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DIVORCE AND KITTY LITTER

by David Halliday

ACT ONE

CHAPTER ONE

Criticism and Dread

I have always thought of Claude as a moron. Claude’s face, like a rhinoceros’s, seemed to occupy a small portion of space on his chin. There was a vast wilderness of vacant flesh across his forehead, virgin canvas no doubt for some future tatoos. And his eyes were small and beady, like isolated oases on a desert of sandy white skin. Claude had no hair, the result of some childhood disease. Frontal lobotomy was Fred’s guess. (Fred is my cat and constant companion.)  He had no eyebrows, no eyelids. When asleep one could imagine Claude’s face disappearing altogether. Weighing over three hundred pounds and towering somewhere between six and seven feet, Claude was an imposing figure. And even for a big man, Claude had huge hands that hung like hams at the end of very long arms. And then there was Claude’s voice: squeaky, high pitched with an almost feminine delicacy. 


Perhaps I was envious.  My own body had been little more than a distraction while I was growing up. My efforts at maintaining a modest psychological balance during my adolescence left me little time for physical activity. But, there was something else about Claude, something that gave me the creeps. One day I caught Claude kneeling by our basement apartment, peeping into our bathroom window. I have a picture in my mind of Ann removing her blouse and Claude’s eyes rising like tea biscuits in an oven as Ann massaged skin cream over her breasts. Claude claimed that he was looking for a quarter that had dropped out of a hole in his pocket earlier that day. When I went into the apartment I found that Ann wasn’t home so the mystery remained.


When I told Fred about my discovery, he shrugged his shoulders as he began the hourly grooming of his coat. 


“Aren’t all of your species Peeping Toms? What is television? What are novels? You are a breed of navel gazers?”


The evening I prepared to go to the Trinity Poetry Workshop to present my paper, Ann informed me that she would not be attending. The World Championships in women’s figure skating was on the television. Ever since the Tonya Harding - Nancy Kerrigan Affair, Ann had become addicted to body contact sports. In a way, I was relieved. Ann’s presence would only make me more nervous if that was possible.


I met Claude that evening. He was carrying the empty garbage cans in, two in each hand. 


“Good evening, Claude,” I said.

“Good evening, Mr. Halliday,” Claude responded, waving one of the garbage cans at me.


 David Halliday is not my real name. I found it in the telephone book. Ann insisted that if I was to tell my story, I not use my real name. Otherwise she threatened legal action. Ann is not someone to be trifled with. 


“Are you going out for the evening, sir?” 


“Yes, I am.” I responded. Claude’s politeness always made me feel uncomfortable. I felt that at any moment I was going to be petitioned to contribute a sum of money to some heretofore unknown though no doubt deserving cause. Fred says that it is a cynical age when even good manners are greeted with suspicion.


“I think I’ll stay at home this evening, Mr. Halliday. I was out very late Tuesday evening and you know what they say about burning the candle at both ends.”


“That’s very interesting, Claude.” Claude was one of those people who felt it was necessary to keep everyone abreast of his agenda. And in Claude’s case, I felt that it was a definite advantage for the rest of humanity.


I opened the door to the Beetle. Fred jumped in.


“Will you be late, Mr. Halliday?”


“Why do you ask?” I enquired, rolling down my window. 


Claude shrugged his shoulders. “No reason. Have a pleasant evening and say hello to Mrs. Halliday.”


“I’m going alone,” I replied.


Claude nodded knowingly and smiled like someone pleased to have been able to keep a secret. I turned on the engine. Claude’s words bounced around in my head. I wondered what he was up to. I turned to Fred.


“There’s a guy,” Fred grinned, directing his remarks at Claude “who’s fortunate his vital organs are operating on automatic pilot.”


