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Chapter 1

PROLOGUE - EYES AND APPLE PIE

IF EMERALDS WEPT, their tears would be the colour of my eyes. The
clear, chrome green is so intense the pupils drink it in and seem to
vanish under certain lights.

Marion, who lived and worked next door, was jealous as all hell.

“I need the props,” she used to sigh. “Cards and tea leaves,
palms and birth charts. Otherwise my clients wouldn’t give me the
time of day. But you? You’re lucky. Insta-otherworldly.”

A communicating door linked our apartments, never locked but
seldom used. Marion preferred the corridor outside with its lemon-
grass and curry smells whenever she popped over. We lived above a
row of shops in Little Italy, but Asian pressure on the edges of the
neighbourhood had supplanted memories of Tuscany with memories
of Singapore. The café and the bridal shop below us—Gato Nero
and Lucia’s, respectively—still claimed the street for Rome, but the
culinary fugue upstairs foretold a second fall.

“It smells so good,” she’d always comment, lingering in the hall.

“Doesn’t it?” I'd answer, motioning her in.

She’d smile, happy of an ally, unaware of what the ritual re-
vealed: Marion Harper wished that she were someone else. Advanc-
ing toward sixty, her hair had gone that driftwood shade of Anglo-
Saxon drab you see on Tilley-ed women haunting birding stores and
Third-World shops. Ageing so undifferently preoccupied a small,
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disgruntled corner of her mind. In adolescence she read Nin and
Woolf, wrote poetry to trees, and defined herself by all the things
she wasn’t. In latter days she clung to borrowed otherness—the
smell of Asian cooking, which she loved as an idea more than with
her nose—to reinforce a flagging sense of nonconformity.

Did she know I knew? Hard to say. She scarcely knew herself.
She was good at what she did—very good—but her Tarot cards and
birth charts couldn’t tell her what I got from just the colour of her
hair and four small words.

It smells so good. ..

Whenever clients called—their first time, anyway—their gaze in-
evitably landed on a clipping from the Sun, framed in ebony and
hanging in the space between two deep-silled parlour windows.
Rags to Riches screamed the big, bold type. Underneath, a little
smaller, Jobless Man Hits Jackpot. Alliteration must have been the
headline fiat of the day.

At some point in those visits, the telephone would ring. The
computer in my study was set up to make the call. I'd excuse myself
just long enough for clients to get curious and read that David Ase,
age twenty-eight, had won the undivided spoils of the largest Su-
per 7 ever, a record still unbroken. The photo with the article was
staged: a functionary handing me a cheque. From the rictus on his
face, one could easily suppose a Gollum in his head, muttering and
hissing, “Mine, all mine, my preciousss.”

The story plumbed its subject with the insight of a comic book.
Where were you when you found out? What were you doing? How
did you feel?

And, of course, the one that always has them hanging on their
seats: What will you do now?

Four years old, the story wasn’t accurate. Hustler’s what I told
them when they asked about my job. A male prostitute. An escort,
if you like, though that’s just fig-leaf talk for what amounts to
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lounging at the curb while men drive by and check you out for
bulges in the places they’re supposed to be.

Perhaps the paper thought it wasn’t work.

Could have fooled me.

There’s more to hustling than a pretty face and shaking what
your momma gave you. The real trick, what brings the money in, is
getting in a client’s head and giving him exactly what he wants. If he
doesn’t have to spell it out, if you just seem to know, a tip is sure to
grease the bills already in your wallet.

But it’s never easy turning into someone else’s fantasy. You have
to split yourself in two, one half empty like a vinyl waterbag, the
other sensitive to clues. When they start pouring in you let them fill
your empty half. Your skin remains your own, but its shape is con-
toured from the inside by a stranger’s need. Do it right, and your
client thinks he’s lucked into the greatest fuck and soul-mate of his
life.

With more money than he’d ever spend and all his life ahead of
him, you’d think a man who'd sold his ass since seventeen would
look for something else to do. Something unrelated. Something eas-
ier. Hustling is no Sunday in the park. There are dead nights. There
are rainy nights. There are nights so stinking cold your thighs cramp
up with palsy.

But there are good nights, too, when johns descend like Manna.
Something special happens then. You get inside the heads of six or
seven different men and discover that you like it there. The power to
become what someone else desires draws you back and back and
back. The control you wield is absolute, utilized or not. Servant
first, you end up being master.

Not an easy thing to put behind, even for a Super 7 jackpot.

With the winnings breeding in accounts around the world, I still
got into people’s heads. T still established, from the tells they
dropped like pennies through a pocket tear, who they were, where
they were headed, what they craved. They forked out big for having
someone understand.

Just like my former clients.
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The difference was I didn’t have to strip and sport a ready-made
erection.

“What do you suppose the chances are?” Marion asked me two
days after I'd moved in. Despite an August heat wave she’d come
knocking with an apple pie, still warm and redolent of cloves and
curiosity. “Two of us, winding up as neighbours, neither of us
knowing?”

“The chances of not knowing? Pretty good, I'd say.”

“No, I meant about the other part. Winding up as neighbours.
We hardly practise what you’d call a common occupation.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Not around here, anyway.”

I'd counted thirteen signs within a five-block radius, all with vari-
ations of the Eye-in-Palm motif. Most advertised Madame—not Sig-
nora—Somebody-or-other ready to reveal all: Money, Health,
Career, Love. Hand-painted, none looked new. At least a few of the
Madames had long since journeyed to the other side.

My own sign, in the window of a room I never used, was yellow
neon. David Ase, it said, Psychic Counsellor. T'd plugged it in on
Tuesday. Marion had waited—or not—till Thursday before drop-
ping by.

“We're in the same profession,” she’d announced, holding up her
fresh-baked ploy for snooping. “May I come in?”

Arching crust, generous filling, deft crimping. .. farm raised. ..
two brothers. .. takes the room she’s had forever when she goes
home in August and the corn is coming on. ..

Normally I guarded against dislocations in my days, but I'd
known this one was coming. I took her welcome-wagon gift.

“Thank you. And yes, please, come in. You’re Marion.”

She paused inside the door and looked around.

“No need to play me for a rube,” she said distractedly. “My
name’s on the mailbox downstairs. And I didn’t come over for—
whatever it is you do. If you can, shut it off.” She broke off her in-
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spection. “I’d like us to be friends.”

“Pie, then? Or something to drink?”

“Brandy and tonic if you have it. Orange juice otherwise. Save
the pie for yourself. I made two.”

I headed for the kitchen while she toured the living room. When
I came back her eye had landed on the black-framed clipping.

“Is this authentic?”

“Yes.”

She took the sweating tumbler with her Hennessey and
Schweppes, squeegeeing the bottom with her thumb.

“How much did you win?”

“Enough to lobotomize the past. Or portions thereof.”

“0Oo00, a man of mystery. Do tell. An outlaw past or just conven-
tionally juicy?”

“Closer to the former, I'm afraid.”

She sipped her drink and raised her brows.

And waited.

Finally the brows came down.

“And you don’t intend to talk about it. That’s all right. I won’t
pry. At least you weren’t a grifter.”

Shrewd. If I’'d been running psychic scams, it wasn’t very likely
I’d have carried on. Not after lucking out so big.

Marion turned around and cast about for seating. The problem
wasn’t lack of chairs. The room’s high ceilings, plaster walls and
whitewashed mouldings had, to my eyes, wanted to be overfilled
with worn-but-decent furniture, like those claustrophobic da-
guerreotypes of British spiritualists’ salons. Raymond Kiefer—up-
stairs neighbour at a former digs and master of excess—had tracked
me down a madman’s omnium-gatherum of fauteuils, bergeres, has-
socks and causeuses in stolid woods and bourgeois fabrics.

“I'm glad you’re not bilking widows,” she said, settling on a bro-
cade wing-back. “I was worried. We’re none of us beyond chicanery
but outright swindling I can’t tolerate. You have the looks for it, you
know. They’re real, aren’t they? Your eyes? At first I thought they
must be contacts.”
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I nodded.

“Extraordinary. Do you mind?”

She gestured me to squat in front of her, then cupped her hands
around my face. At her touch I prickled with the urge to pull away,
but a grey, familiar quiet opened up and killed the reflex. I'd seen
too many eyes before, staring at—not into—mine, been subject to
too many forward hands.

“Extraordinary,” she repeated. “A tremendous asset. Like your
lottery. Anyone might think you’re blessed.”

“Or psychic,” I said, getting up.

“Are you?”

I went over to a burgundy méridienne, a damask dromedary of a
couch that Raymond had unearthed before he drank away the rest
of his commission.

“What’s the matter? Can’t you tell?”

“I said before I’d like us to be friends,” she answered sweetly.
“You don’t bullshit me, I don’t bullshit you.”

“Then your answer is, 'm not.”

“Good. Now that that’s established, could you rustle up a nap-
kin?”

She held her drink an inch or two above a side table.

Brothers Tom and Jared. .. Jared hates Jerry—a good thing. ..
calls ber father Daddy...mother is Mama, accent on the second
ma...

I handed her a coaster from an inlaid walnut box.

“How old are you?” she asked, studying the coaster’s tea-rose
découpage.

“Thirty-one.”

“Too young for all this bric-a-brac. Unless you’re into séances.
That isn’t what you do, is it?”

“No, although at times, it’s true, I feel like David Sludge, not
David Ase.”

She set the coaster and the tumbler down and sank back in her
chair.

“If I recall my Browning, Mr. Sludge, the Medium, was a misan-
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thropic charlatan, as base and filthy as his name. Is that how you
see yourself?”

“People pay me for a gift I don’t possess. It’s not that big a leap.
But I was trying for a joke.”

“IPm aware. I didn’t want you thinking it had gone over my
head.” She rolled her eyes. “Browning.”

Silence followed, oddly easy in the August heat. No anachronis-
tic thrumming of a fifteen-thousand BTU disturbed my Antiques
Roadshow parlour. A westering sun, glinting off the storefronts
across College Street, had flushed the room with salmon pink.

“What’s your angle?” Marion asked.

“I help people.”

The corners of her mouth tightened.

A teacher before fortune telling. .. maths and sciences and Eng-
lish. .. keeps in touch with gifted students. .. one especially who’s
recently resurfaced. . .

“It’s what we all do,” she retorted, “those of us who aren’t just
in it for the money. What I mean is, what’s your hook? Cards? As-
trology? Channelling?”

“Untangling knotted auras? Dangling crystals over contuma-
cious genitals? No, nothing like that. I listen to my clients, establish
their concerns and give advice.”

She harrumphed. “Nice soundbite. Hardly an answer.”

“It’s all the answer there is. I don’t use Tarot. Tea leaves are
something I strain out when I'm playing mother. What I know
about crystals comes from sleepless nights with Shirley Maclaine. I
listen, observe, ask questions, and tell people what they need or
want to hear. That’s all.”

“Why all this then?” She waved her hand around the room, ac-
knowledging the décor—overdone or not—as perfect for the prac-
tice of divinatory arts. “Why not psychiatry?”

“Can’t be bothered with the schooling.”

Another answer that didn’t sit well. Her eyes went heavenward
again.

I shrugged.
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“People get defensive around shrinks. They resent it when a ther-
apist appears to know them better than they do themselves. It
makes them feel unspecial somehow—statistical, not unique. A psy-
chic’s insights have the opposite effect, reinforcing singularity in-
stead of undermining it.”

“Bravo,” Marion clapped. “A lovely speech. Beautifully re-
hearsed, like everything you’ve said. Tell me—do you really have so
much to hide?”

Hard on bher clients, mostly male...investment brokers...a
judge. ..an Anglican minister with his eye on the bishopric. ..
some philandering married forty-somethings wondering if they
could have their cake—or tart—and eat it, too. ..

“You said you wouldn’t pry.”

“I did, didn’t I? Damn. Hoist on my own petard.”

She took a deep pull from her glass and held it forward by the
rim.

“Top-me-up?” I asked.

“You are psychic.”

As before, she swiped the bottom of the refill I brought back.
“You know,” she said, aligning it dead centre of the coaster, “I think
we’re getting off on the wrong foot. I've a good feeling about you,
but youre too quick by half. Normally that scares me. Sociopaths
like the mask of cleverness, and they’re not unknown in this busi-
ness. Still, I can’t shake the feeling we’re playing at a game whose
rules you haven’t bothered to explain.”

“Youre actually not far off on that,” I replied, “and I really
should apologize. The little time I spend with others in this business
always veers into unspoken competition. Anything you can divine, I
can divine better. I'm not sure what it is—are all psychics monoma-
niacs who hate to be one-upped? At any rate, it turns me off. I can
smell cold reading at a hundred paces and immediately clam up.”

“Well, it’s a reflex wasted on me. We’re not in competition. I
don’t believe in clairvoyance, clairaudiance, automatic writing, auras
or past lives. You needn’t worry I'm a loonie or a monomaniac. And
in my case youre confusing cold reading with garden variety nosey-
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parkerishness. Which surprises me. You don’t usually make mistakes
like that, do you?”

No mistake. A statement ending with a question is square one of
reading cold, even when it’s uttered—as Marion had done—with vi-
brant overtones of friendship and complicity.

“Tell me how you operate,” I sidestepped. “I'm intrigued. You’re
the first psychic I’ve met whose belief system runs as shallow as my
own.”

She exhaled softly through her nose. She’d get through my de-
fences some other day.

“There’s nothing magical in what I do. I deal in patterns, not the
paranormal. A spread of cards. A birth chart. The lines on some-
one’s hands. Things anyone can read if they bother to learn how.
True, it does require some skill to make the leap between the Seven
of Cups, the Hanged Man and a client’s faulty liver, but it’s ordinary
intellect, not a capital-G Gift. Mostly it’s just common sense, which
has an almost perfect record when it comes to seeing what the fu-
ture holds. Ask any parent.”

“You don’t believe in psychic ability at all, then?”

“That coincidence can be dissected to determine where the mo-
ment’s headed I don’t doubt. But that’s it. My clients can believe
whatever other nonsense strikes their fancy. Truth is I encourage it.
That’s the shady side of fortune telling. If I could I’d dispense with
all the falderal and tell them, minus props, what’s visible to anyone.
But I'd need eyes like yours to do that, wouldn’t 1?”

Out of sight, the sun was dropping quickly. The rosy mote-filled
light descended into blue and shadow.

Marion reached for her drink with the languorous exertion of
someone getting tipsy.

“Here I came over to find out about you and somehow you’ve
got me talking about myself. You must be very good. Well, ’'m glad.
We’re going to get along just fine.”

She hoisted her glass.

“To new friends. And to coincidence. I mean, what do you sup-
pose the chances are?”



Chapter 2

A SEAGULLS FLIGHT

WHEN I was seventeen I woke up in a doorway in an alley—knees
bent, head back, spine against the wall. To my left, a cargo door:
steel, graffitied over, with a padlock rusting on the hasp. Across the
way, old brick buildings slick with rain. Overhead, spent storm
clouds shuffled in a pre-dawn sky. The whine and rumble of a
garbage truck cut through the humid stillness.

Where was 1¢

I had no memory of walking—stumbling?—here. No memory of
choosing this one alcove from another. No memory of sinking down
and waiting until sleep had taken me past caring about memories at
all. No memory, in fact, to tell me even if I knew what city I was in.

Down the cracking asphalt, an oil barrel barfed out pizza slices,
orange rinds and sardine tins beside a loading dock. A small black
cat with eyes like grass was nosing round the bounty. A decaying
scent hung in the air—deeper, more primaeval, than the smell of
trash. I closed my eyes. Water. Not far off, fish and algae rotted
round the pilings of a quai.

Eyes still shut, I raised my head and let it fall toward my knees.
No dizziness accompanied the movement. My arms were at my
sides. I lifted them and laid them on my thighs. Sleep or something
heavier still weighed them down. I forced my eyelids open on a view
of mounding crotch. I needed to relieve myself but couldn’t till the
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swelling went away.

How long had I been heres

I rubbed my jeans. The clammy air had made them soft. They
didn’t feel thick and stiff the way they would had they been
drenched the night before. The rains had come and gone, then,
while I slept. How long ago? And how long had they lasted?

A gull screeched overhead. I looked up, wondering, if I followed,
would it lead me to a waterfront where I could get my bearings?
When I reached the shore, would I, turning round, see a skyline that
I knew?

My erection finally subsided. I stood up cautiously to pee. My
sinews groaned, but not beyond what sleeping out of doors ac-
counted for. I unzipped and let go in the middle of the alley. The
small black cat with eyes like grass stopped sniffing at the trash and
watched. I tsk-ed and saw a flick of ears, a quivering of tail.

While my urine bubbled and bled off, I studied my surround-
ings. The buildings were four storeys each with mammoth windows
sectioned into panes. If the garbage by the loading dock were any
indication, there might be lofts inside.

As my stream began to dwindle I looked down, realizing then
that even if I didn’t know precisely where I was, at least some things
were as they should be. My shoes were canvas hightops, black and
frayed. My jeans were tight and faded, rolled up at the cuff. My
T-shirt—crew-neck, white—was snugged in at the waist. James
Dean, I thought. I'd been teased with that before.

By whom?

The doorway that I’d slept in had a stoop, as good a place as any
to return to and take stock. My feline watcher must have found me
seated more inviting than when standing, for she—even at a distance
I could see her teats and swollen belly—inched toward me, pausing
at invisibles as if [ weren’t the object of her interest.

When she got close enough I tsk-ed again and wondered
whether she was wild. If behind the windows here were lofts, she
might belong to someone. She hemmed and hawed, then sauntered
over and began to wind herself around my legs.
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I dangled my left hand to brush her fur as if by accident. When
she gave no sign of cat offence I provisionally scratched her tail. She
meowed but pirouetted and came back for more.

The dance of introduction over, I stroked her absentmindedly
and thought my situation through.

Wherever this place, I'd gotten here somehow, either under my
own steam or brought and dumped. The posture I'd awoken in sug-
gested choice, not force, but I felt my head for lumps in case. None,
as I’'d expected. A blow that wiped out memory would surely leave a
pounder in its wake.

I broke off petting my companion and untucked my T-shirt, rais-
ing it to look for scrapes and bruises. My chest, with its familiar
darkish nipples and down of sable hair, revealed nothing. Neither
did my abdomen. I squeezed my legs for tender spots but none cried
out.

My pregnant furry friend butted an impatient head against my
shin. I ran a hand from tail to neck, raising pelt, then scritched be-
hind her ears.

“Do you have a name?” I asked and thought: Do I?

An answer rose: David Ase. And with it, like a bit of flotsam,
seventeen years old.

I tugged a wallet from the left back pocket of my jeans—a kin-
aesthetic reflex out of step with full amnesia. Cracking it, I
thumbed, then counted, twenty hundred dollar bills. That put paid
to being mugged unless the thieves were after my ID. No official
cards, no photographs, no addresses or phone numbers were lurk-
ing in the pebbled leather slots.

What leads a seventeen-year-old to wind up in an alley with no
memory of getting there? An alcoholic blackout? A party gone
from wild to stupor? I cupped my hands around my mouth. No
fruity stink of stale spirits. Drugs? I checked my arms for tracks. I
peered beneath the waistband of my jeans. I removed my shoes and
socks and pried my toes apart. The skin between was clean. I tried
recalling if I’d ever taken drugs this way. Nothing surfaced. Which
didn’t mean I hadn’t sniffed or swallowed them, but what could pos-



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 13

sibly have left a memory gap so utter?

I closed my eyes and tried to summon something from the night
before. I knew—from reading, surely—that past a certain stage of
chemical intoxication, the recording functions of the brain shut
down. Experience and learning stay intact and can, if fuzzily, be
called upon—a tavern drunk still walks and talks and pounds the ta-
ble for another beer—but nothing new gets registered. If something
similar had happened, what came before should still, by rights, be
in my head.

The universe beyond my closed eyes stretched out to forever. I
waited for an image to appear—a gauzy face, a fragment of loca-
tion, some remembrance of volition to be here or there, do this or
that. None came. None at all. It seemed that where last night
should be was only hollowness, a block of mental space a shade of
silver like a mirror with no world to reflect.

Can anyone recall when dreams begin? Track down the moment
of their onset? Dreams arrive burlesques intact. We do not so much
enter them as are inserted incognoscibly. When awareness dawns we
do not ask: Where was I before? Were we to, in bed asleep most
likely wouldn’t come to mind. A little history precedes the first act
of a dream, and the history is given whole. We never recognize the
instant of beginning. We simply are, as in real life we simply are,
and go from there. Few recall the moment of their birth, and birth
inside a dream’s the same; we join the drama and react, unable to
remember when or where we were before it started.

Waking in the alley, I'd come to in a dream whose nominal be-
ginning was I don’t know where I am or how I got here but whose
prologue, given whole, was everything that made me me. Since how
I got here wasn’t going to solve itself behind shut eyes, perhaps eyes-
open and the where of here might make a better starting point.

In the time that I’d been sitting on the stoop with my ever more
demanding mom-to-be, the city past the confines of the alleyway
had come to life. The clouds had lightened to a pearly grey, hinting
at a valiant sun. The garbage truck, still audible, had gathered an
accompaniment of tires on wet pavement. A breeze began to stir.
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I stood and raised my arms—thumbs joined, fingers pointing
back—then bent forward, dropped my arms, and let their weight
unlock the muscles of my back until my palms were resting on the
pavement. The beginning of the Sun Salute. I'd obviously done it
many times before. I held the bent-in-half position, then reversed the
spinal roll. Mentally, I went through all the stages of the exercise,
confirming what was evident: somewhere, somebody had taught me
this. Mom-to-be watched on, then twisted round and licked her ass,
mocking yogic efforts to emulate her kind.

Cats are cats. If they suffer conscience or the acid of regret,
they’ve kept their secret hidden. The promiscuity that brought this
one to me would lead her to forget our tryst the moment I was gone.
So it was me, and only me, who needed a goodbye.

I stroked her back.

“So long, little one—I hope someone’s looking after you.”

Then I rose and started walking with the half-formed plan of fol-
lowing a seagull’s flight.

Paris has the Eiffel Tower, Rome the Coliseum, New York the Em-
pire State—man-made marvels so distinctive, so imposing, they
don’t so much identify a city as shout it at the world.

I'd barely gone a dozen metres before changes in my trigonome-
try revealed an engineering fanfare visible for sixty kilometres
around: Toronto’s CN Tower. At least that solved the question of
what city [ was in. Inside my head, the mirror space where memory
should be began to glow with lines and shapes, the geometric phos-
phor of the known.

The Tower to my right, I must be heading south. Thus, the street
the alleyway decanted off ran east and west. I knew that if I crossed
it and went on, I wouldn’t reach the water—Lake Ontario, whose
greenish, rotting odours had been blowing inland—without first sur-
mounting railroad tracks, the Gardiner Expressway, and other barri-
ers that cleave the city from its shoreline.
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The east-west street was called The Esplanade. I recognized the
name and had a sense of where it was but not much else. My
knowledge of the city here seemed hazy, as if this were a neighbour-
hood I'd passed by many times but never bothered to explore. Un-
certain what direction I should go, I chose the obvious—west,
toward the soaring concrete needle whose tip was broken off by
clouds.

North of me, I knew, was Front, and at the nexus of two streets
called York and University was Union Station. Why the Esplanade
seemed unfamiliar while a street just one block north felt known
made little sense, but having thought of Union Station, I decided to
head over.

A few blocks on I came to Market Street. Turning right because
it seemed to speak to me, I climbed a not-completely-unfamiliar
slope past cozy-looking restaurants to Front.

[ wasn’t sure what time it was. Despite the nighttime rains the
air was summery. A hidden sun had risen not too long before. Traf-
fic on the street was mostly blue and yellow taxis. It had to be five-
thirty or approaching six. Train stations never close, or, put another
way, are always open, making Union at this hour a wise decision.
My stomach growled at the thought of breakfast.

Heading west on Front, I crossed first Church, then Scott, then
Yonge, then Bay, suffering the oddly dislocated feeling that my
knowledge of the city came from someone else. At Yonge I passed a
centre for the arts, and while I couldn’t think of any show I’d seen
there, I was pretty sure I could have found the cloakrooms in the
dark.

It was the same with Union Station. I had no memory of waiting
for a train or standing in a boarding queue, yet I made my way di-
rectly to the lower-level food court without pausing first to wonder
where it was.

A mmmuffins counter girl was stocking shelves with Danishes. I
bought two lemon and two cherry and a coffee, paying with a hun-
dred dollar bill. The girl, whose name tag said Charlene, flashed a
funny smile, annoyed at handing out her float but physically at-
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tracted.

“You have awesome eyes,” she said.

I took my change and thanked her.

Breakfast bag in hand, I settled on a long black bench upstairs.
Backed by steel mesh, it made the brick I'd woken up against a cush-
ion by comparison. 1 scarfed the Danishes—when had I eaten
last>—then cracked the sip tab of my coffee. The milky liquid on a
stomach full of comfort food began to make me drowsy.

I knew who I was. I knew what city I was in. Physically, I felt
okay, not suffering the backwash of a bender. My clothing was fa-
miliar. A surreptitious nose-check of my pits revealed my shirt, at
least, was relatively fresh. That meant I wasn’t homeless.

Or did it? Who carries twenty hundred-dollar bills around? The
money must have come from somewhere. Something told me that it
wasn’t from a bank.

Homeless. .. home. ..

Where was that? Had I run away? I clearly knew the city, but
like someplace I'd gone visiting, not someplace where I lived. I
roused myself and found a bank of telephones. Less with disap-
pointment than surprise I discovered the directory had not one sin-
gle Ase. Was my name all that uncommon?

I went back to the bench—the only seating to be had—and pol-
ished off my coffee, watching ticket holders backpack, hoist and roll
what of their lives they couldn’t do without toward the loading
gates. Their hidden histories, secret points of origin and unknown
destinations complemented perfectly my current situation.

Union Station’s lofty hall dwarfed everyone inside, dampening all
sound while simultaneously echoing the sussurus of dialogue. From
time to time loudspeakers chimed a five-note chord, followed by a
voice intoning town and city names. Ai—ten—tion... VIA... train
...from... Wind-sor... Cha—tham. .. Glen—coe... ...

Around six-thirty by the station clock the five-note-chime an-
nounced a train arriving from Niagara Falls: Saint. .. Ca—tha-rines
... Grims=by... Al-der-shot ... ...

Grimsby. That name rang a bell. Not the sombre peal of an an-
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swer, more like the hard-to-pinpoint tinkle of an inkling. Grimsby—
close to Hamilton, the steel city harboured round the west end of
the lake.

In my mind a line of energy appeared, neither visible nor felt yet
somehow both, joining me to Hamilton. The city’s name had colour,
or something very like it—the red of the familiar, the sienna of nos-
talgia.

I headed for the phones again and called directory assistance.
“Hamilton” and “Ase” I replied to curt, recorded prompts. Shortly
afterwards an operator came on line and asked me for the spelling.
A clicking of computer keys, then: “I'm sorry, sir. We have no list-
ings for that name.”

The drowsiness of breakfast hadn’t gone away, so I visited the
washrooms and splashed water on my neck. In the mirror after-
wards I saw a mop of thick black hair and luminescent emerald
eyes. Small wonder the reaction of the mmmuffins girl.

Think, 1 told myself. Think back. If not to last night or to yes-
terday, then to the day before, or the one preceding that. 1 had to
have been someplace. I had to have seen someone.

Some years later I read Augustine’s Confessions, chuckling at his
famous quip: The mind commands the body, which forthwith
obeys; the mind commands the mind and meets resistance. Order-
ing myself to think, I might as well have told myself to levitate.

I finger-combed my hair, dried my neck with paper towels and
tried to look like someone with a place to go.

The city past the station doors had come to life. Front Street was
a wall of cars. Commuters choked the sidewalks, scurrying toward
their days, certain of the homes they’d be returning to at night.
Some bumped into me and turned around to stare.

No one comes from nowhere. I had to have a family. Surely I
had friends. I must have gone to school.

But where?

In the hollow, not-quite-silver void of memory I sensed a shift
like tiles in a fifteen puzzle sliding into place.

An image formed, or rather an impression—more idea than ei-
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detic—of a school: long and low in front, an added two-floor wing
behind, farmers fields around the playground, post-and-wire fences.

With the image came a name: Mount Hope Public School.

Green terrazzo hallway. .. grade one at the far end... grade
two at the other. .. grade three in the middle. .. across from that,
grade four. .. grade five opposite grade one. ..

No other classrooms glowed with I know this except the library
whose second-storey windows gave on fields of corn.

Mount Hope—a farming village south of Hamilton. I'd gone to
school there. That explained the resonance of Hamilton before.

Against a tide of bodies, I went back inside and took a final stab
at 4-1-1. I didn’t really have to hear the operator’s Sorry to know
“Ase” and “Mt. Hope” were not a match. If I couldn’t call up mem-
ories of school past grade five, I must have moved away.

How old was a student in grade five? Around eleven? That
seemed right.

Seventeen subtract eleven.

Six years of my life were gone.



Chapter 3

GLASS WALLS

]’D JusT TURNED off the shower when I heard the knock. Drying
hastily, I pulled on jeans and answered.

Marion, of course.

“How would you feel about coming to the fair?” she asked,
bustling in instead of making culinary comments from the corridor.

I shook water from my ears and towelled my neck.

“‘Meet me in St. Louis, Louis’?”

She eyed me up and down.

“You’d make a lousy Judy Garland.”

“Not something I aspire to. What fair are you talking about? It’s
too early in the year for pumpkin pies and hayrides.”

“The Psychic Fair. Down at the Convention Centre.”

“The Convention Centre? What’s the matter? The TravelLodge
not big enough for those things these days?”

“Psychics are a booming business.”

“Apparently.”

“Will you come?”

“In another lifetime, maybe.”

“Hear me out.”

“What’s to hear? I showed up at the TravelLodge—or was it the
Best Western?—once. It felt like a cheap bazaar with the merchants
hawking fibs instead trinkets.”
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“So you’ve been to one.”

“Some things even Madame Harper doesn’t know. Want some
coffee?”

“Why ask a question when you already know the answer?”

“Manners.”

“From a man who greets his guests half-naked?”

““‘Guest’ is pushing it.”

I left her to the comfort of her wing-back chair.

After doing up the grand salon, Raymond Kiefer, champion of
chintz, had wanted to go at my kitchen too. I'd balked. Kitchens
should be bright and airy, as if basking in a fake Ikea sun. In fact,
Ikea’s what I wanted, but Raymond, having lost on overdone, in-
sisted on Georg Jensen. Same thing but a whole lot more expensive.

I hopped up on the cobalt-tiled counter while the coffee maker—
twenty bucks on sale at The Bay—finished its dyspeptic gurgling.

So the Psychic Fair was coming up, and Marion wanted com-
pany. That was odd. She’d had a booth the year before, and man-
aged on her own. What was different this year? Not the guts to ask.
Marion was fearless when it came to asking favours, be it fetching
drinks or plungering her john.

Doctoring two mugs of coffee, I decided to accede. But not right
off the bat. I'd let her do a little talking first.

“I hate these do’s as much as you,” she called as I was coming
down the hall. “So many fakes, and all so terribly sincere.”

I handed her her mug.

“Is there a word for that, I wonder? Psychics who detest their
colleagues? Something like misogyny?”

““Fraudulogyny’?”

She snorted in her coffee, unprepared for how it sounded.

“Good stuff,” she said, recovering. “You must have an in down-
stairs.” The café, Gato Nero. “The stuff Ermanno sells me never
tastes this good. But I’d enjoy it more if you got dressed. A woman
my age with a man of your charms—anyone might think you were
my gigolo.”

We’d never talked about my former life, but Marion had nearly
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raised the spectre more than once.

“Hang on,” I said. “Back in a flash.”

I returned tucking in a T-Shirt. She nodded her approval.

“Much better. Though it’s high time you went out and got a real
wardrobe. It’s not like money’s standing in your way. That fifties
rebel thing has got to go. Especially as all it does is draw attention
to your eyes. They’re fine for clients, but in mundane social inter-
course, they’re really quite distracting.”

“What would you have me wear? A smoking jacket? Silk pyja-
mas?”

“Anything so long as I don’t feel like I'm talking to a pair of
tourmalines.”

“Do you sit up nights with a thesaurus? Last time they were
chrysoprases.”

“Shall we talk about the Fair?”

“If you must.”

She took another hit of coffee.

“Youre wondering why I'm asking you, and why this year and
not last. The answer is, because I feel like it.”

“A persuasive rationale. Remind me of it next time I get stopped
for speeding.”

“Which isn’t going to happen any time soon, is it? You almost
never use that car of yours. Weekends only, near as I can tell.”

“I like to walk.”

“No, you don’t like going out.”

“Pve seen everything I want to see?”

She wasn’t buying it.

“Maybe I’'m just shy?”

The look she gave me could have withered winter cabbages.

“Okay,” I said, “consider this. I've got the means to do what
keeps me happy and I'm doing it. Didn’t someone say contentment
is the highest goal in life?”

“Hobbes. But the idea was hardly new with him. It’s been
around at least since Buddha.”

I held out my hands, palms up.
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“In company like that I rest my case.”

“Not so fast. I’'ve watched you come and go—when go you do.
Your routines never vary. You see clients between two and seven,
with a break at five for dinner. Your sessions never go on past the
hour. T know you love to read so I'll assume that’s what you do till
bedtime. You've never had a guest stay overnight. Saturdays you
shop, but only in the neighbourhood. Between one and four, you
disappear, then re-emerge for supper at Il Vagabondo. Sundays you
observe the fourth commandment, except those odd times when you
take that car I’d kill for and head to points unknown, always com-
ing home an hour after sundown. For contentment, that’s too rigor-
ous.”

“I think you mean ‘obsessive’”

“I didn’t want to be insulting.”

“Since when? Have you suddenly found Jesus?”

She stuck out her tongue.

“Besides,” I said, “there’s always you to keep me from my ruts. I
had no idea I was watched so closely. What comes next? Sneaking
in here while I sleep?”

I glanced over at the door between our flats.

“You’ve always known I was a snoop.”

“An unrepentant one, at that.”

She went silent then abruptly changed her tack.

“Do you have friends?”

Not exactly fishing. .. not exactly worried. ..

“There’s you,” I said.

“Don’t flatter. It sounds cheap. I meant anyone else.”

“Yes.”

I didn’t amplify. Marion waited, coffee cradled in her hands.

“Family?” she asked at length.

“Not that I know of.”

She looked down, then raised her mug and drained it. A good
performance. By my reckoning, she’d emptied it some time before.

“My man of mystery,” she said lightly. “Did you make lots of
coffee? I’d have some more.”
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Slave by complicity, I did my duties and came back.

“What I'm getting at,” she carried on, “is that you don’t have a
social life. Not that it’s any of my business—”

“Never stopped you before.”

“—but even you and I don’t do much of anything but sit around
and think up clever things to say. Schmoozing clients at the Fair is a
such a bore. I want company this year, preferably yours. Lobbing
brickbats at our so-called peers ought to keep us both amused.”

Tone too breezy. .. too much emphasis on “bore”. ..

For the first time in two years Marion was hiding something.

More unusual, I couldn’t say just what.

Sensing hidden motives, most people call on intuition to discern
the truth. I rely on observation—quite a different thing—and a gift
for putting two and two together. Just then the gift had left me. In
its absence, I looked instead at the geometry of Marion I carry in
my head. Her need for something deeper than the favour she was
asking danced like a square peg before a chorus line of round holes.

Never married. .. hasn’t had a lover since ber thirties. .. preg-
nant once, terminated at the Morgentaler clinic. ..

I took a stab. “Is this like a date?”

She threw back her head.

“Oh, the vanity of men. No, David, it is not a date. I'm worried
about you, that’s all. Call it the concern of an ordinary busybody,
but I have noticed you don’t get out much and I really would enjoy
the company.”

... worried about you. That, at least, rang true. So much it
caught me off my guard.

“How long’s the Fair?” I asked.

“Just two days. The weekend.”

“I’ll do it, then.”

Her face fell comically.

“That’s it? I expected more resistance. Don’t wimp out on me. I
want this to be fun.”

“If it restores things to their proper balance, I can only come one

»

day.
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“That would be Sunday?”

“I withdraw the Madame Harper crack.”

Mission accomplished, she abandoned her coffee and made, un-
characteristically, for the communicating door.

“There’s one more thing,” she said. “Please—do wear something
else. That bursting from the T-shirt look has got to go. I don’t want
people drawing wrong conclusions. Tone down the hunk.”

Hunk.

It’s why I should have stuck to male clients. Heterosexual male
clients. My looks passed underneath their radar, or, if they regis-
tered, only as a blip, a ghost that vanished on the next spin of their
ego-dish. Unlike that afternoon’s new client, a woman whose an-
tenna wouldn’t budge. Her name was Kirin Neemes. She said she’d
seen my ad in Now. The ad contained my picture; she should have
been forewarned.

“Darker and larger,” I said. “Plus a bit less hair. Then you’ll
have it right.”

She had slightly exophthalmic eyes, which she widened in bewil-
derment. No frown lines creased her forehead.

A model... catalogue, not runway. .. one child, a daughter. ..
never married. . . terrible luck with men. ..

“I don’t understand.”

She made it sound as if her intellect, not my abstruseness, were
to blame.

“My chest,” I said. “The nipples are darker than you’re imagin-
ing. The aureoles are larger. And I have a tad less hair.”

From her look you’d think I'd been undressing her inside my
head, not the other way around.

“And in case your interested,” I smiled, “I'm not. For reason
number two.”

She kept on gaping. “You know what I'm thinking.”

“Not precisely. But you were wondering whether 'm available or
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married-slash-gay. It’s the latter of the latter 'm afraid.”

Up till then she’d been perched forward on a claw-foot deacon’s
chair. Delighted and a bit in awe, she relaxed to the extent its pious
back allowed.

“That’s amazing. How do you do that?”

Sometimes I just smiled and let my clients draw their own con-
clusions. Not this time.

“Good guesses,” I replied.

“No way. You knew what was in my head.”

I shrugged. “Shot in the dark.”

She had curiously flat features—ideal for photographs at any an-
gle—and very straight blond hair. Not just the frown-avoidance
trick, but all her gestures kept her at her pert and photogenic best.
It wasn’t vanity. She’d gotten excellent professional advice and prac-
tised. Practised hard, for underneath the magazine veneer spun a
maelstrom of confusion and a fragile edginess that made me think
of sparrows mindful of the hawk.

“You've visited a lot of psychics,” I said.

“How did you...?” She stopped. “Right. Of course. If 'm here

“No, it isn’t that.”

I'd only said it to keep conversation going.

“What, then?”

Her eyes really were too large. She didn’t so much look at things
as peer at them, as if by working at it she could bring them into fo-
cus.

Wants to be liked... trusting...too much so... sensitive to
others’ feelings. .. overwhelmed by them. . .

“You’re getting something,” she insisted. “I can tell. What is it?
Are you getting something from me?”

With variations, every client asked me that and always for the
same two reasons. One was vanity, the narcissistic thrill of harking
to a verbal mirror. The other, far less frequent, was the fear some
hidden flaw—or rarer still some undeveloped virtue—was impinging
on their lives. Kirin straddled both. She wanted me to tell her all
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about herself—a regrettable prerequisite to trusting I was psy-
chic—-but she’d sought me out with a less frivolous agenda. Some-
thing was consuming her.

“You were good girl growing up,” I said, “closer to your father
than your mother. Your mother’s mother was a drunk. You were
pretty as a teenager and even though you hated it, played the proto-
prom-queen well to make your Daddy smile.

“Later in your teens you fell in love with a photographer, an
older man who got you into modelling but proved be an asshole.
You stuck with him far longer than you should. Your reaction, when
he dumped you, was to find another guy who might well have been
his moral twin. Virile men attract you so testosterone grenades make
up the bulk of your relationships.

“You have a daughter, about six, whose name is similar to
yours—Karen or Carla, something like that. Her father, whom you
hate, is a manipulative SOB who uses your daughter to control you
for the sheer nastiness of proving that he can. Shall I go on?”

“Oh my god,” Kirin whispered. “My daughter’s name is Carlin.
How could you possibly know that?”

On cue, the phone began to ring. I excused myself to let her
snoop and ponder.

She’d reached the Sun article when I got back.

“Did you use your powers to predict this?” she asked.

No inverted commas around ‘powers’. .. a real believer. ..

“It was a Quick Pick. No one can predict a lottery.”

“Then why’s this here? Don’t people ask?”

“I don’t always give them the same answer.”

She heard the smile in my voice.

“You mean you lie?”

“If that’s what someone needs.”

“And you don’t think I do?”

I let her figure that one for herself.

She finished reading and moved over to a love-seat done in floral
chintz, more her style than the torture rack she’d picked before.

“You can have a cigarette if you like,” I said.
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She lit up gratefully before it crossed her mind to wonder how I
knew she smoked. I answered when I saw the question reach her
eyes.

“You sat down next to that,” I said, pointing to an ashtray that
had drawn her like a magnet. “You’re a model and it helps you to
stay thin. More simply, I can smell it on your clothes.”

She took a fast drag and blew the smoke to one side.

“Are you like this with everyone?”

I went for disingenuous. “Like what?”

“Honest. Straightforward.”

“Better you should know right off what I can and cannot do.”

“But you are psychic, right?”

“The proof, as grandma used to say, is in the pudding.”

She tugged at her cigarette and turned away, exhaling in a fo-
cused stream. When she looked back, the frown she’d bypassed ear-
lier was shadowing her brow.

“But you don’t have a grandmother.”

Her eyes had changed. She wasn’t peering at the world anymore.
Instead, she had the inward-looking gaze of someone high on acid.

She shook her head and gave a quick apologetic smile.

“Im sorry. I don’t know where that came from. I just got this
flash of you as...I don’t know...an orphan. Someone who
wouldn’t have a grandmother. I mean, one you knew.”

“You’re right. I invented grandma to lend weight to my clichés.”

Her attention was still elsewhere. Another drag on her cigarette,
another sideways plume of smoke, and she posed the question that
had brought here her.

“Why do I just...know... things about people?”

Steve Smith, a.k.a. Red Green, the comedian, claimed the three
hardest words for a man are I don’t know. 1 found them a relief.
My pseudo-occupation required lies, half-truths and silences. Con-
text and expedience excused what elsewhere would be called deceit.
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Admitting ignorance kept me on the straight and narrow.

But some clients wouldn’t let me speak those three short words.
They thought it meant I must be keeping something from them.

Marion, who considered that the future, or at least its outlines,
could be read in random patterns, made guesses when she didn’t
know. If she proved right, her clients posited, post hoc, she’d seen it
in the cards. But if she got it wrong, the miscall got forgotten. It’s
no fun dining out on psychic mispredictions.

I didn’t work that way. If I didn’t have an answer I just said so.

“But you have to know,” some clients countered. “Why won’t
you tell me?”

I suppose I could have made up something about Destiny, the
Gift, uncertainty, bad vibes...the usual obfuscatory legerdemain
professionals use to cover their tracks. But what would have been
the point? Honesty was simpler. Lazier, too—an easy footpath
through the psychic moral quagmire. I misled sometimes about the
source of my intelligence, but never lied to fill in what it couldn’t tell
me. I'd had enough of lying when I worked out on the streets.

I couldn’t answer Kirin Neemes. When I said as much, she sim-
ply shook her head.

“No, you know. I'm sure of it.”

No pleading, no cajoling, just an utterance of faith—which I
would have disregarded if T hadn’t got the sudden feeling she was
right.

I build maps of people in my head, three and four dimensional
topographies of everything I note about them in a given context,
physical and temporal. Build’s perhaps too strong a word for some-
thing so reflexive. Map’s not dead on, either. Sculpture is more accu-
rate, a grey-white mental artefact whose size and shape and
luminance determine true from false, constituent from adjunct, ac-
quired from innate.

My map of Kirin came from the observable—the timbre of her
voice in relation to her words, the gestures she employed to hide or
show her feelings, her brands of soap, shampoo and perfume, her
choice of clothes, the way she smoked her cigarette.
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But something that I couldn’t trace to sight or smell or hearing
occupied the centre of my Kirin-map, a sizzling block of static like a
snowy TV screen.

Stranger still, inside it, when I quieted my thoughts and stopped
my senses, | caught glimpses of myself.

“Tell me about your glass wall again, Ferko.”

Had anyone been watching us, they might have thought the old
man hadn’t heard. He took a handkerchief he’d stuck between his
wheelchair seat and thigh and dabbed some spittle from the corner
of his mouth. His movements were deliberate and slow, as if the fra-
grance of the apple trees in blossom round the courtyard made him
torpid.

Beaupré Manor’s sliding doors whooshed open so a nurse could
wheel a sunshine-weary resident inside.

“Ah, so you remember the glass wall,” he said, speaking with the
left side of his mouth, internally translating from Hungarian to
Magyar-coloured English. “That was some time ago. After you read
Schneider’s Clinical Psychopathology.”

“After you made me read it.”

“Made?” Behind glasses whose right lens was frosted to protect
an unresponsive eye, a single grey brow rose. “As I recall, you
couldn’t get enough on the subject.”

“The idea was originally yours.”

“Yes, to have a sounding board. One not infected by dogma.
But Kraepelin, Bleuler, Freud, Reich... I didn’t think you’d be so
thorough.”

“Yes, you did.”

A smile was beyond him but his good eye beamed. I mussed his
thinning hair and kissed his cheek.

“Not like that,” he ordered, sounding less Hungarian than Prus-
sian. “Properly.”

I bent over him and grasped his face, covering his mouth with
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mine. His left hand squeezed my leg below the buttock. I started to
go hard.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “The widow Pyper is watching
from her window. I do so like to scare the horses.”

“Youre a tease,” I said, adjusting myself inside my jeans. “In
more ways than one.”

He raised his handkerchief and patted more saliva from his chin.

“No more so than you. Always putting out but never saying
what you want. Even as you kiss me now, so wonderfully you make
me think my equipment works again, I still don’t know what fan-
tasies you cherish in a partner. Shall we stroll?”

He fiddled with the joystick of his chair and manoeuvred it so
we could circumambulate the walled-in garden. Grape hyacinths
and primula played hide and seek among the daffodils and tulips
still in bloom. What money buys the infirm elderly. Who knew? In
time, I myself might end up here. At one point in my life, a provin-
cial institution with surly staff and smelly hallways would have
seemed more likely, not this almost-condo with its richly-tended
pleasance.

“What do you want to know about the glass wall?” Ferko
asked.

“You told me once, for schizophrenia, that Schneider’s first-rank
symptoms weren’t enough to make a diagnosis. That it took intu-
ition too, something you could could sense around a patient like a
thick, transparent wall.”

“Correct.”

The syllables were weighted with pedantically approving heft.

“Since you were never one for flights of lyric fancy, I've always
thought you meant a feeling which could not be put in any other
words. But now I'm wondering. Was it a visual impression too?
Something you could see in your mind’s eye?”

“A difficult question, David. It was a bit of both, I think.”

“Would you say you reached your diagnosis from observable be-
haviours, subconsciously collected, or was it in the real sense of the
word a hunch?”
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“A hunch, yes. But more. In forty years, I made only one mis-
take.”

“Did you ever wonder where your glass wall came from?”

“Fleeing the invasion in the fifties taught me the value of being
pragmatic. If something works, don’t ask.”

“Sorry, Ferko, but I'm asking now.”

We reached an angle in the path. Ferko backed diagonally to
navigate the turn and used the time to frame his answer.

“Holmes’ claim that the improbable is true when you’ve dis-
carded the impossible should help me here, but doesn’t. If T divined
the nature of a mental illness without concrete data, the improbable
would be I read the patient’s mind, or that they conveyed their
thoughts to me. But Schneider places thought transference in his
first-rank symptoms for the reason that it simply isn’t possible. It
has to be delusion. You see my problem? In the case of my glass
wall, the improbable joins ranks with the impossible. Unless, of
course, I too were suffering delusions.”

“But what if Schneider got it wrong? What if mind can speak to
mind?”

“You would risk an auto-da-fe by suggesting Schneider got it
wrongs”

His stroke had robbed him of the vocal subtleties of irony but
not his pleasure in it.

“Seriously, Ferko.”

He mulled it over as we inched past clumps of lavender and
ferny yarrow.

“Pd say, then, that we have a second improbability. That
thought-broadcasting and thought-insertion—the clinical terms, as
you know—are only statistically symptomatic of schizophrenia.
That there may be times they actually take place.

“Why does all this interest you? Has one of your neurotic
housewives crossed the line into psychosis?”

We passed into a Russian olive’s mottled shade. Ferko stopped
and raised his hand, turning it to watch the play of shadow on his
skin.
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“I saw a first-time client a few days ago,” I said. “You know how
it works. People think I’'m psychic because they don’t realize how
much they’re telling me.”

“Yes, I know,” he said, still studying his hand. “I’ve been on the
receiving end. If you hadn’t proven that your insights come from
simple observation, you might have made me question my position
on the matter. You have a talent, David, but it isn’t reading minds.”

“My client—her name is Kirin, by the way—is believer-believer,
if you know what I mean. Not a hopeful sceptic. She came to me
because she’s wondering if she herself is psychic. She gets flashes
about people. They turn out to be true.”

“A believer who merely wonders if she’s psychic? Interesting.
Like a Catholic who merely wonders if there’s God.” He made a
sound that would have been a chuckle once. “In my country, those
women who addict themselves to fortune-tellers always claim, with
utter certainty, that they possess the Gift themselves.”

“My problem with Kirin is, I think she may be right.”

He broke off studying his hand. “Why do you say that?”

“Something that I saw. An image. Up here.” I tapped my temple.

“Describe it, please.”

“Like a TV tuned to every channel all at once.”

“And when you...saw... this image, what was your impres-
sion?”

“That it fit. That it came from her, not me. That anyone with
that inside them would go mad. I don’t know how she lives with the
confusion.”

“Anything else?”

I tried to think how best to say it. “Recognition. An otherness
both foreign and familiar.”

“You felt no pain? There was no distress associated with this?”

“No.”

He looked down, sucking in the left side of his mouth, as close
as he could get to thoughtful pursing of the lips. Finally, he nudged
the wheelchair’s control and set himself in motion. Had he been

walking he’d have clasped his hands behind his back.
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“Four things spring to mind. The recognition aspect is most
likely déja-vu. Some sensory impression that slid past your eagle
gaze and lodged in your subconscious. Your brain rewrote the data,
coughing up an image you believed you recognized. The way faint
odours in an stranger’s house can make you think you’ve been there
in the past.”

“It’s possible, I guess.”

“As to your feeling the experience was extra-sensory, it could be
that you slipped into your psychic role too fully. Like an actor when
the spotlights die forgetting where his character leaves off and he be-
gins.”

“I guard against that sort of thing.”

“As well you should. You cannot be too careful. Thirdly, con-
sider that this woman—Kirin’s—credulity is charismatic. You were
seduced. It happens, even to the rigorously sceptical.”

Some private memory brought forth the chuckle sound again.

We reached another angle in the path, bringing us in line with
the sleek, post-modern back of Beaupré Manor.

“You said four things,” I prompted.

He brought his wheelchair to a halt before the sliding doors.

“You've read Medawar, correct?” he asked. “Pluto’s Republic,
The Limits of Science?”

I nodded. My copies of both volumes bore inscriptions in Hun-
garian.

“Then you have to weigh the possibility—improbable, unlikely,
or implausible—that your client has a real psychic gift and you’ve
experienced your version of my glass wall hunch.”



Chapter 4

BLUE AS MIDNIGHT

HUNGRY, I ATE. Tired, I slept. Restless, I roamed.

The grey clouds of my alleyway awakening blew off by early
evening. The sun turned coal-fire red and sank, sparking off a time-
less run of gilt-edged mornings, hard-sky noons and flesh-warm
nights.

Adrift in an enigma, spellbound by the summer days, at first I
ranged the city hoping for epiphanies: sounds or smells or sights
more than just approximately known. I bedded out-of-doors—in
Etienne Brilé Park, the Christie Pits, Allen Gardens, David Bal-
four—any place with lawn enough to melt into the gloaming past
the glare of vapour lamps and vanish in a twilit world of black and
silver-grey.

I bought a canvas knapsack and used it for a pillow. A Sally-Ann
on Queen Street had some faded Levis almost in my size. I found a
public baths nearby and used it when the funk of sleeping in my
clothes became too much. The men there stared or glanced away a
second late when I slipped off my briefs and squished them under-
foot while chlorinated water leaked from ancient pipes and dribbled
down my chest. Of the gawkers, one or two got hard but none
made moves or even said hello.

I could have sought out help. Someone might be missing me,
might have filed a report. Twice I made it to the marble law enforce-
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ment palace up on College Street. Twice I kept on going. What
would T say? How would I present myself? Hello. My name is
David Ase. I'm seventeen. 1 don’t know how I got here. The last
thing I recall is going to school in a village south of Hamilton. Six
years of my life have vanished. Can you help? It sounded crazy.
They’d detain me on a charge of vagrancy. They’d put me in a ward.
They’d send me off to juvvie hell. Worse, if no report were ever filed,
I’d be a missing person looking for myself. Did I want the shame of
finding out that no one cared?

Besides, help did not apply, or so my mind kept telling me each
time a fibre-deep distrust of agencies and bureaus stalled the foot or
froze the dialling finger making moves in that direction. What assis-
tance did I need? I had my health. T had cash. For the moment,
shelter was irrelevant.

I'd always been a loner—different somehow, set apart. In my
bones I knew it even if I had no proof. If I thought of family at all,
or friends, it was with curiosity, an abstract wondering that had no
urgency or longing. My phone book check day one had shown that
no one with my name lived near, and while Ase need not have been
the way my guardians or parents called themselves, I felt no pull to
research further.

Still, those mornings when I woke on dew-wet lawns, I felt the
breach of six years like a hollow in my skin, a ghost of pain inhabit-
ing my arms and legs and torso. Moments later, eyes wide open on
the gold-limned parkland grass, I'd know in ways I didn’t under-
stand that more than memories were gone, that another part of me
was missing, too—an amputation from within. Someone? Some-
thing? Someplace? 1 knew it by its absence, the way the blind from
birth intuit sight.

Can hollowness have mass? Absence weight? I’d feel a heaviness,
and longed to let it sink me in the ground. But I’'d get up, remove
my shirt—my jeans as well if no one was around—shake off the
grass, and make a Sun Salute as a forgotten teacher once had shown
me. The weight receded into bafflement, and I’'d keep roaming in a
city both familiar and unknown.
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I spoke to almost no-one, except the waitresses and counter help
who dished up blue plate specials. Whoever I'd become in the six
years lost to me, I had a taste for liver served with onions, minute
steak with gravy, and pale pork chops rimmed with shiny fat.

The city had two arteries whose intersection formed the centre
of downtown. East and west ran Bloor, a vast commercial thor-
oughfare: clean and many-cultured, prosperous and public. North
and south ran Yonge, equally commercial, but splintered somehow,
not so tidy. If Bloor Street was Toronto’s public face, Yonge Street
was its heart, especially the section south of Bloor that headed to the
Lake. The Strip I heard it called—vulgar, loud, and always on the
move.

The city’s real hub, however, wasn’t Yonge and Bloor. I found it
further south, in an all-night restaurant on College Street called
Fran’s. Even early in the day, the diners had the hardened, far-off
look of nighthawks. Around the booths, waitresses in thick-soled
shoes dealt out greasy menus. Faces that had seen it all took orders
at the counter. Aproned beer guts jostled round the friers in the
kitchen.

This was Toronto’s basement hideaway, not so much its under-
belly as its belly in an undershirt. With Boystown and the Church
Street hookers just a block away, with Bay Street and the bankers
not far off, with UofT nearby, and north and south the Strip, I
sensed that if I stayed here long enough the whole of downtown
might come walking in.

Hiding, move. Seeking, sit and wait.

My déja-vu-like grasp of things was starting to wear off. My
bearings now were mine. I knew Kew Beach from sleeping on the
sand. I knew the Eaton Centre from the air-conditioned afternoons
I spent inside. I'd felt the longing, lustful stares of men at Church
and Wellesley. Less and less I asked myself: Where does this mem-
ory come from? Real knowledge was erasing any chance I had of
wandering the city to a lynch pin recollection.

So, seeking I sat down, in a restaurant where missing years might
stroll in any time, clap me on the back and say: “Hey, man, haven’t
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seen you in a while.”

The food at Fran’s was made to order for me: chicken in a basket,
battered fish with fries, medium-rare Franburgers, thick ham steaks
with pineapple. Mashed potatoes mortared up the holes on every
plate.

I felt at ease. With every meal I understood that roaming I'd been
going against my grain. Natural for me was sitting still—watching,
listening—not wandering about in search of answers. Discovering
the natural, the right-for-me, was in itself a kind of answer. Explor-
ing it became a daily need. The patrons in the restaurant gave me
something to connect to. Observing them, I felt part of things,
which had a rightness to it, too.

The College streetcar stopped across from Fran’s. Red-and-silver
cars pulled up, halting traffic in their wake. Then, like curtains being
opened on a play, they’d ease away and leave behind a little cast of
characters.

Most passengers went quickly to the subway, but those that
stayed I studied, taking in their weight and height, age and bearing,
clothes and hair. I'd predict where they were going.

That burly businessman: he’ll dash across the street and hail a
cab.

The blue-rinse lady with the velcro sneakers: she’ll cross over at
the lights and meet a friend.

That mother with her corn-rowed girls: she’ll stoop and take a
Kleenex to her daughters’ cheeks then head toward the courthouse
facing Fran’s.

That suburban jocklet in the baggy pants: he’s heard the Strip is
hot but he’ll head north before he realizes all the action’s south.

In a minute they’d be gone, and another car would come. I'd
study the new cast, look for telltale signs, and predict another clear-
ing of the set. When they dispersed, a part of me went with them. It
was as if, by figuring them out, I’d joined their lives to mine.



38 PETER SCHAFFTER

How long had I been homeless?

Living on the street had come so easily. My stash of money
helped, but surely, if I'd known a different life, I wouldn’t have so ef-
fortlessly found the beat of wandering by day and bedding down in
parks at night. Nor would I have opted for the fluid commons of a
restaurant instead of trying to find a place to call my own.

During daylight hours, the customers at Fran’s were mostly
older. It wasn’t until nightfall, and especially after midnight, that a
younger clientéle began to fill the booths. Many had the knowing,
jumpy look that comes from living on the street. Had I been one of
them? I started killing time where they hung out: on Dundas by the
Eaton Centre, on Church Street where the pawn shops are, over by
the Moss Park Armoury.

As with the men who onced me over at the public baths, the un-
der-twenty drifters didn’t speak to me. Interest was there: backs got
turned but itched to turn again; social knots closed ranks but shuf-
fled inwardly to get a better view. I didn’t fit. My face was clean. 1
lacked the daub of beard beneath my lip. My jeans were snug, a
throwback to another age. Not bruiser mean or junkie thin, my
build said nothing about where I stood on the continuum of male
pride.

Plus there were my eyes, two pricks of green I'd sometimes see
reflecting out of storefront windows. They put the vagrant on their
guard. Accepted as a member the species, I had grazing rights but
only at the fringes of the herd.

There were others like me, exiled to the borders of the edge.
Most had the far-off, far-gone look of drugs. One who didn’t,
though, stood out. I called him Cowboy. Lanky as a stickman, he'd
have earned the nickname even in a barroom full of Stetsons. The
heels of his boots were sharply underslung. A tooled buckle drew
attention to his crotch. Blue eyes, blue as midnight, stared from un-
derneath a dove-grey hat whose brim was smartly curled to the
crown.
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I couldn’t pin his age. His face was long, an inch past hand-
some’s limit. He could have been nineteen or thirty-nine. He swag-
gered when he walked, but only slightly, as if time had buffed the
edges off a peacock strut. His boots and hat were natural extensions
of a sinewy self-confidence that seemed to come from years, not imi-
tation. Nobody cadged change from him or bummed a smoke the
way they would have had he been merely passing through. Like me
he was accepted, but only at a distance.

Most times when I saw him he was sitting on bench-back with
his boots up on the seat. I didn’t think he noticed me, but once, the
cigarette he usually held between his first two fingers changed posi-
tion and went inward so he cupped it in his palm. He studied it,
then took a drag and raised his head, stretching out his neck to
make a perfect line from chin to throat. Staring at the sky, he ex-
haled leisurely and I knew somehow I’d been acknowledged.

Acknowledged, though, was not the same as having someone
call my name or cross the street to say hello.



Chapter 5

TELLURICS DOWN THE AISLE

YOU DON’T HAVE to be religious to feel outrage at a toupéed tele-
vangelist, and you don’t have to start your every day with Real As-
trology to feel cheapened by the hard sell of a Psychic Fair.

Marion’s booth was E-14, halfway down a row of cubicles
erected out of interlocking panels. The exhibitors had tried to make
each space unique, but no amount of beaded hangings, spider plants
or psychic iconography could hide the cube-farm uniformity.

“IPm lucky to have this spot,” Marion opined breezily. “The
woman selling crystals in the booth next door came over yesterday.
She said she’d dangled carbuncles or some such over the floor plan
and discovered tellurics running up and down the aisle.”

“Oh, dear. Should we call housekeeping? Have them lift the car-
pet and lay down arsenic or something?”

Marion made a sour face.

“I didn’t even know telluric was a noun.”

“It’s not. And will the friendly crystallographer be dropping by
today?”

“I doubt it. The Sundays of these things are bedlam. A real zoo.”

As if to underline, a female voice came over the PA: Exhibitors,
please note—doors will be opening in twenty minutes.

“That should give us time for coffee,” Marion said. “Why don’t
you scrounge some up?”
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“Where?”

“Left at the end of this row, then right at the big aisle. Take an-
other right past that silly eye-in-palm thing they’ve got hanging from
the ceiling and follow the signs for the Food Court. There’s a coven
of Wiccans just before you get to it, who, thank God, don’t look
down their ash-staves at the humble java.”

“Wiccans? What are they doing here?”

“Olde English Magick Herbes.”

I followed her directions, checking out the food court after-
wards. Hare Krishnas, a contingent from the Scientologists and
some health food stores were selling smart drinks, herbal teas, and
legume-heavy snacks. Not a stitch of meat in sight, leading me to
wonder if the enzymes in a cow’s digestive system are believed to kill
some psychic property of the grass they so deliciously convert to
protein. The chanting, crunchy granola, and Test-Your-IQ sets
seemed to sum up the Fair—show interest in anything alternative
and you had to buy the whole shebang. Were this a Holistic Well-
ness Fair, no doubt it would be fortune-tellers steaming tofu dogs
and frying soy burgers.

Heading back to Marion’s, I got accosted by a brunette carrying a
stack of open boxes. The top one held what looked like cycling hel-
mets sprouting wires. The lettering outside read Interstate Industries
Hemi-Sync. For some reason, the girl mistook me for a Convention
Centre employee and started complaining about an electrical prob-
lem. Apparently, theta-wave generators in the booth adjoining hers

I said I'd look into it.

Marion’s setup was simple—austere, even—compared to some of
the other displays. She’d arranged a Tarot gallery from her flat on
the dividers. Pin spots overhead lent highlights to the gilt Rococo
frames and eighteenth-century Venetian cards. Two chrome and blue
twill stacking chairs faced each other across an oblong table with its
short edge up against the rear divider. A shaded lamp, a briefcase
and a cash box rested on the tablecloth of plain maroon.

In the aisle she’d fanned out glossy leaflets on a pedestal. A
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wooden easel held a slot board marked in twenty-minute segments.
People were invited to sign up and choose a time. Cost per reading:
forty dollars.

“Let’s dispense with this, shall we?” Marion said, hoisting the
slot board off its easel. “You can chat up passers by and arrange for
readings.”

“You want me scheduling appointments? What comes next?
Dictation? Typing letters? Shopping for your wife? You’ve already
got me fetching coffee.”

She ignored the crack.

“I don’t like this system anyway. Half the time, people don’t
show up. And it has a kind of critical mass. The right number of
names drums up business but too many just scares people off.”

“Do you want it out in the car?”

“Have your coffee first. The hordes won’t filter back here right
away.”

She collapsed the easel, then popped her briefcase and took out
a fraying copy of the astrological ephemeris.

I picked a leaflet off the pedestal. The colour photo was a few
years out of date. The copy, without boasting, made Ms. Harper out
to be sympatico and highly skilled. Change a few words here and
there and it could have been a flier for piano lessons.

Marion, the working psychic.

I watched her smooth the tablecloth and check the bottoms of
her framed Tarot for straightness.

“I hope those are insured,” I offered.

She eyed a Knight of Cups and made a small adjustment.

“They are.”

Exhibitors, please note—doors will be opening in five minutes.

I drained my coffee and hefted up the easel.

“Wait. You’ll need my keys.”

“Right.”

Head still cocked before the errant knight, she dug them from
her skirt and passed them over.

The entrance to the Fair was dominated by a stage. It had been
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empty when we first came in, but a squeal of feedback from the
Klipschorns either side drew my attention as I headed out. Carpeted
in undertaker red, the platform held a conference table draped in
midnight blue, with throne-like chairs lined up behind. A micro-
phone and jug of water sat in front of each of the five places.
Against a spread of sequined drapes, a purple sign with symbols of
the Zodiac around the border proclaimed in spangly letters Jena’s
Psychic Nexus. A minuscule, turbaned woman in outlandish lamé
garb was dressing down a roadie near the speakers.

