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“A riff on loneliness. Exquisitely written. Profoundly moving. A must read.”

—ROSEMARY SULLIVAN, OC, award-winning author

“Few writers can work with memory as vividly as Kasia Van Schaik—fusing fiction and remembrance with confidence, sensitivity and the shivering logic of dream. These are stories that glitter and then duck away from view, like a swimmer half-discerned. A beautiful book you can't forget.”

—SEAN MICHAELS, Giller Prize-winning author of Us Conductors and The Wagers

“Full of diffuse longing and hallucinatory memory, these stories shimmer and compel like half-remembered dreams. Van Schaik's poetic linked collection brings the reader on an evocative journey across decades and continents.”

—SALEEMA NAWAZ, author of Songs for the End of the World

“We Have Never Lived On Earth contains a bright humour, a sharpness. There's an authentic, human thrumming behind these stories. With their focus on mothers, fathers, and daughters, these linked stories explore how initial models of care feed into our romantic loves. Kasia Van Schaik captures the souring phase of relationships, where the glue has become brittle and two individuals begin to lean away from each other. Yet the characters forge their way through these moments of dislocation with grace, humour, and the perfect amount of self-awareness, which makes the reader laugh out loud, or nod knowingly. At least it did for me.”

—ELIZA ROBERTSON, author of Demi-Gods

“An elusive, exacting gallery of mirrors illuminating that rootless lifelong yearning for a place to stop searching. The result is heartbreaking. I wish I'd had these stories with me when I was Charlotte.”

—PAIGE COOPER, author of Zolitude

“In Kasia Van Schaik’s visionary stories a generation will recognize its rootlessness and frail sense of futurity, as well as its desire for grace. We Have Never Lived On Earth is a beautiful collection that explores all realms of experience—what we see and what we dream. I couldn’t get enough of this work’s exquisite precision and depth.”

—SEYWARD GOODHAND, author of Even That Wildest Hope

“We Have Never Lived On Earth speaks to many readers’ own experiences of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, which involve the difficult work of figuring out how to move through loss and grief and, ultimately, how to be most alive in all of our imperfections. I have read many novels and collections that capture the feeling of threat the world can impose upon female bodies, but the quality of Van Schaik’s prose made these experiences alive, honest, and corporeally real throughout each story in a way I had not encountered before.”

—HEATHER JESSUP, author of The Lightning Field 

“Traversing themes such as transience, loss, painful attachment, and belonging, Kasia Van Schaik’s stories recall literary icons Mavis Gallant and Alice Munro, though with a more immediate, youthful, contemporary lens. The vital introduction of topics such as parenthood in an age of climate crisis, Canada’s history of genocide against Indigenous peoples, as well as immigrant women and girls’ experiences in Canada, make this a powerful and much-needed addition to Canadian publishing.”

—JENNA BUTLER, author of Magnetic North
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For my family


Life is beginning. I now break into my hoard of life.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, The Waves
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How Will You Prepare for Happiness?

IN MY LAST YEAR OF CHILDHOOD, I hired myself out as a housekeeper to a pair of cognitive psychologists whose son and daughter attended my high school. The Salloways owned two houses, a low, rambling ivy-brocaded house in the centre of town, where they met with clients in two large renovated offices in the back, and a tall modern house built into the cliff face, surrounded by hemlock and lodgepole pine, several miles outside the city limits. This other dwelling, Grace Salloway told me, was their dream house—one they had designed and built themselves. I knew that she didn’t mean designed and built literally, because the family didn’t do very much themselves when it came to physical work, but I thought I understood what she meant until, no, she explained to me, it was an actual dream house—the architectural blueprint with its wall of windows that looked out onto the shuddering blue treetops, the basement set in rock, the wrap-around deck that always conjured nautical metaphors from visitors had come to her and her husband in a collective dream. Our spiritus mundi, she said, when we still had one. She cracked me a knowing smile.

When I got home, I looked up spiritus mundi and was disappointed to find that it was not a sex act but rather a term made up by a poet. The collective soul of the universe containing the memories of all time. After that I began to associate the house on the hill with the Salloways’ collective soul, containing, I told my younger sister when I got home from cleaning out their fridge, the decomposing cheeses and microbial odours of all time.

Once a month I cleaned out their fridge, the one in town and the one on the hill, and miraculously the fridges would again fill up with food that would go untouched until I was summoned thirty days later. Over the six months I’d been working for them, I felt like a scientist hired for the purpose of divining how life might spring from a refrigerated vacuum—how such an environment might create a new life form, one that would remain long after the world dried up. This is what was happening to the earth. The school library subscribed to the kind of magazines that told the future—or at least gave the most accurate prediction of the future—and our future was hot and dry and filled with famine.

It was hard to picture famine when I was cleaning out the Salloways’ fridge. I dreamed of breaking into their home—either one—and licking icing sugar off the counters, ripping open the Norwegian salmon before it could go grey, chugging carton after carton of full-fat milk before it could sour. I wanted to ask them why they rammed so much perishable food into their fridge every week if the food was never to be touched, but questions invited questions and that might lead to Grace asking me about my home life or my Five Year Plan. I knew her son Charlie already had one, as I’d discovered it pasted above his desk. When he caught me trying to read the plan, he’d grown embarrassed, and next time I came over to clean, the list had disappeared.

I could understand that. Ever since my mother had gotten sick and we’d moved to a building that was known locally as the Cauliflower Flats because of the smell, I had become evasive about my family and my future. There were three of us: me, my mom and my sister, Nina, who was three years younger than me and who would be starting her junior year at high school next fall—by which time I secretly planned to be gone. In a sudden vanishing, a sudden peeling away, I would erase myself from this particular town’s map in the interior of the province. I’d go somewhere closer to the sea, or to a city, or to an airport that would take me to those things.

We had not had a recipe-followed, ingredients-acquired meal since 1997, which was shortly after we moved to Canada, when my mother started increasing the time she spent asleep by one minute a night. Now she didn’t leave her bed for days, except to brush her teeth in the mirror. She had always been very concerned with hygiene and posture, a trait that persisted stubbornly even when she was sleeping sixteen hours a day.

Don’t hunch, she told me when I brought her a meal. When you stand with your stomach sticking out, you look like a used-up old woman.

Your body will harden like that, she would say, and no one will want to marry you. Bodies are like water, always seeking the path of least resistance.

This was certainly the case for my mother’s body, now absorbed by the comforter. A flooded riverbed.

It only occurred to me years later, when I no longer had any relationship with my former employers or that landlocked town, that our family’s situation might have been the reason the Salloways offered me employment in the first place. I’m not suggesting that they filled their fridge with food out of charity for my family, but rather, the reason they chose me—a seventeen-year-old, conspicuously foreign, sullen at school—as their cleaner was the underlying fear of the broken family.

I cost less than a professional housekeeper, too, but money, I’d heard Grace Salloway declare over the phone, was no object. This saying had always confused me, though, because money was an object. A very finite and important one. At home, money was an object to be stretched, like a teabag, which, our mother showed us, could easily be reused two or three times. Other items rationed in our household were toilet paper, only two squares per use, and hot water. Our whole family was to share the same bath and therefore there was a strict policy about urinating in the tub unless you were the last member to have the bath—then peeing would be a reward for foregoing the hot water and making do with a slightly cloudy, lukewarm tub.

Once, maybe twice a year my mother would shuffle through the box of photographs we’d brought with us to Canada from South Africa. She’d space them out evenly on the table before her, as if preparing a tarot reading, except it wasn’t the future but rather the past that flickered up before us. Find the pieces of the world that serve as evidence for your life, she’d instruct us. Defend them. But the photographs she’d saved weren’t evidence as much as they were story prompts.

Five naked children beside a still, black pond: a birthday party.

A group of people, my parents among them, half-submerged in darkness.

A bonfire in the centre of the road.

The homemade masks for a play that, my mother told us, was later shut down by police.

Sometimes the stories attached to the photographs changed. There were many possible stories for each image, I learned, for each object or face or action in the image. Though we often heard the same stories twice or fifteen times, there might be new details added, and those details could, depending on my mother’s mood, bifurcate into new untold stories.

After my parents’ separation, long before we moved to Canada, my mom had gotten rid of most of the photographs of my dad. There was only one of the four of us, awkwardly sitting on a leather couch at my paternal grandparents’ house in Johannesburg. I am on my father’s lap in a lacy dress and Nina, the tiny scrap of her, sleeps on my mother’s shoulder. Our father’s hair is parted in the centre. He’s clean shaven, gazing obediently at the camera with a slightly drained, translucent expression, which could also be the impression of the light.

I’ve stared at this photograph so hard that it has become indistinguishable from memory.

Grace Salloway had a habit of not buckling her seatbelt until she had already started driving down the hill in front of the Cauliflower Flats, and then she would take one and sometimes both hands off the wheel to wrestle the obstinate belt over her chest and into the socket. She was doing this now, cursing under her breath, her driving glasses slipping down her nose. Five cars lined up behind us. Fred couldn’t pick me up this morning because he was occupied with a client, she said, and the agitated way she said client indicated that the client was a woman. I remembered a note I’d found while cleaning her office a few months before. F’s bday present ideas, it read. Item one: blowjob. Item two: a quiche from the French place on Main. I hadn’t known what to do with the note, so I slipped it into her day planner.

A crosswalk sped towards us. Grace’s yellow bob lurched forward as she slammed on the brakes.

Three children sauntered across without glancing at us and I wondered if they knew how close they’d come to being crushed, if they knew that it was drivers like Grace, well-intentioned and distracted, who frequently run over children on quiet streets. I’d listened to a radio program about it when I was cleaning the Salloways’ kitchen. I imagined Grace piling up their three little corpses on the edge of the road, neatening their hair, and driving on.

I wish you and Miranda were friends, said Grace. She glanced at me, then at the road and the line-up of cars.

Grace’s daughter had been interning at a well-known athleisure fashion company in Vancouver for the summer, but had left it due to everyone being anorexic and difficult.

She won’t speak to me, Grace added, abandoning the seatbelt and revving the car forward into the centre of the road. As was her surprising habit, she spoke to me as if I were an adult.

Common phase in child development, she explained. Instead of acting out she’s acting in.

Miranda was one year older than me. She had been held back a year and wore Doc Martens and fishnets to class, her hair cut in a razor-sharp V at the neck—the pixie style that any girl with cheekbones and a healthy level of self-confidence probably due to said cheekbones would try out during the decade following Girl, Interrupted. I had often fantasized about this cut myself, but I knew the messy cropped frame would not suit my round, undefined face. I knew that if I were a Salloway, I would be more like Charlie, who was sixteen, and who didn’t have any confidence or cheekbones.

Grace, who was an expert on childhood happiness, explained that, despite its name, happiness is not something that happens. It must be cultivated. She had taught both her kids that. As she wheeled the car into her driveway, she asked, how will you prepare for happiness?

I was once again in awe of the house, its sheet of windows pressed up against the misty void of the valley. Grace didn’t get out of the car but instead handed me a list with the word Fridge in blue pen. She explained to me that while they were away on their summer vacation there’d been a power outage and the fridge had defrosted. It hadn’t been opened since. Would I do the honours?

Help yourself to anything, everything, she called out as she backed down the drive.

The sheet of windows flashed in the sun, empty except for the dark bobbing reflections of trees. The sky struck a hot glare on the trampoline.

In conversations I overheard at school (Miranda never addressed me directly, though Charlie always said hi), Miranda portrayed her life as one long unsupervised sleepover, staying up all hours with Charlie and eating ice cream for dinner while her parents flew to child development conferences all over North America. Miranda and Charlie never learned to cook or clean and despite the full fridge and cupboards preferred to order in or buy snacks at the gas station.

Wasn’t it weird, cleaning a house—two houses—that belonged to kids I went to school with? Nina asked me one day as I was describing in detail Miranda’s jean jacket collection.

I work for their parents, I said.

But you clean Miranda’s room too, right?

Only when she’s not there, I said. Or if I’m instructed to.

I’d find it weird if you cleaned my room, said Nina, dragging her fingers through her newly bleached hair, and for a second I saw our father’s face, his acuity in her features. I understood then that she had a power I did not have. A stubborn belief in things turning out.

What about her brother? Nina asked.

Charlie?

Do you make his bed? What do his sheets smell like? She laughed.

One time while I was cleaning the toilet at the hill house, Charlie walked in without seeing me. He immediately retreated, blushing. He was in his boxers. I didn’t tell Nina about this.

He’s always staring at you, Nina said. Like the other day, downtown.

He was probably staring at you, I said.

When we’d run into Charlie, he’d just come from the barber. His hair was cut so short you could hardly see the curl. This made him appear older. My mother had been with us and insisted on addressing him. You’re the shrink’s son.

Hello, Mrs. Ferrier, he’d replied, and nodding at me, Hello, Charlotte.

Call me Willo, my mother had reminded him. Mrs. makes me sound old.

Charlie blushed.

Well, you’ve grown up nicely, despite your parents, my mother had observed. She disliked the Salloways because Grace had once diagnosed her with clinical depression in a grocery store in front of the cashier. To my surprise Charlie hadn’t grimaced at my mother’s comment; he’d seemed pleased. But I’d pulled her away before she could offer any more opinions on his progress to adulthood.

You know, said Nina now, studying me thoughtfully. If you started dating him maybe the family would take you on vacation with them. You’re already hoping they’ll adopt you.

She ignored my protests and followed me to my room chanting, Galapagos! Galapagos! which was where the Salloways had gone for Christmas.

And when you get divorced, she yelled through the door triumphantly, as if she’d solved all our problems, you’ll get the house on the hill and I’ll come live there with you.

The Salloways’ fridge door was plastered in photographs of Miranda and Charlie, who was camera-shy from an early age. Miranda, poised like a child actor, her long sun-brown legs locked in a nonchalant pose, or crossed at the knee, looked collaged beside reluctant Charlie. There was sailing and horse-back riding vacations, but Charlie looked identical in all the photos: beige shirt and cap, his thick legs pressed into board shorts, arms limp by his sides, as if he’d arrived in this lean, white-shorted family by way of time travel or interstellar accident.

In the story told by the photographs on the fridge, Grace grew younger and younger, hair longer, slimmer in her khaki explorer suit, looking like Amelia Earhart circa 1935, bright and unencumbered by whatever future disaster might greet her in the sky. This last phase, I noted, was before Grace’s practice took off, before she started earning more than Fred. The children’s father was absent from many of the photographs on the fridge. I assumed he was behind the camera. When he did appear, he was smiling broadly, hauling Miranda up so she dangled like a cat from his arm, or resting his hand on Charlie’s scowling head.

I remember my mother telling me that for each child who begins to weep, somewhere else, another stops. She’d learned this wisdom from a Beckett play. The same was true of laughter. This had made no sense to me at the time, but now, studying the photographs, I noticed that they seemed to observe the same logic. Charlie’s dull misery balanced out his sister’s unselfconscious happiness. And the adults, too: Grace, despite all the creams in the bathroom, her militant dedication to yoga and green tea, was now barely recognizable as the young woman in the photos, while Fred remained the same tall, athletic presence.

Yes, this was why Grace had hired me: it wasn’t out of charity or guilt; it was to secure her family’s joy with a reminder of its opposite. My family was her family’s photo negative.

I’d thought that I was alone in the house, but, as I was vacuuming the carpeted stairs that led up from the living room, I heard a voice coming from the floor above me.

Protracted. Indubitable. Mendacious. The voice was coming from a door at the top of the stairs. It was originally a guest room, but the Salloways were always changing their primary rooms, like cats, migrating to the sunny rooms in the colder months, or to the more private attic rooms when introverted.

I turned off the vacuum and peeked through the door to see Charlie, sitting on the stripped bed in a sleeping bag. He was naked from the waist up, with his right hand in the sleeping bag, and I noted that his chest, though still soft like a girl’s, and very white, had sprouted a dark whorl of hair.

Extraneous. Pugnacious. Abhorrent. The words were delivered by an automated British voice, and Charlie diligently repeated them under his breath. He looked up at me on Pugnacious. Quickly removing his hand from under the sleeping bag, he paused the CD.

What are you up to? I asked, wondering if he’d really been looking at me, like Nina seemed to think. He was a year below me in school and we hadn’t spoken much. I sometimes saw him in the cafeteria, always sitting apart from his sister. Once when his mother had picked us both up from school—to deliver Charlie to oboe practice and me to the hill house for work—he had shared a Snickers bar with me in the backseat. I remember him looking at my backpack of library books in amazement and even admiration. You’re going to read all that?

Now, standing in the doorway, I was suddenly aware that I was wearing his mother’s apron, stiff with dried fridge juice and bleach.

It was a program, he explained, gesturing to the stereo, designed for improving the vocabulary of individuals who disliked reading.

Who find reading abhorrent, he amended. I had learned from Grace Salloway that her son was going to become a successful businessman. But all successful entrepreneurs needed to learn the arts of persuasion, Charlie explained to me now; this was his strategy for expanding his vocabulary without having to read a book. He had started by reading the dictionary, but this program was better as it taught you how to pronounce the words. He thought it more important to learn their pronunciation than memorize their meaning. That could come later, on a supply and demand basis.

Usually that would have been the end of our interaction, as Charlie recoiled from any kind of prolonged attention, but the program, it appeared, had increased his confidence. He seemed eager to chat because as I stepped away, he announced that he had purchased his sleeping bag from Walmart—and, though it was an extremely satisfactory sleeping bag, he planned to exchange it in thirty days’ time. He showed me the tags, still attached and wrapped in cellophane. In thirty days’ time he would replace it with a new sleeping bag, a process he planned to repeat every month for the rest of the year. This way he could own the product without ever actually purchasing it. He had studied their returns policy and they would have to accept it. No questions asked, he said, proudly.

He would apply this return strategy to clothes too, he told me. Then he would never have to do laundry or worry about outgrowing his clothes. If his shirt began to feel tight, he would simply exchange it for a slightly larger size. Same with pants. And they would have to comply because it was in the policy and losing a client’s loyalty was more harmful to the corporation than forfeiting the sale of a sleeping bag or a shirt. No questions asked.

In this way, he told me, he could go through the next five years, the time he considered it would take to become a successful entrepreneur, not spending an extra cent on clothing or linen. Or rather, purchasing an infinite shirt for the price of one. Even shoes could fall in this category, as long as he took care not to wear them outside. He would live like a snake, shedding his skin, at no cost to him.

The only problem, of course, was the tags. He would spend his whole life—or a good chunk of it—in the tags of the unowned, as they were the contract that bound him to the company and allowed for his scheme in the first place. But he had come up with a system of taping the tags to his cuffs, and preserving them with cellophane, ensuring that they remained undamaged.

He leaned back on the bed, hands resting on his bare belly, and eyed me, unable to suppress his pride. It was the first time I’d seen him express something like happiness. His whole face brightened and his mother’s lost beauty flared up, spreading across his mild blond features, and I thought that this must be the way she saw him, her own youth hidden in plain sight. It seemed like a magical power to be a parent, to witness the strange ventriloquism of one’s own past in a face so oblivious to it. I wondered if my mother saw this when she looked at my sister or me, or if she saw our father’s face, or just the disappointment of her own life. Perhaps this uncanny echo only reveals itself in moments of happiness or loss.

His parents had already ordered university catalogues—I’d shelved them while cleaning the living room. Miranda had an unopened SAT guide on her desk. I wondered where I would be when Charlie was a successful entrepreneur. Would I still be standing in a doorway of a room I had been paid to clean?

What are you saving up for? I asked him.

Charlie sat up, a pink patch spreading from his chest to his neck. My mother was right, he’d grown taller since the spring, his shoulders broader. He gazed at me steadily and I imagined him in a tailor-made suit, its tags hidden in the seams. Galapagos, Galapagos, I heard my sister chant.

I want a family, he said. Two boys and two girls. I want the boys to have brown eyes and the girls to have blue eyes. Like yours, he said, still watching me.

That was why he’d decided not to waste his time with university, but rather to start investing right away. Would his future wife be required to follow his recycling scheme? I wondered. His kids?

My parents will give me half of their property in two years when I’m eighteen, he explained. This house, if I want it.

Miranda doesn’t want it, he added. She only wants to travel.

He patted the bed beside him to indicate I should sit down.

Later, when I told Nina about this moment, I was unable to describe the sensation I felt as I sat beside him on the mattress, except that it was something like vertigo. My mouth was dry and, once seated, I couldn’t move. If I want it. Charlie waited expectantly, as if he’d just invited me to play a game with him, or, rather, to watch him score a winning streak. I lay both palms on my thighs and straightened my skirt.

He took my right hand, which was closest to him, and we sat like that, joined in palm sweat, not daring to look at each other. Then he leaned towards me, but I knew that if I moved an inch or opened my mouth or even breathed, I would break into tears or laughter—I didn’t know which. If I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop.

So what happened, asked Nina, when I told her.

Nothing.

This wasn’t entirely true.

Charlie released my hand and lifted the lip of the sleeping bag.

Want to look? he said.

Under the sleeping bag, his thighs were surprisingly slender. Between them, his penis protruded like a snail lured out of its shell.

I peeled myself backwards off the bed. Over the next months, I’d think back to this moment and remember not his awkwardness, but his helplessness, that animal need, which seemed to transcend shame.

Nothing happened, I told Nina. I stood up, walked to the door, and picked up the vacuum cleaner.

Charlie flopped back on the bed. It wasn’t the first time he’d been rejected, but he hadn’t expected it from someone in my position, which is to say, someone without a position.

Shall I do the floor? I asked, lifting the vacuum nozzle, having finally regained the ability to speak.

No, he said, peering over the bed at the floor as if it had never occurred to him that this was how it was cleaned. He sat up without looking at me and settled himself in front of the stereo. I’m working now, he said.

I left the door ajar, just as I’d found it, and returned to the kitchen, where I could hear the automated British voice reciting its strange poetry through the ceiling.

Aleatory. Bellicose. Indefatigable.

But Charlie had stopped repeating the words.

How will you prepare for happiness?

I didn’t know the answer, but now I wondered if it was something you could prepare for. My mother and father in their idealism thought they had; the Salloways had multiplied their chances with sailboats and meditation retreats. Charlie, too, was seeking the formula. Was I stupid to think I could do better?

The fridge welcomed me back. Help yourself to anything, everything. Ancient jars of preserved fruit in diminishing shades of gold lined the back shelf. Trellises of kale wilted in the polar light. Fine grey mould cratered the heirloom tomatoes and in a basket above the fridge, half-eaten jellied pâtés, glistening in tiny artisanal pots, repeated their identical expiry dates: April 12th, April 12th. Four months ago. When I looked closer, I saw that they were not jellies but whole wobbling armies of maggots, pearling in the cold light.

I lifted a pot to my face, trying to detect where the meat ended and the maggots began. They seemed to be joined effortlessly in a wriggling mass, their bodies inseparable from each other, from their occupation, their conditions for life.

I was still staring into the fridge when I heard Charlie call down to me, I’m ready for you to clean my room now. I retrieved the vacuum cleaner from its storage closet. As I climbed the stairs, to distract myself, I thought about Nina’s shrieking laugh and the casserole we’d make tonight from the salvaged ingredients. My mother might even emerge from her bedroom to seat herself ceremoniously at the table and the three of us would drink tall glasses of water with dissolving shards of frozen orange juice and argue about what to watch. It would take a while, but we always reached an agreement.

By the time I’d reached Charlie’s room, he’d disappeared down the corridor into another part of the house. I’d see him again once or twice in the hallways at school, skirting his sister’s shadow, but we wouldn’t meet again until a decade later, when neither of us resembled the kids in that bedroom. As it turned out, this would be my last visit to the hill house. The Salloways decided to rent it out that winter to a visiting neurologist from Belgium—at least this is what Grace told me, though I suspect the termination of my employment might have had something to do with Charlie’s wounded pride. When the school year resumed, I got a new job. In five years, I’d no longer remember the name of the Salloway street. I’d be living in Montreal, waiting tables, my hair dyed black. Even then, though, I’d still sometimes have dreams about the glass wall cut into the cliff, the trees below it, and those endless carpeted stairs that once bore the copy of my feet.

I let the vacuum idle loudly in the centre of the floor and opened the window to the forest. The trees formed a long tunnel down the hill, their caps growing bluer in the distance. It was impossible to know whether I was standing at the end of this tunnel or at its mouth. Maybe there was no difference. Behind me, the Walmart sleeping bag lay twisted open on the bed, an abandoned cocoon, shedding its damp, second-hand heat.


Premium Girl

BILL AND SALLY MAKE ONE QUART OF NOTHING, I recited, lying on Lucia’s bed, feet propped up against her map of Canada, which was posted over the headboard. It had been a birthday gift from her dad before he moved four rectangles east to Ontario. Underneath my toes, the vast watery green of the prairies splintered into tiny, laminated islands and ice-bound polar seas.

Lucia interrupted my chant by pressing her foot over mine. She hadn’t turned on the light yet so the room was almost completely dark. Through her bedroom window I could just see the rim of smoke from the forest fires on the mountain, expanding into the air like blood in a bathtub. Faint shrieks drifted up from the crowd at the lake.

