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This novel’s story and characters are fictitious. Certain locations, literature, and figures from the psychological field are mentioned, but the characters that populate this story are wholly imaginary.
 
Let us at least hope they are.
Author's Note on Language
 
Please understand that I am a Canadian author and this work of fiction is written in Canadian English. The spelling of certain words may be different than your own, especially the use of the letter 'u' in words like colour, neighbour, flavour, humour, honour, behaviour, etc.
For Romeo
the weirdest psychologist I ever met, who tried to shape me into someone I'm not, nor ever will be
Basilisk: (bæz.ə.lɪsk) - also know as the Serpent King, is a mythical beast with lethal breath and gaze, whose nest can be located by the scorched earth surrounding it.
 
A basilisk can only be slain by seeing its reflection in a mirror
DISSatisfaction
 
Doctor Nigel Blason did not consider himself an unpleasant man, though he did have unpleasant thoughts at times.
The contempt he held for the majority of his patients was one of them.
That people off the beam predictably fit within finite patterns of dysfunction was only a curiosity to Nigel, despite the discomfort that dysfunction fostered in his patients. There were only twenty categories of disordered mental states with varying symptoms to widen the flavours of diagnoses in the psychological field. Each person who entered his therapy room was keyed like a badly tuned piano to play sour notes of their particular misery and despair. Though every person considered themselves unique, they each presented with a very small repertoire of mental afflictions.
His practice was a constant migration of the wealthy unsettled.
Despite collecting his fees, Nigel had grown weary of the sameness of the emotionally walking-wounded; the wanderers of battlefields blackened with scorched emotions and scattered with the bones of shattered dreams. These desperate broken people drifted aimlessly through their mid-life crises, plague-carriers of anxiety and depression, scarred by the marital chaos of too many years shackled to the wrong person.
All of these arrived to darken his doorway, repeating the same stories and patterns, and boring him half to death.
Most shuffled into his office like daily penitent refugees, kneeling for Freud's eucharist to wash away their torment, willingly pouring their money into his hands to purchase it retail. Each and every one of them seeking an instant cure from the mess they made of their lives, their illness bred by starving their minds and hearts as they sped through life, hoarding and consuming all they could lay hands on while neglecting their souls.
Only parents like Russel and Naomi who sat before him provided rare job satisfaction. Their's was an uncommon case; they had adopted a girl named Lenka from a Czechoslovakian orphanage three years before, folding her into their family as a third child. Lenka had proven to be a greater assault on their parenting skills than they anticipated.
Lenka resisted their good intentions as they tried to pull her into their orbit. She remained distant and avoided any form of affection or bonding. As Lenka experienced the first infusion of puberty hormones, she began to act out with yelling, defiance, and sometimes violent temper tantrums.
Nigel had met the girl once when the entire family arrived for an initial session. Russel and Naomi's natural children, Kevin and Maisie presented as bright and confident children while Lenka sat at the far end of the couch, brooding and silent, responding to questions with shakes of her head or grunts. After that first visit, Lenka refused to return.
"It's getting worse." Russel said, "Lenka threw a lamp at her bedroom wall this morning as Naomi was trying to get her ready for school."
"Did she throw it at you?" Nigel asked Naomi.
"No. At the wall." Naomi said.
"Thank god." Russel said, shaking his head.
"Other than the lamp, was anything else damaged?" Nigel asked.
"No." said Naomi.
"What difference does that make?" Russel asked, annoyance flashing bright in his eyes, "She could have hit the window. Shattered it. Scattered glass everywhere."
"But she didn't." Nigel said, "She threw it at the wall."
"Is that how we're measuring this now?" Russel asked, his voice taking on an alpha male's challenging growl, "The financial damage done to our home? Lenka scared Naomi. She scared Maisie and Kevin. When the lamp shattered I'm sure all of them were thinking 'Am I next?'" Russel took a breath, "It's no way to live. People should feel safe in their own home."
