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But in every other respect, Orlando remained precisely as he had been.
—VIRGINIA WOOLF,
ORLANDO
What’s age-old is that when we are asked—and ask ourselves—who we are, we are being asked what we are as well.
—KWAME ANTHONY APPIAH, THE ETHICS OF IDENTITY




—GEORGE BALANCHINE,
AGON
Is it right to use people only for your own pleasure?
—ROY ANDERSSON,
A PIGEON SAT ON A BRANCH REFLECTING ON EXISTENCE
He swims in my eyes by the bed…
And I wake up alone
And I wake up alone
And I wake up alone
And I wake up alone
—AMY WINEHOUSE
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CHAPTER




scrubbing dead skin from his heel, monitoring gas prices, cleaning the bathtub, hosing the truck, selecting the active wear cycle, shaking cereal boxes, returning shopping carts, switching internet packages, tapping screens, setting appointments, trimming his
fingernails, tying his shoelaces, thumbing the remote, squeezing avocados, holding open plastic bags for grapefruit, getting married, growing a beard, dyeing a beard, shaving it all off, texting his wife, deciding which of six emojis best conveyed his present emotion, taking out the recycling on
Wednesdays, unlocking his truck, sending e-transfers, pricing lumber, paint, blades, drywall anchors, soaking the frying pan, opening cans of chickpeas, declining spam calls, rinsing his mouthguard, sniffing the armpits of undershirts, sniffing the crotch of underwear, but the mumble of Beckett’s life paused when his wife announced that her friend from childhood, along with her husband, were coming to visit.
I have to work tomorrow, Beckett said. Don’t make me hang out with a bunch of strangers.
You’ll love her, Princess said, rattling a teaspoon around a cup of yogourt. Them.
I hate them already.
She was used to his half-empty glass. It’s only for tonight, she said. They’ll be on a plane to Orlando in the morning and you’ll have the rest of the day to be a sad, middle-aged Snuffleupagus.

  
When they arrived, the friend threw open her arms and greeted Princess theatrically: My African sister.
Oh, I’m just a white girl, Princess said, but she was beaming. African was the second-highest compliment one could offer her after athletic. Exotic was high on the list too, although she had friends who were offended on her behalf. Beaming. Beckett observed that her teeth were indeed whiter since the treatments.
Nonsense, my Ivorian Princess, Keza said.
Keza, my Ivorian Queen.
Dahling, you look fabulous.
No, dahling, you look divine.
Naw, girl, you tight.
No, you poppin’.
No you, no you, no you, and so they suffocated each other with compliments and collapsed on the couch, laughing and holding hands. They were girls again.
Princess and Keza hadn’t seen each other in thirty-five years. Princess had never met the husband who went by his last name, Wood, like he was daring everyone to make a dirty joke. As a couple, the Woods made a good nursery rhyme. Keza was dark and round and Wood was light and lean, so when they stood beside each other they looked like the number 10. Over the evening, every time Keza stood up, Wood stopped what he was doing and looked at her large derrière. Princess too. Beckett himself may have glanced once or twice. And Keza, knowing what was happening behind her, sighsmiled at her lot.
Keza’s voice broke through Beckett’s thoughts. She was pregnant. Our third, she said.
Princess’s mouth popped open.
Why didn’t you tell me? She spanked her friend’s wrist. We’ve been messaging for days.
Surprise, Keza said.
Princess asked the right questions about gender and due date and morning sickness and folate. She embraced Keza again then leaned over Keza’s thighs to squeeze Wood’s shoulder in a way that also assessed whether he was bone or muscle under his shirt.
I don’t know where we’ll put the baby, Wood said.
One of your kids is about to have a roommate, Beckett said, but he really wanted to say that they should pick a kid and tape an eviction notice to their bedroom door. When Beckett tried to establish eye contact with Wood to see whether he could handle the joke, the man looked away, and Beckett’s gut told him that the couple had secrets, maybe past miscarriages. Keza was forty-four now, same age as Princess.
Beckett probed instead about the layout of their house, which Princess later said was missing the point of baby news. They weren’t asking him for a consultation on renovations.
After a while, with the women talking nose-to-nose, Beckett turned on the TV, hoping to find a movie with explosions and watch it in silence with the other man. He already knew he couldn’t handle an evening of endless backstory, not to mention, Girl, you poppin’. Keza asked him to turn it off. They didn’t want to expose the in-utero baby to screens. Beckett tried to catch Princess’s eye—you said I’d love them—but she was nodding vigorously and off on a trail about radiation, brain development, a girl who got her first period at seven and a woman she knew who went through menopause at thirty.
So to adjust the silence between the men, Beckett put on one of his oldies playlists that began with Barry Manilow singing At the Copa, Copacabana. It made the white African, the Black African, and the American African in the room roast him until they couldn’t speak or breathe. Princess was both leading the attack and saving him from it. She got everyone up and soon they were sashaying their hips and shadowboxing. He had to admit that he enjoyed—I told you you’d love them—that part of the evening. Poor Lola, he always thought. And poor Beckett, because two songs later, during a song with one word, tequila, Princess attached herself to Keza’s hips to start a conga line and Wood attached to Princess’s and Beckett had no choice but to grip Wood’s hips and he wasn’t sure whether he was enjoying himself or simply co-operating. He was, most likely, suffering of happiness.

  
 Dinner had no beginning or end. PB & KW leaned their elbows on the kitchen island and popped cheese and grapes into their mouths while a red sauce bubbled over on the stove and a chocolate cake defrosted. The day before, when Beckett shared that he was going to make a reliable pasta dish, Princess looked appalled that he would feed that processed, low-fibre, western slop to her people, so instead he cheated his way through a jollof recipe with tomato sauce, grilled some chicken and vegetables. But that night, everyone was insatiable. They shelled peanuts and mixed ice cream flavours and drank various juices in solidarity with pregnant Keza.
For Beckett, the volume of food compensated for the volume of talk. He was fond of big talkers because they relieved him of the burden of being a glittering conversationalist, but he perceived an imbalance between Princess’s thirty-five-year montage and everyone else’s. She went into detail about her continent hopping with her missionary parents, how the Spanish boys used to chase her then race her, her athletic medals, her United Colors of Benetton friends and boyfriends, an unusual life, no doubt, but it needn’t take up more time than Keza’s montage (sad girl boarding a plane from Côte d’Ivoire, studying hard at the library, shaking hands with white men to close deals, standing at the altar with Wood, soothing 2.5 children) or Wood’s montage (he once went to a funeral where gunfire broke out).
When Princess told people that she was African—because she did get a thrill at their reaction when she said she was neither South African nor North African, but born in Yamoussoukro—they eventually asked her questions about official languages, and animals, sometimes about the heat, and then could think of nothing else to ask, not a political question, not a question about her teachers. But now, she had her ideal conversational teammate. After dinner had dwindled to grazing and sipping, she and Keza settled back on the sectional, and were in and out of languages, reminiscing about the time the roads washed away, the passenger capacity of taxis, the distances they walked as girls, oscillating fans in classrooms, a game where they balanced objects on their heads like the women they admired, about how those women stacked fruit into pyramids at the market.
The side conversation between the men was simpler. They’d already established what the other did (construction, EDI consultant). Beckett hadn’t mentioned his dictator boss, the Mouth. Wood hadn’t expanded EDI into words. He’d also told Beckett that real estate in Orlando was reasonable compared to other major cities (Was it a major city, though? Beckett had wanted to ask), that he and Keza had started their consulting company during BLM, and that their two children (at home in Orlando with the grandparents) spoke no African languages. And although Beckett was a man so used to silence in childhood that he sometimes failed to complete his sentences, he had managed to make comments, or at least begin comments, about alligators, hurricanes, the Orlando Magic, and Disney’s Magic Kingdom. Wood, for his part, didn’t know anything about Vancouver, which he assumed to be like Seattle, so they talked about rain, grunge, Starbucks, and Frasier.
Basics covered, the men now moved on to things they could see in the room. Beckett followed Wood’s eyes then spoke about the oak flooring, the glass wall that separated the living room from the backyard, the TV, the sectional configuration, the various tools that littered the house like ornaments. Beckett gave him a tour while Princess was running her fingers through Keza’s windchime earrings. Half an hour later, outside the house, sharing a puffpuff near the compost tumbler, Beckett pointed with his pinky at all the visible things he’d built: the deck, the pagoda, the shed, the bench around the trunk of the apple tree.
When he had run out of constructed objects, Beckett asked, What’s EDI?
Same as DEI, Wood said and paused an unreasonably long time before continuing. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion. Right now we’re consulting with a school board about book bans. It’s all very political.
Cool, cool, Beckett said, but as a white man he turned off that road. Again, he couldn’t make the joke he wanted, which was, Let’s just ban literacy. He asked, belatedly, What about the screens on your cell phones? You guys expose the baby to those all the time.
Wood laughed. His eyes were red. Don’t take us so seriously, he said. I got myself eighty-five inches on Black Friday last year.
Until then, Beckett had been proud of his sixty-five inches. He left that subject too and told Wood about his plans to spritz sulphur on the leaves of the apple tree to get rid of the black spots. Then they talked about pears and inside the house Keza stood up and both men looked through the glass wall at the same time and Beckett had to turn off that road as well.

  
 Beckett and Wood re-entered to Paul Anka making Puppy Love to the women. When Beckett’s dead dog was a velvety puppy, he cried whenever Beckett left the house. The women were stroking each other’s wedding rings and still talking about Africa. Then trees of green swept into the room, red roses too, music that made Beckett want to press Princess against his body and sway. Then they flew to the moon and by the time they were playing among the stars, Beckett felt, felt bonhomie, a French word via Princess. The women were still in Africa. The overhead lights were off. Beckett saw a speed square and a tape measure near a table lamp. I decorate with bikes, you decorate with tools, Princess had told him early on, without judgement.
The moon hit his ears like a big pizza pie. Wood sat on the rug, back against the couch, and manicured his toenails by ripping them off. He tested whether Beckett even knew the seven events of a heptathlon, Princess’s sport in university, but even that parallel conversation couldn’t get the women’s attention. They were still deep in girlhood.
Beckett yawned loudly and smacked his wet lips together, as he always did, and Princess snapped.
Enough with the white boy music, she said. Occasionally she spoke as if she herself were not white. She was also a year older than Beckett and a maternal or bigsisterly dynamic sometimes arose.
Her sudden irritation caused Keza to turn to Beckett, more politely than sympathetically. The two of them had spoken the least to each other over the evening. He saw it in her eyes. She was going to indulge him. It was his turn to vomit his life.
But he couldn’t package himself as the others had. He had nothing but a trade, a truck, a house, a dead dog, and a wife—no thirty-five-year friendships. Plus, as was common when he was in a room with African Americans, he felt alert. The EDI experts were waiting to judge him—on the flight back, they would savage him: Did you see how he yawned when his wife was talking about Africa? Beckett wanted to apologize for everything from the yawn to Wood’s people to his own ancestors to the ships, the whips, the water fountains.
Maine, Beckett finally said. Rural Maine. I won’t bore you with details.
It’s not boring, Princess said to the guests, and waved him onward, but he could tell she wanted to return to her own life.
You look like you should be in a Western, Keza said. Doesn’t he?
Or a Viking, Wood said.
He used to have a beard the size of a founding father, Princess said. He’s a Quaker.
Beckett opened his mouth to protest.
Was.
Opened it again.
Not Quaker, Princess adjusted. What do you call it? The Society of Friends. He was a Friend. Hence the beard.
Beckett knew—had been told by Princess—that his skin was rough, his face was leathering, his fingers were blunt, his lips opened on a dark cave, little red bumps had arisen on his neck and chest like he had been plucked of feathers. These days he hid much of his face under a light beard to cover nasolabial folds—vocabulary picked up from Princess. His whole face was carved out of wood, his eyebrows were a ridge from Utah, his nose had an hourglass shape from the front that Princess occasionally pinched and put on a Muppet voice to call him Snuffleupagus. A face for black and white. He used to apologize for looking dirty even after a shower. Princess corrected him. He wasn’t dirty, just disorganized. When he pulled his hair back into a bun, wisps escaped over his ears and down his neck. His body was also carved, but simpler: tall and lean, like Wood’s. Sleeves always rolled up. Princess variously described his body as one that got beat up as a kid, flatpacked, Mick Jaggery, built for triple jump, and once, he overheard her joking, as like a crack whore’s.
Tell them, Princess said. You were like an original Puritan.
I’m just a white guy from Maine, Beckett said, imitating Princess from earlier.
Billie Holiday had begun singing You’ve Changed. Her voice made him reach for a used papertowel and begin folding it into an origami dog.
His life in Maine was not a party trick. He didn’t want to entertain people with his father who thought that the end of the world was imminent, that cell phones were the mark of the beast, who never filed taxes, to this day remained unvaccinated, was a mechanic and a farmer, sired three hulking boys by one woman, and his daughter, Beckett, har har, in his old age by another. Beckett’s rebellion was conformity: a house, a registered truck, government documents, a pagan Christmas tree, a premium cable package, now a wife. Anything to snuff out the Northeastern redneck in his blood.
Come on, don’t be ashamed, Princess urged.
I’m not ashamed, Princess. Beckett spoke in his suppressed-anger voice. I just don’t need to go around flashing everybody with my birth certificate or all the stamps in my passport.
In retrospect, he should have known that Princess’s excitement made her excitable and that a tired Princess—she had taught four hours of fitness classes and trained clients that day—was equivalent to a drunk Princess. The little filter she possessed disappeared entirely.
So I should shut up because I happen to have lived—
Just give it a rest, he said.
If you want to be boring
I don’t have to broadcast my life to be interesting.
then go ahead and be boring, but don’t kill my vibe. And I’m not flashing anybody. What—I can’t talk about where I’m from now?
Beckett closed his eyes and spoke over her so he wouldn’t appear spineless in front of the guests: Every time, you do this, Princess. Oh, look at the exotic princess married to the country boy from Maine.
Nobody’s saying you have to share your whole life story but try being social for once.
What do you call this? I’m being social right now.
And you can’t shut me up from saying what I want
Look at me go. I’m your little dancing Maine monkey.
in this sham of a marriage.
That very moment, the song froze on the word angel. Princess was breathing heavily. The stillness in the room was like the stillness
in the
air
When
Beckett was in second grade his best friend moved to Arizona in the summer. It was the greatest tragedy of his life to that point. John was the only boy from the Meetinghouse who was also in his grade. They saw each other six days of the week. They had made plans to sit together in grade 3. The weeks before John left were like speeding into a wall. They talked faster and faster and hung around the woods all day. Squeezed out all the silence. They were going to build a tree house. The last weekend together, Beckett slept over at John’s house. It was the only sleepover his mother had ever allowed. She sewed him new pajamas. She allowed him to take one action figure. He and John played and ate and made a farm of origami animals and John showed him a tampon, though his explanation of where it went and what it did was incorrect. When John’s mother made them go to bed, they lay on John’s twin bed and talked about all the ways they’d stay in touch. We’ll write letters (I don’t have envelopes). Call (That’s long-distance). Fine, then, I’ll shout, John said (But everybody would hear us). When we turn sixteen, we’ll drive (Where would we get cars?). We could ride our bikes across the country at night and meet in the middle and ride back home before our parents noticed. We could send each other mind messages like when we pray (That only works with God). John was gas and Beckett was brake but together they made
their
way
between
the heaves
of storm Beckett opened his eyes. Blue.
The room was so quiet that he heard the fibres of the couch crackle. You’re not the angel— The streaming app had frozen before Billie could finish the phrase. He expected the Wood family to find a reason to turn in for the night, or else retreat to a hotel.
Then Keza put on a shrill privileged voice and said, Guys, guys, not in front of the baby.
Wood laughed first, then Princess snorted. Wood touched Keza’s leg and said, They totally thought we were serious about the screens.
Princess’s smile curdled. She had gone on about the dangers of radiation. Despite the spat, Beckett did not want her standing as ringleader overturned.
Princess and Beckett looked at each other. The de-escalation was swift and direct. The Woods were schooling them. This, apparently, was how mature people behaved in relationships for the sake of the children. Although KW had rescued the evening from awkwardness by turning themselves very subtly into a common enemy, Beckett’s gratitude was alloyed with a strange loneliness. To people with families, he and Princess were a childless couple, just two people hanging out, perhaps too selfish to have kids. Or the other kind of childless couple, huddling in the bathroom over negative pregnancy tests. Whatever the case, they had let the species down. And he resented Keza and Wood with their woke politics, and meaningful work, and 2.5 children. Beckett’s animus peaked with the thought that a terrible ovarian cancer might visit Keza. And then it subsided. He had gone too far. He was sorry. He would atone. He and Princess would have to court their guests from that point forward as repayment for their rescue efforts.
Beckett restarted the app and switched to his You’ve Changed playlist, an entire playlist of one song. There was Billie Holiday’s interpretation, and others by Sarah Vaughan, Connie Russell in 1954 (oh, his mother, his mother’s vibrato), Etta James, Ella Fitzgerald, Joni Mitchell, Marvin Gaye, Diana Ross, George Michael, Eva Cassidy, the Platters, an American Idol contestant, Nina Simone’s Everything Must Change, and Beckett loved each version, every leaf of the tree. He couldn’t hear the word blasé without thinking of the song.
For the sake of the evening, he reached his finger down his throat. But he would not vomit his Maine life. He’d vomit Princess instead.
A couple of years ago, he began, I took a few of her classes, total death sessions—
Almost immediately, Princess took over the story: He used to come into the gym at lunch and do a high-intensity circuit that made no sense.
I was using a workout app, he said. Beckett’s job was to sing backup.
He’d sprint on the treadmill, do some leg presses—he was so proud of his legs—then leave.
In and out in twenty minutes, Beckett said. People said cardio wasn’t enough. You need resistance training.
He never benched.
No spotter, Beckett admitted.
He had a job close to the gym at the time, and the gym was giving out free trial memberships. I’ve never seen a man’s pupils so large.
Keza asked, For the membership or for you?
I don’t know. She laughed.
For her apartment, Beckett said. No, for you, of course, for you.
Anyway, Princess went on, he took a few classes and then he quit.
I was literally dying, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t walk afterward. She made us plank and hold boat forever.
And when he stopped coming, I called him and dropped off some merch from the gym at his job site.
It was a house. I was painting a house.
Becky—that’s what he calls his truck—was out front. He was working alone, blasting Motown. Princess knocked on Beckett’s hand. Do you remember? You didn’t hear me knocking so I let myself in and called out and you still didn’t hear me. You were singing at the top of your lungs. Some cute, upbeat song.
You Can’t Hurry Love.
Right. The Supremes. It was crazy. I could’ve sworn Diana Ross was up there in silk elbow gloves.
That job was a five-bedroom house. I had to move all this heavy wood furniture before I could get to the walls.
I still think he should have been a singer. Princess paused. Her lips were swollen from a recent procedure. She continued, He was so proud of painting trim without using tape. Proper pleased with himself.
She biked through the rain. There was a hill.
And after ten minutes of chit-chat he said, I should get back to work. Princess imitated Beckett’s voice, This trim isn’t going to paint itself.
It was more like forty minutes.
So you pursued him? Wood asked. He was still sitting on the floor, his head against Keza’s knee. She took one hand from her belly and placed it on his head.
Princess shrugged a shoulder. I guess.
I’m not an easy man to love, Beckett said.
The room fell quiet. He’d meant it jokingly but bungled the tone. It was too serious, too earnest a thing to say.
Princess likes a challenge, Keza said. She was the biggest tomboy. Remember, you used to play football and bicycle-kick with the boys at lunchtime but the teachers never beat you because—and here Keza pinched her skin. Beckett and Princess noted its excellent elasticity.
Their reflections in the glass wall caught Beckett’s attention. The four of them had conjoined into a single beast with multiple heads, arms, and legs, spilling from the sectional to the floor. Princess looked beyond their reflections in the glass wall into the backyard and her eyes lost focus.
I think we lost her, Wood said.
No, I was—Princess began. She glanced at Beckett. He had potential. I liked his walk.
She didn’t get up to demonstrate how Beckett walked, with his palms backward and his head weaving from side to side with each step. If he had more confidence, he would appear to be strutting, but he looked more like he was swimming, timing his breaths as if he’d spent most of his life submerged. To Beckett, his walk had become an unfunny skit between them, an indication of Princess’s power to hold a mirror in front of him until he became self-conscious.
Before she left the job site that day, Princess had asked Beckett if he wanted to play pickup hockey with her and some kids on her street. You’ll love it, she said in a way that muted the memory of his older brothers bodychecking him. She had assumed, based on his glutes, that he’d be a natural. She had the ability to accurately predict or prescribe a sport for someone based on their frame.
Potential, Princess said again. Clueless, though.
Clueless enough to come back to your class after that, Beckett said. He had joined the gym, partly because of the promotion, but because he was slipping into depression—he didn’t call it that—working meaningless jobs and he knew that exercise was recommended as a mood booster. At the gym, someone told him that he should try Princess’s class. She had the reputation of being the most intense instructor at the gym: requiring things of the body that no one should, a bit of a show-off, smiling and cooing, Four more, three more, two more, and let’s transition. She was even tougher during classes where there was a newbie or a man who thought he knew more than her about muscle growth and creatine. Beckett thought she had a pain sensor missing in her brain. Pain for most people registered as mere discomfort, but for her, just another sensation. At home, she watched TV, holding a crunch, totally oblivious, not a single tremble. She squatted on one leg while talking on the phone. Why sit on a real chair if you could sit against an imaginary chair on the wall?
Her class was the hardest thing I’ve done in my life, Beckett said. That was the best compliment he could have paid her. My whole body cramped up like a shrimp.
Do you remember, she said, I had to help you to your truck one time?
You reached into my pants to get the keys.
Princess purred in her throat.
You guys trying to get me pregnant again, Keza said, reclining and fanning herself dramatically.
Wood flashed his eyebrows.
Princess had successfully cast them as actors in a meet-cute, though Beckett’s memory held mostly false starts and missteps. Seeing Keza now lying flat on the sectional, Beckett tried to wind the story down. He would usher the guests upstairs to get some sleep. But the Woods were desperate to exploit a night out without their children, reanimating a pre-parent version of themselves. Keza reminisced about a boy from Yamoussoukro and Beckett exhaled. He did not yawn or sigh. He simply exhaled.
Soon all four of their bodies were stretched out on the sectional. Princess was massaging Keza’s feet while her head was on her husband’s lap, then they shifted and Princess’s feet were tucked under Beckett’s thigh, then they shifted again and Wood’s big black foot was near Beckett’s face and Beckett’s big white foot was near his neck. Princess and Keza were back to reminiscing when Beckett drifted off, a conversation about a classmate, always a cruel boy, who was
convicted
of murder
How
long
after, Keza’s voice: We didn’t read to the baby, then Princess reciting scripture from memory, and Beckett fell asleep again in Maine, his mother’s hands clasped his own,
Yea, though I walk through the
valley of the shadow of death
The
night
of the sleepover, Arizona John promised, We’ll be friends forever. I won’t forget about you. Beckett said, You’ll have sleepovers with Webster. John giggled. He said, I asked my mom if me and you could get married before I left and she said I was too young and that I hadn’t met all the people in the world yet. But then I came up with the idea to have a sleepover, so we sleep together, because that’s what married people do. So we’re already married, John said, as of tonight.
Beckett wasn’t quite sure about John’s logic. And he had neglected the major detail of Beckett’s intention to marry Doris King.
When you sleep with other people, John said, you’re on your way to marrying them. You have to look them in the eye. He looked into Beckett’s eyes. It was dark outside and they could hear his parents bickering about moving boxes downstairs but there was grass in John’s eyes and they tried not to laugh while looking at each other. When John was satisfied, he draped his leg and arm over Beckett’s body, touched his forehead to Beckett’s and told him about how big the sequoias were out west.
They had lost touch, as Beckett had predicted. Maybe they were in the same time zone now but Beckett wouldn’t know where in Arizona to start searching for
a John
from Maine

  
Beckett woke up last, briefly confused about where he was. Wood was kneeling in front of his open suitcase. Keza was stretching her back.
At the airport, Princess and Keza embraced at the departures drop-off. Beckett and Wood unloaded the trunk. When they had positioned the suitcases on the curb and turned around, the women were holding hands.
You haven’t changed a bit, Princess said to Keza.
She looked down and surveyed her workout clothes, the uniform of her life, and waited. But no compliment was returned.

  
 In Becky the truck on the way home, Princess told Beckett things about the Woods that he didn’t need to commit to memory since it was unlikely they’d ever meet again. On Wood’s fortieth birthday, they tried shrooms in Nevada. Once they pretended they had a business trip and left the kids with the grandparents and went clubbing in Atlanta.
Princess told him that Keza and Wood liked to do it in risky places. She offered the information in reconciliation, the way a cat lays a dead bird at the feet of its owner.
You think they—Beckett tried to ask. In our house?
They did. She smiled.
They did not.
She told me. You were knocked out. Can you believe it?
Beckett scratched the inside of his nostril with his pinky. He was asleep less than three hours. He tried to recall when the couple was alone together. Where? He knew instantly the kind of teenage boy that Wood was, the kind who never wasted a minute or an opportunity, a shed, a garage, a public bathroom. Whenever the mood struck him, he acted on it. The total opposite of Beckett’s studies in denial.
He can’t sleep unless he gets a little action, Princess said.
He should try warm milk.
Princess flicked Beckett’s shoulder.
I can’t believe she’s married, Princess said. She pressed a palm to her chest.
That’s what people do, Beckett said. You didn’t expect her to stay nine.
No, girls do grow up, she said with a little dagger. But married? With two kids? And a third in the oven.
Did you just say in the oven?
Princess told Beckett that his reaction to the baby news was inappropriate and, to distract her from further criticizing him, he told her that her teeth were exceptionally white.
She looked at her reflection in the sun visor.
She continued, Keza looks just like her mother too. Did you see her skin? Not a line, not a pore, not a mole. No discolouration, not even her knees or elbows. I bet her armpits aren’t creased. And her nails. The toe ring. The braids. That’s more than shea butter.
Her derrière was magnificent, Beckett contributed.
You could see it from the front. From all angles. Princess banged her head rhythmically against the headrest then held two hands in front of herself to mime a grope. She looks like a real Awoulaba now.
But? Beckett said.
No but. She was perfection.
But? Beckett goaded her. C’mon, give her the full Principlasty.
Princess inhaled then rattled off: Tummy-tuck, breast lift, microblading, three months of weights, grow out her edges. She paused, glanced his way. Keza said you look like a worn-out Jesus. It’s the centre part.
Princess tried to turn Beckett’s face to her so she could assess the truth of the judgement. Beckett swatted her away and kept his eyes on the road, but she leaned in front of him, obscuring his vision, and tried to pluck some hairs from between his eyebrows.
You want us to crash! He pushed her back into her seat with his right arm.
You’re looking craggy, Princess said. The skin under your eyes is thinning.
I barely slept last night.
And the sun damage is coming to the surface.
What about Wood? Beckett asked. Was he perfection?
He’s all right, she said. I didn’t like his nails. Maybe lose the Malcolm X glasses. She reconsidered. Although, it does give him that Clark Kent / Superman vibe.
She laughed at some private joke and made a sound in her throat like Mm, hot damn. It never took much to draw things out of her, but Beckett didn’t press.
He was so attentive with her, Princess said. She gripped Beckett’s tricep and looked obsequiously into his face to demonstrate.
Don’t get any ideas, he said.
He knew she didn’t want children, but he worried that she might now want the special attention of pregnancy, to join that team. In the past, she had talked about pregnancy as a physical challenge, like climbing the Chief with a backpack or doing an ultramarathon. But in that moment, Beckett knew that it was the look in Wood’s eyes when he regarded his wife against which he would forever be judged.

  



CHAPTER

The day after the Woods left, Beckett got fired.
His supervisor, the Mouth, was ripping into a kid, barely twenty-years old, for not properly securing chicken wire to an OSB subfloor.
To no one in particular, to everyone, the Mouth said, This is why you guys will spend your lives doing basements and condos. Nobody’s going to give you a luxury home if you can’t even staple chicken wire to a subfloor.
The kid knuckled his chest like he had indigestion. He was Afghan, Muslim, took breaks to pray. When the supervisor went to check on batteries that were charging, Beckett went over to help the kid finish, not immediately or obviously. He complained to the kid about the layout of the condos. Who cared if you had three window walls if there was nowhere to mount a TV? While they were talking, the kid’s gun malfunctioned or ran out of staples and the Mouth happened to see him struggling to open the magazine. He sent Habibi, his henchman, to the supplies area for a box of staples. Beckett tried to exchange his staple gun with the kid, but the Mouth pushed Beckett’s hand away.
Load your own gun, he said to the kid.
The kid tried without success. He and Beckett were both on their knees in front of the Mouth.
Beckett went to help him again, but the Mouth touched his steel toe to Beckett’s thigh to stop him. Trembling visibly, the kid fumbled. After a few moments, the Mouth took another box from his henchman and overturned strips of staples on the kid’s head. Some of them bounced off Beckett’s hard hat too and scattered around the two of them.
Everyone froze. The mixing drill went quiet.
Unsettled by the staple rain, the sound on his hat, the bits of metal that got into his collar, Beckett scanned his body for scrapes. He stood up. His hands were tingling. He wanted to slam the Mouth’s head against the railing outside then hoist him up by the collar and belt and throw him over. Very unQuaker.
The Mouth wasn’t done making an example out of the kid.
He motioned for the five men in the unit to gather round. He retreated to get more ammunition, then made a dramatic re-entry, slamming another staple gun and a few boxes of staples on a workbench.
Load the gun, he said. He pointed at Habibi first, making it clear he intended to call on them one by one.
Habibi didn’t just load the gun, but with the blurry fingers of a champion Rubik’s cube solver, he loaded it so quickly that Beckett was unprepared when the Mouth pointed at him next. His fingers weren’t just tingling, his hands were shaking.
Load the gun, he said.
Beckett was looking at the stapler, but he couldn’t help thinking of a rifle. He approached the bench and tried to work quickly like Habibi. One of his three (half-)brothers was a gun enthusiast and used to keep a cutout of an Uzi in his underwear drawer. How many times had Beckett loaded a staple gun, a nail gun, manual, electric, and pneumatic? But today he couldn’t summon the muscle memory to fit the sleeve into the magazine. That brother in Maine was the loudest voice against how Beckett handled his mother’s life insurance money seven years ago. For years, Beckett feared that the brother would track him down in Vancouver and shoot him in the driveway as he was leaving for work. Someone snickered and the Mouth snatched the gun from Beckett. Later, he realized that he had picked up the wrong size staples for that particular gun so no wonder he couldn’t jam them in.
The other men picked up the correct staples and loaded the gun fine. The Mouth pointed to Beckett and the boy and said, You guys are done. The only job you guys are fit for are blowjobs.

  
Instead of going home, Beckett drove the kid to a subway station, found himself a Church’s Chicken drive-through, and ate a two-piece meal in the parking lot. He ate until he felt substantial again.
He didn’t tell Princess that he was fired at first, because construction bosses were fickle. They might let you go on Tuesday but call you on Thursday.
But he didn’t have deep roots with these guys. He was not Turkish. And the Mouth never liked him. The real reason for firing him had been brewing since Beckett unleashed his superpower. Just as Princess had the gift of looking at someone and seeing the possible surgical upgrades, Beckett was able to look at any room or structure and find things to improve. They both did their mental renovations involuntarily. Beckett was not much of a talker, but to the Mouth’s irritation he hadn’t been able to keep quiet about the structural posts that would interrupt the view, the acute angles that made furniture arrangement hellish, the cheap aluminum framing, the poor door clearance in the foyer, the lost square footage in a hallway, that chicken wire was not rebar, but the Mouth was all the-plan-says, and Beckett was like, The plan sucks.
He should consider that bridge burnt.
The firing prompted Beckett to wonder what he was doing with his life. Here he was, just a common labourer, a peasant, an enslaved member of the proletariat, though Beckett did not know that word. How was it that at his age someone had so much power over him. Basically his mother would tell the Mouth to go suck an egg and here the guy was dictating what time he woke up, what time he ate lunch, whether he could afford to buy avocados, whether he’d have to economize on each square of toilet paper. That was the fury phase. In the avoidant phase that followed a day or so later, he did a lot of research about living off-grid in the mountains or on an island so he would never be at the mercy of anyone again.

  
When Beckett did tell Princess, she said, They need you. Don’t worry, they’ll call you back.
Nobody did. Nobody had called at all—not even from the network of guys he’d worked with over the years. The people he called his friends had skills, trades, jobs, and he knew them through the quality of their work. None of those guys called him. He’d been on good terms with Habibi, but not even a text. People used him, paid him, then discarded him like a full condom. He stated something to that effect to Princess.
Yeah, Beckett, but you don’t call them. Why would they call you? Then, to prove her point, Princess asked, Have you even called the Muslim kid to see how he’s doing?
He hadn’t, but he figured that one of the Turkish guys would look out for him.
Princess changed the subject to Keza’s pregnancy. Again. A baby, she said in her competitive way. How do you match that?
You don’t, Beckett said.
We have no surprises in our lives, she complained, trying to make this into a we problem.
I got fired, he said. That’s a surprise.
Why couldn’t you get fired before they came so we could have something to talk about? she said.
Beckett’s shoulders slumped.
Oh, Snuffleupagus, bad joke, Princess said. Come on, don’t worry. You’re a free agent. Some team is going to snap you up.
Day 4, he considered drawing a tally on the wall near the bed. He drove Princess to her laser hair removal appointment. Usually, she rode her bike everywhere because she didn’t like to drive but since he’d got fired, she was becoming a real passenger princess. He sat in the waiting room of the clinic, watching a screen loop images of hairless body parts. Through the wall, he heard her refer to part of his anatomy as an udon noodle. He got up, knocked on the receptionist’s counter, and told him to tell Princess that he’d be waiting in his truck. Princess smelled singed when she climbed into the passenger seat.
Day 5, he found himself irritated by Princess. Why was she always wearing workout clothes? Did she really believe that she could give herself a daily facelift by pulling her hair back tightly? The hair on her temples was thinning. He got into a fight with her because she kept leaving mugs all over the house, though that was nothing new. He had teased her that he could find her by following the trail of coffee mugs and water bottles and glasses of superfood green juice she left behind. He collected all the cups, washed them, and put them away, and displayed the shelf of mugs with Princess printed on them for her to choose one. Use one. Fight.
Day 7, Princess insisted he come to the gym with her—inside, not just a drop-off. He did one of her classes, and apparently he had muscle memory of the sense of physical failure, which was one reason why he had stopped attending.
Later, he hammered his leg with her massage gun, one of his better gifts to her. Later still, he slouched in front of the TV and folded origami shapes with shiny paper, one of her better gifts to him.
Upstairs, she laid out workout clothes for him for the next day’s class as if he needed help to dress himself. She seemed to assume his unemployment meant a gym buddy for her.
He said, I’m not going back to the gym.
But you’re so cute, she said. They should have hired you instead of that young girl from Toronto. I heard they’re planning to give her a yoga class at the same time as my Stretch and Strengthen. Like, what? She barely has two hundred hours of training.
I can get her fired. I have the magic touch.
When we go tomorrow, I’ll show you who she is.
I’m done with gyms. Beckett sighed. I want to stay home and get fat.
She scrunched up her face. They both knew it wasn’t true. Since he lost his job, he still woke at 6:30, still wanted to leave the house and arrive some place that needed him by 7:30, even if that meant roaming the aisles of Home Depot and bringing home a sixpack of work gloves. If Home Depot sold food and clothes, he’d never shop anywhere else.
You’re going back to running? Princess asked.
And as soon as she said it, he knew that was the answer. Her intuition allowed her to predict his responses with uncanny accuracy. They had not been married twenty, ten, or even five years, but she sometimes knew him better than he knew himself, like autocomplete in a search bar. He hadn’t run in a long time, five years, not since his dog Pointy had died. Pointy, short for PointFive, short for how much of his life was claimed by the dog. But maybe he could run again. He could go through the stretches and run through the dark neighbourhood to disco. He liked the nightlife, he liked to boogie. Maybe it was time for a new dog. Pointy was a red-haired Irish setter mix, a real showstopper. Beckett used to tie a blue bandana around Pointy’s neck and his retired neighbour from Georgia, who never lost his accent, said the dog looked like it was in a gang.
Starting in the morning, he said.
Good for you, Princess said.
That made Beckett testy. His energy was pent up.
You could run through the dog park, she said, again predicting what he’d do.
Beckett still frequented the dog park because some of Pointy’s ashes were there. The rest were in a wooden box Beckett built and stored on a windowsill in the living room with a view of the backyard. In heaven, Beckett wanted to be the colour of Pointy, of wood, cedar bark.
To maintain his independence, Beckett said, No, I was going to run around the golf course.
Oh yeah?
Yeah.
Fine, do it.
I will.
Well, good.
Good.
Go ahead.
Starting tomorrow.
She laughed. Even his testiness, she found cute.
To remind her of her mocking laughter, that night when she reached for him, Beckett crane-lifted her hand from his body and told her that he had to run in the morning so he needed his sleep thank you very much.
Day 8, recovery from running. No endorphins. That was a hoax. He spent the day vaping too much weed and watching stand-up but, strangely, becoming sadder.
Day 12, he ran in the morning and again in the afternoon, just for something to do. In the evening, he found himself looking forward to the ninety-minute spread of Family Feud, Wheel of
Fortune and Jeopardy. When Princess saw him shuffling into the living room to the tune of the Family Feud theme song, as he had for the last week, she intervened. She asked him to open a jar of olives for her, and he thought, Has it come to this, Beckett? that your wife props you up as useful by asking you to open jars? Princess, the strongest person you know, without qualification, is pretending to be a weakling so her unemployed husband can have an ego erection? Will you allow her to demolish herself so that you can repair yourself?
She watched him twist the lid off the jar of olives while nibbling the inside of her bottom lip.
Family Feud question. Name something a woman does to make a man feel useful: Ask you to reach for something on an upper shelf. After the olive jar ruse, Princess asked him to stretch up to fetch the spiralizer mandoline that made curls out of potatoes, a gadget he had bought from an infomercial and almost never used.
Day 13, after dinner. Name something. Ask you to pop a pimple. Survey says?
Princess pulled down her bottom lip and held it with both hands.
What do you think this is?
He leaned in, pulling his chin into his neck for a closer look.
She said, You look disgusted. She pulled her chin into her neck to mirror him.
Beckett asked, How long have you had that?
A couple of days.
It looked like a partially burst blister. Maybe an allergic reaction. They discussed whether it should be completely popped. Beckett didn’t think there was anything squeezable inside. She wanted him to try. He told her that he didn’t want to get HPV. She said she didn’t have HPV.
I meant herpes. Is that the one? Beckett said, Not the sex one, the other one.
She punched him in the chest. I don’t have herpes, Beckett.
And he said, Of course you don’t, though he didn’t know. He never asked about gynecological visits. He wasn’t sure when she last saw a non-cosmetic doctor, like a regular ugly doctor.
They were silent while Beckett studied the blister. She used to date an Olympic athlete and weren’t they famous for hooking up in the beds of their Olympic quarters, their hormones all out of whack with performance-enhancing drugs or withdrawal from them?
She took her lip back to speak: Is that really the first thing you think when you see me, Beckett? HPV? There’s a vaccine you can get if you’re so worried, she said, even though she knew he was not a vaccine person. He was slow to get the COVID vaccine, but he got it, boosters too. Some of the guys he worked with at the time drove trucks to Ottawa in protest. Now they wouldn’t even call him to sand drywall.
It wasn’t HPV specifically that Beckett was worried about. He finished his thought aloud: It’s all the other undiscovered diseases that might be in our fluids.
He reached for her slippery lip, but she pulled away. She folded a pair of leggings angrily, then she left the room so he had to shout. I said our fluids, not—
Great, it’s not just me who’s teeming with unnamed, undiscovered diseases.
He should have apologized and said that the blister reminded him a little of a cold sore but firmer—that’s why he said what he said. He wasn’t suggesting that she was Ibiza for microscopic organisms with fake IDs.
Instead, he diagnosed her: It’s that stuff you’re pumping into your lips.
She came back into the room, holding another pair of leggings. She tried to frown but the Botox kept her forehead placid.
Beckett didn’t back down. It’s perfectly reasonable. You were just there getting injected—
Filler, it’s filler, hyaluronic acid, naturally occurring.
—getting hydra—
Hyaluronic acid.
getting filler and now you got this cold-sore blister thing.
Yet that’s not the first thing you thought. And I’m not saying it’s not reasonable, Beckett. I’m saying it’s unkind and unnecessary. I’m saying that you’re blaming me.
You’re the one getting it done.
I’m not pumping stuff into my own lips.
At this point, he should have stopped, remembered how cheerful she had been to have him around during his period of unemployment, despite the hourglass of their savings, and said, I didn’t mean to blame the victim. It’s clear that the clinician is responsible for your disfigurement, at which point he should have apologized and said, Not disfigurement. Infection. Irritation. Whatever.
And you liked it, Princess went on. You said I looked like Angelina Jolie.
What was I supposed to say?
You don’t see me blaming you.
He couldn’t trace her logic, quite. But he did stop at that point because she was out of the room again, and the next time he heard her voice, she was speaking with the clinic.

  
When the conversation with the clinic ended, she did not update him. He found her with a safety pin trying to probe the blister. He put his chin on her shoulder to stop her and studied her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Without the dewy lip glaze she usually wore, her face was boyish. Until the implants, her body was too. Now she wore revealing tops and bit her gold, cursive @Princess necklace and let it drop into her cleavage. She waited for men’s eyes to find hers. Her best features, Beckett thought, were her legs and her lashy brown eyes, wideset like an alpaca’s. When they first met, her hair was shaved at the sides and hung into her face in dark, shaggy curls, which made her look even more like an alpaca, and he wanted to muss it and cup her narrow face in his large hands, the way he used to with his dead dog, but of course people should not be described or treated as animals. That hairstyle had grown out and now she had extensions for length and volume. Beckett returned his attention to her lip. Even though the blister was on the inside, her lower lip had developed an asymmetry, like a child sitting on a seesaw alone. Her lips reminded him of faux leather couches.
You gotta get it removed, he said.
Well, obviously, Beckett, I can’t walk around looking like a basset hound.
(He could get a basset hound.)
Her face hadn’t changed, just a barely discernible heaviness in the lip. He was more concerned about her health.
He squeezed her tightly then took the pin from her hands.
That small gesture was enough to align Princess and Beckett again. She gave up trying to make him feel useful and just wanted him to feel good. She actually said, I know what’ll make you feel better. But Beckett knew that it would make her feel better. Unfortunately, there was a failure to launch, the thought of that half blister in her mouth, filled with tiny seeds like a cherry tomato, made him squeamish. And then he recalled the udon noodle reference. He let her cuddle him as little spoon for a while, then lifted her arm off him and went outside for a puffpuff.
When Beckett returned, he froze while removing his shoes, hearing her voice upstairs. Who was she talking to in this new voice? Keza. They were talking about her laser hair removal and she said it again, laying a bird at the foot of her master: If I’m not completely smooth, he goes limp like an udon noodle. All desire drained from him onto the front mat, near where the suitcases had been a few weeks ago.

  
Princess got an emergency appointment. Beckett picked her up from the gym to take her to the clinic. When she leaned in to kiss him, he was startled, she didn’t normally, and that made her more determined. She held down her lip and wiped it on his cheek as he squished himself toward the window, almost losing control of the vehicle while reversing from the parking spot.
At the clinic—a different one from the laser clinic—Beckett waited in his truck while the aesthetician injected Princess’s lip with a hyaluronidase solution that dissolved the hyaluronic acid.
You’re done, Beckett said when Princess entered Becky. He meant done broadly: this experience ought to mark the end of your procedures.
Princess informed him that she had to go back in a week to have the filler replaced.
Wait, after all this, you’re going to put more stuff in your lip?
Well, it’s even more uneven now, she said. She fingered the gold @Princess necklace that labelled her chest. Beckett had bought it for her on their honeymoon in Colombia, as a half joke; he found it tacky.
There were many things he could have said in response, but he picked the gentlest: You think you might have a problem?
Not anymore, she said. I handled it.
She meant that she was the type of woman to address problems and not the kind of woman who might have an erectile dysfunction problem and ignore it, not the kind of woman who could not conclude an evening with his wife after she had watched Black basketball players dunk balls with such force the net arched and towelboys had to mop up the floor afterward.
True, since getting fired, sometimes he said he was tired and sometimes he actually was tired and sometimes the thought of running across the court, even on a breakaway, made him tired. I’m full, he said after a late dinner. Too full. I’m hungry, he said on nights when too much time had elapsed since dinner. Not that Princess was begging for it.
As was her way, she offered information instead of apology. She said that Keza’s CBT therapist said that she, Keza, should actively interrupt her negative patterns of thinking. Replace bad thoughts with affirming thoughts and hold them in mind for seven seconds. It only took one second for a bad thought to register, but seven for a good one to take hold.
Why’s Keza seeing a therapist? Beckett asked.
Depression, Princess said.
She didn’t seem depressed. As he was saying it, he knew it was the wrong thing to say, but Princess didn’t police him at that moment.
She had postpartum after the first two kids, and she’s worried it’ll happen again. But she doesn’t want to go on medication. And she and the baby are already at risk for everything under the sun because she’s over forty.
He remembered Wood and his miscarriage eyes.
Hours later, Beckett was sitting in bed looking at SPCA dogs on his phone, swiping from a basset hound to a cocker spaniel to a schnauzer, and Princess was lying down beside him. She returned to Beckett’s depression comment.
People don’t have to be sad to be depressed.
Clinically, he clarified.
She paused and he felt her looking at him, although he kept his eyes on the screen. She asked, Do you have a problem with seeing a therapist?
If that’s what someone needs, fine, he said. Go crazy.
She didn’t laugh. I mean, you personally.
Me personally? he repeated.
Would you?
I’m not depressed.
I didn’t say you were depressed. We don’t know if you’re depressed. Princess turned toward him. She was invested in the conversation. She said, Therapists do more than treat depression. You said you almost saw one when your mother died.
Beckett didn’t respond. This all seemed like an exercise in figuring out what went wrong before anything went wrong. Or like she had arranged a recent profile of him that she wanted verified by a professional. She was good at being right.
And maybe now, with the job situation and all, doesn’t it make sense? she asked.
When he didn’t respond, she shoved his thigh.
What? I don’t need to see a therapist.
Beckett busied himself furiously with the phone, expanding his search for dogs to other cities. He could even adopt a dog from overseas. A sandy Egyptian dog or an icy-eyed husky, rescued from dog Gulag. Princess turned away. When he was sure she had let go of the subject, he searched in an Incognito tab for therapist CBT, then sex therapist CBT, then an image search, SafeSearch disabled, hoping to see a woman in black lingerie and heels.

