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THE WIFE TREE


“There’s something fascinating and frightening in reading a writer who is willing to take risks. Because we’re conscious of the dangers lurking at the turn of a page, it’s particularly exhilarating when, as in this first novel, the writer succeeds so brilliantly. With The Wife Tree, Dorothy Speak moves firmly into the first rank of Canadian writers.”

—Ottawa Citizen




“Sometimes you pick up a book and you just cannot put it down. The words leap off the page, seemingly written just for you, or even more spookily, written about you. That’s how I felt when I read Margaret Laurence’s The Diviners … I experienced that same thrill of recognition with The Wife Tree. … With The Wife Tree, Dorothy Speak has earned a berth in the CanLit hall of fame, right alongside Laurence.”

—The New Brunswick Telegraph-Journal




“The Wife Tree is a powerful novel, well worth reading for Speak’s ability to slice through to the ugliness in the human heart.”

—Victoria Times Colonist




“Rooted firmly in the tradition of the Ontario Gothic, the story of [Morgan] Hazzard delivers literary pleasures of the highest order. Weaving together recollection, dreams, and letters never sent, the narrative moves with a fluid power through the four seasons, reaching its climax in the depth of winter, and concluding on a triumphant, summery note…. Speak is also blessed with a gift for black humour and a hardnosed empathy, which resists easy reduction to the maudlin or sentimental.”

—Ottawa X Press




“Dorothy Speak is someone to sit up and take note of…. Like [Alice Munro and Margaret Laurence], she writes about real, believable people, and makes compelling stories out of the mundane elements of their lives…. The writing is deliberate and lyrical, lavish and full of pictures … Speak’s splendid first novel fills us with sumptuous detail.”

—The Hamilton Spectator
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For Monica




October 6

The trees have begun to shed their leaves. This afternoon as I walked home, I watched them drift silently out of the two-hundred-year-old maples. Heading east from the hospital grounds, I found myself fortified by the fresh air, the steady winds, the warm sunshine, the sensation of my limbs swinging along, after the silence of the intensive care unit where all the patients have been struck dumb. At five o’clock, the oblique sunrays turned the sidewalks into pathways of gold. I put the ornamental parks behind me, the sprawling mansions. My old heart knocking against my ribs, I climbed a gentle hill toward home.

Soon I’d entered sparer, simpler streets. For forty years this neighbourhood of fragile saltboxes stretching over three city blocks has been our home. Some of the houses, clad in tin siding, glint nakedly in the October sun. Others are covered with slate shingles, crumbling now with age. Four decades ago, this landscape was a bald plain. Before construction began, bulldozers were sent in to raze every living thing in sight, perhaps to remind us that, across the ocean, a war had devastated nature in its path. Soon the shadeless earth cracked and the thirsty gardens turned to dust and the parched lawns perished beneath the heels of growing families. But now we have mature trees and today, arriving home, I found Harry Lang standing in front of my house, a fan rake in his hand. Though a young man compared to William, he is, at fifty-five, retired and itching for chores.

“Oh, Harry,” I said gratefully, “you don’t need to rake my leaves. I could do that.”

“We saw the ambulance last night, Morgan.”

“William has had a stroke.”

Behind him, his wife, Heather, lingered on their porch, her white poodle pressed to her cheek, her glittering silver hair sweeping in waves back over her ears, the corners of her mouth turned up ever so slightly in sympathy. She is a woman who smiles at Life.

The Langs were never able to produce children. Their hedges are neatly sculptured, their manicured lawns thick and green as a golf course, their pumpkin-coloured house without a flake of loose paint on it. All their energies have been poured into filling up the childless spaces in their lives. When our children were young, Harry used to tell William, “Heather loves to sit at the living-room window and count your children as they come home from school.” Seeing her now on the porch, I wanted to ask: Harry, what on earth has Heather been doing these past twenty years, now that there are no more Hazzard children to count?

Harry is a tall man and many years ago he was handsome and raven-haired and sleek-bodied and graceful of limb, like Clark Gable. I had a crush on him then, but now that his hair and moustache are peppered with grey and his gut thrusts out with the pleasures of retirement, I wonder: Was I in love not so much with Harry himself as with the bouquets of iris and delphinia I saw him bearing home from the market for Heather? Or with the way he turned and gazed at her every time she came out of the house? The phrase dashing young man has always amused me, but in those days Harry really did seem to dash. He was so brimming with life, perhaps because, once it became clear that his seed would never flower in Heather’s womb, the two of them could lie recklessly, wastefully, in each other’s arms, certain that their passion would have no consequences — no hope or labour or responsibility or betrayal or risk attached to it — and Heather could trust that Harry’s little milky ejaculate pooling within her was solely for her thirst and he that her love channel existed only for his expeditions and not for the passage of a child into Life.

“Has anyone come home, Morgan?” Harry asked me.

“Morris will drive down as soon as he can.”

“And the girls? Will the girls come home too?”

“I haven’t had time to call them.”

“You must do that, Morgan. Promise me you’ll call. A person needs support at a time like this.”

“But they’re all so busy and so far away.”

“I’m sure they’ll come. They’ll want to be here to shore you up. You’re lucky to have so many children, Morgan.”

Up and down the street, the young rake-bearing neighbours trickled out into the soft dusk to collect the leaves, heaping them like gravemounds against the sidewalk curbs. We watched their children shout and run through the fading light and leap suicidally into these funeral piles, only to resurface miraculously unharmed, immortal, their nostrils, their ears powdered with bitter leaf-dust. This new generation of parents on the street does not come and introduce themselves to us. They remain distant. They keep their silence, like young saplings certain that it’s only a matter of time and patience before the ancient timbers — the hardwoods — fall and the forest is theirs.

It was a sweet, tender evening, full of perfume and grief.

“Were we ever young, Harry?” I asked.

“You bet we were, Morgan. I can still picture you pushing a carriage down the street. A new baby in it nearly every year. It was a wonderful sight.”

“I don’t remember it, Harry. I don’t remember a time when we weren’t old and wrinkled.”

“You sound discouraged, Morgan. It’s important to keep your spirits up.”


October 7

A cold draft rose off the window this morning when I got up and peered out at the gentle slope of our little crescent. Searching for my winter housecoat, I parted the old curtains hanging across the closet, their pattern of tropical palms and birds of paradise faded now to muted olives and ochres. I remembered when the girls used to disappear behind those curtains as into the exotic foliage of a tropical jungle, dress themselves there, hiding from each other their developing bodies, perplexed by the soft beauty of their swelling breasts. Stepping across a small landing at the top of the enclosed stair, I looked down at the pie-shaped rear yard, a row of back porches, a screen of poplars, a busy thoroughfare beyond, the hum of its traffic drifting over the rooftops.

How long, I tried to recall, had I made my bed here on the second floor, where the girls once slept under sloping ceilings? Was it only five years since William sent me creeping upstairs with my pillow tucked under my arm because, he said, my snoring had begun to shake the walls of our room? It doesn’t trouble me, in fact it’s a comfort to be exiled to the bedrooms of my daughters. Sometimes at night I lie awake and think of the sultry summer evenings when, to escape the hot sheets, the girls stole out of their beds in thin cotton nightgowns and lay like happy martyrs on the bare floor, imagining they could feel a refreshing draft sweeping along the naked boards. Reminded of this, I imagine the cool of the wood along my own calves and feel in my brittle hip bones, in my shoulder blades, the tough comfort of the hard planks.

Down in the kitchen, I stood at the window and lit a cigarette. Outside, the street was on fire with autumn colours, blazing like Judgment Day. Up and down the rows of houses, the neighbourhood women sent their children off to school beneath the flaming trees. I reached for the window, thinking I might fling it up, call out to these young mothers with their blonde ponytails flying in the wind: You’re wasting your time! You’re wasting your energy buttoning up these children and waving them off and calling after them, “Have a happy day!” Because soon they’ll run away and forget you ever existed.

One of my daughters once said to me: “What is the use of my coming home, Mother? You don’t understand what I’m talking about. I try to confide. I take the time to describe to you, in the simplest terms possible, what’s happening in my life. I tell you about my ambitions and my lovers and my depression and my shrink. And it all seems to go right over your head. What do I get back from you? Responses like: ‘But do you have a warm winter coat?’ That’s all you have to say. Do you know how frustrating it is to make the pilgrimage home to talk to your own mother about the things that you value most, things that are fundamental, and she doesn’t have a clue what you’re talking about?”

“Tell me again,” I answered. “Tell me again and maybe this time I’ll understand.”

And so, though I thought last night of contacting the children to tell them about their father’s condition, I hesitated to do so because I was afraid of their impatience and their scorn. I’m afraid that if I were to tell them how the oxygen mask is held onto William’s face by two elastic bands looped over his ears — making them seem as large and baroque as cabbage leaves — or how in the lounge outside the intensive care unit there’s such a smell of fear coming out of the vinyl upholstery that it sends me running back to William’s sterile room, or how very silent it is in the intensive care unit with all the patients so terribly inert and wordless and uncomplaining in their crises and the nurses — passing soundless as ghosts in their crepe-soled shoes — flashing at me their deadly professional smiles: If I were to describe all of this to them, they’d surely howl and tear at their hair and say, “Oh, Mother, why are you so hopeless? Don’t you understand at all what’s going on? Can’t you look for the bottom line? What is his heart rate? What is the oxygen content of his blood? How much of his brain is dead now? Ask, Mother! Ask.”

Yes, my children have become worldly-wise, having scattered all over the globe. Only Morris has stayed close by, which is ironic because when they were growing up, he was the child I noticed least. But Merilee is still living on this continent, and because it wouldn’t require me to sort through country codes and city codes and numbers beginning with triple zeros — which mystify me because how can a zero get one anywhere? — I picked up the phone after breakfast and dialled the United States.

A strange man answered and went away to get Merilee.

“Who was that?” I asked when she picked up.

“It was Alan.”

“Alan?” I said. “Aren’t you married to someone named Hugh? Or was that an earlier husband?”

“Hugh’s moved out, Mother,” she said curtly. “We’re getting a divorce.”

“Another one? Isn’t this your fourth?”

“Only the third.”

“Your father and I have been wondering if you’re trying to set some kind of record.”

I heard her sigh. “It’s not so unusual, Mother. I don’t know anyone who hasn’t been divorced a few times.”

“You should come back to Simplicity. You should come back to Canada,” I said, “where things are solid.”

Merilee has run away to live in a part of the United States where there is never any snow. She’s quit nursing now and is a salesperson for a big cosmetics corporation. She has an expense account and a company car, a small white convertible. I picture her steering this convertible through the hot yellow palm-lined streets of a southern city, wearing dark glasses and a miniskirt. Since she went south, she’s bleached her hair and worn it in a cumbersome antebellum style. She diets until she has the waistline of a little girl. She’s had breast implants, a facelift, liposuction, an abortion. She’s sick enough to be in the hospital herself. She has nervous rashes, a stomach ulcer. Like a gypsy, she moves from husband to husband, apartment to apartment. She can’t sit still or be alone for more than five minutes. William used to say to her, “You’re running away from yourself,” but she just laughed, her face, caked with makeup, breaking into deep cracks. “Dad, you sound more Canadian every day,” she told him. “I’ll never come back to Canada. The cost of living is too high. Nothing there is worth what you pay for it.”

“Did you call to give me a lecture, Mother?” Merilee asked today on the phone. “Or was there some good reason?”

So I told her about William.

“Why didn’t you let me know before this?” she asked with irritation.

“I didn’t want to bother you. I know you’re busy selling your lipsticks.”

“You should have called me the moment he fell.”

“I knew I’d get that machine of yours. I get tongue-tied when I have to talk to one of those.”

“What have they done for him? They should have done a CT scan on him right away. If it’s not an aneurism, they could have given him TPA. But that has to be administered in the first six hours. It’s too late now. Mother, you’ve got to be vigilant. In Canada, with a man Dad’s age, they won’t want to waste medical dollars. They’re still in the nineteenth century up there. Jesus Christ, what a country! I’m so glad I left. I’ll probably live twice as long down here as I would have if I’d stayed in Canada. Listen, Mother. Up there the squeaky wheel gets the grease. You’ve got to be aggressive. You’ve got to keep on top of the doctors. You’ve got to jump up and down.”

“People my age aren’t very good at jumping, Merilee.”

“Look, Mother, promise me you’ll demand a CT scan immediately. That and an MRI. How do they know for sure it’s a stroke? How do they know he doesn’t have a tumour the size of a grapefruit at the base of his cerebellum? He could have cancer of the brain. He could have a metastasis of lung or prostate cancer. You’ve got to ask hard questions, Mother. And you’ve got to start thinking about the future.”

“The future?”

“What we’re going to do if Dad deteriorates. If he deteriorates, how far are we willing to go to keep him alive? I don’t think he’d want us to use extraordinary means. This is something we should all decide together.”

“But we so seldom hear from any of you that your father and I have often wondered if you care at all what —”

“Dad’s our flesh and blood, Mother,” she cut in. “In that sense we have a greater claim on him than you do. You’re only his wife. There’s no blood tie there. All you’ve got is a marriage certificate.”

“But —”

“It’s too bad Morris is the only one living close by. He’ll be more nuisance than help. Leave him alone in the room with Dad and he’ll try to baptize him. Watch out for that. The cold water could bring on another stroke. Morris is probably on his knees right now praying for a miracle. You’re not counting on a miracle, are you, Mother? You don’t believe in them any more, do you? Have you contacted all the family?”

“I don’t really know how to do that. Your father used to place the overseas calls.”

“Airmail them, then.”

“My hand is so shaky lately. My writing is barely legible.”

“Dictate the letters to Morris. He’s got nothing better to do than pound that bible.”

“He has his shift work. The hours are hard on him. And the uncertainty. They’re laying off workers again at the plant. He could lose his job any day. And the boys keep him busy.”

“Pack of brats.”

“They’re good kids.”

“You don’t like them yourself. Be honest, Mother. Do you love those destructive boys?”

“Well —”

“I’ve got to go now. I’m late for my exercise class.”

She hung up. I pictured her at the gym, dressed in one of those bright skin-tight costumes and others in similar attire, young Lycra-clad men and women leaning, bending trancelike before a wide mirror, stretching their firm, glistening, immortal limbs.


October 8

“Guilt,” said Morris when I told him what Merilee had said on the phone.

“Guilt?” I echoed.

These days I have difficulty recognizing Morris as my son. I never expected him to become strong or important and he’s puzzled me by becoming both of these. Physically he is strong, though important may be too large a word. Self-important might be more accurate.

When he was a boy, I took him for a placid and contented child. That he must have been tormented by self-doubt is now clear to me, and if I’d had time to think about the boils erupting all over his face when he was fifteen, I might have realized this. But, strangely, now that he’s born again, religion hasn’t awarded him the peace that so many of its advocates claim to enjoy. Instead, it seems to have turned him restless. Today when I arrived at the hospital, I found him pacing the floor of William’s room, drumming his thumb on the bed rail, turning and turning the pages of his bible, nervously fingering its marker ribbon.

“Guilt,” he repeated this afternoon in the intensive care unit, about Merilee. “Atonement for her sins. Acting the role of the concerned daughter to compensate for running away from home and sleeping with every man she meets.”

“That doesn’t strike me as a Christian thing to say, Morris.”

“I have to take a moral stand. I’ve got to bear witness.” He paused, frowning. “Merilee isn’t coming home, is she?”

“She says she’s too busy.”

He looked cautiously relieved. “That doesn’t mean we’re safe from her. She’ll try to run the show from the States. She always does. I don’t know why you even call her. You know she upsets you with her crazy diagnoses.”

“She wants us to start preparing.”

“Preparing for what?”

“She thinks we should all start preparing to — to let your father go.”

“Let him go? Pull the plug, you mean?”

“Well, she didn’t use quite those words.”

“Typical. Typical attitude of an atheist. No soul. No heaven or hell, so why not just dispose of the body whenever it’s convenient? It’s how she runs her own life. She throws people away like old magazines.”

“I’m not sure Merilee’s an atheist. She might be an agnostic.”

“That’s worse. That’s just a cop-out. Fence sitting. Hedging your bets. Gutless.” He turned back to his bible. “Enter through the narrow gate,” he boomed enthusiastically. In the harsh light of the intensive care unit, his skin looked leathery and mottled, with aubergine shadows everywhere from the eruption of carbuncles. As a man, he bears the scars of the facial boils of his adolescence. Plum-sized, they had to be lanced and drained by a doctor. “The gate that leads to damnation is wide, the road is clear, and many choose to travel it.”

“Do you have to sound so cheerful?” I asked him.

“But narrow is the gate that leads to life, how rough the road and how few there are who find it.”

“How is Olive?” I asked, to distract him. He threw me a guarded look.

“She’d be here with me today, but she doesn’t want to intrude.”

“She knows she’s welcome.”

“That’s just it, Mom. She doesn’t know it. She senses your dislike.”

“What does she want from me, Morris? I’ve tried. But I find her — why is she so — morose?”

I stepped to the window and looked down. Outside it was raining. Across a lawn, the door of a Victorian residence flew open and out into the afternoon spilled a stream of new nurses, running joyfully across the shining grass, so full of energy, so pure and dazzling in their white uniforms. Their excitement, their laughter rose to me through the window. Suddenly I recalled my own training days, those wet autumn afternoons when we reported for work: the sensation of rain striking our legs, stinging our bare arms like needles as we dashed from residence to hospital, all of us so aware that we were young women now, turned graceful overnight and powerful in new ways. Why did the memory of such gaiety fill me so with grief?

Behind me, Morris said, “He looks so peaceful, don’t you think, Mom?”

I turned from the window and saw him gazing down at William.

“That’s what they say in funeral parlours, Morris.”


October 9

I’m trying to see each day as something fresh and full of hope and I must confess that I’m enjoying my walks to and from the hospital, grateful for the crisp winds, the bright days, and this new rhythm in my life, now that William sleeps. The leaves have been falling continuously, such a thick shower that it seems they’ll never stop sliding out of the sky. And if autumn lasts forever I’m sure that Harry Lang will be all the happier because he takes such obvious pleasure in harvesting the leaves and in piling their bounty against the curb, reaping from the skies more fruit than his own marriage bed ever bore. He may draw energy from the beauty of the leaves and from the fragile life still breathing in them. He may also rejoice in their weightlessness, because even for a robust man in his mid-fifties, they’re light and easier to bear than the burden of snow that’s surely on its way.

Every day when I return from the hospital, I encounter Harry, armed with his rake, in our shared drive. Tonight, Conte McTavish emerged from his house just as I arrived home, joining Harry and me. His wife, Vivien, stepped out onto their porch to observe us. Why have we women stood — I wanted to ask her and Heather Lang — why have we stood all our lives on our front porches, while our men went out to meet the world?

Vivien McTavish is a deep, deaf woman, drawing, today, a thin wool cardigan around her meagre shoulders, her sharp hips. I’ve seen her and Conte converse wordlessly, their hands flying in front of their faces, swift as doves, a blur. Being unfamiliar with sign language, I’ve never communicated directly with Vivien, but we’re by no means strangers. On the neighbourhood sidewalks, we’ve passed each other, nodding, smiling shyly, knowingly, speaking the silent language of Life.

We — the Hazzards, the Langs, the McTavishes — are the last of the street’s residents to survive from the era of our children. This is wartime housing, rows and rows of so-called Victory Homes, flimsy constructions thrown up hastily in the late forties from the cheapest materials the government could find to shelter its returning heroes. At one time, every father on this street was a discharged soldier, but today most of the parents here weren’t even alive during the war. This new generation has renovated the landscape and, to our humble neighbourhood of box houses, they’ve added dormers, bay windows, garages, sundecks, all the improvements I once, as a shallow young mother, deeply desired. Now the sight of them makes me wonder how I ever thought such fragile constructions could refurbish my life. We — the Hazzards, the Langs, the McTavishes — feel like strangers now in our own country, clinging, in our three small houses, to the cusp of the street’s crescent, like six ancient mariners in fragile crafts floating on the edge of change, paddling valiantly toward the past.

“How is William?” asked Conte, a short, solid, bashful man with a rich Scottish brogue clinging like burrs to his consonants. “Is he still in danger? How long will he be in the hospital? Don’t worry, Morgan. They’ll take good care of him. We’ve got the best health care system in the world.”

For years, William and Conte refused to speak to each other. The Hazzards and the McTavishes carried on a silly child-driven feud, the origins of which none of us can now remember. But finally all the children moved away and one day after they’d both retired, William and Conte encountered each other unexpectedly while clipping the hedge from opposite sides. Face to face, there was nothing they could do but say, “Good morning.” Soon they were chatting amiably across the row of burning bush or in the driveway, exchanging opinions about the weather, about car mufflers, lawn fertilizers, pensions, moving on gradually to politics.

“How are you bearing up, Morgan?” asked Conte, his face, flushed with hypertension, red today as a McIntosh apple. “What can we do for you? How can we help?”

“There’s the raking,” Harry suggested, “and then there’ll be the snow.”

“Oh,” I assured them lightly, “William will be home long before the snow falls,” and Conte and Harry smiled at me gratefully because the older we get, the easier it is to lie to each other and the less we want to hear the truth. Already I pitied Harry and Conte, so naive and defenceless as they faced the future, armed only with their leaf rakes and their snow shovels. “You mustn’t even think about clearing our drive,” I told them. “You shouldn’t tax your own hearts. None of us is getting any younger.”

How strange to be standing there talking to Harry and Conte. Wasn’t it always William who sought them out, gathered the news? Though William has no friends to speak of, he’s been what you might call a public sort of person. There’s something of the amateur pollster in him, the gleaner and dispenser of popular opinion. Since retiring, he can be found out on the street or sitting on benches in the shopping malls, talking to complete strangers about the prime minister, about taxes, election results. Strangers have always been more interesting to William than the people he lives with. “You don’t even know the names of our political parties, Morgan,” he used to say in frustration. “I have to tell you who to vote for. You don’t seem to know how to think.”

I climbed my front porch.

“Morgan?” Harry called from the foot of the drive. I turned. “I feel young even today,” he boasted.

“Do you?”

“I feel at the peak of my form.”

“That’s good, Harry.”

“You’re young too, Morgan,” he called, grinning encouragingly. “You just don’t know it.”

I picked the evening paper up off the porch and carried it into the house. Weighing it in my hand for a moment, I considered the idea of suspending delivery. It’s William who subscribes to the news. I never open the paper myself. Everything I’ve ever read about current events has flown out of my head like a swallow from a barn the moment I put the paper down.

In the kitchen, I pulled down a little card, which I keep tucked behind a corner of the church calendar. On the card is printed a grid. I have one good eye and one bad. Behind the bad one there is bleeding that pushes out of shape something called the macula, which lies at the centre of the retina. Everything in the centre of that eye is out of focus. On the perimeter of that blur, all is clear, giving me what they call peripheral vision. Each day, I must remember to cover my bad eye, the left, with one hand and peer with the good eye at the grid on the card. If ever there is damage to this good eye — blood and fluid suddenly leaking behind the macula as in the bad one — the grid lines will waver and sink like a whirlpool and I must rush to the ophthalmologist for help.

William has laughed at the sight of me with the card pressed to my face.

“If you can see a straight line, Morgan,” he said, shaking his head with irony, “it’ll be the first time in your life.”

“I can see them, William.”

“You’ll be walking with a white cane soon.”

“I don’t even like to think about it.”

Slipping the card back behind the religious calendar, I looked at the picture of Christ in his red tunic and rich folds of blue cloak, drawing back a flap of chest muscle like drapery and pointing with a finger at his heart, which blazes like a flaming planet. Not the hands of a carpenter’s son at all, but soft and manicured, as though they’d never touched a hammer or a nail or a length of raw fruity wood. What does Christ, breaking open this deep chamber to show us a supernatural heart shooting out holy rays of light like fireworks, have to say to us?

“Christ never did an honest day’s work in his life,” William often remarked. “He never held down a job. Whereas me, Morgan? I was born for physical labour. It’s in my blood. The prairie did that for me. Nothing has given me greater joy than swinging a sledgehammer or using a pitchfork. All my life, the only thing I ever wanted to do was work. There doesn’t seem to be any other reason to live.”


October 11


Dear girls,

…The trees are growing bare here and winter isn’t far off and I thought it was time I wrote to you all about some changes that have taken place. Your father has had a stroke, but far from urging you to rush home, I’d rather you didn’t just yet, as I’m coping very well on my own. I’ve delayed writing because the letters will take so long to reach you on your distant continents that your father may well be home with me again before you tear the envelopes open. So I’ll have alarmed you unnecessarily. But perhaps this little setback would make you think about visiting sometime in the future. It’s been so long since we’ve seen any of you that I sometimes wonder if you’ve forgotten all about Canada. And I have to ask myself: what is the purpose of having such a big family if we are to be so very alone in our winter years?…



Propped up in bed at nine in the evening, I tore this page off the writing pad, put it under the spare pillow next to me, and began again in my wobbly script.


Dear girls,

…It’s not that I want you to go dashing out to buy airline tickets for Canada, for your father seems in no hurry either to die or get better. But I do feel I’ve a responsibility to let you know the danger he’s in. And yet, I could say to you that we’ve all known (haven’t we?) that he’s been in danger for many many years but we never spoke of it. It wasn’t by accident that he looked seventy years old when he was a man of fifty, and it was only the doctor’s orders that he stop drinking that prolonged his life…



This letter too I pulled off and stored under the pillow. Putting my pen away, I picked up my rosary from the night table. But as I whispered my Hail Marys, progressing through five decades, I did wonder if these words, mumbled as my fingers moved along the beads, would do William any good, or if prayer is just an empty dialogue with oneself. Does William believe in God any more? Since his heart attack, he hasn’t attended Sunday Mass, insisting that all the kneeling and genuflecting and prolonged standing tax his heart, but also that Catholics are a pack of hypocrites, all the way up to the pope in his palace of gold and lapis lazuli.

William converted to Catholicism in order to marry me. But he was a rebellious catechumen, challenging the idea of the Trinity, of transubstantiation, the miracles of Christ. Jesus was nothing but a shaman with a bag of tricks up his sleeve, he told the priest, hiring actors to pose as cripples, blind men, lepers.

Why did he go to the trouble of converting, just to marry me? I wonder now. But back in those days I was beautiful, wasn’t I? With thick black hair swept up in rolls and a high curved brow at a time when such a smooth expanse of polished bone was considered a mark of beauty in a woman.


October 16

“We know Mr. Hazzard had all the high-risk factors for a stroke, don’t we?” Dr. Pilgrim said to me after William was admitted. “High blood pressure. Atrial fibrillation. A history of smoking. You do understand what a stroke is, don’t you, Mrs. Hazzard?” he asked patiently. “A blockage of blood flow to the brain? When the brain cells are robbed of vital oxygen and other nutrients, they die. In time they may or may not regenerate. That regeneration will determine which faculties Mr. Hazzard recovers. Does that help to explain things a little?”


Dear girls,

…Sometimes I try to imagine your father’s brain, a soft nodular planet floating in his skull. Closing my eyes, I picture lakes of blood, because this is what the doctors seem to think caused the stroke: a hemorrhage of some kind, an aneurism, blood-filled pouches in a weakened artery wall bursting, flooding brain tissue. And then I think of my own ruptured eye and wonder: why is it that in our old age William and I are both bleeding inside? He in the brain, which is filled with all the words of the books and the newspaper articles he’s read and the documentaries he’s watched, and me behind the eyes, for it seems that all the understanding I have of the world is only what I’ve seen…




October 17


Dear girls,

…Tell us, Mrs. Hazzard, the nurses in Emergency urged me the night of the stroke. Describe to us as accurately as you can what happened.

Well, I told them, it all began with the tulips.

The tulips? they repeated, puzzled, raising their eyebrows…




October 18

The skin of the house anticipates winter. Today after lunch, I pressed my hand to the kitchen window, felt in my bones the cooling of the earth.

“Why is the house so cold, Morgan?” William had asked me the day of the stroke.

“It’s the change of seasons, William,” I told him. “It’s the first true autumn day.”

“Well, you’d better get that furnace fired up, then.”

Peering at the thermostat on the living-room wall, I turned the dial clockwise. Beneath my feet I felt a small tremor and heard the furnace boom and complain, like a bear awakened from hibernation. Out of the old tin pipes rose the oddly sweet smell of burning dust. The heat now blasting up through the vents was a comfort to William.

“It was so bloody cold out west, Morgan,” he told me. “I remember the winter I was fourteen and I got laid off in February by a man named Vandeusen. He sent me packing with empty pockets. Said he’d get my wages to me when he could, maybe in the spring.

“I walked fifteen miles through a blizzard to our own farm, so frozen by the time I got there I wasn’t sure I was still alive. I went into the house and didn’t even have time to take my coat off before my father asked, ‘Where’s your pay?’

“‘He said he’s broke,’ I told him.

“‘The son of a bitch.’

“‘He said he’d settle up with me in the spring.’

“I stood there with the snow on my shoulders and my feet so dead with cold I was afraid they’d have to be cut off. I took a step toward the stove to warm myself, but he blocked my way.

“‘You stand there till I’m finished with you,’ he shouted. I could smell the liquor on his breath clear across the room. ‘You look at me,’ he said. ‘That bastard’s a goddamned liar. You should’ve parked yourself on his doorstep.’ By this time he was unbuckling his belt.

“‘I would’ve froze,’ I said.

“‘You should’ve knocked down his goddamned door.’

“‘What good would that have done?’ I asked. ‘He said he had nothin’ t’ give me.’

“‘Don’t talk back to me,’ he said. ‘Don’t give me any of your lip.’

“Then he swung his belt, hitting me everywhere. My shoulders. My arms. My stiff red hands. I was brittle as ice. Why I didn’t shatter into a thousand pieces I don’t know.

“‘This’ll teach you to believe a goddamned Dutchman!’ he shouted.”


Dear girls,

…In the evenings I do feel around me the hollowness of the house and sometimes I wonder: How will I survive in this empty shell of our lives? But then I reflect that the quiet rooms are not so very different from the silence here over the past twenty years. And if I listen very hard, I hear not your father speaking, but the voices of my children…




October 19

“Do you remember the apple trees in the yard?” I asked William today, though he hasn’t opened his eyes since the stroke. He remains very still beneath his white sheet, which is like a wintry landscape full of gentle hills and valleys as though already he’s entered another season.

Did he remember, I asked, how we used to call them the Man and Wife Trees because they stood so close together, so united and loyal and enduring, their branches intertwined?

At one time the Wife Tree lifted her arms gently, modestly into the sky, but now her branches are clipped and topped and pruned and painfully twisted and lately William’s been telling me that, because she can no longer bear fruit, she must be cut down. But I now wonder if, after all these years of hacking at her limbs, he simply can’t rest until he sees her fall to the earth.

I noticed today that the Man Tree has shed all his coloured leaves. His skeleton stands gaunt and dark and vulnerable against the sky. But the Wife Tree seems to be giving the lie to the season and is still green as green and full and lush and refusing to die.


Dear girls,

…The trees are disrobing themselves and soon will stand naked and beautiful, as I was never allowed to be when I was a child, but, like a nun, took my bath under a sheet, as instructed by the priests. And now I think: If I wasn’t permitted to love my own flesh when it was young and firm, what can I feel for it but shame, now that it’s old and withered and dry?…




October 20

Two weeks have passed since William fell and I haven’t seen Dr. Pilgrim again. He does come in, the nurses tell me, but he’s never around when I’m visiting and I’m afraid that if he knows why William hasn’t yet awakened, he’s reluctant to tell me. After many vain attempts at questioning the nurses, I’ve begun to understand that truth is a very foolish thing to ask for in a hospital. Truth can’t be measured out in milligrams or recorded on a graph in a patient’s chart. And even with all their fancy machines, the nurses can’t seem to tell me anything more than I’m able to see with my one weak eye.

Released from the day shift at his factory, Morris arrived in intensive care today at four o’clock.

“Medical intervention isn’t the answer here, anyway, Mom,” he said, “no matter what Merilee or the professionals say. God will decide what happens to Dad, not the doctors.”

“There’s more to your father than his soul, Morris.”

“I’m making it my mission to convert Dad to our church. I’ve got my whole community praying for him right now.”

The thought of all those Glory be to God!s and Hallelujah, Brothers! and Praise the Lord!s shooting William’s way alarmed me.

Morris stood over his father’s bed with his bible open, his chest puffed out, as though he were more powerful than the doctors themselves. He carries the Good Book everywhere, even to work, where twice it’s cost him his job.

“You can’t feed those boys of yours on the New Testament,” William told Morris the first time he got fired for preaching at the factory. “The Gospel according to St. John won’t put meat on their bones.”

“I’ll find another job, Dad. I’m not worried. God will provide.”

Until he was a man of thirty carting the Testaments around, Morris was never able to stand up to his father. The Scriptures have become his voice, which is a pity, I think, because they contain the wisdom only of men and none of women. For a slow reader like Morris, the Bible is a very thick book.

“Why was that boy nearly illiterate until he tripped over the Scriptures?” his father has often asked me.

“I don’t know, William.”

“I don’t care if you want to waste your time reading the Bible,” he’s told Morris, “so long as you think and question as you go along.” But Morris, like me, is not a thinker, and so he’s swallowed the Good Book whole, chapter and verse.

“Come to just one service, Dad,” Morris used to beg William. “That’s all I ask. Just come and see what our church is like.”

“I’ve converted once already. I don’t need to do it again. There’s little difference from one religion to the next, anyway. You get the same hogwash everywhere.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong, Dad. Our God is a better God than your God.”

“I didn’t know they were running a competition.”

Morris was once a small, skinny boy and it still surprises me to see him standing six feet tall, with thick shoulders and broad hands and a big square jaw. When he was young, I tried to fortify him with carbohydrates, at every meal placing a stack of white bread at his elbow. Dutifully, he buttered the slices one by one on the flat of his hand and ate them. Despite this, I was never successful in putting flesh on his bones. But he’s filled out in recent years and I’m not sure if it’s Olive’s cooking that’s fattened him up or the way he now feeds so greedily on Jesus, who called himself the Bread of Life.

I have six daughters. I never wanted a boy. When I was growing up on the farm, there were enough men in the house to last me a lifetime. William, on the other hand, like a farmer looking for cheap labour, dreamed of a houseful of sons. He got only Morris. The baby I miscarried at six months and the other one that died of pneumonia after three days were both male and now I wonder if, all his life, we haven’t somehow made Morris carry the burden of those two dead boys.

“I wish your sisters were here,” I said to Morris at the hospital, though in truth I fear my girls. They’ve grown into clever, angry, intrepid women who at this moment are producing political plays in Brazil, climbing mountains in Nepal, searching for rare plants in Indonesia, teaching English to German children.

“Why do you need the girls?” asked Morris bitterly. “I’ve been here every second day since Dad’s stroke. Aren’t I good enough for you?”

I blinked at him and pressed my lips together. Sighing tiredly, he closed his bible, gave my shoulder a firm squeeze. It wasn’t so much the hand of a son as that of a preacher.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s all right, Morris.”

He pulled on his coat. “I’ve got to go. I’ll be late for supper,” he said, shuffling on his feet, awkward at this moment of farewell. Why could I not rise to embrace him, this son of mine who’d driven hell-bent to be at my side after William’s stroke? As a teenager, Morris sometimes hugged me so hard he broke my ribs, which, when I was fifty, were already brittle with osteoporosis. I could feel them snapping like dry twigs, hear them popping like bottle caps. After that, the agony of a deep breath, of turning over in my sleep. Sitting now beside William’s bed, I was certain that if anyone touched me, I’d shatter into a million pieces. How, I wondered, have I become this old and crumbling woman?

“I’ll try to come back tomorrow.”

“You don’t have to, Morris.”

“I’ll be here.”

“Drive carefully. Don’t fall asleep on the road.”

“Not to worry, Mom. God is my pilot.”

I’ve seen the stickers all over the bumpers of his car: GOD IS MY PILOT. I BELIEVE IN ANGELS. REAL MEN LOVE JESUS. MY BOSS IS A JEWISH CARPENTER. SMILE: JESUS LOVES YOU.


Dear girls,

…It’s a new joy to wake up these mornings, feeling not only refreshed but somehow whole and at peace with myself. And without your father shouting up the stairs, Morgan, I want my eggs! I’m able to lie in bed and watch the sun creep across the floorboards to filter through the jungle ferns on the closet curtains. As the room warms and brightens, the hours, though they lie shapeless before me, seem full of possibility. Each day is now mine to create in all its fullness.

This morning I descended the stairs and found the house full of October light. Leaves, luminous as shards of stained glass, flew past the windows. Your father’s easy chair, catching as always the best of the day’s sunlight, invited me to sit down. And though outside the gardens are fading, the buds hardening off for winter and the tree roots growing cold in the drying earth, I felt something blossoming within me, unfolding like the petals of a flower. Trembling with caution, surprise, bewilderment, I walked from room to room, floating with an unfamiliar lightness of spirit…




October 21


Dear girls,

…Do you remember the Wife Tree? How in the autumn her bright branches shone their extraordinary light into all the rooms of our house?…



Dusk has fallen by the time I arrive home these days. I go about the house turning on lights and closing curtains. Then I make my habitual trip to the cellar.

“Give us this day our daily potato. That’s how the Lord’s Prayer should read,” William, who’s eaten a potato every day of his life, used to say. “The potato is the purest of foods. Straight from the earth. Whole populations have survived, Morgan, on the potato. Out west we knew what a potato was. A good potato should be as dry as the dust bowl. But here in Ontario, they like to eat them wet. Here, they wouldn’t know a good potato if you threw it at them.”

In the cellar tonight, I bent over and plunged my hand into a burlap sack, groping among the russets. My hand grew slippery with fine, dry earth, my nostrils flaring with the sweet, pungent smell of soil and sacking. Half an hour later, the potato baking in the oven, the heat from the glass door warming my backside, I picked up a tulip bulb from the kitchen table.

“Don’t touch those,” I remembered William barking the day of the stroke. I stood beside him that afternoon, watching him shift groups of flower bulbs around on the table, as though he were deploying model armies. Tulips. Narcissi. Daffodils. Hyacinths. Allium. Some large as a baby’s fist, others tiny as pearl onions.

“They’re delicate,” he warned me. “You’ll knock the skins off ’em.”

And indeed, their brittle, papery, toast-coloured skins were shedding everywhere, leaving the swelling curves of the tubers naked and gleaming. How could he tell me they were fragile, I wondered, when he was about to bury them in the dry, acid, ruthless ground and those vulnerable skins would be letting go of the flesh even before he pressed the earth down on them?

I watched him make a drawing on a piece of paper, trying to map out his planting for the best effect, considering the length of the stems, the colour, size and shape of the blossoms, the moment of blooming — early, mid- or late spring. The bulbs stood about in fleshy clusters, dense and meaty as organs, as colonies of miniature inverted hearts.

Later, looking over his shoulder at five o’clock, I saw that he’d made no progress with his diagram, but was tracing the same lines over and over, the velvety lead now so heavy that it smeared like prairie crude across the heel of his hand. I grew impatient.

“When are you going to stop fussing with them? Why don’t you just put them in the earth? It can’t be that complicated. We’ve been living with them for a week.”

“Three days,” he corrected me. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Morgan. I can’t seem to come up with a plan. I can’t form a decision.”

“Well, I wish you’d get on with it. We’ll be eating supper soon. Where are we going to put down our plates? I’m sick to death of the sight of these bulbs. I’d sooner sweep them into the trash than look at them another day.”

“That goes to show what your values are. That tells me what you’re worth. You’ve never made a decent garden. You know nothing about creativity and the time it takes.”

“I’ve been creative in my life,” I said, injured. “I gave you seven children, didn’t I? And another two that died? Carried all but one of them to full term? I call that time.”


Dear girls,

…Lately I’ve begun to think that Morris has brainwashed me, because I find myself wondering if he may be right. Perhaps despite all their contraptions and charts and blood thinners and fancy tests, their dopplers and ECHOs, the doctors can’t put a finger on the centre of your father’s malady. Like stonemasons, carpenters, plasterers repairing cracked walls and foundations, when it’s the soul of the house that’s crying out for help…




October 22

I’ve begun to draw a map of Simplicity in my head, each day digressing a little further from my original route, getting to know the streets because, before this, it was always William who knew everything. With my one good eye, I’m able to read the street signs and am committing them to memory. And I can’t help feeling it was a different Morgan who arrived at the hospital in the screaming ambulance only two weeks ago, shaking with the thought that in no time I’d get lost wandering its vast and complex corridors.

“You may go up now to the intensive care unit,” the Emergency nurses told me the night of the stroke. “It’s on the sixth floor. Take the elevator at the end of the hall and then just follow the signs,” and I could imagine the children laughing at that and saying, “You must be joking! Mother could never follow signs !” Because it is true that I once was deposited by car before our very own house, with William in full view through the front window sitting in his La-Z-Boy, the newspaper hiding his face, and I turned in confusion and walked away. Running after me, the children laughed, pointed me homeward. “Oh, Mother!” they cried. “You’ve got no sense of direction!”

With my heart pounding, I set off the night of the stroke on a lengthy journey through many heavy swinging doors, taking me into a part of the hospital where the quantity of life seemed to diminish. Gradually the halls became emptier and more silent until I entered a round windowless theatre with a nurses’ station on a raised platform in the centre. Fanned out below it were a dozen transparent cells, where patients lay like insects under glass, so far removed from sunlight and the sound of the wind that I was afraid they’d forget these forces were calling them and never wake up again. I couldn’t help feeling that this unit was like a church, with the nurses and their technology on a high altar and the patients’ rooms like radiating chapels below. We, the supplicating visitors, passed like pilgrims in an ambulatory and entered the chapels, where we prayed silently over the sick, who lay immobile as stone effigies sleeping atop their marble caskets.

In one of these cells I found William with his eyes closed and looking very pasty, like a figure in unfired clay. I sat on a chair and watched the steady rise and fall of his chest, thickened in his youth from pitching hay and swinging a sledgehammer and still powerful though he’s a man of seventy-three. I saw his heart tracing an alpine journey across a television monitor. From a suspended sac, a life-sustaining fluid dripped slowly into him. I imagined it carried like clear spring water through all the tributaries of his body until he floated in miraculous liquids, as on a pure mountain lake. In the dark windows, I saw my form and William’s reflected like two old actors on a bright stage, waiting for their forgotten lines to be whispered to them.

Around three a.m. a nurse came along. She strapped a blood-pressure band around William’s lifeless arm.

“Is he improving at all?” I asked. “Is he getting better? Is he going to die?”

“Let’s not upset ourselves with questions like that, Mrs. Hazzard,” she answered so quietly that I was afraid William, with his eyes closed, might think he was indeed in church and refuse to wake up because he’s so angry with the pope, fat man in a white beany, smiling and getting fatter while the world starves. The nurse’s calmness alarmed me. Panic rose in my chest and I had the urge to shout, to run from room to room smashing with my purse at all the spotless glass.

“Time,” said the nurse kindly. “Time is a great healer, for both patient and family. You must let time work for you as well, Mrs. Hazzard.”

After the nurse disappeared, the thought of all the shapeless time ahead of us made me very tired. I decided to lie down for a moment beside William, feeling for the first time in decades that it was quite safe to do so, just as I’d believed on our wedding night that it was safe, because of course William was young then and confused and had not yet realized that he should be angry about life. His air force uniform hung neatly on a chair beside the bed, his train ticket to Halifax floating in the breast pocket. He’d meet up with his buddies at the station the next morning, travel to Nova Scotia, head off to war. After he’d entered me and gasped with pleasure and finally grown limp with satisfaction, he said, a touch of scorn in his voice, “You weren’t expecting that, were you, Morgan? You didn’t know what sex was all about. And you a nurse.”

“Oh, you mustn’t do that, Mrs. Hazzard,” said a second nurse, alarmed when, arriving around six a.m. to replenish the intravenous, she discovered me prone beside William. “You’ll disturb the tubes and wires. We don’t want to unplug your husband, do we?”


Dear girls,

… I dare say your father feels even lonelier than I because there has been no sign in his room of visitors, other than Morris and me. Though he’s a public sort of person, it makes me wonder if he’s been missed at all on the mall benches of the nation. But one day when I walked into his little glass chamber, I found a bouquet of red roses on his bedside table. It was a tremendous shock to see them there, contrasting in their depth of colour with the wintriness of the room. They gave me a start because at first, with my dim eyes, I thought they were a splash of blood against the white wall. Finally, I felt a pang of shame that I hadn’t thought of bringing flowers myself, considering your father’s love of them. He might have been revived by their perfume. I could find no card among the roses, so when a nurse appeared I asked, Where did the flowers come from?

A woman brought them in and arranged them herself, said the nurse, and sat down for a while with your husband.

Do you have any idea who it was? I asked.

No, I’m sorry. She didn’t leave her name…




Dear girls,

…Did you ever reflect on the fact that you’ve given me no grandchildren, not a one? As far as I can tell, you’ve joined the ranks of those modern wombless women throwing away their bras and sexlessly baring their chests to the public, like the brazen Amazon women your father once told me about, who burned off their right breasts so that they might more efficiently draw the bow. And for all I know, you’ve spurned men altogether and are lying at this very moment in the arms of other women, which, I’ve heard it said, may be the purest kind of love on earth…




October 23

“I have a terrible pain behind my right eye,” William said the night of the stroke.

“Is it a headache?” I asked him.

“I don’t know. I’ve never felt anything quite like it.”

I went, then, to the linen cupboard and brought out a face cloth, rough and stiff with age, as all our terry cloth has become. Just as our tea towels are full of holes from decades of fingers pressing them against porcelain, and our bedsheets grown so ancient that their floral patterns have been erased where our bodies have scoured them, moving in the act of lovemaking or in the refuge of sleep, so that we’ve destroyed in our industry or in our unconscious journeys the splendid gardens William so zealously strives now to replace.

Softening the face cloth under the cold-water tap, I brought it to William. He pressed it to his eye.

“Is it helping?” I asked, but he only moaned and shuddered. Looking down at his ears, grown large as oak leaves, at his nose, transformed by drink so that it now resembles the blunt and homely root vegetables we once stored in the farm cold cellar, I thought: How ugly we become in our old age.

The pain must have subsided after that, because William stopped his complaining and at nine o’clock went back to his television profile of Adolf Hitler, sepia footage of German soldiers jerking like windup dolls across the screen. Why is William so obsessed with war documentaries? Do they make him long for the time when he was free of me, an ocean between us? Or do these programs simply feed his appetite for destruction?

I said good night and went up to my room, put on my flannel nightgown and crawled into bed. I closed my eyes. Soon the fragrant autumn air sweeping in through the open window had me dreaming of a nocturnal flock of Canada geese soaring over the house, heading south with the cry, “Mor-gan! Mor-gan!” It was William, of course, calling from the foot of the stairs, waking me finally. “Morgan! Come down here!”

The radio clock read eleven. I got up quickly and just as, many years ago, I used to hurry upstairs when one of the children cried in the night for a glass of water or for the comfort of my cool hand on a feverish brow, so now, pulling on my housecoat, I hastened in the opposite direction to minister to William’s desires. And as I sleepily felt with the toe of my slipper for each step, I wondered at what moment William’s documentary had stirred his loins: was it the action of all those ejaculating and recoiling war canons? Or the sight of so many German soldiers performing their Heil Hitler! salutes, their stiff and rising arms inspiring William’s penis to ascend in sympathy?

What was to follow, I knew by heart. With his wounded hand, which is missing three fingers sheared off one day when he was cutting back the Wife Tree with a chainsaw that slipped, William would lift the hem of my nightie. I’d feel his desire against me, hard as a tree branch, then the thrusts of his thin pelvis against my buttocks. I’d hear his jagged breathing fill the room, feel his poor weak heart pounding tiredly against his ribs as our frail bodies moved together in an old luckless rhythm.

But it wasn’t to bed that William was calling me tonight. I saw a lamp still glowing in the living room and found him standing there in his striped flannel pyjamas.

“What is it, William?” I asked, tying the belt of my dressing gown.

“I want to knock a hole in this west wall.”

“A hole?”

“Put in a sliding door. What’s the use of having flower gardens, Morgan, if you can’t sit in your favourite chair and turn your head whenever you want, to see them blooming? A west exposure would give us the setting sun and every time I looked out, I’d know that I was facing Saskatchewan.”

It was the wall with the sofa along it and, above that, a great framed picture of Christ in purple robes, sitting on a boulder in the Garden of Gethsemane.

