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			This one is for Nora and for Desmond



	

		
			Dancing on the Tether

		
		
			1.

			Zelda comes up the laneway on her bicycle, going slow because its dusty and because sometimes a pickup pulls out quick, the driver not expecting anyone to be walking or cycling way out here. She can see Tim about halfway down the drive working on the Ranger, his head down in the engine and she leans her bike against the fence and takes her schoolbag, which was hanging across her chest for the ride, and lifts it over her head and lets it hang from just one shoulder and walks up behind him.

			I need to ask you a favour.

			He doesnt look up. He says, Pass me that screwdriver there, babe.

			Zelda hands him the screwdriver. Seriously. Tim.

			He pulls his head and shoulders out from under the hood and turns, flips his chin at her.

			Take your shirt off.

			Tim. She steps toward him a little and rocks back and forth on her heels.

			What?

			I need something.

			So do I, baby.

			I need you to do something for me.

			He puts the screwdriver down, leans his head down too. Lifts up his eyes to look at Zelda. You know youre no fun.

			Hes squinting. Theres a lot of cloud but its bright cloud. Zelda doesnt answer right away and he picks up the screwdriver again and goes back to work on the V belt. Theres some wind and the hood shakes a little, propped up there. Tim stays bent over. Zelda wonders if the wind were strong enough, could the hood fall down on his shoulders.

			Tim lived with them, Zelda and Mary, for six whole months back in the winter and spring. He used to take Max for walks and he let Zelda tag along and showed her how to get Max to drop one stick before you throw another. He got up and made macaroni and cheese for breakfast when Mary was out working late the night before and once when he was rolling up a joint on the kitchen table, Zelda knocked over a glass of milk and soaked his rolling papers and he didnt even lose his shit.

			Zelda says, I need you to drive me up north.

			Fuck. Gimme that impact driver.

			She finds it and gives it over.

			I want to see where I was born.

			Who knows where you were born, Tim says. He strips the belt out nice and clean, tosses it down, reaches back for the new one. Zelda picks it up and hands it to him. She doesnt say anything for a while. Tims shoulders rock a little.

			Tim.

			You know Im not even fucking your mom anymore. Go ask someone else. Ask Ray.

			Rays a jackass, Zelda says. That makes Tim feel okay and he brings a greasy hand up to rub his beard and hide it.

			Ray brings over these big cheap cowboy steaks and pretends like theyre something good, Zelda says. Mary cant even stand him half the time. She just needs someone around to, I dont know.

			I know, Tim says. I know what she needs him for.

			They stand there a minute with Tim still leaning under the hood but he looks at her and his hand drops and he bounces the impact driver against his thigh a few times.

			Mary says Thunder Bay.

			Screwdriver.

			Zelda gives it to him. His shoulders give a last hard shudder. He straightens up and stretches his neck to the side, reaches for the prop and lets the hood fall back into place.

			What do you really want to go up to Thunder Bay for?

			Ill fuck you, Tim. If you take me.

			Tim throws his tools into the box and he latches it and turns around and points a finger at her. No you wont. You say you will but you wont.

			I guess.

			You guess.

			Youre just too old for me, Tim.

			They walk around the back of the house and up onto the porch. He has a big wooden table up there under the overhang and he slides the toolbox under the bench and they sit down. He takes a booklet of Zig-Zag out of his shirt pocket and raps the end of it against the tabletop and Zelda opens up her bag and takes out her stuff.

			So? Zelda says.

			So what? You got any tobacco, or just that shit?

			Take me driving, Tim, Zelda says. You love my shit.

			Shed been down to Turkey Point with Lorna Gallant and some boys they know. This was a few weeks earlier. One of the boys had a sky blue Impala and they parked it at the bottom of Ferris Street and went and sat around on the shore and let the wind push at their shoulders. Mary closes the bar on Wednesday and Thursday nights, so she doesnt notice if Zelda comes home late. Even if the school calls to say Zelda never showed up, Mary doesnt answer the phone. She turns it off so she can get some sleep. 

			It was maybe the last really good day. The rocks were all hot to touch, but the air off the lake was sharp and getting colder. Lorna wanted her sweater from the car. Zelda lay back and let one of the boys pile pebbles into her belly button. They were talking about music. When she saw that Lorna had gone up to where theyd parked, she rolled over and stood up and followed her. For Gods sake, she said, Dont just leave me there. These werent even boys they particularly liked.

			They came back down to the water together and took off their shoes and socks and stuck their feet in and played around, wringing their hands and making a lot of exaggerated talk about how icy it was. Their toes got blue, wading, and when they came out the sand was wet and caked onto their feet and they didnt have a towel to clean them with, so they had to wait before they could put their shoes back on and this made them even colder and they laughed louder than ever. One of the boys had brought some beer and they made a fire on the beach and pried off the bottle caps with a penknife. Zelda said she knew a girl whod done the same thing using her mouth instead of a knife and broke her front tooth. The boy with the pebbles put his arm around Lorna and started singing a song he knew about being drunk in New York City, but he hadnt brought a guitar or anything. When the sun started to go down there was an argument about leaving.

			In the car on the way home, Zelda pulled Lorna into the back seat so they could ride together, and they slung their legs over each other and took turns braiding each others hair. The boys slouched up front and played with the radio and rolled cigarettes. There was a Perlys Ontario mapbook, dirty on the floor and after Lorna went to sleep, Zelda got herself busy looking at it.

			Thunder Bay is about the farthest you can go without leaving the province. You drive all the way up the number six to Tobermory, then you hop a boat to Manitoulin. The boat is called the Chi Chi Maun. On the other side of the island theres no boat, just a road that cuts over bits and pieces of water until you hit real land and all that big space between towns. The towns called Spanish, Blind River, Marathon, Wild Goose.

			Tim gets up and takes the bag of pot from Zelda. My fee, he says. He goes inside for a minute. When he comes back out hes wearing a plaid shirt and carrying a pack of Djarum Black.

			Clovesll punch a hole in your lung, he tells her. Lighting up her smoke.

			Zelda thinks about that and pulls hard on the clove. The buzz comes up through her nose like something sharp, horseradish, and she shakes her head and sniffs and feels the smoke settle into her chest.

			She roasted a rabbit once, the week before, and was surprised by the range of organs left by the butcher, tidily laid out in the cavity. The lungs had been something spongy, only light. Like mousse, Zelda thinks. Or meringue, before you bake it.

			2.

			Mary reckons up. There was the incident with Max. That, and whether or not they could now be expected to recover. After she got Zelda calm and in bed, Mary tried to talk to Ray about it. He was down in the dark, watching some sitcom rerun and drinking from a bottle of scotch. He set the bottle on the floor next to his armchair and Mary sat in the chair opposite, half-watching the show, half-thinking how to say something without getting to Ray, getting his hackles up. Ray talked to her but looked at the screen and reached down for the bottle, unscrewed the cap, poured and replaced the cap, all without moving his eyes.

			You always make it so I look bad, Ray said. You always make me the bad guy.

			Thats not true, Ray. Marys voice slow and even. Kind, but not too kind: a mix of tenderness and remorse. Important that nothing sound like confrontation.

