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To Maxim and Natasha




A Pretty Face

Alone in the evenings, when the light had drained from the slate roof of her small rural home, and when her husband was working late, Mary Gooch would perform a striptease for the stars at the open bedroom window: shifting out of rumpled bottoms, slipping off blousy top, liberating breasts, peeling panties, her creamy flesh spilling forth until she was completely, exquisitely nude. In the darkness, she’d beg her lover the wind to ravish her until she needed to grasp the sill for support. Then, inhaling the night like a post-coital cigarette, Mary would turn to face the mirror, who’d been watching all along.

The mirror held the image Mary Gooch knew as herself, a forty-three-year-old brunette standing five and a half feet tall, so gilded with fat that hardly a bone from her skeleton could insinuate itself in her reflection. No hint of clavicle, no suggestion of scapula, no jag in her jaw, no scallop in her knee, no crest of ilium, no crook of knuckle, not a phalange in the smallest of her fingers. And no cords of muscle, either, as if she were enrobed by a subcutaneous duvet.

Mary remembered, when she was nine years old, stepping off the scale in Dr. Ruttle’s office and hearing him whisper the word to her slight mother, Irma. It was an unfamiliar word, but one she understood in the context of the fairy-tale world.  Obeast. There were witches and warlocks. So must there be ogres and obeasts. Little big Mary wasn’t confused by the diagnosis. It made sense to her child’s mind that her body had become an outward manifestation of the starving animal in her gut.


Such a pretty face. That was what people always said. When she was a child they made the comment to her mother, with tsking pity or stern reproach, depending on their individual natures. As she grew, the pitying, reproving people made the comment directly to Mary. Such a pretty face. Implied was the disgrace of her voluminous body, the squander of her green eyes and bow lips, her aquiline nose and deep-cleft chin and her soft skin, like risen dough, with no worry lines to speak of, which was remarkable because, when she wasn’t eating, that’s what Mary Gooch did.

She worried about what she would eat and what she would not eat. When and where she would or wouldn’t. She worried because she had too much or not nearly enough. She worried about hypertension, type 2 diabetes, atherosclerosis, heart attack, stroke, osteoarthritis. The contempt of strangers. The mouths of babes. Sudden death. Protracted death. She worried all the more because all the worry made her sleepless, and in her dreamless hours hosted more worries, about her husband, Gooch, and the approach of their silver anniversary, about her menial job at Raymond Russell Drugstore and about her list, which she imagined not as  Things to do but Things left undone.

Weight is only numbers on a scale, she told herself, and her mirror just another point of view. Squinting at her naked reflection when the moon was waxing and the angle just  right, Mary Gooch saw beauty in the poetry of her contours, in the expressive, expansive, edible flesh, and understood why an artist sketching nudes might find appealing the mountainous gut, and favour the pocked shore of sloping thigh, and enjoy the depth and shadow of pendulous breasts and multiple chins. A shape ample and sensuous, like the huge round vase handed down on the Brody side of the family, in which she arranged her ditch lilies in the spring. Or like the dunes of virgin snow on the hills beyond her home outside small-town Leaford.

Mary wished to be a rebel against the tyranny of beauty but was instead a devotee, coveting its currency, devouring images in glossy magazines and broadcast TV, especially the kind that chronicled the lives of the rich and famous. She lingered over the body shots, outlining with her fingertips, like an appreciative lover, the rock-hard abdominals and concrete glutes, sinewy arms and pumped deltoids—so daring on a woman—coltish legs, wasp waist, swan’s neck, lion’s mane, cat’s eyes. She accepted the supremacy of beauty, and could not deny complicity in the waste of her own.

It was often an unbearable burden for Mary Gooch to carry both her significant weight and the responsibility for it, and she naturally sought to blame. The media was her target, just as it was another of her addictions. She would tear through the pages of her magazines, gratified by the celebrity cellulite, horrified by the gorgeous anorexics, noting the fall must-haves, sneering with the critics about fashion disasters, then realize she’d eaten a quart of premium ice cream, coerced by the advertisement beneath the picture of the TV cutie with poor taste in men. Mary knew it was all the media’s fault, but finger pointing was too much exercise, and she couldn’t sustain the blame for long. Especially since she was so often confronted by the stupid genius of just saying no.

Jimmy Gooch, Mary’s husband of nearly twenty-five years,  read Time and Newsweek and Scientific American and The Atlantic and National Geographic. He watched CNN, even when America was not on red alert, and cable talk shows with clever panelists who laughed when nothing was funny. With Gooch working late most evenings, and busy playing golf on the weekends, Mary reckoned they were down to spending only a handful of waking hours a week together and wished to relieve the silence between them, but didn’t share Gooch’s passion for politics. The couple sometimes found common ground in musing on the vagaries of human nature. “Read the essay at the back,” Gooch had said recently, tapping her on the head with the rolled-up magazine—a gesture she charged was aggressive, but he argued, playful.

The article spoke of the ills of North American culture, the mistaking of acquisition for success, gluttony for fulfillment. Gooch clearly meant for Mary to draw a comparison to her gastronomical indulgence, and she did, but the piece was provocative in its own right, posing the question: Are people generally happier now, with instant access and quick fixes and thousands of channels and brands to choose from, than they were before the Industrial Revolution? Mary instantly decided  no. In fact, she wondered if the opposite was true, that in the hardscrabble life of her pioneering ancestors, whose singularity of purpose was clear, there had been no time to ponder happiness. Chop wood. Carry water. It was impossible to imagine that the early Brodys, who’d cleared Leaford from the Burger King to the gas station, had ever endured a sleepless night.

Having read enough magazines, and having spent hours lurking in the self-help section, Mary Gooch knew that she wasn’t alone in her morbid obesity or her abstract malaise. Symptoms of despair were everywhere, and formulas for success within her grasp. A person could get a good night’s  sleep and wake refreshed, shed unwanted pounds without dieting, make dinners for six in twenty minutes or less, rekindle sexual passion, and achieve five personal goals by the end of the month. A person could. But in spite of the step-by-step instructions, Mary could not. The secret remained classified. She appeared to be missing some key ingredient, something simple and elusive, like honesty.