Fred slept most of the way as I drove. I tried to keep my mind off the evening. The image of Ann’s mother came into my head. Mrs. Yonge was an intelligent looking woman, with cold and calculating eyes. Though she had a small almost wiry frame, there was no weakness in her. Her hands were long and spindly, one could say cruel in their gestures. Ann’s mother despised me, felt that Ann had lowered herself when we wed, that our mating amounted to little more than bestiality. Ann, she said, shaking her head in despair, had always had a weakness for strays. She said this in my company as I sat on her plastic covered sofa on the day of our wedding.


As I turned off the Gardiner and headed north on the Don Valley Parkway, Fred woke up. Wiping his eyes, Fred asked what my topic for the evening would be. I pointed to the paper that lay on the seat between us. Fred picked it up, making no effort to disguise a yawn, and began browsing through it, beginning with the last page. I was beginning to feel nervous.


I hate public displays of intelligence. Most people do, which explains the low ratings for CBC programming. New ideas are dangerous, not because the masses rally around them, but because they anger the beast. The masses do not want things to change. They do not want the status quo challenged, mainly because change usually comes in the form of war, depressions, plagues, famine. And I was nervous because I was afraid, afraid of failure or more precisely of making a fool of myself. I recalled the nightmarish experience of defending my master’s thesis. Dr. Deck, my thesis counselor, had promised me that it would be a small polite affair, lasting only ten or fifteen minutes. It was to be held in the faculty lounge. When I showed up, the place was packed. Everyone in the department, staff as well as graduate students and some maintenance people had decided to attend. Dr. Deck had assured me that there would only be two or three people in the committee that questioned my work. There were a half dozen. I looked around. My skin was turning clammy, my clothes beginning to shrink. There was a coffee machine in the corner of the room, a drop of coffee hanging precariously from the spout. It wouldn’t drop.


After I read a short synopsis of my work, questions were tendered. I was able to field the first two questions quite easily. Then Dr. Pinto, a short rotund professor known throughout the university for his acid wit, rose. He turned and made a short speech to the gathered throng who after he had finished, laughed and gave him a round of applause. I hadn’t understood a word he had said. I folded my hands together as if to pray. Jabbing his fingers into his vest pockets and raising himself upon his tiptoes, Dr. Pinto addressed me. His question was in three parts. By the time he reached the third part of his question, I couldn’t remember the first. I looked around the room. My tongue, which is quite long, fled like a frightened puppy into my throat. A black hole suddenly appeared in my brain, sucking in all forms of consciousness. My eyes rolled up into my head. I passed out. That was my last day as a student at the University of Windsor. Later that summer Dr. Deck died of a heart attack trying to teach his teenage sons how to slam dunk a basketball. Dr. Pinto later married, producing a number of offspring, one of whom became an infamous serial killer in British Columbia.


I stared at the highway. I love expressways. There is elegance in the sweep of the exit ramps, the way traffic separates and merges, something almost fragile in the overpasses. Expressways are to the twentieth century what cathedrals were to medieval Europe. The God of the middle ages, omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient, represented stability in a world of chaos. Our new God was speed, the elegance of change, rapid change in a world of appetite and boredom.


“Listen to this,” Fred howled with laughter, holding his stomach with his paw. “This paper is written in the mode of a drama. The essence of drama is conflict and the conflict in this particular drama is between the self and the group. One might say that the group gave birth to the self and the drama is a story of their union through justice into a trinity.” 


Fred keeled over, laughter running out of his mouth like saliva.


“You don’t like it, Fred?”


Fred shook his head, trying to climb out of his cascading mirth. “It’s not that I don’t like it, Dave. It’s not that at all. But really, Dave, a drama?”


“They’re all poets and writers,” I protested. “I thought it was a good way of engaging their attention.”


Fred shook his head, wiping some tears from his eyes.


“Well, I suppose.”


I looked out the window, cursing my decision to allow Fred to join me. What the hell does a cat know about philosophy anyway?


“Is there anything else, Fred?”


“Perhaps I shouldn’t say. Maybe later.”


“No. Go ahead. I’m anxious to get your response,” I said, hoping that Fred would not utter another word.


Fred shuffled the papers and began to read another section of my paper.


“What’s wrong with that?” I cried.


