
		
			
				
			
		

	


ALLIGATOR


		
			
			
		

		
			
				ALSO BY
			
			
				LISA
			
			
				MOORE
			
			

			

			
				Degrees of Nakedness
			
			

			
				Open
			
			

			
				February
			
		

	


ALLIGATOR

LISA MOORE

A NOVEL

[image: image]


		
			
			
			Copyright © 2005 Lisa Moore
		

		
			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
			

			reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
			

			electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording,
			

			or any information storage and retrieval system, without
			

			permission in writing from the publisher.
		

		
			Distribution of this electronic edition via the Internet or
			

			any other means without the permission of the publisher is
			

			illegal. Please do not participate in electronic piracy of
			

			copyrighted material; purchase only authorized electronic
			

			editions. We appreciate your support of the author’s rights.
		

		
			This edition published in 2009 by
			

			House of Anansi Press Inc.
			

			110 Spadina Ave., Suite 801
			

			Toronto,
			
				ON, M5V 2K4
			
			

			Tel. 416-363-4343
			

			Fax 416-363-1017
			

			
				
					www.anansi.ca
				
			
		

		
			
				Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
			
		

		
			Moore, Lisa Lynne, 1964–
			

			Alligator : a novel / Lisa Moore.
		

		
			
				eISBN
			
			978-0-88784-844-5
		

		
			I. Title.
		

		
			PS8576.O61444A64 2005                  C813'.54                C2005-903742-3
		

		
			Jacket design: Bill Douglas @ The Bang
Cover photograph: Getty Images/Geoff Du Feu
		

		
			[image: Image]
		

		
			
				We acknowledge for their financial support of our publishing program the Canada Council for the Arts, the Ontario Arts Council, and the Government of Canada through the Canada Book Fund
			
			.
		

	
For Nan Love






COLLEEN

IT STARTS OFF there’s an alligator with its jaws open on a dirt road. The man’s back is bare and gleaming with sweat, and those trees they have, hanging with moss. The whole thing is overexposed. The sun is relentless. A crowd has gathered around the man and the alligator. There are kids in the front, a little girl with blond hair and a silver helium balloon tied to her wrist.

The balloon looks hot. For some reason the camera lingers on the balloon. Perhaps the cameraman has forgotten what he’s supposed to be doing. The balloon looks like a hole burned through the sky. There’s no wind, but the balloon jerks when the little girl shifts her weight. It jerks to the side and bobs and then settles, becomes still. There isn’t a cloud. The little girl’s blond hair is spread over her shoulders and bits of sunlight come through it and some of her hair is full of static and it stands up and the sun makes it buzz with light. The alligator footage was part of a training video about safety in nuclear power plants.

Some plant in Ontario.

My Aunt Madeleine made a lot of industrial training videos in the 1970s and 1980s. For a while safety videos were her bread and butter. She had a niche. I was watching Aunt Madeleine’s archival footage and came across a man who puts his head in an alligator’s mouth.

There’s something low-budget about the event. The man is strutting around, trying to rouse the crowd. He has a sheen and there are beads of sweat all over his back and he is trying to create anticipation. But he looks exhausted by the heat.

The alligator doesn’t move. It looks like a tree trunk in the middle of the road.

But it also looks untrustworthy. The way it stays still makes it look sly, though it may just be asleep. It’s probably asleep is what’s going on.

A shimmering curtain of heat rises from the dirt road and the man walks through it. This shimmer makes everything behind it look saturated with colour and blurred. The child with the balloon has a red dress that seems to lift and float over the person beside her, an elderly woman in a straw hat sitting in a lawn chair. Two walking canes rest against the woman’s knees. The aluminum frame of the chair looks like it would burn your skin.

Several people in the crowd are fanning themselves with pieces of paper that must be some sort of program.

The veil of heat is a warning, like what you might see in a crystal ball, of something bad.

Then there’s a cut.

I’ve also been downloading the beheadings off the Net. They are available. The wet concrete wall behind and a man in a black hood kneeling on a concrete floor next to what appears to be a drain, and a few people amble past the camera behind him, then out comes the machete. It’s slow and gritty and takes a while to download, or it downloads instantly. I never watch further than out comes the machete but I watch as a kind of duty because I don’t want that man to be alone. It looks like the courtyard of a compound. You can see the leaves of palm trees over the top of the cinderblock wall. It looks hot there too.

For a while I watched one of the beheadings every night, the man with the hood, two men behind him with rifles, a glint when the sun strikes the bayonet. After the second glint on the bayonet the hooded man stops walking and the hood turns toward the camera. He’s small-boned, this man, and his hands are tied behind his back. Just briefly, his head turns toward the camera, though he probably doesn’t know what he’s turning toward. One of the soldiers behind him, they look like soldiers, gives him a nudge. I watch because how lonely to die so far from home with nobody in attendance.

I’m attending.

I stop watching before they commit the act, not because I’m afraid to, but out of respect. This is in a bedroom painted pink and a pink canopy over the bed in a house in the suburbs of St. John’s, up behind the Village Mall. I have a high-speed connection to help with homework. I go into the kitchen for supper and there’s Mom.

Mom says, Why the face? You’ve always got a face on you.

I often sleep over at Aunt Madeleine’s and watch her old footage. She’s saved all the takes from pretty much everything she’s ever shot. It’s a nuclear power plant and there’s a scientist talking. I’m watching the footage and I’m reading Cosmo. Reading is not the word, flipping, leafing. I like the crinkle of the pages and the weird dresses and the raunchiness you come across. Big jewels and bulimia, perfume bottles and lots of glossy mouths ready to whisper something dirty.

A nuclear power plant on the mainland, the guy is talking.

He says, A distinction must be made between the safe operation of the nuclear power plant and protection against sabotage. He cocks an eyebrow, like, is he ever smart.