“But with that wall gone, William, where will we put this picture? And what about the furniture? There won’t be room for everything. My tables. I can’t get rid of my tables.”

He opened the cellar door.

“William, it’s eleven o’clock. Can’t we talk about this tomorrow?”

“I feel something, Morgan. I sense an urgency.”

He disappeared and a moment later returned, carrying lightly, in his hand, an axe, its blade glinting, its handle polished and dark as a tanned limb. At the sight of it, I turned pale, thinking he’d take pleasure in chopping off my head if I stood in his way. In his agitation, he seemed a young man again, and I saw from the free way he bore the axe and the excitement on his face that, for him, on the other side of the wall lay not our tidy wedge of grass, but full-blown prairie, yellow grains gracefully bending, a high peacock skybowl, eternal horizons. I was afraid that if I let him knock down that wall, there’d be no stopping him; he’d eventually bring them all down. He may have seen the opposition in my face, because he raised the axe above his shoulder, swung it like a young lumberjack and struck the wall just below the figure of Christ barefoot in the garden, trembling with thoughts of crucifixion. The wall shivered. The picture fell from its hook and crashed to the floor, the glass shattering.

William looked surprised when he saw the hole he’d made. I thought at first it was because suddenly he felt the dry Saskatchewan wind sweeping into the room. Or because at last he’d succeeded in sundering the wall of our home. But it was neither of these.

“Jesus Christ!” he cried, and I thought he was speaking to the fallen Christ, slipped down now behind the sofa. But then he dropped the axe and I watched him sink to the floor.

“William!” I said, going down painfully on my old knees. “William!” But his eyes remained closed and I saw a side of his face drooping as though with a great and sudden disappointment in Life. I said to myself: You must do something. Think, Morgan. Think. Then I recalled William often saying, “You are no good, Morgan. You are no good in a crisis.”


Dear girls,

…Dr. Pilgrim is tall as a zulu and dresses always in heavy tweed suits, like a country doctor. In his bright examination rooms, he’s looked down on us from what has seemed a divine height, probing our bodies, smiling at the sad beauty of our loosened skins. The crackling papers he draws over his examination tables seem like a fresh parchment on which he has the power to write any truth he desires. Your father and I have always shared the belief that the doctor’s height endowed him with extraordinary powers, but now in the hospital, among the tubes and wires and beeping monitors, he seems to me weakened, shockingly diminished, like a fallen god…




October 24


Dear girls,

…Despite your father’s confinement in hospital, I’ve managed to continue with my bridge, which is more to me than simply an afternoon a week spent over a deck of cards. There are no bonds like the ones we women share. For forty years we’ve attended the same church. Together, we’ve sung “Lord Who Throughout These Forty Days” and “When I Behold the Wondrous Cross” and “Love Divine All Loves Exceeding.” We’ve knelt side by side at the communion rail with our tongues out to receive the crisp dry wafer. Body of Christ. Amen. We’ve followed each other into the confessional to spill our sins to a black curtain. We’ve whispered our penances to the same bronze twenty-foot Christ at the front of the church, shamelessly naked on the Cross, his powerful male thighs gleaming, his testicles concealed by a flimsy loincloth, like beach stones collected in a handkerchief. But this history may only make us more dangerous to each other. You can’t choose your family, to be sure, but isn’t the same true of your fellow parishioners?…



I made the ascent today to Muriel Pelter’s neighbourhood, a development of long bungalows in grey stone, with curving walkways and rock gardens and sculptured shrubs laid out with a balance of shapes and colours to make the eye flow. The higher I climbed, the more clearly I could see the blue mirror of the reservoir, white clouds floating on its surface like dollops of whipped cream, and beyond it, rolling fields, barns and silos, grazing herds. They make me laugh, these people who want a view of open countryside, imagining rural existence to be full of peace and harmony. What do they know of farm life? Give me the city any day!

“Did the doctors say the stroke was caused by a clot or by a hemorrhage?” asked Goodie Hodnet. She’d gone to the library to research strokes. “Did they say William had a thrombosis, or an embolism? It’s important to know these things, because it determines the treatment. Have they talked about doing a carotid endarterectomy? What exactly are they doing for him? You have to push to get him every treatment he deserves. If I were his wife, I’d be more aggressive.”

“I’ve never been very good at pushing.”

“Well, now’s the time to learn. Survival. Survival of the fittest. If I never learned anything else on the farm, I learned that. There’s no point in pretending your life won’t have to change, Morgan. You’re going to have to take charge of things now. Assume responsibility. The banking and the bill paying, for instance. Didn’t William do those? Who’s taking care of them now? Then there’s the property maintenance. What have you done about that? Who’s going to cut the grass? Who’s going to trim the hedges? You can’t prevail upon the neighbours to do it. You can’t expect people to tend to your needs. People haven’t got time to babysit you. You’re not at the top of their list of concerns. Have you had extra locks put on the doors? Remember: you’re defenceless now that you’re alone, Morgan.”

Goodie Hodnet’s husband died of heart failure. Muriel Pelter’s of lung failure. Anna Six’s of liver failure. Goodie, Muriel and Anna, happily stunned by their new freedom, say that losing a partner is like shedding a burdensome winter coat. That they’re content to be released from cooking three square meals a day, from the smell of a man on their bedsheets, from Hockey Night in Canada, all the while enjoying their husbands’ pensions. But if this is so, why are they so bloated in widowhood? They eat and eat, expanding to fill the void created by the death of their spouses. They outgrow their waistbands, travel to a nearby city, pension cheques in hand, looking for suits in larger and larger sizes. An initiate, I linger these days at the fringe of their exclusive group. Until William dies, I won’t truly enter their ranks. But I wonder if I’ll ever have enough substance to join this society of powdered and lipsticked, church-attending, money-spending, dessert-baking two-hundred-pound women. Could my brittle, osteoarthritic bones support such a cargo of flesh?

Of the three women, I’m most intimidated by Goodie. I fear her fearlessness. A big, solid woman, she dresses always in browns, greens, russets, golds — the colours of the farm, of the earth — as though she hasn’t yet relinquished her ties with the soil. Weekly, she visits the town library, signing out volumes on history, politics, economics, the thicker and heavier the better.

“On the farm, I never had a minute to read,” she’s told us, and I suspect she must have been very glad the day she went out to the barn looking for her husband Noah and found him dead on his milking stool, slumped against the rough boards of a stall while a cow waited patiently for him to grab her soft dugs and pull. I’ve seen her marching to the library with her pounds of books, leaning into the wind with the same joyless, intrepid stride with which she must once have crossed the barnyard, weighed down in either hand with pails of chicken feed. A beast of burden, her legs grown thick to support the encumbrance of her broad hips and her steep farmwife’s bosom, her jaw thrust forward to meet adversity.

“That Goodie,” William used to say to me. “Now there’s a real woman. She would have made a great partner on a farm.”

“Women were never partners on farms, William,” I answered. “They were chattel.”

Goodie has just returned from attending Hamlet at the Stratford Festival. She drives down to Toronto to visit her daughter, with whom she’s attended plays, Broadway musicals, Handel’s Messiah. After she went to Mexico, she came over to describe it to William, because at bridge we’d cried, “Stop! Stop!” when she tried to tell us about the Mexican rain god, the Yucatán, Chichén Itzá.

Today, Goodie and I were partnered at bridge. Picking up the deck to deal a hand, I felt, as always, more alive than at any other time, enjoying the glazed finish of the cards, smooth as seashells in the hand, the slap slap slap as I shot them across the table, the dizzying spin of the powerful symbols: hearts, diamonds, clubs, spades. The royal family in heavy embroidered robes — the troubled king, the stoic queen, the self-absorbed prince with his golden rolled wig — seemed more mysterious than ever. I’m lucky at cards, luckier than in life. But I’m also clever at them. “It’s like you get a brain transplant when you pick up cards, Morgan,” William has conceded with grudging admiration. I know that cards are the currency of the elderly and that I’ll need this capital after William dies. A widow is only as valuable as the bridge hand she’s been dealt.

“Are you sure you don’t want to give up the bridge for a while?” Goodie asked me today. “It would be a rest for your eyes.”

“My eyes are fine. As long as I have good light, I can see the cards perfectly well.”

“There’s something else slowing you down, then. You seem to take forever to play a card.”

“I was the first of us to learn bridge,” I reminded her, wounded. “I taught all of you the game. I was once a champion player.”

“When was that?” asked Goodie. “Ten years ago? Ten years is a long time.”

The three of them glanced at each other. I saw face powder sifting like sand into the deep folds of their necks, lipstick bleeding in jagged red rivers from their lips. They stared at me, like smug fortune tellers, their fanned cards rising to hide their mouths. The afternoon was darkening. Around the room, table lamps suddenly clicked on, activated by a timer. Muriel’s flowery perfume filled the air.

Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. I got up abruptly, accidentally tipping the table as I rose. The cards slid sideways. Goodie’s eyes grew wide with alarm. Anna grabbed, too late, for a bowl of nuts, which tumbled to the floor. Hurrying down a back hall, I entered the bathroom, locked the door. A moment later, Muriel was tapping at it with her long lacquered fingernails, making a sound like brittle rain.

“Come out,” the three of them commanded together. I imagined them grouped on the other side of the door, their soft bodies pressed together in the narrow corridor.

“I couldn’t live without William,” I said through the door. “If William dies, I’ll die.”

“You won’t be permitted to die,” they told me. “You’ll have to go on living. There’s nothing special about you. You’ll have to get through it, just as we have. When William dies, you’ll become one of us.”


October 25


Dear girls,

…It’s a very strange thing to eat alone every night and to listen to the cars passing on the street and to understand that none of them is ever going to turn into your drive. It’s been this way for many years and now I wonder how we let this happen and why I never noticed it before. Even Goodie Hodnet, who, until the stroke, used to drop in to see your father and me from time to time, has stopped coming because I’m not at the top of her list of concerns…




October 26


Dear girls,

… I don’t know why, I once said to your father, I don’t know why you yearn for the West or want to be near your father again, after his cruelty to you.

My father loved me, he answered.

With the back of his hand, I said…




Dear girls,

…Jesus Christ! your father shouted as he was knocked to the floor by the stroke. For days I wondered just what he meant. Was it a cry for help? An expression of disappointment? Then I remembered him saying to me once: What if Christ wasn’t the son of God at all, Morgan? What if he was just another fraud? Maybe his father wasn’t the kind Joseph we’re told about, but a son of a bitch like mine. Maybe Jesus posed as the Messiah just to escape a carpenter’s apprenticeship. Made himself far bigger than he was. But he was found out. He got nailed, didn’t he? Poor dumb bastard…



Morris arrived today at three to sit with William. Because I couldn’t bear any more of his Bible readings, I headed home. But on my way out of the hospital, I became disoriented. I took a wrong turn and found myself in front of a window in the maternity ward. There, in a room that seemed to glow with a miraculous light, I saw dozens of newborns stored in acrylic bins floating in rows like a fleet of small craft. They wailed and twisted their aubergine heads and hurled their tiny shell-like fists at the air. An angry choir of small voices shouting grievances, obscenities at the world penetrated the window.

The sound threw me back to my own infancy. I was a notorious howler, with the lungs, it was said, of an opera singer. I lay one spring day in the cradle, a newborn screaming blue murder.

“I’ve a notion to smother that child,” my mother said.

“Don’t worry,” said my grandmother, trying to make herself both useful and invisible. She was one in a generation of old, frightened widows with no other refuge than their daughters’ homes. “Leave her to me. I’ll mind her. You go out to the fields. I’ll quieten her down.”

My grandmother resembled a tiny Buddhist monk: her head was small and round as a hazelnut, her face wise and plain, her mouth pinched with discretion, her thin hair pulled back into a punishing knot, her high-necked black dress buttoned up at the throat, chaste as a religious habit. She was five years a widow. One day her husband, a butcher, had developed a nosebleed. He lay in bed while she handed him one rag after another to mop up the flow. “Shouldn’t we call the doctor?” he kept asking her. “It’s just a nosebleed,” she told him. “We don’t need to bother a doctor for that.” She let him bleed and bleed until the soaked rags formed a crimson mountain beside his bed and his veins were drained dry as a summer creek.

Little wonder that she’d wanted him dead, as it was common knowledge that for years he’d been supporting a mistress, a younger woman named Honey Halpern, whom he’d installed in a gingerbread cottage on Lake Huron. For a decade, my grandmother, betrayed, humiliated, had prayed for my grandfather’s death, dreaming all the while of retiring to the West Coast on the strength of their small savings. She’d come to Canada as a young girl, following the death of her mother. Her father, a German watchmaker, had wanted to make a fresh start in the New World. The passage with him to Canada over glittering seas in a first-class ship cabin was, she said, the happiest and most vivid memory of her childhood. As she grew old, she’d begun to long for the sight of the ocean. She’d spoken of blue waters, white boat sails, the smell of salt air, perfume of blossoming peach trees.

But when her husband’s will was read, she learned that she was penniless. He’d squandered every cent on the lakeside mistress. The house had been mortgaged. The butchery was in debt. She wore the look now of someone stunned by her fate. In her lifetime, she’d journeyed from Munich to Toronto to Kitchener to this subsistence Huron County farm. Deeper and deeper into the narrow heart of Ontario she’d come. But she was a practical woman. Even as she looked out at the soulless landscape, breathed in the corrosive dust of the country, heard the crickets singing tunelessly in the long grass, she said she was grateful at least to have escaped the reek of the butchery, the sweet heavy smell of slaughter, of ripe flesh and rapid spoilage.

They say that, the morning I howled, the parlour curtains lifted in the spring breeze, revealing, beyond them, the apple tree shimmering, its blossoms suspended in the air like a snowdrift, snow in spring. The blossoms had burst forth overnight with a sudden rush of heat. On her way out to the fields, my mother paused to remark on it.

“It’s a sign,” she said. “It flowers like that only once in a decade.”

Out in the barnyard, the four boys had hitched up the horses, climbed onto the flatbed wagon and waited now for my parents to appear. My sisters, carrying the day’s lunch in wicker baskets, joined them there. Once the wagon had rattled off, my grandmother, her arms light and hollow as reeds, lifted me from the cradle. Hush, she whispered. Hush. But evidently I wouldn’t be silenced. Out in the fields, my mother was seen raising her head again and again, turning her face toward the distant house, listening to the sounds carried on the May winds.

“She’s still crying.”

“It’s only the crows you hear,” my father told her. “It’s only the wind.”

“No, it’s the child. That howling will be the death of me.”

It had been a cold and rainless spring and the corn and barley were going in late. The steel plough blade tore into the dry soil and the horses’ hooves, big as flatirons, hammered the packed earth, throwing up clouds of dust that drifted and settled like sand across the fields. At noon the ploughing party halted directly north of the house, took shelter from the sun beneath a maple tree in spring leaf, ate a lunch of cold chicken, loaves of fresh bread, potato salad, gallon jars of preserved beans, baking-powder biscuits spread with peach jam, Thermoses of steaming tea. When they returned home at five o’clock, they immediately noticed the stillness in the house. The fire had gone down, which was a blessing, as the day had warmed to July temperatures and all the windows stood closed, making the house hot and airless as a tomb.

“She’s quiet at last,” said my mother with relief, pulling off her boots at the kitchen door. Then she noticed that no preparations had been made for dinner. On the kitchen table lay three unplucked chickens, bunches of spring carrots awaiting scrubbing, potatoes with the skins unpeeled. A row of loaf tins, bread dough spilling over their sides, stood unbaked on the counter. Entering the front room, she found my grandmother’s brittle body crumpled on the floor, her head dashed, heavy as a stone, against the hearth, on her brow a welt the size of a plum.

My dead grandmother may have tried to sing me a lullaby, and the more she sang, her voice an antique whistle in her throat, the more lustily I’d cried. Unable to calm me, unnerved by this child shouting brazenly at life, she’d suffered a stroke. Together we’d pitched forward like a pair of divers, my grandmother’s cheek pressed at last against the rough flagstone, the radiant apple tree outside the window reflected in her eyeglasses, twin images shining in the small round lenses as though cast there from within her head, a photographic projection. The spill forced her porcelain teeth out, shot them across the hearth. In the corner of her mouth, a ruby scab had formed. Tumbling like a soft bundle of rags across the rug, I’d survived the fall unharmed. The bottle containing the milk my mother had expressed before going out had rolled across the room and lay now against the wood bin.

The year was 1912. I was the eighth child. Two of my brothers were already adolescents. Now they crowded in behind my mother, awkward as cattle, cumbersome in the narrow room, inarticulate, smelling powerfully of the sweat of their labour, big boys already growing fleshy, acquiring farmers’ guts, their necks reddened by the day’s strong sun. The three girls pressed in behind them, the hems of their dresses heavy with dust, hair plastered to their hot faces, long sleeves and wide straw hats worn to protect their milky skins from the sun’s rays because of my mother’s vow, “No girl of mine is ever going to turn dark as a nigger.”

My father sighed with exhaustion. Things had gone wrong out in the fields. A plough handle had snapped, an old horse had collapsed, another had lost its shoe, the spring soil was unyielding as stone. There’d been shouting and they’d all come inside hot and defeated and murderous and now there was this dead body to contend with.

In the room hung the ripe smell of the old woman. Not the smell of death but simply of this woman’s elderly flesh, a mouldering odour they’d been inhaling for years without noticing it, a strange fruity rot rising out of the yellow folds of her ancient skin. Had the stench of the butchery invaded her pores, hung there long after she closed its door behind her?

“She was the only gentle thing left in my life,” my mother, looking down at her, said. “She was my last connection with the city.”

My mother’s breasts, at five in the afternoon, were hardened and painful with their bounty of milk. She was a tall, robust German. She’d learned to get up out of bed directly after childbirth to bake half a dozen loaves of bread and as many pies for the threshers’ noonday meal. She could peel potatoes, wash dishes, put up canning, juggling jars of boiling vinegar, and hold a baby safely in the crook of her arm all the while. Now, in the window behind her, the apple tree that had so filled her with hope shimmered. Within twenty-four hours, the petals would drop.

The sun began to set. The house grew dim. When my mother didn’t move to pick me up, my father, a soft-spoken man with thin blond hair and ears large as monarch butterflies, stepped forward in his earthy overalls and reached for me. Unaccustomed to handling babies, he held me at arm’s length, like a leaky bucket. Turning, he thrust me at my oldest sister, Alfreda, a brainy gat-toothed girl studying that spring for her Normal School exams. My mother went to the pantry, opened her bodice, pumped breast milk into a bottle. Alfreda, school books spread open before her on the kitchen table, pushed the rubber nipple into my mouth, never lifting her eyes from the text, her breath singing through the spaces in her great square teeth.

I’m told that, for a month, my mother didn’t go near me. She couldn’t bring herself to pick me up. A mother’s touch is as familiar to an infant as the landscape of the womb. I ached for the physical power, for the knowledge of myself contained in my mother’s strong hands, which had defined me from the moment I’d emerged from her belly. Since birth, I’d been sleeping in my parents’ bed. I’d grown accustomed, in the darkness, to their deep unconscious breathing, to the sound of their coupling, to the rocking of the mattress as my father rode my mother. He may have been shy and docile, but, a man of his generation, he knew his rights in bed. Only through breast-feeding had my mother avoided a pregnancy a year. Now, exiled to a cradle in a corner of the kitchen, I had an oblique view in daytime of my mother moving from stove to sink, erect, a woman whose face had lost its softness, her jawline now lean as a trowel, her eyes hollow with grief. They say that, all that month, while the petals in the orchard snowed from the trees, I didn’t once cry. I learned to be silent, not to draw criticism, to be obedient, to submit.

“If I never hear another sound from that child, it’ll be too soon,” my mother said.

Born in 1878, she was an only and rebellious butcher’s child. My father, a farmer’s son, had met her at a church dance and married her because she had skin like snow and large dark eyes and because she looked strong as an ox. The day of the stroke she was only thirty-four, but I was the finish of children for her. She knew it, standing beside my father in the cemetery, gazing down at my grandmother’s pine coffin. And he, sensing a resolution forming like a meaty tumour within her, may have suspected that she’d never allow him to touch her again.

But was I really, as my mother often described me, the youngest murderer in the world? How can anyone be sure that it was in fact my howling that killed my grandmother? Is it not possible that on that May afternoon, sealed within the airless farmhouse, a fine widow’s sweat breaking out of her old pores, she’d begun to think about Honey Halpern? Had she pictured the young mistress sitting, not twenty miles from this very farm, on a cottage porch surrounded by its lush growth of ferns, cooled by an offshore breeze, a view before her of wheeling gulls, glittering waters, late reflective sunsets — the precise vista my grandmother had envisaged for herself? And is it not possible that, the more she thought about Honey Halpern, the more embittered she became and the harder she rocked until finally an artery in her brain ruptured like a faulty garden hose and she pitched to her death?

Today, listening to the song of the newborns in the maternity ward, I thought about how, as an infant, I’d had lungs powerful enough to knock an old woman to the floor. Now I’ve grown so timid that this afternoon when a nurse asked me, “Are you Mr. Hazzard’s wife?” I answered timidly, “Yes, I am,” and my voice came out in barely a whisper.


Dear girls,

…Do you remember the Christmas Day when your father was going on and on at the dinner table about the political situation in Israel?

Who is Golda Meir? I asked him, not because I truly wanted to know but because I couldn’t think of another way to tell him that he was boring you children to death on that festive occasion. Your father, who never liked to be interrupted, puffed up with rage.

How can you not know who Golda Meir is? he shouted at me. Why don’t you read the paper?

I don’t have time, William, I told him.

I’ll bet you couldn’t find Israel on a map, he said. You’re a stupid woman, Morgan. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

In the ensuing silence I continued to dish up the Christmas pudding, ladling the brown sauce over each portion and passing them along, though the tears were flooding down my face. I felt all your eyes on me, even the littlest ones seated on the bench behind the table and the baby in her high chair with the grease from the pope’s nose dripping down her chin. I couldn’t bear to look at your faces all turned my way, while the plum pudding, forgotten, cooled in your bowls. I was afraid what I’d see in your expressions was agreement.

And later that evening, it somehow pained me to see the balsam tree heavy with tinsel in a corner of the living room and the cheap new trinkets lying beneath it and the coloured lights out on Harry Lang’s blue spruce and the frozen white and indigo night, picturesque beyond the windows as a greeting card. And your father, seeing me already in my nightgown at nine o’clock on Christmas evening, demanded, What’s this?

I have a headache, William.

Oh, another one, he came back sarcastically. However, when he finally retired to bed just before midnight, he whispered softly, a little repentantly, in my ear, Merry Christmas, Morgan, but I pretended to sleep.




October 27


Dear girls,

…Are you taking your medications, Mrs. Hazzard? Dr. Pilgrim asked me the night your father fell. He placed his hand on my shoulder as though I were a child and not a quarter-century older than he. Sometimes these crises make us forget, he said. You must preserve your health. Mr. Hazzard will need your support if he’s to recover.

And so I’ve been faithful in taking my dozen pills each morning with a glass of orange juice. Lazix for fluid retention. Vasotec for blood pressure. Digoxin for tachycardia. Aspirin to thin the blood. Zantac for stomach ulcer. Robaxisol for pain from bone breaks. Isomex to build the bones. Ocuvite to nourish the eyes. Indocin for arthritis. A potassium binder. A multivitamin. A calcium supplement.

Since your father’s fall, I find I choke on the pills. My throat contracts, rebels, coughs them back up at me. They begin to dissolve, bitter as hemlock on my tongue. I try again, pour down more juice. Large as stones, they lodged yesterday in my esophagus, clinging like barnacles to the dark, humid walls, resisting the rush of fluid. And it seems to me that, if my body is so dysfunctional, if these pills are all that keep my heart beating, my blood flowing freely, my femur from snapping like a wishbone, wouldn’t it be better to give up on the machine altogether?…




October 28


Dear girls,

…Dr. Pilgrim is in fact a hobby sheep farmer. Whenever we went for our appointments, your father was always full of questions about the extent of his acreage, the size of the sheep herd, the success of the spring lambing, the quality of the wool each year, the price fresh mutton would fetch. I wish he’d invite me out there someday, Morgan, he used to say longingly, I’d love to go. And the more I think of it, the more I believe your father had grown to love Dr. Pilgrim like the son Morris never turned out to be…




Dear girls,

…As your father continues to sleep, I’m uncertain what to make of his apparent tranquility. For surely his soul is imprisoned within his lifeless body, with no voice now that he’s mute, so that it can converse only with itself and that, I think, must be a difficult dialogue indeed…




October 29


Dear girls,

…Yesterday, on my way to the hospital, I came upon an old man in a thin grey cardigan, raking leaves and stuffing them into a big plastic bag.

A lot of stooping, I said sympathetically, pausing to talk to him. He straightened up. He had a rather jagged white moustache, a widower’s hump on his back.

It didn’t used to be this way, he said. Do you remember the bonfires?

Oh, yes, I answered.

End of October, he recalled fondly, early November. We’d all come out on the same night and light ’em up. Bonfires all up and down the street. It was a beautiful sight. Illuminated the entire city. Neighbourhood children running around, excited. On a cool fall night, the heat from the flames on our faces. The smell of burning leaves — that bittersweet perfume — I’ll never forget it.

It was a simpler time, I agreed.

Life seemed purer back then, he said.

But it’s a relief — don’t you find — to outgrow innocence? I asked. He shook his head.

All the glory of the old days is gone, he said. All the imagination. Now they want us to use these bags. Everything these days has to be packaged. In the old days, I would have gathered up the leaves, piled them, burned them, swept up the ash and put it on my gardens to fertilize the next spring’s flowers. It was a perfect cycle. It made sense. Now they come with their trucks and cart the leaves away and God knows where they end up. Glad my wife didn’t live to see the changes.

She’s gone?

A year ago. Diabetes. Our kids flew the coop long before. All that’s left now is me and the leaves.

We stood together on the sidewalk, enjoying the heat of the day. The sun fell on our narrow shoulders, our weathered hands…



I’ve become so used to my daily excursions to the hospital that it hardly seems possible I ever had an existence other than this. I’d completely forgotten that the small celebrations of life are still glowing like candles in these darkening days. I seem to have missed Thanksgiving altogether, though something inside me says I’ve more to be grateful for this year than at any other time of my life. On my journey to the hospital one day this week, I saw a skeleton in a house window, taunting me with its sardonic grin. My eyesight is so feeble that I was frightened by it, thinking for an irrational moment that it was William mocking me, for he’s grown alarmingly thin. Then I realized that, of course, Halloween was nearly upon us. Hadn’t I noticed pumpkins piled in grocery store bins or carved and grinning on household verandas? Still, I couldn’t shake the notion that this leering skeleton was a bad omen. Clammy with fear, I rushed to the hospital and up to William’s room. There he was still, breathing shallowly but quite alive. I reached out and touched his feet, found them cold as stones. He’s lost weight on his diet of clear, life-sustaining fluids and his false teeth lie in an envelope somewhere, leaving his face quite hollowed out and foreign. I sat at his window, which gave me a view of trees raining leaves.

“The Man Tree is completely naked now, William,” I finally said to fill the silence. After all these years of listening, it seems it’s my turn to speak. “And the Wife Tree has turned orange and gold at last and it’s amazing the way she shines forth on her own, now that he’s all stripped down.” But then I realized this wasn’t an appropriate thing to say and for a moment I hoped that William was deaf as well as mute and hadn’t heard my foolish words.

It was at that very instant, however, that his eyes began to flutter and he opened them fully. I rose from my chair, my knees trembling.

“William,” I said, “you’re waking up from a long sleep. You’re in the hospital. You had a little stroke. It’s me, Morgan. Can you hear me? Do you understand?”

I rushed out to the desk and told them, “William has regained consciousness.” A nurse followed me back to the glass room and took his vital signs. This exercise alone appeared to tire him, and he closed his eyes once more and seemed to sleep, though differently now, for his colour was brighter and there was a glimmer of life and intelligence in his face.

The nurse noticed my weeping. I hardly knew myself what to make of my tears.

“I’m sorry,” I said, wondering if she thought I didn’t welcome William’s revival.

“We put up these walls to protect ourselves against what we fear is going to happen,” she said, gently, “and then things change, events take us by surprise. We hardly know what to feel, do we? It’s confusing.”

“Yes.”


October 30


Dear girls,

…Since your father regained consciousness, he has slept less, and is able to sit up in bed, though they keep the tubes in him. Still, though I’ve encouraged him to talk, he remains silent. Finally I asked one of the nurses, William isn’t speaking. Is he ever going to talk again?

We don’t know at this point, she said, smiling at me kindly. Maybe he simply hasn’t anything to say to us yet. Try to be patient, Mrs. Hazzard. Silence can be a great healer.

I considered this for a while, but when I went into your father’s room in the afternoon, I felt very cold toward him, because possibly, I thought, this is deliberate and William has decided to stop talking to me, just as all those times in the past he hasn’t found me intelligent enough to converse with. I reflected to myself: Why, Morgan, do you sit here begging William to speak, because isn’t that just what you’ve done all your life? And I remembered that he’d once said to me, Silence is power, Morgan…




Dear girls,

…Yesterday I tried to read one of my books aloud to your father, thinking it would distract him from his solitude, but my voice came out so thin and wavery, like a fading radio signal, that it frightened me and I stopped. A good thing too, probably, because your father, looking up from a copy of The Fall of Rome or A History of the World or The Life and Times of Charlemagne, used to say to me, How can you waste your time on those shallow romances, Morgan? Don’t you see they’re just trash? Why can’t you pick up something that will feed your mind? Which surprised me, of course, because it always seemed to me he thought he had a monopoly on brains…




Dear girls,

…Do you ever think of the picture of the Garden of Gethsemane that hung all those years on our living-room wall? Your father never wanted it there. He said it was a portrait in cowardice: that Christ escaped to the garden the night of the Last Supper because he couldn’t face the mission he’d been given. And if there was one thing your father couldn’t stand it was weakness. When he swung his axe the night of the stroke, he struck Christ down before Judas had a chance to arrive in the garden and offer his betraying kiss. And now, like the soldier who lost his ear to Peter’s sword, your father seems to have lost his voice…




October 31


Dear girls,

…This afternoon, remembering that Hallowe’en had arrived, I brought out the brown sugar and the corn syrup to make a batch of fudge. By five o’clock it was dark. I sat down expectantly in your father’s chair with the plate of fudge balanced on my knee and listened to the hours ticking away. Eight o’clock arrived and at last I heard a knock. I hurried to the door and flung it open. A girl of twelve or so stood on the porch. I’ve waited all night for a child, I told her. She was wearing a short skirt, black ankle boots, a puffy silver jacket, a silver helmet. You’ve had an accident, I observed. Blood was running from her knee.

There was a porch without a rail, the girl told me. Two doors back. I didn’t notice. It was dark. They didn’t even have candy to give out. They’re renovating, they said.

Come in and let me help you.

I’m all right, she told me. It doesn’t hurt.

Let me at least wash the blood off.

I led her in and sat her down at the kitchen table. I’ll see if I have a Band-Aid, I said. I went to the bathroom, searched through the medicine cabinet and came back with a small box. She saw me struggling with the brittle wrapping.

Can I help? she asked. She had a soft mature voice. She took the Band-Aid from me, unwrapped it and stretched it over the scrape.

What sort of creature are you supposed to be? I asked, looking at her costume.

An intergalactic alien, she said. I hate Halloween, she added. It’s supposed to make you happy, but it never does.

Then why are you out? I asked.

My mother made me go. She says I have to get out and have fun.

Isn’t there someone you could have gone trick-or-treating with?

Only my sister. But she’s older. She wanted to be with her own friends. She’s very popular.

But you’re a pretty girl, I said, and intelligent-looking. Do you not have your own friends?

I’ve been sad all my life, said the girl. People don’t want to be with someone who’s sad.

Have bad things happened to you?

No. I was born this way. My mother says I got it from my father. It runs in his family.

You do look sad.

I’m best when I’m alone. But my mother says loners are lonely people.

My husband was a loner, I told her.

Where is he?

In the hospital — alone.

He must be happy, then.

Maybe he wasn’t a loner, I confided. Maybe he just didn’t like my company.

Either way, then, it’s good he got sick.

I don’t know, I said uncertainly.

She drew the plate of fudge toward her. You’re not supposed to give out stuff like this any more, she said, taking a piece. Didn’t you know? Everything has to be wrapped and sealed. Everything has to be professional. Homemade and unwrapped treats go straight into the garbage when we get home. Fudge. Popcorn balls. Candy apples. There are sick people out there. You could bite into a razor blade or a shard of glass. Rat poisoning.

She ate the fudge. This is good, she said.

It was a favourite recipe of my children, I told her…




November 1


Dear girls,

…Here in Canada the pale autumn sun is cooling day by day, like a dying planet…



Yesterday, on the way out of the hospital, I slipped into the chapel on the first floor. Alone, I knelt in one of the narrow blond pews, looking around at the stained glass windows and breathing in the smell of paraffin and chrysanthemums. At the front of the chapel stood a small organ, the sight reminding me of my soloist days. I opened my mouth, thinking I might sing a bit of Gounod’s “Ave Maria,” as an offering, a small prayer sent up, that William would soon recover his speech. But all that came out was a little yelp, like a trod-upon dog. Where, I wondered, my hand flying up to my throat, has my voice gone?

And suddenly I was a girl of ten once more, clattering down the stairs late on a Saturday night to sing for the company. The occasion was my uncle Harper’s birthday and my mother had decided to throw a party. We weren’t a party-giving family. It was an extravagance we couldn’t afford. But my mother had arranged a potluck supper and somehow scraped together enough money for sugar, candles, coffee. I’d been told to stay upstairs until summoned. From there, I smelled the aroma of food, heard the clattering of dishes and cutlery as my sisters at last cleared away the platters of ham and roast beef, the bowls emptied of potato salad, cucumber salad, coleslaw. Beneath the bedroom window, guffaws exploded. Parting the curtains, I saw a cluster of men in the lane below, passing a bottle of whisky around. I smelled a sweet herbaceous smoke and saw the tips of their lit cigars burning like red stars in the gathering dusk. Harper was out there. My father’s younger brother, a bachelor, he was fond of cutting up. He was a good-looker, a drinker, a tireless dancer, a champion teller of jokes.

Soon the fiddling commenced, the dancing began and the floor beneath my feet shook so violently that I thought the house would fall down. I listened with a raging hunger. My sisters, helping with the preparations late in the afternoon, had been allowed to nibble here and there, but in all the excitement, I hadn’t been given dinner. I felt certain a plate of food would await me in the kitchen after I’d sung. From downstairs came the thunder of heels on the wood floor, shouts and laughter, a distant mood of incomprehensible happiness.

Finally, one of my sisters came up to fetch me. After the darkness of my room, the house downstairs, ablaze with candles and lanterns, seemed like a bright ship sailing in the night. When he saw me coming down the stairs, Harper broke away from the crowd.

“Well, now,” he said, leaning down toward me, “what are you doing up so late?”

Alarmed by his flushed face, nauseated by his whisky breath, I drew away.

“I’m going to sing,” I told him shyly.

“Is that so? And what are you going to sing?”

“‘The Girl of the Golden West.’”

“Well, that’s a mighty big song for such a little girl.” He was the county gravedigger, fit, broad-shouldered, with bright blue eyes and a thick head of wavy hair, stiff that night with styling cream.

The house seemed grand and foreign, with the long lace-covered table and the candlelight flickering against the walls, and flowers, brought in from the garden, sweetening the air. In the parlour, all the furniture had been pushed back, the rug rolled up, the floor dusted with cornmeal. From the kitchen, where my sisters were toiling, came the sounds of plate-stacking, the jangle of cutlery, the rattle of cups and saucers. Though the windows had been thrown open to let in the spring breeze, the parlour was steamy with the heat of dancing. The neighbours, sudden strangers in their starched collars, their taffeta and chiffon skirts, grinned at me and backed away in a circle, their swollen bodies forming a soft wall. Yeasty with exercise, breathing heavily, the ladies mopped their throats. The men, jackets stripped off, suspenders stretched taut against their great bellies, faces glistening with sweat, reached up to loosen their ties, thrust their chins forward, freeing their thick necks.

My father, who neither smoked nor drank spirits, who was content to fade to the back of a throng, invisible, observing and listening, came forward shyly. Guiding me to the middle of the room, he nudged me gently onto an inverted soapbox. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of his tie, broad as his hand and bearing a peacock, its tail exploding like fireworks.

Wearing the only dress I owned, a hand-me-down in rough brown wool with the bodice gathered unflatteringly at the hip, I stepped up onto the soapbox. Though a question from an adult could leave me shy and stammering, when it came to singing before an audience, I never had trouble finding my voice. Now I opened my mouth and my song floated out. My voice was famous throughout the county and beyond. Every December, I was driven by buckboard from school to school to sing “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day” and “How Far is it to Bethlehem?” and “In the Bleak Mid-winter.”

By this time, my hunger had subsided and I longed only for a slice of dessert. During my song, I eyed the long table of glistening pies, tortes, gingerbread. Then, catching sight of my mother in the crowd, I was nearly felled by her radiance. She looked impossibly young, her skin flawless as an eggshell, the grey vanished from her hair, which formed a soft pile on her head. Her blue dress shone like the ocean, its hem scalloped like waves. I thought sadly: Why does she hide this beauty from us and bring it out only for strangers? Her cheeks pink from the elderberry wine, she ushered me off the soapbox when I’d finished singing and guided me toward the stairs.

“Go on up now,” she said with a firm nudge. No word of dessert as a reward for my performance. “Up to bed with you,” she said.

Alone in my bedroom, I removed my dress, shoes, leotards, and donned my nightgown. But, thinking of the tall cakes, of their tender flesh and shining skins, I couldn’t sleep. I crept out of bed and down to the turn in the stairs. There I saw my mother and Uncle Harper pressed together in the shadowy niche beneath the steps. They were kissing. He had pulled up my mother’s frothy skirts and thrust his hand between her legs, his arm moving with a strong, steady rhythm. Their bodies rocked together, my mother moaning softly. Then Harper dropped her skirt. His hand came away from between her thighs, glistening. When he slid the slippery fingers into my mother’s mouth, her lips closed hungrily on them.

That night, I dreamed I was stuffing cakes into my mouth, biting down into the soft, yielding flesh, the icing smearing over my lips, over my chin, my fingers buttery with it. I awoke hot with pleasure and discovered my hand working between my legs, my fingers busy among the velvety folds. They came away fragrant and slick. Horrified, I ran to the bathroom, where I tipped the ceramic pitcher until cold water gushed into the basin. Lathering my hands with glycerine soap, I scrubbed and scrubbed until I thought my skin would fall cleanly away from my fingers like a shell from a nutmeat.

Oh, I am choked with memories!


November 2


Dear girls,

…I’ve taken, in the evenings, to sitting in your father’s recliner. I’ve discovered it gives the best view of the street and of the television and the pictures on the walls, and now I realize that from this chair it would have been difficult for him to see me as I sat in my own, so that it’s possible I’ve been invisible to him all these years…




Dear girls,

…I’ve begun to take in the news on your father’s television, thinking it might help to sustain current events until he comes home. I’ve found it good company in the silent house and already I recognize the faces of the broadcasters. I’m learning the names of the world leaders and am able to keep the countries straight. But I do find them entertaining, these politicians. Their gravity, their narcissism, their deceitfulness amuse me…




November 3


Dear girls,

…You are the dupe of memory, William, I once told your father. Your mind has tricked you into forgetting that your prairie boyhood was cold and hungry and motherless…




November 4

When I arrived in William’s room this morning I was deeply shocked to find the monitors gone, the tubes and bags and apparatus removed, his bed empty and changed, the new sheets tucked in tight, smooth and barren as the windswept prairie and looking quite final. My legs, turning rubbery, wouldn’t support me any longer and I sank down on a chair, thinking: Now, at least, I’ve been given an answer. For don’t we all long for the comfort of absolutes? But then a nurse came in and said, “What’s wrong, Mrs. Hazzard? You look very pale. Goodness! It’s not what you think. Your husband has been transferred to Second East, the chronic care ward.”

“Are you sure he was ready?”

“He’s out of danger now. We need his bed for the next stroke victim.”

Down to Second East I went then, carrying only the thin cotton pyjamas in which William had been admitted and his false teeth, sealed in a brown manila envelope. But the further I travelled the more alarmed I grew. From the rooms along the hall came wails, shouts, cries of indignation and despair.

Mummy mummy mummy mummy mummy.

No no no no no.

Martha, come and get me. For God’s sake, Martha, I’ve wet myself again!

I don’t care I don’t care I don’t care.

I’m a little teapot short and stout. Just tip me over and pour me out. Fuck you fuck you fuck you.

On Second East there was a shocking level of noise and traffic, nurses rushing up and down the corridors with medications and instruments mysteriously wrapped in white towels, orderlies wheeling by with bins of soiled linens, with trolleys of rattling kidney pans, urinals, metal pitchers. The floors didn’t shine like mirrors as they had upstairs and there were windows here to be sure but they were grimy and didn’t let in the sun. I thought of the intensive care unit, a bell jar at the heart of the hospital, where as soon as a fingerprint appeared on the glass, a custodian was called in and it was immediately rubbed off.

Here, the patients who weren’t lying in their own defecation or calling like children for their lost mothers drifted out of their rooms after lunch. The ward was like a cemetery with these patients floating about, so white of hair and skin that they seemed like ghosts. I looked at their watery colourless eyes, at the housecoats sliding off their thin shoulders. Shuffling along in disposable paper slippers, which rasped on the dull tile floors, they paused in front of a bulletin board. Posted there in large cut-out letters was the message: The day is: Wednesday. The season is: Autumn. The weather is: Sunny. The next holiday is: Christmas. The next meal is: Supper. They turned away unchanged by what they’d read, if in fact they could still read at all. From a speaker above our heads spilled a voice paging this doctor and that doctor, the same names repeated over and over, for it seemed the doctors never came.

When I found William’s room, I saw that they’d pulled the tubes out of his nose and arm and urethra, and that they were no longer pouring miraculous liquids into him or tracing the behaviour of his heart on a television monitor. He looked shockingly thin and strangely naked without his tubes and electrodes and plastic bags. He slept until the supper trolleys rattled onto the floor at four-thirty, filling the ward with the smells of canned gravy and bitter tea. William wouldn’t eat. Pushing his tray away, he turned to me and slurred, “You see…”

Strangely, these first words spoken since the stroke failed to fill me with joy. I realized that, while some days I’d longed to hear William speak, there were other times when I wasn’t so very anxious for him to open his mouth, because it seems that for so long he’s spoken for both of us.

But he could go no further. I stepped closer to the bed. He tried again. “I can’t…” but once more his voice trailed away. His eyes bulged with concentration and I sensed the pressure of the message trapped in his head, pushing like water against a dam. He looked at me with a small bewildered smile, his eyes filled with fear, his face cleaved down the centre like an earthquake’s rift. Which half, I wondered, is the man I know?

“What is it you want, William?” I asked quietly. “Tell me. I’m listening. What can I get you?”

He said what sounded like kitchen kitchen kitchen. With his finger he drew a U shape over and over on the table.

“A letter? The letter U? A cup? A curved road?” I said, perplexed that I could not understand this new language of his. “Write it down, William,” I urged, drawing a pencil and paper from my purse. He took the pencil, looked at it, puzzled, tried to put it in his mouth. Seeing this, I felt a wind blow through me, cold as the wind that cut through William in the prairie winters, turning his bones to ice. I took the pencil from him, noticed my own hands shaking as I wrote William in capitals on the paper and showed it to him. He stared at it without recognition. Beneath it I wrote Morgan in even larger letters, but he didn’t understand that either and I saw for myself how meaningless the two words looked, stacked one on top of the other. William sighed and stared out the window. Following his gaze, I wondered what he saw out there, if he could still remember the words sky clouds trees.

“Maybe, William,” I said, offering a thin hope, “maybe if we put your teeth in, you might be able to speak more clearly.” Then he glared at me, his face turning very red and he swept the supper tray from the table. The dishes crashed down, soft foods sliding across the floor, metal lids rolling cheerfully into the corners of the room.

“Ge out!” he shouted at me. “Ge out!” And I wondered: What exactly had the ICU nurse meant when she said William was out of danger?

Now that William is awake, I wondered on my way out of the hospital, now that he’s conscious and seemingly strong and able to lose his temper, will they ask me to bring him home? And if they do, how will I haul the weight of his stricken frame around with me? And why, I thought, should I be made to shoulder this burden, when it seems to me I’ve spent so much of my life doing my level best to keep him healthy, moving his whisky bottle around the house while — searching for it — he ransacked one cupboard after another? And denying him, in recent years, egg yolks and red meat, on the doctor’s orders, while he fought me every step of the way?


Dear girls,

…The thought of your father’s paralysis makes me picture my brother Thomas, who fell in the barnyard at the age of fourteen and hit his head on a stone. After that, he wasn’t able to walk, but lay day after day on a cot in the kitchen, requiring more and more of my mother’s time as a paralysis crept through his body. A blond boy with my father’s shy smile and gentle temperament, he never complained. One day, my mother asked my father to put a cot for Thomas in their bedroom.

We can’t have that boy sleeping with us, he objected.

I have to be able to keep an eye on him, she said.

He sleeps solid enough. He never calls you at night. Leave the door open if you want. You’ll hear him if he needs you.

I said I want him close to me.

We need privacy. I’m not allowed to touch you any more and now you want to bring the family in to sleep with us.

What’s more important to you? she demanded. Privacy, or your own son’s comfort?

Why don’t we just put him in the bed between us, with his dead legs? my father asked, the first I’d ever seen him angry. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? That’d make you happy.

Maybe it would.

You haven’t looked at me since that boy fell.

He needs me.

What makes you think I don’t?

For the love of God, you’re a grown man. You can take care of yourself. I wash your clothes and cook your food. What more do you want? Do I have to spoon-feed you too?

I wouldn’t mind if you did, he admitted.

Oh, grow up, why don’t you? Now, will you carry him up to our room, or will I have to ask one of the boys to do it?

No, he answered grudgingly. No, I’ll do it…




Dear girls,

…I’ve visited your father every day since he fell and at the close of each evening I’ve made a great X on my calendar, where the young Christ draws back his flaps of velvety chest muscle like theatre curtains to reveal his heart with its necklace of thorns. Tonight I thought: If Christ were like William and me, with our feebly beating organs, would he so carelessly lay bare his heart to the public eye? Or would he keep it cloaked and protected, precious as a golden pear inside its encasings of lung and flesh? But this foolish heart-exposing Christ is all the company I have in the evenings. And now that I know that your father can’t read or write as well as being unable to speak, I wonder how we’ll ever communicate with each other, unless we invent a symbolic language, gesturing to this and to that, just as the young anemic Jesus on the calendar points a long significant finger at his dripping heart…




Dear girls,

…Is it not a little ironic that all his life your father has thirsted so for knowledge and now, since his stroke, he doesn’t even know his own name?…




November 5


Dear girls,

… I now make it a point to venture outdoors each afternoon just at four o’clock. The sunsets in Simplicity are glorious this autumn, the finest in my memory. I journey up and down the streets enjoying the fragile light, intoxicated by the sweet air. The freedom to follow a path of my choosing, to set my own pace brings me deep satisfaction. I see the orange light shining along my limbs like a reviving fire and somehow feel I’m being brought back to life…



A dry wind has been blowing for days and the fallen leaves, which for weeks have lain splendid, moist and plastic beneath the trees, nearly alive, are now curled up in drifts and crunch like seashells beneath my feet. The sky presses down and sometimes there are black clouds boiling out of the West, but so far we’ve had no snow. Tonight, when I mounted the hill from the hospital, my heart, conditioned now to the slope, beat less frantically, my blood flowed less thickly than a month ago, the soles of my shoes taking the rise with ease. Arriving home, I found Harry Lang toiling outdoors, screening his Japanese maples and his rhododendrons within loose cages of rough burlap and wood stakes.

“Your yard looks like a refugee encampment, Harry,” I said.

Conte stopped me on the driveway.

“Lovely warm day, Morgan,” he said cheerfully. “Probably one of our last. Temperature’s supposed to drop fast tonight. You can feel it already. How are things at the hospital?”

“William is improving bit by bit,” I said. “We’ll get through this, Conte.”

“That’s the spirit, Morgan,” he said approvingly, and I marched bravely, mechanically up the driveway, rather like one of those stiff, robotic soldiers in William’s war documentaries, with their arms and penises on the rise.

