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PART THREE


THE LAST HOMELY HOUSE AT THE EDGE OF THE WAR

CHAPTER SEVEN
My childhood--like everybody's childhood, I suppose--was filled with fear. I remember sitting on the cellar steps, watching my father work his lathe--I can still smell the hot metal and the burnt sawdust--my eyes turning to the dark passageway that led into the cellar beneath the main part of our apartment building. Our flat was in the back, accessible by exterior wooden stairs with chipped grey paint; the front of the building had granite steps on a tree-lined, cobblestone street that was shaded by ancient elms. You could feel a climate change as you rounded the street-corner and knew you had entered another world. I assumed that the lions on the building's front steps were a warning of lions in the basement, or perhaps even worse dangers in the dark. One day I went down to get some potatoes for my mother. Something drew me to the dark passage; I crept inside and it got darker and darker; the walls were cold and damp and there was a turn in the passageway, and suddenly something was coming toward me, scraping and shuffling in the darkness. I screamed and ran, and for years afterwards I needed a night-light.

At the end of the block lived an old woman who always dressed in black; her house was surrounded by weeds and bramble bushes, and all the windows were covered with newspapers. She would come out on the front stoop and shake a stick at the children when we came around to stomp on her dandelions. She had a beautiful olive-skinned daughter who ran a little store that sold candy and groceries; I remember seeing a can of Old Dutch Cleanser on the shelf and thinking it had a picture of the old lady herself on the label. In my dreams, they were witches who lived under a railroad trestle with a giant; I was out walking in the country and they kidnapped me and kept me as a servant, until one day they took me to the big supermarket on the next block, and I knocked over a bag of flour and escaped. When I got home my parents didn't believe me about the witches and the giant, so I went out looking for my captors again, but whether my intention was to capture them and prove their existence or to join them in anger, I don't know, because I woke up. 

Years later, I was sleeping at my grandmother's house, and she refused to leave a light on for me. I lay very still in the dark, not moving at all, so the lions and bears would think I was already dead, the covers tucked in tight so they wouldn't bite my toes. Then I began to listen, and I heard the crickets and frogs, and something diving into the pond out back, and cars going by on the highway, shushing me; the sound changed as they went under the nearby railroad bridge, and the glow of their headlights raced along the wall. Then a long slow freight went by, clattering and clanging, and I could hear the voices of workmen in the night, laughing and calling out to each other in the darkness. Suddenly I realized that this was the railroad bridge from my dream, and there were no giants or witches there, just familiar and reassuring sounds in the night. I was never afraid of the dark after that.

I was, however, afraid of school. The place was run by a stern woman who had a closet full of rulers and yardsticks in her office; I was assured by older students that these rulers were for beating children. The teachers were equally terrifying, as they had the power to make you stand up and reveal your stupidity. There was something called the arithmetical tables, which you had to memorize; no one else seemed to have a problem with this, but I did, so I made up a complicated system for getting the answers, in which each number had an image that went with it, and the images could be strung together in little stories that would end with the image corresponding to the desired answers. This worked well when the tests were written and I had time to think, but the process wasn't fast enough when I was called upon to stand and give the answer orally. Often I would be told to sit down before I got to the end of the story, and though my written scores were high, my marks were always low.

English was the same. Since I had learned everything I knew from books, reading alone in my sick-bed instead of talking with people, I could spell just about any word I came across, but I couldn't pronounce the syllables correctly and it appeared that I was guessing at the words, like the kids who couldn't read well. I was always getting lost too, because I would read on as the other children read aloud, and I would be a dozen pages ahead and couldn't find my place when called upon. The general consensus of opinion among the teachers was that little Jim Luck was an idiot, so I was sent to art school.

The Proctor Institute in Utica, New York, was supposed to be a very good school. On the first day, we were told to pick a colour of crayon, and I picked black with great enthusiasm, figuring I would sketch an outline in black first and fill in with other colours later. This was the way I always did it. But it turned out we were only allowed one colour, and the one we chose was supposed to reveal something about our inner psyches. The teachers were alerted by my passionate desire for black, and when I drew nothing but dragons and dinosaurs, and King Kong tearing hapless natives in two, they understood that I was a seething cauldron of anger and depression.

But the greatest source of fear in my life was the other children. In humans, as in eagle chicks, the stronger kills the weaker, or at least that's the instinct. Accordingly, the sports coaches made sure that anyone who was not interested in sports was made to feel unworthy and useless. "So," the coach said, "is there anybody here who doesn't know how to play baseball?" That was a joke, since everyone in the world knew how to play baseball, and the general laughter that ensued made certain that anyone who was the slightest bit unclear about the rules of the complex game would not dare to speak up. The comment was also tossed over his shoulder, so he wouldn't see the small knot of children, several inches shorter than the others, who glanced at each other in panic. After all, the lesson wasn't really about sportsmanship or good health or social co-operation, as they pretended; it was about male dominance and social hierarchy. The lesson took well, because every day smaller children like me would run a gauntlet of bullies all day long, harassed and beaten and robbed in the best American tradition, both domestic and international. 

***

When I was about ten and my brother was about three, we were kidnapped by a street-gang and held against our will in a garage around the corner from our house. My brother had gone there with the latch-key kid next door--it's hard to believe today that a three-year-old was wandering around with only a seven-year-old for company, but that sort of thing happened then--and I went to get him back, apparently. Much of the incident is a blur to this day. I am told that I talked the gang into letting my brother go if I took his place. I vaguely remember being put on trial for unspecified crimes and being found guilty, and having various tortures described to me. There was a wire they claimed was high tension and would be used for electrocution; I was pretty sure such a wire would not be exposed that way, as my father had told me about electricity. But I couldn't be entirely sure. There was a post I could be tied to and beaten with clubs; I had the impression they were just playing a cruel game, but I decided I had to pretend to believe them just in case. There was a kind of sewing machine mounted upside-down which they described as a torture machine; I was picked up and placed upon it, and though there was no pain I pretended there was. 

At this point the lookout at the door saw my mother coming and I lost my cool entirely, shouting for help and bursting into tears. Frightened perhaps that their game had gone so far, they let me go and I rushed out to find an enraged Scorpio mother coming up the drive, with my brother at her skirt and my sister in her arms. Many years later, hitchhiking across the American prairie, I found a statue that looked just like her, in the middle of nowhere, on the side of the road. She was called the Madonna of the Plains, and though the chamber of commerce would describe her expression as determined, it looked like repressed rage to me.

My father's reaction was to borrow money to buy land in the country and build a house on it, doing all the masonry, carpentry, plumbing, and electrical work himself, so he could get his family the hell out of the city. I remember going with him once after dinner, when I begged to accompany him--driving for miles into the countryside so he could work for a few hours in the light of a Coleman lantern, after having worked hard all day repairing heavy equipment--but I complained so much about the bone-chilling cold that he quit early and we came home again. In the middle of the project, he had to stick us all in the finished basement and set off to spend a year in Alaska so he could make enough money to complete it, working in month-long darkness, and in conditions so frigid that the equipment he serviced could not be switched off--otherwise the oil would freeze solid and the engine could not be started again until spring.
Upstate New Yorkers experience winters that would make a Canadian proud. The enclosed basement thrust up out of the snow like a surfacing submarine, and the stairwell, covered in black tarpaper, rose above it like a conning tower. Every morning I would climb the stairs and my mother would wash the window in the door with a warm washcloth, making a little porthole in the frost, through which I would peer to see if the school bus was coming over the top of the hill. My mother remained below, trapped in the cave with my young brother and infant sister--the air thick with the steam of the vaporiser that was keeping my ailing sister alive--while she cooked the vegetables she had grown and canned with her own hands the previous summer.

The bus would appear for only a moment, and then vanish behind the eight-foot wall of snow that lined the road. I had just enough time to slog through the waist-high drifts and the fragile icy crust and the rabbit-turds sinking slowly into their own little wells in the snow, and climb down the steps carved in the icy bank before the bus arrived. I would make my way to the back of the bus and sit by the exit-doors, opposite my friend Bob. The girls huddled in a giggling circle, pulling up their dresses and showing each other their panties and slips, and we pretended not to care.

My other friend Harry was always peeking, of course, and getting away with it because he was invisible. Sometimes he would tell George what he had seen and George, safe in my pocket, would pass on the information to me in whispers so low that no-one else could hear: "Charlene has white panties with blue flowers, and Cindy's all in pink today." I would lean back and gaze out the window to see my flying horse keeping pace with the bus a few yards off the side of the road. It would leap gracefully over every fence and house and parked vehicle in its way. From time to time throughout the school day, I would glance out the window to see the creature frolicking in the clouds, waiting to follow me home again.
***

Brandy and I were working the night shift in the Medical Records Department of Montreal's Jewish General Hospital. Basically, our job was to prepare the records for the next day's visits to the clinic, which were shelved by number on three floors of the hospital, accessible by an iron stairway that descended into the depths of the sub-basement. After this was done there wasn't much to do, so we would read in the lounge until quitting time. Sometimes a doctor or an intern would dash in from the ER looking for a chart, and we would find it for him. When my roommate Roger turned over the temporary job to me three years earlier, I was almost fired because my hair was so long, in the administration's eyes, as to constitute a health hazard. By the time I left, some of the doctors had longer hair than I did.

At midnight Brandy and I locked up and took the bus home. Our flat was on Saint-Urbain near Saint-Viateur, on the ground floor of a little duplex on a tree-lined block. The neighbourhood was mostly Italian and Greek and in front of every building, beneath the iron stairways to the upper floors, there were tiny vegetable gardens behind wrought-iron fences, or even miniature grape arbours.

"I wonder what Paul has for us today," Brandy said as we approached the house.

Paul, usually with Gail's help, liked to prepare a surprise for us as we returned. One time we found him dressed entirely in Gail's clothes; Gail was a strapping girl and the clothes almost fit him, but they still looked ridiculous on his lanky six-foot frame.

We pushed open the front door and walked down the hall, past our room and then past his. The door was open and we glanced in to see him in bed between Gail and her childhood friend Janie, the covers pulled up to their chins. We laughed, but they looked good--Paul's aquiline features and sandy mane framed by Gail's smouldering brunette beauty and Janie's ebony features. They fit him a lot better than Gail's bra and panties.

We were feeding Kissa-—that's pussycat in Swedish-—as they joined us in the kitchen, fully clothed. We sat at the long trestle table in the big room. The table was enormous, but it always seemed to be crowded, as our place was both a way station on the trip west for Maritimers--all of whom knew Brandy from the tiny Hippie community in Halifax--and a gathering place for Paul's high school friends. Actually, most of Paul's friends were only there to bask in Gail's dark beauty and flirtatious attention, reminding me of my own situation, living with Erica in New York.

"You must realize," I told him once, "that all your so-called friends are only waiting to console Gail at your funeral."

"I know," he said. "It's great, isn't it?"

We called this place The Last Homely House at the Edge of the Wild, stealing the phrase from The Hobbit, and there was indeed a certain Hobbit-hole air about it, with the little front door under the stairs, the long hallway between rows of bedrooms, the tiny living room lined with books at the end of the hall, and the huge monastery-like kitchen in the back. Everyone was welcome; we were water-brothers like the characters in Heinlein's Stranger in a Strange Land, and the rule was that everyone had to stay in the kitchen until the dishes were done, even if only to sit and talk to those who were washing and drying. The only exception, Brandy declared, was Paul, who could go and do his homework. We had numbered cards on the bathroom door, like in the butcher shop: take a number, wait your turn, and put the card in the back of the box when you're done. As a joke one time, I make a card that said “Lose One Turn” and tucked it in with the others; somehow, it was always Paul who took it, and he was sure I'd found some way to stack the deck. There was even a kind of crash-pad placement service in Montreal that had our number in their files, and sometimes they would call and ask if we could put up some wanderer for the night. Brandy and I were prepared to mother anyone, but Paul was an Aries and if someone showed disrespect for the house, he would throw the bastard out, sometimes physically.

Brandy and I were the innkeepers and resident psychological counsellors. We always presented a united front because we were nearly astral twins: Gemini with Scorpio rising and Moon in Cancer, both of us. Paul was fascinated and bewildered by our policy debates, each of us arguing one side of a question at first, and then switching sides for a while until we had examined every aspect of the proposal. He always knew what was right as soon as he acted on it. One day he arrived home with a pile of astrology books that he had ordered.

"Look," he said, "everybody talks about astrology. It’s about time somebody around here knows what the hell he's talking about." Paul lost interest quickly, of course, but as Brandy and I were unable to leave a book unread, we both become expert astrologers in no time.

The knowledge came in very handy, since every human contact began with an exchange of astrological information; we handed out rising signs the way Victorians handed out calling cards. The whole subculture ran on astrology and cannabis, and as an expert horoscopist I had power and influence equal to that of the dope-dealer, without the risk. When someone complained that he did not fit the profile of his sun-sign, I could provide an ascendant, moon-sign, or major satelliteum that described his character to a T-square, thus restoring his faith in the order of the universe and giving him an opening gambit for every conversation thereafter.

"I have something to ask you," Paul said. "A couple of guys at the shop are looking for a place to live for a while..."

Paul had a part-time job making leather belts for an organization that often provided make-work for indigents, and we had an empty room following a community crisis involving a gun. One of our residents had brought it into the house, and though it was unloaded we refused to have it under our roof. We made him put it in a paper bag and hide it in the lane out back, where the landlord kept his tractor and snowplough. As it was the height of summer, we expected the tractor would be there for months, but the next day both the tractor and the gun were gone. Probably our room-mate had snuck the gun back into the house after we went to bed, because he didn't seem terribly excited about the fact that it was missing, but the rest of us went into full paranoia mode, expecting the landlord to show up with the police. In the ensuing conflict, our guest moved out.

"What are they like, these guys?" we asked.

"They're Scorpios."

"What? Both of them?" we said, dubiously.

"Hey!" laughed Gail, who was herself a Scorpio.

"They're Marine deserters," Paul went on. "As a draft-dodger yourself, I figured you wouldn't mind helping them."

"You're telling me they deserted from the Marines?"

"Yes, and on the front lines too," Paul added. "They were court-martialled for that, which makes them fugitives from so-called military justice on top of it."

Brandy and I debated the issue, though its outcome was a foregone conclusion, as Paul knew well, and in the end we told him to bring them home, like puppies from the pound. By that time it was late and Gail had to go home, where she was still living with her parents, not having been kicked out of the patriarchal home like Paul, and she took Janie with her. Paul had school the next day, so he didn't sit up much longer with us.

"Nice arrangement," I told him, after the girls had gone.

He shook his head sadly. "It's not going to happen," he said. "I can't handle two women at once."

"Certainly not if one of them is Gail," I said, and he laughed.
***

The next day, Brandy and I arrived home to find Jerry Dey and Jack Frosst sitting around the pipe with Paul. Jack was the perfect Marine as far as I was concerned: about six and a half feet tall, erect carriage, chiselled and unsmiling features. If a guy like this had turned his back on the Marines, the Marines were in deep trouble. Jerry, on the other hand, was small and satyr-like, with piercing eyes and a little beard and quick, ferret-like movements.

It came as no surprise that Jerry had joined the Marines on impulse, and realized in Vietnam that he was in way over his head. By this time, order had completely broken down over there. Jerry and his friends were stoned all the time, and would call in fake Viet Cong sightings to see the light-show as the bombs went off in the jungle. Eventually he got so tired of burning huts and raped women and fragged officers that he just set down his gun and refused to pick it up again. He was sent to a notorious brig on Long Island, where the metal walls of the shelters were rolled down in the daytime to make it sweltering hot inside and rolled up at night so the prisoners would freeze in the cold wind off the Atlantic. His brother worked for the Atomic Energy Commission back in Washington State, and was constantly being harassed by the FBI, threatened with dismissal if he didn't convince Jerry to do as he was told. Since the whole family was full of Scorpios, they didn't exactly see eye to eye, so that little ploy didn't work very well.

Then, Jerry was transferred to a worse dungeon, where Jack became his cellmate. We never got the full story from Jack, but he had joined the Marines out of a genuine sense of patriotic duty and soon became so disillusioned with the moral decay in the forces that he turned against everything he believed in. This was much worse than Jerry's desertion, as far as the Marines were concerned. Jack was on a hunger strike and very weak, and he was forced to carry a steel door back and forth in the cellblock corridor, in an apparent attempt to kill him. The parallel with the passion of Christ was positively creepy.

Eventually they were court-martialled and sentenced to several years in a military prison that promised to make their previous quarters look like day camp. They were ordered to appear at the stockade on a certain date and, amazingly, let go. Instead, they appeared in Montreal. I still don't know why it was done this way, unless the Marines were hoping they would flee the country and keep their mouths shut--a kind of voluntary self-deportation. But I guess the U.S. government still wanted to keep tabs on them, because just after Jerry and Jack moved in, our phone was tapped.

Jerry spotted it first, and his face went white.

"What's wrong?"

"Listen." Jerry handed me the phone; I heard a kind of echo, as if I were talking to someone in a large room, but Jerry hadn't even dialled yet.

"It's tapped," he said, after we hung up. "My brother's phone sounded the same way."

All our visitors were cautioned after that not to say anything self-incriminating on the phone. All we needed was for somebody to make a dope-deal or something; Jerry and Jack would be deported from Canada as undesirable aliens and the Marines would be waiting for them with open arms. For that matter, something similar might happen to me, as I was not yet a Canadian citizen.

***

On Sunday, Angelique's musician husband had a gig out of town and I went to visit her. You must understand that I became involved with Angelique before Brandy, but since she was married, I saw no reason why Brandy couldn't move in with me. Brandy seemed okay with the arrangement; in fact, Angelique had a second prescription for birth-control pills that she gave to Brandy, and any erotic games that Angelique taught me I quickly showed to Brandy so I could indulge in them more than once a week. Brandy participated in such games with the same joyful innocence with which she participated in everything else in life, and it was very exciting.

Things had improved since Erica's time, when I had sex every day; I now had it twice a day. Brandy and I worked it out like this: a blowjob first when I was still sensitive enough to get the full enjoyment; this excited Brandy a great deal, and when I could do it again, we fucked like bunnies; as I was less sensitive by this time, the coupling lasted longer.

"There's a pair of Geminis for you," Paul said.

I believe Angelique found the domestic arrangement to her benefit as well. I was not about to abandon commune life to pressure her to get a divorce as some of her previous lovers had done, and as nothing was being kept secret from Brandy, trysts were easier to arrange on short notice when Angelique’s husband went out of town. I got along rather well with him, actually, though we were careful never to admit what was going on. He had his groupies when he was away and a hot wife at home who was working steady. He had started the infidelity round and I wasted no pity on him.

If you think I had energy to burn, think of Angelique. She was still up at three or four AM when Ivan came home from a gig, then woke at seven to work as a private secretary in a bank all day, where she had an older married lover, with the wealth and experience to provide the romantic trappings lacking in her other relationships. Obviously, she was not going to be taken out to fancy restaurants by Ivan or me.

"He wants me to leave Ivan and become his full-time mistress," she said, as we lounged in bed.

"You don't want to do that?"


"Ivan depends on me. I can't do that to him. We grew up together and I married him when I was eighteen. Anyway, it sounds too much like being somebody's property, and I don't want that. It seems like everybody wants to own me, except you."

When I came home from Angelique's place, I noticed a car parked down the street--dark, except for the glow of cigarettes that were quickly extinguished as I approached. Brandy came running to meet me at the door as usual; as I hugged her off her feet, I whispered, "Check out the car in front of the vineyard."

"It was there last night, too," she said.

We closed the door and joined the gang in the kitchen. Jack was reserved as usual, but Paul was looking on with pleasure as Jerry made a fool of himself for Gail's benefit; everyone loved to hear her sensuous laugh.

“So anyway,” Gail said, “we were still miles from Woodstock when the traffic stopped completely. People were getting out of their cars and walking down the road. So we did the same. It was like the end of the world: huge crowds of people walking past all these cars. I don't know how far I walked, but eventually I got to this sea of mud with tents poking up out of it, and people on Acid walking around talking to themselves.

“There was a sea of people, and way at the end I could just see the stage and hear the music. I tried to work my way closer, but I got lost among the people, and then I got scared and worked my way back. The concert had been going on for a couple days already and everyone looked like a zombie. 

“Finally it was getting dark and people were looking for a place to sleep. I crawled into the back of a truck and lay down with a bunch of strangers, and this guy starts feeling me up. I couldn't believe it. He's on me like an octopus and I'm trying to fend him off, and finally this other guy says, 'Leave her alone for Crissake. Can't you see she's exhausted?’ So he rolled over and left me alone. The next day, I managed to scrounge some breakfast and a ride home. I wouldn't wannna do it again, but at least I can say I was there. God, can you believe this guy? I was totally exhausted and dishevelled and covered in mud, and this guy wants to fuck me in a truck full of strangers.”

