











It Can Happen to You

Lynn Crymble




[image: publisher logo]







For Christa






So, what do you know for sure?H.P.





Table of Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Abouttheauthor

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher







One

Penny stands with her hands on her ample hips and squints in the glare of bright sun. A trickle of sweat runs down her cleavage. On a scorching day like this, there are only a few souls scouring the bark-mulch aisles of the Maple Leaf Garden Centre. Most gardens are in full bloom by now, having made their debut at least a month ago. Penny is late for the party as usual.

Christ, is it hot. She feels light-headed and hungry and sticky and premenstrual.

From her purse Penny takes out this weeks Thrifty Gardener flyer and holds it over her eyes. Of course she has forgotten her sunglasses, which is not helping her hangover. Last night she finished off a third of a bottle with a penguin on it and then moved on to some other animal. A wild horse, or was it the painted turtle? She prefers the classic bin label. In fact, she might just swing by the liquor store on the way home and pick up her favourite Shiraz.

Her stomach, however, has other ideas and roils and splashes and gurgles loudly at the thought of more wine. As if to dissociate herself from the sound, Penny quickly rounds a corner, where she finds herself among rows of wilting dahlias. She plucks at her shirt, which clings too closely in the heat.  A woman at the opposite end of the aisle glances at her, then quickly looks away.

She cant believe shes even considering more wine at a time like this. Her head is pounding. Not only has she forgotten her glasses, but she hasnt even brought her hat. Shes quite good about sun protection and rarely leaves home without the large straw Panama that she brought back from Italy all those years ago.

Shit! she says under her breath, and this time a young woman with a watering hose replies.

Can I help you?

Oh! She didnt intend anybody to hear her. She turns in the direction of the voice and almost stumbles over her own feet.

Oh! Nothing. Nothing! She struggles to maintain her composure and reminds herself not to ramble. She has always been socially awkward and has never been able to put her finger on why. It is not uncommon for her to elicit awkward reactions from strangers. Penny recognizes the odd look spreading over the womans face as the words pour out of her mouth.

I forgot my hat and sunglasses at home. Can you believe it? On a day like this! And if that isnt enough, Im hungover. She almost emits one of her anxiety snorts but musters enough self-control to excuse herself and scuttle off into the next aisle without making eye contact.

Why cant I just be normal? Why? And its so hot! Im probably going to have a heart attack right here next to the petunias. Here lies Penny Stevens. She was short and fat and forgot her hat. Rest in peace.

Penny forces herself to take a deep breath the way she learned at a recent meditation workshop. She doesnt practise on a routine basis, but she is proud that she regularly chastises herself that she should.

The garden centre is built on a hill, and from where Penny is standing she can look down across the nursery and out over Dundarave Beach. Across the Burrard Inlet, she can see the two residence towers of the university. If she turns her gaze westward and looks hard enough, she can make out the faint shape of Vancouver Island.

Finding a bit of shade, she wills herself to pull it together. Breathe deeply. Inhale. Exhale. Breathe. Where did I put my water? Did I bring it?

Nope.

Penny. Penny. Penny.

She admonishes herself to stay on task and get the job done. Shes not going home without a plant, regardless of her present state of mind. She inhales deeply the reassuring odour of the bark mulch beneath her feet and the raw scent of the ocean beyond.

She remembers as a young child helping her father spread the pungent pieces of chipped bark and dirt out between the bushes and plants in their front garden. She wasnt ample back then. All she remembers is being very small and very quiet.

Beep! Beep! a childs voice announces. She hears the metal garden trolley before she sees it. At first glimpse, Penny is not quite sure whether it is being piloted by a boy or a girl. The hair is shoulder length, obscuring the face, and the clothes appear neutral. T-shirt, shorts. A ten-year-old, perhaps.

Beep! Beep! A six-pack of pansies has fallen off the trolley and is lying on its side, forlorn in the middle of the aisle. Penny thinks about venturing out from the foliage to rescue them, but the kid and trolley are careening carelessly around and around a low plank table of lavender and heather, so she remains pressed up against some cedar hedges. There seems to be no parent in sight.

Im a race-car driver!

Not sure whether she should respond to this, she doesnt.

Look how fast I can go!

Penny is overcome by a sudden irritability as the child knocks more plants to the ground and continues to bash about.

Look at this!

She thinks it might be a boy.

Look at me!

She looks around for backup, but nobody is there. Just her and the devil child.

Beep! Beep! Here I come!

Shes pretty certain it isnt a girl, though she has learned not to prejudge. A good friend of hers once gave Penny quite a sermon about raising children with equal gender opportunities. The fact that the womans son loves front-end loaders and her daughter adores little pink dolls has still not deterred the woman from extolling the virtues of non-gender-specific parenting. Penny always takes care to send very generic birthday cards. That and a good chunk of money. This way, she escapes both the mall and any judgment for having bought the wrong gift.

The child swerves dangerously close to her, and she mumbles something about slowing down.

Beep! Beep!

She sees the kid is laughing now, fully aware of having secured the attention of an audience of one.

She doesnt want to intervene. Penny never intervenes. She is adamant about never sticking her nose in other peoples business if she can help it. She recycles and feels that is enough.

But the trolley is careening toward her. Stop! Stop! she calls out in panic. Miraculously, the cart comes to a halt directly  in front of her. The young child scowls and stares up at Penny with defiance.

A face only a mother could love.

You cant tell me what to do! Youre not my mother! I dont have to listen to you! F you! F you! And with these parting words, the child takes off, abandoning the trolley with one final rough push in her direction. Penny has to react quickly to avoid contact.

Today is Pennys eighteenth anniversary. She has come here to buy a plant. She has not come here to lock horns with some ill-behaved brat. She has no children, and on considering this rude young child swearing and glaring at her, she isnt too upset about that. She tells herself there is no guarantee she wouldnt end up with such a specimen of her own. She looks forward to buying a plant and getting home. Maybe she will make a visit to the liquor store after all.

Ian! A woman in her early thirties appears from behind the hanging-basket display. Ian!

Ha! I was right. It is a boy.

