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        Stop psychoanalyzing everyone. Eat your toast.

        - Bookie Brandes
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        Auden, or his brother, circa 1979.
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      Simon, my twin, and I were different beginning in the womb. He met all his in-utero milestones and flourished, taking up most of the space. I barely survived on the few nutrients he hadn’t already scarfed down. If you could have seen us inside our mother’s uterus, you would have seen a very healthy fetus and something half its size that looked like its pet.
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        * * *

      

      At birth, Simon weighed a whopping nine pounds and went home with my mother two days later. I weighed two pounds, two ounces, and lived in an incubator for three weeks until I tipped the scale at four pounds and was allowed to leave the hospital. Given my precarious existence, I had to be fed a super-enriched formula every two hours by increasingly irritable, sleepless parents. Simon, who was breast-fed, quickly packed on an excess of baby fat and after five weeks was able to sleep six hours at a stretch and awake to appreciative cooing sounds.
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        * * *

      

      It’s always been like that. Simon began life with every conceivable advantage, and rather than developing any arrogance or entitlement, or coasting on his considerable laurels, which would have been perfectly understandable, he turned into a child and then a man who, with a determined smile on his face, squeezed every drop of goodness out of every day.

      And me? I can’t seem to take advantage of what the world offers me on a silver platter.
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        * * *

      

      Growing up, the room we shared was like the womb all over again. Simon’s possessions spilled out of his drawers and shelves like an urban sprawl until my bed and the few things I owned were overrun. He had more athletic trophies, ribbons and medals than I had socks and underwear. His clothes overfilled his drawers and were piled high on our dressers and the floor, while in my undeserving mind, the few pairs of jeans and two or three t-shirts and sweatshirts I owned were more than sufficient. And that was just the beginning of the clutter. He also had dozens of toys and books and records and cassettes. And athletic equipment: pads and helmets and bats and sticks and mouthguards and balls and pucks. And exercise equipment: pull-up bars and weights and jump-ropes. And musical instruments: two guitars and a saxophone and five harmonicas and bongo drums and an electric keyboard. And paraphernalia that went with the instruments: songbooks and reeds and picks and music stands and amplifiers and tuners.

      It’s a wonder only my autonomy, and not my body, was swallowed up.
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        * * *

      

      My parents knew what was going on, but could hardly make sense of it. Faced with a phenomenon of unexplainable inequality under their roof, they did their best to cultivate my interests. Or, rather, what they interpreted as my interests. And it wasn’t for lack of trying that they were unable to do so.

      One day, at age ten, a dog followed me home from school and my mother and father assumed I had a yearning for a pet and surprised me with a puppy, a small cocker spaniel. I pretended to be excited and took to my new responsibilities with a satisfactory sense of duty, but really, I had no interest in playing with the dog or petting it or tickling its stomach. And I especially had no interest in walking it. The whole thing struck me, even at a young age, as a needless dependency sapping way too much energy and attention from my otherwise unencumbered life. So, when Simon began wrestling with it and rolling around on the floor with it, it had little interest in me unless I was waving the leash in front of its face. And even then, it would run to Simon if he was anywhere in the house.
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        * * *

      

      Three days after the dog arrived, I still hadn’t given it a name. I didn’t like it and didn’t want to develop an attachment to it. I was hoping my parents would send it away.

      “What are you going to call it?” my father asked me. He had just walked through the door after working all day and I could tell he had no patience for me, which I understood. I mean, what sort of kid doesn’t name his new pet the minute it arrives?

      “I was thinking about naming it Simon.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It could get confusing around here,” my father said. Though he probably wanted to say, “Are you stupid? Is that the best you could come up with after three days?”

      “What about Spot?” Simon asked.

      We were sitting at the kitchen table, doing homework. Simon’s books were spread all over the place like they had dropped from the ceiling. My workbook was clinging to the last bit of uncovered table-top and hanging over the edge where I sat.

      My father thought Simon’s suggestion was funny. “I like it. It’s old-fashioned. What do you think, Auden?”

      “Sounds ok to me,” I said. I didn’t care.
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        * * *

      

      A month later no one remembered Spot was my dog. I gave up paying attention to it. Simon and my mother did the lion’s share of walking it, and Simon and my father wrestled with it, played fetch with it, and pet it while watching television.
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        * * *

      

      The Spot story was played out dozens of times with different misinterpreted interests or hobbies foisted on me. I’ll list some of them to save time: hockey, soccer, baseball, swimming, tennis, ping-pong, snooker, karate, painting, goldfish (tragically), gerbils (tragically), stamp collecting, astronomy and photography.

      If you looked in our bedroom closet, under Simon’s things, you’d find broken telescope parts, a camera, an empty fishbowl and gerbil cage, broken easel parts, paints, skates, a tennis racquet, and all the other associated relics of my assumed hobbies.
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        * * *

      

      But I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me. There are plenty of things I like. There are even things I like with something akin to passion. I like reading books and will more than occasionally read a novel. By age eleven, I had read every Roald Dahl book I could get my hands on and, after that, whenever I found an author I liked, I read everything he or she wrote. Because why not? And I like television—the uncomplicated one-sided relationship with television that lets me take as much as I want and give nothing in return. And I like music. Especially Bob Dylan (I’ll explain later). And I like women. In my twenties I was lucky enough to have sex with two of them. That neither of them returned for a second time never really bothered me.
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        * * *

      

      That’s not altogether true. A pretty girl from work came home with me one evening and after we drank a bottle of wine and undressed each other, she touched me and put me inside her in a way that made me ejaculate in five seconds. This distressed her a great deal and she yelled at me—or maybe at herself for being with me—and ran into the washroom, where I heard moaning sounds for the next five minutes before she came out fully dressed and, without another word, marched out the front door. I wanted to tell her that I was ready to go again and probably would have lasted a lot longer, but after listening to her satisfy herself in a manner way beyond my capabilities, at least without months of good instruction and practice, I said nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In my forties, believe it or not, I started living with a woman. But that’s jumping way ahead, and if I tell you now how my unexpected cohabitation came about, my story would be ruined.
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        * * *

      

      What I’ve never liked are complications. Small complications like social commitments, and big complications like pets or kids or marriage. As far as I’m concerned, people are always needlessly complicating their lives for reasons that seem insufficient to justify the drain on their time and energy. While I do have a job, I try to work as few hours as possible. Most nights I watch television and eat potato chips. If Simon or someone else calls me on the phone, I try to keep the conversation as brief as possible without making a commitment to get together. You get the picture.
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        * * *

      

      Though I’m sure you’re puzzled by the fact that I agreed to write everything down. Because, really, is there a bigger complication than that? It has something to do with the woman I started living with in my forties, but that’s the last clue I’m going to give you.
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        * * *

      

      Throughout our years in school, the sun shone on Simon and I was content to remain in the shadow he cast. He was an athletic boy who did push-ups and sit-ups and pull-ups by the hundreds, maybe thousands, every day, which did wonders for his body and his popularity with girls. At school and everywhere else, he collected friends by the dozens. He had a genuine decency about him that comforted people in times of trouble or sadness.

      And while I ignored our older relatives like a wasted investment of time into something without the promise of a long-term yield, Simon not only talked to them during family get-togethers, he called them periodically just to see how they were doing. And here’s the strange thing: no matter how morose or withdrawn or unmotivated I was to be nice to him, he never—never ever—bore a grudge against me. On the contrary, he ignored my repellent behaviour and sincerely tried to involve me in his joyful life. In every facet of his life. With his friends. No matter what the activity. And later with his girlfriends, of which there was no shortage. And with him alone whenever he had spare time.

      If you were to ask me to sum up my relationship with Simon in one word, I would answer: bewildering. I was a miserable, colossally unlikable kid, and the same as a teenager, and probably worse as an adult, and still he exuded love and caring toward me, a perplexing unreciprocated excitement whenever he saw me and an undying interest in my wellbeing and small accomplishments. And do you think I ever mustered the energy to ask him about his successful life, or took the slightest interest in his many accomplishments? No. But he was my protector, my guardian angel. And I can’t begin to describe how much I hated him for it.
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        * * *

      

      One afternoon, riding my bicycle home from school, along the path between the school parking lot and Old English Lane, two older kids ran in front of me, grabbing onto my handlebars and stopping me suddenly.

      “Where are you going?”

      I don’t remember their names, but I do remember that they weren’t that much taller or bigger than me and that they were in grade eight and I was in grade six. And I remember that one of them had red, almost orange hair, and wore a faded green army jacket with yellow letters on the breast pocket that must have been a joke: FU. He was the kid who stood directly in front of me. His accomplice, who stood beside me, was a fat kid in a dirty blue shirt with a slight rip in the collar and greasy brown hair. And I remember that they both seemed oddly entitled to their meanness; I mean, they really looked like they believed it was their right to hurt anyone weaker than them.

      “Home. I’m going home. Let me go.”

      “What are you going to do at home? Play with your dolls?” The red-haired one did most of the talking.

      “He’s going to play with his dolls,” the other one joined in.

      “I don’t have any dolls. Let me go.” I tried to lurch my bike forward, but it didn’t budge. Now they were both holding the handlebars.

      “You and your brother are faggots.”

      “No, we’re not. Let me go.”

      “I bet they sleep in the same bed together and fuck each other every night.”

      “Yeah. You and your faggot brother fuck each other.”

      “No, we don’t. Let me go.”

      A few other kids walked by quickly, trying to ignore what was going on. And, in truth, I would have done the same thing.

      “Look. The faggot’s going to cry.”

      “Let me go.”

      And it went on like this for another five minutes. They told me that my bike was a girl’s bike and that my shirt was gay and that they were going to punch me in the face because they were allowed to punch faggots in the face. Then they must have run out of faggot jokes because they told me that the path belonged to them and that I had to pay them money to use it every day, and one of them reached into my pocket and took my change and house key.

      And then the red-haired bully twisted and shook the handlebars up and down, and since I had been standing with the frame of the bike between my legs, the bar that ran under the seat to the front of the bike slammed into my balls, and I fell over onto the path, scraping my knee and crying. And then he threw the bike on top of me, cutting the back of my neck.

      “You better have five dollars for us tomorrow, faggot. Or else we’ll beat the shit out of you. And you better not tell your parents or the principal, or we’ll tell everyone that you tried to hump us like a faggot and that’s why we beat you up.”

      The red-haired bully waved the key he had taken from my pocket in front of my face. “If you don’t bring us five dollars tomorrow, maybe we’ll just walk into your house and steal anything we want.”

      After that, they ran off laughing. I was bleeding from my neck and knee, and still crying when I got home.

      I was too embarrassed to tell my mother what had happened. I told her I fell off my bike and that my key and two dollars must have fallen out of my pocket.

      The next day I pretended to have a stomachache. I reached into my throat with my finger and made myself throw up. The evidence was irrefutable and I was allowed to miss school.

      On the second day, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make myself throw up again. Since I was unable to fake a fever, I was told to go to school. I took five dollars with me.

      Our house was in a small court called Hampshire Court, off Old English Lane. Instead of turning north on Old English Lane to the path that led directly to school, I was able to avoid the two kids who attacked me by turning south on Old English Lane, then taking Steeles Ave to Laureleaf, and Laureleaf to Limcombe, where the school was located. And even though it turned my two-minute trip to school into fifteen minutes, I arrived safely. And I took the same roundabout route on the way home.
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        * * *

      

      So, where was Simon, my protector, my guardian angel? It was early in the school year and since he was on every athletic team, he usually left early in the morning for one practice or another, and then stayed after school for another practice or a game. For the next two days, Simon wasn’t around to witness my circuitous route which, along with recesses spent inside the school, helped me avoid the two bullies.

      On the third day, however, without an extra-curricular activity to drag him to school early, Simon left at the same time as me. And without realizing what I was doing, after we rode our bikes down our driveway and through Hampshire Court, Simon turned right onto Old English Lane, and I turned left and sped off in the opposite direction.

      “Auden? Where are you going?” He’d turned around and easily caught up with me.

      Our bikes were the same size, but because he rode standing up like he was sprinting, with his long powerful legs pushing him high in the air, it looked like he had outgrown his bike years ago.

      I rode seated and my feet barely touched the pedals when they were at their lowest point. “I like to go this way to get more exercise.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since a few days ago.”

      He was riding alongside me. “You hate exercising. Are you trying to skip school? Are you running away from home?”

      “No. I just want to go this way.”

      He reached over and grabbed my handlebar and applied his brake until we both came to a stop. For the second time that week I wanted to pedal away, but someone was preventing me.

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not. Let me go.”

      “Something’s wrong. You’d rather do anything in the world than ride your bike an extra mile.”

      “Just let me go.”

      “As soon as you tell me the truth.”

      I started crying. “I can’t.”

      “Don’t be a baby, Auden. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I can’t.”

      Simon was immovable, a picture of unchallengeable conviction. My whole life, any attempt to deceive him, to conceal anything from him, was a house of straw. Then and now he gave the impression that he could stand in one spot awaiting the truth for two hundred years without losing an ounce of determination. How could I stand up to that? How could I ever stand up to that? So, I told him everything.

      “Those assholes.” He started to pedal away from me toward the school and yelled over his shoulder, “You don’t have to take the long way anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      The red-haired bully and his accomplice were sitting against one of the goalposts on the soccer field behind the school. Mr. Wilson, one of the younger teachers at Greenwich Park, the school Simon and I attended, was on yard duty that morning. When Simon sped past him at full speed onto the pavement behind the school and over the faded yellow basketball lines and red four-square lines and then onto the soccer field, the teacher sensed something out of the ordinary was about to take place, and since everything out of the ordinary in a schoolyard is bad news, he began walking, then jogging after the grade-six student.

      Without slowing down, Simon jumped off his bike and landed in front of the two older boys. He’d been going so fast that the bike continued in the same direction for another ten yards before falling over.

      The red-haired boy was the first to speak. “What the fuck do you want?” He was on one knee and about to stand up, when Simon’s foot shot forward and smashed into his face, caving in his four front teeth and sending blood splashing from his mouth and broken nose.

      Mr. Wilson, followed by every other kid in the yard, was speeding toward them.

      The red-haired boy was rolling on the ground, crying. His hands were holding his face and blood poured out between his fingers and covered his neck and dripped onto the grass.

      Simon grabbed the stunned accomplice by the hair and lifted him to his feet and then put his hand around the boy’s neck, raising him to his tiptoes and pressing him against the goalpost.

      The boy’s jaw was forced closed and his eyes bulged. He was struggling to breathe, and his feet kicked weakly against Simon’s shins.

      Simon drew his face close to the boy’s ear and spoke in a calm voice, unaffected by the turmoil around him. “If either of you ever touch my brother again, I’ll kill you.”

      And that’s when an out-of-breath Mr. Wilson arrived, in front of a mob of students running or on bicycles. He grabbed Simon by the shoulder and shouted, “Let go of him!”

      Before he released his grip, Simon drove his knee into the boy’s groin, dropping him to the ground.

      Mr. Wilson pulled Simon away from the two boys lying at his feet. One was holding his balls and gasping for air and the other, who had lost a lot of blood, was whimpering and about to pass out.
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        * * *

      

      Simon explained his behaviour to the principal, then to my parents and the police. He told them that the two boys had bullied me and, though he was only ten years old, he wanted to “teach them a lesson”. He received a two-week suspension from school, a visit with a school psychologist, and a stern warning that further violence would result in permanent expulsion. During his interview with the police officer, he was told he was lucky not to be charged and thrown into juvenile detention. From my parents, who had to pay five-hundred dollars to repair the red-haired boy’s teeth, he received a grounding of epic proportions that kept him in the house before and after school, and on every weekend, and off every athletic team, until January.

      And every adult who reprimanded him couldn’t help but not-so-secretly betray admiration for this boy who stood up for his feeble brother.

      On the way out of the principal’s office, the principal pulled my father aside while my mother and Simon walked ahead, and I stood listening in the next room.

      “I didn’t want to say this in front of the boy because I can’t be seen to condone any behaviour like that on school property, but what he did was right out of the Bible. I know this sounds odd, but I think I would be proud of him if he were my son.”

      My father, who was just as conflicted, shook the principal’s hand, smiled, and said, “Thank you.”

      The same thing happened with the police officer who came to our home. After threatening to throw Simon in a jail for children that probably didn’t even exist, the officer was on his way out the door when he turned around and said to my parents, “That’s some kid you’ve got there.”

      And even the red-haired boy’s father told my parents that he would have done the same thing “if someone fucked with my brother.”
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      The name Triller used to be Trillberg. My great-grandfather was five years old when he emigrated with his parents by boat from Russia to Canada. The family then travelled by train to Winnipeg, which is where the only other Trillbergs outside of Russia lived, cousins who had intended to live in the United States but who had accidentally disembarked in Halifax, the ship’s next-to-last stop, and weren’t permitted back on board even after they realized their horrible mistake—a mistake that was then further compounded when they were told that the quota of Jews allowed to relocate to Toronto and Montreal had been reached and that they would have to reside in Winnipeg.

      And even though my grandfather and his parents had come from a place where winters were severe, nothing had prepared them for winters in Winnipeg, which seemed to last two months longer than anywhere else in the world, and where the wind was either knocking them over or blinding them, and where the snow that covered everything was like broken eggshells crunching incessantly under their boots and giving each one of them a headache. So, rather than settling down in the prairies, they stayed just long enough to learn a bit of English and a bit about running a small tailor shop, before crossing the country again, this time settling in Toronto, which was no tropical panacea but where the winters were a bit less hopeless—and where the roads and sidewalks were ploughed after a snowstorm.

      Trillberg was too ethnic sounding for my great grandparents, who were probably correct in assuming that many Canadians, like the rest of the world, harboured some unexplainable but inherited ill will toward Jews. So, after working for two years in a tailor shop on Bathurst Street, where the owner mistreated and underpaid them, and where anyone who couldn’t speak English was charged more, they opened their own shop called Triller’s across the street and took all the first and second generation Italians, Portuguese, and Jews—in other words, every customer—along with them.

      It wasn’t long before their mail started arriving with Mr. and Mrs. Triller written on it and, of course, all the customers were calling them by those names. And though they didn’t legally change their names, when their son, my grandfather, got married, the name on his wedding licence was Triller. And then, when he and his wife had a Canadian-born son, the birth certificate said he was Sidney Triller, and the other name was lost for good.

      The Trillers owned the tailor shop on the other side of Bathurst Street for another forty years, with my grandfather taking over the store from his parents when they were too old to work. It was a good location and had a long glass storefront, where the made-to-measure suits and coats were always on display, and my grandfather was blessed with a steady stream of immigrant assistants, mostly from Italy, who worked for him until they gained enough experience and enough English to work at one of the department stores, like Sears or Eaton’s, for better pay. After their only child, and my future father, was born, my grandmother stayed home to raise him, and my grandfather worked in the shop until he was sixty-five years old and had put his son through law school at the University of Toronto.

      In nineteen fifty-nine, a young man named Harry Brandes walked into Triller’s and offered my grandfather an absurd amount of money for the store. The long storefront and proximity to Little Italy were exactly what Harry, who already owned two stores on Dufferin Street, was looking for.

