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"What are you mad at?"
"Everyone. Everything."
"What's so funny then?"
"The only thing I can do now is laugh."
Morning has broken
"I can't laugh anymore," Pam said, gingerly rubbing her aching side. "It's killing me."
Emily lay beside her, her feet propped up on the wall above, watching a solitary ant edge its way over the irregular grain of the rough concrete. It crawled until it reached a crack, and hesitated, waiting for a small drop of water to pass.
"Mom's going to have our hides if she catches us up here," Emily said.
Pam sighed. Her sister was such a scaredy-cat. But she did have a point. Their mother should be home at any moment.
Pam reluctantly closed the diary, fondling the rough texture of the old leather, raising it to her nose to smell one more time. She then slipped the leather bound bundle of memories back into its place in the old trunk. She liked the creaking sound it made when she pulled the lid shut.
"Time to go," she said.
The two girls scrambled to their feet and ran out of the door giggling as they shoved each other aside and made their way down the ladder, legs covered in the damp dirt of the attic above.
"Last one to the lake is a rotten egg." Pam shouted as she ran out of the house over the first patches of grass towards the hill. Emily tried to keep up, but stumbled a number of times as Pam's long legs widened the gap between them.
"See you in the water sucker," Pam shouted back to her sister. Without hesitation, and barely breaking her stride, she threw off her clothes as she neared the bottom of the hill, and then, running along the wooden dock, the small thuds of her heels sounding over the boards, she dived head first into the water.
Emily scrambled after her, tripped and fell as she tried to pull off her pants without stopping. Looking up, her leg smarting from where an ounce of skin had been scraped off, she could only see bubbles rising from the murky surface.
"Just you wait," she mumbled to herself, pulling off the last remnant of clothing. "I'm going to get ya."
Running up to the edge of the dock, Emily suddenly heard her mother's shrill voice breaking out over the shore towards her.
"Emily! What the …"
The sharp cold swell of the water washed over her as she entered like a rock, feet first, stopping all noise from above. Suddenly she felt something grasp her leg. Letting out a scream, a swift stream of water entered her lungs. Gasping for air, Emily broke the surface of the water.
"Hey dummy," Pam said, coming up beside her. "Are you trying to drink the whole lake?"
Emily was too busy choking to take much notice. Finally, treading water with some difficulty while deeply breathing new air into her lungs, Emily looked at her sister with an angry leer. "Why'd you grab my leg? You knew that'd scare me."
"You’d be scared of anything," Pam laughed, swimming away. "Let's swim over to the island."
Emily began to protest, but caught sight of her mother nearing the dock, so she set off in Pam's wake.
Sarah stood at the end of the dock, shading the sun from her eyes with her left hand. Shaking her head as she watched her daughters snaking their way towards the small island, she heaved a sigh and turned to make her way up the hill.
* * * *
He stopped typing and stared into the darkness. There was nothing there. Or at least, he could not see it. The room was even blacker now that the television had given up the ghost. Wasn't it strange how the screen was green when turned off, but black when nothing was coming through? He could see them: the shadows. At first they had been only fleeting shades of black, but he slowly came to recognize their shape.
Reaching over to the whiskey bottle, he splashed a bit more of the murky brown liquid into the bottom of his glass. Leaning back, he raised the glass and breathed in the musky smell so that it filled his nostrils, and then allowed himself a taste. Closing his eyes, he could hear Pam and Emily paddling their way towards the island, their small slender images disappearing into the darkness.
"Why am I so alone?"
His voice sounded lean and stark. The words hung there, unseen. The only other sound was the ticking. Constant, incessant. His fingers, pulled apart, drummed along with each beat. Darkness and light. The only light coming from the soft glow of the laptop, pulling him in, his hands disappearing into letters. Letters drifting across the screen.
"How can you be alone? You're talking to me."
There was an eerie echo to her voice. He reached over to turn down the volume, but it didn't help.
"You're just a figment of my imagination," he said.
"How do you know that?"
"How do I know that? I made you up!"
He attempted an incredulous stare into the darkness, but there was no reflection.
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"It has to do with everything," he said. "How can you be real if I invented you?"
"Because I'm here."
He swung around in his chair and stood up. The blank screen saver had set in and now the only light came in through the corner of the shutter.
"Maybe I just don't know what is real and what isn't."
"Now you're beginning to make sense."
"Sense! To whom!?"
"First and foremost, to yourself. Isn't that why you're here?"
"Here," he said, looking around in the darkness, "meaning … Cyberspace?"
"Don't use that word. You know I don't like that word. It makes it sound like I don't have anywhere to go after we finish talking."
"But you don't!"
"How can you know that? You just made me up. You don't know what happens to me after I leave your sight, your vision."
"Are you saying that there is no difference between sight and imagination?"
"I didn't say that, but I wish I did."
"I think I've had enough of this conversation," he said, slumping back down into his chair.
"So, sign off. I'll be here when you come back."
* * * *
He didn’t know how long he had been out. He was awakened by the tapping of fingers. He raised his head and saw that they were his own fingers. The tapping grew louder and the ticking softened, until it almost disappeared. Looking up at the clock, it appeared that time had stopped. But it was only an illusion. Nothing was real. Nothing could be at that moment.
The words hung above him on the screen, useless, without his divine intervention. Guy was waiting. His creation, created in his own image and likeness. Waiting for the breath of life, which could only be when he had dotted the final ‘i’. Crossed the final ‘t’.
He pulled himself up and sank back into the chair. All around him was black. There was only one way forward. The light from the screen beckoned. But the words were blurred.
Eighteen years. Ended before it had begun. The ticking had stopped. He could turn back time now. Or at least cheat a little. A time warp, an invention of another world. She was waiting.
Michael leaned forward and reached for the glass of whiskey. He didn’t remember pouring the drink. Or raising the glass. Not until he felt it bite into the back of his throat. He could see the words clearly then. Dancing in front of him. Taunting, celebrating the moment, daring him to go back. He set the glass down on the table, his hand unsteady.
His fingers reached out and clasped the mouse, its hard cold plastic foreign to his touch. Edging it slowly, he reached across the screen until one finger hung poised above the only button that made any sense.
He didn’t remember the moment of execution. He could always claim that. Denial. It had served him well until now. But it was gone. A letter sent. A letter that might change his life.
* * * *
Sarah could hear the phone ringing incessantly on her slow climb back up to the house.
“Mother. Only you can be so persistent,” she muttered to herself. Her mother couldn’t fathom that if she ringed Sarah, Sarah wouldn’t be there to answer.
"Hi mother," Sarah said, picking up the phone, just as it was making its fifth round. "No, they're not here. Out … yes, running around again … yes, I know." Sarah carried the handset with her into the kitchen, cradling it between chin and shoulder while listening patiently to her mother as she put the kettle on. "Yes mother … yes, of course," she said, in all the right places. "Why don't you come over tomorrow morning and pick it up … yes, I know, they will be waiting … no, not too late … yes, it will be ready."
Clicking off the phone, she walked into the living room and threw it onto the couch. Looking around the room, she wondered at how chaotic it had become so shortly after the last cleaning. It wasn’t that things were strewn about. Rather, they were dislodged. She had long ago given up trying to maintain constant order in the house. She wasn’t even sure she wanted order. Besides, it gave her mother something to fret over, each time she came to visit. Sarah much preferred these short skirmishes over the art of maintaining a household rather than delving into more complex issues, such as her daughters’ education.
She shook her head, imagining how her mother would view the room in its present state. She could never understand how the girls managed to create such chaos when they spent most of their time outside. It was as if they brought the wind in with them from outside and everything was blown asunder. Stifling the urge to start putting things back into place, she closed her eyes and walked back into the kitchen. She needed to get some writing done or she would never meet the deadline.
Reaching up into the cupboard, she pulled down a jar of instant coffee. She would have preferred something stronger, but she wasn't in the mood to start the whole process of grinding coffee beans and putting them through the French press. Her mother often told her that she needed more patience. "Patience brings quality," her mother liked to say. But Sarah swept this away by telling herself that she had too much to do in too short a time.
The phone rang again. This time it wasn't her mother.
"Hi Sarah. Want company?"
She sighed softly, breathing inwards as she answered. “Hi Ryan. Thanks for the offer, but I have things that have to get done.”
A short moment of silence from the other end.
“Okay then. Maybe another time. How are the kids?”
“Out swimming again. Over on the island.”
“Always on the go, those two.”
“Sure are.” Sarah replied. “Which reminds me, I need to go and check on them. Talk to you later.”
“Okay," Ryan answered, reluctantly conceding the end of the conversation. “Bye.”
With a loud sigh now, she dropped the phone onto the kitchen table and turned off the gas below the rapidly boiling kettle. White lies: they never hurt. She considered them simply as shortcuts. Pouring the hot water over a heaping teaspoon of coffee, she stirred vigorously and dropped in just a smattering of milk. Carrying the cup into the living room, she settled down into a weathered armchair, its once bright colours now faded under the tattered upholstery. She hardly had time to put on her reading glasses and pick up her notebook when she heard a knock on the door.
“What now?” she said aloud.
The knock repeated itself, this time a little louder, although still sounding small and hesitant, strong enough to be heard, yet with a tone of apology.
