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  How my Novel of Manners

  Won the Prize for Crime


  


  



  On May 22 I became the most astonished author in North America when I learned I had won the Arthur Ellis Award. Given under the aegis of the Crime Writers of Canada, the award honors what the judges consider to be the outstanding crime novel of the year.


  To win an award is a heady experience – to win this award in the centenary year of the publication of A Study in Scarlet, in which the dean of literary detectives, Sherlock Holmes, made his debut, is intoxicating. Still, the euphoria did not quell my amazement at having been chosen.


  “Oh wad some power the giftie gie us / To see oursels as others see us!” wrote Robert Burns. Had he written “to read ourselves as others read us,” he would have pinpointed the cause of my surprise. In short, I myself did not think of Buried on Sunday as a crime novel. No corpse lies skewered on the library floor; no body lurks buried in the oats, to the dismay of the head groom feeding the thoroughbreds. An apricot-sized diamond has not been stolen, nor are terrorists threatening to blow up the AT and T Building in New York, more’s the pity.


  Granted, the direction of my novel is dictated by a criminal act: three punks rob a bank, then take the occupants of a country house hostage while they hide out from the police. However, this violent or anti-social action serves as a means of thrusting a group of people into a tense and unusual situation in order to examine their behavior under pressure.


  In effect, I set out to write a novel of manners, in which the crime is a device which throws the characters’ social behavior into sharp relief. Not that I am complaining, I hasten to add. To have won an award, for which I entertained no expectation of even being nominated, doubles the voltage, as it were.


  But had I a capacity for feeling guilty, I would have experienced that comfortable and self-serving emotion as I accepted the award. I belong, however, to the generation whose mothers used guilt as a substitute for daycare, a useful way of keeping tabs on absent children.


  I outgrew guilt the same way I outgrew a curfew. But I could not dismiss an uneasy feeling that I was accepting the award under false pretenses, and that detectives wearing sunglasses would pound on the door of my hotel room at 4 a.m., politely but firmly suggesting I accompany them downtown.


  Even as well-wishers came up to shake my hand I could hear the skeleton rattling in the closet, my shameful secret being that I seldom read crime novels. Once in a while, as the result of a glowing review or a friend’s hearty recommendation, I will have a go at crime fiction, only to rediscover the issues at stake fail to hold my interest. I feel a little like the character in a play by Anouilh, The Rehearsal, who says, albeit in French, that he has never been able to finish a crime novel and that his head is filled with unresolved plots.


  Perhaps plot is the key issue. Plot has always been an essential aspect of fiction. Plotless novels can be uphill work, as those of us who have tangled with Samuel Beckett can attest. But to magnify plot to the point where it becomes the focal point of the novel creates distortion. Characters tend to come across as two-dimensional cutouts, and locations are roughly blocked in, without lingering detail, like the stage flats of a road show.


  To read novels whose main interest is the story line is not unlike looking at abstract expressionist paintings which isolate single elements of painting – color, space, brushstroke – and blow them up into vast, vapid canvases. One does not read Pride and Prejudice for the story. The ample documentation of Napoleon’s Russian campaign makes it unnecessary to read War and Peace. The reputation of Proust does not rest on his being a page-turner, and I doubt anyone has ever said of the late Henry James, “I couldn’t put it down.”


  But we return to these books and authors for reassurance and nourishment. We like to hang out with Madame
Bovary, Emma Woodhouse, Adam Bede because, even flat on the page, the world they inhabit is as three-dimensional
as our own.


  When I read crime novels, I read less for the story line than for the good bits. George Orwell once wrote about Charles Dickens to the effect that his architecture was rotten but his gargoyles were marvellous. I read crime novels for the gargoyles, or at least those aspects of the book that will linger in memory long after the villain has
been led away in chains. I think of Josephine Tey’s witty reappraisal of Richard III in The Daughter of Time, the clean, tight prose of Raymond Chandler or Dashiell Hammett. I enjoy Howard Engel’s Benny Cooperman, not because he finds a solution, but because he is as Canadian as the constitution, and considerably more interesting.


  It was not until I was riding the train back to Montreal, looking at the flat Ontario landscape through not overly clean Via Rail windows, that it occurred to me I had been thinking of crime novels and detective stories as one and the same. A crime novel ipso facto meant a sleuth in a trenchcoat. Was not my thinking imprecise? One of the most extraordinary novels ever penned, The Brothers Karamazov, chronicles a murder, while Crime and Punishment tells of robbery with violence. Tess of the d’Urbervilles hangs for murder, and the moral mayhem in Henry James simmers beneath his polished, mannered prose.


