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Chapter One


Winter

the knights of San Lorenzo

The loading docks’ steel doors boomed closed, at Toronto’s St. Lawrence Market, startling the pigeons huddled in the rafters. Wool-capped porters careered down the aisles with their now empty wagons, hurrying towards a hot breakfast. The vendors grumbled and fussed over their bounty’s display. The cavernous space warmed-up as the massive boilers reached full throttle and the Saturday morning crush of parka-clad patrons expanded by the minute, their warm heavy breath, diffuse in the dank morning air.

‘Grrrr’ Nick’s stomach rumbled audibly as a calf-skin glove cuffed his right shoulder, jiggling the steaming coffee raised to his thirsty lips.

“Hey, watch it, Javi!” Nick shouted at his friend.

“Whoa, Nick, you hungry or just swallowed a mad dog?”

“You’re late, and yes I’m hungry, you idiot,” Nick answered, with a frown.

“Well, a ‘top o’the mornin’ to you too, you old misery,” Javi retorted in a cheery ‘stage Irish’.

“Piss-off Javi, I’m not old.”

“That’s enough fighting, boys,” admonished Father Frank as he advanced towards his friends. “Now, it’s down on your knees and give me five Hail Mary’s each.”

“Uh-oh!” exclaimed Paul, popping-up behind the huddled group. “I thought that posture was reserved for your altar boys.”

“Shut-up, Paul,” all three shot back together.

The four ‘boomers’ grew-up together in a Catholic choir school where they learned to intone eerily celestial sounds that soared to the heights of the gilded grandeur of St. Michael’s Cathedral, Toronto. Nick, Javier, Frank, and Paul remained close friends since their choir school days. All but Frank had left the church behind.

The freckled, blue-eyed ringer for Robert Redford joined it, finally making his pious, widowed mother, Mrs. Kelley, content as he was her only child, and her last shot at salvation. Her husband, Frank senior, being killed in a motor vehicle accident while on duty as a newly minted Ontario Provincial Police officer, just four years after emigrating from England with their young son.

Nick, or Nero, as his parents christened their only son, was forty-nine, swarthy like most of his father’s Calabrese clan, green-eyed, barrel-chested, and stockily built; in short, he looked more like a middle-weight boxer than a professor of Renaissance Art. A devoted epicurean, his passion for all things culinary, a blessing to his busy wife Lidia, perpetually hungry daughter Jesse, and live-in father-in-law, Aldo.

His closest friend of the group was Javier, his name pronounced in the South American manner as Havier, abbreviated to Havi by his friends. His family was of mysterious Argentine origins, rumored tied to the Peronist regime and that low friends in high places helped them flee the revolution with their fortune intact. The official line though, was that they were simply merchants seeking greener pastures in Canada.

Javier was tall, fair, and patrician in contrast to his easy-going, suave demeanor and enthusiasm for the sybaritic pleasures this mean world has to offer. Being President of Merchandise in his family’s fine food, spice and wine import business, an occupation taking him all over the world, well-suited his restless spirit.

If Javi was the high-flyer of the group, then Paul was certainly the groundling, an earthy, wiry carpenter, owner of a high-end flooring company. A hard-working suburbanite father of three teenage girls, Paul called the three Hecates, the only part of his high-school brush with Shakespeare that rubbed-off; Macbeth’s mixture of sex, murder and witchcraft created a potent potion for his adolescent imagination.

Now, their sweet vocal harmony, having soured over too much tobacco, vinho tinto and time, it is their love of food, the gathering, making, and sharing that forms their enduring bond. The spirited act of creation, whether of a chorale or a robust meal, takes simpatico to lovingly execute.

This was their monthly ritual, to gather at their hometown’s oldest market, to pursue the best, indulging their senses in the repast it will become under Nick’s direction and imbibing Javi’s free-flowing libation, to sustain their spirits.

“Why is everyone so late? Two minutes more and I would’ve had my mitts around a hot ‘three-b’ without you,” replied Nick, referring to their ritual back bacon on a bun for which the market was famous.

“No prizes for guessing which half of that ‘sangwich’ would have the most hog,” taunted Paul, whose own stomach was suddenly feeling deprived.

