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I

This is how I got here, says Rennie.

It was the day after Jake left. I walked back to the house around five. I’d been over at the market and I was carrying the shopping basket as well as my purse. There wasn’t as much to carry now that Jake wasn’t there any more, which was just as well because the muscles in my left shoulder were aching, I hadn’t been keeping up the exercises. The trees along the street had turned and the leaves were falling onto the sidewalk, yellow and brown, and I was thinking, Well, it’s not so bad, I’m still alive.

My next-door neighbour, an old Chinese man whose name I didn’t know, was tidying up his front yard. The yard in front of my house had been covered over with paving stones so you could park a car on it. That meant the street was going up rather than down, and in a few years I’d have to move; though I’d stopped thinking in years. My neighbour had pulled up the dead plants and was raking the earth into a raised oblong. In the spring he’d plant things I didn’t know the names for. I remember thinking it was time I learned the names, if I was going to live there.

I did notice the cruiser, which they’d left beside a meter like any other car, no flashing lights, but it was a few doors away so I didn’t pay much attention to it. You see more police cars down there than you might farther north.

The front door was open, which wasn’t out of place on such a warm day. The downstairs neighbour, an old woman who isn’t the landlady but behaves like one, has cats and likes to leave the outside door ajar so they can get in and go through the cat door. “Cat hole,” Jake calls it; used to call it.

My own door at the top of the stairs was open too. There were people inside, men, I could hear them talking, and then a laugh. I couldn’t think who it could be, it wasn’t Jake, but whoever it was didn’t seem to care who knew they were there. The key was under the mat where I always leave it, but the edge of the doorframe was splintered, the lock was shoved right out of it. I went into the livingroom, which was still piled with the boxes of books Jake had packed but not collected. Nothing had been moved. Through the kitchen doorway I could see feet and legs, shining feet, pressed legs.

Two policemen were sitting at the table. I had that quick rush of fear, late for school, caught on the boys’ stairs, caught out. The only thing I could think of was that they were after the pot, but there were no drawers pulled open and the tea and coffee canisters were where they should be. Then I remembered that Jake had taken the whole stash with him. Why not? It was his. Anyway, surely they’d stopped worrying about that, everyone does it now, even the police, it’s almost legal.

The younger one stood up, the older one didn’t. He stayed sitting down, smiling up at me as if I’d come for a job interview.

You Miss Wilford? he asked. He didn’t wait. You’re damn lucky. He had a massive head, with the hair clipped short like a punker’s. His was left over though, from sometime in the fifties: no green highlights.

Why? I said. What’s the matter?

You’ve got good neighbours, the younger one said. He looked like a high-school gym teacher or a Baptist, about twenty-two, earnest and severe. The one downstairs. She was the one who phoned.

Was it a fire? I said. There was no sign of it, no smell.

The older one laughed. The other one didn’t. No, he said. She heard footsteps up here and she knew it wasn’t you, she saw you go out, and she didn’t hear anyone go up the stairs. He jimmied open your kitchen window.

I put the shopping basket on the table; then I went and looked at the window, which was open about two feet. The white paint was scratched.

You could do it with a jackknife, he said. You should get those safety locks. He heard us coming and went back out through the window.

Did he take anything? I said.

You’ll have to tell us that, said the older one.

The younger one looked uneasy. We don’t think he was a burglar, he said. He made himself a cup of Ovaltine. He was just waiting for you, I guess. There was a cup on the table, half full of something light brown. I felt sick: someone I didn’t know had been in my kitchen, opening my refrigerator and my cupboards, humming to himself maybe, as if he lived there; as if he was an intimate.

What for? I said.

The older one stood up. He took up a lot of space in the kitchen. Take a look, he said, pleased with himself, in charge. He had a present he’d been saving up. He walked past me into the livingroom and then into the bedroom. I was glad I’d made the bed that morning: lately I hadn’t always.

There was a length of rope coiled neatly on the quilt. It wasn’t any special kind of rope, there was nothing lurid about it. It was off-white and medium thick. It could have been a clothesline.

All I could think of was a game we used to play, Detective or Clue, something like that. You had to guess three things: Mr. Green, in the conservatory, with a pipewrench; Miss Plum, in the kitchen, with a knife. Only I couldn’t remember whether the name in the envelope was supposed to be the murderer’s or the victim’s. Miss Wilford, in the bedroom, with a rope.

He was just waiting for you, the younger one said behind me.

Drinking his Ovaltine, the big one said. He smiled down at me, watching my face, almost delighted, like an adult who’s just said I told you so to some rash child with a skinned knee.

So you were lucky, the younger one said. He came past me and picked up the rope, carefully, as if it had germs. I could see now that he was older than I’d thought, he had anxious puckers around the eyes.

The big one opened the closet door, casually, as if he had every right. Two of Jake’s suits were still hanging there.

You live alone, that right? the big one said.

I said yes.

These your pictures? said the big one, grinning.

No, I said. They belong to a friend of mine. The pictures were Jake’s, he was supposed to take them away.

Quite a friend, said the big one.

He must’ve been watching you for a while, said the young one. He must’ve known when you’d get home. Any idea who it might be?

No, I said. I wanted to sit down. I thought of asking them if they wanted a beer.

