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			He is walking up Tenth Avenue, slower than he used to, checking out the scene, especially the women and girls. He often seems to find himself out on Tenth Avenue about the time the girls in their private school uniforms are about. He’s been in this neighbourhood for almost half a year, still getting used to it.

			He sees that he is approaching a short woman who is walking down the sidewalk, and so he has to make the usual decision — pretend he’s wrapped in thought, looking at the ground, feigning interest in something back there down the hill, or look at her and smile a hello. By the time they are just about to meet he sees that she is looking right into his eyes, and she is not smiling. He takes that as a signal not to smile himself.

			They pass one another, and he continues up the hill, to the library, to the mailbox. The small persistence with which she looked at him nags at him. Was she challenging him to recognize her? Did he recognize her? Yes, now he thinks she looked as if she could have been a certain woman he has wronged. But this one has grey hair. But she had looked sort of challengingly at him.

			In the following days and weeks he thinks about the way she looked at him. It could have been her, couldn’t it? She could have gone grey after they stopped seeing each other. Maybe she went grey for a reason he doesn’t like to imagine. The more he thinks about it, the more he thinks it was the woman he wronged. She hadn’t said anything, though. Maybe he was supposed to. Maybe she heard he was living around here now, and was walking with purpose on this sidewalk. He had not seen her there before that and he had not seen her since that time.

			It must have been her. She must have wanted to see him once, or more likely she wanted him to see her, with her grey hair.

			If he wants to he could find out where she lives, find out what has happened in the meantime. Or he could just forget about it. Sure.

		

	
		
			Well, “he” was I. 

			He will be I for a while here.

			Though maybe not throughout.

		

	
		
			I just know you are going to be tempted to throw this book away when I start off by comparing myself with Odysseus, or Ulysses, if you like. He is, I know it, the first great hero of our Western culture, and the epic voyage is the first great type of narrative we have. I don’t even look right. I remember Odysseus looking like Kirk Douglas in his prime, what with those naked thighs and that chin your knuckles would break against.

			Remember when Kirk finally got home, and there were all those assholes hanging around Penelope, waiting for her to finish knitting so they could compete for her hand, and ass and property? Kirk gets back and shoots an arrow through a bunch of circles for some reason, goes on a bloody killing spree, wiping out all those suitors at top speed — that’s what I remember, the speed. And one guy, Kirk grabs his head and splits it on a double-headed axe that was in a chopping block. Errgh, we squirmed in our seats at the Lawrence Theatre.

			I didn’t look all that bad when I was twenty or thirty or even fifty-five, but I was no Kirk. There have been some more recent Odysseus movies, and all the heroes have had meatier chests than I ever grew. But I didn’t look all that bad. 

			And I did resemble the guy in one important way. No matter how many adventures I was forced to have, no matter how long and zigzagged the voyage, all I ever wanted to do was get home and be with my wife. 

			Her name was not Penelope, of course, though that was the name of one of the other ones. Her real name was Harriet, still is, I guess, wherever she is now. But everyone called her Honey. It was kind of funny, because that meant that I had one less pet name to call her by. Also, all my friends called her Honey, which was funny at first, but I got used to it. She never got used to me, though. Here’s what she called me more often than not: Asshole. I would always answer to that, I can tell you.

			I’ll bet Penelope never called Kirk an asshole. 

			Honey could always be counted on to be clear about her opinions. In her shop she kept up a steady stream of observations, opinions and remarks, not to mention analysis and characterization. 

			She would occasionally read one of my new poems. I am one of those painters who write poems. The country is full of them. Us.

			“Who’s that about?” she would ask, not quietly. “How old is she? Old enough to vote?”

			Nine times out of ten the poem would be about her.

			I spent most of my free time courting Honey. I would come by the shop with an orange-peel-and-ginger chocolate from the so-called Belgian place up the street, and offer it to her.

			“Give it to one of your skinny ones,” she would say. “You know damn well I am trying to lose a few kilograms.”

			But I had seen the mess in the kitchen that morning. A giant empty Ruffles bag lay on the tiled floor beside the wastebasket.

		

	
		
			I don’t remember any of them as being particularly skinny. In fact, one of the best was a little on the heavy side. She had a king-sized mattress, and it was on the floor of a room the same size as a king-sized mattress. The idea was that you took your clothes off just outside the room and left them there while you went in, on your hands and knees.

			She was usually shiny. Even before we started, even before she got that fine layer of sweat on her round muscular well-tanned body, she was shiny. She was what they call toned, I think. Everything on her was somewhat bigger than average, and she was really fit. It was a little intimidating if you were a bit sinewy and pallid such as I was, especially when she started the breathing and grunting. 

			She seemed to be enjoying herself so much, as if someone had had her on a chain all day and now she was let loose to exercise her physicality. This was Danaë.

			The walls should have had mattresses on them too. She would come at me all dangerous and hungry, on her hands and knees, breathing that turned into singing, and what was I supposed to do? I lay on my belly with my feet together, and she landed on top of me, weighing more than I did, her breasts muscular, large and globular on my back.

			She rolled off and easily flipped me over.

		

	
		
			I guess there might have been one or two who were skinny. There was really short, really tall, really hairy, really loud. But now that I mention it, I could have really gone for skinny. You could lift skinny up and move her. Come to think of it, that puts me in mind of that one in Regina. She held on to the shower-curtain rod without having to worry about bringing the curtain down.

			But that is not what I am on about today. If you want to read about a number of women and interaction, call it that. You should read the novel I was reading last night. It is called Yesterday, at the Hotel Clarendon, and all the important characters are women. There isn’t any odyssey, really, unless you include wandering the world to look at archeological ruins. Well, I guess you could say that. Anyway, it is not the easiest thing in the world to read this novel, but one thing that does come through — women are interacting just about any way you can imagine.

			There is also a lot of talk about fiction. 

			If you can imagine.

			I once spent an evening with the author of Yesterday, at the Hotel Clarendon in a roadhouse somewhere along the Bayou Teche. It was a huge old wooden place, including a dark bar with bright advertising lights, a big dining room crammed with long tables, and the biggest room of all, the dance hall, with a stage at the north end. On the stage was my favourite local band of all time, drums, accordion, steel guitar, banjo, stand-up bass with a pickup, piano, triangle and washboard. Plus a skinny old lady in a dress that had been washed three hundred times, and a violin that was only occasionally tucked under her chin. These were all white people, and so were the dancers.

			Above the dancers, about eight ceiling fans rotated out of time with the music.

		

	
		
			As you know, when Honey made a crack about one of my “skinny ones,” it was coloured by the fact that she herself was a little hefty. Not the way Danaë was — Danaë was round everywhere in bunches, muscles all over her, swelling calves and shoulders and so on. Shiny and tanned. Honey was more like an ordinary girl with very white skin who had got wider from whatever angle you saw her. Her ankles and wrists were still dainty, but her waistline and various other lines were of more size than they had once been.

			It wasn’t that she was a rail when I first met her, when we were first an item. She was regular size, but a kind of delicate regular size. She never had much money, and in fact she owed money here there and everywhere when I met her, and her wardrobe was not extensive, but what she did have was kind of expensive, or at least I thought so. She liked her long coat the best of all, I think. It fell from her shoulders in a tall A, stopping halfway between her knees and her feet. You would never never think of reaching up inside it, it was so elegant.

			One time, about half a year after we had met, I asked her if I could lay her on that coat spread on the floor. No, she said, and she hung it up carefully, but then she got down on the floor.

			“How did you like that?” I asked, reaching around her still body for the cigarettes. 

			“Shh,” she said. “Don’t talk it away.”

			“I have never appreciated this floor properly before,” I said.

			“Shh,” she said. 

			There were two filter-tip cigarettes in the pack. Perfect. We used the package for an ashtray. We were always smoking in those days. We economized on groceries so we could smoke tailor-made cigarettes.

			I had lain on floors before then, and I have been on floors since, but never before or since did I become unaware of how hard a floor can be. Later, when Honey became more, let us say, upholstered, she couldn’t be talked into lying on the floor. As the years went by she became less interested in having fun outdoors too. Things became a lot more ordinary as time went by, and less frequent.

		

	
		
			I remember that in our first apartment we had fun in all four rooms plus the little bathroom. But later, when we had a nice big house, it was a rare occurrence when she would come to my room. Yes, my room.

			And every time she declined fun, she would mention that I was getting my fun elsewhere. Well, eventually I did, from time to time. But I didn’t want to have to. Mainly I wanted to rest in the hive. I wanted to be home, in my home, to buzz there. But they kept trying to kidnap me. Some wanted to use me. Others wanted to make me their prisoner. They would often laugh when they read the tattoo on my ass.

			“Remember the floor in our apartment before you moved in?” I asked her.

			“Yes, I do. That was a wonderful floor,” she said. “That was before you were an asshole.”

			Sometimes I imagined being with her on the floor at her shop. I am not good with the names of fabrics, but anything on the floor in that shop would have been fine.

			After shopping hours, of course.

		

	
		
			Most of the dancers were skinny old folks, or maybe in that watery part of the world grown-ups look older than they really are. I am not a big fan of shit-kicking music of any kind, and I would not want to listen to Cajun music every night, but I loved standing there, beside the stage, watching these old Louisiana white people, been dancing with their partners all their lives, they knew how to make every turn under those turning fans, not a bead of sweat on their temples, no dust on their leathern shoes. I think back and know they could have been rural Quebec people brought down here and stuffed inside bayou clothes, and the music told me it was right at home, as it had been along the lower St. Lawrence River, and is right now on Belle-Île-en-Mer, and sounded out of the fog in unrememberable Brittany.

			Ah, those brave silent white-haired men with perfectly clean denim and suspenders and red-checked shirts, and their white-haired darlings so light in their arms, stepping like swampy princesses, some kind of pride in those stiff necks, they knew what they were doing, and as I watched the same couple come round for the third time I nearly cried and reached out to touch them, I wanted them to live forever.

			Okay, that is sentimental, mawkish, I know. I know that their grandchildren will have a terrible time getting a house loan from some Iberville bank.

			But if you can love complete strangers, love them without a trace of sex in the neighbourhood, that’s what I was doing there. I will admit there was some Blackened Voodoo beer circulating the blood system in my head, and I will admit I am a sucker for a quickstepping granny with ruffles in her blouse, but there has to be a reason for my keeping this memory without any gonadal provocation.

			Maybe it’s just me.

			I saw the author of Yesterday, at the Hotel Clarendon heading toward the door, so I followed her. I thought I could actually feel the coloured lights changing on the skin of my face, reflecting off my eyeglasses. I did not hit a chair or doorpost on the way out, though, and there we were in the parking lot full of Fords with dents.

			She was holding a pack of cigarettes in her hand, and offered me the pack before taking one herself, but I was quitting again, so I smiled and shook my head, and she lit one up with a swoosh of inbound air. Oh why, I asked myself, did you have to quit again just when you were going to be where it was the simplest thing in the world to buy a package of those delicious USAmerican cigarettes that burn away in seven minutes? Mmm, Old Gold.

			She was smoking a Camel now, hungrily. It had been an hour or maybe two since she had had one after getting out of the bus, and she was a Quebecker and a novelist, you see? 

			I thought of things to ask her.

			Down-home music, eh?

			Did you feel like dancing?

			Is this going to show up in a book one day?

			Have you had a chance to practise your French down here?

			But I didn’t say anything. I was so happy to be standing beside this woman in this starlit jambalaya parking lot, where I didn’t even need a Camel cigarette as a prop or justification. The fiddle and the squeezebox were faint but actual in the night. If I were a novelist such as she is, I would have had the sound of an alligator slapping its tail in the black water around now.

			At last, with a cloud of smoke preceding her words, she spoke. I have told this story, and made a pretty good try at a French-Canadian accent, but you will have to supply your own if you need it here.

			“When I see something like that,” she said, “I almost forgive the human race.”

		

	
		
			Sometime in 1969 or 1970 I was listening to an FM station in Montreal, and sure enough, you will remember, if you are old enough, that back around then FM was different from AM when it came to music. On FM they would play a whole album side, at first jazz or classical, later rock and roll. But when they got to rock and roll they favoured what used to be called “concept albums,” the most famous of which might have been the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The disc jockeys were different too. On AM they were usually hyper, yelling and cheering, trying to make you enthusiastic about some nowhere cut by Mitch Ryder & the Detroit Wheels, but on FM they hesitated and purred, and the idea was that if they were understated, cool, you know, then you probably were too, listening to them play something by Yusef Lateef, because you knew you could mention Yusef Lateef to the teenagers in the corner all-dressed-burger place and they wouldn’t know who you were talking about. Well, they wouldn’t know who you were talking about if you mentioned Martin Heidegger, either.

			Now the semi-whispering guy on the FM station was interviewing a guy I knew. He had been part of my poetry scene, as we said, in the late sixties, a hotshot Ottawa poet with no capital letters, made his way into the anthologies the older poets and editors were putting together to kind of scoop us in under their Central Canadian wings, mother hens who had lately and reluctantly scratched the ground where there weren’t any end rimes to peck at. I don’t really know what I’m talking about here. I’m a painter.

			Anyway, my friend, call him Billy, had been moving in musical circles. Started by helping run a coffee shop, and you remember what was happening with coffee shops in those days — they started with poets reading hip new lyrics at people who were sitting at tables with wax-cascading Chianti bottles on them. Then the folksingers, because they were kind of poets of the common man, eh? And if folkies with guitars, why not local rock musicians with guitars? Before you knew it Billy was letting Ottawa rock youth play in his coffee shop, and before you knew it he was holding a guitar and singing with them.

			He was supplying the new songs for them, the words anyway. That was why the guy on the FM station was interviewing him, as a spokesperson for that band called the Offspring. He figured the guy who could write the lyrics was the guy who would be articulate enough to say more than “you know” and “like you know.” 

			What I am getting to is the last question the FM guy whispered at Billy.

			“So, you were getting to be a pretty famous young poet, but then you switched over to rock and roll. Was this because there’s more money in rock and roll?”

			“Naw,” said Billy, whispering to show how cool he was. “In rock and roll there’s a lot more nookie.” 

			I was fond of repeating that exchange to Honey, but it never got me anywhere. So there was a time when I was writing lyrics for a little rock band in Vancouver. Once, in the Odd Fellows Hall just off Commercial Drive, the band was up on the stage banging away and I was dancing with a young female human being I had met just that night. 

			I said, “That song they’re playing? I wrote that.”

			“No kidding,” she said. 

			This was during a time when dancers seldom came within a half metre of each other.

		

	
		
			I remember once, I don’t know how old we were, sometime in the sixties, Billy and I went with Vinnie and a couple other people over to one of those little islands just off the Toronto waterfront, if you can call it that. We sat and smoked cigarettes on the ferry, and before going to Vinnie’s mother’s place, we all dropped in on a famous young poet, beautiful girl with round cheeks and Cleopatra eyes. She had a cottage among the cottages, maple leaves falling on the wet roof, and inside she had a pet rabbit, plump white guy with purplish-brownish spots, big ones. At least that’s what it looked like to me, a somewhat colour-blind guy. 

			We sat around outside her door and smoked some hash, nice greasy stuff, in a little silver pipe that Vinnie produced from a high pocket in his little leather vest. He had a girlfriend with him that I had never seen before, but this was not unusual, because Vinnie collected female friends like no one you ever knew back then, and later. I have talked to a lot of women who never went with Vinnie and just plain did not dig him. But there were a lot who did.

			The rabbit stayed indoors while we young artists lolled on the leaves outdoors. There were probably elves and fauns all over the island. We could hear a Jefferson Airplane album being played inside someone’s window. I don’t remember what the dormouse said, either.

			Billy was dressed all in colours and kind of flowing.

			“Wearing women’s clothes is a kick,” he said.

			That’s the way we all spoke in those days. They weren’t halcyon, but they were pretty good.

			“I know what you are,” said the famous poet.

			“I am not a cross-dresser,” Billy said. “You know, cross-dressers are people you read about in serious books.”

			I had once in a while put on my mother’s slip when I was a schoolboy. Who hadn’t? But back then I wouldn’t even wear one of her shirts in public. Well, unless it was in a play or something.

			Billy was wearing red pedal-pushers, now that he mentioned it, and a silky blouse. I didn’t know what he had on underneath, so I asked him, in a hashish kind of way.

			“Nothing at all,” he said. “I am kind of neutral.”

			So we took him over to Vinnie’s mother’s place to have some lettuce and bread and stuff for mid-afternoon lunch. The fall sun was doing its best to warm our bodies, and there were still a few persistent sails in the nearby water.

			“You know,” I told Billy while we kicked our way through the leaves, “Vinnie turned his mother on to grass.”

			“I didn’t know that,” he replied. “It was different in my case. My mother turned me on.”

			“Phew, Billy.”

			“And not just grass,” he said.

			I thought about my own mother playing badminton in a small town among the mountains of British Columbia. She didn’t know there was any such thing as marijuana. She smoked cork-tip cigarettes, but she didn’t bother drinking wine or anything like that, and she wouldn’t have known what we were talking about if my brothers and I ever mentioned smoking boo.

		

	
		
			When I was a young lout in the air force, my best friend and roommate was a cook’s helper named Rick, or at least that was what he encouraged people to call him because back then, in the mid-fifties, all the young male movie stars and young male hit-parade singers were named Rick or Ricky. Rick’s real name was something like Ronald or Donald. 

			Rick got me welcomed into a poker game that started every two weeks, right after five o’clock on payday. On payday I would get about ninety dollars to do with as I pleased, and Rick said he would pull a few strings and get my ninety dollars invited into the game. It was always in a low-level cook’s room in our barracks, a fat speckled guy who weighed way over the limit for an airman at the time, and never had a roommate, though it was the rule that everyone had a roommate. No one asked this guy whether he needed a person to occupy that other bed and put pin-ups in that other locker.

			I was one of those guys that if I sat in would win the first two hands and then be penniless after a couple hours of drinking beer and handling pasteboard. There was a guy in another room who never played poker but had enough money to lend you some till next payday, but his interest rate had nothing to do with the national guidelines, and so even if I did manage to get a ride into town, I would try to get through a whole night on a couple glasses of beer. Rick usually broke even in the poker games, so he would buy me a beer, pay my share of the taxi ride from the beer parlour to the dance hall, usually sixty cents with four airmen in their civvies and just drunk enough to swagger a little in the dance hall, where the mysterious nurses and farmers’ daughters were.

			But I brought Rick into the story because of two things. One I will deal with later, that he was one of the two other people who knew I might have killed someone. Right now I just wanted to say something about Kirk the bare-chested man tied to the mast, listening to the bladder-emptying music, oh so romantic, and aching to be home in the arms of his Penelope, Penny, pen. 

			I mean Rick and I were so much alike, both having come all the way from the same valley to suffer winters and flatness in Manitoba, I with my locker full of books, Rick with a typewriter he bought off a guy who was broke and thirsty. Outside our barracks window was a line with a grey sky above it and a white ground under it, and for a skyline we got a long freight train that had been motionless all day. Sometime during the middle of the dark night we would hear a distant heavy bumping, and in the morning the train would be gone, and the first T-33 jets were warming on the tarmac.

			We were so alike. But we insisted on having different favourites. His favourite B-movie starlet was Debra Paget. She was the princess of the Nile — as soon as some guy with cloth around his head would sit cross-legged and play his flute, she would lift her arms and arch her brows, and sway her hips, and all her limbs were within gossamer leggings and no armings. She moved like a snake, but snakes don’t have big round breasts that don’t jiggle. Charlton Heston would try to keep his male desert dignity, but we knew he was going to pudding tonight, and as for Victor Mature? Those fat lips were never going to make it out of the slave quarters.

			Okay, Debra could have been the queen of the drive-in theatre, but I was not the sort of guy to go with the favourite. When I was a kid I went alone to see Gene Autry try to look convincing on a horse, while all the other boys were making a nuisance of themselves in the Lawrence Theatre while Mr. Gough shone his flashlight down the rows and Roy Rogers squinted his Okie eyes on the screen.

			So while I might rub myself while imagining Debra Paget, my juvenile snootiness was fed by the screen career of Faith Domergue, who seemed even more wanton, sweatier, with more curls of black hair hanging in her eyes. And wouldn’t you know it? I have to admit that I spent an hour trying to remember her name, and searching hopelessly for her with my favourite search engines on this very computer. And, well, to hell with that. She was just an example. Faithless hussy etc. In the middle of the night her name sprang out of the dark, and the next day I looked her up. She isn’t as good-looking as Debra, and she was always showing up in genre pictures. Her last movie was a Russian science-fiction adventure, and then she said to hell with it and lived as a woman with a past in Europe. In This Is My Love, 1954, the year I met Rick, she played a woman named Evelyn Myer. Later I thought that was pretty interesting. I probably won’t tell you why.

			Because I wanted to bring up Kirk again. In the movies those days my guy was Kirk Douglas. I was an innocent movie-fan lad, didn’t know Kirk was Jewish, didn’t even know he was a Yugoslavian or whatever, for he was a gladiator and a Viking and a tortured artist. He talked with a strangle in his throat and a cleft in his pointy chin. He usually had bare legs and a sword in his hand. 

			Rick favoured Burt, who also did his share of sword-flailing, swinging from pirate-ship ropes, turning somersaults high in the air. He didn’t strangle in his throat, but he had to grope for his words. His head was thick and his body made of heavy muscle. But he used to make sudden nifty gestures with his hands, and Rick copied them.

			It was not until forty years later that I knew Burt was a lot better actor than Kirk. I’m not saying that Rick knew this. He might just have been differing with me because he liked me so much. Here is what Rick would do after all our booze was gone and the pubs were closed and we were stuck in Portage la Prairie late on a Saturday night. Rick would walk me to the high grass behind the dance hall, reach down into a dry clump, and come up with a wine bottle wrapped in butcher paper as they used to do it in those days in Manitoba. As his hand was still rising from the grass, his thumb and forefinger would cling to the first triangle of brown paper and lift, and a full bottle of wine would fall into his other hand. Probably just the nifty way Burt used to do it behind some small-town dance hall.

			I volunteered to twist off the cap.

		

	
		
			I always thought that Vinnie was one of those lissome prophetic young poets that stared silently in another direction and would never be capable of driving a car. He used to walk along in bell-bottom pants made of rayon or linen or some such thing, once even had a couple bells in his cuffs. 

			But one time he surprised me. This was when I was living in London, Ontario, and can you imagine London, Ontario, which you always have to say, though some of the locals called it London Ont, and while my painter friends were in London Ont, a lot of my poetry friends were in Toronto, and one of the nicest things that happened to me during those two years was that I got to see my poetry friends make contact with my painting friends.

			Now, my painter friends were just a little less with it than my Toronto friends, which is kind of funny because I always thought my Toronto friends were not quite as with it as my Vancouver friends. I guess it is a matter of perspective, especially if you are situated like a spider, in the middle of your web. All I know is that in Toronto their thing called a “Village” was a matter for the fashion pages of the daily newspapers, somewhere to catch ambitious folksingers in Third World cloth.

			But one day a carload of Toronto poet types came a hundred and fifty miles south or, as it is called in Ontario, west, to London Ont, a medium-sized city with a university full of young women who owned fur coats. There were many insurance companies in London Ont, a city that prided itself on its acres of buildings with no smokestacks. A lot of millionaires who owned smokestacks lived in London Ont. So did a lot of young painters who secretly knew what was in the art magazines in Toronto and New York, but who pretended to figure out their new ideas for contemporary art all by themselves. One of them built a working model of Maple Leaf Gardens, with real ice and beavers in the goal creases. Another one did one hundred paintings of Sir John A. Macdonald dressed as a lacrosse player.

			Well, we went from studio to studio, looking at paintings in progress or paintings abandoned or paintings ruined because Ronny Martin had dropped in while they were being worked on. There were three cars, counting mine, and unlike the Toronto painters, we did not drink much in the way of beer or wine or spirits. We had a lot of coffee, a lot of it, and from time to time we got a sandwich or a greaseburger. There was a Chinese restaurant the local painters liked, but it was pretty punk, one of those places where egg foo young was a Chinese dish. We all stopped there and flashed our chopsticks.

			But we also had a little weed. London Ont was a strange city on weed. It was more of a Labatt’s town, you know? Could have been named Ogygia Ont. So whereas we would flaunt it on the Toronto Islands, or sit in the park and puff like cute ragamuffins, there in London Ont even the painters didn’t want it stinking up their workspaces, and we kept it inside the November automobiles.

			At one time we were in whoever’s car Vinnie was inexpertly driving, passing around two little pipes at once, negotiating the boring downtown streets, and who could see anything? The windows were steamed because it was almost winter outside and there were eight people inside the Plymouth, and the air inside was almost totally replaced by a cloud of assassin smoke. It wasn’t Vinnie but someone else in the front seat, someone in a yellow and black toque, who pointed out that in the semi-dark of early evening and in the boring street behind us there was a police car with a police person driving. He did not offer siren, nor did he commit blue and red flashing lights, but what the heck, Vinnie pulled over to the curb anyway.

			Thus the constable behind the windshield could opt to pass us by in his slow quiet routine. He chose, instead, to park behind us. I don’t think any of us at the time remarked the wonder of finding two sequential parking spots in downtown London Ont on a weekend evening in November. We were, most of us, waving our hands through the smoke. 

			“Don’t open a window,” said a man who often made life-sized replicas of large African animals out of discarded food cans. “The odour will alert criminals and law-enforcement agents throughout the county.”

			I was fond of artist friends who spoke in such language.

			Vinnie, having heard of this tactic from some more experienced drivers and codebreakers, got out of the car and closed the driver’s door quickly. We saw him walk back and have a discussion with the young male officer who too had stepped into the night.

			“Ohh shit,” said one of us.

			“No kidding,” said another.

			“We ought to all breathe in as hard as we can and thus deprive the officer of his evidence,” said the animal sculptor.

			But then Vinnie was back inside the car, lickety-split, and turning our heads, some of us could see the policeman opening his own door.

			“How long will we be behind bars?” I asked.

			I may have mentioned that Vinnie was the coolest and hippest of all the young poets at the time. After the police car had pulled away he told us what its driver had said to him.

			“He told me I’ve got a burned-out tail light.”

			“I knew it,” said a Toronto poet who used to be a London Ont art student and carpenter. 

			“Yeah, I was never worried for a second,” said an equally young and outwardly calm builder of miniature rock rinks. “Us warriors in the army of art will never be taken down by some ordinary draftee with a stripe down the outside of his trousers.”

			“You know, this exact same thing happened to me and a bunch of my friends in Toronto, and the cops had no idea that we had a famous New York poet in the car,” said someone, I don’t know who.

		

	
		
			Danaë liked to sleep in her mattress room, sleep naked and with one sheet over her at the most. She liked the aroma that remained in layers in the air of the little room, some layers collapsing onto others, so that she might smell all the liquids that come from jouncing bodies and then wafts of perfume, especially her preferred night-blooming jasmine.

			She used to call herself that, but now she thought it was a little juvenile. Not that she was opposed to youth, even juveniles. But juveniles were seldom the source of poems, for it was to be poems that Danaë made in that room with the mattress floor. 

			Not sex poems, not love poems even, not even lyrical poems. Not necessarily. She was not twining with naked men and women in that room in order to harvest images for her stanzas. Not at all. It was the production of fierce energy she sought, the clash of appetites that entered all her sense organs and gave her the power to make herself open to words when she would court them a day later or later that night, at the frugal desk occupying half her kitchen.

			And not every tumble produced a poem. She didn’t care. When she brought a naked man into that room until she let his frail shell back out, she was focused on her hunger and the meal that would cause it to rise and fall until she was finished, lying on her back, her large hard muscles moving as she panted for breath, her eyes glinting in the darkened room. Her nipples were two centimetres long and pointed straight toward the ceiling. There was still a tired man’s face between her heroic thighs. Human sweat was perhaps beginning to evaporate.

			Last Friday night she had nearly frightened Delsing to death. Even while the poor guy was trying to hang on to his self-image as some kind of corduroyed rake, she knew that he knew himself a Protestant sinner, the unhappiest kind. She could see the guilt in his eyes even as she sat on him and squirmed, heavy and angelic at the same time.

			“What are you?” he asked, perhaps theatrically.

			“Open. I’m taking you in.”

			“Ohh.”

			“You will never see your mother again.”

			Then he could not reply because she was sitting on his bony heroic chin. A little of this, and then she flipped him over onto his face, then lay on top of him, breathing heavily into the nape of his neck.

			He had told her half an hour ago that was his nickname, Nape. Because when he was in high school he had a habit of putting his hand inside his shirt. 

			“Delsing,” she said, “just do what I tell you to do.” And she flung him to and fro. When she was finished with him she licked him up and down, along his rib cage, in his armpit. He was her kitten.

		

	
		
			My best friend, Bob Small, went home with Danaë a few times. Maybe more than a few. Could be more often than I did. What am I supposed to do? Watch over him? After the pub there I would be, waiting for Small to find his way to my Datsun, and he wouldn’t show up. Gone in the muscular woman’s car. She liked driving the legally blind boy to her apartment in Kitsilano, top half of a nice craftsman house, grey blue in colour on the outside, if you want to know. Liked driving him home with her, because she could encourage the blind boy to put his hand on her leg.

			I asked Small about it.

			“I am not prying into, so to speak, your personal life. Just if you are interested in boasting a little.”

			“You are just thinking of my happiness. Is that it?”

			“No question about it.”

			But he wouldn’t tell me much. A little. I had to put together the miniscule detail he gave me and my memory, smoothened off somewhat by all these nights’ beer, to get a sense of what the Valkyrie did to the innocent. Apparently she did not throw him around as she did me. He said it was because he was a Catholic, and his confessor had taken off the rough edges. With me on that room-sized mattress she was noisy, grunting, breathing, slapping me and herself, enjoying my cries of pain. With Bobby she encouraged complete silence. She would put the blind boy flat on his back and come at him quietly. With her mothering tongue.

			Then she would lie on her back and let the blind boy climb her, moist as she was, well behaved as he was always. Sniff right there, she purportedly said, unless he was inventing for me. No, he never, as far as I know, did the latter.

			“She said she was glad to find a lad who did not have a bolt of shame or guilt up his bum,” said Bobby after I had pleaded with him to report the dialogue at least.

			“What in heaven’s name is she or you talking about? I am a sophisticate with hours of experience on three continents.”

			“Maybe the problem is that two of those were Antarctica.”

			“Did she say anything about my, uh, apparatus and skill?”

			“She said that you did try to be compliant. Compliant was the word she used.”

		

	
		
			I hadn’t even planned on staying at that rather skinny one’s place in Regina. Whoever was in charge had already reserved and paid for a hotel room for me, and I was supposed to get on a plane the next morning and head for home, but first remember to get a souvenir for Honey, maybe a bottle of expensive French wine. Sometimes that did the trick.

		

	
		
			I had spent the last three days at a writers’ and painters’ so-called festival in Weyburn, the Opportunity City. The City of Weyburn’s mission is to provide leadership for the creation of a common vision and goals for planned economic growth, efficient use of resources and a high quality of life in the Weyburn community. In other words, just about everything that writers and painters are not the least bit interested in.

			I had been making a minor nuisance of myself over the three days. I don’t have anything against Saskatchewan. Some of my best friends are from Saskatchewan. Good poets and painters have come from there — John Newlove, Brian Fisher, Dorothy Knowles, Roy Kiyooka. But somehow I got it into my head that there were squares trying to assert themselves. I called one woman, a country girl who was interested in describing the weather and its effects on protagonists, a realist, and she has never forgiven me. She was afraid she might be left off the contemporary bus, I guess.

			Well, I was a new member of the middle-aged crowd, my hair still dark albeit lank and poorly coifed, and artists were supposed to be interesting, so I drank some beer, a lot of beer, shared some mediocre pot, as it was called in Saskatchewan in those days, and made remarks. 

			Some of the remarks were in the service of braggadocio, if you can imagine.

			Some were very serious observations on the art of composition, delivered as if you were supposed to smile and raise your eyes comically.

			Some were just plain dumb remarks to fair lasses, no age requirements.

			No common vision on the typical horizon of this poetry town. 

			But a professor-poet from nearby Manitoba said to me, an innocent getting some September rays in a little concrete park, “Are you up for some dialogue?”

			“You bet,” I replied. “How’s your old straw hat?”

			“Funny you should ask. Salvador Dali filched it from my car.”

			“How do you know Dali?” I asked, feeling that I might as well.

			“He told me it all originated with his first lecture on surrealism in Spain, when the mayor, who was acting as chairman, fell down dead at his feet, almost as soon as he began — a windfall for journalists.”

			“That’s Mina Loy,” I said, then let my disgust show by the set of my mouth. “You should at least change the names of people and places if you want to turn literature into life.”

			“Is this man bothering you?”

			It was Hannah D., a short story writer very well known in Saskatchewan circles. I had never read any of her stuff, but I had seen her name in quite a few literary quarterlies — you know, the ones that announce that they do not subscribe to any school of writing but publish the best of the material that comes across their lintels or whatever.

			Skinniest short story writer I had ever seen. She was almost as tall as I was, and certainly taller than the guy who knew Dali or at least Mina Loy. And I don’t know, she must have weighed fifty pounds less than I did at the time, and I was pretty lean myself, enough so that older women were always trying to get me to eat a decent meal.

			“About your sentence,” I replied, “to whom does your demonstrative adjective refer, and to whom are you referring with that second-person singular or plural pronoun?”

			We were at a writers’ etc conference, after all.

			Hannah D. and I had been on a panel together: I never did get the topic of the panel straight, so I mainly repeated all the cute remarks I usually made when asked penetrating questions such as “How did you get started in writing?” and “Who is your intended audience?” 

			But the Dali guy seemed to have understood the situation, maybe because he was from the Prairies and had seen Hannah D. operate before. He went through a pantomime meant to indicate that he had just seen a person who owed him twenty dollars, and took off in the direction of a doorway crammed with cigarette smokers.

			“I am not saying you shouldn’t be bothered,” she said. “But if anyone is going to do the bothering, I think it should be me.”

			“I,” I suggested.

			“Her too,” she said, and lifted her face toward the warming sun.

			I cannot say that I know a lot about such things, but it looked to me as if she was wearing a whole outfit of clothes that are usually called “undemonstrably elegant.” Expensive-looking light blue-grey tweed skirt with a cut up the side, expensive-looking stitching up the cut.