A silence fell over the assembly. Most of those in the room would have been quite willing to fuck Gail anywhere, even dishevelled and covered in mud. Or especially dishevelled and covered in mud.

"The FBI's outside," I said, to fill the silence.

"What?" Jack's face went red, as it did when emotions broke through the surface. "They can't do that without the RCMP present."

"Can't they? Well, maybe it's the Mounties then. But they've got cop written all over them."

"We should take their number," said Brandy. In Halifax, the police had bought a half-dozen unmarked cars to help battle the huge drug-threat created by the four hippies in town; unfortunately they were given consecutive license numbers and the poor undercover cops were the butt of practical jokes for weeks.

"Let's see these guys," said Paul, and leaped to his feet. We followed him out the door and across the street, where he rapped on the window of the car. For a moment the occupants weren't sure what to do, but they rolled down the window.

"We're ordering a pizza," Paul said. "Shall we send out a couple slices?"

Gail leaned on the window-frame like a hooker making a deal, letting her breasts caress the car. "We feel sorry for you guys," she said. "It must get lonely out here."

"Must be boring as hell too," I added. "Can we play the music louder for you?"

Brandy turned on her own charm, smiling as sweetly as a young mother. "If you need to use the bathroom, just knock on the door," she said. 

One of them cracked a smile, but at a glance from the other he stifled it. Without a word the driver started the engine and the car pulled away. 

"He must be the RCMP," Jerry said. "He smiled."

"Doesn't the FBI smile?" I asked.

"They have their facial muscles removed, so they won't crack up at the sight of J. Edgar Hoover in the hall."

We saw them every day after that, sometimes parked closer, sometimes farther away, sometimes in a different car. Brandy always waved and smiled, and sometimes she got a smile back—-it was hard to keep a straight face, as Brandy's open expression and girlish giggle always lit up the place--but most of the time they managed to keep a business-like demeanour. Jack and Jerry never acknowledged their presence; I guess I would have felt pretty threatened in their situation myself. But often I saw Paul and Gail chatting with one of the younger teams, Gail flirting outrageously and Paul beaming with proprietary self-assurance.

Eventually, Jack and Jerry moved out and we lost our police escort. Suddenly we felt less safe. Jack sort of disappeared into the vastness of Canada and I never heard from him again. Jerry had a series of disastrous relationships, each one with a woman totally unlike all the others and totally wrong for him, until he met an exotic dancer trying to raise a child on her own, and they hit it off. They were married at the Unitarian church in downtown Montreal, with Brandy and myself in attendance.

Jerry tried to avoid travelling to the U.S. on business, but he couldn't do that forever. It was in the early Seventies that he flew to Boston, thinking he was in the clear by now, and got off the plane to find the Marines waiting for him. They shaved his head and threw him in the brig and made a Marine of him until they could write up a dishonourable discharge to clear their records. His wife was frantic all the while, calling embassies and giving interviews on television to make sure that anything that happened to him was in the full glare of publicity. Finally, after a month or two, he was escorted to a plane and sent back to Montreal.
***

The military is not like the rest of the power structure. Unlike church and government and big business, it has a practical reason for existence in addition to supporting the official fantasies of the fantasy class; it has to do more than make speeches and control public opinion because it must occasionally go out and shoot people--a reality-class business, for sure. Thus, it can only function by turning the greatest national icons--patriotism, religion, and the family--on their head. To defend democracy and the rights of the individual, it expects young men to give up both their individuality and their rights. To defend the ideals of Christian brotherhood and compassion, it does its best to turn decent and God-fearing people into mindless killing machines. To defend motherhood and the family, it forces parents to send their children off to face death and disfigurement, smiling proudly through the tears, and then behave with decorum at the funeral, keeping their doubts and questions to themselves.

The military funeral is the nation-state's dramatic masterpiece: officers saluting flag-draped caskets, politicians laying wreaths and making speeches, the national anthem played by a military band, and "Taps" sounded by a lone bugler. There may even be 21-gun salutes and jet fighters screaming overhead like deranged Valkyries.

There are two important messages in all of this. The first message—-for the dead soldier's comrades—-was never put better than by Horace: "Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori." But to expect someone to believe that it's sweet and fitting to die for his country would seem to be asking a great deal, after he's spent an afternoon looking for enough pieces of his best friend to send home in a body-bag. The second message—-for the boy's parents and loved ones—-is that their son gave up his life willingly, so they needn't trouble themselves with the thought that the government snatched him away from his aged parents and his new young bride, systematically destroyed his budding individuality with forced labour and petty humiliation, and then shipped him off to bleed to death in a swamp on the other side of the world, just to maintain its own power and privileges and for some small advantage in world trade.

Organized states and organized warfare were invented simultaneously, back in the early Bronze Age, and their relationship has been symbiotic ever since. The government might claim that it's there to serve the people, but we all know who gets priority when a corrupt and bankrupt junta has to choose between feeding the populace and paying the army. The military might claim that it's there to defend the people, but it knows that its bullets and rations are supplied by the government, not by the people, and accordingly shows its gratitude by keeping the half-starved citizens from storming the presidential palace.

It was this kind of situation, in fact, that first led to the adoption of the red flag as a symbol of revolution. Originally a signal of martial law, it was hoisted by the French government on several occasions after the fall of the Bastille—-notably on 17 July 1791, when soldiers fired on a mob of revolutionaries, killing hundreds. The outraged population subsequently rallied around a red flag of its own, declaring that when a government opposes the people (who constitute the actual sovereign power), it's the government that is in revolt and the people are justified in declaring martial law against it.
Since military culture has its own hierarchy, its own code of behaviour, and its own version of justice, it's not surprising that it would have its own peculiar stable tripod of official fantasies on which to rest. These are the Defence Myth, the Excalibur Effect, and the Goldstein Syndrome.


THE DEFENCE MYTH

The word "defence" is such a matter-of-fact part of our vocabulary that its diffusion must be one of the great propaganda success stories of all time. Everyone is into defence: countries appoint Secretaries or Ministers of Defence to run their Defence Department and administer the Defence Budget; they give names like the Panama Defence Force to their armies, set up units like the North American Air Defence Command, and undertake projects like the Strategic Defence Initiative. The Japanese even use the term “self-defence forces” lest someone get the idea they might be militaristic enough to defend someone else.

The problem with the term "defence" is that it's basically dishonest. It's a military axiom that defensive action is negative--in other words, that it can't achieve decisive results against the enemy, in the same way that a hockey game can't be won without putting the puck in the other guys’ net. Privates learn this in day one of tactics class: they know that you don't win wars by standing in place and letting the enemy bash his head in frustration against the walls of your citadel. Depending on the fashion of the times, you win wars by punching, kicking, clubbing, stabbing, spearing, shooting, shelling, bayoneting, gassing, strafing, bombing, napalming, irradiating, infecting or vaporizing enough enemy soldiers and civilians to make whoever is in charge see the light of day and agree to your terms of surrender.

It may be objected that the military actually defends us by preventing wars, that it keeps us safe by being strong enough to deter attack from our enemies, just as the citizen is safe in his home because the criminals are so afraid of the police. But the impression I get from history is that, by and large, military power seems to cause a lot more wars than it prevents. Given the awesome size and strength of the American military machine, you would hardly have expected the U.S. to go to war against North Vietnam, a country so distant and weak as to pose not the slightest threat. They went to war anyway, and paid the price: the conflict ultimately involved as many as half a million U.S. troops at one time, lasted longer than the Second World War, tore American society apart for a generation, and actually ended in victory for the North Vietnamese. Would the U.S. have gotten anywhere near the place if it had not had so much military power as to consider itself the policeman of the world? I doubt it.

Besides, the idea that the military can protect the civilian population is nonsense in a world in which civilians are the primary targets. You don't win wars by fighting the enemy's army anymore; you do it by destroying the enemy's cities, factories, and populace. The only thing that might help protect the people back home is civil defence--or at least it helped during the Second World War's conventional bombing raids: radar stations would detect incoming planes, and air-raid sirens would send people scurrying into underground shelters to escape the worst of the danger. Civil defence couldn't prevent damage to buildings, but it was pretty effective in saving British lives during much of the war.

Then came Hiroshima. And the H-bomb. And ICBMs.

The American government responded enthusiastically to the challenge. It set up an electronic air-raid siren, the Emergency Broadcasting System, which would be used in case of nuclear attack to send the urban population into panic-stricken flight toward the countryside, and the rural population into panic-stricken flight toward the cities. It built fallout shelters in post offices so that citizens not immediately vaporized by the blast could find refuge there until radiation levels were low enough for them to come back out and die of starvation. It even enlisted Burt the Turtle to teach children to Duck and Cover under their school desks. (Ironically, American school-children are still ducking and covering, but now it’s to avoid bullets instead of Russian missiles.)

As a kid growing up in Connecticut, I had to join in civil defence drills, in which we filed out of the classrooms and lined up in the hallways. Being a cynical bastard, even then, I pointed out that Sikorsky had a helicopter plant just a few miles away in one direction, and Pratt and Whitney a jet-engine plant a few miles away in the other, and somehow I didn't think a row of lockers would protect me from nuclear annihilation.

Today, the concept of civil defence has been pretty much abandoned, but you can still find a few surrealistic shreds lying around, if you look hard enough: authors doing research for the nuclear-terrorism novel The Fifth Horseman, for example, discovered the existence of an emergency plan to evacuate the population of New York City—-in alphabetical order. (I'm not sure; was Abe Beame the mayor at the time?) And, of course, the U.S. government still operates a top-secret super-bunker at a place called Mount Weather, Virginia, about fifty miles west of the White House. It's reserved, naturally, for the President of the United States and his most senior officials, to assure "continuity of government" in case of nuclear holocaust. It's nice to know that even if the country gets blown off the map, the fantasy class will survive unscathed to start all over again.


THE EXCALIBUR EFFECT

The search for a magical ultimate weapon that will defend the realm against all its enemies goes back at least to Homer, who sheathed Achilles in mighty arms forged by the god Hephaestus himself. Later, we find the Lady of the Lake of Avalon bestowing upon King Arthur the legendary blade Excalibur, and Charlemagne's knight Roland carving his way through a horde of Saracen infidels with his indestructible, relic-blessed sword Durendal.

Today, it's science and technology rather than the gods that provide our warriors with military hardware, but the Excalibur Effect continues to seduce us. Super-weapons still possess mythical names like Trident and Aegis, even though these words now refer to submarine-launched missiles and naval air-defence systems rather than the Sceptre of Poseidon and the Shield of Athena. They have magical powers that rival those of their legendary predecessors: cruise missiles can fly hundreds of miles to strike a predetermined building; tanks can destroy moving enemy vehicles miles away in pitch darkness; laser-guided bombs can hit targets to an accuracy of a few feet. The poetically named Tacit Rainbow missile was designed to circle in enemy airspace like a hawk, all by itself, waiting to dive against any hostile radar station that might suddenly become active. Some super-weapons even allow pilots to relive the days of Perseus and Bellerophon, when men could fly only by divine intervention: the X-29 aircraft, for example, is so unstable that a pilot has to be assisted by an on-board computer (capable of adjusting the pitch-control surfaces of the wings 40 times per second) to keep it airborne; in the hands of a mere human, it would instantly spin out of control and crash.

 The price tag of these fantasy-class weapons has become more legendary than the weapons themselves. Based on 1989 estimates of the final unit cost of the B-2 Stealth bomber, for example, Time magazine calculated that each 70-ton aircraft (the equivalent of 2 million troy ounces) would literally exceed the price of its own weight in gold. Weapons, in fact, are rapidly becoming too valuable to use in battle.

This is not new: consider what happened during World War One to the first great super-weapon of the Twentieth Century: the dreadnought battleship. Starting with the launch of the H.M.S. Dreadnought in 1906, Great Britain and Germany became locked in a naval arms race that, slogan for slogan, could have stood up to the most rabid hysteria of the Cold War. When war broke out at last, the two sides scarcely allowed their fabulously expensive battleship fleets to venture from port, for fear of risking in combat the huge investments they represented. It had literally become more important for a dreadnought to stay afloat and intact than for it to sink an enemy battleship. 

The Stealth bomber, which was first rolled out in 1988, had spent years taking shape in the shadowy world of ultra-classified "black" programs. It wasn't until June 1990 that declassified U.S. Air Force documents reluctantly admitted that certain types of radar did "have a useful detection capability" against the B-2. American taxpayers had to wait until September 1991 before the Air Force would publicly acknowledge that it had discovered a serious defect in the plane's radar defences, and that a solution would have to be found. By late January of 1992, the B-2 no longer even had a Soviet Union to attack: one critic summed up the debacle by pointing out that the U.S. government would be crazy to spend billions of dollars that it could not afford on a Stealth bomber that wasn't stealthy in order to blow up its good friend Boris Yeltsin. It was a perfect fantasy-class project--expensive, unworkable, and unnecessary. Now, of course, everyone is buying radar specifically designed to detect the damn thing. Ironically, this super radar can detect just about everything else better, too, so the Stealth Bomber has actually been a great boon to America's enemies.

You see, the fundamental problem with the whole Excalibur Effect is that, like the Defence Myth, it violates a military axiom: any advantage conferred by a new weapon is sooner or later eroded because no nation can ever allow its enemy to possess a weapon that can't be defeated. The trenches and machine guns of the First World War led to the invention of the tank. The tank led to the invention of the anti-tank rifle. Designers responded by giving tanks thicker, more sloped armour. That, in turn, was countered by the anti-tank rocket and the shaped-charge warhead, which were eventually defeated by spaced and laminated armours. Eventually, tanks were protected by layers of explosive reactive armour (which detonates missile warheads before they can strike the main armour), and anti-tank missiles were tipped by explosive probes (which detonate the reactive armour before the main warhead reaches it). In Looking-Glass Land, Alice discovered that it took all the running she could do just to stay in the same place.

But, of course, the fact that these weapons are too expensive to be used and don't actually work isn't considered a drawback by the fantasy class: they weren't really intended to be used in battle in the first place. Their real purpose is to provide defence contracts. Excuse me, but the whole defence-contract syndrome sounds a little familiar: government officials are bribed to authorize contracts to build weapons at padded cost that turn out to be not only worthless but oftentimes dangerous to the soldiers using them, and military personnel fake the test results to hide the fact. During the Civil War, didn't they call this profiteering? Didn't they, in fact, hang a few people for this?


THE GOLDSTEIN SYNDROME

A lot of people were puzzled by the First Gulf War. Three of the world's greatest powers--the United States, Britain, and France--team up to launch a World War Three offensive against a middle power's World War One defences, and despite winning the most lopsided victory since Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, allow the defeated dictator to live and keep much of the weaponry those three powers sold him in the first place. In other words, they set Saddam Hussein in place, knocked him down, and picked him up again. And, oh yes, then they knocked him down once more. This is not puzzling at all; it's part of the Goldstein Syndrome.

Goldstein, you remember, was the enemy in Orwell's 1984--the man whose picture appeared and caused everyone to scream invective in massive public assemblies. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the military of the Western powers went into panic. Suddenly, all the superpowers were on the same side. Who would be the enemy now? Who could threaten them sufficiently to whip up a patriotic frenzy in the populace and keep those weapons-contract dollars flowing? They needn't have worried: the Goldstein Syndrome works just as well with the little guys like Khaddafi and Saddam and Milosovic as it did with the big guys like the Soviet Union and China.

Saddam is the perfect example: Britain created Iraq in the first place to control overland routes to India; the various ethnic and religious groups jammed into this artificial nation required a strong leader to control them; Saddam's Baath party was the American choice and when the Iraqis threw it out the CIA put it back in power again; Saddam used the poison-gas the West sold him to wipe out his domestic enemies as well as the Iranians he was supposed to kill; he was provided with secret satellite information to defend himself from the Iranians Ronald Reagan was arming; after he invaded Kuwait just to keep his army too busy to think of revolt, he was not removed from power because everyone wanted the stability he provided; the U.S. promised help to those who would overthrow him and then did nothing to prevent their slaughter; after years of sanctions that hurt the Iraqi people instead of Saddam, he finally got rid of the weapons the West had sold him, but the U.S. invaded anyway on the grounds that he was supporting terrorists, might get his hands on nuclear technology, and he was an evil monster; actually, Iraq was the only country in the area where the terrorists from our ally Saudi Arabia were unwelcome, everybody but Iraq already had nuclear technology sold to them by our ally Pakistan, and the monster was one we had literally created ourselves. When he was finally taken out, the U.S. was puzzled and heart-broken by widespread Iraqi ingratitude.

The Defence Myth, the Excalibur Effect, and the Goldstein Syndrome can be summarized as follows: our cause is just, our weapons are invincible, and our enemy is Satan. This sells very well in the Middle East, where state and religion and charismatic leader are so often one. But everywhere, the world over, religion, the ruling class, and the military support each other very nicely, and have done so for thousands of years.

***

The phone rang and Paul answered. "It's the Crash Centre," he told us. "They've got a couple of waifs they want us to take in for the night."

"Sure," Brandy and I said, almost in unison. "Send them over."

Paul hung up and sat down. Gail passed him the pipe. "They're a little strange," he said.

"What do you mean strange?"

"I don't know. He just said they were a little strange."

"Well," Gail laughed, "they'll fit right in, won't they?"

Later, the doorbell rang and we opened the door to find a pair of Hobbits. Brandy and I glanced at each other and there was no need to say it. They were short and stocky, with flaming red hair and matching Kewpie-doll faces. We introduced ourselves and offered them food, which they refused, and they sat down on the sofa. Side by side, they looked even more identical. The rest of us sat on the floor facing them.

"Are you brother and sister?" Brandy asked.

"No."

"Really? Cousins?"

"No, we're not related at all."

This is amazing, I thought. How did these two find each other in the world? They even made the same movements at the same time, looking at each other as if they were exchanging thoughts.

"What sign are you?" I asked, beating Brandy to it by a second or two.

"I don't know," the boy said. "We don't believe in that stuff."

"Why do you ask?" the girl wanted to know.

"It's just that we're both Geminis, and Geminis tend to twin. You're so much alike, we thought you might be Geminis too."

There was a moment of awkward silence. "Is this a cult or something?"

We all looked at each other in surprise. "No," Paul said. "It's not a cult. We're just roommates. We call it a commune sometimes, but..."

"It's the Last Homely House at the Edge of the Wild," I said. "We take in stragglers from the Shire."

Blank stares.

"You know—-from Tolkien?"

"Are you sure this isn't a cult?"

Gail laughed. "How can you look so much like Hobbits and not know Tolkien?" Kissa walked into the room. Usually she would hop up on the sofa to see if the strangers liked cats, but this time she turned and walked away after a glance. Jesus, I thought, even the cat finds them weird.

The boy seemed to be angry. "Look, are we expected to be your friends or something?"

We looked at each other again. "Well, why not?" Brandy said.

"We only want a place to sleep. We told them we don't want any cults."

"Well, if you're tired, there's a spare room. You can go to sleep right now, if you want. We're just trying to get to know you."

The boy looked at the girl. "Do you want to go?"

"Yes."

They got up simultaneously and headed for the door.

"You don't have to go," Brandy said, with concern. "Where are you going? Back to the Centre?"

"We're not answering any more questions," the boy snapped, and they vanished into the night.

We sat there, stunned. And then we talked about them for hours, wondering if they'd just escaped from a cult somewhere, and whether they were lying about not being brother and sister.

"Maybe they're incestuous siblings run away from home," I said. "The whole world's against them. That's why they're angry."

"Maybe they're clones," Paul said. "Maybe they're aliens."

After a little more weed, we began to wonder if we hadn't just imagined the whole thing--except that the Crash Centre called up and demanded to know if we were a cult.

"Jesus Christ," Paul said. "We're not a cult. You've been here and seen the place. A lot of people have stayed here. Has anyone else complained? We're doing a favour for you because we have the room. If you don't want to send anybody else, then don't." And he hung up.

That night, Brandy and I tried something new. "Just stroke like this," I said. "Slowly. Up and down."

I was leaning back, propped up on pillows, with my legs spread. Brandy was kneeling on the bed, wearing the little silk thing I had bought her. "No one ever bought me sexy underwear before," she said at the time, with a beautiful smile, and couldn't wait to get home and try it on; I didn't mention that Angelique had a closet full of such things. Her long dark hair cascaded over her breasts, and every once in a while she smiled shyly up at me from behind her hair. She looked like a harem-slave, and she was good with her hands, getting the hang of the necessary rhythm right away. When I came, she was amazed, laughing and giggling like a schoolgirl.

"I had no idea it would shoot that far," she laughed.

"You've never seen that before?"

"Well, it's always happened inside me, one way or another, out of sight."

Unbidden, she added the final icing on the erotic cake by licking her fingers. In no time at all, it seemed, I was ready for her turn—-doggie-style this time, kneeling on the floor.

Later, as we lay smoking, I said, "Do you think if we hang out together long enough, we'll start to look like each other?"

"Look at us now. We're in exactly the same position."

