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Dedication

This book is for Finn Claude Donoghue Roulston, with a big wet kiss.





BABIES





Touchy Subjects

Sarah’s eyes were as dry as paper. Jet lag always made her feel ten years older. She stared past the blonde chignon of the receptionist in Finbar’s Hotel. Twenty to one, according to the clock on the right. One take away eight was minus seven. No, try again. Thirteen take away eight was five. Twenty to five, Seattle time. Morning or evening? Wednesday or Thursday?

She shut her eyes and told herself not to panic. A day either way would make no difference. Please let it not make any difference.

‘Ms Lord?’ The Germanic receptionist was holding out the key.

Sarah took it and tried to smile. There were four different clocks behind the desk, she realized now. The one she’d been reading was New York, not Dublin. So here the time was a quarter to six, but according to her body clock it was …

Forget it.

Bag in hand, she stumbled across the marble floor towards the lifts.

A young assistant porter in Edwardian stripes brought up her double espresso ten minutes later. Sarah felt better as soon as she smelt it. She even flirted with the boy a little. Just a matter of ‘That was quick,’ and a tilt of the eyebrows, just to shake herself awake. He answered very perkily.

Even if, to a boy like that, thirty-eight probably seemed like ninety. Every little hormone helps.

Her heart thudded as the caffeine hit home. She dragged the chair over to the window; sunlight was the best cure for jet lag. Not that there was ever much sunlight to catch in Ireland, but at least it was a clear evening. Her eyes rested on the long glitter of the river as she drained her espresso. Time was you couldn’t even have got a filter coffee in Dublin; this town had certainly come on. You could probably get anything you needed now if you paid enough. She winced at the thought: too close to home.

Knotted into the starchy robe, she flexed her feet on the pale red-and-black carpet and considered the dress spread out on the bed. She knew it was comical, but she couldn’t decide what to wear. This was a big night, most definitely, but not the kind of occasion covered in the book on manners her mother gave her for her eighteenth birthday. (Sarah still kept it on her cookery-book shelf in Seattle; guests found it hilarious.) Whatever she wore tonight had to be comfortable, but with a bit of glamour to keep her spirits up. Back home, this sleeveless dress in cream linen had seemed perfect, but now it was creased in twenty places. Like her face.

Sarah was tempted to keep on the dressing gown, but it might frighten Padraic. She wished she knew him better. Why hadn’t she paid him a bit more attention at all those Christmas do’s? She was sure there was a chapter on that in her etiquette manual: Take the trouble to talk to everyone in the room. Last year her entire corporation had undergone a weekend’s training in power networking, which boiled down to the same thing, with motives bared. Work the party. You never know when someone might turn out to be useful.

Was she using Padraic? Was that what it all amounted to?

No more bloody ethical qualms, Sarah reminded herself. This was the only way to get what she wanted. What she needed. What she deserved, as much as the next woman, anyway.

The dress was impossible; it would make her look like cracked china. She pulled the purple suit she’d travelled in back on; now she was herself again. Cross-legged on the bed, she waited for her heartbeat to slow down. Six twenty. That was OK; Padraic was only five minutes late. All she wanted was to lie down, but a nap would be fatal.

There was that report on internal communications she was meant to be reading, but in this condition she wouldn’t make any sense of it. She stretched for the remote and flicked through the channels. How artistic the ads were, compared with back home in Seattle. Sarah paused at some sort of mad chat show hosted by a computer. Was that Irish the children were talking? How very odd.

Please let him not be very late.

The Irish were always bloody late.

Padraic was relieved that Finbar’s Hotel was way down on the quays opposite Heuston Station, where he was unlikely to bump into anyone he knew. He stood outside for a minute and gawked up at the glistening balconies. He remembered it when there was only a peeling facade, before that Dutch rock star and his Irish wife had bought it up. What would it cost, a night in one of those tastefully refurbished rooms? It was a shame all the yuppies had to look down on was the Liffey.

The first things he noticed when the doors slid open were the white sofas, lined up like a set of teeth. Ludicrous – they’d be black in a month. Padraic grinned to himself now to relax his jaw. Greg in marketing had this theory about all tension and pain originating in the back teeth.

Padraic was the kind of man who always wore his wedding ring, and it hadn’t occurred to him to take it off. But as he stood at the desk and asked the receptionist whether Ms Lord had checked in yet, he thought he saw her eyes flicker to his hand. He almost gave in to a silly impulse to put it behind his back. Instead, he tugged at the neck of the Breton fisherman’s jumper he had changed into after work.

The receptionist had the phone pressed to her ear now. She sounded foreign, but he couldn’t tell from where. What was keeping Sarah? What possible hitch could there be?

Poor woman, he thought, for the twentieth time. To have to stoop to this.

‘Padraic?’

He leapt. He felt his whole spine lock into a straight line. Then he turned. ‘Máire, how are you! You look stunning! I don’t think I’ve seen you since Granny’s funeral. Didn’t I hear you were in England?’ The words were exploding from his mouth like crumbs.

His cousin gave him a Continental-style peck on the cheek. ‘I’m only back a month.’

Her badge said MÁIRE DERMOTT, RECEPTION MANAGER. He jabbed a finger at it. ‘You’re doing well for yourself.’ If he kept talking, his cousin couldn’t ask him what he was doing here.

‘Oh, early days,’ she said.

‘It all looks fabulous, anyway,’ he said, wheeling round and waving at the snowy couches, the bright paintings, the rows of tiny lamps hanging like daggers overhead. He edged away from the desk, where the receptionist had got Sarah on the phone at last.

‘So how’s Carmel?’ asked Máire. ‘And the boys?’

Padraic was about to give a full report on his respectable family life when the receptionist leaned over the desk. ‘Excuse me, Mr Dermott. If you’d be so good as to go up now, the room is 101. And please tell Ms Lord that the champagne is on its way.’

He offered Máire a ghastly smile. ‘Friend of Carmel’s.’

His cousin’s face had suddenly shut down. She looked as snotty as when they were children doing Christmas pantomimes and she always made him play the ox.

Padraic gave a merry little wave of the fingers. ‘Catch you later,’ he said, backing away.

On the way to the lifts Padraic glanced into the establishment designated as the Irish Bar, which looked just like the one he and Carmel had stumbled across in Athens. He pressed repeatedly on the lift button, then put his hand against his hot face. It was god’s own truth, what he’d told his cousin about Sarah being a friend of Carmel’s. But it was also, under the circumstances, the worst possible thing to say. His father’s side of the family were notorious gossips. Once again, Padraic Dermott had dug himself a pit with his own big mouth.

Sarah was standing in the door of room 101, her heart ticking like a clock. When she saw him coming down the long corridor she felt a rush of something like love. ‘Hi!’ she called, too loudly.

‘Hey there!’

They kissed, as if at a cocktail party. Padraic’s cheek was a little bristly.

‘Come in, come in! I’m thrilled to bits to see you!’ She knew she sounded stage-Irish; she was overcompensating. She didn’t want him to think she was some transatlantic ice queen who’d forgotten how to travel by bus.

Thank god there were armchairs, so they didn’t have to sit on the bed. Padraic hunched over a little, hands on his knees, as if ready for action. She tried to remember if they’d ever been alone in a room together before.

‘How was your flight?’

‘Oh, you know.’ Sarah yawned and shrugged. ‘How’s business these days?’ she asked.

‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘not bad at all.’ She could see his shoulders relax a little into the satin-finish chair. ‘We’re diversifying a good bit. Lots of opportunities.’

‘I’ll bet,’ she assured him.

‘And yourself?’

‘Well, I got that promotion.’ She added a little rueful smile. Not that he would have any idea which promotion she meant.

‘Of course you did!’

Did she detect a touch of irony? Surely not. ‘And the lads?’ she asked.

‘Doing great,’ he told her. ‘Fiachra’s in the senior school this year.’

Sarah nodded enthusiastically. ‘I brought them some stuff …’ Her voice trailed off as she nodded at the heap of presents on the sideboard. She didn’t mean to play the rich Yank, buying herself a welcome.

‘Ah, you’re very good.’ Padraic was craning over his chair to see the presents.

Then a silence flickered in the air between them.

‘D’you ever see anything of Eamonn these days?’ His tone was ostentatiously light.

‘Not really,’ said Sarah. ‘He’s in Boston.’

‘Mmm. I just thought—’

‘That’s nearly as far from Seattle as from Dublin.’

‘Right.’

Padraic was looking as if he wished he hadn’t mentioned Eamonn’s name. She hadn’t sounded touchy, had she? She hadn’t meant to, if she had. It was just the general twitchiness of the occasion. Padraic just sat there, looking around at the furnishings. And then, thank Christ and all his saints, a knock on the door.

The boy in stripes brought in the champagne on a tray. Was that a hint of a smirk on his face? Sarah squirmed, but just a little. In her twenty years away from Ireland she had taught herself not to give a shit what anybody thought.

Five minutes later, Padraic’s hands were still straining at the wire around the cork. Sarah thought for an awful moment that she’d have to ring down and ask for the boy to be sent back up.

‘Excellent!’ she said, when the pop came, very loud in the quiet room. The foam dripped onto the table. ‘Ooh, doesn’t it make a mess!’

And then she realized she sounded just like that nurse in the Carry On films, and the laughter started in her throat, deep and uncouth.

Padraic looked at her, owl-eyed, then started laughing, too. His face was red. He filled both glasses to the brim.

‘I swear, I didn’t mean—’ she began.

‘I know you didn’t.’

‘It was just—’

‘It was,’ he said, knocking back half the glass and wiping one eye.

Sarah felt a bit better after that little icebreaker. She offered to refill his glass.

‘Better not,’ said Padraic, all business now. ‘You know what Shakespeare said.’

She tried to think of all the things Shakespeare ever said.

‘“Drink,”’ he explained. ‘“It makes a man and then mars him … provokes the desire, but takes away the performance.”’

‘Really?’

Padraic added, ‘It’s the only quote I ever remember.’

Sarah nodded. Privately she was sure Shakespeare had never said any such thing; it sounded more like Morecambe and Wise. It was time she took charge of this conversation. ‘Listen,’ she began in the voice she used at meetings. Was she imagining it, or did Padraic sit up straighter? ‘Listen,’ she tried again, more gently, ‘are you sure you’re OK about this?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Padraic.

‘No, but really, you’ve only to say.’ She let the pause stretch. ‘It’s a lot to ask.’

‘No bother.’

Typical bloody Irishmen, can’t handle any conversation more intimate than buying a paper. Sarah pressed her fingertips together hard and tried again. Her voice was beginning to shake. ‘I hope you know I wouldn’t be here if there was any other way.’

‘I know that, sure.’

‘I can’t tell you how grateful I’ll be – I mean, I am, already.’ She stumbled on. ‘The only thing is, I get the feeling Carmel kind of talked you into this?’

‘Nonsense,’ he said, too heartily. ‘I’m more than happy. Glad to be of use.’

She winced at the word.

‘Well now.’ Padraic got up and straightened the sleeves of the shirt he wore beneath that ridiculous striped jersey. ‘I suppose I should get down to business.’ From his jacket pocket he produced a small empty jar that said HEINZ PEAS & CARROTS FOR BABY.

Sarah stared at it. ‘How suitable.’ Her throat was dry.

He peered at the ripped label. ‘Would you look at that! I grabbed the first clean jar I could find that wasn’t too big,’ he added a little sheepishly.

Compassion swept over her like water. ‘It’s perfect.’

They stood around as if waiting for divine intervention. Then Sarah took a few light steps towards the bathroom. ‘Why don’t I wait—’

‘Not at all,’ he said, walking past her. ‘You stay in here and have a bit of a nap.’

She heard the key turn in the bathroom door.

A nap? Did he seriously think she could sleep through what might turn out to be the hinge of her whole life?

Padraic knew he was being paranoid, but just in case. Sarah might think of some further instructions and burst in on him in that scary suit with the pointed lapels. Anyway, he’d never been able to relax in a bathroom without locking the door.

The jar looked harmless, standing beside the miniature elder-flower soap. He tried perching on the edge of the bath, but it was too low; he feared he might fall backwards and damage his back. Dublin Businessman Found Committing Lewd Act in Luxury Hotel. All right for the likes of George Michael, maybe, but not recommended for a career in middle management. And his cousin Máire would never forgive him for the publicity.

He tried sitting on the toilet – with the lid down, so it would feel less squalid, more like a chair. He leaned back, a knob poked him between the shoulderblades, and the flush started up like Niagara. He stood up till the sound died down. Sarah would think he was wasting time. Sarah would think him a complete moron, but then, he’d always suspected she thought that anyway.

Now, these weren’t the sort of thoughts to be having, were they? Relaxing thoughts were what were needed; warm thoughts, sexy thoughts. Beaches and open fires and hammocks and … no, not babies. Would it look like him, he wondered for the first time, this hypothetical West Coast child?

He hadn’t been letting himself think that far ahead. All week he’d been determined to do this thing, as a favour to Carmel, really, though Carmel thought he was doing it for her best friend. He’d been rather flattered to be asked, especially by someone as high-powered as Sarah Lord. He couldn’t think of any reason to refuse. It wasn’t your everyday procedure, and he wasn’t planning to mention it to his mother, but really, where was the harm? As Carmel put it the other night, ‘It’s not like you’re short of the stuff, sweetie.’

Still, he preferred not to dwell on the long-term consequences. The thought of his brief pleasure being the direct cause of a baby was still somehow appalling to Padraic, even though he had three sons and loved them so much it made his chest feel tight. He still remembered that day in Third Year when the priest drew a diagram on the blackboard. The Lone Ranger sperm; the engulfing egg. He didn’t quite believe it. It sounded like one of those stories adults made up when they couldn’t be bothered to explain the complicated truth.

Padraic sat up straighter on the glossy toilet seat. He did ten complete body breaths. It was all he remembered from that stress training his company had shelled out for last year. Three hundred euro a head, and the office was still full of squabbles and cold coffee.

He unzipped his trousers to start getting in the mood. Nothing stirring yet. All Very Quiet on the Western Front. Well, Sarah couldn’t expect some sort of McDonald’s-style service, could she? Ready in Five Minutes or Your Money Back. She wasn’t paying for this, Padraic reminded himself. He was doing her a great big favour. At least, he was trying to.

He zipped up his trousers again; he didn’t like feeling watched. If he could only relax there would be no problem. There never was any problem. Well, never usually. Hardly ever. No more than the next man. And Carmel had such a knack …

He wouldn’t think about Carmel. It was too weird. She was his wife, and here he was sitting on a very expensive toilet preparing to hand her best friend a jar of his semen. At the sheer perversity of the thought, he felt a little spark of life. Good, good, keep it up, man. You’re about to have a wank, he told himself salaciously, in the all-new, design-award-winning Finbar’s Hotel. This is very postmodern altogether. That woman out there has flown halfway round the world for the Holy Grail of your little jarful. Think what the pope would say to that!

This last taboo was almost too much for Padraic; he felt his confidence begin to drain away at the thought of the pontiff peering in the bathroom window.

Dirty, think honest-to-god dirty thoughts. Suddenly he couldn’t remember any. What did he used to think about when he was seventeen? It seemed an aeon ago.

He knew he should have come armed. An hour ago he was standing at the Easons magazine counter, where the cashier had looked about twelve, and he’d lost his nerve and handed her an Irish Independent instead. Much good the Irish Independent would be to him in this hour of need. He’d flicked through it already and the most titillating thing in it was a picture of the president signing a memorial.

This was ridiculous. You’re not some Neanderthal; you were born in 1961. Surely he didn’t need some airbrushed airhead to slaver over? Surely he could rely on the power of imagination?

The door opened abruptly. Sarah, who had turned her armchair to face the window so as not to seem to be hovering in a predatory way, grinned over her shoulder. ‘That was quick!’

Then she cursed herself for speaking too soon because Padraic was shaking his head as if he had something stuck in his ear. ‘Actually,’ he muttered, ‘I’m just going to stretch my legs. Won’t be a minute.’

‘Sure, sure, take your time.’

His legs? Sarah sat there in the empty room and wondered what his legs had to do with anything. Blood flow to the pelvis? Or was it a euphemism for a panic attack? She peered into the bathroom; the jar was still on the sink, bone-dry.

Five minutes later, it occurred to her that he had run home to Carmel.

The phone rang eight times before her friend picked it up. ‘Sarah, my love! What country are you in?’

‘This one.’

‘Is my worser half with you?’

‘Well, he was. But he’s gone out.’

‘Out where?’

Curled up on the duvet, Sarah shrugged off her heels. ‘I don’t know. Listen, if he turns up at home—’

‘Padraic wouldn’t do that to you.’

There was a little silence. In the background, she could hear the Holby City theme on the television, and one of the boys chanting something, over and over. ‘Listen, Carmel, how did he seem this morning?’

Her friend let out a short laugh. ‘How he always seems.’

‘No, but was he nervous? I mean, I’m nervous, and it’s worse for him.’

‘Maybe he was a bit,’ said Carmel consideringly. ‘But, I mean, how hard can it be?’

Who started giggling first? ‘Today is just one long double entendre,’ said Sarah eventually.

‘How long?’

‘Long enough!’

And then they were serious again. ‘Did you bully him into it, though, Carmel, really?’

‘Am I the kind of woman who bullies anyone?’

This wasn’t the time for that discussion. ‘All I mean is, I know you want to help.’

‘We both do. Me and Padraic both.’

‘But you most of all, you’ve been through the whole thing with me, you know what it’s been like, with the clinic … And I swear I wouldn’t have asked if I had anyone else.’ Sarah was all at once on the brink of tears. She stopped and tried to open her throat.

‘Of course.’ After a minute, Carmel went on more professionally. ‘How’s your mucus?’

‘Sticky as maple syrup.’

‘Good stuff. It’s going to happen, you know.’

‘Is it?’ Sarah knew she sounded like a child.

‘It is.’

All at once she couldn’t believe what she was planning. To wake up pregnant one day and somehow find the nerve to go on with it, that was one thing, but to do it deliberately … For cold-blooded and selfish reasons, as the tabloids always put it. In fantastical hope, as Sarah thought of it. In fear and trembling.

‘Are you sure you can’t come over for a little visit?’ asked Carmel.

‘I really can’t. I’ve a meeting in Brussels tomorrow morning, before I head back to the States.’

‘Ah well. Next time.’

Padraic was leaning on the senior porter’s desk, which was more like a lectern. He spoke in a murmur, as if at confession.

‘Our library on the third floor has all the papers as well as a range of contemporary Irish literature, sir,’ muttered the slightly stooped porter, as if reading from a script.

‘No, but magazines,’ said Padraic meaningfully.

‘We stock Private Eye, Magill, Time …’

‘Not that kind.’ Padraic’s words sounded sticky. ‘Men’s magazines.’

The old man screwed up his eyes. ‘I think they might have one on cars …’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ he said under his breath.

Then, at his elbow, just the woman he could do without. ‘Are you all right there, Padraic?’

‘Máire.’ He gave her a wild look. She was just trying to catch him out at this stage. Was she following him all over the hotel to examine the state of his trousers? Just as well he didn’t have the bloody erection he’d spent the last fifteen minutes trying to achieve. She’d probably photograph it for her files.

‘This gentleman—,’ began the porter in his wavering voice.

‘I’m grand, actually.’ And Padraic walked off without another word.

What did it matter if they thought he was rude? Máire had clearly made up her mind that he was cheating on Carmel with his wife’s best friend. When the fact was he would never, never, never. He wasn’t that type of guy. He had his faults, Padraic admitted to himself as he punched at the lift button, but not that one. He was a very ordinary man who loved his family. There was nothing experimental about him; he didn’t even wear coloured shirts.

Then what the fuck am I doing here?

He didn’t have a key to room 101; he had to knock. Sarah let him in, talking all the while on a cordless phone. Her smile didn’t quite cover her irritation. ‘Cream,’ she said into the phone. ‘Cream linen. But it didn’t travel well.’ He gave her a thumbs-up and headed into the bathroom.

Now he was well and truly fucked. Tired out, without so much as a picture of Sharon Stone to rely on. Funny how it seemed so easy to produce the goods when they weren’t wanted. He considered the gallons of the stuff he’d wasted as an adolescent when he locked himself into the bathroom on a daily basis. He thought of all the condoms he’d bought since he and Carmel got married. And tonight, when all that was required was a couple of spoonfuls …

He sat on the toilet and rested his head on his fists. What on earth had induced him to agree to this mad scheme? It just wasn’t him. He knew Irish society was meant to be modernizing at a rate of knots, but this was ridiculous. It was like something off one of those American soaps with their convoluted plots, where no one knows who their father is until they do a blood test.

Sarah was still on the phone; he could hear her muted voice. Who was she talking to? She was probably complaining about him, his lack of jizz, so to speak. Padraic stared round him for inspiration. A less sexy room had never been devised. Sanitary, soothing. The only hint of colour was Sarah’s leopard-skin toilet bag.

Reckless now, he unzipped it and rifled through. Pervert, he told himself encouragingly. Looking through his wife’s friend’s private things … her spot concealer, her super-plus tampons. He felt something stirring in his trousers. He sat down again and reached in. He clung to this unlikely image of himself as a lecherous burglar, an invader of female privacies. A man who could carry a crowbar, who might disturb a woman who was having her bath, some independent single businesswoman with sultry lips, a woman like Sarah …

Oh my god. If she only knew what he was thinking, barely ten feet away—

Never mind that. Hold on to the fantasy. The crowbar. No, chuck the crowbar, he couldn’t stoop to that. He would simply surprise … some beautiful, fearful woman and seize her in his bare hands and—

If Carmel knew he had rape fantasies she’d give him hell.

Never mind. Do what you have to do. Keep at it. Nearly there now. Evil, smutty, wicked thoughts. The gorgeous luscious open-mouthed businesswoman … bent over the sink … her eyes in the mirror …

By now he had forgotten all about the jar. His eye fell on it at the last possible minute.

Now wouldn’t that have been ironic, Padraic told himself as he screwed the lid back on with shaking hands.

It didn’t look like very much, it occurred to him. He should have brought a smaller jar. A test tube, even.

He gave himself a devilish grin in the mirror. Endorphins rushed through his veins. Now what he’d love was a little snooze, but no, he had a delivery to make.

Sarah was reading some spiral-bound document, but she leapt up when he opened the door, and the pages slid to the floor. ‘Wonderful!’ she said, all fluttery, as he handed over the warm jar. Her cheeks were pink. She really was quite a good-looking woman.

‘Hope it’s enough,’ he joked.

‘It’s grand, loads!’

It struck him for the first time that she might need some help with getting it in. Oh god, please let her not upend herself and expect me to … But he was too much of a gentleman to run away. He hovered. Sarah, acting like she did this every day, produced a syringe.

‘Wow,’ said Padraic. ‘I hope they didn’t search your bag at customs.’

‘No, but it did show up on the X-ray screen.’ She gave a breathless little laugh.

‘Wow,’ he said again. Then, ‘It might have been easier to do it the old-fashioned way!’

It was a very cold look she gave him. Surely she couldn’t think he meant it? A touchy subject, clearly. (Weren’t they all, these days?) Padraic knew he should never make jokes when he was nervous. He felt heat rise up his throat.

‘I’ll get out of your way, then, will I? Treat myself to a whiskey. Maybe you’ll come down and join me after?’

He couldn’t stop talking. Sarah smiled and nodded and opened the door for him.

She tried lying on the bed with her bare legs in the air, but it was hard to keep them up there. Hurry, hurry, she told herself; the jar was cooling fast. How long was it they lived? Was it true that boy sperm moved faster but girl sperm lived longer? Or was it vice versa? Not that she gave a damn. She’d take whatever God sent her, if he was willing to use this form of special delivery. Please just let this work.

Finally, she ended up lying on the carpet with her feet up on the bed. She felt almost comfortable. It was crucial to feel happy at the moment of conception, someone at work had told her. Awkwardly, leaning up on one elbow, she unscrewed the lid of the jar and began to fill the syringe. It was certainly easier at the clinic, where all she had to do was shut her eyes, but it felt a lot better to be doing this herself without anyone peering or poking. Just her and a little warm jar full of magic from a nice Dublinman with a name. Nothing frozen, nothing anonymous.

There, now, she had got a good grip on the plunger. She would just lay her head back and take a few relaxing breaths …

The knock came so loud that her hand clenched.

‘No thank you,’ she called in the direction of the door.

No answer. She took one huge breath and pressed the plunger.

Afterwards, she could never remember hearing the door opening. All she knew was that the assistant porter was standing there staring, in his ludicrous striped jacket, like something out of Feydeau. And she was on her feet, with her skirt caught up around her hips. ‘Get out,’ she bawled. She tugged at the cloth and heard a seam rip. There was wetness all down her legs.

The boy started to say something about turning down the sheets.

‘Get out of my room!’

The door crashed shut behind him.

Afterwards, when she had mopped herself up, Sarah scrubbed at the carpet with a damp facecloth. The mark was milky, unmistakable against the square of red wool. They’d think she and Padraic had done it right here on the floor.

She wanted to go down the corridor and find that porter. She longed to spit at another human being for the first time in her life. ‘Look, boyo,’ she would scream in his ear, ‘if I can make myself pregnant, I’m sure I can turn down my own sheets.’

But she hadn’t, had she? All she’d done was stained the carpet.

The funny thing was, now he’d started, the dirty thoughts wouldn’t stop coming. They raced merrily through his head. All the way down in the lift Padraic watched the other passenger in the mirrored wall. She was fifteen years too old for the red dress and black leather, but still, not bad at all. A hooker, or just somebody’s bit on the side? This hotel was a stranger place than it looked from the outside; behind all that fresh paint you’d never know what was going on. He shook his head to clear it as the lift glided to a stop. He let the woman get out first.

The Irish Bar was stuffed with people, singing rebel songs Padraic hadn’t heard in years; it seemed to be some sort of wake. After two whiskeys he felt superb. Relief and alcohol danced through his body together, while his hormones played ‘It Had to Be You’.

Tonight had demanded his all, and his all was what he had given. With a bit of luck, one lonely frustrated woman’s life would be transformed, and a little bit of his DNA would grow up next door to the Pacific Ocean. With a light tan and rollerblades …

There was his cousin, consulting a clipboard and talking to the barman. He shouldn’t have got so het up earlier; she was only taking an interest. He’d been in a bit of a state, he could admit that now. When he’d finished his third whiskey, Padraic gave a little wave, but Máire didn’t seem to see. He squeezed his way over and waited for a break in the conversation, then put his hand on her arm.

‘Hello again,’ she said.

‘It’s not what you think,’ he announced satirically.

‘Right.’ She seemed to be speaking to her clipboard.

‘No, really. I mean, yes, I’m here to meet a woman, obviously, but it’s about a hundred and eighty degrees opposite to what you’re obviously thinking.’

Máire looked up, and her eyes were hard. ‘Listen, Padraic, it’s none of my business.’

‘But the thing is, Carmel knows I’m here,’ he assured her, tugging at her sleeve. ‘Old school friend. Carmel set the whole thing up, in fact.’

His cousin looked slightly revolted, and he was just about to explain, when he remembered that he had promised both Carmel and Sarah never to tell a soul about their little arrangement. So he had to let go of Máire’s sleeve. She was out the door like a shot.

Knees against the bar, he idled over his next drink, planning how to describe the evening to his wife. Oh, we got the business over with in the first ten minutes – nothing to it. But he mustn’t make it sound like too much fun, either. Carmel was being remarkably kind to her friend, when you came to think about it – lending out her husband like a sort of pedigree stud. He savoured the image.

Funny, he thought. That old porter’s paging another Mr Dermott. Then two things occurred to Padraic: that it was him who was being paged, and that he was very nearly pissed. He’d only had a few, but then he’d forgotten to have dinner.

‘The lady upstairs would like to know when you’re coming back, sir,’ said the porter. A little too loudly and pointedly, Padraic thought.

He was up in room 101 in three minutes.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sarah stuttered. ‘I can’t believe—’

He acted like a gentleman. He assured her it could happen to anyone. (Anyone, he mentally added, who made a habit of inseminating herself in hotel bedrooms.) He swore the stain would hoover out: ‘These people are professionals.’ (He could just imagine the chambermaid telling Máire that her cousin had spurted all over the carpet.) He grabbed the empty jar and headed back into the bathroom.

This time, Sarah said to herself, she’d stay calm. This time she’d lock the door. This time she’d get it right. And then tomorrow she’d be on her way back to Seattle, and … Maybe. You never know. Carmel said it would happen. This was still the right day. Her chances were pretty good.

Padraic popped his head out of the bathroom. Only now did she notice how dark red his face had gone. ‘I might be a little while.’

‘How many have you had?’ She didn’t mean it to sound quite so cutting, but she thought she had a right to know.

He leant on the doorjamb. All the softness went out of his voice. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

She shrugged.

‘I thought my shift was over, you know,’ he went on acidly. ‘As far as I knew you’d got what you wanted, you were finished with me, and I had the right to a drink.’

‘You’ve had more than one,’ she pointed out neutrally.

‘And if you’ll give me a minute,’ he shouted, ‘I can still fucking well get it up.’

They avoided each other’s eyes.

‘Jesus,’ he added, ‘no wonder …’

He turned to go back into the bathroom, but Sarah was on her feet. There was nothing she hated more than unfinished sentences. ‘No wonder what?’

‘No wonder you have to resort to this sort of carry-on.’

Her eyes stood out in her face. ‘You mean because no man would have me? Is that what you think?’

‘I never said that.’ Padraic was leaning his head against the doorjamb now. ‘It’s just, you must admit, you come on a bit strong.’

‘That’s because this is my last chance,’ she bawled at him.

He shifted on the spot. ‘Don’t say that. Sure, a fine-looking woman—’

‘Getting a man is easy,’ she spat.

He was taken aback. The pity in his eyes faded.

‘It’s having children with one that’s turned out to be impossible,’ she said between her teeth.

‘Why didn’t you and Eamonn—’

‘Because we were divorced by the time we were thirty. Then the guy I was with for six years after that didn’t happen to like children. You’re welcome to all the details.’ Sarah’s voice was shaking like a rope. ‘I’m thirty-eight years old. I’ve been paying a clinic thousands of dollars a month for fertility drugs that make me sick and frozen sperm that doesn’t work. What else do you suggest I do?’

He considered the carpet. ‘I was just … I suppose I was wondering why you left it so late.’

‘Oh, don’t give me that. Just don’t you dare.’ She felt breathless with rage. ‘How was I meant to know what I wanted at twenty-five? Men have no fucking idea. You’ll still be able to make a woman pregnant when you’re seventy!’

Padraic flinched at the thought.

After a minute, very quietly, he asked, ‘But sure … why me? Couldn’t you just have gone out one night and picked up a stranger?’

Sarah sat on the edge of the bed and wept. Her elbows dug into her thighs.

‘I didn’t want the child of some pickup,’ she said at last, very slowly, the words emerging like pebbles. ‘Quite apart from what else I might pick up from him.’ She waited till her voice had steadied enough for her to go on. ‘I wanted the child of a nice man, and all the nice men were taken.’

After a long minute, she felt the bed bounce as Padraic sat down beside her. ‘Not all, surely,’ he said after a minute. He sounded like a child who’d just been told the truth about Santa Claus.

Her smile came out a bit twisted. She turned her head. ‘Don’t worry about it, Padraic,’ she drawled. ‘I get by just fine without the husband and the SUV and the house in the suburbs.’

He didn’t know how to take that. She watched him staring at his shoes.

‘All I want is a child.’ Sarah said it softly. She was never so sure of anything in her life.

‘OK,’ he said after a minute. ‘I’ll have another bash.’ He stood up. ‘You haven’t seen me at my best tonight,’ he added hoarsely.

She gave a little sniff of amusement and wiped her eyes. ‘I suppose not.’

‘You try getting an erection in a toilet without so much as a copy of Playboy. I’m not seventeen any more, you know.’

Sarah giggled and blew her nose. ‘Sorry.’ Go on, she told herself. Make the offer. ‘Shall we just call the whole thing off, then?’

She could tell he was tempted. Just for a minute. Until he thought of what Carmel would say.

‘Not at all,’ said Padraic. He stood up. ‘A man’s gotta do.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m going back in there,’ he declared, ‘and I’m not coming back out empty-handed. You just lie down and think of Ireland.’

‘No,’ she said, jumping up, ‘I’ll go in the bathroom. You could do with a change of scenery.’

She handed him out his jar, then locked the door. She looked herself in the eye, then turned on the cold tap and washed the salt off her face.

Padraic stood before the wardrobe mirror and stared down into his trousers. Not an enticing sight. Visibly tired, old before its time. He eyed his face and counted his wrinkles. Salmon couldn’t eat after they mated, he remembered; they just shrivelled away. What was there left for him in this life, now he had served his time, genetically speaking?

But tonight’s job wasn’t quite over yet.

He felt utterly exhausted. Nerves, alcohol, and a fight to round it all off. But he had to rise to the occasion now. Noblesse oblige. He thought of Carmel’s last birthday. He’d been knackered from work, and half a bottle of champagne hadn’t helped, but he knew she wanted to be ravished, he could almost smell it off her. So he had claimed to be full of beans, and though it took an enormous effort, it was all right in the end. He’d known it would work. It always worked in the end, him and Carmel.

Padraic lay down on the bed. He wanted to be home in her arms.

This room had no more resources than the bathroom, really. He flicked through the TV channels (with the sound down, so Sarah wouldn’t think he was time wasting). Not a drop of tit-illation. After five minutes of Dirty Dancing, he realized he was finding Patrick Swayze far more appealing than the girl, and that raised such disturbance in the back of his head that he switched off the telly.

He lay down again and scanned the room. The prints were garish abstracts; nothing doing there. There was the phone, of course. If only he had memorized a number for one of those chat lines. He’d rung one once, in a hotel room much nastier than this one, somewhere in the North of England. All he remembered was that the woman on the line had a terribly royal-family accent, and spoke very, very slowly to bump up his bill.

If he rang downstairs and asked for the number of a chat line, he was sure to get Máire. She’d tell her mother. She’d probably tell his mother.

Padraic shut his eyes and tried out a couple of trusty old fantasies. Only they weren’t working any more. He wondered whether one traumatic evening had rendered him permanently impotent. He felt exhausted. Somehow the idea of having a voluntary sexual impulse seemed like a remnant of his youth. Maybe that was it, his lot.

All at once he knew what number to ring.

‘Hello there,’ said Carmel, and her voice was so warm he thought he could slip right into it and sleep. ‘Are you coming home soon?’

‘Any minute now. I just need a bit of help,’ he admitted.

‘Are you still at it?’

‘She spilt the first lot.’

Carmel let out a roar of laughter. ‘I should have warned you,’ she said. ‘When we shared a flat, Sarah was always knocking over cups of tea.’

‘Are you comparing my precious seed to a beverage, woman?’

‘The comparison is entirely in your favour.’ Her voice changed for a minute; her mouth moved away from the phone and he heard her say, ‘You go and brush your teeth, love. I’ll be up as soon as I’ve finished talking to Daddy.’

He wanted to tell her to say good night from him, but he wasn’t meant to be thinking like a daddy now.

Carmel’s voice was all his again now, going low like only she could do. For a respectable wife and mother she could sound like a shocking wee slut. ‘Are you ready for round two, big boy?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think I can.’

‘Can’t means won’t,’ she said in her best schoolmistress voice.

He laughed into the phone, very softly.

‘All right now,’ she crooned. ‘Enough of this nonsense. Shut your eyes.’

‘I just want to come home.’

‘You are home.’

‘I am?’

‘You’re home in your bed with me. Nothing fancy.’

‘Not a seedy motel?’

‘Not Finbar’s Hotel, either. We could never afford it. You’re home in bed with me and the kids are fast asleep and you’re flat on your back, with your hands above your head.’

‘Surrendering, like?’

‘Exactly.’

Carmel, he thought a few minutes later with the part of his mind that was overseeing the rest, should consider a career move. She could make a mint on one of those chat lines. And to think of all this lewdness being saved up for a big eejit like him. He kept his eyes squeezed shut and pretended his hands were hers. She always knew what to do. She was working him into a lather. She was going to make it all right.

Sarah was leaning against the sink, praying. It had been so long, she hardly remembered what to say. She got the words of the Hail Mary all arseways, she knew that much. Blessed is the fruit? Mostly what she said was please.

The bathroom door opening made the loudest noise. Padraic’s grin split his face like a pumpkin. She seized the jar. Half as much as last time, but still, there must be a few million ambitious little wrigglers in there. She rushed over and lay down on the carpet.

‘Will you be all right now?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said, ‘you go on home.’

He gathered up the pile of presents for his boys. When he was at the door, he turned to give a little finger wave. She had already filled the syringe.

‘See you at Christmas, I suppose,’ he said. And then, ‘Fingers crossed.’

They both crossed their fingers and held them in the air.

Sarah started laughing before the door shut behind him. She was still laughing when she pressed the plunger.





Expecting

I thought I saw him last Friday, stooping over the grapefruits in my local supermarket. Without stopping to make sure, I put my half-full basket down beside the carrot shelf and walked out the door marked ENTRANCE ONLY.

It might not have been him, of course. One round silver head is pretty much like another. If I’d seen his face, if the strip of mirror over the fruit counter had been angled the right way, I’d have known for sure: soft as a plum, as my mother would have said, if she’d ever met him. But it was probably someone else, because he never shopped on a Friday, and why would he come all this way across town to a perfectly unremarkable new supermarket? Besides, I never told him where I lived.

We had only ever met on Saturdays, in the windswept shopping centre I had to go to before the supermarket opened down the road. That first time, I was toying with an angora jumper on the second floor of the department store when I caught his eye. I figure they’re safe to smile at if they’re over sixty. He moved away with something long and green over his arm; I shifted over and browsed through five kinds of silk dresses before realizing I was in the maternity section. Not that it mattered much, of course, since anyone can wear any old shape nowadays.

The elderly gentleman held the heavy swing door open for me to go through first. ‘Best to take things easy,’ he commented, and I smiled, trying to think of something original to do with pasta for dinner. As we emerged into the shopping centre he asked a question that was half drowned out by the clamour of the crowd. I said ‘Mmm,’ rather robotic as usual among strangers. Thinking back, later that afternoon, I did remember hearing the word expecting, but I presumed he meant rain.

I bumped into him again in the charity furniture shop ten minutes later. Gallant, he insisted on lifting a table for me to look at the price. I only clicked when he said, ‘The dress is for my daughter; she’s due in July. And yourself?’

I shook my head.

He must have thought I was rebuking his curiosity; his face went pink from the nose out. ‘Pardon me.’

‘No no, it’s all right,’ I flustered.

‘Early days yet, then,’ he said confidentially.

It suddenly seemed like far too much trouble to explain; we could be standing here all day. Besides, this garrulous stranger would think me a fool, or worse, a wistful spinster type given to browsing through maternity dresses. So I said nothing, simply grinned like a bashful mum-to-be, as the magazines would say.

It’s not the first mistake, but the first cowardice, that gets us into trouble. Why was it so hard to say that I hadn’t heard his original question, as we came out of the department store? If only I’d said, ‘I’m afraid I’m not expecting anything!’ and made an awkward joke of the old-world euphemism.

And of course when the following Saturday, cup in hand, he edged over to my table in the shopping centre’s single faded café, it was impossible to go back to the beginning. He told me all about his daughter’s special high-calcium diet. I saw now that clearing up that first misunderstanding would have been child’s play compared to this: How could I admit to having lied? I tucked my knees under the table, nodding over the pros and cons of disposable nappies.

He was lonely, that much was clear. I was a Saturday shopper because it was the only day I had free, whereas since his retirement he had developed a taste for the weekend bustle at his local shopping centre. But not a weirdo, I thought, watching him swallow his tea. All he wanted was to chat about this cyclone of excitement that had hit the year his only daughter got pregnant at thirty-three. ‘Me too,’ I said without thinking. Thirty-three, really? He thought that was a wonderful coincidence. And from amniocentesis we slipped on to living wills and the judicial system, his small mobile face shifting with every turn of conversation.

For a few weeks the office was a bag of cats, and I forgot all about him. Then one Saturday, rushing by with a baguette under my arm, I saw him staring bleakly into the window of what used to be the Christmas Shop. For the first time, it was I who said hello. When, after pleasantries about crocus pots, he began telling me about his daughter, and how the hospital said it was nothing she’d done or not done, she hadn’t overstrained or failed to eat, just one of these things that happen in most women’s lives, I wished I had followed my first impulse and walked right by. I didn’t want to spare the time to sit beside him, making fork marks in an almond slice.

He fell silent at one point, and as some kind of strange compensation I began to rhapsodize about my own phantom pregnancy. I’d never felt better; it was true what they said about the sense of blooming. Instead of wincing, his face lit up. He said he would bring me a cutting from last Sunday’s paper about prenatal musical appreciation. I promised him I was drinking lots of milk.

Walking home with a box of groceries on my hip, I began to count weeks. If I had met him just after payday, which was the fifth of the month … I realized with a spasm of nausea that I should be beginning to show.

At this point the ludicrousness of the whole charade hit home. Since it was clearly impossible to explain to this nice old man that I had been playing such a bizarre, unintentional, and (in light of his daughter’s miscarriage) tasteless joke, I would just have to make sure I never saw him again.

But I didn’t manage to make it to the huge supermarket in the town centre after work any day that week. Come Saturday I crawled out of bed late and pulled on baggy trousers. His steel-wool head was before me in the queue at the flower stall; when he looked around, I waved. Yes, his daughter was back at work, these daffs were for her, and wasn’t a bit of sunshine wonderful? Only when he had walked away did I realize that I had my hand on the small of my back, my belly slumped over my loose waistband.

The next Saturday I did my hand washing and baked scones with the end of the cheddar, then sat knotted up in an armchair and read some papers I’d brought home from work. My mother dropped by; when I offered her some tea, there wasn’t any milk or sugar, so I had to justify the empty shelves by claiming not to have felt well enough to go out.

Afterwards, I lay on the sofa with the blanket she’d put over me, watching the sky drain. I was heavy with a lie I couldn’t begin to explain. If I’d made a joke of it to my mother, she’d probably have called him a nosy parker.

My ribs were stiff; I shifted to face the rough woollen back of the sofa. If it were true, would I be throwing up in the mornings? Would I be feeling angry, or doubtful, or (that old pun) fulfilled? I grinned at myself and went to put on my makeup for a night out dancing.

The following Friday I managed to sneak away from work early enough to shop in town. I had packed my briefcase full of papers, then shoved them back in the in-tray.

Saturday I spent hoeing the waking flower beds outside my basement flat. Some friends arrived with Alien and popcorn. One of them noticed me holding my stomach after a particularly tense scene and raised a laugh by warning me not to throw up on the sofa.

Truth was, I’d been trying to remember at what point it would start kicking. For a few seconds I’d believed in it.

It was time to call a halt. The next Saturday I trailed up and down the shopping centre for an hour and a half in the spring chill. Every time I went into the library or the pet shop, I was sure he had just left. When the tap on the shoulder did come, as I was reading the list of prices in the window of the hair salon, I jerked so fast he had to apologize. But looking shocked and pinched did suit my story, I supposed.

As we neared the top of the café queue, his bare tray shuffling along behind mine, I rehearsed my opening line: ‘I’m afraid I lost the baby.’ It sounded absentminded and cruel. I tried it again, moving my lips silently. The beverages lady cocked her ear, thinking she’d missed my order; I cleared my throat and asked for a strong coffee. It was all my fault for having let a tiny lie swell into this monstrosity.

Before I could begin, he placed his shopping bag on the chair between us. ‘I’m glad I caught you today,’ he said pleasurably. ‘I brought it along last week, but I didn’t run into you. I was going to return it, but then I thought, who do I know who’d make good use of it?’

Under his bashful eyes, I drew out the folds of green silk. ‘Wouldn’t your daughter wear it anyway?’ I asked.

He shook his head hastily.

‘You shouldn’t have,’ I said. ‘It’s beautiful.’ I slumped in the plastic seat, my stomach bulging.

He folded the dress back in its tissue paper and slipped it into the bag.

Though I didn’t even know his surname, I felt like I was saying goodbye to a lifelong friend, one who had no idea that this was goodbye. I insisted he have a third of my lemon tart. We talked of Montessori schools and wipeable bibs, of our best and worst childhood memories, of how much had stayed the same between his generation and mine but would be different for my baby. We decided it was just as well I was due in August as the weather might be mild enough to nurse in the garden. When I looked at my watch it was half two, the coffee cold in the pot.

As I stood up, I had an hysterical impulse to say that if it proved to be a boy I’d name it after him. Instead, I mentioned that I was going off on an early summer holiday, but yes, of course I’d be home for the birth.

The new regime was a manageable nuisance. On Saturdays now I went straight from karate class to a shopping centre twice as far away in the other direction. An old friend of mine, meeting me laden with bags on the bus, mocked me for being so upwardly mobile, to go that far in pursuit of walnut-and-ricotta ravioli. One Saturday in May my mother asked me to come along to the old shopping centre, to help her with a sack of peat moss, and I had to invent a sudden blinding headache.

The dress I wore as often as the weather allowed; it seemed the least I could do. The leaf-green silk billowed round my hips as I carried my box of groceries close to the chest. There was room under there for quintuplets, or a gust of summer air. When August came and went and nothing happened, I felt lighter, flatter, relieved.

That was five years ago, but always I keep one eye out for him, even on the streets of other cities where my new job takes me. I have my story all ready: how I shop on Sundays now when my mother can take the children, two boys and a small girl, yes, quite a handful. He’s sure to compliment me on having kept my figure. And his daughter, did she try again?

I felt prepared, but last Friday when I thought I saw him among the grapefruit I backed out in panic. What do you say to a ghost, a visitor from another life?

It occurs to me all of a sudden that he may be dead. Men often don’t live very long after they retire. I never thought to ask how old he was.

I find it intolerable not to know what has become of him. Is this how he felt, wondering about me? On Saturday when I woke in my cool white bed, I had to fight off the temptation to drive down to the shopping centre and park there, watching through the windscreen for him to walk by.





The Man Who Wrote On Beaches

As a child he’d never known what to put. He always started out along the expanse of saturated sand with a yip of excitement, but after scraping the first great arc with the edge of his sneaker, he’d stand with his leg extended like a dog trying to piss. Everything took so long on sand, you might as well be using Morse code. You’d better be sure you still meant what you were writing by the time it was done. Once he’d put HELLO, but his brothers laughed and scuffed out the O with their toes.

Then another time on another beach, some New Year’s Day when he was maybe fourteen and alone, he’d written COCK-SUCKERS in letters as long as himself. It looked so terrible, printed so starkly for the clouds and every passing stranger to read, and he’d thought the first wave would wipe it out, but in his nervousness he’d dug too deep with the crescent of mussel shell, so the small frills of water only smoothed his words, glossed over a mistake he’d made on the K. The letters looked graven, as if on a headstone, the obscenity emerging from the beach itself. So after such a long while of standing with his back to the wind, he’d dragged a line through the whole word with the toe of his pointed shoe, lurching along on the other foot, but still it was legible or could be guessed at anyhow, since no other word looked like that one.

The day he was forty-three, he accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Personal Saviour. It was quite a shock to his system.

A few weeks before, he had been driving through downtown Tacoma on a sticky afternoon much like any other. Traffic was slow as molasses and he found himself staring at a bus shelter with a poster on it that said in large pink letters, JESUS IS THE WAY.

He might well have seen it before, on other days when he’d been preoccupied with what to make for dinner or whether Margaret had remembered to call the IRS from the office about those tax forms, but the fact was that only on that particular day was there a chink open in his mind as he glanced at that bus shelter, a crack wide enough for those words to drop in. And for a moment he forgot a lifetime’s worth of wisecracks about the Born Agains; for a moment he thought, What if it was true? What if just maybe?

Wouldn’t that explain a lot of things, like what a mess this country had gotten itself into? Wouldn’t that make some sense of how his life had turned out after all the promising things his report cards had said, after all his dumb dreams of changing the world?

Not that he was complaining. He’d been to Corsica and Bali and Scotland and the Everglades; he had a home with a view of Puget Sound and a good job and a great collection of German steins and a lot of laughs. Above all, he had Margaret, who was twice what he deserved. But it struck him sometimes that in a couple more decades he would be dead without ever having figured things out. And think of it: All these years he’d been using the word Jesus as a colourful form of ouch – if he dropped a wrench on his foot, say – when for all he knew the Born Agains were right, and Jesus just might be the way.

He was still half joking, or at least he thought he was.

Waiting for the lights to change, he tried it out loud. ‘Jesus?’ so it sounded like he was calling softly over the car door to someone in the street he thought he remembered from high school who probably wouldn’t know him any more.

But all at once he was sick to his stomach, felt so bad in fact that when the light changed he pulled right instead of left and parked in front of a fire hydrant. He laid his wet forehead on his hands where they gripped the steering wheel and said, maybe out loud or maybe in his head, he didn’t know, ‘I’m nothing, I’m scum, Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.’

When he finally got home he watched some drag racing and waited for it to wear off, like a hangover, or heartburn. Margaret came home with antipasti from the deli; she felt his back where his T-shirt was stuck to it. He blamed the heat.

But by the weekend he still felt the same way. So come Sunday morning he walked down the road till he came to the first building with the word Jesus on it.

It was the Church of Jesus Our Lord. He thought he’d bolt at the end of the service, but strangers gathered round to welcome him. It turned out it wasn’t them who’d paid for the sign at the bus shelter downtown, that was the Church of Christ Crucified, but still, ‘No objections,’ said the pastor. ‘It was Our Lord who led your feet to our door.’

He still felt sick, standing there. These people weren’t his sort of people, or so he would have said a week before. Their phrases were foreign to him; there was talk of missions and calls and walks with God. When they used words like voice, or light, he was never sure if they were to be taken literally. Their clothes were funny and the pastor stood too close to him. He knew he might turn these people into a big joke at the next office party. He felt like James Dean and wished he hadn’t worn his leather jacket. He felt like a sinner. And when an old lady who’d introduced herself as Mrs Keilor said, ‘See you next week,’ part of him was so relieved he thought he might go down on his knees and cry.

Which was exactly what he did a few weeks later, on his forty-third birthday. Pastor Tull said it took a lot of folks that way.

For the first few weeks he hadn’t said a word to Margaret about where he was going; he let her think he was stretching his legs. And when he began to mention the church it was all very cool; he tried to sound like an anthropologist on the Nature Channel.

‘Do you actually believe any of that stuff?’ Margaret asked lightly in the middle of Sunday dinner, and he shrugged and took another slice of salmon.

But on his birthday he walked home and told her he’d accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Personal Saviour. He said it all in a rush before he lost his nerve; he could hear how odd the words sounded as they left his mouth, like a very dry sort of joke.

Margaret let out a single whoop of laughter. He didn’t take offence; it was a sound she always made when an appliance broke down or she slept through the alarm and missed her car pool. After a minute she came over to give him a hug with stiff arms and say, ‘Whatever makes you happy.’ As if it was a line she’d found in a magazine.

A couple of months on, he started bringing her to the odd church social. She seemed to come willingly enough, just as years ago she used to accompany him to occasional hockey games, because that was his thing. She recognized a guy from her accounts department, and they talked about the crazy new ventilation system. She admired Pastor Tull’s moustache.

Mrs Keilor was in charge of the salad table. She whispered a question about whether his wife was saved, too. ‘Not yet,’ he said, as if he had great hopes. He was afraid somebody would ask Margaret the same question; he kept one ear out for her sharp laugh.

Margaret had no time for the abstract; that was something he always used to love about her. If she couldn’t touch it, smell it, taste it, then it didn’t matter. Her favourite exclamation was ‘Unreal’. Whenever he started talking hypotheticals, she would reach for her sewing box, so the time wouldn’t be completely wasted. Once she got around three sides of a cushion cover while he was wondering aloud about the future of democracy.

He didn’t talk about his ideas, these days. He kept his new books on his side of the bed; he left his new cassettes in the car so he could play them on the way to work. He only watched the Bible Channel on the evenings when Margaret was out at the Y. And she quietly worked around this latest and most obscure of his hobbies.

He waited for her to ask, but she didn’t. He would have welcomed her questions; he still had a bunch of his own. But Margaret was content not to understand. He couldn’t figure that out. How she could bear not to know what was going on in his head. In his heart. In what he was learning, with some embarrassment, to call his soul.

He was dreaming about Jesus these days; that was something he wouldn’t have told Margaret even if she’d asked. In the dreams he was generally walking up a mountain behind Jesus, who only looked about twenty-two, thin but surprisingly solid. You could lean your head on his bony shoulder. Jesus could speak without moving his lips.

He never had difficulty getting up these mornings; he just asked Jesus to get him out of bed and next thing his feet were on the rug. And work got done just like that. The things he had expected to be hardest were almost easy. He had thrown away his Zippo the day after his birthday and hadn’t had a single drag since. Every time he got the craving he said, ‘Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,’ in his head till it went away. The same with beer. After Josh Miles at the church, who used to be an alcoholic, took him aside for a word, he saw he was better off without the stuff. Now he didn’t miss it, didn’t need it. He still dusted his stein collection, but he was thinking of donating it to a charity raffle. After a couple of weeks, Margaret got the hint and stopped asking would he like a cold one from the refrigerator. She teased him a little about what a clean-living guy he’d become – but not in front of friends.

Another thing, he wasn’t sure their friends were his friends any more. They were the same people; it was him who’d changed. For the first year ever he put down every cent he’d made on his tax return. He could only talk about things like that to his church friends, those people in cheap shoes he’d have bust a gut laughing at a couple of months back.

What he couldn’t tell them, though, was that Margaret wasn’t his wife.

At a church picnic he watched her blowing bubbles with a four-year-old. Mrs Oberdorf had her eye on him. ‘You and your wife been blessed with any children?’ she asked in her cracked voice.

‘Not yet.’

She nodded, her mouth twisted with sympathy.

He hoped she’d think it wasn’t their fault. He hoped she wouldn’t use the word husband in front of Margaret.

One evening when she was pinning up new drapes he said it. ‘We should get married one of these days.’ But it didn’t sound romantic enough. It sounded like clearing out the garage.

Margaret took the pins out of her mouth. ‘You think so?’ She had this way of letting words hover like smoke.

‘I know we used to say we didn’t need it, but recently I’ve been reconsidering.’

She pinned up another fold of fabric.

‘It might feel good. It might be the thing to do,’ he added, as if he were kidding around. He hoped she wouldn’t hear the guilt behind his voice.

‘OK. What the hell,’ said Margaret. He winced, but not so she’d notice. ‘We’ve both done it before and it didn’t kill us.’

Then she laughed until he laughed, too, and she came over and kissed him on the ear.

But as he was signing his name in the register – his ballpoint pressing the paper a little too hard – he knew that this time wasn’t going to be like those other times. Neither he nor his first wife in DC nor Margaret nor her first husband in LA had had the slightest idea what they were really doing. This time would be the real thing, because now he knew what a promise was. Now he knew what the words meant.

To show she wasn’t taking the whole thing too seriously, Margaret was wearing red. He didn’t care; it looked good on her. ‘You can bring your God buddies if you like,’ she’d told him, but he said that was all right, he’d rather keep it small, just the two of them and a pastor (not Pastor Tull, just some Unitarian) and a few friends who drove down from Seattle and Vancouver.

After the ceremony he was high like he hadn’t been since that time he tried cocaine at the prom. He was a bank robber who’d made it to Acapulco.

The next Sunday after church he said the word. ‘My wife and I are taking a vacation,’ he mentioned to Mrs Keilor, and relief stabbed him through the ribs.

For their honeymoon – about ten years too late, according to his mother in San Francisco, but she sent them a cheque anyhow – he and Margaret were going to drive right down the West Coast. That first night in a motel in Mount Saint Helens he lay under the weight of his wife and moved and shut his eyes. It felt like he was running down the right road at last. But later when he was letting the condom slither off him, he wanted to cry.

They hiked up a volcano the next day, cinders crunching like cornflakes under their feet. Later they squatted over tide pools and saw anemones blossom like green doughnuts and purple sea urchins as big as their hands. Margaret tilted her face up to the sun while he took pictures and figured out the distances between towns.

In Eugene, Oregon, he woke up in the middle of the night and had to shake her awake. ‘Honey,’ he said urgently. Then, apologetically, ‘Honey, I just realized, we’re meant to have children.’

The words shocked his ears.

At first Margaret didn’t answer, and he thought she was still asleep, till he saw the line of her jaw. Then she said, ‘For god’s sake.’

Exactly, he was tempted to say, but didn’t.

In the morning he woke up to find her packing.

He stared at her knotted hands, ramming two pairs of his socks into a corner. ‘Who was it,’ Margaret asked, ‘just remind me who was it who talked me out of it all those other times?’

‘You were never sure—,’ he began.

‘That’s right, I wasn’t sure, but you sure were.’ A little bead of spit on her lip caught the sunlight. She plucked up another pair of socks but didn’t put them in the bag. ‘Who was it always told me it would be madness to go off the Pill? Who was it said we’d lose all our freedom, tie ourselves down?’

His throat felt like it was full of wadding. He cleared it. ‘Guess everybody gets tied down one way or another.’

Margaret’s hands were jammed into the pockets of her silky dressing gown; her nails were stretching the seams. ‘Who was it kept saying he wasn’t ready?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, nearly whispering. ‘I don’t know who that guy was.’ There was a silence so complete he could hear the chambermaid vacuuming at the other end of the motel. ‘But I’m different now.’

‘You can say that again.’ She stared at him; her eyes were hard as hazelnuts. ‘You’re on another planet.’

‘I’m finally ready,’ he pleaded.

‘Oh yeah?’ Her voice was bigger than the room. ‘Well, I’m forty-two, so you and your friend Jesus can go to hell.’

It took them two days to drive home. Awhile before they stopped for a burger on the first day he thought Margaret was crying, but she was looking out the window so he couldn’t be sure. At the motel he called his mother and told her there’d been an emergency at work and he’d been called back. She’d always been able to tell when he was lying, but she didn’t say so.

When they pulled into their driveway at the end of the second day, Margaret laid her hand on his thigh and said, ‘OK.’

He wasn’t sure what it meant. Pax? Or, this marriage is over?

‘OK,’ she said, ‘let’s give it a shot.’

She got pregnant twice before the end of the year, which he took as a good sign. The first one made it to two months, the second to five. That one was a boy. He made the nurse give him the little body, for burial. Quite a few people from the Church of Jesus Our Lord turned up, though Margaret didn’t come back with them for the chicken supper afterwards, which everybody said was understandable.

The strange thing was that he had known the boy wouldn’t make it to term. At the funeral it was like there was cotton wool round his heart, keeping the pain at bay. He and Margaret were going to have a girl; he just knew it.

He didn’t mind waiting a little while longer so Margaret could build her strength up before trying again. It felt strange to be buying rubbers – in a drugstore in the next town, so no one from the church would see him – but he thought Jesus probably wouldn’t have a word to say about it, under the circumstances.

On Christmas Eve he asked Margaret to come to church with him, just for once. On the way home she said, ‘One last shot, OK?’ as if she were talking about pinball.

That night as he came his legs shook like bowstrings. His mind swam inside her. He could almost see the egg, glowing at the end of the dark tube; he registered the shock when the single chosen sperm, blindly butting, felt the membrane give way and seal him in.

The next day he started making a list of girls’ names. He kept the list in the glove compartment so as not to annoy Margaret, who didn’t believe in counting chickens.

Nothing happened till March, when Margaret started throwing up her Cheerios and smiling at strangers. ‘Third time lucky,’ he told her on the way home from the ultrasound. His head was so full of a single image – the tiny curled chipmunk that was going to be their daughter – that he could hardly see the road. The nurse said you couldn’t be sure so early, but yes, it did look kind of like a girl.

‘Laura?’ he suggested, idling at a traffic light. ‘Leona? Lucy?’

‘We’ll see,’ said Margaret, smiling. And then, ‘The light’s changed.’

As the time went by, he bloomed. It was no hardship, he found, to be patient with a pushy new guy at work. When Margaret’s strange uncle who picked his nose came to town, they put him up on the sofa bed for a whole week. Prayer was easy; he’d never had so much to say.

Margaret, on the other hand, was getting more wired by the month. She wouldn’t let her forty-third birthday be celebrated in any way, not even dinner out, not so much as a bunch of flowers or a card. The bigger she grew, the more substantial their future seemed to him, and the less she seemed able to believe in it. He wondered if she was frightened about the birth; it did seem to him a terrible prospect, and he cracked a joke about how the human race would soon die out if women were as cowardly as men.

Margaret didn’t laugh.

‘You’ll have to trust God, hon,’ he said, a little nervously, as he knew the word made her twitch, but it was the only one he could think of.

She laughed then, and said, ‘I’ve never even met him.’

He had a feeling everything would be better once they were a family. With Laura coming to church with him every week, first in one of those slings on his chest, and then in her little black patent shoes, surely Margaret wouldn’t want to be left behind. It made sense that once she saw how good Jesus had been to them, she’d understand all the rest of it.

Meanwhile, she didn’t understand the slightest thing he said. She was always taking offence. She thought he was looking for sex when he was just as happy stroking her belly. She said the baby kept kicking her in the ribs. One day he was playing chase-the-foot when Margaret shoved him so hard he fell off the bed.

When he got to his feet, she was laughing in that appalled way of hers. ‘Oh, I’m such a bitch these days,’ she said between snorts. ‘I’m so sorry, honey, I’m so sorry. I’m scared, you know?’

‘Of the birth?’

‘No, moron,’ said Margaret, still laughing. ‘Scared it won’t happen.’

He could tell she was an inch away from tears so he lay down beside her.

San Francisco should be levelled to the ground, he thought, when his mother called to tell him about her knee. It was only a little fall, but she’d rolled about twenty feet down the sidewalk till she landed against a fire hydrant.

He knew he should be there to take her home from the hospital. If there was ever a time to be a good son, this was it. But he rested his ear on Margaret’s drum of a belly and couldn’t lift it away.

‘Get out of here,’ she said, pretty gently. ‘Those bastards owe you two weeks of vacation.’

‘Not now.’

‘Yes, now. Get out of my hair for a while. It’ll be a good three months before this baby lifts a finger.’

So here he was, back on the coast. By the time he passed the Oregon state line he was breathing easier, and the farther he drove, the more peaceful he felt. He took his time; he saw all the places he and Margaret had missed on their truncated honey moon. He could feel the horizon curving around him like a hand.

It was then he started writing again. Just on beaches, at first. There was a little cove beside a lighthouse, washed clean as a slate by the morning tide. There was one small girl picking up shells on the waterline, and her family sunbathing farther up the beach. He stood staring out to sea, and all at once he knew what to write.
 JESUS IS THE WAY, he put, in letters so big and clear they could probably be seen from a low plane. All the time he was marking them with the toe of his shoe, he was thinking of the surprise people would get when they wandered down the beach that afternoon. That’s how you did it: by surprise. Minds were like mussels: You shouldn’t try to force them open; it was better to catch them at an idle moment and slip inside.

He was just finishing the Y when he noticed the little girl’s mother. She was standing at a distance, reading the words upside down. When his eyes met hers, she grabbed the child’s hand and hurried back up the beach.

It gave him an odd feeling, as if she thought he was some kind of pervert or something. But you couldn’t expect people to understand if they hadn’t gone down their road to Damascus yet. That’s all he wanted: to give people a glimpse of it, to throw strangers a split second of the joy that was filling him up these days so he hardly needed to eat except for a bag of grapes in the car.

Whenever he got a surge of happiness, he wanted to ring Margaret, but she’d said the sound of the phone was getting on her nerves these days, and he knew she needed a break from him, so he sent her postcards instead. He told her things he’d never thought to mention before. ‘Did you know you are the most beautiful woman in the world?’ he wrote on a picture of a glacial lake, and ‘I love you more every day,’ on a shot of a leaping salmon.

Words were pouring out of him. He was a bit shocked with himself, the day he wrote on a wall outside Portland. He hadn’t done a thing like that since he was a kid. But this wall already said DONT MES WITH THE MOFO BOYZ, LOLA SUCKS DICK, and ME N U 4EVER ’03, so he felt he could only improve it by adding JESUS SAVES with a little can of white spray paint he got at the corner hardware store.

Then, when he was walking through a grove of old-growth redwoods the next afternoon, his heart started to knock like a rattle. The forest was bigger than the biggest cathedral, but humans had had no share in the building. He felt like an insect. The trees were wider than he was tall, and taller than anything; all he could hear was a lone woodpecker. At one point where a huge tree had fallen across the path, the rangers had cut a section away to let walkers through. On the weathered wood, ridged by the chain saw, someone had cut ANGIE LOVES JEFF. He couldn’t resist; he took out his Swiss army knife and carved the words JESUS LOVES US ALL.

These days Laura was so clear in his mind that he could nearly see her, running along beside him. When he rented a gas lantern to go down an old lava tube, clambering down from the glare at the tunnel mouth into the cooling darkness, he promised himself that he’d bring her here someday. Half a mile in, where the floor was slick with ice and the roof of the cave reached its highest point, he’d hold the heavy lantern up to show her the ridges and grooves the lava had left when it flowed away, the tiny kiss shapes of its final drops. Then he’d turn off the lantern for a minute and she’d yelp with fright, but she’d grip his fingers and know that everything was going to be all right.

The next day he saw the best sunset he’d ever seen in his life. There was a phone booth by the side of the road, so he pulled in and rooted around in the glove compartment for his bag of quarters. Margaret would be out at her organic gardening class; he could just leave a message.

But she was home. At first he didn’t recognize her voice, it was so muffled. She must have been drinking. When he said, ‘Margaret? Honey?’ there was a click.

The connection must have broken. So he fed in more quarters and tried again.

When she picked up the phone again, the first thing she said was ‘I lost it.’

‘What?’ he said stupidly.

‘You heard me.’

‘You lost it?’

‘It wasn’t my fault.’

He hardly knew what he was saying. ‘Was it a girl?’

There was such a long pause he thought the line was broken. Then Margaret said, ‘It doesn’t matter.’

The phone seemed stuck to his ear; sweat was running down his throat. ‘Margaret, honey,’ he said, as if that were a sentence.

‘It’s over.’

It seemed a matter of urgency to say the right thing now. There was a sudden beeping, and he fed in his last quarters. ‘Listen,’ he said, too loud, as if his voice had to cover the distance by itself. ‘Listen, we’ll try again in a little while.’

‘Like hell we will,’ she roared.

His legs were shaking; he leaned back against the glass.

‘To think I let you put me through this, you and your fucking Jesus!’ Margaret’s voice crackled down the line. ‘At forty-three, to think I was such a fool.’

There was a silence that seemed impermeable.

‘You know, I was happy enough before we went and got married.’ Her sobs were as loud as the words they punctuated. ‘I had a full life. I was perfectly happy enough with no ring and no children. Weren’t you? Weren’t you happy enough?’

He was still trying to think of an answer when the line went dead.

The sun was a smear of red at the base of a dark sky. He went down and sat on the beach until his legs stopped shaking.

The last of the light caught blades of shell in the sand. He dug one up with the point of his shoe. He couldn’t think of anything to write, so he pushed it back, pressing down till he felt the hard damp sand give way and bury it.

He knew he should call the hospital to leave a message for his mother that he wasn’t coming, but all he had in his pockets was small change. So he turned the car around and started the long drive home.





Oops

James was overnighting with his oldest friends before a flight to the Yucatán. He’d managed to avoid ever sleeping in Eoin and Neasa’s flat before. It was a dingy little fourth-floor on the wrong quay of the Liffey. Back in his twenties, some years before the Dublin boom began, James himself had been far-sighted enough to snap up an elegant little cottage in Ballsbridge, which was now worth nine-and-a-half times what he’d paid for it – a thought that always gave him a frisson of satisfaction. But unfortunately on the day before his trip to photograph the Yucatán for Luxury magazine, the workmen were in to install a sauna in his basement, and the dust played havoc with his sinuses, so he had no choice but to accept his friends’ offer.

As always, James averted his eyes from the flat itself – cluttered with equipment his friends were storing for the rest of their sax quintet – and he remarked that they’d got an outrageously good view of the river. After dinner he insisted on taking them to a new club where you didn’t actually have to dance if, like Neasa and Eoin, you loathed what passed for music these days; you could just lie around on yellow velvet couches on the balcony and look down on it all.

Back in the flat, their sofa bed felt to James like a grill, only slightly padded with tinfoil. In the middle of the chilly January night, he staggered along the tiny corridor to the loo. Fumbling around on the shelf for paracetamol to ward off his hangover, his fingers found a curved white oblong of plastic; a futuristic glasses case, maybe, or a makeup holder? Curious, James pressed the little button on top. Suddenly a tiny blue light came on. ‘Oops,’ he said under his breath, and stepped back, knocking several dusty bottles of essential oils into the bath with a dreadful clatter. He pressed the button again, but the light wouldn’t go off.

He thought no more about it till a fortnight later when he got back to Dublin Airport with a Yucatánian glow to his cheekbones. Picking up some melatonin to ward off jet lag in the pharmacy, he noticed a cardboard woman in a red dress, holding the same strange little device in her hand. A speech bubble said TIMERA™: BECAUSE I NEED TO KNOW.

James goggled at the small print. She needed to know what?

TIMERA™ IS THE NEW AND UNIQUE FAMILY PLANNING DEVICE THAT WORKS IN HARMONY WITH NATURE’S CYCLES TO GIVE YOU CONTROL OVER YOUR BODY AND YOUR LIFE. What a laugh, thought James, a contraceptive computer! He quite understood that Neasa and Eoin had never wanted to swap their shiny saxophones for smelly babies; it was only natural.

But then he remembered the little blue light that had come on when he’d pressed the button. Oh Jesus, he thought then.

As the taxi inched its way through the gridlocked city, James shut his eyes and thought furiously. He wished he’d paid more attention to that lesson on the rhythm method at the community school that he, Neasa, and Eoin had all left nearly twenty years ago. He regretted his lack of information about women’s innards in general. Maybe what his wretched fumbling with the button had done was to reset the thing so the days the machine would now call safe would, in fact, be highly dangerous. Oh Christ, why hadn’t the woman just stayed on the Pill like everyone else?

James had his Nokia out and their number half dialled before he thought of what he might say. Hi, I’m passing through Swords; I just thought you should know that two weeks ago I pressed your little button … Hot mortification swept up his face. He was being paranoid, ridiculous. He put his phone back on his belt and put the matter from his mind.

Till a soft May evening in his little house when he was feeding his old friends crispy duck legs in chile-lime broth, and Eoin burped faintly and said, ‘What’cha think, Neasa? Is it time for the news?’

James assumed they wanted to switch on Newsnight, but no.

‘I’m pregnant,’ Neasa told him, with a tight little grin.

He thought he might throw up there and then, on his grandmother’s linen tablecloth. But his mind was working at top speed, churning out conclusions: (A) It was all his fault. (B) The constant anti-abortion propaganda in their teens must have worked, because clearly Neasa and Eoin had decided to go through with having this baby. (C) He must never, never, never tell them what he’d done.

‘Wow!’ he shrieked, his face a mask of delight.

He knew this appalling accident would transform his friends’ lives; what he never expected was how much it was going to change his own.

He dropped heavy hints until they asked him to be Angela’s godfather, and his christening present was 1,000 euros in a savings account, to start her college fund. (He’d wanted to make it 5,000 euros but knew that would look suspicious.) Then he became the regular Tuesday babysitter, plus any evening Eoin and Neasa were off at a jazz gig. Because, in fact, they didn’t give up their music, not at all; that baby could fall asleep only to the sounds of the sax.

When at, say, five years old, Angie stayed the night in her uncle James’s cream-linen spare room in Ballsbridge, he always fed her organic vegetables and put Gregorian chant on the mini-disc player. Whenever he went abroad on a shoot – which wasn’t as often, now, because of what he wryly called his ‘family responsibilities’ – he brought home exquisite and educational toys. He would leave his darkroom at a moment’s notice to drive her halfway across Ireland to reconstructed folk villages and drama festivals. On Angie’s tenth birthday, James started giving her regular fistfuls of banknotes, and once when she was furious with him after he called her T-shirt sluttish, she told her parents about the money and got him into serious, though temporary, trouble.

His other friends thought he was mad. He’d never told any of them about what he thought of as his secret parenthood: the fact that, by one careless mistake, he had made this child happen.

At thirteen, the girl announced her name was now Ang, to rhyme with bang. For the next four years she was foul.

‘Sometimes I don’t like her at all,’ Neasa said softly to James, looking out the window of his house to where her daughter sat between the fountain and the Japanese maple, talking on her mobile, her back as convex as a shield.

His friend’s confession filled him with panic. He had thought it was working out all right. He had assumed that every child turned into a wanted child, even if she’d been unwanted to begin with, even if her conception had been a bloody awful blunder, never meant to happen. But then, how could he say that Ang had never been meant to happen? – since he loved her, himself, with a guilty fervour of ownership that was unaffected by any of her shifting moods, unaffected by all the nasty things she’d said to him over the years, from her first howl of ‘You’re poo’ to their latest spat, when she’d called him a ‘sad old suburban queen’.

The summer she left school, she emerged from adolescence, shakily, like a convalescent. One day James looked at her across the table of a noodle bar and realized that she was an utterly charming young woman, sitting here, telling this middle-aged man her plans to work her way across Australia, her eyes shining at him as if he mattered to her, as if he always would. How did this happen?

At Ang’s goodbye party, James gave her a discreetly wrapped bumper pack of extra-strength condoms; she blushed, but said yes, of course, she promised she’d be careful.

Four martinis later, James sat heavily on the arm of Neasa’s chair and murmured in her ear, ‘I know you never wanted to have her, but isn’t she fabulous?’

Neasa stared at him.

‘Sorry, what I meant was—,’ he backtracked. And then he couldn’t help himself: the eighteen-year-old story was spilling out in a passionate hiss – the little plastic machine, the terrible blue light.

Neasa was smiling strangely. ‘You daft egg,’ she said at last, ‘you poor eeji! It was for ovulation, not contraception.’

He could feel his eyes cross.

‘We wanted a baby. We’d been trying for a year and a half.’ She laughed a little hoarsely.

‘So what you’re telling me,’ he said blankly,  ‘is that I made no difference.’

‘None at all!’ She grinned at him And James, who should have felt relieved, went home early from the party with a stitch between his ribs as if there was something he’d lost.






Through the Night

What sent Una over the edge was people asking ‘Does she sleep through the night?’ For some reason it was often the first thing strangers said after ‘What a lovely baby.’ Una was all right with the lovely baby line, she could smile and nod, her eyes only slightly shiny, and she could even cope with remarks like ‘It must be so much fun!’ If she just kept nodding and smiling, she found, people assumed that having a two-month-old baby was just like in the diaper ads, or the way they dimly and fondly remembered it. ‘Treasure every moment,’ the bank manager commanded her, rubbing his beard. All this Una could take. But when someone approached her in the supermarket or queuing at an ATM and tickled whatever bit of Moya was sticking out of the sling and said the fatal words, ‘Is she sleeping through the night yet?’ …

Before the birth, before Moya – BM, as Silas called it – Una had not been a crier. In fact, she’d been known for her ability to sit dry-cheeked through Titanic or It’s a Wonderful Life, while Silas was gulping by her side. Before her periods she’d turn slightly snappish, and when her father died, back in Ireland, she’d gone very quiet for a month or so. But crying wasn’t something she did. Even pregnant, she’d maintained her steadiness.

These days – AM, After Moya – Una didn’t recognize herself. It was as if there’d been some transformation at the cellular level: a weakening of all the walls. She cried sitting on the toilet – ‘Just coming, Moya, just a minute; I promise, Mum needs just a minute more’ – she cried when she couldn’t get her snowboots laced up one-handed and had to shout for Silas; she cried when he was at the office and it took her four hours to make and eat a peanut butter sandwich. She always let herself cry in the shower because her face was wet anyway so it didn’t count. She dissolved every time she had to answer the phone, if not with the first hello then as soon as Moya’s name came up; she cried so much when trying to book an electrician to fix the furnace thermostat that she had to put the phone down.

Whenever Una slept – for of course she did get to sleep, at certain periods in each twenty-four-hour cycle when Silas took Moya downstairs between feeds (it was just that these tainted, uneasy mouthfuls of unconsciousness bore no relation to the blissful, unthinking seven-hour nights she’d known BM) – whenever she slept, she didn’t have time to dream, and only the cheap digital watch she kept on her wrist at all times convinced her that she’d added, say, another forty-three minutes of sleep to her total. She wept in the night when she slumped over to nurse Moya again and looked down the street where not a single other light was on. She wept hardest in the early morning when she was meant to be catching up on her sleep, when the baby was downstairs with Silas but Una could still hear her shrieks through three wooden doors, could hear them so faintly but persistently that she thought she might be having an aural hallucination.

Delusions of all kinds afflicted her. Again and again in the night she’d hear Moya’s whimperings from the cot attached to the bed, and lean over, pick up the baby, put her to her breast … but why were the cries continuing, getting more frantic? She’d wake properly then and realize that Moya was still lashing about in the cot, so who was this other baby at her breast? Only the balled-up duvet, which fell apart in her sweaty, shuddering hands. And there was Silas, smooth-faced in sleep at her side, like some absolute stranger.

But even to use the terms night and day was misleading. Day and night were human inventions, Una realized, and Moya – a startled visitor from another planet – had never heard of them. There no longer was any night for Una, in the old sense, the switch-off, shed-your-troubles, knit-up-the-ravelled-sleeve-of-care sense. Hers was a work shift that never really ended even when she was meant to be relaxing, one long day that spun on sickeningly through dark and light, sound and silence. She didn’t hate other people, not even Silas; she lacked the energy, or perhaps it was that she felt entirely cut off from them, marked out by her fated, perpetual punishment.

Una had always got on well with her mother, despite their differences. So when Rose flew in from Cork for a weeklong stay, Una put the baby down on the rug, for once, and fell into her arms.

‘Barry’s Tea,’ said her mother, unpacking her bag, ‘and Bewley’s Dark Roast, and a couple of boxes of Black Magic, aren’t they your favourite?’

‘That’s lovely, Mum,’ said Una regretfully, ‘but I’m off caffeine, in case it keeps Moya awake.’

‘How many times does she have you up at night now?’