I have hippo toes, Lucia said, initiating another round of the hating game.

Dutifully, I stared at her slim brown feet, smaller than mine, now covering lower Manitoba. The left foot curved in slightly, a misalignment that her orthotics had failed to correct. I’d never seen her without nail polish. She painted over the old polish with new colours. As a result, her fingers and toes had a metallic, weighted quality to them.

Hippos are smart, I said carefully. They can sleep underwater.

The hating game had been invented a few years ago after a group of boys on our grade nine school trip created Premium Girl: a composite of all the girls in our year that had attracted their notice during that trip. The results, tallied in the back of the bus on the way to the Vancouver Aquarium, changed how we, the girls, evaluated ourselves.

I hate my knees, I offered. This was not true, I hadn’t thought too much about my knees, but originality mattered in this game more than accuracy.

Lucia rolled over and gazed at me from under a sheath of crinkly bleached hair. The tip of her nose and triangular mouth poked through the curls. This is still how I remember her. That pointy nose and mouth blurred by hair, our long, horizontal afternoons enclosed in each other’s company, the security of that company, of our lives running parallel.

Though not completely parallel. I’d not appeared on the Premium Girl list, though Lucia had. The boys had decided that Premium Girl should have Lucia’s laugh. This left her both pleased and insulted. She wished that she’d been nominated for her legs, like Emma Bates, or her eyes, like Miranda Salloway, who’d been voted Best Eyes in the yearbook.

Lucia had a high odd laugh, disconnected from her speaking voice and everything else about her. It poured out the top of her head, as if by no power of her own.

It shows that you laugh a lot, I’d reassured her. One girl, I remember, had been selected for her ass.

At least I didn’t get personality like Janet, Lucia had consoled herself. Personality is basically another word for ugly.

I think you have nice knees, Lucia said now, staring up at them. Though they do say the back of a woman’s knees are the most unattractive part of her body.

Who says?

Lucia thought for a moment.

Scientists, she said. She got up and wandered around her room bra-less, shoulders hunching and unhunching in her mother’s pink slip. Her mother was never around so we could do pretty much what we liked. Lucia had taken to wearing her clothes around the house, but never out, because once Lucia had bumped into her mother outside a bar in one of her mother’s tank tops and she’d flipped.

She threw on a dress and put on her sandals, ready for the lake.

The back of my knees. The back of my arms. My back. My lower back. My backside. The only thing I was confident about was the back of my head. This was because I had found a way to view it, with a second mirror, and it looked invulnerable and perfect, covered in tangled, dark blonde hair.

A forest fire had never, not once in all the Augusts I could remember, managed to leap across the lake to our town—not even in a fifty-kilometre wind, which, I had read, would make such a feat possible. This could be the year, the news warned. It was the hottest on record. Two valleys over a cottage community had already been incinerated. There were photographs of gutted houses, a blackened church. The bakery, for which the community was famous, was now a heap of stones. In the event of an evacuation, the radio advised, we were to drive along the one-lane highway that led out of our valley towards the coast, all twenty thousand of us, in single file.

Lucia appeared behind me and nudged me with her knee.

It’s our last year, she said, handing me a popsicle and falling down beside me on the gazebo steps.

Our last year. She had been repeating this all summer, in a bewildered kind of way. When we graduated, we would get a place together downtown, she’d decided. She wouldn’t listen to me when I told her I wanted to leave Whale Mountain. No, she’d get us work at the laundromat where she sold ice cream part time, and we could save up to buy a car. It didn’t matter that neither of us had drivers’ licences. Sometimes I felt like Lucia couldn’t hear me, or that she’d disappear into herself during our conversations and only register words or phrases she wanted to hear. Whenever I’d mention moving to the city or if I even said the word university she’d shake her head. Not for us, she seemed to suggest. She’d planned out our next five years already. Forgetting what she said about her toes, she flung off her sandals and flexed her feet out before her, twisting them from side to side. C & L, she traced our initials in the sand.

For the fifth evening now, the town had gathered on the lake shore to cheer for the firefighters. All the young men and some of the women in town had been deployed and I had the impression they’d been training their whole lives for this, hard-hatted and unafraid, bobbing up the mountain slope in their reflective gear.

Just as I finished my popsicle one of the boat houses across the lake exploded. The roof flew ten feet into the air and landed on the water like a flaming raft. Someone screamed and the crowd broke into nervous laughter and shouts. A group at the lake shore cheered more loudly for the firefighters. They still believed that the fire wouldn’t harm them. The floating boat houses were a sacrifice, so the fire would not come.

The far shore of the lake was now encased in smoke.

I wanted to stay and watch. But I could feel Lucia’s impatience and she always decided when we would leave and where we would go.

There’s no one here, she said, leaning against me to survey the crowd.

I liked the soft weight of her head on my shoulder, its musky unwashed smell. She listed the people she’d seen at the concession stand while her scalp pumped its blood heat into my shoulder.

The fact our mothers were both single parents and immigrants did not make us friends, though it may have contributed to the conditions for our friendship. Lucia was born in Canada, and so, she liked to remind me, she was more Canadian than I was. I was half-Canadian, we’d decided, though I remembered very little about my life before coming to this town. Sometimes I’d still get a sense of our old life from my father’s letters, in which he’d include a photograph of the sea or newspaper article about a shark attack, but the feeling was fleeting. My life before Canada was more of a dream than a memory, a dream that would invade me occasionally without warning and then I’d smell the wind and the desert grasses and the incense hanging in the air after a summer funeral. I’d hear the rush of water along the sluice gates that opened in the evening, connecting all the gardens in our old village and I’d remember, with sudden recognition, the unyielding heat that everything was measured by.

Lucia had visited her mother’s country once but had no memories of the visit. She had, in general, very little curiosity about her mother’s former life. Now I recognize that as a protective measure. If I had been smart, I would have followed her example.

She planned to be a completely different person this year, she told me as she wiped her hands on my skirt. Starting in September, she was going to wear neck scarves and sunglasses. By this time next year—forest fire season—she would be completely unrecognizable.

A man passed. I thought he looked at us funnily and I wanted to point him out to Lucia but for some reason I stopped myself.

I’m going to start wearing a watch, said Lucia, her lips blue from the popsicle.

On my left wrist. She held up her wrist. And I’m going to get a boyfriend, she said.

Sometimes I worried I was a man, the way I adjudicated women’s bodies. The way I scrutinized my own pink shape in the mirror, as if inspecting a creature that had emerged from its shell too quickly, tricked by an early summer.

Lucia got up and flung herself into a cartwheel. Not quite trusting her balance, she brought her feet down before the full arch could be achieved. Still, it was more than I could do.

I applauded her and she bowed, grinning.

The sky was dark blue and close to the earth. I thought the fire was quite beautiful now, glistening in bright patches along the mountain slope across the lake. People were leaving so we followed, walking aimlessly, without looking at each other, towards Main Street.

We could go to The Reservoir, Lucia suggested. They usually let us in.

I didn’t want to, but I said yes. I could tell she wanted to and I wasn’t ready for an argument.

Ten minutes later we were seated in a booth in the dimly lit bar drinking Sprite on the rocks. Lucia surveyed the room approvingly. Though there were no other women in the place, and only a few old regulars at the bar, she didn’t say, no one’s here.

In restaurants or hotel bars, Lucia would grow weirdly formal. She’d cross her legs at the knee and get this shuttered look about her. Her face would become oddly serene.

She turned this serene and unlistening face on me now as two men approached our table with a couple of syrupy red cocktails we hadn’t ordered. They were kind of old, maybe mid-thirties. I wondered vaguely if they were firefighters. They had the confidence of firefighters, but they also had the parched, ungainly look of tech support workers whose faces have been blurred by too much digital light. At least they are blurred in my memory. One of them was tall and light-haired with a narrow, uncharismatic face. The other, who’d tasked himself with carrying the drinks, was short with bags under his eyes. Both stared at Lucia, who gazed back placidly through her heavy bangs.

Are you sisters? said the short one, and started giggling. I suppose because we didn’t look anything alike. He slid the drinks down on the table and sat down beside Lucia.

We don’t mind, either way, he added. Now they were both laughing.

I pulled my bag up from under the table but my way was blocked by the long bony legs of the second man who had sat down beside me in the booth. Still grinning, he folded his legs firmly across my exit. I looked up to see if Lucia had managed to squeeze out her side of the booth but she had not tried. Instead, she’d picked up one of the drinks and was holding it delicately out in front of her face as if to admire its colour.

The man beside me put his hand on my thigh, palm down. Encouraged now by Lucia’s interest in the cocktail, he let it rest there, lightly, without looking at me. I was surprised by its dryness. Its heaviness too. There are twenty-seven bones in the hand, I remembered. Two arteries. A lifeline. Sun line. A line for the heart.

Let’s go, I prodded Lucia.

You don’t like your drink, said the shorter man, looking at me for the first time.

He had a small cleft in the centre of his chin, like a button or a safety pin. Perhaps this was the source of his confidence.

Is it our company? asked the taller man, and stuck out his lower lip.

We saw you two sitting over there and we thought, those young ladies look like they could use some conversation, the cleft chin said.

Lucia said nothing, but poked her finger in the red syrup.

I need the bathroom, I said to Lucia.

We just went, she said.

I tried to catch her eye. Lucia. She stirred the red drink.

It is our company, the taller man said, dragging his eyes away from Lucia. We’ve upset the equilibrium, he said.

Both laughed but neither moved to get up.

You looked sad and bored, he continued, crossing his legs. We thought we’d rescue you from your misery, but now you just seem to be even more miserable. What’s the trouble? Try us, we can help.

We were about to leave, I said. It was the first time I’d questioned Lucia’s authority.

Where? she said.

Home.

Home, said Lucia, mimicking me. Your mom hasn’t noticed that you aren’t there.

Go on, said Lucia. If you have better things to do. Go on.

We don’t want you to go, the cleft chin said, smiling. Is she going to cry? Don’t cry.

I dug my nails into my leg to stop myself from tearing up.

The taller man took out his wallet and slipped a banknote across the table.

Twenty dollars so you don’t cry, he said.

You’ll need to offer her more than that, said his friend, watching me.

Lucia didn’t appear to be listening but then suddenly she looked up and said, distinctly, it’s her knees. She hates them. That’s why she wants to go.

The two men stopped laughing, surprised. Lucia took another sip of her drink, without looking at me.

I like them, the taller man assured me, confidentially, but instead of reaching for my knee his hand travelled farther up my thigh. It was under the hem of my skirt now. When I looked up I saw that he was not looking at me. He was looking at Lucia. His thumb nudged my underwear, casually, as if flicking away a piece of lint.

The fire won’t harm us, I thought. The fire won’t come.

Even after I’d spilled my drink all over the tall man’s lap, and removed myself from the room, I knew I was wrong.

I didn’t see Lucia again after the evacuation. My mother, sister and I had joined the shining line of cars headed for the coast, our station wagon packed with bed sheets, clothes, school records, and our box of photos. The roadblocks lasted days. People slept in their cars. Some turned back to join the firefighters. Others retreated into the hills, returning when the fires had moved on. I heard that Lucia and her mother had camped in the woods for several days before catching a bus to a town on the Alberta border, where Lucia’s aunt lived.

When we returned to Whale Mountain, we found a smaller apartment on the other side of town, where my sister and I shared a room until I moved out. Nina would live there for several more years though and would complain that we didn’t know how good we had it at the Cauliflower Flats. After I left Whale Mountain for Montreal, I didn’t return to visit often.

I reinvented myself in the city. I flattened my vowels and finally memorized the names of the provinces and territories. I was no longer half-Canadian.

One August, in my third year of university, I took the Greyhound back to Whale Mountain to pick up some old books and letters my mother had been safekeeping for me. Many of the businesses on Main Street had been rebuilt, others remained hollowed-out, roofless. As I wandered through the strange wrecked museum of my former life, I found myself scanning the streets and shop windows for Lucia. I thought I saw her outside the renovated ice cream parlour, slender in a wide-brimmed hat and a patterned dress sourced from her mother’s wardrobe. But when the woman turned I saw that it was not Lucia but a much older woman with heavy lines around her mouth.

The Reservoir was now a jazz club called The Corduroy. It served salads. The waterfront, which had been mostly destroyed in the fire, was still under construction, but had been improved by a large boardwalk. The houses on the hill, those owned by the wealthier members of the community, stood untouched.

A woman was waving at me from across the street. Her hair was black and buzzed short. She looked like a monk or a soldier, except for her belly, which rose out in front of her, high and tight as a drum, stretching the fabric of her dress.

My immediate response was to pretend that I hadn’t seen her. I was turning away when I heard my name. Waving with both hands now, Lucia burst into a smile and hurried across the street.

She was unmarried, she told me right away, to dismiss the question before it could be asked. The father was a firefighter and followed fires around the country. Fires and women. But that was fine with her. She told me the expected date of the birth. September. Like you, she laughed. And I remembered one birthday eating an entire McCain Deep’n Delicious on her bed, staring up at the Great Lakes, and Lucia singing Sweet Surrender at the top of her lungs. But she’d moved on from the past. She’d no use for it, she said. That, I remembered now, was her special power.

Lucia at sixteen. Bare shoulders and bright hair monopolizing The Reservoir. The red pleather of the booth behind her, like closed stage curtains.

Had I imagined the sudden ripple of fear across her face as I’d risen to leave? Her eyes shrieking at me above the calm, sullen mouth.

I’d climbed over the bony man’s legs and turned to face the three of them.

Lucia? She wouldn’t look at me.

Yes, I’d decided, I had imagined it.

Listen, Lucia was instructing me now, catching her stomach in her hands. I crouched down and pressed my ear to her belly. People watched us curiously, stepping aside to give us space, as if we were two statues, Madonna and Unknown Kneeling Woman, in the centre of the sidewalk. Her smell hadn’t changed. The full buttery scent radiated from the edges of her body into my skin. I didn’t hear anything except for the beat of her pulse and a faint gurgling.

A girl, she said, when I lifted my face. Could I believe it? She’d always thought she’d have boys. But it was a girl. A tiny perfect girl, despite everything.


Highwayman

VROLIJKHEID, SOUTH AFRICA, 1995

WILLO was the name on the mailbox. Willow without the last w. Did Charlotte and Nina mind that Judy had changed her name? Paul wanted his daughters to mind, needed them to, at least a fraction as much as he did. But it made no difference to them: they called her Mom. Why did she have to name herself after a tree, he wanted to know, a melancholic tree that was not even native to the country.

Charlotte and Nina waited for their dad to calm down before they climbed out of the car. They’d spent the weekend with him in his austere Cape Town flat, which also served as an office for his small advertising business, and now they were ready to be home. They watched him patiently, the same way they’d watched the beluga in the aquarium that they’d visited on Saturday, trying to decide: Was it real? Was it a tiny bit real? They would rather it not be because it looked so sad, its pale, almost human skin bruised by the plasticine rocks.

It’s just a name, Dad, said Charlotte finally, fiddling with her backpack straps. At eleven years old she had already learned how to reason with him while calculating the number of minutes before she could throw herself onto her bed, her own bed in her own room, and plug into her Nintendo, which she hadn’t been allowed to bring with her. The girls had already used up Paul’s phone battery playing Tetris.

Sensing their eagerness to leave, Paul released them, sliding his hand across their hair as they leapt out of the car. He didn’t get out himself. Judy preferred him to stay in the car, so as not to confuse them, she said. He was permitted to wait with the motor running until they were safely inside the security gates. Then he was to drive away. Paul watched the gates slide closed, but this time he idled a little longer. He was curious. Had the name change altered his ex-wife in some way? He hadn’t seen her in months. She avoided direct contact with him by sending messages through the kids: Please deposit tuition by Friday, or Remember to send Nina’s blue lunchbox home with her this time. But now the front door opened, and there she was, Willo, pulling the children into her arms, hugging them rather aggressively, Paul thought, Nina first and then Charlotte. She’d stopped darkening her hair, he noticed. It looked almost colourless in the light. She wore a green smock cut in that shapeless peasant style worn by all the women at the expensive Montessori school the kids now attended. She wore it well. Despite her new style, or maybe because of it, there was something girlish about her. She reminded him of the woman he first met at an anti-apartheid student rally in Johannesburg. She’d been living with twelve other activists in a communal flat. Now that the National Party had ceded power, and the country had hosted its first democratic election, he wondered if she felt lost without a regime to push against.

Judy’s gaze travelled, unfocussed, over Paul’s windscreen. Predictably her mouth hardened, and Paul took that cue to back out of the driveway.

He forced himself to stare straight ahead, past the stop sign on the corner of the street, and to keep an even keel, not to smack his foot on the gas, to stall, or let her see his face. He rolled up the window and, glancing in the rear-view mirror, caught sight of her, one hand still resting on Charlotte’s shoulder. In a few minutes he’d found the main road and was headed out of the village towards the coastal highway, which would take him back to the city.

Judy was spending the summer holidays in this small settlement two and a half hours out of Cape Town, surrounded by neighbours who called her Willo. Vrolijkheid was the Afrikaans name of the town. Happiness. She kept threatening to move the kids up here full-time.

The kids like it here, she’d said, when she and Paul were still on speaking terms.

They’ll grow out of that, Paul had assured her. But now he worried that Vrolijkheid wasn’t her end goal. Just this weekend, while building a blanket fort, Nina mentioned something that was still nagging at him. He’d brought his daughter a quilt—one his mother had gifted them when Charlotte was born—to complete the roof of the fort.

It’s a wigwam, Nina had corrected him.

That’s a new word, he said.

In Canada we are going to live in a wigwam, she said, pulling the quilt over the two chairs she’d set up for the walls.

When are you moving to Canada? he asked. Can I come?

No, said Nina. Then after some reflection, she said, I’ll ask Mom.

Charlotte, who was reading on her bed, glanced up, and she and Nina exchanged a look.

What’s this about Canada? Paul said. His chest felt tight.

Nothing, said Charlotte. Later that evening, when he prodded her some more, she’d admitted that it was just one of their mom’s ideas.

What was in Canada? It turned out Judy had an aunt in Vancouver, also a lead on a job.

A job? She’d once taught painting at an elementary school, but she hadn’t worked in years. She contested that, of course. She said that she’d laboured for him for ten years, cooked for him, ironed his suits. How much effort did it take to iron a shirt? You wouldn’t know, Paul. You’ve never ironed one.

Well, she was right, he’d never ironed a shirt until recently, but they’d hired a lady to take care of the cleaning. Judy had chosen to cook, she said she liked it, said the house was lonely when he was away on business, and cooking was satisfying, no—fulfilling. That was the word she used.

Paul shifted to first as he approached the incline of the cliff. The road was narrow and poorly maintained, but it was the fastest route, not to mention the prettiest. From this height, the sea seemed empty: a vast plain with just the flash of a ship’s light to signal human activity. Driftwood and kelp lay strewn across the tideline. The spools of seaweed reminded Paul of limbs, the tarred pharaohs of his childhood encyclopedia. He thought of his own kids embalming him, rubbing olive oil into his skin and wrapping him in silk, setting a cat to watch over his tomb. That was loyalty. But Charlotte and Nina would never give up their pet for such a task. They barely said goodbye when he dropped them off at Judy’s. And now, there was the prospect of Canada.

Buried alone. He blinked, gripping the wheel, glancing at the empty passenger seat beside him, and taking in the full realization of the fact. He remembered how Judy would slide her feet up onto the dashboard and rub her toes on the windscreen. Alone, he thought. But everyone was ultimately buried alone, even the pharaohs.

It was a long drive, but Judy was right. The kids did like it out there. When his daughters turned twelve, though, Paul was going to enrol them in an all-girls private school in the city, where they could get a decent education. That was the deal. Until then, he would have to keep signing the tuition cheques Judy forwarded him.

Michael Oak was the name of the Montessori school his daughters attended. He’d picked Charlotte and Nina up from there last month. They seemed to be fond of it, at least Charlotte was. She had her mother’s looks—clear broad face, rounded shoulders, a little too sensitive. It was probably a good place for her, for the time being. Classrooms tissue-papered with stars and lit with beeswax candles. The children sewed eyes onto finger puppets and sang songs about Sister Rain and Brother Wind and believed, for a window of a few years, that the earth was a generous and fair place. The Michael Oak teachers dressed like Beatrix Potter. They floated over the school grounds in flowing skirts and multicoloured shawls. Sharp edges, nail polish, and black clothing were forbidden on school property, and so the teachers were the embodiment of all things soft, rounded, and earth-toned. They beamed when he shook their hands. Charlotte and Nina’s father! They talk about you constantly. He’d like to probe their skirts to see what was under there. Layers of pink tissue paper, he imagined. For genitals they’d each have an origami handicraft—a lotus star, or what did they call it? A God’s Eye, made from sticks and dyed wool. Remembering Judy’s tunic, Paul decided that there was also something oddly ageless about these women, even the ones with whitening hair and crow’s feet. There was something sexless or virginal about them too, although most of them had husbands and had obviously participated in the carnal act, as the school grounds were filled with miniature versions of them. He imagined climbing under these women’s dresses, burrowing through the tissue paper and cut-out hearts, their chastity belts made of honeycombs.

He turned to the window heavily. Blood had collected in the back of his neck, and his arms felt stiff. Paul stretched his legs, letting his left foot ease onto the clutch. He tried to revive the Beatrix Potter fantasy, but it didn’t work. He was tired.

Michael Oak was good for the girls. It warmed him to see his daughters so enamoured with their drip-dry paintings and stories about goblins and nimble foxes. Nimble, that was the word they always used to describe clever animals. Charlotte was such an anxious child. A few weeks ago, he’d taken Charlotte and Nina for tea in the National Gardens. There’d been a Dalmatian there, apparently ownerless, gnawing at the patchy fur under her hind leg and making low snorting sounds in her throat. Charlotte was captivated. Bits of black and white fur lay scattered on the grass beside the animal. Nina pelted acorns at the Dalmatian, but Charlotte just gazed at it, her mouth slightly open and a bubble forming on her lip.

In the summer, her freckles darkened and clotted together, standing out on her cheeks. He hoped that would lessen with age. He felt sorry for homely children—not that Charlotte was homely—but it was worse for girls than boys. Charlotte had Paul’s eyes: short eyelashes, a little too round. Not mournful exactly—nothing yet to mourn—but it was strange to recognize one of his fundamental features in his child and to know that she and he viewed the world through the same ocular muscles. It made him feel more protective and, at the same time, more critical of her. He had to hold back when watching her sometimes, her lack of confidence, her slightly in-turned feet, the way she’d pick at her fingers. Charlotte chewed them till they bled. Judy tried painting her nails with aloe vera juice, but that didn’t seem to work, as she got used to the bitter taste. Last time Charlotte visited his flat, he taped her fingers to the table with masking tape. He couldn’t stand to see her picking at herself like that.

The masking tape incident had shaken Charlotte. He hadn’t meant to scare her, just to give her some perspective. Now she was careful not to bite her nails around him. Sometimes he saw her lift her hand to her mouth and then fling her hand back into her lap. Bad habit. What she needed was to play a sport, netball or tennis, something to get her mind off her nervousness, get her onto a team, meeting other kids. Exercise would be good for her. She wasn’t losing her baby fat. No one liked chubby girls. It’s harder to lose the weight when they grow older. Paul tried to explain this to Charlotte. She’d gazed at him and nodded when he asked her if she understood.

The next week he got a letter, three pages long, signed Willo. Did he want their oldest daughter to develop an eating disorder? Charlotte was perfectly healthy for her age. Did he want to implant his insecurities in her?

Paul passed a man by the side of the road, a hitchhiker who didn’t even bother raising his thumb. The wind had risen, and sand was flying off the dunes into the road. The west beaches were empty at this time of year. The water’s surface, darkening occasionally with clouds, reminded Paul of a whale-watching trip he’d taken with Judy. It was years ago now, before the women’s groups and the separate bedrooms, when Judy was still attempting a fine arts degree and Charlotte was only a cluster of cells in her womb, her existence still unannounced. But Judy must have known, now that Paul thought of it. On some level, she’d known.

He remembered that she’d had longer hair at the time and complained about how the sea salt dried out the ends. She sucked on her hair as they drove. Most of the cottages at the resort had been empty—Christmas season had not yet begun. The water was still cold and the wind unpredictable, but it was a break from the city. They needed it, they both had agreed. They’d arrived at the resort late Friday night and been shown to their cottage by an old Afrikaner woman who predicted thunder for Saturday afternoon. The next morning they woke to the cicadas. They decided to take a walk along the shore in the direction of the whale colonies. The light rain that had started earlier that morning had stopped. It had been overcast and breezy when they set out for their walk, but Judy refused to bring a cardigan. She was wearing a round straw hat and a light summer dress without a bra. For some reason, it made him nervous, her looking like a teenager in her oversized hat and with her small pointed breasts. Before they left the cottage, he stood in the doorway and suggested that she wear something warmer. She refused, of course, and had given him one of her slippery smiles. She was testing him.

As they walked, he scanned the beach. To his relief, it was deserted. There were signs all along the shore warning visitors to swim at their own risk, so he’d been taken off guard when Judy, in one swift movement, pulled her dress over her head and charged towards the water.