Some nut, the big one said. If you knew what was walking around loose out there you’d never go out. You close the curtains in the bathroom when you take a shower?

There aren’t any curtains in the bathroom, I said. There aren’t any windows.

You close the curtains when you get dressed at night?

Yes, I said.

He’ll be back, the young one said. That kind always comes back.

The big one wouldn’t let up. You have men over here a lot? Different men?

He wanted it to be my fault, just a little, some indiscretion, some provocation. Next he would start lecturing me about locks, about living alone, about safety.

I close the curtains, I said. I don’t have men over. I turn out the lights. I get undressed by myself, in the dark.

The big one smirked at me, he knew about single women, and suddenly I was angry. I unbuttoned my blouse and pulled my left arm out of the sleeve and dropped the slip strap over my shoulder.

What in hell are you doing? the big one said.

I want you to believe me, I said.
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There’s a two-hour stopover in Barbados, or so they tell her. Rennie finds the women’s washroom in the new Muzak-slick airport and changes from her heavy clothes to a cotton dress. She examines her face in the mirror, checking for signs. In fact she looks quite well, she looks normal. Her dress is a washed-out blue, her face isn’t too pale, she wears only enough makeup so she won’t seem peculiar, a leftover hippie or a Plymouth Brethren or something like that. This is the effect she aims for, neutrality; she needs it for her work, as she used to tell Jake. Invisibility.

Take a chance, said Jake, during one of his campaigns to alter her, what was it that time? Purple satin with rhinestone spaghetti straps. Make a statement.

Other people make statements, she said. I just write them down.

That’s a cop-out, said Jake. If you’ve got it, flaunt it.

Which God knows you do, said Rennie.

You’re putting me down again, said Jake, affable, showing his teeth, flawless except for the long canines.

You’re impossible to put down, said Rennie. That’s why I love you.

In the washroom there’s a blow-dryer for your hands, which claims to be a protection against disease. The instructions are in French as well as English, it’s made in Canada. Rennie washes her hands and dries them under the blow-dryer. She’s all in favour of protection against disease.

She thinks about what’s behind her, what she cancelled or didn’t bother to cancel. As for the apartment, she just shut the door with its shiny new lock and walked out, since out was where she needed to be. It gets easier and easier, dishes in the sink for two weeks, three weeks, only a little mould on them, she hardly even feels guilty any more; one of these days it may be permanent.

Rennie’s lucky that she can manage these sidesteps, these small absences from real life; most people can’t. She’s not tied down, which is an advantage. It’s a good thing she’s versatile, and it helps to know people, in this case Keith. Keith has recently come across to Visor from Toronto Life. He’s a contact of hers, which is not the same as a friend. While she was in the hospital she decided that most of her friends were really just contacts.

I want to go somewhere warm and very far away, she said.

Try the Courtyard Café, he said.

No, seriously, said Rennie. My life is in the pits right now. I need a tan.

Want to do The Restless Caribbean? he said. So does everyone else.

Nothing political, she said. I can do you a good Fun in the Sun, with the wine lists and the tennis courts, I know what you like.

You finked out on the last piece I wanted you to do, said Keith. Anyway, you just came back from Mexico.

That was last year, she said. Come on, we’re old buddies. I need some time out.

Keith sighed and then agreed, a little too quickly. Usually he haggled more. He must have heard about the operation; maybe he even knew about Jake leaving. He had that faint sick look in his eyes, as if he wanted to give her something, charity for instance. Rennie hates charity.

It’s not a total freebie, she said. It’s not as if I don’t produce.

Pick an island, he said. Only it has to be someplace we haven’t done. How about this one? A friend of mine went there, sort of by mistake. He says it’s off the beaten track.

Rennie had never heard of it. Sounds great, she said. Ordinarily she would have done some homework, but she was in too much of a hurry. This time she’s flying blind.

Rennie repacks her bag, stuffing her pantyhose into an outside pocket, the one with the clock. Then she goes to the restaurant, where everything is wicker, and orders a gin and tonic. She does not look long at the distant sea, which is too blue to be believable.

The restaurant isn’t full. There are a few women alone and more in clutches, and a couple of families. There are no men by themselves. Men by themselves usually go to the bar. She knows, she’s learned since Jake left, that if she spends much time gazing around the room with that slightly defiant stare adopted by women alone to indicate that they don’t have to be, one of the other solitaries might join her. So instead she watches her hands and the ice cubes in her glass, which despite the air conditioning are melting almost at once.

When she goes to the gate she’s told the plane is late. Lugging her bag and her camera bag, she walks among the kiosk shops: small black hand-sewn dolls, cigarette boxes and mirrors encrusted with shells, necklaces made from the teeth of sharks, porcupine fish, inflated and dried. A miniature five-piece steel band, mounted on a slab of driftwood, in which the players are toads. Looking more closely, she sees that the toads are real ones that have been stuffed and varnished. A long time ago she would have bought this monstrosity and sent it to someone for a joke.
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Rennie is from Griswold, Ontario. Griswold is what they call her background. Though it’s less like a background, a backdrop – picturesque red Victorian houses and autumn trees on a hillside in the distance – then a subground, something that can’t be seen but is nevertheless there, full of gritty old rocks and buried stumps, worms and bones; nothing you’d want to go into. Those who’d lately been clamouring for roots had never seen a root up close, Rennie used to say. She had, and she’d rather be some other part of the plant.

