won’t
be pestering them much.”

I turned into
the kitchen where I shoved a plate with pork chops, mashed
potatoes, and string beans into the microwave. I grabbed a small
tossed salad and a bottle of soda water from the refrigerator and
put them on the table. By this time she has come out of the living
room and taken her place at the table. I cleared the table of the
dirty dishes and hurriedly put them in the sink.

“Would you like
a glass of wine with dinner?”

Not hearing any
answer, I poured a glass of Ontario red table wine in a glass then
turned and shouted once again up the stairs to Brian to turn his CD
player down. I didn’t expect a response on my second shout. I
returned and placed the glass of wine in front of her. She smiled
with gratitude. She had that weary look of utter despair in her
eyes. I wondered if it was the right time to talk.

“The tests came
back,” I said, taking a seat opposite her at the table.

She nodded and
sipped on her wine. The bell rang on the microwave. I rushed in and
grabbed the plate. It was too hot. I knew she was famished by now
and was almost at the edge of exhaustion, but the food was too hot
and she would have to wait. This would cost me points. I blew on
the food as I carried it into the dining room, but I knew it was a
lost cause.

“It’s hot,” I
said hoping that by warning her I would have deflected some of her
irritation at having to wait for dinner.

“I’m not that
hungry,” she said. “I had a bite before I left the office.”

That was
strange. She’d never had a bite before she left the office before.
In one sense I felt relieved because I would not lose points over
having served too hot a plate. On the other hand, why had she
eaten? Was she getting tired of my cooking? I knew I was.

“What were the
results?” she asked.

“What?” I asked
still pondering over her lack of appetite. She’s always hungry. Not
that she’s overweight. That has never been a problem for her. No
matter how much or what she ate, she never put on weight. It has
made her the envy of all the girls in the neighborhood. I have told
her this on many occasions and it had been a wonderful way to
accumulate points.

“The test
results,” she repeated.

“Oh yes,” I
nodded. “Dr. Davy phoned up and said that he’d like to see us.
Nothing to worry about. All the tests came back negative. Brian is
healthy enough but Dr. Davy thinks that he has Attention Deficit
Disorder. And Tourette Syndrome.”

“He told you
that.”

“Yes. Well, I
had to weasel it out of him. But that is his diagnosis. He wants us
to bring Brian along.”

“Why do we have
to have an appointment with him if we know the results of his
tests?”

“Medication. We
have to decide on some medication for Brian.”

She shook her
head and began to pick at her food. I wished that if she wasn’t
hungry she wouldn’t touch her food. I could have put it away for
lunch the next day.

“What does that
mean?” I asked.

“I don’t want
my kid taking drugs,” she explained as she picked up her knife and
began to dig into her meal. Now, what was I going to have for lunch
tomorrow?

“Don’t you
think we should discuss it with the doctor?” I asked.

“What’s there
to discuss?” she asked as she washed down her beans with a swallow
of wine.

“Why did you
eat before you left the office?”

She pointed her
fork at me.

“I think
they’re going to offer me a partnership,” she said, her mouth
filled with food. Her appetite had returned. I turned away. I
couldn’t stand watching someone talk with their mouth full.

“You look
worried,” Betty said to me the next morning as I hung some sheets
up on the line. I love the smell of sheets freshly dried in the
wind. They don’t have that musty smell of sheets from the dryer.
Betty was my next door neighbor and like a sister for me. We had
gone to college together. She had studied urban planning while I
was in theatre. We met while double dating. My best buddy who later
married Betty was dating her while I was going out with Betty’s
roommate. I can’t remember the girl’s name, but it was our first
and last date. Betty and I, on the other hand, became fast friends
and ironically ended up buying houses next to each other.

“Nothing,” I
smiled. I don’t know why I lied. Betty could always see through
me.

“Michael, I
know you better than that.”

I pinned my
last sheet on the line and stepped over to the fence that separated
our lots.

“I think my
breasts are getting larger,” I said.

Betty howled
with laughter. She had one of those infectious laughs that made you
feel as if the whole planet was in good spirits.

“Do you and
Doug still talk?” I asked once Betty had gained control of
herself.

“You know Doug
as well as I do. If more than a dozen vowels pass through his lips
in one day, it means he’s been drinking. But we communicate in
other ways.”

I glared at
Betty. Ever since her and Doug had begun to date, I had envied
their relationship. They seemed to have the perfect melding of the
female and male of our species.

“Are you having
sexual problems again?” Betty asked.

“We go through
the rituals but there isn’t much fun there.”

“And you’re
following the point system?”