  
Three weeks after Beckett was discontinued at work, a Tuesday, Princess again proceeded to give the number one answer on the board and Beckett’s body responded with a giant red X. The seduction began, Let’s see those biceps, babe. Those abs. She tugged his shirt up. It ended with a ratings flop and Princess drawing herself a bath.
Beckett couldn’t go on this way. He was a framer by trade, but much more versatile than that. He had a long stint of drywall work last year. When he used to come home covered in drywall dust, Princess would order him to strip on the front mat and point him upstairs to the shower like a dominatrix. He loved the game as much as she did, the pile of clothes, the laundry, the steam, the sex.
He could have that life again. Beckett decided he would call the Mouth in the morning and ask for work. Late in Princess’s bath, forty-five minutes in, he sat on the lid of the toilet and told her what he was thinking. The hair on her legs was falling out from the laser treatment, right on schedule, and she was skimming the surface of the water trying to find them.
He thought the news would bring her some relief. They were not wealthy. Princess made the kind of money to be spent monthly not saved. He couldn’t just sit at home. And although he didn’t want to be demoted to holding the stop sign while trucks backed out, he’d do it. They had a mortgage.
It was Princess again who said what he needed: Don’t go back, Beckett. Run your own company. Look at what you did with this house.
He had tried to launch a business before and failed, or put it on pause. He still had the business licence for Beyond Repair Renovations (same initials as Beckett Robinson Renovations). But he had ended up in debt from undercharging, losing money on jobs, and finally being threatened with a lawsuit for breach of contract. How was he to compete with the megabuilders out there? Had he overestimated his abilities? He had to helicopter in help on a few projects. Not one of those guys had called him.
He found it hard to ask clients for money. He circled around the point. He asked if they’d be home. When he showed up in soft shoes, they should assume that he was there to collect money, not to work. Soft shoes were a sign, he thought.
He told Princess that he didn’t want to beg people to hire him. To convince people of his skills. In fact, he didn’t want to talk to people if he could help it.
She said she’d do that part.
It was one of those moments where Beckett felt his love for Princess stir, like the time he first saw her rental apartment, the honey floors, the soaring ceiling, the waxy plants, the bike mounted over the couch, the evening light—he could live with a woman who lived in such a space. He got up from the toilet seat and sat on the floor next to the bathtub. She had made her offer, but he wanted to succeed on his own. He wanted Princess in the stands, not on the team.
You’re too pretty, Beckett said. Clients want to see a man with a gut and hairy forearms.
You don’t have a gut, she said.
Another surge of love. He reached for her and she took his wrist and placed a leg hair on the tip of his finger. He made a wish on her leg hair for

  
That weekend, when he picked her up from work, she said she wanted to get something at Metrotown mall out in Burnaby. Beckett, who did not have the ability to predict Princess the way she did him, thought he’d carry around shopping bags and say things like, That looks cute on you. She almost always wore leggings instead of jeans, as if she could break into workout the way people broke into dance in Bollywood.
But Princess had tricked him. She pretended to shop for herself but held things to his chest and slapped his butt into the dressing room while slurping from a big cup of coconut bubble tea. Sometimes she snuck into the dressing room with him.
I know what you’re doing, Beckett said. They were in a spacious accessible dressing room with a door instead of a curtain. He stared at her. For all her enhancements, she did not yet look like a Bratz doll.
Took you long enough, she said.
I’m going to resurrect Beyond Repair? We’re really doing this?
You’re getting the clothes. You might as well, she said.
Princess had an Instagram following of about four thousand people, a staggering number to Beckett, who thought of her as a microcelebrity, but in reality she didn’t have ambitions to be a fitness, beauty, fashion or lifestyle influencer. Followers liked content of her demonstrating how to increase the difficulty of basic movements. She might assume a plank position while gripping dumbbells, then add a row, then add a rotation or pick up one foot, before returning to plank position. A subset of the comments were appraisals of her form and appraisals of her body, but rarely her style.
Beckett’s wardrobe still tipped toward mostly free T-shirts, his work overalls, jeans, track and cargo pants. Princess was initially puzzled by his wardrobe. In high school, he dated one girl for two years in a boring, hangout kind of relationship. No effort or outfits required. In his twenties and most of his thirties, he went through a series of one-season-or-shorter relationships where he wore the same black shirt on dates to Olive Garden–tier chain restaurants, to hide the sweat, and found himself mostly being an audience for his dates, having nothing much to say. Between high school and Princess, he had had one serious relationship with a woman named Cindy in which he was indicted for being unavailable, unaffectionate, and unnecessary. What do you mean? he countered. I’m right here. I’m quiet. I’m steady. And Princess seemed to agree with him. He made himself necessary by cooking and driving and sheltering and listening and touching and admiring. He absorbed every dull task in her life so she could finally come to rest on a piece of earth where she was not an outsider. He had made her princess of a tiny kingdom, an enclave within another country, like Lesotho or the Vatican.
Princess claimed that he called her Cindy a few times, but he was sure he hadn’t. Why would I make that up? Princess had asked. Cindy had also claimed that she didn’t feel special. She felt interchangeable with any mammal who stuck around Beckett’s life.
The first trustworthy contractor outfit Princess chose was a plaid shirt and dark jeans.
Next, he said. He felt like a Property Brother.
But he should probably defer to her on the matter of how to present himself. Princess had known his waist, shoe, and shirt sizes from looking at him. She knew his height and weight within three pounds and when she wasn’t exact, she felt his body to see where he was hiding or had lost the weight. When she was beside him, out in public, her presence raised him a point or two. He liked that other men looked at her before looking at him. And she said she felt like she was with a basic Jared Leto. She bought him a leather jacket and white undershirts so he could level up his look. (Beckett never understood the purpose of an undershirt and could tell whether he’d get along with someone by whether they wore an undershirt in the summer.) You could be so cool, she said. She used to give him pictures to give to a hairstylist, and although he felt uncomfortable, he couldn’t deny that she made him look better. But, without any good reason apart from dogged independence, he slowly stopped being her mannequin and now he hadn’t had a haircut in over a year. He pulled it back into a bun, never a ponytail for fear of getting it caught in some equipment and sucking his neck into the blade.
She made him try on a second outfit: a green shirt and snug tan pants.
What about all black? he asked. It seemed like the whole city was wearing black clothes and white sneakers.
Too severe. You need all the warmth you can get.
While looking at Beckett in the mirror, Princess smoothed the clothes on his body.
Must be boring being a man all the time, no? she said.
Less maintenance, Beckett said. Cheaper on fuel.
I used to think a dick was like an annoying braid you guys had to carry around.
Beckett felt emboldened. You know, everybody in the waiting room can hear your conversations when you’re getting your laser treatments.
She dusted his shoulders. So?
He made eye contact with her in the mirror and dipped his chin. He said, Udon. Noodle.
She laughed. Oh, Beckett. Nobody cares about your dick.
Beckett needed to assert himself. She was dressing him now, laying out gym clothes on the bed for him, asking him to open jars, taking long baths. Beckett said, I will not be driving you there anymore.
Because of a limp dick joke? (Or did she mean to say lame.) Stop being a drama queen.
I suppose I should be happy that you didn’t say spaghetti.
I could have said angel hair.
Beckett clasped his hands over his heart in gratitude. She was joking, of course. He was not insensitive to a joke. But he felt himself about to reject the shirt on a matter of principle. It was now tainted with this conversation. She had cast him in an erectile dysfunction advertisement. He was sitting in the foreground of a stock photo, on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands, green shirt, tan pants, while she was out of focus in the background, leaning against the headboard, arms folded. Then because he clicked on that ad, the next day, he’d be in the background of a related ad where she would be lying on her side, facing the camera, her expression between anger and boredom.
Look, Beckett, I was just trying to get good service. It was like session 4 and I was as hairy as Big Foot. Trust me, your situation is not making the rounds in the laser hair removal community.
She was right but Beckett was still troubled. And why should he own two green shirts?
It’s not just that, he said. Hesitated. I don’t support any of this, the zapping and the plumping and the freezing. It’s madness. I can’t.
She raised her eyebrows. Only she couldn’t.
The laser hair removal was only a recent addition to a number of procedures. First, she got shot between the eyes with ten units of Botox and another twenty across her forehead. Then she had microdermabrasion to even out hyperpigmentation near her sideburns. Then microblading to fill out her eyebrows. Then she had her teeth whitened (the Invisaligns were well before Beckett). Then she had her cheeks and lips injected with filler, just a little bee sting. And of course, the rhino and the ta-tas around the time they were getting married. The procedures she spent their honeymoon getting done.
And I’m not entertainment for you and your African friend to laugh about, okay?
Oy, she said.
He dropped his voice. Would you like it if I told everyone your breasts were fake?
Keza knows already, she said. Then sensing that this really mattered to Beckett, she softened: Okay, calm down. I’m sorry.
She touched the temples of his hair. Do you want me to give you a dye job? The Mouth had said, The only job you guys are fit for
are blowjobs
Beckett lifted her hands from his head.
Let me shape your eyebrows, Princess said.
No.
Just the strays.
No.
She ran her hand down the buttons of the green shirt. Your pecs look good in this one. She took his hair out of the bun. Princess had once described Beckett’s hair as oily black pasta. And his only defence was correcting her on a technicality: it’s brown. Since they got together, he had in fact undergone a Principlasty of his own. In addition to the leather jacket, he owned leather boots, belt, wallet. He had collared polo shirts and shorts that did not have elastic around the waist. He still preferred himself on the sloppy side. Shirt untucked. Denim layers. She had not been able to change his expression, though undoubtedly she brought happiness and jalapenos into his life. His expression was more aloof than he felt internally. Sometimes he saw himself in the mirror and was surprised by how critical and unapproachable he appeared. He felt he wasn’t usually judgemental, more live-and-let-live. Dogs approached him, and their owners, sometimes, apologetic, but children never.
Princess’s eyes found her body in the mirror. She turned sideways and Beckett stepped in front of her to block her view.
Stop trying to—Beckett began, couldn’t find the word at first—renovate yourself.

  
Beckett’s first client at the rebooted Beyond Repair company was a woman from Princess’s gym, Stephanie, who was getting married the following August, more than a year away, and had already sent Princess an invitation. She wanted to paint her living room orange. She saw it on Pinterest.
Don’t discourage her, Princess said. It’s her vision, not yours.
I can’t let her ruin her life, Beckett said. Her house is too small for orange. And her furniture is not the furniture on Pinterest. It’ll look like Halloween in there.
Every time you want to say something negative, Princess advised him, smile instead and say, That’s interesting.
That worked until the woman said she wanted to paint the baseboards, the trim, the door, and the ceiling orange as well. Standing in his new green shirt and tan chinos, holding his notebook, Beckett suggested that they try such a bold colour in a smaller space, like her powder room, to see if she liked it. Then he fell into his old habit of overextension. To persuade her, he told her that he could get the powder room painted in one day, tomorrow, and if she didn’t like it, not only would he have stopped her from making a bigger mistake, but he’d repaint it the original Chantilly Lace (which always sounded like panties rather than a paint colour to Beckett). She agreed. He painted the powder room, as promised, even behind the toilet. He cheated and desaturated the orange for the ceiling and trim. Stephanie loved it. Every time she opened the door, she told him, it was like opening a light box. She felt like she was peeing in a golden sunset.
Fortunately, Stephanie was the kind of woman who had sharp turns of opinion. She might swap out the groom next August, who knew? She opted to paint the living room Maple Glaze, a brownish neutral. She couldn’t have two orange rooms, after all. Stephanie then recommended Beckett to an older woman who wanted someone to change the railings in her house so they wouldn’t be a danger to her grandchild. He gave her a quote and some advice, then she dumped him for someone else. That happened a lot, he remembered from his first time at the rodeo. He’d spend a lot of time commuting from Vancouver to Burnaby or Surrey and then the homeowner would go with some cheaper or more charming guy. Who knew why people chose people? Some homeowners trusted a paunch, others an older man, others a man not eager to take the job, a chatty contractor, a taciturn one, a coffee drinker, an energy drinker, a drinker drinker.
There was a lull after Stephanie and soon it was more than a lull. Beckett was unemployed again.

  
 He posted an ad on Kijiji. Princess told him to use the word handyman and he gaped at her. He pressed his hand to his chest, her gesture.
Oh, Gus, baby, I know, she said. Just try it. Post two ads, and add handyman to one of them, and compare the hits.
As the results came in, Beckett insisted that the experiment was flawed.
Princess created an Instagram account for Beyond Repair. More than ten years ago, when Beckett first tried to launch an empire of one, Instagram was not a serious place for business. These days, apparently, it was. Princess encouraged him to take quick, high-impact jobs so he could generate before-and-after pics. He did a feature wall. She posted it. That led to a few other wall jobs, including a TV inset in a high-gloss louvred wall.
Between Kijiji, Instagram, and Marketplace, Princess’s luxury filters and Beckett’s rock-bottom prices, the work came in steadily. As was the case ten years ago, Beckett reaffirmed that most people should not be allowed to touch their houses. He would confiscate their houses if he could.
The women thought they were interior designers, either demanding the latest trend like he was a slack-jawed lackey or rejecting it because their tastes were stuck in the days of plastic furniture slipcovers. The men thought tools and repair were in their DNA. Most of them could use a drill but were stumped by materials that didn’t come with pre-drilled holes. He ripped up poorly installed laminate, scarfed baseboards, patched holes where TV mounts had come crashing down, reinstalled toilets and fixed water damage to the ceiling below. Some work, like anchoring tall cabinets to studs, could not be photographed. Annoying work. Work rooted in incompetence. But it paid the mortgage, which thanks to Princess was now set to accelerated weekly payments to save them money in the long run. She urged Beckett to lock in a rate but he was sure that rates would—had to—fall any day now.
He’d gotten into construction because he wanted to do something with his hands and to make money and earn a respectable life, since he was not what his father would call educated. Now his purposes had expanded. He was going to take people’s ugly houses and make them so beautiful their eyes would melt and drip down their faces. Nobody should ever have to live with drafty windows, carpet in bathrooms, holes in the wall, rickety banisters, or, ideally, with popcorn ceilings, shaker cabinets, laminate countertops—the list was extensive. He gave his clients therapeutic colours and reliable flooring and massage jets. He was changing their lives. Easy—he was changing their houses. But the satisfaction on their faces was like (udon noodle) like watching someone enjoy a meal (udon noodle) he prepared.
That’s how he felt on the best of days.
When the bad days piled up, it didn’t take much for him to montage the failures of his life and get discouraged. A woman in Coquitlam hired him to hang a full-length mirror in her front hall then haggled his rate down until he got frustrated and left without payment. On the drive home, low on gas and listening to Nat King Cole, he quit.
You can’t quit yourself, Princess said as he lugged his tool bag into the house. You’re your boss.
Well, I fire myself then.
What happened?
Nothing. I don’t want to be a handyman. It’s embarrassing. I used to build houses.
You have to start somewhere.
I’ve started. I’ve started many times. I can’t keep starting, Beckett said. It’s—he didn’t want to say embarrassing again—wrong, Princess, showing up all eager and smiling and then having someone toss a few bills at me.
So what? You’ll go back to working for some connard like the Mouth?
It wasn’t so bad.
Beckett. She grabbed his shoulders. Listen to yourself.
I’ll just call and see if he has any work for me.
Absolutely not, Beckett.
I’m done whoring myself out to people in Richmond to install towel racks and mirrors and mount TVs.
Just commit to yourself.
Beckett knew she was asking him for something lofty and yogaish—persistence, self-fulfillment, we-shall-overcome values. But they needed money if they were going to keep buying farmers’-market grapes and blocks of parmesan.
Princess continued: Trust me. I didn’t marry you for your money. I wasn’t looking for a man in finance, trust fund, 6’5”, blue eyes.
That’s too bad, because I totally married you for your body, Beckett said, regretted it, then grew serious. And if we lose the house while I’m levitating and manifesting my dreams and all that?
When Beckett was a child, his father kept empty cartons and packages in the fridge so that it would appear full. Once he caught his mother pouring skim milk into a red whole-milk carton and adding water.
Fine, we lose the house. Princess held his eye. You’ll build us a better one.
Beckett snorted, but he was pleased.
There’s my Snuffleupagus, Princess said.

  
One morning as he was coming down the stairs, Beckett heard Princess talking on the phone. He’s pretty big, he heard her say. The day was looking up. But almost immediately, it became clear that she was talking about his general frame or maybe not about him at all.
She said, I mean, like, dense. If I was a man with good muscle density, I’d just be lifting random stuff all the time.
She had said this to Beckett when they were dating, called him prehistoric. She was going through her material.
He’s not even pregnant and it’s like he’s carrying around a whole other person all the time, she said. I think all that weight-bearing is why they have better bone density than us.
When Beckett turned the corner, Princess was in a sarong. She had wrapped that sarong around his waist once and he felt very powerful, like a Polynesian warrior. He knew she really longed to wear African clothes but couldn’t for fear of being called out for cultural appropriation. She thought that African clothes, no matter the region, were superior to clothes from all other cultures, except maybe Indian. Was it the clothes or the body she wanted? She wanted to be slowed down by a Kezaesque train, to waggle through a market with the word juicy splashed across her back end, to squeeze her tiny iPhone into the back pocket and be called an Awoulaba.
When she ended the call, her eyes softened into her dreamworld and the day mumbled on as it had during Beckett’s initial unemployment phase.
But at night, when they were watching their premium cable package, Princess looked down at her chest and squeezed her breasts together, trapping her gold @Princess necklace.
What if I went bigger? she said.

  
 Beckett had been home for over a week, partially by choice, puttering and running, snacking and humming Family Feud. His hands felt empty. His pockets too. Tariffs were in the air, the Bank of Canada had raised rates again, and they, he technically, still had a variable mortgage. His truck payments were fixed, fortunately. He found himself in the produce aisle, looking around to see if anyone else was outraged at the inflated price of bananas.
At home, he tapped a real estate flyer on the counter. What do you think about renting out a room part-time?
The idea took Princess by surprise because she was the type to want people over, not him. Beckett himself wasn’t sure whether he was revolting against traditional employment or succumbing to the latest permutation of feudalism. That last part was something his anarchist father would say.
If things go well, he forecasted, we could buy an investment property with the profits.
Princess looked rightly skeptical, and he amended the prediction.
We could pay down the mortgage faster.
There was no way he would have been able to buy his house in the present market. He couldn’t even afford it in the past market, pre-Princess. Then his mother died, and named him, not her husband, the executor of her will. She also left an insurance policy in US currency to which he was sole beneficiary. He didn’t share the money. The rest of his family didn’t talk to him anymore. They were, as Princess liked to put it, estranged. Beckett reasoned that he was her only son. Two of his half-brothers were out of the house by the time he finished elementary school, yet they thought they should get some, as did his father, whom Beckett had always considered his half-father. When he was growing up, his mother equated manhood with home ownership. His father equated manhood with vehicles: if you had a truck, you had a job. Now he had both, a detached house in Vancouver and Becky, a black Ford F-150, his dream truck.
We’re already paying down the mortgage faster, Princess said. And tenants? Do you want to deal with tenants?
He scrunched up his face.
Princess had beaten him at his game. She leaned out the front door with a little twirl and retrieved the mail without stepping on the porch. She sometimes turned regular movements into acrobatics. Microworkouts.
Beckett recovered. You can manage the rental money, he said.
She considered before replying. I don’t need another thing to worry about, Beckett.
She was implying a different worry.
I don’t want people around all the time, she went on, channelling Beckett as he was channelling her.
Not all the time. I was thinking more like an Airbnb.
Don’t make me hang out with a bunch of strangers, she quoted him.
His eyes smiled. We only rent when we feel up to it. Think about it, we’re in Vancouver, between the mountains and the ocean. Big trees, hikes, fancy buildings, Teslas and Porsches everywhere, luxury shopping.
I don’t know, she said.
Whales, he added to the list.
Oh, whales, of course. Where do I sign? Princess said.
Beckett said, You can screen who we accept. It’s just something—he almost slipped and said to keep you busy, which was still better than to keep you from looking in the mirror all day—something to host some cool people, have some good dinners. It’s not just about the money.
At the possibility of entertaining, Princess reverted to being herself and received the idea eagerly. Their social life had felt impoverished since the Woods. They needed to have people around, laughter, clinking glasses, ice, braised meat. She could spend her excess energy on that.
That night Princess found a different platform, Locale, something between the communal warmth of couch surfing and the capitalist cool of Airbnb. Money in exchange for a place and meals. She ran calculations after Beckett went to bed and dreamt loud dreams of machinery and men shouting at him. In the morning, she showed him the nightly rental rate for rooms in Vancouver. They could cover their mortgage if they only rented space out twelve nights a month. If they were out of town, they could rent the whole house and that would set them up nicely for months. She proposed improvements to the attic bedroom upstairs to turn it into a suite. Beckett knew she was proposing a project to keep him occupied.
Nevertheless, he installed dimmers, an electric fireplace, and painted—work that kept him very tired, too tired, for a few evenings and a full weekend. Princess bought a microwave, a wine fridge, a coffeemaker. They put all the materials on a credit card. Within days of uploading photographs, they had their first request, from an international student who would arrive a day early for her homestay elsewhere in the city. Beckett and Princess chestbumped like when they were dating, before the augmentation.
Princess changed the sheets and placed a souvenir of a totem pole on the nightstand. Beckett cooked a mushroom stir-fry as a welcome dinner. Although the guest was polite, her limited English meant that she had no choice but to listen to Princess talk all evening. Also, it was clear that she had disordered eating. Princess discovered two jars of baby food in the recycling bin and tried to offhandedly talk about proper nutrition.
In bed, Beckett told Princess that she shouldn’t provide people with unsolicited comments about their weight or shape, even if affirming. In elementary school in Maine, he had told a girl that she looked like a cow. He meant it as a compliment. She had the slow gentle manner of cows and the beautiful balance of her heavy body on her little legs. Objectively. She took offence and yet he didn’t see how anyone would be offended to be compared to an animal. Cows weren’t fat. They were supposed to be that size, as was she.
Princess shrugged it off. She hadn’t offered the girl a Principlasty, at least. Before he fell asleep, Princess reached for Beckett—she was wound up after the socializing—but he didn’t want their guest to hear them having sex.
She can’t hear us from up there.
She can, he said.
Princess kicked off the blankets. I’ll go up there and you tell me if you hear anything.
Don’t disturb her. She’ll leave a bad review. You already criticized her diet.
Then I’ll ask her in the morning.
Don’t do that, Beckett said. Who’s going to admit that they heard their hosts—
You can’t even say the word.
Copulating, he said.
Princess laughed a big, satisfied laugh and rolled on her back.
Having intercourse, he said, still exaggerating his prudishness. Rolling in the hay? Knocking boots? Making whoopee? Boinking? Filling the gas tank.
She nudged him to stop.
We can have all the sex you want after she leaves, he said.
He could feel Princess’s eyes X-raying the ceiling for a few minutes. When she shut them, all the light seemed to go out of the room. Possibly, there’d be twelve days each month when he could get a full night’s rest. He suspected that she was trying to work them up to Wood-Keza-level frequency and freakiness, and he kept swatting. More sex wasn’t good sex. She knew that too.
In the morning when Beckett entered the kitchen, only a couple of minutes after Princess, she and the international student were deep in pleasantries. Princess had asked her about the noise level up there, whether it was quiet. The girl said that it was fine. Princess asked again, for Beckett’s benefit. The international student picked up on the insistence and said that she slept like a baby log. When she left that morning, she gave Princess a small package of tea, presented with both hands. She left a good review in which she mentioned the quietness of the house, as if they were prodding her in that direction.
Beckett was aware that he promised bucketloads of sex after the guest left but that night his throat was sore. He was likely coming down with a cold in July or worse. Princess touched his forehead. The next morning, the sore throat was gone.
Princess was eager to have more guests.
Yeah, but let’s not inflict our stories on them, Beckett said. Let them talk.
You’re inflicting. I’m regaling.
Next came a strapping Black British man who stayed with them for two days. Princess didn’t just ignore Beckett’s advice; she went deep into the begats.
Her parents were
conflicted missionaries who worked at a Methodist clinic in Côte d’Ivoire. In Yamoussoukro, she spoke French at school, some Baoulé on the playground, and English and French at home. There was no posh international school. Her parents said if the Ivorian schools were good enough for the Black children then they were good enough
for her, their
only child
A few days later, she regaled a more strapping Colombian man.
Africa
begat Spain
where her father took an administrative position in the Methodist conference when she was ten. Her father again: If the Spanish schools were good enough for the Spanish children then they were good enough for Queen Princess. Maybe your dad was just cheap, Beckett had said once, sawing at the pedestal. And maybe yours was just a fanatic, she said. No maybe about it, he said. He and Princess had gone to a few megachurches together early on, trying to rediscover their faith. He always scanned the congregations for an older woman with the serene smile of his mother. The churches Princess liked were too loud and Black for Beckett and the churches Beckett liked did not have enough physical activity
for Princess.
After the Colombian, she regaled an Argentinian couple and demonstrated basic self-defence to the woman. It was terrifying. Palm strike, elbow strike, groin strike.
Spain begat
France where
the bullying was so bad that her mother pulled her out of school and homeschooled her for a while. She spent a few months in a British school while her mother nursed an aunt to death in England. Until then, Princess’s books had been in French or Spanish, so reading complex material in English had taken work. She fell behind. Maybe it was the two years of home
schooling,
Beckett said.
She regaled a gigantic Norse man who looked like he owned a shield.
England begat America.
In Detroit, Princess couldn’t break into a white peer group or a Black one. She walked circles around the school, listening to Boyz II Men on her Walkman. She got her hair braided once and the Black girls called her White Dread. America was no Africa. She got white grades at that school, despite her
spotty
preparation.
She regaled a deeply tanned Australian man, with whom Beckett listened to reggae in the kitchen and shared a puffpuff. The following morning, the neighbour from Georgia shouted from his driveway to ask if everything was okay: Lots of traffic passing through the neighbourhood. Thinking of listing the house?
she didn’t
want to go to
college in America or go back to England, where her parents were planning to settle after retirement. South Africa was dangerous, her father said. Australia was too far, her mother said. So America begat Canada. She started university in Montreal, then after a break-up, she transferred to Toronto and then she followed her next boyfriend to Vancouver. She took six years to graduate—motivation issues, boyfriend crises, adding a minor so she could train and coach track. Her father installed himself in her apartment for a semester during her sixth year, literally reading her textbooks to her and quizzing her afterward. That was how she had got through. She needed people around. She had never lived
alone, her
whole life.
She regaled a Greek Hercules.
After university, Princess
worked in physio clinics, rehab centres, with special needs adults, and presently as a personal trainer. She abbreviated her brief marriage to a Persian Christian refugee as a merger of startups that had no business merging. It seemed a good deal at the time. Her ex was a man who entered her life with a spotlight that encompassed her, a man who currently worked as a middle-aged fitness model for Muscle and Fitness. Before Beckett, she lived with a former Olympic downhill skier in South Granville near an expensive tennis club. Beckett had been taking puffpuff breaks in the backyard and was high. He broke in to remind her of that apartment’s ten-foot ceilings, crown moulding, two fireplaces, wainscoting. Then redirected the conversation: You want to know a man, look at his car. You want to know a woman, look at her house. He often fell in love with a woman’s place before he fell in love with her body.
That last detail arrested Princess.
Beckett had meant it as a compliment, but he perceived the word sexist would be in Princess’s next sentence if she were completely sober.
Instead, she turned to Greek Hercules and sloppily said, How’d you get those veins? I wanna get veins like those. At that point, Beckett recognized the pattern of the guests Princess was vetting and pulled the plug, saying they needed to take a break from all those people trekking their diseases through the house.

  
Shortly after Greek Hercules, their detergent stopped working. After washing, Beckett’s towel retained a shut-room smell. His socks too. He became—this was not an excuse, he swore—very concerned about the sheets.
We can soak them, Princess said, turning her head to smell them. They’re fine.
I just washed these, he said. Maybe it’s the machine, not the detergent. I don’t get it. One minute it was working and now. Like we got a bad batch. Or hit an expiration date.
Buy more detergent, genius.
I can’t do that now, genius.
And we have other sheets.
Energy, he said. Do you know how much we’re paying for each kilowatt per hour?
Fine. She clenched her jaw. Fine then. Fine. We can lay down the towel.
She hated the sex towel. Beckett prematurely dismounted the beam of her body and held open the brown towel like a matador, then spread it on the bed.
Princess was distracted. I can’t move around on it.
You don’t have to move around, he said. He would be happy just cuddling, just stroking her arm, feeling her curls tickle his shoulder instead of doing a pushup on her. Not to mention the need to make it last beyond a few minutes—too much.
And it leaves pockmarks on my back, Princess said.
Pockmarks?
Yes, the texture. I’ve told you this.
Beckett rearranged the towel under her.
I want to feel like I’m in bed with my husband, not sunning on a beach.
That hurts, he said.
How does that hurt?
You’re comparing sex with me to tanning on a beach.
You’re being a wuss.
Let’s just drop it, he said.
Do we have to use it?
Fine, he said. They said that a lot, fine, fine, fine, always grudgingly. They were indefatigably compromising as a couple.
Thank you. Princess removed the towel from under her back and returned it to Beckett. He put it in the hamper and came back to bed. He could sense her waiting for the continuation of his routine. Instead, he lay on his back with hands laced on his stomach. He considered Princess and himself physical people. They both enjoyed touching things, smelling fruit in the store. When they touched each other, they were aware of both the body and the fabric defending it. Princess was not delicate about her bodily functions, announced her need to pee, closed her eyes after particularly rich desserts, wore layers to adjust her temperature, didn’t mind cold or heat, had more than once gone camping with her gym friends in sub-zero weather, stayed in tents, drank boiling hot coffee like her mouth was stuffed with insulation, and despite all this sensuality, she had endured Beckett’s rather tepid touch.
I’ll buy a better-quality sex towel tomorrow, he said.
But, of course, he didn’t buy one then. (Or the next day. Or the next. Or ever.)
  



CHAPTER

One of the accepted inequities of Beckett’s marriage to Princess was that her earnings covered her maintenance needs and body detailing while his money covered the needs of the household. With the short-term rental business suspended, no money was coming in apart from Princess’s gym money but that was not much. Beckett was becoming anxious. Even the unseasonably warm, dry fall disturbed him, evidence of climate change. Buying gas for Becky put him in a bad mood. He complained to Princess about the price of eggs. He predicted shrinkflation would soon put an end to the dozen. Soon the capitalists would be packaging eggs individually and selling them for the same price as a dozen. He looked into raising chickens in the city. He feared becoming a nutjob like his father.
Princess said, If you don’t want to work, say that, but don’t act like there’s no work out there.
He rehashed his issues with assembling Ikea furniture for people.
You’re letting your pride get the better of you, she said.
Princess thought the solution was more content on social media.
You want a big contract, right? Focus on your Instagram, she said. You don’t need a website.
Beckett thought his clientele would be older and uninterested in Instagram.
Find younger clients then.
They’re broke.
Or do both, Beckett. She raised her voice. Stop objecting to every solution I offer you. You sound like the big, bad wolf, a reason for everything.
Afterward, it hit Beckett that he could have run his tongue across his teeth and said something flirtatious like, All the better to eat you with, my dear. Instead he dug his pinky into his ear and inspected the brown nugget under his nail.
You want to win this time, no? Princess asked.
Beckett was effectively chastised. From then on, he could only obey the big sister.
Princess asked him to pose in various states of work, hammering, cutting, reaching on a ladder, taking off his goggles. She brought him more changes of clothes, different baseball hats and flicked water at him to simulate sweat. Beckett couldn’t help it. Her attention lifted his spirits.
On the big monitor, she showed him the photographs.
She could identify the smallest of flaws between photographs. This one, the light’s a bit better. Your left eye isn’t shining. See the vein in your arm. Nice. Better angle here. Can’t really see your fingers here. She was looking at him like a kind of object, the way she sometimes looked at herself, zoned out and with piercing scrutiny at the same time. He edged close enough that their legs were pressed together, a kind of signal, he wanted to thank her, that’s not the word, he wanted to show her how much he appreciated her, not much better, but she pulled her leg away and drew her hair in a ponytail.
Could you put on some coffee? she said.

  
The weekly mortgage payments could not be ignored. Just like that, Beckett was back to being a handyman. His schedule was patchy, an hour here, a few hours there, commuting all over metro Vancouver to put up curtain rods and caulk bathtubs. In preparation for the warmest Halloween on record, but nevertheless the holiday best suited to his temperament, he overdecorated the house and hung bloody sacks from the tree in the front yard.
We can’t do that, Beckett.
He surveyed his work.
Lynchings?
There were no Black people in the neighbourhood. And it wasn’t like he was going to sit on the porch in a white sheet with a shotgun.
On Halloween, he sat on the porch with a chainsaw. He wore a hockey mask and did not speak. At his feet, he kept a pail of chocolate and nails.
You can’t do that, Princess said, coming out now and again with another bowl of non-tetanus candy.
He beckoned the young kids with one finger and revved the chainsaw at the older ones. Princess put on a pair of cat ears, stuffed her breasts and her butt, and declared herself a sexy Catashian. She was Serena Williams the year before.
That night while he was sleeping, there was a series of little earthquakes. He dreamt of children egging his house but the eggs turned into bombs and they themselves were caught in the rubble, blood soaking through their bandages, their long wet eyelashes sinking.
In the morning, he woke on a corner of the original sex towel. Princess wearing her cat ears was sucking his big toe, looping her tongue in swirls around it. He tried to pull it from her, but her grip was strong. She must be taking advice about how to spice things up in the bedroom from a morning show or checkout magazine.
You have nicer feet, Beckett told her.
Relax, she said.
She went at it for a while. Later, when Beckett reflected, he recalled that Princess had done something like this before, she had nibbled the nail of his pinky finger after observing that he was always using it to point, only because his mother taught him that it was rude to point with his index finger. He would be the kind of retired man, she had said, who would wear a black and gold pinky ring.
Princess had pulled away and frowned the first time they kissed. It was momentarily deflating for Beckett—he knew the kiss was bad, he had pressed his lips so hard against hers that he felt the nerves of his front teeth jangle from the pressure—until she said, We’ll have to fix that and kissed him again
softly, like
a ballad.
Princess stopped nibbling his toe. Anything?
Beckett reconstructed what had happened in the night. The earthquakes were Princess.
Maybe they were supposed to turn him on. To punish him. To exclude him. Maybe they were just for her. Had she done this before while he was sleeping? While he had slept, the Woods had run through the whole Kama Sutra in his house. She didn’t have a vibrator, as far as he knew.
Nothing, Beckett said.
Princess let his foot drop. Your problem is you have too many hang-ups, she said. Too judgey.
No, Beckett said, sitting up. My problem is that you’re insatiable.
Her mouth hung open. You wouldn’t be saying that if I was a man.
Insatiable, he drop-kicked her with the word again and went to the bathroom to relieve himself. When Beckett returned, she was sitting on the floor with the stunned, perhaps traumatized, stare of someone meditating in plain sight. Early in Princess’s sexual career, Beckett knew, a man had mocked her, telling her that when she touched him, he felt like she was trying to diagnose him. And then he imitated the way her fingers darted efficiently over his body. Never hooked up with her again. The mockery left a deep wound.
You’re trying to shame me, Princess said, composed. But we’re all physical beings. Sexual beings.
Beckett wanted to match her tone, even elevate the conversation, to be pure, shining, levitating in lotus position. His hair was already in a bun. We’re all spiritual beings, he wanted to say, but instead: Asexuals aren’t sexual.
You’re not asexual, she said. Is either one of us—Why would you bring that up?
He regretted the term. He’d search for it later, maybe in a Reddit forum, but his clickbait tracker was already a hot mess. His mother had called him a late bloomer. He kept busy with shop class so he wouldn’t have to go home, ran cross-country because it would help his college applications (could not afford college and went to trade school in Canada because it was cheaper). In high school, the girls in his league weren’t interesting, even his one girlfriend, and the girls out of his league weren’t interested.
Insatiable, he said again, with a drop of his chin.
Are you gay all of a sudden? she asked. Her mouth was filling with spit. Did someone molest you as a child. Just tell me.
He rolled his eyes.
Am I doing something? Is it the body hair? You said it was the hair
Never said that.
and now the hair is pretty much gone. So what happened to you?
She went to the bathroom and spat toe from her mouth. Okay, I won’t touch you ever again if that’s what you want.
It’s not.
She opened her palms.
Beckett didn’t explain or double down. Instead, he stepped forward and embraced her, holding her head against his chest until her body relaxed and their breathing synchronized and he felt that she had forgiven him for the word.
Your manhood isn’t wrapped up in your job, she said into his chest. Or this house or your truck.
He didn’t want to continue the conversation. He said, deliberately formal: Thank you for sucking my toe. It was mucho caliente.
A snort.
He placed her index finger in his mouth, imitating.
Princess laughed. I don’t think it works that way for women.
Such a sexy udon noodle, he said. I should dip it in soy sauce.
She laughed again and flexed out of his embrace.

  
We have a consultation, Princess said.
We?
Yes. Shave the grey.

  
Fortunately, it was for a house and not a urethral probe. The house had a Point Grey address, but looked unusually modest for the neighbourhood. A quick glance and Beckett would clad in the exterior to something more modern or paint the house charcoal, depending on budget, splash a bold colour on the front door, orange or yellow, resurface the front porch, power wash the old concrete walkway or dig it up and create a meandering path of patio blocks and white stones, depending on budget, build a small pagoda at the entrance, cover it with wisteria. He’d lean Japanese with the landscaping as a complement to the ultramodern neighbours.
Princess lit up when she saw the occupants. A fit woman in her fifties and her son, Viv and Casper.
We’re about the same age, Princess said, intending a compliment.
But the woman said, Give or take.
Beckett witnessed the response lodge in Princess. He and Princess could have left right then and there, but like the champ she was, she persisted with her charm.
As a runner, you must love this weather we’ve been having, Princess told Viv and touching her temple, added: You play tennis. You’re a lefty. You probably have a killer kick-serve out wide.
The woman was impressed. Beckett shook her hand. He did feel professional in his quote clothes. After letting go, his hands felt empty, so he found a gum wrapper in his pocket and began folding it into origami.
Beckett’s a runner too, Princess said.
He gave the origami dog to Casper, who admired it for a minute while Princess talked, then remembered he was a teenager and unfolded it, relented, returned the wrapper to Beckett to refold, then before Beckett could finish, he retreated up the stairs.
Viv led them through the house and explained what she wanted done, which was, specifically, everything. She wanted the house to look like she was living in reveals, room after room. Without saying as much, she wanted to erase whatever had happened in this house recently—death of a parent, murder, robbery, alcoholism, assault, divorce, molestation plus divorce—and start afresh.
I want it finished soon, she said. She had been watching reno shows.
I can’t do it in thirty minutes, Beckett said.
Princess later called this comment self-sabotaging behaviour.
But he could do it in thirty days, Princess said.
The permit alone is going to take six months, Beckett hedged.
Do we need one? Viv asked.
If we’re rerouting electrical and knocking down walls and going open concept everywhere then yes. Maybe some hack will come in here and try to cut corners but it’s my licence if something goes wrong.
Viv appreciated his honesty, but she slouched against a wall, disappointed.
He could renovate the bathrooms without a permit, Beckett quickly explained, but he’d have to keep the same plumbing footprint. He could remove the shiny, slippery, 1980s tiles that ran through the main floor and lay a high-quality laminate.
What about hardwood?
Not in the kitchen.
Engineered hardwood?
The laminates these days are as good, Beckett said. And cheaper. I’ll run it throughout the whole house, up the stairs. New baseboards, trim.
He was asking her to make too many compromises, Princess told him later in the post-match show.
Beckett backed off and Princess threw in what he had rattled off about the exterior when they pulled in the driveway. She believed that women preferred having other women involved in the design, as long as they had taste like the impeccably dressed decorators on TV.
They got to Casper’s room last. Before they entered, they could hear him slinging insults at the other gamers. Viv looked uncomfortable, but because none of them were implicated, no one said anything.
Casper pulled one headphone off his ear and said, predictably, Paint my room black.
No, Beckett said.
Casper took off the headset completely and squared up on him. He was not used to that word.
What he means—Princess began.
Is no, Beckett finished.
The mother hooked her thumbs into her belt loops. Her expression, inscrutable. Had she pre-approved this travesty of paint? Perhaps she was not happy with how Beckett spoke to her son.
Look, I’ll get rid of this monitor and mount you a proper TV on the wall with a soundbar and we can put in a bunch of LEDs.
Princess, still translating: We can suggest a bunch of dark colours if that’s what you and your mother want. She recorded a note on her phone.
Back in the hallway, Beckett looked up. I’ll remove that popcorn ceiling. And install recessed lights everywhere. And paint the whole house a colour from this decade.
Viv was getting overwhelmed, Princess diagnosed later. There’s a fine line between suggesting improvements and insulting somebody’s house.
Thanks for coming, Viv said.
Princess refused to leave until she had a commitment.
She asked to use the bathroom. When she came out, she asked, Have you looked at our Instagram? She pulled out her phone.
She told Beckett to get flooring and paint samples from the truck.
By the time Beckett came back, Princess was stretching Viv’s shoulder on the back patio (room for improvement). She had a persistent old injury that she managed with CBD and soon Viv and Beckett were having a little puffpuff and Princess was telling them about the time she ran a guy around a squash court so hard that he broke his toe against a wall and Viv was talking about banned books in Florida and Princess said she should meet her friends Keza and Wood and Casper was reclined next to them pinching the sharp edges of a larger origami dog and Beckett was giving Viv the history of his best times for 15K when he was young and Viv was inviting him to her running group and Casper was saying it was part of a church mission group and Princess went through her shtick that Beckett was a Quaker, not a Quaker, what’s it called, a Friend.
The twenty-minute consultation had become an hour-long hangout.
Eventually, Princess gave a big, contented sigh and said, I can tell you love your house, Viv. You love this house the way this guy—pointing at Beckett—loves ours.
Beckett may have grinned. He was a bit loopy from the weed. He spoke up and overextended: Whatever your best quote is, I’ll do it for 10 percent less.
Princess looked at him, surprised. Surely, it didn’t just come down to money. But even the wealthy could be cheap.
Viv’s eyes said, Keep talking.
I’m pretty much giving you my profit because I like that you and Casper are trying to class up your house to match—here he gestured around at the neighbourhood.
We’ll need to see that competing quote in writing, though, Princess added.
Okay.
Shop around as much as you like, Princess said. But call us to let us know whatever you decide.
And if I go beyond deadline, I’ll lop off another 5 percent.
Thirty days?
Princess massaged his knee. This moment when he kept dropping the price also came up in her debrief.
Or whatever, Beckett said. The timeline depends on what you decide to do. I mean, if I say I’m going to have your floors done in two weeks, then I’ll have them done.
When can you start?
Tonight, if you want, Beckett said. As soon as I have a deposit.
Ten percent good for you?
Beckett tried not to smile.
We normally ask for 25, Princess said.
Just pay them. Casper waved his mother forward. It’s not your money anyway.
Smelling a lucrative divorce, Beckett said, It is now.
On the way home, Princess made Beckett stop in Kitsilano for ice cream. It was juvenile, this victory celebration. He felt like he was six and Elder Princess was treating the kids to ice cream for not making faces at each other during the Meeting. She clinked her scoops against his and gave him the highlights and bloopers. No one had ever taken such a deep interest in his work. He kept one arm around her, a light headlock, while they wore sunglasses and licked ice cream on the makeshift outdoor patio area, blocking a lane of traffic.

  
The day after agreeing to a contract, Viv gave Beckett a key to the house. They agreed to Christmas as a deadline for the first round of renovations. Beckett got to work immediately by demolishing a non-loadbearing wall. Viv liked that result so much that he capitulated on the issue of a permit and decided he would knock down another wall, after all, and open her kitchen to the living area by installing a beam. Instead of applying for a permit, Beckett called an inspector who used to be an engineer in Iran (whenever he thought of Iran, he thought of Princess’s first husband, the fitness model) and a sledgehammer of a man he used to work with, and they installed the beam. Viv gave them all bonuses in weed, even the Muslim engineer.
Viv and Casper kept walking through the opening in astonishment, as if the wall was still there and they were ghosts moving through it. Beckett, meanwhile, thought the house might come crashing down on them, pinning mother and son under the beam.
A week into the Viv job, a pleasant period of employment and domestic routine, at home one night, Princess stretched the skin of his face back toward his ears, removing his marionette lines, slanting his eyes. She gently arranged his face in different degrees of tightness.
You don’t like my face now? Beckett asked.
I love your face, she said. But a little lift. Looks better, no?
He did look younger, tighter, five years shaved off.
I look like Styrofoam chicken, Beckett said.
Then she did the same finger surgery to her face. Her hair was tied back. The white light bulbs reflected in her eyes.
My face is sagging, she said. Why didn’t you tell me, Beckett? I look like a piece of salami sliding down a wall.
I could fix you up with some adhesive.
I need clamps, she said. Look at me. Meanwhile the new yoga teacher is teaching in full makeup.
You’re renovating yourself again.
He lifted her hands from her face, but she grasped his, inspected them. Your hands are aging, she said. There’s a procedure. You can get them injected.
Beckett withdrew his hands, popped in his night guard, and left the bathroom. She stayed where she was. Then her electric toothbrush started up.

  
 A few evenings later, Princess asked Beckett to pick her up from the laser clinic, a place he refused to go on principle, but she knew he’d be in the area, working on Viv’s house, and he could not say no. He thought it was simply another laser session, but she entered the truck with blue bruises and six points of blood on her face, one on each side of her jaw near her ears, four on her cheeks. She explained that she had had a thread lift. She went into marketing mode: It’s a kind of facelift you can do on your lunch hour. No downtime. The nurse (a real nurse) drew lines on her face to show where the needles would go. They looked like whiskers, Princess said, and she traced their path upward from nose to sideburns and from her jowl to the corner of her jaw. The nurse numbed her face with a lidocaine shot, injected cannulae into her face, and fed sugar threads with tiny hooks through them—Into your face, Beckett repeated, I’m listening—then the nurse anchored the hooks and pulled the skin backward, and finally tied a knot in the threads to keep her face pulled back. Princess said, It felt like they were pulling my face back from the inside to make me smile. Like the Joker, I’m listening. She explained that in addition to the instant lift from the hooks, her skin would rebuild collagen from the inside as a result of the injury. When she was ready, she had to go back to the other clinic to get some filler in her cheeks and her lips.
You don’t have to, Beckett said. Why do you—
To maximize the effect, Princess said. Then she got snuggly. Happy birthday, Mr. President.
It was not his birthday, and this procedure definitely was not about Beckett. It was Viv’s give-or-take comment during the consultation combined with the new yoga instructor stealing her students. While working on Viv’s house, Beckett had quickly learned that Viv was a supplement junkie, and that she has given up dealing, except for one or two Old Faithfuls, after the cannabis dispensaries had killed the private entrepreneur. Now she devoted herself to her day job as an elementary school guidance counsellor and librarian, prominently displaying the books that the Americans banned and translating the news for kids (tax the rich, abolish prisons, legalize everything), and to reigning in Casper from chaos.
I’m going to remove all the mirrors in the house, Beckett said to Princess.
What I need from you right now is support.
But I don’t support this. Your face was fine. Then he tried again: I mean, it’s fine now.
Is it fine or is it better?
Beckett didn’t answer, although she did look better, minus the bruises. He asked, How much did it cost?
It’s my money, she said.
Just stop. You’re perfect now. You’re like Michael Jackson after Thriller.
He looked better after Bad, she said, But yes, now I’m fine. Fine.
She winced then pulled down the visor mirror to appraise herself.
Over the next few days, she would wince and grimace randomly. She said that it felt as if a fisherman was jerking a hook inside her face, causing the muscle to spasm. Or as if she had broken glass under her skin. But worth it, no? What do you think, Beckett? I can already feel the new collagen forming.

  
Keza had the baby, Princess announced a week before Christmas. No pre-eclampsia or diabetes or anything they were worried about. Nine pounds. A girl. Rosalie Aya Wood.
Oh, that baby’s going to get cheated out of gifts its whole life.
That’s your first thought? How about, The whole world will celebrate the season of her birth?
He tried again: Where are they going to put it?
Her, Princess said. You need to work on your reactions to things.
My congratulations were implied, Beckett said.
Princess showed him pictures. In some photos the baby was wrapped so tightly in a blanket he wanted to launch it, her, like a football. And in others she was lying exposed except for a diaper and mittens, arms flung like she was skydiving from an airplane.
They should put a hat on her, Princess said, reading his mind.
But really, where will they put her? Beckett could offer the Woods a few solutions for spatial separation. A room divider, a bookcase, a sliding wall, or they could frame a wall, depending on the location of the door and window.
Do you have pictures of the baby’s room? he asked.
You’re telling me, she said, as if noting a red flag, that you’d prefer to see pics of the baby’s room than pics of the baby?
I just need the location of the door and window.
Princess later told Keza about the interaction and reported that Beckett had been given an invitation to Orlando to redesign the girls’ space.
She tested him shortly after. What’s the baby’s name?
Beckett frowned. He remembered this. He said, Larry.
It’s a girl, Beckett.
Lucy, he said.
He imagined himself flying to Florida, coming off the plane with a toolbox, toolbelt and hard hat, like a renovation emergency. Take me to the crime scene, he’d say.

  
 For Christmas, Beckett suspected that Princess would get him a dog. A reasonable amount of time had elapsed since PointFive’s death. He and Princess had visited the SPCA in the spring and she had observed him scratching the scruff of a chocolate Lab, a terrier, a schnauzer mix, that one was a cutie with his little beard. Their eyes. Oh, he had wanted them all. When he and Princess came home, they snuggled and he was the happiest he had been until the conga line in the living room. But, as unmanly as it sounds, when he truly imagined happiness, he imagined himself living with his mother and Pointy in a log house among pine trees. She is making dumplings and they are harmonizing Motown against each other. He sometimes regretted leaving home so eagerly after high school. Maybe he could have endured that house a few more years for her sake. He wished he could still drop a quarter into the slot of a payphone and call his mother when he knew his father wouldn’t be home.
Just before Christmas, Princess brought a cat home. It was a beautiful cat, long-haired, white, Persian, like the kind meant to suggest cottony softness on toilet paper commercials.
Surprise, Princess said. The six holes in her face from the thread lift had healed. She looked better, airbrushed, but complimenting her would be akin to encouraging her.
It’s cute, Beckett said.
She, Princess said. She’s cute.
Beckett wanted to open the front door to see whether she had left a Great Dane outside. As a child, he dreamed of climbing on the back of one and riding it like a horse.
Princess studied his reaction. You hate her?
No, no. Beckett shrugged. It’s a cat.
She. Princess said. Deflated, she added, testing: We don’t have to keep her forever.
For how long?
Princess shrugged. She explained that Stephanie was moving into a new house with Mark, and she had to choose between the cat and the man, who was allergic, and she chose the man. Princess had volunteered to help them out until they could relocate the cat permanently.
In the same way that Princess could extrapolate Beckett’s future from his present, he was able to trace her present to the past. The thread lift was motivated by Viv’s comment give-or-take. But the cat? The cat was linked to Keza’s baby.
The cat’s name was Pamplemousse. It was soon clear that Pamplemousse didn’t care much for Beckett. Because you misgendered her from day 1, Princess would say. It was a sour, surly cat that didn’t play and spent most of its time under the sectional.
Princess tried to establish Pamplemousse as the family pet rather than her sole responsibility, a we problem. She had seen pictures of his deceased dog Pointy’s blue neckerchief so she bought Pamplemousse a choker to endear her to Beckett, but Beckett thought it made the cat look decapitated.
Beckett woke up to use the bathroom and found the cat sitting in the dark, spilling out of a Canada Post shipping box like a loaf of bread, its Botoxed mouth unable to smile, waiting for him to leave.