The smell of the first bacon slices hitting the sizzling grill beckoned them to their feast, “Well, c’mon guys, let’s move it, before the lineup starts,” urged Nick, as he turned toward the kiosk.

All their orders were alike and never varied, always a toasted Kaiser with lettuce, piled high with hot grilled back bacon topped with mustard, and black coffees all round. Toasting the Kaiser bun stopped it from absorbing too much of the warm bacon juices. The iceberg lettuce gave it a fresh crunch and the mustard, hotdog Heinz, never anything fancy like Dijon, formed the perfect complement of sweet, spice and vinegar to the salty bacon; heaven on a bun, so primal, unpretentious and satisfying.

Thus fortified, the men turned to their morning’s quest, predicated on what Nick had devised for the menu. This could vary though, depending upon the quality of the ingredients needed and what else might be improvised with something fresh and interesting that Nick hadn’t counted on seeing.

The highlight of today’s menu consisted of a dish the friends had made many times before, Nick’s own version of the classic Bolognese ragù on homemade pappardelle, which was the primo. The antipasti would be some finocchiona, a Tuscan fennel seed salami, then slices of smoked peppercorn pecorino, Spanish queen olives served in a warm marinade of lemon, rosemary and vermouth, and pickled sweet red cherry peppers stuffed with parsley, capers, and anchovies. Secondo was another favorite, baby eggplant ripieni; small eggplants blanched, scooped out, then stuffed with their sautéed pulp, onions, parmesan, and breadcrumbs, tops brushed with egg white and pan-fried upside down; a golden-crusted delicacy. An endive, walnut and gorgonzola salad would add a touch of bitter green.

It was often the case that they didn’t get around to dessert, but Nick felt that muscat grapes and panna cotta, made with a fruity grappa that Javier discovered would be a nice dénouement. In fact, since Javi was supplying the wines, an Umbrian sagrantino, a new Ferrari spumante, and the subtle but key ingredient for the Bolognese sauce, a packet of sweet fresh coriander seeds, their morning’s quest was simplified.

Their personal shopping was not confined to the list, as they usually purchased treats like farm fresh sweet butter, and specialty cheeses from small artisan producers. Then they would meander across the street to the North Market, where the local organic producers were who came in from the dwindling rural greenbelts of farming communities surrounding the sprawling monster that was the ‘GTA’ or Greater Toronto Area.

They purveyed excellent organic produce, meat, poultry, game and fresh seasonal vegetables like cardoons, radicchio Treviso and Boston Red Jerusalem artichokes. And foraged gems like cicoria, wild asparagus, nettles, ramps, giant puffballs, and fragrant chanterelles. Laden with their culinary treasures they squeezed into Nick’s Honda and headed for his Victorian semi in east Toronto just south of Danforth Avenue, or ‘The Danny’ as it denizens affectionately called it.

The Ponti family lived in the gentrified Playter Estates, on a leafy winding street in a neighborhood transitioning from its post-war Greek and Italian immigration to the arrival in the nineties of the Muslim nations, who built mosques and replaced mom and pop Italian groceries with halal meat markets, and souvlaki joints with take-out curry kitchens.

For the most part, the three main religious communities, Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Muslim lived side-by-side peacefully and without incident, their children attending the same schools, playing in the same parks, and making mischief together in the same back alleys and parking lots.

[image: *]*

manna and coriander

Usually graceful and well-coordinated, Lidia Ponti cut an awkward figure as she tried with one hand to hold a slippery bag of dry cleaning and a bouquet of subway flowers, while the arm supporting her briefcase strained to reach the doorbell; the effort set her back on her heels, precariously balanced on the very narrow, top step of her front porch.

“Shit! How long have I been asking for new front steps? These bloody things are a hazard!”

Her husband opened the door, interrupting her diatribe. “Eh, Nick, how long? Twenty-two years, that’s how long!” Lidia complained loudly.

“I thought I heard you bellowing out here. C’mon, give me your things, the guys are here; go have a glass of wine with them.”

“Just need to nip upstairs first, be down in a minute.”

