delible pages:Layout 1 4/17/07 4:30 PM Page%

delible

anne stone



delible pages:Layout 1 4/17/07 4:3%;PM Page 2

Also by the author

Hush
Jacks: a gothic gospel



delible pages:Layout 1 4/17/07 4:3%;PM Page 3

delible

anne stone

serotonin
books

INSOMNIAC PRESS

o



delible pages:Layout 1 4/17/07 4:3%;PM Page 4

Copyright © 2007 Anne Stone

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-
duced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form
or by any means, without the prior written permission of the
publisher or, in case of photocopying or other reprographic copy-
ing, a license from Access Copyright, 1 Yonge Street, Suite 1900,
Toronto, Ontario, Canada, MsE 1E5.

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Stone, Anne, 1969- Delible / Anne Stone.
ISBN 978-1-897178-36-2

I. Title.
PS8587.T659D44 2007  C813’.54 C2007-901106-3

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the support of the
Canada Council, the Ontario Arts Council and the Department
of Canadian Heritage through the Book Publishing Industry De-
velopment Program.

Printed and bound in Canada

Insomniac Press, 192 Spadina Avenue, Suite 403
Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M5T 2C2

www.insomniacpress.com

Canadi é@ A

HE Canapa Councit | Le Cor
FOR THE ARTS | DU CANADA ONTARIO ARTS COUNCIL
DDDDDDD 957 CONSEIL DES ARTS DE UONTARIO




delible pages:Layout 1 4/17/07 4:3%;PM Page 5

The world is gone
I must carry you

— Paul Celan
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Part One
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-
Melora Sprague

Lying on my back, a handful of dirt in my
mouth. Lying on my back, very still, and the dirt
inside my mouth is the same as the dirt beneath
me. This is my first and most lasting taste of de-
votion. The sensation against which I measure
all other increments of love. My sister kneels be-
side the body. Her hands move with the delicacy
of clockwork. The air is still and cool and the
sky is a soft and wintry blue. September. My sis-
ter places one twig and then another inside of
my open mouth. In two days, she will be nine
and then most of a year will have to pass before
we are the same, though to Melissa, there is a
world of difference between eight and a bit and
nearly nine.

It’s an old game. A game even dogs can play.
I am playing dead and my sister fills my mouth
with dirt and broken twigs and tiny rocks. Only
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if I believe I am dead, truly dead, will I not
flinch. My mouth is open to each small indignity
her fingers offer up.

A few little girls gather around us. Melissa
shushes them and demands they lower their
heads. One of them, Carly, has a look about her
that Melissa likes and she lets that special one
sit next to her as she attends to me. Three or
four little girls, enthralled by the mystery of a
body at rest, form a tiny cabal, gather the heads
of dead grass gone to seed. Melissa tells them
the dried seeds are my medicine.

I take tiny breaths through my nose. Con-
centrate on my chest, which must remain still
and flat and unmoving until Melissa is ready for
me to be saved. Melissa’s fingertips trace my
eyelids, my cheeks. We are at the centre of an-
other world entirely. A world where seeds of
grass, leached out to the colour of sand, restore
life. Melissa clears the dirt and twigs from my
mouth, and whispering over the shut-eye seeds,
places them on my tongue. My eyes are closed,
but I can feel her eyes moving over me. Deli-
cious shivers course through my skin. I don’t
want to be brought back. I want to die here for-
ever.

It’s a sniff of gasoline, prickling up through
your skin. It’s having your hair stroked and your
back tickled by the girl behind you as the

teacher reads a story and the words run together
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into the sound of something soft and warm, low
to the ground. It’s cool cotton sheets fluttering
lightly over your body as if Mom has forgotten
all about you and set about making an empty
bed, only to discover you inside, the sheets so
safely tucked, so tight and cool against your
skin.

“Snug as a bug in a rug,” she says.

My body is the empty bed.

My sister places the last of the seeds on my
tongue, and waits for the miraculous rebirth.
But I don’t come back to her. I wonlt come back.
She traces her fingers against my eyelids and,
covering my face from view, brutally pinches my
nose. And I gasp and choke, undeniably alive.

