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      Once upon a time there was a Jewish physician, named Pavel Marx. He was the most talented doctor in the Ukraine and Russia, perhaps the world, and travelled between shtetls treating people who were very sick. When another doctor was unable to cure a patient, Pavel was summoned for a second opinion. More often than not he found a cure. Some patients he treated were so close to death their families had already built caskets and dug holes in the ground. Pavel saw things other doctors didn’t, symptoms that were almost invisible. Unlike them, he examined every inch of every patient he saw. It wasn’t unusual to find Pavel examining the toes of a patient suffering from head pain. And he asked many questions. If the patient could still speak, he questioned the patient and those who cared for him about things seemingly unrelated to the patient’s aliment. And if the patient couldn’t speak, he questioned only those who cared for him. The people in the shtetls thought Pavel was a sorcerer, a man with unexplained magical powers. But he wasn’t gifted that way. Pavel’s gift was that he could quickly take in dozens of pieces of information and put them together in his mind to solve a problem—a problem other doctors thought was an unsolvable mystery. In truth, he was a gifted problem-solver. Today he would be known as a gifted diagnostician.

      One day the daughter of a wealthy man in St. Petersburg, a cousin of the Czar, became very sick. So sick she couldn’t eat or drink or lift her head off her pillow. The wealthy man summoned his family doctor who came to examine her. The doctor spent an hour with her, doing all the regular things doctors do, but afterward told the wealthy man he had no idea what was making her sick. The wealthy man summoned another doctor who reexamined the girl. He also said he was puzzled by her symptoms and had no idea how to treat her. The wealthy man summoned three more doctors. All of them admitted they too were stumped. Meanwhile the girl was getting worse. Her skin was turning grey. Her lips were turning blue. Her breathing was shallow and weak. The wealthy man was becoming desperate. He summoned all the doctors in St. Petersburg, including the five who had already seen his daughter. There were eleven of them. He sent them into her room to examine her together. Every hypothesis one of them came up with, another discredited. After eight hours they told the wealthy man they were no closer to discovering what was wrong with his daughter than they were when they first laid eyes on her. The wealthy man was angry and distraught. As the doctors prepared to leave his house, he wondered aloud about their abilities and qualifications. He didn’t care if his words were insulting. He wanted them to feel his pain. One of them, the youngest and bravest, lingered for a moment after his colleagues had left. He approached the wealthy man and said, “There’s another doctor you might try. A fish salesman told me about him. Though I haven’t actually met him. He’s a Jew who lives in a shtetl called Derazhnia. He has a wife and young son. Apparently he’s so talented he can cure a patient who already has his foot in a grave.”

      With no time to waste, the wealthy man sent two soldiers in a carriage to fetch this miracle worker. It was normally a six-day return trip, but they travelled at incredible speed from the moment the sun rose to the moment it set, exhausting the horses, which twice they had to trade for rested ones. They reached the shtetl and fetched Pavel and brought him to St. Petersburg in only three days.

      The wealthy man was waiting in the doorway when they arrived. Without introducing himself, he rushed Pavel upstairs to the girl’s bedroom. She had the appearance of a skeleton. Pavel bent over her and put his ear to her mouth to listen to her breathe. He put his hand on her chest. Just as he was about to tell the wealthy man there was nothing he could do to save her because her illness was incurable, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she stopped breathing. Pavel straightened up. “I’m sorry,” he said. “She had cancer. In her lungs.” He expected to see inconsolable grief in the wealthy man’s eyes. Instead, he saw them fill with rage.

      “You put your hand on my daughter and a second later she’s dead!” The wealthy man shouted. “I suppose you only cure Jews and kill everyone else!”

      Because of his work, Pavel had met men who expressed their grief in anger. Though it was God, not him, they’d expressed it at. He wanted to defend himself but couldn’t think of the right words—words that in his mind wouldn’t further enrage the wealthy man.

      “You have nothing to say for yourself? Has the angel of death lost his tongue?”

      “I know how—”

      “You know how to kill people! That’s what you know!”

      The wealthy man picked up a marble statue of a ballerina from the dresser and smashed it against Pavel’s head, knocking him to the floor. A second later Pavel felt a heavy weight on his stomach and hands around his neck. They were the last things he felt.

      Now one might assume the wealthy man was worried about getting arrested by the police. But back then relatives of the Czar didn’t get arrested. And they especially didn’t get arrested for killing Jews. The police would have been happy to accept any story the wealthy man told them, for example that Pavel accidentally slipped and banged his head.

      Now one might also assume that that was the end of the wealthy man’s anger. After all, he’d just killed a man with his bare hands. But in his mind he still wasn’t even. Pavel had taken the life of his child. In return, he was going to take the life of Pavel’s child.

      The next day he sent two soldiers—the same ones who’d originally fetched the doctor—back to the shtetl. Though this time with very different orders—to break into the doctor’s home at nightfall and murder his only child, Gideon, who had just turned two.

      Those orders, of course, were never carried out. If they were, there would be no legend to speak of. Gideon’s story would have ended before it began.

      Gideon and his mother, whose name was Sofia, were fortunate in one regard—many people felt deeply indebted to the doctor. One of those people happened to be the wealthy man’s groundskeeper. He was half-Jewish and had a nephew living in Kiev who was cured by Pavel of a near-fatal skin disease. After learning of the wealthy man’s plan for vengeance, the groundskeeper risked his own life and stole a horse and set out for Derazhnia. It was dark and the paths were hard to see but he travelled all night and got a head start on the soldiers. When he arrived at the shtetl he told Sofia and all the townspeople what had happened to Pavel and what was going to happen to Gideon if the wealthy man had his way. Waves of overwhelming grief washed over Sofia. Her knees buckled under her, and she fell to the ground sobbing. The townspeople, most of whom knew someone who was cured by the doctor, hid her and Gideon in a covered wagon and transported them in the middle of the night to a neighboring shtetl, where the townspeople also knew and revered the doctor. They too hid the pair in a covered wagon and transported them to the next westernmost shtetl. And the two kept moving like this, from shtetl to shtetl, until they were in Poland. But still Sofia feared the wealthy man’s quest for vengeance. It was possible he’d put a bounty on Gideon’s head. And it was possible he had friends and business associates in all the countries of Europe who would happily take the child’s life not just for the bounty but also to win favor with the wealthy man, which, if you were a trader or importer and exporter, could prove quite lucrative.

      So they kept moving westward, sometimes by carriage and sometimes by train, all the way to England. And because she still didn’t feel safe, she spent all her remaining money and purchased a cabin aboard a ship to Canada.

      It was a slow and tedious journey. Sofia and Gideon were both seasick the whole time. The food was the same every day, lukewarm porridge in the morning, stew and potatoes in the evening. Neither could eat more than a few bites without becoming nauseous. The cabin had enough room for only one narrow bed. Gideon slept against his mother’s side and woke up crying every couple hours. She gave him sips of water and comforted him until he fell asleep again. She hardly slept at all and cried silently most of the night thinking about Pavel. “Your father was a great doctor,” she whispered to Gideon, wiping tears from her eyes. “One day you will be too. You’ll solve the most difficult medical mysteries. Other doctors will marvel at you.”

