Inspired by natural beauty all around, photographer Karen
Chappell looks for the simple realities of life in Newfoundland.
Not surprisingly, the weather dictates whether she will head
outdoors or work on her studio macro photography. Karen is selftaught and naturally curious, continually improving her technique
by photographing on a daily basis. She focuses on colour and
detail as she documents life around her.
Karen’s photographs have been featured in textbooks, calendars, magazines and museum exhibitions from Saudi Arabia to
Japan to North America.
A proud recipient of the Ambassador of Hospitality from
the Tourism Association of Newfoundland and Labrador, Karen
contributes photos to a number of charitable causes in the community. She remains encouraged and motivated by other artists
and her travels.
Karen can be contacted through her website, Bitstop.ca, and
her most current work can be seen on her blog: bitstop-nfld.
blogspot.ca.
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Welcome to this Issue
F R O M T HE E D ITOR

I

heard richard wagamese speak at the start of a regional tour last year.
He is an earnest man, with a commanding voice, full of conviction. On that day he
talked about his years on the street, the de-humanizing impact of constantly being
looked over, and conversely the potent shift in feeling a simple act of kindness can
conjure. He spoke of the searing loneliness and the unremitting fight for the smallest
necessities in life.
I had the feeling that during those years on the street Wagamese would not only
have been looking for the essentials to keep him alive, but also something of himself, the person he might become. His experiences were not some exercise in method
research, of course, but in subsequent years, when his life finally turned and he became
a writer, he was able to draw upon them for his work.
In thinking about this issue, I kept circling around the idea of the art of community—the whole being greater than the sum of its parts. The essence of this maxim is
that a group working towards a common goal can achieve more than individuals working for their own purposes. This is the benefit of community but in thinking of this
I kept returning to the parts—the individuals—and how they functioned in society.
Wagamese’s presentation begged the question of what it means to be an individual
in search of his or her community, as well as the importance of finding the right
community in order to fully realize a sense of self. This, to my mind, is the art of community. The idea of social cohesion, of belonging to a group, is part of this art and in
the Aboriginal context it thrives through story-telling and ceremony, the rituals that
bind and give identity. There is also an emphasis on the strength of the individual and
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on personal responsibility. Wagamese, I believe, is an
example of such power. We can say there is obvious
strength in the “whole,” but it has to be the right kind
of whole, and the parts have to have their own emotional toughness.
I began looking at the individuals who populated
the pieces in this issue, considering them as human
beings—an approach Wagamese favours—who are
strong in their own right but who also draw strength
from their relationships. Looking through this prism
you see the solitary struggles, the private angst, the
dark side from which they need to emerge. Everyone
in search of community.

c
Fiction editor, Bruce Johnstone sat down with
Richard Wagamese and talked to him about living on
the streets, at the mercy of generous “human beings,”
and looking for those with whom he would eventually connect, the Ojibway. This affecting and evocative
profile reveals the true nature of community, one that
begins with the individual and one that strengthens
the individual.
Also in our pages we welcome S. D. Chrostowska,
who writes about another form of community, the creative one that exists between writer and critic. In this
playful “conversation,” both sides explore the nature of
epistolary writing, and the relationship between writer
and audience.
In fiction we have a rich and eclectic array with
some newcomers along with familiar names. Dave
Margoshes returns to our pages with a rich story
of friendship and regret. In “Interference” a former
newspaper man recalls a time early in his career that

4
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deeply affected him, long after he’d changed tack in
his career. Barbara Black’s poetic piece “Night People”
traces two individuals, each of whom remains solitary
and forbearing in their pursuits, but whose need for
companionship is facilitated by a rabid raccoon. In
“Helter Skelter” Kerry Clare explores the vagaries of
motherhood: the distractions, the dreamy restless love
for a newborn and the isolation that draws the character to her neighbour’s workman.
We’re excited to debut Andrew MacDonald, who
graces our pages with two stories: “The Reproduction
of the Sistine Chapel” was shortlisted for our 2013
Peter Hinchcliffe Fiction Award, while “The Perfect
Man for My Husband” was selected through our
regular submission process. I decided we ought to
pair them and ask Andrew to give the story behind
the story in an Afterword. The result is an intriguing
insight into the genesis of his work.
Amanda Jernigan’s compelling essay makes the
case for revisiting works of writing, seeing each rereading as a fresh and vital experience. Nine of her
inspired poems on the subject accompany the essay.
Robyn Sarah returns to our pages with a superbly
observed poem on “the great human story.” We also
have four shortlisted poems from our Nick Blatchford
Occasional Verse contest and are delighted to welcome
Lara Bozabalian and Madhur Anand to our pages.
Finally, a special thanks to Sayana Izmailova, our
Circulation Assistant, for all her diligent work during
this term, especially in sourcing the delightful cover
image.
There is richness in this gathering: the parts, of
course, adding up to an extraordinary whole.
—Pamela Mulloy
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T HE I N- HOUSE E DNA AWARD

S U SAN O L D I NG

Sebingway Barnes

Edna Appreciation

Not every family is blessed with ednas, let alone have two. tnq has two non-fiction prizes in
honour of pioneering writer and philanthropist, Edna Staebler, whose generous support for the
magazine has endured long after her death. Our annual Edna Staebler Personal Essay Contest
is a bellwether of literary non-fiction, but it’s the In-House Edna that possesses hidden charms.
The award celebrates the best essay featured in TNQ the previous calendar year, as judged by
a distinguished writer—in this case, our 2012 (and two-time!) Edna winner, Susan Olding.
Authors do not know if their work is on the short list; nor do they know that they have won
until a mysterious cheque for $1,000 (thank you, Saint Edna) arrives in the mail.
—Susan Scott
And the 2013 winner is… Mike Barnes, for “Asylum Walk” (TNQ 127)
Here are Susan Olding’s gracious remarks:

T

here are few things i detest more than our easy, unthinking use of
the word brave to describe works of creative nonfiction. Yet, here I am, about to
do the thing I most despise. Because there’s no getting around it—Mike Barnes’
“Asylum Walk” is brave.
There. I’ve said it.
But let me explain.
“Asylum Walk” is—in part—a memoir about mental illness. And even in our supposedly enlightened, supposedly bare-all, 21st century, acknowledging a long history of
mental illness takes a certain amount of courage.
Yet it’s not the subject that makes this writing remarkable. It’s the way the author
handles the subject. The treatment, if you will. Not the disease.
Looked at one way, this is a simple, even artless piece. It’s a kind of diary. A series
of short meditations, one following on the other, step by step.
6
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Originally, as Barnes explains in an introduction,
each entry was accompanied by an image—a photograph taken on a walk around the grounds of the
Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital. But only a few of
those images made it to the published version in The
New Quarterly (where I read it first), and none were
included in the manuscript that TNQ’s editors sent
along to me for judging.
And here’s what struck me: The writing stands on
its own. Composed originally in relation to a set of
photographs, the absence of those photographs doesn’t
seem to rob this piece of its emotional and intellectual
power. That alone seemed exceptional.
Then, there was that deceptive artlessness. Barnes
took his photos during a literal walk not long after
learning that the buildings had been slated for destruction. He wrote the meditations some time afterwards.
Together, the short vignettes comprise what some
might call a collage but he describes as a “mental
stroll” or “textual walk.”
Apt phrases. For in touring the asylum’s grounds
(historical, geographical, philosophical) we also perambulate the self, or selves, looking first from this
perspective, then from that—somehow seeing more
deeply for this indirection. Circumlocutory, oblique,
elliptical, slant—this “confession” is anything but
confessional.
“Winter Weather Tip from a radio science
spot: To avoid having your glasses fog up, walk
into the building backwards.
A pretty apt summary of my aim with this
Asylum Walk.”
The essay begins without fanfare. The images
sear—pale white hands against ridged chestnut bark,
soft green lawns, faces peering through mesh-screened
windows, a long steep stairway etched into an escarp-

ment. Yet the language itself is plain and unadorned.
It does not call attention to itself.
Wry, witty, probing, reflective, and aphoristic by
turns, the segments at times seem only tangentially
related, as much or more about mathematics, geology, urban geography, history, psychology as they
are about the author’s experience. Yet, as they accrue,
they speak to one another, gathering resonance from
their arrangement, so that eventually, this perambulation around also takes us through and inside the
author’s experience. At the same time, it transports us
beyond the author’s experience, raising broader questions about time and place and self and society. So we
are simultaneously here and there; inside and outside;
sane, and unsure of the meaning of that word.
What and where is sanctuary, and what is confinement? Why do we seek or impose it on others? Why
might we need it? What do we mean by the terms
mental illness and mental health? Who and what is
strange? How do we distinguish the sick from the
well? Are labels damaging or constructive?
Most of all, what is the self? And, especially when
it has been dashed against limestone cliffs, lost in a
howling blizzard, colonized for decades by a mysterious invader—how does a self re-assemble or compose
itself?
The answer, if there is one, is step by step.
“At every instant,” Barnes says, “consciousness is
constructing and becoming the future, and constructing and becoming the past, advancing and building
and revising in both directions, left and right, without
pause…”
Complex, layered, and open-ended, “Asylum
Walk” embodies the experience it describes. Instead
of telling you what to think or feel, it opens a space for
you to think and feel—sets you loose on wide green
lawns and steep green stairs to “walk the same steps
as the author.”
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Interference
DAV E MAR GOS HES

O

ne of my first jobs, soon after college, was at a newspaper in michigan
where I quickly fell into the delicious pattern of family, a pattern I wasn’t that familiar
with from my own childhood, as my parents and brothers had always been somewhat
distant. The father figure in this new family was my boss, Si Cooperman; the mother figure was
Vera Young, a feature writer who was as close to Si as any wife could be without actually being
one. I didn’t know just how close, of course, not until much later.
Vera’s dead now, died last week of cancer. And Si, I fear, is in the grip of some sort of dementia, so I guess that family is now officially over, although in truth it ended quite some time ago.
Si and Vera were the core of the paper’s Sunday edition, Si its editor, Vera its main writer. I
joined the Call-Bulletin right out of journalism school at Ann Arbor and after I’d been there for
several months and had proved my mettle covering everything from cat shows to a particularly
sensational murder, I was transferred from general news to work with them. When I reported
to Si on my first Tuesday morning, he took a look at me, then another. “Lord love a duck, look
what we have here.” He clucked his tongue, laughed out loud—a full-bodied honest laugh that
was famous in the newsroom—and, without actually lifting a hand, took me under his wing, as
if I were a son he was glad to see finally come home.
“You look pretty green to me, boy,” he said. That “boy,” with all its dangerous implications,
sounded amiable in his voice, almost affectionate, and I took no offence.
“Well, I am green.”
“Good, just so’s you know it. Vera,” he called, “come meet Billy boy, the new greenie.”
“Oh, he doesn’t look any greener than the last one,” Vera deadpanned, looking me over. Her
role as foil to Si’s rapier seemed practiced and comfortable.
“Yah, but how long did he last?” Si asked, winking.
We all became close.
8

T HE NEW QUARTE R LY

| Spring 2014

INTERFERENCE

Within an hour, Si had announced it was time for
coffee break, and Vera and I followed him downstairs
to the staff cafeteria. Si treated. “This is the only time
I’ll buy your coffee, so enjoy it,” he told me.
“I’ve been thinking about that murder of yours,” he
said as soon as we sat down. I looked up with interest.
A doctor had shot his wife to death, apparently in a
fit of jealous rage involving a plumber, of all people.
I’d been on night shift the week it occurred and had
done our first story, prying some juicy details out of
neighbours and even a loose-lipped cop and winning
praise from the Managing Editor, but then coverage
had passed into the capable but not very imaginative hands of Mark Leone, the police reporter. The
case was now beginning its slow journey through the
court system, and Leone’s routine stories were dry and
jargon-filled, allowing the banality of the crime to
overpower its drama.
“Leone’s a hack,” Si pronounced. “You keep an eye
on it, dig into it, let’s break some stuff on Sundays.”
“Won’t I be stepping on Mark’s toes?”
“You let me worry about that,” Si said.
Vera grinned at me. “Si’s a regular fullback.”
I didn’t follow football close enough to know
exactly what she meant but I intuited that he was
good at interference.

c
The Sunday paper, which was called, with complete
lack of imagination, Call-Bulletin Sunday, and which
took all week to prepare, with its skeleton staff, always
had a major feature story written by Vera, a lesser one
done by me, and a variety of other pieces of varying
length, most of it pretty fluffy, done by both of us.
Over the course of the almost three years I worked
there, I wrote stories on cancer survivors, autistic children, Vietnamese boat people, children in need of

heart transplants, reunited twins, a shipwrecked sailor
and a man who found a lost wedding ring, twenty years
on, in the belly of a small-mouthed bass he caught in
Lake Michigan. There was also plenty of minor stuff,
like 50th anniversary celebrations, 100th birthdays,
and business expansions. The Sunday paper ran the
usual canned stuff too: Dear Abby, a doctor column,
something about science, puzzles, several good syndicated columnists and a few of our own, and, of course,
the colour comics. Si handled most of that stuff, while
Vera and I looked after the writing. The front of the
paper, Pages 1, 2, and 3, and the back page of the classified section, which was always elastic, depending on
how many ads were sold, almost right up to deadline,
were filled Saturday afternoon and evening by Si and
me—him functioning as news editor, me as general
reporter—and another reporter, even more junior
than I, who helped out with the obits and the routine
cop checks.
That Saturday crew, which Vera was not a part
of, was all male and operated with a somewhat different dynamic than that which prevailed the rest of
our week—Tuesday to Friday. There was a male bonding flavour to those afternoons, with a touch of locker
room humour, and after we’d put the paper to bed the
three of us, Si, me, and the other young guy—that first
year, it was Jim Wilson—would often go to a nearby
tavern for a beer. Wilson was a toady, a pain in the
ass, but we tolerated him—like me, he was a recent
J-school grad, but from a considerably lesser school
than Michigan. He had a habit of trying to sound
more important than he was, replaying in the bar his
procedures on fairly routine stories as if the results
were heroic. Still, there’d always be a lot of laughs
at the bar, Si’s booming laugh, Jim’s and my smaller
ones. But Jim, who only joined the Sunday crew on
Saturday afternoons, wasn’t really part of the family.
In the newsroom on Saturday afternoons, and in the
Spring 2014
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bar later, Si was careful to include Jim in everything,
but the bond between Si and me was much stronger,
and Jim clearly resented it. In less than a year, he’d
moved on to the sports department and was replaced
by another junior.
On weekdays, Si and Vera almost always had lunch
together, just the two of them, in the lounge of the
Barclay Hotel, two blocks away from the paper; I
would occasionally be invited to join them. At those
lunches, they would always order martinis, gin, very
dry, one green olive, and there was never any off-colour
talk. Si was always a complete gentleman around Vera,
and he expected others to behave the same. At one
of those lunches, I carelessly allowed the word “shit”
to slip out. “Lord love a duck,” Si snapped, not in his
usual amiable tone, and gave me a dirty look. That was
all he needed to do. I continued to be an occasional
guest, and it never happened again.
Although I had no evidence of it, I always assumed
Si and Vera were lovers. Si had a wife at home, and
two children, already in their late teens when I began
at the paper, and Vera had a husband but was childless—I would meet both spouses when the paper held
its annual Fourth of July picnic at Heritage Park and
on other special occasions, and both couples were
guests at my wedding—but I never heard either of
them make mention of their spouses other than in
the most pragmatic of ways: “Bob painted the deck
on Saturday,” is the sort of thing Vera would report;
“Oh, I’d better pick up some bread on my way home
or Sheila will kill me,” Si might say. But of Vera, Si
would sometimes rhapsodize. Often, he would come
over to my desk and thrust several sheets of copy in
front of me as if it were a puppy he held by the scruff of
the neck. “Look at this,” he would say, the excitement
in his voice just barely contained. “What an amazing piece. Vivid. That woman can really write.” The
implication, as I always heard it, was that I couldn’t, or
10
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certainly not as well. “But what can’t she do?”
It was a rhetorical question I couldn’t answer, but
I did know some things she could do, and often did,
and that included watching Si when he got up from
his desk and walked across the newsroom, to the wire
service teletype machines or the water cooler or the
men’s room, watching him with charlotte eyes that
seemed to be seeing him for the first time, eyes that
saw beyond his baggy chino trousers and crisp blue
Oxford button-down shirt, saw even beyond his skin,
that admiring was her gaze. Was it a loving gaze? I
thought so. But I never heard Vera praise Si, the
way he did her. When we were at lunch together, for
example, and Si excused himself, Vera never took the
opportunity to let me know what a wonderful man our
boss was, never said anything about him at all. All she
did was follow him with her eyes as far as she could,
while asking me a question, usually work related,
like “how are you getting on with that story we were
talking about this morning?” This strategy, I quickly
figured out, was to divert my attention from watching
her watch him. It didn’t really work. Instead it gave
me an opportunity to look directly at her.
I spent a lot of time looking at Vera, as did Si—she
was a very handsome woman, in her late 30s, tall and
slender but with pronounced hips that swayed as she
walked across the newsroom in a tight straight skirt,
always impeccably dressed in crisp pastel blouses,
often with ruffles on the bodice that disguised the
fullness of her bosom, and tailored jackets. Her hair
was chestnut and hung down past her shoulders in
sleek rolls of waves, a cut that made her seem younger
than she was; as she walked, her hair was constantly in
motion around her face, calling attention to it. When
she went on those strolls across the newsroom, to the
water cooler, the women’s room, the clipping morgue,
Si would lift his eyes from whatever he was editing
and affix them to her hips in a gaze that always struck

INTERFERENCE

me as more proprietary than lascivious. My eyes were
also on her, as I said, and so were the eyes of half the
other men in the newsroom at any given time; Si’s gaze
seemed to be saying, you can look, but don’t touch.
Nevertheless, I never saw the two of them together
outside of work, those weekday lunches and company
social events. Nor was there any gossip about them,
not that I was aware of, anyway. Still, the notion that
they were lovers persisted in my imagination.
And if they weren’t lovers in fact, I was sure, then
they were unrequited lovers, each in love with the
other but prevented from acting on their desires by
the realities of their marriages. When I was courting
my own wife, I remember, I told her this theory about
Si and Vera, and she thought it wonderfully romantic.
“But don’t you go falling in love with anyone else,” she
warned me.

c
I mentioned that Si took me under his wing. When I
was transferred to the Sunday department, I assumed
that the assistant managing editor, Stu O’Hara, a redfaced man with a surprisingly mild disposition who
had hired me, made that decision, but actually Si
had asked for me. He’d read a few of my early stories, including the one on the murder, and thought I
had some flair. Although I didn’t find that out until
some time later, I immediately sensed that Si had high
expectations of me, and soon I was thinking of him
as my mentor, even a role model. I started wearing
button-down Oxford shirts. And I paid attention to
everything he said—and did—and learned from him.
I like to think his faith in me was confirmed when
I stumbled on a big lead in the murder story. The district attorney had argued against bail, as is routine in
such cases, but to everyone’s surprise it had been set at
$1 million, and the doctor, a family physician with a

sterling reputation, had been set free. Leone had routinely reported this. “Get over there,” Si told me the
next morning. “Talk to him.”
I thought there was virtually no chance of my getting the doctor to talk, but it occurred to me that a
colour piece on my attempt might make a good yarn;
that was something that Leone would never take
on. But to my surprise, the good doctor, barred from
returning to his practice until the case had run its
course, was at home, alone and restless, and welcomed
me in, eager to talk.
He seemed like a man high on caffeine, nicotine,
and lack of sleep, his eyes bloodshot and rimmed
with red, his hands opening and closing in rapid-fire
sequence as he talked, rambling on in what, despite
its frequent incoherence, amounted to a confession. I knew there was little of what he said that was
useable—a hunch the Call-Bulletin’s lawyer quickly
confirmed that afternoon—but enough of it was to
give me a pretty good story which topped the front
page that Sunday. The best part was the nugget, which
ran as a separate, boxed sidebar, that the judge who’d
granted bail was a distant relative, something that
was easy to confirm. That revelation led to the judge
recusing himself and caused barely a ripple in the case.
Another judge was appointed, a new bail hearing held,
but bail at $1 million continued. But, as Si liked to
point out, it surely would have come out eventually
and, if we hadn’t reported it when we did, it might not
have surfaced until midway through the trial, causing
an uproar and forcing a mistrial. Leone didn’t talk to
me for weeks after my story appeared but there were
no real repercussions. Vera had been right about Si’s
running interference.

c
Si is Jewish, I think—the fact that I don’t know for
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sure puts the lie to my claim that we were once close,
I guess—one of those New York intellectual types. He
had, in fact, been born and raised in Brooklyn, went
to NYU, and worked for several years at the New York
Post as a reporter. Somewhere along the line he also
spent time in the service, writing for Stars and Stripes
in the peacetime years between Korea and Vietnam.
He never talked about what had brought him out
from New York to Michigan.
My name is William and most people call me Bill.
Si took to calling me Billy. “Time for coffee, Billy,”
he’d say in mid-morning, and I’d drop whatever I was
doing and follow him down to the cafeteria. Vera
would only rarely join us. We’d find a table in the corner and, despite that vow of his never to buy me coffee
again, he always paid. He would talk, I would mostly
listen, but occasionally sound off. These coffee sessions, which often began as a commentary on a piece
I’d written and he’d just read, editing pencil in hand,
often evolved into something resembling Aesop’s
fables, complete with moral, punctuated frequently
by Si’s famous laugh, loud and uninhibited, an honest
laugh. There was always a lesson of some sort to be
learned in chats with Si.
One day I remember especially well, I was indignant over the way the paper had handled the suicide
of a former city councilman who’d shot himself on the
nine-hole of the country club. “Prominent resident
dies suddenly while playing golf,” the headline read,
without whiff of gunpowder in the story, written by
Mark Leone.
Over coffee, I ranted, but Si just laughed. “This
isn’t J school, Billy boy.” He often would quote a line
from Emily Dickinson: “Tell the truth, but tell it
slant.” He said it now, and for the first time I understood it. Si winked. “Just as true for us news hounds as
it is for poets. Hell, truth hurts.”
Si often told tales about Dads Kennedy, a news12
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room legend of heroic proportions who’d been Si’s
best buddy for years. Dads had been a front-line correspondent in World War II, was on a first-name
basis with many Michigan politicians, could put down
more alcohol than most men could carry, and had a
prodigious sex life. He once was sent out to interview
a Playboy Playmate of the Year who was on a promotional tour and didn’t come back to work for three
days. Working for one of the Detroit papers, he’d
caused a commotion when he and a drinking buddy
used their company credit cards to fly to Vegas for a
long weekend. He’d won a slew of awards and come
close to a Pulitzer for a story in which he intertwined
the lives of the last man in Michigan to be executed
and two young men: the son of the Warden, who
received his corneas, and the son of the Lieutenant
Governor, who got his heart. Dads had worked for
quite a few papers throughout the Midwest, big and
small, invariably losing his job due to alcoholic misadventure, but he kept coming back to the Call-Bulletin,
which was where he’d begun as a teenager, and which
kept taking him back, he was that good.
“Lord love a duck, but could that man eat ice
cream,” Si said. “When he was drinking, it was the
only thing he had an appetite for. I saw him put down
a gallon of cherry vanilla once while he was working on a big murder story. He used to keep bottles
stashed around the newsroom—in his desk drawer, of
course, in a locker in the men’s room, and in the false
ceiling. But this night, he had a bottle openly on his
desk and nobody said boo. Canadian Club and cherry
vanilla from Marshall’s ice cream parlour side by side.
He kept sending the copy boy down to Marshall’s for
refills, half a pint at a time. He didn’t like it soft.”
Si sat back, finished off his coffee and brushed
toast crumbs from his shirtfront.
“Of course, you can’t keep that up forever, Billy,”
he said, philosophically. “Eventually, the booze killed
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him.”
I’d heard that any number of times from him, and
there seemed to be a moral in there: go wild, but use
caution.

c
I said I was a rookie when I started at the CallBulletin. After three years, I had turned into a pretty
good newspaperman, I think. No Dads Kennedy, but
solid, and with some flair. I wrote a few stories I’m still
proud of. Then, in a move I’ve always regretted, I left.
I was single when I began at the paper, just turned
twenty-two. I soon met the woman who I married.
We bought a house, had a child—a wonderful little
girl who’s now a senior at Columbia. But then, though
I’d heeded my wife’s admonition not to fall in love
with anyone else, the marriage began to go sour, for
reasons I still don’t fully understand twenty years later.
The arc of our marriage and that of my time at the
paper more or less coincided. As my marriage began
to falter, I found myself feeling restless and at loose
ends. By coincidence, I had a job offer and I took it.
I had written quite a few medical stories, and several pieces about the local hospital. The PR man there,
Bob Jamison, who’d once been a Call-Bulletin reporter
himself, was retiring, and he recommended me as a
replacement. Out of the blue, I got a phone call. It
meant better hours, a Monday to Friday shift, and
considerably more pay, all of which I thought might
help to save the marriage. It didn’t.
Had I not been feeling that restlessness, had my
marriage not been foundering, I probably wouldn’t
have taken the job. But I did, and I’ve been at the hospital ever since.
Actually, the local hospital is now part of a
multi-city conglomerate that serves all of southeast
Michigan, and I’m vice president of communication

for the company. The job doesn’t have the adrenalin
rush reporting does—I’m the guy reporters talk to
now, slanting the story for them to best serve the hospital’s purposes—but it has its satisfactions. Twenty
years on, though, and I still miss the newsroom.
I remarried, and that’s worked out better. Had two
more kids, both of them gems.
In the first few years after I left the paper, Si and
I remained close, or at least as close as we had been.
I continued to be invited occasionally to lunch with
him and Vera, and every so often he and I would travel
up to Detroit for a Tigers or Red Wings game. Once
in a while, on a Saturday evening, I’d stop in at the
tavern where Si and his new crew would go for a beer
after getting the Sunday paper out, but I was an outsider there now and never felt comfortable. That soon
stopped, and gradually my contact with Si lessened.
He had never invited me and my first wife, or me
alone after we separated, to dinner at his house, nor
had I invited him to mine, and I realized we’d never
really been that close after all—ours was an office
friendship, that’s all.
I was there at his retirement party, of course, but
that was a good three years ago. Nothing after that
until just recently, a brief visit at the hospital, in Vera’s
room. Then her funeral the other day.
I felt a little twinge of hurt that he hadn’t let me
know about Vera’s cancer. We had been family, after
all, well, a sort of one. Instead, I heard through one of
the doctors at the hospital who knew I’d once worked
at the paper.
“That Vera Young, the columnist? She’s over in
cancer wing,” he said, Russ Thornton, an oncologist.
“She’s in a bad way. You’d better hurry.”
I have to admit, it was always Si and me who constituted my idea of the “Sunday family.” I didn’t really
know Vera all that well. She was a private sort of person and, well, when the three of us were together, she
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really only had eyes for Si. But I felt enormous affection for her just the same. Whatever the exact nature
of her role in the shaping of my life as a young man
may have been, it was important.
I went right over to Oncology and wasn’t completely surprised to find Si in her room. There was no
sign of her husband. It turned out that she had been in
and out of hospital several times for a couple of years,
had already lost both breasts to surgery, seemed to be
doing all right after chemo and radiation, but then
had gotten sick again, the cancer metastasizing. She’d
been here in the wing for over a week, and Si had been
there every day, with her all through visiting hours.
Vera looked terrible, and you could see the end
wasn’t far away. The last time I’d seen her—ran into
her at Macy’s one day a couple of years ago—she
still looked pretty good for a woman almost 60. Still
had her figure, chestnut curls, her quick smile. “We
miss you at the paper,” she’d said, which I’m sure
was completely untrue, but nice of her nonetheless,
especially since I’ve been gone for twenty years and
a lot of bright young guys must have passed through
the Sunday department. After Si retired, she moved
out of Sunday and was writing a three-times-a-week
column, sort of Ellen Goodman style. Still the best
writer on the paper. Now she was thin as a splinter,
hair white and unkempt, face gaunt and pained, the
charlotte eyes clouded. She smiled when she saw me,
but couldn’t manage more than a few words. “Oh,
Bill, so good of you to come.” Si squeezed her hand as
we talked, then he and I went out into the hall when
a nurse came in and talked a bit there. Then, when
we saw she was asleep, he reluctantly agreed to come
down to the cafeteria for coffee. It was just like old
times, except that this time I paid.
“I wish you’d let me know about Vera,” I said, but I
kept my tone gentle, it wasn’t an accusation.
Si didn’t say anything. He looked at me, shrugged
14
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a little, then looked down and stirred his coffee.
He didn’t look so great either, thinner than he used
to be, his hair, which had been going salt and pepper when I first knew him, then had gone gray, was
now completely white and sparse. Unhealthy looking
dark pouches sat inertly, like sleeping cats, under his
eyes. He definitely looked his age, and then some. I
hadn’t thought of Dads Kennedy in years, but the old
war horse came suddenly to mind. Better to burn out
young maybe, I thought.
Despite the weight of his years, he was in okay
shape, Si told me. His own wife was sick, though,
recovering from a stroke. Again, I expressed regret
that I hadn’t known. I was reminded of my old notion
of his and Vera’s unrequited love.
“Nothing you can do,” Si said, a weary, resigned
tone. “It’s the end of everything.” He spoke as if he
were commenting on the collapse of civilization rather
than the approaching death of three old people.
Two weeks later, before I’d had a chance to visit her
again, I got word that Vera died. She’d been moved
to the palliative centre and they’d barely had time to
make her comfortable. Si was by her side at the end,
I was told.
I mentioned I saw Si at the funeral, but there was
no funeral proper. Vera’s husband apparently had her
cremated without benefit of any sort of ceremony. I
don’t know what that says. But there was a memorial thing, organized by some of her friends at the
paper, held at the Unitarian church on Maple Street. I
wouldn’t call it a service, but we sat in pews and people who spoke did it from the pulpit, if that’s a term
Unitarians use. The church is pretty plain, unadorned,
businesslike. I don’t know if Vera had some connection
to it or whether it was just a space that was available.
There was a pretty good turnout, about half were
people from the paper, some of whom I knew from
the old days. Vera’s husband wasn’t there. There were
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several speakers, including Jim Wilson, who used to
be the extra reporter on Saturdays; he’s been a loyal
employee all these years, if not a particularly good
reporter, and is now Assistant Managing Editor, which
grates me. Had I stayed, I’d be Managing Editor now,
maybe editor. Of course Si spoke, though briefly.
The eulogizers before him had kept things fairly
light. They talked about what a great gal Vera was, a
good friend, a fine reporter and writer. A few funny
anecdotes, the sort of thing you’d expect. The famous
tale of the time she buttonholed Jackie Onassis in the
ladies’ room at the Barclay Hotel downtown for an
exclusive.
When Si came up, he started off in the same vein.
“Nobody at the paper knew Vera the way I did,” he
said, and that statement floated over the crowd for a
moment, its exact meaning elusive. Was that a leer
on Si’s face? No, just a trick of the light. He looked
exhausted, as if he hadn’t slept in days. “Between us,”
he said, “we must have killed millions of words, and
thousands of martinis.” People laughed, but a little
nervously.
Si was wearing a dark suit, the jacket crookedly
buttoned. Everything about him looked rumpled.
“She was a beautiful human being,” he began again,
his voice wavering, “a beautiful woman, a beautiful
piece of ass…”
There was an audible gasp from the crowd.
“…and nobody knew that better than me.”
Si stood with his hands on either side of the
podium, gripping it to keep his balance. He glared out
at the people in the pews, a look of defiance. Then he
turned and made his way slowly back to where he’d
been sitting. Despite what he’d just said, a small cloud
of dignity seemed to float above his head.
There was one more speaker but I don’t think anyone was paying attention. Then that part was over
and people were moving noisily toward the stairs and

down to the lower level, where food and drinks had
been laid out.
Si went downstairs too, but I could see he was
alone, no surprise after what he’d said. As soon as I
could, I brought two glasses of scotch over to where
he was sitting, looking a bit forlorn. “Sorry, no gin,
no olives,” I said. He looked up with a blank expression but accepted the offered drink. “L’chaim,” he said
gravely. And we both drank.
I’m not quite sure why, and I’m ashamed of myself
now, but I was angry. What I told myself was that Si
had somehow dishonoured his friendship with Vera—
friendship, romance, affair, whatever it was. But now
I think maybe I was feeling a twinge of jealousy, that
perhaps I’d been half in love with her myself all these
years, ridiculous as that sounds.
“That was a hell of a thing to say, Si,” I said. “Are
you getting senile?”
Si laughed, not a dry, brittle, bitter laugh as I might
have expected, but a full bodied hearty laugh, the old
laugh Si Cooperman used to be famous for, the laugh
I associated with his tales of Dads Kennedy’s legendary exploits.
“What, telling the truth about somebody now is a
sign of senility?” he asked. “I loved that woman. You
know that.”
“There’s a proper time and place for everything,
Si,” I said.
“Billy, Billy,” he said, a half smile playing on his
lips. “Still green. Lord love a duck.” He finished off
the scotch in his glass. “What better time and place
than this?”
I went off, shaking my head, feeling disgusted.
What a thing to say! And in public, at her memorial
service. But a few days have passed and now I’m not so
sure. I just might call Si one of these days, see if he’d
like to go for lunch.
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C H R I STO P HE R EVANS

Y

ou knot your necktie, shrug on your suit jacket, slip on and lace
your loafers, click the snaps of your briefcase closed. You close and lock your
door, descend six flights of urinal-smelling stairs and open the lobby door to
the street. The sky overhead shows the promise of sun. Your watch reads 11:15.
Following Pender Steet, you move west, in the direction of downtown. Stasia calls
to you from a second floor window and you stop. She looks furtively around for a second, then flashes you a brown nipple and laughs. You wink and continue. The streets
become tidier and the buildings higher. You enter the core.

c
You step into the coffee shop on the corner. An old woman stands in front of you at the
counter, attempting to haggle with the cashier over the price of a croissant. From the
angle of her mouth, you can see that she’s unpleasant and unpleased that the cashier
doesn’t have the authority to change the price of a pastry. Over the old woman’s shoulder, you notice stacks of bills in her wallet, twenties and fifties. She regretfully accepts
her croissant and turns to find you standing behind her.
Her eyes turn to slits. “Do you mind?”
You nod in apology and step out of the way. The cashier yawns in greeting.
“Grande medium roast, no room.”
“That’ll be $3.25.”
You fish in your pocket for coins and come up a few shy.
“Make that a tall.”
The cashier thinks you’re a joke and rolls her eyes. “$2.50.”
You slide the coins across the counter and take the cup, as well as a newspaper from
the stack with the sign that reads NOT FREE! Seated at the only available table, you
hoist the paper and scan the other patrons over the top. They are clustered in twos and
threes, international students and business people on mid-afternoon coffee breaks,
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except for the old woman, who sits alone. She pulls
a small book out of her purse and does Sudoku while
she eats her croissant. You settle in and cross your
legs, but notice that the left cuff of your trousers has
become unstitched and a half-circle of fabric hangs
down your ankle. You lower your leg and drink your
coffee in staccato, piping gulps. Once finished eating,
the old woman returns the small book to her purse,
loops it over her shoulder, and leaves the shop.
You follow her. She walks down Granville; when
she stops to look at shoes in a window, you stop to
look at skis; when she stops to looks at dresses, you
stop to look at shoes. The old woman sits down at a
bus bench and you position yourself behind her, briefcase at your feet, and hold up the newspaper, while
she again removes the small book and continues with
her puzzles.
The purse strap is loose on her shoulder. You place
your hand on the back of the bench and let it creep
towards her.
“Nice suit, Suit.”
“Hey Suit, buy low, sell high.”
You drop your hand to your side and look up. There
are two boys, twelve or thirteen years old, standing at
the stop. It’s you they are addressing.
The blond one calls, “I think my Grandpa was buried in that same suit.”
The one with the hat laughs. The blond boy pulls
a bent cigarette out of his pocket and holds it unnaturally in his mouth, lips like a fish. After several false
starts, the boy with the hat lights it with a match. You
raise the newspaper in front of your face, just as the
old woman turns around to see who the boys are jeering at; from behind it you can hear her tsking. You
wait a moment, then lower the paper to see that she
has returned to her book and the boys have immersed
themselves in the smoking of the cigarette. You place
your hand back on the bench. It creeps towards her

shoulder.
At the sound of clicking heels, you again drop your
hand to your side and look up. A woman, late-thirties, chestnut hair, now stands at the stop. She wears a
navy pantsuit and carries a laptop bag.
She looks right at you and says, “I know what
you’re trying to do.”
This is unexpected. You reach down for your case
and take a step back, while the businesswoman continues to stare at you intently. You attempt a smile,
which isn’t returned.
She says, “You’re trying to make your problem my
problem. Not a goddamned chance. You tell Brandt
that if he doesn’t get those perfs to the client by Friday,
he’ll be looking for another job Monday, end-of-fucking-story. Do you understand now, Charlotte? Is that
clear enough for you?”
She reaches up and tucks a lock of hair behind
her ear, revealing a small headset. While you exhale
and return your briefcase to the ground, the businesswoman turns to look out over the street and continues
to berate Charlotte. Your hand returns to the back of
the bench. The purse strap is slack and you gingerly
wedge your index finger between it and the old woman’s shoulder, preparing to make your move.
“Holy shit, check this out.”
You quickly recoil your hand and step back. The
boy with the hat points down the sidewalk. Your eyes
follow his finger. A man in an expensive grey suit
walks briskly down the sidewalk, holding a Georgia
Straight open in front of his face.
The blond boy says, “This is going to be amazing.”
The man, his view obscured by the paper, barrels into the bus stop pole, forehead loudly clanging
against the steel. He’s now a crumpled mess, half on
the sidewalk, half on the street. A loose newssheet
floats over his face and a nickel-sized splotch of blood
quickly blooms on the page. The two women gasp,
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while the boys laugh and laugh.
The businesswoman says, “I gotta go, Charlotte.
Some guy’s just brained himself with a pole.”
The old woman looks around frantically and turns
to see you standing behind her. “Well, are you just
going to stand there? Do something.”
You hook your arms under the man’s armpits and
pull him off the road, news page clinging to his face.
The businesswoman calls for an ambulance while the
older one chastises the boys for continuing to laugh.
As you drag him, you see a glossy corner sticking out
of the man’s interior breast pocket and, unnoticed,
slide the wallet out and drop it into your own pocket.
A bus pulls up and the debarking commuters
exclaim over the fallen man. The old woman takes the
spotlight, regaling onlookers with the story of what
has happened. You collect your briefcase and fade out.