"I agree." Nigel said, "And I think that statement is the key to the struggle Lenka has faced her entire life. To exist somewhere safe."
"She is safe in our home." Naomi said, "We make sure all of us are safe."
"There's a difference between being safe and feeling safe." Nigel said, "Especially for a child who lacks a history of nurture and caring."
"I don't know what more we can do." Russel said, and Nigel watched him lean slightly away from Naomi and rest his right hand across his chin.
"Russel." Naomi said.
"There's disagreement between you about Lenka." Nigel stated the obvious.
"Russel wants to send her back." Naomi said, "I don't want to give up on her yet."
"Nor do I." Nigel said, stacking the vote against Russel.
"Then how do we get her in here to see you one-on-one?" Russel asked.
"We don't."
"Then what?"
"I want to work with you two and have you work with Lenka." Nigel said, "And to do that we have to dig into your toolbox for tools you've forgotten you still have."
"Tools?" Russel said, perking up at the word.
Nigel smiled. It was a cheap trick, but one that worked with men. Typically, men like tools. They like to learn to use them and fix problems with them.
"Nurturing tools." Nigel said and saw Naomi become interested.
"I don't understand." she said.
"When Kevin and Maisie were toddlers and became upset, or angry, or frustrated, how did they express that?" Nigel asked.
"Cried, screamed, pitched temper tantrums." Russel said.
"Throwing toys?" Nigel prodded.
"Yes." Russel flushed, getting the point.
"And why?"
"Because they couldn't tell us what was wrong." Naomi answered, already starting to see where this path was taking them.
"And how did you overcome that?"
Naomi looked at Russel and smiled, "We taught them the words. We taught them the words for what they were feeling and to describe what made them feel those things."
"Big feelings." Russel said, remembering, "We called them big feelings."
"And the first step in controlling an emotion is to identify it." Nigel said.
"Name it to tame it." Russel chuckled, "We read the book, Doctor Blason."
"Of course you did. And it worked." Nigel said, "It worked because you taught your children the words, then you listened to those words, and gave them a safe place to express themselves."
"Maisie." Naomi said, dabbing at a fresh tear, "She'd cuddle up on my lap and talk to me for hours to get her feelings out. She still does sometimes. Not on my lap, but snuggled up beside me on her bed."
"I can't emphasize how healthy that is for a child. To feel emotionally safe with someone who loves them." Nigel said.
"I want Lenka to do the same, but she won't."
"She can't."
"Why?"
"Because for her it isn't safe." Nigel said, "Now, before you respond, I want you to let Lenka's life story sink in on an emotional level. She was placed in a Czechoslovakian orphanage hours after she was born. She was raised in a ward with scores of other children, being fed, being washed, being schooled, and emotionally left to herself. She learned to survive as one of thousands of orphans in her country.
"Lenka never learned the words for what she was feeling. She never had a safe place to talk about her big feelings. She never had a lap to sit on, or arms to cuddle her, or ears to hear her, or a heart to love her."
"We can't go back and fix that." Russel said.
"Of course you can." Nigel said as though it was the most obvious assumption in the world, "That region of Lenka's brain never developed because it was never stimulated. We've learned that underdeveloped areas of the brain can be kickstarted at any age to resume that growth given the right stimulus. Doctor Perry at the Child Trauma Academy in Houston taught us that."
"But Lenka stiffens up when I even try to hug her." Naomi said.
"Are there any times when she doesn't?"
"When she's sick, or sometimes when she's sleepy as I tuck her in."
"That's perfect." Nigel said, "So the first tool you're going to use is gentle and brief hugs when she's amenable to them. When she doesn't feel well and at bedtime."
"And then?" Russel sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees.
"We need a co-conspirator." Nigel said, "You say Maisie sometimes still cuddles with you and tells you her troubles, but only in her bedroom."
"Yes." Naomi answered, "With the door closed."
"To help Lenka, do you think she'd be willing to do it in the family room in front of Lenka?"
"She might. Despite her outbursts, Maisie likes Lenka."
"You want to put Maisie on display to manipulate Lenka?" Russel asked with a large dollop of distaste.
