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            1. INVOCATIO

            (calling on the muse)

         

         Sing, O Goddess, of the fury of Dyann Brooks-Morriss, teller of unbearable truths. O sing of the rage that kindled one young woman’s heart and the next until it drove us together from our homes, battlethirsty, into the secret places of the enemy. Sing how the young men scattered and fled as before the thunderbolt that lashes the sky. The storm is not appeased until the green leaves are torn from the trees, until even the great pines are uprooted from the mountainsides and lie down for the shipwright’s axe. It does not stop until bodies are rent and scattered as easymeat for curs and crows.

         
            *

         

         I receive two bits of news less than thirty minutes apart:

         It is eleven thirty in the morning, September 20, 2010. Here on the eighteenth storey the sun trampolines off Lake Ontario and strikes both the floor and ceiling. I’ve just made my breakfast, squinting against the glare on the kettle, and I am back at my desk in the bedroom with the blackout drapes pulled tight. I am pretending to work, but the image I’ve got open in Photoshop on my monitor screens is not for work. It’s an arrangement of hydrangea and coneflower in a tarnished silver vase. They are two images, in fact, shot at two slightly different exposures. I am toggling back and forth, fiddling with saturation levels, when the first news arrives. It’s an email message from Annabeth Lise with the subject line Karen I am so so sorry. Her nanny’s mother has died in the Philippines.

         I scroll through three quarters of Annabeth’s frantic, rambling message before I grasp her point. Her point is the International Conference on Lifestyle Photography, three days away: she is so, so sorry but there is just no way she can swing it; I will have to give our ‘Domestic Dreams’ presentation on my own; she could send me what she’s written so far but it’s so rough at this stage; I’m so good on my feet that she knows it’ll go great; the photos are the best part of these things anyway, right? Annabeth really is so sorry.

         She owes me big-time, she says.

         I delete the message and stumble out of the bedroom. Sun-blinded, heart racing, I pace a few lengths of the kitchen and living/dining room. I have never been to a conference before. I’m fairly sure I made that clear to Annabeth when she asked me to go with her. I am no writer, certainly not a public speaker. All I was supposed to do was cue the slideshow.

         If all this blood is your blood you’ll be dead soon. If not not. This is what runs through my mind when Jen Swinburn calls me – twenty-four minutes later – to give me the second piece of news: that Stephanie McNamara has passed away. As I sit there on the phone at my desk in my office in my apartment in Toronto, with my feet in slippers and with the taste of cheddar-on-toast on my tongue, I do not think of poor Steph at all but of myself. If all this blood – it’s a memory.

         I look up and, on the heels of the memory, I spot the detail I’ve been searching for in the twin images on my screens. An overripe melon lies next to the tarnished vase, its seeds sliding onto the tabletop. The tabletop itself is scarred like a butcher’s block, and there is a divot at the spot where the seeds are oozing against the wood. The light meets the slime and slows down, bends, pools. A tiny wrinkle in the visual plane.

         On the phone Jen says she had access to my phone number because she’s on the Alumni Relations Board. We small-talk a bit: I say I enjoyed that piece she wrote a few years ago for the alumni magazine about journalism after 9/11. She says she saw my byline in Covet My Home while on a cruise with her in-laws and couldn’t help googling, and ‘who would have thought a militant anarcha-feminist like yourself would end up employed in the Martha Stewart sector, ha ha’.

         And then she tells me about Steph. She received the notice at the alumni office. ‘I remembered you two were close, but I didn’t know if you’d still be in touch,’ she says. ‘It’s just not the kind of thing you’d want to read in the back of an alumni bulletin.’

         ‘Are you calling anyone else?’ I ask. It isn’t quite the right question. It sounds like I think Jen has been nosy or presumptuous. I try to fix it: ‘I mean, in case you need updated contact info for anyone.’ Not that I would have updated contact information for anyone. I was one of the first to leave – back home to Canada even before my student visa expired – and fifteen years later everyone else is more or less scattered across the United States.

         ‘Just a small list,’ she says. ‘It’s not normally our role.’

         ‘Thank you for calling, Jen. I appreciate it.’

         A quick search reveals there is to be a campus memorial service for Dr Stephanie McNamara this coming Friday. It’s the day after the panel presentation, in the very same US city as the photography conference. I know that Steph teaches – that Steph taught – in the Women’s Studies Department in that city, but I haven’t thought of her during my travel preparations. I haven’t thought of Stephanie McNamara, period, in years. The coincidence seems important in a spooky, literary way, like tragic destiny. Her college isn’t far at all from the Ivy League school where, in 1995–96, my sophomore year, Steph and I and three other girls were housemates.

         If all this blood is your blood you’ll be dead soon. If not not. Everyone knows the trouble with myth. The trouble with myth is the way it shirks blame. It makes violent death as unavoidable as weather. All that tragic destiny lets everyone off the hook. Some bored god comes kicking up gravel and, just like that, a noble house explodes into carnage.

         But then, I photograph interiors for a living. Myth is what I do. I mythologise.

         O soulwithered Stephanie, keeper of all our sorrows. You tried again to open your eyes to the dark and this time it must have worked.

      

   


   
      
         

            2. EXORDIUM

            (urging forward, introduction)

         

         I squinted up at a shadow blocking out the sun. A man was standing over me. He wore faded jeans and a huge oval belt buckle etched with a triple X. I lifted my elbow to my brow and the man became a woman, a girl my age. If I’d learned anything last year at college, I’d learned that just because someone was wearing a military crew cut and a white T-shirt tight across a flat chest and had a pack of cigarettes folded into the sleeve of the T-shirt like James Dean, it didn’t mean you went and assumed she was male. Some of my education seemed to have worn off over the summer.

         ‘Are you okay?’ the girl asked.

         I turned my cheek to the grass in an effort to mute the stereophonic whine of cicadas and grasshoppers. I was lying in somebody’s backyard. Gray fencing teetered overhead, but the only shade on me fell from the massive, hairy leaves of some kind of vine I was curled beside. Slug trails dazzled the undersides. ‘What is this plant?’ I asked.

         ‘Um, pumpkin,’ the girl said. ‘Last year, after Samhain, we couldn’t fit all our jack-o’-lanterns into the composter, so we dug a big hole back here and buried them.’

         ‘Samhain?’ My voice cactused my throat.

         ‘Halloween. Look, are you okay? What happened to you?’ she asked.

         ‘I had sex with somebody,’ I said. The uprush of memory, and the shock that I’d spoken it aloud, made me retch a little. I rolled over and sat up in the grass.

         ‘You had sex with somebody,’ she echoed. ‘On purpose?’

         I waggled my head side to side, testing my headache. The yard kept swinging when I stopped moving. ‘There was a frat party,’ I explained.

