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“Sarah, I'm going for a walk. Would you like to come?”
Henry asked.

Sarah yawned and shook her head. By then she was
healthily, but also sleepily pregnant. Henry put on his coat
and set off with Erasmus. The day was brilliantly sunny but
cold, hovering only a few degrees above the freezing point.

The walk proved to be longer than Henry had antici-
pated. He had not properly translated what his eyes saw on
the map to the distance their feet would be travelling on the
streets. They entered a neighbourhood he didn’t know. He
looked at the buildings, residential and commercial, noting
their changing character, the history of the city and its
inhabitants expressing itself architecturally. His lungs
breathed in the cool air.

His destination led him to the bum end of an upscale
commercial street that featured, among other smart busi-
nesses, a grand bridal store, a jeweller, a fancy restaurant
and, at the end, on the right side, an attractive café with a
large terrace. The terrace was bare of chairs and tables be-
cause of the weather, but looming over it on a brick wall,
visible from the entrance of the street and promising
warmth, was a mural of a cup of coffee with a steaming curl
of fragrance wafting from it. At the level of the café, the
street turned to the left and then, quickly, to the right. Past
this second turn, there was another stretch of businesses on
the left side of the street, and, on the right side, the high,
windowless brick wall of a large building. A little farther
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along, the street turned again, to the right this time. The
crooked geometry of the street clearly owed to the large
building whose rear abutted on it; its imposing size forced
the street to make a jog around it. Henry followed along
with Erasmus. The businesses on this second part of the
street were more modest in character. Henry noticed a dry
cleaner, an upholsterer, a small grocery store. He kept an
eye on the numbers on the buildings; they were getting
close: 1919...1923...1929 ... He turned the corner—and
stopped dead in his tracks.

An okapi was looking up the street at him, its head tilted
forward and turned his way, as if it were expecting him.
Erasmus didn’t notice it. He was sniffing at the wall with
great interest. Henry pulled him away and crossed the
street to get closer. In a large, three-paned bay window, un-
avoidable and magnificent, was—Henry was tempted to say
ltved—a stuffed okapi set in a diorama of a sultry African
jungle. The trees and vines of the diorama leapt out of the
bay window onto the surrounding brick wall in an accom-
plished trompe l'oeil. The animal stood nine feet tall.

The okapi is an odd animal. It has the striped legs of a
zebra, the body of a large, reddish-brown antelope, and the
head and sloping shoulders of a girafte, to which it is in fact
related. Indeed, once you know the relationship, you can see
it: an okapi looks like a short-necked giraffe, with only the
striped legs and big, round ears appearing incongruous. It’s

a peaceable cud-chewer, shy and solitary, that was discov-
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ered in the rainforests of the Congo by Europeans only in
1900, though of course it was known to locals before that.

The specimen before Henry was a superlative job. The
vitality of its form, the naturalness of its pose, the fine evo-
cation of its habitat—it was remarkable. Here, in an other-
wise comprehensively manufactured environment, was a
small, brilliant patch of tropical Africa. All it needed was to
breathe for the illusion to be reality.

Henry bent down to see if he could find any trace of a
stitch along the animal’s stomach or legs. There was noth-
ing, only smooth hide flowing over muscles, with here and
there ripples of veins. He looked at the eyes; they appeared
moist and black. The ears were erect, listening intently. The
nose seemed about to tremble. The legs looked ready to
bolt. The display had the same testimonial weight as a
photograph, the sense that it was an indisputable witness to
reality, because when the photograph was taken the photog-
rapher necessarily had to be there, sharing the same reality.
But the act of witness here had an added spatial dimension.
That was the nature of the feat Henry was admiring: it was
a three-dimensional photograph. In a second, the okapi
would bolt, as an okapi in the wild would if it heard the click
of a camera.

It was only after some minutes that Henry noticed the
street number above the door on the right: 1933. The very
address he was looking for! There was a sign in gold letters
on a black background above the bay window: okaP1 TAXI-

pERMY. Henry turned to look in the direction he'd come
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from. Craning a bit, he could see the edge of the grocery
store, but otherwise the rest of the street around the corner
was blocked from view. In the other direction, just a few
steps ahead, the street made yet another turn, to the left, to
continue its way now that the big brick building was past.
Okapi Taxidermy was the only business on this hidden
snippet of street. Such an oasis of peace would please an
okapi, but it was surely a graveyard for a business and the
despair of the owner of the store, who would see none of the
busy customer traffic that the main part of the street en-
Joyed.