Cut.

The best part of the footage is always Madeleine, off-camera, yelling cut.

Sometimes I see Madeleine in the footage. The camera swerves and she’s pacing with her arms folded, looking at the floor. She’s younger, much younger, and she’s crouched with her back against a wall next to a stainless-steel cylinder, which is the kind of ashtray they had in public places back then.

She’s always smoking, eyes squinted, patting her back pockets for a notebook, silver hoops tangled in her black hair. A pencil tucked behind her ear.

The scientist is trying to talk about sabotage and this is pretty much before sabotage.

This is before the twin towers and web sites that show a mounted rifle aimed at a corral of exotic animals and for a fee you shoot from your armchair. You press Enter and an emu goes down.

Emus and orangutans lope through the crosshairs of a mounted rifle somewhere in Montana and you watch on your screen and kapow, they send it to you in the mail. An emu on ice chips, via PayPal.

Or the bum-fight videos you can find on the Net. A Jeep pulls up and five guys jump out and they attack a pile of cardboard and filthy blankets in a back alley and two bums crawl out from beneath the frost-coated debris they’re sleeping under. The bums are bearded and lost and the five men from the Jeep beat them on the head with billy clubs, these poor half-retarded alcoholics with their arms thrown up to protect their ears; they beat them until the bums agree to fight each other so they can make a video that they’ll post. Like something on the Animal Planet channel, only winos.

I saw a bum fight on a plasma screen at a party in Mount Pearl but eventually the police were called because the parents were in Florida, because of the noise. Everybody cleared out, but I saw through the front window as I was heading down the street, the four cops standing in front of the plasma screen, their brawny shoulders slumped, like they couldn’t believe what they were watching.

The scientist is talking nuclear accidents and I go into the kitchen to make a peanut butter and honey sandwich. He’s talking risk assessment and creating default systems that activate when other default systems fail. Water coolants and bugs in the programming.

Someone put a finger in the peanut butter.

There’s a gouge the width of a finger. The honey has crystallized. It’s gone whitish and hard and it’s a squeeze bottle. It makes farting noises. I love Madeleine because she has honey and multigrain bread, and the smell of her cashmere sweaters and her big silver jewellery. She’s always rushing and she has grocery bags or video equipment or luggage because she’s just off some red-eye from Paris or Madagascar. Once, I saw a black shawl get away from her and go flying over the pavement, tripping all over itself, until it caught on a hedge.

There’s an article in Cosmo about winding a scrunchy around your lover’s balls to maximize his orgasm. Guaranteed to double his pleasure, it says.

There’s a diagram. You just wind that sucker around the scrotum, and this wows him so much he never leaves you because he’s not going anywhere because you’ve done this incredible thing with the scrunchy and he’s immensely grateful. I’m just sitting on the couch, leafing through.

Then there’s the actual nuclear power plant and it’s all chrome and steam. It’s all shiny surfaces and echoes and ominous footfalls, which people forget the importance of the sound effects in a safety video.

The guy’s voice is still going about safety. Safety this and safety that.

There are pistons dropping into cylinders, pipes sighing, gusts of steam lit by cherry-coloured Exit signs or orange lights and beeps and dings and shrill whistles like kettles that sound not very state-of-the-art.

Make sure the scrunchy isn’t too tight, then just tickle his balls a little and see what happens. I know soon they will have a shot of a mushroom cloud because any excuse for a mushroom cloud, wait for it, wait.

There’s a Dr. Newman who says about the flow of blood and engorgement and tumescence and the scrunchy will tighten during the normal course of and if you put your mouth.

And there it is, billowing, smoky, and lurid gold underneath, against an aqua blue sky, spreading over the desert. What we don’t want to happen. What they have the capability of in China now. What they have the capability of in who knows where else. A dime a dozen, these mushroom-cloud shots.

There can be no strangeness while watching the footage because it’s random. Everything is strange. Strange boils over into strange. But then something strange happens. We are out of the nuclear power plant, suddenly, and there is the man and the alligator. But there’s also narration.

The man gets down on his knees before the alligator.

He has a handkerchief and he’s sweating. The scientist is narrating about how you must always follow the exact same procedure in any sort of dangerous work in order to achieve safety, whether we’re talking nuclear power plants or circus work.

He says, This man always wipes the sweat from his face before he puts his head in the alligator’s jaws, because if anything, even a drop of sweat, touches the alligator’s tongue it will cause an instinctive trigger and the jaws will snap shut.

But, as you will see, on this day of extreme temperatures in Louisiana, this performer forgot to wipe one side of his face.

Watch closely.

The man does wipe one side of his face, but he forgets the other side.

And, unfortunately, a drop of sweat falls onto the alligator’s tongue and triggers an instinctive response.

The crowd rushes backwards, stumbling, falling, getting up, spreading out. People trip over the abandoned lawn chair and the walking canes.

The man’s body is flicked back and forth. His fists are on the alligator’s snout for a moment. He’s flopped over and flopped back. His legs are kicking. Then, on his bare back, stripes of blood because of the claws, or being dragged in the dirt. The alligator shakes his head as if he’s having a disagreement. He really disagrees. He disagrees vehemently. The alligator is trying hard to tear the man’s head from his shoulders. Everything about the way the animal moves is repulsive and quick. Its tail stamps and lashes the man into the dirt.

The camera keeps rolling because maybe the man, should he survive, will want to view the accident later.

Or maybe he will want it viewed by others.

There must be a school where they teach, don’t turn off the camera. Because the cameraman forgets to turn the camera off, though for long stretches the only thing in the frame is dirt.

For long stretches, it’s dirt and the toe of the cameraman’s boot. Veils of dirt float across the frame and a black boot scuffs in and out and there’s a jerk and the alligator and the man are back in the centre of things.

