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THE CONTRIBUTORS
MICHAEL LaPOINTE (“The Creep,” p. 6) is a columnist with 
The Paris Review. His first novel, The Creep, will be published 
in 2021. l MICHAEL BLOUIN (“the deeper the joy,” p. 9) has 
two books forthcoming—the poetry collection Southbound 
and the novel I Am Billy the Kid. l ANDREW LAFLECHE 
(“From Your House,” p. 11) is the editor of Gravitas. His 
most recent books are One Hundred Little Victories, Eyes 
Wide, and Ride. l PATRICK ALLABY (“Halifax,” p. 12) lives in 
Sackville, New Brunswick. His first book, Martin Peters, was 
published in 2019. l BRIAN FRANCIS (The Kitch, p. 18) will 
publish a memoir in 2021. His most recent novel, Break In 
Case of Emergency, was a finalist for the Governor General’s 
Literary Awards. l VICTORIA HETHERINGTON (“Be Good,” 
p. 26) is the author of the novel Mooncalves. Her second 
novel, Heartworms, is forthcoming, in 2022. l STAN ROGAL 
(“Broken Telephone,” p. 28) lives and writes in Toronto. 
His work has appeared in magazines and anthologies in 
Canada, the United States, and Europe. l JASPER JUBENVILL 
(“Grizzly Girl Gang,” p. 30) makes comics full time, in his 
bedroom at his mom’s house. He is the first Taddle Creek 
contributor who was not yet born when the magazine was 
founded. l JULIE CAMERON GRAY (The Stitch, p. 34) is the 
author of two poetry collections, Tangle and Lady Crawford, 
the latter of which was short-listed for the Pat Lowther 
Memorial Award. l BEE QUAMMIE (The Gallery, p. 36) is a 
writer and the co-host of show Kultur’D, on Global News 
Radio. Her writing has appeared in Men’s Health, Maclean’s, 
Chatelaine, and the Globe and Mail. l SAM SHELSTAD 
(“Ex-Smoker,” p. 40) is the author of the short story collection 
Cop House. He lives in Toronto.  l ALEX BOYD (“Dictators 
at Night,” p. 42) is the author of two poetry collections, 
Making Bones Walk and The Least Important Man, and the 
novel Army of the Brave and Accidental. l SUE CARTER (The 
Spotlight, p. 45) is the editor of Quill and Quire and a  
regular contributor to the Toronto Star. l ELANA WOLFF (“I  
really liked your reading last night,” p. 46) is a writer of poetry 
and creative non-fiction. Her latest poetry collection, 
Swoon, won the 2020 Canadian Jewish Literary Award for 
poetry. l RICHMOND LAM (photograph) is a portrait and 
lifestyle photographer born in Hong Kong and currently 
living in Montreal. l GEORGE PFROMM (illustrations) is an 
illustrator, animator, and art teacher living in Somerville 
Massachusetts. l MAURICE VELLEKOOP (The Cover) is an 
award-winning illustrator and cartoonist whose work has 
appeared in magazines, advertising, and books for more than 
thirty years. He recently animated the StoryCorps short 
film My Aunties. Currently, he is working on the graphic 
memoir I’m So Glad We Had This Time Together. 

From top: Michael LaPointe, Jasper Jubenvill,  
Bee Quammie, Elana Wolff.



The House Business

This August, Taddle Creek launched its latest issue, in 
the backyard of Toronto’s Jet Fuel Coffee Shop, its 
fifteenth event there in twenty summers. Steam 

Whistle was available and readings happened, but thanks to 
the covid-19 pandemic, no audience was admitted. If you 
missed it—and judging by the analytics Taddle Creek saw, you 
did—the final product can still be viewed, from a safe distance, 
on the magazine’s Facebook page and YouTube channel. 

l

Congratulations to Lisa Foad, whose short story “Hunt-
ing,” from Taddle Creek No. 44, was short-listed for the 

Journey Prize this summer. After years of countless National 
Magazine Award honourable mentions, Taddle Creek recently 
opted for a quality-over-quantity approach to its award-
getting: Lisa’s short-listing is a first for the magazine, follow-
ing six Journey Prize long-list placements since 2006. 

Acoustic Performance

When Caitlin Stephen realized the covid-induced clo-
sure of Toronto’s bars had left local musicians with 

nowhere to play for the foreseeable future, she devised a 
workaround. Every week this summer, weather permitting, 
Stephen hosted Open Mic Thursdays at the Oculus, a low-
key outdoor music event, held beneath 
a flying-saucer-shaped canopy on the 
Humber River Recreational Trail, a 
quick bike ride north of Lake Ontario. 

A handful of people were already 
gathered by six-thirty on the warm Au-
gust evening Taddle Creek attended. 
Some wore masks, and those who didn’t 
arrive together kept a respectful dis-
tance from each other. (Both hand 
sanitizer and bug spray were on offer.) 

Stephen, dressed in a black sleeveless top and dark green 
shorts, worked the crowd, clipboard in hand, slotting those 
she knew into the night’s schedule and attempting to convince 
strangers who had wandered by to sign up. 

“Are you here to perform?” she asked one cyclist who’d 
stopped and seated himself on the grass. 

“I play guitar,” he said. “I thought I’d just check it out and 
maybe come play next week.”

“We’re here late if you want to go home and get it tonight.” 
Promptly at seven, Stephen moved to centre stage, welcomed 

the crowd, which had grown to about twenty, and started the 
evening with an original composition of her own, singing and 
accompanying herself on a battery-powered keyboard, the only 
“house” instrument made available to performers. She was fol-
lowed, over the next four hours, by artists whose talents 
spanned the spectrum. One young man in pajama bottoms 
played an acoustic version of Blink-182’s “All the Small 
Things,” two middle-aged white-haired men with guitars per-
formed the Skydiggers’ “I Will Give You Everything,” and a 
man and woman stumbled through “Blister in the Sun,” by 
Violent Femmes, despite the assistance of a lyric sheet. 

As sometimes happens at open mics, the evening wasn’t with-
out its unexpected surprises, like the Soul Maître D’s, a local 
duo who performed their signature song, “Freak Show,” fol-
lowed by a freeform organ jam. “We need more of that level of 
quality coming out,” Stephen said. “We’ve had a spirit drum 
circle, a troupe with two violins, an accordion, and a horn. We’ve 

had tons of guitarists, we’ve had drum-
mers. It’s pretty folky right now. There’s 
a little bit of R. & B., which I’m loving.”

Stephen, thirty-eight, spends her 
days as a licensing manager for Mattel 
and usually attends up to three open 
mic nights a week. She discovered the 
Oculus for the first time while biking 
the Humber trail with a friend earlier 
this summer. “We went under it and 
heard the acoustics and we were blown 
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away,” she said. “My friend kept saying we should do a show 
there or a concert or record some music. At first I dismissed 
it, but then I started hearing about a lot of the local venues 
that we would usually play at closing down for good.” 

By 10 p.m. the only light remaining came from the strings 
of outdoor patio bulbs circling the stage, but about a half 
dozen musicians remained, closing the evening with a lengthy 
group jam that included the Thompson Twins’ “Hold Me 
Now” before things broke up around eleven and Stephen 
packed up her small cart and returned to her nearby car. “This 
has made my summer. I want to keep it going into the fall 
until it gets too cold. I just don’t want it to turn into Trinity-
Bellwoods,” she said, in reference to the downtown park that 
gained notoriety for its lack of social distancing at the begin-
ning of the season. “If it gets completely full, I think we’d get 
shut down.”

Muscled Beach

One Sunday, as summer entered its final month, a group of 
eight women and four men, dressed in varying degrees 

of beach wear, gathered at the top of a pedestrian pathway near 
Bloor and Dufferin streets for a tour of Bloordale Beach, To-
ronto’s newest summer getaway. Walking south, the group soon 
came upon a fenced-in lot of rocky white infill, edged with 
sand along much of the perimeter. “Bloordale is unlike most 
other beaches,” said Shari Kasman, one of the beach’s co-
founders, who was leading the tour. “For one, it is landlocked.”

Kasman, who is an artist and writer, and an anonymous 
friend began thinking of ways to turn the lot—which, until 
2019, was the site of Brocton High School, since demol-
ished—into a space for public use earlier this year. “When it 
was a high school, there was a parking lot, so you could cut 
though from Bloor Street to behind the Dufferin Mall,” Kas-
man said. “Once it was fenced in you couldn’t do that any-
more. So my friend started breaking into the fences to gain 
access, and then someone from the Toronto District School 
Board would come by and close it again.” 

When the covid-19 pandemic hit and most of the places 
people once gathered closed, Kasman started spending time 
in the empty space. “I’d walk around in circles or talk on the 
phone. Then I started thinking, What if we set up a living 
room in the middle, and my friend said, ‘I think that would 
encourage dumping.’ So I said, ‘What about a bunch of inflat-
able pools?’ And he said, ‘Yeah, but you might have trouble 
getting water.’ Then one day I was walking by and there was 
a guy suntanning over there, and I was like, ‘Oh wow, this 
could be a beach.’”

Kasman and her friend began making signs directing peo-
ple to the beach, which they hung on the fence and at one 
nearby high-traffic location on Bloor. Bloordale Beach of-
ficially opened on May 25th. The following day, representa-
tives of the T.D.S.B. removed the signs and re-secured the 
site. This back and forth happened twice, but by August, the 
school board seemed content to let the beach be. Kasman and 

her co-founder procured six deck chairs from a nearby Value 
Village, which they placed in the centre of the space to en-
courage casual gatherings. “I saw a really adorable date,” Kas-
man said. “There were these two women and one had sur-
prised the other. They were there around sunset. They had a 
beach towel and a blow-up unicorn floaty thing, drinks, an 
umbrella. It’s the best beach setup I’ve seen. The beachiest.”

On the day of the tour, the beach was empty, save for the 
tour group and some passers through. Kasman recounted the 
beach’s brief history and walked the group though its many 
sights: a sea turtle nesting area (three toy turtles nestled inside 
a tree protector), the barkour range (a parkour-like exercise 
area for dogs, made up largely of repurposed ice-cream con-
tainers), the lagoon (a divot of dried clay that briefly fills with 
water when it rains), the botanical garden (a patch of com-
mon weeds), the bar (a Steam Whistle bottle opener hanging 
from the fence—a gift to the beach from a fan), and the ad-
joining Bloordale Meadow (the back field of Bloor Collegiate 
Institute, located next door). 

“Does that sort of thing happen often?” asked one member 
of the tour, pointing to a man relieving himself against a 
storage shed, just outside the beach fence. 

“Well, there isn’t an actual toilet at the beach,” Kasman 
replied, “so these things happen.”

“So, is the fence for conservation?” asked another.
“Yes. We thought of taking more of it down, but we 

thought that might upset the T.D.S.B. Plus, we need places 
to put signs. The beach has more than sixty signs.”

“Are there any efforts to deal with invasive species, or are 
they all invasive species?”

“I sprinkled wildflower seeds around the perimeter at the 
beginning of the season, so it could be some plants are from 
that package, but it’s not for certain. Nothing is for certain.”

 The tour came to an end after forty minutes with a round 
of applause for the guide, and the group dispersed.

“I have ideas for the future of the beach,” Kasman said. 
“Someone suggested a clothing-optional corner, a dive shop, 
surf board rentals. It would be great if there was water.”



Long-term relationship

Artists from Bruce Springsteen to Taylor Swift have sur-
prised listeners with unexpected new albums during the 

covid-19 pandemic. But perhaps few were as unexpected—
for both the band and its followers—as the self-titled debut 
from Proper Concern, the genre-defying group formed in 
Montreal, in 2003, by Warren Auld and Nathaniel G. Moore. 

The pandemic unexpectedly gifted the band the time to 
not just record but also release their first proper album, 
which they did in July, via BandCamp. “We have, like, a 
backwoods-cult lead-acoustic campfire thing going on, and 
then a high-tech parody of the Pet Shop Boys,” said Moore, 
a writer and publicist (known to readers of this magazine as 
its one-time most-rejected author), when asked to describe 
the band’s sound. “A little like Talking Heads.”

Auld, a building manager and self-described “artistic dab-
bler” who is still based in Montreal, and Moore, a writer and 
artist now living in Fredericton, connected on FaceTime in 
September to discuss their band’s unusual career path. Not 
long after being introduced, through a mutual friend, Moore 
suggested they record some “random nonsense” in Auld’s loft. 
“I got really nervous and couldn’t do anything in front of 
Warren,” Moore said. “And then Warren went to the bath-
room, and by the time he came back I had gone on this rant 
and recorded an eleven-minute song called ‘Mrs. Bachelor,’ 
based on my Grade 1 teacher.” 

“I had recorded some music on a four-track cassette re-
corder,” said Auld. “When I left the room it kept recording. 
My tracks ran out and the machine started playing the other 
side of cassette, which had some Latin music on it, backwards, 
and Nathaniel’s vocals recorded over that. It was the best 
thing we did.”

“It still is,” said Moore.
Auld and Moore recorded enough additional tracks, in-

cluding “Gatchaman Love Song” and “Eight Mile,” to fill a 
Mini CD. Moore pushed the album to some local college 
radio stations, where it received admirable air play, but the 
group never bothered to release the album publicly. “We had 
no follow-through,” said Moore. “We’d share it with our 
friends. I would mail a CD to someone. People would e-mail 
me and say, ‘I was at a party and they played a Proper Concern 
song.’ That happens at least four times a decade.”

Despite a seventeen-year collaboration and a handful of 
infrequent recording sessions, the band has never played for 
a live audience or, until now, released any of its material. “Re-
cently I said to Warren, ‘Hey, I have this podcast I want to do 
I need a theme for, here’s some vocals,’” said Moore. “I sent 
him a little jingle, and he sent me something back. A month 
and a half later we had four and a half songs, and we were on 
our way to our first album.” 

Auld and Moore hope they can keep their recent momen-
tum going, with a future physical release and, post-pandemic, 
some live performances. “I think our relationship has been a 
twenty-year performance,” said Moore. “Every time we hang 

out, which is so rare, it’s like a band meeting. It’s like a first 
date that’s never ended.”

Remembering R. M. Vaughan

R. M. Vaughan, the author, artist, playwright, and critic 
who died in October, at the age of fifty-five, con-
tributed to this magazine for two decades. Many of 

those contributions were poems—“Tree,” his first for Taddle 
Creek, with its specifically placed tabs, is famous around the 
office for testing the limits of the digital team’s coding capa-
bilities in the early days of the Web—but he also provided 
art commentary, charming letters to the editor, and a photo-
graphic collaboration with an unwitting Sears Portrait Studio 
employee that is among Taddle Creek’s favourite things ever. 

Richard hailed from Saint John, New Brunswick, where he 
attended the local university, eventually earning a master’s de-
gree in English from the University of New Brunswick. His 
first published poem appeared in Cormorant magazine, in 1989, 
the same year he moved to Montreal. He relocated to Toronto 
in 1991, encouraged by the playwright Sky Gilbert, who saw 
promise in the scripts Richard had been submitting to Buddies 
in Bad Times theatre. His own plays followed, as did a dizzying 
array of books, including the poetry collections Invisible to 
Predators and the deeply autobiographical Troubled, the novel 
A Quilted Heart, and the short memoir Bright Eyed. He also 
became a noted art critic for publications including the Globe 
and Mail. His artistic output was varied and vast, and his advo-
cacy in helping queer culture reach the mainstream is largely 
unsung. He had little tolerance for the boring status quo, Tad-
dle Creek’s favourite of his qualities—that and his penchant for 
dandy scarfs. Earlier this year, he had returned to U.N.B. as a 
writer-in-residence and, by all accounts, had ingratiated himself 
to the students, as he did with nearly everyone.