c
You walk east on Pender. You pass Stasia, on the corner
now, and quietly discuss the possibility of a quick fuck
later. You take a right turn on Jackson Ave and arrive
home, up six flights, and into your apartment, locking
the deadbolt and slide chain behind you. Placing the
briefcase on the counter, you click it open and pull out
the contents, six illicit cans of tomato soup, which you
line up along the counter. You open one and turn on
the hotplate.
You remove the man’s wallet from your pocket and
rub your thumb over the logo, two interlocking G’s,
embossed in the leather. It’s your only score today, but
it’s likely a good one, and you want to heighten the
thrill of opening it by waiting just a little while longer,
so you strip down to your underwear and begin sewing
up the frayed cuff of your suit pants first. The resulting
stitches are rough and of the wrong coloured thread,
but you’re confident no one will notice. You hang the
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suit on a hanger and hook it over the frame where your
bathroom door should be. You place a pot containing
one part soup to one part water on the hotplate.
You’re ready now. You pull your chair up to the
spindly table and hold the wallet before you; it’s a slim
model, not brimming with receipts or scratch-andwins like most. You separate the folds and pull out a
handful of bills—one hundred, two hundred, two fifty,
two seventy. Enough for a few hours with Stasia, a
portion of rent, and maybe a better used suit, one that
would allow you to access the downtown office towers
unnoticed. You pull out a plastic card, a driver’s licence
and—wait—
You stare, confused, at the licence. You read
the name, then re-read, then read it again: Karel
Christiaansen. Your name. Rushing to the window,
you hold the card in the bluing light of early evening, to get a better look at the picture. The face, also
yours. You turn and flick it, hockey card style, across
the room and freeze for a moment before retrieving
it from the floor near the counter. You carry it to the
bathroom and pull the light cord.
Under the harsh, white light of the naked bulb, you
hold the licence up with your thumb and forefinger,
next to your face, and let your eyes travel back and
forth between them. The faces, his on the card and
yours in person, are identical. Almost. You can see
now that the one on the card is a little rounder, a little
less lined, has fewer signs of greying at the temples.
You place it on the toilet tank and splash your face
with cold water before looking again. The result is the
same.
You open the fridge, remove the lone occupant, a
half-empty twixer of Silent Sam, and take a few quick,
eye-watering belts. You sit again and let your fingers
explore the subtle creases of the wallet, removing three
small photographs: you with the old woman, laughing and holding beer steins; you with the blond boy
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and the one with the hat, together posing with some
type of large, caught fish; you with the angry businesswoman, kissing under an arbor woven through with
grape vines. You return the photos to the appropriate
crease, open the window and let the wallet drop to the
alley, where it rests amongst a scatter of orange caps.
The money and licence remain on the table.
You go outside and come back in. You pace. You
burn the soup. You throw disbelieving glances at the
table. You finish the bottle and sleep in your chair.

c
You knot your tie, don your jacket, lace your loafers, click your briefcase closed. You lock your door,
descend the stairs and open the door to the street. The
sky overhead is the colour of slate. Your watch reads
11:15.
You revisit yesterday’s movements, west on Pender,
distracted nod to Stasia, into downtown, until you
eventually arrive back at the coffee shop. You break
the newly acquired twenty and buy a coffee, grande
no room, and take a NOT FREE newspaper from the
stack. There are a trio of female Japanese students at
your table, so you stand awkwardly close to them until
they become uncomfortable and leave. You scan the
patrons over the paper, drink your coffee, and waituntil the cashier, a different, more attentive one than
yesterday, tells you that you need to pay for the newspaper, at which time you leave. You follow Granville
to the bus stop and stand until it gets dark. No familiar faces, no contact, no concussions.
Once home, you kneel down and slide a shallow cardboard box out from under the cot, unfold
the flaps, and remove a copy of What Color Is Your
Parachute? 1996 Edition. From between its pages you
remove your driver’s licence, several years old, but
still relevant, and a newspaper clipping and lay them

on the tabletop next to Karel Christiaansen’s driver’s
licence. You compare the two cards: names, heights,
and birthdates the same, photos and weights nearly
the same, addresses different. Karel’s, the other Karel’s,
reads 2236 Sasamat St.
The newspaper clipping, a bit yellowed now, is
your parent’s joint obituary. Despite having memorized it, you scan it again for news of a hidden twin or
an unknown family. There is nothing.

c
Knot tie, don jacket, lace loafers, click snaps, onto
the street. The sky is faultless, not a cloud to be seen.
Time is slippery and unreliable.
On the bus, you watch as the neighbourhoods transition from commercial to crowded residential to
spacious, verdant residential. At the appropriate stop
you get off and stand for a moment as the bus pulls
away before beginning your trek down Sasamat St.
The houses and gardens are grand, elaborate, and
wide; your apartment, by comparison, is a shanty, a
cave. An elderly man waves to you from a driveway,
where he’s lovingly waxing a forest-green Bentley. You
wave back hesitantly, less certain now of what you are
doing, and quicken your pace to avoid the chance of
conversation.
Number 2236 is a gigantic house, Cape Cod-style
with a wrap-around porch, and potted ornamental
shrubberies. The steps up are unnervingly silent and
the front door has a brass knocker in the shape of a
lion. You stand motionless in front of the door for
many minutes, the knocker-hammer raised in your
hand, before retreating, your feet whispering down
the stairs.
“What are you doing?”
You pause, mid-stride, and look back. The businesswoman, the one with the earpiece, the one
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harshing Charlotte’s mellow, stands in the doorway,
chestnut hair pulled up in a ponytail.
“I’m sorry,” you manage, unsure of what you’re
apologizing for.
She steps forward and you, through some unseen
magnetic pull, move back up the stairs, towards her.
“I thought I heard someone out here. Did you forget your keys?”
“Um…yes. I was going to try the, uh, back door?”
“Oh, Karel,” she says, mouth spreading to a grin,
“always with the keys.”
The woman steps forward and holds you in an
embrace, then tilts her head and kisses you, tongue
roving. Her mouth tastes like cinnamon, like a candy
heart. One of her hands snakes down your back and
squeezes a handful of ass cheek. She’s surprised you
again.
She releases you and walks into the house, stopping
in the doorway. “There’ll be time for that later,” she
says, looking back over her shoulder, giving her bum a
little shake. “Well, come on. Everyone’s waiting.”
You should leave now, get back on the bus and go,
but you don’t. You enter the house and close the door
behind you.
The front foyer is glossy with dark, polished wood.
There is a hallway, leading off in front of you to several doorways, and a partially winding staircase to your
left, leading, presumably, to an upper floor. In a mirror with an ornate frame to your right, you catch your
reflection. You look out of place, maybe. Or maybe
like you belong here. Either way, tired and worn.
The businesswoman’s voice reaches from far away,
“Marcus, Dixon, come and set the table. Your father’s
home.”
There is a thundering above you, followed by a
pounding on the stairs. The blond boy and the boy
with the hat, sans hat, are charging towards you,
yelling.
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“Hi, Dad.”
“Hi, Dad.”
They each grab you in a one-armed hug, sliding
across the floor in their socks, before changing direction and disappearing down the hall and through a
doorway. You stare after them.
“Hi, boys…um, Dixon and…” You trail off.
This is too much, way too much. You turn to go,
gripping the knob in your hand.
“What are you doing, Karel?”
The old woman stands at the end of the hall, wearing a frilly apron smeared with some kind of sauce.
“I’m just checking the doorframe,” you say, pressing lamely against the moulding.
She wags her finger at you; scolded again. “Oh,
not today, Mr Fixit. Save that for the weekend.” She
approaches you and reaches up, giving you a powdery
kiss on the cheek. She starts peeling off your jacket,
forcing you to let go of your briefcase. “Look at you,”
she says, eying you up and down, “you’re getting too
skinny. Well, let’s kill the fatted calf, shall we?” She
laughs, throwing your jacket over her arm, and collects
your case from the floor and recedes through another
doorway.
Without your jacket and briefcase, you feel suddenly naked, vulnerable; exposed in two ways, an
unadorned fraud. You take a few uncertain steps down
the hall and come to a stop in front of a small, semicircular side table, on which rests the old woman’s purse.
You stare at it for a moment and then allow yourself
to run your finger down the length of the strap and
gingerly lift it with one hand, appraising the weight.
Above the little table hangs a framed photograph. In
the photo, the boys and the women and you sit in
Adirondack chairs on a sandy beach, all flashing peace
signs and holding aloft frosty glasses. You notice now
that the wall is lined with photos and that you figure
prominently in many of them. You lower the purse
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and enter the first doorway on the right.
The room is lit with candles and some sort of other
lighting, from a source you can’t pinpoint, which casts
an orange glow. The table is set for five; the boys and
their mother are already seated. In front of them are a
roast beef on a wooden board and a number of steaming casserole dishes. You don’t know which of the two
empty seats to use, until the ponytailed woman pushes
the one at the head away from the table with her foot.
As you sit, the old woman enters, carrying a gravy
boat and a bottle of wine, which she adds to all the
glasses, including a splash in each of the boys’.
She raises her glass and looks at you, solemnly.
She says, “A toast to my talented son and his beautiful family: May the saddest day of your future be no
worse than the happiest day of your past.”
You remember scenes like this from childhood
television and know to raise your own glass; everyone
clinks. The family starts ladling food onto plates and
passing them around, until a full plate lands in front
of you.
The businesswoman turns to you. “Are you okay,
Karel? You seem distracted.”
“I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed, at the
moment,” you say and add, hopefully, “You know?”
She smiles and places her hand on the back of
yours. “Baby, you’re preaching to the choir.”
The old woman chimes in, from across the table, “I
didn’t slave all day, so you could let that food get cold
in front of you. Dig in, son.”
You haven’t had food like this in years, decades
maybe, and you take an exploratory bite of mashed
potato and gravy. It warms your mouth. You didn’t
realize how ravenous you’d been and you eat more
and more. The others envelope you in table-talk; their
words are indistinct, a muted buzz punctuated by
clinking and scraping.
As the meal winds down, the old woman gets up

and begins to clear the plates, vanishing and reappearing through a swinging door. The younger woman
turns and regards the boys, “Marcus, Dixon, don’t you
have something for your father?”
The boys, blond Marcus and hat-less Dixon, shove
their chairs back with abandon and thud out of the
room and up the stairs. You’d forgotten how loud children can be. The woman winks at you across the table
and you feel yourself blush.
The boys return, carrying a small, wrapped gift,
which they pass to you. It looks alien in your hands.
“Happy Birthday, Dad.”
“Yeah, open it, Dad. Happy Birthday.”
You look up to the woman, who smiles and nods.
You begin to tear away the colourful paper, revealing
a small box, and lift the lid. It’s a wallet, leather, with
two interlocking G’s in the corner.
“It’s to replace the one you lost,” Dixon says. “Do
you like it?”
You rub your thumb over the smooth leather and
trace the G’s with your nail. Inside one of the interior folds, you find three photographs: you and the old
woman, you and the boys, you and the chestnut-hired
woman sitting across from you, kissing under grape
vines.
“Thank you, boys. I really...I mean, I don’t know
what to say…I’ve never…”
The old woman interrupts you, saves you, by entering the room through the swinging door, carrying a
frosted cake, blazing with candles. She places the cake
in front of you and the four of them break into song.
You watch their faces, glowing yellow from the flames,
as they sing: they are beaming, overjoyed. This is all
for you. You feel your eyes start to well up.
“Don’t forget to make a wish, Dad.”
You close your eyes and inhale deeply. You make a
wish. You lean in and blow.
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Three Poems
L A RA BOZABAL I AN

Apiary
From above, we must have
looked like bees, roving from bush to bush
pollinating with looks and information.
A honeycomb of reasons for Belinda’s ostracization,
Amber’s free pass, Geoff ’s impenetrable ways.
Everyone went home full. I didn’t know
much about perspective,
housed by invisible stick drawn lines.
I knew I was hungry for clues—
the ways in which eyes and words and lives
travelled together or germinated apart. It seemed
my feet were planted on a floating island, and
all I knew about water was that it was not sand.
Legends were hinted at, whispers of weekend
trysts that left me breathless. What kind of passport
did this require, I wondered? Athletics, apparently.
Genetics, of course. I couldn’t blend in, although I did,
entrenched in my own apiary, semi social,
naked as anyone.
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Prairie Wedding
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan
A grizzled Centurion peers across the table
through a haze of cigarette packages,
a stovetop torso of mislaid parts screendoored with spicy rancor
over a lighter that has been lost and lost and found.
He is wary of newness and the city girl who
may or may not be here to judge.
The kitchen table is crowded
with welted feelings, curses and looks thrown down
like teenagers out tha house. I keep my eyes
on the patriarch of this gunmetal clan,
calloused (I am certain) with too many days
in the empty bathtub of a yard,
holding vaguely onto once cold cans,
hard chromed by Saskatoon sun and too old
to pretend life is different
because there are tablecloths,
because he is cramped into creased clothes,
because the flowers have been bought.
He snaps for whisky, I ask for thank you
even before the mason jar leaves my hand.
Brows and tension rise over the card table crowd.
The yard becomes a classroom.
Two beats. Three.
I make a quip about detention, and
like a car happening upon a merge lane,
he is laughing, a crooked sixteen-year-old grinning out
from behind a broken fence.
We are happier, now, back in role
but, through sips of fire whisky, it is I who finally
understands his math
and the subtraction—of traffic, of news radio, of in-laws—
that equals comfort, surrounded by dirt floors,
with only stars left to marvel at, above.
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Flea In A Teacup
Season by season her changes change her changes endlessly,
and those whose turn has come press on her so,
she must be swift by hard necessity.
—Dante, Inferno VII, 88-90
II
There was a day when we caught it,
murkiness, floating above the surface of her smile,
years before it happened to come out of the rain. On that day I saw
in my mother the possibility, knew her as someone
who might go that way, as they say.
The first wrist twinge at thirty-one.
The flute of back pain at your fortieth.
A glimpse of yourself, decades earlier than expected.
It isn’t pretty. With her it was hardly noticeable.
Until the meals became a little screwy.
Breakfast for supper. Jam for dinner. There wasn’t a lot
to do except deal with what we were told. Dementia. Slow declines.
Anger (none). Forgetfulness (thorough). Weakness (hardly at all).
She couldn’t trust her eyes to recognize things
when she woke up, held them open as long as possible.
She was her own night light, years stacked around her
like a dormitory of bodies, turned, turning,
in various stages of sleep.
III
Each night, in sheet-shawled dreams,
she slipped past the guards and cameras,
and came back. Back into the rooms of a house
her family had governed for fifty years,
to discover what had been taken, left, moved,
came back to get lost in the details that were left to her
(the doorknob she selected from the hardware store,
smiling up at her; a mat she macraméd to pass the winter,
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bright as flowers in the hall; the lampshade of dawn
through heavy curtains; the memory of mornings,
all her own, before she had to slip into role
for Bern or the children; coffee mug, journal,
the softness of cat against calf ).
IV
Returned to threshold.
She stared at the torn screen, the peeling paint.
Her palms, a map with no compass.
She would have to be careful, and silent,
critch critch, animal noises crouched in on her
as she cowered behind a huddle of tables and sinks.
There was nothing that could be done about the sound,
or the cold that crept up through the floor of the porch,
slivered into the joints in her arms and legs,
though the glass chips were shredding her hose.
If she could just stay awake, sooner or later she would be okay,
back in her chair, warmed with the fire and Bellow
snorting beneath her feet.
I
Did she tell you her father built the place?
In 1931, smackdab in the middle of the Depression.
He walked into the bank and laid down five hundred
for the land and built the house on top of it.
It was unusual, and talked about (letmetellyou),
but she was the delight of his life, and,
in those days, there were so many tramps,
it made you feel good to have a chunk of land
to call your own.
Keep your family on.
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The Perfect Man
for My Husband
AN D R EW MACD O NAL D

T

he news arrived with the fanfare of the last tiny float in a very
small parade, the one nobody wants to see, the one that fell behind and never
caught up. He told me he had cancer, the worst kind, and that it had spread to
so many corners of his body that there wasn’t any hope. That got me. No hope. Who
says that to his wife? We were having dinner, this was before he got really bad, sharing
one of those little plates where they poured balsamic vinegar and olive oil, the vinegar
slipping around in bubbles. The bread stick had been torn in half. I looked down and
saw that it was in my hands.
I put my piece of bread back on the plate and asked my husband, “What do you
mean, no hope?”
“Exactly what it sounds like.” He drank some carbonated water, sucking it through
his teeth. By the face he made, I could tell he had trouble getting it down his throat, as
if it hadn’t gone all the way to his stomach and chosen his Adam’s apple as its home.
This was our Cancer Dinner—what we’d call it over the next few months, when the
endlessly multiplying cells really started ransacking his body. I would come to grow
fond of this moment, the way Eve must have grown fond of the split second before she
bit into the apple and damned us all. It’s rare in life you can point definitively to The
Moment Everything Changed. We could do that.
Palming a piece of bread into a tiny ball, I threw it across the table and into his
chest. I pretended his chest was the universe, that the ball of bread was a missile with
such potential for catastrophe that it would end all moments. The bread ball bounced
into his glass of water. We both looked at it sadly as the water molecules slowly pulled it
apart, rending the bread like a strange underwater flower you needed grief to discover.
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After a few tests, a few rounds of chemotherapy,
the oncologists sent my husband home. The reasoning was: if he was going to die, he might as well do
it somewhere comfortable. It was a deadly beast, the
cancer, and it was beyond reproach. So I went about
trying to make him comfortable, starting with the
purchase of an ounce of the highest quality marijuana
I could find. The dealer, a college student from the
apartment complex across the street, said to take it
easy, that a gram of the stuff would take me to outer
space. Good, I told him. The rings of Saturn sounded
very hospitable at that moment.
In the early stages of our courtship, my husband
and I would smoke a bit of pot on the porch and
watch for patterns in the stars to announce themselves
to our scrambled minds. Since then, he had gotten a
job teaching at a private high school and couldn’t find
room in his life for drugs.
“You’re smoking it,” I said handing him the joint.
“We’ll go back in time to four years ago when we first
met.”
He saluted grimly. “Then as now, you’re the boss.”
I wrapped his shawl tight around his body and
lit the joint where it dangled, between his chapped
lips. His eyelids fluttered when he sucked in and he
coughed out a cloud that hung in the air like a fist.
“Goddamn,” he said. “That hits you right in the brain.”
“If you could have one wish,” I said, sucking in
my own lungful of smoke, “other than having more
wishes, what would it be?”
“More genies.”
“That’s addressed in the contract, section one B.
No extra genies.” I replaced the joint on his waiting
lips. Its glowing tip lit him up in a pleasant way, like a
wet drawing of a sunset, near translucent, patted down
over the contours of his face. It was a calm, safe thing.
His eyes got milky, the lids at half-mast. “You really
want to know?”

“What kind of a wife would I be if I didn’t want
to know?”
So my husband said to me, “I wouldn’t mind getting laid.”
“Your wish,” I said, putting my hand on his leg, “is
my command.”
Which ended up being a natural transition to my
husband telling me that he meant he wanted to sleep
with a man.
There are pictures you have of people you love, a
kind of x-ray that you think reveals their inner lives
and shines it bright on the wall like a Kabuki shadow
puppet play. And then, when the curtain is pulled
back and the puppets behind it look nothing like the
images you had imagined, you’re forced to pick up the
Lego blocks of reality and rebuild them in a manner
you can live with.
He saw my expression and let the joint fall out of
his mouth. It landed on the shawl and sparked until
we both frantically patted it out. Our hands met a few
times, violent with slapping sounds. Once we’d beaten
the joint into a stubbly mess, I took out a spare I’d
rolled in case the first one suffered premature death.
I handed him the replacement joint and asked
him, the way you’d talk to someone hard of hearing,
“Repeat what you just said.”
“What did I just say?”
“That you want to sleep with a man. Is that what
you said? Did I hear you right?”
He frowned. “I thought you knew.”
Did I know? I might have known. There were signs.
Then again, if you told me my husband had been a
closet uni-bomber, I could have found signs supporting that claim, too. He was anti-social sometimes. He
was the only person I knew who liked licking the glue
on envelopes. If I’m not mistaken, the uni-bomber
liked doing that, too.
“Sorry,” he said. “I’m stoned. Very, irredeemably
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stoned.”
I considered the joint. It still lit up his face like the
wet sunset thing. “Did you ever find me attractive?”
He stopped to think and he did so in a way that I
found terribly honest, as if I’d just put him in charge
of ending all the genocides going on around the world
and had to confront the place that we as Westerners
fit into that sort of thing. “I do find you attractive,” he
said finally. “Kind of the way you can tell a piece of
art is beautiful without actually, you know, necessarily
wanting to sleep with it.”
“So that’s it, then,” I said to him. “You want to me
to seek out a male partner who can be with you in
ways I can’t.”
Had you given me a card and asked me to briefly
describe what intercourse looked and felt like, I
would’ve said, Earnest and Fairly Fulfilling. Past lovers had been more passionate, more acutely attuned
to the power of friction on the clusters of nerve in
the sexual parts of my body. But my husband did his
best, and his best manifested itself nearly every time
we slept together, which amounted to twice a week.
Children hadn’t been possible on account of my uterus.
According to the doctor, it had the warped shape of
one of Dali’s clocks. A part of me felt ashamed that I
couldn’t give him children and assumed my infertility
accounted for our subpar sex life. I explained that to
him.
“Fuck my disfigured uterus,” I said.
My husband sighed. “When have I ever talked
about having kids?”
“When have you ever talked about putting a penis
inside your mouth?”
Digging himself deeper into his shawl, my husband conceded that it was a good point.
The man I was considering had dark hair, very short
with a swoop of bangs. In the picture my co-worker
28

T HE NEW QUARTE R LY

| Spring 2014

Hattie showed me, he almost looked like a woman.
He modelled for a hair product company, she told me.
You wouldn’t call him handsome or beautiful. More
like striking. Hattie described him this way: “Looking
at him in person makes you feel like you’ve been hit by
something very sharp.”
“And this is a good thing?”
“This is a good thing.”
Hattie was the only one so far who agreed to help
me find a man for my husband. Most people said very
bad things to me about the status of our marriage.
These were the kinds of people who exchanged crystal
swans and called it love, while simultaneously thinking up elaborate ways to inflict harm on one another.
My mother believed in traditional marriage norms,
even when one-half of the marriage was dying of cancer, as my husband was.
“What you’re doing will crush you,” she said.
“I’m already being crushed,” I said, referring to the
cancer and the crushing weight of its metastasization.
“But this one will crush you more,” my mother
said.
When I told him about the conversation, my husband said, “Maybe she’s right,” and that was the only
time since he got cancer that I couldn’t stand him.
I’d tried some other things before deciding to find
him a man to sleep with. For a week I bound my
breasts with tensor bandages left over from the time
I sprained my ankle. Little hairs sprouted on my legs
and under my arms, and I stopped waxing the fine
thin line of down that stretched thin as dental floss
just above my upper lip. I even bought a wig. Wearing
it transformed me into one of the Beatles. When I
tried it on and approached my husband and said in
my deepest voice, You need your plumbing fixed?, he
blinked twice. Only one blink would have done.
You wonder: what kind of man should my husband
sleep with? I thought of me, but as a man, and real-
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ized maybe that was the point, that he wanted a ‘not
me.’ Which in some lights, might seem horrible. In
the light I chose, it meant that his attraction to men
could only be an inversion of his attraction, or lack
thereof, to me, such that in loving men, according to
some curious physics, he was loving me, too.
The plan was for Alex and Hattie to show up to our
apartment in tandem. From there, Hattie and I would
gradually fade away as my husband and Alex interacted. My husband was having one of his good nights,
and even though I don’t believe in God, I thanked Him
or Her or It for small graces. I’d pre-emptively gotten
the bed ready, washing the sheets so when the time
came things would be in place. Pillows were fluffed.
Scented candles and condoms placed at convenient
locations throughout the room. Anticipating a night
on the couch, I made sure to have an old sleeping bag
curled up behind our television set in the living room,
ready for retrieval.
Things started poorly when Alex showed up minus
Hattie. “Food poisoning,” he said apologetically. He
handed over a bottle of shiraz. “I wasn’t going to come,
but she made me promise I would anyway.”
“And a good thing you did,” I said, modulating my
voice to sound cheery and absolutely comfortable with
Alex’s presence. I took his coat and called my husband
over. “Would be a shame for all the food I made to go
to waste.”
My husband introduced himself. I searched his
face for evidence of enchantment. They shook hands
and I tried to determine the nature of that handshake.
Was it gentle and sensual? Firm and flirty? Thirty
pounds lighter than he usually was, my husband practically swam in his collared shirt. His pants didn’t fit
him well, but he smelled nice and I’d shaved him, so
his face had the glow of a nice stone zapped by a laser
beam.

“I was just thinking,” I said, engaging in damage
control by leading them to the kitchen, “that you two
could talk. It’s my understanding that you’ve been out
of the closet for a long time. My husband here could
probably use a few pointers.”
“Jesus Christ,” my husband sighed. He touched his
temple. To Alex he said, “You’ll have to excuse her,”
which I took to be a good sign, since it implied collusion on their part, a gendered taking of sides.
I’d prepared a dinner of salmon and coleslaw and
mashed potatoes, knowing my husband could get
portions of each down. Their talk amounted to a lot
of polite, empty banter. Hattie had simply told Alex
that my husband recently came out, on account of an
unspecified illness that was not, Hattie made sure to
make clear, HIV. Since he didn’t know he was on a
date, being test-driven by both of us (or just me—I
later learned that my husband thought I was joking
about setting him up with men), Alex didn’t pick up
a lot of the cues a person on a date would normally
pick up on. Twice I encouraged my husband to compliment him. Twice my compliments evaporated into
the ether.
Occasionally I tried to raise the stakes by introducing sexuality into the conversation. “What’s your
favourite sexual position?” I said. “How do you feel
about pornography?”
“I don’t watch it much,” Alex said, eyes lowered to
the food on his plate.
“Us neither,” I said, though I added that my husband might, since prior to this point, it was probably
the only way he’d been able to experience gay sex.
I waited for Alex’s good looks to stab my husband’s heart sharply the way Hattie said. My husband
asked me to help him to the washroom. I wasn’t sure
I wanted to leave Alex alone in the kitchen, where he
might steal the nice forks and knives my grandmother
left me when she died. It turned out my husband
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didn’t need my help. He squeezed me at the upper arm
until it ached. “You can’t do what you’re doing, Abby.”
“What am I doing?”
“You can’t force someone to want to have sex with
me.”
“Pardon me for thinking that the rest of the world
would find you as pretty as I find you.”
“It’s not that.” He let go of me and looked into
his hands. “I shouldn’t have said what I said to you. It
wasn’t fair.”
I took a deep breath. “How many times have
I done something very bad and you forgave me?” I
said, touching his face up near the side burns, where
his skin was slightly more pale. “You’ve got cancer. If
that’s not grounds for getting something you want, I
don’t know what is.”
My mother had actually been the one to put it in my
head that a man could smell when a woman couldn’t
give birth. Despite having only one child, she thought
of herself like that stone Venus from Willendorf, hips
rounded with fertility. In her mind, all roads to motherhood and relationship led to her.
Even though it was ten at night, long past her bed
time, we rang my mother up. My husband and my
mother never got along, but only because he hated
her because she acted like she hated me. Who knows,
maybe she hated me. We lit another one of the joints.
My husband dialled since, after a few hits, I couldn’t
translate the symbols on the phone’s dial. He handed
me the phone. We were in the outerspace of marijuana
intoxication.
As the phone dialled, I could picture my mother
taking off the stupid little mask she wore to bed. I
could picture her hair coiled around pink plastic cylinders that made bunches of follicles curl.
“He’s a homosexual,” I said when she answered.
“Who is this?”
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“Gay. Flaming. So the thing you said about me
being a defective woman? Stuff it.”
She recognized my voice and said, “I know he’s
a homosexual. Are you alright? Do you need me to
come over?”
Slamming the phone down, I reached for the
remains of the joint and lit it.
“That must have felt nice,” my husband said, coming up behind me and rubbing my shoulders with
weak, skeletal hands. I turned in my chair and buried
my face in his stomach.
“Screw you for dying,” I said. His fingers made
electricity behind my ears.
“I’m not dead yet,” he said. It occurred to me that
what he’d said was true.
Hattie called me up and said that I’d probably be
fired from work, since I hadn’t called in to explain my
absence. It wasn’t a particularly meaningful job—I
worked at a non-profit organizing fundraising events,
only I knew the non-profit was covertly for-profit, so
its success or failure didn’t faze me.
“I say we fight the bullshit,” Hattie said. “If they
fire you, I know a friend of a friend who’s a workplace
rights lawyer. We’d gut them real quick.”
I said I didn’t care. We went for lunch and she
asked how my terminally ill husband was doing.
“Mostly like shit. He can barely walk, but he puts
up a good front.” That morning, he puked on the floor
of the bathroom and passed out in it. How he had
anything to throw up was beyond me. Without him
knowing, I’d been keeping a diary of his food and fluid
intake and found that in the last three days he’d consumed the equivalent of a two inch cube of cheese,
three thumbs of orange juice, and a soggy bowl of
cereal.
“I was always jealous,” Hattie said. She picked out
a leaf of spinach. “You two always had this thing. I
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can’t explain it.”
For the last three years, she’d been on a series of
hopeless first and second dates that ended short of her
expectations. As far as I could tell, she had a lot of sex
but felt an emptiness in her gut when she wasn’t in
love with someone.
“It’s too bad he wasn’t looking for another woman.”
She swallowed the spinach leaf and pursed her eyebrows. “Sorry. I’m a shit.”
“No arguments here.”
I watched as she took the water carafe at the center
of the table and filled up both our glasses. “Have you
found a guy for him?”
Stabbing at my own salad, I answered, “Negatory.”
Since the awkward dinner with Alex, I tried to set up
one more date, this time with a nice, clearly homosexual man I met at the grocery store. But the man had
a boyfriend, and besides, my husband said he wasn’t
thinking about screwing men. Jokingly, he said that
he wanted to keep his soul pure so that he could gain
access to the kingdom of heaven.
“Don’t be an asshole,” I said, picking up one of
the pillows we’d designated a surrogate for him and
punching it.
“Oof.” He doubled over, as if I’d just thumped a
voodoo-doll of him. “Uppercut to the kidneys.”
One day, when he didn’t seem to be dying as much,
he took me by the wrist while I was skinning potatoes
and brought me to the living room. He was sleeping
in there now. Going upstairs took too much out of
him. There were scented candles that he lit with as
much grace as he could muster and erotic movies with
titles like “Love in 49 Positions” and “Having Sex in
the City.” I don’t know how he set it all up without
me noticing. The couch was pulled out and neatly
made, with condoms on a nearby table. My husband
took my face and kissed it, transferring an explosion

of toothpaste mint into my mouth. The taste went
straight inside of my body, into my veins. I stepped
back slowly, the way they say to deal with angry bears,
and said, “What’s going on?”
“I want to have sex with you.” He started unbuttoning my blouse. I was still holding the potato peeler.
“You can’t just tell me you’re gay and then ask to
have sex with me.”
“But I’m dying.” This had been our mantra, our
reason for doing things like decorating our bedroom
with old Mad Magazine covers and buying a fish just
because neither of us had ever owned one before.
“Aren’t I allowed to ask for what I want?”
“You don’t want this.”
“How do you know?”
What should a wife do when she has to argue
against her husband and herself? He put his hands
under my shirt and said he liked how small my breasts
were. I told him I liked how small his penis was and
he got that it was a joke right away. I asked him if he
wanted me to wear a baseball cap to make me more
masculine, if he wanted me to use a tensor bandage to
keep my breasts clamped down. “Do you want me to
try to be Ringo again?”
“No, I want to have sex with you.” His pants came
off. I joined him under the covers. “Give me a minute,” he said, his hands disappearing below his waist.
He started trying to get hard. A glaze of sweat formed
on his face. “Almost there,” he said.
“Let’s just sit here a minute and breathe,” I said.
At first my husband positioned the parts of his face—
nose, eyes, eyebrows—in a scene of frustration. Then
he relaxed and after a while, our breathing synchronized without either of us noticing. Kissing him on the
forehead, I took the potato peeler back to the kitchen
and ran the blade against the vegetable’s ruddy skin.
A lot animals go off on their own when they’re about
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to die. When I was eight, our spaniel dug a hole for
herself under the house and burrowed there. We
found her later that week, serene in her little grave.
Apparently elephants do that, too. Apparently husbands do that, too.
I brought his breakfast into the living room on
a tray. Usually he drank the milkshake I made and
picked a bit at other things. This time he looked at me
and said, “I want you to go back to work.”
“And I want a golden toilet. Sometimes we don’t
get what we want.”
“I mean it. At least to talk to them about you coming back when things escalate to the point where they
can’t escalate anymore.”
The way he said escalate made me think of moving stairs, of my beautiful gay husband standing on
an escalator and slowly going to heaven. It was an
unnecessary, melancholy thought. “It doesn’t matter
if I don’t go back. I’ll find another job.” In fact, head
hunters sometimes called the house, so we both knew
that was the case. In the end, I told him I’d go. “But
only because I need to pick up some more pot on the
way.”
As usual, signs were there. Before digging her own
grave, our spaniel seemed unusually calm. Everything
she did felt premeditated. On my way out, my husband slapped my ass and told me he loved me. Is it
perverse to associate the words “I love you” with
entombing? The playful gesture of ass-slapping with
sinking submarines filled with men forced to accept
their watery fate?
At work, my superior, Vargo, told me a joke.
“What’s worse than a paper cut?”
“A lot of things.”
“Don’t ruin it,” Vargo said, and he repeated,
“What’s worse than a paper cut?”
“I don’t know, Vargo. What?”
“The Holocaust.” His head tilted back, mouth
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opening like a Pez dispenser. “Isn’t that bad? I think
it’s so bad. Bad, bad, bad.” Because I felt sorry for
Vargo, I laughed too. He told me that I could come
back to work whenever. He asked about my husband
and touched my arm and I remembered that Vargo
tried to sleep with me when I first started working at
the fundraiser.
On the way out, Hattie made her hand into a
phone and mouthed the words, “Call me.”
While I was listening to Vargo’s joke, my husband collapsed on the front porch. I sorted out the
timing and the exact second Vargo assaulted me with
his tasteless punchline, our neighbour was calling an
ambulance. And somewhere on the coast of Brazil, a
butterfly flapping its wings had caused all of this.
My husband was still in his bathrobe when I got
to the hospital. The nurse at the triage said he’d been
acting delirious. He saw me and apologized six or
eight times. “I told them not to take me. I even tried
to fight back. It’s going to be expensive.” A ludicrous
sight that must have been, that bathrobed husband of
mine, warding away the rescue attempts with darting
punches, a beetle on its carapace.
I asked if it was bad. He shrugged. “It’s been bad
since day one.”
The hospital room smelled like vomit. On the
other side of the curtains, a woman with a Yankees
baseball cap stretched over her head waved at me. I
waved back, feeling as though one of us was in a car
going someplace, and the other was standing very
inert, very still. “I think she tried to eat herself a couple hours ago,” he said. I looked at the woman again
and saw the imprints of what could have been teeth
on her hand.
We sat in silence as the tubes put things into him
and sucked things out. I let him fall asleep, but not
before I made him promise not to die on me before I
could take him out of this place. All I could think to