      When the ship reached Canada they were thin and pale. The port they docked at was in Halifax. They went into a big stone building. Their suitcase and coats were taken from them. The first person they met was a nurse. She was wearing a white uniform and had four interpreters with her and was surprised to hear Sofia speak English. It was in fact one of many languages Sofia spoke. She was raised speaking Ukrainian, Russian, Yiddish and German. Pavel had taught her English and French. Gideon was being raised in a house of six languages and spoke in sentences that mixed two or more together. The nurse looked in Sofia and Gideon’s mouths and ears, took their temperatures and put on white gloves and checked their hair for lice. Afterward she gave Sofia two oranges and told her to eat one and feed one to Gideon. Both had never tasted anything so sweet and wished they could have eaten twenty more. The next person they met was an old woman in a blue jacket and skirt. She also had four interpreters with her. She too was surprised to hear English spoken back to her. “Do you have a passport or birth certificate or any official papers?” she asked Sofia, who had none of these things. The old woman asked Sofia her full name and religion and Gideon’s full name and why they had come to Canada and many other questions. She wrote down Sofia’s answers on long sheets of paper. Despite how harrowing Sofia’s story was, the old woman didn’t express any emotion. Sofia was afraid she would be sent back to Europe and asked the old woman if this was a possibility. “It’s unlikely,” the old woman said. “The Jews sponsor everyone.” Sofia wasn’t sure what that meant but felt some relief in hearing there were other Jews in Canada. After the interview, Sofia was handed a thick rectangular card, with the words Border Inspection across the top, with her and Gideon’s full names and a red circular stamp on one side and an unrecognizable signature on the other and the words Jewish Person on the bottom.

      “This isn’t a visa,” the old woman said. “You have to apply for one in the next six months.”

      She waved her hand in the air and a man appeared carrying the suitcase and coats that belonged to Sofia and Gideon. They followed the man into a small room with wooden benches against two of the walls and a door to a washroom in the other. He set down the suitcase and coats and left and came back with two glasses of water and handed them to Sofia and left again. They were the only passengers in the room. They waited an hour. During that time, Gideon slept on one of the benches. While he slept, Sofia noticed that the door to the washroom had a sliding lock on it about three-quarters of the way up. She locked the door and placed one of the chairs directly beside the frame. After Gideon woke, she told him to go use the washroom. He went over to the door and pulled and pushed the handle. The lock prevented it from moving. He pulled and pushed again. He looked back at Sofia. She told him she wasn’t going to help him. “You have to figure it out yourself,” she said. “There’s only one way.” He pulled and pushed the handle with more force and for a longer time. The door wouldn’t budge. “For God’s sake, look around you.” Sofia’s voice had a hint of anger in it. Gideon did what he was told but still had no idea how to open the door. He started to cry. “Use your brain,” Sofia said. He didn’t understand. “Your brain,” she repeated. He still didn’t understand and cried louder. She walked over to him and lifted him onto the chair. “Now open it.” He bent down and grabbed hold of the handle. “No,” she said. He let go and his crying grew even louder. She took his hand and lifted it over his head and placed it on the lock and told him to look up. His body was shaking. When she released her grip his hand fell to his side. She took hold of it again and using his fingers slid the metal bar to the right unlocking the door. “If you want to solve great mysteries like your father,” she said, lifting him in her arms and wiping tears from his eyes, “you have to use your brain.”

      She held him until he stopped crying then set him down and sent him into the washroom. He came out two minutes later. His eyes were still red and teary. Shortly after that a man and woman entered the room. They were both large and dressed in expensive-looking clothes. The woman hugged Sofia. “We just heard your story,” she said. “How horrible.” Gideon was standing on the chair next to the washroom door playing with the lock. She walked over to him and hugged him too. “You poor, poor boy,” she said. The man asked Sofia for the card she was given. She handed it to him. He studied it and put it in his breast pocket. “You’re safe now,” he said. “Here, the Czar’s cousin has as much power as a flea.”

      The man and woman took Sofia and Gideon to an Inn. There the two bathed and ate dinner and slept in separate beds for the first time in weeks. The Inn was filled with Jewish families, some of which were missing mothers or fathers. They’d come in on a ship the day before from a port in Odessa, a more usual place of escape for persecuted Jews. On that day, the room in which Sofia and Gideon had waited was overcrowded with twenty-five people.

      They were awoken the next morning by a knock on their door and voice telling them to pack and come downstairs. After breakfast, the large man and woman led all the immigrants on foot to a train station, gave them back their inspection cards and told them where they were going and who to ask for. Half were being sent to Montreal and half to Toronto. Sofia and Gideon were being sent to Toronto. The train ride was twenty hours though unlike on the ship they were served meals that included fruits and vegetables. Another man and woman met them at the station. They were also large and wore expensive-looking clothes and bore a striking resemblance to their counterparts in Halifax. The two led the group to a row of carriages waiting outside the station. Half the carriages, including the one in which Sofia and Gideon entered, were driven to a rooming house that resembled a long barn with small dusty windows. It was near the city’s business district on a wide dirt road called Spadina Avenue.

      Sofia and Gideon lived in their new residence for less than a year. Because Sofia was still young and pretty lots of men were willing to overlook the fact that she had a child and expressed an interest in dating her. It wasn’t the type of attention she cherished. In her heart she knew she would never love anyone as much as the doctor or meet anyone as extraordinarily gifted. But she also knew she was in a strange country, and in a dark and airless building crowded with immigrants, and that if she ever wanted to get ahead she would need to find someone to support her and her child.

      The man she eventually chose was a pharmacist and drugstore owner named Ezra. He was decent and hardworking and fell head-over-heels in love with Sofia at first sight. Ezra’s apprentice delivered diapers and medication to the rooming house. One day the apprentice was ill and Ezra brought the items himself. That’s when he first saw Sofia. He asked her out and she asked him if he could afford a wife and child. He said he could and she accepted his invitation. He was ten years older than her but had a youthful face. He was a secular Jew and kept his store open on Saturdays. He asked her if this was a problem and she said it wasn’t. “Not acting Jewish is wise,” she said. They were married in less than a month and she and Gideon moved into his house.

      She didn’t love him but loved his kindness toward her and her son and that made her happy most of the time. Most, but not all, of the time—not when she was thinking about Pavel and how much she missed hearing his voice and lying in his arms. Eventually her English improved to the point where she had just a hint of an accent. And Gideon’s improved even more, and he sounded like a child born in Canada. Both also made friends, Gideon with his new cousins and the boys he went to school with and Sofia with her new adult relatives and neighbors. And, at the same time, they learned the mannerisms and customs of their new countrymen.

      For Sofia, her reconstructed family enjoyed a degree of security she never thought possible for Jews anywhere in the world. In the next three years she had two more children, both daughters. She gave them popular Canadian names, dressed them in the same clothes gentile children wore and taught them to speak only English.

      For Gideon, growing up in Canada hadn’t afforded him the same degree of security Sofia enjoyed. That’s because his security wasn’t measured in the distance between him and countries where people were intolerant of Jews. Increasingly, it was measured in the distance between him and the person he loved and relied on most—his mother. Or, more to the point, in the distance between him, as he was, and him, as she expected him to be.

      To his inescapable detriment, as he grew older, the more he resembled his father in both appearance and disposition. And because his father was a man with an extraordinary gift, Sofia fully expected Gideon to have inherited that gift and to go on to become a great doctor. At home, Gideon gave the impression of wanting to follow in his father’s footsteps. He did his homework without complaining. He liked to read. He was curious about things. But in school his efforts weren’t rewarded. His teachers saw no signs of superior intelligence in him. They gave him average or slightly above average marks. On tests and exams he did well enough, sometimes better than well enough, though the most difficult or challenging problems were always beyond his comprehension and kept his marks from improving.