Taking off her reading glasses, she put down her notepad and longingly eyed the steaming cup of hot coffee she hadn’t yet been able to taste before getting up and making her way to the door.
“I’m coming. Hold your horses,” she said, reaching for the door and pulling it open. “Now, you are an odd sight, aren’t you,” Sarah said, her eyes running over a fairly tall, rather skinning boy. Long hair, very long for these parts, and a small beard. Part boy, part man. Over one shoulder was slung what appeared to be a very heavy backpack. The boy shifted uncomfortably under her stare.
“Sorry,” Sarah said. “Where are my manners?" She looked him over once more. "Who are you?"
“I’m… I’m looking for the commune." He stood there, waiting, but she only looked at him bemused. "They told me that it was this way … by the river."
“The commune. Actually this is the commune, or a part of it," she finally answered.
The boy looked at the house and then back at the river. There were no other houses to be seen. Only a vast expanse of wood and water.
“What do you want with the commune?"
“I …”
Sharp squeals of laughter suddenly cut through his speech.
“Mine,” she said, following his gaze. “Both girls,” she sighed, “terrorizing the inhabitants of the island, I suppose.”
“Island?” he asked, squinting into the direction of the voices.
“Yes, that small plump of land over there, in the middle. We call it an island. That it is,” she added. “An island is an island.”
“Well,” he said, edging two steps back, “I don’t really want to bother you, if you're busy."
Sarah couldn't help but smile."You really are an odd sort, aren't you?" she said, scrutinizing him a little more carefully. "Don't be so apologetic. You won't last long around here."
The boy offered his first painful attempt at a smile and stifled the instinct to apologize again.
“Look, " she continued, envisioning the cup of coffee awaiting her, which was slowly cooling by the armchair, "Why don't you join me for a cup of coffee and tell me why you are here. You look like you need one."
The boy hesitated, a little surprised by the sudden invitation. "Well … I guess I could use a strong cup. Jet lag, and all that."
"Jet lag, you say. You must have come some distance, then." She had noticed a slight accent to his speech, something she couldn't quite identify, yet vaguely familiar. "Well come in then, I won't bite." She turned and entered the house, without awaiting his response. He hesitated, peering into the dark beyond the doorway and then followed her in.
* * * *
Michael was reading the paper when Julia arrived home. Her footsteps sounded first in the vestibule, where she stopped to pick up the mail. And then he heard her again as she approached the living room. He tried to maintain his usual indifference as she entered the room, masking his eagerness to discover any sign that she had read the letter. Raising his head slightly from the paper, he watched her closely. But he couldn't decipher anything new in her expression. It was the same Julia. The Julia that he knew. The same tired impatient gait and sullen look, the remnants of a long day of work that had made their way home with her.
Michael offered a smile, but she didn't seem to see him.
"I'm going up to change," she said. "Where are the children?"
He shrugged. "Out somewhere, I suppose. The house was empty when I got home.”
She stopped to flash him a look of reprimand. “I told them to leave a note if they’re going somewhere after school.”
“I don’t think they came home at all.”
“Or phone!”
He shifted uncomfortably under her cold glare. “Do you want me to prepare you a drink in the meantime?" he asked sweetly.
Julia nodded, loosening her icy grip. "Yes, wine please. The dry white wine. There should be a bottle open."
He nodded in return and watched as she left the room. Dropping the paper to the floor, he picked up his own glass and walked over to the solid oak cabinet. It was time for a refill. This was the one habit that he had gratefully acquired from Julia's parents: the evening cocktail. So different from the way he had been brought up, where wine, or any other alcoholic drink, were served only on special occasions.
Julia soon returned in her house clothes - jeans and a white t-shirt - so very different from her business attire. She still looked impeccable, though: make up and hair in place and only her lipstick faded.
Sitting down on the sofa, she reached over to the small coffee table and pulled the business section out from under the other sections that he had discarded.
“How was your day?” he asked, walking over to the sofa and handing her the glass of wine.
“Thanks. Had better. A lot of pressure.”
He sat back down in the armchair, still watching her closely. The thing was, most of her days were like that, full of pressure. An unexpected email would probably not even make a dent visible to the naked eye.
“Another advertising campaign?” he ventured.
“Yes,” she replied, taking a welcome sip from her wine. “A new account. A big one. And there is a deadline to meet by the end of the week.”
He nodded. Yet another deadline. He was listening with only one side of his brain now. He was not very good at small talk. Never had been. It didn't seem that anything new would be learnt from his efforts. Offering a small, slightly forced smile, he returned to his whiskey and newspaper. He would have to wait until another day.
“Do you know if there is any way of finding out where an email is sent from?”
His head jerked up involuntarily from the paper, a sudden rush of adrenalin shooting through him. “I’m not quite sure what you mean," he answered, trying to mask the nervous excitement in his voice. He counted off two seconds. "Do you mean other than the person’s email address?”
“Yes." Julia's eyes met his, but he wasn't sure that she saw him. "Let’s say I want to know the sender's real identity.”
An alarm sounded somewhere in the recesses of his consciousness. She had managed to catch him off-balance. He had not been expecting this. “Not that I know of," he answered, trying to maintain his composure, while his mind raced forward. She nodded and looked back down to the paper on her lap. “Why?” he asked, after waiting another few mandatory seconds.
“Oh … nothing,” she said. She picked up her drink, looked thoughtfully into it for a moment and then set it back down on the coffee table. “Just this strange email I received out of the blue today, ” she added, looking up at him.
It was coming.
“What do you mean, strange?” he asked, feigning innocent interest.
“From someone I don’t know. Someone I’ve never heard of.”
“Really?” Michael pulled his eyes away from hers and took a sip from his glass. He breathed in deeply and turned back to her. “Do you mean junk mail? I get a lot of that.” He hoped his voice sounded calm.
“I thought so, too, at first. But, it was more than that. Funny, actually. Someone telling me that he knew me from somewhere."
"Why is that funny?"
"Oh, I don't know. Just the way he … I don't know. Probably nothing."
He thought he saw a trace of a smile then, as she unconsciously reached up to sweep a wisp of blonde hair behind her ear. “A secret admirer?” he offered, forcing a thin smile.
“No, nothing like that," Julia shook her head, letting out a small peal of girlish laughter. "Most likely he is mistaken. Or maybe he is one of those crazy internet stalkers that you hear of. I don’t know how he got hold of my email address.”
Her laughter unsettled him. So uncharacteristic of her. He studied her carefully, wondering what she really thought of the letter.
“Is there any way to block an email address?" she asked.
"What?"
"Block an email address, so that someone can't send you any more letters.”
He set his glass down on the lamp table beside him. He couldn’t help but notice a sinking feeling in his stomach. Surprising, because he thought he should be pleased with her response. “I guess so. I'm not sure. I'm not very knowledgeable about these things."
“Well, I guess I can ask somebody at work.”
He nodded, preoccupied with the sudden worry that he might somehow be caught out.
Julia went back to her reading and that was that. Short-lived. No further mention of it for the rest of the evening. He knew he had told himself not to expect anything else, but he felt an unexpected tinge of disappointment that it was over so quickly, before it had really begun.
* * * *
He first met Michal on a hill overlooking the Mediterranean. She stood in his place, with her back to him, watching as the sun slowly descended towards the water’s edge. The air was cool, a slight breeze chasing away the last muggy remnants of the day. A bird appeared high above, playfully drifting in and out of the changing currents before slipping down out of sight below the cliff. The sun cast a reddish hue, setting her silhouette alight. He had forgotten his reason for being there, all now blocked out by the slight figure standing before him. He was so captivated that he didn't even have time to avert his eyes when she suddenly turned and stared straight into him. There was nothing there, nothing that he could recognize in her eyes: neither a smile, nor frown, neither displeasure nor recognition. He felt his skin unwittingly stretch into a smile, from one corner of his mouth to the other. Distorted and uncomfortable, a smile so foreign to his usual demeanour. But she did not smile. She simply continued to stare, her eyes locked in on his. And then, without noticing at first, until she reached up to one of her golden locks and gave it a slight twist, he realized that something was moving him towards her. It was then that his eyes escaped and slid down over the tight fitting braless blouse to the long slender legs brazenly showing under skimpy shorts, and then up again. She missed nothing.
"I'm Mark," he said, offering his hand as he reached her. He left it there, poised in the air, waiting. And then she smiled, a slow smile which warmed him.
"Michal," she said, offering her own hand until it touched his. Her touch was soft and cool. Something inside of him stirred.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" she said, turning back to the sea.
"Yes, it is," he said, still watching her.
She turned back to him and blushed. He had a sudden impulse to reach out and kiss her, but let it wash over him. Spontaneity had never been his strong point with women.
* * * *
“Nobody is going to read this, you know.”
“Why not?”
“Why should they?
He just sat there, not knowing quite what to say.
“It’s like the blogs that you write.”
“What about them?”
“It’s not as if people are flocking to read them”
“There were a few comments.”
“Yes … from your loyal faithful. You probably should use a different name.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Is it popularity you seek?”
“No,” he replied, shaking his head into the darkness. “I just like to write.”
“Well, as long as you don’t expect people to read it.”
He sighed. This was going nowhere. He could feel another writer’s block coming on.
“And what’s wrong in being popular?”
