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PRAISE FOR
Garbo Laughs

“If you love movies, you’ll be enchanted.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Thoughtful, smart, sardonically funny.”

—Toronto Star

“Innovative in its reach and a stylistic delight, Garbo Laughs is endlessly engaging. Oscar for Best Novel.”

—Terry Griggs

“Elizabeth Hay’s novel is an anatomy of all kinds of love…. Full of Hay’s off-centre wisdom and bull’s-eye psychological accuracy….”

—Katherine Ashenburg

“[Hay] has a delightful deadpan wit, the kind that sneaks up on you.”

—New York Times Book Review

“A sparkling demonstration of Hollywood’s hold on our fantasies—and its awkward fit with our earthbound selves.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Outstanding – deft and compassionate and bittersweet…. About community, in all its guises; about family, old friends, and cherished foes….”

—Bill Richardson

“Dreamy, moving, frequently hilarious…. Startlingly original.”

—Maclean’s

“Sophisticated and intelligent, fresh and endlessly inventive….”

—Quill & Quire (starred review)

“A beautiful story of love and loss. With wit and sympathy, Elizabeth Hay superimposes the world of film perfectly on the life of Harriet Browning. A novel that should be read and re-read.”

—Jury citation, Governor General’s Award

“Imaginative, droll, and incisive, Hay’s profound tale of attempted escape and accepted responsibility, of found joy and dreaded sorrow, deftly explores the dangers and benefits of fantasy.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Thumbs up for Garbo Laughs! Four-star novel celebrates love, film, and love of film.”

—Ottawa Citizen

“There aren’t enough adjectives to describe Garbo Laughs. The book is, quite simply, wonderful. It is inventive, intelligent, polished and enchanting. And you won’t be able to put it down…. Bittersweet, richly entertaining and deeply moving….”

—London Free Press

“A gracefully written novel, mapping out the patterns of tensions and release in a family whose members are best able to express their love and disappointment through the films of the past.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Garbo Laughs, written in Hay’s by now distinctively understated voice, gives us her literary talent in full, extravagant bloom … [it] finds a pitch-perfect balance between comedy and sadness.”

—Vue Weekly
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We will never know the extent of the damage
movies are doing to us.

Pauline Kael


I
THE FERN


1
Kenny and Frank

Kenny lay awake in the smallest room in the house. It had a narrow bed, a narrow desk, and a cupboard-closet that started partway up the wall. In the dark he could make out his desk covered in books – including his bible, the movie guide of 1996—and his clothes hanging from a hook on the open cupboard door. With his dad he had gone to a used-clothing store and bought the oversized brown-and-white checked-tweed sports jacket and the red-and-pink tie and the long-sleeved blue shirt, his gangster outfit, and his dad had let him borrow, indefinitely, his black fedora. From Bolivia. His dad was a traveller.

Kenny loved Frank Sinatra. His mom – he couldn’t believe this – thought Marlon Brando was better.

“Who’s better?” he’d asked her.

“Not again,” she said.

“No, wait. Just this time. Who’s better? Frank Sinatra or Marlon Brando?”

“Are you ready for this?” she said. “Can you take it? I’d have to say Marlon Brando.”

“You’re crazy, you’re nuts. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

She laughed, as one nut laughs with another, since she too wore her movie heart on her sleeve. “He’s a better actor. He’s better-looking. Which isn’t to say I don’t like Frank Sinatra. I do. At least, I like the young Frank Sinatra when he looked like Glenn Gould. He was an awful thug when he got older.”

Kenny turned to Dinah, who lived down the street and never minded his questions and always answered them to his liking. “Who do you like better, Frank Sinatra or Marlon Brando?”

“Frank,” she said.

“Me too.” He was very excited. “You think he’s a good singer?”

“The best.”

“My mom says Marlon Brando is better.”

“Marlon Brando is good.”

“But he’s not better than Frank Sinatra?”

“Frankie,” said Dinah, “is divine.” But Dinah had always gone for skinny, serious, temperamental guys, until recently.

