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Foreword

The stories in this
collection are true in that they are taken from life. In the first
section they are fictionalised, in the second they are akin to
reports. Names of the living have been changed and identities
disguised for reasons that need no rehearsal.

Truth resembles beauty,
though not in the way that Keats imagined, because it is often not
beautiful. Where the two ideas coincide is that they dwell in the
eye of the beholder, which is why specialists - historians,
scientists, clerics, philosophers - spend time and energy refuting
the work of their fellows past and present. As many truths exist as
there are people to express them. They are ways of seeing and being
in the world. Had someone else encountered the experiences and the
people that appear in this book, they would have written of them
differently, or perhaps not written them at all, merely buried them
in memory. So the sense in which these tales are true is
necessarily mine; and I offer them to you in the hope that you will
discover in them some truth of your own. As Thoreau astutely
observed: "Nothing was ever so unfamiliar and startling to a man as
his own thoughts."

We are alien first to
ourselves.
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The
Immigrant

 Quid terras alio calends

Sole mutamus?
patria quis exul

Se quoque
fugit?[1]

 By the time I met Stanislaw Katzsky at 42 Barden
Street we'd both been living there for several months. Whether the
house has survived is doubtful, for it was then in a sorry state of
disrepair: the roof leaked in several places, the interior smelled
of mildew, and a rainstorm would flood the basement bringing
deposits conventionally destined for the city sewers. The interior
made me think of those I.Q. tests where you have to fit as many odd
shapes as you can into a confined space. What must once have been
an elegant residence had been subdivided into thinly-partitioned
cubicles, only some of which enjoyed the luxury of a window - for
which the landlord charged an additional ten dollars a week - while
the others, lacking ventilation and natural light, were less suited
for people than for storing winter bulbs.

A dozen of us lived
there, maybe more. I was never sure of our number because - to be
honest - I kept myself to myself. Poverty intimidated me, made me
shy of looking others in the eye. Whenever I had to use the
bathroom, which lay at the end of the corridor, I would listen
intently at my door to make sure that nobody was passing on their
way in or out, and if by chance people had stopped there to
exchange a word or two, I would wait, no matter how urgent my need,
until they were gone. Only late at night when the house had fallen
silent would I venture to use the communal kitchen; and then I'd
confine myself to the simplest of meals: usually a fried egg with
bread and butter, which I could prepare and eat in a matter of
minutes before scampering back to privacy and solitude.

Still, the kitchen was
where Stanislaw and I first came into contact. I use his full name
because he disliked being called 'Stan' - although perversely he
had no objection to 'Slav'. Anyway, I had spent the day tramping
the streets in search of a job. The city was emerging from winter;
dirty banks of snow lined the sidewalks and the streets were deep
in slush. At that time of year vehicles spray you with wet ice and
you can't cross the road without stepping through a puddle. I
arrived back at my room cold, dirty and sodden having eaten nothing
since breakfast. Spurred by hunger, I made for the kitchen carrying
my supper in a plastic bag, one of the few occasions I had ventured
there before dark. Stanislaw was standing alone over a battered
saucepan waiting for water to boil. My first thought was to creep
away again, but before I could do so he turned round and asked if
I'd like a cup of coffee. By his tone I understood that this was
less an invitation than a plea for company, and I felt unable to
refuse, though I found no relish in the prospect of spending time
with someone of such forlorn aspect. He was wearing scruffy black
jeans at least a size too large for his slender frame, and a
sweater with a ragged hole in the right elbow. Noticing my glance,
he explained that he owned a second sweater for "going out", and
that he'd lost rather a lot of weight since his arrival in Canada.
That evening, after some hedging and fencing, we ended up pooling
our meagre resources and eating supper together, the first of many
meals we were to share over the next eighteen months.

Not that I warmed to
him straight away. His English was still rudimentary, and his heavy
accent and frequent pauses while searching for a way to express
himself made communicating with him tortuous. When he told me on
that first evening that had been almost a year in Canada, I was
surprised at his poor command of the language Only later, when I
reflected on my own experience as an immigrant, did I understand
how few opportunities he might have had to converse with native
speakers. Days used to pass during which I conversed with no one.
In a city as sophisticated as Toronto, language has fewer uses than
perhaps it had in the past, and for mere survival it can be
dispensed with altogether. You don't have to talk in order to shop
for groceries in a supermarket, or buy subway tokens; and mostly
people seem only too happy if you remain silent.

A couple more months
went by before I acknowledged Stanislaw as a friend, by which time
the thought of seeing him in the evening became a source of comfort
that I held onto during the day as I journeyed from one employment
interview to the next.

"No Canadian
experience?" Stanislaw would ask at our nightly rendezvous in the
kitchen.

"Right."

That was always the
problem. Qualifications, knowledge, expertise - you name it -
proved of no avail against the damnation of being a newcomer.

"Welfare tell look for
job nobody want," Stanislaw said. "But they most difficult. Garbage
collector, smell bad, money bad. No matter. Close store."

"You mean 'closed
shop'."