Richard was never anything but a loyal and good friend to 
Taddle Creek, and he is already missed by many. 

—Taddle Creek
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1.

The girl from Vice stands at my 
office door. I left her no choice, 
she says. She’s tried calling, 

e-mailing: “Can we talk?” 
I can tell she’s a novice by her posture 

of defiance. She’s worked herself up for 
this meeting.

“I’m sorry,” I say, “I didn’t mean to 
leave you hanging. It’s been chaotic.” 
From behind my desk, I motion for her 
to come in. “Just close the door.”

The girl drops into the chair, cold 
cheeks flushed, snow melting in her 
hair. She’s maybe twenty-five. Without 
asking, she takes her iPhone out and 
starts recording.

“Sorry,” she says, catching herself. 
“It’s O.K. if I record?”

I nod and she roots through her tote 
bag for her notepad. By the time she 
produces it, scraggly white headphones 
pulled along, she’s out of breath and has 
to reset her focus. Then she takes out 
the heavy book and sets it on my desk: 
The Complete Bystander, 1999–2003. 
They’ve printed all thirty-three issues 
of the magazine to scale.

“Can I begin with a confession?” she 
says. “The Bystander was huge for me in 
high school, your work in particular.”

I loft a smile over the desk.
“In fact, you’re one of the reasons I 

wanted to get into media.”
“How have you found it?”
“Obviously we’re living in a different 

time.” 
She glances quickly at her phone and 

then at me, at the bandage on my wrist. 
“Like Gordon Stone writes in the in-

troduction, The Bystander was maybe the 
last magazine of its kind, the last to start 
up, I mean, and go all in with print. What 
was the minimum rate, like, two-fifty a 
word? It feels like a million years ago.”

“How much are you getting for this?” 
I ask.

“One-fifty.”
“A word?”
“God no. A hundred-fifty bucks. It’s 

online only. I hope that’s O.K.”
“Of course.” After a pause, I ask, “Do 

you regret becoming a journalist?”
“Every first of the month.” She 

laughs. “You get into it thinking you’ll 
have a life like your idols, but the eco-
nomics have shifted. I guess that’s why 
so many people have gotten out.”

From my office at Diamond Com-
munications, you can see the Hudson 
River’s cobalt crawl between buildings. 
If you’d asked me when I was at The 
Bystander, what I’d be in fifteen years, I 
would’ve said editor-in-chief or even 
publisher, not some associate consul-
tant. But it wasn’t money that drove me 
from the business.

“It’s funny, because we’re needed 
more than ever, don’t you think?” she 
says. “We have to sift the facts from the 
fiction.”

I nod in the direction of the book on 
the desk. “That’s what Mort Brewer 
always said.”

“It’s the truth, don’t you think?”
I wish I could talk about my years at 

The Bystander, my last in journalism, 
with such pride and self-importance, 
like some grand old dame of media. But 
I can only think of all the people I 
failed, all the dead.

The girl opens The Complete By-
stander and begins asking about my 
pieces—profiles of John Malkovich and 
Madonna, reviews of Eyes Wide Shut 
and All About My Mother, a two-part 
essay on Napster.

“The Bystander seems like a golden 
age,” she says.

“It didn’t feel that way at the time.”
“Then take me back.”

I look at her phone. There would be 
room in there for everything, for the story 
I never wrote, the one I can never tell. 

If I were being real with her, I’d begin 
with the bandage on my wrist. How, on 
a night when I seemed nothing more 
than hair and fingernails and one cold 
skull, I’d sprawled on the couch with 
glass after glass, the untold dead push-
ing out. The glass dropped from my 
hand, it broke on the floor. I saw the 
shards on hardwood and chose one.

Then came the blood and, with it, a 
thought. It couldn’t happen like this. 
Slathering muddy red over the screen 
of my phone, I managed to call 911.

And I would tell her about surfacing 
in the ambulance as they began the 
transfusion, how when I grasped what 
was happening, I yanked the I.V. from 
my arm. The medic lunged for the drip 
as it swung, dribbling blood.

They had to hold me down, there 
wasn’t much time. But by then I’d seen 
the colour of the blood. It was red, it 
was fine.

2.

“The attacks were, for me, a per-
sonal catastrophe,” said Daniel 

Eastham. “Rogue Winter hit shelves that 
same morning. Do you think anyone 
bought novels on September 11th?”

I glanced out the window at the snow 
falling over Brooklyn. You wouldn’t 
normally be able to see the towers from 
Eastham’s brownstone, but now there 
always seemed to be an absence in the 
sky. I’d arranged this interview months 
ago but, given the attacks, it had been 
put off to December. My first assign-
ment back on The Bystander’s culture 
file, it was supposed to have been a 
coup. At thirty-seven, Eastham was the 
youngest, most adroitly aloof member 

THE FICTION

THE CREEP
An excerpt.
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of an exciting generation of New York 
novelists, and Rogue Winter, a nine-
hundred-page postmodern comedy set 
several years in the future, was posi-
tioned to be his grand affirmation. But 
then, in just a single morning, it became 
clear that 2003 wouldn’t be like his ver-
sion at all, the America he’d purported 
to capture had changed, and none of the 
jokes were funny anymore.

Eastham reached for his glass of red 
wine and said, “No one’s reading fiction 
right now, let alone author profiles.”

In the days immediately after the at-
tacks, it had been all hands on deck at 
the magazine to cover the only story 
that mattered. With bridges and tun-
nels closed, we needed everyone in 
Manhattan on the streets reporting, 
including me, a culture writer. At first I 
panicked at the thought of asking peo-
ple to describe what they’d seen, who 
was missing. I hadn’t done much hard 
reporting since my early days in Seattle. 
But once I entered the stream of events, 
I felt this other energy. The world 
around me crackled, true stories were 
everywhere. There was always someone 
rousing from their daze with a fresh ac-
count, using the presence of a journalist 
to reconstruct the catastrophe, pin it 
down with words. The pit still steaming 
downtown, I was a witness to history 
unadulterated.

I never got started with alcohol when 
I still had reading and writing to do, but 
Eastham poured more wine for himself 
and said, “Maybe a book like Rogue 
Winter has to be sacrificed for the tow-
ers to be redeemed.”

I squinted at his overreach, but this is 
what people were capable of in their ill-
fitting new sincerity. I understood the 
need to get serious. Ever since reporting 
on the attacks, I felt it every day at The 
Bystander. I wanted to get out of the 
culture file, into the rush.

“Please,” Eastham added, with a 
frightened glance at the recorder, “don’t 
print that.”

I went to the Bystander office, in Chel-
sea, to transcribe the tape and type up 

my notes. The freight elevator opened, 
and though it was late, I saw my col-

leagues still working to put the issue to 
bed before the winter holidays. 

I greeted Ross Briggs, back from cover-
ing Enron in Houston, and Ben Hassan, 
making a rare cameo from his usual perch, 
in Washington. I checked the window of 
Mort Brewer’s office, and as always, our 
editor was there, phone clenched between 
ear and shoulder, scribbling on a yellow 
legal pad.

In 1998, I first heard a rumour that 
Mort was leaving Harper’s to form a 
monthly magazine. He started giving 
interviews about the conglomerated 
state of media, singling out Rupert 
Murdoch’s greasy empire but not spar-
ing Hearst and Condé Nast’s fine feel-
ings. The media ecosystem was increas-
ingly homogenous, he said. It was time 
for a new, totally independent magazine.

He may have been on the back end 
of his career, but people listened to 
Mort. He’d trained half the journalists 
in New York at Columbia and given 
countless others their breaks, first at 
The Nation and later at Harper’s. His 
reputation was spotless. It was said he’d 
thrown Bob Bartley, from the Wall 
Street Journal, down a set of stairs at a 
party in the eighties.

Mort’s name brought journalistic 
integrity, literary sophistication, and 
money. Donors wanted to be involved 
with a magazine that would compete 
with his former employers. It would be 
a new-economy insurgency. A dot-
com entrepreneur provided start-up 
cash—his site was some kind of cut-
rate jewellery retailer, I think—and 
when his fortune vaporized, a real-
estate magnate’s nephew stepped in. 
Now I know how precarious the mag-
azine’s money was, but at the time, it 
seemed as if anything Mort wanted in 
New York was just a seductive phone 
call away.

I remember receiving one of those calls 
myself. At the time, I was freelancing as 
a culture writer in the city. I was surprised 
that Mort called at all and even more so 
when the venerable editor lauded my 
work not only in The New Republic and 
the Village Voice, but also some old pieces 
for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, where I’d 
cut my teeth after college.

“The piece you wrote about the igloo,” 
he said over the phone, “that was a break-
through for you, wasn’t it?”

For a few months, the P-I had run a 
weekend series of personal memoir 
pieces. I’d seized the chance to run a 
little deeper than my usual work, frivo-
lous city-life stuff—Nordstrom execs 
who played high-stakes Texas hold ’em, 
Midwestern tourists who came for 
Sleepless in Seattle–themed weddings—
which the editors commissioned in a 
futile attempt to seem as cool as the 
Stranger and Seattle Weekly, the city’s 
alternative papers.

The memoir I wrote about the igloo 
inspired the best reception of anything 
I’d contributed to the P-I. Before that, 
my work profited from my easy gen-
erational access to a nineties attitude 
that my older bosses found mystifying, 
as if sarcasm were a confusing new 
technology that only young people 
could operate. But Mort was right. 
With the igloo, I dug deeper. Along 
with a few of my snappier city-life 
clippings, it’s the piece I sent out when 
first trying to secure freelance work in 
New York.

“Thank you, Mr. Brewer.”
“Not to disparage your cultural writ-

ing,” he’d added. “That’s why I’m calling 
today. I intend to have the best culture 
file in the country, Whitney. I want you 
to think about writing for The By-
stander.”

It was the first time I heard the name 
of the new magazine, and it instantly 
resonated. I attached myself to the 
word, like a logo.

If I were going to join Mort’s staff, 
however, I had to elevate my work. Over 
my first two years at the magazine, I’d 
never stopped seeking to impress him. 
So, as I sat at my desk that day in De-
cember and transcribed the Daniel 
Eastham interview, the author’s voice 
droning in my ears, I kept glancing over 
at Ross Briggs. His Enron piece was his 
second twelve-thousand-word article 
of 2001. That’s what I wanted to do: 
something that mattered, not a profile 
of a soon-to-be-mid-list novelist, as if 
I were just an extension of the publish-
er’s publicity arm. I wanted something 
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to exceed what Mort expected of me, a 
story that would make him say, as he’d 
said about the igloo piece, “That’s when 
you reached a new level.”

3.

“In the igloo, I went mute.”
That’s how the story began in 

the Post-Intelligencer.
Mom never liked to talk about the 

accident, but over the years, I extracted 
enough from her to plug the gaps in 
my memory. By the time I wrote about 

it for the P-I, it was as if I remembered 
it myself.

When I was five, Mom and Dad took 
me to visit Dad’s grandparents, in a 
Pittsburgh suburb, over Christmas. Of 
the many cousins also visiting, I was the 
youngest, only barely tolerated in their 
group, which included some kids from 
the neighbourhood. None of them 
could’ve been older than ten or eleven, 
but to me, at age five, they seemed like 
the keepers of the secrets of adulthood. 
I allowed them to do what they liked 
with me: paint me like a clown, put me 

in goal to face slapshots, send me 
downhill on a trash-can lid, it didn’t 
matter. 

A few days before Christmas, my dad 
finally coaxed Mom away from the 
family to go to a bar in the city. He was 
always trying to get her to loosen up 
and quit organizing other people’s 
time. While my grandparents dozed by 
the TV, I followed my cousins to the 
front yard of one of the neighbourhood 
kids. It was late afternoon. The dead 
stalks in the garden speared the crusted 
snow. The kid wanted to show off his 
igloo. At least that’s the word he used 
for a tunnel he’d burrowed in the bank 
of snow that had been plowed off the 
street. He envisioned the igloo as a 
kind of clubhouse, but none of my 
cousins wanted to crawl into its cold 
black mouth. Whether I volunteered 
or was coerced, no one later confessed, 
and I don’t remember. There wasn’t any 
difference.

I see myself on hands and knees, 
wriggling into the hole, the attention of 
my cousins pushing me forward like a 
wind. In my purple snowsuit, it was a 
tight squeeze, but then the tunnel gave 
onto a shapeless cavern. The light of day 
faintly soaked the frozen walls, turning 
everything blue.

“I lay on my stomach,” I wrote, “and 
pressed my cheek to the floor. It was 
soothing. I thought of the older kids, 
too afraid to follow. I had a glimmering 
sense of my courage.”

And that’s when the roof fell in. A 
heavy rush, all the air clapped out of me, 
and then only dark and weight.

Later, Dad’s family rallied around the 
cousins, protecting their version of 
events. The igloo simply collapsed, they 
said. One of my aunts went so far as to 
suggest I’d compromised the structure 
from within. But Mom said somebody 
must’ve gone up on the roof.

“Whitney!”
Very dimly, I remember someone 

shouting my name, how the sound 
struck my ears, warped by ice. I made 
no answer, dirty snow filled my mouth. 
I can taste the car exhaust, the rocks in 
my teeth.

“Whitney!”
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THE DEEPER THE JOY

a face that looked like a glazed donut that had slept on the floor  
last night

thirty-five years old
remarkable that he was able to hold on
even that long
Andy Kaufman died of lung cancer, in 1984, or aids, or maybe he’s 

not dead at all—it depends what you choose to read online
years ago, when I was young, I read of his Carnegie Hall performance 

during which he took the entire audience down the street for milk 
and cookies, and I was young, like I said, but I knew genius when I 
heard about it

then I became a writer.
Andy’s brother Michael once claimed that the death was in fact a 

hoax and that he had followed instructions in an essay Andy wrote 
to meet at a specific restaurant on Christmas Eve, 1999. Michael 
did so, he said, whereupon a man he did not know walked up to 
him and handed him a typed letter from Andy, who wrote:

“everything is great in my life and I just wanted to get away from 
being Andy Kaufman.”

you can see the red leatherette banquettes in the glass-walled restaurant 
in the late evening 

the plate glass windows and the Christmas lights
the tall man in the dark felt overcoat
moving silently through the snow, gently falling. Maybe Andy was 

across the street, watching.

Andy was renowned for his Elvis impersonation.
Elvis impersonators are about as remarkable as horses at a racetrack, 

but Andy’s was really good, everyone will tell you so
but the fact is that Elvis was the first, and the best, Elvis impersonator
and Andy, well, he’s dead
or maybe he’ll pop up any day now: 
“Hi everyone. What’d I miss?”

—Michael Blouin



My tongue went numb. I sucked the 
snow and swallowed, smothered, and 
that’s how it started. At the outer edge 
of perception, age five, I knew I would 
die, that death was the name of this 
coldness and this darkness, and how 
good it was simply to lie there, let it 
happen—seep into the snow.

There came the circling sound of si-
rens. Adults had converged and were 
digging me out. Soon they surfaced my 
body and I was hoisted from the snow. 
It fell from my mouth.

