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Dave Cooks the Turkey

               When Carl Lowbeer bought his wife, Gerta, The Complete Christmas Planner, he did not understand what he was doing. If Carl had known how much Gerta was going to enjoy the book, he would not have given it to her. He bought it on the afternoon of December 23. A glorious day. Carl left work at lunch and spent the afternoon drifting around downtown—window-shopping and listening to carolers and falling into conversation with complete strangers. When he stopped for coffee, he was shocked to see it was five-thirty. Shocked because the only things he had bought were a book by Len Deighton and some shaving cream in a tube—both things he planned to wrap and give himself. That was when the Joy of Christmas, who had sat down with him and bought him a double-chocolate croissant, said, I think I’ll stay here and have another coffee while you finish your shopping. The next thing Carl knew, he was ripping through the mall like a prison escapee.

On Christmas Eve, Carl found himself staring at a bagful of stuff he couldn’t remember buying. He wondered if he might have picked up someone else’s bag by mistake, but then he found a receipt with his signature on it. Why would he have paid twenty-three dollars for a slab of metal to defrost meat when they already owned a microwave oven that would do it in half the time? What could he possibly have been thinking when he bought the Ab Master?

Carl did remember buying The Complete Christmas Planner. The picture on the cover had drawn him to the book—a woman striding across a front lawn with a wreath of chili peppers tucked under her arm. She looked like she was in a hurry, and that made him think of Gerta, so he bought the book—never imagining that it was something his wife had been waiting for all her life. Carl had been as surprised as anyone last May when Gerta began the neighborhood Christmas group. Although not, perhaps, as surprised as Dave was when his wife, Morley, joined it.

“It’s not about Christmas, Dave,” said Morley. “It’s about getting together.”

The members of Gerta’s group, all women, met every second Tuesday night at a different house. They drank tea or beer, and the host baked something, and they worked on stuff. Usually until about eleven.

“But that’s not the point,” said Morley. “The point is getting together. It’s about neighborhood—not about what we’re actually doing.”

But there was no denying that they were doing stuff.

Christmas stuff.

“It’s wrapping paper,” said Morley.

“You’re making paper?” said Dave.

“Decorating paper,” said Morley. “This is hand-printed paper. Do you know how much this would cost?”

That was in July.

In August they dipped oak leaves in gold paint and hung them in bunches from their kitchen ceilings to dry.

Then there was the stenciling weekend. The weekend Dave thought if he didn’t keep moving, Morley would stencil him.

In September, Dave couldn’t find an eraser anywhere in the house. Morley said, “That’s because I took them all with me. We’re making rubber stamps.”

“You are making rubber stamps?” said Dave.

“Out of erasers,” said Morley.

“People don’t even buy rubber stamps anymore,” said Dave.

“This one is going to be an angel,” said Morley, reaching into her bag. “I need a metallic ink-stamp pad. Do you think you could buy me a metallic ink-stamp pad and some more gold paint? And we need some of those snap things that go into Christmas crackers.”

“The what things?” said Dave.

“The exploding things you pull,” said Morley. “We’re going to make Christmas crackers. Where do you think we could get the exploding things?”

There were oranges drying in the basement on the clothes rack and blocks of wax for candles stacked on the Ping-Pong table.

One day in October, Morley said, “Do you know there are only sixty-seven shopping days until Christmas?”

Dave did not know this. In fact, he had not completely unpacked from their summer vacation. Without thinking, he said, “What are you talking about?”

Morley said, “If we want to get all our shopping done by the week before Christmas, we only have …” She shut her eyes. “… sixty-two days left.”

Dave and Morley usually started their shopping the week before Christmas.

And there they were with only sixty-seven shopping days left, standing in their bedroom staring at each other, incomprehension hanging between them.

It hung there for a good ten seconds.

Then Dave said something he had been careful not to say for weeks. He said, “I thought this thing wasn’t about Christmas.”

Which he immediately regretted, because Morley said, “Don’t make fun of me, Dave.” And left the room. And then came back. Like a locomotive.

Uh-oh, thought Dave.

“What,” said Morley.

“I didn’t say that,” said Dave.

“You said ‘uh-oh,’” said Morley.

“I thought ‘uh-oh,’” said Dave. “I didn’t say ‘uh-oh.’ Thinking ‘uh-oh’ isn’t like saying ‘uh-oh.’ They don’t send you to jail for thinking you want to strangle someone.”