"Yeah."

He would light his
pipe, a laborious process liable to exhaust a dozen or so matches
and to require a lengthy pause in the conversation.

"Tobacco no good," he
would mutter between furious bouts of sucking on the stem, and not
a word more would escape his lips until he had enveloped his head
in a cloud of smoke. Then he would sit back pipe in hand and coffee
before him with an air that, had it not been for our miserable
circumstances, I might have mistaken for contentment. He was not
content, of course, because a man of his vitality could never be
satisfied with an unproductive life, but he possessed the instincts
of a survivor, capable of extracting spiritual sustenance from the
most barren terrain, of transforming a cup of cheap coffee and a
foul-smelling pipe into a source of enjoyment by force of
imagination and will. He never complained about his lot, preferring
instead to acknowledge his good fortune in being allowed into the
country.

"People generous here
," he told me. "Other country no let in foreigner."

Naturally, he was
troubled by the constant rejections of employers, and puzzled too,
for he had a sense of his own worth. Trained as a mechanical
engineer and designer in Warsaw, he had undertaken post-graduate
studies in Moscow and had won a prestigious prize for developing an
emergency recovery apparatus later adapted for use by land and sea
rescue units world-wide. This, like so many of his qualities, I
discovered gradually, by dint of careful listening and the odd
veiled inquiry. He never volunteered information about himself of a
kind that might attract admiration, and he treated his intellectual
achievements as mere details. At first I put this down to shyness,
or difficulty with the language, but I learned by degrees that he
had a strong aversion to self-aggrandisement, and that his humility
rested on a conviction of his own insignificance.

"If you believe, as I
do, that the universe is meaningless," he once told me, "Then you
must also believe that individuals are unimportant. That's what
makes our struggle to survive, to be and do something, so heroic
and grand. If life had meaning, we would be wretched."

He made this remark
some years later and under quite altered circumstances, by which
time he had mastered English to a level that escapes many native
speakers. Don't ask me to explain what he meant though, for the
words seem to me quite obscure, though possibly because I find them
rather frightening, they remain lodged in my memory. But I am
jumping ahead; we must return to Barden Street.

A curiosity of our life
in those days was a shared reluctance to entertain visitors in our
rooms. I suppose we felt ashamed of the poor furnishings and
general air of neglect. Several weeks went by before I got to see
beyond Stanislaw's door. When he did, at length, invite me in, I
saw that his cubicle, windowless but otherwise similar in size and
shape to mine, was crammed with artefacts picked up in the street:
old tools, planks of wood, metal pipes and tubes, circuit boards,
electric wires, sheets of plastic, a roll of polystyrene, several
stacks of technical journals, boxes of old nails and screws, and so
on. The underside of his bed was stuffed full of such items, which
also stood piled in untidy heaps on the floor. He offered me
occupancy of his single, upright chair, after tipping its contents
onto the bed, while he sat on an upturned plastic crate. The room
smelled stuffy, but then unlike mine it lacked a source of fresh
air.

"People throw away
here," he said. "Crazy."

I asked what could
possibly be the value of hoarding such rubbish, to which he replied
that there was a use for everything, and that he was working on a
new idea. On that occasion he elaborated no further, and I didn't
pursue the matter, probably because I felt sure that whatever more
he revealed would strike me as so much nonsense. Those were the
early days of our acquaintanceship, when I still thought of him as
less endowed than myself morally and culturally simply because he
had arrived penniless from a downtrodden country whereas I, equally
penniless, carried with me the treasure of a 'Western' education.
To be frank, I estimated his chances of success in our new land as
greatly inferior to mine and assumed that defeat awaited him no
matter where his ambitions might lead.

On the following day he
paid me a return visit, and from then on we felt free to call on
each other without ceremony. That was around the time I finally
landed my first job - as bookkeeper and general handyman for a tiny
dress manufacturer - an experience also worthy of recollection
though that is another story.

I expected Stanislaw to
be a little envious of my success in securing employment, however
badly paid; but when I broke the news he smiled in a way that made
me think he considered me rather unfortunate. He had never pursued
a job with the same energy and desperation as myself, something
that I had quietly attributed to slovenly eastern European
discipline, but I began to see that he wasn't suited to being an
employee, that a strain of contrariness ran through him, maybe
eccentricity. He enjoyed expressing views that were contrary to
received opinion. In fact almost everything we discussed together
led to disagreement; not exactly a fight, more a tussle of wills, a
friendly wrestling match to see who could prevail. Not once,
however, did I manage to pin him to the floor. Even when he
contradicted himself, he would find a clever justification for
doing so.

"Yesterday you said the
opposite," I would grumble.

"Yeah," he would reply,
"But different context. Every minute context change. Who never
change, never grow. Nothing stable in world, so nothing stable in
mind."

"You mean changes with
an 's'," I'd tell him in an effort to maintain a semblance of
equality, "Everything changes.”

"Everything changes.
Yeah."