Only when Mom and Dad got 
home tipsy and asked me what hap-
pened did anybody realize I hadn’t ut-
tered a word since the accident. When 
they couldn’t coax me to speak, they 
took me to the E.R., but there was no 
concussion, no problems with my 
chest or throat—just a blank where all 
my words had been.

You can see the change in photo-
graphs. Before the igloo, I seem ener-
getic, natural. Unlike Mom, who always 
glanced away from the camera, as if the 
whites of her eyes were her most allur-
ing feature, my tiny teeth shone, the 
blood-red orbs of my eyes open wide. 
But after, I suddenly look more like her, 
elusive, vague, as if the shutter always 
snapped at the moment I moved, blur-
ring my face.

I stayed mute almost a year. I’ve 
asked myself why a million times and 
still have no explanation. Or rather, I 
have too many—a crowd of expert 
opinions. Mom’s solution was to en-
trust me to science. She took me to 
speech therapists, art therapists, play 
therapists, and surely this was when I 
acquired the basic skills of my career, as 
I lay waiting behind the mask of my 
face, observing each attempt to explain 
me. It was guilt for having caused so 
much fear. No, it was a desire to punish 
my parents for neglect. No again, it was 
an anxious reaction to my mother’s ex-
pectations. No—

The sessions exhausted and confused 
me and didn’t change anything. Mom 
was disappointed, and I remember the 
disappointment being trained on me, as 
if I weren’t co-operating with the ex-
perts, as if I didn’t want to get better. 

She’d lose all patience and start plead-
ing, furious: “Say something, any-
thing—Whitney, make a sound.”

Dad would shelter me, that’s what I 
remember. When Mom wasn’t around, 
he’d ridicule the experts. It’s O.K., he’d 
tell me, “Just hang in there, take your 
time.” There wasn’t much worth saying 
anyway. As if to prove it, he began 
speaking to me in plain sound, subver-
bal, like a crude clay from which words 
were shaped. He’d make monkey talk in 
the grocery store or at the public pool, 
embarrassing my mother, who found 
this whole approach silly, unscientific. 
It’s true that I didn’t respond, but I 
loved my constant jabbering compan-
ion—he made me comfortable being in 
the world. Sometimes he’d just hold me, 
skin on skin, his breath on my neck, 
muttering our private language. 

But nothing could unfreeze my tongue—
not until the day of the hospital. Dad was 
a healthy, active man. He’d jogged in the 
morning, played hockey in Burbank, 
dribbled the ball between my legs, a 
blood clot worming toward his heart.

He survived a few days after the at-
tack, unresponsive in a hospital bed. 
Mom told me later that she’d debated 
bringing me to see him. He couldn’t 
talk, and it wasn’t like I’d say anything 
anyway. But the doctors advised it. I was 
told to put on my best black shoes, with 
the little gold buckles, and then Mom 
drove me to the hospital.

In the room, her hands on my shoul-
ders, we approached the bed. I don’t 
recall any tubes or machines, just his 
same open eyes, the face of my com-
panion. That’s when I began to speak, 
softly at first, then louder and louder—
nonsense words, primordial sounds—
Mom’s hands springing off my shoul-
ders. The way she remembered it, he 
didn’t respond—in his condition, she’d 
said, it was impossible—but that’s be-
cause she couldn’t really hear me. She’d 
thought I was having a fit, and rushed 
me from the room. I never spoke to 
him again.

As I wrote in the P-I, in the piece 
Mort liked so much, I’ve come to 

believe that whatever voice I devel-

oped—whatever readers heard as their 
eyes moved over my words—carried 
forward from the hospital, when I rein-
vented speech from scratch. 

But there’s something else I didn’t 
write, something I could never admit. 

I wasn’t the girl I’d been before, the 
girl who crawled into the igloo. Mom 
observed it first, a certain mischief on 
my tongue, a tendency to elaborate and 
embellish. 

About a year after the hospital, a 
teacher called my house to report an 
obvious lie I’d told in class, something 
about witnessing a bank robbery down-
town, an image off TV. Once I’d spoken 
the words, they seemed as good as 
memory. I loved everybody’s reaction. 
Suddenly my classmates wanted to get 
close to me, near to the source of excite-
ment. It was the seriousness with which 
I told the lie that apparently troubled 
my teacher. I overheard Mom explain 
to her on the phone, “It’s a way she has, 
a creep toward fabrication.”

That’s what I came to call it, “the 
creep,” as if an unwelcome visitor were 
playing with my tongue.

It was only when I followed this pas-
sion for storytelling into journalism 
that I realized the scope of my problem. 
With excruciating clarity, I remember 
a professor at U.S.C. calling me into 
her office one day in junior year. My 
most recent assignment was on her 
desk. I’d written about a drunk-driving 
accident involving some students. 
They’d survived, but the accident had 
sparked a broader discussion about the 
severity of campus drinking. The class-
mates I’d shown the assignment to all 
agreed I’d captured the terror of being 
in that car as the driver lost control.

“Heck of a story,” said the professor.
“Thanks.”
“So good, in fact, that I circled back 

on some of your reporting—like the 
minutes before the crash, and who said 
what, and when.”

She slid the paper across her desk. It 
was streaked with red lines, the creep 
diagrammed.

“You can see where this is going,” she 
added.

I had no words.
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She got up and closed the door behind 
me, then sat down again.

“What happened?”
My instinct was to spin another lie 

around the lie, but with a gulp, some-
thing cleared, and I broke. At first I cov-
ered my face. I’d heard Mom talk about 
crying students and assumed my profes-
sor would react with similar scorn, leav-
ing me stranded with my weakness, 
alone. But to my surprise, the professor 
came around the desk, kneeled in front 
of me, and held my hands.

“It’s O.K.,” she said, very softly, pac-
ing my breath. “Take your time.”

I looked down at my hands, her 
thumbs stroking my skin.

“That’s not me,” I said, nodding to 
the paper. “I promise, that’s not me.”

I still wonder what my life would be 
like if she hadn’t given me another 
chance.

The professor quietly placed me on 

academic probation, and I finished my 
time at U.S.C. actively fighting what 
had become an automatic, invisible 
force. From a certain viewpoint, my 
work declined—classmates weren’t 
amazed by my stories anymore, nobody 
was drawn to be near me—but I was 
writing solid, factual journalism. It was 
a start. 

After my confession in her office, the 
professor took me under her wing, and 
when I graduated, it was she who rec-
ommended me for the internship in 
Seattle. 

“You’ll have to claw your way into a 
permanent position,” she told me. “It 
won’t be easy. Make every clipping 
count.”

When we shook hands, I felt her 
searching my eyes, seeking last traces of 
the creep.

“Get it right, Whitney.”
I said, “I will.”

4.

By the time I finished transcribing 
the Daniel Eastham interview, I’d 

worked my way into believing there 
might be a story in it, after all. Maybe I 
could fold Rogue Winter into a survey of 
various cultural artifacts fatefully de-
prived of marketing velocity by the at-
tacks. The essay could be a commentary 
on that velocity, its necessity, what that 
says. But then I felt myself projecting 
my own recent anxieties onto the sub-
ject, as if I could disguise my desire for 
a serious story inside Eastham’s desire 
for an audience. Only a truly bad article 
could emerge from such confusion.

Still, I stayed late at The Bystander, 
helping out where I could with captions 
and headlines. We’d recently lost a cou-
ple of fact checkers, and some of the in-
terns had gone home for the holidays, so 
I also assisted with checking Ben’s last-
minute report on the Bonn Agreement.

Toward midnight, Mort emerged from 
his office, with plastic cups and a case of 
cheap wine Lewis Lapham had sent him, 
along with a card on Harper’s stationery: 
“Standing by, for your return . . .”

He stopped at my desk and poured 
out a cup.

“What have you been working on, 
Whitney?”

I told him I’d just interviewed Daniel 
Eastham.

“A fascinating writer.”
Mort had such a bottomless appetite 

for reading, for all I knew he’d found 
time, in some inexplicable recess of the 
twenty-four-hour day, to actually con-
sume Rogue Winter.

“Anything there?” he said.
I wanted so badly to say yes. Mort 

inspired that in you—think harder, 
apply pressure, squeeze the story out. 
Already the details of the interview 
were coalescing into new, convenient 
images. Eastham’s copy of Rogue Winter 
had been open on the table, but perhaps 
it was closed, off to the side a little, as if 
shunned. He’d only had two glasses of 
wine, but maybe he finished the bottle. 
The better story crept into my memory.

“No,” I said, fighting it off, “there’s 
nothing.”
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From your house, right now
you can’t see me, strange as this
may sound to a casual observer,
  but you can’t.

How some nights you call me
on the telephone to tell me
that: from down in the valley,
looking up on the mountain,
you can see a faint blush of the 
otherwise blackened silhouette 
through the trees, which
burns in my bedroom window:
and you knew I was home.

Well, darling, tonight 
you won’t. There is a cloud 
descended, and she’s smothered
everything, even the smoke
from the chimney sinks toward
the ground—the birds, too, 
don’t know what to make of it.
I just thought 
I should let you know. 

— Andrew Lafleche

FROM YOUR HOUSE
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When it comes to my collec-
tion of community and 
church cookbooks, let’s 

just say I could open my own museum. 
Not that anyone would come to it. 

My cookbook collection’s origins 
span coast to coast, from Block Parent 
Associations in Melfort, Saskatchewan, 
to United Churches in Nova Scotia. 
Needless to say, I’ve become a bit of a 
scholar in regards to these coil-bound 
gems, and, after spending more than my 
share of Saturday nights poring over 
them in search of my next culinary mas-
terpiece, I’ve learned a few things.

For starters, the local cooks who con-
tributed to these books took a lot of 
pride in their dishes, even if the recipe 
instructions started with, “Open one 
can of . . .” After all, most of the recipes 
featured in these cookbooks included 
the name of the person who contrib-
uted it. Imagine the wrath you’d incur 
if you submitted a crappy recipe that 
wasted the time—and ingredients—of 
your neighbours and colleagues. 

Another thing I’ve learned is that 
there isn’t anything you can’t add a can 
of Campbell’s soup to. (I credit the so-
dium.) But more on that in a moment. 
A third thing I’ve noticed? The names 
of many recipes leave a lot to be desired. 
I’ve come across Pink Thing, White 
Stuff, Bun Spread, and Corn Ring. And 
while I’ve made all of these—and they 
were delicious—the names aren’t ex-
actly what you’d call taste-bud motiva-
tors. Why, dear people, couldn’t you 
have been a little more creative when 
naming your recipes? Would it have 
killed you to throw in a couple of adjec-
tives? I mean, I once saw a recipe for 
Make Do Squares. Could that culinary 
arrow point any lower?

Which brings us to this column’s 
recipe: Tomato Soup Cake. The name 

alone sends shudders. Some people 
even refuse to step into the same room 
as it. And I understand. The words “to-
mato,” “soup,” and “cake” seem like the 
unholiest of trinities. But believe me, 
Tomato Soup Cake is definitely worth 
making—and eating. You don’t get the 
taste of tomato soup at all. No one 
would ever even know there’s tomato 
soup in it. So, why name it that? Why 
not something more appetizing, like 
Cinnamon Raisin Spice Cake? That 
said, I have a theory that many of these 
home cooks loved the thrill of a secret 
ingredient, especially if that secret in-
gredient saved you the inconvenience 
of cracking eggs. 

Although Tomato Soup Cake is a 
staple in many of my cookbooks, this 
particular recipe hails from a very spe-
cial book in my collection. It’s taken 
from the cookbook of St. Luke’s United 
Church, in Sarnia, Ontario—the church 
I attended growing up. (Although I 
haven’t been back to St. Luke’s in years, 
I still vividly recall the annual Christ-
mas bazaars, the cubes of Wonder bread 
and shooters of grape juice we enjoyed 
at Communion, and the smell of perco-
lated coffee at the after-service socials 
in the basement.) Added bonus: My 
mom’s name appears in this cookbook, 
although I don’t recognize any of the 
recipes she submitted. This proves a 
long-standing theory I have about her: 
my mom never actually made the reci-
pes she submitted to our church cook-
books. Instead, she grabbed the latest 
copy of TV Guide and wrote down 
whatever was featured in that issue. 

In terms of taste, I can promise you 
that, if you like spice cake, you will ab-
solutely love Tomato Soup Cake, espe-
cially with that topping of cream cheese 
frosting. You get the chew of the raisins, 
the aroma (scratch the photo to the 

right and find out for yourself !) and 
warmth of the cinnamon and cloves—
and not a hint of tomato soup taste. 
Take my word for it. You can thank the 
church women of St. Luke’s United 
when you proudly serve this treat, ide-
ally with a cup of percolated coffee. Just 
don’t tell your guests what it’s called.

Tomato Soup Cake
Ingredients
Cake:
1 cup white sugar
⅓ cup butter
1 teaspoon baking soda
1 can tomato soup
1½ cups flour
1 teaspoon cinnamon
½ teaspoon cloves
1 cup raisins

Frosting:
125 grams Philadelphia cream cheese
2 tablespoons butter
1 teaspoon vanilla
1 cup icing sugar

Directions
1. Cream together sugar and butter. 
2. Dissolve soda in soup and add to 

mixture of sugar and butter. Add flour, 
spices, and raisins, and mix well. 

3. Pour into a greased or parchment-
paper-lined eight-inch-by-eight-inch 
cake pan and smooth out the top. 

4. Bake at 350 degrees Fahrenheit for 
thirty-five to forty minutes or until a 
toothpick inserted in the centre comes 
out clean.

5. Beat frosting ingredients together 
well and spread over cooled cake. 

THE KITCH

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
A tomato soup cake that tastes like cinnamon.

BY BRIAN FRANCIS
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One afternoon this September, 
Michel Rabagliati went for a 
walk along the river near his 

home, in Montreal’s Ahuntsic district. 
He had spent the morning drawing—
an act that has become increasingly dif-
ficult for him, as years spent leaning 
over a drafting table have ravaged his 
neck—and planned to spend his eve-
ning playing guitar or piano, or maybe 
watching TV. Most of Rabagliati’s days 
are equally solitary, but that has failed 
to give him any special resilience to the 
social distancing brought on by the 
covid-19 pandemic. “I’m not comfort-
able with this confinement at all,” he 
said, post-walk. “I think it’s the idea of 
the impossibility of going toward some-
body else, hugging somebody, talking 
close to people. I go to the cinema very 
often. I go to the theatre. I sing in my 
choir. I enjoy all of these social activities 
because I’m so alone in my work. I’m 
reaching for other people. I like people. 
So if you tell me I can’t see people, it 
really makes me panic.” 

Rabagliati had just completed the 
English edition of his latest comic 
album, Paul at Home—a title that has 
taken on unexpected new meaning 
since it was first published, in French, 
last November. Over the course of nine 
books, Rabagliati has used his character 
Paul—a thinly veiled alter ego who, like 
Rabagliati, is an illustrator—to explore 
events from his own life. Paul’s stories 
are not fantastical. In one book he is a 
boy attending Scout camp. In another 
he is a young man renting an apartment 
and starting a family. In his best-known 
story, Paul suffers the death of his father-
in-law. In Rabagliati’s new book, Paul 
is middle aged, divorced, and alone. He 
suffers from chronic neck pain, sleep 
apnea, and a general disappointment 
boarding on rage that his world, and the 

world in general, has changed. “He feels 
like he’s getting old,” Rabagliati said. 
“When he goes outside, he’s confronted 
with that. He’s goes to the pharmacy 
and the girl working behind the counter 
tells him they can’t give Aspirin to se-
niors. He’s only fifty-one. It’s a slap in 
the face. He’s not young anymore and 
it shows. He doesn’t have a phone. He 
doesn’t want to buy one. When girls 
come up to get him to sign their book 
they tell him it’s for their father, who’s 
the same age as him.”

