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NONFICTION

The Leader of the Pack
GAVIN DOYLE

She sinks downward, dispersing a school of fish in an array of bubbles. Long spindly tubes 
reach down from the surface, encircling her in a loose coil before connecting to her nostrils. 
Long pockets of air billow from her mouth as she recedes. 

hot dog with a white bun, which waits open on the table. 
She has simultaneously created this snack with a magic 
that made it appear all at once, just as I noticed it. To 
disturb this magic, I drop the bottle of ketchup to the floor, 
just to see what happens. It explodes. Splatters all over the 
white linoleum. The plastic shell of the Heinz bottle is 
now an open boat on a sea of red. 

My creative-writing class is searching for inspiration 
among dead animals in the zoology lab. There are bones 
of every size, from mouse to elephant, and varying busts 
of antelope and deer, but I am captivated most by the little 
bodies held in jars, suspended in formaldehyde. They are 
not stuffed, not made to look pretty. They are whole.

 One jar holds a lizard with translucent skin. Its nose 
presses against the bottom, and its tail pokes out of the 
liquid at the top, curling at the jar’s lid. Its body is twig-like, 
upturned and covered in scales that are tan with brown 
spots, colours less vibrant from what I imagine they once 
were. A fat toad is jammed in a different jar, head coming 
out of the preservative for air, nose pressed against the lid, 
like it’s gasping. But there is no opening the jar. There is 
no saving the toad; it is dead. Fish are packed into another 
jar, as if the zoologists had run out and decided one would 
do. They almost look like they could start swimming again 
at any moment. 

I imagine my hand twisting open the jar with the little 
lizard, plucking it by its little clawed foot and plopping it 
into my mouth. I know it would taste like poison and bone, 
but I wonder if it would burst with juice like a pickle. That 

Her name is Marjorie, but you can just call her Marge. 
She works in the kitchen, which she has decorated entire-
ly in cow print. Her hands have protruding tendons from 
years of squeezing spray bottles, turkey basters, and garden 
shears. With a strong grip, she wrenches open seven pris-
tine jars into which she evenly disperses dill, garlic, and 
vinegar. The effervescent acid pricks my eyes all the way 
over at the table. A spritz of sweat shines on her upper lip, 
where wrinkles have become woven with every smirk and 
frown. She fans at her hairline, careful not to disturb her 
perm. I don’t know why she’s so hot, with the breeze that 
sounds the large chimes outside and flows through the gap 
in the glass door, but she doesn’t stop working. She grabs 
the pickling dills and plops them into each jar. More so as 
an afterthought, some carrots and cauliflower get thrown 
in as well. She twists a lid onto each one. Then it’s time to 
wait. 

I’ve never seen the cucumbers change. I’m convinced 
they wait until no one is looking. 

Pickling is a ritual of preservation. It can be understood 
in the same vein as the pink salt lamp, the pendulum (along 
with The Amazing Kreskin instruction manual that ac-
companies it), and the tarot cards she keeps wrapped in a 
silk scarf. They make up her spiritual fabric. They ensure 
her future. 

Get your bun ready, she says. 
I lift my chin from the palm of my hand, slip off the 

dining-room chair and approach the overflowing fridge. 
The ketchup is on the top shelf so I have to go on my tippy 
toes. The microwave timer goes off. She has made me a 
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She brings one jar to her mother, my baba, who taught 
her the ins and outs of preserving. When we arrive I pull 
on the jacket Granny made me. I love it because it’s covered 
in endless penguins. The nursing home is a squat building 
that goes off into two branches. I imagine one contains the 
living and one the near dead. We walk into the main area, 
check in, and then search for Baba among the old people 
milling about. Some talk in groups, some talk to themselves, 
and some just sit there, silent. I don’t think I’ll ever be old. 
Old people move as though they are knee deep in something 
invisible, something that only started to flood in as they 
aged, something that turned their movement into a mockery 
of what it used to be.

We find Baba sitting on her own at a round table. 
Granny and she talk for a while. I just sit there, fiddling 
with my jacket. Baba talks in a gravelly voice about how 
she has no friends here, and that she hates this place, just 
as she hates everything else. Granny is going to have to 
find somewhere else to put her. 

Baba’s white short hair looks baby-like in the way that 
it stands straight up. Her eyes look milky because she has 
cataracts, but they give off an inexplicable aura of  

juice would burn down my throat as I chewed on its little 
sinews. 