Although I saw a little
less of Stanislaw once I had begun regular work, I knew he was
spending much time tinkering with the materials he had amassed in
his room. For another month, he said nothing about what he was up
to, until one evening I arrived home to find him waiting for me on
the doorstep in a state of high excitement. Before I had a chance
to take off my coat, he announced with a tone of immense pride,
that had just completed the prototype for a revolutionary gadget to
convert seawater to drinking water, and he ushered me excitedly
into his room to show me the new invention.

Sub-consciously, I had
anticipated something more grandiose or outlandish.

"Surely such
instruments had been around for years," I said.

"Mine much more
efficient, and quarter of price," he answered, refusing to bow to
my disappointment. I knew nothing of the market for such a device,
but Stanislaw considered that it had military significance. He
launched himself into an explanation of the technology in a flurry
of jargon that might as well have been in his native language for
all I understood of it.

My reaction hardly
mattered, in any case. Stanislaw was energised. He built and
installed a table in the basement, having temporarily secured it
against further flooding by diverting the drain pipes; and there he
worked on scale drawings and a second prototype. He also began
making daily visits to the university reference library where, so
he said, a friendly librarian had allowed him access to the latest
research papers. During those days, we would often leave our
lodgings at the same time in the morning, and I would hear him
whistling happily to himself as he made for the library while I
wended my less contented way via street car to Mona's Fashion
Inc.

I suspected that his
interest in the university library extended beyond the purely
academic, and was unsurprised when he appeared one day with a young
woman whom he introduced as "Ziggy" Spielrein.

"Ziggy's doing her PhD
in psychotherapy," Stanislaw said proudly.

"Slav's told me a
bundle about you," said Ziggy shaking my hand. She spoke with a New
York accent.

If anything
demonstrated Stanislaw's newly energised frame of mind, it was his
willingness to bring a female visitor to our dingy abode, and his
confidence that she would not be instantly repelled. When they
proceeded upstairs to Stanislaw's cubicle that afternoon, I
half-expected to see Ziggy hurrying back down again; but they
didn't reappear until some hours later holding hands. Over the next
few days, Stanislaw - with my help - shifted most of his detritus
to the basement, keeping back only his precious prototypes and his
tools.

"Ziggy insist," he
explained,

"You mean she doesn't
mind coming to this shit hole?" I asked.

"Says is not so bad if
my room clean. We remember this place after we will be rich."

"Godot will get here
before that happens."

"No," he insisted. "We
will all be rich with my product. You too."

It hadn't occurred to
me before that he wanted to include me in whatever good fortune
befell him, but that is exactly what he intended. He grew quite
emotional on the topic of our friendship, calling me his spiritual
brother; and on one occasion, he even offered to ask Ziggy if she
would be willing to spend the odd night with me until the time when
I found company of my own. I didn't take this offer seriously, of
course, but I understood the generous impulse that prompted it. His
gratitude for our friendship greatly exceeded mine in those days. I
was much stiffer and less open with my emotions than he, having
been brought up in the English manner where sentiment is either
repressed or overdone; and I didn't realise, as I do now, how
privileged I was to know him, nor how much I would later come to
miss him.

My role in Stanislaw's
dream extended beyond that of mere recipient of his largesse. He
needed help, not with the technology which he had mastered, but
with turning his invention into a commercial product. Under his
guidance, I made out a preliminary production budget which included
the costs of raw materials, rental of a couple of items of
equipment and lease of a small production unit in a cheap area of
town. To these I added a modest sum to provide a salary for
Stanislaw who would run the operation alone to begin with, and a
larger amount for marketing - which I sensed would prove more
difficult than Stanislaw suspected. Finally, I wrote a narrative
exegesis - with a little help from Ziggy - and had the whole bound
in a stiff cover bearing the words: Katzsky Marine Technologies -
Business Plan.

Stanislaw seemed at
once amused and mystified by this elaborate procedure, and by the
portentous title.

"Like communist system.
Hot air and bureaucracy," he commented.

With the plan under my
arm, I set out for the nearest bank, one of those cavernous main
branches, as it happened, where everyone converses in whispers and
staff scurry back and forth on errands apparently more important
than the needs of clients. I recounted the purpose of my visit to a
receptionist who instructed me to wait, then transferred her
attention to the next person in line, then the next and the next.
Half an hour later, she turned to me again to inquire if anyone was
helping me. I gave the same explanation as before.

"As yes," she answered.
"Both Ms. Alworth and Mr Petty are at lunch. Could you come back
in, say, an hour?"

As I was to learn
during the next few weeks, a curious feature of the search for
start-up capital (such turned out to be the technical term for the
funds I was seeking), is the propensity of those who dispense such
funds to take refreshment at irregular hours. Sometimes, they lunch
around mid-morning no doubt because, being early-risers, they
breakfasted at dawn; at other times their heavy work-load causes
them to postpone their midday repast until mid or late afternoon.
Occasionally, they also eat at noon or thereabouts, though such
lapses into convention tend to fall into the category of "business
meals" and demand extra time and effort to conclude. Arrive cap in
hand at a bank, and you can be sure that Ms Alworth and Mr Petty
are dining and that you will have to wait, somewhat in the manner
of a schoolchild who waits outside the head teacher's study in
expectation of a reprimand.

