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7 chapter one

She Needs The Room To Bake

I had no point of navigation but I was hell-bent on finding my 
way to Ordinary. I didn’t know what I hoped to find on that voy-
age or, God forbid, at the end of it, but I knew there was nothing 
but bilge rats and bullshit on the course I’d been following. 

I still awoke at night as if in midthought. That copy of Em-
erson’s Essays . . . did Norman keep it? I’d be compelled to run 
downstairs to the storage room and root through the boxes I 
brought back from Kentucky with me. First, though, I had to 
rouse Ginny to find the key. Ginny tolerated these wakings only 
twice, and then, griping about delusional roommates, she had 
a copy of the key made and hung it by the condo’s front door.

It’s a physical deficiency you feel in the middle of the night 
after a breakup. Oh shit, you lie there thinking. It’s not the books 
or the brassieres — I’ve left my thighs in his spare closet.

Along with my ex, Norman, and possibly some missing-in-
action body parts, I’d abandoned my creative spirit in Kentucky 
too, left it disintegrating underneath a tree beside the Barren 
River (symbolically enough), buried alongside the last paint-
ings I swore I would ever do.

Ginny had left the newspaper on the kitchen table folded 
open to the employment section, alongside a conspicuously 
placed red pen. I sat down at the table and wriggled in the 
chair. Ginny’s condo is the Shrine to Design: titanium white 



8cassie stocks

walls, ebony floors, leather furniture, and none of the clocks 
had numbers. I could never tell what time it was, not that I had 
anything to be late for. The two kitchen chairs were Bertoia 
Wire Chairs, sans cushions. The wire frame was incredibly un-
comfortable and my butt would be dented like a reverse waffle 
when I stood up. If the other items in the room and I were fea-
tured in a certain Sesame Street game, I’d be one of the things 
that’s not like the others.

I unfolded the paper and turned past the help-wanted ads 
to the furniture-for-sale column. I’d be getting my own place 
again, someday. It didn’t cost anything to look and I wanted to 
feast my eyes on the cost of a nice flat-bottomed kitchen chair.

Underneath the amazing queen mattress & box, cost over 
$1100, sell $495, there it was:

BEAUTIFUL old phonograph for sale. 78 record player. 

Excellent condition. Gladys doesn’t dance anymore. 

She needs the room to bake. Bring offer. Ph. 254-9885.

Now there was a woman grown earnest about life. It must be a 
joke. I picked up the portable phone and dialed the number. I 
didn’t need a phonograph. (Who does, really?) I wanted to see 
Gladys. I imagined a woman wearing a flowered housedress, 
her arms covered in flour, polkaing and shaking the floor while 
cookies turned black in the oven. But now Gladys had aban-
doned dancing and turned serious about her baking, perhaps 
trying for a blue ribbon at the neighbourhood fair. I wanted 
to look at this woman, to see if she looked broken. I wanted to 
see how she managed to give it up.

“Hello.” An old man’s voice spoke on the other end of the 
line. Gladys was probably busy baking pies.

“Hi. I was calling about your ad in the paper.”
“You’re an early riser; that’s good. I had people call at noon 

sounding like they just got out of bed. I didn’t even let them 
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see it. Do you like to read?” 
“Uh, yes.” What did that have to do with a record player?  

Perhaps Gladys had been driven to baking by her insane hus-
band.

“Listen, could I come to see it?”
“Certainly. How about ten o’clock?”
I wrote the address down with the red pen, hung up the 

phone, and went back to flipping through the newspaper. It had 
been only two weeks since I returned to Winnipeg and moved 
in with Ginny, but she made it seem like I’d been lying about 
for months — decades even. I first met Ginny at the Paraskeva 
College of Art three years ago. She was excelling in Commer-
cial Art. I was dropping out of Fine Art. I randomly circled help 
wanted ads and made big noises with the pages. See, Ginny? 
Flip. I’m trying to restart my life. Flip. Flip. Look at me go. 

I’d returned to Manitoba to live as I believed a normal per-
son lived. No more Frieda Zweig the Artist. Abstract depictment 
in exchange for appropriate deportment. Who was I going to 
be? I was more inclined towards inertia than upward mobility 
and didn’t like most people enough to devote my life to help-
ing others less fortunate than myself. I’d work somewhere, I 
thought, watch tv in the evenings, and become wholly involved 
in the lives of non-existent people. I’d develop my own life of 
quiet desperation, as Emerson’s buddy Thoreau suggested the 
mass of men (and, presumably, women) led.

Ginny walked into the kitchen in her pyjamas. I too wore 
my pjs — a black Rolling Stones concert t-shirt and a pair of 
men’s long-underwear bottoms. Classic sleepwear. Ginny wore 
a peacock-blue satin slip and matching robe. The other kind of 
classic sleepwear. Immense yellow Velcro rollers clung to the 
sides of her head. We looked at each other silently for a mo-
ment; neither of us was the dreaded Happy in the Morning 
species of human. She smelled like cucumber face cream and 
vanilla fabric softener.
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“You should get a haircut today,” she said. “You’re a wreck.” 
“Good morning to you too. A wreck, huh? Plane wreck or 

bus wreck?” I circled another arbitrary ad.
“You know what they say — dress for success.” She poured 

herself a coffee from the completely intimidating automatic 
espresso machine, which, thankfully, she pre-programmed to 
perk at 7:45 each morning, and sat down at the table. “Your ap-
pearance indicates the level of work you’re qualified for.”

