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Zoe Whittall’s latest book is the novel 
Holding Still For As Long As Possible.

Lindsay Zier-Vogel is the creator of the 
Love Lettering Project.

Jessica Westhead’s short story collection, 
And Also Sharks, was a finalist for the 
Danuta Gleed Literary Award. She has 
contributed to the magazine since 2002. 

Joe Ollmann’s next book, Burden, is due 
in 2014. He lives in Montreal.

Tony Burgess writes fiction and screen-
plays from his home in Stayner, Ontario.

Tom Hicken is an editorial and news pho-
tographer studying photojournalism.

Stuart Ross lives in Cobourg, Ontario. He 
runs the weekly poem blog The Week 
Shall Inherit the Verse. 

Heather Hogan is a fiction writer and 
editor living in Toronto.

Thomas Blanchard is a photo-based art-
ist, freelance photographer, and visual-
arts instructor at York University

Marguerite Pigeon’s first novel, Open 
Pit, will be published in 2013. She lives in 
Vancouver.

Chris Chambers has contributed to Tad-
dle Creek since 1997. “Mexico City” is his 
thirteenth poem to appear in the maga-
zine and his first sestina.

Adrienne Weiss has contributed to the 
magazine since 2003. She teaches part-
time and writes sometimes.

Jason Kieffer lives in Kabbagetown. His 
latest komic book is Zanta: The Living 
Legend, the story of Toronto’s most 
loved, and hated, street performer.

Matthew Firth’s most recent collection is 
Shag Carpet Action. He lives in Ottawa, 
where he runs Black Bile Press. “Greeks” 
is his first story for the magazine.

Michael Christie is the author of The Beg-
gar’s Garden. He lives in Thunder Bay, 
Ontario. “Battleships” is his first pub-
lished poem.

Alexandra Leggat’s short story collection 
Animal was short-listed for the Trillium 
Book Award. She has contributed to the 
magazine since 2000. 

Jeet Heer is a cultural journalist and aca-
demic whose work has appeared in nu-
merous publications. He lives in Sas-
katchewan and co-edits the Gasoline 
Alley reprint series Walt and Skeezix. 

Gary Barwin’s most recent book is Fran-
zlations: The Imaginary Kafka Parables. 
He lives in Hamilton and has contributed 
to the magazine since 2001.

Emily Schultz’s latest novel is The 
Blondes. She divides her time between 
southern Ontario and New York.

Elana Wolff’s latest book of poems, Star-
tled Night, was long-listed for the 2012 
ReLit Awards. She has contributed to the 
magazine since 2000.

Jason Guriel’s new book, The Pigheaded 
Soul: Essays and Reviews on Poetry and 
Culture, is forthcoming in 2013.

Paul Vermeersch’s collection, The Rein-
vention of the Human Hand, was a final-
ist for the Trillium Book Award. He has 
contributed to the magazine since 1999.

Alex Boyd’s latest book of poems is The 
Least Important Man. He has contrib-
uted to the magazine since 1997.

Dave Lapp’s most recent book is People 
Around Here, a collection of his strips 
from Taddle Creek and elsewhere. He has 
contributed to the magazine since 2001. 

Nina Bunjevac’s work has appeared in 
publications across North America and 
Europe. Her debut collection, Heartless, 
was published earlier this year.

John Montgomery is the art director of 
Canadian Business, MoneySense, and 
Profit. He has contributed to the maga-
zine, originally without credit, since 2000.

Matthew Daley is a freelance illustrator 
and Taddle Creek’s in-house illustrator.

Joyce Byrne is on the masthead of a hand-
ful of award-winning magazines. As of 
this issue, she has proofread Taddle Creek 
for ten years. She lives in Edmonton. 

Kevin Connolly is a poet, freelance edi-
tor, and Taddle Creek’s copy editor.

Conan Tobias is the editor, publisher, and 
founder of Taddle Creek. He writes a 
funny bi-weekly column for a business 
magazine, and lives in Toronto’s Annex.

Ryan Heshka’s work has appeared in pub-
lications and galleries across North Amer-
ica and Europe. He lives in Vancouver.
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SIR, FIX ‘A LOT’

I noticed a grammar error in the Toronto 
Humane Society edition of Dave Lapp’s 
People Around Here (No. 28). One of my 
pet peeves is the use of “alot” instead of “a 
lot.” This is a minor error, but I thought 
I would bring it to your attention because 
your magazine is generally flawless.

Jeffrey Greening
Redvers, Saskatchewan

You’re right on both counts, Jeff. Taddle 
Creek admits to letting its cartoonists get 
away with a little more than its other con-
tributors, especially old-school guys like 
Dave who still do everything by hand and 
refuse to buy a scanner. Unless it’s a major 
error that Taddle Creek simply can’t live 
with, the magazine often lets it slide. But 
Taddle Creek could, and should, have gone 
in and Photoshopped an extra space in 
there. The magazine is sorry it let you down. 

THE UNINVITED CHECKER

I was listening to John Degen’s Book 
Room podcast interview with Taddle 
Creek’s esteemed editor recently and 
wanted to confirm that Kent cigarettes, 
as mentioned in Mr. Degen’s short story 
“The Uninvited Guest” (No. 15) were 
indeed available in Sweden in the nine-
teen-seventies. I remember them, hav-
ing grown up in Europe, but double-
checked for you by contacting a friend 
from Sweden who confirmed it for me as 
well. He also informed me that they did 
have the vending machines mentioned 
in the story.

Happy fifteenth anniversary!
Nina Bunjevac

Toronto

Thank you, Nina, for at last confirming the 
one fact in John’s story Taddle Creek was 
unable to check off at the time of original 
publication. And readers, if you haven’t yet 
subscribed to the Book Room, available on 
iTunes, do. For Taddle Creek’s money, it’s 
the best literary podcast in town, featur-
ing many of the magazine’s contributors, 
and also breaks new ground by featuring 
authors who have not appeared in Taddle 
Creek. Episode 12 is especially enjoyable. 

STILL CHAMPION

Hi, Taddle Creek. Can you believe it’s been 
nearly eleven hundred days since you last 
published me in your pages? Yes, I know, 
I haven’t sent you any new stories in that 
time span, though I do E-mail you at least 
once a week. Oh my. So much has hap-
pened—and not happened—to me since 
my story “Savage” appeared in No. 23.

As for the future, when another hun-
dred and fifty days have passed, I’ll send 
you a story about my exciting life as a cre-
ative writer. Now that you’re a teenager 
of fifteen and almost able to drive (but 
still too lazy to mow the lawn with acuity), 
I hope you’ll get a raise in your allowance. 
Let me know if you need anything.  

Nathaniel G. Moore
Toronto

It’s always nice to get a letter from Toron-
to’s favourite son. Longtime readers will 
recall that Nat held the record of Taddle 
Creek’s most-rejected contributor for 
many years, a streak he broke with the 
publication of the above-mentioned “Sav-
age.” He does indeed write the magazine 
on a weekly basis, sometimes more, and 
as a result now holds the record as Taddle 
Creek’s most-unread E-mailer. 

T H E  M A I L
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THE DIAERESIS DIVIDE

Of all the grammar questions Taddle 
Creek is asked—and it is asked quite 

a few, given its penchant for ranting about 
such things on a semi-regular basis—per-
haps the one it hears the most is, “What’s 
the deal with the New Yorker and its um-
laut?” Taddle Creek hates to speak for 
another magazine in regard to its edito-
rial habits, but thought it would take the 
occasion of this, its fifteenth anniversary, 
to see what it could do to answer authori-
tatively the question that has so per-
plexed its readers for a decade and a half.

But before Taddle Creek answers, allow 
it to give two bits of important back-
ground information. 

First, though it looks identical to one, 
the diacritic in question is not an umlaut, 
but rather a diaeresis. An umlaut is a Ger-
man invention, used both to change how 
a word is pronounced and its meaning. A 
diaeresis, on the other hand, whose name 
comes from the Greek for “divide,” works 
much in the same way a hyphen does to 
indicate syllables. For example, where 
Taddle Creek (and most publications 
using British spelling: -our, -re, and the 
like) would spell the word meaning “to 
work together” as “co-operation,” the 
New Yorker would spell it “coöperation.” 
Common practice among most publica-
tions practicing American spelling (your 
-or and -er types) is to omit both symbols, 
settling for “cooperation.” While some-
what pedestrian looking, this latter spell-
ing style isn’t terribly problematic, but 
can lead to a lack of consistency when one 
encounters a word that just begs for a hy-
phen, such as “co-op.” 

Second, Taddle Creek is a big fan of the 
New Yorker’s brave insistence on using a 

piece of punctuation that, in 2012, is too 
obscure for even Taddle Creek to use. 
(The magazine actually would happily 
become a diaeresis-positive zone if it felt 
usage wouldn’t invite unfavourable New 
Yorker–wannabe comments.) Stick to 
your guns, New Yorker. Don’t let the 
punctuation fascists who convinced you 
to stop capitalizing “E-mail” break you 
of this charming habit. 

Taddle Creek was in New York this sum-
mer and took the opportunity to eventu-
ally return to Toronto and speak via 
E-mail to Mary Norris, of the New York-
er’s copy department. Mary explains that, 
back in that magazine’s early days, the 
powers that be, in evaluating their op-
tions, decided “cooperation” could be 
misread and “co-operation” “was ridicu-
lous” (!). And so, the use of the diaeresis 
was settled on as an “elegant solution” 
(this was the nineteen-twenties, after all), 
resulting in a charmingly New Yorker-y 
New Yorker-ism still loved/hated by read-
ers today. 

 “We stick with the diaeresis because 
we think it’s the best solution,” Mary 
told Taddle Creek, adding that the diaer-
esis is the single thing letter-writing 
readers of the New Yorker complain 
about the most. “Our predecessors obvi-
ously thought so. It might change some-
day, but the current head of the copy 
department likes it.”

Mary, in fact, wrote a fascinating blog 
entry earlier this year in which she told 
the story of the one time the diaeresis al-
most met its end at her magazine, and 
which she thoughtfully allowed Taddle 
Creek to share with its readers: “My pre-
decessor . . . told me that she used to pes-
ter the style editor, Hobie Weekes, who 
had been at the magazine since 1928, to 

get rid of the diaeresis. She found it fussy. 
She said that once, in the elevator, he told 
her he was on the verge of changing that 
style and would be sending out a memo 
soon. And then he died.

“This was in 1978. No one has had the 
nerve to raise the subject since.”

Taddle Creek certainly hopes no foul 
play was involved in Mr. Weekes’s unfor-
tunate passing, but is glad fate found a 
way to intervene. The New Yorker with-
out a diaeresis is like Taddle Creek with-
out an en dash.

While the magazine had her attention, 
it further asked Mary how and when the 
New Yorker decides when the time is 
right to make a change to its style. “Our 
switch from ‘E-mail’ to ‘e-mail’ is a good 
example of the way things change,” she 
said. “A particular writer—a good writer 
and frequent, essential contributor—ob-
jected to the capital ‘E,’ saying that every-
one else lower-cased it, and the way we 
did it made us look out of it—not just old-
fashioned but benighted. That’s the way 
style changes happen: someone pitches a 
fit, and there is no good reason to resist. 
Other things we’ve changed style on, be-
cause someone who has expertise in a 
field has suggested (or insisted): ‘czar’ 
became ‘tsar’; ‘Teheran’ became ‘Teh-
ran.’ There’s no pattern; we just want to 
do things right, and we don’t want to look 
antiquated.”

Taddle Creek thinks the New Yorker 
just called the magazine antiquated. 
Hmm. Food for thought. Thank you, 
Mary, for shedding light on this subject.

And there you are, curious readers—
Taddle Creek’s fifteenth anniversary gift 
to you. (That’s not how this is supposed 
to work, you know.)

—Taddle Creek

T H E  E P H E M E R A



Sometimes you can have the greatest 
idea in the world and be clueless about 

its potential impact to transform lives. 
The inventor of the Internet search en-
gine didn’t think anyone would feel com-
pelled to use it more than once or twice in 
their lifetime. I think about that every 
time I type something into Google. At 
2 a.m. I sat curled on Jimmy’s basement 
couch with my laptop and typed in: 
“prison sentences for attempted rape,” 
and “average prison sentences for at-
tempted rape of minors.” I scanned the 
list of potential articles without linking 
to any of them. Then I typed in: “why men 
rape,” before closing the window. After 
my father was arrested, I volleyed between 
wanting to know everything and wanting 
to clip my own brain stem in order to be 
clueless to the reality of my life.

On the day preceding the arraignment 
hearing, I decided I definitely was not 
going to go. If even some of the allega-
tions against him were true, what would 
my support mean? But every time I set-
tled on a decision, I was hit by a powerful 
surge of guilt. 

When your family needs you, you 
should be there. 

Even though I recently had begun the 
transition from agnostic to atheist, there 
was no ignoring the impact going to church 
every Sunday for my entire life had made 
on my psyche. Those things you learn at 
the age of five come right back to you in 
times of crisis. Do unto others. Honor thy 
father and mother. If I was in prison and 
I believed I had done nothing wrong, 
would I want my father to abandon me?

I had no answers, no ability to rational-
ize or analyze, since I returned from New 
York City, when Jimmy and I stood at my 
open front gate, confused by the crush of 
cars crowding our driveway and the ad-
joining street. Seeing my father being led 
away, nudged into a car by two uniformed 
police officers. The look on his face, was 
it the burn of shame or utter confusion 
and innocence? A woman in a glossy blue 
jacket with lettering on the back wouldn’t 

let us into my own house. 
“Where is my dad going? This is my 

house!” I was hysterical. I yelped like a 
hyena; screamed like a confused relation 
to the suspect on a TV crime show. It was 
my only frame of reference.

I kept crying. I don’t know why, I just 
couldn’t stop. Jimmy was silent, mouth 
agape. We ran toward the front door. The 
cop followed, yelling at us to stop. It took 
her forever to explain why she was there, 
why there were cops everywhere, opening 
drawers and taking photographs. One cop 
grabbed our family photo albums, carry-
ing them outside to a waiting truck. All of 
our memories, clutched in a bear hug. For 
the longest time, my mother focused on 
that, all of the things we lost, all the pho-
tos of me as a baby, never returned. 

We were hustled outside to the back-
yard to sit on our patio furniture. I sat 
down, and the tears of shock stopped. A 
numbness enveloped me. A lady cop tried 
to explain things to us. As if it could be 
explained, really. Where was my mother? 
Why haven’t you gone to get her? Was she 
at work? She should know what happened. 

As if I’d manifested her, my mother’s 
voice was heard coming through the 
kitchen. “What are you doing to my 
house? What is going on? Where is 
George?”

A man in a suit trailed her, trying to 
explain, but she wasn’t listening. 

“I am a lawyer from the firm represent-
ing your husband. We are here to explain 
what has happened.” 

“What?” my mother kept repeating, as 
though the man’s voice was a piercing 
sound she couldn’t hear through. 

Meanwhile, lady cop kept talking to me 
like we were just chatting in the park 
somewhere. 

“Elizabeth, I understand this is diffi-
cult, but was your father ever inappropri-
ate with you? With your friends? Did he 
make your friends uncomfortable?” 

The cop had three red curls that es-
caped a series of tidy barrettes. Eventu-
ally she stopped trying to re-pin them and 

curled a finger around them instead. 
When she leaned over I could see a tattoo 
of a blue sparrow cresting her collarbone. 
She took notes in a lined soft-cover paper 
notebook. I kept wanting to ask her, 
“Why don’t you record this? Is there not 
some sort of phone application that 
would make your job so much easier? I 
could spill this water on your notebook 
and we would have to start all over. Pencil 
fades, smudges out.” But I didn’t say that. 

“Dissociation,” explained Jimmy’s 
mother, Elaine, later, when I told her how 
it felt to be questioned like that. “It’s how 
your body copes with stress.” 

“So I am not a cold, unfeeling psycho-
path?” I asked, between sobs. 

I hadn’t really ever talked to Elaine 
much before this, other than the polite 
things you say to the mother of your first 
boyfriend. It was a role too new to me to 
really know exactly what the socially ap-
propriate level of intimacy was. 

Jimmy and I took off when we could. My 
mother was calling my brother, Andrew, 
and my aunt Clara. She told me to go. I 
knew she didn’t really want me to go, but 
I felt like I was going to throw up for miles, 
and then the cameras started to arrive. 
How do they find out about this stuff? 

“Can we get a shot of your pretty daugh-
ter?” one man with a beer gut and polyes-
ter suit yelled at our closed front door. 

I stayed up all night, sitting on Jimmy’s 
couch, leaving in the pre-dawn light to 
spend the morning practising my sprints 
at the track outside our school. Two hun-
dred metres, from one white line to the 
other. The world record was set in 2009: 
21.34 seconds. I obviously ran nowhere 
near that time, but I was the best in 
school. I knew what to do and I did it, felt 
more certainty about my decision with 
the pound of each sneaker as it hit the 
packed dirt track. I ran my best time on 
two hours of fitful sleep, collapsed on the 
grass still dotted with dew, breathing in 
that earthy smell and staring at the sky as 
it changed from pinky-orange to blue.