“Nothing. But it’s nothing you’ll know about.”
“And you call yourself a friend.”
“When did I ever say that?”
“True. You got me there. So why am I talking to you?”
“That’s probably your biggest problem right now. People will look at what you have written and think you’ve gone bonkers.”
“What’s bonkers?”
“Just an expression I picked up from my dad.”
“I didn’t know you have a dad.”
“What? Do you believe in immaculate perception?”
“I think that is immaculate conception.”
“Whatever. I had to come from somewhere.”
“You are a figment of my imagination.”
*sigh ... "You keep saying that.”
“Well, it’s true.”
“Keep believing it.”
“What are we doing here?”
“What are you doing here, or what am I doing here?”
“Isn’t it the same?”
“Right now, I wouldn’t say it is any different.”
“That bad, eh?”
“At least you haven’t lost that.”
“What?”
“Your Canadian wisdom.”
Twilight had set in, as Michael stepped out of the Wellesley subway station and navigated his way towards Jarvis Street. He enjoyed the evening walk, despite the monotonous grey stonework and crowded rows of poorly laid out real estate. Here and there were memories of better times: small gems of Victorian architecture tucked in between ugly high rises. The Keg was the most impressive of all, an elegant Victorian mansion which had somehow survived over the years. Originally a prestigious family mansion, it had been sold when commercial interests invaded the area. First a radio station, then an art gallery, and finally a part of the Keg restaurant chain, its grounds had been divided up and sold and its greenhouse turned into a gas station. But there it still stood at the edge of Jarvis Street, defiantly eyeing all who passed. Known for the best slice of Roast Beef in town, it was equally famous for its ghostly sightings: the pregnant maid hanging above the main foyer, Lillian haunting the rooms on the second floor, and the sound of the Massey children playing above on the third floor.
Reaching Jarvis, Michael caught sight of John’s shiny red sports car parked close to the entrance. The advantages of arriving early. John drove everywhere, unlike Mary who preferred to walk, if the weather permitted. Mary was never in a hurry to be anywhere, nor did she have a problem with being late.
“You have to know your worth,” she told Michael. “The key is to make people feel that they need you more than you need them.”
He wasn’t sure about that. Not everyone could manage life the way she did. And teaching wasn’t anything like advisory work, or whatever it was she did for a living. It was hard to keep up with her as her work took her continually around the globe. Her two favorite spots were London and Paris. London for the culture and Paris for the romance. She would often entertain them with stories from abroad, playing the different parts, mimicking the accents. Her true calling was drama, but she had decided on this course instead. She probably could have done anything she set her mind to. But it was her independence that Michael envied most. Having no children, she didn’t have to answer to anyone. There was that small matter of a husband, but somehow she managed not to let this get in her way.
Michael pulled open the heavy door and made his way in. No one was at reception to welcome him, so he slipped by and made his way up the stairs. Winding his way around the bar, he caught sight of Debbie slowly pulling a pint. He threw her a small smile as she looked up, but she barely nodded in return. “Tough crowd tonight,” Michael thought to himself.
John sat in their usual place, in a small back room by a corner window looking out onto the street below.
“You’re here early,” Michael remarked, flopping down into the chair opposite him.
John looked up from a little black box that he had been fiddling with. “I was getting thirsty. Hope you don’t mind my starting without you.”
“Hasn’t stopped you before,” Michael said, looking around for a waitress. The upstairs wasn’t busy yet, but from his vantage point there was no waitress in sight. “Don’t worry, I’ll catch up with you soon. What’s that?” he asked, turning back and motioning towards the box. John had a small knife wedged into a narrow opening.
“Just something from work,” John said, trying to give the knife a twist.
“And you’re supposed to discover what it takes to break it?”
John looked up, flashing a customary forced smile of patient forbearance. “Let’s just say,” he said, pulling out the knife, “that I am supposed to discover its secrets.”
Michael knew that he wouldn’t get much more out of him than that. Most of John’s work was quite secretive. He had joined a small startup a few years back, which had quickly blossomed, and everything now was ‘hush hush’. Besides, John didn’t think much of Michael’s ability to understand technical explanations. It wasn’t that Michael was illiterate when it came to technology, but John, like most technical wizards of his time, had little patience for explaining things to the common folk.
“Hi, I’m Janette.” Michael looked up to discover a young, attractive waitress who had stealthily slipped up to their table. “I will be your waitress.”
Michael was a bit distracted by a small earring wedged into her left nostril. He wasn’t fond of piercing, and was especially put off by piercing in certain parts of the body. However, the small suggestive tattoo of a nymph above her left breast was rather inviting.
“Hi, I’ll have a Creemore,” he said, pulling his eyes away from her breast.
“Will you be eating upstairs?”
Michael turned to John, but he was bent over, pulling out a small briefcase from under his chair.“I’m not sure,” he said. “We’re waiting for someone. We’ll decide a bit later.”
“Okay, if you need anything else, just … call,” she said, flashing him a warm smile.
For a second he was sure she was going to say – whistle. “You know how to whistle, don’t you. Just put your lips together and blow”. But this was real life.
His eyes lingered after her as she left. And it was then that he caught sight of Mary approaching from the other side of the bar.
“Hi boys, did you miss me?” she said, as she swept up to their table.
Michael got up and gave her a warm hug. John slipped the black box into the briefcase and pushed it back under the chair. Then he got up and gave Mary a strong hug also. Now that the three of them were together, the evening could officially start.
“Do you really think that there is room for me here?” Mary asked, noticing that there were only two chairs, on each side of the table. “What’s wrong with the couch over there?”
This was another part of the ritual. The first to arrive always grabbed the table by the window, where there was ample room for two, but a bit of a squeeze for three. They managed, if the couch was already occupied, but if it wasn’t, they would usually move to the couch when the third arrived.
“Well then,” Mary said, brushing back her hair and taking in her surroundings after they had shifted over to the other table, “Michael without a drink. Now there’s an odd sight.”
“John beat me to it, today.”
“Yes, I saw his car parked right up by the door. Had to run over someone to get there?”
“Just one old lady and a couple of girl scouts,” John answered.
“You always were the sentimental type. What was that you were hiding from me when I came in?”
“Just something to do with work.”
“Ah, the great divide.”
Janette arrived back with Michael’s beer.
“Sorry, dear,” Mary said to her, “I had the boys move. They were hogging all the space.”
Janette smiled politely.
“What would you like to drink?” she asked, as she placed Michael’s drink down on the table beside him, her arm gently rubbing against his.
“Just a glass of red wine.”
Janette nodded and turned to Michael. “If you do think there is a chance you’ll want to eat downstairs, you should put your name in for a table. The dining rooms get quite busy in the evening.”
“My dear,” Mary interjected before Michael could answer, awarding Janette with one of her gracious smiles, “we have been coming to this establishment for years, probably even before you were born. We know how things are done. But thank you for the explanation.”
Michael and John squirmed in their seats as Janette returned a cold smile.
“Yes, of course,” she responded dryly, “I will come soon with your order.”
“Did you have to say that?” Michael whispered as Janette began to make her way back towards the bar.
“Did I say something wrong?” Mary asked, her eyes opening wide in mock innocence.
“Well, you were exaggerating a bit, weren’t you?” John said.
“What, about our coming to The Keg?”
“About it being before she was born.”
Michael was silently trying to do the math.
“What does it matter?” Mary asked, reaching down to brush off a bit of lint. “It’s not as if you had any chance with her. Or are you robbing the cradle now?” John didn’t answer. “Okay, I won’t tease the waitresses any more. Just as long as you don’t say anything about my flirting with the waiters.”
“Deal,” John said.
Mary studied him for a moment. “You know they don’t make good wives,” she said.
“Who?”
“These young, barely legal girls.”
“You just can’t let it go, can you.”
“Good carriers though. Look at her bone structure,” Mary said, as Janette made her way back with the glass of wine. “She could pop out a few healthy specimens in the next few years, before you are too old and fragile to pick them up anymore.”
“Mary…”
“Thank you,” Mary said, turning as Janette placed the glass of wine before her, as if she only now realised that Janette was there. “Tell me,” she said, looking up at Janette, “what do you think of older men going out with younger women?”
Michael sank back into his chair.
“Older?”
“Let’s just say, for the sake of argument … 42.”
“Well, if they loved each other.”
“Would you go out with a man in his forties?”
Janette hesitated, not knowing quite how to answer. “No.”
Mary nodded. “Thank you dear.”
Janette waited for a moment more, and then left, looking a bit confused. Mary was evidently quite pleased with herself, as always.
“In any case, I am not looking for another wife,” John said, in an attempt to recover lost ground. “Two were enough. From my own experience, older, younger, it’s all the same in the end.”
Mary raised her glass. “I’m not quite sure if I should drink to that,” she said. “Didn’t we three once make a pact never to get married?”
John nodded. “Yes, as far as I remember, it was Michael’s idea and, as irony would have it, he was the first to go. So much for self-control.”
“What does marriage have to do with self-control?” Michael asked, as if waking from the dead.
“When doesn’t it?”
“Well, I don’t know much about self-control,” Mary said, her glass still raised, “but anyways … cheers.”
“Cheers,” the other two chimed in, clinking their glasses. “To the three musketeers.”