         It came back to me now with another lurch why I’d walked all the way from the fraternity house to this particular spot, early this morning before I’d passed out. ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Oh, damn. Is this 61 Fulton Ave?’

         ‘Yes. Well, at the moment we’re standing in 63,’ she said. ‘Our backyards are connected.’

         I looked around. There was a line where the neat lawn became a jungle, and this was the jungle side. ‘I came about your ad for a roommate,’ I said.

         The girl crouched beside me, barefoot in the grass. She held a mug of coffee and a lit cigarette. She offered them both, reaching out one hand at a time and pulling it back to indicate she’d make either substance disappear if it proved offensive to my hangover.

         ‘Thanks.’ I took a sip of the coffee, heavily sugared, and then a drag from her cigarette. I brushed at the ants crawling over my bare legs.

         The girl was a few years older than me, I guessed, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. ‘You’re a little early for the room thing,’ she said. ‘Some of us have class this morning. Didn’t whoever you spoke to tell you that on the phone?’

         I held out my hands to show the girl my dirt-ringed fingernails. ‘Well, I wanted to make a good first impression, you know?’ I laughed, but misery poked its black fingers all through the laughter. I was making it worse. I was making her feel sorry for me. ‘Look, let’s just pretend I was never here.’ I heaved myself to my feet – if I didn’t notice then maybe she wouldn’t either, how my knees and shins were smeared with green, how I must have been crawling on all fours that morning by the time I reached the back fence.

         This would have been a good place to live, too. The roommate-wanted ad had stood out from the others at the Student Housing Office, where I’d been browsing yesterday for an alternative to my on-campus housing placement. The ad was much wordier, for one thing. Committed feminists only, it read. Vegetarian/vegan/macrobiotic meal-sharing, and Queer-friendliness a must. That last phrase had stuck in my head because I wasn’t sure exactly what it was supposed to mean. ‘Queer’ was a slur against gays, I’d always thought. An insult, not something friendly. It was something the rednecks in northern Ontario were fond of shouting at tree planters on our days off, when we dressed up in thrift-store tuxes and dresses to go dancing at the Valhalla Hotel bar. Buncha queers.

         The contact name on the ad had stood out for me too: Dyann Brooks-Morriss. Dyann had been one of the only sophomores in my freshman Great Writers class last year. I was impressed by her vocabulary and the boldness with which she would interrupt the professor with questions about things like ‘patriarchal assumptions’ and ‘ideological blind spots’. I came home once after hearing Dyann speak up in class and looked up ‘hegemony’ in my dictionary. Dyann sat in the front, and I was in the back, so I’d never really had a look at her up close.

         I wobbled across the lawn behind the girl. ‘Hey. Give my apologies to your next-door neighbours too, okay?’ I said.

         Her smoke huffed out in a laugh. ‘If they noticed, which I’m sure they did not, I don’t think they’d mind. Look, why don’t you come in for a coffee.’

         ‘That’s okay.’

         ‘Please, come on in for a minute. I’m Steph, by the way.’ She steered me to the deck on the tidier side of the yard, where the patio doors stood open. ‘This is Marie-Jeanne’ – she pointed at a blonde girl peeling an egg at the table, and the girl gave me a quizzical wave – ‘and over there is Dyann.’

         The living room was shadowy after the bright backyard. Dyann was a silhouette on the couch. ‘I’m Karen,’ I said. ‘Would you mind if I just used your washroom a sec?’

         Steph pulled the string on a bulb over the basement stairs. ‘It’s down to the left,’ she said. ‘Charla’s room and mine are down there. The other three bedrooms are up on the second floor.’

         I had been looking forward to meeting Dyann Brooks-Morriss face to face. And I’d been planning to dress a bit like this girl Steph – in jeans and maybe my army-surplus boots. I’d definitely have worn my plaid shirt, the men’s worsted-wool Pendleton I’d found at a logging camp during the spring planting contract, the shirt I’d fallen in love with because it reminded me of the one Sal goes back for, in Kerouac’s On the Road. I had a feeling Dyann would approve of that shirt. I’d planned to impress her with exaggerated tales of environmental destruction and workplace discrimination in the Canadian tree-planting industry.

         Instead I was wearing a pair of men’s boxer shorts, one turquoise jelly sandal, a pink T-shirt with a sparkly palm tree on the front, and no bra. My hair in the bathroom mirror was dew-frizzed and studded with bits of dead grass. An inchworm made its way across my breast, down a frond of the sparkly palm tree. I stank of booze and, probably, sex.

         When I came back upstairs Steph said, ‘Do you take milk and sugar?’

         ‘I should go,’ I said. ‘You’ve been really nice.’

         ‘We figured we may as well not make you come back again this afternoon,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we all just talk for a minute now instead.’ She hovered the milk carton over the mug until I nodded, then she poured and stirred. Steph’s face was kind: a full-lipped smile, freckles, light brown eyes with dark lashes. It wasn’t a soldier’s haircut after all – more like a little boy’s, with soft brown bangs cut straight across but ruffled out of place.

      

   


   
      
         

            3. DIASKEUE

            (graphic description)

         

         We sat down in the living room, Steph next to where Dyann sat cross-legged on the couch, Marie-Jeanne in the chair opposite mine. There was an orange tie-dyed bedsheet stapled to the ceiling in billows like psychedelic clouds. The sofa was covered with a Persian rug in ruby and sapphire hues that were repeated in the votive candles gathered on the sill of the big bay window. The coffee table was a water-stained steamer trunk with massive brass clasps. In the corner stood a female mannequin, naked except for a man’s necktie and a Viking helmet with horns.

         Two posters hung on the wall behind the sofa. One was a grainy black-and-white image of a female singer screaming into a microphone. Janis Joplin, I guessed, though I wasn’t sure. The other poster was solid black, with lots of colourful text and American Indian motifs. Most of the text was too small to make out from where I was sitting, but I could read the heading: WOMEN WHO RUN WITH WOLVES.

         It was probably rude, the way I was staring at everything. The only interior decorating I knew how to do was taping up pages torn from magazines. Last year the one thing on my side of the dorm room was a Rolling Stone picture of Prince playing at a club in Amsterdam called the Horse. I’d tried a bunch of images, but the masking tape kept letting go of the concrete wall. Everyone in the dorm had assumed I must be a devoted Prince fan, if that was my only décor. But it was just the only thing that stuck.

         ‘Did you say someone named Charla lives here? As in Charla Klein?’ I asked.

         ‘She moved in before the summer, yes,’ Steph said. ‘You know her?’

         ‘She was on my floor in Pittman Hall last year.’

         I waited for one of them to respond to this – wasn’t Charla great, or weren’t dorms such a drag, or how had I found it, living with four hundred other women? But they didn’t even glance at one another. This really was going to be an interview, I thought.

