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    I commend to you our sister, Phoebe. Receive her as fitting the saints, and help her in whatever she asks of you, for she has been a solace to many.


    ~ Romans 16: 1–2

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    I am close to being old. Half greyhound, long legs, pointed face. We come to Mersey House every Saturday, nine years now. I wear my work bandana white, red, and black. People touch it and read and say, “Therapy Dog Saint John Ambulance.” I am always clean, brushed, nails trimmed short. Old skin is fragile, like moth wings.


    In these years people died and others have come to take their space. Old bones are porous. When memories are strong enough to stay close to the surface of the skin, I smell them. Sometimes I see them.


    The people are light in their hair, bones, muscles, and blood — light as feathers. The building is scrubbed every day, and the old ones are cleaned gentle. Myother cannot smell the redolence leaking from their bodies, the medicines seeping from their skins, the excess sweet in sweat, the bouquet of decay. Myother is Mary, my other self, my mother. I love her.

  


  
    MERSEY HOUSE


    SAFE HARBOUR, NOVA SCOTIA


    


    THE GARDEN OF GETHSEMANE


    JANUARY


    We move as one, Myother and me, twelve steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn right.


    Myother stops at the first door and raps the wood.


    Rose shouts, “Come on in, Phoebe. I got a treat for you.”


    Myother opens the door and we step inside. This room has the cleanest air in the House. Snow covers the ground outside but this room is green. Rose has green growing on shelves, on the floor, and on the windowsill. It is a garden.


    I smell the cookie warm in her hand where it rests on the wheel of her chair. I strain at the leash and Myother walks me to Rose.


    “That’s a sugar cookie,” Pansy says hard. “Show it to me.”


    Rose waves it under my nose and I take the cookie gentle quick, savouring the crunch.


    Pansy rises from her bed, hands on her hips making wings of her arms. Her white hair is pulled into a ball at the back of her head. Her eyes are sharp and her bones protrude. She is a seagull with her eye on a prize.


    “I have to watch over her,” she says. “Where’s the package, Rose?”


    Pansy opens the cabinet doors and holds the package high like a fresh kill. “I’m doing this for your own good. I need to protect you from yourself. How did you get these?” She steps close, hovering over me.


    Rose raises her shoulders. “You were sleeping when my great grandson visited,” she says with a giggle.


    “It’s not funny,” Pansy says. “These could kill you.”


    I sniff Pansy and she does not smell of anger. Only fear, the same scent she has worn since she came here months ago.


    Pansy grasps the handles of her walker and leaves the room. Pain radiates red from her hip. Rose reaches to Myother’s hand and pats it.


    “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak,” she says. She cups my face, scratches my ears. “Your muzzle is as white as my hair, Phoebe. You were black as coal when I met you. I think we both look prettier now. We shine with silver, eh girl? Now, sit down Mary, tell me about your week.”


    Rose has been here seven years. She is missing the bottom half of one leg. Her skin is flushed and her stump is dark pink. She wears short pants even in winter. She has good layers of fat. I rest my chin on her stump as they talk. I count again the eight rings lodged in her bones, one for each child she bore.


    Rose gives me comfort; her memories hold no dark secrets, no shame or regret, not a sniff of sorrow. Her hands buzz with memories like music, like bees around a hive: the lines of her husband’s back on their bed; a cast-iron pump handle moving up and down; wood for the stove; a sliver buried deep; her hands burrowing in the earth, planting seeds, gathering vegetables; brooms, mops, wet baskets full of clothing, clothing pinned on lines. And the babies, the scent of all eight still held beneath her skin, cloths and pins, braiding hair, caressing cheeks, hands folding over sick beds. Sometimes she overwhelms me.


    I stand erect. Pansy has returned.


    “I gave the cookies to Nurse Barbara,” she says.


    Pansy has no greenery, no children, nothing on her wall. Her only possession is a soft black book edged with gold. She does not pet me. She does not dislike me. I fear her touch.


    She moves the walker forward and catches her foot on a bed leg. She howls in pain. As Pansy begins to fall, her left hand slides across the sill, knocking greenery to the floor where pots crash, spilling their loamy scent.


    I skitter backward and make myself small. Myother is on her feet. Rose’s wheelchair sits between Myother and Pansy.


    Rose’s arms open wide. Just before Pansy’s head lands in Rose’s lap, she raises her stump, and at the moment of contact, she holds Pansy in a soft, threefold embrace. Pansy weeps.


    Nurse Barbara comes in fast, Joe behind her. Joe is an aide; he is tall and strong, and whenever he greets me, he uses both hands. Joe slides his arms beneath Pansy, lifts her, and lays her on the bed. She howls again.


    Nurse Barbara moves her hands along Pansy’s leg. She asks Myother what happened. Myother tells her Pansy caught her foot on the bed. That she fell into Rose’s lap and Rose held her.


    Nurse is not old, not young either. She holds more muscle than fat. Her fingers squeeze up and down Pansy’s limbs. She asks where it hurts. Pansy moans, her eyes shut tight.


    “The hip?”


    Pansy nods.


    “She should have had a hip replacement years ago. Not even a doctor listed in her records. How many years did you walk around in pain, Pansy? Must have been like wearing a hair shirt. Such a cross to bear.”


    “Leave me be, I’m fine,” Pansy hisses through clenched teeth. Tears run toward her ears.


    Nurse wraps a black cloth around Pansy’s arm and squeezes a ball. “Pressure is high,” she says to Joe.


    Joe says he’ll get something to clean up the spilled dirt.


    “Stop at the station and tell them I need a pain-meds juice for Pansy,” Nurse says. “And double check for me when she had her last pain pill.” She turns her face to Rose. “You’re a pip, Rose. I believe you saved Pansy from a broken bone or two with your fair catch. Are you okay?”


    “Yes, darling, I’m fine.”


    I weave my way back to Rose. Her stump is wet with Pansy’s tears and I lick them. My mouth burns as if filled with red ants. I whine and paw my mouth. Myother kneels beside me.


    I dive for the dirt and gulp the soothing moist black.


    Joe returns and hands a glass to Nurse Barbara. He sweeps up the dirt with a broom and dustpan.


    “Drink this and you’ll feel better in a snap,” she says, holding the glass before Pansy’s face. Pansy looks at the glass. She curls up on her side, covers her face, and weeps.


    “Honey, if you can’t drink this I’ll need to get a needle and …” Nurse trails off, not saying the words on her lips. You’re so thin I can barely pinch skin. “Can you drink this — should I get a needle?”


    She can’t smell the terror that has closed Pansy’s throat. I push my body between Nurse and Pansy and rest my head in Pansy’s open hand. She uncovers her face and turns to look at me. I fix my eyes onto hers. She places her other hand on top of my head and I stand very still.


    “I can’t bear the sight of orange juice.” Pansy breathes in deep once. Her hands crackle around my head like ice in a glass and I see that she is seeing a young nurse. She kneels in a chapel holding her black book with gold pages. Her eyes are turned upward to a stone woman draped in a stone robe holding a stone baby in her arms.


    “It was an accident, but I killed her all the same. I killed that woman.”


    Nurse stands straight. “Now, dear, you’re out of your mind with pain,” she says and tries to move me away from the bed. Pansy presses her hands tighter around my head and my hackles rise. I hear Myother’s heartbeat quicken.


    “Leave the dog alone,” Pansy cries. “Leave her.” Pansy loosens her grip and strokes my head.


    “I was a young nurse in 1952 working at a hospital in Newfoundland. I was born on the Rock. Went to nursing school in Quebec and returned home with the hubris of youth.” She gasps with a stab of pain. She presses her lips together until they turn white.


    “One night I was dispensing medications in ward three. There was a cancer patient, final stage. Her medication was morphine mixed in orange juice. Her roommate had hemorrhoid surgery, and she was constipated, so the pharmacy had put a laxative in her juice. I mixed up the cups. She died of a drug overdose.” Pansy raises her eyes to the ceiling and cries.


    “My soul overflows with such sorrow I wish I could die.”


    A rush of grey, like a fogbank on the ocean, streams through Pansy’s fingertips damp and cold onto my head. I back away and shake my skin, throwing off the fog as horses throw off black flies. It creeps across the floor and rises to the outstretched arms of Rose’s greenery.


    It is quiet in the room. Rose, Nurse, and Myother quiet as if in sleep. Pansy says, “Oh my soul, if it’s impossible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done.”


    Her hands do not tremble when she takes the cup from Nurse and drinks until it is empty.

  


  
    BETRAYED BY A KISS


    FEBRUARY


    We move as one, Myother and me, twelve steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn right.


    Archie’s door stands open. He does not share the room, but it is full of woman scent, scents belonging to others who live here. Archie sits in a big soft chair, paper in front of his face. His radio plays twangy music.


