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‘The surface on which you work (preferably marble), the tools, the ingredients and your fingers should be chilled throughout the operation …



(Recipe for Puff Pastry in I. S. Rombauer and
 M. R. Becker, The Joy of Cooking.)





INTRODUCTION

I wrote The Edible Woman in the spring and summer of 1965, on empty examination booklets filched from the University of British Columbia, where I had been teaching freshman English for the previous eight months. The title scene dates from a year earlier; I’d thought it up while gazing, as I recall, at a confectioner’s display window full of marzipan pigs. It may have been a Woolworth’s window full of Mickey Mouse cakes, but in any case I’d been speculating for some time about symbolic cannibalism. Wedding cakes with sugar brides and grooms were at that time of particular interest to me. The Edible Woman, then, was conceived by a twenty-three-year-old and written by a twenty-four-year-old, and its more self-indulgent grotesqueries are perhaps attributable to the youth of the author, though I would prefer to think that they derive instead from the society by which she found herself surrounded.

(The Edible Woman was not my first novel. The first one had been composed in a rentable broom closet in Toronto, but it had been rejected by all three of the then-existent Canadian publishers for being too gloomy. It ended with the heroine deciding whether or not to push the male protagonist off a roof, a conclusion that was well ahead of its time in 1963 and probably too indecisive now.)

I finished The Edible Woman in November of 1965 and sent it to a publisher who’d displayed some interest in my previous book. After an initial positive letter, I heard nothing. I was too busy worrying about my Ph.D. Orals to follow up at that point, but after a year and a half I began probing and discovered that the publisher had lost the manuscript. By this time I was marginally visible, having won an award for poetry, so the publisher took me out to lunch. ‘We’ll publish your book,’ he said, not looking me in the eye. ‘Have you read it ?’ I said. ‘No, but I’m going to,’ he said. It was probably not the first book he’d published out of sheer embarrassment.

The Edible Woman appeared finally in 1969, four years after it was written and just in time to coincide with the rise of feminism in North America. Some immediately assumed that it was a product of the movement. I myself see the book as protofeminist rather than feminist: there was no women’s movement in sight when I was composing the book in 1965, and I’m not gifted with clairvoyance, though like many at the time I’d read Betty Friedan and Simone de Beauvoir behind locked doors. It’s noteworthy that my heroine’s choices remain much the same at the end of the book as they are at the beginning: a career going nowhere, or marriage as an exit from it. But these were the options for a young woman, even a young educated woman, in Canada in the early sixties. It would be a mistake to assume that everything has changed. In fact, the tone of the book seems more contemporary now than it did in, say, 1971, when it was believed that society could change itself a good deal faster than presently appears likely. The goals of the feminist movement have not been achieved, and those who claim we’re living in a post-feminist era are either sadly mistaken or tired of thinking about the whole subject.

The Edible Woman has been in print continuously in North America, in one form or another, since its publication. I’m grateful to Virago for bringing to it life again in England.

Margaret Atwood, Edinburgh, 1979


PART ONE
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I know I was all right on Friday when I got up; if anything I was feeling more stolid than usual. When I went out to the kitchen to get breakfast Ainsley was there, moping: she said she had been to a bad party the night before. She swore there had been nothing but dentistry students, which depressed her so much she had consoled herself by getting drunk.

‘You have no idea how soggy it is,’ she said, ‘having to go through twenty conversations about the insides of peoples’ mouths. The most reaction I got out of them was when I described an abcess I once had. They positively drooled. And most men look at something besides your teeth, for god’s sake.’

She had a hangover, which put me in a cheerful mood – it made me feel so healthy – and I poured her a glass of tomato juice and briskly fixed her an alka-seltzer, listening and making sympathetic noises while she complained.

‘As if I didn’t get enough of that at work,’ she said. Ainsley has a job as a tester of defective electric toothbrushes for an electric toothbrush company: a temporary job. What she is waiting for is an opening in one of those little art galleries, even though they don’t pay well: she wants to meet the artists. Last year, she told me, it was actors, but then she actually met some. ‘It’s an absolute fixation. I expect they all carry those bent mirrors around in their coat pockets and peer into their own mouths every time they go to the john to make sure they’re still cavity-free.’ She ran one hand reflectively through her hair, which is long and red, or rather auburn. ‘Could you imagine kissing one? He’d say ‘Open wide’ beforehand. They’re so bloody one-track.’

‘It must have been awful,’ I said, refilling her glass. ‘Couldn’t you have changed the topic?’

Ainsley raised her almost non-existent eyebrows, which hadn’t been coloured in yet that morning. ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘I pretended to be terribly interested. And naturally I didn’t let on what my job was: those professional men get so huffy if you know anything about their subject. You know, like Peter.’

Ainsley tends to make jabs at Peter, especially when she isn’t feeling well. I was magnanimous and didn’t respond. ‘You’d better eat something before you go to work,’ I said, ‘it’s better when you’ve got something on your stomach.’

‘Oh god,’ said Ainsley, ‘I can’t face it. Another day of machines and mouths. I haven’t had an interesting one since last month, when that lady sent back her toothbrush because the bristles were falling off. We found out she’d been using Ajax.’

I got so caught up in being efficient for Ainsley’s benefit while complimenting myself on my moral superiority to her that I didn’t realize how late it was until she reminded me. At the electric toothbrush company they don’t care what time you breeze in, but my company thinks of itself as punctual. I had to skip the egg and wash down a glass of milk and a bowl of cold cereal which I knew would leave me hungry long before lunchtime. I chewed through a piece of bread while Ainsley watched me in nauseated silence and grabbed up my purse, leaving Ainsley to close the apartment door behind me.