         ‘Would you like one of us to drive you to a hospital?’ Marie-Jeanne asked. She had a heavy French accent. Not just French: French-Canadian. Quebecois. There was no ‘h’ in her ‘hospital’.

         ‘Why?’ I glanced over myself. I’d washed most of the dirt off, and I’d checked the boxer shorts for stains but they were fine.

         ‘Karen, what we’re asking is if you were raped,’ Dyann said.

         ‘No,’ I said.

         ‘You should have a kit done right away. Even if you can’t remember the details,’ Steph said.

         ‘Especially if you can’t remember the details,’ Dyann corrected her. ‘They might have drugged you. Or, if you were drunk enough to pass out in our backyard, then you were too drunk to give informed consent, and that means it was rape.’

         ‘No,’ I repeated. ‘Rape’ was a sharp word, a greedy word. It was a double-sided axe brandished in a circle over the head. It drew all kinds of attention to itself.

         Dyann swung her legs to the floor and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. ‘It’s called a rape kit. It’s a series of swabs they do at the hospital. They can analyse the DNA, so they have proof, later, in court. But you have to do it right away.’

         ‘I know what a rape kit is, all right?’ I said. ‘I do remember the details, and it wasn’t rape. Haven’t any of you been to a frat party before?’

         Dyann stared at me. I could feel the others waiting for her to decide what came next. Dyann Brooks-Morriss had very bright, dark eyes and a narrow, high-bridged nose. I thought of raptors, of a falcon. The impression was heightened by the earrings she wore: a single bird feather, striped rust-brown, dangled from each earlobe all the way to her shoulders. Her hair was a wild tangle of dreadlocks piled atop her head. I forced myself not to ogle her, to study the pattern on the Persian rug beside her shoulder instead.

         ‘Which fraternity?’ she said, finally.

         ‘GBC,’ I said. ‘Gamma something?’

         ‘Gang Bang Central. Perfect,’ Dyann said. She flung herself back against the sofa, tipped up her head, and stared at the ceiling with her mouth hanging open. Her hands flopped to either side and hit the cushions, palms up, fingers slack. Her whole body said, Too much; this is just too much.

         ‘It is perfect,’ Steph said. ‘Isn’t that Bruce Comfort’s fraternity?’

         For a moment my torso was warm and full of gold coins. Bruce Comfort. It was marvelous, I thought, how even his name, even just his name, was enough. Then I saw them all noticing my reddening face.

         ‘Oh, mon dieu, he is not your seducer from last night, is he?’ Marie-Jeanne said.

         The front door of the house banged open. A shirtless boy braced his arms on either side of the archway from the hall and leaned into the room. He was mouthing a long frond of dry grass so that the seed tassel jumped and trembled in the air before him. The sandy fluff of his armpits exactly matched the hair on his head.

         ‘Do you live here?’ Steph said.

         The boy half-fell into the room and stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Stick. Simon Pinkney, but everyone calls me Stick. Next-door neighbour. And you are …?’

         ‘Look, we’re kind of busy here,’ Steph said.

         ‘Karen Huls,’ I told him.

         Stick pumped my hand and then turned it over to look at the calluses. ‘Wow. What are you, a cowpoke? Roughneck? What?’

         ‘Um, tree planter,’ I said.

         ‘Is he already high?’ Dyann asked. The question seemed to be directed at Marie-Jeanne.

         Stick let go of my hand and disappeared into the kitchen, where he let out a trumpeting fart.

         I joined in the looks exchanged around our circle, sharing in the girls’ wide-eyed disgust, pleased with Stick, whoever he was, for the sudden camaraderie he had created amongst us with his intrusion.

         He reappeared with a carton of milk, and Dyann shot up and crossed the room to intercept him. ‘Not again. No.’

         He held the carton out of her reach. ‘Dude, ease up. I’ll get you back.’

         She blocked his way, shuffling side to side as he tried clumsily to pass. ‘We are not your wet nurses!’ she said.

         ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ said Marie-Jeanne – ‘fooks’, it sounded like, with her accent – ‘I borrowed eggs from them only this morning.’

         ‘Five dollars in the grocery jar the next time you set foot over our threshold,’ Dyann insisted.

         Stick gave a little bow. ‘Heil Hitler. Hey, did you guys introduce Karen to Ms Dentata?’

         ‘You know,’ said Marie-Jeanne, when the door had slammed behind him, ‘we didn’t pay them for the pot last week.’

         ‘They said that was a sample.’ Dyann huffed back to her spot on the couch. ‘He just pushes the boundaries on purpose, to make a point.’

         ‘Or else he thought the new girl was hot,’ Steph said, ‘and wanted to make an impression.’

         ‘Who’s Ms Dentata?’ I said.

         ‘Our mascot,’ Steph said, pointing at the nude mannequin in the corner. I looked closer: someone had inked a circular symbol at the V between its legs. It was like a sun with the rays pointing inward.

         ‘Oh, Vagina Dentata, I get it,’ I said. ‘Nice.’

         The three girls exchanged glances, and I realised I’d just passed some kind of test. A little flare went up inside me. All this time – during all that rape talk, before – my brain had been lagging behind the conversation, flailing wrong-footed through its swamp of embarrassment. Oh, but I wanted to live here, in this house, with these women! It was like an alternate universe, this room, with its riotous colours and textures and its in-your-face femaleness. But it also felt like I’d entered the real world, the world beyond the campus. I could almost feel myself maturing, becoming sharper and more ironic and self-possessed, just having been inside this house for the last twenty minutes. I wanted this house to be my home.

         I got out of my interview chair. I strode to the archway and leaned against the wall next to it. I cleared my throat. I said, ‘I got back to campus forty-eight hours ago from a tree-planting camp in northern Ontario.’ I held up my hands to display the blackened calluses across my palms. ‘I’m crashing with my dorm roommate from last year and her friends. Rachel Smythe – you know her? Self-declared shopaholic? Bedspread matches her wastebasket, which matches her desk organiser? She used to dry all her chenille sweaters on that rack in the common room?’ I flicked my hair off one shoulder and then the other, imitating Rachel’s empty-headed preening. ‘Anyway, Rachel and her friends spent all of last night drinking and deciding what to wear to this fraternity mixer, and then at the last second they dragged me off the couch to drive them over there.’

         I could paint a good picture when I wanted to, even this hungover. My bloodshot eyes probably added to the effect. I began to pace the carpet. ‘My God, that frat house!’ I exclaimed. ‘It’s like the Panopticon in there. A Foucauldian wet dream. Everyone surveilling everyone else, dying of self-consciousness. Everyone looking for the authentic heart of the party, like, “Where is it really happening?” Everyone wandering from room to room: “Are we missing it? Are we missing it?”’

         I flopped back into my chair. ‘I think I sort of snapped.’