Impeccably clad in designer Pilates wear, the woman is perfectly tanned and is wearing lip liner. It is eleven oclock in the morning, and Penny cant take her eyes off this womans fuchsia lips.

Ian, come here, darling. No Ian in sight. Mommy is going to count. Do you hear me? The woman has acknowledged Penny with a Gosh, isnt motherhood hilarious? sort of expression.

Penny just stands there unable to move, transfixed as if watching a performance.

This woman is going to count.

One.

Hmm. Okay

Two. The woman sounds confident, and there is some movement behind the lavender bushes.

Right. Shes on track, this one.

Two and a half The woman is losing her rhythm in counting.

F you!

Ouch. Thats gotta hurt.

She turns and speaks directly now to Pennyat least she has her attention. The cedar bushes are prickly, but Penny stays put.

Were teaching him not to swear. Hes not allowed to say fuck, but he can say F. He has anger management issues and ADD. She turns back to the lavender bushes and says, Ian, come here, honey. I know its hot and youre tired. Come out and well pick up a Slurpee at the 7-Eleven.

Reluctantly, little Ian comes out.

Ian, come here. Mommy needs to talk to you.

The kid shuts his eyes and covers his ears.

Ian, you are behaving badly and have scared this lady. It is inappropriate behaviour to run around with these trolleys at such high speeds.

The woman is bending down in a rather awkward way to be at eye level with the boy, but as his eyes are closed it only looks bizarre. Her French-manicured hands are open and pleading. All this is lost on young Ian.

Ian, I need you to acknowledge what I am saying. She waits for a few seconds. Say something, Ian.

Ian sticks his tongue out. Triumphantly, the woman turns to Penny. Hes getting it. Hes opening up to the situation.

Throughout all of this, Penny has said nothing. She hasnt  needed to, as the woman seems capable of having a conversation all on her own.

Ian, open your eyes. Ian does. Things are going well.

Ian, please say you are sorry to this lady.

Penny, still with her back up against the cedar bushes, shifts nervously from one foot to the other. The kid is kicking at the bark mulch with brand-new but unlaced Nike high tops.

Ian! Do you or dont you want a Slurpee? The kid considers this for another long moment and then looks Penny squarely in the eyes.

Ian! What do you have to say to this lady?

Quickly, he sticks out his tongue again. Having seen this action once before, Penny thinks that maybe this future reform-school dropout might want to expand his repertoire. It has lost half the punch it had just a moment ago. Thankfully, Ian runs away. His mother, however, turns to Penny once more.

In his own way, I think he sees how he has misbehaved. In sticking his tongue out, he was reaching out to you and affirming your presence. You know hes giftedweve had him tested. Hes very bright, but hes in this kind of phase, you see, and, well, it can be a challenge at times.

Penny is nodding aggressively. Anything to get this woman to stop talking.

Well, Ive got to get a move on if were going to get that Slurpee in. Ive just opened up a fabulous fitness studio. Right beside Starbucks on Marine. Do you know where I mean?

More nodding.

Anyhow, let me give you my card. Where is it? Yes, here you go. Im Skye Mountain, owner and instructor of Tranquility Fitness. We have everything from ashtanga to hatha to Pilates to  aerobics. Something for everyone. Here, have a complimentary class on me.

Thanks. Penny has finally found her voice and she stuffs the coupon into her purse.

Well, gotta run. Nice meeting you! And with those words she competently strides up the pathIan! Ian! Where are you, darling?her voice obscured by the greenery and vegetation.

Alone again, Penny breathes deeply.

Did that just happen?

She is aware of the penetrating heat. Aware of the sweat trickling down her back, down between her breasts. She cant seem to move, so she just stands there concentrating on the scents. The roses, the wisteria, the honeysuckle, the clematis.

She remembers buying clematis two years ago, maybe three. Their fifteenth anniversary, she calculates. Shed planted it right next to the front porch, where it would be sure to receive the right amount of light. It had certainly grown that summer, but it never flowered like in the picture that had caught her attention that day. Turned out it also wasnt one of the fragrant ones. Anyhow, Penny had pruned it wrong, and by the following summer it staunchly refused to grow. All she had to show for her purchase was a big hole in the ground and a small picture tag that had been attached to the plant. The following year, if she remembers correctly, she bought a cactus.

It has become quite a well-known story, these late-July jaunts to the garden centre. Anyone who works in Jacks office no doubt knows about their anniversary tradition. About how one year, early on in their marriage, just after they had bought the house on Haywood, Jack had forgotten to buy a gift. Penny, on the other hand, had spent the afternoon out at the garden centre, choosing the perfect rose bush. Carefully, shed brought it home.  Meticulously, shed chosen the perfect spot to plant it. And it had looked marvellous right up against the weather-worn trellis, its blossoms pink and hopeful. It had looked so good, in fact, that not two hours later, most of its two dozen roses had disappeared, only to reappear in Jacks hand. An apologetic offering.

Pen, look what I brought you.

Scrutinizing her husband standing there in front of her with his shirtsleeves rolled up and a pocketknife sticking out of his pants, it dawned on Penny that though she may have lived side by side with this person for a number of years, there was a lot she didnt really know about him. For instance, did he always carry this knife to the office? Had it come in handy before? What fleshy and white forearms he had in comparison to his always-tanned face! Why would he cut off almost two dozen roses when she could scarcely remember him ever buying her any flowers at all? Why didnt he cut off just one?

Happy anniversary, Penny. The scent of the freshly cut stems wafted loudly between them.

What time is it?

Oh, uh This question jarred Jack. Clumsily, he shifted the flowers to his left hand to glance at his watch. Its almost eight thirty. I was late because those clients needed to see that house this afternoon. I didnt have the key and the tenants wanted me to

Good, theres still time.

What?

Are you coming with me? You dont have to, you know. You can reheat the dinner if youre hungry, I made your favourite, or maybe you already ate. She was moving quickly, retrieving her purse, her keys.

Where are you going?

Birks.

Where? Who? He was really trying to pay attention.

Youre going to have to roll down your sleeves and get rid of that knife if you are coming with me.

But your flowers?