What are you doing? he cried.

She was already in, her back disappearing sideways into the waves. Her dress lay in a rumpled mound next to his feet. The hat had drifted over the sand and was now wet and rimmed with foam. Paul bolted towards the water. Images of riptides, undertows, and shallow rocks rushed through his mind. He called out to Judy. His voice sounded frantic and garbled.

Judy! Lowering his voice in an effort to calm down, he called again. Nothing. He scanned the surface. The water, blue from a distance, had turned into an opaque green. He took a step into the water and felt an immediate drop as he sank to his waist. A wave broke, smacking his belly and soaking his shirt. Another struck him in the face.

Judy!

He felt under the water with his hands, too terrified to dive. With his feet, he nudged the drop-off and outlined where the sandbank gave way to an icy current. Something hard touched his foot and then skidded down to his right. The current was strong. He felt it sucking the sand from under his feet. Elevator sand, he’d called this sensation as a child, the way it felt like you were speeding forward when you were actually standing in the same place. He took a step back, dizzy.

She appeared, about twenty metres down, her body rising out of the water like a hammerhead shark. The current had swept her down the beach. She limped out of the waves, hair plastered to her face and shoulders.

She drew her arms up around her breasts, flattening her elbows against her ribs. As he drew closer, he saw that her whole body was shaking. He called to her, and this time she seemed to hear him.

Her arms were studded with goose bumps. He tried to lift her, but she seemed to be fastened to the sand. Finally she began to relax in his arms, her head sinking onto his shoulder. She pressed her cheek against his ear and clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering.

Your hair is dry, she observed.

I looked for you, he said. I was standing out there looking for you.

She pulled away, and he felt the air rush into the space between them.

If you were looking for me, why is your hair dry?

He tried to take her in his arms, but she was already walking back towards her dress.

It was the sound that woke Paul, like the boom of a foghorn, now unbearably loud. Up ahead, a van raced towards him. The driver hit the horn again. With horror, Paul realized that he’d shifted to the wrong side of the road, and the van was trying to compensate by switching lanes. On this section of the route, the road was so narrow that there was barely enough room for two vehicles. There were supposed to be shoulders, patches of gravel where drivers could pull aside to let each other pass. The van’s windows were tinted, but Paul saw at least a dozen faces hovering behind the driver’s seat. A child slid into view between the two front seats: a small boy, gripping the driver’s neck. A woman reached out and pulled him back. Paul heard the concrete barricade scraping against the side of his car. Below his window, a sudden break of blue.

He tried to turn back into the correct lane, but the van was blocking him. They were headed for a collision. The other driver knew it too. Someone would have to give way, but that would mean steering towards the cliff edge.

Paul knew his heart would stop mid-drop—he’d heard that that was how it happened, dead from the shock before you hit. He imagined the people in the tinted minivan, nannies and maids returning home after living in other people’s houses all month, twenty-five warm bodies, twenty-five hearts that would stop mid-beat above the water. He lunged into the cliff-side barricade a second time, giving them the road.

The van flew past him. For a second, he thought he heard the driver’s voice. But then, instead of breaking through the barrier and shooting off the cliff, the Honda skidded sideways, into a patch of gravel on the other side of the road. A blur of silver and blue rock streaked past his window. Ahead of him, on a rock ledge, he saw a clump of snowdrops. A tiny green dot marking the tip of each petal.

The seatbelt dug into his chest, cutting off his circulation. His hands lay numb in his lap. He had the impression they did not belong to him. Managing to lift his head, he saw that half the windscreen was missing. Several rocks had fallen through the glass onto the passenger seat. Smoke drifted up from the car’s bonnet. It occurred to Paul that any minute now, the punctured petrol tank would leak onto the burning wires. A slow flame would begin at the engine and work its way along the upholstery.

The task of lifting his hands from his lap seemed immense. At last he managed to grip the door handle, but the door was stuck. The passenger door too. The windows were jammed, but Paul was able to force down the pane with his elbows. He hoisted himself out of the window and collapsed onto the grass. He lay there for a while, forgetting where he was, before a pain in his neck brought him back. He pushed himself onto his elbows and crawled away from the vehicle. He managed to limp across the road. There, with his back to the sea, he waited for the car to explode.

After a minute or two, Paul sank to the ground, strangely disappointed. The faint rust from his trip to the Kalahari still lined the bonnet. Had he imagined the smoke? Crickets hissed in the rocks. The sun beat down on his head. He realized that his clothes were wet, soaked through with his own sweat. Despite the sun, he found that he was shivering. He could taste his own stomach acid in his throat.

After ten minutes, he approached the wreck and managed to unjam the back door. He picked up his cellphone, which he realized was dead. The girls had run through the battery playing games, and now it was useless. He found a pullover and a packet of potato chips in the backseat. He blew glass off the packet and opened it, eating quickly, relishing the sting of the vinegar. He finally found the nerve to try the ignition, but the car wouldn’t start.

It was growing dark. An SUV sped past. A woman in her forties or early fifties. He met her stare, watched her surprise and concern quickly harden into distrust. He didn’t blame her. Drivers were warned of the highwaymen’s traps. Fake accidents. You heard stories of good Samaritans stopping to help and their cars being dismantled and gutted, sold part by part, their owners’ bodies found weeks later.

The ships had disappeared from view, but Paul could still see a deck light blinking on the horizon. Every four seconds, one dim, one bright, then the sea was bare. It was as if the great evacuation had finally come. The city had been cleared, the villages emptied. While he’d been keeping vigil by the roadside, people had been pouring onto ships and planes. Those liners were the last vessels to leave the port, taking the remaining civilians with them. He thought of Charlotte and Nina waving from the deck of a giant tanker, Judy behind them. Bye, Dad! He would be left to follow the shoreline towards Cape Town, walking for days in footsteps that were not his own, and when he finally reached the city, the power would be cut, the buildings looted, the mountain slumped in ash.

What had Judy said, when they’d finally decided to call it quits? Separation is sometimes a loving solution.

By now he was jogging along the road. But he was thirsty and tired and soon slowed to a walk. He estimated the time was about nine o’clock. When the sun went down, he would actually be lost. No one picked up hitchhikers on an unlit highway. He would freeze. He would walk off a cliff.

That day on the beach had been a test, as everything had been with Judy. She wanted him to prove his commitment—to her, to their country. He’d never been enough, it came down to that; he was afraid of getting wet. Today was a test as well.

He’d been walking for an hour when a set of lights curved along the hill. As the vehicle rounded the corner, he sprang to life. He imagined what he must look like to the driver: a mangy lunatic, hurling himself into oncoming traffic. The van slowed and the driver rolled down a window.

Is that your Honda back there? the man asked, with no sign of unlocking the door.

Yes, said Paul, leaning against the door, trying to steady his breath.

That was you, then, said the driver. You got off okay?

Paul nodded, although his chest was still raw from the seatbelt.

I was lucky, he said.

The van was now empty except for a small boy sleeping on the backseat. The driver’s son. The man unlocked the door and waited for Paul to climb in before easing his foot off the brakes.

You fell asleep, is that it? The man frowned at him. Or were you drunk?

Not drunk, said Paul. He wasn’t sure if the man believed him.

Look, I can drop you at the Cape Flats, he told Paul. That’s as far as I’m going. You’ll have to find your way from there.

The driver’s Christian name was Daniel. Paul didn’t catch his Xhosa name. He had four children, one already in high school. Daniel drove this route twice a week, stopping at the settlements along the coast and the farming communities farther inland. Yes, he knew Vrolijkheid. It was on his route.

South Africa is catching up to the rest of the world, he told Paul. Soon they’ll have bullet trains, like in Europe.

What will you do then, if they no longer need taxi-buses? asked Paul. Won’t you be out of a job? Daniel smiled as if the question were so simple, it didn’t merit an answer. His kids would take care of him, he said.

After a while, Daniel turned on the radio. The news, in three languages, warned of flash floods in the western regions of the country. A body had been found in a shark net at Fish Hoek Beach. In Britain, a new royal had been born. But Paul found that he couldn’t focus on the news. He couldn’t dispel the vision of the looted city, the deserted harbour, the smoke. This was the city that awaited him. As they approached the bay, he found himself growing apprehensive.

A heavy mist had formed around the base of Table Mountain, but he could just make out the houses of parliament, the steep streets leading to the university and to his own tree-lined neighbourhood. But even now, the lights seemed to be deceptive. There were too few of them, and they seemed dimmed, as if projected on the city from a great distance.

Paul felt a damp hand on his shoulder. The kid in the back had woken up and was pressing himself between the front seats to get a better view.

What do you see? asked Paul. He wanted assurance. He wanted to be disproven. Out there, he said, what do you see?

The boy stared at the windscreen. The sky was very dark. The boy sensed that there was something wrong with him. Paul could see that. Something wrong with his voice. The child had heard it before, and it frightened him. It was the voice beggars, near-dead men, used to petition his father. He wouldn’t look at Paul. He wouldn’t take his eyes off the windscreen.

Below the highway lay the harbour, the water oddly motionless. They drove on in silence, the radio bringing them stories of wildfires and electrical storms, lost airplanes and distant battlefields where peace had once again been restored.


House on Carbonate

MY FIRST KISS lived in a house on Carbonate Street with stucco walls and a low iron fence. The place has since burned down, but whenever I walk past the spot where it stood I think of him. I wouldn’t recognize him now, of course, but I remember his name. You should always remember the name of the first and last person you’ve kissed, my mother said.

Actually, my mom never said that. She didn’t talk to me about boys or sex or even love, but I heard that somewhere, the first and last. All the rest you can forget.

My summers of unmonitored sugar intake, of cracked tennis courts and bubblegum slushies, were spent roaming the streets of Whale Mountain with my only friends Kayla and Lucia. Sometimes I’d let my younger sister Nina tag along. No one wanted us. We were the wrong age for everything. We couldn’t legally work. Or drive. Attaining a tan was our sole ambition in June and maintaining it our only responsibility until September, when we’d go back to school. We were consigned to the streets where we drifted, bored and leaderless, in search of what we called fun. Everything was determined by that word. Guys, this is so fun. This is so not fun.

The pursuit of fun was instinctual, like the migration of monarch butterflies, from Canada to a forest in Mexico. An endangered phenomenon, David Attenborough called them. How did the monarchs know where to go? How did they know when they had arrived?

On warm evenings, we’d break into the public swimming pool in Gyro Park. If you go to Gyro right now, you’ll find a bunch of kids splashing around in their underwear and T-shirts, and they would be us, suspended in time, the same teenage rumps climbing the fence and receding into the trees whenever the park keeper Mr. Andrews’s flashlight appeared.

One night we got caught. This time there’d been another group at the pool, a couple of boys, so we’d made more noise than usual. I had only recognized one of them, from my social studies class. The other two were around our age, but I’d never seen them before. One was tall and wearing an oversized black T-shirt, which, now soaked, clung to his frame. Maybe they went to school in The Valley.

A car pulled into the parking lot and that made us bolt out of the water. We’d just managed to hop the fence and get dressed when Mr. Andrews showed up and herded us all into the gazebo to lecture us on criminal records. Lucia looked as if she was going to pee herself.

You can’t be a criminal until you’re eighteen, someone beside me whispered. The tall boy. I gazed at his solemn angular face.

Really?

Really, he said and put his arm around me. His eyes were deep brown, almost black in the dim gazebo light. When he smiled he was as beautiful as a woman.

It’s the law, he said.

Mr. Andrews released us with a warning. He reminded us that he knew our parents. We’d be fined thirty dollars each if he found us here again.

He doesn’t know my parents, said the boy, his arm still draped over my shoulders. He introduced himself. Kent. Kayla said she’d heard of him. His cousin Wylie Bullen was in our chemistry class.

I don’t go to school, said Kent. We gazed at him admiringly. We’d never met anyone our age who didn’t go to school.

What do you do instead? I asked.

I walk around, he said. Help out my aunt. Sometimes I read or draw by the lake. Mainly I walk.

Kent and his friends Jake and Roy joined us and we continued south together, like the monarchs, finding security in numbers. We stopped at the 7-Eleven to buy Fuzzy Peaches and Twizzlers, which allowed me to get a better look at Kent. He was tall and thin in the effortless way of adolescent boys and supermodels. Though—Lucia often reminded me—supermodels live on diets of Coke Zero and iceberg lettuce to maintain their birdbath collarbones; teenage boys do not. His thick hair slid over his eyes making my aorta cancel all blood circulation to my head.

He suggested we stop by his place to pick up some tobacco. I’d noticed the house on Carbonate before because of all the plastic angels that dangled from trees in the yard and the crucifix that lit up at odd times of the day and night. It was his Aunt Bonny’s place, he said. I could come in, if I wanted to. The others remained in the garden, kicking an old basketball across the lawn.

The kitchen smelled of cooking oil, and seated at the table were four young kids. The girls already had pierced ears. They looked up at us with a collective face, as if observing their own future, when they’d be allowed to roam around after dark, through parks and fenced-off swimming pools. Kent murmured something to them and disappeared into another room in search of his aunt’s tobacco.

One of the girls passed me a jug of pink juice and a tall plastic cup.

Aunt Bonny, when she appeared at the kitchen door, was younger than I’d expected. Tall, like Kent, with striking eyebrows and long hair that seemed to be several colours at once in the kitchen light.

She wanted to know where I was from, and when I told her, she nodded. A long way from home, she observed.

Canada is home now, I said, though I knew that wasn’t quite true. I still regularly dreamed of our old village in South Africa and the friends I’d had before we emigrated.

Kent was born far away too, she said. In Montreal. Did he tell you?

No, because it’s not important, said Kent, who’d materialized in the doorframe behind her with her tobacco pouch.

Roll me one before you go, Aunt Bonny patted her nephew’s arm. He handed her the cigarette he’d already rolled.

Aunt Bonny told me that she’d gone out to Montreal on a train to collect him when his mother, who had moved out there for a job, could no longer care for him. He was just two years old then. So chubby, she smiled at me. Not like now. Round, round little face.

I hate that city, though, she added, exhaling smoke. I’ll never go back.

Kent was eager to join the others outside, but I wanted to hear Aunt Bonny’s story.

They were travelling alone, just the two of them, she explained. They had a massive amount of luggage, which she’d been hauling onto the train, while Kent waited on the platform. But just as she reached out to hoist him into the train, the doors slammed shut, separating her from the toddler.

The children at the table had grown quiet and were listening now too, even though they’d heard the story before.

I pulled at the doors, said Aunt Bonny. I was screaming but no one had seen what had happened. No one understood. The train started moving. His face, I’ll never forget it, like a baby ghost left alone on the platform as the train pulled away.

I didn’t understand what they were saying on the announcements—I still don’t know a word of French, she said. I was screaming, hammering the doors, but everyone just stared at me. Like I was a crazy woman.

What did you do? I asked her. She took another long pull on the cigarette.

There was one lady, a French-Canadian woman, who’d seen the whole thing, said Aunt Bonny. This woman had managed to instruct Bonny how to get off at the next stop, which was, thankfully, still within the city limits, and back to the main station—how she did this Aunt Bonny can’t remember, because the woman spoke no English.

He was still there, said Aunt Bonny, looking up at Kent and taking his hand.

All alone, angry, crying. You still haven’t forgiven me, have you? For the time I almost lost you.

I wonder what would have happened if you’d just kept going, Kent said suddenly.

What do you mean? Aunt Bonny laughed.

Going and going, said Kent, but he didn’t take his hand away. Aunt Bonny turned to me. Do you believe in guardian angels? she asked.

We left the house on Carbonate with Aunt Bonny’s tobacco pouch. Not knowing what else to do, we headed back towards the park. It called to us, like the dark forests of Michoacán.

I don’t know if we should, said Nina.

You’re no fun, Kayla hissed. Since No Fun was the worst possible thing to be, Nina followed.

We stopped at the lookout. Beneath us lay silver rooftops, the glimmer of boats and lighted windows on the west shore of Kootenay Lake. There’d once been gold in the lake. Kayla said that basically all the buildings downtown had once been brothels, including her dad’s office. We were the descendants of gold miners and hookers.

Not me, said Kent. He looked up from the cigarette he was lighting. His grandfather was a member of the Sinixt Nation, he said, but they didn’t exist anymore. Not according to the government of Canada.

They declared us extinct in 1956, the year my mother was born, he said. When I asked him about his mother, he explained that she no longer lived in Canada. She’d married an American and now lived in Arizona.

She comes up sometimes, he said, blowing out a stream of smoke. Five years ago, she was here.

He threw a rock off the lookout and I held my breath until it hit the pavement below. The other boys joined him, flinging rocks off the dark drop. There seemed to be no pause between the release and the smash. Someone passed me a cigarette and I felt the smoke encase my brain. Life was rushing at me at a great speed. I could feel Kent beside me, the buzzing heat of his body through his denim shirt. You exist, I said or tried to say, but by then he was kissing me. I’d been kissed before but not on the mouth. His tongue wasn’t squirmy like I expected. The hair on his upper lip bore traces of peach sugar.

One of the falling rocks hit a parked car and set off an alarm. We bolted into the trees but once we made it to the road we knew we were safe. We kept behind the others, stopping every few steps to repeat the kiss that with every repetition became more urgent.

We spent the night in Kayla’s basement. Except for Nina. I told her to go home and check on our mother.

Kayla’s parents were away and had left her all kinds of microwaveable snacks, which we ate without bothering to heat up. Her older brother, Hugh, was upstairs but he didn’t bother us. By this time everyone had paired up, even Kayla, who’d been complaining that she was always left with the stubby ones. Scarcity and the discovery of a beer crate lifted her spirits and lowered her standards.

That night we became scholars of the kiss, allowing it to harden and hurt, to linger, fatten, starve, to take over our hands. In the corner of the room the TV flickered. No one was pretending to watch it anymore.

I told Kent about the strange rich people I worked for, about my dad who I never saw anymore and my mom who had grown so unhappy with her life that she had changed her name.

Did that help? he asked.

No, though at least she likes her new name.

I don’t miss my mom, he said. I mean, I’m not sure if that’s the right word.

Around 3:00 a.m., we wandered up the basement stairs into Kayla’s house, which was covered in white rugs and framed family portraits and diplomas. There was Hugh’s high school diploma beside his dad’s law degree. Kayla had told me that Hugh’s decision to go to art school had almost caused a family rift, but they still seemed intact, judging from the recent vacation photos. We opened the drawers to her father’s desk. There was nothing there but papers and an empty pipe.

In the kitchen, Kent found a jar of health-food peanut butter, which was saltless and weird-tasting, but which we brought back to the basement and ate with soup spoons, folded against each other on the couch.

That night, I saw Kent clearly, on a train platform, in a strange city, maybe Montreal—though at that point I’d never been and imagined all cities looked the same. Except this time, he wasn’t a baby. He was tall, taller even than he was now, standing very still amidst the trains, his face expressionless behind the dark hair. He wore a black Adidas tracksuit, not warm enough for the season.

Do you believe in guardian angels? Aunt Bonny had meant the French-Canadian woman who had watched her luggage while she’d returned for Kent. But to me the angel took on Kent’s shape. I imagined him guiding the train that carried his aunt and his younger self back west to Whale Mountain, his powerful weightless body extending across the continent.

The next morning people started drifting off. Upstairs, Kayla had gone all the way with one of The Valley boys. That’s what she told me the next day, though I wasn’t sure if I believed her.

I’ll see you at school, I told Kent, not remembering that he didn’t go to school.

I saw him a few weeks later, passing Gyro, eyes absorbed by his cap. He was with a few other guys I didn’t recognize. Maybe that’s why he didn’t say anything to me. We frowned across the street at each other. He didn’t stop. Neither did I, though I did slow down. When he didn’t, I picked up my pace. But I continued to walk by his place on my way to school, that little house so full of people, though I never saw anyone in the yard. I wondered if I had gone too far, or not far enough. What was the right amount?

I didn’t see his aunt again either. I was tempted to knock on her door and ask her if Kent still lived there. But something held me back. Fear of rejection? Humiliation? I wanted to be sought out. I wanted to be the one he’d come back for. I didn’t understand then that everyone feels this way and that he might have had more to risk than I did. I hadn’t yet learned to seek out what I admired.

After the town fire, the place on Carbonate was fenced off. Miraculously, the yard decorations survived. The angels still hung from the trees, their rosy cheeks and noses still intact. Builders came and levelled the house, pulled down the decorations, and the next summer a new, almost identical house went up in its spot, but the family did not return.

They probably didn’t have insurance, Kayla explained.

Where did they go?

To wherever people without insurance go, she said.

Kayla knew about these things because her dad was a lawyer. I didn’t usually question her, but I’d heard something in Social Studies about the Land Act, and I remembered it now, narrated in David Attenborough’s smooth British accent, as all the most important things in my life were at that time. It was about how land treaties were never finalized in BC. How Kootenay Valley and the Arrow Lakes still belonged to the people who had lived there long before the gold rush and the fur rush. So didn’t it seem wrong that the family on Carbonate Street couldn’t return to their house when the land underneath its foundations was rightfully theirs? When I asked Kayla about this she said: that was long ago, before the rules of property applied.

At first, the developers had a hard time finding tenants for the new house. People didn’t trust land that would allow a home to burst into flames like that, so effortlessly, as if just awaiting an invitation. Eventually a young couple from Vancouver bought the house. They cleared the front yard, raking up the decades of cigarette butts, and they turned the back yard into a vegetable garden.

On warm days, you can spot their daughter out in the grass, playing between the lettuce and squash, oblivious to history and circumstance, to anything that came before her.


The Peninsula of Happiness

THE YEAR MY MOTHER LOST HER JOB she took me to Mexico on vacation. This would be the last trip we would take together, even the last time we would spend an extended period of time together, although neither of us knew it yet. We’d been having a hard time, the two of us, and I suspected that this was the reason for the trip, and the reason why my sister hadn’t joined. She’d stayed behind in Whale Mountain with a friend’s family. I am not your mother, my mother said as we boarded the plane. From now on, or at least for the next two weeks, I’m your friend.

Having grown up landlocked in western Canada, and before that, in a South African desert surrounded by mountains, the Pacific was foreign to me. It was the largest ocean, my mother explained, covering forty-six percent of the planet, although you wouldn’t guess it by looking out of our hotel window. From here the ocean was a decisive slit of blue that disappeared as soon as the sun went down. Like a painted eyelid, I thought, shutting out the world, leaving us in blackness. Every morning I climbed to the roof of the hotel. From up there the ocean seemed to surround me, eroding the sandbar on which the town had been built. Later I would find out that the town was named after the sandbar, Barra de Felicidad: The Peninsula of Happiness.

One of the great regrets of my mother’s life was that she no longer lived near the ocean. While on our trip, she spent her mornings lying on the beach, stretched out in a lime-green bikini. In the evenings she conversed with strangers in the nearby bars, her bikini straps poking out under her shirt. I occasionally joined her at the bar and ordered sweet fizzy Mexican sodas, which stained my tongue and the corners of my mouth. Sometimes I would read, waiting for her to grow tired of talking and ask me if I would like to try the flan at the night market, or simply if I wanted to go home. By home she meant the hotel, where we would sit on the floor in her room and eat peaches and white bread or whatever her diminishing savings could provide. In the morning we went up to the roof of the hotel, always a little too late for the sunrise.

One evening my mother fell into conversation with a man from Colorado, a professional horse trainer. His dark shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a man bun, revealing what I later found out are known as widow’s peaks. His wife had left him earlier that year. It seemed like everyone on The Peninsula of Happiness was looking for something or someone. He offered my mother something in the hollow of his palm. She shook her head, smiling. I have my daughter with me, she said and nodded to where I sat reading, or pretending to read, at the far end of the bar. He looked over at me and I could feel the pressure of his gaze, the soft heat of it, which I suppose my mother felt as well. Except I knew she welcomed it, the rare warmth of a man’s attention. He turned back to her and I heard her voice, happy, higher than usual, as they continued their discussion of horses. He told her how you could tell a horse’s temperament by the colour of its coat. Appaloosas, I heard him say, do not recognize their own shadows.

On New Year’s Eve I accompanied my mother to a salsa club. People are wretched on the last night of the year, she warned me. They’re still hoping for a miracle. I noticed that she had painted her nails.

Men circled us, oily-haired, their skin greenish under the lights. Some of them wore cowboy hats, or garlands of beads and flowers in accordance with the island party theme, even though we weren’t on an island, but rather a peninsula. I pointed this detail out to my mother, but she wasn’t listening. She pressed her bright nails against the bar and surveyed the dance floor. There were other women there too, mostly middle-aged, with perfumed hair and silver heels and large plastic pearls in their ears.

I didn’t know the basic salsa step or how to move my hips in a convincing bachata, so I watched from a barstool with an Agatha Christie novel on my lap. I watched as my mother and a much younger man moved onto the dance floor. They were holding each other closely, barely following the steps, her brilliant fingernails resting on his back. Her head was pressed against his. Her silvery brown hair, that she complained was always too dry, fell over both their profiles. It took me some time to realize that they were kissing.