“You don’t see it, Dave?” 


I shook my head. Fred sighed.


“Oh God!” I cried as we turned off the Parkway for the Danforth.


“Maybe I should cancel. I’ll go to a phone booth and call in sick.”


“A coward’s way out, Dave.”


“I’m a coward,” I replied, not believing this to be entirely true. But as Fred has pointed out countless times before, how can you be ninety percent coward and not be a coward?


“Damn!” I swore, slapping the steering wheel with my hand. “I wish Ann were here now. She’d know the right thing to say to me.” 


After the fiasco of my thesis defense, Ann had taken me to her bosom, cradled me like a Dickens’ orphan dying of tuberculosis. “They just don’t understand genius,” she sighed. And added, “I’ve never felt so close to you before, David. Isn’t it wonderful to be needed?” Maybe that was the secret to our relationship? Ann felt as if she had discovered me, like I was some lost continent, some Atlantis. Now it was beginning to look like her Atlantis was just drifting flotsam in the Gulf Stream.


“Why didn’t Ann come, Dave?”


“She’s busy,” I responded. And it was true. For the last week, Ann had been organizing a great war against the small brown ants that had invaded our kitchen. Ann hated ants. It had become a crusade for her. She called them bourgeois shopkeepers. They were all the same, no personalities, no individuals. Ann’s campaign seemed to be going well until I mentioned that there were new swarms of ants massing in the compost heap that we called God at the back of the yard.


Fred sighed.


I glanced over. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Fred knew something. 


“Is it against the law to sigh?”


“Come on, Fred. Out with it.”


“Out with what?” I hated it when Fred was coy.


“Don’t play games, Fred. I can tell when something is on your mind.”


“It’s nothing, honest Dave.”


“Fred!”


“Haven’t you noticed,” Fred blurted out, “Ann is almost always busy. She never goes anywhere with us.”


“She went with us last weekend when we went shopping,” I pleaded. 


“Only because the time before,” Fred hissed, “you bought her table napkins instead of tampons.”


“An honest mistake.”


“That doesn’t answer my question”


“Ann doesn’t like to go out much. She works hard at her job all day. She’s tired.”


There was silence in the car. I waited for the next bombshell.


“Have you ever noticed the way Claude looks at Ann?” Fred whispered.


“What way?” I said, pretending that Fred had not struck a chord with me.


“How many ways are there, Dave?”


I laughed. “That’s crazy, Fred. Claude and Ann. Don’t make me laugh. Ridiculous. It’s impossible. The guy is a slug, a moron, a degenerate. You know, Fred, I think you’d be a lot better off if you kept your nose out of other people’s affairs. What goes on between Ann and me is really none of your business.”


“Have it your own way, Fred sighed. “But, don’t come crying to me when she has your nuts mounted as doorknockers.”


“That’s enough, Fred. Besides, Claude is the last person Ann would become involved with. She meets any number of intelligent and attractive men in her work every day. Why would she be attracted to Claude? The idea is absurd.”


“Maybe he’s got something big besides his hands,” Fred purred saucily.


I pretended to shrug off Fred’s suggestion. I could not. I kept recalling the smile on Claude’s face that evening. And the way he plied me with questions. And Ann. She’d been very distant recently. I couldn’t recall the last time we’d made love. I do remember the last time I tried to hold her. She complained about being sticky. That was Christmas eve. The next day at her mother’s she complained that I kept the thermostat too low.  But, I had to believe that Fred’s suspicions were unfounded. I had to trust Ann. What a fool I would seem to her if I raced home to the apartment and found her alone watching those double axles on television. But then I thought of Claude’s hands. They were so big and Ann loved men with big hands.


And then there was our conversation that morning. Ann looked up at me from the kitchen table, a cup of coffee shaking in her hand. “Who are you, David? I don’t know you. Don’t know if I have ever known you. It seems to me that I saw you as I wanted to see you. I created a David in my mind that wasn’t you at all. You’re really a stranger to me.”