“What?” said Morley.

Morley slept downstairs. She didn’t say a word when Dave came down and tried to talk her out of it. Didn’t say a word the next morning until Sam and Stephanie had left for school.

Then she said, “Do you know what my life is like, Dave?”

Dave suspected—correctly—that she wasn’t looking for an answer.

“My life is a train,” she said. “I am a train. Dragging everyone from one place to another. To school and to dance class and to now-it’s-time-to-get-up and now-it’s-time-to-go-to-bed. I’m a train full of people who complain when you try to get them into a bed and fight when you try to get them out of one. That’s my job. And I’m not only the train, I’m the porter and the conductor and the cook and the engineer and the maintenance man. And I print the tickets and stack the luggage and clean the dishes. And if they still had cabooses, I’d be the caboose.”

Dave didn’t want to ask where the train was heading. He had the sinking feeling that somewhere up ahead, someone had pulled up a section of the track.

“And you know where the train is going, Dave?” said Morley.

Yup, he thought. Off the tracks. Any moment now.

“What?” said Morley.

“No,” said Dave. “I don’t know where the train’s going.”

Morley leaned forward over the table. “The train starts at a town called First Day at School, Dave, and it goes to a village called Halloween, and then through the township of Class Project, and down the spur line called Your Sister Is Visiting. And you know what’s at the end of the track? You know where my train is heading?”

Dave looked around nervously. He didn’t want to get this wrong. He would have been happy to say where the train was going if he knew he could get it right. Was his wife going to leave him? Maybe the train was going to D-I-V-O-R-C-E.

“Not at Christmas,” he mumbled.

“Exactly,” said Morley. “To the last stop on the line—Christmas dinner. And this is supposed to be something I look forward to, Dave. This is supposed to be a heartwarming family occasion.”

“Christmas dinner,” said Dave tentatively. It seemed a reasonably safe thing to say. Morley nodded. Feeling encouraged, Dave added, “With a turkey and stuffing and everything.”

But Morley wasn’t listening. “And when we finally get through that week between Christmas and New Year’s, you know what they do with the train?”

Dave shook his head.

“They back it up during the night when I’m asleep so they can run it through all the stations again.”

Dave nodded earnestly.

“And you know who you are, Dave?”

Dave shook his head again. No. No, he didn’t know who he was. He was thinking maybe he was the engineer. Maybe he was up in the locomotive. Busy with men’s work.

Morley squinted at her husband. “You’re the guy in the bar car, Dave, pushing the button to ask for another drink.”

From the way Morley said that, Dave could tell that she still loved him. She could have told him, for instance, that he had to get out of the bar car. Or, for that matter, off the train. She hadn’t. Dave realized it had been close, and if he was going to stay aboard, he would have to join the crew.

The next weekend he said, “Why don’t I do some of the Christmas shopping? Why don’t you give me a list, and I’ll get things for everyone in Cape Breton?”

Dave had never gone Christmas shopping in October. He was unloading bags onto the kitchen table when he said, “That wasn’t so bad.”

Morley walked across the kitchen and picked up a book that had fallen on the floor. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that I like Christmas so much. I used to like Christmas so much. I was thinking that if I got everything done early, maybe I could enjoy it again. I’m trying to get control of it, Dave. I’m trying to make it fun again. That’s what this is all about.”

Dave said, “What else can I do?”

Morley reached out and touched his elbow and said, “On Christmas Day, after we’ve opened the presents, I want to take the kids to work at the Food Bank. I want you to look after the turkey.”

“I can do that,” said Dave.
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Dave didn’t understand the full meaning of what he had agreed to do until Christmas Eve, when the presents were wrapped and under the tree and he was snuggled, warm and safe, in bed. It was one of his favorite moments of the year. He nudged his wife’s feet. She gasped.

“Did you take the turkey out of the freezer?” she said.

Dave groaned. He pulled himself out of bed and went downstairs. He couldn’t find a turkey in the freezer—in either freezer—and he was about to call for help when the truth landed on him like an anvil. Looking after the turkey, something he had promised to do, meant buying it as well as putting it in the oven.

Dave unloaded both freezers to be sure. Then he paced around the kitchen trying to decide what to do. When he went upstairs, Morley was asleep. He considered waking her. Instead, he lay down and imagined, in painful detail, the chronology of the Christmas Day waiting for him. Imagined everything from the first squeal of morning to that moment when his family came home from the Food Bank expecting a turkey dinner. He could see the dark look that would cloud his wife’s face when he carried a bowl of pasta across the kitchen and placed it on the table she would have set with the homemade crackers and the gilded oak leaves.