  In this larger sense, the detective novel becomes a crime novel, but all crime novels do not necessarily include a detective, or someone who guides the reader to a solution of the problem. Were this to be the case, then my own
novel might legitimately be considered a crime novel. I certainly hope so. I took the money and ran.


  —Edward O. Phillips

  Montreal Gazette

  27 June, 1987
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  “That,” said Mrs. Jarley, in her exhibition tone,

  as Nell touched a figure at the beginning of the platform,

  “is an unfortunate maid-of-honour in the time of Queen Elizabeth,

  who died from pricking her finger in consequence of

  working upon a Sunday.”

  Charles Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop


  



  He koude rooste, and sethe, and broille, and frye,

  Maken mortreux, and wel bake a pye.

  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales
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  I HAVE ALWAYS DETESTED EXERCISE. I know that statement makes me sound like an indolent man, which I am not.

  Weather permitting, I walk nearly two miles to my office every morning and home again in the evening. When I was younger, I used to play a fair game of tennis, and once I even had a go at learning to play squash. The lesson came to an abrupt end when I swung furiously at the elusive little ball and struck my partner instead. Sitting outside the emergency ward at the nearest hospital while a doctor stitched up the gash in my partner’s scalp, I decided the time had come to abandon games. Marooned in that fluorescent-lit corridor without even a stale magazine to help pass the time, I looked into my soul. Not liking what I saw, I began to think about sports and games, only to conclude that the time involved, not to mention the incidental expenses, made them a poor investment. That squash accident cost me several cancelled appointments and a bottle of Napoleon brandy as peace offering to my wounded instructor. I donated my spanking-new squash racquet to a charity auction and retired gratefully from the arena of athletics.

  Over the years well-meaning friends and colleagues have urged me to join their health club or gym, suggesting that not only will I feel better, I shall live longer. I have refrained from pointing out that when I want to feel better I drink Scotch, and as for prolonging my stay in this vale of tears, I’d sooner not.

  When I say that I dislike exercise I mean what I have always thought of as vigorous movement in a vacuum: pedalling precisely nowhere on a stationary bicycle; striding with immense purpose on a treadmill, only to remain forever in the same spot; and climbing imaginary stairs, in defiance of common sense and the invention of the elevator, to learn fifteen sweaty minutes later that one has walked up the equivalent of sixty floors. Pushing, pulling, lifting or lowering bars attached by pulleys to weights strikes me as not unlike those activities one is condemned to perform for eternity in Hell. Even swimming laps endlessly back and forth in lanes clearly marked by ropes and buoys in primary colours suggests desperation, the frantic activity of dolphins or orcas trapped in a confined environment.

  The question might then legitimately be asked as to why, dressed in T-shirt and shorts, I was striding resolutely into the future on a treadmill, that metaphor for all seasons. I had taken work home so I could begin Monday with a head start, only to discover that an important file lay on the desk in my office. Having made the trip downtown I decided to stop by my health club on the way back to my apartment. Since I was already ignoring the ancient injunction against working on Sunday I figured that working out on the Lord’s Day would not cause me to lose any more points on the celestial scoreboard.

  Perhaps a more pressing reason for my striding manfully into nowhere came from the insistence of my doctor. Last year, to my dismay, my former doctor retired. For years he had poked and prodded my ageing body, with a two-pack-a-day cigarette in his mouth or smouldering in a nearby ashtray. He also drank Scotch, rather a lot. His creased and furrowed face was a relief map of mornings after. Women found him irresistible. He knew about my sexual orientation and shrugged it off as Chaqu’un à son goût. Once a year, after my late-afternoon annual checkup, we would go out for dinner and tie one on. In spite of his human frailty, more likely because of it, he was a true healer. His retirement due to failing health was yet another reminder of my own mortality.