Mary had been raised without religion but instinctively drew a separation between her spirit and body. Her spirit had no gravitational pull. Her body weighed three hundred and two of earth’s pounds—the two pounds significant because she’d once vowed that she’d kill herself if she got up beyond three hundred. Another promise broken. Further recrimination. The truth of what drove her hunger was as present and mysterious as anyone’s God.

Certainly grief fed the beast, and with her encroaching middle age came more and greater opportunities for it. Every passage, but particularly the corporeal kind, further embellished Mary Gooch. Thirty pounds for her mother, accumulated over many months, years ago, although Irma was not actually deceased. The babies, so long ago, had added fifteen and twenty pounds respectively. Then it was the ten when her father died in the spring. And another ten with Mr. Barkley in the summer. She felt vaguely charitable assigning the poundage to her loved ones, in the same way that she was mildly comforted by calculating her load in U.K. stones, in the British style, rather than North American pounds.

During her painful cycles of grief and gain, Mary thought it would be better to have any religion and lose it, than never to have one at all. She relied on dubious knowledge and remedial understanding to cobble together a system of beliefs that she was forever editing and amending, depending on the latest magazine article or persuasive celebrity endorsement.  Except for the rule of three—an enduring belief, if unfounded by religious text. Terrible things happen in clusters of three. Death, serious accidents, financial ruin. One. Two. Three. What would end the trilogy after her father and Mr. Barkley, she wondered. Another death? Or just more deceptively endurable misfortune?

Hauling her corpulence the few steps from her truck in the parking lot to the back door of Raymond Russell Drugstore, starved for breath, heart valves flushing and fluppering, Mary would think, It’s me. I will end the trilogy. Here comes my fatal heart attack. Drowning in regret, she’d see everything clearly, the way reckless adults do, too late. But like all things, the feeling would pass, and she would click on another worry, each one dense and nuanced enough to sustain her interest, with intriguing links to distract her from the larger picture. The ticking of time. The machinations of denial.

Mary Gooch did not so much pray to God as wish to God, of whom she was sporadically unsure. She wished to God for an end to all wars. And that her manager would catch his scrotum in the cash register at work. She wished for her mother’s peaceful death. And that she had something nice to wear to her silver anniversary dinner party. And then there was the wish that pre-empted all other wishes, the one she wished hourly, eternally—that she could just lose the weight. This wish Mary would offer to her uncertain God in the smallest and most humble of voices. If I could just lose the weight, Gooch would love me again. Or sometimes it was, I could let Gooch love me again. The state of her body was inseparable from the state of her marriage, and the universe.

If I could just lose the weight.

For all her uncertainty about God, and in addition to the rule of three, Mary Gooch believed in miracles.




The Night Clock

The night clock never ticked for Mary. On this autumn night, the eve of her silver anniversary, the clock thumped, a downbeat rhythm in time with her heart, alternative jazz, restless, like a tapping toe or a wandering eye, awaiting the first notes of an uncommon melody.

Adrift, mattress springing leaks in the dark, thoughts scurrying through portals, drawing conclusions, mixing metaphors, Mary felt beads of perspiration mingle in a stream down her temple. Slick and sealish in her faded grey nightgown, a triangle of sweat tickling her crotch, she was dizzy from the duelling sensations of heat and hunger. Heat from the furnace, which she’d tried to shut off earlier, was still blasting through the floor grates in the tiny country bungalow. Hunger, as always, shouted to be heard.

Mary held her breath, listening to the sound of a vehicle in the distance. Her husband Gooch? No. Gooch would be coming from the east. She tossed her undulating flesh and rode the tidal waves until she was breathless on her back, humming a tune to distract the obeast within. She hummed  more loudly, hearing faint assurances from a distant chorus that she was not alone. There was hope in the harmony, until hunger snickered from the kitchen.

In the hallway, damp nightgown suctioned to her spread, eating from a foil bag she’d grabbed from the kitchen counter, Mary checked the temperature on the thermostat, licking her salty finger before she slid the lever from Off to On to Off again. The furnace purred, disregarding its directive. Huffing, she set her bag down and threw open the basement door. Scent molecules of must and mildew fled like trapped birds as she flipped on the light, struck by the sight of the rotten bottom stair she’d broken last winter. She hesitated, then closed the door, deciding the heat was to be endured until Gooch got home.

She checked the clock, reminding herself that her husband was often late, and sometimes very late. Mary had kept such nightly vigils over the years, never questioning her husband’s whereabouts, never admitting her fear of the dark. She returned to her chip bag, kettle-fried shards piercing her palate, painful but soothing, like the blues. Enough, she told herself, then, Just one more. And one more. And just the one extra.

Parched, she opened the old Kenmore refrigerator and, while gulping cola from a huge plastic bottle, saw through the window above the sink moon glow filtering through fast-moving clouds. Flipping her tail of chocolate hair, she sailed across the tile floor and pulled open the window, welcoming the breeze, stirred by the fall fragrance of ripened red apples and soft yellow pears, wet earth and decomposing leaves, a savoury decay that would soon fade away when winter came to embitter the car-exhausted air.

The breeze kissed her soft skin and she shivered, thinking of Gooch. A feral cat yowled in the distance and Mary swivelled instinctively to check the silver bowls on the floor near the back door. Mr. Barkley’s food and water.

Prick of pain. Gone. No Mr. Barkley. No more worry about Mr. Barkley’s food and water. Mr. Barkley’s worm infection. Mr. Barkley’s tooth decay. Mr. Barkley had been Mary’s boy, and no less loved by her than any human child by his mother. A decade ago she had rescued the kitten from a hole into which he’d fallen at the back of the garage, and named him after a basketball player in hopes of getting Gooch to bond. She nursed the mewling wretch from a turkey baster filled with infant formula from the drugstore, cradling him in a hand towel, grooming him with a little wet paintbrush to simulate a tongue. She referred to herself as “Mama” when Gooch wasn’t around. Mama creamed turkey for Mr. Barkley. Mama let Mr. Barkley sleep in the scooze of her cleavage. Like any mother, Mama didn’t love Mr. Barkley less for his meanness, even though the cat spent the best of his ten years hiding behind the living-room drapes, shedding orange hair on the green chair, and hissing when Mama was late with his dinner.

On a heat-wave summer night in July Mary had skulked into the kitchen for a snack, surprised to find Mr. Barkley collapsed in the centre of the cool tile floor. She nudged him with her toe and panicked when he didn’t hiss and flee. “Mr. Barkley?”