      Everything about Gideon’s performance in school drove Sofia crazy. How could he have inherited all his father’s physical and behavioral attributes but not the single attribute that mattered most? One evening, when his homework was finished she told him she didn’t care what his teachers thought of him, she knew he was destined to become a great solver of medical mysteries like his father, a discoverer of cures and healer of diseases that eluded other doctors. “This is why your life was spared,” she said, squeezing his arm. “This is your destiny. There is no other.”

      That was also when she took matters into her own hands and started testing him herself. After school and on weekends. With wooden and mechanical puzzles for him to take apart and put back together. With toy locks for him to unlock. With complicated knots for him to untie. With model ships inside glass bottles for him to build. With brainteasers for him to decipher. With scientific and mathematical problems for him to solve. With books, borrowed from her doctor, about various common and uncommon diseases and how they were diagnosed and treated, which she expected Gideon to memorize and recite back to her.

      Unfortunately, he had no aptitude for her tests. Even worse, he mispronounced the names of diseases, especially those with multiple syllables. He became her unsolvable puzzle. Each time he failed she became increasingly frustrated, increasingly obsessed with unlocking the brilliant deductive mind she was certain he inherited from his father. If he could pass just one of her tests, she believed, he would realize his potential like a chess or piano prodigy and then there would be no limit to what he might accomplish. She tried to hide her frustration beneath inspiring words, telling him there was no better feeling in the world than the feeling of possessing singular intelligence and that all that stood in his way was a bit more focus and determination. When that didn’t work, she resorted to fear, telling him that if he continued to fail her tests he was headed for a career as a common labourer, earning such a small wage that no woman would marry him. And when that didn’t work, she resorted to guilt, telling him of the lengths to which she’d gone to save his life and how little she asked of him in return. And when that didn’t work she resorted to bribery, telling him that once he succeeded he could spend extra time playing with his friends, listening to the radio, doing nothing.

      Having run through her strategies, she tried them all again. But the only effect they had on Gideon was a mounting frustration mirroring her own.

      “I’m not good enough,” he complained, more and more often. “I want to give up.”

      “I’ll hear nothing of it,” she always shot back. “You’ll never give up. And I won’t either.”

      Finally, one evening, Ezra intervened. Until then the force of his wife’s conviction appeared to him like an impenetrable wall—one he hadn’t tried to breach for fear of her anger and withdrawal of intimacy. But now he was equally fearful she was losing her mind. “You need a break,” he told her. “Before you both go crazy. Let the boy go outside and play with his friends.”

      Gideon’s friends were outside playing hide and seek. For the last hour, their screams and laughter had entered the house through the dining room window.

      After he failed twice more to diagnose an illness, she let him go. Though not before telling him, “You can hide from your friends in that silly game, but you can’t hide from your destiny.”

      From then on Ezra intervened whenever the tension between Sofia and Gideon escalated to a level he found unnerving. But because he worked long hours at the pharmacy and wasn’t around most evenings and Saturdays, Gideon, from grade one to nine, was still force-fed a diet of puzzles and problems he tried to, but couldn’t, solve.

      As for his marks, they improved a bit because, like his stepfather, he too worked long hours. However he wasn’t an above-average student, and he certainly wasn’t exceptional. His sisters, on the other hand, whose schoolwork received much less attention from their mother, excelled in all their subjects and were justly rewarded by their teachers.

      Though, by far, his worst day of school each year was his last, when he was given his final set of marks. It was a somber and dreadful day for Gideon. And grade nine was no different. On his way out the door he was handed his report card. Predictably, it was good, not great. Afraid of his mother’s reaction, he left it on the kitchen table and hid in his bedroom. Upon reading it, Sofia threw her arms in the air in frustration and said she was out of ideas and exhausted and needed a break. She wasn’t going to put either of them through a summer of seven-hour days trying to ignite his brain. She needed to rethink her strategy, consult with experts in the fields of education and psychology, rest and regain her energy. She went upstairs and informed Gideon of her decision—that she was close to giving up, close to realizing she was never going to mold him in his father’s image, close to leaving him to his own destiny. She needed a timeout from teaching him to decide once and for all if he was salvageable. It wasn’t what Gideon had expected to hear. And though he felt shamed and humiliated, it was still a welcome development.

      That night, Sofia and Ezra made arrangements for Gideon to spend the next two months with Ezra’s brother and sister-in-law, who owned a small winery in Kelowna, British Columbia. Their names were Nathan and Ruth. They had two children around Gideon’s age and a big home that could easily accommodate another person. It was Ezra who came up with the idea for the trip. He’d told Sofia, “The fresh air will do the boy good.” He didn’t tell her what he really thought, that simply being apart from her would do more good for Gideon than fresh air or anything else in the world.

      A week later Gideon travelled by train to Kelowna. It took four days to get there. The length of the trip didn’t bother him. Between meals and the occasional conversation he had with other travelers, he found he could stare for hours at the unchanging landscape—at the big squares of yellow, green, and brown that appeared to him like a giant quilt made by God and spread over the land. Though what he appreciated most about the train ride was the peacefulness he felt inside himself, the respite from unreasonable expectations imposed upon his mind. For four days he was expected to do nothing more than eat and sleep.

      When he arrived at the final station, Nathan and Ruth were waiting for him. They owned an automobile, the first in which Gideon would ever ride. The drive to the winery was noisy and exhilarating. The half-open windows rattled, and wind blew wildly through his hair and clothes.

      Almost immediately, Gideon felt at home in his aunt and uncle’s company. And over the next two months this feeling wouldn’t change. Like Ezra, they were kind and generous, treating Gideon as if he was their own child.

      Not surprisingly it was the happiest summer of Gideon’s life. He learned to pick and crush grapes. He learned to till and irrigate soil. He learned to care for animals. He swam in a lake, napped under trees, ran through fields of high grass, walked through forests. He was inseparable from his cousins. They played and laughed every day. From all the exercise, his hunger and thirst were constant, but food and drinks were abundant. Huge bowls of fruit and pitchers of water and lemonade were always nearby. The meals the family ate were extravagant with many courses. At dinner, at least three different types of wine were served. Conversations were far-reaching and interesting. Often there were guests who had travelled from different parts of Canada and the United States to purchase cases of recent vintages and who told exciting stories about their lives.

      Every day Gideon had the same feeling he’d had on the train, a complete absence of tension. His whole body seemed to unfurl in the fresh air and sun, as if it had shed a heavy coat. During his third week at the winery he noticed his pants no longer reached his ankles, his shirts no longer covered his stomach, his shoes no longer fit. He started wearing his uncle’s clothes, which at first were too big, then fit perfectly, then were too small. Fearing he would hurt his feet, Ruth cut open a pair of shoes and reconstructed them with extra leather and tire rubber and small nails. She and all the people around Gideon thought he was having a growth spurt, an accelerated and not-quite-normal growth spurt but a growth spurt, nonetheless. Though Gideon knew better. Out from under the weight of his mother’s enormous expectations, every part of his being was expressing its freedom. His mind too felt ample and uncluttered. He discovered he had a sense of humor, a memory for small details, and an aptitude for learning the winery business. He made clever suggestions to his uncle about how the vineyard might run more efficiently and his uncle was surprised and grateful for the advice and because of it made changes to how seeds were stored and planted and what chemicals he used to treat grapes to keep insects away.

      Inevitably, when the summer came to an end, Gideon didn’t want to leave. He cried into his pillow on his last night at the winery and on and off during the long journey home. In Toronto, when he stepped off the train, his mother had trouble believing it was him. She thought she was looking at a different person than the one who’d departed a couple months ago. He was almost a foot taller. His arms and legs were longer and more muscular. His hair was wild and reached his shoulders. His skin was deeply tanned. Even his neck was larger and straighter. Only his face was vaguely familiar to her. Though what she found most astounding, and equally disturbing, was the loss of his resemblance to his late father, who, his whole life, had been thin and pale and average in height.