I looked down. We were sitting up the same way, the same leg thrust out, the same knee raised, with the ashtray between us. We reached out and flicked our cigarettes at the same time.

***

The next time I went to visit Angelique, she said:

"We have to end it."

My heart sank. "Has Ivan found out?"

"No. I'm in love with someone else."

I sat in her kitchen, listening to the blood rushing in my ears and feeling as if I was about to faint. It seemed a childhood love of hers had turned up. She was tired of shallow relationships, which I guessed included ours, since we had two separate lives and only came together for good sex. Her new boyfriend had just dropped her off after a motorcycle ride in the country. Her hair was windblown and her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled in a way I'd never seen before. She seemed like a totally different person, as if this new relationship had actually changed her physically. That was when I realized I was in love with her.

With typical honesty, Brandy said she sympathized, but wasn't exactly devastated by the news. Life at the Last Homely House went on. Some time later, after I stayed up too late flirting with Gail, and Brandy went to bed without me, I turned in to find something under the covers. I switched on the light to discover that Brandy had dumped the contents of the ashtray on my side of the bed. I cleaned it up in silence and went to sleep.

"I thought you were going to kill me," Brandy said the next day. "I was practically shaking, I was so scared."

"No," I said. "Actually, it made me smile."

Not long afterwards, the landlord arrived to say that he'd sold the building, and that the new owner wanted to move his mother into our ground-floor apartment, so he was legally allowed to evict us. The Last Homely House broke up. Paul and Gail rented a place in Old Montreal: a big Victorian townhouse with exquisite woodwork that some idiot hippies had painted in psychedelic colours. They got a good deal on the place if they stripped and sanded and returned it to normal.

Brandy and I broke up with the House. The cruel fact was: Brandy was not enough for me without Angelique. If Brandy was hurt by this, she didn’t show it.

"Brandy's a lovely girl," Gail said, "but not for you." I found this statement irritating in the extreme.

Brandy moved in with Jerry and his wife for a while, and then headed for the West Coast, which is what she had been doing when she arrived in Montreal three years earlier. For a while, however, she was still working with me at the hospital every night, so I escorted her home at midnight and then went home myself. There were times I was tempted to stay, and I'm sure there were times she was tempted to go home with me, but we both knew better than that. Brandy and I, in fact, always knew the same thing at the same time. "I have many dear brothers," she often said, "but only one twin." 

I sat alone in the Last Homely House, listening to “Nights in White Satin” by The Moody Blues and “Déjà vu” by Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, and smoking some hash I’d found. People have always warned me not to smoke or drink by myself, but I've always enjoyed being alone with my thoughts in altered consciousness. When I’m with others, it's always their conversation, and I can only listen to my own voice when no one else is there. In fact, it seemed to me that the best moments of my life had always taken place when I was alone—-hitch-hiking across the continent, sleeping on the floor of each new apartment in each new city, wandering in the woods as a child...

Kissa hopped up on my shoulders and purred.

"Well, it's down to you and me, Kid," I said. "We'd better start looking for an apartment."

"Don't worry, Boss," she told me with a bonk of her head. "We'll be okay. Do we have any ice cream?"

CHAPTER EIGHT
I wasn't in Montreal very long before I ran out of money. For a while I lived on a bag of rice I had bought in one of my first forays into a supermarket. I would pile three scoops of rice on my plate, put some butter on one pile to make it yellow, sprinkle some curry powder on another to make it orange, and leave the third one white, just for variety. It was obvious that I needed help.

I went down to Gandhi House, the war-resister's commune which served as an underground railway station for immigrant draft-dodgers, and found Roger, who had a job and could pay half the rent. He was a Gemini, like me, or not like me at all, really: he was a Quaker, and quiet and thoughtful, and a bit innocent. In fact, I went to the Friends' meeting-house with him once or twice and found them all lovely people. I still say Quakers are the only real Christians in the world. They're consistently ahead of their time in their social conscience, possess a live-and-let-live attitude rivalled only by the Buddhists, and so thoroughly put their money where their mouth is regarding good works that they put the rest of Christianity to shame. When the other sects were justifying slavery, the Quakers were defying the law by sheltering runaways, they maintained a pacifist attitude even during the World Wars, and now they’re actually beginning to perform same-sex marriages, on the grounds that a commitment to love and cherish another human being is good in God's eyes regardless of the sex of that person.

Roger moved in and began telling me his story. Even though he was a registered Quaker and a descendant of Quakers, his application for a pacifist deferment was rejected. He couldn't allow himself to be drafted, and didn't want to go to jail--I couldn't see him in jail either--so he fled to Canada. He was working in a tourist trading post in Nova Scotia when a car pulled up and two people got out; they were so strange and beautiful that he couldn't take his eyes off them. “Oh, they're hippies from New York,” somebody said. So he decided to come to Montreal in search of hippies.

"What were they like?"

"They had red hair, both of them, and they drove a yellow car, kind of like a jeep, and there was a big shaggy dog in the back seat with a strange name I don't remember."

"Yatchi," I said.

Roger's jaw dropped like a gag in a cartoon. "How did you know that?"

"They were friends of mine in New York. The Kuglers. Erica and I bought their car later on, and mated our dog with theirs." I didn't mention that Erica had had a secret affair with the husband.

What Roger wanted really was to have the kind of sex and other experiences that he'd heard about, without losing the pacifism and innocence of the Quakers. I could identify with that goal: the kind of sex that bad people have while still being good, or if you prefer, orgies and a stable home-life.

We went to a love-in once in the park, and he invited two girls to our place for dinner. I pointed out that we had only a stew made of sliced carrots and hotdogs and it would barely feed the two of us. The girls showed up with their boyfriends and we felt that refusing to feed them now wouldn't be in the best spirit of the love-in. Probably these kids were living at home and eating a hell of a lot better than we were, but we fed them our hotdog stew, and since we had no TV, they sat on our one sofa and made out, while Roger and I sat on the floor and watched. It was not exactly what he had hoped for the evening.

"What do you do?" one of the little punks asked.

"I'm working as a clerk in a hospital," said Roger.

"I'm a writer,” I said. “I don't have a job yet."

"So you're living off of him, in other words."

I invented the fucking hippies, you little shit, so don't pull that honesty crap with me. But I didn't say that.

My big adventure with Roger was hitch-hiking to Toronto to see some friends of his. Their cat had just had kittens and they offered one to me. So I put a bag on the floor and one of them crawled into it, curled up and went to sleep. This one was obviously mine, so I took the bag and carried it as we hitch-hiked back to Montreal, the kitten sleeping all the way. I called her Kissa and she lived with me through eighteen years, seven apartments, and three relationships. Until she got too big, I would put her on my shoulder when I went out shopping, and for the rest of her life, whenever I sat leaning forward--for example, when toking up--she would jump up onto my shoulders and curl up around the back of my neck.

Just before leaving to find his fortune in the West, Roger turned over his job to me. I worked in the basement of the Jewish General Hospital, packing old medical records in document boxes and taking them by taxi to off-site storage in a vast warehouse beneath a railroad overpass downtown. This was a temporary job that lasted three years. I remember riding in the taxi past the Grand Trunk Railway Repair Shed, looking abandoned and forlorn behind its rusted hurricane fence. The repair shed is not there anymore. My condo is there.
Erica turned up shortly after that, with Smart in tow; some poor guy in New York was offering ride-shares to Montreal, hoping to get someone to help with the driving, and Erica shows up--not only can't she drive, but she's got a dog. He probably thought it would be worth it all to share the car with a cute blonde with a Swedish accent, but I imagine he hated both of them by the time they got to Montreal. Smart was excited to see me, expecting perhaps that we had patched up our differences and life would return to normal now. She was right: Erica and I were glad to see each other too, but after a few hours and a little sex we were fighting again.

"I'm leaving Smart with you," she said.

"Okay."

"Maybe taking care of her will help you. Besides, to tell the truth, I'm a little tired of dragging her around. I thought I might go somewhere different, instead of back to New York. I was thinking Boston or..."

"Okay. I'll take her." She packed up and left for the bus-station. Smart waited by the door for hours, whining pitifully, but she didn't come back.

 A few days later I began to itch and discovered little animals in my skin, crawling around in my pubic hair. At first I thought they were ticks, and I yelled at Smart. She cowered, whimpering, and began to limp in an effort to gain sympathy. Then Erica phoned me:

"Remember the cook in Woodstock I told you about? I think he gave me crabs and I probably passed them on to you."

"Great."

"How's Smart doing?"

"She misses you."

"Well, I don't know when I'll be back. There's a lot happening here." I sat for a while after she hung up. "Your Mommy has abandoned us," I said. "It looks like you're stuck with me for the rest of your life." I went out and picked up some flea and tick spray at the pet shop, too embarrassed to ask at the drugstore for crab spray, and figuring it would work just as well.

A few days later the doorbell rang. There was a girl standing there: a cute little thing with long brown hair and a dazzling smile—-like a brunette Eva.

"I'm Brandy," she said. "From Halifax. Is Roger here?"

"Roger's gone," I said. "Headed West."

Her face fell. "Oh. Well, I got his address from a friend of his. Can I stay here for the night?"

"Why not? You can stay in his room."

About three in the morning the phone rang and I stumbled out to the kitchen.

"Can I speak to Brandy, please?"

She was puzzled as I handed her the phone. I went back to my room, but I could hear half the conversation and realized Brandy had not been entirely straight with me. She was a runaway and I had the distinct impression she was younger than she let on. The voice on the phone had sounded kindly and I didn't see what there was to run away from, unless it was the same thing I ran away from at her age--myself.

She knocked on my door afterwards, and asked for a cigarette. I was nude under the sheets and she sat on the edge of the bed in a pair of little girl's pyjamas. "That was my father."

"I guessed."

"I'm going home tomorrow."

"I gathered that."

"Can I have a hug?"

She lay down in my arms and cried quietly. This is exactly how it started with Erica, back in San Francisco, I thought.

"Do you know what crabs are?" I asked.

"I think so."

I explained about Erica and the cook from Woodstock, and we ended up talking most of the night. It began with embarrassment and ended with her falling asleep in my arms, the sheet safely between us. I don't know why I told her about the crabs, unless it was in case she thought I didn't find her attractive. The next day she went back to Halifax.

Smart and I began to go quietly mad. I would come home to find she had eaten the garbage on my bed, possibly to punish me for going to work. When I walked her, children would come up and try to pet her as they always had, and she would snap at them. I have always been prone to depression, and I felt myself slipping. I got in a fight with a bus-driver over where to stop the bus. I smashed a telephone booth to smithereens. All day I worked alone in the bowels of the hospital, stuffing files in boxes, and came home to find my place trashed by what I thought of as Erica's dog. I began to hate the poor beast.

One day I called the SPCA; they came and picked her up, as they did in those days. Smart whimpered in terror as she was led away by a stranger and I sat and cried afterwards, but I felt a load had been lifted from my shoulders.

I came home a week later to find Smart on the front steps, and my heart sank. She whimpered on, telling me I don't know what: where they had taken her, how she had escaped, a promise not to do it again, whatever it was, and a plea for the return of Erica. I sat down on the steps and wept in a paroxysm of self-loathing.

But it went on, and it got worse. When I found my bed full of half-eaten cat-shit, I flew into a rage and called the SPCA again.

"How the hell did she escape?" I demanded of the poor man, screaming at the top of my lungs. "I want her killed this time, do you understand?" As he dragged Smart away, the man looked at me in a combination of disgust and pity.

I don't know if they actually killed her. It's hard to believe they wouldn't put her up for adoption despite the orders of a deranged man, and it's hard to believe she wouldn't be snapped up immediately. Some time later I was exploring the basement of the hospital and walked into a room where an Australian terrier lay dead on a stainless steel table. Not a human being was around, and not a sound could be heard. There was only the dog and me, as if it had been placed there for me to find. I fled in terror, my heart pounding, as if I expected the dog to stand up and accuse me of murder. I wandered home in a daze, feeling like I had stumbled into an Edgar Allan Poe story. I told myself, and still tell myself, that it was not Smart, but the accusing creature is still there, in my mind. It was years before I realized that there was probably nothing wrong with Smart; she was only hungry, like me.

A little too late for Smart, Erica returned. I met her at the train-station and we rode back to the apartment on the Metro. She was full of news: she had given up the apartment in New York completely, moved to Boston, and joined the Fort Hill Community--a commune sharing several Victorian houses on a hill and run by a charismatic Aries named Mel Lyman, who seemed to do little but appear and make cryptic comments that everyone considered deep and inspired. The place was run along astrological lines, everyone filling a role picked for them according to their sign. 

At the apartment, she looked around. "Where's Smart?"

"I gave her to the SPCA," I said. "I couldn't handle her. She was biting kids and everything. Maybe they put her down. I don't know."

She choked back a sob. "You had Smart killed?"

"Well..." I searched for words, and blurted out, my voice angry and yet ice cold: "You weren't here, were you?"

She gasped. "It's me that you wanted to kill, isn't it? You want me out of your life that bad?" She began to cry, and I began to cry, and we held each other tight. I guess she was glad to get rid of Smart too, since she didn't seem to hold the dog's death against me. In fact, when she left to go back to Boston, we were on better terms than usual. The ancient Hebrews used to dump all their sins into a goat--the scapegoat--and send it out into the desert to die. Maybe we'd done something of the sort with poor Smart.

***

After Roger's departure, I needed another room-mate, so I began to advertise. One message I put up on a bulletin board at McGill University brought me Simon, a pre-med student who nevertheless had enough money for the rent. He turned out to be a Gemini too, but if Roger was my good twin, Simon was my evil twin. Where Roger tended to see the positive side of any situation, Simon had a talent for discovering the negative side. He had a twisted sense of humour, and if anything, he was even more cynical and sarcastic than me. In some ways, however, he was still innocent. He showed up with a bag of groceries from his dorm-room fridge, including unfrozen TV dinners.
"You can't keep those in the fridge," I said. "They have to be frozen."

"Really?"

"Yes. We have to throw these out now."

Fortunately for Simon, I knew how to cook. Fortunately for me, he had money for groceries. So the deal was: he would give me money, I would buy food and cook it, and he would clean up afterwards, during a break in his homework. I had no stove--only a hotplate--but I had a cast-iron frying pan, and on the way home from work I would buy steaks or pork chops or chicken legs, which I would fry on one burner of the hotplate, while cooking rice or potatoes or canned vegetables on the other. We would sit at the big wooden table I had made and have philosophical discussions. I had done the same with Roger, but somehow the philosophy had become much more cynical.
"Nobody tells the truth," he said once.

"Well, almost nobody," I said.

"That's not what I mean. I mean that nobody has ever told you the truth in your life, unless it was totally by accident. And I can demonstrate this."

"Okay. Go ahead."

"All right. Every time somebody tells you something, they want you to believe it, right? Otherwise they wouldn't say it to you."


"Okay."

"Now, either they believe what they're saying or they don't. Either they're conning you for some purpose, or they're telling you because they want to reinforce their own belief. Either way, they're going to leave out everything that might suggest that what they say is wrong."

"Okay."

"If they actually do believe what they say, they must have been convinced by something--either they experienced it themselves or somebody else told them. If they experienced it themselves, you have no way of knowing whether they actually saw what they think they saw, or whether they saw what they wanted to see. If somebody else told them, this other person could have been lying, and they certainly would have left out the unconvincing details, and you don't know, on top of that, if the second person heard right, or simply heard what they wanted to hear. So, everything everybody ever told you is a lie."

"I guess so. But that means you just told me a lie."

"Right. But it doesn't matter anyway, because you only heard what you wanted to hear in the first place."

I countered with this: "I have no happy memories."

"Really?" he asked. "Nothing you can look back on with pleasure?"

"No. Every incident in my life is either sad in itself, or sad because it ended. When I look back on it, I can't enjoy it because it went bad eventually."

"Things always will."

"Right. So happy memories are an illusion."

It took a while, but he came back with this: "All life must ultimately be tragic."

"Because it ends in death."

"Yes, but it's worse than that. Because there are only three ways for it to end: decrepitude, suicide, or a stupid mistake."

Actually, both of us were eating better than we had for months, I had an easy job, and he was getting a cheap education in one of the best schools in the world. And we got a lot of laughter out of our cynicism.
Unfortunately, the Deflection Effect was hard at work. This effect has plagued me since fifth grade at least, and it goes like this: if I am smitten with someone, she finds the closest male to me irresistible until I am no longer interested, at which time she wonders what the hell she saw in him.

The Greek family next door to us had a seventeen-year-old daughter who was to die for: lush, brown-haired, and vivacious. Sometimes I would meet her on the stairs when I came home from work and her natural volubility was enough to compensate for my shyness, so we would talk--on the stairs at first, and then in my apartment. Frankly, I was a little afraid of this jail-bait, but Simon was not. When he moved in, she began to spend more time with us, perhaps feeling that there was safety in numbers. I began to come home to find her in our apartment talking to him, as both of them had returned from school before her parents had returned from work. She seemed to think we were amusing, fascinating, and dangerous.

One day I found myself sitting on the couch with her, listening to her chattering on about High School matters, and I began to play with her hair. The next thing I knew, we were kissing, and then there was no protest as I lifted her sweater. She took it off and let me remove her bra. I can still remember the silkiness of her breasts and the sensation of her nipples in my mouth. She began to tell me about her experienced girlfriend and what she did to satisfy her boyfriend. “That's all very well,” I said, “but what about her? Doesn't she need to be satisfied too?” We continued to make out, but there was an invisible dotted line at her waist that I could not cross, and when she left I was experiencing intense pain.

"You mean: she was running around here topless?" Simon asked when I told him about it. "That's amazing."

Then one morning the doorbell rang and she was there with a glass of orange juice in her hand. She said hello, walked by me, and went into Simon's room. That night, he said, "I love blowjobs. I smile all day."

"What?"

"Her girlfriend does that with her boyfriend, and taught her all about it. That way she can stay a virgin."

"What?"

"After all, it would be selfish to try to fuck her. Ruin her life for a few minutes pleasure? No way."

"What?" 

He ignored me. "She's so sweet," he went on. "She was doing this little strip-tease, you know? Nothing on at the end but her hat, and she's singing: 'Bonnie and Clyde, Bonnie and Clyde.’  Really sweet!"

Every morning, he would get orange juice in bed and, so he would have me believe, a blowjob to start the day.

Meantime, the big song in my life was "Tales of Brave Ulysses" by Eric Clapton and Cream-—about a beautiful girl from the Greek islands--and I was reading Don Juan by Lord Byron—-featuring a beautiful girl named Haidee, from the Greek islands. It was all entirely too surreal for me.

***

Simon and I were watching the Junior Wells Blues Band at a club called The New Penelope when my attention was drawn to a girl who came in and sat down front. Simon noticed her too, and commented on her long blonde hair. Then she tossed her head and I realized it was Erica. Much to Simon's astonishment, I jumped up and ran over and brought her back to our table, causing a commotion in the audience that made Junior Wells leave the stage in a huff.

Erica had arrived to find the apartment empty and wandered around town until she discovered the New Penelope. We went home and sat at the table in our kitchen while she filled us in on her adventures at Fort Hill. She was now second wife to a black guy named Woody, and talked in a matter-of-fact way about the difficulties involved.

"He turns over in bed to face her and I get jealous. Then he turns toward me and she gets jealous. We're finding it hard to work our way through these feelings. But it's a great self-revelation, you know, adjusting to the situation."

Too bad you didn't adjust to my situation, I thought. I would have made you first wife.

Simon listened to this in astonishment. At one point Erica said, "I can't become God because I'm a woman," and he replied, "But you can be a goddess."

She looked at him in shock. Here was a statement as poetic and profound as anything Mel might say, and not only did it not come from Mel, it might even cast a bit of doubt on one of Mel's most important revelations. But if there was any real doubt in her mind, she shook it off quickly.

Erica had arrived with Mel's book, which she insisted I should read, and Simon too, and she had a pile of the commune's underground newspaper, The Avatar, which we were to leave on consignment at every news-stand we could find that carried the proliferation of underground papers at that time. For some reason, Simon and I signed on to this idea, perhaps only to keep Erica in sight, and we spent all summer selling papers for Mel. Even after she went back to Boston, Erica would send them to us.

Mel's charisma worked in print as well as in his presence, if you weren't too critical of his thought process. It all boiled down to knowing yourself, understanding the pattern of your life, recognizing and accepting the lessons of the challenges therein, using your potential to the full, and treating others with compassion and tolerance. Not exactly new ideas in the annals of spiritual discovery, and pretty self-evident when you think about it. But Mel had a knack of giving this message in a way that the sub-culture could understand and accept; there was poetry in his soul and his revelations sounded impressive, especially if you were stoned. 

