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  I always love to begin a journey on Sundays,

  because I shall have the prayers of the church,

  to preserve all that travel by land, or by water.

  — Jonathan Swift,

  Polite Conversation, Dialogue 2
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  WHEN I LAST VISITED Audrey Crawford she and Hartland lived in a Scottish baronial house high on the hill near the Westmount Lookout. I supposed it could be called a mansion, were that word not so pretentious, so three-storey-detached at a good address seen from the perspective of semi-detached bungalow in the suburbs. The Crawford house had been built at a time when servants were taken as much for granted as twice-daily mail delivery and milk brought to the door by a horse-drawn wagon. Changing times, values, and priorities have turned many of these elegant edifices into real estate white elephants, especially for those whose children have moved away. Wisely, Audrey and Hartland sold to a family from Hong Kong who believed that their civil liberties, not to mention their immense fortune, would be more respected in Canada. The Crawfords moved off the hill into a house on a quiet avenue just above Sherbrooke Street. By any but the most affluent standards the new house would pass for a mansion: three floors, generously proportioned rooms with high ceilings, and several working fireplaces.

  By nature prompt, I was the first to arrive, having only a few short blocks to walk from my building to Audrey’s new house. While she went to answer the door I studied the tea – enough to feed a college football team – spread out on the long dining room table. Dominating the display sat a sandwich roll. Someone, I doubt it had been Audrey, with steady hand, sharp knife, and infinite patience had with surgical precision reduced a loaf of white bread to a long, thin strip. This was then coated with what looked like cream cheese into which chopped walnuts, glazed fruit, and goodness knows what all else had been mixed. The thin slice of coated bread was then rolled, secured, chilled, and set on a platter waiting to be sliced. That kind of labour-intensive food is not meant to delight but to intimidate, and I took note.

  The new arrivals turned out to be people I knew, Frank Wilkinson and Jeremy Baker. They had both been to university with the rest of us, Jeremy a couple of years ahead of me, Frank one year behind. Tall, greying, elegant, and terribly grand, Jeremy ran one of the more prestigious antiques stores in the city. Much of his stock came from people like Audrey, couples moving into smaller houses and simplifying their lives. I have been told that regardless of the piece, its great age or excellent quality, Jeremy manages to suggest it has been unearthed at the Salvation Army. Whenever he deigned to buy an object, no doubt at a fraction of its true worth, the seller ached with gratitude. He wears the kind of expensively tailored suits whose cuff buttons actually unbutton.

  Frank Wilkinson no longer lived in Montreal, having become a costume designer of international repute. I remember him as a teenager, in rapture after seeing the gowns designed by Gilbert Adrian for Jean Harlow, Myrna Loy, Greta Garbo glittering on the giant screen. From adolescence he understood that he had to design clothes, not pedestrian outfits to be worn to business meetings or cocktail parties, but gowns to be seen on stage, on screen, on floats, in pageants, in any situation where exaggeration seemed normal. His niche turned out to be opera, and his Carmens, Toscas, Don Giovannis, and Der Rosenkaveliers have been enshrined in a coffee table hook the size of a coffee table. Handsome in a shopworn kind of way, Frank has the look of a man who has awakened once too often in a cheap motel room beside someone whose name he can no longer remember. He was the first young man with whom I seriously fooled around, back in the days when sexual longing surrounded us like a nimbus. We have been friends ever since.

  Frank greeted me warmly, Jeremy as though I had just asked him for a handout. We were exchanging the usual greetings when a new arrival came into the foyer. Elsie Connors, another emeritus from college days, was the kind of woman my mother would have described as “not quite top drawer.” Elsie Dawes, as she had been before her marriage to Dennis Connors, came to parties wearing white angora sweaters with rhinestone jewellery, matching earrings, necklace, and bracelet. Tight skirts showed off the figure she could have turned to advantage as a model, had her parents not thought, as did Audrey’s, that a life of standing upright in the public eye meant a private life spent flat on one’s back. When a young man placed a hand on the backside so tantalizingly displayed, she slapped his hand away and called him “fresh.” Like the rest of us, she married, and in the fullness of time Dennis Connors achieved prosperity in the hardware business. He also died, leaving her a wealthy widow. Still pencil slim, Elsie has never quite succeeded in shedding her angora image. She mixed synthetic fabrics with real, a silk blouse with a polyester suit, just as she wore costume jewellery along with the genuine thing: large fake pearl earrings surrounded in brilliants to complement the collar of authentic braided pearls with a diamond and ruby clasp. Coro faced off against Tiffany, and we all dropped our eyelids in silent disapproval.

  Elsie compensated by having what everyone agreed was a heart of purest gold. If her bangles were only ten carat, her heart was an unalloyed twenty-four, making her a frequent member of any committee convened for a worthwhile cause. Casually dressed in slacks and a large, bulky sweater, she admitted to having just come from the dentist; her still frozen jaw left her disinclined to speak.

