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NOTE: Lesje is pronounced “Lashia.”


Instead of a part of the organism itself, the fossil may be some kind of record of its presence, such as a fossilized track or burrow .... These fossils give us our only chance to see the extinct animals in action and to study their behavior, though definite identification is only possible where the animal has dropped dead in its tracks and become fossilized on the spot.

— Björn Kurtén, The Age of the Dinosaurs

Look, I’m smiling at you, I’m smiling in you, I’m smiling through you. How can I be dead if I breathe in every quiver of your hand?

— Abram Tertz (Andrei Sinyavsky), The Icicle



PART ONE


Friday, October 29, 1976

ELIZABETH

I don’t know how I should live. I don’t know how anyone should live. All I know is how I do live. I live like a peeled snail. And that’s no way to make money.

I want that shell back, it took me long enough to make. You’ve got it with you, wherever you are. You were good at removing. I want a shell like a sequined dress, made of silver nickels and dimes and dollars overlapping like the scales of an armadillo. Armored dildo. Impermeable; like a French raincoat.

I wish I didn’t have to think about you. You wanted to impress me; well, I’m not impressed, I’m disgusted. That was a disgusting thing to do, childish and stupid. A tantrum, smashing a doll, but what you smashed was your own head, your own body. You wanted to make damn good and sure I’d never be able to turn over in bed again without feeling that body beside me, not there but tangible, like a leg that’s been cut off. Gone but the place still hurts. You wanted me to cry, mourn, sit in a rocker with a black-edged handkerchief, bleeding from the eyes. But I’m not crying, I’m angry. I’m so angry I could kill you. If you hadn’t already done that for yourself.

•   •   •

Elizabeth is lying on her back, clothes on and unrumpled, shoes placed side by side on the bedside rug, a braided oval bought at Nick Knack’s four years ago when she was still interested in home furnishings, guaranteed genuine old lady twisted rags. Arms at her sides, feet together, eyes open. She can see part of the ceiling, that’s all. A small crack runs across her field of vision, a smaller crack branching out from it. Nothing will happen, nothing will open, the crack will not widen and split and nothing will come through it. All it means is that the ceiling needs to be repainted, not this year but the next. Elizabeth tries to concentrate on the words “next year,” finds she can’t.

To the left there is a blur of light; if she turns her head she will see the window, hung with spider plants, the Chinese split-bamboo blind half rolled up. She called the office after lunch and told them she would not be in. She’s been doing that too often; she needs her job.

She is not in. She’s somewhere between her body, which is lying sedately on the bed, on top of the Indian print spread, tigers and flowers, wearing a black turtleneck pullover, a straight black skirt, a mauve slip, a beige brassiere with a front closing, and a pair of pantyhose, the kind that come in plastic eggs, and the ceiling with its hairline cracks. She can see herself there, a thickening of the air, like albumin. What comes out when you boil an egg and the shell cracks. She knows about the vacuum on the other side of the ceiling, which is not the same as the third floor where the tenants live. Distantly, like tiny thunder, their child is rolling marbles across the floor. Into the black vacuum the air is being sucked with a soft, barely audible whistle. She could be pulled up and into it like smoke.

She can’t move her fingers. She thinks about her hands, lying at her sides, rubber gloves: she thinks about forcing the bones and flesh down into those shapes of hands, one finger at a time, like dough.

•   •   •

Through the door, which she’s left open an inch out of habit, always on call like the emergency department of a hospital, listening even now for crashes, sounds of breakage, screams, comes the smell of scorching pumpkin. Her children have lighted their jack-o’-lanterns, even though there are still two days before Halloween. And it isn’t even dark yet, though the light at the side of her head is fading. They love so much to dress up, to put on masks and costumes and run through the streets, through the dead leaves, to knock on the doors of strangers, holding out their paper bags. What hope. It used to touch her, that excitement, that fierce joy, the planning that would go on for weeks behind the closed door of their room. It used to twist something in her, some key. This year they are remote from her. The soundless glass panel of the hospital nursery where she would stand in her housecoat for each of them in turn, watching the pink mouths open and close, the faces contort.

She can see them, they can see her. They know something is wrong. Their politeness, their evasion, is chilling because it’s so perfectly done.

They’ve been watching me. They’ve been watching us for years. Why wouldn’t they know how to do it? They act as though everything is normal, and maybe for them it is normal. Soon they will want dinner and I will make it. I will lower myself down from this bed and make the dinner, and tomorrow I will see them off to school and then I will go to the office. That is the proper order.

Elizabeth used to cook, very well too. It was at the same time as her interest in rugs. She still cooks, she peels some things and heats others. Some things harden, others become softer; white turns to brown. It goes on. But when she thinks about food she doesn’t see the bright colors, red, green, orange, featured in the Gourmet Cookbook. Instead she sees the food as illustrations from those magazine articles that show how much fat there is in your breakfast. Dead white eggs, white strips of bacon, white butter. Chickens, roasts and steaks modeled from bland lard. That’s what all food tastes like to her now. Nevertheless she eats, she overeats, weighting herself down.

There’s a small knock, a step. Elizabeth moves her eyes down. In the oak-framed oval mirror above the dressing table she can see the door opening, the darkness of the hall behind, Nate’s face bobbing like a pale balloon. He comes into the room, breaking the invisible thread she habitually stretches across the threshold to keep him out, and she is able to turn her head. She smiles at him.

“How are you, love?” he says. “I’ve brought you some tea.”


Friday, October 29, 1976

NATE

He doesn’t know what “love” means between them any more, though they always say it. For the sake of the children. He can’t remember when he started knocking at her door, or when he stopped considering it his door. When they moved the children into one room together and he took the vacant bed. The vacant bed, she called it then. Now she calls it the extra bed.