“Good company you keep,” I said to Marion when I returned
from playing gopher.

She looked pointedly around.

“Jena,” I clarified. “Everybody’s favourite late-night TV empress.
You didn’t tell me she’d be here.”

“You should get your eyes checked. It’s been plastered round the
city for a month. She’s our star attraction. Without her, the rest of
us might just as well pack up our psychic shingles and go home.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you think she’s any good.”

“Relax. She’s a tawdry little bitch who'’s just this side of crimi-
nally cuckoo, but she draws em in. Now, help me with this table. I
want to angle it so you can scoot in beside me without it looking
like ’'m blocking you against the wall.”

“You want me sitting next to you? While you’re giving read-
ings?”

“You can stand discreetly elsewhere when I'm actually with
someone.”

“Discreetly?”

“Flash those eyes of yours into the aisle. It’s bound to drum up
business.”

“I thought you didn’t want a hunk.”

Exhibitors, please note—doors are now opening.

The chirpy female voice became a routine interruption once the
Fair kicked into gear. Visitors, don’t miss the demonstration of Kir-
ilian self-photography taking place in booth D-7... For a short
time only, Madawaallabu Press is offering free mandala posters. ..
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Sign up for life readings at Madame Glinska’s display beside the
centre stage... Any moment, I expected: Shoppers, we direct you
to the blue light special in lady’s lingerie. ..

“You have to pay for those announcements,” Marion informed
me. “Like everything else—the pin spots, this table, that chair you're
sitting on...”

“I hope it’s worth it.”

“My fee for readings covers it. 'm never out of pocket at the
end.”

“And it nets you clients?”

“Half my regulars first showed up at one of these shindigs.”

In between announcements, New-Age Muzak floated in the air,
heavy on the Pan flutes, overlaid with ambiance provided by the
sibiliance of synthesized sea sounds.

It took fifteen minutes for the curious to find our tellurically-
favoured aisle. Meantime, we had a good view of two other dis-
plays. One sold dream catchers, dangling from rails like so many
fragile snowshoes. The other, draped in Virgin Mary blue, offered
the services of Megan Starchild, chiromancer.

“Chiromancer?” I asked Marion.

“Im not sure. Either she divines the future from the spines of
fresh-killed poultry, or cracks your back and listens for the echoes of
past lives.”

Marion’s first client started off by studying the dream catchers.

“Him,” I said to Marion.

She inspected the trim, khakied buttocks and polished loafers.

“Why?”

“Why he wants a reading or why I know he’s coming over?”

“Both if you’re that good.”

“He’s faking interest in those dream catchers. Watch his head. It
makes a circle every time he looks at one. Those things are round,
small enough to scan with just your eyes, but if you felt observed
and wanted to convince your watchers you were studying them
closely, you'd exaggerate the movement of your eyes to the point
your whole head got involved. He’s putting on a show and we’re the
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audience.”

“Or he could just be killing time.”

“That nattily turned out, this early in the morning, in a backwa-
ter aisle at a psychic fair?”

And why the cock-proud shoulders screaming, I got laid last
night, and the nearly visible electric tingle in his skin?

“Plus, he’s positioned himself in front of the mirror at the back
of the display. The sight line’s over here.”

“So what’s he want?”

“You tell me. You're supposed to be the fortune teller.”

“Humour me.”

“He’s the perfect son of a perfectly rich father, decent, not
spoiled, practical, and with a good head for business. He’s not
prone to questioning, and so far, life’s surprises have been small. But
recently he met a girl so spellbinding he’s paralysed with wonder. He
thinks it’s Destiny, but like the clever little suit he is when not decked
out in Gap, he wants some guarantees. What better place to get
them than a fortune teller? He’s so besotted with this girl he’s con-
vinced himself that seeking psychic help is normal. Required, even.
The Psychic Fair just now, just here, a few blocks from his million-
dollar condo, tell him something strange and magical is taking
place.”

Marion rolled her eyes.

“How romantic. Or was that the wolf of cynicism dressed in
Hallmark sheepskin?”

“Find out for yourself when he comes over. Which, if I read the
itch in his Florsheim’s aright, he’s about to do.”

“Some shtick you’ve got, spotting athlete’s foot at twenty paces.”

“It’s a gift. What can I say?”

I stood and eased myself past Marion’s chair just as Mr. Dream
Catcher turned around. Retro Clark Kent glasses topped a boyish
snub nose.

“Her name is Marcy, by the way,” I said to Marion. “Or Mary,
or Macy. Something like that. And charge him extra. He won’t be-
come a regular.”
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“How do you do that?”

Marion was gathering up cards from a reading with a woman
with concerns about some business choices.

“Practise.”

“I didn’t ask how to get to Carnegie Hall,” she retorted. “You
knew that woman was in publishing, and that her little press was
going down the tubes. How?”

“Would you believe I chatted her up? While you were busy with
that ageing hippy.”

Her nose wrinkled. The ponytailed scarecrow had smelled as if
he hadn’t bathed in years.

“What about that funny little man you knew was in the mob?
In olive oil? Give me a break.”

“We live in Little Italy, remember? Some of those types at Gato
Nero are for real”

“You know him?”

Before I could answer, a broad-beamed, sensible-looking woman
entered Marion’s booth. Few would have guessed she was beside
herself with worry over the emotional health of her Great Dane.

“I'm not asking you to part with secrets,” Marion persisted twenty
minutes later, having given reassurances that Telmah—Hamlet back-
wards—would pull out of his depression, while planting doubts that
Louise, the woman’s Corgi, might be headed for a sickly spell, “but I
wouldn’t mind the skinny on a couple of your tricks.”

“I notice things.”

“And I don’t? I’ve been telling fortunes since before you sprouted
pimples, but you take the cake. How do you do it? I’d really like to
know.”

I'd really like to know. It had the same ring as when earlier that
week she’d said I'm worried about you. Something was up with
Marion. The map of her I carried in my head remained unchanged,
but the hues were growing warmer like a colour-tinted black and
white.
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“There’s no special trick. I read people like you read Tarot. I
know enough about the cards to recognize you use the Celtic
Cross—two cards superposed at right angles with four cards placed
above, below, left and right to form the rough shape of a cross. Be-
side you lay out four cards in a column.

1]
- i

“The cross, read up from the bottom, represents the id, the ego
and the superego. From left to right it represents the past, the
present and the future. The two crossed cards themselves—the ego
and the present—form the heart of an enquiry. The four cards on
the right give added insight into character.

“Each card has a range of attributes whose meaning in a spread
can only be decided by its placement in the whole. It’s way too
much for logic, so fortune tellers make up stories based on informa-
tion weaselled from their clients. If they’re good at it, their stories
make a tenable prediction.”

“There’s more to it than Colonel Mustard in the kitchen with a
candlestick, you know. I thought you didn’t use cards or parapher-
nalia.”

“I don’t. Sorry—have I trod on professional toes?”

“You could wear your learning a little more lightly.”

We broke off for a lovebird couple on the cusp of nuptials. Both
were hugely overweight and thought they’d found true bliss when all
they’d done was settle for a shared unhappiness. I listened in with
half an ear while Marion convinced them Fate, not common sense,

was urging them to think before they lumbered down the aisle.
“The point I want to make,” I said when there was room to
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move again, “is the ‘how I do it’ is the same as you, except instead
of cards my spread is everything I note about a person. A woman’s
brooch could be the Nine of Wands. Her perfume the Tower Re-
versed. The way she asks a question the Eight of Pentacles. Her
choice of Clairol like the Page of Cups. I form a mental image, a
sort of map, then figure out a story that explains the separate parts.”

“Guesswork, in other words. Like the rest of us.”

“Informed guesswork. I'll admit my powers of observation are a
little above average. Something I acquired in a former life.”

“Oh?”

A troupe of seniors dressed in sweatshirts reading “Woolwich
Golden Age Centre” was shulffling in the aisle, egging each other on
like schoolkids on a dare.

“You handle this,” I said. “They’re here on a lark—as if that
isn’t obvious. Is it okay if I beg off for a while? It’s nearly noon.” I
rubbed my stomach. “Gotta feed the beast.”

“Take your time. I don’t need lunch. And I know you’re dying to
check out the other booths.”

She grinned nastily.

“Pity you’re not telepathic,” I responded. “That blue-rinse flock
out there prevents my uttering the epithet that springs to mind.”

I got out of my chair for the hundredth time.

“Maybe you can catch the show,” she added, squaring off her
cards. “From what I heard yesterday, it’s a hoot.”

Behind the seniors, still debating who'd be first to have the small
remainder of their futures read, I bumped shoulders—arms, actu-
ally—with a short, hugely-muscled man whose biceps would be
thighs on any normal human being. Probably a Woolwich Centre
orderly. My Sorry got a look at first annoyed, then curious. I felt
him staring as I walked away.

I wandered over to the food court and ordered dahl, biryani and
raita from the Hare Krishnas. It wasn’t half bad, though I'd have
preferred a hamburger and fries. I slipped a twenty in their poor
box. An orange-robed acolyte took notice and blessed me in the
name of Lord Krishna.
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Marion had said I should take my time getting back and, truth
was, the Fair did have a certain road-accident fascination. It was
easy to see why it needed the fluorescent hell of the Convention
Centre to contain it. Aisle after aisle of astrologers, channellers,
palmists, spiritualists, life readers, graphologists, aura healers and
medicine women—none of whom looked even vaguely aboriginal.

Unlike Marion, most didn’t charge, but money could be spent,
and was, on hand-drawn Tarot decks, posters of the Zodiac, charts
for palmistry and iridology, varnished yarrow stalks and bronze
coins (Real Authentic Reproductions!) for consulting the I Ching,
herb-filled pillows, sage and cedar smudges, and crystals, crystals,
crystals.

Slickest were the high-tech booths promoting user-friendly man-
tic software, gizmos to enhance a person’s psychic energy, and gad-
gets to induce a state of lucid dreaming—the wired cycling helmets
I’d seen earlier.

Seminars were scattered around the perimeter, curtained off in
makeshift auditoria. I looked in on one: Psychism in the New Age.
The audience was mostly camouflage fatigues and shaven heads.
When the speaker mentioned Hyperboreans—Nietschze’s supermen,
the mythic basis of the Aryan obsession—I caught on why.

I found the Wiccans once again and sipped their brew outside a
nearby booth whose glitzy poster and brochures belonged inside a
travel agency. Cassandra Island, I discovered, flipping through the
slickly typeset pages, offered psychics a professional retreat in the

[13

mystic wilds of northern Ontario “...for learning, growth, and
healing.” The scenery looked gorgeous—if you like rocks and trees,
rocks and trees—and the cedar cottages quaint in a flawless, Disney
sort of way. Big money backed the operation—proof, if it were
needed, that the psychic biz was booming.

It’s not often I get startled, but someone’s fingers touched my el-
bow and I jerked, sloshing coffee down my jeans.

“Obh, jeez. David. 'm so sorry. I thought you knew I was behind

you.
Now how would 1 know that? 1 thought crossly as Kirin
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Neemes rooted in her shoulder bag and handed me a wad of
Kleenex.

“No harm done,” T said, daubing the results of having someone
think you’re psychic from my legs.

“God, I feel like such an idiot. I was so sure it had to be you.”
She interrupted herself to deposit soggy Kleenex in a garbage pail at
the back of the Cassandra Island booth. “It’s just that I’'ve had this
feeling all day someone was watching me. No, that sounds funny.
Kinda paranoid. What I mean is, someone was, you know, aware of
me. When I saw you there...”

Dressed as she was in hip-huggers and a pale blue pullover, every
heterosexual male in the place would have been aware of her.

“...you thought it must be me.”

“Well, yes.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

We had an awkward moment. The psychic game demands a
master/supplicant relationship that falls apart outside a psychic’s
carefully controlled environment. I should have realized I might run
into someone at the Fair and had gambits at the ready for the start
and rapid close of any conversation.

“Are you here with someone?” Kirin asked, falling on conven-
tion.

“I'm helping out a friend. My next door neighbour, in fact.
Marion Harper. She’s in E-14.”

“Your next-door neighbour? What does she do?”

“The usual. Cards, palms, birth charts. She’s very good at it,” I
added, defending Marion from my own faint praise.

“And she lives next door? Did you arrange that?”

“Coincidence.”

Overhead, the New-Age Muzak cut out.

In five minutes, we have the pleasure of presenting the star of
this year’s Fair, renowned TV personality, Jena, and her Psychic
Nexus. If you bave questions about love, money, bealth. ..

“Have you ever seen her?” Kirin asked.

“Only on TV, when I’'m having trouble sleeping.”
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“What do you think? Is she for real?”

“Marion suggested I might enjoy the show,” I hedged.

Kirin made a face.

“It’s okay. I think she’s awful, too. But I want to have a look.
Will you come with me?” Sensing I was waffling she added: “Don’t
be a scaredy-cat. It’s not a come-on. You told me you were gay. I'm
a model. Believe me, I know what that means. Please?”

Kirin studied a Cassandra Island leaflet while we waited for the
show to start. I took in the set up. A microphone and cordons were
arranged ground level centre-stage. A camera pointed at them while
another targeted the audience. A third was aimed toward the stage.
Bigscreen monitors on either side displayed the purple Jena logo.

I looked around for Jena’s aides—her eavesdroppers and pick-
pockets—but couldn’t make them out. Crowds bring on a kind of
sensory overload, the way the brightly coloured boxes in a super-
market blind me to the one I really want.

A throb of kettledrums began to issue from the Klipschorns, fol-
lowed by a fanfare that moved quickly into Jena’s chorus-of-angelic-
voices theme. The music faded and a disembodied carney-barker’s
voice spieled the crowd into applause.

Five women filed on stage and took their places at the table: Jena
in the middle, dark and swathed in gold; her Nexus—blond, white-
robed and hatchet-faced—on either side.

Kirin nudged me.

“Do you think she’ll have one of her fits today?”

“We should be so lucky.”

“I saw it happen once. It was horrible. I couldn’t watch.”

“Really? A woman chewing Alka-Seltzer, rolling back her eyes
and gargling like Regan in The Exorcist? Great stuff, if you ask
me.”

“God, you’re such a cynic.”

“No, cynical is having grand mal seizures on demand.”
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Jena settled quickly into patter she’d honed nightly at the outer
limits of the thousand-channel universe.

“Hel-lo, Toronto. I'm feeling energy up here. Goo-ood energy.
This city be an awesome place. The cards are cracklin’. Omru’s here,
burstin” with the love. He wants to talk. He’s strong today. So-oo
strong. You feel it, girls?”

Not one of her white-robed assistants could be called a girl—not
by a long shot—but they nodded anyway with varying degrees of
mystery, sagacity and smugness. Jena carried on in her bizarre ac-
cent—bad Jamaican with a touch of Cockney pasted onto flat, New
Jersey vowels.

“Omru is me spirit guide. You heard about Omru? You watch
my show? You know he’s good. He talks to me because he loves
you. He talks to me through the cards. In the place where Omru
lives, there is no past. There is no future. There are no secrets. All is
one. If you got trouble in your heart, you got problems, you got
questions—ask. The answer’s in the cards. The answer rests with
Omru.”

The floor mike near the stage had already grown an eager queue,
marshaled by a redhead with a buzz-cut and a fussy chinstrap
beard. A purple sweatshirt bearing Jena’s logo hung from broad,
clothes-horsey shoulders.

Actor-singer-dancer-model fag, 1 thought unkindly. Show-biz
wannabe.

“Hi, hon—what’s your name?” Jena asked the first rube he let
through the cordons. The big screens showed an average guy who
almost certainly drank beer, played eighteen holes on Saturdays and
had a union job. “No, let me see if I can get it.” She put a hand to
her forehead and closed her eyes. “Mike? Is that it?”

“It’s Mark.”

Jena beamed.

“Was I close?” she asked her cohorts. “Tell me, was I close? I’'m
tellin’ you, this place is good. Can you feel it? Can you feel the
power?”

Murmurs of wise-woman agreement from either side of her.
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“So, hon, what’s troublin’ you? *Cause I can see you got a prob-
lem. A girl, right? You got love trouble written on your forehead.”

Mark—an apposite name—made to speak but was pre-empted
from the stage.

“No. You know what? I change’ my mind. You don’t tell me
nothin’. Not a word. 'm gonna crack these cards and deal you a
spread. You just listen what I say an’ tell these good folks here if I
know what’s goin’ on. Can you do that for me, hon?”

As if he had a choice—on camera, before a crowd, bullied from
the stage. The big screens cut to Jena deftly dealing out a Tarot
spread.

In person, she was good, the way Madonna used to be: not
much of an artist but one hell of a performer. Her cold-reading
skills were rudimentary—transparent even to the credulous—but
through hectoring she managed to inveigle confirmation of her Gift
from every mike-bound sucker. If someone balked or didn’t cry But
that’s amazing! fast enough, she turned toward her Nexus—a toad-
ying Greek chorus wearing wigged-out, Sphinx-like smiles—for ap-
proval and accord.

To her credit, she played the information from her aides down in
the audience effectively, always reading slightly wide of centre. Mike
instead of Mark. Terribly convincing.

“Tell me about this one, sweetie,” she demanded of a wide-
hipped woman wearing tight red Spandex. “This one here.” She
pointed to a card. “I'm seeing a man, a big man. Older. Lots of
grey hair. And a beard—no, a moustache. I big thick ole mous-
tache. And a mole. No, not a mole. Somethin’ wrong with the side
of his nose. You got some grief with this one. Somethin’s troublin’
you.”

The woman’s jaw dropped.

“Oh my god, it’s my father. Here, look.” She dug inside her
shoulder bag and produced a wallet big enough to count as carry-on
luggage. Photographs in plastic sleeves cascaded out when she un-
snapped it. She held them to the camera. “See? It’s my dad. He has
this tumour on his nose. Here—can you see it? The doctors don’t
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know if it’s malignant or not. He’s in the hospital right now. Can
you tell me if he’s going to be all right?”

The audience had taken to applauding every one of Jena’s hits.

“How does she do that?” Kirin asked above the clapping. Her
voice sounded odd, as if she’d started half-believing in the sham.

“She’s wired under her turban, with plants throughout the audi-
ence. Ever hear of Peter Popoff? A faith healer, back in the eighties.
Used the same trick. Omru, like God, probably communicates on a
frequency of 39.17 megahertz.”

She flicked her head as if my answer were irrelevant.

“You’re not thinking of going up there, are you?”

Her eyes peered forward with their hard-stare gaze. Her knuck-
les whitened on her shoulder bag.

“She’s going to do it,” she murmured to herself. “She’s going to
doit.”

Mid-sentence, Jena faltered. The oiled motor of her patter
seized. Her arms went rigid and her fingers splayed across the cards.
Her eyes rolled back. Froth leaked from the corners of her mouth.
The crowd let out a gasp of titillation. The camera zoomed in tight.
Her Nexus, of a body, rose and started uttering encouragement as if
she were in labour, not suffering a seizure—which by all accounts
she wasn’t or their lack of action would be criminally negligent.

Sounds began to issue from her mouth, and it was true what I'd
said earlier: she could imitate the Mercedes McCambridge trick of
speaking over a half-swallowed raw egg, a strategy the venerable ac-
tress used to voice Pazuzu, the Devil in The Exorcist.

“Hear... strong... too... strong... see... hear... too...
strong...”

The gargling continued, raising echoes in my head. The audience
around me shimmered, fading to a far off place. For a moment, all
there was was Jena’s “strong...too...strong... ” reverberating like
a siren song, disgusting or contrived or not.

The charade began to make me sick. A door slammed shut in-
side me. The audience grew solid. The reverb remained, but coming
through the speakers. Jena’s nonsense segued into invocations to her
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spirit guide, Omru. No doubt about it, though; she’d had me, even
if her act belonged with double-headed calves in jars and poultry-
eating geeks.

Kirin grabbed my arm. “David...”

I turned to find out what she wanted.

Turned to see her white as linen.

Turned to see her eyelids flutter.

Turned to catch her as she crumpled to the floor.



Chapter 6

JOURNEYS THROUGH BOOKLAND

] CAN’T REMEMBER rain that first summer in the city. It must have
come since through July and August everything stayed green. But if
it fell, I don’t remember seeking shelter when I slept or swilling cof-
fee all day long inside a doughnut shop.

In September all that changed. As if in anger at itself for having
let Toronto slip unpunished through the summer, the temperature
dropped by ten degrees. Winds set in, corralling rain ahead of them.
For three straight days the streets and sidewalks sombered to an oily
grey and sizzled under vengeful showers. Storm clouds hid the CN
Tower. Veils of water lashed the glass of office buildings, pelted
rooves, and crushed the summer blossoms out of city-planted gar-
dens.

There was no escape—no awning broad enough, no doorway
deep enough to cower from the downpour or outwit the crafty
winds. The reality of shelter finally hit me. Anomalous or harbinger,
the change in weather ripped the scrim off summer. Behind it lay the
chill of fall and winter’s unforgiving freeze.

I owe the rain.
The first day found me pacing, caged, the Eaton Centre’s
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glassed-in length, hoping for the sky to clear. When by dark it
hadn’t, I hopped a turnstile and rode two stops up to Fran’s. Hours
crawled by, broken up by cups of coffee and enough requests for
food to keep my waitress happy. Sallow and hard-faced, she ban-
ished others to the elements when change they’d cadged outside the
doors could not be stretched beyond a Coke or pot of tea.

By one a.m. I had to choose between a sleepless night at Fran’s
or finding cover out-of-doors. I paid my bill, aware that in one day
my wallet, formerly half full, was suddenly half empty. I rode the
subway to High Park and climbed the rafters of a picnic shelter.
There 1 slept—contorted, damp, but mostly unmolested by the
weather—until dawn or something like it woke me up.

My Sun Salute that morning greeted only water dripping off the
shelter roof. More pulled and stretched than limber, I squelched
through High Park to a doughnut shop near Keele and ordered cof-
fee and a cruller. Neither brightened up the day. If anything they
dimmed it down because I had to break another twenty.

I couldn’t face a second day of shopping mall confinement. The
endless no-choice sameness made a prison of a city that, till then,
had offered only roving space and freedom. Almost nowhere was I
welcome to spend time unless I wanted to spend money. Galleries
were out, even if I had the interest. So were the museums. Ditto
restaurants, except to eat. Boredom and security patrols ruled out
the Bay Street Terminal. I could have subwayed back and forth from
Kennedy to Kipling, but rattling through tunnels would have felt like
prison, too.

I owe the rain.

It led me to a haven.

In the time it took to get to Yonge and Bloor, the weather popped
some steroids. Beefed up, it loosed a strong-arm torrent aided by a
pugilistic wind. I summoned courage in a stairway at the back of
Hudson’s Bay, then sprinted through the downpour to the one place
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I could spend the day, not money. All day, any day. Shelter from the
street, cover from the rain, warmth in winter, cool in summer. ..

Underneath the colonnade around the Metro Library, I peeled
off my T-shirt, wrung it out, and worked it on again. It clung like
wet Saran Wrap to my skin. I shrugged into my knapsack and
headed for the doors.

I'd passed the library a dozen times or more, when the spirit
moved me north instead of south on Yonge. I'd registered the huge
red-brick facade, expansive as a dam, without feeling any pull to go
inside. The building looked shut in upon itself—solid, weighty and
indifferent to passers-by. The colonnade around the bottom with its
plate-glass view inside did nothing to invite. A bank tower had
more warmth.

But through the doors the world turned inside out, or so it
seemed. Mass turned into weightlessness, solidity to air. The build-
ing was a shell enclosing space. Lots and lots of space, six unob-
structed storeys’ worth. A crystal elevator glided up to balconies,
not floors. Trailing plants glowed green in light so perfectly diffuse I
couldn’t see my shadow. The blond wood of the catalogues looked
warm to touch, like desert sand.

Most intriguing, just inside, a sculpted beachscape tempted eyes
to scan horizons far beyond the walls.

For the next four years, I'd sail past those walls on a bookland
odyssey whose every destination was a starting point. Ray Bradbury
would lead to Bierce and Poe. Poe would lead to Locke. Locke
would snarl me in philosophy but take me on a twisted path to
Browning. Browning caught me up in painters, then brought me
back to Byron, Keats, and Shelley. From there to Blake and on to
Frijhof Capra, where The Tao of Physics led to the I Ching and
Jung. On and on, back and forth, fiction to phrenology, mystery to
medicine, botany to bobsleds. Any time I had no place to go, any
time I needed an escape, any time too-poor-too-tired-too-hungry 1
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had refuge, hushed and cosseted, where people trawled the stacks or
asked librarians for help—but mutedly, like a movie with the sound
turned down.

I found an empty table and claimed it with my knapsack. A woman
shelving books pointed me toward the periodicals. I came back with
the Toronto Star, the Sun, and Eye spindled onto reading poles.
Damp and cold but warming up, I spread them open to the classi-
fieds.

The rain beat on outside. My clothes and sneakers dried and
started giving off an earthy smell. My eyes went down the columns:
Apartments, Jobs, Careers, Rooms. I begged a pencil, circling any-
thing that looked promising. The checkout desk was happy to make
change. I started making calls.

“Hydro not included.”

“The job’s already taken.”

“Do you have your licence?”

“No fridge, no stove.”

“The subway out to Kennedy, then take the 105 to Lawrence

“Nine-fifty, first and last.”

“Minimum wage.”

“Are you bondable?”

“Key deposit.”

“Uniform not provided.”

“In by ten, no exceptions.”

“Two evenings a week.”

“Twelve-hundred, first and last.”

I took the papers back. My eyes felt gritty so I visited the wash-
room and splashed water on my face. Afterwards I peed while an
older man with glasses eyed me from two urinals away. I flushed
and left as he began to stroke himself.

I took the silent crystal elevator to the topmost floor. The bal-
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cony arrangement let me watch the people down below. Their move-
ments looked rehearsed. I could almost see the lines connecting
them in something like a dance. Almost, but not quite. A crowd of
people didn’t tell as clear a story as the individuals debarking off a
streetcar outside Fran’s.

My back grew tired. I straightened up and rubbed the muscles
underneath the waistband of my jeans.

An empty carrel beckoned in the stacks. I took a thick book
from the shelves and cracked it wide, then in the study booth’s high-
sided privacy put down my head and slept.

Someone touched my shoulder. I stirred and raised my head. The li-
brary had shrunk. Brightly-coloured spines filled metal shelves along
the walls. T was curled up in an orange plastic chair. A book was
open on my lap. Tarmac, fencing, and a not-yet-planted field
stretched out beyond the windows.

“Here, you might like this.”

A kindly voice. An understanding look. A perfume happy with
the smell of lilacs.

The school librarian, Miss Kelly, handed me a book. The For-
gotten Door, by Alexander Key. The cover had no picture, just
shades of blue and green, like northern lights. I closed the one I’'d
dozed off over. Norse Mythology in Tale and Pictures. A glossy,
full-page Thor with cartoon lightening bolts went back to being
memory pressed flat by printed words.

Miss Kelly vanished.

And re-appeared. The field outside was tall with corn.

“When you need to get away.” She smiled and gave me Dande-
lion Wine. “Bradbury is good at night, by flashlight, when the oth-
ers are asleep.”

A year, a second passed.

“Are they teasing you at home again?” Miss Kelly touched a
knuckle to my cheek. “I’ll have Mr. Johnson call and see if we can
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put a stop to it.”

Then I was outside the Mt. Hope Public School. A banner hung
across the entrance: Home of the Mustangs. The schoolyard was
empty but I knew, inside, pupils squirmed at desks and raised their
hands while teachers taught and scratched out blackboard sums.

[ started for the village on a cracking sidewalk overhung with
maple trees. There, across the road, was Mrs. Oldfield’s. She taught
grade seven and was rumoured to be strict. There was Harris Elec-
tric with its fading signs for Philco-Ford and Westinghouse. There
the Glanbrook Township Fire Department with yellow trucks out-
side.

I reached an intersection with a four-way flasher. Straight ahead,
the old feed Co-op. Left and right, Homestead Drive, shaded by
catalpa trees and chestnuts. I turned left, setting off for home...

...and got woken by another hand. The old man from the
washroom.

“I wouldn’t do that here,” he winked. “They’ll throw you out for
sleeping.” His voice was soft. A filigree of tenderness wound
through his rueful sexual desire.

“Thanks.”

He walked away, but part of him—an afterglow—stayed behind
to counsel, offer help and fall in love.

The dream stayed with me through the afternoon. The memories
were real; no quixotic dream mutations marred their flow or place-
ment. At closing time, I took them from the library and carried
them the drenched blocks down to Fran’s, where, over fish and chips
and lemon pie, I walked them through again.

Homestead Drive. ..

A squat, brick building with a faded barber pole. A Quonset
curling rink. A machine shop and a church. A doctor’s house—clap-
board, white, with shutters painted black. A town hall with a park
out back: swings and whirligigs, a hot-dog stand, a tufty softball di-
amond, baked at noon but gold and green near sundown.

Nothing stirred. No vehicles crept up the road. No breezes
shook the willows, oaks or Manitoba maples. I could almost see the
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smell of distant cow dung, taste the zinc in a cicada’s whine, hear
the bell-tone cool of summer shade.

A dip in Homestead Drive, spilling houses down to Highway 6.
The smell of apricots from someone’s backyard tree. A quarter-mile
gap giving out on unploughed fields.

Ahead, another church, four-square with a belfry. Across the
highway, hemmed by pines, a narrow property and long, long drive-
way rising to a farmhouse nearly hidden from the road: steep
peaked wings, flaking gables, sagging porch. Around the back, a
rusting Massey-Ferguson and Chevy up on blocks. A rotting barn,
its doors pulled wide, exhaling smells of sawdust, oil and gasoline.

Someone in the restaurant lit up a cigarette. I didn’t see the
match get struck. I only caught the flare, which seemed to spread
across my eyes. The pines beside the driveway faded, leeched by yel-
low flame. The vision started melting like a jammed frame in a film
projector. First the laneway vanished, then the rusting tractor, then
the paraplegic Chevy. The yellow light grew white, burning off the
house and weedy lawn in front of it. The barn remained, then angry
orange filled the dim interior. Flames licked up the splitting wood.
A wave of heat crashed over me. A vice clamped round my head.
Smithy hammers clattered in my skull. Red-hot needles pierced my
eyes. A savage poker stabbed me in the guts, evacuating breath and,
in an instant pure with white-hot pain, all knowledge of myself.

“You okay?”

Strong hands gripped my shoulders. A foul smell filled my nose.

“Can you hear me?”

My eyes slid open. A dove-grey Stetson tilted inches from my
face. Rain dripped off the brim. Blue eyes, blue as midnight, studied
me from underneath. My eyelids fell again.

“Hey, you—don’t do that.” Cool fingers raised my chin. “Stay
with me.”

I struggled to look up. I'd made it from the restaurant and
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slumped against a wall. The brick had scraped a raw patch on my
spine.

“You on anything? E? Meth?”

I tried to answer, but my throat was full of phlegm. I coughed
and shook my head.

Cowboy held my chin a moment longer.

“You need help?”

I wasn’t sure. The rain was bringing me around but I felt empty,
weak, not certain I could stand.

Cowboy waited.

“I think I’ll be okay,” I finally got out.

He took my hand and pulled me up. My jeans were heavy, sod-
den on my legs with a squishy warmth around my buttocks. I
leaned against him for support.

Cowboy grimaced.

“You don’t smell so good.”

“I shit myself.”

“Can you stand on your own?”

I straightened up, fearing any second that the white-hot pain
would strike again. Cowboy tensed, ready if I fell. Nothing hap-
pened. I moved my head from side to side.

“Im okay, I think.”

College Street was empty of pedestrians. Intermittent cars
sloshed by. A streetcar stopped. Nobody got off.

“Can I get you to a hospital?”

Police, do-gooders, social agencies. ..

My face must have reflected how I felt.

“Don’t like ’em much myself,” he offered. “What happened in
there?”

“I don’t know. I was remembering something and—." No, I
didn’t want to go there. I started shivering. “How did I get out
here?”

“I was in the booth behind you when you started acting funny. I
thought you were stoned. Guess not. Something you ate?”

I shrugged helplessly.
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“I left some money on the table for your bill.”

“I can pay you back.” I looked around. “My knapsack. It’s in-
side. It’s got my wallet.”

“Pll get it for you.” He walked away then turned around. “You
okay alone?”

I nodded, teeth chattering.

When he came out again, he kept the knapsack and his distance.

“You got a change of clothes in here?”

“Not really.”

“Gonna have to do something about that. You live around
here?”

“I don’t have a place.”

“Im over on Jarvis. Can you make it that far?”

“I think so.”

“I got some jeans might fit.” He looked me up and down. “Bit
tight, though. Mind if I walk ahead? You just plain stink. My
name’s Pete, by the way.”

“David.”

“We’ll skip the handshake. Least ways, till you’re clean.”

He slung the knapsack on one shoulder and set off. Even
hunched against the downpour, he swaggered slightly.

By the time we got to Jarvis, I'd stopped shivering. The warmth
inside my pants was oozing up around my scrotum. I longed to rip
my jeans off there and then and let the hard rain wash me clean.

Cowboy—Pete—turned at a rooming house and beckoned me
behind. In a backyard hemmed by sumacs, he uncoiled a garden
hose.

“Strip.”

I bent over and untied my sneakers, then dropped my jeans and
underwear and peeled off my T-shirt. He neither looked away nor
flinched from what he saw.

“Turn around.”

The water from the hose was even colder than the rain. It hit me
like a spray of needles, playing back and forth across my buttocks,
down the crack and finally my legs. Pete ordered me to face him,
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then hit me with the spray again, aiming carefully around my pubes.

“Okay, come on.”

He unlocked a side door and went down a flight of stairs. A
grimy runner stretched between a bedroom on the left and a bare
room on the right. A kitchenette was tucked beneath the steps.

“Bathroom’s that way,” he said, pointing to the empty room.
“Take a shower. Use my towel. It’s the only one.”

The shower was a metal stall with wooden slats above the drain.
Rust scabs pocked the sides, and the wood grew slimy when the wa-
ter hit it. A bar of Ivory still with its name sat in a scummy wire
dish. I soaped myself all over, even scrubbing at my hair, then rinsed
and sudsed again. The pressure from the shower head was strong,
melting kinks and knots I didn’t know I had. Weak with gratitude, I
sank down on the slats and stayed that way until the water started
to run cool.

The single towel smelled sweet, like drying grass. I wrapped it
round my waist and wondered why when there was nothing left to
hide from the man who'd hosed me down.

Pete was in the bedroom in a change of clothes, his Stetson dry-
ing on the wall. His hair—light brown and short—still bore the im-
print of the hat. The room was small with not much furniture: a
mattress on the floor, a fruit crate on its side with scattered change
and condoms, a dresser painted white.

He was on the mattress, picking a guitar and humming out of
tune. He stopped when I came in.

“I got your sneakers from outside. The rest is in the trash. Hope
you don’t mind. No laundry facilities here.”

He put the guitar aside and rummaged through the dresser with-
out getting off the bed.

“You got underwear and shit?” he asked. “‘Scuse the choice of
words.”

“In my bag.”

“You’ll have to spread it out to dry. Here, try these.”

He handed me a pair of jeans exactly like the ones he’d just
thrown out. I took them with my knapsack to the empty room. I
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had to double-roll the cuffs, but at least I could fit into them.

“Okay,” he said appraisingly when I came back, “that’s that.
Now, get some sleep. I don’t know what happened back there at
Fran’s, but whatever it was, you look fried.”

He hoisted his guitar, turned off the lights, and left. I peeled off
my borrowed jeans and lay down on my back. After several min-
utes, I edged closer to the wall and pulled the sheets and blanket
over me. I hadn’t slept with covers in four months.

In the dark, the sound of Cowboy strumming his guitar was like
a lullaby.

Some time later, I became aware of him undressing. By the faint
light from the basement window I could see that he was hard. He
slid under the sheets, his back to me, as far away as possible. The ef-
fort not to turn and touch me, make me hard like him, stopped his
breath. His heart was beating fast; I could feel it through the mat-
tress. If ’d moved, done anything to grant permission, he’d have
given in.

Instead, we lay in stillness, far across the bed.

“Pete?” I said.

“What?”

“Can I call you Cowboy? Instead of Pete?”

He didn’t answer right away. Yellow oblongs from the headlights
of a car slid round the walls. He breathed, letting go of something
he’d been holding in since getting into bed.

“Sure. Why not?” A different kind of giving in. “Everybody else
does.”



Chapter 7

SCEPTICISM’S RAMPARTS

] EASED KIRIN down so she was sitting with her head between her
knees. We were near the back of Jena’s crowd and no one paid at-
tention. A woman fainting couldn’t hold a candle to the grand guig-
nol on stage.

“I feel like such an idiot,” she muttered while I fanned her with
the leaflet she’d been reading. “I hate it when this happens.”

“What?”

“Low blood sugar. I should have grabbed a chocolate bar.”

“Good luck finding one.”

“Yeah, I know. Granola city.”

She gave a shaky laugh.

“Think you can stand?”

“In a minute. Feels nice down here.”

I waited for a bit, then helped her up and out of doors. The clear
May sunlight hit us like a revelation. She hugged herself despite the
warmth.

“God,” she shivered, “that was awful. Did you feel it? That
thing that happened? I thought she’d gotten right inside my head.
Everything went sort of echo-y, and then it was like, I dunno, just
her and me and... Did you get that? What was it?”

“Cheap theatrics with assistance from the sound man.”

She started pacing in tight circles.
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“No. I felt something. Like she knew that I was there. A con-
nection. You know?”

She still looked pale. Her lips were drawn and bloodless.

“Want me to take you home?”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to.”

“Pll feel better if I do.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’ll go tell Marion.”

We stopped at Wendy’s on the way where Kirin polished off a Ba-
conator, king-size fries and chili.

“Been dieting too hard,” she said, washing down the carbs with
root beer from a bladder-buster. “Guess my body’s telling me to
take a break.”

Her place was in the north end of the city, in a *50s-style suburb.
Cookie-cutter bungalows marched up and down the street, se-
questered from each other by obsessively square hedges.

“I feel like something stronger,” she announced, opening a milk
chute by the kitchen door and pulling out tequila and a margarita
mix. “Screw the calories. You want anything? Help yourself. There’s
Coronas in the fridge.”

I peeked inside the makeshift cupboard. Bailey’s, Amaretto, and
an uncracked bottle of Crown Royal. I slipped it from its purple vel-
vet bag.

“You saving this?”

She looked up from breaking ice into a blender

“Never drink the stuff. It’s from a shoot I did a couple of years
ago.” She punched the blender on. “Glasses are over here,” she
shouted above the clatter. “Have as much as you want. Take the
bottle with you if you like.”

I poured myself two fingers while she spatulaed green sludge into
a salted glass that could have doubled as her daughter’s wading
pool. With a sombrero and chipped writing on the sides, it looked
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like something lifted from a bar.

“Cheers.” She held the glass for me to see. “You like? It’s from
this tacky little theme park off the I-95 called South of the Border.
First place you hit crossing into South Carolina.”

“And did Carlin like her trip to Disney World?”

She stared. “How...?”

“Single mother, roadside theme park, highway to Orlando? A
pretty easy guess. Did you stay at Disney World?”

“No. Further up the coast. Ormond-by-the-Sea. Carlin had
more fun there chasing sand crabs on the beach than visiting
Mickey and Goofey. I think she was too young. Shit!”

She struck her forehead with the heel of her hand.

“What’s the matter?”

“I just remembered. My car. It’s still at the Convention Centre.
Fuck! How could I be so stupid?”

“No biggie. Where’s your phone? I’ll call a tow truck.”

“I’ll cost a fortune.”

“That’s okay. I'm rich, remember?”

She handed me a cordless and hunted through a cupboard for
her Yellow Pages.

“You really don’t have to do this,” she said as I punched in a
number.

“Beats driving back to the Convention Centre.”

She fed me her address, plus her car’s coordinates and plates,
then looked around distractedly while I finished up with credit card
details.

“I don’t get you,” she said, taking back the phone.

“In what way?”

“That line about being rich. It sounded cheap.”

“It was cheap.”

“But it’s such a guy thing. Help the chick, flash some cash, get
in her pants.”

“Your point?”

“You’re not trying to jump my bones.”

“Your blood sugar’s still off. Youre not making any sense.
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Wanna go back to Wendy’s? I think you need a Frosty.”

She forced a smile and took a hit of lime-green slush.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It’s just me. Always trying to
figure things out. You were teasing, right? About being rich?”

“Well, I am.”

“Yes, I know, but...” She shook her head in frustration.
“There I go again. Figuring out. Second guessing. I'm never sure
when people say things like that. Pm always scared of being called
an idiot.”

Carlin’s  father...the photographer... Burke...vain...mus-
cled... coiled like a prison riot waiting to explode. ..

“It’s all right,” I reassured her. “You can take me at face value.”

She drained her margarita, then started picking at the salt
around the rim. Her nails made a tinkling sound against the glass.
For the second time, the not-quite-visual impression of a blast of TV
static filled my head. T held it for a moment, with as strong a feeling
as before that I was catching glimpses myself in clear but strobo-
scopic flashes.

“No,” she said, looking up, “I'm not so sure I can. There’s some-
thing funny about you. I don’t know what it is. It isn’t like I think
you’re lying or anything, but it feels like I can’t believe a single word
you say.”

I thought Marion was pissed at me for leaving her to deal with the
Psychic Fair alone. She didn’t come around for several days—not for
coffee, not for drinks, not even with some piddling task for manly
me to do.

I was just as glad. Spring fever, or perhaps the Fair itself, had
brought a spate of curious first-timers from the woodwork, meaning
hours of toil in front of the computer. Databases had to be com-
piled, profiles put together, research done. A psychic always comes
prepared. The problem was, even with GNU/Linux software and a
T1 line, it always took more time than I expected. The World Wide
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Wait.

Some busy little server god-knows-where was taking its sweet
time when my telephone began to chirp. I picked it up and checked
the call display. Marion.

“David,” she whispered in a hand-around-the-mouthpiece hush,
“I have to make this quick. 'm with a client. The thing is, he seems
terribly interested in you. He says he saw you at my booth, but,
well, I don’t quite trust him. He’s sly. He keeps turning the conversa-
tion around. And he’s damn good at it, too. I know we never talk
about your past, but you’ve hinted more than once at skeletons. I'm
a bit concerned. Could you come over? Use the door between us.
Pm in the kitchen.”

She rang off without letting me ask questions. I stared at the
monitor. The file I'd been after had come up, but it might as well
have been in Sanskrit.

Skeletons. Yes, I had a few.

I pushed away from the computer. Maybe it was nothing.

I never understood why Marion’s and my apartment were con-
nected. None of the six across the hallway were. But we were only
two, with great views onto College Street. My best guess was the
builder had put family next door. Well-treated family, since Marion’s
apartment was as overlarge as mine.

I let myself in quietly. The door opened on her kitchen, not her
living room. She was at the counter fixing tea. Earl Grey by the
smell.

“Good,” she whispered. “Youre in stocking feet. Follow me
down the hallway and slip into the bedroom. There’s a Krieghof on
the wall just inside the door. Behind it I've got one of those fish-eye
things. It looks out through the barometer in the living room. I’ll
make sure I don’t block your view. The tea’s for him. He asked for
lemon, but I'm going to forget it and come back. Tell me if you rec-
ognize him.”

“A peephole? Why, Marion, you old fraud.”

I followed her in step in case the floorboards creaked. The
Krieghof in her bedroom lifted easily. Behind it gleamed the brass-
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rimmed pimple of a fish-eye lens. I took a breath and pressed my
nose against the wall. Marion had better be getting excited over
nothing. Money buys insurance from the past, but forces-majeures
are never in the policy.

Contrary to what she’d said, she was in the way, at least at
first—a pin-sized head and hulking shoulders. No sound came
through the lathe-and-plaster wall, but I got an impression of
hostessly fussing.

Finally, she moved aside, giving me a clear, if rounded, view of a
spread of cards and the man whose fortunes they presumably held.

Hugely-muscled. .. biceps would be thighs on any normal hu-
man being. ..

I stepped back and breathed again. Just the orderly I'd jostled
near the gang of seniors at the Psychic Fair. He'd given me the eye.
No skeletons there.

I rehung Marion’s print and waited till she passed the bedroom
door, then followed her, step-in-step again, back to the kitchen.

“Well?” she demanded.

“It’s nothing,” T assured her. “We bumped body parts outside
your booth at the Fair. He gave me, not exactly a vertical stare, but
one that lingered long.”

She frowned. “Funny. I didn’t peg him as being gay.”

“Neither did I. But then, I was in a hurry for lunch.”

“I wonder why he’s being so goddamn subtle asking things
about you.”

“What sorts of things?”

“How old you are, how long I’ve known you, what I think of
your ‘abilities; your clientéle. I told him quite a bit before I realized
who was pumping whom.”

“You make it sound like fun.”

“Don’t joke. I was getting worried.”

“Tell you what—if he keeps fishing, be direct and send him
over.”

“I might just do that.”

“What’s his name, by the way?”
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“Joshua Byron. I can’t tell you what he does. He’s a tester. You
know, one of those clients who wants me to divine his occupation to
prove how sensitive I am.” She hooked her fingers around ‘sensitive’.

“Ho-hum.”

“Indeed. Well, I’d better scurry.”

“Don’t forget the lemon.”

Back at my computer, I had trouble concentrating. The profile I
was putting together on twenty-eight-year-old Gillian Murdock, in-
vestment strategist at TD-Canada Trust, resident of The Beaches,
owner of a late-model BMW, holder of seventeen credit cards and
nascent white-collar criminal was complete enough for me to wow
her with my psychic acumen when she came by in two days’ time. I
typed :wq to save and close gillian murdock.xml, then leaned back
from the monitor.

A desert night-scene filled the screen: cacti, tumbleweed, a yellow
moon. The transparent terminal I usually worked in covered half the
screen, sprinkling the blue-black sky with file names and directories.
I sat there, staring, till the screensaver kicked in. Creeping fractal
frost replaced the Arizona nocturne.

Finally I nudged the mouse to melt the frost, launched my
browser, hit Alt-b for Bookmarks and scrolled to Canada 411.
When the page had loaded I sat forward and typed JOSHUA and
BYRON in the little blanks.

Beaupré Manor called at two a.m. Ferko’d had another stroke.

Just a small one, Mr. Ase, nothing to worry about, but bis file
says we should call you any time. ..

I waited until morning to drive out. Ferko had been taken to the
General for tests, but the phone voice reassured me he’d be back by
nine.

Eastbound on the 401 the sun was dazzling. I had to switch the
AC on and flip the leather visor. By the time I got to Beaupré it was
twenty-four degrees outside according to the car’s external sensor. I
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parked inside the shadow of a towering blue spruce and used a side
door to go in.

Ferko was asleep, the top half of his mattress at a restful forty-
five degrees. Tubes snaked to his nostrils from a moustache of adhe-
sive tape. A monitor stood watch over his vitals, which, to my un-
practised eye, looked vigorous enough.

I got a double latte from the ground-floor cafeteria—Beaupré be-
ing much too tony for a simple Bunn machine—and took it back
upstairs.

Hospital bed and monitor aside, Ferko’s rooms looked nothing
like a nursing home. The furnishings were his, an abbreviated ver-
sion of the shaded townhouse floors they used to occupy on Birch
Street close to Rosedale.

I settled in a comfy chair with fleur-de-lys upholstery, passing
through a ghost of me who used to choose the same chair after sup-
pers, which was Ferko’s time for reading, or for holding forth about
his day, or trying to fathom how a hustler with his memories behind
a wall of pain could be so good at seeing in the hearts and minds of
others.

Asleep, he looked no different than he had back then, those
mornings after, when, the night’s transacted fucking over, he invited
me to sleep with him instead of in my room. Sometimes a second
partner would be spooned around him and I'd have to get up gently
so as not to wake them if I wanted orange juice or just to catch
some solitary Zs. Funny how that worked. Ferko always paid for
sex as if I were a colleague he would never ask a service from for
free.

My latte had gone tepid when at last he stirred. His eyelids flut-
tered and an arm jerked underneath the sheets. I got up and kissed
him on the forehead, sweeping back his thin but still-there hair.

“David.”

He sounded weak but not confused. I've never known another
human being who could wake up quite as lucidly as Ferko. His eyes
roved about the room—assessing, confirming—then came back to
me.
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“It has been seven years,” he said, taking care with every word,
“since you woke me up like that.”

“You must have read my mind. I was just recalling.”

“You’re far too young to be remembering like that.”

“I'm not in my twenties anymore.”

“You're still too young. When I was your age you were not yet
even born.”

I smiled; the taunt was old, familiar.

“How are you feeling?”

His forehead wrinkled while he mentally palpated all his facul-
ties.

“Well, I think. But tired. The stroke was small. No damage. Or,
if there was, my brain has found a way around it. As brains will
do.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Some water.”

I raised him with an arm behind his shoulders, then held the
glass and tilted it toward his mouth. He turned his head to signal
when he’d had enough. I put the glass aside and eased him back. He
closed his eyes, exhausted.

A doctor Endicott-Ellis came by a quarter of an hour later. She
wore an extra-long name tag and introduced herself as Eileen. She
asked if I was family. I told her no.

“Just friends, then?”

Her voice held just the right amount of irony. I liked her right
away.

She checked the monitor and sat down next to Ferko. He
greeted her with a professional regard that came through even in his
weakened speech. From my chair, I watched them spend the next
five minutes going over scans. Ferko offered up prognoses on the
images as if the patient in his bed were someone else. Dr. E-cubed
gave no sign of finding it unusual.

Ferko’s animation vanished when she left. He lay quietly a long
time, gazing at the ceiling.

Finally he looked at me with eyes gone for the first time truly
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old.

“So now you see, David, why I wouldn’t let you stay? You could
not have given me this kind of care.”

“I realize.”

He blinked, stalling while he hunted round for words. Nearly
beaten. .. enough to feel submission’s tempting pull. ..

“And my pride would not have had you tending me in any case.”

“Thank you, doctor, for that bit of truth—seven years past due.”

“You knew it anyway.”

“Idid.”

“That wondrous skill of yours.”

“In this case, hardly.”

Silence. I watched him breathe. On the monitor, his heartbeat
slowed. Between each spike I saw plateaued intimations of the fu-
ture.

But not today. .. not for some time yet. ..

“David?”

I went over to the bed and took his hand.

“What?”

“How much longer do I have?”

After so much time, so much rigour. ..

“I can’t predict the future, Ferko. You know that.”

A little sigh escaped him.

“No, I suppose not.”

Would it have hurt to lie?

No easy answer came as I headed back downtown. The Parkway
south for once deserved its name—a parkway, not a parking lot. The
sky was clear midmorning blue; the towers of the city looked like
pristine foil cut-outs. I nudged up to one-forty, set the cruise con-
trol, sailed through the dips and curves and mulled the question
over.

I told futures all the time. Barring acts of Fate—and even those
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could sometimes be predicted, so strong the trait of self-fulfilling
prophecy—what I learned about my clients, what they told me in a
thousand different ways, was enough to make their futures nothing
more than simple math. Lust divided by I[-want-so-much-to-help-
him equalled pain. Chubby thighs times supermarket diets equalled
sentimental choices that were always disappointing. Inferiority plus
envy equalled guile and only fugitive success. The more data I ac-
quired, the more complex the equations. But I had a head for alge-
braizing human interactions and geometrizing feelings.

Ferko’s fascination with my speed at sizing people up had never
wavered from the rationally curious. He used to show me off at din-
ners—who could blame him? a respected older man with an intrigu-
ing young companion—getting me to dazzle friends and colleagues
with my so-called psychic skills. It wasn’t empty trophying. When
the paprikash and dumplings had been cleared, when the guests had
all gone home, he’d pick my brain about the clues and tells they’d
dropped till satisfied that every hit could be explained.

But like Houdini in his rage to debunk mediums, a part of Ferko
wanted to disprove himself, to stumble on the truly unexplainable. I
liked to think it was the Magyar in him, prowling gypsy-rough and
superstitious round the walls of reason.

Small or not, his stroke had raised the spectre of mortality. No
amount of careful discourse, not with me or with his specialist,
could hide the fact. And in the helpless child-time that follows on a
vis-a-vis with death, Ferko’s gypsy had snuck in through scepticism’s
ramparts, mocking, not unkindly, an ordered life of fact and scien-
tific data.

How much longer do I have?

I’'d had a choice: affirm the Ferko that I knew, in just the way I
had, reminding him not I, not anyone, can really know future; or lie
and tell him what, somehow, I knew to be the truth.

You've a ways to go, my friend.
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Marion’s mystery man, Joshua Byron, was at Gato Nero’s marble
counter with a small espresso and a paper open to the Sports.

Not just anyone fit in at Gato Nero. First of all you had to be
Italian. Secondly you had to be a man. Last of all you had to be
past fifty. If you weren’t, you moved too fast, you talked too much
and didn’t know merda. Silvered Mylar on the windows kept pedes-
trians from peering in. Dusty shelves around the walls held boxes of
biscotti. No one ever sat down at the two small tables set with fold-
ing chairs.

If you properly belonged in Gato Nero, if you just fit in, you said
Ciao to Ermanno behind the counter, spent a little time catching up,
then made for the back room—twice as large as the café itself with a
sign that read, in English, “Social Club” The air inside was blue
with smoke, the pool game never-ending.

Ermanno always greeted me as Signore Ase and sold me coffee
from his private bin. Though young and not Italian, I was wealthy
and deserved respect. Marion, who chose to disregard the semiotics
of the place, got talked about behind her back.

Yet there was Byron, fitting in as if he’d sat across the counter
from Ermanno all his life.

“Signore Ase! Come stas”

“Bene, Ermanno. Bene.“

“You need coffee?”

“Always.”

“Just a minute. I get it for you.”

He found a paper bag and started spooning pre-ground coffee
into it. I never asked him where he got it. The grind was fine as tal-
cum, the colour black as India ink and the smell like burning rub-
ber.

While I waited, Joshua Byron did the best feigned lack of inter-
est I had ever seen. His eyes moved across the paper—reading, not
pretending. When he flipped the page, he went straight to the con-
tinuation article. He crossed his legs, but only to get comfortable.
Nothing in the way he reached for his espresso said I'm trying not
to look at you.
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“Here you go, Signore,” Ermanno announced, stapling the pa-
per bag.

“Grazie, Ermanno. How much do I owe you?”

“Same as always.”

I took a twenty from my wallet. “Keep the change.”

“Thank you, Signore. You are a good man.”

“Have a nice day.”

“You too. We see you soon. Cigo.”

He grabbed a rag and started wiping down the Gaggia.

I went to the door.

“Mr. Byron?”

The paper at the counter rustled.

»

“If youd care to follow me upstairs. .. ?

The extravagance of seating in my grand salon forced visitors to
make a choice.

Male clients mostly went for armchairs, the territory easily de-
fined and marked. Older gay men, those who still believed that gay
entailed elegance, selected a divan or love-seat. Women often asked
where they should sit, or were drawn to fabrics that accentuated or
played down their virtues or their flaws. Lesbians alone possessed
the sense to go for comfortable.

Some crafty clients, sensing that their choice would be revealing,
parked their asses anywhere but where they really wanted. Their
sessions always started with me asking why they’d come to see a
psychic if they hoped to keep things secret.

Byron didn’t take a seat at all. He leaned against a window sill.

“Did your neighbour give you my description?” he began.

“No,” T answered truthfully, “she didn’t. Just your name. From
the questions you were asking, she wondered if I might know who
you were. We don’t normally share intel on our clients.”

“Like you don’t share that?”

He used his chin to indicate the door between our places. Its
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function wasn’t obvious; it could have been a closet.

“You’re an observant man,” I said.

“Do the two of you run some sort of scam?”

“Any bamboozling we do, we keep it to ourselves.”

“Have you known her long?”

“Since I was a baby.”

Bald-faced lies—even better conversation stoppers than the truth.
What was Byron going to say? That’s not what she told me?

“That’s not what she told me,” he replied. “How did you recog-
nize me, then?”

“From the Psychic Fair. You’re short, but with those muscles,
hard to miss.”

Chest out a millimetre. .. palms pressed flat to pneumatize bis
shoulders. ..

He wasn’t, in fact, bad-looking—the kind of man whose face
stays stuck at twenty while the rest of him grows up. Or, in his case,
out.

“What’s your interest in me, Mr. Byron? And please don’t say:
“You’re the psychic—you tell me.”

He cracked a smile. “You do read minds.”

“No. I hear it all the time.”

“Do you have trouble reading me?”

“Not especially. Do you have trouble answering questions?”

He left the window sill and started circling the room, inspecting
this and that. After downstairs’ flawless mimicking of total lack of
interest, pretty corny stuff.

“You might say, 'm looking for someone special.”

Even cornier.

“Marion wouldn’t do?”

“No. She was good—”

“—but you didn’t really go to her to have your tea leaves read.
What sort of special person?”

“It’s a little hard to say.”

“You’ll know him when you see him?”

“Something like that.”
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He picked up a silver vase designed to hold a single rose. More
of Raymond Kiefer’s bric-a-brac. He warned me never to put flow-
ers in it. Déclassé.

“What exactly does a psychic counsellor do, Mr. Ase?”

“Amongst other things he addresses people face to face.”

Byron set the vase down in precisely its original location. Then
he sat—in Marion’s chair.

Left leg crossed... head resting on the back...too obviously
casual. ..

“As far as I know,” I said, “no one else in the city uses the term.
Psychic counsellor is open-ended. It could mean someone who
counsels because he’s psychic, or someone who counsels about be-
ing psychic.”

“And you do which?”

“Both. And neither. My clients pretty much determine for them-
selves.”

“Been at it long?”

“Six years.”

“Many customers?”

“Enough to keep me busy.”

“Do they come back?”

“If you mean, do I keep a string of suckers, no.”

“But some of them depend on you.”

“Psychics, Mr. Byron, like hookers, shrinks and churches, tend
to garner regulars.”

“You’ve practised that.”

“I have.”

“Do you believe in what you do?”

“Oh, yes. Wholeheartedly.”

Another outright lie, one not so deftly dealt with. He sat up
straight, displaying his upper body like a cobra opening its hood.

Decision reached. .. a final stab at ruffling me. ..

“Do you have any idea why I’'m here, Mr. Ase?”

“Pm developing a theory. On the surface of it, though, you’re
here because I asked you in.”
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He thought it over. No fear of seeming slow. .. attentive to the
nuances. . . .

“And you can throw me out, that’s what you’re saying?”

“Not physically, perhaps, but yes, that’s what I'm saying.”

“Are you this cold with all your clients?”

“You’re not a client, Mr. Byron.”

He shook his head, defeated.

“Nothing fazes you, does it?”

“Many things faze me. Just not you.”

He thought that over, too.

“Fair enough.”

He pushed up from the chair and explored the room some more.
Memorizing. .. not because he needs to. .. out of habit. ..

My clipping from the Sun kept him busy long enough to speed
read every period and comma, then he pulled a curtain back.

“Would you humour me in something?” he asked, contemplat-
ing College Street.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you intend to pay.”

He let the curtain fall.

“You hardly need the money.”

“No. But my services aren’t free.”

“How much will it cost?”

“One-twenty.”

It was obvious he wasn’t going to pony up.

“You can always find your someone special somewhere else,” I
said. “Except you won’t. Your mind’s made up. You don’t need me
‘pretending you’re a client’—what you were going to ask—in order
to determine my effectiveness for what you really want.”

“Which is?”

“I haven’t got a clue. But you should know that 'm unlikely to
agree. Agencies of any kind make me uneasy and I have a particular
aversion to those that serve the interests of the government. Correct
me if P'm wrong, but you’re with CSIS, right?”
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He cocked an eyebrow. Nothing much fazed him, either.

“However,” I went on, “I’ll admit to being intrigued. I'm not
sure why. I read too much, I think. Come back on Monday around
two. And bring your partner. Or should I say your boss? A woman,
right? You can make your sales pitch then.”

Both eyebrows rose this time.



Chapter 8

AN OLD-FASHIONED GIRL

WS 1T THE wall of pain I'd headlonged into or the aftermath of
living on the street?

I slept for days, in long, deep stretches broken only by the need
to pee, the growling in my stomach and the sound of Cowboy going
up or coming down the stairs. Up, I'd be alone for hours. Down, it
meant a stripping off of jeans, a folding back of sheets, and quiet
breathing lengthening to sleep. A sharp, sweet scent came off him
then—a mix of sweat and mens’ colognes.

He came and went and occupied his rooms with total ease.
Whatever noise he made was that of someone on his own. Any time
our waking coincided he said little and demanded less.

“There’s stuff in the fridge,” he told me, sitting on the bed while
smearing Dubbin on his boots. “And I got you a towel of your
own.”

Another time he bought us take-out coffees, but instead of chat-
ting took his to the other room and picked up his guitar.

Hear that lonesome whipporwhill
He sounds too blue to fly. ..

“Doing okay?” he enquired once or twice. “Gonna sleep your-
self to death, you know.”
The rainy weather carried on. Dawn to dusk the bedroom was
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in twilight. Time became irrelevant. If I fell asleep at night and woke
up in the dark, had hours had passed or minutes? I'd get up long
enough to have some bread and margarine, relieve myself and climb

back into bed.

If I had dreams they never rose to consciousness.

The third day—so I reckoned—the basement brightened suddenly
and buttery, warm light poured in. Cowboy, in the kitchenette, be-
gan to whistle. Half-asleep, I listened to him don his boots and set
off up the stairs. I was on my back and staring at the ceiling. The
perforated tiles had gone sepia with age. A water leak had left be-
hind a shit-brown South America.

Leaky roof... a stained, age-jaundiced ceiling. ..

The room dissolved around me. I was in Mt. Hope again—in
bed, a child. Evening sunlight wound through bamboo curtains.
Outside on the lawn below, the squeal of girls at play. In single beds
across the room, two boys traded brags and planned the next day’s
mischief. Another bed, beside me, was unoccupied. Down the hall,
a young girl cried. A man’s voice groused above the TV: “Do some-
thing, will you? I'm going crazy here.”

Weary footsteps on the stairs. A woman shushing through an
open door.

Three boys, three girls. . . dormitory rooms. ..

The air was hot and smelled of summer dust. The ceiling sloped
at forty-five degrees. The roof leaked, leaving splotches I found ani-
mals or landscapes in depending on the light. Sunday school pic-
tures dangled crookedly from nails.

The scheming boys went on, whispering just loud enough to let
me know I wasn’t in their plans.

Then I was at breakfast.

A table with two leaves, the cracks between them filled with
crumbs. Nine chairs all around. No one sitting next to me. A sour
gas-stove stink. The smell of eggs and sausages.
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The man alone gets hot food from the skillet. The rest of us get
cereal, and toast from stacks on plates.

“David wet his bed again.”

The oldest girl has spoken. Nyah nyah nyah-NYAH nyah. No
one comes to my defence.

“P’ll bet he turns out crazy like his mom.”

The woman looks up sharply. The girl pretends she doesn’t see.

“Crazy moms have crazy kids.”

Between forkfuls, the man grunts: “Shut up, Caroline.”

Another voice chimes in: “It’s not like it’s a secret. Everybody
knows.”

And another: “I wonder what it feels like when you jump? Do
you really see your whole life flash in front of you? That'd be cool.”

“She didn’t jump. She was only going to.”

“Yeah—with company.”

A round of titters. I look at Caroline, the girl who started it. I
can’t hate her even though I should.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she snaps. “It’s creepy.”

I keep on looking. She falters, reaches for a slice of toast...

A car honked out on Jarvis Street. Half a second later, a crash of
metal and the hiss of glass shards showering the pavement. I got up
to have a look, but the accident was too far down the street.

From the light, I guessed it was mid-afternoon. The trees had
started turning while I slept. Red and yellow leaves stood out
against a chicory-blue sky.

Three days earlier, maybe four, a memory had brought me to my
knees. Now I’'d had another one and... nothing. I'd been young this
time, maybe six or seven. Did that mean the fire that had burned a
swath through consciousness was temporally closer to my missing
years? The pain had scared me good, and I didn’t want to tempt it
wondering. But now at least I knew a little more. I’'d grown up in a
foster home. My mother had been crazy. The other kids were scared
of me.

I turned away and went to gather up my underwear and T-shirts
in the other room. My knapsack had a funny smell as if the rain
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that drenched it hadn’t been too clean. I didn’t need a shower but
took one anyway to figure out my moves. Cowboy wasn’t home. If I
went out, I'd have to lock the door. There’d be no way to get back
in. Was I even welcome to return? Cowboy’s world was one where
kindness was the solid earth, but solitude its oxygen.

No, I had to leave. I couldn’t stay forever in a basement. Cow-
boy would be somewhere if I needed him. The city-zones we occu-
pied were not so very different. Besides, I'd gotten by just fine
before. Bed-sleep hadn’t softened me that much.

Decision made, I towelled dry, got dressed and left.