  Seated at the head of the table, Audrey poured tea and urged us to eat. I avoided the alarming roll, opting instead for tiny sandwiches made with asparagus tips and some filled with chopped egg salad. Flanking Audrey at the head of the table sat Frank across from Jeremy who, when not eating with quiet voracity, leaned on his elbows, the tips of his fingers pressed together. After a sip of tea Audrey launched right into the reason for the meeting, to discuss a production of Hedda Gabler as a means of raising funds for the library. The budget for acquisitions failed to encompass the large quantity of new publications coming onto the market. Merely to maintain the magazine and periodical subscriptions remained a steadily escalating cost, and this was only one of many areas where extra funds could benefit. She paused to slice the sandwich roll and to let her words sink in. The subtext fairly shrieked. Anybody who was unwilling to support a fundraising effort for the library would probably be prepared to burn books in the main square, if only we had one.

  Two more women arrived, one with a low centre of gravity who wore a parka on which a Remembrance Day poppy was still pinned, the other with her Labrador retriever which was persuaded with some difficulty to remain in the vestibule. They tiptoed in with the kind of self-effacement guaranteed to draw attention, then made rather a pantomime of refusing tea.

  Audrey resumed her place and her discourse. Our committee did not want to repeat the mistakes of those who had organized the art auction.

  “What went wrong?” I asked. “I didn’t attend the auction.”

  Briefly Audrey went on to explain an auction had been held in Queen Mary Hall, our community auditorium. Local artists were persuaded to dust off works they had been unable to sell and to donate them to the cause. The organizing committee, of which Audrey was not a member, had considered the occasion a resounding success, although by the time the open bar, buffet table, flowers, and string quartet – all considered necessary to put the buyers into an expansive mood – had been paid for, the committee found itself in the red. “Never mind,” they had announced, burnishing the silver lining, “the good will and publicity generated for the library were well worth going a few hundred dollars into the hole.”

  Audrey wanted no miscalculations with our undertaking. The play was to go into rehearsal next week. Auditions were not yet completed, but she herself had been chosen to play Hedda. (Why was I not surprised?) Jeremy was to play her husband, George Tesman, and Elsie Connors had been cast as Thea Elvsted. To imagine Elsie as the ingenue could be no more of a stretch than accepting Audrey as Hedda or Jeremy as her middle aged husband. Judge Brack had been awarded to Alan Howard, a local television personality who had jumped from the CBC before he had been pushed. He was also going to direct. That took care of the major roles.

  Audrey toyed with her malachite beads, chosen to set off a hunter-green crepe blouse. With her old-gold hair, full but still shapely figure, suspiciously taut skin, and artful makeup, she was living proof that high maintenance and strong determination, along with stacks of blue chips, can discourage the aging process. The next issue was that of the stage crew. Elinor Richardson, unfortunately unable to be with us this afternoon as her daughter would be late getting back to Montreal, had agreed to help dress the players and look after props. Frank Wilkinson had graciously agreed to design costumes for the women, and Audrey’s little dressmaker was going to run them up. Here Audrey paused to give Frank’s hand a squeeze; he smiled on cue. I suspected Audrey’s little dressmaker charged by the stitch, but I knew we were dealing with flexible bookkeeping.

  “Geoffry, I thought you might help sell advertising,” said Audrey, addressing me for the first time.

  “You mean you want me to go from shop to shop in the neighbourhood, requesting people to place ads in our program? Or – worse still – telephone around, interrupting innocent civilians at work or play to solicit ads? No! An unequivocal no! A no that does not mean ‘maybe if you coax me,’ but negative minus.” Frank Wilkinson laughed out loud.

  “However,” I continued, “I may have a counter proposal. What kind of program do you wish to hand out at your fifty-bucks-a-seat soiree? Photocopied sheets listing cast and crew, a nickel and dime job – or a substantial booklet, with perhaps an engraving of the library on the cover? If so,” I went on before Audrey could cut me off, “I think I can call in some favours and get us a handsome program free, gratis, and for nothing. I am working on the assumption that the more freebies we can manage, the greater the profit for the library.”

  “That is an excellent suggestion,” announced Mary Browning, one of the late arrivals, whose black Labrador had moved from the vestibule to under the table, noisily gulping the chicken salad sandwiches she passed it. “I’ll try to scare up some local advertising. I have to give Hamlet his daily walk, so I may just as well visit local merchants.” Apparently Mary Browning and her dog came as a team, like a knife thrower and his sequinned target or the magician who saws through his frangible partner in tights. Lucille Beauchemin, Mary’s friend, had shed her parka and tucked into the tea. She volunteered to act as stage manager.

  Ever aware that a satisfied guest is a compliant guest, Audrey suggested we graduate from tea to a drink. Over scotch I moved into a corner with Frank.