He sets the cup of tea down on the night table, beside the clock radio that wakes her every morning with cheerful breakfast news. There’s an ashtray, no butts; why should there be? She doesn’t smoke. Though Chris did.

When Nate slept in this room there were ashes, matches, ringed glasses, pennies from his pockets. They used to save them in a peanut butter jar and buy small gifts with them for each other. Mad money, she called it. Now he still empties the pennies out of his pockets every night; they accumulate like mouse droppings on top of the bureau in his room, his own room. Your own room, she calls it, as if to keep him in there.

She looks up at him, her face leached of color, eyes dark-circled, smile wan. She doesn’t have to try; she always tries.

“Thanks, love,” she says. “I’ll get up in a minute.”

•   •   •

“I’ll make dinner tonight, if you like,” Nate says, wanting to be helpful, and Elizabeth agrees listlessly. Her listlessness, her lack of encouragement, infuriates him, but he says nothing, turns and closes the door softly behind him. He made the gesture and she acts as if it means nothing.

Nate goes to the kitchen, opens the refrigerator and pokes through it. It’s like rummaging through a drawer of jumbled clothes. Leftovers in jars, bean sprouts gone bad, spinach in a plastic bag starting to decay, giving off that smell of decomposing lawn. No use expecting Elizabeth to clean it. She used to clean it. She will clean other things these days, but not the refrigerator. He’ll tidy it up himself, tomorrow or the next day, when he gets around to it.

Meanwhile he’ll have to improvise dinner. It’s no large trial, he’s often helped with the cooking, but in former times — he thinks of it as the olden days, like a bygone romantic era, like some Disneyland movie about knighthood — there were always supplies. He does most of the grocery shopping himself now, carting a bag or two home in the basket of his bicycle, but he forgets things and gaps are left in the day: no eggs, no toilet paper. Then he has to send the kids to the corner store, where everything is more expensive. Before, before he sold the car, it wasn’t such a problem. He took Elizabeth once a week, on Saturdays, and helped her put the cans and frozen packages away when they got home.

Nate picks the dripping spinach out of the vegetable crisper and carries it to the garbage can; it oozes green liquid. He counts the eggs: not enough for omelettes. He’ll have to make macaroni and cheese again, which is all right since the kids love it. Elizabeth will not love it but she will eat it, she’ll wolf it down absently as if it’s the last thing on her mind, smiling like a slowly grilling martyr, staring past him at the wall.

Nate stirs and grates, stirs and grates. An ash drops from his cigarette, missing the pot. It isn’t his fault Chris blew his head off with a shotgun. A shotgun: this sums up the kind of extravagance, hysteria, he’s always found distasteful in Chris. He himself would have used a pistol. If he were going to do it at all. What gets him is the look she gave him when the call came through: At least he had the guts. At least he was serious. She’s never said it of course, but he’s sure she compares them, judges him unfavorably because he’s still alive. Chickenshit, to be still alive. No balls.

Yet at the same time, still without saying it, he knows she blames him, for the whole thing. If you had only been this or that, done this or that — he doesn’t know what — it wouldn’t have happened. I wouldn’t have been driven, forced, compelled . . . that’s her view, that he failed her, and this undefined failure of his turned her into a quivering mass of helpless flesh, ready to attach itself like a suction cup to the first crazy man who ambled along and said, You have nice tits. Or whatever it was Chris did say to get her to open the Love Latch on her brassiere. Probably more like, You have nice ramifications. Chess-players are like that. Nate knows: he used to be one himself. Nate can never figure out why women find chess-playing sexy. Some women.

So for a week now, ever since that night, she’s spent the afternoons in there lying on the bed that used to be his, half his, and he’s been bringing her cups of tea, one each afternoon. She accepts them with that dying swan look of hers, the look he can’t stand and can’t resist. It’s your fault, darling, but you may bring me cups of tea. Scant atonement. And an aspirin out of the bathroom and a glass of water. Thank you. Now go away somewhere and feel guilty. He’s a sucker for it. Like a good boy.

And he was the one, not her, not Elizabeth, who had to go and identify the body. As her stricken eyes said, she could hardly be expected to. So dutifully he had gone. Standing in that apartment where he’d been only twice but where she had been at least once every week for the past two years, fighting nausea, nerving himself to look, he’d felt that she was there in the room with them, a curve in space, a watcher. More so than Chris. No head left at all, to speak of. The headless horseman. But recognizable. Chris’s expression had never really been in that heavy flat face of his; not like most people’s. It had been in his body. The head had been a troublemaker, which was probably why Chris had chosen to shoot at it instead of at some other part of himself. He wouldn’t have wanted to mutilate his body.

A floor, a table, a chess set by the bed, a bed with what they called the trunk and limbs lying on it; Nate’s other body, joined to him by that tenuous connection, that hole in space controlled by Elizabeth. Chris had put on a suit and tie, and a white shirt. Nate, thinking of that ceremony — the thick hands knotting the tie, straightening it in the mirror, God, his shoes were shined even — wanted to cry. He put his hands in his jacket pockets; his fingers closed on pennies, the house key.

“Any reason why he left your number on the table?” the second policeman said.

“No,” Nate said. “We were friends of his, I guess.”

“Both of you?” the first policeman said.

“Yes,” said Nate.

•   •   •

Janet comes into the kitchen as he’s sliding the casserole dish into the oven.

“What’s for dinner?” she asks, adding “Dad,” as if to remind him who he is.

Nate finds this question suddenly so mournful that for a moment he can’t answer. It’s a question from former times, the olden days. His eyes blur. He wants to drop the casserole on the floor and pick her up, hug her, but instead he closes the oven door gently.