Unable to kneel down, she pulled a red vinyl kitchen chair to the sprawled cat and, using her feet as cranes, raised him high enough that she could grasp his front paws and drag his limp body up to the shelf of her bosom. Seeing that he was dying, she stroked his ginger head and whispered, “Mama’s got the Tuna Treats,” so his final thoughts would be hopeful. A brief spasm. Mr. Barkley present. Mr. Barkley past. And no idea why he died, except a guess that he had eaten a poisoned rodent. The vinyl chair mourned as Mary rocked from side to side, kissing Mr. Barkley’s snout, which she’d never done in life for fear he’d bite her nose.

The lights were on and the air foul when Gooch returned very late that night to find the contents of the fridge weighting the table. Mary was tonguing rhubarb pie from the well of a large silver ladle and didn’t care that she’d been caught. When Gooch stared at his wife, not comprehending, she managed to choke out, “Mr. Barkley.”

When Gooch still didn’t understand, she gestured to the refrigerator. “I didn’t want the bugs to get at him.”

Thoroughly disturbed by the thought of the dead cat in his refrigerator, Gooch set his large comforting hands on her shoulders and assured her that he would dig a hole first thing in the morning. He kissed her cheek and said, “Near the big trees out back, Mare. We’ll plant some bulbs to mark the grave.”

“Iris,” Mary agreed, chewing and swallowing. “Purple.”

With birds rejoicing in the oaks and Gooch towering at her side, Mary sprinkled dirt on Mr. Barkley, whose stiff body she’d wrapped in two hundred feet of plastic food wrap, before Gooch set him down in the dark, moist hole.

Now, gazing into the brooding night past the trees and beyond Mr. Barkley’s grave, Mary was sorry to see that there were no lights in the neighbours’ houses to either side. It made her feel less lonely when she could observe other people’s quietly desperate lives. The fighting Feragamos with their brood of teenaged boys lived in the ramshackle Victorian an acre to the west. Penny and Shawn, the young couple with the newborn who screamed at each other whenever the baby cried, were on the other side of the creek. The Merkels’ house beyond the breadth of cornfields was much too far to spy on without binoculars, though she doubted there’d be much to see. And the scrubby orange farmhouse where the Darlen twins (famous because the two girls had been born joined at the head) used to live was now the local history museum and kept only summer hours.

The old willow at the end of the drive was suddenly assaulted by a hard-driven wind. Parked beneath the tree, the red Ford pickup truck with its custom-made sunroof gathered teardrop leaves. The sunroof had been jammed open since spring. It had been on Mary’s list of things not getting done for months: Sunroof repair.


Come home, Gooch. Come home. Why are you so late? Where are you? Mary’s worry prompted a craving and she found the beef jerky stick she’d hidden from herself, tucked in the back of the cupboard behind the soup cans. Chewing, she remembered her list. Sunroof repair. Furnace repaired? Replaced? Cheques due at St. John’s Nursing Home. Work extra shift for Candace. Gooch’s suit from the cleaners. She opened the buttons of her nightgown and padded back to her room, farting indignantly, tired of the list, making promises to tomorrow. Tomorrow, self-confidence. Tomorrow, self-control. Balance. Restraint. Grace. Tomorrow.

Whiffing the scent of self-pity as she found her lonesome bed, Mary Gooch thought, as she often did, about a boy she used to know.




Bonds of Distinction

As a girl, Mary Brody had been content spending her summers reading novels in her room or listening to loud music on the radio while her peers gathered in tube tops to smoke their mothers’ Peter Jacksons and share their true despair. There were girls down the street, Debbie and Joanne, who, like Mary, read books in their rooms, and with whom she believed she might have struck an alliance, but Mary preferred to be alone, with her hunger.

Even as she wallowed in her feasts, she worried about her mother’s keen eye for inventory, and made frequent trips to Klik’s corner store to replenish the stock, using money sent by distant Brodys for Christmas and birthdays. Irma had started working full-time as secretary at the tool-and-die shop when Mary was five years old, and had told Mary then that, if there was ever an emergency, she should go get help from Mr. or Mrs. Klik.

The Kliks were a stern couple with six children, one of whom, Christopher, in Mary’s grade, had been diagnosed with a rare cancer the year he turned twelve. Mary, the fat  girl, and Christopher, the sick boy, had some bond of distinction, though they rarely exchanged more than irritated glances.

Occasionally, as Mary Brody left Klik’s dusty store, she’d find the boy parked at the bike rack near the trash bins, perched atop his one-of-a-kind moped, which Chatham Cycle Shop had donated because he was dying. Christopher’s photograph had been on the front page of the Leaford Mirror, his frail white fingers gripping handlebars, the shop owners, puffed with charity, holding his emaciated body steady on the seat. Mary hoped that Christopher hadn’t read the story below his picture, even as she envied the boy his prognosis. He seemed to be better loved for the fact of his imminent demise.

Exiting Klik’s store one day when she was in seventh grade, carrying a loaf of bread and a jar of honey and a pound of mixed candy, Mary had cringed to find Christopher hunched beside his moped, holding his legs at his ankles. He looked to be in pain, though he didn’t appear to have fallen. She’d stopped without drawing near and asked, “Want me to get your mom?”

The boy shot her a look. “No.”

They turned their attention to a large black crow flapping around the trash can. The bird landed on a plastic bag and cocked his head to watch them. “I hate crows,” Mary said.

“They hate you too.”

“I don’t care.”

“Like my motorbike?”

She raised a brow, pretending she’d just noticed.

The small boy sat up, finding her pretty eyes. “Wanna ride it?” She thought the question rhetorical. “Nobody but me’s ever ridden it.”

“I know.”

“Everyone wants to.”

“I know.”

“You can.” Christopher glanced down the road to ensure that there were no approaching cars or strolling people. Then he drew his shirt up over his concave chest. “Do this,” he said, pinching the pink nipple on his right breast, “and you can ride it.”

Mary had not ridden her own bicycle yet that summer, feeling the effort of pedalling and balancing too great for her big, tired body, and she was electrified by the prospect of such vehicular freedom. Had Christopher been a well boy, she might have run to call Irma at work, but he was a sick boy, and Mary didn’t consider his request prurient, just odd.

