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			WHAT CAN YOU DO

			When we camped twelve years ago at Rosie’s Park, the RVs took most of the sites, leaving for tents only some rough grass by the river. We four slept under canvas and woke to the sounds of moving water, of poplars trembling. Early in the morning a silent covey of quail crossed that green, to slip through a hedge to the meadow beyond. The plumed mother hustled her chicks along, speckled puffs.

			Josh and Meghan still remembered those quail. Even at nineteen and twenty-three they’d imitate, giggling, the tiny scurry. They’d loved Rosie’s raucous laugh, too, and her yard crowded with whirligigs—but this time our kids weren’t with us. 

			When we parked by the hut marked Office, no Rosie. No one at all. Door locked, though the felt-board outside stated Hours 9-7. Some letters had shifted: Sani ary dump fee, No oise after 10 p. Rosie’s plump figure, trotting about her property in capris and floral tee, didn’t appear to call, “Havin’ a good time, folks?”

			Few cars. No other tents, so we’d have the greensward to ourselves. Most of the RVs now housed, we saw, not roamers but retirees. Solid furniture and bird-feeders stood under the metal awnings, near planters full of daisies, alyssum. Curtains—drawn. 

			A brindle dog, sole occupant of one gravelled site, slept in a cage beside a cook-stand with a portable barbecue atop, padlocked.

			“Where is everyone?”

			“Nap-time?” My husband guessed.

			The river ran fast.

			“Isn’t it higher than before?”

			“Mmm. Mosquitoes maybe,” he said. “After supper let’s walk to the village. Remember that store? The bridge?”

			“You want candy.” 

			He smiled. “You like antiques.”

			“So-called.”

			The dog rose clumsily off his haunches, nosed at the chain-link. 

			“A bad limp, friend.” My husband fondled the soft stripy ears.

			I did too. “Was he here, before?”

			“Dunno.”

			We brought the car close to the river, got our chairs and books and iced tea, found poplar shade. 

			Dozing, I breathed menthol. 

			A nasal voice said, “Rosie’s gone away. I’m Dearie.””

			My eyes opened to a thin old child. No, woman. 

			Lines scored her face. Cigarette in hand. Worn cut-offs. Flip-flops. A shabby tank. Grey roots, split blonde ends. Bandages round bony ankles, one strapped with a small black oblong. 

			“Yeah, Dearie. Tents, fifteen. Just the one night? Got cash?”

			Exhaling, she folded the bills in with her Cameos. Pointed out stand-pipe, washrooms, trash cans, the high river.

			“Rosie’s all upset about mosquitoes. She’s got me foggin, foggin, yesterday, s’morning, tomorrow. Takes me hours.”

			If we hadn’t that day driven three hundred miles in our steel box, if we hadn’t sat down to read, chosen our tent-site, we’d have decamped to another brief home. Instead my husband changed the subject, his strategy for avoiding difficult moments.

			“Sorry not to see Rosie. We stayed here years ago, with our kids, and she was a lot of fun.”

			“Oh she can be that, mother-in-law.” Pause. “But she’s not here. S’all up to me. Trash, the damn residents, the town goin on about back taxes. And he don’t do much.”

			My strategy is to ask questions, but Dearie left before I chose one.

			We set up tent and stove, fetched water. 

			“Dearie, how old?” 

			He made a Dunno face. “Forty maybe.”

			“That skin, the awful hair! Fifty at least.”

			“Could be.” 

			We zipped the sleeping-bags together, then ate our meal, with river and trees as dinner music. 

			Before our walk, we locked the car. 

			In the women’s room, a sign by each lethargic toilet read Hold lever down ’til clear. Think of others! Rosie’s curly script appeared again by the tampon machine’s broken coin slot, Ladie’s Supplies at Desk. The shower curtain crackled with scum. I sighed. The night before we’d camped at a forestry site, the sole amenity a pit toilet. 

			En route to the village’s tiny business area, we walked by peach trees, plums, apples, their branches loaded with June’s hard green. Morning glory, wild rose wreathed the hedges. Kids and dogs ran everywhere.

			The store’s bell jangled us in. Still that pyramid of junk food—years ago, how our children gasped! 

			No shoppers, no one at the cash register. We browsed the aisles of furniture, mirrors, indeterminate objects treasured once, resented now. Last time we’d happily bought an old citrus-juicer, heavy green glass.

			“Wouldn’t Josh love this oak desk?”