      At the very moment Harry walked through the door, my grandfather had been daydreaming about retiring to Florida and spending everyday poolside on a lounge chair under the hot sun with his wife lying next to him. My grandfather left Harry alone in the store and ran home to tell my grandmother and to get her blessing. Thirty minutes later, he returned out of breath and accepted the offer. He had one condition: that his son, a new lawyer who had just started working for one of the biggest law firms in the city, was to be hired by Harry to draw up the paperwork and complete the deal.

      To someone living in downtown Toronto at the time, I’m sure it looked like Harry Brandes was trying to open clothing stores on every corner of every street (and that, fifteen years later, he was trying to get rid of them just as quickly). Each store had a round black-and-white sign with a man holding a walking stick and wearing a tall hat and the words Bond Men’s Shop on it—a name he’d borrowed from an upscale haberdashery in London, England, which he had never visited in person but which he had seen in a movie starring David Niven.

      But that’s not the real reason Harry is an important figure in my life. The real reason is because of his two younger sisters, twins named Abbey and Marlene, one of whom would become my future mother.
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        * * *

      

      All the Brandeses were tall and thin, except for Abbey, who was on the short side of five foot three. No matter how much she ate, she looked emaciated and breastless and stooped over like a malnourished child. Abbey would never get married or hold a job and for most of her adult life, was financially supported by Harry, who sometimes brought her to his store on Dufferin Street, where he would ask her to choose fabrics for the suits he was having made, even though he had already chosen them himself. Her sister, on the other hand, was tall and beautiful with large breasts and big black eyes and long black hair and a smile that made other people smile back. Marlene was a schoolteacher at the time and her male colleagues were hitting on her every day. Figuring that a young lawyer would be a better match for his sister than a schoolteacher, or at least a better earner, Harry brought my future mother along to my father’s office on the day he signed the documents for the purchase of the store and, a year later, they were married.
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        * * *

      

      Harry’s father was from a family of eight children and every one of them, with families of their own, lived in the same part of the city, so when Harry’s parents died in a pharmacy on Church Street, the roof having collapsed on top of them under the weight of five feet of snow, Harry and his sisters, who were only twelve and eight years old at the time, were raised by umpteen aunts and uncles who were like a board of directors in guiding their lives. When it came to planning my parents’ wedding, the Trillers were no competition for the corporation Brandes, and though my grandparents had passed down to my father an indifference bordering on contempt for every religion, including their own, the two dozen Brandeses insisted on a traditional Jewish ceremony and since they were paying for most of it, my parents were married by a Rabbi at Beth Shalom Synagogue. The Brandeses looked very pleased that day that they had brought a promising young lawyer into the corporation.
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        * * *

      

      Harry was never book-smart, but he was business-smart. During his high-school years, he worked at a clothing store called Zimmerman’s on St. Clair, and because Mr. Zimmerman was balancing the demands of a wife, two mistresses, and a gambling habit and was happy to never set foot in the store he’d inherited from his father, except to clean out the till, and because Harry was eager to work every weeknight and weekend, he soon became Mr. Zimmerman’s de facto manager at minimum wage.

      Zimmerman’s was a type of high-end men’s store, with nice finished dark-wood shelves and elegant lighting and made-to-measure suits and coats and hats and dress shirts, all beautifully displayed, which served as a prototype for the Bond Men’s Shops Harry would soon open.

      Harry did all the bookkeeping, the buying, the window and floor displays, and supervised salesmen two and three times older than him. That he was paid virtually nothing to run the store while Mr. Zimmerman depleted all the profits on whores and gambling, didn’t bother Harry a bit; he was learning his future livelihood.

      At the age of twenty-three, using all the money he had earned while he worked at Zimmerman’s, as well as the money he hadn’t earned and had skimmed from the till, unnoticed by Mr. Zimmerman, who always blamed himself for his weekly shortfall, and with the blessing and financial assistance of many Brandeses, Harry opened the first Bond Men’s Shop on Dufferin Street, just south of Bloor Street. It was a high-end men’s clothing store with the finest camel-hair coats in the city, the finest Italian wool suits, and cotton shirts and cashmere cardigans, and scarves and finely constructed hats imported from England. The store also sold European leather goods and umbrellas with wooden handles.

      From the moment the doors opened, the store was a success. Located in Little Italy, Italian immigrants bought their first suits and coats at Bond. Harry hired Italian tailors and rather than situate them in the backroom, which was the custom, he put them right in the window, under a sign that read, Real Italian Tailors, where passersby and potential customers could watch the deft construction of the made-to-measure suits.

      And rather than bank his profits, Harry opened a second store, also in Little Italy, north of the first store, also on Dufferin, at St. Clair, and again the Italian tailors were part of the window display.

      In five years, Harry had opened fifteen stores, all downtown and in the same general area. No store was east of University Avenue or west of Keele Street or north of Eglinton Avenue or south of Queen Street. He hired a manager for each location and allowed the manager to hire two salesmen and two tailors.

      Like I said before, Harry was an astute businessman. He had an innate understanding of how to motivate employees without reading a single book on the subject. He hired the smartest, most honest, most experienced managers he could find, often luring them away from other retailers with a very generous wage, including a Christmas bonus that was a percentage of the store’s net profits. And he didn’t pay them well out of kindness. He paid them well because he wanted them to love and to care for the stores just as much as he did. And because he travelled from store to store and could never police each store the way he would have preferred, he needed his managers to be as diligent in keeping everyone in line as he was—and they were, because every penny each store made increased their bonuses at the end of the year.

      If Harry had a weakness, it was in thinking that his customers would never compromise on the quality of the suits and coats they wore. When the retail world began shifting toward mass-produced garments made with cheaper fabrics and materials, he stubbornly stuck to selling only the highest quality wools and cottons in the most muted colours—greys, blacks, and blues—and somehow this astute, forward-thinking businessman had, through his inflexibility, turned his stores into specialty shops for people with lots of money facing big events, like weddings and first communions, rather than a place for regular men to buy work clothes.

      The truth was, Harry could have evolved with the times and made his stores younger and trendier and he would have been successful all over again, but by the time he had reached his late thirties, having worked every day of his married life except his wedding day, my parents’ wedding day and the day his youngest son was born, he had accumulated enough wealth for two lifetimes, and his interest in selling clothing was in rapid decline. And although he was still a young man, he had already lived longer than his own parents, and he found himself growing more and more restless.

      Then one morning, on his way to work, his whole life seemed backwards to him. He stopped his car on Bathurst Street, blocking the right lane, oblivious to the honking horns and angry drivers who had to pull around him. He realized he was spending almost no time with his wife and three sons, all of whom he loved deeply, and almost all his time with people he didn’t really like. I guess you could call what he had an epiphany; he decided at that moment that he was going to take his family on a vacation, somewhere warm, and for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      When he returned a month later, he met with his store managers, informing them that he was selling his business and leaving the country. None of them could believe, or wanted to believe, his decision. When each of them asked him why he was selling a business that seemed to be part of his very essence and into which he had poured every ounce of his lifeblood, the only thing he said was, “the ocean”, which certainly wasn’t a satisfying explanation to someone about to lose his job.
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        * * *

      

      Harry closed his stores just as quickly as he’d opened them. He sold all but one to a new chain trying to establish itself in Canada. Back in the nineteen sixties, when he was more determined than any of his competitors to expand his business, no one could have foreseen the swift decline of his empire, or that his story would be such a brief chapter in Toronto’s retail history, but that was exactly what happened. By the time Simon and I started working at the Bond Men’s Shop on Dufferin Street in the west end of Toronto during the Christmas holidays, it was the only store left. It was also the very first store Harry had opened and, despite numerous attractive offers, the only one he couldn’t bring himself to sell.

      And the reason he hung on to it was because it was managed by his cousin, John, the first employee Harry had hired. John wasn’t very bright, and he tended to be lazy, but he loved and respected Harry, and he was trustworthy. And while none of these attributes were enough to save his job, the fact that he didn’t have a family of his own or anything else going on in his life was reason enough for Harry to hold onto the store long after it had stopped being profitable.

      Harry never visited the last Bond Men’s Shop. And he never cashed the small cheques that John sent him, and instead mailed them back to him with a note that said he should keep the money or split it between himself and the staff, whatever he wanted, until John simply stopped mailing them.

      Harry and his family moved to Florida. They lived in a big Spanish colonial-style home close to the ocean and on a private golf course. He began purchasing new properties on speculation from developers and reselling them at a substantial profit. Before long, he had exponentially increased his personal wealth to the size of twelve lifetimes, or at least enough for his kids and their kids to never have to worry about money.
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        * * *

      

      The job Simon and I had at the last Bond Men’s Shop was a charity gig. Even though we were well off, my mother thought we should have some work experience and asked John if he could give us a job. And while John may have felt he couldn’t refuse any request from Harry’s sister, in case news got back to Harry, he never showed any animosity toward us while we were there and instead made us feel like we were doing him a favour.

      The salesmen at the last Bond Men’s Shop were old men who looked like relics from a prehistoric time, with tape-measures dangling from their necks as they moved slowly between the racks like tired grey mice in a maze, chasing the few customers who bothered to come in. We were sixteen years old and because we were hopeless at sizing up men and selling anything—and because anything we did manage to sell was like stealing money from the full-time salesmen who worked on commission—no one in the store had any interest in showing us what to do. But the real reason we didn’t sell anything was because our uncle John, who rarely left his small office and the television set that sat on his desk, was happy to have us spend all our time with him.

      After only a couple days at the store, it was pretty obvious to me that one of the salesmen, Abe, who referred to himself as the assistant manager, did all the work John was supposed to do: all the scheduling, all the organizing of the racks and shelves, all the meetings with wholesalers and the bookkeeping. The only time John was seen on the showroom floor was when he walked through the store on his way to lunch or when he decided to redecorate the store window, which he had no real talent for, but which seemed to be the only thing that still interested him.

      With no children of his own, John loved our company. Or at least he loved Simon’s company and tolerated me as part of an unbreakable arrangement.

      At sixteen years old, Simon was already over six feet tall. He was lean and athletic with thick black hair, symmetrical movie star features, and perfect skin. He attracted the attention of teenage girls and older women wherever he went. My uncle John, a classic social misfit, overweight and with flakes of dandruff forever falling on, and sticking to, his shoulders, loved being in Simon’s presence, like the geeky friend of the most popular kid in school.

      As for me at sixteen, while I was approaching six feet in height, I was far too skinny and looked like I was going to fall asleep most of the time. And I was covered in pimples.

      When we weren’t watching television with John in his office, we accompanied him to lunch or went with him to meetings where very little business, and a lot of reminiscing with men much older than him, took place. Once, we helped him redecorate the store window, where we had to remove our shoes before entering so we wouldn’t dirty the felt on the floor, leaving us trapped in an airless glass enclosure with John’s inhuman foot odour for two hours.

      John had been with Bond from the very beginning and, wherever we were, Simon prodded him with questions about the good old days like he was an anthropologist conducting field research on the last of an ancient species.

      Every day, we ate lunch at a restaurant called Coleman’s, a dimly lit deli with black-and-white celebrity pictures on the walls and dark red-leather high-backed booths and wet cloudy windows from the gusts of steam that came from opening and closing the metal receptacles where the smoked meat was simmering.

      The waiters wore red shirts, black ties, and black pants. Uncle John had a regular booth and a regular waiter, Tony, who was as much of an anachronism as John, and who had a thick brown moustache that was certainly dyed and dark brown hair that was certainly a hairpiece.

      Tony brought over a dish of pickles and olives and a basket of sliced bread that had already been buttered.

      “And who are these handsome young men?”

      My uncle already had a pickle in his mouth and had to chew quickly to answer Tony’s question without appearing rude. “These are my nephews, Simon and Auden.”

      We both shook Tony’s hand.

      “Your uncle is a very smart man. Very smart. You boys should listen very carefully to what he has to say. You could spend a year in school, and you wouldn’t learn as much as you would if you spent one day with your uncle in his beautiful store.” Tony winked at my uncle, who smiled back at him.

      Apparently, Uncle John had developed a relationship with the waiter in daily one-hour increments and had used the time for two purposes: to brag about his shrewd business sense and to lament about the state of the world where people didn’t respect each other anymore. And with his tip hanging in the balance, Tony was more than a sympathetic ear.

      “You’re too kind, Tony. These boys aren’t going to sell clothing. They’re going to go to university and become doctors or lawyers.”

      “Oh, doctors and lawyers. That’s good. Very good. Doctors and lawyers get the best girls, if you know what I mean.”

      My uncle and Tony laughed knowingly and Tony said, “What can I get you?”

      Simon and my uncle each ordered a pastrami sandwich and coleslaw, and I ordered a plate of French fries with gravy.

      Tony left to get water and cutlery for us.

      “You see that man? That’s a real waiter. A professional. Did you boys see how he took our orders without writing anything down? He takes pride in his work. You go to a so-called fancy restaurant today and the waiters look like slobs in t-shirts and jeans, and then they write everything down on a little pad of paper and they still get the orders all mixed up, and they don’t even give a shit. And God forbid you were to complain; then, for sure, they’re going to spit in your food or something worse.”

      “Things have really changed, Uncle John.”

      “And not in a good way, Simon. Let me tell you boys a story. I had the same barber for thirty years. Two weeks ago, I went to the barber shop like I always do every other Monday and it was gone. No red-and-white barber poll. No barber chairs. No Nick, my barber. No sign that said, ‘Nick’s Barber Shop’. No men’s magazines. Just all gone. And you know what I found? Something called the ‘Sagittarius Hair Salon’! Like an idiot, I went in. A twenty-year-old girl came up to me and asked if I wanted to book an appointment with a stylist. A stylist! Then I saw a sign that said, ‘Men’s Hair Shaping – $40.00’. Hair shaping! Have you ever heard of anything more ridiculous? And it cost forty bucks! I told her I just wanted Nick to give me a haircut like he always did, and she said I should go somewhere else. That’s what’s wrong with the world, right there. If you call a barber a hairstylist, you get to charge people thirty dollars more for a haircut.”

      I was staring at the black-and-white pictures on the walls. There was one of a former captain of the Toronto Maple Leafs and my favourite player when I was younger, back when I was still watching hockey every Saturday night. It was signed with a blue magic marker, “To Bernie. Best wishes, Dave Keon”.

      Simon, however, was fully engaged.

      “Where are you going to get your hair cut now?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      “You should ask Tony. I bet he knows a good barber.”

      “You’re a smart boy, Simon. Of course, Tony will know. He takes pride in his appearance. After all, he’s handling food all day and needs to look respectable.”

      When Tony returned with our water and cutlery on a tray, my uncle asked him where he got his haircut and although I was certain that Tony’s hair hadn’t been cut in many years because it was synthetic, he pulled a pen out of his pocket and tore a small corner off the red paper on his tray, and wrote out a name and address, and told my uncle to make sure he told the barber that Tony sent him.

      My uncle looked very pleased.

      “That story you told us yesterday about the two-hundred pairs of Spanish slacks that were all missing a button was hilarious,” Simon said. “You have so many funny stories Uncle John.”

      “I’ve got hundreds of them.”

      The thought of hearing even one more boring story, let alone a hundred of them, was causing me physical pain that ran through my whole body.

      “We had some great times back then. Lots of great times. But only when the customers weren’t around, which wasn’t often. Your uncle Harry was a real character. He liked a good joke as much as the rest of us. When I think about some of the things we did, I don’t know how we got away with them.”

      “Tell us your favourite story about Uncle Harry.”

      I guess what bothered me the most, besides the gnawing hunger and the fact that Tony and my plate of fries were nowhere in sight, was Simon’s sincerity. He wasn’t simply placating an old fart; he was sincerely interested in hearing what Uncle John had to say.

      “My favourite story about Harry.” Uncle John was thinking out loud. “I don’t think I can tell you that one. No, definitely not that one. Oh, I’ve got one you’re going to love.”

      Our food finally arrived, along with a spinning metal condiment holder and a pile of extra napkins.

      “Enjoy your food, young fellows.” Tony winked at my uncle.

      Uncle John took a big bite of his sandwich and, while chewing, put a forkful of coleslaw in his mouth.

      “Before Christmas one year, your uncle Harry decided that since we sold mostly size thirty-eight suits in dark grey, he was going to have the tailors in all the stores make fifty of them before the holidays started.” John was talking and eating at the same time and his mouth looked like one of those washing machines with a glass window in the front and a load of coloured clothes spinning around inside. “This wasn’t something that was ever done in the made-to-measure business. You were supposed to measure the customers first and then make the suits, not the other way around. But your uncle figured he could save time and money by having his tailors make a shitload of suits during the slower weeks in November, before the Christmas rush. He told them to make sure all the suits would fit men who were five foot eight, average weight, and with a bit of a belly. So, the suits were made. Fifty in each store. The problem was that that year, a very popular movie came out with Dean Martin or Frank Sinatra, or maybe both of them, and they were wearing very sharp blue, pinstriped suits with small lapels, and every Italian who came into the stores wanted that exact suit.”

      I was doing my best to avert my eyes from my uncle’s mouth, which was filled with pastrami and coleslaw, without appearing rude. At a table across the restaurant, I saw two pretty teenaged girls, both with long blonde hair, and both wearing red dresses with swooping necklines that exposed the tops of their breasts. They were staring over at our table and seemed to be laughing. And when they saw me looking back at them, they turned their heads quickly and started laughing even harder, putting their hands over their mouths to muffle the sounds.

      “What did he do with all the extra suits?”

      Simon had taken the pastrami out of his sandwich and was eating it with a fork. He had an indoor track-and-field meet coming up and his coach at Westbury Secondary School discouraged kids from eating any bread or potatoes during the two weeks before a competition.

      “I’m getting to that. Your uncle believed that there was no such thing as a suit that couldn’t be sold, only salesmen who didn’t know how to sell suits. And he was the best salesman I ever saw. He could sell a ring to a man without fingers. Here’s what he did: he put the suits on a rack right at the front of the store and put up a huge sign that said ‘Italian Wool Suits Half-Price’. Then he had all the managers write two-hundred dollars on each price tag, cross it out, and write one-hundred dollars underneath it. You see, the suits had already been priced at ninety dollars. He was advertising them as half-price but, really, they were priced ten dollars more than the regular price.”

      Uncle John put the last bite of his sandwich and the last forkful of coleslaw in his mouth. It was as if he had employed a mathematical formula to finish the two foods at exactly the same time.

      “Is that how he finally sold them?”

      “No. He wasn’t going to take any chances. He went to see Sid Adelson, who made leather purses and wallets and luggage, and he told Sid he needed to buy five hundred of his cheapest wallets, the ones that were made from leftover scraps of leather and sold for five dollars. Then he brought the wallets back to his office and we stayed up all night putting five one-dollar bills in each one. Harry told us to make sure that the dollars were sticking out of the tops of the wallets. Then he told us to put the wallets in the jacket pockets of all the suits.”