			I guess she was about two or three years older than I, but because she was used to living with indemonstrably plenteous money and I was not, she was more trim than I could hope to be, I with my mauve Chuck Taylor low-cuts. 

			“How are you getting home?” she asked, as if we’d been talking for an hour.

			“Silver wings,” I replied.

			“I need someone to drive my car,” she said. “It’s not my car, really. I had to borrow my husband’s spare car, and it’s a wonder I got down here.”

			“Where do you and your husband live?”

			“He has many homes,” she said, and somehow she had my forearm in her hand and we were walking toward the conference centre. “I reside in Aeaea.”

			I scanned my childhood’s jigsaw-puzzle map, Saskatchewan the easiest piece.

			“Is that in this province, that Ayayay?”

			“I said Regina.”

		

	
		
			I can’t remember whether Kirk ever takes his shirt off in that movie about Vincent van Gogh. Wasn’t it a question of getting Hollywood stars who looked like van Gogh and Gauguin? I mean, now when I imagine Gauguin off there in Tahiti with his bare-breasted wahines, I see him as looking just like Anthony Quinn. 

			I was in Tahiti once, sometime in the late eighties, I guess. Tahiti and that other little island you go to on a fifteen-minute flight in an airplane from the thirties, must have been piloted by Hotshot Charlie back then. Moorea. In Moorea they served you a large blue drink called a Boom Boom, and the deal was that if you could drink the whole thing, you got another one for free. The two idiots with me ordered one each and that is as far as they got.

			Coconuts were falling from the tall palms into and around the swimming pool, and these guys wouldn’t even notice if one landed right beside them. I ordered some orange-coloured drink, and let me tell you, I had to walk very carefully to make it out on the boardwalk on stilts to our thatch-roofed cabana or whatever you call them, out there in the morning sun that forced its way through the rattan and under your aching eyelids. It’s another bright sunny day on another island where you are a hungover captive. You just want to get home, slay the pretenders and bed down with Honey.

			Anyway, they aren’t wahines are they? I mean, do wahines have to be young, and aren’t they in Hawaii anyway? 

			Anyway, I had written a long poem about English sailors in Tahiti and other such unlikely places on this wet globe, and I must have got their name right then. Beautiful brownish small women with tropical flowers in their hair, and I can tell you this: when I was sitting at lunch — some spread made of fruit and sea creatures — one of the lovely waitress creatures trailed her fingertips across my shoulders as she passed by.

			It seemed the most natural thing in the world.

			In the movie, of course, Kirk never gets to go to Tahiti. We hear him shoot himself in a wheat field in Southern France, close to a more familiar sea, the wheat field and everything else the colour of his paintings, as is he.

			You want a sentence? There’s a sentence for you.

		

	
		
			So there I was, driving a hypotenuse maybe, straight-line two-lane road to Regina dentata, my first time ever behind the wheel of a Cadillac, car’s as long as my house is wide, and the pilot’s seat is surrounded by control doodads. I couldn’t even figure out how to turn the headlights on, something I had been doing since before I drove to Veracruz in the early sixties.

			More interesting was the long long hood. Way out there in front of me, the doodad that held the hood closed was not doing its job. Why couldn’t I just ask the skinny woman beside me whether this was the usual situation? I mean, it had happened to me once on the freeway to Seattle, I was driving my girlfriend’s Hillman in the far-left lane when the hood came up and all I could see was hood, so I signalled and edged ever so slowly to the right, moving two or three lanes over, and finally got to pull off and not get killed and found some haywire and tied that sucker down.

			In the Cadillac I wondered whether there was a doodad on the display in front of me for closing the hood tight. That is to say, on this Highway 711, no kidding, there wasn’t much of what you could call a shoulder, and we did, as I recall, enjoy a bit of an elevation.

			But I didn’t want to appear a coward or a know-nothing, so I didn’t mention the hood bouncing up and down in front of my eyes. What the heck, I would be on a plane for home tomorrow, just had to fill in the time, staying alive.

			But come on. I was in a provincial judge’s big old Cadillac, with a judge’s wife beside me, just the two of us headed northwest on the flat prairie. I had just spent a weekend playing the part of a poet-filmmaker-painter. Surely this was a situation just crying out to be included in my biography. Once in a while a thought, or let’s say an image, passed through my brainpan, and I got a nubby on the smooth leather seat. I was still not that old in those days. 

			“You’re staying at my place tonight,” she said. I didn’t know what she herself was thinking, or picturing.

			“Ah, they already paid for my hotel room, but thanks.” I just wanted the time to pass so I could get home, I told myself.

			“This is Saskatchewan. We pride ourselves on our hospitality here.”

			I like hotel rooms, and I liked them then. I would rather stay in a hotel room than in the spare room or basement den of some people I didn’t know in Brandon or Kamloops. Though the memory of the wolf girl in Welland or wherever comes back to me from time to time. Wandering poets on paid-for junkets have to endure a lot of different kinds of hospitality.

			“Nope, you are getting a hot supper and a warm bed and a ride to the airport in the morning,” said the judge’s wife.

			This would have been her moment to touch my arm or knee if she meant you-know-what, but she didn’t, or so it seemed, just watched the road disappear to a dot in front of us, beyond the bouncing hood.

			Who can remember the details of Regina? It seems maybe like a small town enlarged. Lot of cubic houses that look as if they are just sitting on the ground the way Monopoly houses do. Or really, it is Winnipeg that looks like that. I can’t, one cannot, remember what Regina looks like. So forget it. That’s only description.

			The judge did not seem at all pleased when his skinny wife showed up with a tall middle-aged poet. I thought ruefully of my empty hotel room. The judge was pretty rude, I thought, didn’t really say hello or do any talking after I was introduced to him and his only halfway fawncy house. What was it? Were he and the missus barely able to tolerate each other at all times? Was I the twentieth poet she had brought home? Was he pissed off because she wanted to be a writer with her name known rather than a judge’s wife? 

			He didn’t even show up for dinner, which was, I don’t know, some kind of yardbird with creamy mashed potatoes and shredded green things. It was no great shakes, but then I probably would otherwise have had a cheeseburger after walking twelve blocks searching for the right hamburger place. I had then as now many ways of being a dope. 

			He was, she said, at a meeting downtown, and would eat there. Would I like to watch the football game? She had taped it on automatic. If I had been in my hotel room, I would probably have turned on the television set and half watched it while reading whatever book I was reading. I am not going to pretend that I can remember what book I was reading at the time. Let’s just say I was reading Callahan’s Lady by Spider Robinson, published by Ace Books. Pretty good. Spider Robinson has a series of Callahan books, and while the word Callahan’s does not appear in every title, it occurs in enough to make you fret because you really don’t want to omit one because you think you have already read it. 

			I would like to take this opportunity to say that if you haven’t read these Callahan books, you should give them a try. Start with Callahan’s Crosstime Saloon.

			So we watched the Saskatchewan Roughriders playing the Toronto Argonauts in Toronto. Didn’t even speed through the commercials or timeouts. She was sitting in one lazy person chair and I was sitting in another, the judge’s, I presume, well separated from one another. We had a couple of Scotch and waters during the game, and she even found us a bag of salt-reduced snacks. 

			I was thinking that in about fourteen hours I would be home. Back in the well-tilled land of Ithaca. Vancouver.

			I have to admit that while I was doing all my alphabet games in my head while trying to get to sleep in a narrow bed in their little guest room in the basement, I sort of thought that maybe there would be a little tiptoeing, scary as it might be because who knew when the judge might come home. “Here come de judge,” I sang to myself in a whisper. I had no clue whether they slept in the same bed or even the same room, but I fell asleep and did not even dream about Miss Skinny.

			In the morning I saw two big fluffy blue towels and a facecloth on the chair beside my bed. There was also a big fluffy judge’s bathrobe, and I put this on over my skin because I could smell coffee. What I mean is that I crept up the carpeted stairs and peeked around the corner of the open doorway I found there, and yes, I was looking at the kitchen, the source of the lovely prairie-morning aroma, and oh yes, there was Hannah in a really expensive-looking bathrobe, her blonde hair grabbed up into a loose clump on the top of her head and held there by what looked like a couple of Japanese chopsticks.

			“Ohashi,” I said.

			“Gesundheit,” she replied, and poured coffee into a mug for me.

			“That was a kind of Japanese word,” I said.

			“The other was sort of German.”

			“Who won the war?” I sat on a stool and put a little cream into my coffee.

			“Very quick in the morning for a poet,” she said.

			“Has ––?”

			“Ah. He had to catch an early flight to Saskatoon,” she said. “Bacon and eggs?”

			“Nothing for me, thanks,” I said. “For breakfast.”

			So we drank our coffee, which was pretty damned good in that western prairie way I remembered from my days in the air force. We discussed poetry and prose and painters’ conventions and last night’s football game and the time I had to be at the airport.

			I explained that I could get the taxi ride paid for by sending my receipt to Ottawa, but she explained that as it was a bright day out there, she would be happy to Cadillac me to the airport. But first I had to have my shower and get dressed. And wouldn’t you know it? She followed me right into the bathroom. I was as shy as could be, but I just kept telling myself that in a couple hours I would be in the sky looking down at the snowy Rockies.

			Here’s what I will do, I finally told myself. I will just act as if I am all alone. But first:

			“I have to pee,” I said.

			And she stepped out and let me close the door. I hung my robe over the hook on the back of the door and had a really good whiz once I had managed to get rid of the semi-woody that had come from somewhere. And I don’t know exactly why I did so, but once I had got the shower water going good and hot and before I stepped inside the curtain, I opened the door a little and left it ajar.

			She was even skinnier with all her clothes off. I had thought she would be a kind of provincial upper-class slender but no, she was just plain skinny, with those small breasts you can’t help loving, and knobby knees. Standing there in the steam, I used my right forefinger to count her ribs. She turned out to be as agile as a girl half her age, and the skinniness worked to my advantage when it came to palming her little ass and lifting her. 

			That was a trip, as we used to say ten years before that, and I stopped listening for the front door to close. Then she said something instructive and that’s when she got hold of the shower curtain and encouraged me to lift even higher, and what do you know? Her skinny legs were over my shoulders and somehow she was rubbing coconut-scented shampoo into my longish hair. 

			Afterward I asked, “Have we got time for another coffee, or should I have one at the airport?”

		

	
		
			Writers’ or painters’ conferences or retreats or jubilees or festivals or what have you don’t always turn out that way, though often they do. I have, as other people say, “got lucky” at those meetings fairly often. I don’t know whether I would characterize it as getting lucky. Usually a day after one of those things starts, in Halifax, say, or Springfield, Missouri, I am thinking of the time that has to go by before I can get on a plane and fly home.

			I told Honey that more than once. Sometimes she didn’t seem to believe me. I mean, there have even been times when I cancelled my trip just to prove it to her. I do wish I had not cancelled that trip to Sicily. Everyone who was there said it was luxurious and scenic at the same time. I should have cancelled Weyburn instead.

			I am not saying that they always feature sex. We are not rock musicians, after all. Not all of us. I can remember quite a few that did not involve sex, not for me anyway. Some involved violence instead. 

			One time I pushed an academic poet with an English accent off a porch because he insulted some friends of mine. Did I mention that these meetings usually involve beer? I once saw a middle-aged poet and a middle-aged novelist wrestling on the snow, trying to get their fists free to bang each other, trying to kick, and maybe biting a little. Later I saw them sitting beside each other on a bench in the bar, their arms around each other’s shoulders, their shirts torn. 

			At a conference in Calgary I once accidentally witnessed some violence followed by some sex. I wonder, I asked myself after skedaddling, whether that had anything to do with painting. There were some people, I remembered, who said you could not paint anything at all true if you did not explore your desires and fancies. I generally thought of that sort of thing as horseshit, like the psychological studies of art tolerated in some of the class seminars I attended at university.

			In the movies they like brawling poets, especially if they are Irish or Brits. I have had a few fist fights in pubs or outside pubs, but these didn’t happen because I was a poet any more than any casual poontang did. And once in Vancouver, in a quaint apartment made out of a former bicycle shop overlooking some train tracks, I got involved in what might have passed for a contretemps with a famous poet who was in town being celebrated. 

			He was apparently notorious for provoking fights in bars and at parties, anywhere connected with the consumption of liquor, an activity he devoted much of his non-writing time to. He had decked or tried to deck a dozen of the poets who shared a famous anthology with him. A good college friend in a way-downtown New York City saloon, a book reviewer for the Village Voice, the head of the hiring committee in a Southwest university where he had been employed to unlock the mysteries of poetry for the sons and daughters of the rural middle class. 

			He was, by all accounts, a willing but ineffectual scrapper. Some people suggested that he did not get whacked good because he always chose fights with people who knew him and had high regard for his abilities as a composer of verse. Other poets and editors held off punching him out because they did not want to take advantage of his inebriation, and maybe because he had only one eye.

			Some people no doubt figured that with just one eye he would be at a disadvantage, his punches coming up short, what with the lack of depth perception. There were others who might have said that his poetry did not suffer despite that quality. I was a lad who used to follow prizefighting in the papers and magazines and on television. I had seen fighters inflict a lot of damage despite having one eye swollen over.

			I am not a boxer. I am not saying that. In fact, I usually do everything I can to avoid a bout. I have, in my time, let some bozo lay one on me without retaliating. I may have felt a little superior doing so.

			Anyway, I know this poet, Bowering. He and I were often to be spotted in the same pub or auditorium, sometimes even reading our works, as we like to call them, from the same microphone. Here’s a difference between us: he adored this one-eyed poet, imitated him, quoted him. He was ten years younger but more an acolyte than a fellow. As for me, I could not see what all the fuss was about. I guess I admired the guy for making a career out of quick takes, but I like poetry with oceans in it.

			Well, I had heard several people tell me, with several kinds of detail, about a party in which Bowering had been mauled by his hero, or if not mauled, at least embarrassed. According to the stories, Bowering just backed up and didn’t even raise his hands. Maybe he wasn’t as drunk as the other guy, who was ten years older, one will admit, and somewhat shorter. In any case, the stories went, Bowering was puzzled as to why the barroom bopper went after him. Other people claimed they weren’t puzzled at all, or at least less so.

			But I am not Bowering.

			When the guy came after me at a later party, I had a head full of lager, and I was wearing a pair of eyeglasses with bandage tape holding them together. When the famous poet came after me from across the room, younger men fecklessly discouraging him, he did it with claws instead of fists, as if he didn’t know whether to punch or grab hold to keep from falling. There was a little guck coming out of the inside corner of his eye hole. 

			I stepped back one step, hoping he might mistime his advance and fall at my feet. It works sometimes.

			But he kept coming, low voices saying, “Tom, forget about it.”

			“The fuck you think you are?” he enquired of me.

			“No one you know,” I said.

			His little claws came for my face. I did not feel that I was in danger. But I was pestered all the same. I had come to this party to stay away from sex and/or violence.

			I belted him, staying away from his nose and eyes. Young hands caught him as he was going down.

		

	
		
			All this trying-to-get-home business. For some reason, all the way through my long age, I have been thinking of my home town as home, as if sometime I will reach its heart, that I will be at home there, responding to my townspeople’s loving greetings, retaining my anonymity when I want it. I go back there often because of all the relatives I have in town — my mother, my sister, my two brothers, a lot of nieces and great nieces and nephews whose names I don’t remember. 

			Corporation of the Town of Lawrence it says across the front of the big old veranda building at the south end of the main street, or it was the south end at the time that I left for my adventures. Now there are a few blocks of this and that, fire hall, liquor store, Italian restaurant south of that. In fact, there are a lot of buildings trailing off down there now, before we get to the first fruit trees, and now there are lines of grape plants reaching up into the hills, wineries with pretentious names. My favourite is Neriton because it shows that not everyone in this sun-drenched valley is unread. I say this bitterly because in this burg it is impossible to buy a copy of our national magazine or anything I have written.

			That’s the town hall I am looking at, a large craftsman-style house, I learned to call it a few years ago. I am across the street, which you could also call Highway 97, and if you were thorough, Highway 3, which when I was a kid I thought really neat, seeing as they added up to one hundred, which was often the temperature on a summer’s day while the tree fruit was ripening. I am in the little triangular park called Triangle Park, thinking why couldn’t they have called it Triangle Square. The hexagonal log bandstand of my childhood is no longer there, and I miss it, even though I never once in my life saw or heard a band playing in it. It sat even then, 1947, as a reminder of something that used to be here, when this was an English immigrant village, before the Germans and Hungarians and Yugoslavians and Ukrainians started pouring in after the war.

			They walk by me now, on their way to the new new post office, around the corner and down the hill from the old new post office, where my family had for a while a box number that was identical to my unlucky number, and I did, yes sir, yes little fella, think about luck a lot.

			“It’s not luck. It’s hard work,” my mother would always say.

			But do you know what she had in her purse? A piece of deer bone given to her by a “Gypsy woman” back when my mother was a little girl in a wash-faded frock.

			They walk by me now, the daughters with Hungarian names, in tight American skirts in the May wind, the last lilacs drying on high bushes, birds all over the green triangle, orchard trucks and Volkswagens going by, bird chirpings through their engine noises. The first hobbling man of the evening with straw hat straight on his head sits here in the afternoon sun, long shadows on both sides, Indians coming in dirty cars down from the hills east of us, to fill the two pool halls and two beer parlours, in baseball caps, this is 1964, the women with dark cardigan sweaters over long cotton dresses of too much material. Green of trees in every direction from this park where five roads meet, wind bringing odour from the river two blocks away the other side of the tracks, where in winter the freights come three times a week for logs and lumber, and in the summer every day for boxcars full of boxed fruit — tender peaches, pears, plums.

			A small man with an apron strides out of the grocery store, helping a woman carry potatoes and flour to her car nosed in to the edge of Triangle Park. Old man beside me holds a tailor-made cigarette pinched by the side between thumb and forefinger, shows his history, and in the wind he spits on his old black round-toe shoes, mutters over-iterated goddamn mumble mumble in tired voice, ignores me writing beside him — he has seen me years ago, maybe even knows my name. 

			Five streets of car and truck noises surround us, old farm couple gets into small-town diesel Five Star ***** Taxi, she in dress and fur stole in front with the driver, he with sixty-nine-cent cap square on his head in back with brown wrapping paper goods, to go three miles out to their blighted back-bending apple ranch.

			Everybody goes home somehow.

			There’s a sign on Main Street, hand-painted: 

			NOEL SECOND [image: hand] STORE, 

			in dusty window, stacks of magazines, True Story, Motion Picture, Screen Gems, deer-antler cribbage board, 1940 sunglasses, Chinese plastic backscratcher, old buffed leather box camera, rusty hacksaw, tobacco can full of plastic earrings, water pistols, razor strop, yellow-and-red wooden shoe with “Belgium” hand-lettered on it.

			I am, like they say, home, walking the actual sidewalk of downtown highway bottleneck, sad coloured lights and faded flags blowing on strings on every second lamp pole. Horse show over three days ago, 24th of May coming in six days, rock and roll music seeping out of garage, greasy old radio. Kids collect around the Greyhound bus, picking up their Vancouver newspapers to deliver, 1964 news.

			Off the main street I walked toward my brother’s house. Before I got there I saw an old one-legged man with a cane, trying to push a lawn mower around his front yard. He was flesh and blood and something else, tired from the moment he stood up. An example to us all. A hero you would not want to look at twice.

		

	
		
			I don’t know what I was doing in the air force. A homesick guy like me? I should have been in the navy. Trouble is, I get a little seasick sometimes, I mean if the ship is moving more than one way at a time. I have had that trouble in airplanes too. Aeroplanes, we wrote back then. But when I was in aeroplanes, we called them kites. But I saw to it that that didn’t happen many more times than necessary, I was usually working, figuring out mathematics in my head and adjusting gizmos all over big cameras, or leaning out the half door of the DC-3 with a hand-held camera, or if it was an Expeditor, the whole door hole, but with my body secured to belts and snaps that were designed not to give way. And talking to the pilot on my headset. If I am working with a camera the size of a washing machine, I have to know what the airspeed is, what the compass setting is, what kind of drift and yaw we are experiencing.

			Can you believe it? I knew how to do all that when I was nineteen. Now I have a little trouble trying to figure out what setting I want on my little pocket-sized snapshooter camera.

			I don’t know. What kind of photographers did they have in the navy? Let’s say I had joined my school friend John Lundy on the destroyer Cayuga. We were cutting through medium waves on our way to visit Saipan, an island whose name I remember whispering over and over as I knelt on the linoleum floor and read the wide-opened Vancouver Province when I was eight years old, day after day, until the daily map at last showed a U.S. flag raised over another dot in the Pacific. Now the U.S. claims to own Saipan, and uses Asian slaves to make blue jeans they can then mark as “Made in the USA.” 

			As a photographer for an allied navy, I am instructed not to take pictures of the barred sweatshops or the unemployed zombies shuffling Saipan’s dust looking for jobs they will never get. My task is to permanentize officers saluting each other’s flag and sailors lined up white in the blaze of August. I point my Speed Graphic and I hang my wet negatives and keep my mug shut. I am nineteen years old. What do I know? 

			But I am indeed homesick. Or if not homesick, a little lonely for the order I grew up in, my dad off at school, free peaches in a bowl on the kitchen table.

			On deck everything is dazzling white, or at least a battleship grey tending toward white. In my workspace it’s cool and dark, sometimes a darkness touched with yellow, sometimes a deeper darkness muddled with red. 

			As a photographer I have it pretty good, compared with the other young men who actually have to work, carrying heavy things, pulling heavy stuff, sitting in oriole nests hung over the side, painting grey on the grey. I find a shady spot early on this Pacific cruise, a corner grey as grey, with a useful-looking coil of rope plunked down with a card covered in English letters clamped onto it. 

			Spic as we can, span as we might, we are on a seagoing vessel, and seagoing vessels have always had rats aboard. The day after we leave the Marianas, a rat joins me in my shaded retreat. The day after that, the rat begins to gnaw the rope.

		

	
		
			Okay, I can remember another skinny one. If the music had been different, she might have kept me away from home for some time. Do you know that kind of Russian beauty? You can’t say it was her neck or her back or her shoulder. There is this kind of Russian beauty wherein every part just becomes another part, or you could say she is smooth, she flows even when still. No, I am not describing what I mean. Look at the bone structure around her eyes — it’s all so smooth as it becomes something else.

			But when I think of Tanya I think of her hip bones. She was what people mean when they say angular. It was almost as if her arms and legs were on backward or on the wrong side. Knobby knees and shoulders, all right, and those hip bones. I will never see her right in my memory. She was skinny in a long-thighed way, with a skin that was tan and white at the same time. Now that I think about it, Tanya was contradictory in every way. 

			Sometimes I thought she was disdainful of me. Her chin would rise and she would be looking across the room, even while my hand moved with its own admiration over her taut belly. At other times she looked as deep into my eyes as one could go, and her smile had a little fearfulness in it, as if she wanted her vulnerability to draw love from me. I ran my fingers over the smoothness of her rib cage. I licked her slight firm breasts. 

			All right, she was skinny. Maybe she was knobby because she was supposed to be twenty kilograms heavier than she was. I had seen Doukhobor women naked before, or at least I had seen newspaper photographs of naked Doukhobor women. They were just about always big and doughy, with huge lumpy bums, often standing in front of a house their husbands had set afire. Sometimes they were standing in a Kootenay town park protesting capitalism, some of them with stockings rolled partway down, nothing else, maybe a plastic hair clamp.

			Hard to disagree with them. Possessions are not as good as getting rid of possessions. Nakedness is God’s design. Violence is out of the question. You don’t have to read Tolstoy to believe what he said. The Sons of Freedom, they were called in English, these women and their husbands. They were not angular or knobby. Nor were they in bed with me.

			In bed, posing for a humble watercolourist, or out, she hardly uttered a word, this sweet smooth Russian girl I call Tanya. “Mmm,” she might offer, knowingly, as I placed the soft palm of my hand on her chest above her slight mounds. How on earth could I maintain that I was her captive kept from his quest for the family hearth?

			I was always sad when I was with her, sad because for some reason I did not ken, I knew there would never be a chance to hold her as my full-time sweetheart. There was a kind of interior mountain range canyon secret condition I could not even guess about. There was a wind with sad snow in it I could only imagine hearing. I would never know her. If I managed to kidnap her and take her to the Antilles and bring fish every day, I could never get her to tell me a tiny atom of her lorn family’s history, the tintype unpainted walls her grandparents might have posed before, the landlords who did not even speak their language.

			“Mmm,” she would say, when she raised her fingers to the sweaty hair above my ears and smoothed what I was too quick to call my soul.

			I think she may have written a story about this, and I think it may have been read by her blonde friend Maggie, but I know that I will never see it.

		

	
		
			I don’t know whether you could call that town my home now. I don’t even know whether I could call it that. My school was burned down by some brainless youth recently. Most of my friends from Lawrence are dead, or living in Kamloops, or melting into the last stages of some disease that acts like nature getting you ready to compost. The orchards are disappearing yearly, and everyone’s backyard has turned into a vineyard. 

			Most of the homemade signs stuck up on bulletin boards and fences feature bad spelling and stupid grammar. Along the highway there are hundreds of fruit stands, with homemade signs on which farmers or their children have proven that they do not know how to spell the names of the fruit they are offering to sell. The weekly newspaper prints a lot of stories that are “contributed” by people who do not know that a plural noun likes to appear with a plural verb. 

			The high school basketball team is now mainly made up of tall young Sikhs with headgear, but the Indian restaurant closed down because no one was interested in anything but mashed potatoes and gravy — you know, food you can trust. In the library you can get a lot of large-print books by authors with made-up names.

			Once or twice a year I go “home” to say hello to close relatives, but when I walk on the main street, which is still Highway 97, no one says hello. They don’t have a clue who I am or what I do. They don’t know that I once killed someone not far outside the town limits.

			Talk about your sex and violence. I brought quite a few nice-looking girlfriends to my folks’ house, but I never had my ashes completely hauled in Lawrence. The hilltops resembled in their shapes the breasts I got my hands on. But I never got a complete oil change in my home town. That was something for the tougher boys in Grade 11 to boast about, usually in the lavatory. I fell in love, and tried to figure out how to write about it. But I never got my wick trimmed until I left town.

			So if I was an adventurer hoping to see the hills of home before dying, they wouldn’t be the scantily treed hills on the west side and the east side of Lawrence. 

		

	
		
			I never fooled around with Maggie. Or to put it another way: blonde Maggie never stood or took any other physical position in my path while I was attempting to get home, drunk or sober. 

			What a pretty young woman she was. She was kind of what the movie magazines and the margarine package labels had been looking for in the 1950s. Always a smile with those white teeth and light brown eyes. Innocence with a hint of the sly. You wondered: did I supply that hint of the sly because I could not believe in total mountain country purity? She spoke with a voice that might have been accompanied by a piccolo. I am pretty sure I remember her skipping, if not through a meadow, at least along a sidewalk. 

			Her mother and her father should have been thanking their blessed stars that they were sent this pretty girl, but they were probably doing nothing of the kind. They probably thought that daughters came along faithfully the way cows gave milk every morning and bean sprouts popped out of the moistened soil under mountain suns.

			You know that sometimes depraved men such as I think hourly of burgling the innocence of rural angelettes such as Areth. Tear off white blouses and lift tartan skirts. Bruise thighs and expose bare blonde asses.

			But there was something in Maggie’s unguarded loquaciousness that made me happy to stay on the level of semi-serious conversation. Even when in the West Coast summer she wore a white T-shirt with an obvious absence of brassiere, I had a look and thought that’s quite pretty and initiated a conversation, sometimes about poetry, sometimes about the Russian.

			“I have decided to quit writing poetry,” she would say. “It is not necessary to my happiness.”

			“Like beer,” I suggested.

			“Get serious,” she admonished. “I come to the Cecil to hear the poets talk. They are so full of it.”

			“Of beer, yes. It is the beer talking.”

			“I have a rare sip and listen.”

			“Normally, poets are quiet types. They tread the forest floor, alert to hear a naiad drop a phrase that might ring true.”

			“Naiads are in the forest?” She opened her wide innocent eyes. “I thought they frequented the watery part of the world.”

			If there had been some soil to scuff with my shoe’s toe, I would have performed a photogenic scuff.

			“Okay, if not a naiad, maybe an oread.”

			“Mountains,” she said.

			“A dryad,” I tried.

			“Bingo!”

			“Poets are often found in the company of dryads,” I maintained. “They find a reed and dip it into a stream and indite the supernal words whispered to them by a semi-naked woods wench.”

			Remember. I was a kind of part-time university professor, and this cherubic blonde person was recently a student. Not my student, but, like Tanya, a creature from the mysterious far interior of our province. It was my duty to appear knowledgeable and fully prepared to impart knowledge.

			“What about us female-designed youngsters? If I had not decided to shuck my poetic ambition, where would I go for the kind of ethereal inspiration you are describing?”

			I rolled my little hazel eyes. “Why, you must snuggle up to a reasonably older male poet,” I said.

			She snuggled. It was the least erotic snuggle I have ever experienced. It was sweet, and she was cute as a button. But zipped like a zipper. I liked her. In the way that one likes Brahms’s Sonata for Piano and Violin no. 3 in D Minor, Opus 108.

		

	
		
			I figure the rat is making a home for himself and maybe his family among the coils. Or is it herself? Or was it stretching the meaning of home to imagine such repose while being carried across the top of the biggest ocean aboard a vessel made of metal torn from the earth who knows where? Or is it straining the meaning of relativity? 

			This creature who nibbles so near my inactivity knows no panic whatsoever. That wee beastie is nae tim’rous at all. Of course its wee bit housie is nae in ruin, but just begun the construction. The Canadian destroyer is, as the worn phrase has it, plowing the waves, disturbing in no way the denizens that make that deep water their home.

			But fishies are always astir, their eyes always open, their tails never ceasing to move.

			For mammals, on the other extremity, a home is a place to lie down. Partridge says that the word came to us via “perh Gr keitai, he is recumbent, Skt kayati, he is lying down.”

			After hanging his hat, that is.

		

	
		
			On June 5, 1965, that young guy named Delsing, like the old-time weak-hitting outfielder, was hanging around Kitsilano Beach, which in those years was the tame waterfront for young people who lived around there because they could not afford the more expensive parts of town. He thought he was seeing things pretty straight, a young married guy with more future than bank account, more hope than talent.

			He was pretty sure he was looking at some mountains west of Vancouver, what the rest of us probably don’t mind calling islands. He was from way upcountry still, and the only way he could imagine himself at the coast was with a particular undercoating of romance.

			The mountains west of Vancouver, he told himself, rise out of the ocean, constantly surprising, and as summer comes the sun sets behind one or the other, casting changing shadows on small boats and Island ferries. At the end of daylight at Kitsilano Beach the sun hangs over a mountain in the water, the waves come in quickly, lifted by the evening tide, sandbars disappearing, growing darkness obscuring the posts in the water and the logs that lie parallel to the water’s edge on the light-coloured sand. Some people in swim clothes lean or sit on the logs. Old men and women sit on the benches above the breakwater, backs to the lawns and traffic of Point Grey Road, and some men arrive with a light boat, straightening out nets with ball-shaped wooden floats — smelt fishers — for family’s late supper with beer.

			A woman dressed all in black comes by with her big hairy black dog in front of her at the end of a leash, the usual thing around here, they are picking their way among logs, sticks, swimmers, along the dry beach, old black canvas shoes on her feet.

			Behind the closed fish-and-chips shack there is a dry tennis court, and a few tennis players are still there, in white shorts of Vancouver, lobbing the ball to each other in the faint light. Young lovers drift back toward Point Grey Road from their various blankets on the long lawns and the sand that stretches for miles around all the bends and promontories in the Pacific coastline.

			Mike Rice the wild painter is seen with his homemade hand wagon, collecting wood from the sand for the oil-barrel stove in his long studio, piling up a whole wall with sticks of wood for the coming winter. At six thirty in the morning he gets out of his single bed, sets the kettle on a low oil flame on his square little cookstove, puts on his dirty white tennis shoes and a sweater around his neck, goes for his morning run, two blocks down to Kits Beach, a half hour running on the tide-smooth sand, then back to the studio, where the water is boiling, makes instant coffee and jam sandwich, and turns on the record player, Stravinsky, loud, then sits and looks at the present canvas for another half hour, good morning.

			There is an ocean out there, how Mike and I take it for granted, especially now, nearly half a century later. So many dogs born and died over that stretch, so many sailors fallen into the brine, the large orb turning without a whisper of sound in the black universe. There is a street we both occupied while getting through our itchy or painful artist youth, there is a woman we loved by turn, a valley we left to be men, a gleam of ambition just the other side of the horizon. A voyage beset by insanity, a song coming from that shore we hope to sail past.

		

	
		
			Here’s a thing I liked to do with Bob Small. I have to tell you that Bob Small is my longest lifetime friend, but he doesn’t know anything about the main streams in my life — baseball, painting, jazz, Guatemalan history. But he’s my best friend, which is, isn’t it, the same thing as my oldest friend.

			Here’s what I liked to do. We’d be in a bar, lots of noise, people looking either glum or gladsome, a bunch at our table to entertain, or maybe just the two of us with full glasses of amber in front of us, back when it cost a dime or later when they wanted six bucks. I’d look around the crowded beverage room and shout, really loudly, “My buddy Bob Small can beat the shit out of anyone in this bar!” 

			“Shhh shhh, shut up, Delsing.” He’s either cringing down in his seat or shifting his eyes from side to side.

			“Hey, I’m sticking up for you.”

			“Shut the fuck up, please.”

			“You’re my hero.”

			Etcetera. I remember the time that Bob Small and Ron Barber and I were walking along the sidewalk on the main drag in Penticton late one afternoon during the Peach Festival.

			“My pal Ron Barber can beat the hell out of anyone in this burg,” I shouted.

			Before a second had gone by, Ron turned to Bob Small and asked really loudly, “Is that right, Barber?”

			He wasn’t my oldest friend, but I was proud of him. If the Club charter had not prevented it, I might have asked him to join the Club.

			But I am supposed to be telling you about my travails during all these years during which I have been trying to get home to stay. Maybe this last little anecdote will help. It does, after all, take place in my home town.