I parked the car. Fred and I walked down the street toward the coffee shop where the Trinity Poetry Workshop conducted their meetings. I felt strangely detached from the streetlights and the sound of traffic and the smell of exhaust fumes, sewage rising up through manhole covers, and the rotting ozone layer overhead. I was walking through a postcard, conscious only of my own heavy breathing.

CHAPTER TWO

Dr. Blackstone


I knelt like a penitent in the black cushioned leather chair of my psychiatrist’s office. It was not so much an office as a set of the Tonight Show. Dr. Blackstone felt that the format of the late  night talk show lent itself to frank discussion. Fred spent all his time looking for the invisible cameras, and the non-existent audience, and the always jovial portly side kick. I sat there staring at the doctor, my tongue hanging out like a worshiper waiting for communion from his priest. I drank from a cup of complimentary water. I smiled. It seemed important to be entertaining. 


Dr. Blackstone smiled back at me as he tapped the long recently sharpened number 10 pencil on the oak veneer desk. Dr. Blackstone looked like a squatter version of Sigmund Freud. He had the pointed goatee and declining hair line, but his face was wider, chubby, and there were lines like the dried river beds on Mars, that ran down from the corner of his eyes toward his ears. Dr. Blackstone did not smile often and when he did, he tended to cover his teeth with several fingers as if there was something unseemly living in the crevices of his teeth.


Dr. Blackstone winked at me. I swallowed. There was no defending my behavior. I had failed Ann once again. A frost had come over my marriage. It was the winter of our discontent. Fred groaned when I hatched that gem. Ann and I did not talk for days after my reading at the cafe. She was furious. The humdrum routine of loathing took over our lives. On Mondays, Ann watched football on TV. On Tuesday, I had my session with the doctor. Wednesdays, Ann took a warm bath and I went for a long walk by the lake. Thursdays were left-over night. Ann watched Dallas reruns; I went for a long walk by the lake. Friday, Fred and I watched wrestling reruns while Ann went out with the girls from the office. Saturdays, I went shopping, and Ann watched college football. Sunday was a day of rest for Ann - the NFL and a six pack. Fred and I went to the museum, or the park, or drove through the country on dirt roads at breakneck speeds. We weren’t allowed back before seven o’clock.


Dr. Blackstone looked over at Fred who was curled up on the couch. I was hoping Fred might fill in some of the details of the great fiasco at the Trinity Poetry Workshop, but true to his convictions, Fred did not utter a word.


“Quite a mess, David,” were the first words out of the doctor’s mouth. “I’m glad I’m not in your shoes.”


Fred looked at me and rolled his eyes. Fred had no faith in psychiatrists. He thought the whole business was a scam, a product of the industrial revolution, like pollution, punch clocks, and anal sex.


The doctor rubbed the bandage wrapped across his nose. I couldn’t look at him. There was green pus seeping out of the gauze and crawling like a slug down his cheek. Instead I looked straight ahead at our would-be audience, which was a wall of books with a small washbasin at one end. I couldn’t figure out the purpose of the washbasin. Fred suggested that the doctor washed his hands before he read. “You never know what kind of filth you might pick up in a book,” Fred scowled.


The doctor raised his eyebrows as he glanced at our audience than at me. 


“You have the twentieth century illness, David. Fear of reprisals.”


“Excuse me?” I smiled. Why do all psychiatrists think their patients are paranoid? Fred

said that all sentient life forms are paranoid. The level of paranoia represents the scale of their intelligence. Those who are not afraid get eaten.


“Trench warfare,” the doctor continued. “You’re afraid to raise your head lest someone shoot it off. I see it all the time. One of my guests this afternoon, a beautiful intelligent woman with a good job, is afraid to answer the door in her apartment. Except for work, she remains cocooned in her bachelor, curled up in bed, watching the Evangelists screaming about the Second Coming, waiting for the killers to burst in upon her. In great details, she can describe the horrible events that are about to happen. Everyone is afraid of the apocalypse, either the world’s or their own. What are you afraid of David?”