I eyed her head. “This from a 1950s alien queen? Where are 
you going to work? The mothership?”

“Volume,” she said. “The rollers lift the hair at the roots and 
give you volume. You can borrow them if you like.”

“I’m applying at a pancake house today. My chances would 
be better with flat, greasy hair, don’t you think?”

Ginny and I are oranges and apples, or peaches and broc-
coli. Hint: I’m the one that’s green and fibrous. She’s California 
classic, with bouncy blonde hair, blue eyes, a skinny little nose, 
and what they used to call bee-stung lips. Her lips get that way 
from collagen injections, which is slightly easier than sticking 
your face in a beehive, which I’m about as likely to do. My nose 
is bigger, my lips are smaller, and my eyes are brown like mud. 
However, Ginny envies my dimples, two craters in the middle of 
my cheeks that explode however slightly I smile. She can have 
them. They make people think I’m far friendlier than I am. 

“I could make you a hair appointment with Angelico.” Ginny 
added three drops of skim milk to her coffee and stirred, clink-
ing the spoon against the sides of her mug. 

“Last time he made me look like a brunette Dolly Parton, 
only missing the boobs. I prefer the long lank look.” I added 
two sloshes of cream and three spoonfuls of sugar to my mug. 
I feel the same way about unsweetened espresso as I do about 
progressive jazz — it’s hopelessly unsophisticated not to like it, 
but no matter how I try, I can’t get my ears, or my tastebuds, 
around it.
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“Oh, please, that was years ago. Big hair was back.”
“Back from where? Hell?” I shook my head. “I’m not going.” 

Who knew what hairstyle had emerged from the underworld 
by now?

She eyed my sleepwear with a slight pursing of her lips. 
“Are you going for interviews today? Do you want to borrow 
something to wear? I have a super new ecru linen suit that 
would fit you.”

“No — thanks,” I said. “Isn’t ecru a large bird? Never mind, 
that’s an emu.”

Ginny’s body type is champagne-advertisement model. All 
her artificially created bumps, or lack thereof, are in the right 
places. I, on the other hand, resemble an advertisement for a 
nature program — The Amazing Life of a Walking Stick Bug. I 
was born the way I am. My mother often told, probably still 
tells, but in Florida, so I don’t have to hear it as often, thank 
god, the story of how a four-year-old cousin, upon seeing me 
for the first time after my difficult birth, demanded they name 
me Arrow because I was long, skinny, and had a pointed head. 
My head rounded out after a few weeks but the long and skinny 
remains. Ginny’s swanky apparel hangs on me like I’m a scare-
broccoli. I’m also prone to spilling drinks and dripping ketchup 
and I can’t afford to dry clean Ginny’s clothes.

She shrugged. “I’ve got to get ready for work. Three accounts 
to close. Maybe my team will actually bring their brains today 
instead of leaving them in their sock drawers or whatever the 
hell they did with them yesterday.” She wafted away down the 
hallway to the bathroom to play with her pots of beauty voo-
doo or to sneak a peak at the Cosmo magazines she hid, like 
pornography, underneath her perfectly rolled white towels.

Ginny called from the bathroom: “I have extra art supplies 
from work in the guestroom closet if you want to paint anything.”

“I told you I’m not painting anymore,” I shouted back. “I’m 
exchanging artistry for drudgery.”
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“You,” yelled Ginny, “are completely asinine.”
Gee, thanks. Strike four on the confidence-o-meter at only 

eight-something-or-other in the morning.
Ginny stopped at the table and had the last swallow of her 

coffee before she left. The 1950s Alien Queen had been replaced 
by an immaculate Corporate Chatty Cathy — a dolly dressed in 
Ralph Lauren career wear for the Downtown Offices. Pull her 
string and she’ll say things like, “Let’s have a meeting,” “I’ll have 
a venti skim cappuccino,” and “Where the hell is my report?”

“What happened to your work?” I asked. In college, in Indus-
trial Sculpture 207, Ginny discovered an aptitude for metalwork, 
creating sinuous forms of brushed aluminum. One of them 
stood on a white pedestal in the corner of her living room.

“I don’t have time anymore, the job keeps me going twelve 
hours a day,” she said. “But you have ten times more talent than 
any of the schmucks in the art department at work. I know 
what happened with Professor Gimlet in college and you’ve 
been having trouble with your work, but. . .”

I tapped the pen on the table. “It has nothing to do with Gim-
let and I’m not having trouble with my work at all. I no longer 
have any work. Period.” I began to turn the pages of the paper 
again. “Have a good day at work with the schmucks.”