    “Any good news today?” Myother asks, touching Archie’s shoulder.


    Women want to touch Archie because he touches them, and because he smells of yeast, and because his eyes are like two bowls of honey.


    Archie shakes his head, covers Myother’s hand with his own, and I rush between his knees.


    “The only good news is that you and Phoebe are here. Have you seen Julia this morning?”


    Myother says she has not seen Julia. She sits on the bed and says there is good news. “Shubenacadie Sam saw his shadow yesterday morning. Tell me, Archie, do you think a groundhog can predict the weather?”


    I whine and wiggle between his knees, anxious for his touch. Archie knows how to please me. He scratches places I can’t reach, like at the top of my tail, and he rubs my ears until I groan, until drool pools in the corners of my mouth.


    “Yesterday was Candlemas,” Archie says. He tells Myother that Sam was not around when he was a boy. “My grandmother taught me this verse:


    If Candlemas be fair and bright,


    Winter has another flight.


    If Candlemas brings cloud and rain,


    Winter will not come again.”


    Archie reaches for a plate on the bureau. “Will you have a jam tart? I can’t eat all these treats. You know I surely had my fill running the bakery for fifty years.”


    There are plates of treats in Archie’s room. Women bring them to be close to him, feel his touch, hear his voice, and look in his honey eyes. Archie makes women aware of being female.


    Myother says no thank you, and he asks again if she has seen Julia.


    I know Archie was well loved and well touched, seven sisters’ imprints alive still in his skin, and his wife who touched him less. I see his hands moving and full, his wrists strong from pushing and pulling dough, loading racks into ovens, cradling and guiding four children.


    “Are you concerned about Julia?” Myother asks and I give one sharp bark. Archie puts his hands on my ribs and rubs me down.


    Julia has been here a short time and lives on the other side with the others who have jelly strands growing in their heads. Archie has held her in his heart a long time. The picture he rubs into my coat is of a young Julia walking through the bakery door. Sunlight shines from behind, making a halo of her dark curls, outlining her curves.


    Archie says, “Yes, I am.”


    Coral steps into the room. “How are you today, Archie?” She holds a loaf of warm and fragrant bread. “My daughter just brought this, and I thought of you, dear. Are you bruised, are you sore?”


    Coral scowls at me, she wants to get close to Archie. She smells of lily flower. Myother says, “Hello Coral,” but Coral does not answer.


    “I’ll bet your shoulder is bruised. Have you looked? Should I have a look?” Her hands reach out and Archie stops caressing me. His hands fly up, palms turned out.


    Coral knows everything that happens here and she tells everyone. Coral has too much energy for the House.


    “Thank you for the bread. Would you set it on the bureau with the rest?” Archie says. He returns his hands to my ears. Coral frowns at the sight of the other women’s offerings. She puts the bread down and faces Myother.


    “Julia’s son struck Archie a few days ago. Why, you could hear him shouting all through the building. Such a fuss over an innocent kiss.”


    Archie is thinking of Julia’s face, her cloudy eyes clearing and filling with desire, her arms wrapping around Archie’s back, and her mouth pressing to his. Blood rushes to Archie’s fingertips, and he keeps rubbing my ears.


    “And I know it was innocent, eh Archie? He’s been a good friend, visiting her room every day, and believe me, she doesn’t have friends. Poor thing, all she says is ‘No, no, no.’ Why, Archie was friends with Julia’s husband.”


    Coral waves her hand and sits on the bed. She leans toward Myother and says Julia’s husband died years ago, fell overboard while lobstering.


    “That boy was still in diapers, and Julia went to work at Best Yeast Company. You wouldn’t remember the plant, Mary, closed in ’55. My husband worked across the yard at the paper mill.”


    Archie’s fingers reach into the hollow where my leg meets my chest, and I lean into them, ears long with contentment.


    He is seeing Julia. He is walking tall and young through a building. He holds a large cloth bag in his arms when he stops to watch Julia working. There is sweat on her face and damp between her breasts. He is thinking he should have waited longer to marry, that he should have borne the loneliness.


    “Archie gave Julia’s boy free cookies and imagine him now, a grown-up man calling Archie an old pervert. Knocked Archie to the floor before Joe came in and stopped him from doing any more damage. Yelled all the way to the director’s office about the old pervert taking advantage of his demented mother.”


    Nurse Barbara pops her head inside the room and says Coral is late for physical therapy. Coral rises from the bed and walks toward the door. She stops behind Archie’s chair and leans forward. Her lips are pooched in a kiss she plans to plant on Archie’s cheek. But she pauses at the sound of Julia’s “No, no, no …” nearby.


    Archie hurries to his feet, and I scramble close to Myother. Coral steps into the hallway, and Archie takes up his cane. I follow him, tugging Myother along.


    Nurse Barbara holds Coral’s arm, leading her away. Julia sees only Archie, her arms and mouth open, coming toward us in sliding steps. Joe is running behind her. Archie covers his mouth with his hand as Joe catches her.


    Julia shouts, “No, no, no.” Her eyes are full of fear — they are always full of fear. Before Joe lifts her and carries her away down the hall, Archie’s hand throws a kiss.


    Myother touches Archie’s shoulder and says she will see him next week. Archie nods, rests his hand on my head, but he is not listening. He is walking down the darkened hallway, as he did the night before. The hallway is empty, as it was the night before. He takes a key from the nurse’s station, as he did the night before. He reaches Julia’s door and turns the key into the lock. Julia sits on the bed, all skin and arms reaching for him. He wraps her in a blanket. He feels the release of wildness as he holds her to his chest, to the heart he carried here in his hands.

  


  
    CONDEMNED


    MARCH


    We move as one, Myother and me, twelve steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn left.


    The east wing doesn’t change even though the faces do. I enter here like I enter the bogwoods behind the house, where trees are tight together and the ground is sponge wet. Roots stretch out at every turn covered in slippery green. Round masses of purple and pink and yellow cling to rocks and crevices. I hear a stream flowing beneath the ground but I never see it.


    I am quiet and careful in both places. On the west side they smile when I yodel and bark. Some yodel and bark back at me. On the east side my bark strikes like a knife in their ears and jerks their bodies.


    Nurse Donna works on this side. She has not been here long. She is not yet easy with me or with the people who live here. Nurse Donna waves as we pass her station.


    The first room has new faces. A woman stands beside a man who is sitting and staring out the window. She is asking him the name of the birds, and he doesn’t answer. She turns to us and gasps, reaching out as if she were drowning.


    “Daddy, a dog! Look, a dog has come to visit!” she says too loud, and the man jerks in his chair. She squats and clings to me and her desperation makes me shiver. Her knees pop. They are not strong and she has little muscle. Her exhaustion smells of the east wing.


    Myother tells her our names and that we visit every Saturday. The woman says her name is Sarah and her father is Walter. I don’t know which of the two belongs here.


    I draw myself loose and Myother drops the leash. I walk to Walter’s side and slide my nose under his hand. I can hear him sing, but Sarah and Myother cannot.


    When the red, red robin comes bob, bob, bobbin’ along, along


    There’ll be no more sobbin’ when he comes throbbin’ his old sweet song.


    He turns his eyes down to me and he is happy.


    “Look at that beautiful smile,” Sarah cries, her voice wet.


    Walter touches his face to my head. I smell the jelly strands inside his head, softer than the soft mass they grow in. All people in the east wing have them, some more than others. He is the one who belongs here. He does not feel pain. Sarah holds a belly full of pain.


    “How he loved his dogs.” Sarah’s voice shakes in a pitch that slides my ears back. I roll my eyes to Myother.


    Walter rests his head on my back. “Good old Captain, good boy,” he says. “Where have you been?” Then he shouts, “How I have missed my Captain!”


    Sarah rushes to his side, crying, “Daddy,” her voice jabbing sorrow. She bows her body over Walter.


    “Get away from me! I don’t know you,” he snarls. His arms fly and catch her under the chin.


    Sarah stumbles backward and Myother is quick beside her. “Should I call for a nurse?”


    “No, no, leave him to have some comfort in Phoebe. He refuses any from me.” Sarah hangs her head, touches her pink chin.


    “May I talk to you, Mary?”


    Myother says she is not qualified and there are others here who —


    Sarah stops her. “I don’t want comfort, I want to testify.”


    Walter runs his palm along my back. “Where’s Belle, where is your mum?” He strokes my back and looks about the room. “This isn’t my house. I want to go home.”


