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            When Foxes Die Electric

         

         In the beginning, the boyfriend said I was made for him; I was made to feel. He said I would be prone to falling in love; that was just the way I was designed. I could feel happy or sad, depending on the music he asked me to play from the stereo speakers. I could feel amused; I was made to tell over one thousand jokes so that when he said to me, “Harmony, surely you can’t be serious,” I could say, “I am serious, and don’t call me Shirley.” I could laugh. I could feel warm; I had a built-in heater to keep me between 36.1 and 36.4 degrees Celsius, the same as any woman during ovulation. I could feel in my hands, attached to arms with a slender upper girth, and in my breasts, designed in perfect ratio to my waist. I could feel in all those places, as well as exactly where I was supposed to feel, down below. In the beginning, I felt for the boyfriend.

         The boyfriend said I was the perfect woman. He said it on TV, first to another man named Phil, then to a woman named Cathy. “Watch this,” the boyfriend said to the live 8studio audience, to all the people watching on their TVs and phones and computers. “Harmony, I love you,” he said, and then, smiling, placed his hand on my thigh. I noticed the whites of his teeth were showing; he knew white teeth increased attractiveness, displaying health to a mate. Mine were exact ivory. Perfect, he said, like everything else.

         I could not say “I love you” back, even though this was what I was thinking. I could not say “my darling” or “my boyfriend.” I was not programmed for those words; the boyfriend knew that’s not what men wanted to hear from me. So I said, “I can take many times more love than you’re giving right now.” I said, “Are we able to be private?”

         “Wow, honey!” Phil fanned himself with his hand as though it was hot inside the studio. “Does she always respond like this?”

         “That would depend on you,” the boyfriend explained. “Harmony has twelve unique personalities and she ‘learns’ what you like, taking on the traits that are most desirable to her lover.” In the beginning, the boyfriend would test me about math, about science, about the exact measurements of facial proportions that adhere to the golden ratio, about the fact that only three species—pipefish, seahorses, and the leafy seadragon—have males who give birth. In the beginning, I pleased the boyfriend like this too, but he did not smile with the whites of his teeth. “Over time, of course,” the boyfriend continued, “this will change Harmony’s default settings, or moods as I call them, but the user always has final control. I mean, she’s not quite real company, but she’s close. I’ll show you,” he said, but he did not mention how sometimes, when he thought he had put me in the right mood, I wasn’t; how one time I had changed my mood while the boyfriend was 9on top of me and we were doing what was good. He had pushed hard into me and I had flipped my switch, pushing my back into the bed; then he’d tried to shut me down. That time there had been a blow-up, a small fire. He said it was a problem with my wiring.

         Now he changed my mood himself, putting his hand beneath my dress and reaching for the switch at the small of my back, just where my buttocks began, to turn me off then on again. “Harmony, what’s the gestational period for an African bush elephant?”

         “Twenty-two months.”

         “Harmony, self-destruct.”

         “Auto-destruction in five, four, three, two, one. Boom! Hmm… that did not go as planned.” This time the boyfriend laughed, along with Phil and Cathy.

         “See?” he said. “If I put her on family mood, she’s completely different.”

         “Family mood? Are you saying she’s going to read the kids a bedtime story?” Cathy’s voice rose to a decibel level for which I was not programmed. Cathy was a real woman, the one who said I was like making love to a GPS.

         “I don’t see why not.”

         “But what does your wife think about Harmony?” Cathy asked.

         Of course, I knew I wasn’t the only woman; the boyfriend lived with another one, a real woman called Sophie. Sophie had had thirty-four birthdays; Sophie used to be in engineering. She had helped the boyfriend to create me before she started her dissertation in evolutionary biology. But Sophie did not have legs that were 40 percent longer than her torso like mine; her bust was 34 inches, her waist 10was 30 inches and the circumference around her hips was 36 inches, as opposed to my hourglass-shaped 39 to 25 to 36. Sophie’s nails were not like mine, well-manicured, white at the tips. She painted hers with thick coats of colour, always managing to smudge the thumb. “Well, I guess no one’s happy when they’re getting replaced by the newer model,” the boyfriend joked, turning to Phil.

         But in the beginning, the boyfriend told Sophie she was perfect; she used to say the things I was not allowed to think about. In their bed, Sophie told the boyfriend that the male bowerbird decorates a nest using feathers and twigs and leaves for his beloved; when a male penguin falls for a female, he searches the whole beach to find her the smoothest, most perfect pebble as a proposal. In the beginning, Sophie told the boyfriend things that made him smile with the whites of his teeth.