He is not dead, his legs are moving.

How long will it take?

And then there is a corridor. An empty corridor of white walls and tile and the colour bars.

Peanut butter stuck to the roof of my mouth. I rewind and watch and rewind and watch. I look for some reason to believe the man is still alive. If you watch for long enough you will see everything.

I watch until Madeleine comes home. She leans against the door frame with her arms folded under her chest. She tugs at her amber pendant, back and forth, on the chain. It’s the beginning of August and we’ve had weather in the high twenties for three weeks. Madeleine has a dewy look from the heat; she’s tanned and blousy and she’s getting ready to shoot the second half of a big feature film she’s working on.

He’s still alive, she says. He runs an alligator farm in Louisiana, an ecological reserve.

Loyola, she says.

She pushes herself off the door frame with one shoulder and goes into the kitchen and then I hear the frying pan. I hear cupboard doors and oil sizzling, glasses clinking. Madeleine will cook at midnight if she’s hungry.

She comes back out and stands and watches the footage with me.

Loyola somebody, she says. It’ll come to me. Nice guy.

She has a glass of vodka with ice and tonic and she works one toe behind the strap of her sandal and kicks it off. She hobbles over, still wearing one high heel, and drops into the leather couch and kicks off the other sandal too, and removes her rings. Big silver rings, with amber and turquoise, and they clink on the glass coffee table as she puts them down.

He lived through that, she says. Loyola Rosewood.

Madeleine’s entirely consumed with her new film. She acts like someone in a dream.

I rewind to the beginning. The man is strutting around the perimeter of the crowd again and his stomach is washboard ridges and his fists are by his hips and he has serious muscles. He has a proud, worn-out look. There is the silver balloon burning a hole in the sky, the kinetic halo of sunlight in the girl’s hair.

I had a thing with that guy, Madeleine says. An ice cube in her glass busts open.

The alligator guy?

We had a little thing.




FRANK

FRANK’S GOT THE windows open and the warm night breeze jostles the handful of forget-me-nots sitting in a Mason jar of yellowish water on the windowsill. A few petals move on the surface of the water like tiny boats on a still lake.The glass jar and the submerged flower stems are coated with silvery beads of air. There’s a housefly near the jar, bluish and iridescent, cocooned in a spider’s web and dust. The fly has been there, lying on the crackled paint of the windowsill, since Frank moved in a few months before Christmas, two days after his nineteenth birthday.

The breeze draws his door shut with a loud slam and he thinks about the girl, Colleen, sitting on a downtown doorstep eating a Popsicle. He’d seen her fling a handful of breadcrumbs from a paper bag, and the pigeons had dropped down from the trees and telephone wires. She was wearing a white undershirt and he could see one black shiny bra strap pressing into her tanned shoulder. Her bare arms were wrapped around her knees and the pigeons were strutting as close as they dared.

Frank had said about the weather, and she put her hand over her eyes to block the sun so she could see him, and the Popsicle stick wagged up and down as she shifted it from one cheek to the other. A door slammed down the street and the pigeons flew up all at once. She pulled the Popsicle slowly out of her pouted-up mouth, and she considered him.

He had said it might rain. There was absolutely no chance of rain but he’s said it before he knew what he was saying and she had considered it. Her lips were fluorescent pink from the Popsicle and he could not believe he had spoken about the weather. It was hot and the sky was without a cloud and her lips looked very cold and luminous pink. He was transfixed is the word for what he felt, but there was no chance of rain. It might never rain again. Transfixed on her mouth and her bra strap and how alive and smart her eyes looked in the shade of her cupped hand.

Frank had seen her around and didn’t know her name but made a vow he would find it out. It was the sort of information he felt he should have known without ever having to be told. It was knowledge he should have attained almost magically and he was thinking this when he discovered her name. He saw it on her necklace, a necklace of wooden beads on a leather string, one letter on each bead, spelling Colleen.

The grass is starting to die, he’d said. And without thinking he had bent forward and turned over one of the beads, the second “e,” and a moment later he could not get over his audacity.

Thanks, she said. She had dipped her chin in so she could watch him turn over the letter, and she’d sighed and he felt her breath on the back of his hand. Then he stood up and brushed the back pockets of her jeans and went inside the house.

I’m just visiting my Aunt, she said. She waved good-bye with a little wave and then just stood there for a moment with her hand on her necklace. He had touched her almost by accident and then became aware of what he’d done and he saw she was aware of it too, and they were both pleasantly flustered. Everything about turning over that letter had been gentle and unpremeditated and ridiculous. It was a ridiculous thing to do and she had allowed it.

See you later, she said. And then she had closed the door. He could hear her walking to the back of the house.

He was getting ready for work and thinking about the girl and it made him self-conscious. He found himself making up a conversation with her, something else he might have said rather than talking about the weather. They could have said something about the bridal party over in Bannerman Park getting their pictures taken under the trees, or that there had been a funeral that morning at the Gower Street United Church blocking the traffic, and all the dark suits in the heat. The organ music coming out onto the sidewalk.

The pigeons had cooed throatily, sounding intimate and provocative and flapping all around them when the door slammed down the street and the knees had been out of her jeans. A few strands of white thread, still intact, pressing against her bare knees, and she had a canvas bag covered with buttons about peace, and a pewter pin of a whale. He might have asked her about the pins. She’d sucked on the top of the Popsicle and drew the pink colour out of the tip so it went whitish like snow, and he had been adamant about the weather changing.