We live on the top floor of a large house in one of the older and more genteel districts, in what I suppose used to be the servants’ quarters. This means there are two flights of stairs between us and the front door, the higher flight narrow and slippery, the lower one wide and carpeted but with stair-rods that come loose. In the high heels expected by the office I have to go down sideways, clutching the bannister. That morning I made it safely past the line of pioneer brass warming-pans strung on the wall of our stairway, avoided catching myself on the many-pronged spinning-wheel on the second-floor landing, and sidestepped quickly down past the ragged regimental flag behind glass and the row of oval-framed ancestors that guard the first stairway. I was relieved to see there was no one in the downstairs hall. On level ground I strode towards the door, swerving to avoid the rubber-plant on one side and the hall table with the écru doily and the round brass tray on the other. Behind the velvet curtain to the right I could hear the child performing her morning penance at the piano. I thought I was safe.

But before I reached the door it swung silently inward upon its hinges, and I knew I was trapped. It was the lady down below. She was wearing a pair of spotless gardening gloves and carrying a trowel. I wondered who she’d been burying in the garden.

‘Good morning, Miss MacAlpin,’ she said.

‘Good morning.’ I nodded and smiled. I can never remember her name, and neither can Ainsley; I suppose we have what they call a mental block about it. I looked past her towards the street, but she didn’t move out of the doorway.

‘I was out last night,’ she said. ‘At a meeting.’ She has an indirect way of going about things. I shifted from one foot to the other and smiled again, hoping she would realize I was in a hurry. ‘The child tells me there was another fire.’

‘Well, it wasn’t exactly a fire,’ I said. The child had taken this mention of her name as an excuse to stop practising, and was standing now in the velvet doorway of the parlour, staring at me. She is a hulking creature of fifteen or so who is being sent to an exclusive private girls’ school, and she has to wear a green tunic with knee-socks to match. I’m sure she’s really quite normal, but there’s something cretinous about the hair-ribbon perched up on top of her gigantic body.

The lady down below took off one of her gloves and patted her chignon. ‘Ah,’ she said sweetly. ‘The child says there was a lot of smoke.’

‘Everything was under control,’ I said, not smiling this time. ‘It was just the pork chops.’

‘Oh, I see,’ she said. ‘Well, I do wish you would tell Miss Tewce to try not to make quite so much smoke in future. I’m afraid it upsets the child.’ She holds Ainsley alone responsible for the smoke, and seems to think she sends it out of her nostrils like a dragon. But she never stops Ainsley in the hall to talk about it: only me. I suspect she’s decided Ainsley isn’t respectable, whereas I am. It’s probably the way we dress: Ainsley says I choose clothes as though they’re a camouflage or a protective colouration, though I can’t see anything wrong with that. She herself goes in for neon pink.

Of course I missed the bus: as I crossed the lawn I could see it disappearing across the bridge in a cloud of air pollution. While I was standing under the tree – our street has many trees, all of them enormous – waiting for the next bus, Ainsley came out of the house and joined me. She’s a quick-change artist; I could never put myself together in such a short time. She was looking a lot healthier – possibly the effects of makeup, though you can never tell with Ainsley – and she had her red hair piled up on top of her head, as she always does when she goes to work. The rest of the time she wears it down in straggles. She had on her orange and pink sleeveless dress, which I judged was too tight across the hips. The day was going to be hot and humid; already I could feel a private atmosphere condensing around me like a plastic bag. Maybe I should have worn a sleeveless dress too.

‘She got me in the hall,’ I said. ‘About the smoke.’

‘The old bitch,’ said Ainsley. ‘Why can’t she mind her own business?’ Ainsley doesn’t come from a small town as I do, so she’s not as used to people being snoopy; on the other hand she’s not as afraid of it either. She has no idea about the consequences.

‘She’s not that old,’ I said, glancing over at the curtained windows of the house; though I knew she couldn’t hear us. ‘Besides, it wasn’t her who noticed the smoke, it was the child. She was at a meeting.’

‘Probably the W.C.T.U.,’ Ainsley said. ‘Or the I.O.D.E. I’ll bet she wasn’t at a meeting at all; she was hiding behind that damn velvet curtain, wanting us to think she was at a meeting so we’d really do something. What she wants is an orgy.’

‘Now Ainsley,’ I said, ‘you’re being paranoid.’ Ainsley is convinced that the lady down below comes upstairs when we aren’t there and looks round our apartment and is silently horrified, and even suspects her of ruminating over our mail, though not of going so far as to open it. It’s a fact that she sometimes answers the front door for our visitors before they ring the bell. She must think she’s within her rights to take precautions: when we first considered renting the apartment she made it clear to us, by discreet allusions to previous tenants, that whatever happened the child’s innocence must not be corrupted, and that two young ladies were surely more to be depended upon than two young men.

‘I’m doing my best,’ she had said, sighing and shaking her head. She had intimated that her husband, whose portrait in oils hung above the piano, had not left as much money as he should have. ‘Of course you realize your apartment has no private entrance?’ She had been stressing the drawbacks rather than the advantages, almost as though she didn’t want us to rent. I said we did realize it; Ainsley said nothing. We had agreed I would do the talking and Ainsley would sit and look innocent, something she can do very well when she wants to – she has a pink-and-white blunt baby’s face, a bump for a nose, and large blue eyes she can make as round as ping-pong balls. On this occasion I had even got her to wear gloves.

The lady down below shook her head again. ‘If it weren’t for the child,’ she said, ‘I would sell the house. But I want the child to grow up in a good district.’

I said I understood, and she said that of course the district wasn’t as good as it used to be: some of the larger houses were too expensive to keep up and the owners had been forced to sell them to immigrants (the corners of her mouth turned gently down) who had divided them up into rooming houses. ‘But that hasn’t reached our street yet,’ she said. ‘And I tell the child exactly which streets she can walk on and which she can’t.’ I said I thought that was wise. She had seemed much easier to deal with before we had signed the lease. And the rent was so low, and the house was so close to the bus stop. For this city it was a real find.

