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To Christian Dorais


I tell everyone a different story
that way nothings ever boring
even when they turn and say you lied
JANE SIBERRY, The Walking (and Constantly)


ISOLETTES
BLUE TUBE, GREEN TUBE, clear tube, fat tube. A Dr. Seuss rhyme. The tubes run from robotic Magi gathered around the incubator, snake through portholes in the clear plastic box, then burrow into the babys pinkish grey skin. One tube up her left nostril. One tube down her throat. One tube into an arm no wider than a Popsicle stick. One tube tunnels into her chest. The skin of her chest is so thin. The babys mother can almost see the tiny organs beneath, the way shrimp is visible under the rice paper of a spring roll. The baby doesnt move. Doesnt cry. To the mother, the baby, with its blue-black eyes, is an extraterrestrial crash-landed on her planet. Hidden away and kept alive by G-men while they assess what threat this tiny alien might pose.

What kind of mother will you be? Jacob asked. He and An sat side by side on a braided rug watching a flickering candle on Ans coffee table. An said, I wont be a mommy who bores people with the trials and tribulations of teething. Jacob disagreed: Youll be like those TV-commercial moms who fret over whether to buy two-ply or three-ply toilet paper. From the coffee table, An picked up a blue ceramic cup, the kind used for espresso, and handed it to Jacob. Real traditional, she said. Real Norman Rockwell. Jacob grinned and stood, stretching his long legs. While he was in the bathroom, An got up and dropped a jazz CD in her player. Then she went into her bedroom and lay on her bed. Before the first song ended, Jacob came out of the bathroom. You were fast this time, An said. Jacob replied that hed been practising at home. He handed her the espresso cup and kissed her forehead. I dont love you, he said. An replied, I dont love you, too. After hed let himself out of the apartment, An drew Jacobs semen into a syringe. She hiked up her peasant skirt and slid off her underwear. Then she lay on her bed, two pillows propped beneath her rear. It was the first time with the pillows: gravity, she reasoned, would help.

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. Otherwise known as NICU. The doctors pronounce it NICK U, as if it were a university. Our kid is studying at NICK U, Jacob jokes with a nurse, who stares at him blankly. An thinks of NICK U as a baby hatchery, one that smells like the stuff dentists use to clean teeth. The incubators, a dozen aquariums, are not in neat rows, but here and there, the way progressive schoolteachers arrange desks. Ventilators hum, monitors flash, alarms sound, a baby makes a noise like a gobbling turkey. Meanwhile, neonatologists complete their rounds. Some spill a hot alphabet soup of acronymsROP, BPD, C-PAPin Ans lap. Others say, with a hand on her shoulder, We realize how stressful this must be. To them all, An wants to yell: Nick you! Better yet: Nick off and die!

Four months into Ans pregnancy, Jacob moved into a top-floor apartment in her building. He called the place the pent-up suite because, according to An, the former tenants, a sulky husband and wife, were passive-aggressives. To exorcise the couples demons, Jacob wandered around his stacks of moving boxes spritzing a citrus deodorizer. If marriage is an institution, he said, married people should be institutionalized. An wondered if this was a veiled reminder: that she and Jacob were not a couple, that they werent bookends propping up Dr. Spocks Baby and Childcare. Still, the move into her building had been Jacobs idea. An concurred, though. Proximity without intimacy: it sounded good to her. She had no desire to actually live with Jacob or any other man. Mens bathroom habits, the Q-tips caked with earwax they left on the sink, depressed her. In her foolish twenties, shed shared a loft with a boyfriend whose puppy-dog good cheer had made her want to drive him out into the country and leave him there. Maybe more marriages would last if couples didnt live together, she said to Jacob as he unpacked a food processor the size of a space probe. Maybe couples should buy two semi-detacheds and each live on either side, she added. Jacob laughed his nose-honking laugh. Thats why you always strike out at love, An, he said. Youre so semi-detached.

Between the twenty-third and twenty-fourth week of Ans pregnancy, the placenta began to separate from the uterine wall. Semi-detached, An thought, when the doctor told her. By this time, she was lying under a spotlight in the emergency ward of the Royal Victoria Hospital. Her contractions were a minute apart. A nurse, the one whod injected her with antibiotics earlier, yelled out, Cervix fully effaced! The warm amniotic fluid trickled over Ans thighs, and the obstetrician soon announced, Shes crowning, as if An herself were Queen Victoria. Then came the huge, irresistible urge to push. When the neonatologist lifted her newborn daughter, An saw the tiny infant bat the air with one arm as if to clear everyone away, the doctors, the nurseseven her exhausted, terrified mother.

