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One

You’re the kind of guy who falls in love after one date.

You’re the kind of guy who rehearses a conversation fifty times in your head then blows it when it’s for real. You’re the kind of guy who washes your hair three times in a single day because you’re meeting a chick at a restaurant that night. And then gets caught walking in the rain to get there. You’re the kind of guy who’s kind of stupid that way.

You’re the kind of guy who’s always feeling sorry for yourself. You’re the kind of guy who takes it personally every time a girl walks by with barely a glance over. The kind of guy who likes to think of yourself as sensitive. The kind of guy who confuses sensitive with pathetic.

You’re the kind of guy who still thinks about the pretty girls you were afraid of in high school, girls who never even knew your name. The kind of guy who can’t stop wondering what it would be like to meet one now. Maybe she’s not doing so well. Maybe things are tough. You’re the kind of guy who’s attracted to women having a hard time.

You’re the kind of guy who thinks you can save them.

*

You are not, it’s fair to say, a good-looking guy. You were given a look too dreary and drawn, skull too thin, face too long. Forehead too high. Cheeks hollow, chin weak. A nose that points oddly, breaking down and away like a difficult putt.

In the mirror in the morning, you often stare at yourself for long periods of time. Sad, extended moments. You wonder what you did wrong and whom you angered. You wonder what you’re being punished for.

You find yourself contemplating a face that is angular and gaunt, yet with skin curiously loose and fleshy. Jowly. If you ever traced your family tree it wouldn’t surprise you to come across the name Flintstone. Unlike Fred, though, you are skinny and tall. Very tall. Which makes you look, well, very skinny. Jeans fit you like a twelve-year-old girl. You haven’t worn a pair of shorts in a decade. Jackets hang off you like they’re sopping wet and sweatshirts engulf your laughable shoulders. The average tie covers half your chest. Clothes hate your guts.

As soon as you set foot outside your apartment you feel as though you’re on display for all to cringe at. You’re forever glancing at your reflection in every store window you pass, checking your face, your hair, your shirt, your legs, obsessing with a vanity only the truly dismally endowed can appreciate.

Strangely, you don’t do well with women.

You are, more accurately, the kind of guy who gives other men the confidence to approach them. You’re the kind of guy plain girls practise their dismissive looks on. You’re the guy at the bar who’s always going off to sit and mope in a corner by yourself, whose friends always have to come and get you, cajole you back to the table. You are what the periphery of the group was made for. When a pretty girl tells a funny story and everyone laughs, that’s you in the everyone part. A voice that matters only in that it rounds out the chorus.

You are, of course, an entirely necessary element of your species. You are what balance must have. A low end.

*

Or maybe it’s not as bad as all that. Maybe you have a tendency to exaggerate. Maybe it just feels that way some days. Mornings are hardest. The waking-up-alone thing. In the evening it’s not so bad. You go to bed maybe having done something, hung around with your friends, gotten high. Watched a movie, or some TV. The night is over and now you can go to sleep.

But in the morning the whole rest of the day is waiting. You get to be ugly, and with a whole mess of hours ahead of you. It’s why the first thing you usually do once you’re up is go back to sleep. Also because you have no job.

You’re lying in bed now. You can hear the TV talking from across the apartment. You keep it on almost all the time. There’s a commercial playing. It’s the one with the two detectives on a stakeout late at night. You can picture it from memory. They’re slouched in a car, both handsome guys with chiselled jaws and cool expressions, exchanging clever, clipped dialogue. One guy is black and the other is white and they make it clear that even though the white guy has been driving his partner crazy lately because he’s always sneezing and his nose is running and he should just take the cold medicine, they’re the kind of partners that deep down really like and respect each other.

It’s a good spot. They sure know how to make them, you have to admit. It seems like a wonderful product and it’s fun to sort of bond with these rugged dudes, even if just for thirty seconds. And the whole black-white thing is good too, them being good friends, reminding us how far the world has come, that we now live in a perfectly harmonious, racially integrated land only TV seems to truly endorse.

Finally, the white guy takes a pill and the black guy is happy because he won’t have to listen to his sniffling all the time. It looks like maybe they can even get some sleep. But then at the end the black guy sneezes and now it looks like he’s getting a cold. Uh-oh. His buddy gives him a knowing look and reaches for the box of medicine.

Fantastic!

Actually, it’s amazing that you can recall all this. You, with the short-term memory of a week-old puppy. You, who half the time can’t remember what you came into the room to get. You, who this very moment are wondering, What was that thing you were supposed to do today? Something important, you think. Although with you that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Not a lot happens. A guy like you, it could just mean you’re out of milk.

Honey came over this morning. To kill a few hours. She does that after a night shift sometimes when she’s not ready for bed yet. Wakes you up at eight-thirty in the morning buzzing from downstairs. It’s all right, you’ve gotten kind of used to it. She brings breakfast that she buys on her way over. Those greasy egg-cheese-bacon-on-a-croissant heart attacks they sell at doughnut places. Honey’s a nurse but she’s got the worst health habits you could pick. Smokes, drinks, eats garbage. She’s a coffee freak, too. And she never exercises. It doesn’t matter. She’ll be gorgeous until she’s ninety. She’s just one of those chicks.