‘Besides,’ I added to Ainsley, ‘they have a right to be worried about the smoke. What if the house was on fire? And she’s never mentioned the other things.’

‘What other things? We’ve never done any other things.’

‘Well …’ I said. I suspected the lady down below had taken note of all the bottle-shaped objects we had carried upstairs, though I tried my best to disguise them as groceries. It was true she had never specifically forbidden us to do anything – that would be too crude a violation of her law of nuance – but this only makes me feel I am actually forbidden to do everything.

‘On still nights,’ said Ainsley as the bus drew up, ‘I can hear her burrowing through the woodwork.’

We didn’t talk on the bus; I don’t like talking on buses, I would rather look at the advertisements. Besides, Ainsley and I don’t have much in common except the lady down below. I’ve only known her since just before we moved in: she was a friend of a friend, looking for a room-mate at the same time I was, which is the way these things are usually done. Maybe I should have tried a computer; though on the whole it’s worked out fairly well. We get along by a symbiotic adjustment of habits and with a minimum of that pale-mauve hostility you often find among women. Our apartment is never exactly clean, but we keep it from gathering more than a fine plum-bloom of dust by an unspoken agreement: if I do the breakfast dishes, Ainsley does the supper ones; if I sweep the living-room floor, Ainsley wipes the kitchen table. It’s a see-saw arrangement and we both know that if one beat is missed the whole thing will collapse. Of course we each have our own bedroom and what goes on in there is strictly the owner’s concern. For instance Ainsley’s floor is covered by a treacherous muskeg of used clothes with ashtrays scattered here and there on it like stepping-stones, but though I consider it a fire-hazard I never speak to her about it. By such mutual refrainings – I assume they are mutual since there must be things I do that she doesn’t like – we manage to preserve a reasonably frictionless equilibrium.

We reached the subway station, where I bought a package of peanuts. I was beginning to feel hungry already. I offered some to Ainsley, but she refused, so I ate them all on the way downtown.

We got off at the second-last stop south and walked a block together; our office buildings are in the same district.

‘By the way,’ said Ainsley as I was turning off at my street, ‘have you got three dollars? We’re out of scotch.’ I rummaged in my purse and handed over, not without a sense of injustice: we split the cost but rarely the contents. At the age of ten I wrote a temperance essay for a United Church Sunday-school competition, illustrating it with pictures of car-crashes, diagrams of diseased livers, and charts showing the effects of alcohol upon the circulatory system; I expect that’s why I can never take a second drink without a mental image of a warning sign printed in coloured crayons and connected with the taste of tepid communion grapejuice. This puts me at a disadvantage with Peter; he likes me to try and keep up with him.

As I hurried towards my office building, I found myself envying Ainsley her job. Though mine was better-paying and more interesting, hers was more temporary: she had an idea of what she wanted to do next. She could work in a shiny new air-conditioned office-building, whereas mine was dingy brick with small windows. Also, her job was unusual. When she meets people at parties they are always surprised when she tells them she’s a tester of defective electric toothbrushes, and she always says, ‘What else do you do with a B.A. these days?’ Whereas my kind of job is only to be expected. I was thinking too that really I was better equipped to handle her job than she is. From what I see around the apartment, I’m sure I have much more mechanical ability than Ainsley.

By the time I finally reached the office I was three-quarters of an hour late. None commented but all took note.
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The humidity was worse inside. I waded among the ladies’ desks to my own corner and had scarcely settled in behind the typewriter before the backs of my legs were stuck to the black leatherette of the chair. The air-conditioning system, I saw, had failed again, though since it is merely a fan which revolves in the centre of the ceiling, stirring the air around like a spoon in soup, it makes little difference whether it is going or not. But it was evidently bad for the ladies’ morale to see the blades dangling up there unmoving: it created the impression that nothing was being done, spurring their inertia on to even greater stasis. They squatted at their desks, toad-like and sluggish, blinking and opening and closing their mouths. Friday is always a bad day at the office.

I had begun to peck languidly at my damp typewriter when Mrs. Withers, the dietician, marched in through the back door, drew up, and scanned the room. She wore her usual Betty Grable hairdo and open-toed pumps, and her shoulders had an aura of shoulder pads even in a sleeveless dress. ‘Ah, Marian,’ she said, ‘you’re just in time. I need another pre-test taster for the canned rice pudding study, and none of the ladies seem very hungry this morning.’

She wheeled and headed briskly for the kitchen. There is something unwiltable about dieticians. I unstuck myself from my chair, feeling like a volunteer singled out from the ranks; but I reminded myself that my stomach could use the extra breakfast.

In the tiny immaculate kitchen she explained her problem while spooning equal portions of canned rice pudding into three glass bowls. ‘You work on questionnaires, Marian, maybe you can help us. We can’t decide whether to have them taste all three flavours at the same meal, or each flavour separately at subsequent meals. Or perhaps we could have them taste in pairs – say, Vanilla and Orange at one meal, and Vanilla and Caramel at another. Of course we want to get as unbiased a sampling as possible, and so much depends on what else has been served – the colours of the vegetables for instance, and the tablecloth.’

I sampled the Vanilla.

‘How would you rate the colour on that?’ she asked anxiously, pencil poised. ‘Natural, Somewhat Artificial, or Definitely Unnatural?’

‘Have you thought about putting raisins in it?’ I said, turning to the Caramel. I didn’t wish to offend her.

‘Raisins are too risky,’ she said. ‘Many don’t like them.’

I set down the Caramel and tried the Orange. ‘Are you going to have them serve it hot?’ I asked. ‘Or maybe with cream?’

