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Praise for Reproduction

Longlisted for the 2019 Toronto Book Awards
Finalist for the 2019 Amazon Canada First Novel Award

“Reproduction manages to be witty, playful, and disarmingly offbeat—even as it hums with serious themes… . Reproduction serves as a literary representation of the various intersections of culture, race, and gender in contemporary Canada, it is a mirror with graffiti/social commentary both humourous and powerful scrawled all over it.”

—Rayyan Al-Shawaf, Toronto Star

“Driven as much by its relationships as its characters, and is intensified and enriched by an inventive style that borrows from Williams’s giant poet’s brain.”

—Marsha Lederman, The Globe and Mail

“An intergenerational novel … that examines how love can supersede blood ties. [Reproduction’s] complicated path mirrors how many families are built on experiences that don’t make the photo albums, and illuminates how dark and painful moments can share equal space with joy and laughter… .With Reproduction, Williams joins authors like David Chariandy and Catherine Hernandez—whose recent novels are set in Scarborough—showcasing the bounty of stories of those who live beyond the CN Tower’s shadow.”

—Sue Carter, Toronto Star

“Poet Ian Williams experiments with structure to tell a classic love story… . Reproduction is reminiscent of Miriam Toews’s novel All My Puny Sorrows in its balance between grief and humour. It’s an intergenerational story told in an unexpected way.”

—Quill & Quire

“Ian Williams thrives on stylistic daring in debut novel Reproduction … [it] thrums with an array of devices, from a chorus of perspectives to discussions written as asides, which reflects [Williams’s] taste for surprise and delight in literary endeavours… . Divisions due to race and class, and kinship that transcends, embroider his work.”

—The Georgia Straight

“[A] sprawling novel that is both funny and poignant, powerful and playful. It spans forty years in its exploration of fragile family ties … [and] explores big-canvas ideas about family, love, death, the immigrant experience and even sexual assault.”

—Calgary Herald

“This debut novel by poet Ian Williams is a wise, funny, sad multi-generational family saga that proves the more specific a story is, the more universal it feels. It’s the perfect novel for anyone who has a family, either by blood or by choice.”

—Fashion

“The debut novel by Ian Williams is a stunner. By any measure. Structurally daring, emotionally profound, intellectually engaged, playful and irreverent, it’s one of those books that makes you feel glad to be alive.”

—49th Shelf

“Reproduction is an inventive and tender portrait of family life in all its forms… . The book’s capacity for levity only lends a sharper contrast to its tragic moments… . With each section, the book reinvents its style of storytelling, widening the lens to include more voices and perspectives… . Reproduction applies a subtle and persistent form of pressure to complex questions surrounding masculinity, violence, family, love, and the ways we care for one another.”

—rabble.ca

“The startling brilliance of Ian Williams stems from his restlessness with form. His ceaseless creativity susses out the right patterning of story, the right vernacular nuance, the right diagram and deftly dropped reference—all in service of vividly illuminating the intermingled comedy and trauma of family.”

—David Chariandy, author of Brother and I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You

“Reproduction’s genius is its weaponized empathy, the precision-etched intensity of Williams’s gritty, witty, wholly unsentimental exploration of the collision of human hearts and the messy aftermath. Love and its lack form a spectrum that the characters bounce between, searching for connections, redemption and meaning.”

—Eden Robinson, author of Trickster Drift and Son of a Trickster
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There is no technical means of reproduction that, up to now, has managed to surpass the mirror and the dream.

Elena Ferrante, The Days of Abandonment

Why does he keep returning? He keeps returning forever, keeps returning and returning and he is my father.

Adrienne Kennedy, Funnyhouse of a Negro

The truth is that wherever a man lies with a woman, there, whether they like it or not, a transcendental relation is set up between them which must be eternally enjoyed or eternally endured.

C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters

If someone puts his hand here, or here, kiddies, it is sex, which you are not supposed to be having.

Lynn Coady, Hellgoing

On the one hand, we know today that our bodies keep a complete and faultless record of all the things we have ever experienced.

Alice Miller, The Body Never Lies

Now look objectively. You have to
admit the cancer cell is beautiful.

If it were a flower, you’d say, How pretty,
with its mauve centre and pink petals.

Margaret Atwood, “Cell”

Be fruitful, and multiply.

Genesis 1:28


PART 1

XX + XY


LATE SEVENTIES


XX

1.

Both of their mothers were dying in the background.
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1.

Both of their mothers were still alive in the background.
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2.