  I was bequeathed, like an antique chest, to his junior partner, whose character had been annealed in the crucible of the sixties. He is a no-nonsense, nuts-and-berries M.D. He smokes not, neither does he drink. And it must follow, as the night the day, that he is a fanatic about exercise. Our first meeting was not an unqualified success. He asked me about my sex life. Far too old to be coy, I told him. He asked me sternly if I practised safe sex. I told him I practiced the safest sex of all, total abstinence. (I did not feel it necessary to tell him about my earlier years when I practiced enough unsafe sex for thirteen lifetimes.) He asked me whether I smoked. I was able to answer no, leaving out the footnote that had I liked cigarettes I would bloody well smoke and bugger the consequences. Then he came to the big one: did I drink? Yes, I did. How would I describe my drinking? “Social drinker,” I replied. “One might even say heavy social drinker.”

  “More than four ounces a day?”

  “Much more. It takes me four ounces to get out of the chair and get dinner started.”

  That was not the correct answer, and I was subjected to a medically sound but still sanctimonious lecture on the dangers of drink. A shrill, subversive voice urged me to say, “Go to Hell!” but, craven as it sounds, I share the collective terror of doctors. This man did not have feathers in his hair or bones through his nose, but he was still a medicine man, a shaman, capable of changing the course of my life and altering my destiny. At the very least he would corner me into a trade-off for the Scotch.

  And he did. Who would have thought that I, Geoffry Chadwick, born in the Year of Our Lord 1933, corporation lawyer of some reputation, would be spending a valuable Sunday morning striding energetically into nowhere instead of stretched out in my Eames chair, drinking strong black coffee and reading the New York Times.

  I consoled myself with the thought that, exercise notwithstanding, my day had got off to an unusually early start thanks to the telephone. I had fallen into one of those heavy, almost drugged slumbers that often follows a restless night. Consequently, by the time I realized the telephone was ringing my answering service had kicked in.

  By then awake, I plugged in the coffee machine, then punched in the retrieval code on my phone. A woman’s voice came onto the line to say, “You have one new voice message.” She spoke slowly and with extreme care, as though I had just stepped off a plane from Outer Mongolia. Pushing 1-1, as ordered, I waited for the message. An unfamiliar voice spoke.

  “Either you have been out all night or you don’t answer the phone on Sunday morning. I’ll get back to you. Be assured of that.”

  An odd message, but certainly not worth saving. I pressed 7 to erase it and put the incident out of my mind. Fortified by coffee I settled down to work and realized I had left the crucial file on my desk at the office. Unwilling to fritter away a day I had set aside for catching up, I bowed to the inevitable and came downtown, stopping at the health club on my way home.

  A woman wearing a grey sweatsuit came into the exercise room. As I was the only other person there she smiled a greeting before climbing onto one of the stationary bicycles. The end wall of the cardiovascular fitness area was covered in mirror, probably to make the space appear larger. Without turning my head I was able to watch her attempts to program the electronic panel, on which the rider is requested to enter the level of difficulty, time, weight, age, and sex. The first time I used the machine I wondered if I would have to enter my tax bracket and social insurance number, but onto the screen flashed the words BEGIN NOW and, good Canadian that I am, I obeyed.

  One of the fitness instructors came in to make sure she had programmed the machine correctly. He is a wildly toothsome Italian-Canadian and wears shorts that, were they a silly millimetre shorter, would have him arrested. He has legs that won’t stop, a killer smile, and a bum that causes me to think impure thoughts.

  Everything was in order, and the woman began to pedal in earnest. Handsome rather than beautiful, I would have guessed her age at fifty-five-plus. Obviously she had come to exercise, not network, unlike some of the younger female members of the club whose bouffant hair, glistening lips, bare midriffs and lace-trimmed leotards suggest that they might be interested in a different kind of workout.

  The green numbers on the treadmill control panel counted down their flickering seconds towards my goal of twenty minutes. Now it was time to work out on the Stairmaster, a pair of motor-driven pedals which simulate climbing stairs. The machine is even more boring than it sounds, but it causes your cardiovascular system to stand up and cheer. I put in my customary fifteen minutes, climbed the equivalent of fifty-eight floors, and wiped away sweat with the towel I wore around my neck.

  The woman jumped down from her bicycle and came over to the Stairmasters, one of which carried a sign: OUT OF ORDER.

  “Do you know how to program this machine?” she asked. “The instructor is huddled over the phone and I’m sure it’s a personal call.”

  “Of course,” I replied. “You punch in the start code, like this, then press the ENTER button. Now you punch in the time you want to exercise.”

  “Fifteen minutes, please.”

  “Your weight? I know it’s none of my business, but the machine wants to know.”

  “One fifty should do it. So much for secrets.”

