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        I am no longer able

        to go out and come in.

        —Deuteronomy 31:1-2
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      At age thirty, Gershwin Burr, a thief, wrote a poem for a woman he hardly knew but who would soon become his wife. It was the only poem he had ever written and the only poem he would ever write. No one but Gershwin would ever read it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        I hate

        That your date

        Is handsome and tall

      

      

      

      
        
        
        In bed

        It’s been said

        He’s exceptionally dull

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Appear

        Back here

        With him, beware

      

      

      

      
        
        
        My heart

        Torn apart

        You won’t repair
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        * * *

      

      He wrote the poem on a napkin in a restaurant. It was an embarrassment to him. Besides being childish, it suggested he was unattractive. Certainly, less attractive than the man his future wife was dating. As soon as he wrote the last word, he crumpled it up and put it in the ashtray on the table. The ashtray was round and red and had a picture of a sailor inside it. The sailor was smoking a pipe and there was a word in Spanish written across his stomach. The word was Contaminar. For the rest of his life, he would remember every word of that poem, even though he read it only once, and every detail of that restaurant, even though he never paid particular attention to the décor.

      And he would remember every detail of that day, which is more explainable than his memory of the poem or the restaurant’s décor. It was an important day in his life. As important as the last day he spent with his father and the last day he spent with his mother and the day he proposed to Lilly and the day he got married and the day he committed his first crime and the day he got caught and all the days he slept with a woman who wasn’t his wife.

      As he grew older, the things he forgot worried him a lot less than the things he remembered.

      “The happiest people on earth are the ones who can’t remember anything,” he once said.

      Gershwin said a lot of things like that, particularly when he had too much time on his hands.

      The restaurant in which he wrote the poem was called Bentley’s Fish and Chips. It was located on Bloor Street, just north of the University of Toronto. It was a narrow space with ten wooden tables along one of the walls and six wooden chairs around each table. All of the wood was yellow and full of scratches but shined like it had just been waxed. Above the tables were six light fixtures shaped like seashells. At the front of the restaurant there was a glass window with fish painted on it and an open menu taped to it. Gershwin’s table had the usual stuff on it—an ashtray, a napkin dispenser, ketchup, mustard, vinegar, relish, and paper placemats with red checker borders and black and white advertisements for mouthwash and maple syrup. Next to the other wall, the cash register sat on top of a glass counter filled with chocolate bars and packages of cigarettes. The kitchen door was behind the counter. It had a small round window in it and half a rudder attached to it instead of a doorknob. At the rear of the restaurant there was a single washroom. All of the walls were covered in swirls of blue and white paint, probably meant to look like waves, and dozens of framed pictures of lighthouses hung in no particular order.

      There was one waitress on duty, a heavy woman in a light pink uniform and white running shoes. She had small black veins crisscrossing the backs of her legs that reminded Gershwin of old bowling pins. The cook was in the kitchen. He had a thick beard and hairy arms. Gershwin caught a glimpse of him every time the waitress went through the door. The only other person in the restaurant was an old man seated behind the cash register reading a newspaper. Every few seconds the old man coughed and the newspaper fluttered. The old man’s hands were as small as a young child’s, but with a silver ring on every finger and one on each thumb. The rings looked like wedding bands. Gershwin wondered if he’d been married ten times. On the back of the newspaper there was a half-page ad for maple syrup, the same maple syrup that was advertised on the menus.

      Two male students came into the restaurant, took off their coats, and sat facing each other at the table nearest the window. One of them was smoking a cigarette and the other was holding a wrench in front of his face like a microphone, talking or singing into it and laughing. The waitress walked over to their table, said a few words, and returned to where she’d been standing before they came in.

      Gershwin believed that if you consciously try to forget something, you end up remembering it with greater clarity.

      He was drinking a Coke, which the waitress had brought over fifteen minutes ago. She hadn’t returned to his table. It was obvious to her that he didn’t want to order any food until Lilly arrived.

      He stared out the window at the front of the restaurant. Although there were fish painted on it, he could see people walk by: a woman with her face covered in a green scarf; two men in black robes, probably priests from St. Michael’s; a child with his arm raised in the air holding his mother’s hand; a group of teenage girls, all with the same tartan skirts sticking out from under their coats; and an older woman in a yellow hat. But no sign of Lilly, who was easy to spot in a bright red coat with black fur on the collar and around the end of each sleeve.

      Later she would tell him that when she purchased the coat, it didn’t have any fur on it and that her mother had sewn it on.

      “She used an old shawl she didn’t wear anymore.”

      Gershwin had no idea what a shawl actually looked like, let alone one made of fur, though he was sure it was something that would only belong to a very old woman.

      “That was thoughtful of her,” he said.

      “It would have ended up in the garbage anyway.”

      Lilly was one of the waitresses who worked at Bentley’s. Gershwin had been aware of her for only a week. He didn’t particularly like fish and chips, but he saw her through the storefront window while walking past it on Bloor Street and stopped and pretended to read the menu taped to the glass while secretly admiring her. The restaurant was filled with customers, but she was standing next to the counter staring in his direction. To Gershwin, it looked like her eyes were searching for something way beyond the street and even the city. He could have done jumping jacks or pounded on the glass and she wouldn’t have seen him. She had dark red hair, and her skin was freckled and the colour of ginger ale. Her legs were long and thin, maybe too thin, and made the bottom of her uniform look like a lampshade. She had small breasts and hips, a long neck, and long arms. But none of those things caught Gershwin’s attention as much as her eyes. Not because of what they were searching for, but because there were tears coming out of them, which she quickly wiped away with her sleeve.

      When he was six years old and playing in his backyard, Gershwin saw his mother staring out the window, also wiping tears from her eyes.

      Lilly worked evenings, from three p.m. to ten p.m. Besides her, there were two other waitresses, one who worked a short shift, from eleven a.m. to two p.m. and one who worked from noon until eight p.m. On Saturday, the waitress who worked the short shift worked the entire day, from eleven a.m. to ten p.m., while the other two worked from three p.m. to nine p.m., alternating weeks. The restaurant was closed on Sunday. There was wisdom in assigning the shifts in that there were always two waitresses on duty during high traffic hours. The restaurant also did some take-out business, particularly later in the evening, so it wasn’t unusual to see three or four male students standing impatiently at the counter.

      “They’re all sleazy,” she would tell him. “If I didn’t need the job, I’d throw hot coffee on them.”

      Lilly hated the take-out customers. The area between the counter and the tables was narrow and some of them deliberately rubbed against her as they squeezed past with food.

      Gershwin could tell that she hated everything about her job and not just the take-out customers.

      He tried to imagine what it felt like to need to be a waitress.

      He lived in a different world than her, though that world was just around the corner from Bentley’s—on St. George Street in a three-story walk-up, which he owned.