She stepped forward, reaching her stubby fingers toward the boy’s translucent skin. When he batted her hand away, she was shocked by his speed and strength. “Not to me, dumbkopf.”

“You just said,” Mary said, screwing up her face.

“To yourself,” Christopher wheezed.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Sorry.”

“Do it and you can ride my motorbike.”

Fair trade. She lifted her ribbed tank top, allowing her pillowy breast to spill forward, and pinched her rose nipple lightly before pulling the fabric back down.

Christopher grinned broadly. “Pervert.”

“Can I ride it now, Chris-to-pher?”

His regret seemed genuine. “I didn’t think you were really  gonna. My dad’ll kill me if I let anybody.”

She sat down on the curb beside him, scooping slimy jelly beans from her bag, chewing with vigour. Remembering her manners, she offered the bag to Christopher, who said, “I don’t like candy.”

Mary was incredulous. “But you own the store! You could have all you want!”

Christopher paused for effect. “I could.”

They were quiet a moment. The fact of the child’s premature death stirred within their mutual sense of injustice.

“No fair,” Mary said finally.

Christopher curled his lip and sucked his snot succinctly. For the moment, no distance between them. “You’d be pretty if you weren’t so fat,” he said plainly.

“Okay.” Mary shrugged, flattered. Studying him, she wondered, not for the first time, if he knew he was dying. She was astonished when he answered her thoughts.

“I’m dying from what I got, so.”

It was clear to Mary that Christopher Klik was magical, or mystical. “Weeks or months?” Her parents had wondered that at the dinner table.

“What kinda question is that?”

“Sorry.”

“Besides, you’re dying too. Everyone is.”

Struck by the realization that the magical boy was right, Mary watched his tiny whiteness, waiting for further enlightenment.

“Show me that titty again,” he demanded.

Meeting his gaze, she lifted her shirt and moved her hand hesitantly toward her breast, plucking at her nipple as he watched open-mouthed.

When she finished, Christopher Klik grinned. “I’m telling  everybody you did that.”

Mary grinned back, because she knew he had no one to tell. She waited to meet his eyes before leaning in to whisper, “I’ll be your girlfriend till you die.”

The boy didn’t pause to consider, but wagged his head back and forth and made a pained move to rise.

Without turning to look, clutching her corner-store bag, Mary hurried off, terrified by the painful burning lump that had suddenly become lodged in her throat, convinced that the dying boy had infected her with his tragic disease. She opened  the refrigerator door in her quiet, empty house, hoping that the choking feeling could be relieved by a gulp of juice. Then she thought some honey toast might help, Popsicles, peanut clusters from the freezer, the rest of the mixed candy, some leftover ham.

Christopher did not ride his motorized bike after that day. His funeral was held three weeks later. The Kliks sold the corner store to the Quick Stop franchise, which replaced the candy with cigarettes and batteries. Irma would say, “You just think about poor Christopher Klik when you start feeling sorry for yourself, Mary Brody.”

And she did.


Thump went the clock beside Mary’s bed. The square bedroom window was open and the breeze had the sage curtains in a tizzy. Dazed and damp and done thinking of Christopher Klik, Mary scrolled through the TV channels, finding only the most profoundly false reality shows, and in between the blather, cruel commercials advertising deep delicious this, sweet ’n’ gooey that. No celebrity gossip shows. Shopping channel static. She turned the TV off and tossed the remote control out of reach, wishing to God that Gooch would come home.

The bookshelf near the bedroom window was listing from the tidy stacks of twice- or thrice-read magazines, the glossy images of beauty drooled over, the coveted home decor items already out of style, the celebrity wedding annulled weeks ago. Her hard-core pleasure, the tabloids, she kept hidden between the mattresses.

Gooch and Mary had recently agreed on no more magazines for her, or sports channel for him, until the carpet guy got paid off. The new broadloom had been Gooch’s idea, and she knew it was because he could no longer bear to look at the rut she’d worn from her bed to the kitchen. The carpeting was their anniversary gift to each other, and she’d felt some small consolation in its colour being silver.

She’d wanted to ask Gooch for a new wedding ring for their milestone anniversary, the original, a modest solitaire, having been unceremoniously cut off by the jeweller years ago when Mary’s plump finger had started to turn blue. But there was no money for a ring, and Gooch had pointed out that wedding rings were antiquated symbols anyway. Still, he never took off his own gold band, and she’d felt safe in its presence on his finger.

With no television to watch and no magazine to look at, Mary’s eyes rested, as dreamless eyes do, on the smooth, shadowed ceiling above her lumpy bed. She recalled the sense of being transported by a good book, wishing she had one now while she waited for Gooch to come home. She used to enjoy reading romance, mysteries when she was young, and then it was the women’s novels with gold book club stickers. Gooch had suggested she take a trip to the Leaford Library, reminding her that it was free, and she’d envisioned herself carrying home a pile of books with star reviews, but the effort of the trip and the walking down aisles and the looking at and lifting of books all seemed so great that she’d found excuses not to go. Lately it had been the distraction of planning the humble anniversary party.

The details of the party had burdened Mary’s already long list of things to do. Worse, she had only herself to blame, since she’d announced the event months ago, the day she went shopping in nearby Chatham and found the too-tight green silk pantsuit, which a complete stranger had said makes your eyes pop. The outfit had been her incentive, but she had bought it before the loss and gain from Mr. Barkley, and the silk ensemble was now two more sizes too small. As usual, Mary had nothing to wear.

The only guests were going to be three other couples—Erika and Dave, Kim and François, Pete and Wendy—whom they’d known, all except Erika, since high school, and the  affair was to be a simple one. Dinner at the fish restaurant by the lake, and later a game of poker or bridge in the Gooches’ country kitchen. “We have exactly three hundred and twenty-four dollars left in the account, Mare,” Gooch had warned, and insisted they serve dessert back at the house.

Mary had begged, “No gifts.” But Wendy was making a scrapbook for the Gooches in her crafting class, a photographic tribute to their years together, a thought that made Mary’s stomach roil.

Darkness. The toss. The turn. The heat. The hunger. The wish. The worry. For one such as Mary Gooch to find comfort in her bed was not so simple a matter as shifting a body, but an effort of such sweaty magnitude as to move a mountain. Sunroof repair. Cheques to the nursing home. Pick up dessert for the anniversary dinner.

