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1.

Introduction
Look for the ridiculous in everything and you will find it. 1

I was first introduced to Carol Shields' work in 1996, when I read her second novel, The
Box Garden. Although this is not an example of her strongest writing, the immediacy of the
opening chapter is evident, as well as insight into human motivations. The latter is a
fundamental aspect of my own work as a psychotherapist, which is also concerned with
issues such as projective identification, the unconscious attribution of feelings and
experiences to others. This is a favourite theme in my own writing, and is there in the
opening page of The Box Garden, when the narrator speculates on a bank teller's thoughts.
Something else became apparent as I read more of Shields' writing; we shared a fascination
with polarities: this involves understanding not only what is apparent in human behaviour,
but also which characteristic is 'missing' or avoided. For example, someone with a constant
and meticulous attention to detail may fear any disorder in his or her life, seeing it as
confirmation of chaos. In short stories, such as 'Hazel' and 'Dressing Up For The
Carnival', we see individuals with this potential for experiencing and behaving differently
from usual. Shields'dichotomous view of the world, like that of magic realism, places
emphasis on the paradox of coexistent opposites. In stories, such as 'The Harp' this results
in events and viewpoints which appear wildly at variance with each other, producing comic
and startling imagery.
Her relish of language was obvious; playful observation of human foibles was often
sensuously entwined with metaphor. Commenting on the 'synthetic discourse' of
postmodernism, Shields also points to its part in clarifying one of the failures of realism:
Realistic fiction passed too quickly through the territory of the quotidian
and dismissed as though they did not exist those currents of sensation
1

that leak around the boundaries of vocabulary. 2
Shields and I were also intrigued by surfaces, whether material or abstract ('The way
that children have of really knowing the surface of their lives' 3 ) and interested in what lay
beneath these surfaces, motives and connections the writer often revealed in microscopic
detail.
Not only these factors drew me to her - after all, profundity is there in many of my
favourite writers - but the observation of human foibles was delivered in a sly, knowing
way, almost like a child chortling to herself. And what a sense of absurdity, how I revelled
in it.
Maragaret Atwood commented:
I began reading Carol Shields' books many years ago, with 'The Box
Garden.' In that novel, there's a passage that made me laugh so hard, I
thought I would do myself an injury. 4
This reminds me of a scene in the same novel 3 describing Mr Mario's Beauty Box, a
Toronto beauty parlour, where the narrator's anxious speculation regarding the cost of her
haircut results in an inner hysteria transfixing the reader. Shields' writing appeals to men
and women, but female readers will especially respond to this scene, which, in terms of
timing and comic potential has influenced my writing, as I will discuss in section six.
Shields has been outspoken in her criticism of the literary establishment's bias when
assigning women writers the 'domestic' category, whereas men are seen as 'sensitive' 6
when writing about 'ordinary people'. Rebuffing this assessment, she contends:'! don't
believe in ordinary or extraordinary people, unless we are all extraordinary.' 7
Her observation of the everyday introduces a wider philosophical picture gleaming
with symbolic possibility. The transformative role of the female imagination is a central
2

and over-arching theme of her novels and short stories. There is an emphasis upon need for
permission so that people may tell their stories. She makes an interesting point in her
essay, 'Narrative Hunger and the Overflowing Cupboard' (Eden and Goertz 2003: 35) when
discussing negative views of psychotherapy :

It has, however, allowed people the possibility of narrative strategy,
opening their lives to the kind of digressions that build to narrative
form. Canadian critic Martin Levin advises that we think of analysis less
as therapy and more as art, of gently teasing the meaning out of an
unfinished novel. 8
Gently teasing the meaning is something that Shields has been concerned with
throughout her writing life. The speculative nature of her work permits the reader
imaginative participation in the process of resolution. The writer, who died in 2003, has
commented:

For me, endings are never really endings. They're just there for the shape
of the book. 9
The aim of this paper is to explore major themes in Carol Shields' short stories, in
particular her two collections: Various Miracles and Dressing Up For The Carnival
Included in these themes are: identity; magic and language. I will also consider Shields'
emergence as a writer and notable aspects of her fiction. In my conclusion, I will summarise
the main features of Shields' work, before considering her influence upon my own writing.

2.

The emergence of Shields and notable aspects of her work
To be funny, indeed, you have got to be serious. 1 °

Influenced by Friedan's The Feminine Mystique^ 1 an examination of women's domestic
unhappiness, the feminist humour of the late sixties and early seventies was aggressive
compared to earlier female humour. Writers such as Erica Jong and Kate Millett used
humour to attack oppressive patriarchal institutions and stereotyping, whether social,
sexual or racial. Subjects for humour included sexuality and menstruation as well as men and
their shortcomings. Often these topics were conveyed in graphic detail. Domestic humour
was still popular, like feminist humour, but women's humour, rather than being covert, now
addressed social and political issues in a more aggressive way.
It was against this background that the feminist Shields emerged in 1976, with the
publication of her first novel, Small Ceremonies, employing subtlety rather than polemic in
her writing to deliver assertions about women's lives. Rather than the text serving to rail
against injustice, her strategy of metaphor and irony was a subversive one, resulting in the
gentle humour of The Box Garden and the irreverent comedy of later stories such as 'Eros'
and 'The Next Best Kiss', which criticised the norms of sexual behaviour and relationships.
Shields' advantage was that, in using middle class lives in her writing, she had access to the
comfortable context described by Virginia Woolf:
one advantage of having a settled code of morals is that you know
exactly what to laugh at. 12

Furthermore, rather than the deadpan humour and scepticism of Atwood or the
tragi-comedy of Munro, Shields displayed what she viewed as the prerequisite of art:

...freedom from cynicism if not from anger. Also a kind of real or willed
innocence which is what I believe every writer must keep alive in order to
write. 13

Shields' material may sometimes appear to be the stuff of popular romance, but, as
a feminist writer, she subverts the traditional approaches to humour and undercuts the
values of social order. This is disguised by what Walker i 4 calls a 'double text', where
stereotypical female characters are in fact criticism of cultural norms. This subversive
humour swipes at traditional cultural norms. Rather than displaying overt criticism, the
function of the text in female writing often serves apparently to confirm major female
stereotypes such as Mother/Wife (a composite prone to refiguration: nurturing and
depended on or shrewish and matronly) Virgin/Maiden (passive and chaste, untroubled by
carnal thought) or Temptress/Seductress (exalted, sexually akin to the whore) or the pitiable
figure of the Spinster/ Old Maid, tragically cast as outsider. While ostensibly affirming these
assigned identities, however, feminist writers such as Shields are, in fact, using subterfuge to
demonstrate the restricted vision that limits women to these narrow roles.
A recurring theme in the writer's work is the interconnection of human
relationships, a contrast to conventional romance where lovers' play renders everything else
background. Romantic love is treated in a variety of ways: playfully, ironically and with an
element of parody. Often, as Hammill 15 points out, referring to The Republic ofLove,
Shields' fifth novel, the experience of the male protagonist is given equal credence. The
female protagonist is depicted as an individual, in contrast to the standard heroine of
romance. Cynicism may be replaced by trust - not uncommmon in the romance genre - but a
significant departure is the intellectual assessment of love, rather than reliance upon
emotion.

The frequent strategy of using comic juxtapositions: 'He continues to find her ageing
body erotic, and he is also extremely fond of her way with grilled peppers,' 1 6 is
symptomatic of Shields' playful, mocking approach. The image of the grilled pepper, with
its toughened split skin, serves as metaphor for the body, similarly abused by the ageing
process. Her narrative strategy is to invite the reader to smile, while revealing the truth of
the long-term relationship and the compromise necessary to sustain it.
This pragmatic optimism is a feature of Shields' stories. Characters constrained by
circumstance are allowed a filter of hope to lighten the complexity of their lives. What was
previously experienced as intractable, becomes illuminated with possibility. It is this which
shines through in Various Miracles and Dressing Up For The Carnival.

3.

Identity and Illusion in Various Miracles and Dressing Up For The Carnival

The stories we tell ourselves, or which we appoint writers
to tell us, can show us a better self, a self in potential. 17

A central preoccupation of Shields' novels and short stories is the quest for identity. She
has commented that her writing is concerned with the stability or instability of personal
identity. 18 Howells states that:
Shields adopts a performative concept of identity where her subjects are
engaged in refiguring themselves in response to an endless series of
coincidences, ruptures, and dislocations... 19

Shifting identity is seen in several of the stories in Various Miracles and Dressing
Up For The Carnival, where the characters are open to the possibility of seeing their lives
in different ways. Rather than national identity, it is gender identity and its social
constructs which are of interest to Shields. Geographical background is given less emphasis,
perhaps because of her American birth and life in Canada, as well as Britain and Europe, a
mobility which is mirrored in her novels and short stories,where fluctuations of identity are
symptomatic of the questioning of the subjective self.
Refiguration is a central theme in 'Hazel', the opening story of Various
Miracles, in which the widowed Hazel contemplates a picture of widowhood where
women are:

immobilised by the lack of love and kept alive only by a reflexive bounce
between new ways of arranging salad greens and fantasies of suicide. (VM,
1995: 2)

It seems that Hazel wants for nothing in her widowhood, as her mother-in-law
points out:

44

There's plenty of money if you live reasonably. You have your condo
paid for, your car, a good fur coat that'll last for years. (VM, 3)

Instead of this projected path, the timid Hazel opts for employment as a
kitchenware demonstrator, in spite of remonstrations from her best friend and her daughter,
described as: 'Marilyn, a pathologist, and possibly a lesbian, living in a women's co-op in
the east end of the city.' (VM, 4) The parody of sex and mortality is accentuated when
Marilyn, expanding on her objections to her mother's employment, describes the people
such a venture would attract: 'Just hanging in for a teaspoon of bloody quiche lorraine or
whatever' s going.' (VM, 4) - reminding the reader of Marilyn's occupation and conveying an
image of fingers clutching at bloodied bits. She concludes her case by referring to her dead
father: 'I know what Dad would have said, he would have said thumbs down, nix on it.'

Invoking the patriarchal viewpoint to add weight to disapproval is an irony from an
independent, possibly gay, woman. Male opinion is given further credence by Hazel's other
daughter, Rosie, when she says that her husband has never heard of her mother's new
employer.
A frequent comment made by Shields was that the value of domestic life, supported
by women, has been ignored. In 'Hazel', the domestic becomes an art form:
The same crowds that admired her Julienne carrots seemed ready to be
mesmerised by the absolute roundness of her crepes and omlettes, their
uniform gold edges and the ease with which they came pulling away at a
touch of her spatula. (VM,l6)
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Employing comedy as part of her demonstrations, Hazel finds a way to gratify the
crowd. This contrasts with her relationships, which provide a sense of failure. Thinking of
her husband, his weakness, but also his companionship, she realises that: 'she had not asked
for enough, hadn't known what to ask for, what was owed her.' (FM, 12)
Ingratitude and insensitivity are woven throughout the story. Hazel's well-meaning
family have no understanding of or interest in her needs. Her mother-in law chides her for
extravagance in bringing her gifts. But Hazel's self-effacement enables her to move quickly
up the ladder of success into her new identity and it is her uniform of white shoes and
smock, together with her nightly reading, which helps her to create other narratives:
reading herself out of her own life, leaving behind her cut-out shape, so
bulky, rounded and unimaginably mute, a woman who swallowed her
tongue, got it jammed down her throat and couldn't make a sound. (VM, 16)

The silenced female is a frequent image. Some are rendered inarticulate through fear
of disrupting their relationships, as in 'Milk Bread Beer Ice', discussed later, where the
protagonist's lonely interior life is symptomatic of the sterility of her relationship with her
husband. Others, such as the women in 'Dying For Love', almost erase themselves from life
because of lack of self-esteem and despair. One of Shields' concerns, however, is with the
development of self-awareness, through moments of powerful insight which strengthen her
characters' lives, evident in Hazel's new resilient identity, which enables her to barter for
the return of a sacked colleague. In the final scene of the story we see Hazel sitting by the
hospital bed of her mother-in-law, whose dribbling, vacant face belies the once matriarch - a
contrast to the daughter-in-law, whose composure reflects that she is: 'irradiated with the
conviction that her life...[is] going to be possible after all.' (VM, 24)

Shields has commented on the white European's preoccupation with self-identity20
and while she is more concerned with 'Who am I?' rather than 'Who are we?' she uses the
concept of communal identity to show how deviation from it is punished by those who
dictate the norms of society.
This is seen in 'Mrs Turner Cutting The Grass', the story immediately following
'Hazel' in Various Miracles. Unlike Hazel, who has an excess of self-consciousness, the
sartorially challenged Mrs Turner suffers no such troubling habit. The excited narrator of
'Mrs Turner Cutting The Grass' introduces Mrs Turner in the opening paragraph. The
narrative approach is to invite our confidence; we are told Mrs Turner is a 'sight' (VM, 27)
and the paragraph concludes with an image of her husband, now dead, who suffered 'a
seizure on a Saturday night while winding the mantel clock.' (VM, 27) By using these comic
elements at the beginning of the story, Shields manipulates the reader's response, presenting
the character as a figure of fun.
While the theme of identity is central to 'Mrs Turner Cutting The Grass', it differs
in that Mrs Turner progresses through her life with a remarkable degree of insouciance. Her
lack of self-awareness is allied to her position as outsider in the community as well as wider
society. This lack of self consciousness which at once marks her as outside society
nevertheless frees her from the constraints it imposes. Mrs Turner is happily oblivious to
the ridicule of others, who do not even realise that she has a first name.
The narrator's excitement fuels the commentary throughout the story. She describes
the anxiety of Mrs Turner's eco-friendly neighbours in response to her liberal application of
weed killer. The reader progresses from the problems of dandelion roots to Mrs Turner's
own roots from Manitoba to Brooklyn, where she abandons her illegitimate baby, and
finally, to Winnipeg, where she marries a loving, inarticulate man.
The playfulness of the narrator and the entwining of the factual and imaginary has
10

the effect of challenging the reader's response. Shields has said:
Is there such a beast as truth? Can we set aside our attachment to truthtelling? Who makes the rules? Who is telling the story...huge pieces of
potential narrative have been sacrificed in the name of authenticity, of not
telling the untrue, not risking deviance. 21

Thus, we are invited to share the narrator's speculations concerning whether the father of
Mrs Turner's baby ever did go:
off to Alaska as he wanted to or whether he fell down a flight of stone
steps in the silverware factory in Troy, New York, dying of head injuries
before his 30th birthday. (VM, 32)

The cruel vision of society is embodied further in the character of the Professor,
another tour member. As coldly as he has viewed Mrs Turner and her sisters, Shields allows
the reader merciless observation of his snobbery and pedantry (familiar traits in male
academic characters depicted by the writer, who spent a sizeable part of her adult life in
academia).
Mrs Turner and her sisters prove to be useful fodder for the Professor's new book
of poetry, rescuing him from mediocrity and delivering him into the limelight of the reading
circuit, where he entertains his audience by venting his wrath on:
Three furies, the three witches, who for vulgarity and tastelessness
formed a shattering counterpoint to the Professor's own state of
transcendence. (VM, 36)
The contempt of the Professor finds an outlet in his poem, 'A Day At The Golden
Pavilion', in which he describes Mrs Turner as:
a little pug of a woman...she of the pink pantsuit, the red toenails, the

grapefruity buttocks, the overly bright souvenirs, the garish Mexican straw
bag containing Dentyne chewing gum, aspirin, breath mints, sun goggles,
envelopes of saccharine, and photos of her dead husband standing in front
of a squat, ugly house in Winnipeg. (VM, 36)

This may be the Professor's assessment yet, in the relentless detail, we are alerted
to Shields' voice. She uses the Professor as a vehicle for her own acid observations, and the
sure strokes of the observant caricaturist, characteristic of her prose, suffuse this passage.
The cruelty lacing the caricature of Mrs Turner generates sympathy for the character; the
male assessment of her is based on her gender, age, class and education. The Professor's
limitations outweigh Mrs Turner's, bringing to mind Showalter's comment: 'Men could be
tidy in their fiction because they saw so little.' 22
The initial response of seeing Mrs Turner as a figure of fun is tempered with the
knowledge that she is devoid of the malice inherent in society and personified by the
Professor, a reminder that, 'No comic writer of any stature has ever suggested that society
is good.' 23
Ridiculed because of her ignorance, Mrs Turner invites the reader to reflect upon
their own prejudice and sense of superiority. Shields encourages our sympathy in the story
and ultimately, we realise that in fact Mrs Turner, unconfined by any role expectation and
unaware of the word 'irony,' is blissfully and deservedly happy.
The implication in both 'Hazel' and 'Mrs Turner Cutting The Grass' is that
widowhood, while not without tribulation, grants freedom. In Hazel's case, this allows her
to construct a sense of identity which is not based upon others' expectations. The death of
Mrs Turner's husband, 'a tongue-tied man' (VM, 32) enables her to travel with her sisters to
exotic parts and relive the excitement of her childhood.
12

From the beginning of Shields' writing career, she has emphasised the
transformative power of the female imagination in its ability to countenance many realities.
Just as Daisy Flett of The Stone Diaries is able to reconceptualise herself, similarly, the
impact of female imagination is felt throughout Shields' other novels and short stories.
Sometimes, something involving deeper self-deception is favoured and objective existence is
discarded in favour of illusion.
This need for invention hi our lives is most sharply defined hi Various Miracles and
Dressing Up For The Carnival. In the latter, especially, the theme is that although we may
be hi search of identity, we likewise need illusion to sustain our lives.
The age range of the characters in the title story of Dressing up For The Carnival is
seven to eighty-nine. It is Mardi Gras, a time of exuberance before denial and asceticism.
Attendance requires costume, but Shields focusses the reader's attention less on public
spectacle than on the questions that lie at the core of her characters' lives. Rather than
relying on plot, she parades a succession of characters past the reader in the story. In its
multiplicity of voices, the text is carnival, capable of numerous interpretations; and the
seeding of fragments of first-person consciousness in a multitude of characters, ensures
access to a range of perspectives and parallel realities.
The characters' exuberance is matched by that of the narrator, who checks herself:
'It would be an exaggeration to say the Borden sisters swagger; it would be going too far.'
(DU, 3/4) As the townsfolk adorn themselves in preparation for the carnival, the narrator
joins in, her voice giddy with excitement and anticipation.The tension between the inner and
outer, the need to invent another self which will enrich our narrative of who we are is a
recurring theme in Shields' work. Bakhtin's 24 concept of carnival as social order inversion,
where the lowly find equality in disguise is apparent in Tamara, clerk receptionist for the
13

Youth Employment Bureau, who transforms herself with a yellow skirt into an exotic other
self. So, too, does thirty year-old Roger, Gas Board employee, with the aid of a mango in
his left hand. He has refused a carrier bag, symptomatic of desire for a sense of identity, to
be recognised and escape the 'shrivelled fate' (DU, 3) he feels is his.
Each character in the story desires to stretch reality: the bank employee, playing
mother/baby games with an empty pram, or X, who:
'...sometimes in the privacy of his own bedroom, in the embrace of
happiness, waltzes about in his wife's lace-trimmed nightgown.' (DU, 9)
This last Image occurs elsewhere in Shields' work. The novel, Lorry's Party 25
(1997) shows Larry Weller similarly parading in his wife's nightgown. Shields' interest in
the gender and social construction of identity is an ongoing concern in her work, and she has
expressed particular interest in using the voice of male consciousness. Howells,2 ^
commenting on this, points to the 'foundationaiyzc//o«s of identity'27 of gender categories,
which assign people fixed heterosexual roles. Apart from gender, she has commented on the
many aspects of identity, related to issues such as sexuality and ethnicity, as well as
factors such as immigration, exile or indigeneity, which she views as responsible for the
construction of identity and redefined by circumstance and changed context.
In Comedy & the Woman Writer: Woolf, Spark & Feminism, (1983) Little 28
describes the comic imagery of renegade comedy, where liminality is a boundary or
transition, and life stages and landmarks in human lives are ritualised by celebration or trial.
These occasions often supply the elements of stock comedy, where sexual identity is
ambiguous or reversed and hierarchical arrangements upset. If liminal elements remain
unresolved and the social structure is inverted eg sexual identity, ambiguity is then redefined
14

and becomes the stuff of subversive or renegade comedy. In feminist comedy, stock comic
elements such as comparison, juxtaposition and opposing instincts, are subversive swipes
which undercut the deepest societal norms. Thus, we know that Mr X will continue to don
his wife's clothes, just as Shields' other characters will continue to expand their range of
symbolic strategies so that their lives may be stretched.
The search for identity, a central issue in 'Dressing Up For The Carnival', is
illustrated in Mr Gilmour, an elderly man with his arms full of daffodils for a disdainful
daughter-in-law, becomes: 'A charming gent, elegant and dapper, propounding serious
questions, bearing gifts, flowers. A man in disguise.' (DU, 7)
Mr Gilmour serves to show how disguise is a leveller. It is concealment as well as
make-believe. It is a means of hiding identity and Shields playfully gives the reader keyhole
glimpses of lives marked by secret and ritual. Melissa Pope Eden 29 posits the belief that
Shields uses postmodern strategies to disassemble the norms and reinvent the world through
imagination, just as Austen, whom Shields identified as her literary foremother, used her
writing to stretch herself imaginatively, constructing a multitude of selves. The postmodern
concept of the self as fluid, open to interpretation, is accepted by Shields, who claims:
'We're just a bundle of impressions of other people after all.' 3 °
Shields' characters serve to illustrate the power of creativity - and something else
that we cannot live without, our illusions. Earlier, I discussed Howells' comments on the
multi-aspected nature of identity, related to issues such as gender, sexuality and ethnicity,
as well as factors such as immigration, expatriatism or indigeneity. These are involved in the
construction of identity and they may be redefined by circumstance and changed context.
Howells is keen to question a Canadian national identity which similarly lacks a
single psychological profile. Likewise, Shields, born in America, is less interested in the
question of cultural identity than the construction of gender and the changed dynamics of
15

sexual relationships. She is consistently concerned to challenge the notion of identity as
fixed, construing it as complicated and shifting, prone to refiguration in response to
circumstance. This fluidity lies at the heart of the carnival metaphor, which is less
concerned with moments of disguise in which 'true' identity is shielded, than depicting the
notion that life itself is carnivalesque, through which the fugitive identity flees. Just as
reality is shifting, the message is that people remould their identities in a constant need to
be remade. It is through the fiction of their lives, private and public, that they create
themselves and make sense of their worlds.
Identity and illusion are themes of 'A Scarf. This story details the book tour of a
minor author who buys a scarf for her daughter before lunch with an old friend, also a
writer. The narrator is confronted by not just their different writing styles: 'No beginnings,
middles and ends.' (DU, 25) in contrast to her friend's 'off-centre' approach, but the less
tangible disappointment that lies between them. The scarf is of interest, for that: 'half an
ounce of silk, maybe less, floating free in the world' (DU, 27) metaphorically serves as a
tantalising umbilical cord between the friends. In chatty style, the narrator informs the
reader that her friend's navel has been closed. This is because her friend's husband
complained 'that it smelled "off." (DU, 22-23) The following passage shows Shields at her
playful and perceptive best:
...she became a woman without a navel, left with a flattish
indentation in the middle of her belly, and this navel-less
state, more than anything, became her symbol of regret and
anger. She spoke of erasure, how her relationship to her mother with whom she was on bad terms anyway - had been erased along
with the primal mark of connection. She was looking into a
navel reconstruction, she'd said in her last letter, but the cost was
criminal. In the meantime, she'd retaken her unmarried name,
Reidman, and had gone back to her full name, Gwendolyn. (DU, 23)

16

The navel may be rather obvious symbolism, but the running commentary is a
devastating precis of character. Although amused, we pity this friend, who is navel-less and
novel-less. Her resume reads:
Her short fiction had actually been published in a number of literary
quarterlies and there had even been one near-mythical sale, years
earlier, to Harper's. (DU, 22)