Una gave a little shrug. ‘Five or six.’

‘How long each time?’

‘Forty minutes, an hour.’

‘Ah, you poor child! No wonder you look so awful.’

Which, of course, made Una cry.

That first night, Rose took her pill and popped in her earplugs, as always when she was in a strange place. Before she swallowed it, she did register a pang of guilt, but it would hardly do any good for her to be lying awake listening all night, would it?

Rose’s idea of being a good grandmother was taking the baby for long walks, but the hard-packed, jagged snow of an Ontario January made it impossible to get the buggy round the block. ‘Besides, it’s too cold to take her out,’ said Una, putting the wailing baby back against her chest, tightening the sling and swaying from side to side.

Her daughter wore a glazed look, Rose thought, like someone with Alzheimer’s. ‘It’ll be lovely when the weather warms up,’ she said blandly, before remembering that spring here didn’t come till May.

Silas dropped them off at a café downtown on his way to work. Two sips into her decaf latte Una unbuttoned her shirt to feed Moya. This startled Rose, but she didn’t let it show; times change, and sure, why not? She looked around to see if there was a smoking section, but apparently not; she decided it wasn’t worth standing outside in the driving snow.

Una discussed her mental state as if it was a not-particularly-interesting ongoing war in a country she couldn’t spell. ‘Not depression, I wouldn’t call it that, Mum; I’ve only got three of the eight symptoms in the books.’

That was something else Rose found strange: It was all books nowadays; young mothers didn’t so much as wipe a bottom without consulting the authorities (‘Front to back for girl babies,’ Una had corrected her this morning).

‘Some women I’ve talked to at La Leche meetings, they say the baby blues are so normal’ – Una broke off to yawn – ‘It’s probably hormones, or the shock of giving birth. Like, I remember, the day we came home from the hospital, I was convinced Moya would never be safe in the outside world; I had this craving to put her back in.’

Rose had a simpler explanation. ‘Wouldn’t anyone lose their marbles from this kind of sleep deprivation? Sure that’s how they torture prisoners!’

Una smiled faintly.

‘If I could just buy you one good night’s sleep! I really don’t – I’ve been casting my mind back thirty years,’ Rose said, her forehead wrinkled, ‘but I really can’t remember having such a hard time with you or Donal.’ Of course, their father had given them a bottle at three in the morning, that helped, and because they were in their own room she hadn’t been roused by every little peep out of them. ‘You were both awfully good …’

She’d forgotten: That was one of the forbidden terms. ‘They’re not good or bad, Mum,’ Una repeated. ‘They’re just babies with needs.’

Rose decided to be frank. ‘But it’s ridiculous for Moya to be carrying on like this, at the two-month mark. She’s preying on your feelings, I’m afraid; you cuddle her so constantly in that sling thing, she’s spoiled rotten—’ Damn, that was another of the words.

‘There’s no such thing as spoiling a two-month-old,’ her daughter said tightly. ‘The current scientific consensus—’

‘Oh, I’m not saying there’s any badness in her,’ Rose interrupted. ‘I just mean she’s got into dangerous habits.’

Una’s stare was cold. ‘Babies worn in slings for three hours a day cry less and thrive better, it says so in all the books.’

Moya let out a high-pitched wail; Una switched her to the other breast. Rose bit her lip and suggested they have a couple of those lovely looking muffins. By the time she came back with the plate, Una’s cheeks were striped with tears again.

Rose found, over the next few days, that every conversation with her daughter ran straight into a wall. The present generation seemed hedged in by rules, miserably committed to something known as ‘attachment parenting’. (In her day, Rose would have liked to say, they’d just got on with it, watched a lot of telly, and had a laugh when they could.) Everything she suggested had already been judged impossible. No, Una couldn’t pump milk for Silas to give the baby at night, because she felt she only barely had enough as it was, and if she skipped a feed she might jeopardize her supply. Sorry, Una wasn’t willing to leave Moya with a babysitter so she could have a proper slap-up lunch out with her mother. No, she didn’t see how it would help to try to make the baby sleep in her own room.

As for the little bits of folk wisdom Rose couldn’t help offering when she saw her sunken-eyed daughter leap up again – ‘Give her a bottle of water instead, surely she can’t still be hungry,’ or ‘Why wouldn’t you let her grizzle for five minutes, see if she’ll drop off back to sleep’ – these were received as if she’d proposed sticking the infant’s foot in a broken beer bottle. The briefest suggestion of giving Moya some kind of sedative to let Una catch up on some sleep sent Una off on a five-minute rant about adults poisoning babies for their own convenience.

‘Sweetheart,’ Rose burst out finally, ‘I don’t mean to play the interfering granny, I really don’t, you’re doing a marvellous job’ – Moya made a choking sound and brought up white curds on Una’s sleeve – ‘I just can’t stand seeing you in this state. Don’t you think you’re being a bit hard on yourself, playing the martyr?’

Una’s eyes were huge. With fury? Or just exhaustion?

‘Babies are tougher than they look. I didn’t run to pick you up every time you opened your mouth, and you grew up all right, didn’t you?’ There was a pause. Didn’t you, she wanted to ask again.

Nobody quite understood, Una thought, and her mother least of all. Hadn’t she chosen to have Moya, planned it, wanted it for years? So she just had to do it the best way she could, even if she felt tangled in a nightmare that wouldn’t let her wake up. From the sound of it, her mother’s generation had ignored all their instincts when it came to looking after tiny, vulnerable human beings. They’d smoked and drank through pregnancy and labour, bottle-fed their babies and left them dangling from doors for hours, dosed them with alcoholic gripe water, jammed plastic pacifiers in their mouths, left them in barred cots to cry it out … Of course they needed to believe that they’d done what was right, instead of just what was handy. But who could say how much of the fucked-up state of so many of Una’s friends might not be due to buried memories of wailing away alone on those long-gone nights?

‘Darling, it’s just that you’re in such a bad way,’ Rose was saying. ‘Tonight, why don’t I stay up with the baby for an hour or two?’

But could I trust you to bring her in when she’s hungry? Una wanted to say. Instead she forced a smile and said it was OK, she was feeling not too bad this evening.

It was quite pleasant to have company while Silas was out, she supposed, but on the other hand, guests always needed looking after. And Rose, with her dry-clean-only cashmere, after-dinner cognac, and shivering smoke breaks on the porch, seemed such an irrelevance. Shouldn’t Moya have brought them closer together instead of the opposite? To avoid discussing the contentious subject of the baby, Una would raise some topic of the day – airline security or pensions or the Atkins diet – but of course all she cared or knew about at the moment was the baby, so all she could contribute was the odd robotic syllable.

Rose, for her part, seemed to be learning to resist the temptation to give advice – which left her with nothing but platitudes. ‘Hang on in there,’ she’d say, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder. ‘It’ll be different when she’s more active; she’ll suddenly get the hang of day and night, wait till you see. One of these mornings you’ll wake up after a good night’s sleep, you’ll hardly believe it!’

Una nodded, as if talking to a mad person at a bus stop.

The morning she was to fly back to Dublin, Rose woke early, for her, and pulled out her earplugs. She lay listening to the beautiful silence till she heard Silas pulling the front door closed behind him. She put her dressing gown on and peeped round the other bedroom door. There lay the baby, in the cot attached to her parents’ bed, and there was Una, flat on her back, her arms uncurled, as if drifting down a stream. Her face was peaceful, almost young again.

Rose must have stood on a creaky floorboard as she backed out, because suddenly Una was bolt upright, eyes wild. She snatched up the baby, who began to shriek.

‘Good morning,’ said Rose, like some nervous chambermaid. She rather wished she’d stayed in bed.

‘Jesus. Jesus Christ,’ Una said into Moya’s fuzzy scalp. ‘It’s light out.’

‘It certainly is. Twenty past seven.’

‘I thought she’d died in the night.’ Una’s face was contorted with tears again.

Rose suppressed a sigh. ‘She’s grand. She’s had a lovely long sleep, that’s all.’

‘I don’t believe it. Could she have been crying and I just didn’t hear her?’

‘There wasn’t a peep out of her,’ said Rose firmly, not mentioning the earplugs.

Una managed a weak laugh.

‘Didn’t I promise you things would get better?’

‘You did.’

‘Now, don’t be expecting her to pull off a trick like this every night—’

‘I won’t,’ Una assured her mother. ‘I don’t care if she doesn’t do it again for months. Now I know it’s possible—’ Faith glittered in her eyes.

‘So how do you feel?’

‘Fabulous.’

‘I’ll bring you up a cup of coffee,’ said Rose.

‘Decaf,’ said Una, with a smile, sinking back into the pillows with Moya.

That hadn’t gone quite the way she’d planned, Rose thought as she went down the stairs. She’d meant to move from told-you-so to a cheerful confession that she’d given the baby half a teaspoon of her cognac last night. See, she’d intended to say, it did you good, and it didn’t do her a bit of harm! But something in Una’s eyes had made her reconsider this morning, and perhaps discretion was the better part of motherhood, after all.





Do They Know It’s Christmas?

Trevor could barely see the traffic light through sheets of rain.

‘Quick, before it turns red,’ muttered Louise.

‘It’s amber.’

‘Amber means go if you can. Go on!’

It was red now; he hit the brake and felt it judder. The wipers kept up their whine.

A small sigh. ‘Sorry I snapped,’ she said.

‘That’s OK.’ Leaving Limerick, they’d been snarled up in Christmas-shopping traffic for the best part of an hour.

‘I should have rung Mrs Quirk to ask her to look in on the babies,’ Louise muttered.

‘Mallarmé hates her,’ Trevor pointed out.

‘I know, but it’s better than leaving them alone on such a hideous evening. I’d try her now, but the phone’s acting up again. Hey, we could ask your folks for another one for Christmas.’

The mobile phone had been unreliable ever since Proust had ripped the charger out of the wall. ‘Proust’s always so curious about things,’ said Trevor. ‘Do you think he’s the most intelligent of the three?’

Louise turned on him. ‘That’s not a fair question.’

‘I know, I know, I don’t mean it … divisively.’

‘They’re all really bright in their own ways. Light’s changing,’ she pointed out.

His tires squealed through the puddles. ‘You think they’re all perfect,’ he accused her fondly.

‘No I don’t. Well, nearly,’ she conceded. Nose pressed to the blurred window, her tone sank again. ‘I wish we were home.’

‘Twenty minutes.’

‘Fifteen, if you shift your arse. Gide gets so fractious when it pisses down like this.’

‘We’re living in the wrong climate,’ he observed, not for the first time. ‘Not to mention a cultural wasteland.’

‘Yeah, well next time Barcelona University has simultaneous openings in classics and sociology we must remember to apply.’

‘Ho ho ho,’ he chuckled like some grim Santa.

Trevor’s favourite moment was always when he put his key in the lock. Eruption, joyous noise, crashes against the other side of the door. Tonight he tried to take his raincoat off, but Gide felled him.

‘Sweeties, gorgeous-gorgeousnesses,’ Louise was crooning, Proust swinging high in her arms. ‘We’re home, yes we are, yes we are.’

‘Let Daddy get up. No licky face, no licky,’ Trevor was telling Gide gruffly.

‘How’s he meant to know not to lick it when you offer it to him like a big jam doughnut?’ Louise bent down to kiss her husband under one eye. ‘Mallarmé doesn’t lick faces, does she, lovely girl. Who’s a lovely quiet girl?’

‘Did you miss us, Mallarmé?’ Trevor asked, sleeking her yellow fur. ‘Were you bored silly? Just another three days till the holidays and then walkies anytime.’

Proust writhed in ecstasy in Louise’s arms, and Gide began another round of barking.

‘Trevor!’

‘I said the W-word, didn’t I?’ Trevor rebuked himself.

As he was putting away the bagfuls of Christmas shopping, he said, ‘We’ve bought no presents for them yet.’

‘Oh, I know. Do you think – one big one each, or several smalls?’

‘Smalls, definitely. They love tearing off the paper.’

‘They always like some new squeakies. But remember last year,’ said Louise, ‘when we gave Gide that rubber apple that was too small and I had to do the Heimlich manoeuvre?’

‘That was the most terrifying moment of my life,’ said Trevor. ‘Hey, I asked the dean of arts what he’s getting his poodle and he said nothing.’

‘You mean he didn’t answer?’

‘No, I mean he said, “Nothing.” He said, and I quote, “She doesn’t know it’s Christmas!”’

Later on, Trevor was making his weekly call to his parents in Belfast. ‘Not much new, Mum. Except that Proust just gave us the fright of our lives by turning the telly on! With the remote.’

‘Is she the fat one?’ asked his mother.

Trevor felt that familiar wave of irritation. ‘Proust is a he; he’s tiny,’ he reminded her. ‘The one you mean is Gide, but actually he’s been on diet food for three weeks and if you look at him head-on he’s really not—’ A rubber Bart Simpson, wet with drool, squeaked at Trevor’s feet. ‘Not now, Gide, Daddy’s on the phone.’ Proust was scrabbling against Trevor’s leg; they really would have to steel themselves to clip his claws this evening.

His mother was making some remark about the pack.

‘There’s only three of them,’ he objected. ‘Greta’s got three kids, and you never confuse the boys with the girls!’

She let out a short laugh. ‘Oh, Trev, it’s hardly the same.’

He’d given up on breaking his family of the habit of calling him Trev. He chewed his lip, as he picked up the wet toy to bounce it against the far wall. Proust raced after it, but Gide shoved him out of the way. ‘Be nice,’ Trevor warned them. ‘Share your squeaky.’ Then, with false warmth, ‘Tell you what, Mum, maybe they’ll give you a framed photo for Christmas, with their names on.’

A couple of minutes later he walked into the kitchen, where Louise was frying chicken breasts. ‘Save me a crispy bit,’ he said, to postpone what he had to say.

‘Mallarmé likes the crispy bits. You’re getting polenta. So how’s life in Belfast?’

He let out his breath with the sound of a fast puncture. ‘We were talking about Christmas. I was telling Mum not to worry about bedding for the babies, we’ll all sleep together on our blow-up mattress.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘And she said actually this year, with Greta and Mick and all the kids being over from Sydney, she and Dad were wondering if we could maybe … do something with the dogs.’

‘Do something?’ repeated Louise. ‘What does she mean? Do what?’

Trevor cleared his throat. ‘Not bring them.’

Her eyes were little dark buttons.

The last three days of term crawled by; the stack of exam papers deflated. To celebrate the holidays, Louise and Trevor went for a long hike across the Cliffs of Moher. Gide barked fiercely at mountain goats. ‘Do you think Proust’s coat is looking dull?’ she asked.

‘Hmm?’ Trevor stared down into his half-zipped jacket, where Proust was curled up. ‘Maybe a wee bit.’

‘The vet says you can put vegetable oil in their food to increase shine. We’ll have to take Mallarmé to that grooming place this week; she’s all burrs,’ added Louise, watching the dog lope silently away towards a group of Japanese tourists.

‘Yeah, she must have a bit of collie in her, she gets so snag-gled. Mallarmé!’ Trevor tried again, more loudly. ‘Mallarmé, no! Come back!’

‘She won’t bite, will she?’ said Louise, breathless as she ran.

‘She bit Mrs Quirk last week.’

‘Only because she messed with Mallarmé’s ears.’

‘Don’t touch her ears,’ Trevor bawled at the tour group.

Afterwards, when Mallarmé was back on her leash, Louise burrowed around in the bag for dog biscuits and Mars bars. ‘You’re brooding about Christmas, aren’t you?’

‘A bit,’ admitted Trevor.

‘That was a really good phone message you left your parents.’

‘You think so?’

‘Nicely balanced, you know, between warmth and firmness.’

‘You sound like that trainer.’ They’d gone on a night course called Good Dog! but dropped out after three weeks.

Louise giggled reminiscently. ‘Well, handling parents isn’t so very different, I suppose.’

‘Except you know where you are with dogs,’ said Trevor. ‘They never claim to love you and then stab you in the back.’

‘Trevor!’ she protested. ‘Leave it, Gide,’ she said, suddenly turning. ‘Drop it, dirty. Gide! Give. Give to Mammy.’

He watched her wrestle a Ballygowan bottle out of the dog’s jaws. ‘How can my parents have the gall to say leave them at home, when it’s hundreds of miles away and we’ll be gone for forty-eight hours!’

‘I suppose we could hire a sitter,’ she volunteered.

‘But they’d hate to be away from us at Christmas. I mean,’ he said, conscious of having strayed into irrationality, ‘they may not know exactly what it is – in the theological sense – but they can sense it’s a special occasion.’

‘You know,’ murmured Louise, ‘there may be class issues involved here.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well, your parents have a fundamentally suspicious attitude towards our lifestyle. Being academics, going to the opera … and I suspect they see our dogs as an expensive whim.’

Trevor groaned. ‘It’s not like we spent thousands of pounds buying pedigree puppies! We rescued them from the pound.’

‘Mmm,’ said Louise, ‘but remember how they made fun of the plaid coats and shoes? And there was this one time – I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be annoyed – but your dad asked me how much we spent a year on their food and vet bills.’

He winced.

‘It’s understandable; he did grow up on a farm where dogs were just exploited workers,’ she added. ‘And your mother’s from a tiny terrace where there was barely enough food for the kids.’

‘That’s it,’ said Trevor, so sharply that Proust started to whimper and worry the zip of his jacket. ‘It’s all about kids. They’re trying to punish us for not having any! What my mother’s saying at a sort of unconscious level is “I won’t let your pseudo-children under my roof. Lock them up and throw away the key.” ’

‘Oh, hang on, hon—’

‘She is! She’s saying, “Have some real children like your sister, Greta, and then maybe I’ll love you!”’

‘Come on, Trevor, she does love you; they both do.’

‘Then what about the proverbial love my dog?’

Louise was scanning the skyline distractedly. ‘Did you see which way Gide went?’

Trevor jumped to his feet. ‘Gide!’

They both caught sight of him simultaneously, a hundred feet away, as he raced along the edge of the cliff.

That evening, during dinner, Proust left a long red scrape across Louise’s collarbone. ‘Put him down on the floor,’ Trevor urged her. ‘Remember, the trainer said to punish him by withdrawing our attention. Proust, sit!’

‘He’s only acting out, poor baba,’ said Louise, setting him down. ‘They all are; they always pick up our vibes when we’re upset.’

‘Make a nasty sound …,’ Trevor dropped a fork on the tiles. Proust stared back at him, unmoved. ‘Then turn our backs.’

They twisted away from him in their chairs. Trevor looked at his half-eaten risotto and felt his appetite drain away. He stood up and adjusted the framed photo of the dogs carrying the flower baskets on Louise and Trevor’s wedding day. ‘How’s he reacting?’

‘Hang on,’ breathed Louise, peeking over her shoulder.

‘Don’t make eye contact,’ Trevor warned her.

‘He’s gone.’

They found Proust in the living room, watching the blank screen.

‘Do you think we’ve hurt his feelings?’ asked Louise.

‘Dunno. It’s a fine line between gentle discipline and crushing his spirit. Proust?’ Trevor crouched to stroke the tiny dog behind the ears. ‘I don’t think he likes the Chopin.’

‘OK, I’ll switch to Mozart.’

‘Proust? Want to turn the telly on again?’

They didn’t check their messages till they were going to bed. There was only one, from Belfast. ‘Trevor, this is your mother,’ it began, as always. ‘Your dad and I have been thinking about it like you asked, and we’ve decided we really can’t have your dogs this Christmas. Sorry about that, but. There’s your dad’s allergy, and Lucy and Caitríona are still awful small, and the general chaos and peeing on the rugs. Not to mention the incident last year, I didn’t want to have to bring it up, but—’

The voice changed to a gruffer one. ‘Let me talk to him. Trevor, those creatures are a menace, especially the quiet one. After it bit your mother, I have to tell you, I thought it should have been put down. So let’s have no more nonsense – stick them in kennels and let’s all of us have a nice peaceful Christmas together, who knows when we’ll get the chance again.’

At two in the morning Trevor was wide awake in the dark. ‘Have they ever even seen a kennel? I still feel guilty about that time we went to Athens and left the babies in that, that concentration camp,’ he said, spitting out the words. ‘And Dad’s always had a runny nose; he’s only called it an allergy since he started watching ER. Animals get blamed for everything. Remember that part-timer in Spanish who claimed she’d gone to a party where there was a cat and she was wheezing for six months afterwards?’

‘Calm down, sweetie.’ Louise was stroking his arm.

‘And as for the so-called incident with Mum—’

‘It wasn’t a real bite.’

‘It was a quick reflex snap, that’s all. I told her not to touch Mallarmé’s ears.’

‘Anyway, no skin was broken.’

‘It’s as if they said, “Don’t bring your Negro friends to our house,”’ Trevor ranted. ‘It’s a human rights issue. Well, a rights issue.’

A silence. Then Louise rolled heavily away from him. ‘I give up,’ she said in a small voice. ‘It’s not worth the grief.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You should go on your own, see your sister and all. And then when you come home on the twenty-seventh, we’ll have our own Christmas dinner.’

‘Oh, but Louise!’ He started to sit up. Did she want him to accept gratefully or to say he wouldn’t dream of it? ‘You’re wonderful. But you shouldn’t have to make the sacrifice.’

‘Believe me,’ she said into the pillow, ‘I couldn’t swallow a bite of turkey in that atmosphere.’

Christmas Eve in Belfast, and Trevor had escaped into what they used to call the good room to ring Louise. He listened to Santa’s Pop Faves blaring through the wall from the living room, mingled with the voices of his squabbling nieces, and longed to be back in the house outside Limerick, where Christmas crackers full of doggie treats would be hanging from the tree, and Louise and the babies would probably be curled up watching Lady and the Tramp.

Before he’d finished dialling, his father’s bald head came round the door. ‘You on the phone, Trev?’

‘It’s OK,’ he said, putting it down.

‘Carry on, don’t mind me,’ he said, dropping heavily into an armchair.

‘Louise is out, actually,’ Trevor lied, ‘probably on a walk.’ Then he felt awkward for having implicitly brought up the dogs; it wasn’t as if he wasn’t trying his best to make this a cordial visit.

His father blew his nose like an elephant trumpeting.

‘How’s your allergy?’ asked Trevor neutrally.

‘Nah, I’m just getting over a cold.’

His mother came in and set down a large bowl of toffees. ‘I’ve just been mopping up the stairs; poor Lucy got sick.’

‘Why don’t you take the weight off your feet, love?’

‘Just for a sec, then. All right, Trev?’ she said as she sat down beside him.

‘Aye, Mum.’

‘The kids are wee dotes, with their Aussie accents, aren’t they? Oh’ – turning to her husband – ‘you’ll have to have a look in the U-bend for me; wee Jasmine dropped my wedding ring down the sink.’

His father let out a small sound of exasperation.

‘Oh well, accidents do happen,’ she said.

The words burst out of Trevor. ‘That wasn’t what you said last year about Proust chewing through the Christmas lights!’ There was an awful silence. He tried to regain control. ‘I just think, Mum, there’s rather a double standard operational here. I don’t think you’re aware how unconsciously biased you are towards Greta.’

His father’s eyes narrowed. ‘You high-and-mighty tosser.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You heard me, Professor Pillock, that’s if your ears are operational!’

His mother flapped her hands. ‘Ah, stop it now – Trev’s just missing his doggies.’

Trevor nearly punched her.

His father grunted. ‘The boy’s besotted!’

‘Boy?’ he repeated. ‘I’m forty-three years old.’

‘Then act it. Jesus Christ, if I have to hear one more word about those wretched animals—’

‘I don’t believe this!’ Trevor was practically screaming. ‘I have to leave my entire family behind, while Greta and Mike jet in with three of the brattiest girls on the face of the planet—’

‘Trev!’ His mother’s voice was a gunshot. ‘That’s enough.’

‘At least the girls don’t climb on your arm and start humping it,’ his father observed.

Trevor thought he might cry. ‘This is unfair, it’s oppressive, it’s humiliating—’

‘Sure it’s Christmas,’ said his mother.

He collected his bag and left. The drive was more than seven hours, but at least he was going the right direction this time. It was two o’clock on Christmas morning when he drew up outside the house. There was one light on, in the bedroom. Trevor let himself in quietly. In the hall he almost stumbled over the small table that they always left out for Santa. Suddenly starving, Trevor ate the mince pie in one bite and rinsed it down with the brandy. Upstairs, a door opened and the dogs hurled themselves down the steps. Trevor squinted into the light and grinned up at his wife. ‘I’m home,’ he said.





DOMESTICITY






Lavender’s Blue

Leroy and Shorelle had always wanted a slate blue house. It had come up on their first date, in fact, driving to the lake: Shorelle said, ‘When I get a house I’m going to paint it that exact colour,’ indicating with one long manicured nail a three-storey redbrick Colonial with porch and gingerbread the shade of a rain-threatening sky.

‘Me too,’ said Leroy, unnerved by the coincidence..

‘Really? Are you just saying that?’

‘No way! That’s the colour I’ve always wanted.’.

She gave him a smile so slow, so intricately blooming, that he very nearly drove into the curb.

For the first three years they lived in Shorelle’s apartment above a discount shoe outlet, then when the baby was coming they managed with the help of Leroy’s stepfather to scrape together a ten per cent down payment on a nice little two-bed in a neighbourhood that was neither too graffitied nor too suburban, neither too noisy nor too white. On the porch, the Realtor told them they wouldn’t find the house they were looking for at a better price. ‘Is that because of the colour?’ Leroy asked.

The Realtor screwed up her forehead. ‘What’s wrong with the colour? It’s a nice sort of faded adobe pink.’

He let out a brief laugh. ‘I’d call it Puke Peach.’

Shorelle rolled her eyes at him.

‘Well, after closing day you can paint it whatever you like,’ the Realtor said a little crisply.

But life intervened, of course. Moving in and getting the place fixed up – curtains, wallpaper, bookshelves, magnets to keep the kitchen cupboards shut – took all their energy, and then Africa came along. (Leroy wasn’t a hundred per cent fond of that name, but Shorelle believed she should have the casting vote. ‘Twenty-six hours of labour, five stitches,’ she reminded him stonily.)

There was something the public health nurse said that stuck in Leroy’s head: that the days would be long but the years would be short. That was so true; every day with a small mewling baby seemed like a mountain to climb, but blink! and here was Africa at her first birthday party, triumphant fists full of chocolate cake. And the house was still the colour of puke.

Leroy would have liked to paint it himself, but the sad fact was he had no head for heights, and now he was a father he was noticing in himself this strange, almost cheerful refusal to do dumb things: His life wasn’t his own to risk. He never even rode pillion on his friend CJ’s Honda Magna any more. So he asked around for a painter who wouldn’t rip him off. He ended up hiring a quiet white guy called Rod who lived a couple of blocks away.

‘You picked your colour yet?’ Rod narrowed his eyes at the roofline.

‘Not quite, but it’ll be some kind of slate blue.’

Rod seemed to have been born with a neutral expression. He handed Leroy a brochure. ‘That’s the only brand I use,’ he said, ‘but they can colour-match whatever you want.’

‘Great.’

That evening Leroy and Shorelle sat on the porch with Africa stumbling back and forth between them. They flicked through sheaves of paint chips. ‘Well, not Niagara,’ said Shorelle with some scorn, ‘and not Old China, either. Where do they come up with these names?’

Leroy snickered in agreement. ‘Who’d paint their house Muddy Creek?’

‘Or Yacht Fantasy!’ She pulled a strip of glaring royal blue from Africa’s mouth and showed it to him. ‘Timothy says his clients come in with scraps of cloth, lipsticks, dead leaves, even, going “This is it.” Half the time he’s got to talk them out of it.’

‘Why’s he got to?’ Timothy, owner of a small interior design company, was Shorelle’s best friend from school, whom Leroy had always pretended to like. Before the baby, on nights when Leroy was working late, she used to go over there to watch black-and-white movies and eat Timothy’s homemade gelato.

‘Because they’ve got no clue what they’re doing!’

‘Well, I don’t think we need to hire anyone to pick a paint for our house; it’s not that big a deal,’ said Leroy flippantly. He held up three blues against each other; they seemed to melt in and out. ‘Is there one actually called Slate Blue?’

‘Oh no, that would be too easy. Wait up – here’s a Blue Slate, but it’s not blue at all,’ Shorelle complained, ‘it’s plain grey.’

‘This one’s kinda nice – Porch Lullaby.’

‘Yeah, it’s nice, but it’s not slate blue.’

‘No.’

‘I thought we agreed—’

‘We do,’ he assured her. ‘I just can’t tell which is what we agreed on.’

She laughed at his grammar, and Africa joined in, looking from face to face.

Finally, when they’d gone indoors, Shorelle found another brochure called Historic Tints. ‘Look, Leroy, I think we’ve got it – Evening Sky.’

‘What’s historic about these ones?’

‘Oh, that just means more expensive.’

He groaned.

Over breakfast, they glanced at the Evening Sky chip and it still looked good, so Leroy dropped it off in Rod’s mailbox on his way to work.

For three days it rained, and then they were at Shorelle’s parents’ for the weekend. By the time they got back on Sunday evening, roughly the top third of the house had been painted. Leroy turned off the car and stared up.

‘Wow!’ said Shorelle.

‘Wow is right,’ he said in horror.

‘Rod’s a fast worker. Look, Africa’ – as she heaved the drowsy child out of the car seat – ‘look at the lovely colour our house’s going to be.’

‘That,’ said Leroy, ‘is not slate blue.’

‘Oh, Leroy.’

‘It’s not what we chose.’

‘It must be. It just looks different against the peach.’

‘It’s purple!’

‘It’s catching the last of the sunset, that’s all.’

The argument continued right through Africa’s bath and bedtime. ‘You think it should be darker, then?’

‘Not exactly darker,’ said Leroy.

‘Lighter?’

‘Just less gaudy. Bluer.’

‘What, like royal blue?’

‘No! I’m just saying, right now it stands out like a neon sign.’

‘That’s because everybody else on this street paints their houses boring neutrals,’ objected Shorelle.

Leroy stalked out on the porch to gather more evidence, but it was too dark to tell what he was looking at.

‘It’s a lurid shade of lavender,’ he told her in bed, in the whisper they always used after Africa had gone to sleep. ‘If you look at it with no preconceptions – if you didn’t know it was meant to be blue – I’m telling you, purple’s what you’d see. People are going to say, “Oh yeah, you’re the guys who live in that lavender house.”’

‘Well, so?’

He stared at her in the dark. ‘You’re fine with that?’

‘Lavender’s blue, anyway, like the song says.’

He felt frustration tingling in the roots of his hair. ‘That’s a nursery rhyme, Shorelle; they’re not supposed to make sense. Lavender’s blue, diddle diddle, lavender’s green … I guess you’re going to tell me it’s green now?’

‘That’s the stalk and stuff,’ she informed him. ‘The leaves are green; the flowers are blue.’

‘They’re frigging purple!’

First thing in the morning Leroy was out there again, staring at the freshly painted woodwork. He knew he was going to be late for work, but he hung around till Rod showed up in his van. ‘Hey!’

A nod for answer.

‘I think we’ve maybe got a problem,’ said Leroy, clearing his throat. ‘Is that really the colour I gave you?’

Rod produced the dog-eared chip from his back pocket, set up his ladder, climbed up, and held the chip against the paintwork. Leroy could barely see it, which, he supposed, meant it was the same shade. ‘OK,’ he said unhappily.

‘They colour-matched it.’

‘Yeah, I’m not calling you a liar. I just – I guess I didn’t know it would come out so bright.’

Rod climbed down.

‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’

The painter didn’t demur.

‘Maybe it’s because there’s so much of it,’ Leroy hazarded. ‘And outside, in the sun. Or maybe because it’s gloss, that must make it shinier. Or do I mean darker? More intense, I don’t know.’

Rod stood with arms folded, looking up at the woodwork.

Leroy shaded his eyes. ‘Shorelle likes it, can you believe that? I told her, it’d be great in a scarf or something, but not on a house.’

‘Women have different eyeballs,’ said Rod at last.

Leroy stared at him.

‘I mean, literally. It’s the layout of the light-receptor cells. So your wife and you are probably seeing different colours.’

‘Really, is that true?’

‘Also, blues can be tricky.’ Rod seemed to be relaxing into conversation.

‘You said it! Seems like they turn green or grey or purple depending what you put them up against.’ Leroy could hear a whining tone in his voice, so he deepened it. ‘And the names don’t help. Evening Sky, it’s nothing like an evening sky.’ Rod didn’t answer, but Leroy became aware how foolish it was to pay any attention to the names some schmuck of a copywriter made up. ‘What do you think, Rod?’

A massive shrug. ‘You’re the customer.’

‘I know, but you work with this stuff.’

‘You can have your house any colour you like. Take your time.’ He looked at his shoes. ‘It’s up to you.’ Another pause. ‘It’s you folks who’ve got to live with it.’

What was he hinting? That this colour would be impossible to live with? Leroy tried to reckon up how much they’d already spent on Rod’s labour and all those pots of historic lavender paint. ‘No, but what would you do?’

‘Me personally?’ Rod scratched his eyebrow with one stained finger.

‘Sure.’

‘I kinda liked the peach.’

‘No way!’ Leroy stared at the old flaking woodwork.

‘But if you’re looking to increase the resale, go for cream. It’s classic.’

Later, Leroy told Shorelle, ‘Rod’s agreed to get on with sanding and priming the porch floor, so we’ve got a couple days to make up our minds about the colour.’

‘I thought we already had,’ said Shorelle, shredding a bit of beef with her fork to put on Africa’s tray.

‘Honey, don’t be like that.’

‘I’m not being like anything. We looked at lots of brochures, we discussed it, we agreed—’

‘We were in a rush! The light was bad. And those were the wrong colours. Here, look, I picked up some more paint chips at Home World today—’

‘What were you doing way over there?’

‘I drove by after from work.’

‘So that’s why you were late picking her up from day care. They called – they left a message.’

Leroy decided to ignore that. He would take a fresh tack. ‘Remember our first date? That house we drove past, the perfect slate blue?’

Half a smile.

‘Let’s go take a look at it again, compare it to these chips.’

‘Right now? I don’t know. Africa’s bath—’

‘Oh, she looks clean enough, she can skip it for once.’

The sky was pink and pearl, and the breeze coming in the sunroof was delicious. Leroy kept one hand on Shorelle’s leg as he drove, and in the back Africa was making her birdlike sounds into her plastic cell phone.

‘We’ve been up and down this street four times,’ Shorelle pointed out.

‘OK, Ms Clever, where do you think it was?’

She pursed her lips. ‘One of those side streets past the church?’

He shook his head. ‘Why would we have gone down a side street?’

‘I don’t know; you were driving.’

‘Well, exactly. I was taking you straight to the lake, I was all excited about our first date and maybe making out in the dunes, I’d hardly have started combing the side streets.’

Shorelle scanned the houses. ‘Well, it’s not here. Maybe they repainted it.’

‘Why would they have done that? It was perfect as was.’

‘Turn here,’ she told him, and he did, so suddenly that Africa’s cell phone flew across the car.

‘It can’t be down here,’ he said over the child’s screams. ‘It was a real big house, three storeys at least. Don’t you remember?’

Shorelle was twisted round in her seat belt trying to retrieve the toy. ‘It was years ago,’ she said through her teeth.

When they got home there was still enough light in the sky for the gaudy shine of the top half of the house to make him wince. He was ashamed to think of people driving by, making remarks about it.

While they were brushing their teeth, he passed on Rod’s theory about the sex of eyeballs. ‘Oh please,’ said Shorelle, spitting foam. ‘That’s just bullshit male bonding.’

‘No, you’re missing the point, he didn’t say we see better—’

‘Well, if it comes to that, far more guys are colour-blind than women are.’

At four in the morning Shorelle took hold of his shoulder. ‘OK, I give in,’ she said, gravely.

‘What?’

‘If you stop heaving about and let me get some sleep, OK, you can change the colour.’

Halfway through his morning bagel, Leroy grinned at Shorelle. ‘So you agree it’s a bit too purple?’

‘No, I think it’s beautiful, actually.’

‘But honey—’

‘You win, OK, Leroy? Do it – tell Rod to throw away all that paint and start again, never mind the cost. Whatever makes you happy,’ she said, checking her watch.

He pored over the latest brochures. What if the colour he chose came out even worse than the first? Delphinium was pallid; Foggy Dusk looked like dirty water; Deep Shale was depressing. Denim Jeans had the potential to be glaring; Lake Prospect was plain navy. Leisure Time – what the hell kind of name for a colour was that? ‘Maybe we should err on the safe side and go for Rocky Creek,’ he suggested, sliding over the catalogue.

Shorelle looked at it without much interest. ‘That’s grey.’

As soon as she’d said it, it was true. ‘Bay of Fundy?’ he suggested, tapping the card.

‘Urgh.’

‘You barely looked at it.’

‘It only takes a second to hate something,’ she told him. ‘Imagine living with that for the next however-many years …’

Leroy consulted the couple of neighbours he knew to say hi to; they all agreed the current patch of Evening Sky was an eyesore. Several suggested cream; he had to be polite enough to pretend to be considering it. He asked a guy going by with his short-haired poodle, and a woman from FedEx. Shorelle came out with Africa on her hip. ‘Timothy’s going to drop by Monday morning,’ she announced.

‘Oh yeah?’ he said neutrally.

‘I thought, if you’re polling every passing dog, it’s time to call in an expert.’

‘Rod’s an expert,’ Leroy pointed out.

‘No he’s not; he’s just some guy who happens to paint houses for a living. Décor is Timothy’s business.’

‘Interiors,’ said Leroy, aware he was quibbling. ‘He’ll probably suggest pistachio or cerise.’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake.’ She mouthed the swearword, so Africa wouldn’t hear it. ‘You have got to get over your gay thing.’

‘Since when have I had a gay thing?’

‘Since forever. You get all sulky like some rapper thug.’

Leroy chewed his lip.

‘Timothy’s in the business; he knows about colour. We’ve got so stuck on this, I thought we could do with an objective opinion.’

But there was no such thing as objectivity, Leroy was coming to realize. Colours were private passions and weaselly turncoats, bland-faced losers and enemies in disguise. His head ached from pursuing, through a forest of azures and cornflowers, cyans and midnights, the perfect slate blue.

On Monday he was sitting waiting for Rod on the gritty primed porch. ‘Hey,’ said the painter, getting out of his van. ‘You picked a colour?’

‘I think so.’ He scanned the strip in his hand nervously, checked that he’d folded it so the right one showed. ‘It’s not absolutely what we had in mind, but it seems the nearest to it, at least as far as we can tell.’ The we was a lie; the last time he’d brought out the brochures for a discussion, Shorelle had screamed and said she was going to put them down the Garburator.

The painter adjusted his baseball cap.

‘It’s called Distant Haze,’ said Leroy as he handed it over, immediately wishing he’d used its number instead.

Roy glanced at it and put it in his back pocket.

Was that it? No endorsement, after all this work? Leroy heard a car door open and looked over at the slim guy getting out of a black PT Roadster convertible. ‘Timothy!’ he called, over-doing the enthusiasm. ‘Friend of Shorelle’s,’ he told the painter in an apologetic undertone. ‘This’ll only take a second—’

‘Rod, my man!’ Timothy and Rod were embracing.

Leroy blinked. Well, it was a bear hug, he supposed. ‘You know each other.’

‘Rod’s done a lot of great work for me over the years. Looking good, man,’ said Timothy, giving the painter’s shoulder something between a whack and a rub. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Busy,’ said Rod, with a brief grin.

Leroy hadn’t known the painter was capable of cracking a smile.

‘I’ve got half an hour, you want to grab a coffee?’

‘Why not,’ said Rod, heading for the convertible.

Leroy’s jaw was throbbing. They weren’t even going to ask him along. ‘Hey, what about the house, Tim?’ He knew the guy hated to be called Tim. ‘That’s the colour Shorelle likes,’ he added mockingly, pointing at the upper section of paintwork.

Timothy shook his head. ‘Stylish in itself, but not on a west-facing street.’

Leroy should have felt vindicated.

Rod produced the folded chip from his back pocket. ‘That’s their latest.’

Timothy tilted it to the light. ‘Grey?’

Leroy stalked over. ‘It’s slate blue; it’s called Distant Haze. If you put it up against real grey – against the pavement, even – you can see how blue it is.’

‘OK,’ said Timothy, as if humouring a child. ‘Listen, tell Shorelle I’ll call her later?’ He made that annoying finger-and-thumb-spread gesture that meant a phone.

‘So Tim, what would you do?’ Leroy was leaning on the hood, aware he was holding them up, trying to sound casual.

‘With this house?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Cream, probably,’ said Timothy.

‘Can’t go wrong,’ said Rod.

‘Classic.’

Leroy waved them off with a rictus smile. He shut his eyes, saw hot and red.





The Cost of Things

Cleopatra was exactly the same age as their relationship. They found this very funny and always told the story at dinner parties. Liz would mention the coincidence a little awkwardly, then Sophie, laughing as she scraped back her curls in her hands, would persuade her to spit out the details. Or sometimes it would be the other way round. They prided themselves on not being stuck in patterns. They each had things the other hadn’t – Liz’s triceps, say, and Sophie’s antique rings – but so what? Friends would probably have said that Sophie was the great romantic, who’d do anything for love, whereas Liz was the quiet dependable type, loyal to the end. But then, what did friends know – what could friends imagine of the life that went on in a house after the guests had gone home? Liz and Sophie knew that roles could be shed as easily as clothes; they were sure that none of their differences mattered.

They had met a few months before Cleopatra, but it was like a room before the light is switched on. After the party where they were introduced, Sophie decided Liz looked a bit like a younger Diane Keaton, and Liz knew Sophie reminded her of one of those French actresses but could never remember which. At first, their conversations were like anybody else’s.

Then, on one of her days off from the gardening centre, Liz had come round to Sophie’s place to help her put up some shelves in the spare bedroom. Sophie insisted she’d pay, of course she would, and Liz said she wouldn’t take a dollar, though they both knew she could do with the money. When the drill died down, they thought they heard something. Such a faint sound, Liz thought it was someone using a chain saw, several houses down, but then Sophie pointed out that it was a bit like a baby crying. Anyway, she held the second shelf against the wall for Liz to mark the holes. They were standing so close that Liz could see the different colours in each of Sophie’s rings, and Sophie could feel the heat coming off Liz’s bare shoulder. Then that sound came again, sharper.

They found the kitten under the porch, after they’d tried everywhere else. Its mother must have left it behind. Black and white, eyes still squeezed shut, it was half the size of Sophie’s cupped hand. Now, Liz would probably have made a quick call to the animal shelter and left it at that. She didn’t know then how quickly and completely Sophie could fall in love.

It knew it was on to a good thing, this kitten; it clung to Sophie’s fingers like a cactus. They said it for the first few days, not knowing much about feline anatomy. It was hard to give a kitten away, they found, once the vet told you she was a she, and especially once you knew her name. They hadn’t meant to name her, but it was a long hour and a half in the queue at the vet’s and it started out as a joke, what a little Cleopatra she was, said Liz, because the walnut-sized face in the corner of the shoe box was so imperious.

Sophie was clearly staggered by the bill of two hundred dollars for the various shots, but soon she was joking that it was less than she spent on shoes, most months. Liz was a little shocked to hear that, but then, Sophie did wear very nice shoes. Sophie plucked out her Visa card and asked the receptionist for a pen, it having been her porch the kitten was left under. Liz, watching her sign with one long flowing stroke, decided the woman was magnificent. Her hand moved to her own wallet and she spent ten minutes forcing a hundred-dollar bill into Sophie’s breast pocket, arguing that they had, after all, found the kitten together.

Cleopatra now belonged to both of them, Sophie joked as Liz carried the box to the car, or rather, both of them belonged to her. It was – what was the word? – serendipitous.

That first evening they left the kitten beside the stove in her shoe box with a saucer of milk, hoping she wouldn’t drown in it, and went upstairs to unbutton each other’s clothes. So, give or take a day or two, they and Cleopatra began at the same time.

These days she was a stout, voluptuous five-year-old, her glossy black and white hairs drifting through every room of the ground-floor apartment where Liz now paid half the rent, never having meant to move in exactly but having got in the habit of coming over to see how the kitten was doing so often that before she knew it, this was home. On summer evenings, when Sophie took out the clippers to give Liz a No. 3 cut on the porch, Cleopatra would abuse the fallen tufts as if they were mice. Cleopatra had commandeered a velvet armchair in the lounge that no one else was allowed to sit on, and in the mornings if they delayed bringing her breakfast, the cat would lift the sheet and bite the nearest toe, not hard but as a warning.

They had a fabulous dinner party to celebrate their anniversary, five years being, as Liz announced, approximately ten times as long as she had ever been with anybody else. Three of their guests had brought champagne, which was just as well, considering how hard Liz and Sophie were finding it to keep their heads above water these days. Sophie’s hair salon had finally gone out of business, and Liz’s health plan didn’t stretch to same-sex partners.

Over coffee and liqueurs they were prevailed upon to tell the old story of finding the kitten the very day they got together, and then Sophie showed their guests the marks Cleopatra had left on her hands over the years. Sophie had bought appallingly expensive steel claw clippers at a pet shop downtown, but the cat would never let anyone touch her feet. Her Highness was picky that way, said Liz, scratching her under her milk-white chin.

They knew they shouldn’t have let her lick the plates after the smoked salmon linguini, but she looked so wonderfully decadent, tonguing up traces of pink cream. That night when they had gone to bed to celebrate the best way they knew how, the cat threw up on the Iranian carpet Liz’s mother had lent them. It was Sophie who cleaned it up the next morning, before she brought Liz her coffee. Cleopatra wasn’t touching her food bowl, she reported. ‘She must still be stuffed with salmon, the beast,’ said Liz, clicking her tongue to invite Cleopatra through the bedroom door.

The next day she still wasn’t eating more than a mouthful. Liz said it was just as well, really – Cleopatra could do with losing a few pounds – but Sophie picked up the cat and said that wasn’t funny.

They’d been planning to take her to the new cat clinic down the road to have her claws clipped at some point anyway. It took a while to get her into the wicker travel basket; Liz had to pull her paws off the rim one by one while Sophie pressed down the lid an inch at a time, nervous of trapping her tail. The cat turned her mutinous face from the window so all they could see was a square of ruffled black fur.

The clinic was a much more swish place than the other vet’s, and Liz thought maybe they should have asked for a list of prices in advance, but the receptionist left them alone in the examining room before she thought of it. Cleopatra could obviously smell the ghost aromas of a thousand other cats. She sank down and tucked everything under her except her thumping tail. The place was too much like a dentist’s waiting room, but Liz, who knew that Sophie relied on her to be calm, read the posters aloud and pretended to find them funny. WHY YOUR FURRY FRIEND LOVES YOU, said one poster on the wall. IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH, began another. The two of them whispered to each other and gave the cat little tickles, as if this sterile shelf was some kind of playground.

Dr McGraw came in then, spoke to the cat as if he was her best friend but stroked her in the wrong place, above her tail, which flapped like an enemy flag. When he took hold of her face, her paw came round so fast that she left a red line down the inside of his wrist. Liz and Sophie apologized over and over, like the parents of a delinquent child. Dr McGraw, dabbing himself with disinfectant, told them to think nothing of it. Then he called in Rosalita to wrap the cat in a towel.

Swaddled in flannel, Cleopatra stared at the doctor’s face as if memorizing it for the purposes of revenge. He put a sort of gun in her ear to take her temperature and bared her gums in an artificial smile to see if they were dehydrated. He squeezed her stomach and kidneys and bladder, and she made a sound they’d never heard before, in a high voice like a five-year-old girl’s, but it was hard to tell if she was tender in the areas he was pressing, or just enraged.

Liz had to make out the check for fifty dollars as Sophie was already up to her Visa limit. They carried the basket to the car, Cleopatra’s weight lurching from side to side. They joked on the way home that the vet wouldn’t try calling her Sweetums next time.

That night on the couch Sophie yawned as she put down her book, let her head drop into Liz’s lap, and asked in a lazy murmur what she was thinking. In fact, Liz had been fretting over her overdraft and wondering whether they could cancel cable as they hardly ever watched it anyway, but she knew that was not what Sophie wanted to hear, so she grinned down at her and said, ‘Guess.’ Which wasn’t a lie. Sophie smiled back and pulled Liz down until her shirt covered Sophie’s face, then they didn’t need to say anything.

Cleopatra still wasn’t eating much the next day, but she seemed bright-eyed. Sophie said the clinic had rung, and wasn’t that thoughtful?

The following evening when Liz came home the cat wasn’t stirring from her chair. Liz began to let herself worry. ‘Don’t worry,’ she told Sophie as she dropped her work clothes in the laundry basket. ‘Cats can live off their fat for a good while.’

The two of them were tangled up in the bath, rubbing lavender oil into each other’s feet, when the phone rang. It was Rosalita from the clinic. Liz felt guilty for the cheerful way she’d answered the phone and made her voice sadder at once.

Rosalita was concerned about little Cleo, how was she doing?

Liz didn’t like people who nicknamed without permission; she’d never let anyone call her Lizzy, except Sophie, sometimes. Not bad, she supposed, she told Rosalita; hard to tell, about the same really.

By the time she could put the phone down, her nipples were stiff with cold. She’d left lavender-scented footprints all the way down the stairs. When she got back to the bathroom, Sophie had let all the water out and was painting her nails purple. What did she mean, the cat was not bad? Sophie wanted to know. The cat was obviously not well.

Liz said she knew. But they could hardly take her for daily checkups at fifty dollars a go, and surely they could find a cheaper vet in the Yellow Pages.

No way, said Sophie, because Cleopatra had already begun a course of treatment with the clinic and they were being wonderful.

Liz thought it was all a bit suspect, these follow-up calls. The clinic stood to make a lot of money from exaggerating every little symptom, didn’t they?

Sophie said one of the things she’d never found remotely attractive about Liz was her cynicism. She went down to make herself a cup of chamomile and didn’t even offer to put on the milk for Liz’s hot chocolate. When Liz came down, Sophie was curled up on the sofa with the cat on her lap, the two of them doing their telepathy thing.

Sophie was probably premenstrual, Liz thought, but she didn’t like to say so, knowing what an irritating thing it was to be told, especially if you were.

She knew she was right about that the next day when Sophie came in from a pointless interview at a salon downtown and started vacuuming at once. In five years Liz had learned to leave Sophie to it, but Liz was only halfway down the front page of the paper when she heard her name being called, so loudly that she thought there must be an emergency.

Sophie, her foot on the vacuum’s off switch, had dragged the velvet armchair out from the wall and was pointing. What did Liz call that? she wanted to know.

‘Vomit, I guess,’ said Liz.

Why hadn’t she said something?

‘Because I didn’t know about it,’ said Liz, feeling absurdly like a suspect. Yes, she’d been home all day, but she hadn’t heard anything. A cat being sick was not that loud. Yes, she cared, of course she cared, what did Sophie mean didn’t she care?

That night Sophie didn’t come to bed at all. Liz sat up reading a home improvement magazine and fell asleep with the light on.

The next day Rosalita called at eight in the morning when Liz was opening a fresh batch of bills, before she’d had her coffee. Nerves jangling, Liz was very tempted to tell Rosalita to get lost. She wondered whether the clinic was planning to charge her for phone consultations. ‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘I’ll be right back.’ She went into the kitchen to look at Cleopatra, who was lying on her side by the fridge like a beached whale and hadn’t touched her water, even. Sophie was kneeling beside her on the cold tiles. Liz wanted to touch Sophie, but instead she stroked the cat, just how she usually liked it, one long combing from skull to hips, but there was no response.

Sophie went out to the phone and asked Rosalita for an appointment. ‘Please,’ Liz heard her say, her voice getting rather high, and then, after a minute, ‘Thanks, thank you, thanks a lot.’

Liz took the afternoon off work and brought the car home by two, as promised.

That afternoon the two of them stood in the examining room at the clinic, staring at the neatly printed estimate. Rosalita had left them alone for a few minutes, to talk it all over, she had said with a sympathetic smile. The disinfected walls of the little white room seemed to close in around them. Cleopatra crouched between Sophie’s arms. Liz was reading the list for the third time as if it were a difficult poem.

After a minute she said, ‘I still don’t really get it.’

Sophie, staring into the green ovals of Cleopatra’s eyes, said nothing.

‘I know she’s sick. But surely she can’t be as sick as all that,’ Liz went on. ‘Like, she still purrs.’

Sophie scratched behind the cat’s right ear. Cleopatra shook her head vehemently, then subsided again.

‘It’s not that I’m not worried.’ Liz’s voice sounded stiff and theatrical in the tiny room. She went on, a little lower, ‘But eleven hundred dollars?’

It sounded even worse out loud.

‘That’s an extraordinary amount of money,’ said Liz, ‘and number one we haven’t got it—’

At last Sophie’s head turned. ‘I can’t believe we’re even having this discussion,’ she said in a whisper.

‘We’re not having it,’ said Liz heavily. ‘It’s not a discussion till you say something.’

‘Look at her,’ pleaded Sophie. ‘Look at her eyes.’ There was a tiny crust of mucus at the corner of each. ‘They’ve never been dull before, like the light’s been switched off.’

‘I know, sweetheart,’ said Liz. She stared at the crisp print to remember her arguments. ‘But eleven hundred dollars—’

‘She’s our cat,’ Sophie cut in. ‘This is Cleopatra we’re talking about.’

‘But we don’t even know for sure if there’s anything serious wrong with her.’

‘Exactly,’ said Sophie. ‘We don’t know. We haven’t a clue. That’s why I can’t sleep at night. That’s why we’re going to pay them to test her for kidney stones and leukemia and FOP disease and anything else it could possibly be.’

‘FIP,’ Liz read off the page. ‘FIP disease. And it’s a vaccine, not a test.’

‘Whatever,’ growled Sophie. ‘Don’t pretend to be an expert; all you’re looking at is the figures.’

‘Hang on, hang on,’ said Liz, louder than she meant to. ‘Let’s look at it item by item. Hospitalization, intravenous catheter insertion … Jesus, sixty dollars to put a tube up her ass, that can’t be more than thirty seconds’ work. IV fluids, OK, fair enough. X-rays … why does she need three X-rays? She’s less than two feet long.’

Sophie was chewing her lipstick off. ‘I can’t believe you’re mean enough to haggle at a time like this.’

‘How can you call me mean?’ protested Liz. ‘I just get the feeling we’re being ripped off. This is emotional blackmail; they think we can’t say no.’

There was a dull silence. She tried to hear other voices from other rooms and wondered if Rosalita was standing outside the door, listening.

‘Look,’ she went on more calmly, ‘if we left out these optional blood tests we could trim off maybe three hundred dollars. What the hell is feline AIDS anyway? Cleopatra’s a virgin.’

‘I don’t know what it is, but what if she has it?’ asked Sophie. ‘What if two months down the road she’s dying of it and you were too damn callous to pay for a test?’

‘It’s probably just crystals in her bladder,’ said Liz weakly. ‘The doctor said so, didn’t he?’

Sophie curled over Cleopatra, whose eyes were half shut as if she was dreaming. Liz stared around her at the cartoon cats on the walls, with their pert ears and manic grins.

After a few minutes silence, she thought they’d probably got past the worst point of the row. Now if she could only think of something soothing to say, they’d be onto the homestretch.

But Sophie stood up straight and folded her arms. ‘So what is she worth then?’

‘Sorry?’

‘A hundred dollars? Two hundred?’

Liz sighed. ‘You know I’m mad about her.’

‘Yeah?’

‘I can’t put a figure to it.’

‘Really?’ spat Sophie. ‘But it’s definitely under eleven hundred, though; we know that much.’

‘We don’t have eleven hundred dollars,’ said Liz, word by word.

‘We could get it.’

Liz was finding it hard to breathe. ‘You know I can’t take out another loan, not so soon after the car.’

‘Then I’ll sell my grandmother’s fucking rings,’ said Sophie, slamming her hand on the counter with a metallic crack. ‘Or would it make your life simpler if we just had her put down here and now?’

‘Give me the damn form,’ said Liz, pulling the estimate towards her and digging in her pocket for her pen.

Sophie watched without a word as Liz signed, her hands shaking.

Dr McGraw carried Cleopatra away to the cages. The cat watched them over his shoulder, unforgivingly.

Out in the car, Sophie sat with the empty basket on her lap. Liz couldn’t tell if she was crying without looking at her directly, but she had a feeling she was. Liz thought of their early days when they went to the cinema a lot and Liz always knew just when Sophie needed her to reach over and take her hand.

She drove home, taking corners carefully.

‘I’m just curious,’ said Sophie at a traffic light. ‘What would you pay for me?’

‘What?’ Liz’s voice came out like a squeal of brakes.

‘If I was rushed into the emergency room and a doctor handed you an estimate. What would I be worth to you?’

Liz told her to shut the fuck up.

Rosalita rang the same evening, her voice bright. Crystals in the bladder, that’s all it was. Little Cleo was doing fine, had taken well to the new diet, and they could pick her up the next morning. That would be just ninety-eight dollars.

So the cat came home, and for a while everything seemed like it ever was.

And when six months later Sophie left Liz for a beautician she met at the cosmetic academy and moved into the beautician’s condo in a building with a strict no-pets policy, Liz used to hold on to Cleopatra at night, hold her so tight that the cat squirmed, and think about the cost of things.





Pluck

On rare occasions, over the years that followed, if he was having a few pints with a mate, Joseph thought of asking, Would you break up with your girlfriend over a hair on her chin? Don’t laugh, he’d add, it’s not funny.

But the question sounded impossible when he put it in words, so he never did ask it.

It was most unlike him, the whole thing. He’d always been glad Róisín didn’t cover her fuzzy peach face with layers of foundation. He relished her bushy black eyebrows that almost met, like Frida Kahlo’s. Perfection Incarnate, that was one of his names for her. They were in agreement that Róisín was not only the brains of the relationship but the beauty as well. Joseph was the pancreas, maybe, or the kneecap.

For seven years they’d lived in a skinny terraced house and had no problems. None that Joseph knew of, anyway. Then after a while they hadn’t the time for problems, because they had Liam instead. Liam was never a problem; he was the opposite of all problems. So when Joseph was made redundant from a telesales job he’d hated anyway, they decided it was perfect timing: he’d stay home and mind the boy.

One Sunday, Liam was up till two with a tickly cough, so the next morning there wasn’t a peep out of him. Joseph lay among the pillows, relishing the lie-in. He scratched his stubble and watched Róisín run in and out, power-dressing. Tights half up, she dipped into the wardrobe for a pair of heels and stubbed her forehead on the hinge. Then she stumbled over to the bedside table to scoop up her watch and earrings. Joseph leaned out far enough to hold her legs in a rugby tackle.

Róisín told him to get lost, but not as if she meant it.

‘Stay home today,’ he offered, ‘and I’ll kiss every inch of your body.’ He used to say that a lot in the old days, when they were students and every day was twice as long. She stooped down to kiss him now and he arched up like a turtle to meet her mouth.

It was then he noticed it. One dark bristle, just under her chin, a quarter of an inch long.

He must have let go of her legs, because she said, ‘What?’

Joseph shook his head as if he didn’t know what she meant.

‘You were looking funny.’

He lay back against the pillows and denied it with a laugh.

‘Dadda!’ In the next room Liam sent up his wail. Róisín made a lunge for her briefcase, and Joseph struggled out of the sheets.

It wasn’t like Joseph went round thinking about it all day every day after that; he wasn’t some kind of Neanderthal, like his father. He’d been born in 1970, for god’s sake. He could ask for Tampax Super Plus in the chemist without lowering his voice more than a notch. He’d never wanted Róisín to be some airbrushed pinup or Stepford Wife. He’d always liked the dark fuzz on her thighs, her crazy-paving bikini line, the scattered hairs that danced their way to her navel. He had a habit of burying his face in the spiral curls under her arms. So why would it bother him, one little hair on her chin?

But somehow he couldn’t shed the childhood image of an old great-aunt with a full set of quivering whiskers, and how once when she’d tried to kiss him he’d run away screaming. And every night now when he read fairy tales to Liam, the book seemed to fall open to the same picture of a toothless, mole-studded, hairy-faced witch.

Joseph was aware he was overreacting; he knew he’d have to snap out of it soon. It wasn’t that he brooded, exactly, only that being home all day left a lot of little chinks of time free for thinking.

One evening he was waiting up for Róisín and couldn’t find the remote, so he flicked through a magazine she’d left on the coffee table. FREE YOURSELF FROM FACIAL HAIR FOREVER, a headline ordered. His eyes scuttled over the diagrams. The follicles looked like blueprints of mining shafts.

When he heard Róisín’s key in the lock, Joseph stuffed the magazine down the side of the sofa.

She was still peeling off her coat in the hall when he rushed out and hugged her. Under cover of a kiss, he stroked her chin. But he couldn’t feel a thing.

The next morning the demented chirp of the alarm clock woke Joseph first. Róisín’s face was half immersed in the pillow. He bent over, very carefully, to see if the hair had grown at all. Was there really only one? How many could sprout below the line of her jaw before she’d notice?

Her eyes were very blue. He jerked back. She grinned up at him confusedly.

It wasn’t a turnoff; it wasn’t as simple as that. It was more that Joseph would be sitting beside Róisín on a park bench as she played clap-handies with Liam, say, and suddenly she’d turn her head a fraction and he’d see it. It interrupted the smooth curve of her chin. And a little frisson would go through him, like lust but not quite.

It had become a sort of tic, this habit of peering at his girlfriend’s chin. The little hair there wasn’t sharp like the ones that pushed out of his own skin overnight. It was so soft he could barely feel it when he found a pretext to stroke her face. It was just a wisp, really. There was no harm in it. So why did he long to take it between his nails and yank it out?

It was like an itch in his fingers, too deep to scratch. It disgusted him.

Another man might have simply asked her to pluck it.

But Joseph couldn’t imagine saying those words. Not to Róisín. This sort of thing was a delicate matter; you didn’t just tell a woman she was growing a beard. They were sensitive about these things. It would be best if it came up naturally in the course of conversation, but if he tried to lead their dinnertime conversation gradually round to female facial hair he knew he’d make a hash of it. She might be cross that he thought it was any of his business to tell her which bits of her body were acceptable. Or worse, she might be hurt; she might think he didn’t fancy her any more, now she wasn’t twenty-one, now she had stretch marks and other proofs of a body that had been lived in.

Not that he was God’s Gift to Womanhood himself. He never had been. Joseph stood at the bathroom mirror, these mornings, and stared at the hair matted on his brush. Had he always shed that much? His hairline seemed to be in the same place it had always been, but maybe the change was so infinitesimal he wouldn’t notice until the day he woke up bald. He tried to laugh at that thought, but only managed the half grin of a stroke victim. He ran his fingers across his head, and another hair came away, wrapped round his thumb.

Maybe there were only a given number of hairs in the world, and they had to be shared out.

Surely Róisín would laugh if she knew what was scurrying through his mind, these days. It could become one of her running gags. ‘Be careful of Bearded Ladies, Jo-Jo,’ she might say. ‘They have a habit of running away with the circus.’

The real question wasn’t whether she would be hurt if he asked her to pluck it, Joseph realized. The real question was, What if she said no?

In the library he left Liam slamming Barbie and Ken’s heads together and ducked round the corner. He thought it might take some research, but the first encyclopaedia told him all he needed, and more than he wanted to know.

It turned out that a hair was a filament or filamentous outgrowth that grew from the integument of an animal or insect. Joseph had never known he had an integument. He also learned that although in many cultures beards were a symbol of the dignity of manhood, there was nothing intrinsically masculine about facial hair at all. Native American and Chinese men didn’t tend to develop much hair on their faces; Mediterranean women did. Even in the British Isles, the incidence of facial hair among women was much higher than was commonly supposed.

Joseph felt slightly breathless, at this point. He had been tricked. To think of all those hairy-chinned women out there on the streets, plucked and waxed and powdered down, going about their business with nobody knowing a thing …

He read on distractedly. Both men and women of high birth in ancient Egypt wore metal ceremonial hairpieces on their chins. Then there was Saint Uncumber, who prayed to God to deliver her from men and was delighted when he gave her a beard.

Joseph let the encyclopaedia sag shut. He edged round the corner to Self-Help, where he found a book called Women Are

Cats, Men Are Dogs: Making Your Relationship Work. He had to skim through Sexual Positions, Money Worries and In-law Trouble before he found the right section.

Instead of commenting negatively on her appearance, say ‘Honey, I’d like to treat you to a top-to-toe makeover. You deserve the best.’

Joseph tried out that line, under his breath, but it sounded like bad karaoke.

Down on his knees on the cork tiles, a few hours later, he tried to unclog the bath; the plunger made a violent gulp. He finally had to use his fingers in a tug-of-war with the long clot of soap and hair; more and more of it unreeled as if it grew down there. From the colour it looked more like his than hers. Queasy, he flicked it into the bin.

He was tidying up the living room after lunch when he noticed that Róisín’s magazine was on the coffee table again. She must have found it stuffed down the side of the sofa cushion. She must have wondered. Joseph stared at the crumpled cover, wondering what exactly she’d have wondered. SIZZLING SUMMER SANDALS. PEACE OF MIND IN JUST TEN DAYS. HOW TO TELL IF HE’S CHEATING.

These days he was trying to ensure that sex wouldn’t happen. Not that he didn’t feel like it. But he knew that sex brought his guard down, and he was afraid that it would ruin some intimate moment if Róisín caught him staring fixedly at her chin.

He was just playing for time. He knew he had to tell her, whether it sounded reasonable or not. He had to say something at least, make a joke of it instead of a sore point. Otherwise he was going to lose his tiny mind.

They used to be able to tell each other anything, the two of them. That’s what they’d boasted, in the early days. Everyone went round saying things like that at college. Tell me. Honestly. I really want to know.

Later that afternoon Joseph had a better idea. He ran upstairs to the bathroom and ransacked the cupboard like a burglar. He rooted through all Róisín’s paraphernalia: eyelash crimpers, toenail sponges, an old diaphragm. Finally he recognized the tweezers. He was holding it up to the light to check its grip when he sensed he was being watched. He turned. Róisín in her stocking feet, arms piled high with files, staring.

‘You’re home early! Sorry about the mess,’ he said as if it was a joke.

‘What are you doing with my tweezers?’ she asked.

‘Got a splinter, down the playground,’ Joseph improvised.

Róisín took hold of his hand and tugged him towards the window. She peered at the map of lines: head, heart, fate. ‘I don’t see anything.’

‘It’s tiny,’ said Joseph, ‘but it’s driving me mad.’

That evening he was watching some stupid quiz when Róisín came in and sat on the arm of the sofa. ‘You’re in a funny mood these days,’ she said, so softly that he thought at first she was commenting on the programme.

‘Am I?’ Joseph assured her he didn’t know why he seemed that way. No, he didn’t miss his old job; what was there to miss? No, Liam wasn’t getting on his nerves, no more than usual. It was nothing.

At which point Róisín reached for the remote and muted the TV.

Joseph stared at the flickering images. He wasn’t ready to look at her yet. He was choosing his words. ‘It’s nothing that matters,’ he said at last, too cheerfully. ‘It’s—’

‘It’s me,’ interrupted Róisín, ‘isn’t it?’

And he turned to look at her then, because her voice was stripped down like a wire. Naked. The skin below her eyes was the blue of a bird’s egg.

Joseph gathered her into his arms and lied with his whole heart. ‘Of course it’s not you. Why would it be you? You’re grand. You’re Perfection Incarnate,’ he added, pressing his lips to her neck, trying to shut himself up.

She twisted her head. ‘But are you—’

‘I’m just tired, love,’ he interrupted, so she couldn’t finish the question. ‘I’m just a bit tired these days.’ He faked an enormous, apelike yawn.

It was two in the morning before he could be sure she was in deep sleep. He opened his eyes and sat up, feeling under the pillow for the pen torch and the tweezers.

Hovering over Róisín, he aimed the tiny light at her chin. His thumb pressed hard on the ridged plastic of the switch. Arms shaking, he caught the little hair in his narrow beam. With the other hand he reached out to close the tweezers on it. Please god he wouldn’t stab her in the chin.

Just then Róisín stirred and rolled towards him, onto her face. Joseph lurched back and snapped off the torch. He shoved everything under his pillow and lay down flat. His heart was hammering like police at the door.

He lay quite still for a long time. Veils of darkness hung all round him. He was sinking.

Then Róisín spoke. ‘Can you not sleep?’

Joseph didn’t answer.

In the morning he lay hollow-eyed, watching Róisín put on her lipstick in the bedroom mirror. She grabbed her bag and came over to give him a kiss.

She turned to open the door. He hauled himself upright and put on a casual voice. ‘Hey. You know that tiny wee hair under your chin?’

He waited for the world to crack apart.

‘Which?’ Róisín doubled back to the mirror without breaking stride. She stuck her jaw out and threw back her head. ‘Got it,’ she said in a slightly strangled voice. Her finger and thumb closed together and she made a tiny, precise movement. Like a conductor might, to finish a symphony.

She brushed her fingers together and gave Joseph a little wave on her way out.





STRANGERS





Good Deed

Sam had always thought of himself as a pretty decent guy, and who was to say he wasn’t? While he was doing his MBA at the University of Toronto he’d been a volunteer on the Samaritans’ phone line. These days he couldn’t spare the time, but he made regular tax-free contributions to schemes for eradicating river blindness in sub-Saharan Africa and improving children’s sports facilities in the Yukon. He always wore a condom (well, not always, just when he was having sex), and he never pushed past old ladies to get on a streetcar.

The day it happened, he was coming down with a head cold. Funny how such a petty thing could make such a difference. Not that it felt petty at the time; it was a January cold, one of those brutes that makes you screw up your eyes all week and cough wetly for the rest of the month. So Sam – sensibly enough – had left the office before rush hour in order to get home and take care of himself. He had his Windsmoor coat buttoned up to the throat as he hurried towards the subway station. His friends seemed to live in down jackets all winter, but Sam refused to abandon his dress sense so he could look like a walking duvet. Today he did keep his cashmere scarf looped over his nose and mouth, to take the ice out of the air. With a hot whiskey and something mindless like Nip/Tuck and an early night, he thought he could probably head this cold off at the pass.

He walked right by the first time, like everyone else. It was a common sight, these last few winters, street persons in sleeping bags lying on the hot-air vents. The first time you saw it you thought: My god, there’s a guy lying in the middle of the sidewalk, and everyone’s walking round him like he’s invisible. How bizarre. What a sign of the times. But you got used to it – and, to be fair, it was probably much warmer for the homeless, lying on the air vents, than if they had to tuck themselves away against the wall of a bank or a travel agency.

This particular guy near the intersection of Bloor and Bay seemed pretty much like all his peers: a crumpled bundle with eyes half closed and a not-entirely-unsatisfied expression. Probably Native, thought Sam, but you should never assume. It was only when Sam had got as far as the crossing, blowing his nose on his handkerchief with awkward leather-gloved hands, that his brain registered what his eyes must have seen. Just as sometimes by the time you ask someone to repeat themselves, you’ve realized what they’ve said. Anyway, that’s when Sam saw it in his mind’s eye, the little trickle of blood. He thought he must have imagined it. Classic white middle-class guilt hallucinations, he said to himself. Then he thought: So the guy’s bleeding a little from the lip, not necessarily a big deal, I sometimes chew my lips to shreds when I’m working on a big presentation.

The lights changed but something wouldn’t let Sam cross. Instead, he clenched his jaw and waded back against the tide of commuters. He picked a place to stand, near enough to the street person to get a good look at him, but not so near that anyone would notice. Besides, if he stood too close, the guy might wake up and take offence and bite him or something. A significant percentage of them were mentally ill, Sam had read in the Street Times, and no wonder, considering. But there was no sign of this particular guy waking up anytime soon. The blood from his mouth had trickled all the way round and under his chin, now, like some kind of Frankenstein party makeup. He had a dirty white beard.

Sam had no idea what to do, and frankly, all he felt was irritation. Where were human feelings when you wanted them? The timing was so inappropriate. Why couldn’t this have happened on another winter afternoon, when Sam wouldn’t have had a cold and so would have been able to respond like the person he truly was?

His eyes were dripping; he thought they might freeze shut. He unfolded his handkerchief and mopped at his face. An unworthy thought occurred to him: Why did I look round at all when I should have kept my head down and run for the subway?

There was a foul reek of spirits coming off the guy when Sam bent nearer. It occurred to him to touch the guy, but he didn’t know where. Or why, now Sam came to think of it. On a theoretical level, he knew that the rigours of life on the street would drive just about anyone to alcoholism, but he still couldn’t help finding it gross.

‘Excuse me?’ he said, sniffing loudly so his nose wouldn’t drip on the guy. ‘Sir?’ How ludicrously genteel. ‘Mister? Are you OK?’

No answer. Sam’s breath puffed out like white smoke. He made up a reply: Sure I’m OK, mister; I love to spend my Friday nights lying on the sidewalk, bleeding from the mouth.

Sam was crouched beside the guy now. Commuters kept streaming past; nothing interrupted the flow on Bloor and Bay. They probably assumed Sam was some kind of weirdo friend of the guy on the ground, despite the Windsmoor coat – which was trailing in the gutter’s mound of dirty old snow, he noticed, snatching up the hem. Now he wasn’t upright and moving at speed, like the commuters, it was as if he’d left the world of the respectable and squatted in the mud. They’d probably think the coat was stolen. Damn them for a bunch of cold salaried bastards. It wouldn’t occur to one of them to take the time to stop and—

And what, exactly? What was Sam going to do?

His nose was streaming now, and his legs were starting to freeze into place. He almost lost his balance as he rooted for his handkerchief. He ripped one leather glove off, reared up, and blew his nose. It made the sound of a lost elephant.

Quick, quick, think. What about first aid? Shit, he should have volunteered to go on that in-house course last year. Shreds of traditional advice swam giddily through Sam’s mind. Hot sweet tea was his mother’s remedy for everything, but it would be tough to come by; the nearest stall said ESPRESSO EXPRESS. Whiskey? Hardly the thing if the guy was full of alcohol already. Put his feet higher than his head? What the fuck was that about? Sam wondered.

The guy on the ground hadn’t moved. The blood didn’t seem to be flowing at speed, exactly. It hadn’t dripped onto the pavement yet. In films, bleeding from the mouth always meant you were a goner; the trickle only took a few seconds to grow into a terrible red river.

Sam shifted from foot to foot to keep his circulation going, like a hesitant dancer at an eighties disco night. Maybe, it occurred to him with an enormous wave of relief, maybe the blood on this guy’s face was an old mark he hadn’t washed off. If you didn’t have a mirror you probably wouldn’t even know you had blood on your chin. Maybe a bit of bleeding was the natural result of drinking methanol or whatever the cocktail of choice was these days. Well, not choice; Sam didn’t mean choice, exactly.

But the thing was, how could he be sure? How was a personnel officer with no medical experience to tell if there was something seriously wrong going on here? He shouldn’t call 911 on a whim. If they sent an ambulance, it might be kept from some other part of the city where it was really needed. They got these false alarms all the time; hadn’t he seen something on City TV about it? And the homeless guy probably wouldn’t thank him for getting him dragged into the emergency room, either …

And then Sam looked at the guy on the ground, really looked for the first time; he felt a wave of nausea roll from the toes he could no longer feel, all the way to his tightening scalp. The man lay utterly still, not even shivering in the hard air that seemed liable to crystallize round them both any minute now. Sam was not repelled by the guy, exactly; what turned his stomach was the sudden thought that he himself, by some terrible knot of circumstances such as came down on successful people all the time, might someday end up lying on an air vent with people stepping round him and an overeducated ignorant prick in a Windsmoor coat standing round inventing excuses for not making the call that could save his life.

Sam reached for his cell phone, but the pocket of his coat was empty. At first he couldn’t believe it; thought he’d been robbed. Then he remembered laying it down beside his computer after lunch. Today of all days! His head was made of mucus.

He dialed 911 from the phone box at the corner. He was afraid they wouldn’t believe that it was an emergency – that they would hang up on him – so he sounded inappropriately angry, even when he was giving the address. ‘The guy looks seriously ill,’ he barked.

It hadn’t occurred to Sam to wonder what he would do once he had made the call. He hovered outside the phone box, as if waiting for another turn. In a sense, there was nothing else to do now; the proper authorities had been called in, and Sam was just a passerby again, with every right to head home to his condo and nurse his cold. But in another sense, he thought with self-righteous gloom, he was the only connection. What if the ambulance never turned up? What if the medics couldn’t see the guy on the ground because the human traffic was too thick?

A sneeze shook him like a blow from a stranger. With grudging steps he walked back to the guy on the ground, who hadn’t stirred. It occurred to Sam for the first time that the guy might be dead. How odd that would be, for such a dramatic thing not to show on a human face, except by this discreet ribbon of blood and a certain blueness about the lips. He thought maybe he should see if there was any sign of life in the guy, but he couldn’t decide which bit of dirty raincoat to lay his hand on. If he wasn’t dead, Sam should keep him warm; yes, that was definitely to be recommended. Sam stared around to see if there was a department store on the block. He could buy a blanket, or one of those rugged tartan picnic rugs. He would be willing to pay up to, say, $100, considering the seriousness of the occasion; $125, maybe, if that was what it took. But the only stores in view sold lingerie, shoes, and smoked meats. He blew his nose again.

Take off your coat, Sam told himself grimly. He did it, wincing as the cold air slid into his armpits. He was wearing a wool-blend suit, but it wasn’t enough. This was probably a crazy idea, considering his own state of health.

He laid the Windsmoor over the man; it was stagey, like a gesture from some Shakespearean drama. No response yet. What if the warmth made the guy wake up, and Sam had to make conversation? No sign of life, nor death, either. The coat lay too far up the guy’s body, so it almost covered his head; it looked like the scene after a murder, Sam thought with a horrified inner giggle. He stooped again, took the coat by its deep hem and dragged it delicately backwards until it revealed the dirty white beard. Sam’s keys slid out of a pocket and caught in a grating; he swooped to retrieve them. Jesus, imagine if he’d lost his keys on top of everything! Then he remembered his wallet and had to walk around the guy to reach the other pocket. Passersby might think he was picking the pockets of a dead man, like a scavenger on a battlefield.