 Jimmy lumbered up, lines of pillow and 
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shock across his cheeks, his hooded 
sweatshirt pulled tight around his head. 

“I figured you’d be here,” he said, loos-
ening the strings, pulling off the hood to 
free his matted hair. “Make good time?”

I shrugged, pulled him onto the grass 
beside me.

I was raised by two nerds—the kind who 
only allowed us to watch PBS, for one 
hour every week. My father sat reading 
Harper’s and Physics World while I ran in 
track meets. 

“So, they just run back and forth and 
jump over that bar?” I remember my fa-
ther saying to me when I was a kid, watch-
ing the athletic field filled with ecstatic 
children with a mix of bewilderment and 
boredom. “Well, good for you, champ!” 
he’d said, reaching out to touch the first-
place ribbon. But he was never more 
proud than if I’d won the science fair or an 
oratorical contest. Fair enough. What’s 
going to serve you better in life, really? 
That I could run back and forth really 
fast, or that I possessed critical thinking 
skills or the ability to be innovative?

Still, nothing made me feel more pres-
ent and alive than running back and forth 
idiotically between lines on the ground 
and beating my best time. Maybe I just 
liked the literal quality of the action, or 
the metaphor.

Jimmy put his hand on my shin and 
squeezed, and that one sweet motion 
prompted the arrival of sharp shots of 
tears I couldn’t have anticipated. 

When I was calm enough to listen he 
said, “Sometimes you just can’t trust 
adults.” 

“You are so good with summary sen-
tences,” I laughed, in-between sobs. 

“They turn out to be monsters some-
times.” 

Jimmy had an uncle who was a monster. 
Or apparently so. He’d only met him 
once. His mother had a restraining order 
against him. 

Jimmy lay down beside me, then rolled 
over top of me, propped himself up on his 
elbows, and kissed my nose. His breath 
smelled of cereal. I ran my hand under his 
shirt, grabbed him on each side, and 
kissed his mouth. 

The line between teenager and adult is 
more than just a birthday. Adults are 
often responsible for most of the ridicu-
lously tragic things that occur in life: for 
example, thirty-seven per cent of Rus-
sians today approve of the direction in 
which Stalin took their country. There’s 
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a man in North Carolina who has been in 
prison for fifty-five years because he once 
stole a television. Adults fuck up on such 
colossal levels so often, yet they’re always 
questioning the motives of the young. 
When you turn eighteen you do not in-
stantly develop an innate sense of intel-
ligence the young cannot possess. All you 
get is the ability to vote and fight in a war, 
and you can go to jail without it being all 
your parents’ fault. 

“I have always trusted my father,” I said. 
It sounded so simple, a fact so obvious 
that I’d never had to say it out loud before.

“I know, it’s so weird. Of all the people 
to be accused of something like this, your 
father would be last on the list.”

“I’d never suspect him of even cheat-
ing on my mother. He has always been an 
example of one of the ‘good guys.’ He’s 
pro-choice. He donates to the local wom-
en’s shelter every year. He’s been 
giving me the girls-can-be-what-
ever-they-want-to-be speech since 
Grade 1!” 

I was sitting up now, shouting 
and using my hands for emphasis. 

“I know. I’ve always been a bit 
jealous that you have such a good 
father.”

“I mean, besides his inability to 
notice dirty dishes and bring them into 
the kitchen to be washed, he is pretty 
much, like, a perfect man. Other women 

have always wondered how my mom 
ended up with such a great guy. I’ve 
thought that my whole life.”

He has never touched me, or watched 
me, or made me feel uncomfortable. I 
don’t say that out loud, because Jimmy 
knows it. But I wanted to repeat it to my-
self for some reason.

I know that feeling. I’ve had coaches 
who had the propensity to stare too long; 
a camp counsellor who liked to tell dirty 
jokes and take Missy Lederman on long 
walks to talk about what Jesus thinks 
about her virginity. You can sense it, 
sometimes, if you have some sense about 
people. My dad, on the other hand, 
treated me like an equal; he was inter-
ested in my opinions. He never seemed to 
care about whether or not I had made my 
bed; those kinds of life lessons were re-
served for my mother. 

Jimmy trusts his mom. She’s like a 
rock of stability. Boring, boring stabil-
ity, he jokes, but I know it comforts him. 
Her thick brown horn-rimmed glasses 
and wraparound wool sweater that is nei-
ther brown nor grey but somewhere in-
between, from a mid-nineties-era L. L. 
Bean catalogue.

 “I don’t think we have to go back to 
school today,” he said. “At least you 
don’t. Cheryl can run the meeting.”

Cher yl was student council vice-
president. Jimmy and I fell in love after 
we bonded in student government be-
cause we were the only ones who knew 
what we were talking about. Other kids 
were there just so they could say they were 
on their college applications. 

The kids in our school have everything 
most children in this country lack—not 
just money, food, and shelter, but atten-
tive parents who want them to succeed. 
Parent–teacher nights at our school scare 
the crap out of the teachers, because al-
most all of the parents seem to care and 
want to know what’s going on. Some of 

them even bring their lawyers along. 
Our town seems ripe for parody, 
with its lack of a crystal meth prob-
lem and low high-school dropout 
rate. Jimmy and I are the kind of 
kids other parents use as examples. 
Now, I suppose, we were the kind of 
kids that will be talked about for at 
least a decade, the daughter of Mr. 
Woodbury, once the most popular 

teacher and accomplished physicist, 
jailed for…whatever official charge 
they’ll come up with at the hearing. 

LETTERS TO AMELIA EARHART

VII

Dear Amelia,
They found your freckle cream, a flat metal jar, its top rusted shut. 

I heard about it earlier this summer, sitting in my mom’s backyard, 
next to the geraniums she planted in front of the garage window. 

It had been years since I wondered where you were, but ever since 
that dinner at my mom’s, I can’t stop thinking about your cheeks, 
your nose, the tops of your ears, the parts of you you couldn’t stand.

VII I

Dear Amelia,
He remembered that I loved you once, years ago, when my hair was 

shorter and I was living on the top floor of that narrow blue house. 
And he sends me articles now any time he sees your name, though 
they’re not from newspapers any more. 

There are no hastily scissored edges paper-clipped together. In-
stead, he sends them tucked into the bodies of E-mails with subject 
lines like, “I thought of you,” and “Have you read this.” 

I’ve read all of them now and copied and pasted each one into a 
folder on my desktop, called “A.” I titled it “love” first, but thought 
it might be confusing years later, trying to figure out if it was him I 
meant, or you.

IX

Dear Amelia,
They’re sending robots after your plane and I picture waterproof 

R2-D2s with cameras strapped to their foreheads, their agreeable 
beeping turned into bubbles that might never reach the surface. 

It will look like the moon down there, in grey-scale with strange, 
uninhabited hills, and even though I know how unlikely it is, there is 
a small part of me that hopes they will find something—a wing, a 
lever, your scarf turned years ago into seaweed.

—Lindsay Zier-Vogel



We had the whole room for the entire 
evening. It was all ours, and it was 

incredible. The wallpaper was gold. Not 
actual gold, but a very shiny facsimile. 
There was a pond in the middle. A pond! 
We were told there even had once been 
real fish in it.

If you have ever booked the Special 
Banquet Chamber at the Golden Dragon 
Palace out on Staynard and Highway 12, 
you will know what I’m talking about 
when I say this semi-enclosed dining area 
was a mind-blower.

The best part: when we first arrived, 
Uncle Troy took me aside and delivered 
these instructions: “Glenn-o, somebody 
you don’t know sticks his head in here, 
you look him in the eye and explain that 
this is a private party.”

I pretend-saluted him. “You can count 

on me, Uncle Troy.”
If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s 

telling people where they do and do not 
belong.

I make my living by categorizing clas-
sified ads, and you would be amazed at the 
far-out notions certain individuals have 
about what sections their precious third-
hand sofa bed or expired coupon collec-
tion should be placed in.

Also, I’m a pretty big guy, so I often 
find myself appointed the unofficial 
bouncer on these sorts of occasions.

It was Dumpling Night. I know that 
because when I walked past the steam 
table, a teenage girl was there with tongs 
and she said, “Dumpling?”

I said, “What kind?”
She pointed to her apron, which was 

emblazoned with a cartoon creature re-

sembling a giant, happy slug. “It’s Dump-
ling Night.” Which didn’t really answer 
my question, but at least I knew the score.

So I said, “Sure,” and she plucked a 
shiny, puffy dough ball from the steam 
table and deposited it on my plate.

I thanked her and proceeded to the 
salad bar for some salad items. I had al-
ready planned out what I was going to get: 
pickled beets, green olives, mini-corn-
cobs, water chestnuts, and sunflower 
seeds, although I was still working on the 
layering order. An important part of the 
equation was the tendency of beet juice 
to stain everything in its path.

I like buffets partly because of all the 
choices, but mostly because there’s no 
waiting.

The other week I patronized a restaurant 
advertising a buy-one-get-one-half-price 

DUMPLING NIGHT

10

M
A

TT
H

EW
 D

A
LE

Y

TADDLE CREEK

BY JESSICA WESTHEAD



11THE FIFTEENTH ANNIVERSARY NUMBER

meat special—anything with meat in it, 
you could get two of, and pay half price 
for the least expensive dish. Intrigued by 
this attractive offer, I entered the estab-
lishment and settled myself into a booth.

I sat there unattended for at least ten 
minutes. I sat there feeling like an idiot, 
and all I wanted was a menu, to peruse the 
different types of available meat. And 
a beverage would’ve been nice. Who 
doesn’t want a beverage? Finally I went 
up to the bar myself and requested a 
Sprite personally.

When I returned to my booth, there 
was a menu on the table as if it had been 
magically delivered by sprites, by which 
I mean the elusive, supernatural elf or 
fairy kind, not what I was drinking, which 
wouldn’t make any sense at all.

Several more minutes later a waitress 
came by to take my order. She was pleas-
ant enough, but I couldn’t look her in the 
eye due to my preoccupation with think-
ing about how she must have seen me sit-
ting in my booth for so long with nobody 
coming over, including herself.

Then I sat and waited for my food, a 
tasty combination platter of chicken cor-
don bleu and beef masala, which took the 
normal amount of time to arrive. In the 
end, I left an O.K. tip but not a great tip, 
on account of the initial Sprite situation.

But back to the buffet, because that’s 
really what this story is about.

So I returned to our exclusive nook with 
my dumpling and my salad selections 
(having arranged the beets—of course—
on the bottom), and I sat between Aunt 
Bernice and her daughter Ashley, who I 
guess technically should be my cousin. 
You’d think that, but not actually, seeing 
as Aunt Bernice is in fact a family friend 
and I only call her Aunt Bernice. Meaning 
she’s not a real aunt, but she is a close 
family friend. So the cousin thing doesn’t 
extend to her kids—they’re just Aunt Ber-
nice’s kids. And Uncle Troy is Aunt Ber-
nice’s ex-husband, but their divorce was 
amicable, so I still call him Uncle Troy 
because that’s always been his name.

I was invited to be the usher-slash-
bouncer at Ashley’s wedding, last year, 
and it was open bar for family, cash bar for 
everybody else. The family all wore name 
tags, that’s how the bartenders could tell. 
So I didn’t have a name tag but I said to 
the bartender, “The bride’s mother is my 
Aunt Bernice.” 

And the bartender said, “So the bride 
is your cousin?” 

I said, “No, she’s just Aunt Bernice’s 
kid.” And he said, “Four-fifty.”

Aunt Bernice had a major pile of fried 
rice on her plate. To make some friendly 
conversation, I said to her, “You like that 
fried rice, Aunt Bernice?”

She pointed a chopstick at me and sort 
of twirled it in the air as if to make a deli-
cate light painting. 

“What do you think, Glenn? I went and 
served myself all this fried rice because I hate 
fried rice? Yeah, fried rice makes me want 
to puke, so I made sure to get a lot of it.”

I turned to Ashley on my other side and 
laughed, “Oh boy, that mother of yours!”

Ashley frowned. Her small features 
were concentrated in the middle of her 
face, so her frown had the effect of com-
pressing them nearly into oblivion. 

“What about her?”
I said, “Nothing,” and cut open my 

dumpling. At which point I almost puked 
due to the pinkness inside, which was 
unexpected. I said to Aunt Bernice’s son-
in-law across from me whose name I 
couldn’t remember, “Good thing I cut 
into it first—it’s pink! Move along, salmo-
nella, I won’t be making your unpleasant 
acquaintance tonight.”

He said, “It’s shrimp. Shrimp’s sup-
posed to be pink.”

I said, “Oh.”
That’s when this guy I didn’t recognize 

stuck his head around the decorative fold-
ing screen that was acting as a graceful 
and effective partition against the prying 
eyes of other diners. 

I shouted, “Private party!” and the guy 
went away.

“Attaboy, Glenn-o!” Uncle Troy yelled 
from over by the stunning wall-mounted 
display of samurai swords entwined with 
plastic orchids.

I yelled back, “I’m your man, Uncle 
Troy!” And then I pretend-saluted him, 
which was our thing, then stood and 
made my way back to the food area be-
cause it was time for Round No. 2.

I visited the chow mein station and 
started scooping, and this guy on my left 
said, “Looks like it’s a private party for 
that chow mein.”

I glanced at him, kind of over my shoul-
der. “You got a problem, friend?” That’s 
when I realized it was the same guy who’d 
stuck his head into our room a few min-
utes prior.

“I didn’t have any problems until I met 
you,” he said.

I said, “I don’t want any trouble here. 
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It’s Dumpling Night.”
He asked me, “You tried the shrimp 

kind?”
I shook my head. “I thought it was 

something else.”
“Shrimp’s like that,” he said. “Always 

masquerading.”
And I knew he was having a go at me 

right there because since when is a shrimp 
anything but a shrimp? Since never, 
that’s when.

By this time, a crowd had gathered. But 
not because they wanted to see a fight—
more because they wanted chow mein.

“Are you going to stand there all day, 
or move, or what?” grumbled a lady in the 
long lineup of patrons keen on getting 
some mouth-watering bean sprout hash 
before they expired from a bean sprout 
deficiency.

So I stepped aside and the guy stepped 
aside and the crowd progressed along the 
table, shovelling and scraping. Then the 
guy said to me, “I was looking in that 
room for my Aunt Bernice. You didn’t 
have to yell at me like that.”

“Your Aunt Bernice?” I said. “I’ve got 
an Aunt Bernice!”

“Oh yeah?” The guy squinted at my 
face. “You don’t look like you’re related.”

“She’s not my blood aunt,” I said. 
“She’s more like my aunt by my parents’ 
marriage. They’re friends.”

“Huh,” said the guy. “Well, she’s really 
my real, actual aunt.”

“So you’re Aunt Bernice’s nephew. 
How about that?” I said. “And here I 
thought I’d met all the relations at Ash-
ley’s wedding last year.”

“I had other plans. Who are you, again?”
“A very close family friend.”
He nodded, and the two of us stood there 

for a moment, kind of mesmerized by each 
other is, I suppose, what the situation was.

Then the guy said, “I guess I’d better 
get in there.”

“Yep,” I said. “You’d better.”
As a gesture of our newfound frater-

nity, Aunt Bernice’s nephew tipped his 
plate in my direction, but only very 
slightly since there were a bunch of 
chicken balls rolling around on it. Then 
he walked over to that private room and 
disappeared into its glittery depths like a 
fish might fling itself into a beautiful or-
namental pond.

I turned and headed back to the dump-
ling table, partly because I wanted more 
dumplings, but mostly because right then 
I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. 
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“This idea’s been in my head for years. 
You can have it if you want.” 

—Steve Roat, mentor to Ken.

It comes down the stairs, clutching its 
heart. We have seen the flame on its 

face before. When it reaches the expan-
sive floor, it claims to be on fire. These 
are the clichés he must follow in order to 
find it. It am in this space where someone 
will die in about three minutes.

In that time I am in his swimwear. 
Trunks. I have a nose clip on and plugs 
in my ear. At first, people, feel pride. A 
great swim. They see the colours of their 
flag. A great prize. Then the crowd goes 
quiet. They see me getting old. They see 
that I am not swimming at all, but sit-
ting. Waiting. He appears behind me 
wrapped in a blue towel. A cheer goes up 
but there is three things about him that 
we should know.

The first, which I find particularly in-
teresting, is his occupation. Peter Gout-
ier watches surveillance video for crimi-
nal investigations. He has no law 
enforcement training. He took a three-
month course. A detective brings hours, 
sometimes days, of video, and Peter’s job 
is to watch it and look for whatever it is 
the investigation needs to see. Often it is 
a person; sometimes an object. 

There is an escaped felon whom the po-
lice believe went to his girlfriend’s place 
of employment. So Peter watches thirty-
six hours of video showing a parking lot. 
Then thirty-six hours inside a Pizza Hut. 
In those seventy-two hours he must never 
take his eyes off the screen. Think for a 
moment what that must be like. It must 
require a special kind of person.