Look, Jack, those were your damn flowers! God. Why I even bother! She was halfway to the car before Jack moved from his spot on the porch.

Wait! he called out after her. Suddenly he, too, was rushing. Rushing past the ravaged rose bush, into the passenger side of the car, fumbling with his seat belt, Penny like hed never seen her before, hands gripping the steering wheel, down 15th to Marine Drive. Click, click, click. The anxious sound of the turn signal. The harried left turn. The incredibly lucky two green lights and the even more fantastic parking spot.

Lets go, then.

Wait up! Jack was rolling down his sleeves. She was already ten paces ahead of him. Hold on, PenIm coming. Im coming.

Birks Jewellers was one of those high-priced stores that never had a sale. No blowout end of season event here. Only top dollar for overpriced diamonds brought directly to you from the backbreaking hard work of underpaid labourers in Third World countries.

Penny bee-lined straight to the diamonds.

How much are these? she asked the saleslady. Jack was definitely going to pay top dollar.

The ladys name was Daphne, or so her gold-embossed name tag stated. Daphne was at least sixty, with jet-black hair in a tight chignon. Her outfit was elegant and no doubt expensive. She wore a deep caramel blouse and dark slacks that  blended tastefully into the rich, carpeted surroundings.

Quickly and quietly, Daphne manoeuvred herself behind the glass counters.

Are you interested in earrings?

Yes, diamond earrings. Those, the ones next to the small ones. The way Penny was feeling, there was no need to beat around the bush.

These are our classic cut diamond studs. Is that what you are looking for?

Oh, yes. Definitely classic, dont you agree, Jack?

Her husband nodded ever so slightly, bracing himself, hands flat upon the glass counter. He looked like he was in a bar somewhere, not quite sure what he was going to order.

Daphne displayed the earrings beneath the warm incandescent lighting. They sparkled brilliantly on a bed of burgundy velvet.

Would you like to try them on?

Oh, yes. I suppose I should, shouldnt I, Jack?

Mmm. He remained planted in the same position.

From under the counter, Daphne produced a mirror. May I suggest you come alongside to this end of the counter? The light is better here.

Dutifully, Penny walked over to the brighter area, leaving behind her jumble of car keys and overstuffed handbag on the thick velvet display mat. When she looked in the mirror, she didnt really notice the diamonds. What she saw was a dishevelled and anxious woman. Wild curly brown hair obscuring a small and sad little face, her blouse too tight across her chest.

What do you think, Jack? Do you like them?

Oh. Yes. Very nice. Are they what you want, Pen? Is this what youre after?

Can you see them, Jack? Can you see me from there? Come closer. Come and take a really good look.

Daphne discreetly retreated as Jack approached his wife. Perhaps she had seen this many times before and knew not to interfere in these private moments in a marriage.

What do you think of me, Jack?

I think theyre great. I think you should get them.

But what about me? What do you think of me?

I think youre great andIm a shit. Im sorry, I should have called, and I think you really should get them, okay?

They were the only two customers left in the store. Daphne was off in a far corner, and another sales associate was fiddling with some kind of barred gate that would seal the store off from the mall. The echo of other shopkeepers could be heard doing the same thing. It was nine oclock. Closing time.

Okay, Jack.

Happy anniversary, Penny.

Why, thank you, Jack, and happy anniversary to you too.

Later, out in the parking lot, they walked silently to the car. The summer sky was fiery orange and pink and the air was soft and warm. All the anger had gone from Pennys body, all the tightness from Jacks.

Shall I drive home? he asked.

She handed the keys over. Back then she had a convertible VW that she had inherited from Jack because he had upgraded to a different kind of image car.

Can you put the top down? she said. It wasnt really a question.

The sun was just dipping behind Cypress Mountain as they headed west along Marine Drive. Penny always adored long summer days. In six months time it would be dark at four  thirty, but tonight the air was inviting, the possibilities endless.

Lets go for a drive. The wind was blowing her hair back off her face. The diamonds visible. Sparkling.

And so they didnt take their turnoff. Instead they drove past all the small shops in Ambleside and Dundarave. On and on they drove, winding their way past quaint cottages and beautiful homes, some of which Jack would one day come to sell. Past the yacht club, past Horseshoe Bay, all the way to Sunset Marina, where Jack would finally pull over. He shut off the ignition and turned to his young wife.

Ah, Pen, was all he could say. It looked like he was holding something invisible in his big open hands. Another awkward apology.

There in the waning light, she remembers, they embraced and kissed. And it was in that marina parking lot that they decided it would be best if Penny would simply pick out whatever it was that she wanted for their anniversary. She never returned to Birks for more jewellery but somehow fell into the habit of choosing something from the garden centre. Something beautiful that she would plant in a special spot. Something they could watch and admire together. Something that would grow.

Hey, Penny! Over here. Hellooo!

God, its that womanWhats her name? Oh, hi.

Penny Stevens! Fancy meeting you here.

Yes. Its nice to see you, too.

Sure is hot. What brings you out here on a day like this?

Oh, its our anniversary andwell, we, I mean I, always pick out something from here. I wouldnt know what to ask for, and Jack, my husband, well, hes just relieved to not have to go shopping for anything. You know how men are Who is this woman? What is her name? Where do I know her from?

Oh, Jack, I can just see him at the mall. Hes hilarious! God, hed have those salesgirls all in a tizzy in no time, Im sure. He just cracks us up. Where does he get that energy?

Viagra.

What? God, youre hilarious!

For the second time in less than five minutes, Penny is having a conversation in which she really doesnt need to speak. This mystery woman who probably works with her husband is in full swing recounting more hilarious stories from her adventures at the office. Penny notices that she has immense and unreasonably white teeth. Has she bleached them, or has she had them lasered? What kind of toothpaste does she use? Can toothpaste alone really make any difference?

This woman has many hilarious things to tell her. When she throws her head back with laughter, Penny can clearly see her epiglottis.

So, what are you going to buy?

Oh, I dont know. Something will catch my attention. I really dont have my heart set on any one thing.

Mrs. Big Tooth considers this for a moment and taps her forehead with her finger. Hydrangeas. I think theyre fabulous!