      After they left the station she realized he would need a whole new wardrobe before school started, which was in two days, and probably a new bed. Instead of going directly home she took him to Zimmerman’s, the store where Ezra bought his clothes. Inside the store there was very little space. It was narrow and crowded with merchandise. Gideon left his suitcase at the front door. A salesman measured him from head to foot and brought out three pairs of pants, seven pairs of underwear, two undershirts, two pairs of shoes and a belt. The collared shirts, which he hadn’t brought out, were hanging among dozens of others on metal bars close to the ceiling. The salesman picked up a wooden stick with a curved prong at the end of it and raised it over his head and attempted to lift two of the items Gideon still needed off a metal bar but accidentally hit the bar itself breaking the prong from the stick. It fell to the floor and the salesman bent to retrieve it and said there was a spare stick in the backroom he was going to get. Before he had a chance to leave, Gideon, who hadn’t spoken except to say hello, suddenly announced, “It’s OK, I’ll get them.” The salesman looked at Gideon then up at the row of shirts, which were hanging quite high. A moment later, Gideon bent his legs and jumped in the air and reached toward the ceiling but because he only rose a few inches off the ground, failed to grab hold of anything and landed unsteadily. The salesman said, “Nice try, kid,” and smiled at Gideon’s mother, who turned to her son and added, “Now let the man get another stick.” Gideon, though, wasn’t paying attention to either adult. He was looking quickly back and forth between the shirts and his legs, perhaps as many as ten times, until an expression of surprise and excitement appeared on his face, the kind of expression associated with solving a mystery or making significant discovery. He bent his legs again, crouching down lower than he had before. Then he swung his arms over his head and pushed off with his feet and sent his body shooting into the air. He didn’t just go higher, he went a lot higher. So high his head brushed the ceiling, which was many feet above the ground. And when he took hold of the collared shirts he was looking slightly down at them and seemed to hang in the air for a couple seconds, which gave him plenty of time to remove them from the bar. He landed with a loud thud that echoed through the store. Though unlike his first landing, he didn’t keep his legs straight—if he had he might have broken his ankles—and instead, absorbed the blow by bending his knees the instant his feet hit the floor and crouched down like a baseball catcher but still with the shirts held high enough in the air, so they didn’t get dirty.

      Both Sofia and the salesman were stunned by what they just saw. Though both had different reactions. Sofia dropped her purse and had to grab hold of one of the clothing racks to steady herself. The salesman, after a moment of staring at the metal bar from which Gideon had just removed the shirts, ran into the backroom and brought out a tall stool and set it down and, with some difficulty, stood on his tiptoes on the top of it and used a tape measure to measure the distance between the ceiling and floor, which turned out to be twelve feet.

      “Incredible,” he said, climbing back down. You must be a basketball player.”

      Two other customers and another salesman were in the store. They’d remained frozen in disbelief—until now when they started walking in Gideon’s direction.

      Gideon had heard of basketball but had never played. He was about to reply to the salesman when Sofia snatched the shirts from his hand and grabbed his arm, which felt oddly large to her, and led him quickly to the cash register. In an almost frantic voice, she said, “What do we owe you?”

      The salesman sensed her discomfort and looked at the approaching people in a way that suggested they shouldn’t come nearer.

      “Nine dollars,” he said, wrapping the clothes in a large brown paper package and tying it with string.

      Sofia left the money on the counter and handed Gideon the package and took hold of his arm again. At the entrance he picked up his suitcase and she rushed him out of the store.

      They walked quickly for two blocks, with Sofia walking ahead of him the whole time. When at last she slowed down, he caught up to her. “You made a spectacle of yourself in there,” she said. "Like a circus animal.”

      Gideon was preoccupied with his own thoughts and only half-listening. After years of feeling inadequate for failing to solve the problems she’d put before him, he’d solved a problem, not because his mind told his body what to do but because his mind and body knew what to do, as if they were suddenly blended together and simultaneously capable of a type of deductive reasoning that was instantly translatable into any motion or movement he desired. Every part of him felt like a brain.

      “Gideon, are you paying attention?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what did I say?”

      He thought for a moment and realized his only option was to apologize.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She repeated what she’d said, with more anger this time, and added, “Do you know what circus animals get paid? Peanuts.”

      They walked in silence for a minute. The package and suitcase, though both large, felt light in his hands. The street was crowded with slow-moving or parked carriages and automobiles. The automobiles were still a novelty but growing in number every week. People carrying wrapped objects of different sizes and shapes were going in and out of shops.

      They turned onto a wider street. Wagons filled with fruit and vegetables were lined up on one side and male vendors in long stained aprons with big pockets were watching old and young women, some with children, carefully make their selections. In a softer and more conciliatory tone, she said, “You became much taller and stronger while you were away. Obviously, you can jump very high. And you can probably run very fast too. And lift heavy objects. And maybe you’d be a very good player of that game the salesman mentioned. But remember none of those things will help you fulfill your destiny. None of those things would have made your late father proud of you.”

      Arriving at home, Gideon’s sisters and Ezra, and people in the neighborhood, had reactions to him that were similar to Sofia’s. A friend who lived nearby, and who saw Gideon walking with his mother, ran over to him and looked up and asked, “What happened to you?” The two were the same height before the summer. “I grew,” he answered. And for a moment the friend appeared unsure of what to say or do next before racing across the street and into his house, apparently eager to tell his family.

      Unfortunately for Gideon, what Sofia and everyone else around him failed to comprehend was the lone circumstance that allowed his transformation to occur. Like his relatives in British Columbia, his family and friends in Toronto were blind to the un-stifling effect of his brief emancipation from his mother’s unremitting pressure and believed he’d simply had a growth spurt, which boys his age were prone to have and even more prone to have during summer months.

      They were wrong of course. And Sofia was doubly wrong because not only did she fail to comprehend the message Gideon’s suddenly liberated body was sending her, but misinterpreted it as sign she should renew her efforts to properly train his mind, believing it capable of the same extraordinary growth as the rest of him.

      That evening after dinner she gave him a haircut in the backyard. He liked his hair long but was tired from his five-day journey and decided the quickest path to bed was the path of nonresistance. He sat on a small wooden chair with a sheet wrapped around him and struggled to stay awake while she did her work. Soon his hair was short and resembled the style he’d had before the summer. Afterward he went immediately to his room and in minutes was in bed and asleep, his feet jutting out well beyond the end of the mattress.

      Sofia, on the other hand, was too excited to sleep. Her mind was filled with hope—hope about what Gideon might now be capable of. She lay awake, listening to Ezra’s steady breathing and at midnight slipped out of bed and went downstairs. She opened a closet and removed all the teaching aids she’d packed up before the summer—the wooden and metal puzzles and knotted ropes and sets of oversized cards containing brainteasers and books containing science and math problems and medical diagnoses—and arranged them on the dining room table. When she was done she went back upstairs but her anticipation kept her awake and she got out of bed again a few hours later and read a magazine and cleaned the kitchen counters and floor and went for a walk through the empty streets before finally preparing breakfast.

      Gideon didn’t wake until midmorning. Though he towered over his mother now and felt he could shift the balance of power in their relationship at any moment, he wasn’t free of the feeling of not wanting to disappoint her. Following breakfast, he sat dutifully at the dining room table and tried to solve the first puzzle she put in front of him. It was a chain wound several times through three hoops, all made of metal. The object was to free the hoops. There was only one solution—and it eluded him. After thirty minutes the chain was wound around his fingers and wrists, with all three hoops still attached. He was like a large animal caught in a trap and she had to help untangle him and despite how careful she was the back of his left hand was cut and bruised.