Gooch had said, “Around ten or so. But don’t wait up.” His last delivery for Leaford Furniture and Appliance was in the Windsor area, near the border with Detroit. An hour or so away, but forty minutes the way Gooch drove. His partner was off work with the pink eye, but with his extraordinary size and strength her husband could easily handle the dishwasher on a dolly, and the seven-piece dinette set alone.

There was a current in the air. And that smell. Wet. Sharp. Electric. Hard rain bullets sprayed through the open bedroom window as thunder dropped heavy bass notes in the distance. Mary searched the sky for lightning, remembering how as a child she’d stood in the square patch of grass behind the bungalow on Iroquois Drive holding the metal mop handle above her rain-soaked head. She hadn’t wanted to die, like Mr. Pline on the golf course, but to be enlightened, like the woman on TV who’d been struck by a thunderbolt and seen God.

Wiping sweat from her brow with the pillowcase, Mary listened to the rumble of thunder, thinking of Gooch on the rain-slicked roads, trying to ignore a tiny voice warning her  that something was wrong. She reached to turn on the light beside her, serrated pain stabbing her sternum. Breathless from the crushing weight of her breasts, heart galloping with the strain of rising in the bed, she shut her eyes. Breathe, she told herself. Breathe. Rule or no rule, she would not die alone in her bed, dressed in her sour nightgown, on the eve of her silver anniversary.

Sitting up usually brought quick relief, but not tonight. She couldn’t shake the sense that there was something in the air beyond the rain, a dark foreboding stirred up by the storm. Gooch’s face before he left for work that morning played like a song she couldn’t get out of her head.

After breakfast, while a lone crow cawed from the field behind the house, Gooch had stood at the door, furrows slicing his forehead, chapped lips slack at the edges, his round blue eyes searching hers. In his gaze Mary had seen the sum of their life together, and had felt inclined to apologize. What was that look? Pity? Contempt? Tender affection? None of it? All of it? She used to believe she could read his mind.

With the noisy bird crowing in the background, Gooch had cleared his throat before asking, “Have you got something to wear for the thing tomorrow night, Mare?”

Jimmy Gooch was like a vital organ whose function was mysterious but without which, she believed, she would perish. Gooch was her first love. Her mate. Her partner. The only family she had left. Time, for Mary, was measured in “before Gooch” and “after Gooch.”

Acknowledging the partisanship of her memory, Mary knew she was making at least some of it up when she recalled the first day she had laid eyes on Jimmy Gooch. She played the scene in her mind the way she imagined modern people made memories, like directors filming their own life stories: wide-angle to convey body language, poignant two-shot profiles, tight close-ups on a long lens, scored with sexy  Motown. In slow, heroic motion, wavy hair caught by the wind, Jimmy Gooch pushed through the double doors and into the halls of Leaford Collegiate, where the crowd of students parted like the sea. Sixteen-year-old Jimmy Gooch was a god of sorts. Backlit, star-eyed, straight-A student and distinguished athlete, he was the new starting centre for the Cougars, his arrival from Ottawa heralded, already being scouted by American colleges. Long ropy muscles dressing a stunning six-foot-five teenaged skeleton, welts of abdominals and obliques straining his cool rock band T-shirt.

Mary Brody’s pretty eyes did not blink as Jimmy Gooch drew near the place where her poundage quivered in roomy stretch pants and over-large school jersey. She felt her uterus contract when he asked, “You know where Advanced Lit 3 is?” Those were the only words he spoke to her that entire year, despite having their lockers side by side and sharing four classes, but in that virgin moment, when the very tall man-boy looked ever so briefly into Mary Brody’s eyes, she glimpsed a kindred spirit, saw a flash of the future and the unlikely entanglement of their fates.

Do all sleepless people play the events of their lives like a television rerun, Mary wondered, heart thudding, saliva gathering at the corners of her mouth, thinking of that morning again.

“Have you got something to wear for the thing tomorrow night, Mare?” Gooch’s voice was erotica. He could arouse Mary with the merest stroke of tenor on her hot inner ear. She wondered why she’d never told him so, and felt sorry it no longer mattered.

Frowning, she’d tugged at the waistband of her uniform—the largest of the ladies’ plus sizes, so she’d have to go into the large men’s sizes now, and Ray Russell Jr., the owner/manager of the drugstore, would have to place the order for her. The thought burned her cheeks, since she’d recently overheard  Ray and Candace making unfunny comments about her ass—Candace suggesting they take up a collection for gastric bypass, and Ray remarking that it was so big it should have its own blog. Now she had to clear her throat or cough before entering the staff room.

Mary had assured him, “I’ll find something.”

“What about the green thing you bought?” Gooch had asked carefully.

“The zipper was broken,” she lied.

“Remember what happened the last time you had to improvise? Buy something if you don’t have anything, Mare. This is important. Find something nice.”

Shrunk an inch over the years, standing at the door in his custom-made work shirt and brown corduroy coat and dusty blue jeans from the Big Man’s store, ball cap plunked down on his wavy grey head, complexion worn like a catcher’s mitt, Gooch looked handsome but weary. She wondered if he seemed more or less tired than any forty-four-year-old man in any small town. She cocked her head, asking, “Are you sorry we’re doing this dinner tomorrow, hon?”

He paused, with that look on his face, and said, “Twenty-five years, Mrs. Gooch. That’s a hell of a thing. Right?”

“It is,” she agreed. “When you gonna be home?”

“Ten or so. But don’t wait up.” He said the last after the back door banged shut.

It was a hell of a thing to have been married for twenty-five years, but no one ever asked Mary her secret to a long marriage. She might have said, “Don’t call your husband at work.”