			I was, as I usually was twice a year, up in Lawrence visiting the oddly disconnected members of my natal family. During this occasion I was staying with my kid brother Reggie, and of an evening we could be found in the taproom of the Lawrence Hotel, an old building with unrented rooms in the middle of the more southern block downtown. Reggie looked a lot like me, only taller, thinner, darker of hair, and sporting a nose that had not been broken. All I knew about his life in Lawrence was that he worked in the irrigation system most days and sweated on the golf course on the others. He had been married once, to an okay woman who had developed a taste for haywire religion. While I was visiting we ate out or at other houses in the family.

			It is Saturday night and we are sitting in the pub and saying the odd word to each other loudly enough to be heard despite the rock and roll music being played by a band from some other small town in the province. People would say hello to Reggie or give him a fashionable handshake as they walked by our table. 

			We were all caught up on his valley news and my West Coast news, and we had covered the National League pennant race. For a while we drank in silence and listened to the Quebec French being spoken pretty loudly at the nearby tables, by young fruit pickers who worked mindlessly in paradise by day. Then I went into my routine.

			As soon as the band had finished a song, I held a twenty-dollar bill aloft and shouted, “I’ve got twenty dollars for anyone who wants to fight my brother!”

			A lithesome young woman I had not noticed until then was walking toward our table. When she got there she took the twenty dollars in one hand, pulled Reggie out of his chair with the other, and said, “I’ll fuck him for twenty dollars.”

			And took off with my kid brother. I had another beer, sitting all alone, wondering whether I should hold up another bill. Then I had to up and walk home all alone. Well, home, eh? Used to be a home. Not mine. I didn’t see my brother till Sunday afternoon.

		

	
		
			Honey didn’t like to have me hanging around her shop, or even to drop in. It was her domain, her hive, whatever. It was not a home so much as it was another life. Not that I was crazy about visiting the place. I have never been that much interested in fabrics and furnishings. I have never seen a cover of Home & Furnishings magazine that I liked. If they were to have the nerve to show us a small room with nothing in it but a room-sized mattress, I might riffle the mag. But brocades and tassels and bolts of organza I find about as exciting as cocktail jazz.

			If I was ever to get home, really home, or if I was to visit from time to time — I mean the house I almost shared with Honey and the kid — I’d make myself a cup of coffee and head straight to my so-called studio. In the olden days it held a homemade easel and some books and paper and incoming letters and a typewriter. Later it held more books, less paper, more incoming letters and a series of computers. There was a homemade easel under something somewhere. I didn’t know much about these computers — they were typewriters with screens. 

			The main thing about my studio. It was messy. It was cramped even though it was originally intended to be a garage. The chair I sat in had forgotten how to swivel, and sometimes it even fell over, though you would swear that it couldn’t. There was an area rug that had once been on the floor of my bedroom in the basement of my childhood house in Lawrence. It had known its share of spiders and jism over the years. Once in a while I would get out the hand-held vacuum cleaner and spiff it up. That’s when I would often find half-written poems or little bits of wisdom that were supposed to find their ways into essays about the artist’s life. Most of the wall space was taken up with buckshee bookshelves and the odd photo in a dime-store frame. One charcoal drawing of my sister, made when I was in high school.

			I wasn’t in this space to get it ready for a spread in Exquisite Homes. Honey was going for that in the rest of the house. In fact, she did make it once, sort of, a page in a year-end feature of a city magazine whose name eludes me — or maybe I elude it. 

			Anyway, sometimes I felt like an intruder rather than the hero of the story as I walked past well-thought-out floral arrangements and damask whatevers on the way to my room.

			I had two kinds of clothing, as you might imagine. There were the expensive and ill-fitting overcoats and dress shirts that Honey bought me to make up for her much more exciting spending on renovations. And there were the clothes I usually wore — my black denim trousers and the sweaters I’d got somehow, I don’t remember how, twenty-five years earlier in a snowy city across the continent.

			What I really tried to do, much of the time, was to feel at home in my skin.

		

	
		
			One night back in August of 1965 we squeezed five people into Federico’s fender-beaten Renault and drove down the blue-lit streets of Mexcity to a rock and roll place on a corner I’d never seen before, Club Harlem — no dancing, the young Yankee-looking Indios with Beatles hair and upsweeps, doing the frug and the jerk on their stools before tables of checker-cloth and ten-peso fancy coffee. 

			Electric guitars and loud drums coming from a tiny stage in one corner — loudspeakers high on the walls, the Rockin’ Devils is the band, very loud Yankee rock and roll classics and crazy new English sounds — the singer wails in English, loud Spanish sad accent, they don’t have a band uniform, but they all seem zooty rockers, pounding it out. 

			Later we squeeze back into the Renault, down long Insurgentes of bare streetcar tracks, around crowded Saturday-night tourist section, what, the Zona Rosa, maybe, to the kosher café filled with hip books for sale in English and Spanish, great paintings and murals and sculptured bronze bust of the owner, who is a middle-aged Jewish beatnik with pipe and frizz goatee and balding frizz on his head, his face in all the paintings we see now, he is there, and rushes to Federico — he has checked the proofs of his new book of poems, lots of excitement, amid kosher Mexican foodstuffs, and a drunk is led quietly out the back glass doors — President Kennedy ate in this café, Felipe Ehrenberg the cool painter is here with his friend the Polish choreographer from Nuevo York, used to dance in Tashkent, my favourite dream city. You can tell who it is I’ve been reading.

			After the immense meal we drop Clayton E. at his hotel by the railroad station, and continue now, two little beat Mexico cars into the mysterious north-side Mexcity of broken factories and dark streets, no street lamps for you, looking for a darkly famous bordello. Down a long narrow unlit street between blackened brick warehouses with smashed windows, ruins of adobe-like bombed-out cities in a war no one remembers, screams and really loud laughter of women from doors with bare light bulbs and radios, taxis parked in the alley, dark Mexicanos wearing midnight sunglasses sitting in them, a boy with white shirt gets into Felipe’s car, and away we go again, Honey saying she is nervous, will we actually go into the whorehouse? 

			We pass a tire shop at 1:00 a.m., seven Mexican men with oil rags are putting a pretty well-used tire onto a car jacked up at the curb — around corners we go, two little dented cars, to a wide street with autos all around a long low brick building, taxis arriving and leaving with smoky diesel bursts. We pull into a dark dirt parking lot, usual youths there banging flat hand signals on back of the car, back into this narrow space between jalopies, we get out, and Federico and Felipe confer with Indio under cowboy tassel hat — he says if the women are coming to work here they have to leave, the police are nervous, but we explain that they’re not working and in we go through a curtain made of two blankets over the doorway, inside, where the first part is empty, music coming from three directions somewhere. We’re in a long row of mud huts with connecting walls broken open. We are now moving or being moved in a thick crowd of people, a lot of men, short people mostly, smoke in the air; there are tables now, and benches, where men smoke everything and drink who knows what, maybe pulque, a guitar here and there, then voices deliver plaintive quietened corazón song, there are hundreds of men, old, who knows how old, young, and a few women with them, Tristessas all, in underwear and sweaters, all fading red. Near the smelly wooden bar made of planks and boxes, the crowd gets thicker yet, people continually pushing by, two ugly shapeless little women with scowling faces jam past us. Federico turns, and all in single file we are pushing our thin way out again, my protective possessor arm around Honey’s shoulders in front of me. A man smiles at me and says, “¿Hermana, no? Muy hermosa, ah . . .” 

			And we are out in the puddled earth again, manoeuvring the coche, handing pesos to the boys in white shirts. I say, “What happens?”

			“Federico wanted to leave, badly.” That’s Honey. We are outside the adobe noise, but my ears are stuffed with sodden mud straw.

			Out on the late-night taxi streets again, Honey is sad about the young whores. I don’t make any of my customary jokes, just sit in the beaten French auto, thinking of the dark stones and lonely men on the corners we pass. I say one thing during the hour’s drive. “Una casa no es una morada.”

		

	
		
			I did once have a strange adventure with two skinny ones at the same time. I told this story to a painter friend and he thought it was really funny, so I hope you do too. Maybe they weren’t all that skinny, maybe they were just the thin side of medium, one a little more than the other. Maybe this didn’t happen at all. But I remember it often, especially when I hear Nina Simone. When I hear Nina Simone singing I feel a little bug of fear crawling up the middle of my back. If I were alone with Nina Simone in a locked room, I would be mortally afraid.

			I am like a lot of people, like my blind buddy Bob Small, for example. I like the idea of getting naked with two women and trying out this and that.

			I have never had quite enough of either this or that in my long life.

			One was a little thinner than the other. One was somewhat drunker than the other. One had bushy red hair and the other had no hair at all, none on her head, none anywhere else. I didn’t quite know who she was.

			Red and the other one said they could use a ride home after the pub, and as this was back in the day when I thought I could drive my Japanese car after sitting in a public house for a few hours, I drove them home. They sat together in the back seat, Red and the stranger. Red had introduced me to the stranger a few hours earlier, but I never remember the names of people when they are introduced to me. Not even when the person has no eyebrows.

			They seemed to think it was the most ordinary thing in the world that I would drive them across the viaduct and up First Avenue to Cotton Street and a couple blocks up Cotton Street and get out of the car and follow them into Red’s basement apartment, I think it was.

			I don’t remember or I am incapable of inventing all the details here, but I know that we engaged in a lot of silly talk, Red and I. The other one was a little thinner and quite quiet, and about the time I saw the freckles across Red’s chest, I looked and saw that the other one was a matter of hairless skin all over her surface.

			We would have had another drink of wine or something, but apparently there wasn’t any. I still, they let me know without saying so, had the option of going or staying. There was a double-sized brass bed with two pillows and one wrinkled sheet. I opted for staying, and though I was given no help, I was soon reduced to nudity.

			“Five,” I said.

			Red stepped out of her step-ins and looked at me curiously.

			“Beers I had. But over about three hours.”

			Red had good thick curly red hair, to make up for the stranger’s lack.

			In a trice, or maybe after a little nap, who knows, I found myself lying flat on my back with a youngish woman on either side, Red on her back, the stranger on her front. How the heck do I manage this, I wondered. Neither of my bedmates was taking any initiative. I put my right hand on the stranger’s bum, and it made a quick and singular quiver, such as you notice a horse doing. I put my other hand on Red’s near thigh and with gentle fingers suggested she move it away from the far one.

			According to earlier fancy, they should both have had hands or mouths on my apparatus. It was almost hard. But nooo. 

			I thought I heard Red snoring lightly.

			Okay, while she’s sleeping I will enjoy the stranger, I decided.

			She was pretty well awake, turned over and looking at me with those bald-girl eyes, not a sound from her mouth, though I thought I could hear, or I remember hearing, the breath in her nose. She gestured at my hands, and I thought I was complying when I put them on her nice little breasts, but she indicated that in one hand she was holding a length of silk rope. Oh, I see, I saw, and hurried to proffer my wrists, one of which was in another trice secured to one bar of brass at the head of the bed, and despite Red’s heaviness, the second was quick to follow. I was, as they say, naked, sweating a little because it was pretty warm in that basement bedroom, my arms in the shape of a why, my brain pretty well under the control of beer.

			Speaking of which, what if I had to pee? But I didn’t. My perfectly ordinary pecker was getting harder by the moment. While Baldy was affixing my second wrist to the brass, her nipple slid across my face.

			This is going to be so good, I thought. Whatever number of young women was awake would do totally welcome however frightening things to me, especially to my eager asparagus. I was really really hoping for Bob Small’s oft-described fantasy — two women, two tongues, one poor victimized lad tied as if to a mast.

			The stranger now had perspiration gleaming on her head’s skin. She gave Red a little shake, held her steady to prevent sudden vomiting, and leaned forward to whisper in her ear. Red’s long curly hair was all over the place, filling me with hope. I began to take my fortune for granted. I think the notion of getting home flashed across the darkened back part of my brain.

			Now they were standing, two naked women with perspiration between their breasts, just visible enough in the gentle light that came mainly through the door from the kitchenette. There was a candle somewhere in the room, but I was not looking around much. If my arms were getting sore and tired, so what?

			Red walked with a little clumsiness to the boom box on top of what must have been her dresser, and pushed buttons. Then she joined her sister in abduction and gave her a big kiss. Their mouths were open and noisy and their adorable youngish bodies were pressed against one another.

			Then came the music. From the boom box some drums and bass and quick brass. Oh, the night of brass, I thought, filing away a title in case this became literature. Then three singers — Marvin Gaye, Red and the stranger — sang some soul, sometimes in key, sometimes not. Once there was a knocking on the floor above us.

			But on and on they went, singing song after song, dancing as the mood took them while the late night became not mine so much as theirs. I tried numerous times, but could not free a wrist. My vegetable friend stayed where he was. Maybe he was happy. I let myself dim out.

		

	
		
			I woke up because someone was untying my rope.

			It was the wide-awake and chipper stranger. She gave me a generous little smile and indicated that my clothes were in a fairly neat pile on top of my shoes on the floor. After a serious visit to the bathroom, where I sat down to be sure, I got dressed, my socks right side out, and blew kisses to the sleeping Red and the still-naked stranger. Though my headache reminded me of the time I had my cranium in a vise on a dare, I afforded myself a last male gaze at a slim tanned naked beautiful torso in the morning kitchen window light, and went out to see whether my car was still there.

			When I got home Honey wasn’t up yet. When I finally did see her in the early afternoon, I told her I had for safety’s sake slept on someone’s couch again. It was just about true, and I had done just that a number of times on pub night.

			She didn’t say anything, just continued messing with her garden.

			I felt, not for the first time, like a dead louse.

		

	
		
			I’m trying to imagine Kirk and his triumphant return to Ithaca. All right, he shoots that arrow through all the circles, he slays all those suitors, he clasps his grown son’s tanned torso. Then it’s up with the background music, lots of strings for sure, and he and Penelope look for a little privacy.

			There they are, in the kitchen. She’s got her elbow up, stirring something, doesn’t look all that appetizing. It’s probably not for him anyway.

			He’s sweating like crazy, his shirt all torn off his shoulders, a sword mark across his chest. His breath is coming in great gulps. He drops his bloody weapon on the stone floor. This is where she is supposed to forget about the discomfort of all that blood getting on her nice outfit. Supposed to press her needful quaint against his thigh.

			“That Calypso. Nice and skinny, is she?” Pen sneers.

			Now it happens that Calypso is better looking than Mrs. Odysseus, and he did let her distract him for a while, maybe too long. But he was home now, wasn’t he? He knows what he likes, and he knows where he wants to be, even if his friends can’t figure that out.

			“Hey, if you’re not going to stick around, do you mind if I take a shot at her?” asked a drinking buddy.

			Kirk slapped him upside the head. “Show some respect. She’s not some slut,” he told him.

			Penelope has her back to him now while she runs water in the sink.

			“Why didn’t you just stay with your slut?” she asks the window in front of her.

			Kirk is standing there, dripping, his chest rising and falling. A lot of women would cream their jeans to be in the same room.

			“She doesn’t mean anything to me,” he tells his wife. “I am where I have always wanted to be right now.”

			“Well, except when there’s a beautiful blonde needs rescuing.”

			“I was helping out a friend. She was his wife, after all.”

			“But you were fucking her before and after he was. Tell me, when you tore down that city and rescued her for your friend, did you bonk her for old times’ sake?”

			He feels like going out and looking for some more suitors to kill. He hears their ghosts departing, squeaking like bats as they go out of hearing. He can’t figure out why he isn’t being treated as a hero, being so used to it. He catches a glimpse of two of Penelope’s ladies-in-waiting and imagines their sweet young bodies under their white chitons. 

			“I had a speech to make,” he says. “To celebrate our victory.”

			“Oh yes, you are famous for your speeches,” she says. “You talk your way into a lot of beds with your famous speech, you fucking asshole.”

			That’s right. Penelope calls the son of Laertes a fucking asshole.

			In my imagination, I mean.

		

	
		
			The grey hair bothered him for weeks, for months. 

			Had it just been that long since he had seen her, and her hair turned grey during the interim?

			Was it his fault that her hair had turned grey? Is that why she had been walking in his neighbourhood so that he could see her?

			Was her hair really grey back when they were going to bed together, before he had wronged her? Had she been dyeing it? No, that didn’t seem like her. But how often had things turned out differently from the way he had thought they were?

			Is that asshole out there mowing the neighbour’s lawn with a gas mower ever going to get it finished? Is he going to start with the power edger after the mower?

			She was not particularly exceptional in any other way, but her hair was wonderful. It was long and thick, and it curled upon itself in waves of chestnut colour. He loved to run it through his fingers, and he loved to feel it spilling onto his bare stomach. When he saw her, if he did indeed see her on the Avenue, that hair was still abundant and what the advertisers call rich. What had been chestnut was now grey, and when the woman walked, that hair still moved splendidly.

			He had decided that his own hair, which was thin and overly fine and badly cut, was now grey. When he looked at his imperfect face in most bathroom mirrors, the image’s hair still looked light brown with silver edges, but when he saw photographs, snaps of himself, his hair looked white. He thought that maybe people were just using cheap and impatient cameras.

			That was her face under and behind that grey hair, wasn’t it? He had looked harder than one usually does, but not so hard as to frighten a stranger, and she had looked back at him impassively. Hiding her anger, her resentment?

			He had seen and heard women break into tears when he wronged them, but he had never turned anyone’s hair grey before.

			Or was this woman a stranger? He should have turned and followed her, but this had all happened so suddenly. He had continued walking, up to the library. If he had followed her, would he have looked at something besides her hair, checking for her short legs and unfashionable clothes?

			If he had caught up to her and she had stopped and looked at him with her big steady eyes, would he have tried to get out from under the thin layer of remorse she had so suddenly placed over his grey head?

		

	
		
			At least I felt as if I had wronged them. I must have, because I had never come to tears while thinking of them. I had sat in a Toronto restaurant, terribly uncomfortable because of the tears in the eyes I was trying not to look at too much, had in another city lain naked in a friend’s upstairs spare room while a nude and newly thin woman wept in the doorway.

			The woman in the restaurant had been my agent during the fleeting success I enjoyed in my middle age. In those days the way things worked in Toronto was that fairly chic women circulated around the publishing business, working as book editors, magazine editors, agents and memoirists. For some reason one of these women took a chance on a fiction manuscript I had surprisingly finished, and luckily she worked for one of the biggest publishers in the city, those people who referred to themselves as “professional” as opposed to the little literary presses I usually hung out at. 

			“What will I do?” I asked her. “I think I need an agent, but I have no idea how you get an agent.”

			“Didn’t they teach you that in your creative writing classes?”

			“Don’t get me confused with those professionals,” I said.

			“Here, make a phone call,” she said, scribbling words and numbers on a square of paper, the kind I always thought I should have on my person if I was going to be a real writer. I read the news.

			“Rocky? She’s a boxer?”

			“Her real name is Rowena. She dropped it when she came to Canada. For obvious reasons.”

			“Of course,” I said. 

			“Give her a call. Tell her I suggested it.”

		

	
		
			Dropped it when she came to Canada.

			They are always coming to Canada from Europe, or they were. Now I guess they mainly come from China or other parts of Asia. I don’t know why, but I have always just loved Europe. I didn’t get there until I was thirty, but I have been back a fair number of times in the many decades since then, and I often say I should have spent my time in Europe, or at least half of my time. Some people do that. Some of my heroes did that. 

			I watch French and German and Italian movies, and yearn for those cobbles. I even smile fondly when I see intelligent women lighting cigarettes in every scene. Halfway through my life I sat for weeks in European hotels smoking cigarettes and drawing in sketchbooks. When sirens went by on the street below, they were those two-pitch sirens that are so evocative in French movies. 

			Every few years I would fall in love with a young woman who had come from Europe to be a student or au pair or secretary for a year or two. Almost all of them spoke some kind of German as a first language. Few things are as endearing as being spoken to in a German accent by a young woman with her shoes off.

			Germany. Switzerland. Austria. Lichtenstein, for heaven’s sake! 

			I have been lucky enough and pushy enough to get four teaching gigs in Europe, one in Bologna, one in Bergen, one in Lyons and one in Berlin. More properly, West Berlin.

		

	
		
			At that time, I remember, everyone wanted to have sex, as they say, with Fé. When I first knew her she was married to my new friend Taylor, but they had separated, he to take up with a tall young woman from some other habitation, and she to become a poet at last. I mean she likely knew all along that she was a poet, but when you are with Taylor, it is Taylor who is the poet. Now Fé was not only a poet in town like the rest of us, but a poet with a book published by an arty press in Toronto, and so there were people across the country who wanted to have sex with her. 

			If you write non-fiction, there is a chance you will get a big cheque some time. If you are a poet, you expect other kinds of rewards. But I had always told myself that I was never going to be on a bed with Fé, partly because of my innate modesty and partly because she was, on and off, a friend of Honey. Once in a while they would go to Seattle and buy outrageous clothes, or they would get a couple bottles of Veuve Clicquot and spend the afternoon and evening in Honey’s room with the door closed to kids or adults.

			I am not the kind of person to go after revenge tail. It’s just that for some reason Honey was out of town at a conference or maybe a “conference,” and I went from the pub to a party in southern Kerrisdale rather than home. 

			The house belonged to a woman whose name I barely knew, and it was full of people who were not exactly my friends, but friends of people I knew. You might know how that works. And I guess if the truth be told, I was there because I had heard that Fé would be there, she being a good friend of the woman who partly owned the house. It was what passes for a hip house in Kerrisdale. I think there were some artifacts from a one-time fishing vessel on walls or floors.

			I was a bit blurry from my hours in the pub, and if the truth be told, I should not have driven my Toyota from downtown to this party, but I was in a strange mood. The same mood had me leaning against a wall and smoking a cigarette, my eyes half-closed, in imitation of the way I used to present myself at parties when I was in my twenties and mysterious. It did occur to me that people might laugh behind my back, but I just considered the company I was keeping.

			Just to be where Fé was. Not with any hunter’s design. For some reason I just wanted to look at her.

			And who wouldn’t? Yes, she had a French name, one presumed, but she had that Irish colouring that some people devote their romantic life to — white white skin, abundant black hair, and wide-open blue eyes. When she smiled, her smile wrinkled her nose, as in the song. 

			“Won’t you please arrange it?” I said very quietly when I found myself standing behind her, or rather leaning on my wall.

			“What?”

			I felt as if I were talking to a member of the family, eh? Familiar, not a fence in sight. 

			“Just remembered a song I haven’t thought of for years,” I said.

			But she was already talking to someone, Melanie or Meredith or Melody. Melissa.

			Well, you know house parties. They go on and get boring and then they come to a close, and people whose brains have been inhabited by chemicals drive their cars home.

			“I can’t drive,” I heard Fé say, and maybe it was just luck that I was close by.

			“I’ll gladly see you home,” I said, not leaning now.

			I thought she would look at me funny and decide I had had too much of something. But she took my arm and laughed lightly. Well, I am a good friend, I told myself.

			I had had a lot of practice driving homeward while drunk, and usually I made it all right. Once in the Downtown Eastside I blew two tires by driving fast along a route that had not been a street for some time. I went through years of Friday nights with good luck, and that is what sustained me this time, a beautiful woman sitting beside me with her flowery skirt not covering her white knees. I kept my eyes on the road, or roads as they became when I lost focus for a bit, and once I put my hand on her knee in a reassuring way and I guess she understood it as such.

			And when we got to her little white house I just shut off the engine and followed her up the front steps, which was all right with her.

			Well, we talked, and laughed some, and found most of a bottle of Merlot, and maybe it was around this time that we had a taste of LSD. It may have been earlier, at the party, or maybe later, in the early morning. I really cannot remember, and probably could not then. Not having had much experience with acid, I did not know how it was supposed to interact with red wine and whatever else I had had.

			The night would probably have been as jumpy without it. We were not in a hurry, and maybe we were putting it off because we shouldn’t be here together in her place for all the various reasons, so we did this and that, mainly Fé playing the piano. She started, no music sheets, playing what she knew, and eventually what she was just then learning, and louder and louder, and I bet the neighbours in the next house could hear. Fé’s white hands lifted high and then smashed down on the keys, again and again and again, while I looked unabashed on her lovely little bum on the shiny black piano bench. 

			There was blood on her fingers and on the white keys, and she reacted to it by smashing harder, and I was so gone that I didn’t wonder what this was about, just knew it was and it was there and so we were. What a thing. I stood then behind her and reached my arms around her narrow shoulders and held her small breasts. She played without violence while I lifted her skirt, raised her little bum to allow me to pull the silky cloth up and over her head, her hands one by one raised while the other played, I thought I recognized Mendelssohn, and then I removed her slight bra and she raised her little bum again as I pulled her tiny underpants over her knees, and then she was a boy’s slender naked dream sitting lightly on a piano bench while one leg reached out so that her foot could touch the pedal, and I took my clothes off pretty fast.

			I stood behind her and then up against her back, yes, leaning again, I could lean that way forever.

			But I was so strong back then, strong and gallant. I picked her up and felt her cool skin on my chest as I carried her into her bedroom, thankful that she saved the bedrooms upstairs for writing and guests. Her arms around my neck were the sweetest cooperation I could imagine. 

			At last, I thought, at last. I thought this would never . . . I felt as if I had sailed the most difficult seas . . .

			“Why are you standing there?”

			“I want to see as much as I can,” I said.

			“Ah yes, the painter.”

			So she relaxed and smiled. She was white on a blue sheet. The walls were blue. Her eyes were blue. There were tiny blue veins on her chest just above her cute little breasts. Her eyes.

			“One of your eyes is bright blue and the other one is greenish blue,” I said, almost reproachfully. 

			“That happens among cats,” she said, and her hands made come-here movements.

			I lifted one of her ankles and kissed it, and then I ran my tongue’s tip up the inside of her leg. I lifted her foot so that up was down and I was both. I put my tongue inside her, then all the way in until I felt both her hands on my skull. I was on my knees and my cock was parallel to my trunk. “I haven’t forgotten about you,” I said.

			“I should hope not,” whispered Fé.

			“Not talking to you.”

			“What are you doing to me?”

			Now I held both of her ankles and lifted her legs to my shoulders. My heart was pounding. “Lie surging,” I think I said.

			“What?”

			“Acid. I think I see a hundred colours in your eyes.”

			I lifted her little bum and then I was the only place I wanted to be. Wet and narrow. I cooperated.

			Her eyes were wide open and her whole white body was moving. I had never thought I’d —

			“You’re fucking me,” she said, as if it was a wonder.

			“Ahh,” I said in reply. “Ahh.”

			We continued and continued, as if both of us had been waiting for this with no realistic hope but with secret wishing. 

			You know all the standard positions, so if you are imagining this, just go in whatever order you like.

			Inside my head, a surprised voice said, I’m fucking her.

			It took me, because I am essentially a shy man, a while to ask her whether I could put this still rather stiff item into her mouth.

			“Maybe next time,” she whispered. 

			My luck had not run out. There was a next time, in another city, where I stayed all night and found myself feeling a little proprietary. Where there was Pinot Gris rather than LSD.

			“If you promise not to put it in a book,” she whispered.

		

	
		
			My little home town of Lawrence is not the prettiest spot in the valley. There is a little lake sort of in town, and a few other little lakes just a bit north, and a river that used to wind its way south toward the Columbia, until it got straightened by some well-meaning town councillors who thought they were onto the latest thing. On the eastern and western edges of town are some brown hills with very few pine trees on them, and back of them are some blue mountains that no one will ever put a ski resort on.

			The brown hills on the east side are in what was called an Indian reserve when we were kids. My buddy Bob Small and I spent a lot of time up there, especially in the summer, which in that part of the world runs from April to October. When we were very young we played in Manuel Louie’s barn. Manuel Louie was the chief on that reserve, and in his barn we found eagle feathers, we thought, turkey feathers in all likelihood. 

			Bob Small and I were not juvenile delinquents. We just liked exploring. We loved abandoned buildings and half-built buildings. We liked the caves we found on both sides of the valley, and we liked the scattered remains of a long-gone mining town where we found coloured bottles and buttoned shoes. 

			When Bob’s father found things Bob had to do, or when I felt like having my dog for company instead of my friend, I would wander the hills without my second in command, trying not to get a cactus in my ankle, keeping my ears open for rattlesnakes. 

			Way up behind the reserve was Blue Mountain, which Bob and I climbed once with his dog. Up on top there was no sign that human beings had ever been there. Our elevation was something like five thousand feet, we thought, and from the ridge we could look down and see another valley that had no river, no fences or buildings in it. 

			But between the foot of Blue Mountain and the irrigation ditch and the dirt road that ran along it, there was a big brown elongated lump that we called Big Rock Candy Mountain. It was about an hour’s climb or less, and there were no footpaths. There were a lot of rocks on this lump that itself looked as if millions of years ago it had been a gigantic rock that fell down the slope of Blue Mountain. I tried to imagine what the last ice age had done about this odd brown hunk of stone and couch grass you can now see from my brother’s dining room window.

			We never saw anyone else climbing Big Rock Candy Mountain, and unlike the hills west of town, the ground showed us no rusted sardine cans or pieces of leather. There were a few trees, some of them higher than a boy. There were the usual wildflowers, lady’s slippers, bleeding hearts, buttercups. My dog Caesar found lots of things that aroused his curiosity. I always brought a drugstore paperback novel, and for an hour or two I enjoyed the sensation of being all alone listening to insects, so near to my small-town life, reading about some made-up USAmericans, cowboys or space explorers.

			All my life till then I had been interested in the solar system’s slow long time, in erosion, for example. During my solo climbs I would help erosion out a little by clambering up a shale slide, moving fast enough not to become scree myself. Or rolling a rock down a hill.

			That wouldn’t have happened for another thousand years, I would tell myself.

			If I saw a dead broken branch on a dwarfish ponderosa pine, I would pull it off the tree and fling it out into the air. “Glad to be part of the process,” I might say out loud.

			This one time, up on Big Rock Candy Mountain all alone, no loyal companion, no household pet, just friendly dragonflies making their wonderful noise as they helicoptered by, I let my attention remain on a boulder I had seen many a time before. People often say that something like that is the size of an automobile, but as much as I like to remember it so, this boulder was only about half the size of a baby Austin, a car that was pretty numerous around Lawrence and nearby orchards because of all the English immigrants clogging up our valley.

			“Delsing at nature’s work,” I said out loud. Across the valley I could see a huge white scar on the side of the brown hill, where trucks had been driving away with loads of silica all my life. 

		

	
		
			It was not yet light when I drove away from Fé’s, a smile pasted on my face. It is nice driving around that early in the morning, so little traffic, too nice to go straight home, but why did I drive to the unnamed poet’s house? Why did I get out of my Toyota and walk around the walls of the unnamed poet’s house in the dark? Surely he was not going to come to the door and invite me in, out of the dark. Why did I turn and walk backward along the back wall?

			Then I was alive, lying on my back, and I saw that I had fallen down the concrete steps to the basement door. I had a terrible pain in the back of my head, and my right wrist. 

			I drove home using my left hand only, and managed to get onto my bed. Satisfied to be alive, happy to go to the hospital later in the day or early in the next, lying in bed with someone’s blood on my chest.

		

	
		
			The one named Areth was definitely not skinny. Improbably but somehow sweetly named Areth. She was from New Brunswick, so she pronounced the first syllable of her name in a way I could never imitate. I try it now, all these years later, and I still can’t do it. It’s a little like the way English people say “Harry,” and I can’t say that either, even though Harry is my middle name. When I pronounce it as I do, hairy, the English people scoff at the colonial, the American.

			When I was a kid in the orchard valley, I looked forward to being an American, having American chocolate bars and cigarettes, leaned toward American spelling and pronunciation because in that way I could distinguish myself from the English, the Limeys that surrounded me, who sometimes hired me to pick their apples.

			But there I was, in Montreal, trying to get home by a circuitous route, and so was Areth, the Maritimer. I was, I thought still, miscast as a part-time professor, and Areth seemed an unlikely student. She could have been trying for some kind of show-business role. She had conventionally beautiful hair, dark and softly curling and lustrous, and a lovely white face with blue eyes and red lips and rosy cheeks. She looked like a starlet except that she was a wee bit short and a wee bit plump. Just a wee bit. Oh, and she had large globular breasts, as were then popular in the less hip magazines and movies and social circles. It was the time when beatniks were morphing into hippies, and it was considered cool that boys and girls looked like each other. When you got a glimpse of Areth you wondered whether she was bucking the trend or hadn’t heard of it. How small was that town in New Brunswick?

			Of course I often smiled at her when we met in the hall or wherever, and maybe I offered a little free badinage based on her place of birth. Often her face and body would appear in my fancy when I was standing in the shower. Nothing wrong with that. Perfectly normal. I did spend most of my social time with those hippie women, remember. 

			I mean I also spent a lot of time thinking about ground balls, of moving over and snaffling them and making overhand throws to first. How did Kirk Douglas, I wondered, stave off temptation? You can’t have wax in your ears all the time.

			She could not have gotten that shirt tighter, I thought, and then I paid attention to the art-history paper I was marking. It wasn’t even her paper. I wasn’t an old man then, but I was in danger of being a dirty old man. C plus, for one of the Sandies, both of whom wore oversized black sweatshirts. 

			“That’s not a bad-looking nose, considering how blue it is.”

			“Least I’m not a herring choker.”

			“Neither am I.”

			“What do you choke?”

			“Don’t choke. Just joke.”

			“That’s how a lot of people back home say joke.”

			She emanated a peculiar innocence, at the same time giving me the sense that she knew a lot more about the erotic life than I did. She certainly knew a lot more than I had known at her age — what? twenty? — but her knowledge had to be a narrow one. I had read the Greeks, for heaven’s sake. She learned everything she knew in Moncton or some such place. 

			It was wonderful, or should that be alarming, when spring finally came to Montreal. Now instead of tight sweaters she wore blouses that did not close all the way up. I don’t know what it is about cleavage, but I join the male majority in looking down on it. Areth was the only student I knew who wore high heels to school, and she had to be conscious of the effect, had to be. 

			I imagined that she slept with many pillows and wore nightclothes made by generous larvae undergoing total metamorphosis, and that sounds a little like classical literature, doesn’t it? 

			At the time I was fairly new to adultery, and most of my adulterous experience had been accidental or marked by shortcomings. But whenever I had adulterous thoughts about Areth, they were coloured by my inescapable feeling that the situation, or at least her contribution to it, was comical. I don’t quite know what I mean, but when it comes to Areth or the memory of her, meaning is not my priority.

