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Prologue

ELI
I know I’m supposed to grab you by the emotional lapel here in the
opening sentences or paragraphs (or at least by the end of this page)
and never let you go. I have to shake you so hard you’ll be intrigued,
or captivated, or, better yet, enthralled by the unconquerable
desire to remain by my side and turn the pages until you find out
how everything unfolds and what happens in the end. But I may as
well let you down early: I’m going to smash that expectation right
here at the beginning.
The day this story begins started off like any other. I woke up
in my comfortable queen-size bed, beside my still-sleeping, slightly
snoring, practically perfect wife, to the sound of the FM pop radio
on my alarm clock. It was 6.15 a.m. I turned off the music before my
half-awake animal brain could signal to me what song was playing.
The curtains were partially open, and when I stood up on the
creaky floor on still sleep-sodden legs I could see the Canal and
the sun beginning to rise beyond the borders of the Glebe. The air
was already muggy in the Ottawa Valley at that hour, even though
we were a few days beyond summer. It was September 28, 2009.
A Monday.
The campaign had three days to go, and I should have been on
the road, or in the air, or eating rubber chicken in some church
basement, while working with words. But I had been told in no
uncertain terms to take the day off, so I had done so, extending the
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edict to my usual morning jog. I showered, shaved, and dressed,
half-formed thoughts about work streaming through my brain as
I tried to ignore them and plan the day ahead, even though I was
not going to work. I was about to wake the three older children
and get them ready for school before my drive to the hospital in
Montreal. As I walked into the room of the eldest, my BlackBerry
started vibrating. I always set the phone on vibrate, even though I
was secretly envious of my friends and co-workers who fearlessly
expressed their individuality with classical music, or techno dance,
or Hockey Night in Canada ring tones. I spent too much of my
time in meetings with people who didn’t like interruptions, and I
had always been guarded about advertising my taste in anything.
My BlackBerry was already on my hip, where I’d been experiencing phantom vibrations for years. I recognized the number that
was coming up on the display, and because of that I nearly didn’t
answer it. In the end I knew I had to, so I did, halfway through
the last vibration, as I tiptoed downstairs to the family room, away
from my sleeping family.
“Hello?”
“Hi Eli. It’s Michael.” Michael and I had been best friends when
we were young, but we were now, at most, professional acquaintances. It has been that way ever since our last year of university,
over twenty years ago. “Did I catch you at an okay time?”
“Yes. It’s always an okay time.” My polite fiction.
“Good. I’m working on a story for tomorrow’s paper and I’m
looking for a comment from your boss.” A four-letter word that,
for some reason, I’d never used in connection with the man I served
without doubt or equivocation.
“Yes?”
“I’m looking for his reaction.” He released the words slowly,
and they dangled in the ether for a few seconds, so that I had to
come to him.
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“Yes?”
“Well, as the man who is leading us through an intense period
of economic turmoil, recession, and transition, and who is empathizing and connecting with ordinary Canadians during this challenging time – as apparently no prime minister has done before – I’d
like his reaction to the following statement: ‘You know, Canadians
just have to put up or shut up. They have it too good. Life is too
easy so they have nothing to do but complain. And the ones who
complain the most are those working in dead-end manufacturing
jobs under an industrial relations structure that’s lost its place in the
new economy. They earn more than double what they should be
making. It’s just not sustainable.’”
I actually laughed. It’s an old public speaking trick to tell a joke
at the beginning of a speech, ostensibly to put your audience at
ease, but actually to release the chemicals in your own brain and
make yourself relax. “Michael, that’s an interesting statement.”
“Interesting,” is one of my preferred words and one I admit
I overuse, meant to denote everything and nothing. I wanted to
preface the word with “very,” but I still remembered a little bit of
the Hemingway I read in high school. “I’m sure he’d have a great
reaction. Who said it?”
“That’s where it becomes surprising.” Silence again.
“Yes?”
“Your boss said it, and I’m looking for a comment on his own
words. I can only assume his response will be that his statement is
being taken out of context, that he didn’t mean what he said, that
he actually meant the complete opposite of what his chosen words
would appear to be communicating. But you never know.”
“First of all, he never said that. I’m with him all the time.
I know what he says.” Despite myself I sounded defensive.
“I know you do. But you weren’t with him this morning.”
“No, but I know he would never say that.” Exasperation was
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edging into my voice. I was disappointed in myself for showing
emotion, sounding rattled.
“Oh, Eli, but he did.” Michael’s voice had dropped to an intimate
whisper. It sounded like he was right there in the room with me.