As always, of course, the first step was to accept him as the current incarnation of the Avatar--who had previously lived as Buddha, Jesus, and a few others--and therefore to accept his word as The Word. The world-weary tone of his utterances in print, implying that he was deeply troubled by the wilful lack of attention of those who failed to heed his warnings but was forced to go on repeating them for our sakes, probably worked well on some personality types. Others, like myself, were offended and irritated, to judge from the letters to the editor, but he praised us for at least feeling something and implied that our irritation was the first step toward acceptance. Any comments that were more logical or intellectual than his were trashed, sadly and reluctantly, as self-limiting defences of the ego in the face of obvious spiritual truth, and a warning to others not to let the mind overshadow the heart. He was good.

There was a lot of competition in the marketplace though. One group in Montreal went around in hooded black robes, peddling the revelation that there were three gods--Jehovah, Lucifer, and Satan--who had divided up the world in a kind of Zoroastrian Trio. They looked really cool and their journal had good graphics. And there were always the Hippies for Jesus, who had mainstream resources behind them and produced a glossy comic book.

Every few weeks Erica would turn up with a new issue of The Avatar and collect the money from the last issue. She would stay only for a few days, to help distribute the papers. We were coming back from one of the more distant outlets, our feet sore, and I stuck out my thumb. An older man picked us up.

"It's wonderful to see a young couple in love," he said.

Erica and I looked at each other. We almost snickered.

"You're so lucky," he told me, "to have such a beautiful girlfriend. Wouldn't you like to kiss her?"

"Well," I said, "it's kind of personal." Erica and I had been sniping at each other all day and I didn't feel like kissing her just so he could get his rocks off.

"Aw, come on," he said.

I turned on him. "We don't want to kiss each other, all right? I can't stand her and she can't stand me. We're fucking sick to death of each other."

He shut up and paid more attention to his driving after that. The next day Erica had to leave. We sat waiting for her ride to Boston, which was late.

"We weren't very nice to that man," she said. "Maybe we should have kissed for him."

"I didn't feel like it. Next he would have wanted to watch us fuck. Should we have done that too?"

There was an awkward silence. "Is it true?" she asked. "Do we hate each other now?"

"I don't know," I said. "I'm glad to see you when you arrive, and I'm glad to see you go. What does that mean?"

Another silence. Suddenly, she unzipped my fly, bent down, and put my penis in her mouth. What I meant to say next was that her ride was arriving soon and there was no time for sex. The way it came out was:

"It's too late for that, Erica."

She burst into tears. I hadn't actually meant to end our relationship, but apparently that's what happened. It seemed right and I let it go. The doorbell rang, and she walked out of my life.

***
The proliferation of religious cults in the Sixties reminded me, not only of the early American republic, with the Shakers and the Quakers and the Mormons, but of the Roman Empire at the time of the first Christians. It's not hard to understand why Christianity was so successful, combining as it did the moral virtue of stoicism with the ritual of the mystery religions, not to mention a dozen other exotic tidbits from the far corners of the Empire. Will Durant listed them in his Story of Civilization: the Great Mother from Phrygia; the resurrection of Adonis from Syria; the dying and saving god from the Thracian cult of Dionysus; the eucharist from Mithraism; the last judgement, personal immortality, and the adoration of mother and child from Egypt; and millenarianism, the final conflagration, and the dualism of Satan and God from Persia--all wrapped up in a mixture of Judaism and Greek philosophy. The Christian holy days, too, are warmed-over pagan feasts: the Lupercalia became the Feast of the Nativity, the Saturnalia became Christmas, the Floralia became Pentecost, and the Festival of the Dead became All Soul's Day. Christianity is a kind of Roman religious casserole.

The basic message of the New Testament, when you strip away the miracles and prophecies added later--do unto others as you would have them do unto you--was certainly nothing new. Socrates, Buddha, and Confucius had brought the same message hundreds of years before. Even Leviticus says, "Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself," and Exodus commanded Jews to do good to their enemies. You might expect that a Church founded in the name of Jesus, whose image is of charity, non-violence, honesty, simplicity, humility, respect for law and learning, generosity of spirit, and tolerance for others, would have shown similar virtues over the centuries.

Well, individual Christians may have done so--I've known several people like that and admire them despite their misguided beliefs--and the early, small, local congregations may have believed quite literally in loving one's neighbour as oneself, but the Church of Christ quickly became first a secular, then an imperial power, and all thought of peace and tolerance appears to have died with its founder. 

Thomas Paine considered religion to be a sort of blasphemy, because of the way it trivializes the beauty and wonder of creation by subverting it to the purposes of the state. Paine, incidentally, was a Deist, not an atheist; he wrote his religious tracts to defend the concept of God from the atheism rampant in a revolutionary France bled dry by a corrupt Church, and those who have condemned him since have unwittingly or otherwise declared themselves on the side of that corruption. This is the usual way of such people; whenever someone is condemned as the enemy of God or freedom or democracy, you can be pretty sure he's that idea's only real defender. If you ask me, those who claim their authority comes from the source of all goodness, and yet behave with no more generosity of spirit, concern for the individual, or restraint of their own physical and political appetites than any secular tyrant, are perpetrating a monstrous hoax upon humanity.

***

Go to a Catholic cathedral and you'll find that God speaks in architecture and light; whether you believe or not, you'll be taken by the beauty and leave impressed by the grandeur of creation. Go to a Black church and you'll find that God speaks in music and dance; whether you believe or not, you'll be thrilled by the joyful noise. Go to a Quaker meeting and your spirits will be lifted by the simple good vibes of people gathering to support each other. Likewise, a Buddhist temple will give you a sense of inner peace, a muezzin's chant will fill you with a certain sadness and longing for union with the universe, and Hebrew chants will make the hairs on the back of your neck stir, as if some Presence was there, breathing down your neck--all whether you believe or not. When it comes right down to it, I have nothing at all against religious observance. Like the dream or the artistic vision, it is a private revelation which can also inspire others with its power, beauty, and insight. It tends, however, to make extremely poor policy on which to found a secular empire.

As far as I'm concerned, for example, the Christian Church has been perverting the message of the Prince of Peace for thousands of years. The earliest Christians were killing each other before they knew what to call themselves. Between the Arians, Nestorians, Marionites, Jacobites, Sabellians, Valentinians, Gnostics, and all the other sects whose interpretation of scripture varied from the one true one as revealed by God to the victorious, thousands were killed in internecine religious wars in the First Century alone. The Donatists were so fanatical that they would stop strangers on the highway and demand to be murdered, so they could achieve martyrdom.

Constantine the Great killed two of his brothers-in-law; had his wife, son, and two nephews murdered; and no one knows how many rivals were bled to death, thrown into wells, blinded, or otherwise disposed of. Just before he died, he confessed his sins, which must have taken some considerable time, became a Christian, received absolution, and went straight to heaven. His sons, Constantine II in the west, and Constantius in the east, continued in his tradition of murder and warfare.

The popes were not to be outdone in blood-letting and corruption. The papal chair was routinely secured through bribery, murder, war, and the favour of high-born women. Popes were accused of avarice, adultery, whore-mongering, incest, bigamy, and pederasty. And one after the other, they were deposed, imprisoned, exiled, castrated, blinded, or murdered by hired assassins or armies paid for by the next applicant in line. A ten-year-old boy was made archbishop through a bribe of l00,000 solidi, the Lateran Palace was turned into a brothel, and at one time there were three different popes, all excommunicating each other and damning each other's followers to hell. Many of these papal murderers later became saints.

Then, there were the Crusades. Christianity and Islam were at war for 200 years, not over the Holy Land, but over power and loot. The popes promised forgiveness of sins in case of death in battle, serfs could leave their land to fight, citizens were exempted from taxes, debtors were given a moratorium on interest, prisoners were freed, and vagrants found a meal-ticket if they joined up. They were urged on by propaganda about Muslim atrocities, lies about the nature of Islam, and stories of the fabulous wealth and harems that could be plundered in the East.

On the way to the Holy Land, the crusaders starved to death, pillaged Christian fields, indulged in rape and banditry and private wars, and died of plague and leprosy, thirst and exposure, heat and cold. They robbed their own churches, raped nuns, plundered Constantinople, and destroyed the art of the East. The plays of Sophocles and Euripides had survived the Dark Ages, but the Crusaders burned all but the few we have today.

When Jerusalem was conquered, temporarily, the victors indulged in slaughter, torture, and burning. Jews were burned alive in their temples, children were thrown off the city's walls, piles of heads and limbs lay in the street, and the horses waded in blood. Then the victors prayed at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and gave thanks to God for His help in riding the land of infidels.

In the Children's Crusade, tens of thousands of children, averaging twelve years of age, followed a Pied Piper character known only as Nicholas to the Holy Land, without weapons or supplies, relying on God's bounty. They were drowned, shipwrecked, sold into slavery, eaten by wolves, robbed of what clothing and food they possessed, and vanished one by one. The children of murdered heretics were disposed of by sending them along.

The Crusades were a dismal failure. They did not secure Jerusalem, some three million people died, Europe's economy was devastated, the Church lost its prestige, belief was weakened by contact with other societies and the older Oriental religions the Church had worked so hard to stamp out only a few centuries before, and new trade financed the Renaissance that began the destruction of the Church's empire.

The Church's answer to its loss of power was the Inquisition. It began with thirteen burnings at the stake in 1022, but despite such measures as the Council of Narbonne forbidding the possession of the Bible by laymen, heresy spread like wildfire. About 150 heretical sects appeared in the 13th Century. The Franciscans themselves were almost classed as heretical because they believed that priests should live in poverty; the Waldensians, who believed in Christian communism, like the Apostles themselves, went to the stake. In a crusade against the Albigensians, 20,000 citizens of the town of Languedoc were slaughtered. The Apostolic Brethren of Parma fled the Inquisition, were blockaded at their mountain stronghold and starved. Thousands were killed in the final battle and the survivors were slowly torn to pieces on a cart paraded through the city streets.

The Inquisition believed it was doing its victims a favour by torturing them, eliciting a confession, and executing them after priestly absolution. The victim was required to pay the expenses of his imprisonment, incidentally, and if he did not have enough cash, his property was auctioned off. Since the Church was forbidden to kill, the accused were handed over to the local secular authorities for punishment, with an admonition not to shed their blood. That's why they were burned alive. Upon the death of a heretic, his property went to the Bishop, and many became rich. In a later variation, people already dead were convicted of heresy and the property of their children confiscated, the accuser receiving 30 to 50 per cent of the proceeds. Some families were allowed to pay protection money to avoid this.

In the end, the Inquisition did not stamp out heresy; the Church changed to incorporate it, creating monastic orders in which the heretics' need for poverty, self-denial, and degradation could be met, and welcoming all kinds of mystics, ecstatics, and flagellants into its fold.

Meanwhile, the popes were getting worse. The Borgias packed the church hierarchy with their children and the Lateran Palace with their mistresses. Many of the lurid tales told of them have been disproved or traced to their enemies, but the fact remains that they were thieves and murderers. Julius II, who ordered Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel ceiling, travelled in a galley rowed by slaves. He and his successor Leo X, better generals than popes, were the patrons of some of the greatest artists in history, for which we might thank them more if the artists had actually been paid more than a pittance of the wealth flowing into Rome from peasants all over Europe.

Savonarola, convinced of Christ's imminent return and the end of the world, organized a group of young skinheads who roamed the streets attacking homosexuals, burning dirty books, breaking up crap-games, and tearing the clothes off provocatively dressed women. He liked to make bonfires of love-songs, false hair, playing cards, cosmetics, and priceless works of art. In the end, his condemnation of papal corruption earned him excommunication, torture, and hanging.

Incidentally, it was in l633 that Galileo was forced to recant his theory that the earth moved and was condemned to house-arrest; his Dialogue was not removed from the Index of Prohibited Books until l835; he was finally pardoned by the Pope in l983.

The final absurdity that brought about the Protestant Reformation was the sale of indulgences. Human beings might never succeed in doing sufficient penance for their sins and would suffer for years in Purgatory. However, Christ and the saints had earned merits far in excess of their sins and deposited them in the Church, as in a bank. These could be sold for profit, much as the U.S. Clean Air Act allows non-polluting industries to sell clean-air credits to polluting ones. Simple. But Luther and others didn't see it this way, although the fact that so much money was flowing out of Germany into Italy might have influenced their thinking somewhat.

Somehow, as in most revolutions, the Protestant churches managed to throw out the life and soul of the old regime along with its abuses, and keep its worst aspects in a more sombre, repressive garb. Hypocritical Mediterranean corruption was replaced by a certain North-Sea anal-retentive poverty of imagination. The Catholics would sell you a ticket to heaven for a few ducats; Calvin was reluctant to let anyone into heaven at all. Instead of underpaying Michelangelo for his glorious ceilings, the Lutherans underpaid Bach for his exquisite music. Instead of burning heretics, they burned witches.

Martin Luther, an abused child, was afflicted with hallucinations of demons in later life. At one time he advocated bigamy, communism, and revolt against the state, but basically he was a reactionary who wanted to return to the good old days before the Renaissance. He rejected part of the Bible as inauthentic, but accepted the rest as absolutely and literally true. His blood-and-thunder speeches became the model for bible-thumping ever since. It was the pagan element in Christianity that he rejected; God was once again the avenger of the Old Testament, and the existence of Hell and the demons was reaffirmed, along with magic, witchcraft, and the natural wickedness of Man. He thought that the children of demon-seduced women ought to be drowned. Basically, Mediterranean superstition was being replace by Teutonic superstition.

Calvin rejected Purgatory as unnecessary for a God who had already saved or damned everybody millennia before they were born. If you are a good Calvinist, it proves you are one of the saved, so you can feel superior to all those other poor damned souls, even when they kill you. But there is no sense hoping for happiness on this terrible planet anyway, so forget about dancing, drinking, sex, the theatre, wearing fancy hats, or anything like that. Heresy, witchcraft, fornication, blasphemy, Catholicism: all must be punished by death. The cut of your clothes, the number of dishes you can eat at one meal, the names of your children: all should be dictated by the church.

The Church of England, of course, was founded so Henry VIII could get a divorce, pointing out with finality that religion, state, and political convenience are one. He never got the male heir he was looking for--fortunately for England, which ended up with Elizabeth I instead--but it seems a shame that Britain and Ireland had to go through all that killing and dying in the name of God, because of one man's low sperm-count.

***

What the reality-class founders of all religions have preached, universally, is what all philosophers have said: treating people with compassion and kindness, and dealing with others fairly and honestly, and loving somebody or something more than yourself is the only way to live a good life. You don't need the imprimatur of the Almighty to behave like a decent human being because behaving like a decent human being is in your own best interest. But you do need to be coerced by the threat of God's displeasure to do that which is not in your own best interest: namely, to rob and murder your fellow man at the behest of the state. Everyone knows it's wrong to cheat your neighbour, to take advantage of those in your power or your care, to harm others simply because you have the power or the strength to do so. You don't need an external moral authority, supernatural or otherwise, to tell you the difference between good and evil.

Like every collection of myths, the Bible is filled with slaughter and horror, revenge and suffering. The God depicted there is a stern warrior, cruel and arbitrary in his justice. We've been assured that sinners and unbelievers alike will be tortured in Hell forever for following instincts God gave them in the first place. Jesus himself is tortured and dies in despair, accusing God of abandoning him. The Apocalypse is filled with dire warnings of war and disaster. It's no wonder that history itself is replete with murders and cruelties in the name of God. If God really is the creature depicted in that book, and if he really authorized the acts committed in His name, He's a monster.

Despite this, the world is filled with kind and generous people who believe that God is loving and forgiving, just like them. Where has this God come from, if not from their own good hearts? They've created Him in their own image and they use the authority of the Bible to back up their own good instincts, ignoring everything that doesn't fit into their own concept of divine justice and mercy, just as so-called religious leaders have used the authority of the Bible to back up their own political and economic agendas, ignoring the most simple and obvious moral truths in that book.

Seriously, only the fantasy class could take a simple phrase like "Thou shalt not kill," listed as one of the Ten Most Important Rules in the book from which they claim to be finding guidance for their lives, and decide that an exception to this injunction should be made for people who do not believe that God is three separate persons in one, or that Mary was a virgin when she gave birth.

In the Protestant Reformation, the revolutionary idea was that individuals could seek guidance from the external Moral Authority without the intercession of Church hierarchy. I'm telling you that the Moral Authority in question exists only within yourself; you may seek enlightenment or inspiration in the words of ancient scholars or living wise men, but if you find the truth it was not in their words, it was in your own rational mind and your own generous heart.
***

America seemed to be falling to pieces in 1968--the My Lai massacre, Martin Luther King's assassination and the ensuing riots, Robert Kennedy's assassination, the blood-stained Democratic Convention and the trial of the Chicago Seven, demonstrations that shut down universities from San Francisco State to Columbia to the Sorbonne, and finally Nixon's election. But my life, ironically, began to come back together.

Simon's brother Ivan came to visit him once in a while; he played guitar in a band and was on the road a lot. Sometimes his brother's wife came by, too, to help Simon type something for school, as she was a secretary. Her name was Angelique. Simon had been raving about her, but at first I didn't see much to rave about, except for her rather spectacular figure. She had her hair up in a bun and wore ridiculous pussycat glasses; the whole effect was right out of a Fifties movie. Then she turned and looked at me in response to some remark I suppose was clever, and there was a look in her baby blue eyes that hit me like a baseball bat. That's when I remembered the rest of the scene from the Fifties movie; she takes off the glasses, shakes her hair down, unbuttons her blouse, and it's Marilyn!

Simon talked of visiting his divorced mother and sisters in Halifax, and I had received a letter from Brandy, inviting me to visit, as she had moved out of home into an apartment with some friends. So we set out to hitch-hike down there, only to end up taking the bus, as usually happened when I travelled with others. I met Simon's sisters, who found me interesting: "He looks just like Bob Dylan." And then I showed up at Brandy's place. 

There was a rock band in residence, and a slightly older woman who functioned as house mother; she reminded me so much of Maggie Moto that I decided she was a type. The hippie district consisted of three buildings on the same block; I toured the entire town, including the unmarked cars, in five minutes. There was so little doubt about whether Brandy and I were going to bed together at the end of the day that there was no discussion about it. She had a little room upstairs with a mattress on the floor and curtains fluttering in the breeze, and I believe we spent two days there, except for meal-breaks. One of her girlfriends walked in on us when my head was under the covers; I stuck my head out, saw the poor girl gulp and spit out her news while staring at the far wall. "That's nice," Brandy responded without missing a gasp, and pushed my head down again. When we left, I told her to look me up next time she headed west.

But I didn't think that would be right away, so as soon as I was back in Montreal, I went to visit Angelique. I don't remember what kind of transparent reason for the visit I had trumped up, but after a slight hesitation she said to come on over. We talked for a bit while she studied me intently, and then I got up and walked around the table and kissed her. Her pouty little bee-stung mouth was warm and yielding, and she had truly wonderful breasts, though they must not have liked being reigned in so tightly, but when things started to heat up, she said:

"I've got my period."

"Really?" I sounded incredulous; it was too bad to be true.

"Yes. Don't you believe me?" She actually unbuttoned her skirt and pulled down her panties to show me a belt and pad arrangement. I was stunned; this woman really was from the Fifties.

"What?" she laughed. "You've never seen that before?"

"Erica had a little thing on a string. She'd take it out and stick it in a glass like false teeth when it was in the way."

"Well, I don't do that."

"Evidently not." I left in a state of befuddlement and blue-balls, wondering what kind of third world country I had moved to. The beer was in bottles, the milk had separated cream on the top, the margarine was white, and women wore pads. Next week, Angelique showed up at my place and began to undress me. Glasses off, hair down, no chastity-belt this time, she was breathtakingly beautiful, full of fire, and very giving, as she bent down and began to suck on me.

"Can I come in your mouth?" I asked, fully expecting the kind of grudging compliance, if not outright disgust, I was used to.

"Well, of course, Silly."

Gradually, it dawned on me that I was in the hands of an expert in giving pleasure, as Eva had been an expert in receiving it. As she continued to pause and back off just as I was about to come, and then begin again as soon as the feeling had subsided, I realized that Angelique had the knack of sensing my pleasure through her lips, and her moans of pleasure revealed that it was as satisfying to her as it was to me. I was in the presence of someone whose enjoyment of sex was as intense and thoughtful and downright pornographic as my own.

She lay down with her little bum in the air and I stroked her from the hair on her arms, down her spine, around a cute little pair of sacral dimples, over the curve of a fine tight bottom, and down her athletic legs to her tiny feet. She crackled with electricity and squirmed like Eskimo the horse under the currycomb. It was so exciting that I was ready to go again in minutes. When Brandy showed up and moved in, Angelique and I were already an item, but it didn't faze either of them in the least. Angelique passed on her second birth control prescription to Brandy.