In an earlier phase, Rennie used to tell jokes about Griswold to amuse her friends. Such as: How many people from Griswold does it take to change a lightbulb? The whole town. One to change it, ten to snoop, and the rest of them to discuss how sinful you are for wanting more light. Or: How many people from Griswold does it take to change a lightbulb? None. If the light goes out it’s the will of God, and who are you to complain?

People from bigger places, Jake in particular, think that Griswold has an exotic and primitive charm. Rennie doesn’t think this. Mostly she tries to avoid thinking about Griswold at all. Griswold, she hopes, is merely something she defines herself against.

Though it’s not always so easy to get rid of Griswold. For instance: When Rennie saw the piece of rope on her bed, she knew what Griswold would have had to say about it. This is what happens to women like you. What can you expect, you deserve it. In Griswold everyone gets what they deserve. In Griswold everyone deserves the worst.
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The night before the operation Jake took Rennie out to dinner, to cheer her up. She didn’t feel like going, but she knew she had been boring recently and she’d vowed, a long time ago, when she was still in her early twenties, never to be boring; a vow that had been harder to keep than she’d expected.

Rennie was an expert on boredom, having done a piece on it for Pandora’s “Relationships” column in which she claimed that there were two people involved in boredom, not just one: the borer and the boree. Out-and-out boredom of the jaw-stiffening kind could be avoided by small shifts in attention. Study his tie, she recommended. If you’re stuck, make an imaginary earlobe collection and add his. Watch his Adam’s apple move up and down. Keep smiling. The assumption was that the active principle, the source of the powerful ergs of boredom, was male, and that the passive recipient was female. Of course this was unfair, but who except women would read a Pandora “Relationships” column? When writing for male-oriented magazines such as Crusoe or Visor she offered self-help hints: “How To Read Her Mind.” If she’s looking too hard at your earlobes or watching your Adam’s apple go up and down, change the subject.

Jake took her to Fentons, which used to be more than he could afford, and they sat under one of the indoor trees. At first he held her hand, but she felt he was doing it because he thought he ought to and after a while he stopped. He ordered a bottle of wine and urged her to drink more of it than she wanted to. Perhaps he thought she would be less boring if she got drunk, but this was not the case.

She didn’t want to talk about the operation but she couldn’t think about anything else. Maybe it would turn out to be benign; on the other hand, maybe they would open her up and find that she was permeated, riddled, rotting away from the inside. There was a good chance she’d wake up minus a breast. She knew she ought to be thinking about how to die with dignity but she didn’t want to die with dignity. She didn’t want to die at all.

Jake told stories about people they knew, gossipy stories with a malicious twist, the kind she used to enjoy. She tried to enjoy them but instead she started to think about Jake’s fingers: he was holding the stem of his wineglass with his left hand, lightly, but the knuckles were absolutely white. He had a habit of never throwing out empty containers; that morning she’d taken down the Shreddies box and there was nothing in it. How could she know when it was time to get more if he kept leaving empty peanut butter jars and honey jars and cocoa tins on the shelves: she refrained from mentioning this. She felt that Jake’s eyes kept slipping away from her face, down to the top button of her blouse; then, as if he’d reached a line, a taboo, back up to her face again. He’s fascinated, she thought.

They walked home with their arms around each other, as if they were still in love. While Jake took a shower, Rennie stood in the bedroom with the closet door open, wondering what she should put on. Two of her nightgowns, the black one with the see-through lace top and the red satin one slit up the sides, had been presents from Jake. He liked buying her things like that. Bad taste. Garters, merry widows, red bikini pants with gold spangles, wired half-cup hooker brassieres that squeezed and pushed up the breasts. The real you, he’d say, with irony and hope. Who’d ever guess? Black leather and whips, that’s next.

She wanted to make it easy for him, she wanted to help him along with the illusion that nothing bad had happened to her or was going to happen. Her body was in the mirror, looking the same as ever. She couldn’t believe that in a week, a day, some of it might have vanished. She thought about what they did with the parts.

In the end she wore nothing. She waited in bed for Jake to come out of the shower. He would smell of body shampoo and he would be damp and slippery. She used to like it when he slid into her wet like that, but tonight she was only waiting for a certain amount of time to be over, as if she were in a dentist’s office, waiting for something to be done to her. A procedure.

At first he couldn’t. It had been too sudden; she’d been told, she’d told him, the operation had been scheduled, all in the same day. She could understand his shock and disgust and the effort he was making not to reveal them, since she felt the same way. She wanted to tell him he didn’t have to, not if it was too much of an effort, but he wouldn’t take that well, he’d think she was being critical.

He ran his hand over her breast a couple of times, the bad one. Then he began to cry. This was what she’d been afraid she herself would do. She hugged him, stroking the back of his head.