The air outside was crystal clear. Spindly shadows zebra-striped the
house with Cowboy’s rooms. The sumacs at the back were all
ablaze. The grass glowed green the way it only does in fall. The
house itself was yellow brick, trimmed in black and fronted by a
covered stoop. A birch tree shed its leaves onto a little square of
lawn. It was chilly in the shade; by nightfall I'd need something
more substantial than a T-shirt.

I was shrugging on my knapsack when a pink-faced man with
thinning hair turned in toward the house. Loaded down with gro-
ceries, he struggled up the stoop, dropped his bags, rubbed his back,
and felt around for keys. His paint-daubed shirt was open. Under-
neath, the cotton of an undershirt stretched tight across a little gut.

“Are you a friend of Pete’s?” he called.

Was I?

He found his keys, but instead of going in he turned around and
came back down the steps. The smell of booze preceded him.

“Raymond Kiefer.” He held out his hand. “I own this dump.”

“David.”

He kept the handshake going. His eyes were grey and webbed
with veins. The liquor reek was deep, as if the alcohol were an-
chored to his bones. For all that, he didn’t seem the slightest bit un-
steady.
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“Pll take a wild stab and guess you’re not a customer of Pete’s,”
he said, letting go at last.

He wanted me to find it funny, but I didn’t know the setup so I
couldn’t get the joke.

“No.”

“One word answers. Tres intelligent. We’ll have to watch our
step. I was trying to be ironic, dear. You do know what irony is,
don’t you? ‘The native eloquence of we people of the fag’ No, you
wouldn’t get that either. O’Neill. Tedious and tortured. Be glad you
haven’t read him. Now, are you planning on hanging around here a
lot?”

“I don’t know.”

“Three words. We’re making progress.”

“What I mean is, I don’t think so. Pete was just sort of helping
me out.”

“Was he, now? Let me guess—and he didn’t even touch you.
No, don’t answer that. He didn’t. Saint Pete. When he’s not screw-
ing half the balding queens in town, he’s so decent it makes my teeth
ache. Well, in case you do come back, you'd better know, I have a
rule. No customers. I'm an old-fashioned girl. Bring home anyone
you like. Bring an orgy. Bring the Blue Jays and the Maple Leafs.
Just don’t bring customers. How old are you, anyway?”

“Seventeen.”

He winced.

“God, to be so young. Well, now you know the rules, have a
good day. Or night. Or whatever. Maybe Ill see you around.”

He ambled off in a cloud of fumes that really didn’t smell so
bad.

“Irony,” I called after him. “A mode of speech where the in-
tended implication is the opposite of what is said.”

“My, my,” he exclaimed, his back to me. “Not such a dullard af-
ter all. Perhaps we should invite him round for tea? Let him see the
etchings?”

He climbed the stoop and bent to get his groceries.

“Don’t mind me, David,” he grunted. “I'm an over-the-hill lush
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rapidly ageing into a nasty queen. It was nice to meet you. I hope
you do come back.”

I'd seen used clothing stores on Parliament the other side of
Allen Gardens, so I set off for the park, two blocks away, and cut
across.

The dummies in the window of L’Avion Rose were white and
dressed in purses, hats and scarves. One of them had both arms
sheathed in rhinestone bracelets. Folded at their feet were sweaters,
shirts and faded jeans.

A jowly woman reading at the register glanced up, alerted by the
bell above the door, then proceeded to ignore me. The only other
customer was male, around my age, trying hats and mugging in a
mirror. The racks of clothing didn’t leave much room to navigate.
He grinned as I squeezed by and doffed a grey fedora.

I didn’t want a bulky coat. I tried some leather jackets, but none
fit well and most were too expensive. I settled on a thick, plaid shirt
and fleece-lined denim vest.

I kept the shirt on while I paid, and crammed the vest inside my
knapsack. The top flap wouldn’t close, so I shoved my wallet to the
bottom for security.

On the street, I stood a while and let my eyes adjust. The sun-
light warmed my shirt, which had a pleasant, musty smell.

I heard the tinkling of a bell and turned to see the hat guy sidle
out. Bareheaded now, he sauntered several metres, then twisted
round and pulled the flattened grey fedora from the waistband of
his jeans.

He waved me over.

“Hey, dude.” He punched his booty into shape and modelled it.
“What do you think?”

His build was slender and he had a baby face. The fedora made
him look like he was going out for Hallowe’en.

“Nice,” I said.

He tilted up the brim.

“Which way you headed?”

“Yonge.”
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“Wanna share a joint? I got some buddies waiting in the park.”

Had I ever smoked? I wasn’t sure, but it felt good to be invited
after months of feeling shunned.

“Sure.”

He set off quickly with a little bouncing step.

“Im Max.”

“David.”

“Have I seen you around?”

“Could have.”

“Where do you hang out?”

“Around.”

“Yeah? Where do you crash? Ever been to Covenant House?”

“No.”

“Cruel place, man. You don’t want to go there. Too many rules.
You got folks?”

“No.”

“My old man’s a drunk. He hit on my sister, so I whacked him
with a two-by-two. Had to go to the hospital. I can’t go home now.
What happened to your folks?”

“I don’t know. I lost some of my memory.”

“Yeah? Bummer.”

He kept bopping along, asking questions, not listening to the an-
swers, till we hit the edge of Allen Gardens. He stopped and looked
around, then made a beeline for a maple tree ablaze in neon orange.

Max’s buddies occupied a bench staked out with jackets and
half-empty Cokes. One wore a red bandanna knotted on his scalp.
The other had FuckYou! tattooed across his knuckles.

Bandanna spoke up first.

“Hey, dude. Nice hat.”

Max lifted the fedora and twirled it on one finger. Faster than I
could see, FuckYou! leapt up and snatched it, holding it at arm’s
length and dancing on the balls of his feet. Max made a lunge but
FuckYou! frisbeed it to Bandanna, who vaulted over the back of the
bench. Max feinted and got to him, but the hat was already sailing
back to FuckYou!.
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They carried on for maybe a minute, then suddenly, the game
got serious. Max pivoted on one foot and kicked up-back with the
other. The foot struck FuckYou!’s chest. Bandanna had the hat
again but Max kept his attention on the staggering FuckYou! An
easy leg-hook had him on the ground.

Max dropped down and jammed a knee in FuckYou!’s windpipe.

“Tell him to give up the hat,” he growled.

FuckYou! started to go red.

“I want my hat.”

FuckYou! couldn’t breath. His eyes grew large.

“The hat, asshole.”

FuckYou! opened his mouth. Nothing came out. Max let up a
bit.

“Give it to him, man,” FuckYou! gargled. “He’s gonna kill me.”

Max choked him off again. Bandanna shrugged like what’s the
fuss about? and handed Max the hat. Max put it on and spent a
while getting it just right before letting FuckYou! go.

“Don’t ever touch the hat,” he said to both of them, getting to
his feet.

FuckYou! rubbed the hollow of his throat. “Whatever you say
man. Shit. That fuckin’ hurt.”

Ruffled feathers settled. FuckYou! struggled to his feet and
brushed himself off. Max didn’t introduce me. Neither of his bud-
dies showed any curiosity. Bandanna reached behind his ear and
pulled out a joint, holding it toward me as a way of asking if I
wanted to join in. I nodded. He lit, took two deep drags and
handed it to me. Following his lead, I puffed twice and passed it on
to Max. So it went—puff-puff-pass, puff-puff-pass—as the joint
made three full circles ending at FuckYou!

I hadn’t noticed how beautiful a day it was. Or had I? Every
blade of autumn grass was clear, distinct. The sunlight on my front
was building fire in my solar plexus. The cool at my back was spicy
and refreshing like the scent of peppermint. Whenever I looked up,
blazing maple leaves sparked something like a memory, a recollec-
tion more of time than place that filled me with an aching to go
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back, go back, go back. The city sounds of horns and brakes wove
softly through the air. Not soft in volume; soft to touch, like fur.

Max, Bandanna and FuckYou! were talking lazily. T slipped my
knapsack off and set it on the bench.

I don’t know how long I sat. One moment, I was in a world of
my own; the next, Max was there beside me with my knapsack on
his lap. He had it open and was pulling out the vest I'd crammed in-
side. Next came a T-shirt and some socks.

And then my wallet.

“Check this,” he said, pulling out the bills. “Nice stash.”

Bandanna whistled. FuckYou! grabbed the money. 1 tried to
stand but Max was faster, rising in a blur and blocking me while
FuckYou! divvied up the cash.

“Hey, man,” I said, “don’t do that. It’s all I've got.”

It sounded whiny and pathetic.

“Them’s the breaks,” Max taunted. “We shared with you.”

He jammed a sheaf of bills inside his pocket with a wide-eyed
look of Whatcha gonna do?

“Please,” I tried again. “I need that money.”

“Don’t we all? Looks like youre gonna have to find some some-
where else.”

There was nothing I could do. One of me and three of them.
Max had shown his prowess in a fight already and I'd never match
his skill. Even if I could, the dope had made me sluggish.

I glared. All T had was words, and vengeful, violent images form-
ing in my head: Max, crumpled on a washroom floor, a straw stuck
in his nose; Bandanna, holding his gut, eyes wide with shock, blood
spilling from his mouth; FuckYou!, naked on a shower floor, bleed-
ing from the ass.

“Two of you are going to die,” I said. “One of you is going to
wish he could.”

Futile words, dope-inspired, but I couldn’t stop myself from say-
ing them.

“Whoo-hoo,” Bandanna hooted. “Listen to the big man.”

FuckYou! tugged his arm. “Let’s get outta here, man.”
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Max leaned over me.

“Which ones, David? Who’s going to die? You think you can
take me? You won’t even find me.”

His eyes weren’t threatening, or even cold. What he said was
simply true. I wouldn’t find him. Or his buddies. I wouldn’t even
look. It didn’t matter now.

“Come on, man,” FuckYou! urged. “Let’s go!“

His eyes on me, Max straightened up and moved away. Ban-
danna and FuckYou! backed up with him in wedge formation. Max
did his bouncing step and whirled about. The other two turned with
him. All three sashayed off, laughing and jabbing each other in the
arm.

The dope buzz gripped me while I flip-flopped from anxiety so fierce
I had to hug myself to acquiescent calm that had me feeling I'd get
by.

When Allen Gardens settled back into its state of mundane
beauty, I quit the park and trekked up to the Library. I don’t re-
member what I read. Poe would have been right: “There was a dim
mist over all the earth, and a warm glow upon the waters, and,
amid the rich October leaves of the forest, a rainbow from the fir-
mament had surely fallen...”

At closing time I still had no idea what to do. Dusk had settled
over Yonge Street and I needed food. Out of habit I walked down to
Fran’s. It wasn’t till I turned at College that it truly hit me: I'd be
washing dishes if I didn’t find some cash.

Hunger won the battle with my pride. I parked my knapsack in
a doorway and started calling out for change from passers-by.

It took two hours to pry the coins I needed from the puckered
rectums Torontonians call pockets. Toward the end, I discovered
that the game I played alone at Fran’s—predicting people’s destina-
tions when they exited the streetcar—had a real-world application.

If T paid attention, some pedestrians appeared to move in chan-
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nels separate from the others, leaving colourless but lucent tracks
that spoke to me and said: This one. The final fifteen minutes netted
most of what I needed for spaghetti, rolls, a salad and some cherry
pie.

I left the greasy warmth of Fran’s around eleven. The autumn
chill I’d lost my stash of money getting ready for had fully settled in.
The denim vest and flannel shirt were plenty warm as long as I kept
moving, but not enough to let me bed down out of doors. I'd va-
cated Cowboy’s thinking I'd survive, but that was when I had a
safety net of twenty-dollar bills. Now I knew I couldn’t. Not alone.

To stay in motion I walked up to Bloor and over to High Park,
several kilometres west. I wandered to the southern end then started
on the long hike back to Jarvis.

It must have been past two when I knocked on Cowboy’s door.
He wasn’t home. I tried the window at the back but it was nailed
shut. A sensor lit the front stoop like a runway so I couldn’t wait
out Cowboy on the steps.

Alone at night had never bothered me. I'd even grown to cherish
it, wrapping it around me like a blanket while the city slept its not-
quite-dormant sleep. But as cars passed by on Jarvis Street, their
headlights glittering in bits of glass left over from the crash, a feel-
ing, not of loneliness or panic, but of ended-ness came over me. The
hollow scooped inside me by the years I'd somehow lost had sud-
denly expanded. My skin felt like a membrane stretched around a
pulsing void.

Months ago I'd woken in a dream and carried on as if the dream
would never end. Standing outside Cowboy’s, fighting shivers while
my breath made wisps of vapour in the air, I knew it had.

I paced from Allen Gardens down to Dundas Street and back
again till Cowboy finally showed up.

It was dawn before he did.



Chapter 9

SPOOR IN CYBERSPACE

JOSHUA BYRON ARRIVED at two, on time but unaccompanied.

“Subira will be here shortly,” he announced, settling in a club
chair. His strategy was obvious. Make me edgy waiting in my own
apartment.

It wasn’t going to work.

“Coffee?” I asked. “It’s from downstairs.”

“Espresso?”

“Just ordinary filter.”

“That’ll be fine.”

I left him in the parlour, which he no doubt went over thor-
oughly again. I didn’t mind. The room was just a set.

While the coffee brewed, I slipped into my study and did a little
googling. Subira, it turned out, was a woman’s name—Egyptian—
which established, in a roundabout way, that she was, in fact,
Byron’s superior. It worked like this: he hadn’t bridled when I sug-
gested his partner was his boss—a shot in the dark, admittedly—
something that, now I knew for sure she was a woman, he would
certainly have done. A man like Byron, short but pumped up, would
have found some way to let me know, however subtly, that I was
wrong if it were he who called the shots in any male-female partner-
ship.

As for Subira, I'd assess her when I met her. I was, however,
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forewarned. A woman, possibly of North African descent, who'd
climbed high in the white- and male-dominated Canadian Security
Intelligence Service.

I called to Byron down the hall to come and doctor his own cof-
fee. It was either that or look like I was anxious to play host.

“Nice kitchen.” He leaned against the counter. “Did you have it
redone?”

“I should think that’s obvious, Mr. Byron. I appreciate the effort
at small talk, though.”

“Call me Josh.”

“As you wish.” In my head, he’d still be Byron. “Call me David.”

He nodded. “David. Can I ask you a question?”

“Why bother asking when you’re going to ask anyway? Is that
something they teach you to do at spy school?”

“Spy?” He pursed his lips in an effort not to smile. “Is that
what you think?”

“To be honest, like most Canadians, I have trouble believing we
have a functioning intelligence agency at all. But you do work for
CSIS.”

“True. And that’s been puzzling me. You knew. Before we met it
seems. How?”

“Research. I had your name from Marion.”

“What sort of research?”

It cost him not to preface it with May I ask... ¢

“Better you don’t know. For all concerned.”

He frowned into his coffee. “The internet?”

There didn’t seem much point denying it. “The psychic’s twenty-
first century Blue Book.”

He looked up, puzzled.

“Spiritualists in the nineteenth century used to circulate a
book—blue, obviously—with detailed information about clients
who were known to make the séance rounds. It never crossed the
clients’ minds that little Tommy calling from the other side was
speaking through a medium less flesh and blood than ink and paper.
What we call ‘hot reading’ in the psychic biz.”
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“You said you didn’t scam.”

“I don’t, but the more I know about a client the easier it is to do
my job.”

“Which is? You weren’t too clear on that.”

“To make my clients feel special and unique. To listen and to un-
derstand. To help them see the silliness of hiding things from others
and uncover things they’re hiding from themselves. Mostly, though, I
just make common sense a little magical. The transfiguration of the
commonplace, to use a phrase from Muriel Spark.”

“Noble. It still doesn’t tell me what you do.”

I sighed.

“I give psychic readings, Mr. Byron. Josh. Take that to mean
whatever you like.”

“I take it to mean you think you’re sensitive and sympathetic. So
far all I’ve seen is arrogance.”

“I don’t suppose the way you’ve gone about approaching me has
anything to do with it.”

He took a gulp of coffee, staring past my shoulder, trying to
convey a sort of worldly apology for doing things he had to do. 1
didn’t buy it. He was checking out the clock above the stove.

Loosening of bunched trapezius. .. flicker of anticipation near
the eyes. ..

“Three minutes more,” I said. “Where is she now? Downstairs
at Lucia’s killing time? I hope it’s not too boring. I don’t imagine
they have much by way of gowns for CSIS brides.”

He drained his mug, straightened up and rinsed it in the sink—
all the proof I needed I was right. To give him credit he was good at
hiding tells, which only made his slip-ups more apparent.

“The databases you hack into—which ones are they?”

“The word you want is crack, not hack. Unauthorized computer
entry. Hacking only means you like to mess around with code.”

“Would you call yourself a hacker?”

“I run GNU/Linux, which means I'm a little smarter than your
average computer bear, but no, ’'m not a hacker.”

“How do you gain access then?”
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“Money. There’s no lock, virtual or real, it can’t pick. But before
you read me the riot act, I should point out that the information I
gather on my clients comes mostly off the Web. Everyone leaves
spoor in cyberspace.”

“Have you broken into CSIS?”

“No. Consider that a freebie.”

“Then how...?”

“Total lack of information. Other than an Ottawa address, a so-
cial insurance number and an Ontario driver’s licence, there’s no
trace of you. I won’t list everywhere I checked; that would be truly
telling. Your name is real—I’d know if you were lying—yet you don’t
exist except at the required official level. I asked myself how that
could be. I guessed intelligence.”

“Sixth sense?”

“I’'m psychic.”

He tilted his head. “Are you?”

I walked past him to the hallway intercom, waited for a count of
three and spoke into the grill.

“Come on up,” I said, wishing I could see his partner’s face
when she heard the unexpected vox ex machina. “It’s the first door
on your right.”

Subira MacKenzie was a knockout, with tawny skin, waves of blue-
black hair, huge brown eyes and a wide straight mouth the colour of
ripe plums. Little evidence of her paternal genes, Anglo-Scots pre-
sumably, came through.

Right off the bat, she insisted on first names. The informality
rang false, even though it carried over to her clothes—simple slacks,
a plain white blouse. Lines from classic Hall and Oates ran through
my head:

Obh-obh here she comes
Watch out boy, she’ll chew you up
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Byron seemed easy around her though, which bumped him up a
notch in my estimation. Men who partner comfortably with wom-
en, especially when the woman holds the reins, are a breed apart.

“Sorry I’'m late,” she offered after introductions. “Traffic.”

I glanced over at Byron. His face showed nothing.

“No problem,” T said. “I hear the lineups for Lucia’s fitting
rooms are bumper-to-bumper this time of year. See anything you
liked?”

It was her turn to glance at Byron. A ghost of movement in his
chin confirmed he hadn’t said a word.

She took it in stride.

“Joshua said you were good. Apparently he was right.”

“What else did he tell you?”

“That you’re the man we want.”

I looked pointedly from one to the other, she with her exotic fea-
tures, he with his pneumatic, blond good looks.

“In other circumstances, from either one of you, I'd take that as
a compliment. Tell me, does CSIS ask for headshots when they let
you in the service?”

Subira smiled indulgently. “Joshua also said I'd have trouble
with you. Something about a knee-jerk reaction?”

“‘Aversion’ is the word I used.”

“We’ll see. You did agree to meet us after all.”

“Curiosity. It isn’t every day Canadian Intelligence comes call-
ing.”

“Yes, and I understand congratulations are in order on that
score. You made Joshua right away.”

“I wouldn’t overestimate his subtlety.”

“And 1 wouldn’t underestimate yourself. Now, do you have
someplace we can sit around a table? It’ll be easier to talk and I
have some things to show you.”

Her chatty tone was utterly contrived. I hiked it up one icky-
sweet degree.

“Why not just stay here? More cozy, don’t you think?”

Her buttons weren’t easy to push. She settled on Raymond
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Kiefer’s awful damask méridienne as if it were exactly what she
wanted in the first place. The two-seater gave her room to open up a
zippered briefcase—more like a portfolio—and spread out several
files.

I stayed standing. Byron, from the club chair, acknowledged that
I’d kept the upper hand with a smile so faint it could have been a
trick of light.

Appreciation. .. admiration. ..

In some contest that had just begun, apparently I'd won round
one.

“Do you know why we’re here?” Subira began.

More than just an opener. ..

“Your partner asked me the same thing.”

“Would you like to take a guess?”

There it was—she wanted to find out if I could see inside her
mind. My third eye rolled.

“Is that germane to why you’re here?”

“Not really. But you are a psychic.”

“And you’re hoping for a demonstration.”

She dipped her head. “Well, yes. Who wouldn’t?”

“Why not tell me what you want?”

“Of course.” She picked out a manila folder. “Are you familiar
with this outfit?”

The file was stamped with an official-looking string of digits. Big
block letters marched across the index tab.

“What? No Top Secret blazoned on the front?”

From her laugh, one might almost think she found it funny.

I flipped the folder open. A photo-filled brochure obscured the
documents beneath. Rocks and trees, rocks and trees. ..

“Cassandra Island? They had a booth at the Psychic Fair. That’s
about all T know.”

“You’ve never heard of them?”

“No.”

“It’s a retreat for psychics.”

She said it like a challenge.



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 101

“And that’s supposed to mean I'm au courant? Sorry, 1 don’t
have much truck with the group hug set.”

She forgot to laugh this time.

“You’re not familiar with them?”

“Ms. MacKenzie—”

“—Subira—"

“—Ms. MacKenzie, is there some part of No you’re having trou-
ble grasping?”

I handed back the folder. Byron, quiet until then, spoke up.

“Cassandra Island, the retreat, isn’t an island at all. It’s located
on Dawe’s Lake in northeastern Ontario, near an island of the same
name. Why they set up on the mainland is anybody’s guess. Infra-
structure probably.

“Dawe’s Lake isn’t huge, but it’s situated near some minor ski
hills so it has its share of year round cottagers—Anglo cream from
Ottawa who don’t want lakeside getaways in francophone Québec.
The capital’s about two hours away. The nearest town is Paxton,
population twenty-five hundred.

“The retreat is publicly traded and listed on the TSE. The major-
ity shareholder is a numbered company owned by the previous land-
holder and two partners. Doors opened in the early nineties. Their
mission statement, in the file Subira gave you, lists a mandate cover-
ing education, practical training, research, counselling and career
assistance to professional psychics or anyone wanting to try their
hand at being one. In addition, they let out their facilities to any
group who can afford them.

“The property covers about fifteen hectares and includes a main
lodge holding up to thirty guests, plus several smaller cabins. The
population is, of course, in flux, with a live-in staff of five. Other
help, as needed, comes from Paxton and its environs.”

I cut him off.

“What is this? A speech to whip up new investors? Do you want
me to buy stock?”

“No, David,” Subira answered quietly. “Nothing like that.”

They held a little eye conference. I couldn’t read what passed be-
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tween them. My wondrous skill, as Ferko called it, couldn’t tell the
dancers from the dance.

Like lovers, though theyve never been...same smugness built
on partnership. .. same hidden canker of unspoken differences. ..

“David?”

It was Byron speaking.

“Sorry.”

I flicked away the puzzle pieces sliding round inside my head.

Subira handed me another file.

“Have a look at these.”

Nothing in her voice gave any indication what the folder held. It
might as well have been some legal documents she wanted me to
sign. Just check these over, will you, see that everything’s in order

It wasn’t legal documents.

A man’s eyes, frozen wide in death, stared nowhere in a harsh-lit
eight-by-ten. Lank, wet hair stuck to his skull like seaweed on a log.
Foam bubbled from a cyanotic mouth. A slice of swimming pool
cut across the top edge of the picture. The photograph was clipped
to documents, the top one a certificate of death.

Underneath, a second photo. And a third. In the second, a
woman lay on concrete with a stain of water spreading out from un-
der her. Her naked breasts sagged to her sides. The third one
showed a bloated male, still in sodden clothing, stretched out on the
grass. His features—even his eyes—looked as if they’d been dipped
in dirty paraffin.

I tossed the folder at Subira.

“You’d better have a fucking good reason for showing me this.”

She squared off the contents.

“We do,” she said evenly. “I'm sorry if it shocked you.”

“Bullshit. That was planned.”

I glared, daring her to contradict me. She didn’t. For a moment,
her connection to her partner vanished and I got the measure of the
woman.

Never, ever to be trusted... false in all her words...a child-
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hood of deceit, drunk in at the teat of a clever, grasping mother. ..

Byron poured oil on troubled waters.

“As you can see, the victims in those photos drowned. All three
were suicides. None had a history of depression or other mental ill-
ness. None left a note. Subsequent investigations into family, health,
relationships and finances gave no clue as to why they’d killed them-
selves.

“There’s no doubt that they were suicides. The naked woman
entered a Vancouver hotel pool late at night, took off her bathing
suit and knotted both her ankles to the bottom of the ladder.

“The victim on the grass was in a river in Nebraska, his pockets
filled with sinkers from a local tackle shop. No evidence of foul play.

“The other guy’s from St-Lazare outside of Montreal. They
pulled him from his private pool. He'd used duct tape to attach a
pair of dumbbells to his legs. His girlfriend heard him get up in the
night. She found him in the morning.

“Aside from drowning, the victims had other things in common.
Notably, all three were psychics. The woman in Vancouver did
transactional analysis and also gave life readings. The guy in Ne-
braska was a mentalist whose shtick was getting couples to confess
their infidelities in public. The Montrealer charged four hundred
bucks a pop for psychic readings with the rich in Outremont.

“Another thing they shared was the timing of their deaths. All
three died within a few days of each other. The swimming pool
deaths were reported immediately. The guy in the river didn’t get
discovered until much later, but a missing person report had been
filed around the same date as the other deaths.”

Byron stopped. His laying out of facts had a surreal quality, as if
I'd stumbled into Murder on the Orient Express. My stage-set par-
lour didn’t help. Hercules Poirot could not have done it better.

Except Poirot had never spooked me. Byron did.

“The suicides took place about three years ago. Three separate
agencies filed reports—the RCMP in BC, state police in Nebraska,
and the Sareté du Québec. They only came to our attention because
CSIS, and our intelligence brothers to the south, monitor crime
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databases for certain key words. One of them is ‘psychic.”

“Psychic? Why?”

Subira answered for him.

“Cults. Joshua and I operate within a branch of CSIS that as-
sesses potential threats to Canadian security posed by quasi-reli-
gious and paramilitary organizations.”

“And which are psychics? Quasi-religious or paramilitary?”

Nothing worked on this woman—not insults, not confrontation,
not sarcasm.

“As you probably know,” she carried on, “cults form around a
nucleus of mysticism. Their belief systems focus on redemption or
salvation—enlightenment, ascension to a higher plane, escape to an-
other planet—some sort of spiritual reward for members abrogating
responsibility to the cult collective.

“What distinguishes cults from tamer secret societies is the mes-
sianic nature of their leaders, typically male, charismatic and socio-
pathic or psychotic. They claim for themselves, in addition to
receiving divine or alien revelation, supra-human powers not unlike
those claimed by psychics—clairvoyance, foreknowledge, mind-
reading, gifts of healing.”

“So every psychic is a budding Marshall Applewhite or David
Koresh?”

“That’s overstating things.”

“Is it? You’re the ones keeping tabs on psychics.”

“We don’t keep tabs. We gather data and correlate it under
headings useful for determining trends that may have an impact on
national security and the safety of Canadian citizens.”

“Which,” Byron put in, “may be the case here. Subira?”

She passed me another manila folder.

“The contents of this one aren’t so distressing,” she reassured
me, reading what was in my face.

Again, three photos, this time snapshots: an older woman wear-
ing a conical birthday hat; a bride with baby’s breath woven in her
hair; a man on a beach with his arm around the shoulders of an
adolescent boy. The documents underneath were missing person re-
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ports.

Byron provided commentary.

“The birthday woman vanished two and a half years ago on the
way from her Willowdale home to a hairdresser’s appointment. She
sold hand-drawn Tarot decks from a website and gave readings her-
self.

“The newlywed disappeared eight months later, in Calgary. She
worked in an occult bookstore and claimed to have the ‘gift of com-
fort’. Which, according to Calgary General’s palliative care unit,
where she volunteered, she did. In spades.

“The man on the beach went missing from Halifax ten months
after that. He worked with autistic children, claiming to be able to
psychically ‘guide’ them toward normal interaction in the world. In
one case, documented at Mt. Alison University, it appears he could.”

He stopped. I closed the cover on the missing psychics and
looked up. He and Subira both had their eyes on me.

“Am I supposed to make something of this for you?” I asked.
“Are you warning me? I still don’t know what you want.”

Subira glanced at Byron. I knew what she was thinking. For a
psychic, be isn’t very good.

I passed her back the photographs and decided it was time to sit
down. It looked as if they were going to go on playing roundabout
for a while yet.

“Three suicides,” Subira said. “Three disappearances—”

“And three years ago,” I interrupted. “Should I be getting down
a tome on numerology?”

Byron’s mouth twitched upward, perhaps the cumulative effect
of the other shots I’'d taken at her. I was beginning to warm up to
him. Or at least to feel that if my life were on the line, I'd gamble on
him long before her.

“Six psychics,” Subira continued, emphasizing six, “who, spread
out geographically, and, other than the similarity of their profes-
sions, plus, in the case of the suicides, their deaths, have one—,” an-
other bit of underlining,”—thing in common.”

She let it hang, expecting me to exercise, if not some psychic
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ability, at least a little deductive reasoning.

“Cassandra Island,” I said.

“All six had some connection with the place. The Montreal sui-
cide was a shareholder. The Vancouver woman and the man in Hali-
fax gave seminars there from time to time. The others had been
visitors. In one case, for a six-week stay.”

“Haven’t the RCMP or the OPP investigated?”

“The RCMP and the Ontario police aren’t even aware of the
connection. There’s nothing for them to connect. The suicides and
disappearances took place in completely different jurisdictions. Nei-
ther one is the kind of incident that receives much in-depth investi-
gation.”

“You, on the other hand, seem to have put a lot of effort into it.”

“We have. Joshua, would you explain?”

Ower to you, Mike.

“When the three suicides came to our attention, we smelled the
possibility of cult involvement. ‘Likelihood” would be more accu-
rate. The victims’ professed psychic abilities, the identical manner of
death and the coincidence of timing fit the profile of cult suicide.
Canadian Security officers in the three jurisdictions uncovered the
Cassandra Island connection.”

“Didn’t you say one of the victims was American?”

Byron struggled not to quip, And your point is¢ He shrugged,
half apologetically.

“We're an intelligence service, David.” What can I say?

“Preliminary investigation of the retreat turned up nothing.
They’d never applied for charitable or religious status. Their taxes
were paid up. Their finances were squeaky clean. Background
checks on the majority shareholders turned up no suspicious affilia-
tions. We sent an officer to Dawe’s Lake, but she reported nothing
unusual. In fact, I understand she enjoyed her stay. Nice people—if
a bit flaky—decent food, interesting seminars. No sign of an organi-
zation within an organization. No hint of covert screening. No un-
usual contact. She said she’d go back if she had the chance.

“CSIS doesn’t have the unlimited funding of some of our inter-
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national intelligence brethren. Keeping an eye on cult activity has a
lower priority these days than monitoring terrorism. We didn’t have
the resources for a continuing surveillance of Cassandra Island and
were forced to put it on a back burner.

“When psychics started disappearing, we had no trouble con-
necting them to Cassandra Island—we knew what we were looking
for. However, it took all three disappearances before sufficient funds
were allocated to mount a protracted undercover investigation. That
operation, like the one before it, came up zero.”

“If you didn’t have the resources to pursue it,” I said, “why
didn’t you pass it on to an agency with a more public mandate to
look into cults? The RCMP, for example.”

Byron and Subira answered simultaneously.

“We do not provide security assessments to the RCMP—"

“CSIS does not share intelligence with the RCMP—"

Oh.

“Our problem is this,” Subira said. “We’re certain Cassandra Is-
land is a cult recruiting ground. The precise constitution of that cult
remains unknown, but its presence and influence have become ap-
parent through three identical suicides and three abductions or vol-
untary disappearances. Our attempts at contact and infiltration
have so far failed.”

“And so you’ve come to me.”

“Yes.”

“You want me to go undercover.”

Her face softened prettily; she’d made her pitch. “Nothing as
dramatic as that.”

“What, then?”

“We'd like you to go up there and spend some time, that’s all.
Make an effort to get to know the people in charge, as well as the
guests. Be on the lookout for anything unusual. If you spot or sense
something, report to us.”

“And if someone from this supposed cult approaches me?”

“Let us know, then steer clear. As of now we have no informa-
tion whatsoever. A person’s name, or the manner of contact, are all
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we need to start mounting a proper intelligence operation.”

“And if nothing happens?”

Byron replied. “Then that’s the end of it. Until another psychic
drowns or drops off the face of planet Earth.”

He sat forward with his hands clasped and his Popeye forearms
on his knees. He looked like a deeply caring Hummer.

“We need someone with your qualifications, David. We surmise
our operatives turned up nothing because they weren’t psychic.”

“I hope you’re aware how funny that sounds.”

He gave a little grunt. It might have been a laugh.

“It’s possible—likely, even—that potential inductees are vetted.
Anyone without a history in the profession might be suspect.
Equally, anyone without an aptitude for it might not be considered.”

“Or maybe Cassandra Island really is a hotbed for people with
psychic abilities and they read your operatives’ minds.”

He blinked. MacKenzie seemed content to let him deal with my
reaction.

“So what you’re looking for is somebody to act as bait. A psy-
chic with sterling credentials.”

“In a nutshell.”

“Why me?”

“Your appearance.”

He stared past me.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your looks,” Subira said flatly. “Your eyes, in particular. Joshua
feels they give you a certain charisma. I agree. Human nature being
what it is, you're likely to attract attention. Make a better magnet.”

“Im flattered. But aren’t you leaving something out?”

She gave me a blank, questioning look.

“My fee. You are going to pay me, aren’t you?”

The blank turned stony. Byron kept on looking elsewhere.

“Would it be fair to say, then, that aside from my ‘qualifications’
and my physical appearance, my being well off, to use an entirely
inadequate euphemism, factors into your choice?”

She made to speak but decided against it. Enough had already
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been said about funding and allocation.

“What happens if I just tell you to take a hike?”

She recovered her voice.

“You may not want to do that.”

I raised my eyebrows. She took another folder but kept it to her-
self, leafing through it idly.

“You’re an interesting man, David. As far as we can tell, you
didn’t exist officially until four years ago, when you walked off with
the biggest undivided jackpot in Canadian history. Shortly after-
wards you applied for a birth certificate, a social insurance number,
a driver’s licence and a Canadian passport—in that order. The affi-
davit for your birth certificate lists your father as unknown, your
mother as Margaret Ase, mentally incompetent and believed de-
ceased, your probable place of birth as Hamilton, Ontario, and your
family ties as ‘no known relatives’

“There is no record of you at all until sixteen years ago, when
your name begins to crop up in Toronto police files for various mis-
demeanours, primarily vagrancy and trespassing. Then, eleven years
ago, Royal Bank records show you opening a joint account with the
man who subsequently stood for you in your birth certificate appli-
cation, one Ferenc Anhalt. The account remains active for four
years, then once again, you drop off any sort of radar until three
years later when you emerge as a one-day front page item.”

I could feel Byron enjoying this after I'd confronted him with the
similar fruits of a computer rampage.

“So you see, we have a problem,” Subira went on. “The present
government hopes to impress our neighbours to the south with a
tough, proactive stance on terrorism. A closed session Bill passed in
Parliament grants CSIS sweeping powers in this regard, similar to
the War Measures Act. Included are the right to search without a
warrant and the freedom to hold indefinitely any citizen on suspi-
cion only. ’'m sure you can see how, in other hands, your file might
be a source of some concern.”

She looked up just long enough to let me know she wasn’t done.

“In addition, Revenue Canada may want to dig into the Royal
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Bank account you held with Mr. Anhalt. Naturally, this would in-
volve a thorough investigation of not only your finances, past and
present, but Mr. Anhalt’s as well. As you know, with Revenue
Canada, one is always guilty until proven innocent. I assume you
and Mr. Anhalt are close?”

She closed the file as delicately and deliberately as a dinner guest
folding up her napkin. Byron, still perched forward, wore a stu-
diously neutral expression.

Doesn’t like this. .. she’s gone too far. ..

I stood and went to the door.

“Ms. MacKenzie, Mr. Byron—take a hike.”



Chapter 10

BEG, BORROW, STEAL OR SELL

COWBOY NEVER ASKED how long I planned to stay. Neither did
he kick me out. As fall slipped by, a yellow house on Jarvis Street
became the place I set out from each morning and returned to every
night.

“You got four choices,” Cowboy said of getting by. “Beg, bor-
row, steal or sell. It’s either that or go to work. Borrowing’s a bitch
and begging’s not my style.” A rare grin split his face. “An’ I guess
you could say anything’s a job if it’s what you gotta do.”

I went for begging.

Unlike other indigents, who daylong claimed a doorway or
staked out a patch of sidewalk, I let the hour determine where to hit
up passers-by. Mornings, the commuters streaming out of Union
Station could be panned like gold, though most times all I netted
was a grinchy silt of dimes and quarters. At noon MuchMusic types
on Queen Street might dislodge a loonie from among their credit
cards. Later on, malls that funnelled shoppers in one end and out
the other disgorged regulated flows of chumps.

In the evening hockey fans, rowdy if the Leafs had won, were
happy to fork out.

It was a job, if job means daily misery in order to survive. Too
soon, the smell of harbour ice replaced the spice of autumn. Snow
came early in December—not the fluffy flakes of Christmas cards,
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but grainy stuff that wouldn’t melt or freeze. The bottoms of my
jeans turned white with slush. The skin around my ankles reddened
into scales. Sores sprang up around my mouth from gnawing at
cracked lips.

And ever-present were The Looks, the three Toronto seemed to
know: Contempt, Mistrust and Fear.

Some days weren’t so bad. It was the best of times...—except
there really was no best, just a hiccough in the worst. Sundays, I
could scarcely cadge enough to buy a Happy Meal. So much for
Christian charity. Thursdays—why, I never knew—I might have
coins to spare on luxuries: a tube of Crest, a scarf, new shoelaces.
And time was money, or perhaps the other way around. A stranger’s
sudden whim to generosity could cut the hours holding out my
hand in half.

But at least I didn’t have to make the rent. Raymond, upstairs,
let Cowboy have his rooms for free.

“He gets huffy sometimes,” Cowboy warned. “Decides he has to
rent the basement out. Makes me skedaddle when he does. I don’t
mind. Keeps me on my toes. Plus it never lasts. A month or two—
three, tops—and the basement’s free again.”

We shared his bed like travelling companions when the motel’s
double rooms are full, but otherwise made no attempt to merge our
lives.

Night was Cowboy’s time. He slept past noon and bunked down
in the morning. I rose early, and my days were spent away. Any time
our paths crossed Cowboy’s native comfort in his own society kept
conversation small. A sketched salute was all the greeting or farewell
I got when coming in or going out.

But we did talk sometimes, easily. Cowboy wasn’t shy. His
world was clear. He never spoke of doubts, or fears, or wishes. He
rarely asked a question if the answer didn’t help with a decision.
Spades were spades. A thing was true or it was not. Cowboy never
qualified his frankness.

“I love the street,” he said. “It has a pull. It makes me feel
strong. Standing on the sidewalk, watching headlights come around
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the corner, waiting for the one that slows, the window rolling down
A real outlaw high.”

He didn’t dwell on Max, Bandanna and Fuck You!

“Punks come and go,” was all he said. “You won’t run into them
again. Even if you do, your money’s gone. They’ll get what they de-
serve. Move on. Vengeance is a killer.”

He took it on himself to guide me round the fringes in Toronto:
the Super Save on Bloor Street where past-due produce was avail-
able for free; the poultry guy who gave away the parts of chickens
no one wants; missions where an extra scarf or pair of gloves cost
nothing; food banks where a plea of hunger was enough to melt the
hearts of volunteers who didn’t want bureaucracy to interfere with
charity.

And stores where stealing stuff was easy.

It felt familiar, somehow, strolling in and chatting up the clerk
while Cowboy pilfered from the shelves. He showed me different
ways of slipping stolen items into purchased ones, how to block a
camera, and all the little tricks that make a cashier look away.

“God helps those who help themselves,” he’d say, a box of Tro-
janz underneath his hat, a can of tuna in a folded weekly, underwear
inside his shirt. “So help yourself. Just don’t get greedy.”

Mostly, though, he left me on my own. Which was nice. It gave
me time. Lots and lots of time. So much so that time began to lose
its shape and meaning.

Does time even have a shape?

Those early morning hours, when it was winter still, and dark,
Cowboy slipping into bed would often waken me. Was time, then,
the black monolith of drowsing there beside him?

The night before, it would have worn a different aspect, narrow-
ing to pain in one direction, opening on beauty in the other, like a
cornucopia. From the wide end I could step out into magic, since
my recollections of Mt. Hope—what nothing stopped me from re-
membering—were nearly photographic. I could scout around the
foster home, pick Queen Anne’s Lace beside the lane, spend hours in
the twilit barn with engine blocks and jerry cans, wander to the
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pond out back and wade in till I sank.

Provided I traversed the path of least resistance—backward to
the open end—I could summon much. But turn around and move
the other way, toward the missing years, and a hum of electricity set
in, a prickling intimation of a wall of pain I never wanted to con-
front again.

A monolith. A cornucopia.

Time had other shapes. Or rather time encompassed other
forms. The small, quicksilver node of me. And future nodes, round
and bright with promise. In between, filaments like silver nerves. I
could cast a strand from me to future, hook a chosen moment, then
reel myself toward it, anchored there as if the future were im-
mutable. Yet-to-be became as fixed as memory, compensation for
the memories I couldn’t touch, the time-road that I couldn’t travel.

The trick of mind was useful. It got me through my days.

“Endure, enjoy,” Cowboy liked to say, “that’s all the choice
you’ve got in life.”

Enjoy.

I liked waking in the morning, padding to the empty room and
running through the Sun Salute. It didn’t matter now I didn’t know
who'd shown it to me. The limbering of muscles and the loosening
of vertebrae would make me hard. I'd shower in the rusty stall and
jerk off on the wooden slats.

Drying off and putting on my slush-stained jeans, I'd circumvent
what lay ahead by fixing on the day’s next pleasure: coffee and a
doughnut, once I'd begged the change. Latching onto that—living/
seeing it before it happened—I could brave the walk to Union Sta-
tion for an hour in the cold approaching strangers.

Endure.

I wasn’t really there. The lake-wind and the freezing stares of an-
gry wage-slaves wouldn’t last forever. They were ghost-time to be
gotten through, already gone because I’d cast a part of me to break-
fast—sure to come, already fact.

And so it went throughout the day. I'd see a future in my head
and anchor it. My next meal. Fifteen minutes in a heated con-
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course. Two hours at the library—even on those days Toronto’s mea-
gre charity dried up. Cheap Chinese food, or the sometimes promise
of a hamburger at Fran’s. The warmth of Cowboy’s rooms. Bed.
Sleep.

Each pleasure had a shape and place in the geometry of thought
and time. Predicting it I made it real, moving disconnected through
the harsh times in between.

But another trick of mind was working, too, one so subtle that I
hardly noticed it, perhaps because it was the very thing that lulled—
or lured—me to the subway entrance, crowded sidewalk, busy mall.

Holding out my hand for change, I had a chance to study peo-
ple—waves and waves of them—each encounter like a brief affair.
From their boots and scarves, their size and gait, their posture, hair
and vanities; from the way they looked at me or turned away; from
the colour of their cheeks and how much steam their breathing
made; from their voices if they spoke, or the hardened muscles in
their jaws, I could read them—=know them—maybe better than they
did themselves.

This lawyer’s wife has left him and he hates the world. Don’t go
up to him.

Another jilted husband, only this one feels connected to the suf-
fering around him. Can you spare some change?

That woman in her forties, staring with a look that says both
mother-love and lust. Don’t call her ma’am and she’ll pull out her
wallet.

That bearded guy—he gives cigarettes to bums instead of money.
Too bad I don’t smoke.

You can’t get blood from stones—and Toronto was a quarry—
but I was good at spotting softer stuff that, pricked, would always
bleed.

Like Cowboy, I'd begun to love the street.

TS Eliot, whom I wasn’t to discover for a while, didn’t know
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Toronto. The cruelest month is February. Snow or not, there’s no es-
caping bleak midwinter. Cloudy days, the temperature rises, so the
moisture off the lake cuts through your clothes. Sunny days, it drops
so low the hairs inside your nose turn crisp.

Cowboy hit the jackpot: two weeks in New Orleans as some
rich guy’s boy-toy, all expenses paid. The day of his departure,
Raymond slipped on ice and took a tumble. His back out of com-
mission for the next ten days, he took to knocking on the basement
door and shouting Yoo-hoo—anybody home? as a prelude to some
chore like spreading salt or carting out recycling bins of empty
liquor bottles.

Initially he watched me from the front door, shivering, but fi-
nally decided to invite me in.

“The etchings, darling. Come and see the etchings.” He turned
and hooked the air behind him with his finger. “Shoes off first.”

I left my sneakers in the vestibule and followed. Halfway down a
narrow hall he stopped and, with a flourish, slid a French door
open.

The space beyond was something from a garish dream, like
twenty rooms crammed into one. Burlap covered one wall; small
blue tiles another. A third was hung with velvet drapes. The fourth
was papered in vermilion with a pattern of gold grapes. Silver clouds
hung weightless in the ceiling. Tiny lightbulbs twinkled in a chande-
lier that looked like teacup porcelain.

The floor had seashells all around the edge. A stringless grand
piano housed a dusty fern. Where the keyboard should have been, a
hamster ran inside a cage. Guppies nosed the edges of a square glass
vase with scummy-looking water. Pedestals in dark wood, light
wood, bamboo, brass and marble held a hundred little boxes, each
one different from its neighbour. Some were stone, others metal,
others shell. A few were carved but most were smooth.

Dismembered bits of furniture, like bombing victims, filled
whatever space remained: legs from chairs and tables, cabinets with-
out their doors, drawers without a home.

“You like?” Raymond asked.
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I didn’t know what to say.

“Are you going to stand there with your mouth open or are you
coming in? Mind you, the mouth breathing thing is terribly appeal-
ing.”

“You live here?” T asked.

“No, darling. I live upstairs. This is where I work.”

“Doing what?”

“Making fantasies. Come.” He picked his way toward the
burlap-covered wall. “Here, feel this.”

The wall was smooth as satin. I peered closely and discovered
every fibre, floor to ceiling, had been painted on. I could even see
the brush strokes used to make the jute look twisted.

“You put this on here?”

“I did. Check out the tiled wall.”

Even knowing what to expect, I couldn’t quite believe the little
cobalt squares weren’t real. I traced the grout around them with my
fingers. Perfectly flat. Silky, even.

“The drapes are a bit de trop, I admit. Did they fool you?”

They still did.

“And the wallpaper’s just plain tacky. But wouldn’t you know?
It’s what everyone wants. I'll redo it someday. What do you think?
Flocked? Moiré?”

I ran a fingernail over what appeared to be a not quite perfect
join. Even that wasn’t real.

“You do this for a living?”

“Mirabile dictu, yes. That’s Latin, sweetie. ‘Wonderful to relate’
Believe it or not. The churches in Quebec and the Rosedale wifey-
poos still put bread and butter on a craftsman’s plate.”

“Everything here is fake?”

“Faux, dahling. Faux.

“That’s French for fake, right?”

“Ooo—aren’t you the clever little snake. Yes. Here, look at this.”

He handed me a box of polished, deeply-veined green stone. It
weighed almost nothing. I removed the lid. The underside was just
plain wood. Inside it sat a little disk of polished stone, green and
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veined but subtler than the box.

“Faux malachite and real malachite. Now really, which would
you rather see beside the make-up mirror? The plain-jane real
thing? I think not. Mother Nature’s such a dowdy little hack some-
times. Malachite should scream at you from twenty paces. Fantasy,
darling. Broad strokes. Bigger than life. It’s what you want to see
that counts.”

I handed back the box. He passed me several more, with com-
ments. Porphyry, abalone, alabaster, tortoiseshell. ..

“I paid twenty for the chandelier. In Canadian Tire money, no
less. Now it looks like Meissen porcelain. You wouldn’t believe how
many of those I’ve had to do. Pretension reigns in the salons of the
rich. Or the not quite rich enough. Thank God. I'd be homeless
otherwise.

“Now, do you want a coffee or something? The kitchen’s up-
stairs.”

The staircase was mosaic, the banister white marble. A sound I’'d
dimly been aware of in the show room grew: a woman screeching in
a way that set my teeth on edge like nails on a blackboard.

“La Divina,” Raymond said, shutting off a boom-box in the
kitchen. “I just adore her. Oh, but poor thing, I can see it in your
face. You don’t know who I mean. Maria Callas. The Great One.
Don’t they teach you anything in the school of hard knocks these
days?”

The kitchen looked plain enough, with a gas range, Melamine
counters and a table set with floral placemats. He hadn’t wiped
them off and there were crumbs. I swept at them surreptitiously as I
sat down. They didn’t budge. Both the crumbs and placemats had
been painted on.

Raymond opened a tin of Folger’s and dumped coffee into an
electric percolator. The chrome appliance could have been the off-
spring of teapot and a rocket ship. It burbled commentary while he
chattered on about his famous clients, none of whom I knew, and
homes in places that I'd never heard of.

When it stopped he poured two mugs and set out cream and
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sugar.

“Now, David,” he said, sitting at the table, fixing me with an ex-
pectant look, “tell me about you.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asked, but not unkindly. “Should I
have put the cream out in a saucer?”

An unhappy man...as faux as all his boxes. .. broad strokes
on the outside. . . inside just as empty. ..

What did he want? What did he hope to hear? I watched him
silently and let an image form.

“I don’t know who I am,” I said.

“My dear, at your age no one ever does.”

“No, I mean it. I'm not sure who I am or where I come from. I
think I know, but there are pieces missing.”

It was just the thing to say, even if not strictly true. I had no
doubt of who I was. But the confusion, the uncertainty, made him
feel trusted and looked up to. He could play the wise and sympa-
thetic ear. Inside my head a piece of him clicked into place.

He sat back and crossed his legs.

“Do tell me it’s not drugs.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, that’s a relief. Drug tragedies are so banal. You’re not ba-
nal, are you?”

I could see him thinking You do know what banal is, don’t you?

“No, of course not,” he answered for himself. “Anyone can see
that. Look at you. Those eyes. Wherever did you get them?” He
smacked himself on the wrist. “Oh, dear. Quelle question. You’ll
think I asked you up to fuck.”

“Well,” T smiled, knowing that hed like it, “you did say some-
thing about etchings.”

“Touché, darling. Touché. There’s more between those lovely
ears than anyone might think. And you are beautiful, you know. If
you doubt my motives, there’s the proof. I never tell a boy I want to
bed he’s beautiful. It’s 700 demeaning. I can’t bear to think I’d ever
sound that desperate. Besides, I can’t bring myself to come between
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true love.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Darling, don’t go dumb on me. You and Pete. Unless...” He
put his hand to his mouth. “Oh, Lord, tell me it isn’t true. You and
he still haven’t... ?”

I shook my head.

“Child, you don’t know what you’re missing. You’re not straight
or something, are you?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just...I mean...he’s just letting me stay.
For a while, I guess. I don’t have a place of my own.”

“Tell me what I don’t know. Where were you before?”

“Out of doors. On the street.”

“And before that?”

“I’'m not sure.”

“A cuckoo. A changeling. Moses in the reeds.” He threw up his
hands. “Do you at least know where you come from?”

“A place called Mt. Hope. I think.”

“You think?”

I nodded. “Pretty sure.”

“Is that where you know Pete from?”

A phantom breeze raised gooseflesh on my neck. The kitchen
went all bright and shimmery.

“Pete comes from Mt. Hope?”

“So he says.”

“Mt. Hope, south of Hamilton?”

Raymond snorted.

“South? You could say that. Very south. West Virginia, in fact.
‘Near the Big Sandy River; wherever that is. Sounds like Duelling
Banjos territory to me.”

The room went back to normal.

“That’s not the place.”

He heard my disappointment.

“No, I guess not.” He studied me with genuine concern. “Have
you seen anyone about these ‘missing pieces’ of yours?”

“I don’t have any money.”
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“Silly me. Of course you don’t. But have you tried to go... back
home? To Mt. Hope or wherever it is?”

“I'm scared to.”

“Did you run away?”

“I can’t remember.”

He sipped his coffee. He wanted to ask more, but something
held him back.

“How do you know Cowboy?” I asked to fill the silence. “Pete,
I mean.”

“Cowboy? That’s original.”

“He lets me call him that.”

“P’ll bet he does. Here’s the story. Pete was on the hustlers’ block
one night when I was shopping—and I don’t mean for Spaghettios.
I'm a sucker for the tall, lean type who look as if their legs belong
around a bucking bronco. I guess that’s what you get for being
taken to the Calgary Stampede at an impressionable age. Anyway,
we got to talking—ha-ha—you can imagine how that went, and the
rest of it is history. A twenty-dollar blow job in Queen’s Park and
now I’'m hooked.”

“Do you and he still—”

“—get it on? Fuck? Make the beast with two backs? Do the
dirty? Yes, darling. It’s called trade. I get laid; he gets his rooms.
You didn’t know?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“And he wouldn’t volunteer. Perhaps that’s why I like him. I can
make believe he’s decorous and proper while he’s fingering my back-
side. No, that’s not fair. I have a soft spot for him, God knows why.
Do you suppose it is because he’s sweet and decent? Oh, dear—
what am I saying? Oscar was right. Sentimentality is the cynic’s
bank holiday. It might be time to throw him out again. But there’s
you, now, isn’t there? What will you do? What do you do? To get
by, I mean. I thought you were like Pete, but anyone can see I got
that wrong. Your virginity is painful.”

“I used to have some money. I beg from people now.”

“Well, dear, you won’t be doing that forever.”
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“I know.”

“Have you given any thought to what you will do? No, don’t an-
swer that. Of course you haven’t. I can see it in your face. Ah, the
sweet uncertainty of youth. What I wouldn’t give.” He gazed implor-
ingly to heaven. “But enough of that. It’s time for mother’s milk. I
work better when I'm hammered. You’ll have to run along.”

He pulled a Gordon’s bottle from a cupboard underneath the
sink as I polished off my coffee. Mug of gin in hand downstairs, he
waited while I tied my shoes, then held the door.

“David—?” He touched my shoulder. “I hope you’re not of-
fended. I'm a terrible old queen. I can’t help myself. Sometimes it
feels as if the only fun I get these days is trashing all the things that
used to matter. But, you know, if things ever get really desperate or
you need to talk...”

“You're just upstairs.”

He made big lips and kissed the air.

“Sweet thing. Now fuck off.”

I struck it rich the day Cowboy returned. Forty bucks in just three
hours. I spent the afternoon and evening in the library, then gorged
myself at Fran’s: ham steak with pineapple rings, mashed potatoes,
peas, a Caesar salad and two wedges of cherry pie with ice cream on
the side. A la mode they called it on the menu.

There was a puddle at the bottom of the stairs when I got back
to Jarvis Street. Cowboy’s duffel bag was open on the bed, spilling
shirts and dungarees. The bathroom mirror was dripping, and his
towel was still wet.

The hustlers’ block, where Raymond said the two of them had
first met up, began at Bay and Grenville, north of College Street, not
far from Fran’s. I figured Cowboy might appreciate my finding him
to say hello, and after all the food I’d had, a stroll back wouldn’t do
me any harm.

I walked over via College Street and turned up Bay. A Caddy
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dealership, incongruous in old stone quarters, lit the Grenville cor-
ner with fluorescent showroom light. A gangling blond, easily two
metres tall, slouched against the wall. His face was pocked with
acne scars. He watched me pass with feigned indifference.

Further on, a car cruised by, pinning me with headlights.

Grenville is a dinky street, just two blocks long. It starts at
Yonge and crosses Bay. Shortly afterwards it makes a dogleg around
Women’s College Hospital, changes names to Surrey Place, and fin-
ishes at Grosvenor. After dark it’s quiet as the grave, even with The
Strip nearby.

Across from Women’s College, two shadows with their faces
cloaked in hoodies stood like sentinels beside a streetlamp. Like the
blond, they too affected not to check me out. A leather jacket
squeaked inside the shelter of the hospital’s side door. Its owner
queried softly, What’s up, man?

Ahead, at Grosvenor, a Malibu pulled over. A passenger got out
and tipped his hat. Cowboy, wearing sheepskin that I hadn’t seen
before.

He watched the car drive off, then, spotting me, he jogged across
the street.

“Hey, David. What’s happening?”

He didn’t seem the least surprised to see me there.

“I saw you were back. How was New Orleans?”

“Full of fags. Bout what you’d expect.”

“Have a good time?”

“Drank a lot of chicory. Ate beignets and po’boys. Saw the in-
side of more drag bars than I care to see again.”

“Not much fun?”

“The music was all right. Got this new jacket out of it.”

“Glad you’re back?”

“Could do without the cold, but yeah. The guy that took me
was getting on my nerves. Been like this while I was gone?”

“Worse, mostly.”

He jammed his hands inside his pockets.

“Not sorry I missed it, then.”
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Headlights turned the corner at the hospital and stopped. A
hoodie ambled over.

“Slow night,” Cowboy said.

“Not many customers?”

“Not many selling, neither.” He nodded back to where the Mal-
ibu had let him out. “Him back there? Normally I wouldn’t do him,
but I didn’t have much choice. I got this jacket and some warm time
in Louisiana, not much else. We call him the OIld Spice guy. Here,
smell this.”

He lifted up a corner of his collar. The fleece smelled like the
perfume counter at The Bay.

Down the street, the hoodie got inside the car. Cowboy touched
his hat as it slid by.

“That’s Scott. His brother Daryl’s the other one down there. He
won’t stick around now Scott’s gone. They come as a pair. Most
times they don’t sell. Just broker things. Claim their Daddy’s rich.
Could be. They’ve got this big black Lincoln. Cruise around here in
it sometimes.”

A white Caprice on Grosvenor made a left. Cowboy turned to
face it. It slowed but carried on, then slowed again near Daryl.

“Rental car,” Cowboy said. “He’ll come around again, ’less
there’s somebody he likes on Grenville.”

“I saw a guy near Bay Street.”

“Tall, blond, bad skin?”

“Yeah, that’s him.”

“Stretch. I don’t know his real name. Nobody does. He doesn’t
talk to anybody. Rumour is he undercuts. Maybe he’ll get lucky.”

Across the street from Daryl, the guy who'd whispered What’s
up, man? stepped forward from his doorway. He stood a moment,
looking left and right, then wandered up toward us. I felt a flash of
eyes, a quick once over, then indifference. His leather jacket had a
raw, rank smell like grease and sweat combined.

“Hey, Cowboy—what’s up?”

“Not much.”

They spoke as if I weren’t there.
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“Any action?”

“Old Spice guy. I haven’t been here all that long.”

“Scott got picked up.”

“Yeah, I saw.”

Another car crept by, a blue Cierra. It signalled right at Gros-
venor but stayed put.

“You mind?” Cowboy said.

He started for the car, which immediately bolted round the cor-
ner.

Cowboy came back and shrugged.

“Must have wanted you,” he said to leather-jacket.

“Nah, he’s been around a few times.”

“Nervous Nelly?”

“Or a looker. I'm gonna go see. Catch you later.”

He snugged his jacket and walked off.

The temperature was somewhere around minus ten—not bitter
cold, just enough to make your nostrils drip. Cowboy started pac-
ing. I kept in step beside him.

“Raymond says you come from a place called Mt. Hope.”

“You been talking to Raymond?”

“He hurt his back. I did some stuff for him.”

He nodded. “He’s an okay guy.”

“I know.”

“Chew your ear off?”

“Yeah.”

Blinding high beams swept around the dogleg. Cowboy angled
closer to the curb. The car, a Honda, drove by fast to let us know
the driver wasn’t there to shop. It made a left at Grosvenor and bee-
tled toward Queen’s Park.

“He said it’s in West Virginia.”

“That’s right. Fayette County.”

“Where I grew up’s called Mt. Hope, too.”

“The one near Hamilton? They got an airport?”

“That’s the one.”

“Mt. Hope, huh? Looks like we almost got a little thing in com-
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mon.

“Why’d you leave?”

He thought it over. “Needed to be somewhere else.”

“Why here?”

“Seemed like far enough.”

“Ever think of going back?”

“You’d have to drag me there. You staying out a while? I'm going
for a spin around the block. Wanna come?”

“Okay. Sure.”

No one passed us heading along Grosvenor. The few cars out on
Bay Street signalled turns at empty intersections. When we reached
the Grenville corner, Cowboy nodded to the tall blond, Stretch, who
dipped his head and looked away. Daryl had quit his post across
from Women’s College Hospital. No sign of the leather jacket Cow-
boy hadn’t introduced me to.

We sniffled for a while in the cold. Three sedans rolled by. Cow-
boy recognized them all. That guy’s the organist at some fancy
church. That one never tips. That’s George, the taxi driver. Real
fat. Good for a free ride when he’s on duty if you jerk him off.

“Do you know everyone out here?”

“Toronto’s not that big.”

“How long have you been doing this?”

“A while. Longer’n most.”

“Is it really all that great?”

“Keep coming back, don’t I?”

A green Corolla sidled past, made a right, then came around the
block again. It stopped ten metres short of us. I could see the
driver’s glasses through the windshield. They looked like little
moons. Cowboy sauntered down and touched his hat. The door
swung open. I figured it was time to go.

I was turning onto Grosvenor when I heard the door and Cow-
boy’s boot heels clicking on the pavement.

“Didn’t work out?”

He looked away as if I'd asked him something tough. He'd
caught up quickly and his breath was coming out in melon-coloured
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wisps beneath the sodium vapour streetlights.
“You busy?”
“No,” I answered. “Why?”
He raised his hat and scratched his head.
“Want to make a buck?”
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Chapter 11

COMING UP WITH TWENTY-TWO

y/)

BRAVO,” MaRriON APPLAUDED when I told her about showing
Byron and MacKenzie to the door. “I can never steel myself to be
that rude, even when it’s called for.”

“Not so’s I'd ever noticed.”

“David, really. I couldn’t insult someone I actually dislike.”

“Do you think there’s anything to this cult of theirs?”

“It’s possible, I suppose. Provided your visitors had their facts
straight. CSIS does have a reputation for putting two and two to-
gether and coming up with twenty-two.”

“Have you heard of this place, Cassandra Island?”

“Honestly, David—when are you going to join the real world?
They’ve been around for at least a decade. Buzz is they’re on the up-
and-up—inasmuch as anything to do with psychics can be.”

“‘Up-and-up’ meaning what, exactly?”

“Well, aside from touchy-feely, find-your-inner-Jena weekends,
I'm told they host workshops on self-employment, marketing, ways
to maintain a client base, that sort of thing. A woman who used to
see me got a nice little business going thanks to them. But is it all
right for us to be talking like this? You know, high level hush-hush
and that sort of thing?”

“If you really cared you’d have asked sooner. Frankly I can’t see
what difference it makes. That is, not unless you’re head poobah of
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the next Temple du soleil, which is how our friends from CSIS made
Cassandra Island sound. But no, they didn’t tell me not to talk
about it.”

“Perhaps they thought it was implied.”

“More fools them.”

Marion sat quietly a moment, staring at her second brandy and
tonic. Joshua Byron and Subira MacKenzie had made for a long
recital.

“It’s a shame you threw them out,” she said, spinning ice cubes
in her glass.

“How so?”

“You could have been a hit on the cocktail circuit. Spies, cults,
suicides, disappearances. It isn’t every day an opportunity like that
comes along.”

“Opportunity is hardly what I'd call it. And it’s not supposed to
happen, period. Not in real life.”

“Winning a lottery isn’t supposed to happen, either.”

Nor, I thought, is waking in an alley with six years’ of your
memory behind a wall of pain.

Ferko’s reaction the following Saturday was soberer.

His colour had returned. The monitors were gone. So was the
oxygen feed. Only the IV drip remained.

“It was not the wisest thing to do, David.”

Surprisingly, his speech had gotten better following the stroke.
He had less trouble forming words. If I closed my eyes, I could al-
most hear the impish host who used to disconcert his guests with,
“David, tell us everything you can about the good professor here.”
Or “...my colleague, Dr. Murchison.” Or “...my old friend, Ju-
dith,” which he pronounced YOU-deet.

“I don’t deal well with threats.”

“Few do. But I would not have acted as you did.”

He handed me a glass beside his bed.
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“Would you mind?”

Over running water in the bathroom, I called out: “Do you think
I should relent? Get in touch with them again?”

I unwrapped a straw, bent it to a drinking angle and took the
water back. Ferko rolled it in his mouth as if it were Lafitte-Roth-
schild. A little dribbled down his chin. He dabbed it with a corner
of the bedsheet.

“For myself,” he said, handing back the glass, “I am uncon-
cerned. The taxman will not find me easy to harass. But you? In
Hungary, before I fled, those in power did exactly as they wished. I
imagined I’d escaped all that in Canada. But more and more, even
in this country, citizens are not safe from those agencies whose rai-
son d’étre is security.”

“What do you suggest [ do?”