  “The machine won’t tell and neither will I. Which program?”

  “Manual. It’s the easiest.”

  By now the words BEGIN EXERCISE had flashed onto the screen in red letters.

  “Off I go,” she said. “I’ll pretend I’m visiting my daughter. She lives in one of those older buildings without an elevator, and, naturally, I’m always furious at having to climb stairs.”

  “I know the feeling,” I said. “One morning I came here to work out and the elevators were down. I had to use the stairwell so I could get up here to exercise. It put me in a sour mood for the rest of the day.”

  We shared a companionable laugh, and I went into another room equipped with machines which looked at though they had been designed to extract confessions during the Spanish Inquisition. After working out muscles that up to last month I didn’t know I possessed, I showered and dressed. Fortunately the locker room stood empty. It might be suspected that a middle-aged homosexual could well find the men’s locker room a good place to window shop. Such, unfortunately, is not the case. Because of the hefty membership fee, most of the men who come here to work out are in my age bracket. I have coined an axiom for the middle-aged heterosexual in a locker room: the bigger the abdomen, the more outrageous the underwear. One of life’s more dispiriting sights is that of a large belly folding softly over bikini briefs dotted with psychedelic flowers or scarlet lips and worn as a badge of virility. To see these merchant princes exit from the locker room in conservatively cut dark suits one would hardly imagine a pair of Day-Glo briefs shimmering under the generously cut trousers. I would be the last to quash an energizing fantasy, but the hard reality remains that these men would look far more trim in boxer shorts or regulation jockeys. Public display of the flesh is a luxury reserved for the young.

  As I was still damp from the shower I decided not to wait for the infrequent Sunday bus and took a cab back to my apartment. The driver had his radio tuned to a station playing Christmas music. Sorely tempted to ask him to turn it off – I was hiring this taximeter cabriolet after all – I feared his striking up a conversation even more than enduring “Jingle Bell Rock.” I sat glumly through the misadventures of Rudolph before my building came into view. Bing Crosby had just begun to share his dream of a white Christmas when I paid the fare and scrambled out.

  I don’t really enjoy working on Sunday, but it helps me to get through what has turned out to be the longest day of the week. Since Patrick died my life seems like a long, empty corridor. I know what lies at the far end, but I trudge along, day after day, doing what I must and trying very hard to fight off the apathy into which I could so easily sink. Patrick and I used to talk about taking early retirement when, freed from the inconvenience of working, we would spend the beautiful summer months in Canada and devote the winter to travel. We even talked of buying a place in the country. I really quite dislike the country, too many bugs and not enough plumbers, but Patrick’s enthusiasm was so contagious I could actually picture myself pruning bushes and pulling up weeds.

  How many times had I read that the first heart attack is often the most lethal. I learned that bitter truth the morning Patrick’s secretary telephoned me to say she had gone into his office with the morning mail to find him slumped over the desk. I can take some chilly comfort from knowing he did not suffer, or linger, immobilized and resentful, at the mercy of machines. He would have hated the indignity. So would I in his place.

  The crashing irony is that Patrick was the one who looked after himself, going religiously to the gym three times a week for a strenuous workout. He dismissed the treadmills and bicycles as too sedate, and worked instead on the resistance machines. He lifted weights. We had just celebrated his fifty-seventh birthday, but even allowing for the pouches and creases he could have passed for ten years younger.

  It’s curious how appearing not to look your age is considered a virtue in North America. I suppose the reason is that many people discount genes and look on a trim figure and clear skin as outward symbols of inner goodness. Using that unreliable yardstick, Patrick must have been almost a saint.

  I have never bothered to explain that he did not die of an AIDS-related illness. Nowadays whenever a gay man dies the first impulse is to blame Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, as if older gay men did not routinely die of other causes. There are many out there who think of an AIDS death as the wrong death, as though dying should be measured on a scale of one to ten, like earthquakes. Dead is dead, possibly a blessing for the person who has ceased being alive, but an emotional black hole for those left behind.


  



CHRISTMAS COMPOUNDS THE ENNUI. I have always suspected that anyone past puberty who enjoys Christmas is not dealing with a full deck. Such is the power of advertising, however, that it is almost impossible not to get caught up in the holiday momentum, like someone trying to go up the stairs after a hockey game at the Forum.