He carries on a conversation with her while he gets ready for work, only half-aware he’s doing it. Part of him thinks there’s a chance he’ll run into her downtown. Then he sees himself as though from the outside, alone in his apartment, thinking about a girl he doesn’t know at all, that he’s barely met. He feels his thumb brush against the dip in her throat just as it did when he turned over the bead on her necklace and he burns a hot red, so hot the tips of his ears tingle. He cannot believe he touched her necklace; his fingers had brushed against her neck. Because her hair was down and it was long and thick and curly and dark, it had trapped the heat of the sun and her neck had felt moist and warm. It had happened without any thought. He’s glad he’s alone so nobody can see him blush. At the same time he knows, unequivocally, that he has been alone too long.

Frank has been selling hot dogs on George Street since April, but he knows this will be his best month. He has four weeks of steady sales until September, even longer, if the weather holds. He’ll work every night until the cruise ships have left for the season and the university crowd heads back to school.

He hears a band warming up on George Street. He lives a few streets up from downtown in a bed-sit, the cheapest housing he could find. There’s a retired Avon Lady on the floor beneath Frank and two Russian drug dealers on the floor above. Carol, the ex–Avon Lady, says they’re drug dealers.

There used to be an Inuit guy on the third floor, but he hanged himself on Boxing Day. They’d never got his name and it was something Carol felt bad about. She had been the one to call the police, when she noticed the Inuit guy wasn’t coming and going.

Frank dropped a bag of laundry on his bed and, opening the zipper, took out his pressed, folded shirts in a neat stack. There were eight. The woman at the laundromat on Gower Street put sheets of crisp white tissue paper inside Frank’s shirts when he had them pressed and he liked the soft crumpling sound when he was getting ready for the evening. He paid extra to get his shirts done and it was his only extravagance. He liked to wear a white shirt when he was selling hot dogs. He liked to look clean, and whatever kind of detergent the lady used — she had spiky black hair, wore tank tops and leopard-print leggings — his shirts always smelled as if they’d been hanging on a line. He wore a baseball cap to keep his hair out of the way of the hot dogs. He’d never had a complaint about hygiene.

He and Carol had known the Inuit guy was in trouble, but they’d tried to mind their own business. They’d listened to him shouting and crying in the middle of the night; they’d seen him with his cases of beer. Then there had been no sign of him. The cops had arrived seven minutes after Carol called them, ducking under the icicles that had hung from the door frame. They’d brushed against each other trying to wipe their feet on the welcome mat Carol had bought at her own expense and put out to cover the hole in the linoleum. They’d shut the door and the draft made the light bulb swing and their shadows dipped and stretched. The cops looked windburnt and content, as if they had worked most of the day outdoors and were ready to get home.

Have you got any reason to worry? one officer had asked, directing his questions to Carol, who seemed self-important and frail in their company.

Frank turns on the shower and takes the can of shaving cream out of the cabinet over the sink. He pulls the chain overhead and the light from the bare hanging bulb swings a soft gold arc on the beige wall. Steam roils above the shower curtain, which is transparent except for a print of big red roses. Frank takes off his T-shirt and leans over the sink to look at the stubble on his chin. He stretches his neck, checking both sides of his jaw. The mirror clouds with steam and he wipes a streak with a face cloth and begins to shave.

There was nothing in the bed-sit when he moved in except a hotplate and fridge and the bathroom with a toilet and shower stall. There was a mantelpiece above a bricked-in fire-place and he’d taken the urn with his mother’s ashes out of his suitcase first thing and put it in the centre of the mantelpiece.

A rectangle of autumn light had come through the window and he set the brass urn down so the light struck it and the urn looked like it might become warm to the touch if it sat in the sun long enough. He didn’t know if it was right to display the urn but he decided he felt more comfortable with it in view.

He’d sold all of his mother’s furniture in an open house he’d advertised in the Telegram. He stood in the centre of the bed-sit, on that first day, and he could see his breath. He stood there thinking about his mother. There were two windows and they gave an unobstructed view of the harbour. Frank had sat on the floor with his back against the opposite wall and looked at the harbour for a long time. He’d had a pencil and a notepad and he was jotting down the items he wanted to list in the Buy & Sell under Freebies. There were things belonging to his mother he couldn’t bring himself to sell or keep: a vinyl recording of the Pope’s address to the people of Newfoundland when he visited in 1984, still in its Cellophane cover, a set of rosary beads carved from narwhal tusk, and a hooked mat his mother had done herself, a portrait of the Pope, his hand raised in benediction.

While he sat there he decided he would buy a waterbed. He had always imagined owning a waterbed when he was successful, but now it struck him that getting the bed might invoke the man he wanted to become. You bought a waterbed and so became the sort of man who owned a waterbed.

Frank had waited until his mother was dead to give her landlord notice. He kept up the belief that she might get well as long as she was alive out of a sort of respect and faithfulness, though he had given up hope of getting the money together to send her to the Mayo Clinic. He talked every day, during his hospital visits, about the airfares he was checking into and the medical advancements the clinic offered that were superior to anything she could hope for in Newfoundland. But his mother’s cancer had progressed so far by the time it was diagnosed that there had been no hope, even if he’d had the money for the Mayo Clinic.

The police knocked on the Inuit guy’s door several times. Then one of them came back down to Carol’s to borrow a butter knife and they used it to jimmy the door. Frank stepped out onto the landing and listened with Carol. They both stood, Frank staring at Carol’s fluffy pink slippers and her peach toe-nail polish, and they heard an utterance. It was not a shout but not muffled either, it was a human noise that expressed surprise and awfulness at the same time and it came from the cop’s gut. Frank heard him say, He’s after hanging himself in here, Greg.

Frank dragged his eyes up from the floor and Carol had covered her mouth with her hand, and her eyes looked watery behind her glasses and her fingernails were painted the same colour as her toes. They hadn’t decided to stand on the landing but they found themselves there. The Inuit boy was twentyone, two years older than Frank, and he had arrived three months before Frank and drank continuously and kept to himself, except one morning when he and Frank had shovelled the walk together.