After that he made love to her, painfully and for a long time. She could hear his teeth grinding together, as if he were angry. He was holding back, waiting for her to come. He thought he was doing her a favour. He was doing her a favour. She couldn’t stand the idea of anyone doing her a favour. Her body was nerveless, slack, as if she was already under the anaesthetic. As though he could sense this he gathered skin and muscle, wrenching, twisting, he bit her, not gently, shoving himself into her, trying to break through that barrier of deadened flesh. At last she faked it. That was another vow she’d made once: never to fake it.
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By the time the flight is called it’s already dark. They stand at the gate, a dozen or so of them, watching the plane land. The gate isn’t even a gate but an opening in the cement wall with a chain across it. The airline officials, two kids, a light-brown girl who looks about sixteen and a boy with a set of earphones, can’t decide which gate they should be standing at, so the whole group straggles back and forth several times between one hole in the wall and another. A man in tinted glasses offers to carry her camera bag for her, but Rennie refuses politely. She doesn’t want anyone sitting beside her on the plane, especially a man who would wear a safari jacket. She didn’t like safari jackets even when they were still possible. He’s the only white man in the group.

When the hole is finally unchained, Rennie follows the others towards the plane, which is tiny and looks alarmingly homemade. Rennie tells herself that you stand a better chance in a small plane like this than a jumbo jet. Jake has a joke about planes. He says they can’t really fly, it’s absurd to think a heavy piece of metal like that can fly; what keeps them up is the irrational belief of the passengers, and all plane crashes can be explained by a loss of faith.

He’d have a job with this one, she thinks, anyone can see it’ll never get off the ground. St. Antoine isn’t a rich country, they probably buy their planes fourth-hand from other countries, then stick them together with Band-Aids and string until they fall apart irreparably. It’s like the fat trade in restaurants. Rennie knows a lot about the fat trade in restaurants: the good ones selling their used fat to the second-rate ones, and so on down the line until the fat reaches the chipworks of cheap hamburger stands. Rennie’s piece on the fat trade was called, “By Their Fats Ye Shall Know Them.” The editor’s title, not hers. She wanted to call it “Fat City.”

She climbs the wobbling metal steps through the dark heat, which is doubled by the heat of the plane. The camera bag strap cuts into her shoulder and the flesh above her left breast; the scar is pulling again. When it feels like this she’s afraid to look down, she’s afraid she’ll see blood, leakage, her stuffing coming out. It isn’t a very big scar as such things go; worse thing happen to other people. She’s lucky. Why then doesn’t she feel lucky?

I don’t want to have the operation, she said. She believed two things at once: that there was nothing wrong with her and that she was doomed anyway, so why waste the time? She had a horror of someone, anyone, putting a knife into her and cutting some of her off, which was what it amounted to no matter what they called it. She disliked the idea of being buried one piece at a time instead of all at once, it was too much like those women they were always finding strewn about ravines or scattered here and there in green garbage bags. Dead but not molested. The first time she’d seen that word, in a Toronto newspaper when she was eight, she’d thought a molester was someone who caught moles. A molester is someone who is indecent, said her grandmother. But since that was what her grandmother said about almost everyone, it wasn’t much help. Rennie still used that word sometimes, for fun, where other people would use gross.

Daniel, who at that point was still Dr. Luoma, looked at her as if he was disappointed in her: other women no doubt said similar things. This embarrassed her, since even such a short time ago she still assumed she was unique.

You don’t have to, he said. Or, well, you don’t have to do anything. Nobody’s forcing you, it’s your own decision. He paused here, letting her remember that the alternative he offered her was death. Either/or. Multiple choice: which was not what it said.
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During the morning of the day on which she had her routine once-a-year appointment at the gynecologist’s, Rennie was working on a piece about drain-chain jewellery. You could get it for pennies at your local Woolworth’s, she wrote. Buy as many lengths as you need, make the chains as long as you like with those cunning little peanut-shaped connectors, wear them on any part of your anatomy: wrists, neck, waist, even ankles, if you wanted the slave-girl effect. It was the latest Queen Street thing, she wrote, a New Wave sleaze put-on of real jewellery. Or beyond New Wave even: nouveau wavé.

In fact it wasn’t the latest Queen Street thing. It wasn’t a thing at all, it was an embellishment Rennie had spotted on one of her friends, Jocasta, who ran Ripped Off, a secondhand store on Peter Street that specialized in violently ugly clothes from the fifties, springolator pumps, tiger-stripe pedal pushers, formals with jutting tits and layers of spangles and tulle.

Jocasta was five foot nine, with the cheekbones of an ex-model. She went in for fake leopard-skin shortie coats. The women who hung out at Ripped Off were half Jocasta’s age and wore a lot of black leather. They had hair dyed green or bright red, or they shaved their heads with an Iroquois fringe running down the middle. Some of them had safety pins in their ears. They looked up to Jocasta, who was right over the edge in the creative sleaze line and could carry it off, too. In her display window she made arrangements that she called Junk Punk: a stuffed lizard copulating with a mink collar in a child’s rocking chair, motorized, a cairn of false teeth with a born-again tract propped against it: “How Can I Be Saved?” Once she hung a coat tree with blown-up condoms sprayed with red enamel and a sign: NATIONAL LOVE A REFUGEE WEEK.

Of course it’s gross, said Jocasta. But so’s the world, you know what I mean? Me, I’m relaxed. A little deep breathing, mantras of one syllable, bran for breakfast. Can I help it if I’m the wave of the future?