      It contained three apartments when he purchased it, one on each floor. He’d lived on the third floor for a year, until the second-floor tenants moved out. Instead of re-renting their apartment, he had the walk-up renovated so that his living space took up the top two floors. The renovation involved tearing down part of the stairwell from the perimeter of the building and constructing a new one in the centre of the second floor. It also involved the removal of part of the ceiling between the second and third floors and all the walls between the rooms on both floors except those surrounding the two washrooms. The architect had called the design an open concept. Each floor consisted of one large room with many windows. The windows were tinted like sunglasses that grew darker during the day and lighter at night, though Gershwin kept the shutters closed most of the time. The lower floor contained kitchen, dining, laundry, and office areas. The upper floor contained bedroom and den areas. There was a washroom on each floor and all the furniture was very modern and very expensive. Women rarely saw the inside of his apartment, though when they did, they almost always had sex with him. His home was a potent aphrodisiac.

      What these women didn’t do was have sex with him a second time. This was because he was odd.

      During the almost ten years he had lived in the neighbourhood, he hardly ever went grocery shopping and almost always ate in restaurants, usually by himself, though occasionally with his downstairs tenant, a teaching assistant named Harold Troy, who was employed by the Department of Social Sciences at the University of Toronto. Gershwin charged Harold next to nothing to live in the apartment, but Harold still had difficulty paying rent and was always late, occasionally missing a month. Harold wore old, dirty clothes and complained bitterly about his meagre salary and the professors who treated him like a slave. Gershwin always picked up the bill when he took Harold out to dinner, even though Harold never thanked him and in fact appeared to resent him for it. Gershwin didn’t mind. He believed that, like many poor people, the person Harold resented most was himself.

      Gershwin’s father, a philosophy professor, had left Gershwin a considerable amount of money. He was fifty years old when Gershwin was born. Gershwin’s mother was a waitress like Lilly. She was twenty years younger than Gershwin’s father. When Gershwin was ten years old, she had an affair with a married police officer, who ended up shooting her three times in the chest in a hotel room. The reason he shot her was because she had laughed at him when he mispronounced the word, soldier. His pronunciation sounded like shoulder. The police officer was convicted of first-degree murder and died of colon cancer during his fourth year in prison.

      It was obvious to Gershwin that police officers were less willing to poke fun at themselves than any other group of people in the world.

      Gershwin’s father wrote two academic books, Rethinking Modern Philosophy and Re-Rethinking Modern Philosophy. Both books did poorly, failing to become part of any curricula or required reading list at a university, including his own, and quickly went out of print. He wrote another book under the pseudonym, Kenneth Kent, called, The Philosopher’s Nightmare, which would have been consigned to the same fate as his previous two books but was read by the American author, Truman Capote, who found a copy of it on a train and liked it enough to give it to a friend, who worked for Universal Studios, and who ended up adapting it into a screenplay, which was eventually made into a horror movie, called, The Road to Nowhere.

      The movie did as poorly as the book, and Truman Capote’s friend lost his job, but Gershwin’s father was paid ten thousand dollars, which he invested in a small company, Intrepid, which employed his colleague from the Engineering Department, Professor Robert Dunn. For his investment, Gershwin’s father received five percent of the company and something that none of his books ever earned him: gratitude.

      Professor Dunn was head of research and development at Intrepid and, along with two scientists and a mathematician, invented an automobile tire that was made entirely of compressed synthetic rubber and didn’t require air. The idea wasn’t a new one, but the process by which they compressed the material yielded better results in structural retention and malleability—in other words, longevity—than all of the previous airless tires which had been developed. During simulated road tests, the almost undetectable wear and tear suggested that the tires would have a lifespan of thirty-two years or six hundred and forty thousand miles. However, before the new product was put into production, the four largest tire manufacturers in the world, three from the United States and one from France, purchased the patent for twenty million dollars, and Gershwin’s father, because of his investment, earned one-twentieth of the windfall.

      When his father died, incidentally shot and killed by a policeman like his mother, Gershwin inherited the money. It was a source of pride to Gershwin that he rarely dipped into his inheritance. Crime paid most of his living expenses.

      Having a lot of money made his life easier but he would have traded away all of it for an opportunity to spend another five minutes with either of his parents.

      According to Gershwin’s calculation, the odds of having both your parents die as the result of gunshot wounds during two unrelated incidents in Canada is three hundred and twenty-four million to one.

      The reason for Gershwin’s poem was that he had seen Lilly walking on Bloor Street with another man. And not just any man, but a tall, young man with broad shoulders, thick black hair, and sunglasses that made him look like a movie star and, worst of all, wearing a dark blue suit and a nice coat, which meant that he had a decent job. He was at least a foot taller than Lilly, and even though they weren’t holding hands or kissing, the disparity in height between them made it look like he could protect her from harm for the rest of her life.

      Gershwin was only a couple inches taller than Lilly, and just tall enough not to lie about his height. He ran almost every morning and had a sturdy build which would have been just as well suited for farming or construction work as it was for breaking into buildings. He had brown hair and brown eyes, a properly proportioned nose and a wisp of light brown hair on his chest, in other words not a single distinguishing feature anywhere on his face or body. He looked like every other white Christian male who lived in his neighbourhood, despite having a Jewish father and an Irish Catholic mother.

      That he hadn’t really spoken to Lilly, except to order dinner, did nothing to allay his fierce jealousy, even his sense of betrayal. He had eaten at Bentley’s for four straight days, arriving at three o’clock when Lilly began her shift, and on one of those days he had returned later in the evening for a second dinner. After his very first meal in the restaurant, he had asked the old man at the counter what time Lilly began and ended her workday and the old man had told him her hours of work without hesitation or suspicion as if he had sized up Gershwin and decided he wasn’t the sort of man who posed a threat to a woman.

      He was determined to ask Lilly out on a date but hadn’t yet found the right opportunity or the right courage. It was easier to rob people.

      On the day he saw her walking on Bloor Street with the other man, Gershwin was on his way back to the restaurant. He was walking close behind them and when they stopped and faced each other near the entrance to Bentley’s. Gershwin continued past them, stopping in front of a pharmacy two stores away. He pretended to look at the display inside the window, which was made up of pyramids of pill bottles and signs for different cough and cold medicines, one of which said, No one likes to kiss a man who coughs.

      He looked back and forth between the display and the couple. Lilly had her hands by her sides and was looking up at the young man. At one point during their conversation, she reached out and touched his coat, which caused him to take a step backward. She returned her hands to her sides, but the distance between them remained further apart. Gershwin didn’t know what to make of the young man’s reaction. If Lilly had reached her hand out to him, he would have grabbed it, pulled her toward him and kissed her.

      He reread one of the signs in the pharmacy window and then turned his head to spy on them again. The young man was saying something but, instead of looking at him, Lilly was looking down at the sidewalk. When he finished talking, they stood in silence for a while, both looking up in the air or down at the ground, anywhere but at each other, until Lilly spun around and ran into the restaurant. Gershwin didn’t know what to think. Did the young man just break up with Lilly? Is that why he backed away from her? Is that why he hadn’t been holding her hand when they were walking on Bloor Street? Or did they just have a quarrel, from which their relationship would make a full recovery, with make-up sex later that night?

      Instead of going into the restaurant, Gershwin bought a baked potato and ate at home. He had a lot to think about.