“I do think, though, Aramis,” Mary said, turning to John, “that you have to improve upon your swordplay. You used to do much better in such forays.”
“Perhaps it is not me. Perhaps it is you who has acquired a new level of expertise,” John answered sweetly.
“Perhaps,” Mary answered, sipping from her drink, enjoying the thought.
“You are unusually quiet tonight,” she said, turning suddenly to Michael.
Caught unprepared, Michael didn’t know quite how to answer. “I’m going downstairs for a minute to put in our names and get a pager,” he said, standing up. “Is another hour a good time?”
“Works for me,” Mary said. John just nodded. “But come back soon. We three have a lot of catching up to do.”
“What’s with him?” Mary asked, as Michael made his way to the stairs.
“I don’t know. Marriage?”
* * * *
Subject: Re: never having said hello
Hello whoever you are,
I think you sent me this letter by mistake. I don't know you. You must have mistaken me for someone else.
Julia
Michael stared at the screen, dumbfounded. He was almost totally oblivious to the hustle and bustle around him: teachers coming and going, the scraping back of chairs and constant chatter. He tried to focus, but the words remained the same. It didn’t make any sense. She had told him that she wanted to block any further emails. Wasn't that what she had said? What was her letter doing here, in Guy's mailbox?
He read the letter again, but it didn't make any more sense. This wasn't the Julia that he knew. The Julia that he knew would have been completely straightforward, stating exactly what she meant. But there was no explicit rejection in her reply. She didn't tell him to stop writing. She had left the door open, just ajar, whether she had done so consciously or not. Was this a challenge? Michael shook his head. No, surely he was putting much too much into this. She hadn't encouraged him to continue. It was all in his mind. To continue would be madness. He should stop, and go back to whatever it was before.
He didn't remember the trip home. Turning the key in the lock, he heard Vicky on the other side of the door, head pressed up to the edge, sniffing.
"Get back, girl. Let me in." Michael said, pushing the door open with an effort. Vicky's tail wagged madly as she gave him just enough room to squeeze through the door. She didn't like to be in the house alone, and always made quite a fuss about welcoming the first person home. Michael picked up the mail which had been pushed in through the slot and placed it on the side table in the vestibule.
"Sit. Lie down. Go away or something." he said, trying to wave Vicky away, having little patience for her today. But she brushed up against him, her eyes showing dog-like blind affection. "Okay, girl." Michael bent down and rubbed her head and ears. "We all need attention, don't we."
Vicky happily followed him into the living room. Michael sat down in the armchair and unfolded the evening paper which he had collected from the porch outside. Vicky lay down at his feet, letting out a huge sigh of contentment.
It wasn't long before he lost interest in the newspaper. The email continued to haunt him and there was no escape. Slipping his feet out from under Vicky, he got up and went to the kitchen to make himself a pot of coffee. The kitchen was empty, sterile. It was one of the few rooms they shared. Perhaps the most functional room in the house.
Waiting for the coffee to brew, he wandered out into the corridor, where he was met by the angry scowl of Julia's grandfather. The picture was no larger than the other pictures on the walls of the corridor, but it dominated the wall, nonetheless. Her grandfather was said to have been a rabid anti-Semite. Which didn't surprise Michael at all, as he suspected that most of her family were anti-Semites even now. There had been a time, shortly after he and Julia announced their engagement, when a rumour spread through the family ranks that Michael was Jewish, probably because of his short stint as a volunteer on an Israeli kibbutz when he was younger. "Who would go to Israel if he weren't Jewish?" But Julia's mother assured everyone that he was of sturdy Anglo-Saxon stock, and a sigh of relief was heard throughout. It was more than enough that Julia had married below herself, without this also. A year or so after their marriage, Julia's father took Michael to the prestigious club where the family had been members for generations, a club where Jews were once forbidden to enter. Michael believed that he did this in order to finally put an end to any lingering rumours. It was clear to everyone that Julia's father would have never taken him there were he Jewish. This was the first and the last time Michael was invited there.
Soon the reassuring aroma drew Michael back to the kitchen. Pouring himself a strong cup of coffee, he gathered up his laptop and made his way up to his study. The sound of Vicky's snoring faded in the distance. She hadn't noticed his absence.
Upon entering the study, Michael pulled the laptop out of the bag and placed it on the desk. Switching it on, he waited for the virtual to kick back in. It wasn't long before he was back into Guy's inbox. For a moment he half expected to find another letter there. But there was just the one … waiting.
"Enough of this," he said out loud, moving the mouse over the logout button. But this time he hesitated, just one second too long. The second it takes for one door to slide shut and another to open. The mouse slid back across the screen and clicked on reply.
Subject: a new day
Hi Julia,
He sat staring at the screen. He didn't know how to continue. What had she really left for him to say? Checking his watch, he calculated that it would be late at night in Israel. These were the hours that Guy liked most. A quiet time, when he could write undisturbed. Time moved slowly in the desert. Sipping the hot liquid, Michael waited for the needed dose of caffeine to shoot through his body and settle. Then he leaned forward and resumed typing.
I’m glad that you decided to write back. I'm sure I'm not mistaken. I heard you speak at an advertising seminar in Toronto when I was in Canada. I can't explain the effect that you had on me at that time. Your email address was listed in the seminar brochure, but it took me a long time to get up the nerve to write. I'm not a stalker. I promise that I'll never write again if you ask me to leave you alone. But I would really like to have the chance to get to know you.
Guy
He read his email over carefully before sending it. Each word was important. Each word had its role to play. Fact mixed with fiction. Julia had participated in many advertising seminars in Toronto. Guy had not.
* * * *
"Find a place to set yourself down," Sarah called from the kitchen, "how do you like your coffee?"
"Just coffee," he called back, a little timidly, his voice barely carrying into the kitchen.
"What?" she answered, peeking out from around the dividing wall.
"Black," he said. "No sugar."
"Not even milk?" she asked.
"No. I like things the way they are."
She smiled discreetly and disappeared behind the wall. A few minutes later she appeared with two steaming mugs of coffee. She had given up on the coffee that she had made earlier. Besides, this time it was real coffee.
"Anything interesting?" she asked, setting one mug down in front of him on the coffee table.
“Thanks," he said, looking up from the copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves, which he had taken from the bookshelf. "Yes… actually, I've seen it before.”
"I wouldn't be surprised. It's an old book. Well, actually this copy isn't that old, I left my first one … somewhere."
He nodded, reaching for the cup of coffee. "You're a feminist, then."
Sarah let out a hearty laugh. "Feminist! Now there's an archaic term if I ever heard one. I guess I may have been called a feminist once, when the word still had some meaning. You get that from just one book? Don't women read books where you come from?" He didn't respond, appearing a little disconcerted. "In any case, as you can see from these books," she said, motioning to the bookshelf, "I have a wide selection."
He nodded, trying to keep his eyes from straying to the area of soft porn. "I like books. I grew up in a house full of books."
"That is one of the first things I look for in a man," she said, "but don't expect that to be the case for most women. I hope you have more to fall back on."
He forced a smile. "I do alright," he said.
Sarah nodded in approval at this sudden sign of confidence. "How's the coffee?" she asked.
"Good." He took another sip. "They told me that coffee is very weak over here. But this is good."
"They. Who is they?"
"People. Just people."
"Well, I made you my best coffee." Sarah got up and walked over to the window with her coffee. She couldn't see the girls. "I was just about to prepare dinner," she said, turning away from the window. "Nothing big. Just our usual evening fare. When was the last time you ate?"
"I grabbed something to eat on the way here."
"I mean your last real meal."
He tried to think back that far. "On the plane."
"The plane."
"Yes."
"And you call that food. You must be hungry. Well, you will have dinner with us, then." He tried to respond, but she cut him short. "I will not take no for an answer. You can go down to the dock and call the girls in for dinner. And don't let them pretend that they don't hear you. Voices carry well over the water to the island. Tell them that they have to come pronto."
He realised that he didn't really have any choice. "They won't find it strange, a stranger calling out to them?"
"Nothing strange about that around here," Sarah answered. "But finish your coffee first."
* * * *
Debbie walked slowly up the stairs to her apartment. Tired and wet, she was hot under her layers of clothes after the walk from The Keg. Normally she didn’t walk if it rained, but for the past week the rain seemed to start at exactly the time she finished work. And she needed the cab fare for canvases and materials. As usual, it had been a long day. Day stretching into evening. Her arms ached after pulling pints for hours, even though she should have been used to it by now.
Impatient to get out of her work clothes, she draped her coat over a chair to dry and headed straight into the bathroom. Turning on the shower, she waited until the room began to fill up with steam, and then began to disrobe, removing each layer and dropping it onto the bathroom floor. Stepping into the hot shower, she shuddered as the hot stream ran down along the small of her back. Taking the soap, she ran it slowly over her breasts, her nipples hardening, and then slid her hand down the length of her stomach. Leaning back, she let the hot water seep slowly into her skin.
Her shower finished, she pulled on her comfortable attire: a long grey sweat shirt and dark blue running pants. Picking up her clothes, she added them to others in a big plastic bag that she would take to the laundromat the next morning. She would have preferred to be bare-foot on the carpet, but she couldn’t bear the thought of cold feet, so pulled on thick socks to glide her along. She sighed, feeling herself again, and looked at her watch. Half an hour she had.