Honey’s been with Johnny a long time. Johnny Karakis is your best friend. Everyone’s always known you’re crazy for Honey too. Johnny knows, Honey knows. Your friends know. People make jokes. Fuck them anyway, they all lust after her too. You have nothing to hide.

Your life’s regret has surely been rooted in the way you look. It bothers you to have been so shortchanged in this department. It angers you. What a gas it would have been to walk through life as attractive as Johnny. And other lucky pricks you can think of. And so, a certain cynicism has set in. You believe that everyone but you is dumb. Or some degree of dumb. You believe that you’re accountable to no one. You believe that people waste their lives doing whatever they think will sound good when they tell it to their friends. You believe that all friendships are fleeting. That if it means enough, anyone will betray anyone. You believe that people will pay to be entertained by just about anything. You’re convinced that video ruined music. And then music ruined movies. You’ve downloaded the soundtracks to some of the stupidest movies ever made. You believe that all handsome men are simpletons. And that the problem with attractive women is that they’re too shallow to look beyond the obvious in order to see the real you. Myopic bitches. You believe that only you know what’s really funny. You believe that no one else brings any real perspective to the table. You believe that computers are just a fad. Relatively speaking, that is. A hundred years from now everyone will be busy being revolutionized by something else. You believe that knowing all this, that being burdened with this much vision, is paralyzing, that it would paralyze anyone, and so it’s not your fault if you’ve never really done anything in your life.

You believe that you have the right to say whatever you feel. As well as the right to say nothing. And on the whole, lying is easier than both. You’ve slept with friends’ baby sisters. You’ve been with desperate women. You’ve had relations with a cousin. It’s been rough. You’ve had to watch year after year as lesser men than yourself escorted perfectly good chicks through shopping malls while you had to shop for some shitty gift for somebody’s shitty birthday all by yourself. You believe the world’s against you. You believe that you’re entitled to whatever you can get.

You made it with your best friend’s girlfriend this morning.

You’re an idiot.


Two

“You’re not sleeping,” Honey says.

It’s not quite a question, but the way she says it makes you feel obliged to respond. It’s maybe nine o’clock.

“I think I’m going to get up,” you say.

You’ve been lying here, the two of you, post-coital, for the past twenty minutes. Longer than it took you to screw her.

Her head is tucked into the crook of your armpit, a strange posture. You wonder if she does this with Johnny too, or is it just for you, today, her snuggling in like this? You’re dying for a cigarette.

“I’m dying for a smoke,” you say. Low, almost a whisper.

“Get one, then.”

But you don’t. You just lie there some more. She just lies there some more. There’s nothing to say. You think to yourself, How weird is this?

You’ve thought about sex with her almost daily. For years. About seeing her naked. About touching her body. About just basking in the glow that is her relentless beauty. About slowly sliding her panties down off her hips, over those perfect thighs, tiny blond hairs on her leg glistening, standing up straight as you go. About your hand worming its way up into that tight T-shirt, softly cupping one of what you’ve always considered to be two of the finest breasts ever grown. About grabbing a fistful of that ass, rolling it around, feeling it between your fingers.

And you did that today.

So how do you feel?

She throws an arm over what little chest you have, pulls herself in closer to you. “You’re gorgeous,” she says, kissing your neck. “You’re a beautiful guy. You’re too much man for me.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“No?”

She smiles. “Well, you’re alright. You’re okay.”

“I don’t care,” you say, pretending to pout.

“Don’t. It doesn’t matter.”

A beat goes by.

“It was weird,” you say.

“It was weird,” she allows.

You slide the comforter off her. Expose some of that beautiful flesh, look at it again.

“You know something?” you say. “You’re really how I thought you’d be. Naked, I mean. Really something.”

“Just how you thought I’d be? Not better?”

“Yes. Better. Even better than I thought.”

“Really?”

“No.”

Actually, yes.

Better than you’d ever dared to imagine. Better than you’ve ever seen. That’s the truth. The kind of body that belongs in the movies, belongs up on a screen. Belongs with somebody else. Like Johnny.

She came on to you.

She made the first move, got into the bed. Climbed on you.

That’s also the truth. It couldn’t be anything but true. You’d never have had the courage to do anything on your own.

She enjoyed it, you think. Joking aside. Reasonably so. As in, it wasn’t like a complete failure or anything.

You enjoyed it. It was amazing, an amazing thing.

It wasn’t great.

It’s impossible for it to have been great. It could never be as great as you’d built it up to be. And you’d have had to go at it with her a lot heavier than that to compete with the jillions of scenarios that used to flutter through your head during those relentless off-the-wrist sessions she’s starred in for you over the years. You’d pretty well have to be shooting a porn flick too, given that you used to picture other babes in there with her. And a lot of it in slow motion.

This is not the beginning of an affair.

This is not something that will ever happen again.

You have no illusions about that.

It went by too fast.

You were too nervous.

She never kissed you.

These are all facts.

You kissed her a few times. More or less pinned her mouth down. Like when you read that hookers don’t kiss their clients. It felt like that sort of thing.

You don’t even have a clear idea as to why it happened in the first place.

Another fact.

“I’m so tired,” she says. “Let’s sleep a bit. Let’s crash for a couple of hours.”