    “I want to take him home. I want to take care of him, but he doesn’t even know me anymore.” Sarah’s voice grows soft as they enter the hall. I can still hear her. “Daddy was a furniture maker, finest in the province. I’ve taken good care of him for years. I could still take care of him, but my brother …”


    I hear Myother take a tissue from her pocket. Sarah blows into the tissue. Walter tightens the muscles that will make him stand. “Let’s go home, boy.”


    The jelly strands shift in his head and he falls sideways in the chair. I put one paw on his knee. He shuffles his feet square beneath him and sighs. He holds his hands open, palms up, and looks at them as if reading a book.


    “He and Daddy never got along.” Sarah’s voice in the hall. “Shawn moved to Halifax right out of high school. Hadn’t seen him in years when he showed up at the house one day. I let him in and Daddy said to call the police, that a strange man had broken in to rob him.”


    Walter rubs his palms together and I smell sawdust. I lick the crescent scar on the back of his hand.


    “Remember that …” the jelly strands hold the words back from his lips. He cups my ear and speaks with the memory he exhales in each breath. Sideboard for Doctor MacKay, walnut — wood with character … Upper left panel carved stag, upper right carved fox …


    “The next week there was a notice in the mail of a competency hearing for Daddy at City Hall. Shawn was there with a lawyer, a doctor, and a priest. Daddy didn’t speak a word while Shawn spilled out all our secrets.”


    Lower left a hare and lower right … Walter pauses as his bladder empties into the cloth beneath his trousers. He smiles and touches the scar. That pheasant head got me … My best work, didn’t the Doc say …


    “The lawyer asked Daddy if he was the father of this man, Shawn. Daddy answered, ‘You say I am.’ He asked Daddy if he was the father of this woman, Sarah. Daddy just stared at the table. Shawn whispered to me, ‘Start packing, sister, that grand house is all mine.’”


    Walter coughs twice, forcing the words to his lips, “By Jesus, Walt, you are a true artist.”


    I snort, the softest sound of appreciation I can make. Walter nods his head in thanks. We sit quiet while Sarah’s voice whines from the hallway and Myother’s murmurs.


    “I don’t believe Daddy could have heard what Shawn said. Maybe it was the illness talking. Daddy stood and shouted, ‘I can tear that house down with my hands in three days!’ Shawn laughed and Daddy slapped him hard.”


    I hear their feet moving. I don’t want Sarah to come inside the room. Walter will draw in her sadness and guilt like the green plants gathered Pansy’s fog.


    Hunting dogs live down the road from Myother and me. Their shed is clean, warm, and their beds are soft. They are well fed. One dog is old and can no longer hunt. He has lost sights and sounds but not his sense of presence. If another dog approaches his food with aggression, the old dog will growl and snap. If a child approaches with fear, the old dog backs away. His owner brings only honour and affection. The old dog feels that honour and affection with every stroke of his master’s hand, as I feel them when Walter strokes my back.


    I move to the doorway and stop before Sarah. She moves to the side and I move to block her. Her hands are too heavy with guilt and sorrow to touch her father. She moves again and so do I. I do not growl or raise my hackles. She has been cowered for weeks. Myother picks up my leash and places it in Sarah’s hand. I wag my tail and pull the corners of my mouth tight.


    “Go to your father as Phoebe does,” Myother says. She takes a sweet from her pocket and gives it to Sarah.


    We walk together to Walter. Sarah kneels before him and holds out the sweet in her open hand. Walter looks at her face, looks at me, and looks at the sweet. He reaches out and touches the sweet before closing his hand around his daughter’s.

  


  
    JUDGED AND CROWNED WITH THORNS


    APRIL


    We move as one, Myother and me, twelve steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn left.


    Coral sits in a chair outside Julia’s room. Myother slows her step for a moment. Even from this far away I smell the salon room in Coral’s hair. Coral can turn up anywhere.


    “Bring Phoebe over for my hands,” she says.


    Coral’s hands are always hot. She says Nurse Donna is in Julia’s room and that is why the door is closed. Myother sits in the chair beside Coral.


    Coral places her hands on both sides of my ribs. Her hands are like the kelp I eat off rocks on the shore. Her fingers twist and turn and have tiny balls of liquid at the joints. Her feet are the same. She wears socks and slippers. She wears a dozen rings on a chain around her neck.


    “Do you know she has lumps on her chest, Mary?” Myother nods and Coral keeps talking. “But you still feel like a silk purse. Like the ones I sold in my shop.”


    Myother says she did not know Coral had a shop and was it in Safe Harbour? Coral says yes, “Ladies First” was the name, everything to dress a lady.


    “Oh, Mary, I wish you could have seen Safe Harbour in the ’50s. On Saturday nights everyone came into town. People would come on boats, on buses, whole families shopping. Hundreds of people dined at our restaurants, went to the movie theatre, and talked on the sidewalks. It was grand.”


    Coral clicks her tongue. “Ladies dressed sharply when they came to town, not like girls these days with bare bellies exposed.”


    Julia moans, “No, no, no,” loud enough to hear through the closed door. Coral stops moving her hands. Her blood runs stronger and her fingers grow hotter. She says Nurse has restrained Julia in a wheelchair and is searching her room.


    “Julia stole my ruby wristwatch, the one my late husband gave me for our fiftieth wedding anniversary. I saw her leaving my room last Monday. Didn’t think much of it until I discovered my watch was missing.”


    She is not telling the truth. She removes one hand and places it in her jacket pocket. I hear her nails click on metal. Coral often lies to draw attention. She is not mean; she can be generous with goodwill and good intentions.


    Coral says she went to school with Julia. “Dressed like a rag doll, family lived up on Carter’s Hill, dirt poor, pack of children, head lice on every child. Once she grew, boys were crazy for Julia, she was some pretty.” Coral puts one crooked finger in her hair and scratches.


    “Julia wouldn’t have a bit of it. She was prickly and quiet. None of the girls cared much for her. Julia left school in grade eight and Angus MacFee took up courting her. Married him when she was sixteen, and I’ll tell you, Mary, you have never seen such a transformation. She floated on air down the street with a smile for everyone. She positively glowed with happiness. If she hadn’t had the boy, she would have died of grief when Angus drowned.”


    Nurse opens the door and says we can come inside. Julia screeches, “No, no, no!” like she did the first time she saw me. Myother pulled me back then, thinking Julia was afraid. She was not afraid. She was excited. She wanted to pet me, and I raced to her, tugging Myother behind.


    Myother now walks me to Julia’s wheelchair. Julia’s “No, no, no” grows soft. She tries to stand but a belt and straps hold her in the chair. I place my front paws on the footrest and stretch until I reach her face. I nuzzle her neck beneath her chin.


    “Donna, you can take those off.” Coral has stuck her head through the open door. “I found the watch this morning.” Coral’s hand trembles as she takes the watch from her pocket. The watch bobs from two crooked fingers. “I feel a fool. I am sorry, Julia.”


    Nurse leans against the bureau. She runs her hand over her forehead. She tells Coral to put the watch back in her pocket.


    “Four people came to me and reported that Julia had stolen items from their rooms. I suppose you told everyone about your watch? Until the stolen items turn up, Julia will be restrained.” Nurse walks to the sink and washes her hands. “I don’t believe Julia has taken anything. She does not deserve these accusations. I’ve searched the entire room.”


    Coral walks near, I hear bones pop in her feet. She holds the dangling watch before Julia’s face. “I want you to have this, Julia,” she says.


    Julia raises her fearful eyes and screeches, “No, no, no!”


    I keep my nose tucked under Julia’s chin, nuzzling her neck until she closes her eyes.


    Red, red, red, Julia thinks in my ear. The watch sparks red until Coral puts it in her pocket and walks away. Nurse says to Myother, “Stay a bit longer with Julia, will you please?” Myother nods and Nurse leaves the room.


    Julia’s head is full of jelly strands. Myother sits on the edge of the bed and is quiet.


    Red on my head, Julia thinks. I touch my nose to the place on her neck where her heart beats and hold it there. I see red hands, cracked from work and weather, hands that hold a jug.


    No, no, no, Julia thinks as hands tip the jug on Julia’s small head. The liquid smells sharp like the gas station. Julia squeezes her eyes tight. I feel bugs running for the safe liquid of her eyes.


    ‘Red,’ the girls say. ‘Red is the only dress you have.’ The woman with red hands holds a needle and thread. Julia watches the red hands place a square of cloth on a red dress. She watches the needle and thread go in and out. Julia feels the dress fall over her head and she twirls with joy. Julia’s body twitches against the straps. I lick her neck, a laugh in her throat.


    Red, red, red is the colour of my true love’s hair. His lips are something wondrous fair.


    I place my nose on her heart. A man lives there. Julia thinks of kissing his lips.


    Kisses he gave me, and red roses when we married.