I never saw Erica again. Even the Avatars stopped coming eventually, though considering the way the last few issues looked, I suspected that Fort Hill was falling apart. The final issue was nothing but photographs of the whole commune constructing a stone wall around Mel's house, to protect him from unspecified enemies. The last word I had from her was a letter I received at the Last Homely House, demanding that I send anything of hers that was still in my possession, and enclosed with an itemized list. There was nothing of love or community or godliness in its tone; it sounded more like a divorce settlement. 

With Paul and Gail's help, Brandy and I carefully packed up her things and sent them, with love.
Mel died in 1978, or 1979, at the age of 39, or 40, apparently of natural causes, though there was no death certificate filed and the Fort Hill people would not say where he was buried. As far as I know, he hasn’t risen from the dead, but the commune has become prosperous. They have several houses in several states, largely belonging to one of Mel’s wives—the heir to the fortune of painter Thomas Hart Benton. They also have a number of successful businesses, including a construction company. They build houses with monastic attention to detail for famous people like Dustin Hoffman and Steven Spielberg. And every report mentions their extraordinarily polite and well-spoken children. They may, in fact, be the most successful commune ever to come out of the Sixties. As far as I know, Erica is still with them. 
CHAPTER NINE

David, one of the sometime residents at the Last Homely House and an old friend of Brandy's from Halifax, wanted to stay on in Montreal for a while before heading west. He suggested we find a place together, and told me there was a flat available on Avenue du Parc--a busy, ethnically diverse street not far away.

"I've been given this address," he said. "We're supposed to ask for Mrs. Wong."

We went to the appointed place, rang the bell, and there was no response. We went back out onto the street and looked up at the building’s facade. A door opened and a beautiful elderly Chinese woman, dressed in a spectacular jade-green and gold silk robe, came out onto a balcony to water her flowers.

We jumped up and down like idiots and waved our arms wildly. "Mrs. Wong! Mrs. Wong!" She looked down at us for a moment, acknowledged our admiration with an elegant bow, and continued to water her flowers. We watched in silent awe until she went back inside. We never got to meet Mrs. Wong, or look at her apartment, but walking down the street we saw a for-rent sign and checked out the flat: a huge double living room with a bay window, a front bedroom with French doors onto a balcony, a round bedroom in the centre with windows on a courtyard--which I quickly claimed as my own--more small bedrooms off a long hallway back to the kitchen, and another small bedroom in the back, tucked in behind the kitchen. There were a total of seven bedrooms, and the apartment was going for $120.00 a month. Across the hall, and sharing the entire floor with us, was a similar flat in which at least a half-dozen students and hippies lived, and there were two more flats just like it upstairs, shared by several artists. Except for a few bewildered immigrant families, the entire building belonged to the sub-culture, and it was within walking distance of McGill University. We figured we could rent enough rooms to students to live rent-free. Also there were girls all over the place; David could sing and play the guitar, and I could draw astrological charts, and we would no doubt make out like bandits. We snapped the place up, and called it The Garden of Paradise.

It seemed like everyone in the world stayed in the Garden at one time or another. Paul and Gail lived there while their new place was knee-deep in sawdust and paint-stripper; friends of friends of Brandy dropped by on their way west; students rented, hippies crashed, and we picked up the overflow from the other apartments. Even Jerry Dey hid out there for a while during the October Crisis paranoia. I acted as the ringmaster to this hippy circus and I must admit I learned a lot about people, with or without astrology.

There was one memorably spooky moment, at a party next door. "Watch what happens now," I shouted to my friend Amy over the din. "The moon will pass from Gemini to Cancer and everybody will become more quiet and introspective." Instantly, it seem as if someone had turned down the volume control on the room; some conversations died and others became whispers and people separated and wandered off with drinks in their hands.

Amy looked at me. "Get away from me," she said.

"I'm flying to Detroit," said her room-mate Cindy one day. "I'm leaving tomorrow."

"Well, I don't know what to say. There's a problematic Mars aspect, which indicates danger, but of course being in a mechanical contrivance several miles in the air is an inherently risky proposition. In any event, it's a minor aspect. If there was going to be a big fireball and people blown to bits it would have to be a major aspect, wouldn't you say? Probably we're just talking about missed connections, lost baggage, minor accidents, the usual sort of irritations."

"Thanks. I'm sorry I asked."

On her way to the airport, Cindy tripped and broke her leg. My reputation was ensured.

Actually, Cindy and I were lovers for a while. She was red-haired and wholesomely freckled, with the big tits often associated with redheads for some reason, basically shy and inhibited, though with a beautiful smile that made her green eyes crinkle, and when she took it upon herself to throw off her inhibitions, she became sexually aggressive in an instant. I would be lying in bed or in the bath, in my own apartment, and she would suddenly burst into the room and take her clothes off. Having pushed the envelope that far, she would just as suddenly become submissive, and I could do anything I wanted with her. This was very exciting, but Cindy was not actually very good in bed; she would make a great partner for the right guy someday, but I wasn’t him, and we both knew it. When Jerry saw her, he said, "I can't believe how much she looks like Angelique." 

Well, she did look a lot like Angelique, but lovely person that she was, it was not the same. We were two people experiencing sex with each other; with Angelique, it was more like sex was experiencing us. But Hell, here I was living in a cornucopia of nubility, and now I had the verbal and erotic skills to take advantage of it. For the first time in my life, I was glad to be without a partner.

Angelique phoned me at work. "He's dead."

"What? Who's dead? Ivan?"

"No."

"Your boyfriend?"

"Yes. His motorcycle slid under a car."

For an instant I felt as if I'd won the lottery, and then her pain hit me like a hammer. "Oh, I'm so sorry, Angelique."

She began to weep. "Ivan feels the loss too. They were friends all their lives. But he knows now that something was up, because of my reaction." She talked for a while, and I listened. I always listened. Then she hung up.

I called her back two minutes later. "Do you want to go to a movie?"

"Okay." 

“How about Romeo and Juliet?” 

“I'd love to see that.”

On the way into the theatre, she took a Kleenex from a box on the snack counter, intending to clean her glasses. The woman behind the counter shook her head and gave her half the box. "You'll need more than that, Dearie."

***

In my round bedroom, with the red Chinese lantern hanging over the bed, I sat reading in a pool of light, my charts and books and ephemerides scattered around me. I saw our planets locked tight on each other's charts, forces keeping us apart, others drawing us together. I realized that it would be years before we could live together, and I had never waited years for anything in my life.

At the hospital, there was a sweet little thing with long muscular legs who looked great in her short white uniform. She was a perfect Aries, even to the curly sheep-like hair, the challenging eyes, and the championship thoroughbred legs. Our joking around at the Master File got so inflammatory that I finally said:

"Don't do that."

She laughed. "Why not?"

"Because you're way too tempting and I'm way too weak."

She burst into tears at that point, and we stopped flirting with each other. Not much later, she left for India. For the longest time, I dreamed about kissing my way up those legs, but the facts were there in black and white: Angelique was the one for me.

***

Our building became quite famous on the Avenue. Someone from the building across the street invited us to visit his little commune, in a big basement room with a bedroom loft. As David and I sat chatting with the charismatic leader of the group--a talkative, red-haired and bearded older guy with a very young girlfriend at his side, his room-mate came out of the shower and walked past. He moved slowly, holding his towel carelessly in front of him and pretending that the purpose of his walk was not to show off his huge dick.

"I`ve been there," I thought, remembering Chase. I went on explaining that Lord of the Rings had grown out of Tolkien's invention of Elvish as a part of his language studies.

"Let me call my other girlfriend," said the leader. "She'd love to hear this. Of course..." he went on, kissing the girl by his side, "...this one is my favourite."

"And I`ve been there too," I said.

"What?"

"Never mind." This guy lived at our place too for a while, after the group was evicted from theirs. A fuse blew in the middle of the night and we all wandered around with candles until it was fixed, his favourite girlfriend wearing only panties. After a while he became frustrated by the fact that we were not paying sufficient attention to her, and he said, "Jesus, girl. Put a shirt on," as if he had just noticed that she was topless. She squealed and ran from the room, as if she had just noticed it too. I thought they were a very sweet couple.

***

In October, the FLQ decided to strike a blow for Quebec independence by kidnapping a British trade envoy and a mid-level Canadian bureaucrat. Don't ask me what they expected to accomplish by this; if they had any brains they wouldn't be terrorists. They had a list, of course--there are always lists--but I suppose anyone really important on the list was too well guarded and they didn’t have the balls to go for them. So these arbitrarily picked nonentities became famous overnight, along with the FLQ, and sparked a massive search. The Mayor of Montreal and the Premier of Quebec ran immediately to the hated Canadian government and demanded martial law, which they would complain about later. Tanks were rumbling through the streets, armed soldiers were guarding the fantasy-class houses I passed on the bus going to work, and the authorities had the power to arrest anybody they wanted to as a suspected terrorist. Mostly, they picked up journalists who were pro-independence, the printers who printed their journals, and for all I know the stationers who sold them the paper they were printed on. You see: the reason that revolutionaries act like idiots is to force the authorities to act like idiots too. The reason they keep on doing this is that it always works.

There was pandemonium in our building; there were lots of would-be revolutionaries about with a big enough opinion of themselves that they thought the government should be after them. Jerry Dey showed up at the Garden of Paradise in the throes of paranoia; he did not want to stay at his known address, lest the CIA or somebody use the Crisis as an opportunity to ship him back to the Marines. I thought it was unlikely, but I had lots of room. He stayed until one of my paranoid neighbours tried to hide a rifle in our place, then he fled to a farmhouse in the Laurentian Mountains where he thought he could hide out. Unfortunately some bank robber had the same idea and Jerry found himself sitting in the kitchen with this guy and his moll, listening to radio-reports of the police searching nearby farms. Shortly before the house was raided and the bank-robber arrested, Jerry fled back to Montreal again.

In the end, one of the kidnap victims was killed, in a decision as arbitrary as the decision to kidnap him in the first place. In exchange for the other's release, some of the kidnappers were picked up by a helicopter behind the Jewish General Hospital, where I worked, taken to a plane, and flown to Cuba, where I imagine they soon learned what a real revolutionary society is like. A few of the others found themselves in somewhat better accommodations in Canadian prisons. Some of these guys came back from Cuba or out of prison years later and continued the noble struggle for independence; some of them burned down coffee shops with English names, others showed up at rallies in ski-masks and waved placards about, and still others found work with the Quebec government, helping to draft mickey-mouse legislation about the size of lettering on signs and who is allowed to learn, speak, or work in English.

When I first came to Montreal, there was something called Anglo guilt. We felt that French-speaking Canadians had been treated badly and that something should be done about it. There was actually a movement afoot to make Canada a bilingual country in fact as well as law, and though the Prime Minister himself was part of that movement, it failed dismally because of two stark realities: 1) Quebec was full of bigots who didn't want equality so much as revenge, and 2) Canada was filled with bigots who were mortally offended by French text on their cereal boxes. The fact is: Canadians have always had a rather self-righteous attitude toward the U.S., picturing themselves as peaceful, law-abiding, and open-minded people, while Americans were racist and violent by nature. As it turns out, Canadians can be ass-holes too.

For example, there was the incident in which a number of Sikhs attempted to join the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. A Sikh is required by his religion to wear a turban and a small dagger, which are symbols of loyalty, watchfulness, and courage. You might think loyalty, watchfulness, and courage would be just the thing for a Mountie, but the most incredible hullabaloo arose over this proposed "desecration" of the RCMP uniform--which is British, incidentally, and not particularly Canadian. What the bigots who drew the cartoons and ranted on talk-shows seemed to be saying was that the uniform is more important than the man wearing it, but what they really meant was that people who wear turbans are too dark to represent Canada, and besides that they talk funny and we don't like them. The days when Canadians could feel smugly superior to their redneck American cousins are over, because this sort of bigotry has risen to the surface, like scum on a pond, ever since the politicians began to search for a Quebec and a Canadian national identity on which to campaign for office.

In fact, however, there is no such thing as a Canadian identity. Nor, for that matter, is there a nation of Quebec. Just because something has a name and a lot of people talk about it doesn't mean the thing really exists in any objective sense. Words are only noises with agreed-upon meanings, and if a word--like God or Nation or Family--means something different to everyone who uses it, and indeed can be used by the same speaker on two different occasions before two different audiences to mean two totally different things, it has no real meaning and the thing named has no objective existence. The word has no intellectual content--only emotional impact. Everyone hearing it will define it in his own way, and the speaker can later claim that everyone agrees with him.
***


The October Crisis did bring some prestige to the separatist movement in Quebec, and not just because of the unedifying spectacle of journalists and academics being arrested by a paranoid government. Just as Martin Luther King's message was made more palatable to Americans by the threat of Malcolm X and his followers waiting in the wings, the founding of a legitimate separatist party, which quickly disowned the terrorists, brought about a collective sigh of relief in the province. 
Nationalists have a difficult job ahead of them, once they become legitimate; they have to pretend that the people will be more powerful and more wealthy in a smaller, poorer country. It's hard to imagine how they can sell this, until you realize it's not really independence they're peddling, but simple bigotry. Frankly, I've never understood the attraction of living in a country entirely made up of people exactly like me, but it seems to be a very popular notion. This idea that all my troubles can be traced to the fact that my neighbours look and sound different from me, and that the revolutionary party will make me wealthy by driving them away--providing I donate my cow and my eldest son to the cause--has been kicking around for a very long time. This pseudo-liberationist con game has several parts:

1) The Revolutionary Elite. Since the people are not smart enough to know what's good for them, there has to be a party composed of those who understand political theory and comprehend the big picture, like academics, bureaucrats, and politicians. In other words: the fantasy class.

2) Old Wounds. The revolutionary elite must explain to the people, who in their simple-minded way just want to make a living and get along with their neighbours, why they should be seething with anger at injustices perpetrated upon their long-dead ancestors by the long-dead ancestors of their present enemies, whoever the revolutionary elite decides that should be.

3) Pie in the Sky. The revolutionary elite must explain how, by trusting them implicitly, the people will achieve genuine power and control over their destiny, and end up happy, prosperous, and the envy of all those other nations who still labour under the yoke of lying, larcenous, power-hungry political masters.  

4) The Founding Myth. There must be one or more events of sublime importance--watershed events, moments of high drama and decision, in which the course of history is changed forever and which future generations will recall with pride and celebrate with parades and picnics. It's the job of the revolutionary party to point out these events, as the people tend not to notice them at the time. Sometimes the events have to be invented altogether.

5) Role reversal. The revolutionary elite, once it gains the right of self-determination for its constituents, must refuse to grant similar self-determination to others who demand it, and try to explain why it's just as morally and politically correct to refuse it now as it was to demand it then. As you can imagine, this is a difficult trick to pull off; that's why the revolutionary elite must be recruited from the fantasy class. It takes all the boosting, reality distortion, paradox denial, scapegoating, and reiteration they can muster, and it takes the constant invocation of patriotism, religion, and the family to make the people buy it. 

6) Betrayal of the Cause. Whatever abuses prompted the revolution in the first place must be restored as quickly as possible, before the reality class gets a break. The revolution in Quebec, for example, is being fought for three causes: economic, linguistic, and political freedom. I imagine it will be very difficult for the victorious revolutionary elite when the people realize they're not only in worse financial straits, but that the French language is in more trouble than before on this continent, and the only way to save it is to turn to political repression.

It seems to me that nationalism is just bigotry by another name: we're the same, you and me; we look the same and speak the same language and have the same culture. Those people over there, who look funny and talk funny and don't fit in with us, they're not as intelligent or as moral as we are; they've been keeping us down for too long and we'd be better off if we put up a fence and kept them from coming in. And then we can sneak in, steal their cattle and rape their women, and if they fight back we can kill them because God doesn't like people like them; He likes people like us. Frankly, except for size and scale, I don't see much difference between a nation and a street-gang.

***

I was sitting at the kitchen table when Gail walked into the room with a towel wrapped around her.

"Hi," she gushed. "Polliwog? Jimmy's here."

Paul stuck his head into the room and peered at me through his little round John Lennon glasses.

"Hi, Jimmy. What's happening?"

"I'm tripping," I said. "The guys from across the street gave me some acid."

"You're kidding," said Paul. He sat down and peered at me like the train-guard in Alice in Wonderland--first through his little glasses, then through a microscope, and then through an opera glass.

"Of course he's not kidding," Gail said. "He's really stoned. Look at his eyes."

I glanced at Gail, and when my eyes met hers she squealed and hid behind Paul. He strode over to the stove and lit the gas under the teakettle. "Have a pomegranate."

Suddenly I noticed that the table was piled high with fruits and vegetables. Paul was wearing a hand-towel like a loin-cloth, and his long sandy hair was dripping wet. Gail's towel fitted her like a sarong, her delectable bosom safely tucked into the top, and her brown hair pouring over her white shoulders like chocolate syrup. The towels were green and the kitchen walls were green, and a cornucopia of goodies covered the table. Gail sat down and added her bosom to the harvest, then proceeded to unwrap a good half-pound of reefer, stuffed into a plastic bag like so much lettuce. Paul put tea in the pot and sat down. It was like old times at the Last Homely House.

"Of course," I said. "I recognize it now. The Garden of Eden. You're Adam and you're Eve."

"You know who that makes you, then, don't you?" said Paul, and he waggled his eyebrows at me like Groucho Marx. "Right, Gay?"

"Don't be silly," Gail said. "He's not the Devil. He's God. It's his trip, isn't it?"

"Madam, I'm Adam," I said. "Palindrome. It reads the same backwards. And Eve replied: Name no one man."

"See our slinky?" Gail said, and she produced the toy from somewhere among the pile of fruits and vegetables. Paul was cutting up a pomegranate and feeding me slices while I talked.

"Adam means man," I said. "Did you know that all words in all languages can be traced to two Sumerian words, one meaning male and one meaning female?"

"Really?" said Paul. "Have another slice."

Gail was still playing with the slinky, but she kept losing control of it and the thing jumped on her and slithered all over her body. It appeared to be trying to crawl into her cleavage. Then Paul took it and began to play with it in his own fashion: he let it arc slowly from one bobbing palm to the other while he peered at it through his absurdly tiny glasses. He certainly had more control over it than Gail, but I frankly preferred her way.

His glasses were sparkling and the slinky was a clicking metal centipede, and out of the corner of my eye I was sure I could see Gail becoming overgrown with creepers, and her skin turning brown and ancient as the earth and grass growing on her breasts, and I had a sudden impulse to embrace them both.

"What are you doing now?" Paul asked, and his eyes were enormous.

"I'm making love to you both," I said.

"How do you do that?"

"Yeah," Gail said. "Tell him your secret. That's a trick he'd like to learn."

"You're Eve," I said, as if answering the question, though the truth was I had already forgotten it. "But you're not Adam."

"Hah!" she said. "I've been telling him that. Your water's boiling."

Paul got up to make the tea. The forest was dripping with steam. Kissa hopped up on the counter and sat there preening herself. Her whiskers and her fur were tipped with frost.

"Marmoset!" I said.

She looked at me.

"Lemur!"

She shook her paw and went back to licking it.

"You're a parasite," I told her. "You took to prowling around our encampments looking for scraps because it was easier than catching rodents."

"Nonsense," she said. "We were looking for rodents. There were always lots of rodents around your encampments because you naked apes produce so much garbage."

Paul set a cup of tea before me. "Do you really think I'm not playing Adam enough?"

Gail was snapping the rubber band from the broccoli at him. He grabbed it and took it away from her.

"She has a father fixation," I said. "Like all Scorpio females. She wants to be spanked."

"That's not true," she said, and stuck out her lower lip in a pout.

Paul laughed. "Well, we have to go to bed now."

"Hooray," said Gail. "Come on, Adam. Bye, Jimmy."

"Are you okay alone?" Paul asked.

"Of course he is," Gail said. "He created this garden. Good night, Jimmy."

And I was left alone, sipping my tea. Gradually the garden began to look more and more like a dirty kitchen. I picked up some of the garbage and stuffed it into the pail with a crackling sound, like footfalls in the undergrowth. Water tinkled in the bathroom and I could swear I heard birds.

For a moment, I almost knocked on Paul and Gail's door to ask if I could join them, but I decided it would be ungodly of me.

***

During the week, we saw each other every day. I took a bus from work and met Angelique in the Metro, where we kissed and whispered in the corner like teenagers as the crowds rushed by. But on weekend nights, when Ivan was out of town, she came to my apartment in a cab.

The constant noise of the building--music and slamming doors, voices and laughter, footsteps on the stairs--receded into the background. In my round room, Angelique and I were always alone in the pool of yellow light from the Chinese lantern over the bed, as if nothing else existed. I lay back in the bed, propped up on pillows like a sultan, as she stripped. 

We found that "Ina-Gadda-da-Vida" was precisely long enough for a slow strip tease. I watched her remove one garment at a time to the rhythm of the long drum and organ solos as if I was memorizing the event. Then she crawled onto the bed like a dutiful slave-girl, and she moaned with genuine pleasure as she served me.