Frank heard a thump and this must have been the body being lowered from whatever kind of noose. The police were speaking quietly to each other. They sounded respectful and upset. Frank and Carol stood, almost unable to move, because they’d both felt a dread building in them all through the week before Christmas without ever talking about it.

On Christmas Eve, Frank had knocked on Carol’s door and given her a box of chocolates and she said she had something for him. He told her not to bother but she said, Come in, come in. He saw her place was bigger but he stayed just inside the door while she opened and slammed drawers in her bedroom and took a long time, and he heard tape.

He stood waiting and finally she came out and handed him the present, blowing the hair out of her eyes as if she were winded. He opened the present and it was a bottle of Avon cologne for men. The bottle was in the shape of a stallion, one hoof pawing the air. Half the cologne had already been used.

Carol asked him did he want to come in and have a glass of Scotch with her if he were old enough to drink and then the bagpipes started from the Kirk across the street and Frank had said that maybe they should call the police about the guy on the third floor. He was holding the glass horse in his hand and the balled-up wrapping paper.

Carol was shorter than Frank and she wore bifocals. The lower half of her lenses magnified the soft pouches under her eyes, which were pale white and delicately veined; her eyelashes were almost transparent. She gripped the edge of the door frame and looked up at him and her eyes snapped several times while she decided what they should do.

Neither of them wanted to go up and knock.

They’d seen him stumbling out of taxis and they’d heard him singing to himself at all hours. Then there had been nothing for two days, not a sound.

The very afternoon Frank had moved into the bed-sit he’d gone outside to the bus stop and caught the number two to the Village Mall and went to Sears and lay down on five or six beds. He lay there and spread his arms and was careful to keep his boots off the mattresses. A man came by and asked if he needed help and he said he wanted a waterbed and he’d want it delivered.

The man said that a waterbed was the most expensive bed you could buy. Frank was still lying on his back. The ceiling was a long way up.

I have lots of money, Frank said.

The police came out of the apartment and passed Frank and Carol on the landing and Frank became aware of himself, just standing in the way, and went back into his room and shut the door. Then he opened the door and stood watching in case someone needed help moving the body.

An ambulance arrived and two attendants got the body on a stretcher and with the help of one of the cops carried it down the stairs. They were giving instructions to each other, wincing under the weight. One of the attendants caught his knuckles on the banister on the second-floor landing. He had to stop and rest the stretcher on his hip and shake his hand because of the pain. He’d grazed the skin on each of his knuckles on the left hand and blood got all over the front of his white shirt. Frank got him some paper towel and he wound it around his hand and dropped the roll and it went bouncing down the stairs and rolled all the way to the front door.

Frank and the Inuit guy had shovelled the walk together one morning after a snowstorm when the sun had come out and the street was an achy ultra-white and the ploughed banks were way above their heads. All down the street cars were buried.

Children had come out in their snowsuits and their voices rang out in the clear air and the chink of shovels. People were shovelling and veils of snow trailed after each shovelful and hung in the air sparkling. The pavement, where it showed through, was as shiny and black as patent leather. The traffic could hardly move.

Frank and the Inuit guy nodded to each other and they shovelled for more than an hour. They didn’t introduce themselves. The moment for doing that came and lasted and passed without either of them speaking up.

The Inuit guy had sunglasses on and a yellow anorak and his hair was blue black and he shovelled effortlessly and took regular breaks to lean on his shovel for a moment and still made more progress than Frank.

The young nurse who lives across the street, a new single mother, was backing out of her driveway over a ploughed hill and she made the engine rev until it was squealing. They went over to push and Frank gave her directions on which way to turn her wheels and saw her eyes in the rear-view and they were brown and he would give anything to kiss her and make love to her because he had been watching her since she moved in, and she’d call out hi and wave and sometimes that was all anybody said to him in the run of a day.

He and the Inuit guy leaned into the fender of her car with all their might. The Inuit guy had pushed his sunglasses up into his hair and he was grinning at Frank and he knew, had seen Frank looking at the girl in the rear-view, and they were laughing and rocking this big mother of a car and finally it gave and the girl covered them from the waist down with slush, and she then pulled over a little farther down the road and ran back to them and brushed at both of them with the end of her scarf, almost down on her knees flicking the slush off, saying, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, and he and the Inuit guy grinned at each other.

Frank got out of the shower wrapped in the only towel he had. He lifted a shirt off the pile of shirts and, holding it by the shoulders, gave it a little shake and the tissue paper wafted to the floor. He had dried his back but he was damp with a fine perspiration because of the heat and he put the shirt on and rolled his shoulders to get it to hang nicely. He took a float from the envelope of money he kept under his bedside table and buttoned it into his shirt pocket. He turned off the lights and gave the door a good slam behind him.

Out on the sidewalk a flock of pigeons lifted as he came down the stairs. They cooed and settled again to peck at the bread crumbs left for them. Inside Frank’s empty bed-sit, water drops travelled in hesitant, zigzagging paths down the plastic shower curtain, and in the window several air bubbles on the stems of the flowers in the Mason jar floated to the surface and broke soundlessly. The breeze nudged the flowers into one another and the stems tippytoed across the bottom of the jar.




COLLEEN

THE ELEVATOR DOORS fling themselves open and Colleen sees a judge heading toward her from the end of a long hallway. He’s in full stride, forehead first, the arms of his black robes billowing. The reflection from a tube of fluorescent ceiling light runs over his oily bald head like a charging train.