I did at length get to
meet both these amiable creatures. They received me with smiles,
ushered me into a small office, took details of my name, age, place
of birth, nationality, marital status, identity of parents,
personal assets, personal debts, character references, history of
illnesses mental and physical, employers past and present; demanded
written proof of all my answers - which I rashly promised to obtain
- and let me know that they would require the same from Stanislaw .
Then they completed a multi-part form several pages long, assured
me that they could see no problem with our request for a loan, and
ushered me out. A week or so later I received the bank's regrets,
signed "p.p. Ms Alworth and/or Mr Petty". A like procedure
accompanied my approaches to other commercial lenders, and to
venture capital companies (who reacted more effusively than the
Alworths and Pettys but didn't bother to send a letter). The
Federal Business Development Bank asked me to send the business
plan by mail, and replied by return to the effect that a meeting
would serve no purpose.

By now Stanislaw had
completed his third prototype - a thing of beauty, he described it
- and was becoming frustrated by my lack of success with the
funding.

"North America is land
of enterpiss...how you say...?"

"Enterprise."

"Then how come nobody
interested? In Poland, Russia, they make straight away. I don't get
nothing. But they make."

"In the United States
you'd have less of a problem," Ziggy volunteered, rather
unhelpfully in my view. And so we continued from day to day, hoping
and having our hopes dashed. A professor at the university business
school kindly granted me half an hour of his time, but his advice
left me discouraged.

"Depending on the
region and the industrial sector, between fifty-one point four and
seventy-three point nine per cent of start-ups fail," he said
learnedly. "Maybe if this were hi-tech..."

"It is hi-tech," I
tried to interrupt, but he went on as if he hadn't heard.

"...it would be
difficult enough. Then there's the fact that your friend....what's
his name?"

"Katzsky."

“Polish?”

“Yup.”

“Pity. Frankly I
wouldn't expect a Pole to come up with anything that hadn’t already
been developed over here."

After my interview with
the business professor, I was ready to quit. Until then I had kept
faith in Stanislaw's knowledge and ability, despite the rejections,
but the professor sowed a seed of doubt in my mind about the
validity of what we were attempting. Suppose Stanislaw's invention
was worthless, as the professor implied? That would explain our
lack of success in raising funds for its development and
manufacture. Naturally, I said nothing of this to Stanislaw for
fear of hurting his feelings; but I think he sensed a waning of
enthusiasm on my part. I admit, too, that despite his innate
gentleness, he had once or twice expressed his disappointment at my
failures in a way that suggested the fault might lie with me.

We had reached a tense
moment in our friendship, and one that might have led to a parting
of the ways had Ziggy not intervened. She invited us both to dinner
at a Hungarian restaurant in Bloor Street, and in between helpings
of the largest meal either of us had consumed since arriving in
Canada, gave us a stern lecture on love and friendship. We settled
our differences on the spot, embraced, and swore never to doubt
each other again.

"How could a man not
love such a woman?" Stanislaw asked me afterwards. Half in love
with her myself, I could only agree.

In a round-about way,
Ziggy was responsible for the next chapter in both our lives. She
had several times referred to my unattached status (her description
not mine), and one evening she turned up for a date with Stanislaw
wielding four tickets for the symphony orchestra, the extras being
for myself and a friend - Lena - who would meet us at the hall. I
was bound to like her.

As things turned out,
Lena and I got on well and became lovers too for a time, but that
is of no consequence here. What matters is that she worked as an
official in the local office of the Ministry of Industry and Trade.
She knew all about government grants to industry, not simply the
details, but who made the decisions, who to contact and so on. On
learning of our frustrated search for funding, she made a few
telephone calls and in short order secured a meeting with officials
in Ottawa.

"You and Stanislaw have
to go together," she told us. "He will talk about the technology
while you will deal with the finance."

Ziggy loaned us money
for the trip and I took a couple of days off work (it turned out to
be much longer, for on my return I found the door of the factory
locked and a notice pinned on the outside from the bailiffs, but
that too is another story).

We travelled to Ottawa
in the overnight coach and performed our morning ablutions in a
public washroom before setting out for a 9am meeting at the
Ministry. I was concerned about our appearance. My only suit with
its old-fashioned square lapels looked like a charity store
bargain, while Stanislaw's best sweater, brought out for the
occasion, couldn't hide the threadbare condition of the rest of his
attire.

"We don't look like
business types," I said eyeing us both in the washroom mirror.

"You the business
type," Stanislaw responded, "I'm technocrat."

"Technologist."

"Okay."

This attempt at morale
boosting received at setback at the entrance to the ministry
building from a guard who interrupted a flow of pleasant morning
salutations to arriving bureaucrats by asking loudly where the hell
we two thought we were going. We told him, he made a telephone
call, and duly gave us permission to proceed, though not without
commenting loudly to a colleague that "they let some oddballs into
this place."