         ‘So you decided to have sex with a frat boy.’ Dyann’s hawk eyes were half-lidded, as if my story had bored her. But she sat perfectly still against the cushions, and I somehow knew that the lack of interest was feigned.

         ‘Well, it was something to do,’ I said. Brazening it out.

         ‘And? How was it?’ Steph said.

         I laughed. ‘Fucking awful,’ I said.

         They laughed too. Even Dyann gave a little snort.

         ‘It wasn’t Bruce, though,’ I said. ‘He’s not exactly my type. The eternal brawn-versus-brain dilemma, you know?’ If the frat house was the Panopticon – and really, the analogy didn’t work in the first place; the reference to Foucault had been a shameless bid to sound smart – then Bruce Comfort was the closest thing to its control tower, its true centre. He wasn’t self-conscious so much as simply aware of his own magnetism. Every time I saw Bruce Comfort in action I thought of Kerouac’s line about the moony night – a night to hug your girl and talk and spit and be heavengoing. Even though Bruce was a sophomore like me and had only joined the fraternity in the spring, he was already at the heart of it. He had his own gravity, drawing the others into orbit, pulsing with his own heat like a star.

         Brawn versus brain. What if they actually liked Bruce, though? What if one of them was related to him or something? ‘How do you know Bruce Comfort, anyway?’

         Steph sighed. ‘Oh, he got a woman pregnant at a party back in May,’ she told me. ‘Too good for a condom, some typical bullshit like that. She came into the Women’s Centre yesterday looking for help. Apparently he told her, to her face, that it wasn’t his problem.’

         ‘At least he didn’t participate in the charade,’ Dyann said. ‘He could have gone down the whole “Well-it’s-your-decision-I’ll-support-you” road, and she’d still think he was her Romeo.’ As she talked, Dyann clawed through her hair with both hands, freed a sharpened pencil from her dreadlocks, and shook them loose across her shoulders. ‘It’s like Sylvia says. Our first mistake, as women, is to ask for a fiction and then to accept it as a truth.’

         ‘Well, Sylvia would say that Bruce is just as inscribed in the mythologies as Susannah,’ Steph said.

         ‘Who’s Sylvia?’ I asked.

         Dyann didn’t seem to have heard me. With the pencil’s tip she was scratching little white lines onto her bare knee. ‘Yeah, but the myths serve the Bruces and penalise the Susannahs,’ she said. ‘There’s no point studying the myths unless you understand who profits from them.’

         ‘Dr Sylvia Esterhazy is a professor,’ Marie-Jeanne told me. ‘Dyann took her class last year, and Steph is her teaching assistant.’

         ‘The course is called “Women and Myth”,’ Steph said. ‘Enrollment’s already at cap, but I could see if I could still get you in, Karen. It’s one of those really great fundamental explorations in feminist thought: where do our ideas about masculinity and femininity come from, originally? Sylvia takes us right back to the Greek epic for answers. Heroism. Victimhood. Sacrifice. Stuff like that. We go right back to the source.’

         Dyann jabbed the pencil in her direction. ‘But it’s what you do with that knowledge.’

         Marie-Jeanne sighed. ‘So, Karen, you have a taste of our discussions now. Some poor girl is pregnant from a fraternity boy, and our arguments go on for days and days.’

         ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying, MJ,’ Dyann said. ‘Talk is cheap.’

         
            *

         

         O hindsight. Look how the whole thing unwinds from a single mistake. The tragic hero is late to learn, and myth can be so smug! That road bandit you killed was your father. That queen you married was your mother. Your own cleverness your hubris, your downfall.

         Pregnancy hadn’t even occurred to me. I tried to remember if the rubber I’d found glued to the mattress that morning had been whole. There’d been a neat knot tied in it. It had felt bulbous and powdery inside my fist before I wrapped it in toilet paper and put it in the trash. No, all of Mike Morton’s semen must have been safely trapped inside.

      

   


   
      
         

            4. EUSTATHIA

            (promising constancy in purpose and affection)

         

         Cloudshadow. The airplane lifts off from Toronto, and the landscape below my window congeals into camo print. The lakes glitter and blacken in the sun. The Canada-US border is right there, right underneath me already, but of course the two countries are indistinguishable from this height. Higher up I am confronted with the unlikeliness of clouds: the oil-painting indigos and vermilions, all that billowing top-lit rapture. It’s like a cartoon, like a video game, and I fall into a sort of free-floating excitement.

         I never get to travel for work. Freelancing means that if I pitch a faraway location, I have to haul all my photography equipment there at my own expense. My steadiest commercial clients are all in Toronto: real estate corporations, a major grocery chain, the Liquor Control Board’s quarterly glossy. Much as I prefer the creative leeway in the editorial shoots I do for magazines and interior designers, those jobs don’t pay enough to warrant chasing them very far outside of the city. And shooting for Urban Idyll, Annabeth Lise’s blog, doesn’t pay me anything but lunch and an occasional free throw pillow.

         Ironic, then, that it’s her blog paying for this trip to the convention. Annabeth was invited to participate in this ‘Domestic Dreams’ panel, and she invited me along, offered to pay my plane ticket since they were paying hers. Her empty seat next to me reminds me that I still have no idea what I’m going to say for our presentation. I’m grateful it’s a short flight and there’ve been no delays.

         In the cab to the hotel, Greg calls from Geneva to wish me luck. ‘Did you pay the hydro before you left?’ he says.

         ‘We still have to talk,’ I remind him. My lower back aches from sitting, from standing in lines.

         He sighs. ‘I know.’

         But I don’t want to talk any more than he does, not now, not on the phone. Greg still has to move out of our apartment. We’ve already agreed that he will move out. It’s just a matter of when he’ll be back in Toronto long enough to pack, and to transfer the lease and the joint bank accounts into my name.

         I can hear Kristina’s voice in the background, speaking German.

         ‘Oh, Greg,’ I say, ‘come on.’

         He says something with his hand over the mouthpiece. Then: ‘Sorry about that. So you’re good to go? Your conference thing is all ready?’

         ‘Yeah, I’m good,’ I say. I haven’t told him the news about Annabeth ditching me, or the news about Steph. Anyway, Greg has stopped listening. I can hear the burrs in his silence, can hear him already thinking about something else. I look at my watch: it’s eight in the evening in Geneva. Kristina is probably dressed and waiting by the door to go to dinner. I have found only one photo of her online: a group shot, a bunch of women in white coats. German Women in Policy Innovation, the online translator informed me.

         ‘I have to go, Greg,’ I say.

         ‘Listen, I’m sorry I can’t be there. With you. At the convention.’

         ‘Why?’ I ask.

         ‘Okay, bye,’ he replies. ‘Bye, Karen. Love you.’

