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  INTRODUCTION

  by Jane Urquhart


  I first read a short story by Lisa Moore twenty years ago in early September of 1992. And what an experience that was!


  I had arrived — just days before — in the city of St. John’s as the first “come-from-away” writer-in-residence at Memorial University. Poet and scholar Mary Dalton had rounded up a very special, and very small, group of local writers to participate in the seminar I would be holding, and these writers — whom I had not yet met — had provided samples of their work in advance of the first session. So, after I had walked up to Signal Hill and back down through the Battery, after I had wandered up and down Duckworth and Water streets and past the Harbour, after I had admired the Basilica and the statue of Saint Patrick blessing the city from the roof of the Benevolent Irish Society building — after I had recovered from all that, I sat down to take a look at the material.


  I was presumptuous enough at the time to assume I had a fairly solid notion of what Newfoundland literature would look like: there would be references to the First World War tragedy of Beaumont-Hamel, there would be significant storms and magnificent maritime disasters, there might be some hunger and fiddle music, and if the Newfoundlanders in the fiction were situated elsewhere in the world, there would be a lot of homesickness. And, indeed, there was some of that, though presented in a way that was much more rich and textured than I had naively anticipated. What I was fully unprepared for, though, was the combination of high realism and hallucinogenic imagery, fully realized characterization and pitch-perfect dialogue in the two stories in my file by a then-twenty-eight-year-old unpublished writer called Lisa Moore.


  Here were the young urbanites of St. John’s: their bars and their apartments, the taxis they rode in and the fraught love affairs they endured and celebrated. This was the membership of a whole new tribe, one as foreign and fascinating to me as the inhabitants of a Tibetan mountain village. And yet, as I followed these young people through marathon parties, interpersonal claustrophobia, breakups, childbirth, and world travels, they became a fully known and profound part of my emotional life. Every preconceived notion I had brought with me to St. John’s was so drastically blown apart by these two stories, reading them was like watching a conflagration in a fireworks factory. Here is a description of a couple on Signal Hill. “They made love on the grass, watching out for broken beer bottles, an aureole of amber glitter around their bodies.” I had just come back from Signal Hill but I had seen only sky, waves, and rock. There was so much about this place I didn’t know, and so much I would learn by continuing to read the stories of Lisa Moore.


  Moore’s characters are often artists, photographers, actors, writers, but not always. Her setting is often St. John’s, but not always. There are the departures and arrivals from and to St. John’s, the remembered trips to India with a best girlfriend, a brief affair with a German tourist, a Scottish swim team bursting in from a snowy night, tense holidays in tropical places. And then there is the world that comes into St. John’s over various wires: “The music of Jeopardy, a screech from the oven hinges as his mother took out the shepherd’s pie. The garburator eating a vibrant clot of carrot peelings — all of this was so altered by Rachel’s voice that he almost fainted for the second time in his life.”


  One of the many astonishing things about Lisa Moore’s stories is their immediacy: the reader is right inside the kitchen and on the phone with that teenager, right inside a hydroplaning pickup truck that has an eighteen-wheeler careering toward it, and right inside the middle-of-the-night bedroom of a crying infant whose mother is imagining “the whole universe being sucked into his tiny body, she and Lyle, their eleven-year-old daughter, Alex, the telephone poles, grimy snowbanks, loose pennies, Christmas presents, the Atlantic, asteroids.” Furthermore, the long, brilliantly wrought, and exhausting parties in Moore’s fiction are presented in such a visceral fashion that I myself have had the symptoms of a hangover after I put down the book in which they took place, as if I had been a full participant.


  This selection, comprising stories from her first collection, Degrees of Nakedness, her later book Open, and two new pieces, is a welcome compilation, and not only provides readers with the pleasure of encountering Moore’s startlingly vivid imagery and satisfying narratives, but also serves to indicate how assured and original her voice was right from the very beginning. Just as I realized that day after I had climbed Signal Hill for the first time. I had nothing to teach a writer as naturally gifted as Lisa Moore, nothing really to give to her. Like the night baby in the story “Natural Parents,” she had already inhaled it all. And, in these stories, “the world, ragged and inconsolable, (comes) back out.”


  Ragged and inconsolable, yes, in the most wonderful of ways, and always completely life-enhancing.


  


  THE PACKAGE


  They were driving through all the cold dark cities of North America in the back of a transport truck with walls of Plexiglas two weeks before Christmas. The glass box was designed to look like a Caribbean beach. The fourth wall a backdrop of shimmering surf at sunset in front of which they were supposed to frolic and lounge. They were a live advertisement for Hot Vacations in the Festive Season.


  Laurie and two male bodybuilders wearing red sequined bathing suits and matching Santa hats posing in the sand and on the recliners or playing a little badminton. There was a beach umbrella. Sunlamps shone down from the ceiling of the glass box and up from the floor to keep them warm and make sure the glass didn’t fog.


  Basil lounged at Laurie’s feet and Max rubbed sunscreen into her shoulders. They danced to carols from an iPod dock. The Plexiglas was festooned with silver garlands; there were three inflatable palm trees smothered in tinsel.


  Keep it clean, Edward White had said. He was the manager of Hot Vacations. The audition had taken place during a snow squall that tore down Yonge Street, making the ropes of Christmas lights snap like whips. The wind forced people to hold their hats with both hands.


  Laurie had received a letter from the power company before setting out for the day’s auditions. It came in a prettily printed envelope that said Seasons Greetings! with a sprig of holly near a cellophane window that showed Laurie’s ex-boyfriend’s name.


  The letter said: FINAL NOTICE. They were sending out field staff, the letter said. They were going to discontinue services unless she paid the bill in full by such and such a date. Laurie didn’t read the date.


  She read the date but she was standing on tiptoe at the time, feeling around with one hand in the wooden salad bowl on top of the fridge for a banana, one with a withered stem and mottled and leathery skin and a slit in the peel where the moisture had risen up from the softly rotting fruit and had hardened near the slit causing the edges to pucker and blacken and parts of the fruit were bruised and the end of the banana had liquefied and squelched out when she peeled the skin down and a little cloud of drunken fruit flies circled and settled elsewhere. Then she found herself holding the limp banana skin and the banana was gone and she must have eaten it but she didn’t remember eating it.


  Laurie had come home from her last day of classes and half the furniture was gone. Even the oak desk — she’d found it on the side of the road at the beginning of the semester and had enlisted the goodwill of six boys in hoodies with piercings through their lips and noses and eyebrows, and one of whom had tattooed tears on his cheek, to help her carry it through the honking traffic and up the stairwell because it didn’t fit in the elevator — had disappeared. Only the four depressions made by the desk legs in the indoor/outdoor carpet remained.


  Laurie’s boyfriend was in love with someone else. Someone back home. He was going home for Christmas.


  Who?


  Never mind who, he’d said. The door of the apartment closed behind him with a solemn click.


  Who is it? Who? Laurie had screamed at the closed door and her voice bounced around the gutted apartment like the Snowy Owl in Hinterland Who’s Who, a frequent re-run on Channel 37. The female owl inhabits the desolate and bleak northern tundra and lays her eggs in a hole she scratches from the frozen ground all by herself and is not as spectacularly marked as the male, would never be as spectacular, in fact she was kind of homely by comparison, except for her eyes which were yellow and lazy-lidded, drooping and undrooping, a lot like her ex-boyfriend’s eyes after they’d made love or when he was smoking pot.


  Laurie had $165 in her bank account. The banana was the last thing she ate before leaving the apartment to search for work and it made her queasy.


  In the audition, she sat on an orange chair next to a man named Basil who was built like a bus and the only other person to show up.


  Laurie took a moment to come up with her motivation. What did her character want? She wanted some kind of sign from the universe is what she wanted. She wanted her boyfriend back or someone else to love, someone better, she did not want to spend Christmas alone.


  Laurie had a plastic bag of stocking stuffers on her lap that she’d purchased in the Dollar Store on the way to the audition. The bag crinkled loudly and she crunched it down and it sighed.


  The Dollar Store had been full of grey-skinned people who looked poor and they were combing the rows for tinned beans with pork and packages of crackers and sardines from Russia with an iron key glued to the side and the key had a little hole that fit a flange of metal that you could twist to open the tin and one old man who had fingerless gloves had done just that, right in the middle of the store, and had lifted a slimy silver fish from the oils and juices in the can that made his fingers gleam and it dripped into his beard and one drop hit the fibres of his herringbone coat and sat there solid as a jewel. The old man tilted his head back and his hands had a tremor and he dropped the jiggling fish into his open mouth and, noticing Laurie stare, her mouth opening involuntarily as his did, he held the tin out to her and she decided what the hell and dug a little fish out for herself. It mushed in her fingers and she caught it on the side of her hand and it was smoked and it had eyes and there was the fibrous bone or fin that had a hairy texture and subtle crunch and she thanked him with all she had in her.


  Go ahead, he said. Take, take. He held out the little tin. She helped herself again.


  There were chocolate Santas with marshmallow filling at the Dollar Store, and chocolates in gold foil stamped to look like ancient coins, and cap guns and extra cartridges of caps, sold separately, which made Laurie think about that smell of smoke and phosphorus that hung in the air over a cap gun when she was a kid and how it smarted a tiny nerve in the back of her nose and the sharp crack of the gun and sometimes super-white threads of light that escaped through hairline fissures in the body of the metal pistol and the round burnt hole in the coiled paper that curled out of the top of the gun where before there had been row upon row of perfect red dots of gun powder and Silly Putty and Crazy String that wiggled out of aerosol cans, glitter glue, pipe cleaners, Popsicle sticks, candy necklaces, rocket candy, lollipops with bubblegum centres, jewels with peel-off adhesive backing, and a herd of life-size plastic reindeer that galloped across the top shelves, shelves covered in cotton batting embedded with opalescent sparkles, one reindeer glancing back over his shoulder as if something menacing were coming from behind, Christmas crackers, envelopes of tinsel, mini-lights, and wind-up snow globes that tinkled out “O Holy Night.”


  Laurie had bought a red yo-yo that flashed with sparks as it rolled down and shot back up, for Seraphim, who had just arrived from Sudan, and who was eight and whose sisters Chastity, Purity, Hope, and Lorraine all lived in the apartment across from Laurie. And for their mother, Elizabeth, who was in hospital being treated for cancer, Laurie had picked up Santa and Mrs. Claus salt and pepper shakers which turned out to be $4.50, not a dollar, and, also for Seraphim — whom Laurie had first seen coming down the street at dusk in a snowfall trying to catch the snowflakes on her tongue, her first snowfall Laurie was told when she asked. Really, your first? Yes. The first time you’ve ever seen snow? Yes. You’ve never seen it before now? Ever? Except on tv, I never. And what do you think? I think it’s amazing. Flakes swirling under a streetlamp substantial as tissue, each snowflake, who had walked or been carried — Seraphim — through at least three war-torn countries before getting to Canada and who knew all the prime ministers and the provinces and their capitals and had become a citizen and whose whole village had been murdered the day after her family got out — a rhinestone bracelet that she had tried on herself and that winked and shot out needles of light but pinched the skin on the inside of her wrist.


  And Laurie bought a package of Heroes of War playing cards (featuring George Bush, Condoleezza Rice, Dick Cheney, Colin Powell, Tony Blair, Donald Rumsfeld, with Osama Bin Laden and Saddam Hussein as the Jokers) for her nephew Wallace, who was twelve.


  Wallace also collected trolls, the rubber dolls with big tufts of pink hair that became a fad in the early ’80s, but a woman in a green polyester uniform and a Christmas corsage with a pricing gun that ka-chunked out orange stickers and who was down on one knee in front of a wall of merchandise said the trolls were out of stock. There had been a rush on trolls that nobody could have foreseen, she’d said.


  Laurie had just come from the day’s first audition — job interview, really — which required the successful applicant to dress as an elf who would toil in Santa’s workshop/on-site photo studio. She had employed, that morning, what she understood of the Stanislavski acting method, which they had covered in her first semester — a method that required rigorous self-analysis and reflection, a method that understood acting as an art that demanded an inside-out approach to character exploration.


  Laurie had tried to brush her teeth as though they were the teeth of an elf. She imagined them ultra-white and pointy, like a tiger shark’s, a set of which her ex-boyfriend’s parents had brought back for her from a trip to Mexico. The whole jaw, connected by stiffened cartilage, smelled faintly of ammonia and rot, and what the hell kind of gift was that? She’d found herself foaming at the mouth, toothbrush held in the air in front of the mirror. Her face appeared to be equal parts jilted lover and zealous Christmas elf. She remembered that the thinking had changed on Stanislavski and he was considered outdated. It was better now, her teachers felt, to stick to the surface of your character and to forget all the furrowing into the murky psychological make-up of an elf or whatever.


  What makes you think you’re the right person for this job, the interviewer in Santa’s workshop had asked.


  I am a trained actress, Laurie said. I almost have my degree.


  Says here “waitress,” the guy said. He gave her resumé a little snap so it stood up straight in his hand. What happened to that job?


  I put a red thong in the wash with my waitressing blouses by accident and they came out pink and the owner took me off the schedule, she said. The guy looked up from the resumé and ran his eyes all over her. She cocked her hip and folded her arms and drummed the toe of her boot on the tiles.


  Basically you have to dress up as an elf and push a button on the camera when the kid climbs onto Santa’s lap, he said. Think you can handle that?


  Will I have to stay in character for the whole shift, she asked. They were standing in front of a cordoned AstroTurf stage near the escalators with a revolving Christmas tree and presents and a workshop with icicles hanging from the eaves and a big red velvet throne blinking with strings of led lights and there was already a long line of parents and kids in fancy clothes, one mother spit-cleaning pizza sauce off a chin. There was a camera on a tripod. The Santa had bifocals smeared with fingerprints and he was inquiring about a smoke break.


  So I just push the button, Laurie asked. I think I can do that. She smiled at the interviewer and imagined her pointy white teeth.


  We’ll give you a shout, he said.


  The text had arrived before she exited the mall. It said that while she had appeared confident and knowledgeable during the interview process and had scored high in terms of appearance and attitude, the successful applicant had scored even higher by half a point. The text offered her warm wishes for a happy season. There was an animated emoticon of a tiny snowman with a candy cane yanking him off stage.


  Edward White of the Talent Hunters office was her second audition of the day and her final hope. He opened the office door and looked past Basil and Laurie down the long empty corridor.


  Nobody else, Edward White asked.


  Just us, Laurie said.


  Okay, he said. I’ll see both of you at the same time.


  They followed him through an office with a single desk, the side of which had been kicked in. On top of the damaged desk was a cardboard box with a dust-coated plastic poinsettia and a keyboard and coffee maker without the carafe or the plastic basket for the filter. The basket had been flung across the office and the soggy, recycled brown paper filter, half full of coffee grounds, had spilled onto the indoor-outdoor carpeting near the baseboard and there was a brown runny stain down the wood paneling where the filter had smashed against the wall.


  Edward White saw Laurie glance at the stain and said: My secretary has stepped out on me.


  Laurie and Basil sat in two chairs in front of the desk and Edward White sat behind it.


  So, let’s start with you, Basil, Edward White said. Basil was a cowboy from Edmonton, it turned out. Basil had little to say during the interview except that he had watched nine horses die while driving a herd of two hundred to a rodeo in the centre of the city.


  They had fallen over a bridge, he said. Spooked by a train. Wild broncos, the last of their kind. That’s why I come looking for a different kind of employment.


  Acting is a vocation, Laurie said. You don’t say to yourself, I know, think I’ll try acting now. You have to be born to it.


  The men shifted uncomfortably.


  Suggestive, Edward said. Suggestive is okay. He was talking about how they would be with each other in the glass box. How they should behave. He was providing direction.


  There’s no room for lewdness, he said. That isn’t the sort of vacation we’re selling. You’ll want to appear Christmasy. Please don’t tip back on the chair.


  Basil had been tipping back on his chair. He brought the front legs down on the floor with a little snap.


  These were animals, Basil said. You see a horse with his eyes so wild with fright they roll up in his head. All you see is the white of it. It affects you. You don’t sleep. We’d brought tourists on the ride knew nothing about horses. It wasn’t right.


  Are you a horse whisperer, Laurie asked.


  I’m a goddamn cowboy, Basil said. I speak with a volume appropriate for normal conversation.


  Do you take steroids, Basil, Edward asked. Is that how your arms got that way? Basil glanced down at his arms. They seemed to be made of bowling balls.


  I was born with these arms, Basil said. Edward flicked a pencil back and forth in the air so it appeared to waggle like rubber. Eyeing was a component of the interview. Edward White eyed Basil in an instant, and then he swivelled his chair a touch and eyed Laurie. A sizing up of all that Laurie was and could ever become.


  I’ll be straight with you, Edward White said. He threw down the pencil. Three days, $500 a day. New York and environs. We’re selling Christmas vacation packages. You have to look like you’re having fun.


  Can we read a book, Laurie asked. People read books at the beach.


  No you can’t, Edward White said. Books aren’t fun.


  What’s our motivation, Laurie asked. She had read that during job interviews it was good to turn the tables, ask a few questions of your own.


  You’re just kids having Christmas at the beach.


  But are we travelling to find ourselves, or anything like that, Laurie asked. Is there a quest?


  Fun, Edward White said. Can you do fun?


  I can do fun, Laurie said, but she sounded dispirited.


  That’s the concept here. Fun is the concept.


  There was a string of tissue-paper Christmas bells on the wood panelling behind him and the tape must have let go because one end dropped and swooped back and forth without Edward White’s noticing it. Basil and Laurie glanced at each other. It seemed like they had the job.


  You’ll pick up Max, the third actor, just outside New York, Edward White said. I want you to wear these at all times. He tossed them red sequined Santa hats and little red sequined bathing suits that glowed like bonfires in their hands.


  It turned out Max was a Mormon from Salt Lake City and his blond head was almost shaved so his skull appeared to be gilded.


  Not really Mormon, he said. We’re a splinter group. We broke off from those other guys. We have a different read on the Second Coming.


  His bathing suit was a couple of sizes too small and showed everything. He used the evening hours to exercise while Basil and Laurie lay on the recliners and watched the fields of snow whip past, interrupted now and then by the silhouette of a farmhouse, or a Christmas tree in the distance, all the coloured lights twinkling in the frigid air, until the long empty stretches of blackness were broken up by small towns and then small cities.


  I hear compliments about my back, Max said. He was looking at his reflection in the glass. Here and there a traffic light burned through, red on his shoulder, green on his thigh, and an office tower checkered him with sliding light.


  They had woken near dawn on the third morning and they were on the outskirts of a town and crowds were preparing for a Christmas parade. Laurie thought she heard the jingling of bells. She had suffered from carsickness ever since the beginning of the trip and sometimes had to bang her fist against the glass to get the truck to stop so she could run outside and puke. But for the first time in three days she felt fine.


  She had to press her nose to the glass and cup her hands around her face to see beyond their own reflections, the sandy beach and tropical sunset that lay itself over the snowy streets they were floating through. A flare of her breath steamed the Plexiglas wall.


  Under the pearly lambency of a single streetlight she saw fifty or sixty Santas each holding a hand-bell. Some of them had cups of coffee and there was one in a wheelchair smoking a cigar. Several of the Santas were crowded around a hot dog stand. An army of toy soldiers in white tutus and red top hats with red and white pompoms were milling together, one or two tossing batons that turned end over end, silver splinters winking in the night and dropping down, and a couple of clowns with big red light bulbs on their noses were talking to a reindeer. Just as quickly the crowds were swallowed up in swirling snow and gone.


  Then out of black, frozen nothingness between one streetlight and the next: a single man in a Santa suit on a unicycle. The wheel lurched and zigzagged violently under him. His eyes were cast heavenward and Laurie saw with astonishment that he was juggling oranges. She could not count how many, they were a blurred circle of motion with daubs of fierce orange like flames haloing his upturned face, and her own reflection slipped over him in the glass or passed through him or he passed through her like a spirit and she slapped her hand against the wall as if to touch him but he was gone.


  Did you see that, she asked.


  See what, the guys said.


  Max was focusing on different sets of muscles, small groups of three or four, he said. He was methodical and the skin bulged and the bulging moved over his back as if there were a small animal foraging under the skin, a rodent that hesitated and then rippled on. He watched the animal move over one shoulder, and tossing the pompom of his Santa hat out of the way watched the animal slide across his back to the other shoulder.


  Most people forget all about their backs, simply because they can’t see them, he said. His head looked so small on his massive shoulders. He was intent and she saw his bum tighten as hard as concrete.


  And left buttock, he said, releasing the muscles in his left cheek. He’d told her they met in big warehouses — the single Mormons — so that they could find dates. There were mixers but they didn’t dance or touch or kiss.


  And right buttock, he said.


  For the first time it occurred to her how innocent he was. His strength and undiluted dedication, the half-crazed solemnity he brought to the simple things. Mostly he lived on eggs and green shakes of vitamins and chlorophyll that looked like windshield washing fluid. She and Basil had seen him eat six raw yolks every morning they’d been on the road together. He’d crack the shells and drop the insides from one half shell to the other until the whites slopped over the sides and then he’d tip the half-shell into his mouth.


  I am going to design a regime for people who have forgotten their backs, Max said. Yes, abs are important. I’m not going to pretend they aren’t. But a big thick back gives the illusion of a smaller waist.


  Basil had found Laurie’s bag of stocking stuffers and he had taken Seraphim’s yo-yo out of the plastic package and was flicking it out fast so the sparks spat and sizzled.


  Then I’ll go into politics, Max said.


  I admire your bum, Laurie said.


  Max looked away from his reflection. He turned and kneeled in front of her as the men had been directed to do now and then.


  We aren’t allowed to have premarital sex, he said. For a moment she thought he was talking about the three of them and the Plexiglas box they were hurtling toward Christmas in, but of course he meant the members of the cult to which he belonged. He put his small hands on her knees.


  God asks that we keep ourselves pure.


  I’ve been having sex like a bunny, she said softly. She could not bring herself to be any more vulgar with him than that, afraid of the damage it would do. She had decided that beneath the bulk and heft of both men there was something as fragile as a Christmas ornament batted about by the paws of a kitten. Besides, it was in their contract. There would be no self-discovery, no falling in love, no imminence or epiphanies, no gathering together of the universe, no speed bumps of Salvation. There were to be no unexpected miracles. There were no small parts; there was the cap gun in the first act but no shot would be fired. They were trapped in amber, they were coal burning white in engines of fun.


  I know your boyfriend broke up with you, Max said. But I think you might be pregnant.


  My God, Laurie said. She touched her naked belly with one hand and then tapped each of her fingers against her thumb, counting off the weeks.


  They were back in Toronto by the twenty-second. Laurie stopped at the hospital on the way home to her apartment to give Seraphim’s mother the Santa and Mrs. Claus salt and pepper shakers, along with the presents she had picked up for the children.


  She found Elizabeth in a chilly basement hallway lined with empty hospital beds and laundry bins. She was wearing a pale green hospital gown and she was sitting on a cot and her head was bowed either in pain or prayer. Laurie called her name.


  What are you doing here child, Elizabeth asked.


  This is just a token, Laurie said.


  I don’t have anything for you.


  Why don’t you go ahead and open it, Laurie said. Elizabeth pulled the crushed lump of tissue paper out of the mouth of the bag.


  What is it, she asked.


  Go ahead, Laurie said. See what’s inside.


  Elizabeth slit the tape on the lid with her fingernail. The ceramic Mrs. Claus had a big belly under her white apron and her hands were spread over her girth as if to contain a volcano of laughter. There were perforations on the top of her white gathered bonnet.


  That’s the salt, Laurie said. But Elizabeth was pinching the bridge of her nose with her fingers and thumb. Her lips parted and all her teeth showed. She drew in a deep breath through her clenched teeth and when she opened her eyes they were covered with a limpid film and they were a more luminous brown than before and Laurie realized Elizabeth was crying. She was crying without making any noise at all.


  Laurie looked down the long corridor. One of the fluorescent lights way at the end fluttered and pinged and went grey.


  This is a cold country, Laurie said. You must find it awfully cold.


  It is cold, Elizabeth said. It’s really cold. Especially at this time of year. She grabbed Laurie’s shoulder and squeezed it hard.


  You have a good Christmas, Laurie, she said.


  I’ll try, Laurie said.


  On her way out of the hospital Laurie passed through a large group of couples, young men and women, crowded in the Emergency entrance.


  And this is the door you’ll use when the time comes, a nurse told them. The group turned at once and Laurie saw that all twenty or thirty of the women in the group were pregnant.


  Some of the women held their partners by the hand, a few were teenage girls with their mothers, one rested a hand on the small of her back, a couple of the women were alone, some of the women had spread their fingers against their big hard bellies, cradling them. Some of the women had tilted their heads as though they were listening to something deep inside or far, far away.


   


  NIPPLE OF PARADISE


  I expected some epiphany during the birth. Some way to order the material, some profound wisdom. It seems important to document exactly the way it went. In fact I would like to set the whole summer down in point form. Collect it, pin it. The birth, the affair, the postpartum-affair depression. Already I remember the summer in short-hand, distilled, made up of only a hundred or so specific images intermingled; meals, sex, nights on the fire escape, hours in the office, the birth, the affair. And by next summer I won’t even remember it that clearly. But for now it has reached the half-dissolved stage, the separate gestures of the summer exaggerated like the colour in Polaroid photographs.


  After I found out that Cy had slept with Marie I sat on the fire escape with my foot on the railing, and a spider crawled over my foot, my toes tensed, each toe stretching away from the others. I could feel the spider make its web, lacing my toes  together. It struck me that I had never felt anything so sharply before. That’s how a story should work. Like that Chinese ribbon dance. They turn off the lights so you can’t see the dancer. All you see are two long fluorescent ribbons, drawing in the dark, like the strokes of that summer. Or that guy Volker we met in Germany, did drawings with a pen flashlight inside a cave. A photographer Volker knew shot them with fast film. Volker was a shadow but he drew the outlines of men and women embracing. He said it took incredible concentration because he had only ten seconds to make the drawing. The result was a fury of limbs locked through each other, the lines themselves seared onto the walls of a cave, the condensation glittering like sweat.


  Example: Hannah, Cy’s daughter, in her satin ballet costume, black with red sequins, lime green tulle, dragging herself up the staircase, howling like a wolf, “I got no one to play with, I got no one to play with,” hand over hand on the banister while the sky blisters with rain, while Cy and I make love in the bathroom. He’s soaking in this chemical blue bubble bath Hannah bought him for Christmas the first year I met him. It comes out of a plastic bottle shaped like a Havana nightclub dancer. The woman’s hat, a mountain of bananas, unscrews, and although the bubbles are turquoise, the bathroom stinks of synthetic bananas. We try to make love first on the side of the tub but it’s slippery from the steam, then on the toilet, and then one foot on the radiator, hiked up on the sink so I can see my own sunburnt face in the antique mirror we found in an abandoned house around the bay. The mirror is watery, my face wobbled  with laughter because the position is so ridiculous, my legs bound by the pink maternity overalls wrapped around my knees and Hannah banging now on the bathroom door. Cy comes, and then both of us are completely still, him hugging me from behind. We look at each other’s faces in the mirror. His hand is on my belly and the baby kicks so hard that both our eyes widen at the same time. We answer Hannah in unison, “Just a second.” I haul up my overalls while Cy opens the door. “Jeez,” says Hannah and sits on the toilet to pee.


  After the baby was born, and I was still drugged, I thought I felt her move again, inside me. I guess it was like when someone feels an itch in a missing limb. It was only a ghost of the way she felt inside me, and already I was forgetting what it had felt like to have her flutter in there, as if a million years had passed.


  I didn’t really get the chance to read very much birthing literature. I’d collected it, seen a film of an Australian woman who gave birth in her own living room. Her next-door neighbour dropped over, made himself a cup of tea and ended up holding the mirror for her, between her legs. She wore an old T-shirt and moaned in an Australian accent. The baby was blue when it came out. Cy gritted his teeth while he watched.


  Our Bodies, Ourselves says that some male partners seek other sexual partners during the pregnancy. “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Cy?”


  We only got to one of the pre-natal classes. It happened to be the one on “Things that can go wrong.” The nurse started off by assuring everyone that in most cases nothing goes wrong,  but that we had to go through this anyhow, just in case. She showed the suction cups the doctors sometimes use during natural births. They had pink cups and blue cups, the nurse told us, “… but as sure as shooting, if you used the pink cup you’d get a boy and vice versa. The funny thing about these cups is they seem to go in and out of fashion. You might notice a certain doctor using them for a couple of months and then it seems the cups stay in the cupboard for six months and nobody uses them. They don’t hurt the baby, of course, except they do sometimes come out with cone-shaped heads when the doctor uses the suction cups. In fact you have to be careful after you have the baby that you lay him on different sides every time you lay him down, otherwise his head will go flat. Actually, there’s a little community up the southern shore that’s into head sculpting. All of them have heads as flat as frying pans on one side.” And she snorted, “No, that’s only a joke.”


  She said the last time she brought the forceps to a lecture one of the dads got upset, so this time she was only bringing a diagram. She held up the diagram for a moment without comment and then slid it behind the next diagram which was of a baby whose head was too big to fit through the pelvic hole. At the end of the session she got everyone to lie down on a mat and she played a relaxing tape. “Come on, now, dads, don’t be shy, down on the mats with the moms.” She turned the lights off so the room was black. Cy and I lay down on a gym mat and listened while a sultry female voice told us our toes, ankles, knees, hip joints and so on up the body were feeling feather light, as if all the tension of the day was leaving our bodies in  waves. There was a soundtrack of waves and sitar music in the background. Beside me I could feel Cy’s shoulder shuddering in a silent fit of giggles.


  I guess I should describe the woman Cy slept with, Marie. She was beautiful and unemployed all summer. Thick curly black hair, long suntanned legs. She didn’t believe in marriage. Not only did she never plan to marry but she didn’t acknowledge anyone else’s. She had a Marxist approach to the whole thing. “Love isn’t a commodity. A wife is a whore, only real whores are more honest about it and have more fun. Marriage is a business contract whereby women sell men exclusive sex rights, allowing the male to control the means of reproduction in exchange for financial security. Romantic love is a corrupt notion that leads ultimately to death by excruciating boredom. Besides, I can’t help how I feel about Cy.” And she winked at me.


  Marie, the night I found out they had slept together: Cy has invited her to supper. She brings us chocolates wrapped in gold foil with miniature Rembrandt paintings printed on it. Rembrandt’s fat creamy wife. Cy is excited about the wrappers because he’s working on a thesis for an Art History degree. He collects everybody’s wrappers and begs Marie to eat the last chocolate. She laughs and tosses it at his chest. It bounces off and nearly hits the baby rocking in her cradle beside Cy’s chair.


  The Party: we are having fondue. Cy spills the starter fluid and when he lights it the fondue pot bursts into flames. The table is full of flammable things we somehow hadn’t noticed  before: dishtowels, the bottle of starter fluid, a yellow Styrofoam duck that Hannah’s art teacher made for parents who volunteered to wear it on their heads for a swim-a-thon for cancer. Cy and I are screaming at each other. Hannah comes into the kitchen and we both scream, “Get out of the kitchen” in unison. Marie promptly throws a dishtowel on the fondue pot. There are a few clouds of black smoke. She lifts the towel off, magician-like, and there are no more flames. We stare at the pot for a few seconds and the flames burst back to life. The heat reaches the neck of the duck, melting it so the duck’s beak opens angrily. Marie puts the cloth back on the pot and the fire goes out. Later in the evening, everybody is drunk and raucous except me, because I’m still pregnant. We have eaten all evening, asparagus, carrots, broccoli dipped in hot wine cheese fondue, chunks of pumpernickel. Someone has suggested I wear the Styrofoam duck on my head throughout the evening. I protested but everyone booed me. I don’t want to seem excruciatingly boring, so I wear it. Marie picks up an empty wine bottle and blows into it. It sounds eerie and hollow and for a minute it sobers everyone. Suddenly Marie’s chair collapses beneath her. In slow motion she reaches both her arms out to Cy. Their fingers grip for a second and she hits the floor. She is laughing so hard she’s in tears.


  The Birth: She came a month and a half early. A thirtyweeker as they call them in the neo-natal nursery. It was a caesarean. We arrived at the hospital at one in the morning and entered the case room. The nurses’ station glowed like a spaceship because the lights in the hall were dimmed. The nurse  looked at me with a raised eyebrow as if my street clothes were a faux pas. They took Cy and me to a room and smeared jelly over my belly and hooked me to monitors. The baby’s heart rate was scratched on a spewing paper in fine red ink. The doctor came and said I should be operated on right away but he had two caesareans ahead of me.


  “Each of them will take a half hour or so and then we’ll do you.” They were back in exactly one hour. In the delivery room, everyone was masked and wearing paper hats covered with mauve and blue flowers. A giant convex mirror hung from the ceiling, but I had to be hunched up in a fetal position. The epidural was like freezing water dribbling down my spine. They put a blue curtain across my chest and gathered around the table which was uncomfortably narrow. The anaesthetist was at my head. He sat next to a large box with dials and monitors. There was a tube in my back in case something went wrong and he had to administer more anaesthetic. Somebody was shaving my pubic hair.


  “How’s that?”


  “He likes it lower than that.”


  “Where’s Cy?” I asked.


  “We’ll let Cy in when we’re ready,” the anaesthetist said.


  When Cy came in he was wearing a mauve and blue flowered cap also. He kneeled next to me, holding my hand, smoothing my hair. “I can still feel my toes,” I said.


  “It’s not your toes we’re operating on,” said the anaesthetist. “You will feel sensation, you’ll feel them cutting you, but no pain.”


   I heard them pull the tray of instruments across the floor. Suddenly I was swept with fear and just as suddenly it was gone. I felt the knife pressing across my belly. Cy began to smooth my hair with more vigour until his stroke became so vigorous I had to stop him. There was a sucking noise.


  “That was your water breaking,” said someone behind the curtain. The anaesthetist looked over the curtain,


  “Black hair,” he said. “It’s a girl”


  “Is she healthy?” I asked.


  “Appears to be.”


  The sense of relief was absolute. I had planned to write about the birth as soon as I found out I was pregnant. I figured the epiphany would come then, that I would be wiser at that moment, the moment of birth. But I was dumbfounded. It’s taken me two months to find that word dumbfounded but it struck me walking down the street yesterday. For the ten days I was in hospital I didn’t write a word. Not a letter or thankyou note. It took us a month and a half to figure out a name for her. I couldn’t find any significance, the birth wasn’t a symbol or metaphor, it just happened, a clean thing, a thing unto itself, a pure wordless thing. I was struck dumb.


  They lay her on my chest. Her head was small as a fist. Green guck of some sort all over her hair. The anaesthetist put his hand over her closed eyes to block the light so she would open them. They were black and wet like those of a newborn kitten. We held her there while they sewed me up. Cy said he saw her in the mirror first, being passed from hand to hand. Then all the doctors shook Cy’s hand, congratulating him.


   The nurses in the neo-natal unit said Cy was the best father they’d seen. They said, “She’ll have him wrapped around her little finger.”


  There were four other women besides me at the breast feeding class they offer in the hospital. We all had self-righteous expressions. We had heard that only thirty percent of Newfoundland women breast feed. The nurse speaks without stopping for breath, “Now, girls, some of the dads might be uncomfortable with the breast feeding at first, but sure that’s only natural. You’ll find that when you climax while you’re having sex you’ll probably be squirting milk all over him. Just keep a towel handy, that’s all, and don’t worry about the public. Nobody cares unless you’re in the mall and you strip off down to the waist. Now, you know yourself, girls, you have to use a little common sense and girls, if you’re going to a cocktail party, double pad, because I’m telling you now, once you get a drop of wine in you it’s going to be like Churchill Falls and you’re going to have to go in the bathroom and wring out your cocktail dress.”


  The nurse puts on an instructional video in which a fifty-year-old woman holds a stuffed doll to her blouse in the various different breast feeding positions. She holds it under one arm, the legs kicking behind. White letters appear on the screen: Football position. Then the video shows actual mothers, who look worn out, still in hospital johnny coats, close-ups on their breasts, which are swollen, blue-veined and mountainous next to the newborn babies. Breast feeding is a skill, the narrator tells us.


   My baby was too small to suck from my nipple so we had to feed her pumped breast milk from a bottle. I had to pump every night. Fit the plastic cone over my swollen, rock-hard breast and flick the little lever that starts the pump. I’ve seen the pump that we use to get water from the well. This pump was the same size. A two thousand dollar machine. It makes a loud grinding noise. After three days I thought I was bonding with it. Cy sat with me while my milk squirted into the attached cup. I showed him the four ounce mark. “Look how much I got.”


  “That’s great, Donna.”


  In the long exhausted week after she was born, we went to the hospital cafeteria so Cy could smoke. It’s a small room with a few tables, tinfoil ashtrays, lit mostly by the lights in the snack machines. There were meals of macaroni and soup that could be heated in the microwave, all displayed in racks that rotated when you pushed a button. At ten at night we had the cafeteria to ourselves, except for a nurse who came in with a flattened piece of shiny paper. She put it in the microwave and watched it as if it were a TV, pulling over a rickety chair and resting her elbows on her knees, chin in hand. The microwave choked into action, the inside lit up and a red light played on the package until it expanded with bursting popcorn kernels into a round smooth ball that split in a line up the centre. When she left, Cy reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a small box.


  “I got you something.”


  It was a bottle of moisturizing cream. I had run out but I’d  told Cy not to get any because we couldn’t afford it. Tears came to my eyes.


  Cy said, “Ah, for Jesus’ sake, Donna.”


  “Well, I’m tired, Cy, I’m just plain tired.”


  I guess it was somewhere during that week he slept with Marie. I found out because of the baby monitor. We got this monitor, you put one piece in the baby’s cradle and the other you carry around with you. It’s so sensitive you can hear the baby breathe or hiccup. It took a little getting used to. Sometimes it would pick up the voices of children playing on the street, the sound garbled and static as if the baby had been invaded by aliens who were using her as a vehicle to relay a message. Once, at midnight, Cy and I were sitting at the living room table, having a cup of coffee, watching the couples coming up from the Ship Inn, when there was a loud crash over the monitor. Both of us froze for a second and then ran up the stairs, two at a time. In her room, everything was still. The bassinet was in the centre of the table where we had left it. Cy looked out the window. Somebody on the street had slammed a car door.


  The night Marie came over for supper Cy took her up to the bedroom to see the baby. He forgot the monitor was on.


  He said, “Listen, Marie, what happened, if Donna knew about it, it would really hurt her, I mean I really had a good time, but I think it was a sort of solitary thing.”


  His voice was soft and without static. It was as if he were standing behind me, telling me about it. I went out on the fire escape with my cup of coffee, put my feet up on the banister.


   I had been so weak the whole time I was in hospital. The baby was the smallest baby in the neo-natal nursery. I was okay when Cy was with me, but when I had to go into the nursery by myself I was convinced they were going to tell me something terrible. They have huge stainless steel sinks with digital clocks that tell you how many seconds you’ve been scrubbing. While I washed up to the elbow, I would convince myself not to start crying. Once I went in, and they said, “Now, Mrs. Sheppard, I better tell you this before you see your baby, there’s nothing to worry about, but she stopped breathing for a minute or so. That’s common with premature babies, one of the nurses noticed she was a little dusky-coloured and picked her up and she was fine. But we’ve got a monitor on her now and I just wanted to mention it to you before you saw her, so you’d know there was nothing to worry about.”


  I phoned Cy and he said he’d be up right away. I stood in the bathroom of my hospital room looking in the mirror, smoothing moisturizing cream over my face. When Cy got there he held me in his arms for a long time. When visiting hours were over, he went home and phoned me. They had wheeled a patient into my room who had just given birth, so I couldn’t talk, I could only listen.


  Cy read to me from a history book about Christopher Columbus. Columbus wrote to Ferdinand that he had sighted cyclops and mermaids who were not as beautiful as previously reported, in fact quite mannish. They believed back then that the garden of Paradise was on Earth. That the world was pearshaped, and the garden of Eden a protuberance on the top, like  a woman’s nipple. When Columbus found South America, he knew he had come to land because fresh water was mixing with sea water and whales played there. He thought that fresh water flowed from the nipple of Paradise. When I woke up, the telephone receiver was buzzing the dial tone in my ear.


  Out on the fire escape, the fog coming up from the harbour penetrated my clothes and a spider crawled over my foot. Cy came out, and I said to him, “Cy, how do I know you won’t leave me?”


  He said, “You don’t know, Donna. I love you fiercely right now, that’s the best I can offer.”


  I thought about that artist, Volker, we’d visited in Germany. He had taken Cy and me into his painting studio and showed us paintings for two hours. Suddenly, he said, “Come here, Cyril, I will show you something.” He grabbed Cy’s thumb and dipped it into a can of gold pigment, powdered gold. Cy held up his gilded thumb. It looked as if a fragment of an ancient statue were somehow attached to Cy’s living hand. It made me think of Hansel and Gretel, how the witch said, Show me your thumb so I can see if you’re fattened up, and Hansel held out a chicken bone. Buying precious time. It made me think that love is made of isolated flashes and they are what we crave. It was getting dark outside Volker’s studio and Cy’s thumb glowed like something precious, timeless. 


   


  SEA URCHIN


  We were alone on the island, at your parents’ cottage. Oil lamps at night, the darkness collapsing like a tent. The day before I left, during supper, my mother and I couldn’t look each other in the eye. I watched her try to jerk a speared beet off her fork. A hard cube, brilliant magenta drops splatting the white plate. Shortly after my father died I left her to go to art school. I had been home two weeks and I was leaving again for Georgian Bay. But she let me go.


  An island in Georgian Bay. Forty-five minutes in a speedboat away from the next community. Hundreds of islands. We flew stand-by from Newfoundland and in between flights I went into the airport washroom and stood looking at my face. Looking to see if I was pretty. Mesmerized. Was I pretty at all? When I came out we had missed the connecting flight.


  What were you doing? you said. What were you doing in the bathroom?


   You were chopping wood. I drank six beers, fast, then ate a bowl of popcorn coated with half a block of melted cheddar. I stumbled out of the cottage. Fell onto the sand at the beach and screamed your name. Over and over. It was just us on the island. Nude half the time. Shouting your name, sending it lurching through the pines.


  You took me to a cliff and told me to jump. It was a long way down. I took off my glasses, and handed them to you. The water was a hard bed of shiny dimes. It hurt the bottoms of my feet. Under the surface, the cliff was gouged away, a dark mouth. I imagined it was dense with eels.


  My father died just before I met you. His hair had turned grey when he was about your age, eighteen. It had been blondish-red before that, he told me. All the photographs of him before eighteen are hand-tinted, so I don’t know what shade of red, but he had the complexion of a redhead. He sunburned easily and when he drank or became emotional, his skin would break out in red blotches, quickly, like the wind blowing a field of poppies all in the same direction. I imagine his hair turning grey overnight. He might have gotten out of bed, looked in the mirror and been startled out of his wits. Wondered what it could possibly mean. Maybe I imagine that his hair turned grey overnight rather than gradually, because he died overnight, without any symptom or warning.


  My father’s brother, Uncle Lloyd, died this year.


  My mother and I gripped each other in the parking lot of the funeral home. It was icy and for several minutes we couldn’t gain any ground. We just clung to each other. She said, Why  would a man like Lloyd get to live so much longer than your father?


  There was one wreath from the Salvation Army on the coffin. The metal trees with shelves for flowers at the head and foot were empty. A man slept in the armchair. The bottoms of his brown creased pants were salt crusted, his legs crossed. He wore sneakers, one of the Velcro flaps hanging loose, and one foot nodding, stroking time.


  Mom and I went close to the casket. Uncle Lloyd didn’t look the way I remembered him. I thought I’d see my father’s face, because the brothers all looked alike, but I was disappointed. There was nothing familiar. His nose was slightly squashed to one side, as if they’d closed the lid on it. I checked inside the satin roof to see if there might be a smudge of face powder, but the frills were clean and white. I almost touched the nose to push it back into place. Lloyd’s eyelashes were light and in this way, at least, he resembled my father. For an instant I was overcome by the belief that a nerve in his eyelid had twitched.


  The last time I saw Lloyd was in Barbados, when I was a child. He’d come on vacation with us. That was before he’d begun drinking. Dad stepped on a sea urchin. The long needles were driven deep into his foot, touching bone. They cracked off. Within seconds, his foot was swollen and red. A janitor at the hospital told my father the only cure was to pour heated wax over the foot. That would draw the needles out. He propped his leg on a pillow, both hands gripping his shin. Lloyd wiped the sand from Dad’s foot and spread the melted wax  with a piece of cardboard. I don’t know where my mother was. Dad’s face twisted with pain. The heat of the wax drew the inch-long needles out. The smell of salt water and hot paraffin. I remembered this when Mom called to tell me Lloyd had died. My father has been dead eleven years and I’m still discovering lost pieces of him.


  You’re unravelling fast, too. First love. When you cross my mind you’re like a composite drawing a police artist makes from the testimony of witnesses. I rarely think of you.


  Your mother left condoms in a pile on your bed next to your airline ticket. A few pamphlets.


  Your mother and father were brand new for me. For one thing, the house you lived in was rented. Property was bourgeois, your mother said. They were joking, but they were the only parents I knew who didn’t own their house or want to. They had art. Blue wine goblets, antiques. You could see a line down the side of the glass where two halves of the mould had been joined, but each glass was different. Wine at supper. Home-made salad dressing instead of Kraft.


  Once I saw your mother eat raw hamburger with a raw egg. The fork prying the fibres of cold pink meat, a peach fuzz of congealed fat, burst yolk. Popping it in her mouth.


  Your father wore a custard-coloured suit. A few shades lighter than custard. When I was nine I went with my father to shop for a suit. He wanted grey but I was to choose the shade. There were thousands of suits on the wall in two rows, one beneath the other, each suit a slightly lighter shade of grey than the one next to it.


   At art school there was a drawing exercise to get as many shades out of an HB pencil as you could. Only one of the grey suits was exquisite. Dad tried on the one I chose. He stood facing the mirror, then in three-quarter profile, smoothed his hands down the front. Touched the bottom edge of the jacket. He asked me if I was sure. After a moment he asked me again. Then he bought the suit with a large wad of money. It was the most money I had ever seen spent in one place. His only suit. He was buried in it. And there was your father, in something lighter than custard.


  If you’ve never experienced grief you don’t recognize it. When I met you I was full of grief. During an art history class we saw a slide of a sculpture, The Ecstasy of Saint Theresa . A woman arched as in orgasm, pierced with thousands of arrows. I closed my eyes and imagined my whole body covered with tiny needles, an ocean current making them sway gently, a sweet numbing pain.


  I took an interest in astral projection. I tried. It was hot and I lay on the army cot in the dormitory with my fists clenched. I tried to float off the bed. I believed in God until my father died.


  And I believed my body was the temple of God. This didn’t mean I couldn’t have sex until I was married, but that as soon as I was penetrated I’d be spiritually sewn to that man forever. Fated to him. If we had sex I’d be fated to you.


  I slept. Sleep was like oxygen. I couldn’t quite get enough to fill my lungs. At six in the evening I’d make excuses to go to my room. Ten minutes later I’d be asleep with my clothes on.  I’d wake up late for school. I had hallucinations while I slept. I’d sit up and pinch myself as hard as I could. In the morning there’d be small bruises, but even while pinching I’d see the iron bars of the radiator melt at the bottom like knee socks that had fallen around the ankles, or the sky, filled with stars, force itself through the open window, float over the cot until I was looking up into the cloudy universe, terrified.


  I was volunteering at the women’s penitentiary, teaching art to one student who had attacked her sister with a hammer, causing brain damage. She was so blind her nose touched the paper while she drew and it would sometimes be daubed with paint. She always painted the same picture, Christ with his arms spread, in a white robe, on the far side of a navy river. Her bleary eyes and the blue paint on her nose made me think she was trying to dive into the river, reach Christ.


  She did the same painting over and over until her migraine made her stop. I chattered all the while she painted. What do you say to someone who believes that when the guards turn off the light in her cell she is visited by a bulldog with the face of a man and the tongue of a snake?


