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            Foreword

            by Irenosen Okojie

         

         Through her remarkable, uniquely strange tales, Rachel Ingalls subverts the expectations of storytelling within modern consciousness. Mrs Caliban, a perfect example of this, is a novella that sits in the gaps. Clever in its ability to encompass the fullness of a novel, yet possessing, through its vividly condensed world, the artfulness one finds in the best short stories, Ingalls moves beyond the limits of form with a lightness of touch. It is a hallucinatory vision anchored by the trials and tribulations of everyday  people, mining the disintegration of a marriage within the suffocating constraints of American suburbia with nuance and originality. Here, the mundane and the otherworldly coalesce in a dev astating tale of mythic proportions with a feminist slant.

         The long-suffering protagonist is Dorothy Caliban, a lonely housewife living a lacklustre life in a middling California suburb. Trapped in an unhappy marriage to an unfaithful businessman, grieving the death of her young son and the aching loss of her baby, she languishes in purgatory. It is a sad, predictable existence – an often-endless loop of household chores and quietly numbing boredom – until one day, suddenly and rather gloriously, her life takes a dramatic turn:

         
            And she was halfway across the checked linoleum floor of her nice safe kitchen when the screen door opened and a gigantic six-foot-seven-inch frog-like creature shouldered its way into the house and stood stock-still in front of her, crouching slightly, and staring straight at her face.

         

         That this majestic invasion from an amphibian man is delivered so matter-of-factly shows Ingalls’s level of confidence in her ability to traverse realms, bringing them to life with spare, richly imagined details. We are utterly transported, wholly invested in this new possibility for Dorothy.

         But their union is not without difficulties. Dorothy learns from the radio that Larry is dangerous. He assures her this is incorrect; his fleeing from the Institute for Oceanographic Research was an act of self-preservation. The scientists who abducted him from the Gulf of Mexico were heartless men who tortured him repeatedly as part of their secret experiments. Escaping them was a necessary action to save himself. By sharing Larry’s backstory, Ingalls expertly creates the context for their union. These are two traumatised individuals, broken by the harsh hands life has dealt them. They find solace and comfort in each other, as well as the dizzying high of their coupling (under the noses of their clueless neighbours). And as Dorothy hides Larry in a secret nook of her home while the hunt for him ensues, the perilous position they find themselves in – the risks of their relationship – imbues their dynamic with a sense of urgency.

         There is a streak of caustic humour in the writing, which is tonally upbeat despite the circumstances. Ingalls balances the bleaker aspects of the story through the sense of wonder she conjures between Dorothy and Larry, even in seemingly ordinary interactions:

         
            ‘My skin is strong,’ he said. He lifted her hand from where she had been wiping the tabletop and placed the hand on his arm. He rubbed it from high up near his shoulder down to his wrist. She was shocked and pleased. Long after her hand was away from him, it seemed to remember the feel of his arm: warm, smooth and muscled.

         

         Ingalls exploits B-horror movie tropes of the animal– monster relationship, skewering them to play with the reader; Mrs Caliban is reminiscent of Creature from the Black Lagoon, King Kong, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and the films of David Lynch. The kitsch campness of the premise (a woman falling for an amphibian) never fails to bring forth a smile or provide a burst of joy. Yet we are invested in this fantastical tale because she cunningly marries the surreal with the everyday. Dorothy and Larry’s take on domesticity is filled with inevitably humdrum, recognisable details that make their bubble of life-building together plausible. Larry spends his time listening to music, watching TV and helping Dorothy clean the house. But the threat of society’s machinations slowly encroaching proves problematic. Past sufferings loom large for both characters, threatening their desire to find happiness.