“Macaroni and cheese,” he says.

“Yum,” she says, her voice remote, guarded, giving a careful imitation of pleasure. “With tomato sauce?”

“No,” he says, “there wasn’t any.”

Janet runs her thumb across the kitchen table, squeaking it on the wood. She does this twice. “Is Mum resting?” she says.

“Yes,” Nate says. Then, fatuously, “I took her a cup of tea.” He puts one hand behind him, against the kitchen counter. They both know what to avoid.

“Well,” Janet says in the voice of a small adult, “I’ll be seeing you soon.” She turns and goes back through the kitchen door.

Nate wants to do something, perform something, smash his hand through the kitchen window. But on the other side of the glass there’s a screen. That would neutralize him. Whatever he does now will be absurd. What is smashing a window compared with blowing off your head? Cornered. If she’d planned it, she couldn’t have done it better.
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LESJE

Lesje is wandering in prehistory. Under a sun more orange than her own has ever been, in the middle of a swampy plain lush with thick-stalked plants and oversized ferns, a group of bony-plated stegosaurs is grazing. Around the edges of this group, protected by its presence but unrelated to it, are a few taller, more delicate camptosaurs. Cautious, nervous, they lift their small heads from time to time, raising themselves on their hind legs to sniff at the air. If there is danger they will give the alarm first. Closer to her, a flock of medium-sized pterosaurs glides from one giant tree-fern to another. Lesje crouches in the topmost frond-cluster of one of these trees, watching through binoculars, blissful, uninvolved. None of the dinosaurs takes the slightest interest in her. If they do happen to see or smell her, they will not notice her. She is something so totally alien to them that they will not be able to focus on her. When the aborigines sighted Captain Cook’s ships, they ignored them because they knew such things could not exist. It’s the next best thing to being invisible.

Lesje knows, when she thinks about it, that this is probably not everyone’s idea of a restful fantasy. Nevertheless it’s hers; especially since in it she allows herself to violate shamelessly whatever official version of paleontological reality she chooses. In general she is clear-eyed, objective, and doctrinaire enough during business hours, which is all the more reason, she feels, for her extravagance here in the Jurassic swamps. She mixes eras, adds colors: why not a metallic blue Stegosaurus with red and yellow dots instead of the dull greys and browns postulated by the experts? Of which she, in a minor way, is one. Across the flanks of the camptosaurs pastel flushes of color come and go, reddish pink, purple, light pink, reflecting emotions like the contracting and expanding chromatophores in the skins of octopuses. Only when the camptosaurs are dead do they turn grey.

After all it’s not so fanciful; she’s familiar with the coloration of some of the more exotic modern lizards, not to mention mammalian variations such as the rumps of mandrills. Those bizarre tendencies must have developed from somewhere.

Lesje knows she’s regressing. She’s been doing that a lot lately. This is a daydream left over from her childhood and early adolescence, shelved some time ago in favor of other speculations. Men replaced dinosaurs, true, in her head as in geological time; but thinking about men has become too unrewarding. Anyway, that part of her life is settled for the time being. Settled, as in: the fault settled. Right now men means William. William regards them both as settled. He sees no reason why anything should ever change. Neither does Lesje, when she considers it. Except that she can no longer daydream about William, even when she tries; nor can she remember what the daydreams were like when she did have them. A daydream about William is somehow a contradiction in terms. She doesn’t attach much importance to this fact.

In prehistory there are no men, no other human beings, unless it’s the occasional lone watcher like herself, tourist or refugee, hunched in his private fern with his binoculars, minding his own business.

•   •   •

The phone rings and Lesje jumps. Her eyes spring open, the hand holding her coffee mug flies into the air, fending off. She’s one of those people unduly startled by sudden noises, she tells her friends. She sees herself as a timorous person, a herbivore. She jumps when people come up behind her and when the subway guard blows his whistle, even when she knows the people are there or the whistle will be blown. Some of her friends find this endearing but she’s aware that others find it merely irritating.

But she doesn’t like being irritating, so she tries to control herself even when nobody else is with her. She puts her coffee mug down on the table — she’ll wipe the spill up later — and goes to answer the phone. She doesn’t know who she expects it to be, who she wants it to be. She realizes that these are two different things.

•   •   •

By the time she picks up the phone the line is already open. The hum on the phone is the city’s hum, reverberating outside the plate glass, amplified by the cement cliffs that face her and in which she herself lives. A cliff dweller, cliff hanger. The fourteenth level.

Lesje holds the phone for a minute, listening to the hum as if to a voice. Then she puts it down. Not William in any case. He’s never phoned her without having something to say, some pragmatic message. I’m coming over. Meet me at. I can’t make it at. Let’s go to. And later, when they’d moved in together, I’ll be back at. And lately, I won’t be back until. Lesje considers it a sign of the maturity of the relationship that his absences do not disturb her. She knows he’s working on an important project. Sewage disposal. She respects his work. They’ve always promised to give each other a lot of room.

•   •   •

This is the third time. Twice last week and now. This morning she mentioned it, just as a piece of conversation, to the girls at work, women at work, flashing her teeth in a quick smile to show she wasn’t worried about it, then covering her mouth immediately with her hand. She thinks of her teeth as too large for her face: they make her look skeletal, hungry.

Elizabeth Schoenhof was there, in the cafeteria where they always went at ten-thirty if they weren’t working too hard. She’s from Special Projects. Lesje sees a fair amount of her because fossils are one of the more popular museum features and Elizabeth likes to work them in. This time she’d come over to their table to say she needed a little of Lesje’s material for a display-case series. She wanted to juxtapose some of the small items from Canadiana with natural objects from the same geographical regions. Artifact and Environment, she was calling it. She could use some stuffed animals to go with the pioneer axes and traps, and a few fossil bones for atmosphere.