He was still awake at two A.M., but at least he had a plan. He would wait until they left for the Food Bank. Then he would take off to Bolivia and live under an assumed name. At Sam’s graduation one of his friends would ask, “Why isn’t your father here?” and Sam would explain that “One Christmas he forgot to buy the turkey and he had to leave.”

At three A.M., after rolling around for an hour, Dave got out of bed, dressed, and slipped quietly out the back door. He was looking for a twenty-four-hour grocery store. It was either that or wait for the Food Bank to open, and though he couldn’t think of anyone in the city more in need of a turkey, the idea that his family might spot him in line made the Food Bank unthinkable.

At four A.M., with the help of a taxi driver named Mohammed, Dave found an open store. He bought the last turkey there: twelve pounds, frozen as hard as a cannonball, grade B—whatever that meant. He was home by four-thirty and by six-thirty had the turkey more or less thawed. He used an electric blanket and a hair dryer on the turkey and a bottle of Scotch on himself.

As the turkey defrosted, it became clear what grade B meant. The skin on its right drumstick was ripped. Dave’s turkey looked like it had made a break from the slaughterhouse and dragged itself a block or two before it was captured and beaten to death. Dave poured another Scotch and began to refer to his bird as Butch. He turned Butch over and found another slash in the carcass. Perhaps, he thought, Butch had died in a knife fight.

Dave would have been happy if disfiguration had been the worst thing about his turkey. Would have considered himself blessed. Would have been able to look back on this Christmas with equanimity. Might eventually have been able to laugh about it. The worst thing came later. After lunch. After Morley and the kids left for the Food Bank.

Before they left, Morley dropped pine oil on some of the living room lamps. “When the bulbs heat the oil,” she said, “the house will smell like a forest.” Then she said, “Mother’s coming. I’m trusting you with this. You have to have the turkey in the oven—”

Dave finished her sentence for her. “By one-thirty,” he said. “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

The worst thing began when Dave tried to turn on the oven. Morley had never had cause to explain to him about the automatic timer, and Dave had never had cause to ask about it. The oven had been set the day before to go on at five-thirty. Morley had been baking a squash casserole for Christmas dinner—she always did the vegetables the day before—and until the oven timer was unset, nothing anybody did was going to turn it on.

At two P.M. Dave retrieved the bottle of Scotch from the basement and poured himself a drink. He knew he was in trouble. He had to find an oven that could cook the bird quickly. But every oven he could think of already had a turkey in it. For ten years Dave had been technical director to some of the craziest acts on the rock-and-roll circuit. He wasn’t going to fall to pieces over a raw turkey.

Inventors are often unable to explain where their best ideas come from. Dave is not sure where he got his. Maybe he had spent too many years in too many hotel rooms. At two-thirty P.M. he topped up his Scotch and phoned the Plaza Hotel. He was given the front desk.

“Do you cook … special menus for people with special dietary needs?” he asked.

“We’re a first-class hotel in a world-class city, sir. We can look after any dietary needs.”

“If someone brings their own food—because of a special diet—would you cook it for them?”

“Of course, sir.”

Dave looked at the turkey. It was propped on a kitchen chair like a naked baby. “Come on, Butch,” he said, stuffing it into a plastic bag. “We’re going out.”

Morley had the car. Dave called a taxi. He shoved the bottle of Scotch into the pocket of his parka on his way out the door.

“The Plaza,” he said to the driver. “It’s an emergency.” He took a slug from the bottle.

The man at the front desk asked if Dave needed help with his suitcases.

“No suitcases,” said Dave, patting the turkey, which he had dropped on the counter and which was now dripping juice on the hotel floor. Dave turned breezily to the man behind him in line and said, slurring only slightly, “Just checking in for the afternoon with my chick.”

The clerk winced. Dave wobbled. He spun around and grinned at the clerk and then around again and squinted at the man in line behind him. He was looking for approval. He found, instead, his neighbor. Jim Scoffield was standing beside an elderly woman Dave assumed must be Jim’s visiting mother.

Jim didn’t say anything, tried in fact to look away. But he was too late. Their eyes had met.