After Ginny left I took a piece of paper and made a list:

Five Steps to an Ordinary Life

1. Get a real job.

2. Stop seeing the world as a series of potential paintings.

3. Learn how to talk about the weather.

4. Do the things that normal people do.

5. Figure out what normal people actually do.

Then I got my waffle butt out of the chair, got dressed, and 
went outside, the piece of paper with Baking Gladys’ address 
safely in the front pocket of my jeans. It was the sort of rainy 
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May afternoon that would make anyone with less ambition 
than Ginny want to lie in bed all day reading trashy novels, but 
I was inspired: Gladys would be the beginning of my normal 
people research.

The streets outside seemed washed of colour, a cityscape 
of black, white, and greys. There was a bright spot of colour 
on the bus, the yellow raincoat of the young girl seated across 
from me. A tiny violin case sat beside her, one end on the floor, 
the other resting against her knees. I settled into my seat and 
assumed the bus-riding countenance, slightly unfocused eyes, 
and an upright chin: I see nothing, but I know where I’m going.

I thought back to my not-terribly-illustrious musical career. 
I was six years old and couldn’t wait to start music lessons. 
My piano teacher was a formidable woman with black hair 
and a very straight back. She was a thousand years old and, it 
seemed, constantly pissed off at me. She hit my fingers with a 
ruler if I looked down at them while playing. Thwack. I tried 
to learn, but fear froze my mind. I’d lose track of my fingers 
on the keyboard and stop in the middle of a piece, too afraid to 
look down. She would sit beside me and shake her head, ruler 
in hand. One day, when my mother pulled up to the house, I, 
in the back seat of our blue Pinto, clutching my Leila Fletcher 
Beginner’s Piano Book (Who was Leila anyhow? God, I hated 
her), burst into tears and refused to go in.

But little suburban girls must take classes and, after my pi-
ano failure, the empty spot in my life marked “extra-curricular 
activities” or “cultural edification” was filled with tap dancing 
classes. I approached my hours at Ms. Telford’s Academy of 
Dance with initial enthusiasm. Within a week, because I could 
never remember to keep my arms in a straight horizontal line 
as I turned in circles on the rehearsal floor, Ms. Telford threaded  
a broomstick through the sleeves of my cherished pink leotard. 
I practised with my arms hanging off a broomstick for the next 
month of classes. Frieda, the crucified tap dancer. 
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For recitals and competitions, they removed the broomstick, 
and I was transformed into a stiff mannequin in a short se-
quined dress with circles of rouge on its cheeks. Smile. Smile. 
Show your teeth. Keep your head up. Shuffle-Ball-Change. 
Whose idea of art were those rigid little dollies? I never placed 
in a competition and my mother grew tired of sponging stinko 
nervous vomit off my shiny dresses. No more tapping for me.

I wanted so badly to dance, to make music, but though I 
tried and cried with frustration, I could not follow what they 
were teaching me. I could not make the leap between the les-
sons I took and what I felt inside.

In time, I came to believe I was hopeless and just too damn 
stupid to learn what they were teaching me.

The bus stopped a block away from Morning Street. I stood and 
gave the little girl with the violin a smile. “Good luck,” I said. 
She turned away. Well-trained — don’t talk to strangers. I got 
off the bus, pulled up the hood of my sweatshirt, and walked 
through the drizzle looking at the houses. Judging from the size 
of most of the homes, the district had once been genteel, but 
no more. The sidewalks were cracked and littered, the houses, 
for the most part, unkempt. Porches sagged, and many of the 
windows were boarded up.

The address I took from my pocket led me to 1228 Morning 
Street, the only house besides the house next door that looked 
as though it had been painted in the last twenty years. 1228 was 
set back farther from the street than the other houses. The out- 
side was painted Post-it Note yellow with white trim, and there 
was a big wraparound porch with large wooden columns.

On the neighbouring porch, an old lady sat in a rocking 
chair with a motionless white cat on her lap. I smiled at her, 
but she didn’t turn her head. She was so still, such a picture of 
aged contentment, white-haired and wrinkly, that I thought she 



15 Dance, Gladys, Dance

might be made of papier-mâché and been placed there as an art 
installation. I wondered that the day’s dampness didn’t bother 
her, cause her edges to curl and warp. I climbed the steps of 
1228 and rang the bell, still looking over at the old lady. I was 
thinking of shouting at her when the door opened.

“Hi, I’m Frieda. I called about your ad.”
“Hello.” The man at the front door appeared to be in his 

eighties. He wore a slightly wrinkled white button-up shirt and 
practical canvas pants held up by a pair of frayed purple paisley 
suspenders. His hand, when I shook it, was soft. He’s a retired 
lawyer, I thought. No, professor. No, accountant.

The woman next door leaned forward in her chair. The cat 
gave a cranky meow. “Good afternoon,” she yelled to the man. 

“Good afternoon, Miss Kesstle,” he said, inclining his head 
slightly.

