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	It was an inhuman sound to Solomon’s ear. A sound in three parts. 

	One: the harsh strike, as two medieval swords clash in a muddy Scottish field. Two: the guttural groan of a laden ship heaving onto a rocky shore. Three: the fricative, unhappy purr of a zebra that has just observed its own belly being unzipped by a slavering hyena. 

	An unusual progression of sound for Solomon, who wasn’t expecting this exotic racket, particularly not in his living room, and certainly not at 2am. Such a time, in such a place, was typically uneventful in Solomon’s experience, a peaceful status quo now quite disturbed. As such, it was a sound he felt he couldn’t ignore.

	“Hello?”

	The responding sound was unintelligible. Solomon had exhausted his cache of adjectives and similes to interpret the original one, so the conversation ground to a halt. He briefly entertained the notion that he’d imagined the sound, it perhaps having been the climax of a night terror, one that might prick a man from a deep slumber, leaving behind only unsettling clues. That might explain the original sound, but not the second, undescribed, one. There went the dream theory.

	“Eleanor?”

	This, of course, was a symbolic gesture. Solomon’s wife Eleanor had died unexpectedly this past winter. 

	Without over-dwelling on details, the story is this: on a blustery February morning, as she descended notoriously steep Colonial Street towards Gower, Eleanor lost her footing on a patch of black ice, slid willy-nilly on her back, more or less feet-first, towards the intersection, and was rolled over by a passing bread truck. To be fair, the driver of the bread truck—much like Solomon, sitting in his living room in the middle of the night—was hardly expecting his quiet routine to be disrupted, and especially not by an anonymous woman sledding out from a side street into his vehicle’s undercarriage. No doubt the driver was still haunted by the inhuman sounds associated with the event. 

	Eight months on, Solomon continued to be haunted by his wife’s absence, by the echoes of her soft but plain-speaking voice that could encourage or rebuke with equal flair. Eleanor’s compassion was noted by all who knew her, none moreso than by her husband, who depended on that compassion, plus a few other traits, as the couple journeyed through life’s triumphs, as well as its tribulations—of which there were some whoppers.

	Solomon called out Eleanor’s name not because he expected her to answer, but because he periodically needed to hear her name spoken aloud as a way of keeping her image clear in his mind, and so he took the opportunities as they came. He knew how the mind worked, how the memory of even his own mother and father’s faces had faded over the years, until now he wasn’t sure he could recognize either of them, if Time would only allow them to pass him on the street.

	If Eleanor herself didn’t respond, Solomon’s utterance of his dead wife’s name did elicit an answer from the peculiar soundmaker currently paying him a visit at this improbable hour.

	“Help.”

	A word. English. Human.

	Queer, thought Solomon. Still, he seemed to be getting somewhere in solving this mystery.

	“Did you say help?”

	“Help.” 

	This syllable was followed by a yelp, almost certainly a cry of pain. At least that’s how Solomon interpreted it. He’d experienced an assortment of pains throughout his life, including a broken collarbone suffered in middle-school, a herniated disc after he was rear-ended on Torbay Road, and a shin chipped by a chainsaw as it kicked back unexpectedly—an occasion for Eleanor to show off her rebukish flair. Along the way there was the usual emotional pain, not least of which involved his wife’s untimely death, and a few occurrences of wounded pride, which Solomon understood was a thing that afflicted men in particular. The stuff of life.

	And when he thought back to those various traumas, he saw that he’d never generated a sound quite as inhuman, as wretched, as the one made by his current visitor, not even after Eleanor was pulled from beneath the bread truck’s axle. Whatever was ailing this person, it seemed to be beyond Solomon’s experience. This troubled him. He worried that he might be unhelpful in dealing with a pain he couldn’t fathom. He was out of his depths. 

	Now, it must be said that Solomon had few visitors, and even fewer in the middle of the night. His friend Quinn dropped by with some regularity, usually with a bottle of wine stashed down the inside pocket of his overcoat. Quinn’s wife monitored his alcohol intake, so he rounded out his quota in Solomon’s company, away from prying eyes, and almost always during daylight hours.

	“Are you in pain?”

	Aaghhh.

	“I see.” Solomon rubbed his chin thoughtfully, producing a distinct scratching sound. This night was positively brimming with sound. 

	As for the noisy chin, Eleanor had always preferred her husband to be clean-shaven. It had been her custom to kiss him first thing in the morning, and she didn’t like to be chaffed by stubble. Therefore, Solomon’s daily routine had always involved putting razor to chin after showering in order to qualify for his wife’s affection. With a kiss no longer awaiting his cheek, he had begun to grow lax in his grooming habits, or at least the shaving portion. After all, it’s not as if his friend Quinn was going to step up and fill that void. On the plus side, Quinn’s wife approved of her husband’s beard, if not much else about Quinn. Personal preferences everywhere you looked.

	“My leg. Help me. Please.” Each of these brief sentences was followed by a groan, or some suchlike beastial utterance.

	Solomon sat a little straighter in his chair and leaned ever so slightly forward. 

	“Are you hurt in some way?” 

	He realized too late his inquiry was covering old territory. He was clearly flustered by this apparition. Eleanor had always been more adept at the complex yet subtle techniques of interrogation, not to mention smalltalk. She was, by the way, quite skilled at combining the two.

	Oohh-aghhhh! “Yes!”

	At this, Solomon nodded. “I’m very sorry to hear it.”

	A new sound: panting, like a big dog in a hot car. Not unfamiliar to his ear.

	Solomon and Eleanor once had a dog, a dark brown Labrador retriever, colloquially known as a chocolate lab—which sounded to Solomon more like a fine place to spend a sweet afternoon than an eighty pound tongue with legs. It was Eleanor who had named the dog Teddy. She claimed this was because his face reminded her of her childhood teddybear’s face, an assertion Solomon elected not to question. He merely wondered at a childhood in which a stuffed animal so mis-resembled a bear as to kindle a likeness to a dog. The stuffed dis-bruin’s name, she’d said, was Rufus—a dog’s name, thought Solomon. Nomenclature aside, Teddy the bear-faced dog had lived a full and happy life, passing on some four years previous. They’d packed away his leash and collar and silver food bowl with the broad intention of someday getting another dog. It was still on Solomon’s to-do list, but most of the items on his to-do list were currently considered low priority. Grief had drained much of his energy. He hadn’t, in fact, had the energy to take himself upstairs to his bed, choosing, not for the first time in recent months, to remain in his reclining chair in the living room for the night. Here or there, he thought, makes no difference. He now lived in a world without kisses, without expectations, without to-do lists.

	And now this. A visit from a troubled individual with either a temporal disability—ie: without a functioning clock—or perverted social skills, an unknown and unidentified individual with a knack for imitating the exotic calls of the animal kingdom, manmade warfare, nature’s unbridled brutality. We all have something to offer, thought Solomon.

	Panting, panting.

	Solomon squinted into the darkness.

	“Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

	Panting, panting. No answer.

	“Who are you, and why are you in my living room?”

	“I’m—” Cough, cough.

	“Take your time. I have all night.”

	“Fuck it.” Cough. “Call the police. Get it over with.”

	“The police?”

	Cough. “And an ambulance.”

	“Ambulance?”

	“Call the ambulance first, then the police, if it’s not too much fucking trouble, for fuck’s sake.” Ow! 

	There was the zebra sound again, arhythmic, panicked. A zebra will fight to breathe, to stay alive, even as it is being consumed from the inside out. It will struggle to cope with this difficult moment while lacking the existential self-awareness that death is imminent. Giving up is not a natural option. Many are Earth’s living creatures who live solely in the now, having left the past in the past as unremembered and inchoate mists, experiencing no nostalgia for what was, and deprived of a window into the unfathomable what will be, wherein may reside ambition, expectation, hope. So, what does the zebra make of the hyena who is uncoiling its miles of intestinal tract across the tundra? Does it long for the good old days, when its innards were still contained securely within its belly? Does it wish for a future when its offal might be gathered up and stuffed back into the gaping cavity? No, the width and breadth of its reality is limited to the present moment, each agonizing second a new reality to be accepted and endured. This is my life, thinks the zebra.

	Solomon sometimes wondered if the present tense, the now, might be a better reality than the multi-tensial one that humans cannot escape. There were times, as he reflected on his past and envisioned his future, when he wished he knew neither. He speculated on his visitor’s current reality, framed perhaps by a lamentable past and a despairing future. If, that is, this visitor was not a figment of Solomon’s imagination.