Absently picking up a piece of rope, she stretched it taut between her fingers. The rough coarse texture was reassuring. Textures. She lived by textures now. That was what made her feel special, different. They made the colours real. But to be real they needed to be felt, not just seen. Even black and white had colour when felt.
Putting down the rope, she went to the fridge and pulled out a half-empty bottle of white wine. She preferred red wine, but Louise had brought the white wine the last time she was over and they had drunk half the bottle together. She’d get a red wine when she finished this one. Some things, especially to do with money, had to be a compromise.
She filled her glass, watching the golden liquid as it played with the light from the ceiling. She touched the glass to her lips, closing her eyes, breathing in peach, apricot, banana. It was a cheap wine. But, as she drank, it felt good. Catching her reflection in the mirror on the wall opposite, she wondered if this was how others saw her.
Shaking her own image out of her mind, she walked over to a pile of canvases, one leaning against the other by the wall. They were beginning to become quite a collection. Suddenly her eye caught sight of one that she hadn't looked at for quite a while.
“There you are,” she said.
Putting her glass down on a side table, she carefully lifted the canvas out from the pile and let it rest on the outside against the others, facing her. Picking up her glass again, she walked over to the armchair, turning on a small lamp before sitting down.
John stared at her from across the room. Actually, it wasn’t his face that she concentrated on or that she recognized. It was the rest of him. Her eyes caressingly meandered along the long curves and hidden recesses of his body. Her mind was carried back to that fateful evening …
“You painted these?” John asked, as she poured him a glass of wine. She had been working in the Keg for three months and John was the first person up in her flat outside of her models.
“Yes,” she answered, a little nervously. She wondered what he would think, and she already regretted showing him the paintings.
John looked at one canvas, and then another. He was genuinely surprised, something that didn’t happen too often. “Are these by memory, or did they model for you?” he asked in as neutral a voice as possible.
“Some modelled. Some by memory. I’m doing lots more by memory nowadays. They come out differently,” Debbie answered, reluctant to speak about her art.
John nodded, fascinated by the drawings and paintings. “Where do you find people to model for you?” he asked.
“I have my ways,” she answered. She wished she could find a way to change the subject.
But John didn't ask any more questions, and for a while they just sat there quietly, drinking their wine, while he stared at the canvases opposite. And then, suddenly, he turned to her and asked the question she had been most dreading. “Would you like me to model for you?”
Debbie sighed. A low, barely audible, hollow sigh. “I would say that is a bad idea,” she answered.
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I can’t explain. I just think it’s not a good idea.”
She should have been more adamant, following her own instinct. But she could tell that he was upset by her refusal, and she was still feeling her way in her newfound independence. So, in the end, she acquiesced and he modelled for her.
It was a good painting. Maybe even her best. She had captured him, captured the brief moment that was theirs, and the sudden revelation which often unwittingly painted itself through her brush.
Two nights. Two nights of passion in her art and the painting was done.
The next morning, John, in boxer shorts and open shirt, stared, unmoving, at the painting on its easel. She hadn’t felt him leave her bed and he didn’t see her watching him. John simply looked at himself, at what she had created.
“John?” she called, softly, sitting up in the bed.
He turned to her and she could see the change in his eyes.
Debbie got out of bed, wrapping herself in the sheet, and stood by John. “Don’t you like it?” she asked, wanting him to hear her.
“It’s good,” John said, slowly. “But it isn’t me.”
Debbie looked at him, and then at the painting, and back at him again.
“Is this what you see when you look at me?” he asked, turning to look at her for the first time that morning.“Is this what you really see?” He turned back to the painting. “How?” he asked quietly, so quietly that she barely heard him.
“I don’t know,” she answered, confused. “It’s the way I saw you.” She could have added, now that the painting stood stark naked before them, “And the way I see you.” But she didn’t. “Let’s have some breakfast,” Debbie said, turning away. “John?”
John didn’t move. “I don’t understand,” he said.
Those were the last real words that he ever said to her. He tried to convince her to let him have it. A different John, different to the one she had known. Offering even to buy it, at whatever price. But she wouldn’t part with it.
They stopped seeing each other after that. For him, she was now just the barmaid.
A knock on the door shook her out of her reverie. She got up and placed the canvas carefully back into its place in the pile by the wall. Going to the door, she lifted up the latch and slid the door open. A man in a black cloak stood there. Expressionless. Debbie nodded to him and he entered. No need for words. They each had a purpose. Each alone.
The man let his cloak drop onto a chair in the corner and walked over to the bed. Slowly he stepped out of his clothes, revealing a sleek, firm body. Large buttocks. Debbie looked at his body, not yet seeing what she would paint into it. The man waited. Debbie picked up the rope again, holding it between her fingers, while she twisted it slowly back and forth in contemplation. And then she made a simple gesture. The man lay down on the bed, slowly turning his back to Debbie, and lay still. Debbie stood back, watching. Not yet satisfied, she moved forward with the rope and touched the man’s wrists.
“Okay?” she asked, the only word spoken so far.
“Yes, fine,” came the answer.
He moved his wrists together behind his back to allow Debbie to slip the rope over them, careful not to touch his skin, careful not to make the knot too tight. She slowly pressed down on the knot so that the other bent down onto the bed, his head resting on the pillows below him, his bare buttocks reaching upwards, hands tied behind him. Then she walked over to the canvas and picked up the brush. She looked again at the figure. Her eyes grew softer now with recognition, and slowly she started to paint.
* * * *
“You don’t mind me coming in?”
“No,” he said, blocking the door.
She waited. He didn’t move. She waited some more. He took one step backwards and moved to the side. She hesitated and then slowly entered. Her eyes slowly grew accustomed to the lack of light. One beam of light shone through the partially closed curtain. The soft glow of the computer fought back. The room was sparse, sparser than she had expected.
“It’s good to see you,” he said.
“I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.” She turned and looked at him with that same soft stare that he remembered so well. How many years had passed? How was it that she looked exactly the same?
“I remember you.”
She smiled. “Why are you surprised to see me?”
“Me, surprised?” His words fell short, deadened in the darkness.
“Shouldn’t it be a simple continuation of all that came before?”
He said nothing.
“I’ve seen you watch me … No, don’t,” she interceded, before he had a chance to answer. “Don’t deny it. There was nothing wrong. I treasured those small looks my way. I carried you home with me each day after school. In the evenings I would close my eyes and think of you.”
He moved back into the shadows of the room. He wanted to go and sit by the computer. As if it would take him out of harm’s way.
“You were always so honest,” she said. “Even without saying a word.” She walked up to him. “You wanted to kiss me then, didn’t you.”
He stood rooted to the spot. He would push send, or standby, anything to take back control. “I don’t know,” he stammered. He really didn’t. He couldn’t think back that far. Although it wasn’t long ago. Actually, he wasn’t sure it was in the past at all. “We didn’t kiss, did we?” he asked.
“I think so,” she answered, “but it hasn’t happened yet.”
“What …”
She put her finger to his lips, quieting, letting the waves subside. “I will be back soon,” she said. “We will kiss then.”
She left. He didn’t remember seeing her go out the door. But she was gone.
* * * *
"I can drive, if you want."
Her voice broke through the steady drone of the engine. The road was dark, without even the moon to light the way. A sign flashed by. Beware of Camels on the Road. He leaned forward and switched on the high beam, trying to see further into the impenetrable darkness.
"I'm okay," Mark said. "If I feel myself slipping, I'll let you know. We're almost there."
It was so dark, he couldn't even see the Bedouin encampments to his left, although he knew they were there.
"They say the closer you get to home, the more dangerous driving becomes."
"Who are they?" Mark asked. Michal didn't answer. He gripped the wheel tightly. "The kibbutz has changed," he said.
Michal looked over at him. He appeared tired, worn out. It was more than the driving. He had looked that way all day. "Things change," she said. "We can't expect them to stay the same."
He switched off the high beam as a car approached and swept past. "Everyone looks old." The air was still, quiet. "They make me feel old."
"We're still young," she said, wishing that her voice sounded more convincing.
"We'll change at the Negev Junction," he said.
"What? Oh … change … yes."
* * * *
There was something different about Julia that morning. Michael wasn’t exactly sure what it was. She was usually dressed by the time he came out of the shower, but this morning she hadn’t even finished applying her makeup when he emerged, still dripping wet. There were three outfits lying on the bed, awaiting her decision. Michael didn’t say a word, nor did she ask his advice as to what to wear. He went downstairs to make the coffee, and waited.
He was already into his first cup of coffee when she finally appeared, adorning a smart business suit, off-white, the skirt reaching just below the knees. She looked quite stunning.
“Big day today?” he asked, the steam of the coffee rising up between them.
“No, nothing special.” Julia walked over to the counter and poured herself a cup. “Why do you ask?” she asked, turning to look at him for the first time that morning.
“Oh, no special reason. Just wondering.”
She returned a small inquisitive smile and picked up her coffee, taking it with her into the vestibule. “I may be working late again tonight,” she called out, carefully scrutinising her person in the full length mirror. “We still have that deadline to meet.” Michael nodded, unseen. “Is that okay?” she asked, walking back into the kitchen.