“I try,” I
sighed.

It was Betty
who had introduced me to the point system. It was a system in which
one performed actions or deeds for the other party in a
relationship so that later one could trade in these accumulated
points for favors of one’s own. Betty called it the Adam Smith
system of love-making. How could you argue with success?

Betty raised
her eyebrows. I gave her an account of the incidents of the
previous day, the good, the bad and the indifferent.

“Doesn’t sound
like your breaking even,” Betty said.

“Don’t I know
it,” I said shaking my head. “I always seem to be in the red with
her. It’s not as if she says anything but I get the impression that
nothing I do quite pleases her. And the harder I try the more
irritated she appears. And the kids don’t help. As soon as she
steps in the door they’re on her for one thing or another.”

“She feels
under siege,” Betty suggested.

I nodded.

“Lot of
pressure at work?”

I nodded.
“They’re making her a partner.”

“That’s too
bad,” Betty said shaking her head. “Worse thing that happens to a
marriage is promotions. She’ll be expected to work longer hours
now.”

“Longer hours,”
I groaned.

“Of course
there’s more money. But then there are more expenses. A cottage
will really set you back.”

“A cottage!” I
cried. “I don’t want a cottage. I hate cottages. Hated them when I
was a kid. Mosquitoes and card games. And there’s still housework
for me. I’d rather go to a hotel. At least I get someone else to
serve me.”

“And then there
are the dinners with the other partners,” Betty continued. “You
can’t believe how boring some wives have become sitting at home for
twenty years.”

“Dinners! We
hardly have time to see our friends. Why would we want to start
socializing with the people at work?”

“How are you
going to get back in her good graces?” Betty asked. “You’ve got to
do something to jar her out of her nine-to-five rut. This could be
a turning point in your marriage.”

I took a deep
breath. What was I going to do? All of this seemed so far from the
lives we had led when we were first married. We used to go to
movies, the odd play, long drives in the country, browsing through
used bookstores. Now all she wanted to do was come, put her feet up
and watch figure skating on the box. I hated figure skating but
felt obligated to watch. It helped accumulate points.

Betty smiled.
She had an idea.

I rushed around
for the remainder of that day to clear up all the business of the
day. Then I managed to farm out the kids, sending Betty over to
Laura’s for an overnight, and Brian to his aunt Eunice’s across
town. Brian was more difficult to persuade than Laura, twenty
dollars more difficult. That’s what child rearing had come down to
in our household – bribes. I visited the grocery store and bought
all the ingredients for a romantic dinner. She loved roast beef,
especially the way I cooked it, juicy with the beef a rosy sunburn
in the middle. I baked some tea biscuits from a recipe my mother
had lent me, prepared some fresh broccoli and cheese sauce, baked
potatoes, horseradish, and beets. I hate beets but she had a
craving for them every few weeks and we hadn’t had them for months.
The kids hated beets. Debbie called them gory. I set a small table
up by the dining room window, with candles, a new tablecloth, a
bottle of expensive Italian wine. I cued some classical music on
the stereo, a tenor called Bocelli. Everything was ready for her
arrival.

She was late.
Time crawled along. I put the roast back in the oven. She liked her
beef medium rare but she hated it cold. After waiting for half an
hour I poured myself some wine from the house wine we always had
sitting around. Neither of us was crazy about it, but it was cheap
and did the trick on a Saturday night. Into my second glass of wine
I began to worry. What if she had gotten into an accident? It
wasn’t like her to be this late without calling. What if the car
broke down? She would have phoned. By the time I finished the
bottle of wine, I hardly cared why she was late, I just wanted her
home.

Just as I was
about to dip into the expensive Italian wine I had bought for our
dinner, I heard the sound of the Honda turning into the driveway.
No one else applied their brakes in quite that fashion – the jerk
and then the shriek. There was a courteous nod as she stepped in
the door, her shoulders slouched, her briefcase dangling on the end
of her arm.

I stood at the
top of the stairs looking down at her.

She looked up
at me with a puzzled expression on her face.

“Where are the
kids?” she asked, setting her brief case down on the stairs to be
retrieved later.

“How was your
day?” I asked trying to stay upbeat and perky.

“Unbelievable,”
she moaned. “It was one rush after another. I thought I’d never get
out of there. I hope you didn’t wait up for me to eat. We had a
bite at the office.”

I turned toward
the kitchen. She trudged up the stairs and stepping into the dining
room, cried out.

“Oh,
Michael!”

Stepping into
the kitchen behind me as I sliced the roast beef, she put her arms
around me and gave me a hug.

“This is so
sweet.”