  
Apart from the cat, Christmas came and went uneventfully. Princess got Beckett Legos, which thrilled him as much as he could be thrilled, and a cactus because he’d once suggested they get a Christmas cactus instead of a tree. This year, he’d turned the wrapping paper over to wrap Princess’s gift, and when she asked why he hid the pretty part of the paper, he said, Beauty is on the inside. She said, Please be normal, but the gift itself made her teary. He’d built her a display box lined with velvet for all her medals. She scrolled through her contact list and sent her athletic friends from that era pictures of her medals set against blue velvet. Her war chest.
Beckett and Princess had become close enough to Viv and Casper to be invited to their New Year’s Eve party. Princess wore a short, sleeveless, silver dress with fringe like Tina Turner. It looked like she was wearing confetti when she spun out of her coat at the door and everyone in the party turned to look at her. Beckett had made homemade eggnog that wasn’t very popular (Beckett kept eyeing it and Princess followed his eyes), until Princess added rum to it and then people started putting their arms around Beckett and asking for advice. Beckett would need to hire other guys to handle all the booty. He was soon drunk. Viv showed off the renovations. Look how people are flowing from room to room, Beckett leaned in close to say.
Princess seemed stunned that Viv actually liked Beckett. She passed by their conversations, ready to run interference for either team, but neither of them needed it. Beckett hadn’t misinterpreted Viv’s warmth, after all. Well, excuse me, Mr. Snuffleupagus, Princess said, but sometimes you can’t read between the lines.
By the time they were singing, Should auld acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind, Princess had persuaded Viv to build a laneway house in the backyard and rent it out. It was not the potential income that won Viv over but the chance to mitigate in whatever small way the housing shortage and affordability crisis in Vancouver. The permit process they’d need to undertake made Beckett’s stomach lurch. But he couldn’t help himself. He slipped out of the party and surveyed Viv’s backyard, sipping from his tumbler of eggnog, and walking heel to toe, strangely difficult, to measure the foundation.
At home, they turned on the electric fireplace in the guest suite and fell asleep in front of it in the heat and softness of each other’s skin.
On New Year’s Day, Princess plunged into the freezing water of English Bay with a bunch of crazies. So did Casper. Cold sensation then the burn afterwards. She didn’t just run in and out, she was one of the only ones who dunked her head and was among the last of the crazies to emerge. On shore, she expected to be greeted with cheers for her fortitude, but everyone was already pulling on their clothes and huddling with their loved ones. It was just Beckett, watching. He stopped recording and held open a beach towel for her.
How come you weren’t cheering for me? she said when she watched the recording.
He was sure he had cheered for her. Maybe just in his head.
She went on: Everyone is screaming Maggie and Joe. I heard Viv calling Casper’s name. Even ancient Irene. Someone’s cheering for her.
Who needs a boob job when there’s cold water, huh? Beckett joked to shift the subject.
She replayed the video.
He said, Oh, come on, I heard a bunch of gym people screaming, Princess, Princess.
Not you. I don’t hear your voice.
He placed his hand on her thigh. You know I was rooting for you.
She shut off her phone. I know, I know. I know. It would just—She broke off. She was in her past, a place he could not follow her to. Then she said, It would mean so much to hear you screaming my name.
Next year, Beckett promised. This, he actually planned to do, unlike the sex towel.
And as downpayment, he screamed Princess at random points for the rest of New Year’s Day, picking the best times to startle her.
He screamed when they videocalled her family, her friends, and the Woods. The baby was allowed on screen. Beckett asked for a house tour. They apologized for the mess but they walked him through. Instantly he suggested moving the boy into the smaller room and then having the girl and the baby share the bigger room. He sketched plans after he passed the phone back to Princess and sent them to Princess to send to the Woods before the call was over. Then the phone got passed back to him and he and Wood talked for half an hour about the things they could see in the room, about buying land in Montana or Colorado, and Beckett felt his voice and his balls were lower after the interaction.

  
Beckett went running through January, and once with Viv. He filed the development permit for Viv’s laneway house. Forms, measurements, drawings of various elevations, all perfect. As soon as he got home from the office on Cambie, he checked the mail. He checked his email. He turned conversations in the dog park toward secondary suites. He looked up the LinkedIn profiles of people in the Development Office. He tapped into his old networks for a hookup. He texted Habibi. He ran. He slept on the couch sometimes. He watched videos during the long winter nights. He ran.
Princess taught her classes, excited by the new people in the gym with their resolutions and solicitous way of wiping down the equipment afterward, annoyed by the muscly men with poor form who used the trial membership as a vacation from their own gym. She bought Beckett supplements, serums, anything related to prostate health. Their health and fitness routines felt somewhat competitive.
By February, Beckett was having wild flights of logic while running in the dark. If he were to get Princess pregnant—Viv had corrected someone at the party saying that that language was patriarchal; one should say, if she got pregnant; men need to step back with their perceived indispensability, which to Beckett sounded like the divorce and spiked eggnog talking—so if Princess were to get pregnant that would buy him about a year before her libido returned, if it did at all, during which he could build pre-fab houses in a warehouse unmolested during the day. And during the night, he could feed the baby, so he’d be tired for real.
Then he’d get Princess pregnant (language) again—a succession of twins each year until she was menopausal with a low sex drive, as a roofer he used to work with had complained about with respect to his wife. They’d be so busy raising their multiple sets of Irish twins that sex would be a very lofty ambition on Maslow’s hierarchy of their marriage. Of course, the kids would roast to death before eighteen in the climate crisis. Solar, he should get into solar. But if they didn’t, they could take over Beyond Repair. He imagined his girls answering the phone and his boys wearing hard hats. He flogged himself. The girls could wear hard hats. They could get an office St. Bernard with a barrel of brandy tied around its neck.
What was happening to him? Was this how men of old thought? He just wanted work and a pretty wife. Beautiful, not pretty. Content with herself. And with him. He refocused on his steps, left, right, left, right, but soon enough the words had become, wife, work, wife, work.

  
The application for Viv’s laneway house was sitting at the Development Office, would be for a few more months. Beckett drove all over, even down to Washington State once, hoping to persuade someone that he was a contractor worthy of a big job, involving electricians and subcontractors, a contract that he brought home on his own like a large fish for Princess to clean. He was determined to get out of all these handyman, making-ends-meet jobs. He didn’t want Princess to think of him as a man who watched reno videos for projects he would never build.
The word insatiable occasionally wafted between them. But they had found a happy equilibrium at this point in their marriage, a natural intimacy that did not culminate in yes, yes, yes! (Princess could be loud.) He massaged her skull and she lay on his lap and he brushed her elbow in the kitchen and she trimmed his nosehair and he squeezed pimples from her shoulder and she cut his toenails and he cleaned her ears and everything was perfect was infinite was yes.
Some days, all the touching felt like he was in training, getting in peak shape to return as a lover of Woodsian randiness. His body had responded to running. One night he would rip his shirt off and Princess would fan herself then the camera would zoom above their house and fireworks would sparkle and the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air.
Still, she initiated more than he did. Usually, he made a real effort not to resist a reasonable advance, but he still sometimes yawned or opened his eyes wide, straining as if his lids were heavy.
Around Valentine’s Day, they were downsizing their closets and donating unworn clothes. Beckett finished with his clothes quickly, bagged them, and put them near the front door. For the most part, he sat on the dresser in the walk-in closet for moral support, since Princess’s initial enthusiasm had given way to distraction. She changed in and out of sweaters, skirts. He helped her zip up dresses. The hardest was convincing her to part with African fabrics, her mother’s collection. Each piece had a story. Maybe we could make cushions out of them, he said. Maybe we could make lampshades out of your skin, she said.
She kept on her flesh-coloured bra and panties while she tried on the clothes. When she decided to let something go, the fabric fell to the floor in a ripple, and she stepped out of it, picked it up with her toes, and flicked it at Beckett. The heat was high in the closet, all the material providing insulation. They were hot. Beckett was never the teenager who, like Wood, needed to jerk off in summer twice a day to keep up with sperm production. How many barrels a day? Like oil in Iran. A fitness model. Princess’s ex-husband had treated her more like a rival—Who turned more heads? Who told the better story? Whose migration was more dramatic?—than an ally. Perhaps Princess sensed where his mind was. She drew a finger up her leg, toes pointed.
Are you trying to seduce me, Mrs. Robinson? Beckett said.
Princess didn’t recognize a lot of North American pop culture references because of her childhood in Africa and Europe. She put her hands on his thighs. He dropped the flirtatious act.
C’mon, Princess, focus, he said, although he thought some release would be good, if his udon could manage it. He was in the mood to do something immersive, like swimming.
His erection was at a tender point. One thought of a cherry tomato oozing seeds and he would lose whatever progress he had made.
Princess slapped his thighs, moaned in fatigue or frustration, Beckett thought fatigue, buried her face. She liked the feel of his thighs. They were visibly muscular around the knees, the bodily change on which she commented most frequently. She unzipped his pants, reached into the vent of his boxer briefs. Beckett made vague protests. He surprised even himself. Never in the history of men had this happened, except Joseph in the Bible. She held his hands away, sternly. She put his udon in her mouth and tugged. He made sounds. She worked vigorously but it was cooked. She leaned back on her heels at one point and considered the problem. She tried again, moving her whole head. She took both her hands and rolled it. She put it back in her mouth. That third time, he closed his eyes and tried to imagine something that would make him hard. What would Wood imagine? Keza? He wanted so badly to make Princess’s efforts successful. She tickled his balls. He was never sure whether she even enjoyed going down on him. Mostly, he thought, she did it as a way of signalling to him that she wanted it done to her.
It felt like she tried a long time, twenty minutes, but maybe it was only two before she let his cock slip out of her mouth and slap his thigh. She looked up, searchingly, but he avoided her eyes. He hiked up his boxer briefs then his pants. He farted silently, finally. He had been holding it in.
Princess rocked back on her heels and sat against the closet wall, under some outerwear that grazed the top of her head.
Beckett wanted to say sorry.
But she said it first. Pamplemousse entered, mewing for attention, and sat in an empty shoebox. Princess stroked it with one hand and pinched a pair of shoes with the other, as if she couldn’t remember buying them.
How about these? Chuck? Keep?
Keep, Beckett said. They look nice on you.
And they continued as if nothing happened, because nothing did, until the garbage bags were loaded with clothes that no longer fit or had gone out of fashion, and drove them to the Salvation Army.

  
The Woods sent pictures and videos of the baby. The baby turned perfectly normal acts like opening its hands or maintaining eye contact into miracles. The invitation to split the girls’ bedroom was occasionally reissued (American dollars, Princess encouraged Beckett). He could get it done in a few days, before Viv’s permit came through.
In late February, Beckett was in the basement, loading the washing machine, and Princess came down to tell him that Keza had decided to get a full mommy makeover. Beckett knew that Princess was the one who had instigated the idea, poured the foundation for Keza to build on.
You bullied her, he said.
Persuaded.
He went further: You motivated her.
Before you start judging us, Princess said, I think you should know that she’s slipping into postpartum again. This is about her mental health.
Right. Have radical surgery one day, belt out showtunes the next.
You don’t understand. She’s being consumed by motherhood. She needs her body back, her breasts back. She needs to not be in the same room as the baby.
So this is purely to support Keza or are you going to get a mommy makeover too?
I’m not a mom.
You could be, he said, testing.
Not at this rate, she said.
He tossed a scoop of stain remover powder into the drum and closed the door.
Without looking at him, Princess said, Maybe I’ll go a little larger.
Oh, Princess, not this again. Remember last time you were on your back for a month. You couldn’t lift your arms. Your breasts were bound up like a mummy. You were complaining about carrying a watermelon. You. The woman who lifted boulders in Ireland. When you went back to the gym, you had to start from scratch.
I’m in better shape now.
That’s why she was taking up all the extra classes—to push herself into peak shape so her recovery would be quicker.
I’m just thinking about it, she said. Or maybe a little lift.
He selected the setting on the washing machine.
Or maybe nothing. It’ll be fun. Costa Rica. Like a vacation. You went to the pool last time, remember? You picked up some Spanish. Everything was, Quiero this, quiero that.
Is that really how you remember it?
Costa
Rica.
Their honeymoon. Princess had told him she had been thinking about a cosmetic destination trip for a long time. Come along. It’ll be fun. You can sit by the pool (she stretched out pooooool) and drink umbrella drinks and maybe there’ll be monkeys.
So it’s a resort?
Kind of.
For our honeymoon?
Sort of.
But you’ll be bandaged up. I don’t think you’ll be up to anything.
Bah. She waved away his concern. She chose Colombia because it was cheaper than having the surgery in North America, even with flights included, and her Spanish was practically native. The medical package was less than what Beckett would hypothetically charge for a bathroom reno (his business had already failed). But Princess paid for them. She’d been saving and she said it was her trip. She was the one dragging him to an exotic location.
For our honeymoon? he asked again.
Sure.
Princess and Beckett had talked extensively about the shape and size of the breast implants, less about her rhinoplasty, except once she asked him if he wanted to straighten his nose too, and as he was refusing she spoke loudly over him, No, no, never, of course not, gives you character, my little Snuffleupagus. They discussed the breasts of other women, friends and oblivious strangers in the street. She set her future breasts in competition against women and fruit, until she was clear about what she wanted and he knew what he would enjoy, which was anything. Then, at the end of a list of prohibitions during recovery, her doctor said: No sex. Beckett said, Some honeymoon, got restless and reorganized the furniture in the hotel room. He raised the water level in the toilet, wanted to change the tile and the fixtures. Princess practically pushed him into the pool and when he emerged, he said that it should be painted a paler shade, not 1980s-toilet-water blue.
Beckett struck before she could ask. I refuse to go with you this time, he said. He cleaned the dryer vent.
She didn’t seem to mind. She said, While we’re away, you can go help Wood divide the room. You promised him.
Dawning: She had orchestrated this to distract him. He’d go to Orlando, work on the house, but really she was sending him to help babysit the three kids while Keza was away.
It’s the perfect time.
I’m not going to Florida without you, Beckett said. You can decide whether you’d rather be in Florida or Costa Rica.
He could see on her face that his ultimatum would backfire. By nature, Princess enjoyed meeting resistance.
Very calmly, she said, I’m going to Costa Rica. You can decide what you want to do, but I’m going.
Beckett changed tactics. Princess, you don’t need to do this. And now you’ve sucked Keza into this obsession of yours.
I’m going, she said, and she left.
Hours later, when Beckett came upstairs with the clothes from the dryer, she was scrolling on her iPad. He sat on the bench at the foot of the bed, facing away from her, folded the sex towel, which had become a regular towel.
He said, I haven’t told you I love you in a while.
She replied, Are you saying it or stating a fact?
I’m saying I love you, he said, somewhat more directly.
She went downstairs and returned with her water bottle. Beckett recalled how Keza had laid her hand on Wood’s head as he sat on the rug.
None for me? he said.
Beckett, you’ve been sleeping on the couch half the time, she said. What do you want me to do?
He looked at the door. He considered whether he should return to the sectional. His ex, Cindy, was probably a mother now.
Princess exhaled. You’re not required to say stuff like I love you, Beckett. It sounds fake from you.
He turned back to face her. Believe it or not, he said, I do love you.
She said, I don’t need to hear it. I need to feel it.

  



CHAPTER

It happened quickly (but it actually took months). Princess researched endlessly about medical tourism on her tablet while in bed and made arrangements with Keza and the medical company. She bought a ticket to Costa Rica. She was going to have a BBL, a Brazilian Butt Lift, which meant a little lipo. What do you think? she asked. Beckett had changed his approach again. He didn’t say that if she was going to get a Brazilian Butt Lift, wouldn’t it make sense to go to Brazil? He said, Your body, your choice.
She told him that she found a doctor who specialized in fat transfers for skinny patients so there wouldn’t be any foreign materials in her. Beckett could have pointed to her breasts. But he said, If that’s what you want. She told him that she might get a revision rhinoplasty or a midface facelift. And he said, Your face. As a concession, she told him that she wasn’t going to touch her breasts. And he said, If that’s what you want. He was not going to get roped into hypotheticals like last time.
She ordered a booty pillow and when it arrived, she placed it on a chair and sat her thighs in the two grooves, which made her bottom hover over the chair seat. Try it, she said. He said, It’s your pillow.
She stopped doing cardio and bought containers of 10 percent fat yogourt that she ate late at night, trying to gain fat cells to harvest. She increased her calories by 30 percent. She tried to talk to him about slowing her metabolism. He said, Your face, your body, your life. Whatever you want.
She bought him a ticket to Orlando. She told him she was going to buy it. When he resisted, she made everything hypothetical, the dates, the window or aisle, and he tried to appear uninterested as she sat next to him booking the flight but when the itinerary arrived in his inbox, he felt a surge of excitement. Other than a wasted trip to Washington for a consultation, Beckett hadn’t been back to America since his mother’s funeral. Even in her coffin, she seemed to be listening to him while resting her eyes, as she liked to say.
Princess made her other arrangements without comment. If it was anything like the last time, their honeymoon, then she sent the medical company her itinerary and they booked an appointment for her procedures. No deposit for anything, not even the hotel. He found printouts of both flights, hers and his, near the desktop computer upstairs. Her flight to San José, Costa Rica, was on the first Sunday in May. His to Orlando was on the Tuesday. The printouts frightened him. He didn’t have the energy or ability, apparently, to save Princess from herself, to pour out words of affirmation, quality time, acts of service, loving touch, or whatever the other one was.

  
 Ten days before Princess’s surgery, Beckett felt restless, like a dog chasing its tail. He went to Viv’s house to tell her that the City was still processing their permit application. Not news. She had known that for months. But he brought a small celebratory cake that he couldn’t resist, it was so shiny behind the glass of the supermarket bakery. It reminded him of all the sweet dogs at the SPCA. The permit wasn’t technically approved, no, but they were close, he could feel it. They would probably be free and clear to get started in early May, Orlando notwithstanding.
Viv gave Beckett some CBD to vape and a small edible. She invited him to her running group again. He just wanted to eat cake without plans or promises.
One step away, he said and divided the cake into four.
Casper entered the room with a foam roller for his mother.
It’s not gluten free, Viv said.
But because Beckett wanted Casper to have some, he lied and said that it was.
He considered Viv then Casper. Casper’s present rebellion to his family was law-abiding and puritanical. He had adopted a restricted diet but was inconsistent. He had become conservative as a way of being radical, he flipped between the political extremes, serious and joking, a feature of his generation.
Viv was unruffled by her son’s new righteousness. He had been a grouchy child from the womb. Viv had shared that when Casper’s father had asked him in grade 2 if he was excited about his writing homework, Casper announced, I asked the teacher if I could write my will and she said okay. He wanted to be a lawyer back then. What kind? A death lawyer. You mean an estate lawyer. That quirk never quite left him. He once offered to write a will for Beckett when he was up a ladder.
Beckett could only partly lay out what was troubling him. He mentioned the Woods, the baby photos that still arrived, and some marital rough spots.
They’re called the Woods? Casper said. They’re either in construction or porn.
Viv ignored him. She was trying to locate the exact problem. But she couldn’t because Beckett left a major gap. He said Princess was going away with her childhood friend, but he did not mention plastic surgery. He did not want to disturb Princess’s privacy but, more selfishly, he did not want to be the kind of man who was married to the kind of woman who would rack up carbon emissions for a Brazilian Butt Lift.
When Beckett came to the end of all he was willing to tell, Viv waved a loop for him to go on.
I’m supposed to go to Orlando to learn how to be a husband while Princess—
While Princess what?
He resumed at a different point. The first time the Woods visited them, he began, then told Viv and Casper how they listened to oldies and all fell asleep on the sectional together, about Fly Me to the Moon, and how he had a puffpuff outside with Wood and about the pics of the family that arrived and how on the way to the airport he saw Keza in the rear-view mirror bring Wood’s hand to her lips to kiss. And he really wanted to go to Orlando to fix up the Woods’s house, just him and Wood and the kids, or build a cottage in Montana, the women could go suck cock, he lost a job once because he was trying to protect a guy, so.
He thought he had recounted his distress with characteristic brevity and clarity, but when he looked up to see why they were so silent, he noticed that he had eaten the edible, a whole cluster of grapes, and most of a bag of pistachios.
I don’t know why I’m telling you this, Beckett said.
The Woods sound like neoliberals, Casper said. But I bet they let their kid paint their room black.
Casper, Beckett said. Now he was trying to annoy him, criticize his work. If you don’t like that navy, just pick from one of the swatches.
Casper opened the fridge to hide his pleasure at getting disciplined by Beckett.
You can paint your nails black. Beckett spooned the pistachio shells into each other.
And no, Beckett turned back to the Woods, I’d paint their house sage. Then he told them how Wood and Keza were so good at being married. Offence passed across Viv’s face and Beckett felt even worse.
By this point, he was eating a jar of homemade marmalade with a spoon, which meant he’d have to finish the jar.
He told them how building a cottage in Montana had become a joke whenever Wood was complaining about sleeplessness. We all slept on the couch together.
You already told us that part, Casper said.
Did I?
Viv and Casper exchanged looks.
You’d make a good dad, Viv said. She stood up. Her knee was acting up again.
Straight-talk time, Casper said.
You’re having feelings, Viv said quickly, pre-emptively. And to her son, That’s why we like him, right?
Beckett feared what they would say next. He had not mentioned the udon noodle part but he couldn’t take any ruthlessness now. He squeezed his eyes shut and Viv placed her hand on his forearm to open them.
All I said was that you have feelings.
That’s code for you’s gay, Casper said.
That’s not the insult you think it is, she said to Casper. Viv had raised him free of punishment, using levers of coercion and guilt.
Maybe you should paint your nails black, Casper went on, ignoring her. The Liberals got you.
You need to lay off the QAnon, Beckett said.
Boys! Viv sliced through the testosterone. She motioned for them all to take a deep breath, in for two, out for four, then said to Beckett, You got to see inside someone’s marriage and it was nice but you probably shouldn’t compare yourself. Is that it?
She had landed on a truth. Beckett had felt like he got a second chance at a family. But when he got off the phone with the Woods and he stopped and looked up at the stars, the satellites making their way across the sky, he was grateful that his life wasn’t trapped by the little voices of children. The meanness rose in him as when he cursed Keza with ovarian cancer. As often happens with jealousy, it converted itself to contempt, contempt for the predictability and security of other people’s families, for the Thanksgiving tables and deathbed gatherings. Died peacefully at home among loved ones. His mother had died on the bathroom floor of a Dunkin’ Donuts.
It wasn’t lost on Beckett that Viv didn’t consider her family a desirable situation for a man to walk into. He detected resentment that he hadn’t pitched building a cottage in Montana with her and Casper, despite all the validation she had provided him. Although he sometimes pretended that he was a big-time developer, he knew that she knew that he knew that she was his only client.
It’s dredging up all sorts of feelings from your past, Viv said, but she was still reaching because Beckett hadn’t been coherent.
Casper, with finality: You. Is. A. Gay.
Enough, Casper.
During the video call at Christmas, Beckett had told Wood about the summer he tried to build a tree house. Wood said building a house was always a dream, not for money, for pleasure, and that’s when Beckett’s mind ran away to the two of them building an A-frame log house near a lake. Go fishing. Light a fire. Hunker in the winter. Build a gun cabinet. Wear plaid, those hats with ear flaps, maybe grow moustaches, cook their meat over fire, and clink metal cups of brandy indoors. That was as close to gay as he’d come lately.
Wait, Casper said, and left the room. I’m going to run a test on you.
Viv changed the subject.
Come run with us again this weekend, she said. She still went although she was injured.
I’ll come back one day, Beckett said.
One day, one day! Her reaction was disproportionate. She didn’t want to hear any more about the impact of this couple who had swooped in for one night months ago when she’d invited him and Princess to her house for New Year’s Eve. Other nights they had whipped up meals, the three of them, out of ingredients in her fridge.
When you heal up properly, Beckett said, and pushed the empty marmalade jar across the counter.
Casper shouted as he came back down the stairs, So this test was heavily funded by the CIA. Deep science. It’s part of a longitudinal battery that gets right at the unconscious. It’s like a Shirley card for your deepest soul. I’ll give you a reading.
He entered the room with a stack of paint swatches, each bearing shapes. The black marker was still in his hand.
Heavily funded, Beckett said. The grape stems in front of him were delicate, like the model of a molecule. He started tearing them apart with his nails.
Pick a card, any card. Casper shuffled the swatches then fanned them out.
Beckett did not choose blue or red swatches because Casper would pounce on his politics. The black and white cards, Limousine Leather MQ5-5 and Chantilly Lace OC-65, were out because of race. He didn’t choose anything with a triangular pattern on it. The square pattern was too rigid. He didn’t choose pink, light blue. He chose the card that would be most neutral and therefore mystifying to Casper.
This one, he said. He handed Casper a swatch with a circle on the front. The colour was called Unimaginable. A glorified grey, at least in that light.
Casper shook his head and like a magician held up the card to Viv. He said, The lavender card.

  
The day before Princess’s flight to Costa Rica, during a late-night run, Viv called, interrupting Build Me Up Buttercup. Casper has something he wants to say to you.
She called for Casper and while waiting, she felt Beckett out. Permit updates? Any more guests?
What could he tell her? He thought about the permit every day. He went for a run every night. He filled the freezer with food, had a puffpuff after dinner, took a long shower, and slept on the couch. Sleeping on the couch quite suited him.
Go to Florida, Viv said.
Then Casper’s voice on speaker. He said, Sorry about the stupid card game. I was just messing around.
This was the Casper he had only seen glimpses of. The Casper who said that rakes should be plastic because it would be less painful for the leaves.
Don’t worry about it, Beckett said.
Casper sighed.
Sometimes our feelings can be confusing, Viv said in her guidance-counsellor voice. Casper has trouble with his as well.
As well? Beckett thought.
Casper added: It’s not our fault we’ve been controlled by the mass indoctrination of men in this country.
You should’ve just stopped at sorry, Beckett said.
On one hand, there’s the conservative tough guy agenda and on the other there’s the liberal gay agenda, so it’s no wonder boys are—
Okay, okay, Professor Patriarchy, Viv said. Go boil some potatoes. Then to Beckett, more quietly: We good?
Of course. His breath was becoming laboured, but he told her what he could of his home projects. He still didn’t mention Princess’s surgery trip or that he had gone online after the lavender incident (and technically, the paint colour Unimaginable was not lavender but grey) and found a subreddit that haunted him. He didn’t mention that he was low-key e-stalking a handful of people who worked in the permit office. He said the permit would be approved anytime. It had been about five months. He had all his guys lined up, he said, ready to go.
What do we do now?
I don’t know.
We could lay the foundation or something.
We can’t.
Why not?
We’re waiting for the permit.
Beckett heard Viv roll her eyes. Rather, he heard pots rattling in the background.
In the meantime, he offered, he could do some landscaping around her house. Dig up the concrete and lay down stone. Resurface her porch. Plant beds, a couple of dwarf fruit trees, set up a vegetable garden in a sunny part of the backyard.
Tell him sperm counts decline after forty, Casper shouted in the background. They’ve been declining for decades. So if it’s a baby he wants, he needs to get on that.
There was some shuffling as if Viv had secluded herself.
The split with his dad is still fresh, Viv said. I think Casper was hurt to hear about this family that you were going on about. You know he loved it when you were working here every day.
Beckett believed it. Sometimes he’d be there when Casper came home from school, and he would take chips out of his hand and place an apple there or fluff at his clothes and ask derisively what he was wearing and ask him when he planned to get his licence and talk about insurance rates for young drivers or tell him that videogames caused brain rot.
Not that we’re a charity case, Viv was saying. And I don’t really believe that stuff about male presence in the lives of children.
When Casper came home with his friends, he’d almost show off Beckett to them. And afterward, Beckett would issue a swift judgement about which ones Casper shouldn’t affiliate himself with: That one there has school shooter all over him.
You there? Viv asked.
It is what it is, Beckett said to whatever Viv was saying that needed a response. She was trying to comfort him about something but he wasn’t sure what. He felt a stitch developing. His breathing was out of sync.
I mean, it’s hard but not impossible to have a kid in your forties. There’s IVF, surrogates, adoption. I had Casper late. Viv laughed. I just got a visual of Princess making your baby do sit-ups in their crib.
She would. Beckett pushed into the stitch. Gotta run. Just wondering about the landscaping job, though. Have you, you know? He couldn’t finish.
How much?
Materials and labour. I don’t know. I have to price it. Whatever you can afford, Viv.
His last words were eaten up by a rush of air in the background from the range fan.
Go to Orlando, Viv said. Hang with your friend and the kids. Some men have kids in their seventies. You don’t have to hold on to whatever script you’ve been rehearsing. Did you like the weed? It’s new.

  
All the lights were off when Beckett got home from running. Although he entered their bathroom as quietly as possible so as not to wake Princess, she was outside the door moments after he stepped into the shower.
You’re back. Her voice sounded close.
Apparently, he replied.
A long silence followed.
In Maine
on Sundays, during Assembly, Beckett sat in a circle among Friends and waited for God to speak through someone. In his grief one Sunday after John had moved, Beckett had a realization as he watched large flakes of snow fall outside. God didn’t just speak to other people. God could speak to him too. He waited with his eyes closed, refused to open them until God spoke to him. And he believed God did speak to him that day, but he couldn’t share it with the Assembly because God hadn’t used words. God had placed a hand on his back and the heat had spread throughout his
whole
body.
Good run? Princess asked.
The ventilation fan was on. Beckett pretended he couldn’t hear her.
Good run? she asked again and this time her voice came from inside the bathroom.
The usual.
Are you hungry?
No.
Another long silence. He washed his ears. How to translate the touch of God that Sunday in Maine? Something like, You’ll be okay, Becky boy. I’m right here behind you, yea, though you walk through the valley of the shadow of death.
Sleep upstairs tonight, she said.
Something was on her mind. She was having doubts about the surgery, surgeries. He could yet talk her out of it.
Beckett?
You have a long flight tomorrow, Princess.
You should pack for Orlando, she said.
It’s not until Tuesday.
Another long silence.
I’m not even an activity partner for you anymore, she said. But the truth was that she didn’t like running at other people’s pace. When Viv invited her to the running group, she declined swiftly, which had left Beckett feeling obliged to attend at least once.
Are you nervous? she asked.
Are you?
Silence. He couldn’t be sure what snake had led her to that conclusion, but it precipitated the kind of conversation that made him confused and unstable while having it.
Are you there, Beckett?
We’re not on the phone, Princess. You can see me.
Beckett conditioned his long hair a second time and waited. He would stay in the shower until Princess sighed and went back to bed. If she was having second thoughts about the surgery, then she could get a flight credit and put all this nonsense behind her. As he was rinsing out the conditioner, eyes closed tightly, he heard her enter the shower. She smoothed the lather away from his neck and shoulders.
She gave him a tight-lipped smile when he opened his eyes. He hadn’t seen her naked in a long time. He could not perceive a single flaw. She thought there was too much space between her breasts, too much separation. He was trying to read her mind. Doubts. She needed a reason not to go.
I wish I had your body, he said.
She attempted to frown. Because he didn’t mean that, because the kind of envious woman he was channelling was phony, because he did have her body and did nothing with it.
He squeezed some of her conditioner into his hands and massaged it into the ends of her hair, hand over hand.
Did something happen at work with the new instructor?
Miss Toronto? We’re not talking about her. This is about Keza. She’s the oldest friend I have, Beckett.
Questionable, he thought, but said: You don’t owe her anything. You have tons of other friends, he said. More than me. Stephanie worships the ground you walk on.
He had an impulse to tell her about John in Arizona but could not find a bridge between his childhood friend and hers. Maybe Keza had backed out of the trip at the last minute and now Princess wanted to cancel everything.
As if to change the subject, he spun her around and rinsed her hair. He washed her back. Then he stepped close behind her and washed her flat stomach.
You know Kanye’s mother died during liposuction, Princess said. Or Yeezy. What’s his name now?
While she was talking, Beckett reached one hand lower into her pubic hair. With the other, he tried to get hard. But in the end, he used his fingers and she pretended that it was having an effect and he pretended that he was a powerful man from a romance novel. She turned around to face him, cupped his thigh from the back. Then she tried to, like, like, to like, finger him. Who knew what went on in people’s minds, but Beckett suspected that she thought she was helping him discover something he would like, that she was being open-minded, reminding him of the kind of partner she was. He grabbed her hand, they jostled, she shushed him, shh shh shh, like he was a dog. Relax, she told him, while digging into him with her middle finger. It was uncomfortable, her nail, and he was not, how do you say, empty or clean, although they were in the shower.
It’s called a prostate orgasm, she said.
And he said, No thank you, in a strained formal way. He didn’t care what it was called. But she continued anyway with one hand and with the other she choked him. He was not into asphyxiation either. She would do anything for him, even lead him to a little death and back.
She pumped his neck. His body was between the spray and her body. She tried to insert a second finger. The soap was burning him. He protested but she continued burrowing then he decisively shouldered her away and she slipped. He tried to catch her but as her foot was sliding forward, it knocked him down. He almost broke the enclosure as he was falling and landed heavily on her. Her head was awkward in the bathtub.
He thought he killed her for a second. He remembered a murder scene from the first season of Fargo.
She stirred. She would show up to surgery with a concussion and bruises on her back and the international authorities would descend on the house. Helicopter above.
He stepped over her, dripping on her, on his way to the toilet.
She wiped her face with her hands and hung her arm out the side of the bathtub like the Death of Marat. She could see him from where she was lying. The water was falling on her breasts. Beckett noticed the scar of the first augmentation near her armpit. There was a red patch on her hip where he had landed on her. Her curls had gone straight. She didn’t look away while he wiped himself, studied the toilet paper. Her face. The contented, slack smile of a drunk. They were married. But his embarrassment was keen.
You okay? she asked.
Beckett didn’t answer for a long time. He should have been the one to ask.
Instead, he said, What’s wrong with you? I’m not into that kink stuff.
You’re not into any stuff. She looked at him sincerely at that point. I’m trying, Beckett.
After he flushed, he dressed quickly without drying himself properly, without saying anything more to her, and went back outside.

  
He walked through the cemetery while chewing five sticks of gum and making origami hearts out of the wrappers. He could still feel his anus. Princess hadn’t cut off his clothes with a pair of scissors. He wasn’t the kind of man to touch his anus or be found naked hanging from a noose.
What really bothered him, though, was that she had decided something, as if she had arrived at a truth before him. In all things, she was more experienced than he was. She had travelled more, tasted more, exercised more, studied more, even earned more at one point. The first time Princess had anal, in high school with an exchange student, it was a mess, she’d told Beckett, but then again she did not know what would be done to her or have time to prepare.
He scattered his origami hearts into the night for strangers to find.
He returned home from his walk, shivering. The wet clothes clung to him. It was an unusually chilly night for early May. The house was dark and silent. As he made his way up the stairs, the air pressed against him like fur. He lay beside Princess as if nothing had happened. She turned toward him when she felt his weight on the bed. He could sense her eyes on his face.
Do you want to talk? she asked.
About what? At that moment, he didn’t want to talk about it to anyone except Google.
You don’t have to take me to the airport, she said. You can go start Viv’s job.
I’m taking you to the airport, he said. He’d go for a run afterward then buy a few bags of concrete for Viv’s landscaping project.
Princess stared at him for a while, waiting for more, then she turned away.
When he woke up four hours later, her leg and arm were over him like a big pillow, like his friend John who moved to Arizona. He drove her to the airport so she could get Copacabana curves and leave him for a man who wore a thick gold chain, had gold fillings deep in his mouth, and worked
out six days a week
in a white tank top
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CHAPTER

Within hours of his wife’s departure, Beckett found himself naked in a stranger’s bathroom.
He went straight from the airport to Viv’s running group, because he needed to relieve himself of the finger that—the finger that Princess stuck up his . A boundary had been breached. Only he couldn’t bring up the finger. How do you oh-by-the-way something like that into a conversation? Especially when Viv herself was unloading about one of Casper’s friends who was becoming a “woman-hating, borderline skinhead” and pushing “an aggressive, hierarchical dominate-or-be-dominated” worldview on her son.
Casper addressed me as woman the other day, she said. They curved along the seawall, coddled between the city, the bay, and low clouds. Next thing you know, he’ll be gunning down a nail salon.
Is he racist or just sexist? Beckett asked.
Just? Viv said. Just sexist. You can be both.
Of course, of course. I didn’t mean—
Beckett was trying to be a good listener, waiting for an opening. The need to tell Viv about the finger grew inside of him until he felt a pressure in his bladder. A descending weight. He thought, This is how a uterus must feel. He groaned and Viv worried that he was cramping, but when he explained that he just needed a bathroom, she pointed to someone in the group who lived nearby, a guy from her progressive church.
For much of the morning, the man with the bathroom had run erratically between different conversations, like a child chasing a soccer ball wherever it went, instead of playing a position. At the moment, he was running backward while chatting up two women. He looked like a white Trevor Noah. Should Beckett say that? People were so humourless these days. Technically, Trevor Noah was as white as he was Black. Should he say that? Princess would know.
You mean Crystal Meth over there? Beckett said finally.
Viv beckoned him. He’s high on life. And maybe Jesus.
That’s what they all say.
Beckett knew plumbers who were on meth. They wore polarized sunglasses and went rollerblading on sunny days, weaving their legs through agility cones.
Viv waved the man over again. He approached. A Bluetooth speaker strapped to his bicep sprayed dubstep, music that skinned Beckett and squirted lemon over his raw body.
No problemo, Bro. I gotchu, he said and pointed to a building in the distance.
Viv resumed her story about Casper’s friend, but she didn’t get far before the man cleared his throat theatrically. She ignored him. He cleared his throat again, this time dipping his forehead toward Beckett.
You guys met before, Viv said.
No reaction.
At my New Year’s party. Viv offered a fresh introduction: Beckett, like the writer, she said. Cliff, like the notes.
Notes? More like the bar, he said and held out his fist for Beckett to bump. Or the big red dog. The OG alpha dog. But you can call me Gluten. Then he made a weird pivot in the conversation, permanently severing the previous conversation about Casper: Did you know that the inside of your cheek is made of the same tissue as the inside of a vagina?
Beckett telepathically beamed the word meth to Viv.
Did you get that off Instagram? Viv asked. For Beckett’s benefit, she added: Cliff’s an influencer. He’s of that generation educated by the internet.
Actually, he said, I got it off a . Off Deb. You know Deb? She’s married to Connie. Just a little trivia for you.
Sounds more like a male fantasy.
Beckett was missing something in the conversation.
Try it. Gluten was sucking his cheek.
He clasped Beckett by the back of the neck. Viv protested, but Gluten flashed her a conspiratorial look and Beckett perceived that Gluten was trying to distract him from his bladder.
So Beckett sucked in his cheek and tasted. Was he made of Princess?
I guess, he said.
Right?
Gluten tightened his grip on Beckett’s neck and steered him uphill on Thurlow, away from the group and toward his building, an older rental high-rise in the West End. There was strong water pressure coming out of Gluten’s throat: Yeah, Cain killed Abel, but people are missing the point of the story. The real lesson is that you should give people what they ask for, not what you think they want. If Cain had only—Beckett recognized the language as English but had stopped listening.
Pump Up the Jam started playing. Synth chords. Gluten pumped his fist in the air like he was in a club and bellowed, Yeayuhh!
Beckett concentrated on his form, pumping his arms, counting his breaths. But the universe conspired against him. Pump Up the Jam reminded him of sump pumps. The bass throbbed through his bladder. Liquid sloshed around inside of him every time his foot struck the sidewalk. His heel caught a puddle from last night’s rain. The city was misted with the early morning stench of dog urine. When they neared Gluten’s building, he noticed a woman pouring coolant into her car through a funnel. He could practically hear the pitch change. Even Gluten’s cycling jersey in Beckett’s peripheral vision was the lurid colour of multivitamin urine.
In the lobby, Beckett bounced on his toes. He should have gone in an alley. The building was old, over twenty floors and only two elevators. He would have gladly taken the stairs, anything to keep moving. Gluten matched Beckett’s energy, occasionally jumping high and tucking his knees into his chest. His faucet was saying something about the NBA, GOATs, and verticals.
To distract himself in the elevator, Beckett interrupted Gluten and asked, You’ve got a gluten intolerance?
The opposite, Gluten said. Then he launched into a story he clearly loved to tell about how he used to work at a donut shop in university and would bring donut holes to his seminar classes each week. At the end of the fall semester, legend had it, he came to class with a sack of donut holes over his shoulder. So he was Santa for a class. And Sugar Daddy the semester after that. But Gluten was the name that stuck.
Hey, Glute, Beckett interrupted.
Gluten.
I don’t think you understand. I really gotta go.
I can’t make the elevator go any faster, Gluten said, but he jabbed the 9 with his thumb. And as an apology, he flashed a big smile the way one might flash a wad of cash held together with a money clip. It was a smile, Beckett guessed, that had been effective since childhood. Mechanically perfect, big, straight teeth so white they were almost blue. His best feature and he knew it. Princess would approve.
Beckett breathed audibly, trying to focus on the in and the out. Gluten fiddled with his armband and tried on versions of his name, like no one had abbreviated Gluten to Glute before. Glute, he said. Glutes. Hey, Glutey boy. He nodded crisply.
The elevator stopped and opened. Seventh floor. But no one was waiting. This time, Gluten made no effort to press close. Beckett had to reach around him to access the panel. The door groaned closed. An industrial alarm siren sounded inside Beckett’s bladder. He squeezed his eyes shut and flexed his calves to the aerosol of Gluten’s acid music.
It’s a real addiction, Gluten said.
Beckett had lost track of the conversation. The elevator jerked upward, almost spilling his bladder.
Sugar.
Yeah, sugar, Beckett said, eyes still closed. He exhaled through his mouth. My wife tried to quit a couple of times.
Quit? Gluten said. Bro, I’ve got six kinds of sugar in my kitchen right now, he said. I’ll hit you with some lemon loaf after this. I made it yesterday. Don’t worry. I’m gonna hook [clap] you [clap] up [clap]. First one’s free. You are a guest in my house.
Time slowed. Gluten continued his constant stream over the music, which had taken a Darth Vader turn.
The doors parted on the ninth floor and the two of them rushed down the hallway. Of course, Gluten’s apartment was at the vanishing point.
You ever do Kegels? Gluten said. People think it’s for the ladies but the fellas can do it too. You gotta imagine yourself pressing down on your pelvic floor.
Some urine darted out, like the head of a furtive animal, and Beckett found himself squeezing vague muscles—where the  was your pelvic floor—to stop the flow. He felt lightheaded. He might pass out. Gluten had some trouble getting the key into the hole. She had tried to insert a second finger. The soap was burning him. Gluten fumbled the keys and dropped them. Maybe he was a sadist who enjoyed seeing people in agony.
Kegels, Gluten said, named after—
And then Beckett couldn’t hold it. He became a glass of water falling in slow motion. Warm liquid ran down his thighs. On the inside mat, he tried to squeeze his crotch shut with his hand. He tried to remove his shoes with his feet. The mat darkened under him. Now the ammonia smell. No amount of squeezing or Kegels could stop the waterfall. Beckett pushed past Gluten to the bathroom on the immediate left, stumbling over shoes, and under a pullup bar that kept the door permanently open. The stream was coming down, through his fingers and down his legs, and Beckett didn’t have the precision to manage the toilet, so he stepped into the shower and when he glimpsed Gluten entering the bathroom behind him in his ankle socks, he pulled the curtain shut and turned on the water to drown everything out.

  
Cold water blasted horizontally into Beckett’s thighs, his back, his neck, his skull. Gluten had upgraded the rental shower system. The pressure was like strong knuckles knocking on Beckett’s body. And although the water was freezing, his mouth slackened with relief. His eyes rolled back and watered. There would be no recovery from this shame.
The first thing that Beckett noticed when he opened his eyes—when he opened my eyes—when I opened my eyes was the yellow stream flowing between my feet toward the drain, which was slightly backed up. The tub also had a ring of grime around it. Bring on the fungal infection. I deserved athlete’s foot for this failure of self-control. I deserved to be gassed in a field like cattle with foot and mouth disease.
Oh man, I heard Gluten say to himself, likely just realizing the extent of the mess I’d made.
Then I saw through the shower curtain, which had a rectangular transparent cutout from my shoulders upward, that he was, in fact, urinating, his back to me, one hand on his hip, shorts pulled down his thighs like a newly potty-trained boy would do. His glutes were darker than the rest of his skin, the opposite of my body. I averted my eyes toward the shower tiles, peeled off my clothes at last, and let them slap the tub in a soggy mass. I could do penance by cleaning his tub. I would get on my knees and (load the gun) scrub until my hands were eaten away by cleaning agents. I could still hear his urine falling into the toilet. A flush. Then I heard the toilet paper spin on the roll, the vanity door close, the faucet run briefly, followed by sounds I couldn’t identify. He was probably spritzing disinfectant along the yellow trail I made to the bathroom. I couldn’t look. He’d roll up a magazine and whack me on the nose. Bad boy. Bad, bad boy. I put my head against the tile (four-by-four-inch, decades out of style). I had no choice—I would have to stay in this man’s shower until all the water on earth ran out. At least he’s a stranger, I thought. And the thought beneath that was, At least I don’t respect him. At least I never have to see him again. At least our lives don’t overlap except for this running group that, heaven help me, I was right to avoid for such a long time and would never revisit.
The water was hot by this point. The bathroom was fogging up. I started washing myself, the prewash: Cedarwood bodywash directly into my hair, my armpits, groin, crack. I positioned my head under the showerhead. White lather came down my face. With more bodywash, I began washing my clothes.
His voice. He was talking outside, something about the settings of the shower. I had installed a similar shower tower panel in Viv’s house. Occasionally his intonation turned upward like he was asking a question. Force baiting? I didn’t respond. The shower was deafening. I heard a thump. When I looked through the clear part of the shower curtain, I saw him sitting on the toilet seat, one foot on the ledge of the bathtub, twirling a cactus. There were plants on the toilet tank and along the ledge of the sink. Now his voice was undeniably audible, as if he was about to step into the shower—she shushed me, shh shh shh, like a dog—and the intonation so clearly phrased as a question that I had to say something.
I’m sorry, I shouted.
I meant it primarily as an apology, but he simply repeated his question: You ever heard about forest bathing?
What?
Forest bathing. It’s like sunbathing, only in a forest.
This had to be some New Age pseudo-science fad. Where was Princess to swoop in with her enthusiasm and receptivity and save me from these kinds of conversations? She was having helium pumped up her .
One side of the shower curtain opened, and through my squinty waterfilled eyes, I saw Gluten’s hand in the shower, changing the settings. I covered myself although he couldn’t see me from that angle.
Relax, he said. You’re in a tropical mist in the Amazon.
The stream changed to a mist. Harder to wash the soap out of my compression tights.
People say you don’t have to get naked, Gluten said, but the times I did it, out near Squamish and Wreck Beach, it was best when I was naked. Rain, sun, doesn’t matter. Middle of the night, sunrise, sunset. His voice trailed off and all I could hear was the shower again, then some pretty beeping in the distance. He was gone a while. I wrung my clothes out and hung them over the rod. I changed the shower settings back to spray and positioned the jet to hit me between my shoulder blades. His voice returned, laboured: Pretty much you get naked in the woods and commune with nature. Why do you think people like beaches so much? We were meant to be naked outside.
I heard the curtain rings slide along the metal rail.
I’m almost done in here, I said, backing away from the opening.
Stay put, he said. I want you to try this. He placed a large potted plant in the bathtub.
This is Sacha, he said. She really likes the water. She likes the mist more than the spray, though. He cleared his throat before resuming: Aren’t you a thirsty girl? She’s also good at absorbing your free radicals and giving you back negative ions.
He took my wet clothes from the shower rod.
I’ll leave you two alone for a minute.
I looked at the plant. I looked to the heavens. The bathroom would be better if it had a skylight, but that was not possible in an apartment. I wished that bathrooms and kitchens still required windows by code. The plant had the air of a rescue, afraid of bonding and of rejection. Some of its soil drained between my feet. I was to make conversation with her, no? You want a skylight? I said to Sacha in the voice I had reserved for PointFive. Its—her—leaves bounced under the spray when I shifted. I detached the handheld nozzle and misted her, then I wiped beads of water from her lower leaves.
I washed the intimate parts of my body again, quickly and roughly, taking no pleasure. I turned around and there was Sacha with her large green hearts waiting for a confession. I told her many things and she received them benignly, like a toothless baby. I stopped talking abruptly when Gluten entered the bathroom again.
He threw a towel over the rod and some clothes on a towel rack. Through the transparency I saw his streaked form reaching for the pullup bar.
It’s not the same as being in the forest, he said. But it’s pretty cool, huh?
I tried to channel my inner Princess. I said, Sacha’s good company.
She’s a thirsty . A thirst trap. Don’t be getting kinky in there.
He was moving up and down in the doorframe, lats fanning out like flight feathers.
I’ll help you clean up, I said.
Already done, he said. His breath was becoming ragged. You should keep an empty water bottle in your car.
I imagined myself sitting at the edge of the seat in traffic, seatbelt on, bottle squeezed between my legs, one hand on the wheel, the other guiding the tip of my penis into a water bottle. I imagined a bottle of urine rolling out from beneath the passenger seat whenever I braked.
I’ve been having some plumbing issues, I said. But this is the first time I’ve ever—
ed yourself. He exhaled and dropped down from the pullup bar.
Yeah.
Sacha looked up pityingly.
I have an appointment, I lied.
My counsellor is all about now, now, now. Never say no to now.
I turned off the water and started drying myself. In the silence that followed, I heard a voice in the living room. A woman’s voice. I’d apologize to her, grab my wet clothes and go. I never got to tell Viv about the the the the finger. Overnight someone had put black tape over my mouth. I wondered what verdict this guy would deliver about the finger: Bro, no disrespect but y’all are some nasty middle-class swingers.
In retaliation to his unspoken judgement, I said: Why are you in therapy?
Why isn’t everybody? Why aren’t you?
So much for that. That was the moment I was done talking with him.
I dressed quickly inside the bathtub, pushing my wet feet through the tunnel of his sweatpants. Through the curtain, I saw him wipe a path clear in the bathroom mirror.
Sorry, he said.
Done talking.
Do you always close your eyes when you’re stressed? You’re like an iguana.
Done, done. Not taking the bait.
Actually, it wasn’t therapy, he said, and I’m not in it anymore. He told me about some kind of treatment resort that he went to without saying what he was in treatment for, but he wasn’t fooling anybody: the man had a relationship with the pipe.
I opened the shower curtain, fully dressed. Gluten bit the hem of his shirt and snapped a bathroom selfie of his chest in the mirror. The voice in the living room continued steadily. It sounded like the woman was lecturing someone, a child maybe. Sani-Wipes were balled up near the front door. The mat and my shoes were gone from the entrance. He tracked my eyes.
Everything’s in the washer, he said. Give it half an hour.