			Things came, if you will pardon the expression, to a head one poetry night. Every second Friday night we, three friends of mine and I, hosted a good poet at the university, some of whom had long been my friends, others famous people I had never met, in a series of readings that has never been equalled in the country. Nowadays, when everything is “amazing” and “unique” and “iconic,” these visitors would be called “great poets.” Well, we thought that Dante was great and that Muriel Rukeyser was really good. In fact, Muriel Rukeyser was the visitor on the night in question.

			The reading in the faculty lounge was very satisfying, and now people were milling around a little before going out to a bar or to the party for the poet at my friend Harold’s house. I had to get something from my office, or pretended I had to, and wouldn’t you know it? Areth wanted to discuss Muriel Rukeyser, so came upstairs with me. When we got inside my office either she or I closed the door, which was designed to lock when that was done.

			Okay, I did begin to give in to her blandishments, what with all the poetry in the air and the low-cut bodice of her unacademic garb. I let her kiss me, or I kissed her a little. She was, I guessed, influenced by these words from Muriel Rukeyser: “Our poems will have failed if our readers are not brought by them beyond the poems.” And more specifically that night:

			Whether it is a speaker, taut on a platform,

			who battles a crowd with the hammers of his words,

			whether it is the crash of lips on lips

			after absence and wanting : we must close

			the circuits of ideas, now generate,

			the leap in the body’s action or the mind’s repose.

		

	
		
			And she was somehow on her bare knees, her fingers at the front of my corduroy trousers, an almost unimaginable dream, my office light on, my friends perhaps looking for me, her eyes looking happily at whatever expression was on my face.

			“Well, no,” I said. “I am flattered and tempted, as you can feel in that hand, but no. At least not now.”

			And I took her elbows and lifted, those divine breasts against my ache as she rose.

			Because in some other life, she was my student. I don’t know. I think I’d heard that some teachers made it, as we used to say, with their students. I didn’t have a rule, not a written rule or hard and fast (excuse me) rule, but I just never had it off with a student. With a former student, well, yeah, but. 

			She took it well, though she seemed to be a confused Maritimer girl. Later I saw her at the party, and I was there with Honey, and of course I got only the tiniest bit drunk, which was a good thing, because I had to help a somewhat more tipsy Muriel Rukeyser through the revolving door at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. I thought she may have been thinking it would be okay if I helped her up to her room.

		

	
		
			This boulder was resting on the edge of a long drop, on a stone shelf, smaller rocks around its bottom. Someday, maybe in the thirtieth century, it was going to go down, coming to rest on the flat land below, where several boulders had been lying for centuries, making a landscape far different from the orderly rows of fruit trees with a highway beside a river cutting through.

			I was pretty sure I could get behind it and push hard enough to send it on its gravitational voyage. But what if it were to give way suddenly and I were unable to stop myself, following it into the mountainside air? I was carrying my hiking stick; maybe instead of pushing from behind the rock, I could use my stick to loosen the smaller rocks that were in front of it, holding it from rolling down. I managed to loosen a couple of these smaller rocks and send them thumping down the steep slope, but my boulder just moved a little forward. 

			Okay, I could just say I had done a century’s worth of erosion already and that was enough for this trip. 

			But no. If I am anything, I am a completist, which you might guess from the rest of this confessional running off of the mouth or whatever it is when you are writing it instead of speaking it. What I mean to say is that once started on this boulder, I had to get it off its perch. 

			I sat behind it and put my feet up, made a little prayer to God just in case, and pushed as hard as I could with my legs — and in a few seconds my feet were pushing mountain air. That boulder made a lot of noise going down. Once it hit something and went arcing out into the sunlight for a while, and as it thumped its way down Big Rock Candy, it loosened a lot of smaller rocks and stones and dirt, and then it was gone. I never got to see it land. When I climbed down to the flat bench I did not go looking for my boulder. I walked home as usual with my eyes down, watching for snakes.

			But as I walked, I allowed guilt to meet me and cover my head all the way into town and up the paved hill to our house. When I was around five my father and I climbed several times, and he told me one of his serious things, this one being that you should never roll rocks down the hill. You should try to imagine what it would be like to be down there when a huge rock was on its way down to where you were. Now, by the time I got home and into the kitchen for a glass of Frostade, I wanted to undo the whole afternoon. It wouldn’t be too many days until I was pretty sure there had been someone down there.

			I always listened to the news on the radio, but news from Lawrence seldom made the newspapers. On Thursday I read the local paper, but the paper hardly ever reported any news from the reserve in those days. I kept my ears open every time I heard people talking on the sidewalks. 

			It wasn’t too long till I was pretty sure I had killed someone, and I wondered whether there was someone I should tell about the boulder. The police, or Manuel Louie, or at least Bob Small. I decided to put it off for a week, and then I’d see. 

		

	
		
			Once in a while I find myself in Vernon, up there in the less familiar end of the valley, and three times in the last half a century I have found my way to Rick’s grave. The first time, when I was still a youngish cigarette-smoking demolition poet, I left a king-sized Export “A” ciggie on his stone. The most recent time I was with some other people, touring the valley for a semi-bogus literary reason, and that was lucky because though I was able to find the graveyard, and though I knew I had to be near the uphill edge of it if I were to have any hope of locating the name his family gave him, I just ran out of luck. Until a lovely Métis woman I had met only a couple days before called my name and then Rick’s.

			She was not at all like the Métis woman I always danced with at the hall in Portage la Prairie, where Rick and I heard a young fellow singing Elvis songs when Elvis songs were still exciting and he was still skinny. I was sort of going with her, but I was still a few months short of my first full-bore piece of tail, as we used to say. She wanted me to go to a fiddle contest with her. I told her the names of some saxophone players she had never heard of. I gave her my ID bracelet, and it turned her wrist from light brown to green, but she still wore it, and I was encouraged.

			Once I tried to impress her friends by lighting a cigarette with a burning twenty-dollar bill, but no one seemed to notice, so I made sure to put out the flame with 55 per cent of the bill remaining. One of her thinner friends told me months later that she could have gone for me if I had only had my eyes open. I used to slouch against a wall with my eyes at half-lid, to look mysterious in the common Manitoba night.

			I was a twenty-one-year-old virgin and my body was buzzing all the time. I figured I must be the only twenty-one-year-old virgin in the province of Manitoba at least. Truth is, I was too chicken to talk a girl into going all the way. I was also just getting toward the end of my secret career as a quiet Christian boy. What I needed was a horny friend of my mother, but there didn’t seem to be such a thing, so my two-week leave in Lawrence was chaste. Sometimes I would open my eyes right up, but most of the time I thought I was the central character in a youth flick.

			What I needed, and this would be a pattern all my life, was a female human animal who would take the initiative. Somehow I was able to resist verbal hints and provocative postures. It was as if I were being faithful to a girlfriend I didn’t have –– unless Wendy Love was going to consider me yet again. 

			I mean, I needed a young woman to say the magic words. A number of them tried, I think. Remember, this was in the 1950s, when a young woman would not admit to knowing certain words, and a young man often said them only to impress his friends. 

			Sometimes I think I was not sufficiently trained to get around in the normal world, that place where non-readers spent all their time. I spent my most meaningful time in books, mainly novels and short stories, not as an expert, not yet as a writer, just someone who loved the gleam of a drugstore paperback before opening it and falling into the first hundred pages. 

			This was long before I sold my soul to a drugstore paperback outfit that liked the way I could paint horses and revolvers, and didn’t hold out for too much money.

			Around the time I am talking about, I was crazy for the Danny O’Neill stories of James T. Farrell. It got so that I was almost, but not, you understand, really, walking the pavement-patched streets of Chicago, where immigrant parents didn’t have time to keep tabs on their sons. I remember that in my diary, unsophisticated as it was, I asked how come James T. Farrell knew so much about what was in my heart, what I was thinking while doing my repetitive job with my hands and a small portion of my brain.

			Whenever I mentioned James T. Farrell to a rare fellow reader he said something along the lines of “Oh yeah, Studs Lonigan. The young gangster. Pretty real, I guess.”

			“No. I have read the Studs Lonigan books, but I’m more interested in Danny O’Neill. A World I Never Made.”

			“Did you know that A.E. Housman died in the year that was published?”

			“Well, no, but what?”

			“I, a stranger, lonesome and afraid, Asshole.”

			This was a young man my age who had read a lot more than I had, or at least had better reading habits. I felt embarrassed, maybe even humiliated, and I don’t know whether that was his intent, didn’t know how serious he was in the nickname he’d called me by. But in a few years I had read Housman and his Juvenal, and I was thankful to my fellow reader. No star, I thought, is lost.

			All my life I have flipped Housman aside as poetry not worth reading much in a lifetime that isn’t likely to let you read all you should. Now I am an old man, repeatedly close to the last delivery, and wondering how to fit Housman in. 

			I’m what you might call a shopworn lad.

		

	
		
			But we were talking about (or so we typists say) a time during which I changed from being a traditional lad to seeming to be a container of knowledge. 

			Portage la Prairie, for us airmen at RCAF Macdonald, was the nearest town for beer parlours and dance halls, and poontang, if you were that lucky. The beer parlours were not strict about the age limit, which was twenty-one in Manitoba in those days. And as I’ve mentioned, people like Rick hid bottles of wine in the tall grass because last call at the beer parlours, where women were not allowed, by the way, was called at 9:45 p.m. However, the cab ride from the beer parlour to the dance hall was assessed at seventy-five cents, and five airmen could get into the cab. This was not an intellectual life.

			But after a couple years, when my discharge was a few months away, Portage became something else. I had a friend who had a girlfriend in town, and his girlfriend had a friend, and you probably know how that goes. We went to the park and had picnics, can you imagine? We went to the agriculture museum and had our pictures taken on harvesters and the like. For a while I was the most-recently-arrived person in a foursome, and I behaved as an easygoing young westerner ought to. In short order I became Ellen’s steady. I had had other steadies in other air force towns, so I wasn’t expecting all that much. I had made it this far, hard to believe, as an innocent, and I asked myself how many ways I could remain special, for heaven’s sake. I was also just about at the end of the line in my relationship with God. 

			As you know, I was a book-reading young man, and of course I would compare my life and how I conducted it with the lads and young men in the books I bought, most often those drugstore paperbacks, or as I later learned to call them, mass market paperbacks. Back in those days a good percentage of those twenty-five-cent books were by F. Scott Fitzgerald or John Steinbeck, not so many by the authors whose names you see embossed in airport waiting rooms nowadays. 

			Not that those books told us the stories of male defloration; I don’t know whether it ever occurred to me that Lieutenant Henry and Catherine were having it off between chapters. When you are an innocent trying to look like a sophisticate, who knows or will remember what hints might be laid out there by Mr. Farrell and how many were developed in the boy reader’s mind.

			The boy was kind of a purist in other ways too. He consumed books like mad, but he did not collect them. As soon as he was finished, say, Donovan’s Brain by Curt Siodmak, he would pass it on to another airman to read, but as for the 1955 issue of Baseball Stars with Stan Musial on the cover? He would still have that more than half a century later. Passing on a novel he had just finished reading was a little like taking part in erosion, one of the many personal things he could never describe to anyone else.

			I can’t remember why this lad was toting a Speed Graphic around town that day or whether it was legal for him to carry it off the base for personal use. Once in a while I come across one of the four-by-fives I shot that day, and I remember that the other guy’s name was Mel, but I don’t recall his girlfriend’s name. I would keep running across Mel in other provinces and territories in the years to come. Ellen I always wanted to see again, sort of. At this moment of typing I suddenly remember being on the train leaving the air force and the Prairies. I imagined continuing to be with her. I have often told young writers that they would be courting ridicule if they ever employed the word suddenly in their fiction.

			There is a photograph of Ellen and me lying together on a public lawn somewhere in Portage, she in her long coat, he kissing her perhaps awkwardly, the shine of oil in his hair that was as long as you could get away with in the air force. 

			I love being a writer when it comes to pronouns.

			In the following scene, I guess, he went up the stairs and later I came down them.

			Ellen was an actual farmer’s daughter. I went with her to her parents’ farm once, not that far from town. They lived in a farmhouse on a little island in a little lake on the baldheaded prairie. Well, there was a strong little bridge you could cart furniture or boyfriends across, eh? We had mashed potatoes with gravy. I might have gone there again, but there was the question of time, or so I say.

			I thought it fitting, and later liked to mention to people, that I was delivered of my innocence by an older woman. I think she was less than a year older, maybe a year, but still . . . She was also a mother, so there was a baby in our lives, with numerous people to take care of her. Among these was Ellen’s landlady, Mrs. Smith. For years later, while I was not corresponding with Ellen, I exchanged yearly letters with Mrs. Smith. Mrs. Smith was a little crippled and a little swarthy, kind of mysterious and welcoming in the way that Manitoba people like to have people think they are. She was from Malta, and that was the source of all the mystery. I don’t know why I didn’t quiz her about her background and life; maybe I wanted the mystery. Ellen was quite a nice-looking, not glamorous, farmer’s daughter from the Canadian breadbasket. Mrs. Smith, with her two teen sons, was probably, I thought, the daughter of an Englishman and a Maltese, whatever they were.

			Years later I would find a few Maltese people on the Rock of Gibraltar, where I lost sight of Honey for most of a night.

			I wish I had studied the history of Malta when I was a schoolboy. There’s this rock in the middle of the sea, between continents, between the East and the West. Ruled by Phoenicians and Romans, Byzantines and Normans, the Knights Templar and Napoleon, the loved and detested Brits. Can you imagine? In 1924 British Malta had a prime minister named Sir Ugo Pasquale Mifsud. He would be followed by Sir Gerald Strickland. Nowadays, Italian has been turfed as an official language in independent Malta, leaving English and Maltese to do the job. Maltese, you will be interested to know, is the only Semitic language written in the European alphabet. Oh, I wish I had another lifetime, so I could devote years to Malta.

			Anyway, Mrs. Smith looked sort of Middle Eastern, and she was a kind hobbling woman. I never did find out how come Ellen and her baby lived with her, but Mrs. Smith meant a lot to me. If you plunked me down in Portage la Prairie, Manitoba, today, I could find my way to her house, where I visited with my single language sixty years ago, during the last years of British rule on that Mediterranean rock.

			When I think back on that house now, I think about how kind Mrs. Smith was to Ellen, how kind and how respectful. I never did meet the father of the baby, and I was a pretty gangly young man, but Mrs. Smith never snooped, never pried, never questioned my intentions. What an unusual correspondence I would have with her for years, following the lives of her sons and her endurance of pain. I’d give her gifts if she were alive and I were sensitive.

			Anyway, one afternoon or evening or something, Ellen and I were in her room, no baby around, and I had taken a few shots that day with my borrowed Speed Graphic. Now we were mostly horizontal on her bed, and during some awkward motions various items of our clothing had found their way to the floor. 

			Eventually, she said the words that changed my life.

			“You don’t want to stop, do you?”

			What could I do? There was a part of me that wanted to stop, as I had done so many times before, in other beds, in other books. That was the chickenshit side, I suppose, or to put a better or maybe worse picture on it, the pure Christian side. 

			Did I proceed thankfully? Did I think she wanted to go on so much, being a young single mother on a bed with a young man better-looking and smarter than her husband, wherever he was?

			Thankfully, I think. She showed me, reached down and placed it for me, whispered to me and used her short fingernails on my back. I did the best I knew how, abandoning myself to our ties with forests and star clouds. 

			Then, honest to God, I got up and took hold of the loaded Speed Graphic and took a picture of her, of the moment, she has the little blanket to her neck but there is a bare shoulder in the picture I have just now looked at, her home-curled hair, a little mouth smile, and a really transported look in her eyes, I kid me not.

			I think my chest was actually sticking out as I walked, camera in hand, to the RCAF bus that night.

			I wanted to tell someone a witty narrative about exposures.

		

	
		
			This morning I was sitting and thinking the way I often do now, after my cardiac arrest and induced coma and all that, and I was slightly shocked to realize that I can’t remember Ellen’s last name. I can remember Mrs. Smith’s last name and her first name. Her first name was Maude, but everyone called her Mary. One of her sons was Raymond; the other may have been Michael. But Ellen — what was her family name, and what was her married name? 

		

	
		
			I mean, for a while I wrote letters to her from wherever I was working in British Columbia, so I often wrote her name and address on envelopes. It might have been something like Douglas. Might have been. No, probably not. Can’t remember. I remember her round face and her short curled hair. I have a number of photographs of her. But her name is gone.

			Come to think of it, I thought this morning, that is true of a number of women I once touched bare skin with.

			Is that an all right way of putting it?

		

	
		
			Anyway, my life changed a great deal when I left the air force and enrolled in the university. I was twenty-one, where most of them were nineteen. Up till then anything I wrote in the way of poems and stories and non-fiction I chucked, even if it was published in some paper or magazine — except for a very few items. Even a few years later, when I was writing a column in the arts pages of the university paper, and another in the hometown paper, I didn’t keep copies of these things.

			A year after I left the air force I started keeping the poems I wrote, and I started keeping a diary. But from time to time I would throw out all my paintings and drawings, standing and watching the flames in the backyard barrel and feeding its appetite, all the while hoping that some invisible director was getting this on film.

			And I started keeping books after I had finished reading them. For a while I kept moving from city to city, Calgary to London to Montreal to Vancouver, and I hauled my books with me. I am not much for buying clothes; I am infamous for wearing shirts and socks that are thirty or forty years old. But books? Well, books are not things, not stuff. If it is absolutely necessary to buy a pair of shoes, I pace up and down in front of the shoe store for hours spread out over days, till I can go in, and then sometimes I hustle on back out because no clerk has come near me in the first three minutes. But books? Well, if I am in Portland I go to Powell’s and grab things I will never see at home, and then I feel justified because I shopped just one room. But I have to get a couple bags of books through customs at the Canadian border.

			Mostly second-hand books, I point out. Duty-free, no?

			Often I pile up forty books I really want to buy, and just take eight of them. Honey would take forty, without qualms. On the same day in which she got three new pairs of shoes.

			So I had to keep buying bookshelves, and then houses in which I had bookshelves built for the walls. Bedrooms, kitchen, living room, dining room, foyer, den. I didn’t like it getting messy, but what could I do? I had to shove books in sideways on top of other books, books in various piles, on top of the bookshelf, on the floor, in the staircase.

			So I started to narrow down. I started leaving books in libraries, at bus stops, in coffee shops. I liked to imagine someone finding a book I’d left.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, When She Was Good, the only Philip Roth book I haven’t read! This is my lucky day!”

			Though I knew, or guessed accurately, that most of them were tossed out along with that day’s newspaper pile when the coffee shop closed for the day. Still, you can suppress such images, and imagine that there is a beautiful middle-aged woman in glasses sitting down with a cup of green tea and reading Philip Roth. You are probably imagining this while buying the new Murray Bail book.

			I think the Australians pronounce it “Bile.” He knows, by the by, how to write about paintings, and he knows how to write novels about non-artists.

		

	
		
			While refilling her cup from the iron teapot on the kitchen counter, she keeps her glasses on to read the thermostat before turning it down a couple of degrees. She likes Philip Roth because of the slight breath of amusement that runs through his storytelling. That amusement is, in turn, sexy enough at times to make her nipples rise, which they are doing now, so she swiftly removes her crisp white shirt and reaches behind herself and unclips her bra. 

			How am I able to see this, them, those pointing breasts, not big enough to hang, the nipples almost pointing upward, where am I that I can see these and how she now is wearing nothing at all, a slightly thin middle-aged woman, but she is, after all, wearing her glasses, her hair still high on her head, her long neck most inviting of all? Where am I that I can see her smile as she continues to read the book that had been for three decades in my own library?

			The book I am carrying, for I always carry a book, bears these lines in italics:

			Muse,

			tell me of this man of wit,

			who roamed long years

			after he had sacked

			Troy’s sacred streets.

			Always carry a book because sometimes one gets into a lineup before the drugstore postal counter, and some little old lady up ahead is buying a single postage stamp after enquiring about its price, and fumbling coins out of her scented change purse.

			To continue in the interrogative voice, how is it that I am in the room with her, the beautiful middle-aged woman wearing glasses and reading the book that used to be in my possession, if you can truly speak of possessing a book? I think she senses my being there, though I have eased off my loafers and approach her from behind in my stocking feet. She shifts a little in her reading chair, resulting in a rise of those dear light nipples, and for a second or two I am arrested in my silent tracks. But I feel as if I have permission, not lustful so much as companionable, as she lifts her arms and Roth’s shiksa above her blonde head, so that with my last step forward I put my hands about her and hold those shining breasts in my palms, the erect nipples seeming to go beyond permission to suggestion.

			I lean over her head and give her a big soft kiss right in the middle of her forehead.

			How, I ask, did she put down the novel and the glasses, and what happened to whatever it was she was still wearing, whatever had held her hair in place before she turned and looked straight into my eyes with her green eyes? I held her close to my almost fully clothed self, and felt what happened when she stood on tiptoes. I wanted to avoid any awkwardness, any crudeness while I listened to her whispers. Her murmuring was mostly sweet breathing, and I had no idea what language she was using. It could have been ancient. It could have been all vowels. 

			I heard an almost soundless encouraging dialect as she took my hand and walked with me to a room with a king-sized bed in it. She lay me down. I didn’t lie down — she lay me down on my back on top of the white feminine bedcovers and adroitly lifted a knee over me until she was astride, looking straight at my face, which must have been registering shock. With one adept hand she put my excited member into her and leaned forward, then back. Then she was still, and I wanted to move.

			“Keep perfectly still,” she said.

			“How do you expect me —?”

			“Perfectly still.”

			“Can I —?”

			“Still.”

			So I set myself to do the impossible. Because I was perfectly still I could feel what was going on where we were closest. My hard flesh was being held tight all round. And then she squeezed. I mean it squeezed. I had wanted this all my life. 

			Her murmuring turned to light breathy laughter. Oh, I will stay with her forever if I get this squeezing all the time. Now she was whispering something I could not understand, some faint rustling language, and I didn’t care. I was happy to be illiterate as long as the squeezing continued. I lost my concentration for a moment and thrust my groin upward two times.

			She stopped whispering and stopped squeezing. “Once more, and I am going to dismount,” she said.

			“I’m a horse?”

			“Get down, I mean.”

			“I think that’s what we are doing,” I said.

			She slapped my face. “Any more stupid jokes or any more movement out of you, and it’s over,” she said, those wonderful scary eyes nailing me. “I can take care of myself.”

			I froze. No, I lay perfectly still. She whispered in her odd language and squeezed and squeezed. 

			I may not have moved, but something in me did, and then it was in her, and she squeezed until I screamed, or was it she?

		

	
		
			I am glad that my visit to Ithaca, New York, took place in the winter. There is a big square in the middle of the Cornell campus and you can get up above it and look down, and in the winter there will be snow on the grass. It looks like a giant version of that pie game we played whenever it snowed in Lawrence when I was a kid. There are paths in the snow, diagonal and straight on. I think the students see this big white Union Jack as a campus tradition, a duty for anyone who jealously guards the university’s position in the Ivy League. 

			I don’t know exactly how residents along the south shore of Lake Ontario feel about the country on the other side, but once in Cleveland I saw a printed designation of the Lake Erie area as “America’s North Coast.” As a Canadian, of course, I mock, every chance I get, the geographical acumen of these people who can’t locate on a world map the countries they are currently bombing or invading.

			Okay, but how often do Torontonians give a thought to the communities on the other side of their lake? In years to come I would drive along the Turnpike and lesser roads of the area, mainly to attend baseball games in places such as Batavia and Syracuse. In the smaller towns you see U.S. flags in front of just about all the houses, because the War of 1812 is still happening around there, I guess. 

			There are other reasons to wander the region. In Buffalo, which looks like one big run-down neighbourhood, there is the great Albright-Knox Art Gallery, and the Anchor Bar, where Buffalo wings were invented. Both these sites make you think that the USA is almost redeemable. Around that part of the world the weather is all right for a couple of days in the spring and a couple of weeks in the fall. But the summer heat and humidity make you rethink the idea of continuing life, and the winter? Well, it is usually winter.

			Buffalo experiences something called “the Lake Effect.” This means the cold snow-filled wind from the west squeezes all its unhappiness into the eastern point of Lake Erie and covers the desolate city with its burden. There is deep snow on the roofs, and wind-driven snow against the sides of houses. The best-selling postcards in Buffalo convenience stores depict “The 1947 Blizzard” and “The 1964 Blizzard” etcetera. Every once in a while it stops snowing and the ice gets its chance. Older people with brittle legs fall down a lot. Chevy Biscaynes slide sideways down McKinley Parkway.

			It was on such a day, in what could have been early spring in a decent topography, that I left proud Toronto and headed for Cornell University. First I took to the rails from Union Station, a “westbound” train that wound up going eastward from Hamilton to Buffalo. Somehow, I found my way from the train station to a bus station, and eventually boarded a bus bound for Rochester. As winter buses and buildings usually are in the eastern part of the continent, the Greyhound was engorged with internal heat. The city of Rochester was once in the National Basketball Association or whatever it was called back then, but now I saw that it had just one tall skinny building in the downtown.

			David McFadden taught me: when you are in Dublin, look for people eating chocolate bars; when in Rochester, watch for people taking family snapshots.

			I looked for my ride, the guy I had been corresponding with, one Cecil Giscombe, and I intended to ask him whether I should pronounce his first name the way Brits do or the way USAmericans do. I did find out that his predecessors had come to the U.S. from the Caribbean, but I don’t remember which way to pronounce his first name. In his books he goes by C.S.

			I was also going to tell him about a northernish B.C. ex-town called Giscome, which I did, and a few years later he went there and wrote about it.

			But to the day in question, or the day I was going to ask the question. I was standing at the door of the bus station. A chubby guy with boots up to his knees looked at me with attention, so I smiled and asked.

			“Cecil? Or Cecil?”

			“Neither, thanks, I just had lunch,” said the guy. He was short and a little overweight and his jacket had a belt on it.

			Then the guy I was looking for showed up. He was a little-magazine editor sitting in a ten-year-old Mercury four-door — a chromified USAmerican car as long as your front walk. I had gone from airplane to train to bus to get this far. What was I expecting?

			“You look like the picture on your book,” said Cecil the editor. “Hop in.”

			For the ride of your life, I said inside my head, catching sight of the hook at the end of his arm, which, I thought, would be hard to hold to one arc of the big steering wheel that would spin when the front tires did on the snow-turned-to-ice on Rochester streets, and then there was the highway south.

			“Are you making a run-on sentence in your head?” enquired my driver and all-around Ivy League host.

			“Do it all the time,” I said, tossing my little suitcase on the back seat and climbing in. I looked for a seat belt. No such luck. Am I being punished for Big Rock Candy Mountain or the bad thing I did in Toronto on the way here, I wondered.

			“The heater will work better when we get up to highway speed,” said Mr. Giscombe, and I now had something else to worry about. I don’t know how many miles southward and eastward we went, but every few feet of every mile had hard snow-ice on top of the pavement, and this long loose-jointed Detroit steel we were inside slithered along one side of the highway and then the next, faster and faster, it seemed, so what did I do? I made conversation — figured that’s the way to overcome fear or the odds, heard the clackety-clack of that metal end-of-the-arm device against the plastic of the spinning driver’s wheel.

			“Did you get my letter about the ghost town named Giscome?” I asked during the middle of a flinch.

			“Indeedy I did,” he said. “There’s an old family story that some uncle went up there past Prince George and started mining for something.”

			“I’ve always known about that place but never heard how it got its name.”

			“I don’t know whether it’s a ghost town. But I think a lot of people thought they might have seen a ghost when he showed up. First time some of them ever saw a black man in the snow.”

			“Well, I figure they named that town after him. Spelling kind of loose up there.”

			“Bit like that town in Arizona,” said Cecil, after a figure eight on the local snow.

			“That the one I am thinking of?”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised. Town didn’t have a name till one day a famous African-American gunfighter came riding in and the peace-loving citizenry filled him full of holes.”

			“Life and death in the Southwest,” I said, nodding my head to get some verticality amid all the horizontality.

			“Said sorry we had to ventilate you, but to show our fairness, you can give our community its first and lasting name.”

			“Here it comes — I can tell.”

			“Dying desperado looks up at all the white faces and says, ‘You muh—’ and passes away in enemy arms.”

			“Okay,” I said, “if I am going to hear that kind of joke in Cayuga country, Cornell is going to have to double my meagre wages.”

			By the time we reached the picturesque town of Ithaca with snow on every roof, Cecil and I were friends. Till this time he had been editor of the magazine that was unlucky enough to receive a sheaf of my poems and one of my drawings, and an almost up-and-almost-coming poet on the U.S. scene. Years later and in the summer, he would become a prodigious bicycle pilot, hand and hook on handlebars across the land mass and up the trail to northern B.C.

			“Well, talk about towns and their names and how they got them,” I said.

			“If you went by the names of towns in New York State, you would think that we are living the Classical life up here.”

			“Down here,” I said.

			“Troy,” said my helmsman. “You ever been there?”

			“I think I bypassed it once. Looking for peace.”

			“Syracuse, you must have been in Syracuse.”

			“Went to a baseball game there in later life,” I said in my mysterious way. “I didn’t go to Sicily when I had the chance, a matter of husbands, you understand.”

			Clackety-clack went the steering wheel on Cecil’s metal hand. I noticed that both my hands were hanging on to something, tight. 

			“If you went to the Baseball Hall of Fame, I’ll bet you went through Utica.”

			“Bypassed it too. When I am aiming to get somewhere, I don’t like to get sidetracked. Story of my life.”

			“Albion and Albany?”

			“Etymologically, I am thinking, that could be anywhere.”

			“You are a smart man, Delsing.”

			“Could be smarter,” I said, tensing my thigh muscles.

		

	
		
			Then we arrived over the town and then we eased in our rattling metal vessel down into the town. Ithaca was no island, was in fact the opposite of an island, and if there was anything like a sea it was a white sea of snow on the slanted roofs, faint light in the promise of a dark fall. If I had a wife, she was thousands of kilometres to the west. 

			If you have read this far, you are expecting a knock on the door. Bide your time. Wait for me. 

			I thought that Cecil was driving me toward one of these cozy little houses, maybe his own. Maybe I would stay a week in the house where they filmed The Three Stooges Meet Hercules, my favourite movie employing a Greek Classical theme. 

			No such luck. My boatsman turned us toward East Hill, and before I knew it, we were in the Hollywood idea of a traditional university, where the leaves were yellow along Hemlock Gorge wherein Fall Creek babbled toward Beebe Lake and the halls of learning. Cecil mentioned these geographical names as we passed, and then pulled the vessel to an illegal stop before a red-brick building where I was given to understand that I would be in residence for a week, those lucky undergrads!

			He led me inside, up a flight of stairs in whatever this was, a fraternity house or a dorm or a guest building, something with shiny brown wood and pictures of long-dead professors on the walls. I stood in astonishment as he reached into his pocket with his metal opposables, pulled out a key on a ring and used it to open my door. I would have thought he’d use his other hand, the one that was holding my suitcase, but then I figured this man had a right to show off. I had read a few pages of his poetry. He had a right to be confident too.

			“I will leave you to settle in, get a little rest,” said Cecil. “Be back around six, to haul you off to dinner with the department head.” 

			I always liked this moment during visits to universities. I’d have time to write in my diary, knock off a few postcards, this being back in the time of postcards, and wash my feet. I have not told you about my feet, and I don’t plan to.

			My first Ivy League reading, I told myself. And as I would be conducting a creative writhing class for five days, a future opportunity to say, “I once taught in the Ivy League.”

			I looked out the high window and saw darkly clad legs making their way along the given paths on the snowy quad.

			I was afraid to lie down on the narrow but tidy bed, because I thought I might fall asleep and who knows, maybe not even wake up when knuckle or steel tapped on my door. 

			A second or two later I woke in my jacket on the narrow bed as the sound of knocking cut into my dream about fighter pilots pulling heavy G-force over a darkened London. I combed my longish hair with my left hand as I reached for the doorknob with my right hand. I opened the door inward and though my glasses were crooked on my nose, I saw Cecil, snow on his toque, or whatever they called it down here. 

			“Head’s in the car,” he said.

			“What?”

			“Take your time. Wake up slowly. I said the head of the English department is in the car, keeping warm.”

			Oh, I thought, probably a formerly hopeful poet, neither obsequious nor lordly, a perfectly tactful fellow in a corduroy jacket, but then what the hell am I, an elsewhere local poet and draftsman hired by a fairly new university in the sticks, not even their sticks. 

			“Let me have a post-nap pee,” I said, and so I did, and soon we were thumping down the staircase, then walking carefully on the new snow. The head of the English department was a shadow in the back seat, and I was again directed to the death seat beside Cecil, and off we went. Upon saying our hellos, I learned that the head of the English department was a woman with a slight accent I could not nail down and an old-fashioned first name, which I got right when I looked her up the next morning. As for this night it was something like Theresa, but just to be safe, I did not utter it.

			I don’t remember what we ate, but I do remember that we were in a dimly lit room next to another dimly lit room, in what was once a grand house and now had a name that was vaguely French. The waiter wore black slacks and a white shirt and tucked his order book into his pants, high on the back. I was not paying for anything, so I had a cocktail and my share of the wine, something dark red and French-tasting. The three of us exchanged the usual visiting-artist inanities, and I managed not to spill much on my shirt front, I remember that. Maybe I had boeuf bourguignon. I usually did.

			For the first half hour I avoided looking as if I were eyeing the head of the department, but eventually I got round to using my eyes when I spoke to her, looking back and forth, actually, between Cecil and her. Theresa, maybe. When you are telling a story such as this, it is generally thought that you should tell your readers what the character, person, was wearing. The head of the English department, as well as I could tell in the lighting available, was wearing the female equivalent of what she would be wearing if she were a male head of the department. That means that her jacket fitted her the female way, and the shirt under the jacket was made of silk and coloured, I think, lilac or mauve or burgundy, something in that range. She was sitting, so I could not tell whether she was wearing slacks or a skirt. I forgot to look when she walked through the semi-darkness from the washroom back there somewhere.

			I didn’t have any dessert, even though it was French and I wasn’t paying for it, but I had good European coffee while turning down a liqueur. Did I have hope in my heart or something?

			Anyway — credit card, turn up collar, snow, cool car seat, thank you, and I was back in my room, jacket and shoes off, diary out to make a list in, and is this what you were hoping for? A fingernail knock at my door. I opened it to a silhouette I liked.

			“Oh.”

			The light went out.

			“Hello, again.”

			The blinds were down and the curtain was closed.