"I want Lenka to learn that a safe place exists in your home if she uses her words. That you'll listen without judgement." Nigel answered Russel, "I want her to see what happens when Maisie uses her words and she'll be learning those words from her step sister. I want her to see that Maisie is listened to. That she is heard. And that she is loved and supported no matter how angry or frustrated or hurt she is." then to Naomi; "And I want you to take every opportunity to get Lenka used to brief, gentle touches."
Naomi was nodding, envisioning the scenario.
"And once you both see her responding to you interacting with Maisie, start inviting her to do the same. In private at first, though."
"Responding how?"
"You're parents who have spent years watching your children. You'll see it in Lenka's expression. A yearning to be close to share her feelings. And you'll teach her the words to name her feelings."
Russel and Naomi shared a look and the contract was made in that instant.
Nigel ended their session with some handouts on the true emotions that hide behind anger plus child development stages. He was optimistic that if Russel and Naomi followed the plan and used their tools, Lenka's wellbeing and behaviours would improve.
They were a rare couple for Nigel.
The couples who usually sought his counsel were comprised of one desperate and frightened spouse who relied on the other to provide them identity while the other sat stoic, edging away from their spouse's lost radiance, already checked-out emotionally and just going through the motions. This hardened breed persisted in pantomiming their role in the therapy room only to be able to say; 'Well, counselling didn't work'. And once having completed that time-wasting comedic dance they could file for the divorce they had wanted for years guilt free—
I tried, didn't I?
—leaving the person they once loved above all others smashed to shards on Nigel's office floor. Emotional litter left behind for Nigel to collect and paste back together as best he could. But the broken pieces of a person once shattered never came back together to form the person they once were. The reassembled pieces made something new, sometimes a bitter and hateful thing, jaded and forever guarded against ever trusting another person again.
He had seen so many of these passion plays performed so often over the years he wanted to scream; 'You chose wrong, just get a divorce and end this charade!'
The same applied to mid-life crises; people who had squandered their limited time on this earth only to awaken one day fifty some-odd years after receiving their gift of life, panicked and overwhelmed by the clock they suddenly heard ticking down the remaining precious moments of their time left outside of a Funerary Urn.
'Buy a motorcycle!' ... 'Tour Tuscany!' ... he wanted to tell them as he ushered them out the door to spur them on their journey through the remainder of their lives. They had won the cosmic lottery for god's sake; their thirteen billion years of non-existence was interrupted by a possible eighty years of opportunity, and what had they done with it?
Some days it was all he could do not to throw up his hands and go to work as a car salesman. At least he knew people there could be manipulated to part with their money through Motivational Interviewing to satisfy their suppressed hungers and buy something fast and red.
But the majority of his office hours overflowed with the unsettled and unexceptional wealthy who arrived in his therapy room with the self-diagnosis of depression because their money no longer made them happy, bemoaning the absence of energy to even get out of bed in the morning.
Without fail, when he asked their average level of anxiety, they admitted it was through the roof. He then performed his own oft-repeated script delivered with a well-acted gentle empathic tone; "Anxiety robs our lives of enjoyment which feels like depression but is really sadness and grief over lost pieces of ourselves. It is a sadness over things that once brought us joy being absent from our world, and our grief for the loss of who we once were."
He would then trot out patent assurances that their sadness and grief would vanish as they and he treated their anxiety through mindfulness, diaphragmatic breathing, and radical acceptance of the world and their place in it.
These were the lazy, unwell rich, willing to pay his high fees rather than invest time and effort to research their own symptoms and discover the therapies available in dozens of books at their local public library — if they could stoop so low to enter one. Nigel even sold some of those books in the reception area of his office at a ridiculous mark-up.
the costlier the item the greater its illusion of worth
 