			“Maybe too big for the car?”

			“I was just imagining him. Sitting there.”

			He sighed. “I imagine nice things too.”

			Seeing no price tag, we moved on to treats, and a tired woman emerged from the back as we neared the till. 

			“That oak desk?”

			“Seven hundred.”

			“Wow,” he said.

			“Yeah. I keep telling the owner he over-prices, and then he complains stuff don’t sell. You at Rosie’s?” She rang up our purchases. “That fog floats uphill. Stinks. We gotta close our windows. She won’t listen. Well. What can you do.” On do, her voice sank.

			The door jingled us out, and we found the little bridge. 

			No cars, bikes, pedestrians. Again we admired the line of hills, distant beyond the river’s glitter that vanished round a curve. Poplars and willows dipped into the blue-brown green, while half-submerged bushes waved as if struggling to get out. We leaned on the rail, eating sweet. Dragon flies and water boatmen sparkled. 

			Standing close, I wanted to touch him. We hadn’t, in months. 

			Swallows darted dipped swerved.

			Instead I asked him if he thought Dearie’s tracker had scraped her ankles, admitting infection? Or—just sensitive skin? Why house arrest? Why not wear a concealing runner-and-sock combo? To offer the world a general Fuck you?

			When we’d gutted these topics I stupidly asked aloud what I’d so often asked myself, on this, our first escape in a year. 

			“What do you think we’ll find at home?”

			He took my hand. “I keep remembering this morning. Those kids. The boy.”

			At a cafe in a coastal town we’d stopped for coffee. 

			Newspapers, board games lay on a shelf. A boy and a younger girl drank smoothies and played chess, watched by a big brother? Cousin? He had golden curls.

			My big-city paper featured, in Living Today, photos of a rose show just opening. Such colours! Perhaps we could…

			 My husband said, “Oh no.”

			He’d chosen the town’s tabloid. Page One: a boy’s grad photo topped 18-Year-Old Drowns/Dad Saved/Near Harbour. 

			I read the standard tale: change in weather, huge wave, boat overturned, life jackets MIA, yada yada. 

			“How could they be so stupid?”

			He looked puzzled. “It isn’t that simple.”

			“Why not?”

			“Not if you’ve lived by water all your life.”

			“What excuse is that?”

			He shrugged.

			In the capsize, the fisherman dad broke his arm. Neither he nor the boy’s best pal, along for the celebratory trip, could find him sunk where tidal waters slammed up against fresh. The friend hauled the father to land.

			 The young girl held a pawn, thinking. 

			I finished reading about roses. “You don’t want to discuss this, do you?”

			He hesitated. “Sometimes I wonder what people say about us, Josh’s parents.”

			“What do they know?”

			“Well.” He spooned up sweet foam. “I’m not a hundred percent sure we’ve always done the right things.”

			“Didn’t we get him into treatment? Isn’t it up to him now?”

			“As I said before.” He saw the roses I’d been looking at, smiled. “You’d like to see that show, on the way back?”

			The chess-watcher’s curls shook with sudden laughter. He clapped. The girl blushed. The boy pouted, then applauded. Off they all went, into their bright day.

			I visited the women’s room. So shiny.

			Back in the car, he said, “Next stop, Rosie’s!” 

			His cheerful turn to drive. Just as well. Make-up’s a flimsy shield.

			As we walked then from the bridge towards the RV park, I remembered that the kids and I had met a pretty cat. Kittens too. I slowed.

			“No thanks.”

			He went on, and I wandered alone past yards brimful of the syrupy summer light. Everywhere Josh and Meghan giggled, pointed, exclaimed. Seven, eleven.

			“Mum, can’t we take the little calico home?”

			“She’s too young, dear.” Tears strove to exit.

			At the Park, a big pick-up was pulling in. The driver and I nodded as the brindle dog struggled up, barking his delight.

			I saw my husband, near a utility shed, by a man wearing a straw hat with a black band. Suddenly this man bent over a trash bag, bent as if he’d collapse without that bulk. Two, three seconds. Not touching my husband’s proffered hand, he straightened. Saw me. Tipped his gondolier’s hat. Bald. And turned away.

			My husband said quietly, “Just helping Warren with the trash.”

			We headed for our tent-home, but as we passed the truck driver’s site he opened the dog’s cage. Nothing for it but to stop. Greet. Chat. Pat. 

			The brindle sniffed me, wagged. 