  Over the years most of the people who know me have stopped sending invitations to the parties they feel compelled to hold during these two weeks preceding Christmas. Enough festivity is jammed into the period from mid-December to New Year’s Day to last anyone throughout the rest of the winter. “R.S.V.P. Regrets” read the invitations, generally written on a Christmas card. Almost always I telephone regrets, using the by now threadbare excuse that I expect to be away for Christmas. The holiday season is the one time of year I would choose not to travel, jostling for space on crowded trains and planes with all those unfortunates who believe guiltily that the birthday of Christ must be celebrated in the bosom of the family.

  Needless to say, the number of invitations has dwindled to a trickle. To run into the hostess, whose eggnog, pound cake, and carols you have declined, on the morning following her festive gathering only highlights the transparency of the lie you told over the telephone. It was with no little surprise therefore that I received an invitation from Audrey Crawford for this Sunday evening. “Do drop by for a drink and a little buffet supper,” read the invitation, written predictably on a large glossy card featuring a Piero della Francesca Virgin and Child. Inside, under the politically impeccable “Season’s Greetings” had been printed: “Mr. & Mrs. Hartland Crawford.” In an intimate flourish, Audrey had drawn a line through the printed name and written “Audrey and Hartland.”

  I did not telephone my usual regrets. Audrey Crawford is a woman who won’t take “yes” for an answer, and I knew I’d get a lot of flack about begging off. I should know. We once had what is now nostalgically termed an affair. Nobody has affairs any more; they have relationships, just as sleeping around has been replaced by having sex. Affairs were more fun than relationships, with their mise-en-scène of  maribou trimmed peignoirs, chaises-longues, champagne buckets, and, above all, secrecy. Relationships are brisk, efficient, and businesslike, their props terrycloth bathrobes, hideabeds, mineral water, and pragmatism. Nowadays only British politicians have affairs, not just affairs but passionate affairs according to the tabloids.

  I suppose Audrey and I really had sex, but we dressed it up with the trappings of an affair. She wore her mother’s peignoir; we drank her father’s champagne. We certainly were not in love; I don’t think we even liked one another very much. But opportunity came pounding at the door: she found herself alone in the family house for an entire weekend. Sin beckoned, and what could we do but obey.

  Audrey would have been the right girl for me to marry. Wealthy and well connected, she was destined from the cradle to marry a judge, a surgeon, or a CEO. Her wedding to Hartland Crawford seemed more like a merger in which Pulp and Paper said “I do” to Banks and Railways. She and I have remained friends; once in a while we have lunch. If she considers it odd that I have never remarried she stoutly refuses to admit the obvious reason. How could anyone who has known her in the feathers, however briefly, have not become a confirmed womanizer.

  Friday afternoon, after leaving the office, I had dropped into our overpriced local market for weekend supplies, when I heard a voice call my name. “Geoffry! Geoffry Chadwick!”

  I turned to see Audrey Crawford, her shopping cart filled to overflowing, heading down the aisle at a reckless clip.

  “Why, Audrey,” I said disarmingly, “I thought you’d be in the country.”

  “Would that I were, but the septic tank refuses to co-operate. And I’m having my Christmas party Sunday night. I do hope you’re coming.”

  “Audrey, you know how I feel about Christmas parties, about Christmas anything.”

  “Now, Geoffry, don’t be such an old stick. There will be people coming whom you don’t know, in particular my dear friend Elinor Richardson who’s just moved back from Toronto. Her husband died recently.”

  “Matchmaking again, Audrey? Do you work on commission, or do you just get first choice of the wedding presents?”

  By now Audrey and I had parked our carts out of the line of traffic. Audrey and I are exactly the same age, but she is taking arms against a sea of troubles. Her ash-blond hair, short and crisp, looked as though she had been sitting under a dryer less than an hour ago. Over the basic little nothing black wool dress and a single strand of pearls the size of chickpeas she wore a mink coat so deep brown and lustrous it was all I could do not to reach out and stroke the sleeve. Eat your heart out, Brigitte Bardot.

  “No, I’m not matchmaking. But I’d still like you to come. Extra men are always an asset at a party; they add an element of adventure. And Christmas does tend to be so horribly wholesome.”

  “If anyone is looking to me to supply adventure then she – or he – is in for a huge disappointment. Is all that food for the party?”

  “Good heavens, no. I’m having it catered. All this is because the children are home for the holidays, with their appetites and laundry and live-ins. It’s enough to give me second thoughts about motherhood as one of life’s richer experiences.”