The depiction of her is of a woman seemingly aware, yet, unlike Shields' other characters,
her illusions, necessary to sustain her sense of self, are damaging and unfulfilling, for she is
blinkered by radical feminist and and pseudo analytical conventions. Seeking new identity,
she reverts to her maiden name, but cannot shed the patriarchal claim; even her old surname
contains 'man'. Just as she has earlier appropriated a metaphor of the narrator's, she then
misunderstands the presence of the scarf, believing it to be a present for herself. The
narrator moves from disbelief to acceptance, reflecting upon the real fabric of her life: family
love, sense of history and ultimately, the constraints upon women.
The themes of 'The Scarf recur in 'Eros'. Our needs for intimacy and a sense of
identity are often in conflict with the longing for illusion. The lack of real communication is
a silence at the heart of the family. In 'Eros', like many of Shields' stories, linear narrative is
forsaken in favour of time shifts, and passages of observation and speculation are not
anchored in moments in the narrative.
The subject of sexuality is treated in such a way that it is twofold: it is an almost
mystical experience, yet it is also suffocating. The dinner party opening of the story shows
Alex (a man) serving up fatuous pronouncements about sexual instincts. The protagonist,
Ann, divorced and recovering from breast cancer, is riled by his commentary, and the
conversation between guests proceeds in a way that is 20th century Austen, exposing the
17

social mor6s and preoccupations of the classes. Cliches and assumptions abound. We see
the proceedings through Ann's eyes:
"Some people aren't particularly observant," Alex said, which suggested to
Ann that he might be one of those people. (DU, 217)

When Ann touches Alex lightly on his sleeve, it is with the intention of calming him.
Construing this as sexual overture, he then manouevures her hand onto his lap and
encourages her to fondle his genitals.
One of the major themes of 'Eros' is our preoccupation with surfaces, what is seen
as socially acceptable, and the conflict between personal and public. Just as what is going
on above table - the polished conversation - is distant from what lies below, similarly, Ann
remembers the shame of being caught at the age of seven, in possession of a smutty note.
The teacher's disapproving response is in contrast to her later behaviour, when Ann sees
her showing the note to other teachers and laughing.
The narrative structure of Eros allows the reader not only access to the 'present',
but also to the protagonist's past, fragments of which are interpolated throughout the
dinner party. Disowning and pretence are features of Ann's childhood. She finds Lady
Chatterley's Lover under a chair in her mother's bedroom. It is Ann's lively aunt, who
serves to illustrate the artifice of conventional society:
Sometimes, when Aunt Alma thought Ann was out of earshot, she
told slightly off-colour jokes - but with a sense of wonderment in
her voice, as though she herself with her elegant posture and thick
coiled hair stood just outside the oxygen of these jokes, slightly
bewildered rather than amused by the small, rough ironies of human
bodies and the language that attended them. (DU, 222)
The reader's knowledge of Ann's illness poses the question: how will aesthetic Alex
18

respond to: 'her battleground of a chest, that slicing breast scar and the curious new cords of
hard tissue that join her shoulder and arm.' (DU, 227) Like her divorced husband, who had
worshipped her breasts:
"You'd think they'd squeak when the nipple goes up," he said with
wonder. He toyed with them, sucked them, gnawed gently at the
tender breast skin, saying, "Grrrr." (DU, 226)

it is unlikely that Alex will find the reality of mastectomy beautiful.
Shields makes an important point here: the amusing depiction of the adult male
reduced to a child-like state, is used to illustrate the objectification of the female form. This
removal is intensified when we learn that Ann's husband had expected the pink nipples of
paintings, rather than her brown-nippled reality. Similarly, when Alex appropriates her
hand for purposes of sexual stimulation, he is using Ann as a source of pleasure, secure in
the knowledge that she is unlikely to make public objection.
Shields subverts the traditional female role when Ann begins to playfully move her
fingers. By doing so, the character is no longer passive, using the male as a means of
experiment that reawakens sexual feelings. Her imagination transports her to her first kiss,
her wedding night and a time when she had experienced physical ecstasy. The vacuous
hostess poking her food, while intermittently pronouncing the word 'Desire,' and the below
table reality of Ann exploring Alex's 'meat and two veg'(Z>f7,218) - a coy description
favoured by Ann and her girlfriends - is further humorous juxtapositioning. Ultimately, we
understand that, just as Alex may have difficulties in contending with the reality of Ann's
changed body, this is less important than his catalytic role in her awakened sexuality, for
she has at least experienced a state of bliss, however temporary that may be.
Just as the act of creating allows the writer mobility, to move beyond notions about
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identity and into a space where other contructs are possible, likewise, the resilience of
Shields' protagonists enables them to adapt to changed circumstances and create other
identities. Her question is a reminder of the need for personal permission to extend the
boundaries of identity, to look outside our lives so that we may find other creative ways of
being.
Throughout these stories, imagination allows each character alternative visions of
their lives. The suggestion is that by using our creative abilities, we free ourselves from a
pre-conceived self-structure. Just as Hazel and Ann are open to new experiences and have
increased ability to live more fully in the present, we, too, can discover a larger vision of
ourselves. At times, this may involve elements of illusion and Shields implies that, rather
than a barrier to self-knowledge, illusion is necessary to fill the voids in our lives and enrich
day-to-day living.
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4.

Magical elements in Shields' stories

Or is there a kind of hopeful rejoicing at the overlapping
of categories, a suggestion that the material and immaterial
world spills out beyond its self-imposed classifications? (VM. 56/57)

The sense that objects and materials have a life of their own is a recurring suggestion
throughout Shields' novels and stories, in which consciousness infuses abstract entities and
concrete objects, providing them with independent existence. Of stone, the central metaphor
hi The Stone Diaries, she has said:
It's just that I have a great interest hi stone, limestone especially, an
inanimate material made of tiny organisms, this inert element we pull from
the earth and transform into something beautiful: angels, cathedrals, Roman
ampitheatres. 3 1

Shields' writing often incorporates some of the notable characteristics of magical
realism: elements of magic, unexplained by rationalism and grounded in a realistic plot.
Likewise, sometimes metaphoric language is construed literally, what Johnson calls resisting
'postmodernism's evaporation of language.' 3 2 The emphasis upon the body as a place of
knowledge was apparent hi The Stone Diaries, hi which consciousness and form are unified.
Things to be savoured, words were a 'sugary wafer' and her tongue 'grown waferlike and
sweet'. (SD, 23) Johnson, calling this 'writing at the intersection of body and text, joining
the aesthetic with the erotic',33 emphasises the sensual, intimate quality of Shields'writing:
'Shields' tactile aesthetics creates a sense of communion between reader and text' 34 echoing
Lodge's description of 'The silence and privacy of the reading experience.' 35
Sometimes stirrings of life are not so agreeable: given physical shape and expression,
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thoughts are 'small stones', language, not to be trusted, has a 'trapdoor' (DU, 109) and
vowels are described as: 'open mouths and unsubtle throats' which show 'altogether too
much (sic) teeth.' (DU, 110)
Such animism becomes more sinister in 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls' (VM, pp71-88).
As in 'Eros' the themes are the unreliability of surfaces and sexual inequality - notably
male objectification of the female body. This is disturbingly explored throughout 'Dolls,
Dolls, Dolls, Dolls'.
The differences in male and female communication are highlighted at the beginning,
when the middle-aged narrator reads a letter from her friend, Roberta, describing a visit to a
Japanese doll factory. On reading the letter, the narrator's husband makes the cynical
(encapsulating irony, whilst also revealing the truth comment): 'another pilgrimage to the
heart's interior.' (FM,7l), alerting the reader to the discrepancy in male and female speak, for
Roberta's openly-displayed feelings are a source of embarrassment for him.
'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', like several of the other stories in Various Miracles and
Dressing Up For The Carnival, implies that objects have a life of their own. The belief that
dolls, of whatever material, have this mysterious force, is shared by the narrator and her
friend, for dolls: 'possess a measure of energy beyond this simple substance, something
half-willed and half-alive.' (VM, 72)
The description of everyday village life where the dolls are made is invested with
comedy. The male guide, teetering on the edge of absurdity, is:
a short and peppy Japanese with soft cheeks and a sharp 'arfing' way of
speaking English (VM, 73)

who presides over the kneeling Japanese women, intently painting the dolls' heads. Sexual
and cultural hierarchy is pronounced, as the guide explains the intricacies of this art form:
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(Roberta writes that he rose up on his toes when he read the words finest
and purest as though paying tribute to the god of superlatives.) (VM, 73)

Parentheses, as above, is a device used throughout this story and others as a means
of comic aside. We are aware of the narrator's voice and also alerted to the characters of
Roberta and the guide. Shields delights in presenting stock comic creations, as in 'Mrs
Turner Cutting the Grass', where characters veer towards absurdity and the reader is invited
to feel pity for their hapless predicaments. The figure of the guide, however, with: 'his
sharp, gingery, lordly little voice' (VM, 74) presenting Roberta with a doll's head is a figure
for derision, yet also sinister. We feel compelled to dislike him. His delivery of English and
body language draw upon Japanese racial stereotypes, rendering him little more than a
mechanical toy. This impression becomes chilling when he holds the doll's head up.
The insistence on not just mysterious presence, but life, is clear when Roberta
asserts: 'There was something alive about the head.' (VM: 74) As the scene progresses, it
becomes gradually more unsettling. Shields shows how the female instinct to protect
prevails not just in Roberta, but also the female creators of the head:
'They smiled, bowed, whispered, miming a busy humility, but their cool
waiting eyes informed her that they knew exactly what she was feeling.'
(VM, 74)
Shields' intention is to depict the objectification of female body parts, a theme
found hi this and her other work. 36 In 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', the macabre elements
are portentous, alerting us to the undercurrents we are being pulled by.
The narrator reports how Roberta:
had felt... a stirring apprehension of possibility. It was more than
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mere animism; the life or whatever it was that had been brought into
being by those industriously toiling women. (VM, 75)

Switching from the present tense, the narrator takes us back to an idyllic childhood,
where each Christmas was marked by a new doll and her mother:
canned peaches the last week in August, fifty quarts, each piece half
turned with a fork so that the curve, round as a baby's cheek, gleamed
lustrous through the blue glass. (VM, 77)

The writer switches time and place to locate us back in the narrator's adulthood, on
a visit to a Paris museum with her family. When her husband points to ancient clay figures,
many of whom have missing limbs and heads, he describes them as 'icons', a term met with
bewilderment by his daughter, who insists that they are dolls. As he persists in
archaeological reasoning, the narrator feels angered by her husband's response. A common
theme in Shields' work is the opposing frame of reference in male and female relationships
and feelings generated by this. On this occasion, in the face of his daughter's resistance, the
father tells her that she might be right.
Humour offsets the macabre in 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', but fails to mask the
horror underlying the story, which has increasingly sinister language and images of
dismemberment. For instance, the previously cited canned peaches resemble a 'baby's
cheek' trapped behind glass and a child receiving the gift of a doll when it is not Christmas
apalls the narrator in her childhood, who views it as a violation of convention as she
believes that dolls can only begin life then... 'there could be no heartbeat hi that doll's
misplaced body...' and finally, there are the missing limbs and heads of the French
artefacts. (VM, 77-80). Shields juxtaposes these with childhood innocence, before
transporting us back to the narrator's childhood, where we learn of the murder and
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mutilation of a young girl. Horror is compounded in the sentence: 'Some of these pieces
were never found.' (VM, 84)
The perpetrator of this crime left lipsticked messages and threatened to kill again.
The effect of this upon the narrator was to accelerate her towards puberty, leaving dolls
behind and each night time filled with horrific imaginings. To reveal this to her mother risked
fracturing the hard new self the girl had grown. Finally, it is the discovery of an old doll,
which serves as a safe container for the girl's projected feelings and protects her from fear.
With 'Nancy Lynn' guarding her in bed, the girl faces a powerful realisation. Self-insight,
the consequence of disruption, allows her to restructure her vision of her world.
Human love, I saw, could not always be relied upon. There would be times
when I would have to settle for a kind of parallel love, an extension of my
hidden self, hidden even from me. (VM, 88)

The imaginative experience of the act of reading often involves suspension of
disbelief. The effectiveness of animism is dependant upon this. In 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls,
Dolls', Shields, by drawing on the narrator's views as a child, normalises animism; she
implies that there are no distinctions between spirit and matter and mind and body, that, in
fact, the world is suffused with energy and intelligence.
In a world populated with symbols both subjective and objective, relationships,
happenings, visual image, feelings and emotions, energy, ill-health, fortune, we have within
us a symbolic language, a very personal language, an archetypal imprint, through which the
unconscious reveals wishes, needs and desires. This symbolic language sometimes has
negative connotations in Shields' other novels, such as The Box Garden and Lorry's Party.
Male protagonists with an interest in symbolism, such as Watson Forrest and Larry Weller,
are depicted as obsessive and emotionally unavailable to their wives.
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A more positive symbol is found in stone, the central image of The Stone Diaries; it
is used as a positive metaphor for female agency and imagination, implying potency beyond
its surface. Symbolic form in Shields' later fictions, notably her short stories, is imbued
with other meaning and reveals the writer's preoccupation with the mysterious force of
things: a picture bounces and ricochets around a room, a statue displays self-awareness; a
pram's 'swaying body' controls its owner; clothes have feelings, while numbers, keys and
mirrors likewise have magic possibilities. 37
'The Harp' (DC/, 81-85) is noteworthy for its symbolism and animistic features.
Suspension of disbelief is necessary when reading this story, in which irony and absurdity
abound. It describes a large harp plummeting to earth from the window of a Christmas
office party and falling on the narrator. This surreal situation is heightened when the
narrator observes herself lying next to the harp: 'two inert bodies side by side.' (DU, 82)
and inadvertently strikes the instrument, which responds by providing: 'a musical growl,
very low in tone and with the merest suggestion of vibrato.' (DU, 82) The humour here is in
the animistic aspects of the harp; hi its apparent need for connection with the earth and its
distinctive voice it indicates desire for a soul, a life of its own. This, together with the
chatty reflections of the narrator, creates a comic scene which is further intensified when the
crowd, believing her to have musically entertained them, break into applause: 'There, there,
one of them said, the ambulance is coming.' (DU, 83)
The use of the harp as a central symbol is interesting. Its quest for a soul is linked
with scriptural tradition, where the instrument is a symbol of higher music beckoning
the soul. The harp is seen as a figure of the cross upon which Christ, representing the
strings, is stretched, forming a bridge between heaven and earth.3 8
Although she allows us to feel pity for the narrator's predicament, Shields evokes
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laughter by her description of the commonplace: the mundane aspects of the Christmas
party food, the narrator's father, with his hearing impairment, believing she has been struck
by a heart, rather than harp. (DU, 83-84)
The events of'The Harp' may be surreal, but animism stays at a metaphorical level,
and the writer uses the strategy of the commonplace to ease the interaction of magical and
unreal elements into the text. These are not truly integrated, however, as her character,
shocked and outraged, refuses to accept the unreal events as normal. The harp, while
seeking a soul, remains harnessed by the material world, resisting the fusion of real and
unreal. The harp's entrance: 'this blocky chunk of matter, vaguely triangular, this thing,
silhouetted against the city sky'(£>l/, 81) emphasises its concreteness and, although it
appears to evolve to human form: 'It and me. Fallen sisters.' (DU, 82) ultimately it is merely
a damaged instrument.
Congratulated by spectators on the good fortune at not being hit on the head, the
narrator lies in her hopital bed, weeping for the inanity of public response to her
predicament, but more than this - from sorrow at being an outsider, excluded from a
Christmas party where she might have felt included.
When the results of x-rays show loss of bone, she reflects:
Nothing could be done about this detached piece of tissue, I was going to
have to live my life without it, just as I have learned to accommodate other
subtractions. (DU, 84)

Parental reaction is equally dismissive, but the ultimate ignominy is the arrival of the
harpist at her hospital bed to request payment for loss of earnings.
Although the harp as a mere object has been emphasised, Shields uses the interplay
of the imaginative world of the narrator and her dreams to provide parallel realities offering
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escape from existence. In her dreams, the persecutory harp floats towards her, drawing her
soul upwards, its serenade acknowledging that she is the guest of honour. Rising to greet it,
she is transfixed: 'awarded the unexpected buoyancy of flight itself, as I reach out to catch
the whole of my life in my arms.' (DU, 85) The miraculous is combined with pantomine and
underscored by pathos, as the protagonist, principal dancer springing to join with the harp,
is afforded a vision of possibilities denied her in her waking life.
A distinguishing feature of Shields' work is her emphasis on conflicting perspectives
and opposites such as life and death. These are accompanied by supernatural phenomena,
such as animistic and primeval influences. An ambivalence about symbolism is apparent in
her writing: The Box Garden's narrator and Dome in Lorry's Party are linked by thendistrust of symbols seeing them as distractions from the meaning in human relationships.
Symbolism is often used ironically; a post-modern ruse joining writer and reader in 'hunt
the symbol'. A preoccupation with searching for symbols and meanings is connected to
Shields' desire to 'perceive the pattern in the universe' 39 and locate our place in this
pattern. This may stem from her atheism and hankering after a system of belief. The
arbitrary nature of symbols however, means that although they can help us connect with
others, the potential for misunderstanding is ever-present. Likewise, our need to believe in
miracles can lead us to construe rational phenomena in magical ways. Ultimately, stories
such as 'The Harp' and 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', indicate that the real pattern lies in the
weave of human lives.
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6. Language and its limitations

But the words she actually set down came from the dark eye of her eye,
the stubborn self that refused at the last moment to let go. (DU, 112)

A preoccupation with language is clearly evident in each story in Various Miracles.
Of this collection, Shields said:
Every story turned on some variable of language - its excess, its preciosity,
its precision or distortion, its gaps and silences, its blustering and
sometimes accidental ability to arrive at clarity or at least to disturb the air
with its rhythms and colours. 40

The idiosyncratic nature of language, its mischief and frustrations, similarly absorb
the writer in Dressing Up For The Carnival. In the ingenuous story entitled, 'Absence', a
woman is confronted by a broken letter on her keyboard; it is the letter 'i' - 'the very letter
that attaches to the hungry self.' (DU, 108) But the protagonist (and author) outwit language,
managing to construct a story in spite of the missing vowel. It is then that the possibilities
of language are revealed:
Why, she wondered aloud, had she stayed so long enclosed by the tough,
lonely pronoun of her body when the whole world beckoned? (DU, 112)

A constant theme in Shields' work is the ineffective communication of male and
female relationships. In 'Milk Bread Beer Ice', gaps and silences yawn continuously
throughout.
When Barbara Cormin, a woman who loves words, asks her husband 'What's the
29

difference between a gully and a gulch?' (VM, 231) it is the first words spoken in over an
hour during a car journey from Toronto to Houston. When there is no reponse, the reader is
told that this is not surprising.
The immediacy of the opening scene in 'Milk Bread Beer Ice' informs us that the
sparse communication is symptomatic of their relationship, and we are alerted to Barbara's
desperation as she speculates on geological terms while surveying the passing landscape:
Please let them materialise, she prays to the grooved door of the glove
compartment. Let something, anything, materialise. {VM, 231 - 232)

This desperation fuels each futile attempt at communication and Barbara's
comment: 'I really should keep a dictionary in the car' (VM, 232) indicates apology for
interrupting her husband's driving concentration, indicative of her low self-esteem, while the
dictionary illustrates the frailty of the relationship. As the journey progresses, Shields
steadily builds a picture of her character's despair. The comment: 'I hate not knowing
things' (VM, 232) is accompanied by Barbara making herself comfortable for the next five
minutes, an action which indicates that she has little expectation of response to her
comment.
'Milk Bread Beer Ice' is concerned with contrasting male and female approaches to
communication and the silence that lies at the heart of relationships. This imbalance in male
and female interactions is frequently noted in Shields' fiction, commonly inhabited by
verbose male academics and taciturn males.
Her belief that language cannot be relied upon to convey human experience is made
clear in her opening essay in Narrative Hunger, and the Possibilities ofFiction, when she
speaks of 'the crippling limitations that language imposes.' 4 i She has also commented on
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the female approach to storytelling:
I noticed that women tended to deal in the episodic, to suppress what was
smoothly linear, to set up digressions, little side stories which were not
really digressions at all but integral parts of the story. 42
Barbara has learnt to suppress her inner life early on in her marriage, just as her
husband guards his privacy, seldom revealing his thoughts. She is essentially a lonely
woman: 'Almost all of her conversations are with herself (FM, 234). Shields relentlessly
paints a picture of isolation; Barbara is marooned in her head and in the car where she has
spent five days with her silent husband.
A picture of male desperation is also presented; just as we have little access to her
husband, Peter's mind, we learn that the purpose of the journey is business, concerning an
ex-client, a man who committed suicide because he had no one to talk to. The additional
detail of the single gunshot is a further stark reminder of male anguish. Shields has said:
men are as damaged as women are by power, by powerlessness, by loss,
by loneliness, by their need for the other. 43

Male appropriation of language as a means of instruction is illustrated when Peter
eventually relays the distinction between a gully and a gulch. Intent upon prolonging the
'conversation', Barbara questions the meaning of the word:
These idle questions and observations? This dilatory response? This
disobliging exchange between herself and her husband of thirty-three years,
which is as random and broken as the geological rubble she dully observes
from the car window, and about which Peter can scarcely trouble himself to
comment? This sludge of gummed phrases? Conversation? (KM, 236)
Shields describes a marriage imploding with silence. Yet, Barbara tells herself, it is
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not as bad as those other marriages, still lives, where couples are confined by roles and
expectations. The narrative approach is broad-ranging in the story; Barbara's ruminations
provide access to her life, and we see the younger woman, whose verbal machinations are
designed to maintain connection with her husband, whom, she later tells: 'I love you but not
enough' (VM, 240). Rather than engaging with the emotional content of this comment, his
response is to query the word 'enough', seeking a marker, as well as implying different
expectations, the discrepancy which underlies their relationship.
If verbal communication suffers from an inability to articulate, according to Shields,
the writer's ability to capture and convey human experience can be equally limited:
Language, which is useful in the province of the intellect, is a relatively
clumsy vehicle in the expression of emotion and narrative movement. Even
the finest brush strokes of Henry James or Marcel Proust or Alice Munro
are dabs in the darkness. 44
Shields also questions the notion of'reality':
'Reality,' which Nabokov tells us is the only word in the language that
always needs a pair of quotation marks around it, smells better than words,
tastes sharper, presses on the skin more compellingly. 45
The subjectivity of reality is an echo of Henry James: 'but the measure of reality is
very difficult to fix.' 46 In addition, Shields recognises the writer's position as outsider and
questions the fate of narrative perspectives from the centre of society:
Society invites its outsiders to keep the narrative record, to select and
shape those stories which will survive in the culture. 47

Here, she queries the recording of 'ordinary' people's lives. How might the perspective of
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these people differ from that of the habitual onlooker, those from a culture of writing? By
implication, the act of writing is self conscious and involves distancing. In her biography of
Jane Austen, speaking of the void between consciousness and text, Shields says:
What flows on to paper is more daring or more covert than a writer's own
voice, or more exaggerated or effaced.48

Even when apparently plentiful, language can fail to nurture and sustain
relationships. Several of Shields' stories feature verbose academics masking their inability to
communicate. In 'The Next Best Kiss' (Z>f/pl91) 'hyperverbal compulsion' (DU, 191) might
draw Todd and Sandy together, but from the outset we see how geographically polarised
they are, being from West and East Coast respectively. As Nancy Walker comments:
The size and the diversity of the country magnified differences, and often
allowed citizens to understand each other only in superficial ways. 49

The lovers, however, are also separated by subject area - Sandy is an historian, Todd
a sociologist of some conceit, given to ponderous discourse. His paper, 'End of the Self
concerns the instability of the Self and its huge capacity for misunderstanding. In fact, Todd
believes that it is self indulgent to even claim a Self. In spite of denying the Self, his egotism,
arrogance and sense of superiority appear to be distinct evidence of a Self at large. The true
irony, however, is that his inflated ego, a fragile construct, masks his insecurity and low
self-worth, for this grandiose Self has not bothered to learn the 'grammar of the psyche'.50
It is the enemy of his inner growth, obstructing self-knowledge and distorting his
perceptions and relations with others.
Further irony lies in Todd's failure to recognise that verbosity does not equal
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effective communication. He is hypnotised by his own rhetoric. When Sandy's friend
states: '"He's an asshole"' (DC/, 192) and expands:

"He talks in clauses, Sandy. You're not supposed to talk in clauses. And
especially not with semicolons intervening. I can hear those semicolons
coming at me. Little squash balls hitting the wall." (DU, 193)

This is Shields at her hard-hitting best. Todd's language is dissected, pontifications exposed,
while the image of semicolons as squash balls is a striking and amusing example of his
competitiveness. More than this, we learn that Sandy and Todd are mismatched
linguistically for: Todd's ruminations tended to be speculative, Sandy's narrative. (DU, 193)
Hammill 51 points out that scepticism about romance and love and the romantic
heroine's progress from wariness to trust is a feature of romantic fiction. While Shields
might employ elements of romance, however, her female characters are prone to analyse
their feelings, rather than rely upon emotion for guidance.
Throughout 'The Next Best Kiss', she continues to play romantic convention with
gentle mockery of the male:
"It's ironic, but the probable now holds more force than the certain" Todd
told her mysteriously, cradling her in his arms that first night, stretching his
neck and kissing the tender place where her hairline met the back of her
neck. "Because it more and more appears to be self-evident that nothing is
really conclusive." (DUJ94)
The juxtaposing of Sandy's vulnerability, her accommodation of Todd's physical bulk and
his unawareness of how much space he occupies is illustrated further:
"Everything's smaller now," Todd continued, minutely shifting his body.
"Our idea of love is smaller. Our friendships are smaller." (DU, 194)
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This lack of connection is further apparent when Sandy describes the birth of her
daughter. Todd listens politely, but she senses he is less interested in anatomical description
than linguistic consideration:
...his arms were around her, but in her imagination he was standing a few
feet away, holding a clipboard in his hand and a microphone to his lips,
analysing her narrative structure and syntax. (DU, 195)

Intellectual posturing fails to hide Todd's emotional underdevelopment. He queries
Sandy's use of the word, 'womb', designating it as nineteenth century language. His notion
of the fluidity of identity parallels the amniotic fluid which surrounds his embryonic self.
He is unable to see clearly the reality of motherhood.
The presence of Sandy's friend, Chloe, ensures that we are treated to a pithy
summary of Todd: '"...what a jerk she has for a son..."' (Dt/,198)
Sandy's interest in Matthew Hooke, nineteenth century English botanist, is a source
of incredulity for Todd. His question: 'Do you actually connect to this person?' (DU, 200)
reveals antagonism and unconscious awareness how how little he manages to sustain
relationships. It also alerts the reader to the irony of disparity, for they may be a century
apart, but Sandy and Matthew Hooke share a vision based on a natural empathy with
learning. In the process of gaining knowledge, the joy of discovery is uppermost. Todd,
with his reliance upon verbal pyrotechnics, is incapable of comprehending this.
Todd's cynicism and need for one-upmanship permeates his conversations, which
often take the form of lectures. His ineptitude in male-female relationships extends to
Sandy's pre-pubescent daughter, Jenny, whom he has difficulty in maintaining conversation
with. On returning from day camp, Jenny tells of the Irish folk dance she took part in, and
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Todd is immediately alerted to the ritualistic aspect, the historical and sociological
significance of such an activity:
"That sounds very interesting," Todd said. "Some of those dances go
back hundreds of years."
"Yes," Sandy said. "That's true."
"Courting dances," Todd said. "Or, more primitive still, dances that
celebrate signs of fertility - the beginning of menses, for instance."
"So we did this folk dancing and then we did woodwork and then
we had lunch and then we did birds and wildflowers and environment and
then we waited for the bus to come." (DU, 203)
Here, Jenny's girlish breathless speech reveals that she is threatened, plainly unable
to deal with the adult male's incursion into female territory, while Todd's lack of insight
and sensitivity provides another example of how he distances feelings through intellectual
speculation. Designed to impart information, his words fail to find an appreciative
audience. It is almost as if he speaks another language. Like her mother, Sandy negotiates
language to develop intimacy, while Todd, rather than seeking connection, uses language as a
display of expertise and hierarchical status.
We are afforded a glimpse into Sandy's romantic history, before Todd, and learn
that it featured a number of garrulous men. Yet, she has a fondness for old movies and was
'eager for the fiction of how men were once believed to behave.' (DU, 206) Furthermore, the
ideal male is:
That period creature the silent male did not babble or condemn or theorize
or hold forth. He might open his mouth from time to time and speak when
required, a dense, manly rumble in his throat introducing a terse, tender
monologue of withheld energy, but he was not at any point bent crooked
with the weight of his opinions. (DU, 206)

Sandy accommodates Todd's extended stay. Even his theory about 'the slippery
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self holds some persuasiveness; she questions: 'Why should we be tethered to our
inherited packet of DNA and to the tyranny of our mothers' and fathers' good
intentions...?' (Df/,207)
When Todd begins to research Matthew Hooke, he sees it as an opportunity to
undermine Sandy and further deride the botanist. When she concedes that perhaps Hooke
was 'a little bit weird' in living with his mother, Todd reveals that he, too, lives with his
mother. In spite of his show of scrupulous honesty, he is unable to countenance the truth
about himself, and the relationship ends. Driving him to the airport the next morning, Sandy
refrains from saying: 'And give my love to your mother.' (DU, 213) The final irony of 'The
Next Best Kiss' is that the protagonist, seeking to escape from her mother, should fall in
love with someone who still lives with his.
'...the only defence against words is more words.' 52 Shields' assertion relates to
the inequality between language and reality; words are tardy hi reflecting the immediacy of
experience. She contests the authority of language in reflecting consciousness; although
language can provide clues to deeper truths, interpretation is manipulated by subjective
perception. This tension is at the core of language, which she depicts in its many guises,
fraught with conflicting needs, such as in 'Dying For love' where abandoned women strive
for a 'handrail', a hold on life and, like emotion, language becomes unsafe - words are
'toads'. (DU, 44) lying in wait. Struggling to accommodate gender differences, as in 'Milk
Bread Beer Ice' (VM, 231) language is a 'flawed and gappy narrative' (VM, 241) blighted by
expectation and disappointment. The story entitled 'A Scarf (DU, 10) shows how
perspectives and value systems inform language and its structure.
The capability of language is further damaged by cultures which fear the emotional 'psychobabble'. Language for many has been a means of hiding our feelings from ourselves
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and others. 'Emotional illiteracy exists because we have no shared language for emotional
life', 53 says Susie Orbach. This has the effect of inhibiting self-understanding, often
resulting in disjointed relationships.
Shields shows how, as well as a vehicle for self-expression, language is a tool of
defence. It is no surprise that Todd, whose name means fox in Middle English, 54 should
seek to outwit and exert dominance through conceptual analysis. Just as he hides the fact
that he shares his lair with his mother, he seeks to further obfuscate, using rationalisation
and denial as a means of protecting his ego.
'Our lives are a series of conversations'5 5 the sociolinguist, Deborah Tannen says,
commenting on the frustrations and misunderstandings inherent in male and female patterns
of communication. She emphasises our need for finding a shared language in seeking to
strengthen relationships. Shields, while understanding our separateness, also recognises that
it is language, however flawed, which is the means of connection with another human
consciousness and, rather than abandoning the possibilities of language, the task lies in
working with the available material.
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7. Conclusion: Carol Shields and my own work

The process of researching and writing this critical paper has developed my understanding
of Carol Shields' work. While studying her stories has increased my knowledge of the short
story form, researching her interviews has informed this further and provided clearer insight
into the voice behind the writing.
I was initially attracted by the writer's self-conscious entertainer persona as the
ever-vigilant storyteller with a playful approach to serious issues. Her use of language and
symbolism were also of interest, though at that stage I had little understanding of her
experimental techniques employing the shifts and disruptions of postmodern narrative play.
She may be grounded in the tradition of the realist novel, but Shields' later work,
particularly her short story collections, display a range of wider approaches than that of
'conventional' storytelling.
As a feminist writer, she uses female stereotypes as a means of refuting notions
concerning female identity. The subject of personal identity, particulary concerning gender,
is at the core of her writing. As a postmodern writer, she recognises a more fluid
interpretation, and is concerned with the idea of the self as construction, prone to the
perception of others.
Earlier, I referred to the writer's pragmatic optimism. I find this particularly
appealing. Her female protagonists may lead restricted lives, but in their other imagined
selves, they have access to other parallel realities. This thematic emphasis upon the power
of the female imagination in transforming lives is a constant throughout her fiction. Shields
is a generous writer. The reader is allowed to participate in this process of imagining. She
frequently uses speculation as a means of allowing the reader to enlarge upon possibilities
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and create a number of fictional options in response to changing life situations.
The imaginative freedom of stories such as 'The Harp' illustrate her interest in the
magical and unreal. She queries the rigid classification of the material and immaterial world
and her use of symbolism is often slyly ambiguous, revealing a tension between pattern and
the apparently random. Shields implies that the subjective response to symbols is a
complicating factor in deciphering meaning and strengthening connection with others. If
language can be elusive in conveying meaning, likewise the metaphor resists the harnessing
of literal and abstract.
Barbour points to Shields':
'fascination with the dark voids in human experience that cannot be
illuminated by words.' 56
In 'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', the narrative is interrupted at moments of potential
understanding. Like the dolls and their makers, these postmodern blanks are representatives
of the silenced text. And if symbols need to be approached cautiously, the perception of
animism is of a controlling force.'The Harp' may harp be described in comic terms, but it
also has a sinister pulse, and it is only in the protagonist's dreams that it appears genial.
Language and its eccentricities are highlighted throughout Shields' writing. The
underlying fragility of communication stems from subjectivity and conflicting needs. In the
introduction to Narrative Hunger, and the Possibility ofFiction, Eden 57 points out that
Shields' language experiments are more than a game. Although valuing postmodernist
flexibility and risk-taking, she sees its limitations in ignoring the senses, 'those currents of
sensation that leak around the boundaries of vocabulary'.58
The relation between the physical body and the body of language, evident in The
Stone Diaries and short stories such as 'A Scarf and 'The Harp', shows how Shields uses
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structure to strengthen meaning. Just as the protagonist of 'The Scarf has had that primal
symbol of connection, her navel, closed, so, too, is her mind to other viewpoints. The
slipperiness of language and its potential for misunderstanding is seen in the tantalising
description of the scarf and its misappropriation. Likewise, the physical body and body of
language come together as the protagonist of'The Harp' reflects not only upon her loss of
bone, but other losses she has sustained in her life.
This paper has also enabled keener evaluation of my own writing. In my
introduction, I commented on some thematic similarities in our work, namely projection,
polarisation and the unreliability of surfaces. These are seen in my stories such as 'Pennies
For The Black Babies', 'Sugar Plum Fairy' and 'On The Rocks' (see appendix A, p45-82)
as well as several others. Something else came into focus as I reread Shields; her early
novels, such as The Box Garden and Mary Swann favoured first-person narrative, like my
own stories noted previously and others such as 'Peeping Colin'. It is interesting that what
I hadn't articulated became apparent on reading a comment by Shields when she voiced her
belief that 'the third-person voice makes us nasty and ironic and less in tune with the
world.' 59
While this comment may be viewed as something of an over-statement, I have
recently wished to return to first-person present tense narrative approach, believing it to
have a freshness and immediacy often lacking in third-person mode. This is the distinction
between Fiona Cassiani, the third-person child protagonist of 'Rock Around The Clock'
and the first-person narrative of Robina Greig of 'Sugar Plum Fairy'. The latter (see
appendix A, p50) is more successful for a number of reasons, some of which are related to
structure and plot, but also because of the authenticity of the child's voice which is not
filtered through a narrator.
One of the technical difficulties with first person narrative, the overuse of T,< 1S
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evident in one of my early stories, 'NY81' (see appendix A, p76) although I have been more
successful in avoiding other pitfalls of first person such as drifting story and dwelling
overly on the protagonist's internal preoccupations.
The idea of a 'narrative identity' is connected with that of 'personal identity'. Carol
Shields' comment that 'we need to know the connection between the words and the person
who makes them up'60 stays with me. At the beginning of the second year of the MPhil, I
left the manicured Kent countryside to return to Scotland. After twenty five years living in
England, I longed to return home to my landscape and my people. I needed to learn what it
meant to be Scottish, to remember the tune of my language, as well as understand the beliefs
and attitudes that have contributed to the shaping of my life.
It has not been easy. Fragmentation, a major theme in my childhood, continues to
influence my adult years and inform my writing which is concerned with issues such as loss
and disconnection. Connection, however, is one of the prominent values of the Scottish
belief system, which views the collective, the community, as uppermost. The result of this
is that individuality is less understood, difference accorded less respect. There is a tyranny
of consensus about what it means to be Scottish and, as Carol Craig 61 points out in her
book, The Scots' Crisis of Confidence, the Scottish commentator tends to be male and his
perspective shaped from a narrow range of occupations.
As I progressed through the MPhil, I began to understand how it is possible to
experiment with narrative structure, to encompass a variety of viewpoints. Multiple first
person viewpoint interests me, and one of my recent stories, 'Narrative Force', is an
opportunity to explore this further.
I have also learnt that it is possible to knead fact and fiction to make new truth. Still,
I felt uneasy about this. A product of Catholicism, I listened guiltily to the voice of the
confessional urging me to speak only the truth, while the Presybyterianism of later
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childhood thundered that there was only one truth.
These conflicting feelings, of course, feed my writing. Inner hysteria, often the
hallmark of my child and adult narrators, provide comic moments in stories such as 'On the
Rocks'. When Melanie realises that she has to inform her neighbours that their prized cat
has died, she practises the scene in front of the mirror. (Appendix A, p68). In creating this,
I had been influenced by a chapter in Shields' second novel, The Box Garden. (BG, 26) 'Mr.
Mario's Beauty Box,' a Vancouver beauty parlour, provides the setting for anxiety
regarding the price of a haircut. When I looked closely at this passage, I was struck by the
tension between surfaces and what lay beneath, the character's inner and outer realities.
Trying on a variety of guises, she is unassertive and assertive, smiling into the mirror, while
feeling sick. The pace and tone adjust to each mood change. Self-questioning and
interrogation feed the inner frenzy of the narrator. Her habit of self-spectating was another
comic element in the scene. All of these informed my story, 'On The Rocks'.
While this is evidence of my conscious response to Shields' influence, something
else has become apparent as I reread her work - that unconsciously, I have been garnering
material for my stories. I first read the collection, Various Miracles in 1998. Four years
later, in the second year of the MPhil, I wrote the story, 'Sugar Plum Fairy'. Rereading
'Dolls, Dolls, Dolls, Dolls', (VM, 71) I see that, while the stories are quite different, there are
resonances and similar preoccupations, in terms of childhood terrors, surfaces destroyed
and contrasts between inner and outer life. It is interesting that I had apparently forgotten
Shields' story, yet the name of Nancy Lynn, one of the narrator's dolls, is not far removed
from Mae Lin, the Chinese doll of 'Sugar Plum Fairy'. The echoes from my unconscious,
that musty lost property, were faint, but discernible.
In my introduction to this paper, I discussed the attractions of Shields' writing. One
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of these, her sense of absurdity, sometimes evokes a cartoonish edge to her work. While this
is a strength, I believe that the desire to make the reader laugh can sometimes jostle with the
integrity of characterisation. As I noted, an example of this is the Japanese tour guide in
'Dolls, Doll, Dolls, Dolls'. Similarly, one of my stories, 'Lost Property' (see appendix A,
p83) depicts a stereotypical gay male couple and, while this may be attributed to the filter
of the protagonist Elspeth, as the writer, I colluded, choosing the overtly camp over
subtlety. For me, third person narrative seems to be incitement to embelish humour with
the ludicrous. Although I have toned 'Lost Property' down considerably since the first
draft, I am aware that challenge lies in further writing: developing nuances of character,
omitting the self-indulgent, creating tenderness and retaining humour.
Shields' feminist background is reflected in her writing, in which she explores the
social constraints on women's lives. Like her literary foremother, Jane Austen, she delights
in teasing out irony from language and everyday situations. Her suggestion that women
have the capacity to construct other narratives for themselves is allied to her pragmatic
optimism, which shines throughout her work. As a reader and a writer, I have come to
admire Carol Shields more. Having studied her work in detail, and realised the complexity of
her risk-taking narrative approaches, my delight in her writing has increased.
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APPENDIX A

Pennies For The Black Babies
Sugar Plum Fairy
On The Rocks
NY81
Lost Property

by
Mona McKinlay

Pennies For The Black Babies
by
Mona McKinlay

PENNIES FOR THE BLACK BABIES.

Last night I killed Sister Annunciate. No, that's no right, I MURR-DERR-ED her. I DONE
her in. It was planned, of course, so I knew just how to go about surprising her. And I did.
She didn't recognise me. I'm a big boy now, nothing left of that little wean that the good
Sister was intent upon beating the hell out of and humiliating as part of her daily ablutions.
"Now children, I was down the Barrows on Saturday and what should I see, but
some poor little children, yes some poor little Protestant children stealing from the
Barrows."
I wore my badge of shame with honour, having just arrived from the Proddy school
two months before.
I put down my pen and said, "Miss, Miss, how did you know they were
Protestants?"
Sister Annunciata looked down at me. I looked up, squinting at her right mean. If I
was in hell -1 might as well shovel on another lump of coal. It was a while before she said,
in a wee smarmy voice,
"Because Brian, they were still wearing their school jumpers."
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School jumpers - on a Saturday - c'mon! I winked round at the Teresas, the Marys,
the Philomenas, the Michaels and the Pauls. All of them stared right back.
Then she started getting all gallus, swirling up and down the rows, sniffing the air
with her big nose.
"I think that someone has wet their knickers. Has someone wet their knickers?"
Stopping at my desk for effect. And I was insulted - knickers were for the Jessies I wore pants.
I waited until she walked back to her desk. Before she turned round, I shouted it:
"Wasn't me, Miss, I don't wear any - and the Pope told me he doesn't wear any
either!"
Philomena Wishart turned round in the front row and gasped. Then the only sound
was the ticking of the big wooden clock on the wall above Sister Annunciata. She stood with
her back to the class. I prayed to the devil that the clock would fall on to her head - and
knock her stone cold.
Still facing the wall, her massive shoulders swelling, she looked like a big black
cockroach. When she turned round, the whole class sighed. Her eyes smiled into mine,
before she swirled up the row towards my desk.
Michael Doig, sitting next to Philomena Wishart, made a big "Oh, you're in for it
now," with his big fat lip hanging all over the place - and I thought about jumping up and
sticking my finger right through his face and out the other end. Geraldine Allardyce shouted
"Proddy dog" and Stephen McNulty nodded and said, "Proddy dog."
Sister Annunciata looked as if she was agreeing -1 expected her to whisper it:
Proddy dog. She still had a smile on her. But then her face straightened up. She bent down
and her breath hung over me like steaming dung. I backed away and put my fingers up to her
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face in the sign of the cross, but she grabbed me by my ear and shouted - "Out!"
I put my pen back in the inkwell real cool - and got up, giving Michael Doig a nip
when I passed him. He squealed "Oh Sister, he hit me! He hit me!"
"No, I didn't - but I will!" I laughed. He started bubbling. Sister Annunciata let go of
my ear and grabbed my arm. She lifted me off the ground - right off the ground. Then I was
really scared. I tried to grab her big wooden cross, but she slung me out in the corridor,
pushing me up against the Blessed Virgin's alcove.
Taking out her big black belt, she swung it up over her head and said, "Brian
Gillespie, I'm going to belt the hell out of you."
My feet were stuck in cement. I couldn't move.
"Bring your hand up."
Why didn't I say no? The belt must have had a magnet on it, for my hand moved up
into the air and stayed there until I fell shaking against the wall. And there I stayed, while
the Blessed Virgin looked down on me. I tried to catch her eye - but each time she looked
away. And then I saw she was smirking. In fact, the more I looked at her, I saw how much
she looked like Sister Annunciata. I tried to touch the rosary hanging from her hand, but the
pain shot up my arm and back down, all the way to my finger nails.
From the classroom came the sound of laughing, followed by silence. Then more
laughing. Sister Annunciata was talking in a low voice. The whole class burst out laughing.
With my good hand, I ripped the rosary and watched it fall down the side of the alcove.
She deserved it. Seeing her kneeling in piety hadn't softened my heart. She must have
been nearly seventy, but I knew it was her - that backside and the shoulders belonging to a
wrestler. The hair hadn't changed either. Still black - still dyeing it.
And the element of surprise was there all right, but she managed to wield some of it.
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Creeping along on my belly behind her, I was astonished to see, on the sole of one of her
shoes, a Russel and Bromley sticker, saying £79.95. Did nuns go to Russel and Bromley?
Is that where all the charity boxes went with the signs that said 'Pennies for the Black
Babies'- ? Outraged, I lunged for the hem of her skirt to pull it over her head - intent upon
grabbing the heavy crucifix and trussing her up with the cord.
"Hello! Hello! We are the Billy Boys!" I yelled, remembering the day the whole of
the Townhead turned out for the Walk. That was the day that Uncle Hughie allowed me to
beat the big drum all the way up the Glasgow High Street.
Except. The bloody crucifix broke. She managed to get free, and whirled round to see
me. The weird thing was that It didn't look like her, but I knew it was her. She was like
something out of the mirrors at the shows, bloated, distorted and breathing heavily. Yet - no
doubt about it - it was her, Sister Annunciata. Those same eyes, cold as icepoles, looking at
me. She began to breathe, a hoarseness that became louder, more insistent.
Shaking violently, I clamped my hands round her thick neck, squeezing shut my
eyes in terror.
"Look at me. Look at me. Look at me, Brian Gillespie!" she rasped.
I opened my eyes to look but she had gone, only a horrible wheezing remained and
the terrified eyes of Lyndsay staring at me. Fumbling by the radio for the ventolin, my
chest about to explode, I caught sight of myself in the wardrobe mirror. My eyes were
bulging out of my head. I took a puff of the Ventolin. And then another. I started coming to.
My heart stopped thudding. The Baby Ben said quarter to three. If only I could be back in
the dream. Anything had to be better than what was coming my way.
Lyndsay rocked backwards and forwards in the bed. I couldn't see her face, but
what I did see was her holding her crucifix on its gold chain - a wee gold chain - and I could
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see that it was broken. She was holding it like it was a baby.
It started:
"I've had enough of this, Brian. Jesus, I don't know what's going through your
mind, but I suggest that tomorrow, you get yourself along to Connolly, pronto and see if
he'll give you the tablets. Because I've had enough of living with a nutter."
The look on her face told me that she meant it this time. Her hand went up to the big
red mark on her neck - and I felt ashamed. Sure, I knew she was Catholic when I married her
- but I didn't know that she was never out of the chapel, spending money on this saint and
that, reciting the catechism back to front, while she saved up her sins for the next big
Confession job.
Lyndsay threw herself round to the wall, and I breathed real cautious; I might be
getting off yet. I couldn't remember my Hail Marys - it was more likely to be deprivation
of conjugal rights for the next fortnight. But I wasn't getting off so lightly, because she
started up again, the rage in her voice walloping me round my ear:
"You haven't stopped once this week. How dare you criticise me for
spending money on shoes for my own brother's wedding when you've sat around for the
last six months pretending you're Neil Young. It's my money that pays the bills round
here. Don't forget it."
The last was on a menacing hiss. I thought of the little gold cross, imagining myself
crawling along it, shoving the other guy off, stretching out and falling asleep.
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Sugar Plum Fairy
by
Mona Mckinlay

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Sshh, sshh, sshh, mammy's Sugar Plum Fairy. Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand.
Shoosh now, enough ofthat fretting. It will be all right. Mammy's here, little Sugar Plum
Fairy. Take mammy's hand
In my daddy's greenhouse there are tomatoes as big as the hams in the wee grocer's. A man
came round to see my daddy and said, "Alisdair, you should think about putting them in for
the competition." But my daddy just grunted. Like he does when his glasses slip down his
nose and he can't read his books. My daddy taught me how to spell hydroponics. He said
that it was a very important thing - and places like the fruiterer's would soon be ashamed of
themselves for kidding us that their berries were proper-sized tomatoes.
My best place in the greenhouse is right at the back, by the paraffin stove and next
to the water tanks. I like the steam. It's nice on my skin. I sit on the stool, doing my
homework and swinging my legs. My socks keep falling down because my legs are so
skinny. The children at my new school tease me. They shout out:
Skinny malinky long legs. Big banana feet went to the pictures and couldnyfind a seat!
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I hate my new school. When I asked mammy why I had to go there, she just sighed.
On my daddy's head is a lump as big as an egg. He keeps hitting it on the door when
he comes in the greenhouse. Then he swears and bangs up and down - and his face goes in
and out like an accordion. I keep quiet. My daddy has a really bad temper. When he makes
picture frames, he mutters all the time while he taps away with his hammer. He says that
people are too demanding, wanting this and that by last week. After he gets his tea, he
falls into the big chair and reads his paper, and if he sees something he doesn't like, he starts
to shout, "Dolly, Dolly, what do you make of this?" Then he puts down the paper, slides
his glasses over his bony nose and falls asleep.
My daddy says that the worst thing in the world is injustice. That things should be
fair. Mammy says that's why he goes to his meeting every week and meets people like
himself, called communists. On a Thursday night he goes out. I like to stand at the window
and watch him climb on to his motor bike and roar up the street He showed me his little
book. It said that Alisdair Greig had paid money to be a member of the communist party. I
thought that was why he put on his nice jacket and started to whistle The Big Rock Candy
Mountain when he went out, but he explained that it wasn't a party - that there was serious
talk about how people, ordinary people like him and me, can change the world.
Mammy always waits up for him to come home. I hear them talking. He gets excited
and plays his harmonica. Sometimes she laughs when he tells his funny stories. My daddy
tells about when he lived in Canada. He talks about the freight trains and running along the
track to jump on them. When I'm big, I want to see the prairies and the farms that he
worked on when he was a boy.
My favourite stories, though, are when he talks about being hungry and poor and
sitting by the door in restaurants so that he could run out without paying. When he gets
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to the bit where he's just about to run, I get all nervous and sticky.
"But, Robina, you must remember that this was during the Depression. Those were
real hard times - people were starving."
I can say that I'm hungry, that my tummy is rumbling, but if I ever say that I'm
starving, I get told off.
Before we have our dinner we must say grace:
"Some hae meat, and canny eat. And some hae nane that want it.
But we hae meat and we can eat. So let the Lord be thank it!"
And I must never leave my food - even if I hate haggis - and know that herring is
cold and slimy, no matter how it tries to hide itself under the oatmeal.