“I don’t think I can sleep, Hon.”

“But I worked all night, Lee.”

“I know. I’ll go read the paper or something. Tell me when you want me to wake you.”

She ignores this, snuggles in tighter. “Close your eyes, my little watermelon seed.”

Her little watermelon seed. Her little potato chip. Her little cucumber salad. Her little guacamole dip, her little eggplant. These are pet names she’s always called you by. Names that make you smile. Make Johnny smile. It’s always seemed so cute to everyone how she does this, how this stunning creature takes it upon herself to bestow these affectionate little monikers upon you, you who everyone knows couldn’t in a million years end up with a girl like her. And how she knows how much you like it, though you pretend you don’t. How she always picks the right moment to do it, make you feel a little better about yourself even if you’re determined not to. Say it when she knows other girls can hear it. In a bar, at a party, a barbecue. Bring you just a little closer in from the periphery of the circle. Her little kumquat. Her little pie crust.

“Honey?”

“Sleep, Lee.”

“No, I want to ask you something . . .”

“I don’t want to talk about this. If that’s where you’re going.”

“No, no. That’s not it.”

But it was.

Later. At the door. She’s looking for her keys. She’s always looking for her keys. Keys to the ancient Firebird she loves so much. Like her other nurse friends, she’s always dug old muscle cars.

She finds them. They were in her pocket. It always ends up they were in her pocket. “Lee, don’t say anything to Johnny, alright? Okay?”

You don’t answer. Try to think of a good lie.

She picks up her jacket, purse, slings them both over her shoulder. She says, “I’ll see you on the weekend. You’re still coming over.”

This is a question.

“I don’t know,” you say. “I guess so.”

She reaches up, strokes your cheek. “I’ll see you on the weekend.”

She kisses you on the chin, releases you with a stern look. Opens the door, turns back to you.

“Don’t get weird, Lee.”

“I won’t get weird.”

“You’re already weird.”

“I’m a bit weird.”

“Just take it easy.”

“I’ll take it easy.”

“Okay.”

“Alright.”

Pause.

And then you say, “But I don’t understand.”

Audible sigh. Hers.

“What?” she says finally.

What? Why she got into bed with you this morning, that’s what. Why she didn’t just wait for you with the food in front of the TV like she did all the other times. You were just trying to get a few more minutes’ sleep. Honest, Ma. Why you woke up to her tongue on your stomach. Why she wanted to. After all these years, she picked today to cheat on Johnny? After all these years, you suddenly got sexy to her? A thousand different guys could’ve been you. And now she’s splitting like it’s no big deal. Telling you to take it easy.

It is a big deal. It means it’s over. You’ve thought about this since forever, and now it’s over. The two of you went at it like alley cats this morning — okay, not really — and now it’s over.

When something like this is over, it’s time for the consequences.

You turn to her. “Well, what do you mean, don’t tell Johnny?” You don’t exactly stammer, but it doesn’t come out smooth either. “Ever?”

She walks to the elevator, pushes the button. She could be there a while. This is one slow elevator.

“No, I just meant don’t tell him,” Honey says again. The door opens. For once in its lifetime the stupid thing is there. She steps in, turns back to look at you. “It’ll be better if I do it.”

Oh.

And with a smile, she goes.

Man, is she beautiful.


Three

Where you’ve lived your whole life, in Montreal, in the city, in the buildings below Sherbrooke Street West and in the ones on the other side of the tracks too, where the streets get a little shabbier and the block apartments and postwar housing all seems a little jumbled and lopped on top of itself, the arrow’s not necessarily pointing up, baby. There’s a lot of blue-collar, a lot of part-time, a lot of people dropping unemployment cards into the mailbox on Friday afternoons. People still go to sad little restaurants with ancient signs out front that say Jimmy’s or Steaks or, more popular still, Restaurant. They still go to laundromats and sit there all afternoon with a magazine in their lap and one eye on the machines, making sure no one’s stiffing their towels. They still line up in banks to make deposits and withdrawals, some of them, because using a bank card or a computer seems like such a hassle. The passwords and codes and everything. Standing in line isn’t so bad when you know the people and have the time.

Unlike many big-city neighbourhoods, here time treads water in a way most urban areas aren’t used to. People planned to leave a lot earlier but just never did. There’s almost too little change. Too much continuity. There are still streets where generations endure, friends and family still around to remember and be remembered, people’s stories that have beginnings, middles, and even ends, entire lives sometimes wrapped up into what turns out to be not much more than an overly long anecdote.

You’re driving with Henry. Henry has a car. You don’t have a car. Henry is a poor driver, he never knows where he’s going. Even when he’s been there many times, each time for Henry is like the first time.

“Left,” you say between slightly gritted teeth. Already you’re on edge. You adjust your shades, glance over at him.

Henry sails straight through the intersection.

“When?” he says.

You look over at him again. “Then.”

“There?”

“Yes, there.”

“I didn’t think you meant there.” He approaches another cross street. “Anyways, isn’t it here?”

“You can’t turn here.”

Henry looks over, sees that it’s one-way the wrong way.

You say, “Alright, forget it. Make a right and we’ll go up and around.”

Henry edges over to change lanes but there are cars there. “Right?” he says weakly.

“Yes. Get over.”