One Of Them
 
His next patient was one of the lazy and unwell. Kelly S was in her mid-forties and Nigel could see remnants of the beauty she once possessed and relied on to secure her place among the upper income class. Age had begun to corrupt her once perfect form, time creasing the corners of her eyes, gravity sagging her jaw line, lack of moisture making her skin appearing dusty. Beauty had been her single asset to achieve her dreams of wealth and status and she was now watching it slip away every morning in the mirror.
 Kelly had arrived seeking a prescription for anti-depressants. 
After explaining that psychologists do not prescribe medication, only physicians and psychiatrists could do that, he told her that there were nine different types of depression and only one could be treated with selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, or SSRIs, a category of drug misnamed as 'anti-depressants'.
"Shouldn't I try them though?" Kelly asked, her inertia yearning for that instant cure with the snap of a finger, "Just in case?"
"How is your digestive system?"
"Pardon me?"
"Do you suffer from upset stomach, vomiting, chronic constipation, chronic diarrhoea, abdominal cramps, anything like that?"
"I get bad heartburn when I eat chilli."
"Stop eating chilli." he told her bluntly, "You don't suffer from chronic digestive problems which tells me you have enough available serotonin for your brain to function properly because the brain and the gut both use it."
"The gut?"
"Yes, the gut. We're all one large collective of interconnected systems, brain and body linked together with neural synapses carrying messages that travel through our bodies like optic cables."
"So why am I depressed?"
"Before we get to that, how would you rate your anxiety levels? From zero to ten. Ten being the worst." Nigel asked, looking at her stiff posture and clenched hands as she sat rigidly upright in her chair, and wondered if she would twang like a banjo string if he slapped her.
"Quite high most days, so maybe eight or nine? I don't like going out any more, not even to go shopping which I used to love." she said, "I only feel calm when I'm in bed and have nowhere to be."
"Panic attacks?"
"Yes. Often."
"Ever in bed when there's nowhere to be?"
"No. They only happen when I go out or I'm about to. They happen when I'm in a line at a store, or in a crowded elevator, sometimes when I drive across the Lions Gate bridge. They flood me and I feel like I'm going to jump out of my skin." she said, "I can't breathe and running away is all I can think about."
"What you're describing is anxiety, and anxiety robs us of the enjoyment of our lives, Kelly." Nigel repeated the same string of sentences he found himself repeating at least three times a day, "It causes us to stop doing the things we take joy in and their absence makes us sad. If we treat your anxiety, your feelings of depression will fade."
"Promise?"
Nigel sighed and broke the ethical code about providing false hope.
"I promise." he said.
good lord, it's like talking to a child
He then taught her how to breathe; slowly in through the nose (which cools the overactive limbic system), then out through the mouth (to exhaust the build-up of carbon dioxide in the lungs). Then taught her the Four Square Breath; each step done to a slow count of four; inhalation; hold full; exhalation; hold empty, and repeat until you calm—
the fuck
—down. Once she had it and had practiced it for a few repetitions he asked her how she felt.
"More relaxed." Kelly said and smiled, "Like I feel at home when I have no commitments."