She assumes he’s a judge; he towers above her. Colleen is seventeen and slight, with pale white skin, a light spray of freckles over the bridge of her nose. Her hair is kinky, almost black, like bitter chocolate, and gathered loosely with a rainbow-coloured shoelace at the nape of her neck. Her expression is forthright and blatantly innocent. But she has recently been caught trying to destroy several thousand dollars’ worth of privately owned forestry equipment. Colleen Clark had poured sugar into the fuel tanks of some bulldozers belonging to Mr. Gerry Duffy; the youth diversion meeting had been set for early August and she had waited, feeling sure of herself and unsure by turns, all through July. She had wanted more than anything for the day to be over. She had fervently imagined the rest of her summer with the youth diversion meeting behind her. But she had not imagined being in an elevator about to come face to face with Mr. Duffy. She had not imagined this judge or the light sweat she could feel at her hairline on her forehead. She had not imagined the pitch and tone of her fright.

Mr. Duffy is waiting in an office several floors above to talk about the damage and how she might pay for her vandalism with community service.

Colleen looks at the judge’s reflection in the brass panels of the elevator. His eyebrows hang down into his watery eyes. His face is warped in the polished metal.

A haze of smarting cologne hits her; she can taste it at the back of her throat. When she was six years old she gave a gift package of four bottles of Aqua Velva to her father for Christmas. David was her stepfather, really, though she has never thought of him that way. She thought of him only as her father and she was obsessed that Christmas with buying him a present. She had received an allowance that year and saved most of it in a pink plastic bank shaped like a pig with a rubber stopper in its belly. She’d had to fish the bills out with a fork.

Two days before Christmas, at the door of Wal-Mart in the Avalon Mall, with a flurry of snow and wind at their backs, Colleen and her mother, Beverly, were greeted by a woman in a white plastic apron with eggplant-dark lipstick and big teeth who brought a hand-held whirring set of blades in close proximity to a carrot and sent film-thin coins flying into the air.

Imagine all the time you’d save, Beverly had said, giving her hands a quick clap. Beverly had short, curly hair that she dyed a dramatic, solid black as soon as streaks of silver appeared at her temples. Her eyes were large, strikingly luminous — the white visible below the pupil. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes gave her an etched intensity. She could look rapt and full of judgement, but when she smiled her face was entirely altered. When Beverly smiled she looked girlish and wantonly generous. Her expressions were too honest and full of bare emotion for anyone to think her pretty. But she was strongly attractive.

The woman with the vegetable dicer attacked an onion and, most disturbingly, a chunk of purplish meat. Everything the blade buzzed near held its shape for the briefest instant and then fell into a thousand limp slices.

It had been snowing since dawn on that day. The parking lot was covered in snow; the cars looked crammed together and restful under sloppy white caps. Men and women in orange vests waved glowing wands to direct traffic. The buses were sweeping their headlights into the grey dusk of the afternoon.

The Aqua Velva was the first gift Colleen had ever picked out by herself. A tower of boxes ingeniously piled one on top of the other, each with a corner slightly off-kilter so the stack rose like a spiral staircase. There were giant Christmas bulbs hanging from the rafters, carols bubbling wordlessly through the overhead speakers, shoppers in bright coats rushing forward and away like the bits of coloured glass in a kaleidoscope.

Inside the department store Colleen’s tight red wool coat with the black velvet trim and matching buttons smelled of the cold. The coat had been purchased at an expensive children’s clothing boutique on Duckworth Street, the first of its kind in St. John’s, which had closed after only one season. Beverly had eyed the coat for four months, watching the price go down, and bought it in the spring close-out sale for the following winter. As a result the sleeves were too short, but Colleen had to wear it anyway.

Beverly had lifted Colleen into a shopping cart and she was hanging on tightly while her mother charged forward into the crowd, unwilling to slow down for the customers who wandered into her path, until the front of the cart hit a motorized wheelchair and snagged on a protruding bar.

The woman in the wheelchair was obese. Her body was composed of three distinct rolls of fat that settled on top of each other and made Colleen think of soft-serve ice cream pouring out of the nozzle at Moo Moos. The woman’s shiny red rubber boots didn’t quite reach the footrests and the appliqué Christmas tree on her sweater had green lights that blinked on and off.

Colleen was well into Grade 1 and had been taught to look adults in the eye, to shake hands when introduced, never to mumble. But the woman in the wheelchair frightened her. Colleen looked down from the cart, now jerking back and forth on only two wheels, to the top of the woman’s head. Greasy white hair lay flat over her skull. The grooves made by her comb were still visible and the pink of her scalp showed through.

It was all her mother’s fault — the bravado she brought to every gesture that most often paid off and sometimes went very badly.




BEVERLY

BEVERLY WAS WAITING in the food court on the ground floor of Atlantic Place, having watched Colleen get into the elevator near the bank. Before the doors closed Beverly had called out, There’s nothing shameful about being wrong.

They were not speaking very much these days. Beverly had taken the vandalism as a personal affront. Colleen was trying to protect the Newfoundland pine marten, an endangered species.

A whole species wiped off the face of the earth, she had screamed at her mother.

Pine martens, Beverly had said. She could not fathom what Colleen might mean by trying to save them.

They’re rodents, her mother said.

They’re dying out forever, Mother, Colleen said. Somehow Beverly had raised a daughter whose voice could be as shrill as a fire alarm. Was that genetic? Does it skip generations? Beverly had never even seen a picture of a pine marten. There was a whole subgroup of animals — squirrels, badgers, beavers, rats, mostly grey-haired or brown, flicking through peripheral vision if seen at all — in whom Beverly had no interest. Why not albino tigers?

I’m sure we can manage without them, she’d answered. She wondered what David would have thought.

Beverly had met David, Colleen’s stepfather, at a prenatal class. David was with a downtown barmaid whose husband had left her during the pregnancy. The barmaid had asked him to accompany her to the classes — be her birth coach — because she was afraid to do it alone.

She’d served David a martini with a twist during happy hour at the bar he’d been drinking in since he’d turned nineteen. Then she put her fingers over her mouth as if to hold the words back. They’d known each other since high school.