      That night he didn’t sleep well, his mind racing with different interpretations of what he had witnessed. Around two a.m. he decided that the young man was no longer in love with Lilly, which is why he backed away from her when she tried to touch him, but that she was still in love with him. But because he decided that this was the likeliest scenario, he didn’t know if he should ask her out right away, before the young man had a change of heart, or to wait a few days, or even a week, to give her time to recover from her heartbreak.

      When he woke for the final time at seven a.m., he decided he would ask her out right away. Not because he was afraid the young man had changed his mind, but because the thought of waiting a week was an interminable challenge to his patience which he knew he couldn’t face. Even if he managed to stay away from her that day, he knew he would lose his resolve and end up at the restaurant in the evening or, at the latest, the next day.

      If there was one thing Gershwin knew, it was himself.

      Besides, he had nothing to do until the following night when he planned on robbing a hairdresser on Derry Road in Mississauga. He had far too much time to think about Lilly. Holding her, kissing her, undressing her, being undressed by her.

      He spent the morning at the YMHA on Spadina Avenue, which is where he went every morning except on Saturday when he went to Synagogue. For exercise, he ran for an hour on the narrow track above the gymnasium where a yoga class for seniors was taking place. The instructor, a young woman in a tight black tracksuit, was the only one in constant motion. The seniors, eight men and two women, lay on red rectangular mats with their legs bent at the knees and with their eyes closed or staring at the ceiling, the only disruption in the stillness of their arranged bodies an occasional unfolding of an arm or leg.

      Gershwin listened to music when he ran. He liked all different kinds of music, as long as it was a woman singing, though mostly he liked Joni Mitchell or singers who sounded like her because they reminded him of his mother.

      He’d started running after he committed his first robbery, the theft of a book from a bookstore. Running home with the stolen book in his knapsack had left him out of breath and ready to pass out. He realized that if he was going to make a career out of stealing things, he would have to get in better shape.

      Following his workout, he sat in the steam-bath wrapped in two white towels and listened to an old man he couldn’t see sing a song in Russian. He showered, got dressed and bought a bagel and a coffee at the kiosk in the lobby. He walked on Bloor Street to St. George, eating and drinking. A block from his house, the sidewalk became dotted with chestnuts in green prickly shells. Gershwin picked one up and pried it open. The chestnut looked like an eye in a socket, and he shuddered. Once inside his home he undressed, got back into bed, and fell asleep.

      He woke up at two o’clock, free of the inhibitions which had plagued him the previous four days. He walked over to the restaurant and sat at his usual table facing the window. If Lilly turned him down, he would go on with his life, without regret. In a strange way, he felt liberated.

      When Lilly appeared in front of the restaurant, she was with the young man again. He felt discouraged. They’d probably made up and spent the night having sex. The young man was wearing a different suit than the day before, this one dark grey, under his open coat. That he owned two suits was not a detail lost on Gershwin, who decided that he wasn’t simply a businessman, but a successful businessman, which probably made him even more attractive to Lilly.

      Gershwin also owned more than one suit, but he always felt like an imposter when he wore them.

      The couple stood facing each other for a few minutes until Lilly turned and ran through the door and the young man disappeared from the frame, leaving Gershwin to wonder again about the meaning of their lack of affection.

      He took a sip of Coke and looked down at the book he had brought with him. The Ghetto Code. Harold had given it to him. It was about poor unwed mothers who lived in Haiti. Every book he borrowed from Harold focused on a marginalized or oppressed group of people from a country other than Canada. It was Gershwin’s fault for always asking Harold to recommend a good book. Social scientists liked different books than normal people.

      Gershwin nonetheless read every book Harold gave him. He didn’t want to give Harold any reason to feel superior to him when they were together.

      “Aren’t there any books on run-of-the-mill Canadians?” he’d once asked Harold.

      From a business perspective, Gershwin was very interested in the habits of run-of-the-mill Canadians.

      “My thesis is about run-of-the-mill Canadians. There are plenty of books about them. North Americans anyway.”

      “That might be the case, but the last three books you gave me were about Australian orphans, Ecuadorian prostitutes and South African homosexuals. I’d like to read a book about the people who live in my neighbourhood.”

      “I read books for technical reasons, to see how a particular study has been conducted. That’s more important to me than the subject.”

      “So, you’ve got nothing closer to home?”

      “Why are you so interested in your neighbours?”

      “Who do you think is more likely to hurt me, a neighbour or a homosexual living in South Africa?”

      “Maybe you should ask a psychologist to lend you books.”

      At that moment Gershwin didn’t care about his neighbours. He wanted to know if Lilly was in love with the young man who was walking her to work.

      He watched her undo her coat and exchange greetings with the other waitress, whose face lit-up momentarily and who was seated at the table closest to the window. The old man coughed as Lilly walked past him and into the kitchen, where the cook was also reading a newspaper.

      To Gershwin’s disappointment, the other waitress stood up and walked over to him.

      “Are you ready to order yet?”

      Two days ago, Gershwin had come back to the restaurant at night, when Lilly was the only waitress, but two groups of students had wandered in and had ordered so much food and coffee that Lilly seemed irritable when he tried to make small talk. “If you’re not ready to order, I’ll come back,” she’d said. His best opportunity to engage her in conversation was from three o’clock to four o’clock when there were far fewer customers in the restaurant.

      “Sorry. Not yet,”

      “I’m only teasing you. Lilly’ll be out in a minute.”

      The other waitress’ name was Trish. It was on her nametag.

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “You couldn’t be more obvious if you tried to be obvious.”

      Rather than being embarrassed by her remark, Gershwin was grateful for it. It was his first opportunity to learn something about Lilly.

      “Has she said anything to you about me?”

      “She said you look lonely.”

      “Why’d she say that?”

      “You come in here alone. Men who come into restaurants by themselves are lonely.”

      “What else did she say?”

      “You should ask me what I said to her.”

      “What did you say to her?”

      “I told her that the only reason you keep coming back is that you want to ask her out but that you’re afraid. That’s when she said you look lonely.”

      “She didn’t say anything about me asking her out? Like I hope he doesn’t, or I hope he does? That sort of thing?”

      “Not a word.”

      “That’s not helpful.”

      “I aim to please.”

      A female student, who had somehow slipped inside without Gershwin noticing her and who had eaten alone and quickly, got up and walked over to the cash register and paid the old man, who smiled but didn’t say, “Thank you.”

      She left without leaving a tip.

      “Fucking students,” Trish said.

      “I think Lilly is seeing someone. The guy in the suit who’s been walking her to work.”

      “You’re practically a stalker. What’s your story?”

      “I’m still writing it.”

      “Funny. Do you have a job?”

      “Of course I have a job.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

      “Then I’ll assume you’re unemployed.”

      “Assume what you want.”

      “You need money to take a woman out?”

      “Would you like to see a bank statement?”

      “She might.”

      “Then I’ll show her.”

      “You should ask her out.”

      “Isn’t she seeing that guy in the suit?”

      “She is. But he’s married.”