  I told her about the night sky visiting me. She lined the paintings edge to edge to edge until I began to think it was a message for me. Was it my father on the other side of the river trying to cross? Arms open to me. Or was it me? Was it me unable to cross to myself?


  One day I left a pencil behind and she gouged it into her arm, ripping open the vein.


   You didn’t talk much. On weekends, or at night, I’d make you hitch-hike to an empty part of the highway with me. The highway cut through the darkness. Sometimes all we could see was the yellow line. Every so often the pavement would vibrate through the rubber soles of our sneakers and the headlights from transport trucks came up from behind us. The lights swiped like giant paws over the trees and boulders until they overtook us and we fell back into darkness.


  I just talked and shouted and did cartwheels and the cancan with my parka open. I did chorus kicks all the way down the empty highway. I shrieked the lyrics from old musicals; I got plenty of nothin’ and nothin’s plenty for me . The hills climbed up on either side of us. Rain fell off the massive sky like the faces of buildings in an earthquake.


  It’s possible to imagine you have completely forgotten me.


  You were honest. That was a point with you. I’ve been with men who believe they’re honest, but the truth loses its shape around them. I prefer them. You never said you loved me, even when I begged you.


  Please say you love me just once. Please, please, please, please, I’ll devote my whole life to you, I’ll do anything. I was holding onto the hem of your jeans. We were in the echoey stairwell. I was flat on my belly, on the stairs, being dragged with each step you took, breathless with laughter. You drawing one leg up, then the other, pulling yourself up by the railing. In danger of losing your pants. Please say it, just say it for Christ’s sake.


  I’m trying to imagine what it must have felt like to be the  object of that much devotion. You were stern, that was your policy. In the face of obsession, be stern.


  I was in a high school play the night my father died. I stood on a ladder. I was Voice Number Three. I talked about spring coming, and wore a feather boa dyed orange. I changed a Styrofoam painting of autumn leaves on a plywood tree for a Styrofoam painting of green ones. Mom was waiting in the wings. She said I’d have to come right away, Dad was sick.


  That night the nurse told us he would die. A heart attack. It seemed to me an easy thing to fix. There must be some kind of syringe to suck the blood back into the heart so it can pump again, some surgery. I explained this to the nurse. I had an image of the heart as one of those hard plastic models stuck on a steel spike in the science lab. But a heart, in fact, must be like tissue paper, must come apart when it’s not pumping, must dissolve. He had wires attached to little white circles attached to his chest. He looked very tidy, not soaked in blood at all.


  The next day I wanted to go to school as though nothing had happened. My mother didn’t stop me. In school there was a surprise party for a teacher who was having a baby. Everybody chipped in on the present. She held it up, tissue paper over the sides of the box. She made a joke and everybody laughed uproariously, the excitement of a free period. Miss, Miss, Miss, and over the noise of my own laughter she mouthed the words, How’s your father? and I mouthed back, Dead.


  Her shock hit me in the stomach. The bell rang and everyone  jumped up to leave. In the corridor I leaned against the wall, unable to hold myself up.


  We had sex outdoors a lot for lack of any other location, living as we were in student dorms, no boys on the girls’ floor, and vice versa. Once in the mud and yellow leaves, criss-crossing black branches above us, a crude basket that would catch us if we fell into the sky. The smell of mud. You had a moustache. Not a very full one, mousy, the separate hairs bending like drawn bows against my lips. A wallet with a Velcro hasp, a condom in the billfold. Once we had sex beside a river in the middle of a snowstorm, the water churning brown, headlights sweeping over us, wind blasting, my breasts and stomach exposed to the falling snow. You ripped the Velcro with your lips, the body of the wallet tucked between your chin and shoulder.


  Later, after we’d gotten an apartment of our own, and you decided it wasn’t working, you refused to sleep with me. Once I tried to force you, burst into the spare room while you were in bed, straddling you, kissing you, trying to get at your belt. We struggled and you pushed me off, dragged me to the window and ripped my shirt open. Pressed me against the window, half naked. Two empty parking lots and the fire station. Nobody saw. Once while I was asleep you came into our room and kissed me, kissed my cheeks, kissed my neck, and when I was drawn awake, when I put my arms around your neck, you left the room. You couldn’t explain it, the leaving, except to say if we didn’t break up we would stay together forever.


   This is the sad thing about loving. It’s a skill, like working up a clay pot on a wheel. As though the form is slipping to life by itself, the hands slicked with juicy mud are doing all they can to contain it. Just the tiniest squeezing of muscles in the hands keeps the pot perfect. It’s such a shock to throw a pot for the first time and see how unsimple it is, to have it skew, deform and collapse in seconds, against what you expect.


  I was terrified of dying suddenly, like my father. My skin was a mess. I burst into hysterical laughter for no reason, laughed until I was in tears. I’m only remembering what I did, because I can’t remember how I felt.


  When I was thirteen I developed an ovarian cyst. It was removed and turned out to be benign. After the doctor’s appointment when the cyst was diagnosed, my mother and I stopped at my father’s office. My father said, How’s it going? and my mother said, Our little girl isn’t having a very good day.


  At that moment, having to tell my father I was going to be operated on made me feel infinitely sad for myself, and for him. I felt I was letting him down. I opened my mouth to say something but I couldn’t. My father pressed my face into his chest so hard I could feel the button of his shirt digging into my forehead. My mother told him, and when I looked up at him he was smiling as if an operation wasn’t such a bad thing. But his face had broken out in soft red blotches.


  After the operation, when I was recovering, my father cooked me a fresh trout. He had taken the green canoe out on the lake before sunrise, the water so still the leaping trout startled him. He made twists of lemon and bought some parsley  sprigs to decorate it. But on the way through the screen door he dropped the plate. Broken splinters of china covered the fish. My mother told me about it later. She said he cried. For a long time I associated his crying with his death, rather than my illness. I remembered not myself in the hospital, but him and the nurse telling me he would die by morning. As he was coming through the screen door, he must have realized he would be leaving me, how hurt I would be, how irreparable it was, and the shock of it made him drop the plate.


  I dreamt last night that Mom and I were sitting naked on my bedroom floor. She had a tin filled with beeswax or shoe polish. She said if I smeared the stuff in my vagina it would make me pregnant. This way I could avoid the risk of having the father die after the child was born. There’d never be a father to die. My child wouldn’t have anything to lose. I had agreed to get pregnant this way, but at the last minute I was backing out. I knew I wanted my child to have a father, no matter how much pain it would cause to lose him.


  The first time you kissed me, the whole town was buried in snow. Some drifts went to the tops of the telephone poles. It was like walking on the moon. Everything curved, everything buried, deceptive, muted. We were coming back from a movie and you leaned me against the orange bricks of the dorm. A drift came to our waists and snow blew off the lip of it, swirled around us, hissing on the back of your nylon parka.


  You sucked my tongue. Our hands were linked loosely, two or three fingers twined. It was as though you were pulling my whole self, all the pain from my father’s death, all the loneliness  of being separated from my mother, all my loud babbling, siphoning it up through my body into my tongue, and taking it into your mouth, until my tongue felt swollen. Until I wasn’t even thinking of who you were any more. Just the sucking that seemed to be drawing out the sadness. Heat, like the needles being drawn from my father’s foot with melted wax. I was trembling. When you stopped kissing me I had nothing to say. My lips cracked when I smiled. I ran my tongue over them and they stung.


  Do you remember Joyce, my roommate in the dorm? She slept on the other side of a half-wall that divided the room. She told me when I first met her that she was asthmatic, and showed me where she kept her respirator. I woke one night to the sound of choked spasmodic breathing. I thought she was dying. I filled up with that quicksand of sleep and fear, so heavy I couldn’t move, not even my mouth, to scream for help, but in that same second I had flung off the sheets and jumped out of bed, my skin already clammy, and I called her name.


  Two things went through my head simultaneously. Death was coming again, and it had missed me. It had skipped over my bed because I was waiting for it; even in my sleep I had outwitted it. Not only that but I would save Joyce from it too. The second thing came in the voice of a nun who taught me math in grade eleven and failed me. A nun with pasty skin, someone I hated. But she had showed up at my father’s funeral and gripped my shoulders so tightly it hurt, and that pain seemed to keep me from passing out. Her voice came into my head at that exact moment and said, Don’t take another step, she’s having sex.


   Then a male voice said, Your roommate.


  Joyce said, She’s asleep, she talks in her sleep, she’s always yelling stuff.


  It took me a full two minutes to get back in the bed without a creak. Then I lay there listening. Frightened they would figure out I was awake, my heart pounding so hard I felt short of breath, and at the same time conscious that I had to make my breath sound deep, the way it is when you’re asleep. The more I tried to breathe evenly, the more erratic my breathing, until I had the bed sheet stuffed in my mouth. It was the first time I had ever heard what sex sounds like, the bed creaking, the moans. It stopped suddenly and Joyce asked him to pass her a Kleenex off the desk. I fell asleep deeply, for the first time since my father died, without dreams, as if I had been given an injection. 


   


  DEGREES OF NAKEDNESS


  The top half of Joan’s house caught fire and burned while she slept downstairs. The microwave and television melted into lumps as smooth and shiny as beach rocks. She woke up to make herself a cup of tea in the morning and when she got upstairs everything was black. The furniture was in cinders. The windows were blackened with soot. She walked into the centre of the living room and looked around her. Her footsteps had exposed the green and gold shag carpet beneath the soot. It occurred to her that she must be asleep.


  She went back downstairs and sat on the edge of her bed. Then she went upstairs again. She picked up the phone but it was dead. Her greenish gold footsteps were the only colour in the room. It reminded her of Dorothy on her way to the Emerald City.


  The fire chief said it was a miracle Joan was still alive. The temperature had risen to three thousand degrees. There were  large double-paned patio windows. The inside panes had broken but the fire ran out of oxygen before the outside panes could break. The fire chief said if the second pane had broken or if she had gotten up in the middle of the night and opened the back door, the house would have exploded. Joan said she felt as if she had been stripped.


  She and her twelve-year-old son, Wiley, moved in with us. Wiley had been at his grandmother’s the night of the fire. Joan says she keeps having the same nightmare. Her hand on the doorknob of the back door. Everything in sharp focus, like before a storm. Wiley is standing outside the door, in the forest. In the dream, Wiley is a baby. Joan knows she can’t open the door, he’s toddling through the woods to the highway. He waves to her the way he first learned to wave, with both hands, the fingers pointed toward himself. Her palm is sweaty, and she turns the knob. The house blows up. In the dream, she sees two-by-fours twirling into the sky like batons.


  One night, during the dream, she reaches for the glass of water by the bed and throws it over herself. She wakes because she smacked the bridge of her nose with the glass, and water is running down her nightdress, between her breasts, down her belly. She has a little half-moon bruise on the bridge of her nose.


  I have become interested in nakedness. All the different kinds. Especially since my sister-in-law moved in. It’s as if she can’t keep herself covered. Things always seem to slip away from her. I walked in on her in the bath once. Her skin was tanned in the  shape of her bathing suit. The skin of her torso seemed very white, the colour of a tree when you strip off the bark.


  I have this idea for an art exhibit. I want to get myself photographed all over town, nude. Sitting on a bench in Bannerman Park, reading the newspaper, riding my bike past the Salvation Army and Bowring’s, sitting on the War Memorial with a take-out coffee. I’ll keep a wrap-around dress nearby in case anybody shows up. I figure it can be done at five in the morning when nobody’s around.


  Before supper, my husband, Mike, shoves Joan out the front door and locks it. There’s a small square window in the front door. Joan has her face pressed against it. She’s giggling, and saying, “Come on now Mike, let me in.”


  There are seven neighbourhood boys armed with water balloons standing in a semi-circle around her, arms raised.


  Mike puts his face to the window so he can meet Joan’s eyes and quietly lifts the mail slot, sticks a pistol through and squirts, hitting the crotch of her jeans. It takes her a moment to realize what’s happening. Then Wiley, who has gone to the third floor, opens the window over the front door and drops a wobbling balloon on her head. She shrieks. The boys open fire, and balloons splat against her. The breeze changes direction. At the end of the street eight girls are lined up from one sidewalk to the other. They seem to be advancing to the music of the sea cadets’ band in the Star of the Sea Hall at the end of the street. Each one has a swollen balloon, held like a baby. The boys are still for a second, then one of them yells, “Run!”  and they tear down the street, their sneakers slapping on the pavement. Mike lets Joan inside.


  I’ve persuaded Joan to go to the only strip joint in town with me the next night. I just want to see what it’s like. A woman can’t get in without a male escort. Joan’s hair is very short, and she’s going to dress like a man to get us in. The newspaper ad says formal wear required. The woman on the phone said that means no construction boots or torn shirts. I dig out the tuxedo Mike wore to our wedding for Joan to wear.


  I’m not usually one for telling strangers things but I’ve gotten into the habit of telling the woman who sells the coffee and muffins in the cafeteria of the building where I work the most intimate things about myself. Early in the morning, the ugly cafeteria is huge and empty; my footsteps echo as in a cathedral. Usually, it’s just the two of us at that hour. She wears a brown polyester suit with two seams down the front, and a gold bull horn on a chain around her neck. Sometimes when I fall asleep I can see that horn and the skin of her neck. The exact location of her mole, the tiny gold horn jiggling while she wipes the counter. When I give her a twenty she looks at me as if I should know better. She says with her eyebrow arched, “Are you trying to break me?”


  Sometimes, just as I’m dropping off to sleep, I see her arched eyebrow, exaggerated, and a disconnected voice “Are you trying to break me?”


  I have told her, for instance, that my sister-in-law has moved in because her house burned down, that Joan hates her  ex-husband, and that we have no idea when she will move out. That my husband had a daughter with another woman, before he met me. Sometimes we have the child over for supper. I have told the cafeteria woman I believe Joan got drunk and set fire to the house on purpose. Often I find myself saying to her, “Strange old world, isn’t it?” and shaking my head like an old man. She wears a plastic name tag that says “Cathy.” Once I said, “Good morning, Cathy,” and she said, “That’s not my real name.”


  At the dinner table, Mike says, “Joan, I bought you a little present.”


  Mike drops a tape into the tape deck. It’s Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass. Joan squeals with delight and jumps up to dance to “Tijuana Taxi.” At the end of all the big brass, there’s a deep honking sound. Joan wiggles and struts, and when the honk comes, she sticks her bum out. Then she falls onto the floor, giggling. From the floor, she wheezes, “That’s what Mike and I did when we were kids.”


  Wiley takes this opportunity to scrape his broccoli into the garbage. I take a single triangle of cold pizza out of the fridge, hold the pizza in front of my crotch, lay a bunch of bananas on my head, and start miming a striptease while the Tijuana Brass do their thing. Joan drags herself off the floor, pulling herself up by the rungs in the chair, still panting with laughter, and starts to drink her coffee. We tell Wiley, “Okay, okay, settle down.” But when another honk comes, Joan almost chokes and the coffee comes out of her nose. She is snorting and choking, her eyes watering. Wiley says, “Jeez, Mom, will you give it up?”


   With the fourth honk, Joan bursts into tears. Mike turns off the tape. “For God’s sake, Joan.” I point my fork and a limp piece of broccoli at Mike. “Leave her alone, she’s allowed to cry.” Joan has been bursting into tears a lot since the fire.


  Joan’s last boyfriend broke up with her two or three nights before the fire. She says he was a real sweetie. She slapped a newspaper at his chest outside a restaurant and it bounced off and fell between a mail box and a newspaper vending box. It’s still there. We walk past it on the way to the supermarket. It’s waterlogged and you can see she twisted it in her fists before she flung it at him.


  I remember the cover of the album, Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass. A naked woman covered in whipped cream, the heart-shaped swirls of cream covering her breasts, she licking a blob of cream from a long red fingernail. One smooth long leg parts the soft folds of cream, almost up to her hip. You can almost taste that cream in the brass music.


  Later that night, when Wiley is in bed, Mike and I fight. I throw my cup of coffee across the room as hard as I can. The cup hits the wall behind his head and leaves a mark in the gyprock like a frown. There are no curtains on the front window. It’s dark outside and the living room is lit like a fish tank. A woman in a cotton skirt with a black palm leaf print is standing on the opposite sidewalk under a street lamp, arms crossed over her breasts. She is watching our fight as if it were a movie. Then, on our side of the street, two heads pass under the window, a man and a woman. They wave, surprised to see us. Mike’s face is stiff with anger, but both of us wave back, uncertainly.  They knock on the door. It turns out they were neighbours of ours two years ago. We hardly spoke to them then and haven’t seen them since, but they seem delighted to see us. Mike and I stand in the doorway to talk to them. I can feel the snarl on my face thaw. The breeze is warm and it rushes through the trees on the traffic island as if it can’t make up its mind which way to go.


  The guy is tanned and carrying a tennis racket. He mimes taking swings as he talks. He says, “Yeah, I was away studying giant clams, they weigh as much as fifty kilos. The shells don’t really shut all the way, you can stick your whole arm in there, it’s real fleshy. Isn’t it, honey?” he says to his girlfriend. “They’ll suck your whole arm for hours if you let ’em. The islanders say that clam flesh is an aphrodisiac, makes the adolescent penis grow or something. You know, they’re a small people down there, aren’t they, honey? They used to joke about how big I was, they said Barb must be a happy woman.”


  Barb smiles up at him. Her mouth glitters, unexpectedly, with braces. “Oh, they thought Tony was real big.”


  When Mike shuts the door, he says, “That cup could have killed me.”


  I say, “Are you trying to break me?”


  Then he gets a cloth from the kitchen and wipes the splattered coffee off the wall. Joan walks in at that moment, sees the broken cup and leaves.


  When Mike and I make love, a blush comes into his cheeks and the tips of his ears. That’s my private colour for him, almost  plum. The first time we were together we were behind the row housing under criss-crossing clotheslines, white shirts laughing with their bellies. We were drunk and his tongue in my ear sounded like a pot of mussels boiling, the shells opening, the salty shells clicking off one another, a riot of tiny noises. I got the flu. He made a pot of tea: cinnamon, cloves, apple and orange chunks. The next day we made love in his new house, empty of furniture except for a couch, covered with satiny parakeets, belonging to the former owners. Streetlight poured in. A plastic bag of chicken breasts glowed on the floor where I’d dropped it. I had been swimming in a hotel pool that day where they sold paper bathing suits. I made Mike close his eyes, and I put on the damp suit, which smelled of chlorine and was indestructible.


  Once Mike did a tour of a glass blowing factory. They chose him out of the tour group to do the blowing. When we first met he gave me an irregular perfume bottle with his breath caught in the bubbles. I’ve worn lilac since I was thirteen. When he took the stopper off, it surprised me that it smelled like myself. Lilac on the sanded wand he rubbed down my neck, sticky and warm. It was as if he had trapped all my years in a bottle, then tickled them down my neck. Now he wants to leave for a year, to work. I don’t want him to go. I need him here. I’m afraid of him leaving. It looks as though Joan and I will share an apartment if he leaves.


  Today, around five, the doorbell buzzes and it’s Jill, a little girl who plays with Wiley. The street is full of squad cars. The police are putting on bullet proof vests. They take rifles and  guns out of the trunks of the cars and load them with bullets. A cop comes to the door. Pushing Jill from behind, he says, “Can she stay in there? She can’t go around the corner.”


  I ask what’s going on, my voice shrill. The cop looks as if he’s going to answer me but then he turns away and trots down the street with the gun. A CBC van arrives. Some guy coming up the street says there’s a man in one of the houses around the corner with a gun. Princess Anne had been on George Street earlier in the day. I’d taken Wiley and a bunch of neighbourhood kids to see her. It must be a sniper who has run up from George Street. Wiley is on the concrete step of the house across the street, eating a supper of Jiggs dinner a neighbour has given him. The cop cars glitter between us and I say, “Get over here.”


  “What about my supper?”


  “Just get over here.” He comes over with the plate. I phone Jill’s mother, Maureen, to tell her Jill is with us. A cop answers the phone.


  “Sergeant Peddle,” she says.


  I say, “Can I talk to Maureen?”


  She says, “I wish you could, but I can’t get her down. What do you want?”


  I say I just wanted to tell her her daughter’s at my house, I’m a neighbour.


  “The daughter’s at your house.” Sergeant Peddle hangs up.


  I whisper to Mike, “The man with the gun is in Maureen’s house.”


  We met Maureen through Wiley. Maureen’s a lesbian. We’ve never seen much of her partner, who’s a surgeon. They keep  pretty much to themselves, but since Joan moved in, she and Maureen have called each other every now and then to ask if the other would mind babysitting for half an hour.


  After twenty minutes the cops pull away, but the CBC is still there with the cameras. Jill wants to go home. I phone Maureen. The phone rings for some time before she picks it up. I hear long sobs. I keep saying, “Maureen?” but she just sobs into the phone, no words. I tell her I’m Joan’s sister-in-law, and I say, “I have your daughter here.” She doesn’t say anything. I say, “Do you want me to come down?”


  “Yes.”


  The large glass window in the front door of Maureen’s house is smashed in. Broken glass covers the concrete steps. Inside, the plush carpet crunches with every step. I call out to her. In the hall, two framed paintings have been torn off the wall, the frames cracked in half. Maureen is in the kitchen with her head in her arms on the table. The window beside her is smashed. The contents of the fridge lie all over the floor, and the glass shelves have been torn out of it. Some kind of orange drink has been spilled on the floor, so as I walk across to the table my sneakers make a sound like ripping cotton. I put my arms around Maureen and put one hand over hers. I rub the back of her thumb with mine. I say, “Who was it? Who did this? Was there a man with a gun in here?” She shakes her head. “Was it your ex-husband?” She shakes her head.


  I let go of her and turn on the kettle. I realize I don’t know her at all. There are three giant yellow tubs of margarine lying on their sides. It seems like an incredible amount of margarine.  I can’t believe how much damage there is. I think about the kind of rage it would take to sustain this much damage. I think about the damage the fire caused in Joan’s house. I feel very tired. It seems utterly still. I say, “Where’s your partner? Can I call her for you? Does your partner know this has happened?” The phone book is open beside Maureen. “Let me call your partner for you.”


  Maureen raises her head. Her eyes are sunken and bloodshot from crying or alcohol. “This was my partner,” she says.


  I sit down.


  “This was your partner,” I repeat. “She did this. How did the cops get here?” I am afraid. The kettle whistles. “Where are the tea bags?” She points.


  “She’s caused over twenty-five hundred dollars’ worth of damage in the last three months. I’ve had to replace every window more than once. She won’t let me out. She won’t let me see anyone. She’ll be back, she’ll kill me tonight, I can’t get away from her. If she was a man I would have done something, I wouldn’t have put up with it. But it’s taken my mother so long to understand. How could I tell them?”


  The breeze blows gently through the window. It is the sunniest day we’ve had in a long time. You can hear some of the music from the Canada Day celebrations. I ask about the cops.


  “I was sitting on the front step and the glass showered down on top of me and I said by Jesus that’s the last time she’ll break a window in my house. When Tom, my neighbour, came through the door, I was in the process, I was proceeding to kill her. I said, Tom, call the cops, please. They came in and arrested her.”


   Somebody knocks on the door. Maureen crumples.


  “Please don’t let anyone in.”


  I walk out over the glass. A man is standing outside. He says, “I’m with the CBC. Can you tell us what happened here? We heard someone was arrested.”


  I say, “Well, it’s pretty insensitive to come around here right now, isn’t it?”


  He says, “We don’t know what happened, that’s all.”


  I say, “Nobody here’s going to tell you.” It strikes me how absurd it is to speak to him through the broken window without opening the door. Down the street, a man is pointing a camera at us.


  Then Maureen and I drink the tea. We sit in silence until the phone rings. It’s Mike. He asks if everything is okay. He says he is going to order the kids a pizza. I say that sounds good. I tell Maureen Jill can sleep at our house. We get a broom and start to clean up. Maureen hauls out a big sheet of plastic she has for sealing broken windows.


  When I get home, Joan is dressed in Mike’s tuxedo. She hasn’t heard anything about the incident on the street and is dressed to go to the strip joint. I expect the dancers to be ugly in some way, but they have beautiful bodies. They dance on a raised stage and the bottom of it is covered with mirror. I have never been in this bar before. They have ultra-violet lighting that seems to erase everything in the room except whiteness. The women wear white G-strings so their crotches glow as if they are floating. There’s a man in a dark suit and tie sitting at  the table in front of me. I glance up and see him in the mirrors around the bottom of the stage. The mirrors reflect him from the neck down; his head is above stage level. His white collar is glowing, sharply cut. At first glance, it looks like a headless body. I watch his hand in the mirror, lifting his Scotch and aiming it at the empty neck of his shirt.


  Joan and I are loaded, walking home past the Anglican cathedral. She starts to cry. I never hug people. I’m not a very physical person. But I hug her suddenly. I draw her body into mine and I grab her hair in my fingers. It shocks me when I realize I have a fistful of her hair in my hand and it is the exact texture of my husband’s. She’s wearing one of my husband’s jackets over the tuxedo. The jacket is gold silk. It looks like a wedding band on him. It has started to rain on our way home, while Joan is crying. The rain falls in giant splotches on the quilted jacket, making it heavy and tarnished. 


   


  PURGATORY'S WILD KINGDOM


  Julian is thinking about the woman and child he left in Newfoundland when he moved to Toronto. He’s remembering Olivia preparing him a sardine sandwich, the way she pressed the extra oil out of each sardine on a piece of paper towel. Then she cut the head and tail off, each sardine, until they were laid carefully on the bread. Her head was bent over the cutting board. Her blond hair slid from behind her ear. He could see the sun sawing on her gold necklace. The chain stuck on her skin in a twisty path that made him realize how hot it was in the apartment. She was wearing a flannel pajama top and nothing else, a coffee-coloured birthmark on her thigh, shaped like the boot of Italy. Eight years ago.


  Julian is sitting at the kitchen table with a pot of coffee. His bare feet are drawn up on the chair, his knees pressed into the edge of the table. It’s a wooden table top that has been rubbed with linseed oil. There are scars from the burning cigarettes his  wife occasionally leaves lying around. Small black ovals. There are thousands of knife cuts that cross over each other like the lines on a palm. He runs his finger over the table, tracing the grain of the wood. He pours another cup of coffee, and glances at the phone. Sometimes the university calls for Marika before nine, although they have been told not to. Marika requires only seven hours’ sleep, but if she’s disturbed she’s tired all day. She wakes up at exactly nine every morning. She’s proud of the precision of her inner clock. Julian likes to pick up the phone before it rings twice. Lately, when the phone rings and Julian answers, nobody speaks.


  Marika is fifteen years older than Julian. The people on this street are very rich. The brick houses are massive. Some of them have been broken into apartments and rented. There’s almost no traffic. The trees block most of the noise. He and Marika don’t know their neighbours. Once, while out taking photographs, Julian met a man three houses up who was riding a sparkling black bike in circles. The man said he was Joe Murphy. Joe Murphy’s Chips sold a large percentage of their product in Newfoundland. He gave the silver bicycle bell two sharp rings.


  “The bike’s a birthday present from my wife. It’s a real beauty, isn’t it?”


  The trees shivered suddenly with wind and sloshed the bike with rippling shadows. Joe Murphy was wearing a suit and tie. The balls of his feet pressed against the pavement and there were sharp little crevices in his shined leather shoes. A crow left  a tree and flew straight down the centre of the street. Julian lifted his camera and took a picture of Joe Murphy. In the far distant corner of the frame is the crow. Joe Murphy is out of focus, a blur in the centre of the picture, his face full of slack features. The crow is sharp and black.


  “That makes me very uncomfortable,” said Joe Murphy. “I think you have a nerve.” He gave the bell another sharp ring, and pushed off the curb. His suit jacket flapping.


  For two years, Julian has been sleeping a lot. It’s taken him two years to fall away from any kind of sleeping pattern. This way he’s always awake at different hours. This seems exotic to him, but the cost is that he can’t will himself to sleep. He sleeps in the afternoon and then finds himself awake at four in the morning. At dawn he sometimes wanders around the neighbourhood. The light at dawn allows him to see straight into the front windows of the massive houses on their street, all the way to the back windows and into the backyards. It makes the houses seem like skeletons, with nothing hanging on the bones.


  Sometimes Julian is asleep when Marika gets home from work. If there’s no supper cooked for her she’ll eat white bread and butter with spoonfuls of granulated sugar. Julian likes to cook for her and she likes what he cooks. But she’s also happy to eat bread and sugar. She makes coffee and folds the bread and sinks it into her coffee. The soaked bread topples and she catches it in her mouth. The cats slink in from all the different rooms of the apartment and curl around her feet, or on her lap. She lifts the kitten and puts it inside her jacket. If Julian  stumbles down the stairs, half awake, and he sees Marika bathed in the light of a fashion show on TV with her sugared bread, he feels that he has failed her. The failure makes him even sleepier. He can’t keep his eyes open.


  Marika is not one for dwelling on the past. Julian knows very little about her past. Not that she’s secretive. It’s the kind of conversation that bores her. Marika has a powerful charm. She’s a chemistry professor, but most of her friends are artists or writers. At parties, for conversation, she offers crystallized stories about nature or the stars. If someone interrupts her to ask about her parents, or something back in France, she answers in short sentences, faltering.


  She thinks of memory only as a muscle that must be exercised to keep the whole mind sharp. She is interested in sharpness. If asked, she can recall exactly what she did on any date two years before. She will remember what she wore, what Julian wore, what they ate, the content of any conversation that occurred on that day. But this is just a game.


  Marika thinks about infinite tracts of time, about meteorology, about hummingbirds, about measuring the erosion of coastlines, and whether the continents could still lock together like a jigsaw puzzle, or a jaw grinding in sleep. She thinks about the Tower of Babel, or about fish that swim up the walls of fjords as if the walls were the lake bottom. What such swimming against the stream does to their skeletons. When she isn’t thinking things like this, she watches soap operas, or drives in her car, or she and Julian make love.


   Julian has watched Marika simulate theoretical galaxies on the computer. She has found this program mostly to amuse him. He has seen two galaxies blinking together, dragging their sluggish amorphous bodies toward each other across the black screen. Each blink represents a million years, until they pass through each other. The gravitational pull of each galaxy affects the shape of the other until some stars are clotted in the centre, and the rest spread on either side of the screen like giant butterfly wings. Marika has shown him thousands of things like this. She has described the path of the plague in the Middle Ages, drawing a map on a paper napkin at a donut shop. She told him that in Egypt they have found the preserved body of a louse, on the comb of Nefertiti. A drop of human blood, perhaps Nefertiti’s blood, was contained in the abdomen of the louse. They have discovered many things about ancient disease from that drop of blood.


  Julian collects the stories Marika tells him, although they often lose their scientific edges. He can’t remember how old the louse was. For some reason the only thing he remembers about the plague is a medical costume, a long robe with the head of a bird. The doctor looked out through two holes cut in the black feathered hood, over a protruding beak.


  When he is awake, Julian pursues the morals of these stories, something other than what lies on the surface. Just as he can’t imagine how much time it took to create the universe from a black hole, he can’t get at that hidden meaning.


   Recently Marika contracted a virus that caused a nervous disorder. If not diagnosed, this disease can spread quickly through the body and destroy the tips of all nerve endings irreparably. It started with a numbness in Marika’s left cheek. She had it checked immediately. Of course, she had access to the best medical care in Toronto. The disease was arrested before any serious damage was done, but the nerves in Marika’s saliva ducts grew back connected to one of her tear ducts. Now when she eats her left eye waters.


  Julian has begun to suspect that Marika doesn’t talk about her past because she is afraid she will seem like an old woman. It was her eye, filling of its own accord, that started him thinking this way. The eye is the first sign of Marika’s age. When her eye waters he’s filled with fright. That fright causes its own involuntary response in him. He’s remembering things he hasn’t thought about in years. He has noticed that the skin on Marika’s face looks older than before. The pores are larger. There are more wrinkles. The soft white pouches beneath her eyes are larger. That skin seems as vulnerable to him as the flesh of a pear he is about to bite.


  He was going through their wedding photographs. Julian took them himself, so most of the pictures are of Marika. She is wearing a white silk jacket, cut like a lab coat, and the apartment is full of white blossoms. Her face looks so much younger that for a moment he has the feeling the photographs have been doctored.


   They’re eating a dinner of lamb and fresh mint. Marika’s knife is whining back and forth on the dinner plate.


  “Could you stop that noise?”


  Marika’s body jerks, as if she didn’t realize he was sitting beside her.


  “I was lost in thought. Thinking of crabs.”


  A tear is running down her cheek.


  “In Guatemala,” she says, “there’s a species of crab that burrows into the ground and brings up in its claws shards of ancient pottery.”


  She lays down her knife and wipes a tear off her cheek with the back of her hand.


  “The crabs descend beneath layer after layer to different cities that have been piled on top of each other, over time. Each city is hundreds of years younger than the one below it. The crabs mix the pottery shards together, all these ancient layers mixed together in the light of day. You really know very little about me. You know nothing about science.”


  Julian notices that both Marika’s eyes are watering now and realizes she’s crying.


  In his dreams the stories Marika tells him are fables. He dreams about a crab that presents him with a jacket of glass shards that came from a wine bottle he once threw at Olivia. Olivia wears a cloak of stars. She opens her arms and the cloak is wrenched away from her, leaving her naked. She becomes two women, a blurred image, Marika and Olivia both.


   That night Julian leaves the house at midnight and walks for hours. Outside the Royal Ontario Museum the moonlit gargoyles are covered with burlap bags, and look like robbers with nylon stockings over their faces. A group of five people dressed in cartoon costumes emerges from a church basement. They skip across the empty street and get into an idling mini-van. A man in a Pink Panther costume trails behind. He has removed the head of the costume and carries it under his arm. The man’s own head looks abnormally small against the giant pink neck of the costume. Julian takes a picture of him.


  Lately, Julian thinks about a memory lit with a big number one candle, a wax monkey wrapped around it. Julian carried the cake. He could feel the yellow of the flame under his chin, like the shadow of a buttercup. He could see his daughter’s face buried in Olivia’s blouse, both their party hats sticking off the sides of their heads. There was a blizzard outside and Julian felt like they were wrapped in white tissue paper. He left a few days after that. He hasn’t spoken to either of them since.


  Julian remembers things he didn’t notice when they happened. He remembers a party in the country. Someone had shoved a hotdog wiener through a hole in a screen door, and every time the door slammed the hotdog wagged obscenely. It was the night he met Olivia. At midnight everyone went skinny dipping, the sound of diving bodies swallowed by the dark water. He was drunk and naked. When it came time to get out of the water he suddenly felt embarrassed. He asked Olivia to give  him a hand, so he could hold a towel in front of himself. When she did haul him out he managed to drop the towel and got caught in the skittering path of a flashlight.


  When Julian gets home from his walk he finds Marika asleep on the couch, a bowl of chips resting on her knee. She has fallen asleep in the middle of the night with her wrist hanging over the rim of the chrome chip bowl. The phone is ringing. Julian nearly trips over one of the cats in his rush to get it. It’s ringing near Marika’s ear. She doesn’t stir.


  [image: Image]


  Olivia’s heels click down the hall through the loose pools of fluorescent light. It’s Monday and the Topsail Cinemas mall is mostly deserted, except for the games arcade which shoots out synchronized pings and buzzes. Most of the stores have been in various stages of renovation all winter. Someone has been going at a cement wall with a jackhammer. Chunks of cement have fallen away and rusted bars stick out.


  When Olivia turns the corner she sees the exhibit by a taxidermist from British Columbia named Harold. He’s standing next to a chair, one hand on his hip, his index fingers looped through his change apron. When he sees Olivia he becomes animated.


  “Step this way beautiful, beautiful lady. Let me take you on a whirlwind tour of purgatory’s wild kingdom. Here you will see beasts miraculously wrested from the claws of decay. They  have looked death in the eye. They have been consumed by death, but they are not dust. Thanks to the strange alchemy of embalming fluid and my own artistic wizardry, they live. They live.”


  He does this with a little flourish of his hands and a slight bow. Then he sighs as if he has used up all his energy. Pinching his nose, he says, “Two-fifty if you want to see it.”


  Olivia is twenty minutes early for the movie, so she says, “Sure, I’ll treat myself, why not, it’s my birthday.”


  Harold has a thick mop of black hair with silver at the sides; his body is very tall and thin. One of his eyes is lazy, straying off to the side.


  The display takes the shape of a mini-labyrinth made of ordinary office dividers. At each turn the viewer comes upon another stuffed animal.


  “Most of them are from endangered species. But the truly unique thing about this exhibit is that these animals have all been hit by trucks. Trucks or cars. Every one of them. Please don’t think I would ever hurt these animals for the sake of the collection. I collect them only after they have been killed.


  “I’m different from those taxidermists you see on the side of the road during the summer, of course. I’ve seen them in this province, in Quebec and Alberta as well, lined up in roadside flea markets next to tables that display dolls with skirts that cover toilet paper rolls. Those guys have a few birds, maybe, a couple of squirrels mounted on sticks, a few moose heads in the back of the station wagon. I take my work seriously. I’m always trying to get a lively posture.”


   Olivia has stopped in front of a moose. The moose is making an ungainly leap over a convincingly weathered fence, one end of which had been neatly sawed off for the purposes of the exhibit. The moose is raised on its hind legs. Its head and neck are hunched into its shoulders, as if it were being reprimanded.


  “This moose looks funny.”


  Harold points to the neck, saying, “A less experienced man might have stretched the neck forward, and if I wished to be true to a moose in this position, that’s what I would have done. I took this artistic license with the moose because it died on the hood of a station wagon. The antenna of the car, unfortunately, entered its rectum and pierced the bowel twice, like a knitting needle. After that I felt this moose should be preserved in an attitude of shame.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “I travel the continent with these animals, setting up in strip malls all over the United States and Canada. I have a license. It’s educational. Ottawa pays me. I am very serious. People have to know what we are doing to our wild kingdom. I try to respect the animals as individual creatures. Every sentient being deserves respect. Some of these species may never roam the Earth again. They’re dead, of course, but I have preserved them. My part is small, I guess. I’m like a red traffic light. That’s how I see myself. I do my thing, I make them pause for a minute, before they march off into extinction. It’s a chance to say goodbye. We can’t forget what we’ve destroyed.”


  The last animal is a polar bear. The office dividers are set up  so that you come upon it suddenly. Its head and forepaws tower over the divider, but Olivia has been looking at a stuffed mother skunk and suckling skunks on the floor. When she walks around the corner she almost bangs into the bear. The animal’s coat is yellowed, its jaw wide.


  “She scared you,” chuckles Harold and he pats the bear’s coat twice, as if it’s the bear that needs reassurance.


  “This polar bear is my drawing card. The only animal not hit by a truck. This bear was shot. It wandered into a small town here in Newfoundland. It had been trapped on an ice floe. Starved. Dangerous. A mother bear separated from her cub. At seven in the morning a woman was putting out her garbage. The bear chased her back into the house. There was only an aluminum screen door between them. She got her husband’s shotgun and when the bear crumpled the aluminum door, just like a chip bag, she shot it in the throat.”


  Harold parts the fur of the bear’s throat. He has to stand on tippy toes to do so. Olivia can see the black sizzled hole, the fur singed pink.


  At the end of the hall Olivia can see the woman in the ticket booth for the movie theatres. There’s just one woman on tonight, although the twin booth is also lit with flashing lights that circle the outline of the booths. The ticket woman has taken a Q-tip from her purse and is cleaning her ear.


  “You have a truck outside?”


  “Yes, an eighteen-wheeler.”


  “Would you consider joining me for a beer? I can give you my address and you can pick me up later. I have a daughter  but I have a babysitter lined up for the evening. I was going out anyway.”


  Olivia has asked the taxidermist out for a beer because she suddenly feels sad about being alone on her birthday. She has an image of this man driving across an empty Saskatchewan highway with these wild beasts frozen in attitudes of attack, stretched in frozen gallops in the back of his truck. He is the first person she has met in months who seems lonelier than she is. There’s the chance he won’t show up.


  At the bar Olivia gets drunk very fast. Harold drinks the same bottle of beer most of the evening. At last call he buys himself another. He feels jumpy, excited. He’s been on the road for six months and almost always finds himself eating in empty hotel restaurants where the waitress watches a miniature TV with an earphone so as not to disturb him.


  Olivia is beautiful, Harold thinks. She’s wearing a man’s shirt of moss-coloured material, and grey leggings. When she walks to the bar he can see all the muscles in her long legs. She reminds him of a giraffe, graceful despite her drunkenness and the fact that her legs are too long for her. Harold is adept at recognizing different kinds of drunkenness. In some people it twists free something bitter, but Olivia is blossoming. Her cheeks are flushed, her s’s are lisping against her large front teeth. She has been telling him about the father of her child.


  “My memories are like those animals in the back of your truck. I can take them out and look at them, all but touch them. Today is my birthday. I’m thirty, but time hasn’t moved at  all since he left. I don’t look any older. I’m just waiting, that’s all. Do you know what I think? I think he’ll be back. I know he will. I know how to get in touch with him if there’s an emergency with Rose, our daughter. I’ve got the number in my bedside table. But I haven’t called him since he left. I’m waiting until he comes to his senses. You know what I think? I think he’s been enchanted by an ice queen. You know, a splinter of glass in his eye, but one of these days an unexpected tear is going get it out. He’ll be back, don’t you worry, Harold.”


  Suddenly Harold is seized with worry. He removes his glasses. He puts his hand over hers on the table.


  “Be honest with me, now. Does it bother you that I have a wandering eye?”


  Olivia lays down her beer glass and draws one knee up to her chest.


  “At first it was strange. I didn’t know which eye to look into.”


  “In some cultures it is thought to be auspicious. In some cultures it’s a sign. I’d like very much to go home with you this evening.”


  Olivia looks into his eyes, first one, then the other. Without his glasses they look even stranger. They are flecked with gold, the lashes, long and black, like a girl’s.


  They are lying side by side in bed. Harold is already asleep, his cheek nuzzled into her armpit, her arm over her head. He insisted on bringing the polar bear into the bedroom. He said it was worth thousands of dollars. He couldn’t afford to leave it in  the truck. A gang of men in a Montreal parking lot had broken into the truck, which was empty at the time, but he hadn’t yet gotten the lock replaced.


  The steps to Olivia’s apartment were icy and when they got to the top, both of them straining with the bear, it slipped and its head thunked down the fifteen steps, denting its cheek. This almost made Harold cry with frustration.


  He said, “What an indecency for that poor creature, the most noble creature in the wild kingdom.”


  The thumping woke the babysitter, who had fallen asleep on the couch. She pulled on her coat and boots and helped them with the bear.


  The cold sobered Olivia considerably. They are lying in bed talking, with all their clothes on except for their shoes. She says, “Harold, do you mind if we don’t make love?” and he says, “Not at all,” but he is very disappointed.


  She talks more about the father of her child. She has glow-in-the-dark stars pasted onto the bedroom ceiling. When Harold removes his glasses, the galaxy blurs and it looks as though they are really sleeping under the milky way. While she talks he puts his hand under her shirt onto her belly. The warmth of it, the small movement as she breathes is so charged with unexpected pleasure that Harold becomes almost tearful. He can’t trust his voice to speak, so he lies beside her silently. They both fall asleep.


  Olivia’s eight-year-old daughter, Rose, is awake in her bed, terrified. She heard the thumping of something large and  dangerous on the stairs outside, and drunken laughter. She heard whispers from her mother’s room. She makes herself small against the headboard of the bed. She sits there watching the door of her room, waiting for something terrible to bash it open. She watches the clock radio with the red digital numerals change, change, change. Then she gets out of bed. She creeps along the hall to her mother’s room. The hall light is on. She squeezes the glass doorknob with her sweaty hand and slowly, so the hinges won’t creak, pushes the door open. The light falls on the raging polar bear, frozen in the act of attacking her sleeping mother. Rose doesn’t move. The bear doesn’t move. Everything stays as it is for a long time until the man next to her mother raises himself up on his elbow and says, “Little girl?”


  Rose slams the door and runs to the phone. She dials the number and it rings several times. She can hear her mother calling her. Then a man answers the phone. She says, “Daddy, is that you?”


  Julian has been awake, although it is four in the morning. He has been sitting on the couch holding Marika’s hand. He hasn’t moved her or disturbed her in any way since he took the chip bowl from her, except to hold her hand. He says, “Yes, this is daddy.”


  He has been awake but it feels as if the child’s voice has awoken him. He knows who she is but for a moment her name slips his mind. For a moment, he can not for the life of him remember it.


   


  THE LONELY GOATHERD


  The houses dig their heels into the hill to stop from tumbling into the harbour. The clapboard faces are stained with last night’s rain. Everything is squeezed together and sad. Carl loves Anita but lately he’s been sleeping with other women. It’s not idiosyncrasies he’s been sleeping with, it’s bones. Cheek bones, hip bones, knees. He sees inside apartments of St. John’s he will never see again.


  Two nights ago he was in an apartment over Gulliver’s Taxi Stand. The girl’s stereo speaker picked up radio messages of the dispatcher. At about four in the morning Carl heard the taxi driver say, Sure that’s only your imagination, almost as if he were tangled in the bed sheets with them. Carl felt like a kid.


  The sad thing is Anita’s art. She is painting golf courses from the TV set. The old man she nurses watches golf, tapes it with his VCR. She takes Polaroid snapshots of the screen. She wants to capture in her paintings the glossy finish of the  Polaroid, the snowy texture of the video, the play of light on the manicured lawns, and the slow motion time of the ball flying through the air. She says it’s an analytical reduction she’s after, always keeping herself distanced from the subject. They don’t talk about their problem, but when he looks at her paintings he feels she is stripping him like an onion, layer by layer, her eyes watering.


  Carl works at the Arts and Culture Centre, building sets. He makes an adequate living working chiefly with Styrofoam. This week he is building sets for a fairy tale amusement park. He shows his own sculpture once a year.


  A sea of white Styrofoam beads covers the floor, clings to his pants, his bald head, and sticks to his hands like warts. Thumb-tacked on the wall are several eighteenth century fairy tale illustrations, before illustration got cute. Red Riding Hood in the gnarled forest, eyes wide, the wolf, saliva drooling from his fangs. Where Red Riding Hood’s cape parts you glimpse a white vulnerable breast. Carl flicks his pocket knife into the illustration like a dart. Carl has been provided with an assistant from the Student Employment Office. The assistant studies day care management. Her name is Sarah. She is about ten years younger than Carl, and is now sweating in her paper suit over the giant chunk of Styrofoam from which the wolf will be carved.


  Anita found out she was pregnant the same time she took the job nursing Mr. Crawhall. He sleeps most of the time she’s there. This gives her an opportunity to paint. The house is on  Circular Road, surrounded by trees which block the sound of traffic. Toward the end of the first week with Mr. Crawhall she entered the house and was assaulted by a loud consistent buzzing. She thought it was the buzzer by his bed, that Mr. Crawhall had died and his hand had fallen on the buzzer, but it was the egg timer on the stove. She has to serve him a three-and-a-half-minute egg every day. Her fingers shake a little on the silver teaspoon when she brings it near his mouth. It’s different from feeding a baby, there’s the question of Mr. Crawhall’s dignity. Because of her condition the egg makes her nauseous. Once a hairline crack ran down the side of the egg and yolk seeped through it over the gold rimmed egg cup down to the saucer, threatening Mr. Crawhall’s thin white bread. He said quite slowly, with his hands squeezed in the effort to speak, Oh, how have we managed to waste all that lovely yellow yolk?


  Anita thinks of painting the egg as seen from under Mr. Crawhall’s magnifying glass, but the jelly of it and the overt symbolism make her sick. She’s planning an abortion. The baby isn’t Carl’s.