      Over the next day and a half the drama of that initial failure was replayed in more and more stress-inducing ways. Some of the tests she administered ended with her expressing disappointment or bewilderment that his growth appeared to be an exclusively physical phenomenon. “How is it possible for your brain not to have grown along with your head?” she would ask him. Others ended with one yelling at the other or with one storming out of the room.

      Tension seeped into the walls of the house and enveloped the whole family. At various times Ezra suggested to Sofia that she stop torturing Gideon with unrealistic expectations. To him it appeared Gideon’s newly enlarged stature was being diminished, that he was actually shrinking beneath the pressure. Sofia refused to listen, telling Ezra to mind his own business. The drama being played out was between her and Gideon, no one else. “I didn’t save his life so he could waste it,” she said.

      As for her main adversary in this drama, while he continued to subject himself to repeated acts of humiliation, mostly out of habit but partially out of a dwindling hope she was right all along, his mounting awareness of how much stronger he was than her, and frankly anyone else he’d ever met, and how easily he could rewrite the long-understood terms of their relationship was playing like a broken record in his mind. It took a full day and half but on the evening before he returned to school, while Sofia paced behind him, and while he stared into a medical book, trying and failing to identify a disease based on four pages of complex and seemingly unrelated symptoms, he’d finally had enough. Her arsenal of hope and guilt, once so imposing to him, was now just a spent force of hollow words.

      Without explaining himself, he rose from the table and started toward the door. She yelled at him to sit back down and ran around him and blocked his path. Ezra and Gideon’s sisters were drawn toward the noise. They entered the room and stood next to one another watching the standoff. Gideon reached out and silently lifted his mother up and set her down a couple feet to his right. He left the room and then the house and took a long walk until the city receded behind him and he was in a field of tall grass and trees. He lay down in the shade and breathed deeply and stretched his long arms above his head. The weight of his mother’s expectations gradually escaped his body and he felt as relaxed and free as he had in Kelowna.

      He stayed there, falling in and out of sleep for the remainder of the day and returned home after dark. His mother heard the door open and close and his footsteps on the floor. She rushed from the kitchen with the rest of the family following close behind. Before she reached him, she was already yelling, enraged by his disloyalty to their shared mission. He listened for a moment and once again lifted her in the air. She wasn’t as passive or surprised this time and kicked her legs and swung her arms. After he set her down, she grabbed his shirt and ordered him to return to the dining room table and to the puzzles and problems he hadn’t yet solved. Her actions and words had no effect on him. Holding onto his shirt, she was pulled along behind him. His sisters and stepfather remained silent, mesmerized by the scene unfolding before them. Ezra, inadvertently, also stood in Gideon’s way and he too was lifted up and set down a couple feet to the right. Gideon pulled Sofia into the kitchen. He ate from a bowl of potatoes and chicken, leftover from dinner. She tugged harder on his shirt and yelled at him to turn and face her. He finished eating and pulled her back through the doorway. He took three more steps and reached around his side and grabbed hold of her hands and forced them open. She cried out, exaggerating her pain. He knew without looking he hadn’t hurt her. She cried out again as he climbed the stairs to his room.

      No one spoke to Gideon the next morning during breakfast. Depending upon who he looked at, he was met with a curious or contemptuous gaze. Though it was somewhat comforting to him that the ratio of benign to malignant gazes was three to one. His mother silently handed him his lunch and he left for school. Despite his long walk the day before, the new clothes he was wearing, particularly his pants, were still stiff and unyielding. Following his last class, the school’s basketball coach was waiting for him in the hallway. He invited Gideon to the team’s first practice, which was now taking place in the gym. Only an hour ago the coach had heard about Gideon’s extraordinary jumping ability from one of the teachers. She had heard about it from her older brother, a salesman at Zimmerman’s. Gideon had never played basketball but was curious about his own athletic potential after retrieving the shirts in the clothing store. He thought about how high he’d jumped and wondered if that skill alone was enough to make him a good player. The coach assumed Gideon’s silence meant he was reluctant to join the practice. And that the likely reason was because he feared embarrassing himself in front of the other boys. “You can refuse to participate in any drill that seems too difficult,” the coach said. “And you can leave any time.” Gideon accepted the coach’s offer and followed him to the gym. Unlike the other boys, Gideon didn’t have a proper uniform and instead wore his undershirt, pants, and shoes. The coach shouted out a number of mysterious instructions and blew a whistle he wore around his neck and the boys began practicing on the court. “Come with me,” he said to Gideon. The two walked to the far end of the gym, beyond one of the baskets and backboards that hung from a tall pole. He began explaining the game to Gideon, who took in only fragments of what he was being told. “You can’t move without dribbling the ball. When you’re on offence you try to shoot the ball through the other team’s basket. When you’re on defense you try to prevent the other team from shooting the ball through your basket.” The coach went on to explain the different types of passes, including the bounce pass and chest pass, and the different types of shots, including the layup and jump shot. “If you can jump half as high as Mrs. Walker’s brother says you can,” he added. “You can slam the ball right through the basket.” While he explained the game to Gideon, Gideon was focused on the boys on the court. They were all older than him though only one was taller. None were Jewish. Half were wearing shirts and half were bare-chested. There was a pattern to the way they moved that was straightforward to Gideon. And even when their movements varied, the pattern remained relatively stable—the whole game seemed finite and simple. “This is how you dribble,” the coach said. He was bouncing a dark leather ball with his right hand.

      Every now and then Gideon’s eyes were met by one of the players staring back at him. As a collective they couldn’t make sense of what was transpiring at the far end of the court. They were engaged in a practice, but their attention was split. Occasionally they whispered things to each other and laughed. It wasn’t difficult for Gideon to guess that they were making fun of him. The tallest and most talented player on the court was a blond-haired boy named Christopher. He seemed more captivated by Gideon’s presence than anyone else. “Give him a penny to play with!” he suddenly yelled out. “That’s something he’ll know what to do with!” The other boys laughed. The coach told Christopher to keep his mouth shut. He then told all the players that the next one who made a rude remark would have to do seventy pushups. He handed Gideon the ball and said, “Try dribbling.” Gideon was still staring at Christopher. He realized the only differences between Christopher and the other players was speed—Christopher was faster—and height—Christopher could see over his opponent’s heads and had better sightlines. “Try dribbling,” the coach repeated. Gideon bounced the ball once and caught it. The coach said the idea was to keep bouncing the ball. Gideon said he understood but again bounced it only once and caught it. The coach looked confused. He asked Gideon what was wrong. “I understand,” Gideon said. The coach looked further confused. “What do you understand?” he asked. “Basketball,” Gideon replied. It was one of the most absurd things the coach had ever heard. He laughed and said, “Ok, big shot, let’s see how much you understand.” He blew his whistle and almost immediately the boys on the court were standing still. He told a player wearing a shirt to take a seat and then told the whole team that Gideon was going to play. “You can’t be serious,” Christopher said. A few of the players started laughing. “One more word and you can all do pushups,” the coach said. He blew his whistle and shouted, “Play!”

      Gideon’s team had control of the ball. A teammate thought he could catch Gideon off guard. He used all his strength and sent a chest pass streaking through the air toward Gideon’s head. Gideon calmly raised his hands and caught the pass as if the ball was lobbed slowly toward him. He glanced at the configuration of players on the opposing team. They had the shape of an hourglass—two in front, two in back and one in between. He understood right away what each would do to try to prevent him from scoring. He ran forward and around them, dribbling with whatever hand best protected the ball. They’d never seen anyone move so fast or so cleverly. With little effort he avoided every attempt they made to impede his progress. He arrived at the free throw line and jumped in the air and soared so high and far he was looking down at the basket, which was fifteen feet from where his feet left the floor, when he dropped the ball through it.