“Go along with their request. Your heart need not be in it. It is
usually enough to observe the forms. Were this the time of Torque-
mada, I would wear the biggest crucifix I could lay my hands on.
Expedience is the key to survival when in danger from the state.”

“Danger’s a bit strong, don’t you think?”

“The CIA, in fiction and in fact, has no reputation for respecting
freedom. Or life.”

“The two I saw were CSIS, Ferko. This isn’t the US.”

“No? The elites who run this country seem determined to prove
otherwise.”

“But can CSIS really be so scary? Any time they make the news,
it’s for yet another blunder. Remember when some poor schmuck
left sensitive documents on the seat at a hockey game? It was front
page news. They’re hardly in the same league as the Hungarian Se-
cret Police.”

“If you wanted to disguise your competence, what better way
than playing at the bumbling fool?”

“The two I saw, the word I'd use is hokey, not bumbling. Over-
rehearsed, like colour commentators. I couldn’t take them seriously.
Not until that woman showed her claws.”

He turned his eyes full on me. “And will she act upon her
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threats?”

I knew what he was asking.

“I honestly can’t say. I could read the partnership but not the
partners. She stayed pretty much a closed book. Him I had a bit less
trouble with, but then we’d met already.”

He started plucking at his blanket.

“Your skill attenuates with numbers,” he enunciated carefully.
“This we know. But there were only two of them. I have seen you
flawlessly assess around a table set for eight. That you couldn’t read
this woman speaks of discipline, physical and psychological, which
by itself should put you on your guard. Your past, both what we
know and what we don’t, puts you at risk. You could suffer if she
uses it against you.”

“So you think I should go to this Cassandra Island place? Scope
it out the way they ask?” I shook my head. “It’s ridiculous. Like
something out of Le Carré.”

“What harm would it do?”

“You know that all my life, 've kept away from record-keeping
agencies. That invisible, I feel safe.”

“A not unjustified paranoia.” He savoured the oxymoron. “But
it’s too late now. They have come to you. In your place, I’'d appease
the gods of state.”

I paid a call on Raymond Kiefer later the same day.

Ten years earlier, he’'d sold the yellow house and moved up in the
world. At least that’s how he put it. The place he bought instead—a
tall Victorian with real bow windows and a circular, peaked
tower—was two blocks north.

“But it’s across the great divide—,” Carleton-College Street,

<«

which distinguishes upper Jarvis from lower, “—and snuggled up
beside the Kremlin.” The Kremlin was the grimy former home of
the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, also known as Mother.

“What more could any self-respecting faggot want?”
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From the start, Raymond occupied the upper storey, renting out
the other two: the main floor and the spacious semi-basement.

The main floor had a gym-sized living room and marble fire-
place. For five years after Ferko’s stroke, the sound of Callas drifting
down the flue had dogged me like a Banshee, screeching in the bed-
rooms, down the halls, and even in the big porch off the kitchen.
The only place I could escape her was the shower. I grew to loathe
La Traviata, though I loved the flat.

I'd be there still, if Raymond hadn’t moved his mother in.

I parked out back and walked around. Waiting on the broad
front steps, I tried to peer inside my old apartment but was thwarted
by a froth of ruffled sheers.

“Sweetie!” Raymond greeted me in cut-offs and a cloud of gin.
“Quelle surprise! What brings you to the heartland? Do come up.
Let me show you what I'm working on.”

He led me up the stairs and to the sun porch at the back. Paint
and thinner blended with the smell of booze. Cans of brilliant pig-
ment held a dropsheet on the floor. In the middle was a small, three-
legged table.

Raymond waved me over.

“Do you love it?”

It looked like marble. Inlaid on the top—trompe l'oeil but per-
fect—was a compass rose, each ray a different coloured mineral.
The figure glowed like morning through a stained-glass window.

“Lapis, turquoise, carnelian, onyx...The onyx isn’t perfect.
And I think Il change the porphyry to verd antique—”

“It’s beautiful,” I interrupted. “Who’s it for?”

“The American Hysterical Society. They want a sample piece.
Why does that remind me of the old lady who, instead of sectional,
told her decorator she wanted a sexual couch for an occasional
piece? So—drinkie-poo?”

“Rye.”

“Coming up.”

He shambled to the kitchen and came back with twice the quan-
tity of rye I could consume and still stay standing.
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“Cheers, darling. Have a seat. I'm going to go on working.”

I settled in a lumpy armchair. Raymond took an artist’s brush
and dipped it in a tin. The brush looked like it only had about three
bristles on it. The paint resembled liquid gold. He deftly added
highlights to the onyx ray in his design. How he did it drunk es-
caped me.

Blessedly, La Callas wasn’t on. Sunlight filtered through his
hanging plants. The wicker furniture, all white, looked bathed in
seawater. It reminded me of my porch when I lived downstairs.

“Do you realize we’ve known each other fifteen years?” I said.

He glanced up. “The years do toddle by, don’t they?”

“Would you say I’'ve changed?”

He put his free hand to his cheek, Jack Benny style.

“Hmmm, 1 wonder—street urchin to gazillionaire. Yes, I'd say
you’ve changed.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“No, sweetie. I didn’t think it was.”

“Do you remember when I moved downstairs?”

“I'm a lush, not a victim of Oldtimer’s disease. That mad Rus-
sian you were hiding out with had a stroke.”

“He’s Hungarian.”

“And still cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. Urging you to escort—,” he
hooked his fingers around the word, “—while paying all your bills.
That’s against the sugar-daddy rules.”

“I don’t recall you bitching when I paid a whole year’s rent up
front.”

“Hypocrites are born of second mortgages.”

“Do you remember how I seemed when I moved in?”

“Listless and lethargic? Or just bummed out and bored?”

“That about covers it.”

“Poor thing. Your hard-on wasn’t in the escort business any-
more. You had offers to be kept, but turned them down. Most days
you were up here killing time with auntie Raymond, waiting for the
world to throw you something to replace the high of fucking for a

buck.”



134 PETER SCHAFFTER

“That obvious, huh?”

“Honey, more obvious than that and you’d have had a scarlet
letter on your back. You weren’t having any fun. Then you started
with your psychic readings—,” more visible quotation marks,
“—another one of Count Vlad’s crazy ideas. Someone should have
explained to him that spotting boners in a business suit doth not a
psychic make. My, that came out tortured, didn’t it? Time for an-
other drink.”

He laid his brush across the paint tin and listed to the kitchen.
When he returned he sat down on a sofa facing me.

“So, then, what’s this all about?”

“Patterns. Rhythms. Cycles. Mine especially.”

“Can’t help you there. The only pattern I know is get up, have a
coffee, feel like shit and hit the gin. Works for me.”

“Sorry, Raymond. I'm not letting you off the hook. A long time
ago, you said if I ever needed to talk—”

“Ah, but darling, you were young and gorgeous then. I can’t be
held accountable.”

“Yes, you can. Let me ask you this. You’ve seen me through sev-
eral incarnations, right?”

“Street kid, beggar, hustler, kept boy, psychic, filthy rich psy-
chic?”

“Yeah, them. Which one made me happiest?”

“Oh, my, you are serious. Does this means I have to drop my
role as quipper of bon mots?” He took a gulp of G&T. “Let’s see.
Happy.” He thought about it some. “Well, 'm not sure you’ve ever
been. But then who is? I mean, look at me. Actually, don’t look at
me; it’s too depressing. Better you should ask me when you’ve been
unhappy.

“And that would be?”

“When you’re not doing something you shouldn’t. When you’re
on the inside, not the fringe. Whenever other people aren’t inventing
lives for you to play act at—a john who wants a stand-in for his
captain-of-the-hockey team best friend at school. Or a horny honky
shrink Henry Higgins-ing your Audrey Hepburn. Goodness, all



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 135

those aitches. 'm running out of breath. The point is, when you try
to settle down, become respectable, you get bored. The Zippety goes
out of your do-dah. That’s what happened when you moved down-
stairs.”

“I’d been with Ferko for four years. I thought it was a phase,
what everyone goes through when an epoch in their life draws to a
close.”

“David, sweetie, you read too much. Your sentences are coming
out pre-edited. I liked it better when you couldn’t string two words
together.”

“You would. You did all the talking.”

“Bitch.”

I raised my drink. “Learned it from a master.”

Raymond raised his, too. A little bit sloshed over the lip. He
didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were going cloudy and unfocused.

“You were better for a while when you started with your psychic
readings.”

“That’s what I thought, too.”

“But it didn’t last, now, did it? A year later, you were moping
around auntie again. Then you won that lottery. Money can’t buy
happiness—blah-blah-blah—but if it buys the things that make you
happy what’s the difference? You travelled, got yourself another
place, bought off portions of your past and settled into getting into
people’s heads instead of in their pants. But here you are again, talk-
ing to a drunken queen about your empty life.”

“Did I say empty?”

His far-off gaze was getting far-er.

“You were at your best when you and Pete were kings of
Grenville Street. Footloose, fancy free, depending on the kindness of
a steady stream of strangers. The memory won’t go away. If you're
looking for a pattern, start there.

“Too bad you didn’t hook yourself on drink back then. The buzz
is so reliable. What a friend we have in Gordon’s. No matter where
you are, it’s never further than your local holy water fount.”
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My sometimes Sunday ritual that Marion had yet to figure out was
that I snuck off to Mt. Hope. That weekend, I indulged.

The route I took there never varied—QEW to 403, 403 to
Hamilton, then south on Highway 6. The first leg’s just as numbing
as it sounds, with box stores, malls and hotels whizzing by. The
sameness makes you feel you could be anywhere. But then you hit
the 403 and sweep around the west end of the lake. Hamilton
comes into view and suddenly you realize that where you are’s no
longer where you were.

Hamilton’s a city split—vertically, not horizontally. Lower town
surrounds a bay that’s charcoal blue on sunny days and dotted with
white sails. Freighters ply the waters, dropping ore and hauling steel
from the Stelco and Dofasco plants. Torontonians who seldom
come this way maintain that’s all there is to Hamilton: steel, and
smog, and burly men in wifebeaters.

They’re wrong.

Inland from the harbour rears a vast eccentric landform like a
massive butte with just one face. The hundred metre rise is treed,
obscuring access roads so steep you wonder if you’ll make it to the
top. When you do, the street names change to Upper-This and Up-
per-That and Hamilton continues. The bluff’s official name is the
Niagara Escarpment, but to locals it has always been The Moun-
tain.

Non-Hamiltonian’s deride the name, imagining the Rockies
where the Mountain wouldn’t cut it as a foothill. What they’re miss-
ing is that height is not the only measure of a mountain.

The Mountain stands between two worlds: the Golden Horse-
shoe down below, a sprawling megalopolis that stretches from Nia-
gara Falls to Oshawa; and rolling, well-farmed tableland above.

Development along the brow has yet to turn malignant. It
doesn’t even peter out; it simply stops, five kilometres south. The
vegetation softens, as if going up the Mountain were a change of lat-
itude, not altitude. The pine and spruce that practically define the



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 137

northern landscape of Ontario give way to broadleaf copses. Wil-
lows flourish. Roadside flowers overtake the gravel berms. Teasels
spike above the pampas grass that grows in every ditch. Fields of
sod and dark green soybeans intersperse with pasturage that reaches
to the shoulders of old Highway 6.

The light is different, too, the sky a little paler, as if filtered
through a haze of motes kicked up by farmers’ ploughs. The coun-
tryside is criss-crossed by concession roads whose names recall the
landmarks of a simpler time: Stone Church Road, Whitechurch
Road, English Church Road, Trinity Church Road.

I parked as always in the parking lot of St. Paul’s, Anglican, a lit-
tle south of English Church. The single house across the way looks
like a child’s drawing: too much roof, a chimneypot, and centred
windows bracketing a small front door. That day, a tattered net was
strung between two canted poles out front.

The right side of the property slopes down to meet a bottomland
that spreads out from a shallow creek. Pine trees on the left side
screen a vacant lot next door, where Queen Anne’s lace and purple
vetch have taken over what was was once my foster home’s front
yard. The house is gone, and so’s the barn; the long, long driveway
ends at overgrown foundations.

The first time I drove out—I didn’t get a license until after I won
big and did a lot of things to make myself official—I was itching to
explore. I parked the car, unlocked the door, went to put my foot
down...

... and slammed into a wall of pain so fierce I almost fainted. It
was a hot day, I remember, but for fifteen minutes afterwards I shiv-
ered like I’d fallen through a skin of river ice.

I could look, but not get out. Some spell prevented it—the bad
Queen’s rosy apple with a poisoned core. Yet I couldn’t help return-
ing, like a peeping Tom who can’t resist the perilous but aching need
to cloak himself in night and drink in other people’s lives.

The front door of the house flew open. Four kids scrambled out
and started volleying a bright red ball across the ragged net.

I put the car in gear and headed down to Homestead Drive.
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Homestead’s like a tributary, branching off old Highway 6 and
merging back with traffic at the south end of the village. Nothing on
it ever changed. The clapboard house that used to be the doctor’s of-
fice still had smart, black trim. The Town Hall where I sent a private
eye to check on records still concealed a park out back. The ma-
chine shop, curling rink and barbershop—all untouched and var-
nished into place.

At Airport Road I hung a right, passing by the public school and
cruising west a country block. Driving east held no attraction. This
side of the highway, every road was like a line of force, the straights
and curves and intersections glowing with enchantment. East, the
magic vanished. The lines of force turned grey and dead. Nothing
called me there. I tried exploring once, on Whitechurch Road, but
U-turned half a kilometre later.

I meandered south on farm roads till I came to Caledonia, a gyp-
sum-mining town along the banks of the Grand River. Like Mt.
Hope, the main street is impervious to time, with shops whose or-
ange brickwork looks as hotly terra cotta as it did a century ago. I
stopped for fish and chips, had a Blizzard at the Dairy Queen, then
took the highway north again and pulled in at St. Paul’s.

The sun was getting low, burnishing the bottomland and firing
wisps of cloud with pink. The kids had left their ball outside, a red
splotch on the evening lawn.

The creek that forms the bottomland is fed in part with run-off
from a pond behind the vacant lot. A muddy channel joins the two,
thick with lime-green algae when the weather’s hot. The pond itself
is wide, spring-fed, and deep enough to swim, although you have to
wade through silt before the bottom starts to drop. As you do, min-
nows dart around your legs and crayfish skitter under rocks. Cat-
tails on the far side shelter turtles and spring peepers.

But however much I wanted to, I couldn’t squelch through silt or
swim across. I couldn’t hunt for frogs’ eggs in the reeds, or upend
turtles with a stick. I couldn’t happen on a nest of snakes and keep
one in a jar, or lie down on the bank and look for castles in the
clouds. Something always stopped me. All I had was memory. I
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couldn’t even see the pond from here.

The day before, Ferko, musing presciently, had asked:

“Do you still drive to Mt. Hopes”

“Sometimes.”

“Is it still the same?”

“It is.”

“I'm becoming worried, David. Your settled life—the riches,
repetition, ritual—how long has it been? Four years? It’s done you
good. The therapist in me approves.

“But what comes next? Who you are is locked inside your
missing years. Visiting Mt. Hope may not be how to find them.
Perbaps the key is lurking somewbhere other than the past.”

I ate supper at Il Vagabondo, a block from my apartment. Fettuc-
cine with gnocchi in a cream sauce—the Italian equivalent of a plate
of home fries doused with Heinz.

At home, I checked my messages. Two from clients cancelling
their visits later in the week, and one from Kirin Neemes. I fixed
myself a rye and ginger, took it to the study and dialled Kirin’s num-
ber.

“I hope it’s not too late,” I started off.

“No, it’s fine. I'm a night owl and I don’t have any contracts
right now anyway.”

“What’s up? You left a message. Did you want to schedule an
appointment?”

“Maybe I should?” It sounded like she didn’t know the proper
etiquette. “I really just wanted to ask you about something.”

“Shoot. If I can’t help over the phone, we’ll book some time.”

“Oh, okay. What I was wondering is, do you know anything
about that retreat for psychics up north? The one with the booth I
met you outside of at the Fair?”

I smiled. Coincidence. It happens all the time. Making some-
thing of it is a psychic’s bread and butter.
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“As a matter of fact, I was asking my neighbour about it a few
days ago.”

“Really? Why?”

“The subject came up.”

“What did she say?”

“Good things. They’re on the up-and-up. Why the interest?”

“Im thinking about going. I got my tax return, and Carlin’s
with her father. I was reading the brochure, and it sounded like
something I ought to do. I mean, I have all these questions, you
know, about stuff, and I thought maybe—"

“When?” I cut her off.

“I dunno. Next week some time?”

“How long?”

“A week, maybe? Ten days? I checked online. They’re not
booked up or anything.”

The first time Byron called he’d tucked a card beneath the rose
vase. I'd wondered at his choice of paperweights but hadn’t thrown
it out. It was on my desk beside the mouse. I picked it up and
flicked it with my thumb.

“Feel like company?”



Chapter 12

WHAT COLOUR IS A MIRROR?

WHO CAN’T REMEMBER their first time?

Not old, not young, not fat, not thin, not handsome, not a
dog—the out-of-towner in a green Corolla sticks out just because he
was the first.

Cowboy told me what to charge.

“Go higher if you think he’ll pay, but don’t go any lower.” Then,
acknowledging my greenness: “He wants fancy stuff, say no.”

I walked toward the car with the strange sensation that a glacial
soul had stepped inside my skin. My legs moved forward on their
own. It felt as if no action was of any real consequence. In such a
state, I could do anything.

He wanted me to blow him. I’d fantasized about that often, but
the size and taste of someone in my mouth was still unknown. I
knew what felt good, though, what made me cum. It had to be the
same for others.

So I sucked him off. He grew impatient and began to stroke
himself. His fist banged up against my mouth. I pulled back. He
slowed and asked me hoarsely if I'd jerk off while he watched.

I hadn’t been aroused at first when I got in the car, but as soon
as he’d unzipped a switch got thrown. I was hard and ready. Side by
side, we masturbated in an empty office parking lot. Eyeing my
prick greedily, he asked me if ’'d cum. A dislocated part of me re-
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sponded: “Twenty extra.”

Knowing that he’d see me blow, his strokes got even faster. I
couldn’t hold it in and shot a load up to my collar. He moaned and
loosed his own wad while my cock bobbed up and down in dwin-
dling, dry spasms.

He reached across my lap and pulled some napkins from the
glove compartment. I could tell he wanted to get rid of me as fast as
possible. He paid the price I’d set plus premium for cumming, then
drove me back to Grosvenor, both hands on the wheel and his eyes
fixed straight ahead.

In less than twenty minutes I'd made more than in a whole day’s
worth of begging.

I didn’t know it then but wisdom had it: save your load. Cum too
early and your evening’s shot. Maybe not forever, but long enough
to lose a trick or two. Johns expect a stud who never quits. That’s a
hard one to pull off when your prostate’s working overtime. Women
fake; men cannot. Limp is limp is limp.

It isn’t so important when you’re out for cash to party with.
Otherwise, you hold off till the last guy of the night. Sometimes you
get lucky and he wants to take you home, which means more
money and a place to sleep.

But as long as I had Cowboy’s rooms, the protocol of managing
arousal didn’t matter. Even on the coldest nights I made enough to
feed myself, with extra for some brand new jeans or King Treads
when my sneakers died.

My rhythms soon matched Cowboy’s: late to bed and late to
rise. If the night before permitted it, I'd treat myself to breakfast,
usually at Fran’s but sometimes at the nearby Golden Griddle—the
Golden Girdle—which had better bacon. Then on up to the library
to spend the day in comfort wrapped in other people’s thoughts.

At closing time I’'d buy a supper out of last night’s stash, and in
the downtime afterwards, saunter back to Jarvis for a nap. Cowboy
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would be there sometimes, playing his guitar and humming out of
tune.

I began to understand the pull of hustling he’d talked about. The
street was like a magnet. Even in the winter slush, trekking out to
Grenville-Grosvenor filled me with anticipation. I was going on dis-
play. However bad the night, I felt alive standing in the weird orange
twilight, staring down the headlights. The mystery of me—the miss-
ing years, my rebirth in a city both familiar and unknown—Dbecame
irrelevant. Like the hero of a book I read, The Outsider, there was
only me and now, an object of desire, a receptacle for other people’s
fantasies.

In another book, I came across a poem. Coy about its subject, I
knew right off the bat that it was talking about me.

Slender boy
—no euphemism there
when an opened door—

be stands
clothes-conscious

invoking law
and men’s desire
and,
somewhat invisible
(a universe is fluid with
dark and lights

around him).

He is a sun,
which touches him,
and arrogant
to have planets bound,
circling.
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Slender boy--
not for those who seek,
but those who stare

and wonder.

That spring, Raymond kicked us out.

The signs had been there from the end of March: small, mostly
useless repairs to the plumbing in the kitchenette; a couple of floor
tiles replaced by linoleum several decades whiter; curt greetings, as if
Hello tasted like a dose of medicine.

“Don’t sweat it,” Cowboy reassured me when the news came
down. “We got a week or two till someone’s desperate enough to
pay the rent he wants. That hard up, they won’t stay long. Either
that or Raymond’ll kick ’em out. There’s never any lease. He wants
income, not a tenant. Least ways not a tenant who expects a real
landlord. I think he gets disgusted with himself for being a drunk
with a hard-on for Stetsons. Every time he throws me out he takes
the pledge. Guess that’s how come it never lasts. At least the
weather’s warming up.”

And it was. By the second week of May, when I sold my winter
clothes and packed my knapsack, the thermometer had cracked the
twenty mark.

I’d survived the year before and I'd survive again—with the dif-
ference that I wasn’t worried about stretching out a fixed amount of
money. Three cold months of servicing the lonely, the hidden and
the scared had built me up a string of regulars. Ken, the restaurant
designer from St. Catharines. Doug, the lawyer who rented two-
hundred dollar a night rooms for thirty-dollar blow-jobs. John, the
Dutchman with a condo in the west end who'd fallen for me. Barry,
the fat guy from down east who cruised in a delivery truck that
smelled of rotting cabbage and tobacco.

Which is not to say the money flowed.
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“Thirty? I'll give you twenty.”

“Twenty-five.”

“Will you cum?”

“Get real.”

I usually told the hagglers to fuck off. On slow nights, some-
times not. The really cheap ones got a rep. They knew better than to
stop for any but the newest of the new kids on the block. Fresh
young faces learned, though, or got warned—by me, by Cowboy, or
the brothers, Scott and Daryl, who rarely tricked but knew the
street like no one else. Only Stretch, the pock-faced blond, was regu-
larly seen to drive off with the cheapskates. Even then, they’d cruise
for hours first.

But most nights all it took was one or two less mingy guys and
I'd be set. When the weather’s warm and you can sleep outdoors,
when the only entertainment you require comes off the printed
page, when you don’t turn on, tune in, drop out, how much money
do you need?

At times the sex itself was just the satisfying of a client’s need to
cum while being touched by other hands than those connected to
his wrists. Sex isn’t sex when, to quote a Sondheim song, you’re
making love alone—even if it’s free, and almost always better.

Some clients only wanted to jerk off, drinking in my hard-on
with their eyes. Others wanted me to suck them, or to suck me, or
to get a hand job. Guys in little cars were fine, but guys in big cars
took forever to get off. I’'d end up counting strokes, waiting for their
muttered quasi-warning, quasi-plea Ob, man, I'm gonna cum. If 1
was blowing them, I always upped the price when I suspected
whiplash might result from servicing their grudging cocks.

But there were times the johns weren’t after sex, at least not only.
Holes deeper than their mouths or asses yawed. The need for com-
pany. The replay of a memory. The hope for fantasy at last made
flesh. Filling up those holes, I found I had a gift.

I could become a mirror.

What colour is a mirror? Could one describe itself without refer-
ring to the world it reflects? Using skills I'd practised begging on the
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street, I walked to every idling car with absolute neutrality. Neither
fast nor slow. Legs bowed neither in nor out. Posture neither stiff
nor slouched. Expression neither vacant nor responsive. Nothing to
intrude on what could be a budding fantasy, a portrait painted at a
distance on my skin.

Inside the car, I’d let impressions fill me. Hundreds of them—
thousands—each falling into place with the irreversible but random
certainty of beads in a kaleidoscope.

The car itself: model? size? colour? age? transmission? uphol-
stery? temperature? odour? cleanliness? upkeep? mileage?

The man: tall or short? fat or slender? young or old? long-
haired? short-haired? brushed or gelled? colognes how much
cologne? in shape? getting there? losing tone?

Complexion... clothing... posture... ticks The pieces all
meant little on their own, could even be deceiving, but together told
a story.

Speech revealed the most. Not the words themselves, the absurd
pretence of normalcy—How ya doing? Cold tonight. Whatcha up
to?—but everything behind them. Listen to the music of a sentence
and the secrets of a man sing loud. I'd learn not only who he was,
but who he wanted me to be as well.

And what he wanted, I became.

At first it wasn’t easy. To look in someone’s eyes and know the
person that they’re seeing isn’t you, to be what someone else’s lust
dictates, to be filled with history and personality that don’t belong
to you—it’s a kind of rape.

You can’t, however, rape the paid.

I’'d split myself in two. There’d be me—the real me—observing,
and a new me born of someone else’s psyche. The second me was
pure response. It fed, not on its own desire, but on stimulus it gave
the john. The more it turned him on, the more perfectly it fit, the
more aroused I got. I was a blank erotic slate waiting to be dreamed
upon. And just like dreams, where you don’t realize you’re god, the
client never knew he was creating me.

But for all I did it every night, there always came a moment I'd
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recoil: that first touch when the fantasy collided with reality; when I
no longer had the option to assert myself; when, in context, it was
just too late. Did some part of me despise the lie that was to come?
Was I scared of letting go? Was becoming someone else a kind of
death?

I knew a place inside my head, calm and silver-grey, where fear
and instinct, even muscular response, could not intrude—the same
place I retreated to when times were rough and only future plea-
sures got me through.

Breathing was the key.

In to four.

Block for two.

Out to six.

Again.

Again.

Again.

The grey would spread like mercury. The urge to flee would van-
ish. In its place, a smooth reflecting surface unaffected by whatever
was projected on it. I could welcome, then, this turning into some-
one else. Invite it, even, like an actor stepping into character.

Acting’s easy when the audience is feeding you your lines.



Chapter 13

ONLY ROUND THE MOON

] DIDN’T LET Josh Byron know about my trip with Kirin. Sussing
out Cassandra Island had developed some appeal, but no way did I
want his boss imagining her threats had worked.

My only preparations were to cancel all appointments, check the
long-range forecast, and download Google maps for transfer to my
laptop. We'd decided to go up in Kirin’s GPS locator-less old Honda.
That way if she wanted to leave early, she wouldn’t have to call on
my good graces.

Her music for the trip turned out to be a schizophrenic mix of
Indigo Girls and Shaggy. The joyous harmonies of breakout femi-
nism crashed up against Picture this, we were both buck naked,
bangin’ on the bathroom floor as Toronto petered out and the fields
of Prince Edward County rolled greenly to the Lake.

We spoke little on the 401 to Napanee, even when we made a
Timmie’s stop for coffee and some doughnuts. Music was a safety
zone for Kirin, a sonic island she could camp out on when chit-chat
wasn’t easy. Self-consciously aware we hardly knew each other, she
retreated into humming Girl, you’re my angel, you're my darling
and The closer I am to fi-ine.

Off the highway, heading north on 41, she turned the music
down.

“What did you do before?”
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Before you started working as a psychic. .. before you won the
lottery. ..

“Not much of anything, really.” I did my imitation of the Mona
Lisa’s smile.

“I don’t believe you.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

Her eyes slid off the road. “What do you mean?”

“Only that you've said it before.”

“Right, I have, haven’t I?” She looked ahead again. “So, what
did you do?”

“I was a kept boy. And, to use a phrase from yellow journalism,
a high-priced escort. Before that, I sold my ass from curbside.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Not a bit.”

“You hustled?”

At least she had the terminology correct.

“In a nutshell, yes.”

We passed a rock-strewn pasture with some sooty-looking sheep.
A log barn crumbled in the middle. The smell of shit seeped through
the dashboard vents.

“What was it like?”

“Sometimes easy, sometimes rotten. Sometimes work, sometimes
play. It had its ups and downs.”

“And ins-and-outs?” She flushed and gripped the steering wheel.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. It might have been a terrible time for you.”

“It’s all right, ’'m not made of glass.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“And I'm not your mother’s mother, nor your daughter’s father.
There’s no need to tread on eggshells around me.”

More farms went by, interspersed with rockface scarred from
blasting. Atop the granite, blueberries were growing wild, judging
from the roadside stands that offered them for half the price you
pay in town. The stands were shuttered but in August would have
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SUVs and Winnebagos parked for half a kilometre back.

“Is that something in my aura?” she asked. “Something you see?
My grandmother was an alcoholic, the meanest kind there is. You
knew without me telling you. And Carlin’s father—”

“—Burke—"

“See? There you go again. How come you know that?”

My laptop was up front between the seats. “Simple,” I said, pat-
ting it. “I looked it up.”

“Before or after I came to see you?”

“After”

“But you knew so much about him.”

“What can I say? You have a way about you that says ‘grand-
child of a drunk’ It doesn’t take a genius to figure out your history
with men.”

“It’s that obvious?”

“Does it bother you?”

“Sort of, yeah.”

“If I said I saw it in your aura, would that help?”

“Do you see auras?”

“Only round the moon when there’s weather coming.”

I knew what she was hoping I would say. [ see things, Kirin. |
know the secrets of the heart and mind. I have the Gift. And it
would have been so easy. I'd never balked at lies before. Why then?

“What was he like?”

The man who kept you. . .

“What is he like. We're still in touch.”

She raised a tailored brow. “You mean you still. .. ?”

“No. He’s an older man. Partially paralysed now. Stroke.”

“How much older?”

“Forty years.”

“Rich?”

“It seemed so at the time. My perspective’s changed a little.”

“I guess it would. Was he good to you?”

“Extremely. And not just in the material sense. Although that,
too, of course.”
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“What did he do?”

“Head of psychiatry at Sunnybrook for twenty-five years, then in
private practice. He liked thorny cases, ones that kept him hopping.
He used to call initial consultations ‘auditions. That should give you
some idea.”

“How long were you together?”

“Four years.”

“Did you love him?”

“He was insatiable in bed, considerate in everything, loved to
share his knowledge, and never could resist the urge to stir the shit.”

“But he wasn’t meant for you.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I don’t know. A feeling I get. Like you’ve never been in love.”

“Do you see that in my aura?”

She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t make fun.”

“I’'m not.”

Just trying to make a point.

We made a stop for gas at Kaladar where Highway 7, the Trans-
Canada, intersects with 41. A little further on, the landscape started
changing into True North Strong and Free. Spruce and cedar lined
the shoulders. Gangly birches struggled to survive. Profoundly
asymmetrical Jack pines capped sheer pink granite crests. Skeletons
of drowned trees rose from glaring water pooled in bogs.

“He was your mentor, right?”

Back to Ferko.

“Yes.”

“And you paid him back in sex.”

“A Greek arrangement’s what he called it. He said the Greeks
knew something we’ve forgotten, that erotic tension motivates a
teacher. Viewed that way it’s hard to say who paid whom for what.”

“And this thing you do—psychic counselling—it was his idea?”

I mentally gold-starred her psychic scorecard. Focused on the
road, she was making leaps and coming up with answers.

“Is that another ‘feeling that you get’?”

“I don’t know what else to call it. But I'm right, aren’t I?”
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“You are.”

We swept around a curve. A small lake glittered through the
trees ahead.

“What was his name?”

I looked over at her. “Why don’t you try telling me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I think you know.”

She laughed nervously. “Like a sort of psychic test?”

“You’ve been flirting with your intuitions for the past few min-
utes. Why not go all the way?”

“What do I have to do?”

Take my hand... concentrate... focus... focus on the energy
between us. . .

“Nothing,” I said. “Just pull a name out of a hat.”

“That’s all?” She sounded dubious. “I dunno, how ’bout...
Frank?”

The road turned glassy for a moment. I blew out a long breath.

“What?” she asked, mistaking my reaction.

“His name is Ferenc,” I said. “Hungarian for Franklin.”

“No way. You're kidding.”

Suddenly T understood the image I'd gotten from her twice of
static coalescing into pictures of myself. We were the same, or very
nearly. She was taking in enormous quantities of data—her
“flashes”—but lacked the discipline to make them all cohere.

“I call him Ferko. It’s a diminutive, not exactly Frank, more like
Frankie. In Hungarian, the last thing youd expect him to be called.
He enjoys the way it ruffles stuffy feathers.”

Kirin gripped the wheel at ten and two, peering at the road like
those old men in hats who crawl along the highway with a trail of
thirty cars behind.

Highway 41 took us through the settlements of Cloyne and
Northbrook and past the entrance to Bon Echo park. In places we
could see Lake Mazinaw, the jewel in Bon Echo’s crown. I read
somewhere Walt Whitman found it paradise on earth.

A little past Bon Echo, I began to notice traffic on the other side
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was coming down in little clumps. Construction signs appeared,
then bulldozers and finally an orange-vested flagman.

“Ask him how far the roadwork goes,” I said to Kirin.

She rolled her window down and got the news: twenty kilome-
tres of stop-and-go single lane.

I leaned over.

“We're trying to get to Dawe’s Lake. Is there any way to bypass
this?”

The flagman—young and deeply tanned—took off his hardhat
and scratched his head.

“Well, if you don’t mind going back a ways, you can take a right
at Cloyne. That’ll get you over to Fourth Line, which goes straight
up to 78. Or you can stay on Fourth until you hit Bourne Road. Ei-
ther one’ll take you to River Road. Hang a right there and just keep
going till you see the lake.”

Kirin made a three-point turn and took us back to Cloyne.

Fourth Line turned out to be a gravel road and anything but
straight. At one point what we took to be a country lane split off a
big left curve. Two concessions later Kirin noticed that our route
was now identified as Curley Road. I pulled the laptop from be-
tween the seats and booted up. Four zooms on the map and I could
see where we’d gone wrong.

“That was Fourth Line back there,” I told her. “But it looks like
Curley Road veers over to High River so I think we’re still on track.”

We carried on, silent in the way lost travellers get. The gravel
turned to hardpack, then to washboard, but eventually decanted us
on River Road. High River, to our left, was a muddy ribbon stippled
with bright sunlight.

“I hope Dawe’s Lake is cleaner than this,” Kirin said. “I brought
a bathing suit.”

“It’ll be cold this time of year.”

“I swam in high school. Synchronized. We used to call it Sink-
or-Swim. I got used to cold water.”

We passed through Paxton, a nowhere-looking town tucked be-
tween the river and a wooded ridge. North, the ridge became a cliff,
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glittering with schist and mica. Cedars with their roots exposed
clung gamely to the side. Across the water, docks with power boats
and seaplanes spoke of cottages behind a scrim of conifers.

“Why are you doing this?” Kirin asked.

Why are you coming to Cassandra Island?

“I need a break.”

“That’s all? With the kind of money you’ve got you could take a
break in Monaco.”

“Good point. Truth is, I've been looking for an excuse to check
this place out.”

“And I provided the excuse?”

“Said like that, it sounds awful. What I mean is, I don’t have a
lot of friends. I was sort of hoping you and I...”

She nodded. Not a lot of friends in her life, either.

The crest of rock and trees veered east while the road stuck to
the riverside. Ahead, a concrete arch bridge spanned the water.

Kirin slowed.

“Is this where we turn?”

“It’s either that or swim.”

Halfway across, I could see where High River widened into
Dawe’s Lake—a blinding finger of water ringed with pines and dot-
ted with small islands.

Kirin’s mood grew somber as we headed north again.

“That’s not all, is it?” she said. “There’s more to your coming
along than you’re letting on.”

No doubt. .. no insecurity. ..

It felt odd being told about myself. Odd, but not disquieting.
And if Kirin were like me, I knew I’d have to tell the truth.

“You’re right,” I said. “I'm on a secret mission for Canadian In-
telligence, spying on Cassandra Island to discover if it hides a cult
that kidnaps hapless psychics and occasionally sends them to their
deaths.”

This time, she didn’t punch me lightly on the shoulder. She swat-
ted me. And hard.
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With memories of the Psychic Fair still fresh, Cassandra Island came
as a surprise.

After jogging down a shaded lane, we pulled into a parking lot
marked off with railway sleepers. The smell of sun-baked creosote
greeted us when we got out.

Kirin stretched and breathed a liberated lungful.

“I could get used to this.”

“Cottage country at its finest.”

The brochure photos hadn’t lied. The cedar lodge, set off against
a deep blue sky, had the rich orange hue of ’50s Kodachrome.
Dawe’s Lake twinkled prettily. Several hundred metres out, the treed
mound of Cassandra Island rose above its own reflection.

Kirin popped the hatchback, tussled with a hockey bag, and
slung it on her shoulder while I hauled my suitcase from the back
seat of the Honda.

“Ready?” I asked, shutting the door with my hip. “Let’s go see if
the rooms match the view.”

The lodge was built of square-hewn logs, neatly pointed, freshly
stained. Dormers marched along the roof. Inside, the wide-plank
flooring gleamed with Varathane. A braided rug in pale blues and
russets held a sofa and some chairs. Dried flowers in wicker sconces
graced the walls. Martha Stewart would have approved.

A ponytailed blonde at the reception desk, tippy-tapping at a
keyboard, looked up as we approached.

“Mr. Ase and Ms. Neemes?”

We must have been the only guests slated to arrive that day. Still,
it was a nice touch, greeting us by name.

“David and Kirin, please,” I said, flashing her a thousand-watter.
“And you are...?”

“Debbie. Welcome to Cassandra Island. Your first visit, right?”

The smile may have been too much. She glanced from me to
Kirin. Anything between them? she was wondering. Just friends?

“Let me show you to your rooms. When you’ve settled in, come
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back down. I'll give you the tour.” She opened a drawer and took
out keys. “This way.”

She led us to a landing on the second floor and down a panelled
hall. The doors on either side had numbers done in whittled pine.

“You picked a good time. We’re not too full. Both your rooms
have views toward the lake.”

She opened number six and waited to see which of us would
take it. I moved first.

“Now, remember—whenever youre ready, come down and I’ll
show you around.”

The room smelled faintly of vanilla. I tossed my suitcase on the
bed and set about transferring jeans and T-shirts to an antique
dresser. The clothes T had to hang—flannel shirts, a windbreaker
and vest—went in a closet stocked with solid maple hangers.

I splashed some water on my face in the standard-issue bath-
room—water glass in paper, wafers of unopened soap, midget bot-
tles of shampoo—then cranked the bedroom window open.

The sun was getting low, casting shadows on a broad expanse of
lawn that sloped toward the rocky shore. Flanking it were cabins
nestled in the trees. A flagstone path led to a fire pit with limestone
benches. A long black dock stretched out into the lake.

Kirin tapped and let herself in.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, coming up beside me. “I'm glad I
did this. T already feel. .. something. It’s so peaceful.” She continued
looking out. “Not many people around.”

“Perhaps they’re at an afternoon séance.”

She turned.

“Don’t do that. Not here.” Don’t burst my bubble. “I'm con-
fused enough. I don’t need someone making fun all the time.”

“You’re right. It isn’t fair. I'll keep my tongue in check.”

She searched my face, looking for an answer to the unasked
question: What makes you such a cynic, anyway?

“Shall we go downstairs?” I said.

Debbie heard us coming and looked up. “Your rooms okay?
Ready for the tour?”
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She came around the desk and gave us both a neatly printed
sheet of paper.

“Since this is your first visit—you heard about us at the Psychic
Fair in Toronto, right?>—TI’ll explain a bit about how we operate.

“What you have there is our schedule for the next two weeks. As
you know, we’re a retreat. The idea is to get away. But we’re also
here for education and support so there are always seminars and
workshops going on. No need to sign up for them, by the way.
They’re mostly led by guests who volunteer when they arrive. Six
times a year, we hold focused training courses. For those we bring in
paid instructors. The rest of the time we try to make sure at least
one acknowledged psychic is in residence.”

“I understand you rent out to non-psychics, too.” I made non-
psychics come across as faintly xenophobic.

“During the winter. The Bridle Valley hill’s not far from here.
Don’t worry. Your visit won’t be interrupted by a gang of ski jocks.
Now, if you’ll come this way?”

She led us to a set of double doors.

“The dining hall. Breakfast is from six to nine. Lunch is eleven-
thirty to one. Dinner is from six to eight. Meals are buffet. If you
have special dietary needs, speak to the cook. His name’s Axel. He’s

»

always in the kitchen—,” she pointed to a door behind a bank of

steam tables, “—and doesn’t mind rustling up snacks if you get hun-

»

gry.

I stepped inside the empty room. The high cathedral ceiling
echoed. The furnishings—long plank tables, ladder-back chairs—
were of the everything-in-native-wood motif. Two framed posters
caught my eye. One was from Star Trek: The Next Generation. First
officer Will Ryker’s hand brushed the tush of empath, Counsellor
Troi. A cartoon bubble had her saying: “Captain, I sense some-
thing.” The other was from an X-Files episode. Its bubble had a for-
tune teller saying: “You will meet a blonde. Or a redhead. Maybe a
brunette.” If memory served, the caption was verbatim. Someone at
Cassandra Island had a sense of humour.

“Over here,” our guide went on, “is the library.”
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She stood aside and let us take in floor-to-ceiling books. In def-
erence to its only occupant, a grey-haired Asian man, she dropped
her voice.

“We have an excellent collection of books on a variety of sub-
jects: psychology, paranormal studies, anthropology, Eastern mysti-
cism, fortune-telling. You’ll notice some of them are behind glass.
They’re very old. If you want to study them, the key is at the desk.”

The Asian man glanced up. Debbie led us quietly away.

“That was John Wu Shen. An authority on the Chinese Book of
Changes. He’ll be giving lectures.”

“Do you participate in any of the activities?” I asked.

She flushed, crediting my question with more than I'd intended.

“I don’t have any sort of special gift. This is a summer job. 'm a
student at Trent.”

“Are you from around here?”

“Bourne. It’s east of Paxton. Now, here’s the conference room

Medium-sized, devoid of windows. Long tables, braided rugs,
and carts of multi-media equipment.

“The meditation room...”

Simplicity itself, with Lauren Harris arctic scapes bejewelling the
walls.

“And down here, the lab...”

Two adjoining rooms, separated by a wall whose top half was a
sheet of glass. Both rooms were clad in sound-absorbing tile. A
counter ran the length of the dividing wall. The room beyond held
monitors not unlike the one in Ferko’s room.

“Lab?” Kirin enquired.

“More of a practice room,” Debbie amended. “It was originally
hoped Cassandra Island would encourage scientific research into
psionic phenomena. That didn’t happen but the lab proved popular
with guests. The equipment lets them work with biofeedback.”

“Can anyone use it?” I asked.

“Sure. Get Mr. Sheffield—the Island administrator—to show
you how. Speaking of whom, he’ll want to meet you. I can take you
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to his office now, or, if you'd rather, you can catch up with him at
supper. You’ll like him. He’s a great guy.”

I looked at Kirin to see which she preferred.

“I’d kind of like to settle in first,” she said. “Maybe have a nap
and freshen up.”

“Right,” said Debbie. “And you, David?”

“The same. Thanks for showing us around.”

“My pleasure. If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to
ask.”

“I do have one question,” I said. “Where is everyone?”

“Oh, that,” she laughed. “Down in Paxton, at the Rainbow
Grill. We don’t have a liquor licence so just about every afternoon
somebody gets a gang together. The Rainbow’s sort of our unofficial
watering hole. Don’t be surprised if you get invited.”

The missing guests returned when I went later to retrieve my laptop
out of Kirin’s car.

A small blue schoolbus with Cassandra Island’s logo on the side
disgorged a laughing, rag-tag group who, by the time I'd collected
Kirin in response to a vigorously clappered dinner bell, were already
in the dining hall swarming the buffet. Behind it was a blond-haired
giant wielding a carving knife with frightening panache. His infre-
quent smiles showed teeth that looked like they’d been smithied in a
Nordic forge.

“He’s hot,” Kirin whispered in my ear.

“And gay.”

“You wish.”

I scooped some mashed potatoes on my plate. “If you say so.”

Kirin helped herself to fiddleheads and stared.

“Damn. I think you’re right.”

“Looks like coming here was a good idea.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your sensitivity’s improving already.”
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“Fat lot of good it’s doing me. I'm straight. I don’t need gaydar.”

She flirted anyway, but the knife-wielding god—obviously Axel,
the cook who'd whip up something between meals—carved her rare
roast beef stonefaced. However when I asked for pork, I got a flash
of glacier-blue eyes. It looked as if my scouting trip for CSIS was go-
ing to have an unexpected perk.

Most of the diners were clustered under Deanna Troi’s sumptu-
ous hips. Only the Asian scholar we’d seen in the library sat apart,
an open book for company.

Kirin and I took a table near enough the group to welcome invi-
tation. Friendly taunts and laughter filled the hall. The New Age
flakes Cassandra Island’s promo copy seemed to have been written
for must have been in hiding.

When we got to coffee Kirin’s eyes took on a nico-junkie’s wan-
dering, desperate gaze. She started fidgeting with empty cream con-
tainers.

“Outside?” I suggested. “I’ll keep you company.”

She stood up gratefully, mug in hand.

“Yoo-hoo!”

A happy-looking woman in a flowered muumuu waved us over.
Kirin muttered Shit but flashed some model-perfect teeth.

“You must be Kirin and David,” the woman gushed, all bright
red lipstick and pencilled brows. A cap of auburn hair, of a shade
unknown in nature, wiggled on her scalp like a badly seated wig.

“Guilty.” I lifted a hand in greeting. Kirin did the same, adding a
self-conscious Hi, all. “And you are...?”

“Irene.”

“Resident nosey-parker,” the man beside her piped up.

“Social director from hell,” someone else remarked.

Irene dismissed them with a wave. “I check the guest list for ar-
rivals. It’s how I knew your names.”

“And how she rooks you into things,” another wag contributed.

“Oh, hush. Now—who’s going to scoot over so Kirin and David
can join us?”

Kirin’s look grew panicky.
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“Can we take a mini-raincheque on that?” I asked. “We were
just going outside.”

Kirin held up her pack of cigarettes by way of explanation.

“Don’t be silly. Nobody’s going to die if she smokes in here.”
Irene looked pointedly around the table. “Anyone who doesn’t like
it can be the one to go outside for a change.”

“No, really. .. ” Kirin demurred.

“Nonsense. There’s no reason for you to be treated like a leper.
Axel!” The blond giant looked up. “Is there an ashtray some-
where?”

He vanished to the kitchen and returned a moment later. Irene
ordered two of her companions to another table.

“So,” she asked me while Kirin lit up, “what do you do? Psychi-
cally-speaking, I mean.”

“It’s a little hard to describe. The term I use is psychic counsel-
lor.”

“As in you counsel psychics, or counsel people using psychic
means?”

“The latter, mostly.”

“But how wonderful. What’s your special skill? I'm a chan-
neller. I re-unite people with their former lives.”

“Most of whom her clients died to get away from in the first
place,” a woman in horn-rimmed spectacles put in. She was thin
and wore a pleated skirt, which made her look like a librarian.

“Careful, Margie,” Irene said, “or I’ll tell them what you do.”

“She’s an aura healer,” the man across from me confided with a
wink. His buckskin vest and moustache made him look as if he
ought to be out roping calves. “With a speciality in male dysfunc-
tion.”

“Really, Don,” Margie chastised. “That’s only part of what I
do.” She took a sip of what I’'d have bet was tea, not coffee. “You
make it sound as if I hump my clients.”

“You mean you don’t?”

“Only if they’re hung.”

Everybody roared. When the laughter died, Irene asked again:
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“Really, David—what’s your special skill?”

“I read people,” I answered. That sounded bald so I added: “In
the present,” which garnered a few chuckles. “I see who they are,
where they are, and where they’re headed. I know what’s troubling
them, what mistakes they’re going to make. You could say I sense
the person people try to hide.”

Irene clasped her hands. “What a marvellous gift.”

“Better watch it, Irene,” the cattle-rancher guy named Don cut
in. “I hate to think what he could sense from you.”

“Chippendale fantasies.”

“More past lives than Mehitabel.”

“A closet full of polyester muumuus.”

“Her real hair colour.”

Irene absorbed the insults.

“You’re all drunk,” she said, crossing her arms.

“Guess you shouldn’t have bought that last round at the Rain-
bow, eh?”

She ignored the quip and spoke to me again.

“Seriously, David—you can read the thoughts of others? Know
what they’re feeling?”

“As long as I can remember,” I answered, mentally adding but
not by psychic means.

Actually, it felt good to lie directly instead of dancing, as I usu-
ally did, around the truth with the truth. Hell, I was supposed to
draw attention to myself. I could make up any story I wanted.

“Marvellous,” Irene repeated, then turned her attention to Kirin.
“And what about you, dear? What do you do?”

Kirin, who'd been smoking nervously, tamped out her cigarette
with rapid little movements.

“I model. I mean, that’s what I do professionally. I'm not sure I
have a psychic gift.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Margie down the table said. “Anyone can
see you have a talent.”

“See?”

Kirin shook her head as if trying to clear her vision.
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“Your aura, dear. There’s a purple glow around your heart and
in the space between your eyes. That’s your gift. I'm surprised you
wonder. I'd have thought you felt it all the time.”

“I think maybe I do,” Kirin said, warming up. “Feel it, that is.
Feel something, anyway. All the time.”

“Is that why you’re here, then?” Irene asked. “To find out what
it is?”

“I guess so.”

Irene studied her with kindly eyes that made me think of Yoda.

“Well, you’ve certainly come to the right place. I can’t imagine a
safer spot or more helpful people.”

“Do you come here frequently?” I asked.

“Every couple of months,” she said proudly.

“So she can whip whoever’s here into a spirit of co-operation.
Right, Irene?” The speaker, at another table, rose. “David, Kirin—I
was hoping to catch up with you. Tom Sheffield. I manage this crazy
place. I was planning on welcoming you but Irene’s already taken
care of that. I'm starting to think we should put her on salary.”

He shook hands with Kirin, then with me. His grip was warm
and his appearance just about as far as one could get from a Jim
Jones or David Koresh. Despite the crowd, I had no trouble reading
him, or what was on the surface anyway.

Thirty-seven, a decade older than be looks...not a native of
the region... Vancouver, from his accent... Toronto educated. ..
put himself through school...loves the out-of-doors... plays
hockey...not married. .. will be some day...

“Are you the owner, then?” I asked, reverse confirming what I
knew from Byron and MacKenzie.

“Just the guy who keeps things running. And takes the flak
when they don’t.”

Been here since the start...thinks it’s the greatest job in the
world. ..

“It must be quite a challenge.”

“You’d be surprised. Half the time, this place just runs itself.
There’s always someone like Irene around. It’s amazing really.”
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“Do you yourself have psychic gifts?”

Across the table, Don snorted.

“Tom? He hasn’t got a psychic bone in his body.”

“This from a man whose only skill is finding oil for companies
too cheap to pay a real geologist?” Sheffield taunted.

“You’ve got it backwards, Tom,” Don replied. “They pay me
more.”

“Good thing, too, or youd never be able to afford a cabin to
yourself.”

“Hey—I like my privacy.”

“No,” Margie interjected, “you like a place to entertain the
ladies. A word of caution, Kirin: if Don offers to show you his di-
vining rod, just say no.”

Kirin giggled, not her usual nervous laugh, but a happy, childlike
sound. Don wiggled his fingers at her with a look both lecherous
and utterly unthreatening.

Irene clapped her hands. “Okay, everybody. Enough teasing.
Kirin, David—we’re glad to have you here. I hope you’ll get in-
volved. Did you get a schedule from Debbie?”

I nodded.

“Good. Don’t expect it to be carved in stone. We go with the
flow, as you young people say. Ill be holding workshops on hyp-
notic regression. Margie likes one on one, so if youre interested in
aura manipulation, talk to her. Reggie, over there—,” she pointed to
a stick-thin man incongruously chowing down on chocolate cake,
“—knows more about Tarot than anyone. His seminars are great.
And Mr. Shen,” she said respectfully, “lectures on the I Ching every
day at ten.”

“Carved in stone,” Mr. Shen said without looking up from his
book.

“And you, David, perhaps you’ll contribute something?”

“Im not sure what I have to offer. I suppose there are a few...
external... aspects to what I do. Perhaps I could give a little talk on
sizing people up?”

“Wonderful. How long are you here?”
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“For the week.”

“Well, then, I’'m giving you a day to settle in, after which I'm go-
ing to hold you to that talk. And you, Kirin—I get such a good feel-
ing about you. I'm not sure what or how, but something wonderful
is going to happen while you’re here.”

Heads bobbed around the table. Somehow she was right. It was
Kirin’s life, not mine, Cassandra Island was about to change.

After sunset, I sat crosslegged on my bed with my laptop open. A
fire crackled in the pit outside. Kirin had gone down to join the
group. Sounds of conversation echoed off the lake.
“Report to Joshua Byron, CSIS,” 1 typed. “Cassandra Island.”
Would he ever read this? Most likely not. But if his boss,
MacKenzie, decided to cause trouble, a record of my stay would
force her to back off.

I doubt anything I have to say will help in any

way. You already sent your people to Cassandra

Island and they didn’t find a thing. No doubt I
won't either.

By your own admission, you approached me in the
hope I'd draw this cult of yours out in the
open. What you didn’t say--were at great pains
*not* to say--was that even if I don’t, you hope
my psychic skills will sense them anyway.

Sorry to disappoint, but my impressions at this
early stage confirm what you’ve already heard.

I came up here with one of my clients, Kirin
Neemes. The drive was lovely; the place itself
is even lovelier. There’s money here. Lots and
lots of it. You said their finances were clean
so I won’'t speculate if some consortium hell-
bent on hastening the End of Days is funding
them (tempting thought that is; I own all the X-
Files DVDs). The psychic business is a billion
dollar industry. A retreat for psychics isn’t
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half as flaky as it sounds.

I stopped, reflexively hit Esc:w to save my work, and read over
what I'd written. “Supercilious” sprang to mind. It might make
Byron smile, but was sure to get MacKenzie pissed. She wouldn’t
like disdain, however chattily concealed. Part of me thought: tough
shit. The other part remembered Ferko’s warnings.

Outside, someone started playing a guitar. Voices joined in, far
away and plaintive on the cool night air.

Je m’appelle Jean, Jean Batailleur
Je m'ennuie tant que ¢a m’fait peur
Chus orphelin abandonné

Sous la plein lune, on n’a laissé

A haunting song, full of pain, but somehow perfect for a fire by
a northern lake. Chus orphelin abandonné... I was an orphan,
left to die; left beneath a full-moon sky. Cajun genius Zachary
Richard’s ballad had been a hit even in English-speaking Ontario.

I went back to writing, trying to stick to facts.

I've met some of the staff: Debbie, a local
girl who works reception; Tom Sheffield, the
Island administrator; Axel, the cook. They all
seem quite contented with their jobs.

I also met some of the current crop of guests.
One--Irene--appears to be a focal point, but
she’s an open book. I’'ll retire my psychic
shingle if she’s concealing anything more
sinister than the urge to be a sheepdog.
Concerning the others, I can only comment on the
way they interact. (I have no special skill at
reading groups. Even my ability with
individuals diminishes in crowds). Briefly, for
a transient group of oddballs, they get along
remarkably well. No signs of cliquishness.

Only one stands apart, an I-Ching scholar named
John Wu Shen. I'm not sure if he’s an invited
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expert or just a frequent guest. Either way,
he’s held in high esteem, no doubt because he's
Asian, an authority and keeps to his own
company.

The Ballad of John the Scrapper died away. I sat there staring at
the laptop but I couldn’t think of anything to add. I saved the file,
typed sudo iwlist wlan@ scan to verify Cassandra Island’s WiFi
link, then uploaded what I'd written to Toronto.

The renewed murmur of conversation drew me to the window. I
set my laptop on the dresser and looked out.

Silhouettes were grouped around the fire, mostly to one side. A
solitary figure sat across from them. What seemed to be a chin-high
phallus rose between his knees. The murmurs died. In its place came
music, lonely and exotic, from an instrument I realized must be a
Chinese fiddle—two-stringed, played upright. Mr. Shen, it seemed,
had many talents.

Past the fire, the gently rocking swell of Dawe’s Lake bathed in
light from poetry by Walter de la Mare.

Slowly, silently, now the moon
Walks the night in ber silver shoon

Déja-vu. Ferko liked to deconstruct it, but standing there, taking
in the scene—the sombre trees, the rocky shore—I really felt as if I'd
seen it all before.

I shook my head. Canadians. Seen one Tom Thomson land-
scape, seen em all.



Chapter 14

THE FIREFLIES ARE OUT

RAYMOND LosT HIS taste for playing landlord in September.
Cowboy plied his charms, and before the month was over we were
back. Good thing, too. Nighttime lows were dipping below zero.

“What'd 1 tell you?” Cowboy said, ritually sweeping with the
former tenant’s broom. “Nothing to worry about.”

A lot less optimistic about Raymond’s change of heart, I'd spent
the summer cultivating regulars who wanted me all night. By the
end of August, almost any evening I could count on one to pick me
up. Sometimes when they showed up early I’d just tell them to come
back. They never got upset. Though lying to themselves—did they
really think I saw them as Samaritans helping out a kid whose looks
were only incidental?>—they understood that lodging for the night
took second place to real money made by sucking dick in parking
lots.

Mostly inoffensive, their only real flaw was gullibility. Hustling’s
a con and cons are based on being credible. If a scammer pulls that
off his mark’s a victim, not a fool. But buying love at curbside?
Gullible’s the only word for anyone who thinks it’s real.

Gullible, and tedious. And none more so than Ken, the restau-
rant designer from St. Catharines.

While acknowledging the future value of his hotel room for win-
ter nights that otherwise might find me sleeping on a subway grate, I
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grew to dread the polished grill and squared-off headlights of his
station wagon coming down the street.

Middle-aged, moon-faced and balding, his routine never varied.
Always around two, and always on a bad night, his shamelessly sub-
urban retro-wheels would sidle by a time or two before he stopped.
He never rolled the window down or cracked the door or even
looked at me until I’d gotten in. He had a knack for knowing when
my night was almost over and that no one else was going to pick me
up.

We'd circle round the block. Why, I never knew. He showed no
interest in threesomes. Then he’d ask me about Cowboy. He’'d been
Cowboy’s regular before and imagined he was cheating on him now.
As if Cowboy gave a damn.

Then off to his hotel, so few blocks away we could have walked
in half the time.

Upstairs in six-fifteen—always six-fifteen—Ken would order up
two bourbons and a club. I didn’t like the bourbon and no amount
of mayo saved the dessicated clubs. Afterwards he’d deke into the
bathroom, douse himself in Polo, and come back in his underwear.
He’d watch me strip and comment on the hard-on I'd worked up
while he was gone.

In the following half hour he’d let me service him. We’d stick at
it till he came without a sound, then he’d set his travel clock and
douse the lights. I’'d have left then if I could, but he never paid till
morning. Besides, the point of putting up with him was room-insur-
ance for the winter.

His breathing whistled when he slept. It never bothered me. In
fact I found it soothing, perhaps because it signalled liberation from
a man so bland I wondered if he had a soul.

Deep in the dog days of August, Ken drove by and picked me up
as usual. Back at the hotel, the air conditioner in six-fifteen was on
the fritz. Instead of changing rooms, he haggled to stay put. The sex
that night was slippery but over fast. Afterwards, for once, I
couldn’t sleep. It didn’t trouble me. Eyes half closed, I cast a thread
ahead of me to David Balfour Park with its certainty of morning
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cool several hours hence.

The whistling of Ken’s breath was like a lonely peeper early in
the spring. My mind, already in the future, began to roam in
dreams I’d yet to have. I didn’t notice when, instead of being like,
Ken’s breath became a little frog in spring, then two, then twenty,
then two hundred—a glee-club racket of spring peepers trilling
round the pond behind my foster home.

And that’s when I remembered.

I'd had an imaginary friend.

There were four beds in the upstairs room that, spring and sum-
mer, smelled of heat and cow shit from a farm across the highway.
Only three were occupied: mine, and the boys who hatched up plots
they’d never let me in. The fourth one, almost touching mine, had
rumpled sheets but no one ever slept there.

Yet in the memory Ken’s breathing had set off, I heard a whisper
from the empty bed.

The fireflies are out.

“I know.”

Let’s go see.

“We’ll get caught.”

Aren’t they all asleep?

I did a mental tour of the house. The two boys sleeping in their
beds across the room. The toddler and the two girls down the hall.
The foster parents in their squeaky iron bedstead. No one stirred.

“It’s safe.”

Let’s go.

I slid softly out of bed and tiptoed to the door. The threshold
had a board that creaked unless I hugged the frame. A splinter
caught on my pyjamas as I inched around.

“Hold on,” I whispered.

Take them off. It’s muddy out there anyway.

No, not here. Creeping downstairs naked didn’t seem quite
right.

The stairs themselves were treacherous. Any one might make a
sound. I stuck close to the banister and tested every one. Lifetimes
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passed before I reached the bottom.

In the safety of the kitchen I got out of my pyjamas and stuffed
them round the screechy storm door spring.

The air outside was sweet, a little cooler than indoors, just
enough to really feel naked. Gravel bit my feet as I crossed over to
the barn. The half-moon light was just enough to see my way
around. The field behind had long, wet grass that cooled my soles
and made them hum. The tingle seemed to travel up my legs.

There.

To my right, a pale green light winked on and off. A moment
later and a metre distant, there it was again. A second prick of
phosphorescence answered. And a third. And a fourth.

There’ll be way more by the pond.

“Tons.”

Race you there.

And I was running, fast and hard. Even more lights started flash-
ing, rising up in front of me and etching sparkler trails in the dark.

The pond lay still, an inky pool spreading out from reedy banks.
I leaned against a willow tree whose branches swept the surface.
Heart pounding, out of breath, I felt as if the world had stopped. I
alone was energy and movement. The atoms in me whirled while the
universe had come to rest.

I looked up. Across the pond, threaded in cattails, a million fire-
flies were putting on a show.

“Awesome.”

Told you they’'d be out.

I was watching fireworks and seeing neurons flash inside a float-
ing brain. Some vast intelligence was talking to itself, blinking in a
code I couldn’t understand.

Let’s swim across.

Vestigial fear of creatures lurking in the night-black water held
me back.

Don’t be a scaredy-cat. Bring the matches.

A woodpecker had gashed a nest into the willow’s trunk. Aban-
doned now, its edges grey and smooth, it held a stash of goodies
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lifted from the foster home and Mr. Dale’s Hardware: rubber bands,
a penknife, a steel-edged ruler, a pouch of Drum tobacco. My fin-
gers found a metal cylinder of kitchen matches. I clutched it tight
and waded into silt, then deeper till the water reached my waist.
Kicking off, I sidestroked to the other side.

The ground was marshy, and though galaxies of fireflies still
wheeled, I hadn’t braved the night-pond just to watch. Feeling with
my hands, I located hollow stalks of last year’s reeds, pulled them
up and jammed them in a swampy patch of rotting vegetation.

Light them.

I unscrewed the metal cylinder, shook out the paraffin-dipped
matches, and scratched one on the sandpaper inside the lid. It flared
bright yellow, blinding me a second, then settled to a steady flame. I
held it over top a hollow reed, and pffft!, a soft blue light appeared,
attached to nothing, dancing in the air.

Light the others.

I held the match above the other stalks. Six flames jiggled in the
air like wickless candles while the gases in the marshland lasted.

One by one they petered out.

“We should get going back.”

Not yet. No one’s going to miss us.

A midnight creature scampered off as I swam over to the other
side. T found a flat space free of willow roots and stretched out on
my back. Overhead, the stars were fireflies affixed to blue-black
cloth. Drops of water trickled down the inside of my thighs and
made me hard.

“I wonder why it does that?”

Dunno, the lazy silence said. Feels good.

I rolled over on my stomach. A warm breeze played across my
buttocks. I laid my head on folded arms and murmured thoughts
aloud. Some were answered, others not.

My imaginary friend came up with an idea.

Let’s cut the tires on the truck.

I got the penknife from my stash.

“You think they’ll blame us for it?”
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Nabh. They’ll think of Paul and Jimmy.

“Are you sure?”

Dub-ub.

“They’re afraid of us. It’s why they’re mean.”

Yeah, I know. They’re scared. ..

Ken turned over in his sleep. The pond, the dark, the fireflies all
vanished. Only my erection stayed, hard and adult-sized. I checked
the clock. Six-thirty. The alarm was set for seven. I didn’t want Ken
waking up and finding me aroused. He might want seconds and I'd
have to go along.

Half an hour gave me time to slip into the bathroom and take
care of things.

“You see this?” Cowboy asked, holding up a soggy copy of The
Sun.

He’d come looking for me at the library. Fresh December snow
was clinging to his hat and jacket.

I shook my head. Thoreau wrote, All news as it is called is gos-
sip, and I pretty much agreed.

He crouched beside my carrel. “Take a gander.”