Dave straightened and said, “Turkey and the kids are at the Food Bank. I brought Morley here so they could cook her for me.”

“Oh,” said Jim.

“I mean the turkey,” said Dave.

“Uh-huh,” said Jim.

“I bring it here every year. I’m alone.”

Dave held his arms out as if inviting Jim to frisk him.

The man at the desk said, “Excuse me, sir,” and handed Dave his key. Dave smiled. At the man behind the counter. At Jim. At Jim’s mom. He walked toward the elevators, one careful foot in front of the other. When he got to the polished brass elevator doors, he heard Jim calling him.

“You forgot your … chick,” said Jim, pointing to the turkey Dave had left behind on the counter.
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The man on the phone from room service said, “We have turkey on the menu, sir.”

Dave said, “This is … uh … a special turkey. I was hoping you could cook my turkey.”

The man from room service told Dave the manager would call. Dave looked at his watch.

When the phone rang, Dave knew this was his last chance. His only chance. The manager would either agree to cook the turkey, or Dave would book the ticket to Newfoundland.

“Excuse me, sir?” said the manager.

“I said I need to eat this particular turkey,” said Dave.

“That particular turkey, sir.” the manager was noncommittal.

“Do you know,” said Dave, “what they feed turkeys today?”

“No, sir?” said the manager. He said it like a question.

“They feed them …”

Dave wasn’t at all sure himself. Wasn’t so sure where he was going with this. He just knew that he had to keep talking.

“They feed them chemicals,” he said, “and antibiotics and steroids, and … lard to make them juicier … and starch to make them crispy. I’m allergic to … steroids. If I eat that stuff, I’ll have a heart attack or at least a seizure. In the lobby of your hotel. Do you want that to happen?”

The man on the phone didn’t say anything. Dave kept going.

“I have my own turkey here. I raised this turkey myself. I butchered it myself. This morning. The only thing it has eaten …” Dave looked frantically around the room. What did he feed the turkey?

“Tofu,” he said triumphantly.

“Tofu, sir?” said the manager.

“And yogurt,” said Dave.

It was all or nothing.

The bellboy took the turkey and the twenty-dollar bill Dave handed him without blinking an eye.

Dave said, “You have those big convection ovens. I have to have it back before five-thirty P.M .”

“You must be very hungry, sir” was all the bellboy said.

Dave collapsed onto the bed. He didn’t move until the phone rang half an hour later. It was the hotel manager. He said the turkey was in the oven. Then he said, “You raised the bird yourself?”

Dave said yes.

There was a pause. The manager said, “The chef says the turkey looks like it was abused.”

Dave said, “Ask the chef if he has ever killed a turkey. Tell him the bird was a fighter. Tell him to stitch it up.”

[image: image]

The bellboy wheeled the turkey into Dave’s room at a quarter to six. They had it on a dolly covered with a silver dome. Dave removed the dome and gasped.

It didn’t look like any bird he could have cooked. There were frilly paper armbands on both drumsticks, a glazed partridge made of red peppers on the breast, and a small silver gravy boat with steam wafting from it.

Dave looked at his watch and ripped the paper armbands off and scooped the red-pepper partridge into his mouth. He realized the bellboy was watching him, and then he saw the security guard standing in the corridor. The security guard was holding a carving knife. They obviously weren’t about to trust Dave with a weapon.

“Would you like us to carve it, sir?”

“Just get me a taxi,” said Dave.

“What?” said the guard.

“I … can’t eat this here,” said Dave. “I have to eat it …” Dave couldn’t imagine where he had to eat it. “Outside,” he said. “I have to eat it outside.”

He gave the bellboy another twenty-dollar bill and said, “I am going downstairs to check out. Bring the bird and call me a taxi.” He walked by the security guard without looking at him. “Careful with that knife,” he said.

Dave got home at six. He put Butch on the table. The family was due back any minute. He poured himself a drink and sat down in the living room. The house looked beautiful—smelled beautiful—like a pine forest.

“My forest,” said Dave. Then he said, “Uh-oh,” and jumped up. He got a ladle of the turkey gravy, and he ran around the house smearing it on lightbulbs. There, he thought. He went outside and stood on the stoop and counted to twenty-five. Then he went back in and breathed deeply. The house smelled like … Christmas.

He poured himself another Scotch and looked out the window. Morley was coming up the walk … with Jim Scoffield and his mother.

“We met them outside. I invited them in for a drink.”