He let out a spluttering cough. He could just feel his immune system failing. This cold would probably turn into something serious, like post-viral fatigue or something. He should sit down and try some deep breathing. But where? The heating vent in front of him would be the warmest, but it would look so weird, a guy in an $800 suit squatting on the sidewalk beside a bum. But then, who did he think would be looking at him? he asked himself in miserable exasperation. And why should he care?

Sam let himself down on the curb at last. It was so cold on his buttocks, through the thin wool, it felt like he had wet himself. He stood up and kept moving, jigging on the spot. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been out in January without a winter coat. Like one of those squeegee punks who lived in layers of ragged sweaters. Was that snow, that speck in his eye, or just a cold speck of dust? He rubbed his leather-gloved hands against his cheeks. His sinuses were beginning to pulse.

Twice he heard a siren and began preparing his story – which in his head sounded like a lie – and twice it turned out to be police, zooming by. After a quarter of an hour he no longer believed in the ambulance. His shoulders were going into tremors. For a moment he envied the guy on the vent, who looked almost cozy under the Windsmoor coat. He considered borrowing it back for a few minutes, just to get his core temperature up, but he was afraid of how it would look to passersby and afraid to touch the guy again, besides. The bum probably brought this on himself, he thought very fast. What goes around comes around. These people get what they deserve.

Sam knew this was madness; he must be running a fever. He blew his nose again, though his handkerchief was a wet rag.

He felt a moment of pure temptation, melting sugar in his veins. All he had to do was pick up his coat, shake it off, put it on, and walk away.

He very nearly cried.

Thirty-two minutes by his Rolex by the time the ambulance showed up. He wanted to be gruff with the paramedics, but his voice came out craven with gratitude, especially when they said no, the guy wasn’t dead. He begged them to let him climb into the ambulance after the stretcher. They seemed to think this was a sign of his concern and reluctantly agreed, but the truth of the matter was that Sam was too cold to walk. He would have got into any heated vehicle, even with a psychopathic truck driver. Also there was the matter of his coat.

At the hospital the staff didn’t tell him anything. The doors of the ward flapped shut. The last thing Sam saw was his coat, draped over the end of the trolley. It occurred to him to ask for it back, but he couldn’t think how to phrase it.

It turned out they really did call people John Doe, like in the movies. The forms were mostly blank, even after Sam and the receptionist had done their best. Sam was staggered by all the things he didn’t know about the guy and couldn’t begin to guess: age, nationality, allergies. He left his own name and address, as well as a little note about his coat, and set off walking to the subway. He was streaming from the eyes, the nose, the mouth, even. The dark night wrapped round him.

He knew he should feel better now. He had been a civic-minded citizen; committed what his Scout Leader had called a Good Deed for the Day; displayed what editorials termed ‘core Canadian values’. So why did he feel like shit?

‘Bad day?’ asked the owner of the corner shop as he sold Sam a carton of eggnog.

Was it written that plain on his face? Sam nodded without a word. Only halfway down the street did it occur to him that, compared with nearly dying on the pavement, his day had been almost a pleasant one.

Sam waited till Monday before calling the hospital. He went down into the park to call, so no one from the office would get curious about his query. No, said the receptionist – a different one – she was not authorized to report on the condition of a patient except to a party named as the next of kin. Sam explained over and over again about John Doe not having any known kin. ‘I’m as near to kin as anyone else. You see, I’m …’ But what was he? ‘I called about him, originally. I called 911,’ said Sam in a voice that sounded both boastful and ashamed.

The receptionist finally figured out which particular John Doe they were talking about. She relented enough to say that the patient had discharged himself that morning.

‘What does that mean?’

‘I’m not at liberty to say, sir.’

Sam let the phone drop back into place. Guilt, again, that twinge like whenever he went on the leg-curl machine at the gym. He should have visited the hospital yesterday. What would he have brought, though? Roses? Grapes? A bottle of methanol? And what would he have said? Here I am, your saviour?

Maybe in the back of his mind Sam had been thinking it would be like in the movies. An unexpected, heartwarming friendship of opposites; he would teach the street person to read, and in return would learn the wisdom of life in the rough. Who did he think he was kidding?

Sam went back to work with a poppy-seed bagel.

He got over his cold. He took up racquetball. He gave up on ever seeing his coat again, though he did keep one eye out for it on the various homeless guys downtown.

One evening, while watching the news, Sam dimly remembered something from Sunday School about having two coats and giving away one. On a whim, he got up and opened his closet. Twenty-six coats and jackets. He counted them twice and he still couldn’t believe it. He thought of giving away twenty-five of them. A dramatic gesture; faintly ludicrous, in fact. Which one would he keep, a coat to clothe and protect him in all seasons? Which one outer garment would say everything that had to be said about him? Which was the real Sam?

He shut the closet.

Always after that he thought of the whole thing as the Coat Episode – as if it had happened on Seinfeld. It was like touching a little sore that wouldn’t heal up, every time he remembered it. What good had he done? There was no such thing as saving someone’s life. You couldn’t make it easy for them to live or worth their effort. At most what you did was lengthen it by a day or a year, and hand it back to them to do the living.

At dinner parties, Sam liked to turn the petty happenings of his working day into funny stories. But never this one. Several times he found himself on the point of telling it – when the harshness of the winter came up as a topic, or provincial policy on housing – but he could never decide on the tone. He dreaded sounding pleased with himself, but he didn’t want to beat his breast and have his friends console him, either.

What he would really have liked to tell them was his discovery: that it was all a matter of timing. If he’d been in the full of his health, that day, he was sure he’d have risen grandly to the occasion. His courage would have been instant; his gestures, generous and unselfconscious. Then again, if he’d felt a fraction worse – if he’d discovered that he’d lost his handkerchief, say – he knew he’d have scurried on by. What Sam used to think of as his conscience – something solid, a clean pebble in his heart – turned out to depend entirely on the state of his nose.

Five weeks later the hospital sent his Windsmoor coat back in a plastic bag. It smelt harsh, as if it had been bleached. Sam hung it in his closet, but whenever it occurred to him to wear it that winter, his hand skidded on by.

Finally he gave it to the Goodwill and bought a down jacket, like everybody else he knew.





The Sanctuary of Hands

After a messy ending, the thing to do is to get away. Put several hundred miles between yourself and the scene of the crime. Whether you call yourself victim or villain, the cure’s the same: get on a plane.

I flew from Cork to Toulouse and rented an emerald green sports car that cost three times as much as I would have been willing to pay under normal circumstances. I knew that if I sat in some four-door hatchback, my self-pitying panic would well up like heartburn. The thing to do was to pretend I was in a film. French, for preference. I drove out of Toulouse like Catherine Deneuve. I wore very dark shades, a big hat, and an Isadora Duncan gauzy scarf, long enough to strangle me.

My plan was simple. I would spend fourteen days driving through the Pyrenees fast enough to drown out every sound and every thought, and if despite my best efforts there were any tears, the sun and the wind would wipe them off my face. In the afternoons I would find somewhere green and shady to read – at Heathrow Airport I’d picked up a silly novel about Mary Queen of Scots – and then in the evenings I’d round off my four-course table d’hôte with a large cognac and a sleeping pill. I didn’t intend to talk to anyone during the next fortnight, so my schoolgirl French wouldn’t have to stretch to more than the occasional merci.

On the seventh day, driving between one craggy orange hill and another, it came to me that I hadn’t touched another human being for a week. I supposed my elbow in its linen sleeve must have brushed past someone else’s in one of those painfully narrow hotel corridors, but no skin was involved. And, not knowing anyone, I was exempt from all the kiss-kissing the locals did. I looked down now at my hands on the steering wheel; they were clean and papery.

When I stopped for lunch, I remembered I’d finished my book the night before and left it by the bed. Over my espresso I could feel boredom beginning to nibble. No, not boredom: ennui, that was the word, it came back to me now. Much more film-starrish. Ennui was about sunshine like white metal and a huge black straw hat and simply forgetting the name of anyone who’d ever hurt you and anyone you’d ever hurt.

The next sign said CAVERNES TROGLODYTIQUES, over a shaky line drawing of a bear, so that’s where I turned off the road. To be honest, I wasn’t quite sure what trogloditic caverns were, but they sounded as if they might be cool, or cooler than the road, at least.

But after standing around at the mouth of the cave for a quarter of an hour with a knot of brown-legged Swedes and Canadians, I was just about ready to go back to the car. Then the old woman in the jacket that said GUIDE finally clambered up the rocks towards us, and behind her, a straggling crocodile of what I thought at first were children. None of them seemed more than five feet tall, and they wore little backpacks too high up, like humps. When I saw that they were adults – What’s the phrase these days? People with special needs? – I looked away, of course, so that none of them would see me staring. That was what my mother always said: Don’t stare!, hissed like a puncture.

Three or four of the Specials, as I thought of them, had smiles that were too wide. One of them peered into my face as if he knew me. They kept patting and hugging each other, and two men at the back of the group – quite old, with Down’s syndrome, I thought, hard to tell how old but definitely not young – were holding hands like kindergarten kids. I looked for the leader of the group – a teacher or nurse or whatever, someone who would be giving them their own little tour of the prehistoric caves – but then I realized that we were all going in together.

At which point I thought, Fuck it, I don’t need this.

But we were shuffling through the cave mouth already, and to get out I would have had to shove my way back through the Specials, and what if I knocked one of them over? There was one girl, a bit taller than the rest, with a sort of helmet held on with a padded strap across her chin, as if she were going into outer space. Fits, I thought. We’re about to descend into a trogloditic cavern with someone who’s liable to fits. There was a balding man behind her in an old-fashioned grey suit. He seemed so pale, precarious, with his eyes half shut. I wondered if the same thing that had damaged their brains had stunted their growth, or maybe they hadn’t been given enough to eat when they were children. You heard terrible stories.

As we left the sunlight behind us, I realized that my clothes were completely unsuitable for descending into the bowels of the earth. My sandals skidded on the gritty rock; my long silk sundress caught on rough patches of the cave wall, and what the hell had I brought my handbag for? The air was damp, and there were little puddles in depressions on the floor. Beside the little lamps strung up on wires, the stone glowed orange and red.

The guide’s accent was so different from that of the nun who taught us French at school that I had to guess at every other word she spoke. She aimed her torch into a high corner of the cave now and pointed out a stalactite and a stalagmite that had been inching towards each other for what I thought I heard her say was eight thousand years. That couldn’t be right, surely? In another twelve thousand, she claimed, they would finally touch. And then she launched into a laughably simplistic theory of evolution, for the benefit of the Specials, I supposed. Her words boomed in the cavern, and whenever she stopped to point something out, we all had to freeze and shuffle backwards so as not to collide. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been at such close quarters with a herd of strangers. There was perfume eddying round, far too sweet, and I’d have laid a bet it came from that girl behind me with the Texan accent.

Basically, the guide’s story was that we used to be monkeys – ‘Non! Non!’ protested one or two of the more vocal Specials, and ‘Si, si!’ the guide cried. We used to be monkeys, she swore – speak for yourself, I wanted to tell her – but then one day we stood up and we wanted to use tools so what did we have to grow?

I peered at her blankly in the half-light. What did we have to grow?

‘Les mains!’ she cried, holding up her splayed right hand, and three or four of the Specials held theirs up, too, as if to play Simon Says, or to prove their membership of the species. The guide went on to explain – I could follow her better now that I was getting used to her accent – that everything depended on growing real hands, not paws; hands with thumbs opposite the fingers, for grip. She moved her wrinkled fingers like a spider, and one of the Specials wiggled his right back at her. They seemed irrationally excited to be here, I thought; maybe even a big damp cave was a thrill compared to their usual day.

I shivered where I stood and tucked my hands under my arms to warm them. It occurred to me that it must have been a sad day, that first standing up. I imagined hauling myself to my feet for the first time ever, naked apart from the fur. No more bounding through the jungle; now I’d have to stagger along on two thin legs. All at once my head would feel too heavy to lift, and the whole world would look smaller, shrunken.

One of the Specials giggled like a mynah bird, too close to my ear. I edged away from her, but not so fast that anyone would notice. They didn’t know the rules, it occurred to me: how much space to leave between your body and a stranger’s, how to keep your voice down and avoid people’s eyes. They didn’t seem to know about embarrassment.

The guide wasn’t at all discomfited, either, not even when the Specials let out echoing whoops or hung off her hands. Now she was saying that the cave dwellers only lived half as long as people do nowadays and had much smaller brains than we do. I stared up at the dripping ceiling so as not to look at any of the Specials. Were they included in her we? Then the guide asked why we thought people had lived in these freezing old caves. After a few seconds she answered herself, in the gushing way teachers do: Because it was worse outside! Imagine thousands of years of winter, up there, she said, pointing through the rock; picture the endless snow, ice, leopards, bears …

I could feel the cold of the gritty floor coming up through my sandals. I tried to conjure up a time when this would have counted as warm. Jesus! Why they all hadn’t cut their throats with the nearest flint scraper, I couldn’t imagine. Funny thing, suicide; how rarely people got around to it. We seemed to be born with this urge to cling on. Like last Christmas when I gave my brother’s newborn my little finger and she gripped it as if she were drowning.

The guide was leading us down a steep slope now, and the Specials swarmed around her. Except for the pale man with the half-shut eyes, who hung back, then suddenly stopped in his tracks so I bumped into him from behind. I backed off, but he didn’t move on. I tried to think what to say that would be politer than ‘Allez, allez!’ The guide looked over her shoulder and called out a phrase I didn’t understand, something cheerful. But the man in front of me was shaking, I could see that now. His head was bent as if to ward off a blow. It was a big balding head, but not unnaturally big. I might have taken him for a civil servant, if I’d passed him in the street, or maybe a librarian. ‘Peur,’ he said faintly, distinctly. ‘J’ai peur.’ He was afraid. What was he afraid of?

The guide shouted something. My ears were ringing. I finally understood that she was suggesting mademoiselle might be kind enough to hold – what was his name? – Jean-Luc’s hand, just for the steep bit. I looked around to see whom she could mean. Then I felt the blush start on my neck. I was the only mademoiselle in sight, kind or otherwise – the Texans having dropped back to photograph a stalactite – so I held out my hand, a little gingerly, like a birthday present that might not be welcome. I thought of taking him by the sleeve of his jacket, the man she’d called Jean-Luc. But he looked down at my hand, rather than me, and slipped his palm into mine as if he’d known me all our lives.

To be honest, I’d been afraid his fingers might be clammy, like pickled cucumbers, but they were hot and dry. We walked on, very slowly; Jean-Luc took tiny, timid steps, and I had to hunch towards him to keep our hands at the same level. All I could think was, Thank god it’s dark in here.

In hopes of distracting myself, I was trying to remember the last time I’d held hands with a stranger. A céilí, that was it, with my sister’s boyfriend’s cousin, and our palms were so hot with sweat we kept losing our grip in the twirls and apologizing over and over. I remember thinking at the time that hands were far too private to exchange with strangers. Those Victorians knew what they were doing when they kept their gloves on.

The Texan family was coming up behind now, their shadows huge as beasts on the cave wall. I could hear the girl giggle and mutter to her parents. My cheeks scalded with a sort of shame. I knew we probably looked like something out of Dickens, me with my big hat and Jean-Luc with his shiny head no higher than my shoulder: a monstrously mismatched bride and groom. Though really, why I should have cared what some small-town strangers thought of me, I couldn’t say. The Texans didn’t even know my name, and I’d certainly never see them again once we got out of this foul cave. Funny to think I’d come on this holiday to distract myself from serious things like tragedy and betrayal, only to find myself sweating with mortification at the thought that a couple of strangers might be laughing at me.

On an impulse I stepped sideways, flattening myself against the cave wall, jerking Jean-Luc with me. His pale eyes looked a little startled, but he came obediently enough. When the Texans had almost reached us I said rather coldly, ‘Go ahead,’ and let them squeeze past.

That was better. Now there was no one behind us and we could go at our own pace. The passage was getting more precarious, twisting down into the hillside. The roof was low; once or twice it scraped against my absurd straw hat. I had to walk with a stoop, lifting my dress out of my way like some kind of princess. Jean-Luc was saying something, I realized, but so quietly I had to bend nearer to make out the words – nearer, but not too near, in case my face brushed his. My heart rattled like a pebble in a can. I hadn’t counted on conversation. What if he was asking me something, and I didn’t understand his accent, and he thought it was because I didn’t want to speak to him?

‘La belle mademoiselle,’ that was it. That’s all it was. ‘La belle mademoiselle m’a donné la main. Elle m’a donné la main.’ He wasn’t talking to me at all, he was reassuring himself, telling himself the story of the pretty lady who gave him her hand. He had an amazing voice, deep like an actor’s. For a moment I was absurdly warmed by the fact that he thought I was belle, even if he couldn’t have much basis for comparison.

The floor was slick, now, and the passage had narrowed so much I had to walk ahead of Jean-Luc, twisting my arm backwards and waiting for him to catch up with me every couple of steps. I could feel his hand twitch like a rope. He was starting to wheeze, casting anxious glances at the craggy walls closing in on us. The air was dank. I couldn’t hear the guide any more, the group had left us so far behind. Damn her to hell, I thought.

The man’s breath was coming faster and harsher in his throat. Had he any idea why he was being dragged down into these prehistoric sewers? I wondered. I supposed I should tell him there was nothing to be afraid of. He had a little wart on the edge of one finger, I could feel it, or maybe it was a callus. I gave his hand a small and tentative squeeze. Jean-Luc squeezed back, harder, and didn’t let go. I could feel the fine bones shifting under his skin. Well that was all I needed, for this poor bastard to have a heart attack and die on me, twenty thousand leagues below the earth! The thought almost made me laugh. I wished I knew how old he was. Baldness didn’t mean anything; I knew a boy who started losing his hair at twenty-two. I cleared my throat now, trying to think of something comforting to say. Every word of French had deserted me. ‘Faut pas … Faut pas avoir peur,’ I stuttered hoarsely at last, praying I had my verb ending right. How would it translate? One should not be afraid. It is a faux pas to have fear.

I thought Jean-Luc might not have heard me or taken it in; he still stared ahead fixedly, as if anticipating a cave bear or mammoth around every corner. His eyes were enormous; the occasional beam of light showed their whites. But as we ducked under an overhang, I heard it like a mantra, under his breath: ‘Faut pas avoir peur. Mademoiselle dit, “Faut pas avoir peur”.’

I grinned, briefly, in the dark. He was doing all right. Mademoiselle had told him not to be afraid. We’d get out of here in one piece.

When we came to a set of deep steps spiralling down in to the rock, I went first, so that at least if he slipped I could break his fall. But Jean-Luc held on to my hand like a limpet, and I didn’t want to scare him by tugging it away, so I held on with the tips of my fingers, our arms knotted awkwardly in the air, as if we were dancing a gavotte. His arm was weaving and shaking; it was like wrestling a snake. My silk hem got under my feet, then, and the pair of us nearly crashed down on one of those stubby little stalagmites. Now that would be funny, if we snapped off ten thousand years’ worth of growth and got sued by the French state.

The steps began to twist the other way, and I found my arm bent up behind my back as if I was being led to my death. This was ludicrous; I was going to dislocate something. I stopped for a second and switched hands as fast as I could. Jean-Luc stared at me, but held on to the new hand. ‘Pas de problème,’ I said foolishly. No problem. Could you say that in French or did it sound American?

We found our rhythm again, and I could hear Jean-Luc behind me, repeating, ‘Pas de problème, pas de problème,’ in a ghost’s whisper. Our joined hands were the only spot of heat in this whole desolate mountain.

At last the path levelled out and we found ourselves in a huge cavern where the rest of the group stood watching the guide point out painted animals with her torch. A few faces looked over at us. I relaxed my grip, but Jean-Luc held on tight. For a moment I felt irritated. He wasn’t afraid of falling any more; he was just taking advantage. And then I almost laughed at the thought of this peculiar gentleman taking advantage of me. I stood with his warm cushioned hand in mine, the pair of us gazing forward like a bashful couple at the altar. I was cold right through, now, and my nipples were standing up against the silk of my dress; I angled myself a little away from Jean-Luc so he wouldn’t see.

I tried to pay attention to the guide. I peered up at the rock walls: orange, greenish grey, and a startling pink. There were scrawl marks that looked as if they’d been done with fingers on a thousand long nights. The paintings were of horses and lions and bears, or so the guide said, and the Specials were laughing and pointing as if they could make them out, but to be honest the rusty overlapping squiggles on the rock all looked alike to me. Whatever the cave dwellers’ powers of endurance, it occurred to me, they hadn’t been able to draw for shite.

The guide said something I didn’t catch, and then let out a surprisingly young laugh and flicked off the light switch. Blackness came down on us like a falling tent. Some of the Specials shrieked with excitement, but Jean-Luc cleaved to my hand as if it were a life belt. I tried to squeeze back, even though he was hurting my fingers. My eyes strained to find any speck of light in the darkness. It suddenly struck me that this was entirely normal behaviour for a trogloditic cavern. When the cold and the dark and the weight of a mountain pressed down on you, what made more sense than to grab the nearest living hand and hold on as tight as you could?

When the lights came back on, I blinked, relieved. A fat boy with a baseball cap on sideways edged back to us, and tried to take hold of Jean-Luc’s other hand, but Jean-Luc shook him off, almost viciously. I looked away and bit down on my smile.

What did we think they ate, the cave dwellers? the guide was asking. Most of the Specials grinned back at her as if it were a joke rather than a question. Did they go to a supermarket, she suggested, and buy veal? One or two nodded doubtfully. No, she told us, there were no supermarkets! This claim caused quite a stir among the Specials. Now the guide was shining her torch on a painted animal; I couldn’t tell what it was. She announced with grim enthusiasm that the cave dwellers hunted animals with sticks and cooked them in the fire.

‘Non!’

‘Non!’

‘Tuer les animaux?’

A shock wave ran through the group as she nodded to say that yes, they killed the animals. A tiny woman with a squeezed-up face sucked in air. ‘Manger les animaux?’ Yes, indeed, they ate the animals. The Specials’ reactions were so huge and incredulous that I began to suspect them of irony. Had no one ever told them what sausages were made of?

That’s what the cave dwellers did, the guide insisted. And they caught fish, too, she told us, in nets made out of their own hair. And they turned animal skin into leather by soaking it in their own urine, then chewing it till it was soft. At least, I feared that was what she said; the cave was a confusion of voices, now, and all I could think about was how cold I was. I was starting to shake as if I had a palsy. People must always have been cold in those days, it occurred to me. Maybe they knew no different, so they didn’t notice it. Or, more likely, maybe they couldn’t think about anything else. The minute you woke up, you’d have to start working as if your life depended on it, because it did: build up the fire, eat, keep moving, pile on more clothes, keep eating, never let the fire go out, even in your sleep. They’d all have slept in one big heap, the guide was saying now, putting her head on the shoulder of the girl in the helmet and miming a state of blissful unconscious; if you slept alone, she said, you’d wake up dead. Jean-Luc, by my side, must have heard this, because he let out a single jolt of laughter. I turned my head to smile at him, but he was looking down at his shoes again.

I thought the tour had to be nearly over by now – all I could think of was getting back up into the sunlight – but the guide led us through a little passage so tight we had to go in single file. Jean-Luc and I stayed knotted together like a chain gang. At last the group emerged into a chamber, the smallest so far. The guide mentioned that the man who had discovered these caverns called this one the Sanctuary of Hands.

Then she lifted her torch, and all at once I could see them; they sprang out to meet the light. Handprints in red and black, dozens – no, hundreds of them – daubed on top of each other like graffiti, pressed onto the rock as high as someone on tiptoes could reach. This was how you signed your name, about twenty-seven thousand years ago, said the guide with a casual swing of her torch. The prints glowed in the wide beam as if they were still wet. They were mostly left hands, I saw now, and smallish; perhaps the prints of women or even children. I stepped up to one for a closer look and Jean-Luc crept along behind me.

The handprint nearest us only had three and a half fingers. I recoiled, and the guide must have noticed, because she swung her torch round to where we were standing. I backed out of the blinding light. Yes, she said, many of these hands appeared to be missing a piece or two. This was a great mystery still. Some archaeologists said the cave dwellers must have lost fingers in accidents or because of the cold, but others thought the people must have cut them off themselves. For a gift, she said, almost gaily, did we understand? To give something back to the gods. To say merci, thank you.

Jean-Luc stared at the print on the wall a few inches from his head. He let go of my hand, then, and laid his own against the rock, delicately fitting his short pale fingers to the blood-red marks. He turned his head and looked at me then, for the first time, and his mouth formed a half smile as if he were about to tell me a great secret. But ‘Touche pas!’ called the guide sternly. ‘Faut pas toucher, Jean-Luc!’ Touching was forbidden; I should have told him that. His hand contracted like a snail, and I took it into mine again. It was chilled by the rock.

We followed the group up a long widening tunnel that seemed to have been dug out in modern times, and soon I could smell fresh air. After some very steep steps, we were all panting audibly, even the backpackers, and Jean-Luc’s hand was hot in my grip again. He and I were the last to emerge, wincing in the sunlight like aged prisoners set free. The hills were a jumble of rocks on every side, and the half-reaped valley slid away below us. The sun warmed my face, and the air tasted sweet as straw.

Every year for a week or two there would be a sort of summer, the guide was explaining; the snow might shrink away just enough to let the cave dwellers come out and sit on the ground.

And what became of them in the end? someone asked her. Well, she said with a little shrug, one year they must have come out and found the snow gone and the sun shining. Then they walked down into the valley and never came back.

On the way down to the car park, I began to wonder when Jean-Luc was going to let go of my hand. I didn’t want to have to wriggle it out of his grasp, but I could see the group leader waiting for them by the little bus. I hoped Jean-Luc didn’t think I was coming home with the Specials. All of a sudden I felt appallingly sad. I wished I knew what to say to him, in any language.

But at the edge of the car park he disengaged his sticky fingers from mine and turned to face me, very formally. ‘Au revoir, mademoiselle,’ he said, which I supposed could be translated as ‘Until we meet again,’ and I smiled and nodded and took up his hand again for a second to shake goodbye. He was puzzled by this, I could tell, but he let me shake it, as if it were a rattle.

‘Au revoir, Jean-Luc,’ I repeated, more often than I needed to, and waved until he’d disappeared into the bus. I did look for his profile in the window, but the glass was white in the glare of the sun.





Writ Or

Appalled by his credit-card debts, the writer succumbed to a one-year writer-in-residence job at a small college in the mountains. Until he sold the Great Novel for a hefty enough sum to pay the rent on his apartment for a few years, pragmatism seemed to be called for. In the distant past, the writer had tried every joe-job he could think of: he’d picked grapefruit and filed insurance applications, fried pancakes and sold fitness equipment door-to-door. Since then, he’d supplemented his royalties by other means that he was even less proud of: he’d written inane articles for in-flight magazines and lived two years too long with a doctor because it was just so damn handy not to have to worry about the rent. This year, at least, he would be making his living in a job which was, if not literature itself, then at least not unconnected with it.

As jobs went, the writer thought this would probably turn out to be a rather pleasant one. Interesting, even, at the human level as well as the intellectual one. Packing his possessions into the locker room at the self-storage facility, the day before his departure, he tried to visualize the office that awaited him at the college, perhaps with a view of the bluish mountains. He imagined himself mentoring a few bright young poets and diffident, late-blooming novelists whose brief visits to his office – Mondays and Fridays only – would leave him ample time to work on the Great Novel.

Dear Mr Writer-in-Residence (I’m afraid I don’t know your Name),

I would greatly like to Introduce Myself. My name is Herb Leland and I call myself a WritOr that is not just someone who Happens to write but who am a Storyteller from the very Depths of my Be-ing. The Truth is that I must WRITE OR DIE so to me the word WritOr which came to me during one long Sleepless Night eighteen months ago expresses this fully. I am sure you Understand being a Multi-Talented Wordsmith Yourself.

I take great Pleasure in enclosure of the following two Book manuscripts The Long and Lonely Road that is a Memoir that follows Me from Ages one to fifty-three (my present age) and Serendipity a Novel about my character Lee Herbert’s Journey from Naivete through Confusion to a (eventually) sense of Atuneness with Everything around him. I have been working on them for Ten Years and they are now done.

I look forward to our Appointment on Friday next 6 September at 9:15 am when You will be able to give a full Critique of my Works’ strengths and any Possible shortcomings. There are so few Kindred Spirits in this town so I am Most excited at the prospect of being able to Share with you.

Herb Leland’s epistle – written in looped, purple letters – made the writer laugh out loud. He was tempted to pin it to the corkboard in his office, but he supposed that wouldn’t be nice. Perhaps his year’s sojourn among small-town eccentrics would bring out a new humour and warmth in his writing, a sort of Sarah Orne Jewett quality.

His office was narrower than he had expected; the high walls were stubbled with the ubiquitous cream paint. The framed prints he’d shipped from home looked minute. One wall was occupied by a vast set of dark bookshelves; he filled a few inches of one with his complete works – three slimmish volumes – then reconsidered and turned them face out, so they took up half a shelf. Proof that he was a professional, a ‘published writer’ as Marsha the secretary of English kept calling him.

‘I’m curious,’ he asked the self-professed WritOr at their first meeting, ‘about why you use so many capital letters. Are you trying for a Germanic effect?’

Herb Leland’s white, swollen face looked back at him in puzzlement. ‘The capitals are for added meaning,’ he confided, ‘and emphasis.’

‘Ah,’ said the writer. ‘You know, Herb, in my view, it’s best to let the emphasis … grow out of the choice of words. When you capitalize something, it doesn’t really add to its meaning. As such.’

The middle-aged man’s face split into a broad smile.

The writer grinned back at him nervously.

‘That’s exactly what the last three writers-in-residence said,’ marvelled Herb.

The writer shrugged, as if to say that life was full of coincidence.

At the end of that first Monday, tired but still amused, he strolled home to the cheapest ground-floor apartment he had been able to find. (He was intending to live simply this year, saving most of his stipend to reduce his debts.) The rooms smelled of something cooked, something he couldn’t identify even when he sniffed the air and free-associated, as he’d learned to do many years ago in a workshop on overcoming writer’s block.

He sent a flippant e-mail to all his friends. Currently ensconced in college community in small-town America. Pray for me!

What should he call them, he wondered, the unknowns lined up in his day planner? ‘My writers’ seemed a little optimistic. ‘My visitors’ sounded like a hospital. ‘My students’, maybe, except that Marsha had given him to understand that very few of the locals who had made appointments to see him would turn out to be enrolled at the college. ‘The student body here are into football,’ she told him regretfully. On his cork-board someone – probably Marsha – had pinned an article from the Campus Calendar in which the provost was quoted as saying, ‘The Writer-in-Residence is our college’s ambassador to the wider community – a way for us to reach out the window of our so-called Ivory Tower and truly touch the lives of those we live and work alongside.’

By the second week the writer was seeing ten of them a day.

He worked late into the night on the manuscripts they left in his pigeonhole; he made extensive notes for his own reference. He read Christian magazine columns and chapters of legal thrillers, bits of action screenplays and one twenty-page piece entitled ‘Absurdist Collage Poem’. Instead of scribbling anything in the margins – that would be too schoolteacherish, he thought – the writer typed out long lists of tentative suggestions under the headings Micro (spelling, grammar) and Macro (genre, plot, theme).

‘Jonas,’ he asked, one morning, ‘could you read me this sentence here?’

The boy looked at where the writer was pointing. He cleared his throat raspingly. ‘It was then immeasurably time for it to be enacted, the action that required to be carried out as aforesaid.’

The writer let the words hang on the air for a few seconds.

‘Do you see what I mean about how your vocabulary in this story tends slightly to the abstract, rather than the concrete? How it could possibly be hard for some readers to tell what’s actually going on?’

Jonas scratched a spot on his chin. ‘No.’

An hour later the writer was struggling with Mrs Pokowski. ‘When you say on page one that “The savages recognized the White Man as lord of their dark and mysterious jungle,”’ he quoted neutrally, ‘don’t you think perhaps some readers might be bothered by that?’

She furrowed her brow. ‘You mean the word savages?’

‘Ah, yes, for one thing …’

‘Well, I didn’t want to put niggers,’ she said virtuously.

After lunch (a tuna sandwich at his desk) came Pedro Verdi with his genetic-engineering near-future fantasy. ‘OK,’ said the writer, taking a peek at his notes to refresh his memory, ‘so the opening scene takes place in a hospital?’

A shrug from the bank teller. ‘Well, you think it’s hospital.’

‘Yes,’ said the writer, not wanting to seem stupid. But after a minute, he couldn’t help asking, ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s hospital,’ Pedro conceded, ‘but I no want my readers to be too sure, you know?’

‘Don’t worry, they won’t be,’ said the writer heavily. ‘Now’ – trying to read his own handwriting – ‘there’s some ambiguity about the newborn daughter.’

‘Aha. Yes. There has been mix-up,’ articulated Pedro, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. ‘Only it’s no really mix-up, but you don’t find it out till after.’

‘Mr Verdi.’ The writer meant to sound stern, rather than petulant. ‘By my count there are three newborn babies in this book.’

‘Pedro, please.’ The bank teller loosened his Bart Simpson tie.

‘Fine. Pedro. Now, which baby is the genetically modified telepath?’

‘Me, I prefer to leave that open. Tell you the truth, I no decided yet,’ said Pedro, lying back and gazing out the window.

Three hours later the tiny office was feeling full. Maybelline Norris had brought her mother, a weighty woman introduced only as ‘my mom, she’s my best friend’, who sat with her chair several feet behind Maybelline’s.

‘Who’s your favourite poet?’ the writer asked, to put off discussion of Maybelline’s own work.

‘Dunno. Jewel, I guess,’ the girl said. ‘If I like stuff, I don’t pay much attention to who actually wrote it, you know?’

The writer couldn’t think of any other general questions. His eyes flickered between the two Norris women.

‘So hey, do you like my poems?’ Maybelline asked brightly.

‘They’re very interesting,’ he lied. ‘I like some … more than others.’

The girl’s mother squinted at him disapprovingly.

His eyes fell to the manuscript on his lap, and he silently reread a verse at random.

Hurts hurts

like     crazy

My emotionality

crushingly hemmed in

like      cactus flowers

Utterly     longing for the monsoon

‘Have you ever tried … redrafting any of your poems?’ he suggested.

‘Oh no,’ Maybelline reassured him. ‘I wouldn’t want to mess with the magic. I don’t know where they come from; I just shut my eyes and it flows. I call up my mom and I say, “Mom, I’ve just written another poem,” and she says, “Wow, that’s so wonderful! You’re so talented!”’

The writer’s eyes veered to the mother, just for politeness, but she only nodded.

‘I showed a bunch of them to my teacher back in eleventh grade and she said, “Wow, you can write. You can really write!”’

It astonished the writer, how tiring it was, this listening business.

‘I’ve got about maybe a thousand of them at home! But these ones are like the crème de la crème,’ said Maybelline, her eyes resting fondly on the manuscript. ‘I showed them to my swim coach and she said, “Wow, this stuff deserves to be published.”’

The writer allowed his eyebrows to soar up, as if in encouragement rather than disbelief.

The girl’s mother leaned forward then. ‘But then there’s copyright, ain’t there?’ she said darkly.

This took him aback.

‘Yeah,’ said Maybelline regretfully. ‘My mom thinks, what if I send my poems to like a magazine or something, and they get stolen?’

‘Stolen?’ the writer repeated.

‘Yeah, you know, published under another name. Like the editor’s, maybe.’

His throat was dry; he suddenly longed for a martini. ‘No one would ever do that,’ he said faintly.

‘Really?’ said Maybelline, smiling.

‘Trust me. It’s never going to happen.’

Even on the days when he didn’t have office hours, he found it hard to get much of his own work done; this job was so distracting, somehow. But when he did manage a page, at least he approved of what he wrote. It might not be Faulkner, but it was a damn sight better than Herb Leland.

His office collected sounds, he found. Chain saws outside where the dead trees were coming down; gurgles in the ducts as the heating revved up at the start of October; high-pitched giggling in the corridors. Sometimes he imagined that students were pausing to read the résumé pasted to his office door, and laughing at it. He wished he’d left out the line about the New York Times Book Review calling his work ‘profoundly promising’; it would mean something only if he were still twenty-four.

He stared at his shelf, the few inches his slim hardbacks took up. His name in three different typefaces, repeated, as if it were a phrase that meant something. So sweet to his eyes; so insubstantial.

He rather wished he hadn’t pinned a head shot on his door, either. Now people recognized him in the corridors and took him by the elbow to ask one of the four FAQs of the trade:

‘Did you always want to be a writer?’

‘Where do you get your ideas?’

‘How many hours a day do you write?’

‘How can I get published?’

But when the writer did a lunchtime reading from his poetry collection, only eleven people showed up. To think that on the plane, flying down here, he had worried about his privacy, how to keep people from prying into every detail of his life! As if they gave a damn. Nobody was remotely curious about him as a person except for Herb Leland, who seemed to have formed an unconscious crush. And Herb’s questions were hardly probing, either; they were more along the lines of ‘Do you realize how Honoured we feel to have You Living here among us?’

Most nights the writer read detective novels and ate microwaved macaroni.

‘I guess I’m a would-be writer,’ one housewife introduced herself coyly.

After that, in his head he called them all ‘my would-be’s’, meaning that they perhaps would have been writers if they’d been born with a tittle of talent. It never occurred to them to supplement their high school education by consulting a dictionary. They seemed to feel – like Humpty Dumpty but without his powers – that words should mean what they wanted them to mean: that un-usual was a brand-new coinage, that it was possible to riposte someone, that drunks fell down unconscientious in the street.

By mid-October the writer realized that he shouldn’t waste his energy trying to teach the would-be’s about literature or anything else. His job was to listen. And it was not just casual nodding along that was required, either, but an intense, full-frontal, eyes-locked kind of attention.

The would-be’s claimed they longed for honest criticism. ‘Be brutally honest with me, man,’ said BJ, a trainee electrician and spare-time rapper who was writing a novel about his recent adolescence and owned seventeen how-to-get-published books. ‘Hit me with it!’ But BJ didn’t really mean it; none of them did, the writer discovered.

‘Should I chuck the thing in the stove?’ one grandmother asked, her eyes watery and fearful, but it was obviously a rhetorical question.

To be honest was to hurt. Even a mild remark like ‘I’m not a big fan of limericks’ could make a would-be’s face implode.

But to be kind was to lie. The days he said things like ‘It’s wonderful you’ve written a whole novel,’ he went home feeling greasy with deceit.

This had to be how therapists felt, he realized one long Monday afternoon, when Doug McGee – fifty-something, with eczema – began yet again to unravel the story of how his parents, teachers, and so-called friends had crushed his self-esteem from an early age. The writer crossed and recrossed his legs.

His next visitor, Meredith Lopez Jones, was in love with her writer’s block – or blockage, as she called it, as if it were in her colon. ‘I still don’t have anything to show you,’ she murmured proudly. ‘I suffer from SAD, did I tell you? I withdraw from the world right after the equinox. I just curl up like a seed in the earth all winter, that’s all I do.’

Apart from coming in to bore the pants off me twice a week, the writer added mentally.

‘Last summer I stayed up all night and tried to get it all down on paper, everything, the whole universe, you know? But my head was so full of images I thought it might burst! I burnt it all the next day, of course.’

The writer pursed his lips as if regretting this.

Meredith pressed her cheekbones so hard she left white fingerprints. ‘I’m so afraid of writing something mediocre! That’s always been my problem. Probably because I was raised as a woman in this society. The scars run deep. No matter how many people have told me I’m an amazingly talented person, I can’t quite believe it.’

The writer nodded, unable to quite believe it, either.

Clearly, writing was not an ordinary hobby like wine making or kung fu. It attracted the most vulnerable people; the strange, the antisocial, the sad. Some were struggling with addictions or mysterious debilitating illnesses; others wrote endless versions of their childhood traumas. One quite young, balding man called Jack had been divorced five times already; ‘Got no knack for picking ’em, I guess.’ His memoir-disguised-as-a-short-story was full of phrases like ‘there going to blame me’ and ‘their’s no way out’. The writer stared at the page exhaustedly, wondering if it was worth correcting the spelling.

He had come to dread his office hours. He relied on certain basic survival techniques. He kept an enormous bag of gourmet brownie bites in his filing drawer. After each visit he’d gobble one to lift his spirits, or at least his blood-sugar level. A visit from Stinking Steve – who had a bloated, sun-browned face and always wore the same Disney World sweatshirt – merited two brownie bites. When the writer’s aunt sent him a homemade pomander for his office – a beribboned orange studded with cloves – he didn’t laugh at it. He hung it on his desk lamp and pressed his nose to it between sessions. It made him feel like a medieval troubadour in a world of serfs.

It occurred to him to ask Marsha to tell the would-be’s that his appointment diary was all filled in for a fortnight, but somehow he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Besides, she seemed like a woman of integrity, and she might report him to the dean of arts.

He was not doing much with the Great Novel these days. He feared the terrible writing of the would-be’s might be contagious. Whenever he wrote a sentence, he had to stop and check it for mixed metaphors. All the fatuous rules he’d been spouting this term looped through his head. Write what you know, he thought. Show, don’t tell. Verbs and nouns are stronger than adjectives and adverbs. This was painting by numbers; it felt like a uniquely pointless way to spend the rest of his life. Avoid the passive voice. He tried to remember, when was the last time he’d written anything in the white heat of inspiration?

There was just one café in town that roasted its own beans. The writer tried going there with his laptop to have a go at chapter three over a latte, but people stared, and he got a croissant crumb lodged between Q and W.

He went back the next day with paper and pen and ordered a bracing shot of wheatgrass. He’d composed just half a sentence when two blonde girls whose names he couldn’t remember came over to say how awesome it was to find him here, and would he mind looking at their essay plans? The topic was Believing in Ourselves.

He e-mailed his friends: Making whoopee in the mountains. My office gets the best sunsets. Oh, the life of a state-subsidized sybarite! Great Novel coming along nicely. Miss you all, naturally, but not enough to come home.

He knew this was a stupid policy – he could hardly keep up this pretense forever – but right now he couldn’t bear to tell anyone what a mistake he had made.

As an experiment, he started working to rule. He no longer read any of the manuscripts jammed into his pigeonhole. The would-be’s never seemed to notice.

‘Why don’t you tell me the overall story in your own words,’ he murmured, eyes shut, to Tzu Ping.

Off she went: ‘Well, it starts when I’m – I mean when my character – is in second grade …,’ and soon her time was up.

Later the same day, Mrs Pokowski frowned at the pristine manuscript he handed back to her. ‘Did you like chapter three?’

‘Very much,’ said the writer. ‘But’ – here he flicked through the pages and picked out a line at random – ‘I’m a little confused by the metaphors in this sentence: “A fragile essence of deep buried undigested resentments were locked away behind a veil of stone.”’

‘What’s to confuse?’ asked Mrs. Pokowski coldly.

With Linda Shange, he only ever had to glance at the first paragraph. ‘Linda,’ he said, ‘you see the way you keep telling us how nice your protagonist is? Here, for instance: “She was a sweet and kind person who never killed mice.”’

‘Yes, she really was, in real life,’ said Linda beatifically.

‘The danger is,’ he told her, ‘you might actually put some readers off.’

She looked shocked.

‘We don’t need to like your protagonist all the time,’ he told her, yet again, ‘we just need to care what happens to her.’

One week, every story presented to him seemed to contain some reference to child abuse. He was irritated by this craven following of literary fashion. ‘Lenny,’ he said to the golden-haired boy majoring in English, ‘couldn’t you pick a more original angle? The hard-drinking, big-fisted Daddy is kind of a stereotype. And isn’t it rather implausible that it would be the eldest boy he’d rape?’

‘But that’s what happened,’ said Lenny.

The writer stared at him.

The boy gave an awkward little grimace and pushed his blond fringe out of his eyes. ‘If I slept in the bed nearest the door, you know … he’d come in and do it to me and leave the younger ones alone.’

The writer covered his mouth with his hand. He found himself unable to give the standard speech about the distinction between fiction and autobiography. In an unsteady voice, for the last five minutes of the session he talked about Lenny’s excellent use of nature imagery.

So he cultivated compassion. He started practising meditation again. You don’t need to like these people, he told himself over and over, you just need to care what happens to them.

He taught himself to sit there opposite the would-be’s and vary his smiles and nods, crinkle his eyebrows and say ‘Mmm’ at the right bits. He kept his hands folded – priestly – and let the would-be’s talk about whatever they needed to talk about. Some of them never mentioned writing at all. Others eventually revealed that they hadn’t written a word since high school, but they were somehow convinced that they could if they tried. ‘Because I’ve had such an interesting life and I’ve a lot to teach the world.’

‘Because I’m retired now and I want to make some vacation money.’

‘Because my doctor said it might help.’

One day the writer didn’t say a word for thirty-five minutes while Maybelline Norris yammered on about how talented everybody said she was. If he’d been inventing a character for his novel, he couldn’t have come up with such a combination of egotism and naked need. He looked at the girl’s surprisingly bad teeth and wondered if she was bulimic. He would have liked to put his hand over her mouth, to hush and comfort her, but that was hardly possible with Mrs Norris sitting implacable, two feet behind her daughter.

Only in one session did he come close to nodding off, and it wasn’t his fault. Mrs Pokowski was describing a self-hypnosis technique she’d learned ‘for so as to unleash creativity’, as she said in her mosquito-drone voice. She took him through it step by step – ‘Now I’m falling down the hole, and I’m falling down deeper, and deeper, and now what do I see, I see another tunnel, so what do I do, I go down that one …’

The world began to melt; he had to writhe on his chair and bite the inside of his cheek to stay awake.

In the second week of November the writer turned sullen. He stopped practising meditation; he couldn’t see the point in spending twenty minutes a day sitting very still on his couch while the entire lyric oeuvre of David Bowie raced through his head. He gave up on compassion.

He had cruel private names for most of the would-be’s by now: as well as Stinking Steve there was Jawless Jennifer (whose face seemed to fall away below the nose), Mr Hypochondria, and Dottie-Date-Rape. He was just an ear to this pack of social rejects, an official representative of Literature who had to listen to their grievances and explain why they’d never been let into the club, why publishers invariably returned their fat single-spaced manuscripts with the floral designs on the cover page.

‘I have to tell you, I just love this poem, I just think it says everything I’ve ever wanted to say in my life,’ Meredith Lopez Jones told him, wet-eyed, her hand fondling the page.

I am so glad to have had this Opportunity to have Shared the story of Running Fox with you, wrote Herb Leland. I take no credit for Running Fox, she germinated and Marinated in my head for many Moons then gave birth to herself in tune with the rhythms of her People’s Spirituality. To have Helped bring her into this World makes me Proud.

These people were philistines, pariahs, parasites. They haunted the writer’s nights and stalked his days. When he tried going for a run along the riverbank to work off his tension, who should he meet but Herb Leland, who had the gall to lurch along behind him, rhapsodizing about the Crisp Fall Keatsian Air.

In fact, human beings in general repelled him these days. Marsha with her fat wrists; George W. Bush blustering at press conferences; even his old friends, who had taken to sending him irritating Internet jokes.

As for language – his former lover, his enigmatic deity – these days, it slunk through his office like a diseased cat. Language had a limp, a scab, a tumour, a death wish. Words on the page were a helpless leakage, a human stain.

In his tiny apartment, he opened the file called GREAT NOVEL and tinkered with the punctuation of a single sentence, then stared at the wall until his computer went into sleep mode to save energy. He sniffed the air. Parsnips? he wondered. Or cumin? Damp under the carpet?

He lay on the couch all evening watching the Home Shopping Network. They always seemed to be advertising some gadget that sealed things into plastic bags. Cubes of broth, apple pies, cashmere sweaters, silver spoons – just about everything, they said, would be cleaner and safer if stored in a vacuum pack.

He fell asleep on the couch and woke in the middle of the night with a crooked neck. He had been dreaming that he lured the would-be’s, with their griefs and their odours and their terrible ambitions, into a giant plastic bag and sealed them all away.

The next morning he had a raging headache. He lay staring at the ceiling for some hours before he called Marsha to say, in an exaggeratedly gravelly voice, that he feared he was coming down with something, and could she reschedule all his appointments?

He moped around all week, dozing on the couch in the afternoons, staying close to home in case anybody saw him and reported he wasn’t sick.

He went back into college on Monday, before Marsha could call and ask him for a doctor’s note. But this time he was determined not to let the bastards grind him down.

He indulged in cruelty; it passed the time. He started reading the manuscripts again and marking them in red pen – a big circle round every mistake – not because he thought the would-be in question would really benefit, but simply as punishment. He made his marginalia deliberately intimidating. Inexplicable POV slippages, he would scribble, or I suspect the irony of this double entendre is not intentional?, or See identical errors pp. 2, 3, 9, 15, passim. Whereas in the early weeks he had used kind euphemisms like A little overfamiliar? he now wrote CLICHÉ in large red capitals.

He slouched in his office chair. ‘Sharon, would you agree that the prevailing mood of this piece is self-pity?’

‘Dr Partridge, you describe the mother’s smile as viscous. Were you referring to a metaphorical oiliness about it, or failing to spell vicious?’

Dear Mr McCullen, he wrote on English department note-paper, Thank you for your letter. I have read your manuscript, which appears to be largely based on Gone with the Wind, though lacking that novel’s strengths. For your future reference, plagiarism has a better chance of going undetected when the source text is not one of the best-selling novels of the twentieth century. Then his hand started to shake, so he tore the letter up.

Insomniac at four a.m., the writer fantasized about going one step further and speaking the plain truth. No, Jonas, he might say to the spotty boy, this isn’t a poem. These are pretentious words from an online thesaurus, typed out in no particular order.

Maybelline, forget what your swim coach said. You have no talent. Zero. Zip!

Herb, we are not Soul-Friends, as you put it in your last note. You are suffering from a midlife homoerotic infatuation, and I only talk to you because I’m being paid.

People, give it up! he could bawl at them all. Get over it! Try extreme sports, masturbation, anything. Stop violating the language I used to love.

The worst thing the writer ever actually said was at the end of a long Friday. BJ came in with gold shades on, radiant. ‘I did what you told me, man.’

‘Really,’ said the writer, trying to remember what he had told BJ.

‘I made all those changes you asked for. And I’m gonna go for it.’

‘For what?’

‘The big time!’ BJ delivered the line in rapper style, using his hands. ‘You know how I was telling you John Grisham sold his first book out of his truck? Well, Wal-Mart’s gonna let me set up a table.’

The writer’s mind was foggy this morning. ‘Is this about … self-publishing?’

‘That’s right, man.’ BJ was only a little sheepish. ‘I made a few calls, found a guy that’ll do me five hundred copies for two grand. Charlene is gonna lend me most of it.’

The writer considered whether to tell BJ that to print five hundred copies of his so-called coming-of-age novel was a criminal waste of trees as well as his ex-girlfriend’s money. That it would never get reviewed, stocked, or bought. Instead he dragged the dog-eared manuscript towards him and opened it at random. ‘This sentence doesn’t have a verb.’

The gilt shades looked back at him blankly.

‘If you don’t know what a verb is, BJ, why the fuck do you imagine you can write a novel?’

Tears skidded down BJ’s face. The young man tried to speak; his Adam’s apple jerked. He bent over as if he’d been stabbed. There were salt drops on the writer’s desk, on the manuscript.

‘I’m sorry,’ the writer said, breathless, ‘I’m so sorry—’

But BJ didn’t seem to hear him. ‘I just, you know,’ he sobbed at last, ‘I guess it was different for you ’cuz you’re like a genius. I just think, I’ve spent so long on this thing, I just want it to be over and out there.’ The breath rasped in his throat. ‘If I could only see my name – I’d know I’d done something. On a book. Any kind of book of my own. My name on it. You know?’

The writer did know.

He flew home for the weekend and slept on a friend’s futon. He wandered round town the way he always used to, and he felt sick, as if something were punctured in his stomach. The seats in his favourite café were all taken. In his local bookstore, the massed titles faced him down.

He sat on a park bench, bundled up against the December cold. It would be easy enough to tender his resignation on health grounds. Depression, he could call it, or a breakdown. He could send the rest of the money back, ask Marsha to box up his possessions and shred any papers in his office.

Three slim hardcovers proved nothing about him. There were hundreds of thousands of new books published every day. He thought about other ways of earning a living. He’d been quite good at selling fitness equipment, he seemed to remember. WritOr Die, he repeated in his head, WritOr Die. Was there any truth in that? Did he have a real gift, a sacred vocation? Maybe he was just as much of a self-deceiver as any of the would-be’s. Maybe he’d be happier being a salesman.

The fact that he took the last flight back on Sunday night and was in his office at nine o’clock the next morning rather puzzled him afterwards. But he needed to get the job done.

That Monday was quiet. He surprised himself by writing a four-page scene for chapter four of his novel. Nothing that would change the course of literary history, but still, not bad: well-constructed, workmanlike, entirely readable.

A knock. It occurred to him not to answer. He wasn’t visible through the smoky glass. How could anyone know he was there?

‘Are you, like, the writer?’ the girl asked when he opened the door.

‘So they say,’ he answered.

She stepped into the office. She held out a single sheet with flittered edges, ripped off from a refill pad.

‘All writings have to be given in a week in advance,’ he said automatically.

‘Yeah, the secretary said, but I just happened to be passing through this building, I never usually do. I only got this done last night; it’s sort of a poem.’

He repressed a wince. He waved to indicate that she should sit down while he looked at it.

After he’d read the short lyric for the first time he turned towards the window, in his swivel chair, so he could be unobserved. He didn’t want to have to worry about his face. He read it again, more slowly, then once more. Yes, his first impression hadn’t deceived him. It wasn’t just wishful thinking after all these awful months.

‘So?’ the girl asked, sounding a little bored.

He turned round, and gave a little shrug. ‘It’s … entirely beautiful.’ He sounded hoarse.

She stared back at him for a second, then let out a hiccup of laughter. She was an ordinary, not-very-good-looking girl. ‘Cool,’ she said, and reached out to take her page back.

‘No, but listen,’ the writer told her, holding on to it. ‘You have a rare talent.’

‘Nice of you to say so.’ The girl was strapping her bag across her shoulder blade.

‘If you leave this copy with me—’

‘Sorry, no can do,’ she said, holding out her hand for it again; ‘I send them to my boyfriend, he’s in the Marines, though I don’t know does he like them really, though he says he does.’

‘But this poem must be published.’

‘Get out,’ she said, sheepish.

‘I’m quite serious,’ the writer told her. ‘I know the editor of a marvellous little magazine …’

She shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t really be into that. I just like writing them.’

‘You don’t want to be published?’ His voice was shrill.

‘Not really. My friends would think it was kinda dumb. I mean, no offence,’ she corrected herself.

He could feel his face contort. ‘So why did you come here?’

‘Gee, I’m sorry if I’ve wasted your time. I just thought, you know, as I was passing, I’d see what you had to say.’

‘Well, I’m telling you, this poem is superb. So simple and so powerful. I don’t know how you did it. I—’ He made the great effort. ‘I’ve never written anything that good in my life.’

She gave him an odd, pitying look. ‘Hey, keep it, then. See ya,’ she added, backing out the door.

Alone in his office, he read the poem twice more before realizing there was no name on the page. He called Marsha, but she didn’t know who the girl was, either.

He kept the poem pinned to his corkboard. He read it once, at the end of every day, till the end of the year. It kept him dangling somewhere between hope and despair.





DESIRE






Team Men

That was the kindest thing Saul could say about anyone, that he was a real team man. ‘Jonathan,’ he used to tell his son over their bacon, eggs, sausage, and beans, ‘a striker’s not put up front for personal glory. You’ll only end up a star player if you keep your mind on playing for the good of the team. Them as tries to be first shall be last and vice versa.’

Jon just kept on eating his toast.

Saul King believed in fuel, first thing in the morning, when there was plenty of time ahead to burn it up. ‘Breakfast like a legend, dine like a journeyman, and sup like a sub.’ That made him cackle with laughter.

The boy was just sixteen and nearly six foot tall. Headers were his strong point. When the ball sailed down to him he could feel his neck tighten and every bit of force in his body surge towards the hard plate at the front of his skull. The crucial thing was to be ready for the ball; to meet all its force and slam it back into the sky. On good days Jon felt hard and shiny as a mirror. He knew that if the planet Mars came falling down, he could meet it head on and rocket it into the next galaxy.

But by now he had learned to pay no attention to his dad before a game. If Jon let the warnings get through to him, he couldn’t swallow. If he didn’t eat enough, he found himself knackered at halftime. If he flagged, he missed passes, and the goalmouth seemed ten miles away. If the team lost, his dad took it personally and harder than a coach should. Once when Jon fluffed a penalty kick, Saul hadn’t spoken a word to him for a week.

‘Nerves of steel,’ the greying man said finally, as they sat at opposite ends of the table waiting for Mum to bring a fresh pot of tea.

Jon’s fork clinked against his plate. ‘What’s that, Dad?’

‘If a striker hasn’t got nerves of steel when they’re needed, he’s no right to take a penalty kick at all.’

His son listened and learned. As if he had a choice.

The lads were already having a kickabout on the pitch when the Kings drove up. Saul got out; the car door steadied in his hand as he watched the lads over his shoulder. ‘Well, well,’ he said, ‘who have we here?’

One unfamiliar coppery head, breaking away from the pack. ‘Oh yeah, Shaq said he might bring someone from school,’ Jon mentioned, hauling his kit bag out of the backseat.

‘Now there’s a pair of legs,’ breathed Saul. He and his son stood a foot apart, watching the new boy run. He was runt-sized, but he moved as sleekly as cream.

‘A winger?’ hazarded Jon.

‘We’ll see,’ said Saul, mysterious.

Davy turned out to be seventeen. Up close he didn’t look so short; his limbs were narrow but pure muscle. The youngest of eight; one of those big rackety Irish families. His face went red as strawberries when he ran, but he never seemed to get out of breath; his laugh got a bit hoarser, that was all. He was a cunning bastard on the pitch. Beside him Jon felt lumbering and huge.

In the dressing room after that first practice Davy played his guitar as if it were electric. He sang along, confidently raucous.

Get knocked down

But I get up again …

‘Best put a bit of meat on those bones,’ observed Saul, and loaded Davy down with five bags of high-protein glucose supplement. It turned out Davy lived just down the road from the Kings, so Saul insisted on giving him a lift home.

After a fortnight Davy was pronounced a real team man. He was to be the new striker. Jon was switched to midfield. ‘It’s not a demotion,’ his father repeated. ‘This is a team, not a bloody corporation.’

Jon looked out the car window and thought about playing on a team where the coach wouldn’t be his dad, wouldn’t shove him from one position to another just to prove a point about not giving his son any special treatment. Jon visualized himself becoming a legend in some sport Saul King had never tried, could hardly spell, even – badminton, maybe, or curling, or luge.

The thing was, though, all he’d ever wanted to play was football.

Jon was over the worst of his sulks by the next training session. He had every reason to hate this Davy, but it didn’t happen. The boy was a born striker, Jon had to admit; it would have been nonsense to put him anywhere else on the pitch. He wasn’t a great header of the ball, but he was magic with his feet.

And midfield had its own satisfactions, Jon found. ‘You lot are the big cog in the team’s engine,’ Saul told them solemnly. ‘You slack off for a second, the game will fall apart.’

Pounding along with the ball at his feet, Jon saw Davy out of the corner of his eye. ‘With ya!’ Jon passed the ball sideways, and Davy took it without even looking. Only after he’d scored did he spin round to give Jon his grin.

‘Your dad’s a laugh. I mean,’ Davy corrected himself in the shower, ‘he’s all right. He knows a lot.’

‘Not half as much as he pretends,’ said Jon, soaping his armpits.

‘Is it true what Shaq says about him, that he got to the semifinal of the 1979 FA Cup?’

Jon nodded, sheepish.

Davy, under the stream of water, sprayed like a whale. ‘Fuck. What did he play?’

‘Keeper.’ On impulse, Jon stepped closer to Davy’s ear. ‘Dad’d flay me if he knew I told you this. He’s never forgiven himself.’

‘What? What?’ The boy’s eyes were green as scales.

‘He flapped at it. The winning goal.’

Davy sucked his breath in. It made a clean, musical note.

In October the days shortened. One foul wet afternoon Saul made them run fifteen laps of the field before they even started, and by the time he finally blew the whistle, they had mud to their waists and it was too dark to see the ball. Naz tripped over Jon’s foot and landed on his elbow. ‘You big ape,’ moaned Naz; ‘you lanky fucking ape-man.’

The other lads thought this was very funny.

‘You can’t let them get to you,’ Davy said casually, afterwards, while they were warming down.

‘Who?’ said Jon, as if from a million miles away.

Davy shrugged. ‘Any of them. Anyone who calls you names.’

Jon chewed his lip.

‘I’ve got five big brothers,’ Davy added, when he and Jon were sitting in the back of the car, counting their bruises. ‘And my sisters are even worse. They’ve always taken the piss out of me. One of them called me the Little Stain till she got married.’

A grin loosened Jon’s jaw. He stared out the window at his father, who was collecting the training cones.

‘Just ignore the lads and remember what a good player you are.’

‘Maybe I’m not,’ said Jon, looking down into Davy’s red hair.

‘Maybe you’re what?’ Davy let out a yelp of laughter. ‘Jon-boy, you’re the best. You’ve got a perfect footballing brain, and you’re a sweet crosser of the ball.’

Jon was glad of the twilight, then. Blood sang in his cheeks.

Davy came round every couple of days now. Mrs King often asked him to stop for dinner. ‘That boy’s not getting enough at home,’ she observed darkly. But Jon thought Davy looked all right as he was.

Jon’s little sister Michaela sat beside Davy at the table whenever she got the chance, even if she did call him Short-arse. She was only fifteen, but she looked old enough. As she was always reminding Jon, girls matured two years faster.

Davy ended up bringing Michaela to the local Hallowe’en Club Night and Jon brought her friend Tasmin. While the girls were queuing up for chips afterwards, Davy followed Jon into the loos. Afterwards, Jon could never be sure who’d started messing round; it just happened. It was sort of a joke and sort of a dare. In a white stall with a long crack in the wall they unzipped their jeans. They kept looking down; they didn’t meet each other’s eyes.

It was over in two minutes. It took longer to stop laughing.

When they got back to the girls, the chips were gone cold and Michaela wanted to know what was so funny. Jon couldn’t think of anything, but Davy said it was just an old Diana joke. Tasmin said in that case they could keep it to themselves because she didn’t think it was very nice to muck around with the dead.

After Hallowe’en, some people said Davy was going out with Michaela. Jon didn’t know what that meant exactly. He didn’t think Davy and Michaela did stuff together, anyway. He didn’t know what to think.

Saul King expressed no opinion on the matter. But he’d started laying into Davy at practice. ‘Mind your back! Mind your house!’ he bawled, hoarse. ‘Keep them under pressure!’

Davy said nothing, just bounced around, grinning as usual.

‘Where’s your bleeding eyes?’

‘Somebody’s not the golden boy any more,’ commented Peter to Naz under his breath.

Saul said he had errands to do in town, so Jon and Davy could walk home for once.

‘Your dad’s being a bit of a prick these days,’ commented Davy as they turned the first corner.

‘Don’t call him that,’ said Jon.

‘But he is one.’

Jon shook his heavy head. ‘Don’t call him my dad, I mean.’

‘Oh.’

The silence stretched between them. ‘It’s like the honey jar,’ said Jon.

Davy glanced up. His lashes were like a cat’s.

‘I was about three, right, and I wanted a bit of honey from the jar, but he said no. He didn’t put the jar away or anything – just said no and left it sitting there about six inches in front of me. So the minute he was out of the room I opened it up and stuck my spoon in, of course. And I swear he must have been waiting because he was in and had that spoon snatched out of my hand before it got near my face.’

‘What’s wrong with honey?’ asked Davy, bewildered.

‘Nothing.’

‘I thought it was good for you.’

‘It wasn’t anything to do with the honey,’ said Jon, dry-throated. ‘He just wanted to win.’

Davy walked beside him, mulling it over.

They went the long way, through the park. When they passed a gigantic yew tree, Davy turned his head to Jon and grinned like a shark.

Without needing to say a word, they ducked and crawled underneath the tree. The dark branches hung down around them like curtains. Nobody could have seen what they were up to; a passerby wouldn’t even have known they were there. Jon forgot to be embarrassed. He did a sliding tackle on Davy and toppled him onto the soft damp ground. ‘Man on!’ yelped Davy, pretending to be afraid. They weren’t cold any more. They moved with sleek grace, this time. It was telepathic. It was perfect timing.

‘For Christ’s sake, stay oanside,’ Saul bawled at his team.

Davy’s trainers blurred like Maradona’s, Jon thought. The boy darted round the pitch confusing the defenders, playing to the imaginary crowd.

‘Don’t bother trying to impress us with the fancy footwork, Irish,’ screamed Saul into the wintry wind, ‘just try kicking the ball. This is footie, not bloody Riverdance.’

Afterwards in the showers, Jon watched the hard curve of Davy’s shoulder. He wanted to touch it, but Naz was three feet away. He took a surreptitious glance at his friend’s face, but it was shrouded in steam.

Saul never gave Jon and Davy a lift home from practice any more. He said the walk was good exercise and lord knew they could do with it.

‘I don’t know why, but your dad is out to shaft me,’ said Davy, on the long walk home.

‘No he’s not,’ said Jon weakly.

‘Is so. He said he thought I might make less of a fool of myself in defence.’

‘Defence?’ repeated Jon, shrill. ‘That’s bollocks. Last Saturday’s match, you scored our only goal.’

‘You set it up for me. Saul said only a paraplegic could have missed it.’

Jon tried to remember the shot. He couldn’t tell who’d done what. On a good day, he and Davy moved like one player, thought the same thing at the same split second.

‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance he knows about us?’

Jon was so shocked he stopped walking. He had to put his hand on the nearest wall or he’d have fallen. The pebble dash was cold against his fingers. Us, he thought. There was an us. An us his dad might know about. ‘No way,’ he said at last, hoarsely.

Jon knew there were rules, even if they’d never spelled them out. He and Davy were sort of mates and sort of something else. They didn’t waste time talking about it. In one way it was like football – the sweaty tussle of it, the heart-pounding thrill – and in another way, it was like a game played on Mars, with unwritten rules and a different gravity.

The afternoons were getting colder. On Bonfire Night they took the risk and did it in Jon’s room. The door had no lock. They kept the stereo turned up very loud so there wouldn’t be any suspicious silences. Outside the bangers went off at intervals like bombs. Jon’s head pounded with noise and terror. It was the best time yet.

Afterwards, when they were slumped in opposite corners of the room, looking like two ordinary postmatch players, Jon turned down the music. Davy said, out of nowhere, ‘I was thinking of telling the folks.’

‘Telling them what?’ asked Jon before thinking. Then he understood, and his stomach furled into a knot.

‘You know. What I’m like.’ Davy let out a mad chuckle.

‘You’re not …’ His voice trailed off.

‘I am, you know.’ Davy still sounded as if he were talking about the weather. ‘I’ve had my suspicions for years. I thought I’d give it a try with your sister, but nada, to be honest.’

Jon thought he was going to throw up. ‘Would you tell them about us?’

‘Only about me,’ Davy corrected him. ‘Name no names, and all that.’

‘You never would.’

‘I’ll have to sometime, won’t I?’

‘Why?’ asked Jon, choking.

‘Because it’s making me nervous,’ explained Davy lightly, ‘and I don’t play well when I’m nervous. I know my family are going to freak out of their tiny minds whenever I tell them, so I might as well get it over with.’

He was brave, Jon thought. But he had to be stopped. ‘Listen, you mad bastard,’ said Jon fiercely, ‘you can’t tell anyone.’

Davy sat up and straightened his shoulders. He looked small, but not at all young; his face was an adult’s. ‘Is that meant to be an order? You sound like your dad,’ he added, with a hint of mockery.

‘He’ll know,’ whispered Jon. ‘Your parents’ll guess it’s me. They’ll tell my dad.’

‘They won’t. They’ll be too busy beating the tar out of me.’

‘My dad’s going to find out.’

‘How will he?’ said Davy reasonably.

‘He just will,’ stuttered Jon. ‘He’ll kill me. He’ll get me by the throat and never let go.’

‘Bollocks,’ said Davy, too lightly. ‘We’re not kids any more. The sky’s not going to fall in on us. You’re just shitting your shorts at the thought of anyone calling you a faggot, aren’t you?’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘Touchy, aren’t you? It’s only a word.’

‘We’re not, anyway,’ he told Davy coldly. ‘That’s not what we are.’

The boy’s mouth crinkled with amusement. ‘Oh, so what are we then?’

‘We’re mates,’ said Jon through a clenched throat.

One coppery eyebrow went up.

‘Mates who mess around a bit.’

‘Fag-got! Fag-got!’ Davy sang the words quietly.

Jon’s hand shot out to the stereo and turned it way up to drown him out.

Next door, Michaela started banging on the wall. ‘Jonathan!’ she wailed.

He turned it down a little, but kept his hand on the knob. ‘Get out,’ he said.

Davy stared back at him blankly. Then he reached for his jacket and got up in one fluid movement. He looked like a scornful god. He looked like nothing could ever knock him down.

Jon avoided Davy all week. He walked home from the training sessions while Davy was still in the shower. In the back of his mind, he was preparing a contingency plan. Deny everything. Laugh. Say the sick pervert made it all up.

Nobody else seemed to notice the two friends weren’t on speaking terms. Everyone was preoccupied with the big match on Saturday.

At night Jon gripped himself like a drowning man clinging to a spar.

Saturday came at last. The pitch was muddy and badly cut up before they even started. The other team were thugs, especially an enormous winger with a moustache. From the kickoff, Saul’s team played worse than they’d ever done before. The left back crashed into his central defender, whose nose bled all down his shirt. Jon moved like he was shackled. Whenever he had to pass the ball to Davy, it fell short or went wide by a mile. It was as if there was a shield around the red-haired boy and nothing could get through. Davy was caught offside three times in the first half. Then, when Jon pitched up a loose ball on the edge of his own penalty area, one of the other team’s forwards big-toed a fluke shot into the top right-hand corner.

‘You’re running round like blind men,’ Saul told his team at halftime, with sorrow and contempt.

By the start of the second half, the rain was falling unremittingly. The fat winger stood on Peter’s foot, and the ref never saw a thing. ‘Look,’ bawled Peter, trying to pull his shoe off to show the marks of the studs.

The other team found this hilarious. ‘Wankers! Faggots!’ crowed the fat boy.

Rage fired up Jon’s thudding heart, stoked his muscles. He would have liked to take the winger by the throat and press his thumbs in till they met vertebrae. What was it Saul always used to tell him? No son of mine gets himself sent off for temper. Jon made himself turn and jog away. No son of mine, said the voice in his head.

Naz chipped the ball high over the defence. Jon was there first, poising himself under the flight of the ball. It was going to be a beautiful header. It might even turn the match around.

‘Davy’s,’ barked Davy, jogging backwards towards Jon.

Jon kept his eyes glued to the falling ball. ‘Jon’s.’

‘It’s mine!’ Davy repeated, at his elbow, crowding him.

‘Fuck off!’ He didn’t look. He shouldered Davy away, harder than he meant to. Then all of a sudden Jon knew how it was going to go. He wasn’t ready to meet the ball; he didn’t believe he could do it. He lost his balance, and the ball came down on the side of his head and crushed him into the mud.

Jon had whiplash.

Saul came home from the next training session and said Davy was off the team.

‘You cunt,’ said Jon.

His father stared, slack-jawed. Michaela’s fork froze halfway to her mouth. ‘Jonathan!’ appealed their mother.

Above his foam whiplash collar, Jon could feel his face burn. But he opened his mouth and it all spilled out. ‘You’re not a coach, you’re a drill sergeant. You picked Davy to bully because you knew he’s going to be a better player than you ever were. And now you’ve kicked him off the team just to prove you can. So much for team-fucking-spirit!’

‘Jonathan.’ His father’s face was dark, unreadable. ‘It was the lad who dropped out. He’s quit the team and he’s not coming back.’

One afternoon at the end of a fortnight, Davy came round. Jon was on his own in the living room, watching an old France ’98 video of England versus Argentina. He thought Davy looked different: baggy-eyed, older somehow.

Davy stared at the television. ‘Has Owen scored yet?’

‘Ages ago. They’re nearly at penalties.’ Jon kept his eyes on the screen.

Davy dropped his bag by the sofa but didn’t sit down, didn’t take his jacket off. In silence they watched the agonizing shootout.

When it was over, Jon hit rewind. ‘If Beckham hadn’t got himself sent off, we’d have demolished them,’ he remarked.

‘In your dreams,’ said Davy. They watched the flickering figures. After a long minute he added, ‘I’ve been meaning to come round, actually, to say, you know, sorry and all that.’

‘It’s nothing much, just a bit of whiplash,’ said Jon, deliberately obtuse. He put his hand to his neck, but his fingers were blocked by the foam collar.

‘You’ll get over it. No bother.’

‘Yeah,’ said Jon bleakly. ‘So,’ he added, not looking at Davy, ‘did you talk to your parents?’

‘Yeah.’ The syllable was flat. ‘Don’t worry, your name didn’t come up.’

‘I didn’t—’

‘Forget it,’ interrupted Davy softly. He was staring at the video as it rewound; a green square covered in little frenzied figures who ran backwards, fleeing from the ball.

That subject seemed closed. ‘I hear you’re not playing, these days,’ said Jon.

‘That’s right,’ said Davy, more briskly. ‘Thought I should get down to the books for a while, before my A-Levels.’

Jon stared at him.

‘I’m off to college next September, touch wood.’ Davy rapped on the coffee table. ‘I’ve already got an offer of a place in Law at Lancaster, but I’ll need two Bs and an A.’

Law? Jon nodded, then winced as his neck twinged. So much he’d never known about Davy, never thought to ask. ‘You could sign up again in the summer, though, after your exams, couldn’t you?’ he asked, as neutrally as he could.

There was a long second’s pause before Davy shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, Jon-boy.’

So that was it, Jon registered. Not a proper ending. More like a match called off because of a hailstorm or because the star player just walked off the pitch.

‘I mean, I’ll miss it, but when it comes down to it, it’s only a game, eh? … Win or lose,’ Davy added after a moment.

Jon couldn’t speak. His eyes were wet, blinded.

Davy picked up his bag. Then he did something strange. He swung down and kissed Jon on the lips, for the first time, on his way out the door.





Speaking in Tongues

‘Listen,’ I said, my voice rasping, ‘I want to take you home but Dublin’s a hundred miles away.’

Lee looked down at her square hands. I couldn’t believe she’d only spent seventeen years on this planet.

‘Where’re you staying?’ I asked.

‘Youth hostel.’

I mouthed a curse at the beer-stained carpet. ‘I’ve no room booked in Galway and it’s probably too late to get one. I was planning to drive back tonight. I have to be at the office by nine tomorrow.’

The last of the conference goers walked past just then, and one or two nodded at me; the sweat of the céilí was drying on their cheeks.

When I looked back, Lee was grinning like she’d just won the lottery. ‘So is it comfortable in the back of your van then, Sylvia?’

I stared at her. It was not the first time I had been asked that question, but I had thought that the last time would be the last. She was exactly half my age, I reminded myself. She wasn’t even an adult, legally. ‘As backs of vans go, yes, very comfortable.’

The reason I got into\ that van was a poem.

I’d first heard Sylvia Dwyer on a CD of contemporary poetry in Irish. I’d borrowed it from the library to help me revise for the Leaving Cert that would get me out of convent school. Deirdre had just left me for a boy, so I was working hard.

Poem number five was called ‘Dh’a Theanga’. The woman’s voice had peat and smoke in it, bacon and strong tea. I hadn’t a notion what the poem was about; you needed to know how the words were spelt before you could look them up in the dictionary, and one silent consonant sounded pretty much like another to me. But I listened to the poem every night till I had to give the CD back to the library.

I asked my mother why the name sounded so familiar, and she said Sylvia must be the last of those Dwyers who’d taken over the Shanbally butchers thirty years before. I couldn’t believe she was a local. I might even have sat next to her in Mass.

But it was Cork where I met her. I’d joined the Queer Soc in the first week, before I could lose my nerve, and by midterm I was running their chocolate-and-wine evenings. Sylvia Dwyer, down from Dublin for a weekend, was introduced all round by an ex of hers who taught in the French department. I was startled to learn that the poet was one of us – a ‘colleen’, as a friend of mine used to say. Her smooth bob and silver-grey suit were intimidating as hell. I couldn’t think of a word to say. I poured her plonk from a box and put the bowl of chocolate-covered peanuts by her elbow.

After that I smiled at her in Mass once when I was home in Shanbally for the weekend. Sylvia nodded back, very minimally. Maybe she wasn’t sure where she knew me from. Maybe she was praying. Maybe she was a bitch.

Of course I had heard of Lee Maloney in Shanbally. The whole town had heard of her, the year the girl appeared at Mass with a Sinéad O’Connor head shave. I listened in on a euphemistic conversation about her in the post office queue but contributed nothing to it. My reputation was a clean slate in Shanbally, and none of my poems had gendered pronouns.

When I was introduced to the girl in Cork she was barely civil. But her chin had a curve you needed to fit your hand to, and her hair looked seven days old.

On one of my rare weekends at home, who should I see on the way down from Communion but Lee Maloney, full of nods and smiles. Without turning my head I could sense my mother stiffen. In the car park afterwards she asked, ‘How do you come to know that Maloney girl?’

I considered denying it, claiming it was a case of mistaken identity, then I said, ‘I think she might have been at a reading I gave once.’

‘She’s a worry to her mother,’ said mine.

It must have been after I saw Sylvia Dwyer’s name on a flyer under the title DHÁ THEANGA/TWO TONGUES: A CONFERENCE ON BILINGUALISM IN IRELAND TODAY that my subconscious developed a passionate nostalgia for the language my forebears got whipped for. So I skived off my Saturday lecture to get the bus to Galway. But only when I saw her walk into that lecture theatre in her long brown leather coat, with a new streak of white across her black fringe, did I realize why I’d sat four hours on a bus to get there.