THE PERFECT MAN FOR MY HUSBAND

do was walk around the hospital, looking for someone,
anyone, who fulfilled my idea of what a gay person
looked like. What did I plan to do when I found him,
the perfect man for my husband? In times of crises,
your nervous system dilates your pupils, raises your
blood pressure, increases your heart rate, parts of your
brain shut off and you can only comprehend survival.
It was a simple equation: if I could do this thing, find
this man, I could negate so many other things. The
word cancer didn’t even occur to me as I tried to find
the perfect man for my husband.
My husband wasn’t dead when I came back emptyhanded, no potential candidate on my arm. The fact
hit me, right then. He probably wouldn’t be getting
out of the bed he was curled up in.
“Doctors are like weathermen,” I whispered into
the thinning hair of his crown. “They’re wrong about

everything. They used to recommend spraying people
with DDT.” He grunted a little bit, which made me
think what I’d said had entered him through a sort of
osmosis.
Crawling into the bed with him, I transformed my
body into something like a plaster mould. The space I
would make between our bodies would be an imprint,
the way you’d make a mask of someone’s face. I told
myself if I didn’t move I could keep the shape of him
forever, that when this version of him was gone, I
could fill the shape up over and over, making a newhim when the old one had to go and leave me. My
eyes were closed when my husband put his mouth on
my ear. Not just on it, around it, as if he were trying
to swallow me starting at the place I could hear. After
coughing a little, he pulled back a bit and touched my
hair and whispered, “There are no monsters here.”
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the Ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel
AN D R EW MACD O NAL D

T

he box belonged to nikola’s father. it was hidden in the closet,
under a bunch of old blankets and his soccer cleats. Nobody asked what Vanya’s
mother, who sometimes cleaned apartments in the building for extra money,
was doing cleaning that part of the closet. All people wanted to know was, what kind
of a man has pictures like that of children?
In the apartment building, we were Ukrainians and a few Romanians, with a
handful of Croatians who’d gradually taken over the top floor. During football season,
international conflicts were mapped out on a personal scale.
When Nikola’s father got arrested, we were one hateful nation. Even my family,
who was Ukrainian, turned on him.
Most of the pictures came in the form of magazines, shipped from overseas. But
police found a set that hit closer to home. Our faces had been cut out of pictures and
glued onto the bodies of the naked boys from the magazines.
Dad sat me down at the table, mom hovering around the apartment, pacing. He
looked at me and said, Did that motherfucker touch you? And I replied, honestly, that
he hadn’t.
Nikola was in the same grade as the rest of us and not unpopular. He fit in with most
social groups. On the basketball team, he was the second leading scorer, behind the
behemoth Sudanese kid, and had some interest from college scouts. His marks were
okay, though you couldn’t be sure if it was worth cheating off him. Every so often he’d
get with a girl.
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He listened to whatever music was popular. In
terms of the cinema, he liked Tarantino but also
appreciated old Samurai movies and The Big Lebowski.
His accent had been mostly ironed out, so that only a
special kind of ear could tell he hailed from Europe.
In other worlds: a completely well-adjusted
motherfucker. We liked him, in general. I liked him
specifically as my best friend.
It comes to this: how does one compare the Nikola
we thought we understood with the fact that his father
was a pervert? This became the central issue within
our social circle.
There were certain things one had to take into
account. For example, if Nikola’s father is a pervert
who took pictures of neighborhood boys in compromising positions, and likely masturbated to them, was
it a stretch to imagine his own son being somehow
also responsible?
“No,” Alex said, “this is not something beyond the
imagination,” and as if to prove his point, he took a
large rock and threw it through the passenger side
window of Nikola’s car.
In the ravine behind our apartment complex, there
was a giant red metal pipe that stretched from one
end of the ravine to the other end. If you lived in the
area, chances are you walked across it at least once.
Alex rode his bike across, a display so psychotic that
he immediately earned our respect and became our
leader.
Nikola jumped off it about a week after his father
got arrested. He didn’t die, only broke his leg in a
severe way.
“Should we visit him in the hospital,” Vanya asked,
“or what?”
“The fuck with that,” Alex said.
As a single organism we decided that none of us
would go. Like a gangrenous limb, anyone who went

to visit Nikola in the hospital would be amputated.
“His father is a pervert,” my father said. “I wouldn’t
go see him either.” He went on to explain how, if we
were in Europe, the police wouldn’t have even been
called. Nikola’s father would have been tied by the
neck to the bumper of a car and dragged around town
slowly, then lit on fire.
My mother hit him in the face with the spoon she
was using to stir his coffee. “What’s the matter with
you, saying things like that?”
He wiped the splatter of coffee off his face and
shrugged. “You can pretend like you’d do different,
but let’s not kid ourselves: you’d be in the front row,
clapping.”
The police came by and visited all of us who were
in the photographs. They went to Vanya’s first, taking a statement. Still hysterical from answering the
policemen’s questions, Vanya’s mother had to breathe
in a paper bag on the balcony. Stella and I watched
from our balcony and thanked God that she wasn’t
our mother. Then the police talked to Alex who, we
all learned, was stoned the entire time. Finally, the
police showed up at our apartment to interview me.
Our mother already had coffee waiting for them, pastries that she baked glistening with a coating of butter,
eggs, and sugar cutting through the gloom that had
taken over the entire neighourhood.
“Is there anything you want to tell us?” the police
asked me. They were two: a man and a woman. I
immediately recognized one as the good cop (the
male) and one as the bad cop (the female). The female
spoke Ukrainian to us.
For some reason, their presence in my life irritated
me. I thought: fuck you. I thought: I didn’t do anything wrong. I thought: get the fuck out of my house.
I told them that nothing happened with Nikola’s
father.
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“Are you sure?” The male police officer leaned forward. “Because you don’t have to be afraid to tell us.
What you say will be confidential.”
I said, “Are you fucking deaf, or just stupid?”
“You have to excuse him,” mom said. “You understand, he’s had a very traumatic few days.”
The female police officer asked her to leave the
room.
“Sure,” mom said, putting on her cheerful face, and
as she walked out I saw her throw a serious look back
at me, over her face, a look that very clearly suggested
I was not to fuck around.
They repeated the questions and made me describe
any unusual incidents. They mentioned the thing I
told Alex and Vanya about him staring at my balls.
“That sounds significant,” the female police officer
said, “wouldn’t you agree?”
I said sometimes I stared at peoples’ packages.
That sometimes it just happened. They looked at
each other, wrote something down, and left the room
before having a few words with my parents.
When mom came back into the room, she looked
sad. Dad put his arm around her and tried not to meet
my eyes.
Nikola and I used to be big fans of the few Ukrainian
basketball players who made it into the NBA. On
the whole, they weren’t particularly good. Vitaly
Potapenko, the Ukraine Train, was a slow-footed,
beefy center. Not much to be excited about. One season he hit close to ten points a game. Those were the
days. Nikola and I cheered for him for the sixteen
minutes a game he played, then we complained about
his position on the bench.
I was watching an old highlight video of him on
the internet when my sister, Stella, came in and closed
my laptop. “Hey, dickbreath. You should go visit him.”
“I thought he tried to grab your tits,” I reminded
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her, which was true. When we took English language
classes together, Nikola grabbed Stella, and I grabbed
his face repeatedly with my fists.
“So? Everyone does. Big deal. He’s your best
friend, isn’t he?”
“Best friends don’t let their parents make fucked
pictures of their best friends.” I opened my laptop and
restarted the Vitaly Potapenko highlight video.
As the Ukraine Train dunked the basketball, I
considered Stella, whose face, without make-up, had
a strange angelic nakedness. We looked at each other
for a long time, the hip-hop music paired with the
highlight video humming like an audience to the sadness passing between us. She took my hand and held
it and said, very gently, that she knew I wasn’t a total
fucking asshole, but if it turned out I was a total fucking asshole, she would make my life a living hell for
the next year, until she went off to college.
“And even then, I’ll create posters that tell everyone in the school you have a micro dick.”
I asked to borrow the family car, since the hospital
he was in took a train and two buses to get to. Dad
said, God no, what the hell was I thinking? Mom said,
probably not, then asked if I could drive her to the
corner store to get her cigarettes, then drive her back.
“What’s wrong with your legs?” Dad said.
“Are you talking to me,” Mom said, “Or him?”
He didn’t bother responding. With a sigh, he held
out the car keys to Mom, who snapped them up. As
soon as we got out of the parking lot, she started on
with the Nikola’s-Father-Situation.
I could see her looking at me out of the corner of
my eye. “We never had a chance to discuss, you know,
those pictures.”
Keeping my eyes on the road, I said, “What’s to
discuss,” which shut her up for a while.
I cut the engine in front of the convenience store.
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She went inside, got her cigarettes, and popped in the
car cigarette lighter. Her hand cupped my knuckles,
preventing me from starting the car. Rain splattered
on the windshield. She unrolled the window a crack
to let the smoke out.
“Here we are,” she said.
“We’ve been here for five minutes.”
“I mean, we are here, alone, in the car. You want a
cigarette?”
“Visiting hours at the hospital aren’t forever, mom.”
“Sure, yes, I know. Listen. I want to tell you something.” She took a deep breath, stared at the drops of
water popping like balloons on the glass. “When I was
thirteen, on a bus, a man exposed himself to me.”
I told her I didn’t want to hear about my mother
and a pervert.
“Shut up and listen.” She crushed out her cigarette.
“You think, okay—a man just showed me his penis.
He was in some dark street corner, I walked by, he
showed it to me, just pulled it out. You think, this isn’t
a very big deal. Life is long. Over the course of it, you
see many horrifying things, like the penises of strangers.” She rolled up the window. “But you know, things
like that stay with you. They’re like a corkscrew. Once
it’s in, moving in any direction hurts.”
I told her I didn’t know what she was talking about.
She sighed, said I could start the car, and we both, I
think, tried to erase the entire car ride from our minds.
At the hospital, Nikola shared a room with an older
woman who chewed her hand. I sat down and Nikola
said, did you see her chewing her hand? That was how
he broke the ice. Did I see the woman chewing her
hand.
“How’s the leg?”
“Broken in three places,” Nikola said. “Comminuted
fracture. Pretty severe. Going to take half a year of
rehab before I even think about shooting a jump shot.”

“Yeah, but Kenyon Martin.”
Kenyon Martin had played for Cincinatti and
busted his leg in one of the most gruesome sports
injuries of the past decade. I asked what it was like to
fall off a pipe.
“I heard a bit of a crunch, and then nothing.”
“What are the painkillers like?”
“Alright.”
He asked how everyone else was doing.
I told him Stella says hi. “She’d visit, but I think
her boyfriend would beat you into certain death if he
found out.”
“So she’s still in love with me.”
What would Stella have said? Stella would have
said, fuck no, convalescing or not, that little weirdo
has no shot in hell. But since Stella wasn’t there, I
said, yeah, I think her boyfriend’s cheating on her anyway, and that was enough to light the butane behind
Nikola’s eyes. We watched Vitaly Potapenko highlights until the nurse said visiting hours were over.
On the way home, I almost rear ended an SUV.
Things calmed down a bit when they let him out of
the hospital. He never left the apartment, so nobody
could really abuse him. His mother passed through
the neighborhood silently. People whispered when she
went by. Once her grocery bag broke in the parking
lot, cans spilling, and someone from a balcony started
laughing.
By now it was clear that Nikola wouldn’t be
absorbed back into our lives. We talked over the
Internet, mostly.
We didn’t talk about anything real or heavy, just
the basketball scores, the upcoming draft, how fucked
our high school team would be without him in the fall.
On cue, one day Alex cornered me in the parking
lot. “We know you’re talking to him.”
“He didn’t do anything.”
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“How the fuck do you live in the house with someone and not know they’re doing something like that?
You’d have to be retarded.”
“Whatever,” I said, and made a fuck-up in judgement, turning away from Alex and walking back
towards the apartment complex. Which was how he
was able to hit me in the head without me even realizing it. I fell to the ground.
“You two are fucking, aren’t you?”
He grabbed my hair and rammed his knee into
my spine. I could feel my vertebrae easing apart
and thought of how little pressure it takes to crack
a lobster open with the right implement and enough
concentrated force.
“What does his dick taste like?”
“Like his father’s ass,” I told him, which was the
right answer and the wrong answer, since an increase
in violence came next, followed by a bout of exhaustion and Alex holding the hand he’d broken when he
hit the side of my skull.
“You stupid asshole,” Alex said, holding his hand.
Through the blur of moisture in my eyes, I saw that
his hand had blown up into a small watermlon.
Stella found me a half hour later, holding my head.
“What the hell happened to you?” she asked. “You
look like you just crawled out of a toilet.”
When I moved my hands from my face, she
stepped back and blanched.
So I got my first concussion. For two days, I stayed
in complete darkness, any light giving me crippling
headaches. Noise hurt, too. My parents had to speak
in whispers. I distinctly remember my mother standing beside my father, saying, those animals, Sasha, if
you don’t do something about this, I will. And my
father saying nothing, just hanging over me.
Alex came to apologize. He had a black eye that
nobody talked about, but that we all knew came from
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his father, who had crazy respect for my father, owing
to the fact that Dad had been a professional soccer
player for a brief moment in his life and had been one
broken ankle shy of making the Ukrainian national
team. His athletic past had secured him a kind of local
mythology, such that when he told Alex’s dad that he
didn’t appreciate his son’s skull being caved in, Alex’s
father in turn passed the message along to his son with
the leather of his belt.
“The swelling’s gone down,” Alex said, though I
wasn’t sure if he meant his swelling or the swelling
on my head. “Anyway, I’m sorry. I know you aren’t
a faggot with Nikola.” He went to light a joint and
stopped. “Will this screw your head up?”
I told him probably, but that I wanted some anyway. Every movement, even the silent ones, came with
the sound of popping bubblewrap behind my eyes.
We didn’t say anything. Alex coughed a bit and
blew the smoke out the window. “I know he’s not a
motherfucker.” He handed me the joint. “And that it’s
not his fault. But what am I supposed to do?”
I told him I knew the feeling. Eventually, the room
got darker and I woke up, alone, with a small swizzle
stick of a joint beside my head on the pillow.
I was still seriously concussed. Nikola had a plaster cast
running up his leg and stayed online all day. The following conversation took place between us on AOL.
NBoss65: I want to go see my father.
A_Solo: ok.
NBoss65: can you come?
A_Solo: why cant you go with your mom?
NBoss65: she doesn’t want me seeing him.
A_Solo: I cant drive. Concussion.
NBoss65: what about a cab?
NBoss65: do you have money?
A future-version of life as Nikola passed before
me. His father being what his father is would be for-
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ever; even when Nikola is old and possibly a father
himself. With his own father dead, there will always
be the memory, the shared DNA. Waiting for a bus;
marrying a woman; talking to coworkers—all of these
will reside under the boulder his father placed on his
shoulders.
So I snuck into my parents’ room and tried to find
cab money in mom’s purse. I counted out thirty dollars
when dad walked in.
He closed the door.
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing.”
“You have your mother’s money in your hand.”
He stepped towards me.
“You can’t hit me, or I’ll go into a coma.”
He laughed and took the money out of my hand,
licking his fingers and counting it out. “You’re a funny
kid. I’ve always liked that about you. Tell me why you
need the money.”
At first I tried to lie. I said there were two girls
Nikola and I wanted to see and I needed the money
for a movie. Dad, of course, called bullshit. “That little
weirdo is in love with your sister. He’d sooner cut off
one of his balls than betray her. Next excuse?”
I sighed and told him the truth. “Nikola wants me
to see his dad with him. In prison.”
“Why does he want you to go?”
“I don’t know.”
For some reason I couldn’t look away from my
father’s size 13 feet. Twenty years ago, those had been
some of the most valuable products Ukraine had to
offer. Once, he scored six goals in a single game. Now,
stuffed into a pair of house moccasins mom bought
him, they looked veiny, what’s left of the muscle clinging to a raft of bone.
“I’ll give you the money, but if you want me to
drive you, I can. I would lend you the car, but in your
condition, you’d probably park it in a tree.”

And so instead of taking a cab, we got to ride in
dad’s baby, his Dodge Dart. I sat in the front seat,
wearing his sunglasses, while Nikola stretched his
messed up leg across the back seat. None of us wore
seatbelts.
As he drove, Dad shared stories about being a professional athlete.
“It wasn’t all gold and glamour,” Dad was saying.
“You were always moving. Practices were shit, and the
fields back home were so bad you might as well have
been trying to play in mud. Once I put my foot down
and was thigh-high in the ground.”
“Yeah,” Nikola said, “but you got paid to do what
you love, right?” He massaged his leg. “What more
could you want?”
“Bitches,” I said, and Dad laughed.
“Your mother couldn’t stand sports. She hated it.”
We got to the hospital and Dad said, “You want
me to wait?”
“We’ll cab it home.”
We never touched a lot, so when he held out his
hand and we shook at a weird sideways angle that
must have had meaning for him when he was younger,
I didn’t know what to do. He gave my hand a little
squeeze.
“Alright, don’t run your head into anything. And
you,” he said to Nikola. “Stay the fuck away from my
daughter.” He rolled up the window, did a showy three
point turn that nearly clipped a Honda Civic, and tore
out onto the street.
It wasn’t like television, the prison. They did take
all the metal things out of Nikola’s pockets, and my
pockets, and searched us both. I stayed behind a glass
window while Nikola went in to see his father, who
was already waiting for him. He was wearing one of
those bright orange jumpsuits. His head had been
shaved. He scratched at his neck a lot.
He got up when he saw Nikola and pulled out the
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world seemed to be watching, to see if Nikola would
make a move. Nikola’s father stretched his fingertips
and touched his son’s cheeks. It was like that painting on the Sistine Chapel, where God reaches out his
finger to Adam, a gesture which is beautiful enough to
make us forget about what happens to Adam and Eve,
about the betrayal that follows.

Public Domain

chair so his son could limp his way down onto his seat.
They sat facing each other for a long time, not saying anything.
With one hand, Nikola’s dad tried to touch his
face. There were a few others in the room, which
looked like the hospital waiting room. A couple uniformed guards stood at various positions. The entire
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Violetta Marmor

Afterword
AN D REW MACD O NAL D
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y therapist knew both of the stories published in this issue,
though she hasn’t read them. It was her habit that every so often she would
pause in the middle of a session to ask what I was working on, and I’d give her
a brief rundown. Like a good Freudian, she’d interpret the plots of my stories the way
Uncle Sigmund interpreted Oedipus Rex, tracing associative leaps and analyzing their
twists like the fabric of a dream.
For “A Perfect Man for My Husband,” she asked if I was ever attracted to someone
of the same gender and, if not, why I felt compelled to write a story from the perspective of a woman who loves a man who loves men.
(Answer: I once fell in love, Chasing Amy-style, with a girl who loved girls).
For “A Reproduction of the Ceiling of the Sistine Chapel,” she asked if I was ever
exposed to sexual predators in any capacity during my childhood.
(Answer: Sort of. Once, during elementary school, the police came around looking for the driver of a creepy white unmarked van who may or may not have flashed a
classmate of mine).
When it came time for me to write this afterword, I asked my therapist how I
might sum the two stories up, given their disparate subject matter and what I thought
to be completely unrelated thematic concerns. The conversation went like this:
Me: They’re nothing alike. I have no idea what to write.
Her: You have a hole inside you, Andrew.
Me: I have a hole. [Beat] Wait, what?
Her: It gets worse. That hole inside you is never going to get filled.
A damning ontological statement if ever I heard one. Let’s explore the implications
of that. Say I have a hole inside me and it will never get filled. In that case, what was
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the point of therapy? What was the point of anything?
And what the hell did that have to do with my stories?
She went on to explain that we all have holes in
us, big gaping psychic wounds, and that we’re always
trying to fill them. Some of the things we try to fill
the holes with are good: family, friends, romantic love,
a sense of vocational purpose. Other ways are not
so good: compulsive sex, alcohol, cocaine, violence,
whatever.
“Your stories,” she said, “are all a way to fill that
hole.”
Thinking on this, I wondered what it said about my
hole that one of the stories I wrote is about the wife of
a terminally ill gay man who accidentally comes out of
the closet, and the other is about the best friend of a
pedophile’s son. Like I said, neither of those scenarios
is autobiographical. But they both felt, to me at least,
emotionally honest.
“They’re both about fraught love,” my therapist
said. “They’re both about loving someone and hating
that love and not knowing how to manage that love.”
Things began congealing. She reminded me that
someone close to me had a mental illness, that growing up, I probably felt many of the same emotions that
the characters in my stories felt.
“One day you’ll probably write about that experience, but right now, you’re just scrambling to make
sense of the experience through a series of fictional
stand-ins.”
ie: Wife of gay husband.
ie: Son of pedophile.
I don’t know how other people read the stories—
the author is dead, etc.—but to my eyes, the two
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stories I wrote for this volume end with a bizarre kind
of redemption. It makes me feel optimistic that my
fictional counterparts can experience that sort of grace,
however delicate and fleeting the moment might be.
Speaking of redemption, these stories, and their
life between the pages of this literary journal, constitutes a kind grace. I’ve been trying to get published in
The New Quarterly for more than half a decade. The
editors rescued one of the stories, “A Perfect Man for
My Husband,” from the unsolicited pile; the other
story found its way to publication through a contest.
Combined, they earned me enough money to pay for
a single month’s rent.
It’s the first time writing has been able to ‘pay the
bills’ like that.
And this sense of competency is nice; feeling competent will fill that hole. But not forever. In a few
weeks it’ll be back to writing, back to creating characters who are me-but-not-me.
In fact, this very second I’m thinking I’ll write a
story about two estranged brothers who re-connect at
their father’s funeral. They wonder at how their troubled mother will react at the event. My father died five
years ago. My brother and I haven’t spoken in almost
a year. At our father’s funeral, we asked some of the
same questions I imagine the brothers in the story will
ask one another.
I knew someone who, after years of therapy, found
out some pretty disturbing things about himself and
his past.
“Aren’t you happy about it?” I asked. “Isn’t it better
to know? Now you can move on.”
“Hell no,” he said. “Ignorance is bliss.”

An Inquiry
J OS E P H K I D NEY

On the dock,
a man of letters
untangles a meter of line,
threads the black bottom-dots
of sharpened question marks
and casts off into the sea.
He pulls up
the most beautiful
iridescent,
floundering NOs.
NO NO NO they thrash.
He lets them voice their refusal
before slitting one open
like a perfumed letter.
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Two Poems
S U SAN E L M S L I E

A Khanga for My Daughter,
Crying Herself to Sleep
Crying herself to sleep, my daughter
has turned her back on me. Even
the soles of her feet shrink from my touch.
Before her first steps they were softer
than my wrists. Now I think of the skin
on a pudding brought to the boil
and left to simmer. She has a temper,
she’s being weaned. Not enough milk
since I went back to work. Sobs
regular as purl stitches as her rage winds down
in lurches. She’s turned away from me,
curled into herself, tetchy and aloof.
Pushed off, in open water.
My little cutter’s going to sail the world.
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Gift Horse
No old-time bonnets with eyelet trim;
this baby wasn’t born yesteryear.
No plastic shoes. We eschew
things that scratch / bind / itch
Ditto Velcro and rompers with
buttons up the back, sans front closures.
Please, nothing with cutesy
embroidered pseudo-French expressions
or amicable-looking snails
slithering amongst pastel-toned garden tools.
Nothing advertising an institution.
No fossil-fuel-eating-vehicle motifs.
Anything laden with thwarted dreams
(however bright, however lovely)
will be promptly set free to the Goodwill.
No mohair shrugs, pleather
skorts, animal prints,
rhinestones, fun-fur, pinstripes, no hint
of a life wasted or scripted.
Nothing too girl, nothing too boy.
Nothing redolent of upper crust.
Nothing sad, ugly, tired, prone to stain.
Nothing that reminds us of pain.
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For John Kliphan
on learning, in
Chile, of his death
in Paris
S U E CHE NE T T E
Your last words in the hospital, they told me, were
“That’s fair,” then
“Jesus! It’s dark in here.”

c
That’s fair—you nod,
lift your pint of Guinness,
you’re wearing
the black beret you always wore,
an ex-pat poet in
an Irish pub along the Seine,
in early evening, talking
jazz and politics,
Thelonius and Sarkozy. Discuter,
the French say, meaning
pros and cons, the swerve
and counter of a relished argument,
the long way round, embellished
then dissected, sub-divided,
and arriving,
finally, at an appraisal.
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Did you turn
to know it in one glance—
your cities, wives, students, children, poems,
the midnight sun in Finland—
an improvisation settled
in its cadence
That’s fair
before you faced
the dateless night?

c
Jesus! It’s dark in here.
That’s your voice, all right—
that exclamatory pause,
the peal of “dark”
struck this morning,
a hemisphere away, beneath
Chilean sky of utter blue,
the silent ringing of clear air.
I’m shaken into wakefulness
attuned, now, to the business
of light, how it strokes
the prickly pear,
investigates the espino,
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nudging nascent green,
silvering a branch
of fine dead thorns,
how it spills
across the scrubby plain,
vast, and still
there’s ample light to pour
onto the hills, ply
ridge and valley,
dazzle stone and snow,
where the Andes
rise against the eastern sky.

c
If there is
an afterworld, may the dark
you enter there be only
that which turns around
to light, as your words turn me,
here, this morning.
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Promise to
Algonquin
TA MAR RUBI N

This is my oath to trees:
I will live deep, pine-none
and not read between the leaves.
My heart will be not broken, or hoping,
but in this moment now.
This is a moment! This
is a moment:
Algonquin Park, dark,
lake still but for stars.
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The Last Night
L AU R I E M ACFAYD E N

this doesn’t smell like my room anymore.
why did you paint the walls brown?
what was wrong with the clipper blue
underneath my tiger beat photos and peter max posters?
brown is so…unclear.
this is the last night before we bury you.
i would sleep across the hall in cam’s old room
but that is where you camped in the weeks before
you died. your nightgowns, towels, socks are still on the floor.
joyce carol oates on the nightstand; you never
gave up on her.
this is the last night before we bury you and dad
hasn’t changed the sheets, swept the floors,
turned on the news or
fed himself. the man
needs a wife and now you have
gone.
the last night before we bury you
and we are numb
exhausted, pale and
disbelieving. how could you be so
absent?
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THE LAST NIGHT

it’s the last night before we bury you
and we try to make small talk. the weather
the economy the damn hockey team
still can’t find the net.
tomorrow we will bury you
and i am bewildered.
why have you picked this time to leave,
did you get bored or
just need a change of scenery?
did it hurt to stay?
i wonder if you are missing us yet
it’s the last night before we bury you
and the cork is out of the bottle
the good stuff, courvoisier in your honour,
the boys won’t call it a night until the last drop is on
somebody’s tongue.
we tried to eat, neighbors brought food
dad spilled on his shirt insisting he never stopped
loving you.
in the morning we the mourning
will bury you.
dad will drop his car keys in a trash bag
and we will tear the house apart looking for them.
tommy will cry on my shoulder, then i on his.
i will soak his collar with black sheep tears.
the hospital chaplain, who never met you,
will tell people about your life
based on bulletins from dad.
he will say he can tell you were kind
by the looks in our eyes,
we your children, we the grieving.
he will try to paint a picture
and he will fail miserably.
he will try to sneak in references to god
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and we will wince, knowing you didn’t want that.
people will hug us and light candles
and promise to call.
but for now, tonight,
tonight is the last night before we bury you
and we are wondering what to do, what to say
we are lost, we are so small,
we are out of words.
if you find your way back to this place
—in a dream, on a prayer, or as a creak on the stair—
you should probably let dad know where to find
the spare set of keys, the chequebook
show him how to boil an egg, scour the stove,
whisper in his ear that you are safe
and in a good place.
he is looking a little worse for wear tonight
and doesn’t know how to ask for help.
he never had to
with you around.
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The Third Circuit:
Postface to
Permission
S. D. CHROSTOWS K A

1
over beefsteaks on Vinegar Hill, fall…
Old Critic: I’m to believe that your letters, now bundled into a book and sold as a
novel, were originally written and sent to someone whose identity you’d rather not
divulge? I assume you’re being secretive because they were real and not a novelistic
conceit, a mere pseudo-historical device?
New Writer: It seems to me irrelevant whom specifically they were for. I’d rather you
asked: for what kind of person?
OC: Is that so? I won’t name names, but it is easy to figure out the addressee with the
help of the Internet—
NW: Or so you think.
OC: Give the reader some credit.
NW: You have infinite credit. But must you pursue this? It wouldn’t have even piqued
your curiosity if we weren’t talking about an artist, a public figure, even someone sizeable. You haven’t told me why their identity should matter to the book or how it might
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enrich your reading. Your curiosity is better spent on
this question.

But everywhere we go, you writers seem to have been
there first.

OC: Ask me later; I’m not done the book yet. But if
what you claim is true, about the addressee, the first
reader, it might help sales…

NW: There you’re quite right.

NW: A dog with a bone would have let go by now.
The way I see it, what matters is that it was someone
able to appreciate the art of the letter—not just the art
in the letter, but the letter as art. Despite not being a
writer.

NW: As I’m crafting this conversation.

OC: How is that important?

OC: You mean to say they were not pre-scripted?

NW: The arts should communicate.

NW: Not in their details, nor their execution. I
wanted to write a series of letters that would touch on
certain themes. It took several days to write each one,
at the end of which I would hit “Send.” This continued for many months. I did not prepare the whole set
in advance.

OC: Then you wrote about art?
NW: Barely. Art is a vast subject.
OC: The letters were demonstrations of art, then—
demonstrating the letter as art form?
NW: Demonstratively artistic, yes, and they behaved
much as letters do. But they crossed the line by
misbehaving.
OC: How so?
NW: They were unsolicited, for one. Uninvited.
OC: Is this why you called the book Permission—
because you were writing per-missives?
NW: Precisely.
OC: We critics fall over ourselves trying to be clever.
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OC: How did you craft the letters?

OC: Off the cuff?
NW: Not quite.

OC: Did they look as they do now, dated the same,
with the same pictures inserted in the same places? Is
the book faithful to the original?
NW: The adjustments were minor. The only piece
really missing is the salutation...
2
lunch at critic’s home in Cabbagetown, winter…
OC: Let’s be clear, you wrote a book—the cover
informs me it’s a novel. So you wrote it in installments
and addressed it to someone, instead of publishing
it in one go. I say big deal. What difference does it
make how it was written? And then you claim that

T H E T H I R D C I R C U I T : P O S T FA C E T O P E R M I S S I O N

once it was “done,” the last letter “posted,” you hardly
touched it. I suppose all this is meant to give the book
an air of authenticity, to suggest it had a clandestine,
quasi-public life of its own before it became a published book. That it has these pure origins, as more
than just another egotistic author writing just another
first book. That its present life is more of an afterlife;
that it is both art and artifact, or petrifact.
What if I don’t like holding a corpse, no matter
how well-preserved?
NW: I can understand that. To each his own. Look,
I’m aware I’m not winning any points on that score.
Literary standards apply regardless of whether a work
is “real” in this sense or not. All the same, there are
different standards of literary judgment for different
kinds of literature. And the way Permission was made,
the intention behind it, makes it a different kind of
book from the novel as you know it. It may be it is
not even a proper kind, but an anomaly. Regardless, it
shouldn’t be judged with other novels.
OC: Are you telling me how to do my job? You still
haven’t convinced me.
NW: Shall I try again? Think of a pair of bespoke
shoes made to be worn in the street, and worn often,
for as long as they last. Now think of another pair
that looks the same but is made for the stage, part of
a costume. It needn’t be as durable, since it’s meant
for a rarefied, fictional space, a succession of special
occasions, the length of a theatrical run, at the end of
which that pair of shoes is shelved. Even if the fourth
wall comes crashing down and the player goes home
in costume, they will never feel like “real” shoes. The
actor is their sole owner, their sole wearer; they can be
adjusted to fit multiple interpreters.
The first pair, meanwhile, is made to last in the

field, to stand the test of reality, to be worn outside
until worn out; its lifespan is dictated by their durability, and when it finally gives out, it is hopefully without
falling apart. That pair too is meant to perform, but in
a very different sense from the other pair, which hopes
for a full house.
Permission has much more in common with this
real pair of shoes, used up and abandoned, than with
the old stage pair, its life extended by cobblers for as
long as needed. Had I been, even primarily, writing
a novel, I would have been making shoes for a play.
Instead I made something more grounded and durable, which can be now picked up “second-hand,” but
only as mounted reproductions. The fact that, thanks
to these for-sale copies, it is doing a stint as fiction
doesn’t change its original use.
OC: It’s none the worse for wear either. A purpose
other than use might have justified some refinements,
some trimmings. It might have made you more concerned about other readers…
NW: Still more? That would have been impossible. To
care about all readers, even just all conceivable ones, is
a pretense worthy of a novelist. I’m over it.
OC: Grant this at least: intention aside, substantively
your little book can’t be all that different from a novel
written in installments that happen to be sent to an
admirer or an admired, instead of to some magazine
editor.
NW: Oh but there is a difference. I wrote strictly to
that person, an accomplished person, which affected
what I wrote. It makes all the difference that writing
with a specific audience in mind can possibly make.
OC: If you insist, but I don’t see it. And, anyway, what
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can’t be called a novel nowadays?
And what if I’m partial to novelistic conceits and
“faking it,” to imitations? What if all this “reality” rubs
me the wrong way?
NW: I don’t want it to be lost on readers, but they can
always choose to ignore it, which is easier to do with
the addressee unknown. The writing has come a long
way: after all, it’s been published.
But do you really prefer your fiction straight:
straight to fiction? If not, why argue hypotheticals?
Let me put it another way: supposing I could
compose a book that was word-for-word the same as
the one I wrote but using the standard method, for a
future audience rather than a particular person. Well, I
wouldn’t have written any of it. In fact, I couldn’t have,
since its driving force was the immediate possibility
of being read by the addressee. Readers should know
they are eavesdropping on something semi-private
that happened a long time ago now.
OC: So back to authenticity? As long as you don’t
think you have only yourself to thank for it. Your
publisher was good enough to leave everything intact,
when he had every opportunity to rob it of your cherished authenticity. No pressure at all to conform to
public taste. Most publishers are not so permissive!
3
caffeinated in Spitalfields, late spring…
OC: Letters function principally as interpersonal
communication. But literature aims for something
greater, higher.
NW: What do you think that is?
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OC: Experience, creation…. You tell me, you’re the
writer.
NW: You’re suggesting that my approach reduces
literature to communication, that it treats literature
instrumentally. I won’t deny it. But don’t you think
that conversely and almost “accidentally,” it elevates
communication by letter to the status of literature? If
you like, it passes off letters as literature to ensure they
are read, to make them seem more worthwhile.
OC: I don’t think many people are interested in letters from an unknown writer to an anonymous artist,
no matter how acclaimed he or she may be. Unless we
know their identity, or at least have an idea of who
they might be, there is nothing especially enticing.
And even then: is fan mail to J.M. Coetzee inherently
worth publishing? I suppose that’s why your publisher
decided to call your book a novel, rather than a correspondence. We do read writers’ correspondence,
regardless of whether or not it has literary merit,
but they have to be famous first. Beckett’s letters to
Georges Duthuit would not have interested me in
1953. And not only the letters.
All this is to say that it’s rare to put cart before
horse this way. I won’t say stupid. The publication of
your correspondence certainly does not rely on your
reputation. And for all I know your recipient could
be your mother or a chimera. So these letters of yours
must have some literary merit after all. Your publisher
clearly thought so. Either the book is literature or it is
correspondence with literary merit, which is not the
same thing, but both possibilities amount to the same:
communication has taken the back seat. It’s nice to
see that there are still publishers with some sense left.
NW: You’re right: communication used to have the
front seat, as the driver. Now it is driven around by
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other functions, which you would say are properly
literary. My view of literature is different from yours,
insofar as I believe that the art of writing should have
a much more pronounced and central phatic function:
connecting with people one knows or at least knows of,
not just invents or imagines. Online portals where one
can restrict one’s readers enough to target one’s writing directly to them may be conducive to such contact.
It isn’t necessary to leave readership to chance.
Going about things this way eliminates the pretense literature is so attached to: of not trying to
communicate. On the face of it, literature—in your
“critical edition”—only seeks to garner admiration and
accolades. It is a selfish model.
And as the principal function of writing in my
view is phatic not poetic, connecting through writing
while writing is dearer to me than the written message
as such, especially when its delivery rests on a more or
less abstract possibility of promiscuous contact with
readers in a relatively far-off future.
I realize this is a more radical departure from the
way books function in society than it looks. I don’t
expect it will catch on anytime soon, if only because
of the variables involved, the personal investment
and risk, what is required, and what actually needs to
fall into place. But the biggest strike against it is that
it’s clandestine. Unless one bails out of the literary
marketplace, one is not ready for it. Let the first and
second circuits continue as they are, because the third
circuit is not for everybody.
OC: Why not start a blog instead? Wouldn’t that
amount to the same thing: communicating publicly
without publishing, with as many readers as possible?
NW: Again, I’m not interested in writing to everyone
with eyes to spare. I only have eyes for one reader at
a time.