Maybe I am just desperate to make these animals do 
something. They are old, unnaturally old. Some fifty or 
sixty years according to their labels. And they are still. Still 
in a way that signifies difference from what they once were. 
Not even shaking the jars could animate them in quite the 
right way.

Granny puts the jars of pickles into the trunk of her 
silver Oldsmobile. It has a red velvet interior and smells 
like her Elizabeth Taylor perfume. I clamber into the 
backseat, buckle in, and we pull out of the garage to begin 
our trip. We stitch our way past field and farm and field 
and more farm. Sometimes there’s a horse or a cow. The 
Shangri-Las come on from a cassette, singing about how 
the leader of the pack is now gone.  The notes cascade out 
the windows and are carried away by the summer breeze. 
Most of the jars end up in Andrew and Two Hills, where 
our leagues of Ukrainian relatives stand frozen in time until 
Granny remembers they’re there and brings them some 
more pickles. 
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like lungs at night and deflates by the morning, expelling 
its air only after I’ve fallen asleep.

All of this is in the periphery of the photo. Actually 
pictured is my grandpa’s hook nose, outlined by the 
window. And through the window are the trees which 
are shaped like perfect circles, like lollipops sticking out 
of the ground. My brother and I, our small heads, our 
similar haircuts, are also there. I am admiring my new 
Barbie plane. My granny is beside me, behind my brother. 
Everything is dimmed, as if the photo was taken mid-
blink. Here, all of our bodies are held within a rectangle. 

Granny makes me Kraft Dinner when I visit her one 
day after school. The choice was Kraft Dinner or Ichiban 
with some ice cubes to cool it down. I also have a pickle 
wrapped in paper towel. She cuts her own in half. We 
leave the brine for grandpa to drink. 

I look from the orange noodles to Sylvia Browne, who 
is on The Montel Williams Show. Sylvia has long nails and 
a cigarette-bitten voice. She scans the audience before 
saying, There are aliens in here today. 

Granny learned about the white light from Sylvia, 
which you can imagine projecting from your stomach. It 
protects you from any bad energy. When Granny was in 
surgery for breast cancer, she had a near-death experience. 
She saw a white light in the sky, which she said filled 
her with a peace she had never felt before, but she didn’t 
go in. It wasn’t her time yet. 

John Edwards is on later. He has his own show called 
Crossing Over. John talks like the kid in school who has 
no friends. He constantly recites the alphabet, body parts, 
months, years. He is like a pointer on a dial, wavering 
to find connections to the other side, waiting until 
someone in the audience claims the spirit he has on the 
line. 

I saw the ghost of a man in a suit, I say, turning to 
my granny. He had a side-part and grey hair. 

Oh really? Granny asks. 
I also heard the voice of a little girl downstairs. She 

said hello. 
Granny nods her head at me, squinting her eyes, in 

full trust. She looks around the living room as if she 
might be able to see what I saw. We guess what numbers 
each other is thinking, and she tells me I am right every 
time. Sometimes she pretends she’s possessed by a demon 
and tickles me. 

She says, Once I had a dream that my brother was 
saying goodbye to me. I woke up to the phone ringing. 
It was the hospital. They told me he had died. 

knowingness. When she looks at me, which is not very 
often, it is as though she can see through my eyes to the 
back of my head. Her body is small and hunched inward. 
She mutters in a low tone, just a decibel above the TV 
playing soaps, that she wants to die. 

The pickles aren’t going to change her mind. 

Staring at all the jars in the zoology lab, all I can think 
about are her pickles. Her pickles and her. Or maybe just 
her. I stare at the liquids in each jar, the varying colours, 
from transparent to orange, and I wonder why I don’t call 
her anymore. I wonder why I don’t see her as much. 

I fish an old photo from a box on my mom’s shelf. In 
the picture is the living room of my granny and grandpa’s 
old house. 

I’m there again. It’s dark at night. They have a fibre- 
optic light that spins over the TV, and there is a streetlight 
outside the back window that is always blinking. Creaks, 
collections of shadow, nightlights, little angel figurines, 
and candles lit on the coffee table, hot wax on my fingers, 
merge together in the gloom. The blow-up mattress inflates 

When Granny was 
in surgery for breast 
cancer, she had a 
near-death experience. 
She saw a white light in 
the sky, which she said 
filled her with a peace 
she had never felt 
before, but she didn’t 
go in.
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at the table. She’s connected to long, spindly tubes and a 
tank. Her oxygen. 