CHILD WATCHES FATAL STABBING blared the front page
headline. Beside it was a colour photo: crime scene tape, legs
crooked like a Swastika, quantities of blood. A portrait of a freckled
boy—a school picture, judging from the sky-blue background—
occupied one corner. Details on page two.

Cowboy flipped the page.

Page two’s photos were in black and white. A full shot of the vic-
tim showed his T-shirt soaked in blood. The source was obvious: a
gash dead centre of his abdomen. The inset close-up of his face
looked like a mugshot.

Except it couldn’t a be mugshot since the guy was wearing a
bandanna knotted on his scalp.

The story’s facts were few:
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The victim—Michael Nemecek, early twenties, known to the
police—had been attacked outside the washrooms of an East York
mall. The time had been near closing. The child witness, answering
the call of nature, had “heard voices in the corridor.” Peeping out,
he saw “one man hit the other one in the stomach.” Fearful, he’d
retreated to the safety of a cubicle. His mother, worried by his

<«

absence, had sought him out and found the victim “...dead, you
could see it in his eyes.” The police “suspected drugs.” Follow-up on
page fourteen (“... see Kid”).

“That one of them?” Cowboy asked.

I looked the pictures over. “Yeah.”

Cowboy nodded. “I thought maybe. You said the guy with the
bandanna would get stabbed.”

“I was buzzed.”

“You called it right.”

“Wishful thinking.”

“Don’t suppose you want to hit the track and do some wishful
thinking there?”

“Sure beat getting robbed in Allen Gardens, eh?”

He stood and buttoned up his sheepskin.

“Nippy out there. You sticking ’round ?”

I was working through Zelazney’s Amber books. “Till closing.”

“Heading out tonight?”

“If the snow lets up.”

“Bad time of year. Not much going on.”

The Christmas season, with its cold and emphasis on family val-
ues, had put a damper on the traffic circling Grenville-Grosvenor.

“You want that?” he asked, pointing to the Sun.

“Nah.”

He tucked it under his arm.

“I'm going to go kill some time at Woody’s.” Woody’s was a bar
on Church Street where Cowboy sometimes picked up happy-hour
trade. “And maybe see what I can lift from Super Save. Need any-
thing?”

Nothing came to mind.
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He snugged his hat and fixed the brim. “Catch you later.”

“Later.”

I went back to reading, untroubled by the fate of Michael
Nemecek. The year before, he'd had a hand in robbing me. I'd
wished him dead and now he was. Things work out that way some-
times. Prescience plays no part.

In fact, prescience is nearly always absent when, in retrospect,
we feel most we should have had it.



Chapter 15

HSAO KUO

Report to Joshua Byron, CSIS
Cassandra Island

Coming here with Kirin Neemes turned out to be a
good idea. She models and has looks to spare,
and because we landed here en couple, as it
were, speculation has been rampant. Everyone’s
chummed up to me--the men to check if she’s off-
limits, the women to find out if I'm available.
With little effort I've had one-on-one’s with
nearly everybody here.

So far, I've seen no indication of anything even
vaguely cultish. The staff could be employees
at any summer lodge, and from the guests I get
only varying degrees of harmless self-deception
coupled with an eagerness to have the self-
deceit confirmed by people of like mind. No one
strikes me as an outright fraud. They all
believe in what they do, or rather, believe they
*can* do what they claim.

I've scouted the grounds, for what I'm not
exactly sure. Scary stickmen a la Blair Witch
Project? Nothing like that anywhere. The lodge
itself seems not to have off-limits rooms. I’'ve
stopped short of tapping walls for hidden
corridors.
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I've taken part in workshops. Two of them. The
first was with the woman named Irene. The
subject was past lives. Whether she unearths
them is, I guess, a question of belief, but one
thing’s certain--she’s a skillful hypnotist. I
volunteered to be a subject and very nearly got
seduced into a full hypnotic state. She’'s so
damn likable you just want to go along with her.
The fictions I invented--no hard facts, just
fragments drawn from history and reading--caused
a stir.

The second workshop, held in Paxton at the
Rainbow Grill, was on Tarot. A guest named
Reggie demonstrated ways to tailor readings
based on clues picked up from clients. Tarot
101, but Reggie used a few of us as guinea pigs,
and three beers on it started to get fun.

I also heard a lecture on I Ching (the Chinese
Book of Changes) by Mr. Shen. The man intrigues
me. This morning when I went outside to
exercise, he joined me by the lake. We did a
Sun Salute together. Later I watched him lead
Tai Chi. Last night I heard him play a Chinese
fiddle. I'm no expert but it sounded great.
Today he got into a discussion about hypnosis
with Irene. In short, the man’s a polymath. He
makes no claims to being psychic. I gathered,
from his talk, that his interest in I Ching is
philosophical, not oracular.

I've scheduled a workshop of my own. The
subject will be similar to Reggie’s, viz cold
reading. Since you want me to stick out, with
my laptop’s aid and some snooping of the sort
you disapprove of (though, as Ms. MacKenzie took
delight in demonstrating, you yourselves engage
in), I intend to do a little showing off.

I stopped and contemplated wiping out the dig at Subira
MacKenzie. Appease the gods of state. No—I'd leave it in. I could
always edit later. I was doing as they’d asked; no one said I had to
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brown nose. And, as far as I could see, my unfunded visit to Cas-
sandra Island was going to be a monumental waste of time.

“Did you see him?” Kirin gushed at breakfast the next morning.
Her skin was glowing from an early swim.

“Who?”

“The new guest. He came in last night.”

“How could I? T only just got up.”

“Are you always this grinchy when you get out of bed?”

“Only while I wait for the caffeine to make it from my stomach
to my brain.”

“He’s dreamy.”

“I thought past the age of sixteen, girls no longer used that
word.”

“Shows how little you know. We don’t stop using it, we just get
more selective about who we apply it to.”

“To whom.”

“What?”

““To whom” we apply it.”

“You are testy.”

“I’ll pass. Tell me about him.”

“He joined us at the fire. His name’s Roy. I guess he’s been here
before. He greeted Mr. Shen like an old friend and said hi to a cou-
ple of the others.”

“Let me guess. He’s between five-ten and six feet, has dark hair,
blue eyes, stubble, calloused hands and buns to die for.”

“You did see him.”

“No, just put together a working class picture of the kind of guy
you go for.”

“You could get annoying, you know that? I suppose you won’t
believe me if I say he’s blond and willowy?”

“No, I won’t.”

“Well, youre wrong about his eyes at least. They’re hazel.”
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“Win some, lose some.”

“What makes you think he’s working class?”

“Roy’s a hick name.”

She started to protest, but scanning through her mental list of
Roys she clearly wasn’t finding many Ph.Ds or lawyers.

“Okay, if you’re so smart, tell me this: Is he single?”

“Now who’s being testy?”

She made to swat me across the table.

“Whoa! That’s liquid gold you almost made me spill.”

“Addict.”

“Look who's talking, Miss Matinée Milds.”

“Are you going to tell me?”

“If he’s single? Let me ask you something. Was Irene there at the
fire last night?”

“Yes.”

“Then he is.”

“How do you figure?”

“Because if she was there, you already cornered her, and if she’d
answered no, you wouldn’t be doing your Thumper imitation over
breakfast.”

“Jeez. You're fast.”

“How I make my living.”

“You? A living? That’s a laugh.”

“Figure of speech. I'm going back for seconds. You coming?”

Kirin twirled a spoon over a bowl of yoghurt. “This is fine.”

Breakfasts, I'd already noticed, were quieter than dinners. But if
noise was lacking, homey smells were not: eggs, bacon, toast, pan-
cakes, porridge, coffee. I'd already had a plate of waffles but my
tummy was still rumbling.

I helped myself to scrambled eggs and beans, and had Axel cut
some ham. He took more time than necessary laying two thick
slices on my plate.

Returning to the table, I dug in while Kirin dipped her spoon in
yoghurt and did soft-core porn things to lick it clean.

“There’s something youre not asking me,” I said between
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mouthfuls of delicious pig.

b

“Most people say, “There’s something you’re not telling me.’

“In your case it’s ‘not asking’.”

“Oh? And that would be?”

A few days at Cassandra Island had already done her good. An
unexpected coy and playful side of her was coming out.

“‘Do I stand a chance with him?*”

She laid her spoon down. “Well? Do I?”

“Damned if I know. Futures aren’t my strong point. Maybe you
should talk to Reggie. Ask him what the cards say.”

She winced. “I'd look like such an idiot if word got around.”

“True that. But if you’re really wondering, maybe I can help.
Last night, did this guy sit near you, or you near him?”

“How do you know we sat together?”

“It’s hard to tell the colour of a person’s eyes by firelight unless
they’re practically in your lap.”

“Not yours.”

“Don’t get sidetracked. Which was it?”

She made a show of thinking. “He sat next to me.”

“Then why are you wondering?”

Kirin’s dreamy guy turned up at the tail end of my workshop that
afternoon.

The weather being early northern summer glorious, all glittering
greens and platinum light, I held it out of doors. The group that
gathered crammed the benches circling the firepit. Word of my past
lives “recovered” by Irene the day before had gotten around. Even
Don put in an appearance. I guess oil diviners want the edge cold
reading gives as much as anyone.

At my request, Kirin wasn’t there—I'd claimed shyness—but
when Roy, whom I recognized immediately, made his way toward
the firepit, I suspected he’d come looking for her. He stood a ways
back from the group, arms folded, while I finished up.
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“In short, study Gail Sheeney’s Passages. Memorize it. Knowing
where they are on life’s journey is the best place to begin when siz-
ing up new clients. Establish age first. Check the hair, the throat,
the neck, the hands. Unlike faces, these don’t lie.

“Age is like a frame around the picture—the story—you develop
from things like dress, body language, mannerisms, speech. Once
you’ve got it pegged, move from the general to the specific. Let each
step provide you with a context for the next part of the story.

“Lastly, be completely honest with yourself. If you accept your-
self for who you are, both your foibles and your strengths, the easier
it becomes to make the leap from your own experience to your
client’s particular variations on the common human themes.”

Most of it was nonsense. I'd gotten the idea for Gail Sheeney’s
book from an article on the Web. From there I'd fleshed out direc-
tions for doing what, if you couldn’t do it already, you’d never learn.
Since most of the people at the workshop knew each other, I demon-
strated the principles myself on marks I'd picked the night before at
my computer. A few red faces and lots of laughs in, I'd convinced
everyone that, tips and tricks aside, I had a rare and special gift for
seeing into people’s hearts and minds.

When it was over, Irene beamed as if I were her protégé, gushing
Marvellous! so often it wore a groove in my ears. Don clapped me
on the shoulder and pronounced Impressive. Jocelyn, a Kirilian
photographer and friend of Margie’s, enthused about the emana-
tions of twin she claimed was trying to break free of my body. Rug-
gerio, from South America but living in Québec—some sort of
healer—felt I must be “blessed.” Reggie, more mundanely, invited
me to Paxton for a beer. I declined.

Roy hung back till everyone dispersed.

“Sorry I missed that,” he said. “Sounds like you were hot.” He
offered me his hand. “Roy Calhoun.”

“David Ase.”

His grip was several pounds-per-square-inch overfirm.

“Is this your first visit?” he asked. His eyes—bronze, not hazel—
said he really didn’t care.
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I flexed my fingers. “Yes.”

“I didn’t see you at the fire last night. An early sleeper?”

“Catching up on quiet time. And getting ready for today.”

“Your name came up a few times.”

A challenge. .. a teaser to see how I'll respond. ..

He occupied space the way a resting cannon occupies a battle-
ment: poised and solid, with mass and density far greater than its
volume indicates. I had the feeling if I picked him up he’d easily
weigh twice he appeared. We locked eyes. Alpha arrogance
informed his clear, wide-open gaze. I broke off first, not caring for
the staring match.

“What’s your specialty?” he asked.

“Psychic counsellor.”

“Really.”

A statement, not a question, conveying total lack of interest.
Dismissal, even, as if he’dd met psychic counsellors before and didn’t
much care for them. I had half a mind to get him to define the term
since I myself was never sure exactly what it meant.

“You?” I asked.

“Mechanic. Outboards, float planes.”

“A rare gift.”

He stayed silent long enough for the irony to sour.

“It’s not the sort of answer I expect up here,” I apologized.

“I have gifts. I just don’t use them.”

“Kind of an odd place for you to take a holiday, then, isn’t it?”

“Some people understand.”

“Like Mr. Shen?”

His eyes widened fractionally.

“My friend, Kirin, said you seemed to know him,” I explained.

“John and I go back a ways. Kirin—the girl with the long hair
and nice tits?”

“I can think of more appropriate ways to describe her.”

Either he didn’t catch the chill in my voice or was impervious to
it.

“She’s with you?”



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 183

“We came up together.”

“Known her long?”

“Not very.”

Roy looked past me to the lake.

Self-contained. .. too much assurance...no grey fuzziness of
doubt. .. the inside and the outside match...a perfect fit...too
perfect... The man could lie to me and I, for once, wouldn’t have
a clue.

“Where are you from?” he asked. As before, I got the feeling he
already knew.

“Toronto. You?”

“Brantford. I work from a marina on the Grand River.”

“Near Caledonia?”

“Just outside Six Nations Territory.”

“I may have seen it, then.”

“You travel down that way?”

“Sometimes.”

“Family?”

“Nostalgia.”

No curiosity. He continued looking at the lake. His thought, if it
extended past his ego, was unconcerned with me.

“You’re interested in Kirin,” I said.

His eyes travelled slowly back to mine. “Is that a problem?”

I knew Kirin’s story. Roy Calhoun would make another chapter
she could do without. But I could hardly say that.

“No.”

He nodded. Seconds passed. Finally, he offered me his hand
again.

“Nice meeting you, David. Hope to see you around. Enjoy your
stay.”

He walked off, the scent of male trouble wafting after him.

The remainder of the afternoon and evening went as they had the
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day before, the only difference being that, after typing up another
non-report for Josh Byron, I joined the campfire.

Kirin was there. Roy was there. The unfulfilled erotic tension
was so evident I wished they’d leave and get it over with. Which, in
time, they did, to everyone’s ribald relief.

[ felt adrift once they were gone. The fire licking cedar logs, the
sparks careening upward into blackness, the flickering orange glow
on faces laughing-talking-singing didn’t move me as they should. I'd
enjoyed playing The Amazing David Ase, but now the act prevented
me from truly joining in. I couldn’t be both star and audience con-
currently. With Kirin gone—in more ways than one—loneliness
began to settle in.

A splendid moon—gibbous, for the literary—had risen over
Dawe’s Lake. A swath of lunar tinsel glittered from the shore. Out
on the dock, an ember flared. Someone by themselves, smoking. I
left the fire and went down. One person I could handle; it was the
group that made me feel alone.

The figure on the dock was giant-tall and dressed in white. Axel.
As I got close, I caught a whiff of something far more pungent than
tobacco.

The dock was planked with squeaky two-by-fours, but Axel,
staring at the black dome of Cassandra Island, maybe seeing in his
mind the far side of a fjord, didn’t turn till I got level with him—if
head by shoulder counts as level.

He proffered me his joint, a big cone that looked tiny in his fin-
gers. I took a lungful of the resiny smoke and handed it back.

He gestured across the water. “Is beautiful.” His accent was
pure Euro-trash.

“Yes,” I spluttered, fighting off a coughing fit.

“Like home. How the trees meet the water. I want to reach out
and touch them.”

“Home. Norway?”

“Lavik. On Sognefjorden. It is the biggest fjord, in the south
west. There are many resorts.”

“I’ve never been.”
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“My village is not near tourists. Some places, the mountains fall
nine hundred metres to the water.”

Cassandra Island topped off at around fifteen.

“I use my imagination,” he said. “Out here, the dark...”

“Homesick?”

“Only when I smoke.”

He smiled. A Valkyrie’s spear would shatter on those teeth. My
knees went weak. The dope must have already kicked in. Axel took
another drag and passed the joint.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“David.”

“David...?”

“Ase.”

“The one they have been talking about.”
“They?”

“I do not speak much when I work. I listen.”

The joint went back to him. Our fingers brushed. The contact
made a bee-line to my groin.

“I thought it would be you. I see your face, I make the math.”

“Do the math.”

He smiled again, illuminated.

Up on the lawn, a guitar started. Ruggerio, the healer. Tonight
instead of Zachary Richard it was a ballade sung in Portuguese or
Spanish.

“Do you spell it A-C-E?” Axel asked.

“A-S-E.

He took a long pull on the joint then two staccato ones and
flicked it in the water.

“From the way you say it, I thought maybe so,” he said, his voice
pinched from holding in the smoke. “I asked backwards. In case I
was mistaken.”

He exhaled slowly, teasing smoke out through pursed lips.

“It is a name from my country. We do not say it as you do. It is
not a family name. It is for girls. Peer Gynt’s mother, for example.”

“I know.”
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My words came out too sombre, weighty through a haze of
dope. The déja-vu of my first night swept over me again, under-
standable this time because of all the THC. My attention fixed on
Axel’s hair. Somehow, blond was painfully familiar, in a way that
firmed up what the Nordic giant’s brushing of my fingers had
begun.

“It is from an old word,” he mused. “It can mean many things.
God, for example. Or healer. Or,” his eyes swung from the island’s
pine-swept shore to me, “a tree-covered mountain.”

His eyes seemed to have grown into the deep, blue pools poet-
asters moon about.

“One you can touch?”

He raised his hand and drew the inside of his index up my
cheek.

“Yes. Touch.”

I didn’t see much of Kirin the next day. Or the day after. Or the day
after that.

She continued to participate in things but Roy was never far
away, a magnet for her quick, approval-seeking glances. 1 was
tempted to ask Margie, whose specialty was auras, if she could see
the bubble of possessiveness surrounding her.

When a friend goes gaga over someone new, the range of what
you can or cannot say gets narrowed to I think s/he’s great or I
think s/he’s great. It’s either that or silence. I went the silent route.

I also went the absent route, lest Kirin’s sensitivity construe the
silence for exactly what it was. Which proved not too difficult; new
lovers never want the baggage of old friends. Cassandra Island’s
flexible dining hours, the size of the grounds, and the privacy of my
room kept contact to a superficial social minimum.

Evenings, when I might have felt left out, Axel filled the breach.

I'd shot my bolt too early in the week, playing psychic star as
soon as I arrived. It had been fun showing off, a sort of retrograde
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vacation to an epoch when my bread and butter came from being
on display. But when no one sidled up to me with veiled proposi-
tions, when no cryptic notes were slipped under my door, when the
campfire stayed a campfire, not the locus of some esoteric rite, the
glamour dimmed.

Byron and MacKenzie had been out to lunch on this one. Some-
thing odd was going on—three psychics dead, three missing—but
Cassandra Island played no part. 'd done my best and come up
empty-handed. I really didn’t mind. It gave me fuel to ridicule
MacKenzie, whose threats still had me pissed. Payback would be
fun.

However part of me was disappointed. Nothing beats a change
to miss routine, but sometimes missed routine just hammers home
how humdrum life’s become.

Years before, I'd needed small but certain pleasures as fixed
points to help me through my days. That trick of mind no longer
served its purpose but I'd built a life around it anyway. With so
much money, nearly everything brought pleasure now, but only of
the modest kind. My life, whose former graph looked like an out-
line of the Rockies, had, quite simply, flatlined.

I’d been hoping, quietly, Cassandra Island would provide excite-
ment. Maybe even intrigue. Now, with Kirin smitten by a man who
brooked no competition and my lure-the-bad-guys mandate shot,
the remainder of my stay had turned into an exercise in persever-
ance with the same-old same-old waiting back at home.

Saturday, our final day, the weather turned to rain. Woolly fog
descended, hovering on the lake and twisting through the dripping
conifers. The island, for all that it was visible, might as well have
have been a million miles away.

After breakfast I went walking by myself, shrouded in a Gortex
windbreaker. Then, because the day called out for nesting, I chose
the lodge’s library to while away the hours.

Lamps with parchment shades cast warm light on the orange-y
cedar walls, cheering up the room the way a fire does when twilight

falls. The fog outside looked dark as dusk.
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Mr. Shen, alone with books spread out in front of him, looked
up as I came in.

“David.” He nudged up wire-frame glasses that had slipped
down on his nose. “I thought you might be by. It’s a good day for
reading.”

I glanced around the empty room.

“Apparently no one else thinks so.”

“Ah, but no one else here reads like you do. Don’t look so sur-
prised. A scholar can always tell. Come, join me.”

He cleared a space beside him at the table.

“Are you the David Ase I read about? The one who won the lot-
tery?”

“That’s me.”

“Funny. Your name stayed with me from the newspapers.
Strange how that is. Were you a practitioner before it happened?”

“For a few years.”

“It must have helped your business.”

“Ironically, yes.”

His face went still. In repose, the corners of his mouth turned
up, giving him a gentle, almost beatific smile.

“Ah, yes,” he said after a moment. “I see. When having extra
clients didn’t matter any more. Were you surprised to win?”

“Of course. Who wouldn’t be?”

“A psychic, I should think.”

His expression didn’t change, but his black eyes twinkled. Twin-
kled knowingly.

“Did you always have a gift?” he asked, serious again.

“At least since I was seventeen, though I didn’t know it then.”

“Seventeen.”

Apparently the word meant something to him. He savoured it,
rocking in his chair like someone nodding with their body.
Numerology in Chinese culture has an almost sacred status. I won-
dered if he’d tell me what was special about seventeen.

Instead he asked: “How does one not know a thing like that?”

“It came to me in bits. I didn’t grasp that all the pieces were
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related. Like a blowup from a newspaper where all you see is dots.
With time, I gained some distance. The picture coalesced.”

I mentally apologized to Mr. Shen for my deceit, misdirection by
omission. The picture that had come to me was not that [ was psy-
chic, but that I could pass for one who was.

“Fascinating. Can you tell me more?”

“It wasn’t the easiest period in my life.”

“Ah. Of course. Forgive me.”

Outside, a storm cloud hidden in the fog dislodged a clot of
thunder—not a startling clap, more like a pensive rumble.

“Do you know the I Ching?” he asked, nodding at the books in
front of him.

“Somewhat. I read translations when I was younger.”

“Yes? Which ones?”

“The Wilhelm-Baynes, of course, and James Legge. Plus com-
mentaries by a man named Wing.”

“RL Wing. I know his work. Beautiful interpretations. So the I
Ching interested you?”

“Because I read more than one translation?” I shook my head.
“At one point in my life, I kind of camped out in a library. Anything
I didn’t understand, there were always other books nearby to help.”

“I should infer, then, you had trouble making sense of it?”

His question had a ribbing overtone, as if he knew me all too
well. Subira MacKenzie had tried something similar, with her breezy
we’re-already-friends approach at my apartment. But where with
her the motive was control, with Mr. Shen it came off as indulgence.

“Not really,” T conceded. “Even young, I had a head for context
and component parts. How a part is coloured by the whole, and the
whole is coloured by its parts.”

“Do you mind?” He took a slender, silver pen. “I'd like to write
that down. I could use it in my seminars.”

He pulled a Hilroy tablet close. Exquisite letters—drawn,
almost, not written—flowed beneath the ballpoint nib.

Capacity for utter concentration. .. control without rigidity. ..
aware but not self-conscious. .. impulses in synch with execution
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...no grey fuzziness of doubt. .. the inside and the outside match
...a perfect fit. ..

... like Roy Calhoun. Except that Roy-inside-my-head was like
a piece of jet, smooth and black and somehow ominous, while Mr.
Shen was more a wave-worn pebble, a piece of quartz that, picked
up on the beach, would prove translucent. With neither could I get
beyond the surface, but where one had walls around himself, the
other had put frosted windows.

Mr. Shen stopped writing. He thought a moment, then quickly
drew six lines, stacked vertically, the middle ones complete, the
lower and the upper two divided by a gap: a hexagram from the I
Ching, one of sixty-four created out of similarly whole and broken
lines.

He pushed the tablet over. “Do you know this hexagram?”

“Not by name. The trigrams—,” the three lower and three upper
lines, “—are Kén and Chen, Mountain and Thunder, but I don’t
know what the hexagram is called.”

“Would you care to guess its meaning?”

The I Ching hexagrams are complex mini-pictures of sixty-four
archetypal human situations. A hexagram is read from bottom to
top. Each of its six lines occupies a “place” Each place is like an
evolutionary step. The first place represents entering a situation, the
sixth place, leaving it. Places two and five are considered “central’;
that is, central to the beginning, and central to the end. Places three
and four are in transition.

Solid lines are yang—firm, bright, active. The broken ones are
yin—yielding, dark, inert. Neither one has moral value by itself.
Hypothetically “correct” solid or broken lines are assigned to each
place: the first—or lowest—should be solid; the second broken; the
third solid; and so on.

The significance of any line depends on five related factors. Is it
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solid or broken? Which place does it occupy? Is it “correct”?
Which kind of line stands immediately above it or below it? And
which kind of line occupies the place three steps away?

For the last two, the rule of thumb is that if one of the lines is
solid and the other broken, they have an affinity that influences
both, and, as a consequence, the meaning of the hexagram.

Additionally, the hexagram is split into component frigrams,
called the lower and the upper. Owing to the binary nature of solid
and broken lines, eight figures of three lines apiece are possible.
Each has a set of characteristics, derived from the arrangement of
yin and yang lines, and a descriptive name, like Mountain, Thunder,
Wind or Lake. A hexagram’s two trigrams give further indication of
its meaning. As do the so-called nuclear trigrams, formed of lines
two to four and three to five.

Which is to say that guessing what a hexagram means is like try-
ing to guess an oak tree from an acorn, and vice versa—simultane-
ously. Five millenia ago, Chinese scholars straightened it all out. The
I Ching was a compilation of their labours. One doesn’t guess with
the I Ching; at best, one memorizes.

“Tell me what you see,” Mr. Shen encouraged in a way that told
me I’d zoned out for several seconds.

“Two active lines,” 1 said, “enclosed by four inert ones, like a
good idea thwarted by external factors. Mundane factors rule the
hexagram. Creative energy would have to work within that limita-
tion. It’s a ‘light under a bushel’ situation. One that can’t be
changed. You’d have to work within it.”

“What of the two trigrams?”

“The lower one’s the Mountain, which suggests remaining still,
but the upper one is Thunder—explosive upward movement. Thun-
der wants to pull away from Mountain. The four inert lines keep the
tendency in check. That’s both good and bad. Good because they
give stability, bad because they hamper action.”

“Do you get any feeling out of this? Any emotional response?”

It seemed an odd sort of question.

“Intense frustration. There’s all this energy,” I pointed to the
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solid lines, “but it can’t move the way it wants to.”

“And if a person were in such a situation, what does the hexa-
gram advise?”

“Don’t aim too high. Don’t rock the boat. You can’t accomplish
much. Work within established norms. Be conscientious. Dot your
eyes, cross your tees, then check and double check them. Humility is
probably the attitude to cultivate. That, and caution. A lot of cau-
tion.”

M. Shen tilted his head to one side. The warm light of the room
reflected in his glasses. His skin, the colour of old ivory, seemed to
drink it in.

“When you look at this hexagram,” he asked, “what do you see?
The lines alone or something more?”

“What else is there?”

“A picture. A story. A world. Something self-contained, where
what means one thing in one circumstance means something quite
different in another. A mental construct that communicates itself to
you entire.”

What he was describing sounded like the way I figured out my
clients. I hadn’t thought of it before, but the I Ching hexagrams
were very like the images I built of people from the clues they gave.
Lines of force, areas of radiance, none of it exactly visual, all of it
contained and self-defining.

“You could say that, I guess. Why do you ask?”

“Your interpretation makes you sound like someone who’s been
studying I Ching. 1 know this isn’t so from what you said. There-
fore I conclude your intuition is remarkable. 'm fascinated by that
quality of mind. Why some have it and others don’t. How does it
work? What does it look like?”

From the intonation of his final question, I was sure he seldom
asked it in the company of others.

“Your reading wasn’t perfect,” he went on, “but it touched on
something I’ve been pondering.”

He took the pad and drew three lines: one broken, one solid,
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one broken.

“Do you know what this trigram is?”

“Yes. K’an. Water.”

“And why does this arrangement have that name?”

“The active principle, the solid yang line, is hemmed in on both
sides by yin. Yin, in this case, has the quality of earth. So it’s like a
stream, with banks on either side.”

“Are you aware it also sometimes translates as “The Abysmal’?
In other words, a place of danger, like a chasm?”

“If I knew that once, I’ve forgotten.”

“Do you notice anything particular about this trigram,” he
tapped the page, “and the hexagram? It’s called Hsao Kuo, by the
way. Wilhelm-Baynes translates it as ‘The Preponderance of the
Small?”

I studied the two for a second. The similarity was obvious. The
hexagram had the same structure as the trigram except the lines
were doubled. I didn’t say it though. Mr. Shen, watching me, read it
in my face.

“K’an,“ he said, “is water, energy contained, and danger. Hsao
Kuo appears to be the same, but doubled, therefore deep water,
great energy mightily contained, and grave danger. It seems self-evi-
dent. Yet neither King Wan, who first interpreted the hexagrams,
nor his son, the Duke of Chou, address themselves to the similarity,”

“Perhaps they felt they didn’t need to.”

He gave me an approving look, like a teacher who’s confirmed
his student’s making progress.

“That is how I see it, too,” he said. “The meaning of Hsao
Kuo—one might even say its warning—is quite clear. No need to
spell it out.

“Now, David, I must get back to work. Youre leaving tomor-
row?”

“Yes. First thing.”
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“Then perhaps we’ll meet again sometime.”
Dismissed, I went to check the shelves for something thick to
curl up with.

Kirin and I checked out early the next day and were on the road by
nine.

The rain had not let up, and though the fog was gone, every-
thing looked grey—Oz to Kansas when compared with the trip up.
If there’d been at least some mist, the weather might have had a
melancholic charm. Instead, we got a lowering sky of shuffling,
leaden clouds.

Kirin tried to mitigate the mood with New Age diva, Enya, on
repeat. One song sounded like the TV ad for Philadelphia cream
cheese, with words that might have been Sail away, sail away, sail
away or Save the whales, save the whales, save the whales. It
bugged me every time it came around.

Kirin’s thoughts were ever on her new-found squeeze. Every kilo-
metre was an addict’s hour deeper in withdrawal. With the cynicism
of the unattached, I found it hard to muster much compassion.

We stopped at Kaladar for coffees, which, once we were sizzling
down the asphalt toward 401 again, thawed the lock on Kirin’s
vocal chords.

“What do you think of him?” she asked, eyes straight ahead.

I think s/he’s great. ..

Why ask for an opinion you don’t want? I took a mental breath
and plunged.

“In your place, I'd go screaming in the opposite direction.”

She tittered. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Not a bit.”

“No, really. You can’t mean that.”

“I'do.

“Why?” She sounded genuinely puzzled.

“He’s not a kind of man I get along with.”
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“That’s it?”

“What else can I say? I didn’t care for him.”

“But why?”

“He’s too—" I couldn’t find the word for it, “—too male for my
taste.”

“But I like that in a man.”

“Right. Silly me.”

Her eyes swung over sharply. “You don’t approve.”

“Does it matter? If he makes you happy...”

She didn’t rise to the cliché—proof, if it were needed, how deep
her hormones had their hooks inside her head.

We passed under a bridge. The drumming of the rain clicked off
for half a second. Enya moved into a ballade about marble halls and
knights and maidens.

“He’s unbelievable in bed,” Kirin mused. “He got me doing
things...”

It wasn’t seemliness that left the sentence hanging. For the next
ten kilometres, happy thoughts enveloped her, the kind that leave
damp spots on the upholstery.

“I think you’re just jealous,” she announced, quitting planet
Eros. “If you'd got laid...”

“Who says I didn’t?”

Her jaw dropped.

“No way!”

“Way.”

“Who?”

“Who do you think?”

Her hands came off the wheel long enough to mime a fork and
carving knife. Her sawing motion looked like someone jerking off.

“Bingo.”

“Bastard. You could have told me. I didn’t have clue.”

“Gee, I wonder why that is?”

I squirmed preemptively against the shoulder punch I knew was
coming.

“What was it like?”
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“Fun in a grunty sort of way. English wasn’t his strong point.”

“Pll bet. He looked like the kind of guy who stares into your
eyes and makes you think there’s no one in the universe but you.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “It was kind of like that.”

“Will you be seeing him again?”

“Not planning on it.”

“How come? Drop dead gorgeous, good in bed and likes you?”

“You left out strictly casual. Shipboard fling.”

She shook her head with an exasperated sigh—the disdain of
someone new in love, or lust so deep as makes no never mind.

I stared out the passenger-side window. Rivulets of water crept
across the glass. Hydro wires dipped and rose like sinus waves. The
thunk of wipers on the windshield chased the New Age sounds of
Enya from my mind. A rawer voice popped in my head:

With those windshield wipers slappin’ time
And Bobbi holdin’ hands
We finally sung up every song that driver knew. ..

Kirin ejected the CD and rooted through a stack of jewel cases.
It came as no surprise to hear the sawdust twang of Janis Joplin
next.

“It’s like we share the same brain,” I said.

Her mouth twisted in a half smile. She didn’t even ask what I
was talking about. Two songs in she started humming and didn’t
speak again until we’d reached the 401.

“He lives in Brantford.”

Roy again.

“I know.”

“He has a trailer on the Grand River. He spends the summer
there.”

“Planning on joining him?”

“It would be nice for Carlin once school gets out. What do you
think?”

It was as if the former conversation hadn’t taken place.

“Are you asking my professional advice?”
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She thought it over. “Nah.”

“How about as a friend?”

“People only say that when they don’t approve of what you're
doing. Or who you’re hanging out with.”

She returned to silence. We fell behind a poky flatbed in the
right-hand lane. Impatient SUVs streaked by, showering us with
spray. Janis parched her way through two CDs of heartbreak and
good times.

Nearing Oshawa, forty minutes from downtown, Kirin found
her voice again.

“I don’t think I can fight this, David.”

Knows her patterns...asking me to understand... trying to
apologize. ..

“If you feel you have to fight it, shouldn’t that be saying some-
thing?”

“Maybe fight’s not the right word.”

It came out sounding like a question.

“Maybe,” I replied, “it is.”



Chapter 16

A LOW, SLEEK, SILVER JAG

CATCH YouU LATER. Cowboy’s final words as he left the library,
the tragedy of Michael Nemecek—Bandanna—tucked under his
arm.

I went back to Amber, “The Courts of Chaos”, but had trouble
getting into it. The library felt hot, even though I seemed to be the
only one who noticed it. I visited the washroom and splashed water
on my face. It didn’t do much good. Perspiration popped out on my
forehead and my arms stuck to the carrel. From my T-shirt came a
smell that left unchecked would blossom into full BO.

By closing I was eager for the air outside, but half a block down
Yonge I started shivering. A nasty breeze was blowing off the lake,
the kind that cuts through winter clothes and actually smells cold.
My stomach felt peculiar, too, as if the chill were scraping out a hol-
low in my abdomen.

Fran’s held no appeal, so I stopped at a falafel counter north of
Wellesley. The chickpea sandwich helped but I wound up throwing
half away.

Things were quiet on the block. I spotted Cowboy down by
Women’s College Hospital, his back against the wall and one leg
crooked so that his boot was flush against the brick. A dark sedan,
its headlights dimmed, idled at the curb. Tatters of exhaust whipped
round the side. The wind caught in my eyes and made them tear.
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Halos flared around the streetlamps. The vignette by the hospital
glazed over for a moment, then seemed to split in two.

I blinked and shook my head. The double image vanished, but
something wasn’t right. A tracery of brass surrounded everything in
sight. Cowboy shrugged and pushed off from the wall. The rear
door of the car swung open. Cowboy ducked his head and clam-
bered in.

The headlights were searing and I had to look away, but as the
car rolled by I turned and saw two men in business suits up front
with Cowboy in the back, his dove-grey Stetson pointing straight
ahead.

All at once a wave of nausea hit me. The hollow in my stomach
blew up like the airbag in a steering wheel. Not bothering to signal,
the car turned left at Grosvenor. The nausea redoubled, as if the
dwindling taillights had hooked my belly and were reeling out my
guts. | stumbled to a lamppost. The street began to shimmer. The
sedan turned right and entered traffic circling Queen’s Park. I
tracked it with uncertain eyes.

Suddenly my stomach spasmed and I vomited, splattering the
sidewalk and my boots. The heaving carried on long after I had
nothing left to puke. My clothes were drenched with sweat and my
teeth were chattering like castanets.

I tried to leave the lamppost but the world began to spin, and I
sank down on the slushy sidewalk with my head between my knees.

I didn’t see the second car turn onto Surrey Place, rather felt its
headlights as a pressure on the right side of my face. Expecting
them to pass I didn’t bother looking up, not even when they
stopped.

“Are you all right?”

The voice was formal, with an accent like Dracula’s. I wanted to
say Yeah, fine, go on but even thinking about talking me made me
queasy. I wagged my head from side to side. The car door opened
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with a quiet snick.

“Can you stand?”

Strong, thin fingers probed the armpits of my jacket. I let them
help me up, but as soon as I was standing I began to retch again. 1
gripped the stranger’s overcoat.

“Tell me where you live,” he said in his peculiar accent. “I will
take you there.”

I spat out bile and stuttered Raymond’s address. The effort was
too much. The street began to whirligig again. My legs went out
from under me.

The last thing I remember was the undercarriage of a low, sleek,
silver, E-type Jag.

Hot air on my face. A leather seat all pillowy and warm. The
purring of an engine through the floorboards.

A blast of frigid air. Skillful hands supporting me up Raymond’s
steps. A flurry of porch-lit concern. More hands guiding me
indoors. Up the fake mosaic stairs. A near-accident outside the
bathroom.

Down the hall and to a bedroom. Boots removed and clothing
peeled. Some blankets and a bucket bustled in. Cool sheets that set
me shivering again.

A dry palm on my forehead. Fingers prodding soft spots on my
chin-neck-groin. Palpations on my abdomen. A thermometer, still
bitter from a dunk in alcohol, stuck in my mouth.

A rosy bedside lamp switched on.

“Do you feel well enough to answer questions?”

I signalled yes.

“You are David?”

I nodded.

“My name is Ferenc. I am a doctor. How long have you been
iz~

“Since this afternoon,” I chattered. The inside of my mouth felt
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like I'd eaten chalk.

“It came on quickly?”

“Yes.”

“Have you dined on anything out of the ordinary? An unusual
fruit or vegetable? Or perhaps in a restaurant you do not normally
frequent?”

I moved my head from side to side.

“No? Ah, well, that is good. May I assume you are not
unknown on the street where I found you?”

A snort from Raymond answered for me.

“So you have contact with many partners? Intimate contact?”

“Im a hustler,” I managed to get out.

“And more direct than I.” He touched my shoulder. “I believe
you have contracted a rotavirus. Stomach flu. Normally a childhood
ailment, but if your system has grown weak from spending too
much time outdoors...

“You must be careful. These things can clear up in a day but
sometimes take much longer. Drink a lot of water. I will come to
check your progress.”

He stood. The change in mattress level made me want to barf. I
clenched my teeth till he and Raymond left then threw up in the
bucket.

My eyes roved randomly about the room. The bedside lamp
glowed feebly and I couldn’t make out much—just phantom furni-
ture, posts around the bed, a canopy of some sort overhead.
Through the door I heard instructions being given.

Experimentally I let my eyes fall shut. Right away the bed
became a midway ride. I opened them again and gazed straight up.
It seemed to help.

After a while, the canopy developed auras—orange-red and
yellow-green all around the edges. Blobs of colour like the ones that
float behind closed eyelids bled across the drooping shadow.

I must have dozed. Raymond was beside the bed, setting out a
Thermos jug and tumbler. A bolt of pain slammed through my bow-
els. T grabbed his arm and staggered to the bathroom, where I
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voided sulfurous liquid. Standing made me woozy so I called for
help back to the bedroom.

“Poor thing,” Raymond fussed, snugging sheets and fixing blan-
kets. “Are you warm enough? Is the light all right? Can I get you
anything?”

He sat and poured a little water from the jug.

“You have to drink, but only baby sips till your tummy stops
going flippety-flop. By command of his Excellence, Tsar Nicholas,
your doctor friend. He has this idea you’re going to dessicate or
something and then God knows what—you’ll shrivel up like a
raisin? Anyway, if we don’t want hordes of Cossacks descending on
the house, we'd better do as he says. He’s a psychiatrist, did you
know? Not one of your regulars, I hope. Men like that...”

“He’s gone, Raymond.”

“Gone? Who? The mad Russian?”

“Cowboy. He drove off...”

“Oh, hush, now. You don’t know what you’re saying. Pete’ll be
back before the night is over.” He kissed me on the forehead. “Now
be a dear and get some rest. There’s a school bell on the table. Tin-
kle if you need me. I’ll be down the hall.”

He left the door ajar. Weak light from the hallway crossed a pat-
terned rug and climbed the wall. Fixing on it wide-eyed brought
relief. I tried not to think of Cowboy. I was certain I was right; he
wasn’t coming back.

The beam of light began to waver, bleeding past its margins, van-
ishing at times, then reappearing. Tiny spots, like luminescent ashes,
swam before my eyes.

The pricks of light turned into objects floating in the air: paper
clips, HotWheels cars, sand dollars. Just by opening my hand, I
could catch them in my palm. A bit of quartz. A penny. Zippo flints
in a dispenser like the plastic ones at Dale’s Hardware. ..

A spring day after school. Sunlight on my arms and warm wind
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through my T-shirt. The maple trees still waxy green; the chestnuts
sweet with popcorn blooms.

“Wanna steal something?”

“Like what?”

“I dunno. Let’s go to Mr. Dale’s.”

“He’ll catch us.”

“No, he won’t.”

“You sure?”

“Ill make sure.”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“It always works.”

Dale’s Hardware Store is wide plank floors and pegboards hung
with shiny tools, the chiff of nails scooped from bins, and cloying
bags of Weed’n’Feed.

Mr. Dale is alone behind the counter with a newspaper.

“Good afternoon,” he says, all properly. “What can I help you
with today?”

Mr. Dale always treats me like an adult.

“Is it all right to look around?”

“There’s not much new to see, 'm afraid. This year’s Toros don’t
come in till next week.”

“That’s okay.”

My unseen friend prompts me toward my favourite aisle, the one
with all the little stuff: keychains, wax pencils, plumbs, retracting
blades, rubber bands, folding rulers, penlights. My eye lights on a
box of flint-dispensers. They’re clear and flat, with little plugs of
flint in a channel up the middle. At the top, a wheel with a single
notch snags the flint; a half turn and it drops out in your hand.

Mr. Dale is still behind his counter. I can see him just enough to
get a sense of what he’s thinking. He’s nice to me but he’s not
stupid. He knows boys steal.

“Is it safe?”

“He’s going to check real soon.”

If he catches me he’s going to feel betrayed. And if he goes to
Mr. Bennett at the foster home, I'll get the belt.
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I feel as if ’m standing in the middle of a teeter-totter. Fear’s on
one end and my friend is on the other. His excitement tips the bal-
ance.

Suddenly, 'm not just in the aisle 'm in, but in another, near the
back, the one with power tools. The image is as clear as where I
really am.

Mr. Dale folds his paper and gets up.

I freeze and feel my heart rise to my throat. His footsteps move
away. I grab a handful of dispensers and jam them in my pocket.
The bulge is obvious. If he sees me I'm a gonner.

I scurry to the door. “Goodbye, Mr. Dale!”

“Oh,” he says, emerging from the power tools, “there you are.
Have a nice day. Enjoy the weather.”

“Thanks.”

My feet are quivering to run—down Homestead Drive, up the
long lane to the house, behind the barn, through the grass and to
the safety of the pond.

Is Mr. Dale following? I don’t dare look back.

I break into a trot.

The trot becomes a headlong dash.

My imaginary friend thrusts up his fist.

“Ye-ess!”

I made it through the night, careening to the bathroom between
bouts of fitful sleep. Raymond came in twice to swab my brow and
make me drink. His well-intentioned, gin-soaked breath was more
than I could bear. Both times I threw up.

Dawn crept in without my really noticing. The room was red—
all red—a deep blood colour that made morning seem to grow out
of the rosy bedside lamp. The canopy above me sprouted golden
fringe with tassels. Ruby curtains flowed around a leaded window.
The room’s dimensions doubled in a gilt-framed mirror.
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Rolling over, I struck something solid but invisible. I put my
palm against the barrier that couldn’t be there and discovered that
the bed was only half the width it seemed. The rest was painted on
the wall.

I turned back over. The scenery outside the leaded panes was
fluffy snow on drooping spruces, long blue shadows and an ice-free
brook that didn’t flow. By studying the real shadows objects cast
around the room, I was able to determine that at least the window
opposite was genuine. I noticed that reflections in the mirror didn’t
move, and I couldn’t tell for sure, but the patterned rug might have
been painted on the floor.

“Brekkie!”

Raymond pushed in backwards with a tray. His good cheer van-
ished when he turned around and got a look at me.

“Oh, dear. Death warmed over hasn’t got a pinch on you this
morning, now has it? Shall we ix-nay the petit-déjeuner?

I tried to smile and wished I hadn’t.

“Not a problem. It’s just a soft-boiled egg. Hate the things,
myself. Mumsy used to feed me them whenever I got sick. What am
I saying? I’ll bet the very mention of food makes you want to gack.”

He set the tray down by the door, as far away as possible.

“At least try some of this,” he went on gamely, bringing me a
glass. “Flat ginger ale. Said to calm the tummy.”

I took a sip and momentarily felt better. The reprieve was short.
My bowels clenched. I sprinted to the bathroom.

“I must say,” Raymond offered when I wobbled back, “you cer-
tainly look fetching in those briefs, but I’ll bet you’d like some fresh
ones. Where do you keep your unmentionables?”

“Dresser. Second drawer.”

“Pll cart up T-shirts, too. Is there anything else?”

I’'d grown a billion extra nerves. Everything was painful, from
the flannel of the sheets to the smell of Raymond’s aftershave.

“The light. It hurts my eyes.”

Raymond drew real curtains over real glass.

“It’s early still. Go back to sleep. I’ll pop in from time to time.”
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He pulled the short chain hanging from the lamp, and crimson
darkness swallowed me...

The two girls at the foster home are scared of me. I see it in their
eyes, in the way they turn their backs, in the way they huddle close
when I'm around. It’s not just me who frightens them. Not belong-
ing, being ridiculed at school—these scare them, too.

They hide their fear with scorn. They know exactly how to flip
their hair and flounce away from anything that tells them who they
really are. Their contempt for anything they do not understand, for
what does not conform, is absolute.

I do not conform.

Their attitude should bother me. Instead I understand. They feel
as I do, frightened and alone. I’d tell them but they’d never listen.
They know I know their scorn is cheap. They know I penetrate their
fears and live them as my own, which only terrifies them more.
They think it gives me power. I'm the reason no one ever asks them
to a birthday party. I'm the reason they trip playing volleyball. 'm
the reason evil dreams disturb them in the night.

Unable to confront their loneliness, they form a club of two that
tattles and tells outright lies.

The two boys, Paul and Jimmy, have been moved from home to
home. They, too, have strategies for hiding from what truly frightens
them. Mostly though, they’re puffed up with the arrogance of boy-
ness. Theyd feel as the girls do if they had the sensitivity. They
don’t. They’re boys. Masters of the universe. Everything is theirs by
right.

I am the boys.

I am the girls.

I am too much them for them to let me in.

Lying by the pond out back, I talk with my imaginary friend. He
isn’t scared of anything. He has me and I have him. Our feelings are
our own. No one else intrudes. Like the girls, Caroline and
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Deborah, just like Paul and Jimmy, we form a club of two.

This is the only friend I’ll ever have. I feel his love as surely as
the love I feel for him. It is a fierce, exclusionary love.

I would die for my imaginary friend.

“Are you keeping up your fluids? Drinking, as I said?”

“Yes, doctor.”

“Ferko, please.”

He pronounced it FAIR-koh.

“Ferko.”

He’d dropped by in the afternoon, maybe of the first day, maybe
of the second. Raymond had installed a small TV with no remote.
The single channel had embarked on Star Trek back-to-back. Every
time I found the energy to watch, it was Captain Kirk and Mr.
Spock, or Mr. Spock and Captain Kirk. The endless sameness made
me lose all track of time.

“How are you feeling generally?”

“Like shit.”

“Has the vomiting stopped?”

“Mostly.”

“But the diarrhoea continues. There is no blood when you evac-
uate?”

“No.”

“Excellent. My diagnosis was correct. A simple rotavirus.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“True—you are sick, and I am not.” His accent gave the words a
little lilt. “Now, please, I must take your temperature.”

Midsummer. Noon. The park behind the town hall in Mt. Hope.
Underfoot the grass is scorched and crispy. Flies are breeding in the
smell of cow manure. There’s little shade so no one is around.
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On such a day the baseball bleachers make a fine place to hang
out.

I'm smoking cigarettes from Smittie’s Groceteria. Getting them is
easy. [ ask Mr. Smith to make an ice cream cone. While he’s digging
in the freezer, I lift them from behind the cash.

The cigarettes don’t taste too good. It’s the smoke and fire that
Pm really after. I have a lighter, too, a Zippo Mr. Bennett has been
looking for for weeks. It’s silver, with initials: TB. Mr. Bennett’s
name is Tom. I like its weight, the snick the lid makes when I flip it
back, the smell of fuel coming off the wick.

The bleachers’ wooden posts have tufts of grass around them
where a mower cannot reach. I light a single stalk. The end flares
up, then turns into a tiny ember crawling down the stem. Its retreat
is fast, like grease on water fleeing from a single drop of soap. I light
all the grass around the post and watch the noose of embers tighten
round the wood.

“Do it over here.”

I light the grass around another post. Then another. And
another. A cloud of yellow smoke wafts through the bleachers. They
start to look like gallows rising in the mist.

Dark red flame erupts. I run to stamp it out.

“Leave it. Let it burn.”

Time stands still. I shouldn’t listen, but the voice is just too
strong. Excitement seems to quiver in the air itself. I feel it pull me
in like quicksand in a jungle storybook.

“Come on!”

I hightail it across the baseball diamond to the hot-dog stand.
Flames are ripping through the bleachers now. Black smoke races
for the sky. Sirens will be starting soon.

“Cool.”

The syllable is long, drawn out, and satisfied.

“Chicken soup, sweetie! Got the recipe from one of my clients’
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mothers in Forest Hill. Adorable little Polish thing about four feet
tall with an accent so thick you could spoon it over pierogies.

“Now, eat up or ’'m going to call that doctor friend of yours and
have him run up an IV. He left his number, by the way. I expect
that’s so you’ll call him back and work out something in the way of
trade.”

My fever had dropped, the vomiting had stopped, and the gratu-
itous nastiness of explosively voiding teaspoonfuls of foul liquid was
happening less and less. My limbs still felt like jelly, but at least I
could sit up in the disorienting half-bed.

“Did you bring crackers?”

“Melba toast. Better for the figure.”

Raymond balanced the tray on my legs, arranged the covers, and
tucked a napkin in my T-shirt. Up close, I couldn’t smell the gin,
and his eyes looked worried in a sober sort of way.

“I am going to be all right, aren’t [?”

“Of course, silly. You just caught some rugrat’s flu while servic-
ing his daddy.”

“What’s on your mind, then?”

“Absolutely nothing, darling.” He framed his face with both
hands and bared a Hollywood smile. “Happy as a lark.”

“So how come you’re sober?”

“Bitch. I'm perfectly capable of sobriety without just cause.
Don’t worry your pretty little head. Eat up. Ve vant you stronk like
bull again.”

Chicken soup, tapioca, Raymond, sleep; consommé, Star Trek,
rice pudding, nap; more worrisomely sober Raymond, tea, arrow-
roots, Snooze. ..

Mrs. Chenoweth lives in a tarpaper shack. She’s about a hundred

and fifty years old and has fruit trees in her back yard. Sometimes

she offers kids passing by money to pick apricots and plums.
Everybody knows she’s a witch. You don’t stop at her place on
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Hallowe’en. The candies might be poison. She sticks pins in her
caramel apples.

Mr. Chenoweth goes shopping every Thursday afternoon.

Her door is locked, but breaking in is easy—just smash the pane
of glass, lift the dirty lace and turn the handle from inside.

Her kitchen has a funny smell, not like rotting food, more like
smells themselves so old they’ve started to decay. One entire wall is
floor to ceiling pickles: dills, watermelon, bread-and-butters, mus-
tard beans.

I didn’t come here with a plan. Lying by the pond, I heard a
whisper:

Let’s break into Mrs. Chenoweth’s.

The first jar at the top is dills. The zinc lid isn’t easy to unscrew.
I prise one out and take a bite. It’s not quite what I'm used to so I
put it back but leave it sticking out without the lid.

The next jar is more dills. I taste a sample and replace it, just
like in the other jar. Soon, there’s a whole row of Mason jars with
pickles poking out.

I move onto the mustard beans, which are better than Mrs.
Bennett’s at the home. Then a row of pickled eggs, then cinnamon
crab apples that look really funny when I take a bite out of their
sides. Carrot sticks in brine, murky beets, yellow cauliflower. ..

By the time I hit the fourth or fifth shelf, 'm just tonguing juice
and spitting in the jars.

“Check the cupboards.”

Mrs. Chenoweth has metal cannisters of sugar, flour, oats, corn-
meal. Each one has a silver scoop. I like playing with the scoops,
jamming them in deep. I misjudge the flour and a white film settles
on the counter. I trace my name, filling in the letters from a jar of
ground black pepper.

This is fun.

I pour cornmeal on the floor, trace my name again and pour
molasses in the letters. That doesn’t look too hot. Anyway, I
shouldn’t leave my name. I scatter sugar overtop. The molasses still
seeps through, so I scruff the whole thing up and attack the kitchen
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counter.

My hands are gooey when I'm done. Everything I touch gets
dirty. I dump out all the cannisters and make a mountain in the
middle of the floor.

Next come the fridge and cupboards. Corn syrup, honey, milk,
orange juice. ..

My exhilaration grows. I've passed some sort of test. I feel
approval in a part of me I scarcely understand. My penis has grown
hard, which gives me an idea. I unzip and, trembling, attempt to
start a stream. It doesn’t come. Breathing deep, I wait. A wire of
heat snakes from my bladder.

Hold back? Let go?

Standing in the mess, I loose an arc of piss while my imaginary
friend looks on.

Or is it my imaginary friend who pees while I look on?

I woke up ravenous. Sometime in the night, the flu had fled. My tol-
erance for trompe-l'ceil, too.

I padded to the kitchen in my underwear.

“Saints preserve us,” Raymond exclaimed. “Lazarus walks. Hav-
ing a bit of trouble with the shroud, though.”

His eyes went to my briefs.

“Me need food,” I grunted.

“Does this mean I finally get my room back?”

“Send me the bill.”

“Oh, goodie. This calls for a send-off breakfast. What’s your
pleasure?”

“Anything, as long as there’s lots of it.”

“Meusli with plain yoghurt?”

“I guess that’ll have to do.”

“Kidding, sweetie. How does waffles, bacon and scrambled eggs
sound?”

“Like diner heaven.”
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“It won’t be too much?”

“Probably not enough.”

“Oo00—I do so like a hungry man. Go make yourself decent
while I get started. I washed your jeans. They’re on the dresser.”

“Do I have time for a shower?”

“Guest towel’s on the back of the bathroom door. Now, shoo!”

Raymond pulled out all the stops. On my return, he dished up
walffles, creamy eggs, and bacon from a plug-in grill. Coffee burbled
in the percolator.

Every bite was better than the one before. Raymond watched
while T chowed down. His concern at the beginning—Youre sure
your tummy’s up to thisi—melted as I tore through everything in
sight.

I only glanced up twice. Both times I caught that funny, both-
ered-about-something look.

“What is it, Raymond?” I asked, sitting back, sipping on the
finest mug of coffee in the world.

“What is what?”

“That thing on your mind. The reason for the good face you’ve
been putting on.”

He left the kitchen and came back with a Toronto Star.

US National to Face Murder Charges

Canadian immigration agents last night apprehended
Peter Gilleys, a native of West Virginia, in downtown
Toronto.

The operation, described as quiet, brings to a close a
search involving the FBI, Immigration Canada and the
RCMP.

Mr. Gilleys was being sought in connection with a seven-
year-old double homicide in the small West Virginia
community of Mt. Hope.

Richard Call and Dean Wilson, aged eighteen, were
found shot to death in Wilson’s pickup truck. Both were
on probation following an assault on Wayne Smith, also
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aged eighteen. Smith played defensive end for Mt. Hope’s
highschool football team, of which Call was captain.

Reports from the time of Call and Wilson’s trial indicate
dissatisfaction in some quarters with their lenient
sentencing. The prosecution characterized the attack on
Smith as a wantonly sadistic hate crime.

Smith was a known homosexual.

“We all know what happened,” a spokesperson from the
Fayette County Sherriff’s Office said. “Pete Gilleys and
Wayne Smith were real close, and what Dicky (Call) and
Dean did to Wayne was awful. They should have gone to
prison. But that don’t give nobody the right to shoot
them point blank through the windshield.”

Gilleys, of no fixed address, is believed to have been in
Toronto since shortly after the homicides.

“He wasn’t trying to hide,” said an immigration official,
“which may be why it took so long to find him.”

A date has been set for Gilleys’ extradition hearing,
which will proceed quickly.

“We are satisfied the evidence against him warrants
expeditious handling of the matter,” says Immigration
Canada.

Upon his return to West Virginia, Mr. Gilleys faces
charges on two counts of first degree murder.

“How did you know, David? I thought you were delirious, say-
ing Pete was gone.”

“I saw him getting in a car with two men.”

“Well, that’s not exactly breaking news, now, is it?”

“I don’t know, Raymond. It just looked wrong. I had the feel-
ing part of me was driving off with him. A part that wasn’t coming
back.”

He took the paper. From the way he folded it, he was never
going to throw it out.

“I didn’t want to say anything while you were feeling so
miserable.”
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“Thank you. That was really nice.”

“And I didn’t want you worrying you wouldn’t have a place to
stay without Pete. You do, you know. Have a place. It’s free. For as
long as you like.”

“Until you rent it out again.”

“Oh, I only did that to bug Pete. It was a game, you know? So
he wouldn’t think I'd fallen for him totally.”

He stared down at the paper, worrying one corner. His mouth
began to tremble. Suddenly, his whole face crumpled.

“Oh, god, David. What if they have the death penalty down
there?”



Chapter 17

FINGER ME

.. and while there does appear to be a link
between Cassandra Island and the deaths and
disappearances, I, for my part, neither saw, nor
sensed, nor found myself engaged in anything
remotely cultish.

I trust the attached are satisfactory and that you
won't be bothering me again.

David Ase

How many ways are there to say exactly nothing?

I’'d been sitting on the files all week, unable to decide if I should
send them off or keep them as insurance. My mind made up, I
started editing. Every sentence sucked, of course. Perfectionism and
procrastination make the best of friends.

I couldn’t seem to get back in the swing of things. Calls that
had come in while I was gone went unreturned. Clients hesitantly
asked if I was sensing something every time my concentration wan-
dered. Even reading was a problem. I made not one, but two stabs
at a brick by Neal Stephenson—a must, according the hacker who'd
installed my Linux server. The novel should have kept me turning
pages until dawn. Instead I couldn’t get past chapter three.

Channel-surfing helped me through the wee hours of the
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morning. In between the endless house and wardrobe makeovers, I
landed on an awful lot of Jena’s Psychic Nexus. Every hour it
seemed, a station somewhere in the northern hemisphere was airing
her. Like any couch-potato rubberneck, I couldn’t blip away.
Wouldn’t want to miss a trademark Alka-Seltzer fit. I caught one
finally, which galvanized me by association with things psychic and
distasteful into calling Byron from the number on his card.

An answering machine picked up, robo-voiced and curt. I iden-
tified myself, said I had material to send, and asked him for his
email.

UPS came calling with an envelope next afternoon. Inside was a
folded sheet containing the address (sleemans@pet.csis-scrs.gc.ca)
along with some instructions: Use GnuPG. Finger me to get my
public key. You know how to do that, right?

Luckily I did, or I’d have called him back and wisecracked: “Put
my lips together and blow?”

The same geeck who had recommended Neal Stephenson, and
whom I’d paid enough to keep in Coke and pizza for a lifetime, had
tutored me on many things including GnuPG. It’s a method for
encrypting email that requires two “keys”, each about a thousand
characters in length. One of them is public; you pass it out to any-
one who wants to send you secret mail. The other one is private.
You guard it like Fort Knox since it alone can undo what’s encrypted
with the public key.

“Finger” was the standard Unix command for getting public
information on a user at a particular domain.

The problem with GnuPG is that once something’s encrypted,
you can’t decrypt it—say, to change the text—unless you have the
private key. Which, of course, you don’t. It’s in the hands of the
recipient, in this case, Byron.

Bearing that in mind, I tweaked the last part six or seven times
until it read: “... and that you won’t be needing me again.”

To the point and not as whiny.
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Kirin called—eventually.

Marion was over, finishing her second brandy-tonic. I cupped
my hand over the receiver, mouthed Help yourself, and headed for
the study.

“Hey, Kirin. What’s up?”

“Nothing. No...well...not nothing nothing. Lots of stuff,
really. Just nothing to worry about. That’s what you meant, isn’t
it?”

“It was more of a generic “What’s up?’”

She tittered. “Right. Silly me.”

“So? What is up?”

“Like I said, nothing, really. I haven’t talked to you since we got
back.”

“I guess that means that things are going well with Roy?”

“You do like getting to the point, don’t you?”

“My next-door neighbour might not agree.”

“Marion? The one with the booth at the Fair?”

“The same.”

“I’d like to meet her sometime.”

“P’ll see what I can do. Maybe arrange a dinner or something.”

As long as Roy stays home.

“Roy and I have been seeing a lot of each other,” she said as if
she’d heard the silent rider.

“I’m so surprised.”

“Don’t be nasty. I know you don’t like him.”

“I hardly even know the guy.”

“But driving back you said—"

“Those were just impressions. Even psychics fuck up some-
times.”

“Big time. You were so wrong about him.”

“Well, then, ’m glad to hear it.”

“You don’t sound like it. Really, David, Roy’s... special. He’s
been so good to me. Good for me. We spend hours and hours just
talking. He’s teaching—no, I'm learning things. Things I never knew
about myself. I wish I could tell you.”
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No need. From her tone of voice, the honeymoon had only just
begun.

“There’s so much you don’t know about him,” she went on.

“I might, if you got around to telling me instead of gushing.”

“I can’t really talk about it. I mean, it’s not something I can put
into words. I’'ve met some of his friends. Theyre great. Totally
accepting. Like they’ve known me all my life. Do you have any idea
how good it feels not to be a trophy for a change?”

“Male friends?”

“Men and women. Why?”

Because the Roy I met was not the type to have a lot of female
buddies.

“Idle curiosity,” I said.

“No, you’re thinking Roy’s the kind of guy who doesn’t really
like women.”

“You got me there. Looks like whatever else is going on, your
sensitivity’s improving.”

A funny silence followed, as if I'd touched a nerve.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Kirin asked.

“Is that another one of your ‘I don’t believe a word you’re say-
ing’ questions? You’ve got to stop that. It kind of puts a damper on
conversation.”

She exhaled into the phone. “Yeah, youre right. It’s just that
sometimes you say things—"

“For the sake of talking, like everybody else. And speaking of
talking, we should get together. Can you pull yourself away from
Roy long enough to come around for a drink?”

“Actually that’s why I called. I do want to see you but I'm going
away for a while.”

“Let me guess—Roy in a trailer by the Grand?”

“It’s going to be cramped. Roy says it’s not really big enough
for three—I'm going with Carlin after school’s out—but apparently
there’s a shitload of summer things to do around there. I want Car-
lin to enjoy herself. Roy says we can take day trips to Lake Erie.”

“Port Dover’s nice. So’s Turkey Point and Long Point Beach.”
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“I’ve never been. Typical Torontonian.”

“I drive down that way sometimes.”

“Really? You should come and visit. Meet Carlin, get to know
Roy better. Hang on a sec—he wrote down directions. I’ll go get
them.”

I started feeling guilty leaving Marion alone and went down the
hall to join her.

“Okay, David. Here it is. Take Highway 6 south from Hamilton
to Caledonia, then turn right at Caithness Street.”

I held up a finger to let Marion know I was nearly done.

“Yes. Highway 54. I know it. Before you cross the river.”

...on an arch bridge like the one across High River... on the
far side there’s a hot dog stand that’s served up footlongs since for-
ever. ..

“Take 54 past Onondaga, then turn left at English School Road.
Half a kilometre after the turn there’s supposed to be a sign for
Brantwood Park. That’s where we’ll be. 1 guess you’ll have to ask
which trailer’s Roy’s. Promise me you’ll come and visit.”

I assured her I would, then made telephone goodbye noises
while Marion looked on, head cocked.

“Kirin Neemes,” I said before she asked. “The woman I went to
Cassandra Island with.”

“Ah, the one who thinks she’s genuinely psychic. Her confusion
getting on your nerves?”

“What makes you ask?”

“Your promise to look her up had all the sincerity of a cocktail
kiss.”