Oh, well, thanks, I just might check that out. She is hoping this encounter is coming to an end. Well, nice to see you.

Yes, you too. Thankfully, the woman begins to head toward another aisle. Before she is out of sight, however, she yells out, How many?

Penny is taken aback. Sorry? How many what?

Your anniversary. How many years?

Oh, eighteen. Its hard to believe when she says it.

Eighteen! Right. Right. Of course, eighteen. Again, the woman is nodding and tapping her forehead like this statistic  is one she ought to have remembered. Like she was one of the thirty or so guests who had gathered there on the dock the day of their wedding. Someone who perhaps would have witnessed Jack and Penny tie the knot on that windy afternoon. Penny had almost fallen into the ocean after Jacks overexuberant liplock. Penny was too young, too shy, and too stunned to do anything about it at the time. What could she have done? The rhythmic thump, thump of a boat against the dock had drowned out any chuckles or comments.

She had married a man twice her age. Literally. She had been twenty-two and he had just turned forty-four. Her mother was sixty-six at the time, her father eighty-eight. Numerologists could have a field day with those numbers.

Nowadays the only time a forty-four-year-old guy lands a twenty-two-year-old girl is if he is loaded. As for her parents scenario, the only time a sixty-six-year-old man fathers a child is if he is a celebrity starting a second family, complete with nannies for his young bride and a personal trainer for his old body.

Neither of these statistics applied to either couple. Her father was a self-employed shoemaker with a grade-ten education. Her mother had worked for years in an office downtown. She had all but given up on ever finding a husband.

They had married because she had a slight limp that caused her left heel to wear a little bit quicker than the right one. Alice liked the fact that this cobbler never remarked on this circumstance. She would bring in the matching pair, and he would fix only the left one. When she would come to pick the shoes up, he would have polished both of them.

Here you go, young lady. One pair of shoes as good as new. Compared to him she was young. She was forty-three that June.

It was somewhere around the tenth shoe repair that Wilfred had worked up the nerve to ask Alice out. He had always assumed that he would remain a bachelor, but he couldnt seem to put this woman out of his mind. Suddenly he was filled with an overwhelming urgency to find a wife. He surprised himself, at age sixty-five, by falling deeply and truly in love.

The following summer they married in a beautiful outdoor ceremony. The bride wore a simple white dress and the groom wore his only suit, a dark blue. He had made her shoes.

Twenty-three years later, Penny married Jack because he couldnt take his eyes off her breasts. She was the new accountant in the office. Fresh-faced, a bit plump, but eager to please. At first she was a little intimidated by this loud and boisterous man who towered a full foot above her.

Bring me another cup of coffee, sweetie.

She knew he dumped them down the sink. At six-foot-two, he could easily look down her blouse. He did and she knew it. At five-foot-two, she could have easily worn sweaters and turtlenecks. She didnt and he knew this too.

Within four months they were engaged and married. It happened so fast. She remembers the thrill and the frantic pace of that spring and early summer. How she and Jack, flushed and giddy and passionate, made their announcements and dove full steam ahead with their sudden plans. She was exhilarated and impulsive. It was quite a story.

Penelope, her mother, the only person who called her by her full name, had asked in a quiet moment, are you sure you know what you are doing?

Oh, Mother. Young Penny couldnt think of much more to say than that. In fact, she didnt think much at all.

Penelope, dont rush this. Slow down, child. This all seems a little too fast, dont you agree?

She did not. For the first time in her methodical, well-organized, and fiscally balanced life, Penny was carefree and spontaneous and rash. It felt good. Life was good then. Now, somehow, the narrative seemed to have skipped ahead. And here she finds herself, all these years later, not quite having a grasp on why she married her husband. Yes, he is charismatic and loud and winning whereas she is not. Sure, maybe the cliché is true: opposites attract. But an attraction has got to hold, and these days Penny is having a hard time feeling any connection to these memories. It seems so long ago. Perhaps her mother was right. She should have slowed down. She should have thought things through.

Can I help you, maam? A young university student who looks like hes having way too much fun manoeuvring a mini front-end loader filled with Japanese maples comes to a stop alongside Penny.

Can I help you find something today?

Well, I need something for our garden

Youre in the right spot, then. Are you interested in some kind of tree?

No.

What kind of plant, then?

I dont know, but not a tree.

A shrub?

No, uhm, not really. Her headache is not going away, and every encounter with strangers is a tax on her nerves.

If you tell me what youre looking for, I can direct you to the correct spot.

She takes a deep breath. Jesus, is this kid pushy! I would like a flowering plant. Blue.

Do you want it for a window box, for a border, for a hanging basket?

Probably pre-law, the way hes cross-examining me. Uhm, no.

Did you want a perennial or just an annual? Its a little late in the season, you know.

I just want a blue plant. A plant that is blue. I will stick it in the ground and I will water it and maybe it will live. More likely it will die.

Hmm. He considers this for a moment, totally oblivious to her mental state. How about a hydrangea?

Perfect.







Two

I saw some woman from your office today. Its just before dinner, and Penny is fixing herself a gin and tonic.

Who was that? Jack asks as he pours a beer into his favourite mug.

I dont know her name, but she knows you and thinks youre hilarious.

Well, that could be any number of people then.

I see.

Do you think Im hilarious? Jack has taken a big sip and is pretending to be unaware of his beer moustache.

Of course, honey. She has bought some pre-made chicken kebabs, and she hands them to Jack. The barbeque should be hot enough now.

Righty-o! There seems to be some genetic predisposition in men toward barbequing. Jack dons his apron, takes the tongs out from below the stove, and strides eagerly out to the deck. If Penny had asked him to cook the same meat in a frying pan in the kitchen, he would have given her a bewildered look. Outside, in the fresh air, the male sex must feel virile and all-powerful. The raw meat and fresh air must conjure up prehistoric caveman yearnings. The smell of the hunt, the blood of the kill.

Oh, damn! Penny holds up a bag of pre-made salad to the light. This is totally unacceptable, she says, more to herself than to Jack.

I cant hear you, Pen.