“This is an old country,” she said. “We want people to see that.”

Lesje is against this eclectic sort of promotion, though she sees the need for it. The general public. Still, it trivializes, and Lesje registered an inner objection when Elizabeth asked, in that competent maternal manner of hers, whether Lesje couldn’t find her some really interesting fossils. Weren’t all fossils interesting? Lesje said politely that she would see what she could do.

Elizabeth, adept at cataloguing the reactions of others, for which Lesje holds her in some awe — she herself, she feels, cannot do this — explained carefully that she meant visually interesting. She really would appreciate it, she said.

Lesje, always responsive to appreciation, warmed. If Elizabeth wanted some outsize phalanges and a cranium or two she was welcome to them. Besides, Elizabeth looked terrible, white as a sheet, though everyone said she was coping marvelously. Lesje can’t imagine herself in that situation, so she can’t predict how she herself would cope. Of course everyone knew, it had been in the papers, and Elizabeth had not made much of an effort to hide the facts while it was going on.

They all scrupulously avoided mentioning Chris or anything relating to him in front of Elizabeth. Lesje caught herself blinking when Elizabeth said she wanted to use a flintlock in the display. She herself wouldn’t have chosen guns. But perhaps these blind spots were necessary, were part of coping marvelously. Without them, how could you do it?

To change the subject she said brightly, “Guess what? I’ve been getting anonymous phone calls.”

“Obscene?” Marianne asked.

Lesje said no. “Whoever it is just lets the phone ring and then when I answer he hangs up.”

“Wrong number, probably,” Marianne said, her interest flagging.

“How do you know it’s a he?” Trish asked.

Elizabeth said, “Excuse me.” She stood up, paused for a moment, then turned and walked steadily as a somnambulist across the floor towards the door.

“It’s awful,” Trish said. “She must feel terrible.”

“Did I say something wrong?” Lesje asked. She hadn’t meant to.

“Didn’t you know?” Marianne said. “He used to phone her like that. At least once a night, for the last month. After he quit here. She told Philip Burroughs, oh, quite a while before it happened. You’d think she would’ve known it was building up to something.”

Lesje blushed and brought her hand up to the side of her face. There were always things she didn’t know. Now Elizabeth would think she’d done that on purpose and would dislike her. She couldn’t figure out how that particular piece of gossip had slipped by her. They’d probably talked about it right here at this table and she hadn’t been paying attention.

•   •   •

Lesje goes back to the living room, sits down in the chair beside her spilled coffee, and lights a cigarette. When she smokes she doesn’t inhale. Instead she holds her right hand in front of her mouth with the cigarette between the first two fingers, thumb along the jawbone. That way she can talk and laugh in safety, blinking through the smoke that rises into her eyes. Her eyes are her good point. She can see why they wore veils, halfveils, in those Middle Eastern countries. It had nothing to do with modesty. Sometimes when she’s alone she holds one of her flowered pillowcases across the lower half of her face, over the bridge of her nose, that nose just a little too long, a little too curved for this country. Her eyes, dark, almost black, look back at her in the bathroom mirror, enigmatic above the blue and purple flowers.
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ELIZABETH

Elizabeth sits on the grey sofa in the underwater light of her living room, hands folded in her lap sedately, as if waiting for a plane. The light here is never direct, since the room faces north; she finds this peaceful. The sofa is not really grey, not only grey; it has a soft mauve underfigure, a design like veining; a batik. She chose it because it didn’t hurt her eyes.

On the mushroom-colored rug, near her left foot, there’s a scrap of orange crêpe paper, a spillover from something the children are doing in their room. A scrap of flame, jarring. But she lets it lie. Ordinarily she would bend, pick it up, crumple it. She doesn’t like anyone disturbing this room, the children or Nate with his trails of sawdust and spots of linseed oil. They can make as much mess as they like in their own rooms, where she doesn’t have to cope with it. She once thought of having plants in this room as well as in her bedroom but decided against it. She doesn’t want anything else she will have to take care of.

She closes her eyes. Chris is in the room with her, a weight, heavy, breathless, like the air before a thunderstorm. Sultry. Sultan. Sullen. But it isn’t because he’s dead, he was always like that. Backing her against the door, his arms clamping around her, shoulders massive when she tried to push him off, face heavily down on hers, force of gravity. Leaning on her. I won’t let you go yet. She hates it when anyone has power over her. Nate doesn’t have that kind of power, he never had. She married him easily, like trying on a shoe.

•   •   •

She’s in the room on Parliament Street, drinking wine, the slopped glasses making mulberry rings on the linoleum of his rented table, she can see the design on the oilcloth, tasteless wreaths of flowers, lime-green on yellow, as if it’s been burnt into her eyes. They always whisper in that room, though there’s no need to. Nate is several miles away from them and he knows where she is anyway, she leaves the number in case of an emergency. Their whispers and his eyes with their flat hot surfaces, a glint like nailheads. Copperheads. Pennies on the eyes. Gripping her hand across the table as though, if he lets go, she will slide down past the edge of the table, the edge of some cliff or quicksand, and be lost forever. Or he will.

Listening, her eyes on the wrinkled surface of the table, the squat candle he bought from some street peddler, the deliberately tacky plastic flowers and the owl he’d stolen from work, not even mounted, eyeless, his macabre joke. The wreaths turning slowly on the surface of the table as on an oily sea, floating out; somewhere they did that as a blessing. Then rising, the violence in his hands held back, everything held back, falling, salt body stretching along her, dense as earth, on that bed she would never stay to sleep in, the sheets always a little damp, smoky, holding back until nothing could be held back. She has never seen that room by daylight. She refuses to imagine what it looks like now. The mattress bare. Someone would have come, cleaned the floor.