      The two girls were still giggling and glancing over at us. The restaurant had horrible lighting and clouds of steam dissipating all over the place, and it was hard to see them clearly, but I could see their long blonde hair and huge boobs, and I was sure they were the most beautiful girls I had ever seen.

      “So, what your uncle did was spend twenty-five hundred dollars on the wallets and another twenty-five hundred dollars on the money he put into the wallets. But don’t forget, he really wasn’t going to lose any money because he had already raised the price of all the suits by ten dollars which covered the cost of the wallets and the dollar bills. What a genius.”

      “But how did that help sell the suits?”

      “This is the best part. He told each of us that, whenever a five-foot-eight customer came in the store and asked to look at a suit, no matter what colour or style the customer was looking for, we had to tell him that we needed to size him up by using one of the suits on the rack. Then we sent the customer into the change room with only the pants and that was key—only the pants—and when the customer came out, we slid the jacket on him and told him to feel the quality of the material by reaching into the pockets. Well, you should have seen each customer’s face when he felt the wallet, and not just the wallet, but a bunch of bills sticking out of it. Almost every one of them said they changed their mind about the style or colour of the suit they were looking for, and that they liked the suit they were wearing just fine. And lots of them wouldn’t even take their suits off when we offered to put them in garment bags; they wore them right out of the store. We sold every one of those suits that year and every one of them at a healthy profit.”

      “That’s an amazing story, Uncle John.”

      “Yes it is. Your uncle knew that most people are greedy bastards who can’t resist a quick score.”

      Tony came back to clear the dishes. When he saw that Simon hadn’t eaten his bread, he looked hurt, or pretended to look hurt.

      Simon explained to Tony why he wasn’t eating bread or potatoes.

      My uncle said, “Simon can run ten miles without taking a break.”

      “Ten miles! Without taking a break! Just from not eating bread or potatoes. Who would have thought such a thing?”

      “You have to practice a little too,” Simon said.

      “Look at this boy,” said Tony. “He’s going to be the next Roger Bannister.”

      Tony then looked at me and asked, “It must be hard keeping up with your brother, eh? Are you a runner too?”

      I told him I hated running and threw us into a moment of uncomfortable silence. Without saying another word, Tony cleared the dishes, leaving a handwritten bill on the table.

      Just as we were about to leave, I noticed that one of the girls from across the restaurant was making her way toward our table, holding a napkin in her hand. As she got nearer, I could make out her face more clearly in the dim light and I realized that she was older than I had thought. She was probably in her twenties, maybe even her late twenties. Then I took a closer look at the other girl, who was now standing at the counter by the cash register, still giggling, and watching her friend approach us. She was also older than I had first thought and was probably in her late twenties too. Both were wearing red coats, which they must have just put on, and which were still undone. When the one with the napkin got really close to us, I could see a gold Air Canada insignia on her lapel.

      Without introducing herself, she reached across the table and put the napkin in front of Simon. It had two names, a phone number, an address, and two pink lipstick kisses on it.

      “My friend and I are staying at my cousin’s house tonight. It’s around the corner from here, if you want to join us.”

      Simon was about to say that he was sorry, he had a girlfriend, when my uncle started coughing, and both of us looked at him to see if he was all right. Simon’s girlfriend at the time was Bonnie Clemens. Simon told me one night that Bonnie had given him a blowjob while he was driving her home in my mother’s car, and that he couldn’t imagine anything more dangerous than trying to drive while Bonnie had his penis in her mouth.

      Between coughs, Uncle John was trying to catch his breath. Simon hadn’t taken his eyes off him. But I had. Because the woman standing beside our table looked like a Playboy model. She waited a few more seconds, until it was obvious that Simon had forgotten about her.

      “We’re twins,” I said.

      But she had already turned around and was on her way out of the restaurant, laughing with her friend.
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        * * *

      

      It was my uncle, not Simon, who took the napkin. He put it in a frame and placed it on his desk, next to the small television set. Whenever someone asked him what it was, he would say, “You’re not going to believe this.” Then he told that person about the time when his handsome nephew was propositioned by two, not one, but two drop-dead gorgeous stewardesses. It was his favourite story.
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        * * *

      

      That Christmas, Simon and I each earned two hundred and forty dollars. We didn’t sell a single article of clothing.
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      Now that I’m writing my life story, I’d like to be able to tell you that I received the unusual name Auden because of my parents’ love of the famous British poet, W.H. Auden, who was born in England and moved to America and published a million poems and essays. And I’d like to be able to tell you that I inherited the poet’s gigantic brain and gift for snappy alliteration. But that would be a lie. Sadly, there was no literary endowment intended in my naming, and any quality approaching talent I may have can only mean that I actually learned something from the thousands of books I’ve read—although my primary objective each time I opened a book was to avoid doing other things.
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        * * *

      

      In university, I actually took a twentieth-century literature course that featured Auden’s poetry and a book he had written called Nones, which turned out to be an impenetrable mystery, at least to me, from its title to its last word. I can’t recall any of it. What I do recall is that there were a couple of artsy girls in the class who sometimes smiled at me. I told them I was named after the poet and that he was a relative. This bit of information had no effect on making me more attractive to them; in fact, it had the opposite effect because they avoided looking at me after that and, in retrospect, I probably should have said that Mick Jagger was my uncle.

      Later that year, I deluded myself into thinking that because my name was Auden, I probably had an innate ability to write poetry. I wrote half a poem titled “The Wire Above the Abyss” but then abandoned the exercise when I couldn’t find a suitable rhyme for “tightrope.”
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        * * *

      

      The truth is that Simon and I were named after my mother’s parents, Simon and Audrey, who died in Farber’s Pharmacy at Church and Wellesley when the roof, under five feet of snow, collapsed on top of them.
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        * * *

      

      They were on their way to the Bloor Street Theatre to see Blue Skies, a Bing Crosby and Fred Astaire movie, and stopped to buy medicated nose-drops for Abbey, who seemed to suffer from one long sinus infection from age five to fifteen, when finally, three Brandes women took her to Mount Sinai Hospital to have her deviated septum repaired. According to the doctor who performed the operation, the inside of the poor kid’s nose looked like Lombard Street in San Francisco.
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        * * *

      

      I always had an affinity for my Aunt Abbey, who’s my older equivalent in suffering from an inescapable comparison to a far more attractive twin. During Brandes family weddings, bar mitzvahs, sweet sixteens, Abbey and I would always gravitate toward each other until we were seated or standing side by side outside the main party room. We never said very much. She would ask me about school, and I would say I was doing fine, and I would ask her about her health, and she would say she was doing fine, and that was it, and then we sat in silence, like we both needed our twin to restart the conversation.
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        * * *

      

      But back to where I left off. When Simon and I graduated from Greenwich Park Public School, no one on the faculty remembered that he had beaten the snot out of two kids and had received a lengthy suspension. Simon was awarded a trophy, the Stover Cup, named after a former principal, for athletic and academic excellence and the promotion of school spirit. He received the award as part of a year-end ceremony in the gymnasium, which my parents, grandparents, and two Brandeses attended. Simon delivered a short speech, which he had written and rewritten with my mother’s help. He thanked everyone in attendance, including the janitor and school nurse. And then he thanked me. For helping him with his slap shot (at his insistence, I stood in goal without moving while he fired shots past me), his jump shot (I sat on the grass behind the basket and when the ball came near me, kicked it back to him or, if I was in a bad mood, which was often, down the street so that he had to chase it) and for getting up with him at five a.m. for his cross-country training (when his stupid alarm went off, I would swear at him before going back to sleep).

      Simon’s athletic accomplishments were not insignificant. He helped Greenwich Park win three inter-school basketball championships, five tennis championships, and four all-city track meets. He broke the under-twelve record for the mile run, long-jump, and triple-jump, and his records stood for the next eight years before every record in every event was held by a black kid named Ian White, who later became an athletic star at the University of Toronto but who would break his leg just before qualifying for the Los Angeles Olympics, and then gain a tremendous amount of weight and drop out of track.

      Simon’s academic accomplishments were equally impressive. He finished public school with a ninety-nine percent average and achieved the third highest marks in the province in standardized testing in English and math.

      And me? If it wasn’t for Simon and his insistence on including me in his activities, on singing my praises when really there was nothing to sing about, I would have floated through public school, average in every way, unnoticed and unmissed by students and faculty alike.
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        * * *

      

      In high school, Simon’s star shone even brighter and he became the youngest captain of the Westbury Secondary School basketball team, which for the first time in history beat powerhouse teams from North Toronto and Lawrence Park and came within a missed lay-up at the buzzer by a guard named Scott Shelton from winning the City Invitational.

      In tennis, Simon was unbeatable. Because he was used to running long distances, he had more stamina than any of his opponents. And he had a fluid, almost too relaxed forehand that generated a crazy amount of speed, and a sweeping backhand that made every ball look like it was going out before it dropped just inside the baseline and kicked high in the air, and a serve with so much spin on it, it would sometimes bounce over an opponent’s head and against the back fence. His game looked like the product of thousands of lessons, but he had taken very few and learned to play by hitting balls for hours against a wall at public school or while our parents played mixed doubles at the Long Acre Tennis Club, where all of us were members.

      The tennis coach at Westbury was an older gym teacher named Mr. Hopper, a not-so-secretive anti-Semite who told his then star player, Paul Delaney—who Simon easily beat during try-outs without losing a game—that he would rather lose his job than put a kike on his tennis team. Mr. Hopper didn’t realize that Paul, nicknamed Del, besides really liking Simon, had no idea what the word kike meant, and asked Simon if it was his surname because that’s what the tennis coach kept calling him.

      When Mr. Hopper posted the names of the students who made the team on the gymnasium door and Simon’s name wasn’t on it, Simon called my father from the payphone in the school cafeteria and told him what had happened.

      “How does he know we’re Jewish?”

      “He just knows.”

      “And you’re sure he used the word kike?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “And you should have made the team?”

      “I beat everyone on the list.”

      My father came to school that afternoon with a very lawyery letter on Parr, Athole & Athole stationary, threatening a lawsuit and restitution for pain and suffering, and some very embarrassing publicity. A meeting was held in Principal Cober’s office where Paul repeated to everyone, including Mr. Hopper, whose arms and legs were shaking the whole time, what the tennis coach had said to him.

      On the way out of the office, Paul said, “I still don’t know what a kike is.”

      “Ask your parents,” Simon said.

      Simon was given a spot on the tennis team, now coached by a younger teacher, Mr. Bailey, who knew very little about tennis but did know he should treat all the kids equally. Mr. Hopper was forced to take unpaid leave until the end of the first semester. He had to provide Simon with a written apology and take sensitivity training as a condition of reinstatement.

      The Westbury tennis team ended up winning every tournament, singles and doubles, for the next four years, and Simon had a personal winning streak of thirty-eight matches, including a stretch of thirteen sets without losing a game.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Hopper’s anti-Semitism made my father loopy. Up until that time, he had felt fully and anonymously assimilated. Simon and I didn’t have bar mitzvahs, we didn’t attend Hebrew school, and we didn’t celebrate any of the Jewish holidays. My father’s parents, who lived in Florida, had long ago changed their name from Trillberg to Triller, and our only connection to Judaism was because of the Brandes family and their ever-occurring family functions—weddings, bar mitzvahs, Chanukah parties and, now that the older Brandeses were really old, funerals and shivas, where my father, Simon and I stood in silence, holding prayer books with Hebrew writing in them that none of us could decipher, while the other men prayed.

      My father was an atheist who enjoyed taunting the more religious factions of the Brandes family. When Lou Brandes, who attended an orthodox synagogue every Saturday and whose two sons were Rabbis living in New York, visited our house wearing a yarmulke, my father told him he was entering a God-free zone and that if he wanted to come in, he had to take off the silly little doily he wore on his head. And when my family attended a baby naming service at Beth Tzedec Synagogue, he offended the baby’s grandfather, Jack Brandes, by telling him right before the service started that he looked forward to praying to the big empty space above our heads.

      My father assumed that our teachers, neighbours, and non-Jewish friends thought we were the same as them in every way. “How would that teacher even know we were Jewish? Do our kids have ‘I am circumcised’ written on their foreheads?”

      That evening, one of Simon’s girlfriends came to our house and as she was removing her jacket in the front hall, my father bolted out of the den to where she and Simon were standing and asked her if she knew what religion we were.

      “You’re Jewish, I think.”

      Simon had gone out with both Jewish and non-Jewish girls. The Jewish girls were usually surprised by, and then attracted to, my family’s lack of identification with anything Jewish, and the non-Jewish girls, like the one he was going out with now, didn’t seem to ask or care about our religion.

      “Did Simon tell you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “So, how do you know?”

      “I don’t know. It’s sort of obvious.”

      “How is it obvious?”

      The girl’s face turned red. She managed to say, “I don’t know” one more time before Simon mercifully interrupted.

      “Dad, we’re going downstairs,” he said and led her away by the elbow.

      I was watching from the top of the stairs and my mother was peeking out of the kitchen doorway.

      “You see?” my father said.

      “See what?” my mother responded.

      “They need us to be Jewish more than we need to be Jewish.”

      My mother looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know,” my father said. “But it sounds like a good explanation.”

      “It doesn’t explain anything to me. It sounds like you’ve lost your mind. You need to stop cross-examining Simon’s friends. You’re scaring them.”

      My father wasn’t deterred. “They’re threatened by people without religion. They need us to be something, even if it’s something they hate. Or maybe it’s because they need something to hate.”

      “You’re losing your mind.”

      “A Rabbi could explain it better.”
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        * * *

      

      Besides playing tennis, Simon was a perennial member of the Westbury track and field team, which I’ve already mentioned. Eventually, he became a good distance runner, completing a half-marathon in one hour and twenty-six minutes and finishing third in his age group. And if that wasn’t enough, on weeknights and weekends, he played hockey, first for the Thornhill Panthers and then the Vaughan Rangers. This meant that twice a year my family would drive to out-of-town tournaments, usually held in Buffalo or Detroit, where the Canadian teams, believe it or not, would often lose to the Americans, who looked too old for the age-group in which they were competing, and who smashed their opponents against the boards with such regularity and relish that Simon and his teammates were afraid to hold onto the puck for more than a few seconds.

      And along with organized sports, his exercise regimen only intensified in high school, and our bedroom became his personal fitness club, where he would clear a space in the clutter on the carpet like he was ploughing snow and do sit ups and push ups. And then he would walk over to our closet, where there was a metal pull-up bar in the doorframe and hang from the backs of his knees and do impossible looking things, sometimes talking to me while he was upside-down.

      “Don’t forget you have a geography project due on Tuesday.”

      Or “Make sure you wear a sweater today.”

      Or “You should eat more apples.”
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        * * *

      

      And I haven’t begun to do justice to his frenetic schedule. There was also the whole academic part into which he poured his heart. Simon was unfailingly attentive and participatory in class, and always sat in the front row while I sat in the back row, trying and often failing, to stay awake. He did his homework in the car on the way to hockey practice and on the bus on the way to a basketball game and before he went to sleep at night and early in the morning before he ran five miles and during lunch-hour when the rest of the students hung out and smoked and did nothing. He achieved a near-perfect grade-point average and scholarship offers from every university to which he applied.

      And then there were his friends, many of whom were a constant presence at Hampshire Court. There was Ronnie Spencer, nicknamed Spence, and Darren Porter, nicknamed DP, from hockey, where there was some sort of tradition about making sure every player had a nickname, and where Simon, depending on how he played, was referred to as either Killer or Thriller.

      And there were tennis friends besides Paul Delaney, a sometimes fat and sometimes thin kid named Hayden Bishop who lived on Old English Lane and whose father gained some notoriety at Long Acre for smoking a cigar while playing tennis, and Todd and Ely Revin, brothers who were as tall and good-looking as Simon, and who looked like twins even though they were three years apart.

      And there was a basketball friend, Scott Shelton, who I think I did mention earlier, and who loved playing chess as much as basketball, and always brought a chess set to our house. If Simon was in the mood, the two would play seemingly endless games of chess at the kitchen table or by the pool until Simon announced he was going stir-crazy and needed to run or swim. Scott would sometimes wait for hours, patiently guarding the board until Simon returned to the game.

      And there was a running friend, Drew Cunningham, the most talented runner on the team, who ran everywhere—to school, to friends’ houses, to his part-time job at Canadian Tire, to the mall, to movies, and sometimes, under threat of expulsion by the coach, ten miles or more to track meets where, regardless of how many miles he had logged right before a race, he would usually win—before running home.

      And there were a couple more friends, unaffiliated with any team, smart kids from school. Hank Hopkins, who had freckles and a red afro and liked to eat lemon and orange peels. And Andy Viteri, who looked like John Denver in grades nine and ten and Tom Petty in grades eleven, twelve and thirteen and had an unnerving amount of energy; he’d climb on our roof and bang on our bedroom window until we let him in. Andy never slept, and would lose track of time, and would telephone Simon at two in the morning and wake everyone in the house.

      And there were girlfriends. I still remember their names: Bonnie Clemens, Marla Moodie, Rickie Kasner (my favourite), Sherry Marshall, Patricia McNight (my second favourite), Tracey Pollack (my least favourite), Teri Goldfarb, Christine Davidson. Each one insinuated themselves into Simon’s busy schedule of sports and studying, which he wasn’t willing to alter, at least until he started having sex.
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        * * *

      

      And he still found time to play nine different instruments. By the age of thirteen, Simon had taught himself to play acoustic, bass, and twelve-string guitars, violin, piano, saxophone, trumpet, drums and harmonica, abandoning each one for the next as soon as he was any good, but always returning to the acoustic guitar and a handful of Beatles’ songs, which he played over and over, especially when he realized what an aphrodisiac they were to high school girls.

      One night, in our room, lying in our beds, he was talking about what a great song “Two of Us” was, and he said, “It makes them horny.”

      “You mean the song?” I asked.

      “I was playing it and Marla started rubbing herself on the beanbag chair.”

      There was a brown corduroy beanbag chair in our basement that, from that moment on, gave me a boner.

      “Really?”

      “She was so turned on, she started doing it right in front of me. When I finished the song, she grabbed my hand and shoved it down her pants. She was soaking wet. Then she told me that I should watch her finish. She took off all her clothes and touched herself until she came.”

      “You just stood there watching her?”

      “Not really. She was using her other hand on me.”
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        * * *

      

      And somehow, he found time for volunteer work. In grade nine, Simon’s basketball coach, who believed in moulding young minds as well as young bodies, took the team to the St. John’s Rehabilitation Centre on Cummer Street, and had them volunteer for the day, reading to stroke victims and mangled survivors of horrible car accidents. And while the majority of the team viewed this exercise in civic responsibility as a one-day jail sentence, Simon returned the next Saturday morning and almost every Saturday after that, and became a fixture on the first floor, doing what he did best: making people feel good about themselves by sharing an interest in their miserable lives.
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        * * *

      

      And what did I do while this perpetual full-court press, known as my brother, was going to the same high school as me? The answer, sadly, was as little as possible. I remember reading a few dozen novels, watching lots of television, eating lots of chips, and struggling to complete homework, which I usually avoided until the last minute. My grades were solidly average. I had no close friends. And regardless of how little I did, I always felt like I had no time for myself and that every one of Simon’s invitations to join him in an activity was an imposition bordering on offensive.