The lady looked right past me. Snotty old thing.
“Will you be over for dinner on Sunday?” she shouted.
“Of course, wouldn’t miss it,” he said.
She leaned back in her chair and he gestured me through 

the door.
“Miss Kesstle is getting almost as deaf as Beethoven,” he 

said as he closed the door behind us.
“But can she play the piano?”
“No, but Beethoven can,” he said.
“So they say.” Did the old fellow think this was news?
“It’s the cat.” He took my jacket and hung it on a hook, ignor-

ing the water that dropped on the wooden floor. “Beethoven is 
the cat. White male cats with blue eyes are always deafer than 
doorknobs.”

I smiled at the man. “And he plays piano, this cat?”
“He doesn’t exactly play it. Just walks across the keys. Can’t 

hear the noise he’s making. Do you like experimental music? I 
don’t care for it myself.”

“Ah, I can’t really say. I just moved back from Kentucky.”
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“Oh, yes, Kentucky,” he said nodding as though that com-
pletely explained my out-of-touch musical tastes. “So, did you 
want to see it?” He gestured down the hallway in front of us.

“Yes, absolutely.” I followed behind him, looking for Gladys 
in the rooms we passed.

He led me through a shabbily comfortable living room filled 
with overflowing bookcases, two velvet couches (one burgundy, 
the other blue), and a big old black vinyl recliner next to the 
fireplace with a side table stacked with newspapers. We went 
through the kitchen, in which there was, disappointingly, no 
Gladys. I sniffed the air but couldn’t discern any lingering scent 
of cinnamon buns or chocolate cake.

Past the kitchen, we went up two flights of stairs in the back 
of the house. Framed black-and-white portrait photos covered 
the walls. I recognized one subject as the woman next door 
sitting on her porch. The picture made her look gentle and a 
little sad somehow.

“Someone’s quite the photographer,” I said.
“Thank you. I teach at the Downtown Art Centre. Are you 

interested in photography?”
“No. I used to paint, though.”
He was getting a little out of breath by the time we reached 

the top of the stairs, where I could see a bedroom with slop-
ing ceilings, hardwood floors, and two large windows, one of 
which threw a leaf-dappled shadow in the centre of the floor. 
There was an old cast iron bed, a green desk, a wooden dresser 
with a round mirror, a plush rocker covered in burgundy, Early 
Victorian Whorehouse upholstery, and several other odd bits of 
furniture, including, in one corner, a phonograph.

“Does it work?” I asked, walking over to it.
“What?”
He seemed quite normal for a deranged person. “The re-

cord player.”
“Ah, the euphonious apparatus. Yes, quite well, if I remember 



17 Dance, Gladys, Dance

correctly. I was going to move most of this stuff out, but I could 
leave it here. That is, if we decide we’re compatible.”

Nuts. “I’ll give you, uh, twenty dollars,” I said.
“I believe the ad said two hundred.”
“Two hundred! You must be joking.”
“I thought it was quite reasonable. Two hundred a month 

and —”
“A month? Who’d buy a phonograph for a month?”
“I haven’t looked at that thing for years,” he said. His eye-

brows squinched up. “The room is for rent.”
“But what about Gladys?”
“Who?”
“Gladys. She doesn’t dance, she needs the room to bake.”
He raised his eyebrows. “There is no Gladys here.”
“You didn’t put an ad in the paper for a phonograph for sale?”
“No.”
“Oh, shit. Sorry. Shoot. I thought I called a phone number 

for someone with a 78 record player for sale. I don’t really want 
a record player, of course, but Gladys. . . Maybe the paper got 
the numbers wrong or I misdialed.” I’d pissed away half the 
day for nothing. I leaned my head against the wall.

“I’m sorry, dear, there must have been some kind of mix-up. 
Listen, you don’t look swell.” He patted my shoulder.

“Mister, I don’t feel swell.” 





19

A Taciturn Old Dame

Not only had I not found a job, or even looked for one; appar-
ently I couldn’t even use a telephone correctly. Telemarketing 
was out as a career choice.

“Come downstairs and sit for a minute — you look like you 
could use a drink of something,” said the old man.

In the kitchen, he took two glasses from the cupboard, left 
the room for a minute, and then came back and busied him-
self at the counter. I sat at the table, unable to believe Gladys 
would not appear and begin kneading bread, her feet planted 
solidly on the floor.

The old cupboards had been painted white. A brightly striped 
plastic tablecloth covered the table. A calendar with a picture 
of Butchart Gardens hung on the wall, the squares surprisingly 
filled in with notes and appointments. He had more places to 
go in a week than I’d been in three months. Under the calen-
dar was a small antique telephone table. All of the furniture 
was antique. When the old fellow died and his relatives had a 
garage sale, people would snatch this stuff up. I wouldn’t mind 
some of it myself.

“They make a lot of cigarettes in Kentucky,” he said from 
the counter.

“I don’t know about that,” I said, “but they sure smoke a lot 
of them there.”

chapter two
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I waited for him to bring a glass of weak lemonade, or a cup 
of tea brewed from a twice-used tea bag. He approached the 
table with two tall iced glasses.