"Good. When you're anxious your body tenses and you don't breathe properly, so carbon dioxide builds up in the lungs, and when that happens your body thinks it's dying. That's where the panic feelings come from." Nigel told her, "It's feelings of panic that make you think of running away."
"I had no idea."
"So practice your breathing every time you feel even slightly anxious and your panic attacks won't come back." Nigel said, "Now I'd like to try a little experiment if you're willing."
She was.
He had her sit upright in her chair, hands resting on her lap, eyes closed and practicing her newly mastered breathing technique.
"Now I'm going to ask you to concentrate on three different things, one at a time. When you are successful with each, just give me a thumbs-up." he told her, modulating his voice in timbre and tempo to elicit calm, "First, I want you to imagine that your focus is a diaphanous orb floating weightless in front of you. You have complete control over that ball of focus so long as you move it slowly and gently. Are you imagining it?"
Kelly lifted one thumb.
"Good. Now I want you to move your focus away from yourself until it occupies the space where my voice is coming from. I will keep speaking until you get there."
Another thumbs-up.
"That's excellent, Kelly." Nigel told her, knowing she was part of a breed that craves pats on the head, "Now I want you to move your focus to the glass wall behind me. Press it against the window and feel how solid and inflexible it is. Feel how it is cooled by the breeze outside."
Thumbs-up.
"Good. Now I want you to slowly pull your focus back to yourself and become aware of your hands in your lap. Feel their small weight resting on your thighs—
your pink thighs slowly being laced with varicose veins
—Feel how relaxed they are."
The final thumbs-up.
"Excellent. Now one more deep cleansing breath and open your eyes." Nigel said and watched her take three slow breaths instead of one. They always took three, hungry to maintain the calm they now felt. At last her eyes fluttered open and she smiled at him.
"How did that feel?"
"Amazing. I feel like I do just before I fall asleep. So relaxed and content."
"That's good, and you did well." Nigel praised her again, "You accomplished a very complex series of tasks. You focused on a sound, a solid object, and part of your own body all in different parts of the room, and you did it in under a minute."
"What does that mean?"
"It means you have a natural ability for mindful meditation." Nigel told her, "Have you heard of it?"
"No. My friend Erin does Transcendental Meditation. She says it helps her stay grounded."
"Mindfulness is the simplest and most effective form of meditation and you can practice it anywhere at any time and no one will even know you're doing it. The philosophy of mindfulness is simple; Be. Here. Now. Being aware of your surroundings and your body in the present moment. Mindful breathing is the key to open that door of awareness. Whenever you feel yourself drifting out of the present moment, go back to the four-square breath until you return."
Nigel then walked her through a number of simple mindfulness exercises and sent her off to book next week's appointment with Mrs Patel with a folder of handouts tucked under her arm and a recommendation of purchasing one of the books in his reception area.
Nigel secretly hoped she would actually read the book and become one of his single-appointment patients.
Kelly S was as interesting as a moldy dishcloth, and Nigel wondered if he could tolerate another fifteen years of this emotional rubbish. He already slogged through his days surrounded by a dullness of routine that numbed him from experiencing his own life in any meaningful way.
He was becoming one of them and he hated them for it.
PeerS
 