They were in the middle days of November, and all the hesitations of early fall, the tentative snowfalls and bewitching spells of balminess, had given way to sudden cold. From under the covers, in the pale green light that came through the curtains, Kenny heard sounds – soft sounds – that froze the blood in his veins. There was tapping, sawing, tiny running feet on the porch roof outside his window. Rats. He knew it would be hard for a rat to walk up the wall, but in the night anything was possible. Then water, flowing water. Then scratching. Bugs were in the walls. Big-eyed, hairy, losing their grip. He heard one land, very softly, on the windowsill beside his head and was about to call out when something else, something hard, slapped against a window.

It sounded like Jean Simmons slapping Marlon Brando across the face.

It worked. After that it was quiet.

Frankie was good in that movie, and Frankie hated Marlon so Kenny hated him too. Jean Simmons was pretty nice; though, on the whole, he had to say he preferred Vivian Blaine.

He closed his eyes. For a while he pictured the fight, Marlon cracked over the head with a chair, Jean Simmons drunk and funny and throwing punches. He wondered if Havana was really like that. His dad would know. Then Big Julie was rolling dice in the sewer and Nathan Detroit was eating Mindy’s cheesecake with a fork.

In the morning he opened his eyes when his mom opened the curtains and he said, “Let’s watch Guys and Dolls.”

“Why not Take Me Out to the Ball Game? You haven’t seen that one yet.”

“Is Frankie in it?”

“Of course,” she said.


2
Harriet and Lew

Three nights later the slow, searching sound of a taxi came up the wet street and stopped directly below Kenny’s window. A door slammed, the taxi pulled away, and then Lew Gold was heading up the steps and Kenny was heading down. His sister was on his heels.

Their house was two storeys high and made of yellow brick. The wood trim in the hallway was American chestnut, a tree wiped out by blight in the 1920s. What remained of the old forests was inside. Everything outside had come inside, even the movies. The banister Kenny never bothered to hold on to was American chestnut too, golden brown in colour, but the steps themselves were white pine from the forests of white pine that used to grow where this house was standing. Lew’s grandfather had built the house in 1928; after he died it passed out of the family, until last spring, when the grandson had the pleasure of buying it back.

Lew came through the door, and then what a tangle of big and little limbs there was. What a scene of affection. He looked so tanned and lighthearted, so eager and beloved and beaming, that Harriet, standing in the living-room doorway, couldn’t resist. She said, “Something unpleasant happened while you were gone.”

“Doña,” he smiled, reaching over the kids to take into his arms his northern-eyed, meatless-on-principle, strangely yearning wife. “I’ve missed you,” he said. And the gift, wrapped in a piece of newspaper in his shirt pocket, got pressed a little flatter.

It was late – a Sunday night – but he could tell by the look in her eye that she was still under the influence of her Friday-night movie. A certain distancing look she directed his way that made him feel he was blocking her view. You’re a better door than a window, he heard her thinking, why don’t you sit down and remove your hat? Then she would be alone again with Sean Connery or Gene Kelly or Jeff Bridges or Cary Grant. The list was endless. He had been gone for two weeks, to distant parts, and she had spent it with who was it this time? A glance at the video box on top of the TV gave him his answer: Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly in Take Me Out to the Ball Game. How could a man compete?

Maybe this would bring her back.

“I have something for you,” he said, drawing the gift out of his pocket.

By now the kids were tucked back into bed, and they were alone in the living room, Harriet in the rose-coloured loveseat, Lew in the black wicker rocking chair. Nearby, in this room where everything was well used and old, stood a lamp with a cockeyed shade. Lew unwrapped the newspaper and laid the tip of a fern leaf, underside facing up, in her lap.

It was like the tip of a spear. Or a large arrowhead, its own tip broken off and the surface patterned with a series of black lines, arrowheads again, one laid into the next, a most beautiful design.