	“Just to be clear, can you confirm that you’re a real person, and you’re in my living room?”

	“What the fuck? Ow! Of course I’m a real person. Of course I’m in your fucking living room. I’m right over here, waving at you from the floor. Are you blind?”

	“Yes. Sorry. I thought you knew that.”

	A moment of silence. Was the visitor dead? 

	But, no. 

	“What? How the fuck would I know that?”

	“I thought it should have been obvious. My friends all know I’m blind.”

	“I’m not your fucking friend.”

	“I understand. By the way, I noticed you swear a lot.”

	“Fucking right I do. What’re you going to fucking do about it?”

	Solomon smiled now. He had always felt that the notion that a word taken at face value and without context could be considered offensive. To him, the very idea was a silly proposition. Only a religious doctrine could advance a silly and unsupportable proposition and get away with it. After all, the doctrinarians routinely got away with so many silly propositions, this one seemed, in his view, somewhat lost in the mix. 

	On this subject, he and his wife were misaligned. Eleanor—although quite thoroughly secular by the time of her death—felt that profanity, however silly from an academic viewpoint, was inherently disruptive to civilized discourse. She claimed that, by swearing, you gave others permission to ignore what you had to say. Although he disagreed, Solomon was never able to successfully argue against his wife’s postulation. All he knew was, in some situations, the only appropriate word was a swear.

	He vowed to support his own point of view by agreeing to listen to what this guest had to say, no matter how profane.

	“It was just an observation.” 

	“You’re one of those fucking Jesists, I suppose.”

	Solomon wondered if he’d misheard, wondered if all that swearing was somehow garbling the meaning. 

	“Jesist?”

	“The ones that go, Jesus says do this, or Jesus says don’t do that. Don’t swear, don’t fuck, don’t eat shrimp, don’t bugger children. Bloody hypocrites. Ow, fuck!”

	“I see what you mean. No, I’m not one of those, although I agree with the part about the children, and I believe the anti-shrimp folks aren’t in the Jesus camp. But by all means feel free to swear. I assure you, no offence will be taken.” 

	Religion had never been a part of Solomon’s life. It was nowhere in his childhood, and he’d fostered little curiosity about it as an adult. It was merely a thing, a word, an irrelevance, like a passing cloud you might see, but choose not to dwell on. The only time he had been in a church was when he married Eleanor. The outlandish theatrics of the wedding ceremony passed through Solomon’s system like a sip of room temperature oolong tea. Eleanor had been raised Anglican, but stopped attending service as an adult, her faith having burned off, almost unnoticed, like a morning fog sitting upon a quiet harbour. Her last christian duty was to get married in the family church.

	“Fucking right, I’ll feel free.”

	Solomon tilted his head to one side, a reflexive gestured he’d picked up from his late dog without realizing it.

	“You still haven’t told me who you are.”

	“Help me first, then I’ll tell you.”

	“What do you need help with? If you don’t mind, could you be specific?”

	“What the—?” Sigh. “Right. You’re blind.”

	“Yes, I know.”

	Pant, pant. “My leg.”

	“Your leg?”

	“It’s caught.”

	“Caught?”

	“You just gonna just keep repeating everything I say?”

	“Caught how?”

	“In the fucking window. The sash came down on my leg before I was all the way in. Lost my balance and hit the fucking floor, bent my leg the wrong way. I think it’s broken.”

	“The window?”

	“My fucking leg! Ow!”

	“You were coming through my window?”

	Sigh. “Ah, fucking hell. I went and robbed a goddam retard.”

	“You robbed me?”

	“Not yet. I’ll get to it, just as soon as I get my leg free of this window.”

	“You’re stuck, then?”

	“Every time I so much as bend my little finger, my fucking leg twigs and my head wants to explode.”

	“Try not to bend your finger.”

	“Not funny.” Moan. “Not fucking funny in the least.”

	“I should think not. By the way, you ought to avoid using that word.”

	“What word?”

	“Retard.”

	“You’re the one said feel free to swear.”

	“Well, the word retard isn’t the same as your standard swear, is it? I mean, it’s one thing to push the boundaries of acceptable language in polite society, but terms that disparage or dehumanize marginalized peoples ought to be reconsidered.”

	“You sound like a goddam college professor. I suppose you’re one of those.”

	“No, I’m not one of those. My point is, if, for example, you come away from this adventure, if I may call it that, with a slight limp in… Which leg did you say was troubling you?”

	“Left. The fucking left leg. Ow!”

	“Right. So, let’s say you end up with a slight limp in your left leg, try to imagine how you’d feel if I called you a gimp.”

	“Gimp? Jaysus.”

	“I imagine you wouldn’t like it.”

	“I’d give you a right smack, if you did.”

	“Sure, of course. You’d feel disparaged.”

	“For fuck’s sake, stop using big words.”

	Solomon dabbled in big words, but he understood not everyone enjoyed them. He adjusted his vocabulary. “You’d be offended.”

	“I’m already offended.” 

	“It’s a much different thing than if I called you a limper.”

	A bark of laughter that mostly sounded like pain. “Nobody would call me that.”

	“What if I told you to fuck off?”

	“What?”

	“Theoretically, I mean.”

	“Pretty sure I’d be offended by that, too.”

	“Sure, but it’s not the same. You might be mad, but you wouldn’t be hurt.”

	“Alright, alright. I get it. Fuck.” Moan, moan. “You’re not a fucking retard, okay?”

	“I might be a retard, but you shouldn’t call me one. That’s my point.”

	Groan. “I don’t care about robbing you anymore. Just call an ambulance.”

	Solomon felt his eyebrows lift and fall, lift and fall. “Are you sure that’s what this really is, some sort of robbery? No offence. Just wondering.”

	“What the fuck do you think I’m doing, crawling through your window in the middle of the night? Come to borrow a cup of sugar?”

	“Do you need a cup of sugar?”

	“Fuck no!”

	“There’s probably some sugar in the cupboard. I don’t use it myself. My wife used to put it in her tea. It may have gone hard by now, if we have any, that is. I’d have to check.”

	“Stop talking about sugar. I don’t want your fucking sugar.”

	This made sense to Solomon. Sugar was a preference. Some people, himself included, simply didn’t use the stuff. 

	“If you’re not here for my sugar, what are you here for? What are you hoping to steal? Is there something in particular you’re after? Something you need?”

	“I don’t know, just stuff. Anything I can use or sell.”

	“You could probably sell my TV. It’s a few years old, but I believe it’s in good working order. It hasn’t got much use since my wife died.”

	“Your wife—” 

	“My wife, Eleanor. She’s dead.”

	A shifting sound, then a muffled moan. “Fucking hell.”

	“Don’t feel bad. I’m sure you weren’t responsible, unless you drive a bread truck, or maybe you live on Colonial Street and don’t shovel the snow off your sidewalk.”

	“Aw, jaysus.”

	“For your information, if you’d knocked on the door and asked for my TV, I probably would have given it to you. I don’t have much use for it these days.”

	“Now you tell me.”

	“I doubt there’s anything else here worth stealing. Not much in the way of tools, no guns, no jewellery. I gave my camera to a nephew after I went blind. Turns out the auto setting wasn’t nearly as useful as they let on.”

	“Jaysus fuck.”

	“There’s not even a car for you to make a clean getaway in. You probably would have been disappointed.”

	“I’m already disappointed.”

	“You’d have had better luck across the street at the Skinner place. The yellow house, not the peach-coloured one. Greg’s loaded up with gadgets and toys. Lots of computer things. His son has an electric bicycle, if you can imagine that. He calls it a poor man’s Harley. Greg’s a former middle-weight cage fighter, by the way, so you’d want to be sure he’s out when you crawl through his window.”

	“Thanks for nothing, gramps. I got a fucking busted leg. There’s no more crawling through windows for me, is there? Not unless you’re about to summon that ambulance I’ve been asking for, which it seems like you’re not. So, fuck it.”

	Solomon was not an unsympathetic man. “You’re in pain, I can tell.”

	“Of course I’m in fucking pain.” The robber made some feeble sounds to illustrate the degree of pain he was experiencing.

	“Humans have a great capacity for healing. My late wife felt that way, anyway.” 

	The jury was still out, in Solomon’s view.

	Sigh. “It would really help if you’d stop talking about your dead wife.”

	“You probably would have liked her.”

	“Jiminey fuckit!” Ow!