"What I find fascinating about this patient is her resolve to recover from her trauma despite all she has been through. Most teen girls would act out or sink into a deep depression, but she is determined to heal herself. Completing all her homework assignments and being able to articulate her internal processes." Kimberly wrapped up her segment of the thrice weekly peer debrief.
Dr Kimberly Chappell was the third most senior member of the Bellwether Group, a multi-practitioner office owned and headed by his old friend Dr Simon Bellwether. Dr Royce O'Broin was the youngest, and Dr Alison Fromm and Dr Abioye Sunday rounding out the centre of the pack with Simon topping the group in age and years of practice. Simon was Nigel's senior by a dozen years and had mentored him through school then invited him to join the Bellwether Group after his practicum.
"And how about you, Doctor Blason?" Alison asked him in her role as debrief chair for that Wednesday.
The group met at the close of office hours on;
Mondays — to unblock anything that may prevent them from being present for their patients.
Wednesdays — to share any particular patients they had that lingered in their thoughts.
Fridays — to cleanse themselves of any resonating issues that still clung from the week.
"Hmm?" Nigel turned to her. He hadn't been listening, phasing in and out of memory and daydream that had been part of him his entire life. He was once diagnosed with a subtype of 'Alice in Wonderland Syndrome' — a non-painful migraine. Like all migraines it was due to a disruption of blood flow to the somatosensory cortex and his version made him feel dull and withdrawn from his surroundings into a type of dissociative state where the world was muffled and distant, his skin at times going numb.
"Any stand-out patients on your case load?"
Nigel shook off the faint numbness enough to participate.
"Not really, just the usual flock of anxiety ridden, mid-life crises desperados, existentially blind and soon-to-be divorced malingerers." Nigel smiled. Simon chuckled, Royce smiled politely, Alison looked embarrassed, and Abioye — as usual — remained stone-faced.
"Are there underlying issues that cause you to refer to your patients with such contempt?" Kimberly asked with the hint of a cunning smile. She was sneaky that way, always masking her barbs with the tone and posture of the perpetual caregiver. She was a puzzle for Nigel; she was either probing for a weak spot to pounce on or engaging in some perverse form of flirting, to offer then deny. 
Nigel couldn't tell which.
"No issues, Kim." Nigel said, shortening her name because he knew it annoyed her, "Just a tired old man, aged by a monocultural landscape of anxiety and dissatisfaction."
"You're no older than I am, Nigel. So what is the real issue?"
"Exactly what I said. I yearn for variety and challenge. What I wouldn't give for one of Abioye's OCD patients."
"OCD is a complex disorder." Abioye said, "Challenging obsessions in patients is a delicate dance."
"Yet they come with a built-in energy, love to keep charts and lists, and they are never late for their sessions." Nigel sighed, "Oh, to be presented with sociopathy, or dissociative identity disorder. Something with meat on its bones."
"Didn't you mention a new patient you're seeing that has piqued your interest?" Simon asked
"Yes. Lawrence B." Nigel said, "Interesting young man. Intelligent, irreverent, full of energy and surprises. He claims he is only his true self at night, but I suspect that's a ruse to avoid a struggle with agoraphobia."
"When is his next appointment?" Kimberly asked.
"Tomorrow night."
"Tomorrow night? You're seeing him after office hours?"
"Yes. As I said, he claims to be most receptive and expressive at night. He became quite animated during his assessment session last week."
"Any safety concerns?" Royce asked, "Being alone with him in the office."
"None at all. Besides, Rodney is a panic button push away."
"It would take Rodney three to four minutes to come upstairs from the lobby." Kimberly said, "A lot can happen in four minutes."
god, woman, what is it you want from me?
"I may feel old and tired, but I'm still as spry as I was in my thirties." Nigel said, "I'm sure I could stave off an attack by a thin and pale twenty something for four minutes. Besides, I believe Lawrence is all bluster. His issues arise from within his family of origin and it's there we will concentrate his therapy."
"The 'designated patient'." Simon said.
"Yes, the family scapegoat." Nigel agreed, "I look forward to disentangling that ball of yarn."
"I hope he's everything you want him to be." Kimberly smiled.
 