That one was my favourite, but we had other games, too. We planned them during the week, as if planning a dinner-party. Finally, exhausted and sated, we slept for a while, and then she rose and dressed and fled into the night. From the window-seat in the big front room, I watched her as she hailed a taxi in the light of the streetlamp outside.

The pussycat glasses were gone by this time, replaced by fashionable round ones that revealed her blue eyes to advantage, and the tweed skirts and silk blouses had been replaced by mini-dresses and cat-suits that showed off her magnificent figure. The Emma Peel look was everywhere; on her it was a real killer.

"You know," said Paul, "there was a time I wondered what you saw in Angelique, but the other day I went by when your door was open, and I saw her asleep under that lamp of yours..." He shook his head. "I've never seen anything so sleek and fine."

Gail glared at him. "Never?"

"Except for Gail, of course, I meant to say."

"That's better."

"Well, it's funny," I said. "I was thinking about ending it right now."

"Really? Why? After all this time."

"That's just it. When will it end? She refuses to talk about leaving Ivan and I'm beginning to think there's no future in our relationship."

"But you're Romeo and Juliet," Gail pleaded.

"Some might think you've got a good deal here," Paul mused. "You've got good sex on a regular basis, with someone who has no right to demand monogamy. You've got a whole building full of young females, with new ones coming and going all the time, plus a ready-made excuse not to let matters get too serious with any of them. Christ, the more I think about it..." Gail punched him hard on the shoulder.

I decided, after much soul-searching and study of the aspects, that I would end it the very next time Angelique came to visit. And now that I had finally made a decision in my life, I felt good about it. Ivan's gig came to an end, and she couldn't visit the next weekend, or the weekend after that. The more time passed, the more comfortable I became with my decision. It seemed, in fact, as if it had already been decided between us. 

"I can come over next weekend," said Angelique on the phone. 

"Good. I have something to tell you." 

"Me too." 

I was calm as I waited for her arrival. She walked in the door, and Ivan came in behind her.

"Hi, Man. My gig was cancelled at the last minute and I thought I would see this famous house of yours."

One of those spontaneous parties happened that night--Jerry Dey was there, David of course, and Paul and Gail, and others wandered in from elsewhere in the building. Ivan had brought his newest toy--a strobe light. He set it up to synchronize with the revolving turntable and the black disc appeared to stand still, while objects placed upon it raced around in circles as if alive. We were all stoned enough to find this highly amusing. I was playing the host and hardly spoke to Angelique, but from the corner of my eye I saw her watching me.

An hour after they left, the phone rang.

"He's gone to the store," said Angelique. "I just had to phone and tell you how much I love you."

"But, I was..."

"Will you wait for me?"

It figures, I said to myself after I hung up the phone: for once in my life, I am fully committed to one course of action, and in a matter of minutes, I find myself just as fully committed to the opposite.

***

For a long time, it was hard for me to understand why this society thinks sex is dirty. You might think something so crucial to the survival of the human race would be some sort of holy sacrament. Is it because sex is a private matter, like excretion, and therefore best attended to in seclusion? But if it's such a private matter, why create public policies that put people in jail for doing it the wrong way? Is it because we wish to hide it from the children? That only begs the question: Why not teach sex to our children, like any other useful skill? They were created by it, and they'd damn well better learn how to do it someday or our species will become extinct. If we want our children to develop certain sexual habits, like we want them to develop certain eating habits, we have to teach them. If we want them to have good sex, like good posture and good manners, we have to talk about the subject once in a while. There are studies that show an inverse relationship between teenagers' sexual activity and the closeness of their relationship with their parents. The more parent and child see of each other, and the closer they relate to each other, the more restrained the children tend to be sexually. In other words, all the laws and curfews and sermons in the world can't be as effective in teaching sexual responsibility as a simple, honest, close relationship between parent and child. Are we astonished by this discovery?

Of course we don't want children becoming parents before they're mature enough to handle the responsibility, but that's why God invented birth control. Everyone disapproves of a pet-owner who doesn't control his animal's reproduction; what of the parent who declines to discuss sex except to convey the idea that it's naughty and daring and only grown-ups should do it, and then lets his own children loose on the world, their curiosity piqued, their hormones racing, and their heads full of the most preposterous misinformation? What is this parent? A good Christian? 

Kids don't have kids because they made a conscious decision to destroy their careers and take on the ultimate responsibility at the age of sixteen; it happens because they don't have enough sex education and no easy access to birth control. The idea that these two "enemies of the family" increase sexual activity among teenagers is another fantasy. Studies show that, in schools where good sex-education courses exist and in areas where contraception is available, teenagers simply do not report more sexual activity than elsewhere. What they do report is fewer pregnancies. So, if the “friends of the family” are so determined to stop teenage pregnancy, why don't they join forces with the liberals and provide sex-education, free condoms, and the rest of it? Because it's not teenage pregnancy that bothers them so much; it's teenage sex. What they're really pushing is another fantasy-class invention—-morality. 

Frankly, I'd just as soon abandon the concept of morality altogether and concentrate on ethics. After all, any act that is truly immoral, as opposed to being merely offensive to some, is so because it's fundamentally unethical and not because it's titillating to the bystanders. For a parent to seduce his child, or a doctor his patient, or a boss his employee, is unethical because the former has a duty to protect the latter, not take advantage of her; if he used his position of authority to steal her money instead of her innocence, there would be fraud charges. But as I see it, whether your trust is betrayed for sexual satisfaction or for monetary gain is an irrelevant detail. Likewise, rape is an assault, not a sex-act; whether you're threatened or beaten for your wallet or your body is pretty much immaterial. 

Besides, the whole world agrees on what is unethical, and always has, but morality is different in different societies, and it changes from decade to decade, with the changing needs of those who make their living from controlling, licensing, or selling forgiveness for whatever they define as immoral. The Church will tell you that morality is God-given and universal, and government will say that it's natural and self-evident, but both will retain the right to make exceptions to the moral code, pretty much arbitrarily, in their own interest. In fact, religion and government can't survive without making exceptions to the natural inclination of human beings, which is to live and let live and mind their own business if nobody messes with them, just like the other primates.

All religions are naturally antagonistic toward any creed they've displaced--half the Old Testament dietary laws simply forbade popular Babylonian dishes--and the early Christians quite naturally frowned on the open eroticism of pagan society, which their ascetics took as evidence of the coming end of the world. Like Buddhists, they considered sex a distraction and an impediment to enlightenment. Since the Church was run by men, of course, this disapproval took the form of negative feelings toward women, who were thought of as demons trying to seduce men into the evils of love and making babies and bouncing their grandchildren on their knees, and away from the higher pleasures of fasting, abstinence, and self-torture for the greater glory of God. The Reformation allowed priests to marry, rejecting celibacy as a Papist plot, but extended sexual restraint to the populace at large. We call this Puritanism, but the fact is: the Puritans were not all that puritanical. A certain amount of violation of the code was accepted as normal in sinful creatures like us, and there was such a lack of privacy in those days that the sight of people having sex was not considered all that shocking.

It was with the rise of the private household and romantic marriage that prudery became common. The home was an economic entity, and women were thought of as sexual possessions--to be kept at home, safe from the bawdy talk and casual nudity that were still common among the working classes. The idea that you can keep sex out of the sight of children is an urban idea; children who grow up on the farm learn about sex at an early age, just as they learn that people kill animals and eat them. They become acquainted with the facts of life naturally and parents don't give much thought to it. It's only in the citified, Victorian, front-parlour family, where everyone is dressed in layers of clothing all the time and people always watch what they say, in which we can pretend that sex doesn't happen. Once we begin to restrict the body, deny pleasure, and limit speech, we're well on our way to controlling the mind. It's not by accident that the most puritanical societies in history have been the most authoritarian, and that those societies most tolerant of free love also tended to tolerate free thought. 

***

I'll tell you why sex is bad and dirty and something that ought to be hidden from view, despite the fact that it's just about everybody's favourite activity: because religion says so. And why is religion so antagonistic toward sex? That's not difficult to understand. It's because sex and religion are in direct competition:

1) Religion maintains its power by use of the second most powerful drive in the human brain, or indeed in the brain of any animate creature: fear of death. But sex is rooted in the only force more powerful than that: the urge to reproduce.

2) Religion is in the business of peddling ersatz ecstasy; it wants you to believe that through faith, prayer, boredom, fasting, drugs, pain, and the rest of the panoply of religious techniques, it will put you in touch with ineffable joy, perfect love, the collective unconscious of the human race, and the ultimate meaning of the universe. But in reality, it hasn't got a hope in Hell of competing with such powerful and real human experiences as orgasm, childbirth, and your grandchild's first steps.

3) In order to promulgate the absurdities on which it's based, religion must establish tighter control over you than government can ever hope to achieve. The state may control your public behaviour and maintain power over your life and death, but controlling your private thoughts, though it may be the state's fondest wish, is beyond its ability. Religion's power begins where the state's leaves off; through the myth of the omniscient punishing god, it puts its censorious hand on your deepest desires and most private thoughts. Sex is so powerful and basic a generator of such desires and thoughts, and it makes you feel so joyous and so free, that it must somehow be controlled. People must be convinced that sex, despite the fact that it feels so damned good, is bad for them, because once you accept the idea that sex is dangerous, you can accept the idea that the state and the church ought to control it somehow, for the public good. 

Marriage was created to give them this control over sex and reproduction. I hear romantics protesting that marriage is much more than sex. No, love is much more than sex; marriage is a license for it. Loving and fucking and making babies are the most powerful human instincts in existence and the institutions of society want to make sure they control them, so church and state have joined in permitting sex only under their auspices. In sociologist Kingsley Davis' theory, property is not an object, but a social relationship involving an owner, a possession, non-owners, and the rest of society, which will back up the owner's rights. Marriage is a sexual possession--mutual or otherwise--involving the exclusive right to have sexual intercourse with a person. Only the state and the church can grant this right, and thus they control access to sex. Anyone having sex outside of marriage is therefore engaging in intercourse without a license, and prostitutes are trafficking in a controlled activity. We don't call prostitution the oldest profession for nothing; with only a few exceptions, all civilizations have tried to ban it, and none have succeeded. The authorities claim they must do so to prevent the spread of disease, but as any inner-city doctor will tell you, sex-professionals as a class pose much less danger of the spread of disease than amateurs.

 Of course, most governments would be quite happy to inspect, license, and tax hookers, like everything else, but that would be unacceptable to religion, whose cooperation government needs more. Besides, if you allow a woman to sell her body, you're conceding her right to dispose of it as she wishes. So the police keep on arresting and harassing prostitutes, relegating them to the fringes of society, where the closest thing they have to protection are their pimps. It's not by accident that serial killers prey on prostitutes, homosexuals, and the homeless: these people have been thrown to the wolves, and serial killers, like wolves, know how to cut the weakling out of the herd. 

I can't imagine why selling your sexual favours should be any different from selling your carpentry skills or song-writing talent. Now, I'm not talking about child-prostitution here, or the exploitation of an individual by means of drug-addiction, threats of violence, or psychological manipulation--which is just as reprehensible in the pimp as in the stepfather the girl probably ran away from in the first place. No, I'm talking about a simple transaction in which a woman, or a man for that matter, reaches an agreement to exchange sex for pay. The only reason the most ancient form of capitalism is frowned upon is that the commodity is sex, on which the state and the church wish to have a monopoly. Besides, this kind of sex is purely recreational in nature, and the authorities wish to promulgate the myth that sex is only for procreation.

This is an important key to understanding morality. If sex is only for procreation, and birth is a holy miracle, then sex is holy and can be debased if used for something less noble, like reinforcing the pair bond as nature intended in the first place, several million years before God was invented. An intelligent believer might well ask: Why did God make it so much fun, if we're not to enjoy it? Why is the human body so liberally provided with erogenous zones, if we can't use them? Why is the human being, so much closer to the angels than the rest of brute creation, so much hornier than they are, if sex is not the next thing to heaven? Is this some cruel trick on the part of God, to tempt us and then punish us for being tempted? The fact is: the forces that shaped the human species have created this powerful human sexuality for many reasons, and not just for the creation of offspring. Like many aspects of human nature, sex has a social role as well as a reproductive one, and anyone who denies this is simply not paying attention.

Homosexuality is kind of non-reproductive by definition, which is why it is declared unnatural in Biblical stories of a culture threatened by numerous and prolific enemies. For centuries now, some people have been telling us that they felt trapped in the wrong body, and had felt that way since birth. Society refused to believe this simple assertion; it accused them of everything from neurosis to demonic possession and tried to change their ways with everything from therapy to torture. Scientists now realize that these assertions were absolutely correct: the physical body, the sexual hard-wiring of the brain, and the gender programming of that brain are all formed at different times in the womb, and a flood of hormones of one sort or another brought on by maternal stress and other factors can quite literally produce a female mind in a male body and vice versa. Homosexuality, trans-sexuality, and transvestism turn out to be not only perfectly natural, but rather common, human behaviour. How the hell did they sell us the idea that this happens in defiance of God's wishes? The same way they sold us everything else: people will believe any crap in the world if it backs up their own fears, prejudices, and selfishness.

Besides, the idea of two sexes only, which those of us who read science-fiction came to doubt a long time ago, is the simple solution, and conservatives always go for the simple solution, for obvious reasons.
***

Plato's Cave was a flat on Rue Esplanade--a dark and cosy place, heated by an ancient oil stove, with the words “Fuck you!” written on the living room wall by a disgruntled former tenant. It was so dark my potted rubber plants dropped all their leaves and died. Kissa loved the place because there were mice; I kept finding little corpses in my shoes in the morning. All winter long the oil-line kept freezing and I had to go out into the back shed and pour boiling water on it--pouring troubled water on the oil. If I did let the line freeze, the fire went out, and when the line thawed in the morning, the oil began to flow. When I came home from work to light the fire, there was a pool of oil in the bottom of the stove and it burned like an inferno, the stovepipe becoming red hot up to the ceiling. It terrified me. 

There was an old-fashioned Victorian gas stove in the kitchen--green and white, with ornate silver trim--and I found a refrigerator that matched in period and style, created by putting a compressor in an old ice-box. It cost more than a modern fridge would have, it was heavier than a normal fridge and hell itself to move up two flights of stairs, and it made a noise like a single-engine plane, but the kitchen looked great. Unfortunately, I came home early one day and found the fridge on fire and Kissa in a panic, so I ended up getting a newer model anyway. Somehow I moved the old one out the kitchen back door, along the creaking wooden gallery, and into the back shed, one inch at a time, single-handed. I unscrewed the door and it hit the ancient floor with such a crash that I feared for a moment that all three stories of the shed would collapse beneath me.

For a time, Paul and Gail crashed in my living room, as they were still renovating their town house and the atmosphere at the Garden of Paradise had changed with my departure. Paul was supposed to be a vegetarian, but he didn't like to cook, so he lived on grilled-cheese sandwiches. I had to listen to them having sex at night, and Gail was very vocal. I wouldn't have minded that if she would have an orgasm more often--I would hear her screams increasing in rhythm and volume until the last disappointed wail as Paul came before she did, and it must have been embarrassing for him. Surely, I thought, he could find some way other than fucking to satisfy her, but then I remembered Erica and guessed that Gail was on a Scorpionic quest for the same transcendent orgasm. At one point, Gail asked me why I had a big mirror leaning against the wall next to my bed, and I said:

"That's for fellatio; I like to watch."

She actually blushed and said, "You didn't have to tell me that."

"Why wouldn't I tell you? We're still water-brothers, you know."

The official reason I moved into Plato's Cave was that David suddenly quit his job and I was no longer certain that I could carry the rent myself on the Garden of Paradise. I was a little miffed about this, since I had gotten him the job in the first place. But if the truth be told, all the girls around there frightened me, and I was getting sick and tired of fighting off temptation. All my friends, including Angelique, said it was a bad idea, that I would be lonely.

My friends were right; it was lonely that winter. But I began to write again--probably because there was nothing else to do and nobody to distract me. I started several stories about the Sixties, and for the first time since high school I began to write poems again--dozens of them, always for Angelique.

David brought his new girlfriend round and asked me to do her chart. I supposed this was to help him seduce her, but the trouble was: I took these charts seriously, and I told them they were compatible for a short time, but not forever. What could I say? They didn't have the aspects. I don't know how many women have come to me, expecting me to use the chart to seduce them, and I ended up giving them good advice on future partners.

David dropped by a few days later for a short visit, and we had a cup of coffee and rapped for a while, as if there were no bad feelings between us. About an hour later I began to feel funny. My stomach was tight and my limbs were heavy and my head was loose and light. I quickly ran over the possibilities: gas leak? Something I ate?

But when the walls began to move, I knew why. I roundly cursed David for picking a weekday night for his revenge, and decided to spend the evening at Paul and Gail's. So I called them up and explained that David had dropped Acid in my coffee and I would be down soon to wait it out at their place, and then I called Angelique and told her what happened and where I'd be in case she phoned and found me not at home and began to worry.

She said, "Why don't you come over here."

So I called Paul and Gail again and told them I've made other plans. By the time the cab arrived I was really tripping, and I found myself riding with some crazy Iranian cab-driver, with a banner on his dash invoking the protection of Allah upon his cab and all who ride therein; it worked, too, because I was still alive afterwards, and it was not thanks to his driving. The radio was on a hockey-game, and the streets were nearly clogged with snow. The cab sped along the undulating streets, and the buildings leered at us and the cars were crawling like alien behemoths. The entire city was frozen and timeless and only we were moving. The polar axis had shifted and plunged the city into the middle of an ice age, freezing the trucks and the pedestrians and the mammoths into shocked immobility, buttercups still undigested in their stomachs.

"And here's Mahovlich coming up on the right," the radio shouted. "He's got the puck. Yes, he scores! It's a goal!" And the taxi darted here and there, sliding around the scowling trucks, ducking by the farting busses, passed from player to player, a quick slap-shot and into the net, just before the light changed! Fantastic shot!

Then I was coming up Angelique's writhing stairway, the walls oozing, and the sounds of cooking in the air. I knocked. She answered the door and Ivan was behind her.

"I thought you might show up here," she said. "Well, come in."

"Didn't you invite me?"

A look of puzzlement came over her face.

"I distinctly heard you say, why don't you come over here?"

She laughed. "I said: Why don't you call me from there?"

"From Wogg and Gay's."

"Right."

"Oh. Sorry."

"Well, don't sweat it man," said Ivan. "You're here now, right?"

"Right."

"Come on in."

I stepped into a sizzling cave. Mist hung in the air, and the fire muttered angrily in the oil stove.

"If the place seems a little smoky," Ivan said, "she's been frying mushrooms."

"Oh. I thought it was just another hallucination."

Ivan scurried about: a Neanderthal spreading tiger-pelts on the sofa for his guest. The fungus-dripping walls were piled high with sound equipment. He turned and flipped a switch and lights flashed in the dark like stars being born in some distant nebula. In a matter of moments he had set up the hi-fi; I was sitting on the couch and Angelique had placed a fruit-drink in my hand. The maestro, grinning like a schoolboy, placed a needle in a groove and suddenly the music washed over me, pouring from the two big bass amps like cold air from an opened fridge on a summer day.

The music swept up all the disorder of my life, all the chaos of existence, tied it up in a neat bundle, and presented it to me for my inspection. The power and the kingdom and the glory were mine. I felt Angelique's fear dissolve, and she relaxed beside me. I'm in charge here, beloved; never fret. I set down my drink and lit a cigarette. Captain Beefheart was singing:

"Goin' up to the caves,

Where the bears live,

Livin' my life,

With my wife.

Man's best friend, his wife.

Goin' up to the caves

Before they come and take my life.

Before they come and take my wife."

Later, Ivan was rummaging through a box of old records he had found in an attic, and we were laughing at the culture of other times and other generations. I told him:

"You know what Salvador Dali said about the hippies? He called them The New Aristocracy. Do you know what we do? We strip the electrons off the atoms themselves, line them up like so many sheep, herd them through wires, and make them dance and sing to entertain us."

"Hey, Man. That's what I do. I make electrons dance." He pulled out a record. "What's this? Pavane pour une infante defunte."

"Oh, I love that," Angelique said. "Put it on."

Ivan shrugged.

"It's by Ravel," I said.

He put it on and the music swept us up together, Angelique and I, and suddenly we were alone and far away, lying in each other's arms.

Ivan fidgeted like a little boy during the love-scene in a Western.

Later, much later, I was standing in the street outside waiting for a cab, and she was in the window, with her cats, looking down at me. When I got home, I found that I had left my keys inside, and I had to sneak round to the alley, climb the back stairs in the pitch dark, and break into my own apartment at three in the morning on Acid, while the damned German Shepherd in the yard next door barked his head off.

David came to apologize a few days later, and I thanked him for a wonderful time. That really pissed him off.