	“By the way, I’m not a grandfather.”

	“What?”

	“You called me gramps.”

	Groan.

	“I can see where you might think it. I’m old enough to be a grandfather, and I have a daughter named Clare who’s old enough to be a mother. But she’s let it be known, in no uncertain terms, that she won’t be having children. When my late wife asked for a reason, Clare said it was none of our business, so we left it at that.”

	“Just shut up about your wife, will ya? I got enough troubles without you hanging your poor fucking dead wife over me.”

	“She wasn’t deceased when Clare told us to mind our own business about her not having children. Just to be clear.”

	“My leg, it really hurts.” Moan, moan. “It hurts so much.”

	“Clare’s married to another woman, but that shouldn’t prevent them from starting a family if they want to. Modern science, and all.”

	Aargh!

	“I don’t think there’s a medical reason she won’t have a child. More of a world view, I gather. This isn’t the best world to be bringing children into. I don’t suppose you have children.”

	Sniff. “I got two.”

	Solomon smiled. Other people’s children always made Eleanor and him smile, something small that made them compatible.

	“Do you live with them?”

	“What?”

	“Your children. Do you live with them?”

	“What kind of question is that?”

	“It’s just that so many couples these days split up, I thought you might be separated or divorced. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

	“Ashamed?”

	“It happens. Not to me, mind you. Thirty-four years, Eleanor and me. Mostly happy. A few bumps.”

	“You think because I came in here to rob you, I must be some terrible person who’s divorced? All criminals are terrible people that nobody can love?”

	“Clare is divorced, so you don’t have to feel bad.”

	“I’m not fucking divorced!”

	“She married a fella right out of high school. Russ was his name. It took her a few years to realize her mistake, from a gender preference perspective. Russ was pretty understanding, which is a credit to him, all things considered. I mean, what are you going to do, right? Turns out he was born with the wrong equipment. That’s how he phrased it. He didn’t have the right equipment to make Clare happy. But it took three years for Clare to realize it was his equipment that was making her unhappy, or keeping her from being happy. They’re still friends, though. Russ drops in for a visit during the Christmas season to say hello. Married a nice girl from Petty Harbour.”

	“For fuck’s sake.”

	“By the way, I don’t think you’re a terrible person. I don’t know enough about you to make such a critical accusation. All I know is you’re a robber, and you have two children that you still live with.”

	Ow! Pant, pant.

	Solomon sensed an attempt at movement. Based on the keening howl, it seemed not to go well.

	Moan. “Just because I tried to rob you, it doesn’t mean I’m a fucking robber.”

	“I’m only using your word.”

	“Maybe so, but that’s not my identity, that’s not who I am as a person. My whole existence isn’t defined by me trying to rob you. You’re making me into a stereotype, and it’s not fair.”

	“As I’ve said, I don’t have much data to work with.”

	Pause. Sigh. “Joe.”

	“I beg your—”

	“My name. It’s my fucking name.”

	“Ah. Joe, is it? Well now, that fills in another blank, doesn’t it?”

	“Right, so when you finally get around to calling 911, you can tell them to send the fucking ambulance to pick up Joe, the lousy robber and father of two, he’s in the house across from the Skinner place, you’ll see his foot sticking out the fucking window. Whatever you do, don’t ask about the dead wife.”

	Solomon laughed a little. “I wouldn’t characterize you as a lousy robber, Joe. Clumsy, maybe. You didn’t get far enough into this caper to show off your robbery skillset.”

	“Christ almighty.”

	“To be honest, that window has always been a bit tricky. I use a stick to prop it open. Gets away from me now and again, slams the sill like a gunshot. Whenever Eleanor heard me drop the window, she’d call out from the next room and tell me to bloody well be more careful, next time, speaking of swears.”

	Yarrghh.

	“Is that what you call this?”

	“What?”

	“What you’re doing, this robbery, would you call it a caper?”

	“Holy jumpin’ fuckskie.”

	“It’s a good word, caper. When I was young, all the movie robbers went on capers. I thought it was an enchanting word. It made me sort of want to be a robber someday, just so I could go on a caper. Of course, I didn’t imagine a caper would involve climbing through a window in the wee hours, only to discover the sash window is faulty, and besides, there’s nothing of value inside.”

	“I suppose you think this is supposed to make me feel better? Well, it doesn’t. I think you’re mocking me, and it’s not nice.”

	“You may also know a caper to be an edible flower bud.”

	“Forget the fucking ambulance. Just call the cops. The sooner they drag me out of this nightmare, the better. If I’m lucky, they’ll shoot me, put me out of my misery.”

	“You may have guessed I didn’t pursue a life of crime in the end. Only movie capers for me, although my movie-watching days are pretty much over.”

	Silence. Was Joe holding his breath? Was he dead?

	Solomon finished his thought, in case Joe was still alive. “Because I’m blind, you see.”

	Breathing resumed, faint but steady. He was alive, not stirring. Asleep? It was, after all, well past 2am. If not for this unexpected nocturnal visit, Solomon would have been asleep in his recliner, dreaming of Eleanor, hearing her voice, the two of them playing out acts of his imagination, scenes that didn’t happen, but might have yet, if only. 

	But Solomon was now wide awake. So awake, he wondered if he’d ever sleep again.

	Time passed. Two cars passed. Based on the ensuing silence, neither driver saw Joe’s foot dangling from the front window and slowed down to investigate. Hardly a surprise. Who expects to see a foot sticking out of a window?

	Last year, Eleanor had positioned a corpse in a patio chair next to their front door. Not a real corpse, of course, a dummy corpse stuffed with leaves and crumpled up newspapers, wearing old clothes and a cap that Solomon no longer wore, and smeared with red paint that they’d used for the trim in the kitchen that now represented blood. A halloween trick to spook the young treaters. They heard more than a few squeals, that evening, and smiled at their—well, Eleanor’s—success. Halloween was over for this year. For the first time in thirty-four years, Solomon’s household had not participated in the event. The house had been dark, as it almost always was these days. Solomon did not require light in order to exist. His friend Quinn might switch on a light, if the day was grey or the sun was setting, and he was always careful to turn any lights off before he left, so that Solomon would not be paying needlessly for electricity. 

	Perhaps, thought Solomon, those passing motorists saw the foot in his window and imagined he hadn’t taken down the Halloween decorations yet. Soon, though, because Christmas was coming. One thing leads to the next in life.

	Solomon was lifted out of his reflections by a slight movement across the room. Joe was reanimating.

	“You don’t snore.” No response. “I thought you’d like to know.”

	Apparently, Solomon snored, but he had to take Eleanor’s word for it.

	Moan. Groan. “Ow, fuck! Ow, fuck!” Shift, shift, shuffle, shuffle. “What the fuck did you do?”

	“Do?”

	Solomon had done many things in his life, not including parachuting, and not including fighting in a war, and he’d never been to Machu Picchu. The answer to Joe’s question could take a while, not that Solomon didn’t have time. He had plenty of that. But he knew instinctively that this visit could not last indefinitely. Sooner or later, Joe would be gone, one way or another. One thing leads to the next.

	“You pulled my foot out of the window. Ow, fuck!”

	“I’m sure you’re mistaken.”

	“My foot’s on the fucking floor.”

	“Is it still attached to your leg?”

	“Of course it fucking well is. Jaysus.”

	“How can you be sure I had something to do with getting it there? On the floor, I mean, not attached to your leg.”

	“It stings. It’s like it’s on fire!” Moan, moan.

	Solomon considered that. “I suppose it’s the circulation returning to the limb after being elevated for so long. I experience something similar myself if I sleep in a funny position. When we were kids, we said the leg or the arm was asleep. That’s the word we used. Of course the limb was anything but asleep. Quite awake, the way I saw it, buzzing like a beehive that’s been disturbed. It sometimes felt like I was being stung by a thousand bees.”

	“Jaysus shit in a fucking hat! My whole leg’s being stung by a million fucking bees.” Aiyyee! Moan.

	“I’ve learned that bees are generally peace-loving creatures. They have to be pretty annoyed, or in some way threatened, in order to want to sting you. Now the wasp, on the other hand—”

	“For chrissakes, shut up about fucking wasps. I don’t want to hear about wasps or bees, not while there’s a million of them currently stinging my fucking leg.”

	Not everyone is open to discovery, thought Solomon. He felt it best to move the conversation along.

	“Tell me, Joe, is this your first robbery?”