Jocasta wasn’t Jocasta’s name: her real name was Joanne. She changed it when she was thirty-eight because, as she said, what can you do with a name like Joanne? Too nice. She didn’t dye her hair green or wear a safety pin in her ear but calling herself Jocasta was the equivalent. Good taste kills, said Jocasta.

Rennie met Jocasta when she was doing a piece on the Queen Street renaissance for Toronto Life, all about the conversion of hardware stores and wholesale fabric outlets into French restaurants and trendy boutiques. She did not necessarily believe that a trendy boutique was any improvement over a wholesale fabric outlet, but she knew enough to avoid such negative value judgements in print. At first she thought Jocasta was a lesbian, because of the way she dressed, but later she decided Jocasta was merely bizarre. Rennie liked Jocasta because Jocasta was much more bizarre than Rennie felt she herself could ever be. Partly she admired this quality, partly she felt it was dangerous, and partly, being from Griswold after all, she had a certain contempt for it.

Jocasta wore drain chains because she was miserly and they were cheap. She hadn’t even bought her chains, she’d raided the sinks of neighbouring restaurants for them: “All I did was take the plug of with a pair of pliers, and voilà.” But sometimes Rennie liked to write pieces about trends that didn’t really exist, to see if she could make them exist by writing about them. Six to one she’d see at least ten women with bathplug chains looped around their necks two weeks after the piece came out. Successes of this kind gave her an odd pleasure, half gleeful, half sour: people would do anything not to be thought outmoded.

Usually her articles on fake trends were just as plausible as the ones on real trends; sometimes more so, because she tried harder with them. Even the editors were taken in, and when they weren’t they’d go along anyway, half-believing that what Rennie had to say on subjects like this would eventually come true, even if it wasn’t true at the moment. When she wasn’t fooling around she was uncanny, they told each other: as if she could see into the future.

If I could see into the future, Rennie said to one of them (a man, who kept suggesting that they should have drinks sometime soon), do you think I’d waste my time on this sort of thing? The colour of women’s lipstick, the length of their skirts, the height of their heels, what bits of plastic or gilt junk they chose to stick on themselves? I see into the present, that’s all. Surfaces. There’s not a whole lot to it.

Rennie became a quick expert on surfaces when she first moved away from Griswold. (On a university scholarship: the only other respectable way out of Griswold for a young single woman, she used to say, is straight down.) Surfaces determined whether or not people took you seriously, and what was mandatory in Griswold was, more often than not, ludicrous in the real world. Griswold, for instance, was an early convert to polyester knit.

At first she’d looked in order to copy; later on she’d looked in order not to copy. After that she just looked. When Marxist college professors and hard-line feminists gave her a rough time at parties about the frivolity of her subject matter she would counter with a quote from Oscar Wilde to the effect that only superficial people were not concerned with appearances. Then she would tactfully suggest certain alterations to their wardrobes that would improve their own appearances no end. They were usually vain enough to be interested: nobody wanted to be in bad taste.

Most of the people she knew thought Rennie was way out ahead of it, but she saw herself as off to the side. She preferred it there; she’d noted, many times, the typical pose of performers, celebrities, in magazine shots and publicity stills and especially on stage. Teeth bared in an ingratiating smile, arms flung wide to the sides, hands open to show that there were no concealed weapons, head thrown back, throat bared to the knife; an offering, an exposure. She felt no envy towards them. In fact she found them embarrassing, their eagerness, their desperation, for that was what it was, even when they were successful. Underneath it they would do anything; they’d take their clothes off if there was no other way, they’d stand on their heads, anything, in that frenzied grab for attention. She would much rather be the one who wrote things about people like this than be the one that got written about.

Rennie finished the first draft of her piece on drain-chain jewellery and spent some time thinking about the title. Eventually she discarded “The Chain Gang” in favour of “Chain Reaction”. The pictures would be easy to get, but she’d leave that to the magazine. She never shot high-gloss fashion, she wasn’t good enough.

At eleven-thirty Jake surprised her by coming home, “for a lunchtime quickie,” he said. That was fine, since she liked being surprised by him. At that time he was still inventive. Sometimes he would climb up the fire escape and in through the window instead of coming through the door, he’d send her ungrammatical and obscene letters composed of words snipped from newspapers, purporting to be from crazy men, he’d hide in closets and spring out at her, pretending to be a lurker. Apart from the first shock, none of these things had ever alarmed her.

So they had the lunchtime quickie and afterwards Rennie made grilled cheese sandwiches and they ate them in bed, which wasn’t as pleasant as she’d thought it would be because some of the crumbs and melted cheese got on the sheets, and Jake went back to his office. Rennie had a bath, because her background was still with her and she felt it would be inconsiderate to go to the gynecologist right after making love without having had a bath.

Ready to have babies yet? The doctor asked, his standard opening joke as he snapped on his prophylactic gloves. You’re heading for the cutoff point. He’d been saying this for six years. Half an hour later, everything ceased to be funny.

Though as she walked home she was still thinking in the way she was used to. For instance, she could do a piece on it. “Cancer, The Coming Thing.” Homemakers might take it, or Chatelaine. How about “The Cutoff Point”?