The second thing that is interesting 
began about twelve months ago. Peter 
started noticing a woman showing up in 
different videos. The same woman. She 
wore a broad white hat and large sun-
glasses. There was nothing remarkable 
about her. She was simply there. Taking 
money from an A.T.M. Having a juice 
drink at an outdoor café. Removing the 

plastic from a CD case in a mall. The re-
markable thing is that Peter noticed she 
was in most of the videos he watched. A 
strip mall in Sudbury. A self-serve gas sta-
tion in Peterborough. A normal life lived, 
so it began to seem to Peter, exclusively 
for surveillance cameras. This was some-
thing that could not remain a mystery.

The third thing we must know is that a 
33333333333 has taken up residence in 
the base of Peter’s throat. It is only about 
three millimeters wide, with a serrated 
edge at the top, but he can feel it, espe-
cially when it’s on the move. When he’s 
sleeping it migrates up to the back of his 
teeth. Occasionally it stays too long and 
has to slide sideways between two molars 
to escape the brush. It is a parasite that 
spends three years in this larval stage be-
fore anchoring itself in behind the uvula 
to draw the blood that will trigger its final 
transformation. In that stage, as a heavy 
wormlike adult, it will burrow up into the 
sinus cavity. Typically it is discovered by 
then and extracted. If not, it will enter the 
back of one eye, blinding it and eventually 
releasing its entire body into the vitreous 
humour and ultimately dislodging the 
lens, using spasms in the dilating sphinc-
ter to propel itself free. This usually hap-
pens while the person is bathing or show-
ering, as water is its natural habitat. Its 
hope is that you are dead in a lake. Peter’s 
parasite has lived in his throat for two 
years. He has been misdiagnosed with 
chronic post-nasal drip, and his doctors 
have advised him the sensation will last 
his entire life, worsening or improving 
but never resolving.

Isobel Beauchamp is the woman in the 
surveillance videos. She is sales rep for 
Maybelline cosmetics and travels a great 
deal throughout the province. She is also 
very fond of fresh-squeezed juices and 
pizza. Her appearance in surveillance 
videos is unusual and coincidental, but 
not supernatural or surrealistic. It is, 
however, a loose surrealism, that is to say 
a nightmare mechanism found in nature, 
that she should become a person of inter-

est in a criminal investigation, and that 
Peter should find himself staring at a pho-
tograph, submitted to him by a detective. 
He is to find this woman in a video, and 
she is in all videos. Isobel Beauchamp’s 
husband is a member of Parliament and 
she has been meeting with a British arms 
dealer to peddle her husband’s influence 
in a covert sale of weapons. The video 
Peter must watch takes place over a 
twenty-four-hour period in a faux-British 
pub in Orillia, called the Dag and Dagger. 
There is no such thing as a ‘dag.’ It is here 
that Isobel is alleged to have met with the 
arms dealer and pays no attention. It 
starts to go on about an ongoing town 
council debate over rezoning farmland. 
It could want to feel like sub-documentary 
. . . like a local cable programming. The 
time it takes to distinguish these parts is 
unpleasant.

Remember this user name: Star-
fucks3333.

I’m gonna find you, fuckwad, and I’m 
gonna toss your mind up against a wall. 

I dunno if any of you fuckers are gonna 
get this, but it is my responsibility to tell 
you where you are and what you can ex-
pect. You are now home. You will live on 
these mats while we figure out who gets 
to go to school. Over the next few days we 
will be killin’ some of you and leaving 
some of you here to get ready for class. 
You have no control over what happens, 
so you might as well settle down until shit 
happens to you. Thank you, ladies, and 
welcome to Floor City.

“That fucker is coming out of the east 
this time. It’s a bad one. Somebody said 
they saw metal in it.”

“What do you mean ‘metal’?”
“I dunno. We have to stay inside. Every-

body. Nothing we can do. Heavy weather.”
A bright light shoots across the high 

ceiling and a terrible squealing sound 
rips through the air. We writhe on our 
mats. The sound is too loud to bear. He 
turns and rolls, trying to cover his ears. 
The gymnasium is lit in negative, and the 
high grinding roar continue. 

EVIDENCE
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At first glance, the Crown Barber 
Shop, in Guelph, Ontario, doesn’t 

look much different from other places 
men go to read magazines and get a hair-
cut. But the shop’s playful blue and silver 
decor, and a comically well-marked men’s 
room quietly stressing that the proprietor 
Tania Van Spyk cuts men’s—and only 
men’s—hair, suggests Crown has more of 
a story to tell. A closer inspection reveals 
a coy collection of oddities: On the coun-
ter sits a hardbound volume marked 
“Royal City Telephone Book.” A wall 
plaque announces Van Spyk’s induction 
to the Royal Order of the Golden Comb. 
And high upon a shelf sits a glass-encased 
effigy of a tiny magistrate, whom the lead 
article on a framed front page of a tiny 
newspaper called the Royal City Record 
reveals to be “the Secret King of Guelph.”

This spring, after years of apprentice-
ships and preparation, Van Spyk rented 
the small storefront that, by July, would 
become Crown, the cumulation of a long-
held dream. With her carpenter father 
on-call to build the store’s cabinetry, Van 
Spyk turned the design of her shop over 
to her husband, the cartoonist Seth. 

Many authors create simple backsto-
ries for their characters while researching 
or writing a book. Seth takes this habit to 
a point of obsession. Over a number of 
years he has created, in his basement, a 
cardboard replica of the fictional city of 
Dominion that appears in many of his 
stories. His books also tend to include 
minute details of his characters’ lives, 
perhaps most notably George Sprott: 

1894–1975, which is itself a lengthy fic-
tional biography of its title character, 
peppered with illustrations and photos of 
“artifacts” handcrafted by the author. 
The Crown Barber Shop is Seth’s latest 
character, and his first opportunity to un-
leash his quaint design and detailed back-
story sensibilities on a real-world setting.

“We wanted the shop to have a retro 
look, obviously, since that’s my thing, but 
we didn’t want it to look like a re-creation,” 
Seth said while lounging in the shop’s wait-
ing area one afternoon. “Old-time styl-
ing, but still a practical, workable place.” 

So far, business has been brisk, and Van 
Spyk has no regrets over her choice of 
decorator. “What could be better for a 
shop than to go back to the way people did 
it in such a way that they defined it to the 
point where it worked really well,” she 
said from the chair next to her husband.

“He’s sort of a mysterious figure,” 
Seth said of the Secret King who over-
looks Crown’s two barber chairs. “He’s 
behind the business, though never seen. 
The business was established apparently 
fifty years ago, in 1962, and has had three 
different barbers, of which Tania is the 
third. . . . You receive a summons from 
him when you’re to report and be the lat-
est one. That’s the little conceit of it.

 “I’d love to do more of this kind of 
thing,” he added. “It’s like designing a 
book—you want every little detail right.” 
At which point Van Spyk realized her hus-
band had not created a copy of her royal 
summons to hang on the wall, and Seth 
made note to correct the error. 

HIS CARTOONISH 
MAJESTY REQUESTS
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Seth’s obsessions take on a new dimension.

BY CONAN TOBIAS

THE CITY
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I’ll eat your house. I’ll eat your house, 
and then you’ll have nowhere to live. 

Where will you put your books and your 
bicycle? Where will you put your winter 
coat? Your jar of dried lentils? The framed 
photograph of your mother standing be-
side Carol Channing? I will not eat your 
house because I am hungry, nor out of 
any ill will I harbour toward you. I will not 
eat your house because it was poorly con-
structed, nor because it is in violation of 
any bylaws, nor because it stands in the 
path of a highway I’d like to build.

I do not know the number on your front 
door nor the street on which your house 
stands. You have never invited me to your 
house. 

I will don my bib and wander the 
streets. My bib bears a picture of a lobster 
wearing a bib bearing a picture of a lob-
ster. It will protect me from getting any 
house on the front of my shirt. If I ate your 
house, then went into work with house on 
the front of my shirt, my boss would not 
be pleased. It would be inappropriate for 
me to enter my workplace wearing my 
lobster bib with a lobster bib.

To enter the building where I work, I 
am equipped with a card with a magnetic 
stripe. I have put a Post-it note on the card, 
and the Post-it note says: “remove bib.” 

But I have a fear. I fear that as I ap-
proach my workplace, one of my work-
mates will be leaving, and she will hold 
the door open for me, and so I won’t need 
my card with the magnetic stripe to get in 
and will therefore not see the Post-it note 
I wrote for myself. She would only open 
the door for someone she knew, so I must 
ensure that she doesn’t recognize me. I 

will buy a rubber face mask that has been 
manufactured to look like the face of an 
unpopular politician or a television celeb-
rity. The woman will therefore not recog-
nize me, and so she will close the door 
behind her, and I will need my striped card 
to enter and will see the Post-it note, and 
if I am wearing my bib I will remove it.

Although I have told no one about my 
plans to eat your house, many people 
have approached me to ask me how I am 
going to eat your house. It’s possible that 
you told them, but I don’t know how you 
could know, because I only just told you 
about sixty seconds ago.

This is how I had planned to eat your 
house. Originally, I had planned to eat 
your house from the foundations up. But 
then I realized the house would collapse 
on me. I didn’t need to be an engineer to 
figure that out. And I am not an engineer. 
You do not want your house to collapse on 
me and I do not want your house to col-
lapse on me. If it was a cartoon house, it is 
possible that I could begin eating it from 
its foundations, and if I ate fast enough, it 
would hover in the air until I finished eat-
ing, and then there would be a little puff 
of smoke drifting into the sky. Because 
your house is not a cartoon house, I can-
not begin with the foundations.

A house has a top so rain cannot get in. 
I could eat your house by starting at the 
top. For this, I would need to bring a ladder 
or else find a ladder in your garage, if your 
house has a garage. One of the notable 
things about tops of things is that they are 
high. I, as a person, am very frightened 
when it comes to heights. I will not be eat-
ing your house starting from the top.

You heard me right. I will not eat your 
house starting from the top, because the 
top is high, nor will I eat your house start-
ing from the bottom, because of the col-
lapsing issue due to your house not being 
a cartoon. 

Phone calls, telegrams, and letters to 
the editor of some of the most prominent 
journals are all asking the same thing: 
What will be my strategy for eating your 
house? 

And I say, why don’t they ask instead 
where you will live once I have eaten your 
house? Will you remain in the city or will 
you move elsewhere? Will you take your 
few belongings and board a bus? Will 
you find a remote patch of beach and 
settle in to start a new civilization there? 
A civilization marked by empathy and 
compassion, one where people don’t step 
on the heads of others so that they may 
benefit at the expense of their fellow citi-
zens. A civilization where each person is 
guaranteed a basic living stipend and 
where labourers and artists can walk with 
dignity, and not have to forage for potato 
peelings that have not yet gone mouldy. 
Where free health care and free education 
is guaranteed for all. Lost in Space plays 
on every television, followed by My 
Mother the Car and Mr. Terrific. This is 
the sort of civilization you could nurture, 
if only you would take responsibility for 
your own decisions and for the eating of 
your house. 

When I eat your house, I will eat it re-
spectfully and thoughtfully. Don’t con-
cern yourself with whether I start from 
the bottom or from the top. You’ve got 
enough on your plate right now. 

HOUSING
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What becomes of a young girl intro-
duced to adult romance by The 

Handmaid’s Tale, whose early literary 
obsessions include the macabre logic of 
fairy tales, and who, along the way, devel-
ops a penchant for the punch of a good 
short story? She writes, of course. Grace 
O’Connell’s debut novel, Magnified 
World, the story of a young woman deal-
ing with her mother’s untimely death, has 
a knack for revealing how ostensibly or-
dinary moments can refract into heart-
break, humour, or otherworldliness. 
With this issue of Taddle Creek, Grace 
also joins the magazine as its associate 
editor, having previously contributed the 
short story “The Many Faces of Mont-
gomery Clift.” That story went on to be 
nominated for a National Magazine 
Award and was included in The Journey 
Prize Stories 24. Grace studied creative 
writing at the University of Guelph, and 
her stories also have appeared in This and 
the Walrus. Magnified World was pub-
lished earlier this year under the Random 
House New Face of Fiction imprint.

—Heather Hogan

“The books that may have had the most 
influence on me are the ones I read during 
my formative years. I loved all the CanLit 
they made us read in high school, like 
Margaret Atwood, Timothy Findley, and 
Robertson Davies. I was into fairy tales, 
too. Not just when I was younger, but also 
all through high school. I have a big col-
lection of Andrew Lang fairy tales with all 
of the really gruesome, violent versions, 
like people being rolled down a hill in a 
barrel full of nails. But the books I read 
now—even the ones I love—they just won’t 
be on the bone the way those books from 
my formative years were. So I do worry 
that I’m sort of aping Margaret Atwood, 
just because I read so much of her while I 
was growing up. I think I may be a trivia 
expert on her novels at this point. You 
know those branded trivia games, like 
The Rocky Horror Trivia Game? Well, I 
want the Margaret Atwood version.

“The Handmaid’s Tale was actually the 
first adult novel I read. I was twelve. My 
sister gave it to me. I guess she’d just gone 
to a bookstore and said, ‘My sister really 
loves books and reads above her grade 
level. What would you recommend?’ And 
some insane clerk said, ‘Give your twelve-
year-old sister The Handmaid’s Tale.’ 
Which I loved! But I actually didn’t un-
derstand a lot of the plot points. I just 
thought, ‘Oh, she’s in love with the chauf-
feur, how romantic!’ And then, when I 
was old enough to understand it, I re-read 
it, and I remember going, ‘What the . . . ?’ 

“I taught a short fiction workshop at 
the University of Toronto this fall, and it 
was really exciting, because I love short 
fiction. I think it’s actually one of the 
most interesting forms of fiction to talk 
about. The craft of short fiction is often 
overlooked in terms of how hard it is to 
create a great short story. It’s sometimes 
more appreciated by writers than by read-
ers. It’s a bit of a tightrope act in that it 
looks really easy, but it’s really incredibly 
hard to do. I find it interesting that some 
writers feel an obligation to write novels, 
but they don’t feel that same obligation 
to write short fiction. It’s as if novels are 
the default form of fiction, which I don’t 
think is true, necessarily. A good short 
story can pack a real emotional wallop.

“I really like the workshop environ-
ment. It’s something I did in my undergrad 
and during my M.F.A., and I really enjoyed 
it. It gave me the ability to have a perspec-
tive on my work. I realized that I’m never 
going to please everybody, and I’m always 
going to please somebody. I have a hand-
ful of first readers, people I trust and 
whose opinions I really respect. Keeping 
them in mind is really helpful. Good read-
ers are worth their weight in gold.

“When I wrote Magnified World, I had 
to decide fairly early whether or not [the 
protagonist] Maggie would be diagnosed 
with a mental illness. And I really strug-
gled with it. But I decided I only wanted 
to know—and by extension I only wanted 
readers to know—what Maggie knows, 

because it’s not really the story of what 
happened to Maggie, it’s the story of 
Maggie happening. I thought it was more 
compassionate to talk about mental ill-
ness in a way that would probably be more 
familiar to people who’ve experienced it 
or who’ve had loved ones experience it. 
It’s just totally disorienting and painful.  

“Magnified World opens with a death 
because I wanted to see what happens 
afterwards in the sometimes very banal 
circumstances that accompany very 
bizarre situations. Life goes on. What 
changes is your interiority, your thought 
process, or your relationships. The way 
you see the world might change, but your 
day-to-day life doesn’t. You know who’s 
really good at that, actually, is Lisa Moore. 
In her short stories especially, she has a 
couple of scenes where these big events 
happen but then she deals with the char-
acters as they live with the consequences. 
I find that so interesting. Not only inter-
esting, but it can be kind of funny some-
times, even when it’s really dark. Nobody 
else is coming to clean up the mess. And 
I think sometimes it can be things that we 
consider very regular and very ordinary 
that are actually the most heartbreaking.

“I have a new writing project started. 
It’s set in a town of my own making. It’s 
very much influenced by video games, 
and like a good video game, it needed its 
own world. I’ve mapped it out, but I have 
to go back and add in new streets as I go 
along, because I realize that I need a 
street here, or I need a park there. That 
kind of detail was ready-made for me 
when I wrote Magnified World, which is 
set in the west end of Toronto. It’s fun to 
create this new land, and it’s freeing, but 
it’s also added work. 

“Writing fiction without an outline is 
kind of like walking in the dark with a flash-
light. You can see two feet in front of you, 
but you don’t know what’s beyond that—
whether there’s going to be a river or a cliff. 
It’s actually, I think, a good way to stay 
disciplined, because the only way to find 
out what happens next is to write it.” 

FORMATIVE OBSESSIONS
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What happens when a twelve-year-old girl gets hold of The Handmaid’s Tale.

THE CHAT





I spotted myself at a Japanese hot dog 
stand. Me. Exactly as I am. No toppings 

on the dog, as I prefer it, eating greedily, 
as I do. She shoved the last bite in with 
such recognizable eagerness that I can’t 
say if it was disbelief or familiarity that 
stopped me cold. A taxi nearly ran me 
down before I stumbled across the street 
toward her—toward me. 

 “How?” I tried to say, but couldn’t 
speak. I stepped up onto the sidewalk and 
clutched the hot dog stand’s cool metal 
edge. One of the young people staffing it 
bent down, his round, red hat on a tilt. 
“Hot dog?” he said, cheerfully. 