      The kitchen door swung open, and Lilly walked out, pulling on both sides of her uniform.

      “I told you to stop starching these,” she said to the old man. “This one’s as stiff as cardboard.”

      The old man coughed.

      “I’ll tell Lilly you’ll only order from her,” Trish said.

      “Please don’t.”

      “Ok. Then I’ll tell her you’re finally ready to ask her out?”

      “Please don’t,” he repeated. But Trish was already walking toward Lilly, who was speaking to two customers who had just come into the restaurant. The customers, a man and a woman, were both wearing black coats and gloves. The man had his arm around the woman, who was hugging herself even though it wasn’t that cold outside.

      Lilly started toward the counter to get two menus, but was intercepted by Trish, who grabbed her arm and turned her around. They stood facing each other next to the newspaper the old man was holding in the air. As Trish spoke, Lilly glanced over at Gershwin, who looked down at his book the moment their eyes met.

      When they finished talking, Trish collected two menus from behind the counter and brought them over to the customers while Lilly, still pulling on the sides of her uniform, walked over to Gershwin’s table.

      Gershwin was looking down at his book without reading a word.

      Even when he wasn’t distracted, the book was boring as hell, a dry analysis of census data from Haiti, where poor unwed women were doing the same thing that poor unwed women from every other country in the world were doing—having children at an alarming rate. Gershwin wanted to know why they were having children they couldn’t afford to feed. The book didn’t have any answers. He made a mental note to give Harold his own theory when he returned the book.

      Lilly sat down on one of the chairs across from him. Usually, she stood beside him and took his order without looking up from her small pad of paper. When she leaned forward and put her elbows on the table, a thick strand of dark red hair fell across her face and found the corner of her mouth, which she flicked away with her tongue.

      For a while it would be the sexiest thing he’d ever seen in his life.

      “Trish said you have something important to say to me.”

      “I’m not sure how important it is.”

      “Trish seems to think it is.”

      Gershwin found it difficult to look at her face and talk at the same time. He wondered why her resemblance to his mother didn’t conflict with his attraction to her. He felt himself getting hard. He kept lowering his eyes as if he wanted to get back to his book.

      “I was wondering if you’d go out to dinner with me?”

      Instead of answering his question, she asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Gershwin.”

      “And your first name?”

      “That is my first name.”

      “What a strange name. Wasn’t Gershwin a piano player?”

      “Yes, my mother owned a picture book of American composers. She thought he was handsome. It had nothing to do with his music.”

      “Didn’t Gershwin have a first name?”

      “George.”

      “Why didn’t she name you George?”

      “My father also had a hand in naming me. His father’s name was Gershon.”

      “So they both screwed you.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      A couple with a small child entered the restaurant. The mother and child walked past Gershwin and Lilly and into the washroom. The father sat down at one of the tables.

      “What’s your last name?”

      “Burr.”

      “Like burrr, it’s cold outside?”

      “Yes. Just like that.”

      “I’m afraid to ask you what your middle name is.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “That’s a blessing.” Lilly laughed.

      “What’s your last name?”

      Gershwin was quite aware that Lilly hadn’t answered his question about going out to dinner with him. He wondered if his strange name would help or hinder his chances.

      “It’s Parker. Like the pen. I thought I was asking the questions?”

      “You haven’t told me if you’ll go out with me.”

      “I’m still deciding. Are you married?”

      “Of course not. I wouldn’t have asked you out if I was.”

      “Do you work at the university?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re too old to be a student.”

      “I’m not that old.”

      The washroom door opened, and the mother and child came out holding hands. The child smiled at Lilly on her way by.

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a thief.”

      Lilly waited for Gershwin to laugh. When he didn’t, she said, “How long have you been doing that?”

      “About seven years.”

      “Why are you telling me?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never told anyone.”

      Because I feel like I’m telling my mother.

      “What do you steal?”

      “Money. Only money.”

      “Where do you steal it from?”

      “Different places. Never from the same place twice.”

      “What about fish and chips places on Bloor Street?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “What made you want to become a thief?”

      “It’s a long story. One day I’ll tell you.”

      He wasn’t entirely clear himself.

      It had something to do with losing his parents.

      His mother’s death, which came first, caused him considerable pain. His father’s death, which came ten years later, caused him inconsolable pain. The difference between considerable pain and inconsolable pain is the degree to which one’s entire body hurts.

      When he robbed someone, anyone really, he felt less pain. In fact, he felt pleasure. He learned this by accident. He hadn’t set out to become a thief. If eating donuts had made him feel less pain, he would have become a donut addict.

      “Have you stolen enough to take me out to dinner? I mean, are you good at it?”

      “Yes, I believe I am. And yes, I believe I have enough to take you out to dinner.”

      “You do tip well. I’ll give you that.”

      Each of the five times Gershwin had eaten at Bentley’s, his meal had cost fifteen dollars and he had left Lilly a five-dollar tip.

      “Thank you for noticing.”

      “Aren’t you worried you’re going to get caught?”

      “I worry all the time. That’s why I’m so good at it.”

      “What do your parents think?”

      “They can’t think anymore.”

      “That must mean they’re dead. I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.”

      “Now I feel even more sorry for you.”

      “My plan is working.”

      Lilly smiled. “You’re funny. That’s a definite asset.”

      “I’d rather be tall and handsome.”

      “Tall and handsome is way overrated,”

      Gershwin didn’t think it was overrated.

      “Then I’m your man.”

      “All that stuff you just told me about being a thief, you were joking, right?”

      “No. Completely serious. You can’t tell anyone.”

      “I think I actually believe you.”

      “Good relationships are built on foundations of honesty. I read that somewhere.”

      “Yes…but look what you’re being honest about. You sound like trouble. Why should I go out with you?”

      “I’ll make you happy for the rest of your life.”

      “I must be an idiot,” she said, looking at the ceiling. “Let’s start with one date.”

      “How about Friday?”

      “I’m working. It’ll have to be Sunday. Unless you’re in jail.”

      “I won’t be.”

      “I’ll meet you in front of the restaurant at seven.”

      “I can pick you up at your place.”

      “I’m not sure I want you to know where I live. Hope you’re not offended.”

      “I’m completely offended but it makes perfect sense.”

      “Are you going to order anything?”

      “I don’t really like fish and chips. I’m going to finish my Coke and get out of here before you change your mind.”

      “I might change my mind anyway.”

      Lilly stood up and walked away. At the next table, the father was staring impatiently at both waitresses, who were now talking to each other at the counter.

      Gershwin took a sip of Coke. He wondered why, in restaurants, men assumed they could make their desires fully comprehensible to women without saying a single word.
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      Gershwin started cheating on Lilly three months before they were married.

      His affair with Kate wouldn’t last very long, though it would last as long as his marriage.