Though An hadnt wanted a baby shower, Jacob gave her one anyway. The theme, fittingly, was showers. The weather co-operated by drizzling. First, they took in the stage musical Les parapluies de Cherbourg, co-starring Ans mother, Lise, who played an umbrellashop owner in Normandy who meddled in her daughters affair with a kind-hearted mechanic. The daughter got pregnant by the mechanic but ended up marrying a diamond importer she didnt love but grew to respect. During the standing ovation, Jacob whispered, Only the French can make a comdie musicale depressing. Backstage, Lise pulled An into her dressing room and shut the door. Her stage makeup was as cracked as a Rembrandt. Lise sat at her vanity, pulled bobby pins from her souffl of a wig and talked to Ans reflection about the plays theme. Not only passion and true love, but more subtle kinds of love and devotion and attachment. She talked loudly, as if she were still onstage. You want me to marry a diamond importer? An joked. Lise tossed her wig at An. What Im saying is, Im trying to understand. An thanked her mother for making an effortan effort that deflated when An opened the dressing-room door. In the hall, Jacob was talking to the mechanic, his hand on the actors thigh. Watch out for that one, Lise yelled to the mechanic. Hell ejaculate into anything.

Whats your babys name, honey? the big woman asks. She has crinkly permed hair and fleshy upper arms. Havent thought of one yet, An mumbles. The woman sits beside An in the lounge outside NICK U. The chair creaks under her weight. Sheila delivered a twenty-nine-weeker. We wanted to call our son Alek, she explains, but he was born all pink and mewing and tiny like a newborn kangaroo, so we named him Joey. An has seen the sign taped to his incubator: HI, EVERYONE, MY NAMES JOEY. Many of the incubators are personalized with signs. You can even stick stuffed animals through an incubators porthole the way youd place a treasure chest at the bottom of a fish tank. An tells Sheila shes afraid to name her baby, that naming her might be a jinx. An is surprised at herself: for saying such a thing (shes not superstitious) and for revealing something to a stranger. It must be exhaustion, or too many peanut butter cups from the vending machine. Sheila grabs Ans hand and squeezes. No, no, no, she insists. Naming your baby will encourage her to live. Above Sheilas head is a poster of a baker frosting a cake with the letter B. The pattycake, pattycake man. What about B? An says. Bea! Sheila squeals and then adds, Short for Beatrice. Like Beatrix Potternothing bad ever happens in Beatrix Potter!

Ans own name started as Anne Brouillette-Kappelhoff, the last name a coupling of her French-Canadian mothers and her German fathers. When Anne was in high school, she often signed her papers Anne B-K to rein in her unwieldy name. By the time she hit university, shed also sliced two letters off her first name. A-N, shed spell. Like the indefinite article. It got peoples attention. Made them think her eccentric, and at twenty-one, looking fourteen, thats what she wanted. While her friends dressed in black, she wore flowery Laura Ashley dresses, accented with green Doc Martens lace-up boots. In her creative writing class, she handed in Gee, Your Hair Smells Terrific, a story about a crazed Avon lady who drowned a suburban housewife in a bubble bath. A boy in the class, who wore a spiked dog collar and an alligator polo shirt, liked the story very much. It was different, he said, from the ethereal, lyrical, namby-pamby schlock that the other girls handed in. The other girls began to hate this boy, whose name was Jacob.

Jacob sings Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious to B because he says shes so precocious. He waves to his four-day-old daughter through the plastic. Shes the length of his forearm and weighs 520 grams, about the weight of the two sweet potatoes An bought for supper last night. Every day B gains the weight of a penny. Shes got your wrinkly forehead, Jacob says to An, who sits in a moulded plastic chair next to the incubator, smoothing out the yellow robe all the parents wear and twiddling the plastic bracelet that reads MOTHER 87308. Across from them, Sheila sits with her robe open and her blouse lifted. Joey, whos now two months old, cuddles against her stomach, the skin-to-skin contact that older preemies are allowed and that the nurses call kangaroo care. Sheila is humming You Are the Sunshine of My Life because Stevie Wonder was a preemie. Jacob wanders over. What bushy eyebrows youve got, little Joe. Youre a dead ringer for Joseph Stalin. Sheila replies, Are you calling my kid a communist? Soon she has Jacob sitting in her seat with his shirt unbuttoned and Joey pressed against his chest. Youre no communist despot, Jacob murmurs to the baby, whos clad only in a diaper. Youre a little turnip head. A wobbly Weeble. Sheila tells Jacob that her husband holds Joey as comfortably as he would a purse. But you, sir, she says, are a natural. An listens to the two of them extol the virtues of kangarooing till she can take it no longer. She goes out the door of NICK U and into the elevator and down to the lobby and out the front door. A pregnant woman is waddling in. Little head, huge belly, like an upside-down question mark: . A single sob jumps from Ans throat, and the woman throws her a startled look. An goes over to the bike rack in the hospitals parking lot and sits on a purple ten-speed with a banana seat. Its not hers, but it looks like the bike she had as a kid. Its a spring day, sunny but chilly. She breathes slowly and deeply through her nose as in her yoga class. After a half-hour, she feels almost serene. She goes back up to NICK U, where FATHER 87308 has become a thespian. To B or not to B, he drones to his daughter.