  Sarah, the assistant, is more of a hindrance than a help. Her professional opinion after six weeks in day care training is that Carl is making fairy tale props too realistic. The Momma Bear and Poppa Bear look like real bears. Strands of melted clear plastic hang from their teeth. She says they’ll have a damaging psychological effect. She feels fairy tales are violent and sexist. She thinks we should ship loads of grain to India, she talks about  McDonald’s hamburger containers polluting the environment, American aggression in Nicaragua, and acid rain. Carl is building a cage for her out of two-by-fours and plastic sheeting so she can work with contact cement and the fumes will be contained within the cage. He gives her a gas mask, tightening the rubber strap around her fine hair. He puts her in the cage with one of the wolves. It’s impossible to talk with a gas mask on. The rest of the afternoon the studio is quiet, except for the chain saw.


  Anita watches The Sound of Music with Mr. Crawhall. He tells her to fast forward over the scene with Liesl and her boyfriend in the gazebo where she sings I am sixteen going on seventeen, innocent as a lamb . This scene bores Mr. Crawhall, so they watch it in fast forward. The dance number changes Liesl into a maddened butterfly batting the wings of her white skirt against the boy’s head. She circles round and round him, flinging her arms this way and that, trapped in the amorphous white cloud. Her face in the close-up is contorted and pulled like plastic across the jiggling screen. When Anita presses “play,” Julie Andrews sings, These are a few of my favourite things .


  When Carl gets round to asking Sarah to sleep with him he tells her he is bored sleeping with his wife. Sarah asks, Is she intelligent?


  Carl says, Yes, of course, she’s a very articulate woman.


  Does her conversation bore you? asks Sarah.


  No, I love her.


  Then I don’t see why she should bore you in bed.


   Well, her conversation might bore me if she were the only woman I had a conversation with in seven years.


  He says after a moment, Don’t worry about Anita; she gets it whenever she wants it. She has no idea how I feel.


  Although Sarah feigns moral indignation, Carl feels her going soft like butter. She blushes when he compliments her and enjoys the special attention she gets around the workshop.


  Mr. Crawhall’s house is designed to allow as much sunlight as possible. When he’s asleep Anita watches a white chair with faint apricot flowers. The shadows of the leaves on the chair are in constant motion. At about seven in the evening it’s almost as though the chair catches fire, a silent fire. It’s the only moving thing in the stiff-backed room besides the two goldfish. They are kept in a clear glass bowl with no plants or coloured stones. A soft spoken friend speaks to Anita over the phone, You really have no choice, Anita. This will hurt Carl so much. It was a one-night stand.


  The goldfish are identical. Anita calls one fish the option of keeping the baby and the other the abortion. She watches them swim around and makes a game of seeing how long she can tell which is which.


  That night Anita says to Carl, about her new painting, If you spend enough time alone the pain of emptiness passes and you realize your own voice is the only company you need.


  The image is entirely nonrepresentational, red and yellow dots only, but the canvas shimmers with anxiety.


   Carl tries to remember what it is he loves about Anita. The smell of turpentine on her flannel painting smock, burnt match sticks and beer bottle caps between the bed sheets. The squeezed paint tubes in her leather box, curled in on themselves, the limbs of their shirts and jeans twisted together on the floor. The photographs in his sock drawer, in the beaten Tooton’s envelope, of the night they walked to Signal Hill. It was summer and the sky was a skin of ticklish rain. Anita was drinking pop that turned the down of her upper lip and tongue orange. She tasted like summer, childhood. In the photographs the lights of the city at night burned coloured sizzles on the film. They made love on the grass, watching out for broken beer bottles, an aureole of amber glitter around their bodies.


  Anita slept with a tourist named Hans. He was a German gymnast who had trained for the Olympics for eleven years and gave it up. Now he was driving a VW van across Canada. St. John’s was his starting point. He was golden, muscular, but small. He walked with his hands loosely by his sides. He seemed to place his steps, walking on the balls of his feet as if he were stepping onto a mat in front of a large audience. He had been sitting alone at the Ship Inn drinking milk. It was as though the blondness of his hair alarmed almost anyone who might have joined him. Hans and Anita discussed what was scenic, the hospitable Newfoundlander, and Jiggs dinner, briefly. He had come from California, that was his first stop in North America. He had learned to speak English in a place called Pure Springs, a self-awareness camp with hot springs where they practised  Gestalt and taught hyperventilation to relax. Hans talked about group therapy.


  You are one of twenty-five for a month. You come to know each other very well and one day you step outside the room and the others decide on one word or a simple phrase that describes your essence. Sometimes it’s very painful, but for the first time you see your true self. Everyone hugs and is supportive.


  Anita asks, What was your word?


  Cold fish.


  Outside the Ship Inn a rusted sign pole stuck out from the brick wall. The sign itself had been removed. Hans climbed on the windowsill easily and, jumping, gripped the bar. He swung back and forth, then with his legs straight, toes pointed, lifted himself into a handstand. It was the moment while he was upside down that Anita realized she would sleep with him because he was passing through and because her faithfulness to Carl was a burden. When he swung down, Anita felt the pocket of warm night air he cut with his body.


  Hans swept the seats of the VW van with a small hand brush before she got in. The van was spotless. There was a string bag full of fruit, none of it bruised. On the wall was a calendar from Pure Springs. The photograph for June was four pairs of naked feet, toes twisted, all caught in the same hammock net. Nestled between the hand-brake and the driver’s seat was a glossy purple diary. Anita picked it up and opened it.


  What’s this?


  Inside were poems written in German, diary entries, dried flowers, and coloured pencil drawings of mountain peaks.


   My ex-fiancée made that for me.


  Hans took out his shiny Swiss Army knife from the glove compartment and effortlessly cut the rind from a pineapple while he spoke, She was a gypsy. Long dark hair, black eyes, small like me, we wore each other’s clothes. We hiked together in the mountains of Switzerland for two and three months at a time. We were together for ten years and were to be married. The invitations were sent. One hundred invitations. A week later she said she wanted to go to Africa. She met another fellow there, a German. The wedding was called off.


  Hans held a quivering slice of pineapple out to Anita on the blade of the knife.


  You must be very hurt, said Anita.


  No, at Pure Springs they taught me to see myself as I really am. When I have finished my trip I will return there as a counsellor.


  They sat in silence looking at the stars over Long Pond.


  The fruit is very sour, remarked Hans. In the morning Anita could see the Arts and Culture Centre from where they had parked. She saw Carl get out of his car.


  Hans dropped her off later at Mr. Crawhall’s. When he left she could only imagine him in a hat with a little red feather, shorts with straps, and a walking stick; Julie Andrews’s voice echoing off the Alps. Such is the cry of the lonely goatherd la-he-o, la-he-o, dee-lo .


  It shocked her later to think her baby might be blond with eyes like an iceberg, if she had it.


   Carl’s troll is hunched under the bridge, naked, its long green fingers hanging between its knees. Carl is placing glass eyeballs in the carved eye sockets. Sarah is standing on a wooden chair, perfectly still, her pressed lips full of pins. She’s modelling the Red Riding Hood costume for the seamstress. She’s identical in size to the five Styrofoam Red Riding Hoods standing in various positions around the warehouse. The roar of the chain saw subsides. Carl holds the glass eyeballs over his own eyes and tilts his head mechanically from one side to the other. He laughs and snorts, feigning a limp.


  My dear, what firm milky breasts you have, all the better to …


  He pops the glass eyeball into his mouth, rolling it between his lips, which close over it like eyelids. Slowly he reaches for Sarah’s throat and pulls the bow of her cloak so it falls off her shoulders onto the floor. Sarah squeals through tightly pressed lips.


  For Christ’s sake, Carl, she’ll catch her death of cold, says the seamstress.


  Carl and Sarah have been using a glue that foams into a cement. It has been taken off the market because the fumes are highly toxic, but over the years Carl has grown accustomed to using it and he knows a guy who imports it from Italy. It’s a two-part solution and becomes active when the two separate solutions are mixed. Sarah and Carl are the only ones in the workshop. She’s pouring the solution and he’s holding the bucket for her. She spills the solution over his hands and  frantically tries to wipe it. The foam has an acid base, and in her effort their hands have become stuck together. Carl shouts obscenities between his teeth and drags her to the sink. It’s difficult for him to get at the cold water tap. Sarah is crying hysterically and his other hand is stuck to the bucket. It takes him fifteen minutes to separate their hands. The seamstress hears the commotion from the kitchen down the hall and gets the first aid kit. She wraps their hands with burn ointment and gauze. Carl apologizes for cursing at Sarah and sends her home. He stays a long time in the empty warehouse, his burnt hands cradled between his knees.


   


  HALOES


  A halo is the vibration of that which is perfect. Once the fish in the harbour of St. John’s were so thick and silver they slowed sailing vessels. The great fire of 1892 razed the city when it became imperfect. Now sometimes, something is added, a hoar frost, a shipment of mangoes, fog, and the equation of the city can’t contain its perfection. There’s a surplus that you must stand very still to see. Perfection spills over in a glow at the edges of the city.


  There’s a photograph of the house my parents built together when it was just a skeleton. Blond two-by-fours like a rib cage around a lungful of sky. They worked back to back shifts in the restaurant they sold before I was born. The house was built on the weekends. I never once heard my parents make love, or saw them naked together. But the photograph of the two-by-fours is like walking in on them, unexpected. The house without its skin. Their life together raw, still to come.


   I sat on the bar stool next to Philip. I can talk to Philip only when I’m drunk. I know things about him. He has a small daughter in Germany. He doesn’t talk much. At the bar, I said to him, Now, Philip, how do you justify having a kid in Germany? Some poor young woman taking care of a baby all by herself? Philip barely moves his lips when he talks. There’s a lisp like a run in a silk stocking. A ventriloquist throwing his voice into his own mouth.


  He has that weird relationship with alcohol few people can maintain. He soaks himself in it every night without letting it own him. He’s forty-six and liquor hasn’t ruined his face. Instead of making him old, it’s kept him from maturing, from ever making enough money to leave the city. He designs stained glass windows. I saw him in a church once, staring at his work, red and blue light floating over him like tropical fish; another face surfacing in his face, his true expression. There’s something sexually magnetic about Philip’s drinking, as if he could easily ignite.


  His face turned crimson. I was giggling. We had been walking across a lake of clear alcohol, our fingertips barely touching, and suddenly lost belief in our buoyancy. I know a woman who left her house at two in the morning and knocked on Philip’s door. He was watching television with a remote, the empty walls reflecting a syncopated beating, like butterfly wings. He had a plaid wool blanket wrapped around his knees. Whatever happened between them wasn’t pleasant and she didn’t say anything much about it. She said he had just finished an orange and two of his fingers were sticky, webbed together.  She separated his fingers with her tongue, tasting the orange pulp. This is a strange detail, but I have picked up a few esoteric things like this about Philip without even listening for them. He eats marmite. Once some teenagers lured him into an alley and beat him with pickets torn from a fence, breaking two of his ribs. When he’s absolutely drunk he can sink every ball on a pool table. I asked about his daughter again, not making the connection between his red face and his rage.


  Philip didn’t raise his voice. He said, If you were a man I’d punch you in the face. What a stupid question. How can you ask something like that? If you don’t get away from me I will punch your face in. You’re a mother. I can’t believe you’re a mother. You haven’t learned anything in your whole life.


  I almost asked Philip to punch me. I willed it. A smack in the face would have evened things out, tipped me off the bar stool. I realized that over the previous ten years I had gathered only little splinters of Philip.


  That afternoon I had been on the veranda with my daughter blowing psychedelic bubbles. The bubble solution was saturated with glycerine and that’s what made the colour so lurid. Hot pink, chartreuse, turquoise. The bubbles trembled. One touched the splintery wood rail without breaking. My daughter and I, shadows stretching over the convex surfaces, bursting. I slid off the bar stool and went back to my seat before Philip decided to hit me. He stood up and pulled on his bomber jacket. It was grey nylon, and the wrinkles in its back seemed to shimmer a one hundred proof hatred as delicate as a bubble.


   That night I dreamed I was about to take a penis in my mouth, but there was a jagged piece of glass embedded in it, and it split my lower lip. Blood gushed freely and I got weak, the same weakness that happens when you give blood. A beatific lightness that absolved me.


  This incident with Philip was nothing. Something he probably wouldn’t remember in the morning. But it sank inside me. It made me avoid the cafes and stores and streets where I thought I might run into him. It made me want to leave the city. Move away.


  I’m reading one of the volumes of The History of Haiku that Gordon Austin left for me before he committed suicide. He was someone else whose pain I brushed up against accidentally. I knew him for only one night. We went on a blind date. He was an American, a draft dodger who manufactured false eyelashes in Ontario, a front to employ illegal immigrants, he said. Gordon had followed a woman to Newfoundland. He took me to an expensive restaurant, but he couldn’t taste the food. Gordon had no sense of smell. He talked fast. I hardly said anything. The restaurant emptied. The waiters were leaning against the back wall waiting to go home. He kept talking. He said he was rich. He was working on sonar radar graphics, writing a program that could draw icebergs three-dimensionally for free floating oil rigs. You’re only seeing the very tip, he said. His heart wasn’t in it, though. He was thinking he’d buy a fast convertible, drive to Mexico. I could go if I wanted. He did buy the convertible shortly after our date, I heard. He bought it  and left town for a month. Then he came back and left the haiku books for me in the restaurant where I was working, did a few other errands, and drove the silver convertible off Red Cliff. I couldn’t understand why he had driven back to St. John’s from Mexico to commit suicide. He had lived in St. John’s for only the last five years of his life.


  I read, “the haiku is like a finger pointing at the moon. It’s important that it’s not a bejewelled or perfect finger. It only points to something.” I met Mike, my husband, after that. We were out drinking and Mike brought me home to his apartment, which was Gordon’s old apartment. Mike had used the last of Gordon’s shaving cream, wore a pair of Gordon’s construction boots that were left under the bathroom sink. They fit him perfectly.


  My mother’s only sister, Sherry, is a real estate agent. The best in St. John’s. In the weekend paper there’s a whole page, a pyramid of real estate agents’ photographs. Sherry is always at the top, or in the second line from the top. The agents are placed according to their sales. Sherry is afraid of two things. Fire and cats. She says when she was a baby, a cat lay over her face, filling her mouth and nose with fur, almost suffocating her. She was less than two years old but she remembers it. Cats are attracted to the smell of milk on the baby’s breath. She didn’t want Mike and me to buy this house. A fire trap, she said.


  I was sewing a dress for my step-daughter with a friend who lives on the other side of the city. We were drinking coffee and Tia Maria. The phone rang and it was Mike. He said he  was standing in the front doorway of our house. Fire was pouring down the street. He said it was still safe there, but embers as big as his fist were dropping at his feet. The sky is orange, he said. I pulled the phone over to the window. There was an orange and black cloud breathing in the sky on the other side of the city. I said, That’s over my house. He said, You should see it, it’s like lava in the street. They’ll evacuate us when it gets hot enough.


  I ran home. Some streets were blocked. Ours was a frozen river of water from the fire hoses. A blizzard of orange flakes. I had to cover my head with my scarf to keep my hair from catching fire. Mike had closed the front door because of the soot and smoke. The radio said if the fire reached our street the whole of downtown would be lost. It said the firemen were losing control. There were high winds. A policeman rapped on the door of our house with a billy knocker. He said, Move now, NOW. The street was full of people carrying blankets, photo albums, figurines. A spark landed on my daughter’s hand, making a tiny burn. We went to my sister’s, stayed up all night listening to the radio, drinking, unable to get drunk. At three in the morning the radio said the firemen had contained it. Our house was safe. I felt a quick stab of disappointment. I wasn’t comfortable in the city any more.


  I woke early, afraid of looting. The Dominion supermarket had burned to its foundation. Blackened girders twisted up from the debris. Beautiful arcs of water shot from the fire trucks at the four corners of the lot. Everything hissing, steaming, delicate rainbows. Under a broken metal shelf I saw a pile of  brilliant oranges, strangely preserved, each with a tiny white cap of snow. Our front door had been beaten in, tracks of soot over the carpet — the police had checked each house for someone left behind.


  Since the fire the house has become infested with mice. The cat is playing with a mouse now, under my chair. I have my feet drawn up on the seat. I smash the mouse under a book. The cat finally bites its head. I hear the crunching of the bones of the mouse’s skull between the cat’s teeth; although the body is still moving, the tail has become a stiff S. In a few seconds the cat has devoured the entire body. She gives a cry. I half expect the mouse to scramble out of her mouth, whole. Perhaps because I know the mice will keep coming.


  My daughter caught cold the night we were evacuated. Her cough sounds like cotton ripping. I draw her into me, her spine between my breasts, the soles of her feet burning against my thigh. I curl around her like a shell around a soft snail. Even her fingers are hot, as if the fire entered her hand through the little burn. When I was a child I used to climb into bed with my sister because I wanted to protect her from the devil. I believed the devil could draw my sister away through her dream, to a parallel universe, where there was a parallel city. Anything could be drawn out of this world, sucked into that one. Three years younger, she slept on her stomach. I’d put my nose in her hair. It had the colour and smell of unripe corn. She dreamed so strenuously that her cheeks were red, her lips slightly parted. I would lie on top of her, matching limb for limb, my arm over her arm, my leg over her leg, my fingers locked into hers.  The way you lie flat if someone has fallen through the ice. The devil couldn’t pull us both down. I’d hook the bone of her ankle between my toes. I could stop her from falling too deeply that way, by hooking the bone of her ankle, but that always woke her up and she’d throw me off.


  I went to see a Japanese performance artist. Wine glasses set in a circle like the numbers of a clock. Each wine glass filled with a different coloured spice. Grey-green, mustard, turmeric. He tipped the contents out on the floor and they floated down in gaseous clouds. On the video screen it looked like an aerial view of the Earth. The way the Earth looks as though it’s made of water and cloud, with nothing holding it together. The video cameras were as fragile as cheap toys. He attached wires to himself, and a gas mask with a paper bag on the end, that filled and crumpled with his breathing. The screens showed a mushroom cloud exploding over and over, silently. Then he made a pyramid of the wine glasses and poured a jug of honey into them. The honey clung to the stems of the glasses until each glass was filled. It glistened in the spotlight, the whole pyramid one viscous city of glass. Then he put a syringe into his arm and poured his own blood into the glass, mixing it with his finger.


  I became fascinated with real estate when Aunt Sherry became an agent. All of my cousins punctuated every emotional event by buying or selling a house. It took me a while to recognize this pattern. Who would expect symbolism in real estate? But when I think of it, Sherry has made real estate her life. There’s her religion — a private part of her I can just barely guess the workings of — the fierce and protective love  she has for her family, and real estate. I see all these parts of her bleed into each other. The houses she has bought and sold are spread out over the city like clues in a scavenger hunt. Some houses she’s sold three and four times to different families, noting the changes in wallpaper, carpet, light fixtures, as though the house has a camouflage that matches the families that move in. She will often point out houses that have ghosts. A house where a son murdered his seventy-three-year-old mother, and she was found two weeks later. Sherry says this property is eternally on the market, the house like a lost soul that can’t find bodies to move into it. She’s bought houses for all her children, and when any of them tell a story, they always start, When we were on Holbrook Avenue, or Forest Road, or Prince of Wales Street.


  There’s a small island of trees and grass near my house. My daughter and I played there tonight, to bring down her fever. It had snowed the night before, covering the bone dry sidewalks, and another squall blew over in the afternoon. It was past Sarah’s bed time, and my toes were cold in my rubber boots, but we stayed out as long as we could. The streetlights threw perfect shadows from the trunks of the trees, thick straight columns like the Parthenon’s. An image drawn with sonar radar of a three-dimensional palace. I thought of Gordon Austin and his haiku books, of Philip’s daughter playing in the snow of another continent. Sarah and I trampled the snow but the columns still looked clean, the shadow edges hard.


  I imagine a map of the city with plastic inlays of Sherry’s sales, family migration patterns from one neighbourhood to  another. Each move changing lives irrevocably. Sherry is responsible for it. You sell a house to a customer and five years later they’ll be back to you for another. There are only three things to think about in selling real estate. Location, Location, Location.


  In India several years ago I was on a tour of a city palace. A guide separated me from the crowd, ushered me into a stone tower. Before I knew what was happening he had bolted the door and the windows. No light leaked in. The darkness seemed to affect my inner ear and I swayed. Before I could scream he struck a match. There were thousands of convex mirrors imbedded in the walls. The guide, myself and the flame — reflected, wobbling. The guide said, The bridal chambers, night of a thousand stars. Our image splintered infinitely. Smashed but contained whole in each of the convex mirrors.


   


  MELODY


  – I –


  Melody lets the first half dozen cars go by; she says she has a bad feeling about them.


  The trip will take as long as it takes, she says. There are no more cars for an hour. She pulls her cigarettes out of her jean jacket and some matches from the El Dorado. We had been dancing there last night until the owner snapped on the lights. The band immediately aged; they could have been our parents. They wore acid-washed jeans and T-shirts that said ARMS ARE FOR HUGGING, VIVA LA SANDINISTA, and FEMINIST? YOU BET!!!


  Outside the El Dorado two mangy Camaros, souped up for the weekend Smash Up Derby, revved their engines and tore out of the parking lot. I watched their tail lights swerve and bounce in the dark. They dragged near the mall and sparks lit the snagged fenders. A soprano yelp of rubber and then near  silence. I could smell the ocean far beyond the army barracks. The revolving Kentucky Fried Chicken bucket still glowing in the pre-dawn light. Waves shushing the pebble beach; Brian Fiander falling in beside me. He had been downing B52s. He was lanky and discombobulated until his big hand clasped my shoulder and his too long limbs snapped into place like the poles of a pup tent.
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  The clock radio in my dorm room came on in the early afternoon and I listened to the announcer slogging through the temperatures across the island. Twenty-nine degrees. Mortification and the peppery sting of a fresh crush. I’d let Brian Fiander hold my wrists over my head against the brick wall of the dorm while he kissed me; his hips thrusting with a lost, intent zeal, the dawn sky as pale and grainy as sugar. Brian Fiander knew what he was doing. The recognition of his expertise made my body ting and smoulder. My waking thought: I have been celebrated.


  I felt logy and grateful. Also sophisticated. I’d had an orgasm, though I didn’t know it at the time. I didn’t know that’s what that was. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d said the word out loud, though I’d read about it. I believed myself to be knowledgeable on the subject. I’d closed my eyes while Brian touched me and what I’d felt was like falling asleep, except in the opposite direction and at alarming speed: falling awake. Wildly alert. Falling into myself.


   I made my way down the corridor to the showers, the stink of warming Spaghetti-Os wafting from the kitchenette. Wavy Fagan passed me in her cotton candy slippers and she smirked. I had a crowbar grin; his hand on my breast, slow, sly circles. Wavy smirked and I knew: Oh that’s what that was .


  The showers were full of fruity mist. Brenda Parsons brushing her teeth. Her glasses steamed. She turned toward me blindly, mouth foaming toothpaste. She had been going out with Brian Fiander.
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  We can see anything that’s coming long before it arrives, and nothing’s coming. The highway rolls in the sulky haze of midafternoon and Melody and I are eternally stuck to the side of it. The night before comes back in flickers. A glass smashing, swimming spotlights, red, blue. Hands, buttons. The truck, when it appears, is a lisping streak, there and not there as it dips into the valleys. A black truck parting the quivering heat. A star of sunlight reaming the windshield.


  I say, Do I stick my thumb out or what?


  I’ll do the thinking, says Melody. She ties the jean jacket around her waist in a vicious knot. We don’t hitch but the truck pulls over. I run down the highway and open the door. Melody stays where she is, she just stands, smoking.


  My friend is coming, I say. I climb up onto the bouncy seat. The guy is a hunk. A happy face on his sweatshirt. Smokey sunglasses. Brian Fiander barely crosses my mind. Brian is too willing and skinny; he’s unworthy of me.


   This guy tilts the rearview mirror and puts his hand over the stick shift, which vibrates like the pointer of a Ouija board. He has a wedding ring but he can’t be more than twenty. A plain gold band. The fine hair on his fingers is blonde and curls over the ring, catching the light, and I almost lean toward him so he will touch my cheek with the back of his hand.


  I’ve had too much sun, may still be drunk from the night before. Is that possible? I experience a glimmer of clairvoyance as convincing as the smell of exhaust. I close my eyes and the shape of the windshield floats on my eyelids, bright violet with a chartreuse trim. I know in an instant and without doubt that I will marry, never be good with plants, suffer incalculable loss that almost, almost tips me over, but I will right myself, I will forget Melody completely but she will show up and something about her as she is now — her straight defiant back in the rearview mirror — will be exactly the same. She’ll give me a talisman and disappear as unexpectedly as she came.


  Melody is still standing with her cigarette, holding one elbow. She’s looking down the road, her back to us, the wind blowing a zigzag part in her hair. A faint patch of sweat on her pink shirt like a Rorschach test between her shoulder blades.


  She finally drops the cigarette and crushes it with her sneaker. She walks toward the truck with her head bent down, climbs up beside me, and pulls the door shut. She doesn’t even glance at the driver.


  Skoochie over, she says. My arm touches the guy’s bare arm and I feel the heat of his sunburn, a gliding muscle as he puts the truck in gear.


   We all set, the guy asks.


  We’re ready, I say. There’s a pine-tree air freshener, a pouch of tobacco on the dash, an apple slice to keep it fresh, smells as pristine as the South Pole. It’s going to rain. Melody changes the radio station, hitting knots of static. The sky goes dark, darker, darker, and the first rumble is followed by a solid, thrilling crack. A blur of light low and pulsing. The rain tears into the pavement like a racing pack of whippets. Claws scrabbling over the top of the cab. Livid grey muscles of rain.
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  Melody and I are working on math in my dorm room. She kisses me on the mouth. Later, for the rest of my life, while washing dishes, jiggling drops of rain hanging on the points of every maple leaf in the window, or in a meeting when someone writes on a flowchart and the room fills with the smell of felt-tip marker — during those liminal non-moments fertile with emptiness — I will be overtaken by swift collages of memory. A heady disorientation, seared with pleasure, jarring. Among those memories: Melody’s kiss. Because it was a kiss of revelatory beauty. I realized I had never initiated anything in my life. Melody acted; I was acted upon.


  I’m not like that, I say, gay or anything.


  She smiles, No big deal. She twists an auburn curl around in her finger, supremely unruffled. Aplomb. She’s showing me how it’s done.


  I like you and everything, I say.


   Relax, she says. She turns back to the math, engaging so quickly that she solves the problem at once.
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  What I feel on the side of the highway, ozone in the air, the epic sky: I am falling hugely in love. Hank, the guy who picked us up in his black truck. Brian Fiander. Melody, myself. Whomever. A hormonal metamorphosis, the unarticulated lust of a virgin as errant, piercing, and true as lightning. A half hour later the truck hydroplanes.


  Hank slams on the brakes. The truck spins in two weightless circles. I listen to the keening brakes of the eighteen wheeler coming toward us, ploughing a glorious wave of water in front of it. The sound as desperate and restrained as that of a whale exhausted in a net. I can see the grill of the eighteen wheeler’s cab through the sloshing wave like a row of monster teeth. The transport truck stops close enough, our bumpers almost touching.


  After a long wait, the transport driver steps down from the cab. He stands beside his truck, steely points of rain spiking off his shoulders like medieval armour. Melody opens her door and steps down. She walks toward the driver, but then she veers to the side of the road and throws up.


  The driver of the transport truck catches up with her there. When Melody has finished puking he turns her toward him, resting his hands on her shoulders. She speaks and hangs her head. He begins to talk, admonishing, cajoling; once bending  his head back and looking up into the rain. He chuckles. The thick film of water sloshing over the windshield makes their bodies wiggle like sun-drugged snakes. After a while he lifts her chin. He takes a handkerchief from an inside pocket and shakes it out and holds it at arm’s length, examining both sides. He hands it to her and she wipes her face.


  Hank whispers to me, I’m not responsible for this. He lays his hand on the horn.


  Melody gets back in the truck. She’s shivering. The other driver climbs into his cab. His headlights come on. The giant lights splinter into needles of pink and blue and violet and the rain is visible in the broad arms of light, and as the truck pulls out the lights dim and narrow, as if it has cunning. Then it drives away. Hank takes off his sunglasses and folds the arms and places them in a holder for sunglasses glued to the dash. He moves his hand over his face, down and up, and then he rests his forehead on the wheel. He holds the wheel tight.


  What did you say to him, Hank asks. He waits for Melody to answer but she doesn’t. Finally he lifts his head. He flings his arm over the back of the seat so he can turn the truck and I see the crackle of lines at the corners of his eyes.


  [image: Image]


  I watch Melody inside the Irving station a couple of hours later, her pink sleeveless blouse through the window amid the reflections of the pumps and the black truck I’m leaning against. She passes through my reflection and, returning to the  counter, passes through me again like a needle sewing something up. Hank opens the hood and pulls out the dipstick. He takes a piece of paper towel from his back pocket, draws it down the length of stick, stopping it from wavering.


  Melody comes out with a bottle of orange juice. It has stopped raining. Steam lifts off the asphalt and floats into the trees. Sky, Canadian flag, child with red shirt — all mirrored in the glassy water on the pavement at our feet. A car passes and the child’s reflection is a crazy red flame breaking apart under the tires. The juice in Melody’s hand has an orange halo. A brief rainbow arcs over the wet forest behind the Irving station.


  You married, Hank? Melody asks. He’s still fiddling with things under the hood.


  I believe I met you at the El Dorado, Melody says.


  Hank unhooks the hood, lowers it, and lets it drop. He rubs his hands in the paper towel and gives her a look.


  I don’t think so, he says.


  I believe you bought me a drink, Melody says.


  You’re most likely thinking of someone else, he says.


  Could have sworn it was me, Melody says, it sure felt like me. She laughs and it comes out a honk.


  I’m going to carry on by myself from here, Hank says.


  But you’re probably right, Melody says, the guy I’m thinking of wasn’t wearing a ring.


  Good luck, he says. Melody hefts herself up onto a stack of white plastic lawn chairs next to a row of barbeques and swings her legs. Hank gets in his truck and pulls out onto the highway.


  I can take care of myself, Melody yells. But now we’ve lost  our ride, and it’ll take a good hour to get to the clinic in Corner Brook from here.
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  The nurse leans against the examining table with her arms folded under her clipboard.


  You’ll need your mother’s signature, she says. Anybody under nineteen needs permission from a parent or guardian. You’ll need to sit before a board of psychiatrists in St. John’s to prove you’re fit.


  Tears slide fast to Melody’s chin and she raises a shoulder and rubs her face roughly against the collar of her jean jacket.


  She wouldn’t sign, Melody says.


  The nurse turns from Melody and pulls a paper cone from a dispenser and holds it under the water cooler. A giant wobbling bubble works its way up, breaking at the surface. It sounds like a cooing pigeon, dank and maudlin. I can hear water rat-a-tatting from a leaky eaves trough onto a metal garbage lid.


  My mother has fourteen children, Melody says.


  The nurse drinks the water and crunches the cup. She presses the lever on the garbage bucket with her white shoe and the lid smacks against the wall. She tosses the cup and it hits the lid and falls inside. Then she wipes her forehead with the back of her hand.


  You can forge the signature and I’ll witness it, she says. She takes the top off the Bic pen with her teeth. She flicks a few pages and shows Melody where to sign. Melody signs and the nurse signs below.


   I don’t need to tell you, the nurse says.


  I appreciate it, says Melody.
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  That year I live on submarine sandwiches microwaved in plastic wrap. When I peel back the wrap, the submarine hangs out soggy and spent, like a tongue after a strangling. The oozing processed cheese hot enough to raise blisters. I wear a lumber jacket over cheesecloth skirts, and red Converse sneakers. I learn to put a speck of white makeup in the outer corner of my eyes to give me an innocent, slightly astonished look. On Valentine’s Day in the dorm elevator I tear an envelope; dried rose petals fall out and whirl in the updraft of the opening elevator doors and there is Brian Fiander. I see I was wrong; he isn’t skinny. If he still wants me, he can have me. I will do whatever Brian Fiander wants and if he wants to dump me after, as he has Brenda Parsons, he can go right ahead. He seems to go through girls pretty quickly and I want to be gone through.
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  Melody and I get tickets on the CN bus into St. John’s for the abortion. I wait for her outside a boardroom in the Health Sciences. I catch a glimpse of the psychiatrists, five men seated in a row behind a table. Melody comes out a half-hour later.


  What did they say?


  One of them commented on my hat, she says. He said I  must think myself pretty special with a fancy hat. He asked if I thought I was pretty special.


  What did you say?


  The same smile as when she kissed me. Learning to smile like that will take time. The rainbow must belong to some other story. Stretching over the hills behind the Irving station, barely there.


  After the abortion I hold her hand. She’s lying on a stretcher and she reaches a hand out over the white sheet that is tucked so tightly around her shoulders that she has to squirm to get her arm free.


  Not too bad, she says. She is ashen. Tears from the corners of her eyes to her ears.


  Sometimes you have to do things, she says.
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  During the rest of the winter I spend a lot of time with Wavy Fagan. She’s marrying her high-school woodworking teacher; they have to keep the relationship secret. Wavy smokes, holding the cigarette out the window. I fan the fire alarm with her towel.


  I don’t spend much time with Melody; time together is exhausting. Wavy smokes, and she taps the window with her hard fingernail and tells me to come look. Six floors below, Melody is crossing the dark parking lot. It’s snowing and a white circle of snow has gathered in the brim of her hat and it glows under the streetlight.


  She’s the one had the abortion for Hank Mercer, Wavy says.


   – 2 –


  I am drunk and in profound pain, my tooth. I am a forty-year-old widow in someone else’s bed. Whose bed? Robert turns on the bedside light. Primrose Place is where I am. Robert’s new house with new everything. Big housewarming party. I can feel the throb of it through the floorboards. Wrought iron this and marble that. Where I’ve woken up for the last eleven months. He untangles his bifocals from the lace doily on the side table and comes over to my side and gets down on his knees. He takes my cheeks in his hands. I can smell the alcohol in his sweat, on his breath.


  Open up, he says.


  I say, You have to take care of it.


  It’s five in the morning. He pays the taxi. I lean against the glass door of his office while he finds the keys. Everything behind the door leaps into its proper place just before the door swings open. The fluorescent lights flutter grey, then a bland spread of office light. The office simulates an office. A sterile environment for extracting a tooth. Robert passes down a hall of convincing office dividers. Turns on the X-ray machine.


  That’s got to warm up, he says.


  Just pull it out, I say.


  Robert gets a small card from the receptionist’s desk and slings himself into a swivel chair. The chair rolls and tips and he is flung onto the floor. He grips the desk and drags himself up and sits in the chair. He puts a pen behind his ear and feels  around on the desk for it and remembers it behind his ear. The top of his head shines damply.


  Any allergies, abnormal medical conditions, sexually transmitted diseases? He’s slurring. I don’t bother.


  He leaves the room and I hear water running in a sink. The rip rip rip of paper towels from a dispenser. He comes back and pulls on a pair of latex gloves, letting them snap at his wrists, flexing his fingers.


  Who was the man you were talking to, Robert says.


  The gloves are the smell I’ve noticed on his hands, like the smell of freshly watered geraniums. He takes an X-ray and leads me to the chair.


  Make yourself comfortable, he says. There’s a poster of rotting gums — enlarged, florid gums oozing pus, the roots of the blackened teeth exposed and bleeding. Photographs of everyone who works in the office, the other dentists, the dental hygienists, and receptionists. I look for the redhead. A brief, uncomplicated affair, he said, terrific sex. Long after it was over Robert tidied away her student loan and Visa. Braids and a lab coat covered in teddy bears and balloons. I sink into the chair and a moment later feel myself sink into the chair. Robert prepares a syringe. He drops it. He picks it up and looks at the tip. He scrutinizes the tip of the needle for some time.


  That man was all over you, he says.


  I’m allowed to have a conversation.


  He tosses the syringe toward the garbage bucket; it hits the wall and bounces end over end across the room. Robert holds up one finger.


   I’ll get another one.


  You do that, Robert. I can hardly open my mouth. He puts his hands on my face and leans in to look, his entire weight rests on my sore cheek. He steadies himself and straightens up.


  The infection is too severe, he says.


  Coward, I say.


  We should run a course of antibiotics first.


  Robert, please.


  This is unethical, he says, I love you. He begins to sob. He sobs silently with his mouth hanging open, his shoulders curled in, cradling himself. I don’t care what position I’ve put him in. His house with the new, leakless skylights and cedar sauna. The spacious greenhouse, pong of aggressive rose bushes, dill, peat. Asking his dinner guests to pull the pearl onions from the earth. Orchids in aquariums with timed sprinklers. Philip Glass on the sound system, building tense, cerebral crescendos. Density of pixels this, lightweight that, gigs of this, surround sound. Pull my fucking tooth, you drunken idiot.


  You are so remote, he says, wiping his eyes.


  If you’re crying about that guy.


  Don’t you feel anything?


  He sticks the needle into my infected gum and I dig my nails into his wrist and my heel kicks the chair. The numbing spreads up my face and partway across my upper lip. My cheek is cold and stupid and the pain is gone in less than a minute. My nails break his skin.


  We’ll wait until you’re good and frozen, he says. He leaves the room. I hear him walk into the reception area. He crashes  into something. A coffee maker starts to grumble. The smell of coffee. He turns on a radio. A woman says, That’s the reality of the situation, then static and classical music. He returns with the X-ray. He seems to have sobered.


  The bacteria think they died and went to heaven, he says. He has become reverent.


  Robert, I need to know you’ll stop if I ask you to. He clips the X-ray to a light board. My teeth look blue and ghostly. The white jawbone. I think of my husband buried in the cemetery near Quidi Vidi Lake. Robert goes into the reception area, I hear him pour a coffee. He opens a filing cabinet drawer.


  He shouts, Are you good and frozen?
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  The toothache had been mild for weeks. I think I’m awake but the bed is facing in the wrong direction. Or I’m in the wrong bed. A toilet bowl filling continuously. Wet leaves and earth, is there a window? Stenographers on squeaky keyboards wait for a breath of wind and resume. A car unzips a skim of water. Hard fingernails clicking glass, the leaves, the skylight, keying data. Data dripping from leaf tip to leaf tip. A religious cult in the sewer can be overheard whispering in the toilet bowl. A conspiracy and the stenographers ache to crack it. Wind sloshes through the trees and the typing subsides. The trees are just trees. I am my tooth, a monolithic grief. A man beside me. Please be Des; please. It is Des.


  The beach to ourselves, the park closed, early September.  What heat, so late in the season. Each wave leaves a ribbon of glare in the sand as it withdraws. The sun is low and red, scissored by the long grass. Des strips to his underwear, trots toward the water. Stands at the edge of the ocean. High up, a white gull.


  Des charges, arms raised over his head, yelling. The gull is silent. So high up it’s barely there. Wide circles. It dips closer. The wave’s crest tinged pink, fumbling forward. He dives through the falling crest. The soles of his feet. He passes through, bobs on the other side. Flicks water from his hair. His fist flies up, wing of water under his arm. The gull screeches. Metallic squawk, claws outstretched, reaching for the sand. The sun through the grass on the hill laserbeams the gull’s eye, a red holograph. The gull’s pupil is a long midnight corridor to some prehistoric crimson flash deep in the skull.


  He calls, Water’s great. My shirt, jeans, one sock stretches long. I have to hop. The sock gives up. I run hard. The wave is building beneath the bed. Except how cold. My body seizes.


  Look at the one coming, Des says. The wave comes with operatic silence. Such surety, self-knowledge, so cold and meaningless and full of blase might. I reach out my hand. Here it comes. A wave full of light, nearly transparent, lacy webbing on the underside. The ocean sucking hard on my spine. The sandy bottom drops away.


  It smashes us. The bed plummets and thumps the floor. The room makes itself felt. Dresser, a housecoat on a hook. Des died four years ago of heart failure. Peanut butter jar on the floor, fridge open. Holding the knife. Smoking toast in the stuck  toaster. The red light of the ambulance on the walls of the hallway. Now I’m awake.
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  Tequila I drank, scotch. Elasticky top and sarong. Beer. Robert warned me, when he throws a party. Dancing. Slamming doors, laughter, the Stones. I have dated, since Des died, no one: an air traffic controller, a very young painter, no one, the reporter guy, absolutely no one, the carpenter. The tooth became unbearable two days ago. I didn’t tell Robert. Pleased to meet you, hope you guess my name. You can’t leave. How can you leave? Bodies pressed close, smoky ceiling. Blow the speakers. We took a cab. Hope you guess my. Get a taxi. If we dance. In the fridge door. Mine are the cold ones. Pleased to meet you. Have one of mine. The cold ones. I got laid. Tell me. I’ll tell you after this. We need a toast. Our coats are where? Forget the coats. Don’t leave, it’s a party. Because the toilet. What happened to the tequila? Your own stupid fault. My wife took the traditional route. Does it have a worm in it? I’ll put one in if you like. There have been women, yes. There have been women, I’ll admit. We’ll call ourselves the Fleshettes. The people impressed me most. I’m not responsible. Hope you guess my. We haven’t talked. We’re talking now. This is talking? Name. I love you. Don’t say that. I love you, what do you think? I think more beer.
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   The sky is the deepest blue it gets before it begins to look black. The stars are blue. The trees roar with wind and become quiet. I lie flat on my husband’s grave and look at the stars. Freshly mowed grass, a faint marshy smell, the ducks at the edge of the lake. This morning, resting my head against the hand dryer in the bathroom of Robert’s office. Tears start this way: the bridge of my nose, my eyelids, the whole face tingling, the clutch of a muscle in the throat. The smell of burnt coffee — homey, unloved office coffee — makes me cry. Some songs: Patsy Cline. Bad blue icing on the birthday cake the girls bought for the boss. I cry at least four times a day. The tears catch in the plastic rims of my glasses. My eyelids like slugs. While waiting for the elevator I hear laughter inside, ascending, inclusive, sexual. I cry with jealousy. Marcy Andrews coming into the bathroom after me. Unclicking her purse, getting the cotton swab out of a pill bottle, tapping two pills into my hand. Marcy smoothing her thumbs over my wet cheeks. She turns me to the mirror and she looks hard at me.


  She says, Lipstick will give you a whole new lease.


  I can’t be alone, I say.


  The leaves in the graveyard smell leathery, pumpkinish. The branches creak when the wind rubs them together. Des’s hands folded over a rose, his wedding ring. When do the teeth fall away from the skull? Does that happen? It’s beginning to get cold. Snow on his headstone makes me panicky.


  A flashlight waves erratically through the shrubs, catching the bright green moss on a carved angel’s cheek, her cracked wing. Another flashlight, soft oval bouncing in the leaves overhead,  scuffle of feet. I’m surrounded by a circle of teenagers with baseball bats and fence pickets. They step, one by one, out of the trees and bushes. Or else they have always been standing there. All the headstones, tipping, lichen-crusted. I stand up, my legs watery. We stand like that, not speaking or moving.


  You seen a guy run through here?


  I whisper, No. I haven’t seen anybody. Three policemen arrive and the teenagers flee. A policeman steps forward and puts an arm around my shoulder and I cry into his armpit.
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  Robert lowers a tool into my mouth and I say, Stop.


  I say, That was a test.


  He says, That was a scalpel. I would just trust me if I were you.


  I feel him cut the gum and fold the flesh back. His eyes full of veins blue and violet; my blood sprays dots on his glasses. He takes up another instrument and tugs at the tooth, twisting it, and I feel it tearing away. The hoarse, sputtering noise of the suction hose removing blood and saliva. Robert worked for nothing in Nicaragua after he graduated, teaching the revolutionaries to be dentists, the distant spitting of gunfire in the fields beyond his classroom. During the dot-com boom he invested — in and out — unspeakably rich.


  My tooth hits a chrome bowl with a bright ping. He begins to sew the stitches. I feel the thread move through the gum and the sensation, though painless, nauseates me. Three tight  stitches, the side of my mouth puckered. He gives me a wad of cotton and tells me to bite down. He peels the latex gloves. I worry the loose ends of the stitches with my wooden tongue. They feel like cat whiskers.


  I’ve wanted to ask for some weeks, Robert says.


  Maybe this is not the best time, I say.


  I want to marry you, he says.
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  The sound of the sliding metal rings when I rip open the shower curtain unnerves me. Waiting for the toaster to pop, a butter knife in my hand, I am aware of a presence. The washer shimmies across the laundry room floor until it works the plug from the wall and the motor goes quiet. The water stops slushing. An engrossing, animated silence. Every object — the vacuum cleaner, a vase of dried thistles — has become sensitive. The fridge knows. The unmade bed is not ordinary. I put a glass down and check. It’s exactly where I set it down. Loving a dead person takes immense energy and it is making me cry.
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  Robert works the champagne cork with his thumbs. The cork bounces off the ceiling and hits a mirror, causing a web of cracks. He hands me my glass and I can feel the fizz on my face.


  He says, This is the happiest day of my life.


   We twine arms and drink and the awkward intimacy of this, the complete lack of irony — I know instantly I’ve made a mistake.
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  Robert is still at work and I’m watching the decorating channel. The camera slowly roves through a palatial, empty house in Vermont, a woman’s chipper voice: Here we have an oak table, very countryish, but workable chairs, this dining room absolutely screams to be used. Use me, it’s screaming!


  I turn the TV off and listen to the shrill nothing that fills Robert’s house. Leaves swirl off the lawn in twisting columns. A brown leaf hits the glass and sticks. The starlings are flying in formation over the university. A black cloud draws together and becomes thin as it changes direction. The sky is full of grey luster and the starlings seem feverish. I remember Des parking by the university once, just to watch them. It was late, we had groceries, ice cream in the trunk.


  They’re just playing, he said. I want to stay here, don’t you? I want to watch all night.


  I think: If you are there, get in touch with me now. I believe suddenly that he can, that it is just a matter of my asking.


  The phone rings at exactly that instant. It rings and rings and rings. Then it stops. I put my hand on the receiver and I can feel a warm thrum. Then it rings again, loud. I go upstairs and brush my teeth. I rinse and start flossing. The phone rings again. It’s ringing in all the rooms, terrifying me. I pour a bath  and get in, and when it’s deep enough I dunk my ears under the water.
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  Robert gives me a glass of scotch and drops into the chair beside me. He presses his watch face so the dial glows, sending a circle of green light zigzagging across his face. The sale of my house has come through. A young couple with a dalmatian. Most of the furnishings went to the Sally Ann. A closet full of Des’s shirts, a key ring with a plastic telescope, inside which there is a picture of Des and me on vacation in Mexico. It has to be held to a light. We are laughing, drinking from coconut shells. I’d let all the plants die. Robert has everything we need.


  You’re tired, I say, we’re both tired.


  What do you think of stem cell research, he says.


  There are the dishes.


  I could take a hair out of your head and make another you.


  The laundry is —


  Two of you. The real you and another you.


  I know I’m tired.


  One you is a roomful already.


  I can’t have sex with you tonight if that’s what you’re thinking, I say.


  Why would I be thinking a thing like that?


  I’m drifting to sleep while he talks. I dream I say I want my real husband, and I don’t know if I’ve spoken out loud or not. I believe that Des is in the chair beside me and things are as they  were five years ago, as if the past can do that. Lay itself down on the present. Cover it over. Become the present, even briefly. A pair of flip-flops, I’d stumbled and skinned my toe. Des had been hammering all day. The hammering had stopped, but the silent ringing of the hammer went on. It was late September and we went to the beach.
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  In the morning I hear a car coming up the long driveway and I leap out of bed. A dark green minivan pulls up under the trees. The windshield is opaque with the shadows of the maple trees. The van parks and a man steps out. He’s wearing creamcoloured pants and a pastel plaid shirt. He stretches and puts his hands on his hips. He helps a little girl out of the driver’s side. She’s wearing a white cotton dress and the skirt bells with the breeze. Finally the passenger door opens and a woman gets out. I’m standing in the upstairs window, struggling to get my jeans on. There is a wave rising inside me. It’s full of light. It’s dull and smart and hurting my throat. Robert rolls over in bed.


  He says, Who would disturb us at this hour?


  The woman has her hand over her eyes to block the sun and she’s looking up into the bedroom window where I’m standing and I know it’s Melody without even recognizing her. I run down the stairs and out the back without my shoes. I have never initiated anything in my life. I forgot her completely and here she is. She’ll give me something.