I left the bar before midnight. When I returned to the hotel I found the courtyard unlit. I closed the gate behind me and locked it. There was no one at the reception. I could make out the door at the end of the corridor and the staircase that led to my room. I was about to head towards the stairs when I realized that I was not alone in the courtyard. Someone was standing quite close to me. As my eyes adjusted I made out the figure of a man, my height, or perhaps shorter.

I have returned to this night, trying to piece it together, his shuffling approach, his uncut beard, his eyes and mouth, identical pink cracks in the dark. I didn’t immediately recognize him as the man we had met earlier that week, the one with the widow’s peaks. As he drew nearer I saw that he was around my mother’s age, broad-chested, with a wide tanned forehead. Perhaps his broadness made him seem short.

Where have you been, he said. When I didn’t answer he ran a hand along my wrist. Don’t you see what you’re doing to me? I could feel his body’s fierce heat. I stepped back but he tightened his grip on my arm, his other hand running down on my back. Where have you been all night? he demanded. There were no spaces between his words. I tried to pull away but I was frozen in place. His body was a riptide, urgent, invincible, kilometres wide.

Behind the walls guests were sleeping, or smoking, leaning back in pools of blue smoke, awake but not listening. In the street, dogs complained of moon sickness. A glass shattered on the floor and someone stumbled towards the sink or towards the bed.

Beside the reception was a small curtained-off room. In it, two night watchmen played a game with coins. The purpose was to keep the coins spinning. One man kept the time, the other spun. The game was interrupted by a girl’s voice, barely audible, from the courtyard. There was a long moment during which the watchmen stood in the doorway observing the couple, deciding whether or not to interfere. There was something about the composition that stirred them to recognition. The American cowboy, the girl in the ripped dress. Padding forward in white trousers, politely, discreetly, they motioned to the man. Sir? Can we help you, sir?

My room, when I finally reached it, seemed smaller. I closed the door behind me. I felt as if I were observing the tiny bed, the nightstand, my open suitcase, from a great distance away. Even my clothes, spilling out over the floor, seemed to belong to someone else. I fell on the bed and lay there in my sweat-soaked dress. By this time there was a faint light in the sky. The earth was tipping towards the New Year. This would be the year I would turn eighteen. I would leave home, hitchhike out east, and end up in Montreal. For one summer I’d sleep wherever I could, wherever I’d be left in peace. In the mouth of a concrete whale in an empty playground, in the front yard of an abandoned house, in a blue and yellow tent intended for children, but then, I was almost a child, just on the outskirts of childhood, so I bent my knees to fit. Eventually, I would live in a basement apartment with a man I hardly knew. I would believe that I loved him, and that love was simply a unit of measurement, a way to determine the shape of a foot or a mouth, the weight of a body in the dark.

I stayed up in my hotel room, listening for my mother to come in. The sky was brightening outside. Where was she? Eventually I fell asleep and a few hours later woke to a small earthquake shaking the building. I went to her room expecting to find it empty, but she was there. She was sleeping. There was no one in the bed beside her. When I climbed onto the mattress, she stirred, said something to me, and then fell back asleep. The air was already warm. I felt the hotel shifting again, almost imperceptibly, then once violently.

I remember a red sky, cloudless, taking up my entire field of vision. I recalled the last year as a series of missteps. Each was a tiny movement in the wrong direction, each leading me here, to this place, to the dark lobby and to the tidal wave which was about to break over my mother’s bed, over our two sleep-heavy bodies.

My mother’s eyelids twitched as if she was rehearsing for being awake. She had not removed her makeup and the mascara had stained the indented webs around her eyelids. She shifted towards me and I thought she might speak but her eyes remained closed. She slept with the curtains open and the light that poured through the window was almost unbearable. It cast a bright rectangle on the floor, which inched towards us. When it made it to the bed, I got up and quickly left the room. Below in the marketplace the fruit stalls were covered in a blue tarpaulin. Dogs coiled like question marks down the centre of the street. The only evidence of the earthquake was an overturned bicycle, its wheel high in the air. I climbed to the hotel roof as I did every morning, above the city, above the night that repeats and repeats. From up here the sea looked incredibly flat, as if it no longer contained currents or tides or anything that could betray its movement.


A Girl in Nova Scotia

I SPENT ONE WINTER in a cold Montreal apartment with a view of a church. I had been alone for so long that I thought it was a special power: being unknown, living in a single unit on a one-way street running west. On New Year’s Eve I brought a semi-famous musician to my room. His band was playing the bar I worked at and my co-worker Noel first pointed him out to me.

Doesn’t he look like Neil Young? said Noel. From After the Gold Rush. Before the cocaine.

It’s the hair, I said. I like his hair.

If you don’t go talk to him, I will, said Noel.

I’m afraid to tell you how old I am, the musician said as he sat down on my bed, which wasn’t really a bed but a mattress on the floor. Could it wait till morning? He didn’t complain about the temperature but knelt before me and let me touch his nostrils and eyelids. His hair was like grass on an ocean-facing cliff. I gripped it, held up his face to the lamp. He’d been travelling for days. There were deep lines along his throat. As he slept I counted his rings, one for every decade he’d been alive.

At noon he rose and filled the doorway that separated the kitchen from the bedroom. We drank cups of black tea, feet up on the kitchen table. His clothes smelled like bus stations, like vending machine meals. He was very thin, but when I offered him food he refused it. There was not much in my place anyway. Eggs, saltines, packaged soup. I always seemed to have some kind of unopened packaged soup on the shelf. It was more of a symbol for food than food itself. We drank more tea with several spoons of sugar.

He told me that he had a daughter, born on Halloween.

He had not met her yet. In fact, he did not know her name.

Later, he played me a song, something he usually played with his band. He’d written it years ago when he was thirty-four. There was a line in the song about being thirty-four. I liked the melody but I didn’t like his voice. It sounded wounded and a little bit out of tune. I asked him if he wanted to hear a song I’d written. He smoked while I played, not really listening, staring at the fridge, at my photographs, the miniature worlds in which I belonged, in which he did not.

I don’t remember which song I played for him. At that time I was writing a lot of songs, sometimes a new one every day. I played them in cafés and bars around the city, but I was never very ambitious with my music. Perhaps I already knew that it would be something I would only do for a brief period in my life, even though, at that time, I didn’t have a clear sense of what a lifetime was. Twenty-four was only a premonition. Thirty-four didn’t exist.

I ended the song on an unexpected E major chord and let it fill the space between us. Its bright open sound seemed vulgar and out of place in my small, sunless kitchen. He sat still for a while and finished his cigarette.

I can’t date a student, he said finally.

He was frightened of so many things. Of January. Of his wife. His nameless daughter whom he hadn’t met yet. Of the dogs that his wife had allegedly turned against him when he’d last tried to visit her. Telepathically, he said. She was telepathic.

Searching his pockets for a pen, he wrote down something and gave it to me. A list of the things he would do to me if I let him. But not in my bedroom. The bedroom was too intimate a space. In another room, the kitchen or even the hall, or the long narrow alcove beside the kitchen where I kept my books. His jacket was open in the front. A yellow dish glove hung over the edge of the sink. I remember being distinctly aware of it, of the bright yellow shell of a hand. I continued to strum major chords while he spoke. E and A. Could you stop that? he said. And then a little later he said, It’s okay if you don’t want to.

Eventually he stood up, combed his hair in the hallway mirror and went out. He returned a few days later to collect his things.

After he left I wondered what would have happened if I’d agreed to his contract, to his list of desires. Perhaps my life would have changed right then and there. I may have fallen in love. I may have regretted it. It was true what he said. I was a student, and at that time, not even a very good student. I imagined myself becoming pregnant, dropping out of school. I’d go into exile, like his telepathic wife, living on a small, forested island in the North Atlantic. There I’d bear his second child, also born on Halloween, a dark-eyed girl who, he believed, would grow up to predict the future.

I called Noel.

Don’t drop out of school, was all he said.

Things improved for me over the next few years. After a while my memory of that winter faded and I began to confuse it with other winters. Surely this is a sign of movement, of growing up? Now I remember that winter as a time of great activity and diligence, during which I created something new every day. A song, a drawing, a letter. I remember it as a time when I was still comfortable being alone.

Recently I found an image of the semi-famous musician online. I didn’t recognize him at first, but I identified his voice when I listened to a clip of his music. In the picture he is standing in a bright green field somewhere in Nova Scotia, his daughter on his shoulders. Both are turned away from the camera. She’s wearing a purple dress with an intricate flower print, similar to a dress I used to own. What is it about little girls and purple? What is it about this photo? The size of the child or the fact that she exists. After all these years, she exists in this field whose grass has been artificially brightened, whose sky seems too near. Tiny white pods on her dress. They could be flowers or stars. I zoom in to see her face but her features are obscured by her hair and the wind, which the photographer has managed to capture. A windy day on the east coast, sometime at the beginning of winter. Blue firs stab the cloud line. Her hands circle his face, gripping his hair, this man her father, holding on.


A Girl Called Helsinki

YOU’LL SEE HE’S CHANGED, said Nina as she pulled a diaper off her son. We’d been going through our routine survey of the people who’d remained in or returned to Whale Mountain.

He’s really tall, and actually quite handsome, she continued, sliding the baby wipes front to back, and then handing Ben to me as she checked on his bath. I pressed my face into his hair to absorb all his milky oaty baby scent.

But there’s something off about the guy, Nina said, straightening up. About the whole family. I see him walking down Main Street every now and again. He doesn’t look left or right, doesn’t take in his surroundings, just marches straight ahead as if he’s scared of being recognized or recognizing someone.

I feel the same when I come back here, I told her. But I understood what she meant about something off when I saw Charlie at the lake. He was waiting in line at the concession stand. I recognized him instantly by his hunch, which had grown more pronounced with his new height.

Charlie wasn’t surprised to see me. I think he’d noticed me already on the beach and had purposefully avoided me, but now he’d resigned himself to the interaction.

He’d grown a little heavier; so had I. We observed each other with a mixture of curiosity and sympathy. As we shuffled through the usual questions, he kept glancing over at the concession or the parking lot, in search of an exit.

Grace and Fred were divorced, Charlie told me, and I remember how he always used to call his parents by their first names. His first two businesses had failed but he was now learning to code.

How’s Miranda?

He stiffened at the mention of his sister’s name. For the first time that day he looked at me directly and I could see that he’d changed in the way grief can change a person. I could tell he was calculating how much to tell me, how much I deserved to know.

After high school, Miranda had gone travelling—this I knew—first to Central America, then Spain, then Eastern Europe. She would fall in and out of contact with her family. Sometimes we wouldn’t hear from her for months, then I’d get a text, Charlie said. I’d respond but she’d go dark again.

He led me to a bench in the shade and took out his phone, scrolling through his inbox. Seated beside the walkway, with a direct view of the beach, I was reminded of the fires, now seven years ago, blazing on the far side of the lake.

Charlie handed me his phone, the screen open on an email from a Finnish man named Elia Järvinen, whom Miranda had befriended while travelling in Eastern Europe. She’d mentioned him in her texts to Charlie. He was her last contact.

Read it, said Charlie. It’s long but it’s the most accurate version of the story we have.

The email was addressed to Charlie. I felt uncomfortable reading it at first, especially on his phone, which I am sure he was not used to surrendering, but I sensed that he would rather I read it myself.

I met your sister Miranda during the winter I lived in Budapest. I didn’t know her for long, still, she persists in my memory, this quiet, dark-haired girl from Canada, a country I have never been to and will likely not visit.

I was working as a carpet salesman that winter. It was a job I had fallen into because I had a driver’s licence. Or maybe it was because I am tall. People like to buy carpets from tall men. People buy anything from tall men. You would understand. Miranda told me that we are the same height.

Each day I travelled to towns on the outskirts of the city consulting with offices, train companies and treatment clinics on the precise shade of grey that conceals stains but also offers an appearance of success.

My flat came with a 70s pullout couch and art deco coffee table that were out of place with the massive chandelier. I was told that the flat had once belonged to a Jewish doctor, a specialist in amputations and phantom limbs. There was a framed photograph of him on the wall. He’d moved to England before the iron curtain fell and had never returned.

Below in the courtyard a man raked the snow into piles as if to prepare it for fertilization. He did this every evening, like a monk, and every night the wind would rearrange the piles. Across from my kitchen, at around 8:00 p.m., a woman appeared in a lighted window and stared at me. Perhaps we believed that we were invisible to one another. I’d stand in my window and return her stare. Some nights I noticed the glow of a cigarette.

After finishing my dinner, I’d scrape the remainder of my meal, usually consisting of shredded cauliflower and a bit of meat, into a container for my lunch the next day. I’m giving you this information, so you’ll understand my situation. This is one of my regrets about this time in my life, the unnecessary adherence to frugality. It was guilt over my large, empty apartment, or maybe a fear of eating alone every night, that drove me to make a host profile on the website in the first place. Now there are lots of sites like this one but at the time, it was an original concept: to host strangers in your home, free of charge. The website, which promised its global community to end loneliness and homelessness in one blow, enabled a host to invite visitors from “all over the planet” into his or her home for a night, a weekend or longer. This is not a dating site, the masthead explained. No monetary exchange is permitted, although visitors are encouraged to bring their host a small gift.

Miranda was not the first traveller to request to stay, but I responded to her message because of something she’d written in her profile. Is it possible to describe a city, she wrote, without first describing an emotion? Perhaps she’d borrowed the line from someone.

I couldn’t tell much from her profile picture. She was quite young, probably on her gap year, a term I’d learned was popular in English-speaking countries. She used the pronoun we in her message but nowhere did she mention a travel companion. I vaguely remember an English teacher telling me once that we was a colloquial way of saying I in rural areas across North America. We’ll be seeing you soon, Miranda wrote.

Her profile indicated that her interests included kite surfing, puppetry, and clairvoyance. She cited herself as an amateur astronomer, although, judging from her interest in clairvoyance, I wondered if she meant to write astrologer. Still there was the kite surfing. Astronomers, it seemed, might be more inclined to surfing than séances.

When she arrived, she discarded her oversized backpack at the doorway and waited for an introduction. She had round, soft features and small teeth. This was what I first noticed about her. The edges of her eyes were pink. I scanned the hallway and the stairs for a companion. She was travelling alone, I realized, and using the royal or the rural we. Or perhaps using the plural we was a protective measure.

She removed her shoes, which I remember pleased me, as this is also a Finnish custom. I offered her a pair of slippers. They did not fit her but she put them on and shuffled into the living room. She glanced at the chandelier, the couch, the enamelled fireplace. On sighting the fireplace her eyes lit up.

Is that real? she asked.

I told her that I had never used the fireplace. I wouldn’t know where to buy firewood.

Her backpack was a greenish brown, stained with the smog of Eastern European capitals. After setting it down in the living room for her, I had to fight the urge to wash my hands.

It was then that she told me that that her name was Miranda, although she hated that name. She came from a small town in western Canada. I never want to go back, she added.

At this point I looked up from Charlie’s phone. He’d wandered over to the shore as I’d been reading. He stood there now, at the waterline, out of place beside the screaming children and the paddle boarders, who always seemed to be crashing sideways into the water. I never want to go back. I returned to the letter.

My bedroom was connected to the living room via a set of glass doors. Once, before the apartment was subdivided, they would have been the doors to the boudoir or the doctor’s cigar room. I had draped a purple cloth over the glass to make a semblance of privacy, but it didn’t provide a sound barrier. I was worried that I would snore, I was told that I did sometimes, and so I decided to sleep on my side propped up by pillows.

That night I lay awake in the dark for a long time. In the other room I heard Miranda unpacking her things, pulling off her tights, cutting her toenails. At one point she opened the partition between our rooms, and I saw the glow of her phone, like a dim searchlight, surveying my room.

I woke up at some point in the night to her crying. She took long breaths in between sobs. The couch springs trembled with her exhales.

When I called her name, the crying stopped. After a few minutes she appeared in the doorway.

Do you mind if I sleep here? she said.

She slid below the cover beside me and immediately turned her back to me, but she pressed her feet against my calves for warmth.

I didn’t know what to do. I’m unaccustomed to this kind of North American intimacy, this casual sharing of beds.

Eventually her breathing steadied. Travelling must be lonely, I thought. The long hours spent in bus stations, the overpriced Christmas markets, famous monuments in the rain.

In the morning I left a set of keys beside the bed. She was still fast asleep, peaceful, her arms flung over her head.

How was your day? I asked her when I got home from work. There was a sour smell in the living room. A packet of pre-toasted bread lay ripped open on the coffee table. The drapes were half-drawn.

Okay, she said, not looking up. I could see that she had not left the flat. Her face was puffy and sleep-stained. The slippers lay discarded beside the couch.

Why don’t we go out tonight? I suggested. I told her about a local place. Not expensive. They served raggmunk.

It was plain that she didn’t want to go but she nodded, yes.

At the restaurant, she paged through the menu impatiently. She said she’d hoped there would be pictures of the dishes. She usually ate in places where they had pictures.

The goulash is good, I said.

I’m sick of goulash, she responded. She had pulled her hair up into a tight bun. Everywhere you go, she said, you find a dead animal in a dish.

There’s halászlé, the waiter offered. It’s made with fish.

I’ll have the waffles, she said.

Once the food arrived, she became more animated.

You’re from Finland, right? I haven’t been there. I did Riga and Tallinn. Minsk too. I’m dying to go to Helsinki.

Why? I asked her. She was surprised by the question, and she had to think about it for a while.

I like the name, she said at last.

When we returned to the apartment Miranda turned on the television and, although neither of us understood what the Hungarian newscasters were saying, we listened to the faint intonations of their voices. I realized that despite the strange evening I was enjoying myself. I looked over at Miranda; she was transfixed by the news. An earthquake in a southern capital. A dismantled train. A spread of tuberculosis in India. A man had carried the body of his wife for seven miles. He had no car, the subtitles explained. The hospital would not provide him with an ambulance.

My impression of Miranda was that she was enchanted by disaster zones, not by the disasters themselves but by the fact that they were muted, distant, contained within the screen. They had no bearing on her life. They could not touch her and so she welcomed them. They reminded her—and I suppose they reminded me too—that our lives were relatively intact.

Each morning I left Miranda a city map, a list of sites, a free bus pass. In the evenings when I returned home she would welcome me with news from the internet. The bus pass and the maps remained untouched.

One afternoon, while en route to see a client, my older sister called me. When I told her about my visitor she grew irritated with me.

Aren’t you afraid of leaving a stranger alone in your house? she said. She could take your things.

I doubt she could fit much more in her backpack, I said.

Elia, I’m serious. You gave her your keys. She could invite anyone—homeless men, vagrants—into your house.

She doesn’t know anyone here, I said. She barely leaves the house.

But I was wrong. When I came home that night Miranda was out, her clothes stacked neatly on top of the books in the bookshelf, a wet towel draped over the ventilator. She didn’t come home all evening and so I watched the news alone, which felt odd after these weeks of companionship. At midnight I went to sleep. I tried not to worry. After all, she had a cellphone, a map of the city. She’d been to Tallinn, to Minsk. She had parents, somewhere across the Atlantic, who lived in a large, country house, a lawn with picnic tables, an abandoned trampoline. These were the details I gleaned from our conversations. I imagined a room reserved for her, their only daughter, in expectation that she would return, like all the adult children of her generation, to the framed photographs, the aging pets, the shrines of her childhood.

I was awoken by a man’s voice—someone in the kitchen—water gushing from the taps. Then I heard Miranda, her laugh. No no no no, she said as she explained how to use the antique bottle opener. It was shaped like a bear, incisors made of bone, another one of the doctor’s relics. Light glowed below the doorframe. They had not removed their shoes. I could hear their wet boots plodding through the hall.

I pretended to be asleep. When they entered the living room, I could make out the outline of their bodies through the glass doors. The man was small, wiry. He moved with slurred confidence, pushing Miranda onto the couch.

Shh shhh, she kept telling him. He knocked over the lamp on the coffee table and they froze for a moment, then started laughing, soft, breathless laughter.

Through the partition I could see that the man had not bothered to take off his shirt. They’d grown quiet now, concentrated. The couch creaked, jerked unsteadily, slid a few inches as they readjusted themselves. There were whispers, loud intakes of breath.

I’m sorry if this description upsets you. I know North Americans find it difficult to discuss sex, but I am just trying to give you a clear picture of the circumstances.

The next day was Saturday. They were up before me, showering, chatting, and padding around the kitchen in my slippers. A kettle whistled. I heard the slam of the fridge door. When I eventually pulled back the partition, I found them sitting on the couch, plates of scrambled eggs, mushrooms, sliced tomatoes heaped before them. Miranda was pouring coffee from a silver pot—the doctor’s pot. They were drinking from the doctor’s mugs.

This is Matthias, Miranda announced, jumping up as soon as I entered the room. She was wearing thin grey tights that showed the outlines of her underwear.

I told you about him in my message, she said. It felt like an accusation.

Yes, I said. I remember.

The man got up and extended his hand. He was freshly shaven, his hair so heavily gelled that it looked blue in the light. His cologne was familiar. Either he had helped himself to my medicine cabinet or we shared the same brand.

I learned that Matthias came from a small town in Austria. He had just completed his military training, he told me proudly.

Elia took me out the other night, Miranda said casually, glancing at Matthias. He told me all about Helsinki.

Elia. It was the first time she had said my name. I looked over at her. Something about her face was different. It seemed that she was trying to provoke Matthias but he did not notice. She got up and pulled back the curtains.

Maybe I’ll change my name, she said, suddenly.

Matthias laughed. Why would you do that?

I think I would like to be named after a city, she said. A city whose name has not changed. Helsinki. Do you like it?

When they’d finished eating, I offered to show them around the city centre. I felt the urge to extricate them from my couch, but Miranda and Matthias elected to stay in. They wanted to stream a movie and asked if they could watch it in my room where the Wi-Fi signal was strongest. When I left they were already sprawled on my bed, the laptop propped between them.

I spent the day wandering through museums and bookstores. There were ice sculptures in the botanical gardens. I took some photographs to send to my sister and her kids. Behind an iron link fence, two giraffes stood in the snow, their gaze so flat they could be statues, but I could smell them, their breath rising from their nostrils, hot and bitter. I thought, I must remember to bring Miranda here. She would like the giraffes. I walked past the parliament buildings and through Széchenyi Square, stopping at the river, where sixty pairs of iron shoes lined the bank in memory of the men and women shot into the Danube. They were told to remove their shoes before they were shot.

I walked along the icy river until the sun went down. Then, with a sinking feeling, I returned to the flat.

The days passed but Miranda and Matthias showed no sign of leaving. One evening, they decided to cook for me. Miranda managed to use every dish in the kitchen, every pot. She set timers, roasted pumpkin seeds, steamed artichokes. Matthias insisted on making a beer sauce. He learned how to do so in the military. The water burned away leaving a substance so bitter it reminded me of an ointment my mother used to treat septic wounds. Matthias grew irritable at the failure of his sauce. It was not the right beer, he complained. Miranda tried to appease him by pouring the sauce over her vegetables, which, inedible, hardened on the edge of her plate.

After the meal I excused myself, telling them that I was going for a walk. To my surprise, Miranda chose to join me. Outside the snow-packed streets were silent. She was largely silent as well. We ordered soup in a small café. On a pond nearby, black-footed ducks floated across the thermal waters, disappearing in the steam. Beyond them, past the stretch of park, skaters circled a frozen river. From the café window, distance was compressed. The two scenes merged, the skaters and the ducks sharing the ice, the mist, the steaming black thermal water.

I told my family about you, Miranda said suddenly. My mum and dad and brother, Charlie. I wrote them a letter explaining how you took me in when I needed a place to stay. It isn’t easy, you know, finding a place to stay. A safe place.

She looked like she wanted to say more, but she didn’t. Instead she went over to the duck pond and ran her fingers along its steaming surface. It is warm, she laughed, surprised.

The next day, while driving to a contractors’ meeting, I caught sight of Matthias leaving a building downtown. It was Matthias, I was certain. He strode across the junction without hesitation, his head thrust forward and his jacket hanging open, as if he already knew the city intimately. His face in profile was almost flat. I would have liked to follow him. I considered what we would say to each other, if we met in public. Would there be an acknowledgement of some form? A nod? Matthias disappeared into an internet café, the kind reserved mostly for men, with slot machines, a gaming salon, and a peep show in the back.

I came home from work to find Miranda waiting for me, her bags packed, her hair straightened and combed to the side so that it partially shrouded her face. She had dressed herself carefully, formally almost, in a cardigan and a pleated skirt. She was even wearing lipstick. For a moment I thought I glimpsed her, the girl who wanted to change her name, but also the woman she could become: self-governed, remote, even powerful.

This is the image of your sister I want to convey to you: the authority that I suppose you’d already perceived in her but I had only just recognized. Maybe authority is the wrong word. Strength.

She had taken time to organize the living room, to replace the bulb in the destroyed lamp. There was no trace of Matthias in the apartment and she did not mention his name.

Miranda explained that there was an overnight train to Warszawa. She pronounced it the English way, Warsaw. She had already reserved a ticket.

It was only then that I noticed her eye. She’d done a fair job of concealing it with eye shadow, but as she reached for her backpack the hair slid away revealing the bloodshot ring and the swollen lid.