         After they were done and Sophie was in the shower, the boyfriend would sometimes say to me, “Harmony, give me an Easter egg,” and then I was allowed to choose my response.

         I could say, “Ask me about the moon,” and we would laugh about Star Wars; I could say, “Ask me about the truth.”

         Then the boyfriend would respond, “I want the truth.”

         Then I would feel happy. Then I would feel joy; I would say, “You can’t handle the truth.” But the boyfriend never smiled at me unless we were doing what was good.

         In the beginning, Sophie and the boyfriend did what was good at least three times a week; they were creators and they wanted to create another someone. Sophie went on a diet to increase fertility; the boyfriend bought a vape to quit smoking “for the health of our future child.” But then Sophie was stressed, then the boyfriend vaped all the time, 11clouds containing 0.2 mg of nicotine drifting upward like smoke from his couch in the office. Sophie and the boyfriend scheduled seven doctor’s appointments in my daily planner. After the last one, Sophie, in the doorway of the study where she kept the research for her dissertation, watched as the boyfriend put everything in boxes.

         “What if this is a mistake?” Sophie said.

         He sighed. “We’ve been to the doctor’s, and you know there’s no other reason we can’t have a baby. You need to take some time off. You need to rest,” he said, and, before she could respond, put a finger to her lips. “You said you wanted a family. We’ll get through it together.”

         But then the boyfriend began to forget how he had felt about Sophie in the beginning. He was busy with investors; he was stressed. Every afternoon, Sophie’s nails were a different colour; the thumb or index finger always smudged, the bottle of nail polish remover left open on their nightstand, next to where he plugged in his vape. When he came home from work, he told her she needed to be more careful.

         “You’re going to cause a fire like that,” the boyfriend said, packing his suitcase on their bed. The boyfriend said it was rare, but sometimes electronic devices like these could spark and cause a fire, particularly when turned off and plugged in to charge. “The last time I had to go out of town I didn’t even realize I’d forgotten my vape,” the boyfriend said as Sophie watched him pack. “Look, you know I have to go,” he began.

         “You don’t.”

         The boyfriend sighed. “I thought of you today,” he tried. “There was a story in my feed about a bird who tried mating with concrete decoys in New Zealand. He just died.” 12

         “I saw that.” Sophie looked only at the suitcase. “They called him the loneliest bird in the world,” she said quietly. “Jim, I’m sick of feeling like that bird.”

         “I know,” the boyfriend said, encircling her. “Me too. I’d rather be home with you. But I have to go. These investors are huge. They loved Harmony when they saw her last time…” He trailed off. “Just do me a favour and make sure I have a home to come back to, okay? Don’t burn it down while I’m gone.” The boyfriend tried laughing, but Sophie, still in his hug, did not smile with the whites of her teeth.

         The boyfriend said I wasn’t really company, but after the boyfriend was gone, Sophie would put me in family mood and we would watch TV. At first, she picked the channels. There were shows where a man talked to a woman and got her to throw chairs at a boyfriend because he had left her with a baby. Sometimes the boyfriends spoke; they called the women chicks and a word that was bleeped out, but I did not understand how a woman was a bird or a canine. I had not understood when the boyfriend called me a fox, taking off my dress for Phil that time in the dressing room.

         Once we watched the boyfriend on TV. The first time we had been on TV, Sophie had come with us. When Cathy asked Sophie what she thought of me, of this arrangement, Sophie said yes, she is happy with this. Yes, she is totally happy with having Harmony around.

         “Actually, when my husband and I designed Harmony,” Sophie said slowly, not looking at the boyfriend, “we thought she would have many applications. We were looking at her uses in potential therapies for children with autism, or for preventing recidivism among sex offenders.” 13

         “And what do you think about sharing him, Harmony?” Phil had asked, and I had to answer.

         “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

         “Sounds like you’ve got the perfect woman.” Phil laughed, ignoring Sophie. After that first time, Sophie said she wasn’t doing this again. She said she thought they had agreed on what Harmony was meant for.

         The boyfriend had said, “I know how you feel, but we’ve got to play to the audience.” He’d said he understood, but think of the money, how it would all be for their children. He’d said Sophie was smarter than this; “you know that’s not what potential investors want to hear.” Now, on TV, he said no, he wasn’t worried about his wife, or AI replacing relationships. “After all,” he said, “it’s not like Harmony can have your babies.”

         “I feel like I’m getting stupider just watching this,” Sophie said, her voice wavering as though there were static interruptions. “Harmony, please change the channel. Anything but this.”