My mammy is beautiful. She has curly red hair right down her back. Daddy calls her Rita
Hayworth. Sometimes, she lets me brush it before she twists it high up on her head. There
are all kinds of different smells in her hair. My granny bought me a kaleidoscope and when I
held it up to the light I could see Sweet Pea gardens but then I turned it and it opened up
like a big fan full of cra2y lights, like my daddy's eyes when he drinks whisky. Sometimes
my mammy's hair smells of Lily of the Valley, but other times it smells of the medicines in
the hospital where she works.
The best thing is when she puts her makeup on. She draws her eyebrows with
brown pencil, then puts her lipstick on. It's pink, like the colour that's on Our Lady's lips
in the chapel. Before she goes out, mammy sits on her bed and rolls on her nylons.
Sometimes her nail catches on them and she'll say "Damn!" - but then she'll look at me and
cross herself and look for the nail varnish to stop the ladder spreading. When she puts on
her shoes - the ones she bought in the town - and smooths down her skirt, she turns
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this way and that way in the mirror. In the drawer in her room she has lots of stockings.
Sometimes, when she goes out, I put them on but they keep falling down my legs.

I go to school on my own now. It's my first week, and I haven't told the other children that
I've come from the Catholic school. My new teacher is Miss McNeil. She has a lovely
smile. Daddy said she was a real humdinger when he saw her. There are boys in my class.
One of them chased me along the canal bank shouting "String bean!" but I ran and ran.
Mammy says that I can fly like a linty and that I should be proud because my grandad was
a great athlete and that there's a book in the library about him. I asked my granny and she
said that was right, that some people didn't need motorbikes to get around, their legs were
all the trams they needed.
My granny doesn't like my daddy. She says it's wrong that he's the same age as
her. That her daughter could have had her pick, without having to take up with an old man and a Protestant at that. My granny doesn't come to the house any more since she
complained about the cold, and my daddy said that she should walk up and down and slap
herself. He said that Catholics were good at it

My best friend is Esther Jamieson. She has black shiny hair, like Popeye's girlfriend and
yellow teeth. Her daddy works in the cigarette factory and her house is full of smoke and
coughing. She's been my friend since I started school, but we don't go to the same one now.
On the first day at school, she showed me how to do Chinese burns and told me a joke
about two bars of soap - "Can I feel your Palm-Olive?" - "Not on your Life-Boy!" She had
a big bag of Soor Plooms and she shared them all with me. I gave her a bit of my Waggon
Wheel. I had no sweeties because I had spent my money lighting a candle for Our Lady.
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When Alex McKeown banged ray head on the school gate, Esther ran straight into
the boys' toilets and punched him right in the stomach. She told him that Robina Greig was
her friend and that she'd be waiting for him if he ever touched me again.
Esther and I tell all our secrets. She told me that her big brother, Alex, was sent
away for lighting fires - in other people's houses. I told her how every Tuesday afternoon
my mammy picks me up from school and tells me to wait for her outside the shop in
Parliamentary road while she has -'a wee transaction.'
Ellen Cameron saw me from the bus and said that she saw me standing outside the
betting shop and that she was going to tell Father Kennedy. When Esther heard that, she got
Ellen outside the school and told her that she was going to tell about seeing her over the
graveyard wall, rubbing against Brian Cochran's thing.
Now that I'm at the new school, I don't see Esther as much. But I still see her on
Saturdays. She showed me a new place to go. It's a place where we can play on the sliding
stairs.
Yesterday, Miss McNeil sat down on the desk in front of me. She looked round the class
and then down at me and smiled. It is a lovely smile. It goes with her shiny hair and eyes.
When I told my mammy about Miss McNeil's clothes, she said that a teacher was
obviously paid a lot more than a poor nurse on a maternity ward and that Miss McNeil
might not be up to a proper day's work.
Miss McNeil likes to cross her legs. They are quite fat, really. I know that she had
no problem keeping her stockings up. Her voice was soft as she leaned forward, above my
head: "I'd like to talk about Roman Catholicism this morning and I thought that maybe
Robina could bring in her rosary beads to show us."
It felt like I was going to be sick. I felt it pushing up and nearly banging into the
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shame that was on my face. And all the while Miss McNeil's lovely

moon face was smiling

down at me: There now, see how I've helped.
along the
Then the hiss travelled all the way from the back of the class. It crept
cardigan, Cat! Cat!
rows, getting stronger and stronger, lashing up my neck and down my
Catholic Cat!

Sugar Plum Fairy.
My mammy sighed when I told her. "Sshh, sshh, sshh, mammy's
right." She squashed
Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand. Shoosh now. It will be all
me up against her chest, and I could smell the medicine on her uniform.

it has

world because
My daddy says that the Catholic church is the richest religion in the
He says that
all the poor people on their knees, scraping for pennies to feed it with.

.
worshipping statues is called idolatry and that is the really sinful thing
that I might go
I still go to chapel every morning before school, to pray to Our Lady
g for me. I creep
back to my old school. She stands down at the end, near the altar, waitin
by, with my head down, in case somebody sees me.
se that's
Sometimes I think that Our Lady looks more sad than usual. But I suppo
those that they don't.
because she knows all the secrets that everyone tells her - as well as
that I wouldn't cry if I
In her arms she holds the infant Jesus. He looks so peaceful. I know
could hold him.
since the big
I don't know if mammy still goes to chapel. She doesn't talk about it
row between her and daddy about me having to go to a new school.
. The shop is too busy
Esther says that nobody will notice if we play on the sliding stairs
Miss Goody Two
on a Saturday to worry about two little girls - especially one like me,
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Shoes. Esther is allowed to wear what she wants. She can wear her sandshoes all the tune.
My favourite bit on the sliding stairs is near the bottom - when there are only six
stairs left and you can see right down into the basement and all the plants on the counters.
It feels like I'm flying down and over my daddy's greenhouse. It's hot but there aren't any
tomatoes, just flowers. I like to smell all of them, but Esther gets fed up because she
wants to hear the records again.
Sometimes I get sad. There's a hidey hole in my bedroom that's just for me. I think
my mammy knows about it but she doesn't say. It's inside the big dolls' house that my
daddy made. If I take out the middle floor, I can sit inside and look out of the windows. I
don't have any furniture yet and my dolls are either too small or too big. So
there's lots of room if I sit still.
My favourite doll is Harvey, even though he's a bit babyish. He's a big rubber
rabbit. I really want a Barbie doll, but I have to wait till Santa comes next.

Yesterday morning, mammy lay on my bed and stroked my hair. She told me I will have
a new baby brother or sister at Christmas. It must be a really small baby, because her
tummy doesn't look very big. Maybe it has big soft eyes and a little tongue sticking out of
its fat strawberry mouth. Like the one on the Woolworth's counter.
I was telling Our Lady about the new baby when Father Kennedy walked past. I
heard that swishing sound that he makes. I peeked round and he was walking with his head
down. If I get caught, he might shout that Robina Greig has no right to be in the Lord's
house - like he did when I went to confession and told him that I didn't take communion,
and he shouted that I would end up going to a Protestant school.
But the thing that scares me most is if Father Kennedy tells my daddy.
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Esther says that she is fed up playing on the stairs. She wants to listen to records all the
time now. We had a row and I walked back on my own, all the way along Argyle Street.
But then I saw Esther standing at the bottom of my road, pulling her socks up. She gave me
one of her Soor Plooms and said that she'd see me next Saturday.
The kitchen door was open when I got home. I could hear voices. Daddy sounded
cross. He kept saying "Keep still!" Mammy said, "Oh, Alisdair." On the table was a big
picture frame that she was holding. Her hands kept shaking while daddy tapped the nail
harder with the hammer. She started to make little crying sounds. Daddy shouted "Dolly!"
and brought down the hammer hard on the nail. But he missed and her hand was covered in
blood. She said, "Oh, Alisdair."
Now mammy wears a big bandage right round her hand and wrist. The doctor at the
hospital said that she was lucky - she could have lost the use of her hand. Daddy is very
quiet.

I have done something really bad. Our Lady didn't look at me when I told her. But it was
just lying there on the counter. I pushed it up my sleeve - it was that small. My heart
thumped right out of my chest, but I kept on walking and Esther followed me all the way,
trying to pull me back. When we got to George Square, I showed my new doll - a little
Chinese girl. She told me her name was Mae Lin. Esther just stood there, her mouth open
like a big bag of sherbet lemons.
Mae Lin said that she wants the top bedroom in the dolls' house. And she said that she
wants brothers and sisters - that a rabbit and a gollywog are no company for a little
Chinese girl. I told her that my daddy says that everybody is equal, no matter what colour
or where they come from. Mae Lin looked as if she was thinking about that, but then she
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said it wasn't that the gollywog was a different colour or the rabbit was - well, a rabbit - it
was that they were giants compared to her. She might be just a doll, but she wanted people
her own size.
Esther said that if I was going to be a thief, I'd better do it properly. She said that
she would cause a fuss at the bottom of the counter. That way, the woman wouldn't notice
me filling my vanity case up with dolls. And, anyway, it was a different person on
he counter every Saturday. I said that Esther could have some, but she said that she might
think about what records she wants instead.
Mae Lin says that that the house is getting too crowded. She doesn't mind sharing
her room with the Swiss maid or even that Russian peasant girl, but the American
cheerleader is noisy and keeps her awake at night. Mae Lin is the most fussy doll I have
ever had hi my entire life. Maybe I should move her instead. But when I said that, she
wouldn't talk to me for the rest of the day.
Esther says that she thinks a life of crime suits me. Sometimes, though, I get really
scared. A woman said to her husband: "Did you see what that wee girl was about to do?" I
started shaking so much that I nearly dropped the big baby doll that my hand was on. The
woman looked as if she would tell everybody that Robina Greig was a thief.
And saying my Hail Marys won't save me. I can't go to confession. Father
Kennedy would shout I'm for the big fire. Maybe if I stop now, pray extra hard to Our
Lady, I'll be forgiven. But I still want that baby doll, even though she won't fit in my case.
Esther said that Alex told her that all the criminals have one big last job. The thing to
do is plan it so that you don't get caught.

Mammy's tummy is quite big. She says that I'm too heavy to sit on her knee now, but I'm
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still her Sugar Plum Fairy. She brushed my hair and told me that it was beautiful, just like then she stopped and I knew that she meant just like my granny's. I think that she was
going to cry, and I put my ear to her tummy and said that I could hear the baby.

Belinda says that it doesn't matter if I stole her - that lying on that counter was worse than
being in the orphanage. All those people touching her! She is so grateful that I found her.
Her big blue eyes fill with tears when she looks at me, but then I tell her the story of
how I rescued her and she smiles. "Belinda," I say, "you were too fat for my vanity case, so
I had to slip you down the side of the counter and up my skirt. How I managed to wiggle
waggle my way to the door with you - a big china doll - between my legs, I'll never know.
But we made it."
The dolls' house is full up. Mae Lin pushed her lip up when she saw Belinda. I
know what she was thinking: I'm not having that great big bag of tatties in here. But there
isn't any room for her. There are three dolls in each room and Belinda just won't fit.
So now I have my own baby, and she sleeps with me every night. I let her sleep on
the inside, because she gets scared that somebody will find her.

Mammy came into my room on Saturday morning and sat down on my bed. Her face was
serious. She said that she needed to talk to me. Daddy had gone to see a customer and we
should talk now.
"Now, Robina, I want to know where you got all those dolls from."
My face went red when I said that Esther's daddy worked in a dolls' factory.
"If you don't tell me the truth, I'm going to go and see Mrs Jamieson."
"But I am telling you the truth."
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"Robina, one last time - you know I'll have to tell your daddy - where did you get
those dolls?"
I turned my head away. Belinda was under the covers, pressing in. Don't tell, Don't
tell.
When mammy got up off the bed, my face was still turned to the wall. I heard her go
to the hallstand and take her coat down. It went all quiet and I started praying to Our Lady,
begging her to save me.
The door opened and then closed very quietly. I jumped out of bed and ran to the
window. She was crossing the road and walking past the wee grocers. In a couple of minutes
Mrs Jamieson would be telling her that I was a dirty thief, that it was all my fault that her
daughter was mixed up in this, but what did you expect from somebody who didn't even go
to confession?
Belinda felt the goose pimples on my arm and whispered it would be all right. Mr
Jamieson would laugh and say of course he worked in a dolls' factory. Mrs Jamieson would
give mammy a cup of tea, try to give her a cigarette. Mammy would shake her head and
Esther would bring the biscuit box over to her. It was going to be all right. I gave myself a
Chinese burn. It stung like when I fell in the nettles by the canal. But it was going to be all
right.
When mammy came back, I was sitting in the kitchen. She told me to go straight to
bed and wait. She didn't say what for.

Daddy didn't sound angry. He just shouted my name. I went into the living room. He was
looking out of the window but he didn't turn round. All he said was, "Bring the dolls."
I looked at mammy. But she wouldn't look at me. She just sat, twisting her hanky.
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"I said bring the dolls." This time his voice was more quiet. I ran to get them.
"Mae Lin, don't stick your lip up," I whispered, "...and Bernadette, daddy likes
curls -just wait till he sees you - he'll say you're a real humdinger. Lindy Lou...show him
how clever you are with that stick...he'll laugh when he sees you throw it up in the air and
catch it."
There were too many to carry all at once. I stood holding six of them. Daddy told
me to put them on the floor and bring the rest.
Bill listened when I told him that daddy liked Canadians. I patted his Mountie hat
and told him to smile.
But my daddy didn't look at any of the dolls. He didn't look at me. All he said was,
"You are never to play with Esther Jamieson again."
He moved close to look at their faces, and I thought that he might see then how you
could love them. Mae Lin's face was turned away, and he pulled it round so that he could
see her. When he raised his hand up I thought he was going to slap me, but then I saw the
big claw hammer. I screamed and screamed - but he brought down the hammer on Mae
Lin's face and then Bemadette's and then Lindy Lou's. He went along the row hammering
out their faces and all the time I was screaming and crying "No, daddy, no." But his face
was like when he was working on an important job for a customer and he needed to take his
time. It was like that. All that was left was Bill's hat and some eyes looking up at me.
Then it was quiet. He just stood there with the hammer in his hand.
I heard a voice say, "There's one more." My mammy's voice sounded strong. I had
forgotten that she was in the room. She got up out of the chair, dropped her hanky and
walked to the door.
"No!" I screamed and screamed. I ran to get Belinda, but she got there first, lifted her
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high out of the bed and brought her back. She put her on the floor. Daddy swung the
hammer high and brought it down, crushing Belinda's head. Then he started smashing her
arms and legs.
Sshh, sshh, sshh, Mammy's Sugar Plum Fairy. Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand.
Your poor wee hand. Shoosh now, enough of that fretting. It will be all right. It's dark in
here. But we 're safe. Just you and me - think ofall the room we have now. No Mae Lin to
complain. Mammy's here, little Sugar Plum Fairy. Take mammy's hand.
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On The Rocks
by
Mona McKinlay