Some days I have more nerve than others. I flirted with Sylvia all that day, in the quarter hours between papers and forums and plenary sessions that meant equally little to me whether they were in Irish or English. I asked her questions and nodded before the answers had started. I told her about Deirdre, just so she wouldn’t think I was a virgin. ‘She left me for a boy with no earlobes,’ I said carelessly.

‘Been there,’ said Sylvia.

Mostly, though, I kept my mouth shut and my head down and my eyes shiny. I suspected I was being embarrassingly obvious, but a one-day conference didn’t leave enough time for subtlety.

Sylvia made me guess how old she was, and I said, ‘Thirty?’ though I knew from the programme note that she was thirty-four. She said if by any miracle she had saved enough money by the age of forty, she was going to get plastic surgery on the bags under her eyes.

I played the cheeky young thing and the baby dyke and the strong silent type who had drunk too much wine. And till halfway through the evening I didn’t think I was getting anywhere. What would a woman like Sylvia Dwyer want with a blank page like me?

For a second in that Galway lecture hall I didn’t recognize Lee Maloney, because she was so out of context among the bearded journalists and wool-skirted teachers. Then my memory claimed her face. The girl was looking at me like the sun had just risen, and then she stared at her feet, which was even more of a giveaway. I stood up straighter and shifted my briefcase to my other hand.

The conference, which I had expected to be about broadening my education and licking up to small Irish publishers, began to take on a momentum of its own. It was nothing I had planned, nothing I could stop. I watched the side of Lee’s jaw right through a lecture called ‘Scottish Loan-Words in Donegal Fishing Communities’. She was so cute I felt sick.

What was most unsettling was that I couldn’t tell who was chatting up whom. It was a battle made up of feints and retreats. As we sipped our coffee, for instance, I murmured something faintly suggestive about hot liquids, then panicked and changed the subject. As we crowded back into the hall, I thought it was Lee’s hand that guided my elbow for a few seconds, but she was staring forward so blankly I decided it must have been somebody else.

Over dinner – a noisy affair in the cafeteria – Lee sat across the table from me and burnt her tongue on the apple crumble. I poured her a glass of water and didn’t give her a chance to talk to anyone but me. At this point we were an island of English in a sea of Irish.

The conversation happened to turn (as it does) to relationships and how neither of us could see the point in casual sex, because not only was it unlikely to be much good but it fucked up friendships or broke hearts. Sleeping with someone you hardly knew, I heard myself pronouncing in my world-weariest voice, was like singing a song without knowing the words. I told her that when she was my age she would feel the same way, and she said, Oh, she did already.

My eyes dwelt on the apple crumble disappearing, spoon by spoon, between Lee’s absentminded lips. I listened to the opinions spilling out of my mouth and wondered who I was kidding.

By the time it came to the poetry reading that was meant to bring the conference to a lyrical climax, I was too tired to waste time. I reached into my folder for the only way I know to say what I really mean.

Now, the word in Cork had been that Sylvia Dwyer was deep in the closet, which I’d thought was a bit pathetic but only to be expected. However.

At the end of her reading, after she’d done a few about nature and a few about politics and a few I couldn’t follow, she rummaged round in her folder. ‘This poem gave its name to this conference,’ she said, ‘but that’s not why I’ve chosen it.’ She read it through in Irish first; I let the familiar vowels caress my ears. Her voice was even better live than on the CD from the library. And then she turned slightly in her seat, and, after muttering, ‘Hope it translates,’ she read it straight at me.


your tongue and my tongue

have much to say to each other

there’s a lot between them

there are pleasures yours has over mine

and mine over yours

we get on each other’s nerves sometimes

and under each other’s skin

but the best of it is when

your mouth opens to let my tongue in

it’s then I come to know you

when I hear my tongue

blossom in your kiss

and your strange hard tongue

speaks between my lips



The reason I was going to go ahead and do what I’d bored all my friends with saying I’d never do again was that poem.

I was watching the girl as I read ‘Dhá Theanga’ straight to her, aiming over the weary heads of the crowd of conference goers. I didn’t look at anyone else but Lee Maloney, not at a single one of the jealous poets or Gaelgóir purists or smirking gossips, in case I might lose my nerve. After the first line, when her eyes fell for a second, Lee looked right back at me. She was leaning her cheek on her hand. It was a smooth hand, blunt at the tips. I knew the poem off by heart, but tonight I had to look down for safety every few lines.

And then she glanced away, out the darkening window, and I suddenly doubted that I was getting anywhere. What would Lee Maloney, seventeen last May, want with a scribbled jotter like me?

I sat in that smoky hall with my face half hidden behind my hand, excitement and embarrassment spiralling up my spine. I reminded myself that Sylvia Dwyer must have written that poem years ago, for some other woman in some other town. Not counting how many other women she might have read it to. It was probably an old trick of hers. But all this couldn’t explain away the fact that it was me Sylvia was reading it to tonight in Galway. In front of all these people, not caring who saw or what they might think when they followed the line of her eyes. I dug my jaw into my palm for anchorage, and my eyes locked back onto Sylvia’s. I decided that every poem was made new in the reading.

If this was going to happen, I thought, as I folded the papers away in my briefcase during the brief rainfall of applause, it was happening because we were not in Dublin surrounded by my friends and work life, nor in Cork cluttered up with Lee’s, nor above all in Shanbally where she was born in the year I left for college. Neither of us knew anything at all about Galway.

If this was going to happen, I thought, many hours later as the cleaners urged Sylvia and me out of the hall, it was happening because of some moment that had pushed us over an invisible line. But which moment? It could have been when we were shivering on the floor waiting for the end-of-conference céilí band to start up, and Sylvia draped her leather coat round her shoulders and tucked me under it for a minute, the sheepskin lining soft against my cheek, the weight of her elbow on my shoulder. Or later when I was dancing like a berserker in my vest, and she drew the back of her hand down my arm and said, ‘Aren’t you the damp thing.’ Or maybe the deciding moment was when the fan had stopped working and we stood at the bar waiting for drinks, my smoking hips armouring hers, and I blew behind her hot ear until the curtain of hair lifted up and I could see the dark of her neck.

Blame it on the heat. We swung so long in the céilí that the whole line went askew. Lee took off all her layers except one black vest that clung to her small breasts. We shared a glass of iced water and I offered Lee the last splash from my mouth, but she danced around me and laughed and wouldn’t take it. Up on the balcony over the dance floor, I sat on the edge and leaned out to see the whirling scene. Lee fitted her hand around my thigh, weighing it down. ‘You protecting me from falling?’ I asked. My voice was meant to be sardonic, but it came out more like breathless.

‘That’s right,’ she said.

Held in that position, my leg very soon began to tremble, but I willed it to stay still, hoping Lee would not feel the spasm, praying she would not move her hand away.

Blame it on the dancing. They must have got a late licence for the bar, or maybe Galway people always danced half the night. The music made our bones move in tandem and our legs shake. I tried to take the last bit of water from Sylvia’s mouth, but I was so giddy I couldn’t aim right and kept lurching against her collarbone and laughing at my own helplessness.

‘Thought you were meant to be in the closet,’ I shouted in her ear at one point, and Sylvia smiled with her eyes shut and said something I couldn’t hear, and I said, ‘What?’ and she said, ‘Not tonight.’

So at the end of the evening we had no place to go and it didn’t matter. We had written our phone numbers on sodden beermats and exchanged them. We agreed that we’d go for a drive. When we got into her white van on the curb littered with weak-kneed céilí dancers, something came on the radio, an old song by Clannad or one of that crowd. Sylvia started up the engine and began to sing along with the chorus, her hoarse whisper catching every second or third word. She leaned over to fasten her seat belt and crooned a phrase into my ear. I didn’t understand it – something about ‘bóthar,’ or was it ‘máthar’? – but it made my face go hot anyway.

‘Where are we heading?’ I said at last, as the hedges began to narrow to either side of the white van.

Sylvia frowned into the darkness. ‘Cashelagen, was that the name of it? Quiet spot, I seem to remember, beside a castle.’

After another ten minutes, during which we didn’t meet a single other car, I realized that we were lost, completely tangled in the little roads leading into Connemara. And half of me didn’t care. Half of me was quite content to bump along these lanes to the strains of late-night easy listening, watching Sylvia Dwyer’s sculpted profile out the corner of my right eye. But the other half of me wanted to stretch my boot across and stamp on the brake, then climb over the gear stick to get at her.

Lee didn’t comment on how quickly I was getting us lost. Cradle snatcher, I commented to myself, and not even a suave one at that. As we hovered at an unmarked fork, a man walked into the glare of the headlights. I stared at him to make sure he was real, then rolled down the window with a flurry of elbows. ‘Cashelagen?’ I asked. Lee had turned off the radio, so my voice sounded indecently loud. ‘Could you tell us are we anywhere near Cashelagen?’

The man fingered his sideburns and stepped closer, beaming in past me at Lee. What in god’s name was this fellow doing wandering round in the middle of the night anyway? He didn’t even have our excuse. I was just starting to roll the window up again when ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘ah, if it’s Cashelagen you’re wanting you’d have to go a fair few miles back through Ballyalla and then take the coast road.’

‘Thanks,’ I told him shortly, and revved up the engine. Lee would think I was the most hopeless incompetent she had ever got into a van for immoral purposes with. As soon as he had walked out of range of the headlights, I let off the hand brake and shot forward. I glanced over at Lee’s bent head. The frightening thought occurred to me: I could love this girl.

The lines above Sylvia’s eyebrow were beginning to swoop like gulls. If she was going to get cross, we might as well turn the radio back on and drive all night. I rehearsed the words in my head, then said them. ‘Sure who needs a castle in the dark?’

Her grin was quick as a fish.

‘Everywhere’s quiet at this time of night,’ I said rather squeakily. ‘Here’s quiet. We could stop here.’

‘What, right here?’

Sylvia peered back at the road and suddenly wheeled round into the entrance to a field. We stopped with the bumper a foot away from a five-barred gate. When the headlights went off, the field stretched out dark in front of us, and there was a sprinkle of light that had to be Galway.

‘What time did you say you had to be in Dublin?’ I asked suddenly.

‘Nine. Better start back round five in case I hit traffic,’ said Sylvia. She bent over to rummage in the glove compartment. She pulled out a strapless watch, looked at it, brought it closer to her eyes, then let out a puff of laughter.

‘What time’s it now?’

‘You don’t want to know,’ she told me.

I grabbed it. The hands said half past three. ‘It can’t be.’

We sat staring into the field. ‘Nice stars,’ I said, for something to say.

‘Mmm,’ she said.

I stared at the stars, joining the dots, till my eyes watered.

And then I heard Sylvia laughing in her throat as she turned side-ways and leaned over my seat belt. I heard it hissing back into its socket as she kissed me on the mouth.

When I came back from taking a pee in the bushes, the driver’s seat was empty. I panicked, and stared up and down the lane. Why would she have run off on foot? Then, with a deafening creak, the back doors of the van swung open.

Sylvia’s bare shoulders showed over the blanket that covered her body. She hugged her knees. Her eyes were bright, and the small bags underneath were the most beautiful folds of skin I’d ever seen. I climbed in and kneeled on the sheepskin coat beside her, reaching up to snap off the little light. Her face opened wide in a yawn. The frightening thought occurred to me: I could love this woman.

‘You could always get some sleep, you know,’ I said, ‘I wouldn’t mind.’ Then I thought that sounded churlish, but I didn’t know how to unsay it.

‘Oh, I know I could,’ said Sylvia, her voice melodic with amusement. ‘There’s lots of things we could do with a whole hour and a half. We could sleep, we could share the joint in the glove compartment, we could drive to Clifden and watch the sun come up. Lots of things.’

I smiled. Then I realized she couldn’t see my face in the dark.

‘Get your clothes off,’ she said.

I would have liked to leave the map-reading light on over our heads, letting me see and memorize every line of Lee’s body, but it would have lit us up like a saintly apparition for any passing farmer to see. So the whole thing happened in a darkness much darker than it ever gets in a city.

There was a script, of course. No matter how spontaneous it may feel, there’s always an unwritten script. Every one of these encounters has a script, even the very first time your hand undoes the button on somebody’s shirt; none of us comes without expectations to this body business.

But lord, what fun it was. Lee was salt with sweat and fleshier than I’d imagined, behind all her layers of black cotton and wool. In thirty-four years I’ve found nothing to compare to that moment when the bare limbs slide together like a key into a lock. Or no, more like one of those electronic key cards they give you in big hotels, the open sesame ones marked with an invisible code, which the door must read and recognize before it agrees to open.

At one point Lee rolled under me and muttered, ‘There’s somewhere I want to go,’ then went deep inside me. It hurt a little, just a little, and I must have flinched because she asked, ‘Does that hurt?’ and I said, ‘No,’ because I was glad of it. ‘No,’ I said again, because I didn’t want her to go.

Sylvia’s voice was rough like rocks grinding on each other. As she moved on top of me she whispered in my ear, things I couldn’t make out, sounds just outside the range of hearing. I never wanted to interrupt the flow by saying, ‘Sorry?’ or ‘What did you say?’ Much as I wanted to hear and remember every word, every detail, at a certain point I just had to switch my mind off and get on with living it. But Sylvia’s voice kept going in my ear, turning me on in the strangest way by whispering phrases that only she could hear.

I’ve always thought the biggest lie in the books is that women instinctively know what to do to each other because their bodies are the same. None of Sylvia’s shapes were the same as mine, nor could I have guessed what she was like from how she seemed in her smart clothes. And we liked different things and took things in different order, showing each other by infinitesimal movings away and movings towards. She did some things to me that I knew I wanted, some I didn’t think I’d much like and didn’t, and several I was startled to find that I enjoyed much more than I would have imagined. I did some things Sylvia seemed calm about, and then something she must have really needed, because she started to let out her breath in a long gasp when I’d barely begun.

Near the end, Sylvia’s long fingers moved down her body to ride alongside mine, not supplanting, just guiding. ‘Go light,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘Lighter and lighter. Butterfly.’ As she began to thrash at last, laughter spilled from her mouth.

‘What? What are you laughing for?’ I asked, afraid I’d done something wrong. Sylvia just whooped louder. Words leaked out of her throat, distorted by pleasure.

At one point I touched my lips to the skin under her eyes, first one and then the other. ‘Your bags are gorgeous, you know. Promise you’ll never let a surgeon at them?’

‘No,’ she said, starting to laugh again.

‘No to which?’

‘No promise.’

When Sylvia was touching me I didn’t say a single one of the words that swam through my head. I don’t know was I shy or just stubborn, wanting to make her guess what to do. The tantalization of waiting for those hands to decipher my body made the bliss build and build till when it came it threw me.

There was one moment I wouldn’t swap anything for. It was in the lull beforehand, the few seconds when I stopped breathing. I looked at this stranger’s face bent over me, twisted in exertion and tenderness, and I thought, Yes, you, whoever you are, if you’re asking for it, I’ll give it all up to you.

In the in-between times we panted and rested and stifled our laughter in the curve of each other’s shoulders and debated when I’d noticed Lee and when she’d noticed me, and what we’d noticed and what we’d imagined on each occasion, the history of this particular desire. And during one of these in-between times we realized that the sun had come up, faint behind a yellow mist, and it was half five according to the strapless watch in the glove compartment.

I took hold of Lee, my arms binding her ribs and my head resting in the flat place between her breasts. The newly budded swollen look of them made my mouth water, but there was no time. I shut my mouth and my eyes and held Lee hard and there was no time left at all, so I let go and sat up. I could feel our nerves pulling apart like ivy off a wall.

The cows were beginning to moan in the field as we pulled our clothes on. My linen trousers were cold and smoky. We did none of the things parting lovers do if they have the time or the right. I didn’t snatch at Lee’s foot as she pulled her jeans on; she didn’t sneak her head under my shirt as I pulled it over my face. The whole thing had to be over already.

It was not the easiest thing in the world to find my way back to Galway with Lee’s hand tucked between my thighs. Through my trousers I could feel the cold of her fingers, and the hardness of her thumb, rubbing the linen. I caught her eye as we sped round a corner, and she grinned, suddenly very young. ‘You’re just using me to warm your hand up,’ I accused.

‘That’s all it is,’ said Lee.

I was still throbbing, so loud I thought the car was ringing with it. We were only two streets from the hostel now.

I wouldn’t ask to see her again. I would just leave the matter open and drive away. Lee probably got offers all the time; she was far too young to be looking for anything heavy. I’d show her I was generous enough to accept that an hour and a half was all she had to give me.

I let her out just beside the hostel, which was already opening to release some backpacking Germans. I was going to get out of the car to give her a proper body-to-body hug, but while I was struggling with my seat belt, Lee knocked on the glass. I rolled down the window, put Desert Hearts out of my mind, and kissed her for what I had a hunch was likely to be the last time.

I stood shivering in the street outside the hostel and knocked on Sylvia’s car window. I was high as a kite and dizzy with fatigue.

I wouldn’t ask anything naff like when we were likely to see each other again. I would just wave as she drove away. Sylvia probably did this kind of thing all the time; she was far too famous to be wanting anything heavy. I’d show her that I was sophisticated enough not to fall for her all in one go, not to ask for anything but the hour and a half she had to give me.

When she rolled down the window, I smiled and leaned in. I shut my eyes and felt Sylvia’s tongue against mine, saying something neither of us could hear. So brief, so slippery, nothing you could get a hold of.





The Welcome


Women’s Housing Coop Seeks Member. Low Rent, Central Manchester. Applicants Must Have Ability to Get On With People and Show Comittment To Cooperative Living. All Ethnic Backgrounds Particularly Welcome To Apply.



I tore stripes off Carola when I noticed that ad, taped up in the window of the newsagent’s next door to our house. She said I could hardly complain if I’d missed the meeting where the wording of the ad was agreed on, but I should feel free to share my feelings with the policy group anyway. ‘They’re not feelings,’ I said, ‘they’re facts.’

Dear Policy Group, I typed furiously.

Re: Recruitment Ad. I suggest we use a hyphen in Co-op, if we don’t want the Welcome Co-operative to be confused with a chicken coop. Some other problems with this ad: ‘Seeks Member’ sounds like we don’t have any members yet. Do you mean ‘Seeks New Member’? – and, besides, it sounds rather like a giant dildo. Also, I’m just curious, why should the applicants HAVE ‘Ability To Get On With People’ (and is People a euphemism for Women, by the way, given that this is a women-only co-op?), but only SHOW ‘Commitment To Co-operative Living’ (commitment being spelled with two m’s and one t, not vice versa, by the way, in case anyone cares)? Or are you suggesting that an applicant might claim to HAVE such a commitment but needs to be forced to SHOW it, e.g. through housework? And if so, why not say so?

The way I see it, there’s not a lot of point having policies on Equal Opportunities and Accessibility and Class and Race Issues if we’re going to keep on writing our ads in politically correct gobbledygook that would put off anyone who’s not doing a PhD. And speaking of Race Issues, what on earth does it mean to say that ALL ethnic backgrounds (members of all ethnic groups, I think you mean) are ‘Particularly Welcome To Apply’? Who’s not-so-particularly-welcome, then? Or do you mean white people don’t count as an ethnic group? I can’t believe one five-line ad can give such an impression of confusion, illiteracy, and pomposity all at once. Why can’t we just say what we mean?

My hands were shaking, so I left it at that and printed out the page. Yours, Luce, I’d added at the bottom, as if it weren’t obvious who’d written the letter from vocabulary alone. As Di was always telling me, ‘It’s like you’ve got the Oxford English Dictionary hidden up your arse.’ She had a point; some days I sounded more like eighty than eighteen. I suppose I’d read too many books to be normal.

It was only when I was sealing the letter into the envelope that I remembered: in my absence, at the last co-op meeting, they’d decided to rotate me from the maintenance crew to the policy group, because, as I’d been pointing out for ages, my syntax was a lot better than my plumbing. I was meant to replace Nuala, who was moving back to Cork, and if Rachel made up her mind to go off for three months to that organic farm in Cornwall, it occurred to me now, there’d be no one left in the policy group but myself and Di, and I’d end up handing her my letter like some mad silent protestor. Or if Di happened to be away that evening, on one of those Buddhist retreats her boyfriend ran, it would be just me having a one-person meeting, and I’d have to read my own letter aloud and make snide comments about it.

Arghhhh. The joys of communal living. After two years in the Welcome Co-op, I could hardly remember living any other way.

I ripped the envelope open and went downstairs. In the kitchen I pinned my letter up on the corkboard over the oven – the only place you could be sure everyone would see it. I went back down for a prawn cracker five minutes later and found Di reading it as she stirred her miso. ‘The ad was appalling,’ I said defensively.

‘Yeah. Carola wrote it after the rest of us had gone down the pub. You know you use the word “mean” four times in the last paragraph?’ she asked, grinning.

I ripped the thing down and stuffed it into the recycling bin.

‘Temper, temper,’ she said, tucking away a pale curl that had come out of her bun.

I licked my prawn cracker. ‘What’s wrong with me these days, Di?’

‘You know what’s wrong with you.’

‘Apart from that.’ I shifted uncomfortably against the wooden counter.

‘There is no apart from that, Luce. You’ve been a virgin too long.’

My head was hammering; I rubbed the stiff muscles at the back of my neck. ‘Why does every conversation in this house have to come back to the same-old same-old?’

‘Well Jesus, child, take a look at yourself.’

I glanced down as if I’d got food on my shirt.

‘You came out at fifteen, but you haven’t done a thing about it yet. For years now you’ve seen every kind of woman pass through these doors, and you haven’t let one of them lay a hand on you. No wonder you’ve got a headache!’

I was out the door and halfway up the garden by then. Di was fabulous, but I could do without another of her rants about regular orgasms being crucial to health. Nurses were all like that.

The June sun was slipping behind the crab apple tree. My courgettes were beginning to flower, a wonderful pale orange. I picked a couple of insects off them. When I’d moved into the Welcome, the week after my sixteenth birthday – the date chosen to ensure my mother would have had no legal way of dragging me back home, if she’d tried, not that she did – anyway, at first I found the constant company unbearable. I’d been used to spending all my after-school time locked in my bedroom with a book, living in the world of the Brontës or Jung or Isabel Allende; just about any world would do so long as it wasn’t the one my mother lived in. And now all at once I was supposed to become part of some bizarre nine-woman feminist family. The housing co-op was what I’d chosen but it freaked me out all the same. In the early weeks, digging the garden was the only thing that kept me halfway sane. The vegetable plot had been strictly organic ever since I’d taken it over, but sometimes I got the impression that most of my sweat went into providing a feast for the crawlies.

Di was sort of right. I was a pedant, a twitching spinster, dried up before my time, and I’d only just finished secondary school! Sixty-seven fortnightly co-op meetings (I’d counted them up, recently) had frayed me to a thread: all those good intentions, all that mind-numbingly imprecise jargon. These days even typos in the Guardian made me itch. When I was old, I knew I wouldn’t wear purple, like in the poem; instead I’d limp around under cover of darkness, correcting the punctuation on billboards with a spray can. Rachel said I should become a proofreader and make a mint, instead of starting political studies at the university this October and probably ending up politically somewhere to the right of Baroness Thatcher. On my eighteenth birthday, when Di gave me a T-shirt that read DOES ANAL RETENTIVE HAVE A HYPHEN?, I was too busy considering the question to get the joke.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like the idea of sex, by the way. I was just picky. And somehow, the more free-floating fornication that went on in the Welcome – the louder the shrieks from Carola’s attic room, the more often I walked into the living room and found anonymous bodies pillowing the sofa – the less I felt like attempting it. Besides, there was never enough privacy. At my birthday party I got as far as kissing a German acupuncturist, and by breakfast the next morning my housemates had given me: (a) a pack of latex gloves (Di), (b) much conflicting advice about sexual positions (Rachel, Maura, Iona, and the two Londoners whose names I was always getting wrong way around), and (c) a paperback called Safe Space: Coping with Issues around Intimacy (Carola, of course). The acupuncturist left me a message, but I never rang back. Collectively my housemates had managed to put me right off.

So Nuala went back to Cork, and that’s how it all began. The Welcome’s rent was so low, it was never hard to fill a place. We interviewed seven women, one endless hot Saturday at the end of June. I was the one who volunteered to tell JJ she was the lucky winner.

‘I wasn’t sure was it all right to ring at nearly midnight—,’ I told her, down the phone.

‘Yeah, no problem. That’s … excellent.’ Her voice was as deep as Tracy Chapman’s, and hoarse with excitement.

‘Well, we’re all really glad,’ I added, somehow not wanting the call to be over so soon.

I could hear JJ let out a long breath of relief. ‘I never thought I’d hear from you people again, actually. I made such a cock-up of the interview.’

‘Not at all!’ I said, laughing too loudly.

‘But I hardly said a word.’

‘Well, we figured you were just shy, you know. All the others were brash young things who got on our nerves.’

Di, passing through with a tray of margaritas for her hospital friends who were partying on the balcony, raised one eyebrow.

It was kind of a lie; we hadn’t been at all unanimous. Carola had voted for a ghastly woman from Leeds who claimed to be very vulnerable after a series of relationships with emotionally abusive men and wanted to know did we do co-counselling after house meetings? But in the end I played the race card, like the hypocrite I was; I told Carola that if we were serious about Particularly Welcoming and all that – if we wanted to improve the co-op’s representation of women of colour from none in nine to one in nine – then we had to pick JJ.

Not that her being black had anything to do with it, for me. I wanted JJ because her fingers were long and broad and made me feel slightly shaky.

The day she was to move in, I came downstairs to find the living room transformed. There was a Mexican blanket slung over the back of the pink couch, an African head scarf wrapped around the lampshade, and my framed print of Gertrude Stein appeared to have metamorphosed into a dog-eared poster of a woman carrying a stack of bricks on her head that said OXFAM IN INDIA: EMPOWERMENT THROUGH EDUCATION.

Rachel, Di, and Iona claimed to know nothing about the changes. Carola said she was only acting on the advice of a book called Anti-Racism for Housing Co-ops. She was trying to make the atmosphere more inclusive, less Anglo-Saxon.

‘Gertrude Stein was an American Jew!’ I protested.

‘She lived on inherited wealth,’ said Carola, spooning up her porridge.

‘So?’

‘So I just don’t think we should cover our walls with images of women of privilege; it sends out the wrong signals.’

‘Gertrude Stein only covered about three square feet of the wall!’

Carola rolled her pale blue eyes. ‘You’re being petty, Luce. I wonder why you’ve got so much invested in the status quo?’

‘Because the status quo was a pretty stylish living room. And you know what signals this room is sending out now, Carola? Embarrassingly obvious, geographically muddled, white guilt signals!’

She pointed out that we all had feelings around these issues.

‘Feelings about,’ I corrected her, ‘not around, about,’ and it all went downhill from there, especially when I pulled down the Oxfam poster and a corner tore off. Di had to intervene, and it took hours of ‘feelings around’ before we reached a grudging compromise: yes to the Mexican blanket, no to the lampshade wrap, and OK to a laminated poster of dolphins that none of us liked.

I’d been planning to do some weeding that afternoon because my eyes were sore from reading Dostoevsky in a Victorian edition with tiny print, but I was afraid I wouldn’t hear the front door. I pottered around in my room instead, and when I heard the bell I ran downstairs to help JJ carry up her stuff. But she didn’t have much in the way of stuff, it turned out: two backpacks, a duvet, and a rat.

I backed away from the cage.

‘Ah, yeah, his name’s Victor,’ she said nervously, clearing her throat. ‘I forgot to mention him at the interview.’

‘Oh, I’m sure everyone’ll love him,’ I told her, grabbing the cage by its handle and frantically thinking, Hamster, it’s more or less a hamster. I managed to carry the cage all the way upstairs without looking inside.

I was going to offer to help JJ unpack, but somehow I lost my nerve. There was something private about the way she dropped her bags in the corner beside Victor’s cage and stood looking out the window. ‘This room gets the sun in the late afternoons,’ I told her; ‘I lived here, my first year in the co-op,’ but she just nodded and smiled a little, without looking back at me.

That night we had a communal dinner in JJ’s honour, even though when the nine of us sat down together there was barely elbow room to use a fork. I talked too much, ate too much of Melissa’s sushi and Kay’s gooseberry fool, and felt rather ill. JJ seemed to listen attentively to the conversation – which covered global warming, how to eat a lychee, the government’s treachery, what we wanted done with our bodies when we died, and (the inevitable topic) female ejaculation – but she said even less than she had at her interview, though I wouldn’t have thought that was possible. I wondered whether we sounded peculiar to her, or ranty, or Anglo-Saxon.

Iona carried in the tray of coffee, chai, peppermint tea, and soy shake. ‘So tell us, JJ,’ said Carola with a sympathetic smile, ‘is it going to make you feel at all uncomfortable, d’you think, being the only woman of colour in the co-op?’

Di rolled her eyes at me, but it was too awful to be funny. I stared out the window at my tomato plants, mortified.

But JJ just shrugged and sipped her coffee.

Carola wouldn’t let it rest, of course. ‘How old would you say you were, like, when you first became aware of systemic racism?’

‘Carola!’ Di and I groaned in unison.

This time JJ let out a little grunt that could have been the beginning of a laugh. Then she muttered something that sounded like ‘Bodies are an accident’.

If I hadn’t been sitting right beside her, I mightn’t have caught that at all. Startled, I looked down at myself. A short, skinny, pale, post-adolescent Anglo-Saxon body; a random conglomeration of genes.

Afterwards JJ volunteered to wash up, so I said she and I would do it and everybody else was to get out of the kitchen. Some went to bed, and some went out to smoke dope by the bonfire, and I got to stand beside JJ, watching how gently she handled the plates. I took them dripping from her big hands, one by one, and wiped them dry.

Her hundreds of skinny plaits gleamed; I wondered how she kept them like that. Under her army surplus shirt her shoulders were wider than anyone’s I knew. She had all she needed to be a total butch and didn’t seem to realize it.

‘So how did you pick the name?’ she asked at last, jerking me out of my daze.

‘What, Luce? Well, I was christened Lucy, but I’ve always—’

‘No,’ she interrupted softly, ‘the co-op’s name, the Welcome.’

‘Oh,’ I said, with an embarrassed laugh.

‘Is it, like, meant to sound like everyone’s welcome?’

‘No, actually, it’s named after some defunct co-op down in London, on Welcome Street,’ I told her. ‘When they folded they passed the leftover money to a group in Manchester that was just starting up. Before my time.’

‘So are you really only eighteen?’

I almost blushed as I nodded.

JJ had to be in her twenties, but she didn’t specify. In fact she hadn’t volunteered any information about herself yet, it occurred to me now.

The whole time I’d lived in the Welcome – with all the guff that got talked about acceptance and non-judgmentalism – I’d never met anyone half as accepting as JJ. Her tolerance even crossed the species barrier; it didn’t seem to have occurred to her, for instance, that a rat wasn’t a suitable pet. (And Victor did turn out to be a total charmer.) Like a visitor from Mars, JJ displayed no fixed opinions about race, class, or any other label. Though she’d chosen to live in a women-only housing co-op, I never heard her make a single generalization about men (unlike, say, Iona, whose favourite joke that summer was ‘What’s the best way to make a man come?’ – ‘Who the fuck cares!’).

When various of our housemates talked as if all the world was queer, JJ didn’t join in, but she didn’t make any objection, either. She listened with her head bent, wearing what Di called her ‘wary Bambi’ look. At JJ’s interview, I remembered, it was Rachel who’d come out with the usual uncomfortable spiel about ‘This co-op has members of a variety of sexualities,’ and instead of giving either of the two usual responses – ‘Oh, but I have a boyfriend’ or ‘Fab!’ – JJ had just nodded, eyes elsewhere, as if she were being told how the washing machine worked.

Shy people annoyed Di; she thought it was too much hard work, digging conversation out of them, and the results were rarely worth it.

‘But is she or isn’t she, though?’ I begged Di.

‘How should I know, Luce?’

‘Didn’t they teach you how to assess people at nursing school?’

Di laughed and flicked her hair back from her soup bowl. She blew on her spoon before she answered me. ‘Only their health. All I can tell you is the woman seems in good shape, apart from a bit of acne and a few stone she could afford to lose.’

I felt mildly offended by that – JJ being the perfect shape, in my book – but I stuck to the point. ‘Yeah, but is she a dyke?’

Di twinkled at me. ‘What do you care, Miss Celibate?’

Not that I thought I had much of a chance, whatever kind of sexuality the woman had, but I needed to know anyway. Just to have some information on JJ. Just to find out whether it was worth letting her into my dreams.

One evening when I came in after the news, JJ told me, ‘The government are cutting housing benefit,’ and before I could stop myself, I said, ‘The government is.’

Her thick black eyebrows contracted.

‘Sorry. It’s just—’

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s a collective noun,’ I muttered, mortified. ‘It takes the singular. But it doesn’t matter.’ I suddenly heard myself: what an unbearably tedious teenager!

But JJ’s bright teeth widened into a grin. ‘You like to classify things, don’t you, Luce?’ she said. ‘Everything in its little box.’

‘I suppose so.’ I thought about how good my name sounded in her husky voice.

‘Do you classify people, too?’

‘Sometimes,’ I said, trying to sound cheeky, now, rather than obnoxious. ‘Like, you, for instance, I’d say …’ I was bluffing; I tried to think of something she’d like to hear. ‘I’d say you’re someone who’s at peace with yourself, I suppose,’ I told her. ‘Because you only speak when you’ve something to say. Unlike someone like me, who rabbits on and on and on all the time.’ I shut my mouth, then, and covered it with my hand.

The light was behind JJ; I couldn’t read her eyes. ‘That’s how you’d describe me, is it, Luce? At peace with myself?’

‘Yeah,’ I said doubtfully.

She put her throat back and roared. Her deep laughter filled the room.

‘What’s the joke?’ asked Rachel, sticking her head in the door, but I just shrugged.

Well, at least JJ found me funny, I told myself. It was better than nothing.

I still hadn’t gathered a single clue about her sexual orientation. Some mornings, I woke with the clenched face that told me I’d been grinding my teeth again. To me, the fact that I was a dyke had been clear as glass by my thirteenth birthday, but then, precision was my thing. Maybe JJ was one, too, and didn’t know it yet, would never know it till my kiss woke her. Or maybe she was one of those ‘labels are for clothes’ people, who couldn’t bear to be categorized. She dressed like a truck driver, but so did half the straight girls nowadays. With anyone else I would have pumped her friends for information, but JJ didn’t seem to have any friends in Manchester. She worked long shifts at the Pizza Palace, and she never brought anyone home.

We got on best, I found, when we just talked about day-today matters like the colour of the sky. No big questions, no heavy issues. The sweetest times that summer were when she came out to help me with the vegetables. After a long July day we’d each take a hose and water one side of the garden, not speaking till we met at the end by the crab apple tree. Sometimes she brought Victor’s cage down from her room for an airing. If Iona – who called him that rodent – wasn’t in the garden, JJ would let him out for a run; once I even fed him a crumb from my hand.

We got talking once about why I wanted to do politics at college in the autumn. ‘I just think it’ll be interesting to find out how things work,’ I said.

‘What things?’

‘Big things,’ I said, trying to sound dry and witty. ‘Countries, information systems, the global economy, that sort of thing. What goes on, and why.’

JJ shook her head as if marvelling and bent down to rip up some bindweed. I waited to hear what she thought; you couldn’t rush her. ‘I dunno,’ she said at last, ‘I find it hard enough to understand what’s going on inside me.’

I waited, as I trained the hose on the tomato patch, but she didn’t say another word.

Some days that summer I had this peculiar sense of waiting, from when I first rolled out of my single bed till long after midnight when I switched off my light; my stomach was tight with it. But nothing momentous ever happened. JJ never told me what I was waiting to hear – whatever that was.

She lavished care on Victor the rat, stroking his coat and scratching behind his ears with a methodical tenderness that softened me like candle wax. But she never touched another human being, that I could see. She wouldn’t take or give massages; instead of goodbye hugs, she nodded at people. It was just how JJ was. I knew I shouldn’t take it personally, but of course I did.

Iona didn’t like her one bit, I could tell. Iona specialized in having enough information to take the piss out of anyone; pinned to her bedroom wall was a sprawling multicoloured diagram of who’d shagged who on the Manchester women’s scene since 1990. One evening a few of us were in the living room, and JJ was stroking Victor all the way down his spine with one finger, very slowly and firmly. Iona walked in and said, ‘I get it! You don’t fancy humans at all, just rats.’

JJ threw Iona one unreadable look, scooped Victor back into his cage, and disappeared up the stairs.

The room was silent. ‘Aren’t you ever going to give up?’ I asked, without looking up from my book.

‘Oh, she’s probably just another repressed virgin,’ Iona threw in my direction.

But it didn’t even have to be questions about sex that made JJ bolt, I discovered. She was prickly about the slightest things. For instance, one Sunday morning, most of us were lying around in the garden, half naked. JJ was wrapped up in her huge white flannel dressing gown, as usual. Rachel, bored of the newspapers, started teasing me about waxing my moustache off.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I saw your little box of wax strips in the bathroom, Luce. Trying to get all respectable before you start college, are you?’

JJ lurched out of her deck chair so fast she knocked it over. She stomped off into the house, her dressing gown enveloping her like a ghostly monk. We all stared at each other.

‘Which particular sore point was that?’ snapped Rachel.

I shrugged uncertainly. ‘Maybe the wax is hers.’

‘Who cares if it is?’ Iona butted in. ‘I’ve got pubes down to my knees, for god’s sake!’

Di spoke from behind her magazine. ‘Hands up who didn’t need to know that.’

Di, Kay, and I put our hands in the air. Maura let out a yelp of laughter.

‘Well, one reason I moved in here,’ growled Iona, ‘was to get away from that crap about what should and shouldn’t be talked about. Nothing’s unmentionable!’

‘Yeah, well you can mention what you like as long as you leave JJ alone.’ That came out more loudly than I meant it to. I kept my eyes on the article on permaculture I was skimming. In the silence I could almost hear the others exchange amused glances. Nothing was ever private in the Welcome.

It troubled me that JJ would be so embarrassed about something petty like having a slight, faint moustache. Hadn’t anybody ever told her what a handsome face she had? Now I came to think about it, she couldn’t bear praise. ‘Seriously cute,’ I’d let myself say once when she’d come in wearing a new pair of combat trousers – that was all, two words – and she’d glanced down as if she’d never seen herself before and froze up. Could it be that she didn’t like her body – the solid, glorious bulk that I let myself think of only last thing at night, in the dark?

Di was doing the pressure points in my neck one night during the news; she said I felt like old rope.

‘Sleek and flexible?’

‘No, all hard with salt and knotted round itself.’

I stared glumly at the TV pictures.

‘Jesus, Luce,’ asked Di out of nowhere, ‘why her?’

My head whipped round.

Di pushed it back into place gently. ‘And don’t say “who?” You’re so obvious. Whenever JJ’s in the room you sit with your limbs sort of parted at her.’

My face scalded. ‘No I don’t.’

‘Even Kay’s noticed, and Kay wouldn’t register the fall of a nuclear bomb.’

I hid my face in my hand.

‘Of all people to fall for!’ said Di crossly.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ I asked.

‘JJ’s an untouchable, honey.’

I flinched at the word.

‘You know it’s true. That rat is the only one let into her bed. You’ll never get anywhere with her in a million years. Don’t take it personally; nobody could get past that force field.’

‘I think she cares about me,’ I said, very low. ‘When I had bad cramps, last month,’ I added in what I knew was a pathetic voice, ‘she left a tulip outside my door.’

‘Of course she cares about you,’ said Di pityingly. ‘Leave it at that.’

But she didn’t know how it was. JJ and I stayed up late sometimes; after the others had all gone to bed, we raided the fruit bowl and watched any old rubbish that was on television. Once, in the middle of a rerun of Some Like It Hot, my hand was lying on the couch about half an inch from hers, but no matter what I told myself, I couldn’t bring myself to close the gap. JJ stared at the flickering screen, quite unaware.

I couldn’t sleep, too many nights like that one, wondering what it would be like. Just the back of her hand against mine, that’s all I imagined. I had a feeling it would be hot enough to burn.

August came in hot and cloudy. The tomatoes hung fat but green in the humid garden. Di and I were peeling carrots one morning. She was looking baggy-eyed after a bad shift in the emergency room. ‘Your problem is, Luce,’ she began out of nowhere, ‘you’re too picky. You’ll never find everything you’re looking for in one woman.’

‘What if I already have?’ I muttered, mutinous.

She let out a heavy sigh to show what she thought of that.

I knew I shouldn’t push it, but I couldn’t stop. ‘What if JJ’s my ideal woman?’

‘Your ideal fantasy, you mean. Listen, next time try picking someone who’s willing to sleep with you. Call me old-fashioned, but it’s a big plus!’

Irritated, I gave my finger a bad scrape on the peeler.

‘You should have copped off with someone your first week in this house,’ said Di.

‘With whom, exactly?’ I asked, sucking the blood off my knuckle.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘someone old and wise and relaxed who wouldn’t have put you through any of this angst. Someone like me,’ she added, lopping off a carrot top.

I stared at her through my sweaty fringe. ‘You’re not serious,’ I told her.

‘Well, no,’ said Di with one of her dirty laughs. There was a pause. ‘But I might have been, two years ago,’ she added lightly, ‘when you were all fresh and tempting.’

‘It’s a bit bloody late to tell me now!’ My voice was shrill with confusion.

‘Oh, chop your carrots, child.’

We worked on. I thought about Di and about her current boyfriend, Theo, quite a witty guy who remembered to put the seat down and, judging by the retreats he ran, which involved sitting cross-legged on a mat for six hours a day and Understanding the Pain, he seemed to have more staying power than her others. ‘Besides,’ I said at last, getting my thoughts in order, ‘you’re straight.’

She laughed again and did her Star Trek voice. ‘Classification Error Alert!’

I was sad then, and Di could tell.

‘Don’t worry about it, Luce,’ she said gently, shovelling the chopped carrots into the pot. ‘In the long run, you know, if two people matter to each other, it doesn’t make much difference whether they’ve ever actually done the business or not.’

She meant her and me, but in the weeks that followed I tried applying her words to me and JJ. I repeated them to myself whenever JJ left the room. If it was love, it should be enough on its own.

On the August bank holiday the weather was so sticky I felt like my skin was crawling. It was too unpleasant to work in the garden, even. JJ was at the Pizza Palace all day; I just hoped they were paying her time and a half. I sat in the shady living room and did a cryptic crossword with 108 clues. Whenever any of the others wandered by they offered to help, but they only gave stupid answers.

At ten that evening, Carola came downstairs to watch some grim documentary about child abuse. I kept on struggling with the crossword. JJ walked in at half ten, limp, with her uniform still on. I offered her cold mint tea from my herb patch; she grinned and said she’d love some, after her shower. I decided it was going to be a good night after all.

It still would have been, if Iona hadn’t been such a maladjusted bollocks. She and her latest, Lynn, were sitting round on the balcony drinking beer. They came downstairs just as JJ was emerging from the bathroom, swaddled in her white dressing gown as usual. She looked cool and serene now; there were tiny flecks of water caught in her dreadlocks. She stood back against the wall to let Iona and Lynn go by; that was the kind of person she was, gentlemanly.

But Iona caught her by the lapel of her dressing gown and said, ‘Hey, Lynn, have you met JJ? She’s the house prude!’

JJ didn’t smile. She just kept a tight hold of the neck of her thick robe.

Lynn was giggling, and Iona wouldn’t leave it at that. She wasn’t even drunk, she was just showing off. ‘Jesus, woman,’ she said in JJ’s face, ‘how hot does it have to get before you’ll show a little flesh?’ She put on a parodic games-mistress voice: ‘We’re all gells here, y’know!’ As she spoke she hauled on the dressing gown, and it fell open, and the next thing I knew Iona was on the floor, clutching her face.

JJ, knotted into her robe again, had backed against the door.

‘She hit me,’ howled Iona. ‘The bitch hit me in the eye!’

The next hour was the most awful I’d known in the Welcome. Rachel left her curry on high in the kitchen and ran in with the naturopathic first aid kit. After dabbing Iona’s eyelid with arnica, she wanted to take her off to a hospital to have it checked out, ‘in case the co-op’s legally liable,’ but Di told her not to be such a fuckwit. Every time one of the housemates came down to ask what all the noise was about, this time of night, the story had to be told all over again, in its various competing versions. JJ just sat on the edge of the couch with her face hidden in her hands, except when she was muttering, ‘Sorry, I overreacted, I’m so sorry,’ over and over again.

But Carola was the worst. It was as if, for the five years she’d been attending co-op meetings and volunteering to go off to weekend workshops, she’d been in training for this. She got the Policy Book out of the kitchen drawer and read out clause 13 about ‘unreasonable and unacceptable behaviour’.

‘Behaviour means longer than half a second,’ I spat at her.

‘Violence is unacceptable no matter how long it lasts,’ she said smoothly.

Kay burst into tears and said she’d come to this co-op to escape male aggression (which was the first any of us had heard of it). ‘I thought I’d be safe with women,’ she snuffled.

‘You are safe,’ said Di coldly. ‘Nothing’s happened to you. You were upstairs watering your plants till ten minutes ago.’

‘And besides,’ I said incoherently, ‘what about Iona’s aggression? She started it. She tried to rip JJ’s dressing gown off.’

‘I did not,’ growled Iona from behind the bag of frozen peas Lynn was holding to her face.

‘You did so. You’re the most aggressive person I’ve ever met, male or female,’ I bawled at her.

At which point Di tried to calm us all down. ‘OK, OK,’ she said, ‘let’s agree that Iona … violated JJ’s bodily integrity’ – I could see her mouth twitch with laughter at the phrase – ‘and that JJ …’

‘Made a totally inappropriate response.’ Carola was icy.

‘Oh come on.’ I was pleading with her now. ‘Who’s to say what’s an appropriate response? These things happen. You can’t make rules for everything.’

But I was wrong, apparently. Carola had the Policy Book open to another page, and she was reading aloud. ‘Step one, a formal letter of caution will be sent to Member B to instruct her to cease the offending behaviour—’

‘She has ceased!’ I looked over at JJ, who was bent over on the couch as if she had cramps.

‘Or not to repeat it.’

There was a long pause. I drew breath. Well, who cared about a formal letter anyway? It would all blow over. We’d be laughing at this by next weekend.

‘We don’t know that she won’t repeat the behaviour,’ said Kay, quavering.

JJ stood up, then. Her hands hung heavy by her sides. ‘That’s right,’ she said hoarsely. ‘You all don’t know the first thing about anything.’

The silence was broken by Carola, reading from the Policy Book again. ‘In the case of an act of violence, the co-op may proceed directly to step three, eviction.’

Everyone stared at her. None of us had noticed the smell, till then, or the smoke fingering its way along the corridor. Only when the alarm began to squeal did we come to our senses.

In the kitchen the cork notice-board over Rachel’s curry pot had gone up in flames. Di threw a bowl of water at it, putting out the fire and soaking Kay’s pyjamas. The smell was hideous. Phone messages, recycling schedules, minutes of meetings, a postcard from an ex-housemate in Java, and a pop-up card I’d got for my eighteenth birthday were all black and curled as feathers.

The eviction clause was never put to the test. JJ gave her notice the next day.

I was so full of rage I couldn’t uncurl my fingers. ‘You could have stayed,’ I told her in her bedroom, not bothering to keep my voice down. ‘Why do the petty bureaucrats always have to win? It’s Iona we should have kicked out, or Carola. All you did was defend yourself for half a second. Why is physical violence so much worse than the emotional kind, anyway?’

JJ said nothing, just carried on stowing away her rolled-up socks in the bottom of her backpack.

‘My father hit my mother once,’ I told her, ‘and you know what?’

That made her look up.

‘She deserved it. The things my mother used to say, I should have hit her myself.’ Now the tears were snaking down my face.

‘Ah, Luce,’ said JJ. ‘Don’t cry.’

I sobbed like a child.

‘I’d like to have stayed,’ she told me. ‘But I just don’t feel welcome any more.’

‘You are! Welcome to me, anyway,’ I choked, ungrammatically.

JJ came over to hug me then. I didn’t quite believe she was going to do it. She hunched, a little, as if her back was hurting her. She took me by the shoulders and warily laid her heavy head on my neck. I could feel her hot breath. She smelt of jasmine.

A mad idea came to me then. ‘Well, I’ll move out, too,’ I said brightly. ‘We can find a flat to share.’

I could see her answer in her face, even before she shook her head.

My ribs felt cold and leaden. ‘Where are you going, though? You don’t have anywhere else to go. Listen, why don’t I ring round some of the letting agencies for you? I’ve nearly a thousand pounds in my account. You can have it.’

Her head kept gently swinging from side to side, saying no to everything. ‘I’ll be OK,’ she whispered.

And then I saw in the back of her dark eyes that she did have somewhere to go, she just wasn’t telling me. So I took a step backwards and put my hands by my sides.

The taxi took her away. ‘Keep in touch,’ I shouted – a meaningless phrase, because JJ and I had never touched in our lives except for about five seconds, just before she left.

I didn’t stay long at the Welcome myself, as it happened. Once I started college in the autumn, it seemed to make more sense to live in a student residence so I wouldn’t have to trek across town.

The letter didn’t reach me for months, because by then Di was off in Tibet and the others at the Welcome claimed to have mislaid my new address. I finally read it the day after Christmas, sitting on a park bench in the college grounds.

If I say hi, this is John, you won’t know who I mean, will you? I used to think if anybody found me out, it would be you, Luce. Sometimes you used to look at me so intensely, like there was something on the tip of your tongue, I thought maybe you knew. But I was probably just kidding myself so I’d feel less guilty about bullshitting you all.

They said the hormones would be hard. But what I’ve found much worse is not quite belonging anywhere and having to lie all the time. Not that I ever had to actually claim to be a woman, because none of you ever asked.

And I am one, you know. Inside. Not where people usually mean by inside, but farther inside than that. I’ve known since I was four years old. I’m not John any more, except on my birth certificate; I don’t think I ever really was. I’ve been JJ for a long time now. That’s why it wasn’t exactly a lie, what I let you all think. To have said ‘Hi, my name is John’ would have been the biggest lie.

But the body I’ve got is mostly wrong, still, and the doctors won’t give me the operation because they say I’m not serious enough about wanting it. According to their classifications, I should wear makeup and tights and get a boyfriend. I have to keep telling them that’s not the kind of woman I am. I spent too many years pretending already, to want to start all over again.

I did like living in the co-op, more than I showed, probably. Most days I was able to forget about the whole man/woman business and just be one of the girls. I’m sorry I cocked it all up in the end (no pun intended).

I just wanted to tell you something, Luce, that’s why I’m writing. I just wanted to say (here goes), if I had the right body – if I had any kind of body I was wanting to show or share, or if I could feel much of anything these days – then it would be you I’d want to do it with. You’d be welcome. That’s all. I just thought I’d tell you that, because what the hell.

It all happened years ago. I wouldn’t believe how many years, except for the date on the letter, which I keep folded up small in a sandalwood box with a couple of other important things, like my grandfather’s pipe and an iris from the bouquet Di chucked me at her and Theo’s wedding.

These days I have a very normal happy life, in a two-dykes-and-their-dogs-and-their-mortgage kind of way. I’m not quite so picky any more, and I don’t let myself correct people’s grammar, at least out loud. Last I heard, the Welcome was still going, though I don’t know anyone who lives there. I wonder are the potatoes still sprouting down the back of the garden, the ones I watered with JJ? I thought I saw her at Pride one year – or the back of her neck, anyway – but I might have been imagining it.

In case this sounds like some kind of doomed first-love story, I should admit that I was grateful there was no return address on that letter. I was young, that summer – younger than I knew, it occurs to me now. JJ must have known that I wouldn’t have been able to write back; that I’d have had no idea what to say.

Her letter has gone all shiny at the folds. I don’t read it for nostalgia; I prefer not to read it at all. It brings back that bruised, shivery feeling of being in love and making one mistake after another, of waking up to find myself in the wrong story. I keep the letter in my box for anytime I catch myself thinking I know the first thing about anything.
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The Dormition of The Virgin

Fiorenze (Florence), Stazione Rifredi, Monday, Day 1. Caffe Latte.

George had a brown leather notebook to record his impressions so that he could tell his friends at college exactly what Italy was like, rather than blabbing on vaguely. The caffe latte was much weaker than in the college café in Loughborough, but subtler, more authentic. He was killing half an hour in Stazione Rifredi, which had turned out not to be the main Florence station; because it had said FIORENZE on the sign, he’d leapt off the train like a twat, so now he had to wait for a local train to take him south to Stazione di Santa Maria Novella, which was the real one. He thought the Italians should label things more clearly.

They eat and drink standing up at the counter, very odd – meant to be laid-back Mediterranean people?

People kept leaving the door of the buffet open and the February air skated in. But the guidebook said you really had to come off-season if you wanted to see the art without peering over stinky hordes.

As soon as he got to Florence proper, George went into Santa Maria Novella, the first church on his list.

Said to be finest Gothic church in Tuscany. Stripy b/w facade, not at all like Gothic at home.

The wheels of his suitcase squeaked embarrassingly on the church’s flagstones. It was hard to see in the chapels, but he’d brought his small torch, as the guidebook had suggested. He leaned against the wall and pencilled in some notes.

Lots of martyrdoms (St Lawrence on his griddle, St Catherine? with breasts on plate, St Sebastian stuck with arrows) and a raising of Drusiana, who she?

George had picked out the Hotel Annunziata because the guidebook said it was cheap, five minutes from Ponte Vecchio, and had lashings of atmosphere. It was three floors up over a posh wineshop. The Signora who ran the place could have been anything between sixty and ninety; despite his Linguaphone course, he couldn’t understand a word she said, and he thought she must be speaking some kind of heavy Tuscan dialect. She uncurled a hand at the frescoes in the lounge, then led him down a skinny corridor to indicate the toilet and the shower. The Signora took George’s passport away to her own apartment for a few minutes, leaving him standing round gazing at the frescoes, and then she came back with a police form for him to sign. He wondered whether all tourists had to do that or just young guys, potential troublemakers.

Unpacking in his bare square room, it occurred to George that he might be the only person staying there. He hadn’t heard any voices, but maybe the others would come in later. This place was like something from another century – the pensione from A Room with a View.

No view but what can expect for Є49 a night? What’s that in sterling? – must check. Hallway’s got stucco putti, I think probably real. For lunch had pasta in gritty squid ink (not good), outside because there was a bit of sun but pretty cold.

George had been planning this trip ever since he was seven and saw a film about the Medicis. He was doing social studies at Loughborough but was thinking of changing to art history. His Florence itinerary was only provisional; he knew he probably wouldn’t get to all these churches and museums, but he meant to try, because for all he knew he’d never be here again. (His aunt had always wanted to go to Bali, but now she had emphysema.) If he started to flag, he could always have an espresso.

George knew the statues outside Orsanmichele were nearly all copies, but he had decided that looking at the full-size copies in their original setting was actually more authentic than looking at the originals (brought inside to escape the acid rain) in the museum, and besides, the museum was shut on Mondays.

The guidebook says most tourists rush right past Orsanmichele wh. is prob. single most important series of early Renaissance statues. I know I’m one too (a tourist) but they repel me (tourists, not statues). E.g. trying to soak up ancient atmosphere in this little piazza Santa something-or-other but scooters keep roaring by and there’s two girls at the next table with Liverpool accents.

The guidebook said the closed museum also had an excellent Transition of the Virgin.

There’s just as much art about Mary as about JC, really, they’re like his ’n’ her deities. What was she transitioning from, I wonder? Sounds like a sex change.

George just wanted to know, so that the art would make sense; he wasn’t into any of that stuff personally. He’d stopped going to church when he was thirteen, and his parents hadn’t seemed bothered.

In the Baptistery he craned up at the ancient mosaics. There was Jesus, twenty feet high, with under him all the sarcophagi opening and the dead crawling out, the ones on the left being escorted away to heaven by huge trumpeting angels. and the poor buggers on the right being grabbed by devils like something out of Star Trek, leathery bat wings, and enormous Satan munching them two at a time!

The Baptistery doors were those famous ones Ghiberti had won the competition for in 1401, and George stood with his arms folded and tried to examine the panels closely, but tourists kept pushing past him to get in and out.

In a tiny osteria he ordered pasta e fagioli, thinking it was pasta with beans, but it turned out to be a bean soup with a few bits of pasta in it, and he was still hungry afterwards. He read his guidebook in bed and thought of asking the Signora for another pillow. There was a bell beside the door to her private apartment, but he didn’t want to hassle her; she was probably down on her arthritic knees saying the rosary or something (though, actually, her radio was on). His phrase book didn’t have pillow in it; he would have to mime the concept, or bring along the one pillow he had and point to it, and then she might think he was allergic to it. Never mind, he could sit cross-legged and lean back against the wall.

Tuesday, Day 2. I know it sounds pretentious, but this isn’t a holiday – it’s a pilgrimage.

George stood flinching under the shower, fiddling to try to find something between scalding and icy. His hair was still wet as he hurried past the Duomo. He felt like Michelangelo, on his way to choose a block of perfect translucent Carrara marble by the dawn light. Passing a tour party who were emitting the usual clicking and whirring sounds as they squinted up at Brunelleschi’s orange dome, George was gratified that he’d decided to leave his camera in his room in Loughborough. This way he would really see things and really remember.

Standing in Piazza della Signoria beside gigantic statues, e.g. Donatello’s Judith cutting off the head of Holofernes, noticed I was standing on a purple circle which turned out to be a disc of porphyry to mark where Savonarola (the hellfire-spouting, bonfire of the vanities priest) got burnt alive on 23 May 1498. Fuck!

Every inch of Florence meant something; there were no blank bits. It was slightly exhausting.

At the Uffizi he saw a Greek statue which had once been known as The Knife Grinder, but scholars had now established that it was a Scythian preparing his blade in order to flay Marsyas. There was another statue of a man hanging upside down and laughing, only he wasn’t laughing, he was howling, and that was Marsyas again. Gladiator was nothing to this, George thought queasily. But he definitely preferred art in which something was happening: a fight or a miracle or a death or something. He was already bored with all those pictures of the Madonna tickling the Bambino under his chin.

When he’s got his crown of thorns on it’s called Ecce Homo, then the Deposition is when his friends lift him down off the cross (NB you never see them taking the nails out with pliers, maybe it would look too undignified). A Lamentation can also be called Dead Christ or Pietà (he’s not always on Mary’s lap, sometimes just propped up by angels, looking sick or hungover rather than actually dead, hard to tell).

Back at the Annunziata, his bed had not been made; maybe that was the difference between a pensione and a hotel? Anyway, he liked the privacy; he wouldn’t fancy the Signora shuffling round pawing through his stuff. She seemed to keep the radio on all the time; it was a bit sad. George stared at the picture over his bed, the one that looked like two wrestlers going in for a clinch. After he’d taken it down and cleaned the glass on the bedspread, it turned out to be a Visitation of Mary and Elizabeth; they were touching each other’s pregnant stomachs. He was starting to recognize all the scenes, now; it was like a code, and he was cracking it.

Wednesday, Day 3. Never never go on holiday with only one pair of shoes if they’re suede. Pissing down all day and I’m soaked to the ankles, my feet feel like dead fish.

George sat in a cafeteria eating a calzone out of a napkin. He was tempted to go back to the counter and complain that it was cold in the middle, but he’d left his phrase book in his room. He flicked through his notes, trying to figure out whether the Virgin Mary had died or not. In several churches he’d seen paintings called The Death of the Virgin, where she was lying there like a normal dying person with grieving relatives (including Jesus holding a baby – maybe his childhood self?). There were other pictures called the ‘Transition’ or ‘Assumption,’ which showed Mary floating up to Heaven, looking pretty alive. As far as George could tell, Jesus ‘ascended’ (actively) whereas Mary ‘was assumed’, but what was the difference, apart from grammar? Could you say God assumed her? No, that sounded like he took her for granted. Maybe JC flew up by his own will, whereas Mary was sort of sucked up as if by aliens?

George hadn’t time to obsess over these arcane details; he was two-thirds of a day behind on his itinerary. Reckless, he crossed off all the Baroque churches – the Renaissance was more than enough to be going on with – and squelched off to Santa Spirito, which bore a huge, crass sign proclaiming that its restoration was being funded by Gucci. The Church of the Ognissanti meant the ‘Church of All the Saints’; that was a good way to hedge your bets, George thought a little cynically. He saw a postcard of a painting that used to be there but was now in Berlin: a Giotto from 1310 called The Dormition of the Virgin.

Now what the hell’s a dormition? Abstract word for sleep? Mary looks comatose in the picture (and about eight feet long), people are standing beside her bed, one guy is hugging her, but you can’t tell if her eyes are open.

All the saints died, and so did Jesus (even if he rose again), so if Mary hadn’t actually died, that would make her the only human being ever who had avoided it. Not that any of this stuff was actually true, George had to remind himself.

Some gravestones say ‘fell asleep’ meaning died, but it’s a stupid phrase, I bet they’re totally different feelings. Unless you happen to die in your sleep, which a lot of people claim they’d like, but I think it’s cowardly, I’d rather be hit by a lorry and look it in the face. The thing is, whatever’s happening, to be totally AWARE and AWAKE.

He was starting to shake with cold; he’d have to go back for dry socks. Passing a bookshop, he had a brain wave. In the English section he found a dictionary of religious terms and looked up dormition. He turned away so the girl at the counter wouldn’t see him taking notes and scribbled in his leather journal.

Turns out Mary died in the ordinary way, then three days later Archangel Michael brought her soul back down to reunite it with her body, Jesus and everybody was clapping, then she got assumed into heaven again!

It was very satisfying to sort out the full story.

At the Annunziata, George was suddenly knackered and let himself get under the sheets. He wished the Signora would turn her radio off the odd time; all that Western stuff wrecked the atmosphere. Well, of course, Italy was the West, but they could still do better than Eminem.

When he woke up after an hour, he wanted to borrow an iron, so he looked it up in his phrase book and knocked on the Signora’s door, but she didn’t answer; maybe she’d gone out in the rain. George decided to wear his crumpled jacket for dinner; who’d be looking at him, anyway?

Thursday, Day 4. My last day, arghhhhh!

George almost ran from church to church that morning, ticking them off on his list. He had to fend off dozens of leather-jacket salesmen to get into San Lorenzo. Donatello’s late-period pulpit was the grimmest George had seen, even the Ascension panel, with a wrecked-looking Jesus trying to float off into the sky, but sinking back down.

So many of these guys seemed to start out all idealistic but got burnt out. Suppose life in Cinquecento would do that – plagues, revolutions, etc. Whereas now everything’s easy and comfortable, no mysteries left, life comes prepackaged by Disney or the Gap, we just drift along and nothing ever really happens compared with back then.

In a café, flicking through his highlights of the Uffizi book, he came across a little panel by Fra Filippo Lippi called Predella of the Barbadori: Announcement of the Death of the Virgin. He didn’t know how he could have missed it when he’d done the Uffizi; maybe because it was so small.

It looks like an Annunciation at first, because she’s standing up (not old or anything), and the angel’s handing her something like a magic wand, or a tall gold candle. Wow. Imagine if we all got told when we were about to snuff it – like an e-mail, on the day, telling you to pack your bags.

Speaking of which, time to go. George headed reluctantly back to the Hotel Annunziata via a cash machine.

When he’d zipped up his case, he went to the door of the Signora’s apartment and knocked a few times, quite loudly. Her radio was playing ‘Nights in White Satin’; she had to be a bit deaf, he thought, though she hadn’t seemed it on Monday. ‘Bon giorno?’ he called a few times, then, almost shouting, ‘Signora?’ She knew he’d be checking out this afternoon, didn’t she?

George was beginning to panic about missing his train. He tried the door handle and walked down the narrow hall.

‘Signora?’ There was an armchair with an ancient-looking radio playing beside it, and an empty espresso cup. He felt it, in case she’d just popped out, but it was cold. He wanted to turn the music down – something old of Sheryl Crow’s – but he didn’t dare. He got out his wad of cash and counted it, Є196; that way he could wave it at her if she appeared, so she’d see why he’d barged in on her.

No one in the tiny kitchen. George’s armpits were damp. If you were running a pensione or whatever, you just couldn’t behave that way, even if it was off-season. It would serve the old bag right if he walked off without paying. Then it occurred to him to leave the money beside the radio with a note, but he’d packed his pen away with his journal. He put his head into the bedroom to see was there any sign of a ballpoint. It was very dim in there, with the curtains shut, but when George’s eyes got used to it, he saw her on the bed.

He dropped some of the money on the floor, and when he bent down to pick it up he thought he might keel over. The Signora could have been asleep; she could have taken a pill or something. But it didn’t look like sleep, the way she was lying quite straight on top of the bedspread with her shoes turned up. And he couldn’t be sure in the bad light but he thought her eyes were open; he saw some kind of glimmer that had to be an eye. He ran back out to the room with the frescoes and sat on his case to catch his breath. He put the money back in his pocket; one of the notes had stuck to his hand and he had to peel it off.

George knew he should probably go back to check. He hadn’t smelled anything, but it was pretty cold in her room. It could have been days she’d been lying there.

In the end, he crept back into the apartment, just as far as the phone. He had to turn the radio off. He rang 999, but of course that was the British number; what a moron! There wasn’t a phone book that he could see, so he had to go back out to his room to find the guidebook. The Italian emergency number turned out to be 113, not very memorable at all, he thought. George didn’t make much sense on the phone; all he could say was ‘Signora vecchio morte!’, which was partly French, but the woman on the other end spoke some English and in the end she managed to get the address from him.

After he’d opened all the doors upstairs and downstairs in the lobby, too – he dreaded that he mightn’t hear the bell – George waited in the hall with the stucco, and he tried to pass the time by figuring out what all the little putti in the frescos were doing. He felt sick. If he never saw another picture again as long as he lived it would be soon enough for him.

When the ambulance guys walked in, George jumped up and started crying, more out of embarrassment than anything else. They didn’t seem bothered by this; after all, he told himself, continental men cried more anyway. There were policemen, too, but not swaggering and fierce, as George had been imagining. He realized that he’d been afraid they’d suspect him of killing the Signora for her heirlooms (the frescoes? the stucco? it was absurd). But it hardly counted as an interrogation; they only took down his name and address from his passport and asked him in English when he had last seen the Signora. ‘About twenty minutes ago,’ he said stupidly, and then realized they meant alive. ‘Monday,’ he told them, ‘and since then there’s only been the radio.’ Then he thought they might ask him, Did you not wonder, boy, did you not think it was strange that an old lady would play her radio all day and all night for three days?

As soon as the draped stretcher had been carried out, George was told that he could go.

At the train station he queued up at the ticket office to explain, but the girl behind the counter seemed bored; she said, ‘Next train to Paris, 16:22,’ and he gathered that his old ticket would still work. They were very casual about these things here. Of course he didn’t have a couchette on the next train, so he had to sit up all night.

It got cold. About three in the morning, George realized that what was digging into his leg was his pensione money. He took it out and felt like a criminal. It occurred to him to post it back from London, marked For the heirs and assigns of the Signora of Hotel Annunziata, Florence. But what would be the point of that? They were about to inherit a prime bit of Florentine property even though they clearly never gave enough of a shit about their grandmother (or whatever she was) to come round and see her, once in a while. She could have been eaten by dogs, if she’d had dogs!

George wondered why he was getting so angry. For all he knew, the Signora didn’t have any heirs and assigns. He’d been the last person to see her, and for three days, all he’d done was wish she’d turn the bloody music off.

He put the money back in his pocket. He took out his notebook.

Left Florence, night train.

He couldn’t think what else to put. He thought he should probably get some sleep, and he put his head back against the cracked leather of his seat and shut his eyes, but he didn’t feel sleepy, not at all.





Enchantment

Pitre and Bunch knew each other from the old time. They were Louisiana crawfishermen, at least as long as the crawfish were biting. These days, what with global warming and so forth, the cages were mostly empty, and it was hardly worth the trouble of heading out to Mudd Swamp every morning.

The two men were having a smoke at the Bourdreaux Landing one May evening, and discussing whether there was any such thing as a coloured Cajun, which is what Bunch claimed to be. Pitre mentioned, not for the first time, that what flowed in his own veins was one hundred per cent French wine. ‘Every ancestor I ever have was a full-blood Acadian. Cast out of Nova Scotia back in 1755 at the point of a British gun.’

‘Maybe so,’ said Bunch, grinning, ‘but you were born in the state of Texas.’

‘About one inch over the border,’ growled Pitre. He was twenty years older than Bunch, and his reddened scalp was grizzled like a mouldy loaf.

‘Well, whatever, you know, I’m a live-and-let-live sort of Cajun, my friend,’ said Bunch, sucking the last from his Marlboro. ‘I was born and reared in these swamps, but I’m willing to call you brother.’

‘Brother!’ snorted Pitre. ‘You’re a black Creole with a few Sonniers for cousins; that’s not the same thing at all.’

Just then a candy-apple red Jeep came down the dirt road. Four old ladies spilled out and started taking photographs of the boats. Pitre asked them in French if they wanted to buy some crawfish, then mumbled it again in English; he hauled a cage out of his boat and held it up, with a few red creatures waving inside. The ladies just lengthened their zoom lenses for close-ups.

‘Are you fishermen?’ one of them asked excitedly, and Bunch said, ‘No, ma’am. We’re federal agents.’ They peered at his dark, serious face and twittered even more, and one of them asked if she could have her picture taken with him, and afterwards she tipped him ten dollars.

‘I don’t think the Bureau’s gonna approve, cher,’ commented Pitre as the tourists drove off waving through their shiny windows.

‘I’ll put it in the Poor Box on Sunday,’ said the younger man.

Pitre let out a sort of honk through his nose, got back in his boat, and said something about checking that alligator bait he’d left hanging off a tree.

‘You marinade the chicken good?’

‘It stinks worse than your wife,’ Pitre assured him, and drove off, the snarl of his engine ripping the blue lake like paper.

When the older man got to the other side of the cypress swamp, the shadows were lengthening. His gator bait dangled, untouched except by the hovering flies. Pitre cut the rope down and hung it from another tree at the south edge of the basin, where he’d seen a big fellow the year before, thirteen feet if he was an inch. Pitre wondered how much gators were going for an inch, these days. You could sell the dried jaws to tourists, too. Tourists would buy turds if you labelled them A LITTLE BIT OF BON TEMPS FROM CAJUN COUNTRY.

It was cool, there under the trees, with the duckweed thick as guacamole, making the water look like ground you could stretch out on. All the other guys had gone home; Mudd Swamp was his own. Pitre leaned back against an empty crawfish cage and rested his eyes. The air was live with small sounds: a bullfrog, the tock-tock of a woodpecker, the whirr of wings.

He thought it had only been a minute or two, but when he opened his eyes they were crusted at the corners, and the evening was as dark as a snakeskin around him. He was somewhat ashamed of dozing off like that, like an infant or an old man. He couldn’t read his watch by the faint light of the clouded moon. He supposed he was hungry, though he couldn’t feel it; his appetite had shrunk with the years. Maybe he could fancy some fried oysters. The outboard motor started up with a cough, and Pitre manoeuvred his way through the flooded forest. He veered right by the big cypress with the wood-duck box nailed onto it, then picked up some speed.

The stump reared up beneath his boat like a monster. Pitre flew free. The water swallowed him with a cool, silken gulp; it filled his eyes, his ears, plugged his nostrils, and got under his tongue. Pitre couldn’t figure which way was up. He reared, shook the duckweed off his face, retched for breath. The water was no higher than his waist. You could drown in a couple of inches. He tried to take a step, but one of his legs wasn’t working, damn the thing.

He told himself to stop splashing around. Gators were drawn to dogs, or to anything that moved like a dog. Pitre was shuddering with cold now; it sounded like he was sobbing. He turned his face up to the mottled sky. Que Dieu me sauve. A tag from a prayer his grandmother used to say. Que Dieu me sauve.

The moon came out like the striking of a match. Vast and pearly, it slipped through the branches of a willow tree and lit up the whole swamp. Pitre looked round and saw exactly where he was. His boat was only the length of a man behind him, not even overturned. He crawled over, got himself in after a couple of tries. There was a water hyacinth caught in the bootlaces of his smashed leg. He heard himself muttering, Merci merci merci. The motor started on the first try.

Before Pitre was off his crutches he’d started putting up signs. The ones nailed to electricity poles along the Interstate said simply SWAMP TOURS EXIT NOW. Along the levee road they went into more detail: EXPLORE THE WONDERS OF MUDD SWAMP 2 + ½ MILES FARTHER, or PITRE’S WILDLIFE TOURS TWICE DAILY NEXT LEFT.

Bunch rode the older man pretty hard for it. ‘What makes you think anybody want to get in your beat-up skiff and go round a little swamp no one’s ever heard of? When they could be cruising in comfort in Atchafalaya Basin or Lake Martin?’

‘If you build the signs, they will come.’ Pitre pursed his chapped lips and banged in another nail.

Bunch snorted. ‘And what’s that marker you’ve hung up on the big willow that says “Site of Miracle”?’

‘You may mock,’ said Pitre, fixing Bunch with his small eyes, ‘but I know what I know.’

‘What do you know, mon vieux?’

‘I know I was saved.’

‘Here we go.’ Nearly dying was a funny thing; Bunch had seen it take one of his aunts the same way: she kept her rosary knotted round her fingers like some voodoo charm.

‘And now,’ said Pitre, wiping his forehead, ‘I’ve been called by the Spirit of the Lord to turn away from killing.’

‘Killing? Who’ve you been killing?’ asked Bunch, pretending to be impressed.

‘Crawfish, I mean.’

The younger man let out a whoop of delight.

‘I’ve been called to lead tours of the wonders of creation,’ said Pitre, thrusting a blurred photocopied leaflet into Bunch’s hands.

Bunch read it over smothered chicken at his uncle’s Cracklin’ Café in Eunice. It made him snigger. Old Pitre couldn’t spell, for one thing. ‘I will tell you and show you also, a great variety of mammals, fish, and foul.’

As he drove back to the Bourdreaux Landing that afternoon to check his cages, he noticed that FRENCH SPOKEN had been added in fresh paint to all the signs.

By the beginning of June there was a little queue of tourists at the landing, most mornings. They shaded their eyes and gawked at the glittering blue sky, the lushly bearded trees. They were from Belgium and Mississippi, Seattle and Quebec, all over the map. They giggled and flicked dragonflies out of each other’s hair.

‘Hey, Pitre,’ Bunch called, as he drove up in his truck one day.

The other man walked over, counting twenties.

‘I’ve got to hand it to you, my friend, you’ve drummed up more trade than I ever thought you could. You or the Spirit of the Lord!’

Pitre nodded guardedly.

‘How many tours a day you and your heavenly buddy doing now?’

‘If you’re going to mock—’

Religion was one of those points folks couldn’t bear to be pricked on, but how could Bunch resist? He put his hand on his heart. ‘Mon vieux, you’ve known me since I was a child. You probably got liquored at my christening! Don’t you know mocking’s my nature? It’s him upstairs that made me that way,’ he added, straight-faced.

‘Or the other guy,’ said Pitre, turning on his heel.

‘So how many tours?’ Bunch called after him.

‘Four. Maybe five.’

Bunch whistled sweetly. ‘Five tours a day at two hours long? What say I give you a hand, before these tourists wear you out, your time of life?’

But age was another of those sensitive points. ‘I’ll manage,’ growled Pitre, and walked back to his boat.

In the middle of the night Bunch had a bright idea. He picked up a five-dollar box of pecan pralines in Grand Coteau, scattered them over tissue paper in his wife’s old sewing basket, and sold them to the Mudd Swamp Tour queue at two dollars a pop. When he turned up the following day with a tray of alligator jerky, a party was staggering off Pitre’s boat, their eyes bright with wonder. ‘It’s so green out there,’ said one of them, and her friend said, ‘I’ve never been anywhere so green.’

Bunch had sold a fistful of jerky by the time Pitre came over, his burnt-brick arms tightly crossed. ‘Get away from my clientele.’

‘Your what?’ laughed Bunch.

‘You heard me. Parasite!’ Pitre cleared his throat wetly. The next boat party, filing past, were all agog. ‘I’m trying to do the Spirit’s work here, like I’ve been called to—’

‘You’ve been called, all right, old man. Called to make a fast buck!’

Pitre turned his back and jumped in the boat, surprisingly lithe. It bobbed in the water, and the tourists squealed a little.

By the time he got them out under the cypresses, he’d recovered his temper. The sun was a dazzling strobe, and the sky was ice blue. Iridescent dragonflies skimmed the water, clustered in a mating frenzy. ‘Lookit there, folks,’ Pitre said quietly, pointing through the trees at a great white egret on a log, its body one slim brushstroke.

‘Is that a swan?’ shrieked one little girl. At the sound, the bird lifted off, its huge snowy wings pulling it into the sky.

Pitre’s visitors knew nothing about the wonders of creation. He considered it the least he could do to teach them the names of things. He showed them anhinga and glossy ibis; ‘Go to the state prison, you’ll find twenty guys serving time for shooting ibis, that’s the tastiest meat,’ he said sorrowfully. He pointed out water hyacinths in purple bloom, a turtle craning its neck on a stump, and a baby nutria wiping its face with its paws.

‘So where’s the alligators?’ asked a New Yorker with a huge camera round his neck.

‘Well, as I told you at the start of the tour, I can’t guarantee one,’ said Pitre. ‘They mostly look like logs. Yesterday’s tour we saw three, but it’s colder today; they don’t come up much till it’s sixty degrees or thereabouts.’

‘There!’ yelped a small boy, pointing at a log.

Just then Bunch roared by in his boat, which was ten years newer than Pitre’s, with a fancy air-cooled outboard on the back. Cutting the motor, he floated within ten feet of the tour. ‘Morning, all.’

‘Crawfish biting?’ asked Pitre, cold.

‘Some,’ said Bunch with his gleaming smile. ‘You folks seen that big-fella gator over there by the houseboat?’

It sounded like bullshit to Pitre, but of course his party clamoured to be taken over there right away, where the nice young man had said. Pitre spent fifteen minutes edging the boat round the shoreline, peering at dead wood and doing slow hand claps to attract any gators in the vicinity. ‘I’m sorry, folks, I try my best for you, but there’s no guarantees in this life,’ he said at last. ‘We gotta learn to be grateful, you know?’