			What I said was the opposite of that. That hes just a dog and its my fault, you know, because I didnt train him, but there you go. He chews shit and you can rub his nose in it, but it wont pay you in the end, to get Zelda so upset, do you see that? She had a blue and white pack of cigarettes down in her lap and she opened and closed the lid without looking.

			It was after two. The whole ordeal had gone on for an hour, with Zelda near hysterics and Mary holding onto her and then the dog whimpering in the kitchen for nearly another hour after that. Theyd come in from the car, Ray already in a black mood—Zelda after Marys attention all night at the arena—and they found the mess and Ray took off his belt. A lot, a lot just to hold Zelda back, and Marys whole body cold with it. Not crying, just cold and sick. And then Zelda finally asleep and Mary wanting only to lie down on the kitchen floor herself with the dog, or to bring Max with her to Zeldas room and curl up in bed, curve her body against Zeldas with the dog down at their feet.

			If they hadnt come home, if Ray had been working; if shed been working. Ray had his own place still. If shed held his hand back and not Zeldas.

			Mary looked at Ray and thought about whether or not she could go upstairs. Was he likely to follow her up or just keep drinking here until he passed out. The key is to get the nod. Something between forgiveness and permission. You dont feel safe until you get that.

			Is Ray gone, Zelda wants to know in the morning.

			No. Hes here. Hes sleeping.

			After Zelda leaves for school, late on her bicycle, Mary cleans the kitchen: every piece of cutlery, the burnt-milk saucepan, the bowls hardened with yesterdays cereal and Lipton noodles. Ray gets up and she can see hes still drunk. His eyes havent changed. He might just as well be sitting in the dark basement again. She hears him get up and pee and then she hears the buzz of the electric razor and he stands in the bathroom and shaves his head clean. When he comes out to the kitchen he says, Hey Max. Hey boy, were pals, right, and the dog flattens his ears and lies down and rolls on the floor at his feet. Ray looks up at Mary with his dead eyes and says nothing.

			Then: Dont look at me like that. He jams his feet down into his boots and pushes hard enough at the screen that he may as well snap it. The house stinks. She walks around opening up the windows and drags the vacuum upstairs so she can get rid of Rays black hair lying in a spray all over the bathroom floor, but she doesnt plug it in. She goes into Zeldas room and pulls a red hoodie out of the drawer and puts on her jeans and drums her hands against her thighs and calls out so the dog will come. She wants to see how hes walking. She closes up all the windows again.

			For a week she and Zelda were on their own, Ray up in Walkerton nailing shingles. They got down to making dinner together, Zelda laying a rabbit out in the roasting pan and Mary carving potatoes into little balls and rolling them in parsley. At least with Tim there werent fights. A pothead and a partier, but he held his job and liked to cook pancakes on Saturday mornings. They didnt have much to say to each other. He liked the dog. He sat and watched Mary read the paper with the sunlight warming her feet on the white couch.

			Max comes over now and Mary leashes him up and then she locks the door and they start down the street. When they come to the corner she stops a moment and looks over at the market. Theres a few people huddled outside, drinking coffee from styrofoam cups with their collars wrapped high around their necks, and theyre smoking cigarettes and she remembers how sometimes on a cold day smoking can make you feel better.

			Mary! one of them yells, a guy she serves at the bar. He doesnt have a name. His name is jack-and-coke.

			Her hands are in her pockets already, keeping warm, so she knows she doesnt have any money for coffee or for cigarettes, and instead of crossing the street she turns Max left and they walk off down Powell and toward the river. Its a long walk. When they get to where the trail opens up she takes Max into the woods and they go through where its muddy, following tire tracks left by a few mountain bikes earlier in the day. The sky is grey and bright and heavy. Max pulls on his lead. Theres a slap down along the water and Mary looks up and sees the ass end of a beaver disappear under the surface and Max whines and she realizes he must have been watching it for some time.

			They come out into a little clearing where the bikers have patched together a few ramps by digging out the hollows around tree roots. Off to one side theres a pile of old liquor bottles lying under a tree and Max pulls to go over for a better smell. A thin path branches off the clearing near the bottles and Mary gives it a look to see if its wide enough for them to follow without Max getting full of burrs. Theres another, smaller pile of bottles and some other junk as well, a few old rags of clothing, some cracked plastic toys, a babys cup. Mary lets her eyes follow the trunk into the branches, up to a mobile—forty or fifty pieces of dollar store ribbon, each dangling a fork or a knife or a spoon off the end, and set far enough apart so as not to get tangled in the wind. Every time the branches move, the cutlery ripples and Mary stands there awhile, watching this, and thinking how the stainless steel must have glinted back in the summer sun.

			The beaver is gone. Theres no sound, not even the wind or the rustle and clink of the mobile. She leads Max back out to the clearing and hooks his leash around a stump, then goes over to the first pile and crouches down and picks up a couple of Sauza bottles and throws them hard as she can into the woods. The leaves lift off the trees: theres a bunch of crows hiding out in the branches and they flap away, crying out. Marys chest loosens a little and she picks up a few more bottles and throws them too. They explode over the other side of the clearing, all over the trail and the makeshift ramps, Max dancing on his tether and whining the whole time.

			3.

			They drive for about an hour and then Tim pulls over at a McDonalds and orders a Big Mac in the wrapper and he buys Zelda a Coke and an apple pie. They eat and he drives. Zelda sucks on her straw. It gets noisy against the crushed ice at the bottom of the cup and she tosses the whole thing down onto the truck floor—maybe this will get a rise out of him, but it doesnt. She kicks at the cup a little. Tim steers one-handed with a cd case flat and open between his knees. He pushes the disc into the player, snaps the case shut and tosses it down into the door pocket. Cranks up the volume. Theyre driving with the windows down.

			It wouldnt be that much further just to take me where Im going to, Zelda says, loud over the music. Im going anyway. You got nothing else keeping you busy.

			The road is clear and open ahead of them. 2:05 p.m. by the clock on the dash. Zelda adds an hour in her head, since a knob broke off back in the winter and Tim hasnt bothered to fix it forward after daylight savings. The air coming in the window doesnt do much to cool her. She might go to sleep.

			Tim says, If you miss the six oclock youll be stuck overnight in Tobermory. Thats as far as hell take her. So he says.

			She doesnt have a plan for after Manitoulin and Tim knows it. She doesnt say anything back. She leans out and looks to see if hes watching her, the tip of her sunglasses in the side mirror. He is. Her shoulders square and sharp. Theres a line to her jaw thats like Mary. She rubs the plastic bracelet up and down her arm.

			Empty road behind them and nobody in front either. She checks to make sure hes still looking. In the sky its sun and no clouds, the scrub on the roadside burnt back flat.

			Weather moves fast the further north you go, Tim says.

			Someone laid an inukshuk out on the high median and its the only thing there.

			Zelda reaches down and unclips her seatbelt. The mechanism clicks and then shes up and over the gear shift and straddling him, her back against the steering wheel, his driving arm pinned under her body. The truck swings sharp across the median and then back toward the gravel shoulder.

			Tims foot hard on the brake.