      When he met her, she was an undergraduate student. She was shorter than Lilly, with curly black hair, a fuller figure, larger lips, and a broader smile, and though it pained him to admit it, smarter and more interesting. She wore loose-fitting clothes, men’s T-shirts, army pants or sweatpants, cardigans that were grandfatherly, sweatshirts that obscured her figure, canvas tennis shoes, and a ski jacket that should have belonged to a larger man. She was of that peculiar group of women who looked surprisingly better naked than dressed, which for Gershwin was like opening a birthday present that he expected would be a tie or a pair of gloves but turned out to be something else entirely, her whole body constructed out of the material of sex—soft vibrating electric humming white matter.

      Watching her remove her dreary clothes was a nearly unbearable pleasure.

      Not that sex with Lilly wasn’t good. It was reliably and predictably good. A single flare. But sex with Kate was every nerve-ending ignited, his chest, hands and thighs shuddering like small orgasms against her skin. Kate’s breath and the raw smell of her body were themselves capable of satisfying him. He didn’t make love to her; he was overwhelmed by her, holding out as long as possible and his climax was merciful. Afterward, he turned onto his back, gulping air into his lungs, while she made the sound of an engine cooling down.

      She wanted little in return for the sex. Suspiciously little. Conversation and company. Though sometimes she just wanted him to leave. That seemed to be the deal. He got her body and she got someone to talk to, or not. It was an unfair trade and should have made him feel guiltier.

      For all he knew, he was one of a dozen men. He wasn’t sure if this was a forbidden subject because he never asked. There didn’t seem to be any other restrictions and he wasn’t sure if the one restriction he thought existed was his or hers. Neither of them had any difficulty talking about Lilly.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” he once told her. “Lilly was having an affair with a married man when I met her. My mother was actually killed by the man she was having an affair with. And now I’m having an affair.”

      “It’s an inheritance,” she said. “Like a big nose. Accept it.”

      “Too easy,” he said.

      Gershwin wondered if his affair with Kate was a pursuit for intimacy with his mother. Not physical intimacy. Emotional intimacy. Trying to understand what she was thinking when she betrayed his father. Trying to repair his memory of her. Trying to forgive her for dying.

      When he explained his theory to Kate, she said, “That’s not a theory. It’s an excuse. All you’re doing is rehearsing for the day you get caught.”

      “Saying it’s an inheritance is also an excuse.”

      “That’s true. And she won’t buy either of them.”

      The day after Gershwin and Lilly made love for the first time, Lilly ended her affair with the married man. Rescuing Lilly from the perils of that affair felt sort of like rescuing his mother. Now he felt that if he left Lilly, his mother would die all over again.

      “My mother is haunting my relationship with her,” he told Kate.

      Kate thought he was full of shit.
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      She lived on Dupont Street and walked past Gershwin’s home every morning and late afternoon. On one of those afternoons, Gershwin was on his way home, carrying flowers. Kate was a couple strides ahead of him and slowed down until they were walking next to each other.

      “Are you following me?” she asked him.

      “I live on this street,” he said.

      “Have we walked by your house?”

      “No. Why do you ask?”

      “If we haven’t walked by your house, then you’re not following me.”

      “There’s some logic to that. But I might be lying. I might not even live on this street.”

      “I can tell when men are lying. You’re not.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “When men lie, they add in all sorts of unnecessary details. When I asked you if you were following me, all you said was that you live on this street. If you were lying, you would have felt the need to keep talking.”

      “Thank you for the lying lesson.”

      “I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

      They were getting close to his driveway.

      “Who are the flowers for?”

      “My fiancé.”

      “Does she like flowers?”

      Gershwin had never considered whether or not Lilly liked the flowers he gave her. He thought about it for a moment and decided that what she liked was receiving gifts from him, any gifts, probably because it meant he was thinking about making her happy, but that she didn’t seem overly fond of flowers and, after kissing and thanking him, she sometimes left the flowers on the kitchen counter for hours before putting them in a vase, even if she wasn’t busy. It was possible that he did it more for himself than for her, since she tried to please him more during sex on the days he bought her flowers, or any gift for that matter.

      “I wasn’t aware I had asked such a difficult question.”

      “I’m not sure. I think I like giving her flowers because of what I get in return more than she likes receiving them.”

      “That’s not the answer I expected.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “Mind your own business or I wouldn’t buy her flowers if she didn’t like them or simply yes.”

      “Do you always strike up conversations with men you don’t know?”

      “Always.”

      “I thought I was special.”

      “All men think they’re special. Most of them aren’t.”

      There were only five more houses between them and Dupont Street. They had walked past Gershwin’s house while he was thinking about whether or not Lilly liked flowers. The air felt colder than November and more like January. He hadn’t noticed until now. He tucked the flowers under his arm and put his hands in his pockets. His coat was ill-suited for winter because it was too thin and didn’t keep him warm. It was made of leather and went down to his knees. He wore it less because of the way it looked on him and more because of what it said about him, that he was successful and could spend money indiscriminately if he wanted to, which he could.

      Kate was wearing a grey ski jacket and sweatpants that were too large for her and bunched up at her ankles, the kind of clothes an overweight man might wear. She had an old canvas knapsack on her back and was wearing black mittens that were far too big for her hands. The top part of both mittens, without fingers in them, kept flopping over.

      “We’ve passed my house.”

      “I know. I saw you look at your front door. It was the only front door you looked at.”

      “I guess I should say goodbye.”

      “I guess you should.”

      The following day, at the same time, Gershwin was standing on the sidewalk in front of the same house where Kate had started talking to him. He watched the cars moving slowly on Bloor Street or not moving at all and the ones that turned onto St. George Street were like dogs who’d just had their leashes removed and sped past him. He didn’t have to wait long for Kate. She crossed the intersection and walked toward him. She was wearing the same sweatpants and ski jacket, with the canvas knapsack on her back. When she reached him, he started walking beside her.

      “Did she like the flowers?”

      “I didn’t give them to her.”

      “You’re punishing her.”

      “No, managing expectations. I want her to appreciate me for something other than the gifts I give her.”

      “It’s your fault for turning her into a prostitute.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.”

      “Did you get appreciated last night?”

      Yes, but not as appreciated as when I bring home flowers. Do you have anyone who appreciates you?”

      “I like it better when we talk about you.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “It will be.”

      Gershwin didn’t understand what she meant but didn’t ask her. As soon as he started having sex with her, he understood.

      They walked to Dupont Street, which was a bit further than they’d walked the previous day.

      “I guess I should say goodbye,” he said.

      “I guess you should.”

      The following day they walked along Dupont Street, for two and a half blocks, before he said goodbye and retraced his steps to his home.

      On the fourth day, which happened to be Friday, they walked to her apartment.

      “Do you realize that we know each other’s addresses but not each other’s names?”

      “It’s always more exciting that way,” she said.

      “My—”

      He was about to tell her his name when she said, “Don’t” and covered his mouth with her mitten. “Not till it’s absolutely necessary.”

      Gershwin tried to imagine a scenario in which it was absolutely necessary to reveal his name to her but couldn’t come up with one.

      “You’re going to regret not knowing it.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “It’s unusual.”

      “Don’t tell me anything else about your name.”

      “I don’t know if I can keep such a big secret from you.”

      “Pretend I’m your fiancé. It’ll be easier.”

      “That’s not nice.”