“Oh. Great,” said Dave. “I’ll get the drinks.”

Dave went to the kitchen, then came back to see Jim sitting on the couch under the tall swinging lamp, a drop of gravy glistening on his balding forehead. Dave watched another drop fall. Saw the puzzled look cross Jim’s face as he reached up, wiped his forehead, and brought his fingers to his nose. Morley and Jim’s mother had not noticed anything yet. Dave saw another drop about to fall. Thought, Any moment now the Humane Society is going to knock on the door. Sent by the hotel.

He took a long swig of Scotch and placed his glass by the paper napkins that Morley had painted.

“Morley, could you come here,” he said softly. “There’s something I have to tell you.”


Holland

               When you strap skis to your feet, winter skies are always blue and the temperature always crisp. When you strap a dog to your arm late on a winter night, crisp changes to cold, frosted becomes frozen, and walking up and down neighborhood streets, you can imagine yourself struggling across the Russian Steppes with a pack of wolves on your tail. There were nights in January when there wasn’t much Dave wouldn’t have done to get out of walking Arthur. Dave is not, by inclination, a winter person.

January, however, has always been Morley’s favorite month, and she has tried to teach Dave how to enjoy it. Every January they spend a weekend away together, usually in the outdoors. They have been skiing in Vermont and snowshoeing in Algonquin Park and once to an inn north of Montreal. One of the best weekends ever was the one when they went to Ottawa. They stayed in a little bed-and-breakfast in the Glebe, and they skated on the canal—up to Dow’s Lake to look at the ice sculptures and all the way back to the Château Laurier. That night they ate in a restaurant in the market and skated home.

They were planning to go back to Ottawa this year, but there was a big storm, the airport was closed, and they couldn’t drive. Even the trains weren’t running.

Morley said, “Too much ice for skating. Frozen out of the rink. Go figure.”

Dave couldn’t leave his record store the next weekend; he had been advertising a January sale for weeks. Before they knew it, the month was over, and they hadn’t gone away for the first time in ten years.

[image: image]

When Morley was a child, her father, Roy, used to make a skating rink in their backyard—just for her. It wasn’t always the easiest thing to do when you lived in Toronto. Some winters Roy had to take Morley’s wagon out late at night and steal snow from yards around the neighborhood in order to have enough for the base of her rink. He was happy to do it, because Morley loved to skate. She used to lie in bed at night while her father was out in the backyard—peeling his frozen hands off the hose—and she would imagine her ceiling was an ice-covered lake. She would fall asleep dreaming that she could skate on her ceiling forever.

Her all-time favorite book was Hans Brinker. Her all-time favorite dress was the pink chiffon costume that her mother made for her to wear in the Christmas Pageant on Ice. She was a sugarplum fairy. The pink dress had sequins. The years before, she had always had plain white dresses. She loved the pink dress because of the sequins and because the year she wore it was the only year that the Christmas pageant wasn’t a total disaster. The worst year was the yellow dress. That was when she was twelve.

For your solo number, you had to provide your own music, but those were the days before cassette tapes. So every girl would go to Mitchell’s music store and cut her own record. Each record had two sides, and because side B was a throwaway, Morley had them put “The Stripper” on side B—just for fun.

The man who was playing the records that year was the father of one of the other competitors. When it was Morley’s turn, he put on the wrong side of her record—“The Stripper” instead of Doris Day singing “Que Sera Sera.” Morley began her program as if nothing were wrong. But then everyone started clapping along to “The Stripper.” When somebody yelled, “Take it off,” she started to cry, and then she fell and didn’t get up. She lay along the blue line until her father came and picked her up and helped her off. He said it wasn’t her fault, but it didn’t make her feel any better. She never skated in the pageant again. And she never again owned a yellow dress.

In fact, she didn’t even put on a pair of skates for ten years, not once during her adolescence, not once. Not until the summer she left home.

She had a job working in summer stock, in a theater in Providence, Rhode Island—eight plays, two months. She was a seamstress.

There was a three-thousand-seat arena not far from the theater. It offered a free skate from eight to ten every Monday night. That was the only night the theater was dark. Morley kept meaning to go skating. She finally did—at the end of August. It was the night she met Dave.