Lauren
 
Nigel navigated his way through the glass and concrete office towers of Vancouver toward his home in his Range Rover Phev. The Rover was a vehicular affectation demonstrating to the world that owning a hybrid made him environmentally responsible but painted Firenze red metallic to allude to a wilder side of himself that had long grown dormant. It was an indulgence declaring boldly to the world his British roots despite his French surname. Both his parents hailed from the United Kingdom and he was proud of that heritage, keeping the hint of the Oxford accent his father sported that he'd adopted as a boy.
He was thankful that the Wednesday peer debrief kept him in Vancouver long enough to avoid the main crush of the rush hour commute with its road-ragers and incompetent fools who should be riding rapid transit instead of aggressively aiming a car haphazardly onto the causeway that sees three lanes become two. How hard is it to understand merging rules? Each lane alternating at the merge point, not half a kilometre back to disrupt traffic flow, nor forcing their way in at the last minute when it wasn't their turn. 
There were times violent fantasies bloomed in Nigel's mind, seeing himself ramming his Rover into the door of an aggressive driver's car repeatedly just to watch their overconfident and arrogant face being slammed to bruises and friction burns by deployed airbags as their car was crushed around them and shattered glass sprayed into their eyes like jagged diamonds.
it's a good thing I don't own a gun
Nigel was aware his sometimes violent fantasy life was toxic masculinity kept in check by his meek nature. He'd never even punched another person in his entire life, for god's sake.
But this commute was free of fantasy victims so he turned up Beethoven's 9th Choral and drove unmolested across the inlet.
It was drizzling as he crested the slow hump of the Lions Gate bridge over Burrard inlet. It disappointed him because he might have to take his evening walk along Dundarave beach under the portable canopy of an umbrella. Yet the pale brightness in the West gave him hope that the clouds would lighten enough by the time he'd finished his dinner so he could take his nightly walk unencumbered.
Leaving the bridge, Nigel took the loop that brought him to Marine drive, past Park Royal and to the beautiful treed Bellevue Avenue where he lived with his wife of twenty-one years.
Nigel eased the Rover under the canopy of trees that arched his driveway with visions of pirates rowing their longboat into a flooded secret cavern flickering across his mind like a silent movie. It made him chuckle. His thoughts at times wandered unashamed back to his twelve year old imagination. He took simple pleasure in the images it conjured for him.
He recalled playing pirates at the family cottage as a boy, running wild and free across the sand to the stony point down the shore where he could leave reality behind. He would dig holes at the base of the rocks until the wind-driven waves filled them, convinced that the point was just the sort of landmark to hide buried treasure.
It was during those years that his strange episodes began to trouble him and he would find himself sitting cold and shivering on the rocks alone, staring at the seething grey mass of Lake Ontario. Suddenly realizing that too much time had passed and that he would catch hell from his mother when he ran home late for dinner with his sister Cynthia chirping at him like mom's parrot.
Nigel tapped the remote clipped to his sun visor, making his garage door rise as he performed his three point turn the way he had for the past fifteen years, backing into his parking spot.
Nigel lowered the garage door and turned the Rover off to sit in the blessed silence for a moment and just breathe his own four-square breaths. He gathered this moment of peace, letting it cling to his body like a bee gathering pollen.
He could feel the dour atmosphere heavy in the house above him in those moments, and knew that as soon as he stepped inside it would descend to strangle that peace to extinction. His home was like a throbbing tooth dulled by clove oil yet remaining heavy and tight, infected by his wife's everlasting withdrawal from life. He tried to recall the first time he wished she would just die.
He yearned to bend time and distance and return to the cottage and play on the rocks even if he was alone. It was better than the gloom that awaited him upstairs.
Lauren today was not the vibrant woman he'd met in university.
In school she was the star amongst the sociology students in her year, always bringing a fresh perspective to her research. Her youth still vibrant and her sexual hunger at times insatiable and thrilling. She was playful then and embraced life like a matador.
Even during the early years of their marriage she was the brightest source of illumination at the parties they attended together. She traded academic anecdotes with the best of them, her laughter sharp and unbridled, outshining Nigel socially in every way. Yet Nigel was happy to linger in the boundless light of her, knowing she was his and his alone. He savoured the jealous looks he received from his peers.
yes, timid old Nigel had captured an angel of radiance