How long till youre ready out there?

Oh, maybe fifteen minutes, give or take. Why?

Second salad in a week thats gone bad on me. Im just going to zip down to the grocery store.

Can you return a salad? he asks. Is it that bad? He has a stomach like a tank and thinks that people are too queasy and fearful of upset tummies and flu and food poisoning. Here, let me take a closer look

Its the principle of it, Jack. Look at the expiry date. It shouldnt expire until August third and its already brown. Ill be back in no time.

She grabs her sunglasses and his keys, as her car is blocked by his SUV. Its a metallic silver, eight-cylinder Volvo with lush charcoal leather interior and all the bells and whistles. As she turns over the ignition, the vehicle hums to life. Automatically, the air conditioning kicks in, and in no time Penny is cool and comfortable.

She notices the hydrangea leaning sadly against the garage and reminds herself to plant it after dinner. Happy anniversary to us!

Looking around the Volvos interior, she sees the requisite paraphernalia of her realtor husband. Various pages and file folders and realty guides are strewn about, and sticky notes are stuck everywhere. Though he has an office, this is really where her husband conducts most of his work. Penny feels like an interloper and is a little uncomfortable in her husbands vehicle. She shuts off the music so she can focus all of her attention on driving. Except  for the brand name, there is no comparison between Jacks Volvo and her station wagon, circa 1982. Hers had been second-hand and already ten years old when she replaced the other car, but she instantly fell in love with it. Also, it has been faithful and reliable, and that means a lot to Penny. Here, in Jacks immense vehicle, she has to adjust to all the different controls and the power brakes and really focus on the handling.

Within minutes, she is carefully sliding the beast into a parking stall. Since she is at the supermarket, Penny figures she should stock up on bottled water. Their filtration system at home is not working, and the company is sending some repairman next week. The bottles are heavy and cumbersome, so she will need a buggy. She roots around in her change purse for a quarter. She has nickels and dimes and loonies and toonies. If she were at the competitors chain, where you need a loonie for a shopping cart, she would most likely be in possession of quarters. It is an unwritten law. Never having the right change is closely related to the second law of thermodynamics, which says that shit happens and change is constant in life. The problem being one never has the right change.

Damn. Time is of the essence here. Penny considers going inside and getting a quarter from the cashier. Or, if she is lucky, maybe she can find a lone coin in the glove box or underneath a seat. Maybe, like his wife, Jack has a stash of change somewhere in his car.

The glove box comes up empty except for an assortment of napkins from the local Tim Hortons drive-thru and Starbucks coffee shops. Feeling blindly around under the seats only produces more of the same napkins, used and rolled into tight little balls.

Penny wonders what the guys at the dealership detail shop think of people when they come in with their vehicles for service  and cleaning. Jack leases his Volvo and must bring it in at least twice a year for requisite oil changes and maintenance. They would definitely see him as a coffee-drinking professional. No toys, therefore no family. No fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror. Radio tuned to the oldies station. God knows what hes got on disc.

On the other hand, what would the guys think if she were to pull up in her old station wagon? When was the last time she even had it cleaned? She had to take it in a couple of years ago when the alternator blew. Had to have it towed from Park Royal one afternoon after a full day of shopping. They were having a one-day white sale at The Bay, and Penny had been thinking about finally replacing their old pillows and linens. She had read an article about dust mites and mould and bacteria that grow and thrive in bedding, especially pillows. It was also time to replace the old flannel sheets from the Reagan administration. When it comes to politics, Penny tends to define an era by whats happening south of the border. The Mulroney Reign of Terror didnt have the same ring to it. Maybe its just that shes Canadian and realistic. Anyhow, the sheets were really old, and the sale, coupled with a rare 25 percent scratch-and-save coupon, was too much for Penny to resist.

So, in her oldVolvo bursting with pillows and sheets, Penny set off for home. She was almost out of the parking lot when all the lights on her dashboard started to flash. Seconds later, the car simply shut off. It was like an out-of-body experience. To be happily going along only to realize that you have died.

To this day, she remembers her panic. How, thankfully, a man in a shining Jetta had come to her rescue and called the towing company. How in her frenzied state she couldnt even find the hazards. Penny recalls how, despite her ineptitude, the  traffic adapted to her misfortune and how, like a clogged artery, the cars slowly crept by.

And of course she will never forget the tow-truck driver. R.J. Donovan. The R is for Richard, but dont call me Dick! What a character he was. Bandana. Tattoos. The muscles on his arms bulging. And he certainly swore like a truck driver.

It was a bumpy ride to the dealership, what with all the assholes on the road that day, but R.J. turned out to be quite knowledgeable about investments and had made a small nest egg buying and reselling Harleys.

Penny remembers how she held on tightly to the dash that day as he spoke articulately about finances. How he distrusted mutual funds but believed in motorcycles. He had five parked in his garage. They were going to be his retirement ticket.

Penny worked then and still works for the Sentinel, the local newspaper that publishes three times a week. She writes the Friday financial column and is always looking for something different to offer her readers. Fresh ideas are rare or too often risky in her field of work. How many times has she reminded people that it was RRSP time or warned of the tax deadline or discussed capital gains? When had she told people to buy a Harley and park it in their garage for ten years and then sell it? She couldnt help but like the guy and thinks that the column she wrote that week for Money Makes Cents has to rank as one of her most original articles.

She wonders what R.J. thinks of the financial scene today. If he has bought any more motorcycles.

At any rate, Penny cant remember if they cleaned and vacuumed her car when they fixed it at the dealership, but she did recall that it was the alternator and that it cost almost six hundred dollars.

But here she is now, rooting through her husbands luxury car. She still hasnt found the elusive quarter. The secret compartment in the armrest is filled with ballpoint pens and two different packets of chewing gum. The last place she looks is in the ashtray.

Here, she finds two lipsticks. Mulberry Wine is a deep maroon shade, and Playful Pink is, as its name implies, a bright, ridiculous colour.

Suddenly Penny doesnt feel like getting a buggy after all. They have enough water for tomorrow, anyway.