  “I’m glad you’re going to be working on the production, Geoff.” (People who call me Geoff have known me a long time. ) “We can use a dash of common sense on this undertaking. I’ve seen many a production of Hedda, but never one quite so long in the tooth. I know the role of Hedda is a pit stop between Juliet and Mrs. Malaprop, but Audrey is just plain too old.”

  “It had occurred to me,” I said, “but we soldier on. How come you are designing the production?”

  “Audrey cashed in some chips. She did me some favours when I was starting out, and I owe her a few. As a matter of fact I’ll enjoy working in the nineteenth century. I just did a production of Nabucco for the Seattle Opera, and I’m fed to the teeth with breastplates and chic little slave outfits.”

  “Are you in Montreal for a while?”

  “In and out. Eileen hasn’t been well, and I like to look in whenever possible. Now that my parents are dead I’m the only family she has left.”

  Frank’s parents were really bad news, his mother a foolish, bothersome woman who never knew what she was going to say until she had said it, his father a retired military type who brushed his hair straight back from his face and wouldn’t go to the corner store without wearing his regimental tie. They had no idea of how to deal with a sensitive boy and, like my own parents, raised their only son to be a gentleman. For Mr. and Mrs. Wilkinson a true gentleman lived in a state of constant denial. A gentleman said no to everything that could be accused of giving pleasure: unusual food, bright colours, spontaneous behaviour. Gentlemen never laughed out loud, or wept in public (big boys don’t cry), or gave vent to anger, or admitted to love, that most seductive of unruly emotions.

  Fortunately Frank had an Aunt Eileen, whom I got to know as she was a friend of my mother’s. Every insecure youngster ought to have an Aunt Eileen, an adult in whose company you are never clumsy or stupid or perverse. Aunt Eileen never said, “Look but don’t touch.” She offered second and third helpings without a sigh and a remark about a hollow leg. She kept a chest of drawers full of old clothes to be used for the sole purpose of dressing up. She also took Frank to the movies, over his parents’ strong objections, because she claimed she did not like to go alone. At once Frank fell under the spell cast by the silver screen, a lifelong enchantment for which there is no known cure. Those young people raised on television as just another household appliance, like a stove or a vacuum cleaner, will never understand the thrill of entering a movie palace. To step into a lobby designed with all the skewed glamour of an operatic set was to enter a world where everything was possible. Those mock Egyptian temples, Spanish plazas, rococo palaces run amok suggested life held limitless options. Seated in the dark of the theatre while Tom and Jerry slugged it out, Judy Garland sang, Rita Hayworth danced meant being, quite literally, beside oneself. It was at the movies that Frank fell under the spell of Gilbert Adrian, perhaps the most gifted designer of women’s clothing for the screen; and the rapture he experienced over “Gowns by Adrian” made him realize that he wanted to be a designer, a goal from which he never deviated.

  Whenever he is free Frank comes to Montreal to visit his aunt, now an old lady. I always enjoy Frank when I see him. We go back a long way, which counts for something; and he brings with him a breath of theatrical glamour, almost as if he were an ambassador from a country I know only from the newspapers.

  Frank lit a cigarette. I know Audrey tolerates smoking, as she was once a heavy smoker, but Mary began to cough and Lucille gave Frank a look that would have withered cactus. My instant, unguarded reaction was to tell them both to fuck off, even though I do not smoke myself. Common sense and my upbringing suggested otherwise, and I motioned to Frank to step outside for a breath of air.

  Once on the wrong side of the door, Frank inhaled deeply. “If the booze doesn’t get me the smokes will.”

  “Either that or you will die from death,” I suggested. “So will I for that matter.”

  “Have you ever noticed,” he continued, “how the people who have given up cigarettes, caffeine, cholesterol, and empty carbohydrates for carrot juice and oatmeal muffins think they will live forever? You may postpone dying for a few years, but is that really living? It must be, as the papers love to promote that denial-as-fun lifestyle.”

  “What I really love to read,” I said, “are those Cheerful Charlie columns that encourage you to have a rollicking sex life at ninety-five. The good news is that you don’t have to wear a condom. The bad news is all the rest. At ninety-five I hope to be under a tasteful granite stone, not clanking my hipbones against someone who has had both hips replaced.”

  Frank laughed out loud. “Do you suppose there is money to be made from a Joy of Sex manual aimed at geriatrics? Ten positions you should avoid. How to turn a kiss into mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. How to distinguish hyperventilation from passion. Orgasm is not a stroke. With a video spin-off and an 800 number. All major credit cards accepted.”

  We were still chuckling when Audrey opened the door. “There you are! I thought you had decamped. Frank, you are welcome to smoke inside. I hate to think of you huddling out here like the homeless.”

  “Frank was getting the evil eye from publicity and stage management,” I said. “As a matter of fact, Audrey, I should be moving along. May I use your phone?”

  A call to Elinor assured me her daughter had returned from Quebec City, meaning Elinor was free for dinner. I called a cab and offered Frank a lift to his aunt’s apartment.