“Sure. I should be home around five. I can nuke the kids some food.” He was getting quite good at doing that. Man’s best friend, the microwave oven. The kids knew to only expect real food on the weekends.
Watching her move about the room, Michael tried to discern what it was that was so different about her. There was the humming. An odd, eerie backdrop to her otherwise silent movement about the room. So unlike her. And she appeared preoccupied, distant, barely aware of his presence. But still, there was something else, something which escaped him. She flashed him a small smile as she picked up her things. He felt the need to say something, but the silence hung heavily over him this morning. As she walked towards him, he braced himself for her customary peck on his cheek. But she just walked by, blowing him an imaginary kiss as she slipped out the door.
Hearing the front door close shut, Michael stared sullenly into his coffee. The house seemed strangely empty.
* * * *
"Pam. Emily," he called out in the direction of the island. "Your mother wants you home for dinner."
He waited. There was no answer, although he was sure he saw something move behind a pile of rocks on the small clump of land.
"Pam! Emily!"
His voice carried well over the water, echoing in the background.
"What you want? Who are you?" came a voice back, as a small head peeked over the pile of stones.
"I'm … I'm a guest. Of your mother's," was about all that he could come up with.
Another head appeared over the rock pile, a smaller head, hair tinged with red. "What you name?" the second voice called out.
He hesitated. "Avner," he called out, his voice sounding even stranger over the watery expanse.
"Av … what?"
"Ner." He waited.
"Where's mom?" the older voice called out.
"Up in the house making dinner."
For a moment there was only quiet, then one body appeared, and then two. The girls just stood there for a moment, eyeing him. "Mom sent you?" Pam asked.
Avner nodded, not quite sure what else he could say to gain their confidence.
"Hey, Emily, look!" Pam said, pointing behind them, her eyes widening. Emily turned and looked back. "Wha …" she stopped hearing the splash. "You … that's not fair," Emily said, running to the water, tricked by her sister yet again. "Just you wait."
Avner watched the girls swimming back towards him on the dock. He wondered whether he should wait, or just go back up to the house. He decided on the latter.
"Where's that strange man?" Emily asked, pulling herself up onto the deck, where Pam already lay soaking in the sun.
"What man?"
"The one with the strange name, silly."
Pam yawned, opening her eyes and shielding them with her hand. "Gone back up to the house, I guess."
"We better go. Mom's making dinner."
"Soon," Pam said, letting out another yawn. "As soon as I dry off."
"Well, I'm going up now," Emily said.
Pam didn't reply. She just lay there with her eyes closed, sunning herself under the late afternoon sun.
"I really am," Emily said, but didn’t move.
"You don't really have to knock again," Sarah said, opening the door.
"So…" Avner stopped, catching himself.
"Where are the girls?"
"They should be back on dry land by now. When I left them, they were swimming back to the dock."
Sarah nodded, closing the door behind him as he re-entered the house. "You can set the table then. Dishes and glasses are in the cabinet," she motioned to a tall, oak cabinet on the far wall. "We will use the good silverware in the drawer, since you are company."
Sitting in the armchair in the corner of the living room, the standing lamp cast its light from the six Tiffany-shaped green and orange glass funnels onto the crumpled printout, under which the evening paper lay spread out, still unread. Michael ran his fingers over the hasty folds, as if by smoothing them out he could somehow soften its tone.
Subject: Re: a new day
Hello Guy,
I find this so very confusing. Who are you! Why do you want to enter my life?
I am a happily married woman. And have a family.
If you are really serious and honest in what you say, tell me who you really are and what it is you really want.
Julia
“Hey dad. Where’s mother?”
Michael looked up to find Andy standing there, eyeing him expectantly. “Not home yet.”
Andy flashed a look of displeasure. “Will she be coming soon?”
Michael sighed. The kids seemed to be always in a rush. “She said she will be getting home late,” he replied, nonchalantly turning the page of the newspaper, so that the crumpled letter remained hidden underneath.
“I need help with math,” Andy said impatiently, realising that his father would ignore him as long as he could.
Michael looked at the bundle of pages in Andy’s hands. “What are all those?” he asked, looking up at his son.
“Exercises.”
“Don’t they use textbooks anymore?” Michael asked, wondering yet again why Andy could manage only communicative short-cuts with his parents, while talking for hours on the phone with his friends.
"Yes."
"So what are these?"
“Photocopies.”
“Of your textbook?”
“No. They’re for a test.”
Michael gave up. As a teacher, he thought that he should understand these things better, but he didn’t. He wasn’t sure he understood his son either, now that he had reached the restless mid teens. Tall, gangly and awkward, Andy was growing so fast in so many ways that Michael wasn’t able to keep up with him. Even Julia, who always had a soft spot for her son, was finding it difficult with him lately.
“Okay,” Michael said, putting down the newspaper. “Show me what you have. It’s been a long time since I’ve done math, but maybe I can help.”
Michael and Julia had a verbal pact. She would help the kids with math and Michael would cover English and Literature. The rest was up for grabs.
Andy handed Michael the first page and waited. Michael’s eyes slowly worked their way down the page. “Well,” he said, finally looking up. “It’s clear what we have here.”
“Yes?” Andy said expectantly.
“I have no idea what all this is about,” Michael said. “Wait for mother to get home.”
Andy sighed in desperation. Parents! So undependable. He took the pages and sat on the floor by the couch, spreading the papers before him on the red carpet as if they were pieces of a puzzle. Michael looked over at him, noticing his broad shoulders, so different from what Michael had been like at that age.
“You can sit on the couch, you know,” Michael said, regretting it immediately when he saw Andy's pained look.
“Daddy!” Sam came rushing into the room.
“What now?” Michael said, letting the newspaper fall back onto his lap.
“I’m out of paint!”
Michael scrutinized his daughter. Traces of paint spotted her fingers and arms, as well as a touch of red paint on the tip of her nose.
“What paint?” Michael asked.
“For my door!”
“You’re painting your door?”
“Duh. The mural that I’m painting on the back of the door?”
“And you told us about this …?” Michael asked, trying hard to remember.
“Daddy!” Sam said emphatically, as if wondering how he dared ask such a question.
“And you’ve talked to your mother about this?” Michael asked, not to be deterred.
“I’ve mentioned it to her.”
“Sam!”
“Mother is never around.”
Michael sighed, shaking his head. “Sam, that’s no excuse. You know that you have to get both our permission for anything like this.”
“Okay, I’ll talk to mother,” Sam said.
Michael knew what would come of that. Mother and daughter locking horns. Too much alike they were, even physically now that Sam was becoming less of a tomboy. The nose was unmistakably Julia’s, and so were the high cheek bones. His brown eyes, though.
“Anyway, I need more paint,” Sam said, taking advantage of the sudden lull in conversation.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Michael said, lifting up the newspaper so that he disappeared behind its printed form. At the same time he slipped the crumpled page out from between the pages and jammed it back into his pocket.
Sam reached out and pulled the entertainment section from underneath the paper he was pretending to read and headed for her favourite corner.
“Hey, watch it!” Andy said, as she stepped on two of his pages.
“Well, if you didn’t have them all over the floor …” Sam said.
“Doesn’t mean that you have to walk on them,” Andy retorted.
Sam sprawled out on the floor with the paper open before her. Michael smiled. He wondered how long it would be before his children wouldn't want to be in the same room with him.
It wasn't long before the sound of the car was heard pulling up in the drive outside, followed by the echoes of short, brusque footsteps making their way up the walk to the front door. The door creaked open and shut. He could hear Julia placing her laptop on the shelf in the vestibule while taking off her coat. Vicky appeared out of nowhere, running towards the vestibule.
“Out of my way, dog.”
Another part of the ritual. Vicky somehow never understood that Julia wasn't about to return her affection.
Julia sighed as she came into the living room. “I thought we had an agreement,” she said to everyone in the room. Andy and Sam looked up but said nothing. Michael reluctantly lowered his newspaper. “I thought we agreed that we would keep this room orderly." Julia said, looking at the discarded papers, empty glasses, and other signs of habitation with disapproval. "You have the rest of the house to make a mess in.” The tired irritation clearly showed in her voice.
Michael was about to say something but decided not to. Andy gathered up his pages and wordlessly left the room.
“Don’t forget to talk to mother,” Sam said, also getting up. She folded the paper loosely together and placed it on Michael’s lap before leaving the room.
“Me talk to mother?” Michael said, but it was to her back, as Sam was already out of the room. His children had deserted him.
“What was all that about?” Julia asked, with a deep frown.
“Why don’t I make us a drink first,” Michael said, walking over to the cabinet. He poured himself a whiskey. “Wine?” he asked.
“Sherry,” Julia answered.
Michael poured Julia a generous glass of sherry, and brought it to her, carrying his own whiskey in his other hand.
“What’s wrong?” Julia asked, noticing her unusually full glass, sensing that there was something Michael wanted to say.
Michael sipped his whiskey. He didn't really feel like talking about it. “It’s nothing,” he said, walking back to his chair and picking up the newspaper.
“Come on, out with it,” she said. “You clearly have something on your mind.”
Michael hesitated, weighing his options as he played with the whiskey in his glass. He sighed and put down the newspaper. “I know that you have long days and come back tired. It’s just that … at times, you come on a little strong when you walk in through the door.”