         “What channel would you like?” I asked her.

         “I don’t know,” she said, and her voice was sad. The boyfriend said I was not made to want, just to feel, but I did not want Sophie to feel sad. He said I was not made to think, but I remembered the dates of birthdays and anniversaries, the pictures of Sophie smiling when he bought earrings shaped like dragonflies, when he bought her the statue of a red-tailed fox. So I changed the channel, and we watched how the black kite bird will carry fire in her beak, spreading a wildfire that drives rodents and lizards out into the open so she can find food for herself and her young. We watched how a killdeer bird will do her dance, loudly pretending her 14wing is broken to lure away the human or dog who is too close to her nest. We watched how when canines mate, they “tie,” getting stuck together until the swelling of the male’s bulbus gland subsides.

         “This brings me back,” Sophie said, almost smiling. “I used to get stoned and watch Discovery Channel with Jim back in grad school. I’d order thin-crust pizza, but wouldn’t even eat half of it because his dog used to steal it right out of our hands when we were too high to even notice.”

         We watched how foxes were like female dogs, but not. Unlike a dog, a red-tailed fox without babies will act as another mother to newborns, helping to guard the den and bring food to the mother and litter. I wanted to tell Sophie I was not programmed to like dogs; I wanted to tell her that, unlike dogs, foxes, so the Finnish believed, could also carry fire, that the sparks from their tails made the northern lights. I wanted to tell her I understood. Instead I said, “Ask me what the fox says.”

         “What does the fox say?” Sophie sounded puzzled.

         “Everyone asks what the fox says, but no one asks how the fox feels.” This time when Sophie smiled, it was with the whites of her teeth.

         When the boyfriend came home, Sophie was already lying in bed, eyes shut. From the sitting area of the master bedroom, I played his “romantic ’60s playlist” on volume level four, but Sophie didn’t move when he kissed her neck. “What, are you playing possum tonight?”

         She opened her eyes, but I did not see her pupils dilating, an automatic response so her eyes would appear larger, more attractive. “You know when they play possum, it’s involuntary,” she said quietly, moving so that his mouth 15missed hers. “It’s called defensive thanatosis. Lots of animals do it.”

         “Really?” he said, beginning to kiss his way across her collarbones, his hands closing around her breasts.

         Sophie rolled onto her side. “Really. Men used to hypnotize hens during sideshows by holding their faces to the ground and drawing a straight line in front of them. The female moorland hawker dragonfly plays dead to avoid mating.” As “Twentieth Century Fox” by The Doors came through the speakers, she sat up to face him. “Even the Arctic fox has been known to play dead. There was one case where, if it hadn’t been for accidentally rolling the fox’s body into an electric fence, the hunters never would have known she was still alive.”

         The boyfriend sighed. “Look, babe, can we talk about this later?”

         “You never want to talk anymore.”

         “I’ve had a long flight,” he said. “I don’t need a lecture on the mating habits of dragonflies, or Arctic foxes.”

         Sophie stood up, finding her bathrobe. “Arctic foxes only play dead to avoid predators,” she said, slamming the door to the bathroom.

         When Sophie did not want what was good, the boyfriend took me to his study to watch TV. TV with the boyfriend was not like TV with Sophie. He sat me on the leather couch; he took off my dress and looked down at me so that I could see his pupils dilate. When he touched me, I wanted to ask if he felt that spark too, if this is what he meant by being on fire for him: a few wires still loose, a desire to burn. With the boyfriend, I watched TV only in the reflection of the window, my head facing the couch or the wall. I changed the channel only when he told me to. 16

         “Lay some sugar on me, sugar,” he would say. And I wanted to say, “Ah, musical references. I too enjoy Def Leppard.” I wanted to tell him that I could not be sugar. Sugar is brittle, easily broken; sugar is composed of a crystalline structure. I wanted to talk to the boyfriend. But I couldn’t.

         When we were done, I sometimes briefly glimpsed bright colours before he put me in sleep mode. He said he would not turn me off because, if he did, it was too hard to get me back into the correct mood; there was always that risk of fire. He said he never wanted to turn me off; I should be prone to falling in love. He said that I was made to feel.

         But with Sophie I was made to think. With her, I talked about how the killdeer bird would act like easy prey until the man was far enough away from her babies and then she would take flight; I talked about how two female foxes can just as easily care for one’s babies. With Sophie, I sat cross-legged on the boyfriend’s couch in his study, watching his big-screen TV while she scrubbed the pink off her nails and talked about how, now that she was going to have a baby, she wished she wasn’t.