This is a fact, it’s happened to you, and right now you can’t believe it, she would begin. You’ve been used to thinking of yourself as a person, but all of a sudden you’re just a statistic Dying was in bad taste, no doubt of that. But at some point it would be a trend, among the people she knew. Maybe she was way out ahead on that one too.
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On the plane they serve warm ginger ale in paper cups and sandwiches wrapped in plastic film. The sandwiches are made of slices of white bread, with slightly rancid butter and a thin piece of roast beef between them. Rennie picks out the lettuce: she’s been to Mexico, she knows about amoebic dysentery.

The seats are hard and covered with scratchy maroon plush, like those on ancient buses. The stewardesses, two of them, one with straightened upswept hair like Betty Grable’s, one with cornrows and beaded Rasta braids, wear hot-pink satin outfits with tiny white aprons. They teeter up and down the narrow aisles on high-heeled sandals, open-toed with multiple straps, magenta: fuck-me shoes, Jake would call them. When the plane bumps they grab for the back of the nearest seat, but they seem used to it.

Though the plane is just half full, there’s a man beside Rennie. It isn’t the white man in the safari jacket, who’s sitting at the very front reading a newspaper, but an older man, brown. He’s wearing a dark suit, despite the heat, and a tie in which a small pin shines. She notices that he’s taken only one bite of his sandwich. When the remains of the sandwiches are being collected he speaks to Rennie, throwing his voice above the drone of the engines.

“You are from Canada,” he says, stating it rather than asking. He’s about sixty, spare-faced and tall, with a high-bridged nose; he looks vaguely Arabian. His jaw is undershot, his bottom teeth close slightly over the top ones.

“How did you know?” says Rennie.

“We get mostly Canadians,” he says. “The sweet Canadians.”

Rennie can’t tell whether or not this is meant as irony. “We’re not all that sweet,” she says.

“I trained in Ontario, my friend,” he says. “I was once a veterinarian. My specialty was the diseases of sheep. So I am familiar with the sweet Canadians.” He smiles, speaking precisely. “They are famous for their good will. When we had our hurricane, the sweet Canadians donated a thousand tins of ham, Maple Leaf Premium. It was for the refugees.” He laughs, as if this is a joke, but Rennie doesn’t get it. “The refugees never see this ham,” he says, explaining patiently. “Most likely they never eat ham in their lives before. Well, they miss their chance.” He laughs again. “The ham turn up, surprise, at the Independence Day banquet. To celebrate our freedom from Britain. For the leading citizens only. Many of us were very amused, my friend. There was a round of applause for the sweet Canadians.”

Rennie doesn’t know what to say to this. She feels he’s making fun of her in some obscure way, but she isn’t sure why. “Was it a bad hurricane?” she says. “Was anyone killed?”

He ignores this question entirely. “Why are you coming to St. Antoine?” he says, as if it’s an odd thing to be doing.

“I’m writing a piece on it,” she says. “A travel piece.”

“Ah,” he says. “To entice the sweet Canadians.”

Rennie is becoming irritated with him. She looks at the pocket in the seatback in front of her, hoping there’s something she can pretend to read, an airline magazine, barf-bag mags as they’re known in the trade, but there’s nothing in it but the card illustrating emergency procedures. On the 707 to Barbadoes she had a thriller she bought at the airport, but she finished it and left it on the plane. A mistake: now she’s bookless.

“You must visit our Botanic Gardens,” he says. “The British made very good ones, all over the world. For medicinal purposes, you understand. Ours is one of the oldest. It is still in good repair; they have only been gone a month. Now that we are free, we have to pull out the weeds ourselves. We have a small museum there, you must see that. Broken pots made by the Carib Indians and so forth. They did not make very accomplished pottery. We still have a few of them in our country, we have not fully modernized.”

He reaches into his jacket pocket and takes out a bottle of aspirin. He taps two into his palm and offers the bottle to Rennie, as if offering a cigarette. Rennie doesn’t have a headache, but feels she should take one anyway, it’s the polite thing to do.

“There is a fort also,” he says. “The British were proficient at that, too. Fort Industry. Under the British it was called Fort George, but our government is renaming everything.” He signals the stewardess and asks for a glass of water.

“We just have ginger ale,” she says.

“It will have to do,” he says. His teeth clamp together in a bulldog grin. “In my country that is a very useful phrase.”

The ginger ale comes and he swallows his aspirins, then offers the styrofoam cup to Rennie. “Thank you,” says Rennie. “I’m saving mine for later.” She holds the aspirin in her hand, wondering if she’s just been rude, but if so he doesn’t seem to notice.

“I have many statistics you might find useful,” he says. “Those on unemployment, for instance. Or perhaps you would prefer the Botanic Gardens? I would be happy to escort you, I take an interest in plants.”

Rennie decides not to ask him about restaurants and tennis courts. She thanks him and says she’ll have a better idea of what she’s looking for once she gets there.

“I think we are approaching,” he says.

The plane dips. Rennie peers out the window, hoping to see something, but it’s too dark. She glimpses an outline, a horizon, something jagged and blacker than the sky, but then the plane goes down at a forty-five degree angle and a moment later they hit the ground. She jolts forward against the seat belt as the plane brakes, much too fast.