Before she died her mother was prickly. Before her mother died she was. One more time. Before her mother died she, her mother, was prickly. One more time. Before her mother died she, her mother, prickled her, Felicia.

In the days before she died, her mother flew into unpredictable rages over the littlest things. Felicia said sardines instead of tuna when passing the tin and her mother blasted her.

Why you working yourself up so? Felicia asked.

Because a tuna is a big fish and a sardines is a small fish. A sardines—you hear the nonsense you have me saying?

Her hands vibrated so badly she couldn’t open the tin, the can, the tin.

At the next meal, Felicia didn’t pour tomato sauce quickly enough into a pot, a sauce pan, thereby essentially, judging from her mother’s reaction, assassinating the Archduke.

All the nutrients done gone already, her mother said. We might as well eat hair. You happy with yourself ?

Later that evening, up in the room they rented from a Christian lady, a retired British-trained nurse, who stored her medical equipment in two trunks under the window, Felicia took her mother’s blood pressure. It was 190 over 110.

See. You provoking me. You provoking me, man.

Two days later it was 205 over 115. Her mother said it was because she had climbed the stairs. Or it was because because because the machine was broken. But when Felicia measured her own pressure, it was 110 over 60, which, instead of confirming the sphygmomanometer’s reliability, caused her mother to worry and divert the conversation to Felicia’s iron levels. She demanded menstruation details, when, how long, how heavy, what colour. Where could she get good beef? West Indian beef, not from these anemic snow-eating cows. The cast iron pot—the soap Felicia used had wrecked it. Nutrients, her mother said that a lot before she turned into a seahorse and drifted off.

And then over the weekend, her pressure went down to 146 over 90. They both laughed.

I telling you I know what I doing. Don’t feel I don’t know.

Her mother had taken to eating two cloves of garlic at each meal.

Sunday night, after the women wrapped their hair for bed, they leaned against the headboard in their rented room in the Christian woman’s house and excoriated the choir director for favouring the tenors. When her mother fell asleep, Felicia read a little Great Expectations for school. Three pages and she was out.

Her mother woke up and took the bus from Brampton to work in Toronto before she died. Obviously. When else would she take it?

+

Point taken. Yes, and then the office buzzed Felicia during period 4, Home Economics, and told her to bring her things with her, there had been an emergency.

But her mother was not in Emergency at St. Xavier hospital. In fact, Emergency was taped closed. Felicia imagined the worst, that her mother wasn’t simply dead but that a grenade had gone off in her chest and destroyed a section of the hospital. A police officer directed Felicia and a couple with a baby to an alternate entrance.

Felicia found her mother in Palliative, sharing a room with an elderly woman. It was strange to see her mother sleeping in public. She was normally a vigilant woman with chameleon eyes that seemed to move independently from one point of suspicion to another. Now, although they were both closed, she seemed uneasy, perhaps with the fact that her bra had been removed by strangers and her breasts splayed unflatteringly sideways.

Between the two beds, a man stood holding his wrists like the Escher print of hands drawing themselves. It would become his characteristic position. From forehead to jaw, his head was the same width as his neck. From shoulders to feet, he seemed constrained in a tight magic box, ready to be sawed in two. Put together, he comprised two rectangles stacked on each other—a tall, abstract snowman. His pants were wet from the knee down. Despite that, Felicia presumed he was the doctor because he was a man, a white man, a middle-aged white man, wearing a pinstriped shirt, but it turned out he was only a man, a white man, a middle-aged white man, wearing stripes and gripping his wrists.

Unconscious, Edgar said.

Unconscious or sleeping? Felicia asked.

Unconscious, he repeated. He presented the woman in the other bed as proof of his medical expertise. My mother. She’s sleeping.

His mother’s mouth was open. There was brown industrial paper towel on her chest to catch the leaking saliva. She gave the impression of needing to be laced up—as if by pulling the strings of a corset one could restore her mouth, her skin, her posture, to their former attentiveness.

She’s not going to make it, Edgar said. He flicked the bag of intravenous solution with his middle finger, then looked for some change to register in his mother. Seconds later, she began coughing. Her cheeks filled with thick liquid as Edgar searched for a cup, her spittoon. Felicia happened to swallow at the same time as his mother and while looking at the lump go down the woman’s throat, she felt the phlegm go down her own. She pulled the collar of her coat tight around her neck.

Felicia turned back to her mother. Her mother was so careful about applying makeup and now there was no trace of it on her. Where were her earrings? Her nail polish looked more crimson than red. Felicia knocked on her knuckles.