Lidia sprang-up the long flight of stairs to their front bedroom, where she exchanged her thick loose turtleneck for a white Egyptian cotton shirt that draped and felt like satin, then put on a silver necklace whose large blue topaz pendant sat prettily at the top of her cleavage and reflected the color of her wide-open eyes. She spritzed a little cologne on her brush, ran it through her shoulder-length gold hi-lited hair, applied a touch of tinted gloss to the curve of her full lips, checked her ‘Spanx-lines’, wriggled comically while tugging the restrictive garment into place, then headed downstairs to join the men.

“Mmm, smells like heaven in here,” Lidia said as she brushed past her husband arranging the flowers in a colorful majolica pitcher.

“You’re pretty fragrant yourself or is that the flowers?” asked Nick.

“Me and the flowers.”

Then turning towards her husband’s friends, each busy at their station, Paul at the Wolf gas range sautéing a sofrito: the ‘holy trinity’ of finely chopped onions, celery and carrots, the base for the Bolognese sauce. Frank was at the antique harvest table assiduously kneading the dough for the pasta and Javi at the granite-top island, fastidious as always, carefully stuffing the cherry peppers. She made her rounds, greeting each with a kiss on the cheek and a charming smile, a welcome interruption as they were all a little smitten with Lidia.

Javi wiped his long, elegant fingers on the towel draped over his shoulder and poured his hostess some sparkling wine in a tall Riedel flute, “Try a bit of this Lidia, it’s a new spumante I’m bringing in, nice minerality, crisp, but with a little surprise finish.”

“Cin-cin!” She raised her glass and sipped thoughtfully. “Very nice, that hint of lychee softens the minerality, more complex than most brut Champagne.”

Javi smiled approvingly at her critique. “Your palate, as your beauty Lidia, is unfailing.”

“Just listen to ‘Signor soave bolla’ here– lock-up your wives and daughters,” laughed Frank.

“And your sheep,” enjoined Paul.

They were all laughing when Aldo appeared in the doorway.

“Hey, here’s the man,” declared Javi, placing a full flute at Aldo’s undisputed perch at the head of the wooden table.

“What’s this about sheep?” he asked in a voice still thick with sleep.

“Oh, nothing, we were just having a laugh on Javi,” explained Nick as he pulled out his father-in-law’s well-worn chair.

Once seated, Lidia kissed the top of his grey head. “Ciao dad, how’s the cold? Did you have a good nap?”

“I dreamt of lizards, uch, I hate that dream. Same thing, they coming out of the drains and the crapper, slithering around, I hate them!” He shuddered and then turned his attention to the spumante. He sipped the cool, bubbly wine through puckered lips, tentatively, as if unsure of its potability. “Very nice,” he declared.

Sparkling wines weren’t something he usually cared for on account of their chilling effect on the stomach and the unwanted gas they created, but he hated to be ungracious to such a dear family friend. Setting the flute aside, a silent cue for his daughter to fetch him a glass of Chianti, he pursued the theme of his worrying dream. “Eh, professore! What’s it mean, dreaming of lizards slithering everywhere, green lizards with eyes like flames?”

“Mean?” replied Nick. “It means you shouldn’t watch the Nature Channel before a nap.”

Aldo shrugged his shoulders and chuckled at his son-in-law’s little joke, made to diffuse his father-in-law’s anxiety about death, a subject which seemed to be on his mind lately.

“I hope you’re in the mood for pasta, Nick’s making his special Bolognese ragù,” offered Lidia.

“Good, that ragù is very nice with a little pinch of coriander, not typical, but nice all the same.” Then he put down his glass, and made for the sitting room, where every Saturday afternoon he liked to listen to the radio and read the paper, checking the winners from last night’s race.

Aldo Campanile was fond of the ponies and even fonder of winning long-shots, a surprisingly lucrative habit he acquired during his forty-five years at The Jockey Club, first as a dishwasher, then a line cook, eventually becoming a sous-chef, his specialties being the classics, soused salmon, lobster thermidor and sole meuniere.

Growing-up in a family restaurant in the Italian Adriatic port of Pescara, he had acquired a knack with seafood which the exclusive membership of The Jockey Club’s high-rolling patrons; sports’ scions, star athletes, financiers, celebrities, and gangsters appreciated and especially asked for whenever they were in town or entertaining an important guest. The soused salmon required a twenty-four-hour pre-order, a request that he might be called upon to prepare off hours, depending upon the patron’s status.