      What I was, was an expert in Simon’s life. And it was mostly his doing. He must have thought of me as a plant that would dry up and die unless watered with constant attention.

      And the nights were the worst, when I was trapped in the same room as him, and all I wanted to do was go to sleep, and all he wanted to do was keep me awake.

      “For God’s sake, Simon, do you have to throw your shit on my bed?” I was pushing an elbow pad, a glove and a garter belt attached to a hockey sock off my bed and onto the floor.

      “Sorry about being such a slob, Aud. I was looking for my social sciences book. I thought I’d left it in my hockey bag.” He was walking around the room, collecting pieces of equipment, including a hockey jersey that hung from the light fixture and a neck guard that he had flung and lodged in the slats of the blind, shoving everything back in the bag.

      When I pulled my blanket down to get into bed, I found his mouth guard in a small grey plastic container on my pillow. I picked it up and threw it at him. “Damn it, Simon.”

      He caught the mouth guard and, in one motion, flipped it over his head and into the small opening in the hockey bag. “Two points!”

      I told him again I was tired of finding his things everywhere.

      “I’ll try to be neater. It’s not worth freaking out over.”

      He picked up one of the guitars from the floor and started plucking the strings. His fingers moved quickly along the fretboard, and he played a series of notes that sounded familiar.

      “We should write a song together.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work.”

      “Don’t be silly. You write the first verse, I’ll write the second, you write the third, and I’ll write the fourth. We can write the chorus together. I’ll put it to music, and we’ll sing it together at the talent show in December, and we’ll be discovered by Colonel Tom Parker and become rich and famous.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Colonel Tom discovered Elvis.”

      “Oh.”

      “You have a great singing voice. It’s nasally and high-pitched in a psychedelic way, like Neil Young’s.”

      Simon had never heard me sing.

      He got up from his bed, walked across the room, stepping on an empty album cover and a pair of jeans, and sat beside me on my bed, bouncing up and down.

      “I want to go to sleep.”

      “Listen to this.” He started playing the same song he was playing before.

      “What’s that?”

      “Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.”

      “You can play that without an orchestra?”

      “Weird, eh? I’m trying to learn all nine of them. The amazing part is you can take the most complicated piece of music in the world, one that’s written for dozens of different instruments, and play it on guitar using five or six chords.”

      “Weird. Now, get off my bed.”

      Simon was still bouncing up and down. “Come on, Aud. Let’s spend some quality brother-time together.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “You always say tomorrow. Tomorrow you’re going to say tomorrow again.”

      “Maybe tomorrow I’ll say the day after tomorrow.”

      “Funny. Tell me something about your day. Something I don’t know. And I’ll tell you something about mine.”

      That day Simon had volunteered at St. John’s, got to third base with Rickie Kasner, played two hours of tennis with Paul Delaney, finished reading a biography of John Kennedy he had found on my parents’ bookshelf, and was apparently more than halfway through learning to play Beethoven’s nine symphonies on the guitar.

      I had watched television, eaten a bag of Cheezies, and masturbated two times.

      He pushed his shoulder against mine. “Come on. There must be something.”

      I certainly wasn’t going to tell him I masturbated two times thinking about Rickie Kasner.

      “I’ll go first. There’s this eighteen-year-old guy at St. John’s who lost the bottom part of both legs in a car accident. Can you imagine? They fit him with these funny looking metal braces. They look like two big egg holders. He’s learning to walk on them, but he’s frustrated because he falls a lot. I usually play cards with him. He likes Crazy Eights. We should play. It’s fun. Today must have been a particularly bad day for him because he leaned over and whispered to me that he wanted me to get him a gun so he could shoot himself. And he was serious.”

      I was wondering what Simon said to him but didn’t ask.

      “You want to know what I said to him?”

      “No.”

      “I told him that you don’t need legs to be Prime Minister of Canada or to have sex with beautiful girls. That made him smile. Now, it’s your turn.”

      “I ate a bag of Cheezies.”
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        * * *

      

      I already told you that Simon and I slept in the same room. What I haven’t told you is that our house on Hampshire Court was a large house, with five bedrooms, two washrooms, and a den upstairs, and that despite the three empty bedrooms, and the den that could have been converted into yet another bedroom, Simon and I were crowded into one room. And why? Because Simon and my parents shared a belief that, without large doses of close proximity to my twin, I would become even more lethargic and unmotivated, and would certainly fail at everything.

      And through my dedication to inactivity and mediocrity, I did nothing to change their minds.
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        * * *

      

      But by age fifteen our bedroom really was too small. My bed looked like a tiny cabin half-buried under an avalanche of clothing and other paraphernalia at the foot of Mount Simon. I was determined to move.

      It was a school day. My mother was in the kitchen. By the time I came downstairs, Simon had already run, showered, and eaten. And my father had already left for work. Their empty bowls and glasses were on the counter by the sink.

      “Our room is way too small. I’m moving into one of the empty ones.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that, honey?”

      “I’m sure.”

      My mother put a bowl of oatmeal in front of me. I got up, went to the pantry, and came back with a plastic bottle of maple syrup, which I stirred into the bowl until the oatmeal turned dark brown.

      “You’ve never slept by yourself. You’ll feel so lonely.” She patted my head.

      “No, I won’t be lonely.” I rolled my eyes at her and she smiled.

      “I know Simon will be. He loves sleeping in the same room with you.”

      “I can’t breathe in there. Roxanne doesn’t put anything away anymore. She just stuffs things under the beds or in the cupboard.”

      Roxanne cleaned our house twice a week and I was sure her least favourite job was cleaning our room. An interior decorator with a degree in engineering would have found it overwhelming.

      “Why don’t we talk to your brother first.”

      “Why can’t I move?”

      “Well, you know, I worry about you on your own.”

      “On my own? I won’t be on my own. I’ll be in the next room.”

      “Sometimes, I think if you didn’t have Simon pushing you, you would just curl up into a ball and not want to do anything.”

      “That’s not true. I do lots of things on my own.”

      “There’s something I should tell you,” my mother said. “Something I should have told you years ago. Maybe it will help explain the way I feel.” She sat down across from me at the table. “When I brought you home, you were the littlest thing I had ever seen. I had so much trouble feeding you. You fidgeted all the time, and you were colicky all day and night. After a couple of days of trying to get food into you, I thought I was going to have to take you back to the hospital so they could feed you intravenously again. I was so tired. I was sitting in the rocking chair in my room trying to calm you down so you would take the bottle and Simon was lying on a blanket on the floor. I didn’t know what to do. You were crying so hard your tiny body was shaking. I was ready to cry. I couldn’t think straight. I just needed to close my eyes for a couple minutes and take a few deep breaths. So, I put you on the blanket next to your brother and suddenly you stopped crying. Simon had moved his little hand on top of yours. When I told your father, he said it was an accident, but I didn’t think so. I think he was looking out for you. For the first time, you looked peaceful. I ran out of the room and heated up the bottle, and ran back and put it in your mouth, and you drank the whole thing.”

      “I’m fifteen. I can feed myself.”

      “I know, honey,” my mother said. She got up and kissed me on the forehead. “You need to get going to school.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, instead of allowing me to move, my parents told me that I should stay where I was because they had a surprise for me that was better than moving. A week later, while Simon and I were at school, they had the wall between our existing room and the room next door removed, doubling our space.

      The extra square footage didn’t make a difference. In a few weeks, Simon’s belongings spread out across the greater distance between our beds and left me besieged again in the spoils of his life.
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      After my parents were married, they lived in a small two-bedroom apartment on Lansdowne Avenue near my mother’s school. My father went to work for one of the larger firms in the city, Parr, Athole & Athole, which he referred to on bad days as Sub-Parr, Asshole and Bigger Asshole. My mother returned with a new last name to her grade nine class at Forest Hill Collegiate, where the male teachers had gone underground with their attraction to her.

      By mid-February she was pregnant. Her doctor, Al Green, a very young-looking recent graduate who shared his name with a famous black gospel singer, and who always had a lit cigarette in his hand and at least two or three others burning in ashtrays in his office and the examination room, broke the news to my parents following my mother’s first check-up.

      “Twins? Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s your evidence?”

      My father, the lawyer, was cross-examining the doctor.

      “There are two heartbeats.”

      “How did this happen?”

      My mother and the doctor started laughing.

      “I don’t mean the getting pregnant part, which was great. I mean the twins part.”

      The doctor’s office was a converted storage closet. There were no windows. The room reeked of cigarette smoke. The sides of Dr. Green’s desk almost touched both walls, leaving my father wondering how the doctor managed to get around it and into his chair. The two chairs on which my parents were sitting were so close to the desk that, underneath it, their legs kept inadvertently touching the doctor’s legs.

      Dr. Green took a package of cigarettes out of his lab coat and placed it on the desk.

      “The egg either split in two or there were multiple eggs and more than one ovulation and fertilization.”

      My father must have looked unsatisfied with the doctor’s answer.

      “Twins run in your wife’s family. There’s always a hereditary risk.”

      “Forgive me for being so blunt, but my wife’s sister –”

      “Marlene told me all about her. In the last twenty-two years, there’ve been more than a few advances in obstetrics.” He removed a cigarette from the package, lit it, took a long drag, and exhaled. A swirling cloud of dark grey smoke passed over my parents’ heads. “Your job will be to make sure she gets plenty of rest and follows a healthy diet. Everything else will take care of itself.”
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        * * *

      

      Two months after her first examination, my mother began suffering complications related to my underdevelopment. It was doubtful that her health would allow her to continue teaching until the end of the school year. During her sixth month, my parents visited the doctor for what seemed like the twentieth time. My mother was placed on bed rest, had to take a leave of absence from work, and faced the prospect of spending the final three months of her pregnancy living like a shut-in, confined to the bedroom, washroom, and kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      With the welfare of two heirs hanging in the balance, the corporation Brandes called an emergency meeting of its elder stateswomen. And like all efficient corporations facing a crisis, the problem was quickly diagnosed and, to deal with it, sufficient resources were allocated. My parents’ small apartment, which had seen very few visitors since my mother became pregnant, was about to be inundated with older women.

      Unbeknownst to my father, a schedule had been developed. Bee Brandes was assigned the early shift: six a.m. to noon. Ray Brandes was assigned the afternoon shift: noon to six p.m. Bookie Brandes, the largest and most formidable of all the Brandes women, was assigned the evening shift: six p.m. to midnight. If overnight support was required, supplementary Brandes ladies—Shirley, Zadie and Minnie (she wasn’t)—were available on short notice.

      The first Brandes to arrive at the small apartment was Bee. My mother had left a spare key for her under a plastic plant in the lobby, and she had let herself in at six in the morning. Like her sisters, Bee was large and tall, with straight grey hair, grey eyes, and a demeanour capable of draining every trace of frivolity from any room she happened to occupy.

      Bee’s first job was to post the schedule on the fridge door. Her second job was to survey the rations in the kitchen and pantry for deficiencies, compile a list of appropriate foods and beverages that needed to be purchased, and relay the information to Ray, who would stop at the supermarket before commencing her shift.

      When my father entered the kitchen that morning, Bee had already compiled her list, telephoned Ray, and had prepared a breakfast of toast, scrambled eggs, cottage cheese, cream cheese, fruit salad, freshly squeezed orange juice, tea, and milk. It was all arranged on the small kitchen table, along with three place settings.

      As a young lawyer at a large firm, my father was in need of more billable hours than there were hours in the day. And since he didn’t like to leave my mother alone at night, he tried to get to work as early as possible. His breakfast usually consisted of a cinnamon Pop-Tart, which he grabbed on his way out the door. This changed with Bee’s arrival.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Good morning to you too, Bee.”

      “Sit down.”

      “I need to get to work.”

      “What you need is a proper breakfast. How do you expect to stay sharp all day when you don’t eat properly? You’re going to fall asleep by eleven. Your wife is six months pregnant with twins. What would happen if you lost your job because you couldn’t stay awake? Do you expect her to go out and find a job in her condition?”

      My father put the Pop-Tart back in the cupboard and sat down at the table. Bee filled his plate with eggs, toast, and a scoop of cottage cheese, and put it in front of him.

      “Eat.”

      My mother came into the kitchen a few minutes later. She was wearing a dark red bathrobe. Bee’s hand was on my mother’s forehead when she sat down across from my father, who was eating as quickly as possible.

      “You feel warm.”

      “I just got out of bed. I was cold last night, and Sid put an extra blanket on me.”

      “I’m getting the thermometer. Nothing’s going to go wrong on my watch.”

      She left to fetch the thermometer from the washroom.

      “She’s insane,” my father whispered.

      “She means well.”

      “Our apartment suddenly feels much smaller. If two of them come over at the same time, we’re going to feel like we’re living in a phone booth.”

      “It’s only for a few months.”

      “Do you know that she came into our room this morning and moved my hand? I must have been sleeping with it on you.”

      My mother laughed.

      Bee came back into the room, shaking the thermometer.

      “Put this under your tongue.” She put the thermometer in my mother’s mouth. “Did you drink anything? If you did, we’ll have to wait fifteen minutes before we take your temperature.”

      My mother shook her head, indicating she hadn’t. “I was talking to Sid,” she said with the thermometer bouncing up and down in her mouth.

      “Stop talking. We won’t get an accurate reading.”

      My father got up and handed his mostly empty plate to Bee for examination.

      “Not bad.”

      He kissed my mother on the forehead, picked up his briefcase, and left the apartment. For the first time in months, he wasn’t anxious about leaving his pregnant wife at home.
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        * * *

      

      My father liked the nights better than the mornings, when he was alone with my mother in the bedroom with the door closed.

      “They’re everywhere. It’s like a Shriner’s convention and we’re the convention hotel. I should get them little red hats to wear and little cars to drive around in.”

      My mother started laughing. “I don’t think they’d fit in little cars. Or even in medium-sized cars, for that matter.”

      My parents were lying on the bed. Down the hall, in the den, Bookie was watching television.

      “I can hear you!” she shouted.

      My parents looked at each other and started laughing.

      “If you can hear us,” my father said, only slightly raising his voice, “what did we say?”

      Bookie repeated their conversation verbatim.

      “Holy shit,” my father said, amazed.

      “I heard that too!” Bookie shouted.

      My mother took my father’s hand and when she put it on her stomach, Bookie started shouting again from the other room.

      “Sidney! Sidney!”

      “What is it now?” my father shouted back.

      “Don’t push too hard! You’ll hurt the babies!”
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        * * *

      

      After we were born, the Brandeses sat vigil at the hospital with me until it was clear I was going to survive my meagre birth weight. When I arrived home, their presence in our lives shrunk to daily, then weekly, then monthly visits … and then to phone calls as they moved on to another pressing family matter, involving a younger Brandes, Joe’s son David, who had a gambling problem and had stolen his parents’ silverware to repay a debt and required the intervention of every available Brandes woman to get him to agree to treatment for his addiction. My father’s parents, who had been making brief appearances at the apartment since we were born but felt uncomfortable under the scrutiny of the Brandeses, picked up the slack and, before they returned to Florida, visited often.
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        * * *

      

      By his own admission, my father probably would have left Parr, Athole & Athole after his second year of practice to join one of his friends from law school, who had struck out on his own and was making a decent living. There were simply too many young associates at the firm, all of them vying for the attention of the humourless consortium of senior lawyers who made partnership decisions based almost entirely on the number of billable hours each candidate racked up. My father might have worked hard, but the other young lawyers worked harder. And longer. Often as many as fourteen hours a day. Largely because none of them were burdened with the demands of an exhausted wife and newborn twins at home.

      But then something happened that changed the course of his career. And I guess you could also say the course of my family’s history. During an office party at Bigger Asshole’s house, my father walked into the study to make a phone call and instead of finding an empty room, found Sub-Parr kissing Asshole’s wife with his hand under her dress.

      And in a matter of seconds, my father’s dark and uncertain career path turned into a well-lit highway.

      “I’m sorry,” my father said, looking in every direction except at the couple.

      He was retreating out the door when Sub-Parr said, “Just one second, young man.”

      My father thought he was going to be fired on the spot. Instead, the old man let go of Asshole’s wife, stood up, walked across the room, reached out to shake my father’s hand, and put his other hand on my father’s shoulder

      “Mr.—”

      “Triller,” my father said.

      “Mr. Triller. I trust we have an understanding.” He had a tight grip on my father’s hand and shoulder.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want to upset the firm’s equilibrium. Business is excellent.”

      “I wouldn’t want to either.”

      He said “good” for a second time and then said, “Before I let you go, may I give you a piece of advice?”

      “Of course.”

      “There’s always a lot of booze at these parties.”

      My father nodded.

      “I’d hate to see a future partner drink too much and say something he might regret.”
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        * * *

      

      After that, Sub-Parr kept his cryptic word and his eye on my father, involving him in complicated real estate deals, which may have been incongruous with my father’s limited experience, but in which he performed surprisingly well. It took only two years for my father to become a junior partner and only two more years to become a full partner. And by the time his fifth year rolled around, he was so firmly ensconced in the commercial real estate department and managing so many lucrative files, that most of the other lawyers had forgotten, or chose to forget, how baffled they were when their former indistinguishable colleague had been anointed by Sub-Parr as the firm’s new golden boy.
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        * * *

      

      In Toronto, the commercial real estate market was booming and my father, a full partner, was producing and sharing in huge profits. It wasn’t long before he had earned more money than the combined earnings of all the Trillers and Trillbergs before him. My mother never returned to work as a teacher and my parents, Simon and I moved into the large house on Hampshire Court in Thornhill, just north of the city.
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        * * *

      

      The house on Hampshire Court was on an acre of land with a big backyard split in two sections. One contained a considerable stretch of lawn with a stone path winding through it, with trees and gardens in two corners, and various wooden and wrought-iron tables and chairs and umbrellas and benches and a hammock, clustered in various spots on the grass. The other contained a pool and hot tub, which we called a Jacuzzi back then, surrounded by a wide wooden deck with at least fifteen lounge chairs and small tables of all different colours on it. Just beyond the end of the deck and attached to the house was a cabana where swimmers could change and shower and use the washroom.

      And every weekend, from the beginning of June to Labour Day, it was filled with people.

      Hampshire Court was a party-magnet.
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        * * *

      

      The fun began in earnest around noon on Saturday. My parents and their friends, the Pinskys, Olsens, McElveys and Szabos, came back to our house for a barbeque after playing mixed doubles at Long Acre. My father’s cooking style was one of overabundance. He filled every platter we owned with hamburgers and sausages and chicken breasts and roasted vegetables on skewers and corn on the cob, and my mother chipped in with oversized wooden bowls of pasta salad and Greek salad and glass bowls overflowing with sliced watermelon and pineapple and grapes and cherries, until each table in the backyard had enough food on it to feed every guest.