         I hang up, wincing, thinking that Greg will have to answer to Kristina for that one. She’ll have caught the ‘Love you’; her command of English must be excellent if she works at the World Health Organization with Greg like he claims. The words are just a reflex, of course, just a habit from two years of long-distance phone calls. I shouldn’t hold it against him, and neither should Kristina.

         I notice a missed call from my mother and feel a ping of dread. I’ve been putting off telling my parents about Greg and me. My mother in particular liked Greg, though she hardly got to know him in the five years he and I were together. My mother likes smart men – ‘men with something going on upstairs’ is how she puts it. ‘You can do better,’ she would say whenever, as a teenager, I showed any interest in a boy whose looks she thought were too ‘obvious’.

         I look out the taxi window as we pass an ivy-covered building with a soccer pitch in front and schoolboys in uniform and look, here is Bruce. Striding up from my memory fresh as yesterday, here is godsfavoured Bruce Comfort, nineteen years of age. He’s all aflush from the rugby pitch, all aquiver with his own heartsurfing pulse. A decade and a half later, he still comes up on me like this whenever he likes.

         Look how the room is thicketed with dancing girls, five for every boy. The room is the dining room at the Gamma Beta Chi fraternity chapter house. For this first mixer of the fall term it is forested with girls like poplars in a rising storm, their limbs tossed and shaking to the thunderous bass beat. I spy you by degrees, Bruce, framed by the gilt-plaster mantel of the fireplace.

         Bruce, I glimpse you through the flashing limbs and the trembling foliage of hair. You mark out territory simply with your stillness. A girl is balanced on your lap – Mona, her name is; I remember her from the dorm, spiral curls tossing, drunken giggles – and your mouth is pressed tight to her nipple through her blouse. Monumental Bruce Comfort, your muscles all packed in casually under your tanned skin. Your head is close-shorn, sleek, the better to show your great golden brow and your curled-back ears. Your bicep wraps round Mona’s ribs and your powerful jaw works against her breast. I cannot look away from the glare of your golden power and her nipple comes away from your kiss puckered in a dark wet circle that fills my groin with a prickling heat and I do look away, I must, thrilled and terrified and despairing.

         O heavengoing Bruce. You learned it too, didn’t you: nothing mythical can touch the lives of mortals without catastrophe.

      

   


   
      
         

            5. HAMARTIA

            (error in judgment)

         

         I painted a good picture, but what I told Steph and Dyann and Marie-Jeanne was the truth. I’d chauffeured my ex-roommate Rachel and her friends to the fraternity party and had ended up inside. For seventy-five minutes I had stood there among strangers drinking and chatting and smoking and watching Bruce with the dancing girls. Then I had veered away, sweating and dizzy, my skull vibrating with the noise and marijuana, through the kitchen where the floor was sticky with spilt beer and out the back door of the frat house.

         There was nobody in the backyard and nowhere to sit, either – just a pile of empty boxes and a few bicycles lying in the grass. A weird red glow crawled across the patio stones from a room in the basement. I hoisted myself onto a rain barrel and rested my head against the fence, listening like a caught feral thing for the faraway nightquiet.

         And then Mike was out there with me. Cute Mike Morton from my freshman philosophy class last year, Mike with the startled brown eyes in the narrow white face. He and I had been assigned to the same group for a presentation on Machiavelli, and at the end of term he’d told me that I was the most intelligent girl he’d ever met. I was flattered, since someone had told me Mike Morton scored the class’s only A+ on the midterm. We hung out at a couple of dorm keggers, me and Mike and his dorm roommate, Bruce Comfort. I remembered them saying something about rushing a fraternity. About Bruce being offered a bid by several frats right away, and Mike thinking maybe he could get in on Bruce’s coattails.

         Mike led me back inside the house and danced with me and fetched me a beer and paraphrased Sophocles: ‘Let us take pleasure where we can; the morrow comes ever blind,’ he said, and his eyebrows rose in an anxious little question.

         I lifted my cup and felt how my whole face smiled at him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be a Golf Pro?’ I asked. The mixer theme was Golf Pros & Tennis Hos. Rachel and her friends were members of the guest sorority and had dressed in sequined bustiers and white miniskirts.

         Mike, though, was wearing a seersucker blazer. ‘New pledges are on lube duty,’ he explained. ‘I was going for country-club bartender.’

         ‘Nice,’ I said. I held out the hem of my palm-tree T-shirt and curtsied. ‘I was going for not-a-sorority-sister, didn’t-plan-on-going-out-tonight.’

         ‘Nice,’ he said.

         I kept drinking until I couldn’t feel my own skin, until I was wearing my own face strapped around my head. Time became a tongue darting in and out of a gap-toothed mouth. We danced. Bruce wasn’t in the dining room anymore. Some girl was being passed around the dance floor from frat brother to frat brother. She was too wasted to stand up on her own, so they passed her back and forth, moving her boneless limbs like a puppet to demonstrate comical dance moves for one another.

         Mike and I got more drinks and stood on one of the balconies, and Mike searched through his pockets for some paper and asked me to write down my phone number.

         ‘Why, do you have more duties to attend to?’

         ‘No. I’m duty-free. I just thought, it’s late, and I don’t want to lose you if you take off soon.’

         I didn’t have a phone number to write down. Mike had given me his checkbook to write on, and when I handed it back to him he laughed. ‘You just wrote me a check for seven thousand dollars.’

         ‘I don’t have seven thousand dollars,’ I told him.

         ‘It’s not your checkbook, either. You’re really drunk, aren’t you,’ Mike said.

         I was trying to remember something I’d been curious about earlier. ‘Is it true there’s a dungeon in the basement?’ I asked him.

         ‘Sort of. Not an actual dungeon. It’s called the Black Bag.’

         ‘Can I see it?’

         ‘It’s not all that exciting. Unless you’re planning on taking the GBC Express.’

         Rachel and her friends had been talking about the Express in the car. ‘Do girls do that? Have sex with all the frat brothers at once?’

         ‘I think it’s more like one at a time. That’s why it’s called a train, not a … whatever you’d call the other thing.’

         ‘An unrailment?’ That was not a word, though; that was a drunkword. I struggled to stay on topic. ‘One at a time, wow. That’s gentlemanly.’

         Mike shrugged. ‘I was just kidding. They don’t actually do it.’

         ‘Where do the stories come from, then?’

         ‘We have a reputation to maintain. It’s mythology. You know.’

         ‘Compensating.’

         ‘Very funny.’ Mike’s eyes were joyous, though. In my experience most boys backed away from a sharp tongue, a clever rejoinder, a challenge. One of the crew bosses had said it to me only a few weeks ago, during the summer tree-planting contract: ‘That’s a real turnoff, you know, when you get all catty like that.’

         Not Mike, though. He was hungry for it. There must not have been enough intelligent repartee around the fraternity for his taste. Mike was too smart for Greek life, I thought.