“Have a seat,”
I commanded.

She did as she
was told. I poured her a glass of wine, lit the candles, turned on
Bocelli, and returned a few minutes later with our dinner.

“I’m not really
hungry,” she smiled.

“Eat!” I
demanded.

There was an
awkward smile on her face. From across the table, it looked like a
smirk.

She cut into
her roast and took a bite.

“This is a
little over done,” she said.

“A little over
done!” I barked, reached across the table, picked up her plate and
tossed it out the window.

 


THE END
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 The Liar

 


My grandfather
was the noted writer Morley Callaghan, he who cavorted with
Hemingway in Paris, not his son who cavorted with my mother.
Grandpa told me that you should never let truth get in the way of a
good story. Lying is the most human of endeavors. It’s what
separates us from the animal kingdom. Nature is never deceitful. So
why do we lie? Exaggerate? Invent? I believe that we lie to furnish
this awful existence we have been thrown in with something more
edifying than pain and suffering. We have outgrown reality. And if
God is dead as any rational creature must admit then what other
purpose do we have on earth but to entertain each other? Let us
while away our last hours as amiably as possible. America’s gift to
history is the late night talk show. The end of time arrives in one
liners and snappy rejoinders. Did I say Morley Callaghan was my
grandfather? I lied.

Did I tell you
about the time I met the Beach Boys? It was l969. That does date
me, doesn’t it? The Holiday Inn on Riverside Drive had just opened
a few weeks earlier and me and Sandra, a college friend, decided to
try out the bar, not that we normally cruised bars but everything
new in Windsor had to he tried out at least once. Living in Windsor
was like waiting for a bus in a bus terminal. Every time a bus
pulled into the station you had to check it out, not because you
thought it was your bus but because there was nothing else to
do.

We were having
a drink when Sandra noticed the Beach Boys and their retinue at a
booth in the corner of the room. One of their roadies came over and
asked us if we wanted to join them in a drink. We accepted. Brian
Wilson, the sad genius of the group, sat across from me. He was so
drunk that they lodged him between two of his brothers for support.
While his brothers had these great tans, Brian was pale. He looked
like the blood had been drained right out of him. A double order of
drinks were placed in front of us. It was eerie. All these guys at
the table staring at us in silence. They were in a hurry to get us
drunk.

Sandra piped
up. “What shall we talk about?”

“How about
sex?” one of the roadies piped up.

Sandra
blushed.

I looked at
Brian. His eyes were glazed over like he was buried alive inside
his body.

“Wouldn’t you
like to tell your friends that you slept with the Beach Boys?” one
of the Wilson brothers added. I don’t know which brother it was.
They all looked the same to me but I think it was the one who later
drowned.

Sandra
giggled.

I leaned over
the table and tapped on Brian’s forehead.

“Anyone home?”
I asked.

Do you ever get
the impression that someone is putting words in your mouth? Do you
ever get the impression that you’re not communicating what you
feel, that language conspires to misrepresent you, that someone
else is writing your story? When the Indians first saw the camera
they thought the photographer was stealing their soul. This is what
truth is like. Truth is universal. Lying is personal. When you tell
people what happened, the facts as they say, then you’re nothing
more than a recorder. Your story is kidnapped. It’s like everyone
else’s. You get up in the morning. You go to work or school, come
home, eat, watch a little television, and go to bed. Everyone does
that. A brief synopsis of life: you’re born, you die.

I went to a
Lancer basketball game at St. Dens Hall one time. After the game a
gang of us tripped on down to the Bridge House. The place was
packed. I was sitting with a group of students at one table in the
middle of the room. The table was filled with beer. The juke box
was loud. Everyone talked at the same time. I was bored to death.
This guy Miles was trying to hit on me. He was boring.

“I can hardly
hear you,” Miles screamed in my ear.

“My mother
killed herself!” I cried.

Miles mouth
dropped.

“Jesus! That’s
terrible!”

I looked away.
A tear ran down my cheek, I struggled to my feet and fought my way
out of the room. When Miles reached me outside I was leaning
against a wall smoking a cigarette. I turned to Miles and
smiled.

“Could we go
back to your place?” I thought we could do some smoke. Maybe he’d
have some records we could listen to. I wanted to get blitzed.

Miles
blushed.

“I live with my
parents,” he confessed.

I dropped my
cigarette to the sidewalk and ground it out.

“Shit! This is
so fucking boring! Take me home!”

“I don’t have a
car,” he sighed.