This other person who was me—I’ll call 
her “the other me”—was still only half vis-
ible. It was lunchtime and a popular spot. 
I could see her face, framed by short dark 
hair, like mine until recently (I had added 
highlights and was growing it out). She 
wore no makeup, just as I normally did 
not. The skin around her eyes showed the 
precise signs of age I had seen in my own 
features just minutes before, standing in 
front of a department store mirror down 
the block, asking myself if I needed to start 
using cosmetics. I had decided I did and 
had allowed a salesperson to apply a face 
full of them. I could still smell the powder 
she’d applied to my cheekbones while look-
ing at me like I was a half-decorated cake. 

Then several people shifted out of the 
way and I saw the rest of her. My double. 
Sameness in the torso, the stance. Same-
ness in her wariness, which I sensed even 
at that distance. But there was one impor-
tant difference: this woman’s free hand 
was holding a stroller handle, pushing it 
gently back and forth. I stepped closer, 
incredulous, looking between the other 
me and her buggy. 

She saw me. We locked eyes, hazel on 
hazel. I thought I would freeze again, but 
now my shock was mobile. I circled 
slowly, as if facing a mirror. I became mo-
mentarily worried about my mental 
health. I saw myself in the straitjacket and 
padded rooms of movies. I saw my elderly 
father visiting me, wiping away my drool, 

trimming my toenails. He would resent 
every minute. 

 Someone gasped. I turned and saw 
people around the hot dog stand staring. 
Several more who were seated on a low 
brick fence nearby had stopped eating 
entirely, hot dogs horizontal, paused 
mid-air. The movie-like images in my 
mind switched to a montage of zombie 
horror: This crowd would become a mob. 
The young vendor would throw down his 
hat as he righteously dived forward with 
his long barbeque fork to pierce the 
hearts of each of us, we . . . aberrations. 

I cleared my throat and forced myself 
to speak loudly enough to be overheard. 

“I—didn’t expect to see you here. Shall 
we get lunch? . . . Like we enjoy doing? 
As twins.”

The other me was still pushing her 
stroller back and forth absently. Her face 
was blank—with shock, probably. She 
looked around, taking in people’s unease. 

“O.K.,” she said, and immediately began 
pushing the stroller away from the crowd. 

I caught up to her. Neither of us looked 
back. At the next intersection, we hit a 
red light. 

“We have to get somewhere no one can 
see us,” I said, thinking aloud. “I’ll get 
the next cab—no wait: the stroller. It won’t 
fit. My place, then. It’s close.” 

As soon as I’d said it, I knew I didn’t 
want that. My apartment was a sanctuary 
for one. How could I bring this other, a 
total stranger, there? 

“Actually . . . the concierge won’t buy 
the twins thing. Forget that.”

The other me said nothing, so I turned. 
There she was, completely grey, knees 
buckling. I reached over and grabbed her 
around the waist, holding her up just in 
time. She was thinner than I’d thought 
myself to be, bony-ribbed. Someone on 
her other side noticed her fainting too 
and took her arm. It was a young man in 
low-slung jeans and a hat that said “I’m 
hard . . . to resist.” 

“She O.K.?” he said, his voice not quite 
broken. 

“We’re fine,” I said. “Low blood sugar.” 
“You should sit,” he said, pointing 

across the intersection to a chain book-
store that also housed a café.

Not knowing how to object to this rea-
sonable suggestion, I steered the other 
me and the stroller across the street, turn-
ing back once to see the young man still 
watching. I hoped he was exactly as he 
looked: someone who’d forget about us 
in two minutes. I waved and smiled ea-
gerly, opened the café door, letting the 
other me in first, then lining up the stroll-
er’s wheels to wedge it inside. 

The other me let herself fall into the 
nearest seat. I brought the stroller over 
and tried to get it out of people’s way. It 
was so big and awkward; I had no experi-
ence with strollers. 

“Thanks.”
“Sure,” I said, and went over to a side 

table where there was a pitcher of ice 
water and glasses. I poured a cup. The 
clinking ice made such a normal, health-
ily physical sound I wanted it to go on 
forever. 

The other me drank her water in three 
big gulps, the pink coming back into her 
cheeks. It was like watching someone co-
lour in a black and white portrait of me. 

She assessed me for the first time, 
which made me self-conscious, especially 
about my made-up face. I could almost 
hear my father. How, whenever I’d tried 
on lipstick or eye shadow in high school, 
he had smirked, deadpanned, “Holly-
wood superstar.” I don’t even think he 
thought I looked bad. He just didn’t like 
the idea behind it. 

The other me opened her mouth to 
talk, but then a sharp wail emerged from 
the stroller. The baby. She stood and 
lifted it out from a heap of blankets. 

“Feeding time.” 
I nodded. She lifted her shirt and 

quickly put the infant to her breast—my 
breast! Except with huge, distorted nip-
ples, based on what I glimpsed before the 
baby seized one.

“Coffee?” I asked, disturbed, but also 

MAKEOVER
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seeing she was stuck where she was until 
it finished. 

She agreed to tea. I ordered and we sat 
in silence, steam from our cups mingling 
between us. Words kept rising and falling 
away before they made enough sense to 
be uttered, like water not quite reaching 
the boil. Twice, someone approached our 
table. “Uncanny!” said the first, an excit-
able woman we willed away. The other, a 
man with a smug expression, said, “My 
daughter has triplets,” as if this trumped 
every possible example of likeness. But 
these intrusions eased my panic. Every-
one just assumed we were twins now that 
we were sitting quietly together. We 
didn’t have to fake it. 

The other me rubbed her forehead. 
“What the fuck is happening?” 
“I don’t know.”
“Who are you?”
“Who are you?” I said, a bit defen-

sively, because the other me’s tone had 
been sharp, like an accusation, as if she 
was the original, and me the copy. I saw 
things differently. 

“And who is that?” I nodded toward 
the baby. 

“She’s mine.” 
“Well, I don’t have a child.”
“Why not?”

I didn’t feel like answering the ques-
tion. It was no one’s business but my own. 

“That’s personal.”
The other me laughed for the first time. 

A rebuking laugh. 
“More personal than what’s happening 

right now?”
I shook my head. I didn’t enjoy explain-

ing my life choices to people. Why I was 
single. Why men had not been a consis-
tent theme in my life. How each one I’d 
been close to had been tremendous, but 
in the way an iceberg is, looming and fear-
some too. I blamed this on my father, but 
no one needed to know that either. The 
other me was different, obviously. She 
wanted to share. Yet we were the same, 
weren’t we? 

I needed an explanation. Something 
sane-sounding, like ice on ice. 

“Could you be my twin?”
It was her turn to shake her head. 
“I’ve seen pictures. I came alone.”
“They could’ve faked them.”
Annoyance disrupted her composure 

like tiny local explosions she had to 
smooth over. Her eyes blinked fast. She 
licked her lips. 

“They didn’t.” 
I realized that this is what I also had 

done on countless occasions when I’d 

MEXICO CITY

When it is time to sleep with the bedroom windows open I
wake when a delayed plane descending through the night city
(and my unconscious) crescendos into earshot—this is an old-
fashioned ode to the hum of the city. From more faraway
than just hearing the buses are running again—an alien from anywhere
touches down on the vast suburban plain of Pearson airport.

The sound of a jet these days takes me about as far as the airport.
To LaGuardia, Orly, or Schiphol. To the terminals where faraway
starts: this century, in twenty-four hours a jet can take you anywhere
on earth (just don’t try it on a holiday weekend). An old
friend (a guy who could learn a language simply by overhearing, I
swear, two guys in a bar arguing) tells of boarding a bus in Mexico City,

riding twelve hours and never reaching the outskirts of Mexico City.
Drunk on lost love, deeply under-slept, he’d wake up in the same faraway
land, ask his neighbour in Spanish, “Where am I?”
Awake, the ennui of “are we” or “aren’t we” began to descend, but it never got old
in the dreaming/remembering never-ending trip to the airport,
and the neighbour’s response each time might have meant anywhere,

but he always said “Mexico City” as if it was the outskirts of anywhere.
“¿Dónde estamos?” “Where am I?”
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thought I could hide an inner battle 
against too much feeling, how anyone 
who had looked closely would’ve seen the 
effort. I shuddered at this insight; I’d 
never understood before how much peo-
ple could know, just by watching you sit 
and think.

“What’s with the makeup?” she said.
“What about it?”
“It doesn’t suit—you. Me. Whatever.”
“Um, sorry, but do you get to say that?”
“This is all a big dream. I’ll say what 

I want.”
“It’s not a dream.”
“Even if it isn’t, I don’t like the 

makeup.”
I tried to let the comment go. I had 

practice letting things slide. Besides, part 
of me was bracing for a jolt, something 
funny to break the tension. This would 
turn out like those TV bank ads—she had 
invested for retirement, I hadn’t. Or gore 
was around the corner—this other me, an 
evil double, had arrived to harvest my 
organs. I would be eviscerated, the café 
patrons traumatized. My boss would be 
without his sales team leader that he 
could send anywhere, anytime, my father 
without anyone to systematically under-
mine. In stories, meeting oneself is sup-
posed to be like that. Something impor-

tant. Corrective or horrific. But nothing 
was happening. I had met myself. She had 
a baby. I wore a mask of cosmetics. She 
seemed short-fused. She had questions. 
As did I. 

“What’s it like?” I asked, nodding to-
ward the baby. 

The other me paused, then unplugged 
the infant from her breast and lifted it in 
my direction.

My eyes went wide. 
“I don’t really know how . . .”
“It’s not hard,” the other me said 

stiffly, transferring its weight into my 
hands, then running a free hand over 
her hair. 

“Ahh,” I said, experiencing the heft of 
a real live baby. A girl, she’d said. I couldn’t 
tell by the face, which to me looked like 
every other baby face.

“It’s work,” said the other me, answering 
my earlier questions. “But I don’t mind.” 

I tilted the baby into a cradle position. 
What would she make of my face, I won-
dered. Her own mother’s face, but with 
painted lips and coloured hair. She 
seemed to like it. I thought I saw her 
smile. Then a stream of yellowish breast 
milk emerged from one corner of her 
mouth.

“I see a person forming in there, now,” 

“Mexico City.”
That one can travel between any two points on earth in a day is an old
adage now—but pack light! Don’t waste time at the airport
standing around a baggage carousel—throw it all in your carry-on. Get away!
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unless you’re on the west coast of North America or almost anywhere
in western Europe. And remember: French fries are available in every city.
(Imagine the guy who discovered it was not just a rock, the old
genius who first boiled a potato, centuries before air travel and airports, 
we need to honour that man, I

reckon. And the guy who deep-fried it in oil, him too, I
declare.) And while French fries are prevalent, available anywhere,
one can never count on a decent slice of pizza. Especially at airports:
control expectations. There are six joints on earth (one in N.Y.C.)
where great pizza is available. The best is in a faraway
land known as Vancouver, not far from the old

Commodore Ballroom, a city, a memory that makes me feel old.
Get to the airport—if you leave now you can be far, far away
in a day, I dare say—near great pizza, perhaps—near fries, anywhere.

—Chris Chambers

TADDLECREEKMAG.COM

SUBSCRIBE
FOR ONLY $18
taddlecreekmag.com/subscribe

 VIEW THE
  NEAR-COMPLETE
  TADDLE CREEK
 ARCHIVE

taddlecreekmag.com/archive

 READ THE
COMIC
 ISSUE

taddlecreekmag.com/comic 

  LEARN WHAT
qUESTIONS

   TADDLE CREEK GETS

 ASKED
TO FREqUENTLY

taddlecreekmag.com/faq

   REGRET THE
ERRORS

    taddlecreekmag.com/corrections



28 TADDLE CREEK

the other me went on.
“I don’t,” I said, the warm milk soak-

ing my sleeve. 
I stood and put her back into the stroller. 
“You don’t know her.”
“Are you mad about all this?” I asked, 

sitting back down. 
“Why should I be mad?”
“You’re judgmental.”
“You sounded judgmental 

just now. Like I’m an idiot for 
having a baby. I could be free 
like you, right? Wandering 
the streets all done up and 
wearing clothes designed for 
someone ten years younger.”

“O.K. That’s—you don’t 
look so great yourself, you 
know.” Which was true. She 
was not only aging, as I was, she was obvi-
ously bone tired. Her entire face sagged 
with fatigue.

“Fuck you,” she said. 
“You’re just scared. Reacting to the 

weirdness.” 
“Nothing is as weird as giving birth,” 

she said. “This is just—strange. You might 
not know the difference.”

“You make it sound like this is my fault. 

I didn’t ask to come across you. Or her.”
“I think if these people really think 

we’re twins, then they must be wondering 
why I look like a grown-up and you look 
like an overgrown teenager.”

“Stop it,” I said, my voice rising. “Just 
stop.” 

I swung my hand out in an accompany-
ing gesture, accidentally overturning 

her coffee mug, which landed in 
her lap.

The other me glared, then did 
something amazing. She pushed 
my mug of coffee onto my lap. It 
lay in a lukewarm puddle on my 
skirt. Nearby, I heard someone 
clear their throat. People were 
staring.

I picked up the mug and 
brought a napkin to my thigh, but the 
other me got out of her chair and came 
over to my side. She pushed my shoulder 
aggressively. 

“You did it on purpose.” 
“What are you talking about? You just 

spilled mine on purpose.”
She pushed my shoulder again, harder. 

I noticed her clothes for the first time. 
She wore ugly jeans with a too-high waist. 

Mom jeans. Into them was tucked a faded 
cotton top. I stood. I had never been in a 
physical fight, except once, in Grade 7, 
when the class bully had made me fight 
someone else whom she’d chosen. She 
always enjoyed creating difficult situa-
tions for her minions. But all I could mus-
ter was a pinch to the girl’s arm. Then I 
ran home crying and told my father, who 
was busy reading a novel and was in the 
final steps of rolling a cigarette, his lower 
lip slightly wet. He ran the paper over it 
and said, “We need bread.” 

I did not relish the idea of hitting my 
double. But I also found her negative re-
action to me painful and unfair. I grabbed 
her arm, as I had done in Grade 7, and 
squeezed it hard. Then I threw it back so 
she spun around slightly. She struggled 
to regain her balance before lunging at 
me. In the next moment several people 
surrounded us. A young woman from be-
hind the counter stomped forward, wav-
ing her arms like a ref telling someone 
they’re out of a boxing match. 

“I’m calling security!” 
The other me managed to scratch my 

face hard before someone with long, mus-
cular fingers grabbed both my elbows and 
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yanked me backwards. “Take ’er down a 
notch,” said a man’s voice, in an accent I 
couldn’t place. Rural. 

The other me came forward again like 
she was going to hit me with a closed fist. 
I prepared for pain, or to awaken from the 
dream I knew this wasn’t. But her baby 
started crying again, this time in a different 
pitch—hysterically, I thought. It screamed 
so hard the café worker and the man with 
the thin fingers both took a step back. 
“The twins have upset the child,” was what 
they must’ve thought. They couldn’t have 
accepted the reality that there were two of 
the same person present, that we had dif-
ferent lives, that we rejected one another’s 
choices, that the baby was confused. If 
they had known, they might have ripped 
her from the stroller, warded us off with 
a crucifix, never let us touch her again.

The other me began organizing her 
things. 

“It’s fine. We’re fine. We fight, my twin 
and I. She’ll sleep if I move—the baby, I 
mean.”

“She thinks I’m prettier than you,” I 
said, my blood boiling. 

I bent past the other me, who now 
seemed on the verge of strangling me. But 
now we had the attention of the en-
tire café, and she held herself in 
check. I brought my face to within 
inches of the baby’s. 

“It’s true, isn’t it?” I asked her. 
Her crying stopped and her bumpy 

potato-like features smoothed as 
they had in my arms. In her formless-
ness, her thoughts were a complete 
mystery, but I told myself that she 
knew: I was the one, the original. I kissed 
her. Then everything pinched again. She 
screamed. 

“She’s overtired,” the other me said 
with finality. “We’ll go.” 

“O.K.,” I said, standing. What else 
could I do? 

People started to relax. The café worker 
had not called security. The thin-fingered 
man returned to a table where he whis-
pered something to a woman who seemed 
proud of him for intervening. 

I turned to the other me. Another mir-
ror experience. Two hysterics. Two fools. 
I felt compelled, suddenly, illogically, to 
hug her, and took her in my arms. She did 
not return the gesture. She was holding 
back, almost like she was waiting for the 
jolt I’d expected earlier. Something ex-
treme that would justify fuller release. 
That she didn’t recognize this as that mo-
ment angered me, and I also gave less 
than the moment called for. 

As our awkward embrace ended, I re-
flected on the fate of the baby, what she 
could expect from knowing and being 
known, from having a parent, eventually 
leaving childhood behind for adulthood, 
and then, in time, aging. My face must’ve 
fallen, because the other me smiled with-
out malice for the first time, and I caught 
the expression I’d seen in photos of my-
self, when I’d assessed my smile as inof-
fensive, but which had photographed as 
impatient, wanting freedom. 