“I can’t. There’s cars.”

“So slow down.”

“There’s guys behind me.”

“Speed up then.”

Henry nods. “I see.”

But he doesn’t, and you miss this turn too.

“That was sad,” you say.

“It’s not my fault.”

“Alright, just stay in this lane. Go straight until the lights.”

Henry squints up ahead. “Hey, that’s where you turn left. That’s where we turned last time.”

“Because we did it wrong last time.”

“Are you sure?”

“Flicker. Put your flicker.”

When he’s made all his rights, then a left, then a right again, and he’s finally got you within walking range of where you’re going, you see a place to stop.

“Alright. Let me out here.”

“I’ll go up a bit further.”

“Here!”

“I see.”

Henry swerves violently towards the sidewalk then yanks the steering wheel away at the last instant before he runs up on the curb. A girl and her dog yelp in terror, scramble onto somebody’s lawn.

“Dump the car and I’ll meet you later,” you tell him, hopping out.

“Don’t be forever.”

“I won’t.”

“Please, Lee. Last time was long.”

“Last time someone else was there. I told you.”

“Well, even if there’s someone, don’t be so long.”

“I’ll be fast.”

“I don’t want to wait forever.”

“Alright.”

“Don’t forget.”

“Go. Now.”

Man, it’s like a husband-and-wife thing. Enough. You’ll be as fast as you can. It’s not like you want to be there any longer than you have to.

You wince watching Henry pull away, careening into the oncoming lane, swerving back to his side. What makes you bring him with you, anyway? Well, he’s tough. And a little crazy. And you get nervous going alone. Even after all this time. It’s why you go through this stupid ritual. Henry drives you close, you walk the rest of the way, go in the front. When you leave, you go out the back of the building, through the basement door, cut through the alley there, and walk to where you’re meeting back up with Henry, who has dumped the car.

If everything is cool, you grab a cab together. Henry comes back for his car the next day.

If they’re watching the front door, they never see you come out again. If they’re watching Henry’s car, you never go back to it. It’s parked on a side street all night long. And of course if they’ve got a half a brain, they catch you anyway. Easily. It’s a pointless manoeuvre. It makes you feel better just the same.

Your long legs carry you quickly. The streets are nicer here, the sidewalks clean. It may be lower Westmount, but it’s still Westmount. Somebody’s sure paying some taxes. When you get to the building, you give a cursory look around, scanning the entrance and lobby to see if anything looks out of the ordinary. Other than that, what’re you looking for? To spot an undercover cop? As if. It’s impossible to make those guys. You just want to make sure that no one’s looking to jump you. That there’s nobody hanging around whispering into their cellphone. Nobody that looks like they’re there to let somebody else know you’re on your way. You heard of a guy who got robbed in an elevator on his way up. Not here, somewhere else. They got in with him on the ground floor, beat the shit out of him, and were gone by the fifth. The guy never even bothered going the rest of the way up. What was he going to do there without any money?

Another guy you heard about, you’re thinking this as you open the heavy glass door that leads into the names and buzzers, showed up at his dealer’s place right during a bust. Imagine that. This guy knocked on the front door as the narcs were combing through the apartment. Hello! And the guy’s name, this is the best part, was Lucky. Ha! Come on in, Lucky. Beer, Lucky? He did three months. For a while after he got out he was The Dealer Formerly Known As Lucky, but it never really stuck.

A lady’s leaving through the interior security door. She’s having trouble, struggling to squeeze two big bags through as she braces the door open with a hip. You hold it to let her out but then allow it to swing locked again without you going in. She looks back at you, wondering why.

Because that’s how Lucky got in.

“I’m not sure if my friend’s home,” you say. “I’m going to ring him first.”

She moves away, gives you another look as she goes.

Schmuck. Ring him first. What’re you, British? Just say nothing. You walk over to the listings, trace a finger across the glass panelling. Pretend like you’re looking for his name, searching for the code. Behind you, bag lady has heaved herself through the outside door. You press the tiny rectangular button beside 6060.

“Yes?”

“Lee.”

“Lee?”

“Lee.”

“Alright.”

Buzz. Click.

In the elevator you’re reminded of Honey and this morning’s fiasco. Yipes. You’re going to pay for that. It’s still so fresh in your mind, you haven’t even had a chance to freak out about it yet. Just forget it for now. Concentrate. Stay sharp.

You get up to fifteen, slide out the doors, and turn right. No one robbed you on your way up. This is a good thing. If they had, they would have run off with two thousand bucks. Not a bad ten minutes’ work. You make your way down the long carpeted tunnel. You’re going to the very end. Two thousand bucks. That’s peanuts in a place like this. You pass door after door, rich, dark wood. Pretentious little gold plates with the apartment numbers carved in. Thick locks. Stylish door handles. You keep waiting for one of them to turn and open, put you face to face with somebody coming out of their place, the once-over they’ll give you, look you up and down wondering who let you in the building. Or maybe they know who let you in the building.

You keep walking, staring straight ahead. Chest tight. Heart pounding. Still. After all these years.

Nobody’s door handle turns, nobody’s door opens. You let yourself relax a bit, breathe out, breathe in. Funny how even in expensive buildings you can still smell what people are having for dinner. You get to the end of the corridor, push the buzzer, and listen as the footsteps arrive.