ON THE ROCKS

Some people said that you could crack walnuts with her eyelids. Right now, Isabel's eyes
were boring through the living room window at me. She was mouthing something which I
couldn't make out, but it must have been important because she was minus her usual no
problem look.
Whatever it was that was rumpling my big sister's smugness was intriguing. It was
certainly appealing.
I took my time hoisting myself out of the chair and opening the door.
She stood on the doorstep and blurted it out: "It's Boris. He's been found hi the
lane - knocked down. I've taken him to the vets. They say he's dehydrated. I explained that
Eddie and Sal are in Turkey, that they're not back for another week. And that we can't
contact them." Isabel looked accusingly at me. Instructions had been given about rounding
our neighbours up, to make sure that they left a number, but I had forgotten. Caught in the
full beam of Eddie's smile, I had assured him that no, I certainly didn't mind the short
notice, hoping that my eyes were conveying just how flexible I could be.
"What shall I do? They said he might have to be put down."
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Her voice quivered. Not through distress at the animal's predicament or ours. Isabel
relished the situation because the enormity of it fed her power. It also meant one less cat.
That my sister hated cats was only one of the many peculiar differences between us.
She thought of them as rodents which should be on the Rentokil hit list - even Mungo, my
beloved tortoiseshell. If you compiled a list of some of the things that Isabel hated, you
would find that many of the words began with me, indicative of her usual selfpreoccupation: mess, men, meddle, menopause, melancholy - a form of mental instability in
her books, melodrama, metabolism - this last, she blamed for her eyes.
Mess was number one on Isabel's list, closely followed by men who, she
believed, caused it. That her husband - 'The Fat Bastard' - as he became known in family
lore, should have died two years ago, without leaving her a big enough pension. That he
should have gone so quickly, without giving her a chance to berate him for being so
thoughtlessly ill, was a source of considerable resentment. And now, here she was, sharing
her home with someone responsible for causing emotional havoc and mess wherever she
went.
"Quit gaping, Me-la-nie, what am I supposed to do?"
I hated it when she did that - breaking up the syllables. My sister was only three
years older, but constantly sounded like some old biddy telling me off. You take the
responsibility, she was saying, it's your fault we 're in this situation. Three months ago I was
cat free, anddidn 't even know the Camerons until you went and introduced yourself.
And she was doing that thing with her mouth. It looked as if her lips were being
lassoed and hauled down her throat.
"They'll have a fit if you put him down. They've had him for years. He must
have cost a fortune."
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The smirk on her face relayed her thoughts: that I should have an awareness of
money when I was always so overdrawn seemed incongruous. Of course, she would know
about my finances: she worked in the village bank, the only bank for miles. It was a source
of shame that her sister should be so reckless. At least I didn't have the same surname.
"Right, then. I'll see you later." She whirled round and headed back down the lane.
The vodka was behind the Baileys. I half-filled the glass, slung some ice in and
knocked it back neat. Feet up on the Past Times Georgian side-table, I sat clinking the ice
and looking round the livng room, a shrine that nobody ever sat in, apart from me when
Isabel was out. The look in her eyes when she described poor Boris reminded me of of
her face devouring the scandal magazines that lay piled beside her bed. Fiction had
featured in her life from an early age. Outwardly a model of convention, Isabel had been a
convincing liar as a child. Hysterical at any challenge to her notion of truth, she would
clutch herself around the middle, rocking backwards and forwards as if straightjacketed,
wheezing out her pain. Our parents whispered nervous asthmatic, which she brandished
through adolescence and right into adulthood.
The biggest fiction was yet to come: village life. Here, she continued her version of
the truth, joining the tight-lipped chorus of the virtuous. No wonder Hugh had made an
early exit; she had taken up God and flower-arranging in the same week, abandoning the
Tarot and her youthful habit of spinning the ouija glass while reciting the Lord's Prayer
backwards.
This little reverie came to an end when I remembered that it was my turn to do the
cleaning. My standards were inferior but tolerated because I did the gardening. Sighing,
I set to work, emptied bins, gathered up health magazines, newspapers and dead
daffodils. Dried old sticks. Spinsters. I hate daffodils.
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It was one o'clock before the sound of the key alerted me. Drying dishes, I turned to see
Isabel's bony frame in the doorway of the kitchen. Her eyes flicked over me, around the
room and back to the glass in my hand.
"They said it was unkind to keep it alive. It was cruel and it was suffering. You
faov/you'll have to tell them."
I have this affliction. I giggle. Laughter cascades up and down my throat in the most
inappropriate circumstances. It has won me friends and enemies. While I giggled my way
through the menopause, high on HRT, my sister took to bed, fretting about her discharge
and clutching a bottle of Evening Primrose and a damp facecloth.
Isabel, who knew the workings of my face, stared hard at my mouth. I began to
twitch. My lip jerked upwards, I pulled it down. It tugged and tugged - and won. Starting as
a whinny, it cantered on, all the way to a full-scale gallop of horror.
"I can't."
"You can. You will. They're due back Monday week. Don't forget that's when I'm
on my course. It doesn't finish until Wednesday. It's your turn now. I've done more than
my bit."
Being right. That's what mattered to her. Subtleties only barred the way to complete
moral victory. And she had done her bit. In spite of not liking cats, she had sorted the
problem in technical terms. If only I could so neatly dispose of the emotional dimension. I
had to find the language to convey to Eddie and Sal that Boris, their surrogate child - no,
delete surrogate - their child was at peace.
"Is there some kind of - uh - memento - ?"
"No. He hasn't been cremated yet."
Relief. I would be able to offer consolation to the mourners. Eddie was Irish.
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Perhaps a. wake.
"They said that we should wait until they came back, in case they decide on some
kind of service."
"So, where is he?"
"In the freezer."
'The freezer - where?"
"In the garage."
"Our old freezer in the garage?"
Isabel nodded. Her eyes conveyed the unpalatable truths: 1 .The Camerons' beloved
cat was dead. 2. He was in our freezer. 3.1 had to tell them.
The horror. The horror.
"Isabel, I don't think I can."
"Who else is going to tell them, Me-la-nie? It's your responsibility. You were the
one who set up the arrangement in the first place. And now that Boris has gone, who's
going to look after Mungo if we both go away?"
I hadn't thought about this. "I need a drink."
"Is that wise?"
She was doing that thing with her mouth again.
Since the Christmas trip to Dusseldorf, Isabel had preached against the evils of
drink. While she harangued the airline rep for the flight delay, I was in a corner of the bar,
red faced, giggling appreciatively at thirty-five-year-old Ben, who, in a dim light, could be
mistaken for a young John Malkovich. Outraged, Isabel said she had to prise me off him.
When I told her that we had discovered we shared the same birthday, she unkindly pointed
out the twenty-year age gap.
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She looked wearily at me: "Just sort it out, Melanie. I'm going to lie down."
Ten days before Eddie and Sal returned.
I could see them getting out of the cab: young, sunburnt, happy. Eddie would carry
the cases. Sal would open the door, calling 'Boris! Boris! Mummy and daddy are home!"
Meanwhile, I would be cringing behind the curtain, trying to get the timing right, waiting
until I could get Eddie on his own.
Ten days. I had already wasted two minutes imagining the scenario.
There would need to be a lot of practice. First, I would have to compose my face.
That meant keeping my mouth straight - God, oh God. And I'd better keep my eyes
down, in case Eddie saw any questionable flicker. Then there were my shoulders. I saw
myself: Quasimodo, bent double, shoulders heaving, gasping that Boris was dead and in the
freezer.
I needed to work on my shoulders - weights or something. Why was I so slothful?
Why had I never learnt the Alexander Technique or yoga?
Posture would be important in conveying solemnity. More than this, Eddie
would see that my shoulders carried despair, that they understood the agony of empty
arms.
And I hadn't even thought about my voice. How much sadness could it convey when it was known to balloon out of sight in stressful situations?
I stared at myself in the hall mirror and bent my head bent slightly to the left. Eyes
sorrowful, mouth composed, shoulders down, I sighed myself into it:
"Eddie, I'm really sorry to have to tell - "
It started. Oh, God, no. It was the word tell. Come away, come away with William
Tell, come away, come away. The song from the old television series was dancing around
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my head.
Start again.
"Eddie, I'm afraid there's been an accident."
This time there was no excuse. I started sniggering when I got to afraid.
I stepped up to the mirror and hissed, "Smarten up."
The face that snarled back at me was familiar: those thick black eyebrows, the broad
nose - and was that the beginnings of a double chin? My sister was in the mirror, still calling
the shots.
From above, Isabel's voice demanded:
"What are you doing, Me-la-nie - are you talking to yourself? Oh, my head. Bring
me my facecloth."
I trudged up the stairs, found the green cloth and dampened it, all the while thinking
about Boris.
"You know, you'll have to do something about that cat of yours," she said irritably,
tilting her head back to drop the Flower Remedy onto her tongue. "The bathroom is filthy. I
think he's going in the bath and peeing. You'll have to clean it up."
Her fingers twisted the top back on to the bottle, which she placed on the bedside
cabinet. I watcged her pick up her magazine, before asking, "Is Boris wrapped in
something?"
Sighing, looking up from the pillow, she put down the article on Candidiasis, and
replied: "Two Salisbury's bags and a black bin liner with masking tape."
So now, I had to tell my neighbours that their beloved's shroud was a rubbish
bag.
The day the Camerons were due back, I woke up feeling exhausted. From next door, came
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the sound of a low moan. Fungal the Bogeywoman was chasing Isabel through her dreams. I
thought about the ordeal ahead.
The garage was a source of anxiety. Would Eddie expect me to pass him the cat?
How heavy was a dead cat? And if I dropped it on the garage floor - would it break?
Would Eddie stand, appalled, hearing Boris's bones splintering against concrete? There
was no point in trying to broach it with Isabel; she would just tell me to get on with it.
Another difference between us was that, while my sister was a fearless unblocker of
drains and squasher of earwigs, I was squeamish, shivering at anything with a shadow.
Over-sensitive, our mother said.
I was the one responsible for giving Isabel nits when she was fourteen and going out
with Howard, her first boyfriend. Hair steeped in nit lotion, she had decided to cultivate an
air of mystery, and didn't let him get close for a fortnight.
The combination of the nit lotion and patchouli oil did it. Howard had sought the
company of Geraldine Graham, whose blonde hair hung bug-free to her shoulders.
I paid. Nightly, the nit comb was dragged through my curls by my grim-faced sister.
While I squealed, the crack of the comb told me who the true louse was. It was nearly
three months before Isabel spoke to me.
But I was no longer a child. Somehow, I would control myself, offer the proper air
of gravitas. Eddie would see that there had been no other choice. Some subtle apportioning
of blame would distance me from any responsibility, other than the compassionate telling.
He would see the burden I carried.
But I couldn't carry a dead cat. I hadn't been able to face checking the garage, but
what if Isabel's bike tripped me up and Boris sprang from my arms, pirouetted up to the
roof and back down with a seismic crack? No. Eddie would have to carry him. This
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expectation would need to be conveyed.
There was something else I hadn't allowed myself to entertain: the spectre of Sal's
face. What if Eddie wasn't the one to hear the news? Perhaps he would rush to the door
with the cases while Sal lingered behind paying the cab driver, hanging on to what was left
of the holiday. Eddie might disappear inside, not to be seen for the rest of the evening.
Sal. She of the smiling face, the cheery wave, was given to tantrums that resounded
up and down the lane. Once a week, at least, shouts and screams were heard
from the Camerons' home. Doors were slammed and on more than one occasion Eddie had
been ejected, to be left hammering on the door, before taking off on his motorbike. How
might my temperamental neighbour react to my guilty eyes?
I watched Isabel drive off to the station. As soon as the old Skoda turned the
corner, my fatigue vanished. I made my way to the drinks cabinet. Refreshment would aid
tactical options.
She wouldn't return from her course until Wednesday. The Camerons were due
home in four hours. Standing in the stifling room, gulping the gin, I felt the sweat break out
on my face. The lack of air was unbearable, but the window, with its cheap aluminium
double glazing, jammed when I tried to push it up.
Holding the empty glass against my forehead, I stared at the scorched lawn, thinking
about the last time we had seriously fought - at our mother's funeral. My suggestion of the
old Celtic hymn had been scorned, Isabel had insisted upon 'The Lord Is My Shepherd.'
Succumbing to her annual bout of bronchitis, however, she was unable to do the reading.
This didn't stop her, on the morning of our mother's funeral, jostling with me for the hymn
book. In the ensuing tussle, the book was torn.
During the service, what had begun as a slight clearing of the throat from Isabel
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steadily developed. I was half-way through the reading when the hysteria began to build.
Our mother had been popular, and the church was packed. My breathing fought to keep the
nervous whinnying down, but couldn't. Soon I was joining Isabel, shuddering into my
Kleenex, praying that nobody except my sister would know that I was uncontrollably
laughing. I slunk back to my seat in shame. Isabel was comforted by the consoling arms of
our aunts, who looked wonderingly along the pew at me. Not the full shilling.
At five o'clock there was still no sign of the Camerons. I sat by the living room
window, imagining Eddie's response to my troubled face.
"Oh, Jesus, how hard for you, Melanie, to be faced with this when Sally and I were
away."
The soft Irish voice caressed me. I saw myself lying naked, purring blissfully in my
neighbour's arms. But the picture was marred by a faulty Dolby system. The purring
turned venomously insistent - and the cast included a large disabled cat limping towards us.
The noise of a taxi coming up the lane alerted me. They were back.
Jumping out of the chair, smoothing my skirt, I stood behind the curtain, watching
Sal get out of the taxi with a small case and a large basket. She paused, before striding up her
driveway. Shouting something to the tall figure who emerged from the cab, she disappeared
inside the house.
I sprinted up to where Eddie stood, surrounded by cases. He raised his hand and
shouted "Cheers mate." to the departing taxi, before turning to grin at my breathlesness,
"You need a holiday, Melanie."
Not wanting to see the horror in his eyes while I stuttered out the demise of Boris, I
dropped my gaze to the yellow rose bush, hoping that shock would distract attention from
my mouth.
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"Jesus, you're saying Boris is dead? But he was okay when we went away."
Eddie's voice was strained. He glanced back nervously towards the house. From where I
stood, I could see the shape of Sal moving about the living room.
My voice was regretful. "It's what Isabel thought best. She'd have told you herself,
but she had to go away on her Managing Change course. I'm really sorry, Eddie. I'll leave
it to you - perhaps you'd like to pick him up tomorrow- 7"
"No." Eddie was firm. Til bring him back now."
The garage was the dark part of my sister's psyche. For someone so houseproud, the
squalid landscape was a revelation. The door swung open, revealing a catacomb littered with
yellowed newspapers, boxes of dirty bottles and empty paint cans, some with the brushes
still stuck in them. It was eerily quiet. Eddie stood blinking as I nodded towards the freezer
standing tall in the corner. Lying across it, sentry guarding the tomb, was Isabel's bike. The
least I could do was move it. Beckoning to Eddie to follow, I picked my way through, past
the old car battery and the rusting barbecue.
Pushing the bike aside, I moved over to let him open the door. When he tried to
open it, he nearly toppled onto me. I put my hand out to steady him, saying "Here, let me."
A Sumo wrestler was pulling hard on the other end of the freezer door. I yanked the
handle and almost fell over when the door opened - not from the exertion, but from the
stench that rose to greet me. It tore its way up my nostrils and into my mouth. On the
middle shelf, a black plastic bag dripped into a stagnant pool on the shelf below. The taste
of putrid flesh coated my tongue. As I began to heave, it hit me why I had been perplexed:
the familiar whirring of the freezer had been absent when I opened the garage door. Isabel
must have forgotten to switch it on. But that didn't make sense. She must have known
that Boris would start to decompose.
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Boris was in the freezer. The freezer hadn't been turned on. Boris was in an
advanced state of decay. Boris's owner was repeatedly muttering, "Jesus, no."
Hand on the wall, I felt my way back from the nightmare, but unable to block out
the foul smell that filled the garage. Mungo came purring up and wound himself around my
leg. I shuddered at the thought of him locked in this dark, dank place, and shooed him
away. Leaning against the garage wall, I breathed in deeply. She had been truthful. The cat
•was in the freezer. She just hadn't bothered to switch the freezer on. It -was a mistake, she
would say, an oversight, understandable given the amount ofstress. That my sister lied
was nothing new. But this time her mendacity was harnessed to a degree of malevolence
that challenged even my understanding.
"Melanie, have you seen Eddie? I saw you talking to him - then he just dumped the
cases and you both disappeared. What's going on?"
Sal's sharp eyes were searching my face. She pushed back her frizzy auburn fringe
and peered into the garage - "Oh, here you are - what have you got there?"
Mumbling, I pushed past her, ran towards the back door and into the kitchen. The
bolt was stiff but finally I felt it slip into place. Back against the door, I slid down onto the
floor, listening to the voices in the garden grow louder.
Slats of light from the blind played on the worn lino, like sun through the bars of a
cell. While the Camerons rowed, I focussed on a wrinkled carrot wedged between the cooker
and the cupboard. The gate banged. Then there was only the tick of the wall clock. I
counted to twenty, before getting up stiffly, pulling down the blind and heading towards the
stairs.
They were still there, on the cabinet beside the neatly-made bed. Some of the bottles
were almost empty. But I had the perfect source for a top-up. A never-ending supply. I
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saw Isabel's hand administering the contents, tongue out for every last drop of her Flower
Remedies. Something bordering on elation took hold of my soul.
The toilet bowl was more than dingy. She was right about one thing; the bathroom
was filthy. A spot of cleaning might help focus thought. The green face cloth was on the
towel-rail. I lifted the toilet seat and began vigorously rubbing around the rim, before setting
to work on the yellow trickle near the bath plughole.
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by
Mona McKinlay

NY 81

The room is small, with tired furniture and smudgy walls. It contains a single bed, dresser,
chair, table and a very large television. It is Spartan, but at YMCA rates I am not
complaining. And lam in Manhattan.
Greenwich Village is so exciting. Tasting a bagel for the first time, I am surprised by
its chewiness. Drinking root beer, I am astounded by its familiarity. Bookstores surround
me, a reminder to buy the latest novel of the Great American Writer I will shortly interview.
A woman approaches. "I'm sorry Ma'm..." she begins apologetically, "...but I am having a
financial problem and wonder if you could kindly loan me a dollar." Loan? I stare at her,
seeing the shabbiness and look of despair. I think of my mother. Diving into my purse,
producing two dollars, I wave away her thanks, less successfully my embarrassment.
The subway ride back from Manhattan provides opportunity to think over this first
day. While the eyes of the other passengers flick over me, I reflect that at the present rate
of generosity, even the YMCA will be out of reach by this time next week. Eagerly, I dip
into the writer's novel and am struck again by the beauty of the writing. Yet, there is also
something trite about the characters. It feels disloyal; I have loved this woman, gasping
upon first reading of her work. How will I frame the questions about this book for my
dissertation?
At a station, the compartment door opens. Two people enter, both spectacularly
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good looking. I gawk at the woman, a young Lauren Bacall who lounges against the open
door, stopping it from closing. Puzzled, I look at the man. He meets my eyes and walks
toward me. I am alarmed. Gently stooping, he whispers, "Excuse me, but my friend and I
are suffering a little financial embarrassment and I wonder..." Behind his head is an ad for
pest control Where They Check In But Don't Check Out!
I feel scared and mad. The madness has a hard pea of stubbornness. His breath is on
me and I balance upon it, knowing that what lies beneath is precarious.
<eNo." The word balloons up at him, my voice thinly Scottish.
His face pushes into mine,"Well, fuck you, sister. Fuck you!"
His companion laughs from the door and they both disappear into the subway. The
door slams shut.
As we hurtle through the tunnel, I pick up the book which has fallen on the floor.
From the back cover the Great American Writer looks quizzically up. Nobody speaks.

The man at the desk is unhelpful. "Look lady, this is Nu Yawk, The whole of Nu Yawk has
a problem with roaches." Horrified, I stare at him. The smudgy walls are testament to the
roach-squashing dexterity of previous occupants. My room is overrun. I feel sick. The man
senses a big production number coming up and throws keys across the desk."Aw, try the
tenth floor. Maybe they're too tired to climb that far."

It is the third night. Perhaps this is happiness: the room is bug free, the interview with the
Great American Writer is the day after tomorrow and I am about to cruise the Manhattan
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boulevards in my finery. An attractive man yells in the lobby on my way into the escalator
"Hey, you must be an actress! Come to dinner!" Joining in the grins of my escalator
companions, I forget to wince at the refrain, "Gee, don't you just love this city, no wonder
they call it the Big Apple!" Yes, I tell myself, I am in Nu Yawk!
Fifth Avenue induces pain. I gaze at the windows of Saks; what would it be like to
dress like this? Walking along the sidewalk, considering my life, I decide to skip over it and
look up into the eyes of Ron Newman, one of my American Lit tutors. Ron's lectures are
packed with students roaring with laughter at his surreal imaginings. He grins now at my
amazement.
"Excuse me, but which part of Europe are you from?"
Up close, I see that this man is not Ron. Similar neat features, but with brown eyes
and an off-centre smile, "...it's just that Fifth Avenue is for the hookers after six." I am
impressed by this fact, and the protective note in the voice. He tells me that he is a
photographer and that he lives on the East Side. He talks rapidly and is funny. I warm to
him. We go to an Irish bar where several people call "Hey, Larry!" He waves, and I decide
that he is much better looking than Ron Newman. He says what a great place the Bronx Zoo
is and how he'd like to show it to me.
The apartment is on the sixth floor. The man in the lobby looks briefly up,
"Evening, Mr Weinberg." Larry responds with a smile, touching my arm affectionately. I
am so happy. When he says that he is going to fix us some drinks, I am ecstatic; I am hi a
New York photographer's apartment and he is fixing us drinks. Billy Joel mourns from the
stereo, She's so good with her stiletto, you don't really mind the pain.
The rows of books are impressive; they must contain every book ever published on
the history of cinema. Larry also has an interest in the photography of young ballerinas
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whose prepubescent charms are the subject of two whole bookshelves. I look closely at one
of the pictures. Was I ever that slender, even at 13? Pulling my stomach in, I sit down on
the longest sofa I have ever seen.
The chocolate box silently handed with the drink is crammed with perfectly rolled
joints. Lighting one, handing it to me, Larry moves to the other end of the sofa and I have
the sensation that I am in a deserted airport lounge. When I try to pass the joint back, he
waves it away, "Later." before asking, "Say again, why are you here?"
I say again, piqued that he has not remembered.
There is a long silence. Looking sideways along the sofa, I see puzzlement on the
pleasant face. "You know, I wasn't born rich. I grew up in the Bronx, but you ask anyone,
especially the Irish, and they'll tell you who brought the Bronx down. It was those goddam
fucking niggers."
The man who has taken Ron's face looks angry now. Saying nothing, I carefully
place the joint in the ashtray.
He continues, sounding as if he is musing to himself, "...but, you know I've always
wanted to make it with a black woman...I've asked my analyst about this thing about black
men being bigger than white men but he assured me that's just a myth - say - do you want
to make love?" He indicates a door behind the sofa.
Delicately, with what I hope is just the right amount of regret, I decline the offer.
The refusal is received amiably and I am suddenly, quite irrationally, grateful to him.
Another silence ensues. I am mentally filling it up with planning my exit when he speaks
softly,
"Uh huh, so you don't want to make love... you don't mind me jerking off?"
Perhaps I have heard this incorrectly. The muffled sounds from the end of the sofa
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intervenes. WALK!
might indicate a nasal affliction. The New York City traffic department
like I'm stumbling
The sign slams into my head. I walk. Moving towards the door, feeling
ty is such a lonely
up the down escalator, I open the door. The music follows me out, Hones
word...
Nobody stops me. I am not going to be found floating face downwards

in the East

the stairs, past
River or my mangled body found sticking out of a garbage can. I run down
the man in reception and out into the street.

pavements and the
42nd Street. 10am. Carnival of the damned. The sun beats down on the
ays. "Hey Lady,
back of my neck, already burning. Disembodied voices rasp from doorw
you want some hash? You want coke? You want a man...you want a girl?"

The cops walk

at me, insistent.
steadily, enormous batons by their sides. Something touches my leg, drags
it. Tension
A new surface has grown on me these few days. My body feels stiff with
unleases, races through my arms, fingers, nails as I locate the arm of my

assailant and claw,

female? follows my
cruelly twisting, pinching, intent upon shredding flesh. The cry - male?
plunge into the subway's molten crush.
The train rattles past tattered billboards like the clatter of my thoughts.
publishing house where the interview is to take place this afternoon is

The

not that far from the
ge as I consider

YMCA. My gut whines in agreement with each shuddering roll of the carria

us, appeasing in
the person I will shortly meet. She is tough; interviewers become unctuo
turn up, just have
her presence. There are options, I tell myself. Option number one - don't
proceeding to
a holiday. A holiday - here! The desperation in this thought stops me from
who have sat
option two. Peering through the smeared window, I think of the multitudes
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here, touching the glass with their lips, their feet resting on a trough of sweet wrappers and
cigarette packets.

Two things strike me about the place I am in: the quiet and the angularity of everything.
My eyes are constantly drawn to some further point. The all-female workforce is also
surprising; blonde sentinels glide through the hush, dispatching people and files. One
approaches and smilingly, but silently, beckons me forward.
Quiet rolls into the voice of the woman I am with, easing over the contours of the
generous body, lingering in the fleshy folds of the neck, and up where it resides awkwardly
in the tight jowls. I know right away that I am not to be lulled. The doyen of Black
American literature is polite, without warmth, and I am struck by our differences; age, race,
wealth, size. Even our voices are so different, hers deep, mine high. It becomes apparent
that something more than this divides us as the interview progresses. Palpable hostility is in
the room. Silence, laced with contempt, greets each question.
"Show me your anger." She says this as her sigh travels across the desk. "But you
know, it's such a puzzling question - in white society, black equals angry. It's as if- oh, I
don't know, that it's somehow expected - give me your pain -1 can accept it. But the black
experience is so much bigger than that."
There is a glint in the eyes of the woman opposite. She continues to smile steadily.
The question was not about anger, yet she has translated it in a way which reminds me of
her latest characters, shaped by bias, leading one-dimensional lives. That same lack of
honesty is present in the coolly chic room with its ethnic artefacts.
The silence grows. There is a subtext which I can only guess. My voice arches, hers
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bends. She smiles, I smart. I ask her a question about gender and she explains tenderly,
speaking slowly, patiently. I want to slap her. Shut her up in this room with Larry
Weinberg. Instead, the Great American Writer smiles hugely into my cheap camera and I am
ushered out.

The day lengthens, the temperature climbs. It is now heading for the nineties and the
humidity is oppressive. Night time blesses the 843 acres of Central Park. Somewhere in all
of this, Simon and Garfunkel are playing. I drift through a carpet of candles, while hip New
Yorkers offer their flames to each other. How I would like to share a candle with someone. I
feel so alone. The music mocks self pity, Gee, but it's great to be back home!
This proclamation echoes through the maples, trailing my journey back to the park gates.
Yeah, home is where I wanna be; only three more days. I hold the camera up to the pink
evening sky and click off the days: One. Two. Three.
The lights of Times Square blitz each other. They scream for attention. Broadway is
hungry, opening and swallowing greedily. She disgorges three people from a bar, two of
whom I recognise; the couple from the train. He approaches, "Excuse me Ma'm, but..." I
run. I run, 120 pounds of thumping terror through the noise and confusion, running towards
the relative sanity of East 47th.
Finding my room key is easy. The handbag is suddenly spacious. My camera is
missing. Three more days, I hiss: One. Two. Three and slam the door behind me. Blearily
pulling back the bed covers, I watch the roaches spill over each other. Blinded by the light,
they flee through the bedclothes. I scream. Opening drawers, I sob, seeing the bodies weave
through my clothes. The green digits on the bedside clock wink 12.10. Two more days.
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Lost Property
by
Mona McKinlay