‘Well, it’s intended primarily for the time-saver market,’ she said. ‘They naturally would want to serve it cold. They can add cream if they like, later, I mean we’ve nothing really against it though it’s not nutritionally necessary, it’s fortified with vitamins already, but right now we want a pure taste-test.’

‘I think subsequent meals would be best,’ I said.

‘If we could only do it in the middle of the afternoon. But we need a family reaction …’ She tapped her pencil thoughtfully on the edge of the stainless steel sink.

‘Yes, well,’ I said, ‘I’d better be getting back.’ Deciding for them what they wanted to know wasn’t part of my job.

Sometimes I wonder just which things are part of my job, especially when I find myself calling up garage mechanics to ask them about their pistons and gaskets or handing out pretzels to suspicious old ladies on street corners. I know what Seymour Surveys hired me as – I’m supposed to spend my time revising the questionnaires, turning the convoluted and overly-subtle prose of the psychologists who write them into simple questions which can be understood by the people who ask them as well as the people who answer them. A question like ‘In what percentile would you place the visual impact value?’ is not useful. When I got the job after graduation I considered myself lucky – it was better than many but after four months its limits are still vaguely defined.

At times I’m certain I’m being groomed for something higher up, but as I have only hazy notions of the organizational structure of Seymour Surveys I can’t imagine what. The company is layered like an ice-cream sandwich, with three floors: the upper crust, the lower crust, and our department, the gooey layer in the middle. On the floor above are the executives and the psychologists – referred to as the men upstairs, since they are all men – who arrange things with the clients; I’ve caught glimpses of their offices, which have carpets and expensive furniture and silk-screen reprints of Group of Seven paintings on the walls. Below us are the machines – mimeo machines, I.B.M. machines for counting and sorting and tabulating the information; I’ve been down there too, into that factory-like clatter where the operatives seem frayed and overworked and have ink on their fingers. Our department is the link between the two: we are supposed to take care of the human element, the interviewers themselves. As market research is a sort of cottage industry, like a hand-knit sock company, these are all housewives working in their spare time and paid by the piece. They don’t make much, but they like to get out of the house. Those who answer the questions don’t get paid at all; I often wonder why they do it. Perhaps it’s the come-on blurb in which they’re told they can help to improve the products they use right in their own homes, something like a scientist. Or maybe they like to have someone to talk to. But I suppose most people are flattered by having their opinions asked.

Because our department deals primarily with housewives, everyone in it, except the unfortunate office-boy, is female. We are spread out in a large institutional-green room with an opaque glassed cubicle at one end for Mrs. Bogue, the head of the department, and a number of wooden tables at the other end for the motherly-looking women who sit deciphering the interviewers’ handwriting and making crosses and checkmarks on the completed questionnaires with coloured crayons, looking with their scissors and glue and stacks of paper like a superannuated kindergarten class. The rest of us in the department sit at miscellaneous desks in the space between. We have a comfortable chintz-curtained lunchroom for those who bring paper-bags, and a tea and coffee machine, though some of the ladies have their own teapots; we also have a pink washroom with a sign over the mirrors asking us not to leave our hairs or tea leaves in the sink.

What, then, could I expect to turn into at Seymour Surveys? I couldn’t become one of the men upstairs; I couldn’t become a machine person or one of the questionnaire-marking ladies, as that would be a step down. I might conceivably turn into Mrs. Bogue or her assistant, but as far as I could see that would take a long time, and I wasn’t sure I would like it anyway.

I was just finishing the scouring-pad questionnaire, a rush job, when Mrs. Grot of Accounting came through the door. Her business was with Mrs. Bogue, but on her way out she stopped at my desk. She’s a short tight woman with hair the colour of a metal refrigerator-tray.

‘Well, Miss MacAlpin,’ she grated, ‘you’ve been with us four months now, and that means you’re eligible for the Pension Plan.’

‘Pension Plan?’ I had been told about the Pension Plan when I joined the company but I had forgotten about it. ‘Isn’t it too soon for me to join the Pension Plan? I mean – don’t you think I’m too young?’

‘Well, it’s just as well to start early, isn’t it,’ Mrs. Grot said. Her eyes behind their rimless spectacles were glittering: she would relish the chance of making yet another deduction from my pay-cheque.

‘I don’t think I’d like to join the Pension Plan,’ I said. ‘Thank you anyway.’

‘Yes, well, but it’s obligatory, you see,’ she said in a matter-of-fact voice.

‘Obligatory? You mean even if I don’t want it?’

‘Yes, you see if nobody paid into it, nobody would be able to get anything out of it, would they? Now I’ve brought the necessary documents; all you have to do is sign here.’

I signed, but after Mrs. Grot had left I was suddenly quite depressed; it bothered me more than it should have. It wasn’t only the feeling of being subject to rules I had no interest in and no part in making: you get adjusted to that at school. It was a kind of superstitious panic about the fact that I had actually signed my name, had put my signature to a magic document which seemed to bind me to a future so far ahead I couldn’t think about it. Somewhere in front of me a self was waiting, pre-formed, a self who had worked during innumerable years for Seymour Surveys and was now receiving her reward. A pension. I foresaw a bleak room with a plug-in electric heater. Perhaps I would have a hearing aid, like one of my great-aunts who had never married. I would talk to myself; children would throw snowballs at me. I told myself not to be silly, the world would probably blow up between now and then; I reminded myself I could walk out of there the next day and get a different job if I wanted to, but that didn’t help. I thought of my signature going into a file and the file going into a cabinet and the cabinet being shut away in a vault somewhere and locked.

I welcomed the coffee break at ten-thirty. I knew I ought to have skipped it and stayed to expiate my morning’s lateness, but I needed the distraction.