But over the years her light began to dim as she shied from their social life more and more. It started with excuses to avoid parties and gatherings, progressed to an avoidance of even taking walks with him, then sank her into a dull isolation. From basking in scholastic society she transitioned to spending most of her time at home writing solely to keep her finger in her profession, gathering her data from other published studies and churning out dry metadata papers on emerging social and political transformations in countries around the world. There was a time when she would have eagerly explored the world face-to-face, absorbing life directly from its source, but she had glacially withdrawn from it, transforming into the reclusive thing she now was.
These days she rarely left her bedroom, hadn't written anything in over two years, and was the proverbial ghost haunting their childless marriage.
Nigel slid out of his Rover and plugged it in to charge before heading through the door into the house itself. As he entered the kitchen and sat on the chair he kept beside the door to take off his shoes and put on his slippers, he called out;
"Lauren, I'm home." hoping as he always did to hear her once musical voice resurrect and greet him with any hint of enthusiasm, but only heard the tired murmur of his lost wife indicating she was already in bed.
"Would you like to have dinner with me?" he called upstairs as he doffed his jacket and unthreaded his tie.
no, of course not — her care-aide Tanda had seen to that before she departed for the day
"As you wish." Nigel said and sighed.
His was a solitary existence, shuffling around a house left hollow by the spectre of half-remembered passions in a marriage now as drab and grey as the skies that presently hung above the inlet.
Nigel made himself a dinner of ham and eggs and toast and ate alone at the kitchen island, gazing out at the darkened waters of Burrard inlet. By the time he had finished and washed his dishes, he was moderately pleased to see the waters had lost the blur of drizzling rain to be replaced with the soft, dancing reflections of the tall apartment buildings on the edge of English bay across the water. He would be able to take his walk umbrella-free after all.
Nigel enjoyed his walks along Dundarave beach, the sand alternatively troweled hard by the long lapping waves or softened by the scuttering feet of children playing wild. He fondly remembered again playing at the beach near the summer cottage, putting aside his piratical fantasies for his younger sister Megan when she was old enough to venture near the shore with a protective older sibling within arm's reach.
when she still lived
As he walked, he passed old familiar logs escaped from their booms to ground themselves on his beach, patinaed grey by salt water, imbedded deep in the sand at the high tide mark. And the new ones; richer in colour and still partially afloat as they straddled the inconstant edge between water and land. At times the tide left stories on the beach; shredded fishnets, floats that had travelled halfway around the globe bearing Japanese symbols on them, articles of clothing, and dead fish stripped to the bone by the ever-present gulls.
Nigel never understood the undeserved romance of gulls. They were, after all, no more delightful than a vulture; surviving on the misfortunes of others as they harvested flesh from the dead. Even their collective noun was the same; a colony of vultures, a colony of gulls. They were opportunistic carrion eaters who even lacked the scruples for survival of their own species, noisily feasting on the corpses of other gulls after watching them die, categorizing them as nothing more than available meat instead of fallen brethren. That was a gull's life, searching for meat and avoiding becoming meat itself. No wonder they screamed all day; their entire existence was a mindless drive to eat or be eaten.
The sand was always softer near the Dundarave pier, churned to fluff every day by the feet of children as parents watched them play from the pier above, shouting down commands to keep them away from the water or from dead things that washed ashore. Walking the last ten metres to the pier was always the most strenuous for Nigel, his trainers sinking into the loose and uneven sand making him work to maintain his balance. Walking in soft sand was like walking in loose snow, but the climb to the pier was the midway point of his nightly walk providing the physical exertion that greased his joints and marinated the tension out of his muscles and would help him sleep later that evening.
Nigel climbed to the pier and walked its length, past the closed concession to the broader platform over the water at the end. This night a father stood at the rail, his young daughter perched on his shoulders, her small hands resting lightly in his hair while he held her ankles to make her feel safe perched so high. She was a light, delicate thing, her long weightless blonde hair fluttering gently in the breeze, her pale and flawless face serene. Both father and daughter were gazing west at the sunset that shone through the clear gap between the grey clouds and the dark mass of the Salish Sea, staining both orange and crimson.
"It's a pretty sunset." the father said.
"The edge of falling light." the girl answered, her voice wispy and dreamy, her eyes distant and seeing more
 
	Accept that Lauren will never recover

	Become more social by always accepting invitations

	Get more exercise to lose the paunch

	Eat healthier for the same reason

	Perform daily mindfulness exercises on positivity

	Begin outlining the book


OPS/images/Basiliskepub.jpeg
ARRON D
MCCLELLAN

L

.





OPS/toc.xhtml
		Chapter 1






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