I was silent. Where would I begin? Afraid of old age, of heights, of small places, of open spaces, wet pavement, cats with moustaches, bad breath. The doctor looked at me, his eyebrows raised, the pencil in his hand tapping the microphone on his desk. I took a drink from the cup beside me, glanced out at the audience, or the cameras, or the technicians that weren’t there.


“I’m afraid of losing my wife,” I said wiping a tear from my eye. 


The doctor handed me the handkerchief he’d been using to wipe his nose. There was pus on it. I looked at the handkerchief, its little chest heaving in and out with panic, and handed it back to the doctor.


“Really?” the doctor chuckled, then straightening out his tie suggested. “Perhaps you are trying to drive her away?”


“Certainly not!” I protested.


The doctor rose from his desk and walked around in front, leaning over me like a prosecution lawyer in a courtroom, his eyes riveted to mine.


“Then why did you panic in the lecture? Yes, I heard all about it. Ann filled me in on all of the dirty details. Didn’t you want to fail? Isn’t your failure a declaration of war against your wife’s love? Why are you so afraid of being loved? Do you feel so inadequate? So unworthy? So crippled by your own inability to return love? Isn’t it true, David, that you feel nothing for Ann, that you have never loved Ann, have never loved anyone, that you feel you must kill Ann’s love to avoid facing yourself? You know what the truth is David, you just don’t want to deal with it. That would mean acting and you are incapable of acting, incapable of taking charge of your life. Are you afraid that you might want to kill Ann?”


My mouth dropped. I looked at Fred. He was yawning.


“I love Ann.” I thought I was going to burst into tears. The doctor smiled smugly, put his thumbs in the pocket of his vest, nodded his head, looked toward the jury (who weren’t there) than returned to his seat behind his desk. My lip began to quiver. Fred took his tail and began to floss his teeth.


“I would never hurt Ann,” I said, pleading my case to our non-existent audience.


“Cats cannot talk!” the doctor cried.


I had made the terrible mistake in an earlier session of confessing that I held conversations with Fred. Dr. Blackstone maintained that Fred’s talking was a projection on my part, a way of creating a camaraderie within my own mind. I needed company because I was afraid of the great abyss within my thoughts. All my hallucinations were a method my mind used to furnish the emptiness I saw in the world. 


“I would never hurt Ann,” I repeated. “I could never do that.”


“Why are you so angry, David?” Dr. Blackstone asked picking up his pipe and tapping it on his ashtray. It sounded like he was keeping track of the rounds.


“I’m not angry, doctor. I’m upset.”


“At losing Ann?”


“Yes and...”


“Why can’t you remember your parents, David?”


“We’ve been through this doctor,” I moaned. I was growing tired and as I grew tired, my waning spirits seemed to energize the doctor.


“You’re a liar,” the doctor growled. “What is it with you people? All this talk about memory loss, and cats that talk, and meeting historical figures.” I had once told the doctor that I had met former Prime Minister Trudeau in a snowstorm. 


“Have you met Nick Charles recently?” I told the doctor that I had met someone who resembled William Powell who played the detective in the Thin Man movies made in the 30s.


“And Nora and their horrible dog, Fido.”


“Asta,” I muttered. 


“Go ahead. Ask me anything you want,” the doctor barked.


“The dog’s name is Asta.”


The doctor screwed up his eyes and glared at me.


“That isn’t important, David. What’s important is that you are hallucinating, that your world is not our world, that it is not the real world. Have there been any new episodes?”


I explained to the doctor that I had seen the limousine that John Kennedy was assassinated in, driving down the Gardiner Expressway. Kennedy was still slumped over in the back seat; Jackie was still trying to climb out over the hood of the car; there was still a Secret Agent on the hood trying to push her back. I remembered it clearly because behind the limousine was a truck carrying huge panes of glass and one of the sheets of glass was reflecting the setting sun, almost blinding me.


The doctor sighed and slumped against his desk.


“What are we going to do with you, David? You’re a very sick young man. Not dangerous, but nonetheless quite ill. You are taking the drugs I prescribed?”