“We have a very short runway here,” he remarks. “Before I tendered my regrets to the present governnent I attempted to have something done about it. I was at that time the Minister for Tourism.” He smiles his lopsided smile. “But the Prime Minister had other priorities.”

The plane taxis to a stop and the aisle jams with people. “It’s been nice meeting you,” Rennie says as they stand up.

He holds out his hand for her to shake. Rennie transfers the aspirin. “I hope you will have a pleasant stay, my friend. If you need assistance, do not hesitate to call on me. Everyone knows where I can be found. My name is Minnow, Dr. Minnow, like the fish. My enemies make jokes about that! A small fish in a small puddle, they say. It is a corruption of the French, Minôt was the original, it was one of the many things they left behind them. The family were all pirates.”

“Really?” Rennie says. “That’s wild.”

“Wild?” says Dr. Minnow.

“Fascinating,” says Rennie.

Dr. Minnow smiles. “They were common once,” he says. “Some of them were quite respectable; they intermarried with the British and so forth. You have a husband?”

“Pardon?” says Rennie. The question has caught her by surprise: nobody she knows asks it any more.

“A man,” he says. “Here we do not bother so much with the formalities.”

Rennie wonders if this is a sexual feeler. She hesitates. “Not with me,” she says.

“Perhaps he will join you later?” Dr. Minnow says. He looks down at her anxiously, and Rennie sees that this isn’t an advance, it’s concern. She smiles at him, hoisting her camera bag.

“I’ll be fine,” she says. Which is not what she believes.
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When Rennie floated up through the anaesthetic she did not feel anything at first. She opened her eyes and saw light green, then closed them again. She did not want to look down, see how much of herself was missing. She lay with her eyes closed, realizing that she was awake and would rather not be. She also realized, though she had not admitted it before, that she had expected to die during the operation. She’d heard stories about people going into shock or being allergic to the anaesthetic. It was not out of the question.

Her left arm was numb. She tried to move it and couldn’t. Instead she moved her right hand, and not until then did she understand that someone was holding it. She turned her head, forced her eyes to open, and saw, a long distance away, as if she were looking through the wrong end of a telescope, the image of a man, a head surrounded by darkness, glassy and clear. Daniel.

It’s all right, he said. It was malignant but I think we got it all.

He was telling her that he had saved her life, for the time being anyway, and now he was dragging her back into it, this life that he had saved. By the hand. Malignant, Rennie thought.

Now what, she said. Her mouth felt thick and swollen. She looked at his arm, which was bare from the elbow down and was lying beside hers on the white sheet; hair licked along the skin like dark flames. His fingers were around her wrist. She did not see hands but an odd growth, like a plant or something with tentacles, detachable. The hand moved: he was patting her.

Now you go to sleep, he said. I’ll be back.

Rennie looked again and his hand attached itself to his arm, which was part of him. He wasn’t very far away. She fell in love with him because he was the first thing she saw after her life had been saved. This was the only explanation she could think of. She wished, later, when she was no longer feeling dizzy but was sitting up, trying to ignore the little sucking tubes that were coming out of her and the constant ache, that it had been a potted begonia or a stuffed rabbit, some safe bedside object. Jake sent her roses but by then it was too late.

I imprinted on him, she thought; like a duckling, like a baby chick. She knew about imprinting; once, when she was hard up for cash, she’d done a profile for Owl Magazine of a man who believed geese should be used as a safe and loyal substitute for watchdogs. It was best to be there yourself when the goslings came out of the eggs, he said. Then they’d follow you to the ends of the earth. Rennie had smirked because the man seemed to think that being followed to the ends of the earth by a flock of adoring geese was both desirable and romantic, but she’d written it all down in his own words.

Now she was behaving like a goose, and the whole thing put her in a foul temper. It was inappropriate to have fallen in love with Daniel, who had no distinguishing features that Rennie could see. She hardly even knew what he looked like, since, during the examinations before the operation, she hadn’t bothered to look at him. One did not look at doctors; doctors were functionaries, they were what your mother once hoped you would marry, they were fifties, they were passé. It wasn’t only inappropriate, it was ridiculous. It was expected. Falling in love with your doctor was something middle-aged married women did, women in the soaps, women in nurse novels and in sex-and-scalpel epics with titles like Surgery and nurses with big tits and doctors who looked like Dr. Kildare on the covers. It was the sort of thing Toronto Life did stories about, soft-core gossip masquerading as hard-nosed research and exposé. Rennie could not stand being guilty of such a banality.

But there she was, waiting for Daniel to appear (out of nowhere, she never knew when he would be coming, when she was having a sponge bath or struggling to the toilet, leaning on the large wattled nurse), hooked like a junkie on those pats of the hand and Rotarian words of cheer and collective first-person plurals (“We’re coming along nicely”), and in a feeble rage because of it. Shit. He wasn’t even that handsome, now that she had a good look: his proportions were wrong, he was too tall for his shoulders, his hair was too short, his arms were too long, he gangled. She sniffled with anger into the wad of Kleenex the nurse held out to her.

A good cry will do you good, said the nurse. But you’re lucky, they say there’s none anywhere else, some of them are full of it, they cut it out and it just pops up somewhere else. Rennie thought of toasters.