“No two spore patterns are the same,” he said, now that he had her attention. Her eyes, suddenly bright and appreciative, fastened on him and she waited for the rest of the story.

Outside, it was snowing all over again.

Large flakes, drifting down through the yellowy glow of the streetlight, melted away on the dark ground. Very gradually, the street began to go white. The neighbourhood was quiet, the city like something from another time – safe, protected, clean, well run. From now until spring, as the snow accumulated, city vehicles would come by in the dead of night to cart the snowbanks away. Windowpanes would rattle and eerie blue lights, ricocheting into their room, would bounce off their bed where they lay side by side, listening to a monster snowplough push banks of snow into the middle of the street, forming a single windrow, like the haircut of a Huron warrior. Then it would rumble away, to be replaced by another safe, growling monster that gobbled up the snow with rolling blades and spit it back out through a high snout into the dump truck alongside. It occurred to her – to Harriet Browning-that Ottawa and Havana were alike in this one fundamental way. Both cities were backwaters, seemingly left behind in the 1950s. In their different ways they were a lot like Brigadoon.

She had the fern in her lap. Lew was telling her where it came from. A fern museum, he said, outside Santiago de Cuba, a small estate once owned by a fern enthusiast who, upon finding himself too old to look after it, had left it to the state. Now two cuñados ran the museum, and she had to ask the meaning of the word cuñado. One man was married to the other man’s sister. One of them, he told her, was also a circus performer. A circus performer? Yes. He divided his time between the fern museum and the Cuban circus, travelling the world; he had even been to Toronto, he knew all about the city. What does he do? she asked, and Lew racked his brain for the word. “Master of ceremonies?”

Lew told her these things, his skin smelling of the taxi, the airplane, and surely Cuba; he told her these things quietly. The kids in bed, all the other presents given out, this one saved for last. Quietly, he dropped into her lap the information and the fern itself, letting her absorb how far away he had been and how different other parts of the world were. They agreed that that would be the perfect life, dividing your time between circuses and ferns, and they smiled at each other happily, easily, even she of the mournful countenance, who thought her husband smiled too much.

“Ringmaster,” she said.

“That’s the word.”

And they felt themselves expand, as if they had made a great discovery.

“Dinah will want to see this,” she said, turning her interested eyes back to the fern. “Fiona too. And Bill Bender. I’ll show it to them.” She nodded at the television on top of which, next to a dog-eared copy of Pauline Kael’s 5001 Nights at the Movies, sat the video box showing the young Gene Kelly and the young Frank Sinatra dressed up in baseball uniforms and grinning like fools. She had nothing to hide. “Dinah was here on Friday. She and Kenny are still on their Frank Sinatra kick.”

“And you’re still on your Gene Kelly kick,” he said with the long, unguarded smile she wished he didn’t have. She studied his face – the large mouth, the tolerant, hopeful blue eyes – and thought, He’s not bad looking. Not Gene Kelly, but not bad.

He continued to smile, however, and she was on the verge of saying again that something unpleasant had happened, when he began to tell her something else, and again he dropped the information quietly into her lap.

In this neighbourhood where giant ferns used to flourish before glaciers came down and then retreated, leaving the puddle that is now Dow’s Lake and the rocky lip on which their house sits, there is, in a curving line, Lew and Harriet’s house, then the house belonging to the old newspaperman Bill Bender, who gardens naked except for his dressing gown, which is always falling open to reveal his long thing hanging down, then luscious Dinah Bloom, then horrible Ray with his one horrible wife and four horrible children. Just below, on the other side of a grassy alley, his knees wet in what ten thousand years ago would have been a glacial lake, lives the song detective in his defiant forest of Manitoba maples, and, next to him, Fiona Chester, the matriarch of the neighbourhood ever since Sybil Rump died. Fiona is learning Russian even though she’s deaf. Sybil Rump was one of the secretaries around Prime Minister Mackenzie King, typing up the declaration of war in 1939. Sybil never married but she had a wonderful sense of humour, people say, as they always say about unmarried old ladies. Just as they say about homely women: What beautiful eyes! or, What lovely hair!