      “The truth isn’t always nice. All men lie to women. Mostly because they’re insecure.”

      “You know a lot about men.”

      “They’re my hobby.”

      They were standing on the walkway in front of her apartment, which was in a square, brown brick building. She lived on the main floor. Like all the brownstones in the Annex, it used to be a one family dwelling. Now it contained six apartments. Gershwin knew how many apartments the building contained because of the metal panel next to the entrance with six buzzers and six numbers on it. The other thing he noticed was a sticker on the front door. Premises protected by Stealth.

      For the past five years Gershwin almost always broke into buildings with Stealth alarms. Unlike the work he’d put into picking locks and cracking safes, which was considerable, learning to disable a Stealth alarm was almost accidental, and certainly the most serendipitous thing that had ever happened to him.

      All he had to do to disable the alarm was find the keypad, snap off the faceplate, detach two red wires and depress three keys at the same time: the asterisk, number sign and zero.

      Gershwin’s home was protected by a Stealth alarm. He fiddled with it until he discovered the right combination of numbers he had to press and wires he had to disconnect to completely disable it. His understanding of electronics was limited, and he didn’t expect to have any success. The first four times he tampered with the alarm, he ended up setting it off by disconnecting the wrong wire or pushing the wrong button. Each time he set it off he had to race to the telephone and contact the alarm company. He told them he was testing it and that they shouldn’t send the police. They asked him for his security code, and he said, “Samuel” which was his father’s name and they said, “Is there anything else we can do for you Mr. Burr?” And he said, “Nothing. Thanks.” But after setting it off for the fifth time in two days, the representative he was speaking to said, “I notice you’ve been testing the alarm quite a bit lately.” And he said, “There was a break-in down the street. One can’t be too careful.” And the representative said, “There’s a way to notify us beforehand that you’re testing the alarm. It’s in your manual. Just key-in your alarm code and then press zero three times. That lets us know it’s a test. When you’re finished testing it, key-in the three zeros and your alarm code again.”

      After that he was able to experiment on the alarm at will. Removing the faceplate was simple; he could snap it off with the end of a screwdriver. Inside the casing, there were only four wires, two red and two blue. He tried detaching the wires individually; the alarm went off every time. He tried detaching them all at once; the alarm went off. He tried detaching one red one and one blue one at the same time; the alarm went off. He tried detaching the two blue wires; the alarm went off. He tried detaching the two red wires; instead of causing the alarm to go off, three of the keys on the keypad lit up for twenty seconds and then the alarm went off. He reattached the red wires and reset the alarm. He detached them again. This time, when the three keys lit up on the keypad, he depressed them all at once. The entire keypad lit up and then went dark.

      He practiced disabling the alarm in the dark with a flashlight. He practiced without a flashlight. He could do it in five seconds. He activated his alarm and locked himself out of his apartment. He picked the lock and opened the door. The warning blips sounded, which meant he had thirty seconds to disable the alarm by keying in his code. If he didn’t key-in the code within the allotted time, the alarm would go off. He walked over to the keypad and disabled the alarm. It took him nine seconds. This meant that all he had to do to break into any home or business, protected a Stealth alarm, was to unlock the front door.

      Gershwin had been picking locks on doors for a long time. He could pick most of them with his eyes closed.

      With respect to the alarm company, he felt grateful and outraged. Had they simply screwed on the faceplate, instead of using one that snapped into four slots, he never would have been able to shut down the alarm in less than thirty seconds. Had they programmed it so that none of the keys lit up when the wires were detached, it was unlikely he would have figured out the right combination or sequence required to disable the alarm, given the infinite number of possibilities. Had they made one of a dozen simple changes to the control panel, it would have been impossible to disable.

      He had robbed an abundance of homes and businesses that used Stealth alarms. And though he always reattached the red wires and put the face plate back on, certainly the company was aware of the problem and certainly they were dealing with irate customers who wanted to know why the alarm they had turned on before they left their business or home failed to work. As a customer himself, he had never received a call from a company representative advising him that they were replacing the control panel because of a design flaw that left it vulnerable to an illegal breach. He found it unconscionable that the company wasn’t doing anything to protect its customers. A five-cent screw would have solved the problem.

      His theory was that the company had undertaken some sort of risk analysis to determine whether or not they should inform their customers about the faulty alarm and that the outcome of this endeavour was not to tell anyone because of their exposure to being sued by those who had already been robbed, which then would have bankrupted the company.

      Gershwin had never worked for a large company, or any company for that matter, but was certain that all of them engaged in cover-ups to the detriment of their customers rather than admitting their mistakes and spending money to fix them.

      He was ironically correct when it came to Stealth. About a year before Gershwin started robbing homes and businesses with Stealth alarms, the company suffered a major scandal. It began when the owner’s son was accused of stealing a bicycle from another boy at school. The owner was confronted by the other boy’s parents. But rather than asking his son, who’d been accused a year earlier of stealing a volleyball from another classmate, if the accusation was true, he told the parents to go fuck themselves. They called the police, who visited the owner’s home and spoke to him and his son. His son denied that he had stolen the bike and the owner told the police that his son never lied. About a month later, the boy’s sister was playing hide and seek and found the bike (and the volleyball) behind a shed in her backyard. The bike had a cushioned seat cover on it, which had a boy’s name written across it. The girl recognized the name because it belonged to the brother of one of her friends and rode the bike around the corner to a house that looked like her own. When the boy’s mother answered the door, the girl told her that she’d found the bicycle in her backyard and that she didn’t know how it got there. The boy’s mother wrote something down on a piece of paper and put it in an envelope and gave it to the girl to give to her father. What she had written down was Go Fuck Yourself, which, under normal circumstances, would have been the end of the incident. However, the boy’s mother, besides being angry, also happened to be a columnist for the Toronto Star and that weekend, in the Life Section, under the title, Bad Parents Create Bad Kids, recounted the whole story, describing the child’s father as the owner of an alarm company named after an American fighter jet, which made it very easy for everyone to identify him, particularly since he’d been appearing in his own television commercials and talking about how trustworthy his alarm system was.

      For a week, the story reappeared in various forms on the Internet and mainstream media, without any effort to protect the owner’s identity. All of them followed the same themes of irony and embarrassment, but the most creative was on a website, called ConBusted, which ran a crude animation of the owner talking about the impenetrability of homes protected by Stealth, unaware that his son, behind him, was running in and out of a house carrying artwork, a television set, a crying baby, and a bicycle.

      The company’s television commercials were immediately discontinued and statements about how difficult it is to raise children were issued but the reputational damage was considerable. Many customers cancelled their service. Sales to new customers plummeted. It took the company two years to show a modest recovery.

      So far, all the customers who had been robbed had believed the company’s explanation, that user-error or someone with knowledge of the alarm code, an employee or family member who could no longer be trusted, was to blame.

      The company did in fact have a plan to address the problem, but it was a plan their customers wouldn’t learn about until Gershwin’s trial. It involved upgrading the alarms one at a time, whenever they went out on a service call, not by screwing the faceplate into place but by rewiring the entire control panel so that the alarm would sound immediately when the faceplate was removed.