You hearing me? Felicia leaned in. You hearing me?

She thought she saw her mother frown. She frowned. Or perhaps it was a deception of light, the passing accident of light reflected from someone’s watch face.

Felicia heard the jaunty jingle of keys behind her.

So what brings your mother here on this fine autumn afternoon?

Without moving the rest of her body, Felicia twisted her cervical vertebrae to see if he was serious.

Mutter, here, couldn’t breathe, he offered. It’s her pneumonia. He put an odd stress on the her as if he were settling a dispute between feuding children: it’s her doll, let her have it. They think the cancer might have spread to her other lung. We’re waiting. It’s not easy. The waiting. Not easy at all. Come on, get in there.

Felicia turned around fully. She hadn’t seen snow since arriving in Canada.

Edgar was slouching in one of the chairs in the middle of the room, organizing his keychain. His hair was the colour of the dried oak leaves around her school.

What do you know? she said.

I’m just telling you how it goes. I’ve been through this once, twice, be—

No, I mean what do you know about my situation?
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A pipe had burst on the second floor of St. Xavier and the ER was flooded. Whenever Edgar went down to smoke, he waded through water that was as deep as his knees, water so heavy he had to rotate his hips just to pull his legs through.

The hospital have more than one entrance, Felicia informed him.

Of course. We’re not in West Africa, he said. But the people, who wants to deal with people?

I’m not African, she said.

Edgar looked up from his keys. Nobody said she was. Good body, useful body. Her body seemed useful to the point of being industrial, assembled out of construction machinery, the kind of body you could ask to retrieve a pen from a tight space with its claw arm. It had calculated a series of compensations for its plainness. Her chest was modest but her broad shoulders gave her shape; her backside was flat but the anterior tilt of her pelvis lifted it; her hips had little flare but her wide stance created a triangular base that balanced the inverted triangle of her torso.

He turned back to sequencing the keys by the course of his day, not just by category—house keys, car keys, office building key, office department key, office key—and explained that the hospital had stopped admitting patients around lunchtime. They diverted incoming ambulances to a nearby hospital, closed the first two floors of A wing, and transferred patients wherever they could find beds.

He finished, That’s how they ended up together.

He lifted the spiral of the key ring with his thumb. What locks were these little duplicate keys for?

He finished again, That’s how they ended up— And finally, That’s how she ended up here.

They just pick Palliative out of a hat and throw she body in here? Felicia asked.

Edgar let the spiral snap close. That wasn’t what he said. She kept misunderstanding him.

I think you scored pretty good digs, considering that some people are four to a room. I was adamant that the capacity of this room not exceed two.

There were two chairs in the middle of the room back to back, and a yellow curtain divider. Felicia’s mother was on the side near the window, which overlooked a courtyard with a single leafless tree. Edgar’s mother was on the side near the bathroom. Both of them were covered with cream blankets, four stripes near the legs. Next to the beds were bags of liquid, tubes, metal stands, machines with faces asking to be read or touched. There was a small tissue box on each of their side tables.

The shed key he didn’t need to carry around. He said, It’s the best place either of them could be right now.

In Palliative.

In Palliative, he confirmed.

The sun had gone down. Felicia hadn’t yet removed her hat, which along with her coat looked unnatural on her, as if she did not choose them herself.

The boiler’s working fine, Edgar said with a smile. If she were friendlier he would try to encircle the fulcrum of her waist with his hands. The girls at the office always got a kick out of that. He said, You must be burning up.

But Felicia didn’t want to talk. To him. She spoke just fine to the nurse who came in to collect a medical history. Edgar learned more about her mother than he knew about his own sister-in-law. Her middle name was Eunice. She was born in March. She had a heart murmur. She was advised to leave school early because she fainted a lot as a child. But it might have been the heat. She’d had a boiled egg and porridge for breakfast. No allergies. She didn’t like baked beans, canned food in general, but it wasn’t an allergy. She was married. The husband was back home. The islands. No cancer in the family. No stroke. Hypertension, yes. She also had a sister who had sugar and had her foot cut off twice. Same foot twice. She had five to eight children. Three died in infancy. Felicia was the youngest. That’s how she ended up in Canada. Her mother couldn’t have any more children after Felicia. Something went wrong. Felicia didn’t know. She didn’t know.

Not everybody can have children, Edgar said. He was feeling left out because the women were talking as if he wasn’t there. No, he was only coming to Felicia’s rescue after the assault of questions. (He felt left out.) The woman had a heart attack. Why did he have to listen to her whole reproductive history?