I’m married, thinks Harriet, but I have no sense of humour. If I lost my husband would I gain a sense of humour? Or should I just change my name to Sybil Rump?

“I need a sidekick,” she has said to Lew more than once.

“You need to get out of the house.”

“I need to get out of the house and I need a sidekick.”

No one says of Harriet Browning, What beautiful hair! They say, Oh, oh, still not sleeping? moved by the sight of eyes so deep-set and weary that were you to cover the rest of her face with a book you would see José Ferrer (not Mel, who married Audrey Hepburn, but José, who played Toulouse-Lautrec in Moulin Rouge.) Remove the book and you have Vanessa Redgrave’s jaw on Carol Burnett’s body. Harriet looks like a colt that grew, not into a horse but into a big colt. All angles, all overlong legs, all gauche embarrassment and mutinous radiance. A nightmare on the dance floor.

“I worry,” Lew has confessed, taking into his arms a woman so saturated with old movies, seen repeatedly and swallowed whole, that she no longer fits into this world. Her last office job was during the era of the manual typewriter. Her sense of direction is nil. Kanata is Timmins to her, Nepean the Russian steppes. Highways appall her, computers enrage her, paying the bills is beyond her ken.

“What about?” Unfurling her boniness from his (rather like Audrey Hepburn, came the happy thought, dislodging her limbs from Peter O’Toole.)

“You don’t sleep,” was all he found it wise to say. “You suffer so.”

“Suffer?” This was too much. “What do you mean suffer? Lepers suffer. Victims of ringworm suffer. I don’t suffer.”

Then, feeling herself to be unfair, a frequent feeling that was both her salvation and her doom, she relented. She smiled. The effect was like a woman in the movies who finally takes off her glasses.

After fourteen years of marriage, Lew still enjoys her face for the contrasts it offers up, the moments when her thin-faced melancholy gives way to a smile. Somewhere, halfway between the one extreme of lentil-fed sadness and the other extreme of movie-fed rapture, she is nearly pretty. He likes to watch her good looks come and go.

Were he to die, how she or their children would manage he doesn’t know. They would watch old movies, but what about the real world?

“You met a blind photographer?” she repeated, weighing this new piece of information. “Blind?”

Lew was feeling the full extent of his exhaustion, weeks of meetings and almost no sleep. For a moment he lost track of the conversation, overcome by a wave of indescribable weakness. As a boy he fainted so often he had to give up baseball. The feeling was like that, but confined to his heart.

“Tell me,” he heard Harriet say, but her face was receding from him.

She observed his gentle smile and resisted snapping her fingers. Lew was not an aggressive man except in this, offering part of a story, then refusing the rest until he was questioned. One day she was going to whack him over the head.

Lew smiled at her, but now he couldn’t even remember her name. Then slowly he felt his strength return, and with an effort he explained.

They’re pictures of objects he knows well, things he can touch. His cane, for instance. He leans it against a wall beside a bucket. He has people arrange the objects for him, according to his directions. He knows from the feel of the sun on his face how much light there is, and he adjusts the light meter accordingly.

She was taking all this in, the fern-and-circus man, the blind photographer, when he remembered one more thing. He had visited the beach where they went together twelve years before on holiday, “but it was unrecognizable.”

“Oh?”

Even twelve years before, he knew Havana well, first from photographs and then from visits as an architect working to preserve old cities. Back then the beach was empty except for a group of muscle-bound men in swimsuits: the national wrestling team, of all things. “It’s completely different,” he said.

“All the tourists?”

“Not exactly.”

He paused, and she thought again what a good if infuriating storyteller he was. He should be the writer.

“It’s like a brothel,” he said.

He said it without emotion and she looked at him, startled. He went on. The beach was full of Canadian and Italian men with young Cuban women hanging off them. “They don’t let the women into the hotels,” he explained, “not during the day. But you go outside and they’re waiting in a throng. I couldn’t walk down a street in Havana without getting hit on at least once or twice.” This is real life, he was thinking. Forget the movies.