•   •   •

She opens her eyes. She must focus on something simple and clear. There are three bowls on the sideboard, pinkish mauve, porcelain, Kayo’s, he’s one of the best. She’s confident in her taste, she knows enough to have earned that confidence. The sideboard is pine, she bought it before pine became fashionable, had it stripped down before having things stripped down became fashionable. She couldn’t afford it now. It’s a good piece, the bowls are good pieces. She wouldn’t have anything in this room that was not a good piece. She lets her eyes slide over the bowls, over their subtle colors, their slightly asymmetrical curves, wonderful to have that sense, where to be off balance. There’s nothing in them. What could you possibly put into such bowls? Not flowers or letters. They were meant to hold something else, they were meant for offerings. Right now they hold their own space, their own beautifully shaped absence.

•   •   •

There was your room and there was everything else outside, and that barrier between the two. You carried that room around with you like a smell, it was a smell like formaldehyde and the insides of old cupboards, mousy, secretive, like musk, dusky and rich. Whenever I was with you I was in that room, even when we were outside, even when we were here. I’m in it now, only now you’ve locked the door, brown door with scaling paint, varnish, the brass-colored lock and the chain, two bullet holes through the wood where, you told me, they’d been shooting in the hallway the week before. It wasn’t a safe neighborhood. I always took taxis, asked the driver to wait until I’d pressed the buzzer and was safe in the foyer with its gap-toothed mosaic floor. Safe, always a joke. The door’s locked, not for the first time; you don’t want me ever to get out. You always knew I wanted to get out. But at the same time we were conspirators, we knew things about each other no one else will ever know. In some ways I trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone.

•   •   •

I have to go now, she says. He’s twisting a length of her hair, twisting and untwisting it. He runs his index finger between her lips, left-handed, across her teeth; she can taste wine and her own sweat, taste of herself, blood from a bitten lip, she no longer knows whose.

Why, he says.

I just have to. She doesn’t want to say the children because it will make him angry. But she doesn’t want them to wake up and not know where she is.

He doesn’t answer; he keeps twisting and untwisting her hair, his own hair brushing her neck like feathers, his fingers sliding now over her chin and throat, as if he’s deaf, as if he can no longer hear her.
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LESJE

Lesje is walking beside William, hand in cool hand. There are no dinosaurs here; only similar walkers, on the prowl like themselves, an apparently aimless prowl through the lighted grid of the central city. In passing, Lesje glances into the windows of dress shops, department stores, appraising the cadaverous mannequins who stand with their pelvises thrust forward, hands angular on hips, legs apart, one knee bent. If these bodies were in motion they would be gyrating, jerking, a stripper’s orgasmic finale. Since they are frozen plaster and wire, however, they are in good taste.

Lesje has been spending quite a lot of time lately in these same shops, on her way home from work. She flips through the racks, looking for something that might become her, something she might become. She almost never buys anything. The dresses she tries on are long, flowing, embroidered, very different from the denims and subdued classics she habitually wears. Some with full skirts; the peasant look. How her grandmother would laugh. That little sound, like a door creaking, that used to come from behind her tiny walnut-colored hands.

She’s thought about getting her ears pierced. Sometimes, after checking through the dresses, she goes to the perfume counter and tries the testers on her wrists. William says he isn’t interested in clothes. His one stipulation is that she must not cut her hair. This is all right, since she doesn’t want to cut it. She’s not betraying anything.

William asks her if she’d like something to drink. She says she wouldn’t mind a coffee. They didn’t come out to drink; they’d intended to go to a movie. But they spent too much time poring over the entertainment pages of the Star, trying to decide. Each wanted the other to take the responsibility. Lesje wanted to see a re-run of King Kong at the university film series. William finally confessed that he’d always wanted to see Jaws. Lesje didn’t mind, she could see how well they’d done the shark, which was after all one of the more primitive life forms still extant. She asked William if he knew that sharks had floating stomachs and if you suspended one by its tail it would become paralyzed. William didn’t know this. By the time they got to Jaws it was sold out and King Kong had started half an hour earlier. So they’re walking instead.

Now they’re sitting at a little white table on the second level of the Colonnade. William is having a Galliano, Lesje a Viennese coffee. Gravely she licks whipped cream from her spoon, while William, having forgiven her for causing him to miss Jaws, is explaining his latest problem, which has to do with whether more energy is lost in the long run by using the heat from incinerated garbage to run steam generators than by just letting the stuff go up in smoke. William is a specialist in environmental engineering, though the small raucous voice that occasionally makes itself heard behind Lesje’s studiously attentive face refers to it as sewage disposal. However, Lesje admires William’s job and agrees with him that it’s more important to the survival of the human race than hers is. Which is true, they’re all in danger of drowning in their own shit. William will save them. You can see it just by looking at him, his confidence, his enthusiasm. He orders another Galliano and expounds on his plans for generating methane gas from decomposing excrement. Lesje murmurs applause. Among other things, it would solve the oil crisis.

(The real question is: Does she care whether the human race survives or not? She doesn’t know. The dinosaurs didn’t survive and it wasn’t the end of the world. In her bleaker moments, of which, she realizes, this is one, she feels the human race has it coming. Nature will think up something else. Or not, as the case may be.)