      The players and coach were awestruck. How was it possible that someone who’d never held a basketball until a minute ago was able to do something no other player, with years of practice, could ever dream of doing? How could someone have learned the game in his mind alone? Weren’t there an infinite number of ever-changing variables to take into consideration? The awestruck feeling Christopher and the other boys felt gave way to resentment and anger. None thought Gideon was a joke any longer. When the coach blew his whistle again they were more determined than ever to stop him. The problem was that each time one of them started dribbling down the court or tried to make a pass or take a shot, Gideon raced over and stole the ball and ran circles around them until they were dizzy and stumbling into one another and out of breath. And then, when he shot the ball, he jumped so high in the air that no one could defend him. He took his shots from all over the court and never missed. Or he went directly to the painted area and jumped even higher and threw the ball down through the basket.

      After fifteen minutes the coach blew his whistle a final time and told the players the practice was over. They walked off the court exhausted, gulping air. Gideon was the lone contrasting figure. He wasn’t breathing heavily, having figured out the most efficient and economical way to use his body to outmaneuver his opponents and score at will.

      The coach, with excitement in his voice, asked Gideon to join the team. “You’re the best natural athlete I’ve ever laid eyes on,” he said. “If you play with us, we’ll win the city championship. We might even be as good as a college or professional team.”

      But Gideon had other thoughts about how he might use his newly discovered talent. An idea had taken root inside him after he’d figured out how to jump unusually high in the clothing store. Now, after rapidly mastering basketball, the idea had grown deeper roots. He thanked the coach but declined the offer.

      “I could make you one of the best players ever,” the coach said.

      Gideon didn’t believe he could become any better. Or, for that matter, any worse. Regardless of how many hours he played. Basketball was a geometry problem he’d already solved. He explained this to the coach, who shook his head forcefully.

      “Every game is unique. Every minute of every game is unique. Every opposing player creates unique challenges. Every combination of opposing players creates more unique challenges.”

      Gideon considered the coach’s words. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful. But there are only nineteen unique challenges facing every player trying to score and only twenty-three unique challenges facing every player trying to prevent another player from scoring. These challenges might vary slightly from minute to minute, and even from second to second, but they remain essentially unchanged.”

      The coach wanted to refute everything he’d heard, believing it was nonsense. However he feared his opinion would only offend Gideon, whose serious tone implied he was convinced his statements were accurate.

      Instead the coach returned to the matter that was most important to him. He asked Gideon a second time to join the team, adding, “Please give it some thought.”

      Gideon was used to dealing with stubborn adults and knew how to placate them. He had no intention of joining the team but said he would think about it. “I’ll let you know by the end of the week,” he promised, watching a smile form on the coach’s face.

      During the next two days, news of Gideon’s achievement spread quickly through the school. He was intercepted in the hallways and lunchroom by other coaches who wanted him to join their practices to see if his rare talent was transferable to other sports. His interest was sufficiently piqued, not with the prospect of joining a team but with exploring at least part of what the coaches themselves were interested in—whether the various physical tests and challenges that were components of other sports were as simple for him to master as basketball. On Tuesday he practiced with the wrestling and track and field teams. And on Wednesday with the tennis and baseball teams. At the start of each practice, after receiving a short tutorial from the coach while observing experienced players ranging in capability from below average to exceptional, he joined in and was immediately superior to everyone else. In wrestling, he pinned his rivals to the floor as they walked toward him to begin the match. In track and field, he ran four laps around the track in the time it took the others to run two. In tennis, he ended every rally with a single shot, landing the ball with ferocious speed on the service or baseline, well out of reach of his opponents. And in baseball, as a pitcher, he struck out every batter he faced and, as a batter, hit every ball pitched to him far beyond the outstretched arms of the outfielders. The coaches all wanted him to join their teams. He told them the same thing he’d told the basketball coach—he would think about their offers and let them know by the end of the week.

      At home, during roughly the same period of time, Sofia maintained her silence in Gideon’s presence. Unable to influence his behaviour, she adopted a bitter and piercing stare, which, feeling unsupported, she also directed at the other members of her household. Gideon understood its meaning and chose to ignore it. As for Ezra and Gideon’s sisters, they’d also found the courage to ignore it and to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred in their house since Gideon’s return from Kelowna. At the dinner table, Ezra asked Gideon questions about school and Gideon answered respectfully. During one of their conversations, Gideon shared the news of his athletic accomplishments, though without revealing how much better he was than the other players, which he knew would only further enrage his mother. Ezra’s eyes lit up with interest and he asked many more questions about the sports Gideon had now played. With his sisters, Gideon had similarly ordinary conversations. They traded stories about their new teachers and courses and about classmates they liked and didn’t like.

      By Thursday evening, Sofia’s stare, far from softening, appeared to burn with growing and insatiable intensity. It bore into everyone around her until finally it was an unsuitable vehicle for her anger and in a loud, shrill voice she lashed out at Ezra and Gideon’s sisters for colluding with Gideon in betraying his destiny and then, gathering up even more intensity, at Gideon himself. Rage poured out of her shaking body. She said unforgivable things to her son, the most unforgivable things a mother could say, including that she would have thrown him overboard while they travelled by ship to Canada had she known he was destined for a mediocre life and that he was a disgrace to his late father’s memory.

      Gideon sat quietly, allowing her to finish. Finally the only sound in the room was her heavy breathing. He rose from the table and grabbed hold of her shirt and lifted her up and pressed her firmly against the wall. An oil painting came loose and dropped to the floor.

      Ezra and Gideon’s sisters were as still as statues.

      Sofia’s feet hung at Gideon’s knees.

      “I want to tell you something,” he said.

      The rage that previously filled her eyes was banished by fear.

      “You will never see or hear from me again. You will never track me down. I will never return home. Not when you’re dying. Not for your funeral.”

      He released her shirt, and she collapsed on the floor. He turned to Ezra and his sisters and said, “I’m sorry. You need her more than you need me. If I stay, I’m afraid of what I might do to her.”

      His youngest sister was now crying. Ezra started to say something. “We can surely work—” But Gideon was already climbing the stairs.

      Inside his bedroom, he packed a small suitcase. The sounds of raised voices reached him. He didn’t want to see any of them again for fear he would change his mind. He climbed through the window and jumped. When his feet touched the ground he bent his knees to lessen the impact.

      True to his word, he never returned home. The idea he’d first had in the clothing store, the idea that grew more and more tangible to him each time he practiced with a new team at school, became his inextinguishable guiding light. For seven years he travelled from city to city, in Canada and the United States. He travelled to bars, pool halls and bowling alleys, to tennis, golf and boxing clubs, to any establishment where there was a wager involving physical skill to be made. At first he was worried he wouldn’t be admitted into places where alcohol was served and where women were purchased for sex but at fifteen years old he already had the height and build of a full-grown man and not once was he turned away.