I go for coffee with the only three people in the department who are almost my own age. Sometimes Ainsley walks over from her office to join us, when she is tired of the other toothbrush-testers. Not that she’s especially fond of the three from my office, whom she calls collectively the office virgins. They aren’t really very much alike, except that they are all artificial blondes – Emmy, the typist, whisk-tinted and straggly; Lucy, who has a kind of public-relations job, platinum and elegantly coiffured, and Millie, Mrs. Bogue’s Australian assistant, brassy from the sun and cropped – and, as they have confessed at various times over coffee-grounds and the gnawed crusts of toasted Danishes, all virgins – Millie from a solid girl-guide practicality (‘I think in the long run it’s better to wait until you’re married, don’t you? Less bother.’), Lucy from social quailing (‘What would people say?’), which seems to be rooted in a conviction that all bedrooms are wired for sound, with society gathered at the other end tuning its earphones; and Emmy, who is the office hypochondriac, from the belief that it would make her sick, which it probably would. They are all interested in travelling: Millie has lived in England, Lucy has been twice to New York, and Emmy wants to go to Florida. After they have travelled enough they would like to get married and settle down.

‘Did you hear the laxative survey in Quebec has been cancelled?’ Millie said when we were seated at our usual table at the wretched, but closest, restaurant across the street. ‘Great big job it was going to be, too – a product test in their own home and thirty-two pages of questions.’ Millie always gets the news first.

‘Well I must say that’s a good thing,’ Emmy sniffed. ‘I don’t see how they could ask anybody thirty-two pages about that.’ She went back to peeling the nailpolish off her thumbnail. Emmy always looks as though she is coming unravelled. Stray threads trail from her hems, her lipstick sloughs off in dry scales, she sheds wispy blonde hairs and flakes of scalp on her shoulders and back; everywhere she goes she leaves a trail of assorted shreds.

I saw Ainsley come in and waved to her. She squeezed into the booth, saying ‘Hi’ all round, then pinned up a strand of hair that had come down. The office virgins responded, but without marked enthusiasm.

‘They’ve done it before,’ Millie said. She’s been at the company longer than any of us. ‘And it works. They figure anybody you could take past page three would be a sort of laxative addict, if you see what I mean, and they’d go right on through.’

‘Done what before?’ said Ainsley.

‘What do you want to bet she doesn’t wipe the table?’ Lucy said, loudly enough so the waitress would overhear. She carries on a running battle with the waitress, who wears Woolworth earrings and a sullen scowl and is blatantly not an office virgin.

‘The laxative study in Quebec,’ I said privately to Ainsley.

The waitress arrived, wiped the table savagely, and took our orders. Lucy made an issue of the toasted Danish – she definitely wanted one without raisins this time. ‘Last time she brought me one with raisins,’ she informed us, and I told her I just couldn’t stand them. I’ve never been able to stand raisins. Ugh.’

‘Why only Quebec?’ Ainsley said, breathing smoke out through her nostrils. ‘Is there some psychological reason?’ Ainsley majored in psychology at college.

‘Gosh, I don’t know,’ said Millie, ‘I guess people are just more constipated there. Don’t they eat a lot of potatoes?’

‘Would potatoes make you that constipated?’ asked Emmy, leaning forward across the table. She pushed several straws of hair back from her forehead and a cloud of tiny motes detached themselves from her and settled gently down through the air.

‘It can’t be only the potatoes,’ Ainsley pronounced. ‘It must be their collective guilt-complex. Or maybe the strain of the language-problem; they must be horribly repressed.’

The others looked at her with hostility: I could tell they thought she was showing off. ‘It’s awfully hot out today,’ said Millie, ‘the office is like a furnace.’

‘Anything happening at your office?’ I asked Ainsley, to break the tension.

Ainsley ground out her cigarette. ‘Oh yes, we’ve had quite a bit of excitement,’ she said. ‘Some woman tried to bump off her husband by short-circuiting his electric toothcrush, and one of our boys has to be at the trial as a witness; testify that the thing couldn’t possibly short-circuit under normal circumstances. He wants me to go along as a sort of special assistant, but he’s such a bore. I can tell he’d be rotten in bed.’

I suspected Ainsley of making this story up, but her eyes were at their bluest and roundest. The office virgins squirmed. Ainsley has an offhand way of alluding to the various men in her life that makes them uncomfortable.

Luckily our orders arrived. ‘That bitch brought me one with raisins again,’ Lucy wailed, and began picking them out with her long perfectly-shaped irridescent fingernails and piling them at the side of her plate.

As we were walking back to the office I complained to Millie about the Pension Plan. ‘I didn’t realize it was obligatory,’ I said. ‘I don’t see why I should have to pay into their Pension Plan and have all those old crones like Mrs. Grot retire and feed off my salary.’

‘Oh yes, it bothered me too at first,’ Millie said without interest. ‘You’ll get over it. Gosh, I hope they’ve fixed the air conditioning.’
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I had returned from lunch and was licking and stamping envelopes for the coast-to-coast instant pudding-sauce study, behind schedule because someone in mimeo had run one of the question sheets backwards, when Mrs. Bogue came out of her cubicle.

‘Marian,’ she said with a sigh of resignation, ‘I’m afraid Mrs. Dodge in Kamloops will have to be removed. She’s pregnant.’ Mrs. Bogue frowned slightly: she regards pregnancy as an act of disloyalty to the company.

‘That’s too bad,’ I said. The huge wall-map of the country, sprinkled with red thumbtacks like measles, is directly above my desk, which means that the subtraction and addition of interviewers seems to have become part of my job. I climbed up on the desk, located Kamloops, and took out the thumbtack with the paper flag marked DODGE.