She takes the salad to the customer service desk, where she asks a pimply teenager to page the manager. Two minutes later a pimply assistant manager is turning the lettuce bag over and over in his hands.

You say you bought this from our store?

Yes. Look, its your brand.

Do you have the bill, maam?

No. Penny can see where this is going.

Our policy clearly states that a receipt is required to return merchandise.

This assistant manager is most probably just some kid who has worked here for twenty minutes and is now drunk with power. Penny watches him stand there behind his desk. If it were table-height and if he had a swivel chair, he would certainly have had his feet propped up on it. As it is, he is a rather short and scrawny kid, and the counter comes up to his chest. She can see only his bow tie and three buttons.

Then, out of nowhere, the tears just come. Big drops splash onto the customer service desk. She is sobbing and there is no stopping her. What other customers might think when they see her tears and her brown salad is not known. It is not a common  sight in this tidy little supermarket. People just dont cry here. Not over salad or even over spilt milk, for that matter. In this wealthy community, people keep it together.

A number of employees come to the rescue.

Heres a Kleenex.

Whats going on here, Ted?

Josh, go get another one of these Caesar salad thingies.

Soon Penny is holding a fresh bag.

Here you go, maam. The assistant manager is talking to her like she is four years old and has just dropped her ice cream cone. And then, because she hasnt suffered enough, and because young Ted cant resist, he says in his assistant managerial voice, Make sure next time you bring in your receipt.

When Penny gets home, Jack is waiting out on the deck.

What took you so long?

Her eyes are puffy and red. Heres the salad.

She tells Jack that shes suddenly not feeling very well. That he should go on and eat without her.

Youre not hungry? he asks, still clutching his tongs.

Not at all. Does he notice her blotchy face? Has he noticed the bright pink lipstick she put on out in the car before coming in? What does he prefer? Playful pink or sultry maroon?

What about tonight and everything? I mean, we were going to go up to the club.

Listen. She brushes past him and pours herself a glass of red wine. This one has a picture of an owl on the label. You can go on without me.

But its our anniversary. He says it like it is a question.

Go ahead, if you like.

You sure?

From upstairs, she can hear her husband clunking around in the kitchen. He has eaten and is loading up the dishwasher. The smell of the leftover kebabs wafts up the staircase to the bedroom where she is sitting.

The last thing she hears after the front door closes behind him is his whistling and then the sound of his car disappearing down the road.







Three

Its not that Penny hates Jack or that he is an evil person, but he just cant seem to stop putting his dick into other women.

Looking in the mirror, she first reapplies the Playful Pink. Not surprisingly, she doesnt feel playful in the least. Mulberry Wine is more to her liking. She goes into the bedroom and gets her glass of Merlot, which is set precariously on a pile of paperbacks next to her bed. They are all mysteries, and they are all overdue.

The idea of a mystery novel appeals to Penny. Analysis. Deduction. Motives. Passion. A solution to a crime is found. She likes reading stories in which events are neatly presented. Where, from out of the fog, all is made clear. Recently, however, her concentration has been lacking. She has had to go back and reread sections. Was it that guy? Is he a good guy? Who said that again?

Shes also gotten into the habit of watching game shows in the evenings. She gets a kick out of watching that Canuck, Trebek, force his contestants to phrase their answers in the form of questions.

An eighteenth-century philosophers famous quote, I think, thereforethis. Yes, Jane?

I am.

Ooooh, Im sorry. You didnt phrase it in the form of a question. The answer is, What is I am?

Isnt that what all philosophers grapple with? she muses.

Overall, though, her favourite show is Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? She likes it because of the music and the lighting. Mostly though, she likes it because a player can have three lifelines. The world would be so perfect if people really did have lifelines.

Penny Stevenseven you can save your marriage and find true happiness.

Is it a? Drink more Merlot.

Is it b? Lose weight.

Is it c? Stick your head deeper into the sand.

Or is it d? Give that man his walking papers.

With tougher questions like this one, Penny could poll the viewers. She could throw up her hands and sit back in her seat while audience members electronically voted for what they believed to be the right answer.

Well, Penny, it looks like an overwhelming 86 percent chose b. You do know that TV makes all people look fatter, dont you? Im serious! Im serious!

If for some reason she didnt trust the audience, she could always call an expert. Maybe she would call Dr. Phil.

Penny would start out by saying what a great fan she is and thanking the doctor for taking her call. She would then read out the question and wait for Dr. Phils reply.

You gotta ask yourself, Penny, Hows that working for you? You know, what walks like a Penny and talks like a Penny usually is a Penny where I come from.

Although Penny does like mysteries, she has never been a fan of this kind of puzzled Rubiks cube kind of thinking.

Just give me the answer, damn it!

But this is real life. Penny has no lifelines to speak of. And  anyway, the audience could be a pack of idiots, the expert could be wrong, and just because two incorrect responses are eliminated doesnt mean you wont still end up making a shitty choice.

Deep down, Penny knows she is depressed. Shes just not ready to face up to it yet. Old Dr. Wilcox has gently broached the subject a few times. While she lay with her feet in the stirrups and the hot lamp shining where the sun doesnt and shouldnt ever shine, he had suggested to her that she might want to give herself a chemical lift in the right direction. Odd that theyve never had a face-to-face chat on this topic. Hes always offered her Prozac while tapping her back or Paxil while peering into her ears. Then again, he has seen her through adolescence and yeast infections and a miscarriage. It might be more for his sake than hers, but he has made the offer on more than one occasion.

Penny swigs the remainder of her wine. The lipstick is too purple for her complexion. Too dark. What kind of a woman, she wonders, can carry off a colour like this? She must be dark. And bold. Definitely assertive.

No! Thats giving her too much credit. She is, after all, sneaking around with a married man. Albeit an undeniably irritatingly sexy, aggressive, and highly sexed man. Shit!

Penny makes a face into the mirror. She can see just a faint hint of crows feet. Its the single saving grace of being plumpno wrinkles to speak of, really.

She throws the two lipsticks in the garbage.