4
Le Centenaire on critic’s 40th professional anniversary,
midsummer…
OC: So you wrote a book exclusively for one reader.
Don’t you think the newcomers, those you excluded,
might feel unappreciated, unwanted?
NW: It’s true, I wrote to and largely for someone,
who was not a stand-in for all other readers; all other
readers are stand-ins for that person, and from that
perspective are latecomers.
OC: That amounts to all but excluding other readers.
NW: Quite the opposite; it focuses things. Even a
distant prospect of being read has a powerful organizing effect on composition. But think what effect it
might have to anticipate being read by only the most
demanding element of the reading public. Now imagine what it’s like to actually be read by someone in that
group, virtually in real time. It causes an intense hike
in pressure. And so we feel it brings out the best in us.
This can only benefit other readers.
OC: Go on.
NW: The book, as it now exists, is for everyone. We
would like it to be read by as many people as possible.
A thrilling prospect. Unlike attention, which is nothing without patience—to read all the way through
these days is too much to ask—we are counting on
curiosity, hardly in short supply. This might not be a
dirty or secret correspondence, but what it does have
going for it is real-life drama, venturesomeness, and
indiscretion. And that’s something many “users” can
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identify with. At least we hope so.

an end to the letters.

OC: Why hide behind the collective we? It’s annoying,
not to mention misleading: Your book is a monologue,
for Pete’s sake! And what with a larger reading public can be ignored and dies a natural death, with one
reader, personally targeted, is an imposition. Not to
mention that for the impatient or pressed for time,
your writing is demanding, with little to no play, the
payoff doubtful…

OC: Letters, letters…. Anyone can write letters!

NW: Yes, the letters only went one way, unreciprocated, by design—even on my request. They followed
my affinity and met a real need, neither of which was
mutual. They responded to and changed at least my
own condition. Why underestimate the instrumental
character of art?

OC: But you are not trying to revive letter-writing.
For one thing, you don’t use regular post. You are a
friend of email. Except that your missives look nothing like the emails I receive.

OC: All that sounds rather self-absorbed.
NW: My own standards are not so strict. Will nothing
short of selflessness satisfy you? I was also following
up on real events, trying to prolong their effect, create
a lasting connection, expand experience.
OC: So this was your great idea for a book—this setup? Literature as pretext? And you imagine you can
attract an audience with that? You want Permission to
stand apart because of its raison d’être. Because, even
as an inchoate work, as a work barely begun, it served
to make contact with a reader; because it progressively
recorded this experience between you and that reader;
because it became a lifeline and the stuff of an actual
relation, which you say is not a fictional conceit. Well,
it still smacks of a conceit as far as I’m concerned.
NW: It was an experiment. Plenty was left to chance.
And I was lucky. Otherwise I might have had to put
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NW: No, letter-writing is a lost art.
OC: Are you telling me there is nothing more to it
than that?
NW: If by “that” you mean an art that has been lost.

NW: I don’t see letters as medium-specific, unless that
medium is writing. In Permission they are called notes,
because they are literary, and their aim is not strictly
communication of news and facts. I’ve used letters to
write this way to friends. In these letters words were
placed together with solid matter; we put parts of ourselves into them. Now we laugh at it. I am aware that
these too are not ordinary letters.
5
at the Antoine Wiertz Museum, early fall…
OC: La liseuse de romans is Wiertz at his best! The
flesh and the word in such sensuous proximity, the
nude reader sprawled on a lit de romans, bedded by
the devil in the guise of novels he slips into her bed.
What would she make of your book? What’s in it for
her? Redemption?
What makes your book so special? Explain to me
again, it’s been a few months, and these are subtleties.
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NW: There are quite a few literary-experimental
books organized on the epistolary conceit: fabricated
and unsent correspondence in whose creation a familiar set of variables is at play, hardly a trade-secret. The
method and process of writing does not depend on
or set out to create a relation with concrete persons.
It typically is not allowed to intrude in someone’s
life long before being validated as literature and published. My missives, in contrast, had no legitimacy for
the person to whom they were written. They began
without permission and insisted on the silence of their
intended reader…. Did they get the reader’s attention? I wouldn’t know. But they seem to have piqued
their curiosity. In the end—or in the beginning—it is
just a collection of letters from one stranger to another
who had no other point of contact. And it remains
tied to that experience, and guards its status as an
actual onetime exchange. Its method of composition
was not merely a pretext but a major theme of the
now-book. It was meant to establish rapport; without
this the writing would have been unfocused, and the
project would have fallen apart for lack of motivation.
“Literature proper” is not what I set out to do. The
literary qualities were a means only and a byproduct
of actual written communication from one person to
another.

Permission does the opposite. It flaunts reality—above all its own prior reality as genuine
correspondence—while going to great lengths to hide
the fiction that went into the reality it describes. So
long as it is clear that, to me, whether what I write is
fiction or fact, and in what proportions, matters very
little—in contrast to how it came to be written and
why, or what for. Sorting fact from fiction might matter if I had a name, an image. But as it is, I am nobody.

OC: OK, then. Show me a real letter, however creative, that contains only fiction.

OC: I know I’ve asked you this before, but why
should I care that Permission was written as real
correspondence?

NW: Who said there is only fiction in the letters?
There is much that is not. Most literature hides, conceals, and reworks reality while drawing on it heavily
for verisimilitude. And while every book has a history,
the reality of its composition, it rarely reflects on it
and weaves this into the story; it would rather invent
a history for itself from whole cloth. Nowhere is this
truer than of novels.

OC: So, much of it is fact? Does the narrator profess
your opinions? Is the narrator you?
NW: Much that is fact, living fact, is only a skeleton
in my book. The soul and the opinions belong wholly
to the narrator.
OC: I know, I know, to make a credible first-person
narrator you have to peel off a layer of your own skin.
But to make a credible author, you have to survive it.
NW: Like a moulting snake.
OC: Like a moulting snake…. Your alter ego, then?
NW: My caricature.

NW: This matters only from the point of view of
literary practice, and what it can become. Literary
practice today relies on the publishing industry, which
accredits and circulates. To create and move literature
semi-privately breaks with this model. It says: I’m no
longer playing your game; the book marketplace is a
monopoly where rules change all the time and the
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winners take all. But it’s not contestation pure and
simple, c’est ne pas contre tout, tu vois. It is just another
dimension, another circuit. Despite all the unexploded
bullets, not many would be prepared to renounce the
first and second circuits, the commercial and the
independent. To be a writer and not publish—that’s
a contradiction in terms. I don’t blame all those who
feel they can make a living writing books people seem
to like for wanting to ply a viable and gratifying trade.
But in the third circuit I see the potential not only
for unsupervised outpourings of verbal beauty, but for
binding commitments, gut-wrenching uncertainty,
uncanny immediacy, and irresistible candour. And
even a refuge for published authors from time to time.
OC: Now that’s a good one: the way forward for literary publishing leads straight out of publishing. You’d
hang us critics out to dry, would you?
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NW: I admit this is not a bright and glorious future
but an obscure one. On the bright side, it cuts out
the middlemen. On the dark side, we’re on our own.
I know what you’re thinking: after hunting with the
dogs, you want to run with the hare. I tracked down
reality, wrote it up, and sought critical attention, but
now I seem to want to turn tail and run away from all
that, and nothing seems more natural…
That’s just it. Deep down, I was always a hare, you
old dog. Even this book, Permission, was not meant to
be read widely, appreciated generally, but pursued by
collectors of rarities, connoisseurs not easily put off
the scent. In their eyes it is vindicated, I haven’t gone
too far, or even far enough. Whoever complains of its
obscurity has only himself to blame for having gone
out without a gun worthy of the game.
You and your liseuse de romans, your promiscuous
trophy, deserve each other. As for me, I’m off, and
expect to be followed only by rifles and hounds.

|

FI CTI O N

Night People
BAR BARA B L ACK

I

t’s 2 a.m. there are two houses lit up in a town of sleepers. in one
there is a man with a stiff neck gluing together the fuselage of a model airplane.
He bends his head down over the model to see closer, then sits up and stretches
his neck, massaging it with his right hand. In the other house there is a woman with
red hair sitting in her kitchen eating olives lined up on a plate. She picks up each one,
holds it to the light, then sucks out the pimento filling. Each occupant is enveloped in
the silence of early morning, yet not embraced enough by it to be sleeping. The man is
awake because he won’t sleep. The woman is awake because she can’t sleep. Somewhere
in the neighbourhood there is a rabid raccoon.
The woman used to be an acrobat. The man used to be a dentist.
When she was young, and a mistress of the unity of movement, she could bend
and flex her body, do the splits, hang from a trapeze, smile upside down in a backbend.
This kind of novelty is frowned upon in a 40-year-old woman. She can’t sleep at night
because she keeps dreaming acrobatic accidents: a quivering knee whose uncontrolled
vibrations spread to the calf, to the toes, translating into a quiver in the high wire and
a creeping fraction of doubt. She never falls in the dreams but wakes at the point where
her body becomes a composite of parts and can no longer be commanded by her mind.
Once she succumbs to this state of discreteness she can’t fall asleep again.
The man, unaware of the woman eating olives just ten houses away, is studying
the parts sheet for his model airplane. As a boy, he always wanted to build a plane but
never had, and he can’t remember why. Lately, he can barely remember anything—at
least, details. Instead, his memory is a blur of associations and emotions. This surSpring 2014
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prises him since he never considered uncircumscribed
subjectivity a part of his repertoire. Not only does this
new emotionality occupy his waking hours, but for
five weeks now (he has documented it on the calendar,
or tried to) it has wormed its way into his sleep in the
form of unrelenting and disturbing dreams.
In his dreams, he loses all points of reference. None
of the details add up to a comprehensible whole. In the
first, he was walking down a sandy beach to the shore.
When he stepped into the sea, his foot dissolved. The
deeper he went, the more of his body dissolved. He
knew less and less who he was or what he was. He
was merely a collection of blood vessels, muscles, and
bones effecting a chemical merger with a liquid. He
deemed this a highly irregular dream for a dentist.
And as a result, he willed himself to stop sleeping.
Sleep deprived, he takes solace in reducing things
into component parts; he finds it comforting to slow
down the perception of wholes. He lays out the
remaining pieces for his model and feels momentarily overwhelmed by the prospect of assembly. The
only thing to do is proceed part by part, being careful
not to inhale too much of the glue. Glue fumes only
exacerbated his condition. He was not accustomed to
euphoria and distrusted it.
Unlike the woman, he knew about the raccoon
because he is the one who started feeding it at night.
It seemed especially fond of olives. He didn’t know it
was rabid.
The woman had run out of olives. She sat in front
of her plate, with its tiny pools of vinegar, and sucked
her teeth, unsure how to fill the remaining hours of
darkness. She decided to go to the all-night store for
more olives. She put her coat on over her nightgown
and went out the front door. The rabid raccoon was
foraging in the compost pile in her backyard, but she
didn’t know this. She tested the door knob twice to
make sure it was locked behind her, the first time out
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of habit, the second a forced coalition between mind
and fingers. The night air smelled faintly of the coffee
grounds the rabid raccoon had stirred up. She found it
stimulating, in an unconscious way.
She walked down the sidewalk in a straight line
as if walking a tightrope—an old habit. The rest of
the town slept behind their beveled doors. It was,
strangely enough, an unfriendly small town. People
stayed locked up in themselves. They required small
accidents to be shocked into interest, and even then
their curiosity was only a way of confirming the safety
of their own lives. The woman has lived here for a
month and met no one, only passing coats filled with
people.
The route to the store, three blocks west of her
house, would take her past the man’s house. She had
underestimated the chill and picked up her pace to
keep warm. When she passed the man’s house he
was inside struggling with the horizontal stabilizer
on his A6 Intruder. When she reached the store, the
pale young man with vacant eyes said they were out
of olives. “No olives,” he intoned blandly. After four
years of working nights in the all-night store and seeing the assortment of foods which that strange breed
of night people bought for countering insomnia, nothing surprised him. Olives merely joined a long buffet
table in his mind crowded with popcorn, ice-cream,
chocolate bars, Cheezies, smoked oysters, Kraft dinner, beef jerky and canned fruit cocktail. He learned
not to look night people in the eye since they seized
upon any opportunity to launch into their woeful tales
of sleeplessness.
This time, however, curious at the way the woman
mourned at the pickle shelf, or vaguely intrigued by
the way she moved so consciously through space, or
maybe because his late-night movie had just ended, he
broke his own rule and said, “Some guy comes in at,
like, 3 a.m. and buys them all.” The woman thanked

NIGHT PEOPLE

him sadly and tightrope-walked her way out the front
door.
By now, it was 2:40. Even the town dogs, their limbic brains lulled by darkness, were asleep. The woman
doubted that anybody in this town dreamed and considered them lucky. She walked like steam spilling
down the street, unable to suppress her desire for the
taste of green olives. Olives with pimento, olives with
garlic, olives with cheese, or just plain empty olives. It
unsettled her that an unknown person in town should
share her culinary idiosyncrasy.
The man was still in his house, gluing, or attempting to glue, the landing gear to the fuselage. The
tube of glue was almost empty and required vigorous
squeezing. He could feel his concentration flagging.
As usual, his ability to carry out minutely measured
movements, like a trainer in a flea circus, was giving in
to the dreaded nighttime osmosis. He got up from his
chair and went to the fridge to get a jar of Manzanilla
olives. The raccoon preferred these. It usually appeared
about this time, which made him glad since this was
the time his attention started to wane. Olives in hand,
he opened the front door to see if the raccoon was
there. He heard it foraging in the shrubbery.
The woman was a block away when the man stuck
his finger in the jar to fish out a Manzanilla olive for
the raccoon, which was behaving strangely tonight—
or maybe it wasn’t the same raccoon. From a distance
she could see him as he bent down on his front steps
feeding what she thought was a very fat cat. As she
neared she realized it was a raccoon. It was bowing
and scraping like an obsequious servant, bobbing
its head and scuttling in counterclockwise circles as
if to unwind itself. It seemed perplexed by its own
movements, the body twitching first while the brain
interpreted after the fact. It looked as if it had forgotten its own being and was trying on all identities
in a frantic search to remember what it was—dipper,

monkey, squirrel, pigeon—flipping through the animal kingdom like a rolodex to find the animal which
properly inhabited that body. It was not interested in
whatever the man was feeding it.
She was one house away when the man, who had
given up trying to feed the raccoon, turned to go back
inside his house. As he reached for the doorknob the
animal hunched down on its hips, ready to attack. She
rushed toward his driveway and by blurting “Watch
out!” was able to give him a fraction of a second to
react. He dropped the jar of olives on the front steps,
which startled the raccoon enough to send it lumbering
away. The woman rushed up. There was a strong smell
of vinegar in the air. The two of them stood dumbly
watching the animal’s retreat. Her white nightgown
was poking out of her coat. He was wearing a pair of
slippers that looked as if they’d been chewed by a dog.
She noticed his fingertips were dirty and coated with
something.
“You feed it olives?” she said, observing the scattered contents of the broken jar.
He looked down at his masticated slippers, careful
not to look her in the eye.
“He seems to like them. Or used to.”
A sleepy silence ensued. Their bodies started to
relax.
“You’re walking at night?” he asked, kindly.
“I can’t sleep.”
“Neither can I.”
He glanced at his feet again. “Come in and have
some tea,” he said, stepping over the glass. He waved
her inside without actually waiting for her reply in the
way that sleep-deprived people forget social graces.
She followed across the threshold like a hypnotized
subject. It smelled of airplane glue. He went to the
kitchen to make tea which they never drank. They sat
in the living room and chatted inconsequentially, as if
they both weren’t in their pajamas. Or maybe it was
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that much easier because they were in their pajamas;
it precluded the usual pretenses. For a moment she
chided herself for entering the house of a stranger (in
her nightie!) but didn’t have the energy to leave.
After a few minutes she noticed he was nodding
off during her portions of the conversation, closing
his eyes, his head still upright. Eventually his neck
gave way and his head lolled backwards in full-blown,
jaw-dropping sleep. The room was absolved of civility.
She stared at a badly executed painting of a moun-
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tainscape which she suspected he had painted since he
seemed a man of sincerity but little talent. Its familiar scenic clichés were oddly comforting. She could
have left at that point, with the man asleep on his own
couch, but her body seemed finally to have given up its
balancing act against gravity. She continued to stare
at the picture. After two minutes, she fell asleep in
the armchair, her left arm dangling over the side, her
coat collar open to reveal the embroidered yoke of her
white nightie. It was 3:07.

A Country Outing
LI ZA P OT V I N

I

was at a stage in my life that most would consider successful.
Middle age had brought all the creature comforts I’d once dreamed of, and I was
content with a life that was predictable and stable. I no longer worried about the
cost of long distance calls nor scanned menus anxiously, looking for lower prices. I
booked holidays in the Caribbean at least once a year and had a regular set of friends
whose lives were similar to mine. Not much changed from day to day, and I liked
it that way. So I was intrigued when I received a dinner invitation from Cindy, not
having heard from her in more than a decade. When I’d read of her engagement to
a prominent banker a few years after college, I was pleased for her but not surprised.
I knew Cindy had run an advertising agency, but we’d only stayed in touch through
Christmas cards. That she’d be successful no one had ever doubted; she was genetically
predisposed to good fortune. I always assumed that she would marry someone from
her own background, even though she’d only dated what she called “bad boys” in college. Her reputation for being wild notwithstanding, it was understood that eventually
she’d end up settled in a society marriage; her love of cashmere sweaters and the expensive work of eccentric artists guaranteed that. One night at a party I’d encountered a
very drunk young man who’d bent my ear with his story about how he’d never love
anyone but Cindy. He’d said he’d never met a girl who could hold her liquor as well
and still be a lady, that she was a “wildcat wearing pearls”. He’d actually cried when he
told me that she was no longer seeing him. Late in the evening he’d turned his attention to me at last, but I was tired of always getting Cindy’s leftovers. We both knew
that I’d never be able to compete. I left him passed out on a sofa.
I hadn’t been too alarmed to read in one year’s Christmas card that Cindy was getting
a divorce. By then her two children were off to college. The card was brief, offering
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no details. Then nothing for years, until the dinner
invitation. It was written on pale lavender vellum,
stating that Bill and Cindy requested my company on
the fifteenth. Also enclosed was a Google map with
directions to a small town north of Toronto that I’d
never heard of before. In her neat cursive script, she’d
said I might want to stay the night rather than drive
back to Toronto in the dark, and that I was welcome,
that there was plenty of room. I expected she’d remarried some man who liked country living close to a
golf course, or perhaps it was a hobby farm. I couldn’t
really imagine any other sort of man for her. During
the intervening years, I’d been divorced myself, and
shared with many of my women friends an ironic view
of marriage; on Friday nights over martinis, we traded
battle stories about unsatisfactory online dating experiences and wondered how we’d so naively entertained
such enormous expectations in our former lives. We
were fellow creatures when it came to our political
views too: we had regular vegan potluck dinners,
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attended rallies to protest cruelty to animals, oil spills,
and government cutbacks, and went to Collingwood
for ski weekends, sharing the same cabin we’d rented
for years. I’d bought a rundown Victorian house in the
Annex and restored it slowly over the years, enjoying the pleasant maple-lined street but questioning
whether this was what I’d looked forward to in my
dreamy college years when I still looked forward to
things. I wanted to see Cindy for a few reasons. I
hoped she’d find me an equal now that my accounting
business had made me financially successful. I bought
a new designer linen suit especially for the occasion;
no doubt it would be creased with what one of my
employees called “expensive wrinkles” by the time I
arrived after the long drive. I also expected we’d have
another of our girl talks about romance and she’d be
as delightfully cynical as she’d been when we were students together. I admitted to being curious about her
new husband too. How did people learn to settle? I
knew I never had. Inwardly I sighed, knowing that
once again Cindy would be one step ahead of me.
As I set out for the long drive, I started remembering our first encounter. We’d been friends in college
only because we were roommates; the social distance
between us had been enormous and I knew I’d never
move in her circle after graduation. I’d felt a small flutter of excitement at living on borrowed time. The year
that we’d been assigned to the same college dorm, I’d
arrived an hour before she had and was lying flat out
on the bed below the window, exhausted after a long
train ride and two bus trips, followed by a walk to
the campus with my mother’s rolling suitcase trailing
behind me. My family was sending my steamer trunk
from Winnipeg later in the week; otherwise I’d have
had to take a taxi and my mother insisted on economizing wherever possible. “The tuition alone is hard
for me and your dad,” she’d said, my cue to express

A COUNTRY OUTING

gratitude once again that I’d be receiving the education neither of them had enjoyed. Cindy had burst
into the room and barely noticed me, a capped driver
following in her wake carrying hatboxes and suitcases.
I’d muttered something about her having whichever
bed she wanted, but she didn’t hear me as she turned
to give out orders to the driver to “bring the green one
right away.” I glanced out the window to the courtyard
below and watched the man open the trunk of a large
blue car. She’d dismissed him after he’d piled all the
trunks and suitcases to the side of the door, without
thanking him. I remember thinking that my mother
would have been aghast at her lack of manners. I’d
never met anyone who had a chauffeur and was fascinated by her command of him. Only minutes later,
she’d stood in front of the full length mirror fixed to
the bathroom door, stripped down to her bra and slip
and holding up two dresses by their necklines. Her
sentences came out clipped: “Which do you think—
pink or yellow?” and “What’d you say your name was
again?” although I hadn’t in fact said anything at all.
Before I’d been able to answer, she’d donned the pink
one and was snapping open a long leather box to
remove a string of coral beads. That confident click
of the box is what I always associated with her afterwards: like the jaw of a predator, sure of its prey. “My
dad brought these back from Tahiti,” she exclaimed,
turning her back to me and holding the necklace ends
out so that I could clasp them together for her. Then
she turned to face me where I sat on the edge of the
bed. “But you aren’t even dressed yet! What outfit
are you wearing?” Finally she’d looked about, her
eyes taking in my rucksack and the old suitcase with
suspicion.
“Aren’t you going to the welcome tea?”
“No, my things don’t arrive until later this week.
Anyway, I’m tired from travelling.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You can wear this one,”

she said, tossing the yellow dress onto my bed and
returning to the bathroom. Having never touched
such extravagant fabric before, I sat there stroking
the raised velvet flowers on the taffeta. Cindy was
taller than I am, and I couldn’t imagine myself wearing her dress. She emerged from the bathroom, hair
pulled back into a chignon and her lips outlined in
red lipstick.
“You still aren’t dressed!” she’d pouted. It became
clear that I’d not be left alone until I’d tried the dress
on, so I’d let her zip me into it and push me into the
bathroom, where she’d pinned up the shoulder straps,
applied powder to my face, and penciled in my eyebrows. I told her I felt like a clown, but she’d smiled
and told me I looked wonderful. I couldn’t bear to let
her down. Cindy then draped a beige sweater over my
shoulders and pushed me toward the door. The cashmere was soft against my skin. I swiveled my shoulders
back and forth just to feel it again. “Snap” went the
key in the door and we were down the hallway.
Cindy’s total lack of self-doubt earned her popularity
among all the freshmen and even some sophomores.
In the four years we were friends at college, people
submitted to her will because she expected them to,
more of them admiring than cowering. I was shy by
nature and although she was always friendly to me,
inviting me to more parties than I cared for, I knew
I wasn’t in her league. Nonetheless I had many fond
memories of late night half-drunk conversations as
we were both falling asleep. I could think of several
instances where her advice had been astute and instrumental. Mostly I marveled at her boldness, studying it
but never able to imitate it. Everyone she left behind
had mouths gaping open in awe. That year I’d have
said she was my best friend, but of course I was only
one of many to her. Later she surprised me by asking me to be one of her bridesmaids, and of course I
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accepted. It was a heavenly wedding.
Now I had the map stretched open beside me on the
passenger seat and drove to the small town. I was
shocked to see that it was one of those places that had
been decimated by the recession. The gas station was
boarded up, and the grocery store did not appear to be
open, although it was late in the afternoon. Some sort
of factory made of crumbling brick stood at the centre
of the town just before the sign for County Road 17,
where I’d been instructed to make a right turn and
drive for six kilometers. I came to a gravel road that
wound between two tall lines of elm trees and followed
until I reached an unfinished driveway. There was a
diminutive brown house that seemed to grow out of
the ground, wrapped in vines and covered by a mossy
roof, so that at first I didn’t see it and thought that I’d
taken a wrong turn. As I drew closer, I could see the
slanted wooden porch, an old-fashioned bicycle leaning against it, and a kind of ramp extending beside the
steps. It had never occurred to me that Cindy might
be in a wheelchair, and now I steeled myself for this
possibility; that she might be the object of pity was
unfathomable to me. I stepped out of my car slowly.
I felt my inheld breath release sharply as I saw her
emerge from the doorframe, fully erect and looking
much as she had all those years ago, her glamour only
slightly weathered by age. She was still slim and beautiful, and now her eyes sparkled with an excitement I
remembered she’d possessed when younger, now tempered by what? A sort of wisdom or calm? I was trying
to decide what it was when she reached out for me
with both hands, and drew me up the porch steps.
“So good of you to come. I’ve often thought about
you. Come in, come in. I’ll give you the tour after
we eat. Can you believe this place? It’s twenty acres,
goes all the way around the marsh. I bought it after
my last divorce because it’s so peaceful here.” I fol68
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lowed her into the front room, which seemed dark
and dingy after we’d emerged from the daylight. Tall
bushes grew over the windowpanes and blocked the
sun. Faded blue chintz covered the furniture, and old
wallpaper patterned with green vines wandered along
the walls. The overall effect was of a watery cave, not
unpleasant on a hot day. Cindy set my bag down at
the foot of the stairs leading to the upper level, then
turned to me and patted the sofa. I sat down slowly,
letting my eyes adjust to the dimness. Something dark
moved at the other end of the couch, startling me, and
I stood up again quickly. Cindy laughed, and then
said, “Here’s Bill, my husband.” I laughed too, because
she was pointing at what was obviously a very large,
fat, black cat. But then it lifted its snout in the air, and
I could see it was some other creature altogether.
“An otter?” I asked, incredulous.
“Not quite. Bill’s a muskrat.”
“The indoor sort, obviously. Good to have a husband who’s housebroken,” I quipped. Cindy did not
seem to enjoy my joke. Suddenly I realized she was
serious. Her eyes dared me to contradict her, but I was
too speechless to do so. The creature shifted so that its
rear-webbed feet were sticking out to the side of its
horrible dark body. I was unable to mask the expression on my face, but fortunately Cindy had turned
toward the kitchen.
“Would you care for wine or for lemonade?” Cindy
asked.
“Wine would be lovely,” I said. She returned with
red wine in a chipped Tim Hortons cup, having
poured herself a plastic glass full as well. The bottle
was tucked under her arm. No napkins. No appetizers.
Perhaps she no longer owned serving trays. I drank
the rough wine much too quickly, and she refilled my
glass before setting the bottle on the end table. She
did not offer Bill anything. We sat awkwardly in the
living room for several minutes before she announced
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It was a simple meal, but Cindy set it on the table
as if it were a feast, and I was reminded of her innate
elegance. A single dark candle illumined the room.
There were pewter goblets
for the ice water served from
a tall glass decanter. Dried
kippers were arranged in a
herringbone fashion on a
bright blue platter. A pyramid of steamed white rice
decorated with crumbled
seaweed stood in a hand
painted tagine that Cindy
must have brought back
from some exotic location
like Morocco. Pickled herring appeared to float in a
yellow bowl. Displayed like
upright toothpicks were
tiny carrot sticks in a tumbler of water. Each of the
place settings was built on a
large plant frond, the plates
covered by white linen napkins folded into lilies. I
was invited to take a seat by
Cindy’s extending her arm
and nodding her head in the direction of the chair.
She settled into her own chair as soon as she saw me
seated. Again I couldn’t help but notice how excited
she seemed. Her eyes locked on mine as if she were
challenging me to respond. I didn’t know whether to
howl with laughter or scream in rage. A muskrat for a
husband? Was she mocking me? Surely she’d noticed
my wide eyes and frozen smile. But something of the

same decorum I’d tried to preserve in college with
Cindy, a pride in not acting gauche around a figure
who commanded respect, prevented me from uttering
a single word. I decided I would wait for a signal from
her. Nervously I sipped at my wine again, and Cindy
was quick to refill the glass. We chatted some more.
Like the nighttime whispered
talks we’d shared in our
dorm room, there was
something both secretive
and intimate in Cindy’s
conversation.
She’d
always given the impression of being open while
subtly intimating she was
withholding
essential
details.
“We’ve had to compromise on our diet over
the years,” she explained.
“So it’s probably not as
fancy as you’re accustomed to. Bill finds that
drinking wine in the evening interferes with his
work. I guess you know
that muskrats are most
active at night.” Here
she giggled and blushed.
“He’s constructing a lodge
with some of the other workers. I’m always fascinated
to see what size it will be. The natives used to claim
that the larger the lodge, the harsher the winter will
be. But the opening’s only six inches, so he has to keep
his trim figure if he wants to get in and out easily.”
“So you have opposite schedules?” I asked, trying
to imagine daily life with a muskrat. I could feign normal when required. I remembered Cindy was an early
David Roberts

that supper was waiting for us in the kitchen, so I followed her there.
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riser at college, an amazing feat given that she was
out late most nights. I’d hear her closing the door in
the mornings on her way to rowing practice, grateful
that I still had three hours to sleep before the cafeteria
opened. Cindy had once claimed that early mornings
were her best time of day, and that rowing was a superior form of fitness.
“No,” she chuckled. “I’ve become a true night owl
now. When Bill gets home from work, he still has so
much energy, so that’s the time we enjoy the most.”
Again she blushed, and the way her eyes sparkled
made her appear young. She passed me the bowl of
herring.
“Actually I’d been expecting bacon and cheese,”
I said. My attempt at humour seemed to flummox
Cindy at first, but then she grinned and leaned back
in her chair.
“Yes, our friends tease us about that song. America,
“Muskrat Love.” But I’d forgotten that line that goes
‘nibbling on bacon, chewing on cheese.’ Anyway, we
don’t really do dairy or meat much anymore. Even
though he’s an omnivore, Bill’s concerned about his
cholesterol, and we’re both getting older.” As she
spoke, Bill shifted in the chair beside her and pulled
himself upright while Cindy moved his chair closer
to the table. He curled the long black whip of his tail,
which he’d dragged on the ground in his approach
to the table, around the chair spindles. It was a curiously sensual, slow gesture, the scales on his extended
black lash shimmering like sequins in the candlelight.
Cindy reached over and stroked his fur chest with
her long fingernails. “See what I mean? When I first
met Bill, he was nothing but rich auburn fur. Now
his chest hair’s getting lighter, and there’s even been a
little gray in the past couple years. But he still has two
thick layers, so I’ll always be warm.” She gazed affectionately at him. His small dark eyes grew enlarged
and his whiskers quivered. It was awkward to observe
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them, and I remembered more lines from the song:
“Now he’s tickling her fancy/rubbing her toes/muzzle to muzzle/ now anything goes.” I shuddered to
imagine their intimacy and stared down at my plate. I
stabbed a herring with my fork and brought it to my
mouth, hoping that by the time I’d finished chewing,
they would cease staring so intently at one another.
I looked up to see Cindy spoon herring onto Bill’s
plate. Bill waited until Cindy had also served herself
before he began to eat. I hadn’t expected such polite
formality from a muskrat, but then I’d never known
one before. Had she trained him? Bill picked up a
piece of herring delicately with his claws and brought
it to his white snout before he let it slide between his
lips soundlessly. Cindy also ate with her fingertips;
there was cutlery only at my place setting. Clearly she
felt no need to explain her altered etiquette, and was
completely at ease licking her fingers. Instinctively, I
lowered my hands to the linen napkin in my lap. I’d
helped myself frequently to the wine, and could feel
myself growing expansive. With luck, we’d be able to
indulge in one of the lengthy discussions Cindy and I
used to enjoy after meal times in college, and I looked
forward to hearing her views on this marriage. But as
soon as it was clear I’d finished eating, Cindy stood
and removed the plates from the table, saying that we
had to have a tour of the marsh before the sun left.
“You’ll see it at the best time of day when the light’s
like this. And I’ll point out the spot where Bill and I
met.”
“When was that?” I asked.
“Well, it was about ten years ago I bought the
property, and we met the first spring I arrived,” she
said, smiling. She’d taken a jacket from the large
brass hook beside the back door and was holding the
screen door open for me. Bill lowered himself from
the chair and moved across the linoleum in a slow
glide, slipping between the two of us as we made our
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way down the ramp at the rear of the house. It was
only a brief walk along a dirt pathway to the swamp,
and Bill slipped below the surface of the water almost
soundlessly, leaving a few bulrushes quivering in his
wake. The path skirted the edge of the marsh, and we
carried on in silence for a few moments, Bill swimming alongside us, creating a perfect V in his wake, his
gaze trained upon Cindy as he cut his water trail. He
seemed to match her rhythm perfectly, and it was easy
to see that they were accustomed to this walk together.
Occasionally he slipped below the water, and when
his sleek body resurfaced, his small black eyes sought
out his companion, while Cindy looked down upon
him tenderly, as if to reassure him. Bullfrogs throbbed
out their chant, joined by the pulsing of cicadas—an
orchestra in full force. Above the water the last of the
day’s heat shimmered.
“Do you see that horsetail over there?” asked Cindy.
I squinted, and made out the feathery manes of an
emergent plant. “That’s where I first sighted him, and
after I’d watched him showing off all his water acrobatics, he swam over to me and just stared. Then he
nudged me in the back as I was getting out of the water.
Eventually he let me stroke him. I’d been remembering that Huron myth where the muskrat dives down
to the bottom of the primordial sea to bring back the
mud that created the earth, after every other animal
failed at the task. Somehow he seemed heroic to me.”
Cindy smiled to herself and tilted her head, while Bill
swam on his side and—did I imagine this?—appeared
to wink at her. We passed purple loosestrife and ornate
yellow lilies, and he tipped his nose toward the lilies
so that they seemed to open up to our view. Heavenly
coral-coloured clouds that marked the sunset were
perfectly reflected on the water’s surface.
“Here’s the green-fruited bur-reed,” Cindy
announced, as she pulled some small green pods from
the tops of the fronds, cupping them in one hand. She

knelt by the edge of the marsh and held out her other
hand, which contained one of the fruits. Bill slithered
over eagerly and nudged her hand. “We’re both quite
fond of these,” she said, popping one in her mouth
and then holding out a single fruit to me. I shook my
head. “Really? And I didn’t give you any dessert either.
Bill has made me so aware of all the wonderful food
available to us in our own backyard. We’re supposed to
eat more locally, right? Maybe I can convince you to
try some water plantain for breakfast—it tastes great
fried up with eggs. Oh, and look—those are floating hearts.” Cindy rose and walked along the path.
Maybe it had been her use of the word ‘floating,’ but
that was precisely how she appeared to be moving, in
imitation of Bill. I followed in awe.
We never had a chance to talk into the night. Back
indoors and cool once more, I drank the rest of the
wine by myself at the table until Bill slithered from his
perch, and Cindy excused herself to go to bed. Perhaps
she no longer had any need for conversation, for the
endless analysis and debate that used to characterize
our evening chats. I slept poorly. I woke up late in
the morning, a slight headache forming around my
temples, no doubt from the wine the evening before.
The bed I’d slept in was comfortable enough, but I’d
been restless all night, tossing and turning in response
to what I imagined as ominous nocturnal noises emanating from the marsh, interspersed with the creaking
of floorboards.
There was a wind tearing through the rafters, whistling at me. I struggled out of bed, determined to get
dressed quickly and make my way back to the city. My
sense of feeling disturbed now extended to the house
itself, which seemed to palpitate with the same vigor
that had animated the marsh the previous night. I
needed to get out. I packed my bag, brushed my teeth,
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and padded down the stairs to the kitchen. There were
tea bags in a canister on the counter, and I plugged in
the kettle, although I desperately wanted a cappuccino.
I wanted the comforting familiarity of Starbucks. I
needed that jolt of caffeine that always made me break
out in a sweat and switch on my efficient business self.
Waiting for the water to boil, I drew back the lace curtain and saw that Cindy was bent over in the garden,
her basket of tools to one side, and Bill to the other.
Their parallel torsos were the same length, Bill’s long
tail stretching sinuously behind him. The dew glistened on rows of salad greens, and sunlight glittered
on the trowel Cindy held in her hand. It was a picture
of such harmony that I felt a slight contraction around
my chest. The tea steeped and steam rose through the
light from the window. I sipped cautiously, not wishing to burn my lips. Something felt off this morning,
but I couldn’t put my finger on it as I dumped the tea
bag into the sink.
This was what was most disconcerting about my visit:
my life suddenly felt feeble and unbalanced. I was
acutely aware of my own loneliness and the discord
of my own heartbeat pulsing loudly. The screen door
banged as I carried my suitcase out the kitchen door
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and down the ramp. An earthy smell assaulted my
nose. Again I longed instead for the smell of coffee.
Cindy turned her lovely neck, then pushed herself up
from her knees.
“Well, good morning there. I hope you slept well.
I can make you some breakfast. We just picked blackberries, and Bill’s washing them off. Just give me a
minute,” she said, revealing her soft white hands and
the inner lining of rubber gloves as she peeled them
off. I felt turned inside out like those gloves.
“Oh, no, don’t bother. I rarely eat breakfast. I have
to be going. A meeting.”
“Really? I thought you’d stay and hang out with us
a bit longer. Oh well. I hope you’ll come again. I so
enjoyed seeing you.”
“I’m happy for you.” At least I managed civil parting words. I had not managed adequate conversation
throughout our visit though. Clearly Cindy had no
need of company and was perfectly content, whatever
words I might muster. I watched her standing there,
her face beaming in the early morning light, her eyes
sparkling like sun diamonds on water, and my throat
tightened. I wanted to tell her that I would come to
visit again, but I knew I never would.