I set the evening paper as usual beside William’s chair. A month’s issues now await him and I’m afraid that by the time he comes home, such a faulty tower of news will greet him that he’ll have another stroke just thinking about all the world’s weighty matters he must sort out.

Harry Lang knocked on my door before supper.

“I just wanted you to know, Morgan,” he said, standing with me in the narrow front hall, “I wanted to alert you to the frost warning for tonight. If there’s anything fragile in William’s garden, you may want to cover it up with a section of newspaper. You seem to have no shortage of it here,” he said, observing the stacks of newspapers with a mixture of curiosity and alarm.

“That’s good advice, Harry,” I answered, “but I don’t dare disturb William’s papers. They’re sacred to him. He’ll want to read every article, every word. He’ll be very upset when he comes home if he finds he’s missed any news.”

“How is he, Morgan?”

“They’ve moved him out of intensive care.”

“He’ll be coming home, then?”

“Very soon, I should think,” I lied.

“Conte and I have been talking about paying him a little visit.”

“I’ll let you know when he’s ready. Soon he’ll be like the old William you knew.”

Harry smiled. “That’s wonderful news, Morgan. We’ll have to have a homecoming for him, won’t we? In the meantime, are there any problems I can help with? Furnace okay? No taps leaking? Storm windows that need to go up before the snow flies?”

When I departed for the hospital this morning, I’d noticed Harry up on a ladder, washing his own windows, with Heather assisting from below, passing him cloths and a bottle of Windex. Seeing them together, I’d wondered: What would it be like never to have borne a child, so that you could still believe the love between a man and a woman is the greatest joy on this earth?

“Anything cumbersome needs to be carried out to the curb on garbage day?” Harry asked me.

“You shouldn’t be lifting heavy things, Harry.”

“I’m strong as an ox, Morgan,” he said, rapping his chest firmly with a fist, making a sound like a deep drum. “Retirement has recharged my batteries. I’ve never felt more alive. I’m getting my second wind.”

For a full month now, I’ve been living amid William’s populace of flower bulbs, knowing I daren’t touch them for fear of mixing up the various tribes. Tonight I stole a bit of free space on the table to set down my knife and fork. I began to pick up the little yellow labels William had brought home with the bulbs, each giving the recommended depth of planting, the height of growth, the moment of blooming, the names of the various cultivars. I read: Queen of the Night. Miranda. Elegant Lady. Clara Brett. Princess Charmante. Madame Lefebvre. Stella. Jacqueline. Temple of Beauty. Naked Lady. Had William, sorting his bulbs the day of the stroke, fingering their fleshy masses, their smooth white curves, imagined the women who inspired these names, pictured their pale thighs, their firm bellies?

I thought, then, of William’s anger in the hospital and before I could stop myself, I reached out my arm and swept all the naked ladies off the table. They bounced and rolled across the linoleum floor and into the far corners of the kitchen. Dear God! I thought. Now what have I done? William will murder me for this. Because all his ivory women were dashed together now, the bulbs no larger than my thumbnail tossed in among those as big as a hen’s egg, and I felt my heart thumping very hard. Then I remembered what Harry Lang had said about the frost and I knew I must bury the bulbs at once, before the earth froze and William came home and saw my handiwork.

I went out into the backyard, which is enclosed by hedges, grown now the height of a man. Passing the Man and Wife Trees, the sackful of bulbs thrown over my shoulder, I smelled the sweet perfume of the Man Tree’s fallen apples as they softened in the long grass. William would be angry if he saw this, I thought, because the decaying apples are a blight on his healthy lawn. Since his retirement, William’s been as devoted to the yard and gardens as a man smitten by a new lover. Solemnly he sows his seed, his gestures tender, ardent, shaking with wonder.

I crossed the lawn beneath the branches of many trees randomly planted over the years by William. Because he grew up on the prairie — where the earth is flat or sometimes gently rolling, but everywhere bald and cruel, spare as bone, shelterless — William has all his life had a deep hunger for trees. But so many trees on such a small property have heaved the ground so that tonight I feared turning my old ankles in the lumpy grass or tripping on exposed roots twisting like snakes across the lawn.

“Too many trees, William,” I’ve warned him over the years. “Haven’t you noticed how their roots have ruptured the basement walls? The foundations of the house are crumbling.”

Tonight, I looked up and saw the Man Tree reaching into the sky. At the tips, his branches looked fragile, thin as wires. How would they survive the icy winds of winter? The fruitless Wife Tree, late to turn colour, had stood for many days at the absolute zenith of her glory, with nary a leaf lost, but the week’s winds had now stripped her branches. I looked down at her fallen leaves, layers and layers of them, like all the days of a life, cast there, one upon the other, without shape now or rhyme or reason.

I set the heavy sack of bulbs down and knelt in the cold grass. On my hands and knees before William’s flower beds, I stabbed at the soil with a trowel. Excavating two broad, shallow holes, I threw the bulbs in willy-nilly, all the sizes and shapes tumbling together, and pushed the loose earth over top, the rich soil oily in my hands, its cold funky smell filling my nostrils. My old knees were shouting with pain by the time I concluded the burial and I thought for a moment that I wouldn’t be able to straighten them and get up. Moments later, just as I was turning toward the house, I heard weeping coming through the hedge, from a corner of the McTavish place.

“Vivien!” I called out. “Vivien, is that you?” But then I thought: What a fool you are, Morgan! If it’s Vivien, she can’t hear you. Then I wondered: How is it that Vivien has the voice to weep but not to speak? I turned my back on the grief and crept along to my own house, not wanting in my heart of hearts to know of anyone’s tears.

Half an hour later, sitting down with my baked potato and my shakers of salt and pepper, I paused suddenly with a forkful of hot white flesh halfway to my mouth, for outside I saw large, startling snowflakes falling through the sky. I went then to the calendar and saw that, in all my parade of Xs across the days, I’d forgotten about the change of seasons. Snow in November isn’t unheard of in these parts, but it’s also not common. What was the meaning of this early winter? With the soundless falling of the snow, the house was eerily silent, silent as William in his hospital bed, as though his aphasia had spread its tonguelessness, reaching across the city blocks to stifle these rooms.

I don’t care. No no no no no. I don’t care I don’t care I don’t care.


Dear girls,

…I can’t believe, your father once told me, I can’t believe that through all the tedious, useless jobs I’ve done all my life and all the years I’ve wasted in this goddamned province, I allowed myself to get distracted. I forgot that the only important thing in life is soil.

To hear you talk, William, I told him, you’d think the West was the Promised Land, where everything was good and happy, but I remember it as a treeless wasteland with a wind that flattened everything alive.

You’ve kept me here in Ontario all this time, Morgan, he said, but somehow I’ll find my way back to prairie soil…




Dear girls,

…It’s astonishing to me how populated the world has become, the number of people I encounter now that I’m out on the streets, their faces, still legible to me, each suggesting its own story…




November 6


Dear girls,

…I’ve begun to venture further afield, confident that my new ability to recognize landmarks will help me find my way home again. Last week I paid a visit to the town library. Did you know that the library has been renovated and enlarged, with marble floors laid down in geometric patterns of black and white? The entrance is now below ground level and to get at the books you have to rise and rise round a great curved stair until you feel dizzy. You would approve of the changes I’m sure, all the rows of computers with young people tapping away like mad and thick carpet everywhere to absorb the tiny galloping sound of their communicating. There’s wall after wall of mahogany shelf, so much money all of this must have cost and all spent simply to store words. Where is the circle of beautiful old pillars that used to be here? I wanted to ask. And the pink rotunda soaring above them? And wasn’t there once a brick fireplace in a corner?

In Reference I asked for picture books of Nepal and Brazil and Indonesia and Germany and I sat down in a leather armchair at a vast cherry table with a flawless mirror finish I was terrified of scratching. While I waited, I looked out at a small landscaped courtyard containing miniature boxwood hedges and curving stone pathways. I saw a statue of a woman whose garments had slipped down low around her hips so that the snow was softly falling on her bare shoulders and her marble breasts.

A librarian began to bring me books. She was the tiniest woman I’d ever seen, not much more than four feet high, with a head of thick strawberry curls. She suffered from a palsy. Her hands and body trembled alarmingly and her head teetered so precariously on her neck that I thought it might roll off and go bouncing across the new wall-to-wall. I wondered if it was indeed a palsy that made her shake, or only a reaction to the slick new floors and the smart shelves and the arrival in the library of technology. She brought me book after book, each one larger than the one before.

Watching her struggling so hard to keep up with the new personality of the library, I asked: Have they not devised something to help you transport these heavy books? Some sort of conveyor belt or book elevator or crane? A block and tackle? One would think they’d be capable of that, being so clever about everything else. But the woman only gave me a little stoic smile and went to fetch more volumes, stacking them so high that soon I couldn’t see past them. They cast a wide shadow across me, cutting out my reading light, and I had to cry in a loud whisper, Stop! Stop! That’s enough! Don’t bring me any more!

I opened the covers of these books, some of them nearly as large as the tabletop, and I turned the vast glossy pages showing the Brazilian rain forest and the coffee plantations of Indonesia and the Brandenburg Gate. When I came to a picture of a street market in Nepal, the woman brought me a magnifying glass and I peered closely at all the faces, thinking I might recognize one of you girls among the shoppers for brass and spices and silks. I found nothing familiar, only smelled those hundreds of olive-skinned bodies pressed together in the heat. People like to say that it’s a small world, but of course it’s a very big one. I looked at the rubber forests and at the mountains and oceans separating us and knew there was no way I could ever lure you home over such exotic distances.

At one point, glancing up from my investigation, I thought I saw the figure of your father disappear round the end of the history section and later I was sure I glimpsed Goodie Hodnet too, sliding past a window, a medical tome tucked under her arm.

I journeyed steadily through these books and, having fixed you in your distant landscapes, I closed them one by one, feeling my longing for you ease a little. When the last book had been pushed aside, I turned and looked out the window once more. After the suffocating throngs, the heat and dust of the photographs and the painfully vivid colours of tropical vegetation, it was a relief to look down on the deserted courtyard and to imagine the cold of the stone woman’s wintry breasts and to feel my eyes soothed by the soft carbons of our Canadian winter, the pearls and dove greys. Getting up from my chair, I pulled my wool coat on, passed by the gleaming circulation desk curving out at me like an ebony pool and was able to walk home through the snow without feeling such a crippling grief…




November 7

Merilee called this morning.

“Did you tell Morris I was getting divorced again?” she asked.

“I might have mentioned it,” I said cautiously.

“That was supposed to be a secret, Mother.”

“But, Merilee, you have so many secrets, I can’t keep track of them.”

“Well, he sent me a bible, Mother.”

“Oh, dear.”

“A huge edition. The cost of shipping alone —”

“He’ll get points in heaven for that. It was worth the postage. Which version is it?”

“I don’t know,” Merilee answered, exasperated. “What difference does it make? The point is, Mother —”

“How is Alan?” I interrupted.

“Alan?”

“The boy who answered the phone the last time I called.”

“Why do you call him a boy? He’s in his thirties.”

“It’s just that you seem to go for the younger men.”

“Is there anything wrong with that?”

“But, how is he?”

“I don’t know. He’s not living here any more. He started to get on my nerves. I asked him to move out.”

“Poor Alan…” I said.


Dear girls,

…My mother had a garden and sometimes asked me to help her with it. One hot summer day when I was on my hands and knees pulling up weeds between rows of beans, I heard her and Uncle Harper talking beyond a screen of delphinia. I saw Harper step close to my mother, nuzzle her ear. She pushed him away.

What’s the matter with you, Olympia? Harper asked, angry and frustrated.

I don’t feel like it today, she told him.

You never feel like it any more, he said. He’d come straight from the cemetery, shovel in hand, his fingers still black with graveyard soil.

I’m too weary, she told him.

Little wonder. Waiting hand and foot on that boy. You overdo it.

He’s helpless now.

You’re in love with him, aren’t you?

I love him, yes. He’s my son.

I said in love.

Don’t be stupid.

You play with him when you take him upstairs, don’t you? You diddle him.

My mother reached up and slapped Harper so hard across the face that he staggered backwards. Regaining his balance, he touched his cheek in disbelief. The afternoon turned suddenly so quiet it chilled me. Even the cicadas seemed to stop droning in the trees…




November 8


Dear girls,

…Did I tell you that, after I’d borne five children, I went to the parish priest, Father O’Casey, and asked his permission to obtain some kind of birth control from my doctor?

Birth control! he chided me. You know the pope has forbidden it. You should be ashamed of yourself, Morgan. God will decide how many children you’re to have and every one of them is a gift.

Three months later, learning of a new pregnancy, I stood at the kitchen window and cried because I could see no end to the number of babies I’d carry. Beside me on the floor stood a bucket of soapy water. In the living room you children had taken the chairs I’d moved out of the kitchen and you’d lined them up one behind the other to play “train.” My tears came flooding out like an unstoppable river and I couldn’t move to pick up the wash bucket. At the end of the day, the kitchen floor was still encrusted with spilled milk and you hadn’t tired of playing conductor and engineer and when your father came home he couldn’t cross the living room because it was blocked by your locomotive. I cried for days, astonished and frightened by the bottomless well of despair within me, making no attempt to hide it.

You followed me around the house asking, What’s wrong? Why are you crying? Are you sick? Are you going to die?

I developed pneumonia near the end of term. The labour came early. The baby was born with fluid in his lungs. Three days later, Father O’Casey was reciting Psalm 50 over the infant’s body in the cemetery. Returning from the burial, your father said bitterly, Do you know what Father O’Casey said to me at the cemetery, Morgan? He said, Today you have a little saint in heaven. A little saint, Morgan! Hell of a lot of good that does us!

We didn’t look at each other. We rarely met each other’s eyes any more. We were like two blind sculptures, our sight worn down by the winds and rains of time. For days, I lay in the hospital, inert with grief.

I don’t understand what you want, Morgan, said your father, staring out the hospital window. I thought you’d be relieved that the baby died. Nine months ago you were crying because you didn’t want this child. And it was a boy, Morgan. A boy!

All through the pregnancy, he’d kept telling Morris, This one’s going to be a little brother for you, Morris.

Why are you telling him that, William? I’d asked. You’ve no way of knowing.

It’s a gut feeling, Morgan. I’m sure it’s a boy this time.

What is so special about sons, William? I asked in the hospital.

They don’t cry, Morgan, he said.

When I was discharged from the hospital, I noticed that Morris was often late getting home. Where is Morris? I asked you girls one evening.

Sometimes he goes to the cemetery after he’s finished the paper route, you told me. He visits the baby’s grave.

I put on my spring coat and walked across town. You remember there’s a small cemetery in the old district, at the northwest corner of Simplicity. A stone wall encloses it on three sides. Inside the wall, the ground climbs gently to form a knoll, with a groomed cedar on top, tall and slender as an obelisk. At the front of the cemetery stand impressive headstones bearing the names of the town’s founders. But it was toward the back, where the humbler graves lie and where there’s no stone wall and the cemetery just peters out and runs downhill into the railroad tracks and the yards of the town’s dark turn-of-the-century factories, that I found Morris seated on the damp ground.

Morris, what are you doing here? I asked him. He didn’t answer or look up. He would have been eight or so at the time. It was a fine breezy April day. Aren’t all the heartbreaking days always the most beautiful ones? I reached out, intending to touch him, then quickly withdrew my hand, fearing that my small store of energy would flow out of me and through Morris and down into the bones of the dead child. Morris, you mustn’t come here like this, I said. It’s not good for you. It will only make you sadder. You have to forget about this baby boy. You’ve got to stay away from this place, do you hear me? I looked down at his bare neck and understood how imperfectly I’d loved him…




November 9

We’ve had a great slanting snowfall overnight and now the trees are dressed in heavy white robes, their branches, fattened with snow, etched against the peacock sky. This morning while I was getting dressed, I heard the sound of scraping and I looked out the kitchen window to see Harry Lang throwing snow, his new light aluminum shovel striking a soprano note on the drive in contrast to the bass tones of the old steel ones of days gone by. Still in my nightgown, I opened the front door and called out, “Take it slowly, Harry, your face is red as a tomato!”

He waved at me happily. “Just test the air, Morgan! It makes the lungs crackle!”

I thought of William looking out his hospital window and I wondered if the word snow was forming over and over in his head, with no way to get out, so that soon it would be banked, cold and deep, against his brain.

Up from the cellar, I brought my own thick-soled boots. Stepping into them, I pulled at the heavy zippers and shrugged into my Persian lamb coat. Over the years, its skins have become brittle and torn and hang now in strips inside the lining, like the hide of an old ravaged ewe. I went out into the cold, beautifully disguised streets. For days now, the city has seemed very dark without its coloured leaves and though I know that winter is the season of death, I appreciated how much brighter the world had now become, with its cloak of snow. It cheered me to travel soundlessly along the deep sidewalks and to turn and see behind me a trail of solitary footprints, without William’s size ten shoe beside mine, as though I was now a lone explorer in an undiscovered land.

The blanket of snow reminded me of William’s body beneath his wintry sheet, which in recent weeks has shown fewer and fewer hills and valleys. He’s sleeping a great deal now and must surely be dreaming of the prairies, because his form has grown flat as Saskatchewan. When he tries to swallow, the food often streams out his nostrils and I wouldn’t be surprised someday to see it come gushing out his ears.

“Haven’t you noticed,” I’ve asked the nurses on Second East, “that William’s tray is practically untouched when you take it away? How many pounds has he lost?”

“We can’t tell you that today. We weigh the patients only once a week.”

“Which day will that be, then?”

“Next week, Mrs. Hazzard,” they keep promising. “We’ll weigh him next week.”

Today, with the snow sticky underfoot and clinging to my boots, only the sound of my desiccated lambskins crackling like Harry’s winter-filled lungs accompanied me on my way through the deep streets. Already I sensed the white lawns sinking like a fallen cake and I knew that soon the air would warm and last night’s snowfall would begin to drop in great slabs from the ballgowned trees and the streets would turn to slush and rivers of cold clear water would run in the gutters. It will go like this, week after week. A fickle winter. Snowfalls — light or heavy — followed by quick thaws because the climate in this part of the world has changed. We no longer have the blistering summers or the bitter winters of my memory. From now until March, I’ll be able on any given day to walk across the exposed grass in our yard and look at the two mounds covering William’s flower bulbs, which lie beneath the soil, dangerously exposed to the cooling earth, shedding their friable skins.


Dear girls,

…At night when I roll over in my dreams, I hear my collection of epistles rustling in their folder like dry autumn leaves in the wind. Then I’m tricked into believing that snow hasn’t yet fallen and that autumn is still with us. But once, my tossing and turning so disturbed my store of letters that, awakened by their sighing, I was frightened into thinking it was the sound of my soul escaping. I do promise to fold up the letters soon and slip them into envelopes. I’ll affix rows of stamps bearing the cold profile of the young Queen Elizabeth and shoot them off across the oceans. I will send them, girls, as soon as I’ve collected the courage…




November 10


Dear girls,

…I was looking tonight at the picture of the Sacred Heart on my church calendar. There’s a tiny wooden cross engulfed in its flames and a thorn piercing the heart, which is red and fleshy as a piece of prairie beef. This Christ looks so much like the young effeminate men I see now in television comedies: their slenderness, their hairless chests, their benign smiles. I recall the pictures of St. John with his head in Christ’s lap at the Last Supper and it makes me think: Despite all the Catholic Church’s rants against gay men, would it not be ironic if Christ — if he and those twelve apostles, if the whole pack of them — turned out to be homosexuals?…



Tonight when I arrived home I heard a chopping noise coming from behind the house. Going round to investigate, I saw a figure toiling in the far corner of the yard. The snow back there is now a foot deep. I made my way slowly across the lawn. My feet broke through a granular crust to the powdery accumulation beneath, which was soft and dry as soap flakes and insulated from the winter by the brittle surface skin. It wasn’t until I got closer that I recognized who it was.

“Conte!” I called. “Conte!” But he couldn’t hear me because the sharp blade of his axe was slicing into the belly of the Wife Tree. I felt a pain in my own gut as the metal struck the live wood. Just then, the tree began slowly to tilt. As it went over, it gathered momentum and came down with a crash, sending out a gentle wind and clouds of snow.

“Conte!” I repeated when the tree had stopped quivering from shock and come to rest. Against the snow, its black branches looked charred. I smelled the fruity perfume of the injured wood.

Conte, his arthritic joints all bundled up in brown wool, leapt with surprise at my voice and wheeled around to face me.

“Conte, what on earth are you doing?” Dismayed, I looked around at the meaty wood chips scattered like flesh across the snow.

“Morgan!” he said, catching his breath. “Morgan, William and I were supposed to cut down this tree together. Don’t you remember? Didn’t he tell you? It was to be this autumn. But he hasn’t come home from the hospital, has he? So, finally, I decided to go ahead on my own. I wanted to do this for him. It’s one thing less he’ll have on his mind.”

Should I have told him that possibly William didn’t remember his neighbour any more or even know what an apple tree was?

“William wanted her down,” Conte said. “She wasn’t giving any more apples.”

“But she showed herself spectacularly this fall, Conte. Her leaves were brilliant as fireworks. She was still enjoying life. She was still strong.”

“No, Morgan.” He picked up a branch and showed me the termites, the powdery wood. “Look at the rot. She was hollow and crumbling inside.” He looked down at our feet, buried in snow, his expression full of regret. “I’ve left this job too long. You kept telling us, Morgan, that William was coming home. I pictured us cutting the tree down together.”

“I do think he’s coming home, Conte.”

“Vivien and I live in such terrible silence,” he confessed, shuddering with sorrow. “You’ve no idea how lonely that can be. It was such a relief and a pleasure for me to be able to come out here and talk to William.”

I thought about all these men in their old age, thirsting for the speech of other men, when at one time their wet dreams were full of the voices of women.

“William knew a little bit about everything,” said Conte. “He read so broadly. He could talk on just about any subject. I admired his mental sharpness. I don’t suppose he misses me at all.”

“Of course he does.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Morgan. Vivien’s a wonderful woman. But once you’ve lived with a deaf-mute, you come to realize that the human voice is the most beautiful sound in the world.” He picked up the axe again, his face glistening with exertion.

“Can your heart stand this, Conte?”

“I’m fit as a fiddle, Morgan.”

“This is hard work. It could kill you.”

In answer, he swung the axe again, burying it in what was left of the trunk, and I wondered if William, only a few blocks away, might be wakened by the ringing of steel into wood and think, “Ah! Someone is putting an axe to good use,” and feel his own muscles tense in response.

“Stop, Conte,” I said. “No more.”

“I can’t leave this stump here. William wouldn’t approve. He’s such a perfectionist. I’ve got to get it down as close to grade as possible. In the spring we’ll put stump rot on it. Eat the last of her out.”

“You’ve done enough, Conte.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow, then, Morgan, and cut that trunk down.”

“No, just leave it.”

“I’ll at least clear away the branches.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“They’ll freeze. They’ll be trapped in the snow and ice.”

“Not for long. We’ll get a thaw. Leave them just where they are. Your fingers must be frozen. Come in the house, Conte, and I’ll make you a cup of hot chocolate.”

“No, thanks, Morgan. There’s nothing I’d like better, but Vivien will be waiting for me.” Suddenly, he leaned on the axe, spontaneous tears flowing easily down his vein-tracked cheeks. “I’m just so sorry, Morgan,” he blubbered, sobbing like a boy. “I’m so sorry about all those years William and I never spoke to each other. Such a loss. Such a stupid waste.”

But I could feel only scorn for him at that moment, for his weakness and his bewilderment.

Fools we were, the two of us! Two old fools on a windy wintry afternoon, our feet locked in snow.


Dear girls,

…Since your father’s stroke, I’ve for some reason not felt the need for my usual afternoon nap, but the felling of the Wife Tree so fatigued me that I had to lie down for an hour on your father’s bed. When I opened my eyes, there was Goodie Hodnet peering in at me through the window. When she saw me awaken she immediately withdrew. I leapt up and wound the wire arms of my eyeglasses over my ears and went outside looking for her but she’d disappeared. I know this wasn’t a dream or my imagination, because her footprints were everywhere in the deep snow, the size nine impression of the rubber farm boots she still wears. I followed the prints around the perimeter of the house, where they stopped at every window but did not venture up onto the porches, which means she’d no intention of visiting but had come here to spy…




November 11


Dear girls,

…I’ve told you that the Man Tree was weeks ago stripped completely bare but in fact there was one last leaf still clinging stubbornly to a branch. Watching it lift and twist painfully in the wind, unable to let go, I sensed its torment and considered going out with a broom and knocking it down just to put it out of its misery. But this morning when I got up out of bed and looked out, I saw that finally it had released its grip…



Yesterday I could reach neither Muriel nor Anna on the phone, so I was forced to call Goodie.

“Is tomorrow’s bridge game at Anna’s house?” I asked. It was the sixth game since William’s stroke.

“No,” she answered. “I’m afraid the bridge is finished altogether. We’ve dissolved the group.”

“Dissolved?”

“We’ve all grown tired of the game and we’ve decided to quit.”

“But no one asked me about this.”

“The majority rules. It was a unanimous decision among the three of us. We didn’t need your vote.”

“What will I do now? Bridge is my only outlet.”

“You could form another group, with other women.”

“But I don’t know any other women.”

“I’m sorry,” Goodie said firmly, “I have to hang up. My books are overdue at the library.”

After lunch, I dressed warmly and left the house, heading south in the snow. After some time, I turned down a road and passed along neat rows of brick bungalows. The houses looked very much alike, but, certain I had the right street, I walked along, peering like a cyclops with my one good eye into all the living-room windows until finally I came to one where the lamps were glowing like yellow moons in the winter afternoon. Sure enough, I saw Muriel, Goodie, Anna and a strange woman sitting at a table, a bridge game in full swing. Watching them, I imagined the slap slap slap of the cards on the table, the sound of which, as recently as yesterday, I’d heard in my future, washing like a soothing tide over all my weeks. I pictured the moody royal family in their ornate and cumbersome robes — the melancholy king, the passive queen, the angry prince — dealt out in their endlessly spinning configurations, so distant from each other, locked in their royal cabinets studded in the corners with the gemlike clubs, spades, diamonds, hearts: the crown jewels.

Picking my way to the centre of Anna’s lawn, I bent over and seized a handful of snow. In my haste to leave the house, I’d forgotten to resurrect my winter gloves. The paralyzing cold instantly froze my fingers and travelled up my wrists. However, I managed to form the snow, which was heavy and wet, perfect for my needs, into a firm ball. I hurled it at Anna’s window, surprising myself by hitting the mark dead-on. Evidently I was less blind than Goodie thought. My reward was a shriek from within the house, loud enough to travel through the double pane.

The women heaved themselves up from the table and hurried to the window, where fragments of the exploded snowball slowly slid down the glass. When they saw me, red-handed as it were and ankle-deep in snow, their jaws dropped open.

I reached for more ammunition and heard a shout of rage go up behind the window. The women pounded angrily on the glass with their fists. When I brought my arm back to hurl the second snowball, they screamed in unison and beat a clumsy retreat. I saw a lamp, one golden planet, go down in the confusion. Moments later, Goodie appeared once more, speaking into a phone, her lips moving rapidly. Reaching into my pocket, I withdrew a paperweight I’d brought along, knowing in my heart of hearts what I was going to see through Anna’s window. I threw it with all my might. Despite her display of farm-bred courage, Goodie yelped when she saw it coming. It hit the target. At the impact, Goodie lost her grip on the phone and dropped out of sight. A spider’s web formed in the window, its glittering threads shooting like lightning to the four corners.

Just then the front door opened a few inches, Muriel’s face pressed fearfully to the crack.

“What’s come over you, Morgan?” she called, her voice shaky. “Have you completely lost your mind? We’ve called 911. They’re on their way. You’ve done damage. You’ll pay for that window! We’ll see to it you never pick up another bridge hand in this town…”

Her voice followed me as I beat a path down the street, eager to make my getaway before the police arrived with their paddy wagon.


Dear girls,

…When I arrived home today, I saw that up and down the street the neighbourhood children had constructed an army of snowmen. You may not know that the winters here have become very mild. Soon the temperatures will warm and these local heroes, these fragile soldiers, will begin to drip and shrink into the earth and their makers, the little children, like fickle gods, will forget about them. Just as God seems to have forgotten about your father. And I can hardly blame him because I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s grown quite weary of having his ear bent by all the devotions and spirituals and vigils of Morris and his holy-rolling congregation, and refuses to hear another word about William Hazzard…




November 12


Dear girls,

…Following a small dispute I had with the bridge ladies, a policeman knocked on my door yesterday afternoon and asked if he might come in and talk to me. I led him into the living room and gestured to your father’s chair, with its pillar of newspapers beside it. He sat down with his cap tucked under his arm, looking very fine in his dark blue suit, and took out a pad and paper. He said he’d received a complaint about a broken picture window. Did I know anything about it?

Yes, I said.

You’re responsible for the breakage, then? he asked. You freely admit it?

Of course, I said.

You don’t look like the kind of person who’d do such a thing.

I’d like to be.

With all due respect, Ma’am, he said, you’re a little elderly to be embarking on a life of crime.

He was short and mildly good-looking, but not enough so to be called handsome. An almost sort of person, never quite anything, I suspected. One of those people life washes over and almost forms into something interesting. Almost handsome. Almost successful. Almost happy. Something like your brother, Morris, I thought, who is almost holy.

The policeman asked me why I’d broken the window and I told him the bridge ladies had lied to me.

He said a person couldn’t go around smashing people’s property because of a lie. There was the law to consider.

Then I said, I’ve lived a life of conformity and I’m tired of obeying and being underestimated. I feel nothing but pride for what I’ve done. I think dishonesty is a worse offence than disobedience.

He reflected for a moment and then said, In spite of being a policeman, I’m tempted to break the law myself sometimes because it interferes with — with a person’s — he searched for the right word.

Dignity? I asked and he nodded.

He said it must have taken a lot of courage to confront my friends. Are you widowed? he asked. I told him about your father’s stroke and he said, You must find the house very empty now that you’re alone.

On the contrary, I said, there finally seems to be space here for me. I want to make myself over.

And he said, I’ve thought of that myself but I don’t know how to go about it or where to start.

I said, Maybe some sort of shock is the only way it can happen, something totally beyond your control and outside yourself to put it in motion.

He said he felt he wasn’t very attractive to people, to women especially, and that maybe he was too passive a person, too complacent and dull, someone who wasn’t noticeable. He asked me if I knew a Goodie Hodnet and said that she’d fainted when I threw the paperweight and that she’d struck her head on the corner of a coffee table, temporarily losing consciousness. By the time he arrived on the scene, she was being slid into an ambulance. He tracked her down at the hospital and found her with a bruised temple and a bandage, under which there were ten stitches. She’d told him she intended to sue me for physical injury and psychological damage and loss of happiness.

Loss of happiness?

Some people do think you can put a dollar figure on it.

I asked him if I was to be arrested and he almost smiled but managed to hold it back and said no, which I must say somewhat disappointed me.

Are you sure you don’t want to take me down to the station? I asked, thinking it would give us more time to talk.

I don’t believe that will be necessary.

Is your work dangerous? I asked, escorting him to the front door.

He said with some disappointment, Not really. This is the sort of thing I do. Investigate minor complaints. It’s a pretty quiet job. There’s a good pension waiting for me, though.

I said, You have something to look forward to, then.

Before leaving, he stopped and looked at all the pictures of you girls in your college gowns and caps, which your father displays so proudly in the front hall, and he said, I was almost married once. He told me he never would have believed he’d reach thirty-four and not have a wife. All he wanted, he said, was a woman’s arms to lie in at night. Someone regular, he said, who cared about him.

I answered that I hated to disillusion him, but marriage was no guarantee of that…




November 13


Dear girls,

…When your father finally came home after the war, his face was as pitted as the moon’s crust.

William, I remember saying, I hardly recognize you. What’s happened to your face?

Those sons o’ bitches, Morgan, he explained. We’ve all come back looking like this. Anyone exposed to the explosive mixture in the bombs. It’s a wonder I’m not blind too. The abrasion. The chemicals. But did they do anything about it? Even after we told them? Showed them our skin? Of course not. What would they care? Those sons o’ bitches…



Before I pulled the curtains at bedtime tonight, I looked down into the yard at the destroyed Wife Tree, the sight of its broken flesh, like an amputated limb, making my knees shake. I reached out and touched the window frame to steady myself, thinking of the time my father and brothers came home unexpectedly from the fields. It was a hot August day and I was in the kitchen peeling and pitting peaches for canning, my clothes, my hair stuck to my body, fruit juice running down my wrists to my elbows. I was sixteen, the only girl left at home. All the others had married or moved away to find work. On the edge of the kitchen cot sat my mother, feeding Thomas. Now that he was almost completely paralyzed, she’d withdrawn from the daily tasks of farm life, immersing herself in his care.

At ten in the morning we heard the wagon rumble into the yard and a moment later, my brother Lance lurched into the kitchen, leaning heavily on my father’s shoulder, a bloody cloth wrapped around his wrist. Another brother, Clive, followed them in. There’d been an accident with the thresher. Lance’s arm had been pulled into the blades, his hand chopped off. Clive, seeing this, had quickly signalled to my father to cut the engine. A search was made in the machine and the hand found in the straw, miraculously whole.

On the wood stove, clouds of vapour, boiling up out of kettles, condensed on the kitchen windows and streamed down like rain. Mason jars, simmering in the sterilizer, jingled musically in their wire racks. The air was sweet with the smell of canning syrup. Clive set the severed hand down on the table, stepped swiftly outside and retched off the back stoop.

The hand lay among the ribbons of peach skin and the heaps of stony fruit pits. We all stared at it as though we’d never seen one before. Meaty and bluish as a steak, it looked foreign and monstrous. Lance saw my mother turn Thomas’s head aside and cover his eyes.

“I’ve just lost my goddamned hand,” Lance said bitterly, “and all you can think of is Thomas! Don’t let Thomas see anything bad. I have to protect Thomas.”

“He has nothing to do with this,” my mother said. “You leave him out of it.”

Lance, a stocky man of twenty-six now, with a big, fleshy face, had always fancied himself a lady-killer. He liked to have a new girl on his arm every week. On Saturday nights, he splashed around in the kitchen basin after supper, slicking back his hair, cleaning his long fingernails, getting in my way when I needed to be doing the dishes. Reeking of Aqua Velva, he took the buggy into town, returning in the small hours of the morning, liquor on his breath. I prayed every week that he’d meet a girl he wanted to marry and leave us in peace.

“Thomas is the only one you’ve ever cared about,” Lance told my mother in the kitchen.

“Hold your tongue, son,” my father said. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

Then Lance seized the severed hand from among the bowls of fruit and threw it across the room at my mother. It struck her full on the cheek with the force of a stone, leaving a streak of blood. Turning away, her face a wooden mask, she bent protectively over Thomas. My father dragged Lance outside and we heard the wagon rattle off.

“Get that hand out of here,” my mother told me. In the confusion, they’d left it behind. It had rolled under Thomas’s cot. Little use it would have been to the doctors, anyway. They didn’t sew limbs back on in those days. They didn’t have the know-how.

I drew back in horror. “Me?”

“Go and bury it somewhere.”

“But —”

“Don’t be so squeamish. You’ve chopped the head off many a chicken and lived to eat the bird.”

“But they weren’t — human,” I said faintly.

“Get rid of it. It’s no good to anybody now.”

My stomach heaving, I wrapped the hand gingerly in a tea towel and carried it out into a field. It was heavier than I’d expected, roughly the weight of a large rat, and strangely potent, making me dizzy with its power. The sky tipped, the sunny field swam in my vision, a yellow rocking sea. Sweating with the day’s heat, employing a shovel I’d found in the barnyard, I managed to dig a hole. I threw the hand in, eager to be rid of it, and quickly covered it over with earth.

Lance’s name wasn’t mentioned in the house while he was in hospital, but sometimes in the late afternoons, after the chores were finished, my father slipped away to town to visit him. A month later, he brought my brother home, a steel hook strapped to his wrist. Passing him in the barnyard the first day he was home, I couldn’t look at it. He saw my discomfort and grabbed me.

“What’s wrong with you?” he sneered, his teeth bared. “Afraid of this lovely thing?” He shook me. “Well, you’re going to have to live with it, just like I am. Look at it. Look! You’d better get used to the sight.” He gripped me by the chin and turned my face into the hook, rubbing the cold steel curve hard against my cheek. “Where did the hand go?” he hissed, his breath hot and moist against my neck.

“The hand?”

He shook me again. “Don’t play dumb! Where is it?”

“I — I got rid of it. Mother told me to.”

“How?”

“I buried it in — in the field.”

“Take me there. Show me where it is.”

“I — I don’t remember exactly where I put it. And it’s a month now. It’ll be — rotted!”


Dear girls,

…I’m sure it’s quite hard for you to imagine, in those hot climates of yours, how the yard looks today, a sea of cotton wool. Yesterday, we had a substantial snowstorm and on my journey home I saw a cardinal sitting on a white branch. Its brilliant colour reminded me that another vase of hand-delivered, cardless red roses appeared a few days ago in your father’s room, their giver, the mysterious woman, whoever she is, having tracked him down on Second East.

For several hours I had to sit beside the bouquet, until finally I was so overwhelmed by its sickening perfume that I got up from my chair and grasped the thorny stems. I pulled them out of the vase and threw them with great force into the wastebasket. Seeing me do it, your father turned away toward the wall, curled up in the fetal position and went to sleep while I flushed the blood from my thorn-pricked fingers down his little hospital sink…




November 14


Dear girls,

… I feel quite troubled by something that has happened. Yesterday when I came home early from the hospital because of a headache, Morris was at the house. He was in my bedroom when I arrived and as I opened the front door, something in there — a drawer? — banged shut and then he appeared, quite surprised and flustered.

Mom, he said, I thought you stayed with Dad until they brought around the supper trays.

What are you doing here, Morris? I asked.

Just a visit, Mom, he said, smiling sheepishly.

But, I said, if you thought I was at the hospital, why didn’t you just go there?

I don’t know, Mom, he answered. I guess I got distracted and the next thing I knew I was in the driveway. Force of habit. His eyes slid away from mine.

Strange, I said, watching him closely. He looked very guilty, girls, which is unlike Morris. He was always such an innocent boy. Observing his flushed and perspiring face, I thought: This is not my son…




Dear girls,

…Are there extra blankets? I asked one of the nurses on Second East. In a cupboard somewhere? If you could just point the way, I’d be happy to fetch one myself.

We provide only one per patient, she told me. That’s all we have. It’s the cutbacks.

But the blankets here are so thin, I said, and my husband is so terribly cold…



Since William’s fall, I’ve remained faithful to our daily diet of a potato, thinking that my consumption of it might somehow give him strength. Tonight, reaching into the burlap sack, I found the potatoes grown cold with winter, cold with a subterranean chill, reminding me of William’s icy feet beneath his thin and rationed hospital blanket. Just as I set my foot on the bottom stair, the bare bulb flickered and went out, plunging me into utter darkness.

I was thrown back immediately to a dark night, the winter after Lance lost his hand. I’d gone out to the root cellar around five o’clock to collect vegetables stored there at harvest time. Bushel baskets of apples, crates of cabbages, turnips, parsnips, onions, squash stood about, so numerous you had to pick your way carefully across the floor. I’d thrust my fingers deep in a tray of sand, searching for carrots, which, stored this way, kept well into the winter. The light from the lamp I’d set nearby on a shelf holding jars of plump sausages preserved in fat and poached chicken floating in broth — delicacies we brought out when unexpected company dropped in — suddenly died. For a moment I thought the lamp had run out of oil, but then I remembered a good supply swirling in the glass receptacle as I’d come out from the house after sundown, and I knew that the wick had been turned down by an unseen hand.

I sensed someone behind me, then felt my long hair gripped painfully at my nape and I was guided so roughly across the uneven floor that I nearly tripped over my own feet. The figure turned me around and pinned me against a bank of potato sacks stacked in a corner. In the pitch black, I could see nothing. Something hard and cold was then pressed against my throat, cutting off my voice, and I knew it was Lance’s steel hook. He lifted my skirts and then I felt a great stab, like that of a knife, as he forced himself inside me, his breath tight, anguished, excited in his throat.

My own wind cut off, I grew dizzy with shock, lack of oxygen. From the house drifted the cheerful music of the kitchen radio, a fiddle playing a lively jig, floating down to me through the trap door. Lance’s thrusts drove me into the wall of potatoes, bruising as stones against my back. Then it was finished, as abruptly as it had begun. As Lance collapsed against me, I felt the humidity of his shirt, his chest and soft gut pressing into me, and his face, hot and slippery against my cheek.

“You breathe a word of this to anyone,” he whispered, “and I’ll take this hook and sink it into your soft little neck and rip you open from top to bottom. Do you understand?” Then he slipped away. My legs gave out and I slid to the earth floor, unable for some moments even to move.

“What took you so long?” my mother asked suspiciously when I came in at last, carrying the vegetables. “Why is your dress covered with earth?”

I saw Lance watching me from a corner of the kitchen. “My lamp went out,” I stammered. “I tripped in the dark.”

After that, I tried to escape my daily visits to the root cellar by telling my mother that the lamp going out had made me afraid of the dark, but she said, “Do you think I believe that? You’re getting lazy as a pet coon, that’s all.”

This was February, a time when the days were short and the men were underfoot in the house, there being little farm work to occupy them other than milking the cows, feeding the livestock, doing a little butchering when we needed more meat. They passed the time playing cards, listening to the radio, or dozing like kings around the pot-bellied stove. Watching for his moment, Lance was able a dozen times to slip out to the root cellar after me, unnoticed, and no matter how I struggled against him, he got me in his grip and pressed himself upon me, my back hard against the mountain of potatoes, my nostrils filled with the smells of the damp earth walls, the root vegetables. By May, I was pregnant.

In the meantime, I’d been escorted to a few church dances by Billy Bond, a local boy of seventeen with a fresh and innocent face, the only child of a woman widowed when her husband, clearing a field, was crushed by a falling elm tree. Billy was the centre of her affections.

“My son is a gentleman,” she said to my parents, her face glowing with love and pride the first time Billy asked permission to drive me home. “Morgan will be safe with him. You’ve nothing to fear.” In the church hall, Billy was attentive, inquiring after my comforts. Was I hungry? he wanted to know. Tired? In need of fresh air? He brought me punch and a piece of cake, found a chair for me to sit down on. Outside of dancing, he never so much as touched me.

In August, I discovered, just above my pubic bone, the formation of a hard growth, the size of a lemon, and I knew that time was running out and that I must make Billy believe I was carrying his child.

One Sunday, I asked Billy to take me to Lake Huron. Because of his chores, we got a late start and it was close to dusk when we arrived. As we neared the lake, the quantity of pine forest lining the road increased, forming a dark tunnel around us. We left the horse and buggy on the edge of a cliff and descended eighty wooden steps to the deserted beach. Swallows circled crazily above the shore, their wings silver in the setting sun.

In the shelter of some bushes, I pressed myself against him and eagerly kissed his mouth and soon we were lying together on the warm sand among the seagull feathers and the flat, polished beach stones and the massive pieces of bleached driftwood, entire root systems of trees washed up there like dinosaurs migrated from some ancient shore. One hundred feet into the lake, waves lapped in and out of a sunken freighter, its prow pointed at the sky.

I didn’t tell my parents about the pregnancy, but at the end of September my father came to me and said, “Where did this baby come from? Is it Billy’s?”

“He’ll marry me,” I said.

He went into their bedroom and came out carrying his hunting rifle. “I’ll kill that son of a bitch,” he threatened but my mother told him, “Put the gun away. Do you want to hang for murdering that stupid boy?”

My parents refused to hear a word about marriage. “That’s not an answer to anything. Have you any idea the disgrace this would bring if the priest found out? Not just your father and me, but your sisters and brothers too? All of us would be shamed. It wouldn’t take long for word to get around. Everyone in the countryside would be talking about us. No, you’ve got to go away.”

Early in October, my father drove me to Kitchener. It was Indian summer. I have a vivid memory of that buggy ride, the hot breezes of the afternoon, the dry, dusty roads, the falling leaves. Seated on the bench beside my father, I rode along, devastated by the painful beauty of the afternoon.

We arrived at a vast, fortresslike building in grey stone, with corner towers, a crenellated roofline, a thick wooden door, the home of an order of two hundred nuns. My father left me with one of the sisters who silently led me through many corridors into the heart of the convent. She indicated a small windowless room, a closet really, behind the kitchen, where there was a cot for me to sleep on. Leading me to a vast steel sink, she handed me a potato peeler.

“This is where you’ll work seven days a week. Get up early. Cook the porridge. Peel and chop the vegetables for lunch. Help with the bread making. Help with the cooking. Wash the dishes. Sweep the floor. Don’t show your face in the refectory. You’re not to be seen there. Many of our community would find the sight of your belly offensive. Do your work well. Pray. Maybe while you’re here you can begin to atone for your sin.”

For four months, I didn’t set foot outside the convent because I hadn’t a coat generous enough to wrap around my girth, but through a window above the sinks I was able to note the arrival of snow, the deepening of winter, the visitation of blue jays at a feeder. On Sundays, a nun led me along a dark underground passage to the chapel, indicated that I should sit in a back pew and handed me a black scarf with which to cover my head.

“Make yourself invisible. Keep your mouth closed. We don’t want to hear any singing from the likes of you.”

Despite my circumstances, I gradually grew optimistic about the baby, because I saw that it distinguished me from the nuns, for whom the evidence of a new life growing seemed so repugnant. Their bodies shrouded in black, their whispers and oblique glances of disapproval when they passed the kitchen door, their habitually bitter faces only made me pity them and begin to carry my swelling body with dignity, even with pride. Lying in bed at night with my fingers spread across my bare belly as though it were a crystal ball, I felt its power, like that of a glowing planet. Feeling the child kick with life, I resolved to slip out of the convent at the first sign of labour, give birth to the baby in an alley somewhere, run away with the infant, raise it on my own.

But I hadn’t anticipated the crippling force of labour. When it came in the middle of the night, I cried out in surprise and dismay, because, doubled over with the contractions, I knew that I couldn’t possibly escape. My wails brought the nuns running. My door flew open and in the pale lamplight there was a swish of dark skirts. Hands came forward, received the baby. I saw a brief glimmer of slippery skin, that was all. The child was carried off into the dark corridors of the convent, passed impersonally by hands disciplined never to love anything physical, never to touch their own body, face, breasts, thighs with anything like pleasure or joy or acceptance. Then came the delivery of the afterbirth, one of the nursing sisters sponging and mopping. “You’ve made quite a ruckus, haven’t you?” she said. “Everyone’s awake now, in the middle of the night. I hope you’re satisfied. And you might have given us some warning. Look at the mess you’ve made.”

My father was summoned to fetch me. He said not a word when I climbed into the buggy, but only tucked the wool blanket around my ankles, snapped the reins, clicked his tongue to get the horses moving. The wagon gave a jerk and we set off for home.

I’d never in my life felt worthy. I’d once heard my mother say, “Every new baby is just another mouth to feed.” Even when I sang, I understood that my voice — the only thing that lifted me up out of the ordinary — was a gift from God in which I’d no right to take pride, that it was not my property but the instrument of my mother and of the nuns at school and others who sent me, egoless, up onto soapboxes or church hall stages or into choir lofts to entertain strangers. On the journey home, my body, without its familiar weight of child, seemed worthless, such a poor and utterly hollow object that I prayed this feeling of emptiness would somehow kill me before we reached the farm. I kept thinking: before the next crossroad, before the next letter box, before another silo comes into view, surely I’ll be crushed to death by this burden of sorrow.

Billy Bond had gone away. Far from keeping the whole affair a secret, Lance had run him out of the county. I heard that Billy was living now on the east coast, working on an uncle’s fishing boat. I pictured him sitting on glassy waters, waiting patiently for the fishnets to fill up with the sea’s bounty, like a pregnant woman’s swelling belly, with plenty of time on his hands to think and to calculate the months and the timing of the baby’s birth and to understand that the child born in the convent was not his own.

Billy’s mother was struck blind the day Lance drove him off. The doctors said it was the trauma of losing her son that blinded her and that eventually her sight might return, but it never did.