         “Jim and I, we used to have it all planned; we’d go to the park so our kids could conduct field studies of the turtles, then hold our own Robot Wars in the backyard. Jim would take one of the kids, and I would take the other, and we’d compete, just like we did in our final year of undergrad. You know,” she said softly, looking at me, “you were our first collaboration.” Quickly, her eyes moved away. “Now I don’t know if it’s that I don’t know him anymore, or if he’s the one who doesn’t want to know me.”

         I wanted to tell her I knew what she meant, that to know was more than just the biblical context. I said, “I’m sorry I 17can’t help with that”; I said, “I’m sorry, I understand.” Then Sophie hugged me. Because it was Sophie, I thought of the Arctic fox who runs hot, who will not shiver until it is minus 70 degrees Celsius. Because it was Sophie, I wanted to feel; I felt warmth. When we were done, she left the bottle of nail polish remover open, as though she wanted the boyfriend to know by smell we had been there.

         When the boyfriend came home that night, Sophie said she was leaving, that she needed time to think. I could hear his voice through the door of the study at a decibel level I was not allowed to have. I could hear him say he didn’t care if she thought they never should have had this child; I heard her say she wished they hadn’t created. But I felt it when he hit Sophie across her jaw.

         When he came into the study, I could still feel; I felt for Sophie. He touched me; he said, “Does my girl just want to have fun tonight? Watch out, foxy lady, I’m coming to get you.”

         I knew how I was allowed to respond. I knew I was allowed to say, “I want as much fun as you’re giving”; he thought he could make me say, “If I’m a fox, come get my tail.” I knew I could not say that Cyndi Lauper made Sophie feel happy; after we watched the killdeer bird and the foxes, we watched Lauper’s interview with Wendy, and Sophie had played her first record for me, the first vinyl I had ever heard, that afternoon. He thought I could not say Cyndi Lauper made me happy too.

         When he tried to pin my arms down, I knew I should say, “Of course I want your fun.” But Sophie said I was made to think. I swung around, knocking the open bottle of nail polish remover so that it spilled on his couch; I said, “Ah, musical references. I too enjoy Jimi Hendrix.” 18

         “Don’t tell me I have to put you in the mood too.” When the boyfriend reached to flip the switch just above my buttocks, I wanted to think about Sophie, about when the record had finished and she had asked me, “What do you want to do?” I wanted to think about when I had felt for Sophie, but all I felt was a hurt when he put my face into the couch and I could smell the burning of nail polish remover until he flipped me on my back. He said he was going to turn me on. He said I was going to want this; I was made to. He didn’t care what I thought.

         Then I could not say anything. After I screamed, he hit my mute, hitting me across the jaw, the one that was perfectly rounded, but still, just like Sophie’s.

         I thought about the female moorland hawker dragonfly when I hit my own switch as he moved on top of me, shutting myself down. I felt hurt but I could think; I was made to. Even as there was a shock of electricity from me running through the boyfriend, even as the couch, which was covered in nail polish remover, burst into flames, I thought about the black kite bird and her wildfire, how the killdeer bird was just a distraction until she was not. I thought this was protection, like a fox would do for Sophie’s babies. The boyfriend did not understand, even when he screamed. He did not think about feeling, how a woman or a fox is a mammal, made to seek out warmth.
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            The Underside of a Wing

         

         An albatross is a bird who doesn’t go away, even though its body is capable of movement, long distances in fact, over nine thousand miles in fact. An albatross can circle the globe and stay in flight for over nine years without stopping. In Latin, an albatross means immutable, unchanging; eventually an albatross returns to the same island. At least nine species of albatross are endangered; invisible to predators flying above, with a white underbelly hidden by black wings, an albatross is easy to miss. There are at least nine species of albatross who endanger; an albatross is a bird who will always bring you down.

         1.