Are you alright? I asked. Her left cheek also seemed to be swelling, the skin tender around the lip.

There’s plenty to do in Warsaw, she continued, as if she hadn’t heard me.

There are Chopin concerts in the parks. Gardens on the roof of the library. I’ve always wanted to go there, she said. Maybe I’ll live there for a while.

I tried to convince her to stay but she was determined.

Once she’d left, the flat felt empty and unnaturally silent. Outside the snow fell steadily, covering smokestacks and bridges, burying the shoes on the riverbank. The room across from my kitchen remained unlit.

A few months later I received a call from Miranda’s mother. Your mother. I no longer live in Budapest. I quit my job as a carpet salesman and have returned home where I am taking night classes, some science courses, and a history course. Miranda, I learned from your mother, did not stay long in Warsaw. She moved on to Vienna where she’d been living for a while before she was killed in a motorbike accident. A collision on a mountain pass. She’d been thrown from the back of the bike and even though she’d been wearing a helmet—your mother stressed this—even though she’d taken precautions, the impact had been too great. Both the driver of the motorbike and the driver of the oncoming vehicle had survived.

Your mother wants me to describe Miranda’s visit to her. She tells me she hasn’t seen her daughter in over two years. What were my impressions of her? What kinds of conversations did we have? Had she mentioned plans for her future? Any detail, any memory, no matter how insignificant it seems, is of the utmost value to her now. I picture your and Miranda’s mother in her big house in Canada’s western interior, arranging the clues to form a picture, a hieroglyph of her daughter’s life, storing them up in an airtight vault.

I have not told her about Matthias, or the bruises, or the night I woke to her daughter weeping on the couch. I tell these things to you and you can decide if you wish to tell your parents. I told your mother instead of the ducks in the steaming thermal pool and the ice skaters beyond them, of how Miranda had knelt beside the water, testing it, needing proof of this miracle of contrasts, of the rare geological events taking place below her.

That night, after speaking with your mother, after learning of Miranda’s death, I imagined Miranda as I had last seen her, on the train, headed towards her war-flattened city, one of many, rebuilt, recast in stone. She would have sat by the window in the dining compartment along with the other passengers who couldn’t afford the cabins.

I know the route. The train stops in many small towns along the border, pausing for what seems like seconds before hurtling on. She would have passed white fields, forests, fields of standing trees. There may have been frozen lakes, some of them very deep, but I doubt that she could have recognized them. Covered in snow, bound in heavy mist, their shapes would have been almost imperceptible.

When I looked up Charlie was nowhere on the beach. The sand could have been snow, the lake, glass, because for a moment I didn’t recognize where I was. Or what season it was. What year. I didn’t understand why I was suddenly so cold under the tree. All I felt was an overwhelming sense of loss—for Miranda, or was it for my own girlhood? I got up and walked along the pier, wondering where Elia was now, and whether he would respond if I wrote to him. What happens to an unlived life—this was what I wanted to ask him. Does it just unglue itself from the body, disappear? Or does it continue on, walking beside us, like the shadow trailing me along the pier.

Below on the beach, I spotted Charlie. He was wading out of the lake, fully clothed, his curly hair plastered to his head. I waved to him. Just then he looked up and, recognizing me, waved back.


Swimming Upright

IN THE KITCHEN everyone is talking about Kendrick Lamar. Health Goths. Social workers. Lovers being just a little bit mean to each other.

But who am I to judge? I who watch nature documentaries in the bath.

The bride-to-be stretches her toes on the sofa. She’s taking his name, she tells me apologetically.

Kayla Summers, she says. Sounds better than Kayla Banks. Doesn’t it?

For a second, I see the girl in her, my childhood friend, pleading for approval.

I sit beside Kayla and look at photographs of dark-haired children, all relations. She tells me their names, arranged in variations of A’s and R’s and U’s. I stare at her lovely pink feet and remember that when we were girls we were friends out of habit, simply because we took the same route to school.

It was good of you to come, she says. And I wonder why she says this. And then I realize that I am the only guest who has arrived alone.

I used to believe parties were whirlpools where one wore necklaces and silk sleeves and danced around a white piano and the dance floor would be lined with men, strangers and old acquaintances, each with a delicate face and a secret.

Nowadays it’s rare to find a white piano, says the soon-to-be Mrs. Summers.

Or maybe she says, nowadays, there are no secrets.

Or maybe what she says is, this is all that’s left.

The guests stack their shoes in the hallway. I recognize some of them, a few of the girls we graduated high school with, who now all live in Vancouver. They hang their coats over the banisters. They comment on the temperature and the different routes they have taken through the city to get here, to this hallway, to this room where they now stand, shoeless, drinks in hand.

It took one couple forty-seven minutes to drive. Another thirty-two minutes, but they took the bus. One couple spent fifty-five minutes on the highway. They win.

The man who has made the longest commute explains that with the collective amount of time the average American spends sitting in cars or waiting for buses in a year we could build the Great Pyramid of Giza twenty-six times.

Why would you want to do that? says his girlfriend.

Just an example.

I’d rather wait for the bus, she says.

You know, someone else observes, they used slaves to build the pyramids.

And someone else says, I wonder how long it took the slaves to commute.

In the living room a woman draws a pyramid in the air.

Love, Work, Sleep, she laughs and I realize she is not drawing a pyramid but a Venn diagram. She is explaining to another woman how she has successfully divided up her life.

The groom is drunk and charming and half asleep. He hugs me for the first time in ten years and I remember that I once found him attractive. And also that I might have once, ten years ago, called him in the middle of the night and invited him to eat soba noodles.

He declined the invitation.

All the men in the kitchen have started to carry around a little bulge under their shirts. Even the thin men.

They donate to good causes. Hurricane relief. Planned Parenthood. They offer me directions to the bathroom.

I hear horses galloping across a field. Their hooves like water, moving easily over the grass.

I momentarily find myself alone in a dark room. An office with bookcases and computers and a well-cared-for bonsai tree. One shelf is dedicated entirely to Fredric Jameson. One shelf is lined with miniature gold cats.

Kayla leads me through rooms and asks me what I think of the oak dresser or the daybed with its hemp throw. Or the bread island. Should it be kept or returned? Everything can be returned in thirty days with a valid receipt.

Horizontal raindrops push their globular shadows across the window.

I admire the effort of pushing a shadow; it’s easier to drag one.

People stand in the kitchen with their phones in their pockets. Apart from our age and the fact that we are alive we have nothing in common.

I’m the only one not wearing black jeans. I don’t have a phone in my pocket. It lies on the table like a hand mirror. Every time I look at it I want to pick it up and look at my face.

Phones are the reason men don’t want to have sex anymore.

Just a theory.

I find myself offering the room facts about Chernobyl.

In Chernobyl mushrooms grow to the size of human heads.

In Chernobyl animals flourish, despite poisoned forests and poisoned rain and poisoned earth. Due to the absence of humans, they flourish.

In Chernobyl life expectancy is shortened by twenty-seven years.

These facts turn out to be unpopular.

Everyone in the kitchen is competing for the seat of the Best Tragic Poet.

I used to be in a screamo band. I was the lead screamo.

I used to paint landscapes.

I used to paint landscapes with horses, believing horses to be the most godlike of all creatures. The only animal that needed no improvement. Seahorses too.

A man approaches me and politely offers me a champagne bottle he is carrying around the party.

What do you do? he asks, as he tops up my glass.

I’m writing a book on women artists, I tell him.

Oh, are there many? he asks. I mean, good ones?

His girlfriend pulls him back into the living room, where someone has laid out a pack of cards. They predict accidents, illness, sudden wealth, betrayal.

Kayla has disappeared. She returns an hour later, barefoot, with pizza stains on her mouth and hair curling from the rain.

When I look at the bride’s face I think: Venn diagram.

When I look at the groom I think: soba noodles.

Outside I share cigarettes with Kayla’s brother, Hugh, whom I also knew as a child. Well, not quite as a child. He arrives at midnight and hugs me several times.

Charlotte, he says. I didn’t expect to see you here.

I hug him back. Hugh, thank god. He’s also arrived alone.

We talk about poetry. Global warming. A woman he has recently left. We don’t talk about the town we grew up in or the fact that we only ever got chorus roles in summer theatre productions.

I ask him to describe the woman he has left. He always dates beautiful women but he is not good at describing them.

He says she is tall and slender and I imagine a cedar tree.

A cedar on the west coast with golden leaves.

We used to break into the public pool at night, he says suddenly. Remember? And I recall that when we were teenagers, he had an hourglass figure.

We are still young, but no longer very young. We are nearly young.

Our faces float together in the streetlight. We have forty years. We have fifty years to spend.

What is childhood? What is time?

Lying in a bath until it gets cold.

A mysterious cat approaches. We stand unjacketed in the cold spring night.

Are you lost?

The cat wheels around into the vanished world of gloves and windowsills and dark gardens.

Love is another way of wasting time.

A theory.

I hug people I don’t know. The hug means that now our bodies know each other a little better. Our bodies now feel more comfortable in the room together.

I avoid hugging men with girlfriends or watches. I avoid touching anything that doesn’t belong to me.

Hugh worked a double shift. His parents had cut him off after he went to study sculpture at Emily Carr. Remember when we once found restaurant work glamorous? he says. Yes, I can actually remember that. All the jobs I didn’t get because I was clumsy or too young or not pretty enough. He tells me that his feet smell and he’s afraid to take off his shoes but he’s also afraid to not take off his shoes, to be the only one at the engagement party wearing shoes.

Do they smell? he asks me.

They do but I don’t tell him this. Instead I touch his hand and his face relaxes. I have a distinct memory of walking along a beach with him. We are both wearing togas after a production of The Frogs.

As we fill our glasses to the brim, I wonder if he is perhaps just a little bit of an alcoholic.

I wonder if I am, too.

We talk about whether or not we believe in a round earth.

I don’t even know anymore to be perfectly honest, he says.

I agree with him, there is very little evidence to suggest that the earth is anything other than flat.

We have lived in the same cities at different times. What if we lived in the same city at the same time? Hugh asks. We’d probably fall in love.

Do you think so?

Definitely. I only like people who disturb me, he says.

If he isn't picked up by a gallery within a year, Hugh tells me, he’s going to leave Vancouver. Or become a real estate agent. Or both.

Someone in the kitchen laughs loudly. Neither of us does.

I want to leave too, I tell him. Leave the country. Disappear.

I like that he doesn’t ask me why. Instead, he asks me about the job I’ve applied for in Germany, a two-year teaching contract at a technical college.

It pays hardly anything.

Better than nothing, Hugh says.

I watch him closely for signs of weakness and then compare his vulnerability with my own. We match up perfectly:

On the shore of the flat earth.

In the exact spot where the ocean liner sinks.

In the conversation between the slippers and a glass of milk.

On the bread island.

At the foot of a miniature iceberg.

In the unthinkable nuclear paradise.

In the folds of a discarded toga on a beach.

In the journey of the seahorse across the ocean, the slowest moving fish, swimming upright in the curious seagrass, a tiny gold blade.


How to Be Silent in German

I ASKED LUKAS TO TRANSLATE Der Spiegel for me so I could read the German murder trials without missing any details. The victims were mostly women, the murderers, men. Sometimes the victims were children, but even then it was usually a female child. Every week, it seemed, another one went missing.

Is it that we’re easier to misplace or replace, I asked Lukas, scanning an article in the Last Seen Alive section, the freeze-frame of a convenience store or a midnight bus shelter, a blurred figure in the white haze of an ATM.

Don’t be gruesome, said Lukas

He was a good teacher, if slightly impatient with my grammar, particularly, my disregard for gendered articles. He quietly corrected my pronunciation as I read the obituaries out loud. I remember at that time I still couldn’t hear the difference between schon (already) and schön (beautiful). In the second one, the vowel is longer, Lukas said.

As in: she had a beautiful personality (schön). She is already dead (schon).

Listen for it. You’ll hear it.

After a while I did.

Lukas was born in 1988, a year before the wall came down. I was a few years older than him and from Canada, where nothing happens. That’s what I told him when we first met. Though, of course, I was wrong. He pointed out my country had experienced its own genocide, like every colonized country. It’s just that ours took place on the world stage, he said; yours took place in the dark.

Sometimes I’d stare at his chest, smooth and eventless as a teenager’s, and wonder how it was that I’d convinced him to love me.

He once confessed that he wished he could return to Berlin, pre-unification, just for a day, even a few hours, to see what it was like to live in a divided city. When we moved in together, he insisted on renting a place in the former eastern district. He found a ground-floor flat that was still heated by coal. The coal burner stood in the corner of the living room, a magnificent machine, the size of an upright bear. We never had the opportunity to use it, though, because we left before the winter, moving to another neighbourhood in the southwest of the city. After we moved out, the flat was converted into a café.

I stopped by this café on my last visit to Berlin two years ago. I sat beside the coal burner, which was now kept purely for decoration. They’d repainted the living-room walls and there was a piano where our small pink couch had been. The server counted out my change, dragging the coins across the counter with an unpainted fingernail. I lived here once, I told her. She didn’t respond. Perhaps she hadn’t heard me or I hadn’t spoken clearly enough. Or perhaps she was tired of people approaching her and confessing that they had, at some point or another, lived in her café before it had become a café. Several people, sitting in my former bedroom, looked up from their laptops.

It had not been a good idea to return here, to a place where I had once been happy. It is never a good idea to return to such places.

I stirred my coffee three times, took a sip, and then left. Outside the trees smelled the same. The corner store still sold the orange juice I liked.

During the years I lived in Germany, Lukas and I would spend our summer weekends beside the lake. I would lie on a northern bank of Müggelsee with my feet in the water. Lukas would sit beside me under a broad sunhat, editing his thesis on differential geometry. He did not like swimming. He was, in fact, a weak swimmer, but he’d accompany me to the lake obligingly, though he rarely looked up from his book.

Crater-shaped, bordered by forests and reeds, Müggelsee is the largest of the lakes that surround Berlin. On weekends in July, its beaches are taken up with naked sunbathers. This, I found out, is a tradition inherited from Soviet times. Old photographs in the GDR museum reveal entire naked families running towards the water. The joy on their faces amidst the iron curtain memorabilia seems almost obscene. And yet, Lukas pointed out, who is not happy beside a lake in July?

Müggelsee means either Lake of Graves (mogyla) or Lake of Fog and Drizzle (mighla). Lukas told me this while paging through his thesis, which was laid out before him on the beach. I lay in the shade watching him trace his equations, like translucent jellyfish, across the pages of his notebook. He double-checked each proof. He tapped his pencil on the sand. This was an afternoon that repeated itself during the time we knew each other. He studied; I read, or graded my students’ English assignments, or added a few more scratches to my notebook.

If I called to him from the water he’d look up. I was not sure if he loved me. Sometimes I was sure, but other times, I had doubts. Maybe I gave too much weight to those doubts. When they grew overwhelming, I’d dive into the lake and swim to the centre and back. This helped.

One afternoon, on the train back to the city, we heard that a woman had drowned at the lake that day. A woman had been drowned. There were several witnesses. She was seen entering the lake with a man. The couple seemed to be embracing. Then she went under. Perhaps they were a little drunk. It seemed to be a game. She went under and didn’t resurface. The man resurfaced, though, and swam towards a wooded area, difficult to access by foot. The police were still looking for him.

I imagined her body, dragged up from the lake, undamaged, not even bloated yet, still a perfect human body. It seemed to me that there should be a way to reinsert breath into her lungs, to intercept her spirit as it made its exit through the lake’s green surface.

The following day we saw her face in the paper. She was thirty-six. Originally from Munich. Blonde eyebrows and a nose ring, round flaring shoulders like mine. She had lived in Berlin for less than a year, working at a restaurant near the central train station and commuting from Pankow, a northern suburb. Why am I surprised by her life’s ordinariness? An apartment in Pankow. A weekend at the lake.

A few days after her death, more details of her life emerged. She’d been taking evening classes in hospitality management. Her younger brother was due to visit her later that month.

I no longer live in Berlin. During a brief trip back to the city, and against my better judgment, I visit Lukas, who, if I am honest, I’m still in love with. I don’t tell him this though. I suspect that he knows. Instead I ask him about the woman, who, so many years ago, drowned while we were at the lake.

Do you remember? She was drowned by her boyfriend.

Boyfriend, in German, is simply friend: Freund. They make no linguistic distinction between lover and friend; the meaning is implied by context. So what I actually said was, She was drowned by her friend.

No, he says. It was a stranger.

Are you sure?

The man was unknown to her, he insists. We could look it up.

But neither of us does. It does not seem important enough, and besides, what difference would it make to the woman who drowned, who was drowned, all those years ago.

If she were alive, I say, she would be almost forty by now.

In Germany, missing or murdered women who have not been identified are referred to as Erika Mustermann. Erika was found at the bottom of a lake in Brandenburg. Erika was discovered beside a garbage dump with her legs broken. Erika spent her childhood chained to a fence in her step-father’s backyard. Erika was last seen on Canada’s Highway of Tears.

It was around the time of the drowning, the summer of 2013, that I stopped trusting men. Women were being murdered every hour, every minute even, and men were responsible for it. The ultimate plan, it seemed to me, was to eradicate women from the earth. I don’t mean to exaggerate. I was convinced. I saw the intention in the eyes of the men I passed on the street. I even recognized it in Lukas, a kind of cruelty in his voice, when he criticized me for reading too many obituaries and neglecting the political section of the newspaper. Our deaths are political, I told him.

You spend too much time on the details, he said. You’ll make yourself sick.

I began accompanying Lukas to the mathematics library because I did not want to be left alone in our flat. I read or wrote while he worked on his thesis. The library was cylindrical, made up of gangways and staircases. There was a large skylight in the centre. On the walls of the Astronomy Room were maps of the moon’s surface, the empty craters once believed to hold seas. Sea of Cold. Sea of Storms. Sea that has become known. Perhaps, I thought, when the earth is no longer hospitable to women, when we realize that men are exterminating us one at a time, the moon will be our destination. I told Lukas this and we laughed about it. Still, I studied the maps carefully. I imagined crowds of women building shelters out of moon clay, pale, igloo-like structures in the hollowness of space.

Lukas said that he imagined that the moon would be a lot like Antarctica, a place he planned to travel to. It would be remote and cold, but life was certainly possible with the right equipment. If I lived there, on the moon, he meant, he promised to visit. Only if I invite you, I said.

Sometimes, on our lunch break, we’d leave the library and drink our coffee under the revolving heads of the Smolka and Guenschel installation. The installation was composed of two giant heads that rotated towards each other and then split apart into pieces. Smolka and Guenschel were the names of the artists, two women, who had created the revolving heads, but I associated the names with the heads themselves. I watched their smooth androgynous faces turn clockwise, anticlockwise, their features collapse, and, through some mathematical miracle, reconcile.

At some point, I’m not sure when, I began to associate their faces with the dead women in the news. They stared at me, expressionless, and then split apart into twenty-three thin slices of fibreglass.

One night returning from the library alone, cutting across the campus along an empty lot, I caught sight of something at the edge of the field near the trees. A figure hurrying towards me. A girl, her hair on fire, trainers melting off her feet. The figure shrunk onto all fours and a fox leapt across the path in front of me. I tried to take a picture of it with my phone to show to Lukas, but it didn’t turn out. The picture was black except for two tiny neon eyes shrinking into the darkness.

Now, thinking back on this night, I wonder why I was walking to the trains alone. We always left the library together.

During my last visit to Berlin I collected the things that Lukas had been safekeeping for me. Letters, clothes, a few books. My plan was to bring them back to Canada with me, but I would end up leaving them in a neat pile at a random train station in Berlin.

It would be the last time I’d see Lukas. He walked me down the stairs and through the courtyard, helping me with my clothes and books, which he’d stored for me in a blue IKEA bag.

I could say that I still loved you, he said. But how would that benefit us? What good would that do? It would not be practical.

He gave me my things and we stood for a few minutes in his doorway. I thought of how many times I’d stood there, with my own set of keys, how many times I’d rushed up the stairs to our one bedroom on the fourth floor, to discover him, hunched over his desk, reading. The surface of his desk was always strewn with what he’d explained were illustrations of a type of differential geometry called smooth manifolds. There was something sensual and frightening about them, the way they twisted into another dimension, a future that didn’t belong to us.

That evening, after leaving his place, I got on the wrong train. When I discovered my mistake, I got off in a forested area in the west part of the city and sat down on a bench. The eastbound platform was empty. My vision was blurring. I couldn’t feel my hands or my feet. I tried to collect myself. I took several books out of the IKEA bag, but I couldn’t read the words written in them. Their pages had turned into rivers. Even now I can’t recollect their titles.

Lukas had told me that he’d defended his thesis earlier that spring. Now he worked at the university’s mathematics archive, which was also located at the Schrödinger-Zentrum. I sat alone on the eastbound platform, trying to push his face out of my mind. I waited there for a long time alone. If a train passed, I did not hear it.

But as I waited I realized that I was not alone. I was certain there were others, figures in the dark: men with missing limbs, women carrying sacks of hair. I saw rats the size of dogs, climbing off the hot rails. They had nowhere to go to. They were heading to the forest. They were heading to the damp, grey-blue shores of Müggelsee.

When the train finally arrived I got on empty-handed. I thought about the Smolka and Guenschel installation, those giant shifting heads that would continue to dissolve and reconcile throughout the night. What revelations could they offer me? After so many years of rotation, what wisdom could they impart?

As I sat down I saw my reflection in the window, featureless, rubbed out, like the face of a drowned woman. And yes, before I looked away I did see her, the waitress from Munich with her light eyebrows and flaring shoulders. I was sure then that the man at the lake had not been a stranger. She had known him. She’d trusted him enough to follow him into that dark, cold element, to swim out to its centre. As I would have. He had been a friend.


Notes on a Separation

THE ROOM WAS FILLED with an ornate blue light and the furniture, what remained of it, had taken on the coppery gleam of underwater things. I stared at the drowned face of the clock, at the guitar played only by visitors, the window plant whose petals had stiffened into carbon.

The man I loved was asleep down the hall. He didn’t know about the eviction. He didn’t know that I’d auctioned off our furniture, one piece at a time. His ability to sleep through the eviction disturbed me. Sometimes I turned into a tiger and lay beside him and licked his face but he didn’t move.

Each morning, he rose and wandered around the house, apparently not noticing that certain pieces of the furniture were missing. He fumbled for misplaced knives in the place where the cupboards once stood and then sitting quietly on the floorboards, buttered his toast with his fingers.

Thought we had knives, he’d say, but he made no comment about the absent chairs, the naked oven wires, and the silence.

Without the fridge it was very quiet. When I asked him what he was thinking about he said: Ukraine.

He liked to think about situations over which he had no power. The lack of responsibility comforted him.

What about you? he asked. What are you thinking about?

Charlotte, he said, what are you thinking about?

This is a trap, isn’t it?

He said, what are you thinking about?

You. You. You. In that order.

He once said, I’d be perfectly content to be a hermit and live on a hill and only see people once or twice a year.

Conjugal visits? I asked.

You’re not people, he said. You could live there too.

But we both knew that this was a compromise. Sharing his imaginary real estate would be taxing for both of us.

The clock winked at me as I wrapped up the last of the plates in newspaper, as I stacked the teacups and removed the curtain rods for scrap metal.

Tenderly, I unscrewed the light bulbs and gave them to the Turkish man who operated the all-night betting house down the street. He carried them home to his wife like rare shining tulips.

At about midnight the auctioneer came to size up the floorboards. He explained that someone had bought them to line the bottom of a ship, setting sail for Greece.

Is she taking passengers? I asked.

In return for floorboards? he said. That could be arranged.

The hardware men came and started ripping up the nails.

Please rip softly, I said. Someone’s sleeping in the room next door.

Oh sorry, they said and turned the power drill down to a lower speed.

In the morning, the man I loved woke up. He looked down and saw the earth. He looked up and saw the sky. Only the walls of the house remained. Even the roof had been sold to the highest bidder and had been gathered shingle by shingle to pave a street in Budapest.

Hello? he said to the clock, finally noticing that the cupboards, tables and chairs had disappeared. He went to the kitchen and turned on the taps. Not even a rusty trickle.

The sky pressed down upon him. He had not anticipated its brightness.

Why didn’t you warn me? he demanded, waist-deep in the foundations of the building, staring at the vandalized face of the clock. His voice echoed off the walls.

Why didn’t you warn me? But the clock had no new answer; it repeated the answer of all clocks. Time has run out. Time has run out.


Visitor to Crete

I ARRIVED ON THE ISLAND BY AIR. For the first few days I wandered around its circumference collecting pebbles in my pockets. When I had no pockets I carried the pebbles in the cracks of my fingers. Some of them were heart-shaped, some liver-shaped. I learned that all stones look better underwater.

Men crouched in the bushes and pressed their bellies to the sand. They were not interested in me and so I felt safe. I went on collecting the tiny organs of the sea and storing them in my pockets or rolling them around in my mouth to keep them wet while men caressed each other behind hot rocks, and sometimes knee-high in surf, opening their bodies to each other and to the sea.