Of course, throughout the years, she would have called Gooch’s pager or cellphone if there’d been an emergency, but her life was fairly predictable and her tragedies rarely sudden. She’d nearly called Gooch at work when she’d gotten the news about her father’s passing, but had decided that, like  everything except her raging hunger, it could wait. She started to dial his pager many years ago, when she was seizing with uterine cramps, but had hung up when she realized the ambulance would be there faster. She had left a note on the kitchen table. Gone to hospital with hemorrhage. She’d thought of calling him just recently, the night she tipped the scale over three hundred pounds, but had instead collected the pain medications from the bathroom cabinet, remembering her vow to kill herself. Even as she was shaking tablets from vials at the kitchen table, she had accepted her false intentions, and determined that the dosage was not potent enough for her extreme body weight anyway. The door had suddenly opened behind her and Gooch had tramped inside, filling the house with his truck oil scent and strong-man vigour, calling, “Hey. You’re still up.” Shrugging off his coat, pulling off his boots, he had been preoccupied and hadn’t noticed the pills and vials on the table, which Mary swept into a plastic bag and quickly tossed in the trash. At the time, she’d allowed herself to wonder if he had missed her suspicious behaviour because he was hiding something too.

The night clock. Palpitations of the heart. Thud. Thud. Whoosh. Arteries saturated with globules of worry. She reached for the phone but stopped. A good wife trusted her husband and never checked up on him, or questioned his lateness, or looked through his dresser drawers. The truth she rarely confessed, even to herself, was that she didn’t call Gooch because she was afraid she’d discover that he was someplace he shouldn’t be, and she didn’t want the burden of his confession any more than she thought he wanted hers.




Weight of Grief

Fifteen pounds with her father. Orin Brody died in the spring of a blood clot, a cunning thrombosis that had slithered up from his leg to his lung sometime after Mary closed the door to his apartment overlooking the river in nearby Chatham. “See ya tomorrow, Murray,” he’d called out, using Mary’s pet name, as he always did. Her mother had called her dear.

The blood clot came as a somewhat shocking end, given Orin’s history of heart disease and colitis. His post-mortem death weight, a number that had stung Mary and still buzzed her earhole in the dark—ninety-seven pounds. But Orin had lost his appetite completely in his final year, for televised sports, food, life, altogether, all the same. His cadaver was the exact poundage of Mary’s squat nine-year-old self when the doctor had whispered the obvious to her slight mother, Irma. Ninety-seven pounds. Obeast. Mary unduly expanded. Orin cruelly reduced. The pressing weight of grief made her hungry.

On the morning of her father’s funeral, she had risen early after not a wink of sleep, and started for the bathroom to  colour her hair. She’d found the hair dye box in the bag from the drugstore and opened it before noticing that she’d grabbed the wrong package—not Rich Chestnut but Rich Red. Resigned to her silver roots, she’d stepped out of the bathroom to find Gooch addressing the wakening erection in his large, callused hand. He looked caught, and sat up breathless. “I thought you were going to do your hair.”

Not offended by Gooch’s habit but aroused, she considered briefly what it might be like to sit beside him on the bed and caress him there, and let him run his hand over the flesh of her back, to heal with strokes and whispers the way they once had. She craved that powerful love but felt too distinctly the message from her body, that it did not want to be touched. “I grabbed the wrong box,” she sighed. “It’s red.”

Later, Gooch heard a sound in the bedroom and found her collapsed on the bed. It was not a fatal heart attack or even grief but her stiff black dress, which had been snug at the last funeral, lodged beneath her textured mounds. Seeing her stricken face, Gooch just squeezed his eyes and quietly left the room.

Locked in the bathroom, naked on the toilet though she had no urge to relieve, Mary had scratched her hairless thighs without particular shame or horror. Her hunger was ever-present but her self-loathing came in waves. Clothes didn’t necessarily incite abhorrence for her form, but more often for the tight, scratchy, lumpy articles themselves. All garments except her grey nightgown were hateful to her skin. She had been delighted when the uniform policy was handed down at the drugstore—roomy navy pantsuits resembling hospital scrubs, which were supposed to make the front staff look more professional, and in which they all looked like hell.

The women at the drugstore had griped about the uniforms—especially Candace, with her wee waist and cantilevered breasts—but no one had asked Mary her opinion.  She had thought one sleepless night, without a ladle of self-pity, that she was, quite literally, the elephant in the room. Her body seemed more illusory for the secrecy surrounding it. Her real weight? Her true size? Only she knew. Hiding food. Eating in private. Feeding the hungry body to which she’d been assigned, abiding with the frantic energy of want and  want more.

Restless on the toilet, having shifted tense in what she supposed was the natural inclination of all people’s thoughts—a lobbing back and forth between past remembrances and current anxieties—she wondered what believable emergency might excuse a daughter from her own father’s funeral. There was a gentle knock on the door. “Mary . . . ?”

“I’m sorry, Gooch.”

“I think this’ll work, Mare. Can I come in?” He opened the door.

The image of big Jimmy Gooch in his slender tie and pleated pants lent her the courage to rise. He presented a pair of black slacks borrowed from their short, rotund neighbour, old Leo Feragamo, and a starched white shirt of his own, which she would have to wear open over her only clean white T-shirt. The roots of her hair sparkled like tinsel around her full-moon face. She propped a black wide-brimmed sunhat upon her head and did not look in the mirror again. Gooch flipped a thumb and announced that she looked funky, which caused Mary’s throat to constrict.

As they drove in silence on the winding river road, Mary wondered if grief was ever a singular event, or if ghosts lurk in any passing. She felt a parade in the death of her father: the erosion of her mother’s mind; the splintering of her marriage; the slipping away of the babies she’d named but never known.

The day of the funeral was an unseasonably warm day in spring. Mary felt the embrace of purple lilac on the path to  St. John’s Nursing Home in Chatham, where her mother had been languishing in dementia for years. She stopped to pick a lilac bouquet for her mother’s bedside stand, knowing that Irma wouldn’t appreciate or understand the gesture and had no sense of the events of the day, but it cheered Mary to bring her mother flowers. The receptionist huffed, seeing the bouquet, and explained tightly that they’d run out of vases.

Irma was parked in the common room, folded neatly into her wheelchair, silver strands teased to a height, looking more winter shrub than human being, gazing into the distance. Mary imagined Irma turning to smile as the other patients did when their kin came to call. She imagined herself enfolded by her mother’s cadaverous arms. The whisper of Mary. Dear Mary. She wished to be kissed by that gawping mouth, yearned to touch, to be touched, longed for a sliver of connection to the Irma who used to be, the mother who, while gently combing Mary’s locks one day, had confided, “My mother used to tear at my tangles. Just tear at them. She’d hit me with the brush if I so much as breathed. I still remember that. I would never hit you with the brush.” Or the Irma who’d remarked casually, “You have the nicest handwriting, dear.”