On the fifteenth floor,
we were met by a charming assistant, fashionably trouser-suited,
who offered us a chair in an isolated sitting area, an expression
of regret that Mr Colon and Mme Vieillesouche had been detained at
a meeting, and a copy each of the Ottawa Citizen. We read it from
cover to cover, amusing ourselves for half an hour with the
personals. Twice I went in search of the assistant, but she had
vanished. In a maze of open offices and corridors, hardly anyone
seemed to be about. Had we harboured the evil designs suspected by
the guard we could have operated with sublime freedom. I spotted a
wallet on one desk, and on another a handbag, but couldn't overcome
my aversion to theft. The hours limped by. I fretted and paced.
Clearly, I told Stanislaw, we had been misled. The government had
no interest in our project and there was no point in waiting any
longer. Stanislaw laughed.

"In Poland you can wait
a week, two weeks. Sometimes all your life. Here you get chair and
newspaper. Relax."

Like bankers,
bureaucrats have to dine. At noon, full of breathless apology, Mr
Colon and Mme Vieillesouche showed up. Anticipating our invitation
to lunch, they had already booked a table for four at the Ouro
Verde restaurant just round the corner, a new Portuguese
establishment, "worth trying out". Our guests at à la carte, drank
wine, recounted anecdotes, and laughed copiously. Mme Vieillesouche
took advantage of the occasion to practise her Portuguese with a
darkly attentive young waiter. Over coffee, despite the
distractions, we succeeded in raising the purpose of our visit. I
handed over a copy of the business plan, while Stanislaw described
his invention.

"Sounds interesting,"
Mr Colon remarked.

"Il peut y avoir
quelques difficultés," said Mme Vieillesouche, "Mais nous sommes
ici pour les résoudre."[2]

"Of course, we can't finance start-ups," said Mr
Colon.

"Pas du tout ," agreed
Mme Vieillesouche.

"But there are ways
round everything."

"Absolument."

"Mme Vieillesouche will
be in touch."

He was the senior of
the two bureaucrats and this - his final comment - delivered us
into Mme Vieillesouche's safekeeping.

Stanislaw paid the bill
with the money Ziggy had given him for our hotel room, so we spent
the night on hard chairs at the bus station and took the first
coach back home the following morning.

Two weeks later, I
telephoned Ottawa to see how things were going. Mr Colon and Mme
Vieillesouche were both at meetings, but the secretary took a
message. I left another message a few days later, then another.
Finally, I stood by the telephone in the corridor at 42 Barden
(coin operated by the way) and called every ten minutes throughout
the day. At three forty-five, Mme Vieillesouche's voice came on the
line.

"Congratulations," she said. "Votre technologie est
considerée très importante. Le ministre lui-même[3].. " and so on.
We would need simply to present our company accounts, and provided
we could show annual revenues of “un million de dollars..."

"Excusez-moi madame.
You said revenues of a million dollars?"

"Mais oui."

"We have no revenues at
all."

"Vous n'en avez
pas?"

"Non."

Mme Vieillesouche fell silent for a moment, while I
felt the telephone grow heavy in my hand. At length she said
brightly, "Mais rien n'est perdu. Il y a toujours des
moyens..."[4] The solution, she said, was to form an
alliance with an existing company. Did we know of a suitable
manufacturer?

We did not.

"Pas grave," said Mme Vieillesouche, "Enfin, c'est
même mieux comme ça."[5] She happened to know of an ideal candidate:
a small firm based in Chicoutimi, Quebec that made mosquito netting
and sleeping bags for the military.

"Le développement industriel du Québec est d'une
importance primordiale pour le gouvernement fédéral. Donc une telle
alliance vous offrira sans doute des avantages
spéciaux,"[6] Mme Vieillesouche assured me. A handsome
grant of two, perhaps three million dollars was not out of the
question. She gave me the name and address of Premarit Limitée and
its president, Monsieur Jacques Museau, and advised me to make
immediate contact.

Stanislaw needed some
persuasion.

"Why we need another
company?" he complained, "They get technology for nothing."

"It's the only way," I
said.

"Under communism I also
give away technology."

"Here you get something
in return - manufacture, royalties. We can negotiate a good deal.
The alternative is to stay as we are which means you keep the
technology but can't bring it to market."

I summarise the
argument, for it took many hours and days of discussion before
Stanislaw conceded, not least because Ziggy also thought it "kinda
weird" to hand over an innovation to a stranger, and she too had to
be won over.

It fell to me to make
contact with Monsieur Museau which I did, as ever, from the house
telephone. I was frankly nervous, worried not just about our
project, but also about the possible effect another failure would
have on my friendship with Stanislaw. There was also the matter of
our poverty, once more a critical issue since I had lost my
job.

To my astonishment,
Museau reacted enthusiastically, proposed an immediate meeting,
called me by my first name and invited me to reciprocate. He spoke
impeccable English with a trace of Bostonian (I learned
subsequently that he had studied business at Harvard). He said he
would fly over the next day and asked if we could meet him for
lunch at the downtown Westin; it would be his pleasure.