	“Listen, you can stop calling it a robbery. If you’re going to call it something, call it the right thing. It’s a fucking burglary.”

	Joe was more detail-oriented than Solomon was giving him credit for. 

	“Right, right. Yes, I see. You’re a burglar.” He made a stretchy thing with his mouth. “Burgulaaarr. Burg-burg-burg you-lair-ee. Funny word, burgulary. No, wait, burg-lar. Well, there you have it. That’s you. Joe the burg-lar.”

	Moan. “I can’t feel my foot.”

	Solomon sniffed the air. “Hmm?”

	“My fucking foot.”

	“Which one?”

	“Both. I can’t feel both fucking feet!” Groan. “Jaysus! Is that my bone sticking out? I think that’s my fucking shin bone! It’s sticking out!” Oooh!

	Biology had never been a strength of Solomon’s. Most of what he knew, he learned after his collarbone was broken.

	“I broke my collarbone, you know.” 

	Solomon hoped it didn’t sound like bragging, like they were competing to see who had the most broken bones, or whose bones were the most broken. Childish competitions. It would have been Eleanor who instilled in him which competitions were childish, and which ones weren’t. It was a thirty-four year process, that instillation, but at last he knew the difference, he hoped.

	“What? You have a broken collarbone?”

	“Well, no, not right now. It was Bundy Ferguson who broke it. We were wresting in gym class, but it was more like Bundy was sitting on me and seeing which parts of me he could bend while the gym teacher, Mr Koslo, looked on and offered casual suggestions. In case you haven’t gathered, this was the somewhat organized version of wrestling favoured by the public school system, the version with rules and mats and things called cradles and takedowns. This kind of wrestling was not much fun for most eighth-grade boys like myself. We preferred—or I should say we understood—the casual version of wrestling, which typically involved a much larger boy pushing a smaller boy to the ground in the schoolyard, sitting atop him, and then hitting him in various ways until the smaller boy started crying, which signalled the end of the match and the winner declared. From what I could determine, Mr Koslo probably also preferred the casual version of wrestling to the organized one, based on his pairing of smallish me against Bundy Ferguson, who by the eighth grade could grow a full beard and drive a car with one elbow jutting out into the oncoming lane. I got the impression Mr Koslo would have preferred to be the one doing all the hitting, but such was his commitment to the sport that he deferred to Bundy to act as his proxy.”

	“Fuck. Ow! You’re a crazy fucking old man. Why are you telling me these crazy stories? I’m dying over here and you’re talking about high school wrestling!”

	“It was middle school. By the time I got to high school, I’d had a growth spurt, as my mother called it, and the bullies pretty much left me alone.”

	“Jaysus. Fuck.” Groan.

	“Are you certain it’s your bone that’s sticking out?”

	Ayeee! Pant, pant.

	“Could your sock be torn? It might be your sock.”

	Sniff. “Look, hey, there’s…there’s money in my wallet.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“Money. You can have it. Just call the fucking ambulance, that’s all I’m asking. I’ll pay you everything I got. Please call them. Ow! Please!”

	Solomon could only smile. “Listen, Joe, I’m going to say this purely as an observation. I don’t think you’re really cut out for this robbing business. I mean, you weren’t even able to get in here in one piece. It looks like you may have a broken leg, or foot, or ankle, or maybe a torn sock—”

	“Leg! I can see the bone sticking out of my fucking leg, for fuck’s sake!”

	“—and there’s nothing in this house worth stealing, so you picked the wrong side of the street to rob in the first place—”

	“I didn’t know that before I got here, did I? I guess I should have knocked on your fucking door and asked your advice before I climbed in and broke my fucking leg.”

	“—and now you’re offering to give me, the victim of your robbery, everything you’ve got. Or everything you’ve got with you. Maybe you’ve got more money at home, where you live with your two kids, and the mother. You haven’t told me about the mother of your two children.”

	“Shit. I wish you had a gun. You could put me out of my misery. Or I could put myself out of my misery.”

	“Guns are dangerous, Joe. Don’t mess with guns.”

	“Maybe your neighbour across the street has a gun we can borrow. He sounds like the sort of ape who would have a bunch of guns. Give him a call. I’ll wait here on the floor, staring at my leg bone that’s sticking the fuck out of the rest of my leg. Ghaahh!”

	Joe’s voice was pitching higher. It was beginning to make Solomon uncomfortable, all that apparent stress. 

	“My late wife Eleanor was an advocate of using stress relief techniques as a way of extending and improving the quality of life. She practiced transcendental meditation, although it turned out to be no help at all on a patch of black ice on a February sidewalk.”

	“Fucking hell.” 

	Solomon’s stress relief technique mainly involved trying to take as little as possible in life seriously. Whatever works, Eleanor was fond of saying.

	“It’s probably best if you stay calm.” 

	Whimpering. “Come on, man, what’s your fucking name? I mean, sorry for swearing, what’s your name?”

	Solomon was named after his maternal grandfather, who had served during the second world war as an electrical engineer for the Canadian Royal Air Force. The family, including Solomon’s infant mother, was stationed in Calgary, which turned out to be a relatively safe place to be during that global conflict. In spite of the relative safety, his grandfather suffered a slight injury to his left arm, although it should be made clear it was not a combat injury. Combat injuries were uncommon at the Air Force base in Calgary, even during the war. 

	No, Technical Sergeant Solomon Wickham was returning to base at approximately oh-three-hundred hours. He had absconded earlier in order to meet civilian friends for drinks at a downtown tavern. Having bid goodnight to his friends, he was soon scaling the perimeter fence surrounding the base when his shirtsleeve was snagged on the barbed-wire, causing him to lose his balance. He fell into the awaiting arms of military police, incurring a three-inch scrape along his forearm that bled slightly for a few minutes, but required no significant medical attention. The torn shirt, on the other hand, could not be saved.

	Solomon had never liked his grandfather, and bore his name with no small measure of resentment. TS Wickham was, by every known account, a drunk and a scoundrel, and not someone to honour. In his parents’ defence, they were merely abiding the unwritten but unassailable tradition of naming patterns that have followed the family down the generations. In other words, based on the rules, as the first-born male, it was Solomon’s obligation to take his mother’s father’s name. There were no exceptions or exclusions given for scoundrels.

	Eleanor had liked Solomon’s name. She’d never met the honoured scoundrel herself, so she had no opinion of the forebear. She told Solomon she liked the vaguely biblical sound of his name, even though she considered herself merely spiritual, rather than religious. This assuaged his resentment by a small degree.

	Solomon didn’t wish to say his name aloud at the moment. The memory of his hateful grandfather left him feeling mildly vexed.

	“Just so you know, I’ve let the occasional expletive pass these lips, over the years. My—”

	“A what? Expo—”

	“A swear, Joe. An expletive is a swear.”

	“You use too many fancy words. That’s all I have to say about it.”

	Solomon worried about the future, about a future that was increasingly populated by mis- or uneducated people, people who no longer read for pleasure, who got their information from random memes on their mobile phones, and who cheered big-haired drunken television housewives as they slapped their glass of chardonnay off the table in a public restaurant as if an Emmy was at stake. 

	“What was the last book you read?”

	“Book? Fucking hell. Who reads books? You’re blind. Even you can’t read a fucking book!”

	Before he went blind, Solomon had been an avid reader.

	“You can tell a lot about a person by the books they read.”

	“Won’t be much to tell about me, then. Oohh. Ow!”

	“But you can read, right? You know how to read?”

	“Jaysus. Of course I can read. There you go bringing me down, just because I robbed you.”

	Joe needed to work on his tenses, but Eleanor would have called Solomon pedantic if he’d corrected him. Furthermore, Solomon elected not to remind Joe that, by his own admission, this was a burglary, not a robbery and, strictly speaking, the burglary was still in progress.

	“Do you read to your children?”

	“What?”

	“Bedtime stories. It’s something parents do when their children are small. They read them bedtime stories.”

	“Fuck no. That’s the missus’s job.”

	“Well, it’s a relief to know someone is doing it. Children need to be read bedtime stories if you don’t want them to grow up to be criminally inclined.”

	“Aw, fuck you, fuckface. Ghahh! I can’t feel anything below my waist. Look! I’m pinching my fucking thigh and I can’t even feel it. I think I’m going paralytic.”

	“There’s a good word, my son, paralytic. Four syllables plus one of the part-time vowels. Good for you.”

	“Fuck.” Pant, pant, pant.