Orin had loved Mary in the same somewhat grudging way, but she didn’t blame her parents for her present state nor fault them for their stingy affection. They weren’t rich with it, and gave what they could. “You get what you get and you don’t get upset,” Orin liked to say when Mary was sulky. When he wanted her to hush up he’d pretend to pass her a tiny key and warn, “Zip it. Lock it. Put it in your pocket.”

Pop would have hated it here, she repeated to herself, wheeling her absent mother past her moribund fellows, grateful that St. John’s was so conveniently located across the road from Chatham’s largest funeral home. As she struggled across the walkway with her wheezy mother and her chafed thighs,  she thought of how Irma had passed in fragments, starting in her fifties, little bits of her exiting like players off a field—long-term memory, short-term memory, recognition, reason. At least with Orin, Mary reminded herself, she’d had the chance to say goodbye. See ya tomorrow, Murray.


Giant Jimmy Gooch and the hunched old men were gathered outside, sharing a tin flask of some homemade concoction that one of the relations still brewed in his garage. Gooch waved when he spied his wife pushing the remains of her mother up the ramp, and lifted his shoulders, smiling wanly—his way of saying, Ah, life. Mary nodded twice and tilted her head, her way of saying, I know.


Ah, life. She was moved to think how often they’d exchanged those gestures in their years together, then annoyed that Gooch hadn’t rushed to take the chair from her swollen hands. Maybe he was too far away to see that she was drenched and breathless, and had failed to note, in the way the parent is never the first to notice the child’s growth spurt, how truly incapable she’d become.

Longing to grieve with her mother, while grateful to be relieved of the burden, Mary’d returned the frail creature to St. John’s after the funeral parlour portion, before gathering at the cemetery, where Orin and Irma had joint plots in the vicinity of the other dead Brodys. Mary had spent many sleepless hours, long before the deaths of Orin or Mr. Barkley, wishing that her mother would die, complete a cluster or begin one, but Irma’s pulsing body was a wonder of biology, a life but not alive. Perhaps she didn’t count.

Shortly before he’d passed, Mary’d confided to Orin her sense of feeling stuck and unbound all at once, her failed attempts at optimism, her sense that she could only see the glass half empty, to which he’d responded impatiently, “Forget about the glass, Murray. Get a drink from the hose and push on.”

Birdsong scored the graveside service. Hunger pangs tore at Mary’s gut as she reflected on the liberation of her father’s spirit by a minister who didn’t know him from a cherry pit. The man was appealing to God to receive Orin Brody’s soul, but Mary knew that old Orin would never venture such a distance, even if he did make the cut. She imagined him a vaporous cloud sparring with oxygen molecules in the airspace above his own headstone, content to be wherever he was, the way he’d clung to Baldoon County all his life. Orin and Irma never saw the point in travelling, and bred a mistrust of wanderlust in their daughter.

As to religion, Orin had been raised Catholic, a faith to which he’d never truly held so hadn’t exactly abandoned when he married Irma, who’d been raised Christian but had ideas of her own. Irma had told Mary, when she’d inquired, that they didn’t go to her church because it gave her bad dreams, and they didn’t go to Catholic church because the priest was a drunk. Mary had once, as a child, watched some Christians scrubbing graffiti from the wall at the Kmart, struck by the dripping red words—Where is God when you need her?


No, Mary thought, even Orin Brody’s vapour would never leave Leaford, but she threw up a prayer to heaven, just in case. She lifted her eyes when several black crows passed overhead, courting the mourners’ revulsion. One of the birds descended, settling atop the gleaming casket, strutting from head to foot and stopping to appraise Mary Gooch. She glared back with reciprocal loathing, and felt she’d won when the bird flew away.

Finding Gooch’s eyes wet beneath their fringe of dark lash, Mary yearned to cry along with her husband. She’d felt the same way years ago, watching him reach for a tissue as the Canadian hockey player Wayne Gretzky announced that he was leaving the Edmonton Oilers for the L.A. Kings. And  that Sunday afternoon when tears spilled from his eyes as the final scenes of How Green Was My Valley played out on the new TV. And the long-ago day his own father passed away, when he’d drunk a whole bottle of Southern Comfort and wept after they’d made love. She’d admired that her husband was man enough to cry, but wondered what that made her.

She flapped her white shirt, the collar damp around her neck, and focused on her breath, or more accurately her odour, fromage—oddly pleasant to herself, but she’d need to swab and talc her valleys and crevasses the minute they got home from the cemetery.

The food. Hunger. Details of the wake a blessing. Napkins and plastic glasses on the card table. Casseroles on low in the oven. Pete and Wendy were out of town but Erika and Dave and Kim and François would be there. The Rowlands, Loyers, Feragamos, Whiffens, Stielers, Nick Todino and his wife, Phil and Judy. The Merkels wouldn’t come; they barely left the house. No one from the Gooch side.

Gooch’s father had died after a car accident in their final year at Leaford Collegiate, and a scant year and a half later his mother, Eden, and her new husband, Jack Asquith—a chain-smoking American whom Gooch referred to as “Jack  Asswipe,” moved to California, where Jack owned a pet supply company in a place called Golden Hills. Eden had promised they’d still see each other, but she’d stopped visiting at Christmas after the first few years. Mary had asked Gooch not to bother trying to contact his tragic older sister, Heather, of no fixed address.

Gooch’s voice had grown distant. Not just on the drive home from her father’s funeral, but gradually over the days and months and years of their marriage. She thought she heard him say, “Scatter my ashes on the golf course, Mare. Eighteenth hole. That’s what I want.”

The early trees had just leafed out, and the April rains had  greened all that was grey. Impossible not to feel someone’s  god in the pastoral landscape. The resurrection of the black earth fields. Glory in the sun’s diving rays. The promise of butter-drenched asparagus and field-warm strawberries. Mary watched the dappled light spray her husband’s profile, wondering if he was mourning his own long-departed father and his gone-away mother, his athletic scholarship. He must surely think about the babies, though their names, like curses, went unspoken.