But the tourists were not grateful, especially when he admitted that no Louisiana alligators had ever been known to kill a human being. They were not content with blue herons and water snakes, or a fifteen-hundred-year-old cypress, and even when he rounded up the tour by taking them to the SITE OF MIRACLE sign and narrating his rescue from drowning by the God-sent appearance of the full moon, they were unimpressed. When they had driven off in their various SUVs, Pitre saw that there was only seventy cents in his tip jar.

Monday was wet and chilly, but on Tuesday the sun came up strongly again. Pitre sat by his boat all morning, squinting into the distance. His throat was dry. At noon a group drove up in a Dodge Caravan.

‘Over here,’ he called to them hoarsely, ‘Pitre’s Tours, that’s me.’

‘No, I think we’re booked on the other one,’ a lady told him brightly.

He was about to tell her that there was no other one, when a motor started up behind him with a flamboyant roar and he turned and saw Bunch, wearing a fresh white T-shirt that said BUNCH’S ENCHANTED SWAMP TOURS, CHIEF GUIDE VIRGIL BUNCH.

‘This way, ladies, gentlemen!’ cried Bunch.

Pitre just stared.

‘What’s enchanted about this swamp?’ asked a fat man, looking up from his guidebook.

‘Wait and see.’

Once his party was on board, Bunch roared out into the middle of the lake as fast as the motor could go, then headed into the flooded woods and ducked in between the stumps. He bumped into a floating log to make the boat jump and the tourists yelp. Then he cut the engine and said, ‘My friends, welcome to paradise! This just happens to be the only Enchanted Swamp in all of Louisiana.’

He had paid the older man’s techniques the compliment of extensive study and had decided that the whole experience needed a little bit of personality and pizzazz. Bunch began the tour by claiming ancestry from every culture that made up the tasty gumbo of present-day Acadiana: the Cajuns; the Creoles, black and white; the gens de couleur libre, as well as slaves; even the Chitimacha Indians, ‘who took what they needed and left the balance at peace, you know?’ He assured his party that the twenty-foot, flat-bottomed aluminum skiff they were sitting in had been personally designed by him to reach the parts of the swamp where other boats just couldn’t go.

‘Has this boat a name?’ asked one Frenchwoman.

‘Sure does,’ Bunch improvised; ‘it’s called the Zydeco.’

Another of his tricks was to present everything in the best light. Instead of telling his tour party that blue herons were very common in this part of the river system, he instructed them to keep an eye out for any flash of blue in the trees, because they just might be lucky enough to spot the rare blue heron, who brought ten years’ good luck to anyone who glimpsed him. Finally, catching sight of the head and shoulders of a little gator basking on some driftwood, Bunch made his eyes bulge with amazement and told the tourists that this fellow must be fifteen feet long.

‘No!’

‘No way!’

‘Mr Bunch? Virgil? Did you say fifteen?’

‘They’re just like icebergs, that way,’ he hissed, paddling the boat near enough for them to take photographs. ‘For every inch you see, there’s a foot underneath the water. Not too close!’ he told one little girl. Rolling up his jeans, he showed them an old scar on his shin from one time he’d had too much rum and fallen over someone’s guitar case: ‘Gator bite.’

One lady took a picture of his scar.

‘The only sure way to keep them from attacking,’ said Bunch, taking out a squashy paper bag, ‘is to give them some snacks.’ And he started lobbing lumps of rancid chicken at the alligator, who snapped at one or two before sinking beneath the surface.

On the way back, he gave his happy party the rundown on good ole Cajun humour and joie de vivre, not to mention laissez les bons temps rouler on the bayou, winding up with a dirty joke about a priest. Finally, he produced his tip jar, which had an alligator jaw glued on top, and they crowed with delight and stuffed their notes through its wicked teeth.

That night Bunch was eating steak and listening to the Breaux Bridge Playboys at Mulate’s when Pitre walked in. The older man took one look at him across a crowd of Canadian college kids, then turned and walked back out the door. So that’s how it was now, Bunch thought. He wasn’t hungry any more; he pushed away his plate.

The summer turned hot, and there was more than enough business to keep both men busy. Old Pitre didn’t alter his methods. He turned up at nine every morning and sat there in the sun waiting for custom, pretending his former friend was invisible. The sun cooked him to red leather; you could nearly hear him sizzle. That was the downside of being a hundred per cent pure white Acadian, Bunch thought wryly, but a crack like that wasn’t so funny unless you could say it out loud. Ah, to hell, this was none of Bunch’s doing; blame the Spirit of the Lord.

He himself had bought a cheap cell phone so tourists could book their tours with him direct. He got his sixteen-year-old daughter to make him a Web site with ten pages of photographs of alligators, and linked it to every listing on Louisiana tourism. ‘See local indigenous wildlife in its natural ecohabitat which makes it a photographer’s dream. Fishing also available.’ Bunch’s real stroke of brilliance was finding a medium-sized gator with a stubby tail and feeding it meat scraps daily, until it would come when he called. After a few weeks he scrawled ‘Performance of Live Cajun Music Included’ on his leaflets, threw a small accordion into his bag, and upped the fare from twenty dollars to twenty-five.

Whenever he felt his spiel was getting a little flat, he’d spice it up with a tall tale about a six-foot catfish or a ghost. He took great pleasure in transforming Pitre’s near-death experience into a tale he called the Swamp Man. ‘My grandpère used to say the Swamp Man was a crawfisherman, stayed out too late one night, crashed his boat into a tree in the dark and drowned in no more than two feet of water. What’s he look like? Well, kind of decayed, you know – holes for his eyes, and dripping weeds all over him …’

Pitre overheard that story, one day, as he was drifting along with his own tour. He listened in, but didn’t look in Bunch’s direction. As their boats floated past each other, the tourists waved in solidarity. Pitre pulled down a tangled clump of grey Spanish moss and explained in his hoarse monotone that this was an airborne plant that did no harm to the trees it hung from.

He kept on telling it how it was. He didn’t think the Spirit wanted him soft-soaping things. He broke it to his tourists that the trees in Mudd Swamp were slowly dying because the government’s levee kept the water at an artificially high level all year round. Yes, the birds were pretty, but their waste was poisoning the trees from the top down. And a nutria was no relation to a beaver; it was more of a rat.

What bugged him the most, as the first summer of his new saved life wore on, was that his customers were always asking him where the restroom was – as if an open skiff or a knot of trees could be hiding such a thing. He wrote at the top of his leaflets, NO RESTROOM FACILITIES, but the tourists didn’t seem to take it literally. One of them, when Pitre had explained the situation at the landing, said to her husband, ‘Let’s go, hon. I’ve never been anywhere that didn’t have a rest-room.’

One July afternoon, after the dust of the departing cars had settled, Bunch walked over to Pitre. ‘I was thinking of renting a Port-o-Let,’ he remarked, as if resuming an interrupted conversation.

Pitre slowly shifted his gaze from the cypress forest to the man in front of him.

‘But they cost a bit, you know, because the company has to drive all the way out here to empty it. What say we go halves?’

‘What say nothing,’ said Pitre through his teeth.

‘Oh well, cher, if you’re going to be like that,’ said the younger man with a shrug. ‘Though I don’t think your heavenly friend would like your attitude …’

Pitre’s face never flickered, but the remark had got under his skin. He headed out to the swamp that evening, on his own, to see if it was any cooler than the land. When he got to the Site of Miracle, he cut the engine. He squinted up at the willow tree, but it looked much the same as all the others: a swollen base, tapering to a skinny top. He tried to feel again what it was that had touched him that moonlit night when he’d come within an inch of drowning. A sensation of being marked out, prodded awake, as distinct as a fingertip in the small of the back. He’d been so sure about his new calling at first, but now it seemed as if he’d mistaken some small but crucial marker a while back and gone astray.

A few days later there was a Port-o-Let standing in the shade of a live oak by Bourdreaux Landing. It looked like a grey plastic alien craft. Pitre pretended not to notice. At noon, he was emptying his boat of one group and filling it up with another when a girl ran over. ‘Uh, I wanted to use the restroom?’

‘No restroom,’ said Pitre automatically.

‘I tried the one over there, but it’s, like, locked! It says, “For use of Bunch’s Enchanted Swamp Tours only.” ’

Pitre’s teeth clamped together, and his bad molar started to throb. ‘That’s a mistake,’ he muttered. ‘Very sorry, ladies and gentlemen. You’ll just have to wait.’

‘I can’t wait two hours,’ wailed the girl.

‘That’s the trouble with you kids nowadays,’ Pitre told her. ‘Nobody’s got any self-control of themselves.’

Her family drove back to the hotel, and he didn’t get any tips that day, either.

In August it was hitting a hundred by ten in the morning.

Bunch bought a cap with a visor to keep the glare out of his eyes. He took to claiming that his name was authentically Acadian. ‘Sure is, ma’am. Used to be Bonche, you know, back in Canada, but when the British kicked us out at gunpoint back in 1755, my ancestors had to change to Bunch to avoid persecution.’

The young man varied his tall tales to keep himself from getting stale. He always took his tours past a duck blind in the middle of the lake, but sometimes he said it was a man-made nesting sanctuary for orphaned cormorants, and other times he called it a shelter for canoeists caught out on the lake in a lightning storm. Once – just to see if he could get away with it – he claimed it was a Dream Hut for young Chitimacha boys undergoing spiritual initiation.

‘The Swamp Man? That’s a terrible story,’ he said towards the end of all his tours, lowering his voice as if he was almost afraid to tell it. ‘This crawfisherman, back in old-time days, it was a long hard season, and he was desperate to know where the fish were biting, so he did voodoo. You know voodoo?’

Fervent nods all round.

‘I bought a how-to book on it in New Orleans,’ confided one old lady.

Bunch darkened his tone. ‘So this guy, he conjured up this spirit, and he didn’t know it, but it was the devil. This guy struck a bargain that his crawfish cages would always be full, you know? So now the devil had a hold of his soul. And the very first time the guy went out fishing, it was in the evening, getting dark, and he bent down to pull up his first cage, and it was so full, it was so heavy that it pulled him right down into the water.’

The tourists looked into the oily sheen, shuddering.

‘Did he drown?’ asked a small girl.

Bunch nodded. ‘Only he never really died. The flesh rotted off his bones, that’s all. And if you ever come out here in the evening, just when it’s getting dark, well, all I’ll say is, don’t put your hand into the water, because the Swamp Man might grab hold of it and pull you in!’

Two women moaned theatrically. They weren’t really afraid, Bunch knew; in this day and age it was hard to really scare anybody.

As trade fell off a little in the worst of the heat, he couldn’t have done without his cell phone. It meant he could sit around in the shade at the Lobster Shack, drinking homemade root beer, till he got a call to say there was a group wanting a tour. Whereas old Pitre squatted in the dust at Bourdreaux Landing every day like some kind of scarlet lunatic, under a limp banner that said PITRE’S HOLY SPIRIT TOURS ANYTIME.

One morning Pitre turned up at Mudd Swamp at eight; he’d had a pain in his jaw all night that had kept him from sleeping. His stomach wasn’t right, either. He sat down in his usual spot and tried to pray. The problem was that he’d never got the knack of it in his childhood. And now he was a man of the Spirit, he still didn’t know quite what to say, once he’d got beyond Oh Lord, here I am, like you told me.

By noon not a soul had turned up. Pitre’s tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. He’d forgotten to bring any water. His jaw was hurting bad now; he blamed his molar. His boat floated motionless beside the landing, not ten feet from the other man’s, which had a duck decoy glued on the prow and a freshly painted name: Zydeco. Pitre narrowed his eyes at the dirt track that led down from the road. There was no shade; the sun bored into his head through his eyelids, his ear holes, his cracked lips. In the long grass he saw a sledgehammer and recognized it as his own; he must have left it there after banging in a sign. He lurched to his feet at last, feeling the old break in his leg. His body was just a collection of bad memories. But there was something he could do, anyway.

He picked up the sledgehammer and staggered under the weight of it. He cradled it against his shoulder like an old friend. At the landing, he climbed down into the Zydeco; the skiff skittered under his feet. His heart was sounding strangely. He hoisted the hammer over his head and brought it down with all he had.

Pitre was lying in the bottom of the boat. He couldn’t tell if he’d managed to hole it. The light was behaving like water. He seemed to have stopped breathing. He couldn’t tell whether something had gone wrong with the whole world or whether it was just him; he felt like he was under some kind of dreadful enchantment.

At the hospital the nurse was a big black lady from Lafayette; she got pissy with him when he tried to pull the oxygen tube out of his nose. Kept saying, did he know he could have died?

‘So could we all,’ said Pitre balefully. A phrase floated back to him, and he pointed one unsteady finger at her: ‘You know not the day nor the hour.’

They let him out on the third morning, just to shut him up, according to the nurse. ‘You take it easy now,’ she growled, ‘because nobody gets three chances.’

When he got back to the Landing, Bunch was sitting on the side of the Zydeco. The boat seemed unmarked, Pitre noticed with a slight pang, and the sledgehammer was nowhere to be seen.

He was obliged to speak. ‘Understand you called me an ambulance on that cell phone of yours.’

‘That’s right,’ said Bunch, as if they were chatting about the weather.

Pitre stared past him, at the cypresses, their heavy greenery. ‘I received a message,’ he said, jerking his chin upwards.

‘Another one?’

He ignored that. ‘We don’t want another Cain and Abel situation. In a spirit of brotherhood,’ said Pitre, then paused to clear his throat, ‘I propose that we unite our tour companies.’

Not a smirk from Bunch.

‘No use both doing six trips a day when we could each do three.’

‘Whatever the Spirit says, my friend,’ said Bunch, letting his teeth show when he grinned.





Baggage

Niniane Molloy had never been anywhere like the Los Angeles Neverland. They sold melatonin for jet lag and chromium picolinate for sugar cravings. There was chocolate-free chocolate and honey-pickled ginseng. In the next aisle, two huge young men debated whether powdered pearl would help them achieve definition. There were trays labelled JUICE-YOUR-OWN WHEATGRASS; Niniane stroked the tender stalks with one finger, then moved away in case she would be seen and made to pay. Sacks of one hundred per cent unbromated flour weighed down a shelf. She had never known that flour was bromated before. She wondered what harm she’d been done by thirty-four years of bromate. Or was it bromide? Or brome?

Arthur used to drink echinacea, even though their mother called it one of his fancy American habits. It made him retch, but he swore he never got colds.

Now Niniane was studying the little rolls of homeopathic tablets. One was for travel sickness and general nausea, another for sleeplessness and irritability. She hadn’t slept since the night before last. Or was it only yesterday? It tired her to keep adding eight to everything. If it was blazing sun outside the Neverland Health Store in La-La Land, then it must be pub-closing time back in Ireland. EXHAUSTION DUE TO FEAR, said the next label. Niniane thought maybe what she needed was Fear Due to Exhaustion. Did the tablets know the difference?

In the end she didn’t buy anything. She couldn’t find a remedy for partial deafness due to having the dregs of the cold to end all colds and flying halfway round the world anyway, because it was a free ticket from a supermarket competition, no changes, no refunds. And anyway, she couldn’t bring herself to stand at the Neverland’s counter, holding up the queue while she peered at dimes and nickels like a visitor from another planet.

It was hard to cross the road in this town, she found; cars saw only each other.

Back at the Hollywood Hills Hotel, Niniane sat in the single chair, its metal tubing impressed on her thighs. She thought of Doris Day’s motto for decor – ‘Better to please the fanny than the eye’ – and it almost made her smile. The room was bare as a stage set. A woollen jumper, glasses, purse, a three-pack of knickers she’d bought at the airport when she realized her bag wasn’t going to come down the carousel no matter how long she waited; they’d turned out to be thongs. And a broken-spined copy of Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, volume one. It wasn’t being read that had worn the book out, but being carried. Niniane had found it in Arthur’s room at home in Limerick, years ago, after he left for good, on the shelf in between How to Get a Green Card and Complete Poems of Walt Whitman. She always took it on holiday in the hopes of getting into it. Not that this was a holiday, exactly.

She took the creased card out of her pocket again. ‘LA Self-Storage’, it said; ‘The No-Fuss Solution’. Below the address, what had to be a room number, scribbled in red: 2011. Someone had stuck the key to the back of the card; the tape was brittle with dust. She’d found it at Christmas in the ashtray in the drawer, the ashtray Arthur wasn’t supposed to have had in his room, because as their mother always said, no child of hers would be stupid enough to smoke. Niniane had kept it in her purse for months now. What did it mean that her brother had left the key in the ashtray? That it didn’t open anything any more, didn’t matter at all? Or that it just wasn’t worth coming home to Ireland for?

Later. Later would do.

Niniane lay diagonally across the brown and orange coverlet. The slatted blinds made a bright shadow on the wall. She considered taking her tights off, but she had no socks with her, and her heels would be sure to blister as soon as she went out for a walk. She lifted her head off the bed for a moment to contemplate her black nylon legs. Her tights were all that were holding her together; if she peeled them off, the skin might come, too.

It didn’t seem to her that she had slept, only that the next time she looked at the wall it was the colour of ashes, and the clock said ten to midnight.

There was a phone beside the bed, but she couldn’t hear a dial tone. Had her ears stopped up completely? She sniffed and yawned like a goldfish on dry land. ‘Hello,’ she said into the mouthpiece. At least she could hear herself. Then she noticed the sign on the table: EXTRA CHARGE TO PLUG IN PHONE.

Niniane went around the corner to the Five and Diner and rang the airline. It always slightly embarrassed her to give her name. Arthur used to call her Ninny. Her mother had got them both out of some trashy novel about Merlin. Doris Day always hated her name, too; she had her friends call her Clara, or Susie, or Eunice, or even Do-Do. In America you didn’t have to stay what you were. You could change your name or your nose or just get in your Chevy and drive away.

The airline told her that her bag might have gone to Cincinnati.

Niniane’s mouth still tasted of sour orange juice from the plane. She sank into the bulging plastic of a corner booth and ordered the All-Day Pancake Special. She picked out new words from the conversation in the next booth: brewskis, she heard, and high colonic, and that’s bitchin’.

She sat up in bed reading Proust with watering eyes till half past two, while a moth charred itself against the bulb. Then she switched on the Weather Channel with the sound turned down and fell asleep watching a tornado inch its way up the East Coast. In her dream Niniane had the strangest sense that Arthur was nearby, maybe in the shower or parking his yellow convertible on the street below her window.

How long had it been, she wondered when she woke up. Five years this summer since her brother’s last trip home, she was sure of that. He’d told them he was living in Dallas, but was very vague about his job, something to do with sales. And when was that slightly peculiar phone call from San Diego, the time he didn’t sound happy enough to be drunk?

One Christmas, early on, she remembered, her mother had been loud in complaint. ‘Nothing but a card!’ The postmark was from LA, no address on the back of the envelope. Dark inked words inside, scattered like seeds across the printed message. Happy Christmas folks, hope you’re all well – was that it? Or Take care of yourselves, love A.? If Niniane had known it was going to be the last message, she’d have read it more carefully.

A year later, there was no card, and her mother said the American postal system was known for its deficiencies. But Niniane suspected Arthur had forgotten. Men without wives were notoriously bad at keeping in touch.

The following year, no card, no comment.

A friend from the office, waiting by the photocopier, asked after that handsome big brother of Niniane’s she’d gone to a college ball with. ‘My god, how long has it been?’ And then, brutally, ‘Don’t you miss him?’

Niniane had felt an immense weariness and walked away.

On the rare occasions Arthur came up in conversation at home these days he was like a figure in a children’s book, frozen in time. When neighbours asked, her mother always said that her son was on the West Coast and doing very well. But after tea one New Year’s Eve, alone with her father in the kitchen, Niniane had finally asked it, that question without a verb: ‘Any word from Arthur?’

Her father had said nothing, just kept drying his hands on the dishcloth. The dishwasher was pumping and he was slightly deaf these days. She liked to tell herself that he hadn’t heard what she said.

There were some people splashing round in the motel pool already. As soon as Niniane was dressed she walked out to the railing and squinted down. She didn’t have anything to swim in, and besides, the pool looked so small, it would be like floating in a petri dish. These toffee-coloured girls and boys with their candy-floss hair would flinch from her pale Irish body.

The man at the desk asked where her car was; she really should have rented a car. ‘I can’t drive,’ she told him, smiling placatingly. It was obviously a sentence he’d never heard before.

Back home in Limerick, Arthur had been the one who was always borrowing the Fiat to drive to godknowswhere and leaving the seat pushed too far back. Niniane was the one who had stayed in with their parents and made tea and toast in the intervals of The Late Late Show. If there were only two of you, things got divided up that way.

She walked out into the shiny street. The morning sun was strange on her skin. She considered buying a clean T-shirt from a stall, but they all had palm trees on them, or Elvis. She’d never known heat like this, so thick you could slice it, so heavy the streets seemed to waver. But she looked up at the glassy sky and for a moment caught that feeling. Songs with the word California in them wandered through her mind. If ever a place was the polar opposite of Limerick, this was it. Once you got here, how could you ever go home? Which reminded her of the key, back in the hotel in the ashtray. But it could wait a few hours more. She had come here for herself, really, for a break from ordinary life. She could be a tourist like anybody else.

Only Niniane didn’t look like anybody else, as she sat at the very back of the Stars’ Homes tour bus. Her skirt was three feet longer than anyone else’s, hot on the back of her knees. Her jumper was knotted round her hips. Her black vest revealed tufts of hair at her armpits, which was just about as unacceptable as leprosy in this town; she kept her elbows clamped by her sides. She sang grimly in her head: Take me back to the Black Hills, the Black Hills of DA-KO-TA.

As the bus wormed its way up a steep avenue, she was pressed back in her seat. She’d stopped listening to the commentary a while back, after Boris Karloff and Marlene Dietrich. Most of these mansions looked the same, anyway: lush trees protruding over twenty feet of security fence. She tried to imagine Arthur behind one of these shaded windows, sipping wheatgrass juice.

Niniane tried to follow the little red stars on the map, but they danced before her eyes like chicken pox. It was too hot to sit still.

The speaker behind her head crackled. ‘That was Vincent Minnelli’s and now look to your left, you’ll see coming up at 713 North Crescent Drive, the lovely home of Miss Doris Day.’

She pressed her cheek to the glass, but there was a eucalyptus tree in the way. The prickling air was closing in around her. She couldn’t bear this any longer. She lurched to the front of the bus.

‘Take your seat, ma’am,’ the driver said. ‘No standing while the bus is in motion.’

‘Would you stop the bus, please?’

‘We gotta respect the privacy of the stars.’

‘Let me off, I can’t breathe,’ she bawled. She had never shouted at a stranger before.

As the bus drew away from the curb, leaving her standing on the shoulder, Niniane felt almost wonderful. The grass under her feet was unnaturally plump. The sun went behind a cloud for a moment and the air seemed a little cooler. There wasn’t another human being in sight; only high walls and hedges, and the soft whirr of sprinklers, and the bark of a pedigree dog. Maybe Arthur was a gardener. Any minute now he would stroll along the path with a sack of clippings in each hand.

She walked back as far as No. 713. It looked like all the others. The light bounced off the sidewalk like a chorus line. Maybe Doris would come out in a minute, wearing yellow, with that toothy smile. Niniane had a look at the plush lawn and sang in a whisper: ‘Please, please, don’t eat the daisies.’ Then, all at once, she was so tired she had to sit down on the curb. Her face cream was melting into her eyes; she seemed to be wearing false lips made of paper.

When she looked up, a police officer was getting out of his car. On his hip was a huge gun, the only one she’d ever seen in real life. Niniane stood up so fast that everything went black before her eyes.

‘I was walking,’ she said in answer to his questions. ‘Just walking, and I got tired.’

He put away his notebook and opened the car door for her.

‘I wasn’t going to hassle her or anything,’ she repeated as she fastened the seat belt.

The police officer asked who she meant.

‘Doris Day.’

‘Miss Day hasn’t lived in that house since 1975, ma’am.’

He drove her all the way back to the Hollywood Hills Hotel. There was one moment, when they paused at a red light, when she thought of asking how long a person, a family member, would have to be gone before he could be reported as missing. But then the lights changed.

She apologized for putting the officer to the trouble and asked him to let her off anywhere, she could walk, but he told her this was not a walking kind of city.

Such an odd word for it, missing, she thought as she sat on the thin hotel mattress. Maybe Arthur wasn’t missing them at all; maybe he was incommunicado. Now there was a grand phrase. Maybe her brother was alive and well in his condo, just around the corner from the Hollywood Hills Hotel, and living such a wonderful new life that he couldn’t be bothered to write home about it. Selfish bastard.

A shriek, outside in the street. The window was dusty above the air conditioner; she pressed her face to it. On the street two young men on Rollerblades were greeting each other with loud cries. The black guy had short white hair. They kissed on both cheeks, then slid off in opposite directions.

That wasn’t it, was it? Not enough of a reason to never come home. Niniane had always known Arthur wasn’t the marrying kind, even though it had taken her nearly thirty-five years to put words on it. She had tried to bring it up once, but he’d changed the subject, which was fair enough. And their parents must have known, too, in their way. Nothing was said, but they never nagged him with questions about girlfriends.

Maybe Arthur had somebody over here. Maybe that was enough for him. A chosen family – that was the phrase, she’d read it in a magazine. But he was kidding himself because you couldn’t unchoose your old family. You couldn’t just walk away, not when they’d never done anything to deserve it.

Niniane had always thought her brother liked her. But how little he knew of her any more. He’d been away for her breakup with Mark, and her promotion, and that time she had the ovarian cyst and for a month thought she was dying. Whereas, to give them their due, her parents had always been there. Sunday after Sunday. Always on the same sofa in the same front room in the same terraced house on the same street in Limerick, the same sofa both she and Arthur had clung to when they were learning to walk. Her father getting balder and more taciturn, her mother rather more irritable since her hip operation, but both still there, in their places. And so was Niniane. Her own job, her own flat, but a daughter still, a daughter till the end.

She put her few possessions in her bag and went outside to hail a taxi.

The worst pictures always came when she was only half awake, or stuck in traffic. Arthur in prison, crouched in the corner of a cell. Arthur shooting up in an alley, his hairless arms pockmarked with holes. Arthur hawking himself on a street corner, bony with disease. What was it, his mystery? What was so bad that he couldn’t lift the phone?

It occurred to her for the first time that he was dead. Doris Day’s only brother died of epilepsy when she was thirty-three. These things happened. Was that relief Niniane felt, that curious surge in her throat? It couldn’t be. She felt sick with shame. She pressed her face against the sweaty glass of the cab window.

Light-headed, she walked through the white corridors of LA Self-Storage. Fluorescent strips crackled overhead. The only sound was the pant of the air-conditioning. She thought if she turned a corner and bumped into a stranger she might scream. But who else would come here on a Sunday evening? She whispered the chorus of ‘Hotel California’ to give herself courage. This place was like a prison for misbehaving furniture.

She came to 2011 at last; it looked like all the other doors. The key was in her hand. What could furniture tell her? Arthur always had good taste, but there wouldn’t be some vault of treasures. There wouldn’t be a film of the missing years.

For a moment, as she slid the key into the door, she hoped it wouldn’t open.

Niniane felt for the light switch and flicked it on. The locker was about ten by ten by ten feet of nothing. She stepped in, as if to search the bare corners. Nothing at all. She shut the door behind her back and for a moment feared she’d locked herself in. She was more alone than she’d ever been. There weren’t even gaps in the dust to hint at whatever Arthur had once kept here; not even the marks of his size-thirteen feet from the day he must have taken it all away.

Niniane let herself slide down the door till she was sitting on her heels. She began to cry, slow and grudging, like loosening a tooth. The hard walls multiplied her breath. In between sobs she kept listening for footsteps.

At the pay phone, various options ran through her head as the receiver played ‘Greensleeves’ in her ear, but each seemed more improbable than the last. If she missed this flight home, she had no way of paying for another. If she went to the police, they would look embarrassed for her and tell her to come back with some evidence that a crime had been committed. No known associates. No last address.

‘But I’m his sister, I swear,’ she told the voice at the other end of the phone. ‘You must still have his address, because he’s paying for one of your storage lockers, he must be, or else you’d have changed the lock, wouldn’t you?’

The voice sounded computer-generated.

‘Will you at least take my address in Ireland?’ she butted in. ‘Just in case. I don’t know, in case he ever stops paying or something. I’m his sister,’ she repeated, like a bad actress from a soap. ‘He’d want me to know where he was.’

Which was a lie, she thought, as she jammed the phone onto the hook. She had no idea what Arthur wanted. Most likely she would never find out if the empty locker meant that he was dead, with his bank account slowly draining, or that he was living high on a hill with all his chairs and lamps around him, rich enough not to mind paying for an empty locker, too careless to remember where he had left the key.

‘The airport, now, please,’ she repeated to the taximan, who was barely visible behind the smoked glass. Niniane lay back against the sticky leather and let the traffic draw her into its slipstream. LIVE NUDE GIRLS, said a neon sign, NOW HIRING. Now there would be a quick way to change her life.

The sky was full of planes, crisscrossing like fireflies. In the far distance she caught a glimpse of the famous white letters lit up on the hill. If she hadn’t known they said Hollywood she would have had no idea: No Food, she would have read, maybe, or Hullaballoo, or Home Now.

At the airport, Niniane was told that her bag had just arrived from Pittsburgh. She stood in line to pick it up, then queued again to check it in for Shannon. In Duty Free, she bought her parents a $19.95 gilt Oscar that had a hopeful, dazed expression. She would bring it over next Sunday. It would give them something to talk about so they wouldn’t have to talk about Arthur. She would see it on the mantelpiece every Sunday for the rest of her parents’ lives, and someday she would have to decide whether to give it to Oxfam with the rest of their stuff or take it home and put it on her own mantelpiece.

She had a window seat. All night she stared out at darkness or read Proust. When the sun came up over Shannon, hurting her eyes, she had finally got as far as the bit about the madeleine.

The American pilot announced that they would be landing momentarily. Niniane’s head shot up out of her doze; for a second, she misunderstood his use of the word and believed him, thought the plane was only going to dip down like a bird onto the runway, gather strength for a moment, then wing away to somewhere else entirely.

When she emerged from Customs there were people waiting with cardboard signs held against their chests like X-rays. None of them had her name on. Trunks and totes spilled along the conveyor belt, climbing over each other at corners. She edged into the crowd, watching the procession of bags. A sign over the conveyor belt said in red letters, ALL BAGGAGE LOOKS THE SAME. BE SURE YOU HAVE YOUR OWN.






Necessary Noise

May blew smoke out of the car window.

Her younger sister made an irritated sound between her teeth.

‘I’m blowing it away from you,’ May told her.

‘It comes right back in,’ said Martie. She leaned her elbows on the steering wheel and looked through the darkness between the streetlamps. ‘You told him to be at the corner of Fourth and Leroy at two, yeah?’

May inhaled, ignoring the question.

‘Fifteen’s way too young to go to clubs,’ observed Martie, tucking her hair behind one ear.

‘I don’t know,’ said May thoughtfully. ‘You’re not even eighteen yet and you’re totally middle-aged.’

That was an old insult. Martie rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, well Laz is so immature. Dad shouldn’t let him start clubbing yet, that’s all I’m saying. When I heard Laz asking him, on the phone, I said let me talk to Dad, but he hung up.’

May flicked the remains of her cigarette into the gutter. Somewhere close by a siren yowled.

Martie was peering up at a dented sign. ‘It says “No Stopping,” but I can’t tell if it applies when it’s two a.m. Do you think we’ll get towed?’

‘Not as long as we’re sitting in the car,’ said her elder sister, deadpan.

‘If the traffic cops come by, I could always drive round the block.’

May yawned.

‘I guess Dad was feeling guilty about being away for Laz’s birthday, so that’s why he said he could go clubbing,’ said Martie.

‘Yeah, well the man’s always feeling guilty about something.’

Martie gave her big sister a wary look. ‘It’s not easy,’ she began, ‘it can’t be easy for Dad, holding everything together.’

‘Does he?’ asked May.

‘Well, we all do. I mean, he may not do the cooking and laundry and stuff, but he’s still in charge. And it’s hard when he’s got to be on the road so much—’

‘Oh, right, yeah, choking down all those Texas sirloins, I weep for him.’

‘He’s not in Texas,’ said Martie, ‘he’s in New Mexico.’

May got out another cigarette, contemplated it, then shoved it back in the box.

‘Are you still thinking of giving up the day after your twenty-first?’ asked Martie.

‘Not if you remind me about it even one more time.’ May combed her long pale hair with both hands.

Silence fell, at least in the old Pontiac. Outside the streets droned and screamed in their nighttime way.

‘Actually, I don’t think Laz gives a shit that Dad’s away for his birthday,’ remarked May at last. ‘I wouldn’t have, when I was his age. Normal fifteen-year-olds don’t want to celebrate with their parents, or go on synchronized swimming courses or whatever it was you did for your fifteenth.’

‘Life Saving,’ Martie told her coldly.

‘The boy wants to go to some under-eighteens hiphop juice-bar thing where they won’t even sell him a Bud, that doesn’t seem like a problem to me, except that he better get his ass in gear,’ said May, slapping the side of the car, ‘because I’ve got a party to go to.’

‘I said you should have called a cab.’

‘I’m broke till payday. Besides, Dad only lets you use the car when he’s away so long as you give me and Laz rides.’

‘You could use it yourself if you’d take some lessons,’ Martie pointed out.

‘There’s no point learning to drive in New York,’ said May witheringly. ‘Besides, next year I’ll be off to Amsterdam and it’s all bikes there.’

‘Motorbikes?’

‘No, just bicycles.’

Martie’s eyebrows went up. ‘What are you going to do in Amsterdam?’

‘I don’t know. Hang out. It’s just a fabulous city.’

‘You’ve never been,’ Martie pointed out.

‘I’ve heard a lot about it.’

Martie tapped a tune on the steering wheel. ‘It’ll be weird if you go.’

‘Not if. When.’

‘When, then.’

May yawned. ‘You’re always complaining I never clean up round the apartment.’

‘Yeah, but when you’re gone, there’ll still be Laz, and his mess will probably expand to fill the place.’

‘Oh, admit it,’ said May, ‘you love playing Martyr Mommie.’

Martie gave her elder sister a bruised look. Then she scanned the street again, on both sides, as if their brother might be s
lurking in the shadows. ‘This thing you’re going to tonight,’ she said, ‘is it a dyke party?’

Her sister sighed. ‘It’s just a party. With some dykes at it. I hope.’

‘Is Telisse going?’

‘I don’t know. She’s not really doing the dyke thing any more, anyway.’

‘Oh.’

‘Why,’ her sister teased her, ‘did you like Telisse?’

‘No, I just thought you did,’ said Martie stiffly. She checked her watch in the yellow streetlight. ‘Come on, Laz,’ she muttered. ‘I bet he’s doing this deliberately. Testing our limits.’

‘God, you’re so parental,’ May hooted. ‘No wonder Laz hates you.’

‘He does not.’

‘He so does! He’s always telling you to get off his case. “Get her off my fuckin’ case, May!” he says to me.’ May’s imitation of her brother’s voice was gruff with testosterone.

‘He doesn’t mean he hates me,’ said Martie. ‘He doesn’t actually hate any of us.’

May groaned and shifted in her seat, leaned her head back, and shut her eyes. ‘G’night, Ma Walton …’

The minutes lengthened. Martie stared into the rearview mirror. A truck went by slowly, picking up garbage bags. ‘We could call Laz on your cell phone,’ she said, ‘except he probably wouldn’t hear it over the music. Maybe I should go in and look for him,’ she added under her breath. ‘Or no, I can’t leave the car, in case it needs to be moved. Maybe you should go.’

Her sister gave no sign of hearing that.

‘There he is.’ Martie threw open the door in relief. ‘Laz!’

The boy was stumbling a little, head down.

‘Come on,’ she cried. ‘We’ve been waiting. May’s got a party to get to.’

‘What do you know, the boy is wasted,’ said May in amusement, turning her head as Laz struggled to fold his long legs into the backseat.

‘He couldn’t be,’ Martie told her, ‘it was a juice bar.’

May giggled. ‘Now there’s a first. Teens Gain Access to Alcoholic Beverage!’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Martie, starting the car with a rumble. ‘Laz, are you in? Your seat belt.’ She waited.

‘Can we just drive?’ asked May.

‘Anyone who doesn’t wear a seat belt is a human missile,’ Martie quoted. ‘If I had to slam on the brakes suddenly, he could snap your neck.’

‘Oh Jesus, I’ll snap yours in a minute if you don’t get going. Laz!’ snapped May, turning to face her brother. ‘Get your belt on now.’

He grinned at her, his eyes drowned in his dark hair. His fingers fumbled with the catch of the seat belt.

The car moved off at last. ‘Good night, was it?’ May asked over her shoulder at the next traffic light.

The only answer was the sound of retching.

‘For god’s sake,’ wailed Martie, taking a sharp right. ‘Not on the seat covers!’

But the noises got worse.

‘That’s really vile,’ said May, breathing through her mouth as she rolled down her window as far as it would go.

‘Are you all right now?’ Martie asked her brother, peering in the mirror. ‘Do you want a Kleenex?’ But he had slid down, out of sight. She wormed one hand into the back of the car, grabbed his knee. ‘Sit up, Laz.’

‘Leave him alone for a minute, why can’t you?’

‘May, he could choke on his own vomit.’

‘You’re being hysterical.’

Martie twisted round again. ‘I said sit up now!’

‘OK, pull over,’ said May, for once sounding like the eldest.

‘But—’

‘You’re going to crash. Stop the car.’

Martie bit her lip and braked beside a fire hydrant.

May got out and slammed her own door. She opened the one behind and bent in. ‘Laz?’

No answer.

She pulled him upright, wiped his mouth with his own sleeve. ‘He stinks.’ After a long minute, she said, in a different voice, ‘I think he may be on something.’

‘On something?’

‘Laz? Wake up! Did you take something?’

‘Like what? Like what?’ repeated the younger sister, her hands gripping the steering wheel.

‘Oh, Martie, I don’t even know the names for what kids are taking these days. Laz!’ May shouted, trying to lift his left eyelid.

The boy moaned something.

Martie let go of the wheel and started scrabbling in her sister’s bag. ‘Where’s your phone, May? I’m going to call 911.’

May climbed over her brother’s legs and wrenched the passenger door shut. ‘Are you kidding? Do you know how long they take to respond? We’ll be faster driving to Emergency.’

‘Which? Where?’

‘I don’t know, try St Jude’s.’

‘You’ll have to navigate for me,’ stammered Martie.

‘I’m busy holding Laz’s head out of this pool of vomit,’ said May, shrill. ‘Just go down Fourth; there’ll be signs on Thirtieth. Move it!’

Martie drove above the speed limit for the first time in her life. Laz didn’t make a sound. May gripped him hard.

‘You should be talking to him,’ Martie told her, at a red light. ‘Keep him awake.’

‘I don’t think he is awake.’

‘Is he asleep? He could be asleep.’

‘He’s out of it; he’s unconscious,’ snapped her sister.

‘Is his windpipe open? Check his pulse.’

‘I can’t tell.’ May was gripping her brother’s limp wrist. ‘There’s a pulse but I think it’s mine.’

The light was still red. ‘Let me.’ Martie burst open her seat belt, squeezed one knee through the gap between the seats. ‘Laz?’ she shouted, pressing her fingers against the side of her brother’s damp throat.

‘Shouldn’t you—’

‘Shut up. I’m listening.’

Silence in the car, except for a little wheeze in Martie’s breathing. She put her ear against her brother’s mouth, as if she was asking for a kiss. Then the car behind sounded its horn, and Martie jerked back so fast she hit her head on the roof. ‘He’s not—’

‘What? What?’

More horns blared. ‘Green,’ roared May, blinking at the lights, and Martie slammed the car into drive.

‘I think it fucked him up when Mom went off,’ said May. The sisters were sitting on the end of a row of orange seats in the Emergency waiting area, their legs crossed in opposite directions. ‘They say the younger you are when something like that happens, the more it messes up your head.’

‘That’s garbage,’ said Martie unsteadily, examining her cuticles. ‘Laz was too young; he wasn’t even three. He doesn’t remember Mom being at home; he doesn’t know what she looked like apart from photos.’

‘He must remember her being missing,’ May pointed out. ‘You do.’

‘That’s different. I was five.’ Elbows on her knees, Martie stared up at the wall, where a sign said UNNECESSARY NOISE PROHIBITED.

‘That first couple of years, when all Dad fed us was out of cans—’

‘She had postpartum depression that never got diagnosed,’ Martie put in. ‘That’s what Dad says.’

After a second, May shrugged.

‘What does that mean?’ Martie imitated the shrug.

‘Well yeah, that’s what Dad would say,’ said May. ‘He’d have to say something. He couldn’t just tell us, “Hey kids, your mom took off for no reason.”’ May pulled out her cigarettes. ‘I mean, we could all have something undiagnosed,’ she added scornfully.

Martie pointed at the NO SMOKING sign.

‘I know. I know. I’m just seeing how many I’ve got left. What’s taking them so long? You’d think at least they could tell us what’s going on,’ barked May in the direction of the reception desk.

Her younger sister watched her.

‘At the hotel, did they say where Dad was?’

Martie shook her head. ‘Just that he wasn’t back yet. They’ll give him our message as soon as he comes in.’

‘He’s probably boinking some Texan hooker.’

‘He’s in New Mexico,’ said Martie furiously, ‘and you can just shut up. You don’t know why Mom left any more than any of us – you were only eight,’ she added after a second. ‘I think it makes sense that she was depressed.’

‘Well sure, it must have been pretty depressing pretending to be our mom if all the time she was longing to take off and never see us again.’

‘I hate it when you talk like that,’ said Martie through her teeth.

No answer.

‘You think you’re so savvy about the ways of the whole, like, world, when really you’re just bitter and twisted.’

May raised her eyes to heaven.

The woman behind the reception desk called out a name, and Martie jumped to her feet. Then she sat down again. ‘I thought she said Laurence. Laurence Coleman.’

‘No, it was something else.’

‘I forgot to get milk,’ said Martie irrelevantly. ‘Unless you did?’

May shook her head.

‘Laz didn’t eat any dinner. I kept some couscous for him to microwave, but he didn’t want it; he said it looked gross.’ Martie put her face in her hands.

‘Take it easy,’ said her sister.

‘They say if there’s nothing lining the stomach …’

‘He probably got some fries on the way to the club. I bet he had a burger and fries,’ said May.

Martie spoke through her fingers. ‘What could he have taken?’

‘Nothing expensive,’ said May. ‘He’s always broke.’

‘I just wish we knew, you know, why he did it.’

‘Oh, don’t start the whole eighth-grade lecture on self-esteem and peer pressure,’ snapped May. ‘Look, everyone takes something sometime in their life.’

‘You just say that because you did. Do,’ added Martie, her cheeks red. ‘It just better not have been you who gave it to him.’

‘For Christ’s sake!’ barked May. A woman with a child asleep on her stomach stared at them, and May brought her voice down. ‘I would never. I don’t do anything scary and if I did I wouldn’t give it to my moronic kid brother.’

‘You can’t know what’s scary,’ said Martie miserably. ‘People can die after half an ecstasy tablet.’

May let out a scornful puff of breath. ‘They said he was fitting. Having fits, in the cubicle. E doesn’t give you fits.’

Her sister sat hunched over. ‘You know when she asked us about our insurance provider?’

‘Yeah. Thank god Dad’s got family coverage in this job, at least.’

‘No, but I think she was calling them, the insurance people. She picked up the phone. Why would she call them right away?’

May shrugged.

Martie nibbled the edge of her thumb. ‘Do you think maybe they won’t cover something … self-inflicted?’

‘It’s not like he jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge,’ said May.

‘But if he took it—’

‘Shut up! We don’t know what he took or what he thought it was. Get off his case!’

There was a long silence. ‘I care about Laz as much as you do,’ said Martie. ‘Probably more.’

‘Fine,’ said May, her voice tired.

Martie got up and walked off. She dawdled by the vending machines, and came back with something called Glucozip.

A girl had come into the waiting area, arm in arm with her mother. The girl had a deformed face, something red and terrible bulging between her huge lips. Martie looked away at once.

May whispered, ‘I didn’t think that was possible.’

‘Don’t stare,’ said Martie, mortified.

‘She’s put a pool ball in her mouth! I tried it once, but no way.’

Martie looked over her shoulder. So that’s what it was. ‘You tried to do that?’ she repeated, turning on her elder sister. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘I was thirteen or so; I don’t know. It was a dare.’

‘That’s not a reason!’

Her sister shrugged.

Martie sneaked another look at the girl with the ball in her mouth. The mother was scolding loudly. ‘Where’s your so-called friends now, then?’ The girl twisted her head, made a small moan in her throat.

Martie turned away again and offered her sister some Glucozip. ‘You should, even if you don’t feel thirsty,’ she urged her. ‘We’re probably dehydrated. Unless we’re in shock, in which case they say you shouldn’t drink anything, in case they have to operate.’

May stared at her sister.

‘Are your extremities cold?’ Martie persisted.

‘What do you know?’ said May, harsh.

The younger sister looked away, took another drink. Her throat moved violently as she swallowed.

‘One crappy First Aid for Beginners course, and suddenly you’re an expert?’

Martie took a breath, paused, then spoke after all. ‘I know more than you.’

‘Like what? Like what do you know?’

She spoke rapidly. ‘For instance, if someone’s got no pulse and he’s not breathing, he’s dead. Technically.’

‘He fucking isn’t!’

‘Technically he is. That’s the definition of death,’ Martie told her sister shakily. ‘It’s not brain death but it’s technically death, until they get the heart started again.’

‘It’s you who’s brain-dead,’ growled May.

‘I just—’

‘I don’t want to hear it!’

Silence. Martie, eyes shining, read the back of her can.

‘They’ve probably infibrillated him,’ May told her, ‘and now they’re just letting him rest.’

‘I think you mean defibrillate.’

‘I don’t think so,’ snapped May. ‘And also, they’ve got chemicals they can use. There was that scene in Pulp Fiction, when Uma Thurman snorts heroin by mistake, and they stick an adrenaline needle in her heart.’

‘I can’t stand that kind of movie,’ said Martie. ‘They’re totally unreal.’

‘No, they’re too real,’ her sister told her, ‘that’s what you can’t stand.’ She let out a long breath. ‘When are they going to tell us something?’ she said, leaping to her feet. ‘I mean, Jesus!’

‘Could you keep your voice down?’ whispered Martie. ‘Everybody’s staring.’

‘So?’ roared May. ‘I mean, what the fuck does that mean?’ – throwing out her arm at the sign that said UNNECESSARY NOISE PROHIBITED. ‘What the hell is unnecessary noise? If I make a noise, it’s because I need to.’

‘You don’t need to shout.’

‘Yes I do!’

Martie seized her elder sister by the hand and pulled her back into her seat. May went limp. Her head hung down. The people who had been watching looked away again.

‘Do you think,’ Martie asked May half an hour later, ‘I know this probably sounds really stupid, but do you think it’s any use, do you think it’s any help to people, if you’re the	re?’

‘Where?’ asked May, eyes vacant, taking a sip of Glucozip.

‘Near them. Thinking about them.’

‘Like, faith healing?’

Martie’s mouth twisted. ‘Not necessarily. I just mean, is it doing Laz any good that we’re here?’

‘I think maybe we’re irrelevant,’ said May, without bitterness. ‘He never liked either of us that much in the first place.’

‘You don’t have to like your family,’ said Martie uncertainly.

‘Just as well,’ said May under her breath. ‘Just as well.’

‘Laurence Coleman? Laurence Coleman?’

They both registered the words at last and jerked in their seats. ‘He’s not here,’ said Martie confusedly to the man in the white coat, whose small badge said DR P.J. HASSID. ‘They took him in there,’ pointing vaguely.

‘If you would come this way—’

They both scurried after Dr Hassid. May plucked at the doctor’s sleeve. ‘Is he alive?’ she asked, and burst into tears.

Martie stared at her elder sister, who had tears dripping from her chin. One of them landed on the scuffed floor of the corridor.

‘Just about,’ said Dr Hassid, not stopping. There were dark bags under his eyes.

Laz, lying in a cubicle, didn’t look alive. He was stretched out on his back like a specimen of an alien, with tubes up his nose, machines barricading. May wailed. Martie took hold of her elbow.

‘Laurence will get through this,’ said Dr Hassid, fiddling with a valve.

‘Laz,’ May sobbed the word. ‘He’s called Laz.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Martie.

But Dr Hassid was amending the clipboard that hung at the end of the bed. ‘L-A-S?’

‘Zee,’ gulped May.

‘L-A-Z, very good. It’s better to use the familiar name. Laz?’ the doctor said, louder, bending over the boy. ‘Will you wake up now?’

One eyelid quivered. Then both. The boy blinked at his sisters.
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Epigraph


Tell us underneath what skies,

Upon what coasts of earth we have been cast;

We wander, ignorant of men and places,

And driven by the wind and the vast waves.

Virgil, The Aeneid,

translated by Allen Mandelbaum (1971)







DEPARTURES





LONDON

1882

Man and Boy

Off your tuck this morning, aren’t you? That’s not like you. It’s the chill, perhaps. These March winds come straight from the Urals, up the Thames, or so they say. No, that’s not your favorite Horse Guards playing, can’t fool you; you never like it when they change the band. Fancy a bun? You’ll feel the better for a good breakfast. Come along, have a couple of buns…. Please yourself, then.

Maybe later, after your bath.

I had some unpleasantness with the superintendent this morning. Yes, over you, my boy, need you ask? He’s applied to the trustees for permission to buy a gun.

Calm down, no one’s going to shoot you, or my name’s not Matthew Scott. But let it be a warning. I don’t mean to lay blame, but this is what comes of tantrums. (Demented rampages, the superintendent calls them.) Look at this old patched wall here; who was it that stove it in? To err is human and all that, but it don’t excuse such an exhibition. You only went and hurt yourself, and you’re still not the better for that abscess.

Anyway, the superintendent has an iddy-fix that you’re a danger to the kiddies, now you’re a man, as it were. Oh, you know and I know that’s all my eye, you dote on the smalls. You don’t care for confinement, that’s all, and who can blame you? I can always settle you with a little wander round the Gardens to meet your friends. But the superintendent says, “What if you’re off the premises, Scott, when the musth next comes on Jumbo? No other keeper here can handle him; every time I assign you an assistant, the creature terrorizes the fellow and sends him packing. It’s a most irregular state of affairs, not to mention the pungency, and stains, and … well, engorgement. That member’s wife almost fainted when she caught sight!”

I pointed out you could hardly help that.

“Besides, bull Africans are known for killing their keepers,” he lectured me. “In one of his furies, he could swat you down with his little tail, then crush you with his skull.”

“Not this elephant,” I said, “nor this keeper.”

Then he went off on a gory story about a crazed elephant he saw gunned down in the Strand when he was knee-high, 152 bullets it took, the superintendent’s never been the same since. Well, that explains a lot about him.

I assure you, my boy, I stood up for you. I looked the old man in the watery eye and said, “We all have our off days. But Jumbo’s a cleanly, hardworking fellow, as a rule. I have never felt afraid of him for one moment in the seventeen years he’s been in my care.”

He muttered something impertinent about that proving my arrogance rather than your safety. “I believe it’s gone to your head, Scott.”

“What has, Superintendent?”

“Jumbo’s fame. You fancy yourself the cock of the walk.”

I drew myself up. “If I enjoy a certain position in this establishment, if I was awarded a medal back in ‘sixty-six, that is due to having bred, nursed, and reared more exotic animals and birds than any other living man.”

He pursed his lips. “Not to mention the fortune you pocket from those tuppenny rides—”

The nerve! “Aren’t I the one who helps the kiddies up the ladder, and leads Jumbo round the Gardens, and makes sure they don’t topple off?” (By rights the cash should be half yours, lad, but what use would it be to you? You like to mouth the coins with your trunk and slip them into my pocket.)

The superintendent plucked at his beard. “Be that as it may, it’s inequitable; bad for morale. You’re all charm when it earns you tips, Scott, but flagrantly rude to your superiors in this Society, and as for your fellow keepers, they’re nervous of saying a word to you these days.”

That crew of ignorami!

“I have plenty of conversation,” I told him, “but I save it for those as appreciate it.”

“They call you a tyrant.”

Well, I laughed. After all, I’m the fifteenth child of seventeen, no silver spoons in my infant mouth, a humble son of toil who’s made good in a precarious profession, and I need apologize to nobody. We don’t mind the piddling tiddlers of this world, do we, boy? We just avert our gaze.

There’s a crate sitting outside on the grass this morning. Pitch-pine planking, girded with iron, on a kind of trolley with wheels. Gives me a funny feeling. It’s twelve feet high, as near as I can guess; that’s just half a foot more than you. Nobody’s said a word to me about it. Best to mind my own business, I suppose. This place—there’s too much gossip and interference already.

It’ll be time to stretch a leg soon, boy. The kiddies will be lined up outside in their dozens. They missed you yesterday, when it was raining. Here, kneel down and we’ll get your howdah on. Yes, yes, I’ll remember to put a double fold of blanket under the corner where it was rubbing. Aren’t your toenails looking pearly after that scrub I gave them?

There’s two men out there by the crate now, setting up some kind of ramp. I don’t like the looks of this at all. If this is what I think it is, it’s too blooming much—

I’m off to the superintendent’s office, none of this Please make an appointment. Here’s a sack of oats to be getting on with. Oh, don’t take on, hush your bellowing, I’ll be back before you miss me.

Well, Jumbo, I could bloody spit! Pardon my French, but there are moments in a man’s life on this miserable earth—

And to think, the superintendent didn’t give me so much as a word of warning. Just fancy, after all these years of working at the Society together—after the perils he and I have run, sawing off that rhinoceros’s deformed horn and whatnot—it makes me shudder, the perfidiousness of it. “I’ll thank you,” says I, “to tell me what’s afoot in the matter of my elephant.”

“Yours, Scott?” says he with a curl of the lip.

“Figure of speech,” says I. “As keeper here thirty-one years, man and boy, I take a natural interest in all property of the Society.”

He was all stuff and bluster, I’d got him on the wrong foot. “Since you inquire,” says he, “I must inform you that Jumbo is now the property of another party.”

Didn’t I stare! “Which other party?”

His beard began to tremble. “Mr. P. T. Barnum.”

“The Yankee showman?”

He couldn’t deny it. Then wasn’t there a row, not half. My dear boy, I can hardly get the words out, but he’s only been and gone and sold you to the circus!

It’s a shocking smirch on the good name of the London Zoological Society, that’s what I say. Such sneaking, double-dealing treachery behind closed doors. In the best interests of the British public, my hat! Two thousand pounds, that’s the price the superintendent put on you, though it’s not as if they need the funds, and who’s the chief draw but the Children’s Pal, the Beloved Pachydermic Behemoth, as the papers call you? Why, you may be the most magnificent elephant the world has ever seen, due to falling so fortuitously young into my hands as a crusty little stray, to be nursed back from the edge of the grave and fed up proper. And who’s to say how long your poor tribe will last, with ivory so fashionable? The special friend of our dear queen as well as generations of young Britons born and unborn, and yet the Society has flogged you off like horse meat, and all because of a few whiffs and tantrums!

Oh, Jumbo. You might just settle down now. Your feelings do you credit and all that, but there’s no good in such displays. You must be a brave boy. You’ve got through worse before, haven’t you? When the traders gunned down your whole kin in front of you—

Hush now, my mouth, I shouldn’t bring up painful recollections. Going into exile in America can’t be half as bad, that’s all I mean. Worse things happen. Come to think of it, if I hadn’t rescued you from that wretched Jardin des Plantes, you’d have got eaten by hungry Frogs during the Siege of Seventy-one! So best to put a brave face on.

I just hope you don’t get seasick. I reminded the superintendent you’d need two hundred pounds of hay a day on the voyage to New York, not to speak of sweet biscuits, potatoes, loaves, figs, and onions, your favorite…. You’ll be joining the Greatest Show on Earth, I suppose that has a sort of ring to it, if a vulgar one. (The superintendent claims travel may calm your rages, or if it doesn’t, then such a huge circus will have “facilities for seclusion,” though I don’t like the sound of that, not half.) No tricks to learn, I made sure of that much: you’ll be announced as “The Most Enormous Land Animal in Captivity” and walk round the ring, that’s all. I was worried you’d have to tramp across the whole United States, but you’ll tour in your own comfy railway carriage, fancy that! The old millionaire’s got twenty other elephants, but you’ll be the king. Oh, and rats, I told him to pass on word that you’re tormented by the sight of a rat ever since they ate half your feet when you were a nipper.

Of course you’ll miss England, and giving the kiddies rides, that’s only to be expected. And doing headstands in the Pool, wandering down the Parrot Walk, the Carnivora Terrace, all the old sights. You’ll find those American winters a trial to your spirits, I shouldn’t wonder. And I expect once in a while you’ll spare a thought for your old pa—

When you came to London, a filthy baby no taller than me, you used to wake screaming at night and sucking your trunk for comfort, and I’d give you a cuddle and you’d start to leak behind the ears …

Pardon me, boy, I’m overcome.

Today’s the evil day, Jumbo, I believe you know it. You’re all a-shiver, and your trunk hovers in front of my face as if to take me in. It’s like some tree turned hairy snake, puffing warm wet air on me. There, there. Have a bit of gingerbread. Let me give your leg a good hard pat. Will I blow into your trunk, give your tongue a last little rub?

Come along, bad form to keep anyone waiting, I suppose, even a jumped-up Yankee animal handler like this “Elephant Bill” Newman. (Oh, those little watery eyes of yours, lashes like a ballet dancer—I can hardly look you in the face.) That’s a boy; down this passage to the left; I know it’s not the usual way, but a change is as good as a rest, don’t they say? This way, now. Up the little ramp and into the crate you go. Plenty of room in there, if you put your head down. Go on.

Ah, now, let’s have no nonsense. Into your crate this minute. What good will it do to plunge and bellow? No, stop it, don’t lie down. Up, boy, up. Bad boy. Jumbo!

You’re all right, don’t take on so. You’re back in your quarters for the moment; it’s getting dark out. Such a to-do! They’re only chains. I know you dislike the weight of them, but they’re temporary. No, I can’t take them off tonight or this Elephant Bill will raise a stink. He says we must try you again first thing tomorrow. The chains are for securing you inside the crate, till the crane hoists you on board the steamer. No, calm down, boy. Enough of that roaring. Drink your scotch. Oi! Pick up my bowler and give it back. Thank you.

The Yankee, Elephant Bill, has some cheek. He began by informing me that Barnum’s agents tried to secure the captured King of the Zulus for exhibition, and then the cottage where Shakespeare was born; you’re only their third choice of British treasures. Well, I bristled, you can imagine.

When you wouldn’t walk into the crate no matter how we urged and pushed, even after he took the whip to your poor saggy posterior—when I’d led you round the corner and tried again half a dozen times—he rolled his eyes, said it was clear as day you’d been spoiled.

“Spoiled?” I repeated.

“Made half pet, half human,” says the American, “by all these treats and pattings and chit-chat. Is it true what the other fellows say, Scott, that you share a bottle of whiskey with the beast every night, and caterwaul like sweethearts, curled up together in his stall?”

Well, I didn’t want to dignify that kind of impertinence with a reply. But then I thought of how you whine like a naughty child if I don’t come back from the pub by bedtime, and a dreadful thought occurred to me. “Elephants are family-minded creatures, you must know that much,” I told him. “I hope you don’t mean to leave Jumbo alone at night? He only sleeps two or three hours, on and off; he’ll need company when he wakes.”

A snort from the Yank. “I don’t bed down with nobody but human females.”

Which shows the coarseness of the man.

Settle down, Jumbo, it’s only three in the morning. No, I can’t sleep neither. I haven’t had a decent kip since that blooming crate arrived. Don’t those new violet-bottomed mandrills make an awful racket?

Over seven thousand visitors counted at the turnstile today. All because of you, Jumbo. Your sale’s been in the papers; you’d hardly credit what a fuss it’s making. Heartbroken letters from kiddies, denunciations of the trustees, offers to raise a subscription to ransom you back. It’s said the Prince of Wales has voiced his objections, and Mr. Ruskin, and some Fellows of the Society are going to court to prove the sale illegal!

I wish you could read some of the letters you’re getting every day now, from grown-ups as well as kiddies. Money enclosed, and gingerbread, not to mention cigars. (I ate the couple of dozen oysters, as I knew you wouldn’t fancy them.) A bun stuck with pins; that’s some sot’s idea of a joke. And look at this huge floral wreath for you to wear, with a banner that says A TROPHY OF TRIUMPH OVER THE AMERICAN SLAVERS. I’ve had letters myself, some offering me bribes to “do something to prevent this,” others calling me a Judas. If they only knew the mortifications of my position!

Oh, dear, I did think today’s attempt would have gone better. It was my own idea that since you’d taken against the very sight of the crate, it should be removed from view. I told this Elephant Bill I’d lead you through the streets, the full six miles, and surely by the time you reached the docks, you’d be glad to go into your crate for a rest.

But you saw right through me, didn’t you, artful dodger? No, no tongue massage for you tonight, Badness! You somehow knew this wasn’t an ordinary stroll. Not an inch beyond the gates of the Gardens but you dropped to your knees. Playing to the crowd, rather, I thought, and how they whooped at the sight of you on all fours like some plucky martyr for the British cause. The public’s gone berserk over your sit-down strike, you wouldn’t believe the papers.

I almost lost my temper with you today at the gates, boy, when you wouldn’t get up for me, and yet I couldn’t help but feel a sort of pride to see you put up such a good fight.

That Yank is a nasty piece of work. When I pointed out that it might prove impossible to force you onto that ship, he muttered about putting you on low rations to damp your spirit, or even bull hooks to the ears and hot irons.

“I’ll have you know, we don’t stand for that kind of barbarism in this country,” I told him, and he grinned and said the English were more squeamish about beating their animals than their children. He showed me a gun he carries and drawled something about getting you to New York dead or alive.

The lout was just trying to put the wind up me, of course. Primitive tactics. “Jumbo won’t be of much use to your employer if he’s in the former state,” says I coldly.

Elephant Bill shrugged, and said he didn’t know about that, Barnum could always stuff your hide and tour it as “The Conquered Briton.”

That left me speechless.

Will we take a stroll round the Gardens this morning before the gates open? Over eighteen thousand visitors yesterday, and as many expected today, to catch what might be a last glimpse of you. Such queues for the rides! We could charge a guinea apiece if we chose, not that we would.

Let’s you and me go and take a look at your crate. It’s nothing to be afraid of, idiot boy; only a big box. Look, some fresh writing since yesterday: Jumbo don’t go, that’s kind. More flowers. Dollies, books, even. See that woman on her knees outside the gates? A lunatic, but the civil kind. She’s handing out leaflets and praying for divine intervention to stop your departure.

But the thing is, lad, you’re going to have to go sooner or later. You know that, don’t you? There comes a time in every man’s life when he must knuckle down and do the necessary. The judge has ruled your sale was legal. Barnum’s told the Daily Telegraph he won’t reconsider, not for a hundred thousand pounds. So the cruel fact is that our days together are numbered. Why not step on into your crate now, this very minute, get the wrench of parting over, since it must come to that in the end? Quick, now, as a favor to your sorrowful pa? Argh! Be that way, then; suit yourself, but don’t blame me if the Yank comes at you with hooks and irons.

It’s like trying to move a mountain, sometimes. Am I your master or your servant, that’s what I want to know? It’s a queer business.

That superintendent! To think I used to be amused by his little ways, almost fond of the old gent. Well, a colder fish I never met. Sits there in his dusty top hat and frock coat flecked with hippopotami’s whatsits, tells me he’s giving me a little holiday.

“A holiday?” I was taken aback, as you can imagine. I haven’t taken a day off in years, you’d never stand for it.

He fixes me with his yellowing eyes and tells me that my temporary removal will allow Mr. Newman to accustom himself to the elephant’s habits and tastes before departure.

“You know Jumbo’s tastes already,” I protest. “He can’t stand that Yank. And if the fellow dares to try cruel measures, word will get out and you’ll have the police down on you like a shot, spark off riots, I shouldn’t wonder.”

Which sends the superintendent off on a rant about how I’ve been conspicuously unwilling to get you into that crate.

“Oh, I like that,” says I. “I’ve only loaded the unfortunate creature with shackles, pushed and roared to drive all six and a half tons of him into that blooming trap, so how is it my fault if he won’t go?”

He fixes me with a stare. “Mr. Newman informs me that you must be engaging in sabotage, by giving the elephant secret signals. I have suspected as much on previous occasions, when I sent you perfectly competent assistants and Jumbo ran amok and knocked them down like ninepins.”

“Secret signals?” I repeat, flabbergasted.

“All I know is that your hold over that beast is uncanny,” says the superintendent between his teeth.

Uncanny? What’s uncanny about it? Nothing more natural than that you’d have a certain regard for your pa, after he’s seen to all your little wants day and night for the last seventeen years. Why does the lamb love Mary so, and all that rot.

Well, boy, at that moment I hear a little click in my head. It’s like at the halls when a scene flies up and another one descends. I suddenly say—prepare yourself, lad—I say, “Then why don’t you send a telegraph to this Barnum and tell him to take me too?”

The superintendent blinks.

“I’m offering my services as Jumbo’s keeper,” says I, “as long as his terms are liberal.”

“What makes you imagine Mr. Barnum would hire such a stubborn devil as you, Scott?”

That threw me, but only for a second. “Because he must be a stubborn devil himself to have paid two thousand pounds for an elephant he can’t get onto the ship.”

A long stare, and the superintendent says, “I knew I was right. You have been thwarting me all along, using covert devices to keep Jumbo in the zoo.”

I smirked, letting him believe it. Covert devices, my eye! To the impure, all things are impure. “Just you send that telegraph,” I told him, “and you’ll be soon rid of both of us.”

Now, now, boy, let me explain. Doesn’t it strike you that we’ve had enough of England? Whoa! No chucking your filth on the walls, that’s a low habit. Hear me out. I know what a patriotic heart you’ve got—specially considering you come from the French Sudan, not our Empire at all—but how have you been repaid? Yes, the plain people dote on you, but it strikes me that you’ve grown out of these cramped quarters. If the Society’s condemned you to transportation for smashing a few walls and shocking a few members’ wives, why, then—let’s up stakes and be off to pastures new, I say. You’re not twenty-one yet, and I’m not fifty. We’re self-made prodigies, come up from nothing and now headline news. We can make a fresh start in the land of the free and home of the brave. We’ll be ten times as famous, and won’t England feel the loss of us, won’t Victoria weep!

I expect the superintendent will call me in right after lunch, the wonders of modern telegraphy being what they are. (Whatever Barnum offers me, I’ll accept it. The Society can kiss my you-know-exactly-what-I-mean.) I’ll come straight back here and lead you out to the crate. Now, whatever you do, Jumbo, don’t make a liar of me. I don’t have any secret signals or hidden powers; all I can think to do is to walk into the crate first, and turn, and open my arms and call you. Trust me, dearest boy, and I’ll see you safe across the ocean, and stay by your side for better for worse, and take a father’s and mother’s care of you till the end. Are you with me?

 




Man and Boy

This story is based on almost daily reports in the Times of London between January and April 1882, as well as Superintendent Abraham Bartlett’s hostile account in his Wild Animals in Captivity (1898), and the ghostwritten 1885 Autobiography of Matthew Scott, Jumbo’s Keeper. Even after Matthew Scott persuaded Jumbo into his crate, the controversy—nicknamed “Jumbomania” or “the Jumbo movement”—lingered for several months on both sides of the Atlantic, inspiring songs, poems, jokes, cartoons, advertisements, and the sale of “Jumbo” cigars, collars, fans, earrings, perfume, and ice cream.

Jumbo toured with Barnum’s troupe over four very successful seasons (and showed no further sign of the aggression that dental analysis now suggests can be blamed on impacted molars, due to his low-fiber diet). In 1885, as Scott led him across a railway track after a performance in St. Thomas, Ontario, the elephant was killed by an unscheduled freight train. Barnum rehired Scott for one more season to introduce audiences to Jumbo’s stuffed hide. Despite pressure to return to England, Scott hung on near the circus’s winter headquarters in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where he died in 1914 in the almshouse, aged around eighty. Jumbo’s hide was lost in a fire, but his skeleton lies in storage at the American Museum of Natural History, in New York.





LONDON

1854

Onward

Caroline always prepares Fred’s breakfast herself. Her young brother’s looking sallow around the eyes. “We saved you the last of the kippers,” she says in a tone airy enough to give the impression that she and Pet had their fill of kippers before he came down this morning.

Mouth full, Fred sings to his niece in his surprising bass.


His brow is wet with honest sweat,

He earns whate’er he can

And looks the whole world in the face

For he owes not any man.



Pet giggles at the face he’s pulling. Caroline slides her last triangle of toast the child’s way. Pet’s worn that striped frock since spring. Is she undersized for two years old? But then girls are generally smaller. Are the children Caroline sees thronging the parks equally twiglike under their elaborate coats? “Where did you pick that one up?” she asks Fred.

“A fellow at the office.”

“Again, again,” insists Pet: her new word this week.

Caroline catches herself watching the clock.

Fred launches into song again as he rises to his feet and brushes the crumbs from his waistcoat with a manner oddly middle-aged for twenty-three.


Toiling,—rejoicing,—sorrowing,

Onward through life he goes …



“Come, now, Pet, let Uncle get his coat on.” Fred mustn’t be late, but that’s not it: Caroline wants him gone so she can tackle the day. The child, windmill-armed, slaps imaginary dust out of her uncle’s trousers while her mother adjusts his collar. Not that there’s any real prospect of advancement from the ranks of draftsmen, but still, no harm in looking dapper. She nearly made an architect of him, so very nearly; another few years would have done it. Nearly never knit a sock, as their mother used to say in sober moments.

“Bye-bye,” chants Pet, “bye-bye, bye-bye.”

Fred always leaves to catch his omnibus with a cheerful expression. Does he like his work? she wonders. Or does he just put a brave face on it for twenty-five shillings a week?

Caroline carries the tray down to the kitchen and leaves the dishes for the girl. Pet drops a saucer, but by some miracle it only spins loudly on the tiles. Upstairs to do the beds together, shaking out the blankets; Caroline straightens everything as soon as her daughter’s back is turned. Then down to the parlor again, where she takes up her mending while Pet wreaks havoc in the sewing box. The room is cooling down as the fire goes gray.

Fred needs new cuffs. These ones are so frayed, it would be throwing good thread after bad to darn them. Or that’s her excuse; Caroline’s fingers are stupid with the needle. Her little brother, her charge and her pride, and she sends him out every day a little shabbier. Toast crumbs still gritty in her throat, and already Caroline is reviewing the contents of the pantry, brooding over lunch. The remains of yesterday’s beef? “What a tall tower,” she marvels, watching Pet set another spool on top of the quivering structure. Spools crash and roll across the room. Caroline jumps, pricks herself. “Pick up now” is all she lets herself say, sucking her finger. “Good girl,” she cries when her daughter produces the last dust-rimmed spool from under the table. Is false cheer better than none? she wonders. So much of motherhood is acting.

Usually she manages to get Pet down to sleep by noon, when the girl comes in to mind her, but today Pet’s wound up, squeaking in her own private language, rattling buttons in the tin.

A confident knock at the door. Early, how can he be this early, before the maid’s even got here? What makes him believe, what gives him the right—

Anger tightens the drawstrings of Caroline’s face. “A visitor for Mamma! Would you like to sit here quiet as a mouse and play with Mamma’s jewels?” Before she’s finished speaking, she’s thundering up to her room, taking the stairs two at a time, Pet stumbling in her wake.

She grabs the jewelry box from her dressing table. The second knock, still sprightly. He’ll wait, won’t he? Surely he’ll give her a minute to get to the blasted door—

As she reaches the hall again, passing the struggling child on the stairs, her skirt almost knocks Pet over; Caroline grabs the small hand and pulls her into the parlor. She’s breathing hard as she sets the jewelry box down on the sofa. Pet’s mouth forms an O of ecstasy. All that’s left are cheap necklaces and bracelets in glass and jet, probably easy enough to break, but then again, not valuable enough to matter. “Be good now, Pet.” Good, what does that mean to a two-year-old whose every natural urge is to poke, to grab, to take the world in her fists and shake the secrets out of it? The fire— Caroline slams the guard across it. “Mamma back soon!”

The third knock hammers as she’s dashing through the hall; she pauses to shake her skirts into shape.

Her smiling apologies overlap with his. This one’s all bluff humor and compliments; he’s brought what he calls a mere token. Caroline stares at the miniature lilies, hides her face in their white stiffness. The scent is sweet enough to hurt her throat. Eerie white bugles, suited to a girl’s coffin. This late in the autumn, they must be hothouse blooms: she reckons the cost.

“Mamma!” Pet, lurching into the hall, heavy with necklaces.

“Stay in the parlor,” says Caroline, picking her up, crushing her against the flowers. She plants her on the sofa again, and in the small perfect ear, very low and fierce, she says, “Sh!” Turns to find the visitor leaning in the doorway, grinning as if to demonstrate that he doesn’t mind encountering the little one, on the contrary, in fact. It occurs to her that he’s scanning Pet’s features, and her stomach turns.

“Piddy,” remarks Pet, caressing one glacial petal.

What’s a pity? How does the child know about pity? Oh, pretty. Caroline yanks the bouquet away. “Yes, Mamma’s special pretty flowers, don’t touch.”

Upstairs, she chats a little, marvels at how long her visitor’s mustache is getting. Has he had a very tiresome morning in the City? He’s considering investing in the Canadian Grand Trunk Railway, well, hasn’t that quite a ring to it.

The sheets have a damp feel against her back, though Caroline tells herself she must be imagining it. She moves the way he prefers, with her ears always pricked. Nothing, not a sound. Could Pet have crept upstairs, might she be outside Mamma’s bedroom door right now, plucking up her nerve to push the door open? No, no, Caroline would have heard something; one of those little gasps of exertion or nonsense words a two-year-old can’t help making. But the man has put his oily mustache to her ear now, he’s grunting like a seal. She can’t hear anything else. She should be making those delicate bird cries he likes, but, oh god, what if a necklace has snagged, tightened round Pet’s soft throat? Earrings, she forgot to take the damn earrings out of the box. What would one of those tiny sharp hooks do to a small stomach? Her fingers clamp on the pale meat of his shoulders. Hurry, hurry, do your business and be done with it.

“Oh, sweet Caroline,” he groans.

A rage spirals up when she hears him use her name, a coal-smoke whirlwind wrenching this scarecrow out of her, hurling him against the walls, whipping him through the pealing glass to fall like rag ‘n’ bones on the Brompton street, where the next passing carriage will flatten his face into stone and mud.

A small sound brings her back to herself. Rocking away on top of her, the visitor doesn’t notice, but Caroline can make out voices in the parlor, one deeper than the other. The girl at last, ten minutes late by the clock on the dresser. It’s all right. Pet’s all right. Caroline’s teeth unlock.

Love fizzes like acid in her bones. She doesn’t have to fake that.

Lunch is the last of the beef, in a soup, bulked out with turnips. Pet pushes her bowl away, but Caroline puts the spoon between the little pink lips over and over.

Though the child hasn’t had her nap, Caroline takes her out while the rain is holding off. “Pam pam,” wails Pet. Her memory is getting longer; the pram was pawned three weeks ago. (Uncle Fred doesn’t seem to have noticed.)

“You’re a great big girl now, you can walk,” says Caroline with one of those smiles that are too hard around the edges. Pet wanders in long spirals, trips over a pine cone. “Come along, my sweet. This way.” The air’s bad today; damp and sulfurous. “On we go!” After a minute, Caroline dips to lift her daughter onto her hip. When they reach Brompton Park, Pet struggles to get down and chases sparrows with the lumbering merriment of a drunk. She coughs with excitement, picks up a branch covered in curled yellow leaves and shakes it like a standard. Caroline wonders if the brown boots are pinching. She thinks of Chinese ladies with their ghastly little feet. For winter she could always line that thin coat with a flannel petticoat of her own … but then it mightn’t button up at the front.

“Birdies! Mamma, birdies!”

“That’s right, pretty birdies.”

A spattering of rain. On the way home, they pass two women on a bench, whose conversation halts. Eyes flicker then avert. The chat starts up again in graver tones.

Does Caroline hear her name? She keeps her gaze at the level of her daughter’s face. “Look, a snail,” she remarks inanely.

“Nail,” echoes Pet, bending to examine it.

But her mother jerks her hand. “On we go, the rain’s coming.”

Caroline doesn’t care what people say, not for herself. There’s an automatic searing of the cheeks at moments like these; occasionally on waking, a leaden sense of her fate that presses her against the pillow. But no shame. What time in her day has she for shame?

“Nail,” cries Pet again, squatting to reach for something that looks very like dog dirt.

“Time for cocoa,” says Caroline, hauling her onto her hip with one arm.

Fallen. It’s not like in the novels, or on the stage; it’s as ordinary as darning. What has Caroline ever done but what she had to since she was nineteen and she found herself alone with a nine-year-old brother to raise? The road never seemed to fork. She’s put one foot in front of another, and this is where they have led her, this moment, fat drops of rain falling into her collar, as she rushes along the blotched footpath with Pet laughing on her hip. Onward, onward, because backward is impossible. Fallen, like leaves that can’t be stuck back on the trees again.

And it strikes Caroline now that everything the child learns is a step closer to misery. When will Pet begin to register the neighbors’ words? At four? Five? Coming home with her face streaked with knowledge: I heard a bad word. Cruel misnamings of what she is, or rather, what her mother is; the falsity of fact. And what will Caroline tell her then? What fiction, what feeble justification? She wishes absurdly that Pet would stay light enough to carry on her hip; would shrink, in fact, falling back month by month into the plump oblivion of infancy.

At home, the afternoon goes smoothly: a small mercy. The girl takes Pet up for a nap, while Caroline glances at yesterday’s paper. STOWAWAY FOUND ACCIDENTALLY STIFLED IN SALT BARREL THREE DAYS OUT FROM LIVERPOOL, says a headline; Caroline winces, and turns the page. She screws up her eyes to read tiny advertisements for items she can’t afford.