			Jesus Fuck Jesus!

			His shoulder hits the door and Zelda goes out onto the road. He sits there a moment with his door wide open then kills the engine. Gets out and leans his hands on his knees.

			He spits once.

			Zelda pulls herself up, looks down hard at the painted yellow line, and walks toward him. Shes got a sore shoulder and for a moment she stops and rubs it with one hand, but she can walk.

			What the fuck! You threw me out in the ROAD!

			The truck with two wheels on the shoulder. When Tim straightens up she draws back both arms and pushes hard against his chest and he takes a step or two backward.

			What was that shit? What the fuck do you think youre doing?

			If she was a boy hed knock her down.

			Zelda says, What if a fucking car had been behind us?

			He looks behind them. Nothing on the road.

			I dont need your help, she says.

			When they get back in the truck Tim leans over and jams the tongue of Zeldas seatbelt hard into the buckle.

			Ow, she says. She throws her leg up on the dash and taps with the toe of her boot on the windshield. He puts on the signal and pulls out. When theyve gone fifteen miles or so, the Fifth Wheel comes up on the right and he puts the signal back on again.

			Im taking a piss, Tim says.

			Im coming, Zelda says. The two of them walk into the store to get the bathroom key. Zelda picks up a pack of Sesame Snaps.

			Im not buying you fucking candy.

			You gotta buy something or they wont give you the key.

			Tim smacks the package on the counter and digs around in his pocket for quarters. Zelda leans over and grabs the key to the mens. They go straight to the back of the store and Zelda opens up the door and holds it for Tim and then follows him through. He unzips. Zelda watches him peeing.

			Whatd you do that for? Tim says.

			What.

			Jump on me in the truck. He shakes off and zips up.

			I love you Tim.

			Fuck you Zelda.

			Okay. I want to keep you. Maybe I can do something you like.

			Thats sick.

			Tim. Zelda throws the taps on. Wash your hands, she says. Tim steps up to the sink and pushes her aside with one hand, not hard.

			You got Ray.

			He runs his hands under the water and turns the taps off.

			Rays doing fucking rails on the fucking kitchen table at night. Zelda steps sideways, clear of the paper towel dispenser, and hops up to sit on the sink.

			And Tim, she says. He hits Max.

			He hits the dog?

			He beat him with a belt. We came home and hed chewed up a patch cord and Ray went fucking nuts and took off his belt and beat him with it. He was screaming.

			Tim turns away and rams the handle of the paper towel holder up and down a few times, then rips off a long sheet.

			Ray was screaming?

			Max was.

			What did Mary do?

			She was holding me back.

			Jesus fucking Christ, Zelda.

			I want to keep you, Tim.

			The door handle rattles and from the outside a man yells Phyllis, you in there?!

			Zelda jumps off the sink. She pulls her sweater over her head and throws her arms up around Tims neck. She still has her t-shirt on and it lifts off the waistband of her jeans with her arms up high like that. Shes not wearing a bra.

			What do you weigh, Zelda, ninety pounds? Tim says. Her skinny legs and the ribs sticking out under her breasts. She tries kissing Tims neck and he shakes her off a little.

			Phyllis I said that you in there?!

			Its not fucking Phyllis, fuckhead, Tim says and outside the man slumps off to try the next locked door.

			Zelda pulls back and runs her hands under some water in the sink, then rubs them through Tims beard. Her hands are warm and his wet beard feels good to her. She waits until she knows hes looking, pulls the front of her t-shirt up to the shoulder and holds it there.

			4.

			When Zelda gets home Mary is there, vacuuming in her purple slip. The slip is satin with black lace trim along the neckline and down at the hem, where it grazes Marys thighs.

			This place is a fuzz palace, she says. She has music on, and theres the noise of the vacuum and Mary singing along This heres a story of Billy Joe and Bobbie Sue... Zelda goes into the kitchen.

			Slip is the wrong word. A slip is something you wear under clothes, under a suit, to prevent static cling. It goes with a blouse and a hat, gloves even. It goes under.

			She goes to the fridge and pours herself a glass of half grape juice, half ginger ale and then gets out a spoon and adds a scoop of vanilla from the freezer. The ice cream has frost crystals over the top of it and Zelda has to dig down underneath to get to the part thats good. She takes her drink and sits down at the table.

			Its really a nightie. 

			Mary comes into the kitchen and says, What am I, Susie Homemaker? and sits down too and Zelda lets her have a sip of her drink and then she gets up and makes Mary one, too, just the same except with more ice crystals in it. Theres getting to be almost none of the good part left.

			Zelda says, Ray coming over?

			Theres animal hair everywhere, Mary says. I could spend all day cleaning, and sit down for an hour and look at it all clean and by the end of the hour it would be like this again. Just like this.

			If he comes, do you think hell bring those steaks again? Because I might be vegetarian. Ive been thinking about it. You know, because the only way to eat a steak is real rare, and that seems sacrificial. To me.

			Do you think theres much point? Mary says.

			To being vegetarian?

			To cleaning up. To making the fake house.

			Zelda brings her hands up to her face and combs her fingers through her hair. She gets the smell of the clove cigarette and Tims truck and the McDonalds pie, his wet beard against her fingers.

			I was thinking that if you change what goes in your body, then maybe you change what it does, Zelda says.

			Think it can go backwards? Mary says.

			Like how? Zelda says. Theres a little foamy cream down in the bottom of her glass, a bit of white froth that hasnt totally sunk into grape-colour. Wheres Max? she says suddenly.

			I locked him outside in the back. He was attacking the vacuum cleaner. Hes okay. I took him for a long walk.

			Hes okay, Mary says again.

			Her long hair hanging loose over one shoulder. She draws her leg up onto the chair and hugs her knee and lets her chin rest on it. She looks at Zelda.

			Zelda sees Marys top lip is stained purple from the drink, the same colour as the slip. Nightie. Whatever.

			We could just move more, Zelda says. You could throw away the vacuum and whenever it gets too hairy in a place, we just vacate.

			Vamoose, Mary says.

			Can I let Max back in now?

			Vacate, Mary says. I wonder.

			

	

			Kiss Me Like Im The Last Man On Earth

		
		
			
			I met Asher Katz in the spring of 1984, when I was ten years old and he was already eleven. He came loping over the parking lot at my grandmothers condo on Bathurst Street, a shiny black condom machine hoisted on one shoulder and a toolbox in the other hand. He was wearing a Run DMC t-shirt and a yarmulke and his jeans were hemmed up high so his bony ankles stuck out. His father was the Vending Machine King of Lawrence West.

			What do all these alte Kakes need with condoms? my grandmother said. We had just come in from Open Window bakery and she had a shopping cart with a caraway rye and nothing else in it. I spent all my Saturdays with her, grocery shopping and sitting around at her place while she gave voice lessons to adults who had regular jobs during the week.

			Its for the laundry room, Asher said, and I pictured all my grandmothers old Jewish neighbours standing around in their underwear and girdles, helpless with boredom in front of the dryers. Location location location, Asher said.