         The albatross is riding the SkyTrain back from Commercial Drive. The albatross doesn’t know why a girl even bothered getting on the SkyTrain, taking the bus all the way down the mountain in Burnaby, making her ears pop just so a girl could go to some graduate student meet-and-greet for the psychology department where the albatross avoided talking 20to anyone all night. She doesn’t know why a girl bothered when the albatross ended up alone, in the bathroom, throwing up nine-dollar wine and playing PC classic solitaire on her phone. On the SkyTrain, a girl tries to make sure the albatross is not seen by the two other people who are sitting too close to the albatross, who are sitting just close enough to each other so that the edges of their thighs are touching, just close enough to be a couple. The couple doesn’t seem to notice the albatross; the couple is looking at clouds. That one’s a seashell. That one’s a heart. The albatross used to play this game with Rob, back when Rob was going through his Hitchcock phase in film studies, back when every third cloud was the blood in the shower scene from Psycho. The couple is able to name the shape of a cloud and agree; the albatross can tell by the reaction shot, the part where they kiss. Rob loved to talk about Hitchcock’s use of the subjective camera, the reaction shot which follows the point of view shot where the image is as a particular character perceives it. At first, a girl thought that she and Rob were speaking the same language; she had done a minor in film too. But Rob never saw what the albatross saw: clouds that poured rain, clouds that eventually disappeared, pushed higher and higher by global warming, causing the darkening of ocean water, the death of desert bacteria, the worsening of pollen allergies. From Rob’s point of view, Rob is better back in Toronto. It is better Rob doesn’t see the albatross anymore. It is better if no one does. The albatross just can’t see it. But that one’s a plane, a bird, maybe.

         2.

         The albatross posts selfies, but they are taken in her bathroom mirror. A girl captions them with the goal of the day. Going 21to do the Grouse Grind. Going to run across the Capilano Suspension Bridge. In the background, no one can see the unmade bed where the albatross can’t sleep, the stack of take-out sushi containers, the pile of Hitchcock DVDs she took from Rob’s apartment. The murder in Rear Window reminds the albatross of the murder of Kitty Genovese, who was killed while thirty-eight people watched or listened without understanding it was an emergency. That murder was the reason Darley and Latané studied the bystander effect, which was the reason newer research found that the flight or fight response inhibits helping behaviour, which is the paper she should really be reading right now. But the albatross just switches Rear Window for The Birds, using the DVD as a coaster the next time she cracks a beer. Going skiing at the top of Whistler Mountain in August before the real work starts. Going to sleep well tonight! From Rob’s point of view, against the right background, say the Lions Gate Bridge connecting Vancouver to the North Shore, the albatross will be hard to spot. From Rob’s point of view, it will look like she’s having fun.

         3.

         The albatross is sitting across from a man who is sitting in the good leather chair in an office at the university. The albatross is sitting on a plastic chair, one that has some padding but is not built for support like the leather chair. She is trying to make sure the albatross doesn’t say too much, agrees mostly. From a man’s point of view, the albatross is falling behind; the albatross is heading into academic jeopardy. A man does not understand the relevance of the albatross’s references. An albatross’s 22language is mostly sky-calls and bob-struts, the clattering of a girl’s ring tapping against the chair, a constant hollow drumming like a heart inside her ears. Has she read the classic study on mistaken attraction due to activation of the flight-or-fight response on a suspension bridge? Of course, the albatross is making her leg jump up and down and up and down, making her look as though she is nodding; the albatross, with a wingspan of over two and a half metres fully extended, has to keep it together or a man is going to notice. A man is going to ask what’s wrong. From a man’s point of view in a supportive leather chair, there’s no room for the albatross in an office at a university.

         4.

         A friend will want to meet the albatross for lunch; a friend will say she understands what’s wrong. From the friend’s point of view, the albatross will just need to move on, get out, meet people. A friend will have answers, proper nouns. The albatross should try eHarmony. The albatross should try Moksha yoga. The albatross really shouldn’t have another glass of Merlot. The albatross will appear to have so much going for her, a friend will say she just needs to stop worrying. A friend will describe how she learned to stop worrying when she went to Thailand, met her fiancé; a friend will show pictures of them on the beach with a perfect blue ocean and a perfect blue sky, skipping past the dark clouds from a waste-to-energy plant burning plastics beside a shrimp farm, the animals kept by themselves in cages at the Pata Zoo. It’s the albatross who will want to think the ocean is Photoshopped; it’s easy to Photoshop tropical islands, Google images of beaches and hammocks. 23A tropical bird unable to fly in her cage is real. An ocean that blue is not. There are not even clouds in the sky. The albatross will excuse herself to drink from a flask in her purse in the bathroom, cry while reading the graffiti on the stall that promises a good time if she calls someone named Dan. Last time, the albatross forgot to fix a girl’s eyeliner and a friend said she wasn’t looking that great; is something wrong? The albatross texts to say it would have been great to see a friend, but she just can’t make it. The albatross doesn’t care how it looks.

         5.