By the time her second visitor knocks, Pet and the maid are playing with paper dolls in the parlor. This one only ever speaks about the weather; she agrees with him that the rain will get heavier before dark. Never more than three visitors a day, and usually only two; she can’t cut down any more than that and still make the books balance. No strangers, no boors; she has her standards.

Caroline has bathed, and dismissed the girl, and tidied up, hours before Fred comes home soaked to the ankles. (She can’t find the bouquet of lilies, though it lingers on the air; the girl must have thrown it out, a piece of quiet tact that surprises Caroline.) Her brother apologizes for being late; the rain always causes traffic jams. He likes the way she’s moved the easy chair a little closer to the window. “It’s these little touches,” Fred assures her. “Lets me enjoy the view, while I’m polishing my shoes.”

The view, as if their window looked onto an alpine lake, instead of one of Brompton’s meaner terraces.

Pet’s got him singing that song about the blacksmith again.


Toiling,—rejoicing,—sorrowing,

Onward through life he goes …



His voice is a little hoarser after the long day. It was her little brother, Fred, who taught her to be a mother, long before Pet. Love happens, like age or weather. It’s not hard to do, only to endure, sometimes.

Caroline always asks about his work, though there’s not much to say about the drawings on which he’s engaged; mostly he passes on gossip about the architects. In return Fred inquires about her reading; he’s created a sort of fiction that his sister’s day is divided between the care of her child and intellectual advancement. (Caroline sometimes leaves a book on her desk for a few days, then returns it to the library unread. It is not that the visitors take up so much of her day, but until they are dealt with and banished to the other side of the front door again, she can’t settle to anything else.)

She tries not to recall the moment four years ago when she told Fred his articles would have to be canceled; his face like a starched sheet. There’s no one in particular to blame, which makes it worse. Not the man she lived with for nine years, seeing to his accounts as well as every other wifely duty; he would have gone on supporting her and her brother for the rest of his life, she’s sure, had his business not failed. He’d have married her, in fact, if he hadn’t had the bad luck to be married already. Caroline can’t blame herself, either. When she was nineteen she gambled all she had, but hardly recklessly; for nine years it seemed a decent bargain. What did abstractions like honor matter compared with realities: white bread in a child’s wet mouth?

“Tired, sis?”

“Not really,” she says, rousing herself to smile. Fred still looks like a boy, especially when he puts on that avuncular face.

“Shall we have a game of cards?”

“Oh, yes,” she says, mustering a tone of delight. Ersatz, every word, and yet all meant in good earnest.

“This is very snug,” says Fred, poking the fire. “Nothing so jolly as an autumn evening in the bosom of the family.”

She wishes he wouldn’t overdo it. Every evening is just like this, unless there’s some drama such as Pet coming down with mumps or a bird banging about in the chimney. They can’t afford any amusements, and they have no friends. Fred claims to get on well enough with the other draftsmen, but he’s never going to risk inviting one home to meet his “widowed” sister. As for Caroline, no woman of her own sort would know her, and she doesn’t want to know the other sort. She lives in the crack between two worlds.

This cozy-nest stuff is not exactly a lie, though. More like a show: a play to entertain Pet. She’s the one who knows least, and so matters most. Again, Caroline feels that queer impulse to shut those bright eyes with her hand, cover those shell-pink ears, close that curious mouth. To beckon her daughter back inside her. To squeeze her like a pearl locked up in its oyster. To—

No, not that. Caroline can never wish Pet unbegun. That’s the paradox that tires her brain, strains her heart: the best thing in her life has sprung from the worst. So though Caroline can’t bear her life, she wouldn’t swap it for any other.

A heavy sweetness; she turns her head sharply.

“Piddy flower,” Pet is saying, as she lays the bruised lilies across Fred’s knee.

“Wherever did you get those pretty flowers?” marvels Fred.

“Mamma visitor,” says Pet confidingly.

Caroline snatches the bouquet. Halfway down the stairs, she hears the house ring with Pet’s shrieks. In the kitchen, the reek of the scrap bucket makes her retch, but it’s better than the lilies. She pushes them down deep under the gristle and turnip peel, and scrubs her hands on the cloth.

“Sis—” Fred is holding Pet with her face pressed against his shirtfront; she’s still gulping.

“Mamma’s sorry,” she tells Pet hoarsely, “but the flowers were dirty. They had to go in the bucket.”

She tries to take the child, but Pet clings to her uncle with a fresh burst of wailing.

“I’ll bring you some more tomorrow,” Fred promises the child. “What about roses? Roses are ever so pretty.”

“And ever so expensive,” says Caroline under her breath, examining her nails.

“It’s my money.”

They stare at each other in the dim kitchen. After a second she reaches for Pet—unresisting now—and carries her upstairs.

Caroline takes longer than usual to go through the routine; she sings Pet half a dozen nursery rhymes and stays for a while after the lamp is turned down. They say it spoils a child to let them have a light at night, but Caroline doesn’t care. If you break the cardinal rule when you’re still a girl, what does it matter if you break a few more? When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall, she sings under her breath. Down will come baby, cradle and all.

Bone-weary: she’s tempted to go to bed. But she can’t leave Fred alone downstairs. Entering the parlor, she sits straight down and picks up her hand of cards.

Her brother’s hand closes over hers. “Caro.”

The old name saps her, melts her.

“What I said—”

“Of course your wages are your own,” she tells him.

“Of course they’re not. All for one, and all that. Besides, you earn twice what I do.”

The word hits her hard. They’ve always spoken as if the figures Caroline adds to the household budget every week come from dividends, or a legacy. Earn: as if it were a job like any other. She feels mortification, and a strange sort of relief.

“Last week I applied for the position of ticket-collector at the Olympic,” he goes on.

“Fred, you can’t work in the evenings, too!”

He shrugs like a small boy. “Today I heard the position has been filled; there were more than thirty applicants.”

She doesn’t know what to say: what a shame, or just as well.

“We can’t go on like this,” he says, pursing his lips.

She stares at him.

“A new beginning, that’s what we need, where nobody knows us. New surnames, even.”

Caroline’s eyes hurt as they rest on her brother. So young still, so wonderfully stupid. Not that her borrowed surname means anything to her; she’d change it in the morning if it would do any good. “Fred,” she says softly, “that wouldn’t work for long. In another part of London, or another town, even, the neighbors—they’d start to notice as soon as there were—” Her throat locks on the word visitors. “People coming and going,” she finishes weakly.

Fred’s jaw is set. “If I could get a better position, you could drop all that.”

All that: only now, in the tightness of his words, can she hear how much he hates the men who have been swanning into his house since he was a child. She bites her lip. But what better position? Thirty men ahead of him for a job collecting theater tickets!

“I wouldn’t mind getting into some other line altogether,” he mentions. “Some business you could help me with, even; you’ve got a great head for figures.”

She breathes out her exasperation before she speaks. “In such times as these, Fred—”

“I don’t mean in England,” he says, very low.

“Not in England?” She repeats it without understanding.

And then, unexpectedly, he grins. “If we made up our minds to a really fresh start … well, it could be anywhere. The Cape. Australia. Canada.”

Caroline blinks. “You’re proposing that—”

“Don’t ask me for any details yet,” he says, “but there are opportunities. Everyone says so. More space,” he adds urgently, “and fewer people. Less fuss about one’s origins, too.”

She nods at that.

“Things are just getting started in those sorts of places,” says Fred with a kind of wonder, “whereas here …”

“Things have been going on as they are for such a long time.”

“Yes.” He grips his sister’s fingers hard enough to hurt. “Where should we go?”

“I—” She stops herself before she can say she doesn’t care, or that it makes no difference, because it’s not going to happen; it’s a child’s fantasy. “You choose.”

“Could you bear it, really, Caro? Leaving England behind?”

What’s the harm in humoring him?

“I expect I would hate it at first,” she says quietly.

Fred’s face falls.

“But I could get used to it, I believe. We all could, especially Pet.” Her throat locks on the syllable. To really live. Not walled up.

“Oh, sis. Afresh start!”

“People do it every day,” she says, a little giddy. Is she deluding herself that she could be anything but what she is? When you change countries, perhaps your old self stays fixed to your back, like a turtle’s shell.

Fred is standing by the little writing desk. He lets out his breath in a half whistle and sits down on the beveled edge.

You’ll break it, she wants to say, but she stops herself. Instead she says what just a moment ago she wasn’t going to. “But it can’t be done, Fred, not really.”

His jaw juts, exactly like his niece’s. “Why can’t it?”

“Come, now. However would we raise the cost of our passage?”

“Ah, I have one or two ideas about that,” he announces.

Caroline’s eyes narrow. “Nothing reckless, Fred?”

“No, no. There’s someone to whom I mean to write, to ask—”

“For charity?” she interrupts shrilly.

Her brother’s fiddling with the pen she uses to keep the household books, rubbing dried ink off the nib. “This person’s a very distinguished gentleman—I won’t name him, in case nothing comes of it, but I know he takes an interest in such cases.”

Such cases. That means her. A long pause, and Caroline considers the curiously lingering nature of pride. “You wouldn’t tell this person? Tell him my story?” she forces herself to add.

“Ours. Our story. I would be obliged to tell it,” he says, almost stern, coming over to the sofa and letting himself down beside her.

She squeezes her eyes shut.

“You have nothing to be ashamed of,” Fred says.

Hot water spills down her face. What does he know?

“I’d put it all down on paper just once. To be done with it. Say I may?”

Sell her story, instead of her body? “No.” Caroline’s pulse is in her ears, as fast as the wheels of a train, as loud as a ship’s engine. Not on and on, but out and away. To let out the truth, and then sink it under the waves. What will she tell Pet, years later? Nothing, nothing at all. Or a beautiful lie: We lost your papa back in England. “No,” she says, “I’ll do it,” opening her eyes blindly and taking the pen from his hand.

 




Onward

Caroline Thompson’s existence is recorded only in the letters of Charles Dickens. The young draftsman Frederick Maynard first wrote to the novelist about his older sister on October 10, 1854, and Dickens got to know both siblings before persuading his fellow philanthropist Angela Burdett-Coutts to set Caroline up with a lodging house. When that failed to make Caroline a living, he and Burdett-Coutts let her sell the furniture (for something more than a hundred pounds) to pay her and her child’s way to Canada. Since on May 14, 1856, Dickens referred to “an endeavor I am making to do something to help a sister and brother to go out to Canada with some sort of light upon their way,” it looks as if Fred went with his sister and niece. On September 26, 1857, Dickens recorded, “I saw Mrs. Thompson before she went, and told her that I trusted her with great confidence.”

Fred’s song is Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Village Blacksmith” (1842).





NEW YORK CITY

1735

The Widow’s Cruse

It was peculiarly warm for an April morning. Huddlestone left his apartment and crossed Dock Street to the best coffeehouse in town. The young attorney nodded to a couple of wholesalers, but he took his coffee alone by the window, with the New York Weekly Journal.

There was a paragraph about some females down in Chester County who’d formed a sort of secret court to arraign a man who’d battered his wife over some trifle. They’d sentenced the fellow to be ducked three times in a pond, and shaved off half his hair and half his beard to make a laughingstock of him. Huddlestone grinned over this story but was not convinced; newsmen today would invent any nonsense to fill an inch of paper.

Two ships from Curaçao had just docked on the East River, he read. Missionary work among the Mohawk might prove a waste of Christian energies. One Scriblerus Despondus wrote to complain that no play had been mounted in two years, the whole thoughts of the boorish freemen of New York being turned upon price and profit. Huddlestone couldn’t see that this constituted a problem. God knew, he hadn’t followed his father into the law for love of Justice. He was an eager servant of Mammon, even if he hadn’t yet been rewarded for it, since business was so damnably tight.

Huddlestone stared out the grimy window at the human traffic, spotting Highlander blow-ins and stern old Dutch, penniless Palatines and English infantrymen. Just about every second face was black. Huddlestone kept only a couple of indentured Irish himself, and he’d lost one of those in the smallpox epidemic. According to the Weekly Journal, the dreaded scarlatina was currently cutting a swath through the colonies of New England. Any reader who found red, itching pustules on his neck, face, or tongue was urged to be patriotic enough to board up self and family at once.

Having some bills to send out, the attorney drained his coffee to the grit, then crossed the road to his cramped office, yawning.

An hour later came an unexpected knock. Huddlestone jumped up and clapped his wig back on.

The sight of the widow’s weeds made him deepen his bow. Her hoops were so wide that she had to execute a sideways maneuver to get through the door; the skirt was excellent black satin, pulled up through pocket-slits to keep it out of the mud. Linen mittens hid her hands, except for the narrow fingertips. Under the hood of her cape, the widow’s face was sharply boned; not an Englishwoman, and no more than twenty-five, Huddlestone reckoned. At the edge of her crisp white cap, the darkness of her hair showed through the blue-gray flour.

She began to apologize for imposing on a perfect stranger.

“No imposition, madam, I assure you. A certain clique of men keep such a grip on legal business in this city, the rest of us are always eager for new clients,” he admitted disarmingly. “If it’s as a client that you’ve come?”

She turned sharply toward the wall, as if to examine his diploma from Yale College.

Damn it, had Huddlestone somehow offended his visitor already? He pressed her to a glass of Madeira, but she shook her head, her face still averted. “Then, if I may ask, how may I be of assistance?”

When she turned back to him her powdered face was striped with tears.

“Madam—”

“My name is Mrs. Gomez,” she said. “My husband was a merchant.” Her throat moved as if she’d swallowed a stone.

Huddlestone should have guessed it, there was a certain tint under her pallor. Of course he’d heard of the Gomez clan: Sephardics from the West Indies, and among the more substantial fortunes in the little Mill Street congregation who’d recently erected the first purpose-built synagogue in the New World.

She spoke with difficulty. “He set off to Boston some weeks ago, to meet his trading partners.”

“By sea?”

“By land.”

Huddlestone winced. Country roads—if you could call them that—were only a foot or two wide, and bedeviled with Indians.

“A martyr to seasickness,” she whispered.

“Ah.”

“He—word reached me this week, that he got no farther than Connecticut,” she gasped. After a moment, she brought out the words. “The scarlatina.”

A nasty death. Huddlestone deepened his voice. “May I offer my deepest sympathies?”

Mrs. Gomez pressed her lace apron to her face for a moment. “I happened upon your sign,” she said, her eyes lifting to his. “I was walking along. You must understand, I am quite friendless.”

“Your kinsmen, surely …”

“They reside in Jamaica.”

And her husband’s, what of the Gomez family? But of course Huddlestone corrected himself, matters of inheritance were always delicate. “May I ask, have you children?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “We were not so blessed.”

Sharpening his quill, Huddlestone began to take notes, keeping his gaze on the page to give the widow a chance to calm herself. There was no body, that was the first problem. According to the peddler who’d brought the news, the Connecticut village had been so laid waste by the epidemic that all the dead had been thrown into one great pit. Nor were any proper records available, since the official responsible had been one of the first to die. “Inconvenient,” Huddlestone murmured, “but the Court should take the circumstances into consideration.”

“Court?” the widow repeated in fright.

“Mr. Gomez’s will must be probated in the Prerogative Court, if the estate amounts to more than fifty pounds,” he explained. “Unless he died intestate?”

She blinked again.

“Is there a will?” he spelled out gently.

“I suppose … there must be.”

Huddlestone suppressed a sigh. Not that he liked the domineering sort of female—like that Dutch matron his father used to talk about, who’d called him in to draft a will for herself—but some of the ladylike ornaments of the present generation were as innocent as butterflies.

“I don’t know what to do, sir,” Mrs. Gomez said hoarsely, her milky fingernails half covering her mouth. “One hears such stories—widows mired in financial complications—jailed for debt, even!”

“Ah, but so great a merchant as your husband won’t have left you exposed to danger.”

She shuddered. “Without him—I feel entirely unprotected.”

“Not entirely, I hope,” said Huddlestone, allowing himself to touch his hand to his brocade waistcoat, in the general vicinity of his heart. Then he turned businesslike again. “Let me set your mind at rest, Mrs. Gomez; the laws of His Majesty’s colony aren’t as ungallant as you fear. Even without a will, you’ll be entitled to a life interest in a third of the estate.”

Her dark eyes were confused, and unconsoled.

“I can do nothing for your grief, madam, but perhaps I can banish your terrors—if you’ll do me the honor of putting yourself quite in my hands?”

A moment’s pause, and then she nodded, very fast.

Her naïveté charmed Huddlestone. His eyes rested on her gold rings as he wondered how much he could get away with charging her.

That evening, over some hot chops he’d had sent up from the tavern, the attorney found himself savoring all the details he recalled of the young widow. Her tapered fingertips, protruding from her mittens; the intimate creak as she’d lifted her hoops when the interview was over. A sense of smooth, curved limbs under the layers of inky drapery. In response to his questions, she’d told him she’d been married at fourteen and boarded with her husband’s family for the first few years. How these Jews kept their young on a tight rein! Huddlestone knew that his father was eager for grandsons, but at thirty-two he still hadn’t found an appealing partner in life, and besides, he would rather hate to give up his bachelor liberties.

As he’d requested, Mrs. Gomez came back the very next day, her eyes shadowed by lack of sleep. She produced a sheaf of papers from a leather case. “I looked in his escritoire, as you advised, Mr. Huddlestone. I was obliged to smash the lock.” She spoke breathlessly, as if she’d just committed a burglary.

“I’m sure your late husband would approve,” he murmured, already leafing through the documents. “Mr. Gomez traded with Jamaica, I see?”

“And Barbados, and England, and many other places,” she said. “I believe he imported dry goods and wine, and exported lumber and flour and such things.”

I believe. Huddlestone suppressed a smirk; these fine damsels had no idea how their jewels and gowns got paid for. Ah, here was the will, as he’d hoped. The preamble was distinctively Semitic, to his ear: I bequeath my Immortal Soul into the hands of the Almighty God of Israel …

When he looked up, Mrs. Gomez was staring out the window onto Dock Street. “Have you read this, madam, may I ask?”

“Have I—”

He flushed; perhaps she’d never been taught. He knew Sephardics were an educated breed, but their females were a closed book to him. “Your husband’s testament: has anyone told you its contents?”

“Oh, he did write one, then?”

Huddlestone grinned. “It’s a rather extraordinary document, Mrs. Gomez. Composed, I venture to say, under the influence of sentiments most uxorious.”

She blinked; perhaps she didn’t know the word.

“It’s a very simple document—ten times shorter than the typical will of a merchant.” What Huddlestone didn’t say was that in his experience, the average New York trader would prefer to chop off a finger than sign his name to such a thing. “Not only are you, his relict, named as sole executor, but also as …”—he paused in pleasurable suspense—”sole heir.”

Her red mouth quivered. “I don’t quite follow.”

“Mr. Gomez’s entire estate, after debts are paid, goes to you. Not just for your lifetime use, but outright!” The last time Huddlestone had seen such a will had been in the case of a vintner who’d turned out to have another wife and child back in England. He trusted there’d be no such hitches this time. “Not a penny is reserved for Mr. Gomez’s kinsfolk or friends,” he spelled out. In fact, for a Hebrew it was a particularly strange will; they usually left money to their unwed sisters, third cousins, congregation, even poor Jews back in Bohemia or the Barbados.

Mrs. Gomez still wasn’t smiling.

“Madam,” said Huddlestone, reaching across his bureau to seize her hand, “may I be the first to congratulate you on your great fortune?” She withdrew her fingers after a moment, and he wondered if he’d offended her. “How your late, lamented spouse must have doted on you,” he rushed on. “And if I may say so, what a dazzling cornucopia of wifely virtues you must possess to be rewarded so richly in this time of mourning.” Shut up, man.

The young widow was holding a handkerchief over her eyes. “Far from it.”

“Come, madam—”

“I tried to perform my duty, that’s all,” she said, her voice thick with pain. “I have no special powers or talents; I make no pretence to wit. I ran his household, that’s all.” Her jaw moved as if she were grinding something between her teeth. “I gave him no heirs.”

“Ah, but you gave him your youth,” the attorney told her, and then realized how tactless that was. “The early part of it, I mean. You entrusted him with your obedient devotion, and in return he has bequeathed you his whole earthly estate.”

The handkerchief came down, and the smoky eyes fixed on his. “What—what might it come to, sir?”

“Oh, you’ll have to leave these papers with me before I can put a figure to it,” he told her. “But the estate appears to include substantial holdings in stocks and shares”—he leafed through the certificates—”as well as the house on Pearl Street, the blacks and other movables, and a part-interest in a ship …”

“Who knows what debts there may be, though?” Her face was still pinched with gloom. “But I suppose I must trust in the widow’s cruse.”

“The widow’s cruise?” Huddlestone repeated, puzzled.

“A cruse, an earthenware jar,” she hurried to explain. “From the story of Elisha and the widow. It refers to that pittance which can be eked out forever, by good management and God’s grace.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, nodding, as if recalling the text.

After she’d gone, Huddlestone put his other tasks aside and spent the whole afternoon going through the Gomez papers.

Over a mug of cold punch and a pipe, that evening he reflected that the young widow was going to be a very great fortune indeed. She hardly seemed to realize it yet. She was all shrinking modesty; a true woman. She’d flinched at the prospect of thrusting herself into the public eye, by going to court to prove the will, which would involve confronting creditors, or any of the Gomez clan who might object to the wealth going out of the family. Huddlestone had had to assure her that he would guide and protect her, every step of the way.

He drew on his pipe, now, and mentally tripled the amount he was planning to bill her; she’d never know what other attorneys charged, and besides, it wasn’t as if she couldn’t spare it. He blessed the moment the heiress had stepped sideways into his little office, lifting her vast boned skirts. The tide of his fortune was turning, he could feel it; Huddlestone Junior was going to end up a richer man of the law than Huddlestone Senior had ever been. Mrs. Gomez was his luck, his good angel.

He sent his servant to the garret to poke around in a trunk for the Bible his father had given him as a boy. He found the story soon enough. The prophet Elisha told the debt-stricken widow to borrow empty jars from all her neighbors, and she kept pouring and pouring from her little cruse of oil until they were all filled up, which earned her enough to keep her in comfort for the rest of her days. Charmingly silly, thought Huddlestone.

Over the fortnight that followed, the attorney looked forward with growing excitement to Mrs. Gomez’s daily visits. She blanched at the thought of probate dragging on for months—”I can’t sleep, sir, I can’t know a moment’s peace until I’ve completed my duties as executor”—so he was doing everything possible to speed it up. He barked at one mulish court official: “How do you expect this poor widow to produce the body when it’s moldering in a plague pit somewhere in the wilds of Connecticut?”

She’d relaxed with him, somewhat, he congratulated himself; it was like taming a sparrow. She now consented to a small glass of Madeira at each meeting. Making small talk, Huddlestone happened to mention the item in the Weekly Journal about the female pseudo-court that punished the violent husband. “No,” said Mrs. Gomez, her head nunnishly on one side, “I cannot believe it of my sex.”

“That’s what I said to myself, madam.”

“Women—if you’ll permit a generalization—act more privately, more obscurely. According to the dictates of the heart.” She spoke in a strangely bitter tone.

“Besides,” he added pragmatically, “how would these creatures know enough to even mimic the correct procedures?”

Mrs. Gomez leaned slightly toward him. “Indeed. Consider my own case: I’m only too painfully aware that a woman alone, confronting the full weight and complexity of the law, might as well be lost in the bush at night.”

“Ah, but what gentleman but would be only too happy to escort her home, with a lantern?” He’d got the gallant tone just right, Huddlestone considered, though he wasn’t sure about the two buts.

There was some private darkness about her, he thought, lying awake that night; he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. It wasn’t just bereavement; he’d met many women who’d lost husbands, and they’d never had such complicated eyes.

“During marriage you were a nonperson, legally,” he explained the next morning, “but now you’re considered feme sole once more. You could even take up your husband’s business, if his trading partners didn’t object,” he added playfully.

Mrs. Gomez sucked in her lips. “Oh, sir, I couldn’t imagine anything more grueling. No”—her lovely face settled into fixed lines of sorrow again—”I don’t even wish to maintain a household here.”

“You’ll sell your blacks, then?”

“I wish you to sell everything for me,” she told him, with a new decisiveness. Was widowhood stiffening her backbone? “My husband’s stocks, chattels, the house …”

“Very well. The proceeds could be put out at interest, to provide you with a guaranteed annuity.”

She shook her head, little curls escaping from her cap at the temples. “I’d prefer the whole sum in gold, to take with me back to my father in Jamaica.”

He frowned.

“I am always a foreigner here,” she told him. “It is best to go, and the sooner, the better. To turn the page.” She pressed her fingertips to her mouth as if she had said too much.

Somehow Huddlestone didn’t like the idea of that glittering, winking fortune being carried off on a ship. It should stay in New York. Mrs. Gomez should stay, too.

That night he twisted in his sheets, irritated by the lumpy mattress. He relished his freedom, he reminded himself; what needs had he that servant and tavern and coffeehouse and laundry and (once in a while) a harlot picked up at the Battery couldn’t meet? He’d never envied his married friends, with their snobbish wives and drooling infants. But Mrs. Gomez, with her dark lips and quivering lashes, her helplessness and her several thousand pounds …

By the time dawn broke over the East River, Huddlestone had made up his mind. This was his moment, he could taste it like spring on the air. Nothing ventured, as the proverb went. When the Gomez business was done, instead of sending in his bill, he would present himself at the mansion in Pearl Street and ask for her hand.

His heart lurched in his ribcage. Although Huddlestone Senior might object to the lady’s religion, the young attorney considered himself quite free of prejudice. Nor was the widow likely to turn him down on those grounds, since the supply of eligible bachelors in her tiny congregation could not be ample. How better, how much faster to turn the page than to take a new husband? Of course she’d felt like a foreigner, cooped up in that little nest of Caribbean Israelites. With an American husband—a bluff young attorney—her real life could begin.

A brief qualm struck him: the merchant had sired no children on her. But Huddlestone was sure he could do better; didn’t her every curve seem to breathe ripeness? He reckoned it a positive advantage that she had experience of wifehood, she was like a well-broken horse. With her fortune—their fortune, he corrected himself, grinning in the dark—mightn’t they take their place in the upper echelons of New York, alongside the great officials and landowners, and raise sons whose only trade was gentleman? He imagined a great canopied bed; guests sipping from cut crystal; sleigh rides to the Bowery.

The next day he felt as if he were suffering from a fever. Not scarlatina, he joked to himself, just love. His father, over Sunday dinner, accused him of a coy expression. Huddlestone drank too much at night; by day, he neglected all other business but the Gomez estate. He brought the will’s witnesses into court, harried debtors, and organized a public vendue to turn the contents of the house on Pearl Street into cash. (It seemed a shame to part with the handsome, heavy furniture and silverware, he thought, but this way, the newlyweds could begin afresh, with everything in the latest style.) Huddlestone worked with a thorough zeal that was strange to him, and all the while the image of Mrs. Gomez floated in front of his eyes. She might wear pale blue to their wedding; she might wear lilac. Oddly enough, he thought he liked her best in black.

When the great day came, and Huddlestone arrived at the almost empty mansion with two strong men carrying a trunk full of gold, Mrs. Gomez let out a little cry.

“Not a penny more than you merit, madam. May I congratulate you,” he asked, “on bearing up so bravely, these weeks past?”

She shook her head as if overcome.

He inquired gently whether there would be a funeral.

“Oh, yes,” she assured him, “I mean to do all that money can.”

This casual reference to the trunkful of gold made Huddlestone’s stomach twist. Did she not realize that a really splendid funeral, with a hired inviter and barrels of wine and tobacco, commemorative gloves and scarves and rings for all the mourners, could cost several hundred pounds? “May I offer a word of counsel, Mrs. Gomez? The governor looks askance at the fashion for extravagant funerals. In the absence of a body, in particular, it might seem improper …”

She hadn’t thought of that; perhaps he was right.

“Of course, whatever form the obsequies may take, I need hardly tell you that I shall be present as—if you’ll permit—your advisor, your prop, your staff.”

“Oh, Mr. Huddlestone.” A wet glitter in her eyes. “Such excess of kindness—lavished on an undeserving woman—”

“Nonsense!” What could explain that air of sorrowful mystery about the young widow? he wondered. What could have infused such infinite regret into that perfect face? He longed to understand it almost more than to wipe it away.

“These past weeks—”

“The pleasure has been very great. And all mine,” he said incoherently.

“I can only say how sorry I am for all the trouble to which I’ve put you.”

He was briefly speechless; his arms made a circling motion as if to say that all that he was, all that he could do, was at her feet.

“You must be sure to send in your bill promptly,” she reminded him in a whisper as the servant came to show him out.

The days that followed were full of pleasurable anticipations, and the nights brought scalding dreams. His sheets were dreadfully stained; he had to send them out for laundering. His best silk suit was aired and brushed, ready for the funeral. Perhaps he would act directly afterwards, while the widow was at her most vulnerable. He mulled over the wording. He tried out every variation, from May I be so bold as to make a proposal which may be of mutual benefit, to I insist that you be mine.

Huddlestone was in his window seat at the coffeehouse when his eye was caught by the name.

One Mr. Gomez, a merchant, given out for dead of the scarlatina, yesterday arrived in New York, perfectly well, to the astonishment of his family.

He gripped the paper so hard, it tore. The coffee turned to bile in his mouth. He’d come so close, his fortunes had trembled on the verge of transformation…. To hell with this Lazarus, and to hell with Connecticut peddlers for reporting rumor as truth!

How ecstatic Mrs. Gomez would be this morning. Would she throw off her weeds at once and appear in white swanskin and taffeta? It was like a Bible story: all her wifely grief rewarded by this miraculous resurrection. If she’d ever felt anything for her attorney—a mild trust, at most, Huddlestone thought in humiliation—it was nothing compared to her wifely fervor.

Just wait till they see my bill!

Out in the street, the air stank; somebody had to be burning oyster shells. Huddlestone talked himself from rage to mere gloom. What kind of demon was he, to begrudge the woman her newfound bliss? After all, she’d never given him any open encouragement, promised him nothing. Wasn’t it her melancholic modesty, her shrinking from any selfish desire, that had attracted him? Come, man, it’s nobody’s fault.

Perhaps he would pay a call. His feet were already taking him toward Pearl Street. It was common decency to congratulate the widow-turned-wife, to wish the happy couple well.

(But he would leave it to some other attorney to sort out their legal muddle.) He would drop by only briefly, to take one last glimpse of that scarlet, startled mouth.

At Pearl Street the manservant annoyed him by insisting that his mistress was gone abroad. “I think you mean,” said Huddlestone, “that she intended to go back to her family in Jamaica. But under the circumstances—”

No, the fellow wouldn’t budge; Mrs. Gomez had shipped out of New York a week ago, she’d missed the master’s return by a matter of days. Would the visitor like to speak to the master?

Huddlestone shook his head hurriedly; it occurred to him for the first time that Gomez might see him as having been culpably negligent, to rush through the probating of the will without a proper proof of death.

His head was throbbing with confusion. Down by the docks, he interrogated some sailors, to disprove the servant’s ridiculous story. Just as he thought, there’d been no ships embarking for Jamaica in the past fortnight. The only sailings had been to Liverpool, Rotterdam, Lisbon, and the Cape. Besides, why would Mrs. Gomez have left New York in such a scramble, before the funeral, with the house not yet sold, without saying a word to her attorney? By what sickening stroke of ill luck could she have just missed being reunited with her husband?

It was only then, his eyes on the choppy waters of the East River, his nostrils full of the stench of fish, that Huddlestone woke, as if he’d been slapped. It came to him that he’d been a sleepwalker, tangled in the kind of muddy dream in which, while it lasts, monstrosities make sense. Of course, of course.

Why, a halfwit of thirteen could have seen through Mrs. Gomez’s performance! The signs shone out now as if carved on the pale gray sky over the harbor. The missing corpse; the unavailable documents. Oh, he did write a will? The shows of ignorance. I’d prefer the whole sum in gold. The pleas for urgency. To turn the page. She’d appealed to Huddlestone’s vanity, and to his gallantry. His avarice. His sweaty dreams.

He walked back up Dock Street like a frail old man, jostled by the crowd. She’d practically waved the truth in his face: The sooner the better. I mean to do all that money can. Why had the Jewess played such a terrible trick on her husband, he wondered dizzily? Had Gomez been miserly, malicious, a brute? I tried to perform my duty, she said coolly in Huddlestone’s head, I ran his household. We were not so blessed. What could the merchant have done to deserve being robbed of his whole life’s estate?

The strange thing was, it struck him, the will had been dated only last year. Could adoration have gone septic so fast? What was the hard black cherry pit at the core of their marriage?

Unless she’d forged the document, somehow. It struck Huddlestone that he’d underestimated the education of Sephardic girls. Those two taciturn men who’d testified in court that they’d seen Gomez sign the will, could they have been her accomplices? Her lovers? His imagination reeled.

Most likely he would never know. But of course he didn’t really care about her treachery to Gomez. She’d betrayed Huddlestone, her husband-who-might-have-been, when he’d only meant to help her. She’d robbed three weeks from his life, but it felt as if he’d been in her thrall forever. Women act more privately, more obscurely, she’d remarked. According to the dictates of the heart. Was that a coded warning? Such excess of kindness—lavished on an undeserving woman. Had she been laughing at him all along, or had there been some true regret mixed in with the fake? I can’t sleep, sir, she’d told him, I can’t find any peace. I can only say how sorry I am for all the trouble to which I’ve put you. Such sad eyes. He needed to believe one line at least, a single shard saved from the wreckage.

He would always be puzzling now, always doubting. Never understanding the real story. Liverpool, Rotterdam, Lisbon, the Cape? Never knowing where in the world she’d gone.

As Huddlestone mounted the stairs to his apartment, and let himself fall onto his bed, it came to him that he would live and die a bachelor.

 




The Widow’s Cruse


We hear that the wife of a certain Merchant of this city, while her husband was in the country, broke open his scrutore, and took out his will, of which she was executrix; and went in widow’s weeds to Doctor’s Commons, under a pretence that he was dead, and prov’d the same; by virtue whereof she receiv’d all his money in the stocks, and is gone over sea.

New York Weekly Journal (May 26, 1735)



This intriguing sentence was preserved by Carol Berkin and Leslie Horowitz in their Women’s Voices, Women’s Lives: Documents in Early American History (1998). Huddlestone and Mrs. Gomez are fictional members of two real New York families, bottom-drawer lawyers and Sephardic merchants respectively.





TEXAS

1864

Last Supper At Brown’s

Before the War there’s two women in the house but last year Marse done took them to auction. Now’s just me, the cook and all-round boy. My name Nigger Brown, I don’t got no other, I was born here. Missus done came in the kitchen this morning, unlock the butter barrel. Law, she say, that’ll be gone in a week.

She don’t call me boy, like Marse do. She don’t call me nothing. She only marry Brown a couple years back, too late for chillun. Some say hims took her for the money from her laundry but she ain’t ugly, I done seen worse. I say, Maybe I make you some ash cakes?

Ash cakes, are they colored fixings?

I tells her, Taste real fine. All’s I need is meal, water, pinch of lard.

Missus smile, almost. Very good. How much flour’s left?

Less ‘n a barrel.

She jangling her keys like a rattle. She know she ain’t quality, she still got laundress hands. She come down to lock and unlock her stores before most every meal, sometime I reckon she come to the kitchen just so’s not to be upstairs with Marse. Same thing, she work the garden with her India rubber gloves on, I’s a-digging and a-toting and a-watering, days pass. We’uns don’t talk much, we’uns know what we doing.

She open the sugar cupboard, now, there ain’t so much as a hogshead full.

Can’t you order some more, ma’am? I says.

Her breath hiss. I’m afraid the store won’t allow us another thing, with times as they are.

Since the blockade, no cotton’s getting shipped out, port’s quiet like a cemetery. I hear Marse at dinner sometime boasting the damn Yankees ain’t got into none of Texas yet and never will. He sing out, This here’s the last frontier. Planters coming down from Georgia and Virginia with all thems darkies to make a stand.

How much coffee’s left? ask Missus now.

Half a sack.

She give a long sigh.

In these parts four out of five is colored. The buckras, they’s always sniffing out plots among their blacks but there ain’t no trouble in this part of Texas. We’uns just waiting the War out. Passing on what stories we hear tell, sitting tight.

For dinner I roast the last of the gobblers, with ash cakes and corn and the end of the catsup.

Afterwards I’s eating leftovers in the kitchen. Missus come in and start counting the preserves. He means to ride to town with you tomorrow.

That so?

You know why?

No, Ma’am.

Guess, she say, like playing with a chile. I can see her teeth but she ain’t smiling. I shake my head. Guess, she say again.

My collar feel real tight. I been in this house since I was born. Marse won’t do that.

Some might call that back talk but Missus like a straight answer. She come up close, her fingers all tangled. I tell you, I’ve been married to Brown five years come June, and there’s nothing he wouldn’t do.

He mean to sell me?

The man said to me just now, That nigger buck’s worth a thousand dollars. She lean on the table. Don’t you see? You’re all he’s got left.

I think I might fall down.

He intends to leave you with a dealer in town tomorrow, buy some calves instead.

That ain’t gone happen. I says it real quiet but I know she hear me.

Missus nod.

Mary? That’s Marse a-shouting for her. She shoot off like a rabbit.

I got a lot to do. I find some old bags in the larder, start filling them. Cornmeal, flour, salt pork mostly. A couple handful of coffee for when I need to stay wake. The littlest pot for boiling.

Missus come back in so quiet I don’t hear her till she touch my elbow, and I jump. She don’t wear no clickety-clackety heels like other missuses. Too late to hide what I’m doing. She could call in Marse and have me whupped for thieving right this minute.

Take this, she whisper, holding up a jar of peaches.

I shake my head. It get broke, I tell her.

She set it down, unlock the sugar cupboard, start a scooping. Where do you plan to run?

Now here’s where I reckon I should seal up my mouth, but Missus, she already done got the noose round my neck. Mexico, I reckon, I says, real soft, or the Arizona Territory.

I’m coming, she say. Like she was talking about a party.

My face is stony. Missus Brown—

That’s not my real name, she remark. I’m only called Brown the same way you are, because of him. She jerk her head upstairs, where Marse’s lying on his’n couch with his’n bottle.

Missus, you talking crazy. You can’t come nowhere along of me.

Well I can’t stay with him, she mutter, still a-scooping the sugar. If I stay in this house another month—

Listen, I start.

I’ll pick up this knife and put an end to it, she say. Her hand be on the handle, skin on bone.

What this man done to her? I look in her brown eyes. You slow me down, I says, I gotta move fast. I be a stray buck, contraband.

She smiling now, strange. But I know how to sign for him, you see, I’ve practiced. I can sign a travel pass for you with my husband’s name! We’ll go in the carriage, and if patrollers stop us, I’ll say I’m going to visit my family.

I wants to shake her real hard. You think Marse won’t lep up, soon’s he find his bed empty, ride over to Stern’s plantation and put the alarm out?

She chewing on her lip.

They come for us with dogs. They come with irons.

Damn you, she say, eyes shining wet, I can’t—She turn round, she gone into the house.

On my own in the kitchen I gets a-thinking. She ain’t bad, for a white woman. I wouldn’t much mind her coming along. Like she say, take the carriage, show a pass, get farther faster that way. If it wasn’t impossible, it be a good plan.

My mind a-hopping about like a fly. If she could sneak out in the night without Marse knowing. If he sleep long, sleep all night and all day—but no, we’uns need more of a head start than that.

Halfway through the afternoon Missus come in again. Her eyes red but she got a hold of herself.

About supper, I says, before she speak a word.

I don’t give a damn about supper.

I takes a breath, I says, You don’t care for okra, do you? I don’t say Missus.

She shrug.

Okra. It not your favorite.

Well, no. My favorite would be sweet potato, she say, the way you fix it with molasses.

I be sure to fix some sweet potato tonight, just for you.

Do, if you like, say Missus, like some girl.

You be eating that sweet potato instead of that okra.

She look at me again, hard.

Since you don’t care for okra. Specially not the way I’s fixing it tonight.

She don’t say nothing.

I can’t be sure. I don’t know how much to tell her. Marse gonna like it, though. Eat hims fill, bet you he does.

She take a step over to me. What’s in the okra?

Never you mind, I tell her. I’s the cook. Yeah?

I suppose.

So leave the cooking to me.

When she gone I get the rest of supper all fixed and then I make the okra. My heart a going boom-boom. I’s never made it till now but I know how, my pappy teach me. I done pick the stuff in the woods months back, it be always in my charm bag round my neck. There come a moment I feel bad, but I says to myself, Marse mean to leave you with this dealer tomorrow, buy some calves. I taste the okra, just touch it to my tongue to be sure, then stir in more sugar. Marse, he like hims fixings sweet.

I bring in the supper like always. While they eating I wait outside. I think I hear talking, dishes and lids, plates and glasses. After while I don’t hear nothing. Not a word, not a holler. That’s worse. I wait.

This the moment. This’s it. I feels like some blind man. This the time my life split like a peach, and there’s a rotten side and a sweet yellow side, and which it gonna be?

Missus come out. Mary, that her name. I think maybe she gonna scream murder after all. Did we’uns understand each our selves? Did she think hims only going sleep? Or maybe she scared, now it come to it, maybe she say Go.

Instead she put her hand in mine, real cool, smooth. No speaking.

I follow her into the room where Marse lie facedown in the okra. We stand for a little, make sure he not moving none.

Should I clear away? I ask, not sure what I mean, except to get him out of sight.

Missus shake her head. Never mind that.

It should be three, four day before any neighbor think to ride over to Brown’s. Maybe a week. He not a social man.

She turn, look in my face, she say I packed my bag. Her hand like a knot in mine.

 




Last Supper at Brown’s

A clipping from the Tucson Star, pasted in Scrapbook No. 1 at the Sharlot Hall Museum in Prescott, Arizona, records that Negro Brown, aka Nigger Brown, killed his master in Texas in 1864 and “throughout all his wanderings … he was accompanied by his slain master’s wife.”

Susan Johnson, in “Sharing Bed and Board: Cohabitation and Cultural Difference in Central Arizona Mining Towns, 1863–1873” (in The Women’s West, edited by Susan Armitage and Elizabeth Jameson, 1987), rounds up various newspaper accounts that suggest the wife in question was Mary Brown, aka Mary DeCrow. The runaways’ romance seems to have lasted no longer than the journey into Arizona. That state’s 1864 census lists “Negro Brown” as living with “Santa Lopez” and a baby, and “Mary Brown,” a forty-two-year-old laundress from Texas, as living with a twenty-nine-year-old Mexican blacksmith called Cornelius Ramos (or Ramez or Reamis). She married Ramos the following year; they ran a boardinghouse, then worked mining claims and set up a goat ranch.





IN TRANSIT





Gulf of Saint Lawrence

1849

Counting the Days

Jane Johnson grips the rail of the Riverdale, watching the estuary water heave and sink below her. She reckons the dates: nearly five weeks since she boarded at Belfast, and the city of Québec is only one more day west. The provisions might almost have lasted, if it hadn’t been for the heat and the maggots in the ham. The same journey took Henry eight weeks last year, when the seas were high. Tomorrow she will be beside him.

Today she is beside herself. On this voyage Jane has discovered herself to be a most imperfect creature. For all her weather-dried red hair and her two children, she is restless as a young goat that butts the fence. What has appalled her the most on this little floating world of the Riverdale is not the squalor, nor the hunger, but the dearth of news. No one has left their company, except for that old man who died of dysentery last week. No one has arrived, unless you count a stillbirth down in steerage. The only gossip is the rumble of clouds and the occasional protest of gulls. The passengers have to spend their time guessing what is happening in the real, landlocked world, now split in two for them like an apple, where on one side people weep for them and stare into the horizon that has swallowed them up, and on the other side, others stare back, waiting for the first glimpse of them. Or at least so these passengers must believe. Unless they are longed for, why are they here, cribbed in the rancid belly of this wooden whale?

Jane reaches into her pocket for her cache of letters and loosens the ribbon. They’re too few: crumbs to her appetite. The first, bearing the postmark, Henry didn’t send till he’d been there a fortnight. He wanted to wait till he had good news to tell, something encouraging, he wrote, the eejit, as if she needed any message but his living scribble on the paper, between the edges that are black from a month crossing the Atlantic to her.

Henry Johnson leans against a wall in Montréal. I am thinking great long to see you, his wife says at various points in the creased pages. Her grammar makes him want to slap her, and take her in his arms, and cry.

He should be in the shop, helping with the dinnertime customers, but he had to step out to get a little air. Maybe the sunlight and the long shadows of the trees will settle him. Maybe he is just nervous because of the trip he must take tonight, down the sinewy St. Lawrence to Québec. When he gets back, at the end of the week, it will be with Jane and the little ones: he will be a family man once more.

Dear Henry when you and me meet we will have many an old story to tell each other.

Such weakness is slackening his limbs today. His stomach churns; he leans against the wall. Its timber frame bears the claw marks of last winter’s ice. A carriage clatters by; the crack of the whip rings in Henry’s ears. His nerves are spiders’ webs beneath his skin. Have the months of vagabonding and working hand to mouth taken such a toll? Henry is an older man than the brash grocer who fled Antrim and debts last year. But a stronger one, surely. The bad times are over; he is going to be the husband Jane has always deserved.

She clambered onto the ship at the warm end of May, with Alex behind her, small fists full of her skirt, and Mary heavy on her hip. By the first week in June, the air had thickened. Jane had begged from everyone who shared any of her names to make up the twenty pounds for this cabin. She and the children are sharing it with two aged clergymen. The air is fetid, but anything is better than Antrim. At least on ship she doesn’t have to jam the door against whoever might knock.

In such a famine year it is better not to think about home. The town of Antrim has lidded its eyes. Most of those who are not dead have been evicted; the rest count farthings or starve in private. What overwhelms Jane, when she lets herself dwell on it, is the sense of anticlimax: the Johnsons held themselves together through four years of blight, but where is their happy-ever-after?

Down in the steaming gloom of the cabin, she hunches on the bunk with her eyes squeezed shut, and tries to find her better self. At least they have some bedding, not like some of the passengers, who sleep in the spare sails. Besides, what right has she to make a fuss about leaving for a faraway country when her uncle did it years before her, and her nephew, and her brother, and her two sisters? And her husband. Against her better judgment she let Henry go on ahead; thirteen months without anyone to wash his shirt. What kind of wife is she? She jolts the crying girl on her lap, watching dark water punch the glass circle. What kind of a woman would be more loath to go than to part, more afraid of the crossing than the separation?

Sometimes Henry’s letters are so obstinately cheerful that they hurt her throat. I have had rather a rough time of it, he remarked after the storm off Liverpool. The paper was stiff with salt; the water had spewed in and nearly sunk the ship. Is his bravery a fiction, Jane sometimes wonders? When he wrote to assure her that he had not panicked like the papists who threw holy water on the waves, was it her or himself he was trying to convince? I knew if we were to go down I might as well take it Kindly as not as crying wouldnt help me.

They all think him a cheerful character: the other fellows in the shop, his Frenchie landlady, and before that, the farmers he lodged with in exchange for kitchen work, down by the Great Falls. Henry Johnson cultivates a reputation for cheer. The way he sees it, it is only civil to Providence to seem grateful.

It would surprise him to be told that he is eaten up with anger. Or rather, that anger serves Henry, devours whatever stands in his way: tiredness, inertia, despair, and loneliness. Plowing though six-foot snowdrifts, anger has burned in his gut and kept him warm, or warm enough to keep walking anyway.

Henry credits Providence with bringing him so far, but it could be that it was anger that did it, anger that dragged him away from Antrim in the first place. Anger has carried him halfway across the world; he hopes to seed a little patch of the soil of this vast country with it.

Something is burning in his guts now. His fingertips ache; he presses them against the wall outside the shop where he should be serving customers. He fixes his thoughts on Jane; everything will be ordinary again the minute she disembarks. Lying in Carrickfergus gaol, he used to conjure her up in the shadows: her stiff apron, her sandy hair coming out of its net, her huge laugh. Dear Henery. I hope your not reflecting on the past but always looking forward.

His letters make casual mention of six weeks walk and five hundred miles. Some of the places he writes of or from have a familiar ring—Lucan, Hamilton, New London, where Jane’s sisters are—but others are like strange fruit in her mouth: Niagara, Montréal. Québec is her destination, but she had no idea how to pronounce it until she asked the clergyman on the opposite bunk. All she knows of this new world is words scattered on a page.

The river is beginning to narrow around the ship. Jane stares at the green hills, the fields dotted with cottages and the occasional spire that hooks the light. I felt almost as if I was getting home again, Henry wrote in an early letter. But other times the strangeness of the place shows through his lines. He speaks of vast waterfalls, Indians, juice leaking from the trees. He assures her they need bow to no one in this country: The Servant eats at the Same table with his master. But on the outside of one envelope he scrawls, Bring the gun.

The afternoon has dimmed around him and still Henry cannot move from the back wall. He has never felt this queasy since the days when he used to be a drinker.

There is doubt in his wife’s letters, tucked between the lines of devotion. Jane reports that his mother hopes he will come back to the old country; that her parents advise her not to make the crossing yet; that she only wishes he had found a permanent job and could send money. She offers with one hand and takes back with the other. If you fall into your mind and would wish me to go to you I will, let the end be what it may.

He turns and is sick into a bush. Its dark leaves quiver. Some foreign species; he doesn’t know its name.

Wringing out the children’s rags in a bucket of seawater, Jane tries to imagine the country ahead of her. The ship sways, and brown water slops from the bucket onto her skirt. She wants to howl. But she will go up on deck and let it dry in the sun, then brush the worst of it out. She has no time to be weak. She is resolved not to be a burden. What is she bringing Henry, if not a capacity for endurance?

The hard fact is, she needs him more than he needs her. For the past year, he has been an adventurer; she has been paralyzed, a wife without a husband. Sometimes she hates Henry for going on ahead, for being able and willing to do without her in a strange land. But this is how Jane knows her kin, by an occasional flash of a resentment so intimate that she never feels it for outsiders: the maddening itch of the ties that bind.

Henry wipes his sour mouth on the handkerchief Jane embroidered for him two Christmases ago. He leafs through the worn letters for some magic phrase to calm him. But what his eyes light on is You might write to me far oftener than you do. Can she imagine what it is like to be here so many thousand miles from home, with no one to offer him a cup of tea or a word of sympathy?

The hard fact is, he needs her more than she needs him. He suspects Jane of enjoying her new independence; more and more, she writes to him after making decisions, not before. Anger swells in his throat now; he can taste gall all the way down. But he recognizes this rage as a symptom of distance, the lengths love has to go to, the tautness of a marriage stretched like a tendon across a wide ocean. It costs them one and fourpence, paid in advance, to send each page.

The children are clamoring for some biscuit, despite the weevils. She has none, but she tells herself it will not kill them to wait just one more day. Jane squats down and holds them tightly round their waists, as if to squeeze the hunger pangs away. Alex and Mary both have her pale red hair; their three heads like a litter of foxes.

Across the deck she sees those two women who came on at Liverpool, clinging to each other mutely as if they expect to be washed overboard at any moment. One of them bends over the water to be sick; the other one waits with a cloth to wipe her mouth. Jane envies them each other. She is so weary of the feel of children, even her own beloved children; she wants a shoulder high enough to lean on, arms as hard as her own.

Henry has told his boss he is too sick to work, and now he is trying to walk back to his lodgings. He bends and retches onto the dusty ground as if voiding himself of thirteen months of self-pity. A passing lady withdraws her skirts. A priest tells him, in broken English, to go home. Henry is too weak to answer. He lets his head hang, and skims Jane’s letters through blurred eyes.

Excuse bad writing and inditing, she wrote, as if every word were not a gift.

Henry averts his face from the page and throws up again, though there is little left but bitter air. If he purges himself of all his past errors, maybe there will be space for happiness to come flooding in.

His bowels have begun to churn. He tries to run. When shit sprays into his breeches and he doubles over, he is ashamed. But no one is paying him any attention; those who rush by are on business of their own. The streets are beginning to darken. Henry tucks the letters into his shirt and pulls his braces and trousers down, squatting to empty his bowels on the cracked ground. Pain spears him: the dark water keeps exploding. His solid flesh has become a bag of filth.

At some point he fastens up his trousers for decency, for some kind of containment, and staggers down the street. But the cramps bend him in two, like low blows from an invisible enemy.

Twilight finds him lying in a puddle of his own fluids, too weak to excuse himself when a woman stoops over him. She backs away, shouting something in French. He thinks he recognizes the word for anger. Who is angry? Then the woman shouts it again, and he recognizes the word like his own name.

As the light fades, Alex chatters of hunters and bears; Mary kicks at the railings and wriggles as if she wants to slip through into the sea. You and them has never once been out of my mind and heart since I left you: that is from Jane’s favorite of the letters. She has taught the girl to say Dida, the first name Jane knew for her own father. Mary has no idea what the word means, and plays with the sound as a bird would. Neither child is old enough to understand that they have left the only country they have ever known, to settle in a new one. They will be Canadians; Jane mouths the word to herself. It is not a matter of choice. What choice have any of them made, when all they know is what they are running from, when Henry with his exasperating enthusiasm is leading them into the dark?

Cholera, that’s what the woman said. Henry nods slightly. He is folded into a hospital bed like a leaf pressed in a book. The diarrhea is finished, and so is the vomiting; he has nothing left to offer up. He has given every drop in his body to this alien soil.

Cholera, anger made flesh, the dull burning fuse in the guts, the bile spewing through the bodies of those who stay and those who go. A disease familiar to those who are herded from country to country, from city to city.

This ward is filling up; the nurses run like messengers bearing secrets. Each new arrival is doled out forty drops of laudanum. Henry can tell, by looking at the cadaverous faces around him, that his cheeks are concave, his eyeballs are sinking in their sockets, and he too has taken on a blue tinge, as if they are all part of the same boiling sea.

He closes his eyes. He shuts his ears to the moans and retchings and convulsions all around him. In his mind, he reads fragments of letters. Our best Days are before us.

It occurs to him for the first time that he may be dying.

He knows he should pray. His God is unsentimental; he sits in judgment. There is no time left for Henry’s old prayer, the one he directs as much at his wife as at his Creator: make me what I have not been yet, a good and providing husband.

At dawn on the day of arrival, Jane is up on deck again. The Riverdale has come to an enticing green island, its slopes furred with beech and ash; blue strings of smoke rise from the sheds. Grosse Isle is its name, she hears; it is where the sick must disembark. The ship pauses only long enough to set down the two gray-faced women from Liverpool. Jane watches their little boat bob toward the shore, with as much relief as compassion.

The sun is high by the time she glimpses the walled city of Québec on the promontory, pushing into the river like a sentry’s gun. The fiction on which she has lived for a year is about to come true. At the sight of its towers, Jane lets out a small moan. Has she not been brave long enough?

Soon Henry will be walking beside her, lifting the children to his shoulders, pointing out landmarks. He will make up to her for all the waiting. She leafs through the letters, hungry for a sentence she remembers, the sweetness of his admission that they should never have let themselves be parted, but dont be discouraged Dear Jane.

This morning for the first time she lets herself taste how hungry she is, lets the children see her cry. But she shakes back the tears so she can glimpse the busy docks, the ladders that will set the passengers free from their prison.

Henry floats up from unconsciousness and wonders what Jane will do when she steps off the ship and he is not there. P.S. Dear Henry do not neglect to meet us. Which will win out, her panic or her anger? There is no letter he can write to tell her the end of the story. She will have to deduce it from his absence, interpret the suspicion in the faces of the French on the quay, read death in the yellow flags that mark the medicine stations.

Where will she go? Surely the Emigration Agent will take pity and pay her way to New London. Henry prays his wife will come safe through the plains shaking with heat, the summer storms, the waist-deep mud of Toronto, and reach her sisters before the winter and a cold like she has never known. How long before she hears for sure that she is a widow at twenty-six? Until then, will she keep writing letters? he wonders. No, Jane is a practical woman; she would not write without an address. That is how he picked her: as a fellow traveler in a whirling world, a rock in a hard place.

Leaning over the rails, Jane imagines the improvement; that slightly hunted look will be gone from her husband’s face. What a cocky letter he sent recently: I am 14 lbs heavier than I was when I left and I Can go into the bush and chop a log. But so much will be the same: his dark eyes, his sweep of hair, the way his hands will close around hers.

Maybe he will have brought some food with him.

How will she live, Henry speculates through his fog of fever? Will she and her sisters go into trade together? Or will she find some slow-moving neighbor to take on her and the children, some Irishman twice her age who will be husband and father both?

Will she still count the days she has to live without Henry in this country?

He will be there on the dock, for sure. Without you I will settle myself no place, he wrote in the letter that persuaded Jane to come at once, not to wait a month more, because you never knew what might happen. And Jane Dearest anything I can do Shall be done to make you happy and forgive anything wrong in the foregoing. Every letter is a promise, signed and sealed; they all end, your faithful and affectionate husband until death.

His skin is cold and wet like a fish; the only water left in his body is on the outside. Henry licks his shoulder. He is sinking down below all human things. He is sliding into the ocean; he will not wait till her ship meets the land. He will sport around it like a dolphin, he will make her laugh louder than the gulls.

He shuts his eyes and swims down into the darkness.

Jane peers at the landing stage where the crowds are milling. That speck of black, standing so still, that must be him. His eyes, sharper than hers, will have marked her out already. What distances cannot be traveled by the gaze of love?

 




Counting the Days

All italicized lines are taken verbatim from the thirteen letters (May 1848–May 1849) between Henry Johnson and Jane McConnell Johnson published by their great-granddaughter Louise Wyatt in Ontario History (1948). You can find more details about the family in Wyatt’s introduction to the letters at http://ied.dippam.ac.uk/records/49618.

On landing in July 1849—and not finding Henry—Jane and the children went on to her sister Isabella’s in London, Ontario. Confirmation of her husband’s death from cholera did not reach her for three months. Within a year, Jane married a local farmer of fifty-three, William Nettleton from Belfast; they had seven more children.





THE YUKON

1896

Snowblind

They were both heading for the Yukon goldfields when they ran into each other in St. Michael, the old Russian port on the Alaskan coast. Goat (named for his yellow goatee) was a Swede, and Injun Joe was from Iowa; folk said Injun looked more than half Indian but he didn’t know if it was true. They’d both turned twenty-two that July, and it was this coincidence that convinced them to hitch up. It has to mean luck, said Goat, doesn’t it? It had to mean something.

Both of them had put their hands to just about anything since hard times got harder round ‘ninety-three. Injun had been an apple picker, a ranch hand, a slaughterman; he’d even done a few prizefights till an Irish boy blinded his left eye. Goat had played three-card monte and thrown drunks out of a whorehouse. They were both tough as hardtack, could tote seventy pounds, and scorned a quitter. Neither knew much about prospecting except that it was all they wanted to do. Goat said he was “gold crazy,” was that the phrase? It’d only been a few years since he’d come from Sweden with eighty-five cents in his pocket. His English was good but he didn’t trust it. He claimed he’d take a fifteen-dollar poke of gold dust over a twenty-dollar banknote, he was sentimental that way, he just loved the sparkle of it.

After paying for the boat ride up the Yukon, the two fellows were down to their sleeping bags, tent, and seven-odd dollars between them. But at least they’d found each other. You’d got to have a partner or you wouldn’t make it, that’s what the old-timers said. It wasn’t just that so much of gold mining took four hands, it was the risk of going off your head in the dark of winter. In Fortymile—the shack town just over the border into Canadian territory, where the two got off because Goat was sick of the tug of the boat against the current—they met a grizzled sourdough with six missing toes. He’d had a split-up back in ‘eighty-six, the two had divided their outfit fair and square, and the toeless man had left his former mate to work the claim. It was a whipsaw that did it, he said, whipsawing green logs put paid to many a friendship, because you got in a rage and couldn’t trust the other fellow was pulling his weight.

The old sourdough asked Injun Joe if he was one of those lazy Stick Indians from the interior. Injun shook his head and said I’m from Iowa. Truth was, he would have liked knowing what he was or where he was from on his father’s side; his mother (pure Pole) had never said, and he’d stopped asking long ago.

Fortymile was more of a camp than any kind of town—it looked like a heap of garbage washed up on the riverbank—but Injun reckoned it had all they needed, for now. Since every man in sight was a prospector, whether a veteran of Dakota, Idaho, or Colorado, or a tenderfoot like Goat and Injun, it was like being in a gang. A gang of loners, if such a thing could be. Outside, that was what they called everything outside Fortymile.

McQuesten, the storeowner, never refused credit; he boasted that no one ever starved to death here, or not unless he was too stupid to roll from his bunk and crawl into town. Injun and Goat were able to outfit themselves at McQuesten’s on a promise of payback come spring. They kitted themselves out in gumboots, mackinaws, mukluks, and the broad-brimmed hats that kept off rock splinters. (After all, Injun was down to one useful eye already.) They filled a wheelbarrow with kerosene lamps, a panning tank, a stew kettle, a saw, and a couple of short-stemmed shovels, tin plates and forks, rope and coal oil, beans, cornmeal, baking powder, lard, salt, chocolate, and tea, and on top, a fragile-looking copper scales and a phial of mercury wrapped in a handkerchief. This mountain of gear was too precarious to wheel around the wilderness, so they left most of it in the back of McQuesten’s while they went off prospecting along the creeks of the Fortymile.

They’d pick a likely spot, spit in the can for luck, let the water wash away the mud, and peer into the bottom for the glitter. The first time they found some it had a startling greenish tinge to it. Injun let out a yelp like an injured dog, and Goat got him in a half nelson and kissed his ear.

This was why the Yukon was the place to be, even if there hadn’t been any real big strikes yet. In some goldfields, the stuff was veined into the hard rock, and only expensive machinery could blast it out, but the Yukon gave up her treasure casually to any man who took the trouble to look for it. Placer gold—free gold, some called it—lying around in the white gravel in the form of good coarse dust or nuggets even. This first spot gave five cents’ worth of gold dust from the pan, when Injun weighed it with slightly shaking hands. The toeless fellow reckoned eight cents a pan’s a pretty good prospect, he said, but Goat laughed and said this here looked pretty good to him. He wanted to stake their claim right away; Injun had to talk him into waiting to see if they could find a richer spot. (In Fortymile, Injun had got the impression Swedes were pitied for their willingness to stake a prospect other men would dig a shit pit on.)

At night the two fellows lay back-to-back in their sailcloth tent, and in the mornings they counted their bruises; the man with the fewest had to boil the coffee. That was their first game but soon they had plenty. After another week they found a bend in a muddy creek that gave ten cents a pan, and Injun felt the glow of being right, as well as the giddy anticipation of riches. Goat marked out the five hundred feet he liked best; Injun blazed a small spruce tree and penciled on the upstream side, One, and their names.

That night they lay awake so long laughing and planning how to spend their fortune, they were baggy-eyed when they hiked into Fortymile to the Recorder’s Office. The two of them were so ignorant, they hadn’t realized that they were allowed a claim each, and that the discoverer of the strike was granted double, which meant three between them. They rushed back to their muddy creek the next morning and staked out another thousand feet, marking it One Below and Two Below. Injun put Goat down as the discoverer and himself as the second man, but that was just a formality.

In Fortymile they borrowed a mule to haul their outfit and a stack of raw lumber to their claim for building a tiny cabin. They left two stumps in the middle of the floor to sit on, and built bunks against the walls. The windows were deer hide (that was a tip another old-timer had given them); Injun was surprised how well they let in the autumn light. With a sheet-iron stove they were all set, and Injun soon had some flapjacks on.

At first he couldn’t get the knack of sleeping on his skinny bunk instead of back-to-back in the tent, but at least it was warmer. The walls smelled of sawdust, and pressed close, it was like living in a two-man coffin. Lucky we’ve got no third mate, he said in the dark.

Reckon so, Goat replied.

After a couple of days the cabin was fetid with smoke and feet. Injun pasted woodcuts from yellowed newspapers over the cracks: Jumbo the Elephant, and Ladies Admiring Niagara Falls, and A View of Kew. He found one called The Forests of Scandinavia to make his partner feel at home, not that Goat gave any sign of noticing. On the back, there was an article about some rich German with a bee in his bonnet about bringing all the creatures mentioned in Shakespeare to America; he’d released forty pairs of starlings in the middle of New York City. Bet they all got eat by nightfall, said Injun with a laugh, but Goat said naw, immigrants always take over, they’ve got fire in the belly.

In September, the leaves burned red and fell, and all the Yukon’s little veins froze up. Goat and Injun were so green, they’d never thought to wonder how to mine in the sub-Arctic winter. Sure, you have to burn your way down, said the Irish fellows on the next creek over. So every night the two partners lit a wood fire in their dig, and every morning they scraped past the ashes into the hot thawed earth. The greasy black shaft they hollowed out this way was barely wide enough to let one man crouch. The other would winch the bucket of muck up with a windlass, and pile it in a dump. It was a fortnight before they hit the pay streak—a dried-up creek channel—and started tunneling sideways along it. Already their pay-dirt dump was as high as Injun’s head. But the killing thing about northern mining, of course, was you never knew what you’d got till the spring melt.

Sometimes they got so tired of the crawling and scrabbling in the smoky dark, they splashed their faces with water and trudged into Fortymile. There was a snowed-in vaudeville troupe that gave the same turns every night till the crowd howled like malamutes. There were ten saloons, and the code was that any man who came in with a poke of gold dust to throw down on the bar bought hot hootchinoo for everyone in hearing, or real whiskey if a boat had come in. Fortymile men all seemed to have got strange nicknames like Squaw Cameron or Cannibal Ike. (Goat and Injun were too used to their own monikers to remember they’d ever been called anything else.) The stories told in the saloons were of gold men; lucky ones, unlucky ones. A drunken sucker who got tricked into buying what seemed like a worthless stake, but it turned out a bonanza in the end. A Forty-Niner who washed out thirty thousand dollars but got so fixed on the prospect of being robbed that he slit his own throat before anyone else could.

The weather tightened like a fist. By October the two mates had stopped shaving, since a beard was some protection even if it did form icicles around the mouth. Injun’s droopy Indian-style mustache flowed right into his side whiskers, he was like some old walrus, and Goat’s goatee had spread into a yellow thornbush. When it got to fifty below, they gave up digging, lay in their bunks half the day in the smoky cabin. One of them might lurch out with scarves wrapped round his face to hack a deep hole in the river for water, or hobble into Fortymile—they were both plagued with blisters and boils on their feet—to get another handful of beans on credit. Long nights they curled like grubs in their foul sleeping bags, listing fresh things they’d a fancy for: apricots, cherries, tomatoes. They sang “My Darling Clementine” and “Break the News to Mother” and other old tunes they could only half remember. Injun hummed hymns from his childhood and Goat dredged up some sad Swedish songs. What’s sad about them? Injun wanted to know, but Goat couldn’t translate the words, he said, they’re just sad.

The code was, show your grit, but help other gold men out, because otherwise who’d last a winter? A fellow was entitled to walk into your cabin while you were out, eat his fill, have a kip, and go on his way, as long as he left a supply of fresh kindling in case you came in frozen. Once Injun arrived home to find Goat talking Swedish with some block-faced stranger over the last of yesterday’s bread. He didn’t like the fellow’s manner and was glad he was gone in the morning.

That winter the mates made all the mistakes of all young men in too much of a hurry to ask. They got stomachache when they didn’t bother cooking their beans long enough, and toe rot from sleeping in wet boots. The one thing they knew never to do was let the fire die out, because of that popular story about the two partners discovered in an isolated cabin, stiff as rocks beside an icy stew kettle with nothing but a pair of partly cooked moccasins in it.

In the night Goat and Injun kept talking, speech slurred from numb lips, just so they’d know they hadn’t died. Your Yukon is a perverse kind of river, remarked Injun, did you know it rises fifteen miles from the Pacific and then meanders around for two thousand more before it falls back down into the Pacific?

Goat grunted as if to say he neither knew nor cared. After a minute he said this cussed place, why did Uncle Sam ever buy it off the Ruskies?

He didn’t, Injun corrected him, that’s Alaska, we’re in the Queen’s territory now.

Goat muttered something about what he’d like to do to the Queen.

Soap out that filthy mouth, said Injun, coughing with laughter, don’t you know she’s about a hundred years old?

Came a long blizzard when water iced on the walls two feet from the fire. Let me in before I freeze, said Goat, stumbling two steps from his bunk to Injun’s. Lying like spoons they shuddered up some warmth. Injun woke from a doze to find his hand on Goat’s britches and he couldn’t rightly have said whether it was him who’d put it there. His left hand was so numb it hardly knew what his right hand was doing and kept on doing. Then Goat thrashed round to face him and their breath was a hot Chinook wind.

What time is it, Injun wondered, what seemed like days later, and Goat said, what does it matter? They stirred and slept, touched and rolled and slept, couldn’t get out of the bunk except once in a while to throw a log on the fire. You do it. No, you! Numbskull Swede, lazy half-breed, they cursed each other with a curious fondness, tried to shove each other onto the floor, grabbed each other again. The wind made a fearful whining.

There was something wrong with their legs, they were bruised blue and red. Injun’s joints ached and his mouth tasted metallic, like blood. Is my breath bad? he asked. Goat, and his mate said, sure, but I don’t care. Goat’s face was strangely puffy. We’re a couple of beauties, he wheezed, laying his yellow beard against Injun’s bared chest.

Injun woke up later, unnerved by the silence. The blizzard had to be over. He was starving and sore. Slowly he heaved Goat against the wall, tucking the sleeping bag round him, and got to his feet. He took a sip of water from the cup on the stove. His face in the tin plate was weirdly mottled. What had they done to themselves? It occurred to him that they were dying and his heart lifted oddly.

It took Injun the best part of the day to stagger into Fortymile. My partner and I, we’re dying of gangrene, he told McQuesten, taking down his trousers in the back of the store. The owner snorted and said, don’t you fool boys know about scurvy? He sent Injun off with a bottle of lime juice, so sour it made him retch.

On the journey back, the sun came up over the ice, and Injun had forgotten his wooden mask with the slit in it. By the time he made it home he was so snowblind he was surprised he hadn’t stumbled into some abandoned shaft and snapped his legs. His eyes were full of scalding sand, the good one as bad as the bad; the whole world was scarlet with fire, and the more he rubbed, the worse it hurt. Goat laughed but spooned stew into Injun’s mouth like a mother.

Any way you looked at it, these were awful days. They’d come all this way to work like half-starved galley slaves. Even after the lime juice fixed their scurvy, they had a damaged look about them. Some mornings Injun stumbled through the dusk, past the smog rising from their shaft, to peer at the brooding outline of their dump. How much was black dirt, how much gold? A tree made a sound like a pistol shot and Injun jumped before remembering it was only the sap freezing. He could make out the purgatorial glow of other shafts on the next creek over, but the snow muffled all sounds. The world was empty but for small creeping things in their holes. He felt entirely temporary, and it occurred to him that the mine he and Goat were so painstakingly thawing and grubbing out this winter would, in years to come, close over again like a scar. Fortymile would fall to dust and wolves would bed down in these shacks, the ice would seal over the trail.

But Injun always finished what he set his hand to and Goat was the same way. Also there was no way to Outside till spring unless they were insane enough to trek a thousand miles over the mountains. Also things had been different between them since the blizzard, they kept their kit on one bunk and slept on the other, or lay shoving and laughing and groaning in the dark. It was like a pact they didn’t need to discuss.

Come May, at last, the cabin was green with mildew and the two partners coughed so wetly in the mornings it sounded like branches ripping off a tree. The creeks began to shrug off their ice; Injun and Goat’s shaft seeped up to head height and they had to abandon it. It was time to build a long sluice box and divert some of the creek through it; time to see what they’d earned for their winter’s punishment. They soon got a rhythm going: dump in a shovel of paydirt, let the water sweep the dross away, leaving the gold caught in the cross-riffles and matting at the bottom. Every three days they did a cleanup, lifting out the sluice box and panning the residue.

After the first week it was becoming clear to Injun that they were losers.

Goat would hear nothing of it. The good stuff’s lower down the heap, he insisted.

Injun rolled his eyes. The black dirt was speckled with gold, all right, but so was every sandbank in this part of the world. Their poke was mounting up slowly, miserably, but other men lurched into Fortymile screaming like ravens, their pockets bursting with Midas dust. Gold men went on sprees from saloon to saloon, the crowd bearing them along like champions, smashing furniture. The Irishmen on the next creek over boasted of washing out twenty, twenty-five cents a pan. Fortunes were made and drunk all that summer, while Goat and Injun bent and sweated their strength away.

One day Goat said he’d had it.

What do you mean, you’ve had it?

I’ve had it up to here with gold mining.

Injun told him he just needed a whiskey. They walked into Fortymile, barely exchanging ten words along the way. Frost was tinting the mountains yellow already, the summer was on the turn. Injun picked up a page of newspaper in the street, it said the tenth of August. He blinked at it. Lookit, Goat, he said, I forgot my birthday. Yours too. Reckon we’re twenty-three now.

Goat cleared his throat and spat before turning into the nearest saloon.

Injun went on to the store and handed over his meager poke, but McQuesten snorted as he weighed it in his hand, and tossed it back to him. He agreed to extend their credit a month or two longer, in case the boys’ luck was around the corner. Injun’s mouth felt gummed up with shame. If you fancy a change, McQuesten remarked, I could use someone in the back of the store.

Injun stared at him.

I had a boy, but he’s gone rushing off downriver at the first word of some discovery.

Thank you, said Injun, remembering his manners like some old relic of life before the Yukon. Thank you kindly, but my partner—

McQuesten nodded like he understood.

On the way back down the street, Injun thought of how it might be. If Goat had had enough of mining, if Injun took a job in town—then they wouldn’t be mates like they’d been. There’d be no reason for their cabin, their games, their joint life. He made up his mind: he’d talk Goat into heading back out to their claim and laying into that dirt-heap again. Maybe there really was more gold at the bottom. Maybe they should give it another year.

The saloon was buzzing. Goat shoved a glass of whiskey to his mate’s lips. There’s been a prime strike on Rabbit Creek!

Where’s Rabbit Creek?

Off the Klondike.

The Klondike was the next big tributary of the Yukon east of Fortymile. That must be where McQuesten’s last boy had gone. Injun felt oddly tired.

A fellow came in here with a shotgun cartridge full, Goat gabbled, poured it on the scale, old-timers never seen anything like it for color and grain. I tell you, boy, it’s going to be a stampede! Let’s go before every inch is staked. Half this crowd’s slipped away already, he said, draining his glass.

Injun snorted, but already he was imagining their hands yellow-green with gold dust, their raw new shack on the bank of the Klondike.

Goat was looking past him, waving at someone in the crowd. Oh, hey, I met up with Gundsson again, he’s on for going thirds.

Injun turned, narrowed his eyes at the big-jawed man walking over. He recognized the Swede who’d turned up at the cabin that time. His throat tightened up. What do we need another mate for?

Goat laughed. Split the work and help tote the treasure sacks, that’s what.

Could Goat really be that dumb and blind? Had he no notion of what they’d be losing? I don’t like him, said Injun.

You ain’t even talked to him yet. Come on, don’t frown, sounds like there’s gold enough for everyone up on the Klondike!

The Swede was beside them, grinning with yellow teeth. Injun thought of him sleeping in their cabin, like some huge stinking bear, and wanted to punch him. Instead he folded his arms. Gold men are so fickle, he remarked, soon as they hear of any half-discovery, they’ll desert their old dig.

Goat tugged his mate’s shoulder hard enough to pop it out. Look, you cussed half-breed, he said, can’t your one eye spot the chance of your life?

Injun shrugged.

I tell you, I’ve talked to a man who saw the nuggets on the scale. He says he heard the first shovelful from Rabbit Creek yielded eight hundred dollars!

This place has more liars than hell, said Injun.

What’s the matter with you? Goat was red in the face. The river’s choked already. Fortymile will be a dead camp by the morning. Come on, Gundsson can get us on a boat poling upstream tonight.

Injun refused to look at the Swede. I’m taking a job, he said, his voice thick with gravel. In McQuesten’s store.

Goat’s eyes were huge and pale.

Folk’ll always need supplies, he added. Even if some of these fools find a few ounces on the Klondike, they’ll be back here to record their stakes, won’t they?

Mate, said Goat—putting his face close enough to Injun’s to heat him with his spiritous breath, close enough to kiss him—our fortune’s up there. He was pointing east.

I doubt that, said Injun, hoarse.

But I’m telling you—

Finders ain’t keepers anyhow. Men who strike lucky, they never manage to keep it, do they? Just drink or gamble or lose it all one way or another.

Goat straightened up, still half smiling. Well damn your lily liver.

Best of luck to you and your countryman, so, said Injun, going to drain his glass, but it was dry already. He told Goat to take what he liked from the cabin before he went. He nodded to both Swedes and managed to get outside in the warm street before his face fell in on itself.

And with the certainty of a man who was still young, Injun said never, he said never, never again.

 




Snowblind

Klondike (1958), Pierre Berton’s classic history of the last—and most frantic—international gold rush, inspired this story of two fictional partners in Fortymile as the news of the Klondike discovery hit in August 1896.





WICKENBURG, ARIZONA

1873

The Long Way Home

One hot afternoon, a man walks into a bar. Well, not strictly speaking a man, but the stained buckskins, the fringed and beaded jacket, the stink of cigarillo, the small face leathered and squinting under the wide hat—what would you call it?

“How’s business, Mollie?” asks the barkeep, filling a glass.

She takes her whiskey in two long, wet gulps. “Wouldn’t know. I’ve been in the hills for a fortnight.”

A red-haired man laughs, and remarks, to no one in particular, “It’s a female.”

He must be new to Wickenburg. “Prospecting?” suggests the barkeep.

She purses her dry lips.

He chuckles.

She considers the faces that line the bar. “Which one of these saddle bums goes by Jensen?”

“Here’s what’s left of him.” With one finger the barkeep indicates the man sleeping half off his stool: a puddle of greasy hair, a hat tipped sideways on the wet wood.

Mollie blows out her breath and pours herself another.

“What d’you want with my aul pal Jensen?” demands the redhead.

“Four days since he rode into town for supplies,” she tells him, “left his wife in an empty camp. I’m taking him back.”

“Can’t a man spend his poke in peace?”