			“Good boy!”

			“Old boy?” asked my husband.

			Ralph nodded. “Had him nine years. Found him. Side of the highway, left to die. Figured him then for five, six.” 

			He threw a red ball. 

			The men spoke of the tools and machinery in the pick-up’s box, of local farming practices. I drifted towards our site. The limping dog ran, retrieved, ran. At last Ralph lit his barbecue, and my husband rejoined me.

			“How could you talk so long? Who’s the guy in the hat?”

			“Warren. Wait.” 

			He fetched a map from our car, then sat down hard, by me. “That boy? In the paper? Who drowned? Rosie’s at his funeral.”

			Oh awful, awful as could be. 

			An only child. Rosie’s sole grandchild. 

			Gondolier Warren, Rosie’s other son: uncle to the dead. Dearie’s husband. So he couldn’t go because of her, I almost said, and almost Good they don’t have kids.

			“Why didn’t the cashier tell us?”

			Surprised, “We’re strangers.” 

			Stupid me.

			Unfolding the map, he pointed at a blue wriggle. “That cafe? This same river. The boy spent summers here. Threw that ball. That’s why no one’s around.”

			“Stop.”

			He wiped his eyes. 

			Side by side, quiet, quiet, we imagined how, after such an event, no one can, at first, bear to tell those who must know. We twitched, frantic to hear Josh speak and to ask Meghan about her brother, but we’d all three sworn to phone only in emergency. 

			Which, he and I agreed, this wasn’t. Already in that coastal town the mourning flowers coloured the grave, or had been given away, tossed out.

			From the barbecue rose the smell of wieners. 

			The dog slowed.

			“Ralph sleeps in his truck?”

			He nodded. “Day labour on farms round here. Repairs, servicing.” 

			Dusk came on. 

			My husband got wine from the cooler, twisted off the cap. “Probably those two made a fine couple once. Pretty little blonde, tall dark etcetera.”

			Bewildered. “You mean Dearie?”

			“You didn’t see Warren close up. Handsome, once,” pouring. “Rosie’s lost her marbles. He’s trying to run the place.” He sipped. “Any kittens?”

			“No.”

			The campfire we’d planned felt too public, happy. Instead, while darkness thickened we drank and ate and offered silent witness as the birds concluded their testimony. Stars appeared, bats flickered by. No mosquitoes.

			Crawling into our tent, I inhaled stale menthol. 

			Our pillows and books lay differently. 

			We searched. The tent pocket where he’d stashed his All-Sorts—empty. He smiled. “You don’t like that liquorice smell anyway.”

			True. Not the point, but after twenty-seven years we sometimes recognize what’s not worth discussing. 

			Into bed. Quiet. No reading. Air moved through our flimsy home into the quivering poplars. Invisible, the river rushed to tide water. I did not ask if my husband thought Dearie was sucking his candy. If she and Warren shared a bed. If she changed her dressings, slipped a lacy night-gown over her bones, took her tracker off. 

			He slept. 

			Stupid me. We should have bought that desk. Too late. We should never have left home. My fault. Warren hairless, the dog old, like failing Rosie, like us. What can you do. I counted, counted his soothing breaths.

			At dawn, amid wild birdsong I woke and went out to pee. 

			The dog’s tail twitched. Wieners hissed on the barbecue as Ralph’s long day began. 

			A flutter in the grass. 

			I stood still. 

			My husband was awake too, peering from our tent as the tiny speckled puffs floated through the hedge. When the mother quail’s plume vanished, I got back into our sleeping bag and we grabbed each other, sour mouths, unwashed bodies, bristle-chin, the works. 

			Then we left the sorrowful Park, aiming for the house that, as far as we knew, still held our darlings. 

		

	
		
			GOING OUT

			You’ve broken up after five years, no record-breaker but not a fling either, and you’re learning how much your single lives resembled each other inside that shared life, because everywhere you go (except for thirty-five hours of weekly work, thank heaven) there he is. And again It’s over. 

			You opt out of the film series. Out of the hiking group, so you don’t witness those trees on the high autumn trails, blazing up just before they go, and you stay away from the specialty wine shop—but he too must be avoiding restaurants you once frequented, for there he is, again, gobbling paella at the new Spanish place in Kitsilano (you both despised trendy Kits), and days later it’s salmon benny at the Sylvia (so dull). 

			Like you, he’s smoking again, a “friend” says.