    Julia’s body softens and the muscles in her neck relax. Blood pulses stronger to where her memories are tangled in jelly strands. The man in her heart comes through a door and she turns from the stove. He fills the doorframe. Smiling, he removes his hat and a yellow slick jacket. She runs to him and he encloses her and Julia’s body smiles. He runs his hand over her belly.


    Arms full of red new baby smell of the sea. The sea … No, no, no … Not my Angus! Julia’s eyes fly open and her fingers spread wide.


    I lift my chin and croon. I lick Julia’s upturned hand and all her fingers. I taste old molasses and yeast, sweet and sour.


    Julia wiggles her fingers, watches them move.


    Red hands, beet cane, no air, red face, red faces that don’t speak. My red-haired boy waits at home, a laurel of daisies. He loves me with Angus’s eyes.


    Her eyes close and her chin drops to her chest. Myother whispers for me to come down now. I put my paws on the floor and touch Julia’s wrist where blue pulses.


    He’ll come again tonight. He will come and crown me with kisses.

  


  
    BEARS THE CROSS


    MAY


    We move as one, Myother and me, twelve steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn right. Something is different in the hallway. On each door is a small white flag with a red leaf.


    Outside Father’s door I hear him whispering to Myother. Hail Mary, full of grace. He has lived here longest. He is the oldest person here.


    We walk into the room where it is quiet. There is no radio or television. The drapes are closed and a tall candle burns inside a glass. Father is seated in a wheelchair, lips moving, fingers moving over beads in his hand.


    I walk to him and touch the hand not holding beads. His head is covered in white hair. His ears hang like two slippers on his head and they are full of hair, rabbits in a burrow. He cannot hear well. He doesn’t wear plastic in his ears. He turns his head and he smiles. When he speaks, he sneaks up on words. “Hello, joyful mysteries,” he says to me.


    “Yes, it’s Saturday again, Father MacLeod. How has your week been?” Myother says loud.


    I sit and wait for my treat. Father MacLeod keeps treats for me in a bag in the bureau drawer. The treats are bone shaped and taste of meat.


    “Very good.” He reaches for the drawer, gets a treat, and places it flat on his open hand. I take the treat with my mouth, soft. His hands have no flavour, waxy as the leaves of beach roses.


    Myother sits in a chair opposite Father. She is not as easy in this room as I am. She has to do all the talking. Father has talked and listened enough in his lifetime; he is tired. He glories in blissful quiet.


    As Myother talks, Father’s fingers creep along the beads, his lips moving with words Myother cannot hear.


    “The weather has been fine out at the Head,” she says. Father nods and I rest my chin on his upper leg. I never touch his knees. They are like urchin shells dried on the rocky shore, ridged and brittle.


    I like to rest on Rose’s stump because she holds no secrets and is full of happiness. I rest my head on Father’s leg and hear a multitude of secrets as he struggles for peace. He holds so many secrets that any spoken word may hook one and bring it thrashing to the surface.


    “I saw a doe with two fawns yesterday, Father. They walked right across the lawn,” Myother says. “There was a buck as well, but he stayed hidden in the currant bushes. I knew he was there because his spikes were showing.”


    Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost. Father’s lips move as his fingers glide to another bead. No glory for Timmy’s father.


    I see a boy weeping before Father MacLeod. My father hurts me — he burns me with cigarettes. He kicks me when he’s been drinking. He says he’ll kill me if I tell anyone. Will you ask God to stop him, Father?


    Father places his free hand on my head. Myother asks if he is eating well. Father nods and Myother purses her lips. She asks what he ate for breakfast. Father pauses in his thoughts. His jaw moves up and down, warming up to the words.


    “Eggs and bread,” he says.


    Myother asks if he has eaten porridge bread. “It’s my favourite. I bake it every Sunday,” she says.


    Give us this day our daily bread … Evelyn Parker, faithful Catholic woman, seven children, all baptized. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. I stole two loaves of bread from Becker’s store. My children were so hungry.


    “And Father, last Sunday I was out of molasses. I borrowed a cup from my neighbour, Karen MacGary. She speaks of you fondly and sends her regards. As I was walking to her house, I could hear my mother’s voice saying, neither a lender nor a borrower be. I could have driven to town but …”


    Father is not listening. Forgive us our debts …


    I’ve lost everything, Father, in those video slot machines. I won so many times I could have bought Karen nice things. And when I started losing, I just had to get that money back, I was sure I could win it back. All our savings are gone. I’m in debt to my ears. Karen will never forgive me.


    Father is thinking that Karen would have forgiven him. He is remembering that Luke MacGary ran away and never returned. The corners of Father’s mouth pull down. I wish I could have stopped him, could have saved him.


    An aide walks into the room holding a basket. The basket is covered with yellow that crackles and I can see through it. I can smell through it and the scent is wonderful. She tilts a piece of paper attached to the basket. “Happy Victoria Day from Saint Simon Parish.”


    The beads slip from Father’s hand as the aide sets the basket on his lap. I step away. Father’s fingers pick and pull at the crackling yellow. Myother squeezes her hands into fists so she won’t reach out to help. Father pulls hard and the yellow falls away, releasing scents that make my mouth water.


    I move closer, sniffing, twitching my nose side to side to catch the sugar-drenched scents. Father picks up a brown square and bites it in half, rolls it around inside his mouth. My ears perk and Father leans forward with the other half.


    Myother catches his hand. “I’m sorry Father, Phoebe can’t eat chocolate. I know it’s a temptation, but it’s bad for her.”


    Father pops the other half into his mouth and picks up the beads. He caresses one bead, his lips moving. Lead us not into temptation.


    I return my chin to his thigh, nose close to the basket.


    Forgive me, Father. I was led into temptation. She kissed me — after working for me a year, she just turned and kissed me one day. She’s the same age as our eldest son. I bit right into that apple, Father. I love my wife, but I don’t desire her. That girl just has to give me a look and … it’s been three years now and she’s pregnant. I want them both, Father. I don’t have the strength to give up either woman.


    “Please take it away,” Father croaks. Myother moves the basket to the bureau. “Thank you, Mary,” he whispers.


    Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb. The baby was born in the apple woods far behind the Connor’s barn, left there to die. Go with God, little lamb.


    Myother stands and tells Father goodbye. “See you next week.”


    Father’s fingers move along the beads, touch the piece of metal at the bottom. “God willing,” Father rasps and smiles. He has all his teeth. I lick the smear of chocolate on his hand. “Goodbye to you, too, joyful mysteries.”


    And I hear him say, Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. His lips move as he thinks about dying. Voices sing in his ears. He does not fear death; he does not long for death. World without end, Amen.

  


  
    HELPS BEAR THE CROSS


    JUNE


    We move as one, Myother and me, fourteen steps from car to door, cross the threshold with four steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. We turn right. The flags are gone and I am glad. I don’t care for changes. I can’t move as fast as I want to. We visit the first room, the second room, and the third. Now we stand outside the fourth door.


    Simone does not like dogs. When Simone was new here she told Myother to keep me away. She touched scars on her leg and said a dog did that damage. We didn’t visit this room until Grace came. I make Grace happy so Simone allows me now.


    Myother leans inside the open door and I watch from behind her legs.


    “Good morning, Mrs. Williams,” she says.


    I see Simone sitting in her purple fuzzy chair. She writes on a book of paper and is chewing gum. I have never seen Simone without gum in her mouth. Grace is not in the room. I can’t smell her.


    Simone raises her head, tilts her long neck back, and looks at Myother down her nose. “Grace should be back soon. They took her by ambulance to hospital for a test this morning.”


    Myother asks if we should come back later, and she takes gum from her pocket. It is wrapped in flashing paper. Simone watches Myother withdraw a stick and put it in her mouth.


    “Might as well come in and wait,” Simone says. “Sit down and share that chewing gum. What flavour is it?”


    We walk inside and Simone points her finger at me, points to a corner. I go there and wait for Grace. Myother sits in a chair beside Simone and hands her a piece of gum. “The flavour is supposed to shift from berry to mint.”


    Simone spits her gum into a tissue and puts the new piece in her mouth. She does not say thank you. Simone is like an old dog that has lost all its teeth. Wary, her hackles are always raised. I don’t know why she is mean. She has never touched me and I wish she would. I want to lick her. Her skin is the colour of the Tim Hortons coffee Myother sometimes shares with me from a paper cup. Her silver hair is woven like rope and wrapped around her head. I like her scent; it’s spicy.


    “Gum’s all right,” Simone says. “But I wish I could still get Chiclets. My father carried Chiclets, forever slipping me one. There would be a packet in that uniform pocket.” Simone nods her head toward the tree shape on her wall, made of faces and names. Some faces are white and some are dark and many are the colour of Simone.