      The Pinskys and Szabos usually brought their children, and sometimes our neighbours and their children dropped by, and third generation Brandeses visited with their fourth-generation children, and everyone ended up by the pool. And as the afternoon turned into early evening, bottles of wine and cases of beer were emptied, and more food appeared, this time ordered from a restaurant. Sometimes, even more guests arrived, joining us for dinner, and my parents made everyone feel at home, pretending to look hurt or offended each time someone needed or wanted to leave.

      And on Sunday, the same thing happened again.

      When Simon wasn’t busy with tennis or basketball or running or volunteering at St. John’s, he was sitting by the pool with his guitar, playing songs that my parents’ friends and their children requested.

      “Play ‘Sounds of Silence’.”

      “Sure.”

      “Play ‘Fire and Rain’.”

      “OK.”

      “Play ‘Suzanne’.”

      “No problem.”

      “Play ‘Take it Easy’.”

      “Sure. You sing with me.”

      “Play ‘American Pie’.”

      “My pleasure.”

      And even I was part of the festivities, or at least the landscape, wading into the water to dunk my head and then lying in the shade with a novel and falling in and out of sleep.

      And because my father was the host, conversations around the pool, which were mostly about tennis and television shows and topical events, could turn provocative at any moment.

      Colette McElvy, Stan’s wife, was born and raised in Brossard, near Montreal, and her presence always gave my father an excuse to comment on Quebec’s uneasy relationship with the rest of Canada.

      “I saw your friend Levesque on CBC last night. At least, I thought I could see him through the clouds of smoke.”

      “He’s not my friend. I’m an Ontario girl. Go Leafs go.”

      “How many constituents has he run over in his car now? Four? Five?”

      Bobby Pinsky, holding a barbequed sausage in his hand, joined in. “Maybe his hair slipped off his head and blinded him.”

      “Colette, you were born in Quebec. Why do they hate us so much?”

      “They don’t hate everyone. Just Protestants.”

      “And Jews,” my father added.

      “Who doesn’t?” Bobby asked.

      My father and Bobby started laughing.

      “So, do you think they’ll secede?” Stan asked.

      “Trudeau will never let it happen. Look how he stood up to the FLQ. Do you really think a closet-liberal midget like Levesque, who would secretly rather live in the States, is any match for him?”

      My mother appeared, holding a bowl of cherries and a smaller bowl for the pits, which she placed on the table between Colette and Stan. She sat down at the end of my father’s lounge chair and pushed herself back toward him until she was sitting between his legs and her back was pressed against him. “I think he’s sexy,” she said.

      “Who? Levesque?”

      “No. Trudeau. Maggie is one lucky babe.”

      “Your wife has a thing for the prime minister,” Bobby said.

      “If I thought it could get me a senate appointment, I’d get them a hotel room.”

      “You’d be so jealous,” my mother teased.

      “Of course, I would,” my father said and winked at Bobby and Stan, who started laughing.

      “If you let her sleep with Pierre,” said Colette, “maybe she’ll let you sleep with Maggie.”

      “Who do you think we are?” asked my mother. “The Elkins?”

      Everyone laughed.

      Simon came to the pool area, holding his tennis racquet. “What are the grown-ups talking about?”

      My parents started laughing again.

      “Your mother has the hots for Trudeau.”

      “I wouldn’t mind living on Sussex Drive.”

      “Oh, you poor deprived child,” Stan said. “Look where you’re forced to live.”

      “I’ll only move if I’m allowed to redecorate,” my mother said, which of course led to even more laughter.

      “You’ll bankrupt the country,” my father told her.

      Since he had become head of a department at his law firm, my mother had redecorated our house seven times.

      Simon sat on one of the plastic chairs and took off his shoes and socks. Bobby came up behind him and grabbed both his arms. “This is one solid kid. Not an ounce of fat on him.” He let go and Simon stood up, taking off his shirt.

      I was standing in the shallow end of the pool, and I saw Colette lick her lips and swallow quite hard as she watched Simon walk by and dive into the pool.

      “It’s a good thing your boy carries a tennis racquet around with him,” Stan said.

      “Why?” my father asked.

      “So he can use it to swat away all the old bags who try to seduce him.”

      “I wish I was a teenager again,” sighed Colette.

      “Me too,” said Stan.

      “I’m glad you’re not,” said my mother.

      And the party continued.
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        * * *

      

      About five years after we’d moved to Hampshire Court, my mother received a telephone call from someone who identified herself as Georgia Farber, the granddaughter of Sam Farber, who owned the pharmacy in which my mother’s parents died. Georgia was a third-year student at York University, in the Fine Arts Program. She told my mother that the tragic events at the pharmacy had a profound impact on her grandfather, who blamed himself for not hiring someone to remove the five feet of snow that had accumulated on his roof. It also had a profound impact on her, in witnessing his grief, and because of it, she had created a cement sculpture, consisting of three increasingly large bright pink ovals joined together, representing three orphaned children, which she wanted to give to my family. It was six feet high, two feet wide and six feet long, and it was an outdoor piece that could withstand the elements. She had created it for her final assignment and while she received a disappointing B-minus, the professor had remarked that her vision was “unabashed”.

      My mother was genuinely touched by Georgia’s gesture and invited the young art student to our house for dinner the following week, but Georgia said that she was actually around the corner at a payphone in front of a store called Banner Medimart and that she had planned to drop by our house unannounced but lost her nerve at the last moment.

      “Then come over now,” my mother suggested. “We’re not doing anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Georgia arrived five minutes later and my parents and I greeted her at the door. A blue Chevrolet El Camino, with two young men with beards and long hair sitting inside it, was parked on the driveway.

      My mother waved to them through the open door, and they waved back.

      “Do your friends want to come in too?”

      “No. I can’t stay long. They were nice enough to give me a lift. I don’t want to keep them waiting.”

      “Are you sure? We just ate dinner and there’s lots left over.”

      “Thanks, but we have to get back to campus. One of my friends has a date tonight.”

      “Can I at least get you a drink?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “This is my husband Sidney and my son Auden. My other son is at hockey practice.”

      “Hi,” I said.

      My father shook her hand and said, “Welcome.”

      Georgia looked like what I imagine all art students looked like in the early seventies. She had two white ribbons in her messy red hair, jeans with paisley patches sewn onto the thighs and knees, a baggy striped shirt, at least a dozen silver, leather and boondoggle bracelets on her wrists, and turquoise beads around her neck.

      “How did you find us?” my father asked.

      “Oh, my grandfather is still friends with George Brandes.”

      “George? Which one is that?”

      “Joe’s dad,” my mother answered.

      “Who can keep track?” my father said.

      “How’s your grandfather doing?” my mother asked.

      We were still standing in the doorway.

      “He’s good. He retired a long time ago, but he still goes to Hart House every day and swims, and he takes literature and art history courses at U of T.”

      “It’s good to keep active,” my mother said.

      Georgia reached into the front pocket of her jeans and removed something that looked like small piece of colourful paper. “I took a picture of the sculpture.” She handed my mother the picture, which was badly creased.

      When my mother looked at it, her previously expressed feeling of being touched by Georgia’s generosity turned into something entirely different. She took a sudden deep breath. “It’s very, um, different. Lovely different.”

      She handed it to my father. “Look how lovely it is, Sid.”

      My father stared at it for a few seconds and handed it to me.

      “How big is it?” my father asked.

      Georgia told us the dimensions.

      “Pink is an interesting choice of colour,” he said.

      “It represents three grieving children, naked and vulnerable.”

      “I should have realized that,” my father said. “Can you see the grieving children in the picture, Auden?”

      “Not really,” I replied. “That huge pink thing is in the way.”

      My father looked like he was about to start laughing.

      “Never mind them,” my mother said. She put her arm on Georgia’s shoulder. “I have the perfect spot for it”.

      “Me too,” said my father, but before he could offer a suggestion, my mother said, “That’s enough, Sid.”
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        * * *

      

      My mother led Georgia through the kitchen and into the backyard. My father and I followed them to the sliding glass door at the back of the house and remained inside, watching them. My mother was pointing to a section of lawn between the maple tree and triangular garden in the far corner of the yard. Georgia was walking slowly over the grass with her head bent down, probably measuring in her mind the space my mother suggested.

      We watched Georgia and my mother hug each other and then walk around the side of the house holding hands.

      “What a shame,” my father said.

      I thought he meant that it was a shame my mother’s parents had died so young. But then he said, “If only Henry Moore’s grandfather had owned that pharmacy.”
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        * * *

      

      Georgia, the sculpture, and her art school friends arrived at our house early the following Saturday morning. My parents, Simon and I were at Long Acre. I was supposed to have taken part in something called a “junior clinic”, which I abandoned after twenty minutes for one of the couches in the clubhouse, where I fell asleep.

      After surveying the spot in the backyard intended for the sculpture, one of Georgia’s friends pointed out that there was a slight slope in the lawn toward the fence and that the three-hundred-pound concrete structure would probably tip over if they tried to install it in that area.

      The students set out to find a better location but couldn’t find a suitable flat expanse in the backyard and decided that, because the sculpture was bolted onto a large rectangular platform which had to be lowered into a level section of cut-out grass, the only place it could be safely installed was in the middle of the front lawn—which is where they put it.

      When we arrived home, not only was the sculpture standing in front of the house, where everyone in the neighbourhood would be able to see it, but so were our neighbours, Aldo and Annata Lorenzetti, who were watching their two youngest children, Nancy and Aldo Jr., climbing the three enormous pink ovals.

      “Holy shit,” my father muttered.

      “Holy shit,” my mother repeated.

      We got out of the car and walked over to the Lorenzettis.

      “We love it,” Annata said. “It’s so avant-garde.”

      “It’s so out there,” Aldo nodded.

      Mr. Lorenzetti seemed to like things that were “out there”. He had a gold-coloured Maserati that would overheat and stall every time he tried to drive it. Once, when smoke started to pour out of the front of the car on his driveway, he opened the hood and peed on the engine while waving to Simon, who was walking home from tennis practice.

      My parents didn’t know what to say.

      “Who’s the artist?” Annata asked.

      “Farber,” my mother answered.

      “I’ve never heard of him,” Annata said.

      “There’s a note on it,” Aldo said, pointing to a small piece of paper, folded in half, and taped to the inside of the biggest oval.

      My mother took it down, read it, and handed it to my father. “I guess that solves that mystery,” my mother said.

      The note was from Georgia, explaining why the sculpture hadn’t been installed in the backyard.

      “What do you mean?” Aldo asked.

      “It was supposed to have been set up behind the house,” my father explained, handing him the note. “Apparently, the ground wasn’t flat enough.”

      By now Simon had joined the other kids and was climbing on the sculpture, first onto the scooped-out middle section of the smallest of the three ovals, then to the top of it, and then onto the tops of the second and third ovals before jumping onto the grass, laughing and screaming.

      I was sitting on the lawn, eating a bag of potato chips my father had bought for me at a gas station.

      “I think it looks great where it is,” Annata said.

      “The kids really seem to like it,” my mother added.

      “Do you want one?” my father suddenly asked Annata.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you want a sculpture like ours? I’m sure the artist can make you one too.”

      There was a brief silence. The Lorenzettis looked at each other and Annata asked, “Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely,” my father said. “You seem to like ours so much.”

      Neither of the Lorenzettis knew what to say.

      My father started laughing and said, “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t dream of ruining your front yard too.”

      “Thank God,” Aldo said. “We were just trying to be nice. We don’t really like it.”

      “We don’t either,” my mother confessed.

      Now, all the adults were laughing.

      When they finally stopped, Annata said, “I don’t understand why you bought it in the first place.”

      My mother told the Lorenzettis how she had come to acquire the sculpture. As she was talking, a neighbour from down the street, Carole Hoffman, drove past Hampshire Court in a brown station wagon, stopped, backed up, turned toward our house and proceeded onto our driveway. She got out of her car and approached the other four adults.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a Farber,” the Lorenzettis said.

      My parents and the Lorenzettis started laughing again.

      “It’s an abomination,” Carole said.

      “It certainly is,” my father agreed.

      For Carole’s benefit, my mother retold the story, beginning with the call she had received from Georgia Farber.

      “What are you going to do?” Carole asked.

      “Leave it,” my mother said.

      “Leave it?” My father sounded surprised. “You have to call her and tell her to take it away. People will think we did this on purpose.”

      “We have to leave it. Look how much fun we’re having,” my mother said. Then, when my father didn’t say anything, she added, “Look how much fun the kids are having.”

      Simon, Nancy, and Aldo Jr. were still climbing the sculpture, laughing and screaming each time one of them jumped from the highest oval onto the grass,

      “Do you think our friends would have dropped by if we didn’t have the sculpture on our lawn?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      Carole and the Lorenzetti’s were laughing because my father was right. They often dropped by with their kids for a swim.

      “Well, do you think we would have had such a great laugh?”

      “Laughing isn’t everything.”

      “I married you because you made me laugh,” my mother told him. Then she turned to the other adults and asked, “How about joining us for lunch? Our friends from the tennis club will be here soon.”
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        * * *

      

      The sculpture’s arrival was a harbinger of things to come for my parents, as it seemed to whet my mother’s appetite for things that were unconventional and avant-garde—counterculture and hippie things, I guess—and it wasn’t long before she was filling the walls of our house with pictures of Marilyn Monroe and Campbell’s soup cans and dragging my father to Big Sur on a yoga retreat and to a “Spiritual Hideaway” in Colorado for a course on Transcendental Meditation. There were even a couple times when her new posture of open-mindedness was misinterpreted by others as more open-minded than she really intended, and both her and my father found themselves momentarily living life on the edge, at least by their standards—once while staring in disbelief at a hash pipe they’d just been handed at a Cat Stevens’ concert and once while swimming in our pool with the Elkins and politely refusing their friends’ overtures to start an orgy.

      And Simon and I were also recipients of my mother’s zeal to share and show off her latest infatuations. One Sunday morning during the winter, we found her lying on her side on the carpet in the den. The stereo was on and “Yesterday” by the Beatles was playing.

      Simon noticed her first. “Mom, what are you doing?”

      She turned onto her back, said, “Hi boys”, stretched her arms over her head, and then propped herself up on an elbow. “Have you ever heard anything more beautiful?”

      I thought every song on Bob Dylan’s album Planet Waves was more beautiful but didn’t say anything.

      The song ended and my mother said, “Put it on again.”

      Simon walked over to the turntable and restarted the song.

      “Come lie on your backs on the carpet.”

      Simon lay down beside her.

      “Auden, you too.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “Come on.”

      I lay down on her other side but further away from her than Simon was.

      “Now, close your eyes,” she whispered. “And take deep breaths. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth.”

      Simon had his eyes closed and was breathing deeply. My eyes were open and I was staring at the unlit pot-lights in the ceiling.

      “You too, Auden.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “Just concentrate on your breathing. You won’t believe how relaxed you’ll feel.”

      My father appeared in the doorway in his pyjamas.

      “Sid, come join us,” my mother ordered. “Start the song again and lie down beside Auden.”

      My father did as he was told and the familiar chords, F, Em7, A7, Dm, which Simon had once tried to teach me, began to play, followed by Paul McCartney’s voice: “Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away …”

      Simon was singing along with the music.

      “Don’t sing. Just concentrate on your breathing.”

      “What are we doing?” I asked again.

      “We’re meditating,” Simon and my father replied in unison.

      “For how long?”

      “God knows,” my father said.

      “Just until the song’s over,” my mother said. “Now, shhhh.”

      “There’s a shadow hanging over me …”

      Simon thought he was singing quietly enough that my mother couldn’t hear him.

      “You’re not supposed to sing. Shhhh.”

      We listened in silence to the rest of the song, lying side by side on our backs. The needle made a scratching sound when it hit the paper label in the middle of the record and then automatically lifted and returned to its holder.

      “What did you think? Did you feel waves of relaxation wash over you?”

      “Not really,” Simon replied.

      “I felt ridiculous,” my father said. “Waves of ridiculousness.”

      “Well, I know Auden felt something.”

      “I felt the carpet.”

      Three of us were laughing.

      My mother started to laugh but stopped herself. “Very funny mister.” She pushed my shoulder lovingly with her hand.

      Simon and I were sitting up.

      “You boys can go now.”

      My father was about to get up as well when my mother said, “Not you, Sid. Come closer.”

      He slid sideways until he was close to my mother and put his arm behind her neck, and she instinctively curled up against his side.

      “Simon, put the record on again.”

      He went over to the turntable and restarted the song. I was standing in the doorway.

      “Come on, Aud. Let’s have breakfast.” Simon walked past me into the hallway.

      “In a second.” I was watching my parents, who didn’t know I was there. My father had turned toward my mother and their foreheads were pressed together and their noses were touching and their eyes were wide open. They were both smiling and their breathing looked like it was synchronized because their chests rose and fell together, and I felt something—something pretty good, maybe waves of relaxation—wash over me.
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      Throughout my school years, my parents had two obsessions: tennis and me.
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        * * *

      

      First, tennis. You’re probably wondering why it was so popular with three-quarters of my family. It’s difficult to explain to people who weren’t around in the seventies and eighties and, in particular, in white upper-middle class neighbourhoods. But, back then, tennis was a very big deal. Professional players were like movie stars and rarely did a weekend go by when there wasn’t a tournament on television. Courts were being constructed in every park and schoolyard (you can still see the sarcophaguses all over the city). Clubs like Long Acre were popping up everywhere, similar to the way golf courses are today. And people my parents’ age, bitten by the tennis bug, were infecting their kids, sticking them in tennis programs and tennis camps, and dragging them along on tennis vacations.

      And everyone was talking about tennis. There were arguments about who was a better grass court player, Ken Rosewall or John Newcombe, about who had the best serve on clay, Manuel Orantes or Guillermo Vilas, about who would finally beat Björn Borg at Wimbledon or the French Open, about who was the best woman’s player, Chris Evert or Evonne Goolagong, about who had the best backhand, Jimmy Connors or Arthur Ashe, even about who was the best Jewish player, Brian Gottfried or Harold Solomon. Lines of separation were clearly drawn as people declared wholehearted allegiances to Borg or Connors or, a few years later, to McEnroe or Lendl, and then argued with one another from the rose-coloured perspective of their favourite player. My parents started out in the Connors camp but later defected to team McEnroe, attracted to what my mother called his tortured artistic soul. When McEnroe beat Borg at the U.S. Open in 1980, friends were congratulating my parents like they had played and won themselves.

      Without any allegiance to organized religion or a synagogue, the Long Acre Tennis Club, just north of Steeles on Leslie, was the closest thing my family had to a temple. My parents and Simon played in leagues and competed in club championships in singles, doubles, mixed doubles, and junior singles and doubles. Despite all the lessons they took and the time they spent on the court, my parents could never beat the Pinskys or Szabos, and never won anything. Simon, however, was Junior Champion from 1972 to 1977 and each year had his name engraved on an enormous gold trophy.

      I was also a fixture at the club, only because my parents insisted I come along. I spent most of the time in the clubhouse watching television or eating fries at the snack bar, or lying by the pool wishing I was at home sleeping. Sometimes Simon would drag me onto the court and hit balls to me, and I would send them into adjoining courts, forcing him to apologize, or over the fence or, if we were lucky, into the net. I much preferred when my parents and Simon left early in the morning and let me sleep in. I was happy to wake up in an empty house and then jerk off in the den watching reruns of Gilligan’s Island (to Mary Ann, not Ginger).