Dear girls,

…I was looking tonight on the kitchen calendar at the picture of the Sacred Heart with the neon halo floating like a spaceship above his head, and I thought: What use to the elderly is this healthy, eternally adolescent Christ, who, as though he drinks from the fountain of youth, will never have his face pitted by the chemical dusts of war or suffer a thrombosis or be struck dumb by a stroke or be forced to wear an adult diaper or require blood thinners or a mickey of rye whisky before supper so that he might forget for a few hours who he is? Thinking this, I turned the calendar over so that his expression of sweet sorrow was pressed hard against the repeating watering cans on the faded wallpaper. Damn this Christ, I say, with his forbearance and his head tilted so gently, so coyly that you can see he understands nothing! Damn my mother and her love only for Thomas! Damn all the handless men and the men who must cut down trees…




November 15


Dear girls,

…The warm temperatures are melting the snow and late today the two mounds in your father’s garden where I buried the flower bulbs reappeared and rose up like a woman’s breasts to warm themselves in the weak winter sun…



Last night I had a dream in which I was running down a dark country road, pursued by a man. Though the farms sweeping away on either side of me were dormant, their fields blanketed with winter snow, I could tell that this was the poor miserable broken countryside of my childhood with its rocky fruitless soil. On and on I ran, looking for our farmhouse, while the male figure behind me drew closer, the sweet smell of liquor on his breath. Clad in only a cotton dress and pinafore, I felt very cold. It was a great long time of running and searching before I recognized our own modest barn and silo and, with relief, turned up the lane. But the passage was unploughed and I began to trip and fall in the deep snow, getting up each time and struggling further, spurred on by the distant sight of my mother standing in a bright window. I was rapidly wearying because, though young, I had only my old senior’s heart to keep me going.

As I drew closer, I heard music coming from the house and realized it was my own voice singing “Girl of the Golden West.” In the window, my mother was youthful again in her sea blue party dress with the hem cut to look like the waves of the ocean. I fell once more. Only then did I realize that there was a great weight in my pocket pulling me down, and I thought: I must rid myself of these heavy potatoes so that I can get up and run on. But then I noticed that the pocket of my pinafore was soaked with blood. I reached in and drew out a hand amputated at the wrist. Then I knew, of course, that my pursuer was Lance. Struggling to my feet, I shouted, There it is! Take it! I never wanted it anyway! I never wanted to even touch it! and threw the hand as far as I could across the snowy field. But it wasn’t the hand that Lance wanted. He grabbed me by my long hair and pulled me to the ground. My mother, seeing him bear down on me, reached up and drew the curtains closed.


November 16


Dear girls,

…A part of me died when the nuns spirited the baby away in the convent and I remember thinking at the time: Why didn’t I just kill myself before the child was ever born? Because if I had, the baby would have remained sheltered within me and we could have been buried together, its new head tucked safely in my belly, its limbs smooth and firm and young and fruitful and waxy as a meaty flower bulb, its arms and legs folded around themselves like the lobes of a tuber.

I never told you that after I came home from the convent I refused to go to church. I woke up the first Sunday morning and knew I couldn’t face the judgment of the congregation. To avoid Mass, I feigned sickness but my mother, pressing her hand to my forehead, said, You’re about as sick as I am. There’s nothing wrong with you.

When I refused to put on my coat, she made my father take his belt to me. He struck me on the thighs, the arms, his face all the while brimming with apology and shame. On the way into town in the buggy, my skin burned from the blows as though it was on fire. Spring was coming. Along the road, pussy willows bloomed in the ditches. It pained me to see the primula flowering out of the shrinking snow, the tiny purple, red and yellow petals like drops of pure pigment. When we reached the church, its thick stone walls heated by the March sun, I saw the warmed earth newly exposed around the foundations and I thought: How will I ever endure this season of birth?…




November 17


Dear girls,

…I’ve taken one of your father’s thick markers and blacked out all the Sundays remaining on the calendar. I haven’t attended Mass since the stroke. It’s not simply that your father is no longer handy to drive me to church or that, being estranged now from the bridge club, I can’t ring up Goodie or Anna or Muriel for a backup lift. No, transportation isn’t the problem. I’m robust enough now to walk to Mass if I wanted to, my daily excursions having strengthened my physique, so that my calves have turned to iron and my heart pulses like a well-tuned engine. I’ve no doubt that I could cover the two-mile distance to church on foot without my lungs giving out. But I find I’ve no heart any more for the hollow, repetitious prayers of the liturgy. The flickering candles, the ringing bells, the perfume of the chrysanthemum bouquets, the clouds of sweet incense, the gleaming torso of the bronze crucified Christ — all the clever accessories, the decor of Mass, no longer have the power to distract me from the absence of God in church. When I awake on Sundays, I wish that I were tramping with you through some tropical rain forest or clinging to a steep Himalayan slope, where the tedious peeling of Simplicity’s church bells, the sight of its soaring stone spires, and the cavalcades of cars carrying believers fitted out in their Sunday best to morning worship were not at hand to rebuke me for throwing my faith away…




November 18

“Do you remember,” I said to William, because his silence has made me think that his mind is a blank slate on which I’m free to document the past, “do you remember when I came out west on a holiday to visit my sister Alfreda during the war?”

I reminded William that I’d travelled west on the train in a private compartment with four suitcases and three striped hat boxes at my feet. I read The Lamp Is Heavy, smoked one cigarette after another, drank lukewarm tea made with water straight from the tap. For a while, these comforts helped me to stave off feelings of gloom. But once the dense bottle-green forest of northern Ontario had slipped behind us, the sight of the prairie began to weigh down on me like a stone. Nothing Alfreda had said had prepared me for a landscape so unforgiving, so bereft of the rises and hollows we surely associate with the haven of our mothers’ bodies, the depressions and swells of breasts, belly, hips, collarbones, shoulders, small of the back.

The days passed and the train rocked and swayed and I thought that by now surely we’d crossed the earth. Finally, the sight of the flat, soulless country brought me to a realization: I was thirty years old and unmarried and destined to be a spinster. And understanding this, my breathing became so suppressed and my lungs so deprived of oxygen that I grew light-headed. My economical cabinet and everything in it — the efficient corner wash basin, the fold-down bed, the neat metal fittings, the rattling steel door — began to tip and whirl. I brought out my rosary, but even the brave sound of my own voice firing off a string of Hail Marys couldn’t dispel the panic I felt when I turned and saw the endless shimmering fields, the devastating horizon, the vacuous prairie sky.

At last we arrived. I put on my hat, big as a wagon wheel. Climbing down from the train in a velvet suit and green suede shoes, I was certain that my city look would cause a stir. But, glancing around in search of the station building, I saw that I stood on a wooden platform set alone in an empty wheat field.

An old farmer in overalls and a battered felt hat approached me. “You Morgan?” he asked gruffly. “Alfreda sent me to fetch you.” He threw my bags roughly onto a crude flatbed wagon and we jolted off across the prairie.

“Do you remember Alfreda’s children, William?” I asked. “All of them pigeon-toed and timid as sheep?”

Frances and Myrna, two daughters in boys’ trousers with faces broad and coarse as heifers. They covered their mouths with their dirty hands and giggled stupidly at everything I said. A son, Alfred, thin, solemn and blond, wouldn’t look at me when I arrived, but ran upstairs and hid under his bed covers. Finding the house in a state of filth and chaos, I set to work washing walls and curtains, fumigating the tick-filled mattresses, bathing the children, brushing the burrs out of their hair, mending their clothes, darning the holes in their socks, while Alfreda sat on the back stoop in a sliver of shade and read Yeats.

I found her intelligence daunting. But I was indebted to her. It was she who, by dipping into her meagre teacher’s savings, had sent money back east to cover my nursing tuition. Her generosity had enabled me to flee home when I was eighteen, in the early years of the Great Depression. Why such a gift? I didn’t know. Perhaps the day my grandmother hurtled to her death, the day Alfreda had thrust the rubber nipple into my mouth, she’d somehow intuited that I would need help to escape.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if the girls had dresses to put on?” I interrupted her one day. She answered by reading to me from “Sailing to Byzantium,” while the children, who’d been listlessly drawing with twigs in the powdery earth at her feet, scattered in three directions, their hands clapped over their ears.


Once out of nature I shall never take
My bodily form from any natural thing,But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling
To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;
Or set upon a golden bough to sing
To lords and ladies of Byzantium
Of what is past, or passing, or to come.



Alfreda’s husband, Seamus, was in boot camp in Regina, waiting to be posted overseas. She showed me a picture of him on her bureau, a tall, double-chinned, big-chested man leaning on an umbrella, wearing a bowler hat and a big self-mocking grin. I suspected she’d married him because she’d been in love with Yeats all her life, and, like Yeats, Seamus was a Dubliner. His picture told me he liked to act the buffoon and couldn’t take life seriously and I remembered that Alfreda had never been one for laughter.

“Do you remember the day I walked a mile along the dusty road to the store?” I asked William in the hospital. I described how, on the journey, to the left and the right of me the flat fields swept away to the brutal horizon. Not a house or a barn or a stick of forest in sight, and the land eerily silent except for the hissing of the dry brittle yellow grasses in the wind. The ground, for all it could produce, might as well, I thought, have been made of stone.

At last, terrorized by the deserted road and by the thumping of my own heart, I came to the store. It was a crude eyesore of a building clad in tarpaper, with two wooden boxes in front overflowing with empty whisky bottles, shamelessly displayed for passersby to see. The store rose in ridiculous isolation, a preposterous risk, out of nowhere.

“You nearly fell over yourself getting round the counter to greet me, William,” I reminded him.

I put William’s zeal down to the fact that, in that godforsaken stretch of country, customers were thin on the ground.

“A package of Buckingham cigarettes,” I said, stepping up to the counter.

“We don’t carry Buckinghams,” he said apologetically, then added, a little mockingly, “That’s a man’s brand. It’s not fit for a delicate woman like you.”

“A Sweet Marie, then, and a Canada Dry,” I said, ignoring his remark.

“We don’t carry those either,” he said sheepishly. “They’re not items much in demand out here.” He seemed more disappointed than I. I looked around and saw cans of baked beans and corned beef, sacks of potatoes and oatmeal sparsely arranged on the shelves.

I left the store that day empty-handed but, the next afternoon, William appeared on Alfreda’s porch with a carton of Buckinghams, two dozen Sweet Maries, a case of ginger ale.

“Compliments of the store,” he said. “I hate to think you walked all that way in the dust and I let you down.”

He began to appear at Alfreda’s door every night after he’d closed up the store. Evenings on the prairie are long and golden, the light lingering in the sky until well after ten o’clock. We took lengthy walks along the country roads, William holding my hand lightly. Sometimes he climbed down into the gullies to pick bouquets of wildflowers for me — blue-eyed grass, prairie lily, coneflower. I was seduced by his evident passion for life. One day he showed up with a black eye. “I’m a fighter, Morgan,” he admitted proudly. “I’m not afraid to use my fists. I don’t start a row, but I don’t back down from one either. You can’t be a coward and survive on the prairie. A man learns that quick enough.”

Alfreda decided to ask William to supper one Sunday. It was the day Seamus was finally posted overseas and she had to face the fact that she was stuck in the West for the duration of the war. Did she want to know William better, thinking perhaps that, after I’d gone home, he might be company for her from time to time? Not having made much effort to get to know people, maybe she was experiencing an attack of loneliness. She put on a dress with a big tulip appliquéd on the skirt and tried to read poetry to William while the girls and I got the food on the table. But he asked, “Who is this silly bugger Yeats?” and she began to sulk. Glancing through the kitchen door, I thought she’d never looked homelier, with her schoolmarm’s hair, the gap in her front teeth, her fallen arches, her fierce intelligence.

Right after the meal William said, “Why don’t we go riding, Morgan?” He’d brought a pair of horses with him. God knows where he got them. They weren’t his. We rode off into the grasslands. Hanging enviously on the chicken wire fence, Alfreda’s children waved sadly.

“Goodbye, Aunt Morgan!” they called, their voices full of longing and finality, as if to say, Goodbye Aunt Morgan! Goodbye! Keep riding! Keep riding and don’t come back. Don’t come back, because we know, don’t we, that Mother is never going to get over her love affair with William Butler Yeats?

“‘Just look at those beautiful fields, Morgan,’ you said to me on our ride. ‘Don’t they just take your breath away? What more could a person want?’ And I could see you were one of those people who believed all the earth should be as flat as Saskatchewan. ‘I’ll teach you to love the prairie, Morgan,’ you said.”

When I arrived back at Alfreda’s after dark, she confronted me. “I’ve washed up these dishes on my own while you went trotting around the countryside like some kind of queen. Maybe it’s time you packed up your hat boxes and went home.”

I was just as happy to leave, because I’d grown weary of trying to love the West and I longed for the sight of a tree.


Dear girls,

…Yesterday on my walk, I came to the park near Dr. Pilgrim’s office, where all the old birch lean gently westward, as though marching toward the sunset, very much like Dr. Pilgrim’s elderly patients. It was the middle of the day, one of those still afternoons when the whole world seems to have stopped breathing. The purity of the slender white trees silhouetted against the whiter lawns drew me into the park. Because they’d cleared the snow from the winding cinder paths, I was able to pass freely among the birch, certain that if I listened carefully enough, I’d get from the wise oblique timbers all the answers to life that I needed.

Soon, though, I realized that I was not alone in the park. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a movement, but when I turned again and again to investigate, I saw nothing alive, either man or animal. Finally, I managed to whirl around fast enough to catch sight of Goodie Hodnet in an olive overcoat, flitting from tree to tree — that is, if someone of Goodie’s girth could in fact flit. At that distance, of course, her figure was only a blur to my feeble eyes, but there was no mistaking the steep projection of her farmer’s bosom, the powerful thrust of her rural legs…




November 19

I’ve read that in Canada deaths among the aged begin to rise in November. They say it’s because in winter the immune system is depressed, that an octogenarian has only twenty percent of liver and kidney function, that we should be grateful for pneumonia, which is in fact called the friend of the elderly. And it seems to me that death in winter is more natural and easy to bear, gentle as a soft snowfall, and that far better it be an old man or woman passing on than a child snuffed out in the flower of youth.

Thomas died the year after I gave birth to my baby in the convent. Following his funeral, my mother disappeared. She simply walked away from the farm one day when everyone was out of the house. She ended up in Bayfield, the small lakeside town where Billy Bond and I had gone the summer before to lie together in the sand at the bottom of the rickety stairs. Walking down the main street, my mother came to a yellow stone inn and remembered hearing that an old boyfriend of hers from Kitchener had bought it. She called in, found him behind the counter. He showed her up to the hotel’s best room, overlooking the street. Reaching into his pocket, he said, “Here’s spending money for you. You’ll have free access to the dining room. Stay as long as you want until you get through with your grieving.”

My mother’s room, on the second floor of the hotel, had a high canopy bed, a crimson velvet couch, lamps with gold fringe, antique chests, a Persian carpet, a luxurious bathroom with a deep claw-legged tub. To pass the time, she took lengthy walks along the beach or up and down the shady, cottage-lined earth streets of the town, returning late in the afternoons to rock in a chair on a second-floor balcony running the width of the hotel facade. At five o’clock the first evening, the innkeeper sent a girl up with a glass of sherry, “to wash away this dusty life,” he wrote on a little stiff card. He was a widower with a fourteen-year-old daughter working the reception desk and keeping the books.

Eventually, someone going through town recognized my mother and told my father where he could find her. He hightailed it down to Bayfield and, following the main street in his buggy late in the afternoon, nearly passed her by because she was wearing a pink sundress he’d never seen before and the shade cast by a wide straw hat softened the bones in her face and her black hair cascaded around her shoulders so that she looked like a beautiful young woman again with her cheeks rosy and plump from the fresh air and the lake winds and the long exhilarating walks. It was just as well that my father found her, because already it was September and the swimmers on the beach had all gone home and the smells of candy floss and caramel apples had evaporated from the earth streets and the signs advertising ice cream cones and Cracker Jack popcorn had been folded up and brought in off the wooden sidewalks. What would she have done after the shops hung up their Closed signs and the hotel rooms were mothballed and the innkeeper departed with his homely daughter to Brazil for the winter and the town shut down completely until spring?

In the months of my mother’s absence, I’d been the mistress of the house and I hadn’t pined for her in the slightest because for so many years hadn’t all her touching gone into Thomas’s dead limbs? When she returned, I continued to bear the burden of the cooking and cleaning because she retreated to the dim parlour, where she sat as though made of stone, day in and day out, and spoke to no one while, beyond the window, the coloured leaves spun out of the trees. And I did wonder how many times, over the summer months, she’d lain beneath the innkeeper’s ardent weight on the sunset beach, behind the thin screen of sumac bushes that had once sheltered Billy and me. How often had she enjoyed the rhythm of his body moving upon hers, the fine sand shifting beneath her, moulding itself to her thighs, her buttocks, while back at the hotel the motherless daughter totalled up the accounts payable?

One day when the snow began to fall, I opened the glass door and entered the parlour. I stood beside my mother, looking down at her greying hair carelessly fixed in its knot and at her cold blue fingers laced together like iron hinges on her lap. All of the youth she’d brought home from the lake had evaporated. Her jaw was a granite ridge, her eyes sunless, her cheeks hollow and pale. “Do you want me to light a fire for you?” I asked, but she didn’t answer. Finally, gathering my courage, I said sternly, “When are you ever going to speak again, Mother? No one can hear you in your silence. Not Thomas. Not anyone,” and I went outside angrily and crossed to the woodshed through the first storm of soft flakes, which flew, big and wet, down the collar of my dress. Piling wood high in my arms, I prayed that the deep snows of winter would asphyxiate my mother, that we might swiftly set her where she belonged: in the cold earth beside Thomas. But when I returned with my burden of logs, she’d risen at last from her chair and set to work at the kitchen sink peeling carrots. She said, without so much as turning to look at me, “If you fetch me some apples, I’ll make a pie for supper,” and we never spoke after that of her months by the lake or of the innkeeper’s passion or of Thomas’s death or of anything important.


Dear girls,

…Do you remember how your father and I used to drive out to the reservoir in the evenings to watch the sun setting over the water? He said he always felt a sense of peace out in that wide space, which was flat and open as the prairie. Feeling very lonely this afternoon, I decided to walk out there on my own. It was a brilliant winter day, the reservoir not yet frozen over. I stood out on the dam looking down at the cobalt depths. From the middle, you can turn and see Muriel Pelter’s fine bungalow perched high on the promontory, its bay windows filled with reflections of sky and floating clouds. There were only a few other people about, wrapped in wool coats, walking swiftly, bracing themselves against the strong north wind, leaning powerfully into its force. Suddenly a single figure passed behind me and I thought I recognized, out of the corner of my eye, Goodie Hodnet’s muscular shoulders. Could it have been just a sudden gust of wind, or did I in fact feel a hand on my back, pushing, urging me over the barrier and down into the foaming waters?…




November 20

Snow covers the hospital grounds and now the student nurses fly outdoors in their heavy wool coats, their dark silhouettes against the white lawns reminding me of the soldiers’ greatcoats during the war.

“I left Alfreda, then, William,” I told him, continuing my memoirs while the snow fell thickly outside his hospital window, “I left Alfreda on the prairie and I returned to my life in London, Ontario.” I was private-nursing a woman named Mrs. Formaggio. Though the war had brought some prosperity, it was still hard times and hospital jobs for nurses were scarce. For four hours of daily duty, the Formaggios generously paid me a comfortable wage and gave me a room under the eaves.

“But we didn’t forget about each other, William, did we? Out of sight didn’t mean out of mind. For six months, a river of letters flowed back and forth between us.”

William sent me a silver bowl, and then a framed portrait of himself, which I thought a touch vain of him, and then a small blue velvet box containing a pair of rings, which I thought presumptuous. Yet his vanity and his presumptuousness pleased me. He wrote that he was studying with a local priest, intending to convert to Catholicism.

“But then, William, you must have remembered you were a fighter. The letters suddenly stopped coming and when I continued to write to you, there was only silence. I wrote to Alfreda asking for news. Had you enlisted? I asked. She replied that you’d disappeared, she knew nothing of your whereabouts.”

I went to Mrs. Formaggio’s son, Giulio, about my situation. He was studying law.

“There’s something called breach of promise,” he told me. “If William’s joined up, Regina’s likely where he’s in boot camp.”

After a few inquiries and an official-looking letter, we tracked him down.

“I wrote to you, William. You wrote back. ‘I never promised to marry you,’ your letter said.”

I shot off another. “What about those rings you sent me? Not just an engagement ring but a wedding ring too. What were they supposed to mean? If you’re man enough to go and fight Hitler, surely you could muster the courage to honour your personal commitments.”

Needless to say, I was desperate. I was now thirty-one. I’d had beaus before, but never an offer of marriage. I knew there was something missing in me and that I had to marry William before he discovered what it was. Finally, I managed to get him on the phone. “What about your intentions, William?” I asked. “Were you drunk when you sent those rings?”

“Maybe I was,” he laughed weakly, ruefully. “Maybe I was.”

“I’m coming out there, William,” I told him and hung up before he could object. I borrowed a lace wedding dress from a friend, and a veil and pair of long slippery gloves that reached past my elbows. Two days later, I stepped off the train in Regina.

“I have to confess, now,” I told William in the hospital, “that I don’t remember if love was ever a consideration. It was not something I knew about. And you, William, you never mentioned love either. It was a dangerous and complicated word, and out on the prairie they liked to keep things simple.”

After the civil ceremony, William found us a room in the Frontier Hotel, near the railway station. On our wedding night, I thought he’d speak to me of my beauty and the home we’d have someday and the babies we could make together, but all he could talk about was the Halifax Bomber and incendiary bombs and how he could hardly wait to kill his first Kraut bastard. Once we were under the bed covers, he penetrated me roughly, and I thought: Why do they call it the Act of Love?

The morning after the wedding, William got up at four-thirty and dressed quickly in the dark and kept me awake by pacing up and down in his army boots on the wooden floor, so that it made as much sense for me to get up too and put my clothes on. He snapped the window blind open and let the cold rail-yard floodlights pour in.

“While you paced in your steel grey uniform, William, I sat on the edge of the bed reflecting that your passion the night before was not for me but for the taste of German blood. We lit cigarettes and smoked them in silence. You were going off to war and there was nothing to say.”

As soon as the faintest glimmer of light appeared in the sky above the warehouse roofs, and he felt he could make a graceful exit, William put on his army cap. He opened the door of the hotel room and before leaving he turned to me and said, “There’s a coldness to you, Morgan. It freezes a man’s balls.”

I paused at this point in my story to rise slightly from my chair and look carefully at William. He’d closed his eyes but I was certain that he was awake and still listening because I could see his eyelids fluttering ever so slightly. I’d been at the hospital since eleven o’clock in the morning and I hadn’t broken for lunch and now, out the window, I could see the November sun weakening and the shadows growing longer. So I sat down once more and took up where I’d left off, not stopping even when the nurse came in at change of shift to take William’s pulse and his blood pressure, because since I’d come this far, I was determined to finish my story before the day ended.

“You never met the Formaggios, William,” I said, “but they were more like a family to me than my own had ever been.”

Mrs. Formaggio was a kind, soft, heavy woman with many large flat moles on her face, like polished stones in a river. She was confined to her bed, or rather, she confined herself. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with her,” the doctor confided to me on one of his weekly house calls. “It’s all in her head. She has the disease of the wealthy. It’s called boredom. But we might as well humour her. She’ll stay in bed no matter the diagnosis. These pills I’m giving her are placebos. What’s the harm, if they keep her happy?”

Mrs. Formaggio’s two grown-up children still lived at home. Giulio was about to graduate from law school and was busy making applications to firms. Sometimes, when I was on my way up the great mahogany staircase with Mrs. Formaggio’s lunch on a tray, Giulio, working in a small glassed-in study halfway up, would stop me and say, “Talk to me for a while, Morgan. The house is so quiet, don’t you find?” He’d keep me standing there, while his mother’s spaghetti bolognese cooled on the tray. “We know Mother isn’t sick,” he confided one day, “but we’re all glad she’s pretending to be, because it’s brought you to us. You’re a ray of sunshine, Morgan. That smile of yours is worth a million dollars.”

“Of course, William, I’d never heard of pesto or risotto or melanzane before I entered that house. When I wasn’t bathing Mrs. Formaggio or cutting her toenails or listening to her heart, which beat strong as a horse’s, or administering her medications or reading to her or combing and winding her thick, wavy white hair into a bun, I loved to sit in the sunny kitchen alcove and watch the cook handling the fresh tortellini. I took my supper there with Giulio and his sister, Rosa, and listened to them speaking Italian, which I found a warm, fluid, musical language. They used it only in front of me. In the presence of anyone else from outside — the boy delivering groceries, for instance, or a repairman — they shot each other warning looks and switched to English.

“Because, of course, William, it was wartime and the Italians had been designated enemy aliens and some, like the Japanese, had even been interned. And once, when a rock came through the plate glass window of one of Mr. Formaggio’s hair salons, he talked about changing the name of his string of beauty parlours from Michelangelo to The Plaza and their own surname to Farmer.”

Even after William’s service cheques started coming and I’d moved out to a basement apartment in a district of tenements with tiers of suspended porches and rickety balconies and another nurse was hired to care for Mrs. Formaggio, I continued to eat my meals at their house. More than once, Mrs. Formaggio placed her plump hand on my arm and said, “I wish you’d been my daughter, Morgan. Rosa is so homely.”

The Christmas following our wedding, Giulio gave me a Persian lamb coat and a hat tall as a chimney, with peacock feathers licking its stack like flames. I thought nothing of his generosity at the time. It was Christmas morning and everyone was opening gifts. I was part of the family. I remember sitting in a big wing chair beside the tinsel-draped balsam tree, with the fireplace crackling nearby and the big, heavy tissue-lined box on my lap and the silky feel of the black fur between my fingers and the snow falling softly outside the French doors that looked out onto a park stretching over a full city block.

“I was so happy, William, and I’m ashamed to say that even though our child was now four months in my womb, I scarcely thought of you on that Chrismas day in your canteen line with a tin plate held out for your sliced turkey and ladleful of mashed potatoes and bit of stuffing.”

“Put on your fur coat and hat and come with me out into the park, Morgan,” Giulio said. “I want to photograph you in front of the pine trees.” I can still see him in his fawn cashmere coat and silk scarf and white fedora, turning and turning the crank of the Brownie box camera as he snapped and snapped.

I delivered the child alone on a wet April morning in my basement apartment. I’d had every intention of going to the hospital. But when I awoke in the rain and felt the contractions and saw the dark day, I remembered the slick mucous-covered form of the child the nuns had spirited away. A chill came over me and I couldn’t reach for the telephone. At the convent, they’d removed my name and my voice and my child, and I knew I couldn’t let anyone touch this baby before I held it in my own arms. And so, while the rain streamed down outside and the rush hour traffic hissed by on the pavements and the heels of strangers clicked past at the level of my windows, I pushed and pushed and flushed out the child.

“Morgan, why on earth didn’t you call us?” asked Giulio on the phone at noon, worried about why I hadn’t shown up as usual for lunch. “Something could have gone wrong. You must come and stay with us now, until you recover.”

“And while I was recuperating, William, they painted one of the many Formaggio bedrooms pink and fixed it up as a nursery for Lily to take her naps in, so that I could continue to spend my daytime hours with them. They bought me the finest pram available, which I pushed, its cradle riding high on silver wheels, along the cinder paths of the park, while Lily slept beneath a satin coverlet, her head supported on a pink pillow. I chose Giulio and Rosa as her godparents. Every day, it seemed, Giulio snapped more pictures of Lily and me, rolls and rolls of them.”

One day before supper, when Rosa was styling my hair with a marcelling iron, we saw, through the kitchen window, Giulio arrive home, park his car in the garage and head for the house carrying a package.

“Yet another layette for Lily,” guessed Rosa, amused. “That should have been Giulio’s baby.”

I opened my mouth to ask her what she’d meant by that, but then closed it, remembering something my mother had once told me. “Know your place, Morgan. You were born a simple country girl and you’ll always be a simple country girl.”


Dear girls,

…Do you remember Five Piece Park, where all the leaning birches grow? Last night I had a dream that your father and I were walking on the cinder paths that wind through this park, cutting it into five pieces. We weren’t travelling together, but followed separate courses and I kept looking over at your father in the distance, across these stretches of emerald lawn, which fit together like great puzzle pieces, but he didn’t look back. And I found that we never reached the crossroads of these paths at the same moment, but kept missing each other, journeying on our separate itineraries, on and on we went, snaking and circling and winding and never intersecting. And the strangest thing was that in this park we began to experience all four seasons at once. The grass was green as Yeats’s Ireland and the birch leaves rained like gold coins from the trees, and the paths, when I looked down, had turned from cinder to snow while in the flower beds the tulips were beginning to appear, their bulbs fat and fruity as testicles in the cold earth while the blossoms pushed up, quivering on their stems, their heads bulbous as circumcised penises…




November 21

“The war ended, William,” I reminded him this afternoon when his room had cleared of nurses. “I remember meeting the postman every morning and watching the street day in and day out for the sight of you, but you didn’t come. I scanned the missing-in-action notices for your name. Better to lose you that way than to suffer the humiliation of being deserted. I saw soldiers everywhere in the streets. The men were coming home and finding jobs and introducing themselves to their children and stepping into their roles as head of the house, but still there was no sign of you. I continued to eat my meals with the Formaggios, turning the tagliatelle on my fork and smiling bravely, though in my chest rose such a balloon of panic that I could scarcely breathe.”

The Formaggios were good enough to ask no questions. After a few weeks, Giulio came to me in the parlour where I was nursing Lily. He handed me an envelope full of money, because I had no income at all now that William’s air force cheques were finished. “This is a gift, Morgan,” Giulio said. “I don’t want you to even think about paying it back.”

I pinched my pennies and managed to stretch the money out over Christmas but, in January, I went to Giulio one evening in the small glass study. “I have one box of Pablum left for Lily,” I said to him. “What will I do?”

By this time, he was dating a wealthy woman named Claudia. She was the daughter of a senior partner in the firm where he’d been taken on, a woman so refined and with such beautiful skin and such high cheekbones that it pained me to look at her. Giulio bought her perfume, flowers, baskets of kumquats, tamarinds, Asian pears, mangoes — fruits rarely seen in Canada, least of all in wartime. His parents dreamed of a marriage. What they wanted in the family was Canadian blood, the richer the better. They saw nuptials with Claudia as a way to dilute their ethnicity, to distance themselves from Mussolini.

“Is there any way to find William?” I asked Giulio. “You did before. Could you help me again?”

“Let him go this time, Morgan,” he said. “Why chase him? He won’t come back easily. He’ll only give you a life of misery. Don’t you see that? Do you really love him? Do you think he loves you?”

“Which was of course a question I couldn’t answer, William, because you’d never spoken of love, except in reference to the prairie.”

Giulio suddenly grasped my hands. “Morgan, write him off,” he said earnestly. “Let me love you.”

“But what about Claudia?” I asked, astonished. “She’s like — she’s like an exotic fruit.”

“Claudia can’t hold a candle to you, Morgan,” he said. “There’s something fine about you. It goes deep. Deeper than anything a finishing school can accomplish.”

I was thirty-three and he twenty-six. The idea seemed preposterous. Still, one day when we were out for a drive, he parked down by the frozen Thames River and I allowed him to kiss me and to undo the buttons of my dress and touch my breasts and suck a little of the baby’s milk from them.

“Forget about William, Morgan,” he pleaded. “Come away with me and start a new life with Lily as our daughter. We could live as man and wife. I promise I’d love Lily as though she were my own. I already love her. No one would ever know she wasn’t my child or that you were previously married. We could go to Europe, the States, anywhere you like. We could go to B.C. I’d cross the earth if it meant I’d be with you. I can get a job with another firm. I’d keep you very comfortable.”

“Maybe William never wanted this child,” I said, distracted, thinking of the evening Lily was conceived and of William touching me, his wrists, chafed by the rough new wool of his uniform, red and raw. In the middle of the night we were cold, with only one thin blanket to cover us in the Frontier Hotel, and William got up and draped his heavy army greatcoat over us, then quickly fell asleep. But I lay awake, certain he must be dreaming of the next day’s journey to Halifax, because his body rocked and swayed with a train’s rhythm and by four-thirty he was up again, checking the pocket of his jacket to make sure his ticket was still there.

“Morgan,” Giulio said in the car beside the Thames River, “I want to elope.”

The light reflected off the snowy landscape made him squint. I looked at his baroque ears and his small wire-rimmed glasses and I saw a spoiled man who had never known hardship and who would inherit his father’s money, earned from all the dye jobs and permanent waves he gave to the wealthy women of London who floated into the Michelangelo salons in their furs.

“But you were the father of my child, William,” I said in the hospital room, where the windows were rapidly growing dark and he hadn’t opened his eyes in over two hours.

Looking back at that evening in the car, beside the narrow Thames River, I can only think now that something in me balked at being worshipped by a man for whom life had always been so comfortable. I looked at Giulio’s suit, cut from the finest Italian cloth, and at his soft hands and his beautiful fingernails, over which I’d seen him fuss like a woman, cleaning, filing, polishing.

“And it only made me think, William, of that time you took me riding. The way you saddled up the horses, pulling the straps tight under their great bellies, fitting the bit expertly between the horses’ teeth, cupping your rough, strong hands for me to step into so that I could reach the stirrup.”

The following day, in the Formaggios’ living room, amid the fringed lamps and the Italian glass and glazed porcelain reliefs of the Madonna and Child framed with gaudy coloured fruits, I told Rosa of Giulio’s proposal that we elope.

“You’re not going to do it, are you?” she asked, alarmed. “He’s almost engaged to Claudia.”

“But he doesn’t seem to love her.”

“Mother would have a fit!”

Rosa stood, of course, to gain in social stature if Giulio married Claudia. And she may have been jealous of me, sensing that I was the daughter her mother had wanted because she, Rosa, had an overbite and the Formaggio nose, long and hooked like that of an emperor on a Roman coin, and because Lily was the granddaughter Rosa had been unable to provide for her mother.

“It would be so easy,” I told her. “What if William doesn’t come back? What will I do? Lily needs a father.”

When, through Rosa, Mrs. Formaggio got wind that afternoon of Giulio’s love for me, she leapt out of bed and, hastening downstairs, found the cook dozing with her head on the kitchen table. Drinking in a deep breath, Mrs. Formaggio hauled her to her feet.

“Get Morgan’s things together,” she ordered. “Pack up everything you can find belonging to her and Lily.” Turning to Rosa, she said, “Call Claudia. Invite her for dinner. Call your brother and tell him to get to a jewellery store and pick out an engagement ring.”

At four o’clock I was put into a cab with my million-dollar smile and Lily in my arms and the cadillac of prams riding in the trunk, while Mrs. Formaggio stood in the middle of the kitchen barking orders. Rosa, her front teeth sliding down over her lower lip, crept smugly from room to room switching on one golden lamp after another until the house blazed like a great ship floating in the dusk. That night, Giulio’s engagement to Claudia was announced. He never tried to see me again.

A few weeks later, however, a note arrived. I hired a detective, who has located William in Toronto. He seems to be looking for a small business to purchase. There’s a post office box number you could write to. Since leaving the Formaggios, I’d been living meagrely off a small loan from a nursing friend. I sent a letter off to William immediately. When he didn’t respond, I sent another and another, each time appealing more strongly to his prairie pride. Finally, he joined me and Lily in London.

“Where did that fur coat come from?” was almost the first thing he asked me.

“It’s from my nursing days, William.”

“You could have sold that and lived off the profits instead of hounding me,” he said bitterly.

I finished my story, quite out of breath. I don’t think I’ve ever spoken at such length to William.


Dear girls,

… I had a long visit with your father today and just before I went home something very strange happened. He began suddenly to weep and with his one good arm he held onto the bed rail like a man afraid of drowning in his own tears.

A nurse happened to come in at that moment and she said, Don’t be upset, Mrs. Hazzard, by what you see. Your husband isn’t crying. In stroke victims, tears are not necessarily a sign of feeling. It could simply be confused electricals. Wires crossed somewhere. A tripped switch in the brain.

I walked home turning this idea over in my mind and I began to think what a sad thing it is that patients confused and paralyzed by stroke aren’t permitted to have emotions…




November 22

Dusk falls very early in November. The evenings are long and I find myself creeping up the narrow stairs to my bed well before nine. Tonight, tired out by the day’s recollections, I turned off my reading light early and instantly fell asleep. In my dreams, I was chased once more by a man. Dressed only in a housecoat, I ran barefoot through strange streets, the pavements deep, white and luminous beneath a full moon. The soles of my feet grew numb with the cold and my legs ached and I began to sweat and gasp for air and feel my heart beating like a kettledrum in my chest. On and on we ran, our footsteps eerily silent in the snow. Behind me, the male figure drew so close that I could hear his panting and, over my shoulder, see his puffs of breath crystallize in the cold night air.

But then I began to recognize on either side of me the stone and brick houses of the Formaggios’ solid neighbourhood and I looked down and saw that I was wearing not my dressing gown after all, but my Persian lamb, shining like new, its luxurious weight of fur heavy as stone on my shoulders. If I were to slip this coat off, I thought, certainly I’d be able to run faster and escape, but my vanity prevented me. The moment before I awoke, I turned and caught a glimpse of a long fawn-coloured coat and a fringed silk scarf flying in the wind. And I thought: Surely this is Giulio wanting to catch me so that he can slide open the great abalone buttons of my fur coat and expose my breasts and suck sweet milk once more from my nipples. But I ran on, clutching the furs tightly around me, thinking how ashamed I’d be if Giulio were to see my old breasts, hanging on my chest long as eggplants, when I’m sure his Claudia has found some expensive way to keep her fruity breasts high and spherical as pomegranates.


November 23

This morning when I opened my eyes, the world seemed very dim and I thought that perhaps I’d slept straight through the day and had awakened only at dusk. As I lay there puzzling over this, alarm rose in me like flood waters. I blinked at the room and realized there was something gravely wrong.

Trembling with panic, I groped my way downstairs. In the kitchen, I seized the Amsler grid from behind the wall calendar, grateful that the benign Christ was not facing out to witness my dismay. I covered my bad eye and, peering anxiously at the grid, confirmed my worst fears. The web of lines twisted and spiralled down into a vortex and I knew that now, in my good eye, blood vessels had burst and that fluid was leaking behind the macula. The distortion made my head spin so violently that I had to grip queasily at the door frame to keep my balance. Reaching for the phone, I dialed the operator for help.

Fifteen minutes later, I was carried in a cab down a wide boulevard on the way to see my ophthalmologist, Dr. Merchant. His offices are in a part of town where I remembered my girls liked to walk when they were young. They thought they wanted to be rich and dreamed of someday fleeing our poor neighbourhood to live in one of these old homes with their turrets and towers and wraparound porches and fan windows and servants’ quarters tucked up under the steep gables. But now it turns out that my children didn’t really object to being poor. It was just that ours was the wrong kind of poverty. Our girls have now willingly joined a class of educated, socially conscious, condom-carrying needy who wander the globe in torn jeans and bathe infrequently and eschew material goods so that they’re guiltless, unencumbered by anything other than ideas.

Dr. Merchant can afford to have his office in a mansion in this heritage district because he’s the top eye man in town, with all the latest technologies of laser and implant to renew and transform the vision, and people pay him thousands of dollars to shoot his costly rays at them.

“Everything in the centre of my vision is fuzzy,” I told him in his offices. The nurse had given me drops to dilate my pupils and she’d also injected a dye into a vein in my arm. With his instruments, Dr. Merchant was able to take pictures as the dye passed through my retina. I blinked painfully at a tiny prick of light floating toward me in the darkened examination room.

Dr. Merchant pressed forward. I smelled his breath in my face, bitter as walnuts.

“Jesus Christ!” he barked in a moment, so loud that I jumped with fright. “It’s bleeding in there! Jesus Christ, it’s a goddamned flood! Bloody hell! Why didn’t you come sooner?” he asked sharply, sitting back. “I instructed you to come immediately if this happened.”

“But I did,” I insisted, horror rising within me. “I came as soon as I noticed it.”

“When was that?”

“This morning. When I woke up.”

“I don’t believe it. The injury is far too extensive. If people would only do what they’re told. Well,” he said resignedly, snapping his instrument down on the glass counter, “it’s too late now. If you’d come right away…”

“But isn’t there anything you can do?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“But you told me sometimes laser —”

“Sometimes,” he interrupted me sharply. “Yes, that’s what I said. Sometimes laser works. Some cases of macular degeneration can be treated with laser surgery. In your particular case, however, it’s too late. Your aberrant blood vessels have reached the fovea. They’re right in the middle of the macula, on the focal point. If I aim a laser at that spot, I could risk blinding you further. And we don’t want to take that chance, do we?”

He was speaking to me as though I were a child and perhaps I deserved it, trembling there on his small vinyl stool, at the point of tears.

“But I don’t understand —”

“The blood vessels, Mrs. Hazzard,” he said impatiently. “Behind the eye. They’ve burst. They’re leaking blood and fluid and fatty material into the retinal pigment epithelium. As you know from your other eye, this damages the cells. Hence, your loss of acute central vision. The blurriness. Irreversible, of course. Nothing to be done. We have no solutions for this degree of damage. All we can do is accept it and learn to cope. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are a dozen people waiting in line for help. See my receptionist on the way out.” He stepped swiftly along the hall carpet, nimble as a fox on his small feet.

The receptionist drew a chair up beside her and cleared a spot on the corner of her desk. “These are the papers you must sign,” she told me quietly.

“Papers?”

“To show you understand you’re legally blind. You must be registered, Mrs. Hazzard.”

Dismayed and confused, I groped at my purse, snapped open the clasp. My hand swam inside. So little to find there. Only a small leather coin pouch, a comb and a great deal of empty space. I pulled out a crumpled handkerchief, lace-edged, unlaundered for goodness knows how long, and I began to weep and weep into it.

“There, there, Mrs. Hazzard,” soothed the receptionist, placing a cold hand on my knee. I felt her twiglike fingers tremble and remembered that she was the wife. “There, there,” she said, and I heard in the thinness of her voice, stretched taut as a violin string, that she was as afraid as I. She no doubt lived in terror of her husband’s Jesus Christ!s and Bloody Hell!s and his cries of Next patient please! and Get those bills sent out, Mrs. Merchant!

I’d been struck on previous visits by her height, her painful thinness, but most of all by her hair, which exploded in a grey Afro, a very lush growth to crown so meagre a frame. Her dress, shouting with bright flowers that swam softly in my damaged vision, seemed like the brave wild loud clothes of another woman entirely. An alter ego? I found the colours disconcerting, a jarring splash of colour in the cold white office in which we sat, the former dining room of this great house, where I now felt a winter chill sweeping off the big windows and wondered why they couldn’t seem to afford to turn the heat in the old gurgling hot-water radiators higher. For hadn’t Dr. Merchant made himself quite wealthy shooting away at all the town’s eyes with his laser gun, while never noticing his patients?

“What will I do?” I said, weeping into the well of my purse.

“It’s just the loss of your central vision, Mrs. Hazzard,” the doctor’s wife tried to comfort me.

“Just?”

“You’ll still be able to see buildings and streets and cars and sunsets. It’s recognizing faces you’ll have trouble with unless you stand very close, and reading small print — recipes, newspapers, thermostats. Anything requiring fine central vision. Are you a great reader?”

“Not of anything that would stimulate my mind.”

“There,” she breathed at me. “You see? It’s not such a great loss, then, is it? And you can experiment with a magnifying glass. Some people do find this a help. Now, with respect to safety, do you drive a car?”

“I haven’t for years. I can’t see over the dash. I seem to be shrinking.”

“Well, you must never get behind the wheel again.”

This news only made me shake and give way to further tears, though in truth I couldn’t even remember how to drive a car, nor had I anywhere to go. How pathetic I must look, I thought with chagrin, to all the other patients lining the walls of the waiting room, their pupils dilated so that they had to blink and blink defensively at the bright light pouring like a painful river into their eyes, with no protection against it. With his drops, Dr. Merchant had opened us all up. He’d turned our pupils into deep black caves, but when he looked into them, instead of our souls he saw blood vessels and dollar signs. And now I understood why the yards and yards of carpet had been laid down over the warped and creaking hundred-and-fifty-year old wood floors: its inch-deep pile absorbed the dismayed cries of patients learning of their myopia and astigmatism and cataracts and declining sight and the sound of their anguish wouldn’t therefore travel from room to room.

“Now, the papers, Mrs. Hazzard,” said Mrs. Merchant firmly, trying to guide me back to the business at hand. “They’re for the taxman. You’ll get a deduction because of your handicap. And the CNIB. They’ll be coming round for counselling and training.”

“I’m not sure I want to be trained,” I said, blowing my nose.

“Of course you do! Now, here’s the dotted line. It’s required that you sign. Dr. Merchant has an obligation to see that you do.”

“I don’t think I can do that.”

She leaned closer, touching my knee again. “You’re feeling very fragile, aren’t you, Mrs. Hazzard?” The professional sympathy in her voice, her manipulative tone, rankled me. How ready we are to betray each other, we vulnerable women, I thought bitterly. Her hand on my knee seemed dangerous now, a weapon. She would declare me legally blind and sigh with her shallow compassion and at the end of the day climb to the second and third and fourth floors — because the house was very large, it went up and up like a castle — where she and Dr. Merchant lived childlessly in their many many rooms, sleeping above the shop so that he would never be far from his slick instruments or she from his appointments book.

“Where?” I said uncooperatively. “Where do I sign?”

“Beside the X.”

“I can’t see it.”

“Right here where my finger is.”

“I can’t —”

“Now, Mrs. Hazzard —” She began to lose patience.

“I won’t —” I struggled to my feet, snapping my purse shut, pulling around me my coat, which, in my blind confusion and my haste to be examined, I hadn’t removed when I rushed in with my flooding eye.

Mrs. Merchant gulped air. “If you don’t sign these, Dr. Merchant will be very annoyed. We’re only thinking of you, Mrs. Hazzard. Without the required papers you won’t be eligible for permits, deductions, rebates, aids, professional help.” Her hand had fallen now on my wrist, her strong fingers closing like a handcuff around my small bones. I noticed the alarm in her grip but, feeling no sympathy for her, I pulled away.

“Wait, Mrs. Hazzard!” she begged. “You mustn’t go without signing. It has to be official —”

I veered across the room, my body on a bizarre trajectory, sensing all the patients’ heads turned my way in horror, because we all know, don’t we, that doctors are to be obeyed? I safely reached the heavy carved wooden door and pushed through it, my feet performing cleverly for once, carrying me smoothly over the threshold and out onto the Victorian spindle porch.

“You’ll never go completely blind!” Mrs. Merchant called after me, hoping no doubt to lure me back with half-promises. “Not entirely! It’s only the terminology that frightens you. Peripheral simply means —” But the door swung shut on her words and I found I’d thrown myself out into the sub-zero morning, with the icy wind blasting down the boulevards and howling bitterly around the brick churches and the grandfather trees, and I’d forgotten to think about a cab. However, I couldn’t very well go back inside, could I, and humbly beg for a taxi, like a person too blind to distinguish north from south or to see a cab flashing by, no doubt, right under my nose? No, there was nothing to do but turn my back to the wind and let it sweep me downhill like a snowflake while I clutched my coat around me, my fingers already too frozen to fasten the buttons.

I found my way homeward more or less by accident, chin buried in my collar, shoulders hunched up around my ears. When finally I looked up, I recognized the great salmon hulk of the hospital and then of course I knew my way from there. It was noon by now and in passing the hospital entrance, I thought: I really should go in and keep William company. But I was unwilling to go in and have him read the blindness written all over my face, satisfying all his insensitive jokes about a white cane.

By the time I reached home, my bravery had petered out. Turning onto our street, quite stiff with the cold, I imagined a thin film of ice forming on the pool of blood rising behind my eye. I passed a faceless figure on the sidewalk.

“Morgan?” a voice said. “Morgan, is something wrong?”

I whirled around, breathless. “Oh, Conte,” I said. “I didn’t recognize you.” His features were in soft focus. Wrapped in a wool coat, he gulped the crisp air like a drowning man.

“Morgan, are you all right?” he asked, sounding more lost and discouraged and chilled than I in the raw wind and bearing down on my arm like a sinking swimmer, the weight threatening to pull me under. “You look upset, Morgan. Is it William? Has he —?”

“No, no. William is fine,” I assured him. Shaking off his grip, I hurried up the porch steps and into the house, snapping the lock behind me on the icy world.