Dave was in town with a Dick Clark Caravan of Stars production—eight acts in two hours, including ? and the Mysterians, the Archies, and Bobby Goldsboro. It was a hateful tour. The musicians hated the music they were playing, and they loathed the venues they were playing in. A sourness descended on the whole enterprise before the end of the first week. Dave, who began the tour as the technical director, soon realized he was presiding over the rock-and-roll equivalent of a Ford Pinto. He could count on something going wrong every day. He kept waiting for the explosion. The only salvation was the most hated moment of all—the last number of every show—when Bobby Goldsboro sang “Honey.”

About two weeks into the tour, one of the Mysterians bought a battery-operated megaphone, and every night a group of musicians would huddle offstage, trying to distract Bobby Goldsboro by singing alternate lyrics during his song. They would sing just loud enough so he could hear them and the audience couldn’t. In Saratoga Springs they rigged up a microphone behind the stage. The plan was to feed their version of “Honey” through Goldsboro’s monitor. Somehow the feed got rerouted—it was never clear how—and their lyrics, which involved Honey doing unspeakable things with a shaved, greased goat, got routed through the arena PA.

To the audience, this unbelievable rewrite appeared to be coming out of Goldsboro’s mouth. Goldsboro, who was dimly aware that something was horribly wrong, gamely finished the song while the crowd watched in disbelief. When the tune came to an end, there was a moment of pure silence. Then Goldsboro looked around in confusion as the audience rose as one and gave him the only standing ovation he got on the tour. After the show, he kicked up such a fuss that the Mysterians had to stop their evening antics. Instead, every night when it was time for “Honey,” they would slip into the audience, where Goldsboro could see them, and put on oversize construction ear protectors, waving, smiling, and making rude gestures at him while he sang.

Things got so bad that Dave left the tour and began to advance the show. This meant arriving in each town a few days ahead of everyone to prepare the arena and then, thankfully, leaving before anyone else got there. He spent the entire summer arguing with arena managers about concession rights and electrical boards. And that was how he came to meet Morley in those last days of summer.

[image: image]

When he first saw her, Dave was leaning on the arena boards, waiting for the free skate to end so his crew could start laying a temporary floor over the ice. The lights were dim, and there were waltzes playing over the arena PA. Everyone was paired up, holding hands as they skated around and around. Dave suddenly felt alone. He bought a coffee in a cardboard cup and watched the skaters, and as he watched, he was transported back to the arena in his hometown of Cape Breton—to the annual Valentine Weekend Ice Waltz. They used to put lights in the arena ceiling. The lights would twinkle like stars. There was the big face of a moon, which would wink its eye every so often, and a live orchestra suspended on a plywood platform over center ice. At the beginning of the night, the musicians would have to climb up a ladder with their instruments. Dave’s mother made him promise he wouldn’t skate under the platform during the polkas, because when the orchestra played polkas, the platform swung back and forth. Whenever that happened, Margaret would stand by the boards, light a Sweet Caporal, and say she didn’t mind if the cigarettes got her, but she was damned if she was going to become an item on the TV news because she was the only woman in the history of Cape Breton to be squashed to death by a polka band.

[image: image]

That was what Dave was thinking about when Morley skated into his life. She had long chestnut hair with bangs that were at least an inch below her eyebrows. She was wearing a hand-woven poncho over a blue army-surplus turtleneck sweater, and bell-bottom jeans with embroidered cuffs. And granny glasses. Dave was bewitched.

She was the only person on the ice who could really skate—around and around all by herself—one leg crossing over the other in the corners. Every so often she would glide to center ice and do a spin. Dave thought, She must be Canadian. He had to meet her.

He rented a pair of skates. But when he got onto the ice, he couldn’t catch up to her. So he slowed down to see if she would catch up to him. She did. But she just kept going.

Dave was getting frantic as he watched the clock at the far end of the arena. Then she was standing right in front of him at the blue line. But Dave was going so fast that he was going to shoot right by her. Without thinking, he reached out and grabbed her. She screamed, and then they were suspended in midair, clutching at each other and, for a horrible frozen moment, face-to-face. In that moment of eternity, as they hovered horizontally over the ice, Dave said, “Hi.”

And Morley said, “Hi?” Like a question.

They landed in a heap.

Dave insisted on driving her to the hospital. She had three stitches just below her chin. Afterward, he took her out to dinner. And then he drove her back to the arena, where she had left her car. He invited her to the concert the next night. It was only as she was driving away that Dave remembered which concert it was. But by then it was too late. The next evening she was sitting beside him fidgeting, he noticed glumly, as Bobby Goldsboro stepped onstage.