[image: image]

Onstage was a stripper dressed in a firemans yellow coat and rubber boots. The costume made dancing difficult, but he tried, shuffling back and forth to a rap song whose refrain went: Dont blame me if your mental age is three. Ans librarian friend Catou screwed up her face and said, How could you have agreed to this? She meant Part II of Ans shower, which was held in a strip club called Wet. In the middle of the stage was a see-through shower stall where the fireman, now naked, was soaping his chest as water drizzled over him. Jacob had reserved a spot to one side of the stage. There, gathered around two tables pushed together, were eight of Ans friends, a couple of translators and a few academics from the university where Jacob taught Russian lit. In the middle of the table was a stack of baby gifts: teething rings, pyjamas with the feet in, a duckie mobile. Jacob held his gift over his head: a clown doll the size of a ventriloquists dummy with a bulbous nose and a wreath of rainbow hair. Mr. Pinkelton was his name. Jacob pressed the dolls belly, and Mr. Pinkelton emitted a phlegmy smokers hack. Only Jacob would buy a gift that could scare a baby to death, An said. Catou told An she had met a real clown that week, a social worker who dressed as Bozo to read to children at the library. Hes single and he loves kids, Catou said. I could set you up. An replied, Im six months pregnant, for Christs sake. Up onstage, the stripper wagged his genitals like a clown twisting a dachshund out of party balloons.

When An had agreed to Catous blind dates in the past, she would often see something in the mans eyes. Not passion, but more a yearning for passion. She, however, could never drum up the same enthusiasm. The whole dating scene always smacked of play-acting, like those histrionic tlromans her mother starred in. Her mother once set her up with a melodramatic actor named Andr, whom she dated for a few months. He was always haranguing her about the time she spent by herself. At an art gallery opening, he went into conniptions after finding her alone in the back alley petting a stray cat. Are you some kind of Greta Garbo? he raged. Greta Garbage, she said because shed been picking through a trash can for tidbits to feed the cat. When she and Andr broke up, she told Jacob shed given up on relationships. Jacob insisted shed never really given in to them. He likened her to a two-cigarette-a-day smoker whod kicked the habit.

One blind date, a Korean immigrant still struggling with idiom, asked An, What do you do for the living? With a stranger, small talk often kicks off with your job. So thats where An begins when she eventually leans over the incubator to introduce herself to B. My names An, and Im a translator, she whispers. She admits to B that shed always hoped to work at something creative. Drawing, writing, actingI have a little talent, she says. But sometimes no talent is better. That way, you dont even try. When you have a little talent, you plough ahead regardless and get disappointed when you come up short. She explains that, in university, shed first majored in English lit. But the professors were so fiercely intelligent that their IQs left scratch marks on her ego, so she switched over to translation. She now works freelance from home, mostly subtitling television documentaries. In her job, she shrinks peoples words down to a pithy sentence that fits on the screen. But B, who am I to put words in their mouths, she whispers, when most of the time, I barely understand what Im trying to say? Across the room, Sheila spies An talking to B and gives a thumbs-up. Translation: Finally!

An cant help but like Sheila. The woman raises gold-endoodles, a mix of golden retriever and poodle, in a backyard kennel she calls Doodsville. She shows An photos of the kennel and the dogs and then tapes a photo of her suburban bungalow to Joeys incubator, picture side against the plastic. So hell feel at home, she tells An. To her skinny marsupial baby, she promises, Someday youll have your fathers beer belly and my fat ass. Like the neonatologists, she makes her rounds, visiting the other parents, asking questions. In the Pattycake Lounge (as An has dubbed it), she calls Jacob Ans hubby. And so An explains. Sheilas eyes grow even rounder behind her fishbowl glasses. A father who is sitting nearby and who calls the mother of his child the wife mutters, That doesnt sound very natural. An is too weary to argue, but not Sheila. She gets up and throws open the door to NICK U, exposing the battery of machines keeping their children alive. Show me one thing in there thats natural!