“Here, a glass of Glornic always perks me up.”
“Glornic?” It sounded like an old person’s tonic; I’d probably 

spend the evening on the toilet.
“Gin, tonic, lemon, and a touch of grenadine. My wife Shir-

ley used to drink it in the summertime.”
He sat at the table and smiled. His round face creased like 

the craquelure on an antique portrait.
I lifted the glass. “Thank you.”
“So,” he asked, “why did you leave Kentucky?”
“Messy breakup, all that, you know how it is.”
“I’ve never had a breakup, but I have read about them. Doc-

tor Zhivago. Madame Bovary.”
Never had a messy breakup? Good God, what had this man 

been doing with his life?
“What are you doing now?” he asked.
“Nothing. Staying at a friend’s house, driving her insane 

with my slothfulness. I need to find a job, but I can’t seem to 
bring myself to do it.”

“You should try and find work that’s fulfilling,” he said.
Everyone’s a career counsellor. “Listen, Mr. . . .”
“Hausselman.”
“Mr. Hausselman, did you ever read Emerson’s Essays? The 

bit that goes, ‘Your genuine action will explain itself and will 
explain your other genuine actions. Your conformity will ex-
plain nothing.’”

“I may have.” He waved the pitcher at me.
I nodded and held out my glass. “Well, what if you’re not 

good at anything? Or what if it turned out that you were lousy at 
the only thing you ever wanted to do? Can working at 7-Eleven 
be a Genuine Action?” I swallowed my drink.

“I suppose any work, if you approach it properly, could be  
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a genuine action. I think that part comes from the inside.”
I sighed, picked up the pitcher, and refilled my glass. Every-

one said things that sounded good but were impossible to put 
into practice. I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the 
ceiling medallion in the kitchen, what a great old house. I leaned 
back farther to see if there was a medallion in the hallway too. 
Someone was standing in the hall. The chair tipped completely 
over. I was on the floor. Oh, shit. He’ll think I’m drunk. I think 
I am drunk. I probably should have eaten something today.

“Don’t worry, it’s alright,” he said as he helped me up. “They 
don’t make chairs like they used to.”

“This is a very old chair, Mr. . . .” I took his hand and he 
turned the chair back upright. I stood and looked down the 
hallway. There was no one there.

“Hausselman,” he said. “Even in the old days, they didn’t 
make chairs like they used to. Here, sit back down.”

I sat. “Cavemen used to sit on rocks,” I said.
“Or on the ground perhaps.” He went back around to his 

chair and sat.
“I wish I were a cavewoman,” I said.
“Frieda, listen, regarding rent and your Genuine Action 

Problem.”
“To Ralph the Rebel.” I raised my glass. It was empty.
“Cheers,” said Mr. Hausselman. “I have a problem too: 

laughed-overs.”
“Laughed-overs?”
“Leftovers.”
“Oh, right. Horrible things. Get green. Use up all your Tupper- 

ware. Hate ’em.”
“So why don’t you move in here? Perhaps in return for help-

ing me use up my laughed-overs, I could work out a reduction 
in rent until you get back on your feet.”

“Where would I stay?”
“The attic room I put in the paper. I’ve been advertising it for 
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a few weeks, but the people so far seem a bit. . . dubious. Miss 
Kesstle thinks some psychopath will stab me in my sleep, but 
there are still nice, normal people in the world. Well, look at 
you, just between paths, hardly psychotic at all. It sounds like 
you could use a new place to stay.”

He wasn’t kidding. “Why are you renting the room?” I asked.
“Since my wife Shirley died, it’s been too quiet in this house.” 

He paused for a moment. “I thought by renting out a room for a 
reasonable price, I could help someone else out and have some 
company too.”

I studied him. Becoming the kept woman of an eighty-year-
old man with purple suspenders who thought I’d service his 
sexual needs in return for eating two-day-old shepherd’s pie 
was not in my plan for an ordinary life.

“I’m a woman, right?”
“A cavewoman.”
“No, I’m a nineties woman.”
“Good for you,” he said.
“I mean, we’d be friends, right?”
“Hopefully, yes.”
“I mean just friends,” I said.
“Well, it would be difficult to be friends and enemies at the 

same time, wouldn’t it?” Mr. Hausselman frowned.
This was ridiculous. He obviously had no idea what I was 

talking about.
“Okay, there’s one thing I need to know. Do you subscribe 

to Cosmo magazine?”
“No.”
“All right then. I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

Back at Ginny’s, I hung my damp hoodie on the back of a kitchen 
chair and went straight for the newspaper. I went through the 
classifieds looking for the phonograph ad. Page by page, then 
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row by row, and ad by ad. When I realized I was looking at the 
Pets Give Away column, I gave up. It was as if the advertise-
ment had never existed. But how could that be? Maybe Ginny 
came home for lunch and took a section of the paper back to 
the office at lg with her.