‘While you’re up there,’ Mrs. Bogue said, ‘could you just take off Mrs. Ellis in Blind River? I hope it’s only temporary, she’s always done good work, but she writes that some lady chased her out of the house with a meat cleaver and she fell on the steps and broke her leg. Oh, and add this new one – a Mrs Gauthier in Charlottetown. I certainly hope she’s better than the last one there; Charlottetown is always so difficult.’

When I had climbed down she smiled at me pleasantly, which put me on guard. Mrs. Bogue has a friendly, almost cosy manner that equips her perfectly for dealing with the interviewers, and she is at her most genial when she wants something. ‘Marian,’ she said, ‘we have a little problem. We’re running a beer study next week – you know which one, it’s the telephone-thing one – and they’ve decided upstairs that we need to do a pre-test this weekend. They’re worried about the questionnaire. Now, we could get Mrs. Pilcher, she’s a dependable interviewer, but it is the long weekend and we don’t like to ask her. You’re going to be in town, aren’t you?’

‘Does it have to be this weekend?’ I asked, somewhat pointlessly.

‘Well, we absolutely have to have the results Tuesday. You only need to get seven or eight men.’

My lateness that morning had given her leverage. ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘I’ll do them tomorrow.’

‘You’ll get overtime, of course,’ Mrs. Bogue said as she walked away, leaving me wondering whether that had been a snide remark. Her voice is always so bland it’s hard to tell.

I finished licking the envelopes, then got the beer questionnaires from Millie and went through the questions, looking for troublespots. The initial selection questions were standard enough. After that, the questions were designed to test listener response to a radio jingle, part of the advertising campaign for a new brand of beer one of the large companies was about to launch on the market. At a certain point the interviewer had to ask the respondent to pick up the telephone and dial a given number, whereupon the jingle would play itself to him over the phone. Then there were a number of questions asking the man how he liked the commercial, whether he thought it might influence his buying habits, and so on.

I dialled the phone number. Since the survey wasn’t actually being conducted till the next week, someone might have forgotten to hook up the record, and I didn’t want to make an idiot of myself.

After a preliminary ringing, buzzing and clicking a deep bass voice, accompanied by what sounded like an electric guitar, sang:


Moose, Moose,

From the land of pine and spruce,

Tingly, heady, rough-and-ready …




Then a speaking voice, almost as deep as the singer’s, intoned persuasively to background music,

Any real man, on a real man’s holiday – hunting, fishing, or just plain old-fashioned relaxing – needs a beer with a healthy, hearty taste, a deep-down manly flavour. The first long cool swallow will tell you that Moose Beer is just what you’ve always wanted for true beer enjoyment. Put the tang of the wilderness in YOUR life today with a big satisfying glass of sturdy Moose Beer.



The singer resumed:


Tingy, heady,

Rough-and-ready,

Moose, Moose, Moose, Moose, BEER!!!




and after a climax of sound the record clicked off. It was in satisfactory working order.

I remembered the sketches I’d seen of the visual presentation, scheduled to appear in magazines and on posters: the label was to have a pair of antlers with a gun and a fishing-rod crossed beneath them. The singing commercial was a reinforcement of this theme; I didn’t think it was very original but I admired the subtlety of ‘just plain old-fashioned relaxing.’ That was so the average beer-drinker, the slope-shouldered pot-bellied kind, would be able to feel a mystical identity with the plaid-jacketed sportsman shown in the pictures with his foot on a deer or scooping a trout into his net.

I had got to the last page when the telephone rang. It was Peter. I could tell from the sound of his voice that something was wrong.

‘Listen, Marian, I can’t make it for dinner tonight.’

‘Oh?’ I said, wanting further explanation. I was disappointed, I had been looking forward to dinner with Peter to cheer me up. Also I was hungry again. I had been eating in bits and pieces all day and I had been counting on something nourishing and substantial. This meant another of the TV dinners Ainsley and I kept for emergencies. ‘Has something happened?’

‘I know you’ll understand. Trigger’ – his voice choked – ‘Trigger’s getting married.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I thought of saying ‘That’s too bad,’ but it didn’t seem adequate. There was no use in sympathizing as though for a minor mishap when it was really a national disaster. ‘Would you like me to come with you?’ I asked, offering support.

‘God no,’ he said, ‘that would be even worse. I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay?’

When he had hung up I reflected upon the consequences. The most obvious one was that Peter would need careful handling the next evening. Trigger was one of Peter’s oldest friends; in fact, he had been the last of Peter’s group of oldest friends still left unmarried. It had been like an epidemic. Just before I’d met him two had succumbed, and in the four months since that another two had gone under without much warning. He and Trigger had found themselves more and more alone on their bachelor drinking sessions during the summer, and when the others did take an evening off from their wives to go along, I gathered from Peter’s gloomy accounts that the flavour of the evening was a synthetic substitute for the irresponsible gaiety of the past. He and Trigger had clutched each other like drowning men, each trying to make the other the reassuring reflection of himself that he needed. Now Trigger had sunk and the mirror would be empty. There were the other law students of course, but most of them were married too. Besides, they belonged to Peter’s post-university silver age rather than to his earlier golden one.

I felt sorry for him, but I knew I would have to be wary. If the other two marriages had been any indication, he’d start seeing me after two or three drinks as a version of the designing siren who had carried off Trigger. I didn’t dare ask how she had done it: he might think I was getting ideas. The best plan would be to distract him.

While I was meditating Lucy came over to my desk. ‘Do you think you can write a letter to this lady for me?’ she asked. ‘I’m getting a splitting headache and I really can’t think of a thing to say.’ She pressed one elegant hand to her forehead; with the other she handed me a note written in pencil on a piece of cardboard. I read it:


Dear Sir, The cereal was fine but I found this in with the raisins.

Yours Truly, (Mrs.) Ramona Baldwin.




A squashed housefly was scotch-taped to the bottom of the letter.

‘It was that raisin-cereal study,’ Lucy said faintly. She was playing on my sympathies.