  
 If there was a woman in the living room, I couldn’t find her for all the plants. I had never seen so many plants in a single room. Big glossy leaves. Trees. Avocado plants indoors. Vines. Two budgies hopped around a cage and fishes swam through the purple light of a large aquarium. The furniture was minimal, a pleather couch where one seat reclined, a wingback chair, and a dining table that doubled as a desk. Everything looked like it was once posted under Free Stuff on Kijiji or rescued from the curb. I spotted a few bookcases behind some of the plants. Cacti on the shelves. There was a TV on an Ikea cabinet, the screen partly obscured by vines. In the kitchen, herbs. Every surface had a plant. Palms. Spray bottles. The woman was only a voice narrating us. We were caught in a documentary with bird sounds and gurgling from the aquarium, a dull roar from the open patio door, the low rumble of a washer.
Welcome to the jungle, Gluten sang. The primate enters the habitat of the lion.
It’s a garden, I said, still processing. Inside the aquarium, thin leaves wafted upward. It’s an aquatic garden.
He laughed. It was the reaction he wanted.
He said, Like a mangrove. Some people have a man cave, I have a mangrove. He was testing out words. Gluten. Glute. Glutey boy.
He sensed a shift in me. I was ready to go.
He pruned some dead leaves. Come by anytime you need to  in the city.
Is all this even legal? I asked.
The plants, yes. The snake, no.
I looked around. I saw the budgies necking each other in their cage and bubbles floating through the aquarium like champagne, but no snake. Was the snake just loose?
It’s dead, he said.
I expected to find a partially decomposed snakeskin at my feet.
It was my friend’s snake, but it got sick and I thought if I brought it here, like in its own jungle, it might recover, but it died anyway. Maybe a month ago. Try sneaking a six-foot snake into your building. The carcass, I could just bag.
You could get a dog, like—I stopped myself.
Like what? He crushed the leaves in his fist and scattered them into the pot. Finish what you were going to say.
Like a normal person, I finished.
Honest. Nice. The building doesn’t allow dogs. Although legally they can’t forbid you anymore, they’re still pretty anti-mammal.
I looked at one of the aquariums. Two sad-mouthed angelfishes swam laps around each other.
I want to get an eel, he said. But I’d need another aquarium. Cain and Abel already don’t get along. They’re not like Hubby and Buddy. He paused. The budgies.
You like naming your stuff, I said, emboldened. I knew who I was talking to now. He was the kind of construction worker you had to be blunt with, who was impossible to wound.
It’s kind of the basis of language, he said. He closed the door to the balcony and opened the birdcage. The yellow budgies hopped along their perch, chased each other around the room then flew toward the bathroom.
Sometimes BuddyHubby come shower with me and Sacha, he said. They like the mist setting too. You ever shower with birds?
All the time, I said.
Smart. You gotta try it for real next time. It’s—he searched for a big word and came up with—magical. Maybe I’ll mix you a soundbath at the same time. Birds and mist and an ambient playlist. Don’t worry. I’m gonna hook you up.
I wanted to say, I don’t know you, but, for all his macho posturing, I could smell his loneliness. I remembered him pinging from group to group of runners, looking for the adoration of women.
He drank coconut water from a carton, filling his cheeks before swallowing three gulps, then he thrust the carton toward me.
I’m good, I said.
You gotta get those natural electrolytes, Brethren. He wiped the mouth with his shirt, the same sweaty shirt that he was biting in the bathroom, and offered the carton to me again.
This time I took it. I felt vaguely blackmailed.
My wife’s got a pretty big following, I said. She’s not an influencer but people like her fitness posts.
Come again?
With my pinky, I pointed to the ring lights in his bedroom and took a gulp. There were also multiple cell phones on a nightstand.
You can’t really break into fitness anymore, he said. Too much noise. Actually, I’m more of a de-influencer. It was just turning into another addiction. (Noted.) I quit the gym life too. But I discovered that if you’re fit and you take your shirt off people will watch you talk about anything. I sprinkle my plants. I feed my budgies and my fish. I make some beats. It’s all  to someone.
The coconut water was just the right temperature to notice the flavour rather than the cold.
What’s your ? he asked.
, I said with my mouth full, although slick, twerking flesh and wet lips didn’t really interest me.
Cool. He looked toward his laptop. You wanna watch some?
My brain strobed with nipples, folds, knees, lips. I shook my head.
He took the carton back from me and rattled it. I thought he had wanted me to finish it. He took the last swig then screwed the cap back on the empty container.
Reno stuff, I admitted. My .
He thought for a moment. All that banging and drilling.
And the screwing. Don’t forget the screwing.
He opened his palms: Naturally.

  
I spotted my keys on his desk, next to a pair of glasses. I had left my wallet and phone in my truck.
You should subscribe to my podcast, he said. You enjoyed my  trivia earlier. Lots of that. Pretty much anything that comes into my head, I talk about.
Oh yeah?
Podcasts are my . The last few episodes were about books.
He was trying to impress me with his intellect and his irreverence. I wished he would stop calling everything , though.
Not true, he corrected himself unnecessarily. When I was a kid, I used to read a lot, then I didn’t read a word for like twenty years, then during the lockdowns I started up again. Don’t tell anybody, but sometimes when it’s raining and I just want to stay home, I call in sick to Old Navy, put on my tunes and a pot of tea and my blue LEDs, and read.
Just read? I said. I still expected to see a snake slide along the baseboards. Or? I held a spliff to my lips.
Serious. Audiobook, he said and pointed upward to the woman’s voice around us. Actually, it’s a podcast but same thing. You know, if you take these pills and listen to an audiobook, you can make the story come alive.
Like an acid trip, I said.
I’m not suggesting you do it, Blud. I just heard, he said, retreating. I was reading to people on my last podcast. Short. That’s my niche. And I posted video too. More views than hits for the podcast.
Weird, I said. Nothing to do with reading shirtless.
You like my pecs? He paused, trapping me in the joke.
It was a question to which one couldn’t reply yes or no. His muscles seemed like a plump air mattress or waterbed. I wanted to poke them to see how much they’d deflate.
Trust me, people might’ve clicked for the nips, but they stayed for the lit, Gluten said. He was visibly pleased with his cleverness. He smiled with his tongue out, an accessory for his smile. Gluten said, I should use that on my show.
Gluten picked up a book, inspected the cover and read the back of it, as if someone important had lent it to him and he hadn’t started it yet. His face grew serious. He became a different person. It only lasted a few seconds. The only reading material Princess and I owned were fitness magazines and Ikea catalogues. I was crushed when Ikea discontinued them. I promoted a bunch of them to the coffee table for a few weeks, then sorted them by date all the way back to the nineties and reboxed them.
Gluten rummaged around the foliage until he found a book with a statue of a Greek torso on the cover.
I said, I would bet money that you read to your plants.
He searched his memory. Episode 43, I think.
It’s more nutritious than talking to them, I said, but there was no need to mock him.
I don’t finish everything, he said then reversed himself. I finish most of the books. Depends. The rule of ten. I give it ten pages. I give movies ten minutes. I give songs ten seconds, more like thirty. Preview. It’s like you know if you’re going to be friends with someone in the first ten seconds.
He saw what I was thinking.
Even with you, he said. Ten seconds and I knew you had stuff going on down there.
It was time to issue an official apology. I looked at the pizza flyers that lined the birdcage to avoid his eyes and said, I’m really sorry about that. I have an appointment. I pointed my thumb over my shoulder toward the front door. You sure you don’t want me to mop up?
He ignored my question and gave me the torso book. Have you read Plato?
I shook my head.
How about Beckett? You must have.
A bit, I said without looking up. I fanned through the torso book. I felt examined, back in a spelling bee in a country schoolhouse. Beckett, your word is naughty.
He moved a stack of books from his dining desk to the floor, like he was clearing space for us to have breakfast. Suddenly the duration of the washer cycle seemed like a long time if he was going to educate me on Plato and Beckett. Maybe he could just keep my clothes.
Well, I said, raising my eyebrows and looking around as if I couldn’t see any point in my staying. I won’t keep you from church.
I’m not late, he said.
I’ll grab those clothes from you sometime?
Tomorrow, he said.
Or whenever, I said. I gave him my number.
What’s your hurry?
I’m working on a house, I said without identifying it as Viv’s.
When you say working, you mean—
Renovating.
He waited for me to continue and when I didn’t, he said explicitly: More words.
I told him about sourcing materials for a landscaping job and the upcoming trip to Florida on Tuesday. I needed to see what hardware stores were around the Woods’s place. I’d never been to Orlando. I might check out Disney World, depending on the cost. But separating the bedroom was the critical thing. I was a framer by trade, but I did a bit of everything. The cost of lumber skyrocketed during the pandemic and never went back down. You know how it is, I ended.
Gluten was nodding thoughtfully when I finished. He became the man who read books a few minutes ago. He said, quietly, You really lit up.
I looked at the floor in case I was changing colour. He looked at my bare feet.
Right, he said. Hang on. He went to the kitchen then came back with a pair of push slides for my feet.
Then he pressed the empty carton of coconut water into my chest. He said, In case you have an emergency on the way home.

  
In the time it took to walk from his apartment to Becky, Gluten had already texted me: I didn’t get you the lemon loaf!!
I didn’t turn back. He reminded me of an eager friend I had in elementary school, the one who replaced Arizona John.
The other notifications included an emoji of an airplane taking off from Princess and a text from Viv: Is he your meth dealer now?
I turned on the engine and called her while I was driving. She was home already.
He’s beyond meth, I said. Were you trying to sacrifice me?
Was it weird? It was weird. How weird was it? she said, then shouted, He’s alive, to Casper in another room. I half thought you were in a dungeon with a ball gag in your mouth.
Maybe that’s what I want, I said.
A voice in the background.
Casper wants you to know that Cliff is not reflective of the kind of person who comes to our church, Viv said.
Gluten became a series of anecdotes. He found a donkey for the Easter play one year. They didn’t let him be Jesus. He was sore about that. He told stories to the children that went almost as long as the sermon.
Gluten texted while I was on the phone with Viv. By the time I got home fifteen minutes later, he had texted four more times.
We gotta finish the run tomorrow.
Me and the boys are biking up to Point Grey on Tuesday. We might do an actual forest bath. You down?
Don’t know how you feel about Ikea but if you’re ever going hmu. I need to replace a Billy.
The last message had links to his podcast and his YouTube channel.
Later that morning I went to the dog park. I would like my ashes scattered in this park. Or wherever. The scattering and untraceability were the important part. I still bought dog treats although I had no dog, and the dogs stopped their games to come greet me, yet no one asked me to dog sit. I’d been so sure Princess was going to surprise me with a little buddy. While I was petting a chunky bulldog, built like a tanker truck, Gluten messaged again: I didn’t show you the sugar.
At last I wrote back: I can’t even name six kinds.
He responded: Brown yellow granulated turbinado demerara.
That’s five.
He sent a video of himself. Caption: six.
I clicked the link to Gluten’s Instagram channel. I watched a video, eight seconds long, of him eating from a bowl, then squeezing his eyes shut, and wagging his hips like a salsa dancer, one hand on his stomach, the other hand raised. Hot
, somebody save me! he said before his hand came toward the screen to shut off the phone camera. He had the quality of being more radiant and protean on screen than in the real world. In the real world, he was not as well lit, his muscles were sanded, not chiselled. Princess would laser the stray hair on his toes, wrist, and lower back. She would notice that his eyebrows were thinning on the outer ends, maybe a thyroid disorder. She’d approve of his TikTok haircut, tight on the sides, shaggy on the top, the smile, of course, how many women’s lips dropped open at it. Bead bracelets, either he owned them or he should. He’d probably have a paunch around fifty and try to hide it with bowling shirts. For a moment, I had forgotten I was in the dog park. I looked up, smiling, and a woman smiled back at me, thinking the smile was for her.
In the aisles of hardware stores and in my truck, I listened to his podcast. I didn’t recognize the books he was talking about and I wasn’t interested either. The episodes about the greatest slow jams of all time, why you should never go on a keto diet, how he was tired of white sneakers, whether he should drop a paycheque on a bike were more interesting, but eventually I shut him off and listened to the best of the seventies, eighties, and nineties station. But it was nice to have an alien voice in my head, especially as Princess was on a spaceship to Principlasty herself by stretching her face like a piece of gum.
I didn’t notice until I was getting ready for bed that Princess had left a bottle of fish oil and a vitamin C eye-brightening serum on my side table. An act of maintenance in her absence. Was it for me or for her?
When I was in bed, searching WebMD for incontinence in one tab and wood and stone landscape designs in another, Gluten messaged me a YouTube link to Waiting for Godot. The video was 1:53:08 long. No way. Uncannily, as if he sensed my hesitation: Try the 10-minute rule. So I curled up on my side, bit down on my mouthguard, and started watching. At first, I wondered why he sent it to me, apart from my name, was I supposed to be one of those guys? At the 9:50 mark, one of the hobos runs to the back of the set and pees. A few seconds later, they arrive on a plan to hang themselves to get an erection. Droll. I migrated my pillow to the middle of the bed. Five minutes later, my battery low, a hunched man shuffles down a road with a long rope around another man’s neck. At 28:03, his master shouts, Will you look at me, pig! and my phone shut down. Princess’s pillow had fallen off the bed.

  



CHAPTER

The following evening, I showed up at Gluten’s building with his clothes, his slippers, and Princess’s basil plant in a tote bag as a thank you.
Oh, look at you! he said to the plant or to me. He extended his finger under one of the leaves as if it would grab back like a baby’s fist. Wood was probably burping his baby now, towel on his shoulder.
In the gym of his building, Gluten moistened the soil and set the plant next to his water bottle to bond, his words. Then he led us to a workout station.
The wall of mirrors made the gym look bigger than it was, but it was, in fact, the Noah’s ark of gyms. There were a pair of treadmills side by side, a pair of ellipticals, a pair of bench presses, and a pair of Nautilus weight-stack machines. There were exercise balls of different sizes, a rack of weights. Only a smattering of people were there with us. The gym looked generally underused. Princess would not be impressed. Maybe I could speak to the building management, see if they wanted to upgrade their ventilation or brighten up the space with a mural or a feature wall. I used to be good at art. With a different father, I could have become an architect, made stunning architectural models.
You ready for this? he said. I expected dance music to follow.
I made a pained face. Bit sore, I said.
I had just excavated part of Viv’s backyard with a rental jackhammer to prepare for the utilities company to run a drain to the city line. Gluten had messaged at lunch about this workout and I told him to check back around four. He checked back exactly at four. I told him check back at six. On the dot, he did. By then, I had jackhammered the front walkway of Viv’s house, bagged the concrete, and hoisted it into the bed of my truck. I found myself smiling and shaking my head over him throughout the day, the snake fiasco, the flat faces of the budgies, the yeayuhh, the unfocused podcast. I considered building a green wall for him. I still felt in his debt.
Sore, Gluten repeated. He clapped, rubbed his hands together, then hovered them over my head, about to touch me. May I?
He scanned me with his hands, like he was taking my temperature and assessing the quality of fruit in my shoulders, patting me down for airport security, eyes rolled back slightly to read an instrument inside his head. The scan made me extend my arms into a cross. A couple of people in the gym eyed us, headphones on.
Your hands are hot, I said when he was down at my calves. Like supernaturally hot.
It’s the qi, he said.
When he was standing again, behind me, meeting my eyes in the mirror, he cupped his hand over my heart and looked gurulike into my face.
And how’s this little guy over here? he asked. It’s a muscle too.
All right, Mr. Svanasana. I knocked his hand away. Healing complete.
I walked toward an elliptical machine, but he rerouted me toward mats at the centre of the room.
Easy. You don’t just jump into things. He did a slow belly roll. You gotta warm that thing up, lube it up, ease into it.
I did not feel warmer after his warm-up or more stretched after his stretches. He high-fived me after every movement, little dabs like between tennis doubles partners.
Now, just do what I do. He fiddled with his phone and changed the music to something that sounded like we were yawning through outer space. From that point, the workout became illogical. We went between weights and cardio in an erratic circuit. One minute we were doing inchworms, the next we were doing deadlifts, the next mountain climbers, the next handstand pushups against a wall.
Muscle confusion, he said when he saw me stretching my shoulder for real.
Muscle confusion indeed. They felt like they were going to pop through my skin at any minute like snakes from a can.
The conversation was also confusing. I told him that I watched the play, the part about the guy not being able to pee. Har har, I said. Gluten glanced at my crotch as if he expected it to firehose at the mention of urine then back up at my eyes. I didn’t get what was happening, I said. He shrugged and started talking about kidneys. Perhaps I had broken a rule by discussing literature in the gym. People only expected me to talk about flooring and paint, but I could keep up with the university grads if I wanted to, couldn’t I? Later, Gluten got into a debate about supplements with another guy and they settled it by having a flex-off that a woman in the gym was to judge. I felt embarrassed for him. Yet another time, while I was spotting him, he roared, By the power of Grayskull! I have the power! Another time he chanted, The power of Christ compels you. And when he was spotting me, he leaned down into my face and said, Do it for wifey!
Toward the end, he asked a lot about Princess. Why was she vacationing alone? When was she coming back? Does not bode well, my friend, he said. Then he clapped between each word. Does. Not. Bode. Well.
I did not tell him that I had FaceTimed with Princess that morning before she went into surgery. She was wearing a gown and her hair was under a surgical cap. She rambled about everything except the surgery—there were dogs in the street, maybe she could bring one home for me, she and Keza ate granadillas yesterday, there was a nearby hotel that had better AC than their hotel so she and Keza had dinner there, she fixed an employee’s bike, Costa Ricans had such thick hair, everybody thought she was from Spain because of her Spanish but she had to tell them that she was from Africa. Keza was already in the operating room, having her stomach liposuctioned and her breasts lifted.
Gluten stood under a strong light that made the shadow of his nose fall down his face like a beak and his pecs and abs look etched in high contrast. He gave me his phone to take some photos of him. He struck a Mr. Olympia position, one arm bent, the other extended.
For the Gram, he said.
But it looked more like the kind of dating-profile fodder that would repel serious women. Nevertheless, he took off his shirt (I observed a pattern) and I snapped some more photos. He inspected them, then gave me the phone again with instructions to take the photo from my knees. His tongue went through as many poses as his body. Those low-angle shots satisfied him.
You’re just like my wife, I said, except Princess spent a lot of time deliberating before posting. Gluten posted instantly and didn’t stick around to see how people would respond. As expected, his Instagram featured a lot of shirtless pics, gym and bathroom mirrors, chin tilted upward, videos of him doing mundane things in various states of undress. As outgoing as he was, his Instagram only had photos of himself. In his earlier photographs he was a clean filtered product, a meerkat photographed for National Geographic, and now he was scruffier, common, a squirrel shot with an iPhone. There were videos of him in sunglasses, clearly high, pressing DJ buttons and raving about plants, sometimes with his bathrobe open. It all seemed five years out of fashion, derivative, even desperate. Despite all this effort, he maxed out at about thirty likes, compared to the scores that Princess received. So much effort for so little reward.
He positioned me in the same spot, struck poses for me to imitate, tried to take my hair out of its bun. I shook his hand off my head and kept my shirt on. I was sweaty and still dirty from the landscaping job, but he reassured me, No, no, it’ll all look good in the photos. Exactly as Princess had.
A minute later my phone was orgasming with images of myself. The harsh light was good for my face. My annoyance at being photographed translated as a rugged world-weariness. My arms were full of blood. I could be on the cover of Men’s Health.
Send those to your wife, he said.
I nodded.
Now, he said. She’s gonna cream herself.
I frowned but I sent one.
He drank some water and took on a more respectful tone. How long you guys been married?
Almost three years. I was looking at a photo where my head was tilted toward the light and my hands were on my hips. My shirt clung to my body. The cuff of my shorts was raised high on one thigh, revealing a W of quad above my knee. Without looking up from the photos, I continued, But we’ve been together four, five? I don’t know how to count the pandemic. I’m her second husband. She was with a Persian guy before. He divorced her.
And she’s your first wife?
Weird way of putting it, I said, still looking at the images. But yeah, I married late.
Never too late, he said. Unless you regret it.
I don’t. It’s been okay. I shrugged. I couldn’t be sure what difficulty I was helping him work through. Why did I marry Princess? There was no discernible reason not to. I once told her that I was attracted to her high pain tolerance. It meant that she was more likely to stay with me. And we had a trip planned. It would have made more sense for her to get the boob job before the wedding, but she wanted the wedding over with. She didn’t want a repeat of the first round with the Persian Prince of Fitness. Her parents flew in. We flew out the same day they did. I had no mother. And, of course, the word love. She was not cynical, she was unapologetic for being happy. I kept waiting for her to realize that she could do better, that she was dating a man framed with aluminum, not like the men of old, the wood studs. And why did she marry me when she could have married one of them? Maybe I was just the condo before she traded up to a house, a condo with aluminum studs and neutral walls against which her best features could be accented.
Gluten was looking at me hard, waiting for more than, It’s been okay.
I wasn’t planning on it, I said finally. She wasn’t pregnant or anything. I just couldn’t pull the trigger before.
You came close? he asked.
I shook my head. Then I came closer to the truth, Nobody was buying this cow.
The milk was free, huh?
I didn’t answer.
Well, good for you, Bro, he said. He jabbed his arms like a boxer, and turned inward, calculating whatever men like him calculate, weight, calories, grams of protein, graphs of progress, time between haircuts, personal grooming, followers. He said, I don’t think I could shackle myself to some .
Nobody said you had to marry a .
I mean the word affectionately.
Well, you don’t have to marry anybody, I said. I wiped my face with my shoulder.
A smile blinked across his mouth. It looked less like a smile and more like he was quickly sucking on something. It was notable for such a transparent man to suppress an emotion. He was silent, head inclined, so still I thought I had stumbled on a half-buried dinosaur bone.
I doubted that he had a girlfriend. Or maybe he did. But I couldn’t see him in a serious, mature relationship. Too erratic. He’d be better off dating a lot of girls. He might also be into men, though I couldn’t imagine him with a man. I just saw him with lots and lots of friends who all went home to their girlfriends while he went home to his plants and obscure, bedroom-made electronic music.
You feeling some pressure? I asked. In that department.
I don’t do anything I don’t want to, he said. He held up his palms. I got my two Pamelas right here.
I had missed some messages and a call from Viv. I wanted to take better photos of him to match his standard. Again, I felt in his debt.
Princess replied with a heart-eyes emoji. She was out of surgery then. I looked at the screen, waiting for an update. Dots appeared. Then she went offline. So I messaged, Are you in pain? She messaged back an emoji of a bicep. I stepped outside the gym and called. She declined it. Send me a picture, I messaged. She replied, It looks worse than it is. Go back to your workout.
When I re-entered, I asked Gluten, What kind of girls you into? I was resetting, re-establishing something about the kind of man I was. What we had in common was that we were—silently, gratefully—not women. It was the same communion that passed between other white people and me after being chastised by a race movie.
He rattled something off: Those cute French-looking smoker types that don’t wear lots of makeup, raspy voice, little French bouche, tight bouche. Bataille. Yellow sun dresses, tiny breastsuses, unsmiling types, girls who make you earn the sucky-sucky. He’d spent a year in Toulouse in high school on a subsidized exchange program. Pretty fluent. He switched into French. Then he added after a pause and with a dreamy shift of voice, as if it were the natural conclusion to his story, I could go for a French cheese platter now. A soft, a hard, and a goat. He didn’t cross the t on goat. His mouth hung open and his eyes rolled backward a little as if he were eating already.
Maybe you should find yourself a girl like—
All right, Matchmaker, he said abruptly, imitating me from earlier. Workout over.

  
Upstairs, he pulled my shoes out of the dryer, smelled them, then held them to my nose. Floral with a hint of melting rubber. I had a puffpuff with him on the balcony where I found my clothes sunning on a rack.
Viv texted again. She was impressed by the progress in the yard.
I’m going to give you some friendly advice, Gluten said. Don’t buy weed from Viv.
Why not? You’re trying to poach me?
Just trust me. I’ve seen her soil. It’s suboptimal. And no, I don’t grow anymore. There’s a guy on Quadra Island—his leaves, his buds, his blooms. Gluten blew a chef’s kiss.
I set the basil plant on the kitchen counter and suggested a playlist with real instruments. I sprinkled fish food in the aquarium. I filled a watering can. It could easily take an hour to tend to all the living things in the apartment. Gluten had odd, specific instructions for each plant. That one likes its earlobes scratched. That one’s a recovering boozer so go easy. That corner, just mist the leaves. They’re on a diet. Check the ficus for bugs. There was a musty smell in his apartment that I noticed while watering. Mould. All those plants and water spills on carpet. I wanted to rip up a corner and see what flooring lay beneath it.
You liked the Beckett, huh? Apparently, this was where the conversation could happen. Did I send you Plato too, the soulmate love stuff?
I have a soulmate, I said. Don’t need to read about it.
Sweet, he said.
I may have rolled my eyes. At both of us. Soulmate was not a word I normally used.
I mean, the man has a kind of love named after him, Beckett. You’d think it would be required reading for you married folk. It would behoove you.
I shook my head. I recalled images from Greek vases, men with beards and thin ankles touching each other. Just as I didn’t plan to sign up for personal training, I didn’t plan to sign up for a masterclass, though I would like to be able to say, if anyone asked me, Why, yes, indeed I have read Plato.
Glute was searching his phone. He said, Can’t find it now, but basically, Plato had this idea that humans started off as a giant egg in the golden world with four arms and four legs, then at birth when we moved from the golden world to this world we got separated. And we spend the rest of our lives trying to find the other half—my other half, get it? that’s where it started—the other half of our egg, the person who was on our back. I got your back. Ever say that? Then he got the faraway look again. We should have eggs for dinner.
(One morning after the Woods had left and we had entered our charged platonicity, I asked Princess, How do you want your eggs?
Frozen, she said.)
Glute poured some Powerade into his SodaStream and boiled water for pasta. He heated up tomato sauce and dumped some frozen meatballs into it.
While I was investigating the mould problem, he told me about playing baseball as a kid. He grew up poor. He didn’t have a glove. He had to make sure he was on the opposing team to his friend so they could share a glove.
We’d have to rip up the carpet and lay laminate or vinyl. I’d do it for him after Viv’s landscaping job. How much could he afford?
I asked if he’d be okay with upgrading the flooring.
You can do that? he asked.
If you clear it with management, I said.
In the kitchen, he poured olive oil from a plastic bottle into the tomato sauce and added a sprig of Princess’s basil plant in the centre of his presentation. He scattered a handful of unwashed cherry tomatoes and arugula on the side of my plate.
He stopped me before I ate to say a full-on grace.
Bon appétit, I said instead of amen.
Don’t say that, he said. That’s what wannabe sophisticated people say.
We ate our meals holding our plates in one hand, leaning forward on his couch. He did own a dinner tray, the kind with legs, but it was serving as a plant stand. I hadn’t seen a tray-table like that since childhood. My mother had one for each member of the family so we could take our meals in front of the television.
He had said he was a pretty good cook. It was not a great meal, but I did not disagree aloud. Pretty good encompassed a broad range of skill levels. His cookware could use upgrading as well.
You want to hear my theory? He leaned back with a smile. I would need words to describe all his smiles. This one, a grand smile.
I dunno, Gluten. Everybody’s an expert lately, I said. I was with Viv a few days ago and—
Listen. It’s been proven in my experience. So, people who run long-distance are usually running away from something.
Like so much of his wisdom, it sounded like he was only half listening to a YouTube life coach. But I had no credentials to challenge him. The budgies trilled and tittered in the background.
I’m not making this up. Go back to the time when you started running and you’ll usually find something. It’s like we need to make sure we can run as far away as possible from whatever is chasing us.
So what’s yours? I asked, knowing he wanted to corner me with the question.
No, no. You’re going first.
I don’t really have anything, I said.
You don’t really strike me as into the hard drugs. Maybe a boozer. Child abuse.  addiction. Religious upbringing. Depression, I could definitely see that.
Thanks, I said. I arranged my face thoughtfully. (Was he the kind of man who touched his anus?) I was wondering if everyone could see failures on my face, although Cindy had accused me of being inaccessible. I was going to venture something about my childhood in Maine, about how I was literally as far as possible, on the other side of the continent, from where I grew up. Maybe about a night when my mother and I were giggling in the kitchen and my father stormed in from his bedroom, yanked the radio out from the wall, tucked it under his arm, and lectured us about the Black-people music we were listening to. Only he didn’t say Black people.
I used to have a gambling problem, Gluten said.
Drugs too, no?
No, he said. Not really. I mean, lots of addicts around here. I let a guy use my bathroom once as safe injection site. He was going to die out there. We had tea and biscuits afterward then he left. But no, just online games. Sports betting. I lost a lot, lost some friends too.
I thought I was hiding what I felt but he looked at my face, saw the loss of respect I felt for him, and looked down at his plate of spaghetti. He put his fork down and set the plate on the end table.
That sucks, I said.
He waited for more—what? sympathy?—but I didn’t know what else to offer.
It is what it is, I said.
He didn’t fill the silence. The budgies were chattering excitedly.
I sighed. I transported myself to rural Maine, God’s hand on my back, Becky boy, my mother reciting the twenty-third psalm.
Come on. Use your words. You said about four words to me yesterday.
I don’t have much to say about Plato. I didn’t go to university.
And I work at Old Navy. You think my MA’s raking in the cash? I should’ve gone into the ministry. He got a block of cheese from the fridge and a grater. He said, At least I wouldn’t be grease in the capitalist machine.
I always felt a glitter of schadenfreude when educated people were worse off than me.
And we’re not talking about Plato. We’re talking about you.
I sighed again and set my plate down next to his. I grew up in the backwoods of Maine. I meant to add, Happy? afterward, but it was implied.
Gluten narrowed his eyes. That’s not the thing, he said. What’s your trauma?
Yesterday he wanted to know about my . Today he was all up in my trauma. Meanwhile, Princess and Keza were swollen and bandaged in a sweltering hotel room in Costa Rica, waiting for the fan to rotate between their beds. If she’d got one, Princess would have to keep her head elevated after a facelift, but she couldn’t lie on her back because of the BBL. She wasn’t allowed to sit for the first thirty-six hours either. So she was probably lying on her stomach, propped on her elbows, back arched, or in a full plank, knowing her. Gluten knocked my chest to bring me back to the present and I slapped him back less playfully. It was at least the third time that I had slapped him that day. He knuckled his chest where I struck him, but he was smiling.
You smile a lot, I said to change the subject.
He unleashed it again like a superpower.
He was not distracted. I showed you mine, Beckett. He folded his tongue upward on his lip.
The photos from the gym came back to me. I wanted to fold some paper. I glanced at Gluten three times before I confessed: Plumbing issues. And not just ing.
He picked up his plate again, satisfied. Wifey turns you off?
No, not at all. She’s hot. It’s me. I picked at the corner of my lip with my pinky. My  is just malfunctioning lately.
So I’ve seen. He curled spaghetti around his fork. (I could have said angel hair. She had made a joke of me.) Did it ever?
I told him how Princess wanted me to go to therapy, how I read up online about it, how she made advances, how I swatted them away with excuses, how for example in the closet she—how the longer this kept up the harder it was to return to spontaneity, how I feared we might have both checked out of the marriage.
He offered reassurances, sometimes snide, but generally sympathetic enough for me to drop all my disguises and subterfuges. I told him about calling her insatiable and he winced. Never call people insatiable, he said. I nodded and revealed that when I was a teenager, I had  with holes in the forest, in the snow, felt deep shame and thought I might have a problem for a while and sometimes at the Meetinghouse my mind wandered to fantasies that made me fold my hands over my fly. I even told him about the finger-in-the-shower incident.
I’m not , I said.
Whatever. I didn’t ask.
And something about his smug skepticism, after disclosing so much, infuriated me. He was the one who did pullups and watched me in the shower. He was the one who pulled the curtain twice on me. Who kept baring his chest. I wouldn’t let this cavalier kid have all the manhood in the room.
I know you didn’t ask, I said very slowly. But I’m getting a strong vibe from you. It’s more than a vibe. I just wanted to be clear.
Don’t care, he said. How you identify is up to you.
You live close to Davie. I mean, you’re not fooling anybody with the Bro, Bro, Bro.
Bro, you’re not fooling anybody either.
I’m not . End of story. I’m married.
All right, settle down. The fact that you’re impotent doesn’t mean you’re .
Because I’m still attracted to—
It doesn’t mean you’re not  either.
Very attracted to the ladies.
Methinks the lady doth—
Don’t call me a lady.
Misogyny noted.
And stop smiling so much at me.
He wagged his jaw. You’re not anything, fine, fine. He got up and took our bowls to the kitchen. He got smug again: But you might want to notify that semi that you’ve had since you saw me.
I thought trucks at first then I looked down at my pants. Nothing noticeable. I followed him into the kitchen.
He threw dishes and cutlery into the dishwasher. Threw, not placed. Then he slammed the door shut. He retrieved my clothes from the balcony, snapped them free of wrinkles, and folded them violently. Later I would discover that one sock was missing.
It’s the Old Navy in me, he said, which was odd because, as I told him, resetting the conversation, every Old Navy I’d ever been to looked as if a bomb had exploded inside and thrown clothes into giant corpse piles.
I was glad to have exposed the energy I was feeling from him and shut it down. I could eat with a clear head now. I wanted to ask for a slice of the lemon loaf.
Actually, no, Beckett, no. Gluten tilted his head from side to side. He approached me until we were nose to nose, like boxers before a fight. In the Quaker house of my childhood, my brothers and I were not allowed to fight or watch wrestling or boxing, though one brother kept a picture of an Uzi the way other men kept pics of girls. Gluten continued, The terms do matter. There are people getting beaten to death because of guys like you. You can’t just take the easy way out.
No offence. Nothing about my life is easy. You  guys think—
Hold up. Now you’re projecting your stuff on me.
You’re not ? I said, then remembered the rabbit hole of Incognito searching that followed my urinary explosion: how to know if someone likes you, subreddits that explained the tingling, all the letters. Maybe he was a Q instead of G. I didn’t feel like any of those letters. I didn’t need to make a distinction between romantic and ual attractions or call myself flexible. The hormonal blasts of my teen years, what Casper must be feeling, had muted, thank God, so that  was in one room, furnished with a futon and a foosball table, and I in another, more comfortable room, with a TV, wood panelling, brandy. Nothing I really needed was in the first room. I said, Or . Or any of the other letters.
I know what I am. I don’t owe you a bio.
He was so close I could feel his words puffing in my face, but I stared him down.
I’m definitely not , I said.
You’ve established that, Bro. He ed his head, all gangsta. Is it that you’re not  or you don’t want to be ?
I’m not.
What are you then?
I’m married.
You’re married?
I’m married.
What else you got?
I’m not a what. I’m a who. I’m me.
You think you’re so special that you don’t fit anywhere. You’re very attracted to the ladies.
I am, but I’m not so sure about you.
I’m good, Brethren.
I’m good too, Brethren. I added the stress. I’m perfectly happy being me.
Yeah? Which is?
Which is whatever you are.
We were boys on a playground, spinning in our juvenile tricks. I already planned to chop him in the throat.
You’re a  then.
I’m not the one crashing guys’ showers.
You just said you’re the same as me. I’m a Homo sapien. Whut? You some kinda animal?
I didn’t fall for it. I’m not a .
You smell good.
Then he puckered his lips and I suppose he kissed me or his lips touched mine. I didn’t flinch.
Neither of us said anything. He twisted his head from side to side. I kept mine straight. My eyes were lowered to his lips, the most dangerous part of his body, it seemed, like the French girl’s mouth. Buddy and Hubby squealed kissy sounds.
I bit both of my lips—the tissue on the inside of your cheek is the same—and we each waited for the other to back down. His Adam’s apple moved.
That’s what I thought, he said.
And within minutes, we found ourselves practically naked on his couch.

  



CHAPTER

I had every intention of packing and going to Orlando that Tuesday. Throughout the day, I thought, I should pack my kneepads. I should leave home now. I should be boarding.
I missed my flight. I told Princess I’d work it out with Wood. She should just concentrate on her recovery. I told Wood that I was trying to reschedule, but the airline wanted me to buy a whole new ticket. And if I was going to do that, then I’d come later in the summer when Princess had healed up and finish my projects here in the meanwhile.
But a day after the boxing face-off, sunset, I was standing in a cave with Gluten. Not a cave. We were at Wreck Beach, under a huge cedar tree whose lower branches drooped downward to touch the ground. It was the edge of a forest, before the forest gave way to marshland, and the marshland to the ocean proper. Logs caught in the bay. Smell of saltwater.
Forest bathing had now become soundbathing. Gluten was convinced that people could enter the minds of other people as long as they had a shared experience. The deeper the experience, the greater the access.
The same wavelength, he was saying. It’s not just a cliché. You know what else has wavelengths?
I could have answered, but I let him have the revelation.
Light, he said. Sound.
He greeted every idea as if he were the first to have it. Adorable and annoying.
Gluten positioned us so that my toes touched one side of the speakers on the ground and his toes the other side. He scrolled through his phone for the right music. Long low chords that melted into other chords, that surged and evaporated, like a siren slowed down. Outside the cedar’s skirts, our bikes lay tangled in each other. He made us carry them down almost four hundred steps, only because his was expensive and he was afraid it would get stolen. When he had proposed the idea of a soundbath, his friends looked at each other, shrugged politely, asked how long it would take, and sipped from their hydration packs. All their bikes were unaffordable too. Not to mention their gear, watches, sunglasses, phones. In the end they kept biking toward Iona Beach. I’m not sure if they were his friends. He had introduced me with, This is my bwoy, Beckett.
Imma bathe you, he said now. Awaken your prostate, restore your hormonal balance. Muladhara, baby. That’s root chakra—I wish I had some red LEDs. If your base is off, everything on top is gonna be off.
He skipped through tracks as he was talking, searching for the right vibe.
Trust me, Gluten went on, she’ll be climbing the walls when you get back. I did this for my boy around Christmas and now he’s got two kids with two baby mamas.
Impossible.
True.
Christmas was five months ago, I calculated.
He waved my doubt away. This isn’t internet stuff. This is stuff from up here—he tapped his head. What do you think all those MRI and EEG scans are? They’re just sound, baby, just music we don’t understand, but the body knows.
Take your sneakers off, he ordered me. He removed his. It would be better if we got totally naked.
He waited.
Not happening, Casanova, I said. Pretty soon, he’d have us cruising the beach.
He nodded at my words or the thought. Was he in my head already? There was a low vibration coming from the speakers. I kept waiting for a beat to drop.
Live drummers would be better, Gluten said. Frequency is only part of it. The other half of frequency is percussion. You know there are certain African rhythms that call spirits down.
Yeah, Princess is—
He shushed me. He made a peace sign and moved it between his eyes and mine. He placed his fingers on my temples, as if removing invisible glasses. They were supernaturally hot, just like yesterday.
His gaze shifted deeper and he looked at me like an optometrist would, through me instead of at me.
He said, I need you to look here, like three inches behind my eyes. Right into the heat of my brain.
The eye contact made me laugh. I imagined him with dreads in a hammock. I wasn’t sure why.
Good, you’re finding your happy place.
Glute, I said, composing myself. This is—
Just stay there. He inhaled. Your sweat smells like a Subway tuna melt.
I exhaled. This was the kind of experience that Princess would like.
I sense that you’re blocking me, that you’re repelling my attraction. Imagine your face as a giant magnet, okay? Now I’m cutting it off and rotating it. Now I’m wearing your face and facing you.
I couldn’t hide my disgust at the image.
Now think about a time when you were happy. Feel it in your body. Don’t look away, I need to see your eyes.
When I was a kid, I built a—
Needs to be a shared memory.
Yesterday, I said. I resisted the urge to smile. Nobody had ever complimented my smile.
Good boy.
Yesterday we had made out on his couch. Princess frowned the first time we kissed. It was deflating until she said, We’ll have to fix that and kissed me again. She opened my lips with hers and we weren’t so much kissing as breathing together. She reclined so that my weight was on her. She raked through my hair with her hands. He pressed me down with the weight of his body. The whole time, I was thinking, I can’t believe this is happening. I remembered his body under the light in the gym and my  unfurled slowly, tentatively, as if it wanted to but shouldn’t, creeping upward to see what was happening. And the—what should I call it—encounter wasn’t, the activities weren’t, ual, if that’s possible, just a bit of a dare, a modern challenge, an unencountered machine at the gym. Then she was on top of me and I lay under her like a raft, useless. Her hair brushed my forehead. The smell of someone not Princess. The thought of him gathering my clothes from the floor the day before. He pulled away and nodded crisply, as he had in the elevator when we met, as if I had passed a job interview. I loosened under her. I slipped my hand into her pants and 
 into her. I twisted my knuckle into his waist. I touched the skin under the technical fabric of his shorts. He pulled his pants down and his skin felt slick, and the muscles of his legs kept swelling and subsiding, flexing and relaxing. His erection was to the side of my pelvis. His slight accented thrusts. He pulled up, all the way up, weight on his knuckles against my chest, pummelling me enough for me to feel it, enough to make me gasp with each hit. She grazed her cheeks along the stubble of my chin, offered her neck to me to kiss. She sat up, sitting squarely on me, looked me in the eye. Use your words, he had said. You might be the one, she had said. He started pulling my shorts down completely but I stopped him. I was embarrassed by my  I didn’t know how to proceed at that point so there was no  or even , no real fondling down there, although we were both . We just stopped after our hands couldn’t agree on what to do. We sat up, pulled our pants up to our waists, bit our lips. I tightened my bun, looked around the room, all the leaves. We hadn’t turned on lights. We came back to the world. I slapped his thigh twice.
Good game, Glute, I said.
He exhaled and shook his head as if he had finished a strenuous set.
You all right? he asked.
I answered with my eyebrows.
Use your words, he said, as if he was a preschool teacher.
And that was pretty much it.
I avoided his eyes, frowned as if searching the room for something, but in my peripheral vision, I could tell he was waiting for a conversation. He didn’t so much embrace me as claw me by the back of the neck. He looked me in the face, the eyes, the nose, the lips, the cheeks. When I tilted my head to escape his eyes, he squeezed my neck to force eye contact.
Don’t pussy out, he said. No shame.
Satisfied, he let me go and I walked into the bright hall, the lobby, visitor parking, drove home and  off in my own bed.
Under the tent of the cedar tree, Gluten instructed me to think about the house where I grew up.
I frowned in fake concentration but held no picture in mind. Except for a few moments, I held my entire childhood like lint from the dryer.
I’m seeing emptiness where your mother should be. She’s faint. Did she die recently?
No, I said.
Suddenly?
I guess.
In a very closed space.
That was the point when I felt something begin to happen. I didn’t know how to respond. My mother died in the bathroom of a pink and purple Dunkin’ Donuts. She was locked inside and it took the staff a long time to figure out that something was wrong.
You were her favourite thing, Gluten said.
My mother should not be material for Gluten’s antics. I wanted to step away, but he reached out and held my shoulder. I could smell the cedars around us.
The last time I saw my mother alive was at the Portland airport, the Thanksgiving before she died. My third brother drove us there, complaining about the distance and all the things he had to do, but she nevertheless walked me into the terminal while he fumed in the truck. At the gate, she smoothed the sheepskin collar of my coat, her eyes darting across my face as if memorizing me. I took her hands from my shoulders and gave her a hundred dollars. She protested. I closed the money into her fist and said that she could give it to my brother for gas if she wanted. He’s not a taxi, she said. You don’t pay family. Then she closed her eyes and pressed me to her. Oh, Becky boy, she said. You’re a good egg. That’s how I left her. That’s what she left me. At security, I discovered two hundred dollars in the inside pocket of my coat. Now, under the cedar tree, Casper’s kindergarten will came to mind. He had left Viv his coloured pencils, crayons, markers, and paints. He wrote wills for his stuffed animals.
You’re an only child, Gluten said. I’m sensing—he couldn’t find the word—sensing only child.
I have three older brothers.
Oh, there they are, Gluten said. Keep thinking of their faces. How did I miss that? They’re very dark energy in your life. Negative energy.
My father had been a widower. There was a twelve-year gap between me and the next brother. I was very planned, an anchor baby to establish the marriage. I was my mother’s. My brothers were my father’s. They were men. I was a man by government document only.
Gluten said, I was thinking about your problems with wifey.
He placed my hands on his head and held them there with his own hands. Can you see inside me? I’m showing you everything.
I was still thinking of my mother. She was more of a maid than a wife.
Gluten spoke as if he was verifying what I was reading inside of him: I have a problem where I can’t be attracted to anyone who’s attracted to me. But I’m working on it. I’m trying not to go after people who are unavailable.
And then I saw—or was I imagining—Gluten class-clowning around a girl in high school, wanting to dance with her, but believing any physical contact with her was a sin. Gluten at family worship listening to the story of Joseph fleeing Potiphar’s libidinous Karen of a wife and other oblique lessons on morality. No  before marriage. What was he to do in those charged hormonal years? His urges attached to people who could never reciprocate them—men—and to people who wouldn’t reject them—himself. Only in that way could his desire be controlled and quenched. And it so happened that the body that could do both those things—was male.
That’s deep, I said at the idea.
What? he asked.
I shook my head. I couldn’t explain. But even while the thought occurred to me, I also heard a voice refuting the theory, No, no, that’s not how this works. Then how? There’s no explanation for some things.
You were in my head, he said.
Maybe.
You’re still there. You’re a guest in my head.
Another wave crested on me. I saw him at twelve, fourteen, eighteen, getting changed shyly, wanting to strip naked in a locker room without hesitation and helicopter his  alongside the other guys and laugh and swap out girlfriends every three weeks. At twenty-five, in a bar wearing a hockey jersey and drinking lagers, armed with strong opinions about draft picks, cheering at the right time, a whole history of stats in his head. I saw his hand under a woman’s sweater so that he could report to the boys later. I had blended our histories. Not now, but I wanted to have had that past.
I was drained by this point. He removed my hands from his head and held on to my wrists.
I’m going to share something with you, Gluten said. He closed his eyes in deep concentration. Are you ready to receive it?
I nodded although he couldn’t see me. I could feel my pulse under his grip.
This is only for you. Here it comes. It’s a little packet of light, like a loonie, from deep in my brain and my heart. It’s little because it’s very far away. Can you see it? It’s like the sun.
The sun, okay.
It gets bigger and brighter as it gets closer to you. When my energy reaches you, it will be large and radiant, large enough to engulf you completely like an egg that you’re caught inside. My golden egg. And now the light is soaking into you like egg yolk. Feel it in your hair and travelling through your brain down your neck, all the way down your spine. It’s taking the elevator to the base of your spine and radiating everywhere from deep inside you. And now you can fill that empty space, that small room, with this golden ball of light.
Light, I said, repeating his last word.
Amen, Gluten said. He opened his eyes and looked at me expectantly. Did you feel it? he asked.
His face, the purest simplicity I’d ever seen.
I couldn’t do anything else. I nodded. I craved my mother so badly. Even when I was a teenager, she used to pull my crown to her face and sniff my hair. My nose was wet.
Attaboy, he said. You’ll be burping twins by next Christmas.
Twins? I laughed and snorted some snot inward. You can have one of them.