A taxidermist. Here was another explanation for the
interest in Saint Julian’s hunted animals. Henry didn’t hesi-
tate for a moment. His plan had been to drop off his card,
but he had never met a taxidermist before. He didn’t even
know taxidermists still existed. Keeping Erasmus on a
tight leash, he pushed the door open and together they en-
tered Okapi Taxidermy. A bell tinkled. He closed the door.
A pane of glass on his left allowed him to continue admiring
the diorama. Henry could now see the okapi from its side
through the twisting vines, as if he were an explorer in a
jungle stealthily coming upon it. How curious the impulses
of natural selection that zebras should warrant getting a
tull coat of stripes while okapis only the leggings. Looking
up into the diorama, Henry noticed that among the dis-
creetly placed lights, one light, in a corner above the bay
windows, was set on a mechanism so that it slowly swiv-

elled. In the opposite corner, there was a small fan that also
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pivoted to-and-fro. He guessed their purpose: in shifting the
play of light upon the display, in rustling the leaves ever so
gently, an added degree of lifelikeness was created. He
looked at the vines closely. He couldn’t see the least ridge of
plastic or piece of wire or anything to shatter the make-
believe. Could they be real? Surely not. Not in this temper-
ate climate, however green a thumb one might have. Perhaps
they were real, but somehow preserved, mummified.

“Can I help you?” came a quiet, steady voice.

Henry turned. A tall man was speaking to him. Erasmus
growled. Henry yanked on his leash. Before he could say a
word, the man said, “Oh, it's you. Just a moment, please,”
and he disappeared to the side out of sight. It’s you? Henry
wondered if the man had recognized him.

His eyes distracted him from the question. Next to the
okapi diorama was a counter with an ancient till upon it, sil-
ver in colour and with large, mechanical buttons. Behind
the counter, hanging from the wall and from the back of the
diorama, were four pale-yellow fibreglass shapes fixed to
escutcheon-shaped wooden bases. It took Henry a second to
realize what they were: models of heads, the foundations
upon which the faces and antlers of hunted animals would
be applied. Beneath them, against the wall, were the bit ele-
ments of taxidermy: a panel with glass eyeballs of all sizes,
diminishing in scale unevenly, going from golf-ball size to
marble size in one jump and then shrinking by much finer
increments, most of them black, but some coloured and with

strange pupils; a board with needles of varying sizes, straight
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and curving; a rack of small pots of paint; bottles of various
liquids, packages of various powders, bags of various stuft-
ing, balls of various thread and twine; some books and mag-
azines concerning taxidermy. These items were set atop
and beneath a table that had what appeared to be real zebra
legs. Next to the table stood a glass cabinet with an array of
insects and colourful butterflies arranged in different dis-
play boxes, some featuring a single, spectacular specimen—
a large blue butterfly or a beetle that looked like a small
rhinoceros—others filled with a number of species, playing
on variety.

To the right of the counter, filling the store, was the
larger, more striking stock-in-trade of a taxidermist. Three
levels of deep, open shelves ran along the walls of the room,
and it was a large room with a high ceiling. There were
more shelves, free-standing ones, in the middle of the room,
also running the length of it. Crammed upon these shelves,
each and every one, without any gaps, were animals of all
sizes and species, furred and feathered, spotted and scaled,
predator and prey. All of them were frozen to the spot, as if
Henry’s appearance had surprised them and at any moment
now they would react—with lightning speed, the way ani-
mals do—and the place would break into a pandemonium of
snarling and screaming and barking and whining, as on the
day Noah’s Ark was emptied.

Curiously, Erasmus, the only living animal in the room,
didn’t seem struck by all the wild specimens before him.

Was it their lack of natural smell? Their uncanny immobil-
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ity? Whatever the reason, they had no more effect on him
than a gallery of dull sculptures and he paid them no atten-
tion. With a sigh, he plopped himself onto the floor and
rested his head on his paws, as bored as a child in an art
museum.

Henry, on the other hand, stared wide-eyed. A tingle of
excitement passed through him. Now here was a stage full
of stories. He took in a set of three tigers standing in the
middle of the room. A male was crouching, staring dead
ahead, ears swivelled around, every hair bristling. A female
stood a little behind him, a paw raised in the air, a snarl
upon her face, her tail anxiously curled in the air. Lastly, a
cub had his head turned to one side, distracted momentarily,
but he too was apprehensive, his claws drawn. The ner-
vous tension emanating from the trio was palpable, electric.
In a second, instinct would take over and the situation
would come to a head. The male would confront—what?
whom? A rogue male who had just appeared? There would
be fearsome roars, perhaps outright combat if each male felt
he could not back down. The female would turn and in-
stantly vanish, leaping through the vegetation, moving all
the faster to encourage her cub to keep up. The cub would
not slacken in his efforts, no matter the pounding of his
heart. Only the knowledge that these animals were dead,
certainly dead, kept an equally fearful reaction from over-

taking Henry. But his heart was pounding.