I was waiting by the door when Ginny came in after work.
“Did you come home for lunch today?” I asked.
“No, why?” She slipped off her leather boots and wiped them 

with the cloth she kept in a basket in the entryway.
“I’m missing a section of the newspaper, I think.”
“How did your day go? Find anything?”
“No. Well, yes. I found a place to stay. Maybe.”
“Is something the matter with you?” Ginny looked up from 

where she was lining up her boots with the others in inspec-
tion file on the closet mat.

“I’m fine,” I said, resisting the mad urge to reach over and 
whack the first boot to see if the others would topple like dom-
inoes. “A little woozy from the Globnics — no, Glornics.”

“The what? I thought you were going to find a job before 
you found a new apartment. I said you could stay here.”

I leaned against the wall and twisted my hair around my 
fingers. “I had a few drinks with the man whose place I’m mov-
ing into, I think. But, I wasn’t looking for a place; I went for 
a record player. I ended up there by mistake. He seems nice, 
though, kind of grandpa-like, and the room’s only two hundred 
bucks a month. I’d be okay for awhile before my money runs 
out. I still have time to find work.”

She hung up her coat, straightened the lapels, and swung the 
closet doors closed. “Frieda, why don’t you do something sen-
sible for once? You know how you are about living with people. 
You don’t even know this man. He could be an axe murderer.”

“No, I’m supposed to be the axe murderer. You should meet 
his neighbour, Miss Kesstle. The two of you would get along 
just fine.”
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“What?” Ginny held up her hand. “Okay, Frieda, never mind. 
Do as you like. If you want to move in with some stranger, go 
ahead.” She walked into the kitchen. I heard her sigh, then she 
walked back past me with my hoodie dangling from her hand 
like a rat she’d picked up by the tail.

“It was wet when I came in,” I said. “And yes, I do want to.”
“What?” She hung my jacket up, pushed her coats away from 

either side of it, and closed the closet door. “If you took better 
care of your clothes, they’d last longer.”

“I buy my clothes already wrecked, so I don’t have to worry.”
“You’re not still shopping second-hand, are you?” She wrink-

led her nose. “I thought you’d outgrow that.”
“Yes, I am and yes I do,” I said.
“Do what?”
“I do want to move in with some stranger. Thanks for put-

ting me up. I’ll start packing tonight.”
Ginny sighed a lot as I packed and ran boxes up and down 

the stairs but was overall less annoying than I thought she’d 
be — a debt of gratitude I owed to her discovering the per-
sonal ads.

“I thought they were all losers, but a woman in the account-
ing department is getting married next week to a lawyer she 
met through the personals,” she said.

I was happy, not only that Ginny left me alone to go out on 
her whirlwind of dates, but that someone could actually find 
what they were looking for in the classifieds.

Later that week, I moved in with Mr. Hausselman. I didn’t 
bring much — my cd player, my clothes, my books, and the 
art supplies Ginny had given me — but I left them boxed in 
the corner of my new bedroom. I thought I’d donate them to 
the Downtown Art Centre where Mr. Hausselman volunteered. 
Everything else I left in the storage room at Ginny’s condo. If 
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this didn’t work out, I didn’t want to have to pack it all again.
Mr. Hausselman made supper the first night. Breaded pork 

chops, creamed peas, and rice. It smelled delicious. It smelled 
like home. I sat at the table, hooked my feet over the rungs 
of the wooden chair, and tried remembering the terminology 
I’d memorized for number three on the Ordinary Life List: 
learn how to talk about the weather. Air mass, Altocumulus, 
Atmospheric Pressure. I wasn’t prepared for a sit-down-together 
dinner. I’d envisioned myself eating pizza alone in my room 
most nights. I forked a mouthful of food in. “My mom used to 
cook pork chops like this,” I said.

Mr. H. passed the rice. “It’s one of my very limited repertoire 
of dishes. Are your parents in Manitoba?”

I swallowed. It was so nice to eat something I could pro-
nounce. Not spanakopita or bruschetta primavera but pork 
chop. Pork. Chop. “No, they’re in Florida.”

“Snowbirds?”
“They migrated permanently about four years ago. My dad 

had an equipment dealership in Kindersley, Saskatchewan and 
a farm he’d inherited from Grandpa. He sold the land to an oil 
company and they retired and moved away.” Well, there went 
half of my conversational topics in one fell swoop.

“Do you keep in touch with them?” he asked.
“At holidays sometimes, but that’s about all. Mom sends 

pretty regular letters about which of her friends’ daughters have 
become nurses, or teachers, or who had a wonderful wedding, 
or a gorgeous baby. Pass the butter, please. Why are careers, 
babies, and weddings the only measures of success?”

“Most parents want the best for their children; sometimes 
they just don’t know what that is.” He handed me the dish.

Real butter. I was in heaven. “Thanks. But can you imagine 
some mother out for lunch with her friends saying, ‘My daugh-
ter is growing spiritually at an incredible rate,’ or ‘Suzy is really 
doing some soul-searching lately, we’re very proud of her’?”