Sestina
M A D HUR ANAND

What’s this butterfly’s name?
Vanessa. She asks for the last name too,
A-T-A-L-A-N-T-A, then begins to work out
the aerodynamics of net.
A garden full of givens—six
years of snow, perennials, the female’s sudden interest
in root vegetables. The worst being the interest—
how it’s always front-loaded. Last month it produced the name
Chantenay. Four to six
inches long, stubby with a broad, not too
purplish, shoulder and a blunt tip. A carrot’s net
worth determined by what can be pulled out.
They’ve arrived en masse, fresh out
of a May headwind. The interest
rate peaks and plummets. We surf the net
through lifeworks until a common name
emerges: Nabokov’s Butterfly of Doom. Too
complicated, really. For the six
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year-old things resolve to six
legs, red spots, black wings, breaking out
of cocoons, not yet catching one. What’s too
substantial to invest becomes interest,
a life lived in the name
of concessions. She leaves the net
lying on the lawn. Inside the net
are five dandelions, six
spruce cones, a dead bug with a proper name
she won’t throw out.
She has a business interest
in nature. Perhaps there’s too
little of it in the backyard. Or just too
many museum visits. Economists say net
present value is less than future value. It’s all in the interest.
What is dreamt at the age of six.
What is fleshed out.
What is imagined a priori the labelled name.
Name a butterfly that never migrates. If that’s too
out there, grab hold of the net
six- year-olds leave behind. Take interest.
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He and She
S HAR O N E L L I S

H

e is astoundingly drunk.
She doesn’t notice him. Not this night.
He watches her from across the room. He admires her belly ring, and her
hair. He vomits then, into his own empty beer cup, but he maintains poise, because of
his mistaken belief that his vomiting has gone unnoticed.
She is the only thing he remembers about that night. He revisits the sight of the
party, but she is not there. He looks for her at the bookstore, and at the student union,
but she is nowhere. He begins attending classes for which he is not accruing credit,
just in case she is there.
Eventually, he finds her. She lives in the adjacent building.
She is as pretty as he remembers, but he tells his friends she is only okay.
Her first impression of him is that he strides towards her faster than a normal
person should. She feels in her purse for something with which to defend herself. The
best thing she can palpate in the depths of the purse is a pen with a miniature ceramic
unicorn at its tip.
Close up, however, he is more cute that threatening. More awkard than aggressive.
More charming than sinister.
They attend, together, a dollar-theatre showing of a John Hughes marathon. They
hold hands at the end of The Breakfast Club, and they kiss at the end of Sixteen Candles,
in synch with Samantha Baker and Jake Ryan.
She thinks this is the most romantic moment of her life.
He wonders if her bra unhooks in the front or in the back.
They spend their time together complaining about their parents, vowing never
to become like them, and engaged in clumsy and frustrated pawing. This is almost
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always interrupted by roommates, or by library security guards.
He says, I love you, first.
She replies, Thank you, and decides to have sex
with him.
He is satisfied with the result.
They go shopping together, for clothes, and for
food, and for prophylactics. They take turns cooking for one another. He meets her parents. They have
their first fight. She meets his parents, and she fogives
him. They stay up talking for so many nights in a row
she does not think it is possible, but it is. It must be.
She says, I love you, back.
They graduate. She wants to move to New York to
further her education. He wants to move to California,
because it is warm. Their parents advise neither. As a
compromise, they move to the mid-west where they
are neither warm, nor sufficiently educated. Their parents are delighted.
They move in together. They have no furniture
save a mattress and a hibachi. They make love on the
mattress. They keep silverware in the hibachi.
She claims never to need material things, as long
as she has him.
He says, ditto, but he fantasizes with such intensity
about a large-screen television that he decides to take
the most lucrative job he can find.
She develops an affinity for material things.
She becomes angry when he asks her to wash his
underwear. He is confused, as he has always assumed
she is as attracted to his underwear as he is to hers.
All of their friends get married. At the wedding of
a couple they only vaguely know, through his work, he
surprises her with a proposal. He thinks the hard part
is over, but he is wrong.
Their mothers meet in a flurry of middle-aged
bosoms. They duel in air kisses and backhanded compliments. The fathers joke about the money they have
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spent on their children, and about the money yet to
be spent on their children. They ask if there will soon
be food and/or alcohol. There is, and the fathers are
happy.
The mothers present typed lists of guests, of
venues, and of possible officiators. There are fabric
swatches and videographers to consult.
The bride and groom decide to elope.
The mothers cry with huge, frightening, mascaratinted tears.
The bride and groom decide on a simple ceremony,
with only close friends and family.
The mothers concede, but as the date approaches,
the circle of close friends and family swells to over two
hundred. The ceremony becomes elaborate. There are
doves involved.
The fathers grumble about the expense, but are
pacified with the promise of food and alcohol.
The wedding is beautiful and the mothers say I
told you so, to the children as well as to each other.
The honeymoon is in Mexico, where he and she
sunburn an identical shade of pink. They slather each
other with aloe.
The apartment looks small when they return. He
thinks the solution is to sell off some of the less desireable wedding presents. She thinks the solution is to
buy a big house in the suburbs. He says no. She says
there is no harm in looking. They are in escro within
the month.
His big-screen TV and the hibachi move to the
basement. The old mattress goes to good will, and the
new bed is so big that sometimes each of them wakes
in the night with the sensation that they are sleeping
alone.
They divide their weekends equitably between
Home Depot and Bed Bath & Beyond. He is in
charge of pushing the shopping cart. They eat at Olive
Garden, or at TGI Fridays, depending, because one
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is next to Home Depot, and the other is next to Bed
Bath & Beyond. They gain weight. They join a gym.
They lose weight. They stop going to the gym, gain
weight again, but continue to pay the gym membership fee for many years.
She finishes graduate school. Immediately following her first job interview, she vomits. She stares into a
hallway trashcan, heaving, as she comes to terms with
the knowledge that she is pregnant.
He is ecstatic.
She is inconsolable.
He buys a miniature football, and she buys a miniature pair of ballet slippers. They stay up late scouring
baby name books until they find a unique name for
their child. She takes classes on natural childbirth,
on exclusive breastfeeding, and on making your own
organic baby food. They decorate a room. She folds
tiny clothes into neat rows on the shelves.
By the time the baby arrives, the miniature football
and ballet slippers are lost and forgotten. She requests
an epidural at the hospital admissions desk. Five other
babies in their maternity ward bear the same unique
name they have chosen for their child. Their baby
drinks formula. Nothing in their house is folded.
He goes to work with baby vomit dried to his
neck. Her body leaks in places it shouldn’t, and she
has stitches where no person should ever have to have
stitches. They see each other only to alternate shifts
with the baby. Neither one of them remembers the
last time they sat down for a meal uninterrupted, or
spoke to another adult about something other than
infant feces, bottles, or the elusiveness of sleep.
The grandfathers spend wildly and wastefully on
their grandchild. They buy things that are neither
practical nor in any way beneficial to the parents.
One of the grandmothers comes to help, and is
sent away when she proves useless. The other grandmother, only slightly less useless than the first, says to

the new parents that this will be the best time in their
lives.
They retreat to their bedroom to hold each other
and sob.
The baby learns to sleep, although it will not do
so when they are scheduled to leave the house for an
evening, or to go on vacation, or to get up early for an
important meeting.
People ask her when she is going back to work,
and this question surprises her. She decides, No, she
does not want to go back to work, and this decision
surprises her even more.
A year passes, and they throw a party to celebrate
the fact that they are still alive. The child smears
eighty-dollar birthday cake on the wall, and no one
stops it. They document the mess with hundreds of
pictures.
Through some twisted design of Mother Nature,
she develops the desire to have another. Even more
astonishing is the fact that he both encourages and
facilitates this desire. A year after that, they have two
children, and he consults a urologist.
Their refrigerator now consists primarily of fish
sticks and hot dogs. They know all the words to
The Wiggles songs, and they find themselves humming along even when the songs are not playing, even
when the children are nowhere in sight. They have
given up on removing stains; what does not emerge
from the wash satisfactorily on the first run, is trash.
Their favorite restaurants are Friendly’s and Chuck E.
Cheese’s.
Their bed squeaks, and they stop having sex.
The bed is fixed, and they still don’t have sex.
He wonders, at night, why she smells like white
chocolate.
She wonders why the cocoa butter is doing no
good for her stretch marks.
He is soft in places that are supposed to be hard.
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She is rough in places that are supposed to be soft.
He spends most of his free time pondering grass
fertilization and multi-function power tools. He never
buys anything without serious research into resale
value.
She decides to let her hair grow out into its natural
shade of brown and discovers that it is mostly gray.
She uses phrases like, Wait until your father comes
home! She thinks about BPA plastic, and if they are
using the right kind of laundry detergent, and if there
is chlorine in the diapers. She worries about finding enough things for the kids to do in the summer
while not overscheduling them during the school year.
There are playdates, and soccer practices, and dentist
appointments, and teacher conferences, and birthday
parties. She wonders how she can be in two places at
once, when two places at once is where the children
are supposed to be, and she is the one who is supposed
to take them there.
He worries about his job, and about how they will
pay for college.
She tells him everything will work out in the end,
and he knows it will.
The children become teenagers. They grow hair
where no child should ever have hair. They ask for
alarming sums of money. They go to concerts. They
stay up hours late at night neither parent has seen for
years. The kids analyze the parents, watching for signs
of weakness, like animals on the hunt. The parents
rebel, drinking wine in the living room and having sex
in their own bedroom, door unlocked, caution to the
wind.
The children leave for college. For the parents, it
is simultaneously the most terrifying, wonderful, and
expensive experience of their lives. Four years pass,
and, one by one, the children graduate in grand ceremonies full of hopeful speeches, after which neither
of them is able to find a job.
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One of the children returns home. The exercise
room reverts to a bedroom. The child leaves again.
The parents tell the child they will be here if he ever
needs to live at home again, but the child never does.
Their children become sucessful in the world. They
meet people, they cohabit, they get married. The weddings are beautiful, although not to her taste. One is
on a beach, and she wonders how polite it is to ask
people to be barefoot for so long in front of so many
people. He doesn’t know when he is supposed to talk,
so he does not talk at all, and he decides he likes it. He
plans to pursue talking less, in the future. They meet
the in-laws. She thinks the other mother looks too
old to have a child the same age as her own, until she
catches a glimpse of herself in the morror.
He installs non-slip pads on the bathtub floor for
her, and an extra railing at the bottom of the basement
stairs, for him. She buys him elastic-waist pants, and
he wears them, proudly, in public. He retires. He tries
golf, and he does not like it. He reads books about
birds, and he buys a pair of binoculars. He takes naps
in the backyard hammock, with the binoculars, when
the weather is nice. She jokes to her friends that a
woman can never really retire, because there is always
someone to feed, or something to clean, or something
to do.
She is diagnosed with a rare form of cancer neither
of them can pronounce. She protests that she doesn’t
feel sick. The children come home.
She says she will be fine, and she believes it.
He says she will be fine, but he does not believe it.
He wonders how he will cope without her.
The children leave again for their busy lives.
She undergoes treatments that make her sick, and
thin. She is cold all the time, especially at night, in
their bed. He curls up next to her in their big bed, but
it is not enough, so he carries her down the hall to one
of the single beds in a spare room. He slides into the
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tiny bed next to her, and she is finally warm.
She gets better in the summer. She is sick through
the fall. He cooks both Thanksgiving and Christmas
dinner, and both are terrible, although no one says so.
She gets better again, but the doctors warn that her
health will most likely fade. The doctors are wrong,
and she outlives every one of them.
He dies first, in his sleep.
The children take red-eye flights from the cities
they live in. They organize the funeral. They recommend she sell her house. They stand in her kitchen
and present her options: live with one of them, or
move to an assisted facility. They are like aggressive
waiters in a restaurant. They hover, waiting for her to
make her selection.
She says, No, she chooses neither, and the children
return once again to their busy lives. They remember

to call her regularly.
She wonders what other widows do with their
time. She researches gardening on the Internet. She
buys plants, and she enjoys watching things grow. She
spends years cultivating a lavish garden that is featured
in a local magazine, but she misses him, always, and
there is no amount of gardening that can ever make it
go away.
She meets her first grandchild the week before she
dies.
She thinks the baby looks like he did, when she
first met him and they were in college, and she wonders aloud if they should name the baby after him.
The new parents disagree. They want their baby
to have a unique name they have chosen themselves.
She tells the new parents, Yes, that is absolutely the
way it should be.
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G

eoff had a drink the night of the accident. just one. but still. he
has a list of things that could have gone differently, and that tall glass of wine
is on it. He could have stayed where he was a little longer—it was a family dinner, it was Easter Sunday, so what was the rush? Or he could have left a little sooner,
caught the start of the game on his own couch at home. There was a truck, and it was
going to tear through that intersection, at exactly 8:03, and he didn’t have to be there.
It would’ve been something more exact than 8:03, something like 8:03 and 43 seconds. If he’d taken one more second to tie his shoelaces, or if he’d worn his boots with
the longer shoelaces, his son would still be alive. And his wife wouldn’t be hooked up
to a machine in the spare bedroom. The beeping of her machinery keeps him up at
night; it sounds like an alarm clock, exactly like an alarm clock, reminding him she’s
in that other room, in that other bed, half a house away from him. He’s dreamt more
than once that she’s dead and haunting him. Cruel and demon-eyed. Missing teeth.
He could’ve needed to stop for gas that night, and he would have, had he not filled
the tank the night before. He would’ve missed that truck, and that truck would’ve
missed him. When he thinks of the accident, the impact, his teeth buzz. He’s said to
me, “There is no sound in that memory.”
He can’t eat eggs anymore, because they smell too much like busted airbags.
I ask Geoff how Bryan looked, in the backseat. I picture him splayed across the
backseat like a dropped marionette. I ask Geoff if Bryan died right away. It’s been
eight months, and he still won’t answer me. The night after Bryan died, there’d been a
staff party at his firm. Bryan would have been the life of that party. People would have
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said, Is Bryan coming? People wouldn’t have known.
Bryan acted like his English minor made him wellrounded. A civil engineer with an English degree! He’d
say it like no one’s ever done that before; he’d write
me poems to put his minor to use. Two liners. He’d
leave them under my car’s windshield wipers, inside a
cereal box, he’d sneak one, folded, into my coat pocket.
Somehow, once, I found one behind the clasp of my
bra. That one had said, Your Body Was a Spark, and
My Eyes Were Gasoline. I have 52. They’re matted and
framed and hung where my mirror used to be.
Geoff couldn’t stand to feed his wife after the accident, and someone had to do it. So I’d spoon mashed
whatever into my prospective mother-in-law’s mouth
and I’d cry because her son’s brand new shoes were still
in my porch. White as chalk. Scuffed nowhere.
I’d feed Bryan’s mother, and then I’d cook for
his father, and then I’d make tea after our meal, so I
could linger. Geoff had been devastated by the accident, whereas I was rendered lonely. At home, every
room would fill with a hundred sounds that weren’t
Bryan lying next to me, or Bryan cooking me supper,
or Bryan shouting over the TV. Those missing noises,
the silence, would squat down on my breathing—or
they’d fill my lungs with something other than air.
It’s not a shameful thing, that Geoff couldn’t feed
his own wife. He sees her lying there, useless, and
his whole body feels like a toothache. She lies in her
bed as brittle as a dead bug. Her body twitches, just
slightly, with the regularity of a ticking clock. He’s
said to me, “I tried.” He’s said, “I bring a fork to her
mouth, but she’s always twitching, and her teeth hit
the fork, and the sound of it,” he shrugged his shoulders. “The sound of it.”
You can’t imagine a world where you hire people
to feed the people you love, until you’re standing right
in the middle of that world, and you’re lost in it, and
you’re trying to find your way through it. I tracked

down a caretaker named Sue, so Geoff wouldn’t have
to actively relinquish caring for his wife. He didn’t
argue. He only asked me, “How can a body be so emptied of life, but so desperate to chew food placed in its
mouth?”
He wanted an answer.
Some moments in life are so big that the people
who share them get fused together like the bones in a
body. For us, it was the panic of waiting in that hospital hallway. Is she dead, is he dead, are they both dead? It
was the way those fluorescent lights buzzed, angry as
wasps, and the way I fell into Geoff ’s arms, like if he
hadn’t caught me I’d still be falling.
What we do is we go canoeing or kayaking. Just
the two of us. It started as a trial run in Gros Morne
Park. We got there, and a guide in a blue helmet eyed
us: Geoff fifty-something, me thirty at best. We had
different last names, so it was possible we were a couple, a misfit couple, in the eyes of strangers who knew
nothing of the car crash that fused us together.
The guide was telling us things, as we suited up.
Some kind of instruction. But all I wanted to know
was why he was putting on a helmet to go kayaking. I
couldn’t think of a head hitting anything softer than
water, should his boat flip. He wore a helmet to paddle
a kayak, and from what I know of it, it was a blow
to the head that had killed Bryan. That’s all I could
think about, as the guide talked CBAs and edging and
Eskimo rolls. Bryan, dead, in the backseat of a car,
looking like a dropped marionette.
The night of the accident, Geoff ’s only injuries
had been a snapped wrist and a concussion. But the
lump it left behind was surreal: big as a golf ball and
desperate to burst wide open. A doctor had asked me
to keep an eye on him. He shouldn’t sleep for the next
twelve hours, she said. So Geoff lay on the couch that
night, and I watched over him, perched hawk-like in
a wingback chair. The chair had duct tape on the arm,
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painted blue to blend into the fabric. Picking at the
tape, fidgeting with it, gave me something to do. I
was painting my toenails, out of boredom, poking him
with my toes to keep him from dozing off, and to this
day, there’s a streak of Coxcomb Red on the shirt he
sleeps in, in our tent.
The doctor had said there’s a risk of personality
shift after a concussion. Something like that. Watch for
a change in demeanor. But it’s not a change in behaviour he’s suffered. It’s more like his personality is being
held under water; it’s drowning, muted, quiet even if
shouting. We took the canoe across a pond one day,
and I saw him reach out and grab the water like he
was picking up a suitcase. He raised his empty fist up
in the air; water dripping from it. He did it again, just
once more, like he was trying to hold onto the water.
His mind drifts, and his body, un-minded, will do
something illogical. Something I need an explanation
for.
We camp next to water, because that’s what you do
when you camp. You set up a tent in the nicest place
possible. I woke up yesterday, and he was bathing,
naked. I got out of our tent, to get breakfast going, and
in all that time, he hadn’t told me I should look away
when he gets out of the pond. And I didn’t, because if
I had, I don’t know. It would’ve made things awkward.
And we go on these trips to avoid awkward. To forget.
To canoe. To lie on our backs, and look up, and talk
about sons and stars and wives and fate and what to
do next. And it wasn’t so much that he’d not told me
to look away. It was the blank look on his face: like
he’d not even thought to tell me to look away. I was
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going to marry this man’s son. That’s all that crossed
my mind as I watched him drying off.
We light fires at night, and the snap of those twigs,
and the smell of that woodsmoke, has conditioned
us to toss our memories into the flames and let them
burn. He tells me things I never knew about Bryan,
and I tell him things that he never knew about Bryan,
and sometimes I’ll share a memory of Kate, so that his
wife isn’t left out of this—whatever this is we do at
night. We light the fire, and we drink red wine from
metal canteens because the metal canteens add something urgent and metallic to the flavour. That’s when
he told me about the buzzing teeth. That, when he
thinks of the accident, his teeth sting. I imagine shards
of shrapnel, sunk through his molars, striking a nerve,
vibrating in his gums.
It wasn’t warm when we woke this morning; our
brains stiff from the wine. We’d speak, and puffs of
white air would shoot from our mouths like the ghosts
of summer; like white flags announcing the fall had
arrived. He went for a hike and I didn’t tag along as
usual, because I wanted the campsite to myself, for
a swim, and to ransack his bag and find him out. I
expected drugs, booze, something in there to explain
where his mind goes and how it gets there. But it was
only filled with clothes and bananas. One of them rotten, and gooey where the peel had split.
It’s been twelve hours since Geoff left for that
one-hour hike. Twelve hours and sixteen minutes. I’ve
been circling the pond in our canoe. I’ve been calling
his name, lonely as a loon.

Safe
S H E L L EY WO O D

S

arah has one photograph of the two of them, derek and jennifer,
which if nothing else is proof that they existed and were not, as it sometimes
seemed later, something conjured up by heat and lonesomeness.
The photo is really just of Derek. He’s leaning back in the rickety chair, cheeks and
chin covered in a thick lather. Eyes closed, smile wide in the midday sun. On their
dusty walk back into town the three of them had stopped at a roadside barber whose
chair, mirror, pots of soap, water buckets, and straight-blade razors were meticulously
arranged on a towel in the shade of a tree. Derek negotiated the price of a shave like
the practiced traveller he must have been after however many months traversing the
subcontinent. Perhaps years. Sarah never asked.
Of Jennifer, the photo shows only an arm—freckled, a few blotches of red, purple,
and blue. The arm glints with the twenty-odd glass bangles that every female backpacker ends up wearing in India, along with the bindi on the forehead, jasmine in the
hair. As they never would have done at home.
At the time, it occurred to Sarah that it was probably not so safe to get your face
and throat shaved by a shy man with an open blade at a roadside stall. Her guidebook
warned against it. For all the fearless things she felt she’d done in the time she’d been
travelling, there were still things she probably would not do, even if she were a man, a
roadside shave among them.
She had been three months in India. A lifetime. Travelling solo, occasionally meeting and parting with an eclectic assortment of other wanderers. Julien, from Bordeaux,
who reeked of sandalwood incense and tried to interest her in some hashish in the
back of the bus to Bangalore. Misty, an acupuncturist from California, who had a pair
of tango shoes clipped to the outside of her backpack, just in case. It had been a relief,
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she thought at one point on that shimmering day, to
meet people as normal and fun as Jennifer and Derek.
For most of their time together, they seemed to her to
have been a kind of rescue, salvaging what might have
been a day spent watching the world from the roof of
her guesthouse without venturing out at all.
Sarah arrived in Agra at dawn after one full day and
two nights on the long-distance train from Chennai.
She wanted to see the Taj Mahal, that ubiquitous
emblem of India, before heading home.
She stepped out of the station as the first callto-prayer was crackling from the loudspeakers of
distant minarets, stars still blinking from the night
sky. Lugging her packsack towards an auto-rickshaw
driver, Sarah loaded her bag onto the passenger bench
and climbed in beside it while the driver shooed a
sleeping cow from the road.
A spurt of exhaust curled through the open sides
of the rickshaw, replaced as they progressed towards
downtown with alternating wafts of cooking oil,
sewage, and marigolds—these last stacked high in
curbside stalls for the Hindu faithful to take to temple.
Sarah’s driver took her to the Mumtaz Guest
House she’d selected from her guidebook. Then, on
his suggestion, she agreed to let him take her onwards
to the Taj Mahal after she had checked in and dropped
her bag in her room, even though it was just a short
walk away.
This was better, he said in broken English as he
drove her to the gates, “because it Holi.”
She mistook him to mean holy, a holy site. But
Holi, she learned from her guidebook later, is an
annual festival in northern India—a celebration of
the end of winter. On Holi, she read, men were notorious for imbibing too many bhang lassies while the
women steered clear of their clutching hands as well
as the hurled puffs of coloured talc—gulal—followed
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by spurts of water used to blend the powdered dye into
the clothes and skin.
But Sarah didn’t know this until later, when she’d
left the Taj Mahal to return to the guesthouse. She
forgot everything her driver had told her when she
first saw what she’d come to see.
To her dismay, she cried. Not because of its beauty,
although the Taj Mahal was indisputably beautiful in
the first bloom of morning light: the day’s first visitors trickling quietly past the watercourse, the glowing
marble mausoleum reflected in the oblong pool. Sarah
cried because, after all this time on her own, seeing
a sight as recognizable, as cliché somehow as the Taj
Mahal, was like bumping into an old friend.
Later she wondered if perhaps Derek had seen her
teary-eyed on the steps of the monument, which
would fit. She had no sense of time that morning as
she meandered around the domes and ornamental
gardens, wondering at the colours and the light, taking picture after picture. She was cross-legged behind
the central tomb, listening to Snow Patrol on her iPod,
her camera and lenses strewn around her, when a
British accent nearby said, “That’s quite the camera.”
And it was. It was ridiculous to have lugged all this
around with her when she’d been travelling with so
little—a digital SLR with detachable lenses. But her
photos and music had been her cherished companions, giving her a focus and a purpose when solitude
threatened to swallow her whole.
Sarah looked up at the voice: a man older than
Sarah, probably in his early thirties, with tousled
blonde hair, five-days growth on his chin, a battered
daypack on the ground beside him. A fellow traveller.
She plucked the earbud from her ear.
“I’m Derek,” he said, stretching his hand across the
stone towards her. They spent a few minutes marvel-
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ling together at the Taj Mahal, then inevitably ended
up comparing notes on where they’d been in India.
Derek, originally from Manchester, now considered himself something of a professional traveller: he
had spent the last few months in Rajasthan and the
Kashmir. Before that, in Nepal, hiking the Annapurna
circuit.
Sarah had spent her entire time in India in the
south, in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. Off the beaten track.
“Why the south?” Derek asked Sarah.
She shrugged. “I talked to people who’d been here
who said that south India would be the easiest for a
woman travelling alone. Maybe not as accustomed
to solo female travellers as the north, but also not as
aggressive. More respectful of women generally.”
“And was it?” asked Derek, smiling.
Sarah smiled back. “Yes, I think it was. People
stared. I mean, the men gawked, especially in the
smaller towns. But I was never actually harassed or
threatened.”
She glanced about on the marble terrace around
her, making sure she’d loaded all her gear back into her
pack. “I can’t tell if it’s different here or not,” she said.
“I actually just got here this morning.”
She didn’t say it to Derek, but she hadn’t even
planned to come north: her flight was leaving from
Bombay the following week. The impulse to spend
her last few days in Agra had grown in part out of a
sense of pride at having kept herself safe so long. She’d
found her stride, she’d toughened up, she was almost
home.
Derek was also staying at the Mumtaz Guest
House and they shared a ride back. By now, the city
had woken up, the morning’s peace cracked wide by
blaring music and honking horns. This time their
sputtering rickshaw was chased by whooping men,
white grins set into faces purpled by the gulal, who
doused Sarah and Derek in red and blue powders,

then sprayed them with water to set the dye. She
wasn’t scared. If anything these men seemed clownish,
not menacing, but she felt safer with Derek than she
would have felt on her own.
Back at the guesthouse, Sarah had to ask for a spare
key—she’d locked hers in the room in her haste to get
to the Taj Mahal at dawn. The man at the reception
desk clucked in disapproval when he saw the colours
on her clothes and face.
“Good Indian ladies stay home-side for Holi,” he
said waggling his head in that yes-no way Sarah had
seen every single day in India. He tilted his chin and
glugged from an imaginary bottle to demonstrate
what it was she should have been avoiding, his eyebrows hopping twice to emphasize his point.
Sarah showered, changed, and tried in vain to rinse
the colour from her clothes, arms, and face.
“It just doesn’t come off!” she said when she spotted Derek later that morning on the rooftop patio of
the Mumtaz. Derek was watching the mayhem below,
clouds of vibrant dust drifting above the shouts and
laughter. Half of the guesthouse appeared to be up
there, peering down at the streets, partly horrified,
partly delighted.
“This is Jennifer,” Derek said, introducing Sarah to
the woman beside him. “She’s Canadian too.”
“Hi,” said Jennifer, turning to greet Sarah. She was
roughly the same age, with shoulder-length brown
hair tied up like Sarah’s, to keep off the heat. “From
Kitchener,” she said, pushing her glasses up her nose.
“This is wild, isn’t it?”
Later Sarah couldn’t remember whether it was Derek’s
idea or Jennifer’s but one of them suggested a trip to
a pool at a posh hotel, an option Sarah’s Lonely Planet
guidebook had noted for the bigger, more touristy cities. Many top-tier hotels with pools permit day visitors
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for a fee. In all her weeks of budget travel, Sarah had
not succumbed to this particular treat, despite the heat
and relentlessness of India.
“We can’t just stay trapped up here,” Derek said.
“Live a little!”
It was a rowdy ride to get there pursued by boys and
men, shirts drenched in purple perspiration, who
managed to splatter all of them and their rickshaw
with colours. One nimble teenager managed a gleeful
squeeze of Jennifer’s leg through the open side of the
rickshaw before their driver managed to weave out of
the crowds, shaking a mottled purple fist and bellowing in Hindi.
The hotel was extraordinary, the pool a long, cool kiss
in the searing sun.
“Imagine staying here!” Jennifer cooed, squinting up at the balconies overlooking the pool. “Who
has the kind of money to stay at a place like this, and
chooses India?”
“Rich Indians,” said Derek, and they all laughed.
In the pool, they played a game of Derek’s invention
that involved real and made-up Indian words, plus a
lot of splashing. They talked about what they loved
and hated about India, the quirky people they’d met
along the way, how cheaply they were living day-today. Sarah hadn’t felt so carefree since she left home.
Derek was still interested in Sarah’s camera, teasing her for backpacking with something so valuable.
“I’m careful,” she told him. And she was. She
had kept it out of site at the pool until Derek said:
“Let’s have a look at your Taj Mahal pictures.”
Jennifer peered over Derek’s shoulder as he clicked
through the frames. “I thought it was kind of tacky,
didn’t you?” she asked Sarah. “The whole story of the
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Shah building a monument to his dead wife—that’s
pathetic. If he loved her so much, he should have
spent more of his money on a bunch of concubines
and nannies so she wouldn’t die having his twentieth
kid, or whatever.”
Jennifer waited to get a laugh, and didn’t. “And so
many people!” she grimaced. “Mind you, I went yesterday afternoon—the main tomb smelt like a gym.”
Sarah was dumbfounded that anyone who’d actually
been to the Taj Mahal could find it anything short of
astonishing. “I guess if it had been crowded I might
have felt differently,” she said carefully, “but it was so
peaceful there this morning.” Sarah looked over at
Derek to back her up, but he was still engrossed in her
photographs.
When it was time to leave the pool, they opted to walk
back to their hotel. Most of the merrymakers seemed
now to be sleeping off the morning’s excesses. But
once again, Derek offered a certain security that Sarah
hadn’t realized she missed.
“Are you together?” she had asked Jennifer back at
the pool: Jennifer and Derek seemed so relaxed with
one another. But Jennifer acted so taken aback by the
question that Sarah almost didn’t believe her. “No,”
she insisted. “We met here in Agra, like you.”
Yet they were planning to continue on to Varanasi
together that night; the sleeper train left at 11:00. And
maybe that was the first piece of the day to crumble,
the first piece that didn’t hold in place alongside
Jennifer’s vehement denial.
At the roadside barber on their way back, Sarah
couldn’t resist taking out her camera again. The barber was asleep in his own chair as they approached,
immaculate in a starched shirt, hair coiffed, the hem of
his lungi hoisted up and tucked in at the waist expos-
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ing his dusty knees and plastic sandals. Years later, this
one day in India would stand out for Sarah above so
many other days, yet all she really has to show for it
are two photos: the sleeping man and the beaming,
lathered, Derek.
Back at the Mumtaz, all three stopped at the front
desk. Sarah wanted to ask about visiting Agra Fort the
next day. Jennifer and Derek needed to settle the bills
for their rooms.
“But you do not travel on with your sister?” the
man asked, bewildered, looking between Jennifer and
Sarah. They looked at each other’s pink and blue faces,
laughed, and shook their heads: not sisters, they told
him.
“You think all foreign girls look the same?” Derek
said, a slight smile.
The desk manager bristled. “Both from Canada,”
he declared, jabbing at his tattered reservation
book. Then gesturing at their faces, he mimed their
glasses and a ponytail in his own oiled, black hair.
“Same-same.”
Sarah went up the short flight of steps to her room.
“Can we just leave our bags in your room until our
train tonight?” Jennifer asked as she climbed past.
“Sure,” Sarah replied. “Just come by when you’re
ready.”
At first they sat in Sarah’s room, then Derek suggested
they go back on the rooftop. But there was no more
revelry to watch down below and the heat was pressing itself earthwards like a stone.
Jennifer offered to fetch a deck of cards from her
bags. Sarah handed her the key to her room, then,
after a minute, opted to follow her down to get some
water.
But when she got to the room, Jennifer did not
have the cards and didn’t appear to be looking for

them. She was stepping quickly across the room, looking flushed.
“I don’t feel so good,” Jennifer said hurriedly, shutting the bathroom door behind her. If anything, Sarah
thought, Jennifer looked sheepish, not unwell. Sarah
glanced around the room and everything, it seemed,
was in its place. Derek and Jennifer had their stuff
piled by the door, and her own backpack stood in the
opposite corner, partly shut. The clothes from that
morning, ruined but dry, hung over the back of a chair.
Sarah checked: her iPod, camera, and gear were in the
top pocket of the pack, untouched. She zipped everything closed.
“Do you mind if I just lie down?” Jennifer said
when she came out of the bathroom, flopping down
on Sarah’s bed.
Sarah had enjoyed the day so much, enjoyed these
fleeting friends, but she didn’t know them. She did
not know Jennifer at all. It didn’t feel right for her to
be here on her own, among Sarah’s scant possessions.
“I’ll stay with you,” she said, moving her newly
colourful clothes off the chair and sitting down. At
a loss, she took out her journal and started to write a
letter she’d either copy into an email or just keep in
these pages. She’d filled three journals on this trip, two
SD cards in her camera. If she had anything of value
it was these things, her words, music, and images that
had kept her company so long.
Sarah thought of the Dangers and Annoyances
chapter in her guidebook; she’d had plenty of time
in restaurants and in transit, to read it cover to cover.
It warned about pickpockets and train-thieves, but it
also cautioned about just this sort of thing. Unhappily
there are more than a few backpackers who make their
money go further by helping themselves to other people’s.
Jennifer didn’t seem to be sleeping; she was shifting
irritably on the thin mattress. A fan on the ceiling
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slugged slowly at the heat: a boxer throwing some
final, futile punches. Sarah, sticky in her chair, was
thinking how silly it was that she was sitting there,
like some kind of clammy chaperone.
Derek by now was likely wondering what they
were up to, but Sarah couldn’t will herself to go up
and tell him. She was trying to suppress a paranoia
that had bloomed out of nowhere, tainting this perfect day. Pausing to read what she’d written, her letter
read like the blather of someone alone too long, coming unhinged. Dear Lisa: You’re going to think I’m losing
it. I’ve had one of the best days of my entire trip but for
no good reason I feel like I just can’t trust anyone. These
people I’ve met seem great, but now I just don’t know? I’ll
probably never send this—I’m writing to keep myself busy
while a complete stranger sleeps in my bed. L
Sarah wanted to laugh, but a kind of tension had
crept over her that she couldn’t shake. It was as if
the line between what was real and what was false,
or at least fashioned in her own mind, had blurred or
shifted. Worse, that she herself, keeping herself safe
for so long, had nudged it out of place. She no longer
knew how to put it right.
When Derek knocked at her door to suggest dinner, Jennifer peeled herself out of the bed. “Too much
sun today,” she muttered. Sarah saw, or thought she
saw, a questioning glance between Derek and Jennifer.
She couldn’t be sure.
“Will you take your stuff now?” Sarah asked nonchalantly. “We can eat somewhere en route to the
station.”
“Let’s just eat nearby,” Derek said. “Is it okay to just
leave everything in your room? We’ve got lots of time
and I’d feel better keeping it here for now.”
Jennifer was quiet at the restaurant, although Derek
was lively and chatty, trying to convince Sarah to take
a camel trek in Rajasthan. They ordered their food,
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but it didn’t come, and it didn’t come—twilight skulking over the city like a fog. If she could have, Sarah
would have left, gone back to her own room, with her
own things, forgetting that this anxiety had ever taken
hold. She told herself that she was okay, everything
was okay—if anything was ruining the day, it was
her. As for her room, it was locked, and these friends,
whether friends or not, were here with her. They
couldn’t have gotten to their packs in Sarah’s room, or
anything else for that matter, even if they wanted to.
But all at once Jennifer pushed back her chair: “I’m
going back to the hotel,” she announced sullenly. “I
don’t feel well; I’m going to go lie down.”
Sarah let her leave without saying aloud the thing
that Jennifer obviously hadn’t thought of, a sort of
thrum rising in her as she kept silent. Jennifer can’t get
in, she thought. She doesn’t have a key.
Sarah made idle talk as much as she could with
Derek; he seemed quieter now. But still their meal
didn’t arrive. After a while they lapsed into silence and
Sarah, whose mind had started racing again, thought
abruptly about the man at the desk at the Mumtaz
who had let her into her room when she’d locked her
key inside earlier in the day. Who thought she and
Jennifer were sisters. That they looked exactly the
same.
“You know, I’m not hungry,” Derek said finally,
standing up and running a hand through his shaggy
hair. “You stay and eat, but I think I should check on
Jennifer. We need to get to the station.”
Sarah looked up and he looked right back at her,
inscrutable.
“I’m not hungry either,” she said lightly, but she felt
both reckless and resolute, hardly caring about their
waiter who came after them, puzzled, as they made
their way swiftly to the door. They had left money for
their sodas, but nothing for the food that never came.
Sarah heard him calling after them as they made their
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way back down the muggy street to the Mumtaz.
Jennifer was sitting on a plastic chair outside the
guesthouse, her head in her hands.
“Your friend has being asking for your room key,”
the manager at the desk said as they walked by. He
seemed to be bracing for another argument. “This I
am not allowing,” he insisted, sounding defensive.
“I just wanted to lie down,” Jennifer mumbled,
almost inaudible.
Sarah just nodded at the man and said nothing as
she went up the steps to her room. She coaxed her
key into the lock, twirled it open, then stood back in
the hallway, her door flung wide as they went in and
heaved their big packs onto their backs, daypacks in
front. She glanced at her own bag in the corner, all
zipped up. Safe. From the hall she could just make out
the corner of the desk at the foot of the stairs where
the man sat sipping his chai. She thought: he would
come if I called.
They descended together, past the front desk,
out into the thick night. If they exchanged any light
goodbyes, false Facebook promises, Sarah couldn’t
remember what they were. She felt shaken somehow: triumphant, but also foolish. She watched them
trudge down the street toward the station until they
were lost in the jumble of locals and tourists, still

splattered with colour, drifting between the restaurants and shops.
Instead of returning to her room, Sarah twisted
in the other direction, across the street, choosing at
random another open-air rooftop restaurant, the Taj
View. She chose a tiny table away from the other diners, right at the railing, ordered a Seven-Up, a Saag
Paneer, some Paratha—her favourite. When it came,
it tasted different there, in the north, than it did in
the south.
If she leaned out over the railing, way out, she could
see the street below and the doors of the Mumtaz—
other travellers coming and going. She couldn’t resist
watching, which was silly, she knew. They wouldn’t
be back. Her heart had been in her throat for what
seemed like hours, although she knew this was impossible, knew that most of the day had been a welcome
escape, a lark, that had somehow soured.
A breeze in the air, finally, was urging away the
heat of the long day.
If she turned, tore her gaze away from her own
shabby guesthouse to look across the restaurant, out
over the roofs in the opposite direction, she could
see the Taj Mahal glowing solidly in the distance,
milky minarets reaching toward the night sky like an
embrace.
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learning gratitude is a pilgrimage,
a daily trek visiting flowers
at bloom in my skin. strange hibiscus,
cornflowers and their slow-thundering blue,
a lotus unfurling myths in my crown—
this astonishing conspiracy between mind and flesh
can transform an inner organ into the taj mahal,
the rocky mountains backlit by heartbeat,
aurora borealis flickering between synapses
and while i do not know how a word births itself
out of waiting, or how meaning breathes
recognition, syllable by syllable, onto the page,
i understand we all carry ourselves,
cupped handfuls of light, toward the hope
of some consensus—a gentle blessing
we can bestow, each upon the other,
somewhere between the dither and the blather...
civilization the choice to cultivate
long hours of the mind into strange gardens
perfumed with slow-blossoming nuance,
phrases that can trigger unexpected odyssey
startled out of the arrival of the one particular word—
full-sailed, bombastic, proclaiming generosity.
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Variations on an
Untold Story
R O BYN SARAH

i
The illusion of a social life.
Only a thin sift on big gusts
howling in the dark.
The numbers don’t add up.
The sight of thickly falling snow
an innocuous way to edge back
towards “story”—people out and about
but not exactly burdened under packages,
our whole generation’s failure
to transmit a framework of values
(what my wiser heart suspected all along)—
just the debris of another numb,
wasted day. A few flakes
in the middle of the night. I want
to be a better person.