      Nor did he ever lose a bet, steadily accumulating a small fortune. It took him less than a few minutes of observing any sport or game to fully understand how to use his body to excel to a level of perfection at it. Anonymity was his chief ally. He disguised himself with different hats, glasses, and wigs, with fake mustaches and beards. He used a different pseudonym everywhere he went. Only when a vanquished opponent was determined to avenge a loss did he return to a location the following day. Twice he crossed paths with extraordinarily stubborn men who suffered multiple defeats at his hands. The first was at a golf club in Quebec City, where he played the club champion ten days in a row, winning two hundred and fifty dollars. The second was at a pool hall in Duluth, where he played a professional gambler eight nights in a row, winning one hundred and sixty dollars. Both paid their accumulated debts without complaint, for which Gideon was grateful. Early on in his journey he’d learned that many men who held themselves in undeserved high esteem for their presumed dominance at a certain sport or game became enraged when he defeated them. And sometimes they became violent as well and he was forced to fight back, usually knocking them out with a single, perfectly located punch before removing his money from their wallets.

      After only a few years of gambling, Gideon’s income was steady and sizeable. His accumulated wealth exceeded his expectations. He was making regular deposits at a bank he’d come to trust. He was just eighteen years of age but appeared to others to be in his mid-twenties. He owned an automobile, wore European clothes, met and slept with beautiful women, dined in expensive restaurants. All of which had led him to believe he was operating from an occupational summit. Which he was, until late one night, when the most unanticipated thing occurred—a new and more lucrative opportunity presented itself to him and the summit he was operating from was transformed into a penultimate step.

      He was in a fashionable bar in Manhattan—a bar frequented by radio and movie stars, wealthy heirs and heiresses, amateur and professional athletes. Gideon had defeated a tennis player, at the time the most famous in the world, at both darts and pool. The tennis player’s name was Bill Tilden. He was as tall as Gideon and had a similarly large build. He was also a gentleman and paid his debt graciously and bought Gideon a drink. “If I had your consistency,” Bill said, “I’d never lose a set. You must tell me how you do it.” Gideon had told Bill his name was Isaac Lamb, and he was an automobile salesman. The two sat together in a circular booth talking about Gideon’s—or Isaac’s—method for improving his consistency at various games and then they talked about their lives. Only one spoke honestly. The other invented a past untraceable to reality. While they conversed, men and women regularly came over to their booth and interrupted them to ask Bill for an autograph and wish him good luck in an upcoming match. He was polite and obliging with them all. Gideon admired the tennis player for his friendly disposition. As a gambler, though, a competing thought was on Gideon’s mind; that the attribute he admired was something he could exploit.

      “Would you like a chance to win your money back?” he asked.

      Bill laughed and said, “Unless you play blindfolded, I don’t believe I have a chance.”

      “I wasn’t thinking of darts or pool,” Gideon explained. “I was thinking of tennis.”

      “Then I guess you’re expecting me to wear a blindfold.”

      “I’m not,” Gideon said. “I’m expecting you’ll want me to wear one after we start our set.”

      “Do you play often?” Bill asked.

      “I’ve played eleven times,” Gideon said.

      Bill laughed again. He soon realized with considerable surprise that his new companion wasn’t going say, “I’m kidding,” and start laughing too. He fell silent and appeared to consider the offer. “Ok,” he finally said. “But please understand I’m only doing this because I like you. And because I want my twenty-five dollars back. Tomorrow morning I’ll be at the West Side Tennis Club in Forest Hills. Meet me there at eight. I’ll serve a couple balls to you. If you return one, I’ll give you another twenty-five dollars. If you can’t return one, you give me my money back.”

      “Will other people be there?” Gideon asked.

      “Yes, of course. It’s the day before the Open. All the players will be practicing.”

      “How about the press? Will they be there?”

      “They’ll be there too.”

      “Can we meet earlier? How about six?”

      “Six? Are you that worried about embarrassing yourself?”

      “No. I’m that worried about embarrassing you.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve played the game eleven times and you’re worried about embarrassing me? I’ll tell you what—I’m staying at a friend’s house the next couple weeks. It’s on Queen’s Boulevard at 45th Street. You won’t be able to miss it. It’s the biggest house for miles. There’s a private court and carriage house in the backyard. I’m usually awake by seven. If you want to come by tomorrow at that time, I’ll serve a couple balls to you. Don’t knock on the front door. You’ll wake my friend. He sleeps until noon when he’s not working. Come directly around the back. And don’t forget to bring my money.”

      The next day, Gideon arrived shortly before seven a.m. The house was an imposing structure made of dark brown bricks surrounded by tall trees. He found a path of square, flat stones and began following it. He was carrying a leather bag with a racquet and proper tennis outfit inside it. He was successful enough now to afford equipment and clothing for all the sports he played. When he came around the side of the house, he saw the court. The grass appeared well taken care of. It was bright green, and smooth. Tall wooden fences covered with vines stood fifteen feet behind both baselines and smaller wooden fences, no more than waste-high, stood along the two sides. The net was black and made of thick interwoven rope and stretched between metal posts. Gideon changed behind a tree and waited for Bill, who emerged through the backdoor a few minutes later. Both men were wearing white shirts, vests and pants and carrying racquets. They said hello and shook hands. Bill removed four tennis balls from a wooden box that was on the lawn beside a long, cushioned bench. “Can I see you serve a couple times before I try to return one?” Gideon asked. Bill said, “Sure,” and walked through a small opening onto the court. He stretched his hands over his head for a moment and stood at the baseline before serving two balls. His technique was fluid and powerful. Each ball landed with great speed inside the service box and hit the back fence with a loud thud.

      Gideon had watched carefully and understood where to stand so he could reach any ball Bill served to him. He also understood how best to meet the ball with his racquet so that it travelled back over the net at a higher speed and to an unreachable spot in one of the corners. He thanked Bill for the demonstration and walked to the other end of the court and waited for the first serve.

      When it came, he took two almost casual-looking steps to his right and swung his racquet easily, meeting the ball in mid-stroke and generating an exceptional amount of speed, which left Bill mesmerized and unable to recover as the shot landed just inside the baseline five feet to his left and then seemed to pick up even more speed as it rose and slammed against the fence.

      Bill stared at Gideon, who shrugged his shoulders and made an apologetic facial expression. “You see, I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

      “I know the bet’s already been won, but I’d like to serve to you again.”

      Gideon said, “Sure,” and walked back to where he stood before.

      Bill’s next two serves hit the net, probably because he was distracted. Gideon knew the outcome the moment each left Bill’s racquet and didn’t move. Bill’s next serve was a good one and travelled over the net at a speed that exceeded his first. Gideon had to move slightly faster than he had before. Though still he managed to arrive at the right place in plenty of time. He swung easily again and sent the ball rocketing back, landing it in the corner beyond Bill’s reach.

      Eighteen minutes later the two men had played a set. Their wager was another twenty-five dollars. The set was over in six games and Gideon had lost only one point, aiming for, and missing, the baseline—a shot that Bill had called out, with mock glee, before it landed.

      Most importantly to Gideon, the amount of money he’d won the night before had now been tripled.

      “You should be the one playing in the Open Championships, not me,” Bill said. Gideon was changing out of his white clothing behind a tree.

      “What do you get paid if you win?”

      “No one gets paid. It’s an amateur tournament. All the big ones are.”

      “So how do you make a living?”

      “Fortunately, I have family money. Most players do.”

      “Well, you won’t be seeing me at any of your tournaments. I couldn’t make a living if people knew about me. No more element of surprise.”

      “I’m glad you think that way. You’re certainly capable of ruining my career.”

      They walked together on the path beside the house. The sun was still low in the sky.

      “Would you mind keeping our match a secret?” Gideon asked.

      “Not only wouldn’t I mind—I’d appreciate it. The people who come see me play believe they’re seeing the best player in the world.”