Playful Pink. Mulberry Wine. Whose job is it to name these products? What kind of qualifications does one need to get a job like that? You would certainly need to be decisive, and given Pennys present state of mind, she would most likely be disqualified immediately. It took her two years just to decide on a colour  for the master bedroom. She ended up going with Boston Fog. She had liked Perennial Putty and Twilight Serenade and Tuscan Sunset, but it was the fog that won out in the end.

So youre going with the olive green? Jack had handed her back the bookmark-sized sample after considering it for a full ten seconds. She recalls his relief when she finally decided upon the paint colour. She had always been thrusting assorted samples into his hands.

Its Boston Fog, actually.

Well, it looks green to me.

Maybe the fog in Boston really is green. Maybe the interior decorator with a minor in colour analysis did indeed go there. Who knows? At any rate, Penny has been waking up in a fog for the better part of the last two years.

She likes it, though, this muted colour. Just as in makeup choices, she tends to migrate to soft and subtle shades. Nothing too dramatic. Nothing too loud.

Oh, waiter! More Merlot, please.

A couple of glasses of wine and no dinner can be dangerous. She takes hold of the banister with her left hand and clutches her empty wineglass with the other.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Jack has made a superficial attempt at cleaning up the dishes. His plate and tongs are soaking in a few inches of cold water. All the condiments and seasonings are huddled together in the corner of the counter like a mismatched choir, taking up less space but still not put away in the right spot.

There are some kebabs that she could have, but Penny cant face up to meat right now. She pours herself another glass of wine. She could have a cheese sandwich. Maybe just some cheese and crackers. So Parisian!

In the pantry she finds a box of Wheat Thins. When she takes it off the shelf, she can feel that it is empty. One lone cracker has survived along with a pile of crumbs. Jack!

Maybe people feel guilty finishing off a box of crackers or a bag of chips. Maybe its like taking the last piece of cake when everybody is sitting around looking at it.

Was it last year or the one before when she ate the last piece of Jacks birthday cake right in front of him and his colleagues at the office? It had white icing with blue cursive writing on it and a clown holding balloons. She had eaten the ack of Jack. The Happy and Birthday had already been devoured by Jack and Brett and Mary, his secretary, and by Blythe, the new female realtor whom he was just starting to screw.

Penny had barely finished stuffing the last crumbs of her first piece of cake into her mouth when she loaded up her paper plate with the last piece. She rarely, if ever, came by Jacks office. The joviality and camaraderie of the people made her feel insecure and out of place. She wished she had just stayed home instead of systematically devouring the last piece of that unfulfilling cake.

I just adore cake! Who says you cant have your cake and eat it too? Blythe was very tall and very thin. She had one of those artistic haircuts where one side is cut short and the other side hangs down dramatically. She looked so off balance she made Penny nervous.

Im Blythe, by the way. Jack has told me so much about you. Nice to meet you finally.

Unconsciously, Penny had tilted her head to one side. It somehow seemed necessary when looking directly at this woman. She couldnt think of anything to say.

I like your hair. Penny tried tilting her head the other way.

Blythe had stayed at the job for just over two months. She left because apparently she couldnt deal with the office politics. Two months was a long time by Jacks standards, and somewhere around week six, having had his fill of Blythe, Jack had become enamoured of some other young apprentice. This had not gone down well with Blythe, who, before leaving for some restaurant management job up in Nelson, accosted Penny coming out of Whole Foods.

Your husband is a pig. She had dyed her hair black and lopped off all the hair on the one long side so that she now had a traditional bowl cut. You should leave him.

Thanks. I like your hair. Penny almost didnt recognize her.

But Penny cant seem to be able to leave Jack. Its not like he has any sort of vise grip on her. She has all the freedom she could ask for. He never makes any demands on her. In fact, he doesnt ask her for anything at all. Financially, he supports her almost one hundred percent. Penny quit her accounting job shortly before she and Jack were married, and she makes less than two thousand dollars a month with her column. If she were to quit, he wouldnt blink an eye. Its just that Penny, over the years, has come to feel invisible to her husband.

When she found out about his first affair, around their fourth anniversary, she raged and threatened and cried for days. Jack was truly distraught at what hed done, what he had inflicted upon his young wife. He solemnly promised to never be such a prick again.

Makeup sex was great. They screwed on the kitchen floor. They humped in the downstairs powder room and even did it like dogs in the potting shed. It was the best two months of  their marriage. Then, perhaps, the novelty wore off and he got bored again. Work got very busy and he started wearing his special cologne that made Penny sneeze. He was constantly showering.

He was having an affair with Grace, the Chinese lady from accounting. This tidbit Penny gleaned from a courteous, anonymous phone call from a previous fling, who was no doubt still fuming over having been cast so rudely aside. In her indignation, the woman had switched allegiances and was firmly rooting for Penny, sending her outraged support whether she welcomed it or not.

But you said youd stop, Jack!

I know. I know.

What is it with you? Why are you doing this?

I dont know.

And he really didnt. He was truly totally in the dark when it came to his relationships with women. When Penny raged at Jack, he was as puzzled as she was furious.

What makes you do this to me, Jack?

Christ! I dont know. I really dont know what to say.

After that encounter he swore off women again. In one of those futile attempts to save what little they had together, Penny decided that having a child would be a good and solidifying thing to do. She became obsessed with taking her temperature and following her cycle. She forbade Jack to wear tight, restricting pants.

What the hell did you do with all my underwear?

Jack, youve got to get serious about this baby thing. Youll have to make some changes too. Hed shown his Jockeys to enough ladies, thank you very much! And Penny was on a  mission here. They were going to be a regular monogamous couple. No more affairs. This was going to change him. This was going to change everything.

But it didnt.

Penny was two weeks shy of her twenty-seventh birthday when she called Jack at the office to tell him that she was pregnant.

God, Penny! Thats great! Whadda ya know! Me! A father!

She loved going to the doctor. She got a little pamphlet in which there was space to write down any and all questions an expectant mother might have for each trimester, and that offered detailed information. How to deal with nausea. How much weight gain is expected per month. It outlined a healthy diet. It suggested which vitamins and supplements to take and which to avoid. In the last trimester, Penny and Jack would go to a special birthing class. Later, they could even take a parenting class!