LOST PROPERTY

The dregs. Only to be expected at the tail-end of the sale. The acrylics were still there, along
with some particularly nasty anaemic shades. Hands would have quickly passed over them
to get to the fuchsias, mauves and wine colours. All the decent scarves had gone. She should
have been faster off the mark.
The anger was starting again. She saw her face in the mirror near the jewellery
counter and looked away hurriedly. Crimson. No. Magenta. Now that she had the contact
lenses, there was no escape from what the mirror told her. It said, "You, Elspeth Munro,
are forty nine, with a red face and a backside hanging off you like tatties in a string bag. And
your neck is beginning to shrivel like a piece of catgut"
"Do you need any help, madam?" The girl behind the Clarins counter was smiling,
and Elspeth, a devore scarf hanging from her hand, replied absent-mindedly, "Just looking.
Thanks."
Maybe a handbag. Something big, but not too showy. Any label out of sight. A bag
that would say: I have depth and I don't need to advertise it. As she looked over to the
handbags, the scarf fell from Elspeth's hands. Bending to pick it up, there was a flash of
something at the back of the bottom shelf. She stretched out her arm and her hand
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met something so wonderfully soft that her fingers lingered, stroking and kneading the
material.
Grape. No. Damson. Elspeth walked over to the mirror, clutching the scarf. The
mirror no longer jeered; her auburn hair gleamed with undertones of plum. Her eyes
sparkled with aquamarine lights. As the merino wool caressed her cheek, she marvelled at
how her porous skin now looked as if she dunked herself in ass's milk on the hour. Ass. She
turned sideways and pulled it up. Maybe it wasn't that bad.
No sign of a sale ticket. But it was exquisite, and Elspeth knew she would pay any
price. The credit cards were ruled out and the account was well overdrawn. Until the house
was sold, she needed to be careful. She would have to nip over to the Building Society.
The young woman at the counter looked down at the scarf and then up. "Nice
colour," she said, nodding. Elspeth smiled. The voice implied that not only did she, Elspeth
Munro, have a fine sense of the aesthetic, she also understood what would naturally
enhance her appearance.
Placing it carefully on the counter and pushing her bag, Hobbs (in the sale) back over
her shoulder, Elspeth looked into black-rimmed eyes, "Yes," she agreed, "But I can't see
any price."
"We'll soon sort that out. The price lists for the sale should be somewhere around."
The voice was confident.
"And I need to pop over to the Building Society - but I won't be long."
The mascara blinked. "No problem. None of the scarves are more than ten pounds.
I'll find the lists and it'll be in the bag in no time. Easy peasy."
Only two tellers, and it wasn't even the lunch hour. She kept thinking about transferring the
account. Her lip curled; she was the one who had been transferred out. Hurrying along
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Princes Street, she ignored the Big Issue seller's outstretched hand and the shout, "That's
okay, Lady, I'll get you on the way back!"
Her face tight against the wind, Elspeth thought about the changes of the last six
months, starting when Neil had told her what she had chosen to ignore. She had blurted,
"You didn't have to tell me - you didn't tell me about the others!"
The embarrassment in the grey eyes signalled departure. "It's just that I love him."
Eleven years of marriage. As if the ignominy of her husband falling for another man
wasn't enough, now that the flat was for sale, she would lose what had taken so long to
find. All because that little queen he shacked up with had his greedy eyes on a house in
Grange.
Rushing in through the doors of the store, she collided with a tall man who put out
his hand and laughed, "Steady on!" He winked over at the girls on the makeup counter, who
tittered approval. Elspeth removed his hand from her arm, thrust her bag over her shoulder,
and walked over to the scarves and gloves department.
No one at the counter. Studying the bags on the shelves, she heard a voice from
behind ask, "Is there something you're looking for, madam?"
When she turned around, Elspeth saw a sales assistant, an anxious-looking
woman wearing a black jumper with a badge saying, 'Aileen'.
"I've come to collect the scarf."
"Oh - you mean the purple one?" The woman regarded her with curiosity.
Elspeth said pleasantly, "Damson. Yes, that's right. The girl said she would hold on
to it until I returned."
The woman ducked her head under the counter and placed the scarf in front of her.
Relief. For a moment, Elspeth thought that it had been sold.
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"I'm afraid it isn't possible to sell this, madam."
Staring at the hand on the scarf, wanting to shout, "Get your fingers off!" Elspeth
demanded, "What do you mean, 'not possible'?"
With a reverential bow towards the counter, the woman picked a strand of hair from
her sweater. Her hand rested next to the badge, while she rocked her splayed, pinkvarnished fingers backwards and forwards. Her voice was hushed: "This is Jaeger, madam.
We don't stock Jaeger."
"But -" Elspeth looked at the woman - " but it was on the shelf."
From her right, in the direction of the makeup counters, came an outburst of
laughter. She turned round to glare, and then back to the assistant, who said, "I'm sorry,
madam, but someone obviously left it. It will have to go to Lost Property." She continued,
"It's so lovely. I'm sure they'll be back for it."
Elspeth sat at the word processor, trying to think up a nippy headline. Not her job, but the
sub-editors were grateful and recommended her for the general stuff on home improvement.
Freelancing gave a lot of leeway: you could work when you needed to and cry poverty
when you wanted to. That was how it used to be. She sighed and looked out at the garden,
which caused another sigh when she saw the bedraggled flowerbeds.
Now she worked as much as she could, which meant writing snappy features: Is a
period home for you? Could you be smitten? Elspeth banged the delete key. Her thoughts
wandered again to the scarf.
A week since she had seen it lying on the counter. It was probably in some fusty
drawer. Or it had been reclaimed by its owner, one of those she sometimes saw gliding
past - face from the seventies, maybe ex-model, decked out in Jaeger and Prada.
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The phone rang. Reaching across to pick it up, snagging her nail on the side of the
desk, she listened to the estate agent sounding apologetic and pleased with himself: a
couple who couldn't make Sunday's viewing were desperate to see the flat one evening next
week - maybe Tuesday at eight?
Elspeth frowned as she put down the phone. Filing the split nail, musing about the
scarf, she concluded it must have been a mistake. But what if it had been deliberate? Some
fly man or fly woman on a heist, eye on the main chance, checking out the lie of the land. Or
one of those rich kids. You saw them in the stores, laughing into mobiles, trailing designer
bags. Easy-come-easy-go. Then again, Princes Street was still teeming with the tourists. It
was likely that one of them, festooned with cashmere from the Mile and exclaiming over
the sale scarves, had thrown off their own in the process. They were probably on the plane
home before remembering.
Elspeth put the emery board down. She took a pencil from the desk-tidy and began
to chew its rubber tip. A filthy habit, he used to say. He could talk.
It wasn't very busy for mid-afternoon, but Thursday was late night. The office workers
would come in straight from work, ransack rails and race to the cubicles, before swinging
back out into Princes Street, to descend upon the cafes and bars.
She walked through the Perfumery department on the ground floor. In her hand was
one of the store's carrier bags, containing a copy of the Evening News and nothing else. The
sales assistants were standing laughing at the antics of a man in a dark suit, whose voice
insisted: "I'm telling you - it's the truth." It was the same person who had banged into her a
week before.
Blood pounding in her ears, Elspeth stood on the escalator stairs, tucking her hair
under the large hat, before straightening the tinted glasses. At the third floor, she
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proceeded to the curved desk with the sign, 'Customer Services.'
Two women sat at the desk. The younger one stared hard at her computer screen,
while the other unsmilingly asked, "Can I help?"
Wistfully, Elspeth answered, "I hope so. I think I left my scarf somewhere in the
store last week - and I wonder whether it's been handed in?"
"You'll have to do better than that." The woman's voice was amused. She
looked sideways at her colleague, and Elspeth felt her face flush. "Any idea what colour it
might be?'
"A kind of plum."
"Plum. Would that be purple?" The amusement was still there.
"Whatever - it's a kind of mix. It's my sister's. I borrowed it and now I'm in
trouble for losing it." Elspeth hoped the appeal in her voice masked the growing irritation.
Opening the small jotter on her desk and licking her finger, the woman began to
flick the pages. "No. Nothing here."
"Are you sure - maybe it hasn't been entered in the book. Maybe if you looked -"
The younger woman looked up from the screen. "Everything gets entered in the book."
Shrugging, swivelling her chair over to a small filing cabinet, the other woman pulled
open the middle drawer and brought out a small bunch of keys. Breathing heavily, she rose
from the chair and made her way to the door behind her colleague. Elspeth felt a flicker of
excitement
The voice from the cupboard was emphatic. "Nothing. It hasn't been handed in."
Just her luck. She stood on the escalator, looking down over the store, her eyes seeking the
handbags on the shelves. Something to cheer her up. The large rust coloured one - more a
Burnt Sienna - was still there. Ideal for a Marrakesh-theme: camel sofa; terracotta-striped
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throw, ochre background. That reddish blue tone next to the acid green basket was
unfortunate. A mistake Elspeth forgot to breathe. By the time she remembered, she was hovering in front of
a nearby stand, pretending to study an evening bag. So it was still there. Her hands sought
the brim of her hat. Pulling it further down, she moved closer to the scarf lying neatly folded
on a shelf.
Marvelling again at the texture and colour of the wool, remembering the feel of it,
Elspeth experienced a pleasurable drowsiness.
"Excuse me, madam." A hand stretched across and scooped up the scarf, while a
voice, loud and familiar, said. "What are we going to do with this, then?"
"It's only been a couple of days." The assistant who had refused to sell the scarf
appeared from behind the jewellery counter. "I don't know, Kenny, what do you think?"
The tannoy system interrupted the exchange: "Would a member of the Display team
please go to Haberdashery. Display to Haberdashery, please.
"Och, I'm away to display myself, ladies." The man stood swinging the scarf.
Giggles of "Oh, Kenny!" following as he bounded towards the escalator stairs, the scarf
trailing from his hand.
A preening, screaming queen; the worst kind of Broughton totty. Her hand on the kettle,
Elspeth remembered the face: that big bony head with the sideburns trailing it, those
blubbery lips gleaming with smugness; it must be lip gloss. She should have recognised him
instantly. It was the lump who had collided with her in the doorway. Seeing red - her face
matched the scarf when she saw how he dangled it.
The pitta bread shot out of the toaster. She groaned as her hand went to her head.
The bedroom window had been closed all night. The flat could be stuffy, the central
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heating quirky. Opening the kitchen window, leaning on the sill, she gazed at the garden,
before looking over her shoulder at the oak units and the detailed canopy of the fireplace.
They had smiled at each other, Neil resting his hand on the picture rail, smiling at the ornate
ceiling cornice. His breath nuzzling her neck, he had whispered, "This will do Mr and Mrs
Munro just fine."
Justfine. From what she heard, Laughing Boy wasn't much use in the kitchen, but it
wasn't his culinary skills that were of interest.
Elspeth ignored the breakfast dishes and sat down at the word processor. There
was an invite from her editor in her Mailbox to write about a board game. She said yes,
before settling down to write the new homes article.
The first couple of paragraphs were easy. But an image of Kenny bending and
swooping like Isadora Duncan began to intrude, and Elspeth saw him trailing not just one
scarf, but several. Her fingers banged the keyboard.
Most of Monday was spent cleaning and recovering from Sunday's onslaught of
prospective buyers. Elspeth scowled as she remembered the assortment of feet that had
traipsed through the flat, out into the garden and back in, leaving rooms muddied by the
shoes of their careless owners.
It wasn't only the extra cleaning; the questions of these day-trippers were
repetitive: When was the heating system put in? When was the flat rewired? Was there a
central heating maintenance contract? And what about planning permission for an
extension?
The dreich weather had been more enticement than deterrent. House viewing, an
indoor sport, was perfect for a Sunday afternoon. At two o'clock, people had strode up
the path to the front door, ready to escape the Edinburgh climate, eager to whisper
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pronouncements on decor and taste. She found some of them later, checking room
measurements against schedules, muttering about the difficulties of metrication.
By the time Tuesday arrived, her mood had lightened. Only one more day before
the closing date and, apart from the evening's appointment, no more viewings. And no more
drudgery. Thanks to the solicitor, communication with Neil was minimal. She sighed
pleasurably as her fingers sped over the keys, seeing recalcitrant words slipping into line,
neatly arranging themselves on the word processor screen.
The bell rang just before eight o'clock. The animated discussion stopped when she
opened the door. Standing blinking in the porch light, she heard a loud voice say, "Hiya, I'm
Mr Young - call me Kenny - and this is Mr Henderson - otherwise known as Dougie."
Elspeth raised her hand to meet the larger one that was thrust out.
They stood in the hallway. "Do you have a schedule?"
"I've got one here, thanks." Dougie smiled, showing small, pointed teeth. His
bleached cropped hair contrasted well with the caramel background of the wall, while the
damson-coloured scarf wound tightly around his neck brought energy and spontaneity.
Trying to still her rapid breathing, averting her eyes from her scarf, she addressed
the brown zipped bag clutched across Dougie's chest. "It's probably best that I show you
around first - then you can go on your own."
"It's nice and warm in here," said Dougie, rubbing the bag. The gold ring on one of
his stubby fingers gleamed dully.
"Nice," said Kenny, looking at the mosaic hall floor tiling.
"The glass is divine." Dougie gazed at the front door. " I've just started a stained
glass evening class."
Kenny tugged at the scarf around Dougie's neck. "He's keen on self
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improvement." He looked around the hall. " Not a bad size. Where we are is a bit cramped
for his lordship here - he's been on the pies." Laughing, he poked the smaller figure, who
pulled away. The grandfather clock at the end of the hall began to chime, and Kenny
stopped laughing. "Right: that's it - I'm having it -just as long as the clock's included."
Elspeth eyed him coldly. In her home. This joker had infiltrated her home. Not only
that, but his little chum was wearing her scarf.
They continued through the flat. Kenny shrugged off his leather jacket outside the
dining room. "Phew, it's a bit hot in here - does the boiler have a tuner control?"
"Yes, of course." She continued, "All fitted carpets and floor coverings are included
in the price. The drawing room curtains might be available by negotiation."
The master bedroom, with its window overlooking the garden and view of the city
skyline, was something that she and Neil had joked about before they moved in. "I want the
view." Compromise had meant moving the bed.
Elspeth said, "The garden is quite a feature of the property. It's secluded. I'm not a
gardener, but my husband used to -"
Too late. Kenny pounced, "Is it just you selling it, then?"
She turned to look at him. "No."
"I'm sure I've seen you before." His voice was eager. Wanting to ingratiate
himself, whittle down the extras. Get the curtains for free.
"I don't think so. It's difficult to see because it's so late - but the view is really
quite magnificent."
She glanced back and saw Dougie stroking the satin duvet cover. Shrugging, Kenny
shook his head sorrowfully at her.
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"Perhaps you would like me to leave you to it."
Twenty minutes later they were still in the flat. She had a headache and just wanted
rid of them. Going to the kitchen for a glass of water, she glimpsed them canoodling in the
dining room. The scarf was wound round both their necks. Elspeth turned her back on the
jacket hanging over one of the kitchen chairs and, filling a glass with water, she gulped back
the pill.
"My mother gets those. Have you tried Feverfew?"
He must have crept into the room. Light-footed as well as light-fingered. Made for
display work. She saw his hard, toned body pacing the windows, saw him clutching the
mannequins as he danced with them. Whenever his fingers touched their genital area, he
would shudder and make jokes about fish. Everyone would laugh. And now, Laughing Boy
was implying that she was a similar age to his mother - when he must be in his late thirties;
at least.
"I meant to ask what band the council tax is."
"It's a G."
Ooh - what was that?" Kenny rolled his eyes as the light suddenly dimmed.
"It's the switch - the light sometimes flickers when you turn it down below a certain
point. It probably needs changing. " Elspeth looked at her watch.
"C'mon now, young man," Kenny called, "We have to get you home to bed!"
Air freshener in hand, she walked through the flat. Even the smell of a monumental fry up
was preferable to the reek of aftershave and tobacco in every room. And the headache
persisted. He used to make her peppermint tea. Stop fussing, she could hear herself say it.
Her with her tea; him with his sweet tooth.
Waiting for the kettle to boil, her mind was preoccupied with the evening:
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Edinburgh was a small place - but that he should turn up - the night before the closing date.
At least he would be unlikely to make an offer. It was doubtful that they could afford it.
The kitchen was where she and Neil had spent the most time, always ending up
back here, watching the news, squabbling over the drying up. The Georgian mirror above the
mantelpiece had been his. Who would have what hadn't been discussed yet, but the thought
of him and that bloody queen fawning over each other in the mirror made her head thump
again. While the kettle clicked, she stared at the mantelpiece, her eyes focussed on
something to the right of the clock.
A bag. A brown leather bag with something damson-coloured looped through its
handle. Elspeth ran to the fireplace and prised the material free. As her lips closed over the
scarf, a sharp, bitter-sweet odour filled her nostrils. The dry cleaners would remove the
smell of him. She went quickly to the dresser and placed the scarf at the back of a drawer.
The bag, a large purse, bulged with importance. She scratched open the zip peered at
the label inside: Firenze. Queenie obviously had good taste. Must be hard going on his
salary. She envisaged his reaction to the loss. For a moment, she felt something like
recognition.
The wallet was probably from a craft shop. Would crack easily - and had, by the
looks of it. Not the kind you wanted to show off.
But only twenty-five pounds. Strange that there were no credit cards. Just some
photographs of both of them and people on a boat. No cashpoint or cheque card. Likely a
debt history. Moving from place to place, letters following them around: We would urge
you to pay this account -failure to pay this -. Dougie would whine. Kenny would laugh,
boast about how much he owed, regale the shop floor with his latest financial trauma. Oh,
Kenny.
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The condom was expected. The fact that it was the only one. A token gesture.
Would be mostly too far gone to remember to put it on. He'd be full of good intentions.
Until the next time.
The hunched shape was visible through the glass when the bell rang. Elspeth
opened the door with a look of polite enquiry.
"Dougie says he left his scarf and bag." The voice was truculent.
She allowed a pause, before stepping aside. "Why don't you come in?"
The ease with which he made his way through the flat was irritating. At the
doorway of the dining room, swallowing rapidly, he scanned the room, "Oh - there's the
bag!" He strode to the mantelpiece." But where's the scarf- have you seen it?" He looked
acoss the room, directly into her eyes.
"I'm not sure I remember a scarf." Elspeth began to look on the chairs and under the
dining table. Her hands moved over the ship decanter and plants on the crowded dresser.
"What colour did you say it was?"
"It was red." Kenny muttered. "It was red."
"No, I don't see it. Maybe he dropped it in one of the other rooms."
When they had searched each room hi the flat, she asked, "Was it a present?"
"I only bought it for him recently." Kenny's hand pushed at the air, "It was Jaeger,
you know. Jaeger. It's just typical of him."
Elspeth rested her hand on his arm. "I was going to make myself a cup of tea would you like one? Then you could look outside. Perhaps someone has put it somewhere
that you'll be able to see it. People round here tend to be honest."
Kenny looked uncertain, then nodded. "That's an idea. It should be his lordship
that's out looking for it, but he said he was missing Frazier. He bought the video today." He
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added, "These young folk." inviting the acknowledgement that this was a club that he and
Elspeth were excluded from.
Watching him pull out a chair, the one that used to be Neil's, she said, "It's
something I've never watched - all those noisy American shows have never appealed."
In the lull that followed this, she asked, "Earl Grey do? Sugar? Milk?"
"Earl Grey's fine. Milk please. Usually I take sweeteners, but sugar will do. I've
developed a bit of a sweet tooth since Dougie moved in - blame him anyway!" Kenny raised
his hands in surrender.
Sitting directly underneath the light, he could have been any age between thirty and
forty. She glanced at the hands now lightly drumming the table.
"Sorry, one of my bad habits. Trying to get in touch with my inner man."
She smiled, "And you bite your nails."
Passing the tea, she observed the wrists, unexpectedly slight for such a large body.
As he lay back and surveyed the room, the grandfather clock chimed.
"Any idea how much you're expecting to get for it?"
"Do you mean the flat?" The casual tone didn't fool her. He wanted it. Probably
pretended to forget the bag.
"No, I didn't."
Elspeth stared at the solemn face across the table. "What do you mean?"
"The clock." Kenny's face cracked wide. "Only kidding -1 meant the flat."
Picking up her cup, she felt its warmth. "It's hard to say when it's such a lottery.
The closing date is tomorrow. You'll need to move quickly."
"I'd like to, but I think it's out of our league - the council tax is a bit steep. Even
with Dougie's job, it would be hard going. He's a high maintenance lad."
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"Oh."
"Maybe if it was a fixed price, but with things the way they are."
"I suppose it gives you some idea of price ranges."
"That's right." Kenny put down his cup and looked at his watch, "It might be a
good idea if I used your toilet before I go."
"It's second on the left"
"I remember."
The feet moved quietly along the hall. She glanced at the bag wedged into one of the
pockets of the jacket draped over the chair. Like the legs that had sprawled under the table,
the jacket proclaimed the Divine Right of Kings, resting where it decreed. She listened for
the flush of the toilet. He would be busy sniffing the colognes.
When the kitchen door opened, she was looking thoughtfully at the cup in front of
her.
"That must be cold."
The voice from the doorway was reproachful, almost paternal. She nodded, "It is,
but then I've always liked cold tea. Must be a bit of a cold fish. Good luck with the househunting. I'll see you out."
The news finished. War correspondents hustled off, competing with celebrity revelations.
She pressed the remote control and watched the picture disappear with a hiss.
Elspeth yawned and stretched luxuriously. Her ringers played with the material at
her neck, before the object lying on the table again attracted her scrutiny.
It might have been taken during the summer, in the park: Dougie lay on his stomach,
holding a blade of grass to his mouth, the earring just visible beneath his cap. Kenny's
expression was alert, challenging. She wondered who the photographer was.
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It was blank on the back. That didn't surprise her, but some record, a date,
something tangible would have been preferable. Turning it over, scrutinising the two men
again, she heard the voice: "I'm having it!"
Elspeth picked up the scissors from the table and sliced neatly through the middle of
the photograph. The light flickered in the mirror as she began to cut the halves into minute
pieces. Let no man put asunder. This woman has, she thought. This woman has.
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APPENDIX B

The Next Best Kiss
Dolls Dolls Dolls Dolls
by
Carol Shields

'The Next Best Kiss' by Carol Shields,
from Dressing Up For The Carnival, QPD, 2000

T

Both of them loved to talk or, more accurately, they
felt compelled to talk. A hyperverbal compulsion was
what they shared, way up there on the glottal thermometer, and that was putting it kindly. This tallciness might

ODD AND SANDY HAD been friends for just a few
weeks, and Sandy knew they were about to say goodbye to each other.
This thing between them was an episode taking place
on a small screen. A mini-flick, as Todd would say, a scenario, a sketch. A million words had flown by, but nothing
had been promised or declared, and Sandy could sense the
way she and Tocld were using each other up minute by
minute, one talk}' voice drinking the other dry.
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wards.
"No," Sandy countered, "not an asshole. Just an ass.
One of those silly, old-fashioned asses." She said this with a

and reservations.
"He's an asshole," Sandy's colleague Chloe said after-

pronouncements, spacy, brilliant (she hoped), loaded with
allusive arrows (Lacan in particular), and followed by a vigorous Q-and-A session, with Todd, seated out there in the
audience, contributing a number of thoughtful comments

questioning and quite rightly, he said.
Sandy presented an afternoon seminar, "Diatribe and
Discourse in the Twenty-first Century," prophetic in its

its way into the New York Review ofBooks, although the editors were asking for substantial changes, which Todd was

self, the self as the sum of incalculable misunderstandings,
and the selfishness of even claiming a self. Todd confided
to Sandy that the text for his talk.might eventually find"

devoted to the subject of fin de siecle crisis. Todd gave a
paper titled "End of the Self," about the instability of the

almost his only joke.)
Friends introduced them to each other at the reception
that launched the 1998 Darlington Conference, in Detroit,

et cetera" that was one of Todd's little jokes on himself,

have been genetic, or it might have been what was
expected of them. They were both professors, he on the
West Coast, she on the East; she was in history, he was
in sociology/film studies/cultural exegesis. ("Professor of
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She had learned that women are obliged to interrupt

blanket approval it was too soon for that. "The use of
'probably' and 'perhaps' and 'may be' and so on."

"You seem to be hedging your bets a bit," Sandy told
him after die presentation, not wanting to smother him in

be surrendering our sacred objects and perhaps the practice
of prayer even the notion of prayer."

Todd said in his lecture, question marks hovering over his
words like a jangle of surprised coat hangers. "We may soon

For example: "We've probably said farewell to the world
of sermons and to the clenched piety of holy pilgrimages,"

be speculative. Sandy's narrative.

the other hand, anyone could see that they were far from
being matched linguistically. Todd's ruminations tended to

seemed to belong to the same nation the strenuous, the
informed, the adventurous, the currently unattached. On

had not stopped moving. They had a verbal Ping-Pong
game going, a monsoon, unstoppable. Sexually, they

Since their first meeting Sandy's jaws and Todd's jaws

Sandy was still smiling; she couldn't help herself.
"There's no law against semicolons."

"He talks in clauses, Sandy. You're not supposed to talk
in clauses. And especially not with semicolons intervening.
I can hear "those semicolons coming at me. Little squash
balls hitting the wail."

fond smile, all the muscles in her face and body relaxed for
once. "Like our fathers were. Or our uncles. Total asses."
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appreciated its weight (she had been a long time between
men and their bodily heft), but at the same time she felt
vulnerable being pinned down like this.
"Everything's smaller now," Todd continued, minutely
shifting his body. "Our idea of love is smaller. Our friendships are smaller."
"Yes," she said. "Emphatically. Why, back in the nineteenth century love was big stuff. As big as those balloons
people used to ride around the world in. Now it's more
like the kind of grit that gets left behind in your jeans
pocket."
"Yeah, sort of," Todd said.
He listened politely enough to her account of childbirth, the moment eleven years earlier when Jenny burst
from her womb, as wet and compacted as a supermarket

"You could be right," Sandy said. She was having trouble with her breathing and wasn't sure whether the cause
was emotional or physical. Todd had a large, solid body. She

"Because it more and more appears to be self-evident that
nothing is really conclusive."

"It's ironic, but the probable now holds more force than
the certain," Todd told her mysteriously, cradling her in his
arms that first night, stretching his neck and kissing the
tender place where her hairline met the back of her neck.

out," Todd was saying. "The ambulance attendant kept saying it was a miracle I was still breathing." His voice went
rough and shy with remembrance.