Both Felicia and the nurse turned to him without seeing him, as if resting momentarily from the heat of their conversation.

Roll up those wet pants, Felicia said then led the nurse into the hallway. She doesn’t take no medication except for a tablespoon of cod liver oil every morning with tea.

Edgar set the keys on Mutter’s bed. He rolled up his right pant leg. Much better. Why hadn’t he thought of that himself ? He flexed his foot upward to admire his calves. He crossed his legs at the knee to display the muscle to its advantage when Felicia re-entered.

Edgar was deep in a cigarette when Felicia returned. His legs crossed, his socks off, the mark of the elastic smoothed somewhat but red.

She made a face and pulled the dividing curtain. Some people acted like they couldn’t breathe when the thinnest whiff of smoke came their way.

Leave it open, he said.

Your mother have pneumonia, no? Felicia said through the curtain.

I can’t hear you, Edgar said though he could.

I don’t see how you could be in here smoking when— Felicia coughed.

Speak up.

She pushed her head through the curtain. She wore the endearing expression of a young woman who wanted to wear glasses before her time just to be taken seriously. I don’t see how you could be—

I think you’ve forgotten how lucky you are not to be sitting downstairs in sewage right now, he said and finished his cigarette. What if he sorted his keys by size so he could find them in the dark? Lightbulbs, he had to buy one for the garage. He wouldn’t find a store open before his trip to Calgary tomorrow. Did the distributor people firm up lunch?

She pulled the curtain all the way around her mother.

More doctors smoke Camel than any other brand, he said. He might as well make himself comfortable. He took off his pants and hung them on the footrail of his mother’s bed to dry.
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She heard him removing his pants: the belt buckle clanging against itself, the zipper, the whoosh of fabric. He sang softly to himself while doing it. His mother was coughing up the trapped badger from her lungs yet Felicia could hear him singing softly in a voice so high, so nostalgic of boyhood, that she resolved to be kinder to all God’s creatures.

She opened the curtain.

He was no longer smoking. He was sitting with his ankles crossed. Pants off. His dress shirt extended below his hips, covering his underwear. There were tiny, fair hairs on his legs that she wanted to blow off.

You ever been on an airplane? he asked.

How did he think she got to this country? By whale? Kinder to God’s creatures. Once, she said.

I never tire of the clouds. Tomorrow I’m off to Calgary. Might go skiing while I’m out there. You’ll have the room to yourself.

Thank you, Jesus. For the first time, she perceived an accent, bones in his consonants, girth in his vowels.

You ever see the Rockies?

Pictures, she said. Apparently she would have to alert him to the obvious. Your mutter’s coughing.

Mooter, he corrected her pronunciation.

Mutter. That’s what I said. All God’s creatures. Hold it together.

The Rocky Mountains. He panned his hand across space. Last time, no, two times ago, we had some meetings in Banff. No joke, on one side of the road, a bear, on the other an elk, and us in the middle. He shook his head.

Mutter coughed shrilly. He lit another cigarette.

Oh, no, no, no. Hell no. Felicia took hold of the dividing curtain again.

She put a thousand words into her good-night-so-sorry-your-mother’s-sick-help-her-with-some-water-yes-hold-the-cup-for-her-you-have-a-good-night-you-hear-such-a-shame-what-is-man-chaff-chaff-chaff-the-days-of-our-years-are-chaff-threescore-and-ten-but-don’t-give-up-hope-give-her-a-sweater-cover-up-her-chest-when-the-roll-is-called-up-yonder-a-little-water-now-tsk-tsk smile.

Edgar stood up and stood in the path of the curtain, adjusting his underwear under his shirt. Felicia came right close to him. You-and-your-mutter-have-a-good-night-you-hear, announced her shoulder to his sternum.

Mutter likes to see out the window, he said. His hair was parted and swept over in a tumble to the side in a sixties hairstyle, very out of style now. But what did she know of white men’s hairstyles? He looked like the father of Dick and Jane.

Felicia looked back and forth between the window and Edgar. Apart from one scraggly tree, which couldn’t be seen from Mutter’s angle, there wasn’t anything to see. Plus it was dark.

Mutter likes to see the sky.

Then you should have put her in the bed near the window.

His mother coughed chaff-chaff-chaff-chaff-chaff.

See, he said as if his mother were coughing confirmation. He stepped around Felicia and undid the little progress she had made with the curtain.

But she’s coughing, Felicia said.