  She’s exactly the same. The child is just like her. The guy  holds out his hand. Melody says his name and I tell him I’m thrilled, but I forget his name. I forget the child’s name but it’s Jill.


  I tried to call, she says, holding out her arms.


  I say, I’m married. I start to cry. Melody kisses me.


  I whisper, I’ve messed up, Melody.


  She says, You’ll just have to do something about it.


   


  MOUTHS, OPEN


  A woman climbs over me for the window seat — hair like vanilla ice cream, a purple mink. Beneath the fur, a sweatsuit and spanking new sneakers. She’s got a paper bag with twine handles. Lingerie. Her fingernails are false and black, an inch and a half.


  You raise your eyes from your book. She tears a hot pretzel — the bread inside porous and steaming — and dips it into the tiny container of honey mustard. The dexterity of a lobster. After each bite she touches her nails against a napkin, rubbing carefully under the concave side. A glistening gob of green gum on the side of her plate, the teeth marks. She’s a sex worker who flies to Halifax from St. John’s for the weekend. What costs as much as a blow job, a carton of red peppers? Sable earmuffs?


  We are in Cuba. The lawn sprinkler beside the pool whispering rounds of silver ammunition that pock the sand. A  cockroach with an indigo shell. Banana leaves as sharp as switchblades. The plastic of my recliner sweating against my cheek. The pool looks as solid as a bowl of Jell-O, a jar of Dippity-Do. The Italian transsexuals lower their bodies until they are submerged to the neck, careful of their curls. They have the most beautiful nipples. I can’t take my eyes off their more-than-perfect breasts.


  At the kitchen table at home in St. John’s. The tablecloth is gone; the table is red, bright red enamel paint, and there is the creamer, full of milk. The kitchen is pumpkin, forest green cupboards. The kitchen screams. My hands are on the table in front of me. I want to throw the creamer. Milk fluttering over your head, a long ribbon of surrender. It is a huge effort not to give in and throw it. Then my fist slams.


  What is wrong with you, I shout.


  I say, Speak. Do you think I’m joking?


  You say, I’m afraid of you.


  This is the first thing you’ve said. There have been pauses. I keep thinking, What is my tone? I vary my tone. We already know the lines. Do you think I’m joking? (whisper) Speak! (shout) What the fuck is wrong with you? (monotone) Do I exist? Maybe I don’t exist. (giggles)


  But it’s reassuring that you’re afraid of me. I have been worried that I don’t exist. I don’t think I am, therefore.


  Just speak. Speak.


  You say, I’m thinking of leaving you.


   The beach, in a windstorm. I bang my toe on a concrete block emerging from the sand. Pass a demolished building. A giant slab of concrete with a painted silhouette of Che Guevara excavated from the ruins. I stand on tippy-toe and put my mouth up to his giant lips, posing for a photograph. Weeping, sand under my contact lens, scratching my eye. The wind flicks the tail of my dress against the concrete slab like a propeller trying to turn over, resolutely stalled. Everything in Cuba is at a standstill, waiting for ignition. Because of the embargo there is no anaesthetic for operations — everybody pre-operative, prepped. You wave me out of the picture.


  You say, Just Che. By himself.


  In the Museum of the Revolution in Havana, a clear plastic Petri dish containing a sample of Che Guevara’s hair and a sample of his beard. I feel ashamed for pretending to kiss him. Che and Fidel, wax figures, beating their way through the plastic bushes. The glass eyeballs have a yellowish cast. Beads of clear varnish on their foreheads, cheeks. Mouths open, as if they are shouting to soldiers behind them, or gasping for breath. We are here for a conference. You’re talking about the revolutionary spirit of Gian-Lorenzo Bernini, the seventeenth-century sculptor.


  We go into another hotel during the downpour, for espresso.


  You say, Someone else is doing the …


  You lift your chin toward an open doorway farther down  the lobby. A couple is dancing. The patio is a slick of wet slate, and the reflections of a red skirt and the shadows of the palm trees are hydroplaning at their feet. Clothes soaked to the skin. A black man teaching a white woman the tango. A black girl carries a giant armload of canary yellow towels, brilliant against her black, black cheek. She slits her eyes at them. Everything is a ripe pomegranate.


  I say, Should we be sleeping together? If you’re leaving me?


  You say, I don’t see why not.


  Lightning cracks low over the horizon, stunted like bonsai trees. The espresso is strong. Tiny cups. The chink of the cup in the saucer.


  I say, From now on, if I say I love you, I’m speaking out of habit.


  I wonder, what are you? Am I you? What don’t I love anymore?


  Outside, we hold our feet under a fountain that squirts from a stone fish. I watch you hold up your foot. You turn it and the sand peels away from your ankle. I love your foot. That is the only part of you I still love.


  I say, I’m going to think of you as a long series of gestures. You are your nose and eyes and mouth and the things you do with them.


  You say, Don’t forget my cock.


  The hotel room smells of a lemon venom: insecticide. You are asleep. I stand on the bed and photograph you. Your arms  thrown over your head, warding off the blades of sunlight from the swinging louvered shutters, a fencing match on your naked back. The maid has twisted the white towels into the shape of swans. Two towel swans joined at the beak, as if kissing.


  Back in the kitchen, at home, the creamer stops pulsing. The creamer has lost meaning.


  I say, This marriage can be anything you want.


  You say, I might be happier without you in my life.


  I say, Let’s go somewhere. We need a change.


  I guess I should read the Manifesto . The literary critic who spoke before you at the conference said it is an authorless tract. That Marx repeatedly tried to make it sound as though it came from thin air, or rose by itself from the people, spontaneously. He was willing to claim the bad poetry of his youth that even Penguin didn’t want to publish. But the Manifesto just was. Just passed through his pen.


  Tell me what happened? Did you meet somebody?


  The simultaneous translator becomes exhausted late afternoon, breaking down, translating word by word instead of for the sense. So each word is encased in explosive consonants, the meaning picked up later like shattered bullet casings. She is staccato, and then stuck. The people’s … ? The people’s … ? She looks around the room hopelessly. Someone offers the word struggle . Ah, yes, The people’s struggle. The room explodes with laughter.


   In the pastry shop. A young black girl with long black braids, thousands, in a ponytail on the top of her head. Like squirts of oil from a squeeze bottle, shiny, dragonfly blue in the light. She wears a slippery Lycra body suit. It stretches over her breasts and bum like burst bubblegum, bright pink. She gets in line next to you. Her hip presses into the glass of the display case.


  There is an older woman with a cane. We are both waiting, this older woman and I. The heat — there must be a lot of ovens — they keep bringing out bread tied in knots and other shapes. Giant wicker baskets of oily golden sailor’s knots. A man stacks them on steel shelves — the girl is talking to you, she is digging a high heel into the tiles and rocking a little. She has full breasts and is very young. She may be sixteen. But she may be younger.


  She may be the age of your daughter, fifteen. The girl touches your collar. You are blushing darkly. But you are laughing too. Two sides of the same coin, shame and pleasure.


  There is more bread and a blast of heat. You are buying the girl pastries. She is laughing and pointing and the woman behind the counter puts what the girl wants into a white box. The girl hesitates before she points to each pastry. She looks coyly at you each time she touches the glass with her finger, and each time you nod.


  But you have become serious now. The girl turns and sees me. Something passes over her face, perhaps embarrassment. This is what I feel: Fuck off, bitch. But the girl is only the age of my stepdaughter, whom I love and protect. I am ashamed of  the look on my face. The woman with the cane is joined by her friend. They speak a few words to each other and leave.


  A moment more, and the woman with the cane returns. She asks: Do you understand Spanish?


  I say no.


  She says, A little?


  A little, I say. This isn’t true. What I understand is less than a little, but I know what she will say. She points to her eye and then out — so that I know to look out.


  She is telling me to look out. Her hand grips the plastic handle of the cane tightly. She does not hesitate or pause as she speaks. She isn’t experimenting with tone. She is telling me, Yes, he was flattered. Don’t doubt it. He was flattered.


  All I want is to be away from her, for your sake. But I am moved that she has come back into the pastry shop to tell me. She says, AIDS. I hear it mingled with the Spanish.


  Then she leaves.


  There is a white statue of a woman with a basket on her shoulder at the end of the pool. Bernini talked about the paleness of marble. The absence of flesh tone makes it difficult to capture likeness. Would you recognize someone who had poured a bag of flour over his head? To compensate, Bernini suggests drawing the face just as it is about to speak, or after it has just spoken. That’s when the face is most characteristic of itself. He’s responsible for the sixteenth-century fashion of portraits with the lips parted. We are most ourselves when we are changing.


   I say, We can change certain things.


  It’s not that.


  We can sleep with other people. Is that what you want?


  You say you are making up your mind. You’re sorry. You can’t explain. It’s as much a mystery for you as it is for me.


  The man who lends towels and novels is set up in a grass hut with an impaled and glazed blowfish. This man leans on his elbows, chin in hands, and watches the transsexuals. They seem to let their mouths hang open, in a kind of pout. Like inflated dolls that are ready-made for oral sex.


  Before me my cup is very white and the white saucer is on the white table. Espresso. The table shimmers in its whiteness. A fly lands on the rim of the cup. The fly is so blue-black that it makes me think: significance. There is significance here. What is it?


  The fly touches the cup, and the whiteness of the cup becomes whiter.


  You say, You look insane.


  You say this just as I am applying significance to the white cup.


  How did you know?


  In the evening we meet Carl, Jorge, and Johann, from Austria. Carl takes a switchblade from the pocket over his calf. He opens it with an elegant motion of his wrist. There is a bartender working over a pestle and mortar several yards away.


  Carl says, You want me to demonstrate? He raises his chin toward the bartender. I see the blade open the white shirt and  blood flushing. Carl closes the knife and slides it back into his pocket.


  Jorge is studying to be a veterinarian. He picks up the cat that rubs against his leg. The tail under his nose.


  Carl says, No animal can pass him without he picks it up.


  Johann: And they could kill him; he is allergic.


  I carry a pill, says Jorge, or I die like this. He holds the cat’s tail in his teeth.


  I say, Will you work with big animals or small?


  He leans forward. We have finished four bottles of rum and two, no three, rounds of beer.


  He says, I want to work in an abattoir. I don’t know how you say in English.


  I say, But they kill animals there. I thought you loved animals?


  These cats will kill him, says Johann, if they break his skin.


  Jorge says, It’s a simple operation, the gun they put to the head like that. He holds the flashlight to my temple and flicks the light so my cheek glows orange.


  And it scrambles the brain, says Jorge, switching off the flashlight. He sits back and his wicker chair screeches unexpectedly. His throat is exposed by a floodlight in a palm tree. It’s covered with bruises like squashed blueberries, hickeys. I realize he is much younger than me.


  Jorge tosses the flashlight to you. It turns over in the air and lands in your hand with a neat smack.


  He says, Why don’t you put this in your wife’s pussy tonight? Is big enough?


   Everybody laughs uneasily, and Carl changes the subject.


  I think: This afternoon I saw one of the transsexuals rest her feet on Jorge’s thigh. He cupped her feet in his hand. Her feet were strong and nicely shaped, like meat-eating flowers. I imagine again Carl’s switchblade opening the bartender. The bartender may finally get a rest. He’s been here since eight in the morning. The transsexuals are both very tall, with high cheekbones and beautiful breasts. The nipples are beautiful. They have changed so much. Full lips. Comic-book eyes. Betty Boop. They go topless at poolside. I’ve seen one of them riding down the beach at sunset on a bay horse. A loop of reins slapping on both sides of the withers. Sand tossed. You, a long way from shore, you stand. There is a sandbar, and the ocean comes to your knees. One of the transsexuals turns a Sea-Doo sharply, so a white curtain of surf falls on your shoulders like an ermine mantle.


  I shaved your neck before we left St. John’s. Shaving cream like a neck brace holding you, a guillotine. The scrudge of the razor against your neck and hair, and cream piling. You were kneeling, and you turned and pressed your face into my skirt. Smearing chiffon like a hand wiping condensation from a window.


  I realize I am at a table with four men and a flashlight. I laugh. The rum is like a time-lapse film playing in my skin. Briefly, I feel a leaden euphoria. I am most myself now.


  We have been given the key to a different hotel room after checkout so we can shower before the long trip home. The  room is more luxurious. It is dark, all the curtains drawn, and we turn on a light. We have to shower quickly to catch the bus to the airport. There is a dresser with a giant mirror.


  I say, There isn’t time.


  My breasts flour white where the bikini covered me.


  One foot on the bed frame and the heel of my hand on the desk edge. You stand behind me, gripping my hipbones, the strength in your thighs lifting me off my feet, letting me touch down. I watch in the mirror. Your hair is long and wet, stuck to tanned skin. Mouths open. I love you.


  In the bathroom you open a jar of coconut pomade and put some in your hair. Pomade that someone has left behind. Another traveller. Later, in the Halifax airport, we sleep on benches, waiting for our connecting plane. I sleep and feel the planes taking off through the vibrations in the vinyl couch. I smell through every dream the coconut pomade. You smell like someone else. 


   


  THE WAY THE LIGHT IS


  Mina O’Leary pulls a long silver skirt from her cupboard and holds it to her waist, one hand sweeping the folds. The fabric falls in sharp pleats, the light from the bedside lamp flashing in it.


  How about this?


  You sure have beautiful things.


  It’s stuff. I just like stuff .


  The price tag still dangling from the waistband. Dried roses, petals crusty, in a vase on the vanity. I focus on the roses, but they look inert. The lack of motion in the dead roses buzzes. She picks a pair of nylons off the floor.


  I’ll put these on, I’d be wearing them in real life.


  She takes armloads of clothes off the bed and throws them in the closet. She stretches the white duvet over the crumpled sheets.


  Mina: I’m doing this mainly so you can watch me move.


   Me: Put on that gold coat and give it a flap. Like the wings of the insect.


  Mina: Okay, cool.


  I’m making a five-minute film based on a poem by John Steffler, “The Green Insect.” The poem is about the elusive . I want to shoot a combination of animation and live footage. I need a woman who looks like a grasshopper. A woman who will sit in a white wicker chair with her ankles drawn up near her bum, knees sticking out. A woman who doesn’t get kinks in her neck. The insect doesn’t have to be a woman. It could be almost anything you follow because you can’t help yourself. It could be a chiffon scarf floating down Duckworth Street in the wind. I saw a beautiful Chinese film with a recurring shot of a long, almost transparent scarf tangled in some branches at dusk. But I like faces. French movies always take a long time with a face. The plot turns when a man raises an eyebrow. Bergman spends a long time on a face, but there is no plot.


  What could capture the essence of this poem. No single image by itself, but a storm of images. Some children with sparklers running down the sidewalk at dusk. Bannerman Park with Christmas lights. The insect is anything there’s no holding on to. And greenness. Something you ache to own.


  My eight-year-old daughter in a purple bathing suit, swinging in the hammock Mina brought back from France last summer. We are around the bay, my daughter is reading a book, and I’m watching her from an upstairs window. She’s completely absorbed in the pleasure of reading, the warmth of the  sun, the long grass brushing her back with each sway of the low-slung hammock. Finally she gets up and wanders onto the dirt lane in front of the house. Her feet are bare. She’s been wearing that bathing suit all summer, sleeping in it, picking blackberries that stain her teeth, leaping off a boulder into the river. Her long hair in a loose ponytail. She throws a baton. Far up in the blue sky it becomes liquid, a rope of mercury, but it comes down fast, bouncing off the pavement on its white rubber ends. There’s no way to keep this moment in the present.

  
INT. RAMSHACKLE SUMMER HOUSE - DAY
                

  
MINA stands at a window on the second floor of
a weathered saltbox. The glass is old and
warped. She’s watching a child in the long
grass throwing a baton. Her HUSBAND enters
and stands behind her. He’s wearing swimming
trunks, his body is wet. She tilts her head
and he kisses her neck. He unbuttons her
blouse so it falls off her shoulders. Lowers
her bra strap.
                

  
                        MINA
                She can see us.
                

  
                        HUSBAND
                She can’t. The way the light is.
                

  
                        
Mina closes her eyes for a moment, lets her
husband touch her breasts. Then, tentatively,
she waves to the child on the lawn. The child
waves back.
                


  I want Mina O’Leary riding the bus in St. John’s in a rain-storm. She’s in the back, a blur of green moving toward the door. She gets off and snaps open a green umbrella. Droplets of rain spring away from the tight silk. The air brakes sigh, steam rises from the pavement. The umbrella tips over her head. Drops hang, jiggling, from the steel points of the umbrella’s skeleton. Her face, thinking . Liv Ullman is always thinking, her face is young, young, young. They just talk, Bergman’s actors, straight into the camera about humiliation, fear of the dark, death. Liv Ullman strikes a match and lights the lantern, a glow floods up from the wooden table to her chin. They are always on an island. There are vampires, sacrificed lambs. A crow with a giant beak. Bodies draped in white sheets lying on slabs of stone, desolate fields of snow seeping into the mud. Trudging, a lot of trudging. Then, like a jewel, a flashing ruby dropped in a bucket of tar, Bergman offers a bowl of strawberries, or a child. A greenish cast over Mina O’Leary’s cheeks from the streetlight through the silk umbrella.

  
INT. AN ABSTRACT SPACE - DAY
                

  
Mina is twenty-seven, she has dark, shiny
hair that she tucks behind her ears, a severe
                        
cut that’s growing out with deliberate
dishevelment. When she’s listening she
becomes very still, captivated.
                

  
                        MINA
                My mother was young, she was twenty-
                one when she had me, and I was the
                fourth. My father was away.
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                Where was your father?
                

  
                        MINA
                Oh, fucking around I guess.
                   (laughs)
                … no, my father drank and he was
                a musician, so that was part of it.
                

  
She reaches for a lobster claw from a platter
in front of her, cracks it open with a hammer.
She’s eating the meat with her fingers;
such intent pleasure, both aloof and sensuous,
unwittingly intimate.
                

  
                        MINA
                He’d get these houses for us on the
                outskirts of town, isolated, and she’d
                have to wait for him, just wait …
                

  
                        
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                To bring her food and stuff?
                

  
                        MINA
                To get her out of there. She’d wait
                and wait, and he just wouldn’t come.
                I think she went kind of crazy. She
                saw things …
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                What kind of things?
                

  
                        MINA
                Scary things.
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                Like what though?
                

  
                        MINA
                Well, like once –
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                No wait, don’t tell me if it’s too
                scary.
                

  
                        MINA
                No, it’s nothing, she saw a dog,
                        
                that’s all, a dog on the lawn pacing
                back and forth, waiting to get in.
                


  The John Steffler poem says that after the insect was trapped it tore up history. “It ripped up reality, it flung away time and space / I couldn’t believe the strength it had, / it unwound its history, ran out its spring in kicks and / rage, denied itself, denied me and my ownership.”


  There’s a dried squirt of breast milk on my computer screen. I wipe it away with the tip of my finger and saliva, the pixels magnified in the wet streak. The way my husband, Jason, talks to our new son: Oh, the saucy thing, the saucy thing. Jason can’t get enough of him.


  Mina will be here soon, I say.


  She’ll eat him up, Jason says.


  Mina, in Paris, about to miss her flight home for Christmas. She has to find an elevator, a moving sidewalk underground, swinging doors on the left. Forget that . She drags the luggage cart outside and crosses the four-lane highway between the two wings of the airport.

  
EXT. AIRPORT RUNWAY - DAY
                

  
A plane is taxiing away from Mina, who is
running through a blizzard. She stops and
waves her red wallet over her head. The plane
                

  
                        
stops like a sluggish animal, a crocodile,
the staircase falling open like a jaw. The
attendant steps out into the snow in a short-sleeved
white blouse and navy skirt.
                


  Bergman has said about writing a script, “All in all, split-second impressions that disappear as quickly as they come, forming a brightly colored thread sticking out of the dark sack of the unconscious. If I wind up this thread carefully a complete film will emerge, brought out with pulse-beats and rhythms characteristic of just this film.” I think about how so much of a good story seems to happen elsewhere, off the canvas or screen or page, in Europe or a backwater New Brunswick town, in what is left unsaid. A word on the tip of the tongue, ungraspable. The teasing smush of a feather boa over naked breasts in a striptease. Mina is ten years younger than me, and is rarely jealous of her husband, Yvonique. It’s New Year’s Eve, a dinner party at Mina’s. Her necklace has broken and she’s trying to fix it.


  Mina: I can’t believe this. Can you believe this? I loved this necklace.


  Yvonique asks the baby, Do you know what Coco Chanel says? When you walk into a room, think champagne, feel champagne, be champagne. But of course, you will be carried into the room. The same rules apply.


  He talks to the infant with an ease that suggests an affinity between them I can’t imitate. Anything I say to the baby sounds studied or, when I’m overwhelmed by the fact of him, maudlin. Yvonique rips a bottle of champagne from an ice  bucket and tells us one judges the quality by the size of the bubbles (the tinier the better) and their plenitude. They must taste crisp and clean.


  I think plenitude is one of those words that only gets spoken by someone whose native tongue isn’t English. I want to say this, but I’m afraid of offending him. Yvonique becomes shy at unpredictable moments, blushing dark red, his earlobes the darkest, his gold earring seeming to brighten.


  Jason says, Can you taste a bubble?


  Yvonique: Oui. But of course.


  He reaches over the fireplace for a machete, which he unsheathes from a tooled leather case hanging by a gold braid and tassel. He places the bottle on its side with the neck sticking over the edge of the dining table and runs the blade of the machete around the glass so it whistles eerily.


  Mina: He’s bluffing, he doesn’t know how to do that!


  Yvonique lifts the bottle and cleanly slices the glass with the machete so champagne gushes over his upturned face and open mouth for a moment before he fills the crystal flutes on the sideboard. We have finished the second course and there is a pause.


  In the kitchen Mina has thrown out Yvonique’s roux. We hear a spat of bitter words.


  She says, But I thought you were done with it.


  Jason and I sit at the table waiting for the main course. The other guests have left the table to smoke. The baby is nursing. We sit for a long time in the empty room.


  Jason says, What colour are these walls?


  Wedgwood blue, I say.


   Someone in another part of the house turns on some music. Apocalyptica — Plays Metallica by Four Cellos — so loud that the ornaments on the Christmas tree vibrate. Then it’s turned down, and then off. The whole house is silent. Outside, the city is covered in a quick, brief snowfall.


  Jason says, Maybe we should order out.


  Yvonique kicks the swinging door open, holding a platter of lamb studded with wizened apricots. We eat and exclaim how good it is, but afterward Yvonique seems disappointed. He says, Has nobody noticed the flavour of green tea?


  The dessert arrives with a young Australian woman: a President’s Choice tiramisu with a tartan ribbon around the rim.


  I want to catch the dessert on fire, says Mina, all season I’ve been lighting desserts on fire.


  I ask the Australian what she does.


  I can’t tell you, it sounds too pretentious.


  Oh, go ahead.


  I’m a digital artist.

  
INT. DOWNTOWN CAFE - DAY
                

  
Mina is sitting in a fat armchair near the
window looking out onto Water Street. She is
speaking to her girlfriend. The waitress
brings them lattes in tall glasses with long
spoons. It’s lunchtime, and at first Mina is
distracted by the passing lawyers and
teenagers.
                

  
                        
                        MINA
                Do you know what Yvonique said, that
                he developed my palate. Can you
                believe that?
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                He roasts a mean duck.
                

  
                        MINA
                Like I’m trailer trash.
                   (giggles)
                It’s true.
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                Me too. I’m trailer trash too.
                

  
                        MINA
                Lay it here, sister.
                   (they slap hands in the air)
                

  
                        YOUNG WOMAN
                But don’t you love him?
                

  
                        MINA
                We were both coming out of heavy
                relationships and we agreed not to
                get emotionally involved. But the
                sex was so good. So good. We just
                        
                kept going like that, a month, two
                months. This was Paris. Then I told
                him I cared if he slept with someone
                else.
                

  
We hear Mina’s voice while watching her run
through a sparse birch forest. She’s wearing
a white cotton dress and white sneakers, she
is running very fast. Her feet hardly touching
the ground, sunlight crashing through the
overhead branches, she is just a blur.
                

  
                        MINA (V.O.)
                That’s what we agreed we’d say if we
                found ourselves getting emotionally
                involved. I care if you sleep with
                someone else. And he said, run. Just
                that one word, run. I wrote it on a
                piece of paper in big block letters
                with a highlighter at work. RUN. I
                just stared at the word. I kept it
                on my desk for a long time. It would
                turn up under a pile of books. It
                was my father all over again.
                


  After midnight on New Year’s Eve the digital artist and Yvonique got lost in the crowd on the waterfront. They fell into a snowbank together, kissing.


   Everyone did ecstasy, Mina says, it happens.


  And that doesn’t bother you, I ask.


  She’s sucking the last bit of meat from a lobster claw.


  Not really . She thinks for a minute, wipes her lips with the back of her hand. I mean, if it meant something I guess it would bother me. I guess it would bother me if it meant something. I’m not sure.


  Jason and I sit with the car warming up in the parking lot of the Avalon Mall, Cuban music on the radio. I think of a tropical ravine we passed once, in a tourist bus, and a band that came out and played at a dusty bus stop at ten o’clock in the morning, an hour outside Havana. There was a corrugated roof of green plastic and the musicians wore white straw hats and white pants that looked green under the shelter. Jason bought an orange. How charged the musicians were. I had licked a drop of orange juice before it dripped off Jason’s chin. I think of the possibility of him kissing someone else in a snowbank, just kissing. It would bother me.


  Mina tells us while we’re eating that she smuggled the cheese through Customs.


  She says, It’s illegal outside of France, unpasteurized cheese, it’s a problem with the EU. The other countries want to ban it. But the French, you can imagine how they feel. They’re so passionate.


  Jason lays his fork on his plate, wipes his mouth with a serviette. I put down my fork.


   I say, I’m breastfeeding you know, there could be anything in that.


  Mina says, We used to give our hens lobster shells and the yolks would be bright red. Bright red yolks in a cast iron skillet. Too bad this film isn’t about a red insect.


  She’s fastening a necklace with a pendant of medicine-blue beach glass.


  Fold your limbs like an insect, I say. Mina raises her arms to the back of her neck, elbows jutting. The green velvet dress she got married in.


  Lean into the mirror and put on lipstick, I say.


  I’m getting all this on video, then I capture stills on the computer, print them. Twenty-four pictures for one second of film. I’ll loop the clip of the lipstick moving over her mouth. During the twenty-four frames her eyelids droop and close, then open. An amber ring on her finger fires a sparkle of light in frame twelve. A bar of sunlight moves over her nose and across one cheek. I’ll colour the background with oil pastels, lime green, lemon, emerald, an ocean of grass.


  Jason looks at the print I’ve tacked to the wall over the computer. He says, Mina O’Leary could be a movie star.


  You think?


  She has that kind of face.


  Mina says, I wrote a novel while I was in France. But I used too many words. I’d rather a novel with fewer words.


   Shorter, you mean?


  Not necessarily shorter.


  What was it about?


  It was about — she looks up from her beer and adjusts the collar of her jacket, a big, distant smile as if the novel is unfolding in front of her and she likes it.


  Just then a Scottish swim team crowds through the door with a blast of snowy wind. Snow on their shoulders and caps. One of them, a man with a beard full of ice and steamed glasses, interrupts Mina, begins a conversation about trade unions. The singer is doing Bruce Springsteen, snapping her fingers and tapping one foot. When she’s finished she scans the audience with her hand over her eyes.


  She says, I’d like my bass player to come on up, unless he’s taking a leak.


  She tells a filthy joke and the whole bar groans. Mina takes a notebook from her purse, writes something, tears off the page and gives it to the Scottish swimmer, who balls it up and swallows it. She laughs and lays her hand on his cheek. The team has gathered around her and they all raise their pints and give a cheer.


  I say, I’m surprised anyone would tell a joke like that.


  Mina’s eyes narrow.


  She says, I’m not surprised at all. I’ve seen her tend bar at the Spur, not that I go there.


  All of the joy from flirting with the swim team vanishes. She is grimly considering the singer.


   Finally she says, I’m not that keen on other women.


  Green things. Lantern glass, John Steffler mentions. Escapes.

  
INT. ABSTRACT SPACE - DAY
                

  
Mina hammers another lobster, the crackling
of shells. She’s talking to her friend. Her
face is full of the memory she’s describing.
                

  
                        MINA
                He took me up in his arms in the
                middle of the night. A drop fell
                from the eave onto my forehead, and
                that’s how I woke. I was about
                eight, too old to be carried. He
                walked over the field of snow for a
                long time and into the woods. We
                hadn’t seen him for months maybe, or
                days, I don’t know. We got to a
                clearing, and there was an eclipse
                of the moon. It turned red. The moon
                was red, a bright red yolk.
                


  Mina thinks Liv Ullman’s face is grotesque.


  She says, Her lips are so puffy, her cheeks, bone structure. Her face bugs me. But she’s beautiful too. A face can be beautiful and grotesque by turns.


   The thing about beauty, says her husband, it’s mostly anticipation and memory.


  Somehow, when she was in France, Mina met Yvonique, a very, very rich man who was working as a bicycle courier. He had wanted to try out work, and he’d enjoyed it, liked winding through traffic in black spandex, lithe and rubbery as a stick of licorice. His bike was so light he could lift it with his pinky. She married him and brought him home. I met him for the first time at a party. He was handing out tiny drinks called lemon drops, which you toss over the tongue. After three of these the black and white tiled floor karate-chopped my knees. I demanded of Yvonique that we become blood brothers. He took up a paring knife from the counter, wet with lemon juice and pulp, and cut his thumb. I cut my thumb, felt the sting of lemon, and we staggered around the crowded kitchen, yelling and holding each other up by our joined thumbs. Mina helped me home, through Bannerman Park, where the trees lay down on their sides and the moon shot through the air like a high bouncer, crazy zigzags. There was no hangover the next morning. It was as though the party hadn’t happened. It made me think their marriage couldn’t last.

  
INT. A COMMUNITY HALL - NIGHT
                

  
The hall is crowded for a turkey-tea. A HANDSOME
MAN in a cowboy hat sits alone on the
stage playing a guitar and singing “Your
Cheating Heart.” Nobody listens.
                

  
                        
                        HANDSOME MAN
                Thank you very much, thank you. Now
                I’d like to invite my daughter Mina
                up here with me for a duet we’ve
                been practising together.
                

  
An eight-year-old Mina dressed in frilly pink
with a bow in her hair walks onto the stage
and the room goes silent.
                

  
EXT. AIRPORT RUNWAY - DAY
                

  
Eight-year-old Mina, in the frilly pink dress
and bow from before, stands on an empty runway
in a blizzard. The sound of roaring
planes, descending. She looks up into the
storm trying to decide which way to run. We
hear adult Mina speak and the roar subsides.
                

  
                        MINA
                I got a phone call while I was in
                Ottawa at a swimming competition.
                They told me there was a call. I was
                watching through a big glass window,
                girls from all over Canada, diving
                into the pool. The way they entered
                the water with hardly a splash. My
                aunt told me I had to come home, I
                        
                had to be on the next plane. I knew
                he’d died somewhere, probably drunk.
                That I’d never see him again.
                

  
EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - DUSK
                

  
An isolated trailer on cement blocks in the
middle of a field of dead grass and snow. One
window is lit, and we see a woman passing
back and forth. A hungry dog trots across the
lawn and disappears into the woods.
                

  
INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT
                

  
Mina is sniffing a line of coke on her vanity
table. She stares at herself in the mirror.
There is a vase of dried roses, the petals
covered with dust. She touches the petals and
a green spider drops on a thread. The bedroom
door bursts open behind her and with it the
noise of a loud party, laughter, techno
music. Her husband waves a bottle at her and
goes to the closet, grabs a tuxedo jacket, is
telling her to hurry up, but we can’t hear
him over the noise. She watches him in the
mirror behind her. He shuts the door and the
room is silent. She stands and puts on a long
gold satin coat with a cream lining. She flaps
                        
it once, twice. The fabric falls over the
lens and the screen goes gold.
                


  We show Mina the video of my son’s birth. Her face is contorted, her fingers gripping her toes. She writhes.


  Do you want us to stop?


  She puts one hand over her eyes, and drags it down her face. For a moment I can see the pink of her under lids.


  Keep going, she says.


  The baby’s head. I see my own fingers — reaching between my legs trying to pull the skin of my vagina wider. The ring of fire, a friend told me later. All the burning.


  I say, It hurts, it hurts.


  Jason shot video only during the contractions. During the three minutes between contractions I was joyous. I made jokes. The room was full of laughter. Keith Jarrett playing on the stereo. The way he sighs, the piano bursting loudly into the room and dragging itself out like a big wave over stones. An ambulance attendant in training was invited to watch. He stood in the dim part of the room in a uniform, his hands clasped behind his back. The baby’s head emerges, the doctor lifts the cord away from the baby’s shoulders. Watching the video, I am amazed by the skill with which the doctor lifts the cord. Unhurried, like crowning a prince, a rite that requires a lifetime of devoted practice to perform simply.


  There was a complication. The doctor’s voice off camera: We have an emergency.


  Everything speeds up. The baby’s head is between my legs,  the doctor’s hand tugging the cord out of the way, and a giant gush of blood.


  Jason puts the video on pause. On the still TV screen the splashing of blood stands out around the baby’s neck like an Elizabethan collar.


  That’s it, says Jason, his first second in the world, right there.


  He presses play and the baby’s body comes out after the head and the blood flashes like a bullfighter’s cape twisting in the air. I wanted to ask everyone to leave the room. I remember suddenly the desire to be alone. I wanted to die alone, and it seemed I would die. But I didn’t want to offend the ambulance attendant by asking him to leave. He’d stood so straight and quiet, I can barely make him out of the dark in the video.


  Everyone who reads John Steffler’s poem says, Wow. Or, Pretty powerful. Everyone knows what it means to want something with such intensity you crush it in your haste to have it. I felt a terrible vertigo during those moments while the blood poured out of me. As if I were falling from a great height, and I hit the hard bed with a jolt. Jason stopped shooting then. But in the next shot on the videotape we are fine. The baby is in my arms, and I am holding the receiving blanket open, I am touching his foot.

  
EXT. BASILICA - NIGHT
                

  
It’s midnight, New Year’s Eve. People have
gathered on the steps of the basilica to
watch the fireworks. I’m there with my
                        
eight-year-old and my new infant under my
coat. The fireworks fall through the night
like bright, spurting blood. Mina is standing
beside me. Horns honk, cheering, party hats.
Mina closes her eyes and the screen goes dark
for a few seconds. Silence. We see an ultrasound
of a fetus kicking against the dark, we
see gushing champagne, then champagne bubbles
falling through the night sky, the statue of
the Virgin Mary in front of the basilica with
a mantle of snow, her hand moves just
slightly, a benediction, Mina’s husband grabs
her and kisses her. The video of the birth
seen previously plays in reverse, until the
baby has disappeared, unwinding history.
                


  I say to Mina: Now, try to look as if you are about to alight.


   


  CRAVING


  Jessica laughs very loud and the candle flames lie down stretched and flat. She moves the candelabra in front of her husband.


  She says, I like aggressive men.


  I say, I like aggressive women.


  She dips her spoon into the mushroom soup.


  But this is delicious, she says.


  Vermouth, I say. On the way back from the liquor store a plastic bag of fierce yellow slapped against my shin. I peeled it away, meat juice coursing in the wrinkles like a living beast. It clung just as viciously to a telephone pole when I let it go. There was a poster on the pole just above the bag, Jessica Connolly at Fat Cat’s. A band of men behind her. She looked resolute and charged, just like twenty years ago when the three of us would crush ourselves into a change room in the mall, forcing our bodies into the smallest-sized jeans we could find  — she and Louise and I, twisting on the balls of our feet to see how our bums looked.


  I like aggressive women too, she says.


  That’s because we’re both aggressive.


  I put my arm around Louise and squeeze her. I like you anyway, Lou, I say.


  Jessica says, Oh, she’s passive aggressive.


  She isn’t though, I say. Jessica pouts her lower lip, contemplating. We both concentrate on Louise’s sweetness for a moment. Louise reaches for the bread, her brow furrowed. She’s trying to think of something bad.


  Lou’s so wonderful, though, Jessica says, giving up. I glance at my husband. The men don’t know each other. I should be drawing them into the conversation, but this is too heady. Jessica’s so thoroughly herself, the genuine article.


  Louise says, Do you remember when our class used to go to church? I loved the feeling of the sleeve of someone’s blouse touching my arm. If they were unaware of it. Just brushing against my arm. Someone else’s sleeve.


  Jessica says, I love my daughter.


  She’s holding her spoon in the air. Jessica is far away, her eyes full of her daughter. She’s in the park or the delivery room — somewhere with a lot of light — and the child is vigorous, screaming or running. Jessica sent a picture at Christmas of the four of them. The boy resting his cheek on her bare shoulder. Her daughter trying to tear off a white sunhat.


  I love my son too, she says, and dips the spoon. But my daughter is going to do things. She’ll get into a lot of trouble  too. Jessica grins at her soup, proud and grim about the trouble her daughter’s going to cause.


  I tell them a story about a Bulgarian woman that ends with the shout, No matter, I must have it!


  I say, This should be our motto. We clink our wine glasses and shout, No matter, I must have it! But the men go on with their conversation at the other end of the table. They are talking music, the different qualities a variety of sound systems offer.


  Then Jessica says, I’m going through flux right now. Her eyes flit to her husband. I slam my hand flat on the table, the wine glasses jiggle.


  Stop it, I say.


  Stop what? The flux?


  I won’t have flux at the dinner table, I say.


  Okay, she says, and she laughs, but it’s more of a sly chuckle. We are twelve again, in the bloating, compressed heat of the canvas camper in her parents’ driveway. She and Louise are trying to convince me I have to come out now. One of her brothers noticed my new bra and made some remark. Sitting alone in the trailer, with my arms crossed so tight over my chest that the next morning my arm muscles are stiff and it hurts to pull a sweater over my head. Jessica full of worldly disgust. Louise obstinately refusing to make Jessica relent, which she could do with a single tilt of her chin. They are united in the desire to punish my vanity. They don’t have bras, but they have braces on their teeth, and that makes them a club.


  Jessica says, Fine, if that’s the way you want it.


  I start to cry, knowing it’s a gamble. Louise wavers but  Jessica’s scorn fulminates into a full-blown denouncement. She won’t let me ruin all the fun. It’s sunny outside and the camper smells of her brother’s sports socks.


  They wander off, their voices fading, Jessica’s ringing laugh the last sound, not a forced laugh, they have forgotten me. Then I listen to the wind through the maples, straining to hear my parents’ car coming for me.


  Jessica admired the characters of her Siamese cats, haughty and lascivious. She could suss out the swift-forming passions of the gang of boys we knew, and make them heel. She knew the circuit of their collective synaptic skittering and played it like pinball. She couldn’t be trusted with secrets, and we couldn’t keep them from her.


  I ask her husband if he wants more soup. I won’t play a part in excluding him, though I’m sure everything is his fault.


  He says, I don’t know what else is coming.


  There’s dessert, says Louise. Lou wants to save him from the flux too. Save us all, because it’s a big wave that could make the panes in the French door explode and we’d be up to our necks with the soup bowls floating.


  Then Louise’s boyfriend says, But pollution is a by-product of industry and we all want industry, so. He shrugs.


  Lou catches my eye. She’s thinking, Remember the guy on the surfboard in Hawaii? I felt total abandon. An evanescing of self, my zest uncorked.


  Yes, but if you had kept going, it wouldn’t have been abandon. He wouldn’t be a man swathed in the nimbus of an incandescent wave, muzzling the snarling lip of that bone  crushing maw of ocean with a flexed calf muscle. He would be one of these guys at the table, half drunk and full of mild love.


  There’s my husband, heavy-lidded, flushed. The first time I saw him my skin tingled with the nascent what-would-come. Shane Walker. Red suspenders tugging at his faded jeans. The best way to make a thing happen is to not want it. I didn’t want him so bad that he strode right over to the table and dropped down his books, Mexico in Crisis and The Marxist Revolution . He rubs his hands down the front of his faded jeans.


  I read your sexy poem, he says.


  A sheet of water falling from a canoe paddle like a torn wing. That’s the only line of the poem I remember. So much bald longing in a paddle stroke. A torn wing, big deal, yet Shane Walker is blushing. Then I decided — No matter, I must have it.


  Jessica taps her spoon on the edge of her cup. She’s furious — why won’t I have flux at the dinner table? It’s only emotion, everything blows over. What am I afraid of? Let Louise have her beach boy.


  I think, What if it wasn’t abandon? What if some part of Louise stays on a surfboard in Hawaii forever when this guy, who considers the politics of pollution, wants her. Would Jessica have Louise long eternally for something that never existed? It’s perverted. And what about Jessica? How long can this last, this brave refusal to compromise? There’s redemption in submission. If Jessica wants to strut her charisma I’ll stand aside, but in the end she’s wrong and I’m right.


  Why does the end matter, shrieks Jessica, there is no end. She doesn’t say anything, of course, she’s gone to the bathroom.  We’re only on the soup, there are several courses, whose idea was this, the plastic bag on my shin, her poster. Wouldn’t it be fun? How have we changed? I think, This may be the end.


  She says, I’d rather die ignited than sated.


  I realize now, totally zonked — Jessica has rolled three joints since she got here, I haven’t been stoned in years, it’s so pleasurable, so good, I can hardly collect the plates — that I have always believed the flaws of men are born of a stupidity for which they, men, can’t be held accountable. I recognize in a flash — I have balanced the sixth soup bowl, a spoon spins across the floor — that all my relations with men have been guided by this generous and condescending premise. I see now that the theory comes from the lack of courage required to face the truth, which is that men are pricks. They’re aware women like me exist, women who believe they have been shafted in terms of a moral spine, and these men welcome these women’s low estimation of themselves, and capitalize on it.


  My neighbour, Allan, in the kitchen this afternoon while I was preparing for the dinner party. He was dropping off the flyers for the parent/teachers’ auction. It disturbs me that Allan has never flirted with me. He flings himself onto a kitchen chair, spoons white sugar over a piece of bread, which he folds and eats in three bites.


  He says, Aren’t we all hungry?


  I thought, Hungry for what? But I could remember a keening, an imminence. At certain hours it was strongest, at dawn riding my bike downhill, walking home from a bar at four in the morning.


   I know I am, says Allan. I’m hungry.


  I used to crave something, but what was it? Approval? It was bigger than the whole world approving, bigger than anything language could hog-tie. It compelled my every action, even eating a bran muffin I could tremble with excitement, thinking something might happen now, right now.


  Allan certainly looks hungry, all shoulders and elbows splayed over the table.


  I say, I can’t help you , Allan.


  I wasn’t certain I’d spoken out loud. When I said / can’t help you , I meant, I wish you wanted me, and even, I’d like to climb on the kitchen table with you — but I didn’t say that, thankfully. What I said was terrible enough, I can’t help you . I had been unaware, until that moment, that I wished to be desired by Allan.


  He says, But I don’t want you to help me.


  Why wouldn’t he want me too? If he is so damn hungry?


  Louise: Why don’t we unleash a primal battle screech, our friend is in flux for fuck’s sake.


  I think, Oh yes, it would be great to be Jessica. Let’s all be Jessica, ready to burst into flame over an unpaid parking ticket. Ready, anyway, to sleep with the window washer who lowers himself to her office window on rope and pulley, blue overalls and cap, his powerful arms cutting slices of clarity through the soapy blur.


  Fabulous, says Jessica.


  We are very drunk now, it seems. Or I am, not used to  smoking, but Jessica has a bristling fixity. She flicks her wrist to look at her watch. I have to go downtown, she says.


  But it’s our dinner party. We haven’t seen each other. We don’t know how we’ve changed.


  Her husband says, I’ll come with you.


  Jessica says, You have to relieve the babysitter.


  I think, It’s too late. I didn’t do my part. I have forsaken the promises of our adolescence; hiding near the warm tires of parked cars while playing spotlight at dusk, holding still while curling irons burn our scalps, splashes of silver raining from the disco balls in the parish hall, mashed banana emollients, face scrubs with twigs and bits of apricot, ears pierced with an ice cube and sewing needle, and the disquieting loss of a belief in God. The saturated aura, a kinetic field of blue light, that surrounded a silent phone while we willed it to ring. Our periods. Dusk, all by itself, dusk, walking home from school after a volleyball game and the light withdrawing from the pavement. I look at my husband, I try to feel dissatisfied but I can’t, he’s a beautiful man.


  Jessica’s husband wants her to give him money for the babysitter but she won’t. She’s angry he didn’t take care of it himself. The chink of a wine glass on the marble fireplace. Louise’s boyfriend rises from his chair and sways a little, he moves across the room and pats Jessica on the head.


  Patronizing bitch, he says.


  Jessica grins. She unfurls a peel of giggles tinny as a dropped roll of tinfoil bouncing across the kitchen tiles. She picks up her  leather jacket and fires up the zipper. She grabs me by the shoulders, presses me into her big breasts. Then she holds me at arm’s length.


  You, she says, haven’t changed a bit.


  She moves to Louise, lifts her from the couch also by the shoulders, gives her a big hug.


  She kisses her husband on both cheeks and hands him forty bucks.


  She says, I love you, even at this moment.


  She says to Louise’s boyfriend, You, I’m not hugging.


  She opens the French door and the window panes rattle.


  Thank you so much, it was lovely.


  The front door slams behind her. We each sit up a little, adjusting our posture, the draft from the front door sobering. Outside the dining-room window, we can hear her platform heels slapping the sidewalk, she has broken into a trot. 


   


  NATURAL PARENTS


  Lyle and Anna hardly speak on the way to the Ivanys’ dinner party. At a red light on Empire, Anna asks him what he thinks the Ivanys will serve. Lyle says he doesn’t know.


  They drive past the graveyard. There’s a group gathered in the dark, huddled near a canopy covering an open and empty grave. A woman on the edge of the group holds a fat bunch of yellow roses wrapped in plastic, the blossoms hanging down toward the mud. Anna can’t think what they’re doing in the graveyard at night. The roses are vibrant against the woman’s black coat. They look like they’re floating. An angel grave marker near the chainlink fence of the graveyard has snow on her wings and in her eye sockets, on her bottom lip. The chainlink is furred over with snow too. The woman with the roses speaks to the man beside her. He tilts an ear toward her.


  Lyle pumps the brakes and the car slides sideways, the rear swinging like a boat pushed away from the dock. A Cadillac,  grey and graceful as a dolphin, plows nose first through a deep, curving drift on the opposite sidewalk. Anna throws her arm over and back, grabbing for Pete’s car seat. Lyle stops just before they nudge the bumper in front of them. The light changes; they pass the graveyard.


  Anna says, I know what I wish they were serving. I’d like a roast, a nice bloody hunk of meat.


  Lyle says, That’s probably what it’ll be.


  No, it won’t, she says. She feels so tired that she just wants to go home. She’s angry with Lyle because he’s enthusiastic about the party. He’s a herd of wild horses, he’s already abandoned her. Thrumming the wheel with his leather-covered fingers. They haven’t discussed who will stay sober, but it was decided long ago, perhaps when she discovered she was pregnant. He gets to drink; she doesn’t. He rolls down the window and wipes the windshield with an old newspaper. Cold wind and snow blow through the car.


  Some night, he says.


  She flips open the makeup mirror in the sun visor to check on Pete. He’s asleep, the snowsuit hood cupping his face, his tiny eyebrows bent with concentration.


  He hasn’t been sleeping much lately. It’s an ear infection, or cutting teeth, Anna doesn’t know why. Wait it out, the doctor said. But she and Lyle have aged more in the last three weeks than they have in the last twelve years. Last night, at two-thirty, Pete started to cry and Lyle threw off the blankets and just sat on the edge of the bed, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands covering his face. Anna waited for Lyle to move but he didn’t.


   I wanted to be doing other things at this stage in my life, he said.


  What other things?


  Sleeping, for one.