  “You might think of settling Eileen in Maple Grove Manor,” I suggested. “Mother loves it, and you would be spared the worry about the apartment and making sure she has suitable care.”

  “You have a point. It is a concern. Having her in a nursing home would spare me a lot of anxiety. Thanks for the ride.”

  “Will you be in town for the play?”

  “Wouldn’t miss it. Maybe we could get together: lunch, a drink?”

  “Love to. Now that I’m no longer punching a clock I have time to spare.”

  I gave the driver Elinor’s address, and we pulled away from the curb.


  



I MET ELINOR SHORTLY before Christmas. She and I work out at the same health club, but we met officially at Audrey Crawford’s annual Christmas party. Elinor sang carols; I did not, but then I never do. According to the way I was raised I have turned out to be a very poor sport, meaning I do not allow myself to be bullied or cajoled into playing bridge, singing carols, driving into the country for Sunday lunch, or making my spare room available to billet out-of-town choristers, most of whom would have a much better time cruising the showers at the YMCA.

  Elinor and I were both at sixes and sevens. Her husband had recently died, as had my friend. I hesitate to use the term “longtime companion” because we had known one another only six years; and the word “lover” suggests heavy breathing, rumpled sheets, fooling around in the shower, and Homeric battles. We collided and separated, only to meet again in late middle age. Patrick and I had enjoyed a brief fling during the Sixties, when casual sex had become a cottage industry and people were too busy making love to make war. We had six wonderful years, and then he died. Elinor experienced an almost parallel situation, having remarried her divorced husband. The second marriage was the good one, and then he died. Elinor and I were both beached at a time when we had planned, if not to set sail into the golden years, at the very least to pick up a pair of oars and row in that direction.

  We liked each other at once, and a series of unforeseen and unrelated incidents combined to throw us into one another’s company during Christmas week. She learned that I was gay, which bothered her not all. She also learned that I had once been married, which she found mildly curious. And when a mixture of stress and alcohol sent us into a companionable embrace, all of those months of celibacy began to make themselves felt.

  Having sex with a woman is not unlike riding a bicycle. You never forget how, even though you may choose to ride a motorcycle. And I have to admit that Elinor and I have a novel relationship. We have both known a number of men, although Elinor feels a little bit naughty about talking double digits. If I could even begin to remember everyone I got it on with I would be dealing in the high threes or, were I completely honest (never a sound policy in matters sexual) spilling over into four. It seems like another life lived by another person. I had slept with nobody since Patrick died. Now if I don’t sleep with Elinor I sleep alone. And I enjoy a wonderful sense of freedom, no longer in thrall to the itchy demon that tells me if a man has good legs, a round bum, a handsome profile, or eloquent hands, I have to find out if he is available. It is a lesson I took an inordinately long time to learn, but as I once read on a trivet from Pennsylvania: “Too soon old. Too late smart.”

  Elinor lives in a small townhouse in the western end of Westmount. Like the owner, the house has style that does not flaunt itself. Handsome traditional furniture sits on rich orientals which in turn rest on floors sanded and Varathaned to the colour of fine tobacco. She owns a handsome collection of still-life paintings, “dead nature” as the French like to call the genre. I prefer the English nomenclature, for still-life is a kind of painting I have always enjoyed. In a culture obsessed with what it owns, what could be a more suitable icon than a series of objects, lovingly rendered, for public display. The house is refreshingly free of clutter, Elinor’s reward to herself for having raised two children as a single mother. After two decades of compulsory chaos she has embraced an undemonstrative sense of order. A neat freak myself, I find her house welcoming and comfortable. We embraced warmly, not having seen one another for three days.

  “I’ve come to take you away from all this,” I declared.

  “To the clean, pure life I’ve always wanted? To a world where people no longer whisper my name? Pour yourself a drink.” Elinor had prepared a drinks tray on her dining room table. “I’m afraid I started without you. I had a long talk with Audrey earlier this afternoon, when I phoned to say Jane had been held up and I couldn’t leave the children. After I had been alternately cajoled and strong-armed – you know Audrey – into looking after props, she laid a heavy burden on my bent shoulders. As you know, perhaps the key prop in the action is a brace of duelling pistols which had belonged to Hedda’s father, General Gabler. She uses one of them to shoot herself at the end of the play.”

  “I fail to see your problem,” I said as I sat in a wing chair. “Do you have a coaster or a napkin for my glass?”

  “How well trained you are,” she said as she placed a small brass dish on the mahogany occasional table beside my chair. She kissed me on the forehead. “You can come back.”

  “I hope so. As I was saying, doesn’t every Westmount family, at the very least those above Sherbrooke Street, own a brace of duelling pistols, along with swizzle sticks, a Stilton cheese scoop, and button hooks?”

  “Would that it were that simple. Hartland has a pair of revolvers that belonged to his father, who was an officer in World War I. But revolvers are more wild west than provincial Norway.”