			“I can’t see a thing. Is that the way it is supposed to be?”

			“Define ‘it.’”

			“Keep talking, or I will have to use echolocation.”

			“To do what?”

			“To sound you out.”

			“I thought that was what you were doing in the restaurant.”

			“Not at all. I am a normally shy person.”

			“That is not what I’ve heard.”

			“From who?”

			“Whom.”

			“Oh yes, you are an English teacher. I won’t be able to get away with anything.”

			“I wouldn’t say that.”

			“No, really, I don’t go looking for trouble.”

			“Visiting writers at any school can be a problem. Oh, you don’t have a shirt on.”

			“I wasn’t expecting visitors. What are you doing, exactly?”

			“I don’t want you causing any of our female students to do this.”

			“Oh!”

			“Cornell was the first Ivy League school to go coed.”

			“I did a little reading before coming here. I know that women found it hard here for a long time.”

			“That is what I am hoping.”

			“Oh!”

			“Or the young men. I don’t want you causing any of them to do this, either.”

			“Do you always start humming when you do this?”

			“What makes you think I always do this?”

			“Happens I know what you are humming. It is early in the alto part of Schumann’s Neujahrslied. You are a month or so early, aren’t you?”

			“Opus 147.”

			“One forty-four.”

			“Engrossing.”

			“Okay, that is terrible. No, not that. That is quite all right. I mean the pun.” 

			“I did set you up, didn’t I?”

			“Do you mind if I . . . ? Ah, there!”

			“It is almost totally dark in here. Don’t be afraid to take everything off.”

			“My everything or your everything?”

			“Never mind your stalling tactics. I’ll do it.”

			“Is this still part of the stuff you don’t want me to cause your coeds to do?”

			“Mphgh. Glmph.”

			“Slowly. Slowly.”

			“More about that later. I am just going to take this last bit off.”

			“You can leave your ankle bracelet on.”

			“How do you know about that?”

			“Saw it in the restaurant, while I was trying not to make eye contact.”

			“‘Who riseth from a feast / With that keen appetite that he sits down?’”

			“Where did you get that?”

			“The Merchant of Venice.”

			“I didn’t mean that. I meant that.”

			“I go to the gym every day.”

			“Oooh, ow! Careful with those teeth!”

			“‘Appetite, a universal wolf.’ Troilus and Cressida.”

			“‘’Tis not the meat, but ’tis the appetite / Makes eating a delight.’ Sir John Suckling.”

			“Oh, you are a wicked student of the art.”

			“Do you mind if for a moment I put my tongue lmphghm gyhmm luhmmluh . . .”

			“Do you always talk so much when a woman is entertaining you?”

			“Lllffghllmm. Huhuhummgmm grummmumoh oh.”

			“If you can’t breathe, just pinch me somewhere.”

			“Mmmmmmm mmmmmmm.”

			“‘No member needs so great a number of muscles as the tongue; this exceeds all the rest in the number of its movements.’ Leonardo da Vinci.”

			“Luhluhluh luhluhluh.”

			“‘That man that hath a tongue, I say, is no man / If with his tongue he cannot win a woman.’ The Two Gentlemen of Verona.’”

			“How do you remember —?”

			“Back where you were. You are doing fine.”

			“But both hands around the back of my head. Mmmplh.”

			“‘The tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil.’ James 3:8. Oh. Oh. Ung ung ung, ahhh!”

			“I know. You were the girl in school who could not sit still.”

			“Let me catch my breath. I am a few years older than you. Do you mind if I do this while I am catching my breath?”

			“You may sit again, if you’d like. Yes, there.”

			“I am thinking about crude things to say here in the dark.”

			“I am imagining you saying them. And you a department head.”

			“Hold still while I try to guess what you are imagining.”

			“Maybe I am imagining the light on.”

			“When you write about this, are you going to keep your readers in the dark?”

		

	
		
			So, that academic woman with the enviable memory never got to see the tattoo on my ass. I think I have mentioned it, but I can’t remember whether I have described it before now. It appeared during the years when I worked among military airplanes, and commemorates that short time in my relative youth. There is no drawing involved, but simply uppercase sans-serif letters about two centimetres high, though we used inches back then. Sometimes we lied about the inches. Anyway, here is what the letters spelled out: NO STEP.

			Not that it deterred all the aviators I have welcomed aboard. 

			I do like to see women in stiletto heels. I think they do terrible things to women’s feet, and I would never wear them myself, not even when I am dressing up in women’s clothes. It took me several decades to realize that high spike heels did certain things to the gluteal and thigh portions of female posture, and then I had to have it pointed out to me. I love to see them walk around, especially if they are also wearing skirts or dresses. 

			There was a time when I kept a stripper’s shoe on my computer — for inspiration, I said. This was after Honey started going wherever she went. But except for once, well, twice, I never went in for presenting myself as a surface to be walked on by high heels, black one time, red the other. High heels always made me shaky when it came to writing sentences, I am sure you have noticed.

			I wish I could write about all the high heels I have known, but my muse has me on a short leash, believe it or not, and if you are experiencing an imaginary relationship between high heels and leashes, that is your own fault, mainly. And here is where I let you in on another compositional secret — I can’t remember why I introduced the subject of high heels and tattoos. Back when I was trying to fight my way past all those women and get back home, tattoos weren’t all that common. Not the way they are these days.

			Unless we were to focus our attention on Damyana. Damyana’s husband is an architect, a man who builds very good and unpopular buildings in the less desirable parts of most cities in our part of the world. I have been in every one of them because I’ve made it my purpose to see them all. Damyana is a critic and academic who loves innovation in all the arts. She travels the world because she learned early how to write and produce papers for conferences on literature, the visual arts and music. Oh, and architecture.

			Damyana is, as you will have guessed, an Italian. She’s a Roman, and I have seen her walking some of Rome’s cobblestone streets in high heels. Now, that’s something. That and the Borghese garden, where I once lay on a bench and looked up at the parrots for an hour.

			I had recently lucked out on an application I sent in an hour before the deadline, and here I was, enjoying a sunny though rather small studio overlooking the Tiber River. Unversed in Italian waterways, I encouraged Damyana to call me a po boy instead of what she usually called me, which was something in Italian that threw aspersions on most of my family. Most important to me was the fact that I got to live in Rome free of charge for two months. Most important to Damyana, apparently, was that although she was visiting her native city while her handsome husband was overseeing the birth of a villa to be enjoyed for a few weeks a year by a wealthy Scots-Canadian, she got to attend to my less worthy needs.

			“How can I,” I asked more than once, “apply water and colour to four-hundred-pound paper while you are dishonouring your marriage vows?”

			“You told me to hold steel,” she replied, exaggerating her Italian accent.

			“I distinctly said to hold still, and in the second place, I don’t think you can call that thing steel. Softwood, maybe.”

			“I would hardly call that the second place,” she argued. “Fourth or fifth would be more like it.”

			“Fifth? How is fifth even possible to the imagination?”

			She talked about the imagination a lot in her job, with her strong Italian accent, an accent that sounded as if she were putting it on for show-business reasons, but no, she had been trying for years to sound like your usual Canadian or USAmerican professor, flinging out words such as problematic as if it meant that the idea she was referring to had some problem or other, or hegemonic or synergistic or commodify, or paradynamic, for all I know. If literary criticism graduate students are anything like art criticism graduate students, they probably get good grades on their theses if they sprinkle in these words and avoid concrete nouns.

			Sorry for the little rant, especially when the last thing you knew was the one Damyana was holding in her hand. I think it was her hand.

			I was probably working on my hundredth watercolour of her lovely naked body, and though I was truly appreciative of the synergy whipping around in that sunlit room, I was fully clothed, as they say, or at least well enough clothed to amble a few minutes later about Trastavere with my model, looking for a shaded table at which to sit and nibble on something that used to rely on the salt sea for life. 

			“Can I show some of the pictures to Andrew?” she asked. Was she unconscious of the effect of the olive oil on her lips? One Sunday night, when most of the cafés and restaurants in my neighbourhood were closed, we walked into the only one that was open, a place I had eaten and sketched at alone many times. When we walked inside the room, we had to step along a path between exemplar plates of food on the floor, my favourite being the large whole artichoke on its stem. Damyana, of course, ordered the testicoli di capretto, and stared at me with wide-open eyes while she ate them, almost, you would not be amiss in saying, leering at me. I didn’t know whether or not it was a good thing that I was excited.

			Olive oil on her lips.

			She had a body that was made for oil, any kind of oil, but especially olio d’oliva. The same night of the unfortunate goat kid I ordered her to pose again, but this time in my tiny kitchen, where I applied the foundation of Southern cuisine to her from her forehead down to her instep. I filled my hands and caressed her up and down while she hummed, while she crooned a goddess’s voyage toward satisfaction. I licked the gleaming oil from the dimples above her buttocks. I pulled my black clothing off my own body and stood against her for the warm oil.

			She poured some olive oil into her hand and lifted her hand under my nuts, gently lifting and lifting, and then she got some more oil and cupped her hand again and moved it slowly up to the velvet end of my cock. We should have been giggling. I should have made cracks about being a salad.

			And so it went, as you can imagine. Sometime during that night I put my gleaming part where it had never been before, and in my dizziness I earned a new understanding of the term extra-virgin. I blessed the name of Agrestis Nettar Ibleo. I have to confess that for an entire night, and often in the days afterward, I forgot my objective to make the voyage home. Damyana with her olive lips and long breasts and off-white body would have tormented the memory of any Mediterranean god. 

			Desire and alarm contended for my emotions every time I was with her. At a conference in Spain a woman professor I had known for years had the fortune of sharing the next-door room with her husband in the Zaragoza hotel that hosted our presentations and meals. For at least an hour once and a half hour a while later, we pounded the bed against the wall, and Damyana announced her mood pretty loudly in three languages. Once, while her husband drove somewhere in the Nova Scotia night to get a pizza, she took care of my pepperoni on the risers because we could not make it all the way upstairs for our quickie, twenty minutes guaranteed or it’s free. In her Auckland hotel room another time, I tried to keep the noise to a minimum as I gobbled her legs and then some while she phoned her husband long distance, thank goodness. 

			Once, while her bent old parents from Molise came to visit her Saskatoon home, Mamma and Papà were in the kitchen, disputing the proper herbs to substitute in the coniglio alla molisana, while Damyana and I were in the next room, in a full-body embrace. I peeked around the edge of the doorway and saw them shuffling between the cutting board and the oven. Damyana fell from my arms to the floor, where she stayed while she reached up and undid my pants. Talk about desire and alarm! At first my overworked little lieutenant would not respond, but then Damyana had him in her throat and began making choking noises on purpose. Then she lifted her large brown eyes to mine and began making the loudest slurping sounds she could. Somehow her shirt had disappeared and she was not otherwise dressed on the top half of her body. 

			I peeked around the edge of the door frame from time to time. I could only guess that elderly Molisians were hard of hearing. They did not even respond to the involuntary expostulations I made as semen left my body for the second time that day. Damyana smiled like a witch, put on her shirt over her long breasts, and went into the kitchen to make suggestions regarding the ingredients. I sat for some time on the floor before trying to stand and zip.

		

	
		
			I don’t know whether he will ever figure out exactly how he had wronged that woman he saw grey-haired now on Tenth Avenue. And if he does, will he ever tell me, or you? 

			It wasn’t so much that she wanted to stop him from getting home; she wanted to be home, wanted to be the bed he slept in at night and the table set before him in the mornings. 

			“What do you want?” he asked her more than once.

			“Have I ever said that I wanted something?” was her usual reply.

			“A patient seductress, she obviously wants something.”

			“You don’t have to use the feminine ending,” she said, sounding as if she were amused.

			“Am I a user?” he asked, intelligence oozing around his words.

			“I do sometimes feel that when you tie my hands and suspend me.”

			“More suspense than suspension, that is my aim.”

			“It could be, I usually think, one of two things, or maybe both.”

			“I do like your two things,” he said, as if speaking for an audience.

			“And you do use them. In that sense you are a user.”

			“Before you decided to thrust them in my face . . .”

			“I am not the —”

			“What two things were you thinking of, regarding my door play?”

			“When you tie my hands and hang me from the door top, you could be seeking a proof of power and a renewal of male potency.”

			“Male potency?”

			“A return to the boyish extravagance of erection.”

			“I get that when I follow you up your stairs and see something of what is under your skirt, and I think you know that routine.”

			He was stripped of all clothing and she was still wearing all her clothes except her plain shoes, which were side by side near the door, as if an invisible woman were standing in them. This nakedness beside her clothedness was a bit ixnay at first, as if he were in a cold draft, but he soon relaxed like candle wax descending, or some other easy metaphor, and she did not so much attend to him as tell him what the other thing was.

			“Or it could be a compensatory hour of power, something not unlike the other thing, but in this case not confusable with the give and take of sexual detail. Just plain power, or enough like it to make a trodden psyche feel better.”

			“Meaning?”

			“It makes up for your connubial blitz.”

			“That’s a good one, but —”

			“Now,” she said, “I am going to revert to my usual role as servant and see whether I can give you what you want.”

		

	
		
			Yes, I had thought cold-pressed olive oil was really something, and at this moment, sitting at my keyboard, my mind’s eye is watching my hands spreading olive oil to the underside of Damyana’s long white breasts. But there are many seductive and mind-swirling and dangerous shrubs and trees in the Mediterranean. Take for instance 
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			if I have that right. You could check it out by going to flowersinisrael.com and nosing around. 

			This time Damyana and I were both at a conference in Jerusalem, and not at all surprised to encounter one another. Well, we were in the city and near the university where the conference was taking place, but I don’t remember leaving Damyana’s room. I had fetched up there because of the dreadful crosswind our plane had had to negotiate on the way down to Ben Gurion Airport. I slept or tried to sleep on the bus all the way to Jerusalem. I started with my head on Damyana’s shoulder, then lowered to her lap, my feet who knows where, in the aisle, perhaps. I don’t remember much about getting to and into the hotel. I must have been an ordeal for the young security staff with their military caps not intended to be worn over such long hair. 

			But I woke up naked and long and contained in white sheets and coverlets. There was a hand holding my crotch equipment, so I placed my hand on the knuckles, then the wrist, then up the arm to the shoulder, into the great nest of thick hair that I just knew was black, and when I sank my fingers into the hair, the hand holding my stuff gave a very gentle but sincere squeeze, and I knew that I was in bed with Damyana.

			I said the first words that came to me. “Mmmph, ungg, umph.”

			“Would you please get up and have a shower, so I can eat my favourite fruit?” 

			This was a voice with a warm Italian accent. I threw my feet out of that high bed and fairly raced to the bathroom. The shower felt just wonderful after that long day of airplanes and buses and idiots asking for passports. I wanted to stand in it for an hour, but I also wanted to be Damyana’s favourite fruit. 

			It turned out I was wrong about that.

			“I’m so happy to be your favourite and not your forbidden,” I said, towelling my hair.

			“You are wrong about that,” she said. But she pushed me over so that I landed on my back on the mass of linen. “You are my second favourite.”

			I wanted to make a clever rejoinder, but she was sitting on my mouth. When she got off, I was not in a hurry to move, poor me, and while I lay there with that wet thing on my tummy and pointing toward my chin, I saw that Damyana held in her left hand a fruit jar, and in her right a tough-looking small fruit or large berry, whatever it was.

			“Ziziphum,” she said.

			“Gesundheit,” I replied.

			“The Latin. You would not hear the Arabic for all you tried.”

			“Doesn’t look like much,” I said.

			It was a small drupe, as far as I could see, the size of an average olive, kind of a reddish brown and oval in shape. I kept my eye on Damyana’s mouth, as I so often did, and I saw her first suck the thing, then use her large white teeth to scrape its flesh from the hard pit inside. Seeing the intensity with which she did this, and hearing the sound that came from her throat as she did it, I decided to settle for my place as second favourite. 

			“Would you care for a jujube?” she asked, holding it out to me, then pulling it back to the vicinity of her ear.

			“I have always liked your jujubes,” I said, determined to be lightsome even though my penis was throbbing. I gently pinched one of her large nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

			“I mean it,” she said. “Before I give you this glabrous item, I want to warn you that it might prove addictive.”

			“You are a noted academic,” I said, lifting my chin. “Surely you have done your research.”

			“Herodotus, along with a Greek poet whose name we do not really know, has had something to say about human beings who eat these things. Muhammad, too, makes a passing remark in his fifty-third sura. Says these things grow on the tree that marks the far edge of creation.”

			“Far out!”

			“Exactly,” she said, and put one in my mouth.

			Remember the first time you ever got high on peyote or magic mushrooms? It was nothing like that. Remember the first time you ever tasted real French vanilla-bean ice cream? It was like that, if you had a beautiful naked woman squatting on your chest and John Coltrane’s moist reed somehow coming through the walls and a Mediterranean sun on the long white drapes three-quarters open. 

			I carefully placed the oval pit on the bedside table. “Another,” I whispered.

			“Let me,” she said, scrunching back to my belly, holding the jar in her left hand so that the sunlight shone through it, “put you inside me, and then put my favourite fruit on your tongue.”

			So it went. We finished the jar and ordered three more via room service. As soon as the handsome room service guy was gone, having been tipped nicely and shown part of a breast, my temptress unwound the sheet from her creamy off-white body and clambered back onto the bed, arms laden with large fruit jars.

			“If you will fill in the blank here, I will give you two more jujubes,” said my pusher. “What are you doing?”

			I had retrieved my iPhone 6+ from the trousers that one of us had hurled across the room. “Checking you out on the Holy Land grapevine,” I said. “You seem to have been forcing Rhamnus lotus drupes on me. Who knows what their effect might be?”

			“Look down there where your legs meet your torso,” she replied, her fingers on my sensitive nipples.

			“I think that condition shows the effect that you yourself have on me, rather than the lunch you are giving me.”

			“We could show the Lotophagi a thing or two,” she said, affecting a posture that used to be seen on the covers of 1950s soft-core smut novels. “If I put one of these in here, do you think you could get it out with your tongue? If you can, you may eat it.”

			I said “yum” a number of times.

		

	
		
			A while later, after a little snooze, I guess, her cellphone offered a fairly loud buzzing noise. I woke halfway out of my drowse and enquired as to its meaning.

			“We have just been alerted that this is the time at which we should be going downstairs to the plenary session of the conference,” said my companion, reaching her long fingernails into the fruit jar.

			“Well,” said I, “we had better get a move on. Let’s just try Yab-Yum again and hie ourselves to the academic life.”

			She popped a jujube into my willing mouth and put a remonstrating expression on her upper face. “I sometimes wonder whether you have taken the proper academic position —”

			“Tee-hee.”

			“— attitude toward Yab-Yum and all matters tantric. Yab-Yum portrays the ancient union of wisdom and compassion.”

			“It says, somewhere.”

			“The male figure is the personification of compassion, while the female figure stands for insight.”

			“Sits for,” I said.

			“What?”

			“She doesn’t do any standing. She starts by sitting, and stays that way as long as she can.”

			“The figures, whether captured in bronze or remaining human, are enacting a sacred bliss beyond duality.”

			I am not going to describe the relative positioning of the two people involved in Yab-Yum. If you are interested, you can look it up. I should also point out that neither Yab-Yum nor the lotus fruit has anything to do with the subject of the conference in Jerusalem, which was called “Scripted Forms of Magic Knowledge: Grimoires in the Matrix of Western Cultures.”

			You can, if you have a usable imagination, picture all the ways in which human bodies can know one another. Imagine that they do so while the conversation goes on. Also keep track of the fruit jars, and call room service for more jujubes when necessary.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be giving a paper this afternoon?” I asked, picking bits of lotus off my tongue.

			“‘Errors and Omissions in the Simon Greyson Translation of The Book of Abramelin,’” she said. “Tomorrow, I think, afternoon.”

			“Don’t you think we should be attending other people’s presentations?” 

			“I’m not all that sure I want to go to my own,” she said.

			We didn’t seem to have the patience for Yab-Yum, but we did try a lot of other methods of contemplation. The one I liked above all others would have struck me as impossible if someone had described it to me before this visit to the holy Moses land. Next time we called room service for more fruit jars full, we also ordered a large bottle of cold-pressed virgin olive oil. There was not, of course, to sink to the obvious, a virgin in sight, and all the pressing was pretty warm, I’d say.

			As things turned out, we did not make it to that day’s events, nor that night’s. In fact, when the hotel’s workers came to clean the room next day, we sent them away with some folded euros because we had not had the time to stock up on local currency. 

			“See whether you can balance one of these wonderful-tasting fruits on there,” said my glistening companion. “I want to see whether I can pick it up with my teeth and lips.”

			A minute or less passed.

			“Beginner’s luck,” I said. “Try again.”

			“It’s on more of an angle now,” she complained. “I don’t know whether I can balance one.”

			“In the circumstances, I will allow you to hold on with your one hand,” I said.

			We didn’t make it to any of the seminar rooms on the second day, either, not even when Damyana was supposed to offer her findings regarding errors and omissions. In fact, when it was time to leave for Tel Aviv, we missed the bus, which meant we missed our plane home. Finally, it took some strenuous urging by the hotel management to get us into clothing and on the road to the coast.

			At the airport we were told we would not be permitted to carry jars of lotus drupes onto the Airbus, so during our two-hour wait we polished them off. After landing to change planes at Heathrow we were kept waiting while authorities found an airline that would agree to convey us to North America. Hateful was the dark blue sky, vaulted o’er the wine dark sea.

		

	
		
			In what most people, readers or not, would think a kind of minor way, I have been lucky in recent years to be able to drive up to my brother’s place in the South Okanagan sunblast and vegetate there instead of here for a few days. What you do is, you sit out on his backyard deck, because up there the street goes right by people’s backyards, their front yards leading downhill to the Okanagan River, which you can hear from the front porch. But sitting there shooting the shit on the backyard patio, you look over the heads of the silly houses across the street, and there it is: Big Rock Candy Mountain. 

			Big Rock Candy Mountain is now not so easy to walk up to, partly because one is no longer a nimble boy but rather an oldish man who makes amusing sounds while trying to arise from an easy chair, and partly because the Indian people — or if you like to, you can cut and paste and call them First Nations people here — anyway, the Okanagan families one still knows the names of have become politicized, as we white folks would say, and you just wonder, who would I ask for permission to take a walk, even if I could walk that far, over to the foot of that sudden hump called by no one but my buddy Bob Small and me Big Rock? 

			To see, you see, just what it looks like there, to see for example if there is a boulder about the size of a 1947 Pontiac (to use another kind of Indian name as a reference to thicken this narrative) that has been resting on the same spot for sixty-odd years. To check, though it is in every possible way unlikely, whether there is any hint that a human life or human and equine lives might have been suddenly stopped at that spot. 

			Hey: spot. Stop. Pots. Pot being one of the names for something most of us enjoyed on that patio, or as my brother’s old pal Radicchio called it, the sunlit pawtio.

			Because anyone with a shred of brain would rule out the possibility. But then, why do parents warn you against rolling boulders down hills? Because usually, where you might do that there is a skid trail or the like, or groups of people strung out and making a better target. Or just the damned principle of the thing. 

			But what if you just loved the idea of erosion and the ice age and prehistoric animal life, and, well, erosion? What if you thought about erosion when you used one piece of shale to scrape lichen from another piece of shale? What if you thought of savoury erosion when you slid back down the skid trail and walked home with sand in your shoes?

			So that Pontiac of granite hits a lip of stone and seems almost to rise as it appears like a weird planetoid in the free air before plunging and bouncing again. How fast would that giant rock be going when it landed on the couch grass floor or on tender life?

			Well, no one I knew or know has any memory of being told that someone got killed at the foot of that little mountain. But then back in the day there must have been people who died or even got killed up on the reserve, and such things never got mentioned in the Lawrence Chronicle and Inkameep Observer. If a young Indian guy got killed by a horse, you didn’t read about it in the paper, and a rock could have killed someone and you’d never hear about it unless you talked with someone who talked with someone on the reserve. There wasn’t any television in the valley back then, and the nearest radio station was in Kelowna, or Trail. There was a picture of the graduating class in the Chronicle, but no death in the hills.

			Okay, what if that Pontiac-sized boulder is there, wildflowers growing up its sides? There could be a skeleton under it. I once found a baby’s skeleton under a shale slide, or I thought I did. There could be crushed human bones under that rock. Over the course of my life since the day that huge rock flew down, I have been about half-convinced he’s there. Or she’s there? Is that worse?

			It was a summer’s day, in the month of May. It’s my favourite month, the one I sometimes get out of the hospital in. 

			Some people think there were giant human beings on the earth at one time. Were they big enough to reach down and pick up that Pontiac boulder in one hand and throw it in my direction, as I deserved? Were they more giantific? Could they reach down and grasp Big Rock Candy Mountain in one hand and bowl it down the valley? Would tiny little bones under rocks matter then? Does the notion of them matter now?

			Little episodes of guilt hide in the recesses of my mind, like bits of nicotine secreting themselves in every nook and cranny of my body. I often revisit the kitten who got the kitchen door slammed shut on its throat while I watched to see what would happen, and then my father went out toward the garage with the handful of fur. I see again that wallet that fell on the pavement under the car while the man I did not know was sticking purchases into the trunk, and I see it again on the counter of the downtown beer parlour where I left it for the bartender, saying I had found it in the men’s can. What about the two points the Kelowna Golden Owls should have got and didn’t when I was keeping score for the hometown Green Hornets, who won the game by one point in overtime?

			Was that all fiction? 

			“Have you ever been up there on that little mountain?” I asked my kid brother.

			“In my dreams, every night.”

			“I believe that I have been up there for the last time,” I said.

			“I will make it a point to try to get up there when they put a tee there.”

			“Your golf cart would not have a chance,” I said.

			And we left the topic to return to matters such as the versatility of the defencemen on the Montreal Canadiens roster.

		

	
		
			Sometimes I worry that you will think I am just a dry-land seafarer bragging about having a port in every girl, but really, if you have to know, there is the possibility that I am making this all up. Or some of it. That is a greater possibility. Then there is another one — and okay, I am going to claim this one, again not to boast but rather something like the opposite, to calm envy and disbelief and the desire to punch me in the face. Well, there is the very distinct possibility that there were a lot more sexual adventures, infidelities, mistakes, disappointments, challenges, surprises and inevitabilities than I have the pages to commemorate or exaggerate or summarize. 

			I have two friends, one alive and the other gone elemental, who like or liked to make poontang a competition of sorts. It almost always takes the following form.

			“Did you enjoy a woman whose name starts with H?”

			“Of course, I am married to one.”

			“Doesn’t count.”

			This could be either my dead friend the California poet or my living friend the Ontario fiction writer. 

			I do this alphabet thing in my head all the time. While I am lying in bed, waiting for sleep to soften my head, I think about cities I have slept in quite often — Amsterdam, Berlin, Calgary. Or the writers I have shaken hands with — Dudek, Davies, Duncan. Or the countries I have had a meal in — Egypt, France, Germany. See what I mean? You can do ten of each. You can do dead or alive. You can just zip through the alphabet one letter at a time. Honey, Ivanka, Jeanette. 

			When I’m coming home on the 99 bus after gym, I look for the alphabet on the north side of Broadway and then Tenth Avenue. No parking. Dollarama. TD Bank. 

			My friend Mike says he does this too, has been doing it all his adult life, which is a stretch. Once in a while we give each other a category. I have never asked him about women one gets lucky or loving with.

			All the last mentioned was a while ago. I haven’t been adding new names of late. I probably spend more of my attention on other lists, things to eat, makers of automobiles, I spy with my little eye. 

			But there was a time when I may have sharpened my wits in the hope of winning a letter, to employ language from the varsity athletic novels I read when I was younger than Adam and Eve. Perhaps one day I will tell you what it took to squirm into a single bed with a lovely ringletted damosel named Goldie, but right now I tell myself that there is redeeming social value in the tale of Ximena.

			I mean to say, imagine a guy who uses the alphabet to arrange his sex life, to use the blunt term. I have read about such odd fixations, if that is what you want to call them. Did you know that such an august personage as Lord Tennyson went through libraries, his own and others, surreptitiously tearing page 36 out of all the books? He hated and feared that number so. If you have this knowledge or at least this number in mind when reading “Maud,” say, or (ahem) “Ulysses,” your understanding of Victorian verse will take a noticeable hitch. “I am a part of all I have met,” indeed.

			Telling you the story of Z is the last thing I want to do.

			You have probably already heard the story of O.

			Together, they would not likely tell the story of OZ.

			I told the story of O in French. It is sort of a New Testament tale re age. 

			Which I have a lot of now. Though I am still, after all these years, under the rainbow. Another end of another alphabet. I love the alphabet: we know it by heart and organize our lives by it, but really, there is nothing logical or referenced in the order we have decided on for letters. And in the list of women who tried to keep me from getting home, there was no alphabetical order. I might have called each one U.

		

	
		
			Okay, the silliness is over; it’s on to the story of X. And while I try not to tell an X-rated tale, let me tell you how I crossed paths with Ximena Mendes. You would think, given that name, that she was from Xeres, Spain, or Xalapa, Mexico. Nope. She was from the Republic of South Africa, and though her father’s father was an ex-Catholic from Toledo, her mother’s mother was Western Sephardim, also from Toledo. She decided that her daughter would be a listener, hence the name. Maybe Simon says, but Ximena the Spanish Hebrew girl listens. I hardly ever stopped talking in her presence.

			Yes, but how did we meet? It was at another arts conference, this one in Ottawa, at one of the universities in Ottawa. I think it was. Not in Toronto, anyway. Somewhere north of Toronto. About the building where we all slept, it’s hard to remember. I can remember it in terms of north, south, east and west, being a guy, but was it a dorm or a hotel? Something in-between, it seems in my memory’s imaging. Anyway, we were one person to a room. I can’t remember where we went for breakfast if we went for breakfast, and I can’t picture the place where people were giving talks, readings and presentations. Nope, I can’t remember anything but Ximena.

			I think I knew her name a little, having seen it appended to articles in newspapers and magazines, and yes, I think she was covering this academic event for one of the Toronto papers. Anyway, she must have been one of the people I was having nightcaps with somewhere, wherever we were having drinks, and yes, I walked her to her quarters, which were north of mine on the same floor. At her door I made my accustomed suggestion about comfort and company. That is, I let her know my room number just in case, you know, you never can tell.

			“Well, I’m gay,” she said quietly.

			“That’s what I thought,” I replied. “But I would like to sleep with you. Or at least drowse.”

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			And I bid her good night and went to my own room. Before getting in between the sheets I left my door ajar just a little. 

			I might fall asleep and lose my wallet to an academic thief in the night. I might get slain, fail to wake in a pool of B-positive blood. I listened for creaking hallway floorboards, and who knows? Maybe I fell to a shallow whisky sleep. 

		

	
		
			I don’t think there was a floorboard creak. But my eyelids were open, and the former blackness of the room had been replaced by bits of light from here and there, from alarm clock and TV controls, from the little gap between the curtains. 

			No floorboard creak, but a little metallic click as the door gently closed. From the outside behind a silent thief, or from the inside. Then in the faint light I saw a figure and knew that some kind of sleeping attire was falling from it. Thief or South African? I got out my side of the bed and pulled my jammy bottoms off. I was nude in the dark, slipped back between the sheets where some creature that smelled spicy was waiting for me.

			(Every time I leave some other room and head toward these pages, I think to myself, oh boy, is he going to enjoy some sweet touch today?)

			Oh, she was a sweet warm monkey and future saint, that one. I could have loved her, maybe even did a little, more than a little. Have you seen the wonderful French point guard who plays for the San Antonio Spurs, used to be married to some famous singer or actress, his name the melodious Tony Parker? Well, Ms. Mendes had a head just like his, clearly round, as they say, meaning a lovely orb, and like his, almost without hair, maybe a light brush of hair, hardly noticeable when I rubbed it with my free hand. I had never seen her without her hair. Usually she had a black pageboy hairdo, which was now presumably back in her room, perhaps adorning a light bulb or coat hook, unless she carried a shape-preserving artificial head with her on artistic pilgrimages.

			I kissed her head, kissed it and kissed it, and let her know by that fact that this was my only intimate gesture for the moment, that I was sensitivity itself lying carefully beside her.

			I couldn’t stop kissing and eventually licking her head with its soft stubble. Why did she have a bald head, I wondered in the middle of my happiness, did it have something to do with her sexual placement or self-assignment or whatever it was called, her being a tanned daughter of Sappho, or was she —

			“Are you perhaps Orthodox?” I asked with my lips on her skull.

			“Not in any way,” she replied. “I am Jewish, as you know, but I could not live under the hegemony of those old bearded sheep-prodders in the fields near the Sea of Galilee.”

			“It’s not really a sea, is it?”

			“Nothing is what it seems. That is what I have learned over the years.”

			I was now holding her in my arms, and for comfort fixed it so that she lay half on me. Somehow the palm of my right hand was on her bum, and I was pleased to note that it was as round, as orbic as her head, and nearly as firm. 

			“You are definitely lesbian in your proclivities?” I asked.

			“I am a sexual creature whose desires are for the female when it comes to an other.”

			I was feeling a little academic, despite the fact that my male organ was perhaps mistakenly preparing for its favourite activity.

			“Can you call her, really, an ‘other’ if she shares your physical appearance vis-à-vis sex?” I enquired.

			“Let me,” she said after a short silence, during which somehow a nipple had found a place between my lips, “come at this discussion from another angle. Here you are bare skin to bare skin with a person who has the same sexual ambitions that you do, who is of the same gender, therefore, as yours. Doesn’t that in some way modify your self-identification as a heterosexual Christian lad?”

			“In the stillness, in the autumn moonbeams, his face was inclined toward me, / And his arm lay lightly around my breast — And that night I was happy.”

			“Who wrote that?”

			“I did,” I said. 

			“What are you doing right now?”

			“Running my hand up the inside of your lovely firm left thigh,” I said.

			“I mean ‘now’ in a slightly broader context. This room this evening. This very small group of people.”

			“I want to look forward to a time in which you are my friend. A friend who will lie bare-bodied with me late at night before a day in which I have to be lucid and quick-witted in front of friends and strangers.”

			“What’s this? Is this what you mean by friendship?”