      And there were social gatherings and dinners and parties and events at the club. The amount of time club members spent playing tennis was equalled by the time they spent at the snack bar or at the outdoor restaurant or in the sauna analyzing their most recent matches or discussing the latest innovations in equipment, especially the racquets which always got larger. It would have been hard to believe back then that twenty years later, tennis in Canada would become as unpopular as a fat pimply kid in high school, but that’s what happened. My parents and their friends, and their bad backs and knees, abandoned the game for a stupid new hobby: golf.
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        * * *

      

      Now, me. Far from passively accepting my lack of motivation and second-rate performance in school or relying on osmosis from Simon to improve my work ethic, my parents, at various times during my childhood and adolescence, and almost always following a disappointing report card, sent me for what they called “help”. Help turned out to be three psychologists, two psychiatrists, a social worker, who seemed only interested in whether or not my parents spanked me, a holistic healer who tried to put candle wax in my ear until I kicked her and she fired me from therapy, and a naturopath who found out that my primary source of food energy was Coke and potato chips and told my parents that they were poisoning me.

      The psychologists and psychiatrists were all men. The first sessions were always with my parents and me, and they always trolled my entire history, from the day I was born to what I did in school yesterday, with questions they read from clipboards. Then they met with me alone for a few sessions and administered tests where I had to build things, describe things, draw things, or answer more questions, sometimes about girls, to which I made up answers, trying to make it look like I was at least kissing them and feeling their boobs. And then they met with my parents and me again and got me to say that I would try harder in school. And then they met one last time with my parents and told them, in general terms, that there was always the possibility that my cognition could be slightly impaired by the lingering effects of my low birth weight, but that they could find no further evidence that there was something wrong with my brain beyond my poor comprehension of grade-appropriate math; in fact, I had a vivid imagination and could express myself and write surprisingly well and that if I applied myself, I should be able to achieve decent marks in high school and even in college or university, and that there was no reason, beyond my dedication to laziness, why I shouldn’t be able to make friends with boys and girls, and even get married one day.

      My parents had great difficulty believing my laziness was all my doing. Because they had produced one super-motivated son, they kept seeing the same potential in me, and believed that all that was needed to turn me into the star I was always meant to be was a magic pill or tonic, or the right therapy. They explained their theory to each shrink and each shrink, including one who did a brain scan and x-rays on me, told them that there was nothing organically misfiring inside me, and that the only solution was to reward my good behaviour and punish my bad behaviour until I internalized everything and worked harder.

      After defending his position for twenty minutes to my father, one exasperated doctor said, “It’s not rocket science. On weekends, don’t let him hang out with friends, talk on the phone, or shower until he does his homework.”

      To which my father replied, “He won’t notice the difference.”
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        * * *

      

      But then in grade twelve, I was allowed to drop math, science and French and instead take a bunch of English and social science courses, which required far less work. With about the same effort as always, I was getting Cs and even a couple Bs. In my forever comparison to Simon, I was still underachieving but, then, so was every other student at Westbury. And although I still hadn’t made a friend, it was clear to my parents that I was actually going to graduate and possibly get accepted into a university, and so there were no more appointments with psychologists or psychiatrists.
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        * * *

      

      During our final year of high school, Simon received full scholarship offers from the University of Toronto, York University, Queen’s University, McGill University, and Dalhousie University. He considered applying to Ivy League schools in the States which, according to his post-secondary advisor, would have offered him the sun and the moon, but in the end something else factored into his decision regarding which university to attend as much as any scholarship: me.

      In grade thirteen, I was achieving a B- average, less the result of any additional effort on my part and more the result of taking essay and not exam courses, where there was no need to read the assigned textbooks or study for tests. I applied to the University of Toronto and York University. I was accepted into York and put on a supplementary admissions list at U of T and given a number, 204, which meant that a near impossible number of students already accepted into the university would have to withdraw in order for me to receive an offer.

      Simon and my parents wanted us to go to the University of Toronto, my father’s alma mater, together. The university was paying Simon’s tuition and had offered to pay all his residency costs as well, but Simon declined because my father, who sat on the board of directors at Redpark, one of the largest holders of residential properties, condominiums, and apartments in Toronto, had used his influence to secure us a two-bedroom apartment on Alexander Street, just behind Maple Leaf Gardens. Canadian universities didn’t offer athletic scholarships in the late seventies, but Simon did receive telephone calls from the basketball, tennis, and cross-country coaches, who kept track of the achievements of high school athletes mostly by reading about them in local newspapers, and who informed him of try-out dates and encouraged him to attend.

      By mid-July, it was looking doubtful that I would be accepted into U of T and that I would be attending York, which was fine with me because it meant, with Simon living downtown, I would finally have my own room. My father, however, still harbouring biases against his old rival university, looked upon York as a kind of retard factory and aesthetic inferior with its square concrete buildings that looked so unlike the great Gothic cathedrals of King’s College Circle at the University of Toronto. “York looks more like a mall than a university,” he would say.

      When July ended, I was certain I was going to ruin everyone’s plans but my own, when some unforeseen good luck occurred. My parents, accompanied by a Lichtenstein silkscreen of Marilyn Monroe, which had been hanging in our upstairs hall between the two unoccupied bedrooms, met with the Dean of Admissions, Martin McNamara, who, they accidentally discovered, had met Roy Lichtenstein in the sixties at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New York and twice after that at local shows, and had written an article about these three encounters, filled with praise for the artist, for Toronto Life magazine’s Best Art Galleries in Toronto issue—an article my mother happened to read in her dentist’s office and then told my father about.

      A week after my parents met with Mr. McNamara, a letter arrived from the University of Toronto informing me that I had been accepted into the undergraduate program at New College, and my parents and Simon hugged me like I had actually earned it myself.

      And that’s probably the last thought I would have had about the whole thing. But about a week later, I woke up around eleven and, after leaving my room, found my mother in the upstairs hallway hanging the Lichtenstein print back on the wall.

      “I thought you gave it to that admissions guy,” I said.

      My parents had told me that they never really loved the picture and that was why they offered it to Mr. McNamara, though I thought otherwise because they’d both been very excited when they purchased it and had even brought a few of their friends upstairs to look at it.

      “We were. But he told us that there were problems with it and that before we gave it to him, it needed to be re-matted and re-framed.”

      “So, why’s it back here?”

      “Dad couldn’t believe his audacity. Here we were giving him … I mean, making a very generous donation to the university, and he had the nerve to tell your dad to hold it up so he could stand there and inspect it, and then he told us that he wouldn’t accept it in its current condition. What a shithead.”

      Despite the potentially humiliating if-ever-disclosed fact that my parents had to bribe the Dean of Admissions to get me into a decent university, I was feeling a bit better about myself that summer, and now and then made an effort to say something funny.

      “That’s definitely the definition of a shithead,” I said.

      My mother smiled. “Anyway, instead of getting it re-matted and re-framed—because, really, it looks perfectly fine—I took it to Rosemary’s gallery and asked her if it was possible to make a reproduction of it. I told her the whole story and asked her to keep it a secret. She said she knew an artist who could easily copy it and that it would only cost a few hundred dollars. I picked it up yesterday and delivered it to the admissions’ office. The shithead wasn’t there, so I left it with his secretary. It looked exactly like the original, even the signature was perfect, but with different matting and a new frame of course.”

      “Do you think he’ll notice?”

      “Dad thinks he will, the way he inspected the first one.”

      “What happens if he calls?”

      “Dad said I should tell him he had his chance to have the original, but he was a greedy pig and that if he says a word to anyone, we’ll report him to the university’s board, and he’ll lose his job.”

      “Oh.”

      “There’s a lesson to be learned from all this. I’ll let you know when I think of it.”

      Just then Simon came running upstairs with his hockey bag over his shoulder. “Greed turns everything into nothing,” he said, running past us and into our bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Simon and I moved into our first-floor apartment on Alexander Street, in the centre of Toronto’s gay district, across from a tall cylindrical building referred to by everyone in the neighbourhood as Vaseline Tower—because of all the shirtless gay men who hung out the windows, waving to people on the streets—and a block away from the notorious steps of a coffee shop, Second Cup, where gay men hung out watching other gay men parade by, and where hook-ups occurred at a staggering rate. Our neighbours, all gay singles and couples, assumed we were also gay, and displayed no inhibition in telling Simon how delicious he looked and in telling me I was one lucky queer.

      And it was no wonder. At nearly eighteen years of age, Simon was six-foot three, with a pile of messy black hair on his head, lean and muscular at the same time, and with a big smile, perfect teeth, and piercing eyes that looked like a night sky with two bright stars in it. I had also grown over six feet in height, just barely, but had hair that was receding and grew in uneven clumps, so I had to keep it cut short. And even with my unbridled dedication to junk food and soda, I was still really skinny, the kind of skinny that I thought made my head and feet look too big for my body. And unlike Simon, whose eyesight was perfect, I wore glasses. How’s that for a charming picture?
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s path through university was preordained. To the disappointment of at least two varsity coaches who called the apartment and left dozens of messages, he wouldn’t be participating in team sports. Instead, he would work out in the early morning at Hart House or the Athletic Centre so he could study as hard, or harder, than ever. There was no question in his and my father’s minds that after a couple years of undergraduate studies in Humanities and Arts and Sciences, he was going to law school and then to work for Parr, Athole & Athole, where my father had closed the three biggest real estate deals in the firm’s long history, personally billing clients in excess of ten million dollars, and was now the managing partner.

      As for my path through university, it was as dark as Simon’s was bright. I was just happy to have made it into a decent school, and to have my own room. And while Simon’s courses were standard fair for overachievers looking to get into law school, mine were a joyride, made up of what students referred to as bird courses, probably because you could fly right through them without much difficulty. Even their titles were an embarrassment: Understanding Canadian Media, Introduction to Cinema, The Short Story, The History of Folk Music and Psychology of Sport.
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        * * *

      

      Our apartment on Alexander Street consisted of two bedrooms, one washroom, a small kitchen, dining area, and a medium-sized den. It had three large windows that had probably never been washed, one in each bedroom and one in the den, and dim off-white walls, and scratched-up parquet floors. My mother furnished it mostly with second-hand furniture and gave us kitchen and cleaning supplies from Hampshire Court. And she bought us each a queen-size bed, a bedside table, drawers, a desk, a lamp, and a typewriter. My father, who called our entry into university a “two for one deal” because Simon was costing him nothing and I was costing him everything, bought us a Toshiba television set and, at my mother’s insistence, a Volkswagen Rabbit, so we could come home every weekend, with or without laundry.
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        * * *

      

      Besides trying to achieve law school worthy marks, Simon had another goal, which he shared with me during our first night in our new apartment, after my mother called crying to say goodnight, while my father yelled at her to leave us alone in the background.

      “We’re going to get you laid,” he told me. “And judging from how much time you’re spending watching Gilligan’s Island, the sooner the better.”
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        * * *

      

      By the middle of grade twelve, Simon was having a lot of sex, first with Tracey Pollack and then with Christine Davidson, usually on Friday and Saturday nights in a house that was free of parents, after which he and his friends would meet at a restaurant, called Golden Star, eat cheeseburgers, and talk about the girls they just laid. And maybe because of all the sex he was having, I began to notice something different about him, probably imperceptible to everyone but me.

      What I noticed was that his hyper-dedication to high achievement in everything had taken a slight downturn. He may still have been getting near-perfect marks and performing like a superhero in athletics, but for the first time he wasn’t the smartest kid in school. That auspicious bully-attracting unofficial honour went to a nerd named David Bidwell, who could have taught grade thirteen math, and most university math courses as well. And Simon wasn’t the best athlete either. That equally auspicious (and less hazardous) unofficial honour went to Kirk Kavanagh, who grew a foot in height between grades eleven and twelve and looked like he could do anything he wanted on the basketball court, like a man among midgets. I admit I took some joy in Simon’s slipping status and when I found out that he wasn’t going to be valedictorian—an honour going to an irritating self-righteous kid named Arnold Bowman who had started a charity for street kids—I couldn’t stop smiling for two weeks.
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        * * *

      

      Anyway, Simon was determined to end my virginity and unlike in high school, when I told him to leave me alone every time he told me about a scheme he’d concocted to get a girl to consider being intimate with me, I was now more than desperate to have sex with someone real rather than in my imagination and didn’t object.

      During our third evening together in our Alexander Street apartment, while I was lying on the couch listening to music and Simon was reading a campus newspaper, he told me, as if he had just decided that second, that we were going out later.

      “And don’t wear that shirt.”

      “Why not?” I was wearing what I always wore: jeans and a grey sweatshirt.

      “You look like a nerd.” Simon stepped around three guitars, a keyboard, and a set of free weights that were already cluttering our den, went into his bedroom and came back holding a black t-shirt. “Put this on.”

      I put on the t-shirt. It had New York written diagonally across the front in red letters and Tower Records written horizontally across the back, also in red letters.

      “And take off your glasses.”

      “I can’t see without them.”

      “Then take them off when we get there.”

      “Where?”

      “Hillel House.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Simon and I were on our way to Hillel House, a brownstone on Spadina just south of Harbord, where one of at least thirty freshman parties was being held, this one for Jewish students. I asked Simon why he chose that particular party and he said, a bit cryptically, “It’s your best chance.” Then he said, “Make sure you act Jewish.”

      “What does that mean?”

      We were in the Volkswagen. Simon was driving. He had passed his licence on the first try while I kept knocking over the orange cones when attempting to parallel park and had to repeat the test three times before passing.

      “Tell them you’re planning on going to medical school or law school, and that your father is a successful lawyer.”

      We were inching along College Street behind a streetcar.

      “Jewish girls away from home the first time might think they’re looking for something new and exciting, like having sex with a random guy, but what they really want is something safe that they can pretend is new and exciting. You need to be safely new and exciting.”

      Traffic in the city was, and still is, a twenty-four-hour ordeal. Simon pulled around a streetcar and found himself behind another one, moving just as slowly.

      “If they ask you what synagogue you go to, tell them Beth Tikvah. It’s a conservative synagogue. Mentioning a reformed synagogue can be a deal breaker.”

      Simon had been to Beth Tikvah on Bayview Avenue a number of times because some of the Jewish girls he knew belonged to that synagogue and had invited him to their bat mitzvahs.

      And he had more advice for me. Comments I should make about Israel. Comments I should make about current events. Comments I should make about wanting to work on a kibbutz next summer. Comments I should make about music. “Remember: you like Stevie Wonder, James Taylor and Neil Diamond, and in that order.”

      “What about Bob Dylan?”

      Just before we left the apartment, I was listening to Street Legal, one of Dylan’s records.

      “Oh God. No.”

      There were rumours in the newspapers that Dylan was becoming a born-again Christian.

      It took us a while to find a parking spot. We had to park a few blocks away on Major Street. In Toronto, September still felt like the middle of summer, and it was a warm night. We walked to Harbord Street and then over to Spadina. Simon told me, as if it was a fait accompli, that he was going to get two of the girls at the party to come back to our apartment with us.

      “There are condoms in my toiletries bag in the washroom,” he said. “Or in the drawer beside my bed. I think there’s also a box in the cereal cupboard in the kitchen. There might be some in my knapsack too.”

      “Holy shit. It would be easier not finding them.”

      We walked along a row of brownstones and approached Hillel House. I could see two girls and a guy smoking on the small front porch. All three of them were wearing jeans and jean jackets.

      I slowed down and Simon asked me what was wrong.

      “What if the condom doesn’t fit?”

      We stopped walking.

      “Are you serious?”

      I had never seen one of them outside of the little square package.

      “Do you think a man has to go into drug store, whip it out, and ask the pharmacist to size him up?”

      “No.”

      “They fit everyone. And, anyway, your dick is the same size as mine.”

      If I wasn’t so nervous, I would have smiled. Simon’s observation about my cock meant that there was at least a small measure of equality between us.
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        * * *

      

      The party was on the first floor in a common room with dark brown walls and grey carpet. On two of the walls were big signs made from bed sheets that said “Welcome Froshers” with stars of David in different colours inside the letters. Wooden chairs had been set up along the walls, and there were couches and large reading chairs in random arrangements in the middle of the room. And there was an adjoining large kitchen containing a few small shelves, a stove, and a long wooden table with no chairs. The table was covered with a large Israeli flag instead of a tablecloth and lots of Middle Eastern food had been set out—pita, falafel, chicken kebabs, hummus, tahini, rice, salad, almond cake—along with paper plates and plastic cutlery. Beside the table were two garbage cans filled with ice and beer, and at least twenty cases of beer stacked on top of each other in two columns. And there was another, much smaller, wooden table just outside the kitchen in front of the washroom with a few sheets of paper and three pens on it and another piece of paper taped to the wood, with block letters encouraging students to sign up for a Jewish fraternity or sorority.

      It was almost nine-thirty and there were only about twenty-five students at the party. All of them were dressed like the students we had seen on the steps, in jeans and jean jackets. A few of the male students had beards and looked older than everyone else, but most of them looked like they hadn’t started shaving. Most of the girls had long brown hair and, in my opinion, all of them had very large breasts under their tight shirts. Everyone was sitting in groups of three or four, with paper plates on their laps and beer in their hands, and no one looked up from their conversation when we arrived. There was loud music playing from a stereo, set up in the corner, with only one speaker—"On Broadway” by George Benson.

      I followed Simon into the kitchen, and he handed me a beer, even though both of us hated the taste.

      “Just hold it,” he advised.

      I put a falafel ball in my mouth and was about to put at least six more onto a plate when Simon told me not to eat anything else.

      I followed him out of the kitchen, back into the common room.

      A short girl, holding a beer and wearing an old-fashioned bowler hat with a small Israeli flag sticking out of it, and a jean jacket over a white t-shirt, came up to us and said, “Welcome to Hillel House. First year at U of T?”

      “Yes. Thanks,” Simon said. He was looking over her head into the room.

      “I’m Bonnie. If you have any questions about our programs, feel free to ask me.” She handed me a piece of paper with pictures and writing on it. “I’m always around. We have a young Judea retreat in Gravenhurst next weekend and lots of other great events planned if you’re interested.”

      Simon was still scanning the room. His eyes fell upon two girls who had just walked in and were sitting by themselves on one of the couches.

      Bonnie was standing in front of us and there was an awkward silence, until I said, “I like Stevie Wonder, not Bob Dylan, and I go to a conservative synagogue with my father, who’s a lawyer, and I’d love to work on a kibbutz next summer.”

      I started laughing and I think Bonnie muttered, “That’s nice.”

      Simon grabbed my shoulder and pulled me toward the two girls he had been watching.

      “Twins,” he whispered to me.

      “Can we join you?” he asked them.

      Both looked up at us and one of them said, “Sure.”

      We introduced ourselves. The girls were identical twins named Teri and Lori. I couldn’t make out their last name over the music, which sounded like Berman or Bender. As much as they looked like each other, they also looked like every other girl in the room, with long hair and olive-coloured skin and amazing boobs that I was doing my best not to stare at. Perhaps they were a bit taller than the other girls because their legs seemed very long, but it was hard to tell because they were sitting.