  “Hedda Gabler at the O.K. Corral?”

  We shared a quiet laugh before I had a sudden idea. “Did you ever know the Parkinson family? The old man died only last week. I didn’t go to the funeral, but it seems le tout Westmount turned up for the service at St. Luke-the-Apostle, followed by an S.R.O. reception at the Lord Elgin Club. You know how I dislike crowd scenes, and Parkinson was a mean old bugger, bought himself respectability by donating heavily to local charities and hospitals. He also built up quite a remarkable collection of antique weapons. I wonder if the collection includes duelling pistols.”

  “Geoffry, you’re a genius!” exclaimed Elinor. “But isn’t it perhaps a bit soon after the funeral to intrude upon the family with such a request?”

  “I know the son, Robert. We were at law school together. As I couldn’t get to the funeral, I paid a visit to the funeral home. Why don’t I give him a call?”

  “Well, if you don’t think it would be an intrusion …”

  I didn’t. As I dialled the number I wondered in what kind of shape Bob Parkinson would be so soon after the burial. Bob is the last of the big-time drunks. Unlike today’s high-minded, clean-living, politically correct, post baby boomers, for whom anyone who has two drinks and a dividend should join AA, I still make the distinction between a drunk and an alcoholic. A drunk drinks to have a good time, not to exorcise demons. Drunks do not pour vodka into their morning orange juice and hide bottles in the linen closet. They wouldn’t dream of attending meetings of support groups that didn’t offer a well stocked bar. They can go for weeks as normal social drinkers until an occasion arises that needs to be properly celebrated.

  For Bob Parkinson, the death of his father, a stingy, sanctimonious old curmudgeon, merited a celebration. Now the old man’s considerable fortune would go to Bob and his sister June. A professional virgin, she takes after her father and wouldn’t say manure if she had a mouthful. Not Bob. When I arrived at the funeral home in the late afternoon I could see at once he was hardly prostrate with grief. In fact, he was obviously overrefreshed and cross with the funeral home as the director would not permit an open bar at the other end of the room from the coffin, fortunately shut.

  “Thanks for coming, Geoffry,” he said, squeezing my hand. “Would you care for a small drop?” From his inside jacket pocket he produced an elegant silver flask with his monogram in gothic script.

  I shook my head. Rather than slide into the platitudes of grief I explained the prior engagement must prevent my attending the funeral.

  “Not to worry,” he exclaimed, giving me a matey clap on the shoulder. Taking a swig from the flask he put it away, then leaned forward. “Did you hear the one about the guy who moved to another city and decided he needed a checkup? So he found himself a doctor who did all the usual stuff – the stethoscope, the ECG, grabbing his nuts – then pulled on a rubber glove and lubricated the middle finger. ‘I’m going to examine your prostate,’ he explained. ‘Please bend over the table so I can insert my finger.’

  “‘If it’s all the same to you, doctor,’ said the patient, ‘could you insert two fingers? I’d like a second opinion.’”

  Having recently undergone that particular examination I was more amused than I let on; however, funeral homes are not the ideal venue for standup comedy.

  I dialled Bob’s apartment. The answering service suggested another number, which I called.

  “Bob, it’s Geoffry speaking. Geoffry Chadwick.”

  “Chadwick, you old squaw fucker! What’s on your mind?”

  “I’ve called to ask a favour. In your father’s collection of weapons, is there by any chance a pair of pistols, duelling pistols, say late eighteenth century?”

  “There sure is.”

  “A dedicated group of local citizens is putting on a production of Hedda Gabler to raise funds for the library, and we were wondering if we might borrow the pistols to use in the play. Naturally you’ll be given a pair of complimentary tickets.”

  “You can have the guns on one condition.”

  “What’s that.”

  “That I don’t have to go to the goddamned play. I’m up at Father’s house right now. Want to drop by and pick them up? I’ll give you a drink.”

  “Sure thing. I’ll be right over.”

  I returned to the living room. “Elinor, I just spoke to Bob Parkinson and he’s not exactly keening and moaning. He wants me to come over now and collect the pistols. Shall I strike while the iron is hot, to coin a phrase?”

  “If you wouldn’t mind. The pistols are the only item in the play that has me worried. Everything else I can find locally. Look, if you’re delayed we can send out. I’d be happy with a peanut butter sandwich if I knew we had weapons for the production.”

  A pistol in the hand is worth two in the museum. I called a cab and went outside to wait in the street. Mayfair Crescent lay at the top of a large hill dignified with the name of Westmount Mountain. It was my first trip up the hill since Audrey’s Christmas party. The taxi drove past houses in which I had once lived or visited regularly with that freemasonry accorded to children and their friends, so long as they behaved. Little appeared to have changed, yet I knew that if I rang familiar doorbells, unfamiliar faces would open the door.