ii
Sunshine, twittering of birds—a tender quiet,
the world catching its breath.
Noted, mentally, but not celebrated.
Maybe the only real story, the great
human story, is a speck
in the continuum of crisis.
A piece of faded and threadbare navy velour.
Watching the tiny movements of tiny people—
maybe it’s a wish for just a taste
of one of the lives I didn’t choose.
We need these markers. The new buds
were a green haze over the trees.
A two-minute meeting in spring sunshine
feels more like a lucky accident
than anything I’m doing to get it right.
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iii
Not for the ancient temple lost
but for the burden of my past wrongs—
if I pluck one string, the other resonates.
The angel of the West has fallen.
Garage sales all up and down the block.
Wind blowing momentary holes in the tree’s
green canopy, to the tune of crows cawing—
suddenly a homesickness for the days
when all of this mattered, for the way
it mattered. Sun comes to the balcony yet,
two days after the hurricane you’re wondering
about where to go to get your hair done,
yellow leaves clinging to a branch, here and there,
like shreds, tatters of summer—it does not feel
as if this could be the whole story.

iv
To keep my fragile hold on the tricky tightrope,
a flash connection between two or three memories
remote from each other in time—but what?
what? It’s gone… I haven’t kept my promise.
I feel so far from stories. (Speeches now.
A lot of heart-bottoms being invoked.)
Up the tree runs the bobtailed squirrel,
he’s a plucky one, he gets by.
The world grows madder, days are trickling away,
bevies of sparrows keeping up a constant
manic chirping—I feel an emptiness
in the middle of my childhood, somehow we took
a wrong turn and entered a backwater.
Streetlamps were swaying on their metal poles
like flowers on stalks. I love these winds.
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v
The history of the natural world
is a history of warming and cooling.
When did I first notice that the light,
when spring came, was no longer spring light,
that it never warmed up or turned yellow?
Sun breaks through in fragile spots
that move across the opposite shoreline,
now the lake is just a lake, the pier
a concrete pier—a rather ugly one at that.
The dream was rotten to the core.
The drought in the midwest continues.
A day of mist and gloom—it is a big
empty ear, waiting, listening.
Real life wears thin from story to story.
Monsieur le Maire, “Johnny Flag”, is dead.

vi
Still a little bit of that magnetism
in the air. Two gaily dressed women on a bench
with bunches of flowers—I said no, I said yes.
We made a quick getaway. Frequent flashes
of platinum-bright lightning, long rolling peals
of thunder—I should be feeling released,
not “bereft.” Two dwarf irises have bloomed
in the front yard. Round lamps shining a soft gold
through the new leaves. My glasses are broken.
I see that the most complex stories grow slowly
out of bad decisions and robin-song,
a bit like pulling teeth. We are in the same boat
on opposite sides of the ocean. I would do better
sitting on the street playing harmonica, at least
the long-term weather report is gracious.
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vii
We will never get to the bottom
of the story. One forgets how wrapped up
people are in their own lives. Cottonwood snow
thick on the ground in the copses, like fleece,
people packing their cars to leave on vacation,
kids, dogs, waiting impatiently in the back seat.
Certain milestones passed. Where are my eyes?
Strong smells of cooking wafting up to the road
through the screen of trees—sudden, incongruous.
She came back slowly, like the Cheshire cat to its
disembodied smile. He said, “Those are good words,
aren’t they—powerful words—Claim what’s yours.”
It wasn’t his usual voice, but it came in reply
to my whistle. (Dramatic cloudscapes in the distance.
Conspiracy of silence in which we were raised.)

viii
All the way home I tried to enforce
my mantra: more eye, less brain.
The markets rallied for a day,
then dipped again. Is it finally time
to fill the basement with canned beans
and bottled water? What a non-holiday.
Balcony days are over. A strange disconnect,
the brain’s way of telling us we are not
a machine. A bad cheque, a frozen valve
in an unreachable space, and we’re stuck
in this sinking currency. Last night I read
a story out loud, it had some charm but the end
was confusing. Knowing it’s all spilled milk now,
no going back. The bottoms of my feet
are unhappy with the hardness of the floor.
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ix
One wants to remain the captain of one’s
own intentions. We seem to have left
all familiar ground. That’s the limb
I happen to be out on—the blue man
in the green world, who when asked
by the green man what he was doing there,
replied, “Me? I’m from another story.”
Full moon, and a bad moon. Ice crystals lodged
in the burlap weave of the stair matting.
A language is decoding itself for me,
oblivious to the bursts of wildness beating
at the glass. A distant train whistle
is echoing in the back of my mind.
For the third morning in a row, geese
flying over—a glorious din of honking.

x
Nothing like a dead man’s collection of spare parts
to make you feel the transiency of life. Another
frosty dawn, chimney smoke flying away
in sunlit waves and swirls. Let’s get this show
on the road. Out of nowhere, a thought about
where people get off—what makes them decide
to pack it in with so-and-so. Honi soi qui mal
y pense. (But the real person, at a distance,
goes on evolving.) Famous people are just people,
like you and me. Found in a fleamarket: the framed
portrait of a rich family’s cherished dog—not a
beautiful dog—but brushed, combed, photographed
for posterity. The dog is dust, the dog’s owners
are dust, but this survives—his beauty in their eyes
survives. I should write a story about this.
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Helter Skelter
K ERRY CL AR E

“Y

ou know charles manson,” angus asked me, when he came inside
looking for a Coke. “Helter Skelter?” I knew, but not why he was asking.
We didn’t have Coke either, and the baby was starting to cry, two wet
patches forming on either side of my shirt.
“No Coke,” I said, “just beer.” And milk—two percent, and a bottle pumped from
my breast. The orange juice carton was empty. Angus was grunting disapproval. “No
beer before noon,” he said. “Not on the job.” He wasn’t kidding—he brought his own
cooler, but it was ten-thirty now.
“Water?” I asked, straightening up. I held the baby against me, fetched a glass from
the cupboard, and handed it to Angus, indicating the faucet. Angus gulped the water,
and refilled the glass. “Charles Manson,” I said. Angus shared Manson’s shaggy hair
and wild eyes, and I wondered if it would be rude to remark on the resemblance. He
asked me, “You ever heard of Squeaky Fromme?”
And it is telling that I wasn’t questioning the wisdom of any of this, of being alone
in the house with a man evoking Charles Manson. That I stood there while the baby
cried, simply taking in Angus’s appearance: the illegible tattoos on his neck and up and
down his arms, his grubby baseball cap, his porous nose, those bloodshot eyes. He was
missing all his front teeth on the bottom. He was holding the glass, his fingers etched
with dirt, the nails packed solid. I looked down; he’d tracked mud across the kitchen
floor.
But he was a landscaper, Angus, and mud was his business. Not that it was any of
my business—he was working next door. They were gone all day, their house locked
up, and not a single other soul in the neighbourhood was around except me. I said,
“I’ve never heard of Squeaky.”
“She got out,” said Angus. He set his glass down on the counter. The baby cried
like a kitten, and I swayed to no avail. “Of what?” I asked.
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“Prison,” he said. “Paroled this morning.” And then
he backtracked to fill in the blanks, about Lynnette
“Squeaky” Fromme. A loyal Manson follower, but she
never killed anybody, not even Gerald Ford who she’d
tried to assassinate in 1975. Missing her shot—she
said on purpose—and she’d been in prison ever since.
“She kept the faith,” Angus said. “It’s amazing.
Once she even escaped and went to find him, but they
caught up with her the very next day.”
Though we were the only two for streets and streets,
Angus and I had to go out of our way to find one
another. My house was hermetically sealed from the
summer, and there was the wooden fence between us.
He’d come into my yard and knock loud on the back
door, or I’d have to wander over and shout at the gate
until he’d let me in.
They kept a padlock on the gate, our neighbours,
on account of the pond, which was not yet in operation but full of rainwater. They were afraid a local
child might get in and drown, though there were no
local children. I was the one who stared out the window all day at our barren streets so I knew that, but
still, only Angus knew the combination to the padlock. He wouldn’t tell it to me. Said he couldn’t betray
his employers’ trust.
He said, “There is not much I don’t know about
babies, seeing as I’ve got four of my own.” Only one
he’d never seen, and none of them he’d ever paid support to—“they can’t get me for that,” he told me. “Else
I’d be got by my balls for life.” Which was another
reason he was happy to keep working under the table.
“But don’t get me wrong,” he said. “My kids are taken
care of.” Just not by him but that wasn’t the point. “I’m
a good father,” he said, his skinny shoulders straightening, resolute.
I was sitting on the stone steps that descended
from the neighbours’ kitchen door. Their house was

the same as ours, except a mirror image, and our deck
was made of wood. I’d left the baby sleeping so soundly
in her bed, but I’d brought out the monitor, silent on
the step beside me. This was the farthest away I’d ever
been from her, and it felt like she’d never been born.
Still, when Angus offered me a beer, I declined;
the baby would be waking anytime, then I’d have to
feed her. I hadn’t had a drink in fourteen months, felt
parched by the deprivation, but also I didn’t drink his
brand, which my husband called piss-in-a-can.
Angus told me I better get the baby drinking from
a bottle. “The milk powder, sooner, the better.” He
said, “There is not much I don’t know about babies.”
There was not much Angus didn’t know about
anything, but I liked it best when he talked about
himself. His life story beginning centuries back with
his Scottish heritage, tartans, clans and Highland
rigmarole, then nothing worth discussing until his
retirement from the military in 1972.
I assumed he’d served in Vietnam, but I never
asked. Angus who’d been put back together but you
could still see the cracks—he was the furthest thing
from a military man I’d ever laid eyes on, but he must
have looked the part once upon a time.
When he got out of the army, he bought a farm
in New Hampshire for $37,000, intending to get it
working, but he never got around to it. He sold the
place fifteen years later, for enough money that he
didn’t have to work again for two years. He was living
with Debbie then, who had a son from her first marriage, and Angus treated the boy like his own. They
had two more kids, then she kicked him out, and he
went to drive trucks in California. He met a girl called
Wanda, they had a daughter, but it didn’t work—“I
got to know her, and found out she was crazy.” He
got busted for a DUI, lost his job, then made his way
up to Canada. For seven years he worked installing
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pools—which was ironic, because he didn’t know how
to swim—then he’d had a fight with the boss, broke
the guy’s nose, and he’d been working for himself ever
since.
The details of my own life that summer have
become so hazy that I’ve since lost myself in the thick
of it, and yet, with such clarity I remember everything
Angus ever told me. Partly because he told his stories
over and over, with subtle details changing every time
so I had to pay attention. “An incredible discipline,”
Angus was telling me just then, about his landlord’s
son who was into mixed martial arts. He heaped
another shovelful of topsoil onto the garden bed.
“You’ve got to know it all—karate, jiu-jitsu, boxing,
whatever. You’ve got to be primed for any response,
because you never really know what they’re going to
throw up at you. It’s a kind of dance, it is. An art form.”
It was so easy. I only had to sit and listen, particularly appreciating his second-person address, which I
fantasized was meant for me. That I could be the one
who had to be primed for anything, who never knew
what they were going to throw at her. That I wasn’t
just a stand-in, a blank wall upon which Angus could
sling his volubility.
Anyway, I wasn’t making much sense at this point,
and I’d also made the mistake of conflating Squeaky
and Manson with Bonnie and Clyde. Angus’s red
truck being the getaway car, though I certainly didn’t
want to get away with Angus. Mostly because of points
already mentioned—his general filth, the missing
teeth, that he’d written off most of his problems as the
fault of the Chinese—but I was content to entertain
the thought. Which wasn’t longing as much as sheer
curiosity, as much as boredom. Those days, I had a lot
of time for wondering. For example, what would it be
like to run my tongue along his naked gum? Sitting
upstairs in the chair by the window watching Angus
breaking stones with a hammer, the baby guzzling at
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my breast or after that lying in my arms immovable
and fast asleep.
Though such notions were harder to fathom with
Angus before me, the cigarette dripping from the side
of his mouth. All I wondered now was how he’d come
by those scabs on his calves. But still, when he’d let
me through the gate that afternoon, he’d remarked
that I looked good. Strange how I couldn’t stop thinking about his comment, and stranger still that he’d
said it at all. But then he’d cocked his head towards my
chest and said “I’ve just never seen you full-on before.
You’re always carrying that baby.” And it was true—
my breasts were enormous.
Angus was oddly attuned that afternoon, ceasing
then with the shoveling. “You could sit down there,”
he told me, “if you feel like it.” Gesturing towards
the neighbours’ outdoor sofa. “Better than sitting on
stone,” he said, which was true, even though the stone
was cool.
The plush comfort was so compelling that I did
exactly what he said, kicking off my flip-flops, putting up my feet, and lying down with my head on the
armrest. My eyes snapped shut as the sun’s warmth
fell down, but I didn’t sleep immediately. Angus was
talking about prescription drug addiction, what had
happened to his sister, OxyContin’s street price—he’d
heard it on TV.
I awoke to silence, a kind of shock. I don’t think I’ve
ever slept the way I slept that afternoon, and waking was like coming up for air, swimming towards
the light. Not that I needed a breath, of course, not if
breathing was wakefulness, but still, it was the light,
and I felt myself, against my will, being driven up
towards the surface.
It had been months since I’d awakened of my
own accord, since I’d drifted out of sleep rather than
being shaken from it. It had been months since I’d
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slept more than an hour at a time, but now here I was
passed out in another person’s life, and maybe I’d been
asleep there for hours. I didn’t want to move.
I raised my head to look around me, to get my
bearings. The yard was quiet, the pond was still, the
flagstone patio long completed. There was no sign of
Angus, his green wheelbarrow—even his tools had
been packed up in their bag. His empty beer cans
lined up in a row. And over the fence, I could see my
own house next door, the sun’s glare reflected from the
windows upstairs. It was the morning after the apocalypse, the world disappeared, and it was strange to
consider just how much it all felt normal.
Though the baby’s absence wasn’t right, of course.
She was the light I’d been swimming towards in spite
of myself, peaceful on her back under the quilt in her
room where I’d left her, but how long ago? She was
the reason I never slept more than an hour at a time,
and so it was doubtful she was sleeping now. But the
baby monitor was silent too. I reached down to swipe
it from the step.
Sitting up, my chest felt heavy. I lifted my arms,
stretched, shoes dangling from my toes, and then I
turned the monitor over. It was switched to OFF.
Flipping the button to ON, I heard only static, and
now the weight of the situation was occurring to me.
This tiny life I’d been made responsible for, my only
thing of consequence. And next door’s shimmering
windows were telling me nothing.
In all that stillness, time was slow, permitting me
space enough to reflect on it all. How I wasn’t rushing
towards the gate, because I knew I’d find it locked. I
contemplated the puzzle as I walked across the grass.
Like some problem of logic, purely hypothetical—the
only solution would be to climb up on the compost
bin, and fall down on the other side of the fence.
It was absurd, fence-climbing. Dramatic and stupid, and I felt as though I was going through the

motions of panic. My heart playing along, with its
rapid beat-beat-beat, though its insistence was incongruous. But the baby. Who I could forget when she
was out of sight, but no, I couldn’t. Or I shouldn’t.
There had been times I’d imagined some harm
might befall her, a kind of daring game I played when
I was staring out the window. An easy game, because
it all seemed quite impossible. Because I couldn’t
fathom how anything could counter the force of her
aliveness, and I brought that confidence with me over
the fence, landing in a heap on the grass.
Our gate was open, and I’d left the backdoor
unlocked—the daring game further extended. I hadn’t
understood the magnitude, and I didn’t think anything
could ever happen. And because there were moments
those days when I didn’t care if it did, but now I found
I could care, and I did care, and the realization was
overwhelming.
That I was a mother, after all, and Charles
Manson, Helter Skelter, is what I was thinking of,
as I flip-flopped across the kitchen floor towards the
stairs. Angus’s dirty treads from earlier, and later. His
filthy hands, and his horrible gums, and the weight of
his footsteps on our carpets. How my husband would
never forgive me for this parallel life. I reached the top
of the stairs, and I was walking through water. Slowmotion, swimming upstream, and how could I still be
tired even at a time like this?
And down the hall, I could hear the sound of
Angus singing. And I would give anything I own. Give
up my life, my heart, my home… His voice more tuneful
than you’d ever imagine, but he broke off when he saw
me. He was rocking in my chair, the baby held in his
sinewy arms, and he’d taken his boots off, his white
socks with a big ugly toe poking through.
But she was sleeping. He looked up at me. “You
were dead to the world,” he whispered. “There’s not
much I don’t know about babies.”
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T

he anxiety is always at its worst in the morning. mia’s never been able to figure
out why, although her hunch is, because she was born at 7:21 in the morning,
that would have been the first time she heard her mother’s voice.

A few small nips.

c
Caught on grainy Super 8 film is their first ballet recital. Mia and Sarah. Silent bourrées to the click and hum of a projector. Mia’s papier maché rose, at first a crown of
beauty atop her head, now slyly come undone, is a snake slithering down the side of
her neck. Her tiny torso, poker straight in a satin yellow tutu, elevated on tip toes,
moves as smoothly as a duck, while her feet patter frenetically in time with the other
ballerinas-to-be. Shoulders up around her ears serve, she hopes, as a basket to catch
the flower, before it falls to the floor. As Mia presses her lips together in concentration,
the rose now a stop sign on her back, her mother drops her forehead into her gloved
hand, squeezing the embarrassment from her temples. Sarah’s mother beams as her
daughter takes centre stage.
“You had your shoulders up to here and you were pressing your lips together like
this—”
Mia whips her head away, runs to her bedroom and face plants on her bed, her
mother’s imitation already etched in the thin membrane of her psyche. Her mother’s
voice follows her down the hallway, “You’ll never be a dancer, Mia. This is just a
hobby.” Mia pounds her face repeatedly into her pillow.
“I’m telling you this because I love you. I don’t want to see you disappointed.”
Her mother stops at her bedroom door. “You could be a pharmacist.”
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“I don’t want to be a pharmacist!” Mia wails from
her pillow.

c
Mia is growing the fine hairs between her eyebrows.
A Frida Kahlo trademark uni-brow. She first learned
about Frida Kahlo on The Carol Burnett Show, on a
Sunday night watching TV with her mother.
Carol comes out, dressed in a traditional Mexican
costume. Pasted parallel on Carol’s forehead are two
perfectly straight, thick lines of short, black eyebrow
hair. Carol, deadpan but intense, cheeks sucked in,
eyes bulging, raises her uni-brow. The top one touches
her receding hairline. The studio audience erupts into
laughter. Mia’s mother bursts into laughter, almost
convulsive. Mia sits transfixed.
“I love Carol Burnett.” Her mother smacked her
own knee. Mia wondered if she could ever impress her
mother like this.
Sitting on the toilet, Mia examines Frida’s glossy
self-portrait on page fifty-four of a Kahlo biography.
Mia flushes the toilet and climbs up onto the bathroom counter. She sits, legs cross-legged in the sink.
Pressing her face forward, the faucet digging into her
guts, she examines the new growth in the mirror. She
hasn’t tweezed in three weeks. Although some thickening is evident, her fine hairs are dirty-blond. Not
even close to the dark, determined fibers of Frida’s
expanse.
She parts her hair in the middle, turns her head on
a slight angle and imagines herself playing Frida. She
studies the portrait again. Mia enters Frida’s eyes to
absorb the essence that made Frida so special. There
is a definite resemblance. Something connects her
to this famous Mexican icon. Frida’s grandfather was
Hungarian. So was mine. Frida was short and petite. So
am I. She was cheated on. So was I. She had a tragic acci-

dent. I’ve had several car accidents. She had a steel pole
go through her body, entering her vagina and exiting her
hip. I had a skate blade enter my chin. She had thirty-five
surgeries. I had a cyst removed from the back of my knee.
“Draw on your life,” Elfi instructed Mia on the
phone. “Draw on your pain.” Mia’s guts flutter when
she talks to Elfi. Acid stress. Mia closes her eyes,
reaches into her viscera, and pulls out slimy strands
of memory, like seaweed, to the surface, incidents that
still hold her in stasis. Words spoken by her mother.
Mia imagines great reviews and a standing ovation for
her portrayal of Frida Kahlo. She imagines sending
the reviews to her mother.
She places the book, the glossy-faced Kahlo selfportrait, open on the bathroom counter and reaches
for a sharp, brown eye-liner. Her face inches from the
mirror, she thickens the hairs and darkens the new
growth. Sucking in her cheeks, she raises her unibrow. She heads back to bed, catching a glimpse of
herself in the hallway mirror. She stops, lifts up her
camisole and flattens her stomach. Checks out her
ribs, intercostals and protruding hipbones.
The anxiety is always at its worst in the morning. Mia
immerses herself in Frida’s life, reading every book,
watching every movie, studying every painting she
can get her hands on. She’s focused on Frida’s perpetual physical and emotional pain, the source of
Frida’s graphic and sensual paintings. Mia is especially
intrigued by a painting entitled A Few Small Nips,
which depicts a bleeding murdered woman lying on a
bed. The murderer stands by the corpse. Frida painted
this in response to her husband Diego’s year-long
affair with her sister Christina.
Mia reflects on her three years with Errol, the alcoholic. She decided one day, on the way home from
work, that she would tell Errol she was leaving. She’d
had enough of his drinking. Instead, Mia found the
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door of their apartment wide open.
It’s summer, it’s hot, Mia thought as she approached
the back alley-facing staircase leading up to her second floor suite. The night air was dark and moist.
Nearly 3:00 am. The hum of electrical wires blended
with the echo of the downtown buzz. She’d had a few
rounds after her shift at the restaurant and came down
with a sinking feeling.
When Mia entered her apartment, she couldn’t
find Errol anywhere. She ran frantically from room
to room, ran back out onto the landing, sucking in the
aroma of nocturnal flowers, which calmed her for just
an instant. Her guts churned and gurgled, while giggles vibrated through the night air. The sound came
from somewhere above her. Mia’s arms went weak as
she groped for a banister in the dark hallway up to the
roof of the building. The giggles grew louder as she
reached the open door of the rooftop.
Errol and the new young blonde neighbour sat
huddled next to each other, near the edge of the roof,
their knees up near their chins, smoking. She wore a
lacey black bra, her t-shirt lay sprawling by her feet,
her pants a life-line between them. They were bleeding at their elbows and knees from the gravel on the
roof-top. Shocked at seeing their identical wounds,
Mia at first couldn’t understand why they had grins
on their faces.
A few small nips.
The anxiety is always at its worst in the morning.
The mauve walls of her bedroom have a grey hue to
them. The air slipping in through the open window
stinks of rain. Her feather pillow receives no blows
today. Mia gave up face planting in adolescence after
it left her with serious headaches. Today, instead, she
feels a curious intermingling of anxiety over starting
rehearsal tomorrow, pride over phoning her mother
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with the news of her lead role and comfort in the grey
and overcast skies.
“I got the lead in a dance theatre show.”
“What show?”
“It’s a show about Frida Kahlo. I play the lead
Frida.”
“The lead Frida? How many Fridas are there?”
“Six.”
“That’s strange. Are you going to play the one
with the double eyebrows?” Her mother lets out a
congested, phlegm-impacted laugh. Years of smoking
cultivated this particular sound.
The kitchen window throws Mia’s reflection back
at her: eyes rolling in exasperation.
“Remember that, Mia? When Carol Burnett came
out with those ridiculous eye—”
Mia cuts her off. “Yes, Mother,” with a heavy sigh,
“I remember.”
“Sorry I bore you, Mia.” Her mother coughs. “How
long is the contract?”
“Two months.” Mia knows what’s coming next.
“Then what?”
Mia takes a long drag off her cigarette and blows
the smoke into the receiver. Every time I have good
news. Then what? Then what? Her tone becomes more
sarcastic with each repetition.
Her mother’s voice haunts in these early hours,
You’re wasting your time…Then what?
Mia had wanted to announce her prize. Hold high
her victory cup and drink from it with endless pleasure, smack her lips, savour the nectar of achievement,
feel the moisture of satisfaction.

c
“She must be off to school. She’s got her uniform
on.” Mia’s feet rush fiercely and desperately along the
hardwood of the hallway. Mia’s mother leans out the
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kitchen window puffing on a cigarette. She turns her
head in the direction of her oncoming daughter. Mia’s
caught in a cloud of exhaled smoke.
“That’s gross, Mom.” Mia shoves her mother
out of the way and climbs into the kitchen sink to
get a better view. She sees Sarah, with the help of her
mother, piling the last of her suitcases into the trunk
of the car. Sarah’s mother closes the trunk, climbs into
the car and starts the ignition. And off they go in their
Buick station wagon leaving Mia in the suburban culde-sac, alone with her mother.
“Don’t look so sullen, Mia. I always told you. You
weren’t made for ballet. It was obvious at your first
recital. Sarah’s rose stayed on; yours didn’t. It’s an
omen.”
Mia rushes fiercely back to her bedroom. A soft
thumping sound, measured as a metronome, pounds
quietly from Mia’s room.
“You’re going to give yourself a migraine,” Mia’s
mother shouts from the kitchen.

c
“Why didn’t you tell me there were auditions?” Mia
manages between sucking back her cola, pressing her
teeth together on her straw and feigning nonchalance.
She had no choice but to lower her eyes. Knew it was
a loaded question.
“Why should I have told you?” Sarah played innocent as she sipped her warm water with lemon. Mia
didn’t have an answer.
“You know … ” is all Mia could force out.
“What’s this about, Mia?” Sarah condescended.
“If I’d have known about—I didn’t even know—
you could have—” Mia’s sob heaved from her ribcage.
Her embarrassment climaxed with a spray of snot that
she blew into her napkin.
“Is everything okay here?” The waitress injected

with a sixth sense. “Dessert for anyone?”
“Not for me, thank you.” Sarah sat, denying the
bonds of childhood. The Sarah Mia knew a year ago
would never have passed up dessert. “But I think my
friend might want some.”
“No, I don’t,” Mia sputtered. The waitress smiled
sympathetically and left them.
“Stop trying to copy me.” Sarah’s words stung
worse than the multiple hornet wounds Mia sustained
years ago when, along with Sarah, they’d beaten a hornet’s nest with a rubber hose. Sarah escaped the attack
unscathed.
“You followed me to my first ballet class, you
painted your bedroom wall yellow just like mine, and
you showed up with the same dress to our first ballet
recital,” Sarah listed with smug precision. “And now
you won’t eat dessert.”
The knowledge that she would forever be an
imposter plagued Mia from that moment onward.

c
“Looks like a bit of a scarecrow, that girl. Looks like
she’s caught anorexia.”
“Gawd, Mom. How many times do I have to tell
you? You don’t catch anorexia. It’s not a virus.”
“So-o-o-rry.”
Mia assumes her position in the kitchen sink, the
same position she assumed when she first saw Sarah
go off for her first day of ballet school.
But for Mia, the image of her old best friend hauling her weekend bag up to the door of her parents’
house is like seeing a princess of privilege, the life she
longs for but can never have. Her longing is confined
to a ballet barre, screwed haphazardly into the wall of
her mother’s basement. A mirror constructed of 12 x
12 tiles distorts her image into fragmented body, limb,
head, and a split face. A cold floor beneath her feet,
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every day at 7:00 a.m. as she practices her daily routine
in front her warped reflection, before she goes off to
high school.
“I’m telling you, Mia, you’re wasting your time.”
Her mother stands at the door of the rec room watching her daughter’s body stretched painfully into a
standing split, mashed against the wall. Mia’s arms
are in a handstand, her forehead reaching towards her
supporting leg.
“Geez, if you’re not careful, Mia, you might also
catch anorexia. You’re looking awfully skinny these
days. I can see your ribs.”
“Fuck, Mom.” Mia’s voice is muffled from the
pressure of excess blood flow to her brain. “I told you.
You can’t fuckin’ catch anorexia.”