Your Dealer opens the door, steps back from it. “You’re fifteen minutes late.”

“I’m five minutes late.”

You file past him and make your way into the living room. There are more plants here than you’ve ever seen in one room. Regular plants, not pot. Floor plants, shelf plants, rows of potted flowers. Mini trees. Bushes, even. Pots in waiting, filled to the brim with dirt. You sit down at one end of a leather couch, not far from a skinny cactus.

“So, what can be done for you?” Your Dealer asks, following you in. He’s sipping through a straw at some murky-looking shit in a tall glass. “Juice? Tea?”

Your Dealer is one of those guys who’s trying to live forever. He’s over fifty, always on one kick or another. He doesn’t drink or smoke cigarettes or eat anything that doesn’t have fibre and grain and sprouts and whatever else you’re supposed to need. He lifts weights and runs and reads health magazines and avoids the sun like the plague.

He sits down at his fancy antique desk.

“No,” you say, “I don’t want anything. I just dropped by.”

He opens a drawer, pulls out a little book, and flips through several pages until he comes to your name. “What’d you bring?”

“Two.”

“Two,” he says, studying the page then reaching for a pen to write this number down. “And you don’t want anything?”

“No, I still have.” You stand up and pull your jean jacket off, turning it around to find the double-sized pocket sewn inside against the back. You open it, take out the thick envelope that’s been gnawing at your spine the last half-hour. You walk over and hand it to him.

He pulls out the money, unwraps the elastic bands, and sighs. Begins counting.

“I’ve got to go in the shower,” he says. “You can’t stay long.”

You shrug. “You’re going out?”

“With Sharon.”

Sharon is his ex.

“Where?”

“Restaurant. Did you count this properly?”

“Yeah.”

“Properly?”

“Sure.”

“Mmn.” This comes out as a bit of a grumble. Is it all the little bills?

You watch him count.

After a bit he looks up at you. “You know what the problem with growing old is, Lee?”

You don’t answer.

He stares at you like there’s an obvious reply.

“I don’t know,” you say finally, fiddling with a stack of coasters on the table in front of you, nervous, anxious to go, watching as he returns his gaze to the money and continues counting. “Your eyesight goes?”

He shakes his head. “No.”

You say nothing. He says nothing. You wait. He waits you out, keeps counting. Christ, how are you supposed to know? He’s the one that’s old.

You guess again anyway. “All the time wasted with the little details in life?”

“No.” But a faint smile comes to his lips, a softened expression has worked its way into those pale little features. He likes these little discourses.

You think a little more, wonder what he’s getting at. And then it occurs to you that he’s referring to Sharon. Of course. She of the shrill, lispy voice. You’ve met her a couple of times. Ugh.

“Old relationships,” you say. “The tangled webs we’ve woven.”

He smiles again. “We weave. No.”

He slides a couple of piles away from him, starts on the rest. You watch him. He’s careful and practised, slipping each bill out from the one underneath it, feeling it to be sure there’s not another one hidden. Deliberate, unhurried. Precise and methodical. Slow. You could bash him over the head with a heavy pot of dirt.

Your Dealer decides to explain. “The problem with growing old” — he reaches over for his anti-aging serum — “is that your ass itches constantly.” He presses the straw to his lips and sucks in some goop.

You pick at your jacket, toying with the buttons. It’s always a little tense over here. The bizarre little conversations. The fear of a sharp knock at the door. The desire to leave as soon as you arrive.

“That’s fascinating,” you say.

“Itching, burning,” he says. “All the time. There’s always an irritation of some kind. It can drive you nuts. Sometimes it goes away for a bit, maybe a week. But it always comes back. Itching, tingling.”

He finishes a pile, starts another.

“It’s on fire right now,” he says, actually squirming. “On fire. My own asshole. It’s killing me. I could cut it out with my apple-paring knife. That’s how I feel. Like I could gut it right out. Or grate it raw with a great big vicious piece of sandpaper. Rub it raw. Or freeze it. Pack it with the coldest, driest ass-numbing ice I can lay my hands on. You know what I’m saying? It’s to that point. I dream of spiking my ass with a giant syringe full of cortisone. Can you imagine? It’s a curse.”

He takes another long, thick sip of that murky shit and pushes a small stack of money to the side.

You say nothing once again, remind yourself that you’ve heard this kind of stuff before. He goes off on tangents sometimes, Your Dealer. This isn’t the first time. This time it’s a bit incredibly stunningly astoundingly disgustingly freakishly weird, but what the hell. Maybe he had to tell somebody. Maybe he’s allowed. Maybe it’s good that he finally told somebody. He said it. Now it’s over and done with. After all, if his ass is that bad.

“You ever try that cream?” he wants to know. Oh God. You settle back against the couch. “That clear stuff in a tube? Useless. It does nothing. It’s for idiots. I’ve bought a ton of it. It never works. I smear it on me like icing on a cake. It does nothing. Within ten minutes I’m digging my fingers back in, up to the knuckles. I wouldn’t show you my underwear at the end of the day if you begged me.”

“Really?” you hear yourself say. “Not even if I begged?”

He finishes the last pile, pushes it by the rest. Counts the piles. Then one by one he places each of them in his bottom drawer and gently slides it closed.