I smiled too, trying to show accep-
tance—of her departure, my inevitable 
separation from the child. Yet I was no 
longer sure how to judge what I was put-
ting into the world through my face or 
body. Then, thinking I should use the 
restroom to attend to the scratch on my 
face, I said my goodbyes.

When the café door closed on the 
other me though, I didn’t feel like mov-
ing. Generic music was playing. I lin-
gered, listening, people watching me. It 
might’ve been delayed shock, but I sud-
denly was relieved to be rid of her, of both 
of them. 

The very first man who’d ap-
proached us, with the smug mouth 
and triplet granddaughters, re-
turned. “Don’t get much alone time, 
eh?” he said, looking me over.

Oddly, it was these words that 
most upset me that afternoon. The 
veneer of everydayness seeped 
from the moment like makeup re-
mover smearing mascara. I could 

feel, starkly, where I was in space, who I 
was in time. I looked at him blankly, un-
able to reply, then rushed to the restroom 
where, ignoring the throbbing scratch, I 
touched up my face. 

This summer, streets reek of defiant glamour, and hot-
pink fingernails like talons scratch the air. I play Shirley
Bassey for the strangers who slither in with sangria and
stories no one should hear, and endure the cruise of
chemical Kit Kat clouding Sterling Avenue, my conscience.
This summer, you kill yourself while I job search,
wander Walmart’s maze of aisles, the devastating weight
of stuff; and George Noory talks, each night, to a guy
about the Antichrist, and men, each morning, navigate
the slippery pink roof of another new condo complex.
This summer, mourners manoeuvre conversation that
flutters then darts away, and vases of professionally arranged
daisies and chrysanthemums stand at attention, while
at the harbour, around the corner from the wake, 
ducks, seagulls, Canada geese, and swans frolic on
their private beach, mingle as easy as swingers at a party.
They joke about the kid who flings his kite at the sky, then
runs like hell. They guffaw at his father, who picks up
the pieces, pulls at an invisible string, and runs too,
calling, “It’s hard to get right the first time. But it’ll be O.K.,”
because that’s what a father has to believe. 
This summer lies dangerous like exposed wire snaking
into a future where police cars burn, World Cup soccer
rages, and Teenage Dream posters obstruct all Blockbuster
entrances. I watch the last chrysanthemum collapse,
each petal a single flower falling that I will never catch, 
as women and men lean too far off the street’s concrete 
planters, their bodies begging for air, for water to quench 
the grit’s thirst, for this urgent lingering to go on, for the
magnificent things that surely will come.

—Adrienne Weiss

MAGNIFICENT THINGS SURELY WILL COME







I see them in the corridor and on the 
stairwell outside my flat. They grin at 

me. They snicker and mutter in their lan-
guage. I don’t recognize it, but my wife 
says it’s Greek. She is probably right. 
Back in Hamilton, her parents have 
Greek neighbours. These guys look 
Greek. My neighbours in Hamilton are 
Italian. I know Italian when I hear it, but 
not Greek. A lot of Greeks and Italians 
look a bit the same: that swarthy, mani-
cured, southern European sheen. But 
what do I know?

They live in the f lat above us. They 
moved in a couple months ago. At first 
they were quiet, but then the noise 
started. The building is old, the floors 
bow and creak. I hear them walk above 
me. I hear the music they play—awful Eu-
rotrash disco, the worst of the European 
song-competition dross. 

I went up there last night. I knocked on 
their door. It took a long time for them to 
answer. When they did, they were both at 
the door, grinning and snickering at me. 

“I live downstairs. Underneath you.”
“Yes.”
“The music. Your music. It’s too loud.” 
“Iss no too loud.” 
“It’s too loud. Believe me. I live down-

stairs. I can hear it plain as day.”
“Iss no too loud.”
One of them snorted and said some-

thing to the other one in Greek.
“It’s too fucking loud and it’s bother-

ing me. Turn it down.”
“Iss no too loud.”
“Look, stop fucking saying that and go 

in there and turn the music down. Turn it 
down or I’m calling the estate agent.”

Now they looked worried.
“We turn it down.”
“It’s crap music anyway.”
I looked at them grinning at me.
“You guys are a cliché, listening to that 

shitty Eurotrash disco.”
They looked confused. 
“Whaz this mean, ‘cliché’? It don’t 

sound nice.”
“Look it up.”

That stopped their grinning. They 
closed the door and I stood there, wait-
ing. The music went off. I went back 
downstairs to my flat. I sat in my living 
room reading a book. I sipped a beer, 
paused, and listened. There was no music 
any more, not a sound coming from up-
stairs. It was dead quiet in the building. 
My wife was out at the pub. She had called 
earlier to say she was going out for a drink 
after work. 

I see them all over town—in Tesco, at the 
chemist, the post office, the Cellar Bar 

on Tuesday nights. Sometimes they see 
me, other times they don’t. They are al-
ways together. They might be brothers; I 
don’t know. When they see me, they grin 
but never speak. That is, unless I talk to 
them first. 

I am downstairs, in the building’s foyer, 
collecting my mail from the pile the postie 
pushed through the slot. The mail comes 
early here, between seven and seven-
thirty. It’s one of the highlights of my day: 
rummaging through the mail, looking for 
news on my writing, a letter from home, 
anything. There is one lousy letter today 
and my B.T. bill. The Greeks appear. I am 
startled. I am in my pyjamas and slippers. 
They are fully dressed, on their way out 
very early. Where were they going? I 
make eye contact and they stop. They 
don’t snicker this morning. They look 
sober and serious. It forces me to pause. 

“You looking for your mail?”
The Greeks stare at me. Do they think 

I mess with their mail? I’m not sure 
what’s going on. 

“I know that word now.”
“Eh?”
I want to go upstairs. I feel vulnerable 

in my pyjamas, exposed.
“You call us cliché. I talk to people. I 

look it up. Iss no nice what you say.”
They’re right about that. 
“You should apologize to us.”
They stand there, expectantly. I shuffle 

the two envelopes in my hand. I scratch 
my left knee through the thin material of 

my pyjamas. The Greeks want an apology, 
but I don’t give them one.

“Where you from?” one of them asks. 
“You not sound Scottish.”

“Canada.”
Now the grins return. One of them ex-

claims, “Oh! Can-ah-dah. Now we know. 
Now we know.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to 
mean?”

They laugh and talk in Greek.
I start getting pissed with them again. 
“Hey, I said what the fuck is wrong with 

that?”
They stop laughing. They look serious 

again. One of them says, “You say ‘fuck’ 
all ah time. Is that cliché? Are you cliché?”

They start laughing their asses off now. 
“Are you a Can-ah-dah cliché?”
I feel helpless. I need to get away. I 

blurt, “Just keep the fucking noise down 
and there won’t be any problems, got it?”

They both look at me and grin. I turn 
away, head up the stairs, back to my flat. 
I close the door, throw the envelopes 
down on a table, and look for coffee. My 
wife is gone. She went for a run or some-
thing. The flat is deadly quiet once more. 

At four o’clock in the morning I wake 
up to thumping and banging. I sit up 

in bed. I’m alone and confused. It’s pitch 
black in my flat. My wife is not here. She’s 
in Sheffield or some place for a work con-
ference. More thumping and banging. 
The walls shake and vibrate from the im-
pact. What the fuck? What the fuck are 
those Greeks up to now?

I sit up in the centre of my bed. bang! It 
sounds like someone is being thrown 
against the wall. I jump to my feet. There 
is a loud thud against the f loor right 
above me. I search for my slippers. I’ve 
had it with these Greeks. This is ridicu-
lous. I’m wide awake. I grab my keys so I 
won’t lock myself out and storm out the 
door and up the stairs. I bang on their 
door with my right fist. I hear more 
thumping and banging. I hammer on the 
door when there is a break in the noise. It 

GREEKS
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goes quiet. I pound on the door some 
more. I knock five or six times. It is quiet 
and calm but I am enraged. The Greeks 
don’t come to the door. I press my nose in 
the door jam and holler, “I know you’re 
in there! Open the fucking door!”

Silence. 
I bang some more. “Open it, you fuck-

ers. You Greek fuckers!”
It’s futile. They are not coming to the 

door. I kick their door and then return to 
my flat. I can’t sleep. I make coffee and sit 
in the bay window, looking out on the 
street. There is no more noise from up-
stairs, not even the sound of feet walking 
across the ceiling. The Greeks have shut 
it down completely. 

I see them late the next day, on my way 
back from the post office. I stop them 

on the concrete stairs of our building. I’m 
enraged again.

“What was all that noise in the middle 
of the night?” 

I didn’t get enough sleep. I’m overtired 
and grumpy. 

“What the fuck were you guys doing?”
They look at me meekly. 
“You didn’t answer your door. You must 

have fucking heard me banging on it.”
One of the Greeks says, “We were wor-

ried. We didn’t want to open the door. 
You sounded very angry.”

“I was fucking angry. You woke me up 
and I never got back to sleep. It sounded 
like you were throwing each other around 
up there. What the fuck was that all 
about?”

The grins come back. 
“You say ‘fuck’ too much. You should 

try and stop. Iss cliché.”
I look at the swarthy Greek fucker who 

said it. 
“Fuck that,” I say.
It makes him laugh and he relaxes a 

little. 
“We were wrestling. That is all.”
“Wrestling? What the fuck? At four in 

the morning? What kind of a fucked-up 
thing is that to do?”

“Yess. We just wrestle.”
“Another fucking cliché,” I fire back. 

“Keep it the fuck down or I’m calling the 
estate agent.” 

I push past them into the building. 

Early the next morning, I sit at the table 
by the bay window, drinking coffee. 

Our flat is on the second floor. There are 
no buildings here over four storeys. I look 

out on the town, like a nosey old woman 
scouring the street. It’s quiet in the flat, 
in the entire building. My wife has gone 
to Dundee for the day. I didn’t see her be-
fore she left. She took the bus early this 
morning with a woman from France who 
she works with. They’re going shopping. 
I go too sometimes, but not today. I like 
the Virgin Megastore, but nothing else 
about Dundee. It reminds me too much 
of Hamilton and Windsor. It’s the teen-
aged pregnancy capital of Scotland, pos-
sibly all of Europe. The pimply faced 
moms and dads pushing prams depress 
me. If you’re still using Clearasil at night, 
you’re too young to be a parent. The 
moms all look bitchy and tough. The dads 
tougher still, dressed in dark blue Umbro 
shell suits, trainers untied, sideways 
caps, sucking on fags, chewing on tooth-
picks or guzzling tins of lager. They skulk 
and trawl the high street, faces greasy 
from the chemical ooze of the drugs they 
gobble. And the entire city stinks—from 
the oil refineries, puke, piss, and dog 
shit. I can live without Dundee today. 

Here they come. The Greeks. Back 
from an early trip to Tesco. I’d assumed 
they were sleeping still, that that’s why it 
is quiet upstairs. But, no, they are up 
early. Their hands are loaded with shop-
ping bags. They grin and yammer to each 

other as they walk down the pavement 
toward our building. It is a bright, sunny 
morning. The Greeks each wear black 
toques and black ski jackets, though it is 
not really that cold. Another cliché: over-
dressed continental Europeans who 
think the east coast of Scotland is the 
coldest place on earth. It’s likely plus four 
or five degrees, which is not cold, not by 
Canadian standards. I want to tell the 
Greeks that they don’t know cold; that 
they should come to Canada and they will 
experience real cold. But now I’m think-
ing in clichés. I huff at the sight of the 
Greeks. I should have gone to Dundee 
with my wife. It feels like I haven’t seen 
her in weeks. For a moment, as the sun 
reflects up off a puddle on the street into 
my face, my mind fogs and I can’t picture 
my wife’s face. What does she look like? 
Where is she?

“Fucking Greeks,” I mutter, as I sip my 
now lukewarm coffee. 

The thumping and banging starts 
again. I jerk up in bed and immedi-

ately feel dizzy. My wife is not in bed. She 
must be watching TV or in the washroom. 
bang! It sounds like someone just dropped 
an anvil on the floor above me. Then the 
lower thumping noises start again. Then 
bang! Another anvil. Or the impact of 

BATTLESHIPS

They met at a phone-book-ripping contest,
while outside the auditorium, spring was a promise, 
the day was breaking.

He carried a Ouija board for whenever 
he wanted to say something controversial,
drove in a way she could only describe as theatrical.

She was investigating the game Battleship 
as the perfect metaphor for love, 
said a number of self-publishing companies 
were currently uninterested.

Then, at his house, naked as a candle flame, 
she spoke as though she were in a phone booth,
both feet up against the door.

And later, at her enormously small apartment, 
she said, “Beer is technically a bread-flavoured soda,” 
and he laughed until it tore out his nose.

—Michael Christie
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demolition. Is that what’s going on? Are 
those fucking Greeks demolishing the 
f lat above me? That’s not wrestling. 
There’s more going on up there. 

I put on shoes and stomp up the stairs to 
the Greeks’ flat. This time my pounding is 
answered right away. Their door flies open. 
The two Greeks stand in front of me, al-
most naked, sweaty; their bodies strangely 
hairless. They wear only loincloths. No 
joke: loincloths. The fucking Greeks wear 
loincloths. I step back and shake my head. 
They sneer at me and then grin.

“What the fuck?”
The Greeks stand there, breathing 

hard, sweating.
“What the fuck is going on? I mean, 

really, what the fuck is going on? What 
are you wearing?”

“Iss no your business what we do, what 
we wear.”

“Yeah but . . . christ!”
One of the Greeks steps toward me. 

They are uncharacteristically aggressive. 
“What you want?”
“The noise! The fucking banging! 

What the fuck are you doing in there? 
More wrestling?” I crane my neck to look 
past them into their flat.

“Iss no your business.”
“Fucking right it is. It’s my fucking 

business when I’m right below you trying 
to sleep.”

Now both Greeks are really close to me. 
I can smell the garlic in their sweat.

“You faggot?” one Greek asks quickly. 
I’m stunned. 
“What? What the fuck?”
“You faggot? Iss simple question. Iss 

that why you bang on our door?” 
The Greek who asked snickers to the other 

one. He says, “Pousti.” They both laugh. 
I want to grab the fucker, yank him out 

into the corridor and beat the shit out of 
him. I’ve wanted to do that for a long time. 
But where do I grab him? They’re both 
wearing loincloths and are slick with sweat. 

I stab a finger at the Greeks one at a 
time, at both their bald chests. 

“I’m not a faggot, get it? And so what if 
I was? You fucking Greeks should know 
there’s nothing wrong with that. And be-
sides, you’re the fuckers who are pretty 
much naked, sweaty, making a fuck-load 
of noise like you’ve been fucking each 
other up the ass for the past hour. You’re 
the ones who look like faggots!”

“We no faggots. We brothers. We just 
wrestle.”

My head spins. 

“What? What the fuck? What’s with 
this wrestling shit? I don’t believe it. At 
four in the morning? You wrestle in the 
middle of the night?”

The Greeks shrug their sweaty shoulders.
“How old are you two?”
“I twenty-two. He twenty-three. We 

brothers. We wrestle. You no wrestle with 
your brother?”

I look at the Greek who answered. 
“You’ve got to be kidding. Yeah, I wres-

tled with my brother. When I was a fuck-
ing kid! Not now. Not as an adult. There’s 
a big difference.”

Again the Greeks shrug their shoulders.
“And you’re keeping me and my wife 

awake!”
Now the Greeks raise their eyebrows 

rather than shrug their shoulders. 
Now what the fuck, I wonder.
“Your wife? Where your wife? We no 

see your wife? Where is she?” 
They grin and snicker.
“She’s downstairs,” I answer feebly. 
“Yess? We no see her. We see only you. 

We only ever see you. You follow us 
around—to the Tesco. To the post office. 
To the Cellar Bar. You look at us. You sit 
in window and watch us. You come up-
stairs in the night to see us. You must be 
faggot. And we no see your wife.”

I’ve had it. I reel back and throw a hay-
maker at the Greek who called me a fag-
got. I miss his head. My punch hits his 
sweaty shoulder and deflects off into the 
plaster, where my fist gets stuck for a sec-
ond. The Greeks are quick. The other 
Greek grabs me by the arm and wrenches 
it behind my head half-nelson style. It 
hurts like fuck. I go to elbow him in the 
ribs with my one free arm but the other 
Greek stops me. They both hold me. They 
bring me down. I grunt and resist, 
kicking and scratching, but the 
Greeks are too much for me. They 
are wrestlers, after all. The one 
Greek sits on my chest, his knees 
pinning my arms back like we used 
to do on the playground. His stink-
ing, loinclothed Greek crotch is 
right in my face. 

“Get the fuck off me!” 
I bang my heels on the floor. 
“fuck!”
“You say ‘fuck’ too much,” the Greeks 

say in unison. They laugh at me. 
I shake my head back and forth, close 

my eyes and bear down, trying to summon 
the strength to shake two nearly naked 
Greeks off me. 

Then I feel them relax their hold on me. 
I open my eyes and there’s my wife stand-
ing there, wearing only an old T-shirt. 
Lying on the floor, I can see up her T-shirt 
easily. She is wearing white panties. 
Where did she come from? 