         ‘I just want to see the room,’ I said.

         Mike led me down the back steps to a basement rec room with couch cushions on the floor and an elaborate video game system. At the other end of the room was a closed door. Mike opened it a crack to peek inside, then stepped back and waved me in. This was where the eerie red light in the backyard originated: there was a tinted bulb screwed into the ceiling fixture. It was a weight room, or had been, once: mirrors on the walls, frames for free weights, an elaborate tension rack with pulleys. A sagging vinyl sofa sat against the mirrors.

         On the wall was a porn-mag centrefold of a girl on her knees, wearing a ball gag and studded leather restraints. She smirked over her shoulder, her labia hanging wrinkled and slimy past the G-string.

         I went over and slapped her greased round buttock. ‘Classy,’ I said.

         ‘Sorry. That’s disgusting.’ Mike put his arms around me, turned me, and tipped my face to his.

         We kissed, swaying, for several moments. Then he said, ‘You know, I do have an actual bedroom.’ Oh look at those wet, hopeful brown eyes!

         Mike’s bedroom had two twin beds and a bookshelf and nothing else. A suitcase spilled clothes onto the floor.

         We kissed, and the kissing progressed to the removal of clothing; I wasn’t wearing that much to begin with. I lay on the bed, and Mike sprawled on top of me. The room rotated around us, steadied, rotated again.

         I thought of sacrifice. Not because I didn’t want to have sex with Mike, although I wasn’t particularly turned on by him. Not because I was having sex at a fraternity house, either, although the party at the frat house certainly had something to do with what was happening. It was a sacrifice of Mike and me both. It was a rite bigger than ourselves that had to be carried out a specific way dictated by all the people who had performed the rite before us. We were two strangers assigned to the task, drunk, uncoordinated, unfamiliar with each other’s bodies and therefore ungraceful in our efforts.

         And it was effortful. He was working hard, Mike Morton: his cock prodding between my legs, his back flexing with the effort, his chest shining with alcoholic sweat. We slid hip over hip. Mike worked faithfully and hard, and I did my best to facilitate his efforts with movements that might parallel and complement his own.

         ‘Member’ is a word for the phallus. There’s ‘remember’. And then there is ‘dismember’. They teach you this in college. You know it before they teach it but they teach it anyway. They tell you of the golden calf, of altars, of the Dionysian bull-god. They tell you that whenever it enters the lives of mortals the mythical tears a hole. It jabbed and prodded and bruised me, and after a few more clumsy, gasping thrusts Mike sighed and said, ‘Oh, oh, God,’ and dug his hot forehead into my shoulder, and I gripped him tight with my thighs.

         
            *

         

         In the earliest morning between stumbling, still drunk, from Mike’s bed and walking the twelve blocks to 61 Fulton Ave, where I passed out in the backyard, I barged in on Bruce Comfort peeing in the bathroom.

         ‘It’s okay, it’s no problem. Come in,’ he said.

         ‘Come in?’

         ‘Sure.’ He flipped up the waistband of his sweatpants and flushed the toilet.

         So I went in. I reached past Bruce for a length of toilet paper, wrapped up Mike’s used rubber, and dropped it into the wastebasket. Then I pulled down my boxer shorts and sat on the toilet to urinate.

         ‘Or do you want privacy?’ he said. He was shirtless. His pectoral muscles were gentle, sleepy swells under his skin.

         I shook my head. The shower curtain hung from only two of its rings. Behind it, in the tub, slept a girl in lacy panties and a football jersey. ‘Who’s that?’ I said.

         ‘No clue,’ Bruce said. ‘Mine are still in my bed.’

         ‘Yours “are”? Plural?’ I asked. Then I winced: it stung when I peed.

         ‘This is kind of a weird thing we’re doing,’ he said.

         We both laughed. We washed our hands side by side at the sink. He stood behind me, and we looked at ourselves in the mirror.

         ‘So, Karen Huls,’ he said.

         ‘So, Bruce Comfort,’ I said. My back shivered, sensing bare skin nearby. He’d remembered my last name. My whole name.

         ‘Do you have any idea how sexy you are?’ he said. His thumbs nudged little circles at my hips and then stopped.

         I looked at my reflection: flushed cheeks, raw lips, eyes still hectic with booze. Bruce’s bare skin was like the sun at my back. I knew what I looked like. I looked like that line from Gatsby, the one that went At his lips’ touch she blossomed for him like a flower and the incarnation was complete.

         He pressed his nose into my hair. ‘You smell like Mike.’

         The sun! It was hard to breathe. ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s okay,’ Bruce said. ‘I’m happy for him.’

      

   


   
      
         

            6. KHOROS

            (group that comments on the action)

         

         Dyann and Steph and Marie-Jeanne decided I would make a good roommate after all. The interview had more or less ended with Stick’s intrusion. Marie-Jeanne had asked me what the fraternity boys had thought of my hairy legs. ‘Airy,’ she called them, and it had taken me an extra beat to make sense of what she’d said. I blurted, ‘This is the weirdest interview ever,’ and they laughed and agreed with me.

         ‘I think she is okay,’ Marie-Jeanne said, and she stood up and started stacking books from the dining table into her bag. ‘I have to go to class. Yes?’

         Dyann frowned. ‘That’s not exactly … We at least need to check in with Charla.’

         ‘We need to choose someone, and the phone has not exactly been ringing. Karen is okay, I think. A fellow Canadian! C’est assez pour moi.’ Marie-Jeanne smiled at me with her even white teeth, her red lips, her blue eyes.

         And Steph had called me that same afternoon at Rachel’s to report that Charla, too, thought I’d be a great fit. ‘She said you spent all last year in the dorm hiding in a corner reading poetry, when you weren’t taking pictures. Which is enough for Charla apparently.’ I assumed the hint of disapproval in her voice was for Charla, not for poetry or photographs. Steph had liked me from the start, I thought.

         ‘What do you think of the name “Femhaven”?’ she said.

         It sounded like a menstrual pad company. ‘For what?’

         ‘For the house. Charla wants “Moonmere”, but MJ thinks that makes us sound flaky.’

         ‘What does Dyann think?’

         ‘She thinks naming the house is dumb. She keeps coming up with “Raghurst”, sarcastic stuff like that.’

         I laughed. I could picture it perfectly: all of them sitting around that gypsy-caravan of a living room debating the politics of various names for the house. The socio-discursive implications. And now they were letting me into the debates too. They’d picked me! ‘I like “Raghurst”, actually,’ I told Steph.

         
            *

         

         A few days after I moved in Dyann sent me next door to retrieve her thermos from someone named Jake – roommate of Stick – who’d borrowed it without her permission. ‘I would only say something I’ll regret,’ Dyann said. ‘We may need to stay on the good side of those guys, but that doesn’t mean I have to put up with their shit.’