			She was, of course, holding my rather stiffened yoo-hoo. You will have to imagine the questions that swirled around inside my brain or facsimile. For sure I was not picturing a boulder bouncing down a rock face. She’s gay, I told myself. She might as well be a boy. This is just a friendly grasp, I told myself. For a while she just held on, not moving her hand or any other part of her body. Philosophical considerations marched through my head, keeping unwelcome fear outside my window — our window. As I thought in abstract terms and complete sentences, the hand I had on her upper, inner, firmer thigh moved as of its own accord upward (in terms of the body it belonged to, not the room it was in) and inward, in a sense, and purposefully, if not firmly, and finally wielded a few fingers that brushed bare skin all the way to the edge of her music box, oh my god Hermes the thief!

			She didn’t moan, all you cliché fans out there, she didn’t groan, she did not say shocking words. But I heard a deep southern hemisphere breath come out and fill the space around and above us. 

			What are you doing? 

			I asked myself this inside my head. 

			She is a happy and established Amazon.

			What are you trying to do? Are you going to change her?

			Show that your appeal is stronger than any habit, any defence?

			No. No. I just want to be with her, as close as it may turn out to be.

			To touch.

			I did not put my fingers right in. I did not want it to appear that I was the penetrator, Delsing the Destroyer. I just felt as if I were, well, I was going to say home, maybe because if a person were to check the etymology of home, as I had done for the paper I was going to give tomorrow afternoon, one would see that it means the place where one may lie down.

			Then she was on top of me, or maybe I was on top of her. Either I forget now or I did not clearly know then, and my stiff member was right there where one begins, and I could tell, I could tell, we both wanted it to be in. But first with gentle strokes and then with almost gentle strokes, we tried, yes we did, while I kissed her head, yes, but her flower remained closed, and I slowly desisted, my arms around her, so she must have been at least now above me, and then she kissed my forehead, where she must have tasted my light sweat.

			She kissed me and kissed me, and I lay on my back in gratitude and confusion, feeling as if I were a boy new to sex and so old I was learning to fail in the last days. I was almost in awe of this little creature. Remnants of my sexual fantasies were slipping by the edges of my sight if it was not my fancy. Mmmmm, she hummed a little, and slipped without effort or discomfort, down, kissing my thin chest and holding my ovals now in both hands, raising me as if water from the creek, to drink, and there was my ache right inside her mouth. And now she taught me. 

			Maybe you remember that about that time all the popular magazines and jokesters and serious radio arguments were talking about something called the G spot. This was a little area apparently inside a woman’s erotic channel, which, when stimulated, increased her fucking enjoyment many times over. Men all over the world were looking for it. They felt like failures if they could not find it. Women had another thing to fake in order to prevent depression in their husbands and lovers. 

			After a decade or two talk about the G spot, interest ebbed, and attention was directed back to the clitoris. Handle that the right way, men were told in the magazines and health programs, and your mate will start hinting at things the minute you step inside the door.

			I don’t know whether Ximena was transferring her expertise about the G spot or the clitoris, but she located a most desiring spot on the underside beginning of the bulb of my little purplish-grey candy torpedo, oh, I couldn’t think straight though I knew straight where I wanted this to go, the confusion that is, you will see, in the poor control I have over my words. I had known about this hardly at all, only in the most general of ways, in my late adolescent desire to get to the end of this but not too soon, the same way we later, I am told, feel about death. Her mouth became her small hand and vice versa, while I disappeared around back of a planet no human had ever laid eyes on till this moment, if moment is what it was.

			“It’s all over,” she whispered.

			“I’ve heard that one,” I said, kind of groaning but knowing that I would quip again some day.

			“Oh, you.”

			“Ah,” I kind of gasped. “X marks the —”

			“If you finish that sentence, I’m out of here.”

			So I just lay on my back with that wonderful round head on my chest and slept till some time in the mid-morning, when I woke with a smile on my face and no companion. Of course. She had to fetch her hair.

			That afternoon while she drank green tea from a cardboard cup, I told her that I just about loved her.

			“Me?”

			“My first ever Jewish South African lesbian divine messenger.”

			“You would like to —?”

			“Take the pain out of visiting Toronto, if I live long enough to visit Toronto again, by coming to see you.”

			“I wrote my telephone number on your leg, in magic marker.”

			“I showered carefully,” I said.

			There were times after that when I almost felt as if I could have been home in her cool dark apartment above a barbershop on Bathurst Street.

		

	
		
			I have mentioned my backside tattoo, NO STEP, and I did have something to say on another occasion or page, if I remember aright, about high-heeled shoes. I was a superannuated virgin when I was among those aviators, or was it among those avatars? The word avatar means the god who has fallen to earth, and during my years in the air farce enough guys did that. I took pictures of whatever was left of their flying machines on the Manitoba flatlands, but I never saw their remains. 

			Sure, I thought Ximena was a divine messenger, but I wonder about those pilots in their spacy outfits. Were they divinity fallen to earth or intruders in the sky, too stupid or prideful to know that the sun gets hot on the prairie provinces, and waxwings don’t do well there. 

			But before I wax overly ornate here, let me return to the question of being in the sky. No, I am not a member of the mile-high club, though I am an associate member, if you can figure that out. As a sensible lad brought up pretty well on the surface of the planet, if you don’t count the atmosphere, I have been most of my long life afraid of flying. As a high school air cadet I got to go up and sit in the fuselage bubble of a crate that resembled the famous Flying Boat, this being another amphibious vessel that could stay in the air for a whole day, rumbling through the atmosphere at less than a hundred miles an hour. Then when I was seventeen, I took my first commercial flight, from Vancouver to Pat Bay Airport in a DC-3, because I was going to go to college in Victoria, and my friend John Lundy, who was in the navy there, liked that little hop to the island. Later that year I got a lot of flying in before being fired from my provincial survey job up north. 

			I don’t remember being scared. It was after I had been in the RCAF that I developed my fear of flying. If I was working with cameras out the windows and doors of loud rattling kites, I didn’t have the time or brains to be scared. But as an aerial photographer I had time for reading, and though I spent some of that time reading science-fiction romances, and some of it reading U.S. poetry, I also came upon aeronautical magazines and books in the base library. I read about the length of electrical and hydraulic lines in a typical transport plane, the number of parts that allowed a pilot to turn or raise his machine, and I let my imagination run away with the spoon. 

			Meanwhile airline spokesmen were always attesting that flying was a lot safer than driving if you wanted to get from Vancouver to Edmonton, say, though who would really want to do that?

			“You were in the air force. Why would you be afraid to fly?” people would ask me.

			“I know the many things that can go wrong,” I would reply.

			Every time I hear a bump or a sudden change in engine sound, I start to sweat.

			My first experience of Pat Bay Airport involved dark air and sudden explosions. I didn’t see many movies when I was a small boy. The first I ever saw was Bambi, and it scared the hell out of me — once when Bambi’s father appeared, a supernatural powerful buck you had to look upward at, filling the screen, and another time when the deer hunters were coming. I didn’t go to movies much until I was a teenager with a beer-bottle income, but one movie I did see during the war was Commandos Strike at Dawn, which was filmed north of Victoria, among Norwegian fjords. Pat Bay stood in for an English warplane base. 

			Things were a little quieter in 1953, when John Lundy and I rode for half an hour in the silver CPA plane with the flapping wings, into my short future as a college student. A year later I would be sitting on the metal floor in an RCAF Expeditor, wondering how I could arrange to live a life on the ground or not too many storeys above it.

			But in the kind of life I managed to lead, or rather to follow, a person has to learn the airplane passenger life by heart. This person has to keep busy with tickets and shoulder bags and paperbacks, so busy that there isn’t any time to nurture fear about the condition of vertical stabilizers and their electronic manipulators. Or, say, pilots with suicidal temptations.

			Fear is the subject, isn’t it? And if you get enough fear, you are in the place of awe. In recent years, non-readers have been using the word awesome as if it means something you like a lot, something that makes you wriggle your little bum in expectation of enjoyment. These people don’t read ancient texts such as the Old Testament, and if they did, they would be puzzled by a God who wants them to fear him. I’m saying that you are nowhere near awe if you are not stricken with fear right to your soul’s innards.

			So there I am in an airplane as so often happens, specifically in a CPA Boeing 747, just about forty thousand feet above the so-called surface of our planet. There are, what, four hundred of us humans in this big aluminum tube with wings, some of us working minimally, most of us asleep, the lights off. It is midnight, and we are crossing the equator and the International Date Line at the same time. Maybe we will slip out of time into something else altogether.

			I’m awake, and looking out the little window to my left, out and down, or really, is there a distinction between down and upward here, now? I don’t care. It is midnight, we are trying to enter a new day and a different hemisphere, and in addition to all this, there is a full moon. There is no land below us, and no clouds, just a huge powerful orb of water, it must be, shining full of moonlight, immense, somehow in space, empty but everything.

			When I was a boy and most of the adult world was trying to make me believe in the divine, they should have put me in this seat in this 747, looking out at this light in this darkness where I could lean on a wall that was cold as fatality on the other side of its centimetres. 

			Ah, I said.

			Ah.

			That is not wine-dark, I whispered in the silent cabin. Never.

			Or maybe I whispered it to the sleepy head on my right shoulder. By the moonlight that was curious enough to enter our window I could see her closed eyelids, perfect lashes folded in what appeared at least a literary facsimile of innocence. As far as I knew, she was innocent as all get-out, which is not what I contemplated doing. At our two-hour stop in Honolulu she stayed with me, getting through stupid jokey discussion into what passed for serious talk about recent Canadian painting. She knew all there was to know about prairie landscapes and so did I, but I pretended not to, just to test her, just to see how she looked when she was looking inward to remember pictures she had seen in Saskatoon.

			We smoked cigarettes in the little smoking-permitted corner, and I kept looking away from her blue eyes. I wasn’t used to blue eyes, except in songs. These blue eyes in the middle of a long tiring voyage, that should have been exhausted or closed as they would be hours later, looked up at me because I am tall and she less so, and in looking up at me that way just about made me forget my voyage and go wherever they would be, go into them, if that is what they want, and yes, I am getting silly here. It’s all right. You are writing this story, not I. I am simply reading it.

			When we got back into the plane for the long southwesterly throw, I put my paperback Fitzgerald face down on the meal tray, leaned my head against infinity and slept, I think, for an hour. Before I went to sleep there was a homely old woman, harmless and friendly, sitting in the middle seat to my right, already in a little CPA blanket. When I woke there was a head on my right shoulder, but it was not hers. It belonged to a winsome freckled blonde woman and it featured another recently updated pageboy cut. According to Percy Bysshe Shelley, whom I had been reading on the way down to Los Angeles, this blonde head, sleeping or not, contained inside it everything that I was gazing, moonstruck, at outside my window. 

			Here in the stratosphere, overlooking wide waters with imaginary lines across them, I could not have made an orderly sentence if I had been asked to. If she were to awaken, I would not know what tense to speak in, but would simply have smiled slightly and gestured toward the awesome scene. 

			A wanderer, harried for years on end. Here I go again, I was thinking, somewhere in my thorax.

			I have wandered to the Antipodes quite a few times, and if you asked me what I liked best about the trip, I’d have to say the fact that you approach Cairns or Auckland or wherever early in the morning, so before land comes at last into sight you are eating breakfast, and this breakfast includes a bowl or plate of tropical fruit. Here’s something even better: the wakened blonde in the pageboy tells you she cannot abide papaya, especially with lime juice, and she has no objection to your spearing hers with your little white fork. Whether this is true or she is just trying to get closer to you, some extra breakfast fruit puts you in an excellent mood to assuage the tiring round-the-clock flight.

			In some parts of the former British Empire it is called paw paw. In Cuba you should not call it papaya because that is a slang term for a woman’s sexual organ. You should say fruta bomba instead. I always thought that sounded even naughtier. 

			Anyway, as long as there are mango and papaya and pineapple and kiwi and guava and feijoa around, I can put up with the sheep these people choke down by the thousands.

		

	
		
			We fetched up at the University of South Australia, where for a week we would mingle with academics from all over Australia and New Zealand and Canada, and even a few from the USA. They were all there to tell each other what to think about Canadian literature and art, and use up the various kinds of dollars handed out by the Canadian department of foreign affairs. I was just trying to avoid such things as the last, but the academic world wanted me to enlighten them about the finer products of the human imagination, so there I was, along with a lot of other adults occupying the student quarters of a scenic uni, as they call it there, in Adelaide. 

			As I hadn’t slept much over the previous twenty-four hours, or twenty-four and a half hours because of the half-hour time zone we were all dropped into, I got myself a little rest in the little bed they assigned me in a little room of one’s own one floor above the source of a most peculiar sound that repeated every half minute. Sounded like some liquid in some glass pipe in some echo chamber. It was a lovely sound to drift into while sliding into sleep by the Great Australian Bight.

			I missed the free lunch altogether, but woke in time to get to the student cafeteria to eat some animal for dinner. As luck would have it, our queue snaked right past a big stainless-steel cylinder in which one could espy small thin slices of greyish meat. Having missed lunch I did not complain when my plate was piled high.

			“What is the source of that unfortunate flesh?” I asked an Aussie in front of me.

			“It’s lem, might,” he said.

			Was he saying that it might be lemming? If they had an animal called a lemming here, it would not resemble much the lemmings of the Arctic. Or was his reply a reference to science fiction one way or the other, and hence a warning?

			I ate some anyway, and was pleasantly surprised by two contradictory facts: it was lamb, and it tasted really good. 

			And there was, of course, pavlova for dessert. Fantastic in appearance but nowhere as pleasant to eat as feijoa or guava.

			It turned out that I found myself sitting between the Aussie with the information and the blonde with the new pageboy. 

			“What,” I asked the Aussie, “stations itself outside your window and makes a sound like some liquid in some glass pipe inside some echo chamber?”

			He thought for a moment and then his eyes lit up behind his glasses. “That’s what we call a magpie. Doesn’t sound like your magpie at all. As to looks, he is white where yours is black and black where yours is white. More or less.”

			“Your crows — are they white?”

			“Now you take your possum. Our brushtail possum is a sweet little guy who just wants to see what you left in your trash can. Your possum looks like a giant rat on methedrine.”

			“Isn’t it o’possum?”

			“That’s in Ireland, might.”

			“Hey, it’s my first day in Australia. I’m not ready for down-under humour,” I pleaded.

			“Pled.”

			“Wait! Who said that?”

			“I did. The reader.”

			“Hold on there. This is not that kind of book.”

			“What kind? What do you plead?”

			“I am just saying that this is an old-fashioned narrative. The main character is someone in the book, and the writer is someone outside the book. In life.”

			“So?”

			“Well, if we don’t have that separation, you would probably just think that all the sexual intercourse happened to the author, when really it happened to the fictional narrator. And we cannot really trust him to be telling the truth.”

			“And you can always trust the writer to be telling the truth?”

			“I am not going there. Also, I am not sure that you are right about pled as opposed to pleaded.”

			“I have noticed,” said the blonde with the new pageboy, “that there are a lot of animals and fish and trees and so on here in the topsy-turvy world that have the same names as some of those items in Europe and America, but they are clearly not the same kind of animal or plant. Not even close, sometimes. Like that fish you call a salmon.”

			“You’ve been to our continent before?” asked the Aussie.

			“No, I did my research before this trip. I am a responsible scholar,” she said.

			“My name is Brian,” said the Aussie. “And yours is —?”

			“George,” I said, “Something.”

			“Cecilia,” said the blonde. “If I am in a good mood, I answer to ‘Cissy.’”

			“Do people ever make fun of that nickname?” asked Brian.

			“Oh,” she said, “I have ways of handling those pigs.”

			Rather harsh, I thought.

		

	
		
			I thought that I would be hitting the sack early that night. I was jet-lagged as all get-out, and determined to get to the 9:00 a.m. panel discussion about comparative aboriginal feminist writing. But there was a permanent welcoming party in the university pub, and our Aussie hosts were buying the Coopers unpasteurized, so I felt that it would have been shameful to be under the covers rather than under the down under influence. Besides, we Canadians were ambassadors in a manner of speaking, and bore a certain responsibility.

			I would have learned a number of drinking songs that night, if I had been able to understand what the blokes were singing. I would have got into a darts game — or drafts, I think they called it — but I could not understand Aussie rules, such as throwing darts at your friends’ heads, or into the ceiling.

			Eventually I found my way to my little room, after a longish stop for a pee in the communal dunny. There would be another day for brushing my teeth and that sort of thing. I managed to get my clothes off, except for my socks, and I just flopped onto the top blanket of my little bed. 

			“Good night, Sheila,” I whispered to the realistic hallucination of the short redhead I had talked to at the pub.

			“It’s not Sheila,” came an answering whisper from just inside the door, which had apparently opened and closed without a click. “It’s me from across the hall,” came another whisper.

			As she got closer I could see quite a bit in the faint light of the southern hemisphere. It was, of course, Cecilia. She was attired in a way I had never seen before. All she had on was a half-slip, but she had pulled it up so that the elastic top was above her breasts, and her legs were bare from high in the thighs down. When she got really really close, I saw that the breasts that the elastic was above were quite small, set apart and almost, you would say, negligible. And I had never been in the habit of neglecting breasts.

			I wasn’t all that wide awake, as you know, but I was in no danger of nodding off, either.

			When she traded the whisper for quiet speech, she spoke in a surprising little-girl tone, little girl asking for something she knew was not altogether a given. She was wearing almost nothing, however. I was glad not to be imprisoned below the covers of my little bed.

			“Can I spend the night here?” she asked in that surprising little-girl voice.

			Being as to how it was in a student dorm, the bed was not very wide, but we did spend the hours of darkness there. We did kiss. I did take off most of my clothes, and that half-slip did get pulled off over her blonde head, so I did rest a hand on her tiny breast, the standing nipple in the middle of my palm. We nuzzled and cuddled, I’d guess you’d call it, we two who barely knew one another, and no, she did not put her hand where you may be thinking, though that object did rise, I’d say, halfway up. I fell asleep with her sweet head on my chest, and in the morning she wasn’t there.

			We spent the week at the uni and in and around Adelaide. For the first time I had dinner in a town with a name you can read backward if you want to, this being Glenelg, where I asked why they didn’t spell it Glennelg. Apparently it is named after some place in Scotland, or maybe Mars. We had drinks one night in a farmhouse among the hills north of Adelaide, where for some reason I described a night in Austria where my Australian friend Tony had parked his car under a mulberry tree and we got into a mulberry-littered Volkswagen the next morning. Well, our host went out into the night and did not come back for fifteen minutes, but when he did he handed me a mulberry. The last one of the season, he told me.

			We travelled the city’s very straight roads in a marvellous streetcar. 

			“I am holden on to this memory,” I announced.

			“Bile ducked when he saw that one coming,” said a Canadian friend with advanced literary taste.

		

	
		
			Cissy and I were usually together that week. One day we made rude jokes after we had put some of our lunch quiche on a patio rail and watched the kookaburras pick out the bits of ham.

			“Their national bird eats quiche,” I announced.

			“He’s a manly bird. Eats meat,” countered my friend Bruce.

			I heard a bird sound even stranger than the magpie’s.

			“That’s our national bird laughing at you Canadians,” said my other friend Brian.

			My friend Murray sat beside me. He had a jam jar in one hand and a pretty piece of plant life in the other. He recited a poem for us:

			Behold the lovely wattle.

			It’s the emblem of our land.

			You can place it in a bottle.

			You can hold it in your hand.

		

	
		
			Aussie humour is not often that gentle, but I love it. Who but the Aussies would invent a game called dwarf tossing, and then the even better dwarf bowling? I suppose that you are going to raise your hackles now, like the German lawmakers who banned dwarf bowling in some cities. Innocent-eyed outrageousness — the Oz folk are adept at that. 

			You try growing up in a country where all the snakes on the ground and a lot of the creatures in the sea, and many of the plants coming up through the sun-beaten soil, not to mention the poisonous toads and murderous insects, are trying to kill you. If you don’t develop Aussie humour, you might as well go and see how long you can stand on one foot in the outback.

			They’ll teach a genial tourist to say, “Up your leg, Thelma,” when proposing a toast to a lady local, just so she can say, “Up yours too, Cobber.”

		

	
		
			Sometimes Cissy and I went to hear separate papers, and sometimes we skipped them altogether and headed on down to Henley Beach and a chicken shack there where I happened to know a guy from Saskatchewan who had improved his life.

			There were quite a few photographs in which we both appear, as there would be — unsurprising alert — in various conferences around the world. I am always surprised to see that I appear robust and perhaps noisy, while she always looks demure. I don’t often use that adjective, but there you go. 

			There may have been one night we spent in our respective rooms, but usually we found motivation to overcome the discomfort of sleeping two to a bed made for one healthy Australian student. Sleeping was our main activity, for some reason. I didn’t quite understand myself, but I admired Cissy for waiting. This was not the first time I had ever chosen cuddling over poking, but it was the first time I had ever done so while acutely desiring the latter. The U.S. poet Susan Howe wrote in her book about the bashful Emily Dickinson, “When I love a thing I want it and try to get it. Abstraction of the particular from the universal is the entrance into evil.” I think Cissy wanted me or it or some progress keenly. We never mentioned the name or existence of her husband, the famous actor who was not in South Australia, nor, as far as Cissy knew, in the southern hemisphere at all. I did not know him, but I had seen him tromping the boards dressed up as an unfortunate British king.

			On our last night before flying homeward, we went to bed quite late because of the Aussies and their hospitality. If you want to make friends with people who do so quite openly, find yourself some Australians. I think Cissy might have been a little tiddly, but I wasn’t. I was just a little excited and unable to sleep, the way you get the night before flying somewhere. 

			Cissy was lying on her back, using almost all the square footage, so that when I returned from brushing my teeth, I was faced with the problem of sleeping space. The one sheet was somewhere on the floor, and so were her clothes, including whatever it had been she might have pondered wearing to bed. 

			“Did Thorne Smith write this?” I asked out loud.

			There was no answer, so I did what any sensible middle-aged middle-class man would do. I dropped my duds to the aforementioned floor and approached the little bed from the direction of its foot. First I took hold of Cissy’s two bare heels and moved them apart, then farther apart. When there was a little room for me, I got up on my knees between those heels. 

			How ever am I going to get any sleep, I wondered.

			I tried leaning my shoulders forward, my hands supporting my weight, my toes hooked at the bottom edge of the thin mattress. But no, I thought, if I let myself fall forward I will wake and crush her. Hmm. What if I put the backs of my hands, which I know so well, on the cool sheet, then slide one hand under each buttock? I have never been crazy about that noun, but I was and am fond of its referent. I performed that action, and now I was holding a satisfactorily globular item in each hand. Thoughts of sleep went away like snow on a stove. I lifted that weight to my face.

			Am I, I asked myself, her director or her servant?

			Happily I served and served, and oh my, her breath was fast after a while.

		

	
		
			The next day we flew together as far as Sydney, but then she left me a virgin of sorts, and went alone, I think, to Bora Bora to swim and smoke and drink for a while before returning to her island home, which she liked to call Aiaia, for some reason. I wasn’t going to waste my one stopover on the way home, so I went with two U.S. scholars to Tahiti and its littler island Moorea. There we lived for a few days in a thatched shack on stilts, and swam around in a pool into which coconuts would sometimes fall. The tropics are okay, I told myself and them, as long as the sea breeze is wafting. 

		

	
		
			Cissy and I were tangentially in the same racket, so we occasionally met at conferences and the like, and yes, we sometimes spent time together away from the eyes of others. There were quite a few photos taken that might suggest some kind of relationship, and I did not go a long way out of my way to fend off unspoken rumours, if there are such things. Once, on a ranch in the Alberta foothills, we took our plates away from the campfire and ate our immense T-bone steaks in her room, dripping gravy all over each other’s bare chests and midriffs. Then did what you would suppose.

			I would sometimes hear stories about her husband, and occasionally I would ask her about him. I had heard that he was quite a few centimetres taller than I am, and that he had a theatrical temper. Cissy called him her prince of Colchis, which is apparently a county or something in eastern Tennessee. 

			“Don’t worry. I can take care of the prince,” she would tell me.

			My own mother’s family came north to freedom from some dismal border of Arkansas, so I pretty well knew there were no princes in Tennessee. 

			“Does he carry a gun?” I would ask.

			“Not all the time.”

			See, her hubby the prince was a fairly well-known poet as well as being a thespian, damn it, big guy, wore long scarves and peculiar boots, was rumoured to have trouble fending off professors’ wives and student volunteers while he was on a reading tour back east or across metropolitan sections of Saskatchewan. I had met him at a few festivals and debates, and was duly impressed by his long angular legs and the way he disported with them on stages and in front of classrooms. He was the author of Dangling Berries, which was a finalist for an award that carried lots of honour to make up for the fact that there was no moolah involved. 

			His poems were filled with messiah babies pointing chubby fingers at the clear blue April sky and writing there with flames. We painters often say of the poets that they fan a more sacred fire, but what we really think is that they have a thin, easy job compared with ours, and yet they get the bulk of the delicious travel grants and invitations to interesting venues. It’s apparently the same in other countries. I was once surrounded by multilinguistic poets in a hall in Los Mochis, a particularly poetic city in the state of Sinaloa.

			So, while he was flying into Montreal or Cleveland with his cape fluttering in the Ionian wind, I snuggled with Cissy here and there, more and more, off and on. 

			She was a devotee of intricate cocktails, which she bought for me with her mad money. I tried to catch her emptying a vial into my drink, but I never quite did. I drank hundreds of dollars’ worth of her concoctions, and sure enough, I got dizzy and disappeared into a text I hadn’t written. One time I looked at my watch and was astonished to learn that it was two days later than I’d thought.

			“Things will be difficult when I get home,” I said.

			“Then don’t go home,” said Cissy, and pressed her oddly exciting chest against my upper arm. That always worked. 

			“I am on a life’s voyage,” I said. “Shouldn’t my life’s voyage be linear? I seem to have been zigzagging for years, and now here you are, zigging me.”

			“I know all about your life’s voyage. I have seen all your zigging and all your zagging, chum.” Her voice was a sweet whisper in the fog around my head.

			“Not possible,” I said, unable to supply the rest of any suggested sentence.

			“Much more than possible,” she whispered. “If I find you tiresome or in any other way unsatisfactory, you might find yourself living in the encircled mud on some farm you don’t know the geography of.”

			I think it was the constant sense of threat that made me want to be in Cissy’s presence. She represented a kind of vibrant power, but she liked to tell me how her family had come down in the world just in time for her childhood. They had been upper-crust folk with a big house with many windows on the bank of the Hudson River somewhere in early USAmerican literature. Then things went south, and the family was down to selling their furniture and furs. Being a boy who had eliminated his body waste in a bucket for a while, I was amused. But I did everything she told me to do. I could not be watching her phials and goblets at all times.

			I was a prisoner, if you want to know my psychological state. During the heavy writers’ festival season her prince was often away on the weekends, and I took the mist-shrouded ferry across the secret water to her realm. Sometimes we met in a midtown motel, where a wine bottle got emptied or spilled. There we spent our time as naked sorceress and eager caitiff. I remember her bent knees especially — she liked to lie on her back, with her knees drawn tight to her chest, as if she were starting a cannonball dive. I liked this as well, as her bum would lift and she became as open as can be. I was part of her orb, and just for fun I would snort a little.

			Funny how funny can also be tender.

			Or murderous, you might say. When I was with her we loved to play rôles, and so we did on the day she finally invited me to her big house with the wide lawn in the leafy residential neighbourhood she shared with her theatrical prince. The latter was striding across a stage somewhere in the Maritimes, now with the time zones involved, perhaps bending his long thin legs under the raised coverlet of an honour student’s narrow bed. I do not know whether this house was as large as her childhood home on the Hudson, but I expected that she had managed to collect enough furniture for a prince and his protectress.

			She went first into her mansion and I lurked among the ancient cedars in her estate. I counted to twenty-three, my favourite prime number, and mounted her porch, where I called her name just once. I was expecting a liveried servant, but Cissy herself flung wide the door, a blaze of light like a corona around her blonde head. She gestured without a word, and bade me follow her down a long hallway to a resplendent parlour. There she touched a switch, and a fire sprang to life in the ornate fireplace. On another of her gestures I took the chair she offered, and allowed her to slide a footrest under my heels.

			We still did not speak as she filled a heavy glass with something from a bottle, some bubbling liquid from another bottle and a little handful of ice cubes. I lifted an eyebrow when I saw that she had not made a drink for herself. But I raised the heavy glass and drank, not putting it down until it held nothing but ice cubes. 

			It was time for her to lift her own blonde eyebrows. I smiled back, like a captive who had not succumbed.

			Then we resorted to weapons. She took a stick that had been leaning beside the fireplace and struck me twice as I scrambled to my feet, once across the fronts of my thighs and once across my buttocks.

			“Down in the sty with the rest of them!” she whispered. “I will hear you snort.”

			But I drew my steel sword and flourished it, stopping only when I held it across her lovely throat. She fell to her knees before me, her arms around my legs. 

			“Whoever you are, whatever kingdom is yours,” she whispered, “I ask you to put your sword in its sheath, and come upstairs with me to do likewise.”

			“Enchantress, it is by great fortune or perhaps something more noble that I stand here as a man on two feet, and it is likely that my virtue protected me from your pestle. Not all men are swine, good-looking. I will follow you upstairs only if you forbear dark magic and promise that I will leave this house satisfied and undamaged.”

			“You got it, handsome. Come up and swive me.”

			I found myself whistling, as is often my wont, as I followed her up the winding staircase. As sometimes happens, I was whistling “You’re Nobody till Somebody Loves You.”

			Her bum inside a tweed skirt was pretty impressive as I watched it indolently. A lot more impressive than that front of her starched white shirt, though I think I have made it known that I liked her the way she was.

			“First,” she said, and made a sweeping gesture toward an ornate bathtub with brass claws. It was on a kind of dais, two steps above the floor, and it stood in front of a big square window. One could see a few rooftops among the trees. 

			She climbed the stairs and turned on the water and made it bubble. She gestured toward my belt, and though I felt as shy as always, I simply took off all my clothes and piled them on the blue-tiled bathroom floor.

			“Those are called azulejos,” she said, no longer whispering.

			“No,” I said. “The Mexicans call them huevos, or sometimes cojones.”

			“I was referring to the blue tiles.” She was smiling, perhaps like a seductress, perhaps like a venomist.

			“Means bluebird,” I said, stepping one foot into the white froth.

			She waited while I sat myself down. I must have had a question on my face.

			“Yes, it is two-way glass,” she said. And she had a scrub brush in her hand.

			“Take your shirt off,” I suggested.

			And she did. What a lovely moment it was. You have been told to relax from time to time. Almost all of me was relaxed for the next fifteen minutes. There was a bit of soap foam caught in her hair. I started falling in love. You know how it is. I almost acceded to the urge to pull her into the water with me. I kissed the erect nipple in the centre of her nearest tiny breast.

			“Get out,” she said, her voice again a whisper, but a bit hoarse now.

			And she dried me the way my mother did when I was three, except that my mother never had a great big Hollywood towel. She was exactly careful enough with my huevos, and then she took my hand and led me into her chamber.

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			“Oh, don’t be silly. You have beclouded my mind. You have inflamed my body with need for you,” she said. Somehow she had rendered herself naked save for a trace of silk at her triangle.

			“Very well, I will consider it. But you must promise to do me no harm,” I said, the finest bargainer ever to have graduated from Southern Okanagan High School.

			Thus did I enter her flawless bed of love. 

		

	
		
			Well, it was something, I could tell you. But it’s not my purpose to report the details of that kind of splendour. Let’s just say I cleared her beclouded mind, became her energetic slave and drew from her one more promise.

			“The rope may begin to hang the butcher, and the rat may begin to gnaw the rope, and the cat may take a shot at the rat,” she murmured. “But you shan’t get home tonight.”

			“Mmmph,” I replied, because that was all I was capable of at the moment.

			“If you really desire to get home,” she said, an actual bit of trill in her voice, “you must be prepared to take a roundabout course, and during that course face several distractions and perils.”

			“None the equal of you, my lady,” I managed to say.

		

	
		
			Sometime over the next half year we met for a drink at a downtown hotel in a Canadian city we were both visiting, and she told me a story about that no-longer-flawless bed. Somehow her prince got wind of the caitiff’s adventure and performed one of his best theatrical actions ever. First he opened wide the marital bedroom’s balcony windows and wrestled their king-sized mattress out onto the balcony and then over the rail to its flight down to the lawn. There it lay undisturbed for a half hour while he went from room to room in the house, gathering every copy of all my books they owned and all my friends’ books and every book I had illustrated, and carried them outside, dumping them in a messy heap on the centre of the mattress. 

			Then he went back inside and retrieved a box of kitchen matches.

			Yep, not a dramatic blaze, but a smoky and illegal fire just the same.

			I don’t know what happened next. Who cares?

		

	
		
			Aw, the last time I saw Cissy she was standing naked and thinner in a Vancouver doorway, and there were tears like rain sliding down her face and onto her flat freckled lovely breast.

			A year or two later I sat across a table in a Toronto restaurant while tears fell from the sad eyes of a woman whose name you don’t need to know.

			Later still I saw tears all over the face of a short woman with luxurious wavy hair, that hair that “he” later saw on the street in West Point Grey. Or at least thought “he” did.

		

	
		
			Rope, rope, hang butcher. Butcher won’t butcher cow. Cow won’t give milk. Milk won’t feed cat. I don’t have a clue what will happen tonight.

			That is what I was saying out loud as I made my lone way from my brother’s house up over the irrigation ditch and onto the first flatland of the reserve. I was walking pretty slowly, partly because I am kind of old now and partly because, just as I used to do all those decades ago, I walked with my eyes to the ground in front of me and my ears tuned for the sound of a rattlesnake’s tail. 

			I did not see or hear any rattlers that sunny day. I saw little piles of cubic horseshit and the circular dried cowshit I had always thought resembled butterhorns, or at least those flat pastries my mother and her friends called butterhorns. I always wondered where the horns were, until decades later I saw pictures of something labelled butterhorns, and they were some kind of rolled and wrapped sweet bun. Anyway, if those cowflops got dry enough we could use one as a Greek Olympics discus. We invented a lot of Okanagan sports, my friend Bob and I.

			But this time I was alone, old and a little worried that the young Okanagan guys, on horses or with pickup trucks, would inform me that I was trespassing on native land. Rat won’t gnaw rope. The barbed-wire fence I had found my way past didn’t have any stiles.

			It took a lot longer than I had thought it would to get to the base of Big Rock Candy Mountain. Distances are deceiving to the homeward traveller. But there I was at last, well away from the parallel dirt tracks that constituted a pickup-truck road. 