         Throughout, we are conscious of this high-wire act: this space where the future is suspended while the present seems increasingly perilous. Dorothy and Larry’s ‘outsiderness’ – through their coming together – means that other than inside the house, there is no safe place for them. Larry can hide, yet he cannot avoid the psychological toll posed by the imminent danger of being man-hunted. Dorothy also lives with the burden of their shameful affair being discovered. These tensions infiltrate their union insidiously and both characters retreat to the past to find comfort. Mrs Caliban speaks to the ways in which the pain of individual histories lingers in the present, crippling us emotionally. In this sense, the story is a very human meditation on loss: the quiet devastation of what could have been.

         The subtle exploration of mental health is an undercurrent running through this novella. Perhaps Larry is a figment of Dorothy’s imagination, a form of escapism from the drudgery and the sheer ordinariness of life – a situation which will resonate with many women, as she is a sympathetic character whose malaise feels real. In her longing to experience happiness again, would it be so wrong to create this amphibian, this robustly alive creature to fall in love with? Or to hear voices from the radio reassuring her that everything will work out? The beauty of this ambiguity is that it adds even more emotional depth to the interiority of a fascinating character. Indeed, the feminist impulse in Ingalls’s fiction explores the constraints that patriarchal society imposes on women while depicting their willingness to compromise with these forces. Whether their succumbing shows the bleak inevitability of women being in reactive positions or still having some agency through their defiant decisions remains part of a larger conversation on feminism. In Mrs Caliban, Dorothy’s choice to explore a secret relationship with an amphibian man is a railing against the status quo. She refuses to be resigned to her lot – the widely accepted sentiment that women are often expected to see marriage as the pinnacle of their existence, whether it is an unhappy union or not. This act of resistance, a decision to listen to her own desires, is partly why Mrs Caliban is such a radical text.

         Born in May 1940 in Boston, Rachel Ingalls wrote eleven books in total. Despite her novellas and short stories being much admired, she remains in obscurity. This self-effacing author never sought the limelight, choosing in stead to channel her energies into absorbing and learning as much as possible from other mediums and artists. Her most important literary influence was Grimms’ Fairy Tales, which she read often as a child. She loved radio plays, as well as attending the cinema, theatre and opera (her favourite was La traviata). What was clear was a passion for storytelling in all forms, which she incorporated into her fiction.

         Ingalls’s singular aesthetic has an assortment of influences that make it its own distinctive entity: Gothic symphony, suburban horror, warped fable, avant-garde cinematic ode. There is a sense of menace to her stories: like small sinkholes, they glimmer then elude us. As we peel away the layers of her vividly rendered worlds, something altogether nightmarish is revealed underneath. Ingalls’s themes of love, repression, society’s constraints and the past’s ability to distort characters in surprising – sometimes grotesque – ways underpin many of her stories. It is to her credit that even when some of these characters are ruthlessly violent to preserve themselves, her nuanced portrayal ensures their motives are never simplistic. Larry’s violent past crimes – his killings of the scientists who held him hostage, for example – contrast with the tender, humorous, curious creature he is alone, willingly learning about the society that imprisoned him. And Ingalls clearly has a desire to toy with modern society’s smugness about its own often imperfect moral compass.

         First published in the UK in 1982, Mrs Caliban went on to receive critical acclaim. In 1986, it was selected by the British Book Marketing Council as one of the twenty best post-war American novels. It has quietly influenced and been championed by many cultural juggernauts: Guillermo del Toro’s film The Shape of Water, for one, with admirers such as Marlon James, Ursula K. Le Guin and John Updike, among others. But it is uniquely its own incomparable entity and deserves a much wider readership. Mrs Caliban is a wondrously peculiar fable which should invigorate our appetites for provocative stories that beguile, provoke and show that the world around us is never quite what it seems.
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         Fred forgot three things in a row before he reached the front door on his way to work. Then he remembered that he had wanted to take the paper with him. Dorothy didn’t bother to say that she hadn’t finished with it yet herself. She just went back and brought it to him. He dithered for a few more minutes, patting his pockets and wondering whether he ought to take an umbrella. She told him the answers to all his questions and slipped in several more of her own: would he need the umbrella if he had the car, did he really think it felt like rain? If his car had that funny noise, couldn’t he take the bus instead, and had he found the other umbrella yet? It must be at the office somewhere; it was a nice telescoping one and she suggested that someone else had walked off with it.