What’s wrong? he’d asked. She told him about the pregnancy, working her wedding ring off her finger as she spoke. She came out from behind the bar and went into the bathroom and he heard the toilet flush and she was out again without the ring. When she asked him to attend the birth he’d blushed deeply.

We’re friends, right? she’d asked. He said he would be honoured.

Beverly was attending the prenatal class alone, having broken up with her lover the weekend before discovering she was pregnant. She could not consider abortion; she had been overtaken, swiftly, with a passion for the idea of a baby. The pregnancy heightened her senses, gave her extra glow, softened her. She became more graceful and deliberate.

She’d told the father, a tepid Catholic lawyer who lived with his mother, over lunch, downtown.

He’d scrunched his napkin into a tight ball and raised his fist and released the napkin. They both watched it unscrunch on the table. The napkin opened like a flower blooming in a time-lapse film.

How could you let this happen? he’d hissed. What she’d imagined to be gentleness — his quiet, unassuming demeanour — had been complacency. Tepid, and given to petulance, she decided. She waited for what she knew was coming. She watched the thought light up his face with rude, desperate hope.

Are you sure it’s mine? he’d said. His voice was weak. Hardly a whisper.

She had thought to include him out of a sense of obligation. She was astonished and relieved to discover he was terrified about what she would demand.

David had made jokes throughout the prenatal classes, brought the barmaid tea during the break, waited while she took the first sip, consulted, and then trotted back to the cafeteria to get her more milk or sugar. He misted up while watching the videos of births, and rubbed the barmaid’s belly with vigour when the lights snapped back on, as if he couldn’t wait to get started.

Many of the men kept their eyes riveted to the floor, Beverly said, but David was watching intently, along with all the women. She found herself in the lineup behind him at the Tim Hortons counter one evening. They spoke about the rain and traffic and then Beverly’s eyes flew open from a kick in her belly — a look of undiluted awe spread over her face — and David fell in love for the first time in his life.

Your mother was so damn beautiful, he’d often said to Colleen. Colleen loved him with a loyalty that kept her from asking too many questions about her real father. They had met several times and he seemed elderly and foreign. She thought of it this way: David had chosen her.




COLLEEN

THERE HAD BEEN a stomach virus going around Grade 1 just before Christmas when Colleen was six. While sitting in the shopping cart that was hooked into the wheelchair Colleen felt a mild altering taking place inside her. She could not have said what she was afraid of; the woman’s red rubber boots were too bright and childish.

Colleen’s stepfather died suddenly of an aneurysm when she was thirteen. At the funeral home she’d heard a man say, He went down like a ton of bricks. The death, when it came, was obdurate and biting; it just was.

The fear she felt in the mall on that day was magnified by the noise and a nascent fever. The Christmas bulbs were swaying, moved by a mysterious internal breeze near the rafters. When she remembers it, she feels the dangerous, oozing seepage, the disintegration of the membrane between adulthood and childhood.

She would soon know things she was too young to know. The woman in the wheelchair twisted her head around and shouted, For the loving honour of Christ. The green lights of her sweater cast a reflection of jiggling dots on her neck.

The engine of the trapped chair roared and there was a faint tinge of burning metal in the air. Colleen’s mother rattled her cart savagely, trying to knock the wheelchair free. Colleen was slammed to one side of the cart, her cheek pressed against the wire mesh, and she nearly fell out.

The crowd gathering around the wheelchair began to shout advice. A man in a tweed coat finally stepped forward and lifted Colleen free. Then with an easy move he disengaged the shopping cart.

The woman in the wheelchair shouted at Beverly, You are a piece of shit. She glared with a depthless hatred that, Colleen saw, had instantly diminished her mother.

Then the woman turned the wheelchair in a series of deft jolts and zoomed off down the aisle, swerving around customers and hitting the display of Aqua Velva, the uppermost boxes of which slid one after another to the floor with dull slow-motion plops until the entire tower seemed to bend in half and fall apart all over the aisle. The man in the tweed coat removed his glove and offered to shake Beverly’s hand.

You’re an absolute angel, Beverly said.

She closed her eyes and put her trembling hands over her ears and smoothed down her hair. She stood like that, eyes closed, hands on her head, while the ramifications of the woman’s rage beat against her.

And during the festive season, she whispered. Then her eyes opened and she was restored. She could make effortless recoveries. She could be dazzlingly bright after near collapse.

People have to watch where they’re going, she said.

I’m just trying to buy a microwave, the man blurted. I told my wife, whatever you want. But there’s not a single microwave to be found in the whole goddamn mall.

Of course everybody’s so fraught, Beverly said. She raised both her hands, asking the man to take in all the wreckage of Christmas. The man looked up and down the aisle. The scene made him draw back his lips from his teeth in a kind of parody of extreme merriment.

If I had my way there’d be no Christmas, the man said.

That’s exactly how I feel, why not some quiet, private celebration of life, Beverly said. This comment mystified the man.

I’m thinking about a dishwasher, he said shyly. That’s what I’ve got in my mind right now, but my wife said a microwave.

A dishwasher and a microwave amount to the same thing, Beverly announced.

A nice dishwasher, the man said.

Is she a stay-at-home mom? Beverly felt a mild disdain for women who gave up careers with the excuse of raising children when most normal people could do both, but she felt guilty about the opinion, and often claimed to be envious.

Never worked a day in her life, the man said proudly.

I’m telling you, a dishwasher.

She’d like a dishwasher, he said.

Imagine her face on Christmas morning.

Colleen wandered over to the Aqua Velva. She picked up a box, which was red with a print of holly leaves and had a clear plastic window on the front to show off the bottles inside. Each bottle of cologne was a different colour — turquoise, dark green, navy blue, and rust. Inside each bottle an oblong air bubble wobbled toward the lid. When she gave the box a shake the bubbles jiggled madly and burst into a thousand tiny bubbles and rushed toward the neck like foam and then slowly fizzled out to reform the single bubble. She tried to get the bubbles in each bottle to hang exactly in the centre of the glass. It was the perfect gift for David. One thing was for certain — he didn’t have it already. As far as she knew, he had never used cologne of any sort in his life.