“I have most of it on tape.”
“What do you mean?”
“You should ask him when we get off the phone. But to make it
easier for you, I just called your deputy. I was looking for a comment
on the NDP’s rather pointed claim this morning on CBC that the
government is not doing enough to help Canadian workers during
this time of economic upheaval. It was early, but I figured I’d catch
him. I was right. Ryan thanked me for my call – you’ve trained him
well, he’s very polite – and told me he was in the middle of something
and couldn’t speak. He thanked me again for calling, asked me to
call back later, and said goodbye. But he must have been in a rush
to get back to his meeting because he never disconnected the call.
It was on speaker. I was about to hang up, but for some reason
I didn’t, and seconds later I was listening to your boss tell the world
how he really felt about his constituents in the unions.” Pause.
“I’m going to need your response by 3 p.m.”
“Okay. I’ll get back to you.”
“Thanks.”
I had to call the Prime Minister, but first I took the time to
silently and elaborately and repeatedly curse myself for taking the
day off, at his insistence, to visit my dying father in the final days
of the campaign.
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PART I

Montreal

ELI
A good part of the story I am about to tell takes place in 2009. Our
newest financial bubble had burst the year before. Suburbanites in
our fearless neighbour to the south walked away like zombies in the
middle of the night from monster homes that were worth less than
their mortgages. Good hardworking people in their fifties, who lived
in bungalows thousands of miles away, realized they would have to
work another ten years to make up for the hemorrhaging of their
mutual funds. Bankers immaculate in jaunty pinstripes begged for
bailouts and absolution. The best and the brightest chief executives
had to suffer impertinent questions from elected officials about
why they had flown in from faraway places on corporate jets to beg
for money, and the names of companies carved into the bedrock
of the American economy became dusty historical footnotes.
The men sitting on their thrones and rewriting the rules at the
dark, gasping, fluttering heart of capitalism made snap decisions
that wouldn’t have been out of place in the Soviet Union. Our
ideology was shredded like a disgraced flag. The man who bailed
out the former CEO of one of the blue chip investment firms fired
him on the spot because he had spent a million dollars to renovate
his private bathroom. Executives fought to retain their extravagant
bonuses in the wake of shareholder destruction, the average person
received a daily crash course on financial instruments from the
newspapers that were still publishing print editions, and we realized
that smart people could and would always do stupid things. It was
when we lost our heads yet again and also our memories of the
recent past. We pitied ourselves for the circumstances we found
7
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ourselves in and asked ourselves why we hadn’t seen it all coming.
2009 was the year my father began to die, when his cells finally
got tired of reproducing themselves flawlessly day after day like lawabiding citizens and decided to vandalize his body like barbarians
with no respect for the orderly universe he had built within himself. And 2009 was also the year I became somewhat well known,
not just for doing my job but also for another reason, which I will
get to before too long. But, though this story takes place mostly
in 2009, when I was forty-four years old, it really begins much,
much earlier, when the world was simpler, when the music was
better, and when politicians and journalists didn’t have such low
credibility ratings. It begins in 1983. And it begins – like so many
stories with words, with a war between friends, and with a woman.
But really, this story begins even before that – with a friendship.
Like many friendships, even like many marriages, this friendship was founded not on deliberate action or fate or logic, but on
happenstance. My father liked to travel to Greece in the summer
and was staying in 1970 in Old Hersonissos in Crete. One day, he
stopped at a taverna in the main square, hoping to obtain directions
to Heraklion, probably because it was the birthplace (or death
place) of some famous novelist, or better yet, some famous poet.
There was a man at the taverna, pale, tall, thin, and proper,
drinking a cup of coffee. This man had an open notebook in front
of him on the small wobbly table and was chewing a pen. The open
notebook would have impressed my father.
“Hello there,” my father said. He wasn’t the type who said,
“Excuse me.” “I am trying to get to Heraklion. Do you happen to
know which way I would take and how far it is?”
And the man with the notebook, whose name was Philip
Appleby, blinked and answered quickly. He wanted to be both
helpful and intelligent. “It’s that way,” he said, pointing with his pen.
“It’s about twelve miles.” But he couldn’t just leave it at that.
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Anxious to be as precise as possible, he added, with some gravity,
“As the crow flies.”
My father looked at the man sitting at the restaurant table, and
without a smile or any other expression on his face, other than
perhaps a shadow of pity in his eyes, said, “But I don’t intend to
fly.” And that was that. Hardly the auspicious beginning of not
just one life-long friendship but a second friendship that would last
from childhood to university.