			Matterhorn? No, butterhorn.

			I could have used a butterhorn then, or now.

			If I looked to my west, I could not see my brother’s place, but I had a pretty good view of the valley, not the river, but the brown knobby hills on the other side. I could hear thousands of insects nearby and the odd semi engine up or down Highway 97. I was not carrying a cellphone or any other weapon, only my wallet with my health card in it, and a pen in my shirt pocket. I was looking for an eleven-year-old kid. I knew he was not looking for me.

			The little mountain would not have been called little in Southern Ontario, for example. But it did not look easy to climb. Boy, boy, climb mountain. I don’t think so. I wasn’t there to get to the top. I was there specifically to be at the bottom. That’s where some boulders the size of trucks and cottages were standing in the couch grass a small distance from the first rise of the mountain. Didn’t look like candy at all. Some could have been there for a thousand years, maybe since before the little ice age. Maybe a few could have been there for five or six decades. One had a baby pine tree growing out of it. 

			Okay, one of them could have had an Okanagan Indian man or boy under it. 

			I had a good look around, on the side of the mountain where I had done what I had done. I certainly did not see any little cross, the kind you see beside the road where an inexperienced or drunk young driver had misdirected a car. I did not see any signs that anyone in the past had started trying to dig under a boulder or cause a boulder to move. After a lot of walking around and watching for snakes, I sat down on a smaller rock and breathed. All right, I might have spoken a kind of apology prayer. I am telling you this corny stuff because it seems to make me a better person. Then I checked my location — my rock was far enough from the mountain’s wall to be hit by a much larger boulder bouncing off a cliff above and falling fast in the sunshine.

			I sat there all afternoon. I didn’t even have a book with me. From time to time I would sing a song I knew when I was a boy. A lad. If Bob Small had been there, we would have sung in harmony, or as well as we could. I looked upward once in a while.

			“This is one of the stupidest afternoons and early evenings I have ever spent,” I said out loud. It would be more dramatic — no, more legendary — if I did this standing up straight, I told myself, so I did, till I got too tired. Maybe around two hours before sunset, while I was standing straight, a man and his dog walked by, probably a hundred metres away. The dog started toward me, but the man called it back, and they walked on by, south toward the reserve road. 

			When it started to be dusk, the insects got louder and soon they were joined by the first frogs along the river, calling for company, I suppose. If I stayed there till it was really dark, I would hear the first coyotes, but it is not a good idea to be a lone old guy in the dark where there is no real road. 

			I might do this again, give it another chance, I thought. But I never did. 

		

	
		
			He goes out onto Tenth Avenue at least once a day, to walk the dog, even though the fellow doesn’t like the loud buses and crowded doorways. There are a lot of poles to sniff, and they both enjoy that, you might say. Sometimes he takes a book or two to the library to put on their cheap-buy shelves. He actually pretends to himself that it is interesting to decide what books to drop off — should he decide to stop keeping Philip Roth books after he has read them? Toni Morrison books? Ismail Kadare books? Is it time to let the Timothy Findley books go? No, not yet. Not yet. He goes to the post office once in a while, to mail a book he bought for less than the stamps that will send it on its way. If it is summer, he looks at the bare legs of women and girls. If it is winter, he wears his wide-brimmed blue hat. 

			Someone said that living in West Point Grey is like living in a village, what with the few blocks of cafés and stores. There’s the bakery. There’s the chocolate shop. There used to be a movie theatre and there used to be a bookstore. But it is not like living in a village. He has lived in a village, and when you live in a village, you know the names of people. Almost everyone on the street is familiar to your eye. Here he knows the pharmacist and the women at the clinic. But his dentist’s office is on the other side of the city, and so is his optometrist’s office. Every time he goes to the sandwich shop there are new people selling sandwiches. Signs appear on lampposts once in a while, declaring that this is West Point Grey Village. 

			He tried this once: “Hello, fellow villagers. Isn’t it a pleasant spring day?”

			His fellow villagers drifted sideways on the public path. 

			He used to look for the woman he’d wronged while walking up or down the Avenue, but he doesn’t do that anymore. If she shows up with her grey hair, it will be a surprise and he will wonder afterward whether he were imagining things, in the subjunctive, for heaven’s sake. There are two other images of her that cohere. In one she is climbing the long staircase to her somewhat furnished apartment above a curiosity shop on a popular street in the east end. He is following her up those stairs, or rather he is following her bum up those stairs. He’d like to have been looking up her skirt, as such was his predilection at the time, but she always wore long skirts narrow at the ankles. She was of the opinion that her legs were unattractive, which opinion he consistently opposed by allowing her to close them about his rib cage. 

			The other image involved a length of waxed rope and an open kitchen door. The rope was held up in the middle by the door’s top, and its ends were employed to tie the nude woman’s wrists together and hold them above her head. Usually he — oh, to hell with it, usually I pulled her luxurious hair down over her face and her breasts with their erect nipples. These nipples were erect because I had been nibbling on them while one of my hands held her ass toward my face and the other found lots to do with her cuneiform part. This last was a little parted because her feet were just barely touching the wooden floor and her knees were able to flex a tiny bit.

			(If you are put off by this, or bored by it, skip the rest of this episode.)

			Sometimes I would fall to my knees and my tongue would become a wedge, reading or perhaps writing an ancient story.

			There are, it turns out, a lot of things you can do with a kitchen door and a length of rope. This particular human being complied with every one I suggested, even helped me, with her agreeableness, to get past my customary shyness. I even think that it was for the benefit of my self-image that she said something like “Oof!” when I lunged into her while kneeling behind her kneeling form on her mattress on her floor. She once said “Oof!” ten times in a row, and may have said so many more times, except that her ninth “Oof!” made me expend that night’s supply of human seed.

			I went up those stairs often and for a long time, though I know she would have liked to have welcomed me to her home more often or maybe altogether. Sometimes it was as if my visit to her very neighbourhood was an end-of-the-night desperation, and I felt guilty about that. Wouldn’t you? I did not want to be a cad, but I knew and know that I could very well have been seen as one. She was a good person who was pretty well in love with me. I was careful not to tell her that I loved her. But once in a while I would say that I loved the way she did something, or loved the look of something, or I complimented the light that spilled down the length of her hair. I fear that I allowed her to expect, and that had something to do with the fact that I came home with her less frequently than she would have liked. I never stayed till dawn’s rosy fingers, but I did get to my lonely Ithacan bed quite late some nights. Why, I asked myself, did I have to disappoint two women with my behaviour? Why disappoint them serially? 

			If only I had known what I was later to find out.

			I would drift off to sleep, like a West Point Grey neighbour drifting across the sidewalk, drifting while I pictured Honey’s long white hands tied together with waxed rope. 

			It had been my habit of long lying to imagine sexual postures instead of the alphabet while waiting to drift into dreamland. There was a time when I would alternate sex images with artistic success images. But I had sometimes received enough of the latter. Of the former I have never found enough. My reputation, if I ever had such a Shakespearian thing, might suggest otherwise.

			Or what about some kind of opposite? You may very well be thinking that that is what I am doing at this very moment, that none of the women I have described has ever come within ten metres of me. That I make up the actions and especially the dialogue, including this conversation with the woman at the kitchen door:

			“Are you uncomfortable?”

			“A little bit. It’s a little bit hard to stand on my tiptoes this way.”

			“But it makes the fronts of your thighs stand out in a nice way.”

			“With my hands tied up there above my head, my breasts stand out in an unnatural way.”

			“I think I would like to lick them.”

			“Which? Breasts or thighs?”

			“Sounds like my choice at a chicken dinner.”

			“You’re making me hungry.”

			“Later for you. I think I will start with this breast. Yum.”

			“I’d like to hold your head, but my hands are tied.”

			“Yum, llghmff llghmff.”

			“Sorry, did I poke you in the eye?”

			“I am going to do something like that to you later. Right now I think I’d like to lick those thighs.”

			“If you feel that you must.”

			“Would you like me to go upward or downward?”

			“Inward would be acceptable.”

			“There’s no rush. Oh, yum.”

			“Why do you still have all your clothes on?”

			“Don’t you find it interesting? Once I spent an hour nude in the company of two women wearing business suits. One of the most interesting afternoons of my life.”

			“I would kind of like to watch you undress. I have never seen you undress without help from me. With my hands tied, this could be a new kind of thrill.”

			“Thrill? I am a middle-aged man, not a boy athlete glistening with olive oil.”

			“There is some baby oil there on the kitchen shelf. Why don’t you apply it to me and/or yourself. I could watch.”

			“Llghmff.”

			“Slowly.”

			(Pause.)

			“Like this?”

			“Ah ah.”

			“This dialogue is getting a little minimal.”

			“I know something that isn’t.”

			“You are a bad girl.”

			“Not a girl.”

			“Bad woman. Witch.”

			“If we were fictional, the reader or viewer might feel as if he were reading or looking at pornography.”

			“He or she.”

			“He.”

			“Not memoir?”

			“Worse than pornography.”

			“If you would try to lift yourself a little on your toes, and move your legs a little farther apart, I could perhaps put my tongue in there.”

			“Not unless you remove your clothing. And don’t you dare keep your black executive-length socks on.”

			“Okay, here goes my shirt. Here, give my chest a little lick.”

			“Shoes and socks. Right now.”

			“Okay. One. Two. One. Two.”

			“Belt. Good. Zipper. Excellent. Down. Well!”

			“Sorry. This was a no-gaunch day.”

			“It’s actually bouncing. Is that what you would call it? Bouncing?”

			“I have always called it Archie.”

			“Why do men do that? Women don’t give names to their muffins.”

			“I am going to address that one as Muffin — with a capital M.”

			“Shouldn’t we be doing something with each other’s critter, so that this pornography would have something other than dialogue?”

			“With you hanging from that door, I would call this an open-and-shut case.”

			“Oh, please.”

			“Whenever I take my pants off and the little fellow starts bouncing around, you always say, ‘Oh, please.’”

			“Aha! Dialogue inside dialogue.”

			“Leading to Archie inside Muffin.”

			“Take me down from this platitudinous captivity. I see a bad boy that needs a good licking.”

			“All right. But first I would like to try something.”

			“Have I ever forbade your wishes in matters such as this?”

			“What do you think? If I put a few fingers inside here, do you think I could lift you with one hand?”

			“If you cannot, I will give you good marks for trying.”

			“Marks? With what?”

		

	
		
			Is there some rule concerning narratives that you have to get down, eventually, to some subject you have brought up or hinted at? For example, if I have alluded to something bad I did to her sometime before I thought I might have seen her on the street, do I have to reveal what that bad thing was before we are finished here?

			I am asking because right now I have become more interested in that rope-and-wrists business. I have seen, and wish I hadn’t, photographs of really ugly things done to naked or nearly naked women with ropes and chains binding them somehow. Bondage, I guess, is sort of like sadomasochism. It can be exciting if there’s just a little consensual bit, but horrible when taken to extremes. I suppose there is a sliding scale, you might say, a changeable limit of consent. 

			I knew a guy who passed off a John O’Hara story as his own when a creative writing deadline arrived too soon. A young woman with a pretty face and ears that stuck straight out to the side slapped my face when I suggested to her that she had no chance of becoming his love object. Later he had a good steady job at an old university on the prairies, and later still he died during the first mysterious arrival of the AIDS virus. He never did publish a book of fiction, but his pen name and post office box number were listed in a famous underground book, the worldwide guide to heavy sadism providers. There were a lot of specialty devices built into his big heritage house nigh the river, I heard at the time. 

			He was a very tall, raw-boned man who never lost the Kentish accent of his youth, and wore polished motorcycle boots with blunt square toes. His hands were very large, and I was glad they were never applied to my person except for the occasional forceful handshake.

			So no, I was not interested in thumping or being thumped by men or women, and I was not interested in the catalogue of painful items that could apparently be attached to their bodies or mine. Over the years, of course I managed to suspend a long-haired woman from a door, gently, kind of gently, and I did allow or persuade a few dates to tie my four extremities to bedposts and explore the possibilities of gentle power.

			For instance, Scotty. Scotty was one of those young folk who remain silent in the classroom while a handful of students are doing the little amount of talking I managed to allow them. All semester long Scotty must have been thinking sort of forbidden thoughts, but I never picked up on any vibe that I recall. But after thirteen weeks of my oracular wisdom came the end of semester and the final exam.

			This was a part of the year I really liked — the end of the semester meant that as soon as I was able to mark my way through a couple of dozen in-class essays about Cubism and a couple of dozen in-class essays about Imagism, I could look forward to a summer of ball-playing, beer-drinking and poem-writing, or maybe watercolours, or maybe a novel –– no, I would never again try to write a novel. Maybe a memoir. Maybe a long narrative poem about getting home and patching up a marriage. 

			Join my vacation with my avocation.

			Was that it?

			Anyway, here is a little confession. While my young students were bent over their papers on their desks all in a row, I was feeling pressure slide off my shoulders, while I sat at my desk in front of them all as if I were the subject they were ignoring. Okay, I will leave that, just in case there is any sense in it.

			What I did on that day or those two days, a couple times a year, was to sit there at my front desk and look at the bodies of all those young men and young women, trying to look into their souls, or if that didn’t pan out, trying to see down the fronts of their shirts. I would have a serious scholarly look on my face, of course. 

			On the occasion that I am very slowly getting to, I did some self-scrutiny. Was I sitting in a seat of power and enjoying my fancy in an inappropriate manner? That adjective had started to make its way through the campus as well as some offices downtown. It would often find its way into conversations and tirades that also employed the term politically correct. Suntanned cowboys often spit that latter term out while engaged in conversations in bars. It started with the various branches of communism and extreme socialism early in the twentieth century, as far as I know. Various leftist orators and journalists speaking to others among their camps used it as a way of keeping the argument within communist and socialist circles rather than letting the world know what was wrong with capitalist oligarchies (I think that’s what they called them). 

			Anyway, it wasn’t long till the nattering classes within capitalist systems grabbed the term and started laying it on each other. It got a little subtle, maybe, or boringly complex, as the meaning began to bifurcate and slither away among sensible shoes. When the Leninists and Trotskyists fired it at each other, they did so entirely without irony. In their world, correctness of thought was not thought to be a comical concept, much less undesirable. But pretty soon the enemies of communist organizations started hurling the term at their fearful foes. So naturally it wasn’t long till the term politically correct was used negatively. In a number of ways that I am not going to get into here. Jesus. 

			“Oh, her! She’s so goddamned politically correct.”

			And people such as your humble servant began to wonder whether it was ever appropriate to be politically correct.

			Anyway, I was sitting there at my desk, letting inappropriate thoughts go through my head, only to be replaced by last night’s basketball scores, and before I knew it I had a pile of exam booklets in front of me and the last cute little bum had twitched its way out the classroom door. I am guessing what you might be thinking about that observation.

			I did not mark those exams that night. I had a basketball game to watch and a bottle of Merlot to use in an appropriate way. But in the morning — that is to say, two in the afternoon — I started in. First I riffled them, taking out the ones I knew to be written by the best students and putting them on the bottom of the pile. I had inappropriate thoughts about a few of those students, including a young woman with braided hair who knew more than I did about pre–World War I Fauvism in the Balkans.

			On the very bottom of the last page — the back cover, in fact, in tiny letters on the very right corner — were these two words, hardly distinguishable: love you.

			I’d been around. I knew the appropriate thing to do.

			If the words had been I will kill myself for you there would have been a conundrum. Do I tell the authorities? Who are the authorities? Will they start asking me questions about my behaviour around this person Scotty? Do I dare risk this young woman’s life? Should I just ignore it because volatile young people tend toward drama? I remembered the time I was a student preparing to jump off the Granville Street Bridge because of the freshman girl I loved and the new young artist she had found interesting. Was I really going to jump? Was I drunk enough to dare myself to go further than I had intended? What was psychologically correct at the time?

			By leaving off the first-person pronoun, I figured, Scotty was making the message smaller, easier to miss, ambiguous, less likely to be acted on. If I were to act on it, that would be an indication that part of the blame would be mine. Blame. No. But could it be, and could she know it would be, more likely to arouse at least my curiosity because it was so tentative? 

			It wasn’t appropriate, that’s for sure.

			But had I given her the idea when I asked them to give me their exam booklets in stamped and self-addressed envelopes? 

			All right, I did enjoy watching them bent over their exam papers, pushing hair back behind their ears, taking their shoes off, putting their weight on one buttock, then the other. I had never focused particularly on Scotty. What was her real name? Catherine or Caroline or something like that. It turned out that she wrote a good exam. She was one of those students who never speaks up during the semester, but who has been ingesting the world under consideration and becoming a beginner authority, if you follow that terminology.

			So what did I do, I the hero of this quest story? I sent her her exam with my comments on it, and likely some extra comment that I have no memory of now, and mentioned an upcoming pub night, maybe. I don’t know, but about three pub nights later there she was, with a friend, and what a coincidence, so I introduced her to my co-drinkers, and she introduced her friend, call her Catherine or Caroline, and so for a few hours the conversation around the table covered the usual subjects — poetry, baseball, painting, local politics, the summer semester, the condition of the men’s room, the current U.S. war, my poor taste in clothing, William Burroughs and more beer, among others.

			And what a surprise — when I figured out which of my car’s doors was the driver’s door and got in, there was Scotty sitting in the passenger’s seat. That was enough to sober me up, or at least that was my opinion at the time. 

			“Did I know this was going to happen?” I asked, while finding the right place to insert my car key. This was back in the day. I would never drive a car after drinking beer nowadays.

			“Well, I surely didn’t, so you must have,” she replied in a voice as small as her handwriting on the back of an examination booklet.

			“Are you going to be in any of my classes next fall?” I enquired while backing my Citroën carefully.

			“No,” she informed me. “If I were going to be in any class of yours in the future, I would not be here now. That would be —”

			“A problem in ethics,” I said.

			“Exactly,” she said. 

			It turned out that she lived on the North Shore, so this was going to be a late-nighter, which meant — wait! I thought in my head where there was not a lot of room, I suppose you are going to tell me that this is not a problem in ethics?

			“This is just me being a good guy and giving you a ride home,” I said out loud.

			“Of course,” she said. “What else could it be?”

			“Well, you could be the immortal Calypso,” I rejoined. “You could lay a feast before me and find a way to make me think you more exciting than the mortal Penelope.”

			“Calypso?”

			“Well, you are more exciting at the moment than the mortal Penelope.”

			“I am more of a rock-steady girl.”

			“Why are you whispering?”

			“It’s a little joke. You don’t have to get it.”

			“My favourite kind.”

			I had been wondering about her. When I first imagined going through the early manoeuvres, I’d thought she played the simple girl, the straight-ahead citified naïf. In braids. But now I was beginning to enjoy the prospect of a girl with wit, and please forgive me for saying girl. 

			She was innocent and bold at the same time. Does that make sense? At a red light I leaned as far as my seat belt would let me and kissed her neck. She put a small hand on my knee, or rather the corduroy that clothed my knee, as if this were necessary while leaning a little toward me to kiss my unshaven cheek before the light turned green.

			So you will not be surprised to know that by the time we reached the Second Narrows Bridge, she had opened my zipper, and before we were halfway across the inlet, her lovely but now obscured face was in my lap, and her head was bobbing up and down. Have you ever looked into another driver’s sedan and seen a woman’s head arise from such an engagement? I have often seen such a sight in our automobile-dedicated city, and now here I was in an uncertain jurisdiction, lifting an art history student’s head to explain to her that I didn’t want to go off half- (oh no, I refuse to utter such an easily found pun) before even enjoying a tour of the maiden’s place of residence.

			She seemed all right with that, did up the zipper with care, and patted the bulge. Then she put her pointed tongue into my ear and whispered, “I need you. In me. Please. Sir.”

			When she whispered that last word, the bulge moved of its own will. She whispered and gently grunted directions through the North Shore darkness to her abode, which turned out to be one of those unimaginative apartments of the time — small, wall-to-wall carpeting in some colour probably called “wheat,” small sliding windows meant for a Prairies clime, and track lighting. Oh, yes. I was in a forgiving mood.

			Some muse or good angel or conscience or whatever was looking at me reproachfully in the dark shadow of a bay bush as I followed Scotty from car to door.

			“Not my fault. I was just planning on going home,” I whispered.

			“What?” asked Scotty.

			“Just committing your cuteness to memory,” I replied.

			“I am not cute,” she said.

			“Okay, sweetness.”

			“Not that, either,” she said, taking me by the wrist and using all her strength and guile and so on to get me through the door and into the elevator.

			“Did you ever make love in an elevator?” one of us asked.

			“I’ve gone down in one,” the other answered.

			Then the elevator door opened and I forgot about home for an hour or two. And here is the reason for my choosing this little anecdote over a lot of others. Scotty was another young woman I indulged my curiosity about knots and limbs upon. I didn’t do any of that corny bedpost routine, but just used the only available stuff in the little apartment — a length of fine cord, maybe plastic, to tie her wrists together behind her — just so I could experience something –– what was it? Power? I don’t like to think so. Maybe just a touch of power and more than a touch of the forbidden. Not all that forbidden, because she did not resist at all when I made her kneel on her bed while I took off her white shirt and her minimal white bra. 

			Here is the nice thing that happened when I tied her wrists together behind her. That made her shoulders, remember that they were bare, pull back, and I think she was helping this out, now that I remember. She also lifted her chin and opened her mouth and opened her eyes wide. You see, when she pulled her shoulders back that way, her small elegant breasts lifted, and then lifted into my hand, and then lifted to my mouth. Maybe it was power, but I thought of myself as paying homage. Do we really want these abstract nouns here? 

			Think about that question while I remove my clothes. I considered leaving my black socks on, but no, we were not making an eighty-dollar movie. I took off everything while she kneeled on the bed with her breasts gleaming so beautifully as to erase all memory of other breasts from a man’s mind. The last thing I took off was my underpants, which I carefully placed on top of the other things because I did not want any embarrassing search for gaunch later in the night.

			“Look,” I said. “Let me introduce you to Bouncing Billy.”

			“Why do all men give names to their things?” she asked.

			I thought for a while. “You are right. Women don’t give names to their, uh . . .”

			“We don’t externalize the way men do.”

			“But I know that poets like to make the external internal,” I said.

			“A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?”

			“We are not in school right now, Scotty.”

			“Here, you can touch these,” she said, pulling her shoulders back another inch. 

			“Yes, to heck with poetry,” I said.

			And then I let the eager palms of my hands rub those young breasts, my rosy fingers down and across and around, and then I let my lips and tongue loose on those nipples, which grew to touch me in return. Billy was bouncing but we ignored him, or at least I did. To heck with poetry, I told myself and knelt in front of her, touched my chest to hers.

			“I’d like to put my arms around you,” she said.

			“Legs,” I said. “You are the white-legged goddess.”

			“No poetry,” she said.

			So I reached for the scissors on her bedside table and snipped the string, and she seemed, in the dim light, more exciting than ever with the bits of string hanging from her wrists. Her freedom was going to gainsay mine.

			“How am I doing?” she asked.

			“What? Look at him bounce!”

			“My husband says I’m mediocre at lovemaking. I want to be really good.”

			“Husband?”

			“He’s gone with someone else. We got married when we were twenty. He thought he knew everything when he was twenty.”

			“I was a virgin when I was twenty,” I whispered.

			“Lie on your back,” she non sequitured.

			As I so often did when I was being forbidden to recommence my voyage homeward, I obeyed. Then she did all the things you are fancying, and did them more slowly and carefully than you normally imagine. I especially liked it when one set of her fingers held my tender scrotum and the other was wrapped about the nearby shaft. I refrained from saying anything meant to be witty.

			“Ah, yes,” was about the extent of my verbal output.

			When she clacked her teeth a centimetre from my glans, I neither shrank nor dodged. Ah, brave Billy!

			Still, I was a little nervous about this husband business. I can’t honestly say whether it made the events of the night more exciting or a little too much confused. I did imagine becoming part of a North Shore murder story, blood all over the drywall, teeth loosened again, never mind about that. I lay on my back and let her at me, and I was glad that I did. 

			Do you know how the seats in a rowing scull operate? The shell is as narrow as they can make it, and semicircular if seen in cross-section. The little seats slide while the crewmen are rowing, and all this makes for two things — speed and instability. Also beauty. Chances are that you will never have the experience of sculling on the Thames or wherever, but you can get a minimal version of the experience in one of those rowing machines at your gym.

			Well, I was put in mind of — if you can grant that my mind was working at all during this activity — a racing shell by Scotty’s activity, with me as boat, perhaps, and she as rower, or perhaps me as river, and oh no, I am getting lost here. What I want to say is that with me lying there on my back and Billy highly available, she negotiated the length of my body in a way that reminded me of a champion sculler on his sliding seat. This had never happened to me before, and I was singularly impressed. I liked it so much that I regretted it when I finally came, but then we men always do feel that way, don’t we? We want it to happen and we want it to wait a little longer. 

			Scottie was smooth with sweat and I was almost weeping with my happiness, midnight forgotten, early morning a wisp of memory, the traffic was no longer thin and the living room was bathed in light when I went to sleep on the couch.

			And Scotty? Once in recent years I thought that I spotted her on a city bus, art-school cardboard in her lap, and I don’t know whether she was looking at me and wondering whether I would recognize her or noting my surreptitious glance and getting nervous, a total stranger.

			And, Scotty? If you ever happen to read this, I want you to know that your husband was an idiot. You were the best I was ever lucky enough to experience. My Ned Hanlan, my Nausicaä.

		

	
		
			What has this Big Rock Candy Mountain got to do with those (selected) experiences with princesses and goddesses and vamps who delayed me on my quest for home and hearth? If I knew that, I would not have had to tell about them. If I had known how hard it would be on my old heart, I would not have decided to come up here, where I sit with torn and stained clothing, a heaving breast, as they say, and blood on my legs. When I was young that blood would clot almost as soon as it was exposed to the air. Now that I ingest blood thinners every evening before going to bed, it makes lines down my calves and shins.

			No pain, no gain. Isn’t that what they say?

			They didn’t mention that mainly what you gain is pain.

			Here above the plain once visited by armoured riders from Spain.

			I would sing for you, but I will be out of breath for the next hour or two.

			You know, one of the things that authors like to do is — well, I am not really claiming to be an author. Let’s say a person who has been telling a story or two and maybe making some of them up. One of the things that real authors like doing is answering questions eagerly put to them by people who describe themselves as “great readers.” Authors like to take those simple questions and give back answers that sound like contradictions, paradoxes, mysterious and truth-brimming aha! moments. 

			Where do you get your ideas? 

			I start writing something that begins to look like a story, and I dive in, hoping to find an idea somewhere. I have no ideas when I start. If I had an idea, I would never start. Wouldn’t need to.

			Why did you tell that story?

			Because it’s there. Isn’t that the standard reply?

			No, that’s mountains. Why did you climb that mountain?

			You call this a mountain?

			No, you did. Big Rock Candy Mountain.

			That’s a song. I’d sing it for you, but I will be out of breath for the next hour at least. 

			What does that so-called mountain have to do with the woman you saw on some avenue?

			Tenth.

			Tenth woman?

			Tenth Avenue. What does she have to do with the altitude I now find myself on, probably two thousand feet above sea level? 

			Actually, what wrong were you supposed to have done to her? 

			And here is the question you should be asking: what does that wrong have to do with the boulder you pushed off the mountain?

			What does that boulder have to do with this mysterious wrong you keep mentioning?

			Ah. Think back. Haven’t you been feeling a connection? 

			Wait, I —

			Hmm?

			You think you might have killed somebody with that boulder. Was that woman on Tenth Avenue a ghost?

			Grey hair, remember?

			You didn’t —?

			You have proven once again that the scholar-critic knows more about the novel than the author does.

			Novel? There’s no novel here.

			Then how did you get here?

		

	
		
			Do you remember that a while back I was telling you about Honey (née Harriet), and said, “Wherever she is now”? This is not a fairy tale I am telling, not an odyssey, either, and not a family romance. Nope. I did not finally make it home and take to all Honey’s suitors with a broadaxe or whatever. I did not sweep her up and carry her to a cave with loud sentimental music playing as in that scene from a friend’s novel turned into a movie that everyone made fun of. I don’t have those stringy muscles that Kirk had back in the day, speaking of movies. In fact, to use the language most of my friends seem to favour as particularly contemporary, fuck the movies. 

			And as for getting home — I was always getting home, though the word home, as I may have mentioned earlier, means the place where you can lie down. I did my share of that elsewhere, you would likely say, and when I did it at the house I shared title to, I tended not to have any company. I was more like a Labrador dog swimming out into the salt water to fetch a wet tennis ball over and over than a breadwinner hanging his fedora on the peg just inside the front door. I mean, who uses the front door? And who would not get tired of that joke, her husband hollering, “Honey, I’m home”?

			Anyway, do you remember my talking about the alphabetical lists I have always liked to make, especially when I am lying down at home and trying to get to sleep in my lonely bed? Amsterdam, Berlin, Chicago. Austen, Burroughs, Calvino. Astros, Braves, Cubs. Australia, Belgium, Costa Rica. Austin, Buick, Cadillac. Sometimes I have committed them, peculiar words, to paper, in a scribbler, in my diary, on hotel stationery. So, one day I jotted down this one:

			Areth: Liked to kneel on the floor.

			Bonny: My only time on a horse.

			Cissy: Look! The Southern Cross!

			Danaë: Acres of shining sweat.

			Ellen: Across the threshold.

			Fé: I am a piano.

			Geraldine: Liked to do it in her dress.

			Hannah: Truly skinny, scary hip bones.

			Irina: God bless the Urals.

			Joanne: Those hands!

			Kelly: Totally imaginary.

			Lana: Had to be outdoors before dark.

			Monique: Taught me Quebec.

			Nora: Hung on tight and wept.

			Olivia: On the phone to her husband.

			Pamela: Huge veined globes.

			Q: Still available.

			Red: Part of a hilarious episode.

			Scotty: Her husband is an idiot.

			Theresa: Talk about department head!

			U: Looking for an Ursula.

			Valerie: Delicious, hints of basil.

			Wendy: Damn, I could have!

			Ximena: Talk about hitting the spot . . .

			Yolanda: I did it as a favour to an ex-teacher.

			Zola: Good editor, even better lover.

			and then I somehow left it beside the sink in my studio, just before heading to the airport. I had to go to Toronto (Eva) to meet some other old farts to decide which young visual artists (I always said “painters” inside my head) were going to get grants from the conscience fund of our biggest brewer.

			On the plane, I had this imaginary conversation with Honey.

			“Why is this skinny ugly Hannah child in the H place instead of me?”

			“I.”

			“No, the H.”

			“No, ‘I’ rather than ‘me.’”

			“Anyone who would say ‘of I’ is a moron. Not even a pedant. Just a moron.”

			“You want to know what? I am going to concede that point to you.”

			“You could also answer my question.”

			“Oh. Sorry. I thought it was a rhetorical question.”

			“I am guessing that you could have substituted Honorée or Helga or Hortense or Hillary or Heloise.”

			“I don’t know anyone named Hortense,” I said, stalling for time.

			“You have time. You are only a junior senior.”

			“All right. Here is the reason that some Hannah is on the list rather than Honey.”

			“‘Some Hannah’? That’s how you refer to your chosen companions?”

			“Okay, here is why Hannah Desrocher is on the list and you are not. It is because you are not just an initial in a list. You are extra-listial. The whole list taken all together does not measure up to you. If you were a city you would amount to more than everything from Antwerp to Zacatecas.”

			“Anything to drink for you, sir?”

			It was the flight attendant with a cart of liquids.

			“I’d like a tomato juice, please —”

			I leaned forward to read her badge.

			“— Debra.”

		

	
		
			When I was in high school there were a lot of occasions upon which we students were asked our ambitions in life, specifically what we wanted to be when we were finished with school. These notions would show up, for instance, in the high school annuals that would appear in second-hand stores decades later. The first time we were asked, around grade seven, I guess, I kind of fudged the questionnaire. I had spent years and years reading comic books in which costumed men and boys fought crime and kept the streets safe for little old ladies and toddlers. It did not take me long to forget about the idea of zooming around in a cape and mask, but I still wanted felons to be put away because how dare they, and who did they think they were, and people want to be safe on the streets. When I was in grade three, the caped champions of justice pitched in to win the war against Hitler and Tojo, but when the war was over, Spychaser took off his breeches and put on a suit and became Crimechaser. In a similar fashion I put off my daydreams about fighting crime with a big letter on my chest and began my plans to become a policeman. More like Dick Tracy and less like Bruce Wayne, I guess. But when it came to answering the question, I was too embarrassed to write “policeman,” or worse, “crime fighter,” and instead wrote “social servant.” I was never asked to be more specific. Then, when I was in about grade eleven, I saw two policemen beat up on a young native Indian man while forcing him into the back seat of their cruiser parked next to the curb at a restaurant on the main drag in Penticton. Soon after that I decided to be a newspaperman.

			A lot of the girls in my class wrote that they wanted to be nurses. An even larger number of them wanted to be airline stewardesses (which was the term back in those days of DC-6s and Convairs). Back then you had to graduate from nurse school to be a stewardess. You had no hope of being an airline pilot. But you could do medical things that most pilots couldn’t handle. What a good idea! But this was in the days before the skies above every continent and ocean were blackened by aircraft. Nowadays it would be impossible to graduate enough nurses to care for travellers all over the world, even in this time of drastic cuts in the numbers of aircrew, so the specs have been altered, and the stewardesses, now flight crews, are waiters rather than RNs. 

			Well, they also explain the safety features of this aircraft while all the customers have their heads bowed and are adjusting the smartphones they may or may not put into airplane mode.

			There has been some progress. Flight attendants no longer have to be lookers, not even the male ones. Their outfits, except in some of the small-time airlines, don’t have to be provocative. It could be that graduating high school kids now want to be musical superstars rather than sky sweethearts, but I choose to think that the airlines have smartened up a little.

			Debra, though, was and probably still is a looker. 

		

	
		
			I was, of course, a complete idiot all during the long weekend we spent somewhere near the lake in Toronto.

			“Fly me to the moon,” I sang while moving the palm of my right hand from her roundish hip to her roundish breast.

			“I have heard that one overly often,” she refrained from saying aloud.

			“There’s a bar in far Bombay,” I crooned as I put her flexed left knee over my right shoulder.

			“Oh, as if you aren’t the umpteenth dork to make that suggestion,” she said in the silence of her cranium.