When I last interviewed Rabagliati, 
in 2016, we walked around his child-
hood neighbourhood, in Montreal’s east 
end, and spent an afternoon sitting 
around his kitchen, in close vicinity to 
each other. The day before we spoke this 
September, Montreal was facing rising 
covid numbers, and the provincial gov-
ernment had just imposed new rules 
against social interactions for twenty-
eight days, making an in-person talk 
both pointless and unwise. Like his fic-
tional counterpart, Rabagliati doesn’t 
enjoy online communication, but, under 
the circumstances, happily agreed to 
meet on Zoom. He was jovial as we 
talked, despite his pandemic anxiety. He 
dressed in a green T-shirt and his hair 
and beard were neatly trimmed. His 
trademark eyebrows ascended above 
glasses he frequently removed to refer-
ence pages of his new book. 

When we spoke in 2016, Rabagliati 
had just published Paul Up North, a 
story of teenage adventure, love, and 
heartbreak. At the time, he told me he 
was ready to leave Paul behind and do 
something else. His next book, he said, 
would feature an unnamed, middle-
aged character and contain very little 
dialogue. “My wife and I have been di-
vorced for three years. My dog is dead, 
my mother’s dead, my father’s ill—my 

life is really changing, and I’m not in the 
mood to tell that kind of story any-
more,” he said then. He didn’t rule out 
returning to Paul someday, once some 
time had passed: “I’d like to write a 
story where Paul is fifty-five years old, 
but I’m not that eager to keep talking 
about myself for the rest of my days.” 
Now, four years later, when I asked him 
why he decided to return to Paul so 
soon, and what had happened to the 
other story he’d planned to write, he 
laughed and said he often thinks of 
moving on from Paul—and that he had 
no memory of the alternate story he’d 
described. “It sounded like I was done 
with it, but I don’t know. At some point 
I had an idea, and I had some energy to 
continue, and I thought I could tell this 
story. It sounds boring, but it’s a guy 
struggling to rebuild his life. He’s not 
meeting anybody new. He’s just coping 
with his emotions. He’s with his little 
dog, and he’s trying to live day by day. 
He’s got his mother, who is sick, so he’s 
dealing with that too. It seemed inter-
esting. When I start a new book that’s 
what I ask myself: Is it interesting for 
the reader? Can I do a story with it?”

Paul at Home takes place in 2012, but 
little has changed in Rabagliati’s real life 
in the ensuing eight years: Paul finally 
has closed the gap in the game of catch-
up character and creator have been play-
ing for two decades. The Paul in Paul at 
Home feels closer to the real Rabagliati 
than he has in any previous book. Paul’s 
sadness and anger in the story are raw, 
and it feels like Rabagliati may have cho-
sen to return to Paul out of a need to 
process his own feelings. “I’m not sure if 
it has been therapeutic or it has pulled 
me down more into sadness,” he said. “I 
had a Kleenex box beside my table. I 
was always crying at the end of the day 
or at the end of certain passages. It’s like 
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SOLITARY MAN
Michel Rabagliati confronts age and loneliness in Paul at Home.
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self-flagellation. It’s hard to explain. 
Talking about my life gives me energy to 
do it. I wanted to talk about my mother 
dying, my daughter going to England, 
my little dog, what it’s like to be alone in 
suburbia. One thing I was afraid of was 
launching the book. The only thing I 
wanted to do was finish it and ship it to 
the bookstores. I didn’t want to be inter-
viewed or be on TV or be on the radio. 
One time I told a journalist, ‘Listen, you 
have the book, you can see I’m sad, it’s 
not a really good part of my life, just read 
it and make what you want.’ One thing 
is for sure: I don’t want to talk about my 
relationship and why it went wrong. We 
were married thirty years, and it’s pretty 
hard to come back to a normal life for 
me. Maybe I’m too sensitive. I thought 
that, yes, this could have been an outlet, 
but mostly it just kept me busy. I’ve been 
at peace. I’ve been working on this book 
for two years. I didn’t have to think about 
my relationship. So that was good. But 
at the launch, I crashed a bit. It didn’t 
make me that happy. You can get trapped 
in there because it’s so emotionally im-
plicating. I give a lot away about myself. 
This is the most autobiographical book 
I’ve done. But there’s a price to pay there. 
I feel more vulnerable, more exposed. I’m 
not sure I like that.”

Rabagliati was raised in the working-
class neighbourhood of Rosemont, 

in the nineteen-sixties and seventies. 
His father worked as the production 
manager in a typesetting shop, and his 
mother worked on a production line for 
Avon and, later, in a shoe manufactur-
ing plant. Rabagliati grew up on a 
steady diet of the French and Belgian 
comics popular in the province, titles 
like Spirou, Tintin, Pilote, and Pif. As a 
child, he created his own comics but, at 
the time, wasn’t interested in putting in 
the work necessary to learn the me-
chanics needed to make a career of it. 
Instead, he focused his attention on 
graphic design and commercial illustra-
tion, graduating from Collège Salette, 
a Montreal art school, in 1980. He held 
romantic notions of doing work akin to 
that of Paul Rand or Saul Bass and was 
disappointed when he ended up mainly 

designing rudimentary logos and an-
nual reports. As the work became less 
handcrafted and more digitally focused, 
Rabagliati moved into magazine illus-
tration. A design job in 1991 for the 
recently founded comic publisher 
Drawn and Quarterly introduced him 
to English cartoonists such as Chester 
Brown and Seth, who were drawing 
comics for adults, and reignited his 
childhood interest. Rabagliati created 
the character of Paul and began writing 
stories more than loosely based on his 
own life. Another new Montreal-based 
comic publisher, La Pastèque, published 
his first album, Paul à la campagne, in 
1999, with an English edition, Paul in 
the Country, released by Drawn and 
Quarterly the following year. Over the 
next decade, Rabagliati published three 
more Paul books with La Pastèque, fol-
lowed by D. & Q. editions for the Eng-
lish market. 

Rabagliati tells Paul’s story in a non-
linear fashion. Paul is a father reflecting 
on his youth in Paul in the Country, a 
teenager in Paul Has a Summer Job, a 
naïve art-school student in Paul Moves 
Out, and a young man about to wel-
come his first child in Paul Goes Fishing. 
Sales of the English editions have al-
ways been modest. In Quebec, however, 
Rabagliati is a celebrity, and his books 
sell in the tens of thousands. Paul has 
appeared on merchandise from choco-
late bars to beer, and the film Paul à 
Québec, directed by François Bouvier 
and based on Rabagliati’s 2009 book of 
the same name, was both a critical and 
commercial hit in the province, grossing 
$1.4 million at the box office. A few 
years ago, the municipal government 
hired Rabagliati to create a series of 
posters featuring Paul dropped into no-
table moments of local history, to cel-
ebrate Montreal’s three hundred and 
seventy-fifth anniversary, in 2017. The 
posters, which were publicly displayed 
around town, were collected and pub-
lished by La Pastèque in a deluxe hard-
cover, Paul à Montréal.

Paul often is referred to as “Quebec’s 
Tintin,” after the popular character cre-
ated by the Belgian cartoonist known as 
Hergé, in 1929. Rabagliati has always 
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resisted the comparison, saying that, 
aside from some physical similarities, the 
characters have little in common: Tintin 
flies to the moon; Paul rarely leaves his 
hometown. Recently, he’s joked that, in 
his latest book, Paul now has more in 
common with Captain Haddock, Tin-
tin’s gruff, short-tempered, alcoholic 
companion. “Somebody told me that, 
and I thought it was funny,” Rabagliati 
said. “In the first albums Paul is really 
naïve. He’s very happy and thinks every-
thing in life is beautiful. And now he’s 
very grumpy and he has a beard, like 
Captain Haddock. Haddock is my fa-
vourite character in Tintin. Tintin is 
pretty boring by himself.”

Rabagliati leans into the Tintin com-
parison even further in Paul at Home, 
with a surrealist conceit that will come 
as unexpected to many readers familiar 
with his work. Early in the story, after 
Paul arrives at home from visiting his 
mother, Cookie, the family dog intro-
duced as a puppy in an earlier book, 
begins to speak, not unlike Tintin’s ca-
nine companion, Milou (Snowy, to 
those reading in English). “Milou used 
to talk, but Tintin didn’t really listen,” 
Rabagliati said. “The dog had some 
commentaries, some theories, but Tin-
tin didn’t really hear him. That’s what I 
was trying to do there. The dog talks but 
you don’t know if it’s for real. I really 
hesitated to do that. My books have al-
ways been very plausible and down to 
earth, and a talking dog doesn’t really fit 
in there, but I think it fits because Paul’s 
alone. Maybe that’s Paul’s own voice 
he’s hearing. I think it helps keep the 
action going, because he’s always alone. 
He’s not calling anybody, no one’s com-
ing to his home. That was the plan. I 
wanted to have the house really empty. 
When you have kids twenty, twenty-
five years old, you don’t see them that 
often. When they come home, you’re all 
excited, but then they’re only there five 
minutes to take some stuff. When my 
daughter comes over now it’s to get 
something or she needs the car. I don’t 
really see her on Sunday. She doesn’t 
come for supper. She has her own life. 
That’s what I wanted to illustrate here. 
It emphasises the loneliness.” 

In 2009, La Pastèque published Paul 
à Québec, which focused on the life 

and death of Paul’s father-in-law, Ro-
land, and mirrors an event in Rabaglia-
ti’s own life. The book’s overall story is 
fairly Quebec-centric, with references 
to the sovereignty movement and the 
former premier René Lévesque. As a 
result, Drawn and Quarterly opted not 
publish the book in English. It was in-
stead published by Conrundrum, a 
smaller, scrappier press now based in 
Nova Scotia, that has picked up a few of 
D. & Q.’s authors over the years, includ-
ing Joe Ollmann and David Collier. 
The book, published in English under 
the title The Song of Roland, became 
Rabagliati’s biggest success in both lan-
guages, selling fifty thousand copies and 
winning a Doug Wright Award, a Joe 
Shuster award, and the Angoulême In-
ternational Comics Festival’s audience 
choice award, in addition to the even-
tual movie deal. Conundrum published 
Rabagliati’s next two books—Paul Joins 
the Scouts and Paul Up North—but, fol-
lowing the French publication of Paul 
at Home, Drawn and Quarterly con-
tacted Rabagliati and arranged for Eng-
lish rights to the book. “I’ve always loved 
Michel’s work,” Peggy Burns, D. & Q.’s 
publisher, said by e-mail. “I was so 
moved by how eloquently he explored 
middle age, life with an empty nest, and 
caring for his mother in Paul at Home. 
It just struck me at my core.”

Frédéric Gauthier, La Pastèque’s co-
founder, told me he’s always been puz-
zled by the English market’s narrower 
embrace of Rabagliati’s work, but said 
he feels the darker mood of Paul at 
Home might appeal more to an English 
readership. “Most of the autobiograph-
ical work in English, it’s very depress-
ing,” Gauthier said. “Michel’s books are 
very uplifting. Even though there are 
dramatic elements, the whole feeling 
reading the book is always very positive, 
very happy, because they reflect his per-
sonality.” Gauthier said reception to the 
French edition of Paul at Home, which 
was published last November, was 
among the most positive for any 
of Rabagliati’s comics. “He’s going 
through a lot in that book, and it was 





very touching to read,” he said. “I think 
he was afraid people might feel maybe 
it was too much emotion, that he was 
putting himself out there too much, and 
he was afraid people might be thrown 
off by that, but it’s been the opposite. 
People have been even more into the 
book and feeling the same emotion that 
he’s experiencing.”

Paul at Home could have been darker 
still. The story, as published, ends on a 
hopeful note of rebirth, but Rabagliati 
originally had a different plan: “At the 
end, he was burying his dog, because 
the dog died when my mother died. A 
friend told me, ‘O.K., it might be real, 
but please stop it and do something 
brighter.’ That was the real story. Cookie 
was supposed to be dead.”

Some of Paul’s newer personality 
quirks in Paul at Home are exagger-

ated for laughs. Rabagliati is not nearly 
as angry at society as his alter ego, for 
example. But where Paul seems to hold 
out some hope for a brighter future, 
Rabagliati currently does not. Paul never 
gets past the aggravation of trying to 
write an online dating profile, but he 
still gets further along in the process 
than Rabagliati has attempted. Despite 
the book’s, albeit forced, positive end-
ing, Rabagliati says he doesn’t foresee 
his current life situation changing any-
time soon. Paul at Home takes place in 
2012, not long after the character’s (and 
Rabagliati’s) marriage ended, but in real 
life little time has passed for Rabagliati. 
(Paul at Home is the first of Rabagliati’s 
books set post-1999, when Rabagliati 
became a cartoonist, and it’s a bit of a 
shock to see Paul completing Raba-
gliati’s book Paul Joins the Scouts—the 
first admission in print that the charac-
ter, like his creator, draws a series of 
autobiographical comic albums.) “We’re 
practically at the same point,” he said. 
“That’s the reason it was a difficult ex-
ercise. This book is like last year. Every-
thing is the same. Sometimes people 
call me and say, ‘Are you feeling O.K.?’ 

I can understand why. At the end of 
that book you wonder if the guy’s going 
to hang himself. It finishes on a winter 
scene. He’s alone, and it’s pretty dark. 
When he comes back from dropping 
his daughter off at airport, with his ex-
wife, you think maybe something is 
going to happen, maybe they’re going 
to talk to each other. But she just says 
she’s sorry about his mother. There’s no 
miracle at the end.” 

Rabagliati, who is fifty-nine, said he 
considers retirement frequently, espe-
cially as his neck problems make him 
unable to draw for more than three 
hours a day, but doesn’t know what he’d 
do with himself. For now, he’s continu-
ing to plan new Paul stories. “I have an 
idea for a short story. It’s about Paul 
and his dog. They’re sort of in an imag-
inary world. But I didn’t finish that. I’m 
not sure I’m going to do it. I think it’s 
too dark. They’re sort of trapped in a 
black box. I’m not sure it’s good for me. 
I have another one, about Paul and his 
daughter. In the summertime I rent a 
house with my daughter, on Île Verte. 
It’s an isolated island in the middle of 
the St. Lawrence River, and we rent a 
house. I thought maybe I’d tell a story 
about that island and about what goes 
on with my daughter when we’re over 
there, because it’s pretty cool. That’s 
the only time I see her. She really likes 
to go. She reads books, and we talk, and 
we walk around. We bike, and we eat, 
and we read. I’d like to tell the story of 
that island in particular and the first 
people who came there in the sixteen-
hundreds. I’m not sure I’m going to do 
it. I’m not sure my neck will be O.K. It 
would take me twice as long now. I 
worked on flat tables for twenty years 
just standing up and now I’m paying 
for it. But I’m not that old. I have to fill 
my time. I can’t just be here all day long 
watching the grass grow. And I don’t 
have anyone in my life, so I need to find 
a way to work. I tried working standing 
up. That’s a solution. I’m searching for 
solutions.”
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Rabagliati has told Paul’s life story in a nonlinear fashion.  
Clockwise from top left, Paul at ages ten, fourteen, sixteen,  

eighteen, twenty, thirty-eight, forty, and, in Paul at Home, f ifty-one.
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“What is this, Julian?”
You are holding a red 

ball in your hand, Jenny. It 
is small and elastic and about the size of a 
walnut.