“How can that be?” she demanded. “Why do they allow it?”

He didn’t know. A few years ago they said it was poverty. There wasn’t enough food on the island and women were desperate. But there was enough food now.

The fern was dry and fragile. Like tissue paper, she thought, turning it over in her hands and drawn forward, for a moment, to Christmas.

Then she put an end to their enchanted mood, already complicated by his description of prostitutes, with a question. She prided herself on her questions, imagined obituaries where she was described as having had an inquiring mind. “She wasn’t a prolific writer,” the obituaries would say, “but often the best writers are not.”

She mentioned the present he had brought for their daughter, wondering if it was appropriate. “Is it appropriate,” she asked, eyeing him, “for a father to give a daughter entering puberty such a suggestive gift?”

He looked at her. Then he said, “That’s the trouble with Ottawa,” and he was vehement and angry.

“You don’t mean that’s the trouble with Ottawa,” she returned. “You mean that’s the trouble with me. You aren’t talking to Ottawa. You are talking to me.”

That’s the trouble, and he continued his thought, not shifting his weary, saddened, aging-by-the-minute eyes off his honest needle of a wife. “People here don’t know how to enjoy their bodies. They don’t know how to relax.” And more than ever he was struck by the contradiction in her, the contradiction between her old-fashioned scruples and her licentious ease with movies: she was a puritan addicted to Hollywood, and she was leading their kids down the same brainless path. “In Cuba everybody dresses like that,” he said stubbornly. “They don’t expect anyone to come on to them just because they do. They all walk down the street like that.”

Harriet saw the street. She saw what he was seeing. The dark, humid, relaxed air where they themselves had walked twelve years before on the Malécon, the wide sidewalk that hugged the harbour with the ocean on the left, Old Havana on the right, the colonial fort a large, dark bulk far ahead, and so many people walking because so few had cars. He was seeing that and seeing her long, pale, bony severity curled up on the old loveseat in the same brown sweater she had been wearing when he left, in front of a fireplace without a fire. She saw thick tropical air and fine smooth female skin, and still she thought the present inappropriate and said if her father had given her such a thing – of course he never would have – it would have confused her mightily. The comparison didn’t hold, as she knew perfectly well, since between Lew and their daughter there existed a complete and easy love, while for her father she had felt nothing but fear. But that wasn’t true either. She had been aware of her father as a sexual being and a complicated man. Martin Browning the dentist, who forbade candy, movies, and soda pop.

The spear-tip fern was in her hand. Dryness made it rough, though no rougher than her winter fingers.

“You’re such a prude,” he told her.

She didn’t deny it, and still she questioned his gift.

The present was a skimpy crocheted top, more brassiere than top, made with loose looping stitches except for the solid little cups designed to cover little breasts. Jane had put it on, thrilled and giddy, then turned around so that her father could do up the back. Young Kenny said she looked like Sandra Bullock …

“You’d better have a sexy gift for me too,” she had said, earning a pointed if amused look before he reached into his bag to bring out a jar of Alicia Alonso face cream and a bottle of perfume so stinky she would use it once and not again. Cuban cosmetics, she thought. Only Lew would bring me Cuban cosmetics.

The fern was raspy between her raspy fingers and between husband and wife the atmosphere was also raspy. A sudden coldness that made her heart cold. “I have the right to my opinion,” she said. “To state my uneasiness.” But she knew her opinion went to the heart of his identity as Lew Gold the loving father, and to the heart of their shared geography, this cold country it had been such a shock to re-enter. He would rather be in Cuba. Come with me, he had said.

“So did you go with any of the women who hit on you?”

“No,” he answered immediately. “How could I?” And he spread his hands. “There’s nothing appealing about it. It’s ugly. It’s exploitative. How could I?”

“But you don’t want to be here with your old wife.”