  
We didn’t even try to catch up to the rest of the group. Instead, we biked along Southwest Marine Drive to my house. Pamplemousse presented itself to be adored. It dipped its head under Gluten’s hand and squinted its eyes when he scratched it. It even licked him as if it had suddenly become a dog. I would discover later that it sensed the sugar in him.
From his position kneeling in the entryway, mussing fur, Gluten looked from floor to ceiling, wall to wall, measuring the volume of the house, much like Wood had. Princess had only been gone a few days, but tools had proliferated in the living room again, like when I was single. She hadn’t minded my tools at first, but she eventually made me relocate most of them to a shed outside, which I used as a workshop for small projects like her medal chest. I’d clear them before she returned.
Gluten said, The one good thing about a house is that you can blast your music as loud as you want.
Never mind the equity, I said. I recalled the panic I felt last year when interest rates were rising.
Even that Peter  music.
Perry Como.
You need some plants in here, he said with unrelated finality.
I asked whether he was hungry. After the soundbath, I fully intended on feeding him (show him how it’s done) a curry in the fridge that was entering its prime. I rolled up my sleeves, tied my hair into a fresh bun, and put on full apron regalia. I couldn’t explain why, but I wanted to be adored, competing with Pamplemousse. Princess always sucked on her spoon when she saw the apron.
Gluten sniffed his food before tasting it, a deep inhalation like smoking. He moaned involuntarily as he ate and spoke at inconvenient moments as if he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to eat or talk more. He finished his rice prematurely then ate the remaining curry like soup. Eating this much curry wouldn’t be good coming out the other end.
I finally met someone who eats more than my wife, I said. Princess’s portions and mine were interchangeable. I loved her afresh when she asked for more. She didn’t consume diet food, skimmed milk, artificial sweeteners. She demanded real butter, cheese, yogourt, ice cream.
She a porker?
She burns a lot of calories, I said.
I was so atingle watching Gluten eat that I said some nonsense about the soundbath, which made him so atingle that he helped himself to a second bowl, then put more into my bowl as if he had made the curry and this were his house.
Afterward, Gluten made no effort to clear the table or wash the dishes, unless you counted standing near the stove, sopping up the remains from the pot with bread. When he was done with the pot, he gulped half a glass of water, gave me the rest to drink, then slapped me hard on the back while I was swallowing.
I went to the bathroom, mouthwashed. When I came back, he was tossing a rubber toy around the living room for Pamplemousse to retrieve. The cat was giving off real dog energy with Gluten in a way it never did with me.
Do me a favour? I asked him.
What?
Call me Gus.
Gus, he said.
No, say it like, you know—
Why?
Sometimes—it’s embarrassing—sometimes Princess calls me Snuffleupagus. We could be like Gus and Gluten, Gluten and Gus, you know.
He frowned, half shrugged, then lifted Pamplemousse over his head, and twirled in a circle.
He made no effort to interfere with me that evening. There was a moment in the kitchen when I was preparing the meal and he came close and I tilted my head toward him receptively, but he turned his head and looked at the knife storage block. Then he went out back with some vegetable scraps and spun the compost tumbler for a long time.
It had only been a day since the activities on his couch. Neither of us had messaged each other the morning afterward, but I had found myself preoccupied with my phone, scrolling through pictures, skipping tracks on Spotify. I messaged Princess a lot. The skin on his back had been thick under my hands. His breath was slightly sour from the tomatoes. When he hadn’t responded by the end of lunch, I jackhammered the concrete path at the side of Viv’s house, feeling my exhilaration from the day before corrupted by worry. He had blocked me. I was unattractive. I was old. I should dye my hair. I was inexperienced. I wasn’t the kind of man who could talk about Plato. I didn’t go to university. I couldn’t hold a conversation. I should have scraped the dead skin from my heels.
When he came back inside from twirling the compost, I began: So, can I ask—About yesterday—What made you think—Black tape sealed my mouth. I loaded the dishwasher so I wouldn’t have to look at him. I tried again: Yesterday, that was the first time I—You know, I’m not into—
Oy, Beckett! Gluten tossed the ball hard, startling even Pamplemousse. Again with the grand protests. Can you own your desire?
When I had got home last night and gone Incognito, I’d read about words on Quora—fluid, pan, biromantic—that felt like they belonged to people with esoteric degrees and septum rings, not people my age. There was something called a Kinsey scale but I didn’t want to be tested.
Own your desire, I repeated. That’s such a weird—I shook my head. I liked it, I continued, if that’s what you mean.
I know you did, he said.
Modest.
From how you kissed me.
I recalled his hard, unpractised lips at the beginning. I wanted to tell Princess that she had trained me well, the way her clients reported a personal best to her. I was despicable.
You been wanting this for a minute, Gluten said.
It felt good, okay. I turned on the dishwasher.
Good. So no more Masterpiece Hetero Theatre for my sake.
I leaned against the counter for a minute. How could it not feel good, I wondered, even on a non ual level. On a purely physical level of nerves, skin, athleticism, angles, density, flesh, it was stimulating. I suppose this thought would have been obvious to him.
So why did you pull—I began.
I don’t know. He stopped playing with Pamplemousse. Sometimes my qi overheats. I was sweaty. I had the urge to take a dump.
I frowned at the last part. It felt good, I said again firmly.
Good to know, he said. That’s it.
I wasn’t sure whether he meant that would be the first and only time or that there’d be no further conversation about yesterday’s activities. Pamplemousse brought the toy to him, dropped it, and nudged the toy toward him with its nose. What was this cat becoming? Gluten lay down on the couch. I reached down and tossed the toy away from the TV.
I scratched my nostril with my pinky.
If you want, I said, we could maybe keep making it feel good.
He shrugged his lips.
Without it meaning too much, I went on. And when it stops feeling good, we can stop. A kind of benefits situation.
He didn’t answer. He found the remote under his back and turned on the TV. Conjectures from the silent morning resurfaced. He had only provided the one-time service to me or had gained a conquest or had wanted to prove something to me about myself. He was saying, I told you so.
Cool, I said, realizing that all the explanations led to the same point—failure. I went back to the kitchen and cleaned a burner with the corner of a dishtowel. I wondered what it would feel like to enter him, take him up to the shower and do as Princess did, only with—no.
A few minutes later, when I thought the conversation had ended, he said, What you wanted to know, though, is how did I know that you were—Dammit, I need a term for you. Just pick one.
I recalled Viv and the internet and the list of options. The problem with all of the terms was that they had meanings.
I resisted: I don’t identify as—I’m not—But then I gave in and said, Okay, fine. I don’t mind lavender.
He waited for an explanation.
But was it something in my voice? I said instead of explaining. You don’t do this with everybody, I’m assuming. What if I was the kind of guy to break your nose?
I could take you.
Do I run funny?
Nothing like that. Although you do have a—and here he swayed his shoulders to represent hips, turned his palms backward and imitated my walk without getting up—like you’re always wearing a toolbelt.
Don’t mock me.
Or you’re a cop with a holster.
He thought for a moment. He held Pamplemousse’s paws and made it jab like a boxer. When he let go, it flattened its ears and tried to swat him. Well trained.
He said, It was something in the eyes. I’m telling you. I only need ten seconds. Something what-next. Like you were waiting for another course to arrive.
Hunger, I said. Great, I’m walking around, looking desperate.
A little hard-up, he said. Or maybe I was more hopeful than anything.
You were projecting, I said.
I was reflecting you, he said. He was turning this into a battle like yesterday, but a rap battle this time.
He adjusted his position on the couch when he saw me approaching. I transferred my weight to a knee on the cushion, about to lie on him, when he put his hot hand on my chest.
Pamplemousse walked along the top of the couch then settled in my place.
Yo, I gotta be straight with you, Gluten said. I might be a lot of things but the one thing I’m not is a homewrecker.
He was taking a respectable turn, about to climb the high road. My mother read me Pilgrim’s Progress as a child. She kept all the silly art-project bookmarks I ever made her.
I know it’s your job and all, he continued, to go around smashing up people’s houses.
I wouldn’t put it that way but—
I’m a healer not a hurter. I got rules. I’m not going to call you whatever cute nickname your wife calls you, for one. I don’t do anything in married people’s houses, for two.
We have a rental suite, I said. Technically, it’s not part of the house. I’m going to file different taxes for it.
Oh, now you’ve gone from Stoic to Hedonist.
It’s a little lavender luxury guest suite that welcomes refugees, I said.
He got up and went to his backpack in the doorway. He said, I don’t do things in married people’s bedrooms or  closets. Or with married people, generally, you know. I only lose money. Used to. I don’t play games in people’s lives.
I half nodded. That was going to be it.
You cool? He pulled lemon loaf from his backpack.
Yeah, I shrugged.
He considered my disappointment. Look, I’m glad I could be an entry in your catalogue of experiences.
Princess’s parents’ house was a collection of African art. Once she gave her parents a hard time for acting like the British Museum, extracting and displaying cultures that were not theirs, but only because she hoped to inherit all of it and wanted their defence (it was for sale; I’m celebrating it; it’s beautiful; it’s a conversation starter about privilege) to become her own. I had met Princess’s parents once before we married, and the father seemed disappointed that I was white. He had known this before. But upon seeing me in person, he could barely hide his dismay. Any other ethnicity would do. Her father’s consolation was that I was an addition to a collection of boyfriends of various nationalities, boyfriends he could pick up and examine at will. Remember Oumar and his djembe, he had asked Princess in my presence. I was not the obliteration of the collection. They didn’t need to return the past men.
I said, That’s not how I think about you.
How then? Because I’ve been trying to figure it out. You didn’t remember me from Viv’s party.
You didn’t remember me either.
You were the guy in the backyard who spent most of his time trying to walk in a straight line.
He had won with that memory, if Princess were refereeing.
Then you must have seen Princess too. Sparkly confetti dress.
He stuck out his bottom lip and lied, Nope. Didn’t register wifey.
Bull. And then I apologized, in my way: Look, I don’t remember much from that night, I said. But I won’t forget you now.
You can’t.
Modest, modest, I said. The first time we had , Princess did not remove her black, lacy pushup bra or panties. I added, For what’s it worth, I think you’re a nice guy.
Whoop-de-doo.
Glute, I already told you I liked it, I said, but I knew I was floundering. I wanted to say the magic thing.
And when wifey comes back?
We can still. We’ll go for runs.
Here’s an empathy exercise, he said with his cave voice. Imagine yourself in my place. Imitating me, he said: Beckett, I just want to mess around with you while my wife’s away and maybe a quickie when she’s back. He spoke like himself again: I like my books, but I’m not a subplot in the Princess–Beckett marriage. I still want, he searched his vocabulary, private dignity.
More nodding from me. He beheld the trap of desire that I was in.
I can’t be a part of you and Princess’s—he twirled his finger around my face and spoke with a Puerto Rican accent—sichuation.
Fine, yeah, I get it, I said. What I wanted to say was, Keep my wife’s name out your mouth, slap, and, I have more to lose in this than you do, and, I’m not tryna marry you, Glute. But I’m not tryna one-night-stand you either. So if I’m saying that I’m interested, do you know how hard that is for me? Then that should mean something to you.
Gluten changed the subject. He told me he was going to his third wedding of the summer. He was excited.
I have one coming up too, I said. August. This couple we call S&M from my wife’s gym. I think they’re renting a mansion for the reception.
Yeah, he said, competitively. This one’s in Tofino.
Alone?
You wanna be my plus one?
No.
Then why you asking?
I shrugged. He was embarrassed to go alone.
No, he said, reading my mind. I’m not going alone. Like some kind of loser.
I picked at the couch’s fabric and let the conversation drop for a few moments, running through possible scenarios. I looked at him a few times before speaking again.
A girl? I asked.
Yah.
A few moments later, I asked, Like a long-term kind of thing?
He shrugged. Bro, no girl in the history of girldom has ever declined getting dressed up to go to a wedding with a man.
He checked his phone. He wanted to leave. He wanted me to change the one-song playlist.
To delay him, I jumped up and took him on a tour of the house, pointing with my pinky at all the upgrades. I lingered in each room, opening drawers and closets, medicine cabinets, flipping pillows for tooth-fairy money, in other words, hiding nothing from him. I removed my toolbelt from a door handle, he picked up a set of pliers from a side table and relocated it to the toilet tank, doing and undoing my work, like a child trying to be helpful.
Throughout the tour, Gluten narrated a story about a woman whose car he drove from Vancouver to Toronto so she could start a design program. She settled in Queen West, near a sign that proclaimed YOU’VE CHANGED every time they were heading back home. The sign was painted in white block letters, high up on a brick wall near an addictions and mental health facility (I took note). Gluten always felt like he was being congratulated on his way to her apartment, that he was wiser and stronger than when he left. Welcome home. The woman saw the sign as an inevitability, then something darker—an accusation or a rejection. Oh, it’s you again. Gluten tried to convince the guy (I noticed the slip) that he was misreading the two words, but it was a glass-half-full, half-empty situation. She broke up with him a couple of weeks after he returned to Vancouver. The sign was right. They had both changed.
At the door, the end of the tour and story, Pamplemousse weaved figure eights through his legs. Gluten plunged his hands into its thick fur.
How could you not love her? He said. She’s like ocean foam.
I never said I didn’t like it.
It’s obvious, Beckett.
You want it? I waved a Popely blessing. Princess had made no effort to rehome the cat. I added, It’ll eat your birds alive.
Even that night when I lent him Pamplemousse, withholding nothing of mine from him, I doled out options. I told him he could stay (and sleep on your wife’s pillow? No thanks) or that I could drive him home (I didn’t get legs like this from being driven).
He put Pamplemousse in his backpack, strapped it to his chest—I know, baby, I know—and biked home, one hand cradling the bag.
When he got home, he sent pictures of Pamplemousse climbing up shelves and batting gently at plant leaves, staring at fish with its eyes slit. I feared for the budgies.
I found a home for Pamplemousse, I wrote to Princess when I forwarded the pics.
She replied with an emoji with a straight mouth and one eyebrow raised.
I tried to video call her, but again she declined. I voice called. Declined.
I messaged: Pamplemousse lives in the jungle now.
Is this a new client?
Yeah, I messaged.
She did not update me. I expected her to ask about the new renovation and I was prepared to tell her about the carpet mould and laminate floors. The three dots disappeared and a new message came in: You should trim her this week, she said. Then she went offline. But a moment later she was back: Trim your nosehairs. You can’t go out in public like that.

  



CHAPTER

Gluten tried to persuade me to run with the group early Wednesday morning. I wasn’t up to it. I would just have some breakfast and go to Viv’s house.
I got sausage, he texted.
My emoji rolled its eyes.
I got buns, he texted.
My emoji slapped its forehead.
What? U cutting out gluten?
In the end, I went running, if only to prove that I was cool, chill, not pining away or avoidant, and the one-time thing didn’t bother me.
He didn’t really acknowledge me. He was wearing a weighted vest over his yellow jersey and ran a steady, disciplined pace beside a fit, older man. They chatted occasionally.
He seems subdued today, Viv said.
Yet when I looked at him, his legs seemed to be moving twice as fast as everyone else’s, like a man running outside the window of an airplane in a movie.
He’s not blasting EDM, I said.
No, something else. She gave a mock gasp. Maybe this is what he’s like when he’s not high.
I shrugged. I don’t really know the guy.
We talked about Casper then I turned the conversation to natural materials, achieving the right balance of wood and stone, in her yard. She didn’t want a lawn at all. Of course, I longed to discuss landscaping with Gluten, to ask about alternatives to emerald cedars, but I did not really want his advice. I wanted his admiration. Look at the scale and quality of my work. But Maine reprimanded me. Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.
Afterward, I sat in Becky and checked my phone until the group dispersed from the coffeeshop near his building. I could identify his apartment from the plants overflowing his balcony. The fact that he ignored me was confusing and thrilling. I turned on the ignition. Just then, he rapped loudly on the passenger window and motioned me out.
In his apartment, he fed me cheese before I even removed my shoes then that reminded him of sourdough bread which reminded him of a chutney spread in his fridge. Then he got excited about a celery juice regimen he saw online, then he mixed a protein shake and had me drink mouthfuls of the mud, then came scrambled eggs, sausage, as promised, and an assortment of meats, and finally half a cantaloupe and more lemon loaf.
By the end, I had eaten so much that I could not concentrate on what he was saying. I had to lie down for a minute. I heard the budgies chirping. Pamplemousse was clawing at the balcony door. Not dead yet, I thought, and slipped under. While I dozed, he knelt beside the couch, leaned close to my face, and kissed me on the neck. He cupped my chest. I shifted and he withdrew his hand. A few minutes later, he reached into my pants. I was delirious. I pretended oblivion.
When I woke up, officially, he was sitting on the floor, trimming his toenails, and watching a video of lambs frolicking in a pasture. The budgies in their cage sounded jittery.
The dishes and uneaten food were exactly as we had left them.
I sat up. Now the lamb was folded next to its mother like Pamplemousse in its favourite box.
I thought you’d be watching , I said, groggy. Although it was barely 9:30, I was actually knocked out for close to an hour.
Cattle , he said. Way better. It’s like your reno .
Over time, my viewing preferences of farmhouse restorations and furniture hacks would nudge themselves into his YouTube history of world’s strangest plants and exotic monasteries until our lives blended together into a single stream. Lately I observed that my clickbait had shifted. Princess’s clickbait suggestions were a series of 20 Exotic Island Paradises and mine were all about 20 Celebs you didn’t know were .
Believe it or not,  gets real boring, Gluten said, cleaning around the rim of his toenail. I used to watch a lot, all kinds, all categories. The interracial stuff. And then one month I decided to quit.
It’s like the gambling thing, I said.
All in the mind, he said. I just increased my consumption until I couldn’t watch any more. Maybe six hours every night and it got so boring that I lost interest.
Nothing to do with the Spirit moving in your life? This was a prime opportunity for a Christian to launch into a testimony about the overcoming power of Jesus Christ. Knowing he went to Viv’s church, I was on guard for a conversion mission from him.
Well, of course, that too. He wiped the dead skin from the nail clippers on his pants. It’s like the Israelites and quail.
I swung my legs over his head. It was the only way I could get off the couch.
Don’t you have a shift at work? I asked. I looked down at his head, a swirl at the crown.
Instead of answering, he told me about the migration of a flock of birds in Africa, then about another video of a snowy owl that flew soundlessly—he flapped his arms in slow motion as I walked to the door—and caught its prey under snow just by listening to its movements, and out of nowhere he ended, You made peace with where we left off?
I looked at him. Flabbergasted. I chose to ignore the question.
Breakfast was good, I said. Thanks. I opened the door to go. Today I would level and compact the area for Viv’s new walkway, lay landscaping fabric, then I would cut and set the stone by the weekend.
We cool? he pressed.
Gluten. I raised my voice. You just copped a feel when I was sleeping.
What? He rounded his eyes. I was checking your diaper. I have to look out for my couch. What? Beckett, what?

  
For the next week, I met Gluten every day. In the evening after work, we ate carby desserts. At night, we slept in our own beds. In the morning, I buzzed him to let me in. Little pig, little pig.
We hiked a trail in Lynn Canyon. He put his feet in the creek and said, Ahh, as if sipping lemonade through his toes. He attempted to hold my hand, and I found myself shaking him off, and the next day, at Viv’s house, massaging the affected hand as if I had hurt my wrist.
I’m not into that, I told him the second time he tried.
Not into hand stuff, he pretended to write on his palm.
One night, we both walked around his apartment in our briefs and silk kimonos, a little baked, listening to sparkling music, and cupping curved objects in our hands—mangoes, bowls, a stress ball. It was like when Princess and I turned everything into breasts. The weed was stronger than Viv’s, especially when paired with four massive, sticky Cinnabons. Pamplemousse licked our fingers and cheshired at us. As a kid, Gluten must have worn braces, but I was so high that I had forgotten the word and called them teeth clothes.
At a Home Depot garden centre, Gluten criticized the mass-produced plants—no love, no cultivation—and then he bought some scorched ornamental grass to nurse back to health. I said to him, maybe a touch high that day as well, You look like a man who was raised among wheat. He shrugged, You can take the boy out of the country but not the country out of the boy. It sounded patriotic, how he said it.
At the Ikea in Richmond, he touched everything. He opened drawers. He ground his denim  on the couch, he fondled the perky corners of pillows, he rubbed sheepskin on his cheek and on mine. In the model apartment, he put on the oven mitts, pulled an imaginary lemon loaf from the oven, and served us. He wanted to push the flatbed cart, then he wanted to be pushed in the flatbed cart. At the end, he bought us soft serve ice cream with change from his pocket. I assembled his Billy in fifteen minutes. He went hammer happy when I let him nail the backboard. At the end, he made a mind-blown gesture. He lived in a state of permanent amazement. Every little thing was the best [clap] thing [clap] ever [clap].
He was all smell this, taste this, feel this. We were buying snacks at a gas station late one night and when I held two flavours in front of him, he grasped my head and bit the top of my ear (I had found no evidence of drug paraphernalia in his house) because he thought it would taste like citrus shampoo chicken cartilage. He wasn’t being romantic or creepy and no one paid us any mind.
At that gas station, he asked a favour, serious face: I know you’re too uptight to agree but oh forget it, no, do you think, maybe, could you drive me through the carwash in the bed of your truck? He had always wanted to see how that would feel. You have to ask Becky, I said. He leaned in close to the gas tank while I pumped and had a long negotiation. Becky wants me in her bed, he said at last. So I let him. When the attendant was busy, he climbed into the back and lay flat until the door into the carwash went up. I glanced at him in the rearview mirror. He was taking a video. Before the blowers, he slapped the side of the truck and said, Yeehaw! He emerged ecstatic, holding his arms out like wings. Pointy would have licked him.
I could go on. I got an idea from Pinterest to mount a trellis on the ceiling of his hallway from which we hung artificial flowers. Every time we entered the apartment, fake lilacs and wisteria drizzled down on us.
Another day, we walked to the edge of Iona Spit near the airport, surrounded on both sides by the Pacific. He vaped, said he liked the look of the smoke, asked me to take some pics for his socials. He blew smoke into the breast pocket of my shirt I used for my consultations, then smoothed it out through the fabric. My breath is with you, he said. He exhaled another white cloud into my mouth when no one was looking. My breath is in you. On the drive back, when I gripped his headrest to reverse, he turned to me and said, Only two more things for us to swap.
I should stop there. (Come on, don’t be ashamed, Princess had said. I’m not ashamed, Princess. I just don’t need to go around flashing everybody with my birth certificate.) I should stop.
On his day off from Old Navy, I skipped work at Viv’s house (although I was massively behind) and Gluten and I went on a road trip to Eagle Point with eighties ballads, I Want to Know What Love Is, It Must Have Been Love, Africa. (Oh, my Princess in her elementary school uniform.) The windows were down and we had iced coffees in the cupholders. I questioned whether he really had the day off and he shrugged. He wasn’t too concerned about losing his job. If Old Navy fired him, he told me, he’d get a job as mall security. There was a guy in uniform who visited him on his rounds. Nice beard, Gluten concluded and slurped his iced coffee with overly puckered lips.
I had the sudden urge to talk about Princess. I told him that for our honeymoon we almost went to Brazil but went to Colombia instead. She was hotter when she spoke Spanish. In Spanish, another woman animated her body, her hair became more voluminous, her walk had more hip swing. I was streaming memories of Princess in Colombia, but thinking of her now in Costa Rica. Still no video calls—she didn’t want to unduly alarm me—but she did pick up my voice calls. She said she was a little swollen, that Keza had a little infection, that they were only in a little pain, totally bearable, that they went for little walks, that she was healing faster than the other women in the hotel, not that it’s a competition or anything. She paused, nevertheless, and I congratulated her. She was allowed to sit but only with her booty pillow. She straddled chairs. She had cut her calories back to normal levels, upped immunity supplements for Keza, and she was toning again. Mobility is everything, she said, like after knee surgery, you don’t want scar tissue. All of this she relayed with the sound of a Spanish telenovela in the background. I told Gluten that I went around Colombian gift shops, buying everything with Princess’s name on it: a keychain, a mug, a magnet, a pen, the @Princess necklace. I did the same thing when we went to Niagara Falls together. As long as her name was on it and it wasn’t pink, I bought it for her.
Gluten yawned. (Did the Woods shrink me to an anecdote about a white man who yawned when his wife was talking about Africa?) He said, Wake me up when we’re in West Van.
He enjoyed the view whenever we crossed the bridge.
A few minutes later, when I looked over, Gluten was sleeping. Pretending to be sleeping. A small vicious act.
The last time I worked in West Van, it was for a retired couple who hired me to build a deck and a long serpentine staircase down to a private dock. The couple lived mostly in Seattle and rented out the West Van house on Airbnb.
It was a complicated job and I approached it carefully. Then I found myself extending the job, exaggerating the difficulty of the landscape, making multiple individual trips to the hardware store, staining multiple coats then sanding them off then staining again. I slept there if work went late, showered there instead of at home, which meant I had to do laundry there. I was diffident with money, as usual, but I liked working on that house so much that I suggested internal upgrades, for free basically, and the owners would say, How’s $2,000? I swam in the lake and wished Pointy was still alive to join me.
Princess biked over one weekend. We weren’t yet living together, but we were a couple. At the oversized door, I greeted her like the owner. We were going to attempt the triple crown in the morning, a bike trek of three mountains in North Vancouver, 2,400-metre elevation gain. It would hurt.
Saturday, we started early while it was still cool. I took video of her sprinting up one mountain, then another, and finally the third. Exhilarated, laughing, veins bulging, we documented everything for her Instagram, which I found silly, but it gave us a project to do.
That evening, she didn’t collapse on the couch like a normal person, but edited the footage into a bunch of content while I made dinner.
I’m not going to cut you out, she said.
She meant to add entirely. When I looked at the images, I was largely absent. And how I fit into her world, I didn’t quite know yet.
We ate dinner outside and, afterwards, lying on the deck on a duvet, I attempted to make a move, but the fatigue of the triple crown was catching up to me. I wanted to make her happy and she wanted to make me happy as we had many times before, but our bodies were shot. I mumbled. Eventually, she pumped me down there one final time, trying to guide me in, then dismounted, nose-kissed me, and said she was tired. We rolled onto our backs on the duvet, looking at the sky. Waves licked the shore. She rambled somewhat desperately about stars, diamonds, rings, the moon, the tide until I fell asleep.
I looked over at Gluten. Out cold.
By the dawn’s early light the next morning I knew something was wrong. Princess had made herself coffee and sat on the dock with her feet in the water. I thought she was belatedly disappointed by my failed performance—the broken promise of a romantic getaway. It was my turn to ramble about what gladiators we were to do the triple crown. I stretched my back, my legs, my groin. When she finished her coffee, she looked at the side of my face. I knew a verdict was being decided, some private calculation that only women could compute.
She said, I’m going to head back early. Like, now.
I didn’t ask why. I just nodded.
She stuffed her belongings into a backpack. I stood at the front door of my big fake house, offered to drive her (declined), tried to kiss her but she looked down at her bike to avoid it and I withdrew. I remember the sound of the chain as she walked her bike away.
The next time I heard from her was almost a week later. Let’s grab coffee, she messaged. I knew what that meant. I didn’t want to break up. This was my best shot at a serious relationship since Cindy had labelled me unavailable, unaffectionate, and unnecessary. Who else would have me? Who else could put up with me? My panic was acute. Instead of coffee, I took her on a hike to Whytecliff Park. Down in the cove, I learned why she withdrew so suddenly from my life.
Apparently, I had been falling asleep on the dock, under the trees, the stars, smell of cedar, while she was still talking. I turned to her as if to respond to something she was saying, and with my eyes still closed and my voice blurry, said: Why are you so ugly? Then I turned my head away and went to sleep. Allegedly.
I didn’t have a memory of that happening. But I imagined she stayed awake long afterward, watching my mouth slacken, listening to my breath elongate, letting tears roll to her ears. It was the why of the question that would hurt the most. She had no answer.
I denied saying it, of course. Although I felt the vague outline of it in my mouth.
She shook her head, sure of what she had heard. Her eyes were so reflective that they appeared silver in the light of the cove.
I didn’t mean you, Princess, I said. As a child I laughed and cried in my sleep. It was possible I talked, as well. I said, I was dreaming.
About what?
I was talking about myself. Not you. I’m going grey. It bothers me. It was all subconscious.
But she shook her head and frowned. She could back then. No, Beckett, she said, you meant it for me.
What were you thinking? Gluten interrupted, up from his pretend nap.
Nothing, I said.
No, you were clearly thinking something.
I glanced at him. I could have said, My wife, but instead I said, Nothing. Don’t worry about it.
He opened his mouth, but I cut him off before he could speak: And don’t tell me to use my words.
I fiddled with the temperature settings. How could I say something like that to Princess? From which evil well in me were those words drawn?
You stump me sometimes, Gluten said.
I’m not that complicated, I said. And to end the conversation, I pointed my chin forward. Look, look, the bridge is coming up.
He lowered his window, ready for another sensation, another night of slick skin. If I kept my gaze fixed ahead, he could have been Pointy or Princess in the passenger seat.
That night, I dropped him off in front his building and did not go in.

  
Here was the thing.
Gluten never spent the night at my place and I never spent the night at his. His insistence on this principle was so comical that I sometimes had to bite the inside of my cheeks to keep from laughing.
I want to truthfully be able to truthfully say that we never slept together, he said, looking like stained glass.
If he was at my house, he would get on his bike, no matter the weather or the depth of night, and ride home. One time, I fell asleep on his couch and he jerked me awake by lacing my shoes onto my feet. When he tied the final bow, he sat on the floor, back against the couch, and resumed reading The Power of Now. Take your time. No rush, he said.
To be precise, he wanted to truthfully be able to truthfully say that we had not been to bed together. So we never messed around in a bed. I proposed the  towel. But he was humourless on the point. He didn’t want to do anything on that piece of furniture. Period. We touched each other on my sectional, in the shower, on a lounge chair on his balcony, in my truck, in the woods, depending. Never in a bed. In the UV blacklight of my imagination, though, our houses were splotchy from top to bottom.
You’re lying to yourself, I told him on Friday morning, two days before Princess was to return. Just playing word games.
Tony Bennett told me I changed. And who was interrogating him in his head anyway? What prosecutor did he expect to ask these questions of him?
You’ve done these things before, I said.
You too.
I haven’t, I said.
That’s hard to believe. You seem rehearsed.
I’m a fast learner. I didn’t let him divert the conversation. You’re not an altar boy.
With you, I am, he said. If someone asks about you, my conscience is clear.
But you’re only innocent if people ask the question a certain way.
He was unconvinced. I became the very litigator he feared.
What did we do just now? I asked.
We went for a run.
You’re unbelievable, I said.
No, you asked an open-ended question and I answered it.
Did you just have ? I recalled massaging conditioner into his hair, then massaging it out, the smell of lavender, he bought it for me, the foam running down his slippery back, the lather pooling around Sacha’s pot.
No.
We didn’t just do it in the shower?
There was no .
What did we do?
Listen, we’ve done a lot of things, but we’ve never had  where one of us enters the other.
Oh, you’re demented, I said. Not that I wanted any label either. I gathered my phone and keys. I had to make a trip to the hardware store before going to Viv’s house. I said, I thought I was supposed to be the one in denial.
Your denial is deeper than mine.
Whatever. I put on my shoes. I was content to end the conversation there. Let him have the technical win. The best parts of being with him were not explicitly physical anyway, if that made sense. I liked the breathy podcasts and seltzer playlists. I liked the smell of bread in the oven. I liked shoving handfuls of cheddar popcorn into my mouth while watching buffalo migrate. I liked his boring books all over the place. The dead leaves. The budgies, weighing nothing, disputing with each other and eating seeds from our laps.
You want to talk about semantics? He was up in my face, like the second day. Are you ?
Not this again, Glute. I looped my wet hair into a bun. I wanted my feelings to run without naming them. Not this conversation.
Yes or no?
I know what I am. I’m not you. Stop trying to—
Then why do you want me to sleep with you so bad?
For the millionth time, I’m sorry, I’m not .
I didn’t ask if you were . I asked if you were .
Whatever, I said. Give it up.
Then why do you want me to sleep—
I’m happy. Leave me alone, I said. I wanted to do as I pleased without it changing who I was. I said, I’m not jonesing to sleep with you.
You just want to try something out.
Sort of.
Use me as a private experiment.
No.
You want to be intimate.
Right. I mean, no. I frowned.
Intimacy, not .
Something like that, I said finally.
He did the boxer standoff for an intense moment. My breath quickened. Then he stepped away.
That’s the truth, I said.
Before the conversation escalated, I had felt free of desire and tension. We had showered together with all his jets going, taking turns getting each other off. Now I was ready to go again. And he was pacing in a small circle with his hands on his head, trying to cool himself as well. We confused our anger, our elevated heartbeats, for arousal.
We were standing on his front mat under the canopy of flowers I built.
He said, Theologians talk about sin in two ways.
Whoa, I said. Who’s talking about sin?
Sin as an act you commit. That’s what most people mean by it. And then there’s sin as a state that mankind is born into.
So much for your progressive politics.
There’s an act and there’s an identity, Gluten rolled over me. You only want to claim the one so you can have all the privileges of the dominant social order.
Don’t want to hear about my privilege, Glute. Home Depot’s been open since six.
He was looking around for something to throw at me. Books, leaves. He flung a handful of soil at me—too slow—as I closed the door. I drove against traffic and was in the lumber aisle, smelling like lavender, by seven.

  



CHAPTER

The communication dried up after that, like Gluten’s phone had a case of dry mouth. A few hours after our spat, I messaged him. He ignored me. Again. He ignored me. Again. Ignored. Ignored. Ignored. I was anxious because Princess was returning on Sunday and I wanted to maximize my time with him. The last time I spoke to Princess, we’d stumbled into an argument that ended with her saying, I don’t need your negativity right now, Beckett. I’m trying to heal.
After creating raised beds out of pressure-treated cedar, I sent Gluten yet another message: Meet in the garden or my place?
No reply. So I parked on the street outside his building and called him from Becky.
You in the jungle?
Work. I’m covering for someone.
You could’ve told me that instead of—What time you done?
Ten, he said. But I’m meeting up with some people after.
Mr. Security?
Who?
The  with the beard.
You’re jelly. He laughed. Beckett’s feeling jelly. He laughed again. Look, I been neglecting my friends.
The Boys, I said. You mean all those guys who flirt with each other while acting like they’re straight.
You’ve never met my friends.
I named names and bike brands and little details of stories he told me, and Gluten had an alternate explanation for each one: He’s not . He’s just rich. He’s an academic. That’s how they talk. He’s artsy. Oh please. He’s a programmer.
And what, a programmer can’t be ?
You’ve seen him, Beckett. He’s not . He’s not even straight.
I returned to his schedule. What about after you guys do whatever you’re doing?
Too late.
Gluten had never said that before. In the past no time was ever too late.
Why you sounding so y? he said.
Because for two days, I’ve been—I began. I’m not y. I’ll see you in the morning.
Brethren, I gotta make a bunch of content, so Imma be hella busy this weekend.
All weekend?
Yeah.
Reset.
I checked in on Saturday morning, cool, casual, bygones, not needy at all, to see how it was going. I didn’t see any new content posted on his socials.
How’s the mangrove? I messaged.
Bug infestation.
You want my exterminator services?
I’m okay. Happens sometimes.
At least he was responding to me.
Hours after that, I tried to put him through a test to see if he was the best friend I always needed: I sent him a photo of a paint display and asked him to choose one. He circled yellow. I couldn’t interpret that. I texted, What do you think about undershirts? He sent back a shrugging emoji. I couldn’t interpret, so I pressed, Are they necessary? He responded, I have no feelings.
He sent me indecipherable, possibly passive-aggressive emojis, including one of an airplane. My Saturday afternoon was empty. You’ve changed, Diana Ross and George Michael and Sarah Vaughan kept insisting. So many strings. I cooked a big meal in case he was free later. But apart from that—languishing to a playlist of my mother’s favourite song and pictures of dogs from the SPCA.

  
Saturday evening, I tried to reconnect with some construction buddies. Everyone was busy. Confirmed: I was unremarkable in the lives of others. I went to a sporting goods store. I swung by Viv’s house. Casper answered the door with his attention fixed on his phone. He didn’t look up, just opened the door, turned, and walked down the hall to the living room.
You texting a girl? I asked.
He responded with a question. Red or blue?
I took off my shoes and followed him to the living room. States or pills or what?
s. He finally glanced up. I’m betting on a  fight.
I looked at his screen. He was on a Philippine website watching a live stream. The roosters were orange and black with heavy, iridescent tails. Their neck feathers puffed outward into a Renaissance collar. Each  had a blade on the back of its ankle like an extra talon. These birds were nothing like Gluten’s budgies. The handlers wore full facial masks, blue and red. The bottom of the screen was also captioned in blue or red, with a timer in the middle, and bets in Philippine pesos updated live. Casper was messaging someone at the same time, probably to place his bet.
I should have taken his phone away. I should have said something strongly disapproving but I was too curious.
Where’s your mother?
Not home.
I don’t think you should be doing this.
Yeah, I don’t think you should be—his attention was squarely on his phone—yeah, we shouldn’t be doing a lot of things.
Panic flashed through me. To hide, I went to the fruit bowl and washed two apples. When I returned, the fight was over. The referee scooped up both birds then set them down on their feet to see if they could stand up. The bird on the blue side flopped down under the weight of itself. The red bird could still stand.
Who’d you bet on? I asked in spite of myself.
Red, he said. He typed GG to his friend. He explained an elaborate colour theory, where all physical evidence being equal, the red bird was more likely to be aggressive.
Does your father know you’re doing this?
Casper rattled his phone at me. It was his father he’d been texting with.
I gave him the second apple. I had no authority to determine how Casper should or should not be spending his time on a Saturday evening.
I said, very feebly: Such a waste of chicken.
Trust me, you don’t want to eat those s. He launched into a lot of detail, most of which I was too alarmed to process properly: The birds were pumped full of hormones and steroids. Some breeders gave the roosters morphine. Casper’s father knew somebody who knew somebody who was a breeder and they asked him to bring back a lot of multivitamins for his s.

  
Early Sunday morning, I checked in with Gluten again. Princess would return that evening. Was he running? No, he was still editing podcast episodes. The morning went by. I messaged him, I got you a gift. He responded, Oh yeah? Me: I’ll bring it over. Him: Really busy, maybe later. An hour later, I messaged again, What are you going to eat? He sent emojis of a sandwich. I called him immediately while he was still composing a reply. I’ll bring you dinner, I said. I’ll drop it off and leave you alone if that’s what you want. I’m gonna hook you up, I said. He snorted a laugh.
So hours before Princess was scheduled to return, I was back at his place, smelling as he liked, my hair as he liked, in my consultation shirt buttoned low, chest hair as Princess liked, forearms exposed as Princess liked, calves diamonding as Princess liked, with my jaw astubble, holding goat stew, rice, and some fruits and vegetables to get him through the week.
We ate at his desk to Motown oldies. He was fond of that playlist. Impossible to feel glum to Motown. I pedalled his foot through the entire meal. When Pointy got old, he used to lie and warm my feet while I ate dinner. I fed Gluten a piece of goat and looked eagerly into his face for a reaction.
Is this the gift? he asked.
I shook my head.
He stared at me and I lost my nerve.
While I cleaned up, he sat in the wingback chair under lamplight and the frond of a palm, reading silently with his glasses on, but moving his lips. I asked him to read aloud but he refused. I liked it when he pretended to be smart. I sang along to the music. If he was going to break my—If I was going to break his—If hearts were going to be broken, then we would go all out. I would smear myself over every piece of music written before the millennium.
I stayed upbeat, chattering through clean-up: Remember when we, remember when we, the time this and the time that, once when I was a kid, during one of those endless summers in Maine, my friend John and I wanted a tree house so I got in my head that I would build one. After he moved away, I wandered the forest, singing to myself while swinging my twig sword and looking up at trees until I found the perfect one in the woods, not far from my house. But I didn’t really have tools or lumber. Then one day I saw a murmuration of starlings explode from a tree and I got an idea. I would build myself a nest. Just weave together all the twigs like the birds, the long supple ones from young trees and then line the nest with leaves and pack it with dirt so I wouldn’t get poked. I worked on it for the rest of the summer. Then summer finished and I went to school the first week and the next Monday I skipped school and spent it in the nest with my dog.
Alone in your nest?
I nodded.
You had some serious hermit tendencies.
Says the guy who wanted to be a priest.
Shaolin monk, Glute corrected.
Anyway, it needed constant repairs and it didn’t survive the winter, of course. But it was the most perfect house I ever built.
An alert: Princess’s connecting flight from Mexico City was delayed forty-five minutes.
He turned The Power of Now face down and approached me—he wanted to give me some healing qi—but rerouted himself toward his laptop instead.
I lay on his couch, the remote hand dangling toward the floor, angled so I could see him and the screen at the same time. I watched reno videos on mute while the Temptations sang in the background, Just My Imagination. Whenever his phone vibrated (and it vibrated a lot while I was there), he glanced at the screen briefly and set it down. At one point he turned off all the lights. Someone buzzed repeatedly from downstairs. Ignore him, Gluten said. I looked at him periodically, his back, his shoulder blades, his black hair cut sharply across his neck. His hands blinkered the sides of his face like a horse so he could only see the screen of his laptop, shutting me out deliberately, his forehead so close it almost touched the laptop camera. His feet pointed outward, one leg bobbed occasionally. I wanted to slide my hand up the back of his shirt.
Work over here, I said.
He didn’t move.
Glute.
What?
Come here. I won’t distract you.
He picked up his laptop and approached. I shifted to sit with my back against the armrest, one leg on the couch, and he sat between my legs, leaning against my chest, laptop on his knees. I could see the worn-out backspace key near his pinky.
On the reno video, they were pouring a concrete countertop. We stayed like this, uncomfortable but together. It must have been half an hour. I closed my eyes and buckled my arms around his waist.
You want to do the mind  thing again like in the cave? I asked.
He didn’t address that question. Still looking at his laptop, he asked or said, This is the last time I’m going to see you?
Just stay in the moment, Glute. I put my lips against the back of his shoulder. The thrumming had just started for I Say a Little Prayer for You, Aretha version. He said it made him feel like he was in a black and white movie. I put on my best Aretha voice and sang the first verse. I imagined he wanted to spring up at the chorus with a brush to his mouth and belt it out. I could feel his body humming.
A few moments later, I slipped one hand into his joggers and cupped his . He took a deep breath. He thickened in spite of himself.
He closed his laptop, pulled my hand out of his pants and sat up. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and looked at his toenails before looking at me hard. He wanted me to use my words. He was trying not to be the one to do the work. I held his gaze a moment, trying to let him stare through me into all the places he did under the cedar tree. I didn’t have words. I sat up and pecked his cheek. I did it again: ab-crunch up, pecked his cheek.
Like Judas, he said.
I did it a third time and a fourth (how many messages did he send me the day I met him) and the fifth time I pecked him on the lips and his lips were tight like the first time I kissed Princess. And soon I had overcome him. He was on his back and I was on him, insisting against his perineum (where the hell was your pelvic floor) with the tip of my .
I want to be inside you, I said directly into his ear.
He shook his head. I let it go.
I pulled his pants off and a moment later, I said it again: I want to be inside you.
I took my hand and guided my . He pulled back.
I let it go.
He was hard. I felt him against my stomach. I could feel the dribble of his okra slime in the hair of my stomach.
You don’t want to try? I asked him.
I can’t, he said.
I flattened myself against him, pushing my hips against his so that his  squeezed between his stomach and mine, the full weight of me.
Come on, Glute. You’re the one who got us this far.
He tilted his chin upward and his back arched enough for me to slip my hand underneath. But he was shaking his head.
I’ll even let you do it to me after, I said.
And after that I felt the flood on my stomach and it ran along the side of his body when his back returned to the cushion. I could feel heat radiating from his head and neck. He tried to turn away, to face the back of the couch, but I held his chin in the V of my hand so I could look into his eyes. Assure him of. He closed them.

  
At the door, I put on my shoes.
Your gift’s in my truck, I said. I’ll go get it.
He shrugged.
You don’t want it?
How about a different gift? he said.
Whatever you want.
Delete my number. And unfollow me.
I blinked quickly a few times then looked up at the ceiling of flowers, considering the implications, then when I felt steady again, I lowered my gaze back to his face. I said, I’ll do it at home.
Now, Beckett. He was serious. I want to see you do it.
I froze again, on tiptoe in my sneakers, the pair he washed. I took out my phone and found his name.
I’m going to need my cat back then, I said.
He chewed his bottom lip, his top lip, both lips, aggrieved. He reached up and began doing pullups in the bathroom doorway.
You could just block me, I said.
I don’t want to block you. He widened his grip to work his back muscles and continued the pullups. But I don’t want to sit around, wondering whether you’ll reach out. Whether you want to. Why won’t he reach out? He released one hand and knuckled imaginary tears from below his eyes. At least I’ll know it’s because you can’t. Just ghost me now.
He regrasped the bar and resumed his pullups.
I took the moment of distraction to pretend he was deleted and put my phone away.
You deleted me?
Yes, I lied. Then I clarified. Not the podcast.
He smiled. Who was this man’s dentist? Was it too late to ask?
Or your IG. But everything else is wiped.
Perfect. His breath was laboured. He dropped down from the bar. We stood awkwardly for a moment, stroking our jaws, then he shooed me out the door, grabbed his keys and accompanied me to Becky.
At my truck, I gave him the gift without removing it from the bag, a baseball glove. He couldn’t help himself, he wanted to hug me, to smile, his tongue was at the corner of his mouth, he was restraining everything.
He said, When did I tell you that about the glove?
Spaghetti. The second day we met.
For a moment, something in his face flickered, it seemed as if his pride might assert itself and he would decline the gift, extend it back to me.
It fits okay? I asked.
He nodded.
If this is weird, if you don’t want it, Gluten, I’ll return it.
No. Thank you. His smile.
I had found him in the secret place, under a cedar tree at sunset, how long I had known him.
He said, This is all I’ve ever wanted. That particular smile was untouched from childhood.

  
I had to identify Princess by her clothes because every piece of her was smothered (in rich, dark chocolate) by a headwrap, sunglasses, mask, and a shapeless African kaftan. She moved slowly by her standards. If one didn’t know her, it would pass as regal. Her breasts looked the same. As a concession, she had said, I’m not going to touch my breasts. Her  looked bigger, but it was hard to tell what was happening under the kaftan. From her bearing, it seemed appropriate that I lift her suitcase into the back and open the passenger door for her.
You look the same, Princess said.
I thought you’d look stiffer, I said.
But cut your hair, Beckett. Princess stepped into the truck. The manbun thing is played out.
Did they serve food on the plane? I asked.
Yeah, and tequila. She tried to get comfortable. Why’s there a box of coconut water on the floor?
I cleared it from her floorspace and placed it in the pocket of my door. She made a mental note.
I’m not supposed to wear sunglasses, but—She removed the gold-rimmed sunglasses along with her mask.
Oh mercy, Princess! What did you do to yourself?
I only did my butt.
And a facelift.
No facelift. She reclined the seat all the way and lay on her stomach as if tanning. She continued, I got some filler at the last minute. They don’t fill your eye sockets here. Please don’t start freaking out.
Your face, though. It’s—
A little bruised. It’s going to heal fine in a couple of days.
Yeah, but—People are going to think—Are you—
I’m definitely not , I said.
You’ve established that, Bro. He cocked his head, all gangsta. Is it that you’re not gay or you don’t want to be gay?
I’m not.
What are you then?
I’m married.
You’re married?
I’m married.
What else you got?
I’m not a what. I’m a who. I’m me.
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CHAPTER

Black now?
I’ve always been Black.
You mean African.
I mean Black.
You’re like a quarter Moroccan, Princess. And most of that’s gotta be—what?—Arab?
Black.
You can’t just get a BBL and start calling yourself Black, I said. But, fine, whatever. It’s your life, your body. You can gut it and rebuild it from scratch if you want.
Princess shifted so she was lying sideways on the reclined passenger seat, facing the door. She reached up and buckled the seatbelt pointlessly behind her. I scanned the road for airport security cruisers.
Why are you acting all surprised? Princess said. You knew where I was going. You knew what I was going to do. Where’s this coming from? I’m looksmaxxing, accentuating, my features. She repeated herself: I have always been Black.
All right, Kamala.
Princess’s neck stiffened. I regretted saying it immediately, but I couldn’t take it back and still maintain the moral advantage in the conversation.
That’s low, Beckett. That’s the redneck in you coming out.
The tendon in her neck was flexed, waiting.
You need to apologize.
I was not a child, though, who could be told to apologize on demand. Look, Princess, all I’m saying is—
Apologize! Her voice cracked a little.
Okay, sorry. I’m sorry, I said. I imagined her sneaking in isometric exercises in a Costa Rican hotel room despite medical advice against it. She was so disciplined and faithful. I found myself speeding and shouting: On behalf of all white men, I am sorry to all the Black and half-Black and newly Black women that I have offended because I think you were fine the way you were.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her dab her face with the sleeve of her kaftan.
Oh, Princess, I said, turning to study the shape in the passenger seat. I resolved never to bring up her surgery again. Just accept. Just accept.
It wasn’t easy, she said.
You’re the bravest person I know. And the strongest person. And when you heal, you’ll be even more—But I couldn’t say beautiful.
Sensing the word, she said, You don’t believe that.

  
Very late that night, the alarm to my truck went off.
Princess, who’d been sleeping on her stomach, her body in various compression and circulation contraptions, beat me to the window.
There’s a guy messing with Becky, she said.
Our street was not well lit, but I saw him, straddling a bike, lifting a white bundle into the bed of my truck. Pamplemousse. When he backed away, the agitated cat jumped from the bed toward his bike’s back tire. He jerked the door handle several times before giving up and scooping up the cat and putting it back into the bed, shushing it and warning it to stay put with his finger.
By the time I got out the front door, thumb still over the alarm button of my key fob, Pamplemousse had vanished, into his backpack perhaps, and I saw Gluten, sprinting up the street on his bike, leaning dangerously from side to side as he pumped. Just before he turned the corner, he hooked his left arm ninety degrees, a turn signal or a wave or his middle finger.
Princess saw it all, saw more than I did, from the upstairs window. She saw everything clearly. I closed my eyes like an iguana.