“What the fuck?” she says.
The Greeks snicker. One of them says, 

“Yess. Ah yess. Your wife. She from Can-
ah-dah too? She say ‘fuck’ all ah time, 
too? We hear her say it before.”

The Greeks stand in their doorway.
“Fuck you, Greeks,” I manage. 
“Go back downstairs,” my wife says. 

“You’re making an ass of yourself. You’ve 
lost it this time.”

“I’m calling the estate agent on 
those two.” 

I point up at the Greeks from where I 
lie on the floor.

“Who cares?” one Greek says. “Fuck 
the estate agent. Iss our flat. We pay rent. 
We just wrestle.”

My wife looks pissed. But she helps me 
up off the f loor. I stand there, wiping 
crumbs and crap off my pyjamas. The 
Greeks stand defiant in their loincloths. 

“Fucking Greeks,” I say low, as my wife 
leads me down the stairs to our flat.

I look at her closely.
“Where have you been? I feel like I 

haven’t seen you in weeks.”
She peers at me. 
“What? What the fuck are you talking 

about? Are you accusing me of some-
thing? Seriously—what the fuck are you 
saying? You’ve been obsessing over 
things too much.”

“Like the Greeks.”
“Yeah, like the Greeks. They have 

names, you know: Peter and Paul. They’re 
brothers. Did you know that? They’re de-

cent people. They like to have fun. 
I know them.”

I look at my wife. Fun? What is 
she talking about, fun? Did I hear 
her correctly? Am I imagining 
things? I haven’t had fun in weeks. 
Maybe months or years. Maybe my 
entire fucking life. 

I look closely at my wife but she 
seems blurry again, her face, her 

features, her body—all of it seems unfa-
miliar. I go to speak, but stop. I don’t 
know who I am talking to any more. Is she 
really here? Where has she been? With 
the Greeks? I’m not even sure my wife is 
here with me now. I grab the banister that 
leads downstairs to our flat and hold it as 
tightly as I can with both hands. 
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My brother lay on a wooden table, cov-
ered in a brocade bedspread. His 

expression serene, more colour in his 
face than expected, with a slight smirk. 
Candles flickered on either side of the 
white room. There were no flowers. He 
radiated like some kind of god. I took it to 
mean he was elated by what greeted him 
on the other side. 

Our mother asked me to touch his 
hands. She was unfit to travel, couldn’t 
face her lifeless son. Such beautiful long 
hands, she said. My niece lifted the cloth. 
Beneath it the effects of the disease, an 
emaciated body, ribs jutting like a desic-
cated cow. Trust him to put on a good 

face, to go out smiling and hide the ruins 
of what killed him under an ornate guise. 

He was clad in a stained blue T-shirt. 
His girlfriend said, “It’s what he died in.” 

“You didn’t want to change him.” 
“He didn’t want to be changed.” 
She held his chin when she said it’s one 

of the many things she loved about him. I 
couldn’t tell if the underlying message 
was left for me. 

When I reached for his hands his grown 
daughter already held them. Her eyes 
squeezed shut, trembling. There was 
nothing I could say to free her from what 
we faced. Time doesn’t heal this and the 
missing won’t get easier beyond the first 

year. This was the initial crack in the shell 
we’d all become. 

She didn’t see what I didn’t foresee, a 
pink tag around his wrist with his name 
printed in black ink. If there was also a 
number, I can’t recall. When I shook him 
slightly, he didn’t wake up. When his girl-
friend and daughter folded into each 
other’s arms, I shook him again. Wake 
up. Wake the fuck up. His mouth retained 
the slight smirk. He was free.

For our mother, I gripped his elegant 
hands. Unlike his face, they were lifeless. 
They were cold. He’s next into the fire, 
we were told. He’ll be warm there. At 
least there he’ll be warm. 

PHOENIX
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The Bible is a strange and wondrous 
book, filled with startling images and 

lurid events. Scenes of rape, torture, and 
mass murder co-exist with ecstatic and 
hallucinatory visions of divine love. Un-
fortunately much religious art over the 
past century or so, especially in North 
America, has had a tendency to whitewash 
the Bible’s ominousness, presenting soft-
focus pastoral portraits of a blond, blue-
eyed hippie Jesus, a pleasant fellow with 
whom we can happily sing “Kumbaya,” 
while ignoring his many startling injunc-
tions, such as his call to pluck out our eyes 
should they cause us to sin.

The cartoonist Dave Lapp’s creepy 
and wildly imaginative drawings of se-
lected biblical verses are part of a long 
counter-tradition of alternative cartoon-
ists who have paid the scripture tribute 
by presenting unsettling images that 

grapple honestly with the text. Robert 
Crumb’s Book of Genesis Illustrated 
made the sheer f leshiness of the first 
book of the Bible abundantly evident. 
And Chester Brown’s uncompleted ad-
aptations of the Gospels were notable for 
showing a ferocious and stern messiah, 
one who made no concessions to modern 
squeamishness. Lapp’s work is equally 
as honest.

Lapp started drawing bible verses 
nearly a decade ago as a contributor to the 
Flaming Fire Illustrated Bible Web site, 
a now-defunct attempt by many hands to 
illustrate every verse of scripture. He also 
used them to develop his draftsmanship, 
which tended to atrophy when he worked 
in the simplified and abstract style of his 
comics. In his narrative strips, Lapp 
often prefers to keep his art subdued so 
that it doesn’t overshadow the stories he 

wants to tell. Drawing biblical verses 
freed up the more daring side of Lapp’s 
visual imagination, allowing him to cre-
ate staggering images of skeletons, 
ghouls, and tormented flesh. “That the 
Flaming Fire Bible was wide open to all 
kinds of interpretation from all denomi-
nations encouraged my agnostic sensi-
bilities to create images that were more 
personal,” Lapp says. “I also liked the 
grand madness of someone trying to il-
lustrate the entire Bible.”

As with the work of his underground 
predecessors, Lapp interprets the Bible 
in a way that seems wholly new and unfa-
miliar, even though it is much more 
closely rooted in the actual words of scrip-
ture than most conventional religious art. 
His stunning drawings should surprise 
secular and pious eyes alike.

—Jeet Heer

THIS AIN’T YOUR HIPPIE JESUS’S BIBLE
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Viewing scripture through a glass less dark.

ILLUSTRATIONS BY DAVE LAPP

THE GALLERY

Above: “For her house inclineth unto death, and her paths unto the dead.” —Proverbs 2:18. Facing page: Genesis 3:3.
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“O lord, rebuke me not in thine anger, neither 
chasten me in thy hot displeasure.”  —Psalm 6:1.

“My soul is also sore vexed: but thou, 
O lord, how long?”  —Psalm 6:3.

“Mine eye is consumed because of grief; it waxeth 
old because of all mine enemies.”  —Psalm 6:7.

“Let all mine enemies be ashamed and sore vexed: let 
them return and be ashamed suddenly.”  —Psalm 6:10.
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“And I took the little book out of the angel’s hand, and ate it up; and it was in my mouth sweet  
as honey: and as soon as I had eaten it, my belly was bitter.”  —Revelation 10:10.
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“To deliver thee from the strange woman, even from the stranger which flattereth with her words.”  —Proverbs 2:16.

“The sorrows of death compassed me, and the floods of ungodly men made me afraid.”  —Psalm 18:4.
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“And ought not this woman, being a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan hath bound, lo, these  
eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the sabbath day?”  —Luke 13:16.
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“To open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God, that they may receive  
forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which are sanctified by faith that is in me.”  —Acts 26:18.
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“Have all the workers of iniquity no knowledge? who eat up my people as they  
eat bread, and call not upon the lord.”  —Psalm 14:4.

“The sorrows of hell compassed me about: the snares of death prevented me.”  —Psalm 18:5.



In my country, two men often marry. 
Two women also. And these people are 

happy or not, in the manner of any mar-
riage or of any couple throughout the 
world or time.

And so the time came for me, when I, 
too, was seized with the desire to marry. 
But I wanted something closer than holly 
and ivy, closer than two sprigs of holly, or 
two vines of ivy. Something closer than 
bread and toast. Something more like 
breathing.

So I married myself.
Marriage is like a Möbius strip, a twist-

ing, turning thing that appears to have 
two sides, but, in reality, has only one. Or 
that appears to have only a single side, 
but in truth has two. It’s the edges that are 
important. It’s the edges that are often 
forgotten.

It was a beautiful day. There was music. 
In the man-made glade, there was a flute 
and a harp. Or two harps. Or a single flute. 
There was a rabbi. A single rabbi with a 
snow-cloud beard like Santa Claus. There 
were piles of food and an ice sculpture in 
the shape of God and Adam pointing at 
each other from the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel. In the middle of the boundless 
sweet table, there was a three-tiered wed-
ding cake, and at its summit, under a little 
icing-sugar chuppah, a single person in 
a black tuxedo. This, in the language 
of celebration and the alchemy of cake-
decoration, was me. After the traditional 
ceremony on the stage of the lovely coun-
try chapel, I embraced myself and cried 
as I promised to be true to this life before 
God, my parents, my friends, and myself. 
Then I stomped on the wine glass and the 
people broke into song.

My love was not absolute, for life is 
changeable, uncertain, a minefield of 
betrayals and tragedy. But I had faith. I 
had the courage of my promise. I would 
forever be true to this love, whether it 
flickered or shone bright. Whether it was 

a candle or a Klieg light. Whether it was 
a Klimt or a Sigmund Freud. My love for 
myself would deepen with time. There 
would be therapy, counselling, and walks 
by the sea as the sun set. I thought how 
the sand was like the ripples I felt as I 
touched my tongue to the roof of my 
mouth and explored.

I gave myself pleasure, laughed at my 
own jokes. Sometimes, I knew what I was 
thinking; sometimes, I did not. After a 
while, it became more difficult to sur-
prise myself, but I managed. I was a man 
of routine, but then, without warning, I 
would change. I’d find myself across town 
eating somewhere new, trying something 
different. Is this sea cucumber? I’ve never 
had sea cucumber. I’d take in the ballet or 
a ball game. Sometimes within an hour of 
one another. I would add spice to things 
that never had spice. I would dress in the 
dark, only open my eyes downstairs be-
fore the mirror. I would write notes to 
myself without looking. I learned to 
speak without first thinking, learned to 
anticipate my every need. I appreciated 
the little things. Is that a new tie? I can’t 
believe what you managed on that triple-
word score.

I filled my house with mirrors so I was 
surrounded by love. In some places where 
there were two mirrors, it seemed that 
there were an infinite number of mar-
riages, my life a Ziegfeld Folly down a 
connubial corridor, a blissful kaleido-
scope of spouses waving at each other, 
looking out with endless pairs of eyes into 
the same happy and domestic world.

There were years of happiness. Holi-
days. Promotions. Birthdays. Good times, 
with friends and alone. A new house. A 
cottage by the sea. Late night drives out 
into the country, nothing but the stars, 
the empty fields, and thoughts inter-
twined with the quiet songs of the radio. 
Sunday morning coffee on the porch or 
in bed. Dreams shared. The prosody of 

reality scanned. New family. Crises met, 
averted, or suffered.

I was taken by surprise when the news 
came, though I had not been feeling well 
and had been taking it easy, pacing my-
self, spending more time at home, and at 
rest. But still, I was young. I felt strong, 
and there was much to do, much to look 
forward to. Soon it would be spring. 
There was gardening. The crocuses had 
bloomed between the mess of dried stalks 
in last year’s gardens. A niece and a 
nephew were learning to roll over, to 
walk, beginning to name things, to de-
light in their new discoveries. My parents 
had become warm and sentimental, feel-
ing joy and satisfaction in their family and 
each other, now having time to deeply 
experience each small trouble or accom-
plishment. And my marriage. I looked 
forward to an old-age marriage: of cups 
of tea carefully carried to the bedside, of 
memories dim yet strongly felt, of fas-
tidious preparation on the calendar for 
each minor outing or appointment.

The doctor said there was not much 
time. Maybe a month. Maybe only two 
weeks. I thought back to the day of my 
wedding. I don’t know why but I remem-
bered the stains on the waiters’ white 
jackets, the cloying questions of the vid-
eographer, my brother’s bad jokes, the 
beautiful lithe body of an old friend from 
college, and my own young self. There 
was the future like the inconceivably long 
flight path of a migrating bird. A path 
stretched out before endless generations 
of birds. Each bird could not conceive of 
the distance of its destination or of the 
vastness of its route, but knew only the 
winds, the position of the stars, and some 
kind of deep pull from far inside its brain.

At the end, I sat myself up in the wheel-
chair and waited. The nurse had helped 
me dress and shave. I had brushed my hair 
carefully and put on cologne. I was as 
handsome as I’d ever been. 
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He has slept on his side for four nights 
now, four nights facing away from 

her. Christyna doesn’t much care, except 
that it means she always wakes up to a 
back—blank and long. She stares at the 
back and feels like she is looking at a wall. 

The side sleeper’s name is Russell 
Mark—not that it matters, not to Chris-
tyna, who hardly ever uses her own last 
name. Usually she goes with Everett, or 
Johnston, or sometimes Johns. Christyna 
Johns. She likes the way it sounds. That is 
her name tonight and the past four nights. 
Every night when they go to bed, he tells 
her he is sorry, but he has to turn over. It 
is the only way for him to fall asleep. 
Christyna wedges herself against him. She 
sleeps on her back, but pressed right up 
to him, or sometimes on her side, facing 
the same way he does, so that she is spoon-
ing him. It’s not that she feels it should go 
the other way around—it’s just the back 
when she opens her eyes, that’s all. 

She doesn’t sleep in one set position 
herself, she sleeps any which way: back, 
side, stomach, curled fetal, one arm 
under a pillow and one leg on the outside 
of the blanket. She sleeps as if she has 
been thrown over a cliff onto a rock bed 
beside the sea, and she always wakes up 
cold. Suddenly she finds herself turning 
over, taking solace in a square of light 
coming through the window where the 
curtain gaps. A pillow has made its way 
beneath one leg. He has good pillows, like 
someone else maybe bought them for him 
and spent more than he would have. She 
has slept enough places to know good pil-
lows from bad pillows, and is always 
happy just to have any. He continues 
sleeping. She gently raises herself up on 
one arm, then pushes herself off the bed 
and finds her way around its perimeter, 
awake now, so awake, her fingertips 
probing the darkness for the wall.

Christyna finds her way out into the hall 
and down its narrow pathway—linoleum 
floor broken, and sloped enough that you 
wouldn’t need a marble to tell you it isn’t 
even—toward the kitchen. The apartment 

is on the second floor of an old house in 
Leslieville, not a great neighbourhood 
but not a bad one either. The house is 
landscaped in the front, but it’s not his 
doing; instinctively she knows that it 
doesn’t fit with his personality. Probably 
the owner or the downstairs tenant. 

The hall continues to the bathroom, 
but Christyna has stopped. She doesn’t 
turn any lights on, just stands consider-
ing what she is doing here in this man’s 
apartment for the fourth night, and what 
she might want. 

When she takes something, the rela-
tionship changes. Sours or ends, begins 
a descent. Christyna knows this. 

There are things that you take for use, 
and then things you just take. It’s the sec-
ond kind that gets her into trouble. She 
has held regular jobs, but then one day 
she’ll alienate her co-workers by pocket-
ing something that isn’t hers. Then 
there’s a brouhaha and drama, like the 
time she snagged the photo of one of her 
friend’s kids, and usually she either quits 
or is fired. 

Once, she walked out of a restaurant 
where she’d been waiting tables for eight 
months, and when she got outside she 
found the entire grey rack of utensils 
hanging between her hands—about twenty 
pounds of forks, knives, and spoons—for 
what? She’d stood there on the street, 
breathing in great gulps of air, young 
women in kitten heels and shrug sweaters 
moving around her lugging Roots and 
Banana Republic bags. She carried the 
tray of utensils for two blocks, feeling in-
credible, invincible. Then she realized its 
absurdity and flung it into the bushes of a 
parkette. The heft with which she chucked 
it amazed even her—the weight was sud-
denly gone as the container flew. A stack 
of white paper napkins fluttered in the 
April air; a rain of silver fell through the 
juniper, forks snagging in the thick green 
branches. Steak knives impaled the 
scrubby grass. The tray landed upside 
down, half in and half out of the garden, 
and Christyna walked on, laughing like 

she had a case of the hiccups. 
In Bloordale, and Parkdale, and Cab-

bagetown, Christyna has lost rented 
rooms and even half-decent apartments, 
ones that maybe had mice but also had hot 
water, damn it. She has had her things 
dumped out in the alley. She has been 
dumped out in the alley herself. She has 
lost friends, lost time, because you can’t 
go back and you keep getting older and 
needing more, and nothing you take can 
change that.

Her favourite job is always telemarket-
ing. She can last the longest at those com-
panies—there’s nothing much to take. 
Pens. The telephone itself. It fit perfectly 
in her purse. They didn’t even notice. 
Someone just said, “Where’d the phone 
in this booth go?” Then went to the back 
and got another one and plugged it in. 