“It’s not her, Marion. It’s the man she’s seeing. And to be hon-
est, [ am a little annoyed.”

Marion nodded. “You sounded it.”

“I did?”

“Don’t worry. I doubt she noticed. She hasn’t had the benefit of
being your drinking buddy for the past two years. What’s the prob-
lem?”

“I was looking forward to having a playmate for the summer.”
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Marion swirled ice cubes in her glass.

“That’s the problem with single friends, isn’t it?” she mused.
“As soon as they meet someone, they make you feel like they were
only hanging around till something better came along.”

I raised my tepid rye and ginger. “Here’s to staying single.”

Marion clinked my glass. “A fine sentiment, David, but it’s not
going to do you much good this summer, I'm afraid.”

“Why not?”

“Im going home early this year. In fact, that’s why I’'m here. I
wanted to impinge on you to water my plants and keep an eye on
the apartment while 'm away.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Day after tomorrow.”

“So soon? Is everything okay?”

“No one’s dying, if that’s what you mean, but there are some
things I need to take care of.”

“For two whole months?”

“You know how it is with family.”

“Is anything the matter, David?” Ferko asked.

“Why?”

“You seem subdued. It’s not this outing, is it? Dr. E-cubed feels
Pm up to it. You’ll have noticed in some ways I'm even better than
before.”

It was true. He was speaking almost as he used to. His co-ordi-
nation had improved as well. Normally methodical and cautious, he
was sailing down the boardwalk at Kew Beach as if his wheelchair
were a go-cart.

“Plus, it feels good to have been in my car again—I shouldn’t
say that, should I? it’s been yours for how long now?—and watch
the world fly by.”

“I don’t drive that fast.”

“Jaguars choose their own pace on the open road.”
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He tacked a little to the right to let a rollerblader clatter by. The
perfect afternoon had drawn a stream of tanned male bodies to the
boardwalk. Most of them were barrelling along on inch-wide
wheels. Amblers were few and far between.

Ferko pivoted to watch the latest specimen go by and sighed. I
mussed his hair and let him take my hand.

“I think I’'m feeling lonely, Ferko.”

“Would you care to talk about it?”

“Is the doctor in?”

He dipped his head and fell professionally silent.

On the beach, families had staked out turf with blankets and
umbrellas. A rail-thin skinhead sailed a Frisbee to his Doberman.
Couples wandered near the shore, lost to everything but sun and
sand and their own company.

“It’s silly,” I said. “I was looking forward to spending time with
Kirin this summer. I find she’s comfortable to be around, even
though she thinks I never mean exactly what I say. And I guess I
thought it would be kind of fun to, I don’t know, hang out. But now
she’s gone and shacked up with this guy she met at Cassandra
Island. And Marion’s scarpered, too. Family, she says. Till Septem-
ber.”

“The redoubtable Madame Harper. You’ll miss her conversa-
tion. Your friends have all deserted you.”

“Hardly all’”

“We are talking feelings here, not facts.”

“Dumb, huh?”

Ferko slowed his wheelchair to a ruminative crawl. A JetSki
whined out on the lake, sending up a squirrel-tail of water. The
skinhead’s dog ran after it. A mother with two children pulled them
close and scurried off.

“What’s really wrong?” he asked.

“Im bored,” I said, surprised to hear myself.

“That doesn’t sound like you.”

“It doesn’t, does it?”

The JetSki faded out of earshot. Ferko’s wheels thumped along
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the planks.

“Is this by any chance related to your missing years?”

“Sorry—I’m not following you.”

“Up till now they’ve been the motor of your life.”

“Only insofar as I try not to think about them.”

“Avoidance generates as much momentum as acknowledgment,
you know.”

An errant cloud—a tiny ball of fluff in an otherwise clear sky—
slid across the sun. The light went silver for a moment.

“When I won the lottery, I thought all that would change.”

“Because you had the means to re-invent yourself? No one can
do that. No matter where you go, you always get there with your-
self”

I smiled at the aphorism. “‘Show me a self-made man, I’ll show
you Bedlam’?”

“Chesterton was talking about something else—how we are
formed not just by individuation, but by context—but yes, the quip
applies.”

“And how does this relate to missing years and being bored?”

“Simple, David. Your money lets you order things exactly as you
wish. The difficulty is, that order had its origins in flight. Evasion
from the mystery of you. You gilded over it but now the gilt is wear-
ing thin. The puzzle of your missing years is starting to show
through. Your lassitude’s a symptom.”

He stopped abruptly.

“Would you mind? The sun is getting hot. I’d like to take some
shade.”

He spun himself to face the lake. I backed him off the board-
walk. He grunted, then gestured to a picnic table nestled in some
larches.

“Over there, I think,” he said. “That way you’ll have a place to
sit.”

“So, what should I do?” I asked as he aligned his wheelchair
with the table’s end.

“Not what should you do, what will you do.”
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“That sounds ominous.”

“Not necessarily. If you’ve paid attention all these years, you
know that patients come to therapy because their strategies for cir-
cumventing pain no longer work. Have become, in time, more vex-
ing to them than the pain they sought to flee.

“Your missing years have never ceased to be a source of pain.
You’ve dealt with them—or rather not dealt with them, since in your
case you cannot—by finding challenges that keep them in the back-
ground. The hardship of your life out on the street is an example.

“But now you are a millionaire, and Fate’s gift has deprived you
of the challenges you need to stay distracted. As a result you've gone
into reactive mode. You don’t seem to have much will for anything.
This is actually a good sign. You must react—respond—not go seek-
ing more distractions. That tactic now risks turning into crippling
neurosis.”

“A fine summation, Doctor, but—what should I do?”

He looked off, his face a complex of indulgence and concern.

“Confront what is,” he said, as if it were that easy. “Confront
what is. See where it leads.”

I inserted the CD in my computer, settled in a reading chair and
picked up the remote. Without AC, the air in the apartment had
gone muggy after sunset and my skin stuck to the leather arms.

Earlier my feet had stuck the same way to the floor as I padded
from the TV to the fridge to my computer desk and back again.
With nothing grabbing my attention, memories of Axel’s giant’s
body had surfaced to the point I'd had to deal with them. Which
ended in another kind of stickiness, but didn’t help the listlessness.

The remote control was growing warm from holding it. I
couldn’t put this off forever.

The CD held an image of a tape recording Ferkod made. A
hypnotherapist—one Dr. Helen Behr—had come for dinner. She
knew my story, but after supper asked to hear it anyway, “from the
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horse’s mouth.” Her dark brown eyes—two marbles in an apple-doll
face—had glittered with attentive interest. Afterwards, she and
Ferko had discussed “the case”

Then, without warning, she’d begun to talk to me, explaining
how she wanted to proceed. Her voice was calm and reassuring and
as comforting as Campbell’s soup. I sensed a trick. The intuition
was confirmed when she broke off mid-sentence.

“Well, that’s not going to work now, is it?” she said, unper-
turbed, as if she had an arsenal of things to try.

Ferko sipped his brandy. “I had a feeling David might put up a
fight.”

I protested. We'd talked about hypnosis often. If anything he’d
been the cautious one, putting off this evening. I'd been the one who
wanted to go through with it.

Dr. Behr worked hard to get me in a trance, but no matter
what, I stayed immune. It was as if in wanting her to take control, I
overdid it and absorbed her objectivity. Her gentle, patient words
became my own voice giving me directions.

The mind commands the mind and meets resistance.

Unfazed, she asked if there were any music I particularly liked.
Something calm and soothing. Nothing sprang to mind. My life,
pre-Ferko, hadn’t left much room for stereos. Ferko said he might
have something, and withdrew an album from a cabinet devoted to
LPs.

“Debussy,” he said. “The pictures he creates inside my head let
me float anywhere.”

He put the record on and at the same time flipped a toggle on
his reel-to-reel TEAC.

I’'d never listened to the tape he made that night. He'd insisted
that I take it with me when his stroke had forced me to move out.
My geek-for-hire, whom I’d had encode and burn it, had returned it
with her eyebrows raised and just one comment: Weird shit, man.

I thumbed the Play button. The drive whirred on, and moments
later music filled the room: a flute, a harp and a viola, shimmering
like sunlight on the surface of a lake.
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Dr. Behr spoke:

“It’s lovely, Ferko. Thank you. Don’t you think so, David? Like
summer breezes blowing on your skin. And water, too, with white
light dancing on the surface. You know, my parents had a cottage
north of Gravenhurst. We used to go there after school ended. I
recall those summers perfectly, the days that started with the twitter-
ing of birds before the sun broke over tall pines far across the lake

Her voice became a bourdon to the Debussy as she recounted
summers she had known, teasing me, seducing me toward a place
where bright, fleet music was a Mt. Hope summer day.

“Where are you now, David?”

“By the pond behind the barn.”

“Are you alone?”

“My friend is here.”

“Your invisible companion?”

“Yes.”

“What are you doing?”

“Lying in the grass. I have something in my hand. A cigarette.
No—a joint. 'm smoking dope. It’s very badly rolled.”

“Where did you get it?”

“From the barber’s son.”

Leather jacket, tattooed forearms, rumours about pregnant
girls. ..

“Did he give it to you?”

“I bought it. With money from my mother’s purse.”

“Your foster mother?”

“Yes.”

“What are you feeling?”

“Lazy. Happy. Heavy.”

“What do you see?”

“Blue moths in the bullrushes. A turtle on the bank. It’s hot.
The water’s calling me.”

Slipping out of cut-off shorts and underwear. ..

“Is your friend still with you?”
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“Yes. We're in the pond. We have a game.”

Staying under water till the need to breathe’s so fierce I feel my
lungs inflame, my penis start to stiffen... 1 break the surface with
a shout and tread in place until my friend has bhad bhis turn. ..

“Game?”

“A contest. My friend, he... likes the feeling.”

Legs jerking. .. air-starved sinews scrabbling to the surface. ..
gasping, panting. .. eyes wild with excitement. ..

A stretch of music with no overlay of words. A clink of a glass,
most likely Ferko setting down his brandy.

“What’s happening, David?”

“Im stretched out on the grass. It tickles. The sun is hot. My
skin is warm. I'm rubbing it. My friend seems realer than before. It
feels like his hands on my belly.”

“Are you aroused?”

“Yes. I’'m playing with myself.”

Imagining the unseen presence as a real person, warm like me
... water droplets sticking to his skin. .. him rolling over, nuzzling
... bis hardness on my thigh...on top of me, rocking. .. grinning
with complicity. ..

“Shit!”

“What is it, David?”

“Someone’s coming.”

No one comes back here, unless... I haven’t done my chores

“David!”

Myr. Bennett calling me...no time to hide...naked, hard...a
Ziplock bag of dope and rolling papers. ..

“What the—:? What the fuck are you doing? Get up, you little
pervert! Put your fucking clothes on.”

Struggling into cut-offs. .. penis jammed under the waistband
... zipper barely closed. ..

Whack!

The blow comes unexpectedly. I fall down on my knees. ..

Whack!
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Cheeks stinging, scalding. ..

Whack!

My brain jarred loose, jangling in my head. ..

Whack!

Tears burning in my eyes... fronthand... backhand... front-
hand. ..

“... let no fucking weirdos in my house!”

Whack!. .. pricks of light, a swarm of glowing blackflies. ..
Whack!. .. the world goes bright, then starts to dim... Whack!. ..

“Stop it! Stop!”

“What is it, David?”

“He’s beating me. He’s crazy. I can’t make him stop. On and on

“Listen to me, David. Listen to my voice. This is Dr. Behr. I'm
going to count backwards from ten. Every number is a step away
from him. He can’t hurt you if you walk away. When I reach
zero—"

A sound of grunting, like someone being kicked.

“David?”

No response. Just music—flute, viola, harp.

“David?”

“It’s stopped.”

“Where are you now?”

“It’s dark. And hot. I see slats of light. Dim shapes. The outline
of a truck. 'm in the barn. My legs feel itchy. 'm covered with...
grass. I’ve been mowing.”

The unused hectare out behind the barn. .. the long, conceal-
ing grasses crushed and mulched beneath the blades. ..

“I smell gasoline. I spilled some filling up the mower. It’s gone,
but I still smell it. My hands are in my pockets. There are. .. things
there.”

“What sorts of things?”

“Rubber bands. A penknife. A pack of cigarettes. Other stuff. I
want to hide it. There must be somewhere in the barn.”

“Up there.”
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The bayloft. . . tins of paint and varnish. .. broken garden tools
... decaying furniture. ..

“You’re sures¢”

“He never goes up there.”

Paint and thinner fumes...a mouldy armchair ripped across
the back. .. a centipede that crawls out when I stuff my treasure in

“No. Not that. Keep it out.”

The metal cylinder of kitchen matches.

“David?”

“Pm sitting on the floor. It’s cool. Cement. I have matches in
my hand. 'm lighting them. When the flame gets near my fingers, I
pinch the blackened part and watch the flame crawl up the unburnt
part. Whoa!”

“What is it?”

“Where 1 spilled the gasoline, the air went poof! like a small
explosion.”

My imaginary friend is moving off.

“What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.”

A plastic jug of gasoline. .. a small dark pool of liquid spread-
ing out on the cement. ..

“Light it.”

A fresh match flares bright yellow.

“Drop it.”

“Is it safe?”

“As if we care.”

Another poof!, this time soft, like ears popping...a pool of
sapphire flame, retreating from the edges as the gasoline burns off

“Cool.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s going out.”

“Pour on more.”

A drop of gas...a steady golden trickle...a wavering blue
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flame, hovering above the floor...leaping to the open jug like
magic. ..

“The jerry can’s on fire. The mouth is melting.”

Beautiful, the way the plastic softens, widens, folds upon itself

“I can’t put it out. I want to but I can’t. I don’t remember
where I put the lid.”

“Leave it. Let it burn.”

“What’s going on, David?”

“Pm running to the house to let them know.”

A rustling from the CD, as if my body were re-living the event.
A nasty buzz like an electric current started in my belly—a taste of
what might happen if I kept on listening. Did I need to risk it? Dr.
Behr’s hypnosis hadn’t been oblivial. I still recalled, as words, what
in trance-state I'd recounted.

Hannah, my foster-mother, dropped her kitchen knife and scur-
ried to the door. Oily smoke cascaded from the entrance to the
barn. Grey wisps leaked through cracks between the siding boards.

“Tom!” she screamed. “Tom!”

From the living room, Mr. Bennett, watching TV, shouted
What?

“The barn’s on fire!”

“What?!”

He lumbered through the kitchen in his undershirt and briefs.
Red flames darted out the big barn doors. Higher up, orange
tongues licked the walls and scooted to the roof.

“Call the fire department, Hannah! Call the fucking VFD! My
truck’s in there!”

He broke the screen door in his haste to run across the drive.
The heat already reached the house. He flung an arm protectively
across his face and kept on going.

Rooted to the spot, Hannah raised her hand and started going
no-no-no as he stumbled into roiling smoke and nearly solid flame.



Chapter 18

BEYOND THE AESCULAPIAN

DON’T IT ALWAYS seem to go that you don’t know what youve
got till it’s gone?

Cowboy’s absence brought about an unexpected change:
Raymond took to playing Joni Mitchell for a while. He never gave a
reason for deposing La Divina. Maybe Jonis girlish voice helped
raise his flagging spirits. In the end the respite proved too good to
last. Callas made a tragic comeback after Raymond took a trip to
West Virginia.

The basement rooms just didn’t feel the same. Cowboy’s easy
company along with Raymond’s loony nosing at the edges of our
lives had given me a home. Ill-defined and subject to lush’s whims,
but still a home. With Cowboy gone, all they were were sleeping
quarters.

I missed him most of all when I was standing on the block. We’d
always hung together. Even when he’d sauntered off to stretch his
legs or rope a trick, his absence felt like company. I hadn’t really
shot the breeze with any of the other guys. They’d only ever spoken
to him anyway.

Hey man, how’s it hangin’?

Slow tonight.

The Old Spice guy is out.

Maybe Stretch’ll do him.
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A February cold snap killed the Grosvenor-Grenville traffic.
Trade fled into crowded bars and seething clubs. So many men, so
tightly packed, jumbled the impressions I got one-on-one outside. I
couldn’t even pick potential customers from guys too vain to pay.
Brute salesmanship, not sensitivity, determined if I walked out with
a paying john or went home empty-handed.

Clouds have silver linings, though, and mine was Dr. Ferenc.
Ferko, he insisted. As Raymond had surmised, his interest in me
went beyond the aesculapian—a word he taught me early on. He
had a favourite club, Katrina’s on St. Joseph, and any time I spotted
him my night was guaranteed. Free drinks while he scoped the
crowd. A proud ride in his purring Jag. The decency of snacks for
me and any other boy he'd hired. Enthusiastic sex, a sumptuous
bed, and hot food in the morning.

But unlike regulars whose patterns I could count on, Ferko at
Katrina’s—and later, when the weather started warming up, his
Jaguar at the curb—was never a sure thing. Weeks would pass with-
out my seeing him. Then, for days on end, I'd be eating Csabai
sausages for breakfast with a side of Liptauer cheese.

He always paid, even when he only wanted company. It satisfied
some urge bound up with courtesy and order. But it wasn’t frosty
commerce. He got a kick from having a relationship where he was
using me as much as I was using him.

Indirectly, Ferko was responsible for Brian and me hooking up.
Tuesday nights Katrina’s held a stripping contest. The dance floor
cleared, the patrons took to tables round the edge, and anyone who
wanted to could strut their stuff. Mostly it was hustlers. Ferko liked
to watch and sometimes purchase the contestants, so I nearly always
made of point of dropping by.

He hadn’t shown up yet the evening Brian took the floor. I’'d
been waiting for an hour and was getting set to leave when a slow
piano intro clued me in the next dance would be special. “Slow” in
male stripping means not only all the way but totally erect. Few
contestants had the brass to try it.

I knew Brian from the block, though at most we’d only nodded
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to each other. He had a round, cherubic face suggesting baby fat all
over, but under lights with Bonnie Tyler torching out Once upon a
time I was falling in love, now I'm only falling apart the fat looked
more like muscle and by magic he became a godlet with a post-
pubescent face and the bulges of a quarterback. His moves were
slick, or as slick as can be managed when you’re hampered by a
hard-on.

Afterwards, with time a-ticking and my wallet thinning from the
beers I’d had to buy, I left to try my luck outdoors.

The cold snap was abating. Stretch was out, wraithlike in the
Caddy showroom light. Scott and Daryl cruised around, snug inside
their Daddy’s Lincoln, stopping for the guys they knew. Ensuing
conversations, murmured through an open window, never carried
far. Brokers, Cowboy’d said.

I staked a spot across the street from Women’s College Hospital.
Few cars passed. Last call was an hour away. The traffic would
improve when losers at the bar game faced the fact they’d have to
fork out for a blowjob or jerk off by themselves at home.

Brian showed up half an hour later, touring the block three
times before approaching me and uttering the phatic greeting often
made to Cowboy.

“Slow night.”

“Bars are closing soon,” I answered. “Business’ll pick up.”

A Grand Prix turned on Grenville, slowed in front of us and
carried on.

“I saw you at Katrina’s,” Brian said.

“Yeah, I go there once in a while. I saw you dance. You win?”

“Nah. There’s this guy likes to show up with all his buddies.
They go apeshit when he’s on so he always wins. He was there.”

“Bummer.”

Brian shrugged. “It’s only fifty bucks.”

He reached inside his pants and made adjustments to his crotch.

“Sorry. Had to tie off for the dance.”

“Tie off?”

“Stripper’s trick. Whack off till you’ve got a boner just before a
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dance, then slip a rubber band around your dick. Hurts like hell but
keeps you hard. You ever dance?”

“I don’t know how.”

“I could show you a few moves. You’ve got the look. Your eyes
are something else.”

“Thanks.”

Up close, his baby-face revealed signs of wear. Tiny fissures spi-
dered from the corners of his eyes. The pinkness in his cheeks
looked raw instead of rosy.

He made another small adjustment. “Where’s Cowboy?
Haven’t seen him in a while.”

“Extradited. Back to West Virginia.”

“No shit. Guess that means we won’t be seeing him again.”

“Guess not.”

“Were you guys lovers?”

“We sorta shared a place, that’s all.”

“The guys were curious. A loner like him, then all of a sudden
he’s showing up with you in tow.”

“Did you know him long?”

“A coupla years, on and off. Enough to wonder when he part-
nered up with somebody like you.”

“What do you mean, like me?”

“Shit, man. Cowboy was—,” he looked away, trying to find the
word, “—decent. Made it hard to, you know, do anything. Then
you show up. Double-whammy. A walking conscience and a guy
who’s pulling all our tricks.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t. You were kinda off-limits. Because of
Cowboy.”

“Cowboy scared you off?”

“Nah. Nothing like that. Cowboy just...was. Sorta like you.
You’re different. The guys are kinda interested in how you do it.”

“Do what?”

“Fuck, man—every car that stops for you, you end up getting in.
Youre hot, sure—half the guys would do you in a second—but
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nobody’s that lucky all the time. You got some kind of special kind
of mojo or what?”

“I just say whatever I think a customer wants to hear.”

“Right, like we don’t?”

A gust of wind blew up the street. He turned his back, shuffling
to stay warm.

“Fuck it. We're just jealous. You’re okay. I shoulda talked to you
before. Hey—you wanna go to Frans and get a coffee? My nuts are
freezing off.”

Cowboy’s attitude had always been: Do no harm, and no harm
done. Stealing, for example, was fine as long as no one felt the loss.

Not so Brian or the others who began to speak to me: Neil, the
fresh-faced runaway who traded on his schoolboy looks to hook
and blackmail pederasts; Magic, hyped on coke, whose quickie
clients never felt his fingers in their wallets while his mouth was on
their dicks; Shox, the smoldering hulk whose rough trade looks
were anything but show.

The street began to feel different—charged somehow, alluring in
a way that went beyond the high of selling sex. Who knew who'd be
out on any given night, bullshitting or lounging with a ready Hey,
man, how’s it hangin’? Joints got passed around, my status changed
to just-one-of-the-guys, and my luck with clients bandied as the
stuff of common legend.

Things petered out at Jarvis Street. Raymond’s funk post-Cow-
boy seeped into the basement. I got antsy hearing him upstairs
stumbling from room to room. Luckily, Brian had a bachelor on
Sherbourne, several blocks away, where I could crash. Shox or Neil
bunked there sometimes, too, but never Magic.

“Sorry, man. No way I'm sleeping with a cokehead,” Brian said,
refusing him one night. “Nothing personal.”

We shared his ratty futon—two, or sometimes three exhausted
hustlers sleeping naked with no sex. No sex that is except for Neil,
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whose drowsy penis rubbing in my ass-crack occasionally woke me
up.

Scott and Daryl weren’t as quick to let me in the club. Whenever
Cowboy’d been around, they’d always managed to be someplace
else—down the street, around the corner, doing quiet deals. Cow-
boy said they knew the street like no one else. He could have
claimed the same about himself, but he and they were oil and water,
he with his agenda and they with theirs.

I felt them watching me for weeks before their Lincoln finally
pulled over to the curb. The encounter had the feel of an audition.
Both looked straight ahead. Eye contact was impossible. I couldn’t
read them as I did my clients. Had there been just one of them, a
wealth of clues might have arranged itself inside my head until I saw
the silver-grey geometry of who and what he was. But they were
two, and good at letting nothing slip. Long pauses in their conversa-
tion made me feel their minds were elsewhere. Either that, or every-
thing I said was being sifted, judged and filed.

I’d long ago decided they were frauds, wannabes who couldn’t
cut it hustling. Both wore nerdy glasses and had pimply skin.

Turned out I was wrong.

Hard drugs weren’t a big part of the Grosvenor-Grenville block.
Except for Magic, no one hustled to support a habit. Those who
tried soon disappeared. The money wasn’t good enough. Recre-
ationals, however, had a place—a big one, I found out with Cowboy
gone—and Scott and Daryl were the major source. Of an evening,
they might sidle by and murmur E? or Hash? to every hustler on the
street. Deals struck and money fronted, they’d set up a meeting.
Sometime later and deserted blocks away, one or other of them
would appear—who knew which was which?—with baggies of
whatever had been purchased.

Articles that fell off trucks got handled the same way.

They also played the go-between for men with special hanker-
ings: piss scenes, dungeon play, cutting. I never figured out how they
connected with the buyers. Perhaps they dredged the Personals. But
wherever they came from, Scott and Daryl’s gentlemen paid well.
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Very well. T got to hoping more and more I’d see their Lincoln
pulling up and hear the quiet: Wanna make some money?

The police cracked down on hustling in the summer of that year.
Plainclothes trawled in unmarked cars while uniforms in cruisers
hassled any guy who didn’t scram the moment they showed up.
They got me twice—for vagrancy (standing in a doorway to escape
the rain), and trespassing (walking off the sidewalk on the grass).

Brian hatched a plan to make up the financial loss. He laid it
out one evening over day-old muffins in a booth at Frans. The
muffins were half price.

“His name is Merrick. He’s fat and gross and wears a ton of
jewelry. Gold jewelry. He doesn’t actually do anything, just takes
pictures. It’s kinda creepy. He pays good, though. A hundred bucks,
upfront. You can keep that if you want. We don’t have to split it.
You’ll be doing all the work.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Nabh, it’s okay. Scott and Daryl figure we’ll clear around eight
hundred after their cut. The guy has a lot of jewelry.”

“He’s not a customer they set you up with, is he?”

“You think they’d fence shit lifted from a guy they set up with a
hustler? Get real.

“He lives over near the Valley, on Ontario Street. The area’s
pretty rough so he’s got security, bars and everything, and an alarm
he keeps set all the time. But here’s the thing. There are two ways to
disarm it. One’s the keypad. The other’s by unlocking the front door
from the inside. I guess it saves a step if someone knocks or some-
thing.

“He’s got this studio on the second floor with a bed and cam-
eras and shit. He keeps his rings and chains and stuff downstairs in
the bedroom. Takes off whatever he was wearing when he’s taking
pictures, too.

“Mostly, all you gotta do is keep him occupied while I'm
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downstairs. That shouldn’t be too difficult. Youre good. The hard
part’s the alarm, but I got an idea. He hates being touched. Must be
why he takes pictures. Anyway, the way I figure it is, if you put the
moves on him inside the door, right after he sets the alarm, he’ll
freak and get distracted. The entrance is small and the lock’s a
Medeco—you know, one of those ones with a key on the
inside?>—but he never takes it out so all you gotta do is reach behind
your back. He’ll never notice.”

“Won'’t it seem weird if I put the moves on him when he doesn’t
like being touched?”

“He doesn’t know you know, now, does he? You’re just a horny
hustler raring to get going.”

“He’s got to hire me first.”

Brian made a sound like pfff.

“Right, like that’s a problem.”

Brian stuck around at Woody’s—Cowboy’s happy-hour hunting
ground—till Merrick had shown up then took a streetcar to Ontario
to wait.

Merrick loved his jewelry all right. But even in a crowded bar
that made it hard to size him up, instinct warned me not to praise
the rings on sausage fingers or the gold chains in the rolls around his
neck. Some men’s peacock urge becomes a nightmare when their
efforts at attention-getting work.

He kept his distance in the taxi, pressed against the door and
toying with a pinkie ring. The diamond in it twinkled like a captive
star.

Last of thirteen kids...parents Seventh Day Adventists. ..
peculiar childhood illnesses that seemed to have no cause...
blamed himself somehow. . .

The entrance was as Brian had described: the tiny vestibule, the
keypad, the key left in the lock. I let him punch the passcode in,
then pressed my crotch against his ass and ran my fingers down his
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watermelon gut. He froze. Waves of fright came off him like the fear
that horses are supposed to smell. I hung on till he squirmed away
and stumbled to the safety of the hall.

Behind my back, I turned the key.

“P-p-please,” he stuttered. “D-don’t do that. Just...just go
upstairs. I’ll b-b-be up in a minute.”

Upstairs was a single room—open, like an attic. A workbench
held a row of lenses organized by size along with scissors, pliers,
duct tape and some squares of coloured cellophane. Opposite,
against the wall, an unmade bed and stands with silvery umbrellas.

A Polaroid was aimed toward the bed, and some other kind of
camera I’d never seen before: a metal box with smoked glass on the
top. The glass was etched with grid marks and the view was upside
down.

“D-don’t touch that,” Merrick said behind me as I bent down
for a look. “P-please. It’s very expensive.”

I straightened up and turned around. He’d removed his jewelry
and taken off his clothes except his underwear. A smudge of pubes
showed through the threadbare cotton.

“Over there,” he said, pointing to the bed. “And w-w-would you
strip. Please?”

Don’t sit. .. hunker like a runner to unlace my shoes. .. flash a
lot of armpit when my T-shirt’s coming off...don’t primp... be
doesn’t like that. .. act a little shy. ..

Merrick’s hand was plunged inside his briefs. The cameras
clicked and whirred. Was Brian in the house yet? How long would
he need?

“Lie down. P-p-lease. On your back.”

Stretch out like a cat. .. bhead up on the pillow. .. touch myself
... massage my nipples. .. trail my fingers down toward my crotch

The man behind the cameras got everything he bargained for. I
didn’t need to see the movement in his briefs. Even with no contact,
his needs and wishes flooded me. It was as if his lenses worked both
ways, capturing my image, feeding me his hunger.
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“D-d-damn.”

He straightened up. His boner bulged across his thigh.

“I n-need more film. It’s d-downstairs. In the kitchen. Stay here.
P-please.”

Shit.

He lumbered to the stairs. My hard-on started drooping like a
time-lapse wilting flower and my heart began to race.

“While you’re in the kitchen,” I called loudly, “could you get a
glass of water?”

His footsteps carried on.

I lay there listening. Where was Brian? Had he heard me? My
jeans were on the floor beside the bed. I sat up and grabbed them,
but scarcely had them to my knees when Merrick’s footfalls
sounded in the stairwell. I slid them off and lay back down.

Something glittered at his throat as his head rose into view.
Then I heard Brian’s voice behind him, growling: “Keep moving,
asshole.”

The glitter was a carving knife.

I scrambled up and struggled to get dressed while Brian frog
marched Merrick to the bed.

“Sorry,” he grunted. “Didn’t know what else to do. Thanks for
the warning.”

He hardly sounded pumped at all.

“No problem,” I said shakily.

Merrick’s eyes were slewed toward the steel at his throat. Beads
of sweat were trickling down his temples. Brian dropped the knife
and shoved him roughly on the mattress, where he curled up feetally
and started making mewling sounds.

Brian jerked his head toward the workbench. “Grab that roll of
duct tape.”

Merrick kept on whimpering while Brian forced him on his
back. I slapped a piece of duct tape on his mouth then wrapped
some more around his ankles. Brian heaved him on his stomach,
yanking back his arms so I could tape his wrists.

We rolled him on his back again.
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“What do we do now?” I panted.

Brian looked around.

“Grab that camera, for starters.” He went over to the tripod
with the square black box. “It’s a Hasselblad. Worth a fucking for-
tune. The lenses, t00.”

Breathing calm. .. his movements sure. ..no panic in his voice

The penny dropped.

“You meant to do this all along.”

He unscrewed the camera.

“Yeah, well, I figured you’d be more convincing if you didn’t
have to think about me charging up the stairs.”

“What are you planning to do about him? He wasn’t supposed
to see you, remember? And I was going to be the guy upstairs—you
know, the one with no connection to the break-in?”

“Don’t sweat it. | kept a little something back. Rumour on the
grapevine.”

He came over to the bed and sat, balancing the camera in his
hands.

“So you like taking pictures, eh?” he asked Merrick conversa-
tionally.

Merrick looked too terrified to answer even if he could have.

Brian set the camera down.

“I asked you a question, asshole. Do—you-like-taking—pictures?”

Merrick’s head bobbed up and down.

“And those would be. .. hmm, let’s see—,” he put a finger to his
chin, “—pictures of boys?”

Merrick nodded, very quickly.

“Maybe even pictures of little boys?”

No nod this time. Brian raised his hand and brought it down on
Merrick’s cheek. Merrick’s head snapped sideways.

“I said, maybe even little boys?”

Merrick signalled yes.

“Want to tell me where you keep them?”

Merrick squirmed. Brian’s hand went up again. Mulffled squeals
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issued from the duct tape.

“Um, Brian?” I broke in. “I don’t think he can tell you with his
lips taped shut.”

Brian winked. “I know.”

He grabbed the knife and laid it flat on Merrick’s cheek then
tore off the adhesive gag. Merrick bellowed like a wounded bull.
Brian clamped a fast hand on his mouth.

“Another sound and T start slicing, pervert,” he hissed. “The
only thing I want from you’s an answer. Yell like that again...”

He drew the knife down Merrick’s cheek. A thin red line
appeared. Merrick bucked and tried to twist away.

Brian’s wink suggested he was acting out a script, but with Mer-
rick’s terror clouding my internal sight, I couldn’t sense how far he’d
go. What I could see, though—a single, sharp-edged detail in a
blurry double image—was that Merrick would start hollering
despite the threat when Brian took his hand away.

“Brian, wait.”

He turned around. His face said, Who are you to call the
shots?

“He’s only going to shout again.”

I nipped a length of tape off with my teeth.

“What the fuck you doing, man?”

“What’s it look like?” I shot back.

He glared but snatched his hand away. I thumbed the strip in
place.

“Right,” he said disgustedly. “Like now he’s going to tell us any-
thing. I hope you got some better idea.”

“I do. But you’re going to have to leave us alone.”

“Huh?”

“Go downstairs. Wait. I won’t be long.”

He didn’t budge at first, then shrugged and stood up with the
Hasselblad.

“We gotta find those pictures,” he said darkly. “You gotta make
him tell us where they are.”

“Don’t worry. I know what 'm doing. Trust me.”
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He went over to the workbench.

“You going to tell me what the fuck you plan to do?” he asked,
gathering the biggest lenses.

“Like I said, just trust me, okay?”

He frowned but finished loading up and went downstairs.

I sat next to Merrick. He’d wet himself. His briefs were clinging
to the shrunken nub inside. I stroked his cheek where blood had
started clotting.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Merrick. Really. Just lie still. Every-
thing’ll be all right.”

He flinched but I kept stroking till he settled down. Then I took
a breath and let him fill me just like any other guy I wanted to know
everything about. His shame, his fear, his shyness and compul-
sions—all of it flowed into me. The puzzle-pieces slipped in place
like tumblers in a lock.

“You never touch them, do you?” I said gently. “The little ones.
The ones you really love.”

His head rolled side to side.

“You have a darkroom in the basement.”

His chin went up and down.

“You keep the pictures of the bigger boys down there.”

Another nod.

“But your little ones, the special ones, theyre hidden, aren’t
they? In a safe behind a bookcase in your bedroom. It’s not a com-
bination safe. It takes a key. The key is on a chain you like to wear
beneath your shirt. You had it on tonight. It’s in the special box with
all your other pretty things now, isn’t it?”

He made a tiny sound, as if he might be crying. I stroked his
cheek again.

“Youd like to keep those pictures, wouldn’t you?”

His eyes screwed shut and tears oozed out the sides.

I stood and got a pair of scissors from the workbench.

“If you don’t make any noise and stay here till we’re gone, we’ll
only take a few, okay?”

The eyes screwed tighter and he made a little movement with his
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chin.

I cut the bindings on his legs and wrists but left the gag in place.
He rolled over, shuddering, and curled against the wall.

Brian nearly shit a brick when I went through his loot bag,
found the key, unlocked the safe and handed him the pictures. They
were innocent enough, except the models—none with pubic hair—
were awkward, thin, and very naked. Every photograph was
stamped with Merrick’s name.

“Fucking awesome!” Brian slapped me on the back. “What the
hell’d you do?”

“Just sat there till he told me.” How else could I explain it?

Minus Scott and Daryl’s cut, we walked away with seven-fifty.

Seven-fifty each.



Chapter 19

HARMLESS AS A DISNEY PARK

HAD THE FIRE that razed the barn destroyed my foster home as
well? T wondered every time I parked across the road. The house
had never been in good repair. Perhaps it just collapsed. More than
once I'd thought of purchasing the lot, but what would be the point?
I’d never cross its boundaries. I couldn’t step out and explore. I was
stuck inside the car. The long lawn I’d once played on would forever
be a memory beyond the tinted glass.

I’d driven to Mt. Hope after listening to Dr. Behr’s tape. For the
first time ever, it had felt like empty ritual. How long can the golden
fuel of recollection last? The magic of the place refused to come.
Had reliving what I said under hypnosis rent the spell?

Kirin wanted me to call on her and Roy. I wasn’t crazy about
spending time with him, but seeing her would give the day a needed
lift. T put the Jag in gear and pulled out of St. Paul’s.

A little past Mt. Hope, south of Whitechurch Road, the unac-
customed emptiness began to fade. Farms and rural businesses sped
by, basking in a sun just newly at its summer prime. At Caledonia,
the bridge had traffic backed up for a kilometre. It took nearly fif-
teen minutes to descend the main street to the river.

On Hwy. 54, heading toward Onondaga, I turned the AC off
and opened all the windows. To my left, the waters of the Grand. To
my right, fertile fields gifted to the Iroquois who sided with the
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Crown when the Brits and Yankees came to fisticuffs. I began to
envy Kirin and the summer she had planned.

Brantwood Park turned out to be a large mown flat with
camper-trailers up on blocks. Weeds grew underneath and rust
leaked from their door and window frames. A two-rut dirt track cut
across the field.

The office was a single-wide converted to a store. Fishing lures
and bug juice jostled next to Stokeley’s beans and Minute Rice. The
man behind the counter, a Mohawk with his grey-hair in a ponytail,
wore a deep-billed cap that shaded eyes the colour of old leather. He
was sorting postcards on a rack beside the cash. The cards read
Brantwood Park, Six Nations Territory in yellow script, with views
across the river from the flat. No rusting trailers anywhere in evi-
dence.

“Help you, son?” he asked, squaring off a batch of cards.

“Can you tell me which trailer is Roy Calhoun’s?”

“Blue and white one by the dock. You looking for him?”

“His girlfriend, actually. Tall? Long blond hair? Very pretty?
She has a daughter.”

“No one like that here.”

“She’s supposed to be visiting. She would have arrived last
week. Maybe you haven’t seen her yet?”

“I doubt it. There’s nobody at Roy’s, period. Hasn’t been since
last September.”

“September?”

“End of the season. He rents the place year round but only uses
it in summer.”

“And he hasn’t shown up?”

“That’s right.”

“Is that usual?”

“Normally he sets up end of May, beginning of June.”

“He hasn’t been around at all?”

“Nope.”

“Not even to pay rent?”

“He writes post-dated cheques.”
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“That’s odd. His girlfriend is a friend of mine. She said they’d
be here for the summer.”

“Did she say when they’d be coming?”

“Not exactly. ‘After school’s out, because of her little girl.”

“School just finished last week. Could be they haven’t made it
yet.”

“Right. I should have checked. Sorry to bother you. I’ll come

by some other time.”

I bypassed the Spadina cutoff from the Gardiner—my usual route
home—and carried on to Kirin’s place in Scarborough instead. Her
Honda wasn’t there but the small garage was open. A shirtless
teenager with gold rings in his nipples pushed a smoking lawn-
mower across the lawn. He stopped when I pulled in.

“You looking for the lady who lives here?”

“Is she home?”

“Nah. Gone for the summer.”

“When did she leave?”

“Last week. Tuesday, I think.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“She mighta. I don’t remember.”

“Caledonia? Onondaga?”

He shrugged. “Coulda been.”

“Any idea when she’s coming back?”

“She paid me in advance two months. I'm supposed to keep an
eye on the place. Cut the lawn, clear out fliers. Stuff like that.”

“I don’t suppose she left a number you can reach her at?”

“She said there weren’t no phone.”

“How about a forwarding address?”

“She musta made arrangements at the post office. All I seen is
fliers. You a friend of hers? I can take a message if you like. Tell her

you came by or something if I see her. What’s your name?”
“David Ase.”
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“Okay. Ill try to remember. But I don’t think she’s coming
back. Not till the end of summer. She had her Honda pretty loaded

»

up.

“You saw her leave?”

“Her and her little girl.”

“You live around here?”

“Over there” He nodded vaguely across the street. “What
about you? From around here?”

He couldn’t not have noticed that the Jaguar didn’t fit the neigh-
bourhood.

“Downtown,” I said.

“Got anything you need done? Anything at all?”

I shook my head. “Sorry.”

He gave me the once over. “Too bad.”

There had to be an explanation.

Kirin’s house was empty. She’d left the week before with Carlin.
Her directions to the trailer park were good. Roy himself had writ-
ten them, or so she said. So why was Roy’s place empty? And where
had Kirin gone?

Simple answer: she and Roy had started their vacation some-
where else. She’d mentioned day trips to Lake Erie. They might very
well be there. Camping sites were cheap and the beaches suitably
romantic.

“David? Are you sensing something?”

I had a client with me, a plain-jane, thirty-nine-year-old gay
man. He saw me once or twice a month for psychic guidance
through a love affair. The object of his interest, Craig, was only sev-
enteen. Donald—"not Don, please”—didn’t need a psychic. A good
psychiatrist or self-help book would have told him that his special
bond with Craig had no higher meaning than the hormones of a
man poised on the cusp of middle age. And that his would-be lover
was a psychopathic little shit who withheld sex to spur him on to
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more and more expensive gifts. I was scarcely better. In my own
way, I'd been stringing him along. Donald didn’t want the truth, and
I was most assuredly not giving it.

“Sorry. Just a flash. Nothing specific. It may not even have to
do with you.”

“What?”

He sounded breathless, as if my flash might tell him the location
of Atlantis.

I said the first thing that popped in my head.

“Water. Lots of water.”

The Grand River. Lake Erie.

“Oh, but it does have to do with me! You’re amazing. Craig
wants to see Niagara Falls. He’s never been. He mentioned it last
week.”

“I suggest you take him, then.”

“Really? Will he. .. you know?”

“Sleep with you? That depends entirely on you. How you
arrange the trip.”

I could see the wheels turning when he left. A lazy road trip to
the Falls; every tourist trap that caught Craig’s eye; dinner with a lot
booze; Craig jumping Donald’s bones to show his drunken grati-
tude. And when things didn’t go like that, Donald would be back,
hoping for another tip to help him into Craig’s young pants.

Just a flash. Well, at least when Donald left, he left with hope.

I poured a rye and ginger after he was gone and took it to the
study. Roy had said he worked at a marina. I sat at the computer,
tapped the mouse, and googled “grand river” +marina. The results,
all sixty-thousand of them, only told me there was more than one
Grand River in the world. I tried the online yellow pages next and
got a manageable list of numbers.

The first two hadn’t heard of Roy Calhoun. I got lucky on the
third.

“Roy? Yeah, he works here. Or at least he used to.”

“Oh? How long ago was that?”

“Up until last month. He asked me for a couple of weeks off
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then never bothered showing up again. You a friend?”

“Of a friend.”

“He’s not in trouble, is he?”

“No, nothing like that. ’'m just trying to reach him. Actually it’s
my friend I want to reach. I don’t suppose you have Roy’s address?”

“He has a trailer up the Grand.”

“I know. It’s empty. But he has a place in Brantford, right?”

“So he says.”

“Any idea where?”

“I never asked.”

“Would you have it in your records?”

“Records? Mister, the only records I keep say I work alone.”

“What about a phone number?”

“No offence, but I wouldn’t give it to you even if I had one.”

“I understand. Sorry to bother you.”

I made to hang up.

“Say, mister—want to do me a favour? You see Roy, you tell
him to give me a call. It’s high season. I found me a replacement,
but he sucks. I need a good mechanic. I should probably kick Roy’s
butt, but I’ll take him back if he wants.”

“Pll be sure to tell him.”

Canada-411 online turned up exactly one Calhoun in Brantford,
William R. It wasn’t Roy.

Bell Canada’s unlisted database—access courtesy of one dis-
gruntled worker, sex, and payments to his bank account—held no
number for Calhoun.

The postal substation in Scarborough refused to say where
Kirin’s mail was going. I made a mental note to add Canada Post to
my stable of protected servers.

Finally I called up Kirin’s file on my computer. /Burke<Enter>
took me to the lines I wanted:
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Edwards, Burke:

- photographer
(Edcon/ImagePlus Productions)
- former lover

- father of Carlin Neemes

I called Edcon/ImagePlus first, but Burke had left, so I tried his
home. He answered on the second ring. The curtness of his greet-
ing—hello compressed into a single syllable—made me wish I hadn’t
called. Some men try so hard to come across as masculine their
every utterance suggests the world’s an adversary.

I introduced myself and gave a neutral story about trying to
reach Kirin. As I figured it, no way would Kirin go away with Carlin
unless Burke were in the loop. She hadn’t disagreed when I’d
described him as a bastard who used Carlin to maintain a hold on
her.

“You’re a friend of Kirin’s?”

What kind of friend?

I played dumb. “Yes, we’re friends.”

“Since when?”

“A while now.”

“How come I haven’t heard of you?”

Because you're so possessive she’s afraid of how you'll feel
about ber having male friends? Friends of any kind?

“Do you know where I can reach her?” I asked.

He wasn’t used to people stepping past a gauntlet he’d thrown
down.

“She’s away,” he conceded after a long, combative silence.

“For the summer. Yes, I know. With Carlin. Did she leave an
address?”

“What’s it to you?”

I took a breath and counted to three.

“Mr. Edwards, Kirin’s just a friend. We’re not involved—not
that that has anything to do with anything.” Satisfied? “Now, do
you know where I can reach her?”
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“She’s gone camping. Left a mailbox address in some town
called Caledonia.”

“On the Grand River. I know it. She mentioned she’d be down
that way. Can you give it to me?”

A millisecond pause.

“She phoned me at the studio when she told me. I haven’t got it
here.”

Now he was telling fibs, plain and simple.

“Are you saying you don’t know where to find your daughter
and her mother?”

He took the bait.

“Hang on a second. She did send a postcard. Came on Friday.”
I heard shuffling sounds. “Yeah, here it is. “Hi, Burke. Just to let you
know we’re here. Arrived yesterday. We're staying in a trailer—did I
tell you that? Cramped, but Carlin loves it. Took her swimming in
the river today. She says hi.”

Why was he reading it? To reinforce his claim on Kirin and her
daughter?

“Does the card say where it’s from?”

“Place called Brantwood Park. Yeah, that’s it. That’s where she
said she’d be. Brantwood Park.”

As soon as he hung up, I sent an email to Josh Byron.

The bar was long and dim with a sour smell of decades’ worth of
cigarettes that no No Smoking sign would never cure. Byron had
responded curtly with a time and location. The address was on
Yonge Street, near Front, tucked between a drugstore and a travel
agency.

Byron had a booth already and was doing his chameleon act,
the one he’d done so well at Gato Nero. With both hands wrapped
around a glass of draught, he looked as if he hadn’t left the place
since 1950.

I ordered from the bar and went to join him.
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“David.” He raised his glass.

I lifted mine. “Josh.”

His eyes went to the clock above the bar.

“You’re punctual.”

“Two pm—=Star Trek time.”

He frowned.

“I guess you never watched Star Trek. Captain Picard schedules
everything for fourteen hundred hours.”

“Funny—I never picked you for a TV addict.”

“Pm not. I only watch what’s out on DVD.”

He nodded distractedly.

Uneasy about something...more than Kirin’s disappearance
... not sure what to say. ..

“Did you drive or fly?” I asked, making conversation.

“Drove.”

Why lie in answer to a neutral question?

“No, you didn’t,” I said.

“I didn’t?”

“Ottawa to Toronto’s five and a half hours. You didn’t drive last
night—,” his email had come in at one a.m., “—or you’d look fried.
And there’d be roadsign in your eyes if you’d driven down today.”

He shook his head. “You’re good. Ever thought of working in
intelligence?”

“Certain agencies have tried to push me in that direction.”

“Those same agencies are very pissed at you right now.”

“The redoubtable Ms. MacKenzie?”

“Yeah. Subira.”

He drained his beer and signalled for another. He wore a short-
sleeved dress shirt, minus tie. His biceps nearly split the sleeve. I'd
forgotten how pumped up he was. And short. My mind’s eye had
made him taller.

“She wasn’t very happy when you took your little trip without
informing us.”

“I can’t say pleasing her was much of a priority.”

“As your report made clear.”
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“I thought I'd toned it down.”

“Toned down? Intelligence is not the joke you seem to think it
is. Did you ever stop to think we wouldn’t be the only ones who
read it?”

“Did Ms. MacKenzie ever stop to think I don’t like being
coerced?”

Byron looked away and took a breath.

“She expected some resistance on your part,” he said evenly.

“And she thought threats would help? Sorry if I don’t feel guilty
for expressing my editorial position. What’s she got to be pissed
about anyway? She got what she was after.”

Byron started toying with his glass.

“Yeah, well, that’s the problem. On the strength of your report,
the powers that be instructed us to drop Cassandra Island. Now
this—your friend, Kirin, disappearing. Subira has ambitions. You’re
not making her look good. First, you take initiative you shouldn’t
have, involving a civilian—”

“Didn’t stop you from calling on me.”

“—then send us catty journals telling us Cassandra Island’s
clean. Subira eats crow, delivers your report and gets a reprimand
for letting you go up there without training or support. Then your
friend goes missing, after you've assured us Cassandra Island’s as
harmless as a Disney Park. Furthermore, you choose to tell us in a
properly detailed communication like the one you should have sent
us in the first place.”

I waited a long beat. The issue here was Kirin, not the politics
of CSIS.

He went back to playing with his beer, turning it in quarter cir-
cles.

“We’ve been instructed to hand the matter over to the appropri-
ate agencies. The police, in other words. Our higher-ups don’t want
to hear about Cassandra Island any more, which, thanks to you, is
clear as far as they’re concerned. And since your friend isn’t a psy-
chic—”

“Not professionally, no.”
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He looked up sharply.

“I haven’t known her all that long,” I explained, “but I sense
she’s special in some way.”

Byron went completely still. A vein beat at his temple.

“Why wasn’t that in your report?”

I thought it was implied? It didn’t seem important? Either might
be true. But Byron hadn’t asked to get an answer.

Frustration. .. anger...not at me...directed elsewhere...a
feeling of responsibility. . .

“You stood up for me,” I said. “You think your boss screwed
up. She shouldn’t have used threats. You fought about it after my
report came in. You made her see I'd done my bit, and convinced
her she should trust my instincts. If I said Cassandra Island wasn’t
fronting for a cult, then it wasn’t. Now Kirin’s disappeared, and you
don’t know what to think or who to blame.”

Byron sat back, staring at the ceiling. The tendons of his neck
stood out in sharp relief.

“How could you have been wrong,” he asked, his head descend-
ing slowly till his eyes met mine, “about Cassandra Island?”

“You had people there before.”

“They couldn’t read between the lines the way you do.”

“Is it possible the place is being used? Some other group’s
behind these suicides and disappearances?”

He shook his head.

“You show up there with Kirin,” he said, ticking points off on
his fingers. “Two days later, Roy appears, the same time he quits his
job. He puts the moves on Kirin, who doesn’t stand a snowball’s
chance in hell against his charms. A couple of weeks later they’ve
both vanished, along with Kirin’s daughter. No, someone picked her
out and told him she was there.”

“But that’s what I'm saying. It could have been one of the other
guests.”

“You cleared them all.”

Irene... Margie... Don... Reggie... He was right; if there’d
been more to any one of them than met the eye, I would have sensed
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“And what about the others?” he went on. “The six we showed
you pictures of? Does this group we can’t track down keep people
stationed there? Different scouts, all the time? We procured Cassan-
dra Island’s records. No individual guest’s name coincides consis-
tently with visits from the psychics who disappeared or drowned.”

Procured—obtained illegally?

“If the police look into this,” I asked him, “what happens?”

“Kirin and her daughter are a missing persons case. You or
someone else will have to file the report. CSIS can’t. It’'d look like we
were asking the police to do our grunt work.

“When they get on it, which won’t happen fast—Kirin’s on
vacation and people have been known to change their plans—
Toronto and the OPP will synchronize their efforts. Provided they’re
not currently at odds.

“They’ll check out leads. The obvious one is where Kirin’s mail
is being forwarded to. And who knows? It might pan out. But Kirin
wrote a postcard saying she’s somewhere that she isn’t. That smells
like planning to me. Planning that wouldn’t overlook the possibility
of her mailbox being watched.

“So unless something else turns up, Kirin and her daughter’s file
stays open but they’re never found. Like the others.”

He took a sip of draught, grimaced, and shook salt into the
glass.

“One more thing. Police involvement doesn’t get us any closer
to the group responsible. Could, in fact, have the opposite result.”

“Assuming it exists.”

“It exists all right.”

“Tell me something, Josh. Does Subira know you’re here?”

“She’s in the loop, yes,” he answered warily.

“And you flew down at your own expense?”

“That’s right.”

“To tell me that you're off Cassandra Island and involving the
police is useless?”

A smile played around his lips.
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“Pass me your cell,” I said.

He felt his pockets and produced a small Nokia, then watched
as I thumbed 4-1-1 and Send.

“Paxton,” I replied to the recorded prompt. “Cassandra Island.”

His expression didn’t change while he listened to me book a
reservation.



Chapter 20

LOVELY NIGHT FOR A BEATING

SOMETHING NASTY HAPPENED to Toronto.

Three years earlier I'd woken in an alley with a feeling for the
city that was more than déja-vu but less than memory. Woven into
practicalities like streets and landmarks was Toronto’s image of
itself—its aspirations, expectations, etiquette. Even after real knowl-
edge overwrote the almost-recollections, nothing contradicted what
I’d sensed from the beginning.

Overnight, that changed.

The abruptness had to be deceptive. Perhaps I carried from that
inexplicable first morning a tenacious but outmoded notion of
Toronto’s personality, and simply didn’t register the transformations.
When did a venerable dive for ageing queens become a fast food
joint? What season was it when the city’s favourite cinema mutated
into boutiques for the rich? What fertilizer, dumped on little shops
and businesses, germinated Second Cups and Starbucks in their
place? Had teams of yuppie goblins worked by moonlight to erect
the wall of condos sundering the city from its waterfront? What sor-
cery cloaked office towers during their construction so they magi-
cally appeared in all their glass and marble finery, glittering like
greedy children’s dreams?

The Toronto that I thought I knew was cold but never brittle,
cheap but never mean. Suddenly, or so it seemed, the city lost its
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soul. Sidewalks grew a film of grit they never had before. Bay Street
turned a blind eye to the homeless at its feet. Parks I'd once felt safe
in got unnecessary facelifts: bushes hacked to unconcealing regular-
ity, paths filled in with Unilock, lights and more lights everywhere,
turning the nocturnal commons into sterile no-man’s lands.

The numbers of the privileged declined while the space they
stole expanded. The have-nots, an embarrassment, got shunted into
ever-shrinking cracks and margins.

And on the Grosvenor-Grenville block, a new spirit of self-inter-
est began to take up residence.

Stretch had always been a problem.

Hustling’s by nature solitary work. When customers are driving
by you have to stand alone. It just makes sense; you’re more accessi-
ble that way. But when traffic’s slow you stroll around, make con-
tact with the guys you know and size up those you don’t. It’s how
you stay informed, protect yourself, establish new connections.

It’s also just good manners.

Stretch didn’t stroll. He hugged his well-lit turf as if the dimmer
corridors of Grenville Street and Surrey Place held lurking bedroom
monsters. If he saw you coming down the street, he scurried to the
other side. If you surprised him coming round the corner, he tracked
you with the cold gaze of a lizard.

His clothing never varied: acid-wash—both jeans and jacket—
and a pair of oversized white Nikes. The look had made a fashion
blip some time before then vanished into never-even-to-be-retro
land. In combination with his weedy frame and pitted face, Stretch
fit nowhere on the quirky, sometimes suspect gamut of what turns a
gay man’s crank. No one fathomed how he ever got picked up.
Rumour was, as Cowboy’d said, he undercut.

Selling sex below the market value broke unspoken rules and
hurt us all, but certain johns were better left undone, and Stretch
can have ‘em kept the rest of us from turning into bottom feeders.
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Still, the undercutting niggled, and the new, uncaring spirit of
Toronto had no sympathy for outcasts.

Someone started calling Brian, Neil, Shox and me The X-Men. Hey,
mutant, where’s your buddies? soon replaced the standard How’s it
hanging? if I happened to be solo. Had we been one less, no doubt
we would have been the Three Musketeers. Fours are harder to find
names for. The Fantastic Four? It sounded dorky. Besides, we were
more like four and a half. Magic horned in sometimes, sniffing hard
and dancing at the edges of the group.

We smoked a lot of dope, though I held off till I'd pulled at least
a trick or two. Pot dried out my mouth—never good for business—
and stole the focus that I needed to get into clients’ heads. But the
high was always welcome, forging warm connections to each other
and the night. It let us be ourselves. Underneath his baby face, Brian
was a mastermind, conceiving plans and setting them in motion.
Neil displayed a gift for comic accents. Shox would take a toke or
two and stand there slack-jawed like a satiated caveman. Our wired
little pixie, Magic, hopped from foot to foot and jabbed the air, van-
ishing as often and as randomly as he appeared.

I smelled the pot a half a block away one slow October night as
I was coming back from turning what was probably my only trick.
Earlier the weather had been clear and cool, but somewhere around
suppertime a warm front had blown in. Soft rain fell and fog
descended, bringing on an early dusk. The glow of streetlamps
charged the air with orange-coloured plasma.

The X-Men were across from Women’s College Hospital. The
tail end of a sentence floated up the street.

“ .. undercutting, man. I say we beat the shit out of him.”

Neil spotted me and flashed a loopy smile. Putting Brian in
between us when we bunked together hadn’t quelled the crush he'd
had on me for months.

“Hey, David. That was fast.”
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“Couldn’t wait to join you guys.”

“Ah, dat’s so sweet,” he mugged, imitating Tweety Bird. “How
much did you make?”

“Thirty.”

More like fifty, but I didn’t want to say. Traffic had been spare
the night before as well.

“Fuck,” Shox groused, “how come you’re so lucky?”

“Because, dear boy,” Neil quipped, sounding like a ’30s film,
“he puts out for his customers instead of scaring them. They come
back that way, you see.”

Shox had to think it over.

Brian handed me the joint. I took two puffs and looked around
for who was next. Shox put out a nailbitten mitt.

“We were just discussing Stretch,” Brian filled me in.

“Figures. I heard something about undercutting.”

“It’s not just him,” Neil put in. “It’s all the little kiddies selling
now. They’ll do a guy for fifteen if that’s what he’ll pay.”

The changes in Toronto had brought more—and younger—hus-
tlers to the block.

“Yeah,” said Shox, passing Neil the joint, “but he’s the one who
started it. We shoulda taken care of him.”

Magic, who'd been bobbing up and down, hopped off the curb
and started kicking at it. “Fucker’s always down there at the corner
by himself. Never bothers to say hi. Looks scared if you go near
him. I say we should get him.”

“Teach the boy a lesson?” Neil growled with boot-camp nasti-
ness.

“Fuckin’ right.”

Neil offered him the joint. He refused it with a quick flick of his
head. Brian’s turn was next.

He took his two pulffs slowly.

“I think,” he mused, “we should at least go talk to him.”

“Make him an offer he can’t refuse?” Neil rasped.

“Huh?” said Shox. “What offer?”

Neil rolled his eyes.
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The night wore on, the dope wore off. Three cars swished
around the corner. None of them slowed down. Magic disappeared.
Half an hour later he came back. His nose was running and he
couldn’t seem to keep his eyes on anything.

Brian turned reflective in a way he got sometimes when he was
hatching plans.

“Know what, guys?” he said. “I say let’s do it. Let’s go talk to
Stretch.”

He and Neil took the lead. Shox and Magic followed. I pulled up
the rear. All of us wore runners so our footfalls made no sound.

Stretch observed the phalanx coming down the sidewalk and
crossed quickly to the other side.

“Make like you'’re going to Frans or something,” Brian ordered
quietly. “I’ll split off and talk to him. Come back by way of Bay.
Around the dealership. He won’t see you coming.”

He peeled off diagonally.

Shox and Magic stayed in front. Neil slowed and fell beside me.

“Lovely night for a beating,” he fluted in a British accent.

“You think it’ll go that far?”

He gestured at the two ahead.

“Elementary.”

A streetcar clattered by. The passengers inside looked lost in
misty autumn thoughts.

We passed in front of Frans and turned up Yonge.

“It’s five against one,” I said.

“Does zat trouble you?” Neil responded in mock German. “Ve
all must do vot iss good for ze fazzerland.” He giggled. “Or the hus-
tlers’ block.”

We hung a left at Grosvenor, our circle now three-quarters
done. Neil jammed his hands inside his pockets and began to whis-
tle softly.

“You don’t plan to get involved,” I said.
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“Honey—,” Deep South this time, “—ah assure you, ah don’
even know how to throw a punch. Ah'm here to lend mah moral
support.”

He nudged me on the shoulder.

Shox and Magic slowed at Bay. We crossed together and walked
four abreast to Grenville. T hoped things wouldn’t go too far, but
neither did I want to see them stop. Shox’ and Magic’s pseudo-right-
eous anger was infectious. I felt the pull, the same as Neil. Inside
my head it was as if the four of us were one.

A ruby neon sputtered in the Caddy showroom window. The
heavy air outside appeared to throb in sync.

Stretch’s back was turned when we came around the corner.

“Fuck you, man,” we heard him say. “You don’t own this
street.”

Brian answered calmly. “True. But we do all have to share it.”

He threw a glance past Stretch.

“Hey, Stretch,” Neil called. “You got a problem?”

Stretch wheeled. His face was mottled and the skin around his
eyes was like a piece of hide drawn tight against his skull.

“What the fuck s this?” he drawled, aiming for pissed off,
sounding scared instead.

A tingle brushed my groin. The us inside my head was growing,
taking on a colour like vermilion. The showroom neon turned the
air the same peculiar hue. The rainy street reflected it. My body
drank it in. The tingle spread toward my abdomen.

Stretch stood rooted to the spot—in my mind, a smear of pale
yellow on a field of orange-red. His eyes went left toward the street.
Sensing what he planned to do, I made to warn the others. I wasn’t
fast enough. Stretch spun and darted left. Magic was on him in a
second. I saw a blur, and Stretch was face down on the pavement.
The pale yellow flared and filled my inner vision.

Brian ordered Shox to pick him up. Shox rolled him over,
grabbed him by the armpits and hefted him upright. His nose was
at a funny angle, leaking blood.

“Don’t hurt me, man,” he mumbled. “Please, don’t hurt me
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“Why not?” Brian sneered. “You’re hurting us.”

Magic cocked a fist and planted it in Stretch’s stomach. The yel-
low flared again. Shox was holding on too tight for Stretch to dou-
ble over. He started making retching sounds.

“Take him down the street,” directed Brian.

Shox marched him past the dealership. Brian stayed in front
with Magic, edging backwards warily.

Stretch abruptly tried to wriggle free of Shox. Shox tripped and
both of them went down. Shox let out a roar, and rising to his
knees, laced his hands together in a massive fist and swung at
Stretch’s head. Stretch’s whole frame shuddered with the blow.

The yellow turned the crimson of a setting sun. The street began
to dim behind a haze of swirling reds. The tingling in my cock and
belly deepened to a frank erotic charge.

Shox lumbered up. Towering over Stretch he started aiming run-
ners at his ribs. Magic danced around and kicked with lightning
feet. Neil stood by and watched. Brian wore a look of satisfaction.

The thrumming in my belly and the colours in my mind were
like a thread connecting us. I needed to join in, though—to kick
along with Shox and Magic—for the joining to be perfect. The
moment my foot landed we’d erupt into completeness.

Blood rushed through my ears and I felt myself move forward.

Headlights swept around the corner. The bewitchment vanished.
White light fixed the real scene: a gang of street kids kicking a
defenceless victim.

Shox and Magic froze.

“Clear out!” Brian yelled and started running.

Shox and Magic tore off after him.

Neil grabbed my arm.

“Come on, David! We gotta get out of here!”

My legs had turned to jelly, but I shook him off and lurched
into a headlong sprint. We hightailed it to Grosvenor and kept on
going till we reached the safety of Queen’s Park.

Neil panted to a stop beside a drinking fountain.
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“Well, now, that was fun,” he gasped. “Maybe next time we
should hire him and rough him up in private. If he’s undercutting,
how much can it cost?”



Chapter 21

WASTING TIME WITH BITS OF JADE

-I:IERE WERE TWO ways to Cassandra Island: the 401 to Napanee
then north on 41; or the Trans-Canada—supposedly a highway, but
really little more than stitched-together country roads. I chose the
scenic route. | wanted farms and villages and creeks with funny
names, not eighteen-wheelers convoyed two abreast.

My game plan, dryly summarized by Byron, was to stay at the
retreat and wait. For what we didn’t know, and he wasn’t taking
risks.

“Take your laptop with you,” he instructed. “We’ll stay in touch
by email. Don’t send anything directly. Log onto your computer in
Toronto and email me from there. If anybody’s monitoring network
traffic all they’ll see is you connecting to your own domain. Encrypt
the data stream—Ilog on with ssh—and use my public key for mes-
sages. Oh yeah, I’ll need yours, too, for answering. Delete messages
both ways when you’re done.