			My grandmother was probably the only gentile in that building. She was married to a Viennese Jew thirty years her senior and nailed a Mezuzah to her threshold so that no one would ask questions. Outside the condo she had an aggressive anxiety about being mistaken for a Jew that was left over from her days as a Hungarian refugee. Once when she was sitting on the Bathurst bus an old man pushed up his shirt sleeve and flashed her his Auschwitz tattoo.

			Where is your number? the man said. She took this for a come-on and called him an old cocksucker.

			I couldnt see a lot of difference between my grandmother and the other old ladies in that building: she baked the same cookies and spoke the same Yiddish-inflected German. She played mah-jongg on Wednesday afternoons. Inside the apartment there were only a few religious icons. On the shelf she had a velvet-covered pocket bible that had belonged to her mother and there was a rosary in her jewellery drawer. In the bathroom she had an electrified portrait of the Virgin Mary. Mary was peeling the flesh back from her ribcage like a cardigan. Inside glowed a tiny red lamp: her bleeding heart.

			Because we were both kids and that building was adults-only, Asher and I fell in together almost defensively. Hed been working the machines since he was seven and made his rounds every Saturday like other kids with their paper routes. I dont remember anyone introducing us. The day we met, we all stood outside the elevators with both arrows, up and down, shining orange. When the doors opened, my grandmother went upstairs with a red-haired woman named Marijke Smirins and I followed Asher down to the laundry room. I stood under the machine and braced it with my shoulder while he used a plug-in drill to screw it to the wall.

			Asher was a Latvian Jew. I knew about Latvians because my public school downtown hosted Heritage Language. Every Saturday and all summer long, the teacher parking lot filled up with beaten-down old Volvos and VWs and Pontiacs bearing the SVEIKS bumper sticker. Latvians, my father said low in his throat whenever we saw one of these cars driving down Bayview Avenue, his voice a mix of disapproval and disbelief. He looked upon nationality as a matter of character. How could anyone could choose their heritage so poorly?

			SVEIKS always looked to me like the kind of word that should be painted across the side of a Viking ship. It looks Swedish.

			It means Latvia, my mother told me.

			It means Hello, Asher said, tightening a bolt on the machine. Jesus. He was good at swearing in the way experience has shown me all Eastern Europeans are. He liked to bring the Messiah into it when he could. I thought it sounded dirty and ravenous coming from him. The way Asher smiled I could tell he would do it just to please me.

			I asked him if he went to Heritage Language and he didnt even look up. Im a Jew, he said. I dont go to Russian school. I go to Hebrew school.

			You mean after school?

			No, thats my school. Hebrew school.

			My own family was ethnically Catholic at best. My parents ran their lives on very practical terms. Ours was a secular existence for the most part and I had only recently begun to understand that there were whole worlds outside of Catholic and Jewish, the only two categories Id ever had contact with. My Girl Guide troop met in the basement of Bethel Baptist church; once a year we paraded in on a Sunday morning to commemorate Lady Baden-Powells birthday. After the service we ate tiny white-bread sandwiches with all the congregation ladies and one of the other girls told me she was United.

			Is that Catholic? I asked. She frowned and bit into a deviled egg.

			Ashers account of Glencairn Chabad was news to me: a religious school that replaced regular school.

			Is it like French immersion?

			The machine was on the wall now and Asher grabbed a corner of it and shook, to make sure it was fastened nice and tight.

			No, he said.

			But you learn Hebrew.

			Yes.

			And pray and stuff?

			Yes.

			So is it like Sunday school?

			No.

			Do you still have to do math?

			Asher dropped his wrench back into the toolbox and snapped the lid.

			Its like French immersion, he said.

			I had gone to Hungarian school just once, at the Magyar Ház on St. Clair West. It was a dark room filled with rows of desks; in the desks, children traced stencils of the Hungarian alphabet. You had to follow the dotted lines to form the letters. That makes it sound as though the Hungarian alphabet is somehow its own thing, like Cyrillic or Kanji, but its no different from the Latin alphabet I had already mastered in public school. What the dotted lines were really teaching was the kind of stylized, uniform cursive that every Hungarian kid is expected to learn: penmanship, Soviet-style. My mother, seeing herself as progressive, was horrified at the thought of confining me to a dark room and the mindless drudgery of stencils.

			We have so little good weather in this country! she said to my father. It was her way of saying that kids should be allowed to play outside after school. As a result my Hungarian cultural training was restricted to the banter and dirty language of Uncle Bug-Eye István, who came for lunch every second Sunday, and the occasional evening out at the Csárda, a supper club for Hungarians where my parents liked to go and listen to Transylvanian gypsies.

			The Latvian school kids were not so lucky. From the ages of four to twelve, their Saturdays were consigned to Latvian Heritage—and its Language. It disturbed me to think of another child sitting at my public school desk, perhaps using my coloured pencils, perhaps even thinking of it as his own desk, while I took advantage of the precious little sun and fresh air that a country like Canada offered. While I rode my bicycle around and around our paved-over front yard, I was always half thinking about that Latvian kid sitting in my desk and what he might be up to. In grade three I made a koala bear out of papier mâché and got so worked up over its safety, vis-à-vis the Latvians, that my mother had to drive me to school on a Saturday morning to retrieve it.

			She stood in the door holding my coat, while I walked across the classroom to the art table. The Latvian teacher stood there, too, with her arms at her sides. In my desk there was boy about three years younger than me. He was tracing a stencil. The art table was jammed with papier mâché animals. I grabbed my koala and hugged it against my hip. The Latvians looked at me. They didnt seem surprised to see a public school kid on a craft rescue mission. A girl in the front row sucked on the tip of her blond braid.

			In the car I looked down at the koala in my lap. It was about a foot-and-a-half long with a blotchy red mouth. I had spent days building it up with paste and newspaper, also spreading the paste over my arms and hands. When it dried, it made my skin look wrinkled, like I was old.

			I wedged my fingernail up underneath the buttons and picked off the koalas eyes.

			Russians, my mother said from the front seat.

			From what Asher said, Glencairn Chabad sounded like those schools they made movies about in the 60s, like the Summerhill school or Waldorf, except instead of blonde hair and English accents the kids were all brunette and wore Star of David necklaces. I liked how everyone shared a common identity: the big white and blue flag, the special holidays, the packed-lunch sandwiches that all looked the same. In my own east-end neighbourhood, everybody had names like Fitzgerald or Mackenzie or Halliday or Jones, and they lived in brick houses with hamsters and guinea pigs or a wall of pet birds in cages. At my public school downtown, my best friend My Le was a Vietnamese girl who had lived the startling and delicious experience of watching a mans dangling legs get sliced off when her own refugee boat scraped up against another boat in the Saigon harbour.

			Its not all the same, Asher said. Theres orthodox kids and immigrants and Israelis, he said. Theres fights at lunch. Some people live in Forest Hill.

			I didnt know where Israel was so he hauled out a book of maps to show me. I told him how when we were driving up Bathurst Street, my Uncle Bug-Eye István liked to lean out the car window and yell, The Arabs are coming! The Arabs are coming! whenever he thought an old lady was driving too slow.