Things that you take for no reason at all: 
lipsticks, compacts, jewellery, watches, 
pencil sharpeners, salt shakers, coffee 
cups and creamers, half-packs of ciga-
rettes, Zippos, ashtrays, jackets. 

Things that you use: chequebooks, 
E-mail addresses, names. 

Things that you use are not the same as 
the things you take just because, Chris-
tyna tells herself. Things that you use are 
things that you’re owed. You’ve put out 
and you’ve given. You deserve to be kept 
alive a little longer. It’s just common 
sense to take them. These are things that 
don’t really even belong to the person 
who has them. What is a name or an ac-
count number? They’re the most imper-
sonal things in the world. Christyna al-
ready has two of the side sleeper’s 
chequebooks. They were in the obvious 
place, the top desk drawer in the living 
room, and she took them while he was in 
the shower the first morning after she 
came home with him. She had gone over 
to look at the glowing Macintosh laptop. 
Then her hands found the drawer, and it 
was open, and her work was done for her. 
She slipped them into the lining of her 
jacket through a hole in the shoulder. She 
could have left then, but she didn’t. He 
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wouldn’t notice or he would think he mis-
laid them. 

His kitchen is moon-coloured, that hue 
that is neither white nor yellow nor green, 
but somehow also all of these. Like the 
inside of a pear, she thinks, and she sits 
down at the side sleeper’s table and runs 
her palms along it, as if measuring it. It’s 
a fine table, and feels like it belongs with 
some other life he may have had. There is 
food in the refrigerator, she is thinking, 
and she could take it. The light would 
spill from the open door and the breath-
ing sound of the apartment might 
change, but the side sleeper wouldn’t 
care. In the morning he might notice 
something was missing, but she was his 
guest after all. He’d still offer her coffee 
and toast, just as he did the day before. 
Anyway, it isn’t really hunger that has 
woken her.

The side sleeper has treated her well. 
He has wanted to feed her and make a fuss 
for her, the way men do when they have 
female guests, as if to prove their exis-
tence is somehow full, that they are ca-
pable, that they ordinarily cook and clean 
and behave as humans do, that they have 
things and lead good lives. Christyna isn’t 
fooled. The way he keeps it, the place is 
only a step up from a dump. It’s pretty 
outside, but inside it’s old, the paint is 
scabby from many layers on the base-
boards, there’s dust, and you can see that 
the windows have been painted shut in 
some rooms. She guesses it costs him 
eight hundred dollars a month. Which 
means he is banking most of his salary—or 
perhaps drinking it, as he was when she 
found him. She imagines it could be nice 
if someone cared. But Mark, or Russell, 
the side sleeper—he only began caring 
when she came home with him. She can 
see that. He tidied up as he went, apolo-
gizing, and then they’d landed on the 
couch, falling together with neither one 
on top, and the groping began and their 
wine tongues tangled. They had the kind 
of sex strangers have: so hard it’s not en-
tirely satisfying, but hard because it is so 
needed, because it has been so long since 
one was satisfied. 

Except that it hadn’t been that long for 
Christyna. She is waiting for him to ask 
her to leave, but he hasn’t yet. She finds 
places to go during the day; there are the 
usual inventions. Something she noticed 
early on was that people—male or female—
will suspend all logic and forget every 
detail if they think there might be a 
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chance of orgasm. She knows she could 
draw the whole thing out a while longer 
if she spent a couple nights away from 
him. Tomorrow night, she will go to her 
sister’s. She looks at the clock on the mi-
crowave, and its stick numbers tell her it 
is quarter to four. So tonight then, to-
night she will go to her sister’s, Christyna 
tells herself. 

She is always staying with her sister, 
when they ask. Her sister with the pot-
belly. Her sister with the five-o’clock 
shadow. Her sister, Kenneth, and his 
younger brother, Bob. Christyna guesses 
they’ve known her longer than anyone. 
They know her shit. Kenneth always tells 
her, waving his hands around like the 
queen he is and taking clear pleasure in 
doing so, “That big unwieldy pile of men-
tal shit of yours? Get it together, miss.” 
And he means it in no uncertain terms, 
but he also means it as emphatically when 
he says her biggest problem is that she 
likes the bad Bowie years—his eighties 
hits. Kenneth and his brother let her keep 
her things with them when she’s “in be-
tween,” which is how Christyna always 
refers to it. And when Kenneth’s patience 
is worn thin, which it is frequently, Bob 

will sometimes stash a few boxes for her 
in the back of his junk shop. Gem’s An-
tiques. Who is Gem anyway? Some of the 
shoppers call Kenneth that. What a load 
of crap. The Sunday men come for the 
furniture, which Bob drags onto the side-
walk while Kenneth, hungover, gives 
snide commentary they all find adorable 
even though he’s aging and won’t get 
away with it much longer. Bobby, as Ken-
neth sometimes calls him, is six years 
younger. He tokes a lot and never cares 
what she takes. She’ll crash with them, 
just for one night, and then she’ll 
come back to the side sleeper 
and say, “My sister’s going 
through something right now. 
Can I stay here with you? Any-
way, I know we said we’d take it 
slow, but I couldn’t stay away. 
You’re addictive, mister. This is 
something else.”

Christyna can say anything if 
she puts on lipstick. If she puts on lipstick 
it isn’t her who says it, but just a mouth. 
A red mouth on a girl who only looks a 
little like Christyna.

Kenneth and Bob are always a pain. A 
few years ago, Bob thought she was his 

bitch. It was unlike him. Normally he let 
everything roll right off. He got so pos-
sessive Christyna wrote herself a cheque, 
cashed it at the Money Mart, and got out 
of town for a while. 

She went to Niagara Falls, where every-
one was a tourist and things were easy. 
She pulled the Melon Drop all day. She 
would dig through restaurant recycling 
bins, find the best champagne or Scotch 
bottle. Fill it with water and shoplifted 
food colouring. Get herself accidentally 
jostled by some tourist and drop the bot-
tle. Curse a blue streak or start to cry. 
“That was thirty-dollar Scotch. Forty-
dollar Scotch. Hundred-dollar Scotch. 
For my boyfriend. For my boss. For my 
brother’s university graduation present. 
I’m sorry, but it wasn’t mine. You have to 
reimburse me. Dammit, but you bumped 
into me. Is this the way you always treat 
women? You can see by the label. You owe 
me. Please, please. He’ll be so angry with 
me. He’ll be so disappointed. What am I 
going to do?” 

But Niagara was small and lonely: 80,000 
people. They got to know her too well.

Sometimes she does the door-to-door. 
She sells magazine subscriptions. “Part 
of a work program to help the unem-
ployed. To help women gain skills. To 
help disadvantaged women. You don’t 
sound like you’re from here. Really? 
That’s where I’m from too. What school 
did you go to? No, I didn’t, but I know it. 
Do you know Matthew Bloom?” She has 
some photocopied forms, all the maga-
zines you can choose from. “Wouldn’t 
it be nice to get something in the mail 
every month?” 

Other times she sells and plants oak 
trees. Little clusters of sticks tied to-
gether with string. They cost her nothing, 
and she can work her way neighbourhood 

by neighbourhood, pulling 
them in a borrowed two-wheeled 
cart. A bundle of burlap and 
dirt. No tree, just branches. It 
takes a week or two before the 
buyers realize it won’t grow, 
can’t grow. The shovel costs 
seven bucks at the dollar store, 
but she can sell a tree for a lot 
more than a subscription. “You 

have a lovely home. Wouldn’t you like a 
nice tree for your yard? Proceeds help 
breast cancer research. Proceeds go to 
the Hospital for Sick Children. Proceeds 
go to the Humane Society.” (When she can 
hear a dog, that’s an easy one.) “Watch 

THE STUNT BEAR, THE BELL TREE

The landscape is loaded. Cluttered with bats and beer halls—
bats wrapped so the hands don’t slip while swinging. 
Beer halls—darts and pool. She lifts a mirror to her face, 

stares into her deep blue pools. Street lights are pale moons, 
street moons. The air perfectly natural, naturally candid.  
There are intervals of dark not even sun can interrupt. 

Clouds—narrow, white as femurs—flowing over the city. 
The second hand keeps ticking away; the first, mute as meal. 
Someone’s rocking the barcarole, disrupting the dreamy dream. 

Bathers, waiting for something to happen, look so glum
they could be shot. Many have fallen this way. 
Many more have acted maniacally happy to save their lives— 

only to end them later because they’d survived. 
Find her while there’s time—before the exits 
shift. The stunt bear with the bell tree is exposing his tinny teeth, 

the engine of his body chugging up. Rage rising, bells 
revelling, inner fire bright. 
Anyone who’s broken down knows how savage health can be.    

—Elana Wolff
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your tree grow year after year and know 
that you’ve made a difference.” She 
doesn’t feel bad about it. They do make a 
difference to Christyna. It’s no less hon-
est than any other business.

Christyna goes to the cupboard and 
opens it slowly. She can hear the side 
sleeper breathing in his half-naked room 
at the end of the hall. He has lived here a 
while, she can tell by the dust, but still 
hasn’t hung anything on the 
walls of the room where he 
sleeps. Inside the cupboard are 
the four plain white plates and 
two white bowls he placed there 
the previous evening when they 
did the dishes together like a 
yuppie couple. There are also 
several mugs with logos on 
them, the kind of things that 
look like someone might have given them 
to him. Impersonal totems. Niagara Falls 
and a rainbow. Dubble Bubble. I.B.M. 
Dow. A mother and baby grizzly bear. A 
bikinied woman fighting the surf and the 
word “jamaica.” There is one wine glass, 
probably remaining from a set that has 
since been toppled, and two short whisky 
glasses. Christyna turns the logos on the 

mugs so that they face the back of the 
cupboard, and their white sides are now 
facing out.

She opens the refrigerator after all. 
She takes the lid off a jar of apricot jam 
and smells it. She can’t decide if it has 
gone bad.

The night before, the side sleeper made 
her lamb chops. He told her to come at 
eight, and she arrived early. She’d stayed 

away as long as she could but it 
had been raining, the kind of 
dreadful bright rain where the sky 
seemed to mock her as it poured 
so hard, the sun shining some-
where behind it, and there were 
only so many coffee refills she 
could get. So she had turned up 
early and found him over-
whelmed. It warmed her to think 

he cared that much, going to so much 
trouble for her, some girl he met in a bar 
who was “new to town,” who was “staying 
with her sister,” who had a story. But it 
was only Day 3, and the side sleeper had 
no idea how soon he’d tire of her. They 
were often naïve in that way. 

The lamb chops had taken longer than 
she thought she could handle. The smell 

made her salivate, and he kept trying to 
engage her in small talk about her day, but 
there was nothing to tell, and Christyna 
had tightened the sash on her faded wrap-
around blouse to try to hold in her hun-
ger. He would want dinner and more con-
versation, there would be wine or maybe 
gin or vodka, and sex—which wouldn’t be 
as bad as the first time. He would be 
slower now and last longer, but she didn’t 
much feel like it, and he might say some 
things, more tender or perhaps dirtier 
than the first time—and then finally, fi-
nally she would be able to use his shower. 
The hot water, God bless hot water.

She screws the lid back on the jam jar. 
It smells like childhood and Christyna 
feels a strange pit open in her stomach. 
She closes the fridge door.

She’ll have another bath. She deserves 
it. The side sleeper is still in slumber, and 
he will continue in this state until his 
alarm goes off at 7 a.m. sharp, at which 
point he will stir out of his precious side 
sleep, one arm mosquito-swatting at the 
alarm clock. He works in an office, doing 
something tedious with numbers. The 
side sleeper has told her what it is, but she 
can’t remember exactly, as it seemed, 
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even as he explained it, that he himself 
found it tedious. If she wants to keep him 
around a while, she’ll have to invent some-
thing better, some tales to tell him, things 
that will make her seem exotic and inter-
esting, but believable at the same time. 

Christyna enters the bathroom and 
shuts the door behind her before turning 
on the light. She runs the bath and 
watches the mirror mist, the whole room 
sweat, the old radiators glistening with 
the moisture and heat. She takes off the 

oversize Hanes the side sleeper gave her 
to put on after he came. It’s not the one 
he was wearing earlier, it’s clean—from 
his drawer—and it smells like Tide, she’ll 
give him that. The tub fills up and she 
stands, transfixed, looking at herself in 
the mirror. Her body looks like someone 
else’s these days. The only parts that 
aren’t bone are her breasts. Inherited 
from her mother, they are large enough 
even when she wastes away; Christyna 
guesses she got at least one thing that is 

good for something. Her hair is at half-
length, a ragged red cloud around her 
face, dyed to cover the thirties grey that 
is coming in faster and faster, twisting 
through her own like snakes. She dyed it 
this colour because men like it, notice. 
And because her natural hair colour is too 
dark to go blond without a lot of effort. It 
takes more than one box of peroxide, and 
that adds up. Even now her roots show, an 
inch of brown and silver forking out from 
her sloppy part. She should sleep while 
she can, she knows this, but the bath is 
too tempting, and the hours when she can 
be indoors here—the hours she can really 
think—are so limited. Besides, the side 
sleeper won’t think this is weird if he 
finds her here. If he does wake in the 
middle of the night, if he reaches for her 
side of the bed and she’s gone and he 
comes down the hall looking, this is nor-
mal. “Couldn’t sleep,” Christyna will say. 
“Cramps.” She will smile sleepily, wist-
fully, up at him from his bathtub, which 
is not all that clean but will do, and Chris-
tyna will look at least for another night or 
two like someone you could love, like 
someone with a life.

It isn’t that hard, coming up with rea-
sons why he can’t have her phone number. 
She’s supposedly staying with her sister 
after all, who doesn’t like it given out. 
“She had a real problem with a man a few 
years ago, had to take out a restraining 
order. Sorry, and my cell hasn’t worked 
since I got here. I’ve been back and forth 
with my service provider and it’s just not 
happening—they’re not doing a thing for 
me. I have to wait and see what they can 
do. No, you can’t call me at work, I’m on 
the road all day. I do seminars for bars and 
lounges, teach them about the wines they 
serve. I promote for Rémy V.S.O.P. Cour-
voisier.” (Because she likes its name.) “I 
do fundraising for charity, so I can’t take 
any calls. My job is being on the phone—
there’s no time for personal calls. I’m 
sorry, but it just wouldn’t be right.”

But the story of her life, the story she 
normally tells, goes like this:

“I married young. I was so naïve. I 
know. In this day and age, who gets mar-
ried at nineteen? But I did. My folks just 
hated it. He was a good twenty years my 
senior—it was what he wanted. Mel. Me 
and Mel. Mel and Christy. We had a good 
life. He was good to me. I thought mine 
was the perfect marriage. He managed a 
bar and grill, I waited tables there. He had 
a house in the Beach. I did the garden, 

SATISFYING CLICKING SOUND

“There was the (alleged) time he asked engineers on 
the original iPod team to stay up all night fiddling with 

the headphone jack so that it made a more satisfying 
clicking sound.” —Farhad Manjoo, on Steve Jobs.

This poem, says what’s
his Yeats, better 
close with the click
of a well-made box—but
he’s vague on the specific make
of click. Is it one chirp
of a cricket, sifted 
from its field
of creaks and isolated
on its own track?
A swan’s neck high-
heeled until it goes crack? 
Or is it richer sound—
a couple of castanets
cut from the bones of a pair
of Marie Antoinettes
and clacked the once
and disposed of?
Whatever, it better
resound. We trust
a diary will keep its word
under lock and key or stay
mum on the names
of persons we wish
to sleep with—but the clasp
when we close it
better cluck its tongue
cleanly. What’s grating
is the indefiniteness
of the death rattle-
ragged, the way
we have to guess 
which one’s the last
gasp by waiting
out the sequence.

—Jason Guriel
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everything was beautiful. But it didn’t last 
long. A year or thereabouts. I got suspi-
cious. He worked till close every night—
but never on my shift. The girls, the girls. 
Waiting tables in short skirts. I knew 
what they would do for his attention, be-
cause I’d done it. He was a slick one. He 
was a charmer. He had dimples, and ex-
perience, and cash, and made everyone 
feel special. Everything just fell apart. I 
drifted for a few years . . . I mean, the pain. 
I really drifted. My parents told me I made 
my bed, and didn’t let me home again. But 
then one day, you just say, ‘No. Enough.’”

In the story she doesn’t tell, Mel is Me-
lissa. A woman can be as bad as a man, 
that’s what Christyna has learned. It goes 
pretty much the same way—Mel’s betray-
als, the sneaking around, and the girls, 
except that there wasn’t a marriage cer-
tificate and it ended in Mel’s garage in 
Mel’s car (everything was Mel’s), with a 
hose and carbon monoxide. It wasn’t 
Mel—with her solid hands—who reached 
Christyna and hauled her out. The hands 

were small and fast: Lucia’s maybe, one 
of the other servers. At the hospital, they 
wouldn’t let Mel in to see Christyna, be-
cause she wasn’t family. At least, that is 
what Christyna told herself. She recov-
ered, but nothing has ever been the same. 
She can’t say, “No, enough.” She drifts, 
she keeps drifting. As if when her lungs 
filled, her heart also bloomed into a bal-
loon stretched with helium.