      A week later Bill won the U.S. National Championships at the West Side Tennis Club in Forest Hills. He beat another Bill—Bill Johnston—in five sets. A reporter for the New York Times, unaware his words were full of irony, called the match, “Five sets of mechanically perfect tennis.”

      For Gideon, the set he played against Bill was a lesson in the exploitability of a fundamental insecurity of world-class athletes. He knew then he could count on their cooperation in keeping his unequalled talent a secret. Both had a financial and reputational interest in keeping quiet. Both had careers to protect.

      And so, during his remaining years as a hustler, at semi-regular intervals, he inserted himself into their lives. The progression of events never changed. He met them in fashionable bars. He beat them soundly at pool or darts and piqued their interest in him. He suggested a way they could win their money back. It was during an era when athletes received more adulation than pay. The opportunity to get even was hard to pass up. Besides, not one athlete entertained the thought he might lose.

      At Gideon’s insistence, the venues they competed in were always empty. More often than not it was early in the morning. Sometimes neither man had slept, and they went directly from the bar to a field, arena or stadium. Like Bill, each athlete Gideon would go on to defeat was considered the best in his sport. He beat Jim Thorpe in a hundred-yard dash and mile run. He beat Norman Ross in a two-length swimming race. He beat Bobby Jones in a game of golf. He struck out Babe Ruth eight times. He hit five pitches thrown by Grover Cleveland Alexander into the outfield stands. He beat Nat Holman in a game of one-on-one. He knocked out Jack Dempsey. He threw a football further and more accurately than Red Grange. He skated faster than Howie Morenz. He jumped higher than Richmond Landon.

      By design his schedule was frantic. He gambled day and night, slept only a few hours at a time. When he wasn’t gambling, he was driving between cities. He kept it up because he knew, despite how often he moved around, and despite the other precautions he took—he knew his anonymity was a fleeting commodity. From the outset, he knew his efforts to remain an object of surprise weren’t going to last. That people who had witnessed, or were victimized, by his peculiar talent would share their stories with others. That even the athletes he defeated, when drunk or retired, would break their pacts of secrecy. And that eventually reporters would hear and write about him and try to track him down. And that someone he’d attended high school with would read one of the articles and realize it was him and speak to a reporter and reveal his identity.

      By the end of his seventh year, events had unfolded more or less the way he thought they would. He was being referred to in the press by his real name. Almost everyone he’d known in Toronto had been interviewed by a reporter. To him, the only surprising aspect of his fame was how his accomplishments were being reported. For every two or three accurate accounts was a mythological or exaggerated one. It wasn’t enough he’d defeated the greatest athletes of his day. Or that he was flawless at the games and sports he played. The feats attributed to him had ventured into the territory of comic books. He had outrun an automobile. He had thrown a baseball through a cloud. He had jumped over a house. He had lifted a piano over his head. His life in the press had come unhinged from reality.

      It was in a bowling alley in Lexington, Kentucky where he gambled for the last time. He wore thick glasses and a fake beard. He won twenty-two dollars from four men who bowled together every week. After the game he returned the shoes he’d rented to a young woman with light yellow hair. She was standing behind a shiny wooden counter. Behind her was a wall of small cubbies filled with other shoes. He paid the rental fee and was about to leave when he noticed her eyes light up with excitement. He looked around to see who or what had caused her sudden change in demeanor. When he looked at her again, he realized he was the cause. She was pointing at him and shouting. “It’s you! It’s you! You’re the guy who can fly!” He felt dozens of curious eyes like insect bites on his skin. He ran toward the door. Once outside, he ran faster, along five different roads, taking a roundabout route to an Inn that was no more than a couple blocks from the bowling alley.

      Early the next morning he put on a reddish-blond wig and drew freckles on his face. He drove from Lexington to New York City, arriving at night. He parked on Fifth Avenue and slept in his car. He woke before sunrise and noticed the lights were on in a restaurant across the street. He left his car and went inside. The seating area had a black and white tiled floor, tall stools, and tall round tables. He ordered hot cereal and pancakes. When he was finished he ordered eggs and toast. It was more food than he wanted to eat but he was waiting for the stores and businesses to open. Eventually he had no reason to remain in the restaurant. He slid off the stool and went outside. The streets were still quiet. He bought a newspaper and returned to his car to read it. In the sports section he discovered an article about his race with Jim Thorpe. It had occurred two years ago, but the athlete had only recently decided to talk about it. “I’m tired of keeping such a big secret,” he’d told the reporter. At nine a.m. Gideon was standing on the sidewalk stretching his arms and legs while men and women hurried past him. He walked to a department store and purchased two suitcases and carried them back toward his car and around the corner to a bank—a bank he’d visited twice a year for the last seven years. Normally he made deposits of hundreds of dollars; this time he withdrew all his money. The teller and manager knew who he was but refrained from calling him Gideon or Mr. Marx. He appreciated their discretion. They filled his suitcases with bills of different denominations. He gave them each fifty dollars.

      By midmorning he was driving west through New York State. Over the next seven days he took a series of roads and highways and crossed the country, through states bordering Canada, to Spokane, Washington. It wasn’t his first choice. Though the landscape and weather were familiar and pleasing to him. He would have preferred to have travelled north to Kelowna, where he hadn’t been since he was fifteen years old. But his aunt and uncle still lived there, and he didn’t want to rely on them or anyone else to keep his identity a secret. He stayed one night in a small hotel in Spokane. In the morning he drove in every direction, following many different roads, until he came to a for sale sign nailed to a post. He turned onto a narrow dirt driveway leading to a farmhouse surrounded by orchards and fields.

      The owner, Gideon would shortly learn, was a woman in her late sixties whose husband had just died. Her name was Hattie. She had two sons, both uninterested in farming. Years ago they’d moved to Seattle. Now they had office jobs and families of their own. Even after Hattie’s husband became ill two years ago, the farm had remained in immaculate shape, largely because of the expert work of migrants from Mexico and El Salvador who came year after year. Hattie’s oldest son, Alexander, was there when Gideon arrived. He’d driven in the day before, in a large car with a trailer attached to it.

      “For the last couple years, between managing the farm and caring for my husband,” Hattie explained, “I was too busy to realize how lonely I was.”

      “Sorry for your loss,” Gideon said.

      “It’s for the best. No more suffering.”

      “What’s your selling price?”

      Because of his red hair and freckles, he’d told them his name was Liam Murphy.

      Alexander looked at his mother. “Two thousand dollars,” she said.

      “I thought we’d discussed this. No one can afford—”

      “Is that the best you can do?” Gideon interrupted, looking at Hattie.

      “Yes.”

      Alexander rolled his eyes. His expression was apologetic. “What price did you have in mind, Mr. Murphy?”

      “Two thousand dollars,” he said.

      She signed over the deed and Gideon paid her in cash from one of his suitcases. It took only a few hours for her and Alexander to pack up her belongings. With her unexpected windfall, there was little she wanted to keep. Gideon stood on the porch and watched the car and trailer wobble over the dirt road, a cloud of dust spreading out behind the vehicles.

      Moments later he was walking through an apple orchard that bordered one of many rolling fields of wheat. He knew already he would spend the rest of his years on the property—living peacefully, working alongside the labourers from other countries and, whenever possible, sleeping under the stars. He wound through trees in full bloom with dark crooked branches and clusters of heavy fruit. The sun was low and light flickered between thousands of small openings in the foliage. He reached up and twisted an apple from its stem and rubbed it on his sleeve and bit into it. The last time he’d tasted anything so sweet he was two years old and eating an orange in an immigration center in Halifax. His mother had peeled it for him. A wide smile cut across his face. How proud he felt to have fulfilled his destiny.
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