  
Princess’s voice was so quiet that I thought it was in my head: What’s his name?
I paused a moment, deciding how much time I would gain by feigning innocence, then said, tired: Cliff.
There was no going back to sleep after that. I went to the bathroom and when I emerged, the overhead light and both lamps were on. An interrogation chamber. In the closet, Princess was changing a compression garment that was so tiny it looked like a pair of shorts for a four-year-old. She had to change regularly. The doctor said she had to change, you had to change, you were changing in the closet. You would have to wear compression underwear for six weeks, even when sleeping. No vigorous physical activity.
Cliff what? you asked.
I don’t know.
You studied me.
My breath hitched.
You want me to believe that in two weeks you became the kind of man who sleeps with other men, just randomly, without so much as asking their name? Is that what you want me to believe, Beckett? You like my pecs? Gluten hadasked impossibly.
You looked like you wanted to sit, couldn’t, became exasperated, stood with your hands on your hips. You appeared out of sorts in your body. Finally, you got back into bed and lay on your stomach, face turned from me, like a seal. I turned off the lights and lay curled on my side with my back to you. My eyes adjusted to the darkness. It was the only way I could confess.
I said, quietly, I know his name, just not his last name.
So it was a one-night-stand kind of thing?
Kind of.
How many times?
What?
How. Many. Times. Each word was like a slap.
Three or four. You were only gone two weeks, I said.
You snorted. It was obviously the wrong thing to say.
I continued, We didn’t do anything really. He’s very religious.
Here I am fixing myself up for you, you said.
I thought you were doing it for you, I said.
For you, Beckett. How stupid are you? I’m sorry I can’t be Serena Williams for you.
I watch one tennis match when she retired—
And the WAP video.
Everybody was talking about it.
On repeat.
Look, you don’t need to have a stripper body. It’s grotesque, actually.
Grotesque? I’m repulsive now?
I’m not saying you’re grotesque. I sighed. I never asked you to change your body, Princess.
I refused to be the reason for your extreme makeover. The reason lay glaringly in your childhood as the only European girl in an Ivorian elementary school, then the only African girl in a European school, as the Arab girl in Spain and the Spanish girl in France and the French girl in England. It’s no wonder you cracked in Detroit when suddenly you were surrounded by Black girls, and you, with your Calvin Klein nineties body, went back to being the only white girl in your classes. I played no part in any of that. Blame your parents for your body and your socialization. Your father’s people should have stayed in England with their funky teeth and your mother’s people should have stayed in Morocco with their funky hair. I didn’t mean that. You know I’m not anti-immigration. But I was not the French shopkeeper who pushed a broom at your feet to sweep you out of his shop while you clutched hollow franc coins for a palmier.
You can barely look at me, you said. And meanwhile you’re whoring around behind my back. You elbowed me in the shoulder blade.
You waited for a reaction. My hands sought the bottom of my shirt, tried to fold an origami heart. It had occurred to me that your modifications were a game of trial and error to see what would engorge me but now I wondered if you were, in fact, unconsciously making yourself ugly to give yourself a reason for my rejection. No, you were getting in my head. Let the record show that I had nothing to do with your procedures.
Get up. You elbowed me again.
I let go of my shirt and sat against the headboard in Quaker silence with my arms and ankles crossed.
I don’t even know why I’m surprised. It’s so obvious.
Not to me, apparently. So, can I ask—About yesterday—What made you think— I wasn’t overly groomed. I didn’t wear brightly coloured socks or dusty pink sweatshirts. I didn’t sport an aggressive undercut. You flagged such sweatshirts as incel uniforms and the haircuts as white supremacist. One time we were in the toy section of Walmart, buying gifts for your friend’s kids. You rounded a corner and found me looking at the dolls. When you came close, I picked up a Black Disney princess and ridiculed it, to demonstrate a point about manliness to you. But you may have read something beneath the performance. I just wanted to touch one. As a boy with three brothers, I never had this kind of toy. It was the most forbidden.
How did you meet? you asked. And don’t say I don’t know.
Part of me wanted to tell you what had been ballooning inside me for the last two weeks, but I said nothing.
Beckett!
Not important, I said.
Was it at a consultation? Out running? Does he work at Home Depot?
Those were the only places you could think of me frequenting.
Then you added, The dog park?
You said park but you meant the forsaken patch of grass under a concrete bridge where you’d find me with pants around my ankles being rammed from behind, trash around my feet, cigarette packs, butts, needles, condoms, empty bags of chips, beer cans. Maybe a shirt caught in a wire fence. An overturned shopping cart. A tent in the distance.
Running, I said. And the moment I said it, I felt the memory of Gluten deflating. I wanted to tell you everything, believe me, yet I didn’t want to put the experience into words. I wanted to keep parts of it for myself. So I blended the truth. I said, He was more of a client, actually.
You got paid then. You puffed a disgusted sound.
A potential customer. It was a small job, a laminate job. Then I visualized his bathroom, and added, Some small tile repair and caulking.
You puffed disgust again at caulking.
And we kind of hung out. I myself adopted a disgusted air and tried to shift the subject to basic skills that men should have.
You turned the conversation back. And he leans over and kisses you.
What? No. Come on. I’m not—He’s not—Nobody’s—You know in your heart of hearts I’m not.
What happened then?
Look, I was doing a consultation in his bathroom. It was an old building with bad air flow and he had a mildew problem. This was separate from the mould problem in the living room. I told him I could fix it but eventually his building would have to do something about their HVAC if—
I don’t care about the job, Beckett.
There was no kissing. We were just two guys talking when he
Leans over.
yes, leans over and says we should hang out again.
And you went back the next day?
To take some measurements.
Did you come home and whack off? You didn’t wait for me to deny it. You asked, Have you ever jerked off to me?
Of course I have, I said reflexively. All the time.
Going forward, our relationship could easily become a series of proofs where I provide you with reassurances and follow-up glances to see whether you believed them.
He reminded me of you, I said. In a way.
Lucky you. You turned on your side so you could slow clap. Best of both worlds. A matching prince and princess for Beckett the King. Massa Beckett. Winner, winner, chicken dinner.
I missed you, I said.
Bull.
And he was into fitness. He eats a lot. He posts himself on IG. The comparisons sounded frivolous coming out of my mouth. I added, He’s just very free.
What’s his Instagram?
I don’t know. I deleted it. I met your eyes quickly. Honest.
You scrubbed your forehead with the heels of your hands.
Honest to God, half the time we hung out, I was thinking, Princess would love this. He was so crazy that nothing was crazy anymore. I lost my bearings. And we got carried away a couple of times.
Curiosity.
Yeah.
Killed the cat. You narrowed your eyes.
Your alpaca eyes. In university, you had a phase when you wore non-prescription coloured contacts. I wished we could rewind to the time when you had the alpaca haircut. Before the ballooning of both hemispheres.
He’s the one who took the photos you sent me?
I pretended not to remember which photos, then capitulated.
The guy going bald at the temples. You scoffed. You realize I could see him in the mirror behind you, you fairy?
Don’t call me a fairy, Princess.
Well, you seem to think that this is a magical plantation where everyone’s going to get along because they understand poor, complicated Beckett. You conducted your hand like a wand. Let’s all have a threesome and make our problems go away.
Mockery was as cruel as violence to me. He swayed his shoulders to represent hips, turned his palms backward and imitated my walk without getting up. I got out of the bed and started looking for running clothes. It was 3:18 a.m.
You’re not going anywhere, Beckett. Sit down.
I fished out a pair of compression tights. You got up, took them out of my hands, and threw them on the floor.
Sit, you said. You were much smaller than me, but all muscle, technique, and strategy.
I sat on the bench at the foot of the bed.
You unplugged your phone from the charger, scrolled, and zoomed in.
This him? Without the shirt? Princess asked.
I nodded.
How old is he?
Thirties.
He looks like he’s twenty-six. Even if he’s balding.
Late thirties, I countered. I meant to suggest that he had his life together. He wasn’t some kid who went clubbing on the weekends. Although who knew how much debt he was in and whose baseball bat was swinging slowly toward his knees?

  
The conversation continued in a circular and contradictory way throughout the house until dawn. In an alternate dimension it’s still going on. I tried to save myself, breathing lies through my nose but choking on guilt through my mouth.
What did you do with him? You never kissed him?
I can’t kiss a guy. Then he puckered his lips and I suppose he kissed me or his lips touched mine. I didn’t flinch. Colour bloomed up my neck.
You didn’t have sex?
C’mon, I said. Just a couple of handjobs.
Later, you asked again, What did you do with him?
That time I said it was only physical.
Makes me feel so much better, you said, considering how long I’ve been trying to get physical with you. I’m the one who should be having the affair. You struck me in the back of the head and said, You had the gall to tell me I was teeming with diseases and look at what you’ve been doing. The hypocrisy, Beckett, is mind-blowing.
When the question came around again, I was holding my hawk and trowel like a shield and sword. He had picked up a set of pliers from a side table and relocated it to the toilet tank, doing and undoing my work, like a child trying to be helpful. I clarified myself back to the starting position: It wasn’t really physical. We were friends who got a little drunk—
You don’t like to drink.
I said a little. And maybe I smoked too much weed. And we got curious and stupid and went too far.
Oh, that happens to me all the time, you said theatrically. I get curious and before I know it, I’m—you flicked your tongue—all my friends.
You knelt and started moving things in and out of your suitcase. Packing or unpacking, I couldn’t tell. In fact, you went on, I’m going to do that right now. I’m just going to call up the girls and have an orgy.
To keep you from leaving, I continued volunteering partial truths. I told you about the plants but not the books, the gym but not the soundbath, the spaghetti but not the lemon loaf. The lemon loaf was mine.
In the end, both of us exhausted, you asked, Is this the only affair you’ve had? Don’t lie to me.
I wouldn’t call it an affair, I said. Although you had been using the word all night, it was hard to associate it with myself. I had a little overlap with someone is all. Not an affair, an overlap.
Just answer the question. How many times have you cheated on me since we’ve been married?
Never, Princess. You know me.
Ha. No wonder you’re always tired.
Trust me, Princess. It’s over. I don’t want that. I want this.
A sexless marriage?
It’s not going to be sexless from now on.
I swore again that Gluten and I never slept together. I said something to the effect, I don’t get why anyone would want something inside of them. I alluded to the scene in the shower when you tried to—how to put it—enter me.
But you were not persuaded. You held hands for the whole time?
We mostly just hung out.
The physical was important to you, you were a body person, to give my body to someone else was the real betrayal. You thought like a man, in that respect. I summoned whatever smart thing I had picked up from Gluten. Something about Plato. Bromance. A very low-voltage attraction. With an unfortunate power surge. Permits. Plato Plato. But that you were the other half of my egg.
You were not persuaded by Plato either. We were in the kitchen by this point. You opened the cupboard and looked for snacks. You took out a Clif bar then put it back and broke two bananas from the bunch and put them back, then stuffed yogourt and a dessert spoon into the pocket of your backpack. You looked at the spot where the basil plant used to be.
I made pesto, I said.

  
On the way to my truck, I saw the retired neighbour from Georgia plucking weeds. He had an uncanny knack for suggesting much more than he was saying. Last election, when Princess put a sign for the Green Party on the lawn, he said, I’m more red than green.
Now, he said: Your truck almost got stolen last night [by your little friend who’s been hanging around your house until all hours of the night]. It’s a pretty safe neighbourhood. [If this was Georgia, I’d need three bullets: one for your buddy, one for your mulatta wife, and one for the biggest abomination of all: you.]

  
When I came home from Viv’s landscaping job, deliberately as late as possible, I found my pillow and some bedding on the couch. No different visually from when I left them there myself, but entirely different in significance. I heard the high hat of a zipper clicking in the dryer downstairs and your voice on the phone upstairs. Panic blasted through me. What voice were you using? Who were you telling? How many people had you told? You were not known for discretion, Princess.
You leapt from conversation to conversation over the evening. I tried to find a pretext to hear who you were talking to. But when I entered the bedroom, you went into the ensuite. When I entered the kitchen, you went for the clothes in the basement. When I entered the living room, you went outside and closed the sliding door behind you. If you could, you would have called my dead mother and spilled every detail about her little boy. Or called my father about his little girl. Finally, I shut off the TV, gathered the bedding and climbed the stairs. You had shut the master bedroom door. Massa Beckett.
Primary or principal bedroom were preferred terms. We never closed doors. I made a sound, mmph, that was short for you’re trying to put me out of my own house, and then dumped my bedding in the guest suite.
There was no good night. With my eyes closed, I saw your leggings hanging from a hook in the bathroom. Your new beauty products. The age-defying moisturizer with SPF. The tubes of bright red creamy lipstick like a dog’s dick that cost half a tank of gas. The Fenty foundation for women of all shades. One time, for about a week, you questioned the shape of your forehead after making a Rwandan friend. Rwandans had specific standards about what constituted a beautiful forehead. A current of tenderness for you pulled me under into sleep.
That was Monday, all within a day of l’affaire Pamplemousse. Tuesday, I went to work without seeing you, and when I got home, you were even more gone. I found a partially eaten yogourt (you and your probiotics) on the kitchen counter along with your wedding ring. Like you had vaporized while eating. In Spain, a couple of boys had cornered you along a fence and tried to pull down your panties to see the colour of your genitals and you fought them off and vanished into a market.
You didn’t return my texts that evening. You didn’t breeze through the door.
After we got married and you noticed that I wasn’t wearing my wedding ring, you were silent for a while. And I thought you thought that I was ashamed of you, so one day I assured you that I wasn’t, and you looked affronted. You said, I’m the one who should be ashamed of you. I’ve lost a lot of cred. And turning seriously to the ring, you asked, Don’t you want people to know that somebody loves you?
I had never thought of it that way. You were concerned that without a ring I was diminishing my value. I should signal to the world that I had been chosen, screened, and accepted by a woman. I suspected that you also wanted people to imagine you through me, as the kind of woman who wore Arc’teryx and hiked muddy trails with a golden retriever.
I started wearing the ring. I must admit that I enjoyed the social benefits of being with a woman and with a fit, exotic woman like you, no less. The internet would call this something like heteronormative privilege. Don’t want to hear about my privilege, Glute. Home Depot’s been open since six. Since we’d been together people had stopped inquiring, stopped recommending online dating, stopped turning to their loved one and saying, I think he’d like your cousin Julie, she’s a teacher.
When I started wearing my ring, nobody gasped or held my hand up to the light and demanded an explanation. Only one guy on the crew I was on commented, and I said, Princess is making me wear it, insinuating that it was your way of keeping the ladies off me. But that guy’s comment was too much attention for me. Plus, I was constantly touching the ring with my thumb. Also, I didn’t like how it scraped my other fingers when I worked. Also, I developed an irritation under it. I googled whether gold was hypoallergenic. I could have sworn my nail was getting darker from the infection moving up my finger. I had to stop wearing it. For health reasons.
You only took yours off when you were lifting weights.
The yogourt container and ring came into focus again. I needed to wipe the countertop. And clean the stovetop with ceramic cleaner.
You didn’t come home on Tuesday night. My life was closing in on me like the spiral, gun-barrel frame around James Bond. While I waited for you to respond to my messages, I distracted myself by playing a game on my phone where I had to sort bands of coloured liquid by pouring them from one tube into others until each tube was filled with one colour. Every time I poured, it sounded like urine in a toilet. Gluten was urinating, his back to me, one hand on his hip, shorts pulled down his thighs like a newly potty-trained boy. I played the game until I was at the top of the leaderboard, until my arm was sore from holding the phone over my head.
I peeked through the shades one last time. I threw out the yogourt and took the ring upstairs to your side table. The bedroom was free and open for business, but I slept on the couch, alone, as I had in the past, but lonely too. Still, I told myself that the couch was casual and temporary, better than getting used to sleeping in the guest suite upstairs.

  
I worked long hours over the next few days. I had promised Viv that her front yard would be presentable by the weekend, and I had lost some time because of Gluten. The drama with you had also impeded my focus. I was not blaming you. Or him. I accepted full blah blah blah.
No word from you. Had you blocked me? Had you fallen for a Nigerian prince? Finally pursued EU status by virtue of your birth? Were you and Napoleon singing La Marseillaise? Should I expect a process server to knock on the front door, grin at me for being a fool, and serve me divorce papers and a folded flag? I should just drown myself in the bathtub now.
At home there were signs that you came to the house while I was at Viv’s. I couldn’t tell for how long. Where did you spend the last few nights? Did you swim too far into the ocean and couldn’t power your way back to shore?
I sat on the couch and played the water game, pouring coloured liquid from one tube into another to the sound of urine splashing.

  
I drove by the laser hair removal clinic on my way home from Viv’s and looked through the glass storefront for you, my smooth girl. (YAG laser, you taught me. It had to be a YAG laser. All the other lasers were built for snow-white girls.) You weren’t there. I thought I spotted you enter a subway station. I thought I spotted you biking. I thought I spotted him biking.
What stunt was he trying to pull the other night? Then I couldn’t help myself, I went to Gluten’s channel and watched the clip of him eating lemon loaf which led to him reading bell hooks to Sacha which led to him shirtless feeding his fish which led to him going through the carwash in Becky’s bed.

  
Clarity. Sunday morning. I had made a mistake. I was making another mistake. It took four days, but it hit me that you wanted me to come after you. I shaved clean for the first time in years.
I timed my arrival at the gym with the end of your Stretch and Strengthen class. No peeking through the window. This time, I parked. Strode in. Knocked on the glass door of your class as the students were stacking the mats. I upturned my palms: What are you doing? You weren’t supposed to exercise for at least another week. Your plan was to work the front desk. Your face was traumatized with filler. Gluten had asked, What’s your trauma? You shooed me away. I pointed with my pinky to the lounge area where I’d be waiting.
After everyone filed out, you dodged me and went into the women’s changeroom and stayed there so long that I went to the front desk and asked an overly bicepped guy with dreadlocks, I always forgot his name, Kevin, Ben, Ken, Lenin, Lemon, Don, Dan, to page you. He refused. You have her cell, he said.
I didn’t hit her, I blurted. This isn’t a Chris-Brown-Rihanna situation, I swear.
Like you’d be alive if you hit her, Bicep said and the other guy behind the desk snickered, which made me wonder whether you had told them the nature of my indiscretion.
At last you came out, earbuds in, splash of red lipstick that had replaced your usual lip glaze. You hooked your feet into the sissy squat machine and began squatting. Your eyes focused beyond me. You didn’t say anything. Exhaled, squeezed. Excellent form, naturally. When you completed your set, you stood up, stretched to the side.
I shaved, I said and tilted my chin upward so you could admire my nostrils too. I know you hated the beard.
I didn’t hate the beard.
You said I looked like a slave owner.
I said founding father. That was years ago. Now you look like a douchey real-estate agent.
Princess, I began again.
You turned your back to me and stretched the other side.
I repositioned myself in front of you. You were wearing the @Princess necklace. It looked especially kitschy now against your extra curvy shape, like you should be on a reality show.
You were about to begin another set but I tucked my foot into the foam foot-pad roller to obstruct you. You stepped aside calmly, sprayed down the machine and went to the leg press.
I followed you.
You pulled out one earbud. What?
I promise you it was nothing. Could you give me, like, ten minutes?
You rolled the earbud around your hand like a die.
Tonight, I added. I’ll make dinner. It’ll be ready when you arrive. You can eat and go if you don’t want to talk.
Someone was approaching the machine, so I had to hurry. I couldn’t articulate that I was worried that the longer we continued like this, separate, the more permanent it would become to you. Or that you’d have an epiphany and recognize how unnecessary I was, unavailable, unaffectionate, and unnecessary, just a man with a few pots and a truck to drive you here and there.
Please, I said. Give me thirty minutes tonight before you go and file for divorce.
You continued rhythmically exhaling to your reps. You said, It’s clear that you don’t want to be with me.
That’s the total opposite of what I’m saying. You don’t even have a toothbrush, Princess.
I’m fine where I am.
And where’s that?
You squeezed out two more reps in silence.
I whispered loudly, My wife vanishes into thin air and I’m supposed to be okay with that?
If anyone is supposed to be angry, it’s me, you said.
But I couldn’t help it. A blood vessel in my left temple convulsed. An aneurysm, they said, in the bathroom of a Dunkin’ Donuts. You were recovering from surgery, sleeping on some dirty couch, eating cereal and protein bars, and neglecting your aftercare instructions to—what?—punish who?
Who are you staying with?
You don’t get to demand anything from me.
I’m asking, not demanding. Are you staying with Marissa? Stephanie?
I’m sleeping around, you said. I’m sucking Black cock across the city.
I ripped the other earbud out of your ear. The whole gym stopped to look at us.
It looked more violent than it was.
The front desk staff started walking over, motioning to everybody to go about their business. Not a good look for the gym.
You’re leaving now, Black Dreaded Bicep informed me.
We’re talking, I said.
You’re done talking. Black Dread took another step toward me.
It’s okay, Ken, you said.
I waited for Ken (stupid Barbie name) to leave. He stood there with his left fist in his right hand, like a bouncer. A crowd of men came to your defence. Physically surrounding me. These men had been lifting weights for moments like this, to unleash all their muscle on someone who deserved a busted face.
You flattened your palms downward to de-escalate the situation and walked us toward the gym entrance. Muscle trailed at a distance, but you reassured them that you would be okay. Their eyes were fixed on us through the glass while they menacingly twisted and untwisted their ID lanyards.
This is my workplace, you said now that we were outside.
They think I’m beating you, I said.
You didn’t say anything until distress wrenched my face, then you said, I told them that I was in a car accident in Costa Rica.
What are you telling the people you’re staying with? That I threw you out? Is it Stephanie? You told S&M that I—?
Of course not.
You had to tell them something.
You think I want to be known as the woman whose husband is a fairy
Please don’t call me—
while she and Mark are planning a wedding and romping away like wild rabbits.
What did you tell her? And I was not. We didn’t do much, Princess! Just some messages.
Show me the messages.
I erased them.
Of course, you did. Your smile was corrosive.
You’re twisting my words.
The woman whose husband finds her so repulsive, what was your exact word, so grotesque that he’d prefer
I don’t prefer, Princess.
to be with a man than her? You think I like being pitied?
All you have to do is keep quiet and nobody would pity you.
They’re all laughing behind my back. You got louder until you were shouting. They’re not laughing at you, Beckett. They’re laughing at me.
Two women exited the gym and we stepped away from each other. You waved at them. Instantly, you put sugar in your voice, paid them a compliment and you all snapped some selfies together, despite the state of your face. I didn’t want to suggest other reasons why people might be laughing at you behind your back.
When the women left, I said, Maybe they should put down their phones and pick up a book. The comment was supposed to unite us against a generation of younger, more beautiful people. I added, You shouldn’t indulge people like that.
Beckett, you don’t even own a book. And don’t be telling me what to do or say. I can tell Stephanie, I can tell anybody I want.
What did you tell Mark?
Incredible. You shook your head. You really don’t care about women.
I don’t care about women? Me?
You’ve never cared about my feelings.
For real, Princess? You didn’t know that in my truck was a care package for you, fruit and an inflatable neck pillow that you could use as a portable version of your booty pillow so you wouldn’t screw up your surgery. How was that evidence of a man who didn’t care?
Your anger blazed again: I told him that you can’t get it up and you won’t go down on me, that I’m waiting for you to hit puberty, that I’ve seen rice grains bigger and harder than you, maybe it was all the estrogen in the milk your mother gave you.
I walked away to make you stop. No audience, no words, I thought, but you shouted behind me all the way to the truck. Through the windshield, I caught sight of the guys from the gym reading the scene. Some were biting their fists in embarrassment for me. Bicep was serious. When you went back in, they’d fistbump you and say, Respect, Sis.
You were dangerous like this. I thought a conversation in public might inure me from embarrassment, that we’d keep our voices low and maintain the appearance of cordiality. But you were not afraid to publicly humiliate me, to lose your own reputation as the kind of Kitsilano woman with a tight butt, hair in a ponytail, and a yoga mat hung from her shoulder, or, more correctly, the new Black friend of such a Kitsilano woman. Fine. If you didn’t want to be married to me, fine, fine. I didn’t need to be married. I’d been cooking my own food and washing my own clothes since I was eleven. I would never be the kind of man who ate Froot Loops for dinner alone while wearing a hockey jersey. I would go running with Milo, my future schnauzer. I’d shave in the summer and grow a beard in the winter. I’d make new friends. We could go to Vegas and see shows. I could get massages. I had my two Pamelas.

  
I went back to work and planted ornamental grass and hostas. I could have done it all day but even years after PointFive’s death, something in me still imagined him stuck in the house, whimpering and needing to pee, and it overwhelmed me so much that I got anxious and had to go home. I went to the dog park and folded origami hearts from bits of trash. And when I had enough, I picked up a branch with some leaves still on it and took it home for a centrepiece for the dining table. The scene in the gym parking lot made it clear where you and I stood. Nevertheless, I still chopped up a blur, splashed onions into the pot, got all four burners going, and committed to making myself a good dinner. In the background, The Four Tops loved a Sugar Pie, Honey Bunch.
I cleaned the chicken. I recalled the puckered skin on my neck and chest. When we were buying clothes to impress clients, you had asked me, What’s it like being a white man all the time? I said, I don’t know. I’ve never been anything else. It’s the only thing I know how to be. No, we were dating when you asked me that. For almost a week you had been complaining about your extensions coming loose while your hairdresser was away, so before you left one night I took your bike helmet from your hands and placed it on the counter and you led my fingers to the spot where the weft was stitched into your hair and I snipped the thread carefully then took a pair of pliers and removed the rings below. I held the bunched hair in my hand like a horse’s tail and gave it to you. Not bad, I said. I’ll invoice you. You said, Typical, then asked the question. I remember you standing in the doorway, eyes shining, with hair in your hand.
Hey, I said, then realized I hadn’t conjured you. You were actually at the entrance: Hey! I assumed you weren’t—
I didn’t plan to, you said. Freed of its ponytail, your hair looked frizzy like you had teased it to appear more—you’re not—more mixed.
A better look at you: you weren’t fully comfortable at S&M’s, eating dinner as a guest rather than a host, much as you loved people. On some level, you must have suspected that no one was buying the car-accident fabrication.
When you saw the meal, the branch on the table, you thought the effort was for you. You gave me a look of sympathy rather than appreciation, as if you were regarding a desperate man hoeing dust to plant lettuce.
The sight prompted you to issue a New Agey apology: I dishonoured you at the gym, you said. It didn’t make me feel better, all the insults. I was out of line. You looked at me, searchingly. Maybe, Beckett, maybe you are my cross to bear, my burden to carry.
I sensed the beginning of a headache. I always felt out of my depth when you took on this language of feelings and now it was glazed with a religious lacquer.
Don’t worry about it, I said.
Maybe I triggered the abuse from your childhood.
Nobody touched me.
Neglected by your father.
That’s not abuse. It was childhood. That’s just the way it was, Princess. Stop trying to, trying to label and measure everything. We’re not counting reps.
You stood looking at me as if something more was wrong. I looked down at myself.
Give me a minute, I said, and went upstairs to change into a clean shirt, one you bought me, and style my hair with some water. I brought down a pillow for you to sit on.
When I came down to reset, you were smelling inside the pot. If PointFive were still alive, you would have given him some meat. My thoughts were pairing PointFive to you in a way that made me feel guilty, but your absence had only amplified the absence of all living creatures in my life. Cindy had felt interchangeable with any mammal who stuck around my life. You still looked at me expectantly. I looked down at my shirt. What did you want from me?
I was ready to eat. I tasted a bit of the chicken and added some olive oil.
You caused a scene today, you said.
I just wanted to talk to you, I said. Then it hit me, what you wanted, so I said it: Sorry.
My back was to you, but I could feel your body ease. I thought that would be the end of it. We were good.
I served us at the table. I told you that Viv’s permit should come through any day and that I had planted shrubs along the side of her house. When you touched the branch on the table, I told you that I had been to the dog park and was thinking about going back to the SPCA if you’d like to join me. And I talked about my plans to make jerk chicken with the other half of the chicken. I went on eagerly and in great detail, too cheerfully. You interrupted me with your fork.
Thirty minutes, you said.
What’s happening in thirty minutes? I asked.
At the gym, you said you only needed thirty minutes.
Oh. That. I didn’t stop chewing. I was confused because I thought we had resolved our problems earlier with the apology. I said, It’s irrelevant.
I still want to hear what you were going to say.
You put your fork down. If I didn’t say something, the moment would turn into a Big Deal. And truthfully, I hadn’t planned anything specific to say, I just wanted the occasion to feed you and show you I was the same guy, so I had to scramble for something.
No, it’s just—I began. I just had a thought, like, would it be the worst thing in the world if a man and a woman could be just friends?
You adjusted the pillow under you.
Friends, I said, but deeper.
You’re proposing that we be just friends?
Companions.
Like the French?
Listen, I’m not proposing anything. It’s just a thought. A thought that was in my head alongside other thoughts.
Alongside, listen to you. Did Cliff teach you that word?
I ignored that. The whiff of a headache returned. I said, It’s just a thought.
A thought. So let me understand this. You called me here to dump me with a line from your boyfriend’s high school playbook.
I don’t have a boyfriend.
Your boy, then.
I’m just saying that it’s been how we’ve been living—
Friends without benefits.
Companions. And it hasn’t been the worst thing in the world.
For you.
Let’s drop it, I said. I’m sorry, okay? I, Beckett Robinson, am sorry.
But the magic had worn off the word.
You sat looking at your plate, then pushed yourself back from the table. I’m going to grab a few things and get going.
Get going was not in the script for the evening. The thirty-minute promise was just to get you in the house and once you were here, you’d see what an easy-breezy time we were having, then go upstairs and go through your nightly beauty regimen. Once, one of your clients jokingly called you a female Schwarzenegger, but mispronounced, and you were so offended that you swore you would never train her again, but less than a week later you were stabilizing her shoulder with kinesiology tape. Why should our situation be any different? You didn’t hold grudges long. I ate the rest of my meal, waited, then I thought about clearing the plates, but you had eaten only half your food. You never ate only one plate. I wanted you to finish it, at least, if you were going to leave. It was not cat food. I missed PointFive laying his warm, shaggy belly on my feet while I ate.
I called for you from the bottom of the stairs. When you didn’t answer, I went up and found you stuffing flared Dolfin shorts into a backpack. Would they still fit? I didn’t even have a chance to ask you about your measurements before this business with Gluten came up.
Your food’s cold, I said.
You shook your head. You didn’t stop packing. You were taking clothes from the dresser in the walk-in closet.
Do you find me attractive, Beckett? Just yes or no. I can take it.
Yes, of course. Even before the surgery and stuff.
You know, there were so many men I could have been with right now but count on Princess to pick a dud.
I didn’t say anything. A dud. While digging holes for Viv, I had the same thought: You deserved more. You could have been anybody’s wife, made any man devoted eternally, happy to keep referring to his wife, flashing his phone lockscreen so others could see you. You were fit, social, practical, easygoing, at least you used to be, and chose me. Me, with my firm, bland tofu love.
So many men, you said. And I really do find them all attractive. In their own way. Even the pot-bellied men, even the fat, old biker guys with bandanas and white goatees, the hairy guys at the gym. They can’t even see how their beard hair is connecting to their back hair. There are parts of you that only I can see.
You called me a dud.
I like men, you went on. Men like me. That’s how this works. Yeah, some of them just want to bag a Black chick, but—
And an expectant look on your face appeared, the look that I recognized but never knew how to fill with the right words in the moment. I needed to match the moment, your feelings, somehow.
Well, I like you, I said. Everything about you.
Liking me, you said, is not the same as liking women. You turned away from me.
I stepped close and tried to kiss the soft hairs on the back of your neck. Your shoulders were raised, tense. I traced the new curve of your body then put my hands around your waist and stayed behind you until your shoulders relaxed. There was definitely more of you.
We were still in the walk-in closet, that place where you had tried to get me off earlier that year. I turned you around and lifted your halter top. Your breasts were still flawless, like you yourself had been consulted on the surgery, perfect drops of water, breasts made for an itsy bitsy teenie weenie yellow polka dot bikini.
You looked down at yourself, directing my attention lower, then up at my face, nervously.
I explored with my hands, looking into your eyes.
Does it still hurt? I asked.
You shook your head. By your standards, that meant, yes, it did, a bit.
The doctor did a good job, I said.
You don’t think the left cheek feels bigger than the right?
Everything’s up to code, I said.
Beckett.
I kissed your mouth, I brushed the wings of my lips against your nose, your cheeks, your breasts, against every modified part.
You don’t have to, you said. I was squatting with one leg and kneeling with the other, debating, but you laced your fingers around the back of my head and pulled me between your legs. Listen, we’ve done a lot of things, but we’ve never had sex where one of us enters the other. When my lips found yours, you reached out with one arm as if checking the world for solidity, as if not wanting to explode into spores. I could feel heat radiating from his head and neck.
I stood up and tried to enter you, but you said, We need therapy.
Naturally, my erection flagged.
Beckett, I’m serious, you said. You pushed me away. If you want this to work, we have to go to therapy.
No therapy.
Yes, therapy.
Let’s try my thing first.
Sex?
You said it so mockingly that I had to find another plan. I said, Let’s go away for a few days. Change of scenery.
I don’t want a distraction. I want to address this.
How?
We will. I held your swollen face in my hands. Would it ever return to the face I first saw at the gym? I added, That’s part of the trip.
If your thing doesn’t work
It will.
then we go to therapy.
It will, I said. I didn’t want to lose the moment.
I’m going to hold you to your word, you said. You mess with my trust again and you’ll regret it.
I’ll come, I said.
I could smell citrus in your teased hair.
I considered you for a minute, how your hair used to be, how your breasts now were, how your arms used to reach for me, how your hips now groaned. Regardless, I wanted to preserve every version of you. I understood then why people froze themselves on sex tapes.
There wasn’t anything wrong with our marriage. We’d go to S&M’s wedding in August. We’d renew our vows at our own ceremony on a beach. You’d be proportional. No, stunning. A cream dress against your skin. Silver light on your shoulder. Your friends would show off their toned legs. My friends, some guys, would roll up their trousers. We’d play some volleyball and light a fire on the beach.
After all that hot and heavy, you didn’t stay the night.
I couldn’t sleep. I went to the closet and looked at your clothes, picked up your shoes. One of your boots was coming apart at the sole so I took it down to the basement and repaired the sole with some construction adhesive. For some reason, I slept better after doing that.

  



CHAPTER

One Thursday evening, a month after Princess got back, we took a vow of silence. There were eight people at the retreat. Island people, Oregon people, Vermont people. Older women who could do headstands. Men who wore shorts year-round as evidence of their hardiness. The retreat ran from Thursday evening to Sunday. There were rules. No talking, of course. No devices, no reading, no writing. No exercise, no dieting. No eye contact with others, no smiling or nonverbal greetings, no acknowledgement of another’s presence, but no disavowal either. No falling asleep during meditation. No fragrances. No substances, no meat. A vow of celibacy was part of the package too.
I may have overpromised when it came to a trip. We couldn’t just fly off to Maui. I had to figure out where to go that would be far enough away to fix our marriage and close enough to escape from if a showdown like the one in the gym parking lot arose. Instead of a resort, a retreat would do, but nothing too marriagey or couplesy. I didn’t want to set our problems beside other people’s problems and compare them. I actually didn’t want to talk about the situation at all, so I started by searching for yoga retreats, but nothing too strenuous since you were still healing. Eventually my search migrated away from yoga and I arrived at this: a silent retreat on Bowen Island. It would be like therapy without the talk. It had all that healing, restorative, meditative crap that you—and Gluten, oh, he’d like this—believe in. I’d smiled at the screen. You’d be on Bowen with me, getting used to my presence again, forced to practise kindness, to let go of anger and forgive me. It was probably written into the reservation form—no malice, no resentment. Birds cooing, water falling, namaste, baby!
You biked ninety minutes to the ferry at Horseshoe Bay. I would have biked with you if you had told me. You were allowed moderate exercise at this point, but ninety minutes, Princess? It was less vigorous than running, you said, as if running forty kilometres was your first choice of transportation.
On Friday morning, chimes sounded at 4:30 a.m. to wake us. Meditation time. Wearing a blanket like a coat, you dragged yourself to the meditation lodge. I sat myself in your field of vision, not centred but still hard to ignore. You did not sit, although you were allowed to. You planked, then when an authority figure came by, you knelt on all fours, then finally you squatted in, I knew this, malasana pose.
A few minutes into the first session, I was through thinking about my breath and wondering instead what they were going to feed us and speculating on the various traumas that brought the different people to the retreat. I pushed away thoughts of Gluten as best as I could, but there was nothing else to occupy my mind. My hips were tight. I questioned whether his objection to being bedded was less an issue of marriage and more of nineties sex ed, a curriculum conceived from the terror of disease. Maybe he was celibate. Hard to believe, but he never brought up a past relationship, except for a vague reference to cheese and a French girl. And the ambiguous trip to Toronto. It pained me to imagine the opposite, that he was flitting around, laughing and horseplaying with other people while I was holding different screws up to the light. Was he dating one of those women from the running group? Was he cockteasing all his friends? What old Palm Springs Sugar Zaddy would swoop in and buy his love by faking attention? I felt like I was the only one who understood this vulnerability in his character, he himself blind to it, the only one who would not take advantage of it. I longed to cover his life with a blue tarp and surround it with pylons. But you. My hot cheerleader, Princess, made me the most popular boy in school. I would like to go back a few months and have you as you were, dressing yourself at the side of the bed, elbowing your T-shirt over your head. The things I loved from the beginning took on a nostalgic tint. How your breath stopped before you sneezed. The passport photo you kept of your father. Your flourish at tapping your debit card.
I tried to stay awake. I succeeded for most of the hour.
At the second meditation session I drifted in and out of sleep or enlightenment. I had a conversation with you in my head. Dear golden Princess, I said. There are things I can’t say even to myself. I was just helping him work out some things. He was on a camel crossing a desert. He dismounted and removed a bright piece of glass from his robe. He looked around. He had come into possession of a large crystal that he was not supposed to have and this would make him a criminal if it was ever discovered so he buried it in the desert and every year it returned to him and he’d have to cross the deserts of Saudi Arabia again to bury it deeper and deeper so not a glint of it would reveal itself on the surface. Who was I talking about? He was a two-dimensional figure against the black screenworld of a videogame, cutting through a swamp to get to the end of the level where he’d need to defeat a beast, only the beast got bigger and more terrifying each year and he wouldn’t know how unbeatable the monster was this time until he got to the end of the level. And suddenly there was another presence who said, I’m at the end of the level, Beckett. I can be your Player 2 if you want my help to beat it too.
I smiled softly at you and sent you a giant golden egg of goodwill and light. I was healing you of the oddity of being born in Yamoussoukro, a place you wish you could be from, to a mongrel white man and a half-Moroccan woman. You couldn’t make eye contact with me, but I felt you receive it. The egg travelled up your spine to your head, it reached through time to the girl you were in Côte d’Ivoire and Spain and France and England and America and radiated through you until the whole room was awash in golden light.
While the room was glowing, I meditated my way into another tiny invisible nap and awoke feeling refreshed and cheerful.

  
Friday night, in our room, you were looking at the blocked pores on your nose. Mirrors shouldn’t be allowed here. You did not want to squeeze although your rhinoplasty was years ago. Retreat rules said I was not allowed to notice what you were doing or provide reassurances.
I removed your hands from your face and shook my head.
I might have appeared like a disapproving parent.
A few moments later, you were pinching the skin of your nose.
I lowered your hands.
You spoke: You realize I shouldn’t be sitting for long periods, right? And that one of the foundational ideas behind meditation is sitting.
Mouthguard still in place, I mouthed, Sorry. But I wanted to point out that you chose to ride ninety minutes here—not the actions of a woman worried about sitting.
We returned to silence for a few minutes, before you spoke again: You booked this trip and didn’t ask who was covering my classes. You didn’t ask about the bachelorette party.
I held a finger to my lips.
You lowered your voice to a whisper, I came back from Costa Rica and you didn’t ask me anything about my trip, Beckett. Nothing.
I did.
You didn’t. Not even in the car. You asked if I was hungry and then when we were eating dinner you checked your phone half the time. I mean, now I know why.
I couldn’t stay silent or point to the rules without further upsetting you. I said, Normally you tell me things without my having to ask.
I had major surgery and my husband asks rice or pasta like a flight attendant.
A silence followed and I wasn’t sure whether we should return to the rules of the retreat or whether I should respond. This retreat so reminded me of the Maine Meetinghouse. We sat in a circle with our thoughts and watched the snow fall or the leaves change outside until some gentle voice had something to say.
You were waiting for a response.
So I tried asking, How was the flight? Did they applaud?
When we went on honeymoon, all the passengers applauded when we landed at El Dorado Airport in Bogotá. You applauded too, caught up in the crowd. All you needed to have a good flight was a neck pillow, some conversation, someone offering you gum, a screen, and a snack. The applause was gravy.
You didn’t ask to see photos. You don’t ask for before-and-afters of Keza.
I’m not interested in that. I don’t want to see—
You’re not interested in my recovery either.
I am. How was your flight? I asked again, stuck. I’m trying everything, Princess. I’m not into that kink stuff. You’re not into any stuff. You had looked at me sincerely at that point. I’m trying, Beckett.
Except therapy.
Let’s give this retreat a fair chance. I was whispering. Therapy is the next option.
Our final option, you said.
I sat on the thin mattress of my twin bed.
You said, You’re not the person I married.
You neither, I said. I didn’t defend myself, though, in my humble but expert opinion, I hadn’t changed much during our marriage. The Gluten situation was an outlier, not evidence of a pattern. I added, You look totally different.
Well, you said, unsure whether you were being insulted. I change on the outside and you change on the inside.

  
I crawled into a really dark headspace after that. I wanted to be buried, to literally lie in an open field and have someone shovel dirt over my body, snow over my face.
At the retreat, we were not allowed to compel others into joint activities, so I went on a night hike on my own. Mosquitoes were everywhere like a mist. At the trailhead, I recognized one of the retreat participants. I paced myself behind him. He looked like a treeplanter I knew twenty years ago, only exaggerated. The gap between his front teeth was wider, hairline pronounced, more deeply freckled, more sinewy—and as far as I could tell from his meals, vegan instead of vegetarian. Gluten would have been spraying his seltzer music if he were here. Block.
Ahead of me, Freckles picked huckleberries. He looked back and saw me, then remembering himself, looked down. When I worked as a treeplanter, the joke was that I’d keep planting all the way up to the Arctic if I could. When I worked at Home Depot, the joke was that I’d live in the store if they let me. I was a long-haul guy. You want to hear my theory about distance runners? The whole world was saturated with him. I wanted to go for a run now, over these roots, through the trail, but exercise was forbidden.
There was a tree with round leaves glittering in the breeze. I could use a puffpuff to get me to sleep.
Well before the Woods, in the last phase of our kitchen renovation, I hung up opaque plastic from the ceiling and barred you from entering. I served you your food in the living room or bedroom, brought you whatever you needed, washed the dishes. When I finished the reno, I covered your eyes from behind and marched you into the room for the big reveal. You reacted like a TV wife: Look at the counters, look at the shelves, oh, you didn’t cheap out on the backsplash, the sink is so deep, the ugly dishwasher is gone. The next day, you took your parents on a video tour of the kitchen and dragged me onscreen to accept their praises. Your happiness was everything to me. Who would have thought this Cinderella from Maine would ever deserve the attention, let alone the affection of a woman like you, Princess. You didn’t make me the happiest man in the world. Who could measure that? You made me normal.
The day we were at Ikea, Gluten wiped down the counter of the model kitchen. We could open a food truck together, he said. You like trucks. I like food. Imagine! He tucked the rag into his back pocket. We could call it Gluteus Maximus.
Back on the trail, my legs were aching. I had been sitting in an awkward position during meditation. My muscles weren’t used to stillness.
Sucking on my vape pen, I caught up to Freckles and nodded at him, very slightly. His eye contacted mine, very briefly. I stood on one side of the bush and picked some berries alongside him, neither of us looking at each other, waiting for the other to cross over from silence.
I was discovering through meditation that being alone with my thoughts was not the Ritz-Carlton. In one room, you were arched on a bed under a faceless stud. In another, Gluten was dogearing a book or counting teaspoons of baking powder, something you wouldn’t expect of someone with his delts. In your room, your panties were around one ankle. In his room, the branded elastic of one of his boxer briefs flashed when he checked the oven. I remembered them from Lynn Valley when he ran up the stairs in front of me and said, I wish I had my weight vest. In our bedroom, you had said, You want me to believe in two weeks you became the kind of man who sleeps with other men, just randomly, without so much as asking their name?
I looked back toward the main lodge. It was well out of sight. Through the mosquitoes, I heard a pileated woodpecker hammer a tree nearby. Freckles was still beside me, looking down. I popped the berries into my mouth as I picked and he plucked them quickly and dropped them into his water bottle. He started humming a song that sounded like a Blind Melon. It was a kind of invitation. I picked a few more huckleberries, looked at the round deer scat on the ground. I inhaled deeply and exhaled.
I walked away, swatting mosquitoes, swatting everything away.
I continued on the trail. He was behind me now. I’d find a place to relieve myself then turn back and go to sleep on a twin bed next to you like the 1950s.
I slowed down. He looked around. He got closer and I glanced at the side of his face. I veered off the path to relieve myself and took a long piss against a pine tree, so good, the urine coming out. If the situation were reversed and I told Gluten that Princess was having an affair, Gluten would offer his solution for offing a guy out of blind loyalty: Follow him, pop him, tie him up, throw him in the trunk, drive a couple of hours, really get into his head, then stop the car, gravel, blindfold him, press a cold cylinder into his temple, yeah, keep flicking your lighter the whole time.
When I was zipping up, I heard a man roar. I froze. Freckles. But the sound came from deeper in the forest. Instead of investigating, I scrambled back toward the retreat.
Moments later, as I was rushing out, swatting around me, I saw you approaching me near the trailhead. Your eyes held me then focused over my shoulder to the other man emerging from the forest, head down, almost running, hands in his joggers.
It wasn’t what you thought.
I shook my head at you. No, don’t go in there.
You raised your hood over your head and pulled the drawstring tight like an orifice then walked toward the sound.

  
Saturday morning, chimes, 4:30 a.m. again, stomach feeling anxious.
I shook you in your twin bed. You shrugged my hand away. We weren’t allowed to enter the meditation room if we were late or leave once we were in that room.
C’mon Princess. I quoted your personal-training motivational line back at you: This is where the breakthrough happens.
You got up reluctantly, blanket draped around your shoulders, and shuffled behind me into meditation, just as they were closing the door.
We assumed our positions. You looked drugged. Throughout the morning session, my stomach churned. I couldn’t meditate at all. I spent all my energy trying not to pass gas and controlling the high-pitched squeals coming from my colon. I broke into a sweat. The squatting position didn’t help matters. I squirmed in my spot. A bullet train was passing through my intestines. I had to get up. I walked toward the door. One of the guardians gave me a disciplinary look. I pointed to my mouth (can’t explain) but realizing that this violation might finally get us kicked out, I pointed to my butt (better than my penis) and made an explosion sign.
Most people would’ve held their stomachs, you said later on the ferry. Or, and here you puffed out your cheeks.
I was not allowed back into the session. Afterward, the Ultimate Authority Figure summoned us. She was a white woman with a shaved head. Without looking at us, she indicated that we should follow her outside. She led us to a spot in the woods then turned to face us. I thought she would discipline me for leaving the room and encourage us to be on time. I was prepared to apologize for leaving the meditation session and suggest food poisoning, if necessary. But, apparently, her concern was of a different sort. A neighbour had overheard us in the evening and reported us.
Authorityfigure said, Remember your vows.
We nodded.
Turning to me, Authority said, You fell asleep.
I nodded. What did she expect would happen? I had focused on my breathing. I cleared my mind. They were taking this meditation business very seriously.
Twice, she added. I’ll have to ask you both to leave if you can’t live by the rules of the community.

  
I ate very lightly at lunch, just the rice, and left my vegetables on the plate, which Princess ate. I felt like we might have broken another rule. My stomach was still queasy.
During the afternoon meditation session, I lay down in a cold sweat, trying not to make my stomach gurgle again.
The roar in the forest. I pictured a resident’s silhouette against the moon, fingers spread like a werewolf. How deep into the forest would one have to go not to be heard? What if I tracked down Arizona John or Orlando Wood and proposed for real that the two of us drop off the face of the earth and build tree houses?
Then someone broke into my attention. I lifted my eyes softly, as one would in a Meetinghouse.
You.
You were on your feet.
I can’t do this, you said.
I gestured with my head for you to sit down. We were going to get kicked out.
There are problems with us everywhere in the room, you said. We can’t deny it. There’s something major unresolved between us—that’s when I realized you were speaking to me, not to the group—and I can’t sit around all day, pretending nothing happened. There are things we need to talk about.
You don’t have to pretend, said an Authority.
I nodded.
The Authority gave me a look that she didn’t need my help.
Sit down, I sent you the words in my head. Sit. Down.
But you went on, turning now to perform to the rest of the room, Did your lover tell you about this place? Is that why we’re here.
I don’t have a lover.
Guys.
He had an affair, you informed the room.
That’s when I stood up and perhaps got a little confrontational. You don’t have to go around telling the whole world.
Maybe he’s still having one. How would I know?
I have no contact. Zero! I said.
A woman gave me a skeptical look and pulled her collar closed.
I dreamt it in Costa Rica, you said. She hadn’t mentioned this in our all-night conversation. Basically, in the dream, you were working at an office job and calling for our cat, your cat. You knew that I had disguised it by dressing it in boots, so you had to call it by its new name, Puss in Boots. Puss, Puss. You eventually found it in the shredder. The room gasped. In the dream, I tried to persuade you that the shredded cat wasn’t Pamplemousse. At first I said it was someone’s lingerie. Then I said it was Puss in Boots, not Pamplemousse. In the meditation room, you said, I woke up—I got woke—before he told the truth.
Both the attendees and Princess turned to me to account for my dream behaviour.
I didn’t kill Pamplemousse, I said. What else could I say?
This is not the time or place, said an Authority.
He kicked me out of our house, you said.
Are you in a shelter? a voice asked.
A woman in sweatpants widened her eyes.
I did not beat her.
I’m on the street. You dried your palms on your thighs.
You are not. You’re with Stephanie and Mark.
I’m on the street! you screamed. And the silence was different after that.
I’m going to have to ask you both to leave, said an Authority.
You did not move. You pinched your compression underwear loose.
Let’s go, I said. I took your elbow and you shook me off.
Please do not touch her.
Then a chorus of voices, male and female, Don’t touch her. Leave her alone.
The room was fluttering, sympathetic, groaning, tsk-tsking. Then a voice above the others. Freckles’s: For heaven’s sake, man, give the woman her cat back.

  
 We packed within minutes and walked down the hill toward Becky. As we passed some of the other participants, you pulled the hem of my T-shirt, meaning that I was dressed inappropriately (from the woman who wore a blanket to morning meditation) for the retreat and that my choice of clothing contributed to getting us kicked out. And the gesture was also a sign that you still cared about how I presented and how it reflected on you.
You unlocked your bike but when I tried to lift it into Becky, you bodychecked me. Your triceps rippled when you held the handlebars. You wouldn’t even accept a five-minute ride to the ferry.
I caught up on my messages while on the ferry. Viv. A second email that I brushed aside as spam and then reconsidered. In its entirety: I’m gonna spank you so hard you’ll have a red tat of my hand.
Gluten had never emailed me before, and he was crossing a line, another line, by using my Beckett@BeyondRepair address. I did not engage. Zero communication from now on. Negative silence. He’d have the silent retreatment to end all silent retreats. Immediately I wished I could share that pun with him. Or you, Princess.