I thought the cancer would take her out. But it looks like—

I can’t have her coughing on my mother, Felicia said.

She’s not coughing on your mother.

The last thing she need is to come down with pneumonia.

Edgar lined his forehead into a haiku:


You’ve got bigger things
to worry about, my dear,
than a little cough.

+



She endured that cigarette.

But the next time Edgar wanted to smoke, Felicia fixed him with a look, bad eye they called it on her island, which he pretended not to see, but he put the cigarette back into the pack, put his pants back on, and left. Felicia took the opportunity to find the nurse on duty. The hallways were dim. From one of the rooms, she heard the choked, desperate silence of a patient recovering his breath after vomiting. There was one nurse at the station.

I don’t understand why you put my mother in that room.

I did not admit your mother, the nurse said.

Can you tell me if she’s— Felicia didn’t know how to finish. Conscious? Better? Dreaming?

The nurse followed Felicia back to the room with a folder. She observed the monitor. She took the temperature. She looked at the colour under Felicia’s mother’s eyelids. But Felicia wasn’t sure the nurse was capturing essential information. She pointed out the dark fingernails. She lifted her coat from her mother’s feet for the nurse to touch.

She’s stable, the nurse said.

She stable? She not improving?

Stable doesn’t mean—

I know what stable means, Felicia snapped then instantly regretted it. She sanded her voice. I think you should send my mother to Emergency.

There’s no Emergency.

This is an emergency.

Emergency is flooded, the nurse said slowly. Intensive Care is flooded. There are no beds in Cardiac so, given the circumstances, Miss, she’s in the best place possible—above water.

You making a joke of my situation?

Would you like her floating in the ICU?

You in the wrong profession, Felicia said. I want to talk to a doctor. I here since three o’clock and no doctor come to find me yet. You tell me she in a coma when I come in here. Now you telling me she stable. You giving she oxygen. I don’t see nothing hook up to she heart. I not no doctor but something need to hook up to the woman heart.

The doctor will be here in the morning.

I don’t see how you could have my mother in here next to this lady who coughing coughing all the time. How you go put she next to somebody with highly contagious pneumonia?

The woman looked at the next bed. Where’s her mask?

She didn’t have on no mask from the time I get here.

She’s supposed to.

The nurse pulled a blue mask from a box on the wall and covered Mutter’s nose and mouth.

She has to keep it on, the nurse said.

The room already full of bacteria, Felicia said. I could pull this curtain?

Of course.

The man, her son, say he mother does like to see—

It’s the middle of the night. Nothing to see, the nurse said and drew the curtain between the chairs, leaving Felicia on one side and herself on the other.
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Outside, Edgar sat high on the back of a bench, feet on the seat, smoking tobacco though his mind felt weedy. His life had been a long straight line to this point that ended with the red tip of a cigarette.

If two people travelling in a straight line meet in a hospital room, is that a vertex or an intersection? Why can’t two lines be friends or form a shape of some sort? Good word, vertex. Vertex.

He noticed that his belt was unbuckled. It dangled between his legs like a— How long is a line? If line a is travelling on a plane to Calgary at 850 kilometres per hour while line b remains arrested next to a bed, how much longer will it take line a to recover from the death of its mother than line b?

He twirled the long end of his belt. He meditated long before flicking his cigarette away. Then he ducked beneath the unmanned tape of Emergency and walked through the ocean, back to the room where his mother lay dying.

+

Edgar immediately removed the mask from Mutter. She was in the middle of a rapid succession of coughs unh-unh-unh-unh-unh-unh-unh that ended with a long, high-pitched one, her windpipe trying to invert itself like a sock. She shouldn’t inhale the same germs she was expelling.

He opened the curtain.

Put the mask back on her, Felicia said.

Edgar went to his chair and tapped a folded newspaper against his knee, as if he hadn’t heard.

Felicia crossed the room and put the mask on his mother, his mutter. Edgar got up and removed it. Felicia replaced it. Mutter’s coughing intensified, a thick continuous assault that left her breathless. Her eyes watered. Her mouth was full of phlegm.

Don’t let her swallow it, Felicia said. This time, she was the one who lowered the mask.

Edgar took a Styrofoam cup from the side table and held it under Mutter’s mouth.

Mutter spat weakly. Trails continued down the side of her mouth. Felicia found a straw and gave the woman some water then she wiped her mouth with the paper towel on her chest.

She adjusted the angle of the bed. Let that cold drain from her head, she told Edgar.