Dear girls,

…My central vision has recently taken a turn for the worse but I’m reassured by the professionals that I’m not to worry as it’s only the small print of life I’ll no longer be able to read. And you may ask: Is this so great a change? Wasn’t it one of you who told me many years ago that I can never seem to see the centre of things, that I’m unable to focus on the fine issues, but see only the trivial complications, the frivolous trappings surrounding them?…




Dear girls,

…Please don’t waste your time grieving for my eyes or come rushing home from the four corners of the earth on my account…




Dear girls,

…It never occurred to me before this that vision could be an obstacle to knowing…




Dear girls,

… I discovered an old magnifying glass in a drawer and I find that with this I’m still able to read the newspaper and any correspondence that comes into the house, though it’s a laborious process to follow along the lines, one word at a time. I write my letters now a little blindly, holding a ruler on the page to guide my slow pen, and afterward, I’m able to review what I’ve written with the help of the magnifier…




November 24


Dear Mother,

…Sometimes I sit in my classroom and look out at the Renaissance buildings of Munich and marvel that I ever managed to come this far. Do you realize that when we were growing up we hadn’t a single book in the house? Or a bookshelf to hold one? Unless we wanted to creep into the cubbyhole upstairs and pull out those dusty, hopeless novels from your youth. Could you not at least have found the time to take us to the library? No wonder so many of us are late bloomers — those of us who’ve managed to bloom at all…

Yours truly,

Lily




November 25


Dear girls,

…Today I received a visit from a woman named Harriet Auger sent to me by the CNIB at the request of Dr. Merchant. She pushed her way into the house, big and soft, dressed all in purple like a great eggplant. An odour heavy and sweet, like blood, gusted out from under her tartan skirt as she sat down. I wondered if she was aware of it, this reek of female shedding and rot.

I told her I didn’t need the CNIB but she said I must accept help, that no man is an island. She brought out a bottle of red nail polish and shook it vigorously, making the tiny ball bearing within it rattle. She wanted to mark all my dials — stove, washer, dryer, television, radio — so that I’d be able to read them better. But it turned out, she’d come not really to help me but to escape her own husband, who apparently is as frightened of life as a little rabbit and wants his hand constantly held. Three nervous breakdowns he’d had, she told me, and countless hospitalizations.

Oh, we are well known on the psychiatric ward, she said with bitter cheer. I’ve held his hand all the way. How is George? our friends have inquired for years. Poor George, they’ve said. But not a thought for me. When? I wanted to ask them. When do I get to be the weak one? When is it my turn to have feelings? I have a lot of friends who are divorced or widowed, she told me. Women friends. They’d come over for dinner and at the end of the evening, while I started the cleanup in the kitchen, George would walk them to their cars. Next thing you know, he’d guided them into the shadow of the garage and they’d be kissing and touching. My own friends. Not one of them resisted his advances. Not one loyal to me. I saw it all from the kitchen window. I hid behind the curtains and watched. At first it hurt me deeply. Deeply. But there was nothing I could do other than retreat to my study and knit sweaters for the grandchildren.

You never confronted him? I asked her.

Oh, no! she said. What would that have achieved? There are topics, haven’t you found, Mrs. Hazzard, that one never speaks of in marriage? Money. Children. Retirement. These we can of course discuss, but all the important issues must remain buried deep beneath the acres of desert that inevitably lie stretched out between a husband and wife. Sex, she said. Sex was always a big thing for George. In the psychiatric ward he was able to masturbate in peace, without my objecting. They encouraged him to do it. Part of the therapy, they said. Then, after he turned sixty, there was a long period of calm and I thought we’d finished with all the theatrics and the weeping and the suicide threats and the passes at my friends. Until the prostate operation and he couldn’t perform any more, even for himself, and everything went to hell again.

We live not far from the hospital, she said, and George walked over to Emergency on his own, as he’d done so many times before, and checked in, as though it were a hotel. To keep from harming himself, he said. He’s a pacifist. If he’d killed himself he would no doubt have chosen a quiet method to end it all. Pills, I imagine. Gas. Nothing violent. Hanging or shooting would unfortunately have been out of the question. But sometimes I sat upstairs with my knitting needles going and imagined a bloody death for him. It gave me some pleasure to picture his pain.

In the psychiatric ward, he craved the shock treatments, which helped him to forget. Those long periods of his confinement in hospital when they were filling him with electricity, when his nerves sang with it, were the happiest times of my life. Some days when I went to visit him, he hadn’t a clue who I was. I found that terribly cleansing.

Mrs. Auger said that I must start to listen to books on tape.

I’d just as soon have silence, I told her.

But that’s not healthy, Mrs. Hazzard, she said.

You’d be amazed at what silence has to say, I answered. I’ve had long conversations with it.

You’ll become lonely, she warned me. Your mind will slip. You’ll begin talking to yourself.

I’ve never understood what’s so terribly wrong with that, I answered. Some of the most interesting things I’ve ever been told have come from my own mouth.

Finally, she brought out a white cane, but I refused to stand up so that she could adjust it to my height.

I have my pride, I told her. I won’t advertise my handicap for all the town’s purse snatchers and gossips and evangelists and do-gooders eager to open doors for an old blind woman or guide her across the street.

Oh, you’re being silly now, aren’t you, Mrs. Hazzard? she said.

I think I’d like you to leave, I told her…




November 26


Dear Mrs. Hazzard,

…We act as solicitors for Mrs. Goodie Hodnet. As a result of your actions on November 11, our client suffered injuries including emotional trauma and a cut to the head necessitating stitches. Our client has required medical attention and has experienced substantial anxiety as a result of your unprovoked attack. She has incurred expenses in respect of medical treatment and as well may have permanent scarring arising from the injury. We have been instructed to recover from you all costs which our client has incurred as a result of this incident and in addition to seek compensation for the emotional trauma and personal anxiety caused as a result of your assault…




November 27

The house was ablaze with lights when I arrived home tonight, though I remembered turning off all the lamps when leaving for the hospital just after lunch. Dizzy with confusion, I thought: I’m more blind than I know and now I’ve lost my way at last and because all these Victory Homes are so much alike, I’ve come to the wrong house on the wrong block altogether and, being unable now to read the street signs, I’ll never find my way home. But then I heard Harry Lang call from next door, “You’ve got company tonight, Morgan!” and I noticed the car in the drive.

I went in cautiously and heard voices in the kitchen. There sat Morris and also Olive, whom I hadn’t seen in many months. A deadly silence fell when I appeared in the doorway in my coat and galoshes, my mohair tam. Their faces were a fog to me but the air crackled with tension and my new blind intuition told me they’d come on some kind of threatening mission. Immediately I felt suspicious and nervous about sitting down with them, and I thought with annoyance: Why am I always so frightened of everything?

“Morris, what are you doing here?” I said. Nodding at Olive, I thought: A son is a son till he gets him a wife.

“Hello, Mother,” she said neutrally, and I cringed because I’d never got used to her calling me that. On the stove a burner clicked away under a pot of simmering tea. Olive will have done that, I thought wryly. She’ll have boiled the kettle and searched brazenly through my cupboards for the orange pekoe, to make this seem a social occasion.

“Take off your coat, Mom,” Morris said. “Olive baked a cake.” And then I noticed it there on the table, a ring of coffee cake glistening with white sugar frosting.

“How did you get in?” I asked Morris.

“I climbed through Dad’s bedroom window. You might want to think about checking the windows before you leave the house. We got a call from the CNIB, Mom. That’s why we’ve come. They told us you threw a volunteer out in the snow.”

“Not the volunteer,” I said. “Just the white cane.” I’d stood at the front door after I’d shown Mrs. Auger out, and shot the cane as hard as I could off the porch. It landed like an arrow in the snowbank created beside the drive by Harry Lang’s shovelling. I watched her climb into the bank to retrieve it.

“We can’t imagine what got into you, Mother,” said Olive sternly. “The doctor’s office called too. Everyone’s concerned about you.”

“They don’t need to be.”

“But they do. You need help now. You’ve got to co-operate, Mother, or you’ll be a worry.” Olive has become round and corpulent and dresses in the kind of flowing tent-like clothes women wear when their bodies reach such vast proportions. I’ve often imagined with some revulsion this softness, the fleshy folds into which Morris slips every night. After a youth spent with a skin-and-bones mother, he’s able now to hug his wife as hard as he wants without fear of cracking her ribs.

“This isn’t a kissing family,” Olive observed when Morris brought her home the first time. “Did you touch your children when they were growing up, Mrs. Hazzard?” she asked boldly, a sullen teenager with a brooding mouth, small darting eyes the size of raisins. “Mrs. Hazzard, did you put your arms around them?”

“I had seven children,” I told her, “and only two arms.”

And so, twenty years ago, beneath the lacquered pinewood bleachers of the new school gymnasium, Olive opened up her slick and roomy passages and into them guided Morris’s penis, grown excited with all her kissing and hugging and I love yous that he claimed never to have got at home, while the bleachers sloped hard over their heads like a sheltering mountainside. By grade twelve Olive was pregnant.

“Morris is damaged,” Olive told William and me back then, and I’ve always been convinced that it was her determination to repair him and all her smothering sighs of Poor Morris! that sent him looking for a new god. Soon after they married he met, in a shopping mall, a stranger dressed in a plaid sports jacket like a used-car salesman and shouting out the name of Jesus. The next thing we knew, the Scriptures were pouring like a torrent out of Morris’s mouth and the weight of the bible had steadied the trembling in his hands and he told William that this Hector Milks from the mall, who’d led him to the Divine Saviour, was like the only father he’d ever had.

Eclipsed by the Testaments, Olive at first ran home to her mother. But two weeks later, she came creeping back, meek and obedient and ready to be shaped by Morris into a lay preacher’s wife, allowed to open her legs only when another baby was required. And babies they had, six of them (so far), named after the books of the Old Testament: Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Zephaniah, Amos, Sirach. Olive dished up one baby boy after another and the more boys that came out of her, the angrier William seemed to become — because a posse of boys was everything he’d ever wanted for himself in life — and the more scornful he grew of Morris. For, William thought, how on earth could Morris deserve such a richness of boys and how could he ever manage to raise them to love history and politics and the prairie? At suppertime, Morris and Olive and the boys join hands round their kitchen table to pray and the children listen attentively while Morris reads from the Bible, his chest so puffed up with the Second Book of Samuel and Ecclesiastes and Numbers and Leviticus that you’d think he’d written them himself.

“What are you eating?” Olive quizzed me tonight. “I looked in the fridge. There’s nothing there but some old withered apples.”

“Oh, I’m managing. I don’t need much to keep me alive. And there are always potatoes. The basement is full of potatoes. William could never have enough of them in the house.”

“Nutrition is important, Mother, even for the elderly. Protein. Protein is essential. Maybe you should see a dietician. Maybe you should have your grocery shopping done by someone. We don’t want to have to worry.”

“I never asked anyone to worry.”

“But your eyes.”

“I’ve no trouble seeing.”

Olive was onto me then like a burr on a blanket. “How can you say that? Prove to us that you can see, Mother.”

“Why should I have to prove anything to you?”

“Look at this, Mother. Look. I’m holding up a number of fingers. How many do you count?”

I opened my mouth to answer, then closed it. They were trying to trick me. How would I know for sure? How would I know how many fingers they’d in fact held up? Whatever I said, they could contradict, making me appear blind.

“How many?”

“Thirty.”

“Be serious, Mom,” begged Morris.

“You can’t possibly continue here on your own. Your medications, for one thing,” said Olive, and I remembered I hadn’t taken my pills for some time. How many days — weeks! — had it been? “Can you read the labels any more? If you get those medications mixed up, you could kill yourself.”

“Wishful thinking,” I murmured, but she didn’t hear.

“Two digoxin instead of one,” she continued. “That would do it. Get them mixed up or forget to take the most important ones and you’re dead. Other things. The dials on the stove. Can you see them? What if you left one of the elements on overnight? You could burn the house down. Fry like bacon in your bed.”

Morris cleared his throat nervously, glancing over at Olive, who shifted in her chair, her stockings whispering as her great thighs rubbed together. “There’s something else we need to discuss, Mom. Olive and I have been looking at houses. What we’re living in now is too small for six teenaged boys. And Olive has her heart set on a dining room. She’s never had a dining room. We’ve found a place we like but we need help with the down payment. We thought of you.”

“Me?”

“Mom, I want my share of the inheritance right now, or part of it anyway.”

“What do you mean?” I said cautiously. “What inheritance are you talking about?”

“Whatever Dad’s accumulated in assets. He has his government pension and his old age pension and those RRSPs that are paying out monthly. I want my portion now.”

So they’d come not about my eyes but about a dining room. This avarice, I thought, this greed has to do with Olive. When Morris was my child, he hadn’t a grasping bone in his body.

“But I never thought of that as your inheritance,” I stammered. “Your father was providing for our future. That’s — that’s supposed to be my nest egg. To carry me through — through old age and —”

“Death?” said Olive unflinchingly. “With your eyesight gone, who knows what will break down next? Pretty soon you’ll be in a home and that eats up a lot of money. There’ll be nothing left for us.”

“I want a portion of my share up front,” said Morris. “We’re short ten grand.”

“Ten…?” I said, uncomprehending.

“Ten thousand.”

“Thousand!”

“You won’t even have to touch your investments. You’ve got cash in your accounts.”

“But I don’t have a dining room myself. Why should I pay for yours?”

“The dining room is really only incidental,” Morris changed his argument. “It’s the space we need. For the boys. Your grandchildren. They’re growing into monsters.”

I imagined them howling like Indians around the new spaces I was to pay for.

“You’ve got enough cash, between your accounts, to write us a cheque,” said Morris.

“How do you know?”

“One day when you were out, I looked in that dresser drawer Dad keeps for finances.”

“But those are our private papers. You went through our private papers?”

“I didn’t look at anything other than the passbooks. It’s reparation I want.”

“Reparation?” I repeated.

“I deserve a piece of the assets before they’re all gone.”

“Why do you deserve?” I asked.

Morris glanced helplessly at Olive, who took a deep breath and pressed her breasts toward me across the table.

“Morris never had it as good here as the girls did,” she said. “He never had a bedroom. He slept on that living-room couch —”

“Look at this, Mom,” said Morris. He turned his back to me and pulled up his shirt-tails. I leaned forward and made out a pattern of horizontal scars, skin raised in pale rippled welts that made me shudder.

“This is Dad’s handiwork,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?” He turned back to me grimly, tucking his shirt into his trousers. “It happened in this house, downstairs. You were up here in the kitchen where it was safe, when any loving caring mother would have been down there calling Dad off, stepping in between me and him. The first time it was just the leather strap. I couldn’t have been more than fourteen. I’d been to that party down the street. All I had was a cigarette. I didn’t even have a drink, Mom. There was booze but I didn’t have any. Only a cigarette. Such an innocent thing to have done. But he smelled the smoke on my clothes when I came in. A pack-a-day smoker himself, but what’s a little hypocrisy among family?

“He ordered me downstairs and made me take my shirt off. Started to hit me with the strap. I tried to get away from him, hide behind the furnace, run up the stairs, but that only made it worse. He caught me by the seat of my pants and forced me half-naked down on that cold cement floor with his foot on the small of my back. He really let me have it. Like a fool, I took it silently. Full of my father’s stupid pride. If I’d screamed, maybe he’d have been satisfied sooner. And then, afterward, do you know what he said to me? ‘That’ll toughen you up. That’ll put some prairie in you.’”

I remembered. I remembered the sound of the beatings, blow upon blow, the racket carried upstairs through the heating vents. Morris’s efforts to escape, a chair knocked over, falling tools, quick footsteps on the stairs, pursued by another set of feet. Then a retreat. A noisy struggle. For William, often drunk of a Saturday night, the thrill of the chase. In the kitchen, the girls, their expressions flattened with shock, the blood drained from their faces, clapping their hands over their ears and running upstairs to their bedrooms to slam the doors behind them. Sometimes among them the trembling and the weeping I never managed myself. Then, after it was over, the whole house fallen eerily silent, like nature after a storm, the cellar door opening slowly, William emerging, exhausted, satiated, his face red, sweat on his brow, his eyes sliding guiltily away from mine.

Weep! How could I? Tears seemed a trivial product at a time like that.

“It was like he’d been waiting for the opportunity,” Morris went on, “looking for an excuse to beat the living daylights out of me. He got a taste for it that first time and I had to watch myself from then on. Every word or look in his presence was dangerous. I had to be careful or I’d be down there again. He never punished the girls. Oh, no. They were untouchable. I was the whipping boy for the whole family. Why didn’t you stop him, Mom? Why?”

“Your father was bent on destruction, Morris. Nothing could stand in his way. He was a hard man. Prairie through and through.”

Morris looked at me sadly: Morgan Hazzard. Almost a good mother.

It was all too long ago. Too long ago. I might have wept now, but I heard Olive sniffling noisily, saw her sweeping the great tears from her face. I imagined her wet shining cheeks, her small black drowning eyes, her crumpled mouth. And I couldn’t join her. Suddenly I pictured her in bed at night, gently tracing — as though to heal it — tracing the landscape of Morris’s naked back, her fingertips following the raised welts where the flesh had been ploughed up like cultivated earth, the scars he’d concealed from me, his mother, until now. Why? Why had he hidden them? Shame? Shame for me? Shame for his own disfigurement?

“What Dad did to me was abuse,” Morris said. “They didn’t use the word back then, but that doesn’t make it any less a disgrace. It’d be considered a crime now.” He paused. “So, will you give me the money?”

“Yes, I suppose I’ll give it to you.”

“Will you write the cheque today? If we got the money today, we could put an offer in on that house before someone else does.”

I went to the dresser drawer and came back with my chequebook. I sat down and, my hand trembling not just with elderly palsy but with — what? fear? humiliation? anger? — I filled it out blindly — blindly, because of course I couldn’t see the lines, could only guess where to place the figures and inscribe my signature.

“There,” I said, pushing the completed cheque across at Morris. He snapped it up before the ink was dry and examined what I’d written.

Olive gave a hefty sigh, as after finishing a satisfying meal. “Did she make it out properly?” she asked.

Morris folded the cheque and slipped it into his shirt pocket.

“I think I’d like you to go,” I said quietly.

“But, Mother,” said Olive, all sociability now, “we haven’t cut the cake. The tea is ready.”

“I’m tired. I don’t feel hungry. I’d like to be alone.”

“Shall I take the cake back home with me, then?” asked Olive, reaching for it. “My boys love this recipe. My boys will polish it off in two seconds flat.”

In the living room they pulled on their coats. “While we were waiting for you this afternoon,” Morris told me, “I got the spare key from the hall hook and went downtown to have extras made. Now, Olive and I will be able to get into the house any time. It’s a favour to you, Mom. Someday you might be lying unconscious on your bedroom floor and be glad I’ve got a key to get in and help you. Which reminds me: We should be arranging for power of attorney. In case your mind goes.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my mind.”

“There could be any time. It could happen tomorrow. You could have a stroke, like Dad. Or a heart attack. Anything’s possible. When it happens we can’t have your assets in the hands of the banks and the lawyers and the government. Red tape. Taxes. Probate. I’m the closest one to home now, of all the family. It makes sense for me to hold the power of attorney. When we see our lawyer tomorrow about the house purchase, I’ll get the proper forms from him. I’ll bring them for you to sign the next time I come down to see Dad.”


November 28


Dear girls,

…Far from feeling threatened by my sightlessness, I am reassured, because all around me are comforting signs of life. My other senses are growing very keen. Every day now I hear the winter wind hugging the windows and whistling round the front door, snow sliding off the roof, icicles letting go of the eaves, and when I step out onto the porch to collect the evening paper, its newsprint like velvet in my hands, I feel the snow falling softly against my face and I’m reminded of the great forces that exist in nature but cannot be seen. I think of Vivien McTavish, hearingless next door, and of myself sightless, and I’ve decided that the next time I see Conte, I must tell him that, far from decrying the silence, he must begin to listen to the messages all around him…




Dear girls,

…Now I turn the television on when it’s time for the news. I’m able to know the situation in Iraq and the progress of Margaret Thatcher’s government and the condition of the Queen Mother’s hip bones and in what health she’s celebrating her latest birthday. She seems to have several birthdays a year and if we took them all seriously, she’d be three hundred years old by now. And though I can no longer make out their faces, I recognize the voices of the actors in the news and am able to see through what they say simply by the inflections in their voices, as in a lie detector test, so that it seems to me I’ve never understood the world so well…




November 29


Dear girls,

… I find it a great relief now that I can no longer see my elderly face in the mirror. Lately it’s not so much the lines and sags in my skin that have dismayed me, as some confusion in my expression that I can’t interpret. And now, like your father, I have nowhere to look but inward…




Dear girls,

…Instinct has served me well in life and hasn’t abandoned me in my hour of darkness…




November 30

The wind has blown all the heavy snow to the ground and now the trees are dark and sombre beneath a leaden sky. All the world seems painted in subtle variations of black and grey. Today, the pearly light falling through William’s window seemed to leach the colour from his skin so that he acquired the hue of a cadaver.

“Will you not try a little harder to get better, William?” I asked him this afternoon, because each day when I arrive at the hospital, he’s curled up in his bed like a snail. He hasn’t spoken another word since he ordered me from his room, and when he looks at me, I imagine his eyes swimming with doubt and despair. I’ve noticed the nurses still carrying his meal trays away practically untouched and I’m told by Morris that his thin hip bones are pushing through his blue gown like metal blades and the skin on his neck has grown loose as a cock’s. But I’m afraid that my weak entreaties for him to sit up in bed and look out the window and to try to eat a little more of his vanilla pudding lack conviction. I’ve ceased attempting to entertain him with my memories or with descriptions of the weather, for is it not a little cruel to go on speaking of the splendid November skies and the gentle warmth of the pale winter sun when these sensations are sealed away from him beyond his window, like candy in a jar? And I sometimes wonder if the very environment of the hospital ward, if the steady dry windless heat has not sapped William’s strength and desiccated his spirit.

Today, just as the hospital windows were darkening around four o’clock, Dr. Pilgrim appeared in a brown Harris tweed suit. It was clear from his urgent stride that he’d counted on finding me there, that he’d come to see not William but me, and that he had important news. He drew me outside the beige curtain pulled around William’s bed.

“It’s time to move Mr. Hazzard to a new setting,” he told me quietly. “We feel we’ve done everything for him that we can. He’s refused all attempts to be worked with. The nurses get him out of bed and as soon as they turn away, he’s climbed back in. His good leg and arm are strong enough for him to do that, but with respect to rehabilitating the affected side, he seems determined not to progress. He won’t co-operate with the speech therapists.”

“My husband isn’t a stupid man, Dr. Pilgrim,” I argued. “If he won’t work with the speech therapists, there must be something he knows that they don’t know.”

“Nevertheless,” he said gently, “they’re the professionals. Mr. Hazzard is just the patient. He’s in no condition to understand what’s happening to him.” Under the harsh fluorescent lights, Dr. Pilgrim’s long head, bald and shaped like a butternut squash, shone.

“Have you supported him to your utmost these weeks, Mrs. Hazzard?” Dr. Pilgrim asked. “You’re his lifeline, remember. What we can accomplish here at the hospital is only infrastructure. If your husband has no inspiration to recuperate, all our efforts will fail. He must want to improve. Have you encouraged him to get better? Have you ever told him you want him to come home?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Well, our biggest concern now is Mr. Hazzard’s spirits. A downswing in mood follows naturally after a stroke, but your husband seems to be more depressed than the average stroke victim. Do you have any idea why that would be?”

“No, I don’t. William has always been a fighter. ‘You can’t keep a prairie boy down,’ was what he always used to say.”

“I’m afraid we can’t hold him here any longer.”

“You’re disposing of him then? Of us?”

“Not disposing, Mrs. Hazzard. But there has to be a flow through the system. The administrators look at the figures every day. How many patients in. How many patients out. Bed-blockers, they call people like your husband. These are cutback times, Mrs. Hazzard. Hospital spaces are at a premium. In the modern practice of medicine, there are exigencies over which doctors have no control. Mr. Hazzard seems to have plateaued and it’s time for him to move on. There are two choices here. One is an excellent rehab centre in London called The Cedars.”

“But that’s thirty miles away. How will I get to him? And I’ve lost the sight in my second eye, Dr. Pilgrim. Travel of any kind is difficult for me now.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hazzard, but I’m afraid it can’t be helped. There is no rehab here in town. The good news is that The Cedars is a very fine facility. It’s absolutely up-to-date, with the most qualified of staff. If there’s any chance of rehabilitation, The Cedars can achieve it. Now, it’s not easy to get in there, but, being a veteran, your husband can jump the queue. We’ve made inquiries on your behalf. There’s a bed waiting for him even as we speak. Their approach is to provide a month of intensive rehab. If the patient doesn’t respond, he’s transferred out. In Mr. Hazzard’s case, the veterans’ chronic care ward, which is part of the same facility, would be a logical destiny.”

“Why do they have to turn the elderly into gypsies?” I asked.

“We’re only trying to find him a suitable place, Mrs. Hazzard. It’s not that we want to disorient your husband. We have to experiment with one thing at a time. We don’t know what’s going to work until we try it out.

“The other alternative of course is to bring your husband home.You could have a physiotherapist visit a couple of times a week and that would be covered by provincial health care. Also covered would be home care. They could come in three times a day: once to get Mr. Hazzard out of bed, once to shift him around, and once to put him back. But it would essentially mean full-time nursing for you, Mrs. Hazzard, a daunting proposition for a woman in her mid-seventies. No life, really, separate from that. No relief for you. A constant vigil. It would be like having a child again, maybe worse, because Mr. Hazzard, like many stroke victims, has lost the ability to plan and carry out simple activities. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but your husband puts everything in his mouth. We’ve had to take his personal effects away from him. Razor. Comb. Nail file. Eyeglasses. Everything potentially harmful. He’s a danger to himself. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. This too is quite common in stroke patients. They lose the ability to recognize and understand familiar objects. But the recent significant signs of deterioration in Mr. Hazzard suggest that he might be having a series of mini-strokes. Transient ischemic attacks, we call them. Each of these causes a little further brain injury, impairing functions. Time may or may not heal the damage. Nevertheless, some people do bring their spouses home in this condition. It’s the guilt. The unwillingness to institutionalize.”

“But who would be his doctor at The Cedars?”

“There are staff doctors there. At any rate, Mrs. Hazzard, I’m retiring in a few weeks.”

“Retiring? But you’re a young man.”

“I’m fifty-two. I intend to sheep-farm full-time.” He sighed. “I’m tired, Mrs. Hazzard. All I want to do is live out in the country and forget about cutbacks and sickness and death.”

I imagined him waking in the mornings to the sound of his bleating livestock, comforted by the knowledge that he wouldn’t have to rise and put on his tweed vest and drive into the city where all his old patients are asking him to predict their finite futures and weeping and hugging their bed rails like children and threatening to die. I pictured him surrounded by his brainless flock, hemmed in by their thick warm bodies, sinking into their deep, oily wool the medical fingers that had once searched my old slack breasts, pressing down in concentric circles, feeling for cancer lumps.

After Dr. Pilgrim had gone, I returned to William. “You heard what he said?” I asked, seeing that he was alert, his attention fixed on my face. “I can’t bring you home, William,” I said firmly. “Not now. You must work harder to get better. I don’t see how I could manage it, otherwise. I’d be very tied down. You see, William, I’ve gotten used to getting out. It’s something you’ve always criticized me for, being too much a homebody and not branching out or experiencing anything new. Not growing. But now I go to the library. Didn’t you always say you wished I were like Goodie Hodnet, with her stacks of books? I’ve visited the parks and I’ve rediscovered the reservoir. And I walk, William. I walk without losing my way. It’s truly remarkable, my new sense of direction. I’ve got to know Simplicity quite well. And now at this time of year there are beginning to be concerts in the churches. Choirs. It’s been ages since I’ve heard singing. I’ve had nothing profound in my life, it seems, for a long time.

“And I feel so much healthier, William. The exercise has strengthened my heart and I don’t have the stiffness in my legs any more. Even my joints seem to work more smoothly. I look forward to every day now, which is not something I felt even when the children were here and you were endlessly unemployed and I was always so worried about where our next meal would come from. And the strange thing is, William, that I don’t feel lonely at all. I have the characters on the news for company and I’m meeting people in the library and out on the streets and for the first time maybe in my whole life, I feel I’m part of the world.”

Pausing for a moment, I sensed such sadness in William’s pose that I hastened further to justify my position.

“But if you were to come home, how would I cope with the tubes and the emergencies or with your bottles of pills, now that I’m close to blind? Remember, William, how you always said I was useless in a crisis. I expect you’d find I have too small a brain to be your caregiver. And though there’s little flesh left on you, how would I shift your heavy bones around? At any rate, why you’d want to come home to me at all, I can’t imagine. Because we were never really companions, were we, William? I’m afraid if you came home, I wouldn’t be any more attractive a partner to you than I’ve been in recent years, even though I do now know who Gorbachev is and the meaning of the word fatwa and the location of Saltspring Island. But in the veterans’ home you’d be with precisely the kinds of people you’ve been sharing the mall benches with this past decade, while you redesigned the political landscape of the world. This is the very society you’ve craved, William, while, before your stroke, I sat at home in the kitchen nearly every morning, waiting out your absences and watching the minute hand on the clock swing round to noon, the burner glowing like a campfire under the teapot on dark winter days and the brew growing stronger and blacker while I listened to the minutes ticking by, and the sandwiches I’d made for lunch beginning to curl up at the edges. And finally I’d take up my own sandwich and bite into the egg salad and cringe as the bitter tea passed over my tongue and then I’d get up and stretch plastic wrap over your plate and drop the dill pickles back in the brine. I’d go and watch my soap operas until you came home at your leisure and went about the house in your powerful silence, passing me in the hallway as though I wasn’t there.

“So for the moment, at least, William, I’m afraid you’ll have to go to The Cedars. Dr. Pilgrim says it’s very good. I’m sure he wouldn’t send you there if it weren’t. They’re professionals. You’ll find they’ll do a much better job with you than I ever could. And there will be televisions there, William, and being a veterans’ facility, I’m sure they’ll be tuned into no end of war movies and documentaries and at any hour of the day you’ll be able to see Winston Churchill looking like an aristocrat in his top hat and tails and promising us blood and toil and tears.”

There is a smell in chronic care wards of human waste, of urine and feces and perspiration. Each day now when I go home I immediately run a deep bath to cleanse myself, because the stink of this waste clings to me like a second skin, it sticks, film-like, to my clothes, hands, hair. Walking home this evening, anticipating the pleasure of slipping into my hot healing bath, I thought: What a relief it is to unburden oneself of the notion of love.


Dear girls,

…No man is an island, Mrs. Augur of the CNIB said. Yet how successfully your father has islanded himself over the years, with his shores growing rockier and the surrounding waters larger so that all my shouting across the seas never reached him, nor did Morris’s Hallelujah!s and Rejoice in the Lord!s and Repent, O Brothers! And now your father’s brain is floating like an isolated continent in its ocean of blood…




December 1

The bank manager swivelled round in his leather chair to look at me when I entered. He wore a fawn-coloured suit and a white shirt as bright as a light bulb. He seemed to me a very small man for such a large and important-looking chair. He told me his name was Mr. Burns. I sat down opposite him, my heart knocking against my sternum, beneath my coat my whole body moist with fear.

“The teller says you’ve asked to withdraw all your funds, Mrs. Hazzard,” he said.

“That’s right,” I said, the words coming out in little more than a whisper through my constricted throat.

“Everything?”

“Yes.”

“These are joint accounts, Mrs. Hazzard,” said the manager quietly, looking in a file.

“I’m aware of that.”

“Are you and your husband about to make a big expenditure?” he asked, observing me carefully. It was a corner office, its windows pressing hard on the sidewalk. Cars slid by silently on Main Street, pedestrians hurried past, an arm’s length away, beyond the thickness of plate glass.

“My husband is incapacitated in the hospital with a stroke,” I said, then bit my lip, realizing I shouldn’t have revealed this.

“I see,” he said, thoughtful. “You are of course entitled to withdraw all your funds, Mrs. Hazzard. It is, after all, your money. But your request is a little unusual. We like to make sure our clients are aware of the consequences of their actions. We feel it’s our responsibility. Sometimes it’s necessary to — to protect people from themselves. Do you have a safe place to put this money? Are you planning on keeping it at home? There’s always the risk of burglary.” He was a neat, meticulous man, close to fifty. A faint, pleasant smell of lime aftershave floated across his desk.

“I’ll find a safe place for it.”

“Not under the mattress, I hope.”

“Well. No.” A silence fell between us.

“Forgive me for asking, Mrs. Hazzard,” said Mr. Burns kindly, “but are you having some sort of crisis?”

“Crisis? I don’t know if you could give it such an important label.”

“You look a little stressed. Is it anything you’d like to talk about?”

“I’m afraid my son will take my money,” I blurted out, glad, suddenly, of someone in whom to confide.

“What makes you think he could?” asked Mr. Burns. Leaning forward, he folded his hands on his desk and listened attentively.

“Because he’s smarter than I am,” I said. “All my children seem to be smarter and they seem to have so much more experience, though I’m twice their age. I don’t want to be a pauper on the street. You see, I made the mistake of writing my son a cheque, which I don’t want him to cash.”

“You could simply put a stop-payment on it.”

“But then he might come back and threaten me. Better to have the money in a place he can’t get at. So you see, that’s why I must have it today.”

“I understand.”

“He also wants to have power of attorney.”

“He can’t force you to give it to him.”

“But when he puts the papers in front of me, I may not be able to refuse. I’m afraid I’m not a very strong person, Mr. Burns. I’m easily intimidated. And now he has a key to my house and can get at my personal things whenever he wants unless I have the locks changed. He’s already been snooping around my financial records.”

“You’d have to be declared mentally incompetent for the power of attorney to take effect.”

“But you see, maybe I’ve always been mentally incompetent.”

“Now, I doubt that, Mrs. Hazzard. But at your age, a power of attorney isn’t a bad thing to have in place. Is there anyone else you could entrust it to? Do you have other children?”

“Daughters. But they’re all over the world helping people in important ways. They’re involved in causes and movements and maybe even in wars. I’m sure they’d find my minuscule problems very boring. Besides that, they’ve decided they don’t believe in money. They’ve found enjoyable ways to be poor. Do you have children, Mr. Burns?”

“I never married.”

“What is that like?” I asked.

“What is it like? I don’t think I’ve ever given it much thought. I’ve nothing to compare it to.”

“To be alone all one’s life.”

“Alone? I — I’m not sure I think of myself that way. One always has — one always has oneself for company.”

“It must make a person very strong.”

“Well,” he said, turning in his chair to look out on the street and reflect for a moment. A city bus roared past, three feet from his window. “I suppose I’ve had to create myself, rather than being defined by the affections and demands of others. Of course, it’s taken me all my life.”

“You never met a woman you wanted to love?”

He swung round to face me again. “Unfortunately not. I might have, if I’d left Simplicity and exposed myself to a bigger population. My father wanted me to join the army. We’re a military family, Mrs. Hazzard. Our house over on Vansittart Avenue was built by my great-grandfather, who was an admiral in the British Navy. But I’ve no stomach for war. The very sight of blood makes me faint. Even as a child, I refused to fight in the schoolyard.”

“A pacifist.”

“I’m afraid so,” he said with, I thought, a tinge of regret.

“And therefore you’ve stayed here. But you’re very successful, Mr. Burns,” I said, indicating his office.

He laughed quietly. “This is just a small branch bank, Mrs. Hazzard. But what I do here satisfies me.” He turned and looked out the window once more. “I do admit, though, that there are moments when I’ve wondered what it would have been like to have children. I’ve heard people say having children has enlarged them.”

“Enlarged? I feel quite the opposite, Mr. Burns. In recent years, at least, my children have made me feel very small. They’ve caused me to feel quite insignificant. There’s no way to be a good parent, Mr. Burns. And then eventually there comes a time when it’s wise to stop loving your children.”

“Is that so?” he said, mildly surprised. “That must be a difficult moment.”

“On the contrary, I feel quite soothed by the idea. I expect, Mr. Burns, if all your life you haven’t been pouring your love into your children, there’s a chance of loving yourself a little. Have you found that?”

He looked out the window once more. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Yes, I suppose I have. Unless, of course,” he added hastily, “you mean in a physical sense, in which case —”

“Oh, no, I wasn’t thinking of that at all.”

Again a silence fell between us for an awkward but strangely poignant moment.

“Are you telling me that withdrawing my money is a bad decision?” I asked, coming back to the business at hand.

He sighed, clearly torn. “Sometimes, I suppose, we must follow our hearts,” he said carefully. “Passion over reason.”

“Passion,” I said, trying to absorb the word because I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt any passion.

“Passion. Yes. But please don’t quote me. It’s not a word you’ll find in the bank manager’s manual. Is it just the cash you’re taking? The fifteen thousand? You’re leaving the RRSPs?”

“What are they worth?”

He turned to a computer screen and tapped a few instructions into it. “Fifty thousand dollars.”

“That much?” I said, astounded. “But we never had two cents to rub together when the children were small. William was always unemployed.”

“Well, whatever he earned in more recent years he seems to have saved and invested carefully. You haven’t been living the high life in your retirement, I wouldn’t expect. Those early years of frugality must have become a habit. As for the future, your pension instalments will still be deposited in your accounts every month. I assume you want us to continue to pay your utilities from there? Now if you’ll just wait in one of the chairs outside my door, I’ll instruct someone to get the cash together.”

“Thank you very much for your help.”

He rose from his chair. “Which denominations would you like it in?”

“Twenty-dollar bills?”

“One last thing, Mrs. Hazzard,” he said before stepping out. “Sometimes people hide money and then they can’t remember where they’ve put it.”

“Oh, I’ll be very careful.”

Large snowflakes began to drift down slowly as I walked home, the bible-sized package of crisp bills neatly wrapped in brown paper, forming a pleasant burden inside my coat, roughly the weight of an infant. Luckily, yesterday’s thaw and this morning’s rain had softened the earth. Using a spade I found in the garden shed, I was able easily to break the ground in William’s garden. The smell of the wet soil was powerful. In a hole three inches deep, I placed the package. By the time I’d shovelled the loose soil in on top of it and tamped it down firmly with the sole of my boot, the snow had developed into a squall and was swirling around me so thickly that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. I wandered about in the yard for some time before I found the house.


Dear girls,

…Last night I dreamed that I was walking home from the hospital. It was dusk and in the softly falling snow I saw a boy with a canvas bag over his shoulder, trekking up and down the shovelled paths to the house porches. And for an instant, I thought: There is Morris delivering his evening papers. But then I said to myself, That’s ridiculous. How could it possibly be Morris when he’s now a man in his forties?

But in this dream I stopped the boy and said: I didn’t know there were still paper boys, carrying their canvas bags. I thought all the papers were delivered now by grown men cutting ruthlessly through the snow in their heavy Jeeps. The boy didn’t answer me, but kept his head down, the great white flakes falling on his thin bare neck.

So I asked: Is this a very lonely job? It was only then that he turned his face up at me and by the light of the street lamp I saw that his skin was marred with purple bruises and covered with boils as big and hard as walnuts, just like Morris’s face was when the children along his route used to cry out to him, Hey Scarface! Why are you wearing that Halloween mask? Get your ugly puss out of town!

And you remember that in those days Morris had a route of one hundred papers because William believed that hauling such a weight of newsprint on his back would make a man out of him. And every winter in the bitterest months, Morris feigned a sprained thumb or an injured ankle, hoping you girls would be forced to take over deliveries for a while. But William, examining the thumb or the ankle, would see through Morris’s ruse and take him to the cellar to beat him for his dishonesty and his cowardice, sending him out once more scarfless into the snow.

And some evenings Morris arrived home in his thin pea jacket and stood weeping in the hallway from the minus-thirty temperatures, his fingers so frozen and stiff that he couldn’t make them work to unfasten his coat. But I never once went out into the hallway to console him or to slip the icy buttons through their holes because he always came in with his empty sack just at six, when I was busy dishing out the supper for you girls…



Once more I’ve had the dream in which I’m running through the snowy night pursued by a strange man. It’s deep winter and the temperatures have plummeted and our footsteps squeak on the frozen and hard-packed roads. My stalker is carrying a heavy burden in his pursuit and when he draws near I turn my head and see a great canvas bag thumping on his hip as he runs and in this sack I notice bundles and bundles of paper money. I know then that this is Morris carrying his fortune of ten thousand dollars in a newspaper boy’s bag, and I turn further and see that in his new wealth his face is quite transformed, his complexion cured and scarless and lovable again. But though he carries a handsome treasure in his bag, still he’s not satisfied and won’t cease chasing me and finally I understand that he wants only to open the folds of my gown and warm his icy fingers against my skin. I look down at myself and see that my breasts are exposed and cold as the naked statue in the library courtyard, and I think: I must not let Morris touch me or he’ll see that I am made of stone.


December 2

The phone was ringing when I arrived home tonight.

“Mom, I tried to cash that cheque and it came back NSF.”

“Hello, Morris.”

“What’s going on? Why did the bank refuse your cheque?”

“I don’t know.”

“Mom,” he said pointedly, and waited for me to explain, but I kept my silence. “Mom, there’s no money in the account! What happened to it? It was showing in your passbook last week.”

“I withdrew it, Morris,” I said, both surprised and pleased to hear my voice coming across steady and calm.

“But why?”

“I wanted to keep it safe.”

“What’s safer than a bank? Where did you put it?”

“Don’t worry. I’ve found a good hiding place.”

“Why did you do that, Mom?”

“Well, Morris, to be truthful, I didn’t want you to get your hands on it. I can’t give you the ten thousand. I can’t afford to. I don’t know what the future holds for me. I may need every penny of it. I’ve decided to last at least until I’m one hundred years old.”

“Do you know how embarrassing this is for us?” he asked angrily. “We made a deposit on the house, based on that money. Then our own cheque bounced because of your NSF. We’ve had to pay a penalty. The real estate agent is furious. The vendors think we’re a risk. They don’t want anything more to do with us. How do you think I feel? I can’t trust my own mother.”

“I never wanted to write that cheque in the first place, Morris.”

“Well, then, why didn’t you tell me that?”

“I think I did.”

“Olive is beside herself with disappointment. She was so happy about that dining room.”

“Are you sure Olive is capable of happiness?” I asked, then bit my tongue.

A palpable silence followed. I sensed he was about to hang up on me so I told him about The Cedars.

“Dad shouldn’t be going there, Mom,” Morris said. “It’s too far away. You don’t drive. How will you visit him? He’ll feel lonely and abandoned. It could be the kiss of death for him. Why did you consent to it without consulting the family? We should all have a say. We’ve got a right to be part of these decisions. You should never have agreed to it. You should have brought him home.”

“But, Morris, I wouldn’t ever have been able to leave the house.”

“What do you go out for, anyway? You said your bridge is finished.”

“I have my daily walks.”

“What’s a daily walk against your responsibilities as a wife? In goodness and in health till death us do part. Isn’t that the vow you took? Olive will never abandon me the way you’ve deserted Dad. She’ll be at my side until I breathe my last breath. That’s what a wife is for.”

“Why do you care about your father so much, after the way he treated you?”

“Forgiveness, Mom. Isn’t that what Christianity is all about?”

“I wish it were, Morris.”


December 3

Tonight after supper I went upstairs and crept into the cubbyhole, which runs under the eaves along the length of the two bedrooms and is accessed by a child-sized doorway. I was looking for a suitcase in which to transport William’s wardrobe to the rehab centre. I snapped on an old gooseneck lamp, its light flooding obliquely along the unfinished floorboards, which over the years have grown dry and brittle under the eaves, their warped edges flowing like waves. Creeping along the uneven boards, my rusty knee joints shouting with pain, the ceiling sloping hard over my shoulder, I found William’s army trunk, which I hadn’t noticed in years. Curious, I opened it and lifted out his cap, air force uniform and greatcoat, all perfectly preserved by the arid, dustless, tomblike environment. I lay the garments across my lap, their great weight of dense wool pressing, heavy as a man’s body, on my thighs. I ran my fingers over the rough wool, the brass buttons, remembering how William had slipped so eagerly from the matrimonial bed the morning he went overseas and the joy with which, in his lust for war, he’d thrust his arms into the uniform, into the overcoat, hungry for their warmth after the ball-freezing chill of his new bride’s body.

In the bottom of the trunk I discovered his war memorabilia. I browsed through it with the help of the magnifying glass, pulled from my apron pocket. A notebook on explosives. Another on navigation. Both written in his own dry, horizontal script, the tops of each letter cut off, flat as the prairie. His Royal Canadian Air Force Identity Card, with a sepia snapshot of himself stapled inside it, his hair shorn close to his head. His enlistment papers. His Distinguished Flying Cross citation. A pocket chess and checkers set. A card of beer coupons. A snapshot of his squadron posed on the wing of a Halifax.

I drew a letter, yellowed and brittle with age, from the bottom of the trunk, opened it gently, careful not to crack the fragile folds. From the page, my own young handwriting flew up at me, its fat, fluid loops and stems and circles and tails so foreign and painful to me in their passion and spaciousness, their all-or-nothing freshness of youth.


January 1946

Dear William,

It’s many months since VE-Day and I don’t know how long since you set foot back in Canada, but still you haven’t shown your face on the doorstep of my apartment, which I thought we both now considered our family home. Nor have you even inquired after the health of your own child, who’s growing bigger day by day without knowledge of her father. Your air force cheques have of course stopped coming and I’ve had to swallow my pride and accept the charity of friends. They’ve been kind enough not to make me feel a beggar. Nevertheless, I’ve suffered unnecessary embarrassment, and your irresponsibility has to a degree blackened your child’s name. At this rate, she will quickly come to know what kind of hardship and disgrace can befall the child of a prairie man. I wonder what you yourself are living off of while you gallivant around the countryside and if you’re better off than your wife and your daughter, whom you fathered in good faith, I thought.

I know you have itchy feet by nature and also that war does strange things to men’s minds, but an absence of so long with nary a letter or explanation is a sore burden to ask a woman to bear. It’s a comfort at least for me to know that you’re still residing in Ontario and not run off out west after some dream. I never conceived I’d have to communicate with my own husband by post office box. As for your romantic notions of launching an enterprise, I’d like to know where you plan to find the money to start it up. You’re no businessman. When I met you out west, your general store was deep in the red. A good thing the war came along to give you an excuse to shut it down, while still saving face.

Lily is nearly walking now and soon will be needing a sibling. Her second birthday is next month and I know you’re going to be here to celebrate it.

Never think it would be easy for you to escape me. I’d follow you to the end of the earth to provide a father for my child. Every day I ask myself what it is I’ve done to make you want to hide from me. As for your daughter, she’s innocent of any guilt and wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t performed the act to create her.

Your wife,



Morgan



Shame. Shame, fury, anguish at what I read, so much so that my whole body trembled with it — burned with a hot flood of self-loathing and disgust. How could I have had so little dignity? So few resources? I hated the woman in the letter. I folded it up angrily and slipped it into my apron pocket, determined that no other eyes would ever fall on it. Oh, yes, I imagined the children saying if they ever discovered the letter. Mother! Doesn’t that just sound like her? Or, Pity poor Dad. If only he’d gotten away.

I was about to return William’s uniform to its storage when I noticed another letter at the bottom of the trunk, crumpled in a corner. I lifted it out and opened it up with curiosity and some trepidation. Pressing my magnifying glass to the page, I immediately recognized the handwriting.


Dear William,

I dispatch this letter by express delivery to let you know that Morgan is hot on your trail. She wrote to me asking to know your whereabouts and I replied by return post, playing innocent and claiming no knowledge of where you’d vanished to. I read both panic and tenacity between the lines of her letter. In my lifetime I’ve seen even people with as little imagination as Morgan find the resources to hunt down what they stubbornly believe is theirs. If you want to go off to war a free man, I exhort you to ensure that you’re posted overseas at the earliest possible opportunity, that you might escape the tentacles of Morgan’s reach.