  
I tracked you down at the prow where I knew you’d be. You were wearing your gold-rimmed sunglasses.
I ambled up to you and said, Humiliation aside, I think that went pretty well.
You said, You’re not singing your stupid song.
Sometimes when we were on water, I sang Dido’s White Flag. Before speaking again, I turned so that the light would paint my face and the breeze lift wisps of my hair.
Do you remember, I asked, on our honeymoon, when we were walking in the water, how the shells under the rocks felt like we were walking on glass?
I know what you’re trying to do.
I scratched a mosquito bite on my wrist and grew serious. I said, You’re sleeping on the street? C’mon, Princess. There’s a warm bed. You don’t have to play the victim.
I’m not playing the victim. I am the victim, you said.
I got distracted by someone for a moment and lost focus. The word inauthentic was used.
You know my authentic self, I said. This is my authentic self. That—I gestured behind me to the past—was a mistake. Not even a mistake. An experience.
See? Not a mistake. No regret.
Someone flickered again in the periphery of my vision and I turned to get a better look. It’s natural sometimes to sense a presence before seeing a person. A guy about my age with headphones. When I turned back to our conversation, your eyes were on me. They seemed to say, I saw you looking.
Looks like a client I had, I said.
Uh-huh, you said.
Since the overlap with Gluten, everything I did, every glance, was inspected under a moral microscope. I saw myself reflected in your sunglasses.
You’ve always done that, you said.
I’m not looking at guys.
You were, though, you said. I’m not blind.
Just open your mind for a second. It was a little itch out of nowhere.
That you scratched.
And now I never need to scratch it again.
I don’t believe you.
Princess, my whole life. It’s like saying you’ve been vegetarian your whole life and you eat a piece of pepperoni on a pizza at a party and suddenly you’re not vegetarian anymore.
Exactly, Beckett. Exactly like that. You like the man meat.
When the ferry docked, again you refused my offer of a ride and all my are-you-sures.
I’ll race you home then, I said.
I’m not going home with you, you said. You got on your bike and exited with the pedestrians. I got in Becky and waited my turn.
You didn’t want me to see whatever part of the city you had staked out for yourself. The streets were a young person’s game. Were you living on East Hastings?
I took the slow route back on Northwest Marine Drive, not the highway, hoping to see you on your bike. On our way back from here, Gluten had vaped. We ate a package of Mentos, inhaling deeply.
A few hours later, when you should have arrived, I drove through the downtown, then I parked and walked the length of Granville to see if you were literally on the street, then I crossed the street and walked down on the other side, searching for you. I saw a brown woman’s legs sticking out from a blanket. Her toenails were as thick as teeth and she had scars on one foot from injecting herself. It was the kind of foot that would need to be amputated at some point.
I messaged, Where are you?

  
When I couldn’t find you, I went into the Old Navy to tell Gluten that I needed my cat back. I didn’t see him on the floor so I asked one of his co-workers, wearing a beanie, round metal glasses, and a Medusa piercing. He might be on break or in the back, she told me. Her boxy clothes looked Japanese. She went to check then came back, shadowed by another woman, and said, Heyyy, sorry, Cliff doesn’t work here anymore.
They jointly checked my reaction.
On my way out, I unfolded a bunch of blue sweaters and threw them back on the display table.

  
After his shift, I buzzed Gluten’s apartment. I announced myself. There was a long silence. Two memories superimposed on each other: the last night, his laptop with the backspace key used so much it had a hole in it, snow falling outside the Meetinghouse window in Maine, my socks wet.
I need Pamplemousse back, I said.
Hey, I got people over. His voice got all friendly. Maybe he was high. Come back later?
Gluten, I said firmly.
I said later.
I kept buzzing him every few seconds, until the door unlocked.
I took the elevator up and found Pamplemousse in the hallway, scratching outside his door. I lifted it on my shoulder and knocked.
Inside the unit, I heard a TV show and a girl’s voice. Someone approached until the light was stamped out at the bottom of the door. But Gluten didn’t answer.
I called his name. I could sense him on the other side of the door, holding up his finger to his guests. Not guests. TV. A show for kids where the actors spoke very quickly and excitedly and the cuts were quick.
I tried the handle.
Locked.
I spoke again after a long time: She knows. I told her.
A second later, the volume increased.

  
In my spam folder, I discovered other emails like the one on the ferry. Another message: I’m not one to tie people up or spank them. I’d just tease those nips a little. Another of the messages said, Do you work out? I was missing a beat. The joke wasn’t apparent to me yet, but it would become clearer. Rip your shirt off. Lick those pits. They were all from different email addresses, the fake users he used to boost his followers. Make you beg for it. Swim naked in a lake of your sweat. A pic of a torso, not Gluten’s, captioned, What would you do to me? Pull that ponytail, donkey-punch it. I’d just buy you dinner, mate. What do you like to eat? At that point, I wrote back directly, Haha Gluten. Stop. But when various bodies, the abs, the dicks, the butts, the feet, kept coming from different addresses, I realized that Gluten wasn’t the sole source. All Glute’s buddies, the Boys, as he called them, whatever dark underground world he was part of, were clogging my inbox. I was in the crosshairs of a gang? No. Maybe?
I thought of high school girls who got bullied, revengeporned, and slutshamed. What forum was I on? Did people think I was an escort? Like, was my email address in a public bathroom somewhere?
It was only when I looked again through the spam that I noticed that I had missed an important message. The development permit for Viv’s laneway house had been denied.

  
I couldn’t tell you this. That I had failed. That your husband could not even submit a proper drawing to get approved. Instead, I sent you a picture of Pamplemousse the night I retrieved it.
You went to his house? you messaged back.
I called and left a message: How else was I supposed to get Pamplemousse back? Be reasonable. Do you want to track my location? And another: I didn’t go into his house. I buzzed. He left the cat in the hallway. I didn’t even see him. And a third: Are you still on the street? I can come get you. And a fourth: I did it to set things right between us. If it wasn’t for Pamplemousse, I would never go there. Trust me. That door is closed.
You did not respond.
Pamplemousse lay around like a buzzsaw of complex emotions. Puffy white face. Squinted eyes. Disapproving accent mouth. It stayed near the front door, meowing in mourning, as if Gluten might come by and reclaim it. It glared and flattened its ears when I tried to pick it up. When I tried again, it raised its paw to swipe at me. Gluten had held Pamplemousse’s paws and made it jab like a boxer. Eventually, while I cuddled a pillow on the sectional, blanketed in the blue light of the TV, it sat under the couch on one of your slippers. I sent you a photo of this.
I kept my phone close. I looked everywhere for you, even in the far recesses of my email. I didn’t find you, only lots of sex junk in my spam. The algorithm had searched my heart and found me wanting.
I left you a fifth voice message: I’m going to sleep but just call and I’ll pick you up. Don’t spend another night out there. I meant to say, I need you too. I am a failure. I am not a man. I’m a kid playing with Legos. I am nothing.
On Sunday evening, you showed up with your hiking backpack. A good sign. You’d be back in the house to start the work week. Pamplemousse trotted toward you with its tail up and purred.
You went to the base cabinet where we kept the wet food and scooped it into Pamplemousse’s bowl.
I already fed her, I said.
You sat on the floor of the kitchen and watched Pamplemousse eat, knowing better than to touch it while it was eating, then went upstairs. I locked the front door and thought about what we, the humans, could eat.
You came back down. Still not a word.
The silent retreat is over, I joked.
You knelt to put on your shoes to leave.
You have to teach? I positioned myself in front of the door.
Nope.
Then stay.
You pulled on the other shoe.
I have quiche in the fridge, I offered.
You stood up. I held on to the door handle behind my back. Whatever physical challenge I presented was minor compared to your determination to get out of the house. I tried to make myself look big as if tricking a bear.
Move, you said.
I held your eye. I was not going to let you go back to a sleeping bag on the street.
You took a step toward me. I tried to predict what your plan of attack would be. You had regaled an Argentinian couple and demonstrated basic self-defence to the woman. Palm strike, elbow strike. Show no fear, I told myself.
You made a sudden move as if you would grab my neck and I flinched and then you grabbed me by the balls. Trump, a tour bus, Grab them by the—Misdirection. Pamplemousse stopped washing its face to watch me get what I deserved. I was wearing running shorts so you got a good grip. I could feel the pain in my kidneys.
Okay, I said, okay, okay.
Therapy, you said.
I shook my head.
Therapy, you said again.
I shook my head, smaller. You tightened your grip. You weren’t just trying to hurt me. Your hand was a defibrillator, a frustrated final resort, trying to shock my parts back to life. I squeezed my eyes shut and doubled over.
Okay! I conceded.
You loosened your grip a little.
I’ll ask Viv, I offered. I still hadn’t told her about the declined permit.
She’s a guidance counsellor! You squeezed again, tighter than before.
I bit my lips.
A therapist of my choosing. I get to choose.
Fine.
You’re going to pay for it, you said.
I nodded.
You twisted to get a verbal response.
Yes, fine, I said.
We tried your thing and now we’re doing it my way.
Fine, okay, okay. I grabbed your wrist, and then you let go completely.
I stood up straight. I opened one eye then both. You had never dropped eye contact.
And stop shaving your face like that. You’re not a Brazilian pussy.

  
I’m not sure what your part of the deal was. You didn’t really move back in. You got your tent from the basement and pitched it in the backyard. You refused my help, so I watched you for a while through the porch door, then set the table for us to eat, keeping the quiche warm until you came in. You served yourself more than half the quiche, then took the plate to your tent, with Pamplemousse following behind. I ate alone at the table.
I had composed a message to Viv about the permit but instead of sending it, I drove to her house and explained that it had been denied on a technicality. Not a zoning issue, not a structural issue.
So six months and thousands of dollars later, I’m exactly where I started? she said.
I hung my head. We have thirty days to appeal. I’ll make the changes and resubmit.
And how long before we get an answer?
Soon, I said.
What’s soon? Six weeks? Six months?
I don’t know, I said. Should be quick.
Let’s just get started then.
We can’t.
Why not?
We’re waiting for the permit.
When I got home, your plate was outside the tent flap, waiting for room service to collect it. For a week, you lived in the tent. You came inside to charge your phone and use the bathroom. I’d look down from the guest suite and you’d be picking berries from along the fence or scraping the barbecue. More and more of your belongings migrated outside.
You look homeless, I said, but I still preferred you homeless at home than on the street.
You opened your mouth to—
And that was not racist, I went on. You’re living in a tent.
Homeless, stateless, you said.
What are you going to do when it rains? I asked, ignoring the dramatic lie.
What do the squirrels do? What do the birds do?
I tried not to let my exasperation show.
I’m good out here. You pay the mortgage, Beckett. Which is just as well since you didn’t lock in when I told you to and now God knows how much money you’ve wasted in interest. You do you. I’ll do me.
One chilly evening, I saw you entering your tent with a blanket for a coat, and I went out and gave you an ultimatum.
Either come inside, Princess, or I’m staying out here with you.
I sat in your tent, staring you down, with Pamplemousse folded into a box and half sleeping. You tied the blanket around your neck like a cape, got on your bike, and left. I stayed in the tent, shifting my position to get comfortable. When you came back, I was shivering and half asleep in your sleeping bag.
You said, It’s time for you to go home, and held open the flap of the tent. Courteous. I slept on the couch. Through the rear glass wall, we could see each other.
It was almost July. Even when it rained overnight, you slept outside. I want to truthfully be able to truthfully say that we never slept together. And yet. Things were getting back to normal. To normal? To shaking cereal boxes, tying shoelaces, taking out the recycling on Wednesdays, soaking the frying pan. Slower than I would have liked, but. We ate dinner together inside and you watched America’s Got Talent. Sometimes we overlapped at breakfast. I collected your Princess mugs and half-drunk glasses of water throughout the house. We went shopping for compression garments and shapewear. Things were trending upward. I thought you had forgotten about

  
The therapist’s office was painted navy like Casper’s room and dimly lit by lamps that cast moons on the walls. She wore large jewellery and a full-length dress that she had to hold up so it wouldn’t drag as she walked to her throne. A sleek black Doberman at her feet kept a critical gaze over the proceedings. Everything felt like ancient Egypt. She had no eyebrows or lips; she must have worn them down from years of talking to people like us. Five minutes into our session, I hadn’t said anything apart from hello.
She had introduced herself as if she was reading off a business card: Clara Simmons, registered psychologist, communist, political activist, social agitator. I didn’t ask where you had found this therapist. Dr. Simmons said she was used to having one partner eager to be in therapy and the other reluctant, so she’d like to check in with us about our feelings.
I most certainly was not going to respond, not first at least. Later, I stood behind you as you removed a plastic bag from your bike seat and noticed the fullness in your curvature, but still nothing like Keza. Without looking at me, you said that I had rolled my eyes at the question. I denied it. You said that I rolled my eyes internally. You could see it.
It was my idea, you said to the therapist. He doesn’t want to be here.
Why are you here, Beckett?
I scratched my neck and said nothing.
Later you said that it was effeminate to use my pinky to point at things. You were disgusted by how I, quote unquote, stuck my finger into everything, every hole in my face.
The therapist waited. She turned to you, the way one might turn to the parent of a quiet child.
You said, This is not going to work
I could’ve told you that, I said.
if you just sit there, you finished, and slapped my knee.
You asked me to come, I’m here.
Please, Princess, no violence, said Clara Simmons, registered psychologist, communist, political activist, social agitator.
She’s speaking to you, you said, but you meant, Don’t ignore a Black woman when she speaks to you. Don’t pull that white supremacist act like we’re below your consideration.
I addressed the therapist for the first time. I’m sorry. What was the question?
Why are you here? she asked.
Princess thinks I need fixing.
I never said that. You straightened your back and held up your hands innocently.
It’s okay, she said to you. What do you mean by that?
I didn’t reply. I was tired of the questions already, the upward lilt of her voice, like a slam poet.
I understand that you don’t want to be here, Clara Simmons said. You’re not going to be here forever. Sometimes in two or three sessions, we can get everything out on the table and think about how to move forward with honesty and transparency. I like to tell my clients that we can take an hour and have a difficult conversation now or you can go home and spend a lifetime fighting. How does that sound to you?
I opened my palm, a go-ahead gesture, to signal that the entire floor was yours to air your grievances against me for the next hour.
Do you want to start by telling me about your own parents?
Dead.
I’m sorry.
My mother.
What about your father?
My what?
Your father.
They’re estranged, you said, gossiping to the therapist.
I’m not here to talk about my parents, I said.
You opened your mouth, scoffed a few times, then leaned back and folded your arms, trying to outsilence me. You can’t outsilence a Quaker. My whole childhood was silence, girl. After a few moments of the therapist looking between us, you pulled out your phone and started scrolling.
I thought that you were being childish, beyond childish, extremely rude to the therapist, but she did not look offended. She reached down and stroked the head of her Doberman then got up and went to her desk. I thought this was how the hour would go, the three of us engaged in our inner matters. Viv now had a stone walkway that curved around the house. Her front porch was stone. She had plant beds of varying heights made out of cedar posts. I had wanted to extend her deck and stain it before Canada Day, so maybe we could go over. The week before Canada Day, you went to Stephanie’s bachelorette party. And on Canada Day itself, you went out somewhere without me. Now on July 4, we were sitting in a therapist’s office. It was berry season. Didn’t you want to go berry picking with me anymore?
You broke the silence. You told Dr. Communist about the silent retreat and your dream, but you omitted the dramatic fashion in which you first shared the dream.
Do you want to hear my dreams? I said, simply to prevent you from monologuing.
If you’d like to share them.
I told the therapist about a dream I had that I was with a crew of Scooby-Doo-type friends on a cattle farm, trying to figure out why all the cows had vanished. We were snooping around. Then we discovered something about ether and an alarm sounded and as we tried to run out of a barn, metal gates closed ahead of us. The barn melted and we were in a field. We approached the fence, but one area was electrified and another had a magnetic blocking device, like carts in Costco parking lots. Finally we turned around from the fence and we were in a larger field, like Squid Game, with the animals in front of us. A gas was released and the animals died in a wave, died a death deeper than death, they dissolved into the earth, and we humans in the back knew we were dying, knew our fate was the same as the animals’, and somehow clung to a hope that someone would rescue us.
So pretty much, you said, you dreamt that you were trapped and gassed in our marriage.
I dreamt this years before I met you. Between Cindy and you.
You rolled your eyes.
The therapist said, That’s a critical detail, Beckett.
So, you said, the dream has nothing to do with me?
I shook my head. It’s about climate change, I said, but I could tell that you still thought it was about you, that to my unconscious, the prospect of marriage was like being euthanized.
Silence. The longest of the session. You crossed one arm across your chest and stretched your shoulder then repeated on the other side.
The Doberman looked up. The therapist went to her desk again and returned with cue cards and Sharpies.
Here. She offered each of us a card. I want you to write down your preferred relationship status. Do you see a future together? Do you want to stay married?
Again, for the record, I did not recall rolling my eyes, but later you said, You rolled your eyes every time she opened her mouth.
Let’s find someone else.
No, Beckett, I chose her.
Honestly, in that moment, I was simply thinking about Viv’s deck, until you turned your card around. The motion felt like you were voting me off an island.
I twisted in my chair to read your card. To my surprise, it simply said, married.
The therapist asked you to elaborate.
I want to be married, you said. I don’t care if it’s to him or not.
You gave me the card as one would give someone a contract to read and sign.
What do you mean by that last part? I asked.
The therapist smiled.
I want to be married, you said again.
But the to whom is irrelevant to you.
You looked at me as if you could not identify the source of my objection. You had told the Woods that you liked my walk.
I held up my clasped hands like a prizefighter. Lucky me.
I can’t get married a third time, you said to the therapist. I’m not a—My life is not a soap opera.
Does being alone frighten you?
No.
Liar, I thought. Everyone in your family was married, your parents, every aunt and uncle, every cousin of age.
Does dating frighten you? the therapist asked.
I’m good at it, you said.
As recently as the waiting room, Princess was on her phone exploring her options.
He’s not. I rescued him from the pool because he was drowning. We didn’t actually date. We did stuff together. I don’t actually think he knew how to go on a proper date. You paused to reflect. Once, he showed up at my place with two milkshakes in those cardboard cupholders. He was all like—You thrust out your chest and swaggered in your chair. You didn’t finish the sentence, how I was trembling internally that you would reject the milkshake, would laugh at the adult man whose idea of a date was milkshakes and a walk. You had asked me then, Have you ever been on a date? I didn’t meet a lot of women in my line of work. But I had been on a date, dates, before, thank you very much. Just a couple months ago, my last girlfriend (a stretch), the sister of a guy I worked with, asked if I wanted to go to Folk Fest with her. And, well, that was the highlight of the story.
The therapist continued her line of questioning: Did you end your first marriage?
It was mutual, you said, but you broke eye contact with her. I thought this one was going to be a step up from the previous one.
You can’t possibly compare me to that sociopath, I said. I was annoyed that the therapist was pushing you out of the marriage. She was disregarding your card. I tapped it on my knee.
You said, I haven’t made the best choices. Clearly. You pointed your head in my direction. But I’m not twenty-five anymore. I’m aging. No, it’s not aging. I’m decaying.
I widened my eyes at the therapist, like Jim from The Office. She had a bomb in her lap to deal with. When I realized that the therapist was not going to do anything, I wanted to tell you that you’re aging better than me. But you’d snap at me. I was a man. I didn’t count.
Then a lifetime came pouring out of you: Not even my parents asked me whether I wanted to stay in Spain or live in England. I mean, it was all hell, but still. The year in Detroit. I want other people around. He never wants to have people over or talk to the neighbours. We used to host people. Lots of work, but I liked that.
You said, His idea of a vacation was a silent retreat on Bowen Island so he could shut me up for a few days. You wanted to take a real vacation every year, off the continent. You ended your speech with, I had to go on vacation alone.
You weren’t alone, I corrected.
With my friend.
And it wasn’t a vacation, I clarified.
The therapist made a note. She waited for you to explain but you didn’t mention that you travelled to have surgery so you could make Black guys stop in their tracks and whoop over your booty. I didn’t disclose.
You kept saying things I couldn’t predict: I don’t want to work at the gym anymore. The plan was for me to manage Locale, our short-term rental business, and host people. He put the kibosh on that.
I didn’t realize that it was so important to you. It was just a passing idea, something to make our home life as interesting as the gym life. You wanted to buy another place (uh-oh, you were plotting your escape). You wanted to stay home (uh-oh, to monitor me). You were tired. Of everything.
I’m hearing a lot of things from you, Princess. The therapist consulted her notebook. It was so dark in her room it had to be impossible for her to read anything. I’m hearing things from childhood, from your vacation, about job satisfaction, about broken promises. And I’m going to lift all of those concerns—she made a forklift of her arms—and put them here—she deposited the imaginary load on a side table beside her. It’s still in the room with us but I want to make time for the main reason that you’re here. She looked at the intake form we (you) filled out in the waiting room.
Beckett, am I correct that you had an affair?
I wouldn’t call it an affair, I said.
Are you and Princess in an open relationship?
Your lip involuntarily curled in disgust at the term.
I shook my head.
What would you call it then? the therapist asked me.
Friends, I wanted to say. An overlap. But I didn’t answer.
It wasn’t just an affair, you said.
I looked at you, begging.
He had an affair with this young—You looked down.
Silence.
Do you feel betrayed? the therapist asked.
I feel—You tried to find the words. Your eyes welled up, but you did not cry. I’m an athlete. I know pain. But this was far and away the worst [inaudible] I have ever felt. You shaded your eyes with your hand. I expected the therapist to hand you a tissue. You continued: I came back from my trip and he had given Pamplemousse, she’s my cat, away to this person, this person, this, this—
I looked down. You were so tense you were flexing your calves. Internally, I was begging you.
This woman, you finally said.
I hung my head and sideviewed your trembling mouth, vibrating from not saying what you wanted, but I recognized that you had sided with me in front of the therapist despite my petulance. I reached for your hand. You pulled away.
He’s romping away with her and he doesn’t even want to touch me. I knew it. I could hear it in his voice when he called me in Costa Rica, that he was with someone. Your tone, Beckett. And you were never at home. Always in your truck or out somewhere. And I was like, Princess, all of that good energy is not because of you or for you.
And here you did cry. It was an extremely rare occurrence to see you vulnerable. We were at an inflection point in our relationship, like the time when I removed the bothersome extensions from your hair and told you that you didn’t have to cover up the hyperpigmentation near your sideburns or pout to make your lips look fuller. You had stood before me, eyes so wide I could see myself swallowed up in them. I had said, Not bad and made a little joke, although the script demanded I say the word beautiful. It was then that I decided, if you wanted me to, that I would stay with you forever just so one person in the world could know you to the studs. Sensing that, your eyes filled, drowning my reflection, but you did not cry. Now there were tears on your cheeks. As if I had never cared for you, as if I was always thinking of someone else while I was with you. A couple of days before you flew back, when Gluten had ghosted me, I sent you a selfie from my truck of me pinching my nipple. I captioned it with a joke about getting implants.
Everything that was supposed to be mine, you continued, he gave to somebody else. He gave this woman my cat and then called me to make a joke out of it.
I was still looking down at my shoes. I said, I got Pamplemousse back.
The Doberman looked at me like, Is that the best you can do?
I responded by saying what I would say if I were on a talk show: It’s the only time I’ve ever done something like this. I don’t know what got into me. I want her—
Address Princess.
I want you to trust me again, I said.
You quoted me: The only time.
The therapist responded, looking at me, not you, with a line out of her poetry slam shadow life: Sometimes the only is only the first.
Possibly, I did roll my eyes here, but I was looking down so nobody saw me.
The therapist’s voice became stern: Is the affair over?
Yes.
Did you end it?
Yes.
Tell Princess how and why you ended it.
I erased her contact info, I said. True. Before you came back, I met her outside her building, not so true, and said that my wife was coming back, true, and I needed to take care of her, implied, and that the affair was a lapse of judgement, not completely true, and I hoped she would understand, mostly true. I didn’t reveal to you or the therapist the last words that Gluten and I exchanged because they were irrelevant, untrue, because I wanted them only for myself, true. After the display about erasing contact info and gifting him the baseball glove, he said to me at the side of my truck, You are not a teardown, Beckett. I couldn’t think of what to say, it had to be deep, so I embraced him instead and waited for snow to fall in Maine. I said, You are not a weed. That was the best I could do. I thought it pretty poetic. When I let him go, he swivelled his head around, hoping that someone had caught him being tenderly regarded. In retrospect, he was always looking for an audience, fans, followers, witnesses, a phone held up to record—a desire particular to his generation.
The therapist said, I’ve found that in these situations the offended party often needs certain information before they can go forward. To be clear, going forward doesn’t mean steps toward forgiveness and reconciliation. It can sometimes mean that the offended party decides to sunset the relationship, based on the information they have. So what do you need to know, Princess?
I already told her everything, I said.
The therapist ignored me. Princess, what do you need to know?
You considered the question. I expected you to demand a last name again or another photo or the kind of detail that you relished of other people’s lives. But you kept thinking in silence. Snow swirled in Maine. I did want you to have faith in me—and now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity—but I was paralyzed to explain my feelings. Why wasn’t sorry enough? I scratched my back. If you left me, who would tell me to trim my nosehair? Who would renovate my Instagram and cheer every job I got? You knew the answer to my banking security question, What is your favourite song? You cleaned the oven.
Princess asked, Did you talk about me with her?
No.
Wrong move. You were hoping that I flooded Gluten with information, that I couldn’t stop talking about my wife this, my wife that.
So I added, I told her you work at the gym.
I don’t work at the gym, you said. I’m a personal trainer. Are you a handyman or a contractor? I have a degree.
In Human Studies, I could have said, which was like Sociology lite. But I didn’t.
Princess, the therapist said. He’s being honest with you.
You held your shoulders back and refused to apologize. I scratched my nostril with my pinky.
What else would you like to know? she asked.
Did you enjoy being with her more than you enjoy being with me?
No, I said.
Sexually, you clarified.
I paused to consider. You didn’t want to hear yes and saying no would really confuse you.
And don’t say I don’t know.
Finally I said, About the same. I glanced to see whether you believed me.
Silence ensued. The Doberman at the therapist’s feet had curled itself into a croissant.
Keep asking your questions, Princess.
What’s the point? You composed yourself. I don’t know what I’m competing against. I don’t even know what event I’m competing in.
It’s not a competition, Princess. The therapist used the words market forces,
helplessness, agency, and repossess in a muddy sentence where I couldn’t determine what she meant.
Her tone changed when speaking to me. She said, All actions come with consequences.
She said that like I needed a moral education. I knew that already. The consequence of my actions was my memory.
That’s not a judgement, she said. That’s a reality.
In the silence, your phone vibrated, three messages in a row.
Would you mind silencing that? Dr. Simmons said.
Of course, you said. Then you added while glancing at your screen, You didn’t ask him about his card.
Beckett, your turn to respond. What is your preferred relationship status? How committed are you to this union? What do you want?
I hadn’t written anything on my card.
A sandwich, I said.
Nobody laughed. I began creasing the card into an origami heart.
The therapist repeated her question. What do you want, Beckett? Please don’t violate the integrity of our space with cynicism.
I looked down. Married, I said.
What does marriage look like to you?
I shrugged. I don’t know how long the silence lasted.
He’s going into caveman mode, you said.
I had bathed under a cave of cedar branches. I had received a golden egg of light. I had beheld his face when I opened my eyes.
That’s okay. Now the therapist spoke to me as if to a child. Can you say a little more?
I shrugged again. Like the conga line.
You explained, My friends were in town last year. Princess attached herself to Keza’s hips to start the line and Wood attached to Princess’s and Beckett had no choice but to grip Wood’s hips.
I liked it when you called me Snuffleupagus, I said. And I said nothing else for the rest of the session.

  
After therapy, you took down the tent in the backyard. You moved back in and slept in our bedroom. I continued to sleep on the sectional, waiting for a sign from you that I should return upstairs.
Toward the end of July, while I was hosing out my wheelbarrow in the backyard, a man with a purple rolling suitcase let himself into the house. I saw it through the glass wall. You had resumed the Locale business without telling me. I tucked in my shirt and went in. Pamplemousse croaked its haunted hello. I tried to be welcoming, and when you arrived a few minutes later, to be the picture of marital normalcy. The man stayed two nights and smelled like crotch. After him came a nightly stream of people and their diseases.
You spent more time at home, inside the house, preparing the suite, washing sheets and towels, making dinners from recipes. It was the most vibrant you had been in a long time. More and more, we talked as we had before, not simply as administrators of a house, but as people who took pleasure in their lives. Wasn’t it wonderful to try making something out of kohlrabi and to debate whether pomegranate or tangerine was the more luxurious scent for shampoo?
I should have known that your enthusiasm was not for me. You picked up where you left off, with a barrage of men. This time the hosting decisively felt like you were going on dates right in front of my face. I could hardly bear it. Sensing my uneasiness, you hosted a few women and waited to see how I would engage, which made me nervous, so you flirted on my behalf, which made me prefer the evenings with men.
Despite my social demotion whenever we had guests, I told the therapist that the hosting was fine, except for you telling the same stories, over and over. That comparatively small complaint unhinged you. I was not suggesting that you were boring. In retaliation, when we hosted a male airhead from Australia you pretended that you were a guest too.
It got to be too much. To escape watching you giggle, I worked late. Viv’s backyard deserved to be an ecological heritage centre. I went for runs and listened to eighties rock. I hung around the dog park and fed treats to Pointy’s friends. I took my meals in the basement. I went to Home Depot. I made origami dogs and hearts out of the receipts. I got a cold. You got a cold. But the mens kept coming.

  
I entered a restless period. My obsessive work on Viv’s yard was arousing her suspicion so I had to direct my energy elsewhere. In the night, I organized all my tools, sorted all the screws, tracked invoices, reviewed my accounts, tallied Optimum points, claimed travel points, compared mortgage rates. I made a soup of every vegetable in the fridge, used up open packages of pasta. You mentioned small tasks, like caulking the tub and windows. I adjusted the storage in our walk-in closet to look like custom built-ins. That night, I lay in bed with you, to see what would happen, and you shuffled close to me and said, You smell like particle board. I tried touching you during this period, even after you came back from your various lovers. Sometimes you lifted my hand away. The last time you rejected me, I got out of bed and sorted our linen closet. Why did we still have king sheets. Our bed was a queen.
This time, my period, my restless period, lasted longer than usual. You told the therapist that you found me collapsed at the base of the stairs near a tray of paint. You thought I had had a stroke. In fact, I told them, I was taking a power nap.
Have you had manic periods in the past? Dr. Simmons asked.
I knew that she was eager to pronounce a diagnosis on me, touch her sword to each of my shoulders, to frame my decisions as impaired, so I said no.
A few moments later, the conversation had gone on, but I clarified: They’re not manic periods. They’re completion periods. I work on deadline with clients.
During this phase, the sex spam messages arrived occasionally in my @BeyondRepair inbox. If you message me again, I will take legal action, I wrote back before blocking addresses. The messages stopped, but not before I received one from the original email address. Weeks had passed since the first message from Gluten, presumably, and I was caught off guard by the message’s sincerity. I happened to open it while I was eating an apple pie in a Walmart McDonald’s, forever pairing the snack with the message. Then I bought a pair of gloves although it was almost August. The email read, Why can’t you love me, Beckett?
Like you, Princess, I was not a crier but I drove Becky to the loading area behind the Walmart and put my head down on the steering wheel, cried until my nose was blocked. I went fishing through the glove compartment for tissue you left there. I couldn’t breathe in, only blow my nose out. I looked at the floor of the passenger side and remembered where the empty carton of coconut water had been. I felt a pressure in my windpipe that I hadn’t felt since COVID. I cried through the tissue until the hair of my arms was slick. A cry like I haven’t had since my mother died when the debris of childhood had resurfaced, and even while crying, I was both ashamed and proud, wanting to tell someone that the ice inside me had broken up but who to tell, now that you weren’t my confidant? It was all there: you and my mother and Gluten and my pathetic business and the mocking voice, Look at you, big shot with your Mark’s Work Warehouse pants, playing Bob the builder, instead of your Easy Bake oven like a neighbour girl in Maine, and the life of a good woman being wrecked, getting fat pumped into her body alone in some operating room so she could come home and be loved by you, a girl who had no friends her whole life and said you were the first man who loved her, to do this casual cruelty to her, to a man eating his spaghetti, who hosted you in his life, gave you his ball of light, maybe never kissed a girl his whole life, how many years before his lips relaxed on yours, kissing your cat, looking at the side of your face as if you were the best thing his eyes ever saw, wanting to eat your very ear cartilage. All these impressions lapped against each other, lapping the shore. My breath was jagged.
With that message, I forgave the others. I turned on the ignition, glimpsed my red eyes in the mirror, popped an antihistamine and drove past Viv’s house to observe the garden in the evening light.
I wanted to be in the mangrove (Some people have a man cave, I have a mangrove), taking a bite from Gluten’s apple and telling him how ridiculous therapy was. See, I’m in therapy because of you. I’d complain that the therapist had absolutely nothing to contribute, that I was spending money (since I had no extended healthcare benefits) to listen to you and the therapist talk. Where’s the advice? When was that coming? And like you, Gluten would probably defend the process: the talking is the therapy.
I suppose if I rang Gluten’s buzzer again, I shouldn’t be surprised if he faked an accent and said, No, no, Mr. Gluten no live here no more. Who knows? Maybe he moved neighbourhoods or back to Brantford? Bromont? Brandon? Brandeis? Brasomething.
Google Photos sometimes sent nostalgic albums from my time with Gluten. Pictures of desserts and views from landings. When my mother died the world became overcast for a long time. No one had ever seemed so delighted by my very existence. She kept every picture I coloured, every ashtray I made, every photo with a piece of me in the frame. How could I give a penny of her away? But Gluten wasn’t dead. If Gluten had opened his apartment door when I retrieved Pamplemousse, I wouldn’t have this rainy feeling. I would scroll my eyes over him. See if anything was left of me or for me. Then I wouldn’t have to see him again. I wanted to see him so I wouldn’t have to see him again. He could have opened the door. Realistically, what did he want me to do? To change my life for some friend of a friend I barely knew? This was probably the kind of material the therapist was hoping to get from me.
I opened my Instagram. It had turned into a before-and-after shrine to Viv’s garden. I went to messaging. I found his name. I wrote, Look what Google sent me. I waited while looking at the screen. Nothing.
That evening, I still hadn’t received a response. So I did what any logical man would do at that point. I cleaned out the shed and took old containers of paint to the disposal site.
I tortured myself with possibilities. He was biking. Or travelling and concerned about roaming charges. Gifted himself a trip to Peru for his birthday. Or visiting his family. Or suspended in a bondage swing, legs in stirrups, while men urinated on him. Or Beckett, said a reasonable voice, with a new phone and hadn’t recognized the number but was too polite to ask, Who’s this? in case it was someone he actually cared about. I should have identified myself, but it was too late. It was too late. It was almost 3 a.m. I didn’t have the energy to do anything else but think, and my thoughts were either of you or him, and so it appeared, because I was prone, that my restlessness had subsided but really it had turned inward and was consuming me.

  
One night in August, I went for a long walk (because although Pointy was dead, I still felt the need to walk him). The walk got longer and longer until I ended up at Viv’s house.
It’s 1 a.m. Don’t ring people’s doorbells at 1 a.m., she said. I thought you were the police come here to tell me that Casper’s dead.
Sorry. I said, holding up my phone. No battery. Wait, Casper’s not home?
I know where my son is. The question is, Why are you out walking the streets?
I shrugged. She studied my face.
Casper was right, she said. You look like a zombie.
I’m fine, I said. And I haven’t seen Casper in ages.
He saw you at Shoppers.
He couldn’t say hi?
You sound like Uncle Leo. When she saw that I didn’t get the reference, she clarified, Seinfeld.
I never got into that show.
Your name’s Beckett. It’s a show where nothing happens. You would love it. She yawned. Anyway, Casper saw you standing in front of allergy medication like this. Viv hunched, pushed out her neck, dropped her jaw, and made a face like Frankenstein.
I haven’t been sleeping, I said. Then I calculated when Casper would have seen me. I had a cold, I said. Princess too.
She stood there, without inviting me in, waiting to see what I wanted. I started rambling. I told Viv that you got a cold after my cold.
So? That’s how colds work.
Yeah, I continued, but my cough was down here. I placed my hands over my lungs. I said, Remember Janet Jackson’s album cover when the guy is cupping her breasts? She was so sexy.
Have you been drinking?
Princess, her cold was in her head, I said. Totally different set of symptoms.
I explained that your symptoms were more like come-grind-on-me-to-cumbia-music guest’s symptoms. When I made a passing comment about that coincidence, you asked if I wanted a nose swab of every person who breathed on you. Why didn’t I test your gut bacteria while I was at it? I ended by saying, Viv, I think Princess is having an affair.
I don’t know why I said it. Maybe because I never got to tell her about the finger the day that I met Gluten. Admittedly, I replaced the fact of my overlap with the suspicion of your affair. And I had the zeal of a conspiracy theorist to make pieces fit. And I needed the sympathy of a woman after weeks of therapy.
Viv pushed her feet into some crocs and came outside. She would streetwalk with me.
She presented my logic back to me, pausing after every second word: You think    that Princess    is cheating    on you    be cause    she caught    a cold?    Different    from a cold    you caught?
Gluten would have clapped through the question.
Not just that, I said. I had to go with it now. I told Viv about all the men coming through the house, the dinner dates with the UN of men, all sharing a certain adventurous spirit, surfers, massage therapists, guys with tans and blond hair on their arms, men with large hands and feet, Black men with nice lips.
I just don’t see Princess with another man, Viv said. You’re sounding paranoid.
Another man was the easiest thing for me to imagine. I already knew your lovers. In every aspect, they were better than me: a mature silver fox who moored a yacht in the Coal Harbour Marina, took you boating, worked out at the gym. A young guy, still in university, who could match your energy. Overly enthusiastic about everything. Overly optimistic about his startup idea. Gluten, pretty much. I should follow you one day. See where you go, see if you rounded a corner and got picked up in a teal Monte Carlo.
I presented other evidence of your affair. Exhibit C: you used to say where you were going when you left the house. Even if I was not home, you would text. Now I just heard the shower running when you got back. Exhibit D: you went out one night when we didn’t have guests in brown ankle boots with a heel.
Maybe it’s not a specific affair with one person, I said. She’s having, like, a group affair.
That’s called dating, Viv said, but she still looked skeptical.
Dating is for single people. She’s having—
I think you’re making something out of nothing.
We had reached a main road and turned back.
I wheeled out the last of my evidence. I pulled out my phone and imitated phone behaviour. I smiled, typed, put on a faraway look, turned my phone down, looked dreamy again, scrolled, thumbtyped. I asked, What do you make of that behaviour? She’s swiping.
Sorry, Beckett, I’m trying to see your case but, yeah, just sorry. Doesn’t add up. She’s not a cheater.
But what if she is, Viv. What am I supposed to do? Maybe she’ll leave me?
Stop.
Maybe this guy is way more engorgionate, I couldn’t find the word at first, affectionate than I am.
You’re going to drive yourself crazy. If you keep thinking she’s having an affair, you’ll manifest it.
The word manifest sounded like a Gluten word. There was a short cord between Gluten’s actions and his motives, but the cord was long and tangled in you. The cord that led to the explanation about your surgeries was impossibly long and perhaps, in the end, attached to nothing. How easy it was to be with him. Don’t romanticize, Beckett.
The walk home felt twice as long. It was almost time to wake up by the time I went to sleep.

  
Throughout August, you kept going out in the evenings without me and without explanation. I was rounding the side of the house one evening, picking up some shingles that had blown off in a windstorm, and saw you inside a car, saying goodbye to a man for a long time before getting out. You were animated. You had him rapt. He winced, then he laughed. I wasn’t lurking. You hugged him across the seat.
We found our man. He was not a Methodist churchboy. Young, baseball hat, Mustang.
I put the shingles in the trash bin and let the lid slam. On seeing me, your manner changed. You became an MMA fighter, The Punisher. You feigned busyness so you wouldn’t have to explain what just happened, but I wasn’t letting you get away with that. Enough skulking. Enough grovelling. Enough penance.
Who was that?
My ride, you said and kept walking toward the house.
I’m talking to you, I said. I pointed to my feet, the way I used to point for PointFive to come back.
Don’t speak to me like that.
I am still your husband, Princess.
Right, you said.
Who was that?
You got your life, Beckett, and I got mine.
You were ushering us toward a new phase of our relationship, a don’t-ask, don’t-tell phase, where we each did whatever we wanted and the other could not pry. As with many modern versions of relationships, open marriages, throuples, and such, it worked well in one direction only. One person ate all the cake while the other claimed they weren’t hungry. I didn’t want that future. What do you want, Beckett? A sandwich. In the future, when I was bored or alone and imagining what you were doing, I found myself overeating and turning up the volume to block out this lumberjack with his hands all over your new body, his uncomplicated sexuality, his involuntary erection, pushing me further and further into irrelevance in your life. He was a man from a different time who fathered nine children and still walked around in a permanent state of arousal.
We share a life, I said.
We share a house, you replied. You’re not a character on TV. I don’t have to like you. I just have to live with you.
Heat rose to my cheek.
I’m going to ask you one more time and if you don’t answer me, this is over. I’m making all this effort. Paying for therapy. What would your beloved Commie Doctor Clara Simmons have to say?
You should get your money back then.
At least I had the balls to tell you the truth—
You wanna talk balls, let’s talk balls.
The decency to respect you enough. How long are you going to rake me over the coals?
A cocker spaniel with soft ears at the SPCA flashed across my mind. Milo the schnauzer in his cage. Were they both euthanized?
All this effort for you, Princess. You know every place I go. You can track my location. I’m hauling stone. I’m working from dawn to dusk. I’m cooking meals that you don’t appreciate and you can’t even fess up.
Because you make me sick, you said, approaching. You’re beyond—what did Cindy call you—unavailable, unaff—
Shut it, Princess.
You froze for a second, then shoulder-checked me and went into the house. As the door was closing I glimpsed the fluffy white of Pamplemousse approaching to offer you its soft body for comfort.

  
A few days later, as sometimes happened, you booked guests to cut the tension between us. We hosted a couple and you created a new backstory for us. You were a lesbian and I was a gay man and this arrangement was to fool our conservative Christian parents. We had one child in boarding school. That evening, when the couple had gone to meet some friends, I told you firmly to stop with the stupid stories. You had won the revenge game. You were the only one playing. Your response was petulant: And if I don’t?
I nodded silently for a long time, considering.
You and your @Princess necklace were daring me.
I put four sticks of gum in my mouth and stuffed the foil wrappers in my vest. You were about to lose big-time at this game. I drove to Gluten’s apartment.

  



CHAPTER

I slipped into Gluten’s building through the back entrance, a door people often left off jamb when they accessed the dumpster. It’s such a shame that Gluten never got a chance to meet PointFive. A dog would give me courage. I’d straighten his bandana and tell him to sit in front of Gluten’s door, tongue lolling, irresistible. I found a receipt in my pocket and started folding it into a box. His door swung open. I had to adjust my gaze downward. A girl was standing there, wearing a pink tulle costume and a fast-food gold tiara, her eyes bright as if she had been in the act of praying for a guest and voila.
The worst thought crossed my mind. I pushed it down.
Is this where—I began.
But of course it was still his apartment. I recognized his shoes in the entryway. I could see the plants, the canopy of artificial flowers that I built in the entrance hallway. Nothing had changed except the bathroom door was closed now and the pullup bar was leaning against the wall. And this girl existed. I gave her the origami box. She held it as if it were magical.
I’m Beckett, I said, hoping for an introduction. I found a foil heart in my pocket and gave her that too.
It’s like an emoji, she said.
I knelt on one knee and showed her how to inflate the heart, all the while looking beyond her shoulder for a sign of Gluten. Sleeping? Some kind of animated movie soundtrack was playing.
Hey! It was Gluten’s voice overhead. I jumped.
The girl laughed. He stood in the hallway behind me, also wearing a fast-food crown.
To the girl he said, You can’t be opening doors for strangers? What if it was a killer whale out here?
He’s on land.
Or a crocodile. Or a regular killer.
He told me his name. He’s not a killer. She looked at me for confirmation.
I’m not, I said. I stood up.
Oh, and killers never tell people their names. Did you tell it your name?
No.
Good.
Gluten pushed his way through the doorway and stood facing me. He was thicker. A bulk phase? Depression weight?
Do you know what it wants? Gluten refused to address me directly.
Whatchu want, Cuz? she said. Her phrasing caught me off guard. And I saw the resemblance between the two of them for the first time. Around the mouth.
Visiting, I said. That’s all. Wanted to see how my favourite plant is doing. Then I covered my mouth and said Sacha’s name like a secret password.
The girl lit up. I tried to snag Gluten’s eye but he was looking at the girl, instructing. We were in some teachable moment.
Sacha’s in trouble right now, she said.
What happened?
It’s complicated. But we can save her.
Gluten stage-whispered to her, Ask him why he cares so much about Sacha?
Why do you care so much about Sacha?
He probably wants to eat her, Gluten answered for me.
Gluten, I said. Can I come in?
Should we let him in? he asked the girl.
Not if he’s going to eat Sacha.
What are you and your dad doing in there? I held her eye and gave her my most trustworthy nod. I looked into the apartment again.
You know what we say to nosey people.
Don’t be up in my grill, she said. She snapped her neck. Weird to see a little white girl do that.
Okay. I held my hands up. Can I at least see Sacha? I won’t douse her with salad dressing.
Gluten tried not to smile, but the girl giggled.
Then I promise I’ll leave you guys alone.
I offered her a stick of gum and quickly folded another heart for her.
She said, You can come in and see Sacha, but you can’t take her out of the apartment.
Gluten stepped out of the doorway, so I could enter. He clapped twice when I didn’t move.
Brethren, you heard the lady, he said, finally addressing me.

  
Inside the leafy kingdom, there was a full make-believe game underway.
Put your cape back on, the girl said to Gluten.
He wrapped a towel around his neck.
Gluten had added real dried flowers among the artificial ones. In the bathroom, I glimpsed—the shower, where it began—a tray where he must have kept Pamplemousse’s litter.
The kitchen smelled oily. I noticed a yellowish-brown residue from deepfrying along the range hood.
Sacha was near the patio door, heart-shaped leaves reaching up. She looked fine to me.
I still didn’t know the girl’s name. Since Gluten was already a prince, I took to calling her princess. She removed the gum from her mouth and gave it to Gluten. I tried to do the same and he ignored me. She tossed aside a stuffed dinosaur and said I could take up the role of Evil Guardian who had imprisoned Sacha and turned her into a plant until the prince could rescue her. It was like our recent guest dinners on steroids. I was given a costume: a towel for a cape, a papertowel roll for a sword, and a white mask with a beaked nose and feathers at the temple. Little Princess came up behind me and pulled the elastic band out of my hair.
There was a package of Chips Ahoy cookies on the end table and while the game was in progress I ate the cookies like chips, without thought to amount.
He didn’t say grace, Little Princess said.
Gluten replied, Doesn’t matter. He’s going to hell.
In the game, I had to wield my sword and block Gluten the Prince from getting to Sacha. When the girl tried to rescue Sacha, I was careful not to touch her until Gluten showed me how to play my part. I had to pick her up and bodyslam her on the couch and tickle her to death, then go back and pretend to eat Sacha.
After we did this for a couple of cycles, Little Princess broke character to ask Gluten, What time are you going to be there tomorrow?
Nine, he said.
Eight thirty, she shouted. The bus leaves at nine. On Friday. The field trip is on Friday. You made up a whole song about it.
I know, I know, he said. Stop worrying. I won’t miss it.
Don’t forget.
Okay.
Because it’s supposed to be really fun.
I’ll be there.
Where’s your phone? I’m going to set your alarm.
She took his phone from the kitchen counter and turned her back to us, programming with both hands.
I pointed to her back and made a rocking gesture at Gluten. Is she your baby?
He pointed, tapped his nose twice, then pointed to himself, the inside of his elbow: his flesh and blood.
I nodded. So the mother must live locally. She was probably his opposite, a woman who got tired of the woo-woo philosophies and supported him until they broke up and he had to work at Old Navy to afford child support. Little Princess had a normalizing effect between us. Maybe it was because she was younger and female, but I did not feel as defensive around her as I sometimes felt among Casper and his friends. If the three of us and a dog were at a playground together, we would not raise curiosity.
I told her, I said quietly to Gluten. I wasn’t sure he’d heard me the first time when I collected Pamplemousse.
The girl was on his phone but still listening. She asked, Told me what?
Not you, I said, then to Gluten: About—
There’s nothing to tell.
I nodded. But I didn’t give her details, so—I stopped.
I’m never going to meet her.
Meet who? Little Princess asked.
I know, I said. Thanks.
I reached out to fistbump him as a kind of signature to this understanding, but he slapped my hand away.
Whatever. Your wife and I don’t run in the same circles.
You’re married? Little Princess asked.
Barely, Gluten said.
I looked at the girl’s back. She was absorbed in his phone. Different alarm notification tones sounded.
It’s just that we’re in a good place now, me and her. She might be cheating on—
She’s not cheating.
Maybe, maybe not. It’s just she keeps me on a—I can’t be cleanshaven but I can’t grow my beard more than half an inch. But still I don’t want anything to mess—
Why are you telling me this, Brethren? he interrupted. Is she dangerous?
Who? Little Princess asked.
Why you all up in my grill? he said to her.
The girl giggled. I’m gonna say that on the bus.
Not violent, I said. Then I recalled her ferocity at the gym and the balls grab. I said, She can do damage if she wants, though.
Then the girl was back to resume the game and I had to wait for a break when she wasn’t looking to find Gluten’s eyes, but I couldn’t say anything, obviously, with the girl there, so I told him, stupidly, that I bought new gloves. I was in a store and Why Do Birds Suddenly Appear began playing overhead and I thought of the yellow budgies, Hubby and Buddy, and I lost it. I was standing there holding one side of a pair of gloves, the kind with digital finger sensitivity. I wanted to tell him the rest, how he had removed a clot in my life, how blood now flowed to my ghost limbs, how I felt like my whole life rolled toward the point of holding hands with a limp glove in a Walmart. I slipped behind the curtain of a dressing room, remembering how you, Big Princess, had styled me, and wept, went back to Becky and wept more.
But I only said, And it reminded me of you.
He knew I was not pleased with how we ended things. In the last days (they were all last days) of our thingy (use your words, Beckett), of our overlap, I felt him entangling me in emotional territory, trying to have conversations I did not want to have about being honest with oneself, and although I was partly relieved, I didn’t know how your return from Costa Rica came to be a deadline for us. I acknowledged that last part to him.
I didn’t think we’d get so—I circled my hands around each other to mean, involved.
We didn’t do anything, man, he said to hurt me. Don’t worry about it.
Guys, concentrate! Little Princess said.
We played to the girl’s instructions. She attempted to tackle me. I tickled her on the couch.
As she was catching her breath, I said to Gluten, We can still hang out if you want.
He made a noncommittal sound then declared that the next round would be the last round. He had to rescue Sacha on this attempt. He charged at me and we struggled for a while and I fell dramatically in front of Sacha and Gluten took my sword and stabbed me until the papertowel roll was crumpled. The rescue game turned into a kissing game. He flashed a princely smile at Sacha, knelt on one knee and kissed a leaf. Little Princess covered her face and threw herself backward on the couch.