			Asher wasnt more than an inch or two taller than me and he still had his little-boy skinniness, all ribcage and big teeth at odd angles, but he approached grown-ups with a balanced irreverence. Where I was normally never allowed to go even as far as the smelly garbage chute in the hallway by myself, somehow if I was with Asher, my grandmother was only too pleased to wash her hands of me. The two of us roamed the neighbourhood for hours, checking stock in Ashers machines and buying cheese danishes at Open Window. I liked to go to Lawrence Plaza and try on high heel shoes and make him sit and watch me hobble up and down the aisles at Shoe Company. He threw his legs over the side of the armchair and held his head in his hands. Im so Christ-fucking bored, he said.

			It was the closest we came to flirtation. Wed leave the plaza and walk down the street, kicking each other viciously. Because my grandmothers apartment was an opera studio on the weekends, we usually ended up back in Ashers basement.

			Ashers house reminded me a little of mine. It was clean, without all the stuff lying around I saw in other peoples houses. His parents liked antiques and, aside from the basement, there was no wall-to-wall carpeting, just rugs on a wood floor. In the kitchen there were some plates hanging on the walls, and in the living room a lot of black and white photographs of aunts and uncles and great-grandparents back in Russia. There was a dining room with a big table and a blue tablecloth and a menorah on the window ledge. Id been to a Jewish wedding once and sat at the kids table and remembered that the bride had worn a pink dress and been carried around on a chair. Asher moaned about Friday suppers but to me it sounded really nice. God and Ashers family seemed like a tight-knit bunch. When we went to church on Sundays, my father closed his eyes during the homily and took a little nap.

			His family had something else mine didnt: a clarity, a cut-and-dried vision of who they were versus everyone else. We all left Europe after the war, his people and mine, but there was a subtle difference in what happened next. Asher had escaped something. Not all the Hungarians tried to get out; we even knew some Hungarians in Toronto who decided to go back. When my uncle outside Budapest proudly showed off his Czech-built Skoda, a car hed spent seven years on a waiting list to own, even I knew that he was a participant in the system.

			I told Asher how my mother and grandmother had crossed the forest in the middle of the night to escape Hungary before the Revolution—nothing like escaping the Nazis. He shook his head and agreed.

			One day Asher and I were sitting in my grandmothers kitchen eating plum dumplings rolled in sugar. My grandfather was sitting in a big chair in the living room listening to Wagner. He was actually my step-grandfather; my real grandfather had been a maniac and my grandmother divorced him when she got to Canada.

			My grandmother was standing by the stove. She nodded toward the living room, where her husband was relaxing with his eyes closed.

			Without Wagner, she said, he would have been a dead duck!

			She said he had been interviewed by a Wagner-loving SS officer in Vienna in 1938. What were the chances of an opera-loving Jew and an opera-loving Nazi falling into the same interview room together? My grandfather had a little notebook where he recorded every opera hed ever seen; he and the SS agent had a really good talk. At the end of the interview, there was a loudspeaker announcement. Anyone holding a Polenpaß had to proceed to the train. Polen means Poland in German. A Polenpaß is a ticket to Auschwitz. The SS officer looked at my grandfather, who was holding his ticket. He handed him a second pass, a ticket for a boat to Shanghai.

			My grandmother pulled two more dumplings out of the pot. When we were living in High Park, she said, he disappeared one night. She gestured to my grandfather with her spoon. Early in the morning I found him lying out on a park bench. Hed taken a lot of pills, you see.

			His mother went to Auschwitz, my grandmother said. He never forgave himself.

			She looked at Asher: They all have to try it once.

			Where I went to school downtown, there were no other Hungarian girls at all and only two Hungarian boys, Gábor and Kálmán. Like all the full-grown Hungarian men I knew, their conversation started and stopped with opening a womans legs.

			I swore Id never marry a Hungarian, my mother said as she arranged tomatoes and peppers on a plate for Sunday lunch.

			My father of course was not just Hungarian; he was Transylvanian. This made him superior on many levels. The Transylvanians, he said, were the true Hungarians, Mongols left by Genghis Khan to colonize the Carpathian Mountains. These Mongol ancestors had left us with a language that bore no resemblance to those of our Slavic neighbours, an affinity for the training and riding of horses, and eyes so shallowly set that many of my aunts and uncles looked Asian—a fact I proudly pointed out to my friend My Le. My great-great-grandfathers likeness was embossed on the side of the biggest cathedral in Budapest. Strong as ten men, my father said, showing me a picture of the brass relief: a man in a rowboat, single-handedly saving the city from a flood.

			I wanted to believe all these stories. The problem was that Hungary wouldnt cooperate. I didnt understand the politics but I knew that having money and buying things was good. When we went to Eastern Europe we had to line up at the border and bring used clothes for my cousins to wear. The biggest sin of communism was poverty.

			At school I hid my ethnicity, sneaking the spicy salami out of my sandwich and eating plain rye bread and butter for lunch. When kids on the playground sang their own versions of popular songs—I was Born in the USSR! So I moved to the USA!—I felt implicated. Wed taken a trip back to Hungary the previous summer. In the small towns my relatives lived in identical, state-constructed apartment buildings and we walked from one aunts house to the next, the old ladies lurching from side to side in their housedresses, gnarled feet in identical plastic sandals. On Saturday mornings they got up early to stand in line for bread and potatoes and sugar at the grocery store. We drove from village to village. When I got tired of looking at stork nests and sunflowers, I lay down in the back seat and listened to Bruce Springsteen and Laura Branigan on my Walkman.

			In the country, things got a little more stark: Eat your soup! my mother hissed as I sat staring at dinner, a single chickens claw groping out of a bowl of hot water.

			When my grandmothers next student arrived, she put the rest of the dumplings on a piece of wax paper and Asher and I walked over to the plaza and back. It was only about two in the afternoon. Neither of us had any money and we sat around in the soft-carpeted basement of Ashers backsplit on Fairholme Avenue. Aside from all the regular basement stuff—television, card table folded against the wall, a few naugahyde chairs including a red La-Z-Boy out of which I had just flipped backward onto my head—there was a separate area that functioned as a storage space for the vending business. Little cartons of laundry soap and dryer sheets, plastic bottles of cheap perfume and stacks of packaged candy lined a crawl space that was only separated from the rec room by a low-slung saloon door.

			Asher was sitting cross-legged in a beanbag chair. He flipped the remote. We were watching When Doves Cry on MuchMusic: Prince is in this steaming bathtub and then he gets up and youre supposed to think hes naked, but really hes got something around his waist that the camera wasnt meant to catch. MuchMusic was a brand new thing. There werent any shows, just videos. Outside it was raining.

			I am bored as shit, I said.

			I looked over at the swinging saloon door and the stockpile of goods behind it. I always wanted to play store, or at least chew the gum and poke pinholes in the condoms, but Asher took his lower-management position to heart. He pulled a ledger out of the storeroom and tried to show me how he kept track of sales.

			Youre killing me, I said. I dropped off the La-Z-Boy onto the ground and lay there with my tongue hanging out sideways. I died. Your boringness made me die.

			Im not playing stupid House, Asher said. He was a little irritated that his bookkeeping had failed to impress me.