"It's not clinical at all," Sandy was about to say, but
Todd started telling her about his automobile accident in
Mexico Baja California, to be exact as though there
were some connection between birth and highway injury.
Perhaps there was; the cooler half of her brain bleeped
this possibility. Human tissue. Tearing and bleeding. Sudden intervention. She had noticed that people who have
been in car crashes always get around to these stories fast.
They love their accidents. Road disasters are like five star
movies in their lives, the only time they've been allowed to
be major actors. "They had to pry open the door to get me

His eyes were squeezed shut, and he had gone suddenly
critical in a pedagogical way that was quickly becoming
familiar; his arms were around her, but in her imagination
he was standing a few feet away, holding a clipboard in his
hand and a microphone to his lips, analysing her narrative
structure and syntax.
"Womb?" he murmured. "Now, that's a somewhat
romantic, nineteenth-century word to bring into a modern
clinical procedure."

chicken with her folded limbs and tight whorls of dark
hair, but Sandy, who liked to make a terse drama of
her birth event, could tell that Todd's thoughts were elsewhere.

their own discourse for the discourse of others, using standard probes and thrusts and "sincere" attempts at interrogation the same strategies their mothers once used.

195

THE NEXT BEST KISS

DRESSING UP FOR THE CARNIVAL

194

"It must have been terrible."
"Worse than terrible."
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"It's only happened once, in 1946, I think, before I was
born, but it's given her a reason to stay alive."

"My mother worries about beetles getting into her
bread-box," Todd went on jovially.
"Really?"

that she had put as much distance between herself and her
mother as possible, or that she broke into a sweat when she
heard her mothers voice on the telephone.

that absolutely cannot be isolated. Our identity shirts from
one moment to the next, so that we are always in a state of

becoming or diminishing."
Sandy set the "we" aside for the moment. As a historian, she believed obstinately in the roundness and accessibility of events. Every date had a doorway, if you could
only locate it. Every recorded birth and death had its corporeal and metaphorical dust, composed or else scattered,

"Your mother. You haven't mentioned your mother.
Not so far anyway. Is she, you know, living?"
"Living, breathing. Housewife. San Diego. Arthritis in
her fingers. Goes to Bible study. Cooks turkeys."
"Mine too. Amazing. All that same stuff. Only its
Danville, Ontario, not San Diego." She didn't tell Todd

"And yours?'" she said, prodding.
"My what?"

"Yes," he said, but clearly without taking in the weight
of her thought. "True enough."

She felt the need to say so, even if it meant risking a
non sequitur. "Each of us has had a mother," she murmured
into Todd's neck.

the little lost frights and ecstasies of fragile existence. And
there was something else that lived on top of her thoughts:
the notion that everyone had a mother, and from that
mother, from that tight little purse with its fleshy space
and opening lips, came the desire for expanded air and
space.
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ment.
"How else can we stand back and see where we are?"
she said. "Or who we are?"
"Who we are." He echoed this observation lazily, without any fight in his voice or even a pull of breath. "You
know that the 'who' of that particular question is something

"I mean, how do we measure these things?"
"Do you always have to measure everything?"
A good question or was it? "I suppose," she said
slowly, easing his elbow off her upper arm, which was
beginning to tingle, "that we do try to estimate the weight
of experience in our lives."
"As if we can." He said this with a litde snort that she
found unaccountably piglike. He said it with disappoint-

"How much worse?" She hoped she didn't sound as
though she were mocking him.
"What?"

ig6

"Has she read your book on seismic stasis?"
"Ha!"
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beg for more
"No. But."

"

lot

"Now, Sandy, that's a simple, straightforward question.
Yes or no. Does he make your happiness gland wiggle and

said."
"If I were you, I'd wind this Todd thing up, and fast!"
"It's easy for you to say," Sandy told her. "You have
Bernard. I haven't had anyone for a long time."
"Does he make you happy?"
"Happy?"

big, show-off words."
"Really?"
"'Who do you think you are?' that's what she

Why the hell should she?"
"My mother read my book. She said I used too many

"How reductive," Chloe said to Sandy, hearing about this
conversation the next day. "Believing his mother's only
worry is beedes in her bread. Her big worry is probably
him. What a jerk she has for a son. Men who dismiss their
mothers that easily can't be trusted."
"He said it rather sweetly, I thought."
"And I don't blame her one bit for not reading his book.
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as a happy man, and yet he was thought of as a valuable person in his society.
"Who actually is Matthew Hooke?" Todd had the
courtesy to ask after a week or so.

happy with her lire.
At the same time, she had to admit that those twin
demons, happiness and sadness, had lost their relevance.
Happiness was a crock; no one, except maybe Chloe, really
had it for more than a minute at a time. And sadness had
shrunk, become miniaturized and narrowly defined, a syndrome, a pathology whereas once, in another time, in a
more exuberant century, in a more innocent age, there
existed great gusts of oxygen inside the sadness of ordinary
people, carpenters, tradesmen, housewives, and the like.
Sadness was dignified; it was referred to as melancholy; it
was described as autumnal in tone and tinged with
woodsmoke. Nobody got blamed for the old sadness. It was
a real affliction, like colour blindness or flat feet.
Matthew Hooke, for instance, could not be described

It was summertime; Todd and Sandy were both free. He
followed her back to Halifax and moved into the apartment
she shared with her daughter. Just temporary, a few days.
There was a heat wave. Then a cool wave. They spent a lot
of time in bed at least when Jenny was off at day camp.
The rest of the day fell into a rhythm reading the paper,
cooking, shopping that was comfortable, and that persuaded Sandy she was almost, in a summer kind of way,
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"Well what?"
"Well, who's it going to be, then? Him or me?" He tried

between my legs."
"Well?"

century gentleman at the same time you've got your hand

"Jealous that I can be thinking of this mildly depressed
but nevertheless intelligent and accomplished nineteenth-

"You sound jealous."
"What!"

"Matthew Hooke."
"Right. Matthew."

thoughts to this Hooke person

these sheets, and the traffic going by, and you turn your

in a modern high-rise apartment in the middle of Halifax,
and you haven't got any clothes on, just your skin against

woman who's lying in bed at three o'clock in the afternoon

careless about dates.
" and probably superstitious as hell and missing half
his teeth. And here you are, this very twentieth-century

"
"Nineteenth-century." She had noticed that Todd was

eighteenth-century

"Do you actually connect to this person? I mean, can
he say to you anything that is actually meaningful? He's

"English botanist, 1809 to 1883."
"Yeah, right. The guy you wrote the book about."
"Uh-huh."

o r t <Jtl

"Whatever that was."
"I'm just a tiny bit surprised you don't know his work.
Don't take this the wrong way, but, I mean, this was a man
who paralleled Darwin, and whose ideas "
"Look, I don't happen to be in that particular field.
Who can know everything?"
"He did."
"He did what?"
"He was one of those late, late, late mediaeval polymaths
who extended right into the nineteenth century. He knew
science, literature, classical languages, philosophy, architecture, music. And botany well, that goes without saying."
"The epistemological world was smaller then."
"You are jealous, aren't you?"
"It isn't as though he was Bach or Malthus or Kant or
one of the great giants of human thought."
"He was an autodidact. A rustic from the wilds of
Somerset. Never went to school."

"What, exactly, was so great about this man anyway?
What's he done to get a biography written about him?"
"It's not a biography. It's more of a contextual monograph. A background inquiry into what made him who
he was "

to express this thought as a joke, but he was not, as Sandy
had noticed, good at jokes.
"So." She attempted a playful tone. "Do I have to
make a choice?"
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Todd made a delicious macaroni-and-cheese supper ,for
Sandy ami Jenny, miles beyond the Kraft dinner they sometimes shared on busy days. Rattrap cheese, tender pasta

her cheeks. "There's always tomorrow."

door."
"Jenny already?"
"Yes," Sandy said carefully, heavily. "Day camp is over
for today. As it has been every day at this time. Children are
put oh the bus and brought home by their counsellors
around about the middle of the afternoon. This happens all
over the Western world."
"That's it, then, 1 suppose, for today."
She looked at him sternly, her schoolmarm look, and
then let her face soften, pumping a theatrical puff of air into

parts of a wood lily."
"Only a genius would think it's necessary to do so."
"What's that noise?"
"Oh God, it must be Jenny letting herself in the

"Think of him as a synthesizer. That's how I describe
him, anyway, in the book. Someone who skipped the heavy
theoretical work and just talked about how plants looked,
how they presented themselves. How diey could change
shape with a little encouragement."
"You don't need to be a genius to describe the various

"Oh, I get it. That's his excuse for being minor. He had
hay coming out of his ears."

»

an hour."
"I know we agreed not to plunge into each others history," Sandy said later to Todd, "and we've been pretty good
about observing that pledge. But did you and your ex ever
have children?"

menses, for instance."
"So we did this folk dancing and then we did woodwork and then we had lunch and dien we did birds and
wildflowers and environment and then we waited for the
bus to come."
"Well, maybe a little TV won't hurt. But only for half

** X T
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elbows, real grated onion, salt and pepper, all this baked
slowly in creani until crisp. Ordinarily Sandy didn't keep
cream in the house. This cream was left over from the veal
recipe she'd cooked for Todd on the weekend.
"Can we eat in front of the TV?" Jenny asked.
No.
"Why not?" The beginning of a whine.
"Because we should use the time to talk. You haven't
told us what you did at day camp."
"We did a folk dance I told you already. What Irish
people do."
"That sounds very interesting," Todd said. "Some of
those dances go back hundreds of years."
"Yes," Sandy said. "That's true."
"Courting dances," Todd said. "Or, more primitive still,
dances that celebrate signs of fertility the beginning of
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was born. He wasn't at all frightened of the phenomenon,

be a diversion, a pleasure, a pursuit, not something that
spilled out of confession or declaration, so that the self was
placed on trial. For instance, he, Stephen, did not plan to
be in the labour room coaching Sandy when their baby

or women's lib.
On the other hand, Stephen hadn't believed that every
single issue under the sun warranted prolonged debate. The
promotion of argument for its own sake sprang from a
buried need for drama, according to Stephen. Talk should

effervescent kind of quips that spin off from a more laconic
tradition or else lean on common male assumptions: salesman jokes, penis jokes, beer jokes, jokes about city slickers

who expressed themselves not sparingly, as country people
are assumed to do, but colourfully, rapturously, endlessly,
about crops, weather, and sports, and who exchanged the

ing garrulousness, a physicist now employed at a research
institute in Kansas City thundering at his staff, no doubt,
and filling the sedate laboratories with his galloping
cadence. He was descended from a line of Missouri farmers

More and more, Sandy's men friends tended to be talky
types, but perhaps they always had been. Her ex-husband,
Jenny's father, Stephen, was a case in point: a man of burst-

'No," Todd said. "We thought about it a lot and we
talked about it a lot. But it didn't happen."
"That's what I thought," Sandy said.

hermeneutics of regeneration. Toby Shawn (six months)
was given to meditations about his grandfather's incivility,

dehydration.
There were others. Some lasted a matter of days. Mike
Something-or-other and his philosophical divagations. He
was a man who could turn a glimpse of an ordinary tree or
shrub into an instant thesis on die insularity of the soul or

to Thailand, where Jenny nearly died of diarrhea and then

it off. He hovered over Sandy in the evenings, showered
her with words on weekends, entertaining her, persuading
her, pressing against her common sense, talking her into
ridiculous ventures a time-share in Hawaii, a hiking trip

stock. His was die kind of calling that demanded a quick
phrase, a smooth delivery, a word-tumbling manner that
forestalled interruption. The trouble was, he couldn't shut

made such a big deal of it. Shouldn't she have appreciated
the honesty of his response? "He's got a tongue on him," her
mother had said, "but he won't ever bring you real trouble."
Later Sandy and her little Jenny lived for two years
with a man named Christopher Swift, who sold computer

or repelled by it. He simply wasn't interested, period. Yes,
he loved her and yes, yes, he would love the baby when
it emerged, but he was not up to what he termed "the
medical side of things."
His reluctance had seemed a big thing to Sandy at the
time, a major betrayal that came to represent a number of
other, smaller failings. Later she wondered why she had

ered to our inherited packet of DNA and to the tyranny of
our mothers' and fathers' good intentions

might have done, what they could have said, if only they
had been smarter, kinder, more feeling, less selfish? Does
anyone apprehend human vibrations when they are filtered
through choked time waves and genetic matter? How much
can we know we know?

off the screen. Didn't Hollywood effusions, for all their

carelessness, persist in the refining and sharpening of our

vision of ourselves? That period creature the silent male did

not babble or condemn or theorize or hold forth. He might

open his mouth from time to time and speak when

required, a dense, manly rumble in his throat introducing a

terse, tender monologue of withheld energy, but he was not

She had work, to do at the end of the summer, lectures
to prepare, her office to set in order. While she was out of
the apartment, Todd busied himself reading about Matthew
Hooke. He did this on the sly at first, working his way
straight through Sandy's shelf of Hooke literature and then,
finally, reading her book, Matthew Hooke: Silent Visionary.

at any point bent crooked with the weight of his opinions.

Instead his bone marrow quietly tapped into the world

around him, the suppressed words subtly infantilizing his

sexual bulk, so that you wanted to hug him like a baby and

at the same time bed him down for a night of breathless,

wordless, stunned satisfaction.

what they

at least for Sandy. Why should we be teth-

its comforts

self prompted her to believe that such men actually existed

He took Jenny to a dinosaur movie and out for pizza after-

once believed to behave.

from any fixed point of proof, had its own virtues, and even

gether exasperated by his presence. He fit in, more or less.

stuck to the screen, eager for the fiction of how men were

known as the strong, silent type, and a hopeful part of her-

State, and that the usually impatient Sandy was not alto-

down on a pile of cushions, and sit up half the night, eyes

wards. His theory about the slippery selr, its detachment

up until early September, when classes began at San Diego

dren growing up. She would make a pot of tea, hunker

She was particularly drawn to that American icon

Everyone was surprised that Todd hung around right

you're well out of the claws of Mr. Clause."

Maine, stating, in Chloe's private cryptography/ "Hope

Sandy got a postcard from Chloe and Bernard, who were in

That was how it was in the old days, if you chose to
believe it.

those from the forties, a time when her parents were chil-

hood video store, where she rented old movies, particularly

On lonely nights Sandy would head for the neighbour-

was no refuge.

to no one's surprise, Sandy and eight-year-old Jenny. There

his mothers spite, his brother's fecldessness a circle of
incrimination that widened endlessly and came to include,

Others v/ho inhabited the same southwesterly English
village as Matthew Hooke, a place called Little West Nutley,

But all he said was, "Just the usual queries. Like 'Is this
statement supported?' Or 'More information needed
here.'"

joint with other human creatures that he misread the
demands of common intercourse? The comments of his
neighbours regarding his taciturnity were, of course, apoc-

aspired to be. "Well, you've probably noticed that there isn't

a lot of hard information
about Hooke's life."
)

how weird or non-weird that kind of behaviour was."

to the Royal Court and honoured for his accomplishments
in cross-breeding peas and, some years later, broad beans.

/It

text, not in the innocent manner of a rustic but in the full
knowledge that his accomplishments released him from

He delivered his minimalist greeting, according to Sandy's

"Of course, we don't know quite how to read that
aspect of his life," Sandy said. "I mean, we don't really know

other than that he seldom spoke.
"Good day," he is believed to have said when presented

17

undertaken to write a sort of village history. "Good Mister

The kissing part was revealed in a single sentence
inscribed by an unnamed West Nutley vicar who had

"I'd say it was very, very weird," Todd said.

"The kissing part took me by surprise," Todd told
Sandy.

tug of his thought moved ever towards the useful and practical, without losing for a minute the undertow of biological miracle.

overturned contemporary ideas of hybridization, how die

explaining themselves."
In fact, his botanical journals aside, almost nothing was
known of Matthew Hooke, nineteenth-century botanist,

plete records. They don't think they need to be forever

She looked at him. "Eccentrics don't often leave com

with the historical background."
"Right."

ryphal, as was almost everything about poor Hooke's life:
how he discovered his bent for natural science, how he

wondered a man so stretched by intensity and so out of

to imitate the even-handed, non-judgmental woman she

"Yes, I did notice."
"The only thing to do was to fill in around the edges

or sometimes simply "West Nutley, knew him as a man of
silence. Was he perhaps even simple, they might have

She decided not to take this as a criticism. She decided

was surprised at how nervous she suddenly felt.

consolation of sex he who dabbled so happily, so tirelessly,
with the tender male and female parts of plants.

heavier forms of tribute or obeisance. He never maided,
never had children. He appeared to have lived without the

aog

"What kind of notations would you have made?" She

usual marginal notations.

He restrained himself, he later told Sandy, from making his
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the most intricate arrangements can be dismantled by a
single uttered phrase. Something hovered in the still air

briefly waving, nodding at each other. Mosquitoes too, and

houseflies, if the evidence could be believed. They caught
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but she'd been here before often enough to understand how

Sandy felt the conversation running out of control. She
didn't know what it meant or who was defending whom,

"A grown man living with his mother. It's just "

"No particular business just that he lived with her."
"Why shouldn't he live with her?"

"What business?"

smiled over. Touch me, touch me, let me touch you in this
simple, explicit way that's all it would say. (Sandy had
read somewhere that earthworms kiss, their frontal parts

effort and release, and by the impossibility of an explanation outside the momentary refreshment that it offered. Its
savour would break through the common parochial strictures like a new form of cloud and be permitted, even

"Well." She wanted to be fair. "There is that business
about living with his mother."

"Really! You! So you don't think he was even a little
bit weird?"

"I think I can understand that."

the lips, shyly stolen, timid yet assertive, silent pressings,

silken, a curious mouth seeking forbidden tenderness,
requiring that fleet conjunction for its own sake and not.for
where such a kiss might lead or even what it might declare.
A Hooke kiss would be enclosed by its own small muscular

"What about his not talking?"

"Maybe. But not because he kissed ladies." She gave the
word a cockney spin: lie-dees.

"So you believe that Matthew Hooke's personality was
outside the margins. Psychologically speaking, I mean."

"Maybe not. Maybe I'd like one of those stolen kisses
myself. Maybe I'd feel honoured to be a recipient. Or
maybe I'd think it was just, you know, sort of hilarious, but
at the same time okay."

"You and your friend Chloe would have him up for sexual abuse if he wandered around Halifax stealing kisses."

each other in midair a fraction of a second only, but a
connection nevertheless.)

THE NEXT BEST KISS

flesh quick, dry kisses, aimed at the cheek or perhaps even

they were, amounted to an innocent hunger for women's

bushes."
Sandy felt sure that Hooke's advances, if that's what

"There's nothing in the text about leaping out of the

Admit it."

"Leaping out of the bushes at ladies! Come on, now.

"The guy was a pervert," Todd told Sandy. "A rapist
manque."
"I don't see it that way," Sandy said crossly.

Hooke speaks to no one excepting his pea blossoms," the
vicar wrote, "but does love to Idss the ladies whenever an
occasion is given."
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the lips, shyly stolen, timid yet assertive, silent pressings,
silken, a curious mouth seeking forbidden tenderness,
requiring that fleet conjunction for its own sake and not for
where such a kiss might lead or even what it might declare.
A Hooke kiss would be enclosed by its own small muscular
effort and release, and by the impossibility of an explanation outside the momentary refreshment that it offered. Its
savour would break through the common parochial strictures like a new form of cloud and be permitted, even
smiled over. Touch me, touch me, let me touch you in this
simple, explicit way that's all it would say. (Sandy had
read somewhere that earthworms kiss, their frontal parts
briefly waving, nodding at each other. Mosquitoes too, and
houseflies, if the evidence could be believed. They caught

bushes."
Sandy felt sure that Hooke's advances, if that's what
they were, amounted to an innocent hunger for women's
flesh quick, dry kisses, aimed at the cheek or perhaps even

Admit it."
"There's nodiing in the text about leaping out of the

Hooke speaks to no one excepting his pea blossoms," the
vicar wrote, "but does love to kiss the ladies whenever an
occasion is given.
"The guy was a pervert," Todd told Sandy. "A rapist
manque."
"I don't see it that way," Sandy said crossly.
"Leaping out of the bushes at ladies! Come on, now.
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didn't know what it meant or who was defending whom,
but she'd been here before often enough to understand how
the most intricate arrangements can be dismantled by a
single uttered phrase. Something hovered in the still air

about living with his mother."
"What business?"
"No particular business just that he lived with her."
"Why shouldn't he live with her?"
"A grown man living with his mother. It's just "
Sandy felt the conversation running out of control. She

bit weird?"
"Well." She wanted to be fair. "There is that business

word a cockney spin: lie-dees.
"What about his not talking?"
"I think I can understand that."
"Really! You! So you don't chink he was even a litcle

at the same time okay."
"So you believe that Matthew Hooke's personality was
outside the margins. Psychologically speaking, I mean."
"Maybe. But not because he kissed ladies." She gave the

connection nevertheless.)
"You and your friend Chloe would have him up for sexual abuse if he wandered around Halifax stealing kisses."
"Maybe not. Maybe I'd like one of those stolen kisses
myself. Maybe I'd feel honoured to be a recipient. Or
maybe I'd think it was just, you know, sort of hilarious, but

each other in midair a fraction of a second only, but a
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parting was "Be sure to say good-bye to Jenny."

them preparing for an early flight, closing his suitcase,
checking his ticket, attaching his E-mail address to the
fridge with one of Sandys rubberized fridge magnets. She
made him toast and coffee, and then drove him, in silence,
to the airport. The idea of an embrace seemed obscene.
Shaking hands would have been ludicrous. All he said in

men who live with their mothers."
"Tell me about it." He said this as though his mouth
were full of bitter coins.
This discussion took place on their last night together.
For hours afterwards they lay silent on Sandy's bed, neither
one of them really sleeping, and in the morning they rose
to an even deeper silence, a silence she found painful but
also dignified and somehow admirable. They moved
politely around the apartment, two civilized adults, one of

"I didn't know it would matter to you. Or maybe I did
know, and that's why I didn't bother to mention it."
"It doesn't mean a tiling^ not at all, really. You've completely misunderstood me, Todd. I have nothing against

I didn't realize."
"And I'll probably go on living with my mother."
"Oh."

between Todd and her, a cloud of unbreathed thought, no
bigger in size than a cantaloupe, or a human fist.
Then he said, "I live with my mother."
"Oh." Another skipped beat. "You didn't mention...

is coming from."

This is what Sandy told Chloe when they were having
lunch a week later. "That's what I almost said to him
Give my love to your mother. The words were just about to
hop off my tongue."
"What stopped you?"
"I don't know. I was afraid I might laugh. Or else cry. I
mean, I'm a woman who doesn't know where her next kiss

And give my love to your mother.

'Dolls Dolls Dolls Dolls' by Carol Shields,
from Various Miracles, Fourth Estate, 1995

/ z. U.