      “We’re twins too,” Simon told them.

      We were sitting across from them on two wooden chairs.

      “I thought so,” Teri said.

      “I can see the resemblance,” Lori nodded.

      I wanted to tell them that our penises were the same size but couldn’t find the right words.

      “I can see the resemblance too,” Simon said and both girls laughed. Then he asked them if they would like a beer and they nodded, and he got up and went into the kitchen.

      Without Simon, I didn’t know what to say. I imagined each of them were trying to figure out how they could sleep with him and not me, and still remain on speaking terms with the other. “You’re In My Heart” by Rod Stewart was playing and both girls’ heads seemed to be moving to the music.

      “Can you believe what’s going on in Israel?” I yelled out just as the song came to an end. I was pretty sure everyone in the room heard me because a bunch of students spun around and looked at me before returning to their conversations. I had no idea what was going on in Israel. I couldn’t even find it on a map.

      “I know. It’s terrible,” I heard one of them say, probably just to be polite.

      Simon returned with four cans of beer and handed one to each of us. I hadn’t taken a sip of the first one and placed it on the floor.

      The music started playing again. This time it was “Superstition” by Stevie Wonder.

      Teri did most of the talking, first sharing twin stories. Because they were identical twins, they were able to substitute for each other in different situations, fooling people who thought there was only one of them, including a driving instructor (Lori passed the test twice), a boyfriend they both wanted to sleep with, and a doctor (Lori smoked pot the night before their last physical so Teri provided two urine samples). Simon told them that he loved having a twin because he always had someone to count on and to completely understand him without having to say a word.

      I think he actually said “my brother is my mirror” and both girls together said, “That’s so sweet.”

      Four rounds of beer later, we had learned that they grew up on Russell Hill Road in Forest Hill. And that their father was an orthodontist. And that their parents were divorced. And that their stepmother was ten years older than them. And that they hated her. And that the feeling was mutual. And that they were in residence together at New College, which they referred to as Jew College. And that they both dumped their high school boyfriends just before starting university because they both thought they could do better. And that they were addicted to General Hospital and red licorice. And that they loved smoking a kind of pot called “crazy mist”, which they bought from an Asian kid named Nivya, whose name sounded like the hand cream.

      Simon did all the talking for us, which, after my ill-timed comment about Israel, was a relief to me. He managed to work into the conversation that we loved sports. And that I had a killer jumpshot. And that we ran five miles a day. And that we volunteered at St. John’s, which elicited another “that’s so sweet.” And that our father was a lawyer at the second biggest firm in the city. And that, in six years, we would both be working there too.

      At midnight, the twenty-five students who had arrived at Hillel House around nine p.m. started leaving. Bonnie was saying good-bye at the door and inviting everyone, probably for the tenth time, to join a Jewish fraternity or sorority.

      Simon asked the girls if they would like to come back to our apartment and my heart started beating through my chest.

      They looked at each other and both said “sure” and then Teri said they needed to use the washroom. They got up and disappeared from the room.

      I felt like I was going to pass out and placed my fourth full can of beer on the floor and took a deep breath.

      “You look like you’re going to pass out,” Simon said.

      “Are they really coming back to our place?”

      “If they come back in here, they are. If not, they decided to bail.”

      “I don’t think I can walk,” I said.

      Simon handed me the beer he wasn’t drinking and told me to take a big sip. I did. It tasted awful.

      “Now, keep breathing and don’t forget to breathe when you stand up. I don’t want you passing out on me.”

      The bad taste in my mouth took my mind off the frightening prospect of having sex, but only for a moment, until the girls came back into the room and Simon said, “Let’s go.”

      I somehow managed to stand up, say good-bye to Bonnie, and walk out without falling over.
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        * * *

      

      Simon drove. I sat in the front seat next to him and Teri and Lori sat in the back, whispering to each other and giggling. I noticed that Simon’s conversation was now hinting at sex. “I don’t want you girls to think we’re cheap, letting you into our apartment on a first date.”

      I couldn’t tell the difference between the girls anymore. I was trying to think of something to say, but everything I thought of seemed stupid to me, and I kept my mouth shut.

      One of them was rolling a joint, using a small green plastic device that looked like a tiny scroll slightly unwound.

      We parked in the underground garage and went upstairs to our apartment. When we got inside, the girls said they had to use the washroom again and left us standing in the den.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked Simon.

      “Hopefully, have sex with one of them.” Simon sat down on one of the two couches that used to be in the basement at Hampshire Court.

      I didn’t know what to do with myself. I could hear the girls talking to each other in the washroom.

      “Sit.”

      “I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be. These girls have had sex with lots of guys. They’ll know what to do. Just go as slow as possible.”

      “What if they both want to sleep with you?”

      “That only happens in porno movies. Besides, they’re sisters.”

      I heard the washroom door open. The girls came back in the den. One of them was holding a lighter that was the same colour as the contraption she had used to make the joint, which the other one was holding. In the light of the apartment, they looked even prettier than I had first thought. In a weird way, their features reminded me of Simon’s. They had big deep-set black eyes, perfectly symmetrical noses, and large pink lips. Without their jean jackets on, their shirts seemed to be straining to remain buttoned, and I could see their cleavages and stomachs through the stretched fabric.

      The one with the joint said, “This stuff is awesome.” She held it up and her sister lit the end of it with the lighter. She took a deep drag, holding it in her lungs for a few seconds, and then exhaled. She handed the joint to her sister, who did the same thing, and then handed it to Simon, who took a smaller drag and exhaled quickly. Simon tried to hand the joint to me, but I said “no thanks” and he passed it back to the first girl.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing, Auden,” one of them said.

      Hearing her say my name gave me my six hundredth boner in the last three hours.

      Simon said he would like to offer them something to eat or drink but all we had were some vegetables (Simon’s purchase), taco chips (my purchase), and orange juice.

      The one holding the joint said she wasn’t hungry and the other one said “me either”. Simon suggested that I put on a record album, and I chose Comes a Time by Neil Young after removing Street Legal from the turntable.

      One of the girls said she loved the first song and I said I liked “Peace of Mind” better and she said “me too”, and I was thinking that I was actually having a conversation with a girl in my apartment.

      The three of them passed the joint around until there was nothing left, and we sat under a cloud of smoke that hung in the air without moving. One of them said she felt like she could fly and the other one told me again that I didn’t know what I was missing.

      And then Simon asked, “What do you want to do now?”

      And the twins looked at each other for what seemed like an eternity but was probably only a few seconds, until one of them said, “We have a problem.”

      “What is it?” Simon asked.

      “It’s kind of hard to say.” She looked at her sister again and then looked at me and said, with a voice I thought was raspy from the pot, “Don’t be offended. You seem like a really nice guy. But both of us want to sleep with your brother. Really badly.”

      “At the same time?” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. My boner had disappeared, and my face felt really hot.

      “If he wants,” the one with the raspy voice said. “Or I can wait.”

      I looked at Simon, who looked upset, the kind of look he usually reserved for me when I refused to do something with him, even though he had just been propositioned by twin girls, an unimaginable fantasy even for him.

      “I’m going to sleep,” I said and stood up.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” Simon ordered.

      I was standing with my head in the smoke. My eyes were filling with tears.

      “My brother has never had sex before. If you want—”

      “I’m going,” I interrupted. On my way out, I banged my knee on the coffee table and yelled, “Shit.”

      I managed to make it to the washroom without crying. I took a long pee, staggered into my bedroom, shut the door, pulled off my clothes and got into bed. I held the pillow over my face, which unleashed my tears, and said what I always said to myself during the worst moments of my life, “You’re such a loser.”

      As I cried into the pillow, I heard the door open.

      I lifted the pillow off my face and said, “Not now, Simon. I want to be alone. Get out.”

      The door shut and I thought I was alone again. I put the pillow under my head and closed my eyes. Then I heard someone approaching in the dark and a voice said, “It’s me. Lori.”

      “What do you want?”

      It sounded like she was moving around beside my bed. “Don’t say anything,” she told me.

      And then I felt her get into bed beside me and there was suddenly a great amount of heat under the blanket, and I could tell she was naked, and I felt her mouth breathing hot air against my neck and her breasts against my arm and one of her legs draped over one of my legs.

      I thought I heard talking from the other room and a door open and close, and everything seemed to disappear, including Lori, but then she was back and pressed against my body. I could hear my own breathing, which was quick and shallow, and then she put one of her hands on my chest and moved it down over my stomach. Then she took me in her hand and started rubbing me, and I felt like I was going to finish right away, and I must have said “oh no” or something like that because she said I should just let it happen and not to worry because she would make me come again.

      I realized that Simon was right, that she had lots of experience, and I came all over her hand and went limp and felt really tired right away. But then her head disappeared under the blanket, and I was in her mouth, and barely believing what was happening. I was quickly hard again, and she said, “You see.”

      And then she was kneeling beside me and for a moment I wondered what Simon had to say to her to get her to agree to have sex with me. I started feeling sorry for myself once more and she seemed to disappear again, this time a bit longer than the first time, but then she reappeared, and I could see her naked body glowing white in the dark room with heat pouring off it, and she swung her leg in the air and sat on top of me and put me inside her.

      I thought about Simon’s condoms hidden all over the apartment and that I wasn’t wearing one, and I started to tell her, but she said she was on the pill. Her hands were on my shoulders, and she was moving up and down slowly, and I felt like the inside of her was a thousand degrees, and I thought I should be kissing her, but didn’t dare lift my head.

      Now she was moving up and down faster and her hair was tangled and falling over her face and she put my hands on her breasts. I was breathing quickly but silently, as if one sound would ruin whatever fantasy was going on in her head and the night would come to a sudden end.

      And then she was all glowing white energy and I could smell her body, which reminded me of the smell of wet leaves, and she was moving even faster and it felt like my back was being lifted off the bed and I didn’t want it to ever end, but then it did. She started moving slower until she came to a stop and smiled at me, with some of her hair stuck to her face. A moment later, she fell onto the pillow beside me and I was still afraid to move or say anything.

      I could feel her breath against my neck and felt more exhausted than I’d ever felt and tried to fight it with all my strength because I thought she was talking to me, and that I should be kissing her, but then my body was dead weight and I was just holding on to consciousness and then I let go and passed out.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the next morning, she wasn’t beside me. There was no trace of her in my room, no smell of wet leaves, and my bed and pillow felt extra cold in the absence of the heat that had poured off her body.

      When I came out of my room, Simon was in the kitchen drinking a glass of orange juice. It was obvious he had just come back from a run because his grey t-shirt was soaked, and his hair was wet.

      I wasn’t sure what to say to him because I was angry at him for making me look pathetic, but I also wanted to tell him about the sex.

      When he saw me, he said, “Sorry about last night, Aud. I shouldn’t have said that you never had sex before. I thought it was our only chance. You know, appeal to their compassionate side. My mistake.”

      “I guess charity sex is better than no sex.”

      “Yeah. Sorry I couldn’t help you. It was for the best in the end.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After you left the room, I told them they should just leave. But then I remembered that we drove them here, so I had to take them back to New College. None of us said a word during the ride back.”

      “You drove both of them back?” I felt dizzy and poured myself a glass of orange juice and drank it quickly.

      “Of course. After what they said to you, why would I want them here?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sure about what?”

      “That you drove both of them back to school.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be sure about that? Are you feeling all right?”

      I wasn’t, but I said, “I thought I heard someone in the apartment early this morning.”

      “No. Just me going for a run.”

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway, what I was trying to tell you was that before they got out of the car, one of them, Teri I think, said that if I ever change my mind, I should give them a call. Then she wrote both their names and a phone number on a piece of paper and gave it to me. Do you know what their full names are? Teri and Lori Brandes. I called Mom this morning and asked her if she’d ever heard of twins with those names, and she told me they were Bill Brandes’ kids, one of Uncle John’s brothers. We almost fucked our cousins.”

      “They’re everywhere,” I managed to say.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After that I wouldn’t let Simon try to get me laid anymore. My sex hallucination, or whatever you want to call it, was too lifelike, leaving me a bit frightened about the deceptions my mind was capable of. For a few days, I tried to convince myself that the sex was real and that one of the Brandes twins had snuck back into the apartment without Simon noticing. But then, when I was emptying the kitchen garbage into the incinerator, I found the piece of paper with Teri and Lori Brandes and a phone number written on it, and I was left feeling that something wasn’t right with my head, that it could become unreliable at any time, an unsettling feeling I still have today.
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      The University of Toronto certainly had its beautiful spots, quadrangles with weird brick and concrete designs on the lawns, overflowing gardens tucked into the sides and backs of various old buildings, lots of small tree-covered hills on which students read books or slept, long walkways and cloisters, medieval-looking dining halls and cafeterias and odd-shaped common rooms with colourful murals and stained glass.

      But it was also a wasteland of octogenarian professors who put little effort into making their courses interesting and treated undergrads like they were poison, scurrying away from them with an “eek” before or after class and disappearing into dark holes in the walls so they could be alone, where I imagined they munched on pieces of cheese with their rotting teeth.

      Each of them had their own unique way of expressing disdain or indifference toward their students, though none was as skilful as Professor Morgan, my Short Story professor, whose class took place at Victoria College on Monday evenings from five to seven p.m., and who refused to allow anyone to turn on the overhead lights, which meant that during the fall and winter semesters, with the last traces of outside light extinguishing pretty quickly through the three small windows in the class, all of us sat in the dark from five-thirty to seven. The only things left illuminated were the professor’s books and notes on the lectern under a small green light. Unable to write anything down, most of us put our heads on our desks and fell asleep. When one brave student finally yelled out “I can’t see anything”, the professor responded with, “Get a flashlight or get your eyes fixed young man,” and then continued talking about Kafka’s Metamorphosis into the abyss in front of him. And then the following week, when two students actually did bring flashlights, he remarked, “Please don’t shine those in my eyes” before launching into a lecture comparing Gregor Samsa to Mr. Hyde and then to an Edgar Allen Poe character whose name I can’t remember.

      And I wish I could tell you that Professor Morgan was the exception, but they were all that bad. Professor Phillips was an angry and sarcastic old man who told us that he hated answering our questions because most of us were too simple to understand what he was saying, which at least made him entertaining when he was demeaning a student who dared put up a hand.

      And there was Professor Cole, who was lazier than me, and who lectured for about ten minutes at the start of each class, always on the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission or on Marshall McLuhan, and then, while he sat at the back of the room reading golf magazines, had us watch old Canadian television shows like the King of Kensington or Party Game, which didn’t seem to have anything to do with the CRTC or Marshall McLuhan, but which he referred to as “context”.

      And, finally, there was Professor Kirsch, my only female professor, and the oldest of them all, who used a walker and sat on a chair beside the lectern and didn’t have the strength to project her voice beyond a couple feet in front of her and sometimes silently mouthed her words.

      When I asked Simon if he noticed anything unusual about his professors, he said that he loved their wisdom and experience, and that their published work was awe-inspiring.

      “They’re so old. I don’t know why they’re still teaching. Isn’t there a mandatory retirement age?”

      “They love it. They’re passionate.”

      “We must be going to different schools because mine hate it.”

      During the first week of December, with no signs of improvement among my professors, I convinced Simon to come along with me to Professor Morgan’s class, where shrinking daylight had thrown us into near total darkness at five p.m. and where students referred to the professor’s lectures as bedtime stories.

      We met me in the foyer of Vic College. It was one of those anomalous warm days in December, and Simon, who just ran across campus, had his coat and the top three buttons on his shirt undone, revealing his chest. I was eager to prove to him that I wasn’t crazy or, as he put it, trying to blame my professors instead of myself for not doing well (my early marks were abysmal). I ran up the wide staircase ahead of him to the second-floor classroom with its tall pitched ceiling and three small windows letting in the last drops of daylight.

      Professor Morgan was already standing behind the lectern. He wore the same outfit he wore every day, a brown corduroy jacket, darker brown corduroy pants and a white dress shirt that made his neck look like the stem of a dying mushroom. He was organizing a messy pile of yellow papers into two similarly messy piles. I went up to him and asked if my brother could sit in on his class. He started flipping through a worn copy of Billy Budd and Other Tales. Without looking up, he said, “As long as the two of you don’t talk, I don’t care.”

      I said “thanks” and sat in the second row at a desk next to Simon, who was chatting with a girl wearing a black sweater and with thick black eyeliner on her face and inky black hair that she was twisting around one of her long black fingernails, and who had never said a word in class.

      It was already dark in the room when Professor Morgan turned on his small light and started reading a passage from “Bartleby, the Scrivener”, which I was supposed to have read but didn’t, and which Simon had read immediately after agreeing to attend the class. The professor went on to say something about the author’s miserable life, his bogus marriage, the death of his two sons, the meagre number of books he’d sold. The only light left in the classroom was the weak green glow from the lectern. The small number of students who still bothered to come to class were indiscernible shapes shifting in the dark.

      I was about to turn to Simon and say, “You see?” because the class was every bit as absurd as I told him it was and because for the first time in my memory, maybe the first time ever, I was right and he was wrong. But as I turned toward him, I heard him shuffling in his seat and then I heard footsteps on the wood floor, and I thought he was going to the washroom and I would have to wait a bit longer to talk to him. But he’d only gone as far as the light switch beside the door, surprising everyone by flipping it on.

      Among the students, heads popped up from desks and, still unfocused and sensitive eyes were rubbed with hands, and though my eyes were still adjusting to the light, it looked like a few students were quickly putting small pillows into their knapsacks. Everyone’s gaze went back and forth between Simon and the professor, who had stopped talking and was staring at his brazen adversary, who was coming into focus and still standing beside the light switch.

      Simon was the first to speak. “I apologize, but I was having trouble concentrating in the dark.”

      I was sure that Simon was going to get yelled at. Like the previous students who had complained about sitting in the dark. And I admit I was looking forward to it. But that’s not what happened.

      Professor Morgan, still squinting a bit as he watched Simon return to the desk next to mine, said, “Young man …”, then paused for what seemed like a minute, until finally he said. “Well then, we wouldn’t want to get in the way of anyone’s learning.” He was looking directly at Simon. And I thought I saw a bit of a smile lift the piles of wrinkles around his mouth.

      The rest of the lecture was under bright lights. The professor’s dull old voice was more animated and he kept straightening his hair with his hands. At least three times he looked up from his notes at Simon, who was smiling back at him, oblivious I thought, to the spectacle the rest of us were observing: that the old professor was gay and giddy in Simon’s presence.

      When the lecture ended and the students—who I could see with uncommon clarity—started filing out, it looked like the professor was going to come over and say something because he took a step in our direction. But then he dropped his copy of Billy Budd and reached down to fetch it, stumbling forward and then straightening up while the book still lay on the floor.

      Simon walked out of the classroom talking to the girl with inky black hair, who had left her knapsack and coat beside her desk. I caught up to them on the stairs. She asked him if he was coming back to class next week, and he said he didn’t think so, and she said what a shame and ran back toward the classroom.