But they never got that far. Two months into her pregnancy, she awoke to severe cramps. In the early-morning light, Jack drove her to the Emergency at Lions Gate Hospital. There, on a small stretcher in a corner of an overcrowded ward, Penny lost her child.

Hours later, sedated but dressed, she would turn back and see the large, bright red stain on the whitest of white hospital sheets. Another patient would be waiting for that bed, and those sheets would soon be at the laundry.

And that was it. They never spoke of it again.

Penny went back to tending the house and writing her column, and Jack occupied himself with the business of selling real estate. He threw himself into his work and had a record year in  sales. They stayed clear of one another, each safely ensconced in their own worlds.

She needed him but didnt know how to ask.

They could have easily tried to have another child. She was young. There was no reason to worry.

Miscarriages happen all the time, Penny. Dr. Wilcox had been so good. She had desperately wanted someone to hold her.

Wait six months and let the body heal, and youll be back in business. I promise you.

But Dr. Wilcox couldnt make Jack promise her what she needed. He didnt understand that Penny had not only lost the life inside of her, but was also losing her grip on a life she was desperate to cling to.

Hi. How was your day, Pen? Jack came home later and later. Hed often grab some fast food on the way. Penny wasnt much into cooking those days.

Great.

Well, thats good. He might have been looking at her, but Penny was certain he didnt see her.

Most evenings he would retreat up into his study and watch television while she curled up on the sofa and reread the same chapter of a book she would never finish. Nothing ever changed.

She had tried to have a baby and she couldnt do that. She had tried to keep her husband and couldnt do that either. Suddenly, she didnt want to try anything anymore. She didnt have any rage left, and in a way she was comfortable where she was. Living in this big old house and digging in that jungle of a yard gave her a kind of solace she couldnt find anywhere else. No amount of exercise classes or self-help groups could offer her anything. She liked to be in her house, crunching numbers. She liked to be in her garden, sifting through the dirt.

Youve got to get out more! The gang is going to catch an early show on Friday and then have a few drinks. You should join us, Penny. Itll be fun. Her colleagues at the Sentinel all seemed very sincere and genuine in their efforts to include Penny in their monthly girls night out. Shed gone once and laughed her way through some innocuous romantic comedy, but after the miscarriage and the mounting failures between her and Jack and life at large, the last thing she wanted to do was go out and have a good time.

Even her mother agreed that she was becoming a prisoner in her own home. Penelope, Im worried that at my age Im having more of a life than you. Go shopping, for Heavens sake! Buy something ridiculous. Go somewhere youve never been before. Get out of that house.

But her home was a fortress, not a prison, to Penny. She felt protected and insulated from all the chaos and craziness of life. She liked the sameness and predictability of each day. She was grateful that she could work from home and never have to interact with anybody, save for the odd appointment or staff meeting. In comparison, other peoples lives were so full and colourful. It made her head spin, and she had difficulty listening with any conviction to their tales and troubles.

And, all these years later, she is still here, standing in the kitchen, slightly drunk and hungry.

Then she sees it. The blessed jar.

Nutella is a deep, dark-brown nut spread that Penny recently rediscovered at the local supermarket. She first tried it back in the early nineties when they went to Europe for a summer holiday. Jack had never been overseas, and Penny had been on a mission to instill some culture in him.

What is that? shed wondered over breakfast at a small pension,  looking at two little blond kids eating what appeared to be a dark paste smeared on thick slices of heavy brown bread. Breakfast had been straightforward in England and France. Coffee, toast, eggs, maybe a croissant with jam. The German breakfast, though, was another matter altogether. Thick, rich cheeses and all sorts of luncheon meats were laid out every morning. A basket of fresh-from-the-oven buns and hearty fibre-filled brown breads were offered by Annaliese, their host. If one wanted a cereal, it was a kind of Flocken, a mix of oat or bran flakes that didnt really appeal to Penny.

Bitte schön. Please. Take many. Annalieses English was limited but forceful.

Oh, nein, danke. Very full. Very full. Penny found it odd that when speaking English in a foreign country, her vocabulary shrank and her grammar and syntax went out the window.

Bitte schön. You must eat. It is gut, ja?

Oh ja, gut. Danke schön. Annaliese was too strong to be refused. She could have worked in one of those beer halls in Munich with the kind of arms she had. But the smell of the cheese and the sight of the meats was too much to bear. On the third morning of their stay, Penny asked for fruit.

Nein. Annaliese stood tall. Her hands on her hips. Apparently there would be no such option at this bed and breakfast. Nein.

The following morning, Penny closely observed the two young boys eating the mysterious spread that seemed to contain neither cheese nor meat. She simply could no longer contend with the stinky Limburger or the fatty frankfurters. She was hoping there wasnt an age limit to this item. The Germans had so many rules.

Excuse me, please. Could I try some of that?

She did, and it was divine. For the last three days at the pension, Annaliese had the Nutella jar waiting at their little table in the corner. Penny would tear apart a hot bun and spread the hazelnut and chocolate mixture so thickly that it would sometimes drip down onto her plate. Then, with her fingers, she would wipe her plate clean. It was too good to waste.

At the time, she thought it remarkable that such a sweet and delicious treat could even be considered a breakfast choice. Least of all in a country like Germany, where people took things seriously.

What is the population of Vancouver?

How many metres tall is Grouse Mountain?

How many kilometres to Banff?

She never forgot the Nutella, and when Penny saw a jar standing in between the honey and the peanut butter at her local store, she grabbed it without checking the price. It was worth every penny of the five dollars and forty-nine cents it cost.

She is leaning now with her elbows on the counter. Holding the jar at an angle, she is able to spoon out every last bit of chocolate. Soon the jar is empty. Dutifully, Penny takes it out into the garage and puts it in the recycling box. Back in the kitchen, she finishes off her wine and decides that she will clean up the dishes in the morning.

With difficulty, Penny climbs the stairs to the bedroom. As lubricated as she is, she will not go to bed without brushing her teeth. Her parents instilled this habit into her from a young age, and Penny likes her routines.

When she removes her watch, she notices it
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