Natural air is twenty-one-percent oxygen. Thats what Dr. Amelios, the neonatologist, is telling An and Jacob. B lies in her incubator, a tiny stocking cap wiggled onto her head to help conserve body heat. The clear tube down her throat is her air tube. B wrenches her head sideways as if to free herself. This baby is state-of-the-art, Dr. Amelios says, and until he pats a hand against the ventilator contraption, An thinks hes referring to B. It oscillates fast, so it does little damage to the lungs, he says. An says, Little damage? The doctor explains that oxygen is dangerous for preemies, given their underdeveloped lungs. Too much oxygen can dilate the blood vessels, detach retinas. An says, a bit impatiently, Ive always suspected oxygen of getting off easy. Sure, we blame greenhouse gases, but maybe its the oxygen killing us all. Dr. Amelios looks perplexed. Jacob looks embarrassed. For the third time in three days, Jacob says, An, its not your fault. She snaps, I never thought it was. But this is a lie. Months ago, shed told the truth when Jacob asked why she wanted a baby. She felt a bit adrift, shed said. Bringing up a child would anchor her. Now she feels shes dropped that anchor overboard without securing it to the boat.

At twenty-four weeks, a newborns chances of survival are seventy percent. Severe disabilities occur at a rate of twenty percent. At twenty-three weeks, survival drops to forty percent and disabilities jump to sixty. An tries memorizing these figures the way she once studied for math tests. She thinks: Which is older? A baby born at twenty-three weeks whos lived two and a half weeks out of the womb? Or a baby delivered three days ago at twenty-five weeks? Sitting in her plastic chair, she watches a nurse spread Vaseline goo on a babys skin to keep it moist. Across from An, Joey is being fitted with a breathing apparatus that resembles scuba gear. Its called a C-PAP. What do the letters stand for? Concentrate, she orders herself. Just figure out this fucking acronym and everything will be fine. She feels nauseated, woozy. She leans over and crosses her arms under her knees, the position to assume in an emergency landing. Her head is so heavy, her skull a playpen strewn with the new words shes learned. Extremely premature babies are micro-preemies. The incubators are called isolettes. Then theres the whole litany of words for what can go wrong: bradycardia, apnea, bronchopulmonary dysplasia, desatting, spastic diplegia, tracheotomy, retinopathy of prematurity.

Jacob brings An a caffe latte from a nearby coffee shop. With her hands wrapped around the warm Styrofoam cup, she mutters, I dont want this. Jacob replies that its decaf. The bells and whistles, the tubes, the deadly oxygen, An says. I dont want any of this. Jacob sighs, looks up at the fluorescent lights, looks down at B, whos wearing a mask over her eyes, like those that flight attendants hand out to passengers. Jacob mumbles, Shell die without them. An says calmly, If my womb rejected her, maybe she was meant to. She doesnt look at Jacob or B but instead examines the sprinkle of cinnamon atop her coffee. She feels Jacobs stare. Youre tired, An, he says. You dont want to make rash decisions when youre tired. Listen to him. So adult, so un-Jacob. What would he do if she unplugged the machines, unhooked the tubes and let their baby be? Euthanasia. As a child, shed thought people were saying youth in Asia. Shed pictured newborn Chinese girls swaddled in blankets and left on mountainsides to die.

Ans mother is entertaining the troops. Thats how An sees it. Lise is standing in the middle of NICK U with the other parents crowded around. They recognized her, of course. Her presence here is lucky, they must think. In the seventies, Lise played the Black Mouse in the childrens television show Les souris dansent. The part became her bte noire because, when the show ended, she struggled to get acting jobs in programs for adults. Lise is telling the parents about a miscarriage she had in her late thirties. An, her two younger sisters and her parents had been driving through Chicoutimi when her mother started bleeding. After I lost the baby, I couldnt stop crying, Lise says. The nurse wheeled me back to the waiting room, took a look at my three little girls and said, Why all the fuss? You dont have enough kids as it is? The parents tsk-tsk, and Sheila touches Lises arm in commiseration. An recalls that, when her mother was pregnant, shed flick the heads of dandelions into Ans face and say, Mommy had a baby and her head popped off. Now An looks at her mother, wet-eyed and basking in the attention. She was a good mother, An thinks. She really was. Though at times, when Lise played with An and her sisters, dressed them all up in wigs and costumes for Little Red Riding Hood or Heidi, An had the uneasy feeling her mother was rehearsing for a part.