	Solomon gave him a chance to catch his breath. 

	“What’s your wife’s name?”

	“You first, mister Big Words.”

	“Solomon.”

	“Solomon? Like from the bible?”

	“I haven’t read the bible. To be honest, I doubt I’ll get to it, seeing as how I’m blind—”

	“Fucking hell.”

	“—but I’m pleased you’re familiar with a book. It’s a start.”

	“Listen. I know I keep asking, but when the fuck are you going to call me that ambulance? The top of my leg’s got no feeling at all, and the bottom feels like a fucking shark’s got hold of it. I think I’m gonna pass out again.”

	Solomon was concerned about Joe’s ability to concentrate, his ability to follow a conversation through to the end. He was too easily distracted. This may explain why Joe was crawling through windows in the middle of the night, rather than hustling to a good union job in the morning rush with other law abiding citizens.

	“Did you lose your good union job due to downsizing or some other economic factor?”

	“Union job? What planet do you live on? Not enough of them to go round.”

	“But you had a job, right? I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt by not accusing you of being a feckless, incorrigible ne’er-do-well.”

	Arrghh.

	“Some nice girl married you and bore you two children. You must have some redeeming qualities. I’m only trying to get to the bottom of what they are.”

	“What do you care about me and my shitty fucking life?”

	“My late wife Eleanor was a compassionate woman.”

	“Fuck me! Not the dead wife again. She’s like a goddam zombie that just won’t stop coming.”

	To suggest Solomon followed the zombie trend with scant interest would be a gross understatement. He’d slept through the angel trend, looked askance at the wizardly trend, and positively scoffed at the blood-suckers and moon-howlers. Nowadays, he effortlessly disregarded the superhero creatures as they wreaked their fiery havoc and then dematerialized in a blue flash without offering to help clean up the mess. At this stage in his life, Solomon felt he was beyond the pull of trends.

	“If she weren’t dead, Eleanor would want me to get to the bottom of things, of you, and what brought you here in the middle of the night in order to steal our belongings. I know she’d appreciate an explanation.”

	Sniff. “I had a job, but I quit.”

	“Aha. Another piece in the puzzle. You had a job. ”

	“Don’t go looking all surprised.”

	“And this job, what sort of job was it?”

	“Window installer.”

	Was this irony? Solomon concluded it would be impolite to mention it. He knew Eleanor would approve of his restraint.

	“Well, well. That’s a marketable skill. Can I ask why you quit?”

	“Boss was an asshole, and besides, it was a shit job, stuck out in the fucking rain all day on a ladder. Senior guys got the inside work. They sat up front in the truck. They got smoke breaks. And it was shit money, for me at least. The boss thought he was doing me a favour paying me half what the rest of the crew was getting. Couldn’t make the rent on that shitty pay, could I? Me and the missus got kicked out of our apartment and had to move into the sister-in-law’s garage. You ever live in your in-law’s fucking garage? No, of course you haven’t. Ow!”

	“Hard times.”

	“I asked the boss for a raise and he told me go fuck a pig in the eye. That’s exactly what he said. I told him I got two kids, and he says give them a turn at the pig while you’re at it.”

	Solomon nodded in what he believed was a sympathetic way. “It sounds to me like you’re well shot of that situation, Joe. No employee should be treated in such a disrespectful way.”

	“The missus had to get a job at the old age home, making lunch for the old bastards. That’s the only reason we got a roof over our heads. Public housing, but it beats an unheated garage that’s already filled with junk and smells like gasoline.”

	“It sounds like things worked out.”

	“Yeah, not when you’re stuck home all day, and then the missus comes home after feeding all those old bastards, and she gets in your face for being a bum and making her do all the work. And I say how can I work when I’m home with the fucking rug rats all day? Right? When can I get out there and work? Middle of the fucking night, that’s when. Maybe I can drag the little runts with me down to Crawly’s Pawn during the daylight hours, unload some goods. Other than that, I’m stuck. This is it. Now you know why I’m here. That old TV of yours might have got me forty bucks, which doesn’t sound like a lot, but it’ll put food on my table for a couple of days.”

	“It’s a conundrum, your life. I can see that. You feel trapped.”

	“When’s the last time you were hungry and couldn’t do anything about it?”

	“I—”

	“Never! That’s the last fucking time. Never!”

	“I understand your frustration.”

	“I get nothing but grief from the missus, who I’m not going to name, on account of her name gives me a rash around my neck just to hear it. You’ll thank me later for not telling you her fucking rash-giving name.”

	“I appreciate your concern.”

	“The only reason we’re not divorced is because she’s paying the fucking rent. I can’t afford a divorce and she won’t do it. She’s keeping me onsite so she has someone to rag on after a hard day at the old folks home. She has a shitty life, and she thinks I’m the cause of it. She wants me to suffer. Fuck me, if I had a car, I’d go live in it.”

	“That’s not an ideal living situation for children.”

	“Jaysus fuck, you’re not listening. I don’t have a car to live in, and if I did, I wouldn’t make my kids live in it.”

	Solomon nodded, absorbing these new details of Joe’s unhappy life.

	“This brings us full circle back to our original conversation about the high rate of divorce.”

	Sniff, sniff. “If you got a bread knife I can use, I’ll just quietly saw off my fucking leg while you talk about what’s wrong with the world today.”

	“If we’re going to talk about everything that’s wrong with the world today, I should put the kettle on. I fear we’re in for a long conversation.”

	“What conversation? It’s not a fucking conversation. It’s just you talking like a goddam high school teacher, and me doing all the listening. I suppose you were a high school teacher. That would explain a lot.”

	Solomon shook his head. He assumed Joe was sighted, and had a clear enough view of him to see the gesture. But just in case: “Far from it.”

	Moan, moan. “Owwweee. The top of my leg is starting to hurt where I pinched it. Fuck.”

	“Listen, Joe, I know I gave you permission to swear as much as you like, but I want you to know it’s beginning to affect our exchange. I find myself listening less and less with every fuck. Please let me be clear, I’m not offended, but the truth is, I don’t think I’ve ever been exposed to such a concentration of swears in a single sitting. I suppose you and your friends can spend a whole evening down at the Legion, drinking beer and shooting pool, and never get tired of the constant torrent of profanities.”

	Joe made a raspberry sound, a new entry in his sonic arsenal.

	“I got no friends, and I can’t afford beer. The missus got me on an allowance that doesn’t have room for beer, and she got me on a schedule that doesn’t have room for friends.”

	Solomon smiled at his small victory. “You see? Not a single swear. I heard everything you said with absolute clarity. Good for you, Joe.”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Ah, touché. That’s a French word, by the way. I’m not counting shays.”

	“Fuck.” Pant, pant. “How about that bread knife I asked for? I’m starting to feel faint. If I don’t start now, I won’t have the strength to saw all the way through.”

	“You have a sense of humour. I appreciate that. My old friend Quinn is quite funny, especially when he’s been drinking. My late wife always told Quinn he should take his show on the road, but that was what they call a backhanded compliment. Eleanor had never much taken to his brand of humour. She called it gutter humour, and attributed the mild vulgarity to his being generally inebriated.”

	“At least you got a friend you can drink with.”

	“He usually brings wine, and then drinks it himself. Eleanor and I drank only on special occasions, like our wedding anniversary or Thanksgiving. It wasn’t something we bothered with, by and large.”

	“Who needs booze when you got a perfect life? Try being a poor, unemployed failure with a nagging wife and two snotty brats. Try getting through life without hope for anything better than the hateful gutter you’re sunk in. Try coming up with a scheme for getting ahead, and then falling flat on your face when a sash window snags your foot and leaves you at the mercy of some psycho who can’t even enjoy watching you slowly die because he’s fucking blind.”

	“Impressive restraint, Joe. Very impressive.”

	“What?”

	“A passionate soliloquy. From the heart, truly, and only a single invective right at the end, a punctuation.”

	“Aww, fuck. When is this nightmare going to end? Just give me the phone. I’ll call the cops and turn myself in. At least they won’t toss me in a cell and watch me die.”

	“Don’t be so sure.”

	For all his soft edges, Solomon had a coherent view of how the world worked, with all its prejudices and corruptions and watchings of people dying. The fact he chose not to dwell on those issues was a result of his defence mechanisms at play, the ones that were in lieu of meditation.

	“How about that phone? Or the knife? Either one. Hang on…” Rustle, rustle. “Ow! Shit!”