			I didnt say House! I sat up and leaned back on my hands. Who said House? Who was talking House?

			We should play Escape, I said. We should play Houdini.

			Asher looked thoughtful.

			We can play Lock-Up, he said. He said he had some rope left over from an old Halloween costume: maybe that would come in handy.

			Yes! I said. Lock-Up!

			At first we played with a stopwatch. We used the rope to tie the doors shut. Did Asher know, I wondered, that Houdini was Hungarian? I flexed my knuckles.

			Big whoop, Asher said. I hate to break it to you, but you dont look anything like Houdini. You dont even look Hungarian, if you ask me.

			He handed me the watch and went into the storage room. I laced the rope in and out between the hinges and then wrapped it around and around the doors, front to back. I wanted to secure the knots by stretching the rope out and tying it to the TV stand, but Asher protested. I cant reach all the way out there! he said. And what if I lurch the rope and the TV breaks?

			I tied three knots and shook the doors with my hand to make sure they were tight together. We counted down from ten. When we got to one, I pushed the button on the watch and Asher started trying to get out. My knots werent all that good but they were on the outside of the doors so he had to reach his arms under and up to get to them. The real trick was figuring out how to hold your body to get maximum arm length under the doors. His first time through took him four minutes and three seconds. Then it was my turn. We counted down and I hit the deck, lying on my back and reaching up with my neck twisted a little and my shoulders right against the bottom of the doors. I made it out in three minutes twenty. We practiced back and forth like that. We found a little chalkboard in a corner of the storage room and used it to keep score. I beat Asher three times out of every four.

			I have nimble fingers, I said, wiggling them in his face. He looked like he was losing interest so I let him win the next one, then came back for a final time of two-minutes-and-three.

			Asher wiped out the chalkboard with his sleeve.

			Hey! I said. I had been hoping to save my best score for the next time; it was pretty rare for me to be better than Asher at something. On our way upstairs I turned to him and suggested a rematch the following Saturday.

			Nah, Asher said. We need to play it different next time. Like this, its too easy.

			I said that I hadnt noticed it being all that easy for him, but I was game to try something new.

			One of us should be a guard, Asher said.

			Like a jail, I said.

			Like in a war, he said.

			What I knew about war came from my own family. In the end pretty much everyone was on the German shit list. My fathers uncle, the owner of a prodigious nose, was once asked to step into a Budapest alleyway and prove his heritage by unzipping his pants. Anyone with a foreskin was basically okay. He was Transylvanian nobility.

			The village communists surrounded our house the night the Germans came in, my father said, nodding his head to any nonbelievers in the crowd. They wanted to protect us! My fathers family resettled in the mountains over Innsbruck. Im sure they drove there in a car, but I liked to picture them hiking across a meadow wearing hats with little feathers like the von Trapp family in The Sound of Music. After they were gone, the Germans hung my fathers uncle in effigy and put his furniture out in the rain. The village peasants used it in their living rooms if they had the space or in their farmyards if they didnt.

			Like Hungary, Latvia was an Eastern Bloc country, but it was worse for two reasons: one, they were Slavs. I wasnt really sure what this meant, but the word sounded to me like the English slaves and so I knew that they had to be lower than Hungarians, who were horse-conquering Mongols. Two, Latvia was part of the USSR, which meant they were really Russians.

			What I knew about Russia was that it had snatched Hungary up at the end of the war when Roosevelt was too busy being Stalins friend to bother pushing him out. I knew what 60 Andrássy was: the four-story building in downtown Budapest where secret police interrogated anti-communists. On our last visit Id gone shopping with my aunt Judit. We were walking west to the Oktogon metro station when she grabbed at my hand, pulling me along to make me go faster. I landed on both knees on the sidewalk, but my aunt didnt stop pulling. We were right in front of 60 Andrássy. Her father-in-law had spent two months there under interrogation in the 50s. Its a museum now, with a basement full of old torture devices, but in the 80s people were still afraid to walk by. My own great-grandfather had been sent to Siberia during the First World War.

			His hands always shook a little, my father said, for the rest of his life. Like this: he held his hand out over the dinner table so that I could watch it tremble.

			Okay, Asher said. War.

			It was maybe two weeks later. The weather outside was still that kind of late spring rain that really hurts when it hits your face.

			We got the saloon door all strung tight and the rope tied hard against the banister to upstairs, to the real house. We stood on the outside of the doorway admiring our handiwork.

			If you were trapped in there, Asher said, no way could you get out. You couldnt get out unless someone took pity on you.

			Those two ideas—trapped and pity—pushed up against one another in my mind. They were compelling to the imagination. They were caves and bears and jails and jailers all at the same time. Once when I was only three the girl across the street locked me in her garage and hung an old carpet over the door. I screamed and screamed to get out but nobody could hear me. I probably screamed for half an hour before my mother noticed I was missing and ran across the street in her apron and rubber gloves and opened the door.

			You can be in Siberia, Asher said. You be a Hungarian villager and Ill be a Russian soldier and the lock-up is Siberia.

			We cant do that, I said and Asher said How come? and I said because he really was Russian and I really was Hungarian and where was the fun in that. He rolled his eyes like I was making him play dolls or something when really this promised to be a very exciting game with trapping and escaping and who knew what else.

			Fine, he said. He lowered his chin kind of. So you be the Jewish village girl and Ill be an SS and the lock-up can be a camp. The lock-up can be Bergen-Belsen, happy now?

			I said, Yes. Now we were getting somewhere. Asher got into character right away and pushed me into the storeroom and tied the rope tight. He twined the ends together and then made a final knot around the leg of an armchair, where I couldnt reach it. He didnt talk to me at all and I liked how fierce he made his mouth look.

			I sat on my side of the saloon door and Asher sat out on the naugahyde chair. I could hear the noise of the television from upstairs where his mother was ironing and watching Airwolf. After a while I heard Ashers chair creak upright and he walked over to the door and peered at me through the hinges.

			Dont chew the gum! he said.

			I cant chew gum! I said. Im a prisoner!

			I really believed this. I was good at playing games. For a moment neither of us said anything. Upstairs, Ashers mother changed the channel to something with singing.

			Now what? I said.

			How should I know, Brainiac? Asher said. This is your stupid game.

			War had been his suggestion. I didnt correct him. He was on his hands and knees on his side of the door, looking at me.

			You should try to break out, he said.

			What if I break the door?

			I threw my hands up in the air like a hopeless person. You have to come in here, I said. You should come in here and order me around, or torture me or something. You have to torture me until I scream for mercy.

			Asher shrugged, but he smiled a little, too. Torture as a notion was appealing enough for anyone our age and while he unpicked the knots I thought of all the stories my grandmother had forced on me while I was helping her to pull strudel dough nice and thin over the dining room table. How when the Russians came through they made the women kiss them, or they tied their knees together if they were trying to have babies. There were other stories, too: soldiers who fished around between your legs with a sword. When wed been in Hungary, my teenaged cousin had made a gesture at me, a thing with his hands and his hips that I didnt understand, although I understood it to be unfriendly. I was lying in my aunts room with my eyes mostly shut and he must have thought I was sleeping. For some reason that came to mind as well.