26cassie stocks

He tilted his head. “Some parents probably wish their chil-
dren did more soul-searching. However, I think, right now, 
you need to do what you need to do. Don’t worry about other 
people.”

“Thanks. And how much do you charge for your counsel-
ing services?”

“Free — but I can’t be held responsible for any irrational 
happiness,” he said.

“Heck of a deal.”

I offered to buy the phonograph, but Mr. Hausselman refused. 
I travelled around the city on the bus and bought 78 records 
at second-hand shops: Sarah Vaughan, Eartha Kitt, Edith Piaf, 
and Billie Holiday.

One night, the left speaker gave a small sigh and quit. I didn’t 
attempt to see if it could be fixed. The music sounded as though 
it came from far away and I preferred it that way.

It was a slow, quiet world at Mr. Hausselman’s: no ringing 
cellphones, loud music, dishwashers, blenders, hair dryers, or 
air conditioners. We seemed to click, Mr. H. (as I took to calling 
him) and I. We both liked our space and enjoyed each other’s 
company.

Mr. H. worked for a zillion charities and went to the Down-
town Art Centre to teach photography or help out nearly every 
day. I spent my days wandering about the house, watching the 
patterns of light and shadows on the walls, reading, or taking 
long walks or bus rides to nowhere. I developed such a peace-
able melancholy that I had no energy to look for work. I wrote 
my parents and asked for a “loan” to get me through a month 
so I could enjoy the quiet. Mr. H.’s house was, I thought, the 
perfect place to begin my new, ordinary life.
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I lay on my bed one afternoon trying to envision myself as the 
woman in the conventional life, the woman with no desire to 
create. Where before I’d been struck dumb and motionless by 
a beautiful patch of sky, a swirl of water going down a drain, 
or the arch of an eyebrow, I would become blind to it all. I’d 
simply stop looking for beauty to capture and stop being cap-
tured by beauty. I’d find another way to get along. Ginny could 
teach me about shoe shopping.

Anyhow, why, why bother with such a fucking feeble pur-
suit? Why use up so much for the return of so little? And why 
offer up what’s been sweated over and take the risk of having it 
disregarded, or rejected? No wonder so many artists are insane 
— you’d have to be crazy to keep doing it. Sanity ho! I’d find 
my way back. What did I have to lose besides a few glimpses 
of beauty in an otherwise ordinary world?

I rolled onto my side and tried to ignore the colossal empti-
ness expanding in my chest.

“Are you all right?”
“I am swell.” I answered, then realized I hadn’t asked my-

self the question.
I turned my head. In the old burgundy plush rocking chair 

sat an elderly woman I’d never met before. Her grey hair 
looked as though it had been chopped with a razor and hung 
in untidy chunks around her face. Her eyes were an almost 
scary bright blue; her cheekbones were high and handsome. 
She crossed her arms over her bosom, which was enveloped in 
a high-necked, long white dress with a blue and white polka-
dotted apron over top. I could see bare toes peeking out from 
underneath the hem.

“Hullo,” I said and sat up. I was not, at first, concerned with 
how this woman had come to be in my rocking chair, but with 
the fact that she’d interrupted my indefinite grieving. She 
smiled, nodded, and continued rocking.

Seeing as this taciturn old dame with dubious fashion sense 
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was in no hurry to introduce herself or explain her presence,  
I said, “I’m Frieda; this is my bedroom.”

She looked around the room. “It’s nice.”
“Pardon me?”
“It’s a nice room.”
“Well, I’m glad you like it. If you don’t mind me asking, what 

are you doing here?”
“I’m rocking.” She gave a little more emphasis to her next 

push-off. “See? Rocking.”
“And you are?”
“Gladys. I thought I’d give you a little time to settle in.”
“Who?” An image of the classified ad that had led me to Mr. 

H.’s house flashed in my mind. Gladys doesn’t dance anymore. 
She needs the room to bake.

“Gladys,” she repeated.
“The Gladys?”
She raised her eyebrows a little and continued rocking.
“You can’t be the Gladys, you’re not baking. . . or dancing.”
“No, right now I’m rocking.”
“Oh,” I said. I closed my eyes, but I could still hear the 

squeaking of the chair. This was bad. I’d advanced from frus-
trated artist and college dropout to insane frustrated artist and 
college dropout. What to say? “Are you a ghost?” “How did you 
get here?” “Are you a flashback from those three hits of acid I 
did on the side of a mountain in Northern bc?” “Can you walk 
through walls?” But what came out of my mouth was, “Do you 
still dance?”

She frowned and vanished. The chair still rocked slightly 
but she was gone. I gasped, stood, went to go downstairs, then 
sat back down. What would I say? Did you see a spirit from the 
great beyond go by? And if Gladys was a ghost, why visit me? 
What might she have to tell me? How to make a perfect pie 
crust? The steps to the foxtrot? How not to dress? I already had 
Ginny for that. Perhaps I’d nodded off in bed without realizing 
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it and had just now woken up. It sounded as good as anything 
I could concoct on the spot. I was absolutely not going to add 
insanity to my list of flaws.