‘Oh, all right,’ I said; ‘have you got her address?’

I made several trial drafts:

Dear Mrs. Baldwin; We are extremely sorry about the object in your cereal but these little mistakes will happen. Dear Mrs. Baldwin; We are so sorry to have inconvenienced you; we assure you however that the entire contents of the package was absolutely sterile. Dear Mrs. Baldwin; We are grateful to you for calling this matter to our attention as we always like to know about any errors we may have made.



The main thing, I knew, was to avoid calling the housefly by its actual name.

The phone rang again; this time it was an unexpected voice.

‘Clara!’ I exclaimed, conscious of having neglected her. ‘How are you?’

‘Shitty, thanks,’ Clara said. ‘But I wonder if you can come to dinner. I’d really like to see an outside face.’

‘I’d love to,’ I said, my enthusiasm half-genuine: it would be better than a TV dinner. ‘About what time?’

‘Oh, you know,’ Clara said. ‘Whenever you come. We aren’t what you’d call punctual around here.’ She sounded bitter.

Now I was committed I was thinking rapidly of what this would involve: I was being invited as an entertainer and confidante, someone who would listen to a recital of Clara’s problems, and I didn’t feel like it. ‘Do you think I could bring Ainsley too?’ I said. ‘That is, if she isn’t doing anything.’ I told myself it would be good for Ainsley to have a wholesome dinner – she had only had a coffee at the coffee-break – but secretly I wanted her along to take off a bit of the pressure. She and Clara could talk about child psychology.

‘Sure, why not?’ Clara said. ‘The more the merrier, that’s our motto.’

I called Ainsley at work, carefully asking her whether she was doing anything for dinner and listening to her accounts of the two invitations she had received and turned down – one from the toothbrush murder trial witness, the other from the dentistry student of the night before. To the latter she had been quite rude: she was never going out with him again. She claimed he had told her there would be artists at the party.

‘So you aren’t doing anything then,’ I said, establishing the fact.

‘Well, no,’ said Ainsley, ‘unless something comes along.’

‘Then why don’t you come with me to Clara’s for dinner?’ I was expecting a protest, but she accepted calmly. I arranged to meet her at the subway station.

I left the desk at five and headed for the cool pink Ladies’ Room. I wanted a few minutes of isolation to prepare myself for coping before I set out for Clara’s. But Emmy, Lucy and Millie were all there, combing their yellow hair and retouching their makeup. Their six eyes glittered in the mirrors.

‘Going out tonight, Marian?’ Lucy asked, too casually. She shared my telephone line and naturally knew about Peter.

‘Yes,’ I said, without volunteering information. Their wistful curiosity made me nervous.
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I walked down towards the subway station along the late-afternoon sidewalk through a thick golden haze of heat and dust. It was almost like moving underwater. From a distance I saw Ainsley shimmering beside a telephone pole, and when I had reached her she turned and we joined the lines of office workers who were funnelling down the stairs into the cool underground caverns below. By quick manoeuvring we got seats, though on the opposite sides of the car, and I sat reading the advertisements as well as I could through the screen of lurching bodies. When we got off again and went out through the pastel corridors the air felt less humid.

Clara’s house was a few blocks further north. We walked in silence; I thought about mentioning the Pension Plan, but decided not to. Ainsley wouldn’t understand why I found it disturbing: she’d see no reason why I couldn’t leave my job and get another one, and why this wouldn’t be a final solution. Then I thought about Peter and what had happened to him; Ainsley, however, would only be amused if I told her. Finally I asked her if she was feeling better.

‘Don’t be so concerned, Marian,’ she said, ‘you make me feel like an invalid.’

I was hurt and didn’t answer.

We were going uphill at a slight angle. The city slopes upwards from the lake in a series of gentle undulations, though at any given point it seems flat. This accounted for the cooler air. It was quieter here too; I thought Clara was lucky, especially in her condition, to be living so far away from the heat and noise of downtown. Though she herself thought of it as a kind of exile: they had started out in an apartment near the university, but the need for space had forced them further north, although they had not yet reached the real suburbia of modern bungalows and station-wagons. The street itself was old but not as attractive as our street: the houses were duplexes, long and narrow, with wooden porches and thin back gardens.

‘Christ it’s hot,’ Ainsley said as we turned up the walk that led to Clara’s house. The grass on the doormat-sized lawn had not been cut for some time. On the steps lay a nearly-decapitated doll and inside the baby-carriage was a large teddy-bear with the stuffing coming out. I knocked, and after several minutes Joe appeared behind the screen door, harried and uncombed, doing up the buttons on his shirt.

‘Hi Joe,’ I said ‘here we are. How’s Clara feeling?’

‘Hi, come on through,’ he said, stepping aside to let us past. ‘Clara’s out back.’

We walked the length of the house, which was arranged in the way such houses usually are – living-room in front, then dining-room with doors that can be slid shut, then kitchen – stepping over some of the scattered obstacles and around the others. We negotiated the stairs of the back porch, which were overgrown with empty bottles of all kinds, beer bottles, milk bottles, wine and scotch bottles, and baby bottles, and found Clara in the garden, sitting in a round wicker basket-chair with metal legs. She had her feet up on another chair and was holding her latest baby somewhere in the vicinity of what had once been her lap. Clara’s body is so thin that her pregnancies are always bulgingly obvious, and now in her seventh month she looked like a boa-constrictor that has swallowed a watermelon. Her head, with its aureole of pale hair, was made to seem smaller and even more fragile by the contrast.

‘Oh hi,’ she said wearily as we came down the back steps. ‘Hello Ainsley, nice to see you again. Christ it’s hot.’

