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Emma Cleary 

Lightbox 
Elsie wears her picnic dress today, a black and white check. She stares at a crossword puzzle and sips her 
purple smoothie through a plastic straw. She is sitting at a small table in the grocery store cafe, in front of a 
huge display of pumpkins. I buy my own smoothie and take a seat. She looks up briefly from tapping at her 
iPhone, then it beeps and buzzes, pulling her attention back.  

I tuck my rucksack under the chair and start to eat an organic cream-cheese bagel. Everything in this 5 
store is organic. I never shopped here until Elsie. I thought it was for vegan freaks. She is smiling. “It was 
another good session today,” she says. “I really feel much better about everything.” I’m glad. I used to think 
Elsie could never have a bad day, until that time she broke down crying. I feel pretty guilty about that now. I 
scratch the hair on my neck. I’m growing a beard and it itches. She likes men with beards. I swear the 
perfect man for Elsie looks like a cartoon lumberjack. 10 

When we get home, Elsie takes off her coat and draws the bedroom curtains. Everyone here lives in 
high-rise boxes. I step out onto the balcony with a bottle of beer and lean against the barred metal railing. 
There is a rusty tin can at my feet filled with cigarette butts. Elsie was growing tomatoes over the summer 
but she has already cut everything back. Some geraniums still survive and they chatter in a planter like red 
mouths conspiring over the street. We live on the fifth floor, just above tree level, and now the orange 15 
leaves are deserting their branches. The trees obscure the view a little in summer. This is my favourite time 
of year, just before all the leaves blow away. 

I take out my phone and flip through some sites as I swig my beer. Elsie has uploaded a picture of the 
berry smoothie poised artfully over the crossword puzzle. One of the solutions was her family name: 
Palmer. It has a lot of likes already, including some guy she works with. I click his profile picture, scroll 20 
through the pages I can. He likes nearly everything Elsie posts online. I think it’s cute and all but sometimes 
I think to myself, Elsie, keep something back for just us, you know? I notice the time and realise she’s 
changing for yoga class. I’m not really in the mood to go today. When I go I feel kind of self-conscious, if you 
want the truth, but I try to stay at the back where no-one’s watching. I’m a novice at yoga and sometimes I 
just give up and lie there in corpse pose with what the instructor calls a “soft gaze”. Elsie’s been going to 25 
yoga for years. I prefer running but Elsie likes to run alone. 

I go back inside and poke around inside the fridge. There is some leftover Chinese food and I have this 
for dinner, while Elsie’s out. I do some work at my laptop until the light from the screen is the only light 
coming from inside the room. I wonder where she is and check my phone. It’s unlike her not to let me know 
where she is or where she’s going. I lean back in my chair and look out the glass doors over the city. People 30 
move about in their boxes of light across the street. A block away, forty storeys of concrete obscure the 
night sky – the shining Empire Hotel. On summer nights cameras flash as tourists take pictures of 
downtown. The top floor of the hotel is a revolving restaurant and above that is a giant neon E. The neon 
vibrates at the bedroom window when I go to sleep. It’s never completely dark here because of the sign, 
the always-lit corridors and stairwells. It makes me wonder what possessed Elsie to buy lace curtains. I sit in 35 
this light for a while. It feels somehow subterranean. 

When Elsie finally comes home she looks tired. Her skin is flushed and she’s already changed out of her 
yoga gear. She must have showered at the gym. She hasn’t eaten, and she starts banging around the 
kitchenette, switching the radio on. I love watching her cook, the way she loses herself in the task and in 
the music. I flick through the stations as she dances, until I find something that matches her movements: 40 
“Happy Together” is playing. We both like sixties music. I nod my head along in time. Her legs are bare, 
lithe; they make pretty shapes as she pads around the kitchen, singing. She eats standing at the counter. I 
want to tell her about my day, but she clears her plate and disappears into the bathroom. When we go to 
bed, neon palpitations creep in through the drapes, keeping me awake. 
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Elsie leaves earlier than usual for work in the morning. She’s already gone when I wake up, late. I go 45 
online and check her profile to see if that guy has been bothering her. It’s not that I don’t trust her, but 
she’s naive, she doesn’t realise what men really want when they talk to her. I should probably work today 
but I feel cooped up and Elsie will be out for hours. I shower and throw on some clothes to take a long walk, 
closing the door with its brass five-oh-one behind me. The autumnal air is bracing, and it feels good to be 
outside. I haven’t been sleeping well lately, I guess I’m worried about Elsie, about us. Maybe I’m imagining 50 
it, but it feels harder to get close to her these days. 