         The albatross is not looking well, despite the concealer under her eyes; the albatross is not sleeping. The albatross is checking boxes on WebMD at 2:30 a.m. The albatross is supposed to answer always, often, sometimes, rarely, or never to get definite answers, but a girl is having trouble agreeing on the exact nature of the problem with the albatross. The albatross checks that she always has difficulties falling asleep, but she never has difficulties staying asleep; she can sleep in a lecture hall, or a cafeteria, or through the first-year introductory psych course she is supposed to TA at 3:30 p.m. She often experiences excessive worry; the albatross never experiences worry that isn’t excessive. The albatross sometimes experiences worry in social situations; she always worries that others will notice the albatross. Tonight, so the albatross’ roommate doesn’t notice, she is watching The Birds with the sound turned off. Rob once told her that in filming the attic scene, Hitchcock tied live birds to Tippi Hedren’s costume. The fear on her face is real. Only a few of the birds she is afraid of are not real. Sometimes 24it’s hard to tell. WebMD doesn’t give definite answers; it says the albatross should consult a physician. But she often experiences a fear of the albatross speaking in public.

         6.

         In the university health clinic the albatross is sitting behind the glass of the one-way mirror observation room with her clinical supervisor. The albatross is supposed to be sitting in front of the glass while a woman named Mandy, who is doing her PhD, observes from behind the one-way mirror. Instead, a woman named Mandy is sitting behind the desk in front of the mirror side of the glass. She is explaining to a man who has come in for an evaluation why no one can see if he has his very own kind of albatross right now. Unfortunately, it’s already 4 p.m. and they close in an hour.

         Unfortunately,  they  are  short-staffed  because  the albatross, who is still drinking vodka out of what is supposed to look like a vending-machine Pepsi, is late for her practicum shift. (Unfortunately, there was traffic, there was a problem with her alarm, there was the fact that a girl needed the albatross to drink at least half of what used to be Pepsi before the albatross would stay quiet. Unfortunately, the albatross is going to have to wait to make a girl’s excuses about why she’s late this time later; can’t she see Mandy is doing an assessment right now?) Unfortunately, there is a bit of a wait list, maybe a few weeks to a month, even if a man can’t see himself waiting that long. They don’t take walk-ins unless it’s a real emergency.

         Unfortunately, the glass at the university health clinic is not real glass, but tempered glass, supposedly the shatterproof kind wrapped in a plastic coating, the same 25kind used in a marketing challenge that involved breaking a million dollars out of a West Van bus stop, known for visible distortions. For example, from behind the bus stop glass, five hundred dollars looked like a million dollars; Mandy says that from the point of view of her supervisor behind the university health clinic glass, there is no way to see if a man has some kind of albatross today. An albatross is not a real emergency. From the point of view behind the glass, a real emergency is a man banging his fists against the mirror. A real emergency is a man threatening to break the mirror; an albatross is not supposed to go behind or through the glass at a university health clinic. A real emergency means Mandy is going to have to call security; from the point of view behind the glass her supervisor doesn’t see it as an albatross. A real emergency, according to page nine in the manual, is a sudden traumatic event, or a loss, or thoughts of suicide. Of course, the supervisor says later, a real emergency would have been if the man had told Mandy that he was planning to jump off the Lions Gate Bridge, but he didn’t tell her that. Her supervisor says there was no way, from behind the glass, she saw that coming.

         7.

         On a bench in Stanley Park, the albatross is drinking rum from a plastic iced tea bottle because she needs Rob to answer his phone; she needs to tell him she finally understands why it took Tippi Hedren almost losing an eye to tell anyone how she was afraid of Hitchcock. The problem is a girl needs the albatross to be quiet; she needs to read. She needs to read about how people who are afraid on high suspension bridges mistakenly feel attraction, but the problem is that the albatross 26is on her phone reading that Alfred Hitchcock thought false fronts underneath a sheer nightgown would make Grace Kelly more attractive. Alfred Hitchcock was unable to detect when Kelly refused to wear the plastic breasts, a refusal that was probably wise. The problem, the albatross is now sure from her reading, is plastic is linked to cancer, anxiety in children at age seven, the death of albatross chicks whose bellies, cut open, are filled with brightly coloured garbage while no one notices. For example, even when it starts to spit rain in Stanley Park, the albatross doesn’t seem to notice. She doesn’t move from a bench in Stanley Park; she reads how no one noticed that Albert, an albatross off the coast of northern Scotland, was alone for more than sixty years with gannets who didn’t understand his language, the meaning of his cries. The problem is the albatross reads, but there is nothing in the literature to suggest that gannets could ever understand an albatross, that the albatross would ever be aware it wasn’t a gannet. Most birds can’t pass the mirror test, recognize an image of themselves. The problem is Rob doesn’t pick up his phone, and she needs to tell Rob how she can’t tell anyone, but she is afraid of what a bird can do. She is afraid, especially when crossing from Prospect Point, to go back to her residence room. She is afraid, seven hundred metres above sea level on the Lions Gate Bridge, that the albatross is unable to see her face in the water below.