c
The anxiety is always at its worst in the morning. The
minute she opens her eyes, Elfi is in Mia’s head,
reciting lists and checking on her progress. Damn
her. I could have slept in a little. Between reading her
Murakami book, and flirting with a guy at the Pofi
Coffee Bar, she got caught up for the last several days
in conversations about the new Starbucks coming to
The Drive. Commercial Drive is up in arms. People
have talked about bombing. Mia joined the incensed
regulars in planning Starbuck’s demise, but really she
was doing research. Method acting. She couldn’t give
a damn about bombing Starbucks. Her interest lay in
figuring out what it must have been like for Frida to
get caught up in the revolutionary spirit, to have entertained Lenin in her home in Mexico City, to have fed
him black beans and tortillas, to have shown up at a
Communist rally in a wheelchair, shouting slogans.
Mia has never known what it is to engage in a
cause other than herself.
When Elfi called at 8:05 yesterday morning, Mia
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told Elfi she had just finished the Frida Kahlo book.
She lied. She still has ninety-six pages to go. Elfi has a
reputation for pushing her dancers for hours without
taking a break and then making them work overtime,
doing research, without pay. Maybe that’s why Mia
hasn’t finished the book yet.
From the minute Mia set eyes on Elfi, she’s filled
her imagination. Born in West Berlin during the fifties, Elfi is part commandant, part Nina Hagen, and
part performance artist. Her heart-shaped rock-hard
calves, her boyish haircut, and her under-developed
hips leave Mia much to fantasize about. Rumour has
it in the dance community that Elfi gets into kinky
stuff with her young American boyfriend. With her
crazy flexibility and marathon endurance, Mia imagines her crotch-grabbing choreography inspired more
by the night before than by anything she may have
absorbed from Michael Jackson.
Back at her apartment after watching one of Elfi’s
dance shows on video, Mia cleared her living room,
blasted Psycho Killer, and mimicked Elfi’s choreography. Mia moved her body in new and unusual ways.
Improvised like a narcotic-induced jazz musician,
inspired beyond her wildest imagination. Santana
on mescaline at Woodstock. Tossed an arm here,
thrashed a leg there, whipped her head in wild circles
and smashed her tiny body to the ground repeatedly,
contorting on the rug. One concerned neighbour
came knocking and asked Mia if she was still living
with ‘that guy’ and was everything ‘okay’?
When she phones and offers Mia a part in her new
show about Frida Kahlo, Elfi is full of compliments,
eager to cast Mia as her lead Frida. Her voice sings
the details of her creation-to-be, with just a hint of the
High German she once spoke as a child as she skipped
through the black forest in green suede Lederhosen.
“I’m casting six Fridas.”
“Uh huh.”
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“Each one representing an aspect of Frida’s personality. Ja?” Elfi presses on efficiently. “I want you to
play the tortured Frida. The drinker, the smoker. The
woman addicted to painkillers. The passionate Frida
who fought and made up with Diego.” The name
‘Frida’ takes on an intense air of mystery, under the
exhalation of Elfi’s accent. “I see a scene. You’re wearing a plaster corset. Decorated with painted flowers.
Poetry scrawled over your breast. You have a cigarette
hanging out of your mouth. You dance a solo as if you
are sedated with morphine, limping as Frida did with
her one bad leg. Her polio leg.”
Mia’s ready to try anything Elfi asks of her to demonstrate her ability to tackle this role.
“You still smoke, ja?”
“Of course.” Mia quit last week, the withdrawal
worse than the habit itself: she’s been hating everyone.
Her loathing has reached lethal levels. Mia is willing
to say yes to a part that requires her to pick up smoking again.
“I need a dancer who can act—”
“I can act,” she sputters before Elfi can finish her
sentence.
“I need you to be in great shape for the first day of
rehearsal. Like Samantha.”
Samantha’s name nauseates like the black coffee
Mia drinks on an empty stomach every morning.
Mia longs for what Samantha and Elfi had
together. Samantha moved on to La La La Human
Steps, the famous company from Montreal. If you
made it to La La La you made it in dance.
Samantha oozed fluidity and power. Her wiry body
carved out the air, chewed up the floor. A fat-free
mesomorph with long thin legs and sinewy biceps, her
calories instantly turned to muscle energy. Her body
developed a whole new set of muscles with each new
phrase of movement.
Mia watched with awe and despair as Samantha

performed in Elfi’s shows. Following every twitch,
every initiation of movement, almost as if Mia could
see neurons firing from Samantha’s brain, commanding her body to produce dance. She was brilliant.
Most of the dancers in the city would do anything
to replace Samantha, get a lead, and work with Elfi.
But still, Mia can’t help feeling a subtle sense of dread.
The anxiety is always at its worst in the morning. The
thought that she’s not as good as Samantha consumes
her.
“Break a leg.” Her mother coughs into the phone.
“We don’t say break a leg in dance. We say merde.”
Mia blows smoke into the receiver.
“Pardon your French but isn’t that French for shit?”
Her mother smears the word over the receiver.
“Yes, mother, it means shit.”
“You know Mia, it’s not too late to study
pharmacology.”
“Okay. We start alone today. The other Fridas will
come later. You are prepared for some hours alone,
yes?” Elfi is efficiency.
“Yes.” Mia is equally thrilled for the singular attention and terrified at the bareness of the exposure. Her
preparedness, her talent, her skill, now transparent
and under threat by Elfi’s inscrutable, flickering eyes.
Mia previously witnessed Elfi’s unusual habit when
Elfi invited her to watch a rehearsal with Samantha.
When watching movement, Elfi flickers her eyelids in
rapid succession as if she’s trying to make everything
look like animation. Like adrenalized butterfly wings,
her eyelids replicate the activity preceding an epileptic
seizure.
Does she know she’s doing it? Is it comfortable? Do
her eyelids get sore? Does she want to stop this habit but
can’t? These questions distract Mia but she holds her
focus as tightly as nautical rope, following Elfi’s every
movement as Elfi improvises the essence of Frida
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Kahlo in gestures, physical shapes and body language
in motion. Elfi asks Mia to try peculiar things over
the course of the first hour of rehearsal. Mia keeps up
with Elfi’s jolts of inspiration. Finally in the zone, Mia
splashes bits of energy around the room like splattering paint on a canvass.
“How it is? Are you okay?” Elfi’s eyes flicker
uncontrollably as she turns around to observe her new
protégé.
“Great.” Mia’s charged, exhilarated but quickly
exhausted. She’s dancing well, pleasing Elfi, trying
strange and bizarre things. Dance theatre. The new
hybrid. The cutting edge. She’s drunk with the pleasure
of creating art.
“Pause. Catch your breath. Take a quick break.”
Elfi instructs. Mia flops herself on the ground and
stretches herself out, catching her reflection in the
mirror. Am I really that fat?
She raises herself up on an elbow and steels
another look. I don’t fucking get it. This morning the
scale said 96 pounds. It must be the mirror. It’s got to be
the mirror. She turns her gaze back towards Elfi. Elfi’s
eyelids stops flickering while Elfi looks down at her
notes and begins to recite new instructions, which are
more like streams of consciousness, talking-out-loud,
creative, getting-my-thoughts-out, kind of incoherent
banter. Elfi’s voice hits Mia’s eardrums as though she’s
submerged in an aquarium. Her bloated image still
manipulates her attention back towards her distorted
likeness.
“You get what I want, Mia?”
Ok fuck. I just missed everything Elfi said. And like
an idiot I’m nodding like I know what the hell she was
talking about.
“You read all the books and you wrote a character
sketch?”
“Yes.” Mia hadn’t.
“Great. I want you to speak about moments of
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Frida’s life.”
Make it up. Make it up. You can just make it up.
Elfi makes Mia hold poses that mimic Frida’s selfportraits, while reciting some random bits of texts:
things Frida might have said to Diego over the course
of their torrid relationship.
“Diego—it’s a lie!” Mia tries, her head cocked to
one side. “My body fills itself with you for days and
days.” She attempts to deliver with conviction as she
changes to another position. And then, “You have
been stolen from me and I am weeping as I go.” Mia’s
voice tightens as she sits as stiff as a model. Elfi mutters a stern, “Good.” But some part of Mia can’t help
feeling like an idiot. The incongruence of the pose and
the text make her squirm.
Elfi then has Mia slamming against the studio
walls as if being thrown around the inside of the
bus that carried Frida when she suffered her tragic
accident.
“Great, Mia. Zuper great!” Elfi praises Mia’s enactments. Mia is elated with the praise and presses on
with the improvisation. Her interpretation becomes
larger and more embellished.
Frida was a seventeen year-old student of medicine when a trolley car collided with the bus she was
travelling in; her tiny body shattered, broken, crushed,
fractured and fragmented, as an iron handrail bore
through her pelvis, through her uterus. Mia throws
herself against studio walls, lands in outlandish ‘accident positions’, legs splayed, guts contracted.
“As if you are impaled on something,” Elfi yells
over the sonic vibrations of her experimental German
music. Elfi has Mia act out different emotional states
Frida might have experienced after her accident. Mia
writhes on her back in agony, screaming at the ceiling.
“Mia. What are you doing? You can’t fake it, Mia.
This has to be real for you. Put yourself inside Frida.
You are shouting like a child. Frida was a teenager.
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Reach for people, plead for help.” Elfi lunges outward
in exaggerated steps, grabbing at the air.
The shame rises like floodwaters reaching Mia’s
bloodshot eyes. She can see through me. She knows I’m
a fake. Mia’s foundation shakes, tiny tremors presaging a quake. How am I to fill the room with something
believable? A bus, a streetcar, a pole, a large crowd of
people? Defiance boils up within Mia, her sense of
realism analyzing the impossibility that Frida could
ever have lunged outward with a pole jutting through
her pelvis. The taste of Mia’s insolence matches precisely the morsels of contempt she swallowed over and
over again, at her mother’s suggestion that she was not
made for this profession.
“Stop pretending, Mia. Be it! Feel it! Try again.”
Mia feels an ache creeping into her fibres, her
joints sore after only two hours. Mia shakes out her
limbs, rotates her hips and cracks her toes. She sucks
back copious amounts of water, hoping to wash down
the acidity crawling back up from the lump in her
throat. She is inexplicably on the verge of tears, her
negative internal monologue still vying for supremacy.
How long can I go on pretending? I’m just a ‘copier’. Fuck
you, Sarah. I’m transparent. And fuck you too, mother. Not
enough talent to make it! I know that’s what you think.
I want to die. I can’t wait to starve myself tonight. Oh
gawd, I really need a smoke break. Elfi’d probably kill me
if I asked.
When the hell do I get to incorporate smoking
into this part?
Mia bends herself in half, her head reaches her
knees, blood gushes to her temples. She fights back
the tears. I’m not what you think I am. How do I break
this to Elfi? I have been bull-shitting my way into this
part. Nodding like I understand what she wants. It’s
bullshit. This whole thing is bullshit. I can’t dance solo in a
room with Elfi for five hours a day. In another hour she’ll
see everything. My shitty turns to the left, my inability to

do a barrel turn à la Louise Lecavalier, my pathetic jumps.
My stupid left ankle will eventually give out and my right
groin will seize after a few more kicks.
“What’s going on, Mia? We haven’t got all day.
Ready?”
Mia nods. She closes her eyes, takes a deep breath
and repositions herself. The sensation of executing
Elfi’s choreography is comparable to being hit by a
bus and dragged under the chassis for several miles.
Mia knows her stamina isn’t up to Samantha’s level,
attained over years of bending herself into Elfi’s complex maneuverings. Mia starts again, strains under the
pressure of the movements but continues to push herself. She can’t tell if this is all going well or not. She
hasn’t heard another ‘good’ from Elfi for some time.
“Is this what you want, Mother? To reduce me to
ruin?”
“What did you say, Mia?” Elfi shuts off the music,
crinkles her forehead and stops flickering her eyelids.
She skips though several tracks on a CD, small fragments of noise bleat from the speakers for only a few
bars at a time.
“Nothing. I didn’t say anything.” Mia covers, her
face crimson.
“Let’s create a different solo now.” Elfi’s tone
verges on irritated as she climbs out of her chair like
a praying mantis. She begins to invent another movement style she wants Mia to emulate.
“I want an out-of-control, wild, drunken dance.”
Elfi yells instructions at Mia to guide the improvisation. Elfi’s eyes flicker more wildly now, strobe lights
in a blur of Mia’s spinning nausea. Mia twists, twirls,
falls and contracts to the pounding beat. She struggles
to follow instructions. Elfi yells something in loud
German, something that sounds like, “Laufen! Laufen!
Laufen!”
Mia hears, ‘Laughing, laughing, laughing,’ and
thinks Elfi wants her to laugh. So she does. Mia conSpring 2014
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tinues to dance through fits of maniacal laughter,
feeling like a fool.
“Not laughing!” Elfi yells over the music, “RUN!”
“RUN!” Her arms sweep the air passionately, motioning Mia to move, run, keep moving through the space,
while Mia strains to hear over the music. Like a panther, Elfi leaps from her chair. Mia follows and breaks
into a run, panting, beet-red with sweat, imitating
Elfi, who is now vigorously moving through the room
like a juggernaut. Mia barely keeps up. Her sinews
burn, her body flails. Elfi, with the force of a rocket,
leaps into the air, corkscrews her body, lands on one
foot with her other leg kicked out at the end like an
Olympic skater.
Elfi stops abruptly and yells, “DO IT.” Mia feels
an inexplicable loss of energy, hoists herself in the air
like a sack of potatoes, barely rotates enough to get off
the ground, her back leg only narrowly managing not
to hit the floor. Elfi dashes back to the CD player and
slams on the pause button.
“Higher. Can you jump higher? Try again, Mia.”
Elfi huffs.
Mia hoists the weight of her mother, Sarah, and
Samantha into the air. But her body is too heavy with
the awareness that she is not equal to the task. This
whole life, every movement is a fight, every choice
made is in reaction to her mother. She barely lifts herself into the air before she notices Elfi’s face twist into
disapproval.
“Jump, Mia. You are barely getting off the ground.”
Mia’s humiliation flushes her cheeks. She has no
more power available to her. Has hit her glass ceiling
of potential while Elfi’s face peers down from above,
a face pressed into glass deforming its features into
something sinister.
Beads of sweat form on her red nose, her eyebrows
overheat and the shafts of her hair are stringy with
moisture. Elfi is a caged animal as she begins to walk
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in circles, an agitated drug dealer ready to pounce on
the crack addict who ripped him off. Mia digs her nails
into the palm of her fisted hands, pleading silently.
Make this stop. Her contempt boils like water, splatters
over the top of the pot, stings the red-hot element and
turns to steam.
“Again.” Elfi says flatly, this time without emotion, dropping the temperature of the room by twenty
degrees. Elfi slams off the music, cues to the beginning.
Mia tries in vain but her legs have turned to Jell-O.
Her breath is stuck in her diaphragm as though she’s
been punched in the stomach. She heaves her body
one more time into the air. Tosses her back leg into an
arabesque. Her other foot comes down on itself, meets
the floor in a crushing blow, twists into a searing jolt
of pain and burning.
“Ahhhhhhhhhh!” Mia lets out an aborted yelp.
Elfi bolts to turn off the music. The silence hits
Mia like a massive jolt of voltage. Elfi rushes over to
inspect her defective dancer. Her eyelids no longer
flicker. Mia is a ball on the floor holding her ballooning ankle, now the size of a large blowfish.
“What happened? Have you hurt your ankle?”
“No.” Mia attempts to downplay the seriousness of
her injury, determined to be back on her feet within
minutes.
“Can you dance?” Elfi now stands over Mia,
jiggling a leg impatiently, anxious to return to the creative process. But Mia cannot get off the ground. She
feels her torpid foot, but says nothing and begins to
cry.

c
Although Frida eventually learned to walk, she was for
the most part bedridden for three months in a body
cast. Alone, in pain and in recovery. Her father gave
her his brushes and box of oil paints, while her mother
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had a special easel made for Frida, which she could
use in bed. There, Frida learned to paint her pain, her
life, and her passion. Frida herself suggested, “I paint
myself because I am so often alone and because I am
the subject I know best.”

c
Mia returns to her apartment, her ankle tightly
bandaged up to the middle of her shin. The phone
rings the minute she enters, but Mia resists the urge
to answer it. She begins to count the rings. Brrring.
One. Brrring. Two. Brrring. Three … No one, no voice
on the other end, could possibly end the pain that is
throbbing over every nerve in her body.
She lights a smoke, crawls onto the couch and continues counting. Brrring. Eight. Brrring. Nine. Brrring.
Ten. The answering machine clicks on brusquely. Elfi’s
amplified voice fills the hollow afternoon.
“Mia? Hello, Mia? Are you there? I need to talk to
you, Mia. I am not sure if you are home yet but please
call me as soon as you get in. We need to talk schedule.
This is a big interruption on the first day, ja? Please
call me very soon. You know my number.”
Mia takes another long drag off her smoke and
crushes the butt into a saucer left on the coffee table.
She’s numb and expressionless as she contemplates
her next move. The throb in her ankle is the only indication that she still feels anything at all.
The phone rings again, only minutes after the last
call. Mia does not reach for the receiver, she does not
react. She remains frozen, motionless, as if hiding in
the dark from the sinister intruder that creeps up the
stairs in the middle of the night. She plans her escape
route. A jump out the window, a smash to the hard
ground, broken bones at the bottom.

Again, the answering machine dutifully picks up
what Mia is not willing to face.
“Hello, Mia. It’s Elfi. I need for you to call me
right away. I need to know what dancers to call tomorrow. This is really throwing off my schedule. I need to
know your condition. Maybe you take the morning to
rest and we can start the solo again tomorrow afternoon? Please call me very soon. The number here is
253-6890. I am waiting for your call.”
Mia pushes herself off the couch and limps over
to the phone, each step an electrical charge shooting
to her brain. She takes the receiver off the hook and
searches for the scissors in the drawer beneath the
phone. Old and dull. A piece of shit. But they should do
the trick.
A deep satisfaction surprises her, fills her torso, as
renewed purpose courses through her bloodstream.
The phone begins its panicked beeping.
She begins to cut. At first the cord resists her. The
beeping grows more rapid. Like taking a chicken by
the neck, she grabs the cord and goes for the jugular. She rips through flesh; first skin, then fascia, then
muscle, then artery. She stops at the nerve. She knows
this will hurt. She pauses a moment and examines the
hard wiry cable; the spinal cord of communication
that links her to the rest of the world. She inhales a
breath of concentration. The final cut and she’s free.
The beeping stops.
Mia hobbles to the bathroom and begins to
tweeze her eyebrows. Each tiny hair, one at a time,
its own small nip. She removes every trace of brow.
And with it, everything that has ever woken her early
in the morning. Each word of discouragement. Red
inflamed skin where her brow once was. Mia examines
her tender pulsing skin. She reaches for a bottle of
painkillers in the medicine cabinet.
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Other Minds
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A

s john counted his pamphlets, he noticed the blackbird slice its way
through the smog, aim for the unlucky office on the seventh floor, collide,
rebound, twirl, and land on the gum-spattered sidewalk, no more than two
feet from his mentor, Jonathan Swift. No one else seemed to notice the bird's death,
so John finished counting and began reaching out, one pamphlet at a time, to whomever seemed open to new ideas. But the question of whether the accident was in fact
accidental—and, if not, why a bird would choose to end its life—lingered in the back
of his mind.
Without looking up from his newspaper, Swift brushed two finger-length feathers
off his coat, felt his wig for other unwelcome objects, and mumbled something that
sounded like "Pity." John half-expected him to complain that he had just bought the
coat, that this was the only wig he had, but Swift had once declared that understatement was a more dignified form of irony than sarcasm.
Car horns and street guitars muffled the brushing of suits, the hailing of cabs, the
clatter of high heels on the pavement, but John could still hear vacant sighs mourning
their lost dreams and panicked phone monologues clutching those about to slip away.
He had once remarked that when he offered pamphlets to his people, his arm felt like
a streetlamp shining a firm, proud light into the darkness of modern life. Swift replied
that John's streetlamp had limited reach, that it would only make the darkness darker
and cast a shadow on anything in its path. As usual, he could not tell whether Swift
was being ironic. He could detect neither sarcasm nor understatement in his mentor’s
prophecy.
The outstretched pamphlet swayed in the breeze of human traffic, searching for
a new owner, while the banner, taped to the marble wall behind him, fluttered and
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rippled, slightly distorting its message: SUICIDE: A
MODEST PROPOSAL.
“This will change your life,” John said, “I promise.”
His targets were unconvinced. “Anyone who wants...
Change your life...” He had lost count of his rejections, his lives unsaved.
Swift shook his head, eyes fixed on his paper. “Did
you know that only one in fifty people admit to reading philosophy or ‘philosophy-related’ books these
days?”
“You don't need to suffer...”
Swift turned the page. “It's criminal.”
“Change your...” A well-dressed brunette made an
impolite gesture as she passed, and John’s streetlamp
went limp.
“And this: ‘The number of drug-related deaths and
probable suicides has doubled in the past year and a
half.’”
A model-thin businesswoman approached, and
John’s streetlamp rose. “Make the right decision.”
“Go fuck yourself,” she replied.
“Half of the country is on anti-depressants,” Swift
grumbled. “The other half is on meth.”
John could not ignore this latest statistic.
“Oh, I wasn't quoting,” Swift clarified. “That was
just my two cents.”
John wondered, given the choice, which half of the
country he would prefer to join. “This can solve all
your problems...”
“Like they haven't heard that before.”
John turned to chide his mentor, but something
soft brushed his hand and took the pamphlet.
“Thanks,” the girl said, tossing him a greeting card
smile as she walked away. No older than twenty, she
moved as though she had owned life from the moment
she joined it.
At least one person would be saved today.
John watched her blonde hair blend into the sea

of black and white until its rays were completely
obscured by suits. Then he returned to his mission.
“Change your life,” he sighed. “End the pain...”
Swift’s newspaper crackled as he turned its page.
“You know you look ridiculous,” he stated, without
looking up to confirm his theory. “You know that,
don't you?”
“I’m open to suggestions, Dr. Swift.”
“Give the people what they want.”
“Drugs?”
“Better than drugs.”
John had deciphered these puzzles before.
“Who are you talking to?” a strange voice asked.
John spun around to find an ancient blob of a man
in desperate need of a shave, a shower, and a thorough
teeth cleaning, sitting on the ground with a baseball
cap between his legs.
“How long have you been there?” John asked,
looking to Swift for guidance.
“Long enough to know you’re crazy,” the man said.
“Who's Dr. Swift?”
John pointed to his mentor, who waved politely,
but the man seemed to look right past him.
Swift extended his pale hand. “Jonathan Swift, at
your service. How do you do, sir?”
The man did not move. His skeptical gaze
remained fixed on John's face.
“Well?” John said. “Shake his hand. Don’t be rude.”
The man’s eyes widened, then narrowed, like he
had answered his own internal question. He stood
slowly and walked away, groaning and muttering as
he moved.
John watched him turn the corner at the next
intersection, but not before looking back at them once
more, as if to confirm their existence.
“Lunatic,” John muttered.
“You never answered my question,” Swift said,
reopening his newspaper. “What do people want more
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than drugs?”
“Happiness...peace of mind...”
“You're getting warmer.”
Suddenly, John raised his arms and shouted, “Free
money!” The syllables echoed through the crowd,
turning heads in an instant.
“That works, I suppose.”
John could not reload fast enough. “Free money...”
He did not even need to raise his voice; the news had
travelled in desperate murmurs.
The frenzy even drew Swift's attention. “Any
prophet will tell you: Providence arrives in numbers.”
"Let's just hope they read them."
“Let's hope they understand them.”
John’s smile vanished. He looked to Swift for reassurance, but he had already returned his attention to
the day’s headlines. Swift never had much faith in
people, but John was an optimist. He turned back to
his people and propped up his smile.
“I’m sure they will.”

c
It was not the apartment of a philosopher. Since he
moved in three years ago—after his parents kicked
him out and his last and only girlfriend left him—
John had accumulated a coffee table with uneven legs,
a couch with a missing cushion, and two wooden
chairs, each more than twice the age of its owner. He
had borrowed from his parents (without any intention
of returning) a temperamental TV, an equally troublesome shotgun, and a variety of prescription drugs that
he never took but kept nearby for peace of mind. John
crafted a shrine in the corner of his tiny living room for
Swift, who never failed to remind him that one side of
his mattress had become two inches higher than the
other and that his bedroom, in which he spent only a
few hours a night, smelled of false hope and wasted
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potential. Swift sometimes occupied the higher half of
the bed—fully clothed and wide awake, lying stiff as
a corpse—in an effort to increase its aesthetic appeal
and remind John that a 300-year-old man with a wig
was the closest thing to a woman that the mattress
had seen in nearly a year. Whenever Swift lifted himself off, however, the two-inch discrepancy remained,
as if he had never been there at all.
The key turned in the rusty lock, the handle jiggled, and when the door felt just the right amount of
weight, it flew open, enlarging the dent in the wall
behind it. John entered his home—for the first time
in months—with pride, while his mentor followed
quietly with only a smirk and a fresh cup of tea. John
threw himself onto the couch and sighed, breathing
in the mouldy smell of success. Swift remained standing, arms folded, leaned against the room’s only pillar,
which divided the kitchen from the living room, the
living room from the foyer, and the foyer from the
kitchen. John had guessed it was only for decoration,
since such a narrow support could not possibly hold
up an entire apartment, even one as puny as his own.
A crack had recently formed down the middle of the
pillar, and John half-suspected that the slightest tap
might bring it down. For the time being, however, it
had become his mentor’s perch.
“Congratulations,” Swift declared, watching John
enter the kitchen. “I think you finally proved your parents wrong. Philosophers are not just lazy lunatics.”
“We're life-changers.”
“Whether the lives need changing or not.”
John emerged from the kitchen with a bottle of
beer.
“How many pamphlets did you hand out today?”
“I lost count. Over a hundred probably.”
“A hundred lives: permanently, irreversibly, irrevocably changed.” Swift raised his cup. “Well done, sir.”
John turned on the TV, only to find a news screen
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littered with familiar faces.
“Tomorrow, we'll get even more,” Swift added
proudly.
John’s curiosity morphed into shock as he recognized the greeting card smile and its glossy blonde
frame.
“Wasn't she...” John mumbled, pointing at the
screen. He turned up the volume. The anchorwoman
announced that Susie Fields, aged 19, was one of
numerous confirmed suicide victims, that the cause
of the sudden increase in suicides remained unknown,
but police suspected that the final toll might be over
thirty.
John slowly stood, covering his mouth, then backed
away from the TV, nearly tripping over a pile of books.
Without spilling his tea, Swift emptied a brown paper
bag full of old Chinese food onto the coffee table and
handed it to John, who leaned on the couch for support, gasping for breath.
“Do you mind?” Swift snapped. “I’m trying to hear
how many people you’ve killed.”
John started moaning.
"Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure they just misinterpreted
your message.”
John dropped the bag on the table. He reached
into his knapsack and removed the remaining pamphlets, opening the one on top.
“’Life is bullshit. Kill yourself immediately.’ That’s
the first fucking line!”
John threw the pamphlet at the wall and began
pacing.
“And if they kept reading,” Swift calmly replied,
“they would have read the life-affirming conclusion.
They would understand the irony—”
“Clearly they didn’t!”
“Well, if they’re too lazy to read a five-page
pamphlet...”
John stopped pacing.

“I’m a mass-murderer,” he mumbled in disbelief. “I
killed thirty people today.”
“Well, according to the TV, it might be more
than...”
John picked up the paper bag and held it to his
mouth.
“Relax, you didn't kill anyone.”
John lowered the bag, glaring at Swift.
“You just put the gun in their hand,” he clarified.
“You didn't pull the trigger.”
John raised the bag.
“Where all those people found access to guns, I'll
never know...”
“You're not helping,” John groaned.
“You’re right. They probably used knives or rope
or something. Electrocution, asphyxiation, poisoning,
bleeding—there are lots of ways to kill yourself.”
John leaned against the pillar for support, while
Swift began counting the methods on his fingers:
“Jumping off a building, drug overdose, hair drier in
the bathtub, cutting your wrists in the bathtub, drowning in the bathtub...” He turned to John. “Suddenly,
taking a bath sounds like a dangerous proposition.”
He turned back to the TV. “I wonder what method
little Susie used...”
John rushed into his tiny kitchen, opened the cabinet beneath the sink and removed his father’s shotgun.
Then he returned to the living room, sat in one of
his antique wooden chairs and put the barrel in his
mouth. His finger hovered above the trigger. “Is this
how you’re supposed to do it? Like this?”
“This is one area where my expertise is limited.”
“I should just copy the guy from that movie.”
“Don't forget the pamphlets.”
“Huh?”
“What happens when the police come? They
find you, they find the pamphlets, they read the
pamphlets...”
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“Jesus.”
John put down the shotgun, marched to the table
and grabbed the stack of pamphlets. Swift could not
help but smile, watching John scramble through every
drawer and cupboard in the tiny kitchen, dig through
discarded wrappers, dry pens, and rusted silverware, in
search of a lighter. He cleared his throat and pointed
to the fire extinguisher by the stove. John reached
behind the dusty appliance to find an equally dusty
pack of matches.
He dumped the pamphlets in his tiny bathtub and
set them on fire. They burned faster than he expected.
Leaning his head against the sink, he looked down at
his life’s work as if a part of him blamed his people for
the pamphlets’ fate.
“You won’t do much good to anyone dead, you
know.” Swift was now sitting cross-legged on the toilet, blowing on a fresh cup of tea.
“At least I won't do harm.”
The last embers of the pamphlets curled and
cracked, spitting out a few last sparks of wisdom.
“If you deprive people of good, you're doing them
harm.”
John slouched his way to the chair and picked up
the shotgun, resuming his original position.
“You missed one.” Swift pointed to the pamphlet
on the floor.
John picked it up and gazed at it like a father seeing, for the first and last time, his stillborn child. He
recognized his turns of phrase, his cheeky wisdom, his
all-too-elaborate sentence constructions, but he could
tell by its creases and faded ink—by the way it fell
back over his hand like a rag doll—that this child was
beyond saving.
“Read the last line,” Swift ordered.
John opened the pamphlet to the last page and
cleared his throat. “The only answer to the question
‘Why bother living?’ is this: ‘I have nothing better to
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do.’”
John lowered the pamphlet.
“Exactly. You have nothing better to do.”
John raised the gun.
“The world needs you, John. They need to hear the
truth. They need to be saved—”
“From what?”
Swift grinned.
“That's what I thought.” John’s mouth opened and
the barrel slid in.
“If you give up now—you said it yourself—you’re a
mass-murderer. Not to mention, a coward. Don’t forget your own message: suicide is never the solution.”
“There are exceptions to every rule.”
“If you continue your project...”
Pools of guilt collected at the edges of John’s eyes.
“They...” Swift offered John his handkerchief, but
John shook his head. “They didn’t understand me.”
“They will understand you.” Swift leaned forward
and placed a hand on John’s knee. “New ideas take
time. All movements have growing pains. Think of
Susie. Poor, 19-year-old Susie Fields will have died
in vain if—”
“Susie would want me dead. Susie's friends...”
“Susie would want you to do the right thing. Susie
would want you to change the world. To make a difference in people's lives—”
“I already have made a difference.”
Swift regained his upright posture. “When you
look back, years from now, and you’re famous, and
worshipped, and everyone comes to you for guidance,
what will you think?”
“When I'm famous...”
“You'll think Susie was a hero, just like all the
others on that screen.” He pointed at the muted TV,
still flashing pictures of the victims. “She’s a martyr.
Somewhere up there, wherever she is, she’s happy.
Because she knows she died for a worthy cause, and
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soon her parents and friends will know too. Susie’s
only the beginning.”
“If I take out the irony,” John sniffled. “Make it
easier to understand...”
“That's one approach, certainly.”
“I'll rewrite it completely.”
“Yes.”
“Tailor it to the average reader.”
“But the average reader...”
“What?”
Swift met John’s desperate gaze with a humane
smile. “Are they really worth saving?” John’s brow furrowed. “Don't get me wrong, they’re nice people and
all, but think about it: they don’t care about questions
of life and death. All they would do—assuming they
even read it—is misinterpret the meaning, abuse their
newfound wisdom, or disregard it completely.” He
pointed to the silent TV. “You saw what the ‘average
reader’ looks like. These people are part of the problem, not the solution. Half won’t even read your work;
the other half won’t understand it; and half of them
will most likely use it for evil!”
John did the math. “So that leaves a quarter?”
“A quarter of the human race, able and willing to
embrace your message.” His humane smile resurfaced.
“Do we really need the other three?”
“We do have a population crisis...”
“Raise the irony. Increase the difficulty. Make it as
inaccessible as possible, and let natural selection do its
job. The best and brightest will rise to the occasion,

and the rest...will be the rest.”
“Raise the irony...”
“Sacrifices must be made for the common good.
Any leader will tell you that.”
“Increase the difficulty...”
“Humanity needs a hero. Not another coward
or another ‘average reader.’ We have plenty of those
already. Humanity needs a leader.”
Feeling the force of his mentor’s vision—a spotless empire of sanity, courage, and happiness—John
wiped his eyes and sprang off the chair, nearly dropping the shotgun on his mentor’s foot. After testing a
few pens on the back of his only remaining pamphlet,
John found one with ink and began mapping out his
brave new world.
“We’ll increase the irony...make it completely inaccessible...maybe even write some of it in Latin...”
“Can't do any harm.”
“Maybe we can even put little cyanide tablets
inside, you know, to really test their willpower.”
“No argument here.”
“Once they understand the message—if they
understand the message—it will be that much more
rewarding.”
“Absolutely.”
“And if they don’t survive the message...”
“The loss is no disaster.”
John stopped writing and turned to his mentor.
“You ready to save the world, Dr. Swift?”
“One suicide at a time.”
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IN CONVERSATION

Keeping Good
Company: A Profile of
Richard Wagamese
B RUCE JO HNSTO NE

Former TNQ board chair Bruce Johnstone was, for many years, our liaison with the local
One Book One Community (OBOC) program—and a famous one it is. Waterloo Region has
one of the most vital community reading programs in all of North America. Thanks to the
inventiveness of Bruce and like-minded volunteers, TNQ partenered with OBOC, by hosting an all-day event or road trip based on that year’s selected book and its prevailing theme.
(Anyone who delighted in those storied outings will have Bruce—and several colourful bus
drivers—to thank.) We asked Bruce if he would revisit his connection with OBOC to speak
with its celebrated 2013 author, Richard Wagamese.

I

met with richard wagamese after a well-attended reception the night
before in Waterloo, Ontario—the second night of three in his whirlwind tour. 2013
marked the twelfth year of the One Book, One Community program (oboc.ca) in
Waterloo Region; this year’s book choice had been Wagamese’s powerful novel Ragged
Company. The first night Richard spoke, in neighbouring Kitchener, people were
turned away at the door, the numbers were so great. On the second night, in Waterloo,
four hundred strong showed up. Richard had a tight schedule, but agreed to meet me
for lunch the following afternoon at a favourite watering hole, the Huether Hotel. My
first question wasn’t too original, but I just had to ask: Was he surprised that so many
people had come to hear him?
“Surprised,” he said, “was not the word.” Nor was shocked, he hummed, chin tilted
toward the ceiling. “Startled.” That was the word.
Like a lot of us, Richard Wagamese thought it would be difficult for our community
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to have much empathy for those who live beyond the
pale of the middle class. “Those” being the homeless.
The rounders. The street people. But the questions
asked of Richard at each appearance showed a genuine struggle to understand. The night before, someone
had asked about the difference between homeless and
street people. Richard responded that street people are
the addicts, the druggies, the alcoholics. They might
be difficult and abrasive. The homeless are simply
those without homes, without places to live, without
basic shelter. He described them as relatively meek, as
saying little, as staying in the background. But both
inhabited the same world—a world that most of us,
privileged readers of his work, do not know firsthand.
Richard knows that world, and he knows its stories
far too well. The smell of concrete an inch from your
nose when you wake up on the street. That’s the kind
of thing you don’t forget. Another thing you don’t forget is the kindness of strangers. He tells the story of
the man at a St. Paul’s store, the man who answered
the door to him when he was living on the streets
early one morning, before the store had opened.
There stood Richard in stocking feet on a cold, slushy
day—his boots snatched by someone overnight. The
man invited him in, gave him coffee and a new set
of clothes, including “a weather-appropriate jacket.”
He also gave the young man time and kindness, the
gift of non-judgment. It’s the latter that has stayed
with Richard over the years; it’s what helped to soften
harsh encounters. Richard Wagamese is a living,
breathing example of how human beings take care
of one another. “Human beings.” He uses the phrase
often and it’s powerful. It’s a phrase we don’t often use
in our community. Hearing this man say it, the phrase
assumes a whole new meaning.
Like his boots, Richard’s youth was stolen from
him. He was plucked from his home at less than a
year old, sent to a foster home, placed with a family as

foreign to him as could be. Fast forward to age sixteen:
one day he runs out the door. He has to, or he’ll go
crazy. Literally crazy. Runs and runs until he makes
his way back home. He tells me this, alluding to the
abuse he’d suffered during his upbringing. The abuse
is not described. No one needs details. You can hear
the pain echo in his voice. But you can also hear that
this was his past; it is not his present. He then tells a
story of homecoming: landing home and not knowing a thing about it, or about his people, not knowing
what it meant that he was Ojibway. He couldn’t fish
or hunt, he couldn’t do basic things that seemed to
come naturally to his people. Did he belong? He wondered. If he did, what was his place? What could he
do? He was asked to join the elders around the fire.
They asked him where he came from. What had he
been doing all this time away? So he told them, and
they listened, patiently, until he finished. They were
quiet for some time. Finally they said, “You are a storyteller.” Richard was surprised. A storyteller? What
did this mean? How would he know what to do? They
said they would teach him. And they did.
He’s been sharing stories ever since.
When I asked Richard about the importance of
storytelling across cultures, he spoke of sitting, telling
stories with Johnny Cash. Music, of course, is storytelling. Looking back on that night, he recalls the
notion of “bringing the living room back to our communities.” Food, drink, stories. We need to open up
the living room to everybody.
All human beings.
Telling our stories to one other.
Sharing stories.
Would sharing stories during the recent Truth and
Reconciliation Commission on residential schools
bring healing? I asked. “The nature, the first property
of storytelling,” he said, “is healing. Once people are
healed, they come back to their communities changed.
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They bring back healing and this touches others. This
is important.” When you’re ready to tell your story, it’s
powerful, and it’s healing.
It was a long time before he could tell his own
story.
Richard’s op-ed writing—direct, insightful pieces
that do not mince words—is another side to his role
as storyteller. I asked how he saw the writer as activist (a theme we explored in TNQ 101). He said he
had no agenda when writing fiction. His activist ideas
are for the op-ed pages, where he does not shy away
from expressing his beliefs. His approach, he added,
was “peace over conflict and creating community over
division.” He spoke briefly of the Idle No More movement and the idea of inclusive politics. The theme of
working together, understanding one another.
Empathy is strong in his words and speech, in all
his stories.
Richard circled back to fiction. “Fiction,” he said,
“is work for the story’s sake.” Story has its own energy.
He follows the story, the characters that appear. He
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did note in response to an audience member the night
before that some of his characters are real—based on
people he met while living on the street. They have
small parts, cameos, in the weave of the story. They are
human beings, playing their parts in the greater story.
A recent op-ed in the Globe and Mail, about an
arts program he had developed, had also caught my
eye. “Glad you asked,” he said. A huge smile breaks
across his face. “It’s called ‘Empowering Community
through Story.’” This is the program Richard has created to engage his community’s young people in the art
of storytelling. He has found deep ennui in his community. It is sad, of real concern, but he adds a note of
hope. “We are a transitionary people,” he states. There
is no doubt in his voice. While the old ways are not
working, the traditional methodology is still good.
What is changing is the medium. New technology is
being embraced; as it becomes more accessible to his
community’s youth, their stories, too, will emerge.
This is good company to keep.

|

O N WRI TING

The Poetry of Change
A M ANDA JE RNI GAN
Of bodies changed to other forms I tell;
You Gods, who have yourselves wrought every change,
Inspire my enterprise and lead my lay
In one continuous song from nature’s first
Remote beginnings to our modern times.