      It would be another year before Gershwin happened upon a Stealth alarm he couldn’t deactivate.

      Kate unzipped her ski jacket, took off her mittens, and shoved them into one of her pockets. From another pocket she produced a single key, not on a keychain. She was wearing a loose-fitting grey sweatshirt, which made it impossible for him to tell if she had a nice body.

      “I’m going in now.”

      “Then I guess I should say goodbye.”

      “I guess you should.”

      During the weekend he didn’t see her, though now he knew where she lived. He could have walked over to her apartment anytime and asked her to let him in. Lilly wasn’t the issue. She was used to him being out at odd hours and preferred not to ask him where he had been or where he was going. The reason he didn’t go see her was because it would have disrespected the gradual, unspoken progression of their relationship, the slowly shrinking distance between him and the inside of her apartment, and probably her bed, a protracted foreplay that was more exciting to him than anything in his life.

      On Monday, their fifth time together, they entered Kate’s apartment and sat at the kitchen table. They would remain there for an hour, and she wouldn’t offer him a drink. The door to her bedroom was open and he could see her bed, which was small and unmade. They’d been moving toward it for five days. Tomorrow they wouldn’t be able to move any closer without lying on it.

      Her apartment was sparse and colourless. One of the rooms had only a couch and a television set in it. The other room, her bedroom, had only a bed and a night-table in it. There was nothing on the walls. To Gershwin, it looked like an apartment belonging to someone who had just moved in and was furnishing it slowly when money became available, which wasn’t often. The kitchen table was the only thing with more than one colour on it. It served as her desk as well. It was half-covered with books, notebooks, pens and a laptop.

      They were talking about Lilly.

      “You’ve already cheated on her.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Have you told her you’ve been spending time with me?”

      “No.”

      “That’s cheating.”

      “We haven’t had sex.”

      “Sex is less of a betrayal than what we’re doing right now.”

      She was wearing a large sweatshirt that hid her shape and baggy pants. As much as he looked forward to having sex with her, he looked forward to solving the mystery of what her body looked like even more.

      “I think Lilly would find intimate conversations more forgivable than sex.”

      “I think your understanding of women leaves a lot to be desired.”

      “Our first disagreement.”

      One of the books on the table was titled, Jesus for President. Gershwin hated being with people who’d read books he hadn’t read. When she saw him looking at it, she changed the subject and asked him if he believed in God.

      “I’m looking for proof that he doesn’t exist,” he answered.

      “Where are you looking?”

      “Synagogue. I go every week. My father was Jewish. He used to take me to synagogue on Saturdays and on the high holidays. My mother was Catholic, but she never took me to church.”

      Sitting in synagogue, Gershwin always thought about his father. He didn’t have to go anywhere to think about his mother. Lilly was a constant reminder.

      “You’d have more luck disproving the existence of God by reading the newspaper or watching television.”

      “No, I need to disprove the reasons for God’s existence given by people who believe in him. That’s the only way.”

      “It would be easier to change the things in your life that are making you afraid of God.”

      “So far, I’ve found it easier to rationalize them. What about you? Do you believe in God?”

      Kate was smiling. When she smiled, she ran her tongue over her lower teeth.

      Gershwin had never talked to Lilly about God. Lately they only talked about buying things, furniture mostly. Lilly wanted to redecorate his home.

      “What would you prefer, that I believed in God or didn’t believe in God?”

      “I would have less trouble being with you if you didn’t.”

      “Then I don’t.”

      “I’d rather you tell me the truth.”

      “Both would have been the truth.”

      “I feel like you’re spinning me around in circles.”

      “It’s only going to get worse.”

      She smiled again and ran her tongue along her lower teeth.

      For a while neither of them said anything. Her eyes seemed to draw in his gaze and hold it in place. They stared at each other without moving and he wondered why he was getting involved with a woman who didn’t know his name or any of his secrets, other than the one she was part of, but pretended she knew him better than anyone he had ever known. And he wondered why it was so easy to cheat on Lilly. He could feel his breathing speed up and become shallow and he could hear her breath doing the same thing. He didn’t dare look away, move, or even blink, which would have destroyed the intimacy they had created out of thin air.

      Staring at her gave him an erection.

      It was Kate who broke their silence. He had lost track of time and wasn’t sure how long they’d been sitting at the table.

      “I guess you should say goodbye,” she said.

      “I guess I should.”

      The following day, the sixth day of their progression toward her bed, he waited for her on St. George Street at the usual spot. It was snowing lightly but the air was mild, and the snow was dissolving as soon as it landed on the sidewalks and roads, which were wet. She arrived a few minutes later wearing the same ski jacket and baggy pants she wore the previous day. There were snowflakes falling on her hair and disappearing. They didn’t say hello to each other and began walking in silence. Gershwin listened to car tires hiss on the wet road and to his own breathing. He was certain that if he said a word, or made the slightest sound like clearing his throat, she wouldn’t have sex with him, maybe forever.

      The silence recreated the intimacy of the previous day, and his erection was back.

      They walked by his house, and he didn’t look at it. Lilly was working at Bentley’s, but only for another three weeks, and wouldn’t be home until later that night. Without much prompting on his part, she had given notice. The owner of the restaurant didn’t want her to leave and hadn’t hired a replacement yet. During their first date, she told him that she always wanted to be a schoolteacher and that she originally started working as a waitress to save enough money for university and then teachers’ college, but that she always ended up spending it on things, some necessary, some not, and now it was ten years since she had moved out of her parents’ home and though her rent was reasonable, she still hadn’t saved any money.

      “I can help you,” he said.

      “That means I have to keep going out with you.”

      “That’s exactly what it means.”

      On their second date, she told him that she had walked over to the Undergraduate Admissions’ Office and had picked up an application package, which she then completed. All she needed was the two-hundred-dollar deposit. He was surprised she had taken him up on his offer. Didn’t she recognize what he had said as one of those boastful, male-bravado, first-date promises men make to women, which no one should take seriously? He felt uneasy about how opportunistic she was in asking him for money, but he wrote her a cheque and she kissed him on the cheek and then on the mouth and later that night they had sex in his home, which is where she now lived.