We agreed, and sat down on the grass near her, since there were no chairs. Ainsley and I took off our shoes; Clara was already barefoot. We found it difficult to talk: everyone’s attention was necessarily focussed on the baby, which was whimpering, and for some time it was the only person who said anything.

When she telephoned Clara had seemed to be calling me to some sort of rescue, but I felt now that there was nothing much I could do, and nothing she had even expected me to do. I was to be only a witness, or perhaps a kind of blotter, my mere physical presence absorbing a little of the boredom.

The baby had ceased to whine and was now gurgling. Ainsley was plucking bits of grass.

‘Marian,’ Clara said at last, ‘could you take Elaine for a while? She doesn’t like going on the ground and my arms are just about falling off.’

‘I’ll take her,’ said Ainsley unexpectedly.

Clara pried the baby away from her body and transferred it to Ainsley, saying ‘Come on, you little leech. I sometimes think she’s all covered with suckers, like an octopus.’ She lay back in her chair and closed her eyes, looking like a strange vegetable growth, a bulbous tuber that had sent out four thin white roots and a tiny pale-yellow flower. A cicada was singing in a tree nearby, its monotonous vibration like a hot needle of sunlight between the ears.

Ainsley held the baby awkwardly, gazing with curiosity into its face. I thought how closely the two faces resembled each other. The baby stared back up with eyes as round and blue as Ainsley’s own; the pink mouth was drooling slightly.

Clara raised her head and opened her eyes. ‘Is there anything I can get you?’ she asked, remembering she was the hostess.

‘Oh no, we’re fine,’ I said hastily, alarmed by the image of her struggling up out of the chair. ‘Is there anything I can get you?’ I would have felt better doing something positive.

‘Joe will come out soon,’ she said as if explaining. ‘Well, talk to me. What’s new?’

‘Nothing much,’ I said. I sat trying to think of things that would entertain her, but anything I could mention, the office or places I had been or the furnishings of the apartment, would only remind Clara of her own inertia, her lack of room and time, her days made claustrophobic with small necessary details.

‘Are you still going out with that nice boy? The good-looking one. What’s-his-name. I remember he came by once to get you.’

‘You mean Peter?’

‘Yes she is,’ said Ainsley, with a hint of disapproval. ‘He’s monopolized her.’ She was sitting cross-legged, and now she put the baby down in her lap so she could light a cigarette.

‘That sounds hopeful,’ Clara said gloomily. ‘By the way, guess who’s back in town? Len Slank. He called up the other day.’

‘Oh really? When did he get in?’ I was annoyed that he hadn’t called me too.

‘About a week ago, he said. He said he’d tried to phone you but couldn’t get hold of your number.’

‘He might have tried Information,’ I said drily. ‘But I’d love to see him. How did he seem? How long is he staying?’

‘Who is he?’ Ainsley asked.

‘Oh, no-one you’d be interested in,’ I said quickly. I couldn’t think of two people who would be worse for each other. ‘He’s just an old friend of ours from college.’

‘He went to England and got into television,’ said Clara. ‘I’m not just sure what he does. A nice type though, but he’s horrible with women, sort of a seducer of young girls. He says anything over seventeen is too old.’

‘Oh, one of those,’ Ainsley said. ‘They’re such a bore.’ She stubbed out her cigarette in the grass.

‘You know, I got the feeling that’s why he’s back,’ Clara said, with something like vivacity. ‘Some kind of a mess with a girl; like the one that made him go over in the first place.’

‘Ah,’ I said, not surprised.

Ainsley gave a little cry and deposited the baby on the lawn. ‘It’s wet on my dress,’ she said accusingly.

‘Well, they do, you know,’ said Clara. The baby began to howl, and I picked her up gingerly and handed her over to Clara. I was prepared to be helpful, but only up to a point.

Clara joggled the baby. ‘Well, you goddamned fire-hydrant,’ she said soothingly. ‘You spouted on mummy’s friend, didn’t you? It’ll wash out, Ainsley. But we didn’t want to put rubber pants on you in all this heat, did we, you stinking little geyser? Never believe what they tell you about maternal instinct,’ she added grimly to us. ‘I don’t see how anyone can love their children till they start to be human beings.’

Joe appeared on the back porch, a dishtowel tucked apron-like into the belt of his trousers. ‘Anybody for a beer before dinner?’

Ainsley and I said Yes eagerly, and Clara said, ‘A little vermouth for me, darling. I can’t drink anything else these days, it upsets my bloody stomach. Joe, can you just take Elaine in and change her?’

Joe came down the steps and picked up the baby. ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘you haven’t seen Arthur around anywhere, have you?’

‘Oh god, now where has the little bugger got to now?’ Clara asked as Joe disappeared into the house; it seemed a rhetorical question. ‘I think he’s found out how to open the back gate. The little bastard. Arthur! Come here, darling,’ she called languidly.

Down at the end of the narrow garden the line of washing that hung almost brushing the ground was parted by two small grubby hands, and Clara’s firstborn emerged. Like the baby he was naked except for a pair of diapers. He hesitated, peering at us dubiously.

‘Come here love, and let mummy see what you’ve been up to,’ Clara said. ‘Take your hands off the clean sheets,’ she added without conviction.

Arthur picked his way over the grass towards us, lifting his bare feet high with every step. The grass must have been ticklish. His diaper was loose, suspended as though by will-power alone below the bulge of his stomach with its protruding navel. His face was puckered in a serious frown.

Joe returned carrying a tray. ‘I stuck her in the laundry basket,’ he said. ‘She’s playing with the clothes pins.’

Arthur had reached us and stood beside his mother’s chair, still frowning, and Clara said to him, ‘Why have you got that funny look, you little demon?’ She reached down behind him and felt his diaper. ‘I should have known,’ she sighed, ‘he was so quiet. Husband, your son has shat again. I don’t know where, it isn’t in his diaper.’
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