It’s an impressive performance and my sister
looks grim but pleased. I turn my back and hork
up gravel and dirt, pick the grit from my teeth.
The little girls have already forgotten me and
turn all of their attention to Melissa, the source
of this wondrous gift. They gasp and beg, me
pleass mepleae Each wants to lie down in the
soft light of Melissa’s eyesight and, like Sleeping
Beauty, display the still repose of a well-attended
corpse.

Mel’s eyes scan the playground and she pulls
out clumps of grass by the roots. Woodrow Kun-
zli stares back at her. His arms reach up over his
head, his hands clasp the chain-link fence. He
pulls the weight of his body against his arms,
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stretches, pretends he hasn’t been watching her

all along.
“Such an odd little boy,” Mel says.

I look away from the Woodsman and take
her in. It’s such a weirdly adult thing for Mel to

say.

On my first day of grade three, Woodrow Kunzli
is assigned to be my homework buddy. As the
odd ones out in the split three-four class, me
and the Woodsman are balled together like a
couple of orphaned socks in the back of the
drawer. I'd tried to catch Mel’s eye, but she and
Ronnie, also in the fourth grade, are already
pushing their desks together. And so, together,
the Woodsman and I discover m, measuring the

diameter and circumference of the old oil drums

abandoned in the swampy woods beside the co-

op townhouse project I live in.

At recess, I’'d sometimes watch the Woods-
man. His hazel-flecked eyes reminded me of va-
cant lots — the kind people assume are empty:
But long after the inhabitants have moved on,
there is the debris of lives lived, the stuff no one
can find a use for, and marking the border of the
lot, a wire fence to collect up the bickering

pages of yesterday’s news.

It’ll be years before I have a phrase to ex-
press how the Woodsman gets by. It will be from
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my father that I learn the most important thing
I learn in all of high school, maybe in all my life:

In absence of respect, fear will suffice.

When I first see the Woodsman, I’m small and no
one’s scared of me. But everyone is afraid of the
Woodsman. Everyone except me. Long before I
understand it as a choice I've made, I decide to re-
spect him.

For now, with the judicious reasoning of
childhood, Woodrow is a nursery rhyme come
to life. One day, after recess, we return to find
the eyes of our dolls inked out with his pen. In
Mrs. Basil’s split three-four class, our dolls are
blind and the Woodsman sits cross-legged, his
face to the corner. Pens are not allowed. Mrs. Basil
says that, in the shower, she scrubs her skin until
it is raw, like her father before her, and compli-
ments me because my body doesn’t ever break
into a sweat. No matter how hot it gets or how
hard I run. She points it out to the whole three-
four class. “Look at Lora,” she says, “no matter
how hot she gets, she never perspires.”

“Yeah,” snickers Mel, “cause she sweats.”

Mrs. Basil ushers us into the girls’ bathroom
and we wash our dolls’ eyes out with liquid soap.
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Melissa collects these kindergarten girls like the
dolls they are, trussed up in floral designs and
bussed in from the western verge of the Saug.
Newly brought back from the dead, I kick at
the dirt with my Kodiaks and two of the little
girls, sisters, cry out and fuss over pink knee

socks and black patent leather shoes.

“Let’s do something else now;,” I beg Mel,
“look at them, they’re dressed for church.”
“You didn’t complain when they were at

your funeral.”

The sisters’ immaculate shoes dusted off,

they press up to Melissa and beg in earnest,
drawing please out for a full two syllables or
shooting out pleases so quickly in succession that
their tiny mouths sound off like a lit string of la-

dyfingers.

I squat on a patch of dirt, close my eyes, and
try to reach into Melissa with my thoughts.

Choose me, choose me.

Though we look alike, being sisters and less than
a year apart, only Melissa needs glasses. Thick
glasses. Coke-bottle glasses. Glasses which,
when she takes them off, have the magical effect
of making this world a remote and illegible
place. With that one deft gesture, Melissa can, if
not vanish herself, effectively disappear every-

one around her. It is a trick she makes use of
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whenever she needs the world to become softer,
more accommodating. Less insistent. It’s as if
she expects the world to act in accord with the
illusion and just back off.