	Solomon felt he couldn’t very well advocate for his late wife’s notable compassion without making an effort himself. Even as a widower, he felt pressure to please Eleanor, or at least not disappoint her. 

	“Is everything okay?”

	“Ugh. Shit. Almost got it.” Rustle, rustle.

	“Have you tried poking the bone back inside your leg?”

	The rustling ceased. “What?”

	“Your leg. You could just push the bone back in.”

	“Fucking hell. Didn’t you say you had a broken collarbone?”

	“That was a long time ago.”

	“You’d probably remember if you tried to push the broken bone back in. Not something you’d forget in a hurry.”

	Solomon searched his collection of somewhat disordered memories from that ancient event. His main recollections centered around Bundy Ferguson’s penetrating body odour, something he could not evade—much like Bundy’s ham-size paws—and which proved a distraction within the huddle. It was a grownup stink that made Solomon think of his own father, not to mention the gym teacher, Mr Koslo, who was eternally orbited by a swirling vapour of biological fermentation.

	“I passed out right after it happened. I’m not sure if someone pushed it back in place. I woke up in the hospital wearing a sling.”

	Rustle, rustle. “Got it. Here.”

	Solomon’s eyebrows did their mad dance again. “Um.”

	“Wait, shit. I keep forgetting you’re blind.”

	“That makes one of us.”

	Shuffle, shuffle. The sound sounded as if it was coming closer.

	“Are you coming closer?”

	“Don’t worry. I’m not coming to kill you.”

	“That’s a relief.”

	“I’m trying to give you something.” Shuffle, shuffle.

	“Covid?”

	The shuffling stopped. “Covid? Why would you say that? You think I’m trying to give you fucking covid?”

	“I haven’t had it, you know. Fully vaccinated, but you can still get it, just like the flu, and all the other things that go around.”

	“Christ on a stick!”

	“My late wife Eleanor got it during the first wave, before there was a vaccine. She was quite sick for a while. Had us worried, to be honest, but after a few tense weeks she began to feel better. She attributed her recovery to her years of meditation. Who was I to argue? Turns out, there’s no vaccine for getting run over by a bread truck.”

	“What the fuck? Are you telling me your wife got run over by a bread truck?”

	“It wasn’t the driver’s fault. She came shooting out of Colonial without looking both ways. What can you do?”

	Arrghh.

	“I don’t get out much, so I suppose that’s one reason I’ve been spared. Covid, that is, not the tragic death of my wife. Staying home or wearing a mask can’t protect me from having my wife rolled over by a truck. That’s what I’m trying to say, Joe.”

	Softly. “I’m not listening I’m not listening…”

	Pause. Moan. Shuffle, shuffle.

	Solomon felt something touch his foot.

	“Is that you, touching my foot?”

	“My wallet. It’s yours.”

	“I have a wallet. Thanks anyway.”

	“There’s money in there. Not much, but it’s all I got.”

	“I don’t need your money. I think I made that clear. Seems to me you need my money more than I need yours.”

	“Got that right, but this is what you call a bribe. I’m bribing you so you’ll either call me an ambulance or shoot me dead. Understand?”

	“I’m sure your choices aren’t limited to those two.”

	“You should write a book listing all my fucking choices. Be a best-seller. Maybe even I’d read that one. Just try not to use a lot of big words.”

	“Well—” 

	“Poor people got suffering and death. That’s it. Only rich people got options. You got options. Even fucking blind, you got options. You just sell a few stocks and you got yourself a new car, or a condo in Mexico. Us poor people can’t even afford to eat at a fucking Mexican restaurant.”

	“I think I mentioned I don’t have a car. Otherwise, I’d offer it to you—”

	“Right. I can’t make a clean getaway. I remember.” 

	“I admit you’re not entirely wrong, Joe. Not everybody has opportunities. Some people’s options are limited. Our daughter, Clare, she had plenty of options growing up. A nice bedroom filled with toys, dance lessons and swim lessons, and even sailing lessons, one summer. She didn’t much enjoy those options at the time, but, as Eleanor explained, you don’t know until you try. When she returned from theatre camp, Clare declared that she had come to the conclusion that she hated people.”

	“I know the feeling.”

	“It’s hard to talk someone down off that ledge. Eleanor gave it her best shot, but it turns out people are in fact pretty easy to hate, as a group, I mean. Taken individually, there are good ones and bad ones, but there’s not much to recommend them on the whole.” That was Solomon’s opinion. Eleanor had always leaned into the positive, tried to see the good.

	“I haven’t come across too many of the good ones myself.”

	“Mainly we just wanted Clare to be happy, even a little bit. She had the tools to become a success. Her marks in school could have got her into medical school, or law school, or bookkeeping school. She could have become an airline pilot or a software developer. After much reflection, she elected to work in government services.”

	“Good for fucking her.” 

	Was that sarcasm? 

	“She took up with Newfoundland Roads and Highways. The job entailed her standing at the head or tail of a highway construction zone, twisting a STOP/SLOW sign at approaching motorists. How’s that for an option?”

	“Could be a lot fucking worse.”

	“Funny, that’s what Clare said.” 

	Solomon reached down and picked up the wallet that Joe had placed on his slipper. It was a folding wallet, made from a kind of plastic that was flexible but not soft like leather. It had an embossed texture that made it mildly unpleasant to hold. 

	He unfolded it and drew his thumb across the slots where cards could be inserted. Most of the slots felt empty. The top was split lengthwise, allowing the insertion of old-fashioned paper money. Solomon opened the cash slot and pulled out a single bill. He felt its texture. There were bumpy bits, like braille, and sticky bits, like plastic. New old-fashioned Canadian paper money was a complex weave of textiles and compounds meant to achieve a level of security, making the art of counterfeiting difficult, and easy to detect. Gone were the days when you could photocopy a tenner and pass it off at the local convenience.

	“Cash is a dying industry, Joe.”

	“What the fuck?”

	“Cash. Coins and paper money. It won’t be long before the counterfeiters will go the way of blacksmiths and coopers and iron-lung factories.”

	“Jesus fuck.”

	Solomon held the paper bill up.

	“What is this?” 

	“A twenty.”

	Solomon squinted, rubbed the bill between his fingers. “It feels like a five.”

	“Jaysus. You think I’d try to cheat a blind old man? Fucking hell. You’re more cynical than me.”

	“Let’s not lose sight of the fact you came here to rob me, Joe. My reservations regarding your honesty can hardly be called cynical.”

	“Alright, alright. Fuck.”

	“For what it’s worth, I detect no real cynicism in you. Unhappiness, yes, and there’s a vein of defeatism running through you that can’t be denied. But despite your many hardships, you’re not cynical, not that I’ve seen.”

	“Ow. Shit.”

	“By the way, I was joking about the fiver. It’s something my friend Quinn might have said, but I’m not funny the way he is. If my poor dead wife were here—”

	“Aaaghh! Not the fucking dead wife!”

	“—If Eleanor were here, she’d remind me my funny bone was missing at birth, and I suppose she’d be right. She usually was.”

	Solomon looked up to his left, as if Eleanor could be found there.

	“It’s not easy living with someone who’s always right.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	Solomon slid the twenty into the wallet and placed the wallet on the floor, just beyond his foot. He wasn’t keen to have Joe touch his foot again. It was the sort of physical contact that, as a blind person, he found unsettling.

	“Take your twenty and put food on your children’s table.”

	Sniff. “I got nothing else to offer you. Anyways, I’ll probably never see my children again. Looks like I’m going to die here on your floor, so the twenty won’t do me no good. Maybe you can pass it on to my kids at the funeral.”

	“We all die, Joe. Today, tomorrow, in thirty years. You might see death coming, or it might take you by surprise. Eleanor didn’t see hers coming, not until she was flat on her back, arms and legs windmilling uselessly across the ice. For those last few seconds, when she spotted the bread truck rolling west on Gower, that’s when she must have seen death coming.”

	“Aww! Don’t talk about this. I don’t want to hear about this. Fuck!”

	“Before those final seconds, I imagine she thought she had another two decades left on this earth, maybe more. There’s longevity in her family. Both her parents outlived her. They’re out in Green Pines, still getting up each morning, still making plans, whatever small plans they can make. Eleanor’s plans were squished out of her in a rolling second.”

	“Jaysus!”

	“What I’m saying is, once you understand the world is random and chaotic, you can begin to focus on the positive things, the small pleasures, like a sunny day or a warm breeze, the view of the narrows from Signal Hill as the sun sets, a fog bank rolling over Conception Bay, a breaching whale.”