I was staying in a studio close to the harbour, where I was given a bed, a desk and a month to produce a piece of writing on the theme of Labyrinths. It was to be a lyrical interpretation of the American poet H.D.’s travelogues, entitled Visitor to Crete. I hadn’t written a word yet. I lay the wet pebbles out on the page and traced their outlines. Visitors were forbidden in the studio. Scattered around the island were others—muralists, architects, musicians, textile artists—working on the same theme, labyrinthos, in preparation for the exhibition at the end of the month. There was another resident, a ceramicist, farther along the walkway. I rarely saw them, though I saw evidence of their work, rows of eyeless clay faces baking in the sun.

I was happy on this island. I had no responsibilities here. I thought I could stay here forever, possibly, even if I wasn’t allowed visitors.

My studio stood beside the entrance of the night market, through which I wandered each evening. Perhaps, if I’d been given a studio in the wilderness with the harpist I would have not met Toro and could have extended this brief experience of happiness.

Toro was the richest merchant at the night market. His original name, someone explained to me, meant panic or companionship and so he was known by this shortened version. My name, Charlotte, meant free.

I’d seen him in the town before, at midday, when no one else was about. He was not afraid of the heat. This was his island. His shadow swung off the sides of buildings as he went about his business. Wherever he went people offered him gifts, or if they had nothing to give him they offered him their full attention.

At the market he sold jewelry and bits of bright cloth that appealed to women. He only sold to foreigners. I saw him one night, not far from his stall, the tallest among a crowd. When I drew closer I saw that it was a crowd of children and that they were watching a cat fight a small brindle dog. The cat was solid with a square face and oil-black eyes. Before it could kill the dog, he intervened, separating the animals. The dog limped towards the water. The cat leapt off into the night. I’m not sure where it went. The children drifted away dismayed that there had not been a death.

I allowed my hair, which was light and very long at the time, to extend over the less interesting side of my face. I knew I was only attractive to certain men at certain times of day (the evening) and other times not (the late morning). Most found me unremarkable. But Toro addressed me directly. You-with-the-spell-casting-eyes, he said, which, in his language, was the word for foreigner. He led me to a small canteen where he bought a round of Mythos, the only beer they sold at the bar. It came in slender green bottles and went down like water.

The harbour was completely still. Some boats were occupied, some empty for the summer. He pointed them out to me. He was good at identifying empty boats. They balanced more lightly on the water.

He read me a poem that he claimed to have written but even I, who at the time rarely read anything other than H.D., recognized the first lines. It was a poem I had read in school. Even though we’d grown up in different countries, I on a continent, he on an island, he must have read it in school too.

He scrolled through his phone reading it in its entirety. Occasionally he looked up to see if I was listening.

I know this poem, I told him.

Impossible, Toro said, and continued reading.

Large birds lifted off the sea’s surface and lunged into the air above us. I couldn’t see them, just hear their wings beating.

What has broken you? he asked.

That should have been the first warning.

We lay down in an open-roofed boat. The dock rats watched as he disassembled my dress, my head only inches from the ramp where a ticket collector in a white T-shirt scanned ferry passes. The ferry then disembarked on an all-night sail to Athens. I watched its needle-blue light, moving with great precision along the seam of the Mediterranean.

Our bed consisted of fishnets, but dry unused ones because in Greece no one works. This is what Toro told me. No one works and everyone owns a gun.

Fucking him was nice because I already knew that I loved him. I loved his long solid back, his chest with its nine diagonal scars. I knew, even then, that it was important to memorize everything about him, his silky wrist hair, the knot of muscles at his throat. I even wrote down the dreams I had while sleeping beside him.

I dreamed of the desert.

I dreamed of a tall dark-haired woman who was his mother.

I dreamed of twelve white tents in the sky.

In the morning, I described my dreams to him and in exchange he told me stories of his past life. Toro spoke of his father who lived on another island and who, he told me, he’d once unsuccessfully tried to kill. The bullet had narrowly missed his head, shattering a balcony window instead. The glass covered the garden like falling ash.

Or snow, I suggested.

He said he’d never seen snow.

He slept with his belt wound in a neat coil beside his head.

When he touched me he made the earth disappear. And the sea as well. We were alone on our island of nets.

Where is Athens? Athens doesn’t exist.

Where is Canada? There is no such thing.

One morning his wife came looking for him. She was a slender woman, older than I was, with a beautiful, worried mouth. She called out in front of my studio door, knocking with her full weight. Toro climbed out the back window and hid in the hull of a boat, wrapped in a sail. She screamed my name. The children at the night market had given her my name in exchange for a basket of oranges and a mint Aero bar. I saw my name like a flag projected from her mouth.

Eventually, I emerged from the studio. The children were eating their oranges on the dock and she was among them. I offered her a glass of coffee, which she held with both hands but didn’t drink. This comforted me, though, because I could see she didn’t have a gun.

Where is he? she demanded.

Diving, I told her, for diving was a popular activity on the island. I’d heard that there were many interesting and brightly coloured fish just beyond the harbour.

Diving, she said, her face small and sharp.

Of course we both knew he couldn’t swim.

When I am lying my eyes turn light blue.

That night he turned me over in his sleep, licked my palms, my neck. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone in another part of the city was suffering

On our first day apart, I went swimming alone. I watched a child kill an octopus with a stick. Waves spilling ink. The child was no more than ten and resembled a ghost. That is to say, when he looked out of the waves at me I could see that he’d already died several times.

I didn’t reprimand him. What would I say? One day, he, like the rest of us, will take the place of the octopus. And we will be beaten under the water until our bodies dispel, in their last defense, a black wave.

Without Toro each hour of the day felt like a personal insult. Breathing became high endurance exercise. I tried to read but quickly got lost.

I couldn’t stay inside so I took to the hills on a rented motorbike. Toro had given me a helmet to wear while riding. All of Greece is dead on the roads, he said. Roadside vigils are not reassuring to visitors. We survive on visitors.

I found a town farther south. All day I sat on the steps of a church that contained the island’s most incorruptible saint. I was lonely and dehydrated. If there had been a train station I would have waited there. I would have taken the first ticket out. But this was an island and the only way to leave was by water or by air.

In the church square an artist had set up a recreation of the earth’s lost islands, each now submerged under kilometres of water. There was Pavlopetri, a sunken city off the Peloponnesian coast, not far from Crete. Dhanushkodi was demolished by cyclones in 1964. Ferdinandea, I read, still sometimes reappears. Dadu, a small island named after its resident dog, disappeared just this year. I wondered what happened to the dog.

The church muralist’s eighteen-year-old son appeared on the steps behind me and wanted to know if I’d go to the beach with him. His name was Dionysus, which was a common name for the sons of religious muralists. In the water he circled me but didn’t touch.

Like a shark in the water I am waiting, he said. But he did not have the persistence of a shark. His eyes were light, like mine, and like me, he was a little bit lazy.

Later he took me to his father’s studio, which held a half-completed labyrinth made of driftwood. He showed me his mother’s bridal dress. He was respectful. He offered me water. Everything was preserved neatly, securely, in a cool shuttered house.

When Toro returned from his trip, he found me at the docks in the hull of his favourite boat. He greeted me, tying a silver chain around my neck. He had brought me other gifts as well. He watched me unwrap them and helped me to arrange them on my body. Every gift contained a clasp and a blue stone.

I offered him pebbles from the cracks of my fingers. One shaped like a lung, one like a kidney. But he refused them. I never accept gifts from foreign women, he said. Of course, he was joking. Everything I owned I had given to him. Even now, I searched for one last gift.

The window of our borrowed boat was small and round. Outside people passed on their way to the exhibition. Children dragged sticks through the dirt. Somewhere, beneath us, floated a wounded octopus.

I heard someone call my name or a word that sounded distinctly like my name. There was no one on the pier. I heard it again. A voice calling me from the life I’d left behind. My mother’s voice.

Outside the window, ten eyeless faces surveyed the harbour, each a discarded Ariadne. The sculptor had already set up their final installation in town.

But there was someone else outside, unseen, but close. I heard a breath. The shifting of weight on a sandaled foot.

All Greece hates

the still eyes in the white face



Do you hear that? I asked Toro. He grabbed my leg at the thickest part.

Come back to bed.

My window is dark so she cannot see me, but I hear her, cool feet pacing the deck, casting a spell, discreetly under her breath. Eventually, she’ll head back to the town, where the main square has been transformed, by the resident architect, into a huge maze of kites. The buildings’ various colours are no longer distinguishable in the last light.

But I am now linked to her by an invisible cord running from my ankle to hers, or from my throat to her throat. I follow her steps towards the dark city, until the world around me becomes granular and pearly and he lowers me onto the bed. I follow her steps until I feel his horns, pressing into my back, releasing me.


Houseboat

NOEL HAS GIVEN ME his flat in Amsterdam for two weeks. He’s gone to stay with his boyfriend in another part of the city, which is no problem, he assures me. I can tell he feels sorry for me but is also kind of amazed at my stupidity.

You don’t have to explain anything to me, Charlotte, he says when he meets me at the train station, but he keeps looking at me without blinking, as if I’ve just performed a reckless stunt. Harry Houdini beside a cracked aquarium. Marina Abramović with a bleeding lung.

Noel tells me to follow him and I do, lugging my suitcase across a bridge and along a tram track towards the small island on which he lives. To the right of the bridge is a line of houseboats bobbing in the water. Some have been there for decades, Noel says. Their docks are worth more than a plot of land. A few of them have gardens on the deck, washing lines, small dogs curled up on the starboard. Beyond them, a portion of the harbour has been sectioned off with a line of buoys. A swimmer crawls back and forth across the water, her white swimming cap bright against the surface. Mesmerized, I watch her arms lift and drop like scissors through silk.

Noel pauses to wait for me on the other side of the bridge. I can tell he’s deciding how to handle me. He’s a tall, wiry man with an ageless face and grey, almost white, hair raked to the side. He once instructed me on how to use cold cream on my face at night in order to preserve my skin. That was ten years ago now, when we were waiting tables in Montreal. If you’re broke, use Vaseline. For his fiftieth birthday, he told me, he would be getting a tiny bit of work done, just around the eyes. A little snip and pull.

The universe is a site of lingering catastrophes, he reminds me, cheerfully. Nothing we can do about it.

These days I routinely sleep thirteen hours a night and eat frozen dinners in front of a screen. When asked to follow, I follow. When required to speak, I open my mouth and stare, just like I’m staring at Noel now.

It’s okay, he says, you’re in transition.

He knows I don’t like this word, but he’s right. I have not renewed my contract at the small university I teach at. I have left the man I was living with in Berlin. My books and other possessions are in storage or have been given away. For now, it seems important that I shed everything that reflects my life back to me.

When I explain this to Noel, he nods.

You’ll regret it, he says. But you’re young.

He glances at me. Youngish.

We pass the row of houseboats and arrive at his building, which used to be a fabric factory but was converted into flats in the 90s. Everyone in the building knows each other, Noel warns me. Some have even been married to each other. There’s a lot of shifting around. Borrowing of bicycles and rowboats. They won’t bother you, he says. We’re socialists but not very sociable ones.

He hands me the keys to his front door and watches as I struggle to open it. He doesn’t offer help, though.

This is all part of the test.

What test? he says, hurt, when I mention this. Three years ago, I remember, his boyfriend had spent some months at a psychiatric treatment centre after swallowing a bottle of antifreeze. Noel had not understood why Peter should be suffering. He’s younger than I am, he’d told me then, and knows five languages. And his parents are still alive. Noel’s father had died when he was a teenager. Which was probably just as well, Noel said, because if cancer hadn’t killed him, my coming out would have.

You’re welcome to stay as long as you like, he says now, turning on the light and stepping aside to let me through. Just don’t drown yourself in my bathtub.

When you know how to swim, I tell Noel, thinking about the swimmer out in the harbour, it’s almost impossible to drown. Deliberately, I mean.

His fridge is empty except for a bottle of full-fat milk, radishes, and a box of Egyptian dates.

What did you tell your neighbours about me? I ask Noel, closing the fridge door. He doesn’t answer. When I turn around I see he’s stepped out onto the landing and is looking over the harbour at the National Library, the tallest building on this side of the city. It was designed by a famous architect. A pervert, Noel tells me. I wonder what kind of pervert; if Noel approves or disapproves, and if the perversion reveals itself in the architecture.

Then Noel leaves and I am alone in his very small and crowded apartment. The trees outside the window shake in unison.

I remember once waking up on an airplane knowing that there was no reason for this voice, the quiet one speaking to me from the head of the sleeping man beside me, his arm slumped over mine. Where are you going. Where are you from?

In the morning, I feel as though the trees have been questioning me all night.

The National Library quickly becomes my daily destination, though it sometimes takes me all morning to get there, and often, once there, I do little else than stare out the window at the harbour and drink interminable cups of coffee in the part of the library where one is permitted to drink coffee. I think about the pervert architect. I think about a man who picked me up hitchhiking on a highway in New Brunswick and wanted me to stand on him. Pulling over at a truck stop in the middle of the night, he lay down on the ground and demanded that I walk up and down on his back. Then he drove me to Halifax.

When Noel asks me what I do at the library all day, I tell him I’m writing a history of female genius. It’s a biography, I explain, of loneliness and women artists.

Oh, he scratches his neck. Hasn’t someone already written that one?

I don’t think so, I tell him, but suddenly doubt myself.

Right now I’m writing about Emily Carr.

Who?

Canadian landscape painter.

You surround yourself with artists, Noel observes, but you’re too afraid to become one.

I look at my hands and am reminded of how they have always aged ahead of me. I am twenty-nine and my hands are fifty-five. When I’m fifty-five they will be seventy-three, Emily Carr’s age when she died.

I tell him how I once went to a reconstruction of Emily Carr’s house in a museum in Vancouver. The floor was made of uneven wooden planks and one wall was cut away, so the viewers could look in on her hovel: a silver kettle on the stove, a bottle of vinegar, a stuffed replica of her pet monkey, Woo, a heavy lace curtain that blocked the light, and a tiny round mirror hanging above the sink where she mixed her paints. I remember a small photograph of the artist, a heavyset woman with a black felt hat, surrounded by animals. She seemed to have led a frugal existence beside the sea, the life of poverty and restraint that so often defines women artists.

Later I found out that Emily Carr’s actual family house in Victoria, BC, was spacious and furnished with antiques from England. I don’t tell Noel about this, though. It does not fit the portrait.

At the dock near my flat, the swimmer tucks her hair into a cap and slides one foot over the water’s surface. I’ve been watching her for days now. She arrives every afternoon at 3:00 p.m. Her shadow lies directly beside her, like a discarded dress. Arms raised, she vaults forward, disappears. A door to one of the quayside flats opens overhead. Three young children wander into the communal gardens, which, Noel has informed me, were once a shipping yard. There is a fountain in the centre. The water is so clear it looks like a moving glass sculpture.

Children don’t notice weather; a psychologist told me this once. They only notice ships and trains and objects that travel through weather.

A gull slaps a fish down on the boardwalk and turns its head to stare at me, hunched over my notebook. The fish does not come from the harbour but from a nearby restaurant with small white fluttering tablecloths and straight-backed chairs. The gull drags the fish towards the water’s edge, where the swimmer dashes back and forth. Accepting that I won’t interfere with its meal, the gull turns its attention to pecking the batter off the fish. It does so lovingly, as if it were removing a coat from a beautiful woman.

In the nearby restaurant, one such woman, blonde, with long impeccable forearms, lifts a glass to her lips. She is a more determined version of myself. Successful and thin with expensive teeth. She slides the glass back onto the table beside her plate. If she is waiting for someone, she shows no sign of impatience.

If she were to look up and ask me why I am here, I would say, I came here in an attempt to reorganize my life. I am in need of good habits. A practice of placing my hands before me and hoisting my body up like a sail, at least once every day.

I take off my shoes, lay my towel on a bench, and join the swimmer.

The water is clean. Not drinkable, though. Noel has warned me to keep it out of my eyes and mouth. I let myself fall into a rhythm, breathing in the air pocket formed by my shoulder, slipping my arms back and forth as I have been taught. I practiced in a public pool, and then the ocean off Vancouver Island in the summer. There the water was completely clear, not like the water here, which is an opaque, depthless grey.

When I’m surrounded by water everything on land seems insignificant. For a moment I forget my weight and the bones in my feet. All that remains is water and the slow pump of my blood and a boat’s generator farther up the harbour.

Legs tucked into my chest, I let myself sink. It’s not like falling, because it’s so slow. The light narrows above me. The water no longer feels cold.

There’s something I’m trying to remember. A message. The deeper I sink, the closer I get to it. But I can only remember the first line.

Reeds grip my shoulders, haul me up. Not reeds, fingers. The pressure suddenly releases. The swimmer blinks at me behind her goggles.

Hello, she says in English. Did you get a cramp?

She wears a tight rubber cap, which contrasts with her smooth brown shoulders. Her goggles are triangular and cloudy, insect-like.

I was trying to touch the bottom, I tell her.

There is no bottom, she says. It’s too deep.

My hands are almost completely numb.

I’ve seen you here before, the swimmer says, pushing the goggles up over her forehead. They leave thick triangular marks around her eyes, a red line over the ridge of her nose. She’s a cellist from Sydney, she tells me as we swim to the dock, though she lives in Amsterdam now. Nearby, in fact, in the hull of a retired houseboat. She invites me to her place to warm up. It’s airy and minimal, the walls curving up around us, coated in thin white paint.

There are five round windows on either side, which, though they are not large, let in a sharp watery light. Her cello is set up beside one of the windows. There is a music stand, several folios of sheet music, and a couch with a delicate cotton throw. The bow lies on the table, a knob of resin beside it. She mixes something in a glass and hands it to me. Ducks float past at eye level. Ducklings too, swimming in a line after their parents. We stand at the window, observing the family gliding across the sleek dark surface, the rainy city rising up like a mirage behind them. The cellist is slight, I notice, and much shorter than I am, though her narrowness makes her appear tall. She’s strong too. After the swim, she’d pulled herself up onto the dock in one motion. No effort. Her hair is coppery brown and surprisingly dry. Only the strands above her ears, where the cap didn’t reach, are wet. The red marks left by the goggles have almost completely disappeared.

She tells me the ducks have a nest near the entrance of her boat. It must be strange, I say, to live almost completely underwater. You get used to it, she says. I don’t notice it anymore.

Sometimes when I’m sleeping, though, I wake up and forget where I am, or even that I am awake, because the floor will be moving underneath me. It happens to me when I’m swimming too. I’ll become mesmerized by the rhythm and believe I’m flying.

She lifts an arm over her head and lets it fall.

I’ve always thought swimming would be like flying, I say. I mean, that it would take the same effort to stay up. Which, I guess, is not much, if you angle your body in the right way.

Yes, she says. You understand. You’re a swimmer so you understand.

I assume, at first, that she’s younger than I am, until she tells me that she has lived in The Hague half her life. She moved to the Netherlands on a scholarship and after her studies she joined the philharmonic orchestra, where she has been working ever since. She’s considered returning home, but she finds that whenever she does go back for a visit she feels intensely alienated, but then she wonders if it is she who has brought her separateness with her, and that, if she could only find a way to release herself from this separateness, she might feel included.

I think of the thin blonde woman at the quayside restaurant, sipping her wine, checking her phone. Included in what, I ask her.

I guess it’s more of a feeling, she says, crossing her arms, her drink pressed against one of her elbows. She recounts an article she’s read about how, statistically, it gets harder to make friends the older one gets.

There’s less time to go around, she says, so it isn’t that forming friendships is harder, but rather that time is worth more now that there’s less of it. There’s conceivably still a lot of it left for us, but relatively speaking, there is less, even less than there was, say, an hour ago, when I first met you in the harbour.

It takes fifty hours to make an acquaintance, she says. A hundred hours to make a friend. A friend-friend.

I’m only here for two weeks, I tell her.

That’s 336 hours, she smiles.

We look out the window again, each holding up our own abstract vision of time or friendship or the future in our heads and comparing it to the wet city across the water.

You come into the world alone and you go out of the world alone, wrote Emily Carr, yet it seems to me you are more alone while living than even going and coming.

The light above the bridge has faded. People are cycling home from work, tall men with children sitting languidly on the handlebars. I notice that the water feels closer and denser. I’m aware of it on all sides of the boat. Across the harbour, the library is lit up like a floating palace, an apparatus of glittering lights and glass corridors headed to somewhere famous and unreal, like Monaco. People wander through the aisles, pausing every now and again to select the title they’re looking for or to slip a book back in its place. Yesterday I climbed all the way to the roof of the library, as Noel had advised me to do. It was the best view in the city he’d told me, and free. It struck me that all views are free. It was the process of getting to the view that was not free, requiring you to spend money or energy or both.

The cellist has asked me something and is waiting for a reply. Several fine lines spring up around her eyes when she smiles. Her bottom teeth are uneven, like mine.

I tell her that when I think of Australia I think of the Blue Mountains, which aren’t actually blue, and of my mother’s friends, who moved there long ago and made the right investments and now are well off. My mother holds them up as her model of happiness. They are the only immigrants she knows who don’t want to return home.

This may be the answer the cellist is looking for because she is nodding, her lips pressed against her now empty glass. Her parents, she tells me, live outside the city in a suburb. It’s very green there. In fact, it’s hard to describe the beauty of that place and equally hard to understand why she wanted to leave, but all she wanted, for as long as she can remember, was to leave.

There are many forms of longing, she says. Childhood is just one of them.

The sky is completely black outside. The water around us absorbs all light and sound from its surface. It creates an almost frightening sense of privacy. She brings me another drink and I sip it quickly, the ice striking my teeth. She doesn’t ask me why I’ve come here or when I’m leaving. Her body is warmer than mine, radiating a steady heat. At one point I think she might kiss me, we are that close. But she doesn’t.

Earlier that day, the harbour water had stripped us of our outlines. We now had a new kind of shape, though I wasn’t sure of what it was. I tell her this, and this time she kisses me, not quite on my cheek, on the corner of my mouth, and refills my glass with the last of the bottle.

I leave later that night, promising to visit her the next day. But I spend the next day inside Noel’s flat composing an email to the man I used to live with. I picture him alone in our one-bedroom unit, in a square building on a silent tree-lined street, sifting through papers, letters, bills, or running scales on the piano. Sometimes, when I think of you, I feel nothing at all, he’d told me. Nothing.

And now, I’d asked him. What about now?

I’m just trying to be accurate, he’d explained. Don’t cry. I hate seeing women cry.

The sky is a muted colour, like a day after the end of the world, though people are still moving about. The post office is open.

I delete the email and instead send him a set of instructions on what to do with my half of the furniture. There is not much of it. The list is not long.

It is hard to remember just when you first became aware of being alive, wrote Emily Carr, two years before her death. It is like looking through rain onto a bald, new lawn.

The ground is suddenly green.

Later that evening, I follow someone’s umbrella through the streets to the centre of town, repeating a name, a set of numbers Noel has given me. A bright hole opens in the sky and the rain stops. From a window, a cat tracks me as I repeat the numbers, 1035, 1035, which lead me to a beautiful theatre, built in a different century and converted into a cinema when film was invented. Gazing up at the cylindrical walls and smooth gold roof, I feel as if I have fallen through time, but then Noel appears behind me, takes my hand and leads me through the dark to a seat. His boyfriend, Peter, arrives with straws of salted licorice. He’s heavier than he was five years ago, when I first met him, and I wonder if it’s the lithium. He beams at me and pulls me into a hug. You look exactly the same, he exclaims, and insists I sit between them.

The film is set in an unnamed country, where several men and women and their adult children sit around a table, exchanging confessions in a language I don’t recognize. The subtitles are in Dutch so I follow the film as I would a dream, gliding helplessly through its noise and shadows.

Peter holds my hand and translates the most important lines. Noel whispers the plot in my ear. Afterwards, Noel wants to know if I think women are more lonely than men. Or if couples are more lonely than single people with friends. And if the desire to minimize this condition is the impulse behind everything we do.

As opposed to sex, I mean, he says.

Peter says he thinks everyone is lonely and sex cures nothing.

Nothing. Really? Noel slides his thumb along Peter’s wrist, and they share a smile that doesn’t include me.

Then Noel looks at me. Your problem, Charlotte, is that you are attached to your loneliness. You don’t want to let it go.

I don’t know if that’s a problem, says Peter.

Nobody admires suffering, says Noel conclusively, running a hand through Peter’s hair. Unless it’s done very well.

Returning late from the city, I notice the cellist’s lights are on. I pause outside her door, but I don’t knock. Four little shapes swerve past her window in the dark. Her bathing suit hangs from a line on the ship’s deck. It’s the same suit as before. She only owns one bathing suit.

That night I have a vision of her houseboat. It has come unmoored and we are moving out to sea. In the distance, the city looks prehistoric, something preserved in a museum display. I’m drifting with my back towards the sun, which is rising over the water. I have the sense that there is no other land mass beyond the horizon, nothing out there that can obstruct us, just an edgeless surface. There aren’t even any clouds in the sky. No one knows us. No one asks us where we’re from or where we’re sailing to. The cellist is below, in the hull of the boat, searching for a passage in a book that she wants to show me. Perhaps it’s my book, whose pages are not yet written. I can’t hear her but I know that she’s there, crouching barefoot, below the waterline, goggle marks still pink across her skin, looking for something she’s meaning to show me.