William is talking about dung beetles. He’s a good man; why is she so unappreciative? Dung beetles were once of interest to her. The way in which Australia solved its pasturage problem — layers of dried sheep raisins and cow pads keeping the grass from growing — by a massive importation of giant African dung beetles, was once a beacon of hope. Like William, she saw it as elegant ecological problem-solving. But she’s heard it before, and before. Finally it’s William’s optimism, his belief that every catastrophe is merely a problem looking for a brilliant solution, that gets to her. She thinks of William’s brain as pink-cheeked, hairless. William Wasp, she used to call him, fondly enough, before she realized that he found it a racial slur.

“I don’t call you Lesje Latvian,” he’d said, aggrieved.

“Lithuanian,” she said. “Litvak.” William had trouble with the Baltic states. “I wouldn’t mind if you did.” But she was lying. “Can I call you William Canadian?”

Billy Boy, charming Billy. Where have you been all the day. Shortly after this they had an argument about the Second World War. It’s William’s opinion that the British and, of course, the Canadians, including his father, who was a captain in the Navy, making William the world’s authority, entered the war from superior moral principles, to save the Jews from being reduced to gas molecules and vest buttons. Lesje disputed this view. Saving a few Jews was a sideline, she said. Really it was grab and counter-grab. Hitler could have frizzled Jews to his heart’s content if he hadn’t snatched Poland and invaded the Netherlands. William found this point of view ungrateful. Lesje then produced the corpse of her Aunt Rachel, who hadn’t been saved, whose anonymous gold teeth had plumped some Swiss bank account. What reply to this indignant ghost? William, routed, went into the bathroom to shave. Lesje felt a little cheap.

(Then there was her other grandmother, her mother’s mother, who’d said: We welcomed Hitler at first. We thought he would be better than the Russians. You see what’s happened now. Which was ironic, since her husband had been practically a Communist, back in the Ukraine. That’s why they had to leave: the politics. He wouldn’t go to church even, he wouldn’t put a foot in a church. I spit on the church, he’d say. Long after his death Lesje’s grandmother was still weeping about it.)

She’s noticed recently that she’s no longer waiting for William to propose to her. Once she thought it would follow as a matter of course. You lived with someone first, to try it out. Then you got married. That’s what her friends from university were doing. But William, she now sees, finds her impossibly exotic. True, he loves her, in a way. He bites her on the neck when they make love. Lesje doesn’t think he’d let himself go like that with a woman of, as she once caught him putting it, his own kind. They would make love like two salmon, remotely, William fertilizing the cool silvery eggs from a suitable distance. He’d think of his children as issue. His issue, uncontaminated.

This is the crux: William does not want to have a child by her. With her. Though she’s hinted; though she could spring one on him unannounced. Guess what, William, I have a bun in the oven. Your bun. Well, he’d say, take it out.

Oh, very unfair to William. He admires her mind. He encourages her to use technical language in front of his friends. It gives him a hard-on when she says Pleistocene. He tells her she has beautiful hair. He gazes into her sloe eyes. He’s proud of her as a trophy and as a testimony to his own wide-minded-ness. But what would his family in London, Ontario, think?

Lesje pictures this family as numerous and pinkish blond. The members of it spend most of their time playing golf, between strenuous rounds of tennis. When they aren’t doing this they gather on terraces — she sees them doing this even in the winter — and drink cocktails. They are polite to strangers but make remarks behind their backs, such as, “Fellow doesn’t know who his own grandfather is.” Lesje is confident about her grandfathers; it’s the great-grandfathers that are the problem.

She knows William’s family isn’t really like this. But, like her parents, she grants extra rungs on the ladder to anyone with an authentic British name who doesn’t noticeably live on a park bench. She knows she shouldn’t do this. William’s family probably doesn’t have much more money than her own family does. They only have more pretensions.

Once she’d been afraid to meet them, fearing their verdict. Now she’d love to. She’d paint her teeth gold and come in jingling a tambourine and stamping her feet, her head covered with fringed shawls. Living up to their horrified expectations. Her grandmother clapping diminutive mole-paw hands together, creaking with laughter, cheering her on. Blood will tell. “We was talking to God when they was talking to pigs.” As if age, in people as in cheese, was a plus.

“There were no dung beetles in the Neo-Devonian,” Lesje says.

William is brought up short. “I don’t follow you,” he says.

“I was just wondering,” she says. “About the parallel evolution of dung beetles and shit. For instance: which came first, man or venereal disease? I suppose hosts always have to precede their parasites, but is that really true? Maybe man was invented by viruses, to give them a convenient place to live.”

William decides she’s joking. He laughs. “You’re putting me on,” he says. He thinks she has an offbeat sense of humor.

An Albertosaurus, or — the name Lesje prefers — a Gorgosaurus, pushes through the north wall of the Colonnade and stands there uncertainly, sniffing the unfamiliar smell of human flesh, balancing on its powerful hind legs, its dwarfed front legs with their razor claws held in close to its chest. In a minute William Wasp and Lesje Litvak will be two lumps of gristle. The Gorgosaurus wants, wants. It’s a stomach on legs, it would swallow the world if it could. Lesje, who has brought it here, regards it with friendly objectivity.

Here’s a problem for you, William, Lesje thinks. Solve this.


Saturday, October 30, 1976

NATE

He hasn’t worn a raincoat. The light drizzle beads his heavy sweater, his beard, collects on his forehead, begins to trickle. Since he has no raincoat, since he’s wet and shivering, how can she refuse to let him in?

He parks his bike in the driveway, chaining it to the lilac bush, snapping the lock. As usual; but it isn’t as usual. He hasn’t seen her for a month. Four weeks. Tears from her, hangdog shrugs from him, and a lot of afternoon soap stuff from both of them, including It’s better this way. She’s phoned him a couple of times since, wanting him to come over, but he’s avoided it. He doesn’t like doing the same thing over again, he doesn’t like predicability. This time, however, he phoned her.