The president of
Premarit Limitée proved less charming in the flesh than on the
telephone. Small and dapper, he wore a diamond stud in one of his
front teeth that stared at you as he spoke, like an extra eye. He
had decided "in view of the importance of the occasion" to eschew
the chainstore puffery of the Westin in favour a nearby French
emporium where we consumed a lunch of such opulence that the
details have stayed with me: wild mushroom soup, salmon in white
wine with truffles, a tarte aux fruits, and a selection of cheeses
from quaintly-named French villages. We despatched several bottles
of wine. Even the bread was exquisite: fresh and crackling as if
delivered moments before from the local boulangerie. We were
dazzled. Neither of us, as we later confessed to each other, had
ever eaten such a meal. Museau must have guessed as much. "One of
the best restaurants in Toronto so they say," he told us, "Though
that's not necessarily a recommendation." The diamond stud flashed
with pleasure at this veiled reference to the culinary superiority
of Montreal.

He waited until coffee
was served, before raising the subject we were there to discuss.
The proposal was "so simple", he told us "a teenage mind could
understand it". Half an hour later, after listening to what he
described as his ambitious but entirely feasible plan, neither
Stanislaw nor myself were sure whether our minds had yet achieved
that elevated status. We understood that the project would be
successful beyond our dreams and would make us all wealthy, but the
details escaped us. Too satiated with food and wine to follow what
he was saying, we felt embarrassed to admit that it wasn't at all
simple to us. Finally, he produced a "straightforward" contract
which Stanislaw, after a nod from me, duly signed. We would receive
two copies in the mail. The proceedings over, Museau called for the
bill, which he paid with a platinum credit card.

We parted with much
shaking of hands and expressions of goodwill, but I was left
wondering, through a postprandial haze, whether we hadn't proceeded
too quickly. We knew nothing about this man or his business; and
somehow through a meal that had lasted several hours, had failed to
ask. Hadn't Monsieur Museau been too glib, too sure of himself?
What about the diamond stud? Flamboyant and threatening, it
reminded me of Hollywood films about New York gangsters of the
thirties. I didn't dare express these misgivings to Stanislaw, for
in matters of business he relied my judgement more than on his own,
and at the critical moment he had waited for me to express approval
before appending his signature to the contract. Besides, given our
impoverished circumstances, how could I have recommended turning
down Museau's proposal on the insubstantial ground that he had a
diamond-studded tooth?

Over the next couple of
weeks, Stanislaw refined his drawings while Ziggy and I put the
technical description into passable English. Then we sent off the
package to Monsieur Museau. It contained, Stanislaw reminded us,
the sum total of our hopes. Before long, we could expect to receive
a down payment on those hopes of five thousand dollars. A token
sum, Museau had told us, included in the contract as evidence of
his "goodwill" and in recognition of our efforts. Just as soon as
the government grant arrived, a more substantial sum would be
ours.

A few days later, I
telephoned Museau to make sure he had received the package. He had.
Government funding was assured, he told me. The minister was an old
friend of his. They had known each other since college days. It
would take a month or two, the bureaucratic machinery being what it
was, but we were not to worry.

That was the last time I ever spoke to Monsieur
Museau. I called about a month later to see how things were going.
A woman told me he was away on a business trip. Two weeks later, he
had returned but gone away again. Then he was entertaining a
minister and couldn't be interrupted. On subsequent occasions, the
woman told me, he was "très occupé"[7] and asked me to leave a
message. He doesn't seem to pick up his messages, I told her.
"Désolée," she replied, "Mais il est comme ça, lui."[8]

I'm a poor dissembler and Stanislaw guessed from my
demeanour that things were not going according to plan.

"We not receive money,"
he said suddenly one day. We were sipping coffee in Millie's Café
courtesy, as ever, of Ziggy.

"Not yet," I
answered.

"Not yet mean not
never."

I looked round the
room. The wall's were the colour of nicotine. At a table in the
back corner a figure sat hunched over a newspaper, blue smoke
curling from an ashtray in front of him. Pedro, the short-order
cook, was busy wiping down the stainless-steel counter, whistling
softly to himself.

"Not never," Stanislaw
repeated. I felt he was willing me to contradict him. Though from
the start I'd tried to conceal my instinctive mistrust of Monsieur
Museau, now there was no way to avoid the challenge.

"We made a
mistake."

He nodded. Ziggy drew
him towards her and kissed him, then put her hand comfortingly over
mine.

"You're not to blame.
either of you," she said. "Maybe it'll pan out in the end." She
suggested I call madame what's her name.

"Vieillesouche."

"It's a funny
name."

To my surprise, Mme
Vieillesouche answered my call.

"The announcement was
published last week, " she said excitedly.

"?"

"It's in Le Devoir. The federal government announces a
grant of three point four million dollars to Prémarit Limitée for
development of a new technology that will have important military
as well as civilian uses. ‘Voilà. C'est fait‚’[9].
Congratulations. You read French n'est-ce pas? I will send you a
copy at once. If you give me your fax number..."