The blue espresso cup, the one Jacob had masturbated into, sat on the concrete wall of Ans balcony. By this time, An was two months pregnant, already spitting up every morning in the kitchen sink. Jacob decided that, for luck, they had to break the cup. Toss it ten storeys to smash in the parking lot below. They were talking about parenthood, and Jacob was describing his own parents, who lived out west. His father was a constant complainer, prone to tantrums. When hed discovered Jacobs stash of stolen Barbie dolls, hed taken them to his tool shed and decapitated them. I remember screaming at him to at least spare the black one. She was uniqueshe was Afro Barbie. An mentioned her own parents, how her father and mother were so much in love they still took bubble baths together, with scented candles atop the toilet tank. Jacob joked, Their profound love has set expectations that no boyfriend of yours can match. An replied, Thank you, Dr. Kitchensink and then pushed the blue cup off the edge.

An is telling B about Jacob. She talks about his feigned cynicism, his pretence at unconventionality with his dyed blue-black hair, the lizard tattooed on his hipbone. Hes threatened to spike the lounges water cooler with ecstasy. Play some trance music over the PA system. A rave in NICK U! Strung-out fathers unfrazzled. Moms dancing with their kids ventilator. But really, B, Jacob is more dewy-eyed than my sisters and girlfriends. On an errand to pick up his dry cleaning, hell fall in love twice. The unconventional one, An admits, is herself. I dont fall in love, but I do fall in like. I could probably fall deeply in like. She looks at Bs face, distorted by the air tube jammed into her mouth. She recalls Jacob kidding with her mother, asking why the French language doesnt distinguish between like and love. Why aimer is enough. Lise said that, for French people, to like is to love. What do you think, B? An asks her baby. She sticks a hand through the porthole and, with her index finger, touches Bs elbow.

[image: image]

When An opens the front door to her apartment, she still smells taupe. Thats the colour she painted her bedroom two weeks earlier. In the entrance hall are the bags of baby-shower gifts she got the night her contractions started. Sticking out the top of one bag is Mr. Pinkeltons malicious clown face. Her fantasy of tossing the gifts down the garbage chute is interrupted by the phone. She doesnt answer. All week shes been talking to friends and family, repeating to everyone her Cole Porter refrain: Its just one of those things. On her balcony, she pops open a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, thinking that at least now she can drink. As she sips, she sees the greenhouses atop McGill Universitys agriculture building a few blocks away. All that greenery so far off the ground is miraculous and consoling. In the apartment tower kitty-corner from hers, a woman carries a chair onto her balcony and steps onto it. For a dizzying instant, An thinks shes going to jump, but the woman simply hangs a pot of ivy.

An walks back to the hospital. The sun beats hot on her head. Shes still dabbing sweat from her forehead as she enters the Pattycake Lounge. There, Sheila lurches out of her seat and flings herself at An. An feels the drag of the womans weight, her body heat; she smells the oiliness of Sheilas scalp. Sheila begins sobbing, the sound resembling Mr. Pinkeltons phlegmy cough. An tries to pat the womans back and pull away at the same time. Joey? An asks.

Jacob is in a private room down the hall from NICK U, in a plastic chair, cradling B in a tiny handmade quilt of green and yellow squares. Only Bs face is visible. An sees that, without the air tube, the babys mouth has the same rosebud lips as Jacob. He is singing now. Softly, slowly, as if his song were a lullaby, singing about the longest word hes ever heard. She chose him as the father, thinking he wouldnt get attached. Yet here he iscradling and crooning to his daughter. An sits on a trundle bed next to him. She fingers the quilt. The hospital gives these to parents as mementos: quilts and locks of hair and footprints of their dead babies. She wonders if, under the quilt, Bs feet are already black with ink. Jacob says, Would you like to hold her? But An simply touches Bs head, the soft spot where you can feel a babys heartbeat but where she feels nothing. Jacob resumes his song, almost in a whisper now. An stares at B in his arms; she recalls the baby pushing everyone away in the delivery room. After a moment, she says, I dont love you. She waits for Jacobs usual I dont love you, too, but when he looks at her, his face is ashen. He has understood what she meant. Why? he says, with a look of pain and puzzlement. Oh, but I liked her, An says, almost pleadingly. I liked her so much. Jacob starts crying. Soundlessly. When he finishes, he murmurs, Well, thats something. And An, her arms wrapped around herself, holding herself together, hopes that it is.
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