DOLLS. ROBERTA HAS written me a long letter about dolls,
or more specifically about a doll factory she visited when she
and Tom were in Japan.
'Ha,' my husband says, reading her letter and pulling a
face, 'another pilgrimage to the heart's interior.' He can
hardly bring himself to read Roberta's letters any more,
though they come addressed to the two of us; there is a
brcathlessness about them that makes him squirm, a
seeking, suffering openness which I suspect he finds
grotesque in a woman of Roberta's age. Forty-eight, an
uneasy age. And Roberta has never been what the world
calls an easy woman. She is one of my oldest friends, and the
heart of her problem, as I see it, is that she is incredulous,
still, that the colour and imagination of our childhood
should have come to rest in nothing at all but these lengthy
monochrome business trips with her husband, a man called
Tom O'Brien; but that is neither here nor there.
In this letter from Japan, she describes a curious mystical
experience that caused her not exactly panic and not
precisely pleasure, but that connected her for an instant with
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in the direction of the tourists, and smiled in a half-shy, halfneighbourly manner; they never stopped working for a
second.
The head-making operation was explained by the guide,
who was a short and peppy Japanese with soft cheeks and a
sharp 'arfing' way of speaking English. First, he informed
them, the very finest sawdust of a rare Japanese tree was
taken and mixed with an equal solution of the purest rice
paste. (Roberta writes that he rose up on his toes when he
reached the words finest and purest as though paying tribute
to the god of superlatives.) This dough-like material then
was pressed into wooden moulds of great antiquity (another
toe-rising here) and allowed to dry very slowly over a period
of days. Then it was removed and painted; ten separate and
exquisitely thin coats of enamel were applied, so that the
resulting form, with only an elegant nose breaking the white
egg surface, arrived at the weight and feel and coolness of
porcelain.
The tourists - hulking, Western, flat-footed in their bare
feet - watched as the tiny white doll heads were passed
around the circle of workers. The first woman, working with
tweezers and glue, applied the eyes, pressing them into place
with a small wooden stick. A second woman painted in the
fine red shape of a mouth, and handed on the head to a
woman who applied to the centre of the mouth a set of chaste
and tiny teeth. Other women touched the eyes with shadow,
the cheeks with bloom, the bones with highlight, so that the
flattened oval took on the relief and contours of sculptured
form. 'Lovely,' Roberta writes in her letter, 'a miracle of
delicacy.'
And finally, the hair. Before the war, the guide told them,
real hair had been used, human hair. Nowadays a very fine

an area of original sensation, a rare enough event at our age.
She also unwittingly stepped into one of my previously
undeclared beliefs. Which is that dolls, dolls of all kinds those strung-together parcels of wood or plastic or cloth or
whatever - possess a measure of energy beyond their simple
substance, something half-willed and half-alive.
Roberta writes that Tokyo was packed with tourists; the
weather was hot and humid, and she decided to join a
touring party on a day's outing in the countryside - Tom was
tied up in meetings, as per usual.
They were taken by air-conditioned bus to a village where
ninety per cent - the guide vigorously repeated this statistic v/here ninety per cent of all the dolls in Japan were made. 'It's
a major industry here,' Roberta writes, and some of the dolls
still were manufactured almost entirely by hand in a kind of
cottage-industry system. One house in the village, for
example, made nothing but arms and legs, another the
bodies; another dressed the naked doll bodies in stiff
kimonos of real silk and attached such objects as fans and
birds to the tiny lacquered female fingers.
Roberta's party was brought to a small house in the middle
of the village where the heads of geisha dolls were made. Just
the heads and nothing else. After leaving their shoes in a
small darkened foyer, they were led into a surprisingly
wide, matted workroom which was cooled by slow-moving
overhead fans. The air was musty from the mingled straw
and dust, but the light from a row of latticed windows was
softly opalescent, a distinctly mild, non-industrial quality
of light, clean-focused and just touched with the egg-yellow
of sunlight.
Here in the workroom nine or ten Japanese women knelt
in a circle on the floor. They nodded quickly and repeatedly
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quality of blue-black nylon was employed. The doll's skull
was cunningly separated into two sections so that the hair
could be firmly, permanently rooted from the inside. Then
the head was sealed again, and the hair arranging began.
The two women who performed this final step used real
combs and brushes, pulling the hair smoothly over dieir
hands so that every strand was in alignment, and then they
shaped it, tenderly, deftly, with quick little strokes, into the
intricate knots and coils of traditional geisha hair dressing.
Finally, at the end of this circular production line, the
guide held up a finished head and briefly propagandised in
his sharp, gingery, lordly little voice about the amount of
time that went into making a head, the degree of skill, the
years of apprenticeship. Notice the perfection of the finished
product, he instructed. Observe the delicacy, mark the
detailing. And then, because Roberta was standing closest to
him, he placed the head in her hands for a final inspection.
And that was the moment Roberta was really writing me
about. The finished head in her hands, with its staring eyes
and its painted veil of composure and its feminine, almost
erotic crown of hair, had more than the weight of artefact
about it. Instinctively Roberta's hands had cupped the head
into a laced cradle, protective and cherishing. There was
something alive about the head.
An instant later she knew she had overreacted. 'Tom
always says I make too much of nothing,' she apologises. The
head hadn't moved in her hands; there had been no
sensation of pulse or breath, no shimmer of aura, no
electrical charge, nothing. Her eyes went to the women who
had created this little head. They smiled, bowed, whispered,
miming a busy humility, but their cool waiting eyes informed
her that they knew exactly what she was feeling.
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Dolls, dolls, dolls, dolls. Once - I forget why - I wrote those
words on a piece of paper, and instantly they swam into
incomprehension, becoming meaningless ruffles of ink,
squiggles from a comic strip. Was it a Christmas wish list I
was making? I doubt it. As a child I would have been shocked
had I received more than one doll in a single year; the idea
was unworthy, it was unnatural. I could not even imagine it.
Every year from the time I was born until the year I was ten
I was given a doll. It was one of the certainties of life, a
portion of a larger, enclosing certainty in which all the
jumble of childhood lay. It now seems a long way back to
those particular inalterable surfaces: the vast and incomprehensible war; Miss Newbury, with her ivory-coloured teeth,
who was principal of Lord Durham Public School; Euclid
Avenue where we lived in a brown house with a glassed-in
front porch; the seasons with their splendours and terrors
curving endlessly around the middle eye of the world which I
shared with my sister and my mother and father.
Almost Christmas: there they would be, my mother and
father at the kitchen table on a Saturday morning in early
December, drinking drip coffee and making lists. There
would come a succession of dark, chilly pre-Christmas

What she had felt was a stirring apprehension of
possibility. It was more than mere animism; the life, or
whatever it was that had been brought into being by those
industriously toiling women, seemed to Roberta to be
deliberate and to fulfil some unstated law of necessity.
She ended her letter more or less the way she ends all her
letters these days: with a statement that is really a question.
'1 don't suppose,' she says, 'that you'll understand any of
tins.'
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afternoons in which the air would grow rich with frost and
longing, and on one of those afternoons our mother would
take the bus downtown to buy the Christmas dolls for my
sister and me.
She loved buying the Christmas dolls, the annual rite of
choosing. It's the faces, she used to say, that matter, those
dear moulded faces. She would be swept away by a pitch of
sweetness in the pouting lips, liveliness and colour in the
lashed eyes, or a line of tenderness in die tinted cheeks 'The minute I laid eyes on that face,' she would say,
helplessly shaking her head in a way she had, 'I just went and
fell head over heels.'
We never, of course, went with her on diese shopping
trips, but I can see how it must have been: Mother, in her
claret-wine coat with the black squirrel collar, bending over,
peering into glass cases in the red-carpeted toy department
and searching in the hundreds of stiff smiling faces for a
flicker of response, an indication of some kind that this
doll, this particular doll, was destined for us. Then the
pondering over price and value - she always spent more
than she intended - having just one last look around, and
finally, yes, she would make up her mind.
She also must have bought on these late afternoon
shopping excursions Monopoly sets and dominoes and
sewing cards, but these things would have been carried
home in a different spirit, for it seems inconceivable for the
dolls, our Christmas dolls, to be boxed and jammed into
shopping bags with ordinary toys; they must have been
carefully wrapped - she would have insisted on double
layers of tissue paper - and she would have held diem in her
arms, crackling in their wrappings, all the way home,
persuaded already, as we would later be persuaded, by the
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reality of their small beating hearts. What kind of mother
was diis with her easy belief, her adherence to seasonal
ritual? (She also canned peaches the last week in August,
fifty quarts, each peach half turned with a fork so that the
curve, round as a baby's cheek, gleamed lustrous through
the blue glass. Why did she do that - go to all that trouble?
I have no idea, not even the seed of an idea.)
The people in our neighbourhood on Euclid Avenue, the
real and continuing people, the Browns, die McArthurs, the
Sheas, the Callahans, lived as we did, in houses, but at the
end of our block was a large yellow brick building, always
referred to by us as The Apartments. The Apartments,
frilled at the back with iron fire escapes, and die front of the
building solid witii its waxed brown foyer, its brass mailboxes
and nameplates, its important but temporary air. (These
people only rent, our fadier had told us.) The children who
lived in The Apartments were always a little alien; it was hard
for us to believe in the real existence of children who lacked
backyards of dieir own, children who had no fruit cellars
filled with pickles and peaches. Furthermore, these families
always seemed to be moving on after a year or so, so that we
never got to know them well. But on at least one occasion I
remember we were invited there to a birthday party given by
a little round-faced girl, an only child named Nanette.
It was a party flowing widi new pleasures. Frilled nutcups
at each place. A square bakery cake with shells chasing each
odier around the edges. But the prizes for the games we
played - Pin die Tail on the Donkey, Musical Chairs - were
manipulated so diat every child received one -was that fair? and these prizes were too expensive, overwhelming completely the boxed handkerchiefs and hair ribbons we'd
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castle, if you block out the hundreds of surrounding villas
and acacia-lined streets, looks much as it always must have
looked, a bulky structure of golden stone with blank,
primitive, upswept walls and three round brutish towers
whose massiveness might be a metaphor for that rough age
which equated masonry with power.
The interior of this crude stone shell has been transformed by the Ministry of Culture into a purring, beigetoned shrine to modernism, hived with climate-controlled
rooms and corridors, costly showcases and thousands of
artefacts, subtly lit, lovingly identified. The piece de resistance
is the ancient banqueting hall where today can be seen a wax
reconstruction of pre-Prankish family life. Here in this room
a number of small, dark, hairy manikins squat naked around
a cleverly simulated fire. The juxtaposition of time - ancient,
medieval and modern - affected us powerfully; my husband
and young daughter and I stared for some time at this
strange tableau, trying to reconcile these ragged eaters of
roots with the sleek, meaty, well-clothed Parisians we'd seen
earlier that day shopping on the rue Victor Hugo.
We spent most of an afternoon in the museum looking at
elegantly mounted pottery fragments and tiny vessels,
clumsily formed from cloudy glass. There was something
restorative about seeing French art at this untutored level,
something innocent and humanising in the simple requirement for domestic craft. The Louvre had exhausted us to the
glitter of high style and finish, and at the castle we felt as
though the French had allowed a glimpse of their coarser,
more likable selves.
'Look at that,' my husband said, pointing to a case that
held a number of tiny clay figures, thousands of years old.
We looked. Some of them were missing arms, and a few

brought along as gifts. But most shocking of all was the
present that Nanette received from her beaming parents.
We sat in the apartment under the light of a bridge lamp, a
circle of little girls on the living-room rug, watching while
the enormous box was untied. Inside was a doll.
What kind of doll it was I don't recall except that her
bronzed hair gleamed with a richness mat was more than
visual; what I do remember was the affection with which she
was lifted from her wrappings of paper and pressed to
Nanette's smocked bodice, how she was tipped reverently
backward so that her eyes clicked shut, how she was rocked
to and fro, murmured over, greeted, kissed, christened. It
was as though Nanette had no idea of the inappropriateness
of this gift. A doll could only begin her life at Christmas. Was
it the rigidities of my family that dictated this belief, or some
obscure and unconscious approximation to the facts of
gestation? A birthday doll, it seemed to me then, constituted
a violation of the order of things, and it went without saying
that the worth of all dolls was diminished as a result.
Still, there sat Nanette, rocking back and forth in her spun
rayon dress, stroking the doll's stiff wartime curls and never
dreaming that she had been swindled. Poor Nanette, there
could be no heartbeat in that doll's misplaced body; it was
not possible. I felt a twist of pity, probably my first, a novel
emotion, a bony hand yanking at my heart, an emotion oddly
akin - I see it clearly enough now - to envy,

In the suburbs of Paris is one of the finest archaeological
museums in Europe my husband had talked, ever since I'd
known, about going there. The French, a frugal people, like
to make use of their ancient structures, and this particular
museum is housed inside a thirteenth-century castle. The
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and clamorous. Between us we have two husbands and six
children, and then there is the flurry of cooking and cleaning
up after enormous holiday meals. There is never enough
time to do what she and I love to do most, which is to sit at
the kitchen table - hers or mine, they are interchangeable with mugs of tea before us and to reconstruct, frame by
frame, the scenes of our childhood.
My memory is sharper than hers, so that in these
discussions, though I'm two years younger, I tend to lead
while she follows. (Sometimes I long for a share of her
forgetfulness, her leisured shrugging acceptance of past
events. My own recollections, not all happy, are relentlessly
present, kept stashed away like ingots, testifying to a peculiar
imprisoning, muscularity of recall.) The last time she came early October - we talked about the dolls we had been given
every Christmas. Our husbands and children listened,
jealously it seemed to me, at the sidelines, the husbands
bemused by this ordering of trivia, the children openmouthed, disbelieving.
I asked my sister if she remembered how our dolls were
presented to us, exactly the way real children are presented,
the baby dolls asleep in stencilled cradles or wrapped in
receiving blankets; and the schoolgirl dolls propped up by
the Christmas tree, posed just so, smiling brilliantly and
fingering the lower branches with their shapely curved
hands. We always loved them on sight.
'Remember Nancy Lynn,' my sister said. She was taking
the lead this time. Nancy Lynn had been one of mine, one of
the early dolls, a large cheerful baby doll with a body of cloth,
and arms and legs of painted plaster. Her swirled brown hair
was painted on, and at one point in her long life she took a
hard knock on the head, carrying forever after a square chip

were missing their heads, but the bodily form was
unmistakable.
'They're icons,' my husband said, translating the display
card: 'From the pre-Christian era.'
'Icons?' our daughter asked, puzzled. She was seven that
summer.
'Like little gods. People in those days worshipped gods
made of clay or stone.'
'How do you know?' she asked him.
'Because it says so,' he told her. 'hone. That's the French
word for icon. It's really the same as our word.'
'Maybe they're dolls,' she said.
'No. It says right here. Look. In those days people were all
pagans and they worshipped idols. Little statues like these.
They sort of held them in their hands or carried them with
them when they went hunting or when they went to war.'
'They could be dolls,' she said slowly.
He began to explain again. 'All the early cultures - '
She was looking at the figures, her open hand resting
lightly on the glass case. 'They look like dolls.'
For a minute I thought he was going to go on protesting.
His lips moved, took the necessary shape. He lifted his hand
to point once again at the case. I felt sick with sudden
inexplicable anger.
Then he turned to our daughter, shrugged, smiled, put
his hands in his pockets. He looked young, twenty-five, or
even younger. 'Who knows,' he said to her. 'You might be
right. Who knows.'
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My sister lives 300 miles away in Ohio, and these days I see
her only two or three times a year, usually for family
gatherings on long weekends. These visits tend to be noisy
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of white at the scalp. To spare her shame we kept her lacy
bonnet tied on day and night. (Our children, listening,
howled at this delicacy.)
One wartime Christmas we were given our twin dolls,
Shirley and Helen. The twins were small and hollow and
made of genuine rubber, difficult to come by in those years of
shortages, and they actually could be fed water from a little
bottle. They were also capable of wetting themselves
through tiny holes punched in their rubber buttocks; the
vulnerability of this bodily process enormously enlarged our
love for them. There was also Barbara the Magic Skin Doll,
wonderfully pliable at first, though later her flesh peeled
away hi strips. There was a Raggedy Ann, not to our minds a
real doll, but a cloth-stuffed hybrid of good disposition.
There was Brenda, named for her red hair, and Betty with
jointed knees andabrave little tartanskirt. There was Susan her full name was Brown-Eyed Susan - my last doll, only I
didn't know it then.
My sister and I committed the usual sins, leaving our dolls
in their pyjamas for days on end, and then, with a rush of
shame and love, scooping them up and trying to make
amends by telescoping weeks and even years into a Saturday
afternoon. Our fiercely loved dolls were left out in the rain.
We always lost their shoes after the first month; their toes
broke off almost invariably. We sometimes picked mem up
by the arm or even the hair, but we never disowned them or
gave them away or changed their names, and we never
buried them in ghoulish backyard funerals as the children in
our English stories seemed to do. We never completely
forgot that we loved them.
Our mother loved them too. What was it that stirred her
frantic devotion? - some failure of ours? - some insufficiency
135
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in our household? She spent hours making elaborate
wardrobes for them; both my sister and I can remember the
time she made Brenda a velvet cape trimmed with scraps of
fur from her old squirrel collar. Sometimes she helped us
give them names: Patsy, Gloria, Merry Lu, Olivia.
'And the drawer,' my sister said. 'Remember the drawer?'
'What drawer?' I asked.
'You remember the drawer. In our dresser. That little
drawer on the left-hand side, the second one down.'
'What about it? ? 1 asked slowly.
'Well, don't you remember? Sure you do. That's where
our dolls used to sleep. Remember how Mother lined it with
a doll blanket?'
'No,' I said.
'She thumbtacked it all around, so it was completely lined.
That's where Shirley and Helen used to sleep.'
'Are you sure?'
'Absolutely.'
I remind her of the little maple doll cribs we had.
'That was later,' she said.
I find it hard to believe that I've forgotten about diis,
especially this. A drawer lined with a blanket; that was
exactly the kind of thing I remembered.
But my sister still has the old dresser in the attic of her
house. And she told me that the blanket is still tacked in
place; she hasn't been able to bring herself to remove it.
'When you come at Christmas,' she said, Til show it to you.'
'What colour is it?' I asked.
'Pink. Pink with white flowers. Of course it's filthy now
and falling apart.'
I shook my head. A pink blanket with white flowers. I
have no memory of such a blanket.
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Nancy Lynn and Brown-Eyed Susan and Brenda and
Shirley and all the others onto a shelf at the back of my closet,
and now my room was filled with pictures of horses and
baseball stickers and collections of bird nests. Rough things,
rugged things, tough things. For Roberta Callahan and
JoAnn Brown and I desired, above all else, to be tough. I
don't remember how it started, this longing for toughness.
Perhaps it was our approaching but undreamed of puberty.
Or the ebbing of parental supervision and certain possibilities of freedom that went with it.
Roberta was a dreamy girl who loved animals better than
human beings; she had seen Bambi seven times and was
always drawing pictures of spotted fawns. JoAnn Brown was
short and wiry and wore glasses, and could stand any amount
of pain; the winter before she had been hospitalised with
double pneumonia. Double pneumonia. 'But I had the will to
live,' she told us solemnly. The three of us were invited to
play commandos with the boys on the block, and once the
commando leader, Terry Shea, told another boy, in my
hearing, that for a girl I was tough as nails. Tough as nails. It
did not seem wildly improbable to JoAnn and Roberta and
me that we should be the capturers of the crazed killer.
Nancy Drew stalked criminals. Why not us?
In JoAnn Brown's house there was a spare room, and in
the spare room there was a closet. That closet became the
secret headquarters for the detective club. We had a desk
which was a cardboard carton turned upside down, and
there, sitting on the floor with Mr. Brown's flashlight and
stacks of saltines, we studied all the newspaper clippings we
could find. We discussed and theorised. Where did the killer
hide out? When and where would he strike again? Always
behind our plotting and planning lay certain thoughts of

Perhaps at Christmas, when I actually look at the drawer,
it will all come flooding back. The sight of it may unlock what
I surely have stored away somewhere in my head, part of the
collection of images which has always seemed so accessible
and true. The fleecy pink drawer, the dark night, Shirley and
Helen side by side, good night, good night as we shut them
away. Don't let the bedbugs bite. Oh, oh.
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It happened that in the city where I grew up a little girl was
murdered. She was ten years old, my age.
It was a terrible murder. The killer had entered her
bedroom window while she was sleeping. He had stabbed
her through the heart; he cut off her head and her arms and
her legs. Some of these pieces were never found.
It would have been impossible not to know about this
murder; the name of the dead girl was known to everyone,
and even today I have only to think the syllables of her name
and the whole undertow of terror doubles back on me. This
killer was a madman, a maniac who left notes in lipstick on
city walls, begging the police to come and find him. He
couldn't help himself. He was desperate. He threatened to
strike again.
Roberta Callahan and JoAnn Brown and I, all of us ten
years old, organised ourselves into a detective club and
determined to catch the killer. We never played with dolls
anymore. The Christmas before, for the first time, there had
been no doll under the tree; instead, I have been given a
wristwatch. My modier had sighed, first my sister, now me.
Dolls, which had once formed the centre of my imagination, now seemed part of an exceedingly soft and sissified
past, something I used to do before I got big. I had wedged
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honour and reward, the astonishment of our parents when
they discovered that we had been the ones who led the police
to the killer's hideout, that we had supplied the missing clue;
how amazed they would be, they who all summer supposed
that their daughters were merely playing, believing that we
were children, girls, that we were powerless.
We emerged from diese dark closet meetings dazed with
heat and determination, and then we would take to the
streets. All that summer we followed suspicious-looking
men. Short men. Swarthy men. Men with facial scars or
crossed eyes. One day we sighted a small dark man, a dwarf,
in fact, carrying over his shoulder a large cloth sack. A body?
Perhaps the body of a child? We followed him for an hour,
and when he disappeared into an electrical-supply shop,
JoAnn made careful note of the address and the time of
entry.
Back in the closet we discussed what we should do.
Should we send a letter to the police? Or should we make our
way back to the shop and keep watch?
Roberta said she would be too frightened to go back.
'Well, I'll go then,' I spoke bravely.
Bravely, yes, I spoke with thrilling courage. But the truth
was this: 1 was for all of diat summer desperately ill with fear.
The instant I was put to bed at night my second-floor
bedroom became a cave of pure sweating terror. Atoms of
fear conjoined in a solid wall of darkness, pinning me down
as I lay paralysed in the middle of my bed; even to touch the
edges of the mattress would be to invite unspeakable
violence. The window, softly curtained with dotted swiss,
became the focus of my desperate hour-by-hour attention.
If I shut my eyes, even for an instant, he, the killer, the
maniac, would seize that moment to enter and stab me
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through the heart. I could hear the sound of the knife
entering my chest, a wet, injurious, cataclysmic plunge.
It was the same every night; leaves playing on the window
pane, adumbration, darkness, the swift transition from
neighbourhood heroine, the girl known to be tough as nails,
the girl who was on the trail of a murderer, to this, this
shallow-breathing, rigidly sleepless coward.
Every night my mother, cheerful, baffled, innocent as she
said good night, would remark, 'Beats me how you can sleep
in a room with the window closed.' Proving how removed she
was from my state of suffering, how little she perceived my
nightly ordeal.
I so easily could have told her that I was afraid. She would
have understood; she would have rocked me in her arms,
bought me a night light at Woolworth's, explained how
groundless my fears really were; she would have poured
assurance and comfort on me and, ironically, I knew her
comfort would have brought release.
But it was comfort I couldn't afford. At the risk of my life I
had to go on as I was; to confess fear to anyone at all would
have been to surrender the tough new self that had begun to
grow inside me, the self I had created and now couldn't do
without.
Then, almost accidentally, I was rescued. It was not my
mother who rescued me, but my old doll, Nancy Lynn. I had
a glimpse of her one morning in my closet, a plaster arm
poking out at me. I pulled her down. She still wore the lacy
bonnet on her chipped head, grey widi dirt, the ribbons
shredded. She had no clothes, only her soft, soiled,
mattressy body and the flattened joints where the arms and
legs were attached. After all these years her eyes still opened
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and shut, and her eyelids were a bright youthful pink in
contrast to the darkened skin tone of her face.
That night she slept with me under the sheet, and
malevolence drained like magic from the darkened room;
the night pressed friendly and familiar through the dotted
swiss curtains; the Callahans' fox terrier yapped at the
streaky moon. I opened the window and could hear a breeze
loosened in the elms. In bed, Nancy Lynn's cold plaster toe
poked reassuringly at my side. Her cloth body, with its soiled
cottony fragrance, lay against my bare arm. The powerful
pink eyelids were inexpressibly at rest. All night, while I
slept, she kept me alive.
For as long as I needed her -1 don't remember whether it
was weeks or months before the killer was caught - she
guarded me at night. The detective club became over a
period of time a Gene Autry Fan Club, then a Perry Como
Record Club, and there must have been a day when Nancy
Lynn went back to her closet. And probably, though I don't
like to think of it, a day when she and the others fell victim to
a particularly heavy spree of spring cleaning.
There seems no sense to it. Even on the night I first put
her on the pillow beside me, I knew she was lifeless, knew
there was no heart fluttering in her soft chest and no bravery
in her hollow head. None of it was real, none of it.
Only her power to protect me. Human love, I saw, could
not always be relied upon. There would be times when I
would have to settle for a kind of parallel love, an extension
of my hidden self, hidden even from me. It would have to
do, it would be a great deal better than nothing, I saw. It
was something to be thankful for.
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