I nodded. Actually I hadn’t been taking the medication. 


“Schizophrenia can be a dangerous illness, David. So far we have only had to deal with benign creations, your talking cat for example. But David, there is always the danger that your mind might take a turn through darker areas. This sudden fetish over insects troubles me.” 


I couldn’t remember mentioning anything about insects. 


“Socialize more, David. Get out with people of your own age. When was the last time you had sexual relations with Ann?” 


I stared at the doctor and shrugged my shoulders.


“With anyone else?’


I shook my hand.


“Masturbation?”


“Sex is the last thing on my mind,” I whimpered. I felt like the sole passenger on the Titanic before it sank. I was terrified. The only way I could think of saving myself was to turn into a seagull and fly off. Sex was not a high priority.


“Do you listen to music?”


I shook my head. I never listened to music anymore, couldn’t seem to follow a line of melody. It always broke up, disconnected, disjointed like noise.


“I don’t want to frighten you, David, but if we can’t get a handle on this now, five or ten years down the road we could be looking at some serious trouble. You have reached a fork in the road. You must decide between reality and fantasy. Tell me about the reading. Tell me everything that happened that night at the poetry workshop. And David, don’t leave any detail unturned.”

CHAPTER THREE

Panic in the Lecture

I took a swallow of water and put the cup down. By now Fred had passed out, curled in a ball with his chin resting on his right forearm. Dr. Blackstone had returned to his seat and was waiting for me to begin.


“I left home early that evening. I met Claude on the way out.”


“Whose Claude?” the doctor asked.


“My landlord’s son.”


“No one of importance to you,” the doctor said impatiently.


“Not exactly.”


“Just continue on, David.”


“Fred slept most of the way there.”


“You took your cat?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Why?”


“Fred and Ann don’t get along too well. Ann says that Fred is always correcting her grammar. Ann does not like to be corrected on anything.”


There was a long pause as the doctor stared out at our non-existent audience. He shrugged his shoulders and waited some more. It was as if he was listening to the audience laugh.


I continued my story.


“There were many photographs on the walls of the cafe. It was the first thing I noticed when I entered the room. They were photographs of other rooms, identical with this room, with people standing side by side. These were photographs of people who had participated in earlier readings. They all looked serious, responsible, reading their work, cradling the Holy Grail of Canadian culture in their verse. And everyone in the photographs was waiting, looking in on this room, waiting for me to speak. Perhaps I, too, was in a photograph on a wall in one of their rooms waiting for them to speak. The wallpaper behind the photos was tacky, maroon and gold paisley in relief, like a view from the inside of a hooker’s heart. There was plenty of smoke drifting through the room, heavy and curling in upon itself like a dense fog off the Grand Banks. It reminded me of an old sailor I met once in the Spadina Hotel who claimed to have seen the Titanic go down. He was on a fishing boat with his father miles away from the scene, but because the night was so clear and quiet, he said he could hear the music from the ship and the screams of voices across the water, and he said he could see the lights as the big ship, nose down, sank into the stillness.


I stared into the cafe. I couldn’t stop my lower lip from trembling. A room of eyes stared back at me like the lights on the Titanic. Outside on the Danforth a bus screeched to a stop. My body bolted alert. The bus doors opened with a yawn. Someone stepped out of the bus, walked a few steps across the sidewalk, dragging his left foot ever so slightly, and entered the cafe. I looked up. A beautiful blond stepped into the cafe and took a seat. Someone coughed. On the bar, coffee dripped in a coffee machine. Behind the bar, an elderly gentleman, who looked like Joe Dimaggio the Yankee skipper, grinned. Ice in someone’s lemonade began to crackle. I cleared my throat, took a mouthful of water, and forgot how to swallow. For a moment I considered spitting the water back into my glass. The blond got up from her chair and moved to a table closer to the podium. My teeth began to melt. I gargled. There was laughter and a round of applause.