         They had run through a similar litany many times before. It was almost as though Fred needed the set words of this ritual to keep him steady at the beginning of days which held some test for him, something he was nervous about.

         ‘I may be back late tonight,’ he said. ‘Something about – I don’t know yet, but I’ll call from the office. OK?’

         ‘Sure. All right.’

         She stood by the door while he went out and down the front walk. He didn’t look back. And, of course, he hadn’t kissed her goodbye for years. This was the same way that affair of his with the publicity girl had started: staying late at the office. Maybe. Or perhaps it was genuine, but she couldn’t tell anything about him any longer.

         She made the beds, vacuumed, washed and dressed, and was at the kitchen sink doing the dishes when she looked over at the radio and thought about turning it on. It was a large, dark brown old-fashioned set, the kind that looked like a 1930s Gothic cathedral.

         For the past three weeks she had been hearing things on the programmes that couldn’t possibly be real. The first time was during a commercial for cake-mix and the woman’s voice had said in a perfectly ordinary tone (just like the rest of the ad), ‘Don’t worry, Dorothy, you’ll have another baby all right. All you need to do is relax and stop worrying about it. It’s guaranteed.’ And then the voice had gone straight back into the cake-mix that couldn’t fail.

         She hadn’t thought she was going crazy, not straight away. She believed it was just her own thoughts forcing themselves into the low-pitched sounds and their insistent rhythm. But, the next day she had heard a story on a news programme about a chicken that could play the violin – ‘the Heifetz of the hen-coops’, the bird had been called – and later found out through friends that that item had not been heard by other people who had evidently been tuned in to the same spot on the dial.

         Well, then. It was an old radio, after all. A very old radio. Surely it was possible that the sound waves were getting mixed up, or something like that. Some kind of static or interference which made no particular irritating noise but just cut in and blended with the general tone of the programme it collided with. Dorothy did not set the sound very high, since she only wanted the noise to be in the background, to keep her from brooding but not from thinking. She had now taken to turning the sound up higher when she heard something unusual, and she honestly couldn’t see where the original programme was cut or faded and the other one joined in. The voices sounded precisely similar, only the tone was somehow altered and meant specially for her.

         She still didn’t think she was going crazy. However, she was now apprehensive about turning the machine on. Once the talk or music began, she became happy and relaxed. Only at the moments when she realized that one of the special announcements was in progress would she feel a thrill of expectation and mild alarm. What she did not want to hear was anything more about having a baby, or about her and Fred, and their marriage. So far, that first announcement had been the only personal one. Still, there might be others. She had not told anyone about hearing them, least of all Fred. Of course not.

         She stood with one hand on the faucet and looked across to the radio. This was the hour when she could tune in to the foreign stations and hear classical music without static.

         She crossed to the radio and switched it on, catching a symphony in the middle of an expanding ladder of big chords. She began to hum and turned on the water at the sink. The orchestra soared and crashed its way to a finale which was going to be really tremendous – there were even introductory drum-rolls – and then it all seemed to dim off and a voice, even and distinct, said:

         
      Ladies and gentlemen, we interrupt this programme to make the following announcement to all citizens in the area. Early this morning, keepers at the Jefferson Institute for Oceanographic Research were attacked by a creature captured six months ago by Professor William Dexter on his South American expedition. The creature, known to the popular press by its nickname ‘Aquarius the Monsterman’, appears from intensive scientific analysis to be a giant lizard-like animal capable of living both underwater and on dry land for extended periods. It is also highly dangerous, as this morning’s tragic events all too clearly bear witness, for two of the Institute’s employees, keeper John Kelsoe and Dr Dennis Wachter, were found dead and horribly mutilated near the animal’s empty cage. When Aquarius was first installed in the Institute, it was hoped that he might prove an attraction for students from all over the country, but the scientists assigned to study his habits agreed that there was a great danger that contact with large numbers of people might expose him to contagious diseases which, although harmless to the human race, might be fatal to his mysteriously different physiology. And, they added, he was possessed of incredible strength and should be considered extremely dangerous, especially if roused to one of his furies. This warning has now proved tragically correct, as only the loved ones of these two men can know – these two who died while loyally and bravely carrying out the rigorous duties of searchers after knowledge. We underline this warning to everyone in the area: this animal is violent and should on no account be approached. If you see him, phone the police immediately. Repeat: the monsterman is dangerous.
    