Julia didn’t respond at first. She looked sullenly down into her sherry, clearly wounded by his words. “You know we have agreements about the house,” she said. “It’s hard keeping the house in order when I work such long days. I don’t think I’m being unfair in asking for this much.”
“I know that,” Michael said, torn between speaking his mind and opting for damage control. “But the kids hardly see you during the day. They often wait for you to arrive home so that they can talk to you about something and when you come in like this, showing so little patience, they just end up going to their rooms and shutting the door.”
“So it’s my fault,” Julia said, drinking sourly from her sherry.
Michael sighed. This was exactly what he hadn’t wanted. “It’s not a question of fault,” he said.
“I try to get home earlier,” she said. “But there are days that I have no choice but to work late.”
"I know." Michael said. He didn't dare point out that almost all of her days were like that.
“Maybe you want me to just stay at home and be a housewife,” she continued. “Then I can keep the house in order and tend to all of your needs.”
Michael winced. “That’s not fair,” he said. “Have I ever even hinted that this is what I want?”
Julia didn’t say anything. She clearly looked frustrated, while Michael regretted ever beginning this line of conversation. He wished he could make it change. These moments, which had become too many. Go up to her and take her in his arms, make her soft and loving. The Julia that he knew was there, somewhere. Looking at her opposite him, he was suddenly strongly attracted to her. His eyes followed the curve of her face as she looked tensely at the floor, lingering on the twirl of blonde hair that peaked under each of her ears. He wished he could always see her like this.
She looked up suddenly, her blue eyes cold and challenging.
“It’s not a question of coming home early,” Michael said, trying to soften her. “It’s just ...”
"My attitude," she said, her voice stone cold.
He shook his head. Nothing good could come out of this. It was late in the day and she needed her space.
“What did Andrew want?” Julia asked.
“He needs help with math.”
“I’ll go and see if I can help him,” Julia said. “And what was that bit with Samantha?”
“She needs more paint.”
“More paint for what?”
Michael could feel himself getting into trouble again. “She’s painting a mural on her door.”
“What?” The temperature was rising. “You’re letting her paint a mural on her door?”
“Well actually …”
“I don’t know, Michael,” Julia said, shaking her head. “You let them get away with murder at times. What about that small point about their first getting permission from both of us before doing something like this?”
“Well …”
“I’m going to go and help Andrew,” she said, taking her half finished sherry with her as she left the room.
* * * *
"What's the good knives and forks for?" Pam asked, the girls showered and dressed, sitting across from each other at the table. "Somebody's birthday?"
"We have a guest," Sarah said. "Don't be rude."
"He's got a strange name," Emily said, sticking her fork deep into the potatoes on her plate and letting go, so that it remained standing.
"It's not nice to talk about people as if they are not here," Sarah said. "And stop playing with your food." She reached over and pulled the fork out of the potatoes. "Eat your vegetables." Sarah turned and offered an apologetic smile to Avner. "I just realised that I never asked you your name."
"Avner."
"Avner. Now what's strange about that?" she asked, turning back to Emily.
"Never heard it before," Emily answered, matter-of-factly, toying with the vegetables.
"Well, just because you haven't heard it before doesn't make it strange. It only sounds strange to you because he comes from a different country."
Emily shrugged. "Why is he here?"
"Emily, I told you before …" Sarah sighed. "Why don't you ask him? He is sitting right here."
"I'm doing research," Avner said, reaching for the potatoes.
"What's that?" Emily asked.
"Research is when you try to find out something, dummy," Pam said, kicking Emily under the table.
"Mom, she kicked me!"
"Girls!" Sarah shook her head and picked up her glass of wine. She took a long sip and turned back to Avner. "So, what's your research about?"
"Communal life."
"Communal life," Sarah repeated, nodding. "Now there's a big topic." Sarah turned to shush the girls who were giggling. "How does our commune fit into your research?" she asked, a touch of exasperation in her voice.
"It was recommended to me." Avner drank from his wine. He could feel the wine settling into the jet lag.
"I didn't know that we were so well-known. Did you come all the way here just for this?"
"Well, yes. That is, I came here to study communes, or should I say - Intentional Communities. Not just your commune. There are others, that I plan to visit. But yours is the first."
"We're honoured then." Sarah said, reaching for the bottle. "What led you to study communal life in the first place?"
"Yes, thank you," Avner said, as Sarah offered him more wine. "Well, a part of it has to do with my growing up on a kibbutz. A kibbutz is a type of communal life in Israel."
"I know what a kibbutz is," Sarah said.
"You …" Emily started, but Pam gave her a quick swift kick under the table, cutting her short.
"Close your mouth, Emily," Sarah said, "If you have something to say, say it."
"Can I have some wine, mum?" Pam asked.
Sarah turned to her daughter. "You know you can't have wine."
"Can we be excused then?" Pam asked sweetly.
"You've hardly eaten."
"We're finished," Emily said, holding up her empty plate.
Sarah looked at the suddenly empty plate suspiciously, but couldn't see where the food may have gone.
"There's a lot more food on the table," Sarah said.
"Mom!"
"Okay, go." Sarah waved them off. The two girls hastily got up from the table and started out. "And put your things into the sink," Sarah called after them. The girls returned, picked up their plates and glasses and took them into the kitchen where they were dropped into the sink with a loud thump. "And no more swimming, so soon after dinner!" she called out as the door slammed shut and their giggling trailed off into the distance. "Why do I try?" Sarah asked the bottle of wine in her hand. "You know, your English is very good," she said, after filling her glass, "but I understand it isn't your first language."
"No, it isn't. My first language is Hebrew. I get my English from my father."
"The things we get from our parents," Sarah said whimsically, sipping her wine. "To parents," she said, raising her glass.
"To parents," Avner concurred. The wine was definitely going to his head.
"Tell me more about the kibbutz."
"Well, officially, I still belong. Not as a member. It's complicated."
"Most things are." Sarah didn't know what it was, but she was starting to definitely like him.
"Right now it's considered a leave of absence. As a ben kibbutz," he stopped, searching for the right word. "I'm not sure how to say that in English. Son of the kibbutz, I guess. But that sounds rather strange, doesn't it?"
"A bit," Sarah answered, nodding into her wine. "It does suggest some weird connotations. But then I suppose the kibbutz is a whole different world."
"Yes, I suppose it is." They both appeared lost in reflection for a moment. "Anyway, as a ben kibbutz I have to decide soon whether I want to become a kibbutz member and stay on the kibbutz. Until then … "
"You can do this."
"Yes, I can do this." Avner took another sip from his wine. "This is good wine," he said.
"Yes, this is Ontario wine. One of our many secrets. Maybe you can go on a wine tour before you go back." The more she drank, the increasingly familiar he looked. She looked down at his hands. She could see the wear and tear of manual labour, yet his fingers curved with a subtle artistry.
"What do you do?" he asked, chasing her out of her reverie.
"Me? I am a writer of sorts."
"A writer." Avner nodded in appreciation. "Fiction, non-fiction?"
"A little bit of both. My job is writing technical manuals. This is for the small software and Internet solutions company that our commune runs. I can do this mainly at home, so it is quite convenient. As for me … I'm working on a novel."
Avner looked at her with renewed respect. "A novel … anything you can tell me about?"
"Not right now," Sarah answered with a smile. "Not that I am trying to keep anything secret, but it's not yet at a point where it can be talked about."
"Well, maybe you just need some more wine first," Avner said, picking up the bottle and pouring wine into her glass. He was definitely loosening up.
"More wine is always good," Sarah replied, saluting him with her glass before taking another sip. "I don't know if it will get me to open up about my book, but it is always good to share a drink with someone special."
Avner didn't know what it was about her that allowed him to open up so easily. He told her about his first girlfriend and the girl he left behind. She told him about the marriage gone sour and the divorce, leaving her with full custody of the children. He couldn't remember if the bottle was full, when they started dinner. But it was almost empty now. She poured the last of the wine into both of their glasses, her arm brushing his as she leaned forward over the table, his eyes transfixed on her breasts, breathing in the seductive scent of her perfume. He found her quite attractive, now that her eyes had softened with the wine. She looked into his eyes and smiled.
Subject: I am me
Michael stopped typing and leaned back in his chair. He tried to see Julia as Guy would see her, but could now only see her angry scowl. Sighing, he leaned forward again and continued to type.
Hi Julia,
I’m not sure what I can do in order to convince you that I am genuine. An honest person. A person who would never try to hurt you or deceive you.
I do not mean to confuse or break up your marriage. I didn’t even know that you were married when I wrote you. But I don’t think this should matter. I simply want to be friends. To have the chance to get to know you. Do you believe that a man and woman can be friends?
It is difficult for me to express my feelings. I have kept them boxed up so much since my wife died. Maybe this makes me appear awkward at times.
I hope you will give me the chance to show you who I really am. Through our letters.
Guy
Michael read the letter over again before he sent it. He could feel the anguish when he wrote about the death of his wife. This had to do. To make himself sound genuine. To make himself real.
* * * *
"You're haunting me in my dreams again."
"Again?"
One solitary light. Coming in through the window pane.
"But this time you are real."
"Real."
"Someone I know … knew."
"Then it wasn't me."
"It was and it wasn't."
"Now you are talking in riddles … do you want me to be real?"