I hate people
who are deep. I prefer shallow surface types. They’re honest. What
do intellectuals think about that is of any consequence? The
university is filled with intellectuals whom no one has ever heard
of and probably never will. Thinking is a grave dull minds bury
themselves in. I consider someone intelligent who can make me laugh
not someone who understands the Theory of Relativity. Think of all
the time and effort intellectuals spent trying to understand how
the sun revolved around the earth only to find out centuries later
that they were wrong. Science is the continual project to discover
how stupid we have been. That is not smart. Making money is never
stupid. You always have something to show for your efforts.

Not every one
appreciates it when you entertain them. I remember one evening in
residence when a bunch of us girls were sitting around getting
drunk. Marie, a girl from an upper class well heeled family whose
wardrobe consisted of jeans and plaid shirts sat Buddha like on the
bed. I knew something was coming my way when she butted out her
cigarette then picked up the bottle.of wine and refilled all the
styrofoam cups of the girls in the room. Here it comes, I said to
myself.

“Why do you
keep telling those stories?” Marie asked.

“What do you
mean?” I replied.

Marie
sighed.

“Like the story
you told me the first day you were in residence,” O’Hara cried.
“That your step-father molested you and you couldn’t have
children.”

I laughed.
“Just having fun.”

“I wasn’t
laughing,” O’Hara responded.

“And,” Marie
added, “that story you told Miles Bancroft about your mother
committing suicide. Sherry thinks you were trying to get Miles
sympathy so that you could seduce him.”

“Don’t be
silly,” I smiled, sipping my wine. “Miles isn’t my type. He’s too
short.”

“You’re getting
quite a reputation, Jacqueline. You aren’t Morley Callaghan’s
granddaughter. All those stories about the Beach Boys...”

“I really met
the Beach Boys...”

“But who can
believe you, Jacqueline?”

I took a
cigarette out of the pack on the window sill and lit one up.

“You know,”
Marie added, “a girl that looks as good as you, Jacqueline, doesn’t
have to lie to get attention. Guys would flock to you anyway.”

“You think
so?”

“Absolutely!”
Marie cried.

A tear came to
my eye. I wiped it away.

“God,” I
sniffled. “It’s so great to have friends like you. Someone to set a
girl straight.”

O’Hara rolled
off her chair onto the floor, laughing. They all started to laugh.
I didn’t find it funny. I hate it when people see right through
me.

Did I tell you
about the time I met Frank Zappa? The Mothers of Invention were
playing in Toronto at Massey Hall. Is the place really named after
a tractor? I have a friend, Jack Sirdevan, who worked as an usher
in the Hall. He brought me to Frank’s dressing room between shows.
Frank was sitting in a chair, chain smoking, staring into space.
Frank looked up at me with those surly wicked eyes. I told him I
admired his music; a dumb remark but what else was I supposed to
say?

“You know a lot
about music?” Frank asked. Was he being sarcastic or just mean
spirited?

“I know what I
like,” I replied. “I like your sense of humor. Contemporary music
is much too serious.”

Actually I
couldn’t stand the Mothers’ music. It didn’t make any sense. Frank
looked up at me, patted the chair beside him, and dismissed my
friend Jack. I sat down. I was wearing a mini skirt, about eight
inches above my knees and I could see his eyes drinking in my
legs.

“This is so
fucking boring,” Frank muttered, offering me a cigarette and then a
light.

“Waiting?” I
asked.

He nodded, than
put his hand, the one with the cigarette between his fingers, on my
knee.

“People spend
half their lives in cues, waiting. Waiting for what?”

I smiled, and
patted Frank’s hand, the one on my knee.

“I didn’t come
back here Mr. Zappa to get fucked.”

Frank laughed,
removed his hand, and leaned back in his chair.

“Why did you
come back here?”

“I told you; I
like your music.”

Frank blew some
smoke rings.

“You’re a very
beautiful girl. You want to go back to L.A. with me?”

Okay, it wasn’t
Frank Zappa. But it was some rock star. Who can remember all these
one hit head bashing heavy metal types? I don’t feel guilty for
lying. It’s not like I killed anyone. I saw a photograph of
Mussolini and his mistress after they had been executed, after the
mob had their way with their corpses. Meat on a rope. Isn’t that
what it all comes down to? All that pomp and arrogance and power
and they end up like shishkebobs. All those awful pictures of
bodies being ploughed into mass graves. It’s fascinating because
they treat humanity like an infection of salmonella. What else are
we?