“I do want to be here. I want to be with you.” And he left the rocker and sat beside her on the loveseat.

[image: ]

In the morning, at her desk, she touches the spear-tip fern. She asked Lew its name but he hadn’t written it down and couldn’t remember.

A delicate roughness, not the equal of a whiskery cheek or shaven leg: too delicate for that.

Did you sneak it when no one was looking?

No, the circus man broke it off and gave it to me. I asked if I could keep it and he said I could.

She sits with the lamp on and her notebook open, a great early riser, a tremendous second-guesser, thinking how rapidly something wonderful can turn to shit. Dear Pauline, For a few minutes I felt as close to Lew as I’ve ever felt, then I stepped onto an ice floe and pushed myself out to sea. I’ve seen a thousand movies, she writes, but I’m still no good at love.

Harriet puts down her pen and goes to the window. Her second-floor study juts off the west side of the house and runs its full width – a narrow, winterized porch with windows on three sides offering views south, west, and north of other sunrooms and sleeping porches and cases of chronic insomnia. Fiona Chester is up every night from three until five-thirty, when the voice of the morning man on CBC Radio puts her right back to sleep. Bill Bender rises at four to work on the book he has been trying to finish for twenty-five years. Dinah Bloom doesn’t turn off her light until two or three in the morning since, when it comes to reading, she is without self-control.

Several days ago, standing here, Harriet saw at eye level a man in a mauve sweater painting the trim on Bill Bender’s window (a warm spell between cold snaps). He was applying blue paint to the white window frame against a backdrop of brown clapboard and blue sky when his ladder dropped. And so did he. A foot, before he caught himself. She opened her window and called out, Do you want me to come down? He was holding on to the ladder for dear life. No, he said, I called my buddy. And a young man came around the corner. It broke, said the man in mauve. What broke? The ladder broke. Something broke.

Afterwards, there was a wild smear of blue paint on the brown wall, a foot below the window.

I am wondering about something else – the endless romance in me that makes it a pleasure to watch the same movie many times, as if movies were animated letters with the white screen as the envelope and the movie as the love letter inside. Breakfast at Tiffany’s, of all things. I’ve watched it several times lately, in the middle of the night when I couldn’t sleep, and again on a grey Saturday morning with the kids, and the several times took me through delight to mild interest to greater interest to boredom to a new level of appetite. Appetite grows with eating, as they say in Quebec.

At a certain point, I am satiated and the movie is put back on the shelf. But I still have the memory of the appetite it aroused and satisfied, so that in a year or two my hand reaches for it again, and the same process begins of mild interest, increased interest, boredom, and some new level of appetite.

Perhaps boredom is the stage I’m in now, but it’s a boredom like winter, which is a preparation for spring. Premier Bouchard, our dark prince, says that to tell Quebeckers independence will never happen is to say that spring will never come. In the face of this, what can an Ontario girl do but watch George Peppard watching Audrey Hepburn and finally telling her (oh, reactionary thrill) that she belongs to him.

What are movies for, except these looks of love – requited, unrequited, latent, growing? I’m so ashamed, but there it is. They send a shiver up my spine.

At seven o’clock she rouses Kenny and Jane, and goes downstairs to make breakfast. Kenny comes down first, bible under his arm. “Mommy,” he says. “Who do you think was the best actor in a Billy Wilder movie? Would it be Jack Lemmon? Tony Curtis? Marilyn Monroe? Fred MacMillan?”

“MacMurray.”

“Fred MacMurray? William Holden?”

“I’d say Jack Lemmon as Daphne.”

“I don’t know. I like Fred MacMurray a lot in Double Indemnity. ‘Goodbye, baby.’ Bang! And then what about the guy with ‘the little man inside him’? What’s his name?”

“Edward G. Robinson. He was great. Remember the ending? ‘I love you too, Keyes.’”

“Is that your favourite Billy Wilder movie?”

“No. My favourite is Some Like it Hot.”