  The cab turned onto Mayfair Crescent, a street that by itself contributed a large part of municipal real estate revenue, and pulled to a stop in front of a Victorian house that looked more like a movie set than a family residence. Few would have been surprised to see a large, misshapen creature shambling down the wide oak staircase into the forbidding front hall. A fireplace in the inglenook glowed with an electric fire, lumps of red glass lit from beneath. The face of the grandfather clock showed phases of a jolly, smiling moon, the only spot of cheer visible on the ground floor carpeted in deep reds and curtained in dark greens. Glints of silver and the occasional gleam of polished brass could not beat back the specific gravity of heavy furnishings suggesting a joyless opulence. The life lived in this house must be one of high seriousness unleavened by frivolity. I hoped I would not have to tarry.

  The front door had been opened by a housekeeper from Central Casting, black hair parted in the centre and tugged back into a bun above a severe black dress, possibly a uniform but more likely mourning for her late employer. Her angular features expressed disapproval, and when Bob bellowed downstairs that he’d be down as soon as he had taken a leak, the ends of her tightly compressed mouth turned down even further.

  When Bob finally came down the stairs, one hand grasping the bannister for support, I could see he had been drinking. Once a truly handsome man, after the fashion of a Thirties matinee idol, he had become mute testimony to the dispiriting truth that a dissipated life leads to a dissipated air. A crosshatching of tiny veins covered his cheeks, and he had acquired the soft, spongy look of someone whose body retains fluid. From past encounters I knew he would reach a certain level of inebriation and then level off, so that further drinking did not show. He ushered me into an oak panelled room dominated by an enormous rolltop desk which he had evidently been rummaging through.

  “Just sorting through the old man’s stuff,” he began as he poured us both a drink. The large silver tray, on which sat a bottle of scotch, Waterford tumblers and water jug, and a circa nineteen-thirties chrome ice bucket, had been polished to a soft satin sheen. Alfred Parkinson may have inhabited a time warp, but it had been well maintained.

  “Cheers, Bob. Are these the pistols?”

  On a marble topped table lay a mahogany case with brass fittings in which lay two pistols on a bed of faded blue velvet. I know nothing about firearms, but these weapons, with their curved, carved handles and long, gleaming barrels looked as though they truly might have belonged to General Gabler.

  “They certainly look like the real thing,” I continued. “I know they will be well taken care of. I will ask the stage manager to take them home after each performance, and the day after the play closes they will be returned to you. I promise.”

  “Not to worry. I don’t want them. Now that the old boy has kicked off I no longer need to rob banks.” Bob roared with laughter at his own joke. “And I’m glad to help out the library.” He flopped into an armchair with armrests carved in the likeness of heraldic lions. I sat more gently in the matching chair.

  “I’m pleased for you, Bob, and for June. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a dinner engagement.” I rose to leave.

  “Sit down, Geoffry;” he gestured me back into the chair. “I’m bored with going through the desk. The old man kept every goddamned grocery bill.”

  As I had feared, picking up the pistols was turning into an episode. I studied the painting of ruminating Highland cattle on the far wall and wondered how soon I could pry myself away. Bob lay back in his chair and smiled, half closing his eyes and running his tongue over already moist lips. “You’re looking good, Geoffry.”

  “It’s a trick of the light, that and polyfilla.”

  Bob gave a throaty chuckle. “You sell yourself short, kiddo. Would you like to go upstairs?”

  “Upstairs? Whenever for?”

  “Don’t be dense, Geoffry. I thought we might have a go, for old times’ sake.”

  I sat upright, mildly aghast. Bob was hitting on me. To be sure, we did have it on a few times, back in the Sixties, but everyone was getting it on in the Sixties. Whatever one may have done during that indecorous decade ought to be expunged from the record. Bob and I had enjoyed the most casual kind of sex; I stopped seeing him because a night with Bob meant a major hangover the next morning. For thirty years we hadn’t even alluded to our past escapades, and now he wanted me to go upstairs in this haunted house and recapture the rapture.

  Sensing my hesitation he rose to his feet. “Come on, Geoffry, it won’t hurt a bit.”

  Trying to keep it light I assumed a mock serious expression. “I’d love to but I can’t. I’ve taken a vow of chastity, to the Moon Goddess. I can’t have sex until the next full moon – and we are only in the first quarter.”

  Bob leaned over and put his pudgy hands on the arms of my chair. “Bullshit!” A blast of alcoholic breath enveloped me. “I don’t have anything nasty, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

  “But I do. I have chlamydia. I can never have children.”

  Bob laughed and exhaled more fumes. “Come off it, Chadwick. You’re behaving like goddamned Snow White.”

  “I never have sex on a day that ends in Y, and – and ‘My heart belongs to Daddy.’”

  “Sure it does.” He gave my leg what was meant to be a friendly squeeze just above the kneecap. The sudden pressure caused me to jump and spill my drink into my lap. “My, my, we are skittish, aren’t we. Here, let me get you another.”