  Anna felt for her glasses and put them on. Pete was standing in the crib, gripping the bars. Anna switched on the bedside lamp and she could see the lines of his tears shining in the bar of lamplight. Pete drew a deep breath, his body became rigid. He inhaled and there was absolutely no sound. His mouth wide open, his face getting redder and redder. Anna imagined the whole universe being sucked into his tiny body, she and Lyle, their eleven-year-old daughter, Alex, the telephone poles, grimy snowbanks, loose pennies, Christmas presents, the Atlantic, asteroids. Then it reversed. Pete tilted his head back and the world, ragged and inconsolable, came back out. She heard, from just below the bedroom window, a snowplow lowering its shovel, the arthritic grinding and ringing clang as the grizzled teeth of the plow hit the pavement, then the wheeze of brakes before the warning bell. The white blinds of their bedroom turning apocalyptic blue and underworld orange by turns. She hadn’t expected to feel old.


  Anna said, Are you going to do something here, Lyle?


  Lyle didn’t answer, so Anna got up and took Pete out of the cot. She switched on the overhead light.


  What do you want me to do, Lyle asked. His hands had dropped from his face so they hung over his knees, but he didn’t lift his head. He was looking at the floor. She told him to go back to sleep.


   But what about you? He sounded genuinely baffled. He had never wanted children, any children, but once they came he tried to do his share. He found Pete’s bottle in the blankets of the crib and went down the hall, stopping at his daughter’s bedroom.


  Alex was sleeping with her arm thrown over the dog, whose back legs were hanging open, his penis distended and raw looking, the balls shiny with short, silvery hair, pink skin showing beneath. They needed to get the dog neutered; he was barking in the garden, even with the muzzle, and the neighbours were complaining. A crayon had melted onto the radiator and the room smelled of burning dust and wax, fusty and fruity, like cherries and velvet. The quilt had slid off Alex’s bed. Her pyjamas were printed with red umbrellas, the dye was bleeding so each gale-tossed umbrella had a pink aura. The window opaque with frost, Alex’s mouth parted — her bottom lip gleaming in the sepia light from downtown — all of this woke Lyle up. He was awake. Finally, irrevocably alert.


  Lyle pulled the blanket up to Alex’s chin. He stood there remembering a summer afternoon last year when he and Alex had gone swimming at Archibald Falls, near the house they had in Conception Bay. The falls were a long hike into the woods, and he and Alex were usually the only ones there. They’d picked wild strawberries and blackberries, eating them as they went. Then they’d put on yellow-tinted goggles and watched two small trout swimming in circles just below the waterfall’s ramrod, feathery spine. Afterwards they sat on the lichen-splattered boulders and read their books together.


   Standing at the foot of Alex’s bed with the empty baby bottle in his hand, Lyle felt that specific summer afternoon roaring through him. The thrashing of the falls, the smell of wild roses, and when the wind shifted, a sweet, poisonous smoke from a dump far off in the hills. In the evening he had heated beans and made scrambled eggs on the Coleman stove for supper. They ate outside, reading as they ate. It had been a full day of reading. They’d hardly spoken but had achieved an unequivocal harmony until the boy from next door had waded through the grass. The boy was Alex’s age, just eleven, with a jagged haircut and freckles, his eyes pale blue and commanding. He held before him, on a Dominion bag, a fresh cod. Without a word, Alex had turned her book over so the library plastic crackled. She hooked her dangling sneaker over her heel with one finger and followed the boy around the corner of the house.


  Lyle watched them through the wavering old glass of the kitchen window while he washed the dishes. The kitchen smelled of wood smoke and bitter crabapples. Lyle’s dog, Sic’um, tore through the grass after the boy until the nylon rope snapped taut and drops of water and mist were flung from it to hang iridescent over the grass and the dog boomeranged a couple of feet back. The children stood still, facing each other. The boy joined his hands in front of his chest and bowed deeply. Then he clenched his fists near his hips, lifted his foot high above his shoulder and swung it with slo-mo gentleness toward Alex’s chin. She pretended the foot had caught her jaw. She began a flailing, ballerina dive into the grass, where she  disappeared. The boy stood waiting as though he were watching a lake for a swimmer who had been under too long. Then he dove into the long grass where Alex had disappeared. They stayed there, in the grass. When Alex came inside to help with dishes she was overtaken by a self-absorption Lyle had never seen in her before. When she finally met his eyes — he had lit the kerosene lamp and the darkness of the kitchen had cupped them like two giant palms cupping a moth — she seemed surprised to see him. She’d said, Girls in my class wear training bras. She was mangling a slice of bread with a knife and gob of butter. Of course, she’d said, I don’t have anything to put in a bra. She looked up and her whole face was rosy with shame and exultation.


  After they’d cleaned up they went outside, where there was still enough light to read. Their books were damp, a fine, settling dew put a wave in the pages of his Heidegger. They read together until the boy returned, beating the grass with a plastic hockey stick. He wanted Alex to play spotlight.


  Lyle looked up from his book. Reading Heidegger that afternoon, Lyle had been like someone copying pans of ice, desperate to cover distance, grasping a difficult phrase only long enough to leap to the next. A fast squall of grace had raced across the ice to engulf him. He had dipped a gingersnap into his coffee while he read, and had forgotten it was there in his hand.


  But there was the boy and his daughter, the fringe of her cut-offs, red flashing lights in the soles of her sneakers. The cookie had sopped up so much coffee that it was falling over,  and he caught it in his mouth. Alex’s face: the big, new teeth, her sunburned, peeling nose, her fiercely blue eyes, a moist film of perspiration near her temple. He felt a physical ache in his chest because she was so unspeakably beautiful to him. Then he couldn’t remember what he had been reading, the argument fell apart. When he glanced back at the book the letters were fuzzy. It was too dark to continue reading. This was why he hadn’t wanted kids. They were a constant interruption. The field of loose ice sank away, nothing remaining but a phrase, the abandonment of being , which might have been Sanskrit. Where had Anna been that day? She was pregnant with Pete. Lyle had watched the pale arm of the flashlight riffling through the trees.


  Anna said, Lyle, are you getting the bottle? Because I’m waiting here.


  He was a man dreaming he was a butterfly dreaming he was a man. The winter night asserted itself. Snow pinging the glass. He could hear music, from downtown. The red S of the Scotiabank was in the top right corner of Alex’s window, it had a chef’s hat of snow glowing pinkly.


  When Lyle was eighteen he’d slept with a girl named Rachel he’d met in first year university. Rachel was seventeen and he slept with her maybe half a dozen times. The first time, they’d met in the Breezeway, a raucous university bar with roving coloured spotlights.


  They had never made an effort to get together after that; they’d just happen upon each other. The last time they met like this was in the wind tunnel between the library and the chemistry building. She was wearing a long candy-cane striped  scarf. It stood out in front of her, rippling. The wind was blowing her across a skim of ice and she was squealing and she slid into his arms. Their chests smacked, and when he bent his nose into the icy fox-fur trim he could smell her lipgloss.


  It was four-thirty in the afternoon, already dark. His wrists stuck out of the leather gloves his mother had insisted he wear and he remembered that his wristbones felt like glass, that a sharp bang might have cleanly snapped off his hands. It was below zero. They’d gotten a bus to her parents’ house. The windows of the bus were grey with salt and a man sat beside him with crutches that cuffed his forearms and his legs were twisted and stiff like pipe cleaners.


  Rachel told Lyle he should stop reading philosophy. She said, Literature is such a kick. You’ve got to read that. And she looked out the window over her shoulder as if one of the stout, soft-covered Penguins she had jammed in her knapsack — Middlemarch, Anna Karenina , or Crime and Punishment — was unfolding on the street. He told her his wrists were cold and she took the glove off his right hand and put her searing mouth over his wristbone so it bristled with needles like a startled porcupine.


  When they arrived at her parents’ house, somewhere in Mount Pearl, she lifted a curled real estate guide from the mailbox, a hardened baton sheathed in ice. She poked his stomach with it, and when he looked down she slapped his cheek. The ice on the guide smashed to pieces that skittered across the concrete step. The slap left a sting.


  That was for nothing, she said, don’t try anything. She  turned her back on him and unlocked the door and he followed her inside.


  They smoked some pot in the bathroom, a white gauzy curtain gone yellow with age flying out the open window against the night sky. That evening of lovemaking has come over him lots of times since; often when he’s tired or drunk, it overtakes him, haunts him, so he can almost smell the crackling hope of the new subdivision, the whiff of cedar and camphor in the pink bedspread ruffles that had been unexpectedly rough against his cheek, the stinky dope meeting the stormy wind. There had been a marmalade cat with a fluffy tail drawing up the gold and rust shag carpet with her nails, very near his ear, on the living-room floor.


  Pot exacted from him a languid thoroughness while making love. Every touch lost its path, outlived its life expectancy. She had licked under his arm, and that cool trail he’d felt for days afterward, while washing dishes for his mother, dopey with the steam rising from the sink and the heat of the oven, or while lazing on the living-room carpet before Gilligan’s Island and Get Smart with the slippery velvet of the golden retriever’s ear in his fingers. The cheeks of her bum, breasts like saucers of snowflakes, smoky breath, the bitten-down fingernails with chipped blue polish. He’d held her arms over her head, both of her wrists in one hand. He’d lowered her bra with his teeth, uncovering a nipple so it peeked out from a crush of eyelet lace, and he could feel with his tongue the roughness of the cotton and the softness of just the very tip of the pink, pink nipple. When his tongue touched her there she squirmed  against him. What a shock her mouth was. A hot, working muscle, a current, a force.


  After they had taken off each other’s clothes she went into the kitchen for a drink of water. They had a fridge with a door that made crushed ice, and it was the first time he’d seen one. It was super-modern, a reflective black that matched the other appliances. She held the glass under a spout in the door of the fridge and the machine growled and the glass filled with slush. She drank the whole glass and filled it again, stopping to grin at him, wiping a drip from her chin with the back of her hand. She was wearing a fat mood ring, and it was dark green, which meant, she said, that she was fuckable. He lifted her, taking a cheek of her bum in each of his hands, surprised by how light she was. Her legs wrapped over his hips and her back was pressed against the door of the fridge. With each thump they heard jars rattling, glass clinking; something smashed, the engine whirred, her hand slapped the black door three times. A Reddi-Kilowatt magnet scuttled along the gleaming surface to the floor.


  Rachel spilled the ice over his chest, it felt like flankers spat from a fire and a line of it glittered in their joined bellies, it dug into his thighs. It crunched in their pubic hair, and when he came it felt like his veins were running with blue antifreeze, so cold it made sweat spring to his forehead. He kissed her mussy hair. Her bum squeaked against the black door as he set her on her feet. Her mouth was cold from the water, like an igloo.


  She switched on a fluorescent light and they both began to giggle. The copper cooking pots hung over the stove in order of diminishing size, there was an Esso calendar with a picture of  a terrier, a red and white gingham apron tossed over the back of a pine chair, a box of Ritz crackers. Their nakedness boinged forward like something on a trampoline. Nothing in the room had been altered by their sex. The kitchen immured their glittering, star-struck bodies in a sheath of bland fluorescence without giving them a thought.


  The marmalade cat eyed Lyle through the kitchen doorway. She came into the room and raised her tail. She rubbed herself against the fridge, jutted her chin, and then crossed the black and white tiles to weld her static coat to Lyle’s bare calf. The street had turned a perfect, uncanny white. An errant draft raised goosebumps on Lyle’s arms. A rectitude stole over him with the chill. There was a sinister note in the freedom he felt in her parents’ kitchen. Rachel had been digging in the cupboard and had taken out a tin of chocolate chip cookies. She piled them on the counter and fit the lid back on the illustrated tin; it was the Norman Rockwell of a little girl with a pink bow in her hair and her drawers lowered for a spanking, ink hand prints on the wall behind her.


  Ravenous, Rachel said, her mouth filled with cookie.


  A paranoia shot through him, made his heart take off the way a cartoon heart, the Road Runner’s, might stretch through his brown fur and hang in the air while the rest of his spindly body fell miles and miles to the dusty earth. Lyle couldn’t get his jeans on fast enough, hobbling down the hallway from Rachel’s bedroom with one pant leg flapping to the side, nearly falling as he dragged the waist over his knees, leaving behind him a trail of coins.


   He had not walked very far down the new cul-de-sac when a car passed him, plastering a sheet of slush to his shins. The car pulled into Rachel’s driveway. Her parents sat for a moment, and then they got out. They had groceries. He watched them make their way up the path. Her mother’s long coat was a gash of fuchsia. He was close enough to hear the aluminum storm door smack behind them. The living-room light came on. He stayed, he had no idea how long, but nothing else happened. The house remained inert. He stood under the streetlight and watched the snowflakes.


  He was overwhelmed with the joy of not being caught. He made a decision, almost a pledge, that he would not sleep with Rachel again. He probably wouldn’t even run into her, but if he did he wouldn’t speak much to her. Lovers slipped out of his life when he was eighteen without consequence. He decided the freedom he’d felt in her kitchen would just be the start. He made a resolution: beam a mild vertigo from your forehead at all times, like a miner’s lamp. In this way you’d always step to the side when ruin tore down the path behind you. You’d always get out before the parents came home. He knew he was stoned but he could never discern which perception, stoned or straight, was most accurate. He promised himself he’d keep one set of thoughts in his left hand and the other set in his right.


  When the phone rang several weeks later Lyle knew by the sound of his mother’s voice it was a girl. His mother said that any girl who called a boy’s house had no self-respect. She spoke loud enough to be overheard. The receiver was lying on a long roll of cotton batting with opalescent sparkles and tiny white  Christmas lights buried beneath it. Ceramic angels with velvet costumes and paper songbooks were stationed all over the cotton batting. Among them, the receiver looked like an alien spacecraft.


  Rachel just said his name, Lyle.


  It made Lyle think of when he first got contact lenses. He had stepped out of the optometrist’s office on LeMarchant Road and looked up into the branches of a tree and saw, for the first time, individual leaves. Each leaf distinct from the next, rather than the loose weave of luminous, swimming colour he had always believed a tree to be. His own subjectivity, previously transparent, became opaque. He saw his mother’s dark tweed sleeve shot through with minute white seeds, shiny where worn, bristling microscopic hairs of wool. He’d just had time to grasp the sleeve in his fist before he hit the sidewalk. He had fainted.


  Hearing Rachel say his name while standing in his own living room. The music of Jeopardy , a screech from the oven hinges as his mother took out the shepherd’s pie. The garburator eating a vibrant clot of carrot peelings — all of this was so altered by Rachel’s voice that he almost fainted for the second time in his life.


  She said she wanted to talk to him in person . Who had put her up to this? He guessed the counsellor at school, a young feminist with burgeoning, aggressive-looking plants in her window and a box of wooden penises she dragged around the classrooms to show how a condom works. He couldn’t think how Rachel had gotten his number.


   The city sifted through the fist of a snowstorm. Ribbed icicles dripped and shot sparkles. The snow was pink or buttery, blue in the scoops and caves. Shimmery veils flew in twisting sheets off the roofs and the lips of drifts. He knew what the call was about but tried to convince himself otherwise the whole way to the university. Perhaps she thought she could move the relationship to a different plane. As if a relationship were something you took into your own hands. He knew what was coming was big. And if this woman wanted to exert her will over him, such a thing might qualify as big. Maybe she was in love with him. Love might be enough to explain the portentous anxiety he felt.


  Lyle had been sleeping with girls since he was thirteen. He’d been an altar boy early Sunday mornings, carrying smoking incense in an ornate silver and blood-dark glass container that hung from chains and banged against his red and white polyester robes as he walked, listening to guitar and folk hymns, and though he’d intuited the cloying menace, the oily funk of lust from a few older, eccentric men who somehow hung around the same places he did — behind the new Kmart on Topsail Road, the rectory, the pool at St. Augustine’s — he had managed to avoid overt unpleasantness. He’d developed a guiltless and generous sexuality.


  For instance: he’d had sex in a mouldy rec room that had a black, vinyl-padded bachelor bar ordered from the Sears catalogue and a plaid couch with dangerous springs, while pressing a glass painted with hearts, diamonds, spades, and clubs, grey with dope smoke, to his mouth, sucking it so the rim left a  white circle on his face when he pried the glass away. The girl had drawn a heart with his name in ballpoint pen beneath her white school blouse. Sex in a friend’s bedroom with a black light and black velvet KISS posters. The girl had green, greasy eyeliner and a bottle of Blue Nun, Donovan sang about the season of the witch, and his friends played Dungeons and Dragons in the next room. Sex in a pickup near a field full of fog and horses. He and the girl were washed in a bath of red light, and before he knew what was happening a cop rapped on the steamed-over window. When Lyle lowered it, the cop stuck a flashlight in and swivelled it around, catching the girl’s breast, her naked foot. In the field beside them, a white horse had tossed its head, snorted, and trotted away into the fog. Once he’d taken some acid with a friend and two sixteen-year-old twin girls in a prefab cabin just beyond the overpass. He and his friend were sitting on one bed and the girls were sitting opposite them, a case of beer at their feet, when the twins’ father crashed through the door with a rifle. The door hit the wall and the cabin shuddered, a watercolour of a moose in Bowring Park swung back and forth from the jolt. The moose’s jaw fell, and moss and water poured into the lake at his knees, gently rippling the surface. The pink wallpaper expanded like bubblegum, stretching until it was a concave membrane, semi-transparent. Lyle hallucinated the trees behind the wall and the path to the mini-golf castle and duck pond, and he was confident he could simply step through to the other side if the screaming father took aim.


  So, up to this point, he’d had lots of sex but he knew  nothing about girls. Everything about them — the elaborate knowledge they had of each other’s emotional states, how whole oceans of thought could be traversed in a gesture, the sophisticated designs of cruelty they visited upon each other without prompting — he didn’t understand any of it. This ignorance gave him courage now, walking in the storm toward the university.


  By the time he got to the campus it was deserted. Lyle thought Rachel probably wouldn’t show up. He promised himself that if he escaped this time he’d never take another chance, feeling in one moment that he meant it, promising God, his mother. Knowing in the next moment, watching his body wobble like the flame of a candle reflected in the chemistry building windows, that if he did escape, it was a promise he’d forget instantly.


  Rachel was the only person in the cafeteria, except a janitor at the far end of the room putting the orange chairs upside down on the tables. The fluorescent lights thrummed. She was wearing a black T-shirt with a marijuana leaf on the front. There was a bran muffin in front of her on a Styrofoam plate. A plastic glass of juice with the foil lid folded back. She was wearing dark sunglasses, and when he saw them he knew she wasn’t in love.


  He dragged out the chair beside her and the metal legs screeched like a bird caught in an engine. Before he sat down she said she was pregnant and she wouldn’t consider abortion. He said, Are you sure? By which he meant, Are you sure I’m the father. She knew what he meant and she was hurt by the  question, and that surprised him more than anything. Their sexual encounters had a different meaning for her. Perhaps every sexual encounter he’d ever had had meant something different to the girl. She had summoned him through a blizzard. He had implicated himself by showing up. He was there.


  The child, a little girl, was three by the time Lyle met Anna. She stayed with Lyle for half the week until she was seven, and then he and Rachel agreed it was easier for everyone if she lived in one place. He paid child support, and drove her to hockey and ballet. She came for supper when she felt like it.


  One day last March I went up to Lyle’s study on the third floor. I pushed Sic’um out of the armchair near the window. It had occurred to me that we might, after twelve years together, split up over this. I wondered what would happen to our house, the summer house in Conception Bay, the car. How would Alex feel. I was still wearing my winter coat. I held the bag from the pharmacy.


  This is it, I said. I rattled the bag. Lyle swivelled in his chair to face me. He pressed his hands down the length of his thighs. I had wanted a second child more than anything in the world and Lyle hadn’t. I had wanted one with all my might. Alex was eleven.


  Go to it, he had said. While I was in the bathroom reading the instructions I could hear him typing.


  We had been vacationing in France. I was in the shower and I’d felt a sharp pinch and knew. It was like anything else without rhythm or beat. No way to be sure of it; I was sure. My  forehead tingled, I broke a light sweat. All the objects in the world brightened in a single synchronic pulse. If Lyle wanted to leave, he could leave. If there was a fight, I would hardly be able to pay attention. Nobody feels conception taking place; I felt it.


  The wheels on Lyle’s office chair squeaked over my head. The test sat on the windowsill. The bathroom linoleum was cold underfoot and there was a flattened squiggle of blue toothpaste in the sink with some of Alex’s hair stuck in it, wavering under a thread of water from the leaking tap. On the floor above, Lyle was rolling toward the bookshelf. Dragging himself with the heels of his shoes. Then he kicked himself back to the computer and began typing again. Our luggage was still in the living room, though we’d been back a week. I wanted it put away. Beside the pregnancy test, an enamel soap dish, a brilliant white bar of soap smeared with two bleating red petals from the geranium. The faded pink cross on the plastic wand turned redder.


  I called up the stairs, It’s positive.


  Lyle rings the doorbell and we wait. Prissy Ivany swings the door wide open and grins at us. She’s wearing a long, clingy black dress with a greenish sheen and her hair is big and orange.


  Your hair is beautiful, Prissy, I say. Charles Ivany comes up behind his wife.


  She once hid some forks in there, Charles says.


  That’s true, says Prissy, a whole place setting.


  Where’s Alex, asks Charles.


   A sleepover, I say.


  Charles is smoking with an emerald cigarette holder and he’s wearing a tuxedo jacket with satin lapels and a red bow tie. He has a miniature set of antlers on his bald head.


  So glad you could make it, he says. Let me take your coats.


  Let’s get that baby settled away, says Prissy. Charles claps his hands once.


  What will you have to drink? I’ve got a very good sherry.


  I’ll try the sherry, Lyle says. He’s beaming happiness.


  Good man, says Charles.


  Prissy brings me to a bedroom upstairs and helps me with the folding playpen. She switches on a baby monitor and holds it to her ear. Then she gives it a shake.


  Guess that thing works, she says. When we come back downstairs Charles is telling a story about Thomas Aquinas.


  Just stopped writing. Charles pauses to grin at everyone.


  He’d had a vision. Everything he’d written before was straw. Charles throws back his head and laughs.


  Can you imagine, straw , it was all straw.


  Blue diodes are the next thing, Joanne Barker announces. That’s all you’ll hear from now on, blue diodes.


  What about pocket calculators, Lyle says, didn’t some calculator guy get the Nobel?


  Don’t start with me, says Joanne. She raises her chin at Lyle, saucy and flirting.


  I want to do what Diane McCarthy always does, says Prissy. Each man moves two chairs down before dessert. Men, desert your wives.


   Listen, says Lyle. Everyone hushes at once. Pete has started to cry.


  I walk out to the car, Pete in one arm, the folded playpen banging against my shin. I throw it into the trunk, strap Pete into the car seat. There’s a J. J. Cale tape in the stereo and it bursts honeyed and sweltering into the frosty air. Magnolia, you sweet thing, you’re driving me mad . Fat snowflakes drift onto the windshield. The steering wheel is too cold to hold. Somewhere in the world there are magnolias. There are men who love women, a particular woman, to the point of devotion. In that part of the world babies sleep under filmy mosquito nets while their parents drink iced tea or have sex in the hammock. The babies sleep because they are overcome with muggy, perfumed heat, or maybe there are no babies. I wonder if I am too drunk to drive. I wonder it even as I sail through a red light on Elizabeth Avenue. The man in a grey fedora whose car I nearly cream has a face of pinched putty. His mouth hangs open. Pete is wide awake, he’s watching the snow. When we were driving through an industrial park last week Alex had said, What if we’re all dead and we only think we’re alive?


  This is what happened in France. This is how I got pregnant after eleven years of wanting nothing so much as to feel a child moving in my belly again. A medieval village with lace curtains in the windows and swirling cobbled streets, a castle built in a mountain pass. Isobel lost the car keys at the beach and took everything out of her knapsack, crusty socks, Don DeLillo, shaking away the sand. A goat with a chawed blue rope tied to  its neck leaped onto my chest, left cloven mud prints on my blouse. An elderly woman invited us into her home, gave us port. There were four weasels glued to tree stumps on her high shelves. They killed my rabbits, she said. We saw the Papal Palace. Far below the palace grounds there is a prison, the courtyard formed by the walls draped with a fine green netting. Once a prisoner escaped in a helicopter. A girl stood on the wall and screamed to her boyfriend in a dark prison window. Did you get my message? A tattoo of a skull peeked over the drawstring waist of her pants. A field that flashed emerald, lime, yellow, and blue as the clouds drifted. A double rainbow. A sky like cashmere shredded on the blades of the mountains. A pig farm with the wind blowing toward us. Run by only one man and several computers, Lucien said. Lucien on a zigzagging unicycle, the whites of his eyes showing under the iris as he watched the silver bowling pins he juggled. Sugar cubes wrapped in a paper that says Daddy. In Marseilles a haughty waiter rolled his eyes. Alex bought sunglasses with lenses like houseflies from a black man with cornrows who jiggled his leg madly and stared in the other direction while she tried every pair. We slept on a sailboat docked in the harbour, forest of white masts pricking the indigo sky. A woman in a far-off window looked over a square, a child sleeping against her shoulder. Lamb kabobs roared on a grill, hissing and spitting fat. We picked almonds off the ground. I had my thirty-seventh birthday. Lyle slapped the cake down and the plate spun in tight, tiny circles and I shouted, Why do you always get what you want?


  Bernard grew up in Paris sitting around the gypsy campfires,  he tells us while he slices tomato. He is a friend of Lucien and Isobel, with whom we are staying.


  I’m trying to find my parents, he says, on the computer. They have a program. He lays the tomato slices on a platter, layering them like limp dominoes.


  Somewhere in Algeria, he says. I have a name.


  His gut hangs over his belt and his teeth are yellow, some are missing. Sacks under his eyes. He’s short compared to Lyle, his skin is swarthy. He sticks a red pepper with the point of the knife and brings it to the stove. He lights the propane and lays the pepper on the blue flame. He takes a round of fresh mozzarella out of his knapsack and slices it. He turns the pepper and the skin is blackened and blistered. He argues about Picasso. Everything in French and I can’t follow, but he turns to me, pointing the tip of the knife.


  Picasso’s not for the common people, he says. The vehemence is thrilling. I like that he doesn’t know who his parents are. I make my decision.


  What’s he saying about Picasso, I ask Isobel.


  Bernard is a bullshit artist, she whispers.


  Bernard stays the night because of the rainstorm. He’s afraid of lightning. He tells me that if I am on a mountain road it’s possible the lightning will pour down the hill like water and pool at my feet. If this happens I should crouch on the nearest boulder. Be careful not to dip my toe, no matter how beautiful it looks. The electricity goes out and we all gather at the window to watch the lightning over the mountains. The thunder rolls and cracks. We can hear the cows lowing, we can hear  their bells. Someone is whacking them with a switch. I think: Part of the world lives with stinky, delicious cheese and weasels with glass eyes. Part of the world hates Picasso. Part of the world dances around a bonfire.


  We are eating ice cream from the carton. Alex is asleep with a white sheet wrapped tight around her in the next room. The lightning zaps the snaggled interlocking branches of the olive grove. Lightning flushes through the grove like blue blood pulsing in organic tissue.


  It’s getting closer, I say to Bernard, whose breath I can feel on the back of my neck. I regret saying it because in the next minute I understand from the particular heat or smell coming from him, or the quality of his breathing, his stillness, that Bernard is terrified. We are all huddled in the window. He’s a chef during the winter season. I didn’t decide. At no point did I make a decision.


  Lyle and his sister Isobel and her boyfriend Lucien run into the garden to gather the laundry. It’s already so heavy with rain the sheets are dragging in the mud. We watch them dash back and forth in the battering lightning. It is monstrous and ancient, insubstantial, lethal, full of bliss. Something that might pick them up in its long pointy fingernails and fling them across the field. Bernard is rubbing circles on the cheeks of my ass with the flat of his hands while I lean against the windowsill watching them below. The lightning is stomping toward us on rickety legs; one gnarled, X-rayed bone pierces the mud, then the other. It keeps coming. Lyle and Isobel and Lucien are running under the wet sheets, they are like trapped moths beating  their wings inside an overturned glass. Bernard presses a knee between my legs and spreads them apart. He crunches up my cotton skirt in his hands. He slides my underwear down to my knees. I am leaning on the window, the stone sill digging into my elbows. When he comes I think, unbidden, of something that I’ve heard about tuna. That if they die while panicking you can taste the fear in their flesh.


  This thing with Bernard only took a minute. I swear that when the lights came back on and everybody burst back in soaked and loaded down with wet, muddy sheets Bernard and I did not exchange one complicit glance. It wasn’t sweet, nor was it scurrilous. Pete looks like Lyle. Or his expressions, his smile, look like Lyle’s.


  It’s past four in the morning and Lyle hasn’t come back from the Ivanys’. I want him to come home. My arms ache from walking Pete. I sit in the cold living room, Pete wrapped in a quilt, and watch David Letterman. He shows a video clip of himself chasing a man in a chicken suit. He grabs a fire extinguisher and sprays the man, who lifts his knees high and grabs at his tail feathers as if this is hurting. A taxi pulls up outside and I turn off the TV and stand in the dark behind the lace curtain to watch for Lyle. But a giant blob of silver helium balloons bobs out of the cab, and a woman’s boot tests the slush. It’s my nextdoor neighbour. Her boyfriend comes around to her door and holds her by the elbow. He stands beside her while she struggles with her keys. He is looking into the sky, his breath frosty. He turns her from the door and takes the collar of her jacket in his  hands and draws her to him and kisses her for a long time. Then she tries the keys again and the door opens and they go inside and pull the balloons in behind them.


  Pete starts to cry. His body straightens, goes stiff, he almost squirms out of my arms. His cheeks are flushed. He tangles some of my hair in his fist and pulls it out. I lift it away from his hand. I get out his snowsuit and lay it on the carpet and push his arms and legs into it. I go out to the car and put Pete in the car seat and start it and wait for it to warm up. I want to drive past the Ivanys’. See Lyle’s silhouette against the living-room curtains.


  But I decide instead to go to the Fountain Spray. I try to think if we are out of anything, and we are. We’re out of milk. But I am stopping because it’s open. Because of the fluorescent orange signs that say Sale. The longer I stay away from home the more likely Lyle will be there when I get back. I’ll know as soon as I look at the front of the house if he’s inside, though it may not be altered in any physical way. Or it will be altered in a way I don’t register consciously. Footprints in the snow. I stop for the name, too, the Fountain Spray. I will say later, So at four in the morning there I was at the Fountain Spray buying milk. Some comic telling of the life without sleep. Though it hasn’t had that name for years. Needs, it’s called now. Needs. There’s a young man leaning over the counter with the paper. His arms crossed, he’s rocking as he reads. The radio slightly off the station. Celine Dion, the song from Titanic . There’s a stand with a giant pyramid of lemons. Even in the garish light of the all-night convenience store the lemons are blaring with colour.  I think of the woman with the yellow roses in the graveyard and wonder if I dreamed her. It’s been so long since I’ve slept. The waking world creeps into the dreaming one. The young man, a boy really, looks up and closes the paper. The man who crashes the door against its frame shattering the glass and who then draws a hunting knife out of his filthy khaki jacket isn’t as incongruous as the lemons. I’ve seen him in the streets lots of times muttering vengefully. I have crossed the street to avoid him. I’ve seen him waiting in the early morning hours for Theatre Pharmacy to open so he can get a prescription. In a few seconds he has wrenched most of the boy’s body out over the counter, cut a slice through the boy’s pale blue shirt. The shirt sleeve is muddied fast and sticks to the boy’s arm, it darkens quickly, down to the cuff. The rack with bars and gum stands in my way. Pete starts to cry. The man turns to look at us. I can see his fist on the boy’s shirt, twisting it. Perhaps the boy can’t breathe. A big jar of pickled eggs falls off the counter and the fat, limbless eggs trundle across the floor as if they have places to see. A stand of chips falls over with hardly a sound. A truism: There are always innocent bystanders. I understand myself to be a bystander.


  Pete and I, like extras in a movie. It’s the over-brightness, the late hour, I check myself over the way a continuity girl would size up an extra, to see if my presence is necessary, believable. My suede coat with a fur collar, the belt hanging loose from the belt loops, the Velcro flap on my boot sticking out. They are tired boots with wavy lines of salt. My feet are wet. The Velcro gives when I walk and I have to bend over,  with Pete in my arms, in the mall or near the parking meter outside the supermarket, to secure the flap, and it gives again. The boots are baffed out. An expression my mother-in-law uses. The essence of Lyle’s mother flits through my head. She is part of the gushing collide of loves and hates and non-moments of my life that is just now thrown into sharp relief. Pete’s forest green snowsuit. My fawn gloves, misshapen, a hole in the thumb. I am flabbergasted to find that the evening is bottomless. The continuity girl tallies the accumulating texture, the nuance of each detail I bring to the scene. I appear to be exactly what I am. A woman with a toddler in a convenience store during a hold-up. I am an obdurate subplot, stubbornly present. How did I get here?


  But every bystander at four in the morning is brought to a convenience store by some aberration in their regular schedule. A disruption no more or less dramatic than the one that has brought me here. I am here because I believe in retribution, have been half waiting for it, half longing for the relief it might bring, ever since the night with Bernard. This is a comeuppance, an answering for, a just reward. That is my motivation as an extra in this scene, if extras need motivation. The man with the knife turns to me. If he was brought here by supernatural voices, they are telling him now, Not the boy, dummy, the woman . I’m not an innocent bystander. Sirens so far away they could be out in the Atlantic. Policemen. Someone shouts, Don’t move. But I am at the door, and then a punch in the guts by a force so powerful it knocks the breath out of my lungs. I am drilled open by a pillar of granite. I am knocked off my feet and  I’m driven across the tiles until my head smacks the beer cooler at the far end of the store. Cans and boxes, everything flies in my face. I’m drowning.


  The baby was ripped from my arms though my every thought was to keep him there. My arms are crossed over my chest as though he’s still in them. But he isn’t. I am holding only myself. A firehose. I am in four inches of water. Everywhere there are bobbing lemons. There are more lemons than anything else. Pete is floating face up in his snowsuit. I lurch toward him, grip the front of his suit in my fist. The water gives him up with a smack like a kiss. We are both screeching with our mouths wide and our faces red.


  The doctor at Emergency checks Pete’s bones, his heart, blood pressure. He looks in Pete’s ears. Pete is perfectly fine; the snowsuit is waterproof; he’s not even wet. I phone the Ivanys and get the machine. They’ve gone downtown.


  I am in the bedroom window looking out at the street. It’s still snowing. I see the streetlights dim, for a moment some vague tube inside glows orange-pink, and then the light goes out. The sun is up now. I hear the front door open and quietly close. Lyle knocks his boots against the wall. I hear him sigh as he bends to untie his laces. I hear him drop his sheepskin coat on the banister and hear it fall to the floor. I can tell he’s mildly drunk. I can tell by the squeak of the banister that he’s leaning on it too heavily. Finally he comes into the room behind me. I turn and I have Pete in my arms.


  I say, He’s asleep.


   


  CLOSE YOUR EYES


  We are on a yacht in St. Pierre. Maureen’s boyfriend, Antoine, has invited us to go sailing, but there’s something wrong with the engine, so we remain tied to the dock. The marina is a blast of white sails and the blue is very blue. We lie on the deck and suntan. I have a book by Marguerite Duras open on my stomach. Maureen and I read most of this book one night three years ago. A short novel about a seventy-six-year-old woman of great literary fame who attracts a thirty-six-year-old lover.


  We read it in the kitchen on Gower Street during a snowstorm, taking turns reading aloud while the headlights of fishtailing cars swept the ceiling and the velvet funk of pea soup rose from the stove. We were overjoyed for Marguerite Duras. Way to go Marguerite, we yelled.


  But now, three years later, the story seems very different than I remember. The young lover is bisexual. Has affairs with  bartenders in a nearby hotel. He seems to be terrorizing the novelist, who is too old and proud and drunk to do anything about it. She spends all her money on him and waits for him to bring food, sometimes going hungry. How had we mistaken this for hope?


  I’m also hungry. We spent a lot of money at a local shop, but most of the food has been eaten. There is a florid pink sausage pebbled with lard, and a can of duck. A package of biscuits from Norway that hasn’t been opened. We’re too lazy to go back into town. For a long time nobody talks. Then my husband lifts his head from a faded canvas pillow and looks one way, then the other. He puts his head back down, rolls his shoulders.


  He says, I’ve just had a very strong memory of a bus ride in Cuba.


  I say, With the careening eagle in the ravine.


  He says, Not that bus ride.


  I say Maureen’s name. She doesn’t move. Then, very slowly, she sits up. She says, Isn’t sleep strange, it overtakes us all, whole cities — the activities just stop for hours. It’s just struck me.


  Think of all the dead people, I say.


  Antoine’s hand emerges from a hatch, waving a baguette. Then his head appears very near Maureen’s thigh. He bites her and she squeals. He beats her stomach with the baguette.


  We eat the Norwegian biscuits and dip the hardened bread in cardamom tea in enamel cups, without saying much. The fresh air has made us all sleepy. For a while, there’s commotion as a giant yacht ties up next to Antoine’s.


   The three sailors are dressed in Helly Hanson fleece, royal blue, red, yellow. A woman of perhaps forty with a long mane of steely ringlets raises the American flag. The flag flutters weakly and then wraps itself around the mast, like a barber’s pole. A white Styrofoam plate lifts itself off their deck and floats in the water. They each pause and look at it. Then they step over the deck of Antoine’s yacht to get to the wharf.


  As he steps from Antoine’s deck, one of the Americans loses his shoe. Maureen tries to fish it out with a long pole, but the shoe begins to fill with water. Antoine climbs over the side. He inches his back down the creosote timber of the wharf with his feet jammed against the yacht. It looks like he will either be crushed or fall into the filthy harbour. A speedboat passes and the yacht moves closer and the space for Antoine is very narrow. The American woman in white pants clutches the arm of the elderly man. The man removes a white baseball cap and rubs his forehead with the back of his hand. Maureen smokes and her hand trembles near her mouth.


  All this for a shoe, the man says.


  But Antoine scrabbles up, spider-like, and holds the shoe in the air like a trophy. He does a little bow and tips the shoe, letting the water spill out. Everyone applauds.


  Early in the morning I go to the yacht club to shower. I meet a woman and child from France, a family who tied their catamaran onto the Americans’ yacht during the night. The woman gets out of the shower and isn’t in a hurry to cover up. She has a tattoo of an orange and black butterfly in the concave dip near her hipbone. She scrubs her daughter with a thick  white towel. The room is full of steam and the smell of shampoo. The child has the same blond hair as her mother, shiny and pale like mashed banana. The woman tells me she has been on the catamaran for five years. They have been all over the world. Both the children were born while they travelled.


  When will you stop, I ask.


  We will continue for a long time, she says.


  Maureen wears her sunglasses. We have finished the Norwegian biscuits. In the big black lenses of Maureen’s sunglasses the ropes and booms and masts all crisscross like a cat’s cradle. She is crying and the tears slide down her cheeks and hang on her chin. I can’t get a straight answer out of her. She has her arms wrapped around her knees. I sit up on one elbow and wave the Duras novel at her.


  I say, This is nothing like what we thought.


  She turns and the sun, which is setting, catches in one lens of her sunglasses and it burns a dark piercing amber and she ducks her head and puts her hand over her eyes.


  She says, I wanted you to see this life.


  It’s foggy the day we leave. My husband shoots a video of Antoine on the dock as the ferry pulls away. He is wearing a navy and white striped T-shirt like a real Frenchman. He waves, and does not stop waving until he is engulfed by the fog.


  Maureen and I met him in a bar last summer. He was wearing a faded fluorescent pink undershirt. He has an orange beard, tufts of orange under his arms, and a long orange braid.  He told us that his granny, on her deathbed, made him promise never to cut his hair.


  Why would she do such a thing?


  So I would understand the weight of a promise.


  We watch him climb the rigging. His bare feet curling over the skeleton of the sails, a great height over the deck. His wiry body a part of the spare geometry.


  Antoine’s brother visits Newfoundland from Nigeria, where he’s been studying giraffes and getting his pilot’s license.


  He raps the brass knocker on the front door and steps inside. Sunlight flashes under his arms and between his legs and the door closes and the hall is dark. He stands, not moving. I am in the kitchen with my hands in the sink. I walk down the hall to greet him. He’s wearing a straw hat with tiny brass bells on the rim and patterns woven in wine and dark green straw. His face is so like Antoine’s that for a moment I think it is Antoine, playing a joke. I hold out my hand, he grips it, soapsuds squish through my fingers.


  Any brother of Antoine’s is a brother of mine, I say. He tilts his head quizzically, and the bells jingle through the empty house.


  He sleeps in the living room on the couch. There’s a French door with no curtain and he sleeps in his briefs with the blankets kicked away. He finally gets up and I don’t know what to do with him. With Antoine, misunderstandings could keep us talking for hours, but this guy has a firm grip on English and I’m at a loss.


   Okay, stay still, I say. I’m going to paint you.


  His knife pauses over the bread. A gob of marmalade hangs along the serrated edge. I do portraits in ink on wet paper. The thing about ink, as soon as you touch the brush to paper you have decided the course of the drawing. First, I am looking into his eyes. I am thinking about the shape of the eyeball, and the size, how far the eye sinks into the face. How the shadow slopes over the bone of the brow — if he sits back even an inch, the shadow will be radically different. Then the colour of his eyes startles me. I thought they were dark brown, but in this light there is a tawny copper underneath, like the bottle of marmalade, which the sun strikes so it seems to pulse. He has just come from Nigeria, and how far away that is, and what he has seen. Then I realize that I have been staring with an unself-conscious intensity into a stranger’s eyes. And this brother of Antoine is staring at me and we become aware of ourselves, and the intimacy is briefly but fiercely embarrassing.


  He says, gesturing to the sketchbook, Forgive me, it’s my first time.


  Weeks later in our kitchen I say, Antoine seemed strange to me. That weekend in St. Pierre I marked a change in him.


  Late at night Maureen watched the video again and in the morning she said it was true. He had behaved differently.


  I said, But he’s hardly in the video at all, you can’t go by that. There’s a close-up of everyone playing pool. I tried to make it like John Cassevetes, swaying the camera around them, close-ups on laughing mouths, sultry eyes, chalking the pool  cue. The high-pitched scrudge of chalk and cue. The camera swings around the bar and when it passes the open doorway a blast of sunshine casts a trail over the last half of the shot. A flame of blue light, an afterimage, swims briefly over the bartender and leaves a halo on Antoine’s white shirt.


  She’s sitting on the sill of the kitchen window, a cheek and a half hefted out, so she can smoke. She turns and blows into the garden and turns back.


  She says, What do you think of that? He wants to sleep with other women.


  She jumps down.


  Maybe I could enjoy it, she says. She holds her cigarette under the tap. I can see a tremor in her hand. Freedom, she says.


  Once when we were fighting Maureen grabbed my face and kissed me on the cheek. I told her never to touch my face when I’m angry. I ran up the stairs two at a time and she was at the bottom. I leaned over the rail to shout at her, Don’t touch me.


  She grabbed the banister. I’ll kiss you if I want, she said. Normally we never touch, we aren’t touchy-feely.


  I’ll kiss you if I want, she screamed, the spiteful squeak of her hand on the banister. It was true, there wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it.


  She slammed the kitchen door. Then she opened it and said, I’m sorry, that was over the top.


   Antoine tells me that if he kissed me it would be very different.


  From what, I say.


  From the way other men have kissed you all your life.


  I say, Yes, I know. French-kissing. We have that here, too. No big deal.


  He says he isn’t talking about just the tongues. He says speaking French uses a whole different set of muscles in the lips, the tongue, the mouth. A kiss is different.


  But you’re speaking English now, I say, you probably have your technique all fucked up.


  At night he comes to Maureen with something on a fork, his hand cupped underneath. The yacht is rocking gently and the fog is already settling. He says, Ferme les yeux, ouvre la bouche.


  She giggles.


  What is it, she says.


  You must trust me, he says.


  She closes her eyes and opens her mouth. She chews once, twice. And he says, a snail.


  Then she screams and spits it into her hand.


  Maureen says of the woman with the blonde hair like mashed banana, A life defined solely by pleasure.


  I say, Yuck.


  Once Maureen held a big light for Antoine when they were trying to dock at night and he said, Get it out of my fucking eyes. It was their only fight in two months of sailing.


   But he was proving himself, she says, and I could have blinded him.


  She looks far away, her eyes so full of the dock and him reaching for the boat, him in the brilliant blast of light and a dark, uninhabited coastline behind him.


  She says, That light. And she shakes her head in amazement. Get it out of my fucking eyes, she says.


  It was so heavy. It was all I could do to hold it.


  After she left for France I found a diary of hers on a high cupboard shelf where we kept linen. I was alone in the house, standing on a chair gripping the dusty book. I let the diary fall open and read just one paragraph. She described a gold dress.


  I snapped it shut. It was as if she were in the room, but I could feel the longing for her too — how much I missed her. The dress was a metallic orange, shiny, formfitting to just above the knee, and she wore it dancing. We went out and got drunk, walked home in a windstorm when the bars closed. There was a sluice of yellow leaves in the centre of Cathedral Street. We walked up the steep hill with our calves aching and the wet leaves clinging to our boots like spurs. 


   


  AZALEA


  The doorbell rings and Bethany lets herself in. She’s wearing a red blazer and navy skirt. Coming from early morning mass.


  Leaves fly in behind her, scrabbling sideways across the linoleum.


  Trigger leaps off the kitchen chair and shoots down the hall, hitting the back of Sara’s knees, slopping coffee, yelping, thrashing his tail against the coatrack.


  The street behind Bethany is shiny, bluish after the rain. How bright. A boy on a bike, working hard, sun melting the chrome beneath him, obliterating spokes, the wheels flimsy as snowflakes. Flock of pigeons. An armful of flung bread crusts. A man with a stolen shopping cart, jitterbugging bottles and cans.


  Bethany gives her red jacket a sharp tug, her eyes adjust to the dark hallway. Water drips on her from the ceiling.


  Several drops hit her thick, grey hair imperceptibly until a single icy drop runs down the side of her face, startling her. The  church was quiet and dark. Seagulls flew over the skylight. Father Ryan raised the Eucharist, torpid complaint from the organ, seagulls screeching, wings slicing the pillar of sun from the skylight. His bald head.


  Now this chilly drip. She touches her cheek. Doesn’t know herself. How dark in here, cool. A deluge, part of her dream last night. Everything comes true.


  That bathtub should be fixed, Bethany says. They won’t fix anything. Peanut butter fingerprints on the French doors, dog hair. Dust on the light fixture, cobwebs. If they’d just listen.


  Sara catches a glimpse of the trees in the churchyard over Bethany’s shoulder. Big holey sponges sopping up the spill of sunshine, outrageous orange.


  There’s my little boy!


  Bethany crouches, twisting on her ankles, one heel lifts from her shoe, a frost of stocking. Thomas starts down the hall, laughing.


  The arch of Bethany’s foot. Stretching and exposed in shimmery nylon. Sara imagines her as a girl. Grant McCarthy overcoming shyness. A Knights of Columbus dance before Grant went to war in Korea. The photograph near Bethany’s bed. Her dress with satin shoulders, frothy skirt. Her hair is so dark it must be black, and curls, high French cheekbones. Maybe some Mi’kmaq, the dark tan in summer. She’s saucy and adoring.