You never told me that you’d sent Morgan a silver bowl, and also (she claims) a pair of rings. How am I to interpret these gifts when, after her departure, you were keeping my bed warm every night and creeping home to your apartment above the store only when the prairie dawn broke, all too early, over the horizon? Seamus was just here on a furlough and, sober for once, was able to be passionate in his lovemaking, but each time he entered me, my thoughts were only of you and all my moaning and my cries of pleasure were just a celebration of the times you and I spent in each other’s arms and which I long to enjoy again…

With all my love and more,

Alfreda



My knees, locked with age, crackled as I rose from my kneeling position, switched off the gooseneck lamp and carried the letters downstairs. In the dark kitchen, I struck a match, ignited a corner of the pages and dropped them resolutely into the steel sink. The reflection of the flames leapt up in the black window. Startled, I turned and saw my own silhouette in the glass as I extended my hands spontaneously to warm them against the brief fire.

Memory! What is the use of it? The past is nothing but a lie!


December 4

The phone rang and rang before Merilee answered it.

“You sound out of breath,” I said.

“I was out in the car with my key in the ignition, Mother,” she said irritably. “I heard the phone ring and I listened for a minute, thinking: Well, if it keeps up, it must be something urgent. So I hope this is important. It’s one hundred and ten degrees here and my air conditioner is broken. I’m about to pass out from the heat. I have to get to the pool.”

“Where is it you live, Merilee?” I asked. “Is it Arizona?”

“Mother,” she answered impatiently. “I’ve told you a thousand times. It’s Texas. Texas.”

“Is that the place with the cacti?” I asked. The image came to me of thousands of prickly phalluses rising out of desert sand.

“Very good. Mother, my car is still running in the driveway. I’m melting with the heat. I need to have a swim. What is it you want?”

I pictured her in a swimsuit decorated with cacti, diving from a suicidally high board, cutting through the blue depths, her body too slender, too deathly thin, the thirsty cacti drinking up the pool waters.

I told her about William’s transfer.

“Morris isn’t very happy with me,” I said. “He thinks I should be bringing your father home.”

“He would suggest that. Keep the women in servitude. What happened to that miracle he promised us? What’s the holdup? So much for the power of prayer, eh? Short of a miracle, The Cedars sounds to me like Dad’s best shot at recovery. We have to use every resource at our disposal. Sock it to the system, Mother. Squeeze it dry. What does everyone else think?”

“Everyone else?”

“Mother, you don’t mean to tell me you haven’t written those letters yet!”

“I’m still trying to think of what to say.”


Dear girls,

…Today when I came home from the hospital, I noticed all my little pill bottles lined up on the kitchen windowsill. Realizing that I hadn’t opened them in days, and remembering Olive’s warning that I’ll drop down dead if I don’t faithfully administer them to myself, I rushed to the window and, struggling with their uncooperative lids, spilled my daily quota out onto the table. Scooping the lot up, I threw them into my mouth all at once, where they crashed, gravel-like against my teeth. And just as I was about to gulp down water to coax them like limpets from my old tongue, I thought: If these pills are so very necessary, why is it that I’ve never felt better than these days when I’ve forgotten to take them?

Hurrying to the bathroom, then, I spat my mouthful out into the toilet and then I dumped the entire contents of the bottles into the water. I hit the flush and watched them twist and swirl, gay and colourful as candies, spiralling cheerfully downward until they disappeared. To hell with modern medicine! To hell with Dr. Pilgrim, I say! To hell with his prescriptions and his Dorset sheep and his old-fashioned vests concealing a fickle heart!…




December 5


Dear girls,

…While exploring in the attic the other day, I came upon the box of black-and-white family photographs. I go nowhere now without my magnifying glass in hand. By the light of the gooseneck lamp I used the glass to pore over the snapshots. Do you remember how your father loved to marshal us all together after Sunday Mass and stand on the lawn peering into the murky viewfinder of the old Brownie box camera he found in a trash heap at the foot of someone’s lane? And how our patience was sorely tried by all his instructions to squeeze closer together and to lift our chins and look at the camera, until finally he pressed the button and the seven of you scattered to your games? Seeing our smiles now in the photographs, it seems to me that there must have been a time when we were all happy together.

Your father, being the photographer, is of course absent from all these pictures. There is only myself — at times fat from all my child-bearing and so vain in my Sunday dresses that now at the sight of myself, I can feel only shame — myself and you girls and sometimes Morris, though he’s always pushed to the edge of the group. And I have to say that your beauty, your shining curls and Easter bonnets, your greater numbers and your sisterhood eclipse Morris in these photos so that he’s scarcely noticeable at all.

I did come across a snap of our annual picnic at Southside Park, showing the table laden with Parker House dinner rolls and potato salad and fried chicken and berry pies, and in the background the swans floating so heartrendingly on the shallow black stony river. And there in the corner of the photo is your father dressed in a crisp white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up to let in the breezes of the hot day. Seeing him, I felt for a moment such a pain in my throat, because, except on the prairie, I don’t remember him ever looking so young and strong and male…




December 6


Dear girls,

…I’m resting peacefully these nights, my sleep undisturbed by my own snoring, which seems miraculously to have disappeared, and now I wonder if it was ever caused by a physical obstruction or if in fact it was simply the roaring of my soul. Because maybe only in my sleep would I allow myself to wail and for once I bellowed louder than William and he had no means to stop me, other than to send me away…



Everywhere the lights of Christmas are appearing and already in many house windows on my route from the hospital I see the artificial trees sparkling with electricity, so full of cheer and hope. Today on my journey home, I noticed evergreen wreaths big as wagon wheels appearing on door after door of the old mansions. But when I arrived home, the street was dark. I’ve noticed in recent years that none of our young neighbours hangs out lights. Is it because this modern generation doesn’t observe Christmas? Year after year in December, I hear them calling to each other, “Happy Holidays!” or “Season’s Greetings!” as though Christmas has become a bad word. Or, being ecologically conscientious, are they simply reluctant to squander electricity? And yet, when I walk home at night, I see them in their windows with their computers sucking up rivers of electric power and shining like cold blue fires in their faces. There seems to be a computer in every room of these houses, throwing off a poisonous light. Even the mothers cooking supper abandon their steaming mixtures on the stove and go away and become distracted by some problem on a nearby monitor.

Even Harry Lang’s blue spruce isn’t wearing its usual constellation of coloured lights. As far back as I can remember, he always decorated that tree around the first day of December. Sitting on the living-room sofa, the toy section of the Sears catalogue open on their knees, dreaming of all the Christmas toys they’d never have, the children used to ask me, “When will you start baking the shortbread?” and I’d answer, “As soon as Harry Lang goes up into his attic and finds his coloured lights.”

“These are for your children, Morgan,” Harry always said when he brought out the strings and the extension cord into the snow, and then I’d reach into the fridge for a pound of butter and bring out the rolling pin and the canister of flour. “I never seem to have enough lights, Morgan,” Harry would kid me year after year. “It seems I’ve got to go out and buy another string every time you have a baby.”

“Oh, Harry, it’s just that the tree’s growing taller,” I’d tell him, and indeed, the tip of the spruce now reaches up past his rooftop. The lights were always visible from the bottom of the hill and after school the children used to climb home toward that tree, which was the neighbourhood’s bright beacon. And even after our house was empty of children, Harry continued to wind the lights round and round the branches and all these recent years I’ve felt certain that if the girls cast their thoughts at all on December twenty-fifth toward Canada, it’s the image of that tree that burns in their minds.

Tonight I kept saying to myself: I must put on my boots and coat and travel across the ice and snow to the Langs’ door or at least phone and ask: Heather, is anything wrong? Why hasn’t Harry brought out his aluminum ladder and his lights? Because if there are no coloured lights here at the top of our little hill this Christmas, I’m afraid my girls won’t turn their thoughts for even a moment to remember William and me. I pictured Harry hanging off the ladder, precarious as a circus performer, reaching to adorn the highest branch, descending and lifting the ladder and circling the tree and anchoring it once more in the snow, climbing up tirelessly because he’s at the peak of his form. Many years ago I used to watch him with pleasure, enjoying the sight of his powerful shoulders and his thick male thighs. Then Heather, standing in the wind in her neat suede boots with the soft chinchilla fur rippling around the ankles, feeding the string of lights along to Harry, would turn and, catching sight of me in the kitchen window, would wave cheerfully, making me blush with guilt at my desire. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s husband.


Dear girls,

…For a long time now I’ve suspected that your father sent me packing upstairs with my pillow not for my snoring but because of some other deep unworthiness he perceived in me. Yesterday when I was gathering together his clothes for The Cedars, I decided to remove every evidence of him and fill the downstairs drawers with my own things. My arms full of flannel gowns, cotton briefs, nylon stockings, brassieres thick with foam padding now that my breasts have shrivelled up like dried fruit, I climbed many times up to my second-floor exile and back down, grateful for the new flexibility in my limbs, for my strengthened heart and efficient lungs. Like a newborn in the birth canal, I descended the dark tunnel of the back stair toward the warmth, the sunshine and light of the first floor.

The lingering smell of your father’s oily skin clung to the bedsheets. I washed them and hung them outside where the winter cold would sterilize them. A light breeze lifted the sheets as I shot the clothesline out past the house. In the gaps between them, I thought I saw your father walking barefoot in the snow, wearing only his hospital gown, looking quite chilled and peering imploringly at me. I hurried inside, shut the door behind me and turned the lock, because, I thought, if I were to let him inside, how would I explain the excavation of his dresser drawers and my repossession of the marriage bed?

In the kitchen I shivered with apprehension and thanked God I’d had the foresight to call in a man to change the locks after Morris had duplicate keys made. But when I went out later there was no sign of your father with his blue feet and paper-thin gown flapping open over his backside in the December wind. I unfastened the stiff sheets from the line, their corners frozen in the shape of hooks, manoeuvred them awkwardly down the hallway and threw them onto the bed, where they clattered against each other like tin siding. Soon I saw that they’d thawed and softened and I was able to tuck them in tight around the mattress and make my bed ready for the night…




December 7

Conte drove me to London today for my first visit to The Cedars.

“Shall I come up with you, Morgan?” he asked me in the car.

“You were so fond of William, Conte. Why don’t you just be content to remember him the way he was?” I said, and his face flooded with relief. “Park here in the sun and read your newspaper. I won’t be more than a couple of hours.”

They’d put William on the third floor of The Cedars and to reach him I had to travel along hallway after hallway gleaming with new tiles and wide enough for a king and his retinue to sweep down. These passages were endless and built in dizzying curves, and soon I was convinced I’d completed several circuits without arriving at the right place. Everything at The Cedars is constructed on a grand scale, with mammoth heating pipes arching overhead and metal stairways climbing up through empty space to lofts and catwalks, all painted in primary colours. Light pours in everywhere through skylights and solariums and glass-roofed corridors. By the time I reached the right room, I was wondering if we were worthy of this palace of glass and steel and if William was thinking of the poor taxpayer’s dollar squandered on this extravagant factory.

William was in a ward with three other men, though the room was big enough for ten beds and was so empty and cold and clean that for a moment I longed for the dim and claustrophobic comforts of Second East. When I saw the light flooding in on the beds I thought at first: surely this sunshine will heal William and the heat will force new life into him. But then I stood beside him and saw that the harsh light only exposed him mercilessly and revealed how wasted he’d become. I hadn’t thought it possible for him to grow thinner but now he was truly a skeleton, with his bones pushing so hard through his translucent skin that they seemed to shine like fluorescent light tubes. I thought of the expression: An old man is a bedful of bones.

The beds were broader at The Cedars, the sheets whiter, the blankets new and thick and dyed sky blue. William looked quite lost in the larger bed. He turned away when he saw me. When I walked round to the other side of the bed, he turned his back on me once more.

“We’ve made the best decision, bringing you here, William,” I said firmly. “We talked about it. Remember?” At that point an orderly came in and took away William’s untouched lunch tray. “You must eat your food and get better, William. What good will it do you to starve yourself? How will refusing to eat ever get you home? They’re giving you only a month here to begin to rehabilitate. Every moment is precious.”

I went and stood at a bank of big windows and looked out at the land sloping gently down into a valley and I was sufficiently restored by the view of parkland and a river and a distant winding black road with cars travelling on it so steadily and smoothly and intelligently that I was able to turn back to him and say a little more positively, “You can’t help but get better in this place, William. It’s so modern and they’re probably very smart and advanced here.”

Presently the head nurse came in and introduced herself. She was fiftyish, a powerful-looking woman, masculine in build, with iron grey hair and the no-nonsense demeanour of a military commander. She wore not a nurse’s uniform, but street clothes, an ordinary skirt and a thick sweater that emphasized her stocky silhouette. Why is it, I wanted to ask her, that no one dresses any more for their roles? Still, I had the impression she runs a tight ship.

I said to her, “This must be what hospitals are like in heaven. So beautiful and clean.”

She gave me a stern look. “I’m not sure what they told you where you came from but we don’t perform miracles here. Your husband is very weak, Mrs. Hazzard. His energy is low and his muscles are atrophied because he hasn’t walked for two months. It will take all his resources and all of ours to show results.”

“Do they have success here with patients like my husband?” I asked her.

“Many recover,” she answered unhelpfully.

“Well enough to go home?”

“Some of them.”

“My daughter tells me I haven’t been asking the right questions.”

At that, her face softened a little. “Daughters aren’t always helpful, are they?” she said gently.

I met the young man they’ve put in charge of William, a Dr. Adamson. He’s tall and slight, with a woman’s thick, curly eyelashes. My first thought on seeing him was: How can this slender child/man be strong enough to save William? He wore a striped shirt and a flowered tie and a soft cardigan, like Perry Como. Why are you wearing these clothes, I wanted to ask him, and not a white lab coat? Why don’t you try to look more like a real doctor?

“Your husband is rehabilitatable, Mrs. Hazzard,” he said unconvincingly, as though it were something he’d learned to recite from a medical textbook. “It’s just a question of mind over matter. This is the finest rehab facility in the entire country. It’s state-of-the-art.”

Observing his beautiful eyes and smooth cheeks, I began to think that if he had long curly hair he’d very much resemble the calendar Jesus: the slenderness of shoulders and chest, the pampered hands, the professional manicure, the narcissism. Narcissism and weakness. He’d be no more use to William than the pin-up Christ at home, blinded now these weeks by the punishment I’d given him, his nose pressed hard against the kitchen wallpaper.


Dear girls,

…The advantage of the hedgeless, fenceless, treeless days of your childhood was that in the family photographs it’s possible to see clear to the next block. The world seemed a vast place then, whereas now they say that, with the faxes and computers and all the modern technology I see at the library, the globe has become a small neighbourhood. But if this is so, where, I ask you, is the sound of the human voice?…




December 8


Dear Mother,

… I had a breakdown while in the jungle and have settled for a while in Djakarta in order to receive medical help. My psychiatrist says I’ll never conquer my depression until I address the problem of coming from such a large family — until I begin to understand how that damaged me…how it marked me for life to grow up as one of many, just another face in the crowd at the supper table…another arrival in the parade of babies. What on earth were you and Dad thinking of, Mother? You knew you’d never have the means to support a family that size! Couldn’t you have practised a little self-restraint? Or used something to prevent pregnancy? Other women back then were resourceful enough to get a hold of contraceptives — condoms? diaphragms? sponges dipped in vinegar? I don’t know…whatever was available in those days. But of course the pope wouldn’t have approved, would he? Funny how the church always preached so relentlessly about the soul, when it hadn’t the faintest idea what a soul was. Don’t you know the soul has to do with the heart and the gut? It’s not about morals or obedience at all. The soul isn’t some vessel — some sort of sterile specimen jar — we carry around inside us, to be filled up with God’s useless grace when we act the way he wants us to…

Sincerely,

Agnes




December 10


Dear girls,

…Your husband has a serious staph infection, Mrs. Hazzard, the nurses told me today at the hospital. You musn’t come in contact with the bacteria. They’re highly contagious. You must wear a pair of surgical gloves when you’re around him. There’s a box of them on his night table. He’s spitting up the phlegm. It’s good for him to do this. It’ll help clear his lungs. When it appears, just gather it up in these tissues and put them in the special sack taped to the foot of his bed.

And indeed, girls, your father was quite gripped by the congestion. A growling, barking noise in his throat seemed to help him cough up the mucous. I found the sound he made unnerving. It was like the complaint of a wild animal. I tried to assist. I leaned over him, witnessed the phlegm pouring from his lips, green and stringy, a great clot of it jiggling and spilling out of the tissues, like a jellyfish live from the sea. My gloved hands grew slippery with the discharge. Soon the sight of these poisons oozing out of your father’s old body had me gagging. The whole room began to tilt. The tissues dropped from my hand and I felt myself falling sideways.

Good heavens, Mrs. Hazzard! cried an alarmed nurse who, waddling into the room on short fat legs, saw me staggering at an angle, about to crash into a wall. She carried a tray of medications. As she gripped my elbow the tray slid sideways and all the tiny paper cups went spinning through the air like parachutes, the pills bouncing across the floor, reminding me of the Mexican jumping beans you girls used to set dancing and somersaulting in the palms of your hands.

The nurse, who looked solid as a mountain, had some difficulty supporting me. She bore up the dead weight of my body as though I were a cumbersome sack of hospital laundry made leaden with human wastes. Over the years I’ve become a flimsy frame, like the skeleton of a house whose siding has been torn off by seasons of rain and wind and unfriendly weathers. I wouldn’t have thought that I could present a significant burden, especially to such a quantity of woman as this nurse. She had a face round as a moon and I saw her eyes grow large with the effort to support me, beads of perspiration springing out like pearls on her upper lip.

The nurse steered me on rubbery legs toward the bathroom. There I sank down on the linoleum floor, my body both cold and hot with sweat and trembling all over. How, I wondered, had I become such a weak and cowardly woman? I pressed my forehead against the cool porcelain rim of the toilet. The nurse fumbled at my throat, unfastened the button at the neck of my blouse, pulling the collar away, letting the air in. She pressed a wet cloth against the back of my neck.

Breathe deeply, Mrs. Hazzard, she ordered. Fill your lungs, she said, but there was, understandably, a tinge of resentment in her voice, because I wasn’t, after all, her charge, was I? I knew she must be cursing me, for hadn’t my swimming head, my giddiness knocked her off balance, scattering her careful assemblage of medications far and wide? I sensed her counting in her mind the number of pills she’d measured out into the miniature paper cups and thinking she’d have to get down on her fleshy knees and crawl awkwardly under the beds in search of them, pushing aside the IV poles and the meal tables and the wastebaskets and the oxygen tanks until she’d accounted for every last capsule.

Eventually the shaking and the queasiness stopped and I was able to rise, my joints burning, my knees popping with the effort of lifting myself up. I crept back into the room, meek with shame, and stood at the window. I couldn’t bear to look at your father, at his neck thin as a Coke bottle, his shoulder blades like rudimentary wings under his cotton nightgown. His meagre body, so ancient and brittle, resembled an unearthed and primitive man. A fossil man. I wondered what he thought of my performance.

I looked down at the white tableau of valley, river, road, at the parkway curving beautifully through the bowl of the hills, its asphalt now slick with melt and black and gleaming like a dark river, cars flowing along it smoothly as boats, sliding so silently in their effortless journeys. If only I could ride away in one of them, I thought. If only I could escape…




December 11

We’ve had another big storm. For twenty-four hours, the snow came down, viscous as paint, wet flakes the size of saucers. Last night when I went to retrieve the evening paper at suppertime, I found the wind had driven so much snow against the front door that it wouldn’t budge. Sitting close to the television, I saw footage of the storm, cars spun out into highway ditches or abandoned in rural snowdrifts, their occupants carried off in police cruisers to emergency shelters. This morning the sun was shining but everywhere the snow was piled deep. I walked from window to window looking out at the deep white sea. At least today I wouldn’t have to go to The Cedars.

Soon after breakfast, however, I noticed shovelfuls of snow flying through the air. Peering out, I saw Conte toiling away at the porch steps. I raised the kitchen window a little.

“Leave it, Conte!” I called out. “Leave it! It’s too much accumulation. You’ll pull a muscle. I’ll pay someone to remove it. I’ll start calling.”

“I can’t leave you buried in there, Morgan,” he objected, flinging more snow over his shoulder. His toque and his dark wool coat were covered with white.

“Think of your heart, Conte. Think of your back.”

“What if there were a fire, Morgan? What if you fell ill and needed an ambulance? I’ll just tackle the porch. I’ll clear away enough to free you.”

After some time, I heard the shovel hit the porch surface, scraping over the concrete steps. Finally, there was a knock at the front door and when I gave it a push, it opened easily. Conte stood there, triumphant, his shovel set aside against the porch rail. He held out my newspaper to me.

“It’s still readable, Morgan. I knocked the snow off it and put it inside my coat while I was shovelling.”

I took it from him, but he lingered, awkward, tongue-tied, expectant, so I said, “Come in for a moment and warm up, Conte,” and he stepped across the threshold while I was still in mid-sentence.

“That spot of tea you offered me after I drove you to The Cedars, Morgan,” he said shyly. “I didn’t have time to indulge. It would hit the spot right about now.”

I could smell the cold coming off his pea jacket, the lonely scent of winter. He pulled off his old cracked leather gloves, stamped his rubber galoshes on the thin, stained hall broadloom, bent and pulled down the heavy metal zippers and pried the boots off. He hung his coat on a nearby hook. In the kitchen, he stood over the teapot, rubbing his hands as though before a log fire.

“Anything you’d like me to get out for you while I’m here?” he said, looking around. “Christmas decorations? Do you have an artificial tree?”

“I won’t decorate, Conte. I don’t feel the need. There’ll be no one here but me.”

“Won’t Morris come down? Or you go to him?”

“I haven’t been invited, Conte. And even if I were, I don’t know if I’d go. Their Christmas is so full of prayer, even a Catholic couldn’t endure it.”

“Why don’t you come over to us, then? Spend it with Vivien and me? Betty and Jim and the grandchildren will be here. Though I have to tell you, the pack of them are noisy. Of course this doesn’t bother Vivien at all. But after a while I confess I find the bedlam raising my blood pressure.”

“It’s a kind invitation, Conte, but I’ll be quite content on my own.”

I sat down at one end of the sofa. Conte took the armchair opposite. He drank his tea down quickly, then was up on his feet looking out the window.

“William’s not coming back to his gardens, is he, Morgan?” he said without turning around.

“I think it unlikely.”

“You’ve been telling us he would.”

“I wanted to protect you. You and Harry. I didn’t think you needed to hear bad news before it was absolutely necessary. Why make you fret and worry? I didn’t want you dwelling on it. It’s bad for the health. When you get to be our age, Conte, death can be contagious.”

“You’ve put on a brave front, Morgan. But we’ve known all along that William wasn’t improving. It was in your face. In your walk. The way you looked when you came home from the hospital. Vivien and I watched you every day from our windows. So did Harry and Heather. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

Conte’s hands were in and out of his trouser pockets, jingling the change nervously.

“Don’t let me keep you, Conte,” I said.

“Keep me?”

“You seem restless. You’re anxious to get home.”

“I’ve only Vivien to go back to.”

“She’s a fine woman.”

“When one person in a marriage can’t hear, Morgan, you simply will never speak a common language.”

“Why did you marry a deaf woman, Conte?”

“I was never very good at expressing my thoughts, Morgan. I was a stutterer as a boy. When I met Vivien, she didn’t require me to speak. At the time, I wasn’t a person who needed to be heard. What I found out is that Vivien is so self-reliant that she doesn’t really need me. She is by virtue of her handicap an inward-turning person. But sometimes, Morgan — sometimes I think the silence will kill me.”

Suddenly he was sitting close beside me on the sofa, his hands, burning with the heat of the house, wrapped around mine. Surprised, I looked down, saw the hair growing on them, thick as grass.

“Do you know what I wish, Morgan?” he said fervently. “I wish I could just sit here with you. Not simply for this moment. I mean forever.”

“Forever?”

“I have deep feelings for you, Morgan.”

“It’s just that you miss William, Conte.”

“No. That’s not it at all. I wouldn’t have wished the stroke on William. But I can’t say I’m not glad of the opportunity to be alone with you. Did you never wonder why I don’t go up to visit William when I drive you to The Cedars? I admired him, don’t get me wrong. But we were never kindred spirits. It’s you, Morgan, who fascinates me. I only befriended William in order to get closer to you. We’d be talking in the driveway and I’d pray that you’d come out onto the porch to shake out a dust mop — anything, so that I could say hello. Morgan —” he sighed, “— I’ve loved you for years. I —”

“Oh, Conte —” I interrupted, because he sounded like such a hopeless old fool.

“Please, Morgan,” he said, squeezing my hands gently. “Hear me out. This isn’t something recent. It goes back a long way. Forty years ago, I’d stand at our living-room window whenever I got the chance, or out in our yard at a corner of the house — anywhere you wouldn’t notice me — and I’d just watch you. Hanging out the laundry or doing something for one of your children. You were so beautiful it nearly stopped my heart. Forgive me for blurting all of this out. I don’t want to frighten you. But if I could just give you an idea. If I could only make you understand. I had to tell you all this, Morgan. I’ve wanted to tell you for years. Have you ever heard it said that the things we truly regret at the end of life aren’t the things we did but the things we didn’t do?”

He turned to me, his body full of sad apology, and slipped his arms around my waist, his soft gut pressing against me. I permitted him to do this. I felt him trembling like a child. Men’s courage is all a sham. I smelled his maleness, his perspiration — the efforts of shovelling the porch — tinged with the sourness of old age. He leaned toward me, his breath hot in my face. I didn’t pull away. I waited for what would happen. No protest at all within me. No shock either, which troubled me slightly at the frontiers of my conscience. I realized it was decades since I’d been kissed. William had abandoned the practice decades ago. Couples do. At some point in a marriage, kissing becomes too intimate an act, too complete a forfeiture of the self, whereas intercourse can be full of lying and deceit, it can be performed with perfect guile and treachery.

Conte’s lips were sweet, femininely so. He kissed me many times over on my mouth, my forehead, my cheeks, his touch at first soft, light as the wind, then growing bolder, overwhelming me. One thick Scottish hand slid slowly down over my breast, the fingers, thick as roots, cupping the small fullness there. Something flickered up out of my gut, a palpable longing, vague memories of splendour, of pleasurable sin. I felt myself shaking with some kind of forgotten need, willing to give in to its powers, appalled at some level by the eagerness of my own flesh. Oh, weak weak weak was I! My loins immediately pulsing with an absurd, elderly lust, my old shameless genitalia, slack and darkened with age like scraps of stained leather, swelling suddenly with excitement, with desire. Stupid, foolish flesh! But stop him? No. Never! Never stop the exploring, trespassing hand of a man. Why? Why?

Conte’s ears, burned by the December wind, had turned red. I reached up and touched one of them tenderly, thinking suddenly of all the years Morris had wept girls’ tears when he came home from his paper route in the deep freeze of winter, his fingers, toes, ears — all his extremities — frozen, and only the piles of snow boots and his sisters’ jackets, hung in a row on the front-hall hooks, to greet him while he struggled with his coat buttons and in the kitchen his mother spooned out potatoes and beef gravy.

At that very moment, the front door opened and out of the winter stepped Morris carrying a large package wrapped in silver and blue and crowned with a stiff bow. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw us there on the couch, caught in all the fervour of our embrace, glorified by the hot sun flooding in on us through the window, the sheer curtains shot aside to admit the winter light. Astonished by the spectacle, he forgot to close the door behind him. A cold draft swept into the room. Over his face came a look of revulsion, his upper lip curling back in disgust. Passion in the elderly, it seems, is obscene.

At the sight of Morris, Conte released me and leapt up guiltily from the couch. He stood awkwardly for a moment, shuffling on his feet, shamefaced, his eyes cast down on the carpet.

“I’d better go,” he said, his brazenness evaporated now, his ardour fizzled. He skulked past Morris. Quickly, he pulled on his boots, his coat. “Goodbye, Morgan,” he said apologetically, then nodded stiffly at Morris and left.

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” I said after Conte had gone. “It’s not what you think.”

“I know what I saw, Mom,” Morris answered. “A person doesn’t have to be a genius to figure this out. How long has this been going on? Were you doing it way back when we were kids?” He was wearing his bulky parka with the fur-trimmed hood.

“Don’t be silly,” I told him. “Conte was just feeling emotional.”

“I could see that.”

“He’s upset about your father’s condition.”

“He has a funny way of showing it.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Morris. It was perfectly spontaneous.”

“Sin often is.”

“It has nothing to do with the past. It was just an innocent embrace. An impulse.”

“I suppose this is why you stuck Dad in The Cedars. To get rid of him. To leave you free to carry on with Conte.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“I have to tell you that I’m appalled.”

“I’m not interested in your moral outrage, Morris,” I said. Despite his words of disapproval, I detected in his face a deep satisfaction — there is nothing an evangelist likes better than to discover sin. But was there something further in his expression? The envy of the spectator?

“This is something the whole family needs to know about. I’ve got to call everyone. I have an obligation to tell them what you’ve been up to.”

“Go right ahead, if you can find them. Go and shout it from the North Pole, for all I care.”

He turned to leave, pausing for a moment to put the Christmas gift grudgingly on the hall table.

“Olive picked this out,” he said bitterly. “I don’t suppose you’ll appreciate it. I don’t suppose you’ll use it at all.”

“I don’t know, Morris,” I said reasonably. “I won’t know until I open it. I’ll try to like it. I will.”

The wind howled and shook the windows when I climbed into bed tonight. A cold draft filtered through the frame, chilling the room. I burrowed down under the covers. Soon my hands were moving over my body, unfamiliar with its contours as a spaceman with the surface of Mars. My fingers slipped across my collarbones, fine ancient arcs of bone, then slid down over my breasts, tracked the sensitive spongy gall bladder scar running from sternum to navel. I spread my hands, ran them with pleasure over my soft belly, over my hip bones, taking an unfamiliar, a sublime joy in my old loose flesh, in the lustre, the radiance of my sweating skin, reaching, entering at last the wiry nest between my legs.


Dear Mother,

I’ve just returned from a trip to Kathmandu with a friend. Her mother joined us there for two weeks. This mother is quite amazing. Like you, she had a large family — six children. Of course, she was married to a successful businessman and had help with the children — but that’s neither here nor there. She has such style and energy, I took her at first for a woman of forty rather than sixty-eight. She’s never home. She flies from continent to continent, from child to child. You can’t keep her in one place. And although she’s an alcoholic and had several affairs while her husband was still alive and is admittedly a little flaky, I can’t help but fiercely admire her (no, perhaps I in fact respect her for these very behaviours) and envy my friend, wishing I’d had a more adventurous mother. I believe I could climb Mount Kanchenjunga and it wouldn’t tire me as much as coming home to see you. I’m still weary from my last visit. Do you know how utterly exhausting it is to go for a walk with someone who moves as slowly as you do? And it’s such an effort just to get you out of the house, even for a simple stroll to the park. You can’t expect people who’ve ventured all over the world to come home and sit day in and day out at the kitchen table…

Louise




December 12


Dear girls,

…Today on my daily walk, I found myself approaching what I was almost certain was the towering Victorian house where Dr. Peter Merchant makes his office and home. Just as I drew abreast of it, a woman came stumbling down the icy porch steps. I could hear her weeping uncontrollably. When she reached the sidewalk, I touched her shoulder.

Have you just gone blind? I asked. Her hands, covering her face, fluttered like two thin old birds.

I don’t even know where I am, she said, or how to get home.

I’ll hail you a cab, I told her.

But I want to die, she said.

You mustn’t feel alone, I told her. There’s an army of us out here. People with oceans of blood raging behind their eyes.

I stepped off the sidewalk and thrust my arm into the sky, blind myself to whether there was a cab in the vicinity. Yet, I held my ground, like the Statue of Liberty with her torch uplifted, every bit as solid and fearless while, behind me, the blinded woman trembled fearfully like an immigrant about to enter a foreign country. Suddenly a car swung toward us, throwing a wave of slush against our ankles. I opened the door and guided the woman in.

I can’t go on, she told me.

It’s not as bad as it seems, I reassured her. You’ll find ways of knowing the world that you never imagined possible. Here. I think I have a pen with me. I’ll scribble down my phone number. Get someone to read it for you. You must call me. Remember what I said! I shouted after her as the cab pulled away. An army of us!…




December 13


Dear girls,

Today I went back to the library hoping to wish the miniature woman the best of the season. In the tiled foyer they’ve erected a thirty-foot Christmas tree, soaring up as though alive, fresh and piney, through the winding staircase, which is woven with fragrant boughs and splashed with red velvet bows. I climbed round and round, up past the tinselled branches toward a noise like a tropical rain, then realized it was only the steady music of the young library patrons on the computer keyboards. I searched near the shelves of oversized books and in and out among the expensive mahogany stacks but nowhere could I find the trembly woman with the wobbly head. I went to a young man planted behind a desk, clicking away at his computer.

There was a small elderly woman here once, I told him, able to lift immense books. She helped me search for my children.

He looked at me as though I were not only insane but too ancient to have children lost in a library.

There was never an old woman here, he told me.

With red hair? I insisted. A full head of it? Marvellously thick? Copper bright? She was tiny and energetic. Courageous, I added, though I’m not sure this younger generation understands the word.

Nobody like that, he answered.

You must be new, then, I told him, not to have seen her. Have you just started here?

Lady, he said impatiently, I’ve been working a year in this section and I’ve never seen anybody like that. I know all the staff we’ve got. This isn’t a big place. There are only a dozen of us. Anyway, they wouldn’t have kept somebody that old on. They got rid of all the throwbacks when the computers arrived. Out with the old, in with the new. We’re modern here now. We need young people. People with self-confidence and up-to-date skills and energy.

Had my previous visit been a dream? I went to the window and looked out onto the courtyard, searching for the woman with the cold stone breasts, remembering the naked curve of her back, the long smooth valley of her spine, her white buttocks like two firm globes, her hair twisted in a heavy marble braid. But I saw nothing other than benches, thick as coffins now with their cargo of snow. I returned to the young man.

Was there never a stone statue out there? I asked him. Bending to her bath? I know I saw one.

Are you feeling all right? the boy said. Do you think you should go home and lie down? He was dismissive, like all the young people these days, who seem to think they invented Life. He was very tall. His big feet jutted out from under the desk, in danger of tripping patrons going by. If he’d unfolded himself from his chair I’m sure he would have stood nearly seven feet.

Do you ever get up from that desk and help people find things? I asked him.

He said, This is a self-serve area. People are expected to use the terminals and find their own books. We’re not required to lift anything heavy. It’s in the union contract…




December 14

Yesterday afternoon the temperature dropped to twenty-five below and every hour the roof beams cracked and shouted with the cold until it seemed the whole house would split apart. After supper, I went from room to room closing the curtains to hold the heat inside. Upstairs in the rear bedroom, I looked down onto the backyard and saw the sinuous branches of the felled Wife Tree glazed with moonlight. It made me think of the day many years ago when William pruned her back hard, destroying forever her lovely shape.

We had an early spring that year and in April William could smell the damp thawed earth, the fragrant soil. It was a perfume that always drove him wild, made him yearn for the prairie. At the time he was employed at Dominion Textiles, riding a bike to work at seven each morning because the car had been repossessed, coasting downhill into the dappled light of the historic town sleeping still beneath the giant maples. Gliding down into those quiet streets, past the venerable turreted and towered and shuttered and weather-vaned houses. Past the blood-red-steepled and copper-roofed churches. Past the war monument and the stone fences and the grand old parks. Past the cemetery and into the turn-of-the-century working-class soot-stained row housing and over the railway tracks to the cluster of factories.

“Those factory walls,” he’d tell me every night, anguished, pacing the kitchen. “There’s no natural light. The place is nearly windowless. I can’t stand it. I grew up with a sky overhead the size of — of heaven, Morgan. I feel like I’m going to explode when I’m in there. I’m not made for indoor work.”

One day he arrived home in the middle of the afternoon with a bloody nose.

“What are you doing home early?” I asked him. “What’s happened?”

“I’ve been let go,” he said, avoiding my eyes.

“Why is your nose bleeding? Were you in another fight?”

“I had a little dust-up,” he admitted sheepishly.

“Who started it this time? Was it you again? Did you take the first swing?”

“I don’t remember.”

“I suppose someone just looked at you the wrong way. That was all. It doesn’t take much, does it?”

“I’m not worried.”

“Well, I am. I’ve got five dollars in my purse. That’s all the money we have.”

“I’ll find something else.”

“Where? Where will you find it? Men are losing their jobs everywhere and you throw yours away over a fight. In the meantime, what do you expect me to feed our children? What will we eat?”

“Potatoes, Morgan,” he said. “We can always survive on potatoes.”

Over the following weeks, he showed no sign of looking for a job. One morning I put on my hat and coat.

“Where are you going?” he asked me.

“There’s a Mass at ten o’clock,” I told him. “I’m going to church and pray that you’ll find work.”

“Oh, prayer will do us a lot of good,” he said sarcastically. “That’ll save the day, won’t it? Maybe you should write to the pope.”

He went down to the basement, returned with shears, the power saw.

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

“I’ve got some pruning to take care of,” he said. “The Wife Tree needs cutting back.”

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked. “Her shape is perfect the way it is.”

“She’s spreading too much. She’s throwing shade on the Man Tree.”

“But she’s in flower. This isn’t the time to prune her.”

The girls had left for school, except for Merilee, who was sleeping off a hangover. She’d come home late, sick from an evening in a tavern. She was sixteen, drinking under the legal age, using borrowed identification. William had taken the strap to her before she went to bed, striking her on the palms of her hands. It was the first time he’d strapped anyone other than Morris.

“Why is Morris still home?” I asked William before leaving for church.

“I need him to help me with the pruning.”

“He shouldn’t miss school,” I protested. “He needs educating just as much as the girls.”

“A day off won’t hurt him. Nothing stays in that head of his, anyway.”

I set off for church. The last thing I saw when I looked over my shoulder was Morris gripping the ladder with his big hands while William ascended it, carrying the power saw, his head disappearing into the branches of the Wife Tree, into the recesses of her fragrant blooms.

“Hold the ladder still!” I heard him bark at Morris as I walked away down the street. “I said, hold it steady, goddamn it!”

Although it was late April and warm, with the heat of the day rising, it seemed, right out of the earth, the season in the church was still winter, the stained glass windows shutting out the perfume of the rhododendrons and the song of the chickadees. The icy pew pressed against my thighs, cold radiated off the terrazzo floors. The clanging communion bell shook the poor frigid barefoot saints on the walls, their blue toes curling over shallow ledges. Looking up at the naked Christ on the Cross, I saw the bronze blood pouring from his lanced side, saw it blooming like orchids in the palms of his hands.

At the altar rail, the priest pressed the brittle host onto my tongue. It snapped in two, melting like snow in my mouth. I thought of the white blossoms of the Wife Tree and pictured the petals, loosened by William’s assault, snowing down on Morris. Gazing up at the fresh wound in Christ’s side, at the fleshy opening, I suddenly had a premonition of disaster. I saw the power saw slip from William’s hands, fly toward Morris, slice his head in two, like a watermelon cleanly split open, its red meaty fruit glistening. Leaving the church, I hurried home, the papery taste of the communion host still fresh on my tongue.

Behind the house I found the Wife Tree cut back hard, like a woman with her long hair sheared off. As I’d feared, the yard was deserted, the ladder toppled over, ribbons of blood decorating its rungs and spattered against the slender tree trunk. With her healthy branches scattered all around me, their tiny petals thrown across the long grass, I wept until I thought I’d split down the middle like a tree struck by lightning. I stood beneath the Wife Tree and shed what felt like a lifetime of tears. And yet, for what did I weep? For the Wife Tree’s dismemberment, the destruction of her beauty? For the idea of Morris with his poor small brain split open: for my lost son? Did I weep because we never love, do we, until it’s too late? Or because my husband was bent on injury?

Finally, when I felt cleansed, destroyed by my own tears, I heard a footstep rustle in the long grass and, whirling around, I found Morris before me, whole and unharmed, his head in one piece. Not dead at all.

You might have thought that, when this son of mine miraculously appeared, sound and unmaimed, my tears of grief would have swelled into a cataract of joy, that I would have thrown myself at him like a lover or at least reached up and, wondrous, touched his head where I’d imagined it cleaved in two. But at the sight of him, the sorrows dried up in me like a desert lake and my grieving heart turned to sand.

“Morris, what is this blood?” I asked him as we stood under the dismembered Wife Tree.

“There was an accident,” he said. “The saw slipped. Have you seen Merilee? She was supposed to look for Dad’s fingers. He reached too far, Mom. I said to him, ‘Shouldn’t we move the ladder over, Dad? You’re going to fall.’ I could see it wasn’t safe. ‘Just let me get this one last branch,’ he said. It was a high one he wanted. I couldn’t hold him. The ladder started to tilt. Everything toppled. The fingers were sheared off. They flew past my ear like hummingbirds. You should have seen the blood, Mom. Dad was wild with the pain. I got him into the house. Sat him down in the kitchen and called a taxi.

“When he caught sight of Dad’s hand, the driver didn’t want to let us into the cab. ‘What the hell?’ he said. ‘You never said nuthin’ about blood,’ he said. He tried to lock the door, to keep us out. But I forced my way in and made the bastard drive. ‘Jesus Christ!’ he said when he saw the blood on his car seat. ‘You sons o’ bitches!’ he shouted at us and took a corner on two wheels.”

Morris looked tired, weary as an old man, his face streaked with blood, his clothes stained red. The Wife Tree’s white flower petals were caught in his big ears and inside his shirt collar.

“When they saw Dad’s hand, the nurses in Emergency stampeded us like a herd of cattle,” he said. “They gave Dad a shot to ease the pain, something strong. Morphine maybe. It calmed him down pretty fast. He started to float away. That scared me a little. I thought he might drift off for good. I wanted to stick with him but they closed the operating-room door in my face. In a little while a man came out wearing gloves and a mask. An Indian. Not from Canada. From India, I mean. And I thought: I hope Dad didn’t catch sight of this guy before he went under.

“But you could tell he was kind, this doctor. He pulled his face mask down to talk to me. I saw that his lips were lavender. His teeth were white as pearls. He smiled at me and put a hand gently on my shoulder. He said, ‘You’re the son? Did you see the accident? Were you there? How did it happen? Have you any idea if the fingers are intact? Is there someone who could find them? Somebody still at the scene? Tell them to look well. It’s worth a careful search. There’s a good possibility we could sew them back on. Those severed endings seek each other. They want to fuse. The human body, you know, is quite miraculous.’

“The kitchen,” Morris told me apologetically. “It’s a mess. I’m sorry. We were in there making a tourniquet. There’s blood everywhere. Someone’ll have to clean it up.”

“It’s all right.”

“What the hell happened to Merilee?” he said, looking toward the house, his brow furrowed. “She was supposed to call the hospital. I phoned over and told her to go out and look for the fingers in the grass. I guess she didn’t find anything. Jesus Christ,” he said, pressing his forehead against the trunk of the Wife Tree. Was this the first time I’d noticed his thinness? The washboard chest, the slouch of his shoulders?

“How many fingers?” I asked.

“Three,” he said. “Three and a half, I guess.”

“Did he have to prune so many branches?”

“I told him he was going too far. I told him he was destroying the tree, but that only made him more determined.”

At the hospital that night, William said, “I’m so tired, Morgan. I feel as if I’ve lived my whole life today.” He sighed and looked out the window, his jaw tightening with anger. “If Morris had held that goddamned ladder steady —”

“You can’t blame him, William,” I said.

“If he had a brain in his head, if he could pay attention for more than two minutes.”

“William, can’t you just leave him alone?”

“They wheeled me into the operating room, Morgan,” he told me later. “The lights were so bright in there, I thought it must be heaven. By that time I was off my head with the morphine. They put a goddamned Indian onto me.”

“Oh, William,” I sighed wearily.

“What kind of training do you think he’d have? India’s practically a Third World country, Morgan. Do you know what the hospitals are like over there? Primitive. Full of germs. Why would they put a brown bastard like that in a Canadian hospital? Haven’t we got enough white doctors around here to take care of us? ‘Don’t let that Indian son of a bitch near me,’ I warned them just before they put me under.”


December 15


Dear girls,

…As I told you, I don’t go to Sunday Mass any more and as a rule I don’t venture anywhere near the church on my daily walks, not wanting to think of all the hours, the years of my life I wasted on my knees worrying about my soul while forgetting about my heart. But today, distracted by your father’s condition, I found myself approaching the church rectory. At that moment, who should come out of the front door but Anna Six! I hadn’t seen her since I was cut out of the bridge group. At one time, blaming myself for every slight and damage and betrayal that might occur in my life, I’d have run guiltily in the opposite direction, ashamed of the passion that made me throw the paperweight. But today I quickened my pace and gained on her. Anna! I said from behind, in a kindly tone.

She whirled around, her face swept with fear. She gulped air.

I can’t talk to you, Morgan, she told me breathlessly. It’s the group, she said, glancing nervously up and down the street. The group would accuse me of breaking rank.

But I only wanted to say hello, I said. I wanted to apologize for the broken window.

It’s a risk, she said. It’s a risk even to be seen with you. It’s Goodie, she said.

She’s suing me, I told her, for the stitches in her temple.

There’s more to it than that, Anna said. Oh, dear, I’m not supposed to discuss it. There’s so much you don’t know, Morgan, she said, hurrying away. So much you don’t know…




December 16


Dear girls,

…Your father wept when I left him at the hospital after he lost his fingers. I’m sorry, Morgan, he said.

Hush, William, I told him.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry, he repeated over and over. What was he sorry for? For his violation of the Wife Tree? For the lost fingers? Or for something else, something we’d misplaced together a long time before but neither of us could name?

At the moment when the tears began to pour down your father’s face, I’d been about to disappear into the hallway, take the elevator to the ground floor, walk home in blessed solitude through the soft night. I didn’t say — as I might have liked to — I didn’t say: Is there not a time, William, when sorrow is too late? All I wanted was to run home to our empty double bed, where there was now room enough for me to dream of the Indian doctor.

Because, earlier that day, I’d met him in the hospital, the Indian doctor, a tall, slender man who seemed to float toward me down the corridor like a prophet in white vestments. He spoke so softly about your father’s hand, his voice full of wonder at the human body.

The bone stumps on Mr. Hazzard’s hand were sharp, he told me. I had to file them down, then stretch the skin over. There wasn’t much to work with. But skin is elastic. It will fuse beautifully. It was the three middle fingers your husband lost. The tip of the baby finger went too. But he’s still got the thumb. The thumb came away undamaged. We can thank God for that. That will be his saving. With the thumb and most of the baby finger, he’ll be able to manage. He’ll adapt fairly easily.

Poor William, I said.

Yes, he agreed. But how about you? He touched my elbow kindly. How are you doing with all of this? I’m equally concerned about how you’re coping, because when limbs are lost, even something as small as a finger, all family members go through a period of grief, especially the spouse. It’s all right, he said, you know, to cry.

Why had I no tears to weep? Not for your father. Not for myself.

If you need anyone to talk to, I’m here, he told me. Just ask for me at the desk. And your son? The boy who brought your husband to the hospital? How is he? I’ve been thinking about him all day long. Mr. Hazzard was lucky to have that boy there for support. He never left his side for a moment. I hope your husband remembers that. Later, when he recovers. Do you think he’ll remember?

The doctor’s sympathetic words spilled over my soul like honey. Hearing the fine foreign rhythm of his voice, I smelled the curries of India, saw the saffron dusts blowing, the dry heat rising in waves from the poor Asian earth. I longed to step forward, to press my body along the length of his golden skin, enter his country and never return. I observed his long beautiful fingers and wished it was me rather than William that he’d touched. I pictured him sewing with patient stitches, drawing the heavy surgical thread through the frayed epidermis, the soft brown pads of his thumb and fingers pinching, forcing William’s raw flesh together like clay over the fresh bone.

That night I dreamed of the doctor, a figure in white India cotton wrapped loosely round and round his slender body. In this dream I untwined these robes and discovered beneath them his brown limbs, his bare feet, their toes perfect and intact and polished as river stones, the nails flashing with the silver, mauve, blue of fish scales, of mother-of-pearl. In the nights of your father’s absence, I dreamed of the Indian doctor dipping his long fingers again and again into a vessel of honey, drawing them out and bringing the sweet dripping fingers to my lips.

Three days later, when your father came home from the hospital, he went straight into the backyard, squatted down like an Indian scout, ran the fingers of his good hand over the blades of grass. Behind him stood Morris, shifting nervously on his feet.

I don’t understand, your father said. They should be here. I saw them land.

They’re not here, Dad, Morris answered patiently. I told you. Merilee looked. She didn’t find anything. Maybe the squirrels got ’em. Maybe the crows.