I was once
introduced to Charlie Manson by Carl Wilson at a party in L.A. He
was funny. I’ll bet even Hitler cracked the odd joke. He certainly
had the face for comedy. At the same party I met the Maharashi, a
fat silly man with a tiny giggling voice. He told me in confidence
that his mother had wanted him to become a dentist. All these
celebrities had one thing in common. They were all full of
bullshit. Not an honest person in the lot. Honest people are just
so much furniture in this world. They don’t even get good speaking
parts. History is written by liars about liars.

My hands are
getting so ragged. I used to have such lovely skin. Boys used to
agree with anything I said, undergo any humiliation, laugh at any
of my jokes, just for the opportunity to touch my skin. Brian used
to go off like a firecracker as soon as my fingers touched his
Johnson. He said it was my skin. Kevin told me that my pussy was
like the lining of a mink coat. Men are so much more amusing when
they are in a state of semi-arousal. I love it when they beg me to
take it out. I like getting a guy angry, right on the edge of
violence, then cooling him out, Men expect this kind of treatment
from beautiful women. I love to see sweat running down a man’s
temples, to see that look in his eyes of pleasure bordering on
exhaustion. I’ve often wondered what it would be like to have a man
go off inside you at the same time as he is having a stroke. That
would be such a high.

I met Pierre
Trudeau in Ottawa one evening when I was skating down the canal. He
was out alone. I fell and he helped me up. There was a look of such
boyish promise in his eyes that I couldn’t help but speculate what
he might be like in bed. After he helped me to a bench, we talked.
Actually I did most of the talking and he the listening. We had
been talking for some time when it began to snow, softly at first
but soon it had built itself into a storm. We headed back to a
nearby bridge for cover but somehow got separated. I think that in
his dreams Pierre might still be out there now looking for me.

You don’t
believe me. How can I always be in control in these stories? There
was one boy who had complete control over me. He was so beautiful.
I was sitting in the cafeteria eating lunch when a boy stepped up
to the table. I looked up. Michael had a page boy haircut, pale
milk skin, and the loveliest blue eyes. He was holding a lunch tray
in his hands. He asked if he could join me. We introduced
ourselves. Michael monopolized the conversation. He was like a
drunk behind the wheel, his conversation winding back and forth
over an assortment of topics, dropping one line of thought to start
a new one, only to pick up the other line a few moments later. I
found Michael exhausting and exhilarating at the same.

Michael was
beautiful like my father. It used to drive my mother crazy that all
the women were chasing him, to find out what gave his hair such
body, how he kept his skin so smooth, what they could possibly do
to keep their tummies so taut. It turned me on to see everyone
watching Michael and I as we crossed the campus hand in hand, or
lay on the grass in front of the administration building fondling
each other. Michael was well read, everything from Nietzsche to
Carlyle, Eliade to Ezra Pound. No matter the argument, no matter
what the topic of conversation, Michael could sit down and hold his
own. And his interests were so diversified, from opera to local
politics, cubism to chile recipes. And Michael was a wonderful
lover. He taught me how to draw out my orgasm, how to make it last
for hours, and how to make the man in my life bless each moment
between my legs. Michael was exhausting, never semed to need sleep,
could hardly sit still to eat, but he had one major weakness.
Michael hated to be bored.

Life was
entertainment for Michael. When I slept over at Michael’s he would
wait until his roommate, Tim, had bedded down before we made love.
He would take me from behind while waving to Tim across the
darkened room. It was humiliating. When I protested, he told me it
was fun and that’s what sex was all about. And then he started
taking pictures of me with his Polaroid. I felt awkward at first
but Michael convinced me that I shouldn’t he ashamed of my
body.

Michael was
becoming increasingly bored and when he became bored he invented
new ways to excite himself. One late night he went down on me
between the rows of books on the top floor of the library. Another
afternoon we did it in the men’s washroom of the Bridge House. And
then one day he showed me his photo album, filled with naked girls
he had slept with. I recognized my girl friend, Gail. I tried to
tear the album out of his hands. He laughed. I hit him, punched and
kicked him then broke down in tears. Michael kept laughing. And
then, well the rest is too humiliating. After that Michael tired of
me, he preferred drugs. As Michael experimented with more and
different drugs, I found myself increasingly alone. Drugs did not
interest me; they made me feel out of control. One day I came home
and I found Michael on the can, a needle hanging out of his arm. He
just sat there with this smirk on his face. A fly landed on his
chin. He still smiled. It crawled along his lip and then up one
nasal passage and out the other.

After Michael’s
death I don’t remember much, just sitting here in this institution
killing time, waiting for it all to end. I still like to think I
have my looks. They treat us really well here. The food is
excellent. Did I tell you that Princess Diana came to visit us last
week?

 


THE END
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