I don’t go swimming in the harbour again. I hear her practicing her cello, the strange melancholic sound rising up from deep below the water.

A world like a boat passing by. And another on the dark water. How can we stop being us?

From the bridge, from the bony seat of the tram, I listen to the drifting, now almost silent music. I am not frightened. Flying requires the same effort as swimming.


Youth Orchestra

THE YEAR I TURN THIRTY, I travel to Assisi with my dad. He keeps saying he wants to return in winter. Empty squares and clock towers. Sienna in the rain. He’d once travelled through Italy with a red-haired woman. Lauren. Did I tell you about Lauren? Yes. They slept in pensions, which he pronounces pensiones, and sometimes under trees. Even her armpit hair was red.

After climbing to the castle on the hill, we eat in a small restaurant beside the bus station, electric fans whirring above our heads. We order ice and a carafe of wine, eat all the bread in the basket. Order more bread. Though he’s over sixty my dad’s hair is still brown. He wears dark colours to hide his sweat. The servers mistake him for my husband. They hand him the cheque. He accepts, signs his name.

This is the first trip I’ve taken with him as an adult. For most of my childhood we lived in separate countries, and although he sent me long birthday letters filled with stories and illustrations every year, we didn’t know each other well. Perhaps this is what the servers see, two people who are still learning to understand each other.

Across the courtyard is a museum that contains a slab of the Berlin Wall. We pay admission to the museum and linger in its air-conditioned rooms. There are three levels, each connected by an outdoor staircase. I don’t remember the exhibition itself. The giant slabs of concrete that once divided Berlin seemed, at the time, unexceptional. But I do remember the cool windowless rooms, high ceilings lit by energy-saving light bulbs.

Before leaving Assisi, we stop at the tomb of Saint Francis. The guards ask me to cover my shoulders before visiting the saint’s tiny coffin, which lies beneath frescoes of lions with human faces and bareheaded monks. No photographs, please. Veiled, I join the other women, handbags brimming with souvenirs, filing into the temperature-controlled room for a moment of silence, and then out again onto the bright road. The tomb makes my dad uncomfortable. He would rather wait for me outside, in the land of the living, taking photographs of ancient herb gardens and window displays, an exhibition of puppets, a miniature stone castle on a hill.

The next day we take a westbound train to Florence. My dad offers to sit facing the rear of the train, travelling backwards to spare me from motion sickness and for three hours he watches the dry fields of Italy hurtle past. I ignore the tiny villages scattered throughout the valley, the graveyards marooned on distant hills, the blue shadow of the train skimming the rock on either side of the tracks. Instead I write a letter to Lukas in Germany with whom I’m still in love. I tell him of the stone city, the saint who is the size of a child. I only look up once from my letter as we pass a huge lake surrounded by reeds. Lake Trasimeno, my dad tells me. It’s the fourth largest lake in Italy. When we arrive at our apartment in Florence, he offers me the nicer room, the better bed. In every place we stay there is always a better bed.

I remember how, when I was a child, he used to illustrate my dreams. Write them down in the morning, make them into little paper books. Rabbits fallen into wells, water rising, ants in my red rainboots. That was when he still did all the voices. The stories always took place in forests with European trees I’d never seen before but recognized, because their names had been repeated to me so many times. Beech, ash, maple, spruce. In my dreams, the ants bit me awake.

In the evening there is a free concert in the plaza beside the church, a youth orchestra visiting from Naples. The timpanist cannot be more than fourteen, slim and upright in a silk waistcoat. I am transfixed by his long delicate face, his straight hair that falls directly in his eyes every time he looks down at his drums, poised to strike at the correct interval. The orchestra plays a slow nocturnal melody that lasts over an hour without a pause. Mahler’s Symphony No. 5, my dad decides, although I can tell that this is just a guess. Still, when I look up I see that he is utterly moved by the music. His face appears smooth and empty, even young. Later this will be the memory that he returns to, the concert in the church square with his oldest daughter, the melancholy oboe and violins reminding him of the old world, of saints and walled cities, a red-haired woman beneath a tree.

But this is not my memory. Instead, I remember watching the musicians with a growing sense of dread. As the square emptied the feeling intensified and even though we were only a few streets away from our apartment, I felt that we were irretrievably lost, that the tall stone buildings that surrounded us, their windows now mostly dark, had conspired to imprison us within the plaza. The streets that promised to lead us away from the church would return us, each via a different secret route, a deserted avenue or a corridor of flowerpots and green shutters, back to the square.

That night I broke down, despite the nicer room and the better bed. I could not contain myself. Outside the sky was completely clear. The bridges that joined the two limbs of the city seemed to be arched in pain. I made a phone call to Germany. The phone rang and rang and even when, on the third try, I finally got through, I could not explain why I had called. I was inconsolable. There was nothing left to say, except that life was moving forward in small treacherous steps, steps that led in no particular direction, only forward, relentlessly forward.


Stingray

I never stop seeing the far shore and I don’t know why I don’t dream of being there, different and happy.



—FERNANDO PESSOA, The Book of Disquiet



EVERYONE WEARS WHITE HERE. Girls with white dogs in their arms rush towards the water. Women smear white ointments across the backs of their knees. Swimmers crouch over white caps.

Friends have gathered halfway up the beach, my father’s friends. Beside him sits a woman who was once so beautiful she was named the Rag Queen and transported on a float through Cape Town. Her hair is now white and short, but her eyes are still clear grey. She and my dad crowd together under the tree with the family and extended family visiting from Europe. She waves to me. She wants to know how my book is going and when it will be out. From across the sand I hear my father say, Water lilies…

How’s your mom? she asks, sitting beside me. Where’s she living?

On an island on Canada’s west coast.

How many children does your sister have now?

My father seems happier than I’ve seen him before. I can hear it in his voice. He hands out napkins, plates, retreats to the shade again with a plastic wine glass.

Four divers emerge from the far side of the bay and remove their masks. They remind me of a film I saw in which a man wanders across the Californian desert in a wetsuit. Filmed from a distance, the man drifts through fields of red soil. When, towards the end of the film, an ambulance arrives to collect his body, the camera pans out, across the hilltops at a remove.

Yesterday the sea was thick with pulverized jellyfish. I met a five-year-old girl collecting deposits in a net. She held the net out to me so I could see the blue threads that ran through the viscous. Do they still have brains, she asked, or memories? Actually, she didn’t say memories. What she said was feelings.

I walked along the margin of the tide, thinking about a photograph I’d seen of a girl waist-deep in a dumpster filled with fortune cookies. I hadn’t recognized her at first but then realized I knew her, or had known her when she’d been unhappy, or less happy, than she was now.

But again that could be a feeling (memory).

I’m aware of the waves all night, receding, then rushing towards me. I dream about an old friend who I have given up thinking about. He’s wearing a white suit, about to be married, trying to convey an important message to me, a set of instructions, but his voice is drowned out. I can’t see his face.

In the morning the jellyfish bloom has dissipated. Little girls drag their dogs into the water. Little boys stand in the surf with foam-capped bellies, shouting out stingray.

Two high notes: sting-raaay.

Farther up the beach my father’s friend sits in a deck chair and watches from the shadow of a tractor used to pull boats out of the sea. The water, she says, is cold for this time of year. Cold! Cold! the children repeat. But then the water in the Cape is always cold. She doesn’t move except to flick the sand off her toes.

The masters used to paint their subjects green before applying flesh tones, my father informs me. This was to add depth to a flat surface. The green, perceivable through the flesh, is the same pigment, I imagine, as the seabed.

The book I’m reading tells me of a psychologist who judges the happiness level of animals. Dogs rate high on the happiness index. (List does not include jellyfish.)

Does the animal express joy and interest? the psychologist asks. Is the animal depressed, lonely, anxious, bored or afraid? Can the animal’s bed be moved closer to the family’s activities?

The cure for unhappiness, she says, is in the nonhuman.

Stingrays are slightly broader than the width of a human face. A face without bones. Several such faces stare up at me through the water.

The youngest child on the beach sulks in the shade. The visitors grow restless. Swimmers peel off their wetsuits and complain of hunger. But on the plus side, I hear a woman’s voice saying, on the plus side, and she explains the plus side.


Cellular Memory

FIRST, the missing person extricates himself, cell by cell, lowering his body into the earth. His footsteps disappear, his shavings in the sink, his voice in the kitchen. His smell, all at once, is gone. His weight, and the indent of his body on the bed, the blue fibres at his wrist, his throat, the bowl of his head, the weight of his head. All these disappear as he descends below the rim of memory, text history, email history.

Where does he go? He carries leaves into the darkness. Where in the wet darkness does he go?

The world continues but without you. And you must continue, too. You must find a way to continue without the world.

This advice is given to me by my sister on a cold morning in March. It is no secret but Nina whispers it, hot in my ear. She’s given me her spare room. I am to stay as long as I need to get well. There’s a small balcony that looks out on the street. She invites me to go walking with her every day now. We watch her dog Loki gather the snow in his coat. We walk through empty basketball courts and up a steep slope that overlooks Whale Mountain.

This is a realization you will have in the near future, she says, in the nearest, most complete version of the future, while slicing cucumbers, or heating milk in the microwave, or emptying the sink. You’ll find that you no longer recognize yourself. You have to rebuild yourself from scratch. Decide how you’ll occupy your time, what you have forgiven, what you regret. What music you will listen to if you’ll still listen to music. Maybe you’ll prefer podcasts now. Or silence. Maybe silence is what you’ll love.

What you’ll like, prefer, love.

Loki twists his head back to look at us, the leash straining against his throat.

Midnight is not a good time to exist. I dream of my balcony but instead of the street below there is a vast emptiness and far beneath this emptiness there is a sheet of water the width of an inland sea, glittering, concealing shoals of grey-lipped fish. And it is within this medium of distance and sleep that the icebergs appear, encased in their own silent misery, great floating islands of anxiety and despair, although they are quite beautiful also.

I no longer trust the position of my bed against the wall, the alignment of the two identical chairs in Nina’s kitchen. I can no longer stand the perennial assault of the closet.

I reach into the reserve of my happiness and feel his body, his long sleepblind body, his pliable nose, the spike of his tongue. Then I withdraw my hand.

Each day is a maze that keeps growing horizontally out to one side. The heat arrives suddenly in June. I wake up alone to the fan on my legs and realize it’s been labouring all night while I was dreaming of icebergs. I rise, feeling guilty. The feeling only intensifies. I meet no one, definitely no one new. The sky remains clear until eight o’clock. Even after the night drops, the sky remains clear.

That’s a good day.

Yesterday in a café Nina’s oldest son Ben told his mother: I don’t want you to love me, I just want you to, like, chat.

Behind me a woman describes my life to a friend. I don’t see her face but I recognize the details.

The Greeks have two words for life: life with details: βιος and life without: ζωή.

I’ve moved every three years, the woman says. Sometimes more frequently. I lived in Berlin but never learned German. The last person I loved travelled everywhere alone.

He preferred it that way.

Yes, says her friend, to show she is listening.

My doppelgänger describes two pet birds she once owned. Canaries. Mortal enemies. Their cages divided up her apartment into loud and quiet places. She had to give them up. This is where our histories diverge. I imagine the woman’s trail of abandoned pets leading back to her birth, the Year of the Rat. Everything reminds me of animals, she says. This coffee cup. My shoes. It’s because they’re disappearing.

Birds are disappearing because of cats, says her friend.

When I turn around, she looks nothing like me. She’s barely twenty-four. Short dark hair, sullen mouth, shoulders drowning in a black cardigan. She recedes from recognition. A ship’s light.

My current town.

My current room.

My bed in which a day has been lost.

What do these places have in common?

Places where you are not.

I reach into the reserve of my happiness and touch the wet of an eyeball, an earlobe, the pubic pelt. I can no longer say the missing person loves planetariums, or differential geometry, or follows Eastern European politics. I no longer know x, y or z about him. I no longer know x, y or z about anything, but especially not the missing person.

Do you see figures out of the corner of your eye?

Small arcs of light.

Do you sweat?

I spend a week at a sleep clinic, where they monitor my brain waves, also the oxygen level in my blood. The doctors find that instead of slowing down, my neural activity speeds up during REM. Essentially, the diagnosis, I am more awake when I sleep.

Below me appears a floating warehouse, a factory with a crenulated roof, a dormant submarine. The missing person appears with hair swept to the side, as when I first met him, but this time he is carrying a suitcase tied with rope. This time he is not smiling. He is not doing anything with his face.

After this the missing person will only appear in my dreams occasionally, and he is different in these dreams, blurry, so I’ll never know if it is the missing person or a replica of the missing person.

Emerging from the factory door, he says: these are all the things you left behind in every house you have ever lived, in every place you have slept, the things you hoped never to see again.

I untie the rope, which is made from plant fibres and sturdy industrial materials. The suitcase contains clothes, letters, furniture which I now carry on my back through the city.

When I wake up, it’s October. Nina is at the door.

Here we go, she says. Let’s get up.

Human beings live twice as long as their heat rates would indicate, my nephew informs me as he takes my hand. Humans and chickens.

Do you ever grow tired of travelling such long distances?

These are questions strangers ask of me. Strangers and friends.

What is it that you like, prefer, love?

Rivers, sunbathing, sailing in small boats.

Petting zoos, planetariums, Hercule Poirot.

How frugal you have become regarding joy!

Nina sets a bowl before me. An enormous spoon.

Her children race each other to the tub.

To sleep is to leave in the middle of living.

Each morning I take Loki walking along the lake’s shore. The tent that has stood beside the boat houses all summer has disappeared. We notice it pitched at the far end of the airstrip, near the little swamp, which turns into a pond when it rains. A woman sits outside the tent. Hands clasped in her lap, facing the lake, eyes on the water, as if watching a film on its surface.

Her body is thicker than mine, sloping towards the shore, but her hair is the same light brown. Loki barks in recognition.

As I pull him away, I hear her murmur something.

She lifts her voice, but doesn’t turn.

Patches of snow, preserved in the places obscured from the sun, gleam hard and white.

Loki barks again, crouches against the path. Refuses to go farther. Shadows leap before us as the wind picks up.

I leave my gloves for her, propped against the reeds. I know that they will fit.

At night I am a volcanologist, climbing down a braided rope towards the centre of the earth to consult with Vulcan, the God of Disruption and Volcanic Change.

The two of us consult all night. Our conversation is equatorial. He warns me about the next fifty years of earthquakes.

Even as we speak, a volcano erupts undersea. A new island is formed, an island of gas and aerated rock, which, for a time, will exist as a resting spot for gulls before sinking back into the ocean.

In the morning I research the world’s most famous volcanoes in order to find traces of the missing person.



1.Hokusai’s volcano, snow-peaked and built by giants.

2.Vesuvius, shaken by earthquakes.

3.The sacred volcanoes of Indonesia, tended by priests bearing gifts of fruit and clothes.

4.Lake Agnano and the cave of the dog.

5.Etna, yoked in clouds.

6.Mount Teide, where, in 2012, I misplaced my sunglasses.

I live like a monk, furiously writing letters. My friends have forbidden me to write about love so instead I write about food, a bowl of oats, or a forest in the south of Germany where the trees resemble nightmares, where I encountered the body of Saint Francis, his hard brown feet, his wooden face.

The saint, come to think of it, resembles all missing persons.

There’s a rare condition where the afflicted individual goes blind but conceals his blindness from everyone, including himself. Family and friends don’t know what has happened until he walks into a wall or a closed door and makes up reasons to justify the accident. Suspicion grows when the patient begins to describe people and objects that are not there at all.

Sometimes when I’m speaking, I feel like I have succumbed to this disorder, sightlessly describing a world that may not exist.

In the park, Nina stops me. Presses a thumb to my wrist. Loki trots towards the shrubs bordering the path and urinates in a half circle.

These days, Nina wears light long-sleeved shirts that she frequently balls up and throws in the laundry once they’ve become marred with yogurt or throw-up or apple puree. I watch without offering to help, even though helping might bring me back into her world, which is to say, reality.

Wake up, says Nina. Sometimes, you call out your own name in your sleep.

A family passes us on bicycles, the youngest stares at me with eyes like hooks. His look makes me feel like an animal who, because of some biological accident, wears a vital organ on the outside of her skin.

The oldest says, are they going to chop down all the trees or are they leaving some?

I don’t want you to love me. I just want to, like, chat.

You have a visitor, says Nina, opening my bedroom door to reveal a tall man with longish hair.

Hugh. He’s lost weight, grown a beard. He pulls his chair up to my bed.

I brought you a book about lichen, he says. It’s in German but the pictures are nice.

He’s suffering from a stress-related disorder which causes coin-sized bald patches to form all over the head. There’s one under his chin, like a tiny crop circle.

We haven’t seen each other since his sister’s wedding.

They’re still married, he says, and bursts out laughing. I laugh too. I’m not sure why. He lets me touch his beard hole. The skin is as smooth as laminated paper.

What do you do all day? he asks.

I’m studying the body. How the body stores memory. I’ve been searching my cells for all the things I’ve lost.

What have you lost?

People mostly, I tell him. Not just my parents, who are both alive, on separate continents; or Lukas, who is alive but no longer writes; not just friends, who, at one point, occupied large quadrants of my attention but now don’t seem to matter anymore. Like a film projected on water, they waver and disappear. It’s not just lovers, either, with their seed banks of memories, or the woman, sleeping in her toy tent on some lifeguard-less beach, or in her houseboat, alone, or the toddler at a train station in Montreal, or the injured octopus…

I talk like this for a while. Hugh listens and occasionally stops me to ask a question. Mostly, he listens.

After he’s gone, I open the book he’s given me to a picture of Ramalina menziesii, a golden flying lichen that has found a way to live on air.

In the 1960s a scientist conducted experiments on flatworms to measure how long it took them to learn a maze. He trained a group of flatworms to move through a maze and then chopped them into small pieces and fed them to an untrained group of worms. The worms that had digested pieces of their maze-trained ancestors cracked the maze faster than worms that had not been fed the trained worms. Consequently, the scientist believed that the experiment indicated a form of cellular memory. It was later revealed that the training involved stressing the worms with electric shocks to avoid mistakes in the maze. This kind of stress releases hormones that stay in the body and that are passed down, from body to body.

This much is clear. I have no memory of the maze. Or of how to get out. I have no memory of the island surrounded by its barking seals. Or of my bed, in which a year has been lost.

I reach into my happiness reserve.

Not a husk, or a peel, or a thought follicle.

I withdraw my hand (now slightly wet).

Do you see rich scenes unfolding when you turn your head?

Do you have tactile hallucinations?

Do you feel this? And now?

Do you find it hard to stop talking?

Last night it occurred to me that the best place to store memory would be in a liver cell. That way you can choose which memories to retain and which to excrete.



1.Enter through the human ear

2.Survive the human heart

While Nina and her kids are away for Christmas, I take Loki for walks twice a day. Gloveless, I compose messages in the snow, which Loki ruins by bounding towards me, his huge brown paws sinking through the surface. We pass a skating rink, an amphitheatre, a procession of buried cars. I throw a stick. Drop the leash and let him follow. Wait to see who emerges from the dark.


The Cascades

SHE REMOVES HER SOCKS, pulls them off with her jeans in a single motion. She spends longer on my clothes, unzipping and unclasping. My dress comes off like a sheath of leaves. We stand upright, in the apartment that once belonged to her grandfather. His map of the Hellenic Islands still hangs above the bed. There is a hotplate and an artery of heating pipes above the fridge. She’s the kind of person who never changes her sheets or bothers to take off her mascara at night. Her mouth is wide awake, touching the edges of my face.

This is the fantasy I have about the barista at my new local café. I get this far into it every time before she asks, cinnamon or chocolate? She leans towards me as she asks this, as if the answer should remain secret.

We have nothing in common, except perhaps an interest in hot milk; still, I try to prolong the interaction, saying yes when she asks if I want sugar. She has to refill the sugar. Do I mind waiting?

She ducks down to find the sugar cubes.

I spotted her in the café window a few weeks ago, when I first moved back to Montreal to take up a lectureship at a local university. Limited term. I think her name is Nicole. I heard her boss call her once, loudly, across the café. Nicole! Above the counter the TV tells of a mass shooting in Washington. I ignore the screen for as long as possible, then look up. Freeze-frame on a man with a gun entering an outlet store.

Are you new here? Nicole asks, refilling the sugar.

Brand new, I tell her, which is not true, but it seems to please her.

Nicole hands me my cup and a small green card. On it is the word Minotaurus in gothic letters.

My band, she says. Follow us. Like us.

I sit down near Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow (a regular) who is having coffee and éclairs.

You couldn’t pay me to live in the States, she says to a friend who’s visiting from Vermont. Have some if you like. It’s fattening.

She’s around my mother’s age, though she looks nothing like my mother, whom I haven’t seen since she moved to an island off Vancouver. Our Lady has the face of a pilgrim who got lost on her mission and parked off in a tourist town along the way. She hasn’t lost her zeal for soliciting strangers into conversation. Still, she is reassuring to me. Her eyes are made up with a mix of rouge and blue powder, her hair is trimmed in chaotic grey curls, and she wears a silver crucifix, which I have heard Nicole compliment her on.

It’s safe for Nicole to talk to her because Nicole can never stay away from the counter for long. She gifts each patron a few words and a nod and then she’s back adjusting the espresso machine.

Five women parade into the store behind a huge adjustable stroller, a communal infant held high in the air between them. I’ve heard that after an extended period of shared happiness, friends begin to resemble each other. Same goes for pets.

I catch Nicole’s eye. I want to ask her if her name is actually Nicole, but she’s busy taking orders.

Pigeons enter the premises like excuse us pay no attention (pecking under the tables) and every hour or so a staff member ushers them out through the sliding doors. On the walls are photographs of Greece in the 70s, cliffs like icebergs.

Is this real life or television? Our Lady asks, looking up at the screen.

Someone says, television.

The paper is delivered, passed around, dribbled over, used to swat at the pigeons now exploring the recesses of the building.

I learn that Our Lady has a daughter in Cowansville, Quebec. She stares at her éclair. Above her the screen zooms in on a taped-off parking lot.

Security footage is always the same, isn’t it? says Our Lady, looking over at me. Explosions make me think of New Year in Japan, she observes. And she tells her friend about the documentary she watched about the history of fireworks.

It’s the news, not television, says her friend.

On the screen, a man is freeze-framed between sliding doors. Crewcut, cargo shorts. His revolver looks like a toy.

Nicole collects the coffee mugs and disappears to the kitchen. Without her the room feels desolate. Badly lit. How can this be? I wonder. How can it be that beauty shares a property with electricity?

She reminds me of someone, a woman I once knew who lived with a guy who made sound effects for pornos. They were just roommates.

Pornography is one of the purest art forms, he’d explained to her. It has rules, like grammar.

The walls were thin, though. Eventually she moved out.

I think about this woman now, whose name I have forgotten but who made an impression on me at a party twelve years ago and to whom I haven’t spoken since. Still, I remember feeling relieved when she said, we were just roommates.

Nicole is back, heating milk, repeating: Cinnamon or Chocolate. Chocolate or Cinnamon. She smooths her Winona Ryder bangs to the side. On the TV above her, a woman is crying. Someone wraps her in a silver blanket.

The newscaster explains that this woman has spent the last hour hiding from the shooter in a changing room, squatting on a bench so that her feet would not be visible below the door. This is how she saved her life and the life of her daughter, age four and a half.

Below the TV, Nicole lifts her apron to soak up a spill. A hockey player zigzags across the screen on the commercial break.

I understand TV but I don’t understand sports, says Nicole. A friend of mine is trying to, for the sake of a guy she likes. She says it’s a lot like being illiterate.

What did I miss? How many dead? Our Lady demands, returning from the toilet. She too has a son. Young. Angry. Yes, he lets the dishes pile up. You know, some single guys. I mean, I love him, but we never talk.

You didn’t miss anything, says her friend. It keeps repeating.

Our Lady stabs her éclair. Chocolate flakes in her teeth.

I have phobias, she says to Nicole, who collects her plate. For example, I can’t walk near high shrubs. I’m afraid of most men. But I wouldn’t mind dancing with Levi again in Florida. Oh Levi.

A couple strolls past the window with suitcases and cameras, real ones, with lens caps. Snow collecting in their hair, they turn to us, casually snapping a picture. A figment of my soul now travels with them.

This is real life, someone says. Not television.

The Cascade Mall has ninety stores and restaurants including a movie theatre and an indoor waterfall. Macy’s is on the ground floor, staffed entirely by women.

On the screen, ambulances gather along a stretch of highway. The mall entrance is blocked to incoming traffic.

Freeze-frame on sliding doors.

Rifle-carrying man seen leaving on foot.

Last year, my friend Hugh and I went to a play on the anniversary of Montreal’s École Polytechnique massacre, commemorating the fourteen murdered women. Upon entering the theatre, the audience members were separated by gender, men directed to the right bleachers, women to the left. A man walked out onto the stage in a hooded orange jacket, after which the play was named. The Anorak.