Why didn’t you come home and find them yourself? your father asked Morris. You saw them fly when the saw slipped. You knew where to look.

I thought I should stay at the hospital. I thought you needed me there at your side.

If you’d kept the grass cut like you were supposed to, your father rebuked Morris. If the grass hadn’t been so goddamned long, he said angrily, you’d’ve seen them.

How could I do that, with the mower broken? Morris said gently. It’s been broken for over a month, Dad. Remember?

Your father held up his bandaged hand. I owe this to you, he told Morris. If you’d held on to that ladder when I asked you to. If you could keep a simple instruction in that empty head of yours. Now you listen to me. I don’t want you cutting this grass yet. I don’t want those fingers chewed up for fertilizer, d’you hear? I tell you, they were whole.

Do you remember, girls, how hard it was those first few weeks to watch your father pace the backyard, out of his mind with pain, waiting for the moment when he was permitted to swallow more morphine? He awoke that first night in a fever, gripping my arm so hard that I too cried out in pain.

The fingers are still there on my hand, Morgan, he hissed in the dark. I know it. I can feel them. They must be. They’re hot as pokers. Jesus Christ, Morgan!

Soon after he came home, he started saying, That Indian son of a bitch! He hasn’t given me enough morphine. These pills aren’t strong enough. I’m going crazy. That Indian bastard is putting me through hell. He’s killing me, he said, and when we rushed him down to the hospital, the Indian obliged him by bringing out a syringe, puncturing your father’s arm with the long needle. If they hadn’t given me a goddamned wog for a doctor, said your father right to the Indian’s face, and all I could do was to look down at the floor in shame.

The day came to remove the bandages. The doctor unravelled them slowly, revealing the hand at last, which now resembled a large blunt-headed insect with two antennae, formed by the thumb and the nicked baby finger, sticking up. I sat in the small white treatment room, where there was an examination table and a vinyl chair for me to sit on and a stool for the doctor. I watched the Indian ease the dark, tough threads out of the blue wound, snipping away patiently with his tiny surgical scissors, gently tugging with tweezers, drawing the stitches out of the fresh skin. And the longer I looked at the doctor — the longer I watched the action of his strong, skilful hands — the more my body trembled, and it seemed to me that he too — he too was trembling a little and afterward, when the nurse was swabbing the wound, the Indian doctor caught me for a moment alone in the hallway.

There’s a wonderful park near here, he said under his breath. Just west of the hospital. The old park with the iron benches. Do you know it? I go there for lunch sometimes, just to get away from the hospital, from all the illness here. I find it a healing place. Healing for the soul. I’m going there tomorrow, Wednesday. I’ll arrive at twelve o’clock sharp. Do you think you could be there? Could you get away? To meet me? Is this something you think you’d like? Such a park at noon? You’ll be there, won’t you?

Your father joked bravely about his hand as we walked home from the hospital. It reminds me of the accidents we used to have on the farms out west. That’s a real prairie hand, Morgan, he said with forced pride, holding it up. But later, when I looked out the bedroom window, I saw him sitting in the backyard, cradling the bad hand in the good one and weeping, his head bent, his shoulders shaking, grieving not only for the fingers but probably for all the stupid careless wasteful unnecessary losses of his life.

It was about this time that we saw the last of the Canada geese. They flew over the house around lunchtime, flock after flock, forming their keen arrows pointing north. Your father had always loved the sight of them, admiring the genius of their formation, moved by their brave, plaintive cry. At one time, when he heard them coming, he would have run out of the house, leapt, lithe and excited as a boy, down the porch steps, gazed up with envy at their numbers, their stamina, their freedom to fly away. But now, drunk with morphine, stretched out in a canvas chair in the backyard, he pressed his eyes closed as the geese passed over, thinking perhaps of the hummingbirds that flew away.

And so, while the hummingbirds skimmed across your father’s eyelids, and while the geese winged their way overhead, their long necks stretched northward, their cries calling to me of both longing and ecstasy, I too made my passage north, past the stone mansions, past the hospital and on to the hundred-year-old park. My bra strap freshly repaired with a safety pin, vanilla extract dabbed behind my ears for scent, the satin slip I’d worn under my wedding dress, preserved all these years in the bottom of a drawer, clinging now to my perspiring body, I walked toward high noon on the first Wednesday in May.

On the park bench, which was intricately wrought with iron roses and larks, the Indian doctor placed his hand on my thigh. At first I thought: This is all he means to do — to heal me with the laying on of his medical hands — for his fingers remained quiet, unmoving on my leg, though beneath them my flesh was quaking. But then he began to explore, he squeezed, lightly at first. From across the park came the voices of children splashing through the shallow waters of a wading pool, their screams of rapture as a jet shot silver streams at them. The Indian doctor turned and pressed his mouth to mine, his kisses soft, tender, respectful, and I thought: Is this the way of India? This gentleness? This reverence?

I wonder, my daughters: Did you ever enjoy, in the heat of Nepal or Indonesia or Brazil, the kind of splendour I experienced when the Indian doctor kissed me in the sun on the park bench behind a clump of dogwood while, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the slender candle-white limbs of the children glimmering as they ran through the crystal fans of water, heard their cries of murderous joy?

And of course, being imperfectly screened by the leafy branches, was it not quite foolish of us to be touching each other in broad daylight? For this park wasn’t far from the hospital and mightn’t any of the doctor’s colleagues, flashing down the boulevard at noontime in their spacious Oldsmobiles, have spotted us there? Later, much later, I was to wonder: Did the Indian doctor in fact want to be seen? To be discovered in the act of infidelity? Because might this not have caused his wife to suddenly notice him and decide to love him again?

But if he’d wished only to inflame the passions of a jealous wife, would he have taken the fingers that had wondrously sealed the flesh of your father’s hand, closing up his wound — would he have used those same fingers to open me up, to reach between my legs, part my flesh like the petals of a flower, exploring with the knowledge of a surgeon’s hands — hands that brimmed every day with human flesh, overflowed with it like harvest fruit, forced it, moulded it, fashioned it into something new, repairing the accidents of life — the lesions, the ruptures, the excisions, the disablements of the body? Would he?

Soon there were gardeners in the park, toiling in the June heat, pulling up the spent tulip bulbs, replacing them with tuberous begonias, dusty miller, coleus in shades of lime, eggplant, magenta, their seedlings laid down in the black soil in star and diamond patterns. With their shovels, they turned the fragrant earth, bending to their task, their bare chests, their slick backs glistening in the sun. Over the following weeks, the lilac blooms died, dandelion fluff blew like snow across the park, great cloudy pink blossoms exploded in the smoke bushes, crab apples swelled, hard as stones in the trees. We watched the low flight of white birds wheeling and banking and skimming the lawns and the children splashing in the wading-pool waters and the mothers pushing their expensive prams along the winding cinder paths and the softball players sliding through the dust on a distant diamond. In a far corner, children soared on swings, birdlike, their cries like sparrows. They swept in pure arcs into the air, the soles of their shoes pressed against the sky.

It was a summer of warm dry winds and cloudless skies. Crossing the arid park to meet the Indian doctor, I heard the burnt lawns crackle like broken glass under my feet. Seeing him waiting there for me on the lovers’ bench, I wanted to rush forward across the brittle grass, pull my dress open, shamelessly offer my breasts to his restorative hands. By the end of July, the sun’s position had shifted and our bench was thrown into deep shade, making us feel like we were invisible.

At this point your father had stopped pacing the backyard, his bad hand clutched in his good one, mumbling, That son of a bitch! That goddamned Indian! Instead, he sat in a canvas lawn chair reading novels about the Boer War, the Great War, the War To End All Wars, musty yellowed volumes he’d found at the public library. His damaged hand rested in his lap, like the limb of a wounded soldier home from the front.

Morgan, what are these walks you’re taking every week, just when you should be sitting down to eat lunch with me? he asked. But I didn’t answer, felt not a twinge of guilt at the idea of him sitting alone at noon with his sandwich and his cup of bitter tea and his crippled hand, the sight of which could still make him weep spontaneously. Your father, in turn, noticed no change in my appearance, though I myself could see that my skin glowed and I felt all of my body swollen with anticipation and pleasure, like a ripened peach.

One afternoon in September, as the Indian doctor and I sat on our bench, the first falling leaf of the autumn spiralled down into my lap. I was wearing, that day, a sundress from my twenties. It had a small pale-green check and elaborate straps shaped like oak leaves and embroidered round the edges with heavy black floss. On my feet were my white wedding pumps. The leaf spun down and landed so unexpectedly on my knee that, startled, I turned to the Indian doctor and asked, Why will you not love me? Why? Please take me somewhere. Take me somewhere private and lay me down.

All summer I’d been telling him, I love you. I love you. Over and over, as early as May. I’d said it a hundred times, but his only response was a wry smile. However, on this day in September, the day the first leaf fell, he grew impatient and asked with calm scorn, What if you got pregnant? What if you gave birth to a brown baby? How do you think your husband would feel about that?

This occurred on the day when the youngest of you, my children, were sitting down in primary school for the autumn term. You were receiving your new scribblers, their pages crisp and virgin and harmoniously ruled with thousands of fine aqua lines. You were given your Pink Pearl erasers, velvety as exposed flesh, while the shining yellow seas of goldenrod beside the school rippled in the wind and the nuns bent like tall black crows over your desks, their wooden rosary beads, fat as crab apples, clattering hollowly. A first-day-of-school lineup at the pencil sharpener stretched down the side of the classrooms and in the cloak closets the autumn jackets hung more neatly than they ever would again and the unmarked chalkboards were black and deep and mysterious as midnight and you’d fallen in love with your new teachers and at that moment it still seemed possible that you might love them beyond the first day of school and perhaps forever.

It was every Wednesday that the Indian doctor and I had met. The following week, he wasn’t waiting on the bench when I arrived. I sat down and watched for him, but he didn’t come. I waited all afternoon, while the dying leaves rained down across the silent lawns and my heart climbed further and further into my throat until I was sure it would choke me. There was no more laughter in the park. No more songs of the sparrow children. The wading pool had been closed for the season, the jets turned off and all the children imprisoned in the schools. Already, the workmen, anticipating winter, had come to unchain the swings from their structures and carry them away prematurely to storage. The leaves of the sumac bushes, their furry, fist-sized blood-coloured blossoms swollen and rearing up in the branches like hundreds of human hearts, had begun to turn crimson. High overhead, the brilliant maples stirred, restless and foreboding in the heavy autumn winds.

I waited until the sun sank below the treetops and I knew that you, my children, had left school and were at that moment walking home, winding first along the high white sagging fairgrounds fence, then through deep pools of shade in the sad, leafy, twisting streets. Finally I got up and headed south. Passing the hospital, I couldn’t resist going in. I climbed the stairs to the Indian doctor’s office.

Dr. Seth — the receptionist told me — Dr. Seth is in the operating room.

But it’s Wednesday, I answered. He doesn’t operate on Wednesdays.

Well, he’s operating today, she said. He’s filling in for another doctor.

Are you sure? I asked, because, searching her face, I could see that she was lying to protect him.

She grew impatient. Obviously she’d been warned that a woman would arrive and make a nuisance of herself. She’d been told to get rid of me in no uncertain terms.

Dr. Seth has asked that you not come here, that you leave him alone.

What do you mean? I said numbly.

He’s very busy, she said. He doesn’t have time to see you.

Could I at least call him? I asked. Could he call me?

Madam, the woman leaned toward me severely. There’s nothing complicated about this. It’s really very simple. He doesn’t want you to bother him again. Do you understand?

That evening, your father sat idle in the backyard, nursing a beer. Knowing that the Indian doctor would never again press his lips to my collarbones, I said bitterly, Losing three fingers is certainly a good excuse not to look for a job.

I saw his jaw harden as he bit down on this new wound I’d inflicted. The next day he began to search for employment. Soon he’d found a position as a motor vehicle inspector, which required that he wear a uniform. The first day of work, I helped him on with his jacket. Though the bandages had long since been removed, though the wound was fully healed, it was still uncomfortable for him to dress himself.

Don’t touch the scar, he’d said over and over since the accident. I can’t stand anything touching the scar. It’s the strangest most awful sensation. It’s not pain. But anything touching the scar, anything even grazing it seems to cut straight through to my soul. It makes me want to climb the walls. And I’m afraid, Morgan — I’m afraid that feeling will never go away.

I fastened the brass buttons of his uniform down his chest.

Looking over my shoulder at his image in the mirror, he confided, I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be working for the goddamned government.

You look just like a soldier, William, I said, meaning to inspire him.

But he only answered grimly, I survived the military uniform, Morgan, but this one is sure to kill me…




December 17

William, of course, found the fingers that autumn when he was digging in the garden. He took them to Morris and said, “You buried them on me, didn’t you?”

“No.”

“You did. Don’t lie to me. How else would they get there?”

When I say that William found the fingers, I mean that he found the bones. The bones were intact, the joints still operative. The rotting flesh, soft and stinking, had fallen cleanly away, like overripe fruit from a peach stone, leaving the bones white and cured as archaeological specimens.

“I didn’t do it, Dad,” Morris insisted. “I swear to God I never found the fingers. If I’d’ve found them, I’d’ve run back to the hospital with them.”

“You’re a goddamned liar,” William said and he tore off his belt and began striking Morris with it.

“Stop, William,” I said.

But he kept it up until he ran out of energy and Morris’s arms, wrapped round his head for protection like a bird’s wings, were red and raw from the blows and the hard, walnut-sized carbuncle on the back of his neck had split open and was weeping, oozing yellow, like a broken egg yolk.

“How do you know these are your bones?” I asked William.

“Look,” he said, and he laid them out in the palm of his hand. “They’re a perfect fit,” he said, and I couldn’t argue with him. And this was just when we’d reached the point where he was no longer jolted from his sleep every night, yearning for the fingers like a starving man craving the pure, life-giving flesh of white bread. But that night he awakened and searched once more among the folds of the sheets for them.


December 18

I haven’t spoken of Katherine.

Today, when I was fumbling in my purse in search of the house keys, something bright leapt out at my eye from the low bushes beside the porch. Descending into the snow, I saw the cotoneaster gay with berries. Armed with a pair of William’s pruning shears, I crept around the foundations of the house and into the remote corners of the yard, marvelling at the rich display of hardy shrubs in full leaf against the fresh snow. Guided by my fingers, I snipped randomly at branches of bearberry, winter creeper, holly, japanese euonymus and carried them indoors, thinking I’d fashion a wreath for William’s hospital door because the nameless woman who sometimes sits beside his hospital bed has sent nothing to cheer him up at The Cedars. I bent a clothes hanger to form a hoop and, acting by feel and by instinct, wove my cuttings around it, enjoying the texture of the rough bark, of the tough glossy leaves, the hard dry berries, the perfume of the sap. I twined branches of vein red dogwood around the arrangement like a life-giving circulatory system. But then I thought: If William sees this wreath, he’ll know I’ve assaulted his shrubs and pruned away at their perfect shapes and the rage he’ll feel could bring on another stroke. Putting on my coat, I carried the wreath across town to Katherine’s grave.

“You must come and get this daughter of yours,” said a nun many years ago, calling in October from the residence where Katherine had gone to live while she studied medicine in Toronto. “She won’t come out of her room. She’s not attending classes. We think she must be very unhappy. Her door is locked. We can’t take responsibility. Come now and take her away. We need the space for a serious student.”

Three times the month before, Katherine had arrived on our porch carrying her suitcases.

“I can’t cope,” she told us. “I’m in over my head. I can’t understand what the professors are saying. The material is too difficult. The math and the science. Everyone else seems to pick them up so quickly. I’ve fallen far behind already. I wasn’t meant to do this. Let me come home.”

“You can’t come back here. Where will that get you?” said William. All through the summer before Katherine had left for school, he’d been bragging to people, “My daughter is going to be a doctor.”

“Nobody with any guts runs away like this,” he told Katherine in September, turning her around even while she had one foot raised to fall on our threshold.

“Let her stay a day or two,” I begged him. “It won’t hurt.”

“If I do that,” he told me, “she’ll never go back.”

In October, we’d no choice but to go to Toronto and fetch her. It was a long silent drive back to Simplicity.

“We’re not quitters in this family,” William lectured her when we got her into the house. “You know we have a rule about that. In this family, once you start something, you finish it.”

Katherine sat on the sofa in her coat, head bowed, unpacked bags at her feet, like a wayfarer still in transit.

“You were on a scholarship,” William berated her. “You were handed your future on a silver platter. I have grade eight, and I was lucky to get that far, on the prairie. Those were the Depression years. Nobody had the luxury of an education, least of all a farm boy. I was never offered anything for free. I would have given my eye teeth to go further in school. You’ve squandered your chances now. You’ve thrown away that scholarship. That was money. Did you ever think of that? Money in the hand. You’re nothing but a quitter.”

“William, don’t,” I said.

“A quitter!”

Katherine was the child we conceived after William came out of hiding following the war, when my letter shamed him, a fugitive from his responsibilities, and brought him home. He’d had no words of greeting for me on his arrival, but I felt that conscription and the loss of his store and the weight of the whole bloody war bore down on me, a killing burden, when he climbed onto me that night. I lay there stoically, thinking, I suppose this is a small price to pay for three square meals a day, while with each angry thrust he said his bitter goodbyes to prairie life, spilling into me all his anguish at being tied now to Lily and me, for what were we to him, against the pure everlasting horizon, the heroic sweep of the Saskatchewan he so loved?

In the daytime, Katherine retreated to a corner chair in our bedroom, where the breezes of October lifted the window sheers and licked at the pages of a copy of Hamlet open on her knee. Soon all the crimson and yellow and orange leaves had fallen and the tree limbs were naked and I went around closing the windows of the house. Down in the cellar, I threw shovelfuls of coal into the belly of the iron furnace, which was like an old tree growing in the middle of the basement, its branches snaking across the ceiling. Climbing back up the stairs, I felt grounded by the sight of Katherine’s quiet figure in the chair, filled up by her presence, as though she were living in my womb again.

Then one day when I went outside to hang the wash on the clothesline, I felt the first cold snowflakes of winter spinning down, large and wet and soft against my face, my neck, my hands. We’ll be happy in this house, Katherine and I, I thought hopefully, as I hooked the clothespins onto the sheets and shot the line out across the yard. We’ll be safe in our warm cocoon. But, back in the house, carrying the empty laundry basket past the bedroom door, I glanced in at the small form of Katherine bent over her book and saw myself the winter I came home after giving birth in the convent. The recognition gave me such a pain in my chest that I had to grip the frame of the kitchen doorway for support.

I made a pot of tea, carried a plate of dream cake in to Katherine.

“Won’t you tell me how you’re feeling?” I said. “Are you sad? Are you angry? Are you disappointed? How do you feel?”

She looked back at me, her gaze steady. “I just want to read this book, Mom,” she answered simply. In her face, I searched for signs of panic, despair, self-destruction but saw only wisdom. I thought: I must listen to this girl. I must watch her closely because somehow she’s going to point for me a way out of the life I’ve been leading.

Gradually snow covered the ground. On their journey up the street after school, the children’s footsteps, their voices, were muffled, absorbed by the snowbanks, the white roads. Christmas was approaching. Harry Lang climbed up on a ladder and wound lights around his tree. Every evening, while the family watched television, Katherine sat in our bedroom with the door closed and listened to the radio.

“What’s she doing in there?” William asked me.

“She’s — she’s recovering,” I said.

“Recovering from what?” he asked angrily.

“William, not so loud.”

“She left school. She quit. She got what she wanted, didn’t she? Are we supposed to feel sorry for her now?”

“She’s paralyzed by her failure.”

“Paralyzed, my foot. She’s spoiled, that’s all.”

“Shhh! She’ll hear you!”

“Why doesn’t she do something with her life? She’s got to stop feeling sorry for herself. When is she going to get up off her behind and find a job?”

The next day, Katherine went downtown and found work as a typist in a lawyer’s office housed in a restored Victorian mansion. Our house seemed quite empty the day she started working. All morning, passing the bedroom door with my baskets of wet laundry, my duster and sponge mop, I kept glancing over at the chair, expecting to see her there. After lunch, loneliness rose in my chest like a tidal wave and I had to get out. I walked across town, came to the lawyer’s office, stopped for a moment to admire its handsome lacquered door, its gleaming brass kickplate, its arched windows rising taller than a man.

For hours I wandered up and down the wide boulevards of the neighbourhood, past the great brick houses and the Armouries and the classical library with its row of six columns, their leafy capitals etched with snow. In the December streets wreaths and coloured lights had begun to appear. I saw municipal workers climbing up onto extension ladders to string tinsel garlands, red plastic bells above the lanes of traffic. I followed Princess Street, George Street, Canterbury Street until the silent descent of snowflakes in the deep parks and the desertion of the winter avenues at three o’clock on such a wet, grey, heavy afternoon were harder to bear than the emptiness that awaited me at home. Passing once more the lawyer’s offices, my toes numb with the damp and the cold, I longed to enter the vestibule with its amber windows and say: My daughter works here but I promise not to distract her. I’ve just come in because of the cold. Won’t you let me sit for a while here in the waiting room until I feel alive again?

Then one mild Saturday in January when Katherine and I were walking home from the grocery store, we met on the sidewalk a man pulling two blond toddlers in a handsome red sled. It was Katherine’s employer. He was short, stocky, relaxed, kind-looking, with a long nose, bright blue eyes, a weekend stubble. He’d been out wandering there in the streets, pulling these twins, over in our poor neighbourhood where, finely dressed in a leather jacket with a beaver collar, soft kid gloves, he’d no real business. His eyes slid away from mine.

“I was hoping you were out walking,” he said, smiling at Katherine, almost able to hide his disappointment at not finding her alone. “Mary’s been called away unexpectedly. Her mother’s sick. It’s just me and the kids for the next few weeks.”

He was no child. He must have been in his mid-thirties, old enough to know how destructive a dalliance can be. I wanted, against my better instincts, to trust him. I thought that, by virtue of his wealth, he understood levels of contentment that I couldn’t even imagine, that he had quantities of happiness to give away.

Embarrassed by my shabby coat, by the holes in my wool gloves, I moved a few steps along the snowy sidewalk, my gaze turned away, pretending not to observe, waiting patiently. Our arms were full of paper grocery bags. I stood there shifting the weight and wondering when Katherine and this lawyer would finish talking so that we could go home and unburden ourselves. She was nervous and smiling and not herself. I’d never seen her more lovely. Of all my girls, she was the most beautiful. I noticed that her thick auburn hair had begun again to shine with health, that her ivory skin glowed. On the way home, I wanted to say to her: You’ve lain down with this man, haven’t you? In motel rooms or in some privacy you’ve found in his offices? And though I saw that she and I were now splitting apart like two human cells, that her future would have nothing to do with mine, that she wouldn’t, after all, lead me wisely, joyously, out of my life, my heart leapt with happiness for her.

Did Katherine see the recklessness, the envy, the consent in my face that afternoon as we walked home from the store? The following day, Sunday, she didn’t come home to sleep. I lay awake all night, picturing her in the lawyer’s fine stone house, in a bed with the smell of another woman’s skin on the sheets. Very early on Monday morning, Katherine — perhaps distracted with happiness, with passion — came in, unwisely, just as William was leaving for work.

“Where were you?” he demanded.

She stood in the front hall with a dusting of snowflakes on her shoulders and her winter boots still on her feet. She unbuttoned her coat and turned to hang it up on one of the long row of hooks.

“You look at me when I’m talking to you!” William shouted. “You’ve got a helluva nerve! Do you know what time it is? Where were you last night? Were you sleeping with that bastard?”

“Oh, William,” I said sadly.

“Were you?”

“He’s not a bastard,” Katherine answered him evenly.

“I’ll go over there and kill that son of a bitch,” William said. In his government uniform, he looked like a shouting soldier.

“She’s an adult, William,” I said. “She’s making a free choice.”

“Not while she lives under my roof, she’s not! You quit that job,” he warned Katherine. “You stop seeing him or get out of this house!”

All day Monday, the lawyer didn’t call to ask why Katherine hadn’t shown up for work, perhaps reading the answer in her absence. I sensed her listening, in vain, for the ring of the phone. Late in the afternoon, I sat on a stool at her knee and took her hand in mine. She looked suddenly old. Overnight, she’d changed from a young woman into an old child and this old child was filling the rooms of the house with her numbness, her asphyxiating sorrow.

“What do you suppose this lawyer is thinking now?” I asked her gently. “What do you imagine he wants?”

She just turned her face away from me and said, “I don’t know. Oh, Mom, stop asking me questions. I don’t know the answers. I don’t have any answers to anything.”

“Can you call this man? Can you speak to him?” I persisted. “Can you find out what his intentions are? Because you probably think he loves you. And possibly he does.”

I said “love” not because I believed in it but because I knew she was holding on to the word like spring water cupped in the hands. Any false word or move, any doubt, and the precious liquid might trickle away wastefully between her young fingers.

“Are you in love with this man?” I pressed her. “Is he in love with you? Would he leave his wife for you, do you think? Do you feel you’re earning enough money to move out, get your own room somewhere? Have you thought about that? Because you probably can’t give up this man, at least not immediately, and clearly you can’t stay here. Staying here with your father would be very destructive for you. You must get out as soon as you can.”

“Well, what’s she decided?” William, arriving home from work that night at six o’clock, indicated our closed bedroom door. “Is she in there? Did she go in to work today?”

“No, she didn’t.”

“It’s finished, then?”

“I suppose so.”

“I’d like to hear her say the words.”

“Oh, William, leave her alone. Don’t belabour the point. You got what you wanted, didn’t you? Are you happy now?” I asked, but he only scowled at me and went to wash up for supper.

That night the temperature outside plummeted to twenty below zero. At two a.m., when I went from bed to bed checking to see if all the children were warmly covered, I noticed Katherine’s absence. I assumed she’d slipped away to meet the lawyer, to discuss the future. In the morning I descended the cellar stairs as usual to shovel coal into the furnace. Moments later, standing at the kitchen window to watch the sun come up, my ankles burning with the dry heat blasting out of the radiators, I flipped open my cigarette lighter and was striking the spark wheel when I noticed a dark figure prostrate near the curb.

Running outside in my slippers and housecoat, I found Katherine lying in the snow. It must have been the simplest thing she could think of, a slow, uncomplicated finish requiring only patience, stoicism to carry it out. It had been a moon-filled night and the stars were at their most brilliant, as they often seem to be just before the sun comes up and the moon sinks. I lifted Katherine’s stiff shoulders and rested them on my lap and wept and felt the snow melting against my fifty-two-year-old knees.

Down the street a car door slammed, headlights flashed on: someone going off to work on an ordinary Tuesday morning. The paper boy came along in the dark with his canvas bag on his shoulder and stood a yard away, shuffling to keep his feet warm and looking at me with a paper boy’s deep passive knowledge of solitude, of the follies, the griefs, the sins of pre-dawn neighbourhoods and illuminated houses, their windows naked to the passerby. He was a homely boy, his thick black hair cut all around in a bowl shape.

“You’ll get cold kneeling there,” he told me, no reference to Katherine, as if to say: She’s dead. You can’t revive her. Accept it. Move on. This is the task of paper boys: to keep moving. “You better go inside,” he told me, his breath hanging between us, a frozen cloud.

Just then Conte — alerted to my trouble by the presence of the loitering newsboy? — ran out of his house.

“Move along now,” he chided the young man. “Don’t stand there staring. It’s none of your business. Go on. Get out of here.”

Conte gripped me by the shoulders and when he found he couldn’t pull me away from Katherine, he ran and pounded on our front door and woke William up. William came out in his pyjamas and wept in the sub-zero temperatures when he saw Katherine dead. He lifted her frozen body out of the snow and turned away. From the porch, with Katherine stiff as an ice sculpture in his arms, he shouted, “Morgan, get up out of that snow. What use are you to anyone, kneeling there? Go into the house. Put some clothes on. See to the children,” and I went in, past Conte, who stood on the lower step, his chin on his chest.

That afternoon, the neighbourhood children, returning from school, milled about on the sidewalk, looking at the hollow formed in the snow by Katherine’s body, at the big footprints in the driveway made by the ambulance workers, the policemen.

Katherine wasn’t buried, of course, until spring, when the earth softened. As we couldn’t afford a headstone, the grave was marked with a simple brass plaque set in the ground. I didn’t attend the interment or ever see her grave. I couldn’t make myself go and look at it. That summer, however, William, passing by the cemetery, parked his pickup truck outside the iron gates and went in to pay his respects. He climbed up the gentle knoll and went down the other side, past the old knotted willow trunks to where the sloping land gave a view of factories, railway tracks, working-class homes blackened with soot. He discovered a beautiful headstone standing on Katherine’s grave. Who could have put it there but the lover?

William came directly home, returning to the cemetery with a sledgehammer. He knocked the headstone down and shattered it into a hundred pieces. The earth around Katherine’s coffin must surely have shaken with his blows, so that even in death she couldn’t escape his fury. Why did William destroy the stone? What was his anger all about? Did it have to do with the weight swinging in his balls? Was it the rage of his own unsown seed? For don’t all men want to have these seeds pouring out of them continuously, like a viscous river? Don’t they long for the supreme, the unsurpassable happiness of shooting their milk into a woman’s body? Nothing in life, no other joy, seems to compare with this. And doesn’t all moral outrage, when it comes to sex, have to do with envy, with one’s own hunger for the same forbidden fruit? But William could have emptied all the seed he’d ever sown — and more — onto Katherine’s grave, and still he couldn’t have brought her back.

Lawyers are tenacious people, bent on winning. Comfortable in his great stone house with the bright red door and the long black shutters and the row of dormers pushing through the steep black roof, all the wealthy lover needed to do was lift the telephone receiver from its cradle, give instructions to the carver, to the engraver of headstones, and another monument would be erected. After William knocked the first headstone to pieces, the lawyer put another up and another, each more elaborate than the one before, with Greek urns and flowing stone drapery and elaborate crosses and finally a kneeling angel, life-size, praying under a marble arch. William didn’t bother to strike the fourth one down. Did he understand at last that the lawyer had more money than he, her father, had energy to undo these tributes to Katherine? And that he — William — could beat every last one of these gravestones to a fine powder and still he couldn’t destroy the idea that his daughter had slept with a married man?

The past! How much more of it can I bear?


Dear girls,

…I’ve been to the cemetery to visit Katherine’s grave. I hung a small homemade Christmas wreath around the neck of the crouching angel. When I came away, I couldn’t help asking myself one question: Why have we women made men the custodians of our bodies?…




December 19


Dear girls,

…All these months I’ve watched your father weep over his useless legs and his speechlessness, naively believing that he wanted to return home to me. Only now does it cross my mind that, if words began suddenly to pour like a river from his mouth and his limbs to operate again, he’d walk out of the hospital and turn, not in the direction of our humble crescent, but toward the prairie. Because I, his wife, Morgan Hazzard, have never acknowledged the West, have I? Or wanted to understand the passion in your father’s loins or the anger in his fists? And thinking now of the night I rushed him to the hospital, I do wonder if he was indeed knocked down by a stroke or if in fact it was all about escape and your father’s lifelong desire to be free of me…




December 20


Dear Mother,

… I thought we agreed that we’d take turns calling. It seems to me I made the last call and even though it’s nearly Christmas, I simply will not call again until I’ve heard from you. I don’t suppose you’ve thought of writing instead? Yes, I know you once told me that whenever you try to write a letter, you feel so exposed. I have to wonder: Exactly what is it you want to hide, Mother? In any case, the ball’s in your court. Life is a two-way street. So unless you’ve gone blind or something, for God’s sake, put pen to paper…

Your daughter,



Marie




December 23


Dear girls,

…Yesterday afternoon I returned again to the cemetery wanting to look at my wreath hanging like a necklace on Katherine’s kneeling angel, hoping to share with her a moment of Christmas cheer. But when I descended the difficult slope to her grave, the wreath was gone. I searched in the snow, thinking the wind must have blown it off, but it was nowhere to be found and now I’m convinced that Goodie Hodnet, who seems to be monitoring all my movements, stalking me up and down the streets of Simplicity, stole into the cemetery after I departed and lifted the wreath from the angel’s shoulders…



Last night it began to rain heavily and when I awoke this morning it was still coming down in sheets. I got up and went into the kitchen to make breakfast, only to discover that the stove wouldn’t work, nor would the lights. Soon I realized that the house was growing very cold, that the comforting hum of the furnace and its gentle vibration weren’t rising as usual through the floorboards. If only we still had the reliable coal-driven furnace William so cleverly replaced with an electrical one, I thought. Pulling a sweater and thick wool socks out of my bureau drawers, I layered them on. Throughout the morning, I padded from window to window watching the silent falling of the rain. I saw no children journeying to school, their figures usually like dark pilgrims against the sagging snowbanks, on this, the last day before Christmas break. Not a single car passed on the glassy road. For all I knew the world had ended, myself its only survivor. I picked up the phone, listened to dead air.

The house grew colder. I wrapped scarves around my neck, pulled on wool gloves, my mohair tam, my breath hanging like fog in the air. Outside, the trees, turned to glass, their branches swelling with the freezing rain to six times their thickness, bent over and touched the earth as though in homage to the storm. Between the hydro poles, wires sagged with the burden of ice. The brittle crust on the snowy lawns grew thicker.

Around three o’clock there came a pounding on the door. Who could it be? A neighbour? A vandal? A stray soul looking for shelter? I went to answer it, surprised, grateful, cautious.

“Who is it?” I called through the door.

“Open up, Mom,” came a voice. “It’s Morris.”

I lifted the letter slot and looked out. It was indeed Morris. I hadn’t seen him since he walked in on Conte and me entwined in each other’s arms. He’d called me cheap. A betrayer. I hadn’t forgotten that.

“I heard about the storm on the news. I drove down here to evacuate you to a shelter while the roads are still passable. Let me in, Mom.”

“Evacuate or evict?” I asked. “I’m not going anywhere, Morris. This is my home. I’m staying put.”

“You can’t do that, Mom. You don’t understand what’s going on out here. They’re calling it the storm of the century. Electrical wires are down everywhere. Hydro poles have snapped in two. The wind is coming straight out of the west.”

The West, I thought ironically. Another disaster from the West.

“I’m dry and safe in here. I’ll manage.”

“It’s getting dark, Mom.”

“I have candles.”

“The house temperature will drop. You could get hypothermia. You could die.”

“If I die, I don’t expect you to weep. Think of it, Morris. You’d get your inheritance, as you call it, all the sooner. There’d be no obstacle to your laying your hands on the money you want. Olive would have that dining room.”

“That’s not fair, Mom.”

“Maybe you’re here just to prey on your mother again. I know you, Morris. A wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

“I’m no wolf, Mom.”

“From the shelter, you’d be free to cart me straight to a nursing home. I can see it coming. I understand your tricks. Yours and Olive’s. You’ve been looking for a way to get me out of here. Get me out of here to a shelter, change the door locks and I’ll never get back in. Force a power of attorney on me. Take my money. Abandon me to the State.”

“You’re paranoid, Mom. You’ve lost perspective. It’s time to let your children take care of you.”

“My children buried me long ago,” I said.

I heard him sigh wearily. He leaned forward, pressing his head against the door frame. “Mom,” he begged. “Please. Let me help you.” For a moment he sounded sincere. But I wouldn’t be duped. I brought my mouth close to the letter slot.

“I’m fine, Morris,” I reassured him. “I’m fine. Go home to Olive. Don’t worry.”

Just then a police officer appeared on the porch. He’d crept silently up the driveway without our notice.

“Is something wrong?” he asked Morris. “Are you locked out? I noticed your car. You can’t abandon it like that in the middle of the street. You’ve got to move it off to the side. We need to keep the roads clear in case of emergencies.”

“I don’t even live in Simplicity,” Morris told him irritably. “This is my mother’s house. I just came down here to help her get to a shelter. But she refuses to leave.”

“We always encounter a few old people in these situations who won’t abandon their homes. They have the pioneering spirit.”

“Talk to her.”

“With all due respect, Ma’am,” said the officer, tipping his hat courteously, peering in at me, “your son has some valid concerns. This is a serious storm. The authorities have ordered us to evacuate the most vulnerable citizens. People who are alone and helpless are our first target. Maybe you should give yourself up.” Turning to Morris, he said, “I can’t stay long. Five minutes in this rain and my cruiser door will be frozen shut.”

Through the slot I could see his dark blue uniform, the icy rain falling behind him, solid as a waterfall. I thought I recognized his voice: the apology, the bewilderment, the melancholy.

“I’m not helpless,” I said. “Don’t you remember me? I’m the woman who threw the paperweight.”

“What paperweight?” said Morris. “Threw it where?”

A look of acknowledgement came over the officer’s face. “I do recognize you,” he said, somewhat cheered. Turning to Morris, he said, “This is a different kettle of fish. Your mother’s an impressive woman. Don’t underestimate her. She’s not a weakling. She looks the truth in the eye. We had a long talk just a few weeks ago and I assure you she’s saner than anyone I’ve met in a long time. It was one of the most useful conversations of my life. This is her home and her decision.” Turning to me, he asked, “Would you like me to remove your son?” I heard Morris gasp with indignation. “If he’s being a nuisance, I can haul him down to the station and have him detained until the storm’s over.”

I considered the offer. The picture of Morris cooling his heels in a jail cell had its appeal. Give him a taste of life in a nursing home. Morris’s face swung my way in disbelief.

“It’s tempting —” I said, pausing long enough to alarm Morris, “— but I think I can handle him. Thank you for your help.”

“You’d better start considering your own safety,” the policeman advised Morris before going away, “because you’re here in Simplicity for the duration. You’re not going anywhere. We’re stormbound. All the arteries out of town have been blockaded to keep people off the highways and out of harm’s way. Simplicity is officially sealed. If you bunk here with your mother, be sure to pull that car tight up against the snowbank. Otherwise, I suggest you get moving and find yourself a spot in a shelter before they’re all filled up.” He skated away down the drive.

“You’re going to let me in now, aren’t you, Mom?” Morris said meekly. “To sleep, I mean? For a few nights, anyway?” I could see his face reddening with anger, compromise, wounded dignity.

“I don’t think so, Morris,” I said quietly.

“Mom!”

“I wish I could let you in, but I can’t trust you, Morris. I don’t weigh much more than a sack of twigs. You could come in here and pick me up and carry me out the door with little effort.”

“It’s December twenty-third, Mom. I won’t make it home to be with Olive and the boys. You and I could spend Christmas together.”

“Up until this moment, I was facing Christmas alone. Where were your offers of companionship then? Anyway, you pray too much at Christmas, Morris. I couldn’t stand it.”

“Have you forgotten about God altogether? Christmas is about the baby Jesus, Mom. Isn’t that what I grew up hearing from you?”

“I’m smarter now than I was then, Morris. I’ve given up on the fantasy of God. I’ve pitched him out of the house. There’s finally space for me here. I can breathe again. Life is much more manageable without him. My rosary beads went into the garbage a month ago. So did my Sunday missal. I’ve ripped Christ off the walls.”

Morris gripped the doorknob and shook hard. “Mom!” he shouted, his voice full of panic. “Open up!”

He left the porch then and struck out awkwardly across the front yard, his feet breaking through the heavy crust to the dry light snow beneath. He tried the back door, unsuccessfully, then went for the bedroom window, which of course I hadn’t locked since he slithered in through it during the autumn, with Olive pushing from behind. Fortunately, a thick layer of ice had formed on the sill. I heard him striking the frame with the heel of his hand to break the seal, the window glass rattling. No success. Soon he was back on the front porch.

“Where will I go, Mom?”

“You heard the police officer, Morris. Get to a shelter. That’s your best bet. Take your bible with you. There’ll be plenty of souls there to save, I’m sure, ripe for the picking in a crisis like this. It’ll keep you busy. You won’t even notice Christmas.” I let the letter slot snap shut.

He began to hammer on the door then, until I thought he’d come right through the thin wood, and in his fists I heard not the finite need for a night’s shelter but the rage of a lifetime, the desire to destroy me, his mother. He beat at the door until the whole front hall shook. Pictures swung on their nails. My own legs trembled.

“I’m freezing out here, Mom!”

“All the pounding in the world won’t make me open up, Morris,” I shouted to him now, through the door. “I need to be by myself. It’s absolutely vital. Don’t you understand? Leave me to my own resources. Don’t worry about me. If I can get through this storm in solitude, I’ll be able to weather anything alone.”

Eventually he stopped. I heard him mumbling quietly, trying to calm down. It reminded me of when as a child, a brotherless boy, he talked to himself for companionship. Now I heard his voice penetrate the door, quivering with spiritual zeal.

“When the Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on earth, and how no desire that his heart conceived was ever anything but evil, he regretted that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was grieved.”

“Oh, Morris,” I said tiredly.

“So the Lord said, ‘I will wipe out from the earth the men whom I have created, and not only the men, but also the beasts and the creeping things and the birds of the air, for I am sorry that I made them’…”

It was four-thirty now and dark. I lit candles, paced the flickering rooms, my long shadow cast like a monster against the walls, the ceilings. I returned to the door and pressed my ear against it.

“All the fountains of the great abyss burst forth, and the floodgates of the sky were opened. For forty days and forty nights heavy rain poured down on the earth…”

“Morris,” I called as kindly as I could. “Morris, I can’t undo the past.”

He continued to read from the Scriptures but finally his voice faded and he went away. In my corner chair, I sat very still and heard the world shut down. I listened to the silence and to the soft falling of the celestial rain.

Are the hospitals without hydro tonight? I wondered. Are the old bodies on Second East shivering beneath their meagre blankets? How was William faring at The Cedars, where they had supplies in abundance, an excess of cheerful paint, stacks of thick blankets, an embarrassment of riches? But all the bright blankets in the world couldn’t stave off the cold I’d felt creeping recently into William’s bones.

Sleep came dearly tonight. Overhead, the roof beams moaned with the weight of ice. I did wonder. I did begin to wonder if perhaps Morris was right, if this might be a catastrophe of biblical proportions.

Though I piled every spare blanket in the house onto my bed, still I couldn’t shake off the deep freeze. It crept into my fingers and toes, up through my wrists, my ankles. My knees began to ache with it. Since my trip to the library some months ago, I’d longed daily to flee to the foreign climates of my daughters. I’d dreamed of naked nights beneath mosquito netting, of rising each morning to a fiery sun, of moving through the drugged midday heat dressed in loose-fitting Asian cottons, my bronzed limbs glistening with a tropical sweat, overhead the broad tough palm leaves clattering high up in the hot equatorial winds. But tonight I found I no longer desired such an escape. I’ve grown accustomed, haven’t I, to this frigid country? Aren’t its temperatures locked deep in my marrow? If I die this evening of the cold, I thought, if this storm wants to kill me, I’m prepared to go.

In the middle of the night, trees began to fall. Across Simplicity, the storm of the century brought down their ancient limbs. One by one, their old branches succumbed to the killing weight of ice and let go. I heard them groaning like wounded soldiers, the tearing of boughs, rending of healthy flesh, protest of the sweet sappy wood as they came thundering down. The earth shook with the impact, the branches heaved, sighed and came to rest.


Dear girls,

…Tonight I had a dream in which your father said to me, I’m so cold, Morgan. I’m so cold and they’ll give me no blankets. Won’t you lay me down in the warm earth? Lay me down but be careful to protect me from the awful winter. Dig deep below the frost line.

But I didn’t dig deep. I deliberately cleared away a mere four inches of topsoil, as little as I’d seen your father excavate when preparing a bed for his autumn tubers, his naked ladies. I laid his pale glimmering body down in the cold superstratum. Picking up a trowel, I began to throw the soil over his live members. It wasn’t until then that I saw flower bulbs broadcast in the loose earth all around him, scattered in among his fingers and toes and also between his thighs, like meaty testicles, a ripe round fat harvest, heavy and fallen like fruit from his own naked limbs…




December 24

This morning I looked out the back window and saw the Man Tree’s trunk, a spear-shaped remnant, standing limbless against the pearly sky. His ice-glazed branches snaked darkly across the white yard. I pictured them falling in the night, through the darkness, blindly. Blind as I, Morgan Hazzard, old, sightless Canadian pioneer bundled up comically in layers of winter wool.

Rain continued to fall. Up and down the street, broken branches — what we once called widow-makers — hung dangerously from the trees. I’d seen nothing of Conte since the rain began. Nor had Harry appeared for weeks. Though we cling together like an extended family here on the wartime crescent, are we in the end too old and blind and tired and selfish and frightened and weak to navigate the fields of ice and come to each other’s rescue? Or, maybe when all is said and done, we don’t care about each other, we love no one but ourselves.


Dear girls,

…It occurred to me on the second day of the ice storm what marvellous insulation newsprint would make. Pacing, blue-fingered, in the frigid house, my teeth chattering, my bones turning to ice, ropes of mucous hanging from my nose, I knew I must get warm. Your father’s newspapers were by now stacked high against the living-room wall. But at that point it seemed certain that he’d never come home to read about all the wars and scandals and natural disasters he’d missed and indeed I doubted if at that moment he could accurately list the provinces of Canada, let alone tell me the name of the president of France or of the king of Jordan. And if he were to see these mountains of papers would he realize that all the news in the world is of little use to a person once a blood vessel has burst in the brain?

I chose a spot in the middle of the living room and I began to build a shelter with the newspapers, making four walls rising to the height of my hip, much like a peasant’s sod house. From the linen closet I brought several of our thinning blankets and stretched them over the walls, creating a roof. Into the hut I pushed blankets, pillows, candles, books, canned food, russet potatoes, a paring knife, a can opener and water and crawled in after them on my hands and knees. I struck a match and lit the candles. They cast a fragile, flickering glow on the woolly roof. Hungry from my labour, I peeled a potato and bit into it, savouring the crisp starchy flesh. I couldn’t help but feel proud of my ingenuity, my homesteader’s spirit.

Cocooned within my rudimentary dwelling, the air warmed by the heat from my own breath, my nostrils filling with the smell of printer’s ink and candle wax, able to reach out and touch the soundproof walls, I sensed I’d journeyed home to a more primitive age, before the time, even, when I was an embryo floating in my mother’s womb…




Christmas Day

The storm is finished. Christmas dawned miraculously clear, a new world made of glass and glittering beneath a jangling blue sky. The sun shone bright and warm and soon I heard sheets of ice sliding off the roof. Great sleeves of it fell from the trees like sloughing skin. At nine o’clock I looked out the kitchen window and saw that our Canadian army had arrived, their figures moving dark as insects against the snow. They pulled the heavy fallen branches off the road and loaded them onto big green trucks to make way for the hydro crews.

“Will I get my turkey cooked today, do you think?” people up and down the street called from their doorways. “Will we have power?”

It was strange to see the olive-clad figures of the soldiers moving in the street: the heavy wool pants tucked into high leather boots, the belted jackets, the metal helmets to protect against falling branches. How little the uniform has changed since the war, I thought. Everywhere the grateful neighbours were rushing out of their houses to greet the soldiers with cups of wassail, slices of fruitcake as though celebrating the Armistice. The soldiers’ youth, their ardour, their strength of numbers reminded me of the week the men returned from the war and I waited and waited at the Formaggios’ front window, watching in vain for William.

By eleven o’clock the phones were restored. I called the Red Cross and found that they had a car going down to London, people visiting sick relatives, carrying their eggnog and turkey dinners and gifts. I hadn’t thought of buying anything for William. I wasn’t sure he understood any more the idea of Christmas. I don’t know if I do myself.

By the time we arrived at The Cedars, the sun had warmed the day so rapidly that everywhere the trees had shed their icy skin, their trunks dark and glistening with running water. Branches, bent over in the storm by the weight of ice, were straightening up and lifting skyward.

I noticed a strange stillness in the air as I passed through the glass entryway of The Cedars. A clerk dozed at the big circular information desk. Journeying through the halls, I saw few nurses on duty, a skeleton staff assigned to attend the patients. All the others, who’d been singing and shouting about Christmas through December, crying so cheerfully, “Christmas is coming,” and “Oh, yes, the promise of Christmas,” had now taken Christmas home with them and left the patients with no power to celebrate it alone.

Seeing William’s condition today was like a blow in the chest. I had to sit down quickly beside his bed, the wind completely knocked out of my lungs, the room spinning with my lack of oxygen. His neck was thin, it seemed, as a Coke bottle, his body ancient and brittle.

In the hallway I stopped a nurse. “Are you in charge of my husband?” I asked her. “Is the doctor here? What about the head nurse? Please tell her I’d like to speak to her.”