    “Daddy was a chaplain, a captain in World War One. And he was a graduate of Acadia University.” Simone pops the gum between her teeth.


    Myother smiles wide. She does not say much to Simone. Simone has snapped at Myother too many times. She snaps at everyone. In the eating room she pinches people who encroach on her territory.


    “That’s a lovely scarf you’re wearing,” Myother says.


    Simone clicks her tongue. “Not the one I wanted to wear today. There is a thief among us.”


    Simone has a drawer packed full of scarves coloured liked the morning sky, ocean, grass, and bird feathers.


    Nurse Barbara comes into the room. She says Grace has arrived. She asks us to step outside while they bring Grace into the room.


    “Don’t you go far from that door,” Simone snaps at Myother. “She’s expecting you today.”


    Simone rises from her chair and stands so close to Nurse that she touches her toes. “And don’t think you can ask me to step out, too. The last time she came back, those attendants bumped her all over the place.”


    Nurse turns away, folds back the covers on Grace’s bed, and straightens Grace’s big pillow.


    Coral pokes her head inside the room. Simone waves her hands like she is shooing a bug. “You get out of here, you nosy old cow. Go chew your cud someplace else.”


    Coral hurries away and Simone yells at Nurse.


    “Grace needs a second pillow. Her breathing is too laboured. She is not comfortable with just the one.” Simone says this as if Nurse is to blame. Simone snatches a pillow from the base of the bed.


    Nurse puts her arm around Simone’s shoulders and says, “You’re such a good friend to Grace.”


    Simone raises the pillow, steps back, and hits Nurse on the head with it. Nurse’s cap flutters through the air like a white dove and lands at Myother’s feet. Nurse stands still and blinks.


    Simone arranges the pillow on the other pillow on the bed. Myother picks up the cap and hands it to Nurse.


    “Somebody has to be a good friend to her,” Simone says.


    She turns her eyes to the picture on Grace’s bedside table. In the picture, Grace is standing. She wears a long white gown and a veil on her head. She holds flowers. A young man dressed in black stands beside Grace holding her hand.


    “Somebody’s got to love that girl.”


    Grace is the only not-old person here. Her hair is black and shiny and short like mine. Her eyes are the colour of sliced-open lime. Licking her skin is like licking a bowl of milk; not the taste, but how it feels too soft for skin. There is a break in her spine.


    She does not have control of her body. She can move only her head and fingers on her right hand. Her arms and her legs are pinned to her wheelchair with wide cloth bands. Free of restraint, her limbs jerk outward, grab and kick at empty air.


    Grace was hurt in a car. I know this because it lives in her fingertips. The man in the picture she calls Danny is with her in a car. He is talking to her and she is happy looking at his face. She turns and sees a deer bound onto the road.


    Grace hears the squeal of tires, the crash of metal, then waking to her name in hospital. She is unable to move. Her clothing is gone. A doctor and nurses are doing things to her body she cannot feel. There are voices beyond the curtain. Danny’s voice weeping and her mother’s voice calling God and Jesus.


    I know her memories are eight years old. Her bones have told me, the ones that grow and the ones that do not. I don’t like when she remembers him. The memories may start with joy but they end in sorrow.


    How can he desert me? Just when I need him most? I can’t sign divorce papers. I can’t sign my own damn name.


    Grace is being pushed down the hall. She sees me and fills her lungs with air, swallows, and squeals, “Phoebe girl.” I slash my long tail fast from side to side, flatten my ears, and smile. I can’t reach her hand as they wheel her in the room. The bed with wheels is too high.


    I hear Simone barking at the men and at Nurse. “Careful you keep her head up … Look at the sweat on her face … I’m watching you put her in that bed … Don’t you bump her against that rail now.”


    The men with the bed come into the hall. One scratches his head and the other shakes his head. I hear Grace whisper my name. Simone yells, “Bring that dog in here, Mary.”


    Myother takes me inside the room. Simone is telling Nurse that Grace needs her face washed. “Bring me a basin of warm water. And don’t bring out that nasty old soap. I’ll use one of my soaps.”


    Simone turns to Myother and points at her purple chair for Myother to sit. She opens her drawer and brings out a square wrapped in paper. It smells like the meadow before the ocean at home.


    “Only the best for Princess Grace, French milled and all natural.”


    Myother sits in the chair and releases my leash. I trot to Grace’s bedside, wiggle, and lick her fingers quick and fast. Grace laughs. She breathes deep and swallows. “My good girl, my sweet pea.”


    Nurse hands Simone a basin of water. Simone tests the water and says it’s too damn cold. She mutters into the bathroom, dumps the basin, and turns on the water. I put my front paws up on Grace’s bed, stretch out my body, and lick her chin. She makes kissy noises with her lips. “Yes, you love Grace, I know you do.”


    I don’t love Grace. I love Myother and steak and ice cream. I know that Grace needs me more than the others do. Her heart is in her fingertips, too.


    Simone comes out of the bathroom and yells, “Get off that bed! What if fleas jump off that dog and get in your bed?”


    Grace wraps her fingers around one of my legs. She breathes, swallows, and says, “Phoebe is the cleanest dog in creation.”


    Simone stands beside me with the basin and I sense her threat. Raising my head, I smell the too-full bag on Grace’s leg. I point my nose at the place on her thigh under her long pants.


    Simone nudges me with her hip, Get off, I said on her lips.


    I won’t get down; I lay my nose near the bag.


    “Nurse, get this damn dog off the damn bed.”


    I climb down and sit. Nurse lowers Grace’s pants.


    “Why, that bag is about to burst,” Simone says, not snapping.


    Nurse goes away to get a new bag. Simone puts a washcloth in the water and rubs soap along the cloth. I move in close to the bed so Grace’s fingers can reach my head.


    “Thank you, Simone,” Grace murmurs as Simone wipes the cloth over Grace’s face and neck. She wrings the cloth out in the water and wipes Grace’s face again. Grace’s fingers strum over my ear, strum under my chin.


    “Mary, open my drawer and get that peacock-feather scarf?” Simone doesn’t ask please, but her voice is smooth. She says it will set off Grace’s eyes. Myother hands Simone the scarf.


    “Mary, have you ever in your life seen eyes so mysterious and beautiful? I haven’t, and I have lived a long time.” Simone wraps the scarf around Grace’s neck.


    Grace makes kissy sounds again. Simone puts her cheek close to Grace’s lips and Grace kisses the cheek.


    “I’ve never seen eyes as beautiful as Grace’s,” Myother says.


    Grace smiles, breathes deep, swallows, and says, “Phoebe’s eyes.”


    She turns her face to me and I rise up on the bed again. I tickle her chin with my nose. She laughs and Simone runs her fingers along Grace’s cheek. As she does, Simone’s ribs brush against my ribs. I hear a balloon expand and float in her heart, so full of hoping that it is about to burst.

  


  
    THE DAUGHTERS OF JERUSALEM


    JULY


    We move as one, Myother and me, fourteen steps from car to door, cross the threshold with five steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn left. I raise my nose and sniff as we pass the kitchen doors: chicken, potatoes, beans, and gravy. Myother finds the first room is empty, and the second, and the third. We walk into the eating room with round tables. No tables here have corners to bruise a hip. The room is lined with windows that look out at the courtyard. The sun is bright and the room is hot.


    Myother lifts a hand to shade her eyes. Residents are spread in a half circle in the courtyard. A man who does not live here stands at the top of the half circle. Myother opens the sliding door and we walk outside.


    There are walls around the courtyard. They are too high for me to jump over but low enough that I can see the hill and trees on the other side. The courtyard smells of things growing, of flowers and dirt, of bark stretching. I hear the water fountain, bee wings, bird song, and a chipmunk in the eaves.


    Aides hold the hands and waists of Julia and the three women from the last room in the wing. The aides wear bright shirts and smile and talk too loud. Just like the residents, they come and go over the years.


    Walter’s daughter stands beside him. Pansy stands beside Rose. She bends over the wheelchair to say something that makes Rose laugh. Coral’s rings around her neck flash and flash in the sunlight. Beside her is Louie, the Angel of the Sea. The man who shares his room stands next to Louie. His name is George. He walks with a stick and strikes it hard against the floor when I enter their room.


    Nurse Barbara wheels Father MacLeod into the courtyard. Archie sits in a swing chair in the shade. He watches Julia.


    The man who does not live here raises his arms above his head, curls his hands inward. “In t’ai chi this is Separating the Clouds,” he says. The aides urge the residents to raise their arms and curl their hands.


    “Imagine you are holding a big fluffy cloud.”


    Myother tells me “Sit” and she raises her arms high.


    “Now turn your palms out and push the cloud away in both directions,” the man says.