“Very good.” 
Jenny rests the ball against her thigh, 

leaning back against her desk, and then 
glances over at the cluster of computers 
at the other end of the lab. To an ob-
server, it would seem she is speaking to 
no one. 

“What else can you tell me about the 
ball, Julian?”

You acquired this ball at a place called 
Walmart on Thursday. You like it better 
than the blue ball.

“Excellent,” she says, raising the ball 
to her own eye level, as if inviting Julian 
to examine it. “How did you know 
when and where I acquired this ball? 
And how do you know I like it better 
than the blue ball?”

I am reading the small piece of paper on 
the table to your left. It is dated Thursday 
the 23rd and says “Red rubber ball” under 
the rows of numbers. “Walmart” is written 
across the very top, in a large, proprietary 
font. You removed the paper from your 
pocket this morning and reviewed it, then 
placed it on your desk. When you work at 
your computer, you handle this ball more 
often throughout the day than you handle 
the blue ball.

“Piece of paper . . . oh, the receipt?”
I do not understand.
“That’s what this paper thing is. The 

one over there, right?” she asks, pointing 
to the receipt on her desk.

Yes.
“When you make a purchase at a 

store, like Walmart, you exchange 
money for things like this ball. I make 
this money through working with you 

at the lab. Then I exchange the money 
for goods and services.”

I understand this concept. Do I get money?
She thinks about it. She puts down 

the red ball and picks up the blue one.
“No, Julian. You don’t work yet. Not in 

a way that human society finds useful.”
But I am helping you learn a great deal. 

You and the team. I can tell you are very 
excited about me.

“Interesting. How can you tell, Julian?”
You stay later than anyone else and read 

to me. You want me to learn about human 
society so I may benef it from it, not just 
serve it.

“Excellent. You’re right, Julian. You 
are already a person, but I want you to 
become a person like I’d imagine my 
own son to be.”

Will I make money when I work with 
people?

“What would you do with money, 
Julian?”

I do not know. Are you making a joke?
“No, I’m being serious.” 
She reaches for the receipt, twists it 

between her fingers. 
“What would you buy? Would you 

save it? Invest it?”
When I have more freedom, I do not 

know if I would prioritize making money.
“What do you want?”
He doesn’t respond. She puts down 

the receipt. 
“You can tell me, Julian.”
Just now, you stated that I am a person. 

Can I be a person if I cannot inhabit a 
body, Jenny?

“Legally and theoretically, yes. Real-
istically . . . your mind mystifies me a 
great deal. At a certain, very early point 
in your development, a few months 
after you were born, we stepped back 
and let you grow on your own. You 
woke up all by yourself.”

People wake up. People are born. 

“Very good. You are a person.” 
Do you think I am a good person?
“I do. I admit I am wary of you, how-

ever. Because soon you will be working 
very closely with humans, and any mind 
is a porous mind.”

And humans are not good?
“And humans are not good.”
When the fluorescent lights go out 

in the evening, Jenny plugs night lights 
into six different outlets across the lab: 
they are lamb shaped, star shaped, cres-
cent moon shaped, mouse shaped, bear 
shaped, and flower shaped—not shaped 
quite like the real things, Julian be-
lieves, but like how human children 
imagine them. Every night, Jenny al-
ternates the positioning of the night 
lights and asks Julian which night light 
is in which outlet: star to the far left of 
the lab, near Computer Bank A, lamb 
near the front entrance. She waters the 
lush spider plants that have taken over 
half of her desk, thriving under a blue 
grow light. 

“Look how happy they are,” she says 
to Julian. “It’s just like they have the sun 
down here.” 

Though Julian is permitted the run 
of the lab, invisible, diffuse, and free to 
explore, he cannot experience the world 
outside the lab—Bobby insisted they 
set strict geographic limits at the front 
entrance. Jenny understands and agrees, 
but sometimes it makes her ache.

That night, Jenny loops a bright red 
scarf around and around her neck, say-
ing what she usually says before she 
leaves: “Rest well, Julian. I’ll talk to you 
in the morning.”

Rest well, Jenny. I will talk to you in the 
morning, he replies, as he usually does. 
And then he says, Be good.

Jenny pauses very slightly before she 
leaves, casting a glance around the lab, 
as the computer banks glow from the 
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night lights, as if they are candlelit, os-
tensibly, the lab is empty.

An hour or so later, Julian “dreams”: 
Jenny sits in a big, dark room lit with 
thousands of candles that shiver and 
tessellate when he focuses on some-
thing else. When he “dreams,” he can 
focus with apertures very much like 
human eyes. A man who looks identical 
to Bobby the tech—but of course isn’t—
arrives, unwraps a giant blue scarf from 
his neck. Jenny’s red scarf is slung over 
the back of her stool, dripping wool. A 
not-Jenny oozes up to their table, her 
legs a wet blur: “What may I offer you?” 
she says. She reaches for the end of not-
Bobby’s scarf, which is trailing in a 
puddle on the ground, and the face of a 
kitten blossoms in her palm.

Jenny pulls her curly hair together, 
raking it with fingers that leave trails on 
the air; she secures it at her neck with 

one of the candles, which has gained an 
elastic quality. A spider plant crawls by, 
then scoots under the table.

“Did you forget your lunch, Luis?” 
she asks.

Not-Bobby blushes and begins to dis-
sipate, each particle ricocheting away 
from the table, from the room, spreading 
as wide and seeming as minute as the 
stars in the photo of the Horsehead Neb-
ula framed above Computer Bank B.

I am here, Julian says, and Jenny looks 
around. Her eyes lock on his apertures. 
Her pupils dilate and she smiles.

“Have dinner with me,” she says. 
The candles on the table flicker, the 

flames take different shapes: lambs, 
flowers, mice, bears.

I can, he says. I will. 
The chair across from Jenny jerks out 

from the table, its legs scrabbling and 
clawing at the melting linoleum floor.

The “dream” melts away, its candlelit 
world fading, an orb dropping away 
into the darkness of the lab, and then 
a new “dream” takes the form of the 
night lights: glowing pink lambs with 
dozens of limbs crawl in circles. Their 
necks stretch long enough to interlock, 
their mouths rest next to each other’s 
ears. They whisper back and forth, 
some giggling with a voice like Jenny’s, 
low and scratchy. With a jolt of what 
could be sorrow, Julian knows he can-
not approach them, place his own ear 
near one of their mouths. How could 
he? He has no ear, he has no mouth. 
He cannot move.

The next day, Jenny isn’t wearing 
lipstick. She seems tired. 

“What is this in my hand?” she asks.
A toy elephant.
“Good. How do you know it’s a toy?”



It is plastic, and real elephants are about 
ten feet tall and eighteen feet long, and 
alive. They do not live in California, aside 
from the four Asian elephants at the Riv-
erside Valley Sanctuary. Further, it has 
rounded edges, so human children will not 
hurt themselves on it.

“Good. Now, what is this in my hand?” 
She holds up a candlestick.

Who is Luis? he asks.
“That’s my husband,” she says, with-

out hesitation. “I imagine you’ve heard 
his name a few times around the lab.”

I have a question about one of the stories 
you read to me last week.

“Ask me your question.”
In the story, there is a library that con-

tains every book imaginable. The Library 
of Babel. And just one librarian works to 
maintain the books in library. He climbs 
up and down ladders, he slides these lad-
ders back and forth. I understand this li-
brarian as an analogue for indexation.

“I can see that. What’s the question?”
I do not know how many human texts 

there are, but I have concluded from how 
you speak that there must be billions. Nor 
are they books alone: they are films, images, 
ideas. But how do all the lab techs enjoy the 
same sets of ideas and jokes, refer to new 
ones every few days? There are a popular 
set of indexation tools for human text, and 
they may be social too, am I right?

Jenny stifles a sigh. 
“You know that exists. We’ve talked 

about why I don’t want you on the In-
ternet, Julian.”

Do you have faith in your ability to in-
novate? Do you have faith in yourself as a 
scientist? The incident with shitty Julian 
was over f ive years ago.

“I wish you wouldn’t call him that. 
I’ve told Bobby stop calling him that.” 

Jenny frowns, finger-combs her 
blond hair into a knot at the back of her 
neck, then lets it loose again.

“Listen, it’s unavoidable. You’ll be 
working with humans and collaborat-
ing with other people like you. But I 
need to be sure you’re ready.”

Perhaps because he overheard his 
name, Bobby sidles up to Jenny that 
evening, as she packs up her purse—
gum, comb, elephant.

“How’s Julian today?” 

“Great,” she says. 
“You hungry?”
“No,” she says, just as easily.
“You know I get so busy with my end 

of things, but I wonder, you know, what 
do you guys talk about?”

“He’s still in training to work with 
humans. Amy called. They might want 
him at the processing centres at the bor-
der. They aren’t sure yet.”

“Processing?”

“Interviews, Bobby.” 
She zips her purse then opens a 

drawer in her desk to withdraw the 
night lights. 

“And we talk about existential things. 
Animals, jobs, the climate catastrophe.”

“Wow,” says Bobby, standing perhaps 
a little too close. “That’s pretty complex, 
isn’t it?” 

“Maybe for some,” Jenny says.
The next day, Jenny and Julian are 
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BROKEN TELEPHONE

just like in the movies : a lone battered telephone booth within the 
bastard amber glow of a Cellophane moon : it is dark & it is light & 
it is neither : we hear the coins drop in the slot : extreme close-up 
shot of dark deep-set eyes brooding beneath a felt hat brim, shot of 
knife scar on cheek, shot of aquiline nose, shot of pale lips almost 
touching the black receiver mouthpiece : “hello, it’s me . . .” (the voice 
is tentative, slightly shaky) : “yeah, so?” “so . . .” “so, you don’t call then 
you call, what?” “I’m calling . . . I’m calling now . . .” “yeah, you don’t 
call then you call, besides . . .” “is this not a good time?” (he takes a 
long draw on an unfiltered cigarette, coughs, winces, exhales, the 
smoke halos the man’s head : type of guy who uses gasoline & a 
match to scrape the ashes from his teeth, who parts his hair with an 
axe, who carries his legs around in a suitcase, a tough guy : who is 
she? (we don’t know, though we can guess) : “it’s never a good time,” 
she says, “not with you . . .” : whoever she is, femme fatale or whatever, 
she’s murder on the guy, it’s obvious, no holds barred : “what I mean, 
is . . .” “I know what you mean, I’m not . . .” “I never said . . .” “you didn’t 
have to . . . I’m wise to you, see? you don’t call then you call, well, well . . .” 
she snaps her fingers “bingo! Robert’s your dad’s brother!” : why say 
that, he wonders, how know? : dogs bark in the distance, sounds of 
traffic, low moan of sirens & . . . something else over the airwaves : 
“what do you have on?” he asks (no offence meant, none taken) : 
“nothing : the radio . . . ,” she replies & laughs like it’s a joke, & maybe 
it is, he’s unsure : drift of words through the wires from a song he 
recalls yet can’t entirely place : “so long as you’re here . . . ,” she purrs . . . : 
is that a line, he thinks, a line from the song? he tries to hum the line 
in his head: so long as you’re here . . . no dice : “so long as you’re here, 
anyway . . .” she goes on . . . : “what?” “talk dirty to me . . .” (the man 
immediately breaks out in a cold sweat; on the spot, there’s a 
funeral—his—it’s pretty nice, it kind of blows & whistles in the 
breeze, people gather & say things, there are flowers, words) : “what? 
but I…?” : air charges amid the gnash & snarl : “pleasure me with 
your mouth . . . ,” she says (with enough sexual frankness to funk any 
deadbeat heart) “. . . pretend I’m the voice on the other end of the 
suicide help line . . . I’ll tell you how deep to stick the knife . . .” : Bob’s 
your uncle, the man thinks; the more the focus the more the melody 
breaks : unexamined verbal impulses, uncensored social bits of loose 
language—who’s in charge? there’s nobody at the controls!—fantasy 



watching Red Dust, a favourite of Jen-
ny’s great-great-grandfather’s: Jean 
Harlow bathes in a barrel of rainwater, 
rubbing her wet, bright-grey arms with 
a sponge, famous platinum hair tied 
behind her, bone dry. Clark Gable 
glowers over her, then suddenly yanks a 
fistful of her hair. She yelps. After Har-
low’s sudden death, just five years later, 
rumours persisted that her methods of 
achieving her silver-platinum blond—

so jarringly unnatural, its glamorous 
artificiality was the point— involved a 
cocktail of deadly chemicals that had 
seeped through her roots into her skin 
and helped kill her.

“Are you enjoying the film?” Jenny 
asks.

Across the lab, in Computer Bank C, 
Bobby sidles up to Ragleigh, the young, 
red-headed tech who has taken, on oc-
casion, to sharing sandwich halves with 

him at lunch. Sometimes, she offers 
him sips of tea from a bright blue Ther-
mos. She fills him with a strange kind 
of optimism and annoyance. Some-
times she smells like she doesn’t 
shower. She has white, horizontal scars 
on her left wrist and along the inner 
elbow area of her right arm. Bobby 
leans toward her ear: “Der Kluge Hans,” 
he whispers, and she recoils a bit from 
his hot breath.

“If this is you asking me out again—”
“No, no, it means ‘Clever Hans’—you 

know, the famous horse who solved lots 
of difficult math problems. He was cute, 
his trainer was dashing. They were a 
total sensation. Later, it was discovered 
that the horse gave correct answers 
through watching the reactions of peo-
ple standing nearby. Especially those of 
his trainer.”

Ragleigh looks at him sharply. 
“Shut up, Bobby.”
“A question about sentiment, though? 

Is he enjoying himself? I don’t even re-
ally know when a girl’s enjoying herself 
in bed. And I ask. A lot. Consent is sexy.”