I looked down at the podium. My paper lay there like a dove, cooing. I was afraid to touch it, lest it take flight. The print seemed to grow smaller. It began to disappear into the distance. I charged after it, hoping to retrieve it, banging my head on the podium. There was laughter. How strange it is that at the moment before disaster strikes, the scene appeared comic. The audience assumed that this was part of my presentation. I wondered if, when the Titanic first struck the ice, someone didn’t laugh. I grinned then forgot how to stop. Someone coughed. This wasn’t how I saw myself delivering the lecture. I’d seen many professors give lectures at the university and none had begun their talk using slapstick. The fellow who ran the coffee shop and who had introduced me, leaned against the bar watching. His name was Collins.


Collins was a bearded balding fellow with a beer gut that hung over his belt like a money pouch. His main claim to fame was that he had been at Woodstock and had made love with a famous folk singer, but couldn’t remember afterwards which one she had been. There was a terrible sobriety about his gaze, like a bird of prey soaring high over a meadow looking for lunch.


My eyes glided over the faces of the audience. The patrons of the cafe all looked like English majors, each one with a show me the good parts expression on their face. I thought of Ann watching television, lying on the couch in her bathrobe with a glass of coke tucked between her knees. I jerked my head. My grin fell off.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” I cried out of the side of my mouth like W. C. Fields. I began my lecture. Despite Fred’s criticism, the introduction was well received. At the end of my introduction, I paused to take another sip of water. Several people coughed. Someone lit up a pipe. Someone pushed their chair back, the screech hitting a high C. The blond parted her lips to receive a cigarette. The cigarette was so white. Her teeth were so white. Smoke seemed to rise out of her eyes. I cleared my throat and found that I needed to spit. There was no place to spit. I swallowed instead. Someone groaned, “Oh my God, I’m going to be sick.” The image of a long set of stairs crossed my mind. I couldn’t remember whether I was ascending or descending. I stepped into the body of my lecture with a discussion of the group, pushing my hair off my forehead.


“The Fatherland needs growing space,” I blurted out. The room was silent. It was happening again. The black hole in the center of my consciousness was growing. I paused and looked around the room. At the back of the shop near the entrance, two people were mumbling. The thought crossed my mind that they were from the police vice squad. I can’t imagine why this thought appeared except that I had parked my car in front of a fire hydrant. Everyone turned to look at the couple. It was William Powell and Myrna Loy playing their roles as Nick and Nora Charles from the Thin Man series. Nora nudged Nick in the ribs with her elbow. Nick smiled briefly, quit talking, and then when Nora wasn’t looking, stuck his tongue out at her.


I turned and stared at the floodlights focused on the podium. I saw Claude staring through the basement window into our apartment. Ann was lying on the couch in her housecoat watching television. Claude’s eyes were lasers, opening Ann’s housecoat, revealing her pale round marble breasts. I looked down at the pages in my hand. My palms were sweating, the sweat spreading across the page making the ink run. An ambulance cried out from the street. I looked up from my notes. At the back of the room I saw Ann in the shadows, naked, lying on the couch, her legs apart, moving her ass, asking someone, anyone to…


“Ann!” I cried. There was a stir in the room. I looked down into the glass of water. Claude’s face, like a bloated sucker, was swimming around, smiling up at me. “Good evening, Mr. Halliday.” I turned away. Ann looked up at me from the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in her hand. “Who are you, David? I don’t know you anymore. Did I ever know you?”


Taking a handkerchief out of my pocket, I wiped my brow.


“Excuse me!” I said, trying to smile. Someone was standing behind me. I could feel their breath on my neck. My mouth was now racing through the text of my lecture as if the words were in a panic to be released from my tongue. I felt like a ticker tape machine in a pressroom spitting out the news from United Press. I stopped to take a breath. There was someone behind me. I spun around. For a brief moment I had a glimpse of Claude’s huge fingers crawling like a spider between Ann’s thighs, his huge thumbs parting the lips... There was nothing behind me but a blank wall with a poster advertising - DAVID HALLIDAY: THE GROWTH OF THE SELF. 