			The sympathy offered a dumped woman—you’ve charted its tight limits. He’s not dead is he? Indeed no, still pals with his pals, some of whom live with or are even married to yours. This social circle includes actual widows, but when they moan, people don’t change the subject. They attempt comfort. These same people find it “hard” now to plan parties, apologize for not inviting you, how about Thanksgiving? A month away.

			When you buy a ticket to a fundraiser for refugees, you know he’ll attend, also much mutual acquaintance—but you can’t hide at home reading mysteries forever. Can you? The cat’s warm on your lap. Too warm. Push her off, go out, face the world, socialize. Your book club’s taken a table for the event. Perfect.

			Imperfect: a full parking lot and a search along dark rainy streets, blocks from the hall. As you walk back to the bright windows (damp skirt clutching your knees), you smoke because the place is likely non-smoking. In you go. 

			Perfect, you’re right, no cigarettes till you head home. External control. Here’s your club’s table. Late, yes, sorry, yes! Smiles waves kisses hellos. 

			Imperfect: flu has kept one member from this sold-out event. Beside the only available chair sits an unknown old man. 

			Deal with this, seat yourself—and at once you confront the vision, five tables away, of your ex’s profile. His affectionate smile. You can’t nor do you wish to see the woman it’s aimed at, so you turn left, but this member, tedious anyway, has turned thus also for a chat. So you turn right.

			The old man inspects the printed program through thick glasses. One hand grips card stock, the other forefinger slides down the text. Fingernails ridged like celery, knuckles knobbed, no wedding ring. So old. Bent, hunched. He smiles. At funny refugees? 

			He’s set down his glasses case on a worn paperback. You wish its spine faced you. You wish you’d brought a book yourself, to get you through. In the women’s room you’d fly away with Warshawski, even Morse. How old’s this solitary, anyway? Eighty? 

			You and your ex did exchange rings in a giggly champagne-y way, on a moonlit beach in Tofino. Recently you threw yours at him. Your cat chased it under a bookcase. Later, the circle tinkled into your building’s metals/plastics recycling bin.

			Now the old man smiles. He says his name, proffers a little writing pad. What? Oh. You’re to print your name, because he’s deaf. Stone deaf. Can’t lipread. (Towards the end you asked more than once Have you gone deaf?) This one has a clear voice, low. Not quite something, normal? 

			You write, Do you work with refugees?

			“Oh no,” cheerfully. “When you’re old and live alone, events like this are refreshing. So many people. Much better than TV.”

			Pathos. How to respond? 

			I see you are a reader, too. 

			Good, he smiles again, takes up the volume: Who Travels Alone: An Oswald Fisher Mystery. Much read. Thickened. Wrinkly as he.

			You’re a fan?

			“I’ve read all the Fishers, reread ‘em. The first chapters of this”—many pages flip by under his thumb—“maybe a dozen times.”

			Why on earth reread a mystery?

			What’s it about?

			He hesitates. Pokes at the pad. “So limited. Could I—just tell you? It’d get us through, till the speaker starts.”

			You’re horrified, then not. Perfect! You needn’t risk glimpsing your ex or her. You needn’t endure your leftward neighbour, who admits to reading the ends of mysteries first so as to “enjoy” stories sucked dry of all suspense. 

			Here come the servers, plates loaded. You reach for the table’s wine, pour, touch rims with the old man, smile into his warm brown eyes.

			Slowly he tells.

			In an expensive hotel restaurant a couple dine, observed by Oswald Fisher (always observant) from a nearby table. Smiling, she prattles until her prawn cocktail arrives. Her make-up Fisher deems successful; the face could pass for fifty. Her figure, no. She’s encased, armoured. Fisher drops some factoids about what shape-wear does to the digestive organs.

			You assess this old man’s tone—pleased? Scornful? But fifty’s not old.

			The woman, smiling under pink lamplight, fingers her glittering gift, a necklace. Steaks arrive. The two eat. Their dessert’s meringue-y. Fisher grimaces. 

			Aha! You recognize a Manly Sleuth who dislikes sugar, cats, fiction. Doubtless he knows all about some war. You roll your eyes. No one rolls back. 

			The old man describes how the waiter takes a photo of the loving pair, and the husband grins. “Darling, another surprise! In the car. I’ll get it.” 

			Lights shine down on his baldness as he goes. The wife fingers up the last sweet smears and looks about, savouring, waiting. 
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