  We shared a laugh.

  “Now, Geoffry, I expect to see you on Sunday. If you don’t show up I’ll – I’ll place an ad in the Personals column with your phone number saying you have found a black-and-white kitten.”

  “What a coincidence, Audrey. I did happen to find a black-and-white kitten. The superintendent is taking care of the beast even as we speak.”

  The encounter having ended in a draw we went our separate ways, she home to feed her brood, I to feed myself. I did not envy her.

  En route to my apartment I stopped in at a florist. Were I to send a plant before going to Audrey’s party I would be saying thank-you in advance. Should I decide to pull a fadeout she could not accuse me of neglect. I decided finally on a large white poinsettia. There are no free rides in life, and the plant would buy me time until I got around to taking Audrey out to lunch. Choosing a card from the display, I wrote: “The six Nubians I had engaged to carry my litter are moonlighting as Santa Claus, so I may arrive in a sleigh drawn by eight French-Canadians wearing ceintures flechées”

  I reread the message, thought of Audrey in her mink and pearls, and tore up the card. Taking another one, I wrote: “Audrey, Happy Holidays! Geoffry.”


  



BY BRINGING WORK HOME from the office, going to the health club, and taking a nap, I managed to get through Sunday until the shank of the afternoon, around half-past five. There was certainly a drink in my future, perhaps several. I hesitated. Did I want to drink alone, or with other people? Either way a drink is a drink, but if I went to Audrey’s I wouldn’t have to bother feeding myself. As the same strolling players migrate from party to party, le tout Westmount would be at Audrey’s, and I could get all those good wishes off my chest in one evening. And, who knows, perhaps the presence of other people would take my mind off the fact that except for Christmas dinner with Mother, I would be spending the holiday season alone.

  On the point of leaving my apartment I glanced at my watch to realize it was only shortly before six. I poured myself a Scotch, just to get the motor turning over. Raising my glass, I silently toasted my doctor: “Merry Christmas and up yours!” Then I decided to telephone Mother, who at this point would have eaten her supper and returned to her room for an evening of television.

  Only recently, and with great reluctance, I had moved my mother to a nursing home. The housekeeper-companion who had taken care of Mother for years developed phlebitis and was forced to retire. She would have been impossible to replace. A French-Canadian vieille souche, she was loyal, dependable, and devoted to mother. For days prior to her departure Mother and Madame or both were constantly in tears. In a world where there is little enough caring these women had become deeply attached to one another; their parting was a death in miniature. To my immense relief it was Mother herself who suggested the time had come for her to give up her large apartment.

  As luck would have it, a room had become available at the retirement home where I wanted Mother to go. In order to make the move less trying, I suggested we keep her apartment until the first of May, when the lease expired. If at any point she decided she did not like the home she could move back and I would hire nurses through an agency to look after her. In a rare moment of lucidity she suggested that solution to be both costly and inconvenient. She really would be better off in a retirement home.

  When I told my sister, Mildred, about the plan, she naturally tried to veto it. Mother should really stay in her own apartment. Failing that, she should come to Toronto so Mildred could take care of her. I pointed out, reasonably enough, that such few friends of Mother’s who had not succumbed to the Grim Reaper lived in Montreal. In Toronto she would be completely isolated. Besides, the trip itself might well finish her off.

  Mildred agreed so readily that I was immediately put on my guard. “You’re probably right, Geoffry. It would be a great shock for her to leave Montreal.”

  “I’m glad we see eye to eye,” I said.

  “Geoffry,” she began, putting a spin on my name that suggested something major was to follow, “what about Mother’s apartment? I know you’ll terminate the lease, but what about the contents?”

  “For the time being nothing will happen to Mother’s apartment. I intend to maintain it intact until I am convinced she has settled comfortably into Maple Grove Manor. If she is unhappy, then I will move her back home.”

  “You mean to say you will be paying rent on an empty apartment?”

  “That is precisely what I mean. As for the contents, aside from a few mementoes of Father and a couple of pieces that have sentimental value, I intend to put the contents into storage until Mother dies. Then they will go to you and your children. Furthermore, anything I may choose to take will eventually go to the children at my death.”