This devoted following helped to finally move him to the front of the house, being maître’d for the last ten years of his tenure, a position he had always coveted.

“That paesan, is where you wanna be,” advised a friend who tended bar at The King Edward Hotel’s piano lounge. “Great tips, and the inside track, buddy, know what I mean?”

Aldo did, keeping his ears open and his eyes down. There were four important qualities in a good maître’d; listen, but never appear to be, anticipate but never presume, be attentive and not intrusive. Above all, be discreet, for not only did one in his position over-hear gossip, political intrigue and byzantine plots involving the sports’ world, there was the matter of women. There were the wives, who were sometimes feted, but foremost were the reigning coterie of professional mistresses and the lesser occasional ‘escorts’, these ladies changed tables often, so to spare his patrons embarrassment or social scandal, the maître’d’s job was to inform, guide and arrange the guests, who showed their appreciation generously.

He did the job well and it did well by him, providing decently for his wife and child, his late wife needing only to work part-time outside the home in a hospital laundry. They owned their house, took modest vacations, splurging on their twenty-fifth anniversary to take a deluxe Mediterranean cruise and send their only child to art college while managing to build a small retirement fund. A fund his wife, Filomena never lived long enough to enjoy, dying suddenly of an aneurism at fifty-seven.

That was twelve years ago. Aldo overcame the shock and grief, but never the love for his adored ‘Filly’, learning to cry alone, but never to laugh alone. His major consolation, his talented and beautiful daughter Lidia, a newly appointed magazine editor, wife and mother, whose family he now lived with, in relative content.

Although Aldo was retired from his work at The Jockey Club, he was still connected to the long grapevine that passed-on inside tips, which he shared with his only grandchild, twenty-year-old Gesuela, or Jesse, as everyone called her. They often pooled their money to share racing bets, an activity that her parents tolerated with tacit disapproval, the occasional welcome windfall satisfying Jesse’s seemingly never-ending need to buy art supplies that her parents otherwise funded. What her parents didn’t know about, however, was their regular, illegal betting on team sports’ games.
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Back in the kitchen, the culinary activity was in high gear, as were the spirits of the friends, or ‘The Knights of San Lorenzo’ as they called themselves. It was Frank who suggested the nickname, reasoning that their ritual meeting place, the St. Lawrence Market, was aptly named as St. Lawrence, in Italian, San Lorenzo, was the patron saint of cooks.

“So, tell us Frank, how did it happen that Lorenzo is the patron saint of cooks?” Javi asked, as he finished the peppers and moved on to the warm olives in white vermouth.

“San Lorenzo? He was a deacon of the early Church in Rome under Pope St. Sixtus, martyred during a pagan persecution led by the prefect of Rome who was after the church’s wealth. Lorenzo rendered not the loot unto ‘Caesar’, distributing it to the poor instead, and then offered them to the prefect as their treasure, which earned him a slow roasting alive on a grate over an open fire, a torture he bore with incredible fortitude.

“He was reported to remark during his immolation, ‘This side’s done now; you can turn me over’. Thus, he became the patron saint of cooks,” Frank concluded.

“Seems more like the patron saint of comedians; is that where ‘roasting’ someone at a banquet came from?” teased Paul.

“Wow, Paul, d’ya think that’s a double entendre?” chuckled Javi.

“No, just a lame joke,” Paul retorted.

“Anyway, his attributes are a grill and a braid of garlic,” continued Frank, returning his attention to preparing the eggplant. “His feast day is August tenth.”

“One more top-up of that delightful spumante, Javi and I’m outta’ here before Il professore hands me a spoon and an apron,” exclaimed Lidia, who was lazily perched at the island across from Javi on the ‘knock-off’ Eames stool.

“No, the muse must never toil, only inspire,” Javi’s pompous declaration being punctuated by the festive pop of a newly opened bottle.

“No more work today, cara?” Nick asked.

“Absolutely not. I’ve put in a full Saturday morning and half this afternoon lining-up the assignments for Your Best Life’s holiday edition. I need a little down time now.