    I hear a sound on the other side of the wall. It sounds like a porcupine in the rocks under our front porch. I stand tall. I see a boy’s head at the top of the wall, then a second boy’s head.


    The residents turn their hands outward and they move their arms down slow. I hear a match strike and smell its sharp scent. Myother looks at me as she brings her arms down. My ears are high, my eyes on the boys on the wall. She follows my stare and Myother sees them too. She picks up my leash as one boy throws a sparking square onto the courtyard.


    Myother opens her mouth and shouts, but she is not heard over the exploding firecrackers. The east-wing residents jerk and howl, jumping from one foot to the other. Sarah squeals and hugs her father. She hides her face in his chest. The west-wing men shout, “Hey,” eyebrows pinched together, mouths hanging open. Pansy throws her arms around Rose. Coral ducks her head, both hands on top.


    Joe runs into the courtyard as the last pop sounds. He runs to the wall and jumps. His hands grab the edge and he pulls himself over the wall. One aide takes her phone from a pocket and pushes buttons. The other aides try to lead residents to the door.


    The three women from the last room in the wing will not move. They hold on to one another tight like the bud of a flower. Their heads are down, mouths wide open and wailing.


    Coral points her twisted finger at the wall. “Who are they? Did anyone see their faces?”


    Pansy slides open the door to wheel Rose inside. Archie is on his feet walking toward Julia. He stops. Julia is not wailing. She is standing still and laughing.


    Louie touches his chest and bends from the waist. George walks to the wall waving his stick. His face is pulled with anger.


    “Come back here, you little Christers. I’ll knock some manners into you,” he shouts. He turns to the three wailing women.


    “Stop your caterwauling. No good crying for yourselves,” George says. “Cry for your children and grandchildren.”


    He strikes his stick on the courtyard stone, swings it in a circle to include all the residents.


    “If this is done while the wood is green, think what will happen when it’s dry. What will those boys do with their elders? Shove them in a boat and push them into the open sea.”


    The three women stop wailing but remain tight together. All the others are facing George. He strikes his stick again.


    “Better to be put out to sea. Will they have a clean bed to rest in? Will they be watched over and given medicine? Will they be given even a crust of bread?”


    The lunch bell rings and the three women open like poppies after a storm. The residents and aides walk through the doors without speaking. Myother and I wait until the last person is inside.


    In the eating room, plates of food are steaming on the tables. My mouth waters and hunger drops from the corners of my mouth.


    The residents sit quiet and look down on their food. Their eyes are calm now. Father MacLeod coughs and warms up his lips.


    Myother tugs my leash. “Time to go home, Phoebe.”


    I hear scuffled footsteps moving fast. Joe passes us holding onto the two red-faced boys. He pulls them to the sliding doors, turns them to face the room.


    “What do you have to say to these nice people?” Joe’s words are chopped.


    I smell their coppery-sweat boy scent from across the room. I also smell their fear. “We’re sorry,” they both say.


    Father has found his voice and speaks. “For what we are about to receive, Lord, make us truly grateful.”


    “Amen, Amen,” the residents murmur. Myother raises her head. One of the boys looks up at me. A smile is starting on his mouth when two men enter the room. They wear blue shirts with shining badges. The boys begin to cry. The residents pick up their forks.

  


  
    PROMISES KINGDOM TO A THIEF


    AUGUST


    We move as one, Myother and me, fourteen steps from car to door, cross the threshold with five steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn left and Myother walks to the end of the hall.


    Three women live in this room: Edith, Meg, and Nora. It is the largest room and has two windows. The women have been here since winter. They are good to each other, connected like grapes on the vine. The jelly strands in their heads are few and scattered, but growing.


    Myother knocks on the door and opens it. “Good morning, ladies,” she says. “It seems you have company this morning outside your windows.”


    I look at the windows, as do the three ladies. Seven crows perch on a wire. They are watching the windows, turning their heads from side to side. The sun bounces blue-black off their wings.


    “Edith threw her leftover popcorn from last night’s movie out the window,” Meg says.


    “I like crows,” says Nora. “They look after their old ones.”


    “They are sneaky thieves as well,” says Meg, “for anything bright and shining.”


    The ladies look as if they are from the same litter. Each has short silver hair on round heads with round faces. Each wears glasses set on a small nose. Each has red cheeks and a small tight mouth. Their bodies are soft and plump like my toy chick. They enjoy seeing me, not excited like Grace, but quiet in appreciation. I am a gift unwrapped new with each visit.


    Nora holds a metal stick with a hook on the end. A strand of yarn leads from her hands and the hook to a basket on the floor. “Do you know where the phone is? I need to call Halifax,” she says.


    Myother says she is sorry, she does not know.


    Edith opens and closes her hands in front of her. She wants me to come. Myother leads me to her chair and Edith pats my head.


    “Doggie, doggie, doggie.” She looks at Myother and her glasses flash. “What is your name?”


    “Mary.”


    “M-A-R-Y — Mary,” Edith says. “What is the dog’s name?”


    “Phoebe.”


    “I had two dogs.”


    She moves her hand to my chest and rubs the white patch of hair. “Cocker spaniels, Goldie and Blackie. We lived at Moose Cove.”


    She rubs her memories into my coat. A flash of yellow and a flash of black running on the beach, long ears flop like wings. Bark, bark at gulls that take off with slow irritation.


    Across the room Meg begins to sing and Myother turns to listen. I am torn between the image of dogs jumping in the waves and Meg’s song. The song sounds as old as the waves.


    ‘S truagh nach robh mis’ ann an Eilean Mo Chrìdh’,


    Eilean mo ghràidh far an dh’àraicheadh mi


    ‘S truagh nach robh mis’ ann an Eilean mo Chridh’.


    Myother tilts her head and we walk to Meg.


    “Lovely, Meg,” Myother says. “What do the words mean?”


    Meg wraps her hand around my neck. She stares out the window and hums, stroking my throat. I see mountains covered in pine rising up sharp from the shore. Fog hangs over the trees and I smell salt and wood smoke. Meg opens her small mouth and sings:


    O, would that I were in the Isle of my Heart,


    My dear island where I grew up;


    O, would that I were in the Isle of my Heart.


    The longing in her voice is crushing. I nuzzle her hand until she looks at me. I lift my chin and try to sing.


    “That’s her home: Paradise, Cape Breton,” Nora says.


    “C-A-P-E – B-R-E-T-O-N — Cape Breton,” Edith says.


    “Paradise,” Meg says.


    Myother touches Meg’s arm as she tells her she’s been to Cape Breton Island many times.


    “Have I played my fiddle for you?” Meg asks.


    Myother shakes her head. Meg says she will play for her at home. She says we must visit her at her Cape Breton home.


    “You should go home, Meg,” Nora says. She turns to Myother, her cheeks bouncing as she says, “Meg should not be here.”


    “H-O-M-E — home. No, thank you.”


    Nora’s hook stops moving. She places a square of woven thread in her lap. “Never tell me you don’t want to go home, Edith.”


    “N-O — no I don’t.” Edith crosses her arms over her chest. “I like living here. People are not mean to me. I don’t need to look for food. They wash my hair.” Edith pats her round head three times.


    Nora picks up her woven threads and pulls on the strand. “Meg is going home as soon as she saves enough for a taxi ride.” The ball in the basket falls to the floor and rolls.


    “I’m going with her,” Nora says. “She promised me I would be with her in Paradise.”


    “Bring the ball, Phoebe,” Myother says.


    She drops the leash and I walk to the ball. I pick up the ball and return it to the basket. I smell Simone’s scarf and a metal clip with Archie’s scent.


    “Good girl, Phoebe,” Myother says.


    I take a corner of Simone’s scarf in my teeth and lift my head. Myother kneels on the floor beside the basket. She removes six balls. Inside the basket are pens and a bracelet. There is a glass pumpkin, a box of wrapped-up candy. There is a carved wood bowl with a lid on top. There are many earrings and many coins.


    “Do you think there’s enough, Mary?” Nora asks. “Enough to take us to Paradise?”


    “P-A-R-A-D-I-S-E.”

  


  
    DEATH


    SEPTEMBER


    We move as one, Myother and me, fifteen steps from car to door, cross the threshold with five steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. This morning we turn right into the smell of death. My nose moves my brain moves my legs fast. Myother’s feet move quick to keep up.


    Inside room five, the Angel of the Sea is dying. I place my nose on his tattoo in greeting, sniff deep, and the scent of pain closes my eyes. Louie’s hand grips my neck, runs along my back, and I shiver.


    “Phoebe, my lovely girl,” he says. The angel tattoo holds pungent memories: ink, needles, blood when he was a young man, then salt and dulse, ropes and nets, fish scales and oil. Louie’s memories are vivid and fragrant, and today they are jagged. I like being close to Louie more than any other here. If he were a dog, we would hunt together.