She walks over to Jensen. Her hands slide into his pockets, down his legs. He grunts.

“C’mere, wee lassie,” croons the Irishman, “don’t be wasting that on a sleeping man.” He shuffles up close behind her. “And what have you got in your pocket?”

“A Peacemaker,” says Mollie under her breath before he can touch her. Finding Jensen’s little bag, she straightens up, and drops it on the bar.

The barkeep’s scowl deepens as he sets it on the scales. “That won’t half cover his tab.”

“Guess I’ll have to take up a collection, then.” She lifts the drunk’s hat and holds it out in front of the Irishman.

“Here’s all I’ve got for you,” he says, and spits in it.

He must not have believed her about the pistol, so she moves her coat and shows him a glimpse of its thick barrel. “In that case, should I shoot your jewels off right this minute, or would you rather help me with your aul pal here?”

The Irishman steps back, paler under his burn. “What kind of help?”

“Check his cayuse’s well watered.”

While he’s outside, she goes round with the hat, laying on the charm. “Come on, men, a bit of actual? I’ve spent all mine on provisions for the Jensens,” she assures them. “Let’s clear the bum’s tab and I undertake to get him home by tomorrow, what do you say?”

There’s protest and eye rolling and jokes about lady bountifuls, but they pay up. The Irishman comes back in and produces half a dollar.

“Stay for a round of faro, why don’t you, Mollie,” suggests a farmer.

She grins, hovering by the table, then shakes her head.

She takes the unconscious Jensen by his collar and yanks him onto the floor. He’s coming to by the time she’s dragged him to the door—twisting against the light of the lamps, starting to babble—so she gets the Irishman to grab his feet. They haul him like wet washing; another two men help heave him into the saddle of his hungry-looking horse.

She rides up alongside and plants the groggy man’s hat on his head. “Name’s Mollie Monroe,” she tells him. “Going to ride behind me without a ruckus?”

Apparently not. She ducks away from his fist; her pony shies. “Better lash his hands to the pommel,” she tells the Irishman. “And pass me his rifle.” She ties it behind her saddle, on top of the sacks of beans and meal. She coils his horse’s rope around her wrist and murmurs “Gitty up” to her own.

All through town Jensen curses. Damns the dust, the lingering heat of the August day, but most of all damns this half-size freak in britches, this vigilante morphodite who’s got him roped like some felon when last he heard this was the free state of Arizona. He pukes and spatters his leg.

It’s going to be a long ride. Mollie passes the bright windows of her own saloon. Looks like George’s got his hands full this Saturday night. Shame she hasn’t time to stop in for a quick one, but it would only start a quarrel, likely.

The lush banks of the Hassayampa drop out of sight behind them. Scattered saguaros stick up like fists against the orange evening as she heads toward Black Mountain, a road some call cursed, since a stagecoach full of passengers got themselves massacred a few winters past.

Behind her, Jensen’s retching drily. She walks her pony back, reins in at arm’s length, and hands over the water bag.

His eyes are red-rimmed as he drinks. “Cut me loose,” he says, half-baring his teeth, “or I swear, I won’t leave enough of you to snore.”

Mollie keeps her grin on. “Do I look scairt?”

“Crazy as popcorn on a stove, that’s what you look.”

“Don’t push me, Jensen. I’d rather deliver you in one piece.” She clicks her tongue to start her pony moving again.

“Deliver me to who?” The question comes hoarsely.

She’s sorely tempted not to answer; to let Jensen spend a few minutes—even hours—recollecting his enemies. Instead, she says over her shoulder, “Your wife.”

“How the blazes do you know my wife?” he demands, bends to puke again but there’s nothing in it.

She reins in, lets him catch up. “I was riding by a mine shaft this morning, your boy was down it, his mama was screaming for him to climb out. Fine pair you’ve got, and another one coming any day, looks like; she can hardly get around. They’ll be a big help with the prospecting in another few years, that’s if any of them last that long.”

“What do you know about prospecting?” he asks with venom.

She rides on. “Oh, me and George Monroe have staked claims all over these hills. Once I sold a bonanza for twenty-five hundred dollar, blew it all in a week!”

“I’ve heard of Monroe,” concedes Jensen. “But I never heard tell he was married.”

She sets her teeth. Hasn’t she a right to the name after all these years? “Mrs. Jensen seems a nice piece of Mexican calico,” she throws over her shoulder.

“Is she paying you?” Jensen wants to know.

“Ha! With what?”

He doesn’t speak again.

She turns off the road onto a dry wash, heading south into the foothills. The night is crisp now, stars pricking a black sky. She glances back, and Jensen’s dropped his head on his bound hands. She’s suddenly beat.

The man’s no help to her; slumps against the furrowed trunk of a cottonwood as she stokes the fire with what dried dung she can find. “Never thought we’d run out of bison shit,” she remarks, “but now they’ve got those excursion trains, shoot from the windows, you ever hear of such a thing?”

No response. Not even when Mollie serves up her famous stew. (She’s cooked for fifty at a time, and never heard any complaints.) She undoes the knot that holds Jensen’s wrists together, but keeps her pistol handy. The plate shudders in his hands. A cool northern breeze angles off the mountains, which are only starless patches on the sky. Jensen suddenly lurches to his feet and goes behind a saguaro. Got the trots, Mollie reckons; that’s the end of many a spree. When he comes back, he crouches and breaks off a corner from the nearest outcropping, peers at it; one of those prospector’s habits.

Mollie binds his hands again, adds a rope around his ankle, and throws him a blanket before she settles down on her bedroll with the horses’ ropes under her. The pistol digs into her hip as she drops into sleep.

In the gray dawn, the end of Jensen’s rope lies blackened in the ashes. “Well, that’s just daisy,” Mollie mutters, through a yawn. She’s mildly impressed, though he didn’t manage to sneak his horse away from her, or his rifle.

She follows his tracks back toward Wickenburg, catching up with him in a quarter of an hour. From a distance, he looks like some mad preacher, stalking along with joined hands.

Mollie reins in beside him. He’s got a healthier color than yesterday, at least. He stops, panting slightly.

“Care to ride?” she asks, indicating his horse.

“Care to go fuck yourself?”

Men often think to scandalize her, which is funny. As if, under the buckskins, there’s still some fragile lady, trembling at each dirty word.

“You’re a cross-grained son of a bitch, aren’t you?” she remarks, putting Jensen on a long rope. “Don’t seem to care how hungry that family of yours gets. Course, all alone in that godforsaken camp since Tuesday, they could have been scalped by now.”

His eyes glitter. “No Apaches left south of Prescott.”

“Yeah, sure, except for the odd renegade in the hills. Or of course any white desperadoes who might see Mrs. J’s fire, they’d be sure to treat her like gentlemen.”

She lets him mull that over. Clicks to her horse, moving off at a walk so Jensen has to stumble along behind. If this takes three days, he’ll just have to tell his wife they went the long way.

He jerks, drags his feet, curses.

At one point he trips and can’t seem to get to his feet again. For a minute she lets the horse pull him along in the dust—but he won’t be much good to Mrs. J. all shredded, so Mollie calls a halt. “Get on your cayuse, or we’re gonna be baking out here all week.”

It could go either way.

But Jensen climbs up into the saddle, and on they ride. Southwest, keeping Twin Peaks on the right and Vulture Peak on the left.

“Old Vulture’s given up over thirty million dollars in gold,” Mollie remarks.

“Not to me, she hasn’t.”

Mollie’s watching the horizon for dust storms. Below them the Sonoran desert stretches away, already shimmering. Jensen’s botched escape has cost them an hour, so they have to ride hard in the heat of the afternoon to have any chance of reaching the camp by nightfall. A little scrub oak and piñon juniper for shade, but every crick they pass is dry; Mollie doles out the water bag sparingly. It’s too hot to talk; she rubs her gritty eyes and urges her pony on.

“Come on,” says Jensen suddenly, “has my wife promised you something she’s got stashed away, from her papa?”

“She’s got nothing,” says Mollie, “except another little Jensen about to carve its way out of her.”

He stares. “You some class of do-gooder?”

“It was a slack week.”

The fact is, she does make a habit of this kind of thing. Hears of a man sick in camp, rides out with medicine and rabbit soup. Adventure’s scarce since the Indian Wars ended.

As darkness moves over the hills, she decides they must be another hour from Jensen’s camp, and it isn’t worth breaking her pony’s leg.

She likes to sing while she’s cooking. Jensen pulls a face: “Somebody forgot to grease the wagon.”

When she serves up the doings, he holds out his bound hands. “Let me hold my fork.”

“Not till you’re home.”

“For blazes’ sake, I’m not some lost steer.”

“A steer would have more sense.”

It may be foolish, but she undoes the knot anyway. Jensen flexes his hands, shakes them, rubs them where they’re chafed.

Mollie doles out a small measure of whiskey. “Here’s how,” she says, for a toast.

They swap tales of veins and lodes they have known, as sailors talk of their ships.

“I wear the clothes that fit the work,” says Mollie, “but they get me arrested every now and then.”

“Arrested?”

“Impersonating a man, so-called.”

“Huh.” He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t mistake you.”

They have a cigarillo each. Jensen’s followed gold all over the map: Nevada, Boise, Salt Lake City. Got bit by a rattlesnake one time. “Never gone looking for a bullet,” he mentions, “but I’ve always thought that if one happened my way, it wouldn’t make no odds.”

She leans to top up his mug.

“I still reckon you’re getting something out of this business,” he says suddenly.

For a minute she thinks “this business” means life. Then she gets it, almost laughs, lets out a long sigh instead. “Well, I can’t fool you, Jensen. Your wife did promise me something I’ve always had a hankering for.”

“I knew it!”

“Something you’ll hardly miss.”

“What is it?”

Very quiet. “A child.”

The fire crackles. Jensen stares at her over his smeared plate. His mouth moves before he speaks. The word comes out hoarse. “Which one?”

She would have liked to keep it up a bit longer but she can’t stop the sound, it bubbles up, it whoops out into the starry night.

Jensen’s plate is overturned, he’s jumped the fire, he’s on top of her. “You dyed-in-the-wool bastard.”

Mollie’s helpless with glee. “Which one?” is all she can squeak: “Which one?”

His hands are on her throat. She can’t reach her Peacemaker, this could very well be the end of Mollie Monroe, the all too likely squalid end for a woman of her peculiarities, left throttled by a dying campfire, but still she can’t stop laughing.

Jensen’s teeth are very close to hers. They’ve stopped moving. “You’re as ugly as a burnt boot,” he informs her.

“Mm-hm.”

“Face like a dime’s worth of dog meat.”

Mollie lets out a small groan. “Oh, fish or cut bait, won’t you?”

She pulls down her own pants before he can. He goes at her hammer and tongs. Like a wolf, like she likes it. His flesh a stone pounding her to dust. Sand in her face and her own gun bruising her thigh.

They sleep back-to-back for heat.

Up before the sun. The mountains stand gray and saw-toothed. Mollie doesn’t make coffee. They pack in silence, without looking at each other, like two old prospectors. Jensen takes back his rifle.

When the little camp comes into sight around a bend, she says, “Hey! Finally shed of you. You going to do the clean thing now, make the bettermost of it?”

He speaks between his teeth. “Next time you set yourself up for judge and jury—”

“Christ almighty,” she says, “who am I to judge? I’ve woken up in my own puke on a poker table.”

He’s looking right past her at the tent with the fire smoking outside it.

Mollie reins in her horse. Turns to undo the packs of supplies.

“Will you have some breakfast?” His eyes are scanning the rocks for his children.

“I won’t.”

He shakes her hand.

“Give my respects to Monroe.”

“And mine to Mrs. Jensen.” Mollie clicks her tongue to her horse, turns back toward Wickenburg.

 




The Long Way Home

Mollie (born Mary) Sanger, born somewhere in New England in 1836 or perhaps 1846, arrived in Arizona as the wife of a lieutenant in the mid-1860s but soon paired up with George Monroe and worked as a prospector, cowboy, cook, and saloonkeeper. This story, about a (possibly apocryphal) incident from the early 1870s in which she dragged a prospector back to his family, draws on two articles, “Mollie Monroe: Memorable, ‘Crazy’ Character of Early Prescott,” in Sharlot Hall Museum: Days Past (November 2, 1997), and Nell Simcox’s “The Story of Mollie Monroe: Girl Cowboy,” in Real West Magazine (April 1983).

A few years later, Mollie moved from Wickenburg back to Prescott (apparently without George Monroe). In 1877 she was the first woman in Arizona committed for insanity, which probably translates as cross-dressing, promiscuity, and alcoholism. In 1895 Mollie Monroe escaped from Phoenix Asylum and roamed the desert for four days, surviving on one bottle of water and a few crackers, before being recaptured by Indian trackers. After a quarter century of confinement, she died in 1902.





CHICAGO

1876

The Body Swap

A rainy October night at the Hub on Chicago’s West Madison Street. Mullen, the jewel-eyed little barman, smoothes his thick mustache and tops up Morrissey’s glass. He leans one elbow on the sodden plank bar, considers the young man, then jerks his head toward the back. Morrissey has been fraternizing at the Hub for some weeks, telling stories of his time in Wisconsin State, but this is the first time Mullen’s invited him into his office.

It’s as plain as the front but smells better. There’s a sad-eyed character there already, sandy beard half-covering impassive features. “Hughes,” says Mullen, with only a trace of a brogue, “this is Morrissey that I was telling you of.”

The older man sticks out his hand.

Morrissey shakes it, and accepts a broken-backed chair. “So what’s on?”

Hughes looks sideways at the Hub’s proprietor. “He knows nothing?”

“I could hardly go into it at the bar.” Mullen sits down and pours three shots.

“I’m hoping you gentleman have a mind to bring me in on some business,” Morrissey volunteers.

“What kind of business?” asks the older man.

“Oh, come on, Mr. Hughes. The coney trade, the bogus; shoving the queer.”

“Knowing the lingo doesn’t mean knowing the business,” observes Hughes.

“I never claimed to. The proverbial blank slate, that’s me. You need a shover, is that it? I could pass bad bills with a straight face.”

Hughes releases a sigh like air from a tire. “The business is all done in.”

Morrissey looks taken aback. “You say?”

“Time was, there was more queer than good floating round Illinois,” Hughes laments. “With all those newfangled notes and greenbacks the Government printed during the War between the States, who could tell bogus at a glance? But since they formed this Secret Service to crack down on us, trade’s turned tight as blazes.”

“It used to be you could bribe them to turn a blind eye,” Mullen contributes, “but these days …”

“And now they’ve banged up our Michelangelo.”

The young man blinks at Hughes. “Your—”

“Ever hear of Ben Boyd?”

“Can’t say as how I have,” admits Morrissey.

Another sigh. “In any other field of art or industry, the man’s name would be on every child’s tongue. But Boyd works on the quiet, like some angel.”

“A friend of yours?”

“Ben Boyd is only the greatest living engraver of queer. Living or dead,” Hughes insists.

“We’ve never met him in the flesh,” Mullen adds.

“But by his works we know him.”

“You’d swear you’re looking at a genuine silk-thread Federal banknote,” Mullen tells Morrissey. “Big Jim wholesales them all over the Mid West. You know Big Jim?”

“Well, sure; I know of him.” Big Jim Kinealy is the Hub’s silent partner, the mover behind all business conducted in this room.

Hughes takes up the story. “But nothing’s moving these days. Since January, Ben Boyd’s been in Joliet State, doing his first year of ten.”

The young man winces. “So your best supply’s been cut off.”

“The only coney worth a bean,” Hughes corrects him. “What’s out there wouldn’t fool a nun.”

Silence; they all drink their rum.

“I’m truly sorry for your troubles, gentlemen,” says Morrissey, “but where do I come in?”

“Not just for our own sakes but for the sake of the whole profession,” says Hughes, “Boyd must be sprung.”

Morrissey lets out a small laugh. “Horse stealing or a touch of safe-cracking, and I’m your man, but—”

Mullen waves one finger to shut him up. “Big Jim has a plan. We’re going to spring Boyd, make our fortunes, and go down in history, all at the self-same time.”

“Is that a fact,” murmurs Morrissey.

“Are you in?” Hughes wants to know.

“Oh, come on, now, it’s only white to tell a fellow what he’ll be getting into first.”

The barman curls his lip. “You think I’m going to lay out our design and have you walk away and blab it all over Chicago?”

Morrissey spits to show what he thinks of blabbers. “I’d be considerable of an idiot to say I’m in till I hear the details, but my lips are sewn.”

“Go on,” Mullen tells Hughes, “he’s all right.”

Hughes shifts his chair a little closer to the table and tops up his glass. “What would you say is the perfect swag?”

Morrissey stares at him.

“Take a guess. The ideal booty.”

“Something worth a lot … that’s easy to take, and fits in your pocket,” hazards Morrissey.

Hughes shakes his sandy head. “If it’s worth a lot, and if you’re tumbled, you’ll do a lot of time.”

“But if it’s not worth much … why trouble?”

Mullen sniggers.

Hughes delivers the answer like Scripture: “The perfect swag is something worth nothing, that people will pay high for.”

Morrissey looks between the two men. “Is this some class of a confidence trick? Like, the mark thinks there’s a diamond in the empty box?”

“No,” says Hughes, stroking his beard, “no deception’s involved.”

“Think it through,” Mullen teases.

“I am doing.” Sulky now. “Something worth nothing … what, nothing at all, like water or dirt?”

Hughes raps the table. “You’re getting warm.”

“Which?”

“Dirt.”

“You’ve a mind to steal dirt?” Morrissey asks.

“A special kind of dirt.”

“A body of dirt, you might say.” Mullen grins as he slicks back his hair. “Dust to dust!”

“Oh, I get it.” Morrissey lets out a whistle, then lowers his voice. “You’re talking to a veteran body snatcher, as it just so happens. Back in Wisconsin I dug up a dozen or so, sold them to the medical school.”

“We heard that story,” Mullen tells him. “That’s why we figured you might want to make a stake with us.”

“But selling to doctors is not our game,” says Hughes with disdain. “You ever hear of the Trojan War?”

“I reckon.” Morrissey’s voice is uncertain. “This one fellow did for another fellow, and then he went one better on it, because he ransomed the corpse back to the fellow’s pa for its weight in gold.”

“Naw!”

“And the best thing is, the State of Illinois’s got no law against the stealing of a cadaver,” Mullen puts in. “It’s nobody’s property once it’s stopped breathing. The most we could be pulled for is the price of the coffin, and that can’t mean more than a year in jail.”

“But whose coffin?” asks Morrissey. “Just what body are we talking about?”

“No need for names,” says Hughes before Mullen’s got the first syllable out. “Come on out to the bar for a minute.”

“You jokers are just pulling my leg,” says Morrissey, pushing back his chair. “What, is he one of the regulars?”

Mullen shakes his head. “He took a bullet eleven years back.”

The Hub is filling up when they emerge: six men at the billiards table, another dozen hanging on the bar, getting impatient. Hughes lets his eyes flicker to the wall above the bottles. Morrissey follows his glance to the plaster bust of Abraham Lincoln.

November 6, the night before the election, the three men press through a Democratic torchlight parade to the station. They get on the nine o’clock train to Springfield, taking over an empty carriage. Mullen drops a clanking tool bag.

“Mind my foot,” objects Morrissey, pulling it out from under.

“Put it up in the compartment, Mullen,” says Hughes. “Are you drunk?”

“Just a little jollified, in honor of our venture,” Mullen tells him. “Accepted three Democrat shots and four Republican ones.”

“You’ve got to play fair,” agrees Morrissey, grinning.

“It’s a sad fact about our line of business that it requires a nomadic sort of existence, since laying low prevents registering to vote,” remarks Hughes, making himself comfortable by the window. “If it were otherwise I believe I’d give my ticket to Governor Hayes, seeing as he’s a war hero.”

Mullen snorts. “Uncle Sammy Tilden’s going to sweep in and clean house. High time we pulled our troops home and left the South to solve its own hell-fired problems.”

Hughes’s eyebrows soared. “The barman is a citizen of views,” he told Morrissey. “Most of them claptrap.”

“I reckon this election will be the closest thing that ever was, anyhow,” contributes Morrissey.

“Five bucks, says Tilden,” mutters Mullen.

Hughes bursts out laughing.

“What now?”

“Five bucks? What a small-timer you are, Mullen. By the time this job’s done, as well as getting Boyd out, we’ll each have bagged a sixth of two hundred thousand dollars!”

The figure seems to make the air in the carriage ripple.

“Yeah, but five’s all I’ve got in my pocket just at present,” says Mullen.

Morrissey’s smooth forehead is wrinkling. “A sixth of it? There’s four of us, counting Billy Brown …”

“Right, but Big Jim planned it with Nelson before ever we came in, so they’ve earned their cuts of the ransom.”

“I suppose,” says Morrissey. “Though we’re the ones risking life and limb.”

Mullen makes a chicken squawk and punches Morrissey in the arm. “We’re risking nothing, boy. On Election Night, with all creation in the streets, who’ll notice another wagon heading out of Springfield? It’s a perfect time for a daredevil trip. A damn elegant time.”

“You’re drunk,” Hughes observes again. “Bridget says if you turn up pie-eyed at the church, she’s going to walk away.”

“Who’s Bridget?” Morrissey wants to know.

“My dear and only widowed sister,” says Hughes.

“My fiancée,” Mullen corrects him with a wide grin. “Hey, with my share, I’ll be able to buy her such a mansion, she’ll thank me on bended knee.”

“You may be going to marry her,” mutters Hughes, “but you don’t know her.” He turns to Morrissey. “You still huffed about your share?”

“Naw, that’s all right.”

“There’s six men in this mob, so six is how it cuts. Nobody’s out to swindle you. Thirty-three thousand, son—that’ll take you the rest of your life to blow.”

Morrissey nods, summons a grin.

The engine lets out a long, hoarse whistle, and they fall silent. “I saw his funeral train pull into Chicago,” remarks Hughes.

“Whose?”

Hughes gives Morrissey an exasperated look. “Honest Abe’s, of course, eleven years back. The Lincoln Express, hung with black drapery and evergreens. It zigzagged all the way from Washington, D.C., to Springfield, going no faster than a boy could run. You never saw such a procession: all along the tracks were crowds standing to pay their respects, day and night.”

“Fancy that.”

“I even joined the line at the courthouse, saw his face.”

“How was he looking?” Mullen wants to know.

“Not his best. This was a full fortnight after the assassination,” Hughes points out.

“But hadn’t they—I mean—”

“Embalmed him? Of course they had: pickled like a cucumber.

They don’t let the famous rot. But his face was greenish.”

“How—how do you reckon he’ll be now?” murmurs Mullen. “Just bones?”

“Naw, I’d say still pickled. A mummy, near as like.”

“We haven’t got to take him out of his casket, do we?” asks Morrissey.

Hughes shrugs. “I hope not. But it’s lead inside cedar according to the custodian; sounds heavy.”

“Hughes and I did the full tour, to scout the place out,” Mullen explains.

“If it proves too much for us three and Billy Brown, we might have to pull him out and bag him.” Hughes shows them a burlap sack.

The other two stare at it. “I hope it’s long enough,” says Mullen. “Wasn’t he a giant of a man?”

“Six foot four inches in his socks,” says Morrissey.

“Six six, I heard.”

“We’ll double him over, then,” Hughes snaps.

Mullen sniffs. “We’d better take care of him, if he’s worth so much, that’s all I’m saying. They mightn’t like to pay full price if he’s in pieces.”

The men from Chicago get in at 6 a.m. A cloudy, cold Election Day. Springfield is chaos crossed with carnival. Jollification booths, party ribbons, posters warning of forged voting ballots, bets taken everywhere you look, muscular characters grabbing voters outside the polling booths to whisper in their ears …

Mullen, Hughes, and Morrissey split up to be unobtrusive, leaving the bag of tools with a bartender of Mullen’s acquaintance. They kill the hours somehow; Hughes gets a shoe mended. In the afternoon there’s a fight, and a negro voter gets his throat cut. As the day wears on, crowds swarm round the telegraph and newspaper offices, waiting for returns. Sam Tilden is thought to have it. Even this town—home to the Great Emancipator, the first Republican president—is said to have swung Democrat.

In their room at the St. Charles Hotel, Hughes squints at a map. “You know, I reckon it’s too far to go all the way to the Indiana Sand Hills in this cold snap, we might get stopped.”

Mullen’s arms are folded. “But Big Jim said—”

“I don’t know what he was thinking. You can’t tell me there’s nowhere to hide a body in the whole State of Illinois.”

Mullen unfolds a smaller map of Sangamon County. “See this bridge across the river, just a mile or two east of the cemetery? We could dump the coffin on the upside, it’ll sink to the bottom.”

“What if it floats?” Morrissey asks.

“Lead-lined,” Hughes reminds him.

The younger man flushes at his mistake. “All right, but what if the water’s too shallow?”

“Then we’ll dig a hole in the gravel bar under the shadow of the bridge.” Hughes nods over the map. “The roads will be frozen hard, our horse tracks won’t show. Where’s your friend Brown going to get this rig?”

“He said he’d nab one easy, from some drunken farmer.”

“Why can’t he hire one?”

“He doesn’t have the cash. Don’t worry, he’ll find us a good team.”

“Oh, and I had a notion,” says Mullen, producing a copy of that day’s Catholic Union and Times. He rips off the front page, then tears that along a messy diagonal.

“What are you playing at?” asks the older man.

“Got this tip from an interview with a kidnapper,” says Mullen. “We leave this half in the crypt, right? Then we hide the matching half somewhere safe—say, back in the Hub, inside that hollow bust of Lincoln. When Big Jim’s negotiating, he can use it to prove we truly are the ones who did the deed.”

Hughes nods, but soberly. “I don’t mind allowing I’ll be glad when this is all over, Boyd’s back at his bogus, and I can return to honest work.”

Morrissey sniggers. Hughes’s head shoots up. “I only meant—I never heard it called that before,” says the young man.

“You, sir, move in certain circles—horse thieves, burglars, and the like,” says Hughes, “and I in others.”

“What, ain’t counterfeiters crooked?”

“Only technically. We do no harm to our fellow man.”

“Oh, Jack, lay off your sham,” Mullen puts in.

“Money’s not real gold anymore,” Hughes insists. “It’s only a kind of paper that the government calls precious; it’s a trick in itself. Well, I say Boyd’s bad notes are just as good. Who am I robbing, tell me, if I buy a horse with a queer bill?”

“Well—”

“The man I pay can buy something else with it, if his luck holds. It all goes round.”

“Tell that to the Secret Service,” says Mullen with a broad grin. “He was arrested back in August, for shoving the coney,” he tells Morrissey.

Hughes sighs. “After a dozen years of being careful, never going out with more than one note on me …”

“Skipped bail, too. That’s how come he’s let his beard grow into such an ugly bush so he can hide behind it.”

“I was thinking,” says Hughes, “when it comes to freeing Boyd and getting our reward, why couldn’t we ask for the settlement of my own little case to be thrown in?”

Mullen shrugs. “You better take that up with Big Jim.”

“I might well. I could eat like all wrath,” says Hughes after a minute. “I’m going downstairs for a plate of oysters.” The others follow him out of the room, but he turns. “We can’t all go: three together could attract attention.”

“On a night like this,” scoffs Mullen, “you’d have to run bare-assed along Main Street to attract attention.”

“No, he’s right,” says Morrissey, “I’ll go eat elsewhere, check Brown’s got us a wagon. See you back here at half past eight.”

In the dark, the three of them walk along the streetcar tracks north of Springfield. Mullen is humming “I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen.” He’s got an ax over one shoulder that he took from outside the tavern, on a whim. He pauses to adjust something in his armpit.

“You armed?” Morrissey asks him.

“Always. And it doesn’t take a great deal of provocation to make me shoot.”

“Mullen’s an all-fired desperado, all right,” says Hughes with a snort.

Morrissey hawks tobacco juice into a bush.

“So Brown will be at the cemetery by half past nine?” Hughes asks him.

“Yup, he’s borrowed a three-spring wagon and a rattling good pair of bays. He’ll tie them up in the woods, then come to the Monument and give the whistle.”

Oak Ridge Cemetery is ahead. They jump the fence and move round through the trees. One small light flickers. “That’s the custodian’s lodge,” murmurs Hughes.

At the top of the hill, on a small plateau, the Monument rears up in the patchy moonlight: an obelisk with statues of soldiers and horses swarming round its base. “Like something out of Old Egypt,” Morrissey marvels. “It must be two hundred feet high.”

“It’s a solid-looking pile, all right,” says Mullen.

“That bit that curves out the front is a little museum. The crypt is at the back,” says Hughes.

Their approach is up a steep ravine, bare except for a single oak. Hughes pauses to take out a small bull’s-eye lantern, rip the paper off, and light it. The wooden door has a simple lock; it doesn’t take Morrissey long to pick it. Inside is another door, iron this time, with a steel bolt secured by a padlock. Mullen pulls out a jimmy and fits the sections together. He works on the padlock for some minutes. “Damn thing’s too big for the staple.”

“Try a steel saw,” advises Hughes.

“That’s just exactly what I was about to do.” But the metal resists his squealing blade. “Tarnation seize this good-for-nothing lock. I’m going to take the ax to it.”

“That won’t work.” After a few more minutes Hughes taps Morrissey on the shoulder, making him jump. “You and I should check the front, just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“In case there’s a guard posted, or the custodian’s got a notion to sit up with his President. Old men can’t sleep.”

“Hey,” protests Mullen, “where’re you fellows going with the light?”

“Can’t you saw by starlight for a minute? You could hardly make a poorer fist of the job …”

Morrissey and Hughes go round to the front. The museum is quite dark. Hughes takes out a pistol. Morrissey slides open the shutter of the lantern, holds it against the outer bars and peers through the glass pane. “Nothing stirring.”

When they get back, Mullen’s saw has cut about a third of the way through the padlock. They lean against the wall and watch him. Suddenly the blade snaps. He hurls down the pieces. “This cock-sucking saw! I could cut steel better with a penknife.”

“Don’t blame the damn tools when it was you who chose them,” says Hughes. “Here, try with a file.”

Hughes hugs the bars to hold the padlock quite steady while Mullen goes to work with a three-cornered file.

“We can take turns if you get tuckered,” offers Morrissey.

“I’m not tuckered,” grunts Mullen. “Just you keep watch.”

“I believe I’ll take another tour around the Monument.”

Morrissey walks silently round the side of the building. At the door of the museum he reaches through the bars and taps three times on the glass. A long pause, and then the door opens a crack. “Chief?” he whispers.

“I’ll get him” comes the reply.

In a minute Chief Patrick Tyrrell puts his meaty-jawed head out, hisses, “What’s the delay?”

“They’re having trouble with the padlock.”

A sharp sigh. “We’d better hang on till they’ve got the tomb open; otherwise it’s only breaking and entering.”

“How many of you are in there?” asks Morrissey, peering through the gap.

“Five, plus the custodian and a reporter. We’ve got these ghouls dead to rights,” says Tyrrell, his voice gravelly with anticipation. “Tonight’s operation is going to break the back of counterfeiting in the United States.”

Morrissey is looking down: “How come you’re in your socks, Chief?”

“We were afraid of making noise,” Tyrrell hisses; “the marble echoes like the blazes. Go on back, before they come looking!”

Back outside the crypt, Morrissey finds Mullen working at the lock with a pair of pinchers, twisting it like taffy. He breaks off with a grunt and rubs his hands to warm them. “You ever tried this kind of business before?” he asks Hughes.

“What, lock breaking?”

“Grave robbing.”

Hughes shakes his head.

“There’s nothing to it, once we’re in,” Morrissey assures them. “We don’t even have to dig, just get the lid off.”

“If it wasn’t for the need to spring Boyd out of jail,” mutters Mullen, “I wouldn’t quite like disturbing a man’s rest.”

“Oh, he’s sleeping too deep to care,” the older man tells him.

“Are you superstitious, Mullen?” jeers Morrissey.

A shrug. “No more than the next fellow. Old Abe himself did some table rapping. I heard it was spirits told him he had to free the slaves.”

“I’ve got no bone to pick with the great man,” Hughes tells him.

“No bone—I get it,” says Mullen with a snigger.

“It’s a bone for a bone, in this case,” says Hughes, “a body for a body. There’s a kind of justice to the exchange. The people of America will get their sainted Abe back in a week or two, as soon as we get Ben Boyd.”

“Plus the two hundred thousand bucks,” says Morrissey.

“Well, yeah. That’s about how much the people of Illinois spent on this here eternal Monument,” says Hughes, craning up at the obelisk, “so the contents must be worth at least as much.”

“Plus, we’ll get fame,” adds Mullen, “and the respect of our fellow Americans!”

Hughes rolls his eyes at Morrissey.

With that, the lock finally cracks and falls. “All set,” crows Mullen, “let her rip!”

Hughes hushes him. The door scrapes open. Morrissey hangs back, lets the other two go ahead.

“Morrissey!”

“I reckon I should keep watch …”‘

“Get in here and hold the light.”

There in the middle of the crypt is the great marble sarcophagus, its end slab inscribed LINCOLN. Below, it says With Malice toward None, with Charity for All. The men approach slowly. “Well, here we are with our revered leader,” murmurs Morrissey.

Mullen fingers the thin slab on the top, and the thinner one below it. “I don’t reckon we’re going to need the drill and gunpowder. I could smash this open easy,” he pronounces. “Why, I could kick it open!”

“Exactly how much did you have to drink?” Hughes inquires.

“Just a little nerve tonic.”

“This one here says Willie,” says Morrissey, holding the lantern over the other tombs. “And here’s Tad, and … little Eddie.”

“Losing three sons out of four, that’s no luck,” comments Mullen, shaking his head.

“Can we get this done sometime before dawn?” demands Hughes.

“This one’s blank,” Morrissey points out.

“For Mrs. Lincoln,” Mullen tells him.

“Didn’t the other son put her in a nuthouse?”

“Naw, she skedaddled.”

“You loafing bums,” Hughes barks, “we’ve got a tomb to open. Shut pan and get to work.”

Mullen heaves the stolen ax over his head.

“Hold up there,” says Morrissey rapidly, grabbing the barman’s arm.

“Watch yourself! I nearly had your hand off.”

“The custodian’s not so far off, he might hear you. And I reckon if we can prize the slab off in one piece, we can put it back afterward and then no one will know what we’ve taken, for a while anyhow.”

“There’s a plan,” Hughes decides.

Sullen, Mullen shoves the edge of his ax under the marble, and it lifts with a creak. “Would you look at that, there’s nothing but plaster holding it on!”

Between the three of them they drag the great slab to one side and rest it against the tomb set aside for Mrs. Lincoln. Now Mullen goes to work on the thinner slab with the ax blade. Morrissey uses a chisel. They manage to break the cement and pry the lid up at one corner, but it won’t come off. “Let me smash it,” says Mullen longingly.

“Wait a tick.” Morrissey has found some copper dowels holding the sarcophagus together. “If we can just lift it clear of these pins …”

Grunting and growling, they manage it, and lay the marble across the tomb. “There she lies,” says Mullen, peering in.

“She?”

“I meant the casket. The cedar.”

Hughes is examining the end slab. “If we can pull this piece off, we can slide the thing out instead of having to lift it … Mullen, where’s your jimmy?” He crowbars the copper ties, and lays the end slab on the floor. He and Mullen take hold of the coffin by its edges, and pull it about two feet out of the sarcophagus. Hughes straightens, wheezing a little. “I reckon it weighs about five hundred pounds.”

“Let’s take the lid off,” suggests Mullen, eyes glittering.

“What for?” asks Hughes.

“Yeah,” Morrissey laughs, “we can hardly have got the wrong fellow.”

“Just to see. I bet he’s all dark by now, like a bronze of himself. Do you reckon he still has his little chin-beard?”

“Half the men in America have his little chin-beard by now,” Morrissey quips.

“Feel that,” says Mullen, grabbing Morrissey’s fist and putting it to his waistcoat. Morrissey pulls away. “My heart, it’s going like a rattle.”

“You skeery?” sneers Hughes.

“No I am not. Just excited. This is a historic moment. The real thing. Abe Lincoln in the flesh!”

Morrissey shakes his head. “It’s only his mortal coil, that he shuffled off a long time back. The bird has flown.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Why, don’t you believe you have a soul, you heathen?”

“I remain to be convinced. What am I, exactly, if I’m not this?” Mullen asks, grabbing a fistful of his arm. “Anyhow, I knew a pickpocket with an Indian skull for a paperweight, he never had any luck.”

“I saw the Hottentot Venus in a freak show,” Morrissey told him, “her corpse, I mean.”

“How big was her quim?”

“Not as big as they said it would be.”

Hughes has yanked out his watch. “Where’s Billy Brown?”

“Yeah,” says Mullen, “we should have heard his whistle by now.”

“With all the ruckus you’ve been making, we wouldn’t have heard the Last Trumpet.”

“I’ll go find him, I bet he’s waiting in the trees,” Morrissey volunteers, handing Hughes the lamp.

“Hold on—”

“We’ll lift it easy with four,” he says over his shoulder as he leaves the crypt. He heads down the ravine, skidding slightly on the frosty grass, then circles the Monument and climbs up the other side.

This time when he taps at the glass, it is Chief Tyrrell who opens. “Ready?”

Morrissey nods.

The detectives file out, pistols drawn. “Wait a minute, men,” says Tyrrell. “It’s so dark—tie your handkerchiefs round your arms so we can see not to shoot each other.”

This procedure takes a little while. Tyrrell is still in his socks. Then they file round the corner of the Monument, Morrissey in the rear.

A shot, deafening.

“What the devil was that?”

A stammering voice. “Sorry, Chief, my cap went off.”

“Get a move on!”

They break into a run. Somebody stumbles and falls with a yelp. When they reach the crypt, Tyrrell shoves the door open with his pistol butt. “Whoever’s in there, come out!”

Dead silence.

“Just you come on out and surrender.” After a long pause, he strikes a match and steps in. “Gone,” he groans.

Ten days later, in the Hub, Mullen is tending bar in a clean apron and Hughes is dozing by the stove. “I still don’t get it,” says Mullen. Hughes yawns.

“Tilden got three hundred thousand more votes than Hayes, am I right?”

“I keep telling you, there’s more to it.”

“No, but you can’t tell me that three hundred thousand men don’t matter.”

“It’s the Electoral College that matters,” Hughes insists.

“Aw, this is all gum.”

“If you’d pay attention—”

“It’s bunkum, plumb and plain. More fellows voted for the Democrat.”

“Maybe so,” says Hughes, stroking his beard, “but Hayes is going to be President, and you owe me five dollars.”

Mullen looks up as the door opens. “Morrissey, you scallywag!”

Hughes straightens in his chair. “We thought you’d run off to Canada.”

“Naw, a patriot like me?” asks Morrissey, and they laugh.

But the fellow who has come into the saloon behind him draws and cocks his pistol at Hughes.

“What the hell—”

Mullen reaches for his gun but another man has stepped up behind him silently and has a revolver a foot from Mullen’s head.

“You boys come along with the detectives, now,” says Morrissey while they are being cuffed.

“Why, you piss-pot prick,” Hughes says between his teeth.

Mullen’s blue eyes are wide and crazy. “Morrissey? Did they catch you that night at the Monument?”

“Shut up, you dumb coot,” groans Hughes. “Say nothing.”

“No, but I need to know. Have they been leaning on you hard? Tell me you didn’t give us up too easy.”

Hughes twists in his cuffs to face his partner. “Don’t you get it, you bootlicking idiot? This boy is all bull. He’s been a bogus sham of a fake since the day he walked in here and bought you a drink.”

Morrissey looks Mullen in the eye, one last time, and says, “Now, that’s the truth.”

 




The Body Swap

“Jim Morrissey” was the alias of one Lewis Cass Swegles (born in Michigan in 1849), a thief turned “roper” (undercover agent) for the Secret Service, who drew a wage of five dollars a day for his infiltration of a gang of counterfeiters who broke into Lincoln’s tomb in 1876. This story owes a lot to Bonnie Stahlman Speer’s The Great Abraham Lincoln Hijack (1997) and Thomas J. Craugh-well’s Stealing Lincoln’s Body (2007).

Charged with conspiracy and larceny on Swegles’s testimony, Terence Mullen and John Hughes faced up to eight years in Illinois’s Joliet State Prison, but the jury sentenced them to just one year. After the trial, ten of the twelve jurymen sent a letter to the papers declaring that Swegles deserved a sentence of three years himself for entrapment of Hughes and Mullen. Soon after release, Hughes was sent back to Joliet for three years for passing counterfeit; Mullen, arrested on similar charges in 1880, informed against his former partner Big Jim Kinealy, who had sold Mullen’s bar and vanished with the proceeds.

By 1880 Swegles was in Joliet himself, serving twelve years for burglary. He had a wife, Laura Baker (married back in 1872). He died in New York in 1896 at the age of forty-six.
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The Gift

Mrs. Sarah Bell

177 3rd Street

Jersey City

March 5, 1877

I need to put my little one with you. Her name is Lily May Bell, she is of one hundred per cent American parentage. Her father John Bell died unexpected when she was only three months old leaving me alone in the world and I cannot supply her needs tho’ not for want of trying. I would work and take care of her but no one will have me and her too, some say they would if she was 2 or 3 years old. She is just from the breast, her bowels have not been right for a long time. I have cried and worried over her so much I think my milk hurt her. I boarded Lily May out for some months so I could work at dressmaking but she did not thrive, and the woman said it might be the best in the end for a fatherless mite. A neighbor told me in confidence that woman is no better than a baby farmer and doses them all stupid with syrup so I have taken Lily May out and can see no way except to throw myself on the mercy of your famous New York Society. Be kind to her for God’s sake. You must not think that I neglected her. Do not be afraid of her face, it is nothing but an old ringworm. I will try hard to relieve you of her care as soon as ever can be.




Mrs. Sarah Bell

177 3rd Street

Jersey City

March 10, 1877

Thank you for your reply and for all your goodness. I hope Lily May does not “make strange” with the nurses for long but I suppose it is only to be expected. I do get some consolation from knowing I have done the best for her in my straitened circumstances. You say every child is assigned a place to sleep and a chair in the dining room which I am glad of, except that my baby cannot sit at table on her own yet so I hope there is someone to prop her up. I appreciate how busy the Rev. Brace and you all must be what with taking those unfortunates off the streets (and more swarming off every ship it seems), but if I may I will write from time to time to ask how mine is doing.

I am very sorry that I have nothing to send you but trust will come a day when I shall be able to pay you for all your trouble. I am in hopes of claiming Lily May before too long and God grant she will not recall a bit of it.

Please find herewith the form you sent.

This is to certify that I MRS. SARAH BELL am the mother and only legal guardian of LILY MAY BELL. I hereby freely and of my own will agree for the New York Children’s Aid Society to provide a home until she is of age or bind her out as the Managers may judge best. I hereby promise not to interfere in any way with the views and directions of the Managers.




Mrs. Sarah Bell

177 3rd Street

Jersey City

April 2, 1877

I am relieved to hear about Lily May’s bowels. You say a visit is not thought advisable, well once she is more settled in it might be a different story. I believe I could keep a hold of my feelings and not frighten her by giving way.

No one knows how awful it is to be separate from their child but a mother. You refer twice to “the orphans” but remember she is only a half, she has got one parent living. If I am spared and nothing prevents, the father of us all will permit me to have my little one back. Every night on my bended knees I pray for her.




Mrs. Sarah Bell

177 3rd Street

Jersey City

March 3, 1878

I have thought long and hard about what you say of the special trains going out west every week and the fresh air and placing out in farm homes. Institutions are confining to the young it is true and New York famously unhealthy. Do you pay these country women to take the children in? I fear that some would do it for mercenariness not kindness. Or perhaps they pay your Society, I have heard of such arrangements. But then that sounds like buying a horse at market. I am very much bewildered in my mind at the thought of my Lily May going off who knows where.

I planned by now to have put enough by to bring her back to Jersey with me but living is so dear. A home and friends is what I should wish for my little girl, at least until we can be reunited. I do recall the paper I signed last year but circumstances forced my hand. Do not take this as ingratitude, if I do not see her again I will never be worth anything on this earth. How far off do these trains go? If she is taken in by some family, do pass on my request that they will not change her name. Perhaps you will think me too particular but only consider how any mother would feel and you will excuse me.

In answer to your question there was never anything like that in my family or my husband’s to my knowledge. Lily May is not two years old yet after all and my mother always said I was silent as the grave till I was three.




Mr. Bassett, Sheriff

Andes

New York

August 14, 1878

My wife and I have no children living, only one stillborn some twenty years back. Mrs. Bassett would like a girl between the ages of two and four, young enough to forget all that has gone before. No particular eye or hair color, except that if she is a foreigner she would stand out in Delaware County. So long as there is no hereditary taint we do not object to her being a foundling or illegitimate. In fact, we would prefer no relations. We do not particularly require the girl to be the student type, but want a happy-natured, responsive one and refined enough to take into our home. We would want to give her a High School education and if possible have her join the church choir.

I quite understand about no money changing hands, and signing the indenture. If a grievance arises can it be canceled?

We have gone to the hotel twice before, when orphan trains have come in, and enjoyed the songs and recitations, but never found anyone quite to our liking. There seemed a lot of older, rough-looking children. Mrs. Bassett would be afraid to take a boy, as harder to raise, and you never know. (It is not for farm work we want a child, unlike some fellow citizens we have seen squeezing boys’ arms at the hotel.) I have talked to our doctor, who is on the town’s Selection Committee. He said to write to the New York Society direct, and if you had a little girl who may answer our purposes, you might sew our request number right onto her hem, so she would not be given to anyone else.




Mr. Bassett, Sheriff

Andes

New York

November 3, 1878

My wife and I are so far much pleased with the child. At the hotel we took one good look at her, and then I nodded at Mrs. Bassett who could not speak, so I went up, and shook hands, and said, “You are going to be our little girl.” She seemed queemish at first, but is getting used to the animals and no longer makes a face at the milk warm from the cow. She has a funny habit of keeping her arms on the table at meals; I suppose she learned it to prevent any other orphan from snatching her food.

We will keep her on trial for now, just in case. But barring serious misbehavior or disease, we mean to keep her and give her our name, Bassett I mean. Her first will be Mabel which keeps two of her old names—May Bell—in a hidden way as it were. She will have her room to herself, and more bonnets than she can wear. I can assure you we will take her to school and church and treat her as “no different.”




Mrs. Sarah Bell

347 Grove Street

Jersey City

December 7, 1878

I could not give a proper answer to your letter last month as my heart was running over and remains the same. I am not ungrateful for this foster couple’s Christianity but I could wish the circumstances otherwise. I write now just to inform you that I have changed my residence to the above and to ask to be informed the minute if anything should happen to my Lily as I have awful dreams. In the country between dogs and barb wire and rivers there is no knowing what could befall a little stranger.




Mr. Bassett, Sheriff

Andes

New York

February 6, 1879

Our Mabel is now one of the most content of children, and growing out of all her clothes. She has a rosy face and is most affectionate. She speaks more than before, though not quite clearly, but my wife can always make her out, so fears of feeblemindedness have been put to rest. She has quite forgotten her old name.

People here are civil, although I fear when she starts school, there will be a certain dose of meanness, as always among children. Such epithets as “bad blood” get thrown around with no thought for the hurt caused. Mrs. Bassett and I look on Mabel as quite our own, and could not love her more if she truly were. Your Agent can call on us anytime, we have nothing to hide.

I can appreciate that mothers do not like to part with their children, even to get them into much better situations. Can you assure us though that this Mrs. Bell will not be given our address? I have heard of cases where a woman abandons her child, and then lands up at the new home and makes scenes.




Mr. Bassett

Battle Creek

Iowa

November 3, 1879

Your last has, after some delay, reached us here in our new home. Please mark all future communications “Private,” and do not use headed paper as nobody here knows of our connection with the Society. That in fact was one reason for our fresh start, though land and opportunity were others. It is mostly Germans round here, and no one seems to suspect Mabel is anything other than flesh of our flesh, a late gift from above. Keeping the secret we hope will shield her from the “pauper taint.” She is a good girl and a talented singer, though her speech is still somewhat less plain than could be wished.

Thank you for sending the “adoption form,” but on consideration we see no need for further fuss, and the risk of further publicity attendant on going through the courts. My wife holds to the principle that Mabel is our own already. We have made wills to provide for her future, all signed and sealed.




Mrs. Samuel Adams (Mrs. Sarah Bell as was)

697 2nd Avenue

Jersey City

April 23, 1880

I write to let you know of my change of fortune, as you will see from the above I am married again. We have “a good home” also (just as much as the couple who have got Lily May) and my husband Samuel who is in business is willing to welcome her into that home for which I thank God on bended knee as not every man would do the same.

If you have the slightest reservations you can send one of your Agents to ask the neighbors what you like. I will always acknowledge your kindness and what these folks on the farm did in giving refuge to my Lily in a time of calamity but that time is over. Let me know how soon she can be brought back. I will hardly know my little one now!




Mr. Bassett

Battle Creek

Iowa

May 12, 1880

It shows heart that the mother has inquired, but there is no question of return like some parcel. My wife is upset the matter has been raised so cavalierlike, and says she will defy anyone to even talk of taking our girl away when we have already adopted her “in spirit.” To my mind it is the day to day that makes a family, de facto if not de jure, and since your Society thought fit to give Mabel into our care, there have passed some five hundred days. She is going on four and we are all she knows in the world.

If as you say this woman has a new husband, why can’t she make the best of it? Perhaps she will have more children with him, whereas Mrs. Bassett and self are past any chance of that.

I enclose a recent photograph so you can see how pleasant looking Mabel is turning out. I am in two minds about whether you ought to show the mother the picture. It might ease her to see how well the child is getting on, but then again it might increase the longing. On second thoughts, as it has the address of the studio on it, you had best not let her look at it.




Mrs. Samuel Adams

697 2nd Avenue

Jersey City

January 18, 1884

You may recognize my name as Mrs. Sarah Bell as I was before my present marriage. Since I wrote asking for my child Lily May near to four years ago and was refused, which I took very much to heart, circumstances have gone against Mr. Adams’s ventures. But things are looking up again and we have moved to the above, which if you send an Agent as I asked you last time they will see is a gracious home fit for any young person. The Lord knows I am not the first mother to have been obliged to let go of a little one in a time of trouble but now I am in a position to keep house and reclaim my own Lily May.

I think of her all the time, at seven years old what kind of life can it be in the wilds of Iowa when she was always nervous of a cat even? You say this couple treat her as “their own” but that is only make do and make believe as they must know in their heart of hearts. What is done can be undone if there is a will and a way. Surely if you pass this letter on to them so they can hear a mother’s misery then they would have mercy if they are such good folks as you keep saying.




Mr. Bassett

Battle Creek

Iowa

September 24, 1885

I thank you for your two last. I apologize if mine had a “testy tone,” only Mrs. Bassett was ill at the time, and sometimes it seems as if we will never be left at peace with our girl.

No, we do not think it advisable to enter into any kind of correspondence with this Adams woman (Bell as was), or encourage hopes of a visit. Is it not a queer thing for her to resume her talk of retrieving her child after all these years? I fear she has hopes of being paid off, as it is well known that the blood relations only kick up a fuss if they sniff money in it.

Mabel is so much our daughter, we look back on the time before God gave her to us, and cannot imagine how we got through the lonesome days. She goes to school and Sunday School regularly and learns quickly. She regards tardiness almost as a crime. She is largish and has good health on the whole, though hardly what you would call rugged. She has not the least notion of being an adopted. My wife and I abide by “least said soonest mended.”




Mr. Bassett

Battle Creek

Iowa

May 14, 1887

Enclosed please find the form completed as per and the fee of twenty-five dollars for the attorney. We never grudged the sum, it was only that my wife stood out against the intrusion and kept saying it smacked of having to pay for our beloved. But I have prevailed, since I live in terror of the mother turning up on our doorstep some day.

The NEW YORK CHILDREN’S AID SOCIETY hereby adopts to Mr. and Mrs. Bassett an orphan named Mabel Bassett formerly Lily May Bell as our child, to keep, protect and treat as our own. We covenant with said Society to provide said orphan with suitable food, clothing, lodging and medical attendance, in health and in sickness, and to instruct her adequately in usefuless, as well as to advance and settle her in life according as circumstances may permit.

Witness our hands and seals this 12th day of May 1887.




Mrs. Sarah Bell

214 Beckman Avenue

Jersey City

February 20, 1889

As you will see I am going by my old name again, Mrs. Sarah Bell. I have suffered a divorce since I wrote last but will likely be married again shortly to a much more worthy man. Just now I can be reached at the house of my father Mr. Joseph Prettyman, address above, if you wish to send me any word.

It seems I have known no luck in this world since the day my first husband Mr. John Bell up and died on me when Lily May my one and only was on my breast. These ties are mysterious and unbreakable, you call her “Mabel” but I will never use that name. Child stealing is what I call it, to send innocents by the trainload into the most backward parts of the country and hand them over to God knows who all, even when they have family living back East. All I asked was to take my Lily home with me and who better to love her than her own mother whose only crime was poverty?

It occurs to me now that my darling is past twelve. I wonder does she think of me at all or have her “folks” so-called kept her in the blackest ignorance of who she is.




Mrs. Sarah C. Mulkins

Davenport Center

New York

October 26, 1894

You may remember me as Mrs. Sarah Bell. I have been married again for some years to a good man called Mulkins and we have a very comfortable residence, see above. The other day I was thinking about my Lily May as I often and will always do and nothing can prevent a mother’s heart from grieving, when I remembered that she comes of age next month. Surely at eighteen she should know the truth, that she has a loving mother who has never ceased from inquiring for her and never “abandoned” her as you cruelly put it, only gave her over for temporary safekeeping to preserve her from starvation. If she contacts your Society I trust you will in Christian charity give her my address, you can do that much for all your cant of “legalities.” Won’t you please tell me how my Lily May is and whether I will be permitted to lay eyes on her again in this lifetime?




Mr. Bassett

Sioux City

Iowa

November 30, 1897

In response to your last several letters, I will tell you that Mabel was married this October 12th to a fine young man from Cedar County. We are much obliged to the Society for its concern over these long years, but now she is a grown woman and a wife, it seems to us her file should by rights be closed and as if it never were. You ask if she is ever to know who she is, which question Mrs. Bassett and I call impertinent, as she knows she is our beloved Mabel. We must insist that neither Mrs. Bell nor any other former connection shall ever learn anything about Mabel’s whereabouts. We keep the papers locked up safe and whoever passes first, the other will burn them. We are not wealthy folk but this one gift we can leave to our girl and will.

 




The Gift

From 1853 to 1929, America saw a mass migration of a quarter of a million children on “Orphan Trains” (the Protestant phrase) or “Mercy Trains” or “Baby Cars” (the Catholic terms), which carried them from Eastern cities to the more rural and unpopulated West and Midwest, as well as to Canada and Mexico. This story is based on sketchy notes, from the ledgers of the New York Children’s Aid Society, on the Society’s correspondence with Lily May Bell’s birth mother and adoptive parents (www.iagenweb.org/iaorphans/riders/bell.shtml). Some phrases are borrowed from letters in the archives of the New York Foundling Hospital, quoted in Lisa Lipkin, “The Child I’ve Left Behind,” New York Times Magazine, May 19, 1996.

Many birth parents did manage to get their children back years later, but not Lily May Bell’s mother. The child became Mabel Bassett, then changed her name again, on marriage to a local man, William H. Filson, in 1897. At the time of the 1900 census, the Filsons were still living in Tipton, Cedar County, Iowa, with their baby daughter. By 1910, they were divorced, and Mabel and their two Iowa-born children (Freda and Florence) were living with her parents in Los Angeles; the 1910 census lists Mabel as “daughter (adopted)” of Adam(s) and Elven [Evelyn? Elvira?] Bassett and gives her birth as New York, 1880. The date is about three years late, but the place is right; had her parents told her by then that she was adopted, or did they whisper the secret to the census taker? Ten years later, the 1920 census shows Mabel still in L.A., but remarried, this time to a Nelson Middleton, with Florence and Freda (now a university student) listed as his “daughters” (no qualifying “adopted” this time). By 1930 Mabel and Nelson were living with Freda and her eight-year-old daughter, Evelyn Friel; perhaps Freda had been widowed, or divorced like her mother, or had the child out of wedlock. Finally, the California Death Index gives Mabel Bassett Middleton a birth of March 5, 1879, New York, and a death of January 23, 1948, L.A. If we accept the Children’s Aid Society’s record that she was probably born in 1876, she lived to be about seventy-one.





ARRIVALS AND AFTERMATHS





CAPE COD

1639

The Lost Seed

In this world we are as seed scattered from God’s hand. Some fall on the fat soil and thrive. Some fall among thorns and are choked as they grow. Some fall on hard ground, and their roots get no purchase, for the bitter rocks lie all around.

I, Richard Berry, make this record in the margins of the Good Book for those who come after, lest our plantation fail and all trace of our endeavors be wiped from the earth. Shielded by the Lord’s arm, our ship has traveled safe across the ocean through all travails, to make landfall at the colony of Plymouth. Today we stretched our legs on land again. The snow reaches our knees. We never saw stuff like this before. It is bright as children’s teeth and squeaks underfoot.

On the first day of June came the quake. So powerful is the mighty hand of the Lord, it makes both the earth and the sea to shake. Many of our thatched huts fell down.

But we and the settlers who came before us keep faith with our Maker and our mission. We go on hacking ourselves a space in the wilderness of Cape Cod: our settlement is to be called Yarmouth. The mosquitoes bite us till we are striped with blood. May we cast off the old sins of England like dust from our boots.

I have written nothing in this book for a time, being much occupied with laboring for the good of the Lord and this plantation. We have made new laws, and set down on paper the liberties of all freemen. The Indians have shown us how to bury dead fish with our seeds to sweeten the soil. We have sold them guns.

I am still unmarried. I thought on Sarah White but she laughs overmuch.

Of late I have been troubled by a weakness of spirit. I dwell on my mother and father and come near to weeping, for I will never see them again in this life. But I must remember that those who till the soil beside me are my brethren.

There are few enough of our congregation aboveground. Edward Preston lost his wife this past month, and so did Teague Joanes, a godly man whose field lies next to mine. For ye know not the hour. There are others in Yarmouth who seek to stir up division like mud in a creek. At Meeting they grasp at privilege and make much of themselves. But our dissensions must be thrust aside. If we do not help each other, who will help us? We are all sojourners in a strange land: we must lend aid, and stand guard against attack, and carry our faith like a precious stone. We hear of other plantations where there is not a Christian left alive.

Our court sentenced Seb Mitchel to be fined three pounds for his unseemly and blasphemous speeches. He spoke against his Maker for taking all three of Seb’s children. He will have to give his hog to pay the fine.

Our numbers in Yarmouth are increased with the coming of ships, yet I dislike these incomers, who are all puffed up and never think of our sweat that built this town. I pray they be not like the seed that springs up quick and eager but is soon parched and blasted by the noonday sun.

Sarah White is married to Hugh Norman these two months past. She is lightsome of countenance and speech. She forgets the saying of the Apostle, that wives should submit. If she does not take care, her behavior will be spoken of at Meeting. I went by her house the other day, and she was singing a song. I could not make out the words, but it was no hymn.

These days some play while others work. Things that are lawful in moderation, whether archery or foot-racing, tobacco or ale, are become traps for the weak. Each man goes his own way, it seems; there is little concord or meekness of spirit. I remind my brethren that we are not separate, one from the other. Another bad winter could extinguish us. In this rough country we stand together or we fall.

God has not yet granted me a helpmeet. I look about me diligently at the sisters in our plantation, but some are shrewish, and others have a barren look about them, or a limp, or a cast in the eye.

In the first days, I remember, we were all one family in the Lord. But now each household shuts its doors at night. Every man looks to his own wife and his own children. I think on the first days, when there was great fellowship, through all trials.

Last night there was a snow so heavy that the whole plantation was made one white. I stood in my door and saw some flakes as wide as my hand, that came down faster than the others. Every flake falls alone, and yet on the ground they are all one.

Twice in these last months a woman has come big-bellied to be married, and she and the man put a shame-face on and paid their fine to the court, but it is clear think little of their sin.

Our court sentenced Joan Younge’s master to pay her fine of two pounds, for she was rude to her mistress on the Lord’s day and blocked her ears when the Bible was read, and the master should have kept her under firm governance. I would have had the girl whipped down to the bone.

Teague Joanes is the only man now who says more to me than yea or nay.

At sunset most evenings I meet him where our cornfields join. He tells me that though marriage be our duty, it brings much grief, and from the hour a child is born his father is never without fear.

Hugh Norman’s daughter was found in the well, five years old. I went by their house and offered a word of succor to the mother, Sarah, but she would not leave off howling like a beast. One of John Vincent’s daughters was there.

Good news on the last ship. King Charles has been cast down for his Popish wickedness. Men of conscience govern England. Heathenish festivities no longer defile the name of the Lord, and there is no more Christmas.

Here we work till the light fails. We have indentured men, some blacks among them, to hoe the land, but still too much of the crop is lost in the weeds, and strangled in rankness.

Mary Vincent is fifteen, and comely, but not overmuch.

Our court found Nathaniel Hatch and his sister Lydia Hatch guilty of unclean practices. They have strayed so far from the path, they are sheep who cannot be brought home. He is to be banished to the south and she to the north. We are not to break bread with them, or so much as throw them a crust. If we happen to pass either of them in the road, we are to turn our faces away. If either tries to speak to any of our community, we are to stop up our ears. No other town in Plymouth, or any other Christian plantation, will take in a cast-out.

I gave my view in Meeting that the pair should have been put to death for their incest, as a sign to waverers. (And after all, to be cast out is itself a sort of death, for who would wish to roam this wilderness alone?) It has seemed to me for some time that our laws are too soft. If any man go after strange flesh, or children, or fowl or other beasts, even if the deed be not accomplished, it should be death. If any man act upon himself so as to spill his seed on the ground, it should be exile, at least. For the seed is most precious in these times and must not be lost.

I spoke to Mary Vincent’s father, and he was not opposed, but the girl would not have me.

I am a fruitless man. My grievous sins of pride and hardheartedness have made me to bury my coin in the ground, like the bad servant in the parable. I have begot no children to increase our plantation. All I can do is work.

There is talk of making a law against the single life, so that every unmarried man or woman would have to go and live in some godly family. But what house would take me in?

Nathaniel Hatch is rumored to be living still in the woods to the south of Yarmouth. I wonder if he has repented of his filth. Even if the wolves have spared him, he has no people now. As for his sister, no one has set eyes on her.

Mary Vincent is to marry Benjamin Hammon.

My face is furrowed like a cornfield. The ice leaves its mark, and the burning summer turns all things brown. But I will cast off vanity. The body is but the husk that is tossed aside in the end.

Benjamin Hammon said to Teague Joanes that Sarah Norman told his wife I was an old killjoy.

It matters not.

Sin creeps around like a fog in the night. Too many of us forget to be watchful. Too many have left their doors open for the Tempter to slip in. I puzzle over it as I lie on my bed in the darkness, but I cannot tell why stinking lusts and things fearful to name should arise so commonly among us. It may be that our strict laws stop up the channel of wickedness, but it searches everywhere and at last breaks out worse than before.

I consider it my pressing business to stand sentry. Where vice crawls out of the shadows, I shine a light on it. Death still seizes so many of our flock each winter, we cannot spare a single soul among the survivors. Better I should anger my neighbor than stand by and watch the Tempter pluck up his soul as the eagle fastens on the lamb. Better I should be spurned and despised, and feel myself to be entirely alone on this earth, than that I should relinquish my holy labor. They call me killjoy, but let them tell me this, what business have we with joy? What time have we to spare for joy, and what have we done to deserve it?

The Lord has entered into the Temple and the cleansing has begun. Let the godless tremble, but the clean of heart rejoice.

This day by my information charges were laid against Sarah Norman, together with Mary Hammon, fifteen years old and newly a wife, the more her shame. I testified to what I witnessed. With my own eyes I saw them, as I stood by Hugh Norman’s window in the heat of the day. His wife and Benjamin Hammon’s were lying on the one bed together. They were naked as demons, and there was not a hand-span between their bodies.

It is time now to put our feet to the spades to dig up evil and all its roots.

But already there is weakening. Our court was prevailed upon to let the girl go, with only an admonition, on account of her youth. The woman’s case has been held over until the weight of business allows it to be heard. But I have faith she will be brought to judgment at last after all these years of giddiness. In the meantime, Hugh Norman has sworn he will put her and her children out of his house. I gave my belief that she should be cast out of Yarmouth.

Teague Joanes came to my house last night after dark, a thing he has never done before. He said, was it not likely the woman and the girl were only comforting each other when I saw them through the window, and what soul did not need some consolation in these hard times? I reminded him that consolation was not to be sought nor found in this life, but the next. He would have prevailed upon me to show mercy, as the Father did to his Prodigal. But I gave my belief that by their transgression Sarah Norman and Mary Hammon have strayed far beyond the reach of mercy.

Then he asked me a curious thing, did I never feel lonely? In the depth of winter, say, when the snow fills up all the pathways.

I told him I never did. But this was akin to a lie.

Teague said he could not believe I was such a hard man. I gave him no answer, for my thoughts were all confounded. Then he said at any rate he would not part with me on bad terms, and came up to me and held on to me, and his leg lay against my leg.

All that was last night. And today charges were laid by my information against Teague Joanes for an attempt at sodomy.

These are bitter times. The wind of opposition blows full in my face, but I must not turn aside, for fear of my soul.

At last our court found Sarah Norman guilty of lewd behavior with Mary Hammon, but sentenced her merely to make a public acknowledgment on the Lord’s day following. She lives now in a mud hut on the edge of our plantation, and her children with her, as Hugh Norman has taken ship back to England. With my own eyes I have seen some of the brethren stop to speak with her on the road. I ask why she has not been exiled, and there is none will answer me.

The case against Teague Joanes has not yet been heard. He is well liked among those who are deceived by a show of friendliness and the Tempter’s own sweet smile. Many whisper that the charges should be struck out as unfounded. No one says a word to me these days. But I know what I know.

Our paths crossed on the Lord’s day, and he spat on my back.

I am not a dreaming man, but last night the most dreadful sight was shown to me. I saw Teague Joanes and Sarah Norman consorting uncleanly on a bed, the man behind the woman, turning the natural use to that which is against nature, and laughing all the while.

And when I woke I knew this was no fancy but a true vision, granted me by the Lord, so that with the eyes of sleep I could witness what is hidden in the light of day. So I walked to the court and laid charges against them both for sodomy.

The clerk did not want to write down my dream. So I took him by the collar and I asked, would he wrestle with God’s own angel?

In the whole town there is none who will greet me. I hear the slurs they cast upon me as I go down the street.

I work in my own field, though these days my bones creak like dead trees. I keep my head down if ever someone passes by. I wait for the court to hear my evidence. I must stand fast.

Today I was called to the court. I stepped out my door, and over my head were hanging icicles as thick as my fist and sharp like swords of glass.

There in the court were Teague Jones and Sarah Norman and Benjamin Hammon and his wife Mary together with many others, the whole people of Plymouth. And I read on their faces that they were my enemies and God’s.

At first I spoke up stoutly and told of the wickedness that is spreading through this plantation, and of the secrets that hide in the folds of men’s hearts. And then Teague Joanes stood up and shouted out that I was a madman and that I had no heart.

It was quiet for a moment, a quietness I have never heard before.

Then I was asked over and over again about what I had seen, and what I had imagined, and what I knew for sure. But I could not answer. I felt a terrible spinning. All I could think on was the evening Teague Joanes walked in my door. Not of the words he spoke, but the way he stood there, looking in my eyes as few know how to in these times. The way he laid his arms around me, fearless, and pressed me to him, as one brother to another. And all of a sudden I remembered the treacherous stirring between us, the swelling of evil, and I knew whose body began it.

So I said out very loud in front of the whole court that I had perjured myself and that I withdrew the charges and that I was damned for all time. And when I walked to the door, the people moved out of my way so as not to touch me.

I went across the fields for fear of meeting any human creature on the road. And it seemed to me the snow was like a face, for its crust is an image of perfection, but underneath is all darkness and slime. And I wept, a thing I have not done since I was a child, and the water turned to ice on my cheeks.

 




The Lost Seed

The story of Richard Berry comes from a cluster of terse legal records in Records of the Colony of New Plymouth, edited by N. B. Shurtleff (1855). A resident of Yarmouth (founded 1639, one of the twenty-one towns of Plymouth Plantation on Cape Cod), in 1649 Berry started accusing neighbors—Sarah White Norman, Mary Vincent Hammon, Teague Joanes—of various sex crimes. The following year, in a volte-face, Berry confessed to having borne false witness against Joanes and was publicly whipped. Three years on, Berry, Joanes, and others were ordered to “part their uncivil living together.”

Kenneth Borris’s Same-Sex Desire in the English Renaissance (2004) digs up a few more facts about Berry’s targets. Sarah’s husband never took her and the children back, but went off to England with an inheritance, which he promptly wasted. Mary and Vincent Hammon, however, had a number of children before he died in 1703.

In 1659 one “Richard Beare” was found guilty of “filthy obscene practices” and banished from the colony; this seems likely to be a variant spelling for the same old troublemaker.





VACHERIE, LOUISIANA

1839

Vanitas

This afternoon I was so stone bored, I wrote something on a scrap of paper and put it in a medicine bottle, sealed it up with the stub of a candle. I was sitting on the levee; I tossed the bottle as far as I could (since I throw better than girls should) and the Mississippi took it, lazily. If you got in a boat here by the Duparc-Locoul Plantation, and didn’t even row or raise a sail, the current would take you down fifty miles of slow curves to New Orleans in the end. That’s if you didn’t get tangled up in weed.

What I wrote on the scrap was Au secours! Then I put the date, 3 juillet 1839. The Americans if drowning or in other trouble call out, Help!, which doesn’t capture the attention near as much, it’s more like a little sound a puppy would make. The bottle was green glass with Poison down one side. I wonder who’ll fish it out of the brown water, and what will that man or woman or child make of my message? Or will the medicine bottle float right through the city, out into the Gulf of Mexico, and my scribble go unread till the end of time?

It was a foolish message, and a childish thing to do. I know that; I’m fifteen, which is old enough that I know when I’m being a child. But I ask you, how’s a girl to pass an afternoon as long and scalding as this one? I stare at the river in hopes of seeing a boat go by, or a black gum tree with muddy roots. A week ago I saw a blue heron swallow down a wriggling snake. Once in a while a boat will have a letter for us, a boy attaches it to the line of a very long fishing rod and flicks it over to our pier. I’m supposed to call a nègre to untie the letter and bring it in; Maman hates when I do it myself. She says I’m a gateur de nègres, like Papa, we spoil them with soft handling. She always beats them when they steal things, which they call only taking.

I go up the pecan alley toward the Maison, and through the gate in the high fence that’s meant to keep the animals out. Passers-by always know a Creole house by the yellow and red, not like the glaring white American ones. Everything on our Plantation is yellow and red—not just the houses but the stables, the hospital, and the seventy slave cabins that stretch back like a village for three miles, with their vegetable gardens and chicken pens.

I go in the Maison now, not because I want to, just to get away from the bam-bam-bam of the sun on the back of my neck. I step quietly past Tante Fanny’s room, because if she hears me she might call me in for some more lessons. My parents are away in New Orleans doing business; they never take me. I’ve never been anywhere, truth to tell. My brother, Emile, has been in the Lycée Militaire in Bordeaux for five years already, and when he graduates, Maman says perhaps we will all go on a voyage to France. By all, I don’t mean Tante Fanny, because she never leaves her room, nor her husband, Oncle Louis, who lives in New Orleans and does business for us, nor Oncle Flagy and Tante Marcelite, quiet sorts who prefer to stay here always and see to the nègres, the field ones and the house ones. It will be just Maman and Papa and I who go to meet Emile in France. Maman is the head of the Famille ever since Grandmère Nannette Prud’Homme retired; we Creoles hand the reins to the smartest child, male or female (unlike the Americans, whose women are too feeble to run things). But Maman never really wanted to oversee the family enterprise, she says if her brothers Louis and Flagy were more useful she and Papa could have gone back to la belle France and stayed there. And then I would have been born a French mademoiselle. “Creole” means born of French stock, here in Louisiana, but Maman prefers to call us French. She says France is like nowhere else in the world, it’s all things gracious and fine and civilized, and no sacrés nègres about the place.

I pass Millie on the stairs, she’s my maid and sleeps on the floor of my room but she has to help with everything else as well. She’s one of Pa Philippe’s children, he’s very old (for a nègre), and has VPD branded on both cheeks from when he used to run away, that stands for Veuve Prud’Homme Duparc. It makes me shudder a little to look at the marks. Pa Philippe can whittle anything out of cypress with his little knife: spoons, needles, pipes. Since Maman started our breeding program, we have more small nègres than we know what to do with, but Millie’s the only one as old as me. “Allo, Millie,” I say, and she says, “Mam’zelle Aimée,” and grins back but forgets to curtsy.

“Aimée” means beloved. I’ve never liked it as a name. It seems it should belong to a different kind of girl.

Where I am bound today is the attic. Though it’s hotter than the cellars, it’s the one place nobody else goes. I can lie on the floor and chew my nails and fall into a sort of dream. But today the dust keeps making me sneeze. I’m restless, I can’t settle. I try a trick my brother, Emile, once taught me, to make yourself faint. You breathe in and out very fast while you count to a hundred, then stand against the wall and press as hard as you can between your ribs. Today I do it twice, and I feel odd, but that’s all; I’ve never managed to faint as girls do in novels.

I poke through some wooden boxes but they hold nothing except old letters, tedious details of imports and taxes and engagements and deaths of people I never heard of. At the back there’s an old-fashioned sheepskin trunk, I’ve tried to open it before. Today I give it a real wrench and the top comes up. Ah, now here’s something worth looking at. Real silk, I’d say, as yellow as butter, with layers of tulle underneath, and an embroidered girdle. The sleeves are huge and puffy, like sacks of rice. I slip off my dull blue frock and try it on over my shift. The skirt hovers, the sleeves bear me up so I seem to float over the splinters and dust of the floorboards. If only I had a looking glass up here. I know I’m short and homely, with a fat throat, and my hands and feet are too big, but in this sun-colored dress I feel halfway to beautiful. Grandmère Nannette, who lives in her Maison de Reprise across the yard and is descended from Louis XV’s own physician, once said that like her I was pas jolie but at least we had our skin, un teint de roses. Maman turns furious if I go out without my sunhat or a parasol, she says if I get freckled like some Cajun farm girl, how is she supposed to find me a good match? My stomach gets tight at the thought of a husband, but it won’t happen before I’m sixteen, at least. I haven’t even become a woman yet, Maman says, though I’m not sure what she means.

I dig in the trunk. A handful of books; the collected poetry of Lord Byron, and a novel by Victor Hugo called Notre-Dame de Paris. More dresses—a light violet, a pale peach—and light shawls like spiders’ webs, and, in a heavy traveling case, some strings of pearls, with rings rolled up in a piece of black velvet. The bottom of the case lifts up, and there I find the strangest thing. It must be from France. It’s a sort of bracelet—a thin gold chain—with trinkets dangling from it. I’ve never seen such perfect little oddities. There’s a tiny silver locket that refuses to open; a gold cross, a monkey (grimacing), a minute kneeling angel, a pair of ballet slippers. A tiny tower of some sort, a snake, a crouching tiger (I recognize his toothy roar from the encyclopedia), and a machine with miniature wheels that go round and round; I think this must be a locomotive, like we use to haul cane to our sugar mill. But the one I like best, I don’t know why, is a gold key. It’s so tiny, I can’t imagine what door or drawer or box in the world it might open.

Through the window, I see the shadows are getting longer; I must go down and show myself, or there’ll be a fuss. I pack the dresses back into the trunk, but I can’t bear to give up the bracelet. I manage to open its narrow catch, and fasten the chain around my left arm above the elbow, where no one will see it under my sleeve. I mustn’t show it off, but I’ll know it’s there; I can feel the little charms moving against my skin, pricking me.

“Vanitas,” says Tante Fanny. “The Latin word for—?”

“Vanity,” I guess.

“A word with two meanings. Can you supply them?”

“A, a desire to be pretty, or finely dressed,” I begin.

She nods, but corrects me: “Self-conceit. The holding of too high an opinion of one’s beauty, charms or talents. But it also means futility,” she says, very crisp. “Worthlessness. What is done in vain. Vanitas paintings illustrate the vanity of all human wishes. Are you familiar with Ecclesiastes, chapter one, verse two?”

I hesitate. I scratch my arm through my sleeve, to feel the little gold charms.

My aunt purses her wide mouth. Though she is past fifty now, with the sallow look of someone who never sees the sun, and always wears black, you can tell that she was once a beauty. “Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities,” she quotes; “all is vanity.”

That’s Cousine Eliza on the wall behind her mother’s chair, in dark oils. In the picture she looks much older than sixteen to me. She is sitting in a chair with something in her left hand, I think perhaps a handkerchief; has she been crying? Her white dress has enormous sleeves, like clouds; above them, her shoulders slope prettily. Her face is creamy and perfectly oval, her eyes are dark, her hair is coiled on top of her head like a strange plum cake. Her lips are together, it’s a perfect mouth, but it looks so sad. Why does she look so sad?

“In this print here,” says Tante Fanny, tapping the portfolio in her lap with one long nail (I don’t believe she ever cuts them), “what does the hourglass represent?”

I bend to look at it again. A grim man in seventeenth-century robes, his desk piled with objects. “Time?” I hazard.

“And the skull?”

“Death.”

“Très bien, Aimée.”

I was only eight when my uncle and aunt came back from France, with—among their copious baggage—Cousine Eliza in a lead coffin. She’d died of a fever. Papa came back from Paris right away, with the bad news, but the girl’s parents stayed on till the end of the year, which I thought strange. I was not allowed to go to the funeral, though the cemetery of St. James is only ten miles upriver. After the funeral was the last time I saw my Oncle Louis. He’s never come back to the Plantation since, and for seven years Tante Fanny hasn’t left her room. She’s shut up like a saint; she spends hours kneeling at her little prie-dieu, clutching her beads, thumping her chest. Millie brings all her meals on trays, covered to keep off the rain or the flies. Tante Fanny also sews and writes to her old friends and relations in France and Germany. And, of course, she teaches me. Art and music, French literature and handwriting, religion and etiquette (or, as she calls it, les convenances and comme il faut). She can’t supervise my piano practice, as the instrument is in the salon at the other end of the house, but she leaves her door open, when I’m playing, and strains her ears to catch my mistakes.