Colleen had been promised the shopping trip for three weekends in a row, but something had come up on each occasion — her mother talked on the phone or studied a cookbook — and by the time her intense absorption with these tasks had worn off it would be too late to do anything. Colleen would try to catch her mother’s attention with a winning look. Sometimes she would whisper, Mom, reprimanding and pleading at once. But that only provoked; Beverly would hold up one finger and then turn her back on Colleen.

When she hung up the phone or snapped the book shut she would be awash with whatever world she had been dipping into, whatever had taken place there, and would seem to have no recollection of their plans. It was a delicate mood to negotiate — even a sigh might cost Colleen everything. She would have to take off her red coat and go back to colouring.

She went to bed each Sunday night, for three weekends in a row, overwhelmed with anxiety about getting David’s present before Christmas morning. Once, her mother slapped her calculator against the dining-room table and shouted, Didn’t I say I’ll get you there before Christmas? What did I say?

You said you’ll get me there.

And have I ever let you down? It was a question that stumped them both for a few moments.

Later, after putting Colleen to bed, her mother hesitated, standing at the door in the bar of light from the hall. She idly turned the doorknob a few times and the tongue made a clicking noise. It was an old house in downtown St. John’s. It had previously been a boarding house and when Colleen’s parents moved in all the bedroom doors had padlocks on the outside. A few had been kicked in and the splintery holes were badly repaired with plaster. David had found enough antique doors, over the years, to replace the cheap modern ones. Doors that needed to be stripped and planed and fitted with heavy glass knobs that looked like jewels.

I’ll get you there, now stop sulking, her mother said. If there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s a baby. Then she closed the bedroom door and left Colleen in the chilly darkness. Colleen listened to her mother’s heels on the hardwood floor and then in the kitchen until she was overtaken by sleep.

The words piece of shit uttered by the woman in the wheelchair had brought Colleen’s nausea to the surface. She felt as if she had been sliced into a thousand limp pieces and was about to fall apart. Colleen had never heard adults speak to each other quite so honestly, had never seen her mother treated with anything less than strict attention or the sort of incidental admiration glamour inspires.

Now she saw there was something spoiled about her mother. With this one profoundly dirty phrase — piece of shit — everything had been laid bare. She threw up all over the front of her coat and her new boots and the glaring tiles of Wal-Mart. Her mother was down on her knee at once, unbuttoning the soiled coat and folding it into a tight knot with the shiny black lining on the outside. She took a tissue from her purse and wiped Colleen’s mouth and then her boots and then she stood.

Okay baby, let’s get the hell out of here, she said.

I’m getting Daddy a present, you promised.

Honey, you’re sick. We’ll have to come back later.

It was abominable. Her mother had nearly knocked a woman out of a wheelchair, and now they were leaving without a single purchase.

Look at the lineups, her mother said.

Colleen had a Christmas list crunched up in her pocket — it had taken hours to write in different crayons. David had helped her, his bristly silver hair tickling her cheek, the softness of his flannel shirt. How abruptly his giant hand spilled the crayons over the table and spread them. He was short and his eyes were wolf blue and he could take her onto his lap and cover her hand with his and they wrote the list together like that, his chin resting on the top of her head. She loved David with an intensity that had nothing in common with what she felt for her mother, which was a duller, more enduring, inevitable love.

A glaze of tears came to her eyes. When she cried it generally sent her mother into a short-lived fury that resulted in Colleen getting what she wanted. She hardly ever cried, and never on purpose. She hated it as much as her mother, but she was suddenly exhausted. Then, strangely, she was swept with a fury of her own. It felt new and disorienting.

You’re nothing but a piece of shit, she said evenly.

Colleen thought, Goddamn her. Nothing hurt more than her mother’s cold shoulder, mostly because it was involuntary. It was a dry-ice, burning kind of cold that required massive amounts of energy to ignore. Colleen was terrified and compelled by her mother’s anger. She was drawn, against her will, to be in the same room with her. Everything was amplified when her mother was in this mood; the squeak of the cupboard hinge was ultra-meaningful. The low rumble of the kettle starting to boil, building without hesitation to a sonic weltering until lifted off the heat, somehow expressed everything between them. It was best to stay out of the room but Colleen could not stay out of the room. She wanted the full blast of rage, but Beverly either guarded it vigilantly or was oblivious to it.

The elevator lifted and Colleen thought of the runny egg she’d had for breakfast, a spot of blood on the yolk, nastily red and glossy. The judge took one of the files from under his arm and, licking his finger, flicked through the pages until he found something. Then turned to her and stared.

You the bulldozers? he asked.

I’m the bulldozers, she said. The wattle that hung under his chin shook after he spoke.

If you were mine I’d have the snot beat out of you, the judge said. They rose to the fifth floor. The doors started to open and then half-closed and then opened and the judge started down the corridor and then turned on his heel.

I knew your father, young lady, he said. And let me tell you, he’s turning over in his grave.

On Christmas morning David had taken a long time with the present, shaking it next to his ear, pausing to register bewilderment, careful with the wrapping paper. Even at six years old, she could see that he was genuinely moved. He unscrewed each lid, sniffed, and then screwed it back on tightly and fitted each bottle back into the squeaky Styrofoam box.

This one smells like a walk in the woods, he said.

The cologne eventually made its way up to the cupboard under the sink in the guest bathroom, behind the pipes, containers of Comet, cleaning rags. It remained there, even after David died, the plastic window of the box covered in a fur of dust.
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