He looks at you. Where is this going?

“The problem with getting old is that everything starts to go,” he says. “Your body starts to wear down. Like any machine, part by part. Piece of junk. Your back goes. Your ass goes. Your feet go. Your hair falls out, your joints get stiff. Your skin starts to loosen and turn colour and dry up. Your brain doesn’t want to learn anything anymore. It’s shrinking. In fact it’s getting so small it’s trying to get rid of things. It’s throwing stuff out. It’s why you can’t learn new things or remember old things.”

He takes another grotesque guzzle of his lumpy potion.

“Everything starts to hurt. Not a lot, just in little bits. When you’re young and you get hurt, you get better. When you get older, nothing ever comes back a hundred percent. An ache here, soreness there. Everything lingers. Just enough to make you wonder. Make you wonder what you’re getting. What new ailment. What sickness. What cancer is lurking behind the sore throat you had this morning? Why does one of my arms feel dead lately? What’s just a sore chest muscle and what’s a chest pain? Is one of my arteries about to collapse? Do I have a tumour in my head from all those hours on the cellphone?”

“I never use mine,” you say. Pointlessly.

“They’ll kill you. I had one when they first came out. Back then. You should’ve seen the size of it. Carrying a fucking brick around with you all day would’ve been lighter. Think of all the radiation that must have melted through my skull. I could have a brain tumour right now. I get headaches, you know.”

“Maybe you just exercise too much. Maybe you should take it easy a bit. Eat a pizza.”

A faraway look settles into his eyes, an expression he affects whenever he’s speaking with someone of obviously limited scope. He says, “Getting old forces you into decisions. First you have to decide to learn to live with it. The aches, the pains, all of it. The adjustments. The compromise. All of it. Then you have to agree to accept death. Not as hard as you think. You’re older. More tired. When you’re young, the inevitability of death drives you crazy. It makes everything pointless. What’s the point if we’re all going to end up dead one day anyway? That’s what stumps you. Why try hard? Why get rich? Why sacrifice? When you’re older you’re looking back on everything. A done deal. You did and he did and she did, and they did and life did. And that’s what ended up. Everything was pointless. And yet not. But it’s not so frustrating anymore. Death is closer, yet not as daunting. Fatigue has set in. Do you think I’m rich?”

You look up. “What?” You sort of nodded off there during the hedid-she-did bit.

“How much money do you think I have now?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

Again with the guessing. “I said I don’t know.”

He raises an eyebrow, glares at you, giving you what he thinks of as his stern look. “Guess,” he says.

“No.”

“If you had to say.”

“I don’t have to say.” But it’s a lot, you think.

“Conservatively,” he prods you.

You shrug.

“C’mon. Conservatively.”

“Conservatively?”

“Right.”

“How much you have?”

“Yes.”

“Now?”

“Yes, now.” His eyes light up, anticipating your answer.

“No . . . I don’t want to say.”

“Say!”

You glance over at his desk drawer. “Two thousand bucks.”

He stares at you. Smiles a tiny smile, the one he thinks is enigmatic. “Bright boy,” he says quietly.

The buzzer goes. From downstairs. Lord! It catches you completely off guard. Very loud. You actually gasp. How cool of you.

He laughs, picks up his remote, and turns the TV on. A grainy lobby shot of Sharon appears, squinting into the camera. She of the big purses and silly hats. Even in black-and-white they look gaudy. He clicks it off, goes over to the phone on the wall by the door.

“I didn’t shower yet,” he says into the receiver.

“What have you been doing?” she crackles back. “We’re —”

He stabs at the button to let her in, cuts her off.

You get up. The leather of the couch makes a slurping sound, glad to be rid of you. You flex your knees, unglue your jeans from the backs of your thighs, re-blouse your shirt.

“I better take off,” you say. “My ass is starting to itch.”

“Ah. Humour. I’m a big fan.” Your Dealer walks back across the room, burrowing into the back of himself as he goes. At his desk he opens a different drawer than the ones previously, pulls out a black slab, and flips it at you. “Here. Fabulous stuff. Let me know what you think. Twenty-four hundred.”

You catch it, unwrap it, smell it, seal it back up, and stuff it into the inside pocket of your jean jacket. Put the jacket on. Feel the bulge against your spine. You walk across the room, sidestepping bushes and trees much of the way. You hear him drain what’s left of his drink, hear the straw sucking at air, the bubbles cackling. You arrive at the door, turn back to look at him.

“You know, Lee,” he says, waiting for you, “I was born poor. Dirt poor. Less than auspicious beginnings, I assure you. But you know what? Do you know what I quickly realized? That it was only in relation to those immediately around me. That I was, in actual fact, very lucky. Privileged. To be born in North America. In the twentieth century. Like you. I was in no danger of starving to death. There were no flies hovering, looking to infect me with virus. I was not under threat of genocide. My country was not even at war. Both hands worked. Both legs worked. I could see and hear and think. Lucky indeed. At first I understood very little, of course, but as time went by I discovered that most people understood very little. Luck again. I worked hard. I made the most of my opportunities. I made the most of the opportunities of others too, on occasion. But that’s not to say I became rich. I didn’t get rich. I just ended up with a lot more than I started out with.”