This was the anorak Marc Lépine wore on December 6, 1989, when he walked into the Polytechnique, took the elevator up to Room C230, and pulled out his semi-automatic rifle. There were sixty engineering students in class that day. He told the male students to leave the classroom.

I searched for Hugh’s face across the theatre, suddenly angry that he’d left me alone with the other women. Even though the play had been my idea, I was no longer sure I wanted to stay here, assigned to my seat on the left side of the room.

When I ask Nicole about the flag that hangs beside the cash register, she explains that she inherited it from her father. His ashes lie in the Aegean.

My phone tells me the Aegean is also known as the White Sea.

It tells me to expect rain in the Aegean.

I’ve never been, Nicole says, when I ask her. She’s never left the city.

Why would I? she says. Everything I need is here.

We both watch the television for a while.

Today in the Cascade Mall. Today in the Cascades.

Civilians told to avoid State HWY 20.

Cut to a tampon commercial. Why should our bodies end at our skin?

I play bass in my band, Nicole tells me, turning away from the screen. She lifts her fingers up so I can see the calluses. Touch them, she says.

This is real life. So I touch her fingertips with mine, just briefly, and pull away. They feel like shells, calcified, protected.

The cascades, the cascades.

Nicole turns up the volume. We are all listening, everyone in the café, to a witness recount how the Macy’s shooter called out women’s names as he opened fire.

Whose names? Our Lady asks her friend.

Girls, people he knew, whispers her friend. Above her, silent, graceful, Nicholas Suzuki skates across the screen.

I feel Nicole’s gaze on me, but when I turn to catch her eye, I realize she’s not looking at me but over my shoulder at the entrance, where the doors slide open on a man. He stands on the threshold. His body scrubs out the air around him. Nicole’s so close to me now, I feel her breathing, but her voice comes from behind a wall, from a different room.

Can I help you, sir?

Sir?

I am in a dark theatre, high in the left bleachers. The women beside me exchange nervous smiles as the stage lights go up. Below, the actor, already in character, reminds us that we don’t have to watch. He’s speaking to the whole room, but he means us, the women on the left. If you want to leave, he says, now is your chance. I’m waiting. I’m going to begin.


This Is Fine

HE WANTS HER TO COME.

She must come.

Making her come has been his only responsibility until now. If she doesn’t come, he may be held responsible for other things, such as the future.

He brings his face close to hers, feels her breath. The creases of her neck are damp in a way that he likes. He picks up the pace. He’s working her in a way she likes, a way he knows she likes because she said so when they first became lovers.

Still she won’t or can’t.

He kisses her the way someone who loves her might kiss her. First her eyebrows, then her mouth. He pulls back slightly. She’s staring up at him.

Would you like to switch? he asks her.

Charlotte.

What?

Would you like to switch?

No.

Actually, she doesn’t say no. What she says is, this is fine.

Fine. He holds her head between his hands. The word, he thinks, is cradles. He cradles her head. Her face in the dark is wet. Not damp but wet in a way he doesn’t like. The wetness is spreading, down her neck, into her ears. He doesn’t want to find out what is causing it.

When they first got together, he’d touch her anywhere, armpit, knee, back, and she would. Could and would. Then they’d talk in the dark like friends.

Last time, he’d tried to explain what he was not looking for. Hurting her, for example. Hurting her and loving her too much were things he wanted to avoid. Okay, she said. Fine.

Across the street is a synagogue where men sing late into the night. They’re not singing now. Along the edge of the curtain, light is spilling. It’s the only light in the room and still it’s too much light. He can see her face anchored between his hands. Her face that will not open. Will not. Won’t.

She takes his body into the equation of her own body. For a time, he is weightless. Without footing. She is as still and clear as water. He could stay like this, descending into her with his whole weight. He tries to speak to her. He wants her to open her mouth. Speak.

She lifts her chin. Not looking at him. Above them, the ceiling looms like the bottom of an iceberg, though she knows icebergs aren’t flat, that they sink down kilometres below the surface.

This okay?

And this?

She doesn’t answer, her face dark and faraway. She’s looking up at him from some future moment, when all men are children, or all men are horses. She’s climbing past the seventh floor of her building. She’s wearing a short-sleeved dress like it’s the first night of her new life. Below her the city is as immobile as an ocean. An ocean without water. But the wind has liquid in it.


We Have Never Lived on Earth

IN THE BACK ROOM of the gallery is an installation by a famous Danish artist whom neither of us has heard of. The room is completely dark. We enter, aware only of cello strings flooding the darkness. A flash of light illuminates the room, revealing a waterfall, suspended mid-air. Then the room snaps to blackness.

The space is filled with people like us, couples clutching their phones, strangers brushing against each other, temporarily frozen in time. In a few seconds our faces will be lit up by the waterfall and then we will be lost again.

Unless the source of the river dries, reads a sign, the waterfall will never run out of water.

What is the source? Hugh asks, gazing at the sign. Icebergs?

His hair is thick and almost completely grey which makes his face appear oddly boyish. He leans forward to read the artist’s statement, tugging on the collar of his shirt.

It wasn’t loneliness that brought us together, but rather familiarity, and the fact that neither of us had a Five Year Plan.

This is love in the digital age, Hugh once told me. This is love in the age of microplastics. Everyone’s just trying to get their footing, he said. We recognize each other, and that’s enough.

Perhaps it is. We still do all the things we used to do as friends—go to galleries, films, sushi buffets—but now we hold hands, as if protecting each other. From what? Other people. Middle age. We even hold hands while arguing.

He hugs me now and plants a kiss on the top of my head.

In twenty years, he tells me, the only animals left will be insects. This is what our kids will eat. Grasshoppers. Cockroaches.

And he laughs because we’ve agreed we’ll never have kids. We made that promise when we got together. I thought he’d change his mind, but now, three years later, his commitment is still strong.

I think about a picture I’ve seen of him, an old one. Shirtless in black glasses, posing outside a Dairy Queen with a dog and a backpack in the summer.

There’s always something the camera doesn’t see.

Maybe we should get married, he says now, staring at the waterfall. He brings this topic up occasionally when he’s feeling depressed or dehydrated. I hand him my water bottle.

I move deeper into the room to get closer to the waterfall. Pressing through the crowd, I close my eyes and feel the droplets on my face. My dreams are no longer of my childhood, I realize. They’re of wet trees and horses, or not horses, but the sound of hooves. Yet, this is the closest I’ve come to a forest, here among the trunks of strangers.

A woman laughs in the dark.

Someone shouts, I have healed myself in light, and will return, in light, to light.

I scan the crowd to locate Hugh, but the room goes black again.

A child grips my hand. I can’t see her, but I can feel her small presence beside me, her fingers warm and sticky. She’s speaking softly. I crouch down to hear her.

For an instant, the light flashes on and her face appears before mine, pale, nomadic, framed with two braids. She’s wearing a coat fringed with reindeer. There is something familiar about the design—the white crisscross of the buttons. A coat I might have owned once, as a girl.

She stands erect, shoulders still, absorbing the room, then looks me squarely in the face, which makes me feel self-conscious. She makes her hands into binoculars and holds them up to her eyes.

What’s your favourite natural disaster? she asks me. It’s dark again.

Earthquakes, I tell her. Though, they’re not always disasters.

She seems satisfied. I feel her hand again, reaching.

How do earthquakes happen?

First rocks happen, I tell her. Then tremors happen.

But how do rocks happen?

The light blazes overhead. She steadies herself against my arm, eyes clear and serious, fingernails chipped from biting. We could be the same person, encountering each other in a fragment of time lived twice. Or in a film, where one actor is cast to play all characters at different stages of their lives.

My name is Charlotte, I tell her, crouching beside her. What’s yours?

Are you lost? I ask her. She shakes her head.

Is your mom here? Or your dad?

Black again. When she doesn’t answer, I find her hand. Her fingers curl around mine. I try again.

What does your mother look like?

Like you, she says.

What’s her name?

Charlotte.

No, that’s my name, I remind her. What’s your mother’s name?

Light floods the room again.

Her face, close to mine, is the first draft of a future face. Is this why we have children? To create a still-malleable cast, an inexact, more perfect copy of ourselves? She extends her hand, waiting for me to give her something. Straightening up, I pat my pockets but find nothing, not even a coin or a piece of gum. She watches with interest, palm still extended.

There you are! Hugh clasps my shoulders, pulling me into his arms. He’s still holding my water bottle.

When I turn back to the child, she’s already drifting through the crowd, her arms streaming like a plant in a river. The waterfall’s light fades. I can just see the row of reindeer, illuminated in the dark. I try to follow, but Hugh won’t let me go.

I thought I’d lost you, he says. Drained of blood, his face reminds me of the decoys made by the prisoners who escaped Alcatraz in the 1960s. We’d watched a film about it a few weeks ago. They fooled the guards with dummy heads made of soap, toilet paper, and bits of hair.

I turned around and you were gone, he says. Where did you go?

By now the room has emptied.

I looked all over for you, he says.

I was right here, I tell him.

Hugh is calmer now. Taking my hand, he leads me to the next room which is well-lit and empty. Horses flash across the walls, galloping towards each other. I’m an animal I don’t know, reads the script. An animal I don’t know I’m an animal. Colour returns to his face.

The decoys worked, I remember. The remains of the prisoner’s getaway raft washed up on a small island in the San Francisco Bay. The prisoners were never found.

We move through the gallery rooms together, tightly holding hands, but I don’t remember the rest of the exhibition. I don’t see it. I’m searching for her.

I met our daughter tonight, I tell Hugh, as we find our coats.

He laughs. What does she look like? he asks.

My future daughter. She wanted something from me.

Charlotte, he says, and rubs my arm.

We pass beneath a skyscraper, lit up like a cruise ship. Any moment, I think, it will dislodge itself from the commercial district and float up the Saint Lawrence Seaway.

If I could just climb high enough, I might find her again. If I stood on the roof of that skyscraper, I might spot her below. But all the tall buildings in the city are closed for the night. Even if they weren’t, and I found her, what would she say to me. For I am not made of mud, I will not recognize the Garden of Eden.

Come on, says Hugh, waiting for me at the street corner.

Slowly I peel my toes up in my boots, lift a foot, take a step, until I have arrived at the bus stop.

In Denmark, I tell Hugh, the lighthouses are left mysteriously unlocked. You can climb up the stairs to the top and stay there all night, looking out over the sea. It’s a bleak landscape. A cold sea.

Who would want to do that? he says. I catch our reflection in the bus window as it swings to a halt. Two sets of hands, one open mouth, his.

You wouldn’t make a good lighthouse keeper, he says. Up in the sky day and night. You’d miss living on earth.

We’ve never lived on earth. I point this out to him as the bus veers up the street.

In the world we’re creating together, no animals exist, no seasons either. We live eight storeys up and never touch soil. We follow highways not rivers. We name our heat waves after our grandmothers. We pretend our pain is weather. We dream of houses we’ll never own. Of second homes, seventy minutes out of the city. Of well-lit rooms and comfortable chairs, of gardens, but never children.

I thought you didn’t want them, he says, searching for two seats beside each other. He says the same thing every time we return to this question.

As Hamlet says to Ophelia, you should not have believed me.

In bed now, his back to me, he turns around slightly, not all the way, just enough to see if I’m listening.

I’m thirty-nine on Monday, he says, sounding surprised. He repeats himself. Thirty-nine.

When my father was thirty-nine, I tell him, I was ten years old.

To be ten years old, he mumbles, half-asleep.

When I was ten years old, we still lived on earth.

A few minutes later I run my fingers through his hair. What is your favourite natural disaster? I ask him, but he’s out, gone from the day just like that, arms flung over his head. A swimmer casting off.

I see the shore, speeding towards him. His body lies motionless beside mine, breathing quietly but up ahead, I know, through fog and dark water, he glimpses its shock of sand.

He will live on that island forever. He will keep it clean.

Then it occurs to me that maybe he’s not dreaming. His sleep is eventless and deep, and it is I who dreams the room, the bed, the family, who, I’ll discover in the morning, is made of soap and paper and prisoners’ hair.

The waterfall will never run out of water.

Will never run out.

Somewhere on the planet, I have heard, is a museum of shadows. There is a vault of artificial blackness, kilometres deep, that corresponds to our vertical cities of light. Everything has a counterpoint, every storm a visible score.

I have been keeping count.

Hours, days, months. It might be months before the girl appears again before me in her reindeer coat or in a coat I don’t recognize. She’ll announce herself with a question.

What are currents?

What are tides?

I’ll search for a gift to offer her, this child who’ll never live on earth, but my pockets will be empty.

Instead, I’ll hand her a shard of ice. Watch it melt in her palm. Take her unknown name and toss it before me.


An Ounce of Care

TWO HOURS OUT TO SEA, a forest rises out of the water. On one side of the ferry lies the rest of Canada, taking up most of the earth’s coastline. To the west, my mother’s tidal village, population 800. When my younger sister Nina and I visit, my mother gives us gifts that she has grown in her garden. A squash or a basket of hard yellow pears. She tells us about the rats in the walls of her house; about the neighbours who don’t know how to correctly read the sky.

I have not crossed the water in five years, almost six now. It’s not that we dislike each other, my mother and I, not anymore at least. We don’t speak often but when we do it is always with warmth. We offer small summaries of our lives and the obligations that shape our days. It’s strange to think that I was once part of her body, that I breathed with her lungs and borrowed her heartbeat to grow my own.

She’s waiting at the ferry terminal and it occurs to me that never once in her life has she received a professional haircut. When we were kids, she cut ours into short shapeless bobs. She cut her own by throwing her head forward and letting the length of her hair cascade over her face. It’s grey now, almost silver, and still very long.

Her face has softened around the edges, the eyelids sinking towards her cheeks, her mouth etched with the same lines I’ve noticed angling towards my own in certain lights, except they are preserved in her skin with a finality that makes me stop short, before drawing her into a hug.

Her cabin is on a hill facing a steep cliff. The sea is not visible from her place, but she explains that it is less than ten minutes away. That knowledge feels reassuring to her, to both of us. We’re separated from the reality of the larger continent, from my life on that continent.

She’s set the cabin up for functionality. There’s a small kitchen table, a mini fridge, a futon that she converts into a bed each night. I will sleep in the attic, which is rat-free, she clarifies.

She has a small bookshelf in the living room, stocked with books from what she calls the floating library, a lending library on a motorboat that visits the island communities each month. I notice my own book among the titles. There are many dried flowers, pinecones, bundles of lavender and other herbs hanging from hooks on the ceiling, which have the appearance of stalactites. I remember her teaching us about caves, long ago, and instructing us how to tell the difference between stalactites and stalagmites. Remember, the G is for ground.

Our first fight is over something the radio commenter says, not even what she says, the tone she uses.

It’s so Canadian, my mother says, to talk about the devastation of an entire species of water bug so casually. Here you’re taught to not extend an ounce of care beyond the personal.

I’m Canadian, I remind her. You brought me here.

She looks at me as if to say, precisely.

When I defend the radio host, she tells me about a dream she had wherein all the creatures of the earth came to her door and left footprints all through her house.

We must learn that we are not so separate from them, she says, interpreting the dream for me. In fact, the separation we insist upon is dangerous to us. To you, especially, who live in cities.

She already knows about the decision I have to make. She doesn’t ask for the details but suggests that we visit the lighthouse up the coast, and I understand that she will be saving her questions till then. That is our bargain.

From certain angles I look like her, or like she did once. I know this and I can tell she recognizes it too, because she’ll look at me accusingly or with alarm as if I have taken something that belongs to her.

My hair is still brown, my chin firm; I have not yet given myself over to middle age. I used to laugh a lot more, this is what Nina has told me, but I am doing fine. This is what I’ve told her. I no longer call out my own name in my sleep. Death holds no interest for me.

The night after the argument about the radio show host, my mother strums, with laborious precision, a song by Joni Mitchell on her guitar. She wants me to sing along but I tell her I’ve forgotten the words. This is small of me, I know, but I have never found it easy to let go of injury.

Once, when I was in my early twenties, we went for three years without speaking. By that I mean we emailed occasionally, but never spoke on the phone. It was as if the sound of her voice might disrupt the careful equation I’d set for my life. A life built on her absence. If she called, I’d be lost.

But she didn’t call.

Finally, Nina orchestrated a reunion.

She’s our mother, she said. She doesn’t have to be your friend.

The lighthouse is not very tall, peeking out of the rocks, a red-and-white lollipop. We walk around it and sit down on the bench facing the sea. I am not used to being so close to something wild. I tip my head back each time the water swells up towards the rocks.

It’s Tuesday, midday. There’s no one else around except an old man walking a dog.

Humpback whales, which have lost ninety percent of their population, communicate with their calves by whispering, my mother tells me, reciting an article she’s read that morning.

The mothers I mean, the fathers aren’t part of the calves’ upbringing.

She gazes at the swelling green water.

Shipping noise interferes with their conversations, she explains. It’s no wonder they aren’t reproducing anymore.

Maybe they just don’t want to bother with it, I say. Would you, all over again?

My mother frowns. Are you asking me about regret? she says.

No, but if you could go back.

She stares at the harbour. The ferry draws in with a new batch of visitors, announcing itself with a low hum.

She shakes her head. We’ve grown so deaf, she says.

The man and his dog walk over and my mother introduces him to me. He’s younger than I first thought. My mother’s age. He has a broad, sun-tanned face, a cropped white beard. There’s an alertness to him that I find attractive. His dog pushes her nose into my mother’s palm. He removes his glove to shake my hand and kisses my mother on her cheek. They discuss their acquisitions from the floating library. They are both reading about Buddhism and mushroom picking. They trade notes about the Amanita Muscaria and then he heads back towards the town.

In another life, my mother says, I would have married him.

We watch his lean figure and the white shadow of his dog mount the rocky path.

What about this life?

You get so used to living alone, doing things your way, my mother says. It’s hard to imagine another person around all the time.

Besides, she says, he’s so Canadian. He’d never make the first move.

Men had lived with us throughout my childhood, but never for long. A few months, sometimes a year. When we moved to Canada, those companions vanished. There was a long period of time when it was just my mother and the two of us. I do not remember this as an easy time.

If I choose to be a mother, and I have to decide very soon, I will likely be alone, I tell her.

I was alone.

I know.

There are no wrong decisions, my mother says. Only hard ones.

I look over at her, sitting beside me in her oversized men’s raincoat. I remember the hours spent waiting for her to come home from work. Cutting away the mould on the bread so we’d have something for our lunchboxes. The fights when she’d return, exhausted, to an untidy house. Her face splitting open in rage, or, worse, tears, as she flung a book or a fork or a dishcloth at us. Do you want to send me to the nuthouse? Nina and I, crammed onto the top bunk, eyes squeezed shut, as she unhooked the belt. Sometimes it would be a piece of garden hose.

Eventually we outgrew her, but her powerlessness was even harder to watch than her anger. It would shrink her, and the world around us.

At eighteen I moved out and camped on the roof of a dentist’s office with a girl who sold hashish in the local park. Working as a nanny, I managed to save up enough to move to the city. But even after my nanny position came to an end, and I’d graduated from university, the sight of a child made me instantly tired.

I’ve used up all of my capacity for care, I told Nina, when she asked me if I wanted a family. I don’t think I have anything more to give.

Still, over the years, I found that I was envious of women who had no reservations about motherhood. Recently, when a friend from work told me that she was pregnant, I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Why was that? I’d witnessed the loneliness of motherhood first-hand. But also, its commitment.

Once, on a camping trip with my mother when my sister and I were still very small, we lost our way and ended up hiking along a mountain path at night. We’d run out of food and I remember Nina crying because she’d cut her foot open on a rock. My mother kept saying, the camp’s around here somewhere, or, it’s just over here. Eventually, a cottage appeared beside the road, surrounded by eucalyptus trees and a loud power generator. My mother hid us behind the generator, warning, don’t come out, no matter what, and approached the cottage door. I remember the sudden flare of light on her body when it opened, her T-shirt like a shield. The people in the cottage gave us peanut butter sandwiches and I remember falling asleep on a sofa bed, my mother’s laughter from the other room, and the smell of antiseptic on Nina’s foot.

Now, on the path ahead of me, on the way back to the parking lot, my mother stops to examine a flower with almond-shaped leaves. Below us, the tide is receding, revealing boulders covered in seagrass.

What I have learned, she says, when I catch up to her, is to make decisions with your whole body.

Where has that brought you? I want to ask her. How do you know when the body is right?

But I decide to hold back. She too has her equation for living.

When we reach the stone steps, I give her my arm and she accepts it. I wait for her to catch her breath.

At seventeen, while recovering from a fever, I went to her room in the middle of the night. She brought me warm nettle tea and I remember her reassuring weight on the mattress as my body pulsed hot and cold. That was the last time I slept beside her.

You are my care, she says now, looking at me in a way I used to shrink from, embarrassed, but now I think I understand.

My life care. My greatest lesson in care.

At the parking lot gate, she turns on the indicator, and waits dutifully, even though there’s no one else on the road. The rear-view mirror still holds a tiny shard of sea.

Humpbacks whisper to their calves during their migrations so as not to be overheard by predators or rogue male whales. I think of our triangular family of women, with our shared instruction in love and pain. How difficult it is to listen to one another.

We drive along the tidal path in the direction of the town, where we are to meet one of her friends for dinner. The coastline has been bought up by retirees from Seattle. My mother tells me this without bitterness. It’s a fact over which she has no control, like the tide.

It’s out now, and the causeway that runs through the town glistens with rocks, shells and bits of plastic. There are treasures to be found in the tidal bed, my mother says: rings, bones, even sometimes gold teeth; everyone in the world has lost something to the sea.

What have you lost? I want to ask, but I’m afraid of her answer. Care and loss cannot be separated. This is the cost of love.

She slows down as we approach the causeway. Below, on a jet of bleached sand, the Pacific has spilled its fortune and its trash.

In eight hours, all this will be underwater, she says. But we could come back again.

Let’s come back tomorrow, I suggest.

She smiles at the word tomorrow. There is security in it. Her daughter will still be here tomorrow. I look across at her, the woman I have known the longest, whom I have loved the longest, who is now guiding us along the tide’s edge with care. The sea disappears as we crest the hill. The sky, blue and planetless, rushes in to take its place.


Notes

The book’s epigraph is from Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, Penguin, 2000, 47.

The Samuel Beckett play referenced in “How Will You Prepare for Happiness” is Waiting for Godot.

Spiritus mundi is a Latin term meaning world spirit. The poet referenced is William Butler Yeats.

The play referenced in “Swimming Upright” is The Frogs by the Greek playwright Aristophanes.

The American poet referenced in “Visitor to Crete” is the modernist poet Hilda Dolittle, who published under the pen name H.D. “All Greece hates / the still eyes in the white face” are the opening lines from H.D.’s poem “Helen” published in the Collected Poems 1912–1944. New Directions, 1986 (First published in 1944), 154–155.

“Houseboat” interweaves several italicized quotations from the Canadian artist and writer Emily Carr:



The first quote “You come into the world alone and you go out of the world alone, yet it seems to me you are more alone while living than even going and coming” is from Hundreds and Thousands: The Journals of Emily Carr, Douglas & McIntyre, 2006 (First published in 1966), 69.

The second quote, “It is hard to remember just when you first became aware of being alive. It is like looking through rain onto a bald, new lawn” comes from “Beginnings,” in The Book of Small, Douglas & McIntyre, 2004 (First published in 1942), 97.

The final paragraph of “Houseboat” is inspired by a line in Alice Notley’s poem “We Thought We Were Our Own.” The original line reads: “A world like a boat passing by, and perhaps another on the dark water. How can we stop being us, even when we leave the jeweled cinema?” Certain Magical Acts, Penguin, 2016, 27.

The epigraph in “Stingray” comes from Fernando Pessoa’s The Book of Disquiet, translated by Richard Zenith, Penguin, 2015, 444. 

The scientist alluded to in “Cellular Memory” is Dr. James V. McConnell. In a 1959 study, McConnell sought to demonstrate that memories could be stored in cells outside the brain. See Larry Stern, “The Memory-Transfer Episode,” Monitor on Psychology, June 2010, https://www.apa.org/monitor/2010/06/memory-transfer.

The play recalled in “The Cascades” is The Anorak, written and performed by the Canadian playwright Adam Kelly Morton. For more on the performance and reception history of The Anorak see http://www.theanorakplay.com/History/index.html.

“We Have Never Lived on Earth” borrows lines from three authors:

The line, “I have healed myself in light, and will return, in light, to light” comes from Alice Notley’s “Blinding, the White Horse in Front of Me,” in Certain Magical Acts, Penguin, 2016, 110.

The line “For I am not made of mud, I will not recognize the Garden of Eden,” is directly inspired by Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,” in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, Routledge, 1991. In “A Cyborg Manifesto” Haraway writes: “The cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden; it is not made of mud and cannot dream of returning to dust,” 151.

The final line of the story mirrors a passage from Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, Penguin, 2000, 59: “All is decided and ready; the servants standing here, and again here, take my name, my fresh, my unknown name, and toss it before me. I enter.”
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