She lives in an A, 32A, a flat in one of the big older houses east of Sherbourne. Main number at the front, the A entrance around at the side. When he rings she opens the door immediately. She’s been waiting for him. No fresh-washed hair and velvet dressing gown though; just a pair of slacks and a slightly grubby light-green sweater. She has a glass, half-empty. A lemon peel floats in it, an ice cube. Fortification.

“Well,” she says. “Happy Anniversary.”

“Of what?” he says.

“Saturday was always our day.” She’s on the edge of being drunk, she’s bitter. He can’t blame her. Nate finds it hard to blame anyone for anything. He’s been able to understand her bitterness, most of the time. He just hasn’t been able to do much about it.

“Not that she ever stuck to it,” Martha goes on. “Emergency this, emergency that. So sorry to interrupt, but one of the children’s heads just fell off.” Martha laughs.

Nate wants to take her by the shoulders and give her a good shake, throw her against the wall. But of course he can’t. Instead he stands, dripping onto her hall floor, looking at her dumbly. He feels his body sagging on his spine, the flesh drooping like warm taffy on a sucker stick. Butterscotch. Don’t run with the stick in your mouth, he’d tell the kids, already seeing them fall, seeing the pointed stick skewering up through the roof of the mouth. Running, kneeling, lifting, a howl, his own voice. Oh my god.

“Could you keep the children out of it?” he says.

“Why?” Martha says. “They were in it, weren’t they?” She turns from him and walks down the hall into her living room.

I should leave now, Nate thinks. But he follows her, slipping his wet shoes off first, feet padding along the old rug. The old rut.

Only one light on. She’s arranged it, the lighting. She sits across the room from the light, in shadow, on the sofa. Plush-covered sofa where he first kissed her, unpinned her hair, stroking it down over her wide shoulders. Broad, capable hands. He’d thought he would be safe in those hands, between those knees.

“That was always her excuse,” Martha says. She’s wearing crocheted wool slippers. Elizabeth would never wear crocheted wool slippers.

“She never disliked you,” Nate says. They’ve done this before.

“No,” Martha says. “Why dislike the housemaid? I did the dirty work for her. She should’ve paid me.”

Nate feels, not for the first time, that he has told this woman too many things. She’s misinterpreting, she’s using his own confidences against him. “That’s unfair,” he says. “She respects you. She never tried to interfere with anything. Why should she?” He doesn’t reply to the crack about the dirty work. Is that how you felt about it? he wants to ask, but he’s afraid of the answer. Get your ashes hauled. Casual talk at high-school lockers. He can smell himself, the wet socks, turpentine on his pants. She used to tease him, scrubbing his back as they sat in her claw-footed tub. Your wife doesn’t take care of you. In more ways than one.

“Yeah,” says Martha. “Why should she? She always wanted to have her cake and eat it too. That’s you, Nate. Elizabeth’s cake. You’re a piece of cake.”

Nate remembers that when he first saw her, behind her desk at Adams, Prewitt and Stein, she was furtively chewing gum, a habit she renounced when he hinted he didn’t like it. “I understand why you’re angry,” he says. This is one of Elizabeth’s tactics, understanding, and he feels sneaky using it. He knows he doesn’t really understand. Elizabeth doesn’t either, when she says that to him. But it always deflates him.

“I don’t give a piss whether you do or not,” Martha says belligerently. No sops of understanding for her. She’s looking at him directly, though her eyes are in shadow.

“I didn’t come over to talk about this,” Nate says, not sure what exactly they’ve been talking about. He’s never sure in conversations like this. The clear thing is that she feels he’s wrong. He’s wronged her. He’s done her wrong. But he tried to be straightforward about it from the beginning, he didn’t lie. Someone should give him credit for that.

“So why did you come?” Martha says. “Running away from mother? Wanted some other nice lady to give you a cookie and a tumble in the sack?”

Nate finds this brutal. He doesn’t answer. This is, he realizes, what he had wanted, though he doesn’t want it at the moment.

Martha wipes the back of her hand across her mouth and nose. She’s dimmed the lights, Nate guesses now, not for romantic effect but because she expected to cry and didn’t want him to be able to see too well. “You can’t turn it off and on that easily,” she says.

“I thought we could talk,” Nate says.

“I’m listening,” Martha says. “I’m real good at it.” Nate doesn’t think this is necessarily true. She’s good at it when he talks about her, granted. All ears. You have the best thighs in the world. She does have nice thighs, but the best in the world? How would he know?

“I guess you’ve heard what happened,” he says at last. Unable to say why Chris’s death should make him want comfort. By popular wisdom he should be overjoyed, his horns gone, the stain on his honor wiped out by blood.

“You mean about Elizabeth,” Martha says. “Everyone in this town always knows what happens to everybody else. They all came and told me, you can bet on it. They love it. They love to watch me when they drop your name. Both of your names. Elizabeth’s lover dynamited his head. Some of them say Elizabeth’s man. So what? What’m I supposed to say? Tough tits? Serves her right? She finally got him?”

Nate has never known her to be so hard, even during their most violent arguments. What he liked about her at first was her vagueness, her lack of focus, an absence of edges that gave her a nebulous shimmer. Now it’s as if she’s been dropped on the sidewalk from a great height and has frozen there, all splayed angles and splinters.

“She hadn’t seen him for a while,” he says, taking Elizabeth’s side as Martha ritually forces him to. “He wanted her to leave the children. She couldn’t do that.”