  I could almost have smiled at the pause on the line. Mildred had girded her loins to do battle, only to find the enemy waving a treaty under her nose. And hovering in the background, its presence more vivid for remaining unspoken, remained the power of attorney granting me absolute control over Mother’s property. Mildred marches through life with a chip on her shoulder the size of the Royal Ontario Museum. One of my major pleasures is to set her up for a massive confrontation and then, by making an unexpected concession, leave her floundering. I know one day God will get me, but it will have been worth it.

  “Very well, Geoffry, you are the one in charge. But an empty apartment does seem like a frightful extravagance …”

  “About which you will say nothing to Mother. Do you understand me? Nothing! She is jittery enough about the move as it is, and I don’t want her fretting over the rent.”

  I don’t often bring the big guns into position by taking such a belligerent tone, but when I do Mildred takes heed. The move went off as smoothly as I could have wished.

  Carrying my drink into the bedroom, I dialled Mother’s number at Maple Grove. Even though the telephone sits on a table beside her chair, it takes her a while to grasp the fact that the appliance is really ringing. After a while she picked up the receiver. “Hello?” she asked, faintly apprehensive, as though the operator might ask her to accept the charges for a call from Mars.

  “This is your favourite and only son. I’m just on my way up to Audrey Crawford’s for her Christmas rout, and I thought I’d give you a buzz.”

  “Geoffry! How you startled me! I was watching television and somebody on the screen was about to answer the telephone and then the phone beside my chair began to ring. I didn’t know where I was.” Since moving into Maple Grove, Mother has been drinking less than she did at home, but I suspect she has nevertheless cut a deal with one of the nurses to keep her supplied with vodka.

  “Art and life merge, Mother. Are you going to watch any of the Christmas concerts?”

  “Good heavens, no. One gets so tired of carols and Christmas music, especially Messiah. And The Nutcracker. It’s a charming ballet, but I fail to see what swans have to do with Christmas. And when the little girl pricks her finger on a toy and falls asleep for one hundred years, I wonder what all those children must think. It’s so depressing.”

  “They’re probably wondering if she’ll wake up before they have to go to the bathroom. Now, is there anything you want or need?”

  “Not at the moment, thank you dear. The nurses here are ever so good to me.”

  “How are you coping with the food?”

  “The meals are fine, but meal hours continue to be barbaric. Lunch at twelve noon, supper at half past five. I have to have my first drink while watching Sesame Street. Are you coming for dinner on Christmas day?”

  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mother. Anyway I’ll see you before then. I’m off to Audrey’s, and I’m late as it is.” The last was a fib, but as Mother lives in a continuous present it is difficult to get her off the telephone.

  “Do wish Audrey a Merry Christmas for me. I went to school with her mother. We both made our debut the same year. May wore white lace trimmed with pearls. She looked lovely. I wore white peau de soie, or was that at my wedding? I remember both gowns were white, but I can’t seem to remember …”

  “I’ll give Audrey your Christmas message, Mother. Now if you hear a dial tone it will mean I have hung up. I have to call a cab and zoom away.”

  “Very well, dear. But, please, no presents this year. We’re way too old for Christmas presents. And I have no way to get out to shop for you.”

  Abruptly she hung up. I immediately phoned for a taxi. Liquor flows at Audrey’s parties, and I don’t like to drive when I’m stinko.

  I had just lifted my overcoat from the closet when the telephone rang. My first impulse, as always, was to pick up the receiver. It being Sunday evening, I seriously doubted the call had to do with business. A so-called personal or friendly call can drag on for minutes, and my taxi was on the way. For a moment I hesitated. Perhaps the caller was the same man who had awakened me this morning and left the cryptic message on my answering service. My curiosity did not flicker strongly enough to risk being embroiled in what could turn out to be a long-winded call. What was the point of an answering service if not to take messages? I locked the door and walked briskly towards the elevator. Fortunately, it arrived empty and I did not have to nod in sage agreement as one of the other tenants observed that it was unusually warm for this time of year.
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  If you enjoyed this book, please help spread the word by posting a short, constructive review at your favorite social media site or e-book retailer. We thank you, greatly, for your support.


  And don’t be shy! Contact us!


  For more information about current and future releases, please contact us:

  E-mail: requeeredtales@gmail.com

  Facebook (Like us!): www.facebook.com/ReQueeredTales/

  Twitter: @ReQueered

  Instagram: www.instagram.com/requeered/

  Web: www.ReQueeredTales.com

  Blog: www.ReQueeredTales.com/blog

  Mailing list (Subscribe for latest news): https://bit.ly/RQTJoin
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