You watch as he crosses back towards you, picking his way nimbly through the jungle. Not so bad for a guy whose machine is winding down.

“I have more now,” he says. “It’s true. More money. More clothes. More things. More taste. More expensive taste, certainly. More knowledge. More experience. More insight into what this world asks of us mere mortals. More lines on my face, more wrinkles, more grey, more worry. More problems. More aches, more pains. More self-doubt. More memories.”

Your Dealer opens the door for you.

“And so what is left can only be less. Less energy. Less desire. Less life. Less hair.” He smiles, runs a hand lightly across the front of his scalp, across the wispy strands that curl there. “Less time.”

His other hand rises to your shoulder, escorts you through the doorway. The touch is soft and friendly, but it’s telling you to go.

“At least you have your wealth,” you say.

He ignores this, bids you farewell. “Next time, not so many small bills. Okay?”

Without waiting for your reply, he closes the door. You retrace your path along the corridor. When you get to the end the elevator doors open and Sharon elbows her way out, sweeping the door aside with one arm and you with the other. She barely looks at you. You watch her barrel down the corridor, she of the flat feet and waddling hips. With each stride her purse bounces against her side and her hat struggles not to fall. Every time you’ve ever seen Sharon she’s been pissed off at something. She makes you think now of a very large, very angry duck.

You step in and punch for the basement. The doors slide shut and erase her image. You’re thinking of just one thing: get out of the building with your dope, out the door and through the alley in back to the next street over. Without anyone so much as looking at you. That’s all you want. That’s what must happen.

The elevator starts its descent. You make several vague, hasty promises to God, forgetting them as soon as you’ve thought them up, hold your breath, and start counting floors.


Four

Later now, back home, and you and Henry are walking familiar sidewalks that will lead to the park where you so often gather. You pass a building you used to rent in. You lived there for a while in a basement apartment you shared with a bunch of different people, something like eleven roommates in three years. What a place. Long, like a submarine, and dark like one too. A window at the front, a window at the back. That was it. You used to come outside and sit on the steps all the time, just to get some daylight. Try to talk to chicks. Say hello to people you knew. With stores nearby, there was often a steady stream of pedestrian traffic. A lot of females. And if you counted the number of girls you managed to lure down those steps into that apartment over the years, if you counted them all, including the girls that happened to walk by and the ones that already lived in the building, if you counted every chick, daytime and nighttime, and then rounded it off to the nearest five, you’d get, um, zero.

“Remember that place?” you ask Henry, gesture over.

He picks his head up, looks over. Thinks. “Oh, sure,” he says.

“That place had rats,” you say. “Big rats that used to run through the apartment at night.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. Whenever I walk here I think of them.”

Henry drops his head back down, staring at the sidewalk going by beneath his feet. “It’s a good thing you moved.”

“They used to scare the cat to death, those rats. I mean, which you can understand, but still. He was so useless. He used to sleep on top of the fridge. Eventually we made a bed for him up there. What a nervous cat.”

“You needed a dog.”

“I don’t think a dog would’ve helped.”

“Well, they’re bigger.”

“Rats are vicious, my friend.”

“Dogs are vicious.”

“Dogs are big. Rats are vicious.”

“Oh, no. Dogs can be very vicious.”

“Sorry, but I believe you’re confusing them with rats.”

Henry says, “I got bit once by a dog.”

“I remember,” you say. You think, So what?

“I’ve got a big scar.”

“I’ve seen your scar.”

“It’s a good scar,” he says, worried you’ve never been impressed with his scar.

“It’s a terrific scar.”

“Fuck you. It hurts when you get bit. More than you think.”

“No dog’s going to kill a rat. A dog runs away every time.”

“You can’t be sure.”

“We had rats tough enough to rip any dog to shreds.”

“I don’t see how you can be so sure.”

You’re watching him now. Closely. The funny pattern of his steps. The uneven gait. You realize that he’s concentrating, measuring his strides. He’s trying not to step on a crack. Henry doesn’t want to break his mother’s back.

Yeesh.

“Anyways, that’s not why I moved,” you say. “It was a good place.

I don’t know why I moved. I just moved. I wanted to change. There were all these arguments after a while.”

“What you wanted,” Henry says, “was a snake. You have a snake, you don’t have a rat problem.”

“No, you have a snake problem.”

“A pet snake.”

You’re trying not to pay attention to the way he’s walking. It’s not working. You feel like yelling at him. Or hurling him forward so that his whole face steps on a crack.

“Who’s going to keep a snake for a pet?” you say. “Besides you, I mean.”

This pre-empts him. He can’t say “I would,” which is what he wants to say. That he’d gladly have one. Because he’s such a wild man. So unpredictable, so living on the edge. He’s into cultivating this If Everyone Thinks I’m A Bit Crazy, Maybe I Am sort of aura around himself lately. Going with the flow, trying to milk it for something. Danger Boy.

“Well, if you’ve already got rats running through the place,” he says, “I don’t see what you have to lose.”

“What does that mean? So you let a snake loose at night? Think for two seconds.”

“I’ve been bitten by a snake too. A bunch of times. Paul Berubé had snakes. In a cage that took up half his bedroom.”

You sigh. What kind of answer is that? What kind of conversation is this?