	“You sound like a goddam tourism commercial.”

	Solomon took in a deep breath and held it, letting the tension in the room dissipate.

	“Tell me something positive about yourself, Joe.”

	Titter, titter, snort.

	Solomon peered out at his dark world.

	“Did I say something funny?”

	It seemed unlikely.

	“Your wife, your poor dead fucking wife was wrong, Sol.”

	Solomon didn’t like his name to be contracted. As a child, he was expected to refer to his detestable grandfather as Grandpa Sol. The mere thought of his long-dead relative raised his bile.

	“Don’t call me Sol.”

	Snort. “Okay, okay, Solomon.”

	“Thank you. Go on. You were saying something about my dead wife.”

	“You’re hilarious, that’s what. She said you weren’t funny, but she didn’t hear you ask me to say something positive about myself. See what I mean? That’s some joke, isn’t it? Your friend would spit up his wine if he heard that corker. He’d give up his title as the funniest man in town. He’d crown you the new king of comedy.”

	Solomon considered this with scepticism. “I want to believe there is something positive about you.”

	“A minute ago you thought I was crawling over there to kill you.”

	“That’s true.”

	“You called me a lousy robber.”

	“I believe I called you clumsy.”

	“You don’t know me. I live in a different fucking world than you. My world is so far from yours, I might as well live on goddam Pluto.”

	“I don’t know if you’ve heard, Joe, but Pluto has recently lost its status as a planet.”

	“What?”

	“Quite a thing to lose after all these years, if you ask me. Tragic.”

	“Fuck me.” Ow.

	Back when Clare still had options as an angry teen, she’d told Solomon and Eleanor that what she aspired to do was travel to the planet Mars. Aha, thought Solomon, she’s finally reaching for the stars. Eleanor threw herself at her daughter and cried hot, ecstatic tears. But Clare hadn’t finished explaining. It wasn’t space exploration she was after, it was solitude. She wanted to travel to Mars, alone, where she could keep a comfortable distance between her and humanity. If anyone chose to follow her there, she’d have roughly seven months to prepare a hostile welcome.

	“I haven’t been entirely truthful to you, Joe. I wish to clear my conscience.”

	“Your poor fucking wife isn’t dead?”

	“No, not that. It’s my daughter, Clare. I told you she was married to another woman.”

	“People don’t usually lie about that. They lie the other way around.”

	“She’s definitely a lesbian, I can’t and won’t deny that, but her second marriage to the other woman I mentioned—Sylvia, nice girl—well, it only lasted a few months. Sylvia could only take so much of Clare’s anger. She thought she could help Clare, lift her out of this dark place, but we knew she was doomed to fail. Live and learn, that’s what Eleanor said. You have to take people as they come. Only they can save themselves, if they choose to. Our daughter doesn’t want to save herself. She believes it’s the rest of humanity that’s in need of saving, and she’s smart enough to know she can’t be the one to save them.”

	“Sounds right.”

	Perhaps Joe had a little cynicism in him after all.

	“Now that she lives on Mars, it’s moot.”

	“What? Mars?”

	“Her job with the roads department, she gave that up after Eleanor died. Now she hides in her tiny apartment and grows potatoes in her sink. She doesn’t bathe, and only ventures out to shop for essentials. She has no friends or lovers. She shares her bed with my poor dead wife’s childhood teddybear, Rufus.”

	After the funeral, Clare had discovered Rufus in a box in the basement. She scraped off the mouldy patches and wrapped it in dryer sheets until it released the basement smell. 

	“When I call her on the telephone, she makes chokey sounds, as if we have a bad connection. She says, Sorry [choke], no can hear [choke-choke], all the way out here on [choke] Mars, over and out. Then she hangs up.”

	“Christ almighty, I don’t know if I should laugh or fucking cry.”

	“In any case, she got her wish. She lives on Mars, which goes to show you, even for an angry person, dreams can come true.”

	Sigh.

	“Tell me, Joe, what did you want to be when you grew up? Fireman? That’s what most boys want to be. Or a hockey player, or maybe a movie star.”

	“Jaysus. There you are, making me a fucking stereotype again.”

	“The odds are in my favour.”

	“That what you were, a fireman?”

	“No, I wasn’t that.”

	“Anyway, wanting to be a hockey player is just as stupid as wanting to be a movie star.”

	“Well—”

	“For every movie star, there’s seven million actors who won’t be able to pay their rent this month.”

	“I’m sure you’re right.”

	“Of course I’m right. I got a sister who’s a fucking actor. She lived in a shopping cart for two years. The lucky ones get jobs as waiters, the rest go back to the farm after the business spits them out.”

	Solomon nodded. “Always have something to fall back on, that’s what Eleanor used to say.”

	“Only rich people got things to fall back on. Even a starving actor maybe got parents who will let them move back in if things get tough. Not my sister, though, not our parents. We fall back on living in our fucking car when things go wrong, provided we got a car.”

	“I feel bad for not having a car to offer you, Joe.”

	“Yeah, well, don’t sweat it. I’m used to getting nothing except a lot of guff from the missus.”

	“You still haven’t told me what you wanted to be.”

	Pant, pant. Sigh. “Steam roller.”

	As before, Solomon’s renegade eyebrows had a go at escaping the Earth’s gravitational pull. 

	“Did you say steam roller?”

	“Stupid, I know. Thanks for not laughing.”

	“I’m sure there’s nothing funny about steam rollers.” 

	Solomon’s mind unexpectedly presented him with a slightly different version of his wife’s crushing demise, in which the bread truck was replaced by a steam roller. As is the ways of imaginings, the presence of a steam roller on a downtown street on a cold, icy February morning would present a number of reality-checking questions. Still, the fleeting imagery of the resulting collision, as it were, caused Solomon to flinch. A closed-casket affair, that imagined funeral.

	Joe pulled Solomon out of his traumatized imagination. 

	“Thing is, you sit up there in that high seat, right? Ahead, you see the hard scrabble, rough and uneven, not fit for anything, and behind, you see this perfectly smooth black road surface that now can take people and things across the world. It’s like magic. That’s the way I see it. You make something useful from something useless.”

	Solomon was impressed. 

	“I never thought someone could make a steam roller operator’s job sound so inspirational. Tell me what happed to that dream?”

	Joe made the raspberry sound again. “Wouldn’t even take my application. They said I needed further education to drive the steam roller. College, like. Your little one got to hold the STOP/SLOW sign on the road crew, but the fuckers wouldn’t even give me a shot at that. Couldn’t work my way up, they said, even if I was the foreman’s nephew, which I wasn’t. I suppose I need to go to law school to be a fucking garbage man.”

	“These days they’re called sanitation engineers, so I suppose it’s engineering school you’d be looking at.”

	“Fuck that. Too many TVs to hawk to get me in any school. Like I said, suffering and death. Those are my options.”

	Sniff, sniff.

	“How’s the leg feeling?”

	“Hurts like a fucker. Thanks for asking, Dad.”

	Solomon reminded himself that sarcasm was not the same as cynicism.

	“You’re not snivelling so much.”

	“Snivelling? Fucking hell! Maybe I’ll crawl over there and kill you after all.”

	Solomon smiled. “I don’t think you’ll do it, Joe. You’re a good person. That’s what I’ve learned about you. You’ve had a rough time, been treated badly by some people, and the worst I can say is there’s a little sarcasm in you.”

	“I’m a burglar, don’t forget. I broke into your house to rob you. I might have killed you already if you’d put up a fight.”

	“Even a blind man can outrun a burglar with a busted foot.”

	“Leg!”

	“Right. The shin bone. Did I tell you about the chip I took out of my shin? Kickback from a chainsaw—”

	“Don’t want to hear about it.”

	“—got away from me. My poor dead—”

	Aaarghhh!

	“Anyway, not my brightest moment. It doesn’t hurt at all, now, but you can feel the chip in the bone, and there’s a scar. Would you like to feel my chip?”

	“You’re a fucking lunatic. I need to get out of here. Any second now, I’m going to start screaming. That ought to wake up the neighbours. One of those fuckers will call the cops. With any luck, your good friend Greg will rush over here with one of his guns and make this nightmare end.”

	“I think Greg’s in Portugal. The whole family. They’ve got cousins over there. They go every year for Portugal’s version of Thanksgiving.”

	“Why are you telling me this? Do you honestly think I give a fuck about them?”