  Her arms around Grant’s neck, one of his hands on her waist. Looking into each other’s eyes. Coming to an understanding, there in the photograph. From here they will have six  children, call to each other from different rooms over the vacuum. A station wagon, the beach. She will go to mass. They’ll lose little Davy, see his red inflatable dinosaur dipping, rising. The Atlantic roughed up farther out. Bell Island, smoky blue, windows flashing. Grabbing strangers. Have you seen? About this high. But he’s safe in the car. Laughter. Fell asleep. Laughter. But the inflatable dinosaur so far out. Asleep under the sweaters. They will both agree there is a place for everything. She will put banana in the blender. He will call to her from the basement, hand resting on the banister, head bent, listening. They will come into a windfall. He touches the fork, the knife, the fringe of the placemat, waiting. A glass of milk. A linen napkin. She serves him. He thanks her. He listens to her. She tells him. They change the wallpaper, she wants it changed so they change it. Wainscotting she wants, new linoleum. They both agree to do everything. They will do everything for the children. He does the crossword. He stands for a last moment before the TV. She will want a fire. He’s leaning on the rake, wipes his forehead. The water tasting of sun-warmed rubber, cut grass, and brass from the nozzle. Is it brass? He turns on the sprinkler. They will work hard but enjoy it. The children will come with the snowblower. He lights the fire. Father Ryan. Grandchildren. A drop of water, the seagulls.


  This is the content of the photograph by Bethany’s bed: her hands on his neck, a swing band, the glint of a horn, the crowded dance floor, an unfurling streamer.


  The picture is a quiet one. The picture is a vow.


  Come to Nanny, says Bethany.


   Thomas holds his arms out for balance, two pale blue mitts hanging on a bit of string from the cuffs of his snowsuit. He plunges, new shoes making sharp, triumphant smacks with each step. He dives into her arms, his cheek against her chest. Her raised heel slips back in the shoe.


  Why don’t you do something about that leak?


  She scoops Thomas up, shutting her eyes and pressing her nose to his red corduroy chest.


  Nanny’s going to eat you.


  She wets her fingers and flicks his filmy blond hair. His cheek, a tiny imprint of an anchor from the white plastic sailor button on her blouse. Thomas grabs her gold earring and she pries his fingers away.


  He always goes for the earrings.


  Sara kisses Bethany’s cheek. She loves her mother-in-law, there is no question. Happy birthday, Bethany. She holds out an azalea in cranberry and silver foil. The foil flings shards of reflected sunlight into Bethany’s face, over the walls. The shards turn and swim like goldfish in a bowl.


  I told you, says Bethany. I didn’t want you to spend your money.


  To replace the one.


  I’m bringing it back. You shouldn’t have.


  Try to enjoy it!


  Sara lugs Thomas’s gear out to the car. Penaten, Tempra, sippy cup, the royal blue Osh Kosh. The wind plows up New Gower, the leaves, a hamburger wrapper. Sherry O’Rourke in her lime green hat waves her purse before getting on the bus.  Bethany thinks royal blue is Thomas’s colour.


  When Sara gets back inside, slamming the door against the wind, Bethany has set the plant on the coffee table and is standing back.


  I can’t accept that.


  Please.


  It’s not a good plant.


  What do you mean?


  The flowers are open.


  I want to —


  That plant is finished.


  Sara picks up the plant and whisks it out the door. She’ll go for a run around the lake. Or work on the proposal. These few hours —


  Bethany takes Thomas often. Then her back gives. She’s resolute, pushing Thomas’s stroller, every weather. She and Thomas. The park with stale bread. The beaks, angry wings, afternoon fog. If Thomas falls asleep in the fresh air.


  You should see the colour in his cheeks, Bethany tells her on the phone.


  Sara stands in her own kitchen. An old mattress against the back fence, yellow leaves. A cat with a patch of fur missing steps along the tops of the pickets. Bethany’s garden has the glossy rhododendron. The grass sliding from dark blue to emerald to fire green, glass wind chimes.


  Are you sure he’s warm?


  You should see!


  Thomas sleeps under an afternoon sky as dark as boiling  jam, the moon, school children running along the sidewalk with their hair flying out before them, spiralling leaves, the wind thrumming the hood of Thomas’s stroller.


  Sara puts the azalea in the back seat of Bethany’s car. New leather and tweed. She puts Thomas in the car seat and stands back. Bethany catches Sara’s sleeve through her open window.


  That plant is half dead.


  The seatbelt locks around Bethany as she speaks, moving with an almost unnoticeable whir. The elegant motion of the automatic seatbelt stirs Sara with its prudent luxury. This is Bethany: maven steeliness. Six children, a consulting firm, St. John’s, winter visits to Florida. She keeps everything immaculate. Indecent to pay for something she’s able to do herself. She will always take care of her own house. She likes gadgets, a long-handled lint remover, a grill that drains fat, a silver toast holder. But there’s no clutter. She and Grant haven’t succumbed to greed or any kind of eccentric frugality. They’ve worked steadily, been generous and careful.


  The seatbelt rolls into place.


  Thomas behind the window. The reflections of clapboard, telephone pole, tree branches swipe sideways, Sara’s own face leaning in, obscuring him, then his hand on the glass. Little smack she hears. Pale palm. Bethany pulls away and then Sara runs to catch the phone.


  She’s holding a chocolate chip cookie in one hand, listening.


  She’s facing the kitchen window, the rain has begun. The mattress, the cat. If a black cat is bad luck, what about a white  cat? Where are Thomas and Bethany now? The stoplight near Don Cherry’s Sports Grill? The rain leaves long, thin marks like sewing needles on the window. Butter she made these cookies with, his little hand in the sliding branches. She holds the receiver.


  Dave says, I got the job in Montreal.


  What Sara knows: They aren’t as sophisticated as she thought. He is this; she is that. They are an invention of randomness. Relationship as lackadaisical conspiracy against. Against what? A situation not entirely without romance. But bracing, a hailstorm, a do-si-do on black ice.


  The farmer’s market. Bethany always says about the carrots. Thomas loves them with table butter. A little table butter. Go to the farmer’s market, everything there is so sweet!


  Bethany names the things that matter in life: a coddled egg, boiled wool, fresh sheets, doeskin gloves, ironed shirts, old-fashioned beans, table butter, the farmer’s market.


  The woman behind the vegetable counter, her breath hanging in the air. She wears a South American cap that comes down over her ears, the strings untied, gloves without fingers. Sara takes carrots and potatoes, a bag of brussels sprouts. Dave doesn’t like them. He goes, But you buy it if you like them. Just because I don’t, doesn’t mean.


  She never does. She never buys the things he doesn’t like. She does this time. She wants the crenellated density, the fierce bunchiness, the dank green of a brussels sprout. He doesn’t get to. He always. She has never. Bacon, liver, raw mushrooms, the stalks of romaine lettuce, these are the things she’s given up for him.


   She wants the organs, things that root.


  She wants a chicken dinner, raisins and garlic in the dressing. A pumpkin with an emergency candle. The smell of roasting yams.


  Sunlight strikes the jars of bakeapples and she wants to buy them just for the colour.


  James Anderson. She remembers too late, Jim. She had been calling him Jim for the last two years.


  Mr. Anderson.


  Sara.


  The whites of his eyes are yellow, almost mustard, and his lashes are crusted with a medication, something leaking. A new, dramatic frailty.


  They ate together in the summer room. She was teaching him to cook. They sat at a glass and chrome table. A giant window that looked onto his late wife’s rose garden. All the bushes were wrapped in burlap, wearing caps of snow. As the late afternoon turned into evening the window became black and reflected the two of them. Three floating candle flames. James’s white hair.


  Are you still willing to move to Montreal, Dave asks.


  A housefly caught between the kitchen windowpanes. The cat on the fence flicks its ear, the mattress. The fly hyper-vivid, rubbing its forelegs together, one on top of the other, then switching, so the alternate leg is on top. The fridge cuts in. Such steadfastness, the absorbing industry. She takes a bite of the cookie. Yesterday she had wanted to. What had it been? Jayne had invited Nancy but had left Sara out. She’d felt the supreme  effort that casual intimacy exacts. The strangling network of her social life, these inadvertent slights. She’d crushed the paper coffee cup. Dave was already home when she got there. Before she had taken off her coat, he told her he wanted to leave. Imagine a city, he’d said. She had said, Let’s do it. I want to go too.


  Your eyes, she says.


  I’m having an operation.


  The bakeapples flare and flare and flare. The traffic. People turning on their lights. Dusk. Sara hasn’t seen Mr. Anderson since Thomas’s birth. He’d dropped off a sleeper, but Dave had got the door. She couldn’t get up. She’d hardly left the bed. The weepy hours. Watching old movies. Every Paul Newman. Snow falling over the street, the car roofs, the branches. Accumulating silently, with diligence, covering the black, wet branches, floating against the grey dusk, under the streetlights, and finally against the blue-black sky. Waiting to hear Dave on the front steps, his key, the door. Hardly getting up. Paul Newman. Holding out his broken thumbs. Weeping over Paul Newman’s. His eyes. His thumbs. They broke his thumbs in one movie. It had begun to snow in St. John’s, and her milk had come in. Her milk and the snow. Dave was working. Weeping because St. John’s, the Narrows, the snow. Someone brought a stew and she cried with gratitude.


  She met with James’s daughter. They’d known each other at the university. Emily and her new lover. Left his wife. Though it was the first time Sara had met him, she had the impression the ordeal had changed his face overnight. The face of a man who had altered his course. Emily drinking. They had been to see a  play. About an affair. Wasn’t it about an affair, darling? A suffering wife. Didn’t you think? But you don’t.


  The boyfriend rubs his eyes with his fists. A deliberate gesture, a sidewalk mime or caged ape indicating spiritual exhaustion.


  It takes an incredible will to do the right thing, he says. Everybody must try. The courage you must summon.


  It just didn’t have a very satisfying ending, says Emily, that’s my feeling. I wanted it one way or the other. Isn’t that what you ask of a play? One way or the other? If I’d wanted shiftless ambiguity I could have stayed home.


  Sara tried to remember what the man did for a living. Was it anything that would equip him? Did they have a car nearby at least?


  It’s very taxing being the world’s biggest bitch, Emily says. She giggles.


  Then she touches Sara’s hand.


  Stay away from my father, Sara, she says. Don’t let him become —


  Become what?


  A lech.


  You’ve got it all wrong.


  Just listen to me.


  Rain hits the kitchen window and Sara sees the garden behind the housefly. The fly is lost forever; the garden is alive with rain and colour. An orange towel fell off the line a long time ago and no one has bothered to do anything. It’s half-covered with leaves. In the opposite garden there’s a statue of  the Buddha with the gold paint coming off, the white plaster visible beneath.


  You go to Montreal, she says. I’ll decide later.


  What are you talking about, Dave says.


  He can go. She might stay on. It sends a ticklish flutter, just the thought. The cookie is so good. The table butter is Bethany’s influence.


  The vegetables come right out of the ground, Bethany says, no sprays or pesticides, nothing like that. Mash them in a little bowl with table butter.


  James is seventy. Sara cooked the most exotic things. Recipes off the Internet. She had never attempted these dishes before. He insisted on paying for the food and wine.


  Once, to surprise her, he’d had a small jar of truffles imported from Italy. They took a truffle out of the little jar, there were five in all. It lay on the cutting board. James bowed, his hands clasped behind his back, almost touching it with his nose.


  My God, he’d said. Smell it.


  She’d leaned in and done the same. It was earthy, of course, but she imagined she was smelling something else. Whatever made the pigs dig for it. It went through her, a tingling in her belly, she felt it between her legs. Then she straightened up, blushing. She asked what he thought of Emily’s married lover. The question was too personal, she was slightly drunk, but there was no way to retract it.


  I want my daughter to feel passion, at any cost. A terrible thing for a father.


   He picked up the truffle and bit it. He held the other half out for Sara. She opened her mouth and he put it in, his thumb resting on her lip.


  She read later that one truffle will flavour a whole meal.


  Sara hadn’t returned either of James’s two phone messages after the baby. The summer. A waterfall. The beach, a bicycle. Crabapples, kerosene lamps, rainstorms, the whales. Her bare feet on the dash, a take-out coffee. Dave driving. Dave’s black curly hair, a dark tan. A ball of earwigs falling from the cupboard onto the shelf, a jar of rusted screws. Three Rottweilers swimming through the long grass like eels. She had just enough time to scoop up the baby and run inside. The hammock, smoothing massage oil on Dave’s shoulders, his stomach, his thighs. The oil smelled of cinnamon and orange rind, the bottle said castor, sweet almonds, coconut. It got in her hair and the smell gave her dreams of furtive sex in jungles and sand dunes, a hothouse. She made Dave wake up.


  The woman behind the vegetable counter handed her change and she jammed it into her pocket. The wind blew from behind James, his white hair, his scarf.


  My eyes are giving me trouble.


  We wouldn’t have to eat.


  You weren’t around for so long.


  I was busy. I was tired.


  You had the baby to think about.


  Weeping all the time. I watched so much Paul Newman. There was so much snow.


  Last winter.


   After the baby


  The cat springs into an overhanging branch. The branch wags violently. Two sparrows rise up, fly over the Buddha. The rain is harder now. The fly is inert. It may have died there. She sees the wings are dusty. It’s covered in a webbing. Had she imagined its legs rubbing together? It’s been dead for years.


  You’d leave me, Dave asks.


  Anything can happen, she says.


  She’s late for Thomas, but only by a few minutes. Bethany is spinning a saucepan lid on the floor before him. Sara struggles to get him in his snowsuit. She kisses his face all over. She tastes banana in his hair.


  Passes the living room on her way out. Bethany has just had it painted a dark gold. They’ve changed the wallpaper. Then Sara notices the azalea. The buds are closed tight.


  Sara feels a glittery stomach-swirling foreknowledge.


  How can that be?


  Oh, I returned the one you gave me, Bethany says. This one hasn’t bloomed yet. 


   


  IF YOU'RE THERE


  I am waiting for Jeremy to show on his bike. I sit on the patio of Future Bakery waiting for him. Chilly, still. No leaves. But everybody, the bikes, a skirt flapping back off a thigh, the army boot touching down, a full stop. Red light, the bicycle. He’ll come around the corner. The cars are splats, blue, red, blooming and contracting in the big wall of glass beside me. Zoom. The girl on the bike, flicking through, gone. There he is, take him in. Take his measure.


  A shirt, some snazzy thing he’s got on. We never hug; I hug him. Because I decided to. I’m starting to feel my age. A nostalgia for things that haven’t happened yet. Or they’ve happened at such a velocity that I’m left behind, still waiting for them. Anticipation so heightened it makes my funny bone ring. I’m going to hug Jeremy from now on, every time I see him. I’m never going to not hug. Not just him, everybody. A new me, a hugging me.


   I came to Toronto because I hadn’t seen Lily and Marco for so long, because I had some money, to get away from the baby, drink coffee at Lily’s kitchen table, eat things. Fusion. Maybe get drunk. For a long time you couldn’t get shiitake mushrooms in St. John’s. Lemongrass we have. I wanted to see Jeremy. I haven’t seen him since he left Newfoundland two years ago. He’s come into some serious money and I think he might disappear with it.


  Lily and I met at art school centuries ago. She’s got some new grey at the temples; other than that she’s exactly the same. They’re both the same, Lily and Marco, but why did I let five years go by? I need her. The way she knocks foreheads with the cat.


  Lily says, I want to crack the new painting wide open. Her painting in the centre of the living room, some bare canvas still showing, the spotlight with a crush of tinfoil over the rim focussing the beam. The rest of the room is darkish, even in the morning. A quiet street, you can see the squirrels leaping, silhouettes, the branches thrashing briefly. The cavernous sofa that Lily’s recovered in velvet. A Graham Coughtry, two figures interlocked, just a few sure, dangerous lines of ink.


  Often she sits for an hour or more in front of the painting, her back very straight, smoking. I’ve seen her drip gold from a tiny bottle. I stand behind her with my coffee. Blues, pinks, lemon, almost white in the centre, all of it in motion, sunlight on water.


  It’s still representational, she says. One minute it’s brushstrokes and colour, the next minute —


   She’s taking me to her Improv Contact class. I’m nervous.


  Look, she says, it’ll be fine.


  Walking there, the crocuses. Spring on Yonge, smart and awake, like toothpaste. We cross the bridge and into the subway station, warm uprush, vaguely feculent: feet, newsprint, grease. Lily drops two tokens. She’s wearing a jacket I’ve never seen before, unholy pink. Her glasses on a string. Glasses she didn’t have the last time I was here.


  She and Marco hardly touch breakfast but she makes us cappuccino first thing, the whistling, hacking steam. The cappuccino maker is new. All the cats. Last year she coaxed a feral kitten by lying on her stomach in the backyard for a full week, extending a stick with a gob of wet food on the end. She stops halfway down the stairs to the trains. Stands still.


  I need a can of house paint, she says, I’ll pour it. A few subway transfers lift in a subterranean wind and eddy around her knees. She trots down the stairs again and I hurry to catch up.


  This Contact thingy, I say. Do they talk, at Contact?


  Roar of train, she closes her eyes against it.


  There’s little talk, she says.


  So you just approach someone?


  You sidle up.


  And touch them?


  You’ll see. It’s very sweet.


  A church basement, no music. Everyone wearing sweats. A woman rolls toward me. Her bare foot squeaks on the gym floor. I’m lying on my stomach. Old wood, shiny brown varnish. High ceilings.


   My first time, I whisper.


  Mine too.


  Our calves touch, we start like that. Her ankle looks stern, circumspect. Her ankle looks like the right-sized wrench grasping a bolt. This is a stranger’s ankle. An ankle that has come from somewhere: an old-fashioned bathtub with a flare of rust near the drain, plume of leftover, slow-breaking bubbles, red sock, a streetcar, she’s stepping off and pigeons fly up, just bones. I’m loving that I’ll never see her again. So few people do I never see again. Our thighs, the backs of our hands, touching. One shoulder, the other. I’ll see Jeremy later, tomorrow. He has an answering machine, the old kind, with a tape.


  I say, If you’re there. It’s me. Jem, if you’re there? But he doesn’t pick up. I listen to the oceanic silence in the pay phone receiver, a phone on Bloor, it’s sunny, someone opens a glass door and the world in the glass folds into spears of light and flings itself wide open again, cars emerge, skyscrapers, a woman it takes a beat to recognize, slightly elongated, the camel-hair coat, myself. I believe Jeremy’s listening to my voice in the empty room. I imagine him sitting in a chair, the fabric worn shiny and torn at the armrest, burlap and coarse cotton batting with flecks of sawdust poking through. Some chair he dragged in from outside, a shawl thrown over the back. His hands in his hair. Listening, yawning, the kettle plugged in.


  Jeremy? Pick up. I know you’re there.


  I roll on top of her, her bum. Imagine, in a city this big, the swimming pools from the air, trees, warehouses. My hipbone in the cleft of her bum, and rolling away, our feet locked. Just  toes. You don’t not touch, you touch. Lily has assured me there’s nothing sexual about Contact.


  It’s not that way, she says. It just isn’t. There was a notice to that effect a couple of weeks ago. I can’t remember how it was worded.


  I’d love to know, I say.


  It was the gist, says Lily.


  Worded. Nothing exists until it’s worded. How deliberate it all is: this ankle, my marriage, the baby, Jeremy’s bike locked to a post somewhere. The money he’s made, suitcases, Europe he’s saying. Australia. He’s not really saying. The way he will thread through a crowd the last time I see him, turn a corner. My voice in an empty room. I believe it is empty after all. Listen, if you’re there.


  Our spines, this stranger’s and mine, touching like the inner workings, the cogs of something precious: a Swiss watch, a bank safe. My head drops into the curve of her neck. She squishes herself under me. Lifts. The end of her ponytail against my cheek. Her body as spare and emphatic as a jungle gym. Then I dance with a man who has sweat dripping from his face. It drips from his hair, his eyebrow, the tip of his nose. He wears drawstring pants and rising from the waistband is a swirl of black hair up his belly. He thrusts me skyward with one hand. My thigh pressing his damp neck.


  Jeremy has broken up with Stella. Stella calls me in St. John’s and we talk for hours. We have talked this way since grade ten. I’ve got the yellow tablecloth under my elbows. A white bowl with a mottled banana and a paperclip, the pip of  an orange. The baby is asleep, my husband has gone upstairs to write. He’s writing a sociology of hell. He just showed me a picture of a monster eating people and shitting them out whole. A screaming, kicking person in each of the monster’s hands, another coming out the monster’s anus. Horned angels piggybacking naked sinners, dropping them through the clouds into the tortured throngs below. The caption says, An example of Renaissance overcrowding. He hands me a joint. It takes only one stretchy moment to feel stoned. I must make sense. I sit up straight, a nimble recruit in the war for adroit thought.


  He says, If you watered the plants now and then you might have some appreciation for them. The phone rings. Stella, calling from Toronto.


  She says, I wake up, my heart is racing.


  Listen. If you want him back bad enough.


  I do.


  If you want him back, you go get him.


  And I like, what, hit him over the head with a club?


  Just coat the guy with snot and tears.


  Snot, she says.


  You weep and beg and cover him with snot, drip all over him. I believe any woman can get any man, I say.


  The statement leaves me giddy, exhausts me. I wonder, during the ensuing silence, if I believe it. I find that I do, though I also know it to be, in some minor way, incorrect.


  I’ve tried that, Stella says. There’s another silence.


  I’ve tried snot, she says.


  More snot, I say. Just go with more snot.


   After Contact, Lily and I sit at an old picnic table outside the church, facing a chainlink fence, a parking lot. Ukrainian hymns come through the brick. Lily lights a cigarette.


  I like to sit here after, she says, and just —


  She takes a deep draw on her cigarette. We’re in the shade and the smoke looks blue and hangs. There’s no hurry. Lily has always been beautiful. Right now she’s very beautiful. My husband stirring something with his hand in a stainless steel bowl the night before I got on the plane. That hour after the dishes, the baby asleep.


  The kitchen echoing itself, concentric rings of kitchen pulsing from the kitchen. This would be the moment my husband and I have worked toward all day, every day, for fourteen years, more or less. The dryer going. The kettle. The rest of the house detaching like the burnt-out parts of a rocket.


  It was potatoes, he was pouring a dressing. Tapping the paprika jar with his finger, clouds of it sifting. The potatoes falling through his fingers against the bowl. He held his hand, shiny with oil, under the tap. Flicked his hand a couple of times, dried it with the tea towel. I knew he would say about the floor. About the floor would be the next thing. He covered the bowl with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge. He opened the paper. Look at that, he said. The phone rang and neither of us moved. Can you believe it, he said and turned the page.


  I see The New Yorker lying in the breadbasket. A story it’s taking me two days to read. A boy and his father, ducks. So rich that Louisiana came over me in the supermarket, and I’ve never even been there. Later, while putting clothes in the dryer, I  imagined the smell of swamps. Last night I’d crept down the stairs into the cold kitchen, my T-shirt and underwear, looking for The New Yorker to finish the story. Wanting the climax, resolution. Gunshots. The boy and his dad, unyielding loss. Wanting to read myself to sleep. But when I got to the kitchen I couldn’t remember why I was there. Now, in the breadbasket.


  This floor, my husband says. He turns the page.


  In the shady alley outside Contact, lightly perspiring, all of that comes to me: the kitchen, the way the lamp over the fridge caught my husband’s freckles. And from nowhere, walking home with him from a bar the first night we slept together. He lit a candle and that was the only light. I was wearing a cotton dress that got twisted so that I couldn’t move under the heavy bedclothes, woollen tights. We had come in from the rain and the candlelight in his black hair, his lower lip gleaming, his earlobe was dark and, when I touched it, hot. How he convinced me.


  The scene doesn’t unfold, but manifests of a piece, truer than the chainlink fence, Lily’s pink jacket, the Ukrainian hymns through the brick. Truer. I am of an age. Things are passing through me. Ungraspable. And gone. Not memory, it barely has content. Some story in The New Yorker , the yellow tablecloth. Is/was. But my skin gets goose bumps that I recognize as or confuse for love, amorphous, rough-hewn. My husband in the replenishing kitchen. From a time long past: two days ago.


  Lily is talking about her brushstrokes, some flying up to the surface and just as quickly receding. I see the paintings. The  one with the darkness closing in is about giving birth. Paprika. Turning off the tap, flicking his hand. The tea towel.


  You’re going to hate me, I say. She drops the cigarette and steps on it. Okay, I know this is crass, but the painting over the sofa is vaginal to me. Like when I gave birth, that painting is.


  I don’t hate you, she says. She pats my back. All the paintings are like coming .


  Jeremy has moved out, rented a small room of his own before he takes off for Europe. I have the perverse desire to tell him what to do. Jeremy has become impregnable, ephemeral. I can’t get a reading. Before now, I thought myself an excellent judge of character, gifted in this regard. Now, however, I don’t believe people have characters. I believe it’s something we impose on their actions in retrospect, a mirage. He is this way, that way. (My husband evaporates. I’m in Toronto! This is what I am in a parallel world, a woman in a camel-hair coat, fresh from a dance class. Someone has hung a perfectly good leather jacket on a fence post. I might take it, nobody knows me.)


  I want to tell Jeremy this: We come apart.


  But that’s no newsflash. Everybody knows we come apart. That’s why we cling so desperately. I slapped The New Yorker down and got the bucket and the mop. Yes, I’m doing the goddamn floor, okay. There, the floor. Are you happy?


  The wide street at the end of the alley is blaring with sunlight. A car goes past with a radio and is gone.


  We’ll walk, Lily says. She draws her knees up, rests her chin. She’s petite. Watching her dance at Contact, like putting your thumb against the bristles of a brush, flicking paint. The way  she tosses her head, her arching back. Her fingers. In a minute we’ll walk, she says.


  You’re so shy, I say, this Contact thing is so.


  It’s about right for me, she says. It’s just about my speed.


  We walk along Queen and a man on crutches offers Lily daffodils. His eyes watery, knuckles on the handles, leaning forward.


  I bought these for you, he says.


  Let me give you some money. She has taken out a coin purse and ten dollars.


  I wouldn’t take a penny, he says. I couldn’t take it from you. I could not. I absolutely. Those flowers are a gift. He puts the money in his pocket.


  He says, What’s your name?


  Lily.


  Lily. This money is going to Sick Kids’. That’s where your money’s going. I want you to know. We walk away and Lily turns and waves to him. She waves goodbye with the daffodils, and puts her face in them.


  We got some flowers anyway, she says. Her nose reddens and a gleaming line of tears. But she forces her eyes wide so they don’t fall and she bursts into laughter.


  It’s just that it could be my father. Or any one of us.


  Lily. You shouldn’t be allowed out.


  Lily’s husband, Marco, is a physics professor. I have always hugged Marco without a second thought. There’s no question. There has never been a warmer guy. Sitting at his computer,  halo of grey hair. Clicking. He tells me about gravity.


  We don’t know if it’s instantaneous, or does it propagate through space like electricity. If God puts this here. He swivels in his chair and places his cup.


  I say, God, but there is no God.


  As you know, there is no God. We are talking about a cup. How long does it take? He slides the cup to the edge of the table and almost lets it fall. Lily gives him a piece of bread covered with butter. Puts it down on the side table. Marco stands, stretches.


  Baby, he says. He takes her face in his hands.


  This girl, he says, can you believe this girl?


  I thought there was a given amount of matter, I say. I thought if something disappeared from this side of the world it would show up on the other side, drawn by gravity. I imagine Jeremy in Trafalgar Square, putting his suitcase down, the fountains, children with bright, unbuttoned coats, the double-decker buses. He’s just standing.


  Marco has already sat back down. The bread and butter will go untouched for a long time. He is almost lost to the computer. But he swivels. My ignorance bewilders him. A given amount of matter? His eyebrows, his eyes.


  No, he says, this goes on all the time. Matter gets changed into energy. You didn’t know?


  How easy it is for me to forget the cold facts. Energy, grammar. I like it loosey-goosey. I like the fact of Marco. The fact of Lily. But mostly there are no facts worth counting on. I don’t like to think someone can hug you goodbye, that he can  disappear in a crowd. I don’t like that people go away, or worse, I might forget them. Cling, goddamn it.


  Jeremy, I’m at a pay phone on Bloor, listen, if you’re there could you just —


  Hellllooooo.


  Jeremy. You’re there.


  Jeremy! He sits. I stand. We stand and I hug him. My cheek on his chest. Some snazzy shirt. If I’m going to do this hugging thing. I don’t let go. That’s the way they do it in Toronto. He’s been up here long enough, he’ll be used to it. I hug and hug. I feel all his bones, his shoulder blade. He does not pat my back in the way that means a fine, over-now-though hug. Rather, he accepts the hug expertly. Perhaps he has always been able to hug. Maybe all of my friends. The Contact dancer laying her hands on my hips and drawing me up from the floor, lifting me onto her shoulder.


  I say, I thought we were getting Vietnamese.


  We’re not staying here?


  No, I want to eat Vietnamese.


  You look good. Do I? But your coffee? I’m done. It’s. No. It’s so great to see you. So, I’ll take you. You said a place on Spadina. We said, didn’t we? You do, are you good? I’m good, yes, I’m yes. But you’re not good, you’re sad. I’m sad, he says. I’m sad but I’m good. I’ll fix you up, I say, let me tell you what I think you should do. Tell me, he says.


  I never believe Jeremy’s eyes are green. I believe that’s an affectation he cultivates. Or in a certain light. But it’s true. Today. Alive in his face. The whole street, octopus, mussels,  dolls in plastic wrap. I pick up my chopsticks and he picks up his. I know him inside out and I know he doesn’t know how to use chopsticks. I know him, this guy. Everything. He picks them up while looking into my eyes. He’s bluffing. He picks them up without thinking. Snaps them. A man the world sparkles for, or on account of. What if something should ever happen to him? Unpeeling my forearms from the warm plastic tablecloth. The sun cuts across my neck, the blind halfway. We are the only white people.


  You order for me, I say. He tells me what he’s ordering. But I’m not listening, just watching him, the waiters behind, a jug of water, a woman with a lime green ribbon in her shiny, straight black hair.


  Red Dragon, Dragon Star, Dragon’s Claw, some fruit the name of which I can’t remember. He gave me an exotic fruit for my birthday two years ago. Always something I’ve never tasted before. Cut it open on a wooden board, the flesh such a shocking fuchsia, so vibrant against the waxy green peel. I wouldn’t eat it because I thought I was pregnant. The spikes. Passed my plate on. He was disappointed. Still, it reminded me of the beach at Cow Head, vibrant colour. The men getting out of the ocean, naked, way down the beach. The wind trying to rip away their white towels. Stella and I at the coin-operated telescope, training on a ship.


  My husband yelling, Hey, get that thing away from us. Jeremy, the girls are trying to peek.


  Stella yelling back, Listen you guys, looks to me like you could do with a little magnification. You know what I’m saying?


   A sailor on the deck dressed in white. He raises his arm, tentative. Shimmering. The boys have walked, dressed now. They are near. I hear them, and a metal eyelid falls over the gorgeous blue. Our quarter’s worth. Step back from the eyepiece. Towels around their necks. We ate lobster in the Cow Head restaurant with the big window, linen napkins. Our cheeks sunburned, sneakers full of sand. Mussels, alive, alive oh. The sun went down and the room turned vibrant red.


  Things I’ve never tasted before. Wrapped in brown paper, dripping. What haven’t I eaten, ever? Tripe. Brain. Once on a beach in Morocco with my husband and a French couple. She wore a white scarf, the wind fluttered, there was a bonfire, a bucket of fish. A table, there on the beach, a checkered cloth. The Frenchman lifted out the spine of my fish with one motion. His wife’s gold earring shot out light. You will not find a single bone, the Frenchman said. As though this kind of thoroughness was exquisite. Something we could strive to achieve. I want to be that couple still, fourteen years later. I want to be French, on the beach in all that wind. Fresh fish still panting in a galvanized bucket with a skim of water, the shiny blue eye reflecting sky, cloud. The table on the sand, the sharp knife opening the fish, the gentle tugging until the spine parts from the flesh, intact. Ocean.


  My husband is tall, big bones. I like the large bones, he has substance, sleeping beside me. He can ward things off. How committed he is to his sleep. The ringing chink of the weights he brings together over his chest while lying on the living-room floor. The abandon with which he flings himself into  whatever he does. Hard to get along with when he’s working. Peculiar about meat. His grasp. He knows everything, everything. He exhausts me. Makes me shake with anger, slobber with tears. Grey long johns he got second hand. I think, perhaps an affair in Berlin last year. Never losing his temper: he doesn’t believe in it. A temper is something you choose to lose, he says. You decide. Then the extravagance with which he loses his temper: You have never watered a plant in your life, have you? Have you? Screaming: You’ve never watered a fucking plant in your entire life. We ate wild boar in a French village, the lavender in the fields. A big table, a dinner party, and we were looking at each other, each tasting boar for the first time. The world goes canny and alien, and you both experience it. Succulent, earthy, unnameable boar.


  Your bike?


  We’ll leave it.


  Jeremy claps his gloves in front of him. One smack.


  So, how about green tea ice cream? We’ll go somewhere else.


  He stops on the corner of Bloor and Spadina, he seems to have lost his sense of direction entirely.


  Now, we are where?


  Spadina, I say. This is Spadina. And you’re doing okay, I say. I make one eyeball fierce. It’s the best I can do since I’m so short beside him. Give him an eyeball. I got this eye from my father. Also a short person.


  The strangest thing I ever ate was with Stella. Two Panamanians once made us a grey stew with pigs’ hocks, which  are ankles, essentially, and a slow, bouncing, naked onion, roiling in the glass pot on the stove top. Did we sleep with them, the Panamanians? Of course we did, that was love too. Cartilage, a couple of carrots. So hot my nose, my eyes. Whatever spices they used. So hot I became new. Try that.


  After the ice cream on Spadina I watch Jeremy walk into the crowd. It’s the last time I will ever see him.


   


  THE STYLIST


  The stylist stands behind you and leans in. She scrunches your hair in her fists, testing bounce. She lifts it to the sides like wings, tugging her fingers through the snags.


  She says, What’s the idea here?


  The idea is I want to look good.


  You want a change, she says. Your husband left you. Your husband left you. Your husband left you.


  Uncross your legs, she says. You adjust your posture. She spreads her hands on your shoulders, meets your eyes in the mirror.


  Now listen, you’ll have to sit up straight.


  You have hunched since competitive diving at the Aquarena when you were twelve and grew breasts. Your bathing suit, the frosty green of the old Ford. The green of leaves covered with short silver hair, lucent grapes. You wore this bathing suit every day after school. The chlorine wearing  the lycra thin, fading the sheen. When the bathing suit was wet your nipples were visible. The colour of your nipples.


  You hunch your shoulders. You aren’t like the older girls whose breasts are a fact.


  Your breasts are tender, a rumour, the beginning of a long story, a page-turner. It’s the worst when you’re speaking with your coach. The bathing suit transparent as the skin of a grape you peel with your teeth.


  The lineup for the ladder is the worst. Long enough for the warm lights to make the beads of water on your arms creep to a standstill, chlorine tingles your skin. Under the water nobody can see your nipples. Diving practice enchants you. You fall asleep as soon as you get home. Asleep before the soaps, drooling on the cushion. Over your fried eggs and beans, the ketchup screaming on the white plate.


  This is what the table looks like: placemats with illustrations of a fox hunt. Red riding jackets, top hats, hounds. A silver water pitcher, greasy with condensation. An ashtray with a smoking cigarette. Your father’s empty chair. His placemat, without the cutlery. Your mother is likely to cry. She cries every night. Sometimes while watching the news, sometimes over supper. These are her specialties: sweet-and-sour ribs with tears, spaghetti with tears, steak, baked potato, tears. Mom, hold the tears.


  This is what you see out the window: hideous icicles, a row of fangs. You dream you kiss your coach.


  A kiss so ripe and desperate, nothing else will ever come close.


   He kisses you and cups his hand under your chin and one of your front teeth drops into his open palm. Blood seeps from the fleshy hole. You know at once it isn’t a baby tooth. Now you must go through life like this. Icicles crash from the eaves.


  In the morning you run your tongue and run your tongue. Your mother and you live in the mouth of winter, waterlogged. The sky is a ravenous mink, the spruce trees raking its wet fur underbelly. You have become enchanted. Your coach lifting weights in the chrome gym, wiping his glistening neck with a white towel, rolling his shoulders, sweat in his eyelashes. He lies on his back, a leg on either side of the black vinyl bench. The leg of his shorts gapes and you see the white perforated cotton inside and the bulge of his penis, pubic hair. You have never seen. This is something else. Something else again. When he stands up the foggy print of his sweat in the vinyl, his spine, his shoulder blades like the wings of a dragonfly. Rank gym, feet, the iron smell of clanking weights, chlorine, boiling hotdogs from the hot air vent, the tangy liniment. The slap of his hand against his wet neck. The smell of his liniment. Like laundry dried in the wind and licorice, coniferous.


  How fickle the water is. You slip in from a great height and the blush in your cheeks cools. The water unzippers your new-girl body, your breasts, the hunch. The water peels you. The saddest thing you’ve ever seen is the back of your father’s green Ford raising clouds of dust that make the alders unshiny. The saddest thing is that Ford turning the corner.


  Or the pool rises up in a fist and mangles your face.


  A month ago you blackened both your eyes. They swelled  shut. Two plums sitting neat. Sockets like eggcups. A blow so stunning it seemed ordained. The fangs snapped shut. Mink savaging the hind leg of a cloud. Your mother kneeling near your head on the concrete.


  Next we’ll see the macaroni, she says.


  You vomit chlorine and macaroni. Where has she come from? She was supposed to be at work. How long have you been out? She would have had to come across the city. The back of her hand on your cheek. She would have had to know without being told.


  But here you are again, toes curled over the edge of the ten-metre board. It’s warm up here because you’re near the lights. You’re in the rafters. Far away, at the other end of the Aquarena, an aerobics class.


  Your coach could turn on the bubbles. No matter what, it will be okay if he turns on the bubbles, which cost money, which aren’t allowed at the Nationals, which make the water as welcoming as whipped cream.


  He wants to see a triple.


  You want the bubbles but you don’t ask. You are in love, the black Trans Am with a flame that bursts over the hood, the megaphone. He’s sitting in a canvas chair by the side of the pool and he’s wearing black flip-flops with red plastic flowers. He speaks to you.


  Shoulders, he says. Although it’s a megaphone, his tone sounds bedroomy. He calls you by your last name.


  Fo cus Malone.


  It’s strange, but you are very good at diving. You are the  youngest on the provincial team. You will go to the Nationals. You have come to suspect you can do absolutely anything. It’s intoxicating, this glimmer of your will. The pool crunches your ribs like a nutcracker, the board nicks your shin, unspooling a ribbon of blood in the water, a love tap on the left shoulder so you can’t lift your arm.


  Or the pool plays dead. It doesn’t matter, you keep doing it. Doing begets doing. You could go on like this forever.


  You unhunch. It’s a magic trick, the triple. The action doesn’t happen until it’s over. It happens in the future and you catch up. A triple is déjà vu. Trusting the untrustable.


  The key: give yourself over/over/over.


  The stylist reams a finger around your cape collar, loosening. Takes a steel comb, flicks it against her hipbone. You are thirty-four and you’ve been to a stylist a handful of times. Maybe six, not ten.


  She says, That length is doing nothing for you.


  She whips your swivel chair: slur of mirror, porcelain, chrome, fluorescent nettles stick themselves to the glass. Droning hair dryers, running water, phones.


  The stylists talk. A mazey, elliptical daisy chain of talk. They adhere to nothing. Vacation packages, electric toothbrushes, blind dates. (He’s got to be kidding: coffee . Going for coffee equals death . Night skiing, spritzers, bowling, sea-kayaking, I’m like, Okay. Let’s go . But coffee? He’s kidding, right?) They are the experts on every topic. Hair is a mild distraction. Hair happens.


   She flicks the steel comb and it whirs near her hip. She’s drawing a conclusion.


  Your hair: upkeep, damage, regrowth, definition, product, lifestyle, frost, frizz, product, streaks, foils, body, cut. Where you’re a small person. Where you’ve got a round face.


  Outside, the storm slows traffic like a narcotic. You haven’t seen a winter like this since. The equipment is breaking down. Bring in the army, they’re saying. At night the snowplows crash into the drifts and stagger backward like dazed prizefighters. The windshields have bushy eyebrows. Cars stuck on the hills, smoking tires, engines squealing like dolphins. You haven’t seen anything like this since you were a kid. You and your mother, the icicles, the lake catching over, the wind circling the glassy trees like a wet finger tracing a crystal rim. Her sleeping pills, the alarm clock blaring near her ear. Stumbling from your room at dawn to wake her so she can drive you to diving practice. The smell of chlorine in your skin always, your hair.


  You like your driveway to be scraped down to the pavement since your husband left you. You get out there early every Saturday morning. The children watch from the living-room window. Your little daughter taps the glass. She waves. Your son puts his lips against the glass in a big gummy kiss.


  The hospital room zings. Your husband says he wants a smoke. His forehead is gleaming, his eyebrows raised. He’s feral, acute with stillness. His hazel eyes, flecks of rust, hair white as a fresh sheet of paper. He’s socking one fist gently into his open palm.


  You breathe. The minute hand reverberates each time it  moves, a twang . You wait, wait for it, wait. The minute hand moves. Your mother lays an icy towel on your forehead. A drop of water moves down your temple and into your ear. The moving drop is exquisite in every way. The contraction recedes. The nurse is driving a spaceship in her sleep. She’s gripping the arms of the chair, leaning slightly forward, snoring.


  Go have your smoke, you say. Nothing’s happening yet.


  But it starts to happen while he’s in the parking lot. He tells you later about his moment: how he will never be the same. He’s standing on a slab of concrete near a loading entrance at the back of the hospital. The door is tied open with a piece of rubber tubing. The smell of cold food, sausage, powdered egg, the churning of dishwashers, spilled cutlery. It’s a foggy night and he can smell the harbour and something bitter, pigeon shit. He’s bewildered, hardly able to remember how he got where he is.


  When he goes back to your hospital room his son’s head is visible, becomes visible with each contraction and disappears again. It’s the most awesome, unlovely, soul-quaking thing he has ever seen. He cups one of your heels in his hand, your mother holds your other heel. The baby is mauve coloured, smeared darkly with guck, and crying.


  Your hair will be by Suzanne.


  They’re single or have just eloped, the stylists, young or staving off age with fashion, trend. The best one-room apartments in the city.


  Do you have children, Suzanne?


   Nope. No. Thank. You.


  And you don’t ever?


  You got that right. Kids are so expensive . Why would you?


  Suzanne knows what she doesn’t want. Sometimes desire is forged by the process of elimination. Your husband wanted golfing and hockey, a new tent, to celebrate his Native heritage (hitherto unmentioned during seven years of marriage), to become a theologian, to hunt seals. (There’s a white mask the Inuit hunter holds to his face while approaching the seal basking at the edge of an ice floe. Everything is white, the hunter’s white furs, the ice, the air. When he lifts the white mask he’s obliterated. Your husband, the empty landscape, your husband, the empty landscape.) You prefer oblique dreams but you are too tired to manufacture the oblique. He wanted to be a vegetarian. (There are foods you can’t face anymore. Basil you can’t eat because of him. Even the smell of it.) To add on an apartment. (He got to keep the house through a conspiracy inspired by his mother.)


  Then he realized what he didn’t want. To be married anymore. To you. And now he’s with Rayleen, an airhead.


  The idea is to look good, you tell the stylist. That’s the idea.


  Things the stylists insist upon: a fireplace, a cappuccino maker. Toronto once a year, loyalty, techno music. A stuffed toy.


  What’s going on out there?


  Suzanne: Still snowing.


  The streets have become impossibly narrow. Snowbanks muscling the cars like ululating throats. The stylists win dance contests. Drink B52s, martinis.


   You are here to learn how to become vulnerable again. How to give yourself over. They like a nice glass, fruit. They like their drinks to be blue, orange slices; they tip flamboyantly. There’s a big, decaying city in their past. Havana, maybe.Venice. They have no past.


  The stylist absolutely insists upon silence at certain hours. Watching the February snow make the sky listless, the slob ice on the harbour lifting in swells so gentle it seems the couch moves beneath them. Hand-knit socks. Original art. Brand names: Le Chateau, Swatch, Paderno. To watch the dusk settle. Soap operas. The primacy of their cats.


  Suzanne has one item in her fridge: dehydrated miniature crabs. She can see the whole city from her window in the Battery.


  Your mother has been begging you for years to get your hair streaked. You have breakfast together and she puts down her fork.


  Enough, your mother says. She leans over the table and touches your cheek with the back of her hand. You have been going with the salt over the eggs. You stop. And you go and go and go with the salt. Then you toss it across the kitchen.


  You have made everything soft for him, like whipped cream.


  There he is in the La-Z-Boy, hungover, misty-eyed.


  I made a mistake, he says, I fucked someone.


  Enough, you say.


   Your mother cannot understand, nor will she accept, that you don’t want streaks. You had no money in law school. Sometimes you were hungry. You left home, and your mother had to shovel. Sleeping pills. It got dark so early. There aren’t even streetlights out that way. Her asthma. She’d have to walk through waist-deep snow and stop to use her inhaler. Icicles glinting. Leaks in the roof. You hear her smoke over the phone. A pause while she smokes. You hear the whir of the microwave, the bell. You hear the ice in her glass of scotch. You hear the icicles dripping outside. You hear her crying. What will make you stop crying, Mom?


  She says, Have you thought about streaks?


  Your husband wants to be an actor. He wants to give up his career as a bank manager. He wants a break from the kids. He wants the kids in his arms. He wants to go bankrupt, be a filmmaker. He has begun to identify with the clients whose assets he’s been forced to seize. They aren’t such bad guys.


  The stylist takes a pair of scissors from the jar of blue liquid. Snaps them twice, flicking drops.


  Suzanne’s hair is short, stucco-like in texture, blond with ironic roots. Black-framed glasses. The bones of her hips pressing the red plastic jeans. Her shirt is clingy, reveals her belly button, a piercing. There are two kinds of hair, you’ve been told. The long and wispy: fuck-me hair. The short and androgynous: fuck-you hair.


  You don’t have the money now nor you will ever have the money to get your hair done every four months, which is how often you must in order to keep the roots from showing. You  do not like roots. You hate them. You will not incur the extra expense just now when your bastard prick of a husband, who has run up every jointly owned credit card, who has spent the nest egg saved to help your mother retire early and not have to wade through snowbanks with her inhaler. The bastard prick has a spending disorder, in fact, hitherto unmentioned, and has left you with half his debt, which is the law, and is seeing an airhead, and you can’t trust him to come up his half of the. You won’t incur the extra expense for anything because you had to buy a new house and a second-hand car, the engine of which is tied together with dental floss.


  Suzanne says, You’re thinking colour.


  Yes I am.


  You need colour.


  Yes I do.


  I’m thinking streaks.


  So am I.


  When you are in your ninth month with Adrian, a youth hurls his chair across the courtroom at you. You see one metal leg blur past your temple. You’ve prosecuted this kid several times. Perhaps five. His sister also. Almost all the girls who appear in youth court are named Amanda. They are named after Rachel’s daughter on the discontinued soap opera Another World . Most of the boys are named Cory. The boy leaps onto a table and is striding across the backs of the fixed seating. The judge has a button on his desk for moments like these. He presses the button, his black robes puff with air, and the safety door clicks  quietly closed behind him. You can see him in the small square window of the door peering out to watch the action.


  You think: Judge Burke has saved himself. You are taken up with a giddiness. Judge Burke strikes you as humorously prissy. You are trembling with a fit of suppressed giggles. But as the boy gets closer, your initial feeling about Judge Burke changes. You realize his decision to save himself and leave you, along with the handful of spectators, three security guards, three more youth also scheduled to appear before him this morning — Judge Burke’s decision is a sound one. Certain men, given the appropriate circumstances, will behave with decisive and thorough self-centredness that smacks of sound judgement. Burke is elderly, completely unable to defend himself against a physical attack. Batty, even. His pronouncements are usually unsound. You often have to say, Judge Burke, I can see you’re angry because your face is getting red, and I can tell by the tone of your voice that you are upset because you are speaking very loudly, but I feel I have to continue. You say things like this for the benefit of the court stenographer so the records will reflect Judge Burke’s demeanour, should he come to the batty conclusion that he should charge you with contempt. Right now Judge Burke is nowhere to be seen. Right now a young man named Cory is going to kill you just before you give birth to your son, Adrian. As far as you know there have never been any Adrians on Another World . The youth is leaping, you have a contraction that doubles you, the security guards have him, water pours down your legs.