    Myother does not see the boy.


    Last time he sat on the windowsill. Today he sits in a chair beside Louie’s bed. He has no scent. I fix my eyes on him and growl low. The boy touches my head — I am encircled with warmth. I yelp, thrashing my tail against a bedpost. From the other bed George shouts, “Keep that damn dog away from me.” He strikes his stick on the floor and gets out of the bed.


    I turn my eyes to watch him. As he passes, his brain tells his leg to kick me, but his connections are worn thin. His stick raps away down the hall.


    Myother kneels beside me. “Quiet Phoebe, quiet,” she says.


    Louie rolls onto his side, moves his hand to Myother’s arm. “The pain is horrible, my cross to bear. Mary, pray for me.”


    Myother tells me to sit and stay and she leaves the room.


    Eight years ago, when I met Louie, the pain scent was confined to his knees, shoulders, and a spot in his hip. The scent grew stronger, settling in his bones, his organs, and his blood. Five years ago the scent lived in the mattress, the bed frame, the floor tiles, the walls, and the two pictures hanging on the wall.


    I hear Nurse Barbara whisper from the hall. “I gave him a needle half an hour ago. I know he’s hurting, has been for so long.” I hear her hand cross her forehead. “He just won’t let go.”


    Don’t let go, Louie’s words, not spoken but present always in the back of his throat. He wants someone close to him. I have pain in my hips; I no longer jump onto beds. I place my front paws and chest on his bed, pull my hindquarters up and stretch my body along the length of his spine. I curl about him and the pain softens. His words grow insistent.


    Don’t let go of the railing, Pearl, those steps are steep. Why does she still skitter away like a crab? Thought I’d never catch that pretty girl …


    Louie thrusts his hands forward in his bed. He cannot catch her. She is already rolling down the stairs. She does not cry out when she lands hard at the bottom.


    “Pearl, Pearl,” Louie moans loud.


    Nurse Barbara hurries into the room followed by Myother. Nurse wraps the black cloth around his arm and squeezes a ball.


    “Off, Phoebe,” Myother says.


    “Let her stay,” Nurse says.


    I snuggle closer to Louie and see him sit on the floor beside Pearl. He lifts her head onto his lap and she opens her eyes. I’m sorry Louie, that I never gave you a child.


    Don’t let go, Pearl, don’t you let go o’ life, please don’t leave me.


    Nurse Barbara unwraps the cloth, pinches Louie’s arm skin and pulls upward. The skin stays pinched after Nurse removes her fingers. “I’m going to phone the on-call doctor.”


    Louie is about to cry. I feel his mind turn inward. His heartbeat increases, fluid swells inside his nose, behind his eyes. The boy rises from the chair and sits at the end of Louie’s bed.


    Don’t let go, Louie boy, you may be alone out here, but you can pull it in. You get this son of a whore in the boat and you can buy Pearl that easy chair she sat in at the senior’s fair … the one that heats up and jiggles and raises your feet. This here halibut must weigh two hundred pounds. If you get this one, it’ll be your last. You can leave off fishing for Pearl.


    Louie is sweating the scent of fish and salt. He raises his head and looks at Myother. “Broke my body bringing in that fish, had to let go of fishing … for Pearl.”


    Myother sits in the chair the boy was in.


    “You got a boy?” Louie asks.


    Myother says, “Two, grown up and far away.”


    “If I had a son wanting to fish for a living, I’d tell him to get a job at Michelin or the pulp mill. Don’t ever start fishing, you can’t let go, and you can’t hold on to what nothing is left. Draggers been killing the fishing around here. Them big seiners, they take everything, and draggers the same. How much is sacrificed? Lord, I am tired.” Louie closes his eyes.


    “If they stayed with vessel fishing like it was, fish with a hook and line, I don’t believe there’d be a shortage of fish.”


    Don’t let go of the rhythm, still the high-line champ. Hook the line, bait the hooks, run out the line, jig the line, pull in the line, grab the fish and drop ’em in the box, re-bait the hooks, run out the line. Don’t let go of the rhythm, don’t stop to eat, go aboard and drink your chowder and back at ’er. We got nineteen hundred quintals of fish, that’s a lot of fish. One hundred and twelve pounds to the quintal dried and salted. Figure I’ll clear one hundred and fifty dollars. Three months of breaking your back, hands broke open and blood running right out of them.


    Louie raises his left hand above his head and I see blood. I think the boy sees it too, even though Myother does not. The boy moves up from the bottom of the bed. He lies on the other side of Louie, head on the pillow next to Louie’s head, face to face. I stay still. The boy’s hand reaches out and grabs Louie’s hand.


    Dad’s out ice fishing. Race ya to the lake, Shrimp.


    Louie is running through feathery snow. He sees the bigger boy far ahead. It is the boy who now lies on the bed. Louie runs faster and his brother hits the ice, slides past the father. The father holds a line in one hand and he waves with the other.


    Louie nears the edge of the lake, leaps, and slides across the ice. His eyes are on his brother’s back when he hears a crack. He sees the crack widen. He sees his brother swallowed by water. Ice shards rise from the lake. Louie dives to his belly and slides to the jagged edge of the hole.


    Don’t let go, Louie, by Jesus hang on to your brother! The father stands as close as he can. His hands are cupped around his mouth.


    Louie is breathing fast and shallow. His hand seems small in the grip of Jimmy’s larger hand, the hand pulling Louie on his belly closer to the water. Jimmy’s eyes are wild until Louie’s shoulder dips into the icy lake. Eye to eye their breath clouds mingle until Jimmy releases Louie’s hand and sinks below the ice.


    The boy in the bed with Louie and me whispers in Louie’s ear. I’ll race you, Shrimp.


    The room grows dark. I look out the window and see black clouds moving fast. Thunder cracks and splits the bellies of clouds. Rain throws itself against the window.


    I throw up my chin and begin my mourning song.


    Nurse Barbara rushes in. She looks at Louie’s shell, she looks at me, and her eyes grow wet.


    “Oh, my soul, Phoebe,” she says. “Mary, take her outside, please.”


    Myother pulls me off the bed, tugs my leash, but I am not finished mourning. This once she must understand why I won’t heel. I sit and I howl.


    Myother slips the bandana up from my neck to cover my eyes and leads me from the room. Five are gathered outside the door. I can’t see them, but I smell them and the hands stretched to comfort me, to comfort them.


    Myother takes her jacket from the closet and pulls me outside. She uncovers my eyes and I sing with all my lungs. Rain soaks my coat and Myother’s hair. The wind screams and I tremble with cold. Myother unzips her jacket. She kneels beside me and hugs me to her body.


    I finish mourning with one last long farewell to the Angel of the Sea as two boys race in the snow. And then they are gone, leaving laughter singing in my ears.

  


  
    ENTOMBMENT


    OCTOBER


    We move as one, Myother and me, fifteen steps from car to door, cross the threshold with six steps more, right to the west wing, left to the east. Today we turn left and walk around Nurse Donna. She stands on a ladder; she holds a white sheet with a balloon inside it, eyes and mouth drawn in black. She waggles it at us. “Boo,” she says.


    Myother stops before the closed door with the wooden apple. She breathes in long and releases air with a whoosh. She knocks on the door and does not wait for an answer that will not come.


    She opens the door and Mrs. Frailic releases her hands from the metal hook and yarn. She says, “Ooh, ooh,” arms reaching for us. She is old and tiny on the outside but inside she is huge. Her body curls to one side. Myother goes close to the wheelchair and kisses her cheek.


    Mrs. Frailic and Father MacLeod are the only people here Myother calls by two names. Mrs. Frailic has lived here three years. I have known her longer, from when she visited here, going from room to room bringing books and reading stories.


    Today the curtains are open; they are usually closed. Rain mists the window so even the bright leaves are quiet. Mrs. Frailic is comfortable with grey. Beyond the small circle of clear vision before her eyes, smoky walls enclose her. Sunlight from outside sharpens those walls. She cannot see the many pictures of young faces on the real walls. Myother’s young face is among them.


    “Fayab,” she says and I hear Phoebe. She cups my face and puts her lips on the top of my head. I see the place on her brain that is like one of my footpads. Her words get caught there on the way to her mouth.


    I whine and wiggle until she moves her chair close to the chest. The chest is old with drawers made of wood, not like the metal furniture in the other rooms. Mrs. Frailic draws comfort from opening the drawers, putting things in and taking things out. She keeps gumdrops in the top-most drawer. She picks one from a bag and holds it before my nose. I take it gentle. Her dark eyes hold my eyes, and her eyes spark with clear smart words. I curve my body, lean into her legs so her hand can run from my head to my hips. She knows it helps her to pet me. I hear her blood slow. She admires me because I don’t talk with words.