  As he crossed to the silver tray I stood and mopped my trousers with a handkerchief. I remained standing, as I preferred to be a moving target. If having sex with Bob Parkinson was part of the deal for borrowing the pistols then Hedda Gabler would have to stab herself to death. He had two free hands, but I was encumbered with a full tumbler. Without ceremony – heavy drinkers are seldom subtle about sex – he placed his hand on what used to be called my private parts and gave a friendly squeeze. I suppose he meant to turn me on, but again he miscalculated and ground my balls together.

  “Jesus Christ!” I exclaimed with a mixture of rage and pain. “That will do. Kindly keep your hands to yourself!” Still trying not to spill my fresh drink I ducked behind the armchair. As I belong to the pre-drugs generation, I have known more than my share of drunks. Thwarted, they can turn mean. I would far rather have sex with the Creature from the Black Lagoon than with Bob Parkinson in his present state of disrepair, but he was not about to be put off.

  “You didn’t used to be so goddamned coy. And that was back in the days when you were a whole lot cuter than you are now.”

  I realized he had meant to offend me because he felt slighted by my refusal, but with age comes the ability to accept truth. Bob was right; I wasn’t very discriminating back then. If it stood still long enough I would gladly give it a bonk. And I certainly was cuter, an arch way of saying thirty years younger. I fought down the caustic reply I wanted to make, something to the effect that back then he didn’t look like the Michelin man. Instead I tried to temporize.

  “Look, Bob, I mean nothing personal. We have both changed. It would be a mistake to play the tape backwards. Let’s not spoil the good times we had by trying to turn back the clock; which reminds me, the grandfather clock in the front hall is still on daylight saving time. Now I really must go.”

  Bob glared at me with such intense dislike in his bloodshot eyes that for a moment I thought he might take a swing at me. Instead he lurched over to the makeshift bar, poured neat scotch into his tumbler, and took a large swallow. Then, as if he were on a videocassette played in slow motion, he paused and carefully put down his drink. His knees appeared to buckle as he sank slowly onto the oriental rug as if sinking into water. So easily did he slide down that he could not have hurt himself. I checked his breathing, slow, deep, regular, and turned his head slightly to ease the flow of air. Nothing to do but let him sleep it off. For a moment I thought of alerting the housekeeper, but she would probably want me to help get him upstairs to bed. There were limits to my goodness.

  Instead I picked up the case holding the pistols and let myself out the front door. Bob had not said I couldn’t take them, and if he wanted them back he would have to find them first. But that was tomorrow’s problem. Of the two drinks Bob had poured me one had gone into my lap and the other sat untasted on the table beside my armchair. The drink I had barely touched waited for me at Elinor’s, and I did not tarry in getting back to her house.
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  IF HEAVEN IS AN ETERNITY of cast parties after a successful opening night, then Hell must be a dress rehearsal that lasts forever. To be sure, I was spared the worst of the agony as I only had to watch from a seat in the back of the hall. Elinor had been sucked into the performance as if by a giant vacuum cleaner, her diligence and dedication appearing more like vices than virtues in her present situation. “Ask Elinor” had become the all-purpose panacea whenever problems arose, as they tended to do in clusters, like grapes. She also let drop that she understood the rudiments of stage makeup, a skill acquired during her earlier days as a parent. Naturally she had been pressed into service to make up everyone but Audrey, who was doing her own maquillage. The unfortunate Elinor had become the de facto stage manager, operating around the incompetent Lucille Beauchemin, one of those fluently bilingual people who has nothing original to say in either language.

  During an earlier rehearsal the unglamorous Lucille had demanded to know whether the director intended to bring Hedda Gabler into the twentieth century and make a statement about a woman imprisoned in society and trapped by men. Alan Howard looked faintly puzzled and explained that if he could persuade the actors to learn their lines and remember where they were supposed to stand, then that would be statement enough. In reply Lucille tossed her head, an incomplete gesture as she had no neck, and stomped off. From then on her interest in the production dwindled.

  During the first intermission Elinor sneaked out to confer with me. “How you find Audrey?” she asked.

  “It isn’t difficult. She seems to have staked out a claim on downstage center.”

  Elinor smothered a laugh. “Wicked creature, that’s not what I meant. What kind of performance is she giving?”

  “You tell me. You’ve been coming to rehearsals. I get the feeling she is in the wrong play. Her approach is far too declamatory. When she discovered Aunt Juliana’s bonnet on the chair you might have thought she was Hecuba surveying the ruins of Troy.”

  “Over and above the fact that you sound like Statler and Waldorf from The Muppet Show, I’m afraid you are right. The director has tried to convince Audrey she can let the character develop slowly before the audience. She doesn’t have to tell us everything at once. Alan has tried to get her to tone it down a bit; they’ve had some real dustups. At the moment they’re barely on speaking terms.”

  “One thing I will say for Audrey,” I observed, “she knows her lines. Here we are at the dress rehearsal, and three of the players are still carrying scripts, including Elsie who has one of the principal parts.”