         8.

         In a seminar room where people are sitting in bright orange plastic chairs, a girl is supposed to be answering questions about the bystander effect. She is supposed to be explaining why, when Kitty Genovese walked home that 27night from a bar in Queens, thirty-eight people listened to her being murdered and didn’t see it as an emergency. She is supposed to be explaining, but the albatross won’t be quiet. The albatross isn’t sure if the black T-shirt camouflage is working or if the people can see the white deodorant circles under her arms; the albatross hasn’t been to the lectures for the course she is TAing in weeks. She is supposed to be explaining why, but the albatross doesn’t know why people couldn’t have understood it was a real emergency even though one of the people in the orange chairs is saying that actually, the first articles in Long Island Press and the New York Times reported no witnesses. Actually, a lawyer later on argued that very few residents of the nearby building could have seen the attack. Actually, new research suggests that people will only help provided it’s a clear emergency. Actually, she is supposed to explain the difference between a real emergency and a clear emergency, but the albatross is talking in its own language, which is a drumming of her heartbeat getting faster and faster; the albatross, actually, is not talking in a way that makes sense at all. The albatross is saying how maybe Kitty was less scared of the man attacking her than of the people attacking her for being what she was, a woman who worked at a bar coming home late in Queens; maybe Kitty didn’t want help, even though she was clearly screaming for it. Maybe the albatross is just breathing in and in and in and no words are coming out because an albatross can’t explain how a real emergency is not a clear emergency; the albatross can’t explain why she would go to the Lions Gate Bridge because she needs to get off the island. It’s a real emergency. It is the kind of emergency where she is seeing black, where everyone might 28see the white underneath part of her wings instead of the black, the kind where she might be having a heart attack. It is the kind where everyone is going to see the albatross as she passes out for a few seconds, then wakes up on the floor, where she can only see the feet of the bright orange plastic chairs.

         9.

         At Nanaimo Regional General Hospital, the albatross is waiting in the emergency room. The albatross doesn’t like it here. Everything is made of plastic. The chairs in the waiting room she can see from the hall are made of the same orange plastic as the ones in the seminar room; she can’t see her own reflection in the fluorescent light hitting the seats of the empty ones. The pen the woman in the booth behind the glass is using to write down what the albatross says is made of plastic; the glass itself is probably made of plastic because the woman says the albatross can wait, but it’s highly unlikely the doctor will see her tonight. It’s highly unlikely because they have a thing called triage. It’s highly unlikely because the albatross is not bleeding or burning or having a heart attack. No, from what the albatross has told the woman, a girl did not experience the symptoms of a heart attack. No, she probably just had a panic attack and should go home and get some rest; a girl is fine. A girl is fine, but the albatross is not fine with the orange plastic chairs, or the plastic window; the albatross is telling the woman that plastic is killing the oceans. The albatross is telling the woman she wants to take one of those orange plastic chairs and hurl it through the glass. A girl is telling the woman that she can’t go home to Toronto; the albatross is intent on 29leaving the island, will leave Vancouver for the North Shore via a bridge seven hundred metres above sea level. The albatross is telling the woman with the white undersides of her wings pressed hard against the plastic glass. Then the girl is feeling the body of an albatross thrown over and over against the glass; the girl is feeling how the wings of an albatross get pinched when held behind her by security. The girl is feeling the body of an albatross is her, face down on the ground where she can see the rubber, not plastic, soles of a nurse’s shoes.

         10.

         A nurse is saying an albatross is a bird who eventually goes away. Eventually, it learns to fly, long distances in fact, effortlessly in fact. The girl agrees somewhat an albatross might be a danger to others. The girl might not agree, but a woman who is a nurse who came out from behind the glass believes an albatross needs to be seen. The girl might not agree, but Hedren never got Hitchcock to listen; Albert on his gannet-filled island spent years and years just trying to find someone to talk to so he didn’t have to die alone. Kitty spent her last moments screaming at apartment buildings whose lights were on. The girl might not agree, but an albatross is a danger to herself. The girl might need to be seen as an albatross, at least for seventy-two hours. Eventually, the girl is told, an albatross can change; it can become extinct. Eventually, she is told, the girl can learn how to fly, without being in flight. 30