“Something else. Get your hands on an old PCMCIA wireless
card. If anything should happen and youre asked to cut contact
with the outside world, hand your cell phone over—you have one,
right? make sure it’s obvious—but hang onto your laptop. Volunteer
to wreck the onboard wireless if it comes to that. That’s where the
spare comes in. It should be easy to conceal if anyone goes through
your things. They’ll be looking for a dongle, not a card.”
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I gave silent thanks to Linux and my geek-for-hire. What Byron
wanted both made sense and wasn’t difficult.

Not much else had been that simple. First, I'd had to deal with
my clients. Doctors on sabbatical refer their patients elsewhere.
What was I supposed to do? Send my clients off to Madame Selma
over the Mac’s Milk at Grace and College? Tell them to tune into
Jena’s Psychic Nexus?

Then there was Marion, in absentia. I'd agreed to keep an eye
on her apartment. The only way to meet the obligation was to find
somebody else. Raymond said he’d do it on condition that I let him
fine tune things around my place—at my expense. Worse, he'd
scouted Marion’s with decorator-fever in his eyes.

And poked into her desk.

“Isn’t this that place the minions of the government wanted you
to spend your own dime checking out?” he asked, holding up a yel-
lowing Cassandra Island flier.

I hadn’t told him where I'd be while he was making fast and
loose with my apartment.

Not so Ferko, who deserved to know. While the Jaguar skirted
lakes and slowed for sleepy villages, I thought about the worried
way he’d said goodbye.

“You must not go seeking more distractions,” he’'d admonished
at Kew Beach. “That tactic now risks turning into crippling neuro-
sis.”

Yet here I was, going undercover—what else could I call it?>—for
Canadian Intelligence, tracking down a woman whom I’d scarcely
known three months. Small wonder the concern on Ferko’s face. In
terms of finding me, what I was doing screamed avoidance. Intensi-
fied avoidance. Crippling neurosis.

The only city on my scenic route was Peterborough. I blasted
round it on a nearly-empty bypass, then dropped back down to
country speed. The little towns of Norwood, Havelock and
Marmora slipped by, and sooner than expected I was turning left at
Kaladar and heading north on 41.

Was Ferko right? Was this another tactic to distract me from
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my missing years? Part of me said no. Kirin and her daughter had
gone missing. The man they’d disappeared with had blown into
Kirin’s life while she was at Cassandra Island. Six other people—
psychics, all—had either vanished after visiting the luxury retreat or
drowned themselves. I could hardly be accused of making some-
thing out of nothing.

But part of me still wondered. Byron’s cloak-and-daggering—
encrypted email, dummy cellphones, secret WiFi cards—was right
out of the movies. Just the sort of thing a person fleeing from him-
self would jump on. Why plumb hidden regions of the mind when
you can play at being a spy? With the safety of a friend at stake,
what better reason could there be to put off staring demons down?

The internal dialogue subsided when I turned at Cloyne. I'd
grown tired of the self-analysis and needed to stay sharp for the next
part of the drive.

It can’t be déja-vu when you relive a real experience, but déja-vu is
what it felt like when I reached the town of Paxton. It spoke to me
more deeply than a few rounds at the Rainbow Grill accounted for,
and further on, the cliffs with cedars clinging to their sides had
something of the same I-know-you quality.

Cassandra Island’s parking lot was fuller than before. Inside the
lodge, Debbie at reception chatted me through sign-in, even asking
ever-so-politely after Kirin.

“You made quite an impression last time,” she said, handing me
the sheet with this week’s seminars and workshops. “Everyone was
hoping you’d come back. Sadly, none of that group happens to be
here right now.”

I scanned the page.

“That’s not quite true. I see Mr. Shen’s still giving seminars.”

“Oh, Mr. Shen’s not a guest. He drives down to give his lec-
tures. They’re very popular. We pay him a small stipend.”

“He lives around here?”
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“He has a cottage up the lake. The only time he books a room
is when he needs the library. Or when he doesn’t feel like cooking.”

“Yes, I recall your chef is very talented.”

“Shall I show you to your cabin, then?”

“Just tell me which it is.”

“Number three, on the left, nearest the lake. Do you need help
with your stuff?”

“No, thanks. I’ll manage.”

“Enjoy your stay.”

I’'d decided on an open-ended rental. Money talks, and with a
mortgage-sized deposit, Cassandra Island had been happy to oblige.

The cabin had two bedrooms. I put my luggage in the one that
had a window on the lake. The kitchenette was stocked with
Lagostina pots and pans. The bathroom had plush towels folded on
the sink. The living room contained a TV and a fireplace, in addi-
tion to a sofa, armchairs and a glass-topped coffee table.

I set my laptop on the table and verified Cassandra Island’s WiFi
by connecting to my home machine. It worked as well as last time.
My cellphone went beside it in a way that nobody could miss. The
plug-in wireless card was hiding in a brushed-brass nameplate on
the laptop’s carrying case. Finding a plaque maker willing and able
to turn out the deception on short notice hadn’t been easy.

Back in the bedroom, I started sorting clothes. It was getting
close to suppertime. Stuffing underwear and T-shirts in the dresser
got me thinking about Axel. I’d have to see what he was up to after
dinner.

A burst of rapping sounds came through the window. A wood-
pecker was dining at a maple tree. Beyond, the lake was doing pic-
ture postcard things. Guests had spread out towels on the dock. I
supposed I’d have to meet them and go through the rigmarole again.
David Ase, wonder psychic. If T were lucky, maybe they’d turn out
to be as genial as Irene and her buddies.

Okay, 1 thought, still looking out the window. Here I am. What
nows
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Axel didn’t stay the night. The cabin’s single beds were scarcely big
enough to hold just him, let alone the two of us. His enthusiasm,
though, ensured that when he left, I fell straight into bone-deep,
dreamless sleep. My head had barely hit the pillow, so it seemed,
when all at once the birds were chittering and cawing morning
songs.

I pulled on sweatpants and a T-shirt, and braved the chilly dew
barefoot across the lawn toward the lake. Another early riser was
already on the dock. Silhouetted by the sun, the figure’s stance
seemed odd. I held my hand above my eyes and saw that he was
standing on one leg. The other one was crooked against his thigh—a
yoga posture called The Tree.

Mr. Shen remained immobile, watching me approach.

“David—TI’ve been expecting you.”

Saying nothing more, he lowered the crooked leg and moved
into the Namaste position—hands joined as if praying, elbows out.
I copied him and wordlessly we went through twelve full cycles of
the Sun Salute: Namaste, back arch, toe touch, Horse, Mountain,
push-up, Cobra... Our bodies stayed in perfect synch; it would
have looked like dance to an observer.

“You learned that well,” he complimented afterwards. “You had
a good instructor. May I know his name?”

“To be honest, Mr. Shen, I don’t remember.”

“Ah—perhaps you learned it from the Buddha, then?”

“Sorry, I'm not following you.”

“Come now. I’'m sure you know the saying, ‘If you see Buddha
on the road, kill him’?”

“Yes.”

“Pm suggesting that your teacher was so good he was his
lessons, not the person teaching them.”

“For all I know, that might be it. By the way, how did you know
I was here? Debbie told me you aren’t actually a guest.”

“Word gets around. ’'m glad you’re back. I was terribly caught
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up in work when you were here before. Our conversation was too
brief. Do you canoe?”

The change of tack surprised me. “No.”

“There’s not much to it if you’re sitting in the bow. Does cross-
ing water frighten you?”

“Not at all. Why?”

“I was thinking today I might go over to the island. I'd be
pleased to have you come along.”

Mr. Shen was not a man to fear eye contact. His gaze stayed
steady while he waited on my answer.

“The pleasure would be mine,” I answered formally.

He touched my arm.

“You have lovely manners, David, but we won’t have much to
talk about if you treat me so respectfully. Even if you think of me as
Mr. Shen, please call me John.”

I nodded. “John.”

“Will you be having breakfast in the lodge?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve already eaten. Would you mind asking the cook to make
us up a lunch? Sandwiches will do. Meet me here at nine-thirty. It’s
a good time to go out. The breeze keeps the mosquitoes down.”

“Don’t you have a lecture?”

“Not today.”

Back at cabin number three, I donned some shorts and a polo
shirt with a pocket in the front for my cellphone. Then I logged onto
my computer in Toronto and arranged for it to call me later in the
day.

I didn’t skimp on breakfast—scrambled eggs and bacon, home
fries with a lot of ketchup, a chunk of sirloin and a stack of toast.

Axel went overboard on lunch. In a cooler left outside my cabin
door were egg and tuna sandwiches, cold chicken, pickled beets,
raw vegetables and dip, apple pie, cheddar cheese, and a couple of
bottles of water.

Mr. Shen was waiting on the dock. He arranged the cooler in
the middle of a green canoe then handed me a pair of biking gloves.
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“You might want these. Blisters are a problem when your hands
aren’t used to managing a paddle” He held his own out so that I
could see the callouses. “And since you’ve never gone canoeing, may
I give instruction?”

“Yes. Please do.”

“You’ll be in front. Your only task is locomotion. Kneel on the
floor and use the seat to rest your bum. Dig deep with the paddle so
the blade’s submerged with every stroke. When I tell you to change
sides, first switch the order of your hands, then lever the paddle over
the bow.”

“Seems clear enough.”

“We’ll go around the island counterclockwise. There’s a good
spot on the other side for pulling up.”

It took only a few minutes to appreciate canoeing’s pull. The
senses are at rest. The eyes are mesmerized by eddies from the bow.
The ears are lulled by gently plashing paddles. The nose breathes in
the soft green smell of open water, which you feel slipping under-
neath the membrane of the hull.

Cassandra Island, it turned out, was teardrop-shaped. As we
circled round, a rocky spit came into view, tapering toward the far-
ther shore. We paddled up the point, around, and down the other
side. At a small cove nibbled in the base, Mr. Shen instructed me to
get out first, then followed nimbly, hauling the canoe ashore.

“This used to be my island, did you know? At one point, my
grandfather had holdings on the lake. He willed them to my father,
who divided them among his children. There used to be a cottage
but it burned some time ago. The foundations still remain.”

“I had no idea,”

“No? Tell me, David—are you one of those who receives
impressions from a place?”

“No more than most people, I don’t think.”

“I was wondering if you picked up anything.”

“Sorry, that isn’t what I do.”

“Shall we take a walk, then? There’s no easy way around the
island, but I’'m sure you’ll like it. We’ll leave the cooler here and eat
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when we return.”

I couldn’t see a path, yet Mr. Shen, in front, made his way as if
there were. His pace was quick, but not so quick there wasn’t time
to relish how the loam gave underfoot, or the smell of heat that rose
off boulders rusty with dead lichen.

A quarter of the way around, Mr. Shen veered inland to a clear-
ing where the cottage that he’d spoken of had stood. Crumbling
masonry surrounded saplings and a mat of purple flowers. Cloudy
beer bottles, a firepit and mouldering condoms told a timeless teen-
age story.

Mr. Shen stood in the middle—quietly, as if he wanted me to
comment.

“Debbie at the lodge informs me you still have a place,” I said.
“Further up the lake.”

He pointed north. “About there. You can see it from here in
winter.”

“Nice location.”

“Indeed. Shall we carry on?”

The island’s western face was steep. Several times he sent me on
ahead to scale rocks and hoist him up. The teamwork made him
beam instead of bringing on apologies. How old was he? Normally
a person’s age is easy to establish. Mr. Shen was over sixty, but by
how many years or decades I really couldn’t tell.

When we reached the southern shore, whatever breeze there’d
been died down. The sun was nearly overhead. Few fish broke the
water. Strands of gossamer winked through the pines. A crow
cawed from the middle of the island.

We were sweating when we reached the spit again. Mr. Shen
stripped to his briefs and waded in the water. The bottom dropped
off sharply. He was treading water almost right away. He’d left his
glasses on; the lenses flashed each time he faced the sun. I stripped
and followed him, diving down to see how deep it really was.

Deep, as it turned out. When I surfaced he was on the shore in
shorts again, wringing out his underwear. I stayed in a while longer,
then got out and dressed while he inspected Axel’s offerings.
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“Mmm. Pickled beets. Axel knows I love them. You must have
told him I'd be with you.”

“Idid.”

“Do you mind if we eat here on the rocks? Fewer ants.”

“Good by me.”

We laid out lunch and sat cross-legged side by side. Mr. Shen
unwrapped a sandwich, offering me half. He seemed disinclined to
talk while we were eating. His only conversation had to do with
food. Another piece of chicken, David? 1 like the flavour olives
give to eggs. May I finish off those beets? 1 remembered from my
first trip to Cassandra Island that he always dined apart.

The apple pie was every bit as good as Marion’s. It seemed a
shame to wash it down with bottled water afterwards.

Mr. Shen lay back, propped up on his elbows.

“So, David—have you been wondering why I brought you
here?”

“Presumably to get me by myself. To see how I react. There’s
something here you want me to respond to.”

“Or maybe not respond to? What are you sensing from me
now? Is that the word you use? Sensing?”

“I call it reading.”

“What are you reading, then?”

“Anticipation. Expectation. Curiosity.”

“These things are not invisible.”

“No. You're right. Anyone could see them.”

“May I assume, then, you have trouble reading me? Specifics
that you normally pick up won’t come?”

“Yes.”

“Why is that, do you think? Asian inscrutability?”

Precisely what I'd thought when we discussed the I Ching six
weeks earlier.

“Don’t worry,” he laughed. “I'm not offended. The truth is, I'm
as Canadian as you. My grandfather came over from Hunan while
the railroad was being built. He stayed and did like many of his
countrymen—quietly grew rich investing profits made from serving
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food and doing laundry. His restaurant was where the Rainbow
Grill now stands.”

“Which explains his holdings around Dawe’s Lake.”

“He had vision others lacked.”

Someone else had seized the day for boating. A red canoe slid
round the north end of the island. Mr. Shen fell silent, watching.

“If you’d known,” he said at length, “I’d ask what you can read
from me, would you have used your Internet Blue Book?”

“As perhaps you’ve done with me?” I answered, hiding my sur-
prise. “I seem—how shall I put this>—not to be unknown to you.”

“I don’t do readings so I have no use for tricks. My interest is in
Eastern divination. However, you are right. You are not unknown.”

“Are you psychic, then?”

“Are you?”

He asked so simply that I nearly answered no, but my cellphone
beeped as I'd arranged, reminding me I wasn’t there to tell the truth.

“Yes,” 1 said, checking the display for show, “I am.”

“Why do you do it, then? Why cheat when you don’t have to?”

“Backup. The more I know about my clients, the easier it is to
give them what they want.”

“You don’t trust your native talent?”

“I believe in preparation. I never know when someone I can’t
read might come along.”

“Someone like me?” he teased. “Do you know why you cannot
read me?”

“Because you’ve studied Eastern disciplines, I think. Most aim
to bring the body and the mind in harmony. What tells me most
about a person is the opposite. Disharmony. Say, for example,
somebody who comes across as confident but bites their nails.”

“Interesting,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Somebody who
comes across as confident but isn’t. Like someone claiming they can
‘read’ but having recourse to deception.”

“More like how you didn’t answer when I asked if you were
psychic.”

“Toucheé.”
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His delight in our exchange was catching, even though it
seemed to have been bought at my expense. You are not unknown,
he’d said. The reverse, I realized, was true as well. No doubt Irene,
the specialist in former lives, would have an explanation.

He stood and brushed his shorts off. I sensed him growing seri-
ous again. His humour didn’t so much fade as sink back to the
place where it had come from. He wandered over to the shore and
squatted down.

“Psychism,” he said, making circles in the water with his finger,
“is the word some use for talents of the mind outside the ordinary.
Abilities most people wish they had, but at best can only long for.
The term, and others of its ilk—psionics, ESP—is imprecise. Like
‘creativity’, which covers many things, from baking bread to paint-
ing chapel ceilings. And as with creativity, many claiming it are
wearing borrowed colours.

“And yet—,” he turned, “—do you know Tennyson? The verse
that starts: “So runs my dream, but what am 12”

“An infant crying in the night, an infant crying for the light,
and with no language but a cry?”

“That’s the one. Yearning as a statement of belief. You say you
cannot read me, but I wonder—can you see where this is leading?”

“Shall I quote Tennyson again?”

He cocked his head and looked amused. “No, no need, I think.”

There is more faith in honest doubt than half the creeds.

“You believe,” I said, “that faith in psychism and trust in a
benevolent divinity are similar. That it’s not through blind accep-
tance we discern it in ourselves or discover its true nature. Rather,
it’s through questioning, through doubt that’s real and honest—even
by rejecting it—that we approach the truth. You suspect I question
my abilities, perhaps reject them outright, but for you this is a sign
they’re really there. How’m I doing?”

Instead of answering, he started gathering the detritus from
lunch.

“How long will you be staying at Cassandra Island?” he
enquired.
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He had to be aware my visit was indefinite. Word gets around.

“Till T ind what I came looking for.”

“May I invite you, then, to spend a few days at my cottage? |
would be honoured, and perhaps can help with what you seek.”

The gracious shift in language demanded something more than
Yeah, okay, sure.

“Itis 1,” I replied formally, “who would be honoured.”

To: david@ase.ca
From: sleemans@pet.csis-scrc.gc.ca
Subject: Re: John Wu Shen

Do you know how many John Wu Shens there are?
Without the Cassandra Island sale we’'d still be
trying to guess which one is yours.

John Wu Shen, born 1931. Family rich off rights
granted on mineral-bearing holdings in Northern
Ontario and Québec.

Educated in Montreal, Beijing, Heidleberg, Vienna
and New Delhi. Ph.D.’s in sinology and psychology.
Never joined the family business, which now
includes a small Hong Kong bank.

Appears to be a full-time academic, though he’s
never held a university post. Contributor to the
The Gestalt Journal, The American Journal of
Psychology and Cognitive Therapy and Research.
Author of two books on The Analects of Confucius
and one on the fakir tradition in India.
Translations of several Chinese classics into both
English and modern Cantonese.

Associated with the Centre for Interdisciplinary
Studies in Alternative Psychotherapies (CISAP) out
of southwestern Ontario from 1964 to 1973. Major
focus now appears to be comparative translations of
the Chinese Book of Changes.

No police record. No troubles with Revenue Canada.
Not a member of any known professional association.
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The deed to Cassandra Island was sold to a holding
company in the early ’'90s. The sale included
portions of the Dawe'’s Lake waterfront that now
house the Cassandra Island Retreat.

The property was flipped twice before being bought
up by the retreat. No evidence Shen maintains any
financial or executive interest. The only
connection we can find is that one of the owners of
the numbered company with stock majority in the
Cassandra Island operation provided funding for
CISAP in the ’'60s and '70s. Said owner died in
'96.

We’ll dig deeper at this end. Continue cultivating
Shen.

JB

I deleted Byron’s message, logged off my computer in Toronto,
and snapped the laptop shut. It wasn’t coming with me. Something
told me Mr. Shen was not set up for Internet. If I needed Byron I'd
come back.

A Chinese saying has it: House guests are like fish; after three
days they start to stink. Three of everything, including jeans, went in
a suitcase that I took out to the car before informing Debbie of my
plans.

“Oh, so that’s where Mr. Shen will be,” she said, making a note.
“Too bad. I was going to ask if you wanted his spot at ten to do
your workshop again. Now, should I get housekeeping to do your
cabin while you’re away?”

Where do psychics who aren’t rich escape to?

Mr. Shen’s directions were precise, but the going wasn’t easy.
The first part was straightforward—the north road round the lake
until it turned to gravel. After that the complications started.
There’s a little bridge across the ditch past the Road Ends sign. ..

Many ruts, some corduroy, several forks and two plank bridges
later I pulled up behind his cottage—cedar shingle, stained dark
brown and trimmed in green, the same green as the outhouse. A
hydro pole fed wires from a line that ended on the property.
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I honked and got out. Sunlight on the forest floor released a
smell that, bottled, could be sold as Attar of Contentment.

“David!” Mr. Shen came around the side. “Welcome to my slice
of paradise. No trouble getting here, I hope?”

“For myself, no. I can’t speak for the undercarriage of the car.”

He approached and bent to have a look as if I'd meant it.

“Where should I park?” T asked.

He straightened up.

“Here is fine. My car’s around the other side. Bring your things
inside. I’ll make some coffee.”

He showed me to a small room off the kitchen with a single
bed, a dresser and a writing table. The bed—old-fashioned, with a
metal frame—wore a tightly-snugged Hudson’s Bay blanket. A sec-
ond one was folded at the foot. The room had a pleasant, musty
smell like the inside of a canvas tent.

“You take your coffee strong with milk, is that correct?” Mr.
Shen called out.

I laid my suitcase on the dresser and went to join him in the
kitchen.

“You’re an observant man if you noticed how I like my coffee
from your table in the lodge.”

“Like you, David,” he replied. “Like you. Go have a seat on the
deck. I’ll be out in a minute.”

The front half of the cottage was a single room outfitted with a
lacquered Chinese desk big enough to double as a banquet board.
Like every other building on Dawe’s Lake, or so I'd started thinking,
the floor, the ceiling and the walls were wood. Not that that much
of the walls was visible behind the books—shelves and shelves of
them, eight high from the floor. Even the mantelpiece was full. Two
comfy-looking chairs without much leg room faced the picture win-
dow.

The porch door creaked, a homey sound that matched the
Adirondack chairs outside, the dappled forest shade and the sharp-
sweet smell of pine. Dawe’s Lake shimmered fifteen metres down a
mossy slope. A staircase made of railroad ties dropped steeply to the
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shore.

A hydro cable spool did service as a coffee table. On it were a
teapot, a little china cup, and the seven pieces of a tangram set. The
tiles were veined like jade, but of a green so rich it verged on emer-
ald. Mr. Shen had placed them in the figure of a cat.

A tangram puzzle starts off as a square made out of triangles, a
rhomboid, and a little inner square. It took a bit of thinking, but I
had it rearranged when Mr. Shen came out.

S

“Ah, I see you found my secret vice. A wonderful pastime.” He
handed me a thick white mug of coffee. “And yes, theyre jade.
Cardboard would do just as well but I like the feel. A pleasure for
the mind and a pleasure for the senses.”

He poured himself some tea then took the little square-shaped
tile.

“What do you see?”

“A square of jade.”

He turned it forty-five degrees.

“And now?”

“A lozenge.”

He smiled.

I tried the coffee, which was perfect. He didn’t do the fussy
thing of asking if I liked it. We sat for several minutes lost in hot caf-
feine reflection. A seaplane droned past overhead, its pontoons
flashing through the trees.

“Did my invitation come as a surprise?” Mr. Shen asked, look-

ing up.
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“Did my accepting it?”

“No.” He chuckled. “Of course not. But tell me something, are
you trying to read me now?”

“Why would I be?”

“To find out why an almost stranger would invite you to his
home.”

“That’s pretty obvious. You like to teach and think you’ve found
yourself a pupil.”

“That’s all?”

“You’re already sounding pedagogical.”

He chuckled again. “You're right. I can’t seem to help it. So tell
me, this gift of yours—may I call it that?>—is it under your control?”

“It isn’t like a radio that’s permanently on, if that’s what you
mean.”

“When do you use it, then?”

“Other than with clients? I can’t really say. Whenever I feel it
will serve me, I suppose.”

He poured more tea and stared off at the lake.

“If I asked you to read me now—pre-supposing you didn’t find
me difficult, as we discussed—would you be able tell me what I'm
thinking?”

“That’s not how it works.”

“No?”

“Im afraid not. At best I can extrapolate a person’s thoughts. I
can’t say exactly what they’re thinking.”

“Yet it must seem to some as if you can.”

“I’'ve gotten good at guessing.”

“Read me now.”

“What for? You already know I can’t.”

He turned his face toward me. There was nothing special in it
but I got the feeling that I'd let him down somehow.

Whenever clients asked for on-the-spot, tell-me-what-I'm-think-
ing readings, I usually closed my eyes as part of the charade. With
Mr. Shen I didn’t bother.

“You have something to show me,” I told him. “A point to
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make, perhaps. You’re delighted by the prospect but worried by its
outcome. You’ve done this more than once, and know that you’ll
succeed. Still, you have concerns. Youre afraid how I'll react. Some
sort of urgency is driving you.”

He nodded encouragingly.

“There’s something else,” I went on. “A fondness. Perhaps
indulgence is a better word. Something you feel but can’t acknowl-
edge. Not now, at any rate. Not in words.”

He sipped his tea. I hadn’t made any startling How did you do
that? revelations. In fact, all of it was guesswork.

After a few moments he set his cup down and slid the tangram
pieces equidistant from each other.

“Pm going inside now, David,” he announced, getting up. “I
have work to do. Study this. I'm setting you a little task: to figure
out what it reminds you of.” He took his cup and teapot to the
door. “We will not speak again until you have an answer.”

The door snapped shut. I heard him in the kitchen rinsing up,
then the sound of papers being straightened on his desk. The scrape
of chair legs on the floor. Silence.

He hadn’t made a figure of the tangram, merely pushed the tiles
apart. What did they remind me of? The jade glowed softly on the
spool’s weathered wood. Green—my eyes? No, the colour of my
eyes was clear, like light refracting through a mineral, not bouncing
off it. Stuck on green, I thought of other things. Leaves? Grass?
Yesterday’s canoe? Nothing fit. The green reminded me of green,
like gazing up at clouds and seeing only clouds.

I tried instead to focus on the table, not the tiles, hoping that
the switch of fore- and background might reveal something. The
Nuclear Hazard symbol flitted through my mind, the result of how
the triangles were accidentally placed. Adding in the rhomboid
made me think of Mitsubishi Motors. The company logo and the
scary black-and-yellow trefoil were a lot alike. I hadn’t noticed it
before.

I free-associated long enough for Mr. Shen to silently refresh my
coffee. Twice. My eyes began to group the tiles into partial figures.
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The neck and two humps of a camel. The Pause/Play button on a
stereo.

The sun rose high. The scent of pine grew heady. A chipmunk
scampered on the deck, caught sight of me and fled.

By lunch—tomato soup and crackers brought out by Mr.
Shen—the tangram still refused to speak.

What was I supposed to be reminded of?

I took a tile at random. The jade felt more like silk than, say, a
piece of glass. I rubbed my fingers over it. No Eureka! moment.

I could sit and study it all day, but the tangram was a puzzle
after all, a game. I might as well start playing. Staring at it bug-eyed
wasn’t coughing up results. From memory, I reproduced the sitting
cat Mr. Shen had made, squinting so the lines between the tiles dis-
appeared. Seen this way, the head appeared to be the small square

X

In fact, it was the rhomboid laid down vertically, with triangles

tile with triangles for ears.

placed back-to-back to form a mirror rhomboid of exactly the same

hi

I spread the tiles apart and tried to make a standing cat. I'd only

size.

read about the tangram, never played with it. My standing cat
looked like a Schnauzer with a tumour, not a tail. When I tried to fix
the Schnauzer it became a sailboat with legs. Attempts to make the
sailboat a galleon gave me something like Godzilla on his back.

The trick appeared to be not thinking of the tiles as discrete,
polygons to be arranged until they fit some pre-conceived idea, but
rather as a set of shapes with meaning that emerged depending on
their context.

I started toying randomly. This triangle beside the square: a
goose’s head. The same triangle above: a child’s foursquare outline
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of a house. With the square rotated forty-five degrees: a face topped
by a wide-brimmed hat.

A pastime, Mr. Shen had said. More like a time accelerator.
Once I got the hang of it, making figures using all the tiles was easy.
All my life I'd let the clues that people drop arrange themselves as
maps inside my head. The tangram was a 2D version of exactly the
same process, and I lost myself completely in the narcissism of it.

The freshness of the day matured. The light turned orange-gold.
The pine scent softened. Mr. Shen came out and watched me for a
while, then went inside and started making supper. The smell of
beans and wieners drifted through the door.

I felt a little guilty. The pleasures of the tangram had distracted
me. Mr. Shen had set a task but all I'd done was play. More sober-
ing, I'd utterly forgotten I was there because of Kirin. Was there
some charm over the place? Kirin had gone missing after hooking
up with Roy Calhoun. Roy and Mr. Shen were friends; Roy had
told me so himself. Yet here I was, a guest of Mr. Shen’s, wasting
time with little bits of jade. For all I knew he’d had a hand in Kirin’s
disappearance.

I ducked inside to see how far along the dinner preparations
were, then climbed the railway sleepers to the shore. The sun had
swung well west and hung in limbo between afternoon and evening.
The sky was nearly colourless, the surface of the lake like liquid sil-
ver.

... or a mirror with no world to reflect. .. or the puzzle pieces
in my head that told me who a person was. .. personal geometries
whose meaning came from context. ..

No. That couldn’t be what Mr. Shen was after. He couldn’t see
inside my mind. He wanted something else. Something I was miss-
ing.

I climbed back up the steps. Mr. Shen was on the deck. I shook
my head. No answer yet. We'd be dining silently. I made to go
inside.

“David, wait.”

I turned around. Mr. Shen was tapping his left temple, grinning
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impishly.

“What’s up here,” he said. “The tangram puzzle. That’s what it
reminds you of. What you feel—what you read—from other people.
How your brain interprets the impressions. Don’t look so surprised.
I may not have the power to see what’s in your mind, but I know
what’s in my own. Now, shall we go in?”



Chapter 22

BREATH PLAY

-I:IE X-MEN DIDN’T make it through the winter.

Neil was the first to go, brought down by pneumonia. He
looked pale one night, but when I asked he hugged himself and
chattered he was fine. The next night he collapsed. Emergency at
Women’s College had him on an IV drip and oxygen in nothing flat.

Twelve hours later Brian, Shox and I went visiting. A trim man
in a soft grey suit sat by his bed. We waited in the hallway till he
left.

“My dad,” Neil murmured from the sheets. “He wants me to
come home.”

“Where’s that?” Brian asked.

“Ottawa. Rockcliffe Park.”

“You gonna go?”

“Yeah.” Neil coughed weakly. “He’s a doctor, did I say?”

None of us felt comfortable. A nurse came in. We shuffled out
with lame goodbyes.

“What the fuck?“ Shox groused. “You mean he’s just some rich
guy’s brat?”

A few weeks later Brian wasn’t out for three nights running. He
showed up on the fourth in a down-filled winter coat and treated
Shox and me to Fran’s.

“I met this guy from Montreal,” he bubbled, high on
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something. “He’s crazy for me. Wants me to move in. Showed me
pictures of his condo. Fucking awesome. And—you won’t believe
this—he says it’s okay if I fool around.”

Brian had hooked up with that elusive hustlers’ dream, the smit-
ten sugar daddy.

“Montreal?” Shox mumbled through his burger. “You speak
French?”

Brian shrugged. “Ban we,” he said, or something like it.

I scarcely noticed Magic’s disappearance.

“Seen Magic recently?” Shox asked one snowy evening and I
realized he hadn’t been around for weeks.

Shox himself got taken down in March. I came around the
Grenville corner—Stretch’s former patch—and saw him up against a
cruiser. No one had the scoop, so I checked the papers at the library.
An item in the Sun said Shox MacLean had done some bad things
in a town called Espanola. No quotes surrounded Shox. It must
have been his real name.

Brian left the biggest hole. I didn’t have a place to crash. I'd
kept in touch with Raymond, though, and asked about his basement
rooms. He agreed to let me have them on condition I pay rent.

“You’re all grown up now. Free ride’s over.”

“Cowboy never paid,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but dear, he worked it off in other ways. And pretty as
you are, we just don’t have the chemistry.”

It wasn’t all that much, but now I had to plan and budget, cal-
culating tricks per week, subtracting what I owed. I wasn’t lacking
customers, but with the X-Men gone the nights grew long. Obliga-
tion, not anticipation, carried me to Grosvenor-Grenville when the
library went dim. The twilight of the block no longer called to me
the way it had.

Hustling had become a way to pay the bills.

“Wanna make some money?”
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Scott and Daryl had expanded into real business, setting up an
agency, the kind that advertised with lots of triple-X’s and Discre-
tion Guaranteed’s. The enterprise was going well. Both had lost
their nerdy glasses and wore tailored leather coats. The Lincoln
gleamed a little brighter, chamoised, I’d have bet, with rags made
from discarded hoodies.

“What kind of scene?” I asked.

They had a stable culled from working boys who'd given up the
street for bigger bucks and vetted clients. They’d wanted me but I'd
refused, which didn’t stop them asking me to freelance on occasion
for their “specials”

“Heavy SM freak who’s tired of balding leather queens.”

“Looking for a top?”

“Mm-hm.”

“How much?”

“Four hundred, straight to you.”

Four hundred? That covered Raymond’s rent, with some to
spare, but no one paid that much.

“Which means he’s paying twice that, total. What’s the catch?”

“He’s into breath play.”

“With somebody he doesn’t know?”

I'd learned a lot from specials, most of whom were happy to
instruct me in the finer points of kink. Anything they hadn’t taught
me I’d picked up in books. Breath play meant asphyxiation by a
partner to enhance erotic pleasure. Everything I'd read about it
stressed the need for total trust.

Scott and Daryl shrugged in unison.

“Can you do it?” one or other of them asked.

I weighed the pros and cons: almost killing someone versus this
month’s rent.

“If it goes bad, you never heard of me, okay?”

“Sure. No problem.”

The client’s name was Eliot Pierce. He lived in Willowdale—
nosebleed country if you lived downtown. He was going to pay my
cab, and had passed along instructions. His back door would be
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open. I'd find clothing just inside he wanted me to wear. Downstairs
in his basement was a steel door. I was to open it. Pierce would be
inside. Everything I’d need would be laid out.

It wasn’t hard to guess what he was after: a heavy SM scene in
which he didn’t have to spell things out. A fantasy made real, in
other words, like guys who hired “burglars” to break in and “over-
power” them.

“What’s his signal?”

Daryl looked at Scott. Or the other way around.

“None. That’s what he said. No signal.”

Specials always had a code that meant Back off. Always. It
could be anything—a word, a gesture, sometimes just three blinks.
No one went without, especially with a hired partner.

“I dunno,” I said. “This guy sounds wacked.”

“You got a rep, David. They say you get inside a client’s head.”

“Yeah—if I can see it. Some weirdo in a latex hood doesn’t give
me much to work with.”

“We hear otherwise. But if you don’t want to do it...”

They were right. I could do without a signal. I knew when lim-
its had been reached. It’s why they’d come to me.

“No, it’s cool. I’ll take it. How’s he going to pay?”

“The money’ll be out when you get there.”

“When’s he want me?”

“Tomorrow night. Any time after ten.”

A storm brewed up next evening, detonating just before I hailed my
cab. Lightning cracked. Thunder growled. Hard rain sizzled off the
pavement all the way to Willowdale. Sheets of water curtained
down the streets of Pierce’s neighbourhood.

I paid the cab and dashed around the small suburban backsplit.
The metal awning at the back door was a cataract. By the time I got
inside my hair was soaked and puddles spread out at my feet. I
shook my head and swiped the water from my face.
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Pierce had laid out leather chaps, a leather vest and muddy
motorcycle boots. Generic stuff. Whatever he was into, costumes
weren’t important. I peeled off my T-shirt, donned the vest, and sat
down on the basement steps to try the boots. They weren’t easy to
get into but they fit. Afterwards, I zipped the chaps over my jeans.

The steps led to a rec room—Lay-Z-Boys, cheap broadloom,
flat-screen TV, hockey posters on the walls. Mr. Normal. Lots of
clients lived this way, getting off on getting fucked while wifey and
the kids were with the relatives.

The steel door was bolted with a Yale lock. Bolted on the out-
side. The key to open it hung from a hook. If Pierce were on the
inside—and I had no doubt he was—he had no way of getting out
unless he had a spare.

I pocketed the key and turned the knob.

Hot moist smell of piss and mildew. Walls all brick and
painted black. Concrete floor. A drain. Dim red lights in iron
sconces. Chains from brackets mounted in the ceiling. A rope and
pulley in between. Racks of toys—whips and paddles, cuffs and
collars, gags and gas masks, lengths of rope and leather thongs. A
dog cage in the corner.

A shelf above the dog cage had some smaller items: bamboo
skewers, nipple clamps and poppers—butyl nitrate. A nearby shelf
held dildos. A wad of bills was tucked between the smallest two.

Pierce was sitting on the floor against the wall, dressed in chaps,
a pair of knee-high Docs, and nothing else. By the clear light from
the rec-room he looked trim and fit. Curly, dark hair covered both
his head and chest. Gold rings glittered at at his nipples. I went up
and cupped his chin. Black eyes rose without surprise. The dilation
came from more than just dim light. He'd taken drugs—E, or some-
thing like it.

I dropped his chin and looked around for other exits. None. He
really was prepared to go the limit. I tried the lock. The key fit
smoothly. Reassured, I left it in and pulled the steel door shut.

The ruby lightbulbs cast no shadows. Everything looked flat.
Objects lost their mass. Distances became impossible to gauge. I
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leaned against the door and let my eyes adjust. I could feel Pierce
watching me but took my time. I had to know the contents of the
room. Specials always told me what they wanted. Pierce’s silence
meant his kinks would have to be divined.

Nothing spoke to me except the obvious. I couldn’t seem to
focus properly. The red lights jammed the nexus between seeing and
interpreting. Clues refused to gel the way they should.

I closed my eyes. A crimson after-image smeared behind my
eyelids. The dungeon’s stench turned rich and intimate. A dark,
charged presence grew inside me, spreading out, exciting nerves that
made my body sing.

Pierce.

“How long have you been in here, asshole?” I asked him, open-
ing my eyes.

He didn’t answer. I crossed the room and struck him with the
backside of my hand. He shook his head. Hed scarcely felt the
blow. I raised my other hand and struck again.

“How long?”

His head snapped sideways this time. He was smirking when he
looked at me again. I sank my fingers in his hair and yanked.

“How long?”

The smirk remained. I stuck my nose up close to his.

“This is how you want to play it? Fine by me. I don’t want to
hear a sound from you. Not a fucking peep. You so much as
breathe too loud youre going to hurt. Turn around!“

He kneeled with his face toward the wall. I grabbed his arm and
twisted it behind his back. He gasped.

“I said, not a fucking peep! Do that again, I’ll break your arm.”

Seconds passed.

“Okay,” he drawled, insolent and daring.

I wrenched his arm. A millimetre further, it would dislocate. I
held it there until his shoulder was a blaze of pain then let him go.
He slumped toward the wall.

“When I give an order,” I said softly, “I expect you to obey.
When I ask a question, I expect you to reply. You think I care how
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long you’ve been in this stinking pit? I don’t give a rat’s ass. But I
asked you something and you didn’t answer. Now you’re going to
hurt. Hurt bad until you tell me. Is that clear?”

He raised his head and nodded. He had his signal now—any-
thing to indicate a stretch of time.

“Turn around.”

He pivoted on one foot.

“These your boots?”

He nodded again.

“And you gave them to me looking like this? They’re fucking
disgusting. Lick them clean. Wash them with your tongue until
they’re fucking spotless, you got that?”

He bent forward, glancing upward like a naughty puppy. I
jammed a toe beneath his chin.

“Do it!”

His tongue poked out and touched the muddy leather. Daintily
at first, then with gusto, he attacked the boots, reaming seams,
exploring cracks, lapping at the uppers. His slurping filled the dun-
geon. | drew my foot away and planted it between his shoulder
blades.

“No noise!”

I leaned forward on my heel until his chin was grinding on the
floor. His breath came out in wheezing gasps. I held him there a
minute then eased off. He lifted himself up and clasped the boot.

“Hands off!” I barked. “I’ll tell you when to touch me.”

He clasped his hands behind him and began to lick submis-
sively. The slurping started again. I hooked him underneath the
armpit and flipped him on his side toward the corner with the cage.

“That’s how you want it, cocksucker? Test my limits? See how
far I’ll go? Bad mistake. I haven’t even started. In the cage!”

Pierce crawled over on his hands and knees while I dragged the
rattling pen from underneath the shelf of toys. The phials of pop-
pers gave me an idea.

“Stop right there, fuckface!”

I unscrewed a little bottle. A smell like dirty socks and bleach
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rose out. I crouched and held it to his nose.

“Take a hit,” T ordered.

His Whatcha gonna do to make me? smirk returned. I jammed
the phial in a nostril.

“Do it, fucker!”

He inhaled long and noisily. Butyl nitrate gives an instantaneous
but short-lived rush. Blood pounded in his ears. The space inside his
skull blew up. The room went bright and echo-y. His head felt huge
and hollow.

I waited for the rush to peak then cuffed his ear. The lighting in
the dungeon flared. His vision filled with scarlet.

“Again!”

He snorted hard. I waited for the peak and struck his other ear.
The lighting flared again.

I kept at it till he sank down on his elbows, practically insen-
sate, then screwed the bottle shut and stood.

“In the cage, asshole. Now!”

He wriggled in.

I latched the door. “You know what’s coming next?”

He wagged his head.

I undid my fly. “You’re going to be my toilet.”

He moaned; this wasn’t punishment. I kicked the cage to silence
him, then waited for my stream to build and loosed it on his back.
He writhed beneath it, revelling.

“Turn your head.”

He did.

“Open your mouth.”

I pissed out what was left. The urine struck his cheek and drib-
bled in his mouth. He smacked his lips and swallowed.

“Piss-drinking little cocksucker. You like that? You like the taste
of piss?”

I kicked the cage and zippered up.

The popper stink and ruby light were making me lightheaded.
Everything seemed insubstantial. I watched my urine snake toward
the drain. For a moment only it was real.
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I unlatched the cage.

“Out!”

Pierce wriggled backwards.

“Sit!”

He sank down Japanese-style—legs folded, buttocks resting on
his upturned feet. His cock was rising from the cut-out in his chaps.
Mine was stirring in my jeans.

I squatted down.

“You liked that, eh?” I asked him nicely.

He licked his lips and nodded.

“Maybe just a bit too much?”

More steel in my voice this time. His head went up and down
again.

I slapped him. “You're a sick fuck, you know that? Lie down.”

He made to stretch out on his stomach.

“On your back!”

I found a length of rope and coiled it tight around his thighs.
His scrotum mounded like a tumour in his crotch between them. I
went over to the shelf of toys and got a bamboo skewer. The sharp
end, when I fingered it, proved duller than it looked. It wouldn’t
break the skin.

Leather thongs were hanging from a coat hook on the wall. I
picked out one about a metre and a half in length and took it back.
His erection hadn’t dwindled and mine had grown full-size. 1 freed
it from my jeans, then, kneeling from behind with my legs astride
his head, I set the skewer down, fed the thong through both his nip-
ple rings and tied it in a granny knot.

Balancing on one arm I bent doggie-style over him. My cock
loomed just above his mouth. I started pumping slowly. The primal
urge for contact proved too strong. His lips fell open and his tongue
slid out.

“Don’t touch!”

I picked the skewer off the floor and dragged it up his side. The
sensation was like steel cutting flesh. He twitched convulsively.

I returned to playing with myself, teasing, lowering my cock so
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close a quiver of his lips would brush the skin. Every time they did I
used the skewer—on his belly, through his chest hair, up his sides.
His breath grew ragged and his abdomen began to heave. The tang
of sweat and urine formed a bond between us, one so intimate I
wasn’t sure where I left off and he began. Shocks ran through me
every time I scraped.

The stirrings of ejaculation forced me to back off. I put the
skewer down and grasped the leather thong. Looping it around my
neck, I leaned over Pierce’s genitals and exhaled on his cock. It
slapped against my mouth. I sat up fast. The thong went taut.
Pierce yelped.

“Don’t touch means don’t touch!” I growled. “Do that again,
Pl rip your fucking nipples off.”

I bent low again and blew a stream of a warm air on his shaft.
He quivered with the effort at control. I blew again. My own cock
danced but his stayed still. A bead of liquid pearled at its tip.

“Good,” I drawled. “Let’s see how you do with this.”

I grabbed the skewer once again, exhaled, and drew it up his
balls. He gasped in short, sharp, spastic breaths, each one a small
explosion in my groin. His cock bobbed up against my face. I sat
upright as before. His nipples tented. He hissed and clenched his
fists.

I sank forward on my arms and let relief flood over him, then
started with the skewer in a different way. Instead of playing rough,
I tickled. I traced the sharp point through his pubes, up his shaft,
through the crease between his scrotum and his thighs.

With a howl of frustration, he grabbed himself and started beat-
ing off.

“Silence!”

I sat up quicker than I meant to. I felt a second’s burning, then
the rings were out of Pierce’s nipples and the thong was hanging
loosely round my neck. The dungeon light flared scarlet. Pierce’s
chest heaved up and down. Blood began to pool on his ribs.

He didn’t make a sound, but his cry beforehand couldn’t go
unpunished.
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I stood and stuffed my cock back in my jeans. A ball gag hung
beside the rack with hoods and gas-masks. I retrieved it and went
back to Pierce, unbound his thighs and ordered him to sit.

His eyes were blacker than before. I grasped his jaw and forced
it open with my thumb. The gag’s hard ball was huge, but I got it
past his teeth and cinched the strap behind his head. He couldn’t
speak the signal, but his level of endurance—he hadn’t made a
peep—made me think he didn’t need it.

“Thought I was kidding, didn’t you?” I whispered in his ear.
“Guess you haven’t learned. Get up.”

He struggled to his feet, but his legs gave out from under him. I
used a boot to prod him up. He tried again and crumpled.

“Weakling.”

I dragged him by the shoulders to the middle of the room.

The chains depending from the ceiling ended in a pair of leather
cuffs. I unhooked them, fastened them around his wrists, hoisted
him two-thirds upright and re-attached the chains. When I was
done, I kicked his legs from under him so that he hung suspended
with his head inclined.

The ball gag bothered me. It made him look grotesque. I took a
leather hood and zipped it on his head.

The dildos by the toy shelf were identical except for size—from
human up to donkey. I picked one somewhere in between. It felt
slippery but left no residue. Probably some high-tech silicone. The
bottom didn’t flare, the way most dildos do. Instead, it ended in a
braided cord.

I crouched behind him, in between his legs, and pushed the
dildo at his rectum. The tip slid in. I shoved a little harder, then
started shallow fucking him. He arched his spine. I teased him for a
while, then rammed the whole thing in. Pain detonated in his bow-
els and his head jerked back.

I got to my feet and walked around him. His hard-on was still
there.

“You like that thing stuffed up your ass?”

His head, inside the hood, stayed motionless.
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I took a paddle from the wall with canes and straps. All black,
it looked as if it might have been a cricket bat. I slapped it on my
chaps.

“You like that thing?” I asked again, positioning myself behind
him.

Still no response.

I moved to one side, hefted up the paddle, and whacked his
thighs above the knees.

“Do...you...like...it?”

I took the paddle in both hands and swung it at his buttocks.
The crack of wood against bare skin brought water to my eyes. The
room swam red.

I blinked and swung again.

“Answer me!”

He nodded weakly.

“Twisted little freak. You’re not supposed to like it.”

I started whacking randomly—thighs, back, ass—keeping at it
till his never-quit erection flagged. The workout left me panting. I
put the paddle back and leaned against the wall.

The rope that dangled from the pulley in between the chains
had a carabiner on the end. The rope itself looped through an eye-
hook in the ceiling to a large cleat on the wall. A studded leather
collar hung beside the cleat.

I unwound the rope until the carabiner brushed the back of
Pierce’s neck. He flinched but made no sound. I took the collar, not-
ing it was lined with felt, and tightened it on Pierce’s neck. I stuck
two fingers underneath to check for give, then snapped the carabiner
through the collar’s ring.

Pierce’s penis stirred. I bent down and licked his neck. The soft-
ness of my tongue came unexpectedly. He jerked as if I'd slapped
him.

I unhooked one of his wrists, went back to the cleat, unwound
the cord remaining and handed it to Piece. He knew what to do,

grasping hard and tugging at it so the collar lifted to his chin and
blocked his breathing.
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Breath play isn’t about pain. Partial asphyxiation mixes deadly
risk with dizzy pleasure. For Pierce to get his money’s worth, I had
to get the pleasure started. I knelt in front and took him in my
mouth. An erotic charge coursed through him but he couldn’t gasp
or moan; the charge stayed locked inside, like current with no
ground. Gooseflesh rippled on his skin. Both our cocks grew stiff.

I went at him gently, just enough to stimulate, not enough to get
him off. T flicked my tongue around his cockhead, licked the slit,
massaged his scrotum. Pierce tugged at the rope. The collar rose and
snugged against his larynx, choking off his air. His brain reacted
swiftly. Luminescent dizziness swirled in his head. His body sang
with imminent unconsciousness. His grip relaxed; the collar settled
down around his throat. Air hissed in his nostrils as his ribcage bel-
lowed in and out. He tugged the rope again.

His cock was leaking pre-cum when we stopped. Mine was slip-
pery inside my jeans. I pried the rope out of his hand, removed the
hood and gag, and unbound his other wrist.

He sank down to the floor.

“On your knees.”

He grasped a swinging chain and pulled himself upright. His
eyes were glazed, his face ecstatic like the saints I'd seen in books of
paintings.

I laid a finger on his lips to remind him that the silence rule still
held. He tracked me with his eyes as I put the hood and gag back on
their racks and lifted off a scary-looking gas-mask. The intake vent
was sealed with a plastic disk that had been fitted with a fifteen cen-
timetre rubber tube of drinking straw diameter.

The mask gave me some trouble once I got it over Pierce’s head.
I fiddled in the hard-to-focus-in red light, disguising inexperience
with roughness as I figured out which clasps to slide, which straps
to buckle. The mask grew hot inside. Pierce’s face broke out in
sweat. Blood roared in his ears. The dungeon through the thin glass
of the eyeholes looked unreal and far away. I blocked the tube with
my thumb and felt the pull of suction. Pierce could breathe, but
whatever air was in the mask would give out fast.
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I took my thumb away and placed his free hand on his cock. He
started pumping slowly. Eyes on his, I stuck the tube end on his
stomach. He struggled to inhale and stroked himself more rapidly.
The room began to spin. His pupils clouded and his eyelids flut-
tered. The muscles in his abdomen gave way. Unerect, he might have
pissed. Or shit, without the dildo.

I pulled the tube away. It whistled as he drew in air. A circular
discolouration, black in the red light, had risen on his skin. I rubbed
it with my thumb and checked his eyes, glittering behind the oval
lenses. He wanted more.

His nipples had stopped bleeding so I placed the tube on one of
them. He stiffened as his breath sucked in the wounded flesh. The
dizziness came swiftly afterwards. The pain became a depth charge
ready to explode. His hand beat faster on his cock.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I yanked my zipper down and
started pumping just as fast. Our hands became a blur. The room
began to swirl. Pierce’s eyes crept backward in his head. Reeling
darkness filled the room. He'd reached the point of no return. In
seconds now, we’'d blow.

I closed my eyes and headed for release.

Even with my eyes shut, I knew something had gone wrong.
Inside my head a switch got thrown, cutting off the power. One
moment, current crackled between Pierce and me. The next, it
wasn’t there. The urgency inside me died, snuffed out like a sizzling
fuse.

Frustration flared, a flash of selfish anger. My eyes flew open.
Pierce’s hand was on his cock, but motionless and limp. His other
hand no longer clutched the chain. He swayed and toppled forward.
I tried to break his fall and tumbled backwards. The gas-mask
landed on my stomach. No air whistled through the tube.

I scrambled up and fumbled with the mask. My fingers trem-
bled in the aftermath of near ejaculation. I couldn’t get the fucking
straps undone. Why weren’t they quick release? 1 glanced around
for something sharp. Nothing. The dungeon was a fake—a playpen,
not the real thing. There were no blades. I forced myself to work by
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feel, pulling here, tugging there, until the gas mask played enough to
rip it over Pierce’s head.

I flipped him over. Wide eyes stared at nothing. No breath
stirred his ribs. I touched his neck. No pulse. A sour smell came off
him. Something dribbled from his mouth.

A fist of panic slammed me in the guts. I grabbed a chain and
staggered up. The blood rushed from my head. Nausea swept over
me. The dim red light and foul air just made it worse. I tottered to
the door and turned the key.

The rec-room light exploded in my eyes. I made it to the stairs
but tripped on my way up. The shock of falling killed the nausea
but didn’t slow me down. I stumbled to the kitchen and, not paus-
ing for my shoes and T-shirt, launched myself outside.

Water sluiced off Pierce’s metal awning. Rain battered me from
every side, slashing at my chest, seeping down my jeans, raising
stink off Pierce’s leathers.

How did I get out of here? I hadn’t paid attention in the cab.
The cab... Oh, God. The driver could identify me. The icy fist of
panic struck again. I lurched around the house and careened toward
the street. The cab had pulled up left, so I knew which way to head.
But where to after that? Pierce’s suburb was a maze of courts and
crescents.

A gust of wind attacked me from behind and pitched me for-
ward. Recovering, I took a step. Then another. Then another. My
legs picked up momentum. I broke into a trot. The heels of Pierce’s
boots sent shockwaves up my calves. I didn’t care. I started running,
sprinting left, splashing down the empty street, oblivious to every-
thing except the need to flee.

The townhouse’s three storeys were in darkness. It had to be near
four a.m. The rain had given way to drizzle, dripping off the birch
leaves overhead.

I’d made it out of Willowdale and found my way to Yonge.
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Shirtless in a vest and chaps, a sodden lone pedestrian, I'd stuck to
empty side streets for the long, wet trek downtown. I hadn’t
stopped to think if downtown was the place to be. My legs had car-
ried me, one squelching footstep at a time.

Pierce had courted danger for erotic thrills. Perhaps he’d
thought he’d never have to pay the piper, but he had, and I’d been it.
I’d been the one to torture him. I’d been the one to kill him. I’'d been
the one who jerked off while he died.

And I’d been the one who'd left his fee behind.

Money on the dildo shelf of some guy’s kinky playroom—it
wouldn’t take two seconds to connect the dots. How long would it
be before the cops checked Pierce’s calls and discovered one to Scott
and Daryl’s agency? They had too many irons in the bootleg fire not
to trade my skin for theirs. Even if they didn’t, the police would
sweep the hustlers’ block, searching for the green-eyed fare some
cabbie had dropped off at Pierce’s house. The driver might not give a
good description, might not even contact the police. But Grosvenor-
Grenville was the last place I could ever show my face again.

I had to hide, but where? I couldn’t leave Toronto. The only
cash I had was in my wallet, nowhere near enough to get away. I
couldn’t stay at Raymond’s. The risk of being traced was far too
great. How was I going to live? Hustling was out. And with no
bank account, no school diploma, no ID, I couldn’t even get a
burger-flipping job.

I rang the bell. I should have called beforehand. The chimes
might not be loud enough to reach the third-floor bedroom. 1 tried
again and stepped back. A light came on. A curtain swayed.

Suddenly, I started shivering so violently I couldn’t stand. I stag-
gered to the door and dropped my head against the frame. A soft
porch light winked on. I heard the thunk of deadbolts. The door
cracked open, spilling out more light. I raised my head.

“David! What’s the matter?”

The bathrobed figure looked and sounded wide awake.

“I...Ineed a place to stay. Please. I'm in trouble.”

The door went wide.
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“Of course, David. Come in, come in.”
With an ironic, courtly bow, Dr. Ferenc “Ferko” Anhalt ushered
me into his home.



Chapter 23

IF IT LOOKS LIKE A DUCK

MR. SHEN HAD given me a task: to make the link between a Chi-
nese puzzle and the way I saw things in my head. I'd spotted the
connection then dismissed it as too personal. In the end he’d spelled
it out and hinted that we shared some mental traits.

I may not have the power to see what’s in your mind, but I
know what’s in my own.

What exactly did that mean? That what I saw in my mind’s eye
was somehow special? Or just the opposite? Every time I broached
the subject over supper he found something else to talk about.

“Ketchup with your beans?”

“More bread?”

“Coffee on the deck?”

After dishes, he was full of questions. Where had I grown up?
How had I acquired such a range of knowledge? Who were my
favourite writers? When had I started working as a psychic counsel-
lor? Did I have a special someone? How had I found my first stay at
Cassandra Island?

I tried reading past his enquiries but nothing came. If the ques-
tions followed some agenda, it was one I couldn’t see.

We chatted until midnight. It was only when I went to bed I
realized he’d asked me almost nothing that I couldn’t answer hon-
estly. Subjects that required I prevaricate were dropped. His interest
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never crossed the line from curiosity to prurience. Not even Ferko
showed so much respect.

I slept well, waking in the morning from a dream: Kirin and her
daughter, whom I hadn’t met, running through a cornfield playing
tag. The little girl looked nothing like her mother, all frizzy hair and
dark brown eyes. Both were screaming gleefully. A schoolbell rang.
They panted off toward it hand in hand, bursting from the field
onto playground tarmac. The dream receded as they joined the lines
of students filing in from recess.

Mr. Shen was up before me. I found him on the deck, standing
in the Tree position facing east. He’d laid down yoga mats and beck-
oned me to join him. Just like two days earlier, we made a Sun
Salute.

Years before I'd ceased to wonder where I learned the exercise.
That morning, the question flickered through my mind again. So
much I didn’t know was locked inside my six years’ missing memo-
ries. Why did I know the Sun Salute? Who had thought it crucial
that I learn? Had I taught myself? Why was this the only yoga that I
practised? Had it served a function in some larger scheme, forever
lost?

I made French toast while Mr. Shen took care of frying bacon.
We ate breakfast from our laps outside, mumbling pleasantries
through fat and maple syrup. By the time we got to coffee—tea for
Mr. Shen—the sun was splashing daubs of yellow on the cedar
boards and chasing off the morning cool.

Mr. Shen cleared up. When he returned, he brought a deck of
cards. Another game? The tangrams had been fascinating but I
didn’t relish yet another day of solitary play.

Mr. Shen refreshed his tea and stared off quietly. His upcurved
lips gave him a look of deep contentment like a tabby basking in the
sun.

“Will it come as a surprise,” he asked me, many minutes later,
“if I tell you 'm aware that you’ve been lying?”

Lying? Ob, shit.

“From you,” I answered breezily, “it would surprise me only if I
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hadn’t been. Apparently, we both know what a lie looks like. Up
here.”

I tapped my temple.

“Indeed. We share some gifts in common. Like a feel for what a
person’s going to say next. In your case: ‘But we all tell lies?”

“Id call that a feeling for clichés. The gambit’s obvious. As
obvious as what it introduces: In what way am I lying?”

“About who you are. What you are. You misrepresent yourself.”

No anger. .. no feeling of betrayal...no hint of menace... In
my head, Mr. Shen remained, as always, placid like the surface of
Dawe’s Lake, fifteen metres down and skinned with silver.

“Last time I checked,” I said, “I was David Ase, obscenely lucky
millionaire and full-time psychic counsellor.”

“And so you are. Lucky, that is. And a millionaire. And a coun-
sellor.”

“So the lie’s in being psychic?”

“Not precisely. It’s in feeling that you aren’t while claiming that
you are, like you did your first time at the Island. And then again,
two days ago. I asked if you were psychic. You answered yes. But in
your heart you don’t believe it, do you?”

I saw no point protesting. He’'d already shown his skill at read-
ing me. I only hoped he hadn’t spotted how relieved I was the lie he
was referring to had no connection with Canadian Intelligence.

“What I believe’s not really that important, is it?” I replied. “I'm
sure you know the saying: ‘If it looks like a duck and quacks like a
duck, then it’s probably a duck’?”

I’d been aiming for a chuckle but he wasn’t laughing.

“That’s sophistry, David, designed to cloak the fact appearances
do not reveal the essence of a thing. Nor its intent. It’s lazy and dis-
honest.”

The criticism stung. I wanted Mr. Shen to like me—and not just
because I needed him to trust me should he hold the key to Kirin’s
disappearance.

He took the deck of cards and started shuffling idly.

“Have you never wondered how it is you do the things you do?”
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he asked. “How you know so much about a person whom you’ve
barely met? How you gauge their motivations, grasp their secrets,
know their lies, absorb their feelings—all as if you really could see
in their heads?”

“You presume to know a lot about the workings of my mind.”

“Am [ wrong?”

“No, but it’s a little disconcerting.”

“No doubt. Like glimpsing your reflection when you least
expect it. But tell me—have you ever wondered?”

I shrugged. “Does a hockey player wonder why he’s good at get-
ting goals? In his head, he simply is, and works at getting better. I
have a gift for observation and I've practised it, that’s all.”

“With such a skill you could have been a writer. Or a spy. Or a
doctor or a priest. Why a psychic? What made you want to use
your gift the way you do?”

“A friend of mine suggested it. A psychiatrist.”

M. Shen stopped shuffling—clearly not the answer he expected.

“He was fascinated by the way I sized up strangers,” I went on.
“We talked about it often. His conclusion, and mine, was always
that Pm fast at spotting tells and good at making sense of them.
Nothing more.”

“So anyone could do the things you do?”

“If they set their mind to it.”

“The same way anyone could pen a Shakespeare play or write a
Wagner opera if they set their mind to it?” he teased.

“Apples and oranges.” I replied.

“Is it? Consider this. Everybody has intelligence and creativity.
They’re part of being human. But can a smart, creative person—even
one who’s very smart and very gifted—develop the intellectual or
artistic capacity of an Einstein or a Michelangelo just by working at
it?

“On the surface genius, like psychism, looks like an extension of
capacities we all possess. It appears to be a simple quantitative
increase. But it differs qualitatively as well. That’s why genius so
often doesn’t recognize itself. Psychism, either. Those who have it
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view themselves as normal. They can’t grasp why others have such
trouble seeing things the way they do. A case of familiarity breeding
an understandable lack of appreciation.”

He sat forward.

“I’d like to show you something, David. This may not be the
strongest way to make my point, but divination and prediction are
my specialty. Humour me.” He put the cards back on the table. “It’s
an ordinary deck. I sound like a magician, don’t I? No matter.
What I mean is, it has all the usual cards except two that I've
removed. Which two is unimportant. It’s so that there are only fifty
cards. The math is easier that way.

“I’m going to take the top card off the pile. Just before I do, try
to tell me what it is.”

He held his hand above the deck. I said the first thing that
popped into my head.

“Eight of diamonds.”

Mr. Shen picked up the card.

“Eight of diamonds.”

He showed it to me, slipped it in the deck, reshuffled, and held
his hand above the cards again.

“Ten of spades.”

He checked the card and showed it to me.

“Another hit.”

More shuffling.

“Jack of spades.”

“That’s a miss. Ace of spades.”

He flipped it so that I could see.

“Five of hearts.”

“Miss.”

“Two of diamonds.”

“Miss.”

“Four of hearts.”

“Miss.”

“King of clubs.”

“Hit.”
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We kept at it till T lost all sense of time. The morning’s sounds—
the quarrelling of squirrels, the twittering of chickadees, the whine
of someone’s far-off chainsaw—formed a background to the drone
of Mr. Shen replying “hit” or “miss” each time I made a call.

Finally he squared the deck and sank back in his chair.

“Two hundred guesses. That should do. Are you feeling tired?”

“A little fried, yeah.”

“Fatigue can be a problem with this sort of test. Still, your ratio
of hits to misses didn’t change by very much.”

“You were keeping score?”

“A trick I know. Useful in my field of study. Now, do you know
what I mean when I refer to the law of large numbers?”

“Pve read about it somewhere. The more times you test a
known statistical probability, the more closely the cumulative result
reflects the probability.”

“Your reading’s served you well. Now, two hundred guesses
hardly counts as a large number but it’s adequate. Tell me—with
fifty cards, what were your chances of your calling the top card cor-
rectly after each shuffle?”

“One in fifty. A two percent chance.”

“What does that work out to over two hundred guesses?”

“A probability of getting four correct.”

“I trust you noticed you got rather more than four correct?” he
asked with some amusement.

I nodded.

“Would you care to guess how many?”

“Fifty>”

“No, David. The number is much closer to eighty. Seventy-six,
to be precise. Thirty-eight percent correct.”

“I won the largest jackpot in Canadian history. Don’t you
believe in luck?”

“At a variance of thirty-six percent above the odds?”

I couldn’t answer that, not even flippantly.

Mr. Shen got to his feet.

“We’ve been sitting quite a while. Would you like to stretch your
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legs?”

Without waiting for an answer he started down the steps to-
ward the lake.

A deer path hugged the granite shore. Well-worn tracks
branched off toward the water. Dark, wet hoofprints stained the
pinkish rocks. Mr. Shen went on ahead, pointing out a spray of
scarlet mushrooms, a geode crusted with blue quartz, a patch of tiny
flowers that smelled like apple blossoms.

I stopped beside a sap-encrusted pine root snaking horizontally
above the ground. Mr. Shen kept on, then registered I wasn’t follow-
ing and turned around.

“Yes?” His eyebrows queried me above his glasses.

“John,” T said, “that test just now—you’re not implying that I
won the lottery by looking in the future?”

“Did you?”

“The ticket was a Quick Pick. I didn’t choose the numbers.”

“But you chose the time and place to purchase it.”

“And you believe somehow I knew? Trust me, I didn’t have a
clue.”

He came back toward me.

“Are you familiar with the word, prevoyance, David?”

He pronounced it pray-VO Y-ense.

“It used to be a French cycling team, didn’t it?”

“Really? I didn’t know. I'll have to take your word for it. But I
meant it in another sense.”