Deb, don’t forget about the potatoes, my granny says 
from her chair at the table. 

Oh my god! my mom responds. Just let me worry about it. 
No one can cross my mom in the kitchen without 

being cursed at. She needs space. Granny still gets to cut 
the turkey, though. She wields that electric knife like no 
one else. And when my mom accidentally smacks her 
hand on the corner of the cupboard, Granny is the first 
to laugh. 

Later, I sit with Granny on the couch. A corny horror 
movie is on, and I won’t leave until after it’s over. We eat 
chocolate and Jell-O with whipped cream. 

I’m sorry, she says, when she breathes too loudly. When 
her lungs make noise. She says, I used to find it annoying 
when my aunt made noises like this. I thought she was 
doing it for attention. 

It’s okay, no one thinks that, I say.
My mom tells me that Granny wants to move into a 

home. 
I wonder if wanting to die is paradoxically a plea for 

self-preservation. A way to leave before our colours have 
faded, before we feel like a downgraded copy of who we 
once were. 

I think my granny would be great at preserving bodies. 
Making good pickles is not the easiest task. They can be 
too vinegar-y, too soft, too crunchy. It really takes a certain 
finesse. 

I see her in the zoology lab, wearing her long muumuu 
under a white lab coat, poking at the bones of animals with 
her oxygen tank wheeled behind her. I know that she would 
talk to them. I think she would have to, just in case part 
of their soul is trapped in a piece of fur or bone. Or maybe 
in case they have any unfinished business here. 

She places salt lamps, candles and angel figurines among 
the bones of vermin, skulls of foxes, mounts of antelope 
and jars of fish, a toad and a lizard. The Shangri-Las play 
from a cassette. Clean jars stand on the table, each with 
equal amounts of pickle juice. She plops little bodies into 
each and writes their classifications in her loopy script. At 
night, she holds a séance to guide any lost spirits into the 
light. She listens for the murmurs of birds, any quiet re-
sidual caws, for water that drips from fish swimming midair, 
for the tusk of an elephant scraping the threshold of the 
room. Post-mortem calls echo into the present. 

I am trying to write about the zoology lab, but I can’t get 
past the pickles. I want to understand exactly what pickles 
are, so I search the university’s database for anything related 
to them. I come across an article from the 19th century. It 
says that the gravity of brine is greater than that of water. 
Brine is thick and packed and full. Brine is water impreg-
nated by salt. 

Maybe brine is what we float on when we look back, its 
gravity greater, suspending us in a certainty that the present 
cannot. 

We float on brine in the dead sea as the white sun shines. 

I am upside down on Granny’s couch, staring at the big 
Tiffany lamp on the side table, its array of differently co-
loured glass. Granny paints glass herself sometimes, using 
this black goo to make the outlines of birds and flower 
petals, then filling them in with light pink and desert orange 
and ultramarine blue. I love the way the light filters through.

 Granny comes out of her room, holding something in 
her hand. Her skin is baked brown from a month in Hawaii. 
When she comes closer to the couch, I see that she’s holding 
a ring with a purple gem. I know it’s from the Shopping 
Channel, which she is always watching before I get to her 
house. She has the bills sent to my mom so that Grandpa 
doesn’t see them. 

This ring used to be pink, she says.
I ask, Did you get someone to change it? 
No, it was Sylvia Browne, when I went to see her in 

Hawaii. I went up to her when it was my turn, and she 
didn’t say anything except, you have a lot of blue around 
you. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but then 
she nodded at my ring. It had turned a dark blue. 

So why is it purple now? I ask. 
I don’t know. I put it in my bag right after because I 

was freaked out. And then I took it out when we got back 
to Edmonton, and it had faded. I don’t feel like wearing 
it anymore. 

What does the blue mean? I ask. 
I don’t know, she says. 

Granny and Grandpa moved to a condo, where they 
have lived for eight years. The condo is closer to the sky, 
on the fourth floor of the building. We meet there on 
holidays. Store-bought pickles fall onto a platter, along 
with sausage, cheese, crackers, and buns with margarine. 
My mom fusses about the potatoes, turkey, and cabbage 
rolls, while my granny moves between the couch and a chair 