  The male stylists are openly gay, mavericks, blithe, built. But  it’s the women who interest you. The women are beautiful, or look beautiful, stubbornly independent, current, childless. They enter and win lip-sync and wet T-shirt contests. At home in airports. Their families make allowances. They don’t shovel. At Christmas they are the most extravagant, most deflated by the aftermath of unwrapped presents. They are the babies in the family. They’re allowed to pick at the turkey. Suzanne brings you to the porcelain sink with the scoop for the neck. You lean back, close your eyes. You are determined to enjoy this.


  She says, You don’t have to hold your neck like that.


  You have been holding your neck. You let your neck go loose. You are submitting. You let go. The salon falls away. Your scalp is a grass fire. You would kiss something if you could, or drift to sleep. The long, greying hair is such a weight. The hose makes you tingle all over. A hot, delicate raking. She’s raking you to the surface of yourself. She drops the hose. Squirts a thread of viscous cherry over your scalp and begins with her fingers. She lets her nails graze. No one has touched you like this since your husband left. You almost kiss the snow white inside of Suzanne’s wrist.


  You are alone. It’s your husband’s night with the kids. Since your husband left, you have been falling asleep early in the evening. You haven’t bought a TV. You got to keep the CD player but you only have a handful of CDs. You have listened to Cat Stevens’s Greatest Hits so often you can. At first you kept the radio on all the time. A cheap radio in every room. Then you got tired of the radio. You listen hard but there’s nothing to hear. A row of icicles falls from the eaves startling you so badly  you almost. You don’t turn on the lights. You see your neighbour across the street pull into his driveway, his headlights lighting up falling snow. He can’t see you in your window because the lights are off. He has asked you over for a glass of wine. Once you awoke to the sound of him shovelling your driveway. He gets out of the car and the light over his porch comes on. He looks up into the sky. He’s standing in his driveway with his hands in his pockets, his head tilted back. He stays that way. Your fridge cuts in. Nothing moves on the street for a long time, no cars, just the snow. Your neighbour goes inside and you are alone. You are very much alone.


  Suzanne fits a rubber skullcap over your head. The skullcap is full of holes and she tugs strands of hair through each hole with a metal hook. It hurts so much you think you might cry. Then you do cry. Suzanne doesn’t make a big deal of it. She’s seen all this before. She keeps pulling your hair.


  That’s the price, she says. She paints your hair with a foaming chemical. It’s an awful stink, poisonous and angry. It makes you feel exuberant.


  Everyone has left the Aquarena because of the storm and your mother hasn’t come. Your coach switches off all the lights. They make a thwack noise when they go off, and the filaments burn pink then blue. The pool is empty and has gone still. The pool is a chameleon and it has changed its skin so it resembles nothing more than a swimming pool. It has become invisible. Your thirteenth birthday is coming and very soon  you will lose interest in diving. One day you can think of nothing else, you are haunted. The next day diving hardly exists. You can’t remember anything about it. You let your mother sleep in.


  The storm has closed roads. Where is your mother? Your coach drives you home. The Trans Am flies through whiteouts. You lose the road. The flame on the hood swallowed by the mouth. You have been saying. Talking. Telling him. Your eyes two soft plums, and a soft plum in your throat. Your heart is aching, but your heart is your eyes and you have two and they are bruised and weeping. Your coach pulls over. You pull over into Lovers Lane together. The trees slap the windows, paw the roof. He cups his hand under your chin and he kisses you. He gently sucks a bright plum from your throat. He kisses and kisses. You have never. Nothing will ever be as wonderful as this. You give yourself over/over/over.


  You want Suzanne to give you some advice before you leave, and she does. She tells you that from now on you must use a round brush. She holds a mirror behind so you can see how sharp the cut is. You can see your neck. You don’t recognize yourself from this angle. She’s sprayed you and blown the whole thing dry so your hair feels as hard as a helmet. The blond is called ash and it glints like a tough metal. 


   


  GRACE


  On the shiny collar of her black tuxedo jacket, at a potluck after the wedding, Eleanor notices a ladybug. Orange shell, two black spots. Under the jacket she wears a crimson dress. The skirt a pattern of folded, satin diamonds, each diamond held with a red bead, so that if she were to attain grace, or spill her beer, or be overwhelmed with some fleeting infatuation — she shouldn’t drink in the afternoon; she can see herself in Glenn Marshall’s sunglasses, her black patent leather purse like a match head folded in the flame of her skirt — if she were visited by a moment of grace, the beads of the dress might drop to the grass and the diamonds unfold into butterflies. She grips the wet beer bottle. Too cold to be outside. The tulle under her skirt scratchy against her bare legs. She’ll shave them before the reception. Where is Philip? At the heart of everything, she thinks, is the question of behaving with grace. He is falling in love with someone else. They have an understanding,  is the phrase people say. Couples who agree to open marriages, an understanding.


  A big wind lifts the umbrella out of the hole in the centre of the plastic table and it pirouettes for a few seconds across the lawn on its white metal spike. Glenn Marshall makes a swipe for it, arm raised, fist empty. What she has decided: She will sleep with Glenn Marshall. An understanding is something for which you must acquire a taste, like all the other great things in life: coffee, wine, oysters, bungee jumping. A crowd of guests move out of the path of the careening umbrella. It knocks against the picket fence. A paper napkin flutters off the table and dips, like a dove shot out of the sky, a gash of lipstick on its breast. The crystal bowl of strawberries catches the sun, a tiny prism shoots across its sharp rim. The rowing shells on Quidi Vidi Lake glide fast. A team of women with yellow caps hold the oars above the water. They lean forward, they lean back. A riot of sparkles bursts around the prow. The last rower raises her hand to her cheek and is obliterated in the glare.


  The ladybug on Eleanor’s jacket is still anchored. She’s here somewhere, this woman Philip’s seeing.


  Eleanor closes her eyes. The afternoon sways, the lawn, the voices. The summer is almost over. She can smell fall. Once at the Ship Inn Glenn Marshall put his hand on the small of her back. She’d been dancing in a black minidress and the cotton was damp.


  He said, What are you doing?


  Getting a beer. What are you doing?


  It’s dangerous, talking to you.


   Dangerous?


  You have beautiful legs.


  That was last summer, the same hint of fall. Just that, his hand on her back, the cotton damp with sweat. You have beautiful legs . She was ahead of him, leaning into the crowded bar, one heel lifting out of her shoe. He steadied her.


  She can see Philip in the sunroom window, listening to a woman with a blond ponytail. This must be the woman. She’s on tiptoe, he bends his ear toward her. Eleanor sees him yank his tie. Her mouth close to Philip’s ear. Then a cloud moves, making the window darken, and she can’t see him.


  What’s Philip doing, she asks Glenn Marshall.


  Philip is having a good time. Believe me.


  She feels the earth turning. The heels of her sandals driven into mud beneath the wet grass. She’d made a rice salad with sesame oil, red peppers. Last night the taxi driver said, See that moon, that’s weather. I had a wife once who could make a meal out of nothing. You had your moose, you had your garden. I got a different wife now, different altogether.


  Eleanor was making everyone tell the moment they had come closest to death.


  I like moments, she says, any kind of moment. Cut to the climax.


  Glenn Marshall was once in a helicopter, sighting the neck of a galloping moose with a tranquilizing rifle, and they came  near a cliff, and whatever happened with the wind, the helicopter dropped for ten seconds. He told the story while buttering a roll. Turning the knife over and over to clean both sides in the bread. He said in accidents like this, the blades keep turning, driving down like a corkscrew, decapitating passengers.


  Eleanor told about the crashing Nepalese tour bus, the front wheel over the cliff edge, the TVs bolted to the ceiling still blaring some Indian musical with a harem of dancers poised on three tiers of a fountain, all sawing on miniature violins. Big breasts, pillowy hips. When the second wheel of the bus thumped over the edge of the cliff, the fountain hung sideways, the dancers still perched, still grinning and sawing away on the violins in jubilant Technicolor, defying gravity. She had seen, through the window at her shoulder, fire smeared over the steel side. They were on fire. She and Sadie sleeping under a single bedsheet. The windshield shattered and fell into their laps. The bluish glass tumbling into the folds of the sheet, caught in their hair. They had raised their arms to cover their faces.


  And there they were, in Nepal. What opulence, how quiet. The pressing crowd squished them, lifted them off their feet. They were borne out of the bus and fell on their knees and got up quick, quick.


  Get away from the bus, get away before it blows.


  Dawn; a woman in a sari on a dusty road with a water jug on her head and the sun coming up behind her. The real moment is the flutter of the sari. The snap and thwonk of fabric in the breeze. The silence. Someone taking out a map that  crackled in the hot air like eggshells. But Eleanor stops telling the story just as the second wheel of the bus flops over the cliff.


  Leave your audience hanging.


  She says, Beneath you could see buses that had already crashed, crumpled on the rocks. Then the second wheel rolled over the edge and we could feel the bus rocking.


  Glenn leaned back and rested his arm over her chair. She could smell the muggy, spring-like sweat of his body. The nearness of his arm made her blush.


  She thought: And Philip wants to leave me.


  These were the categories of moments: the most famous person they’d ever met, the most romantic moment ever experienced, the most embarrassing. Earliest memory. Luckiest moment. The last time you peed your pants.


  Constance told about waking in a field when she was seven with a bull eating grass, snorting water droplets on her cheek, horns yellowed like an old toilet. How she ran, hot pee trickling down her legs, yellow on her white ankle socks. When she’d climbed the fence, stopped to catch her breath, leaned over to puke, she could see the blue sky and clouds in the shiny black patent leather shoes an aunt had sent from St. John’s. She lights a cigarette and blows the wedding veil out of her face.


  She says, Will someone get me out of this contraption?


  Constance grew up around the bay, an only child, raised by her grandmother. She says she was bathed in the kitchen in a big galvanized tub in front of a wood stove. Can this be true?  She remembers when television arrived in Newfoundland. They all gathered in one house to watch. She’s a chef with a Master’s in Religious Studies. Medieval witches. Magic, black and white. Eleanor has watched Constance paint braided pastry with melted butter, skin rabbits, flick dollops of fresh cream off a wooden spoon into chocolate mousse.


  Once Philip had made Eleanor open her mouth and close her eyes. He’d had candles, they’d smoked some dope, him scrabbling under the bed. Keep ‘em closed . A ball bearing dinging back and forth in the metal can he shook, I said keep ‘em closed , and the raucous sputtering, her mouth blocked with Reddi Wip. Loops of Reddi Wip over her nipples, her chin, her nose, her hair.


  Constance looks like cotton candy in the dress. Eleanor can’t, for the moment, imagine her in other clothes. She was made for the wedding dress. Busty and pink-cheeked. Satin is perfect for her, iceberg cool and pleasure affirming. She was made, actually, to be in a Russian novel; a kitchen with a fireplace as big as a bed, the gamekeeper banging on the door with a wooden staff, a brace of quail over his shoulder, and there is Constance presiding over blood puddings, her four children in muslin walking in the pink cherry orchard.


  The whole wedding dress swishes from side to side as she hands out puff pastry with brie and caramelized onions. Her auburn curls sliding from the combs. The low scooped neck. She’d pulled the whole wedding off by herself without complaint. She had enjoyed it. Constance knows how to get by on nothing, she and Ted, the four children, and the scabrous,  moulting husky with an eye infection — they are always broke. But when it comes to a party, Constance is easily extravagant. What’s money for? A tiny glass tube of saffron she’d picked up at a specialty store on the way back from the Sally Ann where she’d bought the girls’ jeans.


  Yesterday Eleanor had visited and Constance was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking (an orange silk blouse, that’s the sort of thing she wears), cheek resting on her hand and the counter full of loaves of bread, the tops glistening with butter. More dough rising. She sat in front of the window, taking a break. Making Eleanor a cup of tea. The rowing shells on the lake passing by her shoulder. Yesterday the lake was still, and the oars touched down and came up splashless. The kittens knocking over the jade plant. Giant piles of laundry. A stack of books about the plague, one on alchemy. She’d had four children, each a year apart. Alchemy she knew; the Pill she didn’t bother with.


  Eleanor had said, How do you do it? The bread. Constance waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the counter.


  The bread makes itself, she’d said. There’s nothing to bread. But the lamb. She opened a magazine and tossed it toward Eleanor so she could read the recipe.


  Maybe if I’d learned to cook, Eleanor said vaguely, snapping the pages of the magazine. She stopped at a perfume ad, a crystal decanter stopper trailing down a woman’s throat, her pouty lips parted.


  Or wore perfume.


  Constance narrowed her eyes, then opened them wide, tapped her cigarette vigorously.


   You have to behave with grace, is my advice, Constance said.


  Grace is boring.


  Nevertheless.


  You could uninvite her, Eleanor said.


  I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.


  And now Constance is married to Ted. The service held on Signal Hill, the wind whipping her veil into a beehive over her head until the bridesmaid caught it and batted it into submission. The priest is the man who shot the windows out of that church you can see from the highway. Red paint along the white clapboard, “These Windows Shot Out By A Catholic Priest.”


  Eleanor opens her purse, drops her corsage inside, and snaps it closed. She lifts the neck of her jacket. The ladybug is gone. She’d wanted to show her daughter, Gabrielle. They’d been looking for a ladybug months ago, to make a wish.


  Frank Harvey is talking. Frank says he found himself doing the husband thing. A stone fireplace in the basement, some plumbing, other couples on Friday night talking about this shade of wallpaper or upgrading gas barbeques, and all the while he hated himself.


  You discover that you are an asshole, he says. He winces. Tilts the lemon slice in his gin from side to side.


  An asshole, he says. That’s what happened to me. It was a terrible thing. I took up yoga.


   The moment you faced your worst fear, says Eleanor.


  She tells about her mother trapped in her living room with a white weasel or mink. After Eleanor’s father died. Eleanor had been seventeen, in Stephenville, wrapped in a snowstorm, a giant wooden custard cone banging off the side of an abandoned convenience store. She’s trying to work it into the screenplay she’s writing — the custard cone squeaking on its hinges. Ice in her eyelashes. Later, in the student residence, the phone ringing down the hall, running to catch it, and it’s her mother, in her kitchen in St. John’s, standing on the counter. Somehow a rodent, fat as her thigh, long as her arm, had gotten into her house.


  A white weasel or mink tearing through the green and gold shag carpeting, crazed. Eleanor could hear its piping squeals. Her mother, a tall woman, neck bent awkwardly, the back of her head touching the stuccoed ceiling. The stucco swirled with a scrub brush, a new idea then. They had a spiral staircase, a smoky mirrored fireplace. They had an open-concept upstairs, a lake, and in the winter veils of snow sashayed all over the dark ice. The snow could come up to her mother’s waist, and Howard, a mentally handicapped man who lived down the road, would come and shovel. Eleanor’s mother would bring him a Pepsi with ice, which he paused long enough to drink, his frosty breath hanging, his fluorescent orange cap. Just the two of them with no one around for miles. Her mother standing beside him, waiting for the glass.


  And this became her mother’s life after her father died; she was only occasionally terrified; the mink’s eye flashing that alien  green of trapped animals and then black again, under the dining-room table.


  Most erotic moment without touching. The cork of a wine bottle rolling over a faded yellow rose on the tablecloth under Glenn Marshall’s palm. His hand on her back. That might have been a moment of grace. The Ship Inn on a summer night blocked with people, standing space only, some event at the Hall getting out, the band deafening, summer dresses, tanned faces. The way the light slowly tinted the sky over the South Side Hills indigo, yellowish, pale blue. The desire to keep going, another bar, someone’s house, her new sandal destroyed. The sidewalk on Duckworth Street. A police cruiser slowing beside them and moving on. Glenn Marshall had whispered something in her ear, I’d like to go home with you. She had sobered up immediately. The cool breeze coming up from the harbour. The smell of the sea.


  I’d like to do nice things to you, he’d said. How illicit and tender it had sounded. Sweetly wrong. Hokey and forward! The prim fervour with which she explained she could never, ever, ever hurt her husband.


  Frank Harvey is still talking about the moment you discover you’re an asshole. A Sunday afternoon in Bannerman Park, he says, hungover, fragile, children making the diving board reverberate, wind in the leaves, and it hit me. It was so cleansing, such a relief. He’s smiling at everyone. Frank Harvey is holding court. The sun hits his balding forehead. It gleams as if he is  physically projecting his new wisdom. He’s good to have at a wedding; he’s the entertainment.


  Eleanor thinks: How dangerous to fall in love with Frank Harvey. She could always do that if Philip leaves. It would be torrid . Yes, there would be battles in public, dishes shattered, lovemaking outdoors, in movie theatres, planes. Bike trips across Canada, leanness, bracing, voluntary poverty. She would have to shave her head or become vegetarian. Type on a manual typewriter. Maybe take up smoking. She could be a female Ernest Hemingway, grow a beard. It would be invigorating. Philip, stunned, shaking his head at some luncheon. Philip regretting his blonde. But Eleanor is already too old for Frank. His lovers are all under twenty-five, they are giggly, svelte, and have asymmetrical haircuts. Eleanor doesn’t have a haircut.


  You see what I mean, says Frank Harvey, you’re an asshole, you have somewhere to go from there, don’t you? I rejoiced. No, seriously, I did. It was so unequivocal — my assholeness. The clouds broke and the sun poured down, cleansing me. I was cleansed.


  Frank takes a moment to close his eyes and lift his palms and handsome face to whatever power cleansed him. This is ninety-two percent delivery, but the content he means. He means what he says. Timing, he understands. He’s parodying himself parodying himself. He’s dead serious. He opens his eyes and says almost viciously, I was brand spanking new.


  Is Frank Harvey what they mean when they say bipolar? Or is he truly very, very near enlightenment? What enlightenment looks like: his eyes are so clear. He is so bursting with health. So  goddamn sexy. Eleanor decides enlightenment would take too much energy. A lot of honesty. She’s hardly ever deceitful — she imagines herself hacking a path of truth through a vast field with a machete, stopping only briefly to wipe the sweat from her brow.


  But Philip believes he is duty-bound to lie whenever it makes life easier. Eleanor imagines herself from an aerial view, the path she’s hacked winding in on itself, a spiral. Then she briefly allows herself to imagine Frank Harvey’s penis. The word dong leaps to mind. Something big and friendly. The sound of cymbals at the gateway of the Forbidden City. The whack of a baseball against a bat. Ying yang, ding dong. With Frank she could be oblique, like a heroine in a bodice ripper, Frank, take me.


  The smell of cinnamon from a tray Constance passes under her nose and Eleanor is back in India with Sadie, ten, no twelve years ago. Icy air-conditioning, thwack of ceiling fans. How real it becomes for her sometimes. She can smell it. They were asked to be extras in a movie. Two shady-looking men outside the Salvation Army hostel in Bombay. They said, Meet us here at five in the morning. We’ll fly you to Bangor. You’ll be paid. Eleanor terrified, Sadie gung-ho.


  Is this a good idea?


  Sadie: Are you kidding? This is the movies .


  With yoga, says Frank Harvey, there is so much pain. I tried to bury my self-hatred in pain. The instructor was so good. She really hurt me.


   The Indian movie agents came for Sadie and Eleanor at five a.m. Drove them to the outskirts of the city, and beyond, into a dry landscape, almost desert. How had Sadie become so brave? And somehow this drive, during which Eleanor believed her twenty-three-year-old life was ending, and during which Sadie sang Joni Mitchell songs for the two men who had abducted them, her elbows flung over the front seat — he bought her a dishwasher and a coffee percolator — singing with deep feeling, though they are too young to understand how sad or practical a dishwasher can be — all of this becomes vividly present. She remembers even the crack in the window, the rubber Ganesh (why is he blue) jumping on an elastic hanging from the rearview mirror. She was once this: a woman in the back of a car in the desert about to be killed/be in a Bollywood movie.


  And now she is what? Philip might be leaving. How will she support herself and Gabrielle? She has to finish her screenplay. She could get at least three or four thousand in development money if she tried. Even if the film went nowhere, four thousand. There are avenues. A little low-budget video thingy. A seventeen-year-old girl in Stephenville going to art school, old army barracks buried in snow, the El Dorado Lounge, the Grim Reaper, losing her virginity, her father’s death.


  The most erotic moment without touching: watching the nineteen-year-old boy, the first guy she’d ever slept with, sculpting a clay torso. Squeezing water from a sponge over the breasts, making the clay shiny like licked chocolate, a drip  hanging on the nipple, the slosh while he dips the sponge, the water hitting the clay with a patter; he talks to her while his muddy hands smooth the muscles in the torso’s belly, the ribs, the clavicle. He sponges the curve of the torso’s neck, and Eleanor’s hand creeps up by itself to her own neck, and they both notice and laugh. They laugh, but she is blushing, hot.


  The screenplay was taking forever. The penultimate scene, a Halloween party in a sprawling bar. That much would be cheap enough to shoot. Sometimes she still thinks about feasibility. She used to think about it always. But the more true the script becomes — the closer she is to describing the loss she felt with her father’s death — the less she cares if it’s feasible. Sandra, the lead, is drunk in the penultimate scene. She has made up her mind to lose her virginity. The town is buried in snowdrifts; it’s a white film. White. Oh, the young girl Eleanor imagines playing the lead. Beautiful because she’s that strange mix of child and adult, a changeling, like all sixteen-year-olds, but ordinary-looking too. The camera will always be close up on her face. The boy Sandra has decided to sleep with, a student at the school, is dressed as the Grim Reaper. He goes to the bar for beer and another Grim Reaper comes to her table and takes her by the wrist.


  Eleanor looks for Sadie, who is supposed to be at this wedding party but who is late. Always late. She’s in picture-lock, the message on the answering machine said. The film she’s working on; they’ve got the final edit. She won’t miss the potluck, she promises. I’ll be there, okay. She’s bringing Peach Melba isn’t  she? How could she miss the potluck? But it’s almost over already, the potluck, and there is no Sadie.


  She and Sadie were not killed in the desert by talent scouts as Eleanor had thought they would be! Instead they were extras in a Bollywood movie. They met a harem of dancers. Women who had been trained in the art of classical Indian dancing since they were five years old. Women who wore pale pancake makeup to lighten their dark skin. Kohl around their eyes. Plump, luscious women who fell asleep on wooden benches at one o’clock in the afternoon, dressed in brown calico housecoats. The Vamp (in the dance number, she peeks coyly out from behind a palm tree, searching for the Prince she’s about to seduce away from his virtuous wife) had chased Sadie around the change room. Sadie letting out yelps, leaping over benches, the Vamp trying to pinch her bum, the other dancers squealing, shrieking. Sadie backing her bum into a corner, bent double with giggles. Moments later the dancers huddled together, whispering, and they turned as a group. What, Sadie demanded. The Vamp stepped forward: You both must shave your underarms, it’s terrible. To appear on film like that. Have you no shame?


  There had been a poolside scene; a long line of dancers held striped beach balls over their heads and then fell sideways into the water, one after the other, like dominoes. Sadie and Eleanor among them, arms raised over their heads. Gloriously hairy armpits. They stood in line, the smell of chlorine and the burning sun, the music bursting into action, the Vamp shimmying to the water’s edge, tossing her gorgeous black hair, slitting  her sexy eyes at the camera, and one by one, the dancers fell into the water. None of them could swim. They began to drown as soon as they hit the water, the revved-up, hysterical music droning to silence, long black hair floating on the water, choking, coughing, panic. The cameramen reaching over the edge of the pool with poles. Sadie and Eleanor dragging the young women to the side, saving their lives after each take.


  Eleanor walks across the lawn toward the house. She hears Dawn Clark’s voice above everyone else: I know the Net. You’ve got a demographic of nineteen-year-old males, what are you going to do, sell them walking canes? I don’t think so.


  Eleanor goes inside, gets herself another beer from the fridge. She thinks, This beer will be the ruin of me. But it’s cold; the frost smoking off the lip of the bottle cheers her up. There is Philip. She walks over to him and lays her hand on his neck. He turns and looks at her, smiling while he talks. He has forgotten, for the moment, that he wants to leave her. Whatever he is telling Constance is more important. Eleanor and Philip are together at the potluck. They might go on forever. They are surrounded by friends. The rowers glide past on the lake. The room is full of flowers. The children are playing in their fancy clothes. Gabrielle waves to her from the lawn, the long grass combing her lemon dress.


  Philip telling Constance about his book. Constance holding her forehead in her hand, elbow on the table. She taps a cigarette. She’s listening to globalization, still in the wedding dress.


  The Swedes moving traffic from the left to the right side of  the road, Philip says, without a hitch, overnight. Things can change overnight.


  Eleanor has an overwhelming urge to pour her beer down the back of Philip’s shirt. How dare he think of abandoning her. She has given up travelling the world with Sadie for him. They had promised to travel all their lives together, she and Sadie, no matter what. She has given up jungles, and rides in rubber dinghies in murky lagoons, and pyramids. Why had she ever given up being who she was to love Philip? (He knows everything, everything, and is handsome, his big hands on the cheeks of her bum, last week she came in from a rain that bounced like ball bearings on the pavement, the house booming with Glenn Gould, so loud it was tactile, in the banister, in the linoleum, the Goldberg Variations, she yelled his name, and waited, and yelled again, but he couldn’t hear over the music and the shower and the rain and up the stairs two at a time, her coat, a boot, her sock, her shirt, the jeans — dropping them as she went — the other boot, the sock, the underwear, the bra, and she stood on the other side of the shower curtain, waiting, listening, the bathroom foggy and hot and the leaves of the spider plant on the windowsill trembling from the music, she got in silently, he was standing with his eyes closed, his hands resting on his chest and she cupped his balls and his eyes flew open and he screamed. He scared her so much she screamed, and they stood as if electrified, her hand on his balls, screaming into each other’s face, then laughing, then fucking, the wet slap of their bodies.) He thinks it’s wrong to stay in a relationship if you are  in love with someone else. He does not believe in weathering through , or for the children , or because you promised . He believes, simply, in doing what you want.


  First of all, Philip doesn’t believe in anything. He believes strongly in not believing in anything. He believes Eleanor’s whole problem is that she wants so desperately for there to be a right way. She has been too chicken-shit to shed this last vestige of her Catholic upbringing: the desire for a universal moral code, which, once understood, leaves only the small matter of putting it into practice. If he were to believe in something, it would be: admit what you want; get what you want. This line of action requires great stores of bravery. Apparently it’s not as easy as it sounds. But to do otherwise, Philip believes, sets in motion a whole chain of actions and events which totally fucks up not only your life but everyone’s life with whom you come in contact. To do otherwise is to act dishonestly.


  There is something so blazing and committed about this baldly self-centred stand that Eleanor loves him all the more for it. She refuses to love him less. He’s stuck with her. He is what she wants.


  Eleanor goes back out on the lawn. Glenn Marshall is where she left him. She’ll tell Glenn Marshall about the Taj Mahal, the warm marble and smell of feet. They’d seen a man levitate in front of the Taj Mahal.


  But Glenn loves Newfoundland. He doesn’t like heat, prefers cool weather. He wouldn’t want to be on top of the Pink Palace with lithe monkeys. She has told him before, she suddenly remembers. She has told him that story before, about the  Bollywood movie. Glenn Marshall had been mildly interested. He had listened, but he shook his head and said he’d never go there. Why would he? He loves Newfoundland. As if there were just the two choices: the Taj or Little Island Cove. He loves being in the woods by himself, he has a cabin, can build a leanto, set snares; he does some ice fishing, he likes the quiet.


  Who is she kidding, she could never love Glenn Marshall. But if she slept with him. Maybe if she slept with him. Things can change overnight. The entire city of Stockholm, was it? Driving on the other side of the road as though they always had.


  Frank Harvey says, And I had an epiphany, alone in Bannerman Park on a Sunday afternoon. I realized it was okay to be an asshole. I rushed out to tell my wife about the affairs I’d had, you see, I had already forgiven myself.


  What was Glenn Marshall’s most erotic moment without touching? Eleanor can only think of the galloping moose. He had kissed her on New Year’s Eve and said, How do you like a moustache?


  Ted says, Constance sent me flowers in the middle of a rainstorm — someone announced it over the intercom at the bookstore. I was in the back room tearing off the covers of old Harlequin romances. A big box of white roses.


  Ivory, says Constance.


  The salesgirls falling all over themselves to find a card, says Ted.


   The first night Eleanor slept at Philip’s apartment; walking up the steep hill from Kibitzer’s, broken beer bottles glittering by the curbs, someone’s white bedsheets flapping on a line. She walked under the sheets, the damp cotton stiff with frost when it brushed over her face. She turned to watch him, a big hand bashing through, the clothespins pinging into the air, and then the rest of him tumbling, falling. They were twenty-one and he had a three-year-old daughter. A light came on in the row of public housing, then another. They were rolling down the hill in the sheet. Grass, mud, stones, sky, stars. The sheet wrapped around them like a cocoon they wriggled out of together.


  A snowy afternoon at four o’clock; walking past the war memorial with his three-year-old child on her shoulders, Eleanor counting change for a block of cheese. They had the macaroni already. They were a family overnight, some sort of family. The change in her hand just enough! The child’s shiny red boots hanging beneath her chin. Dusk swooping down on Duckworth Street, the second-hand bookstore still lit. Slush seeping into her boots. Holding tight to the child’s ankles. Later, the steam rising from the pot in the kitchen, she and the child painted fish on the clear plastic shower curtain. The who-she-was disappearing fast, gobbled by the who-she-is.


  Frank Harvey says his wife went insane with jealousy when he told her about the affairs.


  I’ve avoided women like that ever since, jealous women. I can smell it, and if I get even the faintest whiff, I’m gone a  hundred miles in the other direction.


  He sounds so right, Eleanor thinks. She vaguely understands that everything Frank Harvey says is informed by the year of silence he spent in a monastery in Korea. Frank Harvey, the mime, had not spoken for an entire year of his life. It helped, he’d said, that no one spoke English. Cut down on the desire to blurt, he’d said. You come to understand the sublime beauty of chitchat, the fragmentary, absurd, chaotic, feral meaninglessness of everything we say. Whatever else about Frank Harvey, he is a talented mime. He can do the glass wall thing, of course, and the Michael Jackson moonwalk, but he can also run on the spot in slow motion as if he were being chased in a nightmare, his bones melting, and then he is caught and devoured by some unnameable monster you can almost smell. He can hold invisible animals in his hands, quelling their struggles for escape. She loves how convincing Frank Harvey is. Convincing is the thing to be, Eleanor decides; it doesn’t matter what you’re convincing about.


  I came to love talk, Frank Harvey says, I live for it. And I learned how to tell a joke, he says. You must never telegraph the laugh. Let the material do the work. The best joke I ever told, I waited a year to deliver the punch line.


  What was the joke, Tiffany White asks. Tiffany is a bright, new nurse who has arrived from Thunder Bay. Eleanor realizes she is taking Frank seriously.


  That was the joke, says Frank Harvey. You didn’t get it?


  What was?


  The joke was it took a year to tell the joke.


   Frank turns back to Eleanor. We parted after that, he says, speaking of his wife. There was nothing left to salvage.


  It’s some Buddhist idea of Frank’s, Eleanor thinks, we can’t possess each other. We shouldn’t even want to. She has an ache in her chest as if she had been Frank Harvey’s wife, the one he had cheated on a thousand million times. She wants to defend herself against his airtight argument, that jealousy is vile. What kind of man doesn’t talk for a year?


  Constance takes a tray of honey garlic meatballs from the oven. The woman with the blond ponytail is sitting next to Philip. Amelia Kerby from British Columbia doing a PhD on Canadian ecofeminist novels. A gold lame dress: she had met Leonard Cohen in Greece, had somehow gotten invited into his limousine as it pulled away from a concert. Fans tearing open their blouses and squashing their breasts against the car windows as they pulled out of the garage.


  She says, I put my hand on his crotch, he was wearing black leather pants, and the sun through the window made the leather hot. I couldn’t help myself.


  Eleanor: Your hand on his crotch, that’s not without touching. It’s supposed to be an erotic moment without touching.


  The first night she and Philip slept together, he was sitting in an armchair and she sat on the frayed arm, in a homey downtown bar. The Last Tango in Paris was playing on a snowy screen bolted above the bar. Brando with the butter. Maria Schneider, those breasts. Empty apartment. The French are forever living in empty rooms with high ceilings and open windows, curtains.


   Sadie’s boyfriend, Maurice, has such an apartment. He wanders around it all day with a glass of something, and sighs, and writes something down, and wanders around the apartment some more. For this he gets a fair bit of money. As far as Eleanor can tell, that’s all he does, but Eleanor doesn’t speak French, so. Schneider’s heels clattering on the tiles, the butter. The last movie ever about pleasure, expansive, extravagant, expensive, anger-incited, dangerous pleasure. Or pain. She isn’t sure now.


  At night in a hotel in Southern India, Bangor, monsoon rains drilling rivets in the corrugated tin roof, a week after the movie shoot; Sadie shook her awake. Sadie had opened her diary to an empty page. She was running her fingers through her hair and lice fell onto the clean paper. All those drowning dancers had lice.


  We have them now, Sadie said.


  Long shiny black ropes of hair floating in the aqua water, covering Eleanor’s face and arms as she dragged the drowning dancers to the poolside after each shot.


  You have them, said Eleanor. I don’t have them.


  The next day they were at a train station. Eleanor went to buy a drink and the train started to pull away without her. It was halfway out of the station gathering speed. Sadie’s voice from a dark window, already in the white sun of the countryside, Jump on, jump on.


  Eleanor ran and a soldier in khakis with a rifle leaned out of the last car and offered her his hand. He pulled her aboard,  and she yelled into the countryside, rice fields flashing in the sun, I’m on the train, Sadie. Then she sat down on a sack of grain and hung her head, feeling her fast-beating heart and, at the nape of her neck, the crawling lice.


  Eleanor opens her eyes and pulls the heel of her sandal slowly out of the mud. She has been out on the lawn most of the afternoon. She can feel the heat of a late summer sunburn. She turns, looks up at the bedroom window.


  Constance and Ted have disappeared. And this is Ted’s story, she thinks. His stepfather woke him with the tip of a kitchen knife pressing into his windpipe when he was fourteen. Ted inching his back up the wall, his palms squeaking against the floral wallpaper, until he’s standing on tip-toe, the knife pressing hard into his throat. The most terrifying moment.


  Ted says, My father died when I was three. After my stepfather arrived we weren’t allowed in my mother’s bedroom. That’s why I let the children sleep with us whenever they want. They just pile in, all four of them and the dog. Constance can’t stand it.


  She hasn’t seen Ted or Constance for an hour or more. They must be making love. Consummating the marriage. All the guests on the lawn filling their faces. The wedding dress on the hardwood floor, a sinking angel food cake.


  Ted’s brother Earl, a hulking rugby player, leans over the railing of the verandah, a champagne glass in his giant ginger-root hands, as delicate and incongruous as an icicle. Earl had gone to  New Brunswick with his wife after a bankruptcy; he had five children. He worked in a cola factory for a time and was electrocuted while moving an industrial appliance. Enough electricity to lift him off his feet, blow him across the floor, and smash him against the wall. The moment you came closest to death.


  He says, I lived because I kept my eyes open. If I’d closed my eyes I would have completed the circuit, and self-combusted, and this is the truth of what happened, whether it’s scientifically true or not.


  When Earl recovered he bought himself a small wooden table where he could sit and write poetry. He wrote several poems every day and understood his interest to have been ignited by the bolt of electricity. He called Constance late at night and read her the poems long distance, and she boxed up all her Eliot and mailed it to him.


  Eleanor has imagined, ever since she first heard the story, that the electrical bolt had blown through Earl, back into his past, powering the restaurant he ran, the jobs he gave all his friends, including Eleanor (who once dropped a bowl of cod chowder down the back of another waitress), reached all the way back to the moment when his stepfather held a knife to Ted’s throat, and protected Ted in a web of blue crackly light. Because Earl, with his near seven-foot height and boulder chest, wasn’t a talker. Ted did the philosophy degree; Chad, the youngest, roamed the country with his thumb, became a clothing designer; and Earl protected, just as he was doing now, leaning on the verandah, the glass tipped, his eyes squinted against the glare of the lake.


   Eleanor says, What do you think grace is, Glenn?


  She’s thinking, if she could attain grace, even for a moment, everything would fall into place. The scenes of her film script would snap together like a Rubik’s cube, the scales would fall from her husband’s eyes, and he would recognize how lucky he was to have her; Frank Harvey would return to his wife, or at least call and tell her she had been right all along. All women would be right. Glenn is watching Earl too. He doesn’t speak until Earl turns and walks through the screen door, holding his fingertips against the wood frame so it doesn’t bang.


  Below Constance’s bedroom window, the sunroom window. She sees a white streak that might be Philip’s shirt.


  Weasels don’t come in white, Glenn says.


  The one in my mother’s house was white. It might have been a mink. Like spilled milk. My mother stood on the kitchen counter and it ran through the rungs of the chairs under the dining-room table.


  I don’t believe it, he says.


  But you believe Leonard Cohen and the squashed breasts? You believe Amelia Kerby?


  Amelia, Eleanor overheard while getting her beer from the kitchen, has also made a smallish fortune designing aromatherapy atomizers to squirt (mist, was the verb Amelia used) in the faces of colicky babies to shut them up (encourage serenity, Amelia said). The gold lame dress was shipped from Paris; it had been packed in helium.


  What have you got in those atomizers, asked Constance. Agent Orange?


   Amelia’s uncle was a marine biologist. She had written a novel about eco-conscious cyborgs, a moral tale as yet unpublished because Amelia hasn’t decided who to go with, apparently. She had bumped along the floor of the Atlantic in a two-person craft. There was nothing much to see down there, she said. It was dark.


  Eleanor wants to tell Glenn Marshall she remembers him touching her back at the Ship Inn. Does he remember it? His hand on her back, a pulse of neon lighting up her bones, her hip, her ankle, all through. Once she heard Leonard Cohen dedicating a song to all the people who had conceived children listening to his music. The elegant arrogance of it. But Gabrielle was conceived that way. An attic bedroom in Toronto during a heat wave, a fitted bedsheet working its way off a coffee-coloured futon, she and Philip satiny with Toronto sweat. The whole day walking Yonge, crowds, bursts of music, exhaust, neon in daylight, sex shops with things she’d never seen before, battery-operated vaginas that could smoke a cigarette, the smell of hotdog stands. A food wrapper blew against her shin, squiggle of ketchup. Pastry shops. Even the breeze was hot. The sidewalk where they lived covered with blossoms. All part of their lovemaking, and Leonard Cohen singing about Joan of Arc. Make your body cold, I’m going to give you mine to hold .


  They had a tiny fan jammed in the window that did nothing but make a noise that she felt on the edges of her teeth. This was the cement of her love for Philip: this attic room, the swelter of summer, Newfoundland a gazillion miles away. She  went with him to write her first film script. She’d written a naked skydiver. Swinging like a lazy pendulum beneath the big red bulb of a parachute, the sky behind utterly blue.


  She had dreamed a skydiver, and he compelled her to make him real. The room she and Philip shared was so small that when they both sat at their desks the backs of their chairs touched. He went to the university during the day, and when it started to get dark outside she would listen for his footsteps on the sidewalk under the window. Listen for his key, the sound of his knapsack hitting the floor, the zipper of his jacket, the Velcro of his sneakers, the cats rubbing against his legs. She anticipated him. Tried to piece together who he was, and he was this: the cracked leather of the knapsack, dusk, clammy heat, the sound of coffee beans being ground in the kitchen. The unrelenting desire to fuck. She promised herself all day she would wait for the little things, the kiss, to take his earlobe in her teeth, unbutton his shirt, take a long time between each button — but her desire leapt all over itself, and she would want him inside her, couldn’t wait.


  Glenn?


  He might have fallen asleep. The children are throwing a Frisbee at the edge of the lake.


  Eleanor says, I want to be full of grace. Then she’s embarrassed. What is she talking about, at a wedding? She is clearly drunk. She firmly reminds herself: You can’t be sexy and maudlin at the same time.


  Glenn says, Grace is bestowed, you can’t will it.


   Grace is bestowed. Everything worth anything is like that, she thinks. You can’t just know what you want and go get it, as Philip says. You wait. She closes her eyes. Watches the lake through her lashes. Wait for it to come to you. She can see the children, silhouettes, standing on the rim of the lake as if they will upend it. It’s only late afternoon, there’s still the evening, there’s more drinking to do. There’s a lot more drinking.


  Frank Harvey says, It’s about identity. My wife started to think of herself as us. What we made up together.


  Frank is right. You have to be able to be alone. If only she could sleep with someone else. Once at the Ship Inn she could have gone home with Glenn Marshall. That first time with Philip she thought: I will spend the rest of my life with him. She thinks, I have never questioned this, and I have acted upon it. I have built a twisted organic life around the assumption that Philip was meant for me. She imagines the great coral reef around Australia as her life — as if Philip is Australia and she has accrued around the fact of him. Coral accrues.


  But she’s afraid to be alone. Gabrielle had been afraid last night too. What was it? Can she guess her father might be leaving them? (But he’s not leaving Gabrielle, he has explained this patiently to Eleanor several times, she keeps forgetting. But you’re leaving, aren’t you? I might be leaving, yes. You might be. Yes, and Gabrielle will come with me half the time. Gabrielle will go with you? You’re leaving and Gabrielle will go with you. Sure, she can be with me half the time. In some  apartment. Yes. So it’s me you’re leaving. I might be leaving you, he says. And you think that will be good for Gabrielle? He shrugs. It won’t be a good thing, he says, maybe a necessary thing. Gabrielle will be fine, he says. He turns back to the computer. He doesn’t let one thing overlap with the other. He might be leaving, but right now he has to work on his book about globalization.)


  Gabrielle sobbing at the foot of their bed, her upper lip shiny with mucous. Eleanor let Gabrielle drag her down the hall. They stood in the doorway, she and her seven-year-old daughter. Eleanor saw the streetlight hit the dull glass of the hobbyhorse’s eye. She saw a rust-coloured flare thin as a needle in the button. Sinister and pulsing. Gabrielle terrified. It’s alive. It’s thinking . A horse’s head on a stick. The wind blew hard against the house, the windowpane rattled, and the fierce light, deep in the horse’s button eye, faded and went flat. Shadows of leaves tumbled over each other on the wall above the bed, like galloping hoofs, a spooked herd all turning at once. Gabrielle’s hand sweaty in hers, her face wet, nose running.


  Eleanor thinks, I’m such a dupe . The shame she feels is so overpowering she could throw up all the red wine she’s been drinking, and the beer, and the goat cheese thingies. She could throw up over the red dress with its folds and beads. She decides she will go in there and kick Amelia Kerby and punch her, knock her teeth loose. I will cut her into pieces and wear a chunk of her around my neck on a rope until it rots. I will not speak to her, I will not notice her, I will be aloof, condescendingly  kind, I will invite her to dinner parties, rise above it all, befriend her. I’ll sleep with her myself.


  Her skin gets cold, and she thinks just as suddenly, It’s not so bad. I’ll go to China. No one there will know Philip has left me. A clean, simple life in China. They’ll never hear from her again. Someone had gone to China already, that doctor whose wife left him. There was a rumour he’d remarried, he was happy, had new children. Chinese children. The rowers have lined up next to the buoys. A team of women in orange tank tops. They just float while the coxswain harangues them. A shrill whistle. Eleanor thinks, it’s very unlikely that I will go to China. Instead. Gradually, over time, I will get over Philip. My passion for Philip will cool. That’s what happens. People get over it . They eventually get over it. This is the worst thing: to imagine normal without him.


  Someone places her hands over Eleanor’s eyes. Eleanor reaches up and touches the wrists. Sadie! Eleanor is so happy she feels sharp little tears.


  You’re here.


  Did I miss anything?


  Amelia Kerby. She’s over there tossing back champagne.


  The gall!


  Gold lamé, the ponytail.


  She looks short to me. Am I right?


  Ecofeminist.


  Hefty, I’m thinking.


  Here on scholarship.


   What’s with the tinfoil dress? How Walmart.


  You think?


  Sure I think!


  She’s into aromatherapy.


  Of course she is.


  And bungee jumping.


  He’ll get tired real quick.


  Naked, they bungee jump on the West Coast.


  Real quick.


  Eleanor hadn’t taken the scene of the naked skydiver to the pitch meeting. She’d had a Styrofoam cup of coffee, and when the producers looked at each other and told her, as kindly as they could, that a big record producer from the mainland sweeping a local girl off her feet was a cliché, the cup trembled in Eleanor’s hand. She spilled hot coffee on her thumb. And she’d said, with her voice all funny, Well, originally he wasn’t a record producer. He wasn’t? No, not originally. What was he, originally? No, it’s too silly. Tell us. It’s expensive. Tell us. It’s impractical, dangerous, you couldn’t get anyone to do it. But originally you had something different? Well, I see him falling from the sky. This beautiful man. He’s handsome, strange-handsome not ordinary-handsome, and he’s got a beautiful body. Beauty is good. We should celebrate beauty, and he’s naked, that’s the hard part, he’s naked. Naked skydivers, they have them. There are such things. There was an ad in the Telegram , and my friend, Sadie, she decided she wanted to jump when she saw the ad. She wanted something big and dangerous. Just their bums in  the paper with the parachutes wafting behind, a promotional ad. Sadie had to do a one-day course, how to land, bend your knees, and then there she was hanging on to the wing, the guy in the plane yelling at her, Jump, and her yelling back, Jump? And him yelling, Jump! And her still yelling, Jump? And finally the guy in the plane, he leaned out and he just edged her feet off the step with the side of his shoe, he basically pushed her feet off the step, and she let go, and that was it. So Sally — my character, Sally — is driving along a country road and she pulls over because she sees something, she gets out, and it’s a naked skydiver. The whole thing is about fate. Big theme, fate. Sally feels fated to be with him. She watches him fall, her hand over her eyes to block the sun. And he lands, and rolls, and gathers up the parachute, and lopes over to her, he’s loping. He’s out of breath. Buck naked. A naked babe. There’s this big field behind them and the sun, you know, going down.


  The producers looked at each other, looked at Eleanor, We could do that. You could? We could do that, yes. You could do a naked skydiver? We could, yes, we could.


  Gabrielle comes around the corner of the house, whacking the grass with a cracked broom handle. There was a scream for attention in each whack. She has lost one of the gold earrings her grandmother gave her. She wants to be absolved. She leans on Eleanor, rocking gently.


  How’s my girl, says Sadie.


  What, Eleanor asks Gabrielle. What do you want? What? Gabrielle won’t mention the missing earring. We have heard  enough about the earring, thinks Eleanor. She was too young for gold. Eleanor is tired of Gabrielle. Tired of the wedding. Tired of losing things. She wants it to be tomorrow already. Her neck, the back of her neck, she realizes, is tired.


  Hi, Sadie, Gabrielle says. Then she grabs Sadie around the waist in a fit of passion, burying her face.


  I love you so much, Gabrielle says.


  Are you having a good time at the wedding, honey, Sadie says.


  Gabrielle rocks harder, stamps her foot.


  Eleanor says, What?


  Nothing.


  Tell me.


  Nothing. My earring, she whimpers.


  You’re impossible, Eleanor says. Philip comes out and sits beside them.


  What’s the matter with her?


  The earring your mother gave her. Philip rubs his hand over the stubble on his chin.


  The French, he says, are sometimes full of crap. Do you get that feeling?


  Is it crap, Sadie says.


  Philip says, But still, I’m like you, Sadie, I prefer the French. Where’s Maurice, Eleanor says.


  He’s showing Constance the dish he made for the wedding. Seaweed something or other.


  We’ll have to eat seaweed, Eleanor says, how gloomy.


  Nobody has to eat anything they don’t want to, Sadie says.  He’s very clear about that. It’s part of his thing , his whole thing. He thinks it’s totally fucked up to eat out of politeness. And you don’t ever lie, or make promises; that’s also part of his thing.


  We all have a thing , Eleanor says. If someone makes a dish you eat it, that’s my thing.