      Gershwin and Kate reached Dupont Street and turned toward Kate’s apartment. They walked past a diner which Gershwin had robbed four years ago and which he contemplated robbing again. The snow sparkled in the darkening air and fell against his face, making it wet, though he didn’t dare wipe it with his hand or sleeve and risk upsetting the solemn rhythm of their journey to her bed. When they arrived at her front door, Kate removed her mittens and unzipped her coat, and he followed her inside. He could feel his heart beating quickly and he slowed it down by breathing deeply, the way he did when he was standing inside a building he had just broken into. They walked down a short hallway with red carpet and bare walls. She used the same key to open her apartment door that she had used to open the door to the building. Gershwin could have opened both doors with a paperclip. When they were both inside, she locked the door and slipped off her boots, leaving them tipped over on the floor. She put her jacket and knapsack on a kitchen chair. Gershwin took off his boots and left them next to hers. He removed his coat and draped it over her jacket on the same chair. His face was still wet from the snow, and he wanted to dry it with his hand but somehow, he understood that any movement by him not directly related to their impending intercourse would break the spell of their silent foreplay and she would probably tell him to leave. She walked into the bedroom and turned around before she reached the bed. He was walking behind her and stopped. They were standing a foot apart. He could feel a drop of water sliding down his temple and cheek and it caused him to shiver imperceptibly, which he hoped she hadn’t noticed. She slid her pants off her hips and let them fall to her ankles. She stepped out of them and pushed them aside with one of her feet. He was looking at her eyes, which is where he thought he was supposed to look. Her cheeks were pink and wet and partially covered by wet black curls that dropped down on either side of her face. She removed her sweatshirt over her head and a warm, wet smell filled the air, the smell of a woman’s body after rigorous activity. He couldn’t smell any perfume or powder, the smells he associated with Lilly. For the first time he thought of Lilly’s pleasant smell as a barrier to intimacy. The perfume she wore didn’t make her sexier, it hid her sexuality. Although he wasn’t touching Kate, he felt like his face was pressed against her skin, a fold in her shoulder, between her breasts, in her armpit. Her body was as raw as humidity and rain, and he wanted to breathe it in forever.

      He was still staring at her eyes when she removed her bra and slid her underwear down her legs and pushed them aside with her foot like she had done with her pants. She stood in front of him with her arms at her sides and he understood that he was now allowed to look at her. She had large breasts and a thin waist and white skin with no variation in colour or any hair under her arms or between her legs.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, barely above a whisper.

      It was a violation of a rule and she put her hand over his mouth and said, “No talking.”

      He wanted to know why she was hiding her body under Salvation Army clothes, bulging jackets, faded, triple X sweatshirts, loose pants.

      She took a step forward and her breasts were touching his shirt. She tilted her head upward and opened her mouth and he could feel her breath on his face. She was only a bit shorter than him. With her tongue she began licking the small drops of water that remained on his cheeks and forehead and around his ears and on his neck and each time her tongue touched him his whole body moaned. She was nowhere near his cock, but it felt like he was inside her mouth.

      She took a step back and somehow he knew it was his turn to take off his clothes. He was wearing a black sweater and an undershirt, which he took off at once. As soon as he removed his jeans and underwear and before he could bend down to remove his socks, she was putting a condom on him. He had no idea where it came from. She was pressed against him and kissing him, and she pulled him on top of her on the bed behind her and he slid into her and pressed his face into her breasts and breathed her in like she was a drug his whole body required.

      After he came, he was shivering and cold and she said, “Come with me.” All he wanted to do was breathe her in under the covers, but he followed her into the washroom. She turned on the shower, and steam filled the room and their images turned into ghosts in the mirror. They got into the shower, and she was pressed against him again, kissing his mouth. His skin was red from the heat and steam, but her skin was without a trace of colour. She put another condom on him, which he didn’t know she was holding, and she stood on her toes so that he could angle himself inside her and she wrapped her legs around him and he found he had the strength to hold her in the air as long as she was wedged between him and the tiled wall and each time he pushed himself deep into her, there was a collision and their bodies made a slapping sound and the back of her head thudded against the wall. When he came, he was exhausted and sweating, and perhaps she was too because her kisses tasted like salt. She took the condom off and he didn’t know what she did with it. He could have fallen asleep in the shower. But she turned off the water and, before they had a chance to dry themselves with a towel, took his hand and led him back to the bed and lay on top of him. Her body seemed to vibrate like an idling engine and despite his exhaustion he grew hard again, and she slid down until he was inside her for a third time, but this time it felt different, like she was wrapped impossibly tight around him, and he wasn’t wearing a condom. He may or may not have come inside her, he couldn’t be sure because he fell asleep and woke up four hours later, alone in bed, hungry and thirsty, while she sat at the kitchen table, in a sweatshirt and sweatpants, writing in a notebook.

      “I don’t remember falling asleep,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “As long as one of us remembers.” She got up and came into the bedroom and sat beside him. She was much larger wearing clothes and because he was naked, he felt unusually conscious of his body, not wanting her to see him small and weak, or his cock when it wasn’t erect.

      “You can get a glass of water if you want. The glasses are in the cupboard above the sink. But I’m not going to feed you.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Yes you are. Men get hungry after coming once. So you must be starving. You can never lie to me again.”

      He never would.

      “Anything else I should be aware of?”

      “Don’t ever buy me anything. No gifts.”

      “What about flowers?”

      “Nothing. Ever.”

      “I’m afraid to ask if there’s anything else.”

      “Don’t talk about the sex we just had. No post-game analysis.”

      “It was unbelievable.”

      “That’s what I mean. None of that.”

      “Do you want me to leave? You sound upset.” He stood up and began picking up his clothes. As soon as he pulled on his underwear, he felt his confidence return.

      “I’m not upset. I’m helping you not ruin everything.”

      He was holding his T-shirt and sweater. She took them from his hand, separated them and gave them back to him one at a time.

      When he was fully dressed, including his coat, he said, “I hope I can see you again.”

      “Anytime you want. You know where I live.”

      She was holding open the door.

      “In the spirit of honesty, I should tell you that I know your name. It’s written on the cover of that essay on the table. Kate Miller.”

      “I don’t care. Just don’t tell me yours.”

      He thought about kissing her, but didn’t, and left.

      It was dark outside, and the air was much colder. A thin layer of snow covered every surface, which meant he’d be leaving a trail of evidence in the form of footprints from her front door to his front door.

      Whenever he committed robberies in the winter, he wore boots that were three sizes too big for his feet. The boots didn’t slip off because he wore a pair of Converse running shoes inside them. If the police collected crime-scene evidence, like they did on television, including footprints, they’d be misled into looking for someone with size twelve feet.

      He was hungry, thirsty and had to pee, which he did at the end of a narrow walkway between two buildings. It was a few minutes after ten o’clock. Lilly would be on her way home now. He got to St. George Street and headed toward his house. On the sidewalk, approaching from the opposite direction, was a solitary figure leaving a trail of footprints in the snow. When he reached his driveway, he could see the figure with greater clarity. It was Lilly. She was wearing her red coat and a ski hat with two long tassels. Her collar was done up and covered her neck, and her hands were in her pockets. When she saw him, she smiled and bit her lower lip. She always bit her lower lip when she smiled. And when she laughed. When he asked her why she did it, she said she started doing it after seeing a picture of herself smiling. When she smiled her gums showed and she hated how she looked. She was self-conscious of her smile but had no problem sitting on the toilet with the door wide open and starting a conversation with him. Her contradictory behaviours were equally erotic to him. He didn’t know why he was cheating on her. She wasn’t some abstract concept, someone he happened to be engaged to, someone he happened to be cheating on, but a composite of intimate details entrusted to him, given to him like gifts.

      Details were the breeding ground of guilt.

      He took her in his arms and lifted her off the ground. She laughed and said she loved him. Their footprints formed an unbroken chain from Bentley’s to Kate’s apartment.
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