"Our fax line is
down."

"Never mind, I'll put
it in the mail."

"Thank you so much for
all your help."

"It's my job.”

The copy duly arrived.
But from Museau, nothing.

Penniless and close to
despair,we took it badly, but Ziggy working her usual magic kept us
together. No point in turning our disappointment on ourselves, she
told us, because that way we'd lose even more. She starting showing
up with bags of food from the local supermarket, and she loaned
both of us enough to cover the rent. Lena, less tolerant of poverty
and with no special addiction to me took off. I was almost
relieved, the embarrassment of destitution being too powerful for
my damaged self-confidence to counteract. Stanislaw, haunted by
similar feelings of inadequacy, wondered whether he should break
with Ziggy "to free her from a man with no future".

"Why not?" I told him,
"Once you two are apart I won't be jealous any more."

"Why do you stay with
him," I asked Ziggy around that time.

"He's the most
interesting man I know," she answered, adding coquettishly, "And
you're the second most."

I took that addendum
not at its face value, but as a kindness, another unobtrusive
instance of her generosity.

In the days that
followed, I found a part-time job in a milk store on Bloor Street,
and Stanislaw - against his own principles - took to flipping
hamburgers. Her thesis completed, Ziggy went off to see her folks
in Maine. For a few months Stanislaw and I settled to a monochrome
routine, meeting for our nightly meals as before, looking for more
fulfilling work when we could, lamenting our poverty and our
failure thus far to sink roots into Canadian soil. The episode with
Monsieur Museau and the federal government continued to rankle and
to occupy our conversation.

One Sunday morning in
early summer, we took a stroll along Leslie Street Spit which
curves into Lake Ontario like a claw. The sun rays glinting on the
water reminded me of Monsieur Museau's tooth.

"The whole operation
was a scam," I said. "They just used us. You can bet Mme
Vieillesouche and her boss got their kickbacks."

"Sometime," Stanislaw
said, "I think 'Why they let people like you and me in here?' You
know the answer?"

"No."

"To flip
hamburgers."

“Maybe. But that's not
why we came."

We walked on in silence
until we came to the beacon at the end of the spit. The lake
stretched out before use, bright, rippling, tiny waves breaking
against the outlying tumble of rock and rubble.

"Ziggy's just across
there," Stanislaw said pointing to the horizon. "Says things easier
in the States. We could have raised money there."

"Too late for that
now."

We stood staring out at
the calm waters and I was quietly fantasizing about building a boat
and sailing to the United States, when Stanislaw said suddenly,
"Maybe not."

"What?"

"Maybe not after
all."

"What are you talking
about?"

"I make mistake."

"What kind of
mistake?"

"With Museau."

"Go on."

“Sun on lake make me
remember."

"Remember what?"

When Stanislaw got
excited he descended into gibberish; but as we walked back down the
spit, I managed to piece the story together. His device operated as
a tiny solar-powered heat exchanger by which water could be heated
to evaporation then rapidly condensed in purified form. In the
drawings sent to Museau, Stanislaw had forgotten to include his
design for the solar panels which, he claimed, were uniquely small
and powerful for their size. Without the correct panels, the system
wouldn't work.

"Won't they figure it
out?" I asked.

"Maybe yes maybe no.
Maybe they think it’s bad technology."

We bought hot dogs from
a vendor at the foot of the spit and made our way home in a curious
state of euphoria.

Not that it lasted; the
euphoria I mean. Next day I was back at the milk store and
Stanislaw was flipping hamburgers. And so we lived, day by day,
following the same routine: breakfast, work, dinner together in the
evening, a walk on the weekend; general despondency. Ziggy would
telephone two or three times a week, and Stanislaw would wait
anxiously for the call, fretting if it failed to come at the time
he expected. He missed her badly. I missed her too. Without Ziggy
our little world closed in on us like the walls of a cell. We were
surviving, but we'd stopped believing we could burrow our way out.
She had been our cheer leader. "Immigrants made America great," she
would tell us over and over. "You're part of a tradition." Her
parents had arrived poverty-stricken from Galicia just before the
outbreak of World War II. Such messages acted on us as spiritual
medicine; but in those days we needed regular doses to keep from
sinking into depression. And she wasn't there to provide them.

Then one evening in
late August she showed up at the door with a small suitcase. She'd
wanted to give Stanislaw a surprise. He'd just arrived from work
and reeked of hamburgers and cheap cooking oil. He was overjoyed,
but cautious.

"I stink," he warned
her.

They were standing in
the corridor. I stood behind Ziggy, having just closed the front
door. Though it was warm outside and hadn't rained for days she was
wearing a raincoat.

"It doesn't matter
darling," she said. The flaps of the raincoat opened and I guessed
by his reaction that she was naked beneath. I understood then that
Stanislaw's achievements, no matter how we ended up, would exceed
my own. I used to hope that such a love would come my way too.