  “I know. That’s the price you pay for dealing with true amateurs. Alan has suggested more than once that an audience paying fifty bucks a seat might legitimately expect a cast to be word perfect. He rounded on Elsie, but she dissolved into tears. I was astonished. Do adult women still cry when confronted by their shortcomings?”

  “Whoever accused Elsie of being adult? But since she is nearly Audrey’s age one can almost believe the two of them were at school together – the Gestapo Finishing School.”

  Elinor laughed out loud. “I must be off. Thanks for coming, Geoffry. Even a small audience makes a difference to the performers.” She gave me a broad wink. “I’ll do something really nice for you.”

  “You’ve already done that. This time I’d like you to bake me an apple pie.”

  “How about rhubarb, with no sugar? Catch you at the next intermission.”

  I watched Elinor hurry down the aisle and through the door into the backstage area. Even when working she wore a skirt, having grasped the essential truth that something happens to a woman’s backside after fifty that is not enhanced by trousers that cling. The curtain had remained open during intermission so that Alan, costumed as Judge Brack, could run through his instructions to cast and crew. I suppose one of the advantages to a play like Hedda Gabler is that the set does not change from act to act. Most of the furniture onstage had come from Audrey’s house, further shattering whatever faint illusion the partially prepared actors had managed to sustain. How many times have I sat on that sofa or in that high backed armchair, my highball resting on that small round table. When Elinor had asked Audrey whether she was apprehensive about lending her good living room furniture lest it be damaged, Audrey had airily replied that she would simply have it all refinished and reupholstered. To quote a well-worn adage: “Money cannot buy happiness,” but it can certainly cause a great many unhappiness-making problems to disappear.

  Central to the plot of the play is a porcelain stove, of the kind much favoured in nineteenth-century Europe. North America has always preferred cast-iron stoves, small and fat for heating, wide and capacious for cooking. There being no porcelain stoves outside museums and private collections, a cast-iron Quebec heater sat stage right balanced by the battered upright piano that ordinarily sat on the floor of Queen Mary Hall. The overall effect was eclectic and not unlike that of many Westmount drawing rooms, furnished as they are with a mixture of good family pieces supplemented by odds and ends picked up at auctions and garage sales, like living rooms in a city under siege.

  Frank Wilkinson came to sit beside me just before Act II began.

  “I thought Audrey looked pretty good in Act I,” I said, “thanks to you.”

  “A housecoat is easy to design,” he said. “The A-line hides a multitude of sins. The biggest problem was persuading Audrey to wear a wig. Hedda would never have worn her hair in an old-gold bubble, à la Loreli Lee. What poor old Audrey doesn’t realize is that when she’s onstage her hair looks like a wig and the wig looks like her own hair. And I’m not going to be the one to tell her.”

  The house lights had gone down, but there appeared to be some confusion behind the curtain, now drawn closed.

  “You’ll like the gown I designed for the next two acts,” Frank continued. “I stayed away from the bustle; Audrey’s got a big enough ass as it is. I put her into a short, ruched train; the effect is slimming. I also gave her wide cuffs on a fitted sleeve; they draw attention to her arms and away from her waist, not so slender as it once was, like mine, I’m afraid.”

  After much audible whispering and a number of muffled thumps from behind the curtains, they parted to reveal Audrey standing stage left near a pair of French doors opening into a void. According to the program, it is afternoon. One had to take the time of day on faith, as the harsh overhead lighting washed out any reference to chronological time.

  Frank was right. Audrey did look well, the long, layered skirt in bands of ochre and burnt sienna with its short train making her look both taller and more slender than did the fashions of today. She was going through the motions of loading one of the pistols, borrowed with blessings from Bob Parkinson, who had obviously forgotten our little contretemps when he awoke the next morning. A loud retort came from backstage, where a stagehand had fired a starter pistol on cue to simulate Hedda’s shooting at Judge Brack. It was difficult to follow the scene, not that I really minded, as Frank kept up a running commentary. Since I go to the theatre about as often as I go to church, I generally sit still and keep quiet, just as I had been trained as a child. Perhaps in both places I feel a bit like an interloper and fall back on silence as protective colouring. Frank belongs in the theatre and feels no need to pretend a false reverence.

  “I find it difficult to buy the story that Audrey-slash-Hedda and Elsie-slash-Thea went to school together,” he began, “unless they went to reform school. Good program, by the way.”

  “Glad you like it,” I said. “I cashed in some favours and leaned on a friend in the printing business, for the sake of the library, ça va sans dire. To my astonishment he brought them in on time, which makes them about the only aspect of this production, aside from the gowns, that is ready. Audrey thought there ought to be a synopsis of the play, in case parents brought their children.”

  “At fifty clams a seat? She’s dreaming in technicolour. Who would want to subject their children to Hedda Gabler, unless they’d done something way out of line, like robbing
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