"Is that possible?"
"In your dreams."
* * * *
The dog hesitated, looking back. The solitary figure stood motionless, facing the wadi below. The shadows were slowly pushing everything else away. The dog raised its head and sniffed the air, catching the scent of the ibex making their way down the steep slope. Its ears lifted and nose twitched as it caught another scent, a sweet familiar fragrance graced in by the soft evening breeze.
"I thought I'd find you here."
Mark nodded, without turning.
"Where else could I be, at this time of day."
The dog sat, then lay down, its tail slowly starting to wag.
"You have to stop worrying about him. He's a grown boy."
Mark simply stared at the wadi wall, watching as the setting sun played on the uneven stone, slowly turning into a golden hue.
"Have you heard from him?" she asked.
"He'll contact me when he is ready."
Michal silently shook her head. She had become too used to his shutting her out.
"Perhaps it was a mistake," Mark said. "Perhaps all of this was a mistake."
"All?"
Mark turned. "No, not all. I didn't mean all."
Michal looked into his eyes, seeking the comfort of familiarity. "He will be alright. He is his father's son."
* * * *
Subject: who you are
Hello Guy,
I want to believe that you are who you say you are and mean what you say.
But I still have doubts. I need time to think.
Julia
Michael snapped the laptop shut, but the words hung there in open space, taunting him. “I want to believe that you are who you say you are.” He got up and walked to the window. The world outside seemed so far away, out of focus. There was nothing of interest there.
She must have written this shortly after she had bid Michael goodnight. Sitting only a few doorways away. He turned and walked to the door. Opening it a crack, he tried to listen, but could hear nothing. What now? Was she really willing to consider talking to Guy? He closed the door and started pacing the room. He was close, so close. Close to what, he didn’t know. But closer than ever before. She needed proof, and he would have to give it to her somehow. But how? How could Guy become any more real than the words that had created him? He had dug himself a hole and wasn’t sure he could climb out.
Flopping back down into the chair, he reached for the pile of mail on the corner of the desk. Bills, bills and more bills. Nobody seemed to write regular letters any more. Tossing the envelopes aside, he reached for the summer catalogue that was addressed to Julia. Leafing through the pages, he absently took in the different shapes and colours. Faces and bodies, some scantily clad in bathing attire and sleek underwear, others sporting smart summer outfits. Women, young and middle aged, teasing him with their eyes. He was taken back to the days when he would sneak into his parents’ room to look through the catalogues stored at the bottom of their closet. He would always go straight to the lingerie section, ogling over the women in their undies. He smiled. Those small, hidden pleasures of years past. But now it wasn’t the bare flesh that he lingered over. It was their eyes. Eyes of paper, yes … yet somehow he could still look into them. What was it that could be conveyed through a picture, where words sometimes failed? And then, suddenly, it clicked. It was all in a picture. If he could find Guy’s picture, Guy would become real.
He closed the catalogue and carefully laid it back down on the corner of the desk. Pushing the envelopes away, he pulled the computer towards him and awakened it from its slumber. Now was the time to set out on the search. The search for Guy.
It proved much harder than expected. At first he tried entering an assortment of keywords into the Google box, but didn’t find himself making much headway. He usually prided himself on his web searching skills, but this was like looking for a needle in a haystack. After an hour of searching, just when he was about to give up, he stumbled upon the first family album. He had been vaguely aware that such things existed on the Internet, but had never realised what a phenomenon it had become. There appeared to be thousands of them out there, easily generated by a wide array of free online tools. Leafing through the albums, he wondered why people were so willing, eager actually, to share their illustrated memories with strangers. But whatever their reason, he soon realized that this was where Guy was hiding. Hiding in the anonymity of a million faces.
Another two hours passed, during which he became acquainted with children and grandchildren, uncles and aunts. Some pictures were close to what he was looking for, but none of them were Guy. And then, suddenly, he saw him. Guy staring out at him: soft, warm brown eyes – eyes that Julia could fall in love with. It was a simple picture. A man standing beside a young girl. Both of them sported baseball gloves and hats. The girl held a ball in her glove. “The game winning catch!” the caption read. He looked to be in his middle thirties, a few years younger than Julia. The girl could be anyone that Michael made her out to be.
Subject: to see me
Hi Julia,
I can’t blame you for wanting more evidence that I really am who I say I am. I also think that it’s not fair that I remember what you look like and you have no idea what I look like. So I am sending you this picture of me.
It was taken during a Saturday baseball game. A few families – “anglos” we call ourselves – often get together to play baseball on the weekend. We have to make our own makeshift diamond, as baseball isn’t big here in Israel. This is my daughter, Naomi. I hope this picture makes me more real to you.
I am going away for the weekend for a bike trip in the desert. I will check mail again when I get back.
Guy
As soon as he pressed the send button, he began to second-guess himself. What if Julia didn’t react to the picture in the way he expected her to? He had enough trouble picking out a shirt that she liked, let alone choosing a man for her.
* * * *
“They are sending you where?”
John was busily trying to open a bag of potato chips. First came the fumbling fingers, then came the desperate effort to pry it open with his teeth.
“To Israel.”
“What do you and Israel have in common?” Mary asked, grabbing the bag away from John, deciding to put an end to the torture of watching his impotent attempt at such a simple operation. She expertly pulled open the top of the bag with one slight tug. "Why do you have problems with such things? For someone who is such a technical wizard!"
John shrugged. "Too low tech, I guess. Thanks," he said as she handed him the bag. “Do you have some hidden Jewish roots that you haven't told us about?" John asked, turning to Michael.
“I have to be Jewish to go to Israel?" Michael answered, attempting some sort of Yiddish accent.
"No, definitely not Jewish," Mary remarked.
"Must be a woman," John remarked, munching on the chips.
“Hey, c'mon, give me some credit," Michael complained."Doesn't my professional standing account for anything?"
“You have professional standing?” Mary asked sweetly. "I thought you were a teacher."
“Hey, don't knock teachers," John interjected, "they take care of the kids we don't have."
“How is that working out for you?” Mary asked Michael.
"What, being a teacher?"
"No, having kids."
Michael shook his head and took an extra long swig from his beer. "I see that you two are going to be incorrigible today," he said. "Sorry that I mentioned my going to the conference."
"Oh, don't be like that," Mary said in a motherly voice. "We promise to be good, n'est-ce pas John?"
John simply nodded, washing down the chips with a swig of beer.
"So, tell us about this conference in the holy of holies. What is it about and when are you leaving?" she continued.
Michael sulked sourly into his drink.
"Oh, c'mon, tell us," John said, offering Michael his chips.
Michael shook his head, spurning the offer. "Ok, if you must know," he said, shaking off the slight to his honour, "my work with Shakespeare and webquests has gained some international acclaim."
"Shakespeare?"
"Yes, the bard himself."
Mary was about to say something, but held back.
"This is even more shocking than discovering your being Jewish," John said, unable to control himself.
“Anyhow, I have been invited to be a guest lecturer at the conference," Michael continued, ignoring him. "They are even paying my plane fare.”
“Not bad for a Canuck,” Mary said.
“And here I thought you were basically computer illiterate," John remarked.
“Well, I get a little help from my friends. My students actually. They created the website and all that. I'm…"
"The brains," John filled in.
"Well, not the words I was going to use, but … sure. I'll settle with being the brains."
"Whatever it takes," Mary said. "Tell us more."
"It's quite simple, actually. We take something that appears ancient and irrelevant to kids and turn it into a language that they understand using the tools they are familiar with in their daily life."
"Simple, yet effective," Mary said.
"Yes, but apparently complex enough that they are inviting me over to explain it to them."
"In English."
"What?" Michael asked, turning to John.
"You are explaining this in English." John said.
"What, in Hebrew? This is for English teachers."
"One can never know. You may have some more secrets up your sleeve." John smiled mischievously as he took another swig of beer. "And watch out for those Israeli girls. I understand they know how to use an Uzi."
"Yes, one of my chief concerns," Michael replied sourly.
"Weren't you in Israel once?" Mary asked Michael. "On a kibbutz or something."
"You were? I never knew that," John said.
"Well, it was ages ago. Really … ages. I was a volunteer on a kibbutz for a few months. It was a part of my trip to Europe and whereabouts. Right after finishing high school."
"Hmm… I probably should remember that. But no one can match Mary's phenomenal memory. So maybe you do have more secrets up your sleeve. Anything you'd like to tell us? A long lost love? A child maybe? "
"Stop watching so many soap operas, John," Mary said. "Do you think Michael could ever keep such secrets from us?"
John shrugged. "You never know." He caught the eye of a waitress and signalled that he was ready for another beer.
"C'mon. Michael is about as straight as they come."
"Gee, thanks," Michael said, not knowing whether to take this as a compliment.
"Yes, he is one of the faithful types, isn't he," John said. "A dying breed, one might say. How many years has it been?" John asked.
"How many years of what?"
"Your marriage. Your ball and chain. The icing on your cake."
"Now John," Mary said, reverting back to her motherly tone, "give the man a break. He does as well as he knows how."
"That is what I am worried about," John said.
"You know guys, I can get up and go home. If I wanted this much abuse, I could have stayed in and spent the evening with my ball and chain!"
"Oh, a bit touchy tonight, are we?"
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