			Still, she shifted her bum most satisfactorily while I nosed my unthinking member into her most lubricious coney.

			“Off we go, into the wild blue yonder,” I sang as quietly as I could, thus proving that a person such as I could descend from a mental depth once thought to be unsurpassable.

			But Debra was kind as well as adept. She drove the stupidity out of me and soon had me expostulating rather than singing. At one point she put her mouth to my ear and said, “All right, slow was very nice. Now I want really hard.”

			(Hmm, now I seem to have forgotten why I introduced the adventure with Debra, why I chose it, for example, over Jackie or Karen W. or Nan. Or Miss Verge. She was just too much. I could not begin to tell you how exciting Miss Verge was and how much my small-town life was changed by her. Some of the later stories became a bit repetitive, like the images in adolescent porn. Is this the place to say that most of the items designated by their merchants as “adult” are really juvenile? I am reminded of the TV newsreaders who warn that the following pictures will be “graphic,” as if any pictures that are not graphic could be exhibited on television. I think that I am straying from the point here. Or am I beginning to fear that I am getting, for the first time, close to it?)

			“That was satisfactory,” said Debra, gently urging me off her.

			I guess I had collapsed and then drifted off.

			“Where were you?” she asked. “You seemed to drift away.”

			“Can you read my mind?” I asked, ready to believe.

			“Sure.”

			“What am I thinking right now?” I asked.

			“Oh, come on,” she said. “You are not the first man to win my charms.”

			I sulked for a while.

			“What’s your favourite Kirk Douglas movie?” I asked while she encouraged what I was doing with my fingers.

			“I think you probably know that,” she said. “I think we know why you asked. What’s yours?”

			“You are offering me a drink?”

			“No. Kirk Douglas. What is your fave Kirk movie?”

			In my head I was suggesting that I shut up or change the subject.

			Rather than answer my question — well, it was like asking a woman who her favourite Stooge is — she somehow wound up sitting on my unclothed person for a while, and then when she saw that I was beginning to rest, she somehow flipped me onto my knees right behind her where she was on her knees with her lovely chin on the pillow, and exertion became my middle name. It was like that all through the long weekend for George Exertion Delsing. To tell the truth, I didn’t make it to many of the seminars and lectures I was meant to attend. Debra would make me exert myself indoors for a few hours, and then out we would go, swimming at the Miles Nadal centre, renting bicycles for a ride to the Beach, walking the seawall while dodging roller skaters, and so on. During all these activities I noticed two things: how well shaped her thighs were and how ill equipped were my lungs and legs for the physical life.

			You are, I told myself.

			Then I leaned the top half of my body forward in order to rest the palms of my hands on the tops of my knees.

			Definitely in the part of your life called “old.”

			But I was interrupted by a tall flight attendant who was throwing items of her athletic costume to the corners of the broadloom.

			“Come with me,” she insisted. “I need to be penetrated.”

			I felt an unusual reluctance, but you have to admit, it was a novel sentence to be uttered by a beautiful woman.

			“I don’t know.” That was as far as I got. I did have my T-shirt and shorts on, but her hand was under my crotch, lifting.

			“I require sweat to join my sweat,” she said, in a voice that suggested we were not negotiating.

			“God help me.”

			“I could handle that,” said Debra.

		

	
		
			Kirk Douglas was born in 1916, exactly four months after my mother was. She was born four months after Glenn Ford was. 

		

	
		
			I slept all the way home on the Air Canada Boeing 747. How I miss that plane, all those engines, that lump on top, those aisles you could do a double jig down. I didn’t find out the flight attendant’s name.

			I was still sleepy, my leg muscles drained of oxygen, so I blew a couple of sawbucks on a taxi. I swore for the first time that I would find a suitcase with wheels on it and buy it fast, screw the expense. 

			I did not resemble Kirk Douglas in the least. I could not have raised an axe or a longbow as high as my shoulder. 

			The house was empty except for our poor old cat with the missing ear. The place smelled as if she had been inside for a while.

			I didn’t try to get the suitcase upstairs. I tried to get myself upstairs, but failed, then I opted for the long low couch in the living room, a large quadrangle seldom occupied save at moments such as this. I decided to read the note on the kitchen table later.

			I was thirsty as all get-out, but I was closer to the couch than to the kitchen taps. Face down I went.

			Shoes on. Eyeglasses all over my face. Probably snoring. Didn’t let the cat out. 

		

	
		
			Who knows what time it really was when I woke up in stages? I was back in Pacific Standard Time, I had no idea how many hours had passed while I was visiting another oblivion, and there was a chance that all this was really some kind of narcotic dream.

			I could tell that the big house was empty except for me, and the cat if I had neglected to let him out. You know that empty-house feeling? Either the house was empty or my cranium was. I found the remains of my glasses and got them onto the front of my head and rose to a pretty poor sitting position.

			Behold, the hero returns!

			Eventually, after casting about for my leathern shoes before noting that I had them on my feet, I rose, a bit at a time, and headed for the kitchen and its precious cold-water tap. I slurped out of that tap for about a minute and a half before thinking of making a cup of coffee, and then I postponed coffee when I spied the sheet of paper on the kitchen table, right beside a tomato that had turned into a malformed pile of fruit-fly food.

			Oh hell, I plugged in the kettle and stuck a filter over a cup and dumped a spoonful of Italian grind into the filter, and sat down. This is what was carefully handwritten on the sheet of paper:

			Freddie — bratwurst

			Uncle Louis — cucumber

			Carlos M. — tamal

			Kenny — frankfurter

			Yves — saucisson

			Oroville — carrot

			Uncle Milton — horseradish

			Gordy — Cohiba

			Eddie V. — salami!

			O [TBA]

			Rex — fish finger (har har)

			George’s best friend — butternut squash

			------ (overleaf) -------------------------------

			Eddie H. — popsicle

			Dennis — zucchini

			Eddie L. — kielbasa

			Lenora — well, we were a little drunk

			Stephen — yellow crookneck squash

			Ivan — long john (mmm, chocolate)

			Norm — breakfast link

			George’s former student — chorizo

			The kettle announced that it contained a supply of boiling water. I poured, and thought for the longest time. Who was Oroville?

		

	
		
			I had a cup of good coffee and then I had more than I usually do, caffeinating my ears a little farther from my skull, making my eyes try to get around my glasses, forcing my fingers to tap each other on the fingernails. Jittery I was at that kitchen table, wondering whether I could make the telephone work if I had the nerve to use the telephone. Whenever it rings I let it ring, hoping it isn’t a call from some hospital. I could not hold a pen in my hand, so I sat at that table and started a list in my head, of some encounters I had forgotten or was less proud of, or is pride something to feel about those waylayings off the road homeward? 

			Whatever, as they say, or so I am told, for the first time in I don’t know how long, I remembered the woman who called herself Zingara and made me sleep with her in a mess of wolfskins, or at least that’s what she called them, called herself a poet, this was somewhere in the Niagara Region, as they called it there. She was kind of interesting but I wasn’t in the mood, really, what a waste I must have seemed. Not my only strange skin. There was the long tall tattooed Sally in Minneapolis, said she was wearing the skin she had taken off a guy who maligned her family. I didn’t believe her for a minute, but it was fun looking around that nice prairie city with the giant spoon on the lawn. What you looking for, she asked me, and what a set-up; I said, A giant fork on the lawn. Better than “how’s about it” any day. If you don’t believe the efficacy of that one, try it a few times before you abandon hope. I also remembered all of a sudden a succession of dreadful kidnappings, how can I be doing this, I asked myself, it can’t just be because you are drunk, and you are for sure better than this. Their names will remain secret or uninvented, the retired political science professor with the globular veined breasts, the redhead who looked like Batman’s Joker, who squirted all over me, and I had thought that was an old army story, the overlarge amateur poet up north and the grouchy minor poet in Toronto, the one who forced me and the one who shamed me. 

			I just want to go home, I would wind up mewling, some hero. 

			All right, all right. I am here now. I may be all alone, but I am here. I may be sitting here with a foulsome list in front of my abashed eyes, but I am home and maybe this time for good if there is any good in me, a sober-sided but still failed manipulator of images, willing to once more for the last time, for the very last time once more, give in and say you win while not saying that I lose, and asking whether you would like to be my only honey for whatever time remains on this my island kingdom. I hope, I hope, I tell myself, that she will act as if there is such a thing as beginning, and say yes.

			I girded my loins, not quite sure what those are, and took a long long walk all the way down to her shop.

			She was not there.

			But her assistant, a very fetching thin young woman with a new haircut, told me she had been expecting to see Honey for the past four days, all the while, I calculated, that I was in Toronto the still good. 

			I figured that as I was not a customer but the technical husband of the craftsperson, I could look around the place. 

			So that eventually I saw a folder that seemed to have pages and pages of something inside it, and this word on the outside, in what looked like 4H pencil: petticoat.

			I couldn’t resist giving the new haircut my fatherly sex-object smile as I left, saying bye bye, the folder in my possession, my feet pointed one after the other toward the nearys, I mean nearest coffee shop.

			Where I sat with a skyscraper latte and an unusually thick slice of lemon loaf and cracked my knuckles preparatory to reading the sheaf in the folder. I knew from a quick thumb in the middle of it that it was in Honey’s rather pretentious handwriting. How interesting, I thought, that while I was out having heroic adventures on my hard way home, she was sitting there writing. Making a text. Something textual. Tied, somehow, together. Honey the technician of the diurnal, I supposed. I bit a semicircle into the lemon loaf, delicious. Technically, working with her hands while I was losing my footing on slippery coastal boulders. Weaving her tale, whatever it could be, a diary perhaps, of waiting for the returning sailor, home in the sea. The texture of her story something creative writing professors never mention because they can’t show you an example. A textile salesman has an easier task.

			Enough of this obvious foolishness. I would sit and read my way through or at least as far as I could sail, then I would forgive her everything, haul my bloodied frame to her door, our door, and ask with light irony whether I can come in, and she would let out one of her great sobs and say Yes. I unfolded the folder.

		

	
		
			NO. None of that is going to work on me anymore, not that it ever really did, I told him I was the worst news he ever heard and he ought to turn the car around and drop me off right now tonight but he had this image of himself as a square-chinned hero rescuing damsels, and yes there had, I didn’t dream it at the time, had to be plural damsels and yes I do know what that word used to mean back in the day and that might be the last yes you ever see, damosels they used to call them, this was no damosel either, sir, she was a virgin, no, you are not likely to see my wager on that account, I would have more faith in the moral uplift in the life of his lonesome dog, always coming to the house soaking wet and stinking of things he’s rolled in or penetrated, what a lovely word that is, anyway his mutt whimpering at the gate, at least his son knows enough not to come home from college for the long weekend, probably looking for some damosels to rescue, I should have made it clear to him that I did not need or want rescuing, but I was not so sure myself, certainly I was not out of distress when I flounced around the fraternity house with Blazer Billy the police sergeant’s son, who was as handsome as any damosel rescuer in the books my mother bought for me when I was a girl in a pinafore, but Billy was, he didn’t know it, though, waiting to be rescued by a muscular fellow, it didn’t matter how ugly he might seem to the regular world, no I would never in my life get undressed with a boy as handsome as Billy, but Billy would never get it up for a female person, much less get it up in a female person, if you don’t mind my being a little blunt, no, no Billy for me, though I remember a few times lying on my back with my finger where Billy ought to have been, I have never been averse to a long wrangle in bed but it would seem nonsensical to have a long wrangle all by oneself, only to sniff these fingers later, perhaps whispering a name in the dark, ah, I am so romantic and that is not what this little story is about, as he will find out, the philanderer, nice old word, suits me fine, not that I give two finger flicks who he does it with, and I can hear him shouting whom, whom, many is the time, and he is vetting my punctuation right now, I hope, the time, speaking of sniffing, I have got a whiff of one of his secret coves, including the time early on when he came to crawl all over me to share the smell of that rich man’s daughter who played with him like a new vehicle, the fool, did not even try to guess that I had a poor boy’s scent all over my bare back and cooled tummy, we were one of his beloved baroque quartets in those snarled sheets that night, I can tell you, and if he smelled anything unusual he kept it a secret from me, thank goodness, because I did not want to tell the narrative of that poor boy’s come dried and silver on my bottom, the kisses that came later and elsewhere, I was glad, as they say, that I got ’em, no, not the ones that came from hubby and landed on the top of my head while I was sucking his ear the way he liked so well, in fact he was not likely to come unless I got my teeth on his lobe, though how much of that was due to the fact that he was spending in some trollop’s furnace door earlier in the evening, no, he may have done it for the lucky trollop but not for me lately, so I did it for myself, or you might say, given my powerful strength of imagination, that poor boy did it again, and it wasn’t till now that I thought the words poor boy and imagined that wonderful long thick sandwich I had in New Orleans with the oysters in it, I was glad to get that inside me, I’ll tell you plain, but I have just reminded myself of the best line I fed hubby one night when he thought he was playacting, he says, because I am lying there with my hand over my little tuft and he is on his back with Mr. Midnight swaying in the air, he says you are taking your time to get started tonight, you are, a demonstrative smile in his voice, and I count to three and then say, a grin in my voice, it’s just that I haven’t thought of anyone yet, I got that from some book probably, though I cannot tell you which, there are a lot of books in shelves and in piles on the floor in our well-rubbed house, well, I don’t know for certain whether he got my witticism, but Mr. Midnight got my left hand, whose fingers I wrapped around his girth just above the ovaloids, and my right hand, whose fingertips held his knob as if it were a champagne cork, and right there and then I began to count aloud, not making it to twice ten before he spurted, maybe for the first time that twenty-four hours — well, look at me, going on about the nun’s favourite sin, a girl I was so sweet, so innocent, so stupid, really, so that I did not recognize what it was the United Church minister was doing in the boot-cluttered cloakroom, didn’t know enough to say no but it didn’t last long, as long as a comma but not as long as a full stop, and to tell the truth, if that is my job here, I somehow learned to fix my fantasies on churchmen, especially the Catholics I patronized for a year or two and then pretended I came from that world for some years after that, even with him, I mean, remembering the time I sat with a middle-aged priest with his short wiry grey hair in the semigloom of a front pew and whispered my confusion and guilt to him while I let my long tapering fingers work their silent way under his cassock where they found no undershorts but a very large standing thing, I could feel the vein pumping blood up that fearful hot brute of a third leg, I continued to whisper my contrition as I reached down to cradle his mighty balls, who would expect such a thing of a priest, and then seize that hot column and yank upward, hardly knew what I was doing, till I leaned my lips close to his ear and changed my speech to low breathing, till I felt the hot flush over my fingers and wrist and heard the air stream into his nostrils, I kept tugging till his bottom rose above the pew and I seemed to lift him, now whispering all the dirty words I knew, while my nipples thought they might break through the silk blouse within which I was constrained, well, that was one of my favourite moments, whether a fantasy or a mysterious ministration of mercy, and there I was or dreamed I was, wishing I could induce him, in a church or in the mud behind the church, to drive that monster thing up me, and now I argue with my memory every once in a while, the two of us wondering whether I was experiencing religion or the Devil’s guiding hand, for I have always taken the spiritual world seriously whether reading about it in the Eleusinian mysteries or falling to my knees in total sunlit isolation and pleading for mercy from a barely possible saviour, sometimes when I am alone in my shop I start to say a novena and sometimes make it to the fourth day, trying to keep my hands busy with the inventory, and I wondered in my spare time who needs all this God stuff or who is always thinking of it, the good or the sinful, is that not fulfilling the Lord’s plan, after all he it was who set it all up, original sin, envy, jealousy, powerful appetites, all human failings and fallings and yet I was never able to imagine Eve trudging her way out of that garden without getting a glimpse or two of the muscles in that archangel’s thighs, not that she was tired yet of her hubby, that gent so ambitious to find more holes in her that he could ram that thing into, and he was so handsome with his uncombed hair, how could she say no to any of them — well, I have learned to say no, and I repeat it the answer is no and will be forever though I would like him to imagine my saying yes with a catch in my throat and then trying to put something else down there, and speaking of the Eleusinian mysteries, I just want to get a gripe off my chest because here I was, supposed to be the talented wife of an artist, and he never understood a thing I was talking about once it came to the Classical World, no, he didn’t know the Eleusinian mysteries or any of the mortals and semimortals and immortals concerned with them, Homer meant, I am certain, only a hit better than a triple to him, so what would any woman do but seek out someone she could discuss the mysteries with, and perhaps she might become sidetracked as I may have become with my lovely raven-head aboriginal boy who won my attention and perhaps something more when I found out that he could fly, fly in the dark, whether it was the dark of his powerful tricky bird’s hair or the dark of the night sky or a darkness that was inside his head, how he came to tell this story to a woman twice his age I do not think I know, but how I came to feel the mystery in every nerve of my being when he commenced to fly on my back, how he enjoined me without making a sound save some little groans in his throat when I fell to my knees not in sunlight now, nor in isolation this time — or was it? he was too beautiful for a man, even a boy such as he presented himself to be, perspiration among the scant hairs of his chest, I wanted to tell one or two of my women friends what went on between us, but they would think me daft, they thought I dwelled in a distant time and land enough as it was, but then when I asked the boy whether he could take me flying with him over the sea and the trees, he said he could fly with me only here, here on these tangled bedclothes, so I closed my eyes and followed him even when he alit, feet fast on the ground, wax melting a little down his sides, then in a week he was gone, northward in the dark, up some inlet I could never learn the name of, with his people or his flock, or his murder — and my husband? Zethes, perhaps, snow on his wings, snow I would find myself covered with if he ever flew on my back, which I sometimes offered, my face between my hands on a pillow, trying to dream of my black-haired boy, his fingers around my neck, his breath in my ear, “lift, lift,” he whispered, but this Zethes, or some brother, said not a word, only increased his thrust until it was time for sleepy sleep, no, I said inside my grey flannel self, no, I would never let him forget the song he sang in our kitchen when we were first domiciled: I’ll be feeling you in all the old familiar places and I don’t mean where your face is though your tits aren’t big as Grace’s, and when I asked who Grace is or was, he claimed she was a character invented to be compared with in an old standard, whereupon I asked him whether he had any and he fired his finger pistol at me and awarded me a point, what a lucky girl I was, though not as big as Grace, though at that early and innocent time I did not have the sense to enquire as to when size became the standard, if we are to rest on that term, and if we were he was not going to come in first place, I can tell you, and in fact if it is himself reading these words I will tell him or you that in the size department he comes perhaps fifth behind the demigod in first place, an individual I detest, though before detestation I could have offered awe mixed with pain because yes he did stand in front of me in that generic hotel room where I sat on the edge of that generic king-sized hah hah bed and watched while he took it out in both hands and let it sway in its verticality for what must have been numerous minutes while the biggest little drop I ever saw appeared at the cetacean’s blowhole, I was afraid to reach out, and I squeezed my eyes closed as if I were about to be clubbed over the head, and in fact with my eyes closed I felt that great thing bounce hard off my forehead and nose and lips, I think I said “please,” though it may have been a “please don’t,” I decided to keep my eyes closed, and they were closed as I felt his power as he grabbed me and flung me down on the bed and pushed my knees apart with his and shoved that whole damned thing up me, and just listen to my crude unadorned language, well, I bit his shoulder till in my blindness I thought I tasted blood, and at the same time I thought I felt that mammoth knob wrenched loose and me thrown on my face among the anguished bedcoverings, then my head pushed to the linen and my bum shoved high and something entered where no one but the archfiend should go, so then I opened my eyes but all I could see was linen with fluids already all over it, and all at once that huge meat was beside my face and something even bigger impaling me and I wish I could say that I passed out and if not that I wish I could say that all at once a light came on and I began to like what was being done to me, all the while the brute’s deep voice only some foul cursing from his benighted throat, no, I said, but my voice was a semiconscious child’s squeak, and beside my face that awful instrument squirted and squirted again and I wept until sleep caught me and the next time I was conscious it was very early morning and something was broken inside me; at this point, if I were not writing this in order to avenge myself against the mate who is his own kind of asshole, I would describe the way the early morning sun played its way down the curtain and how in the centre of my pain, pain worse than childbirth, I can tell you, that man’s fist like a heavyweight boxer’s, a smile tried to turn my smeared lips, or is this my wretched and grateful duty, this narrative, because he thinks nothing can happen without his knowing, though he seemed most incurious about my absence for the day I spent at the clinic and the way I limped my way to the toilet on the few occasions of my absence from my bed, well, he was behind closed doors with a pencil in his hand as always, here on a day when I wondered how I was able to drive my little car all the way home through three municipalities, the sun sliding away like sperm on a leg and the rain beating its indecipherable message on the roof over my head; that pencil I used to enjoy in various features of my body while he was musing on the drawing half-finished, well, he did a lot of that kind of musing, and not always with a pencil in his hand, no, and I have to say, if he is listening, or rather reading, that won’t bring you happiness when you’re growing old, which is going to happen before long, oh, and speaking of long, I’ve seen longer, and more than seen, chum, not that I am wallowing in revenge, I mean I do recall some better moments, no doubt about that, even the times I was laughing in bed, not at him but with him, as they say, when for example he was telling me all the words for that thing, when I was an innocent newlywed the only word I knew was wiener, and this because all the girls at school said that and then tee-heed, and I was not in the habit of reading modern American or Irish literature, as they say, and you didn’t find such a vocabulary in Plato or Euripides, so dork, well, I knew you called a person that but I didn’t know it was another word for wiener or the ones I was now tee-heeing to under the covers with my fingers around one, pecker, and I could never picture one pecking like a chicken, joint, and he mentioned two statesmen making a joint statement and one of them says the prime minister has a nice joint, and so on, you can imagine the dialogue, and now I am not sure whether he told me all these or I picked some up in later beds, unless I am making that all up, fiction is so tricky, johnson, and now it turns out that they get men’s names, first names or last, a fellow has to wee and he says he’s going to point Percy at the porcelain, and I think that must be an Irish one or at least English, well, cock and prick, I would have learned those in quick time, yard, but that I eventually found in an eighteenth-century novel, rod, pretty boring, little red rooster, that’s from a song, and it reminds me that all men seem to have names for their own appendages, he called his the Midnight Visitor, and he was pissed off when I asked him about his soft ice cream cone, bone (and to tell the truth, I had thought there was a bone in it, wishful thinking, I suppose), trouser snake, John Thomas, one-eyed bald friend in a turtleneck sweater, dick, bird, pocket rocket, dong, wong, wang, dink, willy, knob, schlong, skin flute, dipstick, middle leg, tallywhacker, hot pork injection, okay, you name it, keep ’em coming, and a funny thing was that I was not picturing these mighty or cute objects, though there was a semihard one in my left hand, I was enjoying the sounds as who wouldn’t, I should think, I can’t even remember whether he inserted his length into my whatsit afterward, not important, this was one of the best nights of my married life, and I would like to go back there, but such is not to be, and I suppose I could make a case for the idea that it was cancelled out by the time I got to the mail before he did and there was an odiferous letter from someone named Damyana, if you can believe it, I know because I opened the envelope and extracted the rather thin message and read it through, well, I had to stop once to go to the little Turkish dictionary in his study and look up emmek, and I am, no, I’m not, sorry if this is the first time he’s (you’ve) heard about this, well, I did get to read a few letters over the years, even though he probably got most of his mail at work, so I learned from this experience that I should tell my dates not to write me at home or at all, though he probably would not open my mail, he liked to appear a polite proper moralistic twerp, or should I say pecker, about little things and thus justify breaking the bonds in foreign climes and alien beds, I will admit that I took to leaving my step-ins with alien peckertracks on the floor, imagining that he would pick them up for a sniff, but I never knew for sure, or is that important? he was not an underwear freak like Fé’s first husband, who used to wear her jismed undies to work, I mean what if he got hit by a bus, I asked her, and she just said she had that covered and I never did find out what she meant, I don’t think Delsing cared whether I wore granny underpants or bikinis or French or nothing at all, no, which is exactly what I wore when we sat for tea high above the westward Atlantic I guess it was halfway up Gibraltar, because I had just plain run out and I was about to sniff my way through all the gaunch I had used to find the most acceptable, when I thought to hell with it, I will go comanche or commando or whatever there at the hoitsy-toitsy table under the oh so soignée umbrella and not even tell him, I wonder whether he would have been embarrassed or excited, turned on, as we used to say and maybe still do, there was a breeze as I take it there always is halfway up that rock, and I was sporting my Madagascar silk skirt that really called for my hands to hold it to my knees, but then after a while I thought what the hell, and then I took to slowly uncrossing and counter-crossing my legs, which are pretty darn good, and I did notice a few well-dressed older men and one woman having a good sly non-stare, I have to do this more often, I thought, while sipping my oolong, and once I dropped my napkin on the stone floor and bent to pick it up, ooh, as they say, la la, then I saw what would appear to be an Egyptian tourist drop his napkin on the floor, and I flashed him a Honey of a smile, which had the effect of making him blush an Arab blush and aroused my curiosity about you know what by now, but hasn’t the idea of Gibraltar always fascinated you, and look at the population, lots of Middle Easterners since the time of who were those traders on long ships or boats whatever going all over the world they half-knew, I think they are the Lebanese now, or I could be wrong, Phoenicians and all those, and then people from Morocco, Italy, Malta, lots of Maltese, but imagine this place, to drive onto Gibraltar you have to cross its landing strip, line up and wait while a Boeing 737 lands with a cargo of London newspapers and Scottish marmalade, made from oranges that might have been grown in Spain, I mean this big rock that sits up high and reeks in its tunnels of history not to mention the population of nasty monkeys that will be pleased to give you an infectious bite, well, I stayed away from them, and from those nice dark men because I was with my legal partner, watching to make sure he did not get away from me long enough to have a bare-skin adventure of his own, the asshole, no, when it came to a good tropical British dinner I ordered eel for both of us and offered him something to eat later that night, but he was either unconscious or pretending to be on a long sea voyage, while I checked his eyelids for REM sleep, well, I did myself the service, thinking of the Egyptian with the big brown eyes, they are what I think of every time I think of Gibraltar, for instance when someone sings that song or uses that simile or mentions that insurance company, not often, I will admit, but when I remember those eyes I get a little buzz, really, and if the truth be known, when hubby would favour me with a dip of his stick I would imagine or fancy or dream those Egyptian eyes and once I even came to bed with a veil on my face and he didn’t get the reference but it excited him all the same so that he was finished in no time and I had to let the Egyptian complete me, unbeknownst to him, though I confess that I often wondered whether he ever pictured me bending over to pick up my napkin, the dirty old beggar, eyes I saw once at a costume ball, can you imagine, we attended on the 4th of July at a mansion owned by some rich U.S. couple who knew our friends the Coopers in the art department, where we all had to dress up as famous USers, and hubby went as Ulysses S. Grant for some inexplicable reason, and I was his wife, I grant you, a good opportunity to show some bosom, even if it wasn’t accurate to the time or the daguerreotype, and the trouble was that those big brown eyes belonged to Mrs. Robert E. Lee, and hubby said we were not supposed to get chummy with the Lees, but I figured what Ulysses didn’t know didn’t hurt me, and Mrs. Lee and I did a short session of very heavy necking (and titting) in the fruit pantry, for always roaming with a hungry heart, much have I seen and known, now why did I think of those words, must have been something I had to memorize in school, what a trip that was, and really, I guess I have travelled more than most of the women I know, but nearly always with the same man, you know, what’s his name, Mr. Nothing, but no, I should not be so cruel, there have been moments, there have even been times, when I found him acceptable, even loved him, I suppose you would say, especially back in the time when I was doing it with him almost as often as he suggested it, and I will admit that he taught me a few things, though then of course I had to wonder where he had learned them, though don’t get me wrong, I am from the generation that was taught that men were supposed to be more experienced, but then, I wondered, was there just a small sample of women they could get that experience from, so if he wanted to show me how much better it works with two pillows under my ass, well, that was an early one and mild, you could say, and you could say that I never said no back then, in fact I got us started as often as he did for a while, for example at one of the big movie theatres on Granville when I opened his fly during the dark part of the movie, whatever it was, and while he was putting popcorn into his mouth with his right hand, I was pulling on him with my right hand with the serviette, that’s what I called it, though he tried to get me to say napkin, I think he was still shoving popcorn into his yob when his bum lifted off the seat and he spent, partly in the serviette and partly over the back of the luckily empty seat in front of him just about the time I noticed a young boy five seats down our row looking at us rather than the drama on the screen, and I gave him a big wink, don’t know whether he could see it in the semidark, and would you believe it, he wanted me to lick him clean that night while he fell asleep on his back, the big turnip, and I might as well tell you, I kept that serviette under my pillow for a week and some, so I could sniff him even when he was away somewhere, probably at some doxie’s now that I think of it, and now all these years later my hole doesn’t itch when I picture him anymore, only some of the lads who have come to my classes at the community centre, like for instance the Chinese lad with the tiny apparatus, he was a thankful little cuss, would do anything I whispered to him, put his tongue wherever I suggested, all because I found a way to get his entire sausage and eggs into my mouth and throat at once — and I would like to give you a list of all of them, including Hekka the Bull Moose and Thrusting William, but you don’t want to hear all those names and dimensions and specialties, any more than I cherish the memory of a list I found on his desk one time, well, it was his diary lying open to a page more than half-filled with a list of his own, cities and towns that start with the second letter of the alphabet, and so there was likely another mentioning Atlanta and Ashcroft and so on, this one satisfied to present Boston, Buffalo, Berlin, Bern, Bologna, Boston Bar, Bellingham, Butte, Baltimore, Badajoz, Brampton, Blaine, Barrie, Belleville, Banff, Bakersfield, Borden, Burlington, Blue Mountain, Brandon, Barcelona, Bristol, Brighton, to be continued, and I had to think for about one and a half seconds to figure out what he did or got in each of those places, and Brighton, Bristol, eventually, wonder why his luck or skill didn’t hold up when he got to spend a weekend in Basel, doesn’t that sound like the name of a song, A weekend in Basel, A bedroom with you, It wasn’t a hassle, You ruined my shoe, all right I am not a natural-born songwriter but I am a dandy singer, and I know all the old verses though I have to say I shorten some of them such as the overly long My Lady’s Bower, the lovely lady sitting there, her lover at her knee, oh I will just bet, he used to go rhapsodic when I got to my knee, I can tell you that, couldn’t get his buttons unbuttoned fast enough, this was before I learned to say no, and say it again, no way no dice no chance no fishing no sir noli me tangere no no no Nanette no trespassing Mister No One, this cave is closed, I don’t care what your name is or the names of your children or as we call them your paintings because it hasn’t been often I have related to them, that’s a little jest for you, Mr. Whatever, I know you don’t like to be guilty of saying it out loud but you do care about reputation, about the way some of your painter friends have bigger reps than you do, and I am here to tell you yes some of them do have bigger ones than you do, and some of them know how to do my favourite thing right, your tongue is too flat, I might say, and I might be a tiny bit guilty of making fun of my husband behind his back, about his front, maybe in the middle of telling the joke about the call girl with the removable glass eye, a joke by the way that I heard from my friend Fé, who knew more about getting me excited than any man I have had on or in me, though I have been willing to welcome the competition if that is what they think of it as, Fé is a little younger than I am, a little shorter and lighter than I am, and she does not have a flat tongue, I have been known to myself to imagine her while sharing some hanky-panky with individuals and once a small group of the opposing sex, and Fé did not know everything when we met, but after a few nights at her house or in my shop and under, as they say, the influence of counterculture pharmaceuticals we considered ourselves citizens of a breakaway nation populated solely by members of the tender gender, as if that were always true, but then I have always been a backslider, and a frontslider if you want to know the truth, but a backslider, and I do like to watch for a bulge in a pair of slacks — would I renounce all bulges for all time, no, I say no, but there are bulges and bulges, and there’s been many the time I wanted to put the front of my hand on a bulge and in fact many a time I have done just that, and yes some lovely times when I have done more than just that, otherwise how would I have tasted that gruel or dew, and that’s the only thing I did not derive from my nights with Fé but she provided a solace for that loss, yes indeed, and she satisfied a lot of my curiosity but strangely enough she invigorated my curiosity at the same time, I mean look at all the things and people and other beasts I have never tried and Fé told me about her curiosity and in fact about the one time she dressed up as tarty as she could, skirt that came down to just below her whatsit and net stockings left over from a costume party and the highest heels in her closet and drove to the stroll at Raindrop Avenue but the pros chased her away so she set up shop half a block from a street lamp not far from Falsie Creek, and smoked a cigarette while standing with her long thin legs somewhat apart with the light behind her, and sure enough a bald guy about sixty years of age shows up and it isn’t long till he is taking her up against a brick wall, it takes all kinds, and she giggled with her eyes squinted and her nose wrinkled as she told me, licking powder from her fingers, and I was certainly curious but not that brave, think of the things that can happen to you and that is definitely not part of the attraction, oh did I say attraction, I meant curiosity, and that night we moved a little furniture and she took me up against the wall next to her piano, as best she could and the best I could, and what followed was pretty good, and believe it or not we wound up talking about Aristophanes, and then she asked me whether I ever wished I was a man so I could see what it was like to walk around with this thing hanging down or sticking out and I admitted that I wondered what it was like to bear this thing so hard and yet so soft to the touch, especially at the end, sort of like the best part of an artichoke that has been properly steamed, and what it would be like to shove it up, say, Melany’s hole, and Fé says or her husband’s, and if I had had one of those things right then it would have risen about seventy-five degrees and bobbed awhile, but I don’t know, I think that if it had been Fé I would have fucked her up to her neck, and then I thought what if we both had one, would we still be as attracted as they say to one another, I think so, I would have loved sucking her off and I would have loved getting my knob behind her shiny white teeth, I mean if I had a knob, it is all very complicated this sex business, and I was almost thinking that I could forgive him his wandering, but the pretending, I don’t think so, and anyway I am out of here, maybe I will go back to the rock of Gibraltar, I mean if I can find him, and maybe I will rise from the glistening water like a naiad, no, they hang out in fresh water, anyway, I will ascend that rock a nereid soaking wet and glistening and climb my human geography, I will become an oread, I will cover him with my pools of fir, and will I ever descend and hie to my hubby, no, will I let him put his tongue once more into my wetness, no, as Allah is my witness, that wed wanderer will never again, no, never even see what I have to offer, no, no, my mountain flower is for other climbers, no, if you, no, I mean you, think I’ll be coming home to face your suitors, well, no, I say no I will not. No.
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