“An editor over-working a theme is as bad as a painter overworking a canvas; the focus becomes muddled and ultimately lost. The trick is to know when to stop.” This was a surprising declaration from Lidia, the driven professional.

“Well, I’m glad to hear it, I haven’t seen much of you since you were made editor,” lamented Nick, who rarely complained of his wife’s long hours; he knew when she decided to accept the position that the magazine would be a jealous lover.

When they first met in Rome, Nick, eight years Lidia’s senior, was an associate professor on the tenure track, she was an ambitious, assistant protocol advisor in the Canadian Embassy in Rome. They fell in love at first sight and were quickly married. Nick was content, as long as her passion was as equally invested in their marriage as it was in her career, although it was rumored there was plenty of playing around at the embassy, another reason he was glad they decided to come home.

And after all, the academic life was not without its temptations, long hours, stress, and commitments. To say nothing of the travel required to do primary research, present papers at conferences and hold summer courses abroad. But they kept their marriage together where many had not. Nick would’ve liked more children yet understood Lidia’s position that more maternity leave would set her back professionally, and being a stay-at-home mom just wasn’t her métier.

Well, it’s better to have an accomplished wife than an aggrieved one, thought Nick, as the spice grinder finished its job on Javi’s fresh and fragrant coriander seeds. Immediately Nick lifted off the lid, the sweet fragrance of their volatile oils hit the air “Ah, manna!” he declared, inhaling deeply. “The House of Israel called thy name; and it was like coriander seed, white; and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey: Exodus 16:31,” he recited, only slightly feigning rapture.

“Now who sounds like a priest?” Frank protested.

“Okay then, let me turn from the sacred to the profane; these potent little wonders here,” in Nick’s square, meaty palm, nestled several round dry white seeds, “are said by the ancients to possess aphrodisiac powers enhancing a man’s virility. I have it on good authority from The Arabian Nights, among other sources. Conversely, in the Middle Ages, to slip a sachet of it beneath the marriage bed would ensure a wife’s fidelity,” he advised, returning his treasure to the spice jar.

“What about the husband’s fidelity?” scoffed Lidia.

“Not so important as a wife’s, cara. The issue being of primogenitor, and ensuring that the family silver, to say nothing of the family’s estate goes to a rightful heir and kinsmen and not a stranger or rival,” Nick expounded.

“Oh yes, and always a ‘rightful heir’ of the male variety no doubt,” Lidia retorted, arching her back defensively.

“Usually, but mine is only to enlighten, not to challenge, that’s your territory my dear feminist,” Nick demurred.

“No, eh? Well, if I got you, Nero Ponti in the ring you wouldn’t last one round!” declared Lidia, who was enjoying this friendly sparring with her husband, something they engaged in occasionally, matching their diverse, but not unequal wits.

“Oh mercy!” cried Nick, rolling his eyes in mock horror to the delight of their audience, who always felt at ease in the Ponti household, their hosts being a couple who could successfully set the tone of a gathering, and well-entertain their friends.

Nick turned his attention to the sauce, giving it the final blessing of a pinch of coriander, then left it to simmer gently for an hour, during which time he would help Frank roll out and cut the fresh pasta. Paul moved on to the panna cotta, aiming to have it set in the fridge before the arrival of his wife Becky, who managed to turn up early.

Becky was thirty-eight, three years younger than Lidia, tall, lean and athletic-looking; breezily casual, but not careless of her appearance, letting a few silver strands weave their way through the loose ringlets of her golden-red ‘lob’. She had chalk white skin, and her nutmeg-brown freckles, no longer a source of chagrin, were generously sprinkled across her straight, refined nose, and high cheekbones.

The only redhead curse she still corrected were the pale eyebrows and eyelashes framing her green, amber-flecked eyes; those she had tinted a glossy mink-brown, a concession to high-maintenance vanity.
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“Hi Becky, c’mon in,” Lidia greeted her friend at the front door. “Here give me your things,” she said, extending a hand toward Becky, who slipped off her new, grey, combed mohair, wrap-coat.

“Ooh! This is really nice, looks great on you,” Lidia said, as she stroked the soft, silver fox collar.