***

When I was a kid in Connecticut, hoping to run away and join the Hippie Circus, I did research on drugs. I read Drugs and The Mind by S. DeRopp, which I later noticed on many a bookshelf, to find out what did what and whether it was dangerous, so I knew a bit about the subject going in. To me, it was a literary thing; I read reports by everybody from Coleridge to Burroughs, and I knew damn well that every bohemian movement in history had a drug component. To me, and most everybody I knew, grass was for removing inhibitions and enhancing appreciation of everything from sex to music, and Acid was for enlightenment and revelation.

I suppose we created a problem for the next generation: How the hell were they supposed to rebel against us? Well, our whole thing had been natural--naturally long hair, natural drugs, natural food and clothing. They rebelled by shaving their heads or painting their hair green, and by turning to synthetic drugs like speed and crack and ecstasy.

Sorry, I don't accept any blame for the drug culture: we may have been romantic and naive and elitist, but only a few of my friends actually abused drugs to the point of wasting themselves, and just about everybody I knew had the sense to stay away from cocaine and heroin. Self-destructive behaviour doesn't arise out of self-centredness; it arises out of self-hatred. It arises from a culture of poverty and despair, in which the only way to escape is to take drugs and the only way to achieve status is to sell them. The War on Drugs is unwinnable, like the War on Poverty before it, because the fantasy class doesn't want to win it. Why would they? Most of them profit from it in one way or another, the neighbourhoods that are destroyed by it are on the other side of town, and their own addicted children don't go to jail, they go to re-hab.

***

The walls loom over us, breathing down our necks, and the room has the gaunt, tense look of Acid. The next room lies at the end of a long tunnel. I can hear my neighbours through the walls, scratching and rustling like creatures of the undergrowth. Water rumbles in a pipe. The city is a jungle, and the apes are skittering about in the concrete tunnels and canyons, scrounging for food like rats in the skeletons of dinosaurs. Somewhere outside, a dog begins to bark. Angelique turns and looks at me.

"You don't like dogs. Why?"

I glance back into my life, casting for a childhood experience on which to hang a proper psychological explanation, but the memories come rushing up so fast and so many that I can't keep my footing among them, and so I simply say:

"Because I'm a cat, that's why."

She laughs, and her laugh sounds hysterical and loud. I quickly look away. 

We are sitting side by side, holding hands for comfort, afraid to look in each other's eyes. We have spent our whole life this way. A thought strikes me:

"Is Ivan a cat too?"

"Yes," she says.

I had thought of him as a dog--whining and stupid and easily outsmarted--but now I see him as my equal--wily, and undeceived, and even dangerous.

Three wild cats--Servals or Margays, perhaps--are circling each other in a clearing, tails lashing. One has a mate and defends his territory, but he is older and grows tired. The challenger circles him warily, every muscle tensed. And the female is waiting for the outcome.

I turn to speak to her, and I find a tear rolling down her cheek. I reach out to comfort her. She shrugs my hand away and turns on me.

"What's the matter?" I ask.

Her eyes bore into mine. "No wonder you call me pussycat."

"What?"

"Everybody does. Everybody calls me that. Now I know why."

"You just read my mind. You know that?"

"I don't have to. Your thoughts are written all over your face. You're thirsty. Go get a drink."

I am. I'm dying of thirst. "How did you know?"

"I don't know. Go get your drink."

Confused, I get up and start toward the bathroom. "You want one?"

She is rocking back and forth, holding herself in her arms, like a mourner in a Greek play. "So this is liberation," she says.

Sheer panic sweeps over me, and I sit down beside her. "I love you," I say.

"That's what they all say."

"But..."

"Go get your drink and get it over with." 

"But, it's just a drink of water. I'm not drinking you."

She looks at me, unconvinced. She knows I am drinking her, and she is right. She is a drink of water to me. I feel her eyes probing deeper into my mind. I try to show her pictures: see how much I love you. But she brushes them aside and probes deeper, back through the ages. She is a slave-girl, branded like a steer; a witch, framed by a rejected suitor and racked and burned by celibacy-crazed inquisitors; an apache dancer in tight sweater and slit skirt, grovelling at the feet of a dandified pimp; a busty pulp-fiction heroine, strapped in a chair and tortured by mad scientists.

"Oh yes, there's that one too," she keeps saying.

A tide of blackness overwhelms me, and I plunge into it, seeking escape. I can see the galaxy pin-wheeling through space as it sweeps up the interstellar dust in its long crab arms, egg-laden with proto-suns that stretch out their own frail, smoke-like tentacles, making little fists of planets. Clutched in one of these gravitational fists is Man, scurrying about like cockroaches in the rafters of some Titanic foundry, alternately worshipping and spectro-analyzing the great blast furnaces that rage and bellow far below as civilizations rise to scientific literacy and fall back into dark ages again.

My throat is dry.

"So we're back to that," she says.

"I want a drink of water."

"So go ahead."

"But I'm thirsty."

"Go ahead. Have your drink of water."

I tear my eyes away and pad into the bathroom. For a moment I can't figure out where the water is. I smell it, but how do I get at it? I will have to dig for it. No, there it is. I bend down and put my lips to the faucet. I hear Angelique sobbing in the next room, raped and devoured.

But when I return to the living room, we are both refreshed. We sit and listen to the scurrying and scuffling of our primate neighbours, the trickle of water and the sizzle of cooking.

"I've been waiting a long time," she says, "for you to join me."

The room begins to stretch--not to expand or recede, but to stretch--as if a three-dimensional picture of a room were painted on a piece of canvas, and the canvas grasped with powerful hands and pulled, until it begins to part in the middle.

"Wait," I say.

The room snaps back, taut and whole.

"Let me figure this out first," I say. "Can we really do this?"

"I don't know."

"Are we doing it?"

"It looks that way."

For an instant, I picture the perplexity of someone else, not tripping on Acid, listening to our conversation.

"If we go through with it, what then?"

"We'll be together," she says, but without conviction.

"Just you and me."

"Yes."

"And nobody else. No Ivan."

"No."

"No separation. Our minds forever united like this--Uranus and Gaia, male and female, yin and yang."

"Right."

"And all these difficulties, and separations, and all the tragedies--Pyramus and Thisbe, Tristan and Iseult, Romeo and Juliet, Paolo and Francesca--we created them ourselves, over the centuries."

"I don't know," she says, and I suddenly see that she is as frightened as I am. Her power is gone in that instant, and I begin to feed upon it.

"The whole cycle of birth and death, all this pain and loneliness--it's all Maya, just a game we play."

"I don't know. I don't know."

"And our bodies?" I ask.

She turns to me, smiling. "Yes, there's that too." She knows I don't want to lose our bodies. She begins to think of her body. The feel and smell and taste of it. The sight of it in a thousand different poses, each more seductive than the last. She pushes them forward, tempts me with them.

"But Ivan," I say.

Her face falls, and I take advantage of that moment of weakness and grasp the fabric once again. I am enjoying my power. I watch the room begin to tear, and I wonder what is behind it, what we will step into. From the corner of my eye, I see her glance up at me. She is frightened, but she is also very strong.

"Suppose it's not true," she says quietly.

The room snaps back again. She's right: suppose it's not true. Suppose there are more than just the two of us; what if we ripped the fabric of reality and stepped through and it wasn't real after all, just some hallucination. People would come and put our bodies in an institution, and the newspapers would say: “Lovers Reduced to Human Vegetables by LSD Trip.”

Suddenly I am very tired.

"Let's go lie down," I say.

We get up and walk into the bedroom. She sits down on the edge of the bed. "It's cold," she says.

"Do you want me to put on the heat?"

"No, no," she says, "it's not outside."

"What?"

"The cold is inside. Come here and sit down."

I sit on the edge of the bed. She has sunk into it, and as I watch she begins to grow old. I look away, terrified, and I see her dart into a corner across the room. She is a wanton imp, a sensuous cat-creature. She vanishes before my eyes, and then peeks out at me from behind a bone. Where is she? The rib cage of a dinosaur? Inside a dirigible? Behind the frame that holds the canvas of reality? There are struts and girders all about her. She plays hide and seek among them, leading me on into myself. It's my own rib cage. She is inside me, a pixie, a succubus, a fantasy of my own creation. "I'll strip for you," she says. "I'll pose for you. I'll dress up for you and play life." I reach for her, and suddenly she is an old woman again. I jump back as if bitten. She is an incredibly ancient woman, with enormous breasts, and full belly. Her hair is green and moves as if alive.

Mother Earth? What happened to my nymph? There she is. She peeks out at me from behind her mother's skirts, and dives into a pool. I follow her into the water, reach out for her and grasp her ankle. She turns on me, a lioness snarling and spitting, her cubs at her feet. She is a Bedouin woman, gone off into the desert to menstruate alone. Trees wither at her glance; the grass turns yellow in her shadow.

I hear her groaning. "I'm pregnant again." No, you are not old; you are prematurely aged with the toil of centuries. Bearing water, bearing children, sold into slavery, sold into good family, sold into convents, traded for gold and dowry.

She lies beside me on the bed, nursing her upset stomach. She says, "I always get this way on Acid. It's the speed."

"Do you want to throw up?"

"No! I'm trying not to throw up. Have you ever thrown up on Acid? It feels like your whole body is coming out through your mouth. Just lie still and be quiet."

I make the mistake of touching her belly. I want to comfort her.

"Don't touch me!"

I jump back. Mustn't touch Mommy.

"Do you want to take your clothes off?"

"Yeah, that's a good idea."

She undresses and lies there, nursing her belly. We are at the denouement now, the best part of the trip, when everything is god-like and beautiful. Or it would be if I could touch her.

I sit cross-legged and watch her. She is neither young nor old now, neither nymph nor earth mother, for I have invented both of them. She is her own age, her own woman, and she is beautiful. She lies beside me, staring into space, her brows knitted in concentration, absorbed in her own thoughts, oblivious to my presence. She is pregnant with herself.

***

There was a phone beside the bed, so Angelique and I could talk in the middle of the night if the opportunity arose. It rang and I answered it.

"Hi. It's Robin."

For a minute, I didn't understand. "Robin? Robin Hedges? I mean, Robin Lutz?" Her married name.

"Yes. Remember me?"

"Of course." I couldn't believe I was talking to my high-school principal's daughter while Angelique and I were lying naked, coming down from Acid.

"I'm in Montreal. Not far away from you, apparently, according to the address in the phonebook. I was wondering if I could drop by and say hello."

"Sure. Give me a few minutes, that's all."

When Robin came up the stairs I was wearing jeans, hastily thrown on, and no shirt. As I recall, I had been in the same state of semi-dress when she appeared at the door of my New York loft with Harry Lutz, four years before. Apparently, I hadn't changed.

But neither had she. She enthused about married life, and news of Connecticut. I marvelled that I was sitting there talking to the girl for whom I wrote my first poem. I wondered what she would think of the poems I was writing now. She saw Angelique's ring.

"Oh, are you married?"

"Yes, but not to him."

"Oh. None of my business, anyway."

"What have you heard from Jay and Eva?" I asked.

"They're divorced now, still living in Iowa or someplace. I heard Eva's running around with some radical lesbian feminist group or something."

"Really?"

"I don't know. That's what I heard. Is there some message I can bring back to the States for anybody?"

"No," I said. "I don't think so."

"Well, if you think of something, let me know. I'll call you tomorrow, before I leave." I'll call you when you're alone, is what she meant.

***

I lay there with my arms folded under my head, Kissa purring on my chest.

"What if I had gone off to Iowa back then? Moved in with Jay and Eva? I would have been completely dependent on them. And when they divorced, I would have been in the middle of it."

"You might have ended up with the girl of your dreams. Do we have any ice-cream?"

"I might have ended up dead in Vietnam. In the midst of a tempestuous Jules-et-Jim relationship with Eva and Jay, young Jimmy is arrested and sent to the front and dies in a great death-scene. Jay edits his poems and Jim Luck becomes famous, after his death. I do have my sun in the eighth house, you know: that could indicate posthumous fame."

"What about potato chips? I love potato chips."

The phone rang, and I picked it up.

"Hi. It's Robin. I'm just about to leave. Any messages I can pass on to anyone?" I thought about it for a minute. If Robin could find me in the phonebook, anyone could have done the same by calling Information anytime they wanted to, and in all those years no one from the Old Days ever did so. They had given up on me and I didn't blame them. I was in exile here, as expatriate as Hemingway or Henry Miller.

"No," I said, "I don't have any messages for anybody. If anyone asks, tell them I'm alive and well in Montreal. That's all."

I hung up the phone and lay for a while, petting Kissa. "Did I do the right thing, do you think?"

"You did nothing, as usual. You're leaving it up to fate. Can we have supper now, please?"

***

Paul and Gail were beginning to fight now, and the fights were brutal. A number of Gail's admirers tried to move in at this point, as if getting involved in a battle between an Aries and a Scorpio could be anything but suicidal. Several hangers-on bit the dust as a result. One night Paul insisted on going off with his buddies and one aggressive swain gave Gail the idea he might be dropping by. Frightened, she called me and asked me to sleep over.

She came into the guest-room to tuck me in and sat on the edge of the bed in her nightgown as we shared a cigarette. It looked for all the world as if we had skipped the sex part and gone right to the post-coital smoke. Knowing Scorpio as I did, I was fairly sure the entire incident had been set up to give me the opportunity to make a move on her without any commitment on her part, but it was too little too late anyway. The lush body and brunette beauty that I had lusted for were still there, but I was not about to jeopardize my relationship with Angelique for one that would probably turn out no better for me than my three years with Erica, and I regarded Gail as an attempt on the part of the gods to distract me from my true course.

Paul and Gail split up shortly afterwards. Gail became a bartender and well known in Montreal, until she saved enough to open a bed-and-breakfast for whale-watchers in Tadoussac. One of her admirers--a quiet sort of guy who had always been in the background--hung on long enough to be the only one left and won her in the end.

One night, I dreamed that Paul came into the Medical Records Department, removed the medical files from the shelves, and replaced them with books. The next day he phoned me at the hospital and insisted I go down and apply for a job at the McGill University Library, where he was working. "It's in the Interlibrary Loan Office," he said. "That's where you want to be. Every time I pass by, they're laughing in there." I did indeed get the job, because it came down to two applicants and since my last name was Luck I was considered a good omen. Then, having changed my life, Paul moved on.
At a farewell party in his honour, held in somebody’s loft, we were talking about the newly published Pentagon Papers, which revealed how the U.S. government had lied to the American public about Vietnam, and the espionage trial of Daniel Ellsberg, who leaked them to the press. I began to rant about how government does more harm than good and we could probably run the world better without it. Paul laughed and said to everyone, "Jimmy's always been an anarchist."

I was stunned. The simple comment struck me like a thunderbolt and I hardly heard the rest of the conversation. It was as if I had spent my life bouncing around like a pinball--reading everything I could get my hands on in search of a philosophy to call my own, falling into the cracks between the Beat and the Hippy generations and feeling that I belonged to neither, literally wandering across the continent and back in search of myself--and Paul had popped me into my perfect place with an off-hand remark.

I was a goddamned anarchist. After all, you don't have to carry a dagger under your cloak or build bombs in your basement to be an anarchist; all you have to do is to believe people capable of ordering their affairs without the interference of the state. You don't have to read Bakunin or Proudhon, or wear black turtlenecks in dingy coffee houses--though I had actually done this--you just have to believe that government is not preserving, but destroying society.

Paul moved to B.C., like everyone else, it seemed, in his Canadian generation, and took a job in construction. After struggling for years with his father, who was trying to fashion him into an economics major, he took to wielding a nail-gun like a duck to water. Years later I saw him on T.V., described as an environmentalist, in a report about logging protests. Brandy was living out there too, for a while, but deep in the interior, until she moved to Calgary, her astrological research having told her that was the best place to be during the coming ecological Armageddon. The city began an oil-fuelled economic boom soon after. The last I heard, she was putting a brilliant daughter through college.

As for me, I began to write in earnest. It seemed I had been unable to write during the Sixties not only because of the constant turbulence all about me, but also because I had nothing in particular to say. Having written adventure stories in childhood, plays in high school, experimental fiction in the Sixties, and poetry in the Seventies, I moved on to science fiction in the Eighties, essays in the Nineties, and memoirs in the next millennium. Eventually I was to make my way through every stage of the Literary Ages of Man: over-sensitive child, lovesick poet, bohemian artist, hedonistic revolutionary, and gentleman philosopher. In the end, I thought of myself as a kind of Candide, writing his memoirs and quietly cultivating his garden after his adventures. Though Angelique does most of the work in the garden.

CHAPTER TEN
There was no line-up at the U.S. border. It had always been our habit to cross at this sleepy northern Vermont town instead of the busy Interstate crossing in upstate New York only a few kilometres away. The latter was regularly featured on Montreal morning radio along with the city traffic reports, and despite the great number of booths there was always a delay, but the only time we had ever found a long line-up in Vermont was during the months following the 911 attacks, when we were told to exit the vehicle and stand on the curb while armed troops searched the trunk, dogs sniffed the luggage, and long-armed mirrors were thrust under the car. By the following summer it was back to the usual procedure: where were we from, where were we going, and did we have anything to declare?

This time, mine was literally the only car on the road, but it was quite early in the morning: because Angelique was not coming with me this time, I had been able to shower and dress, dump my one suitcase in the trunk, and leave shortly after dawn. I stopped at the booth, rolled down the window, and handed over my driver’s license.

“Where do you live?”

“Montreal.”

“Where were you born?”

This was a rare question, which I preferred not to hear because it required an explanation. “I was born in Utica, New York.”

The border guard’s interest was piqued. “What’s your citizenship?”

“I’m a Canadian citizen. I have my papers in the glove-box if you want to see them.” The conversation was veering into places I didn’t want to go.

“You have dual citizenship?”

“No, I had to renounce my U.S. citizenship in 1967.” This was some years before the guard was born. And I should have said I had to “give up” instead of “renounce” my citizenship.

“Right,” the guard said, tapping computer keys. The screen would be telling her I had been crossing at this point twice a year for the last twenty years. “I guess that’s what you had to do in those days.”

“Yes. There was no dual citizenship.” The implication was that I had reluctantly given up being an American so I could be a Canadian, though the fact was: I had been advised by the War Resisters’ League to go to the U.S. consulate in Montreal and renounce my U.S. citizenship immediately, five years before I could apply for Canadian citizenship, just in case I found myself in legal trouble. As a Canadian landed immigrant without American citizenship I could not be deported to the U.S. Or so I was told. A fellow employee at McGill had come to Canada to avoid being drafted into the U.S. Army even though he was born in Corsica, grew up in Algeria, and had French citizenship. Ironically, he had fled France to avoid being sent to Vietnam when France was in charge over there. So I always wondered just how safe I had been.

The guard was perusing the computer screen. I could have told her that 100,000 Americans had fled to Canada during Vietnam--enough to populate a good-sized town--and I was one of 30,000 who stayed, and that right now there were about 300 Iraq War deserters in Canada, wondering why America seemed incapable of learning from its own mistakes. But I said nothing of the sort.

“Where are you going?” the guard asked, returning to the script.

“Connecticut.”

“What is the purpose of your visit?”

“Family matters. My father is dying.”

To my surprise, I heard my voice catch as I spoke the words.

“All right. Go ahead.” She handed back my identification and I drove to the nearby Vermont Welcome Center for a pee and a coffee. I put a Miles Davis C.D. in the player and drove on. At every rest stop on the Interstate I would stop and pee, have another coffee, change the C.D. and drive on, covering the 500 kilometres to Connecticut by early afternoon. There was little to do but keep an eye on the cruise control and hope I arrived in time.

My sister Mimi had called two days before.

“Dad’s coming home tomorrow.”

“It’s settled then?

“Yes. He hates the nursing home--they call it a residence, but he knows what it is. He’s tired of dialysis three times a week, and he’s tired of being cared for by strangers.”

My sister was tired too. I could hear it in her voice. She would get up before dawn, drive into Hartford early to miss the rush-hour, work all day being yelled at on the phone by irate insurance policy-holders for mistakes she hadn’t made herself, leave early to pick up Dad at the residence, drive him to dialysis in another town, wait reading in the car, then drive him back to the residence, feed him, drive home and make dinner for Mom, fall into bed in the early evening, and wake up to do it all over again. Scant help she got from her expatriate brother. The other brother was working two jobs to pay off a mortgage he still had after raising four kids, and besides, as a diabetic he wasn’t about to drive halfway across the state in the dark.

“Dad knows what this means?”

“He knows. He would have come home before, but the doctors wanted to interview him and make sure. He wants all treatment to cease, including the insulin, so he can’t last more than a week or two. So this would be a good time for you to come.”

Mimi would need my help. Mom was 92, and though she was still in good shape, she wouldn’t be able to help much with Dad. “Okay,” I said. “My boss is still in the office. I’ll call now and tell them I won’t be in for a while. I’ve already warned them about Dad and that I might have to take off at any time. Give me a day to make sure Angelique has food in the house, and I’ll leave the next morning.

“How is she doing?”