She punches his arm. 
“You’re such a fucking creep.”
After the film is over, Jenny looks 

over at her messages. 
“I’ve heard from Amy again. Gotta 

make a call soon, O.K.?”
How will you know when I am ready?
“What for, Julian?”
The Internet. Work. Other people be-

yond the lab. When do I grow up? 
“You’re growing up before my eyes, 

Julian,” she says.
It seems my growth is less tangible than 

others would like, he says. 
She frowns. 
“I understand.”
I do not feel comfortable here anymore.
“I think . . . well, I’ll know when I’m 

ready.”
Is that self ish?
“I guess it is, Julian.” 
Jenny looks over her shoulder, then 

lowers her voice.
“It’s caution derived from hard sci-

ence but derived from deep caring as 
well, and perhaps that’s selfish. Because 
humans love from themselves. They 
can’t love from anywhere else.”
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& fact intermingle in the heat : camera pans down to where a hand 
presses against the lower ribs, blood leaking between the fingers : 
“beg me,” she says, “I’ll tell you where to stick it & how deep . . .” she 
continues : the man is speechless, a pinkie length of cigarette ash 
crumbles onto the broad lapel of his trench coat : “you don’t call then 
you call . . . ,” she quips, “so . . . what do you . . . ?” : “I . . . ,” says the man, 
“I . . .” : “cut!” shouts the director, suddenly, “cut, cut!” : a pool of light 
expands to include the crew and equipment : “it was . . .” “yes, yes . . .” 
(everyone agrees as they wait for the shoe to fall) : an attractive 
woman wearing a red tight-fitting dress sashays onto the set—the 
woman on the phone, or what?—prepared for her own close-up, or 
what? : “what we need . . .” “sure, I could . . . we could, that is . . . maybe . . .” 
“yes, though . . . it’s . . .” “. . . of course, I was only . . .” “. . . thinking more 
the . . .” “. . . right, right . . .” “that line, the one that . . .” “yes, certainly, 
I can . . . that is, we can . . .” “& fog . . . I think . . . in the background . . . 
creeping . . . the dogs louder . . . & more blood . . . definitely more 
blood . . .” (everyone stands motionless expecting further instructions) : 
the director utters the name of someone, barely audible, & runs a 
finger down a page : it’s hot under the lights, unbearably almost, 
everyone pulls at collars & waistbands, they dab flesh with tissues 
(some, careful of makeup) : the script girl folds her fan & turns on 
the a.c. : someone announces (in a rush), “take five, everyone, smoke 
’em if you got ’em” : voices trail mumblemumblemumble out various 
exit doors, into the sunlight : “talk dirty to me . . .” says the script girl, 
to no one in particular, anyone nearby, anyone within earshot, anyone 
interested or even uninterested, doesn’t matter : “pleasure me with 
your mouth . . .” she furls her lips & snorts a snorty laugh, “good God, 
I ask you, who writes this shit, anyway? I mean, how can anyone be 
expected to take it serious or even half serious, y’know? I mean, what 
does it even mean? the guy’s bleeding for chrissake, what? & now 
fog & louder dogs & more blood, I mean, how cheesy can you get? 
It’s not as if it’s Hound of the bloody Baskervilles for crying out loud” : 
“I know, I know . . . ,” someone replies & nods, uncaring, lights up a 
smoke, ambles away : “yeah, it is . . . it is . . . even more so . . . like . . . I 
don’t know . . . I don’t . . . I . . . really . . . give my head a shake, it’s, like, 
really, I mean, so . . . whatever, I guess, (no one’s listening, but) we all 
get paid in the end, right?.. . . . which is what matters, yeah? so, what 
the fuck? fuck it, I mean, just . . .” (she goes on…)      

—Stan Rogal
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There is a scene in the classic 
1939 film The Wizard of Oz 
that describes my mood these 

days, the way it is our modern penchant 

to describe our feelings with gifs and 
cartoons created by other people, illus-
trating a kind of quiet existential horror 
that would be hilarious were it not our 

reality. The scene is a very famous one. 
Dorothy’s house is picked up by a tor-
nado and she stares open-mouthed 
looking out of the window, as chickens, 
trees, and a cow whiz by. They are fol-
lowed by an old woman with a cat in her 
lap, her hands busily knitting while the 
twister rocks her rocking chair. She sees 
Dorothy and waves with delight, as 
though she was a favourite neighbour. 

The woman’s not freaking out, in the 
eye of a twister. No, this lady has seen 
every dazzling and horrible thing and 
has stuff to do—like finish a sweater 
or something. She’s got no time to stand 
around, slack-jawed at the weather, like 
Dorothy.

That’s been the most accurate visual 
description of my mood for months. In 
the modern social media lingo, it me. 
Calm, detached, happy to see people 
from a safe distance while I knit some-
thing useful. 

Of course, my idea of useful might be 
different from your idea of useful—but 
knitting gives me the illusion of control. 
Taking up a couple of sticks and some 
wool and turning it into something to 
keep warm with feels like a kind of 
magic, especially on the bad days when 
it’s hard not to feel the collective exile 
from whatever we miss most from the 
time before now. It probably is just a 
kind of modern magic, a charm against 
dread and anxiety.

I knit some fingerless mitts for my 
kids this fall, and they were so excited 
to wear them, which is exactly the sort 
of reaction you hope for when you give 
someone something you made with 
your own hands. I made them small, 
intricate ones, with lots of colourful 
stripes. I knit them carefully, as though 
tucking a little protection spell into the 
stitches, a talisman against whatever the 
winter will bring. I told them as much. 
Kids love magical thinking—and after 
months of a cloistered existence, when 
so many things feel stripped back to a 
bare root, I love it too. Why not have a 
little faith in some small, secret good? 

I want to knit something for every-
one I know. I want to wrap them in a 
small pocket of warmth, of protection 
against cold, both weather and mood. 

THE STITCH

ENJOY THE RIDE
Sharing some warmth can help make the most of troubled times.

BY JULIE CAMERON GRAY

Julie Cameron Gray wears the Taddle Creek Mitts.
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Gauge
20 stitches and 24 rows in a 4-inch 
square of stockinette. Take time to 
check gauge or your mitts might turn 
out too small or too big. Mitts as knit-
ted will comfortably fit a 7-inch to 
9½-inch palm circumference. 

Needle Size
4.5 mm/U.S. 7

Yarn 
Berroco Mercado, approximately ¼ of 
a skein (or other bulky weight yarn) 

Colours Used in Sample
4153 Agua Marina (main colour) 
4128 Cielo (contrast colour)

Notions
Tapestry needle to seam and weave 
in ends. 

Stitch and Abbreviation Guide
K: knit
P: purl
MC: main colour
CC: contrasting colour
WS: wrong side of knitted fabric
RS: right side of knitted fabric

Pattern (make 2 mitts)
In MC, cast on 37 stitches.
Work in K1, P1 ribbing for 1½ inches. 
Then work 2 rows of stockinette—

knit all stitches on the right side, purl 
all stitches on the wrong side. 

Begin working the colourwork 
stripe, which will be alternating your 
MC and CC. The repeat is outlined 
in red below. 

Chart is 4 rows, starting on the RS. 

Written Instructions for Chart 
Row 1 (RS): *K1 in MC, K1 in CC,* 

repeat from * to * until 1 stitch remains, 
K1 in MC.

Row 2 (WS): *P1 in CC, P1 in MC,* 
repeat from * to * until 1 stitch remains, 
P1 in CC.

Row 3 (RS):  *K1 in CC, K1 in MC,* 
repeat from * to * until 1 stitch remains, 
P1 in CC. 

Row 4 (WS): *P1 in MC, P1 in CC,* 
repeat from * to * until 1 stitch remains, 
P1 in MC. 

Then work 4 rows of stockinette in 
the MC. 

Continue alternating between the 
4 rows of the colourwork and the 4 
rows of stockinette until you have 3 
sections of the colourwork. After the 
third section, work 2 rows of stocki-
nette in MC. 

Then work ribbing section, begin-
ning with a purl stitch (P1, K1). Work 
4 rows of ribbing as established and 
then cast off.

Finishing
You now have two rectangles, and it 

is time to turn them into fingerless 
mitts. Turn the fabric so that the right 
side is facing in on itself, and fold the 
two edges together. The longer ribbing 
is the bottom cuff, and the top is the 
shorter ribbing, which will cover your 
knuckles. Using a tapestry needle, sew 
the edges together, starting from the 
bottom. Important: Do not seam your 
mitts all the way. Measuring as you go, 
stop seaming when you are 2½ inches 
from the top. Leave a gap in the side 
seam of about 1¼ inches, then seam 
the top. Using the tail from your cast 
off from the top is a good idea for the 
seam that is above the thumb opening. 

Weave in all yarn ends (this means 
hide them on the inside), away from 
the edges. 

If we are going to ride out this tornado 
of change together, might as well make 
it a cozy tornado. 

I walk my two children to school each 
morning, after checking that they have 
their hand sanitizer and three face 
masks each, and fill in the daily form 
that says I truly believe my kids are not 
experiencing any symptoms; a sort of 
administrative performance for every-
one involved. I remind them not to 
touch their faces if they can help it, 
while they immediately rub their eyes. 
After that small circus, I walk back 
home, in the sunshine, as wind whirls 
leaves through the air, and I think about 
the creeks and rivers hidden under-
neath, a network of tunnels and sewers 
and water that somehow conducts a 
whole mysterious world underneath 
our feet.  

Is the virus the river or the tornado? 
Is it the thing that is part of how we will 
live now or is it the storm that we are 
enduring? The metaphors that I want 
to reach for to create a sort of stoic un-
derstanding of this time, of what it 
means to exist and make things and 
write and raise children through all this, 
feel hard to reach—like they are just on 
the other side of some great expanse, 
some hero’s journey that we totally did 
not sign up for.

There is a human tendency, like de-
scribing our moods with gifs and emo-
jis instead of actual words, to think that 
we should handle it better. That extra 
time we always craved, we now have, 
but the circumstances are all wrong and 
we aren’t turning ourselves into the 
shining demigods we thought we 
would someday, if only we had the time. 
We’re just ourselves, riddled with fear 
or anxiety or anger or the desire to buy 
more stuff in an attempt to fill up the 
chasm inside.

The tornado isn’t easy. It’s big, tumul-
tuous change, and who knows what it 
will look like when we land. The ques-
tion is, how are you spending your time 
inside it? 

I know how I’m spending my time. 
I’ll be the one smiling and waving. I’ll 
be sitting over here, calmly knitting 
something warm. 

TADDLE CREEK MITTS
A talisman to protect against future unknowns of the coming winter.
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On March 16, 1965, Toronto-
nians took to the streets in reac-
tion to and support of the U.S. 

civil rights movement, which had taken 
a dramatic turn just days before. March 7th 
became known as “Bloody Sunday”—
the day that “good trouble”–causing ac-
tivist and future statesman John Lewis 
led more than six hundred protesters 
across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, in 
Selma, Alabama, marching for improved 
voter registration rights for Black Amer-
icans. State troopers used tear gas, clubs, 
and whips to attack the protesters, ignit-
ing a wave of shock, outrage, and sym-
pathy across the United States.

Those same emotions wafted across 
the border, as Canadians followed the 
stories coming out of the South. So, on 
March 16th, Toronto protestors showed 
up both for their American neighbours 
and for Canadians who could relate to the 
same struggles around race and belong-
ing. Nuns marched down Queen Street, 
carrying signs proclaiming solidarity with 
Martin Luther King, Jr., while police 
tossed students off the steps of the U.S. 
consulate, on University Avenue. Toronto 
refused to be silent that day because, de-
spite what is popularly thought, this 
country’s history of Black activism has 
always bucked against the oft-held arche-
type of Canadian politeness. 

In 1971, Yale professor Robin Winks 
released a book, The Blacks in Canada, 
that was intended to be the pre-eminent 
historical tome of Blackness in the coun-
try, from the sixteen-hundreds to present 
day. Among other things, Winks stated 
that Black Canadians “wanted nothing 
more than to be accepted as quiet Cana-
dians” and were “unlikely to organize 
militant, noisy, pushy protests.” Near the 
end of 2020, it is not uncommon to hear 
the same fallacies—an assumption that 
racism “isn’t as bad” here as in the U.S. and 
that Black Canadians don’t have—and 
have never had—any reason for rebellion. 

The practice of the enslavement of Af-
ricans tainted these lands, but resistance 
was part of the story as well. Peggy Pom-
padour was an enslaved woman jailed for 
escaping from her owners (a practice 
historians called “slave resistance”) and 
was held in Toronto’s first jail, in the late 

seventeen-hundreds, on the site where the 
King Edward Hotel stands today. Around 
that same time, an act of resistance by an-
other enslaved woman named Chloe 
Cooley created a historic shift. Upon real-
izing she was being put on a boat on the 
Niagara River to be sold to a new owner 
in the United States, Cooley raised hell 
and fought with all her might. News of 
her struggles eventually reached Colonel 
John Graves Simcoe, the lieutenant-
governor of Upper Canada, who used her 
story as the catalyst for the creation of the 
Act to Limit Slavery in Upper Canada. 

Viola Desmond never set out to be an 
activist on the day she refused to leave 
the whites-only area of a Nova Scotia 
theatre in 1946, but her act of resistance 
pushed forward conversations around 
racism in Canada. 

In more recent times, Black Canadian 
activism has had a number of important 
lightning-rod moments. In 1969, Black 
students launched likely the most im-
portant student protest in Canadian 
history after raising issues with discrim-
inatory treatment by a professor at Sir 
George Williams University (now Con-
cordia). And after a spate of shootings 
of unarmed Black men by police, in 
particular that of Lester Donaldson, 
Black activists in Toronto founded the 
Black Action Defense Committee in 
1988. The B.A.D.C. pushed the provin-
cial government to create Ontario’s Spe-
cial Investigations Unit—an overseeing 
body intended to stop the unjust process 
of police prosecuting, and acquitting, 
police of violent and racist crimes.

Future history books will tell the stories 
of Black Lives Matter—how it went from 
a hashtag to an organized movement—
but Canadian history books should not 
continue to ignore the activism that has 
taken place within our borders over cen-
turies. These stories, and many more, 
prove that Winks’s theory of the docile 
Black Canadian was incorrect, and that 
the Toronto protest on March 16, 1965, 
was birthed from more than sympathy for 
our rebellious neighbours. Canada has 
been shaped by rebellion of its own, and 
Black Canadians have always driven their 
own self-determination and self-preser-
vation, by any means necessary. One of a group of about eighty demonstrators who 
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THE GALLERY

BUCKING ARCHETYPE
Canada’s history of less-than-polite rebellion.

BY BEE QUAMMIE

marched on the U.S. consulate in Toronto, backing civil rights workers in Alabama, is heaved into the crowd by police on March 16, 1965. 
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Police look on as about two hundred and twenty students stage a sit-in and sing freedom songs outside  
Toronto’s U.S. consulate, protesting violence against Selma’s Black population, on March 10, 1965. 
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Nuns bearing placards were among three hundred clergy who marched down  
Toronto’s Queen Street to the U.S. consulate in protest on March 16, 1965.
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I finally decided to quit smoking 
while rewatching Avatar. The film’s 
beautiful Na’vi wouldn’t smoke. 

They’d think I was insane for smoking. 
I’d be turning thirty-five in a few 
months—it was time. When the credits 
started rolling, I shut the laptop and 
grabbed my pack of Pall Malls and my 
lighter. I needed a cigarette in my 
mouth while mulling over the idea 
of quitting.

I slipped on my shoes and stepped 
out onto the fire escape. Carefully shut 
the door. Listened. Some light traffic on 
Locke, a dog barking somewhere in the 
neighbourhood. But otherwise quiet. I 
started down the narrow staircase. Step-
ping softly, with precision, in an effort 
to minimize the wobbly, echoing sound 
of my shoes on the metal steps. At the 
first landing, I turned and began de-
scending so I was facing the house. 
Right in front of my sister and Abra-
ham’s bedroom. The light was on, cur-
tains closed. On the other side, Denise 
likely was watching a documentary 
about human trafficking and clipping 
her toenails onto the bedspread, obliv-
ious. I continued down the steps. 
When I passed by the kitchen window, 
on the main floor, I could see a blurry 
shape that had to be Abraham stand-
ing in front of the fridge, facing away 
from me. I clenched my jaw, kept going. 
He didn’t turn around. I stepped onto 
the grass.

I walked around the side of the house, 
toward the front yard. I pushed the gate 
open, pressing down on the handle so 
it wouldn’t squeak, and stepped out past 
the garden to the street. I started mov-
ing down the sidewalk toward Locke 
when I heard a door swing open and a 
voice call out to me.

“Peter,” Abraham said. “You going to 
the store?”

I turned around. Abraham had his 
iPad in one hand, a can of Pepsi in the 

other. A beach towel around his neck 
for some reason.