“Pm not familiar with it, then. Related to clairvoyance?”

He crouched down by the root and picked up a twig.

“Prevoyance,” he said, poking through the pine needles and
loam, “is the term we use for being able to predict things. It’s from
the French for foresight. It’s the weakest of the psychic gifts, and the
most elusive. The least understood as well.” He smiled. “One could
say it’s the least predictable.

“All true psychics have it in some measure. In prediction tests
they always score above the norm, with hit rates in a range from
twenty up to forty-five percent. In any individual psychic, the score



THE BINBROOK CAUCUS 309

will fluctuate depending on what’s being tested. For example, some
are good at seeing the near future. Others have a flair for long-range
prophecies.

“No one can foretell the outcome of a physical event—say, a
throw of dice—until it’s set in motion. Even had you tried, you
could not have known the numbers of your lottery before the draw.
During it, perhaps, once the numbers started spinning in their bins,
but not the whole string days before.”

He fell silent for a moment. A beetle he’d unearthed scrambled
round in frantic circles then burrowed back into the forest floor.

“What makes prevoyance so intriguing is that all real psychics
have the gift but none possess it by itself. It’s always linked to some-
thing else—a skill that forms the true heart of a psychic’s talent.”

“May I ask you something, John?”

“Please.”

“Was that the point of guessing cards? A litmus test to see if |
have other skills?”

“Not ‘skills’, David. Skill. Just one. Now, may I ask you some-
thing in return?”

“We’re getting very Chip ’n Dale here,” 1 said, “but go ahead.
Ask away.”

“Have you ever had foreknowledge of the future? Answer hon-
estly,” he added gently. “I know you don’t believe such things are
possible.”

I made dissenting noises but he waved them off.

“Please—TI’d like to know.”

A punk named Michael Nemecek, a.k.a Bandanna—murdered,
as I'd seen... Cowboy driving off to face the music for his vigi-
lante justice. ..

“I may have,” I confessed. “But one time I was stoned, and
other I was sicker than a dog.”

“And you discount the incidents because of that?”

“I’ve never really known quite what to make of them.”

He nodded.

“Psychotropic agents can enhance prevoyance. As can certain
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illnesses. And trauma, though in real psychics the talent is innate.”

Illness? Trauma? Like something that would lead to waking in
an alley with a six-year memory gap?

“Pre-supposing,” I replied, wondering for a second if hed
touched the nerve on purpose, “you believe in such abilities. And
since you’ve made it clear you know I don’t, I might as well go on
and say that in one case it was probably wishful thinking, and in the
other, well, it wasn’t as if the clues weren’t there.”

A dark sedan. .. two large men in front. .. Cowboy in the back
seat, staring straight ahead. . .

Mr. Shen found that amusing. His face split in a broad, good-
natured smile.

“Ah, yes. The rational explanation. You must be very good at it
by now. Lots of practice. One might even say a reflex. No matter
what extraordinary things you do, they always have an explana-
tion.”

“You make it sound as if there’s virtue in credulity.”

As fast as it had come the humour vanished from his face.

“No, David. There isn’t. None at all.”

He tossed his twig away and stood, the smoothness of it testify-
ing to his yoga and whatever other disciplines he’d mastered.

“Come. You're getting hungry. After lunch we’ll do another test.
A shorter one, to demonstrate the points I’'ve made.”

The temperature had risen steeply so we ate inside at Mr. Shen’s
enormous desk. Afterwards, while I cleared up, he went outside and
came back with his cards.

“Just so there’s no doubt,” he said, “check the cards and verify
the deck—I'm doing the magician thing again, aren’t [>—then shuf-
fle them. Oh, hang on,” he reached inside the desk, “here’s the two I
pulled this morning.”

While I checked and shuffled, he slid a pad and pen across the
desk. I handed back the deck and watched him cut.
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He picked the top card off the pile. “Which card is this?”

I wanted very much to say I didn’t have a clue, and hadn’t we
already done this, but his unperturbed grey image in my head—the
total concord between what was on the inside and the out—had
grown a rippling centre like a stone dropped in a pool. However
much this looked like what we’d done that morning, Mr. Shen cared
more about the outcome this time around.

And, truth was, I knew which card he held. Had it been any
other he would not have looked the way he did. No one looks at
playing cards without subconsciously assessing them. A bridge
player sees a jack and counts it as the lowest face; a euchre player
sees a jack and counts it as a bower.

Mr. Shen played euchre.

“Jack of spades,” I said, an image of the card quite clearly in my
mind.

“Write it down,” he said, nodding at the pad.

I wrote J-S while Mr. Shen put down the card and took the next
one from the deck.

“This one?”

“Queen of clubs.”

He nodded at the pad again. I jotted down Q-C.

“And this?”

“The queen of diamonds.”

Q-D.

“Seven of hearts.”

7-H.

Fifty-two cards later, Mr. Shen pushed his chair back from the
desk.

“Because I want to demonstrate a point,” he said, “I'm going to
ask the obvious. What was different about the way we did things
this time?”

“You went through the whole deck instead of shuffling each
time. And instead of asking what the cards were just before you
picked them up, you asked me afterwards.”

“Plus,” he added, “you kept score yourself. Do you know
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why?”

I shrugged. “Presumably so I wouldn’t think you’d lied or
cheated.”

He pushed the cards across the desk. “How do you think you
did?”

“Based on what you said about prevoyance, not as well. I
wasn’t, in the strictest sense, predicting. More like trying to figure
out. But my score will be above the norm. I was reading you, or try-
ing to. I gather you like games with variable high cards?”

He chuckled. “I do. Context, as we discussed a month or so
ago. So—ready to check your score?” He flipped the deck; the top
card was the jack of spades. “And while you’re at it, would you like
a beer?”

“Sounds good.”

I’'d gotten halfway down when Mr. Shen returned and set an
Export at my elbow. He stood behind with his. I could sense him
looking out the window. I could also sense the ripple in his calm
demeanour growing. The reason wasn’t hard to guess. He'd pulled a
fast one.

“John,” I said, laying down my pen, “it appears I'm not the only
one not telling the whole truth. Apparently you do know sleight-of-
hand. 'm intrigued. How did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Switch the cards. Arrange them in this order.”

“Believe me, David, I didn’t do a thing.”

“You had to have. This isn’t possible.”

“No?”

He touched my shoulder. I twisted round to look. His eyes were
grave—graver than I’d seen them yet and filled with something like
enormous sympathy.

“Do you recall,” he asked, “I said prevoyance is inevitably
linked to something else?”

The meaning took a moment to sink in. His sombre look, the
different way we’d done things—he had indeed slipped something
past me. But not the way I’d thought.
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“You weren’t testing my prevoyant skills,” T said. “Not this
time. Not at all. What are you playing at?”

“Playing?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Would you
like to do it one more time? Set controls yourself? Assure yourself
that prestidigitation doesn’t enter into it?”

“I think perhaps we should, don’t you?”

“As you wish.”

He sat down. I kept the cards on my side of the desk this time,
lifting each so he could see the faces while I only saw the backs. 1
marked my guesses as before and verified them afterwards.

The score of hits, impossibly, remained the same.

A hush that I could almost touch fell on the cottage. Up above,
a squirrel dashed across the roof. From the kitchen came the hum of
the refrigerator. A tingle started in my gut, growing into something
nasty like the buzz of electricity. The room turned oddly bright.
Auras flickered at the edges of my vision.

“How do you suppose you did it, David?” Mr. Shen asked qui-
etly. His voice was soft and anodyne. The harbingers of agony dis-
solved like nighttime terrors chased off by a bedside lamp. “If all
you have’s a gift for observation, how do you account for calling all
the cards correctly? Fifty-two of them? Not once, but twice?”

How did I do it?

No, I thought crossly, how did you?

Mr. Shen wore glasses. Had he fixed things so I’d see the cards
in the reflection? Had he lied? Was it, after all, a simple magic
trick? He'd already shown that he was good at reading me. Perhaps
he knew what hints to plant in my subconscious. And hadn’t he and
Irene gabbed about the finer points of hypnotism? Could he have
used the dry monotony of naming cards to put me in a trance?

I kept my scepticism quiet. If he wanted me to think I had a
gift, I’'d play along. It wasn’t all that difficult. Who doesn’t want to
hear they’re like an undiscovered genius or blessed with supernatural
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abilities? Mr. Shen was playing to my vanity. The reason wasn’t
hard to guess. He was trying to reel me in. “Prevoyance is the term
we use,” he’d said. We. Byron and MacKenzie’s cult was looking
more and more like a reality, making Kirin’s disappearance every bit
as ominous as they, and I, suspected.

So why was time with Mr. Shen as easy as an afternoon with
Marion?

We moved back outside. I sank down in the Adirondack chair
as if I'd sat there all my life. The surrounding forest presence was as
sweet as anything I'd known.

Mr. Shen had brought the cards.

“This isn’t very scientific,” he apologized. “We should be using
Zener cards.”

“The ones with squares and circles and wavy lines?”

“Did your psychiatrist friend ever use them?”

“No. He wasn’t into parapsychology, just fascinated by the way
my brain made sense of what it got by ordinary means.”

“Really?” He tapped the deck. “Then I wonder what he’d make
of this. The same test as before. Flip the cards, show them to me,
write down what you think they are. And David—,” he paused to
wipe his glasses, “—don’t be surprised by the results.”

“I think ’'m past that now.”

He raised his eyebrows in a look that said we'd far from
plumbed astonishment.

Fifty-two cards later I knew why.

Not one single call I'd made was right.

“Is there some point to this?” I asked. Mr. Shen had gone inside to
take a leak a little too conveniently, leaving me to think things over.
The strategy was starting to wear thin. “You’re good—don’t think
I'm not impressed—but why the parlour tricks?”

So much for playing along.

“There are no tricks,” he answered.
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“Come on, John. You always know how things will go before
we start. Pardon me for thinking that entails deception.”

“You’re right. It does. But not the way you think.”

“And what way would that be?”

“Hmm—,” he screwed a finger in his chin,

<

‘—let’s see. You've
thought about my glasses, considered sleight-of-hand, wondered if
I’'m dropping hints, and contemplated hypnotism.”

Pretty good, but no better than I could do.

“In short, every explanation but the one that fits—you can see
what’s in my mind.”

“Not that well, apparently.”

I gestured at the pad with its perfect score of misses.

“My point exactly,” he replied. “What makes you think I didn’t
lie? Here, give me a sheet of paper.”

I ripped one off. He jotted on it quickly, hiding what he wrote.

“This time,” he said, folding it in quarters, “you’ll only get a
few cards wrong. I’'ve written down which ones by their position in
the deck. There’ll be exactly four. Unless, of course, you miscall by
design.” He pressed the paper in my hand. “Assurance that no tam-
pering has taken place.”

As predicted, I got four cards wrong: the fifth, the ninth, the
twelfth and the thirty-second.

“Have look at what I wrote. And please don’t say, ‘It’s got to be
a trick’”

5-9-12-32.

I looked up. “I wasn’t going to.”

His brows knit dubiously.

“Okay, okay, I was,” I conceded.

“That’s better. Good thing you didn’t count the cards.”

“Why is that?”

“You’d have noticed that the deck was off. I had to choose cards
at random for your ‘wrong’ calls, which meant that when the real
cards showed up.... Ah, but I see—you were counting cards.” He
wagged his finger. “Naughty.”

“Only at first. When I hit the queen of diamonds twice, then the
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five of spades, there didn’t seem much point. What do you mean,
‘chose cards for my wrong calls’?”

“Pm never sure quite what the right expression is. Fed you false
information? It’s like a lie, but the better term is misdirection.”

“Misdirection? Concerning what?”

“Concerning—me.” He raised his palms in the universal gesture
of frustration and apology. “I'm sorry. I know that doesn’t help. I
wish I could explain.”

My tolerance for mystery was fraying.

“Is that an ‘I can’t explain’ or an ‘I won’t explain’?” I asked
crankily.

He made a rueful face. “Both, for now.”

“And how long will ‘for now’ go on?”

“Until ’'m sure.”

“Sure of what?” My voice went up a notch. “That I meet all
your criteria? That you can trust me with whatever your agenda is?”

“Agenda?”

“Oh, come on, John. Aren’t we playing at the Magus and his
pupil? Doesn’t that involve the wise old master finally revealing why
his every utterance is shrouded in enigma?”

He held the look I gave him without flinching.

“Believe me, David—there’s nothing wise about this master.
What we’re doing is both dangerous and terra incognita.”

“Dangerous to whom?”

“To you. I saw your look inside, when you started to feel ill.”

“So what?”

“I know where it leads.”

“Somehow, John, I doubt that,” I shot back, sounding like a
scornful adolescent.

A long-beaked bird that had been circling above the lake plum-
meted and rose off with a fish. The water arcing off its catch
sparkled like a slip of diamonds. Mr. Shen seemed not to notice.

“Pm sorry, John,” I said. “You touched a nerve.”

He made a flicking motion with one hand, brushing the apology
away. I stood wordlessly and went inside.
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It was cooler in the cottage. I washed and dried the lunch dishes
then lay down on my bed, tracing circles on the scratchy blanket
with my finger.

I thought I’'d known what Mr. Shen was doing. The picnic on
Cassandra Island. The invitation to his cottage. The demonstration
of his psychic prowess. The tests to make me feel that I was special,
too. All headed for a delicately-worded, “There’s some people you
should meet, a group of others, just like you.” All I had to do was
play a part, appear to go along. How hard could that be for a for-
mer male whore?

But something else was happening. Instead of playing along, I
was putting up a fight and spurning every bit of psychic bait he
offered. It didn’t matter that he knew I didn’t buy the 0o-ab Jena
stuff; all I had to do was make it seem he’d won me over.

Somehow, though, he’d gotten underneath my act, the role I
needed to pull off for Kirin’s sake. I felt cornered by his tests. Some-
thing in them frightened me, like memories that, when I tried to call
them up, exploded into searing pain. It made no sense.

I heard a creak. A moment later, Mr. Shen tapped on the bed-
room doorframe.

“David?” he queried diffidently. “I was afraid I’d find you leav-
ing.”

I sat up.
“No, no. Look, I'm sorry. It’s just that what you’ve been show-
ing me, it’s all a bit much. I shouldn’t have sounded so—"

“—testy? It’s all right. The fault was mine. Your reaction wasn’t
unexpected. I shouldn’t have presumed. Accept my apologies. Can I
convince you to come outside and join me again?”

I studied him a good long time, looking for the chink, the crack,
the little piece that didn’t fit. Nothing came.

“Give me a minute,” I said.

“Would you like another beer? Something else, perhaps?”

“No, thanks.”

After he left, I got off the bed and smoothed the blanket. I'd left
my suitcase open on the dresser. I folded up some dirty socks and
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tucked them in. The pillow needed fluffing. I gave it a good pound-
ing. The throw rug by the bed was rucked. I straightened it. A dessi-
cated moth lay in the window frame. I transfered it to the garbage
pail.

Finally I went outside.

Mr. Shen was in his chair, fingers steepled, deep in thinking
mode. The cards were gone. I sat down in the other chair. The sun
had swung around, slanting at an angle that put half his face in
shadow.

“Images,” he said, not looking up, “images and memories, emo-
tions and volition. Pre-cognitive volition, to be accurate—the urge
that forms a thought and leads to action. These are what you read
from people’s minds. We call it empathy—a term made trivial by TV
shows but still the one we use. Empaths can read something else as
well: the wholeness of a person. We’ve tried to quantify exactly what
that means without success. It appears to be a knowing that can
never be reduced to smaller parts.

“I had hoped to demonstrate, by steps, that you have the gift of
empathy. That you sense these things, not by ordinary means, but
with your mind. That you aren’t, as you believe, just someone who is
good at observation. My agenda, as you called it, was to highlight
the absurdity of your position. To bring it to the fore so you would
see it cannot stand up under scrutiny.

“I had doubts I would succeed, doubts the pain you started to
experience confirms. As did your reaction when I mentioned it.
What I hoped to show you, and the manner of my doing it, conflicts
with a conditioning that bars you from the truth. Your thoughts
cannot go certain places.”

“The wall of pain,” I said.

He looked up, but not at me. “Is that what you call it? I was
wondering.”

“What do you know about it?”

“I know that because of it, you’ve had to make up who you are.
Invent yourself.” He turned. “The invention isn’t real, David. You’re
someone other than you think.”
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Someone other than you think...the dream of everyone...a
general truth. .. fortune-teller’s honey. ..

“What else do you know?” I asked him cautiously.

“I know the way things look inside your head. I know the terms
you use. Puzzle-pieces, mental maps, sculptures. I know about the
grey that isn’t grey, how it shapes itself in ways you can’t describe
because it has no analog in vision. I know about the core of you you
sometimes cast into the future. I know that face-to-face, your image
of a person’s clear, but in a group the clarity diminishes. Conversely
you are nearly helpless to resist a strong group feeling. You suffer
déja-vu. You have a fear of being discovered, which makes you ner-
vous around agencies that gather and keep records. And you have a
hole, a part of you that’s missing, surrounded by a wall of pain.”

“Are you reading this from me?”

“No, David. You’re nearly as opaque to me as I to you—the mis-
direction that I spoke of. The difference is, I can reveal myself or any
part of me at any time to you or any other empath. You cannot.
Not because you lack the skill but because you don’t know how.”

Don’t know how. .. don’t know how...don’t know how...

Something happened on the deck. It was as if a cloud had veiled
the sun while the world itself had brightened.

Mr. Shen, I realized, had lied. And more—he wanted me to
know.

“You don’t mean, ‘don’t know’” I said. “You mean, ‘don’t
remember’”

He didn’t answer. Neither did he look away. Time hung sus-
pended. The lambent vision faded. Mr. Shen got up and wandered
to the railing.

“Your friend is safe,” he said, speaking to trees. “And yes, there
are some people that I'd like you to meet.”



Chapter 24

FIELDS OF EMERALD SOD

To: sleemans@pet.csis-scrc.gc.ca
From: david@ase.ca
Subject: Request for instructions

Josh --

You and Ms. MacKenzie appear to have been right
about Cassandra Island.

John Wu Shen knows where Kirin and her daughter
are. Safe, he assures me. No further information
offered. Shen reveals what he wants when he wants.
Probing’s useless.

I'm back at the retreat but not for long. Shen’s
taking me to meet “some people”. We're leaving
today. He didn’t say where, but we’re going in my
car--at his suggestion. I gather we’ll be gone a
while. He recommended I clear off my schedule.

Since my last communication, he’s been putting me
through tests. The goal appears to be determining
the nature and extent of my “abilities”.

Apparently he’s satisfied by the results. Enough
at least to trust me with the information about
Kirin.

I think we can assume the people I'm to meet have
been using the retreat the way we talked about, viz
planting spotters. The criteria for whom they
choose to contact isn’t clear. Presumably it’s
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more than psychic gifts, since Cassandra Island’s
guests all claim to have them.

I can’t help wondering that Roy Calhoun was Kirin's
perfect somatype and Shen’s a person I was certain
to warm up to. It’s as if the two were chosen just
for us. We may have been investigated. Certainly,
Shen knows more about me than can explained any
other way.

I'm no expert in these matters but I think the
group that you and Ms. MacKenzie have been looking
for is closer to a secret order than a cult. The
distinction may not be important, but it'’s worth
remembering that Shen is highly-educated, very
smart and, as you indicated, rich. If his people
are the same, it’s possible they have
connections--“in high places”--and your attempts to
investigate Cassandra Island failed because of
that.

How should I proceed? Our means of communication
has already proven unreliable. 1I've taken the
precautions you suggested but they’'re meaningless
if wherever Shen is taking me is WiFi-less.

Please get back to me right away. I'm returning to
Shen’s cottage in a few hours.

DA

I sent the email but stayed logged on to ase.ca. I had no idea
how Byron would react. Would he read between the lines? Sniff out
my ambivalence?

When Mr. Shen had said Your friend is safe, I'd instantly and
utterly believed him. No one, not even someone claiming he could
camouflage the truth from real psychics, could have lied with such
sincerity. It was as if he’d let me glimpse the truth, as moments ear-
lier he’d let me see his lie.

The tests he’d had me do—he couldn’t have been faking the
results. There’s only so much misdirection anyone can do. It’s one
thing to convince a mark that you can read his mind; it’s something
else to make him think he’s reading yours.
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No amount of research could have possibly unearthed what Mr.
Shen appeared to know. He may have fudged up to a certain point,
the kind of verbal trickery that Marion, and sometimes I, resorted
to: making generalities specific and the common sound unique. But
only Ferko and his colleague, Dr. Behr, knew about the pain around
my missing years.

As for the other details—what I saw inside my head, the weak-
ness in resisting group emotions, my paranoia about agencies, the
déja-vu—any one of them could, by itself, form part of anyone’s
experience, but taken all together fit me far too well to be dismissed.

And no matter how I tried, I couldn’t reconcile bloated drown-
ing victims like the ones in Ms. MacKenzie’s photos with the enig-
matic man who whipped up food I loved and wouldn’t let me do the
dishes afterwards alone. Someone may have pushed three psychics
into suicide, someone may have snatched three others, but the self-
effacing scholar I'd spent two days with could simply not have been
involved.

I had no such feelings about Roy Calhoun. Both men were
impossible to read, or, to use Mr. Shen’s expression, knew how to
camouflage themselves. I only had his word that such a thing was
possible. But if it were, what lurked behind Roy’s arrogantly mascu-
line facade? I’d sensed a need to dominate that couldn’t be ignored.

I hoped Byron wouldn’t notice my equivocation. If he did, he’d
probably demand I haul my ass back to Toronto lest I ruin what for
him, and for his boss, was shaping up to be a coup, the kind careers
are made of.

While I waited to see what he’d have to say, I packed my things
and took them to the Jag, then paid a visit to reception.

“No problem,” Debbie smiled. “Everyone’s allowed to change
their mind. We’ll have to keep your deposit, though.”

“I must be starting to look like one of those flighty millionaires
they love so much in TV shows.”

“Pm afraid Don Metairie has already beaten you to that title.
You remember Don? The oil diviner?”

“The lech?”
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“That’s the one.” She put a legal form on the counter facing me.
“We need your signature to sign off on the deposit. At the bottom
here, and here.”

She busied herself at her computer while I signed.

“Mr. Sheffield will be sorry that he didn’t get to see you,” she
said, scooping up the form. “But you will be back, won’t you? And
wherever youre going with Mr. Shen, don’t keep him too long.”

“I’ll do my best. Say hi to Tom for me.”

Byron’s reply was waiting when I went back to the cabin to col-
lect my laptop.

To: david@ase.ca
From: sleemans@csis-scrs.gc.ca
Subject: Re: Request for instructions

David --

> You and Ms. MacKenzie appear to have been right
> about Cassandra Island.

Good work.
> John Wu Shen knows where Kirin and her daughter
> are. Safe, he assures me. No further information

> offered. Shen reveals what he wants when he wants.

Or may not know, or isn’t telling the truth.
Consider K at risk until you have confirmation

otherwise.

> I'm back at the retreat but not for long. Shen’s
> taking me to meet “some people”. We're leaving

> today. He didn’t say where, but we’re going in my
> car

Can you stall? Long enough to have your car
outfitted with a beacon? I could be at or near the
Island by this afternoon.

> Since my last communication, he’s been putting me
> through tests. The goal appears to be determining
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> the nature and extent of my “abilities.”

See comments further down.

Re: Calhoun and Shen

> We may have been investigated. Certainly, Shen
> knows more about me than can be explained any other
> way.

Disturbing. Your cover may be fooling no one.

I'm no expert in these matters but I think the
group that you and Ms. MacKenzie have been looking
for is closer to a secret order than a cult. The
distinction may not be important.

vV V vV V

From the point of view of national security, no,
the distinction isn’t important. Both pose similar
threats. However tests like you say Shen performed
are often used to screen postulants for secret
orders.

How should I proceed? Our means of communication
has already proven unreliable. 1I've taken the
precautions you suggested but they’'re meaningless
if wherever Shen is taking me is WiFi-less.

vV V VvV V

What you're doing remains unofficial. Subira put
in a request to re-open the Cassandra Island file
but was refused. Her stock’s still down after the
last reports you sent. If you continue, you're
entirely on your own unless you find a way to stay
in contact via computer.

Subira’s angling for you to go along with Shen.

Any intelligence you gathered would be invaluable.

But since we know nothing about Shen’s group, you’d
be entering a potentially dangerous situation with

virtually no support.

If it weren’t for Kirin, personally I'd advise
getting the hell out of there. You’ve done your
part, providing us a lead that, with a bit more
time, has to convince our superiors to re-activate
Cassandra Island. However, as I said, there is
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your friend.

It’'s your call. From our meetings, you strike me
as a man more prone to gestures than good sense.
But remember--if you go with Shen and are unable to
maintain contact, you’'ll be up the creek without a
paddle.

JB

Apparently I wasn’t the only one with ambivalent feelings. I
composed a brief reply—Leaving from Shen’s cottage. No way to
contact him from C-1. Stalling not possible—and logged off.

My open-ended stay at Cassandra Island hadn’t lasted very
long.

Mr. Shen had packed lightly, just an overnight case and a satchel of
books. He spotted my laptop while I was helping him load them in
the car.

“Would you mind bringing that inside?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said. “What for?”

I guess he didn’t hear me.

“Just set it on the desk,” he directed in the kitchen, rooting
through a drawer.

“Should I boot up?”

“No need.”

He stood up with a multidriver and apology writ large upon his
face.

“Im afraid I’ll have to do a little surgery or ask you not to bring
the laptop. The people we’ll be meeting need to keep their where-
abouts unknown. You’ll understand once we arrive.”

“The same way Kirin ‘understood’?”

His expression sombered.

“Your friend is there by choice, David. Don’t for a moment
imagine otherwise. Besides,” a sly smile replaced the serious look,
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“she isn’t working for Canadian Intelligence.”

The ghost of a wink crinkled one eye. He watched me hunt
around for words.

“How long have you known?”

“Since your first visit.”

“How?”

He wagged a finger.

“That would be telling. Let’s just say we’re aware of CSIS’ inter-
est in the Island and the reasons for it. It doesn’t trouble us. How-
ever where were going is a different matter. 'm sorry for the
mystery. Really I am. I don’t like to be so unforthcoming.”

“Not so’s I'd noticed. What’s to stop me from disclosing the
location when I leave this place you're taking me?”

“You won’t.”

“Won’t say where I was? Or won’t be leaving?”

His reply was long in coming.

“Certainly the first,” he answered cautiously. “Quite possibly
the second. In either case the decision will be yours. You're in no
danger. On the contrary, we’re the ones at risk.”

I waited for an explanation. None came.

“If I walk out right now, what happens?”

“Nothing.”

“Even if I brief CSIS on everything you’ve told me?”

“I imagine you already have.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“It’s a price we have to pay.”

It’s your call. First Byron, now Mr. Shen. Both giving me the
option to back out. Both sure I wouldn’t.

“Go ahead,” I said, “butcher away. I'd like to keep the laptop
with me.”

I quashed the urge to make up reasons why. With Mr. Shen,
simple statements seemed the safer way to go.

He sat down, removed the laptop’s keyboard and made scratch-
ing motions on the inside with his screwdriver. Backups, my geek-
for-hire whispered in my head, you can never have enough.
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“You’ll have to take this to the shop to get the wireless repaired.
Meantime, no other damage done.”

“You know your way around computers?”

“Let’s hope so.” He deftly reassembled it. “Now, your cell-
phone. If you don’t mind I need it, too.”

I pulled it from my belt, where I'd clipped it to be visible. He
flipped it over, popped the battery and slid it in his pocket.

“Well, then, that’s that. Give me a minute to lock up then we’ll
be off.”

Right—let’s take a little Sunday jaunt into the perilous
unknown, shall we?

Outside I offered him the keys. He waved them off.

“That’s all right. You can drive.”

Why get paranoid about a laptop and a cellphone then sit back
and give directions? Shouldn’t I be blindfolded? Drugged? Some-
thing so I wouldn’t know where we were going?

We bumped and scraped through trees until we hit the road that
hugged Dawe’s Lake. Mr. Shen instructed me to make my way to
Paxton, then over to the highway down to Kaladar. Afterwards he
settled in his seat and watched the countryside roll by. His only fur-
ther comments were to compliment the Jaguar’s quiet ride and fine
suspension.

At Kaladar, we hung a right, mirroring the route I'd followed
coming up.

“At 37, he instructed, “take a left. It’s the shortest way to 401.
Plus we’ll pass through Tweed. There’s a restaurant that does terrific
liver if you want to stop. Lots of bacon, tons of onions.”

“How come you know my tastes in food? I thought you said I
was—what was the word you used?—opaque.”

“You are.” He waited half a beat. “Almost.”

“Don’t you ever tire of being cryptic?”

“It’s a strain.”

“But there are Very Good Reasons.”

“Indeed. You.”

“Should I feel honoured?”
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“In your place, I think irritated might be more appropriate.”

“To be honest I think I’'m suffering what Ferko calls a flattening
of affect. Not feeling much of anything.”

“Ferko?”

“The psychiatrist I mentioned.”

“Ah”

His mind was elsewhere. He turned toward the window. There
wasn’t much to look at, only rock-strewn hills and birch-and-cedar
forest.

“I should be scared shitless,” I essayed a kilometre later.

“Flattening of affect is common among empaths. Without it
you’d be terrified of letting go.”

“Letting go of what?”

“Of you. Your ego boundaries. When you read another person,
it’s not at all objective. Part of you becomes that other person. The
problem is, the ego’s like a jealous watchdog. It sets up quite a
racket when it senses an invasion. The only way to silence it is not
to care. To lose yourself.”

“Sounds like a one-way ticket to psychopathy.”

“Genius looks like madness, too.”

“You like the genius analogy. You used it yesterday, down by the
lake.”

“The similarities are hard to miss. To start with, psychism’s
extremely rare. One in many million, at a guess. Statistics are a little
hard to gather.”

He went back to staring out the window. We glided up behind a
tractor-trailer loaded down with timber. Inching left, I saw the road
was clear and pushed the pedal to the floor. Responsive but not vul-
gar, the Jag slipped into overdrive and ferried us around.

The display of British engineering savvy animated Mr. Shen. He
shifted in his seat and, for the first time since we’d left, seemed fully
there.

“We have a ways to go,” he said, “which doesn’t mean we have
to spend the hours in silence. There are things it cannot hurt for you
to know, even if for now you don’t believe them. May I talk a
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while?”

“Feel free.”

He made himself more comfortable, sinking deep into the
Jaguar’s padded leather.

“True psychism,” he began, “is an innate condition. You’re
either born with it or not. It manifests in just four ways: empathy,
imprinting, prevoyance and telepathy. Those other so-called gifts—
channelling, remote viewing, telekinesis, what have you—can chari-
tably be summed up as wishful thinking.

“Of the four, empathy and imprinting are the most significant,
the yin and yang of psychism. The two are mutually exclusive. No
psychic ever has both gifts.

“Empathy, as I explained yesterday, means that you can read
emotions, mental images and pre-cognitive volition, as well as seeing
what we call the wholeness of a person, up to and including memo-
ries.”

“Reading minds, in other words,” I interrupted, trying not to
show the trouble I was having buying it. Getting into people’s
heads—admittedly something I was good at—was a turn of phrase,
not a literal statement.

“Not precisely,” Mr. Shen replied. “Empaths cannot know
another person’s thoughts, only sense the mental fields that give rise
to them. In The Hollow Men, T.S. Eliot wrote: ‘Between the desire
and the spasm falls the Shadow’ In the same way, there’s a gulf
between conditions pointing to a thought, and the actual thinking of
it. That’s what empaths read—the gulf, the Shadow.

“Imprinting is the opposite of empathy. Those who have the
skill are called transmitters. They imprint—transmit—from their
own minds the same things that an empath reads—emotions,
images, the wholeness of themselves. They cannot imprint thought
per se, nor bend a person to their will, though it sounds as if they
could. They’re more like artists—painters, for example, whose can-
vasses communicate their thought—except transmitters have no
need of oil and brushes.”

“Empaths and transmitters experience cognitive, conceptual,
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affective and memory functions in a manner largely foreign to the
non-psychic mind. They ‘map’ these functions onto mental models,
which they then perceive like sculptures visible from all sides simul-
taneously. Empaths map the things they read from other people’s
minds; transmitters map their own minds and imprint selected con-
tent.

“The map, or model, can be played with, granting empaths the
ability to show a false, or partial, image of themselves to other em-
paths. For transmitters, it means they can imprint, say, feelings that
they aren’t in fact experiencing.”

“In other words,” I interrupted, “empaths can lie to other em-
paths and transmitters can fake their feelings. Pardon me for saying
that hardly sounds earth-shattering enough to warrant muzzling my
laptop.”

He carried on unperturbed.

“Do you recall I said psychism looks like an extension of facul-
ties everyone possesses, but that it’s more? Here’s an example. It’s
one thing to tell lies effectively. It’s quite another to fool a human
polygraph. Equally, it’s one thing to manipulate a person’s feelings
with a word or gesture; quite another to arouse emotions without
any stimulus at all.”

“I can see where that might come in handy. Like getting the
cops to wave you past R..LD.E. checks on New Year’s Eve.”

He laughed. “Your quips are quite a treat, even if they’re
prompted by anxiety. Oh, here—your turn is coming up.”

The landscape changed on Hwy. 37 with surprising speed from
wilderness to undulating fields and generous old homesteads. Road
signs pointed toward little towns with odd, mineral-sounding names
like Sulphide and Actinolite.

“You mentioned telepathy,” I said when we grew tired of buco-
lia. “That sounds a hell of a lot more significant than this empathy-
imprinting thing.”

“It does, doesn’t it? The stuff of psychic thrillers. The problem,
though, if I may call it such, is that telepathy’s unlike the other
forms of psychism. To begin with, it’s unique to twins. Even then,
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it’s extremely rare. Statistics show that twins account for point-zero-
four percent of the world’s population. Telepathy between them
shows up at an even lower rate, somewhere around one in several
tens of thousand sets.

“Furthermore telepathy appears to be restricted to monozy-
gotic—identical—twins. With a single known exception, biovulars,
or dizygotics—what most people call fraternals—never develop the
ability.

“Primary psychism—empathy and imprinting—demands that
subjects be nearby. Not so telepathy, which operates without regard
to distance. Up close, telepathic twins communicate with great pre-
cision. As distances increase, their telepathy is more like what an
empath reads, but the non-proximate psychism still remains anoma-
lous.

“Even more peculiar, telepathic identical twins are never
empathic, transmissive or prevoyant, which suggests telepathy is
unrelated to psychism in its other forms. It’s a puzzle, one we’re not
likely to solve any time soon.”

“We? That would be the people we’re going to meet?”

“Primarily. There are others. The Boundary Institute in Califor-
nia, the Engineering Anomalies Research lab at Princeton. And, of
course, the granddaddy of them all, the Society for Psychical
Research in London. Plus some organizations rather more interested
in application than research.”

Mr. Shen was back to being slippery. He lapsed into reflective
silence. I got the feeling something that he’d said made him uneasy.
His description of “true” psychism didn’t correspond with anything
I’d read, yet he’'d spoken as if quoting from a textbook—in itself, not
that unusual. By his own admission he enjoyed the act of teaching.
But it had me wondering again about the people he was taking me
to see. As I'd hinted to Josh Byron, clearly they weren’t lacking
brains.

The town of Tweed was very much like Paxton: not big enough
to sprawl, not small enough to wither. The wide main street housed
video stores, Tim Hortons, and the usual fast food franchises.
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Nestled in between were shops proclaiming they’d been around since
horse and buggy days.

The restaurant that Mr. Shen had spoken of was done in var-
nished pine with tables big enough for family lunches Sundays after
church. Weathered men in baseball caps swilled coffee while the
hefty boys across from them dug into plates of fries. It was as if
we’d stumbled on a father-son convention.

We ate beside the lettered plate-glass window giving onto main
street. Bracketed by Rams and Silverados, the Jaguar, parked out
front, looked small and low and out of place.

“A fine car,” Mr. Shen observed, polishing off liver every bit as
good as what he’d promised. “Lovely ride.”

“Do you want to try it out?”

“You must be psychic,” he replied, deadpan.

“Very funny. You’ve been angling for it since we started.”

“Am I so transparent?”

“Again, very funny. But since you do know where we’re going

“You’re sure you don’t mind?”

I dug in my pocket and handed him the keys.

He left with take-out coffees while I paid the bill. When I joined
him he was in the driver’s seat self-consciously adjusting mirrors.
Leaving Tweed, he held the wheel like a driving student, but past
town on the highway he relaxed and drove one-handed, sipping
what turned out to be a weak but bitter brew. Evidently tastes in
Java around Tweed were left over from the days of horse and buggy,
too.

Despite the caffeine hit, the heavy lunch had made me drowsy.
The sun had scooted west and was pooling on my legs. I could feel
the engine purring through the floor. Road sound hummed a bour-
don in my ears. Mr. Shen, taken with the Jaguar’s handling, wasn’t
saying much. I felt my head sink forward.

“John,” T said, jerking upright, “these empaths and transmit-
ters—which are you?”

“I thought that would be obvious. I'm like you.”
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“So you’re not somehow making me feel—,” I sought for words,
couldn’t find them, “—somehow making me not feel...”

“No one’s both transmissive and empathic, David.”

“Then how...?”

I lost the thread of what I meant to say. There seemed to be a
disconnect between my brain and tongue. I shook my head and I
tried again.

“How can I... how can I be doing this?”

Mr. Shen glanced over. “Doing what?”

“Driving. With you. As if nothing’s going on. I should be feel-
ing something. .. different. I mean, I am feeling something different.
I know it. I have to be. It’s just that...”

I couldn’t get it out. My mouth felt funny—slack, like it wasn’t
quite connected to my face.

“Stimulus, response,” Mr. Shen said.

“Response?” I echoed.

“To what you read from me. In turn, based on—tailored to—
what I know from you.”

“But you can’t read me. Or almost can’t. Or something. Didn’t
you say...”

I couldn’t find the energy to finish. Something was seriously
wrong. My eyes would not stay open. My arms were leaden on the
armrests.

“How are you feeling, David?”

His voice came from a distance. A thrill of fear pinged in my
stomach, rose, spread and died as if it didn’t matter. My head fell
back. My mouth dropped open. I didn’t have the strength to close
it.

“Wha'—?” I managed to get out.

“...sedative, David. .. understand. .. tomorrow...”

Nothing.

I woke up on my back. Sheets were tickling my chin. I could have
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pulled them down but my arm was too damn comfy where it was. I
stretched instead, a long, deep, shuddering stretch as satisfying as a
two-hour massage.

My foot struck something solid. That was odd—my bed didn’t
have a footboard.

Hold on—I wasn’t in my bed. I was at Mr. Shen’s cottage.

No, I'd gone back to the retreat.

In the past I'd woken lots of times not knowing where I was.
The confusion always went away after a few seconds.

I pushed against the footboard.

No bed I'd slept in recently had had a footboard.

Right—TI'd been driving with Mr. Shen. ..

My eyes flew open.

It was daytime though the light inside the room was dim. To my
left, flowered drapes glowed orange at the edges like a hand over a
flashlight. Above me in a circle of worked plaster was a chandelier
with five bronze arms and frosted tulip shades. The walls were sage-
y green and wainscotted in white. The door was white as well and
fitted with a tarnished knob and fingerplate. Beside it was a dresser
with a mirror in a swivel frame, a pitcher and a washbasin. A rock-
ing chair and reading lamp were tucked into one corner. My laptop
lay beside them. In the corner parallel, a pine armoire.

I turned my head. The pillow, obviously feather, molded to my
face. I stared at the armoire until the pine knots went all blurry.

The air smelled baked and dusty with a strangely pleasant
undertone of cow manure. I wondered what would happen if I tried
to stand. The lead weight in my limbs felt like the aftermath of
sleep, not the side-effect of something likely to cause dizziness. I
nearly closed my eyes and dozed again.

Finally I pushed the bedsheet down and swung my legs over the
edge. My bare feet landed on a braided rug. Someone had removed
my shoes and socks but that was all. My suitcase, open by the
dresser, had been emptied.

I tilted my head back and lowered it slowly. Things didn’t start
to spin so I stood and padded to the door. The knob turned but it
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wouldn’t open. I pulled a little harder. It didn’t budge. It crossed my
mind to bang and shout. Neither made it into action. Whatever Mr.
Shen had slipped me was still dampening the panic reflex.

I went over to the window and pulled back the flowered drapes.
Daylight flooded in and struck the dresser mirror. I glanced away to
let my eyes adjust, then squinted out.

Dew was glinting on the lawn outside. Grass still rimed with sil-
ver formed a circle in the shade beneath a weeping willow. Through
the trailing branches I could see a narrow road. Purple teasels
spiked above the pampas grass and cattails in the ditch. Post and
wire fences marked off fields of emerald sod. The cloudless sky was
pale, as if filtered through a haze of motes kicked up by farmers’
ploughs.

I knew this countryside. I knew it from my dreams. I knew it
from my memories. I knew it from my journeys to a church across
the highway from an empty, weed-choked lot.

Footsteps reached me from the hall outside. Someone fumbled
at the door. Any less enchanted I'd have turned to face my keeper.
Instead I kept on staring. The fumbling continued, followed by the
crack of wood detaching from a swollen frame.

“Ah, so you are up,” said a voice behind me. “They thought you
would be. Lovely morning, isn’t it? Did you try the door? Damn
thing always sticks this time of year.”

I turned around.

“Marions”

My next door neighbour, drinking pal and sparring partner for
the past two years was standing in the threshold with a breakfast
tray.

“David—welcome home.”



PART

TWO



Chapter 25

SINS OF OMISSION

AN IRON GATE slammed shut inside me. A very cold iron gate.

“Where am 1?7

“On a farm near Binbrook.”

Binbrook. .. south of Mt. Hope... east of Highway 6... east
... the compass point where memories turned into dross. ..

“Am I a prisoner?”

“No.” Marion set her tray on the dresser and fished in her skirt.
“Here. Your keys. John nearly took off without giving them back.”

She dangled them in front of me.

“John. Mr. Shen?”

“That’s right.”

“Whom you know.”

She nodded.

“And told I was working for Canadian Intelligence.”

“Not directly, no.”

“But you told someone.”

“Whom you’ll be meeting soon enough.”

I snatched the keys.

“I doubt it.”

She watched me ransack through the dresser for my clothes.

“Your friend, Kirin, is here.”

I started pitching jeans and T-shirts into my suitcase. “And?”
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“You should talk to her.”

“What for?”

“So you can see that she’s all right.”

“Is she?”

“Yes.”

“Then we don’t need to talk.”

I jammed in socks and underwear, slammed the lid and pointed
at my laptop on the floor.

“You’re in my way.”

She moved over to the bed.

“Pm sorry, David. If there’d been any—>

“Sorry’?” 1 shouldered the laptop. “Don’t you mean inordi-
nately pleased? I'm not an easy man to hoodwink. You’ve been at it
how long now?”

She sighed and sat down wearily. “Since you moved next door.”

“Well, then, there you have it. Congratulations. You must be
feeling very proud of yourself.”

I hoisted up my suitcase and stormed out.

“Aren’t you interested to find out why?” she called after me.

“In another lifetime.”

The room opened on a hallway with a service staircase at the far
end and a formal landing in the middle. I made for the fancy
balustrades and started down.

Marion’s footsteps sounded quickly overhead.

“David, please. Wait. Listen to me.”

I carried on.

So did she.

“Your mother’s name was Margaret. She tried to kill herself,
and you, by jumping from the Skyway Bridge in Hamilton when
you were three. She thought you were a demon—you, and your
imaginary friend.”

I froze.

“She got committed and you were shipped out to a foster home.
You grew up there until a fire razed the place—a fire you had a hand
in. The man who worked this farm was in the township VFD. He
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spotted you, your... talents, and arranged to have you placed here.

“Those six years you can’t remember? The ones you never men-
tion? This is where you spent them. This is what you can’t recall.”

The blood drained from my head. I couldn’t find the strength to
look behind.

“Who are you?” I asked dully.

“Not are, David. Were. You created problems around other
kids. You couldn’t go to school. I was hired to be your teacher.”

The staircase broadened to a living-room jam-packed with
antique furniture. Just like my stage-set parlour in Toronto.
Through sheers gone ivory with age, I could see the willow tree out
front, moveless in the morning light. No sounds intruded on the
quiet of the house. Smells of breakfast filled the air, too rich for just
one diner. Not long before, a gang had scarfed down porridge, pan-
cakes, bacon, eggs.

My right foot dropped a stair. The left one followed. Then
again. And again. I reached the bottom. My suitcase weighed a ton.
I set it down and turned around. Marion was frozen like a player in
a game of statues.

Farm raised...a teacher before fortune-telling...takes the
room she’s bad forever when she goes home in August and the
corn is coming on. . .

She looked like Marion Harper.

She sounded like Marion Harper.

I didn’t know who Marion Harper was.

“Don’t leave, David, please. There’s so much to explain.” She
started down the stairs. “John told me you’d be hungry when you
woke. Are you hungry?”

She asked as if I had Down’s Syndrome, and I sensed her won-
dering if she should take my arm or whether reassuring contact was
some sort of breach of etiquette.

“This way,” she said, making for a pair of sliding doors. “Cook
knows you’re here. She’s as excited as all get out. Don’t be surprised
if she breaks down and cries.”

The doors were glazed with bevelled panes and opened on a



340 PETER SCHAFFTER

dining room. Marion skirted round the table and crossed a narrow
hallway to a kitchen lined with whitewashed shelves of pickles and
preserves.

A Garland stove held pride of place against one wall. A tiny
woman with her back to us was taking muffins from the ovens to an
oval table large enough for twelve. Her hair was pulled back in a
frizzy, silver knot.

“Cook,” Marion announced brightly, “look who’s up.”

The wizened figure spun, stood still a moment, then rushed over,
tearing off her oven mitts.

“Oh, my Lord—David, it is you. I can’t believe it. Welcome
back, welcome back.” She stopped a foot below my nose. “You
haven’t changed a bit. No, no, that isn’t true at all. Youre more
dashing than before. But still dressing like a fifties tough. I’ll bet
youre back in fashion now, the way these things go. Here, let me
look at you.”

She reached up and touched my face. Her eyes were brimming.

Suddenly her arms were round my waist.

“Oh, David, it’s so good to have you back.”

I stood there woodenly.

“Forgive me,” she sniffed, dabbing her eyes with her apron. “I
know you haven’t got a clue who I am, but you were always, always
my favourite. Do you still eat like you used to? I’ve kept everything
from breakfast. Except the eggs. I'll fix some if you like. I've got the
last of last year’s quince honey for your pancakes. You used to love
it. Eat it right out of the jar, you would, thinking I wouldn’t notice.
Come, sit.”

She dragged me to the table and starting bustling, laying out a
feast that did indeed seem made to order.

And I was hungry. Ravenous. The only sense that didn’t feel
numb was taste. I dug in with the focus of a family dog for whom
the world disappears when his nose is in the bowl. Marion sat
opposite. Cook hovered, refreshing food, clearing dishes, pouring
coffee from a percolator.

“Cook,” said Marion when the only thing in front of me was
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half a slice of toast, “could you give us a few minutes? If you don’t
have something on the go, that is.”

“Of course. I'll go pick vegetables for lunch and do some weed-
ing.”

She gave me a final look then took a sunhat and a plastic gro-
cery bag from beside the door and went outside. Through the screen
I watched her make her way across the driveway.

“This place,” T said to Marion, waving my hand around, “it
isn’t yours, is it?”

She shook her head.

“But I see only you and. .. Cook.”

“There are others,” she said. “Around.”

“Avoiding me.”

“Not precisely, but yes, everyone’s been cleared out.”

“Why?”

“To give you time. You saw Cook’s reaction. Look—shall we
dispense with the ‘I know this must be quite a shock’ thing? My job
is to babysit, pique your interest so you won’t bolt, show you
around—not, I should add, in the hope of epiphanic recollections—
and provide unsatisfactory responses to questions you’re not ready
to have answered.”

That sounded like the Marion I knew.

“I know it doesn’t mean a thing,” she went on, “but I’'ve hated
lying to you since you moved next door. I’ll skip the justification
that you haven’t exactly been forthcoming with me either. And I
won’t ask you to start trusting me now. That’ll come or it won’t.
Right now you have no reason to.”

“There are understatements, and there are understatements.”

She absorbed the comment with more difficulty than she let on.
“It needed to be said.”

“Does—did—Mr. Shen know me, too, then?”

She shot me a withering look. “What do you think? I’'m sorry—
that wasn’t called for. This won’t be easy, forgetting we have two
years of badinage behind us. Yes, John knew you. He was your—,”
she sought the word, “—other teacher.”
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“Not of algebra and English Lit.”

“No,” she allowed herself a little smile, “not of algebra and
English Lit. Look, you’ll be meeting other people who know you
from before. It’s going to be tough. You won’t know them from
Adam. I can’t even begin to imagine how disconcerting that will be.
Especially since your natural tendency will be to try to remember,
which you can’t. Not without. .. consequences.”

“You know about that, too.”

“Yes.”

“What else do you know?”

“I know that right now, in your place, finding out what you’re
finding out, I’d be feeling like a drunk with the mother of all black-
outs.”

Lace had been hung halfway up the kitchen windows. Hum-
mingbirds outside were spearing feeders filled with ruby nectar.
Across the lane, Cook bent over rows of greens, her dress hiked well
above her skinny knees.

“Were they all as fond of me as her?” T asked.

“You were special.”

“She said I was her favourite. Favourite what?”

“That was just Cook talking.”

No, it wasn’t.

“Is that your first ‘unsatisfactory response’?”

“Bear with me, David.”

“Give me one fucking reason why I should.”

“We know who you are.”

“And that’s supposed to make me playdough in your hands?
Two years ago, maybe. You know, something like, ‘Oh, my God,
David—is it really you?” Now? It’s bogus and stinks of machina-
tion.”

“It isn’t bogus. We do know who you are.”

“I notice you’re not answering the machination part.”

“Because it’s true. Has been, in fact, since first you told me that
that fire plug of a CSIS agent asked you to investigate Cassandra
Island.”
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“With good reason, it turns out.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“No? Let’s see. Psychics have been vanishing and dying. CSIS
thinks Cassandra Island is involved. I go up there and get drugged
and kidnapped. Am I missing something?”

“We weren’t concerned the first time you went up. We merely
use Cassandra Island. We don’t own it. The administration hasn’t
got a clue. We felt safe, even knowing who you were.

“What we didn’t know was that the friend you showed up with
would prove to be an empath. Or that her empathy would give us
information we’ve been seeking for a long time now. Or that what
we’d learn from her would mean we had to bring you back.”

“Back where? Charles Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters?”

“The Binbrook Caucus. Formerly of the Society for Psychical
Research, in England. We’re not the X-Men, David. The man who
owns this place is Dr. Robert Colton and he doesn’t look anything
like Patrick Stewart in the movies.”

The X-Men. .. Brian, Neil, Shox...no, it had to be coinci-
dence. ..

“Mr. Shen kept saying ‘we’. Like he was trying to let me know
about this. .. Binbrook Caucus.”

“He hoped that curiosity would make you more amenable.”

“Amenable to what?”

“Don’t be thick. To coming here of course.”

“Who needs curiosity when you’ve got roofies or whatever up
your sleeve?”

“Yes, I suppose from your perspective it must seem that way.
And John’s pill does explain why you’re not the sharpest knife in the
drawer this morning.”

I stared at her, this woman that I used to know, this person
called Marion Harper.

“Fuck you.”

She held my gaze then quietly got up and poured herself some
coffee.

“Will you stay?” she asked, her back to me.
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“What happens if I don’t?”

“That’s up to you. We’ve played our hand. We don’t intend to
hold you. The car keys in your pocket should be proof of that. If
you wish, you can expose us to your CSIS friend. Truth is it won’t
make that much difference. We’re at risk from quarters other than
Canadian Intelligence.”

Something in her voice caught my attention.

“QOther than, or in addition to?”

She came back to the table.

“Both. The purpose of the Caucus is protection, primarily
through secrecy. As things stand now we’re in danger of exposure
anyway. It won’t make a hill of beans who breaks our cover. But
you should know, you’re in jeopardy yourself unless you understand
the reasons why we brought you here.”

“If I stay, will I start speaking in riddles, too?”

“There’s no help for it. Not at this stage. We don’t want to keep
things from you, but we’ve agreed that for the time being, it’s best
to—how shall 1 say?>—funnel what you learn. Until you’re up to
speed.”

“Up to speed on what?”

“Who you really are. Who we are.”

“If this is your idea of a choice, it sucks.”

“It’s the way things are.”

“I don’t get it. You say I'm free to leave, and I agreed to come
here willingly. Or, at least, come somewbhere with Mr. Shen. Why
the Mickey Finn?”

Marion sat back.

“I was wondering when you’d get to that. I know this isn’t the
time or place for levity—you’ve made that abundantly clear, thank
you very much—but I can’t resist. Fasten your seatbelt, David.
You’re about to get an inkling of how deep my sin of omission runs.

“I assume your sporadic Sunday jaunts are to Mt. Hope. You
retain your memories of childhood up until the barn fire so it’s natu-
ral you’d go there looking for yourself. But when you leave your car
you feel ill. More than ill—as if you’re going to die. Equally, you’ll
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have noticed certain places seem to be off-limits. I don’t know how
you process that, but simply put, you have no urge to travel east of
Highway 6. Toward this farm, in other words.

“There’s a reason for that, which, provided you don’t scarper,
you’ll be given. For now, in answer to your question, you were
drugged because we didn’t know how you’d react as you got closer
to the farm. Your resistance might have triggered the response I
understand you call ‘the wall of pain? We thought it best to have
you sleep throughout the trip and wake up with a fait accompli.”

“You’ve known all along,” I said, my voice a disbelieving whis-
per. “About my memory. About the wall of pain. About the trips to
Mt. Hope.”

“And about your psychism.”

“How have you been doing it?”

“Doing what?”

“Lying. Hiding things. Are you one of Mr. Shen’s psychics?”

“Not ‘Mr. Shen’s psychics’, David. Psychism is real, regardless of
opinions spouted when we’ve chewed the matter over. Very real.
And right now, people who possess it are in danger. It’s why you’re
here. You’re safer than you would be in Toronto.”

“Are you one of Mr. Shen’s psychics?” I repeated.

Marion looked down. “No.”

The answer cost her and she wasn’t hiding it.

“But you wish you were.”

She raised her eyes and gave a long, assessing stare.

“One thing the Caucus asks is that, while you’re here, you don’t
read other members.”

“Who's reading? From the day you introduced yourself, I knew
some part of you was discontented. As if life had cheated you. I
thought it was advancing years.”

“Yet you’ve let me go on and on...”

She stopped, realizing what she was saying.

Outside, Cook was coming back, listing with the weight of
fresh-picked vegetables.

Marion took her mug over to the sink. “Cook’ going to need
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the kitchen soon. Would you like to take a walk? You were out for
nearly eighteen hours. You must be feeling stiff.”

“Whatever. You're calling the shots.”

She dried her hands on a checkered towel.

“Pll take that as a yes. But before we go, would you mind doing
something with your suitcase? You left it at the bottom of the
stairs.”

Smooth. Rather than asking if I'd stay, she was forcing a com-
mitment: return the suitcase to your room or take it to your car and
leave.

I carted it upstairs.

The shock of finding out that Marion knew things about my
past was wearing off. What she’d told me wasn’t all that recondite.
My birthplace, my mother’s name, the foster home—all were no
doubt in public records someplace, even if the private eye I'd hired
once to find them hadn’t. Other kids who’'d grown up in the home
could be tracked down. And both Ferko and his colleague, Dr. Behr,
knew about the fire, my imaginary friend, the wall of pain. Two
days earlier, I'd been ready to believe they hadn’t been sought out.
Not anymore. That Marion had some facts to hand didn’t make her
story true. That’s the way a psychic’s clients think. I wasn’t going to
fall into that kind of post hoc fallacy.

Still, she’d known about my strange unwillingness to travel east
of Highway 6. A small thing to be sure, but not one easily dis-
missed.

She wasn’t in the kitchen when I came back down.

“Out front,” Cook told me. “You might as well go out this
door.” She spent a moment staring. “It really is good to have you
back. I never approved, you know.”

“Approved of what?”

“I wish I could say, dear. I just wanted you to know.”

Out front was a veranda wrapping round two sides of an enor-
mous old brick farmhouse. Wooden columns tapered to an over-
hang. Stumpy banisters held up a solid railing. A settee and some
wicker chairs invited contemplation of the field across the road.
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Nasturtiums spilled from hanging pots.

“So,” Marion asked, coming down to meet me on the lawn,
“would you like to see the place?”

“Don’t make like I’'m a guest.”

“I'm only trying to be civil.”

“Why bother? You’ve got me by the balls.”

She shook her head dispiritedly.

“I don’t know why I hoped you wouldn’t be so fractious.”

“Sorry if I'm ruining your fun.”

She started for the lane. I stayed put.

“Well, are you coming or not?” she called out.

What choice did I have?

A row of oaks and maples formed a windbreak to the drive-
way’s left. A little past Cook’s garden, two board-and-batten cabins
sported fresh blue trim and window boxes filled with pansies.

“This used to be a commune in the sixties,” Marion informed
me, sounding like a tour guide. “Commune slash retreat slash place-
of-study for people working in the counselling professions. It had—
has—quite the library, plus a couple of consulting rooms in the
extension at the back. Visitors could stay as long as they liked pro-
vided they pitched in with the chores. It was before my time, but I
believe they grew produce for the Hamilton farmers’ market. The
official name was the Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies in Alterna-
tive Psychotherapies. Very sixties. I'm told locals called it The Funny
Farm.’

Byron had mentioned CISAP in his run-down on Mr. Shen.

The driveway widened to an oval patch of hardpack. Marion
stopped. The Jag was parked against a long addition, faced in brick
to match the house. Beyond, the broad doors of a red barn yawed.
A rutted track beside the barn led to a cabin larger than the other
two and fronted by a covered porch.

“The farm comprises three fields,” Marion said. These two—,”
she swept her arm to indicate the field behind the barn and another
to the left, “—and the acreage across the road. That one’s rented
out to a potato grower. These other two are corn and soya, alfalfa
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in the off years.”

I held my hand above my eyes. Behind the barn, maturing corn,
gilded by the morning sun, glittered with remaining dew. A tractor
in the distance kicked up dust. Marion had said I shouldn’t hope for
recollections. None came. Why should they?

“That used to be your room,” she said, pointing to a corner
window right above the kitchen. “Next to the back stairs. You were
always first up in the morning, getting in Cook’s way.”

She stood a moment, then turned around and walked us to the
road.

“Nebo Road,” she told me, heading right. “It ends about a mile
back at Chippewa. If we keep going this way, we’ll hit Whitechurch,
which takes you into Binbrook.”

A breeze played through the lush growth in the ditch where the
teasel heads were at their lilac-banded peak.

“These don’t grow much in Toronto,” I said. “The only place
I’ve seen them is High Park. They used to make me feel sad. I never
understood. When they’re not flowering they just look weird, as if
they’re from another planet.”

Further down the road, a small black car approached. Kirin
honked and waved as she drove by.

“She really does want to talk to you,” Marion said. “She feels
terrible about her part in this.”

“No doubt.”

Several hundred meters on, she slowed and halted. Turning to
the sun, she raised her chin and closed her eyes.

“You never answered my question,” I said.

“Which one was that?” she asked.

“How you managed to lie to me.”

She lowered her face. “Simple. I just didn’t say anything. The
same way anybody would.”

“But Mr. Shen implied that only psychics—”

She cut me off. “You can’t have it both ways, David, citing John
but not believing him.”

“It isn’t him I’'m having trouble with.”
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“But the Caucus—you, me, the Farm—it’s all connected.”

“Im either for you or against you, is that it? All or nothing?”

“Please, David—we’re not a bunch of Christofascists like those
thugs who used to rule the States.”

“No? Seems to me they wouldn’t balk at drugged abduction
any more than you.”

“I told you why that was.”

“And of course I bought it. Totally. A friend turns out to be a
plant and tells me I was kidnapped for my own protection. What
could be more natural than trusting her?”

“You were ready to trust John.”

“I was keeping up my cover, pointless as that proved.”

“John thinks otherwise.”

“I guess you’re not the only one who’s good at faking friend-
ship.”

Her face turned hard.

“I wasn’t faking anything, goddamn you. And don’t you fuck-
ing raise your eyebrows like you don’t believe me.”

She wheeled and stalked off. In any other circumstances I’d have
rushed to smooth things over. I didn’t doubt her outburst, but why
should I feel sympathy? If everything she said was true, she had a
lot of catching up to do before our pain was equal.

I waited till she vanished up the drive, then followed her.

“David!”

Kirin waved brightly from the doorway of the cabin adjacent to
Cook’s garden. She’d parked across the way, beside the Jag.

“It worked,” she said as I came up. “You’re here.”

“Seems s0.”

“Are you angry?”

“I'm not sure if that’s the word for it, but even if it is, it doesn’t
do my feelings justice.”

She made a sour face.
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“That pissed, eh? Want to come inside? Have some coffee?”

“Anything stronger?”

“Coronas.”

“That’ll do.”

Her cabin faced north-south and didn’t get much light. She
fetched and cracked two beers while my eyes adjusted. The place
was clean and comfortably filled with cast-offs from the seventies. I
sat down in a rough twill chair that matched a houndstooth daybed.
Kirin handed me a beer and put her own down on a coffee table—
kidney-shaped with canted legs.

“No limes,” she apologized, settling on the daybed with her legs
drawn up. “Unless you want to run across the way and see if Cook
has some.”

“I’ll pass. Are you alone?”

“Roy’s out with Carlin. They’ve gone to see the warplanes at the
airport.”

She raised her beer. I returned the not-quite-sure-if-we’re-still-
friends half toast.

“I'm really sorry, you know, David.”

“Ive just been with Marion. She was sorry, too. If your apology
covers anything like hers, youre going to have to spell out what
you're sorry for.”

“Pm not part of what you can’t remember, if that’s what you
mean. I mean, I am now, but if youre asking if I knew you before
we met. .. God, this is complicated.” She smacked her forehead with
the heel of her hand. “What am I saying? This must be terrible for
you.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“You are angry.”

“No, numb. If I were angry, I'd be out of here.”

“You’re going to stay?”

“More like I won’t be leaving.”

“I get that, totally. In your place, I'd be freaking. I mean, find-
ing out you grew up here, not remembering, discovering your next-
door neighbour knew about it all along. She’s great, by the way. 1
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wish I’d met her sooner.”

“You left out ‘finding out about this Caucus thing’. Being told
that I was raised inside a secret order. One so clandestine I have no
recollection of it.”

“Secret order? Yeah, well, I guess it is. Sort of. It doesn’t feel
like it, though. They’ve been so helpful. T get it now. Why I'm so
sensitive to other people’s feelings. Why I get these flashes. Why I
cave in so easily, always doing what other people want.”

Surely not because your mother’s mother was a drunk, I
thought, but bit my tongue.

“It’s why I came to you in the first place. Something weird was
going on. I knew it. You couldn’t help—I understand that now—
but, if I hadn’t come...”

“...I'd be at home right now, padding barefoot round my place,
a mug of coffee glued to one hand, looking forward to a day like
any other.”

“That doesn’t matter now.”

“Maybe not to you.”

“Oh, God—you’re right. I'm sorry. It’s just that this is so awe-
some for me. I had no idea.”

“What did they tell you?”

“That m psychic. An empath.”

“Well, well. Imagine that.”

“You don’t believe it.”

“The term belongs in science fiction. It isn’t even a real word.”

“You’re wrong, David. Empathy is real. That’s what’s so weird.
I kept getting the feeling you knew what was going on but wouldn’t
tell me. Like you had the answers and were testing me or something.
But you didn’t know, did you? You still don’t. Something happened.
Your memories...they sort of explained. 'm not sure I under-
stood.”

“What did they say?”

“Something about walling off your memories. Burying them or
hiding them. Something like that. They say you agreed.”

“And did they tell you why I'd go along with amputating six
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years, just like that?”

“Is that how much is gone? Jesus. I had no idea.”

“I take it that’s a no?”

She was having trouble with the six-year span.

“I thought it was just, you know, specific things. Like the Cau-
cus. Or being psychic. Shit—how can anyone ‘forget’ a thing like
that?”

“Easy if it isn’t true.”

“You really don’t believe it.”

“It’s a lot to swallow.”

“For someone who knew everything about me when we met?”

“I cheat, Kirin,” I said, not very patiently. “I dig up dirt on all
my clients before they cross my threshold. Plus I’'ve been around.
I’'m good at wild stabs. I’ve told you that before.”

“You mean you’ve never felt... ?” She tossed her head, rejecting
the idea. “No. You have. I know you have.”

“Not much I can say in the face of so much certainty.”

She flushed. “You are mad at me.”

“No. Someone’s been feeding you a line. Which one did they
use? Lives are at stake? It’s for his own protection? For ours?”

From her face, all three. It didn’t take an empath to see that.

“Why don’t you just tell me everything?” I suggested. “I suspect
that’s what they want you to do anyway. 