By now Jane is downstairs too, dressed in black and white for the school concert. But the big sister is never a talker first thing in the morning.

By eight they’ve left for school, and now it’s light enough to show Lew the unpleasant thing that happened while he was away. “Lew,” she calls from her study when she hears him come out of the bathroom.

He’s wearing his father’s plaid dressing gown – soft and baggy from age and from never having been washed – just as he wears his father’s shirts and ties. A sentimental, practical, nearsighted man.

“Look,” she says.

“What?” He comes to her side.

“I opened the blinds the other morning and couldn’t see out.”

He steps up to the window and “Bull’s-eye!” he cries with gusto. Across the glass, covering most of the west-facing window, is a wide smear of snotty yellow goop.

“Did they mean it for me?” she asks in a stricken voice.

“Yes! They found out where you live, and they came here in the middle of the night and lambasted your window with an egg. Why didn’t I think of it?”

“Somebody who didn’t like my book,” she says. “Somebody in my book.”

Only the other day she had gone to a book club, by invitation, and it was apparent to her, as soon as she walked in the door, who liked her book and who didn’t, and who would tell her so at some point during the evening; she recognized the averted stubbornness in one woman’s face. Only a fool would have come.

She braced herself, but it was still depressing to be told how angry and unforgiving she was. She tried to make light of it. “You’ll be glad to know I’m writing a comedy now,” she said, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief and passed the peanuts.

But none of those women would have lobbed an egg at her window. Who did she know with a good right arm? What Mickey Mantle of the literary world had she offended so deeply?

Lew got dressed and went outside. From the shed at the foot of the garden he took their ladder, set it up against the side of the house, and climbed up to the window with a wet rag to scrub off most of the congealed egg, the temperature just above freezing and the sky an even grey. When he was finished, the window looked like a child’s dirty face scrubbed with a mother’s spit.

“Somebody keeps phoning,” she told him when he came into the kitchen. “I pick up the phone and there’s nobody at the other end. Do you think it’s a burglar?”

“In Ottawa?”

He was used to her exaggerations; he was even tired of them. He poured himself a cup of coffee and Harriet watched him take a sip.

Then she said, “There’s a letter from Leah.”

This was the point. Now he understood.

“Poor Hattie.” And he sat beside her at the kitchen table and took her hand. “How’s Leah?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t had the courage to open it.”

He stroked her hand, and she swept her gloomy eyes across the room. “I can hardly wait till I’m dead,” she said.

Harriet didn’t want to be serious. She wanted to be funny. But she couldn’t help being serious. She sat down at her desk and seriousness sat down beside her.

Even Dinah Bloom kept telling her to get out more. Lew kept telling her to relax. Whenever he said relax, she told him to dry up. Piss off. Drop dead.

The night before, he’d undressed next to the closet door and she was so drawn to the shape and dusky colour of his soft penis hanging down like a softly dark thing, more greys, browns in its colouring, less red than usual, an old-leaf colour, she thought, and saw soft old leaves on the sidewalk. And his balls too were darker and hanging down. The room was warm – warmer than usual – she wished she could describe those colours better. All she could really think of was the various shades, the velvety-looking darkness of a horse’s penis, but not as dark as that, the dusky greys, the long length (though not as long as that), the soft shape, the way it hung down. In bed they’d found a new position. She wondered if they’d ever find it again. It had to do with the way he cradled her so that he was the rocking chair and she the rocker, though you have to picture the rocking chair on its side, its upper part raised off the bed and her legs up on his shoulders. Well, it was very nice until she yelped. Ouch!

Still, there was life in the old wife yet.

And something more curious. Leading up to orgasm, inducing it, were her thoughts about her father. An image of her father in the middle of the night coming naked out of the bathroom as she came out of her bedroom, his hand immediately over his groin like a fig leaf, yet the suggestion of something swinging behind and below his hand, and his proximity and smell as they passed each other in the hall. Would her daughter be the same? Was it usual?

She would have to ask.
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