This morning instead of practicing I was up in the attic again, and I saw a ghost, or at least I thought I did. I’d taken all the dresses out of the old sheepskin trunk, to admire and hold against myself; I’d remembered to bring my hand mirror up from my bedroom, and if I held it at arm’s length, I could see myself from the waist up, at least. I danced like a gypsy, like the girl in Notre-Dame de Paris, whose beauty wins the heart of the hideous hunchback.

When I pulled out the last dress—a vast white one that crinkled like paper—what was revealed was a face. I think I cried out; I know I jumped away from the trunk. When I made myself go nearer, the face turned out to be made of something hard and white, like chalk. It was not a bust, like the one downstairs of poor Marie Antoinette. This had no neck, no head; it was only the smooth, pitiless mask of a girl, lying among a jumble of silks.

I didn’t recognize her at first; I can be slow. My heart was beating loudly in a sort of horror. Only when I’d sat for some time, staring at those pristine, lidded eyes, did I realize that the face was the same as the one in the portrait of Cousine Eliza, and the white dress I was holding was the dress she wore in the painting. These were all her clothes that I was playing with, it came to me, and the little gold bracelet around my arm had to be hers too. I tried to take it off and return it to the trunk, but my fingers were so slippery I couldn’t undo the catch. I wrenched at it, and there was a red line around my arm; the little charms spun.

Tante Fanny’s room is stuffy; I can smell the breakfast tray that waits for Millie to take it away. “Tante Fanny,” I say now, without preparation, “why does Cousine Eliza look so sad?”

My aunt’s eyes widen violently. Her head snaps.

I hear my own words too late. What an idiot, to make it sound as if her daughter’s ghost was in the room with us! “In the picture,” I stammer, “I mean in the picture, she looks sad.”

Tante Fanny doesn’t look round at the portrait. “She was dead,” she says, rather hoarse.

This can’t be right. I look past her. “But her eyes are open.”

My aunt lets out a sharp sigh and snaps her book shut. “Do you know the meaning of the word ‘posthumous’?”

“Eh …”

“After death. The portrait was commissioned and painted in Paris in the months following my daughter’s demise.”

I stare at it again. But how? Did the painter prop her up somehow? She doesn’t look dead, only sorrowful, in her enormous, ice-white silk gown.

“Eliza did not model for it,” my aunt goes on, as if explaining something to a cretin. “For the face, the artist worked from a death mask.” She must see the confusion in my eyes. “A sculptor pastes wet plaster over the features of a corpse. When it hardens he uses it as a mold, to make a perfect simulacrum of the face.”

That’s it. That’s what scared me, up in the attic this morning: Eliza’s death mask. When I look back at my aunt, there’s been a metamorphosis. Tears are chasing down her papery cheeks. “Tante Fanny—”

“Enough,” she says, her voice like mud. “Leave me.”

I don’t believe my cousin—my only cousin, the beautiful Eliza, just sixteen years old—died of a fever. Louisiana is a hellhole for fevers of all kinds, that’s why my parents sent Emile away to Bordeaux. It’s good for making money, but not for living, that’s why Napoleon sold it so cheap to the Americans thirty-six years ago. So how could it have happened that Eliza grew up here on the Duparc-Locoul Plantation, safe and well, and on her trip to Paris—that pearly city, that apex of civilization—she succumbed to a fever? I won’t believe it, it smells like a lie.

I’m up in the attic again, but this time I’ve brought the Bible. My brother, Emile, before he went away to France, taught me how to tell fortunes with the Book and Key. In those days we used an ugly old key we’d found in the cellars, but now I have a better one; the little gold one that hangs on my bracelet. (Eliza’s bracelet, I should say.) What you do is, you open the Bible to the Song of Solomon, pick any verse you like, and read it aloud. If the key goes clockwise, it’s saying yes to the verse, and vice versa. Fortune-telling is a sin when gypsies or conjurers do it, like the nègres making their nasty gris-gris to put curses on each other, but it can’t be wrong if you use the Good Book. The Song of Solomon is the most puzzling bit of the Bible but it’s my favorite. Sometimes it seems to be a man speaking, and sometimes a woman; she says I am black but comely, but she can’t be a nègre, surely. They adore each other, but at some points it sounds as if they are brother and sister.

My first question for the Book today is, did Cousine Eliza die a natural death? I pull the bracelet down to my wrist, and I hold all the other little charms still, letting only the key dangle. I shake my hand as I recite the verse I’ve chosen, one that reminds me of Eliza: Thy cheeks are comely with rows of jewels, thy neck with chains of gold. When my hand stops moving, the key swings, most definitely anticlockwise. I feel a thrill all the way down in my belly. So! Not a natural death; as I suspected.

What shall I ask next? I cross my legs, to get more comfortable on the bare boards, and study the Book. A verse gives me an idea. Was she—is it possible—she was murdered? Not a night goes by in a great city without a cry in the dark, I know that much. The watchmen that went about the city found me, I whisper, they smote me, they wounded me. I shake my wrist, and the key dances, but every which way; I can’t tell what the answer is. I search for another verse. Here’s one: Every man hath his sword upon his thigh because of fear in the night. What if … I rack my imagination. What if two young Parisian gallants fought a duel over her, after glimpsing her at the opera, and Eliza died of the shock? I chant the verse, my voice rising now, because no one will hear me up here. I wave my hand in the air, and when I stop moving, the key continues to swing, counterclockwise. No duel, then; that’s clear.

But what if she had a lover, a favorite among all the gentlemen of France who were vying for the hand of the exquisite Creole maiden? What if he was mad with jealousy and strangled her, locking his hands around her long pale neck rather than let Tante Fanny and Oncle Louis take her back to Louisiana? For love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave, I croon, and my heart is thumping, I can feel the wet break out under my arms, in the secret curls there. I’ve forgotten to wave my hand. When I do it, the key swings straight back and forward, like the clapper of a bell. Like the thunderous bells in the high cathedral of Notre-Dame de Paris. Is that an answer? Not jealousy, then, or not exactly; some other strange passion? Somebody killed Eliza, whether they meant to or not, I remind myself; somebody is to blame for the sad eyes in that portrait. For Tante Fanny walled up in her stifling room, and Oncle Louis who never comes home.

I can’t think of any more questions about Eliza; my brain is fuzzy. Did she suffer terribly? I can’t find a verse to ask that. How can I investigate a death that happened eight years ago, all the way across the ocean, when I’m only a freckled girl who’s never left the Plantation? Who’ll listen to my questions, who’ll tell me anything?

I finish by asking the Book something for myself. Will I ever be pretty, like Eliza? Will these dull and round features ever bloom into perfect conjunction? Will I grow a face that will take me to France, that will win me the love of a French gentleman? Or will I be stuck here for the rest of my life, my mother’s harried assistant and perhaps her successor, running the Plantation and the wine business and the many complex enterprises that make up the wealth of the Famille Duparc-Locoul? That’s too many questions. Concentrate, Aimée. Will I be pretty when I grow up? Behold, thou art fair, my love, I murmur, as if to make it so; behold, thou art fair. But then something stops me from shaking my hand, making the key swing. Because what if the answer is no?

I stoop over the trunk and take out the death mask, as I now know it’s called. I hold it very carefully in my arms, and I lie down beside the trunk. I look into the perfect white oval of my cousin’s face, and lay it beside mine. Eliza, Eliza. I whisper my apologies for disturbing her things, for borrowing her bracelet, with all its little gold and silver trinkets. I tell her I only want to know the truth of how she died so her spirit can be at rest. My cheek is against her cool cheek, my nose aligns itself with hers. The plaster smells of nothing. I set my dry lips to her smooth ones.

“Millie,” I ask, when she’s buttoning up my dress this morning, “you remember my Cousine Eliza?”

The girl makes a little humming sound that could mean yes, no, or maybe. That’s one of her irritating habits. “You must,” I say. “My beautiful cousin who went away to Paris. They say she died of a fever.”

This time the sound she makes is more like hmph.

I catch her eye, its milky roll. Excitement rises in my throat. “Millie,” I say, too loud, “have you ever heard anything about that?”

“What would I hear, Mam’zelle Aimée?”

“Oh, go on! I know you house nègres are always gossiping. Did you ever hear tell of anything strange about my cousin’s death?”

Millie’s glance slides to the door. I step over there and shut it. “Go on. You can speak freely.”

She shakes her head, very slowly.

“I know you know something,” I say, and it comes out too fierce. Governing the nègres is an art, and I don’t have it; I’m too familiar, and then too cross. Today, watching Millie’s purple mouth purse, I resort to a bribe. “I tell you what, I might give you a present. What about one of these little charms?” Through my sleeve, I tug the gold bracelet down to my wrist. I make the little jewels shake and spin in front of Millie’s eyes. “What about the tiger, would you like that one?” I point him out, because how would she know what a tiger looks like? “Or maybe these dance slippers. Or the golden cross, which Jesus died on?” I don’t mention the key, because that’s my own favorite.

Millie looks hungry with delight. She’s come closer; her fingers are inches away from the dancing trinkets.

I tuck the bracelet back under my wrist ruffle. “Tell me!”

She crosses her arms and leans in close to my ear. She smells a little ripe, but not too bad. “Your cousine?”

“Yes.”

“Your oncle and tante killed her.”

I shove the girl away, the flat of my hand against her collarbone. “How dare you!”

She gives a luxurious shrug. “All I say is what I hear.”

“Hear from whom?” I demand. “Your Pa Philippe, or your Ma?” Millie’s mother works the hoe-gang, she’s strong as a man. “What would they know of my family’s affairs?”

Millie is grinning as she shakes her head. “From your Tante.”

“Tante Marcelite? She’d never say such a thing.”

“No, no. From your Tante Fanny.”

I’m so staggered I have to sit down. “Millie, you know it’s the blackest of sins to lie,” I remind her. “I think you must have made up this story. You’re saying that my Tante Fanny told you—you—that she and Oncle Louis murdered Eliza?”

Millie’s looking sullen now. “I don’t make up nothing. I go in and out of that dusty old room five times a day with trays, and sometimes your tante is praying or talking to herself, and I hear her.”

“But this is ridiculous.” My voice is shaking. “Why would—what reason could they possibly have had for killing their own daughter?” I run through the plots I invented up in the attic. Did Eliza have a French lover? Did she give herself to him and fall into ruin? Could my uncle and aunt have murdered her, to save the Famille from shame? “I won’t hear any more of such stuff.”

The nègre has the gall to put her hand out, cupped for her reward.

“You may go now,” I tell her, stepping into my shoes.

Next morning, I wake up in a foul temper. My head starts hammering as soon as I lift it off the pillow. Maman is expected back from New Orleans today. I reach for my bracelet on the little table beside my bed and it’s gone.

“Millie?” But she’s not there, on the pallet at the foot of my bed; she’s up already. She’s taken my bracelet. I never mentioned giving her more than one little trinket; she couldn’t have misunderstood me. Damn her for a thieving little nègre.

I could track her down in the kitchen behind the house, or in the sewing room with Tante Marcelite, working on the slave clothes, or wherever she may be, but no. For once, I’ll see to it that the girl gets punished for her outrageous impudence.

I bide my time; I do my lessons with Tante Fanny all morning. My skin feels greasy, I’ve a bouton coming out on my chin; I’m a martyr to pimples. This little drum keeps banging away in the back of my head. And a queasiness, too; a faraway aching. What could I have eaten to put me in such a state?

When the boat arrives I don’t rush down to the pier; my mother hates such displays. I sit in the shady gallery and wait. When Maman comes to find me, I kiss her on both cheeks. “Perfectly well,” I reply. (She doesn’t like to hear of symptoms, unless one is seriously ill.) “But that dreadful brat Millie has stolen a bracelet from my room.” As I say it, I feel a pang, but only a little one. Such a story for her to make up, calling my aunt and uncle murderers of their own flesh! The least the girl deserves is a whipping.

“Which bracelet?”

Of course, my mother knows every bit of jewelry I own; it’s her memory for detail that’s allowed her to improve the family fortunes so much. “A, a gold chain, with trinkets on it,” I say, with only a small hesitation. If Eliza got it in Paris, as she must have done, my mother won’t ever have seen it on her. “I found it.”

“Found it?” she repeats, her eyebrows soaring.

I’m sweating. “It was stoppered up in a bottle,” I improvise; “it washed up on the levee.”

“How peculiar.”

“But it’s mine,” I repeat. “And Millie took it off my table while I was sleeping!”

Maman nods judiciously and turns away. “Do tidy yourself up before dinner, Aimée, won’t you?”

We often have a guest to dinner; Creoles never refuse our hospitality to anyone who needs a meal or a bed for the night, unless he’s a beggar. Today it’s a slave trader who comes up and down the River Road several times a year; he has a long beard that gets things caught in it. Millie and two other house nègres carry in the dishes, lukewarm as always, since the kitchen is so far behind the house. Millie’s face shows nothing; she can’t have been punished yet. I avoid her eyes. I pick at the edges of my food; I’ve no appetite today, though I usually like poule d’eau—a duck that eats nothing but fish, so the Church allows it on Fridays. I listen to the trader and Maman discuss the cost of living, and sip my glass of claret. (Papa brings in ten thousand bottles a year from his estates at Château Bon-Air; our Famille is the greatest wine distributor in Louisiana.) The trader offers us our pick of the three males he has with him, fresh from the auction block at New Orleans, but Maman says with considerable pride that we breed all we need, and more.

After dinner I’m practicing piano in the salon—stumbling repeatedly over a tricky phrase of Beethoven’s—when my mother comes in. “If you can’t manage this piece, Aimée, perhaps you could try one of your Schubert’s?” Very dry.

“Certainly, Maman.”

“Here’s your bracelet. A charming thing, if eccentric. Don’t make a habit of fishing things out of the river, will you?”

“No, Maman.” Gleeful, I fiddle with the catch, fitting it around my wrist.

“The girl claimed you’d given it to her as a present.”

Guilt, like a lump of gristle in my throat.

“They always claim that, strangely enough,” remarks my mother, walking away. “One would think they might come up with something more plausible.”

The next day I’m in Tante Fanny’s room, at my lessons. There was no sign of Millie this morning, and I had to dress myself; the girl must be sulking. I’m supposed to be improving my spelling of verbs in the subjunctive mode, but my stomach is a rat’s nest, my dress is too tight, my head’s fit to split. I gaze out the window to the yard, where the trader’s saddling his mules. He has four nègres with him, their hands lashed to their saddles.

“Do sit down, child.”

“Just a minute, Tante—”

“Aimée, come back here!”

But I’m thudding along the gallery, down the stairs. I trip over my hem, and catch the railing. I’m in the yard, and the sun is piercing my eyes. “Maman!”

She turns, frowning. “Where is your sunhat, Aimée?”

I ignore that. “But Millie—what’s happening?”

“I suggest you use your powers of deduction.”

I throw a desperate look at the girl, bundled up on the last mule, her mute face striped with tears. “Have you sold her? She didn’t do anything so very bad. I have the bracelet back safe. Maybe she only meant to borrow it.”

My mother sighs. “I won’t stand for thieving, or back-answers, and Millie has been guilty of both.”

“But Pa Philippe, and her mother—you can’t part her from them—”

Maman draws me aside, her arm like a cage around my back. “Aimée, I won’t stoop to dispute my methods with an impudent and sentimental girl, especially in front of strangers. Go back to your lesson.”

I open my mouth, to tell her that Millie didn’t steal the bracelet, exactly; that she thought I had promised it to her. But that would call for too much explanation, and what if Maman found out that I’ve been interrogating the nègres about private family business? I shut my mouth again. I don’t look at Millie; I can’t bear it. The trader whistles to his mules to start walking. I go back into the house. My head’s bursting from the sun; I have to keep my eyes squeezed shut.

“What is it, child?” asks Tante Fanny when I open the door. Her anger has turned to concern; it must be my face.

“I feel … weak.”

“Sit down on this sofa, then. Shall I ring for a glass of wine?”

Next thing I know, I’m flat on my back, choking. I feel so sick. I push Tante Fanny’s hand away. She stoppers her smelling salts. “My dear.”

“What—”

“You fainted.”

I feel oddly disappointed. I always thought it would be a luxuriant feeling—a surrendering of the spirit—but it turns out that fainting is just a sick sensation, and then you wake up.

“It’s very natural,” she says, with the ghost of a smile. “I believe you have become a woman today.”

I stare down at myself, but my shape hasn’t changed.

“Your petticoat’s a little stained,” she whispers, showing me the spots—some brown, some fresh scarlet—and suddenly I understand. “You should go to your room and ask Millie to show you what to do.”

At the mention of Millie, I put my hands over my face.

“Where did you get that?” asks Tante Fanny, in a changed voice. She reaches out to touch the bracelet that’s slipped out from beneath my sleeve. I flinch. “Aimée, where did you get that?”

“It was in a trunk, in the attic,” I confess. “I know it was Eliza’s. Can I ask you, how did she die?” My words astonish me as they spill out.

My aunt’s face contorts. I think perhaps she’s going to strike me. After a long minute, she says, “We killed her. Your uncle and I.”

My God. So Millie told the truth, and in return I’ve had her sold, banished from the sight of every face she knows in the world.

“Your cousin died for our pride, for our greed.” Tante Fanny puts her fingers around her throat. “She was perfect, but we couldn’t see it, because of the mote in our eyes.”

What is she talking about?

“You see, Aimée, when my darling daughter was about your age she developed some boutons.”

Pimples? What can pimples have to do with anything?

My aunt’s face is a mask of creases. “They weren’t so very bad, but they were the only defect in such a lovely face, they stood out terribly. I was going to take her to the local root doctor for an ointment, but your papa happened to know a famous skin specialist in Paris. I think he was glad of the excuse for a trip to his native country. And we knew that nothing in Louisiana could compare to France. So your papa accompanied us—Eliza and myself and your Oncle Louis—on the long voyage, and he introduced us to this doctor. For eight days”—Tante Fanny’s tone has taken on a biblical timbre—”the doctor gave the girl injections, and she bore it bravely. We waited for her face to become perfectly clear again—but instead she took a fever. We knew the doctor must have made some terrible mistake with his medicines. When Eliza died—” Here the voice cracks, and Tante Fanny lets out a sort of barking sob. “Your oncle wanted to kill the doctor; he drew his sword to run him through. But your papa, the peacemaker, persuaded us that it must have been the cholera or some other contagion. We tried to believe that; we each assured each other that we believed it. But when I looked at my lovely daughter in her coffin, at sixteen years old, I knew the truth as if God had spoken in my heart.”

She’s weeping so much now, her words are muffled. I wish I had a handkerchief for her.

“I knew that Eliza had died for a handful of pimples. Because in our vanity, our dreadful pride, we couldn’t accept the least defect in our daughter. We were ungrateful, and she was taken from us, and all the years since, and all the years ahead allotted to me, will be expiation.”

The bracelet seems to burn me. I’ve managed to undo the catch. I pull it off, the little gold charms tinkling.

Tante Fanny wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Throw that away. My curse on it, and on all glittering vanities,” she says hoarsely. “Get rid of it, Aimée, and thank God you’ll never be beautiful.”

Her words are like a blow to the ribs. But a moment later, I’m glad she said it. It’s better to know these things. Who’d want to spend a whole life hankering?

I go out of the room without a word. I can feel the blood welling, sticky on my thighs. But first I must do this. I fetch an old bottle from the kitchen, and a candle stub. I seal up the bracelet in its green translucent tomb, and go to the top of the levee, and throw it as far as I can into the Mississippi.

 




Vanitas

This imaginary reconstruction of the childhood of Aimée Locoul (1826–80) was inspired by a visit to the Laura Plantation (see www.lauraplantation.com) and Laura Locoul Gore’s Memories of the Old Plantation Home and A Creole Family Album (2000).

When Aimée grew up, she helped her mother run the estate before marrying an impoverished French aristocrat, Charles Ivan Flavien de Lobel de Mahy; they had three children and divided the rest of their lives between Louisiana and France.





HOPEWELL, NEW JERSEY

1776

The Hunt

He’s fifteen, or thereabouts. He thought he would be home by Christmas. That was what they were told when they were given their red coats and shipped across the ocean to put down the rebs: that it wouldn’t take more than a couple of months. But it’s December already, and in New Jersey the snows are as dense as cake, and he thinks now that every soldier is told that: home soon. He wonders whether it’s ever been true.

If the boy were in a German regiment, he could speak his own tongue at least. None of the English have even heard of Anhalt-Zerbst, let alone his village. He’s never been to Hesse but his bunkmate says you Hessians anyway, or you Bosch bastards. Another points out that he’s a foot or two short of a full one, so they settle on Half-Bosch.

Not soon, then, but how much longer? The redcoats took hard losses at Fort Mercer but cleaned out Fort Lee at the end of November. The rats are in retreat, and it’s this regiment’s job to squeeze them out of New Jersey. There’s a line of the men of Hopewell outside the garrison every morning, wanting to sign allegiance papers—not that it proves much. Washington’s reb army couldn’t have held together on its flight to Pennsylvania if this countryside weren’t riddled with traitors, making muskets and shot for the rebs, supplying them with cloth for their backs and salt for their meat.

Some of this regiment have wives near their time, others say their wives are too pretty to leave alone; they all gripe about the endlessness of this campaign. The boy has only his mother. In the night, under the blanket, he thinks of his bed at home in his village in Anhalt-Zerbst and the way the fir tips tap against his window, and he weeps till he shakes. His bunkmate mutters, “Give that little worm of yours a rest.”

Filthy talk is how they pass the time. In the freezing rains of December there’s nothing to do but wait.

Then one day the skies clear. The land around Hopewell is as hard as a drum. “Good hunting weather,” somebody says.

So the hunt is what they call it. The major isn’t happy, but the captain only shakes his head and tells him, The men must have a bit of fun.

Houghton and Byrne and Williams and the boy start at a farmhouse on the edge of town. Muskets at the ready in case they flush out any rebs. The boy’s stomach is tight, as on the verge of battle. Nobody answers the door until Byrne smashes the fanlight with his bayonet. Then they hear running feet, and the bar lifting. Byrne grabs the maid by her skirts but Williams says, “Hold hard, man. Where’s your mistress, eh? Where’s everybody hiding?”

She shakes her head, already sobbing.

The boy edges to one side.

“Where are you off to, Half-Bosch?”

“Search the house?”

“That’s a lad,” says Houghton, undoing his buttons one by one.

Upstairs the corridors are silent, except for the creakings his steps make. Far below him he can hear dull voices, then screaming that stops all at once. The boy peers into each room, taking his time. What will he do if he finds the ladies? Yankee whores, reb whores.

He goes down the back stairs. In the kitchen he eats a pickle from a jar; it’s weaker than his mother’s, it hardly tastes at all. He strokes the grain of an old settle, reads a sampler on the wall: Her Price Is Above Rubies.

Something clinks. He follows the small sound into the pantry, which seems to be empty, until he opens a small door and finds a girl crouching in the meat safe. Her hands fly to her ears.

“Monkey,” he says under his breath.

“That’s hardly civil!”

He points. “Hands on ears? Like the monkey in the picture.”

She lowers her hands reluctantly. “Which picture?” Pale ears jut through her gleaming hair.

Like a pixie, he thinks. “Hear no bad.”

“Oh, hear no evil, I see.” She’s crawling out and standing up, taller than he was expecting. A shiny apron, the kind that’s just for show; a locket on a ribbon. “You’re not English,” she says accusingly.

“Nein.” He only slips when he’s flustered.

“A mercenary!” Like something rotten in her mouth. The boy must be looking blank, because she explains: “You serve for pay, for money.”

“No money,” he tells her. “I get my coat. Boots. Rations.”

Which reminds him to examine the shelves. He finds a basket, grabs some jars, a cake in paper, the first dark bottle his hand falls on.

“Then, what brings you all the way to New Jersey?” she asks, close behind him.

“My prince sold me. To the redcoats.” He crams three more bottles in on top of the cake.

“How could he sell you, when you’re as white as me?” scoffs the girl. And then, “That’s my aunt’s best cherry brandy you’re stealing.”

“Requisitioning,” he says, tripping over the English syllables.

“Half-Bosch!” The voice is Byrne’s, faint but getting nearer.

The boy shoots out of the pantry with his basket. “Drink,” he roars, “I found drink.” He doesn’t have time to look back.

He thinks about her, though. That night, in the barracks, when men are swapping dirty stories, and Williams and Houghton and Byrne are going on and on about the maid at the deserted farm—the boy pretends the brandy has put him to sleep. He squeezes his eyes shut and thinks of those pearly, sticking-out ears.

There’s a rumor going round that Washington’s reb army will melt away on New Year’s Day, when the terms of service for most of his recruits come to an end. The boy tries to imagine being home for the spring planting.

The next day the hunt is on again. The redcoats trawl through Hopewell. There are scarlet ribbons on almost every door by now, but ribbon’s cheap; it says loyalty without proving it. They knock on every door, and shout, “Bring out your females!” The boy stands guard outside the surgery while the others are inside with the doctor’s wife and daughter. After half an hour, Williams sticks his head out the window to say, “Come on it, Half-Bosch, time we made a man of you.”

He pulls a face. “Still sick from the damn brandy.”

Williams grins and bangs the window shut so hard that an icicle falls like a spear.

“Let’s go back to the farm,” Houghton proposes that night. “I hate the thought of leaving a single maidenhead in the fucking State of New Jersey.”

Williams laughs so hard he coughs.

In morning the fields crack like glass under the soldiers’ boots. The boy doesn’t want to be walking this way again, and he wants it more than anything. They get there in half an hour, and this time they go round to the back door: a stealth attack.

But the place is deserted; no sign of the maid even. The three Englishmen troop upstairs, and the boy heads for the pantry.

The girl’s there, as he knew she’d be. She has some cheese for him; it’s surprisingly strong. He finds himself telling her about the day he cut a purse from a gentleman’s belt, back in Anhalt-Zerbst.

“I knew you were a thief.”

He shrugs. “You’re a reb.”

“I am not!” Too loud for the narrow pantry. “I’m as loyal as you like. I never asked to come to this nest of traitors.” Her hands shoot up to cup her ears.

Two feet away, he watches the tears brim along her lashes.

“My father was in the cavalry,” she tells him. “So the rebs confiscated our farm in Pennsylvania, turned us out with only bedding and a plate each. Said my little brother had to stay to join their Patriot Army.” Her voice skids. “Mamma sent us three elder girls off to relations, to be safe. She didn’t know my aunt in Hopewell was a turncoat. And my cousins,” she says, almost spitting, “they treat me like a rag to wipe their fingers on. They grudge me my dinner, won’t lend me so much as a petticoat—”

His heart thumps dully in his chest. “Where are they hiding? Your aunt and cousins?”

Her pupils contract. “I don’t know. A long way away,” she says, without conviction.

“When did they leave?”

She shrugs. Her hands creep up through her hair.

He shocks himself by taking them in his. “Pretty ears. Don’t cover them.”

“You’re making fun.”

He shakes his head fervently. “Beautiful.”

She finds him an apple. A knife to peel it. A slice for him, a slice for her. When he tries to kiss her, she pulls away, but slowly. Should he have asked first? Should he have insisted?

“Tell me where they are, these cousins who treat you so badly,” he says, instead.

“It’s just the elder girl, really.”

“The men—the others in my company—they want women.” He flushes, absurdly.

Her fingertips are pressing her ears to her head again, as if to stop them flying away.

“I must bring some women. You understand? Not you.”

He thought she might weep, but she only looks into her lap. She says something, very low.

“What’s that?”

“In the hayloft,” she says, still whispering.

What he tells Williams and Houghton and Byrne, when he finds them upstairs filling their packs with silver plate, is that he heard voices in the barn. Williams whacks him on the back so hard it hurts. “We’ve got ourselves a good little hunting dog,” he tells the others. “Bosch bloodhounds can’t be beat.”

In the barn, the boy is the last up the ladder. A child wails in the lap of a graying lady; a tall girl shrinks behind her. “Well, well, well,” cries Houghton, rubbing his hands like some villain on a stage.

The aunt straightens up. “If it please you, sir—”

“Oh, you’re going to please me well enough, madam, you’re going to please every one of us.”

Williams whoops at that.

“And anyone who puts up a fuss will get her ears cut off.”

The boy hangs back. Mutters something about going for drink.

“Come, now, for the glory of the regiment,” says Byrne, grabbing him by the elbow. “Fire away! Which d’you fancy—fresh meat or well aged?”

The older lady’s eyes are as gray as his mother’s. He wrenches himself out of Byrne’s grasp, almost falls as he scrambles down the ladder.

The thing seems to go on for hours. He waits at the door of the barn, shivering in his thin red jacket.

That night he’s the butt of the whole barracks. The captain puts his thumb on the boy’s collarbone. “What’s this I hear? Can’t raise the regimental colors for the glory of King George?”

The boy doesn’t know what the right answer is.

“Last chance, Half-Bosch,” announces Houghton. “Tomorrow, the Major’s off to Princeton for three days, so we’re going to bring the tastiest fillies in Hopewell back to the garrison. If you don’t produce some manner of female and show us you know how to put her through her paces …”

“The point is,” says the captain, leaning in, breath fragrant with gin, “are you a girl or a man?” His grip shifts from collarbone to throat. “No two ways about it, Half-Bosch. Man or girl.”

“I had one already,” says the boy, pulling away in a fury of terror. “At the farm. I found her the first day. Much prettiest.”

“Ooh, keeping the best for yourself, you rat!” Byrne cackles and smacks his shoulder. “Well, bring her back tomorrow and show us what you’re made of.”

What he’s made of? It’s not a phrase the boy has heard before; it makes him think of the gingerbread boy, who ran and ran until the fox snapped him up. He wakes before dawn and lies like a corpse. He can’t feel his feet. He finds himself thinking of his mother’s softly creased hands, setting down a bowl of borscht before him. He shoves the memory away. His mother would not know him. He sees as clear as lightning that he will never go home.

By noon he’s kneeling beside the girl in the pantry, holding on to her hands. He tries not to hear the shouting in the distance.

“They hate me,” she says again.

“How do they know it was—”

“They don’t, they hated me before. But now they hate me because I wasn’t in the hayloft. My aunt’s demented.” Her pupils are huge and dark. “The little one’s not twelve. I never thought—”

“I wasn’t there,” he whispers, eyes down. Yankee whores, rebel whores.

“She’s been bleeding all night.”

The distant voices are rising. Clarity seizes him. “You come with me now,” he says, jerking his head in the direction of the fields.

“Run away with you? Are you mad? I couldn’t dream of it,” she says, but her face is bright.

She’s misunderstood him, but he sees his chance; he leans in and kisses her. It’s not what he was expecting; lighter, more feathery. “You’re my girl,” he says then in a deep voice.

“I barely know you,” she says.

She’s smiling so widely that he knows he’s won, and something sinks in his chest. “I won’t go without you,” he says.

“But my aunt, my—Where are you going?”

He hesitates. “Who knows?”

“They’ll catch you. Won’t they?”

He manages a shrug. He gets to his feet, not letting go of her hand.

“Let me run upstairs and pack my trunk …”

The boy shakes his head, alarmed at the thought of having to carry such a thing. “No time, little monkey. Just your coat.”

Outside, panting from the hurry, she’s daunted by the icy fields. “Don’t you have anything for me to ride?”

“I’ll lift you over the puddles,” he offers.

The girl laughs. “I can jump them.”

And for a moment, as they set off across the meadow hand in hand like children, he lets himself believe that they are running away. That he is man enough to be a deserter. That there’s anywhere he could take this girl without being tracked down and sent back to Hopewell in chains and hanged in front of his company. That he could bring her all the way home with him to taste his mother’s borscht.

But all the while he knows how it’s going to be. He will lead her into the barracks that must be already filling up with other girls, girls with torn sleeves and bloody noses and scalps, reb girls and loyal, girls whose eyes will tell this girl all she needs to know. When the captain claps and orders Half-Bosch to fire away, this girl will start to scream, and the boy will reach down with frozen fingers and undo his buttons one by one.

 




The Hunt

Sharon Block’s Rape and Sexual Power in Early America (2006) documents the moment in 1776 when British and German troops in New Jersey and Staten Island started systematically attacking the female population. A cavalry commander named Lord Rawdon quipped, “The fair nymphs of this isle are in wonderful tribulation, a girl cannot step into the bushes to pluck a rose without running the most imminent risk of being ravished.” Sixteen girls from Hopewell were held for days on end in a garrison; the rest is my invention.





NEW YORK CITY

1901

Daddy’s Girl

I just now came up from seeing Daddy.

I never walked in here without knocking before. His study is real cold; the back of his big chair is smooth like an icicle. I know every object in this room, but it is as if I have never stepped across the threshold before.

The newspaper folded on the desk says January 18, 1901. I still can’t get used to it, this century I mean. It sounds most improbable.

Doctor Gallagher said he would have to show me if I couldn’t take his word for it. But I’ve never seen Daddy without his necktie, even. I guess I always thought he was a modest kind of man. So when it came to it, today, I just couldn’t bear to lift the sheet that went up to his chin.

Daddy’s face looked kind of peeved, like when Momma was alive and dinner went on too long and I could tell he wanted to stroll down to the saloon on Seventh and smoke a great black cigar.

He looked the same last Saturday, the last time I saw him—only he seemed clammy, then, somehow. Was it the pain? It strikes me now, he must have known; he must have felt it coming. Nobody ever could pull the wool over Daddy’s eyes. He called me in—he was sitting right here in this chair—and he told me to go stay with my friends in Brooklyn for a week. No reason given, no questions to be asked. No, I wasn’t to call home on the telephone; he didn’t want to be disturbed. “Get on, girl.” I thought it must of had something to do with politics.

I reckon we ought to bury him right away. Before the reporters burst in and get a look at him.

Why couldn’t Doctor Gallagher have kept his big mouth shut and let a man rest in peace? I don’t see that the public’s got a right to know. There was a fellow from the New York Times on the stairs five minutes ago, hollering though the keyhole. “Miss Hall, Miss Hall. Could you tell? How long have you known? Are you in the dimes now, Miss Hall? Is it true you’ve netted a cool million?”

All today I have kept a good hold on myself, because I am known to my friends as the sort of girl you can rely on, but now it is all starting to shake loose. My mind runs round in little circles. I feel banished from my old life.

My name is Miss Imelda Hall, known as Minnie. I am twenty-two years of age. I help—used to help—my daddy, Mr. Murray Hall, run an employment agency at 145 Sixth Avenue. My daddy was an important man in New York, a pillar of the Democratic Party.

All in all, I am glad I didn’t lift the sheet. There are some things you shouldn’t look at, because what are you supposed to do afterwards? Like that thing I saw once in a trash can behind the market, I believe it was a baby.

Oh, my good Jesus.

If Daddy was here now, he’d give Bridget a smack around the head for letting the fire go out.

He left his hat on his desk. Inside it’s black with grease.

Why, what a fool I was, we all were. Daddy’s friends used to complain that all the years they were going bald as taters, he never lost a hair off his head. And another thing, his face is always smooth, as if he’s come up directly from the barber’s, even when I know for a fact he’s only just got out of bed.

I should have wondered about that, shouldn’t I? But a girl’s not inclined to set to wondering, when it’s her own daddy and he doesn’t care for being stared at. And he never seemed like anything but your regular poker-playing whiskey-drinking good fellow. Not exactly handsome, but a real charmer with the ladies.

It turns my stomach.

How could Momma? How could she? Unless she didn’t know. Could that be true? Could you be married to someone without the slightest idea who they were? And what about all his other girls, don’t tell me none of them knew. I can’t decide who’s the real deviant.

I am sitting here in Daddy’s study at Daddy’s desk in Daddy’s big leather chair, and any minute now he is going to walk in here and catch me.

I know what he would rather I did. “Put a match to the whole damn lot,” he’d say; “no use rooting around in a dead man’s papers.”

But the thing is, Daddy, I’m a little curious. And this is not your private study anymore. You’re not really going to come across the landing and find me poking about, are you? I can do what I please now. The thing is, quite above and beyond the thing itself, this changes everything. For instance, if Daddy’s not my daddy, who is? I just can’t see a fine upstanding woman like Momma carrying on with another … with a man. Did he tell her, “Go right ahead, Cecilia, don’t mind me”? I just cannot see Daddy putting up with that kind of malarkey.

I’m counting on him to have left something, some kind of clue. Surely it would be here if it was anywhere, wedged in one of these bursting drawers or pigeonholes, slipped in between these old campaign handbills and Democratic Party meeting notices and postal cards to “good old Murray Hall.”

Something you never got around to mentioning, something you always wanted to say. You and Momma did plan to tell me, didn’t you? I expect you just didn’t quite know how to broach it. Surely you didn’t reckon to let me go my whole life through, not knowing who in the heck I am?

This must be it. I knew it would be here. So simple, a folded paper with “Minnie” on the outside: I can hardly bear to open it.

“Gone to hustings, home late, don’t wait dinner.”

Damn him. His notes were never more than ten words long.

This desk is full of the junk of a whole lifetime. My stomach is growling now. I’m dizzy, adrift, lost in a sea of old papers. But what I’m looking for must be in here somewhere.

He always said I had Momma’s eyes and his nose. The senator used to say, “Isn’t she the dead spit of her daddy?”

I must have been adopted.

Now I am making a right mess and papers are falling on the rug but I don’t care. It has got to be written down, surely. Where I was born, how they got me. There must be a letter or a certificate or a photograph, even. Something with my name on.

Could be my name is not my name, of course. It could be staring me blue in the face and I’d never recognize it. Could be I had another name before they adopted me and turned me into Miss Imelda (Minnie) Hall. Maybe I am not an Imelda but a Priscilla or an Agnes. And of course I am not a Hall either. God knows what I am. A stray, a foreigner? Come to think of it, I’ve got no proof I’m twenty-two years old. Could be it’s all lies.

I am not rightly anyone or anything now. Just like a bit of orange peel floating down the gutter.

It makes me shake to think of it. Not about my name so much as about Daddy. When I think of him now, I could just rip him to pieces.

I am quite an independent person. My friends and I go all over the city on the subway trains. I have been up the New York World Building, twenty-two stories high, and seen a moving picture at Koster and Bial’s. (It was a man sneezing, that’s all, but still.) Yet Daddy has always been able to cut me down to size and make me feel like a little idiot girl. When the cycle craze started and I longed for a machine of my own, he said I was too young, and even when I turned twenty-one and asked again, he said surely I wasn’t so immodest as to want to pedal around town in bloomers. Then the other day I came down all ready for a party and Daddy made a very cutting remark about the neck of my bodice. I told him it was all the rage, but he said I might as well serve up my bosoms on a plate for the fellows. He made me go right upstairs and change my whole ensemble and I was late for the party. And to think that all this time, all these years—well, there’s no other way to put it, but Daddy had bosoms himself.

What kind of monster plays a trick that lasts a lifetime? What kind of woman decides to be a man?

These cards are so old they’ve gone yellow. “Best of wishes from all the boys to good old Murray Hall.” “With the compliments of State Senator Barney Martin to his old friend Murray Hall.” “Merry Christmas, dear Murray, from all your pals on the Committee.”

I never could stay awake when Daddy talked Tammany Hall. Who’d promised his vote in which ward, and which man could be trusted, and which other fellow would slit your throat as soon as look at you. How Daddy’d started out as a nobody fresh off the boat and now he was a professional bondsman, but best of all, he was rich in friends, and what else could a man rely on in this world?

There was that one time Daddy got wild at Skelly’s on Tenth Avenue and whipped a policeman in the street, ended up in the station house. But his buddies squared it in the right quarters, and he was home for breakfast. Momma had been worried near out of her mind. But the Democrats can fix anything in New York. Sometimes it takes a bribe or a riot or maybe even a body in the river, I’ve heard, but the job gets done. You keep on the right side of the Tammany Hall men, Daddy used to say, you wear a permanent smile.

I wonder what they would say if they could see him now. If they lifted the sheet, as I cannot bear to do. I don’t need to lift it; after all, I know what I’d see. Like looking in some funhouse mirror.

When I went over to draw the curtains just now, I could hear those jackal reporters down below, shouting up at me. “Miss Hall, Miss Hall.” But I will not talk to them. They put words in a person’s mouth.

Yes! Here it is in my hand: “The Last Will and Testament.”

It doesn’t take long to read.

Well, I guess I needn’t worry about anyone marrying me for my money. Oh, Daddy. Was any of it true?

It’s not that I’m not grateful for the two hundred dollars, but where’s all the rest gone? What kind of deals did those friends of yours do? And I see that out of that sum I’m supposed to “cause to be erected a suitable headstone over the grave of Cecilia, the deceased wife of the testator.” That is a sweet thought, Daddy, but what would a “suitable headstone” for Momma say? I Married a Woman, Lord Forgive Me?

Momma will just have to move on over and make room; I surely can’t afford two headstones if I’m to feed myself this winter. I bet she knew. She was a sweet-looking woman, was Momma, even if she was twice Daddy’s size. Now there is a queer thought: I don’t expect a layperson can spot the difference between a man and a woman after a few years in the grave, when you get down to the plain bones.

Daddy was never seen around the Lower West Side without some class of female on his arm. Younger than me, sometimes; even the maids who came to our office looking for a job. He just couldn’t keep his hands off the opposite … I mean, girls. It saddened Momma so, she stopped speaking to Daddy years before she died.

But I’ve got to try to be merciful, I suppose. There’s nobody else left to forgive him. I guess he had simply got to be a man’s man, and a ladies’ man, and every kind of man, so no one would suspect he was no such thing. Doing his best to fit in, play the game, when in Rome, that sort of thing. I bet he was sick when he tasted his first cigar, but he kept right on. And he got so he could drink his weight in beer and stand up under it too. As if he’d found a book on being a man and was set on following it page by page.

It strikes me now that I do not even know where Daddy came from. He sometimes used to talk about making the crossing, but he never said from where, exactly. Daddy didn’t care to be interrupted with questions when he was telling a story. His tales made the crossing sound such a hoot: all the farmers down in steerage green as grass, and the fiddler carrying on regardless. He had an accent, but not like anyone else’s I’ve known. Could it have been Ireland he started out from? Or Scotland?

I wonder now if it was an adventure, at first, or an escape? Was he hiding from somebody, the first time he put on a cap and a pair of trousers, or did he just like the feel of them? Could he have guessed it would be for always?

Daddy never said much about his life from before he crossed the ocean. Whatever I asked him, he claimed he couldn’t remember. He liked to say that if you looked back you’d turn to salt. What a curious phrase, “turn to salt.” Did he mean tears? He once said there was nothing set his teeth on edge more than an emigrant sniveling for home.

He doesn’t have a name now either, no more than me. I wonder what he was born. Mary Hall? Jane Hall? Or no kind of Hall at all?

I almost set to laughing when I think of calling Daddy by a girl’s name, and him in no position to stop me. Oh Lord, I could cry to think of him as a Nancy or Eliza.

I don’t even know how old he was when he arrived. I see him at the rail of the ship, heading past the Statue of Liberty, but his face is blank. What is he wearing? I wish I could be there, a foot away, looking at the skyline. Just for a moment. Just to ask why it’s so bad to be a woman.

I guess I could have been a better daughter. I used to get uppity with him when he would forget his key and haul on the bell when he crashed in at two in the morning, especially after Momma died. Daddy used to say I’d inherited his temper and Momma’s sulks together, but now it turns out my faults are all my own.

No wonder he drank. Doctor Gallagher says it was a cancer in the left breast. He says Daddy must have been sick for years and years and never said a word; the cancer had worked right through to the heart. It sounds like woodworm, I can’t help thinking, or like when the mice get into the cheese. What a ninny I was; I thought all those books on medicine Daddy collected were some sort of hobby. I saw him take a spoonful from a bottle once but he said it was cod-liver oil. Five years of being eaten away, for fear of being found out.

The papers are all in one big heap now, and I’m so cold I had best go down to the kitchen. There’s nothing left to read. Only one last drawer that comes unstuck with a shudder, and there’s nothing in it but a bit of card at the back.

An old brown photograph: a girl with too many ringlets. One of his hussies from the early days? That goes on the top of the pile, facedown; I’ll toss the lot in the range after supper.

Unless.

It couldn’t be.

Daddy?

I turn the picture up, and all of a sudden it changes; I see past the ringlets, into the face. It looks like Daddy dressed up as a girl, for a game. Eyebrows drawn together; a faint smile.

I have got his nose.

Well, he looked better in trousers. But I will tuck the picture into my pocket. I did not know before today that you can hate and despise a person and still love him on the other side of all that.

He is still my daddy. Even if he is dead. And a woman.

Doctor Gallagher says “she,” now, when he remembers, and so do the reporters. But I won’t, not ever. Daddy wouldn’t like it.

 




Daddy’s Girl

According to the death certificate, Murray Hall died on January 16, 1901, and was born around 1831—so lived to be nearly seventy. But nothing about Hall is certain. Born perhaps Mary Anderson, or Mary or Elizabeth Hall, Murray Hall was said to have come from Ireland, Scotland, or New York’s Lower West Side. Hall’s first wife died, or disappeared; the second marriage ended in estrangement after about seven, or perhaps twenty, years. This jumble of facts and speculations comes from the New York Times (January 18 and 19 and March 20, 1901), the New York Tribune (January 18, 20, and 29 and March 20, 1901), Munzey’s Magazine (1901, including pictures), and The Weekly Scotsman (February 9, 1901).

Minnie (Imelda) Hall was only twenty-two when her famous father was posthumously exposed as female. One of the few things we know about Minnie is that she refused to talk to reporters. At the inquest she was prompted to refer to her father as “she,” but retorted, “I will never say she.”
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What Remains

She hasn’t asked for me in two months. I check with her nurses, though it’s a little humiliating. “Has Miss Loring by any chance asked for me?” I say. Lightly, as if it doesn’t matter either way.

That’s what they call her: Miss Loring, or sometimes Frances. She’s not Queenie to anyone but me.

I wheeled myself into her room today. She was lying there like a beached whale ready for the ax. “Queenie,” I said, “it’s me. It’s Florence.” Which sounded absurd, as I’ve never had to tell her who I am before, she always knew. What a pass we’ve come to, if I need to introduce myself! Like that line in the Bible: The people who walk in darkness. Brains rot like fruit in the end. I don’t pity her for going senile. It’s worse being a witness.

I try to keep a grip on the numbers, myself. The nurses start to worry if you get the numbers wrong. It’s 1967 and I’m eighty-five years old. I should by rights be dead. Queenie’s not even eighty. I ought to have gone first. It shouldn’t be like this.

I always thought it would be all right so long as we ended up in the same place. She collapsed just before our final exhibition, and I fell sick a week later, and when we were both moved to this Home just north of Toronto, I thought, Well, at least we’ll be together. No need to fuss with cooking or shovel our own snow anymore; we’ll get to talk all day if we want.

But there’s more than one kind of distance that can come between people. This is our third year here. Her door says Miss F. Loring, mine says Miss F. Wyle, and they might as well be a thousand miles apart, instead of a fifty-foot corridor. Since Queenie’s last attack, her eyes barely move when I wheel into her room, and she doesn’t seem to recognize my name.

What’s important, I suppose, is for me to keep remembering. What matters is to hold on to what’s left.

Each one must go alone down the dark valley.

I wrote that poem a long time ago, before I knew what I was talking about.

My father used to say man was the only creature capable of sleeping on his back, so that was how we should sleep. To mark the difference, you see; to show that we were a Higher Form. I did try; I started every night flat on my back, but it hurt my bones and I couldn’t breathe. My father would come to wake me in the morning and find me curled up on my side and shake me awake. “Florence,” he’d roar, “you look like an animal!”

When I was six I found a rooster with a broken leg. I fixed him just fine, mostly because my father said I’d never manage it. It was animals that turned me toward art. I saw a bird, and then a picture of a bird, and it all came together. If I couldn’t be a bird, then at least I could make one. Once a cat of ours died, and I asked if God had taken her to heaven, and my father said there was no room for animals in heaven. That’s the day I stopped believing in God. Rosa Bonheur, the French sculptor, believed in metempsychosis, which means that human souls migrate into either human or animal forms. She lived with her friend and a whole ark of animals and painted them. I suppose it seemed to her that we’re all just creatures in the end.

Mind you, I’d shoot a dog if it got as crazy as Queenie.

Sixty years this month since we met in that Clay Modeling class in Chicago. She was big and I was small. She was beautiful and I was not. Her family adored her and mine didn’t care for me. She grew up in Geneva, Switzerland; I came from Waverly, Illinois. She thought she liked men and I thought I hated them. She had faith in politics and I wrote poems about trees. She worked in spurts; I did a little every day. All we had in common was a taste for clay.

Today her hands lie on the sheet like withered bananas. I remember a time when they were swift and sure and tireless. Like the Skeena River in full flood, that time I went to the Indian village to model the old totem poles. When was that? Back in the twenties sometime? Damn it. Gone.

That’s us these days, a couple of old totem poles. Tilting at mad angles, silvery as ash, fading into the forest.

At the Art Institute in Chicago, the master used to pinch all us girls on the bottom. He called it the droit de maître. Queenie didn’t much mind. I slapped his hand away and called him a damn fool. Later he spread a rumor we were a couple of Sapphists.

There was another thing Queenie used to say: You can’t go through life worrying about what people think of you.

Some days she’s got more of a grip than others. She still doesn’t ask for me, but when I go into her room she sometimes seems to know who I am.

I tell her uplifting stories. “Remember Adelaide Johnson, Queenie?”

A flicker of the eyes.

“She was barely twenty when she fell down that elevator shaft in the Chicago Music Hall. Did it stop her?”

“Hell, no,” says Queenie feebly.

I laugh out loud. “That’s right. She won fifteen thousand dollars in damages and went off to study her art in Europe!”

But Queenie’s face is blank, like a block of marble that’s never been touched by the chisel.

I will not feed my soul with sorrow, that was her favorite line in all my poems.

Some dates are so clear in my head it’s as if they’re chiseled there. We came to Toronto in 1913. Canada was a young country; there seemed infinite room. But we only really got established after the Great War. The towns needed so many memorials, they had to stoop to hiring women! Queenie used to say that her career was built on dead boys.

Sculptors, we called ourselves from the start. The word “sculptress” sets my teeth on edge. Work like ours called for sensible clothes. We took to trousers, as early as the twenties, plus men’s shoes and baggy jackets.

I’m not allowed to wear my old gray flannels here. I suspect they’ve been thrown in the trash. Well, they were a little decrepit, I admit. Instead, the nurses give me housecoats to put on, pink or orange: hideous. “Blue was my color, Queenie, do you remember?” I usually wore a touch of pale blue.

Queenie was always the more bohemian dresser. At our studio parties she’d appear in purple velvet with a gold fringe, or a green satin cape. I told her once she looked like something out of the comic strips—the Caped Crusader, or the Emerald Evil—and she wasn’t too pleased. There was always a trail of ash across her front because she was too busy talking to remember the ashtray. They keep her clean and tidy here; that’s another reason she doesn’t look like herself. And you can’t get hold of a cigarette for love nor money.

I am lost in this forest of days. I can’t remember when I wrote that. I go through a sort of checklist of names in my head, in case I’m forgetting anything. Our dogs were Samson and Delilah. (Delilah tore our neighbor’s fur coat, but it served her right for wearing such a thing.) We had two motor cars, first Susie, then Osgoode. (Queenie always drove, and never got any better at it; I read the maps.) Some of our sculptures were—are, I mean—Dream Within a Dream, Women War Workers, Torso, Girl with Fish, The Goal Keeper, Negro Woman, The Rites of Spring, Derelicts, Eskimo Mother and Child, The Miner, Sea and Shore, The Key. There were others, I know there were others, but I can’t recall their names just now. Some are sold, some are scattered, the rest are under dust sheets in our cold locked-up studio in Toronto that was a derelict church until we moved in. I don’t have any of them here, but I can see them more clearly than my own mother’s face.

The thing about sculpture is, it’s always a risk. It costs money to model it, cast it, carve it, even transport it. Clay’s bad enough; bronze is terrible; marble’s ruinous.

All this week Queenie’s been yapping away in her head to old friends, dead or alive or who knows. Sometimes if I listen closely I can pick up hints of who it is. Yesterday I could tell it was A. Y. Jackson, because she was thanking him for taking us out to dinner the day he sold his first picture. He and she seemed to be having a grand old time.

She always did like parties better than I. We had forty-eight artists for Christmas one year, as well as three beggars from the neighborhood. Six turkeys got eaten down to the bone. In the evening there was chamber music, and I drank too much wine and was persuaded to show them all how to do an Illinois hog call.

“Remember Liz Prophet, Queenie?”

“Mm,” she says, ambiguously.

“That awful gallery in Rhode Island, they said they had nothing against showing a black girl’s sculptures so long as she promised not to come to the opening. Barbarians! Do you remember what she did, Queenie?”

Silence.

I fill in with barely a pause. “Ran away to gay Paree.”

“That’s right,” whispers Queenie.

“That’s right,” I repeat. “Lived on tea and marmalade.”

“Stole food from dogs.”

This detail cheers me immensely. Her memory’s still in there, like the shape locked inside the marble. “That’s right, my dear, Liz Prophet had to steal food from Parisian dogs. What was it you used to say to me in our bad winters? No one’s got a right to call herself an artist until she’s starved a little!”

Her eyes have gone unfocused, milky blue.

She still keeps that photograph on her bedside table, the one of Charlie Mulligan, who taught her marble cutting back in the 1900s. “Isn’t he a fine fellow?” she’s taken to asking the nurses, sometimes four times a day. I bet she doesn’t remember his name either.

“Was he your young man, Miss Loring?” one of them said this morning, to humor her.

“That’s right.”

“Was he the love of your life?”

“That’s right, that’s right,” Queenie repeats in a whisper, like a child. “The love of my life.”

She doesn’t mean Charlie Mulligan, by the way. That wild German she nearly married back in 1914, he’s the one she used to call the love of her life. Not that I know what that means. Which life is she talking about when she says stupid things like that? As far as I know, the life she had was the one she spent with me.


I will not feed my soul with sorrow,

Not while dark trees march in naked majesty.



When I wrote that, ten years ago, we still had the farm: a hundred and fifty acres of wild quince and poison ivy by the Rouge River. These days I have a room with a small window facing onto the parking lot. I haven’t seen a tree in a while.

Queenie doesn’t know anyone today. She’s got butter on her double chin.

A journalist once asked her, “Miss Loring, do you specialize in memorial sculpture because of a special sympathy for the dear departed?”

I had to cut in; I couldn’t resist. “No,” I said, “it’s because she likes climbing ladders.”

It was true. She’s always liked to work on a grand scale. She’s built on a grand scale too.

The local children used to call us the Clay Ladies. That was because we showed them how to make things out of clay, of course, but the phrase fitted us too, more and more as the decades went by. These days we look like works in progress, there’s no point pretending otherwise. Queenie’s a vast model for a monument—all two hundred pounds of her clay slapped onto a gigantic wire armature—and as for me, I’m some skinny leftover. Maybe I’m a Giacometti and she’s a Henry Moore! Not that I’m a fan of the so-called moderns; most of them couldn’t draw a human body if they tried, and as for beauty, I doubt they could even spell it. Boring holes in things!—that’s not sculpture, that’s vandalism.

To think she and I used to be something. A unit; a name. The Loring-Wyles.

I’m not saying it was all fun and games. We had a couple of bad years. We sometimes considered suicide, only half joking. But we didn’t think we should depart alone; we wanted to take at least a dozen enemies with us. On dark February evenings in the studio we amused ourselves by drawing up a list.

But if there’s no heaven, what remains?

All this week Queenie’s been having delusions. She sits up in bed, the sheets draped around her like snow on the Niagara Escarpment. She shakes her fists over her head and pants with effort. The nurses say if she doesn’t calm down she’s going to bring on another attack.

Finally today I figured out what she’s doing. She thinks she’s carving her lion, all over again.

“Why a lion?” I asked her, nearly thirty years ago.

She laughed. “Isn’t it obvious, Florence? A snarling, defiant lion; rising from a crouch, ready for a fight.”

Well, this was 1940.

It was to be a huge, stylized sort of lion, guarding the entrance to the new Queen Elizabeth Way near Toronto, to commemorate the visit of the king and queen. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to do anything new with a lion, but Queenie’s design was a wonder: the beast’s face and ruff and whole muscled body were made up of great smooth arcs of stone.

It was just about the most grueling project Queenie ever dragged us into, and that’s saying something. I say “we,” but I was only doing a bas-relief of Their Majesties on the back of the column. Queenie’s lion had to be carved on site, emerging from the column, as it were. She planned to use Indiana limestone—lovely, flawless stuff—but no, word came down that for patriotic reasons it had to be Queenston limestone, which was twice as hard and pocked with holes. That was bad enough, but hiring a stonecutter was the worst. The top three men on our list were struck off by government order as “enemy aliens,” even though the German had been reared in Canada and the Italians were the best in the trade. Instead, Queenie had to put up with a true-blue Englishman whose work she’d never trusted.

He couldn’t take orders from a woman, that was his problem, and he wasn’t the only one, let me tell you. We had to scour the country to find a cutting machine for the fellow, and he still didn’t get started till August of that year. When we drove down in November to check his progress, the rough outlines of the lion had only half-emerged from the column. “The fellow hasn’t even started on the hind quarters,” muttered Queenie.

I thought the neck looked a little odd. Queenie asked him about it. “Oh, yes, actually, Miss Loring,” said the fellow, avoiding her eyes, “I changed the line a little, to make it lie better.”

The cheek of the man! I didn’t blame her for firing him on the spot, even with all the horrors that followed.

Queenie couldn’t find another qualified cutter in Canada. She consulted the union, who told her that only their members were permitted to cut stone for sculpture. She told the union to go to hell, she’d finish it herself.

Neither of us had ever used a cutting machine. The December winds howled in off the lake. I remember craning up at Queenie on the scaffold, which we’d swathed in tarpaulins as a feeble shelter. She was fifty-two that year, and already a huge woman. Her hands were swollen with arthritis.

“Queenie!”

“Don’t you fret, Florence,” she shouted down.

“It’s not worth it,” I bawled. “Give it up!”

She pretended not to hear. I could tell, from the way she handled the machine, that she was in pain. The planks of the scaffold buckled under her weight. Specks of snow fell on her head.

I cursed her, but the wind ate up my words. “What if you fall?” I screeched.

She peered over the tarpaulin, her face drawn but hilarious. “I’ll probably bounce!”

She didn’t fall. Next day she abandoned the machine and picked up her biggest chisel and hammer. If I’d been a praying sort of woman, I’d have prayed then. As it was, I stood and shivered and watched, week after week. I remember wondering what would happen to us all if Hitler won the war.

The snow held off just long enough. The lion crawled from his block, metamorphosing like something out of Ovid. By the time Queenie dropped her tools, her hands were like claws but the lion was magnificent.

On his pedestal, in deep-cut letters, it said something about “the Empire’s darkest hour” and this work having been done “in full confidence of victory and a lasting peace.” I remember it because it was on the day of the highway’s official opening, as we stood below the lion with the lake wind lashing our scarves against our numb faces, that it occurred to me that I was a Canadian. Not that in thirty years I’d ever got around to filling in the forms; on paper I was—as I am still—a U.S. citizen. But sometimes things about you change without you noticing.

So that’s how the story ended. Only for Queenie, I see now, it’s not over. It’s 1967 but she can’t be convinced her war work is done. She still straddles the scaffolding, high above Lake Ontario. Her hands grip huge imaginary tools. “Just another quarter inch,” she mumbles hoarsely.

“Lie down, now,” I tell her. “Nurse says it’s time for your sponge bath.”

“In a minute,” she says, austere. Her arm moves as if to hammer the air, and she speaks to me as if I’m a stranger. “I don’t think you appreciate the urgency of my work.”

“Of course I do,” I murmur.

Then her head turns, and her blue eyes bore into mine, and her voice rises. “It may have escaped your attention,” she roars, “but there’s a war going on!”

“But, Queenie,” I say for the hundredth time, “your lion’s finished.”

She gives me a weary look, as if she sees through all my wiles.

“Everyone loves him! They say he’s the finest monumental sculpture in Canada.” Well, that’s not quite a lie; some people did say that, once.

She shakes her head. “I still need to do his ears. And his back paws, and his tail.”

“No, he’s all done. I’ll prove it,” I say rashly. And then it occurs to me that I can.

I’ve struck a deal with the Home’s handyman. But the head nurse says she’ll have to speak to the authorities. “On the Queen Elizabeth Way, Miss Wyle?” she repeats, unconvinced.

“Just at the entrance.”

“A lion?”

“You must have seen it,” I tell her. “You couldn’t miss it if you’ve ever driven down to Niagara.”

And then it occurs to me that she thinks I’m the one who’s gone gaga. Delusions of lions. “It’s a stone lion,” I clarify coldly. “You may not know that Miss Loring and I are sculptors. Our work is to be found in many cities and galleries across Canada.”

“Yes,” she says, as if placating me.

“Besides,” I snap, “as far as I am aware, we are voluntary residents here. If we choose to be taken on a drive by a kind young man on his afternoon off, I can’t see that you have any right to object.”

She butts in. “Miss Loring isn’t strong—”

“My friend is well enough to sit in a motor car. It’s her mind that’s troubled. And what I propose to do will set her mind at rest.”

I sound more sure than I am.

The air smells clean. The May sunshine dazzles me. I cover my eyes.

A Bug, the young handyman calls it. Looks like a Henry Moore car to me; all bulges and holes. He lifts me out of my wheelchair and puts me in first, then I help to tug Queenie in through the other door. Occasionally she laughs. It takes us a quarter of an hour. I can tell the boy’s surprised at my strength. My legs may be kaput but my skinny arms are still a sculptor’s.

“Are you comfortable, Miss Loring?”

No answer from Queenie, who’s examining one of her knees as if she’s never seen it before.

The boy gives me a doubtful glance.

“Yes, yes, she’s fine, let’s be off,” I tell him. So he wheels our chairs back into the Home, then starts up the engine.

Toronto is a blur of sunlight and glass high rises. I glance idly into shop windows—bikinis, Muskoka chairs, sunflowers—not letting myself wonder if this is the last time I’ll ever see the city.

We’re at the Queen Elizabeth Way in less than an hour. The lake glitters like tinsel. Our driver looks over his shoulder. “Where do you want me to stop, Miss Wyle?”

“Just by the entrance.”

“Oh. Only, I don’t think it’s legal. I mean, everyone else is going pretty fast.”

“Let them,” I say, autocratic. “Park on the verge.”

“Couldn’t I just slow down a bit as we go past this statue of yours?”

“No, you could not. Pull over.”

He wheels onto the shoulder and we come to a shuddering stop. “It’s dangerous,” he remarks. “What if the cops come by?”

“Tell them you’ve got two octogenarians having heart attacks in the back of your car.”

That shuts him up. He turns off the engine.

I roll down my window jerkily and lean out, squinting into the sun. “Look, Queenie, your lion!”

She keeps on staring into her lap. The boy sits with his arms folded, as if embarrassed by us.

I lean over her bulk and tug at the handle till the dirty glass slides down. “Go on,” I say eagerly. “Put your head out and have a look. He’s finished. He’s splendid.”

Finally she seems to hear me. She leans her head to one side, lolling out the window. Dust blows in her face as a chain of cars rushes by. I hang out the window on my side and stare at the stone beast, as good as new if a little darker. Nearly thirty years, and not a mark on him. He could stand there forever. There, I want to tell Queenie, that’s what remains of us.

I reach over to take her hand. But she has her head down again; she seems to be examining an egg stain on her lapel. A dreadful thought occurs to me. I let go of her hand and wave my fingers in front of her face. She doesn’t flinch.

“Queenie?”

She looks in my direction. Her eyes are calm and milky. She can’t see a thing.

I should have guessed. I should have remembered her eyes were getting worse; I would have, if I’d half a brain left myself.

“What do you think of your lion now?” I ask her softly, just to be sure.

She says nothing for a minute, and then, “Lion?”

I don’t answer her. After a minute I lean over to roll up her window. Then I tell the boy he can take us back to the Home now.

An enormous tiredness settles on me. I lay my head on the seat back at a peculiar angle. I shut my eyes to escape from the sunlight. Each one must go alone down the dark valley. I keep hold of Queenie’s hand, but only because I can’t think of anything else to do.

“Blue,” she murmurs, half an hour later at a traffic light, and I don’t know what she means: the lake? the sky? or just what she remembers of the color that used to go by that name?

“That’s right,” I say, “blue.”

 




What Remains

Frances “Queenie” Loring (1887–1968) and Florence Wyle (1881–1968) decided to move from the United States to Canada for the sake of their careers as sculptors; they spent almost sixty years together in Toronto. This story draws on Rebecca Sisler’s anecdotal life The Girls (1972), and some of Florence Wyle’s published poems, but more recently the “Loring-Wyles” have been granted the thorough biography they deserve, Elspeth Cameron’s And Beauty Answers: The Life of Frances Loring and Florence Wyle (2007). Loring’s lion, part of the Queen Elizabeth Monument, was moved in 1975 to Sir Casimir Gzowski Park on Lakeshore Boulevard West, Toronto.

After passing a few years with Loring at a nursing home in Newmarket, Ontario, Wyle too developed dementia, and they died within three weeks of each other in 1968.





Afterword

I don’t know where I am. I peer out the little window at the flat landscape hurtling towards me several thousand feet below, and I think, where on earth is this?

The Canadian city of 300,000 people that I live in is not one I ever heard about, growing up in Dublin. So sometimes when the small plane starts its descent, I find myself troubled by confusion, which gives way to a sense of arbitrariness. Why am I landing here, out of all possible spots on the turning globe? Why is this home? It’s in my stomach that I register the protest, as the plane dips to the runway: what unfamiliar fields are these? I’ve gone astray, stepped off some invisible track that I was born to follow. How did I get here?

There is an answer: three beloved faces waiting for me in Arrivals. But the unease lingers.

By long tradition, Irish writers emigrate. Not always, of course, not nowadays—but still, many of us fly the coop. It’s a small island, after all. It’s rare to find Irish writers who haven’t spent at least a few years abroad or who don’t pass half their time at foreign universities. I’ve left for good twice, moving to England at twenty for a PhD, and to Canada at twenty-eight for love, and I’ve never regretted it. But still I wonder, what other lives might have awaited me at other airports? What chance or fate led me to this one?

The travelers in Virgil’s Aeneid, quoted in the epigraph to this collection, complain of feeling “driven by the wind and the vast waves” and “ignorant of men and places.” In my experience, migrants are awkward. Sometimes our self-consciousness can take the form of standoffishness. We want to be let in, yet keep our distance. We don’t want to lose our accent, nor be mocked for it. We nurse a grudge, either suspecting the new country of not welcoming us, or expecting it to compensate us for all we’ve given up to get here.

As for settled folk, they have a long tradition of resenting newcomers. Those old towns that charm tourists today were shaped by the need to keep strangers where they belonged, outside the wall come nightfall, beyond the pale. Even worse were those who stayed on the move: such words as “vagabond,” “vagrant,” “drifter,” made a crime of movement itself. The animal equivalent was “stray.”

All we like sheep have gone astray, the sinners bleat in the Book of Isaiah (53:6). Straying has always had a moral meaning as well as a geographical one, and the two are connected. If your ethical compass is formed by the place you grow up, which way will its needle swing when you’re far from home?

A stranger comes to town. That’s one of the most reliable of plot motifs, and for a very practical reason: it’s hard to describe a town if it’s already banal to its inhabitants. The writer needs the stranger not just to set change in motion, but to reveal the town in all its peculiarity in the first place. Of course, put another way, what the town does is reveal all the strangeness in the stranger.

All this is my best explanation for why, on and off, for the past decade and a half, I’ve been writing stories about travels to, within, and occasionally from the United States and Canada. Most of these travelers are real people who left traces in the historical record; a few are characters I’ve invented to put a face on real incidents of border crossing. Many of them stray in several senses, when in the course of their journeys across geographical and political boundaries they find themselves stepping over other ones: law, sex, or race. Emigrants, immigrants, adventurers, and runaways—they fascinate me because they loiter on the margins, stripped of the markers of family and nation; they’re out of place, out of their depth.

So many emigrations are at least semi-involuntary that I wanted to begin with a famous incident of resistance, a refusal to leave home. Crossing an ocean seems to me to be an act of daring, even if (in fact, perhaps especially if) you’ve got a gun to your head. Although Jumbo and his keeper Scott had to surrender all the comfortable routines of their life in London’s Zoological Gardens, what they gained was what many travelers to North America have found over the centuries: room for reinvention. “Man and Boy” is about encountering foreignness, whether across the gulf of nationality or that of species. I see it as a love story—a rather queer one, about two different but mutually devoted mammals who find their only lasting sense of home in each other. (Scott’s passionate phrasing about being “father and mother” to his “boy” Jumbo comes straight out of his ghostwritten Autobiography.)

To Caroline Thompson, the protagonist of “Onward,” the motivation to emigrate is a wild hope of shedding nation and name in one go by starting all over again in Canada. I often write about prostitution because it is the ur-job, the job that symbolizes all other jobs. What drew me to Caroline’s case was the peculiar discomfort of this trade carried on so domestically in a lower-middle-class household, visits from clients fitted in awkwardly between caring for her little girl and her brother. In the story I don’t spell out the identity of the “distinguished gentleman” Fred wants to appeal to for help, because dropping such a famous name can be distracting. Charles Dickens, my favorite novelist, was a passionate liberal who believed in second chances. Where others would have seen a whore, he saw in Caroline a heroine who had endured much, about to sail into the unknown in pursuit of a new life.

Sometimes it is easier to write a story if you start by knowing very little about the characters: just a single spark to fall on the tinder. That was the case with “The Widow’s Cruse,” which is based on a single line from a newspaper. I love the idea that it is by parading her utter vulnerability in front of the male legal establishment that this woman manages to trick it into helping her commit an outrageous fraud. The gulf of misunderstanding between Huddlestone and Mrs. Gomez is as much about gender as religion; they share a nation but they will never be akin. He works to rise within the city’s capitalist economy, whereas she, feeling perpetually foreign, resorts to crime and flight.

When I came across the murder that lies behind “Last Supper at Brown’s,” I thought it sounded like either Confederate-nightmare propaganda or wishful-thinking interracial romance … except that it happened. (Well, probably. No source is one hundred percent reliable.) I imagine Mrs. Brown, through the eyes of the desperate slave whom she persuades to take her along with him, as a wife who glimpses in the chaos of the Civil War a chance to end the private war of her marriage, and takes a step as bold as—and even more dangerous than—Mrs. Gomez in “The Widow’s Cruse.”

There is an Irish legend about the Hungry Grass, a patch of cursed land that, if you walk on it unawares, will fill you with perpetual hunger; that is a good image for how places hold on to the memory of pain. The notion probably dates from the Famine, the five years (1845–49), that left a massive scar across the Irish psyche. I have never known how to write about the Famine; it embarrasses me, partly because of the mawkish clichés it attracts and partly because I have no idea by what fluke or sleight of hand my own Catholic peasant ancestors came through it when so many of their neighbors rotted in the ditches. I only found a way into the subject when I happened across the letters of an Irishwoman who settled in London, Ontario, a century and a half before I did.

Jane and Henry Johnson in “Counting the Days” are Protestants, and not starving, but they leave Ireland in a bad time for much the same reason their poorer neighbors are crowding in their thousands onto the coffin ships. “Economic migrants,” as we say nowadays, a cold phrase for a passionate wish for a better life—the same drive that would catapult most of my maternal grandfather’s twenty siblings out of Ireland later in the nineteenth century. Out of a mixture of dread and hope, people will always migrate for the chance of a halfway decent life for themselves, and above all, their children—no matter how terrible the journey. Whenever I read headlines about human traffic gunned down crossing a border, or found suffocated in container trucks, I think of the Johnsons.

But what drew me into Jane and Henry’s letters was not the description of the Atlantic crossing, but something rarer—the sense of a living, breathing marriage. The tensions are audible, but love beats like a pulse between the lines. Thousands of miles apart, husband and wife are welded together through their letters; the irony every history lover knows is that distance is what preserves, by pinning emotion onto paper. Focusing on Henry’s last day, I wanted to bring the romantic and the hideous cheek by jowl, to try to capture the way in which such journeys as Jane’s have something about them of both hell and heaven.

Temporary migrations within North America, such as the one in “Snowblind,” could mean just as overwhelming a change of life as crossing the Atlantic. The Yukon, to most of the “tenderfeet” who tried their luck there, might as well have been another planet, not only due to its daunting climate but also because of its peculiar social codes; for all the lack of fences, it had something in common with a men’s prison. When I learned the dark joke of gold rushes—that it is generally the shopkeepers who make their fortunes, not the miners—it occurred to me to wonder how a partnership between two very young men might have been strained to the breaking point by the opposing forces of ambition and realism.

Jensen, the nameless prospector I invented a handle for in “The Long Way Home,” has come to find marriage less a partnership than a crippling burden. On a long bender, he tries to shrug off the weight of responsibility for hungry children. It’s a pleasing irony—and one Mollie Monroe would have admitted—that it was this hellion, long since gone astray from domestic womanhood, who on this occasion went to such trouble to haul a prodigal husband home.

What fascinates me about Swegles, alias Morrissey, in “The Body Swap” is that he is clearly more akin to the counterfeiters he lives among (if undercover) than to the detectives for whom he works. For this freemasonry of peripatetic con men, the prison system seems to have been like a home to which they were always being forcibly returned, and freedom meant staying on the move, always incognito: a life in transit not just between places but between identities.

Children don’t decide where to live, or what ventures are worth the risk; they get sent around the world as helplessly as parcels. While Lily May Bell, aka Mabel Bassett, zigzags her way west in “The Gift,” both her birth mother and her adoptive father repeatedly stake their claim to her in correspondence with an intimidating bureaucracy. As a mother, I grit my teeth to think of Sarah losing her child forever because she was once poor. As a mother, again, I defend the Bassetts when they insist on the primacy of their de facto, hands-on parenting. So “The Gift” is an epistolary duet between rivals who never address each other directly, because I could think of no other way to honor their bitterly irreconcilable demands to be the girl’s family.

Sometimes settling in seems almost impossible for emigrants, especially if their destination keeps failing to live up to the Promised Land of their imagination. The Puritans, for instance, soon discovered in the “virgin territory” of New England all the horrors they thought they’d left behind in Europe. Like “stray,” the word “lost” has always had a moral meaning as well as a spatial one. The ultimate punishment, in Puritan communities, was to be banished, sent into a literal wilderness that matched what they saw as the spiritual wasteland of the sinner’s heart. “The Lost Seed” is the opposite of a story I meant to write: its inverted mirror image. For years I was intrigued by an odd incident in which two women in Massachusetts were charged with being “lewd” together on a bed. But when I tracked down the source, what began to fascinate me was not the accused but their accuser. Fiction does that, in fact that is one of its most radical strengths; it disrupts the writer’s sympathies as much as the readers’.

A particularly liberating thing about historical fiction is that people rarely guess how autobiographical it can be. I wrote “The Lost Seed” as a shell-shocked immigrant during my first winter in Ontario, when, exactly as Berry remarks, the icicles hung over my front door like swords pointed at my head. “Vanitas,” by contrast, came out of a trip I made through rural Louisiana. In my story, Aimée Loucoul’s whole French Creole clan define themselves by reference to the home country for which they yearn; the cult of Frenchness is their true vanity. If travel is a stay-at-home girl’s fantasy, nostalgia for a lost Eden can be a family’s blight.

Whether in the form of military campaigns or the consequent flight of refugees, war is the root of many journeys. For “The Hunt,” a story about the contemporary-seeming topics of child soldiers and rape as a war crime, I went all the way back to 1776. When you are uprooted from your familiar landscape, and from your home culture, how can you hold on to your sense of what’s right? By telling the story of this fictional boy and girl during a terrible historical moment, I wanted to ask about what it means to be (paradoxically) an unpaid mercenary, sold into service in a far country; about the ethics of obeying orders; about victims who have themselves betrayed others.

Sometimes it is someone else’s journey, someone else’s decisions, that leave a thumbprint on your life. What haunts me about Minnie Hall in “Daddy’s Girl” is the idea of a life lived in a strong character’s turbulent wake; Minnie’s path is shaped by her father’s complicated prior journey. Like Mabel in “The Gift,” Minnie has to live with a parent’s commitment to a secret; she will never know where she came from, nor where Murray did, nor what lay behind Murray’s decision to cross over the highly policed border of sex. So often these tales of emigration turn into tales of transformation, as if changing place is just a cover for changing yourself.

The sculptors in my last story, “What Remains,” have lived and worked together all their lives until the moment Queenie goes ahead of Florence, straying across the line between clarity and confusion. As in “Counting the Days,” this is a story about a couple divided, not by space this time but by a more painful alienation. Florence tries to bridge that terrible distance by means of love and memory, reckoning both the sum of what their long shared life amounts to and the dwindling total of “what remains.”

Her task reminds me of my own. When you work in the hybrid form of historical fiction, there will be Seven-League-Boot moments: crucial facts joyfully uncovered in dusty archives and online databases, as well as great leaps of insight and imagination. But you will also be haunted by a looming absence: the shadowy mass of all that’s been lost, that can never be recovered.

Unease. Wonder. Melancholy. Irritation. Relief. Shame. Absentmindedness. Nostalgia. Self-righteousness. Guilt. Travelers know all the confusion of the human condition in concentrated form. Migration is mortality by another name, the itch we can’t scratch. Perhaps because moving far away to some arbitrary spot simply highlights the arbitrariness of getting born into this particular body in the first place: this contingent selfhood, this sole life.

Writing stories is my way of scratching that itch: my escape from the claustrophobia of individuality. It lets me, at least for a while, live more than one life, walk more than one path. Reading, of course, can do the same.

May the road rise with you.

Emma Donoghue

London, Ontario

2012
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