Back at the apartment, I make myself a sandwich and a pot of coffee. It’s a great sandwich – it really is a 
good grocery store. I’d never even heard of an heirloom tomato before Elsie. I go online again and Elsie has 
written a blog post. It’s all about an art project she’s doing at college. She’s really talented. There are 
pictures of her laughing and covered in paint. In one photograph, she’s raising the paint-streaked palm of 55 
her hand to the camera, and in the other hand she holds a paintbrush dipped in red. There are playing 
cards tucked into her blouse, and she’s captioned it with a Lewis Carroll quote. I press my hand against the 
screen briefly, feeling kind of dumb, but she looks so pretty. The pictures aren’t from today and I wonder 
when this was. Maybe I should ask about her project, or leave a comment. I feel nauseated and I lie down 
on the sofa. I sleep. 60 

When I wake up, Elsie is home. It’s twilight and she moves around the apartment in the semi-darkness. 
She comes toward me up the hall from the bathroom in her underwear. I’m not sure of the exact colour but 
in the low light it looks silvery against her pale skin. I think it’s new, not just the plain cotton underwear she 
often wears but the kind of underwear you would call lingerie. She grabs her white robe from the back of 
the bedroom door and slips it over her shoulders. She glances at herself in the full-length mirror, pulls the 65 
pins from her hair, then drops into a sitting position onto the bed. She shakes something in her hand. After 
a moment I realise it’s a pot of nail polish, and she starts painting her toes. Is she going somewhere? While 
she sits still, waiting for her nails to dry, I feel as if I am holding my breath. A brooding sky streaks the 
window with rain and the neon hotel sign buzzes into life. She gathers herself, shrugs off the robe and 
moves to the closet. 70 

She bends to turn on the bedside lamp and a glow emanates from that side of the bed. I move closer to 
the window. She pulls out a little black dress. I watch her struggle with the zip, wishing I could offer to do it 
for her. She leaves the room for a while. When she comes back, she slips her feet into a pair of high heels, 
then flicks out the light. 

I don’t sleep again that night. Instead, I look out the window at the city, at the apartment blocks that 75 
stretch between me and the mountains, the floodlights at the top of Grouse Mountain winking like a giant 
silver oyster. It’s not ski season yet but they still light up the snowless slopes. I’d like to be up there in the 
mountain air with Elsie. Better yet, we could go up to Whistler and hide out in a cabin, in the woods or next 
to the lake. The digital clock on the nightstand illuminates the minutes to midnight. Across the street, 
people cast kinetic silhouettes inside their individual lightboxes, like puppets in a tin theatre. People 80 
watching TV with the lights out create a flickering blue variegation in the pattern of largely yellow squares. I 
pull out my phone to look at the bright screen. She’s uploaded a picture of herself, and I realise the dress 
wasn’t black but a deep purple: “Forest green and plum are my faves for fall!” the caption cries idiotically. 
She smiles in the picture and holds a glass of red wine. Her lips are stained and reveal a crooked tooth. 

She’s going somewhere twice a week I don’t know about. There are no other signs and she follows the 85 
schedule pinned to the refrigerator in nearly every way. Yoga three times a week. Grocery shopping every 
few days after work. Therapy on Tuesday and Thursday. Art class, library, the coffee shop, all the places 
she’s supposed to go. Just two missing windows I can’t account for. I know she can’t be having more 
therapy. She’s been doing so much better lately, since I stopped those letters. 

On Saturday morning I find her at Starbucks. She sits in the window looking out at the street while I buy 90 
coffee. We both like to sit and watch the world go by. A guy next to her is talking on a bluetooth headset 
and a small white dog sits quietly on the floor next to him, round black eyes following the people coming in 
and out. Outside, a woman selects flowers from a street vendor, picking up baby’s breath, then dahlias in 
the same shade of orange as the falling leaves. A line of red acacias beautify the sidewalk. A man in a 
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flapping overcoat dashes across the road to make the bus. But he isn’t running to make the bus, I realise, as 95 
Elsie leans forward and taps on the glass. It’s that man, that guy she works with, smartly dressed, clean-
shaven, like a fucking advert for cologne. Elsie gets up and rushes out with her latte, the small white dog in 
tow. I look at the headset man in confusion as the barista hands me my coffee. Then I realise the dog was 
sitting at Elsie’s feet, not his at all. I burn my mouth on the coffee as I take a sip and run after her.  

I look left and right as I exit the doors, and notice them further up the street. He is holding the dog leash 100 
and they are laughing. He stretches out a hand and touches the knitted hat she’s wearing, teasing her. My 
heart is pounding in my chest as I follow them three blocks to the dog park. I watch them cavorting with the 
small white dog, taking pictures on Elsie’s phone. What the hell is happening? I sit down on a bench to 
think. I take out my phone to see what’s changed, but then, suddenly, they’re coming toward me, walking 
with the stupid white mutt. I can’t stop myself from staring at her. I’ve got to talk to her, I have to talk to 105 
her, before – 

She sees me and links her arm through his, lowering her eyes. She passes me as if I am nothing. “There’s 
that guy again,” I hear her say in a stage whisper. “Do you ever feel like …” But they move out of earshot. I 
watch them walk away, holding hands. I wait until they’re far along the street before I get up. I walk back to 
my building, across the street from hers. I press the button for the elevator, watch the number change 110 
above the doors as it rises from the basement. The doors part and there is the woman with the orange 
flowers. I step inside and she offers me a polite smile. I stand a little behind her in the elevator, close 
enough to smell her perfume, and she presses the button again. The doors meet. The number five glows.
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