“Thanks Lidia, but the kids gave me so much grief over it!” Becky said as she unzipped her boots. “I told them that this fox, like the chickens we eat, are farmed for our use, which just made it worse. Danielle even threatened to become a vegan,” Becky laughed.

“I know! You can’t win,” Lidia sighed, shaking her head, as she led her guest to the kitchen.

“Hi hon! You’re early…Danielle still at the showroom?” Paul asked, giving Becky a peck on her cheek.

“No, Kate decided she wanted to earn a few brownie points, and relieved me for the last two hours so I could change and beat the traffic. Is that Bolognese sauce I smell?”

“Correct! Give the lady a drink Javi,” Nick said.

“It’s okay, I’ll get it,” Becky replied, reaching for one of the flutes near the bottle on the island. She poured herself a drink, then after taking a few sips, said, “This is very nice, but what’s that fruity taste?”

“It’s lychee, gives it a nice, exotic nose too,” Lidia answered, inhaling the aroma of a freshly poured glass. “Oh yes, this is good. But some food would be good too, are you hungry Becky?”

“Starving, the showroom was so busy today, I didn’t have time for lunch.”

“Me neither. So how about it guys, can us hard-working women have something to hold us over ‘til dinner?” Lidia asked, raising her eyebrows at Nick.

“Okay! Javi, get the antipasti platters together before Lidia jumps the island and bites a chunk outta me.”

Javi pulled the platters and small plates from the top cabinet shelf, as Becky settled-in beside Lidia, watching him impatiently, as he began artfully arranging the food.

“I love this cheese,” Lidia said, filching two pieces from the platter, handing one to her friend.

“Yes, it’s got a nice nuttiness, then you get that little punch of pepper. I don’t understand why Parmesan is so trendy, pecorino’s got loads more taste,” Becky said, reaching for some more, as Javi tried to slap her hand. “Ha-ha! Too fast for you, big boy.” Becky laughed as she popped another piece of cheese into her mouth.

“Hey, can the cooks have some too?” Frank asked.

“Okay, okay, I’m nearly finished. Sheesh, I only have two hands and one has to fend off these two thieves,” exclaimed Javi, nodding in the direction of Lidia and Becky.

Just as Lidia got up to pass around the napkins, and everyone took a little pause to eat, while Javi opened a bottle of sagrantino, Aldo emerged from the sitting room, complaining.

“Why didn’t anybody call me?”

“No need, dad. I know you can, even through walls, detect the presence of food,” Lidia laughed.

“Very funny. I don’t know why, but every time I get a cold, my appetite doubles,” he said, grabbing a few slices of salami and cheese.

“Yeah, but the question is where do you put it all? You never seem to gain an ounce,” Lidia wondered, poking him in the ribs.

“I know. But you’re just like me, the Campaniles are slim. Filly’s side though, all plump. Your mom used to fight her weight, always counting the calories. But I like voluptuous women, they’re sexy.” Aldo grinned, taking a bite of salami.

Temporarily satiated, she and Becky headed to the dining room to lay the table. They set each place with Lidia’s white china plates, then salad bowls of rose-colored Depression glass, and for pasta dishes, mixed transfer-ware flea market finds that added a touch of fun and whimsy.

The wine glasses were clear-glass balloons, the water tumblers of the same rose-glass as the salad bowls. Along the table’s length Lidia placed several tea lights in cut-glass holders.

“I think that’ll do,” Lidia said, standing back regarding the table, as Becky lit the last tea light. “Now, let’s see how dinner’s going”.

“Hope we eat soon. I’m so tired, and need to be up early tomorrow, promised to take Danielle skiing in Collingwood, although I’d rather have a lie-in,” Becky said, following Lidia back to the kitchen, where the first course was ready to be served.

As dinner progressed through the first of five courses, conversation flew from food and wine, to politics, movies, celebrity gossip, landing with the panna cotta and grappa, on real estate.

Javi was extolling the location and amenities of his latest condo purchase and plans for upgrades. “Becky, I’d like you to look over the new place. I really need to get the builder’s ugly crap outta there, as I may not flip this one. I think it’ll be home for a few years. So, let me know when you can come over and bring some samples, I’m thinking distressed wood, wide plank?” Javi suggested.