	“Well, I guess my point is, this would have been the perfect night for you to have crawled through one of their windows, seeing as how they’re out of town. Also, for what it’s worth, they had all their windows replaced last year. High quality vinyl, triple glazing. You wouldn’t have one of those sashes coming down on your leg, I can promise you that. Of course, as a former window installer, I imagine you know all about these things.”

	“Oh god oh god oh fucking goddam god.” Pant, pant.

	“The swears are starting to creep back in. I’m not offended, I’m just warning you, in case my attention begins to wander.”

	“How can your attention wander when there’s a burglar on your floor? You’re some kind of nut. I said it before, I’m better off in jail.”

	“So, your leg’s feeling better?”

	“I got no feeling down there. None at all.”

	“That’s not good.”

	“I’m ready to die.”

	“Don’t say that, Joe. Don’t ever say that. Life is short. Just ask my poor dead—”

	“Ahhhhh! Help! Call the cops! Fire! Rape! I’ve been kidnapped! Help! Fucking rape! Shit. Help. Fuck.” 

	There was more. Solomon waited patiently for Joe to run out of steam.

	“Feel better?”

	Wimper, wimper.

	“Today is Clare’s birthday, by the way. She turned thirty-one. She’s probably asleep right now, so she isn’t aware she’s thirty-one. I suppose she’ll remember when she gets up this morning. She may not care. Even as a child she hated her birthday, and she hated going to someone else’s birthday party. She once told Eleanor that birthdays were nothing to celebrate, they were just a reminder of how long and awful life is. Knowing her, she probably counts the seconds silently in her head, adding them up as a way of proving to herself how tedious her life is, how endless, how meaningless.”

	Wimper.

	“I could telephone her right now. Maybe she’s lying awake, staring at her ceiling and hating every second of it. Maybe she’d appreciate a distraction. I could wish her a happy birthday, invite her over later for cake. I imagine she’d answer her phone from Mars. Hello [choke-choke], can’t hear you out here on Mars [choke], bad connec— [choke], don’t bother to leave a message [choke], over and out. [Click].”

	Softly: 

	“Help.”

	“Help.”

	“Fire.”

	“Fuck.”

	“If your leg’s not hurting so much, why don’t you try to pull yourself up onto the couch? It’s got to be better than the floor. My dog, Teddy, who’s now deceased, he—”

	Softly. “Nooo…”

	“Teddy used to love that spot where you are right now. He had a bum hip for the last couple of years of his life, had some trouble getting around. Hip dysplasia, they call it. I had to lift him into the car.”

	“You don’t have a car. You said so.”

	“No, that’s true. After Eleanor died so suddenly and horribly—”

	Aarghh!

	“—I gave the car to Clare. What was a blind man going to do with a car? Right? Anyway, I think Clare sold the car to pay for her ticket to Mars.”

	“Jesus jesus jesus fuck.”

	“I called him a gimp.” Solomon laughed at the memory. “Teddy, I mean. His English wasn’t good, so I’m sure he wasn’t offended. You sure your name isn’t Teddy?” Solomon laughed again.

	“Colin.” Sniff.

	There went Solomon’s eyebrows, up-down-up-down. Sooner or later they were going to make it into orbit, perhaps drift off to Mars to keep Clare company. Surely she couldn’t object to a couple of harmless eyebrows that don’t talk much and eat very little.

	“Colin?”

	“My name’s not Joe, it’s Colin.”

	“Well, well. This changes everything.”

	“It does?”

	“Of course. Every caper needs a Joe.”

	“It does?”

	“There’s a Joe, a Mick, a Tony, a pretty girl named Kiki who wears leather and rides a black motorcycle, and a British chap named Oliver, who will be in charge. There’s never been a Colin involved in any caper, not that I know of.”

	“This is no caper. This is a disaster.”

	“A fiasco.”

	“A goddam failure.”

	“A debacle of the first order. That’s what Oliver would call it.”

	“A fucking joke.”

	“Well, don’t be too hard on yourself. With a name like Colin, you didn’t stand a chance.”

	“Thanks for nothing.”

	“I have a completely different impression of you, now that your name is Colin. I think things would have turned out quite differently if I’d known from the start. First impressions and all.”

	“Fucking hell.”

	Softly, almost a whisper: “Colin. Colin the burglar. Colin, Colin.”

	Oooff-awwhh.

	“Colin the steam roller operator. Ha! Now we’re talking. I’m going to run it by Clare in the morning, see what she thinks. Despite her anger issues, she’s actually a pretty good judge of character.”

	“My future widow looks forward to her opinion.”

	There was that sarcasm again.

	“You’re welcome. Listen, have you dragged yourself onto the couch yet? It sounds to me like you’re still on the floor.”

	“I’m fine where I am.”

	“A Joe can be on the floor, but a Colin deserves all the comforts a home has to offer. Some soft slippers and a pipe, that’s what you need. I won’t ask you to read the paper, you can just pretend, or look at the pictures.”

	“You’re making fun of me again.”

	“Certainly not.”

	“If I’m so goddam deserving, maybe you’ll finally call the constabulary. I can’t take much more of this. I’m ready for the big house. Throw the book at me. I can spend the rest of my days in a tiny cell, where I never have to talk to you again.”

	“I hear Mars is nice this time of year, perfect for someone trying to get out of the rat race.”

	“Anything but here. Jaysus fuck me.”

	“I can’t tell you how pleased I am to finally meet you, Colin. Truly.”

	Smack, smack. “I’m thirsty. I think it’s from blood loss.”

	“Significant fluid loss can lead to hypovolemic shock.”

	“Jaysus. More fucking ten-dollar words. When will this nightmare end?” Moan.

	“Hydration is important. Eleanor was always telling me that. She walked around most days with a fancy water bottle hanging from her wrist. She said she didn’t want to be out somewhere without her water bottle and suddenly get thirsty and have to buy water in one of those disposable plastic bottles that choke dolphins. Such a waste of money, and terrible for the environment. You’ll be interested to know she had her water bottle hanging from her wrist as she slewed to her doom beneath—”

	“Oh, fuck. Water. I need water.” Smack, smack.

	Solomon’s ears picked up a new sound. It’s often said that blind people develop enhanced functionality in their remaining senses, with hearing being the primary sense taking up the slack. Solomon himself had not detected a noticeable improvement in his hearing since going blind. Eleanor had suggested he simply wasn’t trying hard enough to hear better. She also suggested it was his pattern to be somewhat selective in the things he was willing to hear. No doubt she was right.

	One thing he knew for sure: he wasn’t going deaf. 

	This sound was different in a number of ways from the one that had roused him from his sleep. To begin with, this sound sounded as if it was coming from behind him, not in front of him, where Colin was situated. Also, this sound did not call to the animal kingdom or any other part of the natural world. It was a sound without adjectives or similes to define it, one with an identity all its own. A recognizable sound, familiar yet unexpected.

	Footsteps on a staircase.

	“For heaven’s sake, Lou! Is that you sitting in the dark, talking to yourself?”

	Solomon’s eyebrows finally fled the scene. Good riddance, thought Solomon. “Oh, Eleanor, darling, I wonder if you might bring a glass of water for Colin? I’m sure he’d be grateful.”

	Colin shifted on the floor. “What the fuck? Lou?”

	“You can call me detective, my son. Detective Lou Chaffey, retired, at your service.”

	Whimper, moan. “This is the worst night of my shitty fucking life.”

	“That seems doubtful, Colin, but listen, I’ve got something to tell you.”

	Groan. “I can’t believe you’re a fucking cop.”

	“It’s about Clare. I told you she quit her job and moved to Mars.”

	“No no no fuck no.”

	“Today is her birthday, I didn’t lie about that, but the truth is, she’s dead.”

	“Fuck!”

	“She died back in February.”

	“Stop talking. Please stop talking.”

	“I also wasn’t lying about the car. I did give it to Clare. She hit some black ice and slid willy-nilly into an oncoming truck. An accident, they said. Eleanor and I can’t help wondering, though.”

	“Oh god oh god no.”

	“The driver of the truck wasn’t hurt, which is a blessing.”

	Moan, moan, snivel.

	“One more thing, Colin—”

	“Please. I’ll never swear again if you stop talking. I promise.”

	“—I may not be quite as blind as I may have suggested.”

	Aarghh!

	“Sit back, now, my son, don’t stir yourself. Eleanor will be here with your water soon.”
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