Mom blames Mel’s poor eyesight on her
habit of watching television, because she sits six
inches from the screen. But it’s a habit she’s ac-
quired precisely because her eyesight is poor.

Her glasses were found. Alongside her knap-
sack and boots. At Islington station.

I was fifteen years old, barely, and Melissa
was practically sixteen when it happened. But
we weren’t so far apart as that sounds.

Melissa Ann Sprague and Melora Ann Sprague.
Melora and Melissa. Our mom named us so that
we would sound alike. Of course, people were
always shortening our names. I would've liked it
if they shortened me to Mel too, but they always
called me Lora and called Melissa Mel, as if they
wanted to distinguish us more than we would
ourselves. Mel was the first born, and so, was
supposed to be named for our grandmother,
Penny, but Mom didn’t want to name her for so
little money. “Why don’t we just call her Chzntzy
and be done with it?” she said. And so, my sister
was named Melissa. Melissa Ann Sprague.
Though Nanna Stokes calls her Melissa,
everyone else, by the time she’s a teen, calls her
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Mel. Throughout, when she’s very sweet or
someone wants something of her, they call her
Princess or Precious, and sometimes, though not
so very often, they call me that too. But really,
by the time she’s gone, her name is Mel.
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— 5 —
Celia Stokes

There’s a difference between dirty and untidy.
When I first walked into the place, the girl’s
room was both. It was a girl’s room, then, but
now it’s a private museum, a curated space.
These days, under the seeming mess, the room’s
immaculate. A little over two years have passed,
but I smell the faint odour of bleach. My grand-
daughter’s socks hang from the rim of the ham-
per, as they did on the day she disappeared, but
something about the arrangement is foo casual.
Like wildflowers bought from a florist: they’re
grown by the flat, nothing random about it.
Melissa’s concert shirt is as she left it, looking
like it was shed the night before and tossed over
the chair’s back. Though it was white when the
girl left us, the shirt has since gone grey from
laundering.

I sit on my granddaughter’s bed and Karin
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works some small area of the room, as though
preparing for a belated return. This last time,
she stood at the closet door, a plywood board
thinly coated with a simulacrum of wood, and
scraped at the words that'd been written there
with Liquid Paper, a girl’s attempt at sophisti-
cation: Sex Pistols, The Vibrators, Violent Femmes.
Each letter formed in a child’s hand, each I’ dot-
ted with a girlish heart. Karin stood and scraped
as the two of us talked. By the time I left, the
words were gone, leaving only faint scratches.
By the girl’s bed, a heart-shaped frame. In i,
an American cliché of a man, his face as whole-
some as milk and toast. Handsome, yes, and

thoroughly innocuous. Whatever image once
looked out over the room had been banished
and in its place, Karin left the backing, prefer-
ring the anonymous but kind-looking stranger

provided by Sears.

Two years have passed and, while a number

of things have been removed from the room,

Karin has made only one addition, an image of
her girl newly pressed into the mirror’s frame.
A renewed connection to her daughter, a sem-

blance, however slim. If I were a stranger, look-

ing for the first time, I wouldn’t see anything
out of the ordinary. It appears to be a studio
portrait of a young woman, growing older, as
children do. It wouldn’t be until you looked, re-
ally looked, that you'd see it’s not a photograph
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at all, but a document. Not something taken,
but made

The first picture I have of Melissa is the first
picture of her in this world. In it, she’s less than
a minute old. A Polaroid snapped in the hospi-
tal. The colours made soft, the tint and fade of
age. I look at the Polaroid and see how the
world belonged to this baby girl, as yet un-
named. Everything was hers at that moment. I
look at that same picture now and can’t help but
remember Karin too, still so young herself.
None of us could have imagined, the moment
the snapshot was taken, that anything in this
world could hurt that little girl. Could bear to
hurt her.