“Of course not,” Martha says. She stares down at her empty glass, lets it fall to the rug between her feet. “Supermom could never leave the children.” She starts to cry, making no effort now to hide her face. “Move in with me,” she says. “Live with me. I just want us to have a chance.”

Nate thinks, Maybe we already had one. They don’t now. He begins to ease himself forward, out of the chair. She’ll be on him in a minute, arms winding like seaweed around his neck, wet face on his chest, pelvis shoved against his groin while he stands there withered.

“How do you think it feels?” she says. “Like a backstairs romance with the kitchen help, only everyone knows, and you go back at night to your goddamned wife and your goddamned kids and I read murder mysteries till four in the morning just to keep myself sane.”

Nate meditates on the kitchen help. Her choice of metaphor puzzles him. Who has back stairs any more? He remembers one evening, the two of them wrapped in a sheet, on the bed together drinking gin, watching Upstairs, Downstairs and laughing. The maid pregnant by the son and heir, being lectured by the ice-faced mother. That was early on, when they were having a good time. It wasn’t a Saturday; it was before Elizabeth said, Let’s be reasonable about this. We have to know we can depend on each other at certain times. She took Thursdays, he took Saturdays because it was the weekend and Martha wouldn’t have to get up early the next morning. And that other evening, when Martha said, I think I’m pregnant. His first thought: Elizabeth won’t put up with that.

If I console her, she’ll say I’m a hypocrite, he thinks. If I don’t, I’m a prick. Out now while there’s time. This was a bad mistake. Pick up my shoes in the front hall, shouldn’t have locked the bike. “Maybe we can have lunch sometime,” he says at the living-room door.

“Lunch?” Her voice follows him down the hall. “Lunch?” A retreating wail.

He pedals his bicycle through the rain, aiming deliberately for puddles, soaking his legs. Fool. There’s something missing in him that other people have. He can never foresee the future, that’s it, even when it’s clear. It’s a kind of deformity, like being tall. Other people walk through doorways, he hits his head. Once or twice and a rat would learn to stoop. How many times, how long will it take?

After half an hour he stops at the corner of Dupont and Spadina, where he knows there’s a phone booth. He leans his bike against the side of the booth, goes in. Glass cubicle, light on, total exposure. Feeble-minded creep goes into booth, removes clothes, stands there waiting for Superman to take over his body while people stare from passing cars and some old lady calls the police.

He takes a dime from his pocket, holds it. His token, his talisman, his one hope of salvation. At the other end of the line a thin woman waits, her pale face framed by dark hair, her hand lifted, fingers upraised in blessing.

No answer.


Sunday, October 31, 1976

ELIZABETH

Elizabeth sits in her kitchen, waiting to be surprised. She’s always surprised at this time of the year; she’s also surprised on her birthday, at Christmas and on Mother’s Day, which the children insist on celebrating even though she tells them it’s commercial and they don’t have to. She’s good at being surprised. She’s glad she’s put in a lot of practice: she’ll be able to walk through it tonight with no slips, the exclamation, the pleased smile, the laugh. Her remoteness from them, the distance she has to travel even to hear what they’re saying. She wants to be able to touch them, hold them, but she can’t. Good-night kisses on her cheek, cold dewdrops; their mouths perfect pink flowers.

The smell of scorching pumpkin drifts down the hall: their two jack-o’-lanterns, displayed side by side in the living-room window, finally, the legitimate way on the legitimate night. Already admired sufficiently by her. Scooped out on spread newspapers in the kitchen, handfuls of white seeds in their network of viscous threads, some grotesque and radical form of brain surgery; two little girls crouching over the orange heads with spoons and paring knives. Little mad scientists. They were so intense about it, especially Nancy. She wanted hers to have horns. Finally Nate suggested carrots, and Nancy’s pumpkin now has lopsided horns in addition to its scowl. Janet’s is more sedate: a curved smile, half-moon eyes upturned. Serenity if you look at it from a certain angle, idiocy from another. Nancy’s has a fearsome energy, a demonic glee.

They will burn this way all evening and then the festival will be over. Janet, reasonable child, will consign her pumpkin to the garbage, clearing the decks, ready for the next thing. Nancy, if last year is any indication, will protect hers, keeping it on her dresser until it sags and rots, unwilling to throw it away.

They’ve made her turn out the light and sit in darkness, with only one candle; she wasn’t able to explain to them why she doesn’t want to do this. The light flickers on the walls, on the dirty dishes waiting to be scraped and put into the dishwasher, on the sign she herself tacked to the kitchen cupboard over a year ago:

CLEAN UP YOUR OWN MESS!

Sensible advice. It’s still sensible advice, but the kitchen itself has changed. It’s no longer familiar, it’s no longer the kind of place in which sensible advice can be followed. Or at least not by her. On the refrigerator there’s a painting, curling at the edges, Nancy’s from last year; a girl smiles a red smile, the sun shines, bestowing spokes of yellow; the sky is blue, all is as it should be. A foreign country.

A dark shape jumps at her from the doorway. “Boo, Mum.”

“Oh, darling,” Elizabeth says. “Let me see.”

“Am I really scary, Mum?” Nancy says, clawing her fingers menacingly.

“You’re very scary, love,” Elizabeth says. “Isn’t that wonderful.”

Nancy has made yet another variation of her favorite costume. She calls it a monster, every year. This time she’s pinned orange paper scales to her black leotard; she’s modified Janet’s old cat’s head mask by adding silver tinfoil horns and four red fangs, two upper, two lower. Her eyes gleam through the cat eyes. Her tail, Janet’s former cat’s tail, now has three red cardboard prongs. Elizabeth feels something other than rubber boots might have been more suitable, but knows it’s fatal to criticize. Nancy is so excited she might start to cry.
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