  
After that, the girl wanted to play another game, but when Gluten refused, she wanted permission to ride her bike.
It’s almost dark, I said.
Gluten looked at me with a deep frown—do not parent my child— and told her to go get her helmet and pads.
I don’t need the pads anymore.
You’ll hurt yourself, I said.
Okay, forget the pads, just hurry up, he said.
I wagged my jaw.
The girl went out the front door and an elephant entered the room.
I thought he would chastise me, but he cleaned up the snacks, looked at the foil origami hearts I had made, sighed, and said, I was looking into getting a horse. Like, live near Osoyoos, someplace with a dirt road on a hundred acres and ride through town. Maybe if someone was having a baby in the middle of the night I could ride, gallop, to the doctor, get medication.
Was he high?
He looked at me seriously. You never laugh at me when I say stuff like that.
Because you’re not entirely joking, I said. I can envision it.
Look at you with the big word, envision, he said.
Look at you, I said. I didn’t know you had a kid.
He stretched, said: Didn’t come up.
She was alive when we—
Not my kid.
That wasn’t your kid?
He shrugged. He wanted me to think she was, and that he was lying, which meant she wasn’t. He wanted me not to believe him.
I found your sock, he said. Remember, you accused me of stealing it like I had a sock fetish.
I felt ashamed, but I wasn’t there to talk about socks. I’m not here to talk about my parents.
I tried not to appear too interested. You dating her mother or something?
I wouldn’t say that.
He was enjoying that I could believe he was a father and not just a loudmouth yellow crayon running along the seawall. He was trying to be mysterious, but all I had to do was wait a few seconds and he would burst.
Gluten raised his eyebrows and squinted at the same time, a superior look. I counted to eleven, considered the red leaves outside the Meetinghouse, before the silence got too much for him.
Look. She lives down the hall. Her mother’s a junkie.
He had been tapping his vein and his nostrils. I counted one, two, three, four.
I watch her while her mom gets high. Not weed.
How would he know? Once more I counted one, two, three.
Sunglasses all the time. Sleeves. Always going to Shoppers Drug Mart.
Maybe you should call CPS, I said. Tell her school or something.
It wouldn’t be good for either of them. I don’t destroy families, he said. He sighed a massive sigh, but he said the next part with an unusual coldness, as if he were trying to be someone else. Eventually her mother’ll get evicted, and she won’t be my problem.
Waited two three four five si
She’s pretty desperate for money, the mother. She’ll do anything for a few bucks.
So, what, you and her—I couldn’t finish. What are you getting out of this?
I’ve never slept with her.
I asked him again without saying a word.
I’ve never slept with her, he repeated. He wasn’t looking at me. He had definitely bulked up.
But, yeah, she comes over sometimes when her mom is out—finger quotes—picking up her prescription or napping and I make her dinner and give her some cookies for a snack the next day.
He crumpled the empty package and I felt a rush of shame. He had taken the carton of coconut water back from me and rattled it.
Sometimes we make them together. Her mom still makes her lunch. I mean she’s functional.
You might be in too deep, I said.
That’s what she said. He frowned deeply. I didn’t mean—That came out wrong. Look, they’ll be evicted, so what am I supposed to do?
You’re chaperoning her field trip?
It’s just a summer camp thing. She doesn’t have a lot of friends. Kids sniff that stuff out, your shame, but she really wants to go to the aquarium.
And you do too. Don’t lie.
I do too, he confessed. He smiled, medium heat. I imagined Gluten sitting on the bus next to her while the other girls admired her boyfriend.
I heard somewhere that octopuses have dreams.
You mean they dream, I clarified. They don’t have dreams.
I’m sure they have dreams too. He squinted. They change. They change colour when they dream.
It moved me, this little piece of information. I’ve always been Black. Later I discovered that they changed colour whether they dreamed or not. Oh, I’m just a white girl. To survive.
Then the not-child was back, knee and elbow pads on, a pink helmet with dinosaur spikes under her arm.
Mom’s still sleeping, she said.

  
 I left work early and drove to the aquarium. There were two buses in the parking lot, half loaded already. I spotted Gluten at the door of one of them, waving the last of a group in, high-fiving. I couldn’t find parking and I didn’t want the bus to get away, so I stopped in the lane, got out, door open and ran to the bus. Squeals emerged from the bus, colourful arms out some windows. Camp counsellors pleaded for quiet. I called him by his birth name. Sped up as the last kids were boarding. He saw me and made a production, tried to make the other kids see how like a celebrity he was. Paparazzi, fanboys stopping their trucks and running up to him. He was gesturing for me to go back and close the door to my truck. The smile grew smug. He extended one arm for a hug or a greeting, checking to see who else was noticing his ability to halt traffic.
About an hour before this, on an errand to a nursery, I checked my notifications, half hoping that there’d be one from Gluten. There was a text from Viv. This you? A photo. I glanced at the screenshot and had to squat down to process what I was seeing. A screenshot. Okay. Of me. Okay. Cropped from the neck down in the gym in Gluten’s building. How did she get that photo? On a dating site. Impossible. My name was Hammerman. My age 35. Wrong. My city, Vancouver. Hammerman’s message: What do you want to do to me?
I’ve never had a panic attack but this was close. I was breathing through my mouth. I was alone but looked around, felt suddenly exposed as if the leaves were eyes. My legs were cramping. I did not respond to Viv. Did not know how to.
Use your words, Gluten shouted as I approached, still grandstanding. Looking around at everyone instead of at me, else he would have seen what was coming his way.
I put all the bass in my voice. Take it down.
Okay, Batman, take it easy.
The closer I got to him, the faster I walked.
Take it down.
Take what down?
Erase it now.
I don’t know what—
Now! I balled his shirt in my fist.
Okay, he said.
But that didn’t satisfy me. I was not a joke to be circulated on the internet. Trust me, your situation is not making the rounds in the laser hair removal community.
I was so eager to confront him that I had left my phone charging in Becky. I couldn’t produce the image. But one look at my face and he knew he had been found out. The flash of fear in his face was coupled with adrenaline. My own adrenaline was spiking. I didn’t have a plan apart from Make Him Delete the Profile.
He released his shirt from my grasp, lifted the last child on the school bus and scrambled to get on behind her, but I went up the narrow steps after him. Hooked him by the waist of the pants and dragged him outside. I threw him against the side of the bus. I heard a girl crying. Gluten’s eyes pointed up to the kids. He slapped the side of the bus twice, a message that it should depart. He held up his hands in innocence, performatively for the kids, all of whom had moved to the windows on our side of the bus for a better view.
Gluten said, Don’t touch me. He said assault and used his university words.
I just kept weaving my head side to side in anger, like during the first showdown in his apartment when I thought he might maybe try to kiss me why would he better not sweaty face suction sound our bodies used to make repulsive I lost all my words and headbutted him.
His skin was hot.
A switch flicked in him. He pushed me from the asphalt of the parking lot to a patch of grass. He pulled my shirt over my head. I kneed him in the ribs. If he was going to damage my reputation, he’d never work with kids again. The sound of our punches was nothing like in the movies. Soundless, fighting on mute. He struck me on the soft exposed parts of my body. I pulled my shirt down. Then felt a more acute pain. He was biting my ear, for real this time. I slammed him to the ground. I heard his phone in his back pocket crack against the curb. There were hands on my back, a counsellor in a blue shirt trying to separate us. I rolled him off me, but I was now lying on my back on the grass, vulnerable, and Gluten pinned me with his knee on my chest. He slapped me in the face—forehand, backhand, left, right, left, right. There were two angels now, from Maine, silhouetted by the sun, pulling him off, separating us, breaking us up. Gluten shrugged them off.
You got a lawsuit coming, he said, pointing at me.
He massaged the back of his shoulder, tried to locate a spot there. I must have bruised him.
I have witnesses, he continued.
He attempted to get on the bus, but a counsellor and bus driver ran ahead and blocked him.
At least let me get my stuff, he said.
Someone threw a backpack out.
I heard the bus door close. The sound of children was deafening. Which face was Little Princess’s? I closed my eyes and let my head fall back to the grass. I needed a minute to. Right here. In the grass.
But someone—who else could it be—was dragging me by the leg. Gluten’s knee was on my chest again. He pulled my head up by the hair and slammed it backward on the sharp grass, the sharp dirt, and I didn’t resist. I let him do anything he wanted to me until my breathing slowed and as I was anticipating the depth of unconsciousness, I found myself thinking, Oh, this is nice. Was I hard? Everything was. Except this soft patch of sleep coming. Soft face of an octopus. My alpaca. I disappeared into the green.

  
I was lying on the aquarium grass then I was on my lawn with my keys in my hand and Becky in the driveway. I don’t remember how I got home, but I got up and walked calmly in the doorway.
You looked up from your phone at me. Your eyes and your hand wanted to reach out but you stopped yourself.
I answered your unasked question: I was in an accident.
Your restraint only lasted a second. You rose from the couch and walked toward me, arms outstretched to reach me before the rest of your body.
You got attacked? you said, cutting through the lie.
I tried to open my eyes wider but they were swelling shut.
Not attacked, I said. A fight. I started undressing on the front mat, but I tripped in my pants and you were there to catch me and assist me as I slouched against the door. When I used to come home covered in drywall dust, you ordered me to strip on the front mat and pointed me upstairs to the shower like a dominatrix.
Who? Where?
Downtown.
You put your hand on my forehead, then my crown, and it came back wet.
I winced before you could cradle the back of my head. It stung against the surface of the door. You tried to assess my injuries, but I pushed your hand away.
You drove home like this?
I felt slow, drunk. My tongue filled my mouth like spray foam insulation.
You looked out the kitchen window to see if you could collect more evidence.
Did someone try to carjack you?
I fell off my bike, I said. Why was I lying, though? I had already told you the truth.
Beckett.
A little fight. That’s all.
Aren’t you supposed to be a pacifist? What are you, six years old, getting in fights all of a sudden? You got up to gather items to leave the house. We’re going to the hospital.
Not doing that.
I’m driving you to the hospital.
You hate driving.
And we’re going to file a report.
No.
I was slumped against the front door, and I wanted to stay there, with you on the inside, neither of us able to leave.
We could only say each other’s names.
You said mine to rouse me. I said yours to calm you. You said mine to stop yourself from crying. What was becoming of you? I said yours, red smiling. I swiped my tongue around my mouth to check for all my teeth.

  
I remembered lying in the tub while you washed me. You talked. I punctuated. It felt like a good conversation. I remember being hugged by an oversized towel. Your surgical dressings. Pills, water on the side table.
I remembered waking up and hearing you laugh on the phone. You were sitting up in bed next to me. I don’t know how many times you’d had the same conversation. Now you were talking with your father in a marriage-weary way, but clearly amused. I don’t know, you were answering a question. Somebody beat him up on the street.
I beat him up, I said.
Maybe it was a robbery, you continued talking to your father. You know him. Gotta pull every detail.
I said, You don’t have to tell everybody.
Yeah, but he’s a distance runner. He couldn’t sprint to save his life. Then to me: Did they steal your wallet?
I wasn’t running from anybody.
No, I don’t think so, but I haven’t seen it.
I found it affirming, your bragging to your father. I had given you a story. You were with the kind of man who got into fights.
I said, Tell him that I beat the guy up.
Can you imagine? You got up from the bed to avoid my dictation. If he goes after him. It’ll be, like, the most cringe middle-age revenge story or maybe it’ll be cute, like those dancing dads on Instagram. Remember I sent you a reel?
When you came back, Pamplemousse was behind you, and you were eating a pudding cup. You settled into the bed and fed me a spoon now and again while Pamplemousse licked its paws. You removed a pillow from my arms and positioned Pamplemousse on me—I wanted to wear her as a coat, to be wrapped inside of her instead of holding her—and kept feeding me spoons of chocolate pudding and laughing on the phone with your father.

  
 The next day when I was alone, I called Viv, making my voice as strong as possible. No, I wasn’t looking for an affair. No, I don’t know who would do this? I did not mention anything about the fight with Gluten. Did Gluten still go to her church? What if kids from Viv’s school were at Little Princess’s summer camp? I forgot the name of Viv’s elementary school. Hopefully this incident wasn’t travelling through the teachosphere. She told me Casper had actually found the profile, along with one of his father. He got a kick out of managing her dating apps. She had already flagged the profile as inappropriate and advised me to contact the site myself and ask them to deactivate the profile—cite identity theft, that I did not consent to having my image used this way. So I contacted the site to inform them that I was a straight married straight heterosexual straight man with a business whose marriage and business could be seriously compromised by this.
Viv texted later to say that the profile had been deactivated. But the relief I felt quickly gave way to a different kind of worry. I still imagined my number on the bathroom wall of a Tim Hortons. I was sure Princess had already seen it. The guys from all the old crews and their wives and children and hamsters. Everyone at S&M’s wedding would recognize me and snicker and fellate imaginary penises as I danced by.

  
At S&M’s wedding, you and I didn’t renew our vows or squeeze the other’s hands or look into the other’s shimmering eyes. Instead, we took photos, glanced between the program and the back of the bride and groom, and split a protein bar from your purse.
I told you that you looked better than the bride. The upper half of your dress was strapless, green, sheer, with visible ribbing. The bottom half was feathered to mid-thigh. Your body was on full display.
She looks amazing, you said.
Indeed, all Stephanie’s training was evident. You saw to it that her arms were toned in the sleeveless gown, her upper back defined, her thighs carved, or at least the one thigh that slashed through the slit in her dress. She had texted you incessantly when you first started working together over a year ago. She thought you were Jenny Craig.
The wedding and reception were at a rented Airbnb mansion, which had once been on the market for LA-celebrity-home prices. A friend of the groom played a saxophone. It all seemed manufactured for social media. But I refused to like or subscribe. It was just a first marriage.
My face was bruised. I had convinced myself that the bruises made me look tough, but on the day of the wedding, in a suit next to you, the fittest woman in the room, as usual, I looked battered. I was already the stiff white husband whom everyone thought you married for his house, the introverted white guy who wanted to but didn’t dare say the n-word when rapping along in the car. At home, I had looked through your products for concealer. I applied it although our complexions were not a match, of course, and the skin around my eyes looked like I had athlete’s foot.
You had noticed me in the bathroom mirror while curling your hair tightly. I made no comment about your tight coils. Since returning from Costa Rica, you sought opportunities to use the word racist.
You said, You’re wearing makeup now?
It was the now that bothered me. I said, distracted: Just covering up.
You look like a drag queen.
I let the applicator hang in the air for a moment. Even before the bruised eye, I had noticed crosshatched lines around my eyes and across my cheeks. I was becoming a pencil drawing. You offered to help me, but I brushed you away, washed my face and went for plan B. Sunglasses.
But of course no one paid me any attention during the wedding or the reception that spilled into the pool. I kept my sunglasses on into the night like a druggie. The older women’s clothes were like downed streamers, back zippers coming undone. The younger women changed into swimsuits. The older men’s ties and bowties were slung around their necks, suspenders off shoulder, shirts untucked. The younger men donned trunks. You wore a yellow two-piece. Everyone stole glances of your surgical parts. I had more in common with the older crowd. I bet half of the young couples met online. Around them, I felt like the parent chaperone who made sure none of them stole kisses. What if someone recognized me? Since the fight with Gluten, no new messages had come in. I blocked the old ones and stored them in a folder in case legal proceedings became necessary, but my inbox had returned to its bland consistency of requests for quotes and lowballers.
I didn’t drink much because I was driving us back. I did not dance, except when you dragged me to the floor in a duty-done kind of way. Most of the evening, I sat at a table like a lump of unfun. Hiding behind my sunglasses when certain people stared at me. I checked my phone. Made some small talk. Found a few guys in the parents’ generation who talked real estate. I advised a woman who was not satisfied with the amount of storage in her new house.
You, total opposite. You and some other women entered into a formation, more cheerleading than dancing. After that, you danced it up with one fit man, ten years younger, a Black guy who was sweating so much he had a hand towel around his neck that he occasionally swung in circles above his shaved head. Why didn’t anyone ever ask me to DJ events? He might have been the man who drove you home. I couldn’t quite tell because he was practically naked. This man was part of the gym crowd, a friend of the groom, a teammate of some sort. Maybe he was a new instructor at the gym. Or training as a high-performance athlete. A former collegiate baller, thinking he might yet make it to the NBA. You were soon hanging from this loser’s neck and laughing. You always overestimated how much you could drink. Making a fool of yourself, flirting so hard I sensed the man’s conflict between revulsion and the easy layup you presented. I bet he smelled like citrus and cherry ChapStick.
You came back to the table, speaking Spanish with a Dominican accent to the athlete. You’d hung around Dominicans at some point in your confusing adolescence. I wasn’t very chatty. I didn’t like talking to drunk people. I drank my beer and looked around the dance floor.
He’s ignoring me, you shouted to your athlete over Moves Like Jagger. That was a song that was big when I was starting Beyond Repair for the first time. You waggled your head like a nerd and said, He’s probably thinking about loading staples.
You got a laugh from the table. Part of you would always despise me, no? This would be my lot forever, no?
You turned back to the dance floor with a flourish, dark curls springy, and immediately Marissa, a bridesmaid, was blathering away at our table. I wanted to strip down and lounge on a floatie in the pool until you were ready to go home. A group of Greek sculptures had surrounded you. You admired their tattoos and they turned their beefy calves to you, they pointed their eyes at their neck tats. One turned his back so you could admire a colourful Japanese koi on his back. Then the song changed and I lost you among their bodies. You wanna watch some? Gluten had asked. Later, alone, I did watch some man porn to see what it was all about. I compared the bodies to mine, looked at the Airbnb sets. I was listening to Gluten’s podcast at the same time so it was like he was narrating while a Czech man was paid to have sex in the woods, while a hairless man folded a soldier’s legs into a pretzel, while a stepfather was about to enter the shower of his—and that’s where I stopped. None of it was able to turn me on. Maybe I had lost the ability to be aroused, period.
Oh my stars when would this bridesmaid take a breath so I could flee the table and have a puffpuff outside near the pool? I flagged my desperation to share with you later. You had described conversations with Marissa as an endurance sport in listening. Understatement. It was like an ultramarathon, hearing her talk about the bachelorette party. She was drunk, Beckett, cut her a break. I shall not. That kind of self-indulgence is inexcusable. And what’s with her tattoos? The L on the web of her left hand and the R on her right. The HERE on her sternum. Were they supposed to be cute? Sexy? I’m telling you, Princess, she’s the kind of woman who’d sleep with her friends’ husbands just to cause drama. She belongs on a Real Housewives franchise. The bachelorette party had been at Marissa’s house. I knew that. You were all drinking. I knew that. And playing a movie in the background. Which movie? Didn’t care. And basically the party was hijacked by Marissa, hostages taken so she could talk about her breakup with Adam. Four years down the drain. I’ve always liked that saying, down the drain, the image of water swirling happily down an unclogged drain.
You had told me that the other women at the bachelorette were bristling but polite, avoiding prolonged eye contact with each other while sipping from their glasses. And eventually you couldn’t take it anymore. You said, Suck it up, Marissa. He doesn’t want to be with you. Move on. There are billions of men out there, millions of whom are in this area, thousands of whom are available. Eliminate the duds and you still have hundreds of compatible dicks. You sipped empty calories. Had these women ever heard of a juicer? You didn’t want to join their book club or have brunch or dissect text messages. You wanted to ride your bike up Cypress Mountain.
At the hostage table, Marissa was telling a different version, how someone at the bachelorette party had pulled out her phone and said, Let’s see if we can find the bride a better man. Slim pickings out there. Let’s see if there are thousands—
Hundreds.
whatever of men. Everybody got on Tinder, she told us hostages. Remember? Like everybody matched with Pierce Brosnan man. Remember? Squinty-eyes man. The guy with the husky. He was, like, on a mountain in India surrounded by orphan children.
He had to be a bot, another woman said.
Everybody? I asked.
Everybody what?
Everybody downloaded Tinder?
Yeah, Marissa said.
Through the fog of alcohol, her brain tried hard to see what had suddenly made me speak.
Just for the night, she continued. Wait, did I—Maybe not Princess. I’m going to stop talking now.
Didn’t matter what she said next, anyway. The rest of the conversation I had directly with you, outside, in a back corner under a string of lights.
I said, You’re on Tinder.
You didn’t answer. You had come looking for me, finally. It had taken you eight songs to miss me. I was counting. Your curls had loosened significantly and your forehead was moist.
The guy who drove you home a couple of weeks ago, you met on Tinder?
What guy are you—
I swiped my hand through the air to stop the false amnesia. I waited for the truth. Guilt was forming tiny bubbles in your throat. As with Gluten, I just had to wait.
You sighed.
We were playing a game from—
The bachelorette party, I know. I had untied the bowtie hours ago, and now I pulled it from around my neck and stuffed it in my pocket. There was no need to look dashing for you anymore. My silence suggested that I knew the truth already and was only waiting to verify your version of events.
You looked toward the party. You could have been dancing to I Will Survive instead of standing in this emotional bayou.
Marissa told me you matched with a man. I described him.
Pierce Brosnan? Yeah. Everybody matched with him.
And?
And I matched with him, the end.
Not the end.
He messaged me right away. I panicked. I told him I was married. And he wrote back, Me too. And I was so disgusted that I unfollowed him or blocked him or whatever. Some of us still—
I swiped my hand again. I mean the other thing you did on Tinder.
There was a pause and you became very sober. What other thing?
I nearly lost it because what you did was premeditated and vicious and sustained and deserved apology. It was not the same as the overlap situation I fell into with Gluten.
Tell me, I said slowly, the other thing, even more slowly, that you did on Tinder.
There was no other thing, you said.
The light wasn’t very strong under the string lights. You were frowning, but of course, you couldn’t frown anymore. You were smirking then, but those muscles were deactivated too. All I could say is that your eyes were open and your teeth were exposed.

  



CHAPTER

Five days later, the front mat was wet when I stepped on it. I looked for Pamplemousse. It must have been hiding in shame. There was an earthy smell too. It was the kind of smell that made me keep my shoes on. I hung my keys on the hook, placed my wallet and phone on the kitchen counter, and sniffed the air.
I relieved myself in the powder room. The smell wasn’t worse there, so I ruled out a plumbing backup. I flushed twice to make sure.
On my way to check the rug, I stepped in another wet spot on the hardwood and on the couch I saw a wet line, as if Pamplemousse—PointFive had never been so meanspirited—had walked across the cushions while urinating. The bare torsos on Princess’s fitness magazines had beaded liquid on them.
Pamplemousse was agitated at the foot of the stairs, exuding dog energy, trying to get me to go up there. But it didn’t climb with me. It stayed at the bottom, looking up with its ears flattened. That was the first time I thought someone might have been in the house. You wouldn’t be home for about fifteen minutes. Or were you home early? You and a Sultan were upstairs? Maybe it wasn’t animal piss splashed all over the downstairs. Maybe it was—Another smell refocused me at the top of the stairs. It had to be Pamplemousse’s litterbox. You must have fed it a disgusting wet meal. The oak flooring in the hallway glistened and there were streaks along the wall.
When I rounded the corner into the bedroom, I saw the smell. Compost everywhere. And a muddier soil. Manure. On the duvet. On the dresser. Brown handprints of it. Thrown against the wall and slopped down the floor. On the rug. On the pillow. It was on the closet door. The clothes were off the hangers and pooled on the floor, soaked through with urine and spattered with compost.
I pulled my shirt over my nose. I couldn’t stand the brown smell of manure in the house and I couldn’t breathe through my mouth. It was like eating it. Where were our pandemic masks?
I pushed the door of the ensuite bathroom with my pinky. It got worse. There were feces in the shower. Smeared over the toilet. On the mirror.
I went upstairs to the guest suite. Just manure on the wall, Just? Viv had said. Just sexist, but not as much as in the bedroom, like the vandals had run out of material. On the floor near the dresser, I found the used garden bag they used to lug the manure and compost around the house.
No single person could produce that much urine. It was a rugby team, anonymous men in a Vegas hotel room, a frat house of men with baseball hats backwards, trashing an ex-girlfriend’s house after she cheated. They had saved up their piss in Coke bottles. A gang of men, like those who had swarmed you at the wedding on the dance floor.
I didn’t want you to see this. I wanted to clean all of it before you got home. But you would walk through that door any minute.

  
I waited for you on the front porch.
We’ve been vandalized, I said when you biked up the driveway.
Vandalized? You took off your backpack. Like graffiti? What does it say?
Worse.
You scanned the exterior walls for evidence of defacement. You were expecting orange spraypainted dicks and smashed glass. No sign of forced entry. Whoever did it, did it in broad daylight. They knew the code to our house and closed the door afterward.
Inside, on the main floor, the smell reached you immediately. I steered you over from the front mat and held you back from stepping on the rug in the living room. I pointed to the streaks on the couch.
You called for Pamplemousse. It meowed from the basement.
I said, It didn’t do it.
What did they take?
Nothing.
Did you call the police?
I shook my head. I didn’t want the police or neighbours to witness this.
Why not?
Just look. I jerked my head upstairs. There’s more.
Upstairs, you covered your nose as I had. You opened the bedroom door and stood without going in, surveying the room, the mess on the bed.
Call the police, you said. This is a hate crime.
You were confused by my hesitation and I was confused by your certainty. Who was the target here? You thought it was you. I thought it was me. There were no words, no swastikas, no burning cross, no hanging effigy. I imagined the neighbour from Georgia, looking out his window until we were gone. Skinheads in Doc Martens pissing on our walls. Worse, I’m ashamed to admit it, but I had the glancing thought that you might have staged your own victimhood, like the guy from Empire.
Our house, you said.
The word our sent a sizzle through me.
My clothes, Beckett! You need to call the police now.
I wondered why you didn’t call them yourself but the third time that you asked, I complied.

  
The police came. Useless.
You were quiet. Or you were silenced. They didn’t want to hear from you since you weren’t the one who discovered the mess, so you stood at a distance and watched me answer their questions. You had become invisible and came to believe that your existence didn’t matter in the origins or the outcome of this situation. I felt your attention, though. And I thought about the police cruiser at the front of the house and how the neighbours would assume the worst, domestic abuse. I resented you for making me call them, for entering us into the ranks of society that submitted to the police.

  
When they left, you supported me by the arm, as if I might collapse.
You asked, You think it was a prank?
I shrugged a shoulder.
One of our guests?
I shook my head. We used the same code for all of them, true, but most of them were visiting Vancouver briefly. Plus, as the crime dramas say, they had no motive to vandalize our house.
Maybe they gave the code to one of their friends, you said.
The Mouth? Or what about Whatshisname? That guy who broke your tablesaw and pretended it was a manufacturer’s defect?
I don’t know, Princess, I said, irritated.
Well, whose arms are we going to break for this? you shouted. Then you calmed yourself with a deep breath.
I scanned the room. I wanted to torch all the furniture.
I said, You put our lives in danger. I needed to convey my anger and that was less complicated than saying what I meant, which was that you had exposed our lives to the inspection of the law.
I am not responsible for this, you said.
Ask Pierce Brosnan or your Tinder guys.
Your recklessness appalled me. You knew how much work I’d done on the house. You saw me fall asleep at the bottom of the stairs with a paintbrush in my hand and still you posted our home address and described a fantasy where tattooed men were supposed to come in and attack me rough.
You can’t make this my fault, you said.
I’m not saying that.
Then what do you mean, my Tinder guys?
You’re out every night
At the gym!
doing Lord knows what.
At work, Beckett.
Right, I said. I looked around for a place to sit as the conversation sped in a direction I couldn’t control. I didn’t want to sit anywhere.
How do you know it’s not one of your Grindr guys?
Don’t, Princess.
You went there first.
Don’t paint me with your slime, I said. I held up my hands.
She spun around. The fight was on. She began, You’ve turned our whole life into a gloryhole.
I began, If you wanna be sloppy seconds for every guy—
So, surprise, this is what happens when you scrawl your number across every gas station bathroom in Vancouver.
Or sloppy twenty-seconds. What number are you at now? You’re hooking up
What you need to learn is that your behaviour affects other people. Your behaviour has consequences.
with every divorced dad in the city, koi tattoo, every baller douche with gonorrhea.
Excuse me? I’m not the one who brought some rando into our house.
Go ahead. Say what you want, Princess. You confessed.
I don’t have anything to confess, Beckett.
Blah, blah, blah.
Don’t blahblahblah me. We played a stupid party game and got carried away. You know all about getting carried away, don’t you?
Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.
And so what if I posted you? Ever heard of karma?
The silence frothed between us. There. You had outed yourself. I recalled the profile. Name: Hammerman. Age: 35. Vancouver. What do you want to do to me?
How would you like it if I gave your info, your schedule, your life to a rapist? How’s that for a party game? I was shouting, for the first time in my life: This is my house!
You pressed your hand to your chest. That struck a target in you. You were overwhelmed to the point of tears. But you did not retaliate.
You want to win? Fine, you win the marriage, Beckett. Are you happy?
We were both breathing heavily. You leaned against the kitchen counter. I took my keys. I’d go and sit in the car for a while.
But your voice stopped me.
Even if I tried, Beckett, you said, there’s nothing I could do to you that would match what you did to me.
The volume of your vulnerability. The fact that the words were spoken to my back. I was instantly sorry. I couldn’t articulate that nothing I could do would cover how much I regretted this gash in our marriage.
I wanted you to be more virtuous than me. I asked, You didn’t sleep with any guys from Tinder?
You didn’t answer.
Princess?
Early on, I was at S&M’s place.
I can’t believe you’d do this, Princess. I had finished the story in my head. It’s so childish of you to take revenge like—
You stopped me with your hand then continued, I got to S&M’s place and I couldn’t go inside because I was scared of what I would do. Maybe suck Mark off or walk into their bedroom naked and see what happened. I wanted to blow up everybody’s marriage. I didn’t trust myself. I didn’t know what I would do. I thought I would bike into traffic and disfigure myself or bike over the bridge and end it all. Like, why was I the one who’s ashamed? Why was I protecting you?
You looked very small. Your face was nothing like the face you were born with.
I asked, Did you or did you not—
You backed up the story: A couple of nights after I was staying with S&M. Mark did make a pass at me. It wasn’t a pass. I don’t know. He sat on the corner of the bed and
You didn’t have to say more, I could imagine him sitting there with the corner of the mattress poking between his legs like a triangular dick in his sweatpants. He was being a good listener, hoping to endear himself to you.
I told him that I should get to bed, and he was like, Oh, of course. I’ll get out of your hair and then he was back
Yup, he was back as you were carrying your clothes to shower. He leaned in the doorframe, swinging his wife’s eye mask and an extra towel, being all macho and goofy, how his joggers hung from his flat butt.
and I thought he’s right there for the taking.
There with his hairy fingers and thighs, a man with more belief in himself than his performance merited, a quick thruster but really earnest, believing himself the standard, that most men delivered a show like his.
I was in their guest room after that Tarzan doorway thing and I was swiping and swiping, giving each guy consideration—
Did you sleep with him? I interrupted. I couldn’t take it anymore.
She shook her head.
But you wanted to?
No, she said. That’s the problem. I don’t want to sleep with men anymore.
Men?
With anybody. Anymore.

  
As before, I bypassed the security buzzer of Gluten’s building by slipping in through the entrance near the dumpster. I knocked directly on his apartment door.
Hey, Sugar, it’s still not safe for you in here. His voice got louder as he approached. I’ll come get you when—
He swung open the door. Alarm, then composure, then confusion flickered across his face. He’d expected me to swing at him.
Hey, look, Gluten said. He was wearing gardening gloves and shorts. He smelled like compost. Whatever game you’re playing, I’m not interested. You get the message? I’m not playing. Do not mess with me.
The smell was coming from his apartment, not just him. Too fishy to be compost. Beyond him, I glimpsed a jumble of forms. A large section of the floral ceiling was drooping. Maybe there was water damage from the upstairs unit.
When my hand reached out to push the door back, Gluten flinched and squeezed his eyes shut.
I will beat you down again, he said, but his voice shook. If that’s what it takes.
His lashes were moist when he opened his eyes. His body relaxed, some sentiment corrected in him, when he saw that whatever retaliation I planned had vaporized.
He shifted his body and I stepped inside. Plants were toppled, some of their pots broken. The dinner tray was overturned. The birdcage was open on the floor. Hubby’s feet clenched the metal on the outside and Buddy’s body was still on the inside. Like a zombie, I kept walking forward. My feet crunched on glass from the broken aquarium. Books were soaked. Where he had started cleaning, there were shards of glass in a basin. There was soil all over the floor, on his couch, on his bed.
The mangrove, I said.
He explained that the invasion happened while he was at Old Navy. One of his bikes was stolen. His sound equipment. His laptop. They were after valuables, which made the injury to the plants and animals gratuitous.
He opened a brown yard-waste bag and disposed of the paper lining from the birdcage.
I scooped some dirt into a planter and set it aright.
You don’t have to help me do that, he said, as if I were the traumatized one. He was moving up and down in the doorframe. I’ll help you clean up, I said. Already done, he said.
I said, You thought I did this?
He lifted his chin. His penitence struggled against his pride.
You know me better than that.
What was I supposed—he began. Beckett, you attacked me in front of a bunch of kids.
I lowered my head. That wasn’t about you, I said.
Speak up.
There was a troll—I thought it was—I hadn’t slept in days. With my head still lowered, I lifted my eyes to see how he was taking it. Without touching him, I knew his skin would be aflame.
One day you’re in here playing Rescue Mission and the next you’re on me like we’re in a UFC cage match.
I could only nod. At the top of a trash can, I saw dead fish curved on each other.
You’re lucky I didn’t break your neck. You don’t know who I roll with.
Let’s get these books in the sun, I said.
He stopped my hand. He was indeed aflame. He had set up a fan to dry the carpet and I remembered that I had never changed the flooring in his unit.
You’re okay staying here tonight? I asked.
He considered the implications before replying. I’ll be fine.
Relief. He couldn’t stay with us. What was I thinking? Hi, Princess. You think Cliff could crash here for a few days? He had gone too far. We both had, at different times.
I’ll come by and help you clean up, he offered.
I shook my head.
I said, Let’s clean our own houses. I had not accused him directly, but I added, I bet you enjoyed it.
He turned his back to me and faced the kitchen so I wouldn’t see his satisfaction, but I could hear it in his voice. Take some lemon loaf.

  
I pulled into my driveway and lowered the visor down to block the house. But I couldn’t cover it completely, so I reclined the seat and closed my eyes. I should have reversed in. I should have driven to Eagle Point and slept in the truck bed. There was always a should have.
The lights were off in the house. What I wouldn’t give for a good Casey Kasem top 40 countdown like the Sunday evenings of my childhood. I thought Little Princess’s mother must have been the one who trashed Gluten’s apartment, looking for drug money, but that was unfair to her. Princess’s conscience sounded in me. Having an addiction didn’t make her a criminal. Or maybe he offered lemon loaf to the wrong man and would now need a restraining order.
You rode into my field of view, swept your leg over the frame, and walked the bicycle up the driveway. The front hallway light went on. I closed my eyes again.
You knocked on the driver’s window. You had gone inside and almost immediately come out.
I’m fine, I said without opening my eyes or lowering the window. Do you always close your eyes when you’re stressed? You’re like an iguana.
You knocked again, from the passenger side.
This time, I unlocked the door and you entered the car.
The guest suite is probably our best bet tonight, you said. I cleaned it a little when you left.
I kept my arms folded and eyes closed. But I couldn’t hide my disgust when I recalled the soaked sectional on the main floor, the brown paste on the upstairs mirror. It was only possible to forgive him because I’d had my revenge in advance. Still, I couldn’t go into the house.
Reading my mind, you said, Then, let’s set up a tent in the backyard.
Silence. I opened my eyes briefly. The underside of leaves was a faded green. Was autumn already yellowing the tops of trees? I closed them.
Come on, Beckett. You pulled my arm. You can’t spend the night in Becky. I’ll get the tent from the basement.
But neither of us moved.
Why are you being so stubborn? I’m trying to help you.
Don’t need it.
Wait, you falsely accuse me. I come out, trying to make things right. And then you refuse? you said, outlining our interaction.
I didn’t say anything. I felt you looking at me with an intensity that was like touch.
Eyes still closed, I heard you open the passenger door to leave. The warm air came in, then your feet shuffled toward me on the mat, you closed the door, and the automatic lights went off.
Beckett.
I was deeply muted. I was turned to stone.
Beckett. You drove your hand into the fold of my elbow and leaned in front of me, so that when I opened my eyes, I could see nothing but your face, your microbladed eyebrows, your forehead with the sheen of plastic, the shore where your skin met your hair, the six tiny blemishes where you had the thread lift, the spot of filler on top of your cheekbones, the pores over your lip where you had lasered the hair, the refined tip of your nose, the whitened teeth where you had worn Invisalign as an adult.
Your little nose exhaled. Some women bragged about their handbags, but you bragged about your resting heart rate. One of my eyes watered out of the side. The neighbour’s porch light. My nose filled.
Tomorrow, you said very quietly, still filling my face. We’ll clean it all up tomorrow.
You have a Core Crush class at seven, I said.
We’ll start at five, you said.
The other eye watered. I reached up quickly to wipe it.
Your unkissed mouth sighed.
I waited for the car door to open. But you reclined the passenger seat instead, and we spent the night together in the truck.

  
Tomorrow, the house seemed to belong to someone else. I surveyed the mess, as if seeing a strip of beach from the prow of a ship with the calm of a Puritan. This belonged to someone else, but it was also mine.
Masked and gloved, we began cleaning the main floor. I hadn’t seen you in a mask since the flight. Pine-Sol and sixties soul filled the house. We opened all the windows. I moved the furniture and cleaned the rug but it didn’t feel clean. I rolled it up and put it on the porch. We’d have to send it out to professionals. I wet-mopped the hardwood. You disinfected all of the surfaces, including the handles of all the doors and appliances. I loaded the dishwasher with items that had been exposed. Then we tackled the couch. We removed the fabric from the cushions and washed them, then we scrubbed the batting and put it outside in the sun. Pamplemousse slipped out while the door was open.
Upstairs we used plastic produce bags to scoop up the feces in the ensuite. The physical sensation of picking it up was similar to picking up after Pointy years ago, yet knowing that it was human waste made us both squeamish. In the bedroom, although there was no penetration of stains to the mattress apart from my sweat stains, I scrubbed the mattress with vinegar and baking soda. As with the rug, I was not sure whether my cleaning was sufficient. Maybe we needed to buy a new one.
Let’s just start afresh, I said.
But you suggested that we switch our mattress with the one in the guest suite temporarily. We were flipping the mattress on its side when you froze and looked behind me.
I followed your eyes. Gluten was in the doorway of our bedroom.
Nobody introduced themselves.
Your eyes narrowed, just a little. And your mouth puckered, just a little. Your face had folded its arms. You were giving him a Principlasty, calculating how he would age, how much time he had before he was bald, which cosmetic modifications he should have now, which body part he should work more.
You know who did this? you asked him.
How would he know? I said.
You ignored me. You repeated slowly: Do you know who did this?
Gluten shook his head.
Oh, you said, a flourish in your voice. You didn’t do anything.
Gluten stepped into the room. You let go of the mattress and it thudded back on the slats.
Princess, let’s finish what we’re doing, I said. I thought there might be an altercation between the two of you and I honestly could not predict who would get the better of whom.
Dump it, you said, which was a sudden change of mind.
Hold up, Gluten said. You could probably get some money for that, Gus.
He had never spontaneously called me Gus. I don’t know what had possessed him.
You shook your head as if trying to wake yourself from sleep paralysis.
The whole bed, you said. Get rid of it. Or give it to Antiques Roadshow over there.
I looked down. There was another long silence. In the Meetinghouse, the chairs were arranged in a circle and we waited for God to speak to us before speaking ourselves.
Why is he here? you asked, then asked him directly. Why are you here?
I tried to imagine a future where all three of us could be in the same room without skewering each other. I couldn’t.
Go easy on him, Princess. The guy’s here to help.
The guy? Gluten said to himself.
It’s his mess, you said. He should clean it up.
It’s not his mess, I said before Gluten could confess.
It’s not my mess either, you said, but here I am. You think I— and you meant, I as a Black woman, a one-quarter-Moroccan woman—enjoy cleaning up after white men?
I’m not white, Gluten said.
You looked at him strangely, considering what you had misread in his features and reassessing the modifications that needed to be made to move him from ambiguity to category.
You went into the closet and gathered gym clothes. You sniffed them although they had been safe in their drawers, but you did not change.
I’m going to work, you announced.
You banged the tank top and leggings together as if you were clanging cymbals. You wanted some privacy. The air was still, tense, dangerous, but none of us moved, and you did not, you could not
Why not?
We’re waiting for the permit.
change in our presence.
You waited for both of us to leave. I waited for Gluten to leave on his own. Gluten waited for a giant egg to descend, who knew? He looked like he wanted to tell me something. But I couldn’t let that happen in front of you. I had worked too hard, repairing this sham of a marriage to have my efforts smashed up again.
Before I could lead him back down the stairs, he spoke: Could I talk to you?
Not now, I said.
No, not you. Gluten pointed his chin at you. To you.
You staggered a step backward into the walk-in closet, covering your chest with your gym clothes.
Beckett, would you excuse us? Gluten said.
I looked to you for a clear sign. I began, I don’t think she—
Scat, he said. Then to you again, softer: Can I talk to you?
About you guys? you asked.
About me, mostly. Gluten flashed a smile and when it had no effect, he added, his voice suddenly plaintive: But maybe it’ll help you understand him.
I’m not interested in any kind of arrangement you have in mind.
Nothing like that. I just need to give you what I owe you. What you do with it is up to you. And you can give me what you want, whether I want to hear it or not. Trust me on this.
Trust you? Trust you? You must be out of your mind, you said, taking a large step forward, the first of us to move, but instead of attacking one of Gluten’s pressure points, you paused a long time to consider the offer. Finally you replied, I’m biking to work.
Meaning, if Gluten could keep up to you, the conversation was open until you dismounted.
Gluten locked eyes with you. My bike is outside, he said.
You stuffed your clothes into a backpack and a few minutes later, you both smoothly swung your legs over your bikes and biked away. The last I saw, from the upstairs bedroom, was Gluten erect, riding with one hand and gesticulating with the other, and Princess besting him by releasing both handlebars and folding her arms while pedalling.

  
Labour Day. After the house was cleaned, I cleaned it again. Upstairs in the guest suite, the converted attic, I took down the curtains, then I unscrewed the curtain rods and, why not, unmounted the blinds. I had wiped the walls, but I couldn’t shake the image of urine beading down them and settling behind the baseboards. I took a utility knife and scored the caulking then I began prying off the baseboards. I had my earbuds in, listening to Gluten’s podcast.
You said, What are you doing, Beckett?
I’m cleaning.
You don’t need to remove the baseboards.
I looked at what I had done. The baseboards were piled up, brad nails jutting from them.
I’ll put them back on, I said.
Like his podcasts, his accompanying videos had taken a woke, cryptic turn. There was one episode where he read, shirt off: The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. And I thought, Of course, they will. A tool’s a tool. Any man could take apart his house. But his smug tone made me realize that I was the master in all of this and it was my house that he and the Princesses were coming after.
How many times have you cleaned the house, Beckett?
I’m going to repaint, I said.
You looked concerned.
After I removed the baseboards, I decided to remove the trim from around the doors and windows. I wouldn’t have to worry about cutting in, except at the ceiling. Then I had the idea to take the doors off their hinges so I could paint those easily later. I gathered everything in the middle of the room. Why save the baseboards? They were cheap and stolen from a job site. I would upgrade all the trim. Instead of taking them down the stairs and through the garage, I started throwing the pieces out the window onto the driveway. The door couldn’t fit through the window. Unless. I got my driver and unscrewed the front window. I let it fall out the house onto the driveway. The crash was loud. I threw the door out the opening. In fact, I should replace the other window that faced the back lawn. I’d expand the rough size opening and insert a bigger window. I think I should go bigger.
I had tried asking you what you and Gluten talked about when you sped away on bicycles without me. You never answered me. You liked having something on me, over me. In the dark, on my half of the bed, hands folded on my chest like a corpse in a coffin, I imagine Gluten telling you, I think you and I want the same thing. You asked, Which is what exactly? Beckett? And Gluten responded, But not the same way. At this point in the nightmare version of this speculation, you both carve up a map of Africa and divide me among yourselves.
When you were a girl in France, you wanted to buy a palmier at a patisserie but the French shopkeeper took a broom and swept your dark feet onto the street. When you were a girl in Côte d’Ivoire, you bicycle-kicked goals with the boys on the grassless soccer field although you burned easily.
It might have been the light, but I saw blotches on the wall from where the cleaning chemicals had changed the colour of the paint. I’d prime the walls again with some moisture barrier primer then paint everything Chantilly Lace OC-65. I could paint the attic suite Unimaginable. The permit would get approved and I could wear a white hard hat and direct all the tradesmen. I could say, Load the nail gun. Any day, the permit would come through and Viv would have the best house on her block.
At one of our therapy sessions, I asked you, confrontationally, Are you still Black? And you stuttered, reddening, I’ve never been Black, maybe a little brown, my grandmother’s Moroccan and I was born in Africa. I’m sure they have dreams too. He squinted. They change. They change colour when they dream. But no yeah I mean I will always be a bit mixed, I guess. Shortly afterward, we stopped seeing Clara Simmons, registered psychologist, communist, political activist, social agitator.
I’d go to the SPCA next week and get an Irish setter or terrier. I would see myself in its eyes, through its eyes. Its jaw would fit in the palm of my hand. I would tilt her face up to me and she would come home and eat from my plate and lay her belly on my feet and meet all the dogs at the park. He asked if I wanted to meet more of his friends, the Boys. I asked, In what capacity? And she would make friends with the bulldog and I would name her Moss and we’d hike the forest. The present would return to the past.
I tried scraping the paint. Then I got my hammer and punched a hole through the drywall. I could remove the drywall from the areas that were most affected and install new drywall. No trace of the vandalism would remain, not a molecule.
There was a passenger on an Air France flight who discovered he was sitting in a seat where someone had hemorrhaged on the previous flight, Gluten told me on his podcast. And the service crew made him clean it (It’s not his mess) when he brought it to their attention. (It’s not my mess either.) They gave him disposable wipes to clean up the bloody carpet and when he got down on the floor, he discovered it wasn’t just blood, but urine and feces as well.
I could just drywall the whole guest suite and bathroom again. Maybe soundproof it so people wouldn’t have to pee against the side of the toilet bowl to avoid being heard downstairs, so the occupants of the master principal primary bedroom could yes yes yes without being heard upstairs. Maybe I needed to sell the house, not just the mattress, like after a murder. Start again in a neighbourhood where no one knew me, us. I threw the drywall piece by piece out of the opening where the window used to be and onto the driveway. I’d have to rent a dumpster.
It was late. Almost eleven and I should not have been making any noise. The neighbour from Georgia came out and stared up.
But the floors. I unclicked the laminate and threw the boards through the opening.
Soon I was standing amid the frame of the house. I could see the plumbing and some of the ductwork exposed. Above me, through the former window, I saw the moon pass behind a cloud. Below, on the lawn where you had pitched your tent, I saw you standing, pinching your bathrobe closed around your neck, and looking up at me. To me. At me. Through me. At me. Stop objecting to every solution I offer you. Beyond me. I had mistakenly thought that the choice was mine to make, to decide between the two of you, that I was entitled to whatever I chose. Any day now, only you had the power to return our lives to scrubbing dead skin from our heels, monitoring gas prices, cleaning the bathtub, hosing the truck, selecting the active wear cycle, shaking cereal boxes, returning shopping carts, switching internet packages, tapping screens, setting appointments, trimming fingernails, tying
shoe laces, thumbing the remote, squeezing avocados, holding open plastic bags for grapefruit, getting married, growing a beard, dyeing a beard, shaving it all off, texting each other, deciding which of six emojis best conveyed the present emotion, taking out the recycling on
Wednesdays, unlocking the truck, sending e-transfers, pricing lumber, paint, blades, drywall anchors, soaking the frying pan, opening cans of chickpeas, declining spam calls, rinsing the mouthguard, sniffing the armpits of undershirts, sniffing the crotch of underwear
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