			You have to tie my legs together, I said. You have to tie my legs and not untie them unless I kiss you. Asher set his jaw like he might say No, but then he didnt actually say anything.

			I wanted to keep up the momentum. I had been watching The Thornbirds on television with my mother, at night when my father was out working. All that schmaltz. So I said, You have to make me kiss you like youre the last man on earth.

			There was something deeply satisfying about this arrangement for both of us. Not so much the kissing part, although it was hard to resist. I liked feeling connected to an event. Here I was, an actual prisoner of war, about to escape or else not. Asher reeled in the rope from where it was hooked through the door. There was a lot of rope and he wrapped it around my legs about twenty times and then used the end of it to tie my wrists. I hadnt said anything about tying my wrists and I was glad to see him getting into the spirit of the thing. He took off his t-shirt and shoved it in my mouth. That really surprised me.

			Pretend youre having a baby, he said.

			I tried screaming into the t-shirt the way that women do on TV but something about doing this actually sucks the breath right out of you. It was hard to get any air in through my nose, lying on the floor all tied up and with Asher kneeling next to me. His collarbone stood out under his shoulders and he had tiny pink nipples. He shoved my shoulder.

			Come on, Asher said. Do something. Try and escape. Try it, try it, he said and he kept shoving at me. I was choking a little and I couldnt stop him pushing me because I was all tied up. We were both doing what we were supposed to do but the way he was pushing at me was the same way you kill a bug that youre a little afraid of. Where you need to get it into the Kleenex but it might jump on your hand and really scare you. He started yelling, You want me to untie you, you want me to untie you, pig? and I nodded my head and made some sounds into the t-shirt but then he changed it like we planned and said, Ill untie you but you have to kiss me, get it?

			I didnt want to kiss him. I just wanted the t-shirt out of my mouth and I started shaking my head. I had tears in my eyes because I couldnt breathe and I could see Asher starting to panic because I wasnt playing along.

			You have to say yes! Asher said. You have to say yes or I cant let you go!

			I kept shaking my head and crying and Asher pushed his hands on my shoulders and my head banged off the hard ground and he started to cry too. He ripped the shirt out of my mouth.

			His mouth was dry and mine was all wet from drooling into the shirt. I coughed against his lip. What the two mouths had in common was not wanting to be there, but we didnt know how else to end the game. If wed just stopped it would have felt like hitting pause on a tape recorder. No matter what other game we played, the ending to Lock-Up would have hung over our heads like wed stolen something and had to figure out how to put it back.

			It was hard to stop crying. I was sucking at air in big gulps in a gaspy, sorrowful way. Jesus, Jesus, shut up! Asher said, working his fingers over the knot around my hands. My mothers going to hear you! Shut up, shut up!

			I coughed a lot while he was untying me. Ashers mother called out: she wanted us to come upstairs and help her fold bedsheets. I turned back for a second on the way up. Ashers t-shirt was all wrinkled and spitty in the middle, where it had been bunched in my mouth, and he was trying to flatten it down against his chest. The whole upstairs was warm from the oven; his mother was baking something. I sat on the couch and folded the pillowcases into squares and stacked up the squares on the coffee table. Asher sat next to me. We didnt look at each other. I was afraid if I looked at his mother Id start crying again. I didnt want to go back downstairs and I didnt want to go home either.

			Ashers mother said, What you playing in the storeroom for? All that dust gonna kill you!

			When it was dinner time Asher walked me back to my grandmothers. It was still raining so we had our hoods on. I kicked him once and then he shoved me and I said, Dont. We got in the wrong elevator by mistake. It was Shabbat. One of the elevators was pre-programmed to stop on every floor, so you dont have to press buttons on the sabbath. All the way to the fifteenth floor, the doors lurched open and closed.

			Are you okay? Asher said.

			I looked at myself in the mirrored walls.

			This elevator sucks, I said. Oh no, I pushed a button! Gods going to kill me!

			It was your stupid game, he said.

			When I got inside I went into the bathroom and threw up in the toilet. I didnt know why I was sick.

			I make you a cream-of-wheat! my grandmother called through the door. 

			The floor was cold and I sat there for a while with my hands on the white toilet seat. The whole room smelled like Oil of Olay. When I was little I used to go through the drawers and put on all the creams and draw pictures on my legs with the lipsticks, under my pants. The ends of the lipsticks got blunt and mashy and I hid them under a million tissues in the garbage. Once I stuffed my t-shirt with balled up Kleenex to see what I would look like with breasts; when I tried to flush the tissues, the toilet overflowed and I lied and said Id used the Kleenex to mop the floor.

			Asher was waiting around for me to come out but I wanted just nothing, I wanted him to yell Goodbye! through the door so that I could be alone in the bathroom, maybe forever. I heard him tell my grandmother about the elevator. I think shes sea-sick, he said.

			Down near the base of the toilet there were some yellow stains. I could smell the cream-of-wheat boiling in the kitchen. My throat was harsh from crying and then vomiting. My grandmothers icon of Mary sat there on top of it all: her body held open and her red heart all lit up like an eye.

			

	

Field Work

		
		
			
			We wanted to learn about the men. The old stories had all been forgotten. A study was commissioned. Our lead investigator stretched a hand up against the chalkboard, high over her head. Men were once as tall as women, she told us. Taller.

			When had the men shrunk? we asked, but she couldnt say. At some point they had become tiny, the length of your hand. That much we knew.

			We went into the wild to find them. Together we were a world-class team. This project, we told each other, was no different from our other field experience, studying the black rhino or the digger wasp. Our best and brightest associate professors took to the task of grant-writing, myself among them. The funding rolled in and we rolled up our sleeves.

			Shifts were divided. Equipped with field glasses and collapsible chairs, we constructed blinds so as not to be noticed. Even in densely populated areas, the men lived alone. At regular intervals they emerged from their homes—caves or small holes in the ground—in order to forage. Some team members observed the men while they were awake and active. We installed tiny cameras and watched them while they slept.

			After six months I said aloud what many of us had been thinking.

			The men are not providing us with enough information! I banged my cup on the dining hall table. How do they grow? What do they want?

			I aligned myself with another researcher. We held meetings after hours and made lists and lists of questions. In partnership, we created a new study that would follow the men from their formative, pre-man years. This was to be our lifes work. My partner took charge of the Centre for Specimen Generation. It was her job to sweep the mens holes for tissue, sample the tissue for DNA, fill our test tubes with nutritive agar. We built glass enclosures, fifteen per lab, and incubated the bodies as if they were our own babies. Sturdy volunteers pushed the tiny pre-men out from between their legs.

			Predictably, we divided into factions. My research team argued for an increasingly close relationship with the men. Authenticity, we said, depends on empathy. We held a naming ceremony, carried their photos in our wallets.

			Some believed the intimacy of this process compromised the study as a whole. These dissenters were removed from the project.

			Are we field researchers? the outgoing Chair screamed, and she watched as the Maid Brigade cleaned out her desk—their blue uniforms, their embroidered name tags. I straightened my white coat and stood firm. The lab, I told my loyal colleagues, can be whatever you want it to be. The lab can be the field.