Mr. H. called up the stairs. “Time to go for supper, Frieda.”
“Be right down.” I shook my head, combed my hair, and took 

a last look around the room to make sure I was awake. Business 
as usual. I opened the wardrobe and looked inside. No one there. 
I put the copy of Crochet Magic magazine I bought as bribery 
for Miss Kesstle into my bag, started down the stairs, then came 
back into the room, got on my hands and knees, and peeked 
underneath the bed. Nothing but dust. Right. Here we go then, 
I told myself, it was just a nice nap. I wouldn’t say anything 
about Gladys. Telling other people your dreams really should 
be the eighth mortal sin: pride, envy, anger, sloth, covetousness, 
gluttony, lust, and behaving as though the dream you had last 
night was the new Hollywood blockbuster. 

Mr. H. waited by the door with his suit on. We walked out 
on the porch and he closed the door behind us.

“You should lock it,” I said. “This neighbourhood isn’t as 
safe as it used to be.”

“I haven’t locked this door in twenty years,” he said. “I’m 
not about to start now.”

“You’ll be sorry if someone breaks in and makes off with 
all three sets of your encyclopedias.”

“Big demand for them on the black market?” Mr. H. smiled 
and took my arm as we walked down the steps.

“Sure, haven’t you heard? There’s something in the ink of 
encyclopedias produced before 1959 that gets you stoned.”

“Smoke the pages, do they?” He started up the steps to Miss 
Kesstle’s.

“It’s the new drug of choice.”
The door to 1226 was locked, chained, and alarmed. A sales-

person had gone through the neighbourhood last month and, as 
Mr. Hausselman put it, scared the bejeebers out of Miss Kesstle. 
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She had the works installed: the Peace of Mind System Model 
848 with all the bells and whistles. The alarm was so sensitive 
that Beethoven constantly set it off going in and out through 
his cat door. Miss Kesstle slept right through the noise and Mr. 
H. had to ask her for a spare key so he could go in on a regular 
basis and reset the system in the middle of the night.

Miss Kesstle hadn’t been too happy about my addition to 
Sunday dinners, but as I hadn’t killed Mr. H. in his sleep yet, 
she’d warmed to me a little. Her house gave me the creeps. It 
was like the cavern of a very talented and bored spider. Every 
available surface was covered in elaborate doilies. Surfaces im-
practical for doilies were swathed in plastic.

Mr. H. pushed his chair back after dinner. “That was truly 
egg salad, Miss Kesstle,” he said.

I followed Miss Kesstle into the kitchen to help with the 
dishes. There were crocheted fruit baskets, potholders, and lacy 
curtains hung at the window above the sink. Even the dish-
cloth in my hand was crocheted. We waited for the sink to fill. 
Beethoven circled around her legs, purring and leaving white 
hairs poking out of her support hose like old man’s whiskers. 
I leaned down to pet him. He hissed silently at me. I stuck my 
tongue out at him and straightened. “Nice cat.”

“He’s an angel,” said Miss Kesstle. “It’s sad, isn’t it?”
“What’s that?”
“Mr. Hausselman’s brain problem. I saw a documentary 

about it on the educational channel.”
“His what?” I wondered if she’d been smoking the pages of 

her encyclopedias.
“I’m not saying he’s insane. It must be an organic problem. 

That’s what the program said. It’s a physical thing. Organic. . . 
orgasmic? No, organic. You know.”

I was going through extreme facial movements to keep my-
self from laughing — I bit my cheeks, wrinkled my nose, and 
grimaced.
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“Do you have gas?” she asked. “I have Pepto-Bismol if you 
need some.”

“No, thanks. I’m fine.”
“I think that’s why his son never calls or visits him.” She put 

the glasses in the sink.
“His son? Mr. Hausselman has kids?”
“Just the one. Whitman. Strange name. Did you want to wash 

or dry? Mr. Hausselman probably meant to say Winston and it 
came out wrong. He’s a big muckety-muck in the movies in L.A.”

Whitman. If I knew Mr. H., his son was probably named 
after his favourite poet, Mr. Walt Whitman. It was odd; in all 
our conversations he’d never mentioned a son. “I’ll dry.”

“I can’t imagine how he manages at the deli,” said Miss 
Kesstle.

“Who? At the deli. . .”
“You have to say what you want at the deli. Like tonight. 

Mr. Hausselman said supper was egg salad, but it wasn’t; it was 
potato salad.”

“He meant excellent,” I said.
“Exactly. His brain confuses words. He calls everything by 

the wrong names.”
I decided not to try to explain further. I agreed, “It’s a trag-

edy. But he does manage quite well.”
“I admire him greatly,” she said and carried out dessert, 

blueberry pie, which Mr. H. later declared “arm-raising” (i.e., 
amazing). Miss Kesstle gave me a meaningful glance and po-
litely agreed with him.

After we got home, I said good night to Mr. H. and cautiously 
entered my room. There was no one there.