         ‘Why do we need to stay on their good side?’ I asked.

         Dyann shrugged. ‘Marie-Jeanne and Stick go way back, from some engineering summer camp or something. That’s how we found this house. Through him.’

         Stick and his housemates had built a skateboarding half-pipe in their living/dining room. I tried their bell, but the racket of wheels on plywood drowned it out, so I went in and waved and watched from the hall as they ollied and three-sixtied and crashed into each other. Their house had exactly the same layout as ours but no furniture, just piles of their belongings – clothing, books, stereo equipment, rock-climbing accessories – all over the floor. The ceiling above both ends of the half-pipe was dented and cracked and smudged.

         A boy named Wheeler rinsed the thermos out for me. He had to keep pushing his glasses back up on his sweaty nose. ‘So you’re an Esterhazian?’ he asked.

         ‘What’s that?’ I said.

         ‘You’re telling me that you passed muster for roommate and you don’t even know who Sylvia Esterhazy is?’

         ‘Oh, the professor?’ I said. ‘Steph might try to get me into one of her courses.’

         Wheeler wiped the thermos dry on his T-shirt and handed it to me.

         ‘Um, are you an Esterhazian?’ I asked.

         He laughed. ‘My point exactly, man! I’m in computer science. Like, why would I even know that name, Sylvia Esterhazy? But you can’t even be their neighbour without drinking the Kool-Aid.

         ‘I love those women, don’t get me wrong,’ he said, toeing aside a pair of barbells in the hallway so I wouldn’t trip, ‘but they are intense.’

         I smiled at the way he’d made ‘intense’ into two words. I wanted intense. ‘Intense’ was exactly what I wanted people like Wheeler to be saying about me.

         I didn’t have class till the afternoon, so Dyann invited me to come hang out at the Women’s Centre. We cycled to campus together. Her bike had a metal rack for a water bottle attached to the crossbar, and the thermos, filled with coffee, rattled back and forth as she pedaled. Her pants were rolled up over her knees. I spent the six-minute ride from Raghurst to the main campus watching the muscles of her calves bunch and stretch, bunch and stretch.

         The Women’s Centre shared a second-floor room in the Student Life Building with the Centre for Students of Colour and the Environmental Alliance. The Women’s Centre only got Mondays and every second Thursday, Dyann told me, but many of the members also belonged to one or both of the other groups, too, so it worked out fine.

         A powerfully familiar odour hit me when Dyann pushed open the door. In the dorms last year most of us had had a kettle to supplement our meal plans with ramen noodles and Cup-a-Soup. The scent of MSG-enhanced broth had had a way of lingering even in the washrooms where we rinsed out our mugs and spoons. I had been happy to leave it behind for tree-planting, where our camp food was of the from-scratch variety, and to have settled at Raghurst, where we seemed to share a common will, at least, toward healthier eating. But now here was the Women’s Centre, where someone had obviously stayed late or skipped breakfast and had defaulted to dormitory habits, and to me the place smelled like the good old days. It was like coming home.

         There was powdery linoleum tile and some chairs draped in batik fabrics. Placards and banners and xeroxed pamphlets covered every surface of the room. A handful of girls were gathered around a folding table under the windows. ‘Hey, Dyann,’ one of them called, ‘come and look at these illustrations and tell us whether you think they’re serious enough.’

         ‘That’s not the point, Melanie.’ A girl with a messy French braid spoke with a tone of exhausted forbearance. ‘It’s our content that’s serious; we want the illustrations to counterpoint that, remember?’

         Dyann and I peered over the girls’ shoulders. There were spidery cartoon figures with grimacing faces and waving legs. ‘We’ll reduce them when we photocopy, of course,’ Melanie said. ‘Nestle them in there right among the blocks of text.’

         ‘Is this the STD section?’ Dyann said. ‘Are these supposed to be, like, “Hello, Mr Gonorrhea? Hi, Ms Genital Warts, want to go get a drink sometime?”’

         ‘Is this for a zine?’ I said. Dyann hadn’t introduced me, but I knew one of the girls. ‘Hey, Jen,’ I said, and I nodded round the circle at the others. ‘Karen Huls.’

         Jen Swinburn was the editor of the student newspaper, the Campus Eye. I’d taken a few pictures for her last year, including a front-page shot of a doe and fawn grazing in front of the campus war memorial. My parents had framed the clipping I’d sent them and displayed it on the bookshelf in the den.

         ‘Janine. Hi,’ said the girl with the braid. ‘This is Melanie. It’s sort of a zine, but we’re aiming for a glossy cover because we got funding from Health Services.’

         ‘Cool. What’s it called?’ I said.

         ‘DIY Gynaecology.’

         ‘But we’ve been tossing around HOT PANTZ,’ Jen Swinburn said. ‘All caps, with a “Z” on “pants”. You know, to signal the levity aspect right up front.’

         Jen was a member of Kappa Sigma, the largest women’s sorority on campus. Last spring she’d badgered me to rush. She’d gone on and on about how great sorority membership looked on a resume. I wondered if the Women’s Centre staff knew a sorority sister was helping publish their zine. Based on my recent experience, Greek life seemed sort of incompatible with feminism. Or maybe I had it backward. Maybe the Centre wanted buy-in from the sororities for better distribution, and they’d sought Jen out specifically for that reason.

         ‘Sure. Whatever else we do, let’s just make sure nobody takes us seriously,’ said Dyann.

         Janine put her fists on her hips. ‘Come on, Dyann. You said you were ready to leave that discussion behind.’

         Dyann rolled her eyes and plunked herself into one of the chairs to unscrew the lid from her thermos.

         I took the chair next to her. ‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘They won’t include my herbal abortion recipe. The farthest they’ll go is “A Gentle Natural Way to Bring on a Late Period”. They’re worried it would get the zine banned on campus.’

         ‘Would it?’

         ‘Probably. Which would actually get it some readers.’ She’d raised her voice on this last comment, but none of the girls at the table responded. Dyann shook her head. Her feather earring dipped into the cup of her thermos as she drank.

         She held the cup out to me, and I sipped the strong, bitter brew. ‘Does it work?’ I said.

         ‘Censorship? Sure. Look at 2 Live Crew.’

         ‘No, the herbal abortion.’

         She nodded. ‘If you’re not too far gone.’

         ‘Why don’t you give the recipe to that pregnant girl who came in here?’ I suggested.

         ‘Susannah? Steph did. She was horrified.’

         ‘Oh,’ I said.

         ‘Women are our own worst enemies, Karen. If you learn anything at all from Dr Esterhazy, you’ll learn that. We play nice, and we play along, and so men just go ahead and write us into their fantasies exactly as they see fit.’ Dyann jumped to her feet, stalked over to a wall-sized bulletin board, and began tearing off outdated posters and notices. ‘Give me a hand here, will you?’