			• • •

			In infancy, the pre-men were voracious. They required constant nourishment and lapped up whatever we squeezed into their open mouths. We were delighted. This greed was marvelous and worth recording. We hunched over the enclosures, sharpened our pencils, adjusted our magnifiers. When a blonde graduate student whispered, They are just like regular babies!, I took a stern tone and waited until she gathered herself.

			The pre-men gurgled into the drone of the labs fluorescent light.

			All science, I said to the room, is the search for unity in hidden likeness, and the blonde student copied this into her notebook, underlining vigorously.

			Next the pre-men grew mobile. They went from lying still to kicking out with all four limbs. When one was observed trying to escape by slinking backwards along the floor, using his feet and shoulders to push his body along, we applauded. I picked him up with a pair of tongs dedicated to this purpose and replaced him in the enclosure.

			The success of these early observations advanced exponentially, as did our pride. Our articles were published in the most prestigious journals. Conferences were organized, awards were conferred, meals were elaborately catered.

			We gave each other high fives. We were learning about the men.

			As they began to stand erect, the pre-men became harder to keep track of. They flexed their tiny biceps and coalesced into groups. They enjoyed toys with wheels. In a report to the Dean of Sciences, I wrote: As a species, the men are found to be both social and aggressive. She agreed that as the pre-men grew we would isolate them in increasing degrees.

			At the thirteen-year mark, the pre-men became hairy. They formed circles and pummeled each other with tiny fists, flattening each others noses. My research partner, by this time my chief colleague in the Bureau of Pre-Man Observation, wrote paper after paper exploring the possible reasons for this behaviour. Were these circles Druidic in nature? The nose-flattening—could this be some kind of ritual marker? Did they need to bleed as they entered adolescence in an effort to align themselves with women?

			We made them clothes. Their moving parts had begun to move too frequently. At times they moved close to one another. Are they lonely? my partner asked me. Sometimes they look at me with such eyes.

			It was her idea that tiny women be generated. I think they like us, she said at the first board meeting of the month. I think if there were tiny women, they would fight less.

			The pre-men require a physical outlet, I said. Give them some rocks to push around.

			We gave them rocks and they threw them at each other.

			Whoops, I said. Larger rocks. The pre-men pushed the larger rocks around and pummeled each other all the same.

			The others had questions: How often were they turning to one another? What exactly had my partner seen, and at what time of day?

			At a later meeting I asked how she proposed to create tiny women. She regarded me from her side of the room, but her hands only rose and fell at her sides. I pushed my chair back from the table.

			They will fight less in isolation, I said.

			I said, We are the only women here.

			• • •

			We reconstructed the small homes we had observed years before in the wild, burrows dug into the ground. The pre-men entered and exited these burrows. I was first to initiate a locality study. Do you see how each man takes his bearings upon leaving the den? I asked, and at that moment a brown-haired man poked his torso from the entrance to his cave. It was as though he could understand my language, as though he wanted for me what I wanted for myself. How unknowable my descending hand must have seemed to him! How like weather! How like his creator! We had a short and unequal struggle. I pinned his shoulders to the earth and used a bottle of nail enamel (Second-Hand Rose) to tag the back of his neck. Then I let him go.

			After only two weeks of this procedural, observers reported that, at any one time, ten men, each marked by colour (Matte Mardi Gras, Purrfect Purrple, the original subject in Second-Hand Rose), were within view. We were encouraged to see that the tagged men found their way back to their own dens in a consistent fashion. The simple trick of marking the men had changed our attitude toward them. Tracking and recording their movements created in us a feeling of pride of ownership. Their lives became of invested concern. It was decided that each of us would be assigned a particular subject. I stood up first and claimed my brown-haired specimen and the others nodded their assent.

			I now suggested that we alter the routes into and away from the dens. With the men held safely at an alternate facility, we relocated all distinguishing markers: twigs, pebbles, anything found lying around inside the enclosures. We used trowels to alter the landscape. The dens themselves were left intact. We waited to observe the mens return.

			Their behaviour was striking. They appeared confused and wandered in circles. We repeated the test and recorded the same result every time. By moving landmarks, we could do more than disorient the men. We controlled their movements. We made them go to entirely different dens.

			Observational distance allowed us to extend our research in new directions. When we covered their eyes with black paint (Goin Jet), the men were unable to navigate and stayed in their dens, alone.

			• • •

			There is now little doubt that our locality studies widened the field for an entirely new generation of behavioural scientists. Despite this proven success, years later a group of scientists—led by my former partner—would begin to probe the conventions of our methods. They took issue with the subject-researcher relationship. Power-structured, they called it. Unusually manipulative. It was a rift.

			What my colleague is suggesting, I wrote in an open letter to XX magazine, is insulting. Nothing less than a call for chaperones. Why, after all this time, should I submit to another scientist looking over my shoulder? Despite my protests, funds were diverted toward the formation of a Bio-Ethical Standards Caucus, a branch devoted to the study of why the outcomes of our tests delighted us so. At the next All Fields Conference, I asserted that the objectivity of these researchers was now compromised.

			You are wasting our time and you are wasting our money, I said. As to the specimens, are we subjecting them to illness? What injections are you protesting? What injuries?

			They lead bloody happy lives, I said. Redirect your efforts to other fields.

			My former partner stood up. She needed assistance and leaned heavily on the shoulder of her post-doctoral student, a red-haired woman with shapeless, solid ankles. My partners thin wrist shook.

			This study has been the focus of my entire professional life, she said. You cant kick me out for disagreeing with your methods.

			I offered incentives to the red-haired doctoral candidate, and she stood to cross the room. When her student removed the shoulder, my colleague fell.

			The men, too, had grown older. Their hair had begun to gray, their movements came slower. They spent less and less time pushing the rocks. After the conference, I returned to the lab and washed my hands. I stood over my brown-haired subjects enclosure. I pushed at his stomach, his chest. He reached out suddenly and grasped my finger, pulling the whole weight of his body into my hand.

			We, I said. His tiny blacked-out eyes turned toward my voice. Using a cotton swab, I removed the paint from his eyes. For the first time in years, he could see. He blinked.

			I bent closer, thinking of his eye reflected in mine. My eye an enormous speckled mirror.

			When my former partner died at ninety-two, we draped her stiff frame in the university flag and lowered her into the ground, into a hole that had been filled with rose petals. There was a violinist: she had admired Berlioz. A minister, not I, gave the eulogy. Afterward we had the usual coffee and sandwiches in the boardroom. Crustless, on white or rye or brown. Egg or salmon or ham and mayonnaise, with cream for the coffee in lidded pitchers.

			What was left of my partners faction returned to older studies, field work that had not drawn attention for a generation: evidence for the extinction of a Lowland Gorilla species, or of the Cape Goose. Younger researchers began studies of their own and turned up their noses at our affiliations. Those who stayed on with me demanded soft chairs.

			We are brittle, they said, from years of standing over our enclosures.

			At an average age of seventy-three-point-eight years, the men began to expire. We had generated so many of them all at once. They died and died.

			We looked at each other.

			The tiny bodies stacked up in piles.
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				Kobo  DRM-free epub
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