I didn't see them again
until my day off when I got up, having slept in late, to find that
Ziggy had taken over the kitchen and was cooking up a champagne
breakfast. Most of the other tenants were there. Everyone who
showed up got eggs, tomatoes, sausage, hash browns - the works -
plus a polystyrene cup of Veuve Cliquot.

"You're getting
married" I said.

Stanislaw nodded. He
wore that foolish expression people get when happiness swamps them,
robs them of words and drowns out intelligent thought. We
celebrated. I hugged them both repeatedly; and I can still smell
the flower-fresh, heady perfume of Ziggy's breath, her hair, her
skin. And I wondered why Lena hadn't smelled like that.

Later, when the guests
had dispersed, we sat round the kitchen table over a coffee and
talked about the future. They were to be married in the States and
would live in Providence, Rhode Island, where Ziggy had found a
prestigious job in one of the local clinics.

"Don't know how I'm
going to get on without you two," I said.

"We want you to come
with us," Ziggy answered at once.

Her father had promised
to find the finance for Stanislaw's invention. He had funds of his
own, and plenty of contacts. Stanislaw would design an improved
model to compete with whatever Monsieur Museau came up with; and I
would take over the business development just as we'd planned in
the first place.

It sounded wonderful,
but I knew immediately that I couldn't accept. A young couple about
to start out on a life together didn't need a third party shadowing
them. Besides, I'd come to North America to stand on my own two
feet and that's precisely what I intended to do. Or words to that
effect. I said a lot of other things too - and buried a few others
- not the least of which was the quiet awareness that I was now
hopelessly in love with Ziggy, and needed to straighten myself
out.

I went down for the
wedding, as a guest of Ziggy's family. Never having stayed before
in the United States, I was struck by the self-confidence of the
people, their ease with themselves and with others, their
effortless belief in what they called "the American way of doing
things". By the time of the wedding, just as Ziggy had predicted,
her father - Jacob - had already raised enough capital to enable
Stanislaw to launch his own firm. The two got on like old pals, and
I several times heard them muttering and laughing to each other in
Polish.

"You should come down
here yourself," Jacob told me. "In the United States everything is
possible."

"You're probably
right," I replied.

That was all years ago.
Stanislaw brought out his water conversion device and sold it
immediately to the US military. Shortly afterwards, the Canadian
military bought a slightly modified version as a standard item of
equipment for marines. Stanislaw's company grew to become a key
supplier of sophisticated safety hardware to the armed forces and
the marine industry. It exports world wide. Fifteen years after his
marriage, he was nominated one of the key entrepreneurs of the year
and received an invitation to the White House. I have a newspaper
cutting with a photograph of himself, Ziggy and their two sons
standing side-by-side with the President on the White House
lawn.

We promised to keep in
touch, but our lives inevitably went their separate ways. We did
meet once about ten years ago, when he was in town on business. He
told me what had happened to his competitor, the man who took his
original design for the water-maker, Monsieur Museau. Apparently,
Museau had begun manufacturing the product, and even negotiated a
lucrative supply deal with the Canadian federal government. But,
just as Stanislaw had predicted, without the solar panels, the
product wouldn't perform. With the aid of more government grants
and assistance from the National Research Council, Museau
eventually came up with a solution, but by that time Stanislaw
owned the most lucrative part of the market.

"Museau must have made
a pile of money with those grants," Stanislaw said, adding with a
grin "though not, I guess, as much I've made without them."

When my mother died a
while back, she left me her cottage in Halifax. So that's where I
live now. At least I don't have to worry about rent; and I manage
okay writing pieces for the county newspaper and lecturing at the
local college. I'd like to see Stanislaw and Ziggy again, but to be
honest I don't know if it will ever happen. If I had a Ziggy by my
side maybe it would be different. But it's a long way to Providence
when you have to travel alone.
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Jealousy

Alma moved her body
next to Jay’s under the bedclothes and laid her head on his
shoulder.

“Do you think other
couples are as close as we are?”

“I don’t know.”

“But what do you
think?”

“I’ve never been
another couple.”

Her head lifted
momentarily. “No seriously.”

“Not many that's for
sure.”

“That’s what I
thought.”

A minute later she was
asleep in his arms, her breathing as untroubled as a child’s.

Almost every evening, a
query; sometimes about her own sexual performance (never about
his), but usually about the intensity of his feelings for her. And
invariably she would persist, unable to relax until she had prodded
him into an answer. “Did you ever come like that with anyone
else?”

“No.”

“Am I the only women
you’ve ever really loved?”

“You bet.”

The ritual bored him.
Yet on the few occasions when she failed to question him, usually
because they had had a row, anxiety would grip him and he would lie
awake in the darkness trying to fathom what had gone wrong.

“I’ve behaved badly,”
he would tell himself, “Now it’s up to me to make amends.” Next
morning, he would bound out of bed to make breakfast for her while
she was taking a shower. And in the evening, he would make sure he
was home from work early so as to greet her with a bouquet of
flowers and a romantic declaration.

“I have a confession to
make.”
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