T

hese are the opening lines, as translated by a.d. melville, of ovid’s
Metamorphoses, the Western tradition’s great poem of change. The poem, written in the
first decade of the common era by a Roman sophisticate and love poet, presents “250
variations on the theme of transformation,” as Charles Martin, a more recent translator, says.
It is a source for many of the best-known of the Classical myths: the stories of Orpheus and
Eurydice; of the loves of Apollo and Zeus; of the sufferings of Io and Callisto…. But what it
tells us, taken as a whole, transcends the contents of any of its episodes. Everything changes, it
tells us: even the earth, even the gods, even this poem.
In 2013, my second book of poetry appeared, its publication interposed between the birth
of my first child and the death of my husband’s stepfather. Between these life events, the
book’s appearance (my first sight of it, first reading from it, those things that meant so much
to me when my first book appeared) hardly registers in memory—though the book must have
appeared sometime, as I can see it now on my shelf: All the Daylight Hours, a book, ironically,
about time and change.
My first book, Groundwork, had appeared a year and a half before. It was, by contrast, a book
about space—or about time as space: about excavations, about the material objects we find and
lose and make, about journeys over land and over water. The book’s final poem-sequence is a
reweaving of another Classical epic, Homer’s Odyssey.
If the Metamorphoses is about change, the Odyssey is, at least in part, about constancy: the
loyalty of Odysseus’s wife, Penelope, who waits for him through his twenty years away; the
eventual return of Odysseus to a homeland that, if changed, is at least still there—his bed,
carved from the trunk of an olive tree still rooted in the earth, a symbol of that permanence.
Yet the Odyssey itself, the poem that tells these stories of constancy, seems to have had its
origins in change. Alberto Manguel tells a story of those origins in his biography of Homer’s
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poem:
In the 1930s, the American Milman Parry
and his disciple, Albert Lord, discovered,
through their work on the bards of the ex-Yugoslavia, a number of popular singers in Muslim
Serbia (“guzlars”) steeped in an ancient epic tradition very similar in form and style to that of
Homer, whose poems showed a high incidence
of “formulaic” language. In broad terms, Parry
and Lord suggested that the Odyssey and the
Iliad might have been sung in a manner resembling that of these Balkan bards whose songs
were transmitted orally from generation to generation, and who, with the assistance of a string
instrument, improvised on set texts and lent
individual intonations and stresses to particular passages of a chosen poem. That is to say,
on the basis of established formulae and using
stories their audiences knew well, the bards
sang poems that turned out to be new on each
occasion.
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, by contrast, has its roots in
the comparatively constant form of writing: by 8 A.D.,
advance copies of his book were circulating in Rome.
Copies: these would have been written copies, not printed
copies, of course—but still, we can imagine them exhibiting a family resemblance beyond that exhibited by the
multiple versions of an orally transmitted epic.
As an oral culture becomes a written culture, writing
begins to take over from memory as a symbol of permanence. Odysseus keeps Penelope in his mind through
twenty years of travel. Where does the speaker of
Shakespeare’s sonnet 19 keep his beloved? In his poem:
Devouring time, blunt thou the lion’s paws,
And make the earth devour her own sweet brood;
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Pluck the keen teeth from the fierce tiger’s jaws,
And burn the long-lived phoenix in her blood;
Make glad and sorry seasons as thou fleet’st
And do whate’er thou wilt, swift-footed time,
To the wide world and all her fading sweets;
But I forbid thee one most heinous crime,
O carve not with thy hours my love’s fair brow,
Nor draw no lines there with thine ántique pen.
Him in thy course untainted do allow,
For beauty’s pattern to succeeding men.
Yet do thy worst, old time; despite thy wrong,
My love shall in my verse ever live young.
Now, even the most idealistic poet might have some
private doubts about that “ever”— but after 400 years
Shakespeare’s verse is still in pretty good shape.
His verse is in good shape. How about his speaker’s
beloved? Well, the beloved is and he isn’t in good shape.
The effect of Shakespeare’s boast is dual: on the one
hand, it impresses us with a kind of immortality—the
speaker’s beloved still celebrated here, 400 years later.
On the other hand, the poem’s endurance underscores
the mortality of any actual human lover who may have
inspired it.
The “aboutness” of poems is of course a function
not only of what they describe but of what they enact.
Shakespeare’s sonnet describes the ability of language to
preserve life. It enacts the preservation of life—but it also
enacts the failure of language to preserve life, and therein
lies its interest, its poignancy, its complexity.
Homer’s Odyssey describes constancy, as I have said;
in the written form in which it survives, it enacts constancy—like its hero, the poem begins in Ithaca and
eventually comes back there. It remembers everything it
says.
In its original, oral form, the poem might have been
a little more protean, however: the broad lineaments of
the story might have been the same, but its details might
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have varied from telling to telling—like the details of the
stories the wily Odysseus tells, to strangers curious about
his origins.
Ovid’s Metamorphoses describes change. But what
does it enact? Insofar as it is a poem written down, its
ability to enact change is limited: its focus can change
from passage to passage, line to line; its mood can change,
from serious to comic, earnest to tongue-in-cheek; its
form can change, as Ovid plays with the disposition of
phrases and pauses within and among his hexameter
lines. Yet as a whole, the poem can only ever repeat itself:
it says the same thing, every time the reader picks it up.
Or does it?
Written poems do change, often in spite of themselves. They may change through transcription error;
they may be lost, or found, in translation. Though their
texts remain constant, poems may change utterly in our
eyes, because we have changed, or because our language
has changed. All of these metamorphoses may damage a
poem; on the other hand, they may enhance it. A poem
kept entirely safe from change is an unread poem, a dead
poem.
We know, from genetic science, that the continuation
of life depends on the faithful replication of chromosomes. One of the great gifts of evolutionary biology,
however, is that it has taught us that the continuation of
life also depends on the occasional “error”: the random
mutation that makes for difference and, in so doing, gives
us the ability to adapt.
Poems, too, should be faithfully copied, as they make
their way from mind to hand to page or screen, to page to
eye to mind again. Yet, as in genetics, copying errors can
prove surprisingly fertile. My favourite current example is
the story of the inspiration of Alex Colville’s famous painting Horse and Train, which is told in a recent exhibition of
that painting at the Art Gallery of Hamilton, just down
the street from where I live. In a 1957 letter to the thendirector of the gallery, T.R. MacDonald, Colville wrote

that the painting had been inspired by a couplet from a
poem by the South African poet Roy Campbell. In his
letter, Colville quotes it like this:
Against a regiment I put the human brain,
A dark horse against an armoured train
But that “human” is Colville’s insertion. Campbell’s
original reads:
Against a regiment I oppose a brain
And a dark horse against an armoured train.
By trading Campbell’s “oppose” for “put,” and by adding that “human,” Colville has warmed these lines up. He’s
improved Campbell’s poem, for my money—but he’s also
told us something about his own painting, which has an
unlikely warmth to it, despite its foreboding subject: that
horse of his is sensual, casually strong, and somehow...
well, human—more human, at least, than the train that’s
bearing down on it. Colville’s painting has become part of
the story of Campbell’s poem—and Campbell’s poem has
been changed in Colville’s retelling.
“Who has seen the wind?” asks Christina Rossetti:
“Neither you nor I: / But when the trees bow down
their heads, / The wind is passing by.” Who has seen the
Metamorphoses? Well, maybe you. But, sadly, not monoglot I. But when the words bow down their heads…
Poems, like the wind, may be changed in translation.
The opening lines of Ovid’s poem provide a wonderful
example. Melville’s translation, quoted above, is as follows:
Of bodies changed to other forms I tell;
You Gods, who have yourselves wrought every
change,
Inspire my enterprise and lead my lay
In one continuous song from nature’s first
Remote beginnings to our modern times.
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Colville’s letter to T.R. MacDonald, 8 February 1957 (Art Gallery of Hamilton Archives; photograph courtesy of the
Art Gallery of Hamilton)

“You Gods, who have yourselves wrought every
change”—if we look up Melville’s footnote to this line,
we can see that the text here is contested. Ovid may have
written “you gods, who changed my poem.” Martin, taking up this possibility, writes:
My mind leads me to speak now of forms changed
into new bodies: O gods above, inspire
this undertaking (which you’ve changed as well)
and guide my poem in its epic sweep
from the world’s beginning to the present day.
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There is a beautiful irony to the way in which that line
about change proves changeable. And I love to wonder,
too, what Ovid might have meant, if indeed he wrote “you
gods, who changed my poem,” or something equivalent.
Does he mean that the gods leant to his poem the metamorphic energy of its unfolding? Or does he mean that
the gods took his poem in directions other than the ones
he believed he intended? Either way, the line ties the poem
into a knot around itself: inauguration, the line is also coda.
Then, too, there is the way the physical copy of a poem
may change through time, as paper yellows or crumbles, as
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coffee stains accumulate, as marginal notes accrue. Even
the stone that bears an inscription wears away. The poet
Don McKay once asked me about my interest in letterpress printing: did I see this as a way to preserve my
words, he wanted to know. Yes, there is something of that.
But there is also something of taking this ideal thing, the
poem in my head, and returning it to the world of time
and change by making it physical—for the printed poem
is privy to the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to.
I once saw the eyes of my husband, John Haney, widen
in horror as he beheld the page in my grandfather’s copy
of one of John’s limited-edition, letterpress printed books
with tipped-in photos, where my grandfather had lovingly
pried the photo off the page, to reproduce it for screenprinting on a sweatshirt, as a Christmas gift to, who else,
John. John tried to channel the words of his teacher and
mentor, the photographer Thaddeus Holownia: “Hey
man, once you give it away, it’s out of your hands.” Such
art works become real the way toys become real, in The
Velveteen Rabbit, through the ravages of love.
Poems change in readers’ eyes, as I have said, and
this happens on both macro- and micro- levels. We
read poems differently in different eras. Thus, as Steven
Heighton puts it,
Sometimes time turns perfect rhyme to slant,
as in Wyatt’s famous sonnet—how the couplet
no longer chimes, his ‘ame’ turned ‘am,’ now
coupled
more by pattern, form.…
We also read poems differently at different periods
in our lives. The diplomat and connoisseur Count Harry
Kessler wrote of the importance of coming back to the
great works of art again and again, for, he says, these works
change appearance “like medieval cathedrals at different
times of the day”: “Make haste when you are young, he
advises, or ‘it is too late, and you have missed the morn-

ing light of the masterpieces.’” After our first child was
born, I was possessed by a fierce desire to reread—paired,
of course, with an utter lack of time in which to do it. The
light had changed: I wanted to know what the Odyssey
looked like, now that I, like Penelope, was a mother; what
King Lear looked like, now that I had experienced love
for a child; what, in fact, all the great books looked like,
now that I lived in a world (the all-consuming world of
newborn-care) that could not include them.
The metamorphoses that happen to a poem through
repeated readings, over the course of a lifetime and through
many lifetimes, are vital: they keep a poem alive. Because,
as it turns out, life is change. (Death, of course, is change as
well, a change we might look to forestall—though death
disturbs us too insofar as it puts an end to change, for those
it takes: our hearts break as we grow older than our parents, our mentors.) No wonder poets, whose great subject
is life, try all kinds of tricks to lend to their written-downlyrics just a bit of that quicksilver vitality.
Think of the way the title of Richard Wilbur’s great
change-poem “The Beautiful Changes” shimmers as we
consider it, flipping back and forth between one meaning
and another: it is a noun phrase, describing those changes
which are beautiful; it is a simple sentence, telling us that
that which is beautiful is subject to change. This changeability is part of the poem’s beauty, of how it enacts what
it describes.
Think, too, of the way a poet like Shakespeare or Ovid,
who’s working in a highly reiterative form (Shakespeare’s
pentameters, Ovid’s hexameters) keeps the thing alive
through perennial variation: “Be cheerful, sir, our revels
now are ended”—the mid-line pauses slowing down this
valedictory speech, in contrast to, say, the rousing spondee,
the double stress, towards which Orsino’s inaugurating
exclamation builds: “If music be the food of love, play on
….” Such variation takes advantage of one of the ironies
about human perception of change: we perceive change
best against a backdrop of constancy. Thus, we notice how
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a child looks different from his parents because we can also
see how he looks like them; or, we admire the rhyming
couplet with which Shakespeare closes Sonnet 19 because
the previous 18 sonnets also closed with rhyming couplets—all of them wonderfully different.
And I think of poets’ love affair with metaphor, that
metamorphic device, which, like reiterative form, plays
on our ability to perceive change against the backdrop of
constancy. Metaphors purport to be speaking about sameness: a rose is a rose is a rose is a rose. Yet what they do is to
transform: my love is a rose. A rose is the sun. The sun is a
lion. A lion is my love....
In the Odyssey, Homer tells of Menelaos, one of the
Greek heroes, endeavouring to make his way home from
Troy. He is held up for days in the doldrums, on an island
off of Egypt, and food is running short. Here the goddess Eidothea finds him and pities him. She tells him how
to discover the means of escape: he must go and capture
Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea, whom she calls the evertruthful. “[H]e will try you,” she says, “by taking the form
of all creatures that come forth / and move on the earth”:

… he will be water and magical fire.
You must hold stiffly on to him and squeeze
him the harder.
But when at last he himself, speaking in words,
questions you,
being now in the same form he was in when
you saw him sleeping,
then, hero, you must give over your force and
let the old man
go free, and ask him which one of the gods is
angry with you,
and ask him how to make your way home on
the sea where the fish swarm.
A great poem is like Proteus: ever changing, but also
ever truthful. The trick is to be able to hold it in your mind
through all its changes, and all yours. But when at last the
poem itself, speaking in words, questions you, being now
in the same form it was in when you saw it first, then,
hero, you must give over your force and let the old man
go free ….

Notes
The Manguel quotation is from Homer’s The Iliad and The Odyssey: A Biography (Douglas & McIntyre,
2007); the Heighton quotation from the wonderful poem “Missing Fact,” in The Address Book (Anansi, 2004).
I found Kessler’s words about the changing light on literary works in the article “Diary of an Aesthete,” by
Alex Ross (The New Yorker, 23 Apr. 2012). The quotation from the Odyssey is from Richmond Lattimore’s
translation (Harper & Row, 1977). Melville’s translation of the Metamorphoses is published by Oxford University Press (1986), Martin’s by Norton (2010).
This essay began as a public lecture delivered under the auspices of Waterloo Unlimited (Centre for
Knowledge Integration, University of Waterloo), May 13th, 2013. Some of the material fed into, and came
out of, workshops I gave both at Waterloo Unlimited (May, 2013) and at The New Quarterly’s Wild Writers
Festival (November, 2013).
I am grateful to Ann Kitz and the estate of Alex Colville for generous permission to reproduce Colville’s
letter to T.R. MacDonald. (Ms Kitz tells me she believes Colville corrected his reference to the Campbell
poem in later correspondence: “I can imagine that in writing the letter he simply misremembered it and, as
you suggest, that may tell you something about how he actually thought of [the poem]. He probably never realized that he had misquoted it.”) I am also grateful to the Art Gallery of Hamilton, where that letter is held,
for making and giving the reproduction. The Gallery’s exhibition “Alex Colville: Horse and Train,” curated by
Tobi Bruce, inspired my reflections on Colville’s letter.
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Pyrrha
Behind us, bones return to stone,
to earth, to our Great Mother. Is one
allowed to turn around and look?
Poking about amid the wrack
I found this leaf its mark, made
some million years ago in mud,
in shale its signature still binding—
or at least still there, for the finding,
for the keeping, above the high water
its mark, in mud, a cancel of its mark.
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Daphne
When I finally ran you down
I saw you were a tree again,
your bark resistant to my hand.
Still, I thought, you might remind
me of yourself—but every year
I see you less when I come here,
these afternoons in early winter
when I’ve tired of the hunt,
to mark how very tall you’ve grown
and beg some branches for my crown.

Narcissus
You know, of course, I am not your
reflection. It won’t be long before
I cease to mirror your least expression.
Bone of your bone, flesh of your flesh,
I nonetheless may simply turn
and walk away—as you must turn
now from the story of Narcissus,
whose lovable reflection this
is not. (What are those words again:
not ourselves and, much more, not our own?)
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Apollo
There was a god who said, ‘I am
more powerful than beast or man
or other god.’ Beside him, Love,
eleven, playing make-believe
(a driftwood-bow, a feather-dart),
let fly an arrow at his heart—
now he’s in love with us who die.
He cannot fathom why we flee
his well-intentioned suit, make strange,
nor why, when brought to bay, we change.

Helios
Strong horses, Percherons, bred
for imperturbability and speed:
Aethon, Eous, Pyrois, Phlegon—
what names to call a conflagration
by? Two decades with the force,
and you’d little use for people, but horses,
that was a different matter: strong
horses, swift as shadows lengthening
across the tile bed, a father
could not hold them, how could a god.
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AMANDA JERNIGAN

Io
Your mother will not know you, your father
will not know you, your sister and your brother
will not know you, you will be driven
far away and you will live
in exile; then one day you’ll be
permitted to return. And they,
as if you’d never been transformed,
will welcome you with open arms,
will call you by your given name.
And that’s when you’ll feel the change.

Tiresias
Needing, perhaps, to unperplex
at any cost, you struck those snakes,
for that were made a woman: woman
seven years before you came
upon the pair again. They say,
though sightless, you could prophesy;
that you spoke truth to power,
or as well as you knew how.
Before your sex was unconcealed,
I wonder did you bear a child.
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The Daughters
Of Minyas
For working on the day of rest;
for failing to attend the festival
of Dionysus and instead
perfecting verses in your head;
for telling tales, in school and out
of school, some talk to speed the shuttle
in its progress up the loom—
I tell you this: you will be doomed,
until the weaving all turns green,
to find your way by sound alone.

Proteus
As Eidothea said I must
I sought the old man Proteus
where, like a herdsman with his flock,
he lay asleep among the rocks.
Flinging aside my local garb
I tackled him and held him hard.
And he became what you became,
a gallimaufry with a name,
more various than I could hold.
Think of me sometimes when you’re old.
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Two Poems
KI R STE E N MACL EO D

The Way On
All that we love is not lost in the end.
So walk on, whisper it soft as you go:
Paths that have crossed will cross again.
Trust in the rise and fall and you will spend
hours like a blessed drifter, free and slow.
All that we love is not lost in the end.
Accept that each of us must leave and bend
twigs to mark trails for dear ones to follow;
Paths that have crossed will cross again.
Sense how your body will burn and transcend
flesh; leaving ash, and spirit’s amber glow.
All that we love is not lost in the end.
When you rejoin the dusty stars and blend
back into the loop of stream and echo,
Paths that have crossed will cross again.
Let nibbled buds lead you, my wounded friend,
down the deer-haunted passage through shadow.
All that we love is not lost in the end;
Paths that have crossed will cross again.
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If I Stand Still
“One can’t begin a poem without some scrap of error about oneself and the world…”
—Rene Char
I eavesdrop on chickens with amber eyes that devour anything and record
their croaked portents.
The world’s ending, the billboard says. So I walk on red, ignore the laundromat
sign, and my clothes burst into flames.
There’s a beaver dam that can be seen from outer space. It can only be detonated
by words.
How else to speak of crows that hold black rituals in the hollow birdbath stone?
The territorial woodpecker that answers my axe blows?
How like it I am. I trawl the milk for butter. Seek the lily with the stamen, with
the pollen, that stains forever.
I do yoga for backache and get mental illness. I slip into corpse pose attended by
timeless consonants, the slosh beyond vowels.
Light and shadow play and the duck becomes its true self, artfully posed
driftwood. The straight stick in the water bends, and the snake is a root.
The deer skull of violent death has a bitten-through fontanelle. Snapped jagged
like delicate tracery that knits my thoughts.
I pack damp holes with bee balm and stones, stars and moss wherever sun can’t
dry up the wet residue of grief.
Spooked by the creeping unseen, I flee wind-chimes and the anguish
of chickadees—at not being it, just in it.

Spring 2014

| T HE

NEW Q UA RT ER LY

131

KIRSTEEN MACLEOD

I trip over thresholds and fall down wells—and drop fast, like autumn leaves that
have swallowed ingot.
Groundhog in the graveyard, I move in short bursts; unwelcome, unearthing
amulets and bones, tongues best left buried.
I misread signs: when the white coriander flowers go to seed, tomatoes sag and
dark currants weigh down the bough.
If I stand still too long in the yard, grapevines coil around my ankles. Birds fly in
and out of my hair and honeybees drone a dirge, carry me down to their deep queen.
Underground, in catacombs, the lizard-hipped, bird-hipped, human-hipped rest
together: extinct, silent. We are all students of earth.
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Zoning
A DAN JE R RE AT- P O O L E

A

irports always make florence feel estranged from time. all the
things they espouse—tunnels, duty free shops, wings—suggest a magical space
between time zones, hours, days. Between the time she is leaving and the time
she is arriving into there is a vivid nothingness; the gap between two front teeth;
absence as presence.
Florence feels like someone who has sucked lemons. Her face is tight, small,
scrunched into the hollow nut shell that her face will eventually fall into with age. Still,
she is not old. Not yet. She catches the eye of an elderly woman sitting across from her,
who smiles. Florence looks away, fearing it is a mirror. She spent her first twenty-some
years thinking time was a ballerina trapped in a young girl’s jewellery box, standing on
one toe, always moving clockwise. Now she is not so sure.
This morning, as she has always done, Florence bid goodbye to her friends with
smiles and laughs; a hug, a pat on the back; she hands out sweets flavoured with anise;
she is preparing for old age, already, the way a squirrel digs caches into the earth for
the future. Florence always feels the future as a blinding void that she can only keep at
bay with a red frilled umbrella and irrational optimism.
“Sweet?” the elderly woman offers a mint. She has a British accent, but not one
Florence can place. Nothing so dramatic as Scouser or Geordie. Softer, but not southern. Welsh, perhaps. Florence has never been to Wales, so she attributes all kind of
things to it.
“No thank you.” Florence stretches her face into a thin smile and edges away,
clutching her purse to her chest.
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A D A N J E R R E A T- P O O L E

Frequently, however, she sees that ballerina in a
new way; horribly permanent, frighteningly trapped,
spinning and spinning and spinning. A grotesque
ideal that girls aspire to, and often succeed in achieving. The tight laces of dance shoes and corsets; the
balancing; only now it isn’t easy or fearless, but threatening. Florence's leg muscles tremble.
Always, Florence pats heads; gives sweets; smiles.
Slides gracefully into the back seat of shiny black or
silver or white taxicab. It is much later, at the airport,
when the molecules in her body, suspended from time;
or displaced rather, pushed into a separate and not
altogether pleasant dimension (a little cramped and
smelling, oddly, of pickled eel), break down. Tremor.
“Where are you flying to?” the old woman asks.
Florence immediately recasts her as an old hag,
although the elegant cashmere coat and pale cheeks
contrast comically with this image.
“Canada.”
Ballerinas spinning clockwise; Florence is turning the other way, backwards, away from the Prime
Meridian to the insignificant Eastern Atlantic zone.
Is this not turning back time? Logic says No, but
Florence and post-modern rationality have never
really gotten along. She slips one hand into her purse
and grips a tea-stained copy of Stein's Tender Buttons.
Florence only ever cries at airports. Like black
holes, they suck the migrant tears into a dark vacuum that no one will ever see, remember; comment
on. Since these transgressions take place in no recognizable time or date, they fall apart from history,
crumbling off the cake of human memory. They are
silenced. Florence likes it this way.
“Canada is such a lovely place. I went a few years
back—hiking trip through the Rocky Mountains.”
Florence finds herself meeting the woman’s
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unwanted gaze. “That's really impressive.” she suddenly feels ashamed of how astonished she sounds,
and a blush creeps up her neck. “I love the west coast,”
she adds, compelled by guilt—the most powerful
emotion, in her opinion.
“Where are you from?” the woman asks. Florence
suddenly sees this lady as ageless and free. She has
been to Canada. She understands zoning.
“Toronto,” Florence offers shyly, the way a schoolboy hands a ragged valentine to the girl with a bow in
her hair and mud on her trousers.
There is a pause, which reminds Florence of the
space between heartbeats. She holds her breath.
“Is that near Vancouver?”
“No.” she turns away and pulls out her book. She
cuts a slice of world for herself with sharply divided
pages and aggressive font.
Florence likes setting her watch to a new time,
arranging complicated long distance phone calls
which put her in two places at once, on either side
of the sun; in these moments she is powerful, she has
tricked the earth; she is the ultimate prankster.
Florence hates moving her watch out of one pool
of time and into another, forcing her body into an
alien rhythm; dropped long distance phone calls and
shaky internet connections. Florence never lands.
The screen is flashing that soon she should go to
her gate. Gate 43. Soon, she will board again. She will
fly into insignificance and painful measurements. She
will board.
But for now, Florence is still in that liminal space
between worlds. She is suspended in time; she is her
own zone, filling it with full, deep breaths and long,
straight hair. Florence holds her breath. She takes up
space; she expands. She hangs there, like a dust mote
or dandelion seed. She hangs.

No One Can See
Your Soul
VA N ESSA FARNSWO RT H

The first time was difficult.
Almost impossible.
Kelly’s parents were fighting.
Over money, the car, her grandmother.
Then suddenly Kelly was invisible.
There was nothing between her and the air but her soul.
And no one can see your soul.
Not her shouting mother.
Not her crying father.
Not the gold pen on the table by the front door.
She touched it, then clasped it, then pulled it away.
She watched herself do this.
And then she knew.
No one can see your soul except for yourself.
But she had to move slowly or her soul would flash.
And someone would see the flash.
That was the first rule.
It was the rules that made it difficult.
It was the rules that Kelly had to learn.
To test until they became obvious.
But only to her.
The second time was easier.
Her father had taken her to the neighbour’s.
The neighbour and her father were arguing over the type of
fence they were going to build between them.
Then, between two breaths, Kelly’s body was gone.
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VA N E S S A FA R N S W O R T H

It was a watch she took this time.
A paperweight, a can opener, a Christmas ornament.
Slowly.
Steadily.
Then Kelly learned another rule.
She was invisible, but her treasures were not.
She had to apologize.
And give her treasures back.
In future she would hide them at
the far end of the attic.
No one would ever find them there.
Until that day.
There was a crack in the ceiling.
At the far end of the living room.
It was as long as her middle finger.
Her hand.
Her entire arm.
Kelly’s father saw it, too.
He watched it creep across the dull white until
one day it moved him from his chair.
He pushed up the trapdoor.
He saw Kelly’s treasures.
He must have.
Kelly was two blocks away and running fast.
Her breath was huge.
And she was still visible.
Too visible to survive.
She ducked behind a dumpster and
willed her body gone.
It worked, but it got cold.
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Eventually she had to go home.
No one said anything.
Her mother didn’t shout.
Her father didn’t cry.
The trapdoor was closed.
The crack was plastered over.
She waited.
And then she remembered.
She’d forgotten to make herself visible again.
She considered it.
Then she took a spoon.
She opened the attic and tossed it in.
Then she sat on the sofa and waited some more.
She waited for years.
She waited a lifetime.
She never stopped making herself invisible.
She never stopped gathering treasure.
She never stopped waiting.
And no one ever confronted her.
No one ever said a thing.
Not her parents.
Not her husband.
Not even her children.
They never mentioned the things she’d taken.
Or that she could make herself invisible.
They had no idea.
Because no one could see her soul.
Except for her.
Kelly’s sure of that now.
It’s the only thing she’s ever been sure of.
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Madhur Anand is a professor of ecology. Her first collection of poems will be published in 2015 with Wolsak &
Wynn. * Barbara Black is a Victoria poetry, fiction, and non-fiction writer whose work has appeared in CV2, FreeFall,
and Island Writer. * Lara Bozabalian is a teacher, artist, and writer. Her poetry has recently appeared in Prairie Fire,
The Nashwa’ak Review, The Dalhousie Review, and TNQ. * A Hungarian Canadian writer, Rita Bozi earned 3rd
place for creative non-fiction in This Magazine’s Great Canadian Literary Hunt. Her play 52 Pick Up is translated
into Icelandic and French. * Sue Chenette, a classical pianist as well as a poet, is an editor for Brick Books and the
author of Slender Human Weight (Guernica Editions, 2009) and The Bones of His Being (Guernica Editions, 2012).
* S.D. Chrostowska is the author of Permission (Dalkey Archive Press, 2013), Literature on Trial (Univ. of Toronto
Press, 2012), and short pieces in U.S., Canadian and U.K. literary journals. * Kerry Clare is a National Magazine
Award-nominated writer, and editor of the essay anthology The M Word: Conversations about Motherhood. * Sharon
Ellis lives in Needham, Mass. She is working on her second novel, The McCarthy Paradox. * Anagrams for Susan
Elmslie include the apologia Emails Unless, the vanity licence plate Sensual Smile and the headline Lean Sues Slim.
www.susanelmslie.org. * Christopher Evans lives in Vancouver, B.C. with his wife and newborn daughter. His work
has appeared in Grain, The Canary Press, and The Garden Statuary. * Vanessa Farnsworth is the author of Rain on a
Distant Roof: A Personal Journey Through Lyme Disease in Canada. Her writing has been published in dANDelion, The
Dalhousie Review, filling Station, and The New Quarterly. * Chris Gilmore is pursuing an MA in English and Creative
Writing at the University of Toronto. He writes fiction, plays and screenplays. * Author of 22 books, Beth Goobie is
on a Saskatchewan Arts Board writing grant for poetry and lives in Saskatoon. * Amanda Jernigan is the author of
Groundwork: poems (Biblioasis, 2011) and All the Daylight Hours (Cormorant, 2013). Her latest book is on the poetry
of Peter Sanger, forthcoming from Frog Hollow Press. * Adan Jerreat-Poole holds an MA in English literature from
the University of Waterloo and a PG certificate in creative writing from the University of Newcastle, U.K. * Former
TNQ board chair Bruce Johnstone has been reading with the fiction editors since 2009. If you have a short, dynamic
story published in TNQ, you have Bruce to thank. * Joseph Kidney is a student at McGill University where he serves
as poetry editor for Scrivener Creative Review. * Andrew MacDonald won a Western Magazine Award for Fiction,
is nominated for the Pushcart Prize, and was a finalist for the Journey Prize. He lives in Toronto and New England.
* Laurie MacFayden is a visual artist whose debut poetry collection, White Shirt, was shortlisted for the Lambda
Literary awards. Kissing Keeps Us Afloat, will be released in September 2014. She lives in Edmonton. * “Interference,”
by Saskatoon-area writer Dave Margoshes, is part of a new collection, God Telling a Joke and Other Stories, out this
spring. * Susan Olding’s writing appears in literary journals across Canada and the US. Susan is also TNQ’s only twotime In-house Edna winner. * Chad Pelley has received more than 10 awards for fiction. He founded Salty Ink and
runs The Overcast: Newfoundland’s Arts & Culture Magazine. * Liza Potvin is the author of Cougarman Percy Dewar
(Trafford, 2005), and Dog Days (with Carol Matthews) (Louise Hamilton, 2009). She teaches at Vancouver Island
University in Nanaimo, B.C. * Tamar Rubin is a resident physician in pediatrics in Edmonton. When the snow
melts, she will be moving to Winnipeg for good. * Currently poetry editor for Cormorant Books, Robyn Sarah has
published nine poetry collections. Biblioasis will publish her next, My Shoes Are Killing Me, in spring 2015. She lives
in Montreal. * Josh Stewart’s most recent work has appeared in The New Quarterly, The Antigonish Review, Prairie
Fire, and CV2. * Shelley Wood is a Vancouver-born writer and journalist whose nonfiction work examines how not
to die of heart disease. She lives in Kelowna, B.C. * Kirsteen MacLeod is a vata-deranged yoga teacher in Kingston,
Ont. Her poems appear in CV2, The Malahat Review and Literary Review of Canada.
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The New Quarterly, as always, is grateful to the institutions and individuals who support our work: to St. Jerome’s
University which houses us; to the University of Waterloo in conjunction with the Ontario Student Assistance
Program for paying our student interns; to St. Jacob’s Printery for services various; to our Board of Directors and
our many volunteers extraordinaire, both in the editorial ranks and in the office; to Savio Wong and Carolyn &
Bill Pegg for countless hours spent organizing and running charity bingo sessions on our behalf; to the funders
of our contest prizes—the late Edna Staebler, the family of Nick Blatchford, and the English Department at St.
Jerome’s University; to our funders at the national, provincial, and municipal level (listed on our masthead); and
to the many readers, friends, and family who have made donations in the last year:
Caroline Adderson, Veronica Austen, Heather Barclay, Norman Barrett, Brian Bartlett, Anna Beard,
Deborah Black, Mark & Mary Lee Blatchford, Stephanie Bolster, Ronald Calce, Pauline Carey, Barb Carter
(in memory of Peter Hinchcliffe), Andrea Chappell, Robert & Gaiyle Connolly, Gail Corning, Richard
Crispin, Charles Crockford, Alannah D’Ailly, Joe Davies, Evelyn Dekker, Mary Dever, Thelma Davidson,
Stephanie Dayes, Mary Ertel, Nancy Forde, Cynthia Flood, Keath Fraser, Sarah Haney, Fred Heimbeker,
Clare Hitchens, Dale Huber, Ronald Javitch, Jaye Jenkins, Kim & Ed Jernigan, Bruce Johnstone, Lauren
Judge, Denoja Kankesan, Anthony Kirby, Amanda Knapp, Frederick Kraenzel, Theron Kramer, Melissa
Krone, Anya Lomako, Lysnes Magreehan Wealth Management, Colette Maitland, Lisa Martin DeMoor,
Louise MacCallum & Michael Barnstijn, Pamela Mulloy, Anna Muss, Catherine Muss, Vladimir Nicolas,
Susan Olding, Senta Ross, Lenore Rowntree, Emily Shultz, Susan Scott, Debbie Sturzbecher, Rea Tarvydas,
Mary Thaler, The Stonefields Foundation, Alister Thomas, Raymond Valcourt, Jean Van Loon, Christine
Vodden, Logan Walsh, Ross Wells & Judy Stevens-Wells, Thomas Wilhelm, Jean Wilson, Tiffany Winton,
Doug Woodley, Peter Woolstencroft, and those who wish that their donation remain anonymous.
All donations are gratefully received and go to support our publishing program. You may make your taxdeductible charitable donation on-line (tnq.ca/donations) or drop a cheque in the mail.
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DEADLINE

FOR ENTRIES

MAY 15, 2014

FICTION
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OR SEND ENTRIES TO:

Lush Triumphant c/o subTerrain Magazine, PO Box 3008, MPO, Vancouver, BC V6B 3X5
MORE INFO:

subter@portal.ca

The winning entries in each category will receive a $750 cash prize (plus payment for publication) and
will be published in our Winter ’14 issue. First runner-up in each category will receive a $250 cash prize
and be published in our Spring 2015 issue. All entries MUST be previously unpublished material and not
currently under consideration in any other contest or competition. Entries will NOT be returned (so
keep a copy for yourself). Results of the competition will be announced in the 2014 Summer/Fall issue
of subTerrain magazine. All entrants receive a complimentary one-year subscription to subTerrain.

---- ENTRY FEE:
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PER ENTRY ----

INCLUDES A ONE-YEAR SUBTERRAIN SUBSCRIPTION!
YOU MAY SUBMIT AS MANY ENTRIES IN
AS MAN Y CATEGO RIES AS YO U LIK E

Reading Service for Writers
If you are a new writer, or a writer
with a troublesome manuscript,
EVENT’s Reading Service for Writers
may be just what you need.
Manuscripts will be edited by one of EVENT’s
editors and receive an assessment of 7001000 words, focusing on such aspects of craft
as voice, structure, rhythm and point of view.
Eligible manuscripts include short fiction and creative
non-fiction under 5,000 words, or up to eight pieces of
poetry. The assessment will arrive in four to eight weeks.
EVENT’s Reading Service for Writers costs $100 (pay
online, or by cheque or international money order). You’ll
also receive a one-year subscription (or renewal) so you
can check out EVENT’s award-winning mix of writing.
Email:

event@douglascollege.ca

Phone:

604-527-5293

Mail:

EVENT
PO Box 2503
New Westminster, BC
V3L 5B2 Canada
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CASH PRIZES!

1ST PRIZE $1,250
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THE BANFF CENTRE BLISS
CARMAN POETRY AWARD*
(1, 2 or 3 poems per entry,
max. 150 lines per entry)

Judge: Jon Paul Fiorentino
SHORT FICTION

(one story per entry,
max. 10,000 words)

Judge: Elisabeth de Mariaffi
CREATIVE NON-FICTION
(one essay per entry,
max. 5,000 words)

Judge: Wayne Grady

DEADLINE: POSTMARKED
NOV. 30, 2014
Complete guidelines for all
contests at www.prairiefire.ca
For inquiries: prfire@mts.net

423-100 Arthur St.
Winnipeg, MB R3B 1H3
Ph: (204) 943-9066
www.prairiefire.ca

CONTEST WINNERS AND HONOURABLE MENTIONS
WILL BE PUBLISHED IN PRAIRIE FIRE MAGAZINE
Fee: $32 per entry, which includes a complimentary
one-year subscription to Prairie Fire.
*The Poetry first prize is donated in part by The Banff Centre,
who will also award a jeweller-cast replica of poet Bliss
Carman’s silver and turquoise ring to the first-prize winner.
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