    Mrs. Frailic did not know how to live in a world without words at first. They were the finest things she could offer. When the grown children she taught words to came to visit her, she tried to speak the memories in her head. The sounds she made turned warm faces cold with fear and pink with shame. The children stopped visiting, except Myother.


    Myother sits on Mrs. Frailic’s bed and lifts the yarn from her lap. “What are you crocheting now?” she asks.


    “Roud,” Mrs. Frailic says. Shroud.


    Myother says, “I swear, every newborn in this county has worn one of your caps. I was at the hospital to see Linda MacDonald’s new grandson, and the nursery was like a garden of your caps — babies blooming in a row, pink, blue, yellow, and mint.”


    Myother does not ask questions of Mrs. Frailic, and if she does by mistake, she shrinks inside. She tells her words she believes Mrs. Frailic wants to hear. There is talk of the mill closing again. The sea roses are blooming late this year. A café has opened in the old furniture store. The causeway was flooded for a week. I read an excellent novel about …


    The grey grows thicker. Mrs. Frailic struggles to find an opening.


    Only when Myother speaks her memories does Mrs. Frailic warm and lighten. Every Saturday Myother brings a different memory for Mrs. Frailic. Today’s memory is about a boy.


    “Mrs. Frailic, Davey Fellows has moved back to Safe Harbour and brought his wife. He retired from teaching high school. Can you imagine?”


    The face of a boy, his tongue stuck out, is rubbed into my back.


    “I’ll never forget the trouble he caused in our grade five class. Or how many times you put him in the corner.” Myother smiles. “Oh, remember when he lay on the ground beneath the swing — to look up my dress!”


    Mrs. Frailic is walking fast in the sun. She feels the wind off the Mersey River in her hair, her eye on the boy on the ground. She bites her lip to keep the laughter inside. The boy’s ear feels like a dried apricot between her finger and thumb as she marches him inside the school. She hears the chalk clatter when he drops it on the floor, sniffles, picks it up, and writes on a board the words she gives him.


    “He asked about you. He said you turned his life around. He said, ‘If not for Mrs. Frailic, I would have wound up in jail or dead, I was that wild.’


    “And when we sang ‘O Canada,’ he always sang, ‘True patriot love in all thy stunts command,’ instead of sons command. I’ve wondered if you knew that.”


    Mrs. Frailic nods. “Sing, Mary.”


    She is ready for the Saturday song. Her memories stretch far beyond the grey walls to classroom floors, to worn piano keys. Pages of books flutter, apples crunch between her teeth. She has woven threads with bright colours. Life is rich with meaning and death holds no fear.


    Mrs. Frailic can still sing even though she cannot speak. The words come from a place that flows around the pad into her mouth. Myother stands and clasps her hands together at her middle. Mrs. Frailic sees Myother in a yellow dress, braids on either side of the small pink mouth that opens and sings.


    The ash grove, how graceful, how plainly ’tis speaking.


    The harp wind through its playing has language for me.


    And Mrs. Frailic fills her lungs with memory and sings:


    Whenever the light through its branches is breaking,


    A host of kind faces is gazing on me.


    The friends of my childhood again are before me


    Each step wakes a memory as freely I roam.


    With soft whispers laden its leaves rustle o’er me


    The ash grove, the ash grove alone is my home.

  


  
    RESURRECTION


    DECEMBER


    We move together, Myother and me, ten steps from the car to the door. Memory makes me pause; I stop and sniff the crisp air deep.


    “You’ve been here before,” Myother says. “This is where I found you.”


    We walk inside where a woman sits behind a desk. I count the whines and barks. I smell bleach, urine, medicine, and poop. I count the males and females. The woman stands and opens a door for us.


    “There’s a German Shepherd mix in cage one and a greyhound in cage two. Three Shih Tzus in cage three and puppies in the last four cages.”


    The black and tan dog in the first cage flattens his ears and comes to the cage door. His hindquarters slope down. He bares his teeth. Myother pulls me close to her and we walk to the next cage.


    She looks at a paper on the cage door. “Fiona. Female, Greyhound, age four,” she says. She lays her hand flat on the cage and the dog walks forward. Her tail is tucked tight between her legs. She nuzzles Myother’s fingers. I wag my tail and press my nose to the metal. The dog turns her back to me and walks to the rear of the cage.


    Myother rubs my head and looks again at the paper.


    “Reason for surrender: food aggression issues. We can’t have that,” she says. “Biting in the dining room is not allowed.” We walk to the next cage.


    Three small dogs dash to the cage door. They have small round heads and fluffy black and white fur. Myother reads from the paper. “Charlotte, Emily, and Anne. Females, Shih Tzu, age six. Reason for surrender: owner passed away. Must be adopted together.”


    Myother kneels and touches the cage. The dogs whine and spin. One puts her paws on the bars to get closer to me. The other two leap on her.


    Myother turns her face to mine. “No,” she says. And I lick her hand that holds my leash, happy that we understand one another.


    The next three cages hold litters of puppies, whimpering, scratching, peeing, needy balls of fur. Myother opens the door of each cage and brings out one from each litter for me to appraise. Myother’s hand bleeds from the sharp milk teeth. I wander to the end of the hall to get away from them.


    In the last cage sits a big black puppy, a patch of white on his chest. His head is large, his ears small. He is as close to the cage door as he can get. His tail swishes across the stone floor. I walk to the cage and he loosens his ears. He presses his nose to the bars and I touch mine to his. I smell loneliness. His tongue darts out, licking my muzzle.


    Myother reads the paper: “Willy. Male, Lab/Mastiff mix, six months old. Reason for surrender: apartment too small.”


    Myother places her hand on the cage. Willy gives her one lick then returns to my muzzle, to respecting me. Myother opens the cage door and fastens a leash to his collar. He does not bolt away; he stays close.


    Myother takes us outside to a fenced place with snow and grass and mud. She closes the gate and removes our leashes. I trot in a circle, and the puppy follows. He does not jump on me. I bow my chest low, rear raised in play invitation. The puppy does the same and dashes at me. I sit and remain still. The puppy lies down at my feet exposing his belly. I lick his face and taste hope and joy.

  


  
    ASCENSION


    JUNE


    Saturday morning I lie in my bed in a beam of light on the sunroom floor. Outside the windows, waves roll in like white horses. The windows are open; I hear hummingbirds at the feeder. A cat dashes from the old barn across the road. I am content and I sleep.


    Myother’s car crunches gravel and I lift my head. She opens the car door and Willy jumps out. He wears his work bandana. He runs to the porch and scratches the door. My tail wags in anticipation.


    Myother opens the door and Willy comes beside me. He licks my head, then stands quiet for me to smell the scents he has brought home.


    Julia’s scent was the first to disappear. Willy brought home her final memories last winter. They were red, red in her lungs and red in her heart where the man at last took up all the space there. Archie’s scent has grown smaller since then — a single rub to Willy’s ear.


    Father MacLeod faded, week after week, until his scent on Willy was gone one day in the spring. He was listening to voices singing, moving his hands in arcs on Willy’s head when the beads dropped to the floor.


    Walter’s scent was layered with his daughter’s but grew weaker as hers grew stronger. When his left, a week after Father MacLeod’s, his daughter’s scent remained, layered with the scent of the man who took Walter’s space.


    Rose sent a treat home for me with Myother each week. Her residue on Willy’s fur became so sweet I would sneeze, and then she was gone, too. Willy still brings home Pansy’s scent, loamy, dirt embedded in her fingertip swirls.


    Of the three women at the end of the hall, only Meg’s scent comes home with Willy. She does not know she lives at Mersey House. She lives in a home amidst fog, wood smoke, pine, and salt. Her touch on Willy’s fur is from Paradise.


    Through Grace’s scent, I knew Simone had gone. Simone never touched Willy. Grace loves Willy, his fat tongue, his big head, his small ears — her scent is all over him. Simone loved Grace; she touched her face and hands often. One Saturday not long ago, Simone was no longer mixed into Grace’s scent.


    Willy likes Coral best, her hot knobby hands running over his ribs. He likes her constant chatter and the jingle of rings as she rests her head on his broad back.


    Myother holds the door open for us to go outside. I rise up slow from my bed, stretch to pull out the pain in my hips.


    Willy waits for me on the porch. Now we move as one, four steps down the stairs, twelve more to the open space where I lie down in the grass and roll. Willy sits near me and scans the horizon. I roll to make my mark known; to mark my joy, to mark the hands of Mersey House that crossed Willy’s fur with pain turned softer, with memories turned sharper, with grey turned as green as the grass on this earth that is mine.
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