         For a moment, Dorothy had thought that the bulletin about Aquarius was one of her special announcements. But it couldn’t be. Her special voices never lasted long and had a soft, close, dreamlike quality, heard in the ear as though they emanated from the organ itself instead of outside it. This tirade had been spoken in the usual emotionally heightened drone of the salesman advertiser.

         If Scotty had lived, she would now be telephoning to the school to let them know that she’d be picking him up herself in the afternoon on account of the warning. Even though he would be a grown boy by now; how old? He had died under an ordinary anaesthetic given before a simple appendectomy, and afterwards all anyone could say in explanation was ‘individual reaction’, ‘unsuspected allergy’ and ‘drug sensitivity’. And, a few months later, she lost the baby. That was the point where things began to change with Fred. The first blow had stunned them both, but the second had turned them away from each other. Each subtly blamed the other while feeling resentment, fury and guilt at the idea that a similar unjust censure was radiating from the opposite side. Then, it became easier to sweep everything under the carpet; they were too exhausted to do anything else. And so it went on: silences, separateness, the despair of thinking out conversations that they knew would be hopeless. Long before he was unfaithful, he decided on the single beds. They were both having trouble sleeping and would wake at different times. And, after all, it wasn’t as though for the moment they were making any use of being in the same bed. She knew it was the end when he said that, but she didn’t have the strength to do anything about it. He couldn’t have had much strength either, or they would have been divorced by now. Sweep everything under the rug for long enough, and you have to move right out of the house.

         At ten past eleven the telephone rang and Fred told her that the car – his famous, lovingly cared-for old car – had broken down again, that he was going to be late, and that he might be bringing someone back for supper. Just a snack, because they had to talk something over.

         ‘Find out if he’s a vegetarian or some kind of health-food freak, will you?’ Dorothy said. ‘I’m not serving a steak to somebody who’s going to scream his magic mantra at me.’

         ‘No, he isn’t. Just anything. Beer and sandwiches.’

         ‘Oh no, I’ll give you something hot. But if you don’t say right now what you want me to get in, it’s going to be spaghetti bolognese and a salad. And ice cream.’

         ‘That sounds fine. See you,’ he said, and hung up, long before she had expected him to. It left her feeling slightly upset and annoyed, first with him and then with herself.

         She changed into her leotard and did her exercises in the spare bedroom. She did the regular dance exercises, not the ones you were supposed to do just to keep yourself in shape. She started without music and then brought the radio in and turned it on.

         She liked being in the guest room, which had never held a guest. It was really meant for storing trunks or furniture. The one they used for guests was much larger. She had painted this one herself and put up curtains. There was already a bed, and a bathroom next door. Originally they had thought it would be a playroom for the children, which would have been convenient, since it was on the ground floor. Two or three of Scotty’s toys were still in the bottom drawer of one of the dressers. Fred wouldn’t go near the place. He probably thought it was still full of garden furniture and the croquet set and other things that Dorothy had moved when Mr Mendoza built the outdoor shed for them.

         She was in the middle of what she thought of as a Swan Lake gesture when the music slowed down and a low voice from the radio said very faintly so that she could only just make out the words: ‘It’s all right, Dorothy. It’s going to be all right.’