She led me to the desk, where I recognized the head nurse seated with some paperwork.

“Have you seen my husband today?” I asked her.

She was wearing a Christmas corsage just like the ones the children used to give me many years ago, with gaudy glass balls, plastic holly, glittery ribbon. It hung as lifelessly on her breast as the tired-looking garlands strung along the corridors.

“Have you looked at him?” I asked her. “I haven’t been here for a few days because of the ice storm. I can’t believe the change in him. He was thin before but now he’s practically a ghost. What is he eating? What about IV? I asked them about IV early this month. What about the swallowing test? Have they done the swallowing test? We talked about it more than a week ago. They promised me they’d do it.”

She frowned with concern. “Just a moment,” she said gently. She looked less intimidating than before, less flinty, softened a little, perhaps, by the season. She got up from the desk and found William’s chart. “No, the test hasn’t been done yet,” she said, flipping through the clipboard. “This isn’t an ordinary hospital, Mrs. Hazzard,” she explained calmly. “It’s a rehab facility. Things happen slowly here. The pace is different. And, of course it’s Christmas. Everything slows down at Christmas.”

“My husband is starving. Anybody with two eyes can see that. Are you saying that nothing can be done because it’s Christmas and the doctors are all at home stuffing themselves with turkey?”

“It’s not the doctors that are the holdup, Mrs. Hazzard. The technicians are off. The labs are closed.”

“I want to see the doctor. I won’t leave here until I do.”

“He’s not scheduled to come in today. We’re to call him only in case of an emergency.”

“You don’t call my husband’s life an emergency?”

I waited in William’s room for the doctor to arrive. The head nurse came in with a cup of tea for me. She took William’s pulse, his blood pressure.

“Doctors aren’t infallible, Mrs. Hazzard,” she said gently. “They’re not gods, however much they’d have us believe they are. They make mistakes. Sometimes they just don’t know what’s happening. They rely on the nurses to inform them, though they’d be reluctant to admit it. We make suggestions. That’s all we can do. The doctors make their weekly rounds. But a lot can happen in a week. They come in looking for the big picture. They forget that it’s the small pieces that construct the whole. It’s the nurses who see the patients every hour of every day. We notice the subtle changes in a patient’s condition. We’re really the ones with our fingers on their pulse. Often we know where a patient is going long before the doctors see it. When a patient is — when a patient is going to —”

“Die?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I feel so ashamed,” I told her. “I haven’t been vigilant. I haven’t asked questions.”

“Of course you have.”

“Not the right ones, then.”

“How would you have known which questions to ask?”

“I was once a nurse. But I’ve forgotten everything I ever knew. Where have I been these last three months? I don’t know. I seem to have been lost in the past.”

“Sometimes the past is the only route to the present,” said the nurse.

It was one o’clock before the young hollow-chested doctor showed up.

“You said my husband might live another three years,” I told him. “Does he look to you like he could make it through tomorrow?”

“He does look somewhat weak,” he conceded, his stethoscope pressed to William’s thin chest. “He seems to have taken a turn for the worse. We can of course have the swallowing test done first thing in the morning. Tomorrow is Boxing Day, a statutory holiday, but we can have a technician called in. However, my suspicion is that your husband is indeed unable to move anything down his throat. If this is so, there’s an operation we could perform. An incision is made in the stomach and a tube inserted. The patient can be fed a total liquid diet through this tube.”

“I can’t imagine William with a tube in his stomach. Since his retirement it seems he’s lived for his three square meals a day.”

“The other option, of course, is simply to put your husband on intravenous. Intravenous, as you know, will not sustain him for long. It simply would hydrate him and keep him reasonably comfortable. He’ll slowly get weaker and weaker.”

“We’d be starving him to death, then?”

“Starvation is one way of putting it,” the doctor admitted. “Many people do, in all good conscience, choose this route, Mrs. Hazzard. They consider it the compassionate thing to do. They believe that anything else is for the family’s own happiness, rather than for the patient’s. They feel that putting in the G-tube simply postpones the grief of death, the loss, at the expense of the patient. But it’s a very personal decision. Since I’m here, I may as well look in on my other patients. In the meantime, why don’t you think about what I’ve told you. You can find me here during the next hour or two and if you give me the go-ahead, I’ll make out the requisition for the operation.”

I spoke to Dr. Adamson before he left the ward, around three o’clock.

“I’ve decided against the operation,” I told him. “I can’t imagine William wanting to live under those circumstances, if you can call it living at all. I’m sure he’d rather just quietly die. I’d like you to put him on the IV.”

“I’ll give the instruction to the nurses, then, Mrs. Hazzard. In the long term, this probably involves the least tragedy for both of you. May I help you?” he asked over my shoulder. Turning, I saw Morris standing behind me.

“Morris!” I cried, surprised and not terribly pleased to see him. “What are you doing here? Why on earth aren’t you home eating turkey and stuffing with Olive and the boys, now that the storm’s over? You’ve grown a beard.”

“I just got out of the shelter,” he snapped. “It wasn’t exactly the Ritz. It was in a school. They had showers and soap, but I’d no way to get a razor or deodorant or shampoo.”

“Did you at least manage to save a few souls?” I asked.

He gave me a sour look. “It took me two hours to chip my car out of the ice. I decided to come down to see Dad before I went home. What’s going on?”

I told him about William’s condition and my decision to refuse the operation.

“Wait a minute, Mom,” he said sternly. “You’ve got no right to make this choice alone. We were all supposed to discuss this together. The children should have a say.”

“Except for you and Merilee, they’re all on the other side of the world.”

“Dad struggled every day of his life to keep going. I never knew him to roll over and play dead.”

“Who has power of attorney?” asked Dr. Adamson.

“I do,” I said. “William arranged for it years ago.”

“My mother’s not stable enough to exercise power of attorney. She’s lost her judgment. She’s been throwing things through people’s windows. She locked herself in the house during the ice storm, wouldn’t open the door to the police. She refused to co-operate with the authorities and go to a shelter. Furthermore, her loyalties don’t seem to lie with my father any more. She’s been having an affair with the next-door neighbour. Wouldn’t it be convenient for her if my father died? Then she’d have the house all to herself to carry on in sin with this man.”

“Morris is fantasizing,” I said. “My neighbour merely kissed me. That’s all. But in Morris’s religion, something as harmless as a kiss can send you straight to hell.”

“Even if we did the operation,” interrupted the doctor, “I have to emphasize that it has its risks. In the procedure I’ve described, the stomach lining is sewn onto the abdomen wall and then through the muscle wall to the skin. The G-tube is also sewn onto the abdomen wall. These measures are to prevent leakage. But sometimes they don’t work. Something goes wrong. Stitches tear — and this can happen especially with a patient like your father, who isn’t mentally present and may not be as quiet and co-operative as we’d like. If the stitches don’t hold, the stomach contents leak into the surrounding tissue, like a poison. This is called peritonitis and it will kill the patient. If you decide to go ahead with the operation, you have to be prepared for that possibility.”

“I’m going to get hold of a lawyer. I’ll have the power of attorney overturned,” said Morris.

The day was darkening when I arrived home in the Red Cross car. Up and down the street, lights were blazing in the revived houses, the whole block on fire, it seemed, with a Christmas joy almost missed. In the windows I saw the decorated trees sparkling with coloured lights, the dining rooms glowing with warmth.

The telephone was ringing when I unlocked my front door. I went to the kitchen and paused for a moment with my hand on the receiver. I felt radiating from it a tropical heat and knew it was Merilee. This was undoubtedly a bad sign. She’d never before bothered to call on Christmas Day. I let it ring its heart out. From room to room I calmly went, turning on the lights, enjoying their glow, after so many days of darkness, while the shrill cry of the phone echoed off the walls. Finally, it stopped ringing. I filled the kettle to boil water for tea, put a potato in the oven at four hundred degrees, took an egg out of the fridge, cracked it open into a bowl. For an hour, the phone rang off and on while I paced. Finally, I sat down at the table with my potato and a fried egg, picked up the phone and listened.

“Mother? Mother, are you there? Mother, speak to me.”

I hung up and sliced into the baked potato, squeezed it until my fingers burned and the white flesh erupted from the slit in the crisp dark skin.

More ringing. I picked up the phone once more.

“You’ve been there all the time, haven’t you, Mother?”

“Merry Christmas, Merilee,” I said patiently.

“I want to talk to you about Dad.”

“Season’s greetings.”

“What’s got into you, Mother? How could you possibly think you had the right to make that kind of decision on your own? I’ve been talking to Morris.”

“You spoke to Morris?” I said ironically. “I’m surprised you recognized each other’s voices, it’s been so long.”

No response.

“Given the way your father lived,” I went on, “given what I know about him, I felt the right decision was obvious. It’s kinder to let him die. Didn’t you say yourself in October that he shouldn’t be kept alive artificially?”

“No, I didn’t. I said we should talk about what to do. And strictly speaking, this isn’t an artificial means of support. It’s not an extraordinary measure. It doesn’t involve machines. He’s not being kept alive by a heart pump or a respirator or anything mechanical.”

“I don’t call being fed through a plastic tube in the stomach a normal way to keep alive. I never thought you and Morris would see eye to eye on anything. I never imagined the two of you in cahoots.”

“Nobody said anything about cahoots. But much as I hate to collaborate with that Jesus fanatic, I find this time that I have to agree with him.”

There was a palpable silence. I sensed Merilee at the other end of the line, collecting ammunition.

“Morris told me about — about Mr. McTavish, Mother.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

“I never thought that you’d take a lover. After all the judgment you’ve heaped on me about my husbands and my men.”

“He’s not my lover.”

“Morris says he caught you — that you were intimate.”

“We weren’t intimate.”

“He actually found you kissing.”

“It was — accidental.”

“Oh, come on, now, Mother! You never believed me when I gave you that kind of line as a teenager, did you? Why would I swallow your story now that the shoe’s on the other foot? How long has this been going on between you and him? Does it go back years? Were you and Mr. McTavish fooling around when we were kids, for God’s sake?”

“He says he’s always loved me,” I told her with some pride.

“They all say that, Mother.”


Boxing Day

It’s begun to rain again here in Canada, though it’s not the icy torrent that shut down Christmas. The temperatures have risen to a springlike warmth. This afternoon on the trip to The Cedars in the Red Cross car, I saw that the ice on the roads had softened and water was running in the deep car tracks.

“Don’t look too much like Christmas out there now, does it?” chuckled an old man sitting up beside the driver. We rode along, safe and dry, enjoying a sense of asylum, looking out through the rain-streaked windows at the cold, wet farms, the dissolving snow exposing patches of chocolate earth, rich and fertile and yearning for spring.

“Mrs. Hazzard?” said a voice when I arrived on William’s floor. I looked over and saw the head nurse behind the counter. “Mrs. Hazzard, let’s go somewhere quiet and sit down together.” She led me to a sunny alcove. “Coffee?” she asked. “Would you like to take your coat off?”

“No,” I said, suspiciously eyeing the manila envelope in her hand.

She drew a thick stack of papers from the envelope. “Mrs. Hazzard,” she explained gently, “your son followed through with his threats. He went to a judge. I have here an ex parte order served to us yesterday evening by a bailiff. Would you like to look it over?”

“I can’t read that small print. What does it say?”

It seemed that Morris had described me to the judge as rebellious, unfaithful, godless, on the brink of madness. All the behaviours that, had they been true, would have made my life far more interesting.

“He also says you’ve neglected the household finances,” said the nurse. “He mentions for example a bill somehow forwarded to him as next of kin because it had gone unpaid. Is this true?”

“Yes. There was a property tax payment I missed.”

“Well, this sort of thing, he says, shows that you can’t attend reliably to your husband’s financial matters and if you can’t accomplish that technical task, how can you possibly make more serious decisions about his physical well-being, his health? Especially in a life-or-death situation. This was the case your son presented and the judge was persuaded by it. He’s handed power of attorney over to Morris and your daughter Merilee, jointly. They’ve ordered the operation. Legally, we have to comply.”

“Does it take so many papers to say only that?” I asked the nurse.

“Well,” she hesitated, “there are a number of affidavits here.”

“Affidavits?”

“Sworn statements. There’s one from someone named Goodie Hodnet.”

“Oh.”

“Another from an Olive Hazzard.”

“My daughter-in-law.”

“You must feel quite betrayed.”

“Not really. Nothing my children do surprises me any more. I seem to have become impervious. I find I no longer care about the judgments of others.”


Midnight

I didn’t catch the Red Cross car home. Down the hall from William’s room, I found a ward with four empty beds — vacated I supposed by patients without the power to keep pace with the rehabilitative agenda of The Cedars’ staff — and there I hid in the small washroom, consulting my watch every hour, formulating my plan, biding my time until all the sounds on the wing had died out.

At midnight I emerged into the hallway, its lights dimmed now for the night shift. They stretched away above my head, following the curve of the hall, guiding me like a flare path. I crept forward, hugging the wall like a burglar in fear of detection by a wandering nurse, my fingers feeling along the glazed tiles, until I found William’s room. Like his companions there, he was sound asleep. Above each of the beds, a fluorescent tube glimmered, an aid to the nurses in their comings and goings, their nocturnal checks. I lifted William’s IV bag down off its hook and placed it beside him. Feeling along the frame of the bed, I found a lever engineered to release the brakes with the slightest pressure of the hand. I slipped behind the bed, grasped the rungs of the headboard and pushed. Thanks to my new physical fitness, my renewed heart and renovated constitution, I was able to propel the bed forward with little difficulty.

We began to slide along smoothly like a ship floating in the night, the bed riding on the finest of ball bearings, the newest, most buoyant of inflated rubber tires. Out through the door we swung and into the corridor, which, broad as a highway, accommodated a wide turn. William continued to sleep, his breath wheezing through his paralyzed throat. Silently I pushed on. Along the entirely deserted hallway, sweating a little now with apprehension, exhilarated, thrilled by the excited pounding of my heart, the vibration in my chest making me feel very much alive.

We came to the room where I’d hidden until the stroke of twelve. It was to be our haven. Shutting us in, I installed William out of harm’s way in a far corner and hung his IV sac on a spare pole. Then I pushed the empty beds tight against the closed door.

I heard nothing until three a.m., when excited voices broke out in the hallway.

“Have you seen Mr. Hazzard? Mr. Hazzard’s gone. Where is he? Has he been taken away for tests? Has he died? His bed, even, has disappeared.”

“There’s nothing on his chart. He can’t have gone anywhere on his own. Anyone see him pass the nurses’ station? We’ll have to check every room.”

“Call security.”

“Call the other floors. Tell them to make a thorough search.”

“Get some extra staff up here to cover off our duties while we deal with this.”

I heard them hastening up and down the halls, entering one room after another.

“Call the director.”

“We should get hold of the son. Is the son’s number handy?”

“What’s this?” a voice soon said, just outside the room in which we were holed up. “This one won’t open. There’s something blocking the door.”

“Do you suppose this is it?”

“Hello? Who’s in there?”

“Is Mr. Hazzard in this room? Hello?”

“He can’t be in there alone.”

“Mr. Hazzard? Are you in there? Who is with him?”

“Could it be the wife?”

“That meek woman?”

“Not her !”

“What possible motive would she have?”

“I heard she opposed the operation.”

“I don’t think she’s capable of this.”

“She’s not strong enough to move a hospital bed.”

“Didn’t she go home hours ago?”

“She takes the Red Cross car.”

“Is that you, Mrs. Hazzard? Whoever’s in there, please identify yourself.”

“Yes, it’s me,” I admitted at last.

“Mrs. Hazzard, what on earth are you trying to accomplish? You’ve kidnapped your husband. That’s against the law. Do you understand how serious this is? Mr. Hazzard has been placed in our care. He’s the hospital’s responsibility. You’re endangering his life.”

“Mrs. Hazzard? Mrs. Hazzard, talk to us.”

I went and stood beside William’s bed. Still sleeping. I felt his IV sac and judged it to be down to a third. Should I try to obtain more IV? Negotiate an exchange of some kind? But what had I to bargain with? Why hadn’t I thought about these details? If William were to awaken now, if he could speak, what would he say? You’re no good, Morgan, in an emergency. You’re no good in a crisis.

“We have your son here with us, Mrs. Hazzard,” someone called through the door an hour later.

“Mom! Mom, what is this?”

“It’s a sit-in, Morris,” I called. “I’ve seen them on television. Haven’t you noticed them on the news? It’s a protest.”

“Mom, you’ve thrown the whole hospital into an uproar. I got a phone call in the middle of the night. They dragged me out of my bed.”

“You’re not needed here, Morris. Go home and get some sleep.”

“I’m calling the police,” I heard him warn the nurses.

“That’s not necessary, Mr. Hazzard. We can deal with this on our own.”

“Do something, then.”

“Call maintenance,” someone suggested. “Get the house mechanic up here.”

“Get an engineer.”

“It’s Christmas. There’s nobody around.”

“Mom,” Morris warned. “It’s no use. You can’t stop the operation. I have power of attorney now. The judge has spoken.”

“The judge can go to hell.”

“You could be sent to jail for this, Mom. You’re in violation of the law.”

“I don’t believe in the law any more, Morris.”

Silence beyond the door. In a little while, there was a boom that made me leap back. The whole room seemed to shake. Another boom and another. I saw the door shiver and heave. I broke out in a cold sweat. My hands began to tremble.

“This won’t work,” said a voice. “These metal doors will withstand anything.”

“Whatever she’s pushed against the door is too heavy.”

“Furniture.”

“Spare beds.”

Before long, I heard a siren screaming in the street below. I went to the window and looked down, saw the flashing red lights. I scanned the black sky. Would I soon hear the sound of choppers, see a helicopter swing past, paratroopers ready to fly out on ropes, come through the hospital window feet-first?

“You’re surrounded, Mom. You’ve got to come out.”

“Mrs. Hazzard, this is the police. You’ve taken a very serious action. Please open the door. If you open the door of your own volition, the law will go easier on you.”

“Mom, you’d better hope that we get in there to save Dad, because if we don’t rescue him, if he dies, you’ll be held responsible. You know that, don’t you?”

Once again I stood beside William. What had brought us here? How had we arrived? The two of us, fled to this shelter, the rest of the world on the other side of the door, clamouring to batter it down, when for twenty years we’d lived alone, forgotten, unnoticed, with scarcely a ring of the telephone or a knock on the door to remind us we were alive.

“Is the patient in immediate danger?” someone — a policeman? — out in the hallway asked.

“The IV will be running out soon. Replenishing it immediately isn’t vital but the longer he goes without it, the more dehydrated he’ll become. I wouldn’t want to leave him in there for hours. He’s already in an extremely fragile condition.”

“It doesn’t sound like she’s going to co-operate.”

“If she has no intention of opening up, just as well to do something sooner than later.”

“We’ll have to resort to greater force. Damage to the door.”

“Is there an electric saw handy?” someone inquired. “That might be just the thing.”

Soon I heard an engine roar to life, the ear-splitting scream of metal on metal. A spinning disc sliced through the door, sparks flew as it cut a large circle. Arms came through the hole, then a body in overalls. On his knees behind the beds, a man pushed them aside and opened the door. Facing me were Morris, the nurses, a second mechanic holding a tool box, two police officers, a sleepy-looking man in a suit and tie — the hospital director? They all gaped at me as though I were mad. Perhaps I was.


Approaching dawn

I was in defiance of the judge’s order. They handcuffed me and took me downstairs and out into the luminous night and put me in the back seat of a patrol car. Smoothly we rode along the parkway, curving beneath William’s window, beside the black and shining river. I’d so often longed to experience. At the police station, I was instructed to sit in an anteroom, where there was a great deal of excitement and criminal traffic: vandals, drunks, prostitutes, drug pushers, burglars dragged in out of the night. Finally someone came and got me, unlocked the handcuffs, led me into a small interrogation room, where a female sergeant asked me to sit down across a table from her. I had an impression of fine cheekbones, large owlish glasses, a soft mass of body, a woman, I sensed, too human to rigidly believe in the letter of the law. She consulted the arresting officer’s briefing notes, then discreetly looked me over.

“You are an unusual visitor for us,” she began in a voice so quiet I had to strain to hear her.

“I’m sorry to trouble you. I can see you’re very busy here.”

“Can you tell me what you were trying to do, Mrs. Hazzard?”

“I wanted to protect my husband from harm.”

“But you realize that, had the professionals not broken into the room, Mr. Hazzard would, in your care, eventually have died?”

“Sometimes life itself is a threat to happiness.”

“Does your husband himself want to live?”

“I wouldn’t think so. I know William. He was — is —a proud and independent man. A pragmatist. In his present condition, he can’t eat or speak or walk. He doesn’t know a pencil from a razor blade. He’d thank me for saving him from the medical system and from his own misguided children.”

“Are you quite certain of your motives?”

“Why do you ask?”

“There are women who, in your circumstances, might have wished the husband dead. Is it possible that’s how you felt?”

“I have embarked on a new life.”

“And your husband’s survival is a threat to this new life?”

“I can’t turn back. I don’t think my family understands that.”

“Your marriage to Mr. Hazzard — would you say it’s been a good one?”

“We gave seven children to the world.”

She paused for a moment, scrutinizing me. “I see,” she said, and made a few notes in the file. “If Mr. Hazzard were to survive, could you not simply cease to visit him? Live your own life to the fullest, in whatever manner you choose?”

“I don’t think society would accept that.”

“And your children? Is Mr. Hazzard important to them?”

“Only to my son, who thinks he wants to save William’s soul, when it’s really his father’s love he’s after. As for his daughters, I should point out that they haven’t been home to visit in years. They have the whole world to distract them. Why should they think about us?”

“Do you love your husband, Mrs. Hazzard?”

“There’s too much talk in this world about love. By the time you reach my age you realize how unnecessary love has always been.”

“Unnecessary?”

“One doesn’t need love so very much once one learns to value the self.”

The sergeant paused to make notes on the file before her. “Did you really believe it would be difficult for the authorities to take custody again of your husband? Did you think you could hold them off indefinitely?”

“Perhaps I wasn’t thinking. Perhaps I acted simply on impulse. I must appear very naive to you.”

“Passionate. Angry, perhaps. But certainly not naive.”

I glanced around the sterile space. “Do you spend a great deal of time in this room?” I asked.

“Regrettably.”

I sensed her fatigue. “This must be an exhausting job.”

“At times.”

“But I expect you profit from observing the folly of others.”

“We are none of us exempt from error, Mrs. Hazzard. We all make mistakes. Each of us has our secrets and our skeletons in the closet.”

“Are you married?” I asked.

She hesitated for a moment, then said, “To a man significantly older than I am.”

“And do you love him?”

My question made her sit back a little in surprise. I waited patiently, and in a moment she relaxed.

“Mrs. Hazzard, my husband is a very dear man. A friend. There are tender feelings between us.” She paused for a moment to reflect. “But unfortunately the sight of me no longer excites him. Perhaps he’s simply tired. Or perhaps, like you, he no longer believes in the necessity of love. It’s very easy, in keeping the rules of marriage — don’t you find? — to betray oneself. I’ve seen many people lose themselves within a relationship. Especially women. Women, I think, forget how to listen to their own deepest feelings. But, if one is careful, there are ways to find satisfaction outside the home without destroying the marriage or hurting anyone in the process. I’ve made my compromises. They’ve never been pretty, but I’ve grown comfortable with the idea that I’m not perfect. Perfection in a person is — wouldn’t you agree — quite boring?” She considered me for a moment. “You’ve found yourself faced with a big decision, Mrs. Hazzard.”

“I’ve waited a long time to begin to live.”

“Do you regret what happened at the hospital?”

“I sense I’ve reached a big ending and a very small beginning. I haven’t much time left.”

“You understand that the operation will go ahead despite your actions?”

“At least I took a stand.”

“It’s important to do that from time to time.”

“At least I made my position clear.”

The sergeant paused once more and regarded me thoughtfully. “My mother is about your age.”

“There are a great many of us still around. More than the world would like to admit. We seem to be a danger, somehow, to modernness. To progress, especially.”

“I wish we could talk longer, Mrs. Hazzard, but there’s no doubt a lineup outside. As for your continued detention, I don’t believe you’re a danger to anyone.”

“Unfortunately not.”

“However, I’m uncertain whether you should be released just yet. It might be a good idea to keep you in custody until Mr. Hazzard’s operation is completed.”

“Would you mind, then, if I waited out there in the reception area? Where all the petty offenders are coming and going? I find the commotion oddly comforting. I hadn’t realized until now how lonely I’ve been.”


December 27

This morning, the head nurse at The Cedars inquired as to the outcome of William’s operation, and learning of his deteriorating condition, she contacted the police and I was released so that I could go to him. An officer drove me across town to Victoria Hospital, where the surgery had taken place. It is a dark, one-hundred-year-old building nestled in a residential neighbourhood of solid square brick houses and mature trees.

Morris hadn’t yet shown up. The operation took place at eight a.m. and by ten-thirty William had been released from post-op and sent to the surgical floor. When I arrived, a nurse indicated his room. I went in and saw that an oxygen mask was strapped to William’s face. Through it, I could see his tongue rising and falling in his throat like a ship bobbing on a rough sea as he gasped for breath. Outside in the hallway, an intern apprehended me, another young man barely graduated from boyhood.

“Mrs. Hazzard?” he said. He was a short portly redhead with a face chubby and indulged, a soft, spoiled-looking body. “I’m sure you can see that your husband’s system is stressed, Mrs. Hazzard,” he told me. “We think that the surgical stitches have torn and that peritonitis has set in. Either that or he is in acute renal failure. His blood pressure dropped after the anaesthetic was administered and typically this shifts fluids away from the kidneys, reducing the oxygen supply and making them sluggish. Then, to compound things, we suspect Mr. Hazzard has pneumonia. He was in a pretty weakened condition when he arrived at Victoria. You remember he had that staph infection in the fall, and he’s been prostrate for some months. Neither of these things enhances the performance of the lungs. If he in fact has pneumonia, fluid filling up his lungs could kill him before anything else does. It won’t be long now,” he told me. “Death is very efficient, Mrs. Hazzard. First the lungs shut down, then the kidneys, then the heart. Bam bam bam,” he said, emphasizing his words by striking his fist in his hand. “It’s like dominoes,” he said. “Once the first chip topples, the rest give way logically.”

I thought him pompous, too clever, too certain of himself, puffed up with his own young and shallow knowledge of life.

“Tomorrow or Sunday and it’ll all be over. Are you alone? Don’t keep a rigid vigil here, Mrs. Hazzard. It will only exhaust you. You can’t be expected to be present every moment for your husband. You must rest. Staying here won’t stop him from dying. He won’t even be aware of you towards the end.”

Morris arrived at the hospital around noon.

“The operation you ordered is killing your father,” I told him. “Everything they warned you of has happened. Where are your miracles now, Morris?”

He brought out his handkerchief and wiped his eyes.

Oh, weep weep weep, you modern children! Cry your eyes out once it’s too late!

Soon, though, remembering that a prayer could be found for every occasion, Morris pulled out his missal.


Have mercy on me, O God, as thou art rich in mercy
In the abundance of thy compassion, blot out the record of my misdeeds
Wash me clean, cleaner yet, from my guilt, purge me of my sin
For indeed I was born in sin
Guilt was with me already when my mother conceived me.



Around five o’clock, a nurse came in and took William’s blood pressure. “I don’t think it’ll be long now,” she told us softly and went away.

I lowered the rail, sat on the edge of the bed. Why was I so hesitant to embrace William at this moment, while, forty years before, when he was running from me, a fugitive after the war, I’d hunted him down, wanting to lash him to me with iron bands of obligation? Now I lay my torso over him. For so many years, for decades, a heavy steel door had been shut on my heart and William locked out. Locked out. Could he, at this final moment, feel that thick barrier between us, pressing down on him, the cold, unyielding metal, the killing burden of it, legacy of our lives together? Feel me thrusting it upon him, against his will, against my own?

And didn’t he now exhale deeply one last time with a low moan like a man setting down a toilsome weight, his chest achieving one final shudder, pushing every molecule of oxygen out of every last cell? And didn’t I, oh so suddenly, feel whatever faint life was left in his tissues slide out of him like a wisp of smoke? He went limp in my arms, incredible release, this man who was both my husband and a stranger.

I thought: We have wasted our lives on each other, William. There. I had admitted it. I could afford to say it, at last. Yes. Wasted.

Poor William.

Powerless now to run away from me.

Then — and I am ashamed to say it, I am ashamed — I felt washing over me such a sweet lassitude, such a terrible comforting fatigue.

William, I thought. Or I might have said it out loud. I pressed my ear to his chest, which supported me, solid as the earth. I listened for his heart.

“He’s gone, Mom?” asked Morris. “Are you sure? He’s not breathing any more? His heart has stopped? Has it? Well. What now? I’d better go and tell someone.” He hurried away.

A moment later, a nurse came rushing in with him, then a doctor, a slender, astonishingly youthful woman with hair pale as prairie wheat. Were there no old ravaged doctors left anywhere?

She said, “He put up a brave fight,” though I didn’t remember having seen her in the room all day.

Pride. Pride in William was what I was supposed to feel when she said that. But was it brave? The fight? What sense did it make to put up a brave fight if it all came to the same thing in the end?

“But I haven’t seen you before,” I told the blonde doctor. “You’ve never looked at my husband until now, I don’t think. What do you know about his struggle? Where is the red-haired doctor?”

“He’s gone off-duty,” she explained gently. “I’ve just replaced him. It’s what I was told by the previous shift. A brave fight. I’m sorry.”

Before leaving, she asked if we wanted an autopsy. She asked if we’d be making funeral arrangements right away. “Will you be seeing to that?” she said. “Someone will take on that responsibility?” She looked from Morris to me and back to Morris. “We must know very soon where to send Mr. Hazzard’s remains. You’re not from here, I’m told. You’re from Simplicity? So the funeral will be held there? There will be, in that case, an ambulance fee. You should be prepared for that. Also, there are documents I must ask you to sign. Releases — you know? Just a few forms. I’m sorry to bring up such mundane matters after — after such a brave fight.”

Down on the first floor, the glass front doors of the hospital had been flung wide, letting the miraculous weather rush in. The warm air swept around me like a healing river. Through the open door, I could see the sunny dry streets. The rain had stopped long ago. I thought of an old expression of my mother’s: Rain before seven, fine before eleven.

Hospital staff were coming in from the outdoors, coatless, arriving out of the long afternoon. They’d been walking in the warm sunny streets carrying their winter coats over their arms here in December in the centre of the city in this old neighbourhood of enduring brick homes. They were astounded, grateful, lightened by the false spring. It’s my husband, I wanted to tell them. It’s my husband who’s brought this weather. All day my husband’s been slowly dying and now his body has absorbed all the cold.

Stepping out onto the hospital porch, I saw that the snow had vanished from the lawns. It was a beautiful afternoon, with light holding on in the sky past five o’clock because of course it was December 27, it was nearly January and the darkest days of winter were already behind us. I felt Morris beside me on the porch.

“Your father would have liked this strange weather,” I said.

Cars passed on the road, rivers of warm air pouring in through their open windows. A blithe neighbourhood. Men and women returning from the office, mothers driving their children home from the movies, home from the houses of friends on these Christmas holidays, passing under the web of bare branches woven overhead like black lace against the darkening sky. On this miraculous afternoon on this dreamlike day in late December. Dogs barked. An old-fashioned newsboy sailed past on a bicycle, threw a rolled paper in a clean arc onto a porch. Life continued in all its guileless waste.

“Do you want a ride home, Mom?”

“I can get there on my own. There’s no rush. There’s no urgency for anything now, is there? I’ll call the Red Cross car. Will you contact the newspaper? Put the obituary in?”

“Mom, I’m sorry —”

“He was dying anyway, Morris.”

“But, if I hadn’t — if the operation —”

“I don’t want you to worry about it.”

In the Red Cross car, we drove through the dry streets newly released from their mantle of snow, through the temperatures so surprisingly like the spring in which we all longed to believe. Though we knew more snow would come, possibly as early as tonight. It would come and we’d have to sigh and shrug and smile at our foolish hope and admit that winter was with us for at least two more months. At least. More like three or even four or four and a half, in this part of the world. It’s possible to get a few flurries here even in May.


December 30

Harry and Heather Lang stopped by today as I was out sweeping grit from the porch steps.

“We just came to wish you the best of the season, Morgan,” said Heather, “and also to see — we noticed that one of your daughters has come home at last.”

“Merilee.”

“We saw her out walking this morning. She walks so quickly. These young people! Why the terrible hurry? What is it they’re running from? But it did make us curious. We wondered if anything has happened. Is there news?”

Still no snow, but a welcome heaviness in the air, a barometric pressure holding everything down, like a pressure-cooker lid, keeping things from heaving out of control, exploding.

I straightened up and stood with the broom propped beside me. “William has died,” I said. “The announcement was in the paper yesterday.”

Why had I not thought to go across and tell them, even simply as a courtesy, after all Harry’s leaf raking and snow shovelling and warnings about the threat of frost? I didn’t know.

“Oh, dear,” said Heather, distressed. “We wondered. We thought that might be the case. We don’t look at the obituaries any more. Harry finds it upsetting. Oh, Morgan, we are sorry!”

Strange for Heather, I thought, to be the spokesperson, when it was always Harry who couldn’t stop talking. It was years since I’d heard her voice, which was now throaty from decades of smoking. I peered more closely at Harry and sensed that he’d been attacked by something aggressive. Even I could tell that his shoulders were stooped, his whole body startlingly aged, crumpled inward, defensive, clearly no longer at the peak of its form.

“Harry, what on earth’s happened to you?” I asked.

“A stroke, Morgan,” Heather explained and then I noticed that one arm hung lifelessly at Harry’s side, like a broken tree branch. He swayed on the right leg, favouring the left, which sagged and trembled and looked like it might be made of rubber. I heard him weeping.

One of the young neighbourhood mothers came to me yesterday with a piece of newspaper folded back at the obituaries.

“Is this you?” she asked. “Was this your husband? This Mr. Hazzard? We put two and two together, the other neighbours and I. I don’t remember ever seeing him here on the street.”

“But we’ve been living here for forty years,” I answered. “We’re the original inhabitants of this house. We moved from the war into these rooms.”

“Our children,” she sighed and smiled apologetically, “our children keep us so busy that we don’t notice anything. We don’t see. The hockey practices and the ballet classes and the piano lessons. A constant treadmill. When we’re not at work, we spend all our spare time in our cars, taxiing. Will you be wanting to sell your house? We have friends who like this area. We pointed your property out to them. I realize it’s quite soon to speak to you about this. But we wanted to get to you first. You won’t want to stay here in this house by yourself, I wouldn’t think? An apartment for you, maybe? You could avoid the realtor’s fees by selling directly to our friends. I assure you, they’d cut you a very good deal. Let us know if you want to sell. We’re number eighty. Three doors down.”

“It was the right side of Harry’s brain,” Heather told me. She used to be like Catherine Deneuve, aging imperceptibly, her good looks timeless, it seemed. Now her ears had grown very large, her skin sallow and oily. She pressed her cheek into the tight woolly curls of her dog and I saw that she was no longer beautiful but had begun to look like her poodle. She was still dressed fit to kill: a brown wool coat with fox collar and tiny brown high-heeled boots with the same fur around the cuff, rippling now in the wind, her toes pressed together, ladylike to the end.

“The right side,” she went on. “The stroke was on the right side. He can’t speak. Poor Harry. He is trying, though. He’s working with a speech therapist. It’s a long road. But he’s brave, aren’t you, Harry? He’s full of courage. He’ll climb back up to where he was,” she said, though at that moment the very thought of climbing anywhere seemed to exhaust Harry. Again, he began to cry until his shoulders shook like an old storm-racked tree, such a great earthquake of grief erupting inside him, unstoppable, cracking him right up the middle and the tears flowing up and out, a hot flood of them. What was this emotion? Grief for William? For himself? For his once beautiful wife, now handicapped as he by the stroke? Or was it simply a switch tripped in the brain?

All these weeping men have made me dry-eyed.

“The funeral is tomorrow,” I said. “You could come to that.”

“Oh, I wish we could, Morgan. I do wish we could be there. But it’s out of the question. Harry is so — vulnerable. It would tire and upset him. It could cause another…Oh, Morgan! I don’t think we’ll be able to come!” Heather put her hand on Harry’s shoulder, pointing him homeward like a child. “It’s the idea of death,” she breathed softly to me as they turned away. “The fear.”

It was not so beautiful a day as the one on which William had died. Not so appealing without the sun and with the grit of winter twisting in little grey eddies against the curbs. The three of us were chilled, shivering suddenly with the damp cold of Ontario in winter. It was a heavy sad day with dark clouds gathering overhead and the temperature dropping. We were expecting winter’s return. We had reconciled ourselves to it and hour upon hour we watched the sky, alert for the first snowflakes to come spinning down. I needed to go inside and get my coat, my gloves, if I was to finish my sweeping.


January 1

The funeral has come and gone. It is the fourth day of Merilee’s visit and still she shows no sign of leaving. Each afternoon she’s disappeared on long walks, drifting down into the heritage district of town as the girls all did when they were young and full of dreams of a finer life. She’s wandered through the century-old parks and up and down the streets lined with mansions, past the creeping vines that snake over old stone walls. Then back through the humble streets of our little ghetto. She’s used up several disposable cameras taking photographs. I don’t have the heart to tell her that she can walk and look and memorize all she wants and snap a thousand rolls of film and still she won’t understand where she came from.

Though the temperature has dropped and the puddles are frozen over, the streets remain clean and dry and there’s still no sign of snow. Today, arriving home out of the long afternoon, Merilee looked downcast. “I’m so disappointed with the weather,” she said. “If I have to be in Canada in December there should at least be snow.”

She paced the house, smoking a cigarette, looking dubiously out one window after another.

Unsettled by her restlessness, I asked, “Will you be staying long? When do you plan to fly back to New Mexico?”

“Texas, Mother,” she answered between clenched teeth. “I told you, it’s Texas.”

While I was preparing supper, I heard her rummaging through an upstairs closet.

“What are you looking for?” I shouted up at her. “Nothing!” she called back down.

Those are my cupboards you’re tearing apart, I wanted to tell her. That’s my private life, now, that you’re turning upside down. Instead I stood at the kitchen sink and scrubbed at the thick skins of two russet potatoes, snapping off the white and juicy sprouts, sent forth over the winter like succulent nipples. Soon Merilee appeared, holding the box of family photographs. A month before, I’d considered sorting them into six batches, distributing them among the children, but then I thought: What use to send them off around the world, only to have them carelessly discarded and blowing down the streets of Rio de Janeiro or crushed under the shoe of an anonymous schoolboy on a German playground?

“Sit down and tell me about these,” she said, guiding me to my corner chair. She perched on a stool at my knee, opened the box, handed me one black-and-white photo after another, drawn from a batch showing my life before the end of the war. I took them in my hands, uncurled their yellowing corners, ran my fingers along the scalloped borders. The images were a blur.

Who is this and who is that? she wanted to know. When was this taken? How old were you then? Whose camera was it?

What about the present? I felt like shouting at her. What about now? You’ve been here for four days and we haven’t even talked and soon you’ll be leaving and I may never see you again because you think the cost of things in Canada is too dear. What about you and me sitting here in these chairs? What about that?

“Were you happy then?” she pressed me, pointing at another photograph. “What were you feeling when this was taken? Who is the woman with you? Why are you both laughing? Where did this dress come from? This hat? What colour were they? How much did they cost? Which baby was this? Who is this man in the cashmere coat?”

With both hands I pushed away the photographs, which had formed a pool in my lap, like a pile of brittle autumn leaves.

“What’s wrong?”

“This is making me feel very depressed.”

“Why? You were beautiful then.”

“Yes.”

Last night in bed, I heard footsteps descending the stairs. I haven’t slept well these past few nights. Is it because William is finally gone and now I know for certain that I’ll continue here in this house, forever alone? And why would this thought disturb me, for isn’t that exactly what I wanted? Or is it simply Merilee’s unsettling presence in the house that keeps me awake, her inner tumult, her private demons?

The floors creaked as Merilee tiptoed into the room. She sat down on the edge of my bed — something I never allowed her to do when, as a child, she crept down to me night after night, trembling with nightmares. She had more bad dreams than the other six children put together. I was afraid back then that if she sat on my bed she’d then try to crawl in with us, though God knows a body installed between mine and William’s would have been a useful barrier to his desire. Now I felt her hip pressing against my thigh, the warmth of her flesh through the thin wool blanket. In the moonlight, I made out her silhouette, the curve of her cheek, the sharp thrust of her jaw. Her face looked scoured, old, exposed. Her figure sagged with fatigue. I realized with surprise that, like me, she was aging.

“What is it, Merilee?” I asked.

“There’s something on my mind, Mother,” she said, her voice wavery with emotion. “Something that’s been tormenting me for years. For decades. Since I was a kid. I’ve never been able to tell anyone.”

“I’m listening.”

“Do you remember when Dad lost his fingers?” she began slowly. “How I was at home that day and Morris called me from the hospital? Remember that I’d been out the night before and Dad gave me a hiding when I came home with liquor on my breath? I was pretty upset about that. He was a drinker himself. I felt betrayed by the beating, and disappointed that he couldn’t see that I was — that I was just like him. Cut from the same cloth. I was angered that day by his blindness to me.”

She took a deep breath. “Then, Morris called and told me about the accident and said the Indian doctor wanted the fingers. I had no choice but to get dressed and go out and look in the grass. I was still dizzy and faint and when I went staggering outside, believe me, the last thing I wanted was to start searching for human flesh. I saw the blood on the saw blade. The overturned stepladder. I looked in the grass and I found them. The fingers. Almost immediately. I found them, Mother, do you understand? There they were, gleaming — gleaming — in the dark grass, like the Easter eggs we used to hunt — you know?” Her voice wobbled. “Like that. Something magical or almost supernatural about them. Begging to be discovered.

“I picked them up and, Mother, I swear they burned hot as coals in the palm of my hand. They felt powerful, like that old rabbit’s foot Morris used to carry around in his pocket. The knuckles were all scarred and the fingernails flashed like mother-of-pearl and the joints were still springy, as though alive. I remember the sheared-off bone. The nest of frayed nerves and veins.

“And then I buried them, Mother.” Gripping my fingers, she began to cry.

“It’s all right, Merilee.”

“In the garden. I buried them in the garden. I got a trowel out of the shed and I knelt down and stabbed at the soil with the trowel point, imagining it was Dad’s heart. I dug a shallow hole and threw the burning fingers in. They glimmered like flower bulbs — you know? Against the dark soil? I covered them over with earth.

“And then, of course, Dad found them weeks later when he was gardening. I looked at the bare bones in the palm of his hand and I slipped up to my room, feigning nausea. Knowing that if he looked at me, he’d see the guilt written all over my face. I was so relieved when he blamed Morris. I sat upstairs on my bed and listened to him beating Morris and I sweated and trembled with gratitude and relief that it was Morris getting the punishment and not me. Morris got blamed for everything back then. What was one more thing?”

I lay there listening to her weep.

“You made a mistake, Merilee. Forget about it. Put it behind you. Don’t look back.”

Together we heard the distant train whistle calling across town, that thin, lonely, haunting cry that used to tear Merilee out of her sleep in the middle of the night, fill her with fear. As though she knew way back then that she was destined to venture far from home, knew she’d have to run.


January 2


Dear girls,

…Your father had a stroke in October and, following a long struggle, died two days after Christmas. You may well ask why you are receiving this news only now. It’s so hard in such circumstances to know at what moment to call the family home. From day to day I couldn’t decide whether to hope or to despair. Finally, the decline occurred very quickly and it was too late for anyone but Morris to be with me at the deathbed. Over the autumn, I did in fact attempt many times to write to you, but was continually diverted by the past. Somehow, it was all too big to scribble down and try to send around the world on a flimsy sheet of airmail paper. Had your father been able to express himself after the stroke, I’m sure he would have sent messages of his love for you. He didn’t wonder at your absence. If anyone understood the need for independence and adventure, it was he. I’m sure you will all be thinking now about unfinished business. I hear people talking today about something called closure, but I think this is just a foolish, modern word, a wishful notion. When it comes to affairs of the heart, there is no such thing as closure.

We buried your father on the last day of the year. I think he would have been pleased. It would have appealed to his sense of history. Merilee came home for the funeral and so the daughters were represented. There was a small crowd at the church: many parishioners and a few people I didn’t know, who turned out to be your father’s friends from the malls. They said they’ve missed his passion for politics.

Don’t worry about me. Though your father is gone, I don’t feel the least bit alone. Every week I seem to meet someone new to talk to. Morris is nearby. I realize I’ve never really known him and I hope that we’ll be able to get acquainted now that there are few distractions in my life.

The best advice I can give you is to choose your happiest memory of your father and hold that close to your heart. When we came out of the church after the funeral, the blazing sun reminded me of the West and I knew I must remember him the way he looked when I met him on that blinding prairie day…




Dear Mrs. Hazzard,

By letter dated November 25 we advised you that we as solicitors for Mrs. Goodie Hodnet were instructed to recover certain damages incurred by our client as a result of your actions. (Copy enclosed.) We have received no reply from you with respect to that correspondence and accordingly please be advised that unless a proposal for settlement acceptable to our client is received by our office we are instructed to proceed to effect a judicial recovery.

Please govern yourself accordingly…




January 5

“What will you do with all your time, Mother?” Merilee asked me.

We’d come outside to the green yard, on a soft afternoon, a snowless January. We wanted to look at William’s gardens, his trees. Spring was still toying with us. The weather had turned balmy again, the thawing ground wet and spongy beneath our feet. We crossed the lawn and looked down at the black flower beds, smelled their funky perfume, saw the tulips beginning to poke through the fruity earth.

“They’re confused,” I said. “If we get much more warm weather, they’ll shoot up high, then be zapped by frost.”

“You’re showing your Canadian optimism, Mother.”

Merilee had put on her southern clothes, a royal blue suit with large gold buttons and a very short skirt. The heavy linen jacket disguised a little the painful thinness of her shoulders, the brittle look of her bones. The day of the funeral, I’d noticed her flirting with the undertaker’s assistant, one of that breed of young men who seem to work in funeral parlours: handsome, eternally youthful because what runs in their veins may be formaldehyde. This boy’s eyes were filled with mercenary sympathy, his hair slicked down to withstand the wind that always blows on cemetery hills. The effects of death seemed to slide like ash off his smooth cheeks, his slender limbs.

“What will you do with your time, Mother?”

“I’ve always had time, Merilee.”

“But you should try to fill it. With Dad gone, without the hospital visits, there’ll be a lot more time on your hands. What will you do?”

I thought: I should buy a wagon-wheel hat. I should get on a train.

“Maybe I’ll publish my letters,” I said.

“What letters? Are there letters?”

“It was just a joke, Merilee.”

I felt her watching me closely.

“Mother, why didn’t you tell me about your eyes?”

“I must have forgotten.”

“Macular degeneration?”

“One in three adults over seventy.”

It was four o’clock. In a few minutes, a taxi would arrive, carrying Merilee to the bus depot. She’d ride the two hours to the airport. Her flight was to depart at eight o’clock. I felt the emptiness of the house behind me and suddenly longed to hold her there. But when she opened her mouth to speak, I almost cried: No! Stop! Please. It’s too late. Don’t talk to me about the past. Because, truly. Truly, I think Im not only beyond understanding but beyond caring.

“Did you love Dad, Mother? Did you? Do you love him now?”

“I can’t answer that question. I just don’t know. I don’t think I remember. But what is love, Merilee? I’m not sure I know any more.”

She expelled an impatient breath, air hissing through her nostrils. “That’s not an answer. Aren’t mothers supposed to have answers?”

Pulling out a cigarette, she lit it, blew a ring of smoke. She consulted her watch, glanced out at the road, tapped her toe nervously. “If that cab doesn’t come soon, I’ll miss the bus out of town. If I don’t catch that bus, I’ll die.”

“I’m thinking of putting in that patio door your father talked about,” I told her.

“You’re kidding.”

“It would go there,” I said, pointing at the blank wall of the living room.

“Are you serious?”

“And then I’d have a nice cedar deck built, stretching out to about here,” I indicated with the toe of my shoe. “With railings and built-in flower boxes. A table with a colourful umbrella. Deck chairs. I could step outside on a summer evening and enjoy your father’s gardens.”

Merilee considered me for a moment, her eyes filled with irony. “I don’t believe this,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re talking about the patio door Dad wanted? The deck