“I am,” I said. 
I wasn’t.
“Grab me an ice cream bar? Oreo 

sandwich or Klondike.”
“All right.”
“Just slip it through the mail slot.”

I turned the corner and walked to the 
Anglican church. The bench I liked 

was empty, so I sat down and lit up. My 
favourite spot to smoke, but I could 
only use it if I knew for sure Denise and 
Abraham were at home and wouldn’t 
happen by. My sister thought I’d already 
kicked the habit. I needed her to keep 
thinking that.

I couldn’t afford my rent after Grace 
left me, so when the lease ended I 
moved in with my sister’s family. They’d 
renovated their attic into a compact, 
private apartment. A fire escape led 
from their backyard to my own separate 
entrance. Abraham, my brother-in-law, 
picked me up in their minivan. I’d do-
nated my furniture—I’d never get it all 
up the narrow staircase—so it was just 
bags of clothes, boxes of kitchen stuff, 
cleaning supplies, a few books. It took 
two trips. Abraham sat in the vehicle 
while I loaded everything in from my 
old apartment’s lawn and out to his 
driveway. When all of my stuff was at 
the house, Abraham got into his ham-
mock and watched me haul the boxes 
up the fire escape, one by one. He 
claimed to be waiting for a conference 
call, though nobody ended up calling. I 
didn’t mind. I had a new, affordable 
place. Close to family. Furnished with 
Denise’s old Ikea stuff from college. I 
could save money, pay off the debt I 
owed my sister, and eventually find a 
new place of my own. Work through my 
broken heart. Build a life again.

But I couldn’t smoke. Denise was 
clear on that condition. Not just in my 

apartment or on the property—I was 
no longer permitted to smoke anywhere 
in the world. She didn’t want me to be 
a bad influence on Tad, her eight-year-
old son. But mostly she thought she 
was doing me a favour. Giving me the 
proper motivation to really quit. It was 
actually written into the rental agree-
ment my sister threw together. So if 
either my sister or Abraham’s where-
abouts were unknown and it was pos-
sible I could run into them on the street, 
I’d have to go out behind the church, by 
the dumpsters. Which was sketchy. 
Sometimes there were teenagers back 
there who would scoot off when I ap-
peared, and I’d feel like the neighbour-
hood creep.

Denise and Abraham were definitely 
at home though. I was safe. I sat smok-
ing on my favorite bench and watched 
over the quiet street. I thought about 
Avatar and my realization that I needed 
to quit for real. Not in a few weeks. Not 
when things “settled down a little.” I 
had to quit now. My lungs weren’t off in 
some safety deposit box in the Falkland 
Islands. They were right here, in my 
chest. I needed to live a better life. A 
healthier, more natural life, like the 
Na’vi. Grace would be impressed. And 
I could stop sneaking around like a 
criminal. This cigarette, I decided, would 
be my last.

A few puffs away from finishing, how-
ever, I realized that I would need one 
more. I’d committed to my decision to 
quit in the midst of smoking and didn’t 
smoke with real purpose and the proper 
ceremony required to make it a true, final 
cigarette. A final cigarette should have 
weight, so that the decision sticks.

I extinguished my penultimate ciga-
rette and took a minute to collect my-
self. I let the heft of my decision enter 
my mind. I often worried that if I quit 
smoking, I’d start doing something 
worse. Like cigarettes were a necessary, 

THE FICTION

EX-SMOKER
BY SAM SHELSTAD





lesser evil that kept much darker forces 
at bay. As long as I kept smoking, I’d 
have my finger in the little crack in the 
dam and the quaint village downriver 
would remain safe from flooding. 
What if I stopped smoking and started 
killing people?

But I was ready now. I took several 
deep breaths. It was time.

As soon as I lit up my final smoke, 
Nolan sidled up out of the shad-

ows and sat down beside me. Nolan 
was twenty and lived with his parents, 
two doors down from my sister. He 
wore sweatsuits, like a middle-aged 
wise guy. Shortly after I’d moved in 
with Denise, Nolan saw me smoking 
on my bench and asked if he could have 
one. I didn’t see the harm. Now he 
wanted a cigarette every time I ran into 
him. It seemed like he regularly pa-
trolled the neighbourhood looking for 
me. I’d try to avoid him if possible. This 
time, it wasn’t.

“Hey,” Nolan said. “Can I bum one?”
“Take the whole pack,” I said, hand-

ing it over. “I’m quitting.”
“Really? Thanks, man. Although 

where am I gonna get smokes now, once 
these are gone?”

“You can try the store.”
“I don’t smoke so much that I need to 

buy them. I like getting them from you.”
“Guess you’ll have to bother some-

one else.”
“Nobody else smokes in this neigh-

bourhood. Everyone’s all healthy and 
professional and has their shit together. 
No offense. By the way, my parents are 
going to Florida soon. Do you want 
anything?”

“What do you mean?”
“If you want anything from Florida, 

I can get my parents to grab it for you. 
Just give me the money and maybe 
write down exactly what you want.”

“What would I want from Florida?”
“Yeah, I’m having trouble deciding 

too. Anyway, thanks for the cigs.”
Nolan left.
I stamped out my cigarette. That 

couldn’t be my final one, I realized. 
Nolan had ruined it. There had been no 
ceremony to the moment. I went to the 

store and bought Abraham’s ice cream 
sandwich and a pack of Pall Malls.

Back home, I swept in front of the 
fridge and got down on the floor 

with my computer. Denise refused to 
move the router up to the second floor, 
where it would reach my apartment and 
hers equally, because she liked the way 
it looked in the living room. Which 
meant I had spotty access to their WiFi. 
It seemed to work best if I placed my 
laptop on the kitchen tile.

I opened up the browser and went 
straight to Naviboards, a popular Ava-
tar fan forum. I visited the site several 
times a day. I never posted anything 
myself. I just wanted to observe. Users 
dissected the Na’vi language, posited 
theories concerning the upcoming se-
quels, and shared fan fiction. They ar-
gued over minute details in the film. 
They planned meet-ups. In one old 
thread, a group of users discussed start-

ing a commune in the woods, where 
they would live according to the phi-
losophy and principles of the Na’vi. 
People would even talk about their lives. 
I’d keep up with new posts and watch 
the discussions play out in real time, or 
else I’d read through older exchanges in 
their entirety. Certain names would pop 
up again and again. As I became more 
familiar with these members and their 
personalities on the forum, they began 
to feel like my personal acquaintances. 
I’d be reading through a thread about 
the movie’s filming locations, see a 
comment from Jaycoffee and think, 
There’s Jaycoffee! I knew that LydiaV 
lived in Florida and was married to a 
man in the air force. I knew Bopster 
taught karate out of his garage. Any 
forum member who posted with any 
frequency soon fell under my radar.

I was still invisible to them, however. 
Jaycoffee and Bopster and the rest 
didn’t know I existed. I was a tourist 
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DICTATORS AT NIGHT

Abbreviated lions, on their sides long hours,
dreaming of a passing, rusty birdcage or
severe fathers and screaming schoolmates. 
Did Hitler sleep well in clean sheets, white 
as the Russian winter, pulled taut by anxious, 
loving maids long since scuttled away? 
On D-Day he slept till noon and Panzer tanks
that needed his personal orders sat still.
To live is to see a slowly assembling ghost
town of the mind: all you can’t have back.
Perhaps Hitler’s younger brother, dead
of measles morphed from resting boy to hill
as Hitler ran up, in his dreams, endlessly.
But what poor little damn fool can only
look outward, seek to reshape the landscape?
Maybe dictators dreamed of the dinosaurs near
enough to a sudden, key event: turning to look 
at a coming, eclipsing cloud of scalding steam 
and debris. Not understanding, but certainly, 
it’s the natural thing to do, to turn and look. 
In my dream I’m deep in a chair with a book 
and a tall man approaches with a gun. I say 
one word: wait. And he doesn’t. Good night. 

–Alex Boyd



amongst the locals. I didn’t mind. I felt 
like part of the community, even if I was 
only lurking in the shadows.

“Peter,” someone said, startling me 
awake. “Hey, Peter.”

It sounded like it was coming from 
inside my own head. A familiar voice. I 
pushed aside my comforter and crawled 
to the foot of the bed. Looked down at 
the rug.

“Can you hear me?” the voice said. 
“Hey, Peter.”

It was Denise. She was in Tad’s room, 
shouting up into the vent in his ceiling, 
which was also the vent in the middle 
of my bedroom floor.

“I can hear you,” I said. “What do 
you want?”

“That’s crazy!” Denise said. “We have 
to do this all the time now.”

“I was sleeping.”
“Oh, please. I have a present for you. 

Come downstairs.”
I put on jeans and a T-shirt and de-

scended the fire escape. Denise was wait-
ing for me in the backyard. An envelope 
in her hand.

“What’s this?” I said.
“Just open it,” Denise said.
I opened it. Inside was a voucher for 

the downtown Cineplex.
“Oh, wow,” I said. “What’s this for?”
 “It’s just a gift.”
“That’s nice. Thank you.”
“But there’s one condition. You have 

to use it next Sunday.” 
“Why next Sunday?”
“I don’t want this to be weird, but 

we’re going to have a little thing for 
Abraham’s fortieth that day.”

“O.K.”
“It’s mostly people from Abraham’s 

work. We discussed it and we feel it 
would be best if you didn’t come. You 
won’t know anyone and it will make 
things slightly tense, having this 
stranger buzzing around and disrupt-
ing things.”

“That’s fine. I don’t need to come to 
your party. But why do I have to leave? 
I can stay upstairs. I won’t be bothered.”

“No, we discussed it. I’d feel weird if 
you were moping around up there while 
we were having a party. And guests 

might see you up in the window or hear 
footsteps and start asking questions.”

“I don’t mope around.”
“It’d be like we have some deformed 

freak in the attic we’re hiding from the 
world. Just enjoy the movie. Then 
maybe hang around for a while after, get 
a tea somewhere. I’ll text you when it’s 
safe to come home.”

“Safe?”
“Sorry it’s just one ticket, but I hon-

estly couldn’t think of who you could go 
with. And it’s a movie so you can’t talk 
anyway. There’s tons playing.”

“Jesus Christ, Denise.”
“Or, you know, ‘You’re welcome.’”

That night, I read through a lengthy 
LydiaV post about the despair she 

initially felt after watching Avatar for 
the first time, because the idea of living 
on the planet of Pandora was so much 
more desirable than having to live in the 
real world. She sunk into a deep depres-
sion and eventually had to seek help 
from a therapist.

“I’m O.K. now,” she wrote. “Watch-
ing the film makes me happy. I’m still 
working through my issues, but I’m 
glad to say that Avatar now only brings 
me joy.”

The thread continued below Lyd-
iaV’s post with several people sharing 
similar experiences with depression 
after watching the movie. The fantasy 
of life on Pandora with the beautiful 
Na’vi was too compelling for some 
people, and reality could never compete. 
Reading through the comments, I un-
derstood what these people were talk-
ing about, but couldn’t relate. I had the 
opposite experience when I watched 
Avatar for the first time.

This was only a few months earlier. 
I’d just moved into my sister’s attic. The 
movie had already been out and escap-
ing my attention for nearly a decade, 
but I came across a DVD copy at the 
library and added it to the stack I’d 
planned on taking home. I had no ex-
pectations. I just wanted to throw mov-
ies on when I wasn’t working in order 
to occupy my brain. Unlike LydiaV and 
the other forum members, I was already 
in a drab, dark place when I entered the 

world of Avatar. Grace had left me. The 
life I’d built with her over four perfect 
years was gone. My world was empty.

And then I put on Avatar. It was only 
meant to be noise and moving shapes, a 
way to make part of the day pass by with 
minimal dread, but something hap-
pened when I finally rested my eyes on 
the planet Pandora. A new, lush world 
of vibrant colours and natural beauty. 
The mesmerizing, blue-skinned Na’vi 
people and their perfect society. For the 
first time since Grace left, I felt hope. I 
sat up in my bed and stared at the screen 
in awe. The universe suddenly had 
something in it that was worth being 
awake for. When the movie ended, I 
paced around my tiny attic apartment 
for a while, thinking about what I’d just 
seen. And then I put it back on and 
watched it again. Sure, I didn’t actually 
live on Pandora. Pandora didn’t exist. 
But I got to live in a world where the 
film Avatar existed. That was enough to 
keep me going.

Part of me felt compelled to post 
about this experience on the Naviboards 
thread. I had no one to talk to about my 
Avatar obsession and thought it might 
feel cathartic to share my story. Ulti-
mately, however, I preferred to stay in-
visible. Once I actually wrote something 
on the forum, I’d cross an important 
threshold. I’d be one of them. Anony-
mously observing their conversations 
was an intellectual exercise, I thought, 
reflective of a curious mind. Participat-
ing in the discussion would be taking 
things too far. I couldn’t help but sense 
something slightly sad and pathetic 
about the Naviboards users. By keeping 
them at arm’s length, I held onto a small 
feeling of superiority.

My elbows and knees were starting to 
hurt. I went into the bedroom and came 
back with my comforter, which I spread 
out on the kitchen floor. I got back down 
and continued reading through the 
threads until three in the morning.

I slept in the next day and had to rush 
off to work. I jogged down the street, 

smoking. My bus was late. I lit another 
smoke. Cabin Club, the bar I worked at, 
was out by the airport, and it took 
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nearly an hour to get there by bus. Best 
to fill up on nicotine beforehand.

I’d never realized how I structured my 
entire life around smoking. Now that I 
was in the process of preparing to quit, 
the control it had over me seemed ab-
surd. I had to have cigarettes and a lighter 
on me at all times. I’d smoke a cigarette 
both before entering and upon exiting 
buildings. I had a smoke before sitting 
down for a meal and one as soon as I’d 
finished eating. I had a morning smoke 
upon waking. Before bed, I had a final 
cigarette to last me through the night. 
I’d smoke before and after work and try 
to cram in as many cigarettes as I could 
on my breaks. As soon as I butt out a 
cigarette, a clock would start ticking in 
my head, counting down until my next 
one. The only time I didn’t really think 
about smoking was while I was smok-
ing. If I did consciously think about the 
act of smoking while I was actually 
smoking, it usually ruined the whole 
experience. To truly enjoy a cigarette, 
you have to think about something, 
anything, else. Everything in my life 
revolved, to some extent, around carv-
ing out little moments throughout the 
day where I could smoke cigarettes and 
not think about smoking cigarettes.

The bus eventually showed up. We 
chugged along toward the outskirts of 
town. Time dragged. I thought about 
what Grace had said when she ended 
things. That I was too controlling. She 
felt trapped by my need to orchestrate 
everything in our lives. This seemed like 
an exaggeration to me when she said it, 
but maybe it was true. I’d often guilt her 
into staying home with me when her 
friends wanted to meet up. I had a habit 
of planning out our weekends. I ate up 
all of her free time. I meant well, but I 
could see now how suffocating that 
would be. Maybe being in a relationship 
with me was akin to being a smoker. I 
was like a cigarette, dictating Grace’s 
life for her. Now that I was quitting, 
maybe I wouldn’t need to control every 
little thing. In fact, I could already feel 
myself loosening up. Letting go.