         She stood up straight and found that she was covered with sweat. The music ran on as it had before. She went into the bathroom and stripped, stood under a short burst of water from the shower, changed her clothes, washed the sweat out of the leotard and hung it over the curtain rail.

         She drove into town and bought some mushrooms and meat and cheese. In the supermarket someone took a flying run at her shopping wagon and crashed into her. It was her friend Estelle, who said, ‘OK, lady, your insurance company owes my insurance company four million bucks. And you’re never going to drive in this supermarket again.’

         ‘Road hog, road hog,’ Dorothy chanted, laughing. She pushed back. A girl at the check-out counter looked over at them as though they might be damaging the merchandise.

         Whenever she was with Estelle, Dorothy became louder, more childish and happier than when she was with anyone else. Estelle drew forth other people’s subversive instincts. The very first time they had met, they had ended up in Estelle’s kitchen, drinking a whole bottle of sherry at two in the afternoon and telling each other their sad lives, which sounded so hopeless that they finally burst out laughing and couldn’t stop for minutes. They had been friends ever since.

         ‘Come on back for a cup of coffee?’ Estelle asked.

         ‘I’d love to, but it’s got to be quick. Fred’s bringing somebody back from the office.’

         ‘And you’re scurrying around to fulfil all your wifely obligations. My God, I don’t miss that.’

         ‘You’re kidding. They’re getting spaghetti and they can like it.’

         They were comparing recipes for meat sauce when a figure like a huge doll came trotting down one of the aisles. It was female, dressed in a sort of drum-majorette’s outfit, and carried a tray with a band that went around the back of the neck. Long curls bushed out from under a species of military hat composed of metallic-painted cardboard, red glitterdust, and side rosettes. The tray was covered with tiny squares of cheese, from the centre of each one of which a toothpick rose straight into the air.

         ‘Ladies, can we interest you in today’s special bargain?’ the girl began, and launched into a rapid sales-spiel which was almost entirely free of expressive inflection. Estelle, to stop her, reached out for one of the toothpicks and after a minute pause, during which Dorothy feared she might shove the piece of cheese into the girl’s mouth, popped it into her own. But the voice went on and on, apparently unconnected with the girl’s drooping gaze and scarcely moving lips. Her eyes actually looked as if she had temporarily absented herself from the Earth and were seeing from the distance of another planet. She turned her face towards one and then the other of them while her voice mentioned Swiss, American and French cheeses.

         ‘What’s it like?’ Dorothy whispered.

         ‘I’ll tell you when I’ve finished chewing,’ Estelle said, pretending to have a difficult time breaking down the cheese.

         The girl thrust her tray at Dorothy.

         ‘Um, no thank you.’

         ‘There’s no obligation to buy.’

         ‘Well, I’m afraid I’ve just bought the cheese I needed.’

         ‘This one’s on special offer.’ It was an accusation. She offered the tray more forcefully. Dorothy took a small step backwards. The girl advanced.

         ‘Parmesan,’ Dorothy said hurriedly. ‘It’s the only kind that goes with what I’m fixing for supper. What’s that like, Estelle?’

         ‘Try it yourself,’ the salesgirl put in.

         ‘Bland and boring, with an over-taste of plastic, like a processed cheese.’

         ‘This is not a processed cheese,’ the girl spoke up in her clearly enunciating machine-like voice. ‘This cheese is made from the finest—’

         ‘OK, OK.’

         Dorothy asked, ‘Have you sold much of it today? I mean, more than if they just put up a sign on the cheese counter?’

         ‘You’ll have to ask the publicity co-ordinator about that. I don’t have the sales figures.’

         The girl did an about-face and tripped down the aisle again. Estelle said, ‘You wonder what they do to them. Not a giggle, not a reaction, not a sign of life. And so young too.’

         ‘Processed, like the cheese. I had to do it once in the Christmas rush. You know, some people would stand there and listen to you repeat the same thing five times over.’

         ‘What were you selling?’