“We called exterminators,” you inform him. “Professionals. That’s what normal people do.”

“I see.”

You walk in silence again. His gaze settles back down on the ground. The sidewalk rolls by. You suddenly realize now you’re trying not to step on the cracks. Goddamned Henry. You stop. See that you’re in front of the Korean place. You go inside and buy cigarettes.

When you come out, you continue along with Henry. There’s an intersection with lights up ahead. You walk towards it.

“Did it work?” Henry wants to know.

“What?” you say. But you know what he’s talking about. You’ve been waiting for him to ask, the suck.

“The exterminators.”

“Oh,” you say. “No.”

“No?”

“No, it was worse. After they left we could’ve sworn there were more rats.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Well, what did the exterminator say?”

The light changes, you cross.

“He told us to get a snake.”

You give him a shove, laughing. He pushes your arm away angrily. You don’t care. Man, you’re funny.

You’ve known Henry a lot of years. Johnny too. Honey, a few less. Henry’s father was a prison guard at Bordeaux who was strangled to death during a riot when Henry was fourteen. Strangled to death. Which inmate actually did it, they never even found out. Henry says that one day he went home for supper and the phone rang and his mother answered and just like that his father was dead. He says the phone rang many more times that night but his mother wouldn’t let them pick it up. He says they ate in front of the TV watching the same news again and again and that he remembers his mother letting him drink beer in the living room with her, and that he’d never had more than one beer at once before that night. He says he caught a huge buzz. He says that he liked the feeling, and it was secretly thrilling to drink one beer then another, waiting for his mother to tell him to stop. He says that he remembers thinking the whole time about how everyone at school must be seeing his father’s picture on the news and that his father dying on TV seemed very humiliating. He says he got giggly after a while and had to go into the bathroom and laugh into the towels. He says that it’s a shameful way to remember your first drunk. He says they fell asleep on the couches.

And he says that in the morning the newspapers and radio recounted the story of the riot at the prison that raged six hours until it was brought under control but not before two guards and four prisoners were killed and an inquiry was going to be held and they said how they’re going to get to the bottom of it damn quickly and How did so many inmates have so many weapons anyway? and it raises a number of questions about what’s going on in our prison systems, we may just have to “overhaul the whole damn thing” by the time this thing is over.

And by the time the whole thing was over, and everything began to be just a little less fresh in everyone’s mind and other atrocities began making newer news, and friends and strangers had settled back into their own lives, Henry saw the world return to how it had been before, but of course his didn’t.

And that, he said, was a strange sensation. As though every problem he’d had in his life up until then had been so ridiculously petty and temporary and now here was something that was permanent. And you asked him — like a jerk — if he thought he became a man that day and he said no, he just felt as if he was no longer a boy.

Henry was never the same again, of course. No siree, Bob. Never ever. To be the same, he would tell you later, his father would have to be living. Which he clearly wasn’t, seeing as an animal had choked every last breath out of his fucking lungs. Crushed his windpipe. And whipped him with his own belt. He would recite this at every opportunity. Which pretty much made it clear where Henry stood on the subject.

Henry didn’t want to be the same again and he couldn’t give two shits what any of you thought about it. And then it wasn’t long before none of you were really seeing much of Henry anymore anyway. By the time he was twenty he’d surface only in the most obscene, obnoxious moments, all stupid and dopey, usually with these freaks he got to know, bizarre behaviour that drove everyone crazy. On and on like this for literally years until he sort of blew out all of his brain cells at once, collapsing finally in a taxi outside his mother’s house and getting dragged out and dumped on her porch by the driver, taken in by her and not really let out again for what amounted, incredibly, to two years.

And when he did come back out to play, he came back changed. Once again. This time to the person you meet today, give or take. Twenty-nine years old and sad and apologetic and lost and out of touch with even the simplest of tasks much of the time, another drug casualty left behind to live with his mother. The poor man’s Syd Barrett. Few friends, hardly ever a girlfriend. A nothing job. A beaten man. Shine on you dull diamond.

And the thing is, people forget what happened to you in life. Eventually they just shrug at your hardships and dismiss your bad luck, they’ve had their own. People expect you to move on. They want you to put it behind you. People have their own problems, Henry. It doesn’t matter what was unfair or what could’ve been, you’re the only one counting those chits now. If you act stupidly long enough, people come to think of you as stupid. And if you behave weirdly for long enough, they think of you as weird. And that’s how you end up a stupid fucking weirdo. That’s how it works. People don’t set out to be losers. It happens when you’re not paying close enough attention. Your father’s dying is just a footnote now.

And so that’s Henry’s thing. Everybody has a thing. Henry’s is that he’s the guy whose father got strangled in that prison riot years ago. Or, if you knew him a little better, Henry’s the guy who was never the same after his father died. Or, to others still, Henry’s just the guy who blew his head out on tequila and acid and coke and mushrooms. It’s all pretty much the same.

*

You glance over at him now. Study the perennially bewildered look on his face. Doe-eyed, defensive. Caught in the headlights, like Honey always says. You, Johnny, Honey, Cuz, Aaron, and Mo. That’s pretty well his whole galaxy right there.

By now you’re almost at the park, about to turn in, but a strange scene has been forming and it
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