Gooch reached above his head to yank open the testy sunroof, which would never close again. He eased his hand off the wheel to touch her through the wool casing of Mr. Feragamo’s slacks. When his enormous fingers found the mulch of her thigh, she stiffened. “Easy on the booze tonight, right, hon? You’ve got that run to Wawa tomorrow.”

“Come with me.” He said it so quickly that she made a pretense of not understanding, to give him a chance to retract. But he repeated, “Come to Wawa.”

“Tomorrow?”

“It’s a beautiful drive, Mare. Take your mind off . . .”

“The lawyer’s appointment, though,” she countered. “And I can’t leave Mum.” She tried to catch his eye, adding, “Sorry.”

Gooch hadn’t really expected her to say yes. He’d asked the same thing a hundred times before. Come with me to Montreal. Come with me to Burlington. Come with me. Come with me. Come with me. He hit the button on the radio, filling the truck with Sly & The Family Stone. “I’m gonna miss old Orin,” he said.

Mary closed her eyes and let the music take her higher.




Finger of Blame

Even with the breeze from the open bedroom window blowing against her damp nightgown, Mary felt no respite from the heat. And no release from her hunger. Sweet to follow salty. A biological imperative, surely. A powerful craving driving Gooch’s face from her thoughts, and the misery of her parents’ passing from her spirit, and the worry over the anniversary dinner from her foremind, and the discomfort of heat from her face. Why hadn’t she grabbed that bag of Halloween candy at the checkout? Accursed voice of restraint.

She focused on her list. Details. The silver anniversary dinner. Confirm reservations at the lake. Pick up dessert from the Oakwood Bakery. Gooch? He would be too exhausted and miserable to go ahead with the dinner if he didn’t get home soon and get some sleep. He was already anxious about the cost, and worried that their guests would order appetizers and pricey entrees like surf and turf or prime rib. He’d pointed out that Kim and Wendy liked those fancy cocktails, and Pete his foreign beer. Gooch would dread the  check. Mary had already spent weeks dreading Wendy’s scrapbook, the photographic evidence of who she’d briefly been and what she’d become.

Mary’d dutifully sifted through boxes of old photographs at Wendy’s request, tortured by her glossy image, watching herself grow with the years until the only pictures she could find of herself were a turned-away cheek or a running rear. She’d tried to ignore Wendy’s impatience when she’d handed over a dozen photographs, none recent and most taken in a single year, the year she was slim. “Fine,” Wendy had said. “I’ll just have to use what I can find at home.”

Rising from the bed, Mary felt the stricture of her heart as she thought of the photographs. She clutched at the wall in the narrow hallway, femur bones at odds with hinges as she made her way to the thermostat and tried once more, unsuccessfully, to shut the furnace off. She worked down the buttons of her nightgown, casting it off her shoulders and draping it over a kitchen chair as she moved toward the breeze from the window.

In searching through her boxes for Wendy, Mary’d found one picture that she’d kept out and slipped into her bedside drawer—a snapshot of Mary Brody and her favourite teacher, Ms. Bolt, arm in arm on the steps of Leaford Collegiate. Mary wasn’t slender in the photograph, dressed in sloppy sweatpants and a sweater that showcased her stomach rolls, but seeing the photo again after so many years, she thought her smile was as lovely as it had ever been.

Ms. Bolt, in addition to teaching social studies and home-room at Leaford Collegiate, had offered an elective course she called Progressive Thought. She was the darkest black woman Mary, with her tender years and limited travel, had ever seen in person. She appeared to float rather than walk, sweeping the floor with her silky caftans, a dozen gold bangles chiming on each wrist, her breasts so enormous they  preceded her into the room, while her rump so large seemed tardy.

In the older woman’s eyes Mary saw her reflection. Not fat, sulking Mary Brody, but an eager student with a voice of her own and a very pretty face. She felt known by Ms. Bolt, who seemed not imprisoned within her abundance but liberated by it, her every breath a celebration. Ms. Bolt was not a rebel against beauty but a particular kind of disciple. Her wildness polished. Her casual studied. As Mary beheld her, the teacher was radiant.

She’d attempted to describe Ms. Bolt to Irma, when prodded at the dinner table about the new teacher. “Her name is  Ms. Bolt,” she’d said, articulating roundly so there was no misunderstanding her heroine’s politics. “She’s black.”

“So I’ve heard,” Irma had said.

“And she’s beautiful.” She said it like a challenge. “She’s big. Ms. Bolt is big.”

“Like Mrs. Rouseau?”

“Bigger.”

“Bigger than Mrs. Rouseau?”

Mary rolled her eyes—which, apart from overeating, was her single defiant gesture. “She accepts herself. It’s part of what she’s teaching us. Self-acceptance.”

“If Miss Bolt is bigger than Mrs. Rouseau, she’s morbidly obese, dear.”

“So?” Mary rolled her eyes once more. “Self-acceptance is a good thing, Mum.”

“If doctors all over the world call a condition morbid, could that be a good thing to accept? Honestly.”

Only five students had signed up for the elective class. No girls from the cheerleading squad, but one boy from the basketball team—Jimmy Gooch, having registered for the class on a dare from his teammates. Mary felt the rush of air as Gooch breezed past her toward the back of the room, but she  didn’t turn to look. She’d learned to avoid people’s eyes, convinced that her gaze held some unintended menace.

Ms. Bolt joined her hands together, eyes twinkling, bracelets tinkling, floating down the rows as if the class held fifty, not five. “On your desk you will find a piece of paper and a pair of scissors. Please cut out the shape of a circle.” The group did so, Gooch signalling his boredom by sighing loudly from the back corner. “Now,” Ms. Bolt continued. “In black ink, on the circle you have cut, write the letters TO-I-T.” She waited. “T-O-I-T.” The students finished.

Ms. Bolt’s passion was infectious. She was like the preacher who could make you believe. “In your life, my beautiful young friends, you will have limitless choices. You come from a world of privilege and opportunity. You can do anything . And it is your duty to take advantage. It is your raison d’être. Don’t find yourself old and regretful, saying, I wanted to go to college but I never got around to it. I wanted to vote for my leaders but I never got around to it. I wanted to learn Spanish but I never got around to it. I wanted to travel—read the classics—scuba dive—climb Everest—join Greenpeace—but I never got around to it. Look at the circles you’ve just cut. Now you have no excuse.”
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