“Well, the distressed look is certainly current, but I can’t get out of the showroom, so why don’t you come down and we’ll discuss it. Bring some pictures and please bring the specs Javi, saves time, you may have lots of it, but I don’t,” Becky said, pushing her chair out, taking her dessert plate to the kitchen.

Paul looked at Javi, a little embarrassed by his wife’s brusque response. “Sorry Javi, she’s just had a long day. It’s been crazy busy at the showroom and the kids just can’t put in the hours now it’s end of term. But don’t worry, we’ll get you sorted soon.”
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Later that evening, Lidia prepared herself for bed, performing the ritual brushing of her glossy hair, smoothing on her porcelain skin and down her long neck, the mysterious elixir which held the dubious promise of eternal youth, being irresistible even to cynical feminists. She reviewed the evening’s discourses.

“Nick,” she addressed her husband already in bed, propped-up with what she thought hogged too many of their pillows. He was ensconced in a book, his late-night jazz program playing softly in the background. “Do you think Paul and Becky are alright?”

“Well…yes,” he replied, reluctant to give the question his full attention.

“It’s just that Becky seemed a bit grumpy during dinner and frankly, looked very unhappy.”

“Unhappy? No, she’s just tired, likely from the pressures of working in the business while trying to keep those three girls on track. Probably needs a couple of weeks away. Things will get better once Kate graduates from college, and the twins start full-time in the business,” Nick said, knowing it was now futile to feign disinterest.

“Speaking of business,” Lidia pursued, “it must be pretty good for them. Becky didn’t seem too anxious for Javi’s business; in fact, she put him off, telling him to come to the showroom. She knows Javi gets a nosebleed just thinking of travelling further north than Eglinton, never mind go to the wilds of Willowdale,” laughed Lidia.

“They know how to handle Javi, remember the run-around he gave Paul with the flooring for the first unit he reno’d? I want cherry, no, walnut, no cancel that-everything bleached oak! It nearly broke-up their friendship.”

Nick continued, “Javi is just playing the field at this point, seeing who’s the most anxious for his business, who he can get the best deal from. At the end of the day, he knows he’ll get the best product and work from Paul and Becky, who’ll wait until Javi becomes impatient, wanting everything done a.s.a.p., then extract a dividend to ‘put on the rush’. It’s a little dance, they do it every time.”

“I guess you’re right,” Lidia conceded. “Anyway, it seems that our Frank is enjoying teaching the Religion course at the Faculty of Education. I’m glad you put in a good word on his behalf, parish work certainly has its demands, but I don’t think it engages his intellect.”

“Yes, I know, with the company of dusty tomes, in haunted reading rooms is where he’d be most happy, but being a parish priest, beyond it pleasing his over-bearing mother, must have held an attraction,” Nick chuckled.

“But Frank is committed to sacrifice in service, even though he’s charming and handsome, a catch for the right woman, he chose a celibate life…” Lidia mused, as she slathered the luscious Italian bergamot hand cream between her fingers, on each side of her hands, extending to her slender wrists.

“Well, bella, in any case, he’s a good priest. Now, if we’ve straightened-out our friends, may I get back to the fascinating facts in my reading?” Nick pleaded.

“What ‘fascinating facts’ can there be in, In Bad Taste? And what a strange choice of bedtime reading; it’s such a creepy little book, researching ‘delicacies’ like cat-poop coffee and rotten cheese rife with live wriggling maggots. Yuck! Just imagine,” she shuddered.

“Yes, just imagine,” teased her husband.

[image: *]*

boeuf Bourguignon

A brilliant shaft of mid-winter, late afternoon sun, streamed through the ancient single glazing, illuminating the cramped office of Professor Nick Ponti, his leonine head caught in its beam, lolling lazily against his broad chest. In a moment he would begin to snore, sliding beneath a heavy blanket of fatigue. But the two abrupt raps on his half-open door made him quickly shrug-off slumber’s cozy fleece.

Recovering his bearings, he greeted the tardy intruder with the semblance of a present mind; “You’re a half-hour late, Tahra”–or was it Teara? He couldn’t remember which blonde-haired, blue-eyed undergrad he was
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