  Philip says, I’m not eating seaweed.


  Or marry for convenience, says Sadie, you never do that, according to Maurice, even if you need citizenship to get a job so you can stay in the country and be with your lover whom you supposedly love.


  I’m eating it, says Eleanor.


  Or marry for any reason. Or have children, because that’s a promise in itself. Never making a promise is part of Maurice’s thing too. Although he loves children, says Sadie.


  I also love children, says Eleanor, children are also part of my thing . Staying married is part of my thing. And just generally being nice to people. I believe in being nice .


  Philip grabs Constance’s dog, who is trotting by and stares into his eyes.


  This dog wants to tell me something, Philip says.


  Maurice loves other people’s children though, says Sadie. He loves this little girl for instance. She gives Gabrielle an extra squeeze.


  Philip says, I think the dog is starting to look like Nicolas Cage.


  Eleanor says, Try new things, right? Isn’t that right Philip? My god, there’s a whole ocean of seaweed out there.


   They shot the skydiving scene during a blizzard on the Bally-Halley golf course. The man they’d gotten to play the part was strikingly beautiful. Eleanor had said, You have a beautiful face. He was surprised to hear it. He’d been a weightlifter, said his thigh had once been twenty-eight inches around, he couldn’t buy a pair of pants. His body was a separate thing, a thing by itself, he said while folding a Caesar salad into his mouth. He wasn’t successful as an actor, had turned to repairing fridges, which is what his father did. A part comes up every now and then, he says. A part like this. She can tell he doesn’t think much of nude skydiving. Of course, there’s a stuntman to do the actual dive. But the actor must run across the field without his clothes.


  Costume had sewn tiny heating pads into the straps of the parachute, but he was nude in the snowstorm. All the crew in knee-length eiderdown, the actor completely nude, running through the snow, gathering the parachute behind him. Eleanor hadn’t written a storm but there it was. The shoot had been postponed and there was the storm. Two women waited outside the scope of the camera with thick blankets. The hulking actor trembling with frostbite. Everybody averting their eyes from his purple dick. The director called cut, and the girls ran up to the naked actor and flung the blankets over him and there was a consultation.


  What the hell? I thought that was good, he called out over the field, hopping from foot to foot. Someone wiped his nose.


  Snot? Snot on my goddamn face? I do the best goddamn performance of my life and there’s snot on my face. Come on, let’s do this thing, let’s do this thing, he yelled.


   The first time Philip cheated on her, if you can call it that, when it’s out in the open, when there’s an understanding: Eleanor and Philip had gone to a movie together, and afterwards they sat in the car, which was parked facing their house. It was raining, and the yellow clapboard of the three-storey house wiggled and snaked.


  Philip said, There’s something I forgot to tell you. When I was in Montreal for that conference, two years ago. I told you about the jazz, and the weather.


  You told me about that, she says.


  On the last night we were all going to a party in a hotel room. This woman and me, this very beautiful woman, we got into the elevator together. It was late at night. And we got out on the wrong floor. We were talking, about the conference, papers we’d heard. We got out in front of a floor-to-ceiling window, a whole wall of glass. And there was the city in front of us, spread as far as you could see, the lights. It was so beautiful. It shocked me. And I said, How beautiful. And this woman, she touched my hand, and she said, Yes, let’s get a room.


  He turned the car on and let the wipers clear the glass for two swipes, and their house was solid again, the clapboard straight, and the car filled with music, the radio was on loud, jazz, several horns, Miles Davis, maybe, and he turned it off. The house went soft, melting. She looked at him under the streetlight. A splatter of rainy shadows migrating over his nose, across his cheeks. His hand still on the key, looking straight ahead.


  How does this confession change things? The yellow house is still yellow, the harbour beyond, the Atlantic Ocean, the rain  hitting the street so hard it rises in a silver fur under the streetlights. It makes Philip a stranger, she thinks. Like in the beginning, when she sat on the frayed arm of the chair at Kibitzer’s and just wanted to go home with him but was afraid. Maria Schneider making herself come without touching — they don’t exchange names, she and Brando, they just fuck while his wife lies in a coffin.


  And you forgot to tell me this.


  I decided not to tell you. I decided not to tell you, and then I forgot to tell you.


  But that night, when I spoke to you on the phone from Montreal, she says. She tried to think of the night. He had called every night, waking her. She loved being dredged out of sleep, trawled into the bedroom. Out drinking, he’d said. A bunch of Newfoundlanders at the conference and his paper had gone well, he’d called to tell her something about flowers and stars. They had been drinking outside, it was an outdoor pay phone he called her from. Flowers had fallen into his beer, or birdshit. It was birdshit. Nothing about stars. There had been laughter in the background and she’d fallen back to sleep, blissful.


  With great effort she speaks to Glenn Marshall: Last summer Gabrielle wanted a ladybug, but they’re like grace, you can’t will them, either.


  Glenn rises from his chair and his snifter of brandy smashes. She sees it fall, hot amber coming up to the mouth of the glass like a jellyfish.


   You prepare for grace, he says. Thomas Aquinas said, Get ready. That’s his advice, prepare.


  Yes, she thinks, you wait. She glances at the window, but she can’t see Philip, he has moved into the kitchen. She thinks of her mother and the white mink, how much was lost when her father died.


  Eleanor says, It’s about a girl who comes through grief via a sexual awakening.


  The story editor says, What does that mean?


  She says, When my father died, because essentially this script is about my father. Pleasure is a kind of betrayal, to feel pleasure, any kind of pleasure, after a death. Because pleasure is life affirming, and to go on living, enjoying life, when someone you love has died is to accept their death. And acceptance is a kind of betrayal, is my thinking here.


  The screenplay is a messy jumble. Everything out of order. Full of dream sequences (self-indulgent, according to the story editor), the death, snowstorms, pregnancy, a prison where Sandra teaches art to a young woman who had attacked someone with a hammer (of course it’s all true, the screenplay tells exactly what happened, her mother struggling to get the lawnmower into the trunk of her car so she could mow her husband’s grave and finally throwing it at the car with a superhuman burst of strength brought on by grief).


  The story editor takes up a coloured marker and approaches a flip chart. He draws a timeline.


  He says, A half-hour screenplay is twenty-four pages. I want  the grief fully realized by page four. I want to see the character attempt to overcome grief three times by page twenty. Three failed attempts, but each time she gets closer. I want the sexual awakening on page twenty. By page twenty-four she has come through.


  And who is the father, the story editor asks.


  Who is he?


  I mean who is he, really, the story editor says.


  She remembers her father bringing a Portuguese sailor home for supper when she was seven so they could hear a foreign language. She feels a burst of tears coming, her nose. But she won’t cry in front of the story editor. In the elevator she noticed his black turtleneck, his raglan, his polished shoes. He has uncapped the marker. Death has made her father finite. She could list all the things he was. Everyone else, this man with the marker, Philip wanting to leave her, Sadie working on her film, everyone else is changing.


  Like what was his favourite food, says the story editor, who did he read. What did he take in his coffee. You have to know these things about your character.


  Who was it Eleanor’s father used to read before bed?


  Harold Robbins. Eleanor can see Harold Robbins in raised gold script. Her father would fall asleep each night with the book open on his chest, having read only a page or two.


  After her father died, Eleanor’s mother had a nervous breakdown, and then began to see Doug Ryan. Eleanor first read Harold Robbins while her father was still alive, just two pages. Two forbidden pages when she was thirteen.


   They had been jumping off the Ryans’ wharf, knees tucked up. The smack. Plunging down through a tunnel of bubbles and the murkiness near the bottom of the lake, the mossy struts of the dock, underground springs spurting up, making warm pockets, remembering the eels balled together in the darkness.


  Eleanor had known about sex, the facts, for a long time, of course. She had been kissed. (She’d just let her horse, a fineboned pacer, out of the barn and the mare had bucked and reared, front hoofs pawing the clouds, neck tossing, back legs step-stepping in the deep snow, and Eleanor caught the yellow nylon rope snaking past her jeans, the mare yanking her arms, her hands burned by the rope, digging in her heels, her mother had company, and they’d brought their son, three years older than Eleanor, sixteen, he was drinking a cup of tea he’d taken from the house, standing in snow up to his knees, she had loved the horse, had spent winter evenings in the mare’s stall with just a flashlight, the smell of linseed oil she used to clean the tack, the brushes, she knew the animal’s body, the shiny black knees, the way to pick up the hoofs and remove stones with a pick, a flame of pink inside the right nostril, the wet snuffle of giant lips against her palm when she held out half an apple, the smell of manure, the molasses in the grain, the water bucket with a skin of ice, the blue salt lick, smell of horse in her hair, under her nails, outside trees creaking together, the starry, dark blue sky. Walking back to her house through the trees, all the while her family going bankrupt, the television murmuring, her father hitting the adding machine, hitting the adding machine, the washer going, piles of money in front of him, a dish with a  sponge for counting, the adding machine, until morning, when she woke and found him leaning on the counter looking through the kitchen window at the sun coming up. He had cut up a grapefruit for her breakfast with a maraschino cherry in the middle. He was drinking his instant coffee.


  Catching the horse’s nylon halter, kelly green, bright against the blue sky, white clouds, after coaxing the mare into stillness, the white of her eye, Danny Martin came up to her and kissed her lips, he took his time, she could feel the mare’s breath on her wrist, he was holding the cup and he tasted of milky tea out there in the snowbank on a spring day, the snow creeping back off the pavement, the asphalt shiny, the horse.


  For weeks after, months, she imagined the kiss while falling asleep, and when her father sat her down on the plaid sofa and took her two hands in his, cradled them between his, explaining they would have to sell the horse, his heart nearly broken, she could hardly remember why she had ever wanted one.)


  Harold Robbins described being overcome. Sexually overcome. Losing control. To think that such a thing could happen to adults. Those who made the world stable. Even after the bankruptcy, when there were less treats in the cupboard and no new clothes for a long time, everything had a certainty.


  She understood why she hadn’t been allowed to read the Harold Robbins. Her parents hadn’t wanted her to know, and knowing, she could feel herself crossing over, becoming adult.


  Terrified of the eels, which were definitely thickly knotted under the wharf, kicking hard to the dazzling surface of the lake; but as soon as she gets there, thirteen-year-old Eleanor  instantly forgets the eels, climbs up the slimy ladder to jump again, ribs heaving to catch her breath.


  Mr. Ryan used to deep fry battered cod tongues and serve them with tartar sauce.


  The men always had one specialty and they were praised for it as if it were a miracle. Doug’s cod tongues.


  Somewhere she has heard the story, a famous editor had given Harold Robbins an advance after receiving the first half of a novel. When the final half came in, it was an entirely different story. The characters had different names, different crimes, different lovers, different settings. But Robbins wouldn’t change a word. His editor found him on the Riviera. Robbins wouldn’t leave his yacht. A champagne glass held high, women in bikinis. The editor claimed it would destroy Robbins’s career, published the novel as it was, and nobody noticed. It sold as well as all the other Harold Robbins books. People read for the sex and wealth.


  Glamour, thinks Eleanor, and she remembers Mr. Ryan’s plastic toothpicks with the Playboy bunnies at the tip, in silhouette, jutting breasts and ponytails, the tiny cheeks of their bums perched on the picks, sticking out of the cod tongues. Mr. Ryan was being ironic with the toothpicks, making fun of himself, his inability to let loose. But the toothpicks were also a parody of the desire to let loose; he didn’t believe in letting go.


  Mrs. Ryan sent her to the house for ice. Eleanor had left the wharf, wandered up through the raspberry canes, eating some, pressing her tongue into the nubbly thimbles. Spiderwebs in the shade of the spruce trees wobbling with droplets of an  early morning rain. Her sister, Fran, stood near the sprinkler for hours, the lines of water hitting her bright bathing suit in a burry asterisk of mist (the bathing suit was blue with bananas all over, the things that suddenly come back to you!), the steely threads moving over Fran’s scrunched eyes, down her throat, chest, protuberant belly, and thighs. Hitting the sharp bones of her ankles and resting there like silver spurs.


  There was too much sun. The Ryans’ house was empty. She opened the freezer and took out the metal tray of ice. In the living room she lay the tray on the TV and picked up a Harold Robbins novel from the shelf. She checked the bay window in the living room, looked out over the lawn. She could hear the Ryan children at the wharf. The crashes of their bodies on the water, shrill laughter.


  Mr. Ryan, just outside on the verandah, preparing the cod tongues. Their parents drank so much in the middle of the afternoon, thinks Eleanor. All day, in the sunshine with the fireweed swaying, the mild breeze lifting clouds of seed into the air, and the dark spruce with ribbons of lake hanging in the branches. They had been rich briefly, then the construction company had failed. The sprinkler reaching her sister’s feet, and then, mysteriously, the water had dried up, someone, somewhere, had turned off the tap, and Eleanor’s sister opened her eyes and blinked in disbelief.


  It’s such a shock when someone dies, all that energy, angst, desire, memory, love, the sheer propulsion , amounting to nothing. She just wants the screenplay to capture that: the shock.


  The Harold Robbins novel: Eleanor on the cusp of puberty,  small breasts, ears pierced with two ice cubes freezing the lobes, and then the sewing needle, a drop of blood; in the mirror, her earlobes as dark as cherries, burning, the delicate jiggle of the dark red stones in the gold settings, her grandmother’s, the hot sting of the sewing needle through numbed flesh.


  But I’d never read a word of pornography, she thinks.


  She opens to the second-last page. A man is holding a gun, he has caught up with a woman he is going to kill. Eleanor can tell he has chased her through the five hundred pages, she has betrayed him again and again, and he comes back for more, they are in a room alone, his arm out straight, his finger on the trigger. (Maybe she should shoot Philip, blow his head off with a rifle, ruin Constance’s wedding.)


  I will be independent, she thinks. She feels alert, squares her shoulders, a cold breeze from the lake, the potluck is ending, she is out on the lawn by herself, had she fallen asleep? She checks her chin for drool. She wonders if Philip has been waiting for a specific date when he can leave, like Mrs. Ryan. Has he planned to leave her all along?


  Grace was not bestowed, she realizes. Nothing. Was it something Philip decided one night, resolved, resigned himself to? Surely Mr. Ryan, arranging the bowls of tartar sauce, the toothpicks, the serviettes, must have known something was going to happen.


  Eleanor’s mother singing out: Doug’s cod tongues, what a treat!


  How unthinkable that he would one day be with her mother for a short time, he would, in his confusion after  Mrs. Ryan left, turn to Eleanor’s mother, who was herself so disoriented with grief, so lost, how unthinkable on that particular sunny afternoon when Eleanor read pornography for the first time. As if the characters of the afternoon had stepped into a different novel halfway through. Her mother in Mr. Ryan’s arms. Her father buried on a hill overlooking the ocean. Mrs. Ryan seeing a lawyer in British Columbia.


  The man grips the gun. The woman takes out her hairpins. Her shiny mahogany hair tumbles over her shoulders. She begins to unbutton her blouse. The man breaks into a sweat, he tries to look away, but he cannot. The woman reaches behind and unzips her skirt, it falls to her ankles, the man is trembling. He tells her not to move. She stands before him in a black lace bra and panties, garters, and fishnet stockings. The woman reaches back and unhooks her bra. Out on the verandah Mr. Ryan lowers a basket into the boiling fat and a roar rises.


  The woman says, Shoot me if you can, Eleanor moves her head, feels her earrings jiggle. The woman leaning against the wall, her breasts, the gleaming satin of her bra, Danny Martin’s kiss. The man slowly lowers his arm, he cannot hold the gun out any longer. The gun drops from his fingers to the floor. The woman steps out of her skirt, walks across the tiles in her high heels, and steps into his arms. The screen door slams. Eleanor drops the book, kicks it under the skirt of the couch (the screen door slams, it’s Constance, checking the garden for Eleanor). Mr. Ryan is surprised to see her. For a moment he stands on the other side of the room, basket of cod tongues. The eels are  undisturbed, writhing together between the crevices of rock at the bottom of the lake.


  The editor snaps the top back on his felt-tip marker. He taps the flowchart with it.


  We should see the father, he says. Who was he?


  Eleanor and Philip take Gabrielle home in a taxi before the reception. Apple air freshener. She meets the eyes of the driver in the rearview mirror. It’s the same driver. The one with the different wife altogether. She grabs her lapel.


  Gabrielle, look! But the ladybug is gone.


  Eleanor’s mother, Julia, comes to pick up Gabrielle. She’s babysitting so Philip and Eleanor can have a night together.


  She says, Yes, you do, you need it.


  Eleanor’s sister has shaved her head.


  Why would she do a thing like that, Julia asks. Who will hire her now, a bald woman? It’s dark in the house after the lake, after the wedding dress blaring like a trumpet, the tinfoil trays of food floating through the party like a school of capelin. Eleanor closes her eyes and sees the lake spitting sparks, soft sparks. A wedding is a sham, she thinks. Constance letting the screen door slam behind her. Shading her eyes to check the children, the dress lifting like the lip of a snowdrift.


  Eleanor says, Mom, was that weasel white? That weasel that ran through the rungs of the dining-room chairs.


  What weasel? There was no weasel.


  Eleanor thinks of Amelia on tiptoe, reaching for Philip’s ear.


   I want nothing to do with Philip, she thinks. My life should have gone another way. Climbing hills in Nepal. But if there were no Philip, there would be no Gabrielle. She fills with a gutful of love for her daughter. Gabrielle’s braids in her hands. Braiding her hair while it’s wet. One loose strand near the temple.


  Why can’t Gabrielle stay here with her? Why can’t she and Gabrielle curl up in bed and sleep and forget the reception? Forget Philip. If he wants to get loaded and sleep with someone, just let him go. Dusk, almost night, and she and Gabrielle could order fish and chips. All the rooms in the three-storey house dark, except the kitchen, salt and vinegar. She imagines a rumbling under the ocean around Australia, the coral reef bursting apart, bits of brittle coral flying into the sun like batons.


  She feels a catch — and leave Philip to be drunk with that blond woman, dancing, pouring beer over each other’s heads, and finally kissing? Glenn Marshall is wrong. You don’t wait for grace, or anything, you make it happen.


  The last time she had take-out she saw the cook, in whites, lift baskets of fries from the roaring fat and stop to tip a sickly bottle of Pepto-Bismol down his throat. Straight from the bottle, and drop it back into the breast pocket of his apron.


  You go on, Julia says. Gabrielle is fine with me. You need a party.


  Then Philip comes from the kitchen with a mug of ice cream.


  Lots of people shave their heads, he says.


  He puts a mound of ice cream in his mouth, leaning against the wall, and pulls the spoon out of his mouth slowly. The  mound of ice cream like a fossil of the roof of his mouth, a soft steam. He sees Eleanor looking at his mouth and he raises an eyebrow. Immediately she wants to be with him, get drunk with him, dance, she is grateful that her mom is taking Gabrielle.


  Julia says, Was that the groom I saw on Prescott Street directing traffic with two soup ladles? They got a picture of it, someone did. He’ll be nice by midnight. Say goodbye to your mother, Gabrielle. Kiss your mother goodbye.


  Gabrielle throws her arms around Eleanor’s neck, their foreheads gently knock, they look straight into each other’s eyes.


  Gabrielle whispers, I’m going to have chocolate.


  Philip squeezes past them on the stairs. Eleanor sits and listens to her mother’s car doors. Hears the car pull away.


  In the bathroom, Eleanor and Philip stand side by side brushing their teeth. He pauses, his mouth foaming, the toothbrush still.


  What were you and Glenn Marshall saying?


  He gets in the shower. Eleanor undresses and gets in with him. The water hits his shoulders hard. She lets her wrists rest on his shoulder bones.


  Then she kisses his chest, down his belly, until she is on her knees. The water slides down his ribs like cloth. She makes seams with her tongue. She puts her hand on his chest and the water flows down her arm to the elbow, like an evening glove. The hot water costing a fortune.


  She says, Will I shave my legs?


  Philip draws her up, takes her breast in his mouth.


   The reception is at the Masonic Temple. There are perhaps two hundred people. More than the potluck — and the food. Constance has relatives from Heart’s Desire, older women in shiny dresses, purples, scarlets, blues, clustered at long tables with pink streamers, and flowers and platters of marshmallow cookies, coconut-covered. Old-lady bifocals cutting the reflection of candle flames in half. They have brought trays and trays of food. Constance likes flowers. White roses at Christmas, always. Once on a winter afternoon she and Eleanor sat on the sofa and Constance said, I don’t love him.


  She picked a rose petal off the coffee table and smoothed it onto her chin. It hung there. It had been nothing more than a mood. It had passed. He asked her to marry him and she did.


  But the relatives sit back as if they’ve done nothing. Arms crossed over broad chests, they sit back and the reflections of candle flames align in their glasses like the vertical pupils of cats, glowing from the dark corners of the Masonic Temple.


  Sadie says to Eleanor, I kissed Constance on her satin shoulder. My lipstick on her wedding dress. My God, I’m not kidding. The whole dress is ruined .


  There’s a lineup at the bar. Eleanor sits and looks at the dance floor. Her eyes adjust to the dark. She can see Amelia Kerby’s lame flashing in the crowd. Her blonde hair is down now, curly. Her naked shoulder. She has someone by the tie. A chair screeches opposite her and Glenn Marshall gives her a beer.


  She says, It’s Glenn Marshall again.


  He says, I don’t dance.


   Dance with me, Glenn, she says. She feels desperate.


  That’s exactly what I don’t do, he says. It’s Philip’s tie. Here at a wedding with all of their friends. He is already drunk and she’s holding him up by the tie. Constance drops into the seat beside Eleanor.


  It can’t last with Amelia, she says.


  Things end, Eleanor says. She has heard this idea all her life — that things end — but took no interest. Now she tries it on to test its durability. She has always imagined she was building something with Philip. She had a do-good work ethic toward love. It was something you hammered, chainsawed, sized up with a spirit level, until it was absolutely durable and true. Along with something less substantial, a blithe, unexamined faith, airy as a cloud, that things were meant to be. There had never been a need to reconcile these conflicting notions.


  She has no life experience, says Constance.


  What do you mean, Eleanor says, she has her own apartment. She drives a rusting Volvo. What do you want? Eleanor’s thinking of this girl hanging by her feet, bouncing like a Yo-Yo, up and down the side of a ravine on a bungee cord. Also her reportedly tidy apartment fitted with a Web-cam, and the grants that sustain her. Eleanor sees the lipstick mark on the gown’s shoulder, a perfect full mouth.


  Let’s dance, Eleanor says.


  What you need, says Constance, is a drink.


  Eleanor tries to gather herself in, but she’s too drunk. There’s her face in the mirror, her cheeks, forehead. She’s a skyful of  fireworks, a roller coaster, a birthday cake. She grips the bathroom sink but her shoulder hits a wall.


  The sink is the wheel of a pleasure cruiser on a big sea and she must turn it into the wave before they capsize. She’s in the basement of the Masonic Temple on Cathedral Street in downtown St. John’s, Newfoundland. It’s a steep hill, the harbour, the cliffs, the North Atlantic, a sheer drop (the Grand Banks), and nothingness. She clings to the sink. Everybody at the wedding, two floors above — dancing, shouting, drinking beer — has been washed out to sea in a wave shot through with tuna and capelin and electric eels, especially Frank Harvey with his flamboyant tie, and Dave Hogan who drives to Florida in a Tilley hat, and Matthew Shea who puts his thumb over the top of his beer spraying Gerry Pottle, who holds out his hands going, What’d I do? What’d I do? And Matthew’s wife with a daiquiri held above one shoulder saying, Matthew, that’s so unim press ive. Amelia Kerby just now smacked Philip’s shoulder with the back of her hand and was ambushed by silent jerks of laughter — all of them are depending on Eleanor to alter the course of the evening, to drag the sink hard in the other direction, until she’s lifted off her feet. She has to bring them into port. She won’t abandon her post, even in the face of this brick shithouse of a wave. How had she gotten so drunk, she had only been drinking.


  If she could count how many beers in the afternoon, but it was the gin. The gin was insubstantial and avid, intrinsically cold, like reptile blood. At some point in the evening the word juniper had seemed like a self-contained poem. There is no  turning back, they can only brace themselves. She has begun to think of herself as them. She’s the entire wedding party, and the city beyond. Dragged out to sea.


  The face in the mirror is starting to look exactly like her, she’s coming into herself too fast. Philip was dancing with Amelia when Eleanor careened out of the banquet hall, down the musty staircase, platform heels, rickety handrail.


  The bathroom floor buckles in the grip of a swell and Eleanor is flung against the wall and hauls herself, hand over hand, up the roiling radiator to the cubicle. She lets her head drop against the door of the stall. If she can just hang on she will reach her purest self. She may have to puke to get there. Something pure, like a breeze through the pines of the Himalayas. She’d camped once in a forest in Kashmir. Slippery pine needles slicked the paths. At night the guide called from his tent: Watch out for the snow leopards!


  The outer door bangs and she feels it reverberate in her bum. Two women have burst into the bathroom.


  Sadie says, Someone in there?


  I am, says Eleanor.


  And who is I am? A fairy in a CBC Christmas special once when she was fourteen. They chromokeyed her so she floated over a frozen lake, pointed toes wiggling, to touch down beside an ice-fishing folksinger who grabbed up his guitar to play a carol. She’d once knit a long red scarf. Rode in a mock foxhunt. They had several bloodhounds, but it was Eleanor’s French poodle, Monique, who treed the old fur hat doused with musk hidden in the crotch of a birch. She’d hitchhiked the  island maybe seven times. She’d taken all kinds of lessons: raku, clay animation, Spanish, watercolour painting. The secret to a successful watercolour is to use many, many transparent veils of colour. This is also the secret to raku, vegetarian cooking, synchronized swimming, and being very, very drunk when your husband is dancing with a bubblehead from British Columbia, or from anywhere for that matter. It is not the secret to flying trapeze, belly dancing, waitressing at the Blue Door, or being very, very drunk when your husband picks up the fine gold necklace that lies flat against Amelia’s collarbone with his lips. There is no secret for that. You must carom like the silver balls in a pinball machine, spitting sparks with each wall your forehead smacks. You must grip the wheel with both hands, you must pick a star and aim true.


  Eleanor realizes that she’s unable to puke. She is bloated with woe. There’s so much woe. Puking she can forget. She drank; she is drunk. These honest statements grip hands like used car salesmen. She straightens up and steps out of the cubicle.


  Sadie is holding her wrist to Constance’s nose.


  It’s called Celestial Sex, says Sadie, everybody’s wearing it. Both women turn to face Eleanor and then lurch forward to catch her.


  Eleanor says, Constance, your dress. It’s smeared with lipstick.


  The women grip Eleanor’s shoulders just as the tiled floor slants toward her chin. They squash her between them.


  Eleanor lets her face fall into Sadie’s cleavage. Eleanor wants to let go the wheel. Let them dash against the cliffs, let the  ocean crunch them in its rotten chops. She closes her eyes, nuzzling Sadie’s breasts with her nose, and plummets. She’s a jellyfish pulsing through infinite inkiness, the ordinary encumbrances giving way: bone, jealousy, the smell of smoke and shampoo, the stinky emerald cloud of pot that still hangs over the cubicles, the way her mother stood a boiled egg in her wedding ring, her father smoothing cement with a trowel, Eleanor’s horse pawing the clouds with his front hoofs, the pink of his nostril, the white of his eye, good olives, her name, streets, books, aspirations, socks, coins, hair clips, all of it giving way. Then she grabs Sadie’s spaghetti strap and drags herself back up, surfacing amid the bagpipe screams of the toilets. What it means to be human is spelling itself in the grey mould spreading over the ceiling. She must speak. She will hint at the immanent peril. Sadie can take it.


  Philip is all over her, Eleanor says.


  Downer, says Constance.


  Remember who you are, says Sadie.


  She had imagined herself in love lots of times. Sometimes she knew she wasn’t and fought to convince herself, saying, See? That must be love, see? He’s done this, you felt that way, you thought of him while making mashed potatoes, you thought of him when the chain came off your bike, you thought of him.


  Knowing she wasn’t in love but not knowing what love was and thinking, it might be this. It might be she and Sam Crowley hidden under the dripping laburnum, the poisonous flowers bright at dusk, his kid sister standing on the pedals of  her bike, whizzing by like a thought through the liver-coloured maple trees. Clem Barker tearing the condom wrapper with his teeth. Paul Comerford, between the rolls of unlaid carpet, leaving the impression of his bum in a pile of sawdust. Eli Pack kissed the back of her neck, and led her to his back seat, his finger and thumb circling her wrist loosely, but it might as well have been a handcuff, because she couldn’t have said no if she tried. Then on a plaid blanket covered with cat hair. Eleanor is all of this. Tom O’Neill in a field of wild roses he claimed was inhabited by fairies. Stoned with Harry McLaughlin so his fingers stirred up a trail on the inside of her thigh like an oar in a phosphorescent shoal. When she was sixteen, Rick O’Keefe held her against his greasy coveralls, a fresh whiff of gasoline. With Brian Bishop in a motel in Port Aux Basques, a snowstorm, they’d missed the ferry. Afterward they devoured a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken. Wiped their greasy mouths in the tail of the bedsheets. Mark Fraser, on a bale of hay, a surprise because he’d sworn all summer he hated her. Hunched over, he had flicked a Bic lighter until it ran out of juice and he’d tossed it and gathered her roughly, the hay pricking through her jeans, he’d knocked her riding hat so the elastic tugged at her throat and then he had stopped, astonished. He’d whispered, You’re a nice girl, as if he’d opened her like a parcel. Donny White had let a line of sand spill from his fist into her belly button, up her stomach, and over the triangles of her glossy orange bikini. Mike Reardon had rubbed his jeans against her bum, pressing her hipbones against the counter until she rinsed the last cup.


   Sadie tugs Eleanor’s dress roughly, this way and that, as if she were making a hospital bed. Constance trawls the bottom of her tiny purse until she draws out a lipstick, lethal as a bullet. She dismantles it and screws up the explosion of colour. She grips Eleanor’s jaw and covers the pouting bottom lip and says, Rub them together. Sadie has got her by the hair, dragging a punishing brush through so fast that Eleanor’s scalp yelps.


  Listen, Sadie says, it’s only that yahoo Amelia Kerby, who cares?


  And then it rises in her, the wave, plowing up through the guts of the evening, up through her platform shoes, grinding her kneecaps to dust, into her thighs, a spraying granite of surf hitting her crotch, stomach, her breastbone splintering, all blown apart.


  I care, wails Eleanor, I lo-huv-huv-huv-huve him.


  She and Philip bought a house around the bay. The grass up to their waists. Tiger lilies. Fireweed. Crabapples. Philip pulled over on the side of the road and rolled down the window.


  Why are we?


  Shhh.


  Can we just.


  Shhh.


  He’d pulled over next to a copse of whispering aspen. The car filled with the leafy, percipient surf. The wind blew, and the leaves showed their silver undersides as if the tree had been caught naked and was trying to cover up.


  And the wave withdraws. Eleanor is still standing. The bathroom is lustral, the fluorescent lights thrumming like  an orchestra of didgeridoos. Sadie and Constance are angels with tangy auras like orange zest. They are springtime, a Scandinavian polar bear swim, they are the girls in the cake, Isadora Duncan, they’ve bested the mechanical bull, they’re electricity after an outage, they are her friends. Eleanor is okay. She’s okay. She’s going to be fine .


  I will fight, Eleanor says.


  There you go, says Sadie.


  She had awakened in Philip’s apartment, ten years ago. Trembling, partly from the hangover, but mostly from fright. She knew she was in love. How terrible. She could still feel his finger tracing the elastic of her underwear. She lay on her back, her arms over her head, her wraparound dress — he had untied the string at her hip and lifted the fabric away, and untied the other string inside the dress, beneath her breast. Little bows he pulled slowly. So she lay there in the black bra and underwear. His finger moved from one hip to the other, tracing the elastic. It was that finger moving over her belly that tipped her. It spilled her over. A car roared up the steep hill outside the apartment and squealed its tires, and the squeal felt like her heart, as if her heart were tearing around the corner of an empty street in the last sleeping city on the Atlantic. A brass candle holder crusted with wax. A Fisher Price telephone with a glowing orange receiver. She had stumbled over it on their way in and the bell rang clear. When she awoke in the morning she came into herself. Sunlight piercing the weave of a rosy curtain, the wardrobe door hanging open, his jeans on the back of a chair,  the red suspenders sagging, exhausted from the effort of holding him back.


  Eleanor jerks the wine glass back and forth as if it is a gear shift manoeuvring her across the room. She stumbles forward and grabs Sadie’s arm.


  She says, This is the sort of drunkenness it takes a lifetime to achieve. I must actualize my potential before it wanes. I may never achieve this clarity of purpose again as long as I live.


  Sadie says, You might regret this.


  Whose side are you on?


  I’m just saying, in the morning.


  Because I’m ready here.


  In the clear light of day.


  If I’m all alone, just say so.


  You’re not alone, it’s just I’m thinking a glass of water, a Tylenol, forty winks.


  So you’re with me?


  Whatever you say.


  You’re in?


  I’m in.


  Let’s actualize.


  Eleanor drags Sadie across the dance floor, grabbing at dresses and suit jackets to stay standing. Finally she taps Amelia on the shoulder. Amelia turns.


  You, she says. Amelia smiles.


  Eleanor says, You, you, you. Where is your husband?


   I have no husband.


  That’s right, says Eleanor. She grins triumphantly.


  Your boyfriend, then, where’s he?


  It was nothing, Amelia says, my last boyfriend.


  Nothing? It was nothing? Okay, the one before that.


  Him too, nothing. She makes a sound, Pfft.


  Okay, the one that broke your heart, where is he?


  Pfft, says Amelia.


  Pfft? Pfft? says Eleanor. She suddenly rests her forehead on Sadie’s shoulder. It’s true the girl has no life experience. There is no way to make an impression on her. There is no way to dent that lamé. She is what she appears, bubbly and handsome with a certain talent for academic lingo and a healthy bank account. Eleanor feels no match.


  Well, you’ve started it now, Sadie says.


  Eleanor rouses herself. She will do it then, if she’s forced, finish this girl off, although already a new clarity has befallen her. The girl has nothing to do with it. Where, she wonders sadly, is Philip. Who is he? How can she remind him who he is?


  I mean the boyfriend, then, says Eleanor, who took his bare hands and tore your flesh and pried the bones of your ribs apart and reached up and tore your beating heart out with his fingernails and then put it in his mouth and chewed it up and swallowed it. And then smiled at you with your own blood dripping down his teeth.


  Here Eleanor mimes as she speaks (a trick she’s learned from Frank Harvey) a pulsing heart in her fist. She mimes the heart almost slipping out one end of the fist, but catching it,  cupping it in both hands. The heart truly appears to be pulsing in her cupped hands. She looks at Sadie, astonished by her own facility. Sadie looks astonished too. Eleanor is holding Amelia Kerby’s slithering, tough little bungee-jumping heart. And then, snarling like a dog, Eleanor chews the tough meat of Amelia’s heart. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.


  That boyfriend, she says.


  Um, that’s never happened to me, Amelia says. Sadie puts her arm around Amelia and gives her a squeeze.


  I think what my friend is trying to say is stay away from her husband. He’s a little confused right now, but they have a kid and a really great marriage and you don’t want to inadvertently fuck that up, now, do you?


  At four-thirty in the morning everyone forms a circle around the bride and groom on the beer-soaked dance floor. They hold hands and sway violently, some of them fall over and the other side of the circle drags them up from their knees. Then that side, because of the exertion, topples and they must be hauled back on their feet. They rush into the centre of the dance floor, joined hands raised over their heads. The circle rushes in and pulls out. The bright dresses like bits of glass and sparkle in a kaleidoscope that fall to the centre with each twist of the lens and drop away. Blue stage lights splash over them, up the walls, across the ceiling, the floor. The bride and groom hug the guests, making their way around the circle.


  Constance holds Eleanor’s head in her hands tightly, she presses her cheek against Eleanor’s cheek, and her face is wet  and hot. She draws back and the red light falls over her, splinters of purple searing from the sequins in her veil, on the bodice of her dress.


  I love you, Eleanor, she says, I love you. And I love your husband too. And I love my husband. I love everybody’s husband.


  She lets go of Eleanor’s face and falls into the arms of the man next to Eleanor. Ted grabs Eleanor and holds her. He has a beer in each hand and the bottles chink behind her back.


  Eleanor tugs Philip’s shirtsleeve.


  Come home with me?


  Not yet, he yells.


  She is lying in bed waiting for him. It’s 7:32 a.m. She lies still. There is a fear rushing around in her body. She remembers her mother calling a few years ago about the weasel. Eleanor can feel that mink fear rippling through her body because she fell in love the first night she slept with Philip and after that she fixed on him.


  A body slams against a wall and falls onto the opposite wall of the porch. It’s either Philip or the three Norwegian sailors who rent the attached house. The angry saints with their haloes of white hair and steady brawling.


  Philip lurches to the banister, wraps his arms around it as if it were the mast of a capsizing ship.


  He looks up at her.


  He says, I went to Signal Hill in a Cadillac.


  Eleanor is standing at the top of the stairs.


   We stopped at the Fountain Spray to buy candy necklaces and we had a giant bottle of wine. I bit the necklaces off all the women’s necks. He burps.


  Glenn Marshall’s neck too. Spectacular Sam was there. That guy who dances on broken glass. Do you remember that guy? He does a lounge lizard thing, and the Caribbean drums.


  He lunges past her and she follows him to the bedroom.


  He says, Spectacular Sam poured cognac over broken beer bottles on the parking lot of Signal Hill. Lots of smashed glass. He lit it, fell into a trance, and danced on it with his bare feet. Then he knelt and scooped the glass up in his hands and splashed his face with it, and drops of blood came up all over his face. You know, there was the sun too, coming up.


  Philip struggles for a long moment with the buttons of his shirt, tipping slowly on his heels like a punching clown in a breeze. He sighs and rips the shirt open. Buttons hit the wall above the lamp. He falls onto the bed.


  She gets up to turn off the light, but he grabs her arm.


  Stay here, he says. Stay here. 


  


  ALL ZOOS EVERYWHERE


  Rotterdam. Something large and black thrashed through the glossy rhododendron leaves and broke out onto the asphalt. Harry heard the crowd screaming in German and French, but he heard the word gorilla in English. Or it is the same word in all those languages. This was Harry’s last day in Rotterdam. The bush was shiny-leaved and so green it looked dark, full of shadow.


  The animal moved with a tumbling hitch in its gait. Shoulder bones rolling beneath silver fur, powerful haunches, leathery chest. It was big. It was bigger than Harry imagined and he thought he could smell it.


  People mistake evolution for cosmic design, but it’s actually pure accident. It was not that man stood up because it would help him survive, but that the standing men were able to step to the side when the glaciers rumbled through. The men who were stooped over or glancing in the wrong direction were no match for ancient ice or amber or lava. The ones standing happened to be left over. They remained upright.


  The gorilla busted out. It was disoriented and maybe rabid. It was what they had stood up to avoid. A paper napkin with a mustard stain, hard yellow, tippytoed across the parking lot in the breeze. The animal turned in one direction and then the other, as if it were checking for traffic.


  The crowd had burst from the path onto the asphalt apron that surrounded the café and Harry was with them. It was like running a marathon, but more tentative; they weren’t sure where to go.


  The café was an octagonal glass structure that might have been state-of-the-art in the early seventies. The zoo, like zoos everywhere, was shabby and unquaint. The soft stink of dung and buttered popcorn. The animals had been sluggish and pensive all morning, their souls atrophied, he’d thought. A guide had said it was rare to catch them mating, or even looking toward a camera.


  Harry had been through the gorilla compound earlier in the day. The animals were leaner than he had expected in the waist, broader in the shoulder. There was a baby clinging to its mother’s back. The floor was strewn with branches. The male gorilla picked one up and the branch looked delicate in his hand. He ate each leaf with a dainty and morose concentration.


  A young girl, a teenager, had put her hand to the Plexiglas, and the gorilla lumbered toward her. Several people in the crowd held their camera phones in the girl’s direction. She wore a rhinestone bracelet and when she put her mouth to the glass the gorilla did the same. It was a kiss. The gorilla flicked his red tongue back and forth and it was lewd and innocent and it sent a shiver down Harry’s back. He’d caught it on his cell; the video was jerky and dark and a lot of it was the bald head of the man in front of him, but there was a zoom of the gorilla’s teeth and a foggy cloud of the girl’s breath. Harry heard the teeth clink against the glass, or thought he heard, and it was an intimate and faraway sound. Then the animal screeched so loudly that the girl ducked to shield her face and turned and laughed. She had forgotten about the glass between them. Someone had thrown the baby gorilla a chocolate-bar wrapper and the mother took it from her child and looked at it, turning it over in her hands, then brought it to the other side of the compound and dropped it there.


  Harry had already eaten in the octagonal café. The only empty table sat in a square of sunlight, the chrome chair hot enough to burn. He’d had a hamburger that came in a foil packet, the bun greasy and stale. Harry had opened the bun and looked at the patty, like boot leather, his mother would have said, and he was flooded with loneliness. Not aloneness, but the ugly sister of being alone: an amorphous anxiety about dying by himself in a strange city.


  All the racket in the café, the cash registers and children and the old woman in the Hawaiian-print shirt with the walker. He watched a child with coloured bows all over her head struggle with a ketchup bottle. She’d had to stand on the chair and finally the plastic bottle farted so loudly she fell over in giggles. Harry had once said, at an office Christmas party, that he did not like children. His remark caused an awkward halt in the conversation that led Harry to believe he was just admitting what all the men secretly felt. He said the same thing at other parties, after drinks, and gradually it became true. He did not like children.


  Harry’s basement was full of books of philosophy. He’d done a master’s and had been absorbed by the elegance and intricacy of Heidegger’s arguments. He had wanted to understand time and the idea of how to stand outside of it. But there was no standing outside of time and he found this compelling. Being outside of time was the last frontier.


  Though he had been involved in his studies, obsessed even, he abruptly lost interest just before finishing his degree. It was as if he had been having a convoluted dream. He woke up and went to work, first in the insurance company where his father had worked, then at cibc, where he managed international investment portfolios, and finally he set up his own company brokering hedge funds. He had a Tilley hat, his large, very clean Volkswagen Passat, a collection of speculative maps of the coasts of Newfoundland and Jamaica drawn by Captain James Cook, and an austere privacy that was almost a form of religion. He sometimes felt very close to breaking through that retaining wall of time but he could not remember the fine threads of the argument, Heidegger’s argument or his own.


  Then the gorilla broke out of the trees. It sneezed and rubbed its face with a black hand. A hand like the hands of the bog people. Harry had seen their remains just two days before in Dublin or Waterford or Cork. He couldn’t remember. The remains had been behind glass and strangely lit, just like the gorilla compound was.


  Someone in the parking lot pointed a cell phone at the gorilla and took pictures. There was a taut, unaligned moment when the crowd believed that the animal was not dangerous. It charged and feinted and circled and everyone ran for the café. They got jammed in the doorway and then they fell through, climbing over the backs of the people who had fallen or been pushed to the floor. They were inside and they shut the door and began pulling the tables and chairs up against the glass walls. Here is what you think about glass in such circumstances: you think it will hold. Glass seems to be the culmination of all that evolution. The retaining wall of time may be made of glass.


  The gorilla ran at the wall of the café and doubled back, looking over his shoulder, snorting, bitter and ready. Then there was a woman in the shadowy opening of the path, near the rhododenron, wearing a pink blouse and red pants. She dropped her ice cream cone.


  Harry had stepped on a toddler, he remembered now, while he watched the woman back away. His foot in the seat of the stroller and out again. The child’s thigh under his shoe. He had stepped on the child in the jam at the café door and heard the toddler scream and then realized he had stepped on it.


  The gorilla had disappeared down the path and was back, dragging the woman in the pink blouse, and she was trotting with him and her face was covered in blood. Harry was close enough to see her bra. The pink shirt had been ripped open and she was wearing a lacy bra. It was white and unsexy and he thought he could love her because of how naked she looked. Harry felt she was looking right at him. She was freckled and her hair was a cinnamon brown. She was tall. She looked drunk and sullen and taken over and failed. The red pants might have excited the animal, Harry thought. But he also knew there was no motive in the attack. He saw that this moment had been working itself into existence since the beginning of time. The animal’s hitched gait was an effort to escape his own brutality, the pause before havoc.


  How slowly the woman lifted her eyes to Harry. She was not asking for anything. She was not asking for mercy or the sort of awed celebrity that sacrificial virgins generate. Harry started pushing his way toward the door. He elbowed and jabbed.


  Get out of my way, he shouted. The woman, as if forgetting where she was, and her role, started to walk away from the gorilla. She took a step or two in the other direction and the animal reeled her in, as a partner does in a waltz.


  There seemed to be a flap of torn skin over her brow. The blood spurted over half of her face and she did nothing to wipe it away. Everyone in the café had become quiet and still. They all watched the woman and the gorilla.


  Harry got to the door and it was jammed, he rattled the grab bar but it would not give. The gorilla moved a paw (it was a paw, after all) over the woman’s shoulder and half the shirt came off and there were red marks on her arm and more blood appeared.


  Harry banged on the glass. He hammered it with his fists, he screamed and hooted and acted like the gorilla, he gambolled and roared, up on his hind quarters, baring his teeth, hooting, hooting until the gorilla noticed. Its mouth was bloody and it shook its head.


  The gorilla dropped the woman’s arm and charged the café. The woman didn’t run or move or make noise. She cradled her arm. She just stood there.


  It hit the glass wall of the café and they watched the wall crumple and shimmer and come down and then the gorilla was inside with them.


  It’s easy to believe a gorilla is just a man in a suit because we have been led to believe that wild animals can be tamed. That they are somehow related to us, like spoiled children with whom we can try to reason. Everything beyond the glass had slowed down. Harry wanted it all to hurry up and come to a conclusion. He wanted to dominate the wildest, most lawless progress of time, the jerks and unspooling and elastic snaps, the running-out it is capable of. What did the gorilla want with the woman? Harry tried to think his way back through all the cricks and chinks of time toward that moment when the ape became human. The folding and unfolding of every moment in the last seven million years or so, here a claw, here a dorsal fin, a shell, a scale, a lung, a thumb, down through all the space–time wormholes, to the blink of an eye before there’s an eyelid, toward the present: a man and an ape, face to face in the glass.


  It was easier to think this when the animal was outside the building, holding the arm of the woman it had mauled. It was an it out there, full of thingness, and unthinking. But inside the café, among them, there was something human in the beast’s posture; it appeared humble and curious. Its expression changed: it looked befuddled by inappropriate love and it bent down on one knee, a low bow, and fell face forward, onto the floor. Its stink reached Harry. What an impressive stink. It had been shot with a tranquilizing dart.


  People left the café through the broken glass wall; there were police blocks and yellow tape strung from the trees, white work suits and vests with reflective tape on their backs.


  Harry moved from one ambulance to the next. He broke through the little crowd and found the woman with the cinnamon ponytail. She held a paper cone of water but she didn’t drink from it. A paramedic with yellow rubber gloves was moving his hands down her legs. Another paramedic was sewing up her arm. She was watching the needle, her cinnamon lashes downcast.


  Then she looked up at Harry. She did not recognize him.


  Harry woke in his hotel bed at four in the morning and could not figure out, in the absolute darkness, where the walls were, where the bathroom was, which door was the closet. He was unsure of which city he was in, or whether he was in a city or a rural area. Hotel rooms he’d slept in over the last five years swept through him. He’d made an effort, in each new city, to visit the tourist attractions. He prided himself on knowing something of the history. He had been to castles and he had followed the young guides and gathered the facts.


  Harry had seen the face of the toddler’s mother in his dream — the child he had stepped on during the crush at the door of the café. Harry could see her face and he saw that she hated him. But he had been given a chance to explain himself and in the telescoping dreamtime he was able to articulate who he was and what had led him to the zoo and how nothing was his fault. The mother’s absolution was pure. He woke tangled in the damp coarse bedsheets and he kicked out of them and stood up by the bed.
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