Fortunately for everyone, they both had time, and my father
and Philip Appleby crossed paths again, and over the course of the
summer they became friends. It was not only chance that they met
that day; it was also chance that they lived in the same city when
they were not spending their summers traveling through Greece.
So it was that, at the end of the summer, they agreed to meet up
again in the fall, over a glass of wine at my father’s house, back
home in Montreal.
That October, I met Michael Appleby. I was five, and he was
just a couple of months older than me. And while our fathers
talked, Michael and I played together and became friends the way
children whose parents are friends do. I remember very little of
that first evening, except for a moment after supper. I accidentally
fell off the bicycle I had just received as a birthday present as
I was showing off for my new best friend. I ended up spending the
night in hospital with a concussion, and this being the start of the
unenlightened seventies, my parents weren’t allowed to stay with
me overnight. Instead, I was awakened every hour by nurses, who
were eager to ensure I hadn’t slipped into a coma.
As the years passed, and as we grew from small boys to bigger
boys, Michael and I became inseparable, and we no longer had to
depend on our fathers inviting each other over in order for us to
play together. We discovered that we lived, if not quite next door,
at least in the same neighbourhood. I lived in a semi-detached
9
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house on Oxford, one of the quieter, leafier streets in NDG, and
Michael lived a few blocks west and a little to the south, in a house
on Westhill, just below Monkland. We played pick-up ice or street
hockey, went bike riding, played Pac-Man on Michael’s Atari, and
played chess.
Michael wasn’t a great hockey player but he was better than
me. And Michael – always Michael, never Mike – was quite a chess
player, far beyond me. We would spend hours playing outside on
the back porch of his house or mine. He was the kind of player who
genuinely studied the game, read the books, practised and memorized the openings. He also had a chess computer that for months
on end would become a sort of alter ego. And he had played one
or two grandmasters he had met on trips to Greece with his father.
He told me of his duels with some of the best players in the world
and believable tales about how he had put up a valiant effort.
It was during these marathon chess games with Michael that
I became aware of the limitations of mere effort when it comes up
against talent, and of how the most careful and excellent plans can
turn to nothing in a moment of inattention or stupidity. It was also
here, during long summer afternoons, that I became acquainted
with the seductive pressures of time.
This was the slowest time in my life, although I didn’t realize
it then. How often does one have days to devote to chess? Since
Michael was so much better a player, I would often spend more
time thinking out my moves. This frustrated him. His blue
eyes, pale behind the childhood glasses he would wear before he
exchanged them for contact lenses in high school, would narrow,
and he could hardly bear to look at me across the board. I would
try to imagine the board three or four moves out, while he relied on
time-tested principles and a deep knowledge of the opening game’s
logic and permutations. I played, but he analyzed. Compared
to me, he was a human computer. Every so often, he would
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generously teach me some of the dark mysteries of chess,
like developing my pieces toward the centre. Other times, he
would regale me with stories of chess masters and their pet
maxims, like, “The one who wins in chess is the one who makes the
second-to-last-mistake.” But he would also grow impatient with
the amount of time I took to decide my moves, and one day he
made a point of bringing out a chess clock. It was on that day that
a slow game, a long, intense battle of wills, became something
entirely different for me: a race against time. And it was perhaps
fitting for me that I lost that game because I ran out of time.
I refused to play again with a chess clock.
You can tell a lot about a person by how he plays chess. If
he deploys his queen too much in the opening moves and leaves
his other pieces undeveloped, he is usually a poor team player –
a micromanager who doesn’t trust others. If he resigns once he
makes a fatal or near-fatal mistake, convinced he cannot win unless
his opponent makes an equally catastrophic error, he is impatient,
lacks nerve, and lacks self-confidence. On the other hand, if every
time he makes a major mistake he insists on playing to the bitter
end, hoping for his opponent to make the last mistake of the game,
he is either a determined winner with an unconquerable will or else
foolish. It was during a game of chess that Michael, probably when
I was taking too long to move, asked me, partly out of curiosity,
partly to distract me, “Do you play to win, or do you play not to lose?”
Michael was precise and logical, and he hated to lose. He was
hard on himself when he made a mistake. But it was clear that he
played to win. And it was at that moment that I realized I wasn’t good
enough to play to win – to be aggressive, to take big risks, to mobilize
my pieces for stunning attacks; I had to play not to lose. Carefully,
cautiously, looking for that small mistake made by my opponent,
I would seize an opportunity, slowly and patiently carving
out a slight advantage and inexorably widening it until victory.
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