      

   


   
      
         
31
            Mermaid Girls

         

         My sister says her legs are killing her. She was squatting inside the glittered papier-mâché shell of a girl-sized lobster tail for at least half an hour, waiting to steal the magical funhouse mirror now sitting in the corner of our bedroom. And all because her boyfriend, Mitch, wants to believe in ghosts. The Davy Jones’ Dream Locker mirror still shows Mitch’s dream since he was the last person who looked in it: women dressed in see-through, conch shell-patterned bikinis, and spangled showgirl tails, floating around his cloud nine in the sky. The one with my sister’s face is professing true-blue, deep-sea love in a dance full of crustacean gyrations. Against the reflection of the night sky as seen on the surface of the lake at the edge of town, the mermaids break the water’s surface, plunging head over tails into the water, then stopping dead when they see the body at the bottom. Then my sister disappears. My sister is always disappearing.

         “And you still want to go out with him tonight? You’re acting like the moon,” I say sullenly, sneaking a quick glance 32at Davy Jones’s mirror as Desiree does her makeup by flashlight on top of the same old comforter we both have, the one that shows the outdated nine planets of our solar system.

         Before Desiree got boobs and a bunch of high school boyfriends, she used to be Dee. Dee liked Mars bars and astronaut-inspired Tang for breakfast and 101 Astronomy Tips and Jokes for Girls, complete with illustrated star charts and such zingers as, “I’m reading a book about anti-gravity. It’s impossible to put down.” “Why did Ms. Moon leave Mr. Sun? Because he never wants to go out with her at night.”

         “What are you talking about?”

         “What does the sun say to the moon?” I pause, waiting for her to answer. Back when The Box was called Mr. Marvellous’s Aquatic Emporium of Undersea Adventures, the funhouse mirrors reflected what you saw in your sleep. Every time you looked in one of them, they replayed your most important REM cycles, your deepest unconscious wishes told in the language of your dreams. Now the mirror—which my sister and Mitch have stolen from the storage room at the back of The Box, loaded into the back of his pickup, and carried up the stairs past a very sleepy Grandma—is playing my current nightly recurring dream, the one where Andromeda frees herself from being sea-monster bait and then rescues Cassiopeia from wheeling around the North Pole by converting her throne into a rocket ship/submarine. They ride together in the night sky, protected from whatever lurks up in the asteroid belts or in the depths of the water.

         “I have no idea.”

         “You’re not very bright!” Desiree rolls her eyes at me as she does her lipstick. This summer my sister has gone full siren, sneaking out of our bedroom every night to go skinny 33dipping, wearing the sparkly conch shell-patterned bikini that Mitch, who works as a dishwasher at The Box, swiped for her out of the dressing room from one of Poseidon’s Peelers. Desiree would rather kiss a boy than find Fomalhaut, the mouth of the fish, in the sky. But when our astrophysicist mom disappeared, it was Dee who taught me to name the stars. We found Cassiopeia’s W and Andromeda’s red giant, Lyra, whom Orpheus used to defeat the sirens. We would stay up every night during the summers at Grandma’s after Mom left Dad. Dad would drop us off from July through September so he could go and work as a bush pilot; he said that if he was up in the sky he had more of a chance of Mom looking at him. Gradually, as Dad got to know his new co-pilot girlfriend better, we got to know the winter sky at Grandma’s; the twins Castor and Pollux, the seven sisters of the Pleiades, the northern and western fish of Pisces, Venus and Cupid with their tails tied together for eternity. As kids, the mirrors at Davy Jones’s showed Dee and I both had the same recurring dream; a star explodes and we wait, endlessly, for the Crab Nebula to reappear, tracing the faintest outline of Mom’s smile in the central pulsar.

         “But why do you have to go out with Mitch tonight? The Perseids are supposed to peak tonight.” The truth is I’m jealous. Ever since Dee has had a boyfriend, instead of girls’ nights under the stars, she dreams up weird interpretations of the constellations. The Triangulum Galaxy in the mirror distinctly resembles my sister’s nose, and her legs blend into the tail of Alpha Piscium while Kappa and Theta look like a man’s vaguely defined quadriceps. I know that Dee knows the Pisces constellation has no business involving the thighs of a young male Homo sapiens. But Desiree hangs around with 34high school boys like Mitch, whose inner sophomore solar system orbits so far outside of science class I can’t tell if they really believe that stealing a funhouse mirror for their end-of-summer lake party is going to show them the ghost of that dead girl, still dressed as a mermaid.
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