And she can’t stop taking things. 
Before the accident, as she refers to it 

in her mind, she never took a thing. She 
worked the jewellery counter at the 
downtown Bay during her final year of 
high school, and never one thing. The 
other girls, her co-workers, found ways 
to avoid the cameras. Those sixteen-year-
olds had it all mapped out. They knew 
which cameras covered which areas of 
the department store. They would un-
lock the stock under the cabinet and 
straighten it, roll fresh water pearls into 
their palms, hide them between their 
fingers while doing other tasks, and 

“Whatever can / be destroyed is going to be destroyed. 
Patience, patience. / Hate what needs to be hated. 

All is finished. All’s completed.” —A. F. Moritz.

Skin. An eye. An ulcer. Whatever 
can bleed will be torn by the nail 
or the knife. Matter that ripens, that 
rots, will be cuisine for the grubs. 
If it can burn, be it paper, 
or muscle, or coal, it will be ash 
when the sun swells and reddens, 
taking the inner planets into its bloom 
when the apparatus falters. 
Whatever can be destroyed

with a look, with a glance, will stand 
before the basilisk, the gorgon,
or the cockatrice, and will petrify
as when the heat escapes, all at once, 
from a face, from a forest, 
and is swapped with layers of 
many-coloured silica. Whatever 
can be lied about, will. I have 
forgotten you. This sentence
is going to be destroyed. 

And the nail as well. And the knife. 
And the grub. And the sun will 
corrode and get dull and 

SUGAR TRANSFORMED BY THE SUN
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when enough time had passed that no 
one who was watching the tapes would 
notice—whoosh—into their pockets. They 
emptied earrings into plain envelopes, 
which they stuck with the unused Visa 
slips under their registers, and then 
nicked later so it looked like they were 
just grabbing supplies. Maybe, maybe 
when Christyna worked the perfume 
counter she did take a tester once, Calvin 
Klein’s Obsession, she seems to remem-
ber, but that was all. Peer pressure, a test-
ing of social circles. There was no thrill 
to it. There was no compulsion. 

Before she and Mel were involved, 
Christyna worked at the restaurant, and 
even with all that money in hand she 
never, never tried to pad her tips. Some 
of the other servers had a system of shot 
glasses that worked like an abacus. They 
would overcharge drunken customers, 
put the cash in the register, but do the 
math in their heads. When they had 
reached a ten-dollar surplus they moved 
a jigger over on one of the shelves. At the 

end of the night, they counted the shot 
glasses. Six shot glasses, they scooped 
sixty bucks out into their pockets. Chris-
tyna knew about the scam, but wouldn’t 
be part of it. But everything changed after 
Mel. “Everything changes,” Christyna 
reassures herself.

In spite of being soap-scummy, the side 
sleeper’s tub is the old-fashioned kind 
with the claw feet. It’s deep and the water 
is up to her chin. Christyna sinks into the 
water until it covers everything but her 
nose and mouth. If she fell asleep here, 
the side sleeper wouldn’t find her until 
morning. Through her eyelids, the light 
is green. The image of a jade bird comes 
to her, settles, as if perched on the bridge 
of her nose. She knows this feeling, the 
shape of it. 

There was one time when she worked 
at the jewellery counter, a man, older than 
Christyna was then, in his mid-twenties, 
came in to buy a necklace for his girl-
friend. Nothing she showed him seemed 
to satisfy him. Christyna was in the twelfth 

pass into a fizzled, brown lump.  
All of this is to say even 
a mountain is fragile, even 
one that came from the bottom
of the world, that came by inches, 
by eons, that rose over India, and was worn. 
Patience, patience. 

The erosion of Eliki, of New Orleans, 
will be repeated. Even the Earth, 
at intervals, must miscarry. 
And what to do in the interim
but revel in the soft tissue? To conduct
the blood inaudibly to our extremities 
in the revelling. To taste the spit 
in our mouths. Burn through
the calories. Savour the injury. 
Hate what needs to be hated. 

Fracture, cancer, lesion, and virus. 
Though a virus might be taught
to sing like a wren, become
the darling instrument on which
we play our message: Dear reader, 
all was beautiful. All was sugar 
transformed by the sun. All 
was teeming in the seas. All was 
admired while we could admire it. 
All is finished. All’s completed.

—Paul Vermeersch
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grade, couldn’t he see that? Why would 
she know anything about jewellery? She 
showed him the Majorca pearls first. The 
pearls were cultivated underwater for ten 
years; they were one of the most expen-
sive items in the counter.

“She’s got really good taste,” the guy 
said, running his palms down the sides of 
his cargo pants. He was wearing a 
collegiate T-shirt, but Christyna 
hadn’t heard of the college. “She 
likes American southwestern 
stuff, turquoise, Navajo motifs—
do you have anything like that?” 

Christyna showed him every-
thing, but it was the Bay. In down-
town Toronto, Canada. There was 
nothing southwestern-themed. 
Christyna was seventeen and a half, she was 
pre-Mel. She had given a partial hand job to 
a guy from school to see what it was like, and 
had kissed her best friend once, but had 
never been in love. Still, she knew instinc-
tively: this poor guy wanted his girlfriend 
to love the present. If she loved the present, 
she would love him. But she wouldn’t. 

The man paced around for nearly two 
hours. 

Christyna found a gift, in the end. It was 
a necklace she’d seen before but never un-
derstood. It was black jade, a strange 
upside-down L-shaped pendant on a ster-
ling silver chain. It cost a hundred bucks, 
which was more than Christyna made in 
an entire shift. The guy was won over. 
“Yeah, maybe . . . ,” he kept saying. “Maybe, 
yeah. I think so. What do you think?”

She had already taken his cash. She was 
removing the tag and putting it in the box. 

That was when Christyna turned it over 
and held it for a second and saw what it re-
ally was. She’d thought it was abstract, but 
now she saw it was, in fact, meant to be a 
bird with its wings spread in flight. It was 
just that it was broken—a bird with one 
wing. It wasn’t an L at all, but a T with one 
part missing. She’d already taken his 

money. To give him a refund she 
would need to get her supervisor. 
And she couldn’t go through the 
whole process again, the search 
for the perfect thing. He would 
give the broken bird pendant to 
the woman who couldn’t love, and 
because she was obviously diffi-
cult to please she would see im-
mediately that it was f lawed. 

“Why did you get me this?” she would say. 
Christyna closed the box and handed it 

to the man.
She had just wanted off her shift, but the 

guilt had followed her for days, weeks. 
He’d been a tourist and couldn’t ever re-
turn it. At the time, Christyna had thought 
it was the worst thing she’d ever done, 
would ever do.

The memory has the weight of a stone 
in her stomach and Christyna comes up 
for air, slicking her hair back, rubbing her 
hands down her face, blowing air hard 
from her lips, water sloshing almost over 
the edge of the side sleeper’s bathtub.

The side sleeper doesn’t get up and 
come down the hall. He sleeps on, oblivi-
ous, as Christyna reclines again in the 
tub, and cries, with joy, or possibly relief, 
at having survived, or something the op-
posite, she is never sure any more.

When she gets out of the tub, she dries 
herself off, watching in the side sleeper’s 
mirror as she does, feeling like she is in a 
movie or a commercial. Like he should 
come in now, in jeans and bare-chested 
and put his arms around her, enjoy some 
new scent or soap or skin cream she has 
just used. Except she hasn’t. The towel is 
white but not as fluffy as a movie or com-
mercial towel. It’s the same one they used 
earlier that night, last night. She used it, 
then he used it, and now she is using it 
again. She shrugs on the T-shirt and 
wraps the half-soaked towel carefully 
around her hair in a turban, feeling for 
just a moment like she knows how to take 
care of herself—she does, doesn’t she? 
Who else is going to, who else has gotten 
her through this life? 

Christyna opens the medicine cabinet. 
There are the uninteresting drugs she has 
been popping over the past couple days. 
Nothing much. A handful of anti-inflam-
matories and a drugstore box of sleeping 
pills. Something that sounds like an anti-
depressant. Cough medication. The first 
time she came in, she dumped half of 
them into her purse. Now, every time 
since, she culls a couple extra caplets of 
this or that and tucks them away. Some 
she will sell, and some she will give away, 
but most she will take herself.

She removes the box of sleeping pills, 
breaks open the foil and floats two into 
her mouth with a fistful of water from 
the sink—no glass, this guy. She reminds 
herself to bring one in here from the 
kitchen. Tomorrow, in the same way, 
she’s going to skip off for a while to keep 
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him interested—absence makes the heart 
grow fonder—tomorrow. And tomorrow 
she’ll also get herself a new blouse some 
way, somehow, so that she looks like some-
one with a job—hell, a career. She could get 
an old one from her stuff at Kenneth and 
Bob’s, but a new one would cinch it. Be-
cause Christyna could stay here forever if 
she played things right. Christyna is in love 

with this man, this boring, ordinary, me-
dium-dicked, fast-coming man, this man 
of one-towel, this side sleeper—in love, and 
you don’t forget your beloved’s name, even 
if you only met three days ago. Four. What 
time is it? Five. The name that appears in 
type on the bottles is “mark russell.” 
Mark, she repeats silently, Mark.

The pills go down and as Christyna is 

wedging the box back in place, she notices 
the ring. It’s a woman’s ring. The style is 
simple enough that it could be a man’s, but 
when Christyna reaches into the back of 
the cabinet and plucks it up between her 
middle finger and her thumb, she can tell 
almost immediately by its size that it is, 
undoubtedly, a woman’s ring. She holds it 
for a moment. It’s silver, or maybe white 
gold. No ornamentation. A wedding ring. 
A very serviceable, very modest wedding 
ring. It’s worn, not scratched, but defi-
nitely worn by someone kind of careless, 
which makes sense to Christyna as it seems 
to fit with the personality of the side 
sleeper. No stone. It won’t trade for any-
thing. Fifty dollars maybe, not much. It is 
close to worthless. Its only value is what it 
represents, what the side sleeper might 
imagine it means.

She is about to replace it where she 
found it, but then Christyna feels a brief 
rush of pleasure, a fluttering, like a dirty 
pigeon has got loose inside her. Christyna 
slips the band onto her ring finger, and 
when it feels too loose there, she tries it 
on her other hand. It still hangs a size too 
loose, like some older cousin’s castoff. A 
fat girl’s ring. The mirror cabinet is half 
open and only one side of Christyna’s face 
and neck shows, but suddenly this half of 
her is more recognizable, looks more like 
her—flushed, healthy, strong. Christyna 
licks her lips, unfolds the towel from her 
head and shakes her damp hair back. 
Christyna stows the sleeping pills in the 
cabinet, shuts it, and, still wearing the 
loose ring, opens the door to the cold 
sleeping night. 

DEAD MAN’S PASSPORT

All the numbers that hustle into place 
for a date of birth, address. A signature
that’s a set of billowing clouds, a plane 
ascent line. He looks into a camera 
at the future, blank as a flash. Extra
pages for stamps, all those business trips, 
to see different sets of middle-aged men
with sunglasses and cellphone. He only
needed to see them once, but look—
they were on every corner. Most space
outside reserved for cars, he arrived 
in his own armoured bubble, left in it. 
He stands over himself, reminded of dull
moments he stood in the bathroom, 
cum shot of soap in his hand—everything
was something in the way. But there 
was that time he called a black cat 
a walking piece of midnight, the time
he watched a man give an alarmed look
as elevator doors closed, as though going
to his death. From now on, the entire
world will be Paris in the twenties. 

—Alex Boyd
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It is, she knows without a doubt, the ring 
of a woman who is not coming back. The 
apartment is too drab. He lived somewhere 
else with this woman, and now he lives 
here, alone, with some of their things.

Christyna edges her way down the side 
sleeper’s hall. Back in his room she hov-
ers, gauging his breath, which is shallow, 
barely there. She feels the euphoria being 
replaced with something heavy. It’s too 
soon for the sleeping pills to kick in. She 
should go. She should just leave. Now. His 
room is so close to the door that leads 
down the stairs and outside. 

He’s too kind. She says the right things 
and that, and that alone, makes him think 
she matters. Because he hasn’t been laid 
in a year or more and she followed him 
home like a puppy. She shouldn’t draw it 
out and begin to do that thing where she 
bleeds him dry gradually, where she takes 
things that are insignificant for no reason 
other than to take them. She already has 
his chequebook and that is all she needs 
besides the shower, and the food, and the 
bed, and the warmth. 

She shouldn’t let him love her even for 
a moment. She shouldn’t let him come on 
her breasts, which he will eventually, and 
call her a whore, which he’ll also do. She 
knows he is a good person. A boring one, 
and not particularly well off in compari-
son to others she has known, but not 
above realizing he’s being used, duped. 
He will find out her lies and he won’t love 
her then.

She takes each step slowly, one foot and 
then the other, around his room, around 
the sleep of this strange, unfamiliar, un-
suspecting man. She slips the ring off her 
finger and it falls into her purse without 
a sound, and in that moment all the fears 
and the feelings vanish. 

She lies down and presses her mouth 
against his neck, which is turned away 
from her. He smells like milk and dry 
leaves, and the paprika of sweat. She can 
sleep now. She will sleep. The side sleeper 
has been to Niagara Falls and Christyna 
has been to Niagara Falls; it’s possible 
they were there at the same time. Maybe 
she Melon Dropped him on his honey-
moon. “Who was she?” Christyna won-
ders about the woman who wore the ring. 
“Why did she leave it, and why did he 
keep it, and why do I want it when I can’t 
remember his name?” These are the 
things the back sleeper thinks just before 
she feels herself going under, a faint taste, 
a little like poison, lining her gums. 
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THE PRODUCTION NOTES

Welcome aboard to Grace O’Connell, 
who as of this issue becomes the third 
Taddle Creek associate editor. Grace is a 
relative newcomer to the magazine, but 
she’s been a loyal reader for some years 
now, and has contributed to Taddle Creek 
previously, both as a writer and an editor. 
You can read a whole lot more about 
Grace on page 22 of this issue, so Taddle 
Creek will say no more about her here.

Over the summer, “Local Hero,” Jay 
Somerset’s profile of the music promoter 
Dan Burke, from Taddle Creek No. 27, 
received the Professional Writers Asso-
ciation of Canada’s 2012 features writing 
award. Jay tells the magazine his pwac 
certificate now hangs proudly over the 
record player in his fancy bachelor-pad-
like downtown office.

Astute readers may notice that Tad, Tad-
dle Creek’s groovy beatnik mascot, looks 
somewhat different this issue. The maga-
zine has been asked not to go into detail 
regarding the reasons for this change; it 
will only say Tad went away for a while this 
summer and returned looking refreshed 
and better than he has in years. He thanks 
Ethan Rilly for services rendered.

Taddle Creek is now on Google+. It’s a 
lonely place. As a result, the magazine 
still is spending most of its Facebook-type 
social-media time on Facebook. But if 
you’re one of the few people who signed 
up for Google+ and actually uses it, say 
hello to the magazine next time you’re 
near its circle, won’t you? If Taddle Creek 
still remembers Google+ exists, it will say 
hello back.

THE ANNIVERSARY

This issue marks Taddle Creek’s fifteenth 
anniversary. It’s a bigger issue than usual, 
with more stories and more pages. It was 
meant to be even bigger, but apparently 
this was the year many of the magazine’s 
contributors decided to try their hand at 
postcard fiction. A big thank you to every-
one who has contributed to, read, or oth-
erwise supported the magazine thus far. 
Watch for an anniversary event or two 
over the coming year. 

THE BOOKS

Until Taddle Creek can figure out a better 
way to convey such information, it con-
tinues to discuss recently published 
books in boring, unreadable paragraph 
form. The magazine’s new B.F.F., Nina 
Bunjevac, proves herself to be Robert 
Crumb’s long lost love child in her debut 
collection of comics, Heartless (Conun-
drum, $20). Emily Schultz stands up for 
dark-haired women everywhere with The 
Blondes (Doubleday, $29.95). Cary Fa-
gan’s My Life Among the Apes (Cormo-
rant, $22) is jam-packed with stories 
originally published in Taddle Creek, 
which may explain why it seemingly was 
long-listed for the Giller Prize before it 
even launched. Matthew Tierney’s third 
collection of poems, Probably Inevitable, 
is now available from Coach House 
($17.95). Ethan Rilly keeps the old-school 
comic book (don’t call it a “floppy”) alive 
with the third issue of Pope Hats (Ad-
House, $6.95). And Jason Kieffer returns 
to please all takers with his second me-
ticulous self-published graphic tale, the 
biographical Zanta: The Living Legend 
(Old Boot, $15).

THE CORRECTIONS

The corrections column in No. 28 called 
out Tim Davin for stating falsely in his 
contributor biography that his wife does 
not listen to the radio. Tim has since in-
formed the magazine that such a slur was 
never his intention, and that the error 
simply was that of a misplaced comma on 
his part, appearing originally after the 
word “sons.” Tim’s bio in issue No. 27 
should have read, “He lives with his wife, 
and two sons who don’t listen to the radio.” 
Taddle Creek now anxiously awaits word 
from Tim’s children. And regrets the error.
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