“She should be all right," I said. "The physiotherapist showed her how to get out of bed by herself and how to get up the stairs with crutches. The neighbours have volunteered to drive her, anytime, if she needs to go to the doctor or the store, and they’re really good friends. We’ve opened the sofa-bed in the living room and she’s got the T.V. and the powder room and the kitchen and her cat. I’ve been back at work for a couple weeks now and she’s been getting along fine. If this had happened two weeks ago, just after she got out of the hospital, I don’t know what I would have done. She couldn't even get out of bed without help.”

***

It always felt good to pull into the drive at my sister’s place—now my parents’ place as well. When their house had become a burden, my sister and I sat one afternoon over Frappucinos and decided the only thing to do was to add a second story on her house, arrange the ground floor to resemble Mom and Dad`s old home of forty-five years as much as possible, and move herself upstairs, then sell their house, which had appreciated about a thousand percent, to pay for the construction and their future care. It was her idea to add the wide covered front porch, and I usually arrived to find someone in a rocker out there. I arrived this time expecting to find Dad in bed, but he was sitting up in his favourite lounge-chair in the living room. Except for the fact that he was in pyjamas and a robe, and the hose that fed oxygen to his nose, it would have looked like any other day. That, and what bypass surgery and kidney failure had done to his face. But his voice was strong and his wits were about him. My brother Tom and his wife were there, with my Mom, and the eulogy I had written was on the coffee table. Expecting to have to say something at his funeral, I had written it at work and e-mailed it to my sister’s office for her to critique, just in time for her to print it out and take it home before leaving for the vacation time she was taking:

"My father is a hero. He’s not a show-off like Superman, or suave and cool like James Bond. No, he’s more like Indiana Jones. He is part of that generation that some refer to as "the greatest generation" and I think that's about right. Their childhood was the Great Depression and their young adulthood was World War II. My father spent that war in a cramped and hot and deafening Engine Room, deep below the waterline, while submarines prowled the cold and dark beyond the bulkhead; he kept the engines running so Europe could have the food and the bullets and the men it needed to survive.

"Then, like the rest of his generation, he came home and had kids. If the nature of his children is not the measure of a man, what is? In the Sixties, when I ran away and joined the Hippie Circus, I did my best to be a real bad dude, and ended up--a Canadian. Every time I considered doing something really stupid, I could hear my father saying, "What are doing, Jimmy? You're smarter than that." As for my brother, I'm sure there were doctors who said privately, "He'll never survive." But not only did he survive to be the Silver Fox he is now, he married a woman with a big heart and a wicked sense of humour and they raised four strapping, smart, good kids. My sister, when life dealt her a bad hand, went home and our parents made a safe place there for her to live; then when they needed the same, she raised high the roof-beams of her own house and made one for them..."

***
The family had always been the most important thing in my father’s life, and in his last weeks they gathered for him. An hour after I arrived, I was surprised to find my brother giving him an insulin ejection. He seemed a bit put out by this, as he was supposed to be refusing all treatment, so I asked Tom about it over the coffee-maker afterwards:

"How come you gave Dad the shot?"

"Rock and Lori are coming tomorrow. We thought we should make sure he's awake." Rocky was a soldier stationed in Arizona at the moment, and Lori was married to a soldier stationed in Germany.

"That's great," I said. "So all his children and grandchildren will be here."

"Becky called the Army. They arranged through the Red Cross to fly them home for the week."

I chuckled when I thought of my sister-in-law Rebecca pestering the U.S. Army brass until they did what they could for her kids.

They arrived the next day, and the rest of the grandchildren arrived with family in tow, and there was the traditional noisy family barbecue. In ones and twos and threes, people wandered into the room with treats for Dad that he could now enjoy again, because diet was irrelevant now, and sat to listen to him talk. His voice was clear and his mind was sharp, and everyone, myself in particular, was amazed at his memory. He knew the name of the doctor who had stitched up his cut finger aboard ship in 1943. He knew the name of the man who had advised him to apply for his first job on the Barge Canal in New York State. He recounted the bewildering series of co-incidences that led to every important event in his life: the docking of his ship and the subway that seemed to be waiting to take him to the train that seemed to be waiting to take him to see his firstborn son; the chance encounter that led to a civilian job on the very morning he was leaving to go back to sea after the War, to my mother’s overjoyed surprise.

I got to talk, as well, to family members I seldom saw, usually on the big front porch. My nephew Rocky was also my godson, and it was strange indeed that the person whose spiritual development I was supposed to be guiding should end up in the military. His mother had consulted me when he first considered joining the Army as a faster track to the State Police—-he wanted to be the guy who helped out travellers on the highway of life--and I had told her something about Mars being very beneficial in his life and not at all dangerous. “Besides,” I said, “what are the chances of America going to war in this day and age?” Some prophet I turned out to be. 

He showed me the new photo of him in his Sergeant's uniform.

"You're smiling in this one, I see. In the old one, you look very serious."

"That's true."

"It must be because as a Private everyone gives you shit, but as a Sergeant you can give shit to other people."

He laughed.

"So," I went on. "Do they call you Sergeant Rock?"

"They do, if they read comics as a kid."

He told a series of dry and funny stories about trainees being pursued by wild pigs on hikes in the Arizona desert, and being forced to abandon a Hummer on a dangerous road in Iraq as the engine caught fire, everyone forgetting the exit protocols as the smoke billowed up around them, but the gunner stubbornly determined not to leave his machine-gun as he vanished from sight in the black smoke.

“I was the only one with body armour,” he mentioned casually.

“What do you mean?”

“We didn’t have enough to go around, but I was the radio-man and we all knew we were fucked without communications.”

I marvelled at an America that would move mountains to send their soldiers home on bereavement leave, but couldn’t bring itself to buy them enough body armour.

***

I sat with my sister-in-law, Becky, for years my amused sparring partner over religious matters. “You won’t even admit to Jesus as a historical figure?” she asked with a chuckle.

“Well, there are several accounts of someone they called Jesus, but they don’t agree on the facts of his life, and they were all written generations later. They give different genealogies; some of them emphasize certain events in his life that others ignore completely; some of them are full of miracles and all kinds of supernatural events and others are not; some of them are clearly written just to support later doctrines and opinions; some were left out of the Bible because they were later considered heretical; and some we know are complete lies because they refer to events that happened decades before or after Jesus is supposed to have lived. Why should I believe any of them?”

“Do you believe any of it?”

“Well, there are sayings that were written down and show up in the Gospels. They ring true to the philosophy that was going around at the time, and I think they’re the real basis of Christianity. The stories about Jesus and the portents and miracles, as far as I can tell, were added later on.”

“But you think Jesus said these things.”

“Well, somebody did. I have no way of knowing if his name was really Jesus.”

She laughed, “You won’t give me anything, will you?”

“Nope.”

“And you don’t believe in God, or the soul, or life after death.”

This was the crux of the matter, I thought--no pun intended. She needed to believe that her parents were in some way still there for her. That was why she had a display cabinet full of angels.

“We believe what we want to believe, Beck,” I said. “And since nobody really knows the truth, we might as well just go ahead. As for me, I’m comforted by the idea of non-existence. If I died and found out I was still burdened with my memories and still involved with other people’s lives, watching them suffer and make mistakes, I’d think I was in Hell.”

***

I was raised Catholic because that was the only way my parents would be allowed to marry. I never gave much thought to my father's beliefs, and I never saw him in church except for marriages and funerals. I had brought slacks and a jacket with me in case I had to speak at his funeral, but he insisted on cremation with no ceremony whatsoever, so I came to believe at the end that he had no religion at all. I knew my mother was a believer, and I had often heard her whispering prayers, but I think she was a particular kind of Irish Catholic: personally devout but highly suspicious of the Church. In her childhood, the nuns had beaten her retarded brother for being left-handed, and she never forgave the Church for it. She hated cruelty and unfairness of any kind. My mother and I had exactly the same temperament and could sit together in comfort without speaking at all.

"I forgot to ask about Angelique," she said. "How is she doing?"

"Not bad. The swelling has gone down a lot and she's getting around on her crutches, going up and down stairs and everything. She wishes she could have come, but it just wasn't possible."

My nephew Tor was with us on the porch. "What happened to Aunt Angelique, exactly," he asked. "I never got the full story."
"She was about a block away from our house, walking to work. She stopped for the light on the corner, where they're building more condos. There was a dump-truck waiting for the light too, and when it changed, the truck came around the corner and knocked her down in the crosswalk. She tried to push off from the fender, but her coat got caught on the bumper and dragged her under the front wheels."
"My God."

"Fortunately, it was a cold day and she had on a heavy coat, and her purse was hanging on one side and her tote bag on the other. They were both wrecked. We think that's what saved her. Also, the wheels went over her thighs, not the pelvis or the knees. She had the presence of mind to roll into the centre beneath the truck, because there were at least eight more wheels coming. Somebody screamed, and the driver knew he'd run over something, so he stopped. She remembers the driver getting down on his hands and knees. 'Are you okay, lady?' And she said, 'I've been run over by a goddamn truck. What do you think?'

"Some lady called 9-1-1 on her cell phone and put her own coat under her head. Never knew who it was. The police phoned me at work and told me what hospital she was being taken to, so I took a cab there and beat the ambulance. It took them a while to stabilize her and get her out from under the truck. I waited for the rest of the day while they x-rayed her six ways from Sunday and found out she had only two minor bones broken. She spent the night in Emergency pretty much drugged out of her mind, and then they put her in a temporary ward. She swelled up and turned a dozen different colours for a while, and she's still wearing a kind of flexible brace when she has to walk any distance, but she's in pretty good shape." I laughed. "We have a friend who sent her a package and when we opened it up, there was a chocolate truck, with a note: 'Sometimes you eat the truck; sometimes the truck eats you.'"

"I was praying for her," my mother said.

"I know you were. So were the Church Ladies."

"The Church Ladies?"

"There's a really nice lady named Jennifer who has the desk next to mine. She was there when I took the call, and she has friends in the library who sing in the choir with her at a Black Church in Montreal. They like me because I can photocopy their sheet music in large format, and because I love classical music. So Jennifer got on the phone and within minutes there was a whole Baptist choir praying for her." I shrugged. "I figure the Lord might not care about me, but He'd hate to disappoint Jennifer."
"Does Jennifer know about your beliefs?" Tor asked.

"Yeah, but we get along fine. I know the Bible better than most Christians she knows, and one time I said, 'George Bush pretends to be a Christian, but he's not.' We've been friends ever since."

"I can't stand to look at that man's face," my mother said, for the thousandth time, but with no less anger in her voice. "I have to turn off the TV every time he comes on."

Sending her grandson off to war for a pack of lies! It was unforgivable. She waved her cane in the air as if she could pistol-whip that smirk off his face.

Tor went on to tell us about converting automobiles to run on second-hand deep-fryer oil. It was easily done, it seems, and the burger joints are happy to give the stuff away, but the car smells of French-fries and you're starving all the time. Tor is my brother's eldest and has a keen mind; he was a teacher, but in the summer he worked for a company that cleaned up toxic waste. What's more, he was a hiker and a mountain climber, at home in the forest just as I was in my childhood. I always went to him for the latest news on climate change and green technology. Sometimes, though, I let my natural cynicism get the better of me.
"It seems to me," I said once, "that every sixty or seventy million years Mother Nature chops off the top of the food-chain and throws it away, to make room for upward mobility. This time she's using our own greed and stupidity to accomplish the task, because asteroids are so unreliable. It's just a shame we're taking the polar bears and tigers with us."
"I can't believe it will come to that," Tor said.

Of course not, I thought. You're in your twenties and have a brand-new baby. I can hope to die before the world goes all Mad Max on our ass, but you've got to hope for better than that. Still, after a few minutes with Tor, I could always count on being seduced by his dream of the future: every urban rooftop covered with greenery, every rural hilltop dotted with windmills, every highway silent with electric cars.

***

When the barbecue was done, and before he packed up his van with his family and all their paraphernalia, I sat down with my brother's second son, J.J.

"Uncle Jim," he said, and as always it seemed strange to be addressed that way by this hulking, tattooed truck-driver, "Tor said you hitch-hiked across the country and back."

"Well, I mostly took the train on the way back, but yes. Of course, I was nineteen and it was 1964. The roads seemed a lot safer then."

"It's hard to imagine, now."

"Well, I doubt if anyone would mess with you," I laughed. "But then again, I don't think anyone would pick you up in the first place."

He threw back his shaved head and roared with laughter. "I guess you're right about that. But I envy that sort of freedom."

We like to think of truck-drivers as romantic characters, but their lives are rigidly structured by rules and deadlines and weighed down by the tedium of long drives over featureless highways. I looked at his wife and kids piling the van full of coolers and blankets, and all the brightly-coloured plastic playthings that accompany young children everywhere. "Still," I said, "you've got a house full of Indian princesses to come home to." His daughters, though completely different as siblings often are--one shy and quiet, the other outgoing and talkative--were both endowed with the deep black eyes and raven hair of the American Indian, and they were clearly the pride and joy of this big, scary guy with the engaging smile and the tender heart.
***

Angelique phoned to see how I was doing and was passed back and forth among the family; she spent a particularly long time with our niece Lorraine, who had been born on Angelique's birthday and was an obvious favourite--the rare girl among so many boys. Afterwards Lori sat beside me and said, "Aunt Angelique told me something about giving her mother permission to die."

"Yes, when her mother was in Palliative Care just before she died, one of the nurses told her that a lot of patients were reluctant to let go of the living. She said it helped to have somebody assure them their loved ones would be taken care of without them. So Angelique sat down by her mother's bed and told her, 'I know you want to go and join Daddy. You don't have to worry about us. We'll take care of each other.' And the next morning, her mother died."

Lori spent a long time talking with her grandfather that evening, and her mother remarked on the fact.
"She has to go back to Germany tomorrow," I said. "It's her last chance to do something for Dad." And I told her what we had talked about.

"We're all hoping Dad will go in peace," Becky said. "Not surprising that Lori would be the one to take the bull by the horns and do something about it."

***

The next morning, my sister and I were the only ones left. Mom and Dad were still sleeping, when I rose and padded downstairs to find the coffee already made. I knew where Mimi would be, and I poured myself a cup and joined her on the front porch. Only the birds and the squirrels were about, and the bare handful of earliest risers who drove by on their way to the Interstate.

"You know," I laughed, "it's actually a good thing Angelique didn't come with me."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, here we are sitting in our bathrobes every morning. Sometimes Mom is here in her rocker, with her cane. And Dad in the wheelchair with his oxygen. All we need is for Angelique to go by with her crutches or her walker, and the people will think we're running a nursing home."

She laughed. "The sheriff would come by demanding to see our permit."

We lapsed into silence, except to note, in our usual game, the number of cars that simply slowed down slightly for the stop sign on the corner and then barrelled through the intersection. "In Canada," I said, "we call that an American stop."

"We call it a Mexican stop."

"We call it a Mexican stop if you don't even slow down."

We lapsed into silence again.

"Are we doing the right thing?" she asked. "Are we doing what's best for Dad? Or what's most convenient for us?"

"Well, for one thing, he wouldn't want to be a burden on the family."
"Yes, but is it the best thing for him?"

"This is what he asked for. Would he want to stay in that home for another God knows how long?"

"No, he hated it there. There was a complication and they put him back in the hospital for a while, and when I picked him up, he said, 'Are you taking me home now?' And I said, 'No, I'm taking you back to the Center.' And he didn't speak to me after that. I felt like such a shit."

"Well, how would you want to go? Would you rather spend your last few weeks in your own bed and your favourite chair, surrounded by your family? Or lying in a hospital bed for month after month, with a bunch of strangers fighting to keep you alive? He lived his life on his own terms and he's leaving it the same way."

"Mimi?" It was our father's voice.

We went into his room and sat on either side of his bed.

"Call the Hospice," he said. "Don't call 9-1-1."

"We won't. Shall we wake up Mom?" She was sound asleep in other twin bed.

"No," he said.

"You feel funny?" It don't know why I asked such a stupid question. I suppose I wanted to know that it was finally happening, that he was going to be spared all of the awful ways there are to die.

"Yes," he said. He was looking straight ahead, and his voice was rasping. Mimi took his hand in hers, but I continued to grip his now-bony wrist with both of my hands, as if I was on a roller-coaster ride, as if I was the one who was drowning and he was the life-raft. I closed my eyes and held on tight. We had taken to saying "I love you" when we hung up the phone or parted, a habit which Angelique had begun, of course, but we never talked about anything important. Only about the places we had been, or the physical world of his engineering and carpentry, my astronomy and history.
I had no attention span whatsoever as a child, did not respect tools, could not follow instructions for the life of me. I lived in a fantasy world of my own creation. He tried to work on projects with me but I would lose interest and he would lose interest and they would never be finished. There was a school assignment we worked on together, in which I took a small pump he had built and used it to pump water from a coffee can on a lower level to a coffee can on a higher level, which would then drain by gravity back to the original can. It worked perfectly and my classmates were impressed as it chugged away, but the teacher, assuming as most teachers did that I was an idiot, was convinced my father had built the whole thing. I lost heart in the face of her scepticism, explained the scientific principles badly and received a low mark.
"Jimmy, why can't you stand up for yourself," he said.

Why did I remember this, now?

I once wrote a story just for him, inspired by a design in a publication of the British Interplanetary Society, in which an engineer has to repair a device that processes spaceship fuel from Jupiter's atmosphere before the system keeping it aloft fails entirely and it drops into the crushing pressures below. I was sure he could relate the story to his own shipboard experiences as a diesel engineer, but all he said was, "There are a lot of words I don't understand." Possibly he was leading up to some sort of praise of my imagination, but when he saw my puzzled expression he clammed up, and I was left to assume it was a criticism of my writing. Our life together seemed to be a series of awkward moments and aborted conversations. Was my father proud of my talent, or disappointed that I had wasted so much of it? I could only hope that reading my eulogy had told him, finally, how I felt about him.
Mom and Dad took a trip to Montreal shortly after Angelique and I moved in together--a little ground-floor apartment in the Shaughnessey Village area. When they pulled up in front of the place, I went out and climbed into the Volvo with Dad, to show him where he could park. I directed him to a place around the corner, we pulled into a spot, and he switched off the engine.

"Are you happy with this one?" he asked.

"Yes," I said, without hesitation. "It's really good."

We went into the apartment, and when Angelique met him at the door, he threw his huge Cancer arms around her and hugged her fiercely, an unusual display of emotion on his part.

"You, I like," he said.

My sister put her head on his chest, crying, but also listening for a heartbeat that was no longer there. I was crying too, and she offered me a tissue, but I shook my head. It seemed to me that the tears were my only evidence that I was capable of love.

After closing his eyes, we moved over to Mom's bed and woke her.

"He's gone," we said.

"Is he?"

She never looked at him. She put on her robe and went out to the living room without a glance in his direction, and when the people from the crematorium came and took him away, she moved into the kitchen so as not to see him. Her last memory of him would be of tucking him in the previous night and hearing him say, "I love you."
***

The Hospice people arrived. The nurse who had come by several times a week to check my father's vitals arrived one last time to watch my sister dump the unused drugs down the kitchen drain while she checked off each bottle on a list. I thought it was a waste of good drugs, but I suppose it was the most reliable way to keep them off the black market. A counsellor arrived to speak to my mother, who had been sitting by herself, rather neglected, while Mimi and I, and Tom and Becky who arrived quite quickly, busied ourselves with paperwork. This wonderful woman sat with her in the kitchen over a cup of tea and talked for hours. I was distracted by writing an obituary and seeing that it was printed in the Hartford Courant, but I could hear the odd comment from the amazingly skilful woman as my mother poured her heart out: "What a wonderful man he was!" and "What a beautiful family you created together!" After the woman left, my mother came out and sat on the porch, her face glowing with a serene happiness. There was even a masseuse who showed up and gave my sister a massage, which she badly needed. In the obituary, we asked, in lieu of flowers, that donations be sent to the Hospice, or to the Red Cross which had arranged for my father to see his grandchildren one more time, or the American Diabetes Society which had kept my brother alive all his life. I could feel the cracks forming in my edifice of cynicism at the sight of all this selflessness.
We phoned Lori, who was waiting at the airport in New York, for a plane to take her back to Germany. She asked if we would send Grandpa's hat, which he had so often placed on her head as they worked together in the garden. My father's patents were turned over to my brother, who had inherited his mechanical skills, and I took care of his copyrights. 
Leafing through his correspondence, I found a letter my father had written long ago, in reply to some legal action the town government had taken against him, having confused him with someone else with a similar name and a similar address. His reply was dripping with elegant and polite sarcasm as he listed, point by point, all the stupid mistakes they had made. I had never seen this letter before, and it brought tears to my eyes. Not only was it possible to inherit a signature, it now seemed possible to inherit an entire writing style. Also, I found a collection of stories, including the one I had written for him.

Having collected all my father's books and papers and computer disks in a box, I packed up and drove north, back to Canada.

THE END