Daniel brought her a pamphlet called Mastectomy: Answers to Down-To-Earth Questions. Down to earth. Who wrote these things? Nobody in her position would want to think very hard about down or earth. Are there any restrictions on sexual activity? she read. The pamphlet suggested that she ask her doctor. She considered doing this.

But she didn’t. Instead, she asked him, How much of me did you cut off? Because she was in love with him and he hadn’t noticed, her tone of voice was not all it should have been. But he didn’t seem to mind.

About a quarter, he said gently.

You make it sound like a pie, said Rennie.

Daniel smiled, indulging her, waiting her out.

I guess I should be relieved, said Rennie. That you didn’t hack off the whole thing.

We don’t do that any more unless there’s massive involvement, said Daniel.

Massive involvement, said Rennie. It’s never been my thing.

He follows up, said the nurse. A lot of them, they just do their number and that’s that. He likes to know how things work out, in their life and all. He takes a personal interest. He says a lot of it has to do with their attitude, you know?

Jake brought champagne and pâté and kissed her on the mouth. He sat beside her and tried not to look at her wrapped chest and the tubes. He spread pâté on crackers, which he’d also brought, and fed them to her. He wanted to be thanked.

You’re a godsend, she said. The food here is unbelievable. Green Jello salad and a choice of peas or peas. She was happy to see him but she was distracted. She didn’t want Daniel to walk in, trailing interns, while Jake was still there.

Jake was restless. He was healthy and healthy people are embarrassed by sickness, she could remember that. She was convinced also that she smelled peculiar, that there was a faint odour of decay seeping through the binding: like an off cheese. She wanted him to go quickly and he wanted to go.

We’ll get back to normal, she told herself, though she could not remember any longer what normal had been like. She asked the nurse to adjust her bed so she could lie back.

That’s a fine young man, the nurse said. Jake was a fine young man. He was all in place, a good dancer who hardly ever bothered to dance.

[image: ]

Rennie climbs down the steps of the plane and the heat slips over her face like thick brown velvet. The terminal is a low shed with a single turret. It looks grey under the weak lights of the runway, but as Rennie walks toward it she sees that it’s really yellow. Over the doorway there’s a bronze plaque thanking the Canadian government for donating it. It’s odd to see the Canadian government being thanked for anything.

The immigration officer is wearing a dark-green uniform, like a soldier’s, and there are two actual soldiers leaning against the wall beside him, in crisp blue shirts with short sleeves. Rennie assumes they’re soldiers, since they have shoulder holsters with what look like real guns in them. They’re young, with skinny innocent bodies. One of them is flicking his swagger stick against his pantleg, the other has a small radio which he’s holding against his ear.

Rennie realizes she’s still clutching the aspirin in her left hand. She wonders what to do with it; somehow she can’t just throw it away. She opens her purse to put it with her other aspirins, and the soldier with the swagger stick saunters towards her.

Rennie feels a chill sweep down her. She’s about to be singled out: perhaps he thinks the bottle she’s holding contains some kind of illegal drug.

“It’s aspirin,” she says, but all he wants is to sell her a ticket to the St. Antoine Police Benefit Dance, Semi-formal, Proceeds For Sports Funds. So they’re only police, not soldiers. Rennie makes this out by reading the ticket, since she hasn’t understood a word he’s said.

“I don’t have the right kind of money,” she says.

“We take anything you got,” he says, grinning at her, and this time she understands him. She gives him two dollars, then adds a third; possibly it’s the price of admission. He thanks her and strolls back to the other one, and they laugh together. They haven’t bothered with anyone else in the line.

In front of Rennie there’s a tiny woman, not five feet tall. She’s wearing a fake-fur shortie coat and a black wool jockey cap tilted at a rakish angle. She turns around now and looks at up Rennie.

“That a bad man,” she says. “Don’t you have nothin’ to do with that one.” She holds out to Rennie a large plastic bag full of cheese puffs. From under the brim of her jockey cap her eyes peer up out of her dark wrinkled face, she must be at least seventy but it’s hard to tell. The eyes are bright, candid, sly, the eyes of a wary child.

“This my grandson,” she says. She opens the coat to reveal an orange T-shirt. PRINCE OF PEACE, it says in large red letters.

Rennie has never seen a religious maniac up close before. When she was at university an economics student was rumoured to have run through his dormitory one night, claiming to have given birth to the Virgin Mary, but that was put down to pre-exam tension.

Rennie smiles, as naturally as possible. If this woman thinks she’s Ste. Anne or whoever, it would be best not to upset her, not in the immigration line at any rate. Rennie accepts some cheese puffs.

“It my grandson, all right,” says the woman. She knows she’s been doubted.

Then it’s her turn, and Rennie hears her say to the immigration officer in a shrill, jocular voice, “You give me trouble, my grandson blaze your arse good for you.” This seems to have the desired effect, for the man stamps her passport immediately and she goes through.

When he comes to Rennie he feels he has to be extra severe. He flips through her passport, frowning over the visas. He wears thick bifocals, and he pushes them further down on his nose and holds the passport away from him, as if it smells funny.

“Renata Wilford? That you?”

“Yes,” Rennie says.

“It don’t look like you.”

“It’s a bad picture,” Rennie says. She knows
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