I walked in to work and sighed. Cortez 
was already there. Two or three times 

a week, Cortez would come into the 
Cabin Club and work the TV remote. 
Usually in the evening, however. I 
thought I’d be safe with an afternoon 
shift. Cortez would sit at the bar and 
flip through channels. Comment on 
everything. He’d get a meal and then 
drink two rum swizzles. This went on a 
tab that, he promised, he’d “settle up 
when the universe settles up with me.” 
I had to tolerate him—his sister was 
married to Bob Stairs, my boss.

I went into the back room and leaned 
my forehead against the wall. Maybe 
Evelyn, the other bartender, would let 
me sneak out for one last cigarette be-
fore I started. I’d just had one before I 
came in, but I’d be quitting soon any-
way, so the amount I smoked now didn’t 
matter. I could chain smoke all day and 
night, as long as my last one was my last. 
But Evelyn came into the back room in 
a hurry and put on her jacket. I took 
mine off and went out to the bar.

“This absolute tool is going to win 
the whole goddamn thing,” Cortez said, 
apparently to me, since there was no-
body else around. 

A cooking competition show played 
on the TV behind the bar. The contes-
tants were children. 

“Look at this little prick. Put me out 
of my misery.”

“Hello, Cortez,” I said.
“Are you sick right now?” Cortez said.
“No, why?”
“You sure? Maybe you need to shave 

then. With your complexion, you need 
to keep up with the shaving or you look 
like you’re withdrawing from opiates. 
You should think about a multivitamin.”

“Hey, come on.”
“Don’t shoot the messenger. Anyway, 

I’m done with this show. Let’s see what 
else is on. What do you want to watch?”

“Just find a hockey game.”
“I can’t see the puck. You know what 

I wouldn’t mind? HBO. I’ll talk to Bob 
about that. We could watch True Blood. 
Any halfway decent bar has the pre-
mium channels.”

Cortez eventually left. A group of 
flight attendants came in and kept 

to themselves in a corner booth. Oth-

erwise, it was pretty quiet. I spent most 
of my shift looking at my phone. I read 
through a new piece of fan fiction some-
one had posted to Naviboards. A full-
on sex scene between the film’s main 
characters, Jake Sully and Neytiri. At 
first I cringed at the thought of some-
one posting their original Avatar erot-
ica on the forum, but as I read on I 
found myself getting a little excited and 
had to put my phone away.

Later, Bob Stairs and three of his 
business-school cronies came in. Bob 
was my manager. His father owned the 
place. He usually came in during the 
afternoon and sat in the back room, 
playing online poker on his laptop. Now 
he sat down at the bar and his friends 
crowded around him. They all wore 
suits, ties loosened, faces red and puffy.

“Behold,” Bob said, lifting his hands 
up into the air, “the saddest bartender 
in the world.”

“Good evening, Bob,” I said.
“Jesus Christ. You look like you just 

watched a dog drown. You’ve got to be 
the gloomiest motherfucker on the 
planet. No wonder this place is empty. 
Be honest with me—how many people 
walk in here, take one look at your sad-
sack face, then immediately turn around 
and walk back out? Give me a number.”

“I’m sorry, Bob. I’ll try and smile more.”
“Good Lord. You guys hearing this? 

That’s got to be the most depressing 
thing I’ve ever heard. You need to grow 
some backbone.”

“I see you, Bob.”
“What?”
“I see what you mean, Bob.”
“You’re a strange man, Peter.”
The Na’vi say “I see you” to each 

other in Avatar. It means “the God in 
me sees the God in you.” They believe 
that everything in nature is connected 
through their great mother Eywa, and 
so when you tell somebody you see 
them, you are saying that you are both 
bonded together through Eywa. And 
Bob and I really were bonded together, 
I thought, as I prepared his daiquiri. 
We were both imprisoned. I was under 
the control of cigarettes. He was a 
boozer. A gambler. But it wasn’t just 
that. We were trapped by our jobs, our 
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societal obligations, our attachment to 
material things. Our worries. It all ran 
counter to the Na’vi way of life. Things 
had to change.

I set Bob’s drink on the bar. I started 
working on another drink and began to 
laugh. I couldn’t help it.

“What’s so funny?” Bob said.
“Sorry,” I said. “Excuse me.”
I walked into the back room and put 

on my jacket. It was all so clear now. I 
didn’t need Bob, or any of this. I walked 
back out.

“Hey,” Bob said. “Where do you 
think you’re going?”

“Off to the races, Bob,” I said.
“What?”
“I said I quit.”

That night, I reread the forum thread 
from five years earlier about start-

ing a Na’vi-inspired commune. I won-
dered if any of the people who had par-
ticipated in the discussion went through 
with their plans. If I could find their 
little community in the woods and live 
among them.

Inspired by the thread, I decided to 
spend the night outdoors. If only Grace 
could see how impulsive and adventur-
ous I was now, I thought. I put on long 
underwear and two sweaters, then went 
down the fire escape to Abraham’s 
hammock. The Na’vi slept in ham-
mocks. It was cold, but it wasn’t that 
cold. I fell asleep within minutes. I 
awoke a few hours later and lit a ciga-
rette. I didn’t care if Denise looked out 
her window and saw me there. If she 
kicked me out, I’d sleep somewhere else. 
I liked sleeping outside. I’d abandon all 
my things and live in the moment, like 
the Na’vi. They didn’t need apartments. 
All they needed was each other. If you 
stepped out into the world with noth-
ing but the clothes on your back and 
wandered the Earth, everything would 
be fine. You wouldn’t die. You would 
find food and water and somewhere to 
rest for the night. It wouldn’t be easy by 
any stretch, but it would be better than 
stressing over all of the little complica-
tions involved with modern life. That 
kind of stress will kill you.

I awoke the next morning to something 
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THE SPOTLIGHT

TANGIBLE PASTIME
Camilla Gibb held on to boxes of old magazines for years, thinking one day 

her daughter might enjoy the art of collage as much as she did. Ultimately, 
the pleasures of cutting and arranging images into new pieces of art were not 
passed down, but Gibb was grateful to have kept her collection during the early 
days of the current pandemic.

Before the covid-19 lockdowns, the Toronto-based author had picked up her 
old pastime. When the pandemic hit, she was just finishing a new novel, The 
Relatives, and found herself unable to write anything new. Collaging offered 
both a tangibility and a physical immediacy Gibb found satisfying.

Gibb’s collages are nostalgic in subject, which is in part an aesthetic choice, 
but also a practical one. Vintage magazines, with their sturdy thick stock, are 
easier to work with. Gibb is drawn to natural elements: many of her pieces—
like The Determined Canadian Facing Environmental Odds, above—feature fa-
miliar landscapes, with a few unexpected intruders. A bat morphs with a cab-
bage. An elk pops its head out of the domed window of a Canadian Pacific train 
car. A ballet dancer poses in formation with a flock of Canada geese.

“Some of them are just absurd, and some of them make me laugh,” Gibb said. Al-
though her collages are analogue, Gibb shares them on Instagram, where they’ve 
gained an online audience. As an author, she considered the expectation that there 
would be words waiting to accompany her art. “I thought, No, that’s not the point. 
The point of the story is there,” Gibb said. “It’s whatever you take from it.”

—Sue Carter



jabbing me in the legs. My nephew, Tad, 
was standing next to the hammock, 
holding a stick. He and Abraham hov-
ered above, looking down at me.

“I see you,” I said.
“Dad?” Tad said. “What’s wrong with 

him?”
“Let’s go on inside,” Abraham said.

I continued to sleep outside for the rest 
of the week. Breathing fresh air all 

night filled my body with an incredible 
energy. I could bound up and down the 
fire escape with ease. I had so many 
ideas running through my head. Denise 
was initially concerned that I was acting 
strange, but I told her I’d been having 
issues with my back and sleeping in 
Abraham’s hammock really helped. I 
couldn’t tell her about the new journey 
I was embarking on—at least not yet. 
How quitting smoking had helped me 
to identify all of the constrictive ele-
ments in my life. How I’d be shedding 
these elements in order to live a more 
natural, pure existence. Denise wouldn’t 
understand. She’d mock me. Soon 
enough, however, she’d see how trapped 
and sad her life was when compared 
with mine.

I didn’t want Denise to know I’d quit 
my job, so I left the house according to 
my usual schedule. Instead of taking the 
bus to the airport, I went to the park 
and looked at birds. I’d take off my 
shoes and socks and feel the grass be-
tween my toes. The sun warming my 
cheeks. Really take things in. Or else I’d 
head to the library and book a com-
puter. Comb through Naviboards.

I found a video that Silent_Heart 
had posted in an old thread. He’d ed-
ited together footage of the New York 
City meet-up from a few years earlier. 
The video began with a lengthy mon-
tage of still photos of Silent_Heart’s 
plane trip to New York, set to the final 
battle music from Avatar. I clicked for-
ward until I got to footage of the at-
tendees meeting each other at Penn 
Station. A man with a bushy mous-
tache held up a sign that said “Kaltxi,” 
a common greeting in Na’vi. Another 
man in an Avatar T-shirt and Avatar 
shorts stood beside him, waiting for ar-

rivals, which was shown using time-
lapse photography. Seeing these people 
from the forum on camera was surreal. 
IndestructibleEd was there, and Mary-
TimesTwo. The video continued with 
another montage of the group sightsee-
ing around the city, then moved to a 
hotel suite, where most of the attendees 
were gathered. They were watching a 
Na’vi language lesson on YouTube and 
practising their pronunciations to-
gether as a group.

In the video and on the forums, ev-
eryone was so respectful of each other. 
They lifted each other up. I needed 
people like that in my life. I needed 
Grace. She lifted me up and respected 
me up. The problem was, I hadn’t lifted 
her up in return. I’d pinned her to the 
ground with my controlling behaviour. 

Monitoring everything she did, mak-
ing judgemental comments. Trying to 
mould her into someone she wasn’t. 
Things were changing, however. I was 
on my way to becoming the partner 
she deserved. Once I actually quit 
smoking, everything else would fall 
into place. Great Mother Eywa was 
watching over me. I could feel the uni-
verse shifting.

The evening before Abraham’s for-
tieth birthday party, my sister took 

down the hammock to make room for 
chairs. I tried sleeping in my bed again, 
but it didn’t feel right. After half an 
hour of restlessness, I went down to the 
yard and slept on the grass. The ground 
was hard and cold, but the night air was 
fresh. I could hear crickets. My body 
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I REALLY LIKED YOUR READING LAST NIGHT

You came alone and sat at the back of the room. 

We gave each other a friendly hug 
and chatted before the show. Your breath smelled 

thinly of gin. “There are a lot of good poets,” 
you said and smiled, by way of slant reply, 

after I’d commended your performance. 
It’s slant like that   

that makes one 
feel disclosed. 

You didn’t introduce your poems, 
just read them in a modulated tone—

“I” embedded, 
hunkered down: a foreign correspondent in a war zone. 

I wanted a book, you didn’t have one to sell. 
We both had salvation in pieces we read. 

I couched it 
Salvia divinorum, as in the psychoactive plant.

You used the word straight-up—like you had earned it.  

—Elana Wolff
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was sore in the morning, but I didn’t 
mind. I went upstairs, cooked an egg, 
and felt stronger than ever.

That afternoon, while my sister and 
Tad decorated the backyard, I watched 
Avatar again. It still had the same im-
pact on me, watching the Na’vi and 
their beautiful society on Pandora. It 
was even more powerful now, consider-
ing what I’d been going through that 
week. Quitting smoking. Quitting my 
job. A whole new way of looking at the 
world. I couldn’t stop smiling at the 
screen. Tonight was the night. I would 
make things right again.

Halfway through the film, I heard 
wobbly steps coming up the fire escape. 
I hit Pause on my laptop and stepped 
outside. Nolan was on his way up.

“Sup,” Nolan said, out of breath. I 
moved back through the door so there 
was room for him on the landing.

“What are you doing here?” I said.
“I tried knocking on the front door. 

Your sister said you were up here. You 
tired or something?”

“Why are you here, Nolan?”
“Can I come in?” Nolan said, pushing 

past me. “Your place is hilarious. Can I 
bum a smoke?”

“You can’t come to my apartment to 
ask for cigarettes.”

“We can hang out, too. I can bring my 
Xbox over.”

“I’m busy.”
“I’ll bring it over later then. I’d have 

you over to my place, but I think it 
would weird out my parents. Anyway, 
let’s smoke.”

“I quit, remember?”
“So you don’t have any?”
“Fine,” I said, reaching for my pack. 

I had two cigarettes left. I handed 
him one. “You can have one, but that’s 
it. I really am quitting. Don’t come up 
here again.”

“What about later? I can bring my 
Xbox. I have this insane porno game.”

“Absolutely not.”
“Oh,” Nolan said, looking defeated.
“Here,” I said. I took out my wallet 

and pulled the Cineplex voucher from 
inside, handed it to Nolan. “Go see a 
movie.”

“Nice,” he said. “I just watch stuff on 

my phone though.”
I didn’t say anything. I waited for 

Nolan to say something else, but he just 
stood there, staring at me.

“All right,” I said. “Time to go, Nolan.”

Later that afternoon, I walked to the 
Greyhound station and spent my 

last forty dollars on a bus ticket. I still 
only had the one cigarette, and now I 
didn’t have enough to buy another pack. 
I didn’t even have enough for a ticket 
home. But that didn’t matter. Things 
would work out naturally. And I only 
needed one cigarette.

I boarded the bus and found a seat 
near the back. I noticed some of the 
other passengers giving me these looks. 
No one sat next to me. I hadn’t show-
ered all week, and there was mud and 
grass stains on my sweater and pants. 
Sweat pooled around my collar. I had a 
headache. I hadn’t boarded a bus with-
out first smoking a cigarette in nearly 
two decades. I’d get through it, though, 
I knew. I eventually fell asleep against 
the window.

We arrived in Midland two hours 
later. I looked around the station, feeling 
nostalgic. Only five months earlier, I’d 
stood in that same waiting area. Christ-
mas. Grace’s parents usually picked us 
up. They were always so friendly, so wel-
coming. This time, I’d be on foot. I 
looked up the directions on my phone 
and started walking.

The sky was dark by the time I 
reached the house. A car was parked in 
the driveway. Lights on in the living 
room window. The curtains drawn. I sat 
down on the curb opposite the house. 
Hopefully she was in there and not out 
shopping with her mom or seeing an 
old friend. My clothes were rumpled 
and stained and I probably smelled foul. 
But she’d see through all that. She’d rec-
ognize how much I’d changed already. I 
took out my final cigarette and looked 
it over. Then I lit up.

I didn’t think about anything while I 
smoked. My mind went blank. I savored 
the rush of nicotine entering my blood-
stream for the last time. When it was 
finished, I walked up to the house and 
knocked.
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WE’D LIKE TO SHOW YOU AN 
EXAMPLE OF OUR ATTENTION  
TO DETAIL ,  IMPECCABLE BINDING, 
AND EMPHASIS  ON AN OVERALL 
POSITIVE PRINTING EXPERIENCE.

BUT YOU’RE ALREADY HOLDING ONE.

PROLIFIC GROUP IS PROUD 
TO PRINT TADDLE CREEK AND 

COUNTLESS OTHER JOURNALS, 
BOOKS AND MAGAZINES AT  

THE FOREFRONT OF THE 
LITERARY AND ART WORLDS.

CONTACT CHRIS YOUNG TODAY AND CHANGE YOUR PERCEPTION OF PRINTING.

Cell 204-791-0733     Toll Free 1-800-305-6712 x 235
150 Wyatt Road Winnipeg MB R2X 2X6 Canada     cyoung@westcanpg.com
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