Edgar looked into the cup. The liquid was rusty. Streaks of red marbled the yellow. He tipped the cup to show Felicia, who then covered her mouth and hurried from the room. He glanced into the cup again. In English, he couldn’t determine whether it was disgust or shame or tears or a vision of an impending fact that propelled her? The German word for her departure would be Fernweh.

+

He had the room to himself long enough to construct another word problem. If one calculated the number of hours over a period of months or years that relationships take to develop and applied them into a single, compressed meeting of heightened time, and tested that relationship years later by a reliable metric, would that relationship be as sturdy as a relationship constructed over months or years?

Before he could bring to mind personal and celebrity examples for each case, he heard Felicia in the hallway, arguing with one of the nurses. He got up to investigate.

I don’t have no money for the pay phone, Felicia was saying.

I’m very sorry, the nurse said. I can’t help you.

You can help me. Felicia’s arms were expressive.

I really can’t.

Edgar approached them.

You go have to live with your conscience if something happen to my mother while you upholding a policy, Felicia said.

I’m very sorry. We don’t permit international calls.

Edgar jumped in. Why do you assume her call is international?

Is the sister you’re calling here? the nurse asked Felicia.

Felicia didn’t look at Edgar but he felt an energy pass between them like she had psychically tagged him into the fight. She nodded.

The nurse looked unconvinced.

She has people here, Edgar said.

The nurse held the receiver to Felicia while looking hard at Edgar. One call, she said. What’s the number?

Felicia rattled out a local number while the nurse dialled. The conversation was too polite to be with a sister. The nurse was placing a coloured form into patient folders. She seemed satisfied listening to Felicia’s acrobatics. Felicia couldn’t say, Call my sister, if she was in fact speaking to one of her sisters. She would not need to give one sister the number of another. Handcuffed.

You run a tight prison, Edgar said to the nurse. She should be ashamed of herself, harassing an eighteen, nineteen-year-old girl like Felicia.

One local call, the nurse said. It’s not a public phone.

+

When Felicia ended the call, Edgar nudged her lightly and she followed him down the hallway, around the corner, and down to the second floor. His pants were wet against his shins.

You might get lucky, he said.

They did. Immediately. They found an unattended nurse’s station. Edgar lifted the phone from the desk to the raised counter.

Don’t talk too loud, he said.

Edgar leaned on the counter and kept lookout while Felicia placed a call. As soon as her sister picked up, Felicia turned her back to him. Her body relaxed when she began speaking. She sounded like the younger sister. He recognized the tone—pleading, petulant, reluctantly deferential. Although his brother was only two years older, his decisions had determined the structure of Edgar’s life. He studied Economics so Edgar had to. What a mess that attempt was. He worked at the head office in Germany after Vater died so Edgar had to anchor himself in Canada with Mutter.

How long it go take you to get a visa? Felicia said into the phone. Well, tell— Interrupted. Tell— Again. I know she close but she illegal. She go say she can’t leave the States.

Edgar realized he was listening when Felicia glanced over her shoulder at him. He took a few steps down the hallway. Back to the first question: If two people travelling in a straight line meet in a hospital room, is that a vertex or an intersection? Solve.

Is only now I could use the phone! Felicia said. You could call the hospital or call the landlady and she go tell you what happening.

A vertex can become an intersection by extending the lines. But an intersection cannot become a vertex again.

Nobody say anything about an operation. Pause. They thinning she blood. Pause. Everything close down—Emergency, Intensive Care. She up in Palliative. Pause. I know she don’t belong there but that’s where they put she.

Felicia looked over her shoulder again and Edgar shot his gaze upward to study an exit sign.

I pressuring the nurses to do something but they standoffish. All I can do is wait, watch and pray. Pause. She not looking good but you remember Cling-Cling—right, clawing the casket from the inside. Pause. It don’t matter. Listen, whether she get better or she get worse you go want to be here. Pause. In the morning, call the hospital and ask then I go find a way to call you and we go compare what they saying.

Felicia turned around so the telephone cord was wrapped around her body. She covered the mouthpiece and mouthed to Edgar, Excuse me. He gave her a little salute.

I don’t know, I don’t know, she was saying to her sister as Edgar walked toward his cigarette spot in the parkette outside Emergency. He sat on the back of a bench, feet on the seat, and smoked through his thoughts.

+

When he returned to the room, the curtain was open and Mutter’s mask was off. Felicia was sitting on a chair between the two beds.

Edgar removed his wet pants and sat beside her. She took a deep breath. He gripped his wrists. They opened their mouths.
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