      “You were right about him leaving the lights off,” Simon said to me. “That’s just weird. But he was really into Melville and that part about the customs house was really interesting.”

      “The only reason it wasn’t that bad, was because he was putting on a show for you. The old queen was fantasizing about fucking you.” I had learned the term “old queen” from one of our neighbours, who always used it to describe gay men over forty.

      Simon wasn’t listening to me. He was looking at a woman standing in the foyer, who seemed to be waiting for him. She had straight black hair and was wearing a long coat that looked like one of Simon’s coats. When she saw us coming, she smiled. Simon jumped down the last three stairs ahead of me. They kissed on the lips in a way that bent her backward a bit. I was a few feet away when they stopped kissing and Simon was holding her hand and said, “Auden, this is Ellen.”

      She stuck out her hand and I shook it. “Your brother has told me a lot about you.”

      “Oh.”

      Her coat was open, and I could see that she was very thin. She had a long neck and around it were three leather necklaces with square copper pendants hanging from them. For some reason, I couldn’t stop looking at them.

      “I can’t wait to get to know you.”

      I realized that I was still holding her hand while Simon held the other one. I thought he was pulling her slightly toward him and I let go.

      “We’re going to Robarts,” he said.

      Robarts was the largest campus library. Simon was always going there. I would make it through four years of undergraduate school without setting foot in a library.

      “Do you want to come with us?” It was Ellen, not Simon, who asked.

      “No, thanks.”

      “Nice to meet you then.”

      “You, too.”

      We walked outside. I stopped and watched them make their way along the sidewalk toward Queen’s Park, their arms around each other, before I headed home in the opposite direction.
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        * * *

      

      The following week, when I arrived at Professor Morgan’s class, the lights were on. There were only about twenty students enrolled in the course and everyone was there. I looked around the well-lit room. One of the male students had a full-size pillow with him on top of his knapsack and the female student beside him had a see-through bag of dried apricots and raisins and a portable radio with earphones on her desk. And there were a couple other students in front of me who had small pillows hidden on their laps. Everyone seemed to think that the previous week’s illumination was an anomaly and were waiting for the darkness and their own anonymity to resume this evening.

      Professor Morgan looked different. His hair, which was usually tangled and collected more on one side of his head, was combed and shiny and, along with his usual corduroy outfit, he wore an orange cravat around his neck, tucked into his white shirt. I also thought the room smelled like aftershave.

      I heard the inky-haired girl, who’d never spoken to anyone except Simon, and who was sitting beside me, say, “I think the stupid fossil’s in love.”

      Then, instead of turning out the lights, the professor stood behind the lectern staring at the class and occasionally at the open door. Five minutes went by with us staring at him and him staring back at us or at the door, and gradually his demeanour changed, and his scowl returned. He loosened his cravat, sorted through the papers in front of him, pulled out a single pink sheet and held it close to his face.

      “In case you think you don’t have to show up,” he said. And then he read a name from the page. “Seth Roundtree.”

      There was a short silence as he lifted his eyes and looked at the class, until the student with the full-size pillow said, “Here”.

      He read another ten names. Each time, after one of the male students, including me, said, “Here,” the professor appeared to scrutinize the responder, as if searching for a trace of the sublime aesthetic of last week’s guest and, therefore, someone worthy of being illuminated for his pleasure during the lecture. Finding none, and without announcing a single female name, he returned the pink sheet to the pile of papers on the lectern, walked over to the light switch by the door and turned it off.

      When he began talking about Herman Melville again, the room was bathed in near darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Before I start writing about Simon’s future wife and how everything changed for both of us, there’s one more thing you need to know about my first year of university. I made a friend. On my own. Without Simon.

      It began the way I imagine most friendships do, as an accident of proximity. I mentioned earlier that I had chosen the easiest courses I could find. I’d read the syllabuses in the undergraduate handbook and my criteria was: nothing mathematical or scientific, nothing in a foreign language, no long boring books to read, no tests or exams, and four or fewer essays or assignments. And while all the courses I eventually signed up for could be described as easy, none was easier than Introduction to Cinema taught by Professor Franco Tempa, where the total work requirement was two five-page essays, one at the end of each term. The course was held in the auditorium at Innis College on St. George.

      There were three hours of class-time each week, two hours on Tuesdays when we watched movies like Birth of a Nation, Battleship Potemkin, Bicycle Thief, Jules et Jim, Psycho, Singing in the Rain, and one hour on Thursdays when the professor was supposed to give a lecture on the movie we had just seen, but spent most of his time complaining about how cold or noisy it was in the auditorium even though it was as hot as a greenhouse and almost silent.

      Professor Tempa wore a blanket around his shoulders. In front of the students at the start of every class, he yelled at the custodian, who had given up trying to tell him that the thermostat couldn’t go any higher and just stood in the doorway nodding until the professor had finished his tirade. And if it wasn’t the heat that was driving him crazy, he was upset and irritated to the point of distraction by the slightest sound, shaking his hands at the ceiling every time noise from outside drifted into the room, shouting “Now what?” or “Lord, can’t I get some peace!” or “They’re trying to kill me!”.

      When it was a louder noise or, God forbid, a piece of equipment malfunctioned, he appeared to have a nervous breakdown, running out of the room yelling at anyone who happened to be in the hall.

      All this drama and angst meant that very little lecturing was going on, which was fine with me because, when he did actually speak, all he did was describe scenes from random movies without explaining what they had to do with the movie we watched the previous Tuesday, calling every one of them “an example of supple direction.”

      During one Thursday lecture, having already humiliated the custodian and run into the hall to yell at a group of students who may or may not have been talking near the door, the professor was shaking his fist at the ceiling when a clanking sound came from somewhere near me, causing him to stop what he was doing and causing every student to stop writing or daydreaming and freeze in their seats.

      After a minute or so, he began talking again, very slowly, while his eyes darted around the classroom. The same clanking sound rang out, this time I thought even closer to me, and again the professor stopped talking, and all the students sat perfectly still.

      It took the professor at least two minutes to start talking again and when he did, he said only a few words at a time and then stopped and scanned every inch of the room. After a few minutes of stopping and starting and scanning the rows of students, the ceiling and walls, he resumed his lecture.

      From somewhere near me, very quietly, I heard “hey”. I looked over at the student closest to me. He was a stocky kid with short curly brown hair who wore a red wool sweater with sleeves that covered his hands. While I looked at him, he lifted one of his arms from his desk and with his opposite hand pulled on his sleeve, only slightly but enough to reveal the top of a silver-coloured wrench, which he held in his palm.

      “Watch this,” he whispered.

      I watched him drop his hand by his side and I saw the wrench extend like an upside-down periscope. And then he clanged it against the metal leg of his chair and, using his fingers, quickly drew it back up his sleeve and put his hand back on the desk.

      The effect of this latest disruption on the professor was profound. He screamed out, “I can’t work under these conditions!” And gathered up his notes and briefcase and ran out of the auditorium.

      There was lots of laughter after that and students began talking to one another and some were putting on their coats and leaving.

      “That was amazing,” I said, not to anyone in particular, or perhaps loud enough so the perpetrator could hear. Anyway, I heard him say “thanks” and then he said, “I’m Abel” and I said, “I’m Auden” and he said, “like the poet” and I said, “like my dead grandmother” and he laughed.

      Then he asked, “Do you want to get lunch?”, to which I replied, “Sure.”

      We put on our coats and walked along St. George to Bloor, talking the whole way about Professor Tempa while Abel tossed the wrench in the air and caught it. We ended up at a diner, simply called Diner, where we both ordered two cheeseburgers, a plate of fries with gravy, and a Coke.

      Abel’s last name was Frank, which I thought was funny. He was still living with his parents and younger sister in the Cedarcroft area of Toronto and drove to university every day. He wanted to be a director and the only courses he was taking were cinema and English courses. I told him I had no clue what I wanted to do after university, which was the truth, and he said, “Cool”.

      Abel and I had our similarities. We both hated exercise and loved television and junk food, though it showed a lot more on him. We both hated university, at least the professors and the courses we took. We were both Jewish, though Abel’s family celebrated the high holidays and lit candles and said prayers every Friday evening before eating, while my family didn’t consider itself Jewish unless other people pointed it out.

      And we had our differences. While I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself, Abel seemed to look for trouble. In the nineteen fifties he might have been referred to as a menace. Not only did he enjoy torturing Professor Tempa, he had done a similar thing to another professor, which he told me about during lunch.

      Abel took English at St. Michael’s College, where each classroom had a wooden crucifix over the blackboard, the kind with a carving of Jesus attached to it. Abel’s English professor always arrived late to class and then knelt in front of the crucifix and said a silent prayer and crossed himself while the students waited. His lectures were deadly boring, on John Milton or John Hopkins, and he related everything to the New Testament.

      One early morning, Abel entered St Mike’s while it was still dark outside and when no one else was in the building. He took the crucifix and put it in his knapsack, replacing it with a note that said, “I’ve kidnapped your god. If you want to see him alive again, begin the class by announcing ‘Jesus was a Jewish boy who lost his way’.”

      The professor noticed the crucifix was missing as soon as he walked into the room. He took down the note, which was folded in half, and read it. He paused for a moment, looking at the students, and then put the note in his pocket, turned around, got on his knees, said his silent prayer, and carried on as if nothing unusual had happened.

      Before the next class, however, the professor pulled the note out of his pocket and, instead of praying, took a deep breath and rolled his eyes and read Abel’s statement out loud, which caused everyone in the room to look confused, including Abel, who was pretending.

      The following week, Abel returned the crucifix to its place on the wall, though upside down.

      Along with thinking up ways to persecute professors, Abel was fearless when it came to meeting girls. After every class he chose one female student, who happened to be on her own, went up to her, told her he thought she was beautiful, whether she was or not, and asked her if she wanted to have coffee with him. So far, he was batting zero, but was unfazed.

      When I started hanging out with him after class, he would say, “Don’t go anywhere,” and run after one of the female students, only to walk back moments later, saying something like, “There’s more than one pear on a pear tree.”

      I suspected that, like me, Abel had never had sex with a girl, though neither of us ever raised the subject.

      As much as Simon was a good influence on me, or at least tried to be, Abel was a bad influence. After our first lunch together, we started hanging out after class on Tuesdays and Thursdays, first for lunch and then for the rest of the day, skipping our afternoon classes, and either going to a movie or to my apartment to eat potato chips and watch television.

      One afternoon, Abel invited me to his house for what he called “Friday night dinner”. I bought yellow tulips, which Simon said I had to buy for Abel’s mother, and drove to Cedarcroft.

      Abel’s house was a lot smaller than mine. And a lot less inviting. The couches and chairs were covered in thick yellowy plastic and every room smelled like boiled chicken. Abel’s mother appreciated the flowers and said, “At least there’s one gentleman in the house this evening” and put them in a vase in the middle of the table.

      During the meal, Abel’s father, who looked like Groucho Marx but without the sense of humour, sat at the head of the table, while Abel’s mother and sister, in bare feet, ran back and forth between the table and the kitchen. Abel’s mother, who kept wiping her forehead and neck with a napkin, had long toenails that curled over her toes and clicked on the floor whenever she took a step, which made it hard to eat anything. I’d noticed them as soon as I came in and tried not to stare at them for the rest of the evening.

      Abel’s father was a schoolteacher who had once had an article published in a magazine called Commentary on Israeli and Palestinian relations, which was displayed in a glass box on a small table in the living room. It seemed to me that the article was his crowning achievement because three times he started sentences with, “When I wrote that article for Commentary magazine …”

      Throughout the meal, in turn, he peppered questions at his wife, his daughter, and Abel on subjects related in some way to Jews and Israel, but when he asked me for my opinion on Menachem Begin and the peace treaty with Egypt, I decided to make a joke and said, “I Begin your pardon?” and Abel and his sister started laughing. He didn’t and looked at his wife and shrugged his shoulders, and said it was time for dessert.

      Dessert turned out to be chocolate-and-cinnamon pastries, which were a lot better than what we ate for dinner—matzo-ball soup that had been filled with carrots and no matzo balls, and chicken and green beans that had been boiled so long they were rubbery and hard to chew. Abel’s mother served tea that looked and tasted like hot water and later, when I took my dishes into the kitchen, I noticed the lid had been taken off the teapot and a single teabag was drying in a small dish on the windowsill.

      Driving home, I could smell boiled chicken on my clothes. And I couldn’t get the clicking sound out of my head.
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        * * *

      

      During the days and weeks that followed, Abel behaved like he had a licence to come to my apartment whenever he wanted. It was as if his invitation to Friday night dinner had permanently indebted me to him. Because he lived with an intense father, inescapable chicken-air and loud toenails, I figured he was desperate to stay away from home as much as possible. Pretty soon he was parking in my underground garage every morning, speeding in after another car exited and before the automatic door closed, and banging on my door at seven-thirty.

      Once I let him in, he went right to the kitchen and opened the fridge and poured himself a glass of orange juice and helped himself to any leftover food, talking quickly about how bad things were for him at home and how lucky I was to be living away from my parents. After a while, I suspected he wasn’t going to any of his classes and that when we left my apartment in the morning and then separated so I could go to the few classes I was still attending, he would walk around my neighbourhood or head over to Sam the Record Man on Yonge Street before circling back to my building and waiting for me to return. And though he talked about becoming a great director and making great movies, I was certain he was even less disciplined than me and I wondered how he would ever accomplish anything.

      Like I said, I was still going to some classes, but pretty soon Abel started coming with me, and when he did, he was so distracting that I usually left early with him.

      For his part, Simon wasn’t spending much time in our apartment since meeting Ellen. But when he was home and Abel was over, I could tell Simon disliked him, especially the effect he was having on me. One night, Abel and I were lying on the two couches watching the Leafs lose to the Sabres, when Simon stood in front of the television and said, “You should go home soon.”

      Abel responded, “You’re right. It’s getting late.”

      But when Simon left the room, he said, “I thought he was your brother, not your mother.” Then he said, “You know, he looks like a gay model,” to which I didn’t know how to respond.

      Whenever Abel was over, Simon didn’t spend any time in the den with us. Instead, he stayed in his bedroom with some food and a book, or with Ellen, who always hugged me and said hello and ignored Abel.

      After a month of this—my first friendship—I realized that far from liking Abel, I’d actually grown to hate him. And not just a passing hatred. I hated him more than I’ve ever hated anyone in my life, including Simon when he was pestering me to do my homework. I hated the sound of his voice, the way he ate, the mess he made in our kitchen and den, his stupid opinions, his boiled chicken smell, everything about him.

      One Sunday morning, I told Simon that I hated Abel and I didn’t know how to get rid of him. I told him that if I didn’t, I would fail every course.

      “How bad is it?” he asked me.

      “I’m late with three papers, and I have another one due tomorrow that I haven’t started.”

      That day Simon and I were supposed to go to Hampshire Court for lunch. My grandparents were visiting from Florida. Simon said, “Call Mom and tell her we can’t come. We have too much homework. We’ll come tomorrow night. Then get my typewriter and paper, and all your books and put them on the table.”

      I called home, collected everything Simon told me to collect, and put it on our dining room table.

      Simon sat down in front of the typewriter and fed a piece of paper into it.

      “What’s the topic of your first essay?”
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        * * *

      

      Eight hours later, Simon had completed my Short Story, Psychology of Sport, and Understanding Canadian Media essays, first skimming through the texts, and then referring to them as he typed.

      I had stood watching him only for a few minutes before he sent me into my bedroom to work on the paper that was due tomorrow. It was for my History of Folk Music class and the topic was American folk music in the early sixties. I’d bought a textbook on the subject at the bookstore in King’s College Circle, written by someone named Kyle Kent, and most of it was about Bob Dylan and Joan Baez and the Newport Folk Festival, which I was sort of copying verbatim. I only finished about a quarter of the paper because I couldn’t sit still at my desk for more than ten minutes at a time. I kept getting up and going into the kitchen to find something to eat.

      “This is the last time I’m doing this, Aud.”

      Unfortunately for him, it wouldn’t be. Simon, on his own and then with Ellen, would remain involved in my schoolwork the whole time I was in University, helping me with my assignments whenever they were around and I was working on one, and even dictating many of the sentences to me to make sure I passed.

      He handed me the three papers. I felt like Moses receiving the Ten Commandments and said “thanks”.

      “If you want decent marks, you have to go to the library and read books about the books you’re studying.”

      Simon knew from my expression that there was no way I was ever going to do that.

      “These papers are ok, but they’re only going to get you a C. They don’t reference any other books or articles.”

      “Oh.”

      “Never mind. Just get your work done from now on or you’ll fail. And then what’ll you do? Work in a gas station?”

      “What about Abel? He’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      Simon hadn’t eaten the whole day. I don’t even think he left his chair. I had eaten two bags of chips, a can of Alphagetti, sixteen cookies, and anything else capable of distracting me from working on my paper.

      Simon was looking in the fridge. He took out a jar of olives and started eating them.

      “We need more food,” he said. He opened the cupboard and took out a bag of pasta and a can of diced tomatoes and put them on the counter beside the stove. The phone rang and he went into the den and answered it. I heard him say, “A salad would be nice. And lemon chicken and roasted vegetables. Yeah, we finished everything. Love you.”

      He went back into the kitchen and returned the food to the cupboard. “Ellen’s coming over with something better to eat.”

      I sat on the couch and started reading one of the papers he had written. Far from being overly academic, it seemed straightforward to me, and I could understand it.

      “I tried to use your voice,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said again.

      Later that night, Ellen came by with two shopping bags filled with food. She was wearing blue-and-white checkered pyjama bottoms and one of Simon’s sweatshirts. I went into my bedroom to stare at my quarter-completed paper before giving up and getting into bed, secure in the thought that I would have help completing it tomorrow. I could hear Simon and Ellen laughing, and then Simon was quietly playing a Beatles song on the guitar, “Yesterday” I think, and I thought I heard Ellen say, “Do you really believe that’s all it takes to get me in the sack?” as I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next time Abel knocked on the door, Simon answered. Abel took a step forward, but Simon didn’t move, and Able had to take a step back.

      “You can’t hang around here anymore. The more time my brother spends with you, the less time he spends doing his schoolwork.”

      It was obvious that Abel didn’t think Simon was serious because he was still smiling and took another step in the direction of our apartment, as if he now expected to be let in, but once again had to take a step back.

      “I guess I wasn’t clear.” Simon said more firmly. “It might be ok for you to fail, but it’s not ok for my brother. You’re the kind of person who turns the people around you into failures. You’re a contagious failure.”

      Abel stopped smiling and his face was bright red.

      “Where’s Auden?” he managed to ask.

      Simon stepped aside and Abel could see me standing in the doorway to the den.

      “Is he serious?”

      I didn’t say anything, and Simon turned around and glared at me.

      “Sorry Abel,” I finally said. “If I hang out with you anymore, it’ll take me eighteen years to get my degree.”

      I thought I saw tears well up in his eyes, or maybe I was imagining it. When he turned and left, Simon shut the door, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about Able anymore.

      “Don’t forget how much you hated him,” Simon reminded me.
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