I turned back to the audience. There was a shuffling of chairs. A few people had begun to mumble to each other. Someone coughed. The blond glared at me, her eyes like a gun, cocked. Collins had come to attention. He looked worried. I tried to recall where I had left off. I cleared my throat and took another sip of water and then spat it back into the glass. It tasted like vinegar. I wiped my mouth with my sleeve. The image of my father ran through my mind, my father wandering through the woods alone. “I was a son once too,” he said. “I had to deal with my father, as you have to deal with me. We’re all in the same boat.”


Collins stepped up from behind the bar and into the lights that were fixed on me.


“Mr. Halliday,” he said. There was a sudden pain in my side. I continued to speak, somehow determined to finish what I had begun, believing in some crazed logic that, if I finished, everything would be alright. 


“We’ve heard enough, Mr. Halliday,” Collins cried out as he approached the podium.


I looked up. Claude approached the stage. Ann stepped between us, wearing her housecoat, knelt down on the floor, her back to me, and began to pull the zipper of Claude’s trousers, down. Nick Charles stepped up behind Claude and looked over his shoulders. There was an amused smile on his face.”


I fled from the stage, knocking over the podium, smashing my glass of water on the floor, and raced out of the coffee shop. The cool evening air hit me like a wall. And that’s how the evening ended.”


Dr. Blackstone chuckled.


“Continue, David.”


“That’s all there is, sir,” I responded.


“We know better than that, David.”


“Yes sir,” I replied. There was more. I had forgotten. 


“The evening air was cool and light as I staggered out of the cafe and it hit me like a wall. I fell against a street lamp trying to catch my breath. An old woman stepped up to me. 


“Have you seen my sparrow, young man? I’ve lost my little sparrow. He flew off, out of the open window when I took him out of his cage for a little exercise. He’s never done that before. And there are so many of those awful pussy cats in this neighborhood.” 


I pushed the old lady onto the sidewalk and ran down the street toward the car. When I reached the Beetle, I vomited over the front hood.


“You alright, mister?” A voice cried. I turned around. A little kid, in T-shirt and shorts and bouncing a red rubber ball smiled at me. I climbed into the front seat of the Beetle and turned on the windshield wipers. I pulled out into traffic and raced down the Danforth, the events of the evening repeating themselves in vivid Technicolor in my mind: Collins standing at the bar, the blond blowing smoke rings, Nick Charles repressing a smile, Ann blowing smoke rings, Claude standing at the bar, Ann opening her housecoat, the blond opening her housecoat, Nick Charles pouring himself a drink at the bar, Collins burying his head between Ann’s thighs, Claude with an amused smile. “Have a good evening, Mr. Halliday.”  My father smiled, “I had to deal with my father as you have to deal with me.” A sparrow flew through the passenger window and out my window.  My father wandered through the woods. Coffee dripped. The Titanic sank. A ball bounced down the stairs.”


I turned back to the doctor. 


“When I finally came to my senses, I realized that I must have been driving around for hours. I’d forgotten all about Fred. I dreaded going back to the coffee shop, but what choice did I have? Hopefully, everyone would have long since gone. When I returned to the scene of the crime, I found Fred waiting, leaning against a newspaper stand by the curb. I stopped the Beetle and opened the door. Fred jumped in. We moved west on the Danforth toward home. And that’s how it ended.”


The doctor looked at me for a moment, then slapped his knee with his hand, and howled with laughter.


“That is one heck of a story, David. One heck of a story. And what did you tell Ann when you got home?”


“I did what any man would do in a similar situation. I lied.” 


The doctor slapped me on the shoulder and roared with laughter.


“Without a doubt, David, you are one of our most delightful guests.” There were tears in his eyes. 


The doctor stood up, shook my hand and looked out into the non-existent audience as if he were listening to applause. Then the doctor checked his watch, reminded me to take my medicine and to report back in two weeks. I departed, waving to the non-existent audience as I walked off the set.

THE END