They didn’t see each other again for six years, but they kept in touch by mail. Just occasional letters, and Dave’s never said much. But he sent her quirky things. The week after they met, Dave sent her a package of Silly Putty. When she opened it, Morley knew he was the man for her.

Another time he sent her glow-in-the-dark skate laces, and once, a newspaper from Thunder Bay. Morley, who was back in Toronto by then, read every page of the Thunder Bay paper obsessively, looking for the significant article. Why had he sent it? She finally decided it was her horoscope, which said: “Your love life is on thin ice. Time to make a decision. Don’t let distance cloud your judgment.”

“No. No,” said Dave years later. “There was nothing special. I just thought you’d like to see it.”

When they started to see each other, Dave was sick of life on the road. He wanted to come in from the cold, and Morley seemed so normal.

When he told her these things, Morley was overcome with the irony. She was tired of being polite. She didn’t want to be normal. She wanted to lose control. But she loved him. And she had hope.

They got married before the summer was over and moved into an apartment near a large park. On their very first night together, when they were getting ready for bed, Dave said, “Do you want a little snack?”

Morley said, “You go ahead.”

He came back from the kitchen with four pieces of bread slathered in mayonnaise. There were four slabs of cooking onion. And there was a glass of buttermilk. Morley stared at him, and he said, “It’s okay. I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”

A week later, when he had a sore throat, Morley said, “You should gargle with salt.”

Dave said, “No. No. Just throw me one of those socks.”

Morley said, “What?”

Dave said, “One of those white athletic socks—the wool ones.”

Morley stared in confusion at the heap of unsorted laundry in the basket at the foot of their bed. “What are you going to do with a sock?” she asked.

Dave was pulling the covers up to around his chin like a small child. It seemed perfectly obvious to him. “You soak it in water and fasten it around your neck with a safety pin,” he said.

Morley stared at him.

Dave said, “You wring it out first.”

What Morley was thinking was, What am I doing here? But she wasn’t about to quit.

She was so young. She believed what they were doing was important.

On Saturday mornings Dave got up first and made them scrambled eggs. Ever since he was a child, Dave had loved scrambled eggs. Sometimes, when he was a boy, he could hardly wait to get to sleep on Friday night because he knew he was going to get scrambled eggs the next morning.

One Friday night as she was washing the dishes, Morley said, “I make the best scrambled eggs you’ve ever had.”

The next morning she squeezed fresh juice and got out their matching coffee mugs. Carefully folding their one pair of linen napkins, laying them out side by side, she whisked up six eggs and brought them to the table. Dave stared at them. There were little green flecks all through his scrambled eggs. Pieces of chives Morley had snipped from the back garden. In Cape Breton you don’t add anything to scrambled eggs. Except maybe ketchup. But this was his bride, and she had made these eggs. Dave picked up his fork. When he had finished, he said, “I love your scrambled eggs.”

The next weekend the eggs came with chopped-up mushrooms. The weekend after that, it was tomatoes and onions. Then spinach. On the fifth weekend it was cheese.

Dave had begun to hate Saturday mornings. He would lie in bed listening to the sound of a knife hitting a chopping board. How did I get mixed up with this person? he wondered.

By the middle of that first winter, they were both thinking, This marriage is a big mistake. Here it was, January of all things, and Morley was gloomy. Under a year married, and she felt like she had been sentenced to life with a stranger.

One night on television there was a news story about the canals in Holland. The reporter squinted awkwardly at the camera as he interviewed an old man smoking a meerschaum pipe at an outdoor cafe. The old man said it was the first time in ten years that the canals in the Netherlands had frozen. The newscast cut from the old man to pictures of a Dutch boy lacing up his skates on a canal bank and from him to three girls in folk costume skating hand in hand through an unidentified village.

Morley watched the entire report with her chin cupped in her hand. Then she turned to Dave and said, “I’ve always dreamed of doing that.”

Dave, who had been only half paying attention, said, “Really? That was your dream?”

Morley said, “Yes.”

Dave stood up and walked into the kitchen. When he came back, he was carrying a beer. He looked at his wife and said, “We should go.”

Morley said, “To Holland? Don’t be silly.”

Dave said, “Maybe this is our only chance. Maybe the next time it happens, we’ll have kids and a mortgage and we won’t be able to go.”
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