         Together we cleared the board, leaving only a row of information cards along the bottom displaying contact numbers for the campus meditation centre, the Acquaintance Rape Task Force crisis line, and the local women’s shelter. There was a ‘No Means No’ postcard too, the iconic black background with the purple script listing all the excuses girls give for not having sex: ‘I’m tired’ means NO, and ‘Let’s just go to sleep’ means NO.

         In the dorm we’d played a drinking game called No Means No. Someone would give an excuse and the girls would decide whether it warranted a NO. ‘I’m on the rag means ___,’ a girl would say, and the rest of us would yell ‘YES!’ and she would have to drink. ‘I’ve got herpes’ meant NO, the girls had generally agreed, as did ‘I’m an ugly dog’ and ‘I’m your sister, you perv.’ Most everything else meant YES.

         I pulled down a clipping from the newspaper – not the Eye, the city paper – from last winter with a picture of Steph wearing a camera around her neck. Her brush cut and the saggy cords she wore made her look like a street urchin from Dickens. Turning the Lens Around, read the headline. Women’s Studies Students Stage ‘Operation Sex Shop’. The article explained how she and Dyann waited outside the adult video store and snapped photos of the men emerging.

         ‘“It’s about accountability,” claims sophomore Dyann Brooks-Morriss, aged 19. “Most of these men are here to purchase or rent pornographic images of women. They’re here to look, to get pleasure from looking. So we’re making the point that women can look too. We’re not only objects of the male gaze.”’

         ‘This is awesome. I read about this,’ I said. ‘So this was you and Steph?’

         I read on: ‘Stephanie McNamara, 23, a PhD student in the Women’s Studies program, goes further: “Porn is the theory; rape is the practice,” she says, quoting Women’s Studies professor Sylvia Esterhazy. “We want these perpetrators to know we have them on record, that we know who they are, even if it’s only an image of their faces.”’

         ‘We talked about this in my Ethics class last year,’ I told Dyann.

         Dyann snorted. ‘Ethics? What, it’s unethical to return the gaze?’

         ‘Well, the right to privacy, I guess.’

         ‘And what was the classroom verdict?’ She was taunting me, I knew. But she also wanted to hear my answer. After a few days of being Dyann Brooks-Morriss’s roommate I was starting to grasp how she worked in conversation. Silence, or mild politeness, meant she was bored. Sarcasm meant you’d piqued her interest, maybe irritated her. Head-on attack meant you’d hit close to the mark. The easiest way to disappoint Dyann was to back down, to tell her she was right and you were wrong.

         ‘Well, it’s not illegal to photograph people unless you’re publishing the photos,’ I said. ‘And the sidewalk is public property. I love the idea of using a camera as a weapon.’ My Nikon F90 was one of the first things I’d unpacked in my new room at Raghurst. I wished I’d had it on me when I retrieved Dyann’s water bottle that morning from the boys next door – I couldn’t wait to shoot their living-room skate park.

         ‘That article’s full of inaccuracies anyhow. That’s a Catherine MacKinnon quote Steph gave them, not something Sylvia said. And Sylvia was pretty pissed we’d mentioned her at all; she hates anything to do with activism.’

         ‘I thought you guys all loved Dr Esterhazy,’ I said.

         Dyann was writing in a notebook with a black Sharpie. She tore out the page and pinned it at the top of the bulletin board. SHAME, it read. ‘Steph loves her. Don’t get me wrong, Sylvia’s a brilliant thinker. She’s great for learning the basics, where our fucked-up ideas about women actually come from.’

         ‘But for you it’s about action,’ I guessed.

         ‘For me it’s about action.’ Below the word SHAME Dyann pinned a picture of Bruce Comfort. She stood back to appraise the effect, grunted, and started writing again.

         I stared at the grainy image. The sleek golden head haloed by sunlight. The naked brown shoulders. Bruce was barefoot against the deep green of the main quad, cradling a football in his arms like a newborn baby. I’d seen the picture before – last spring in the Eye, some kind of campus life year-in-review spread. Dyann had made a colour enlargement of it.

         ‘What are you doing?’ said Melanie, behind us. She had a wide, round face with fleshy cheeks that looked even puffier because she wore her fine hair tucked tight behind her ears with barrettes. ‘Where did you get that picture?’

         ‘Just a sec,’ said Dyann. She gnawed on the end of the marker and wrote some more.

         Janine looked up from the craft table and gave a little groan. ‘Um, Dyann? I don’t think we want to …’ She trailed off, pushed back her chair, and walked over to us. ‘Is that another fraternity thing? Why don’t you just put it in the frat file, then?’

         ‘Our frat file is a file. Nobody ever sees it,’ Dyann said. She pinned the second sheet of paper next to Bruce’s picture. Refused to use condom, it stated. GBC booze cruise, May 1995. Told Susannah her pregnancy wasn’t his problem.

         A small, shared exhalation went around the circle of girls gathered at the bulletin board. We locked eyes with each other, one by one.

         ‘Holy shit,’ Jen Swinburn said.

         There was surf-sound inside my ears, sudden sweat-sting in my armpits. Gossip was one thing. Gossip was a bunch of us feeling unhappy about the way we were treated and feeling temporarily better when we complained about it to one another, and then feeling worse, probably, afterward. But this was the opposite of gossip. It was declaration, accusation. It was visible and solid. It wasn’t about feeling better or worse; it leapt out ahead of our individual feelings into collective action. Right here on this ordinary weekday morning in this ordinary, homely room, Dyann was giving us permission for something we’d never even considered an option.

         ‘Do any of you women want me to take this picture down?’ said Dyann.

         Janine cleared her throat. ‘I have a picture I want to stick up there, actually,’ she said.

         ‘Me too,’ Melanie said, and she giggled.

         Dyann’s feathers curtsied. Her hair lassoed itself. ‘Okay, then,’ she said. ‘Bring them in. Add them to our Wall of Shame.’
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         The women of Raghurst hold forth amongst themselves on the subject of myth’s purpose:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	
Steph:
            
                        
                        	   
            
                        
                        	The Greek myths – all myths, really – strive to answer the question, ‘What was it all for?’ The myths ask, ‘Where are the gods amid all this carnage?’ And the myths answer, ‘Here they are, down from Olympus, taking sides.’


                     
            
                        
                        	
Karen:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Whose side are they on?


                     
            
                        
                        	
Dyann:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The men’s side, of course. Greek mythology is one long excuse for the rape and murder of women. Just like all history.


                     
            
                        
                        	
Steph:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Homer laments the bloodlust, though. ‘What greater monster is there than man?’


                     
            
                        
                        	
Dyann:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Man,’ you see? It’s always men. The myths don’t have a clue what to do with women. They have nothing to say about us whatsoever. We need to build our own fucking mythology.
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