         ‘Oh, some special kind of kerchief that wasn’t basically any different from any other kind. All the ways you could tie it. Silly, of course. There are only two ways you can tie a scarf to make it stay on if there’s a wind blowing.’

         ‘Look, there she is again.’

         Dorothy turned and saw a cheese-selling majorette bearing down on them.

         ‘No, it’s another one just like her.’

         ‘Good day, ladies. Can we interest you in our special cheese-of-the-day offer? This cheese, blended from the finest ingredients—’

         ‘Oh, thanks very much, but—’

         ‘Sorry, kid. Your friend just beat you to the draw,’ Estelle told her. ‘I hope you don’t get commission or anything.’

         ‘Thank you anyway,’ Dorothy said. The girl swung around and went in search of other customers.

         Estelle said, ‘If she’s got any brains, she’ll duck behind a corner and eat up half her little pieces of cheese, so they’ll think she’s a wonderful salesgirl.’

         ‘In a place like this, they’re probably X-rayed for the toothpicks before they’re allowed to go home. Have you ever seen so many tilted mirrors and hidden cameras?’

         ‘Gives me the creeps. Really. It’s a Presbyterian’s dream come true – you know. God sees it all, He’s watching you no matter where you are and what you’re doing.’

         ‘I bet He’s really out in the kitchen getting a beer out of the icebox.’

         ‘Will you look, can you believe it? There’s another one.’

         A third salesgirl came skipping towards them. This time they tried to dodge her and for the first time noticed some sign of life in the girl, as the excitement of the hunt propelled her forward after them, chin up, eyes flashing hopefully. They were nearly at the cash registers when she caught up with them. Dorothy explained before Estelle could say something smart.

         On their way to the parking lot, Dorothy said, ‘After all, I’m sure somebody’s been drumming it into them that this is a challenge, and forcing that stuff on people is some kind of shining goal.’

         ‘Soldiers for processed cheesedom – ugh. Coming back for coffee?’

         ‘All right, but a quick one.’

         Estelle drove in front. She went slowly because Dorothy was a careful driver who tended to become jumpy if rushed. Estelle, in contrast, was a natural speeder with superb reactions but a habit of looking for risks, especially if she thought she could teach another driver a lesson. It was only a matter of luck that she hadn’t yet been in a serious accident or, at the very least, sued.

         When they were sitting in Estelle’s kitchen, Dorothy suddenly thought that she’d rather have tea, but was over-ruled by Estelle, who was proud of her coffee. Not only did she grind up the beans in a special machine, she bought the beans when they were still white, and roasted them herself.

         They stopped talking while the machine was on. Estelle held her hand tight on the lid, which had a tiny nick at the side and if left alone would twist around and fly off. The sound was like a buzz saw, but didn’t last long. Estelle poured the coffee into a paper filter and began to drip boiling water over it.

         ‘Listen, Dorothy, let me tell you. You know Jeanie Cranston? Every once in a while they still have me over to meet some unattached creep. That’s just an excuse. It’s really to pump me about what I’m doing for the studio; glamorous snippets, names to drop with other people – you know. But I like to see Josh just to bat around old times.’

         ‘Sure, I know. Josh was nice.’

         ‘“Don’t you dare come help in the kitchen,” she says. “You stay there and keep what’s-his-name, this creep, company.” Rodge. But she’d left a plate and I forget what I wanted to ask her, but I picked up this plate and started off for the kitchen. She’d just switched on her coffee grinder – we could hear it from the table; I went through the swing door, and there was the coffee grinder screaming away empty, and there was Jeanie, spooning instant coffee into eight cups. Jesus. I mean, who’s she kidding? I guess it’s part of the sickness. All she ever talks about is how poor she is. They’ve got a yacht now. Not a big one, but, Christ, a yacht is a yacht. They charter it out when they’re not using it. And the complaints about how hard it is to juggle all your taxes legally, their little place in the country, the apartment they’re thinking of buying – they can rent that out, too; I should be so poor. Well. Actually, what really bothered me was Joshua.’
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