When I look at the newest image, the age
enhancement, I see that it too tells a story. In a
world apart from us, Melissa turns eighteen.
Two years after her disappearance, she is the girl
in a colour emulsion who wears a pair of pearl
earrings and what must be a private school
blazer, its emblem sadly illegible. In a parallel
universe, the ersatz world of images, a version
of my granddaughter thrives.

In that other world, Mel’s braces are gone
and her imperfect teeth stand corrected. I can’t
say that I know this girl, though the features are
accurate. While it might only be measured in the
smallest of increments, each trivial in isolation,
somehow, the sum total of my granddaughter has
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been replaced. This new Melissa is one who has
been chosen for a different path in life. Her
image has been adopted out into better circum-

stances.

Sometimes, Karin pulls out the album of
Melissa, the one her brother made in the
months after her girl disappeared and together
Karin and I look at the old pictures, the real pic-
tures. At times, it’s the gap between Melissa’s
front teeth that holds my eye. Another time, it
might be a stain on Melissa’s shirt, one Karin
must not have noticed, or one that must have
occurred between the time Melissa left the
house and the moment she’'d had her school pic-
ture taken. Together, we stare at the imperfect
girl, the real girl, and I wonder if it isn’t these
flaws that made Melissa vulnerable to the worst
of the world. It’s hard to imagine the smallest
measure of misery inflicted on Mel’s counter-
part, this smiling stranger with perfect teeth.

Had they provided us with this version of
Melissa when she vanished, there might have
been outrage, an outcry, something more. As it
was, only one article appeared, a fear piece, the
kind of atrocity tale told to frighten parents. In
it, Fred Irving wrote about what he called “the
girl’s troubled history,” as if there were signs that
reveal who among us is tragedy-prone, as if
teenage girls aren’t troubled by definition. No
one would have questioned the later version of
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my granddaughter. One look, and you’d know
that, for her to disappear, something would have

to go terribly wrong.

Karin tells me she doesn’t remember if
Melissa said good night. How does a girl vanish?
The door to her room closed. The window

screen perfectly placed.

Karin tells me she doesn’t remember if
Melissa ate her dinner that night, or ate noth-
ing. She doesn’t remember the last instant she
laid eyes on her, in the kitchen or living room or
in the corridor, in passing. And she doesn’t

know, cannot know, how it was or why Mel was
not in her bedroom the next morning, though
there had to have been a precise moment in
time, like the instant in which the first atom was
split, a tiny unremarkable breach to which all

the misery can be traced.

I sometimes stay the night in my grand-
daughter’s room, but it’s only when I've turned
the surrogate’s face away from mine that I
dream of Melissa in the present tense. And in
these dreams, no different from Karin’s or
Lora’s, time turns inward and against itself.

Karin tells me that in her dreams, she returns to
the house I lived in when my boy was eighteen.
She is pregnant with Melissa, though I am un-
concerned. Karin stands in the yard. There is a
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thorny tree, branches unruly and overlong.
Whenever she looks at this tree, she says, she is
at peace. No matter that the clouds move
quickly, flashing light and dark. No matter, as
she stares at its miraculous growth, its frenzied
bursts of blooming and shedding, that seasons
flicker past. No matter that the snow settling on
her shoulders one moment evaporates in a
quicksilver of heat in the next. When time slows
to a more human pace, my son steps outside.
His voice is even and continuous, though his ap-
proach jags. He walks towards Karin in a series
of stuttering, uneven frames. It’s in this way that
my son will tell her that Melissa is not coming

back.

“It’s a bad spot you’re in,” he will say:.
They are the same words, exactly, he uses

when leaving Karin.
“I’'m in a bad spot,” he says.

He closes the door. Through the glass, Karin
surmises his face from the few features the light
suggests. The line of his cheek. The expanse of
his forehead. The ridge of his nose. The rest of

my son resides in the shadows.

A teenage girl rides into the yard on a bicy-
cle and stands in the weed bed with her back to
Karin. She hears the girl but can’t see her face.
The girl begins to sob and so does she. It almost
teels good, she tells me, the sobs so hard, they
wrench her body. Karin stares at the back of the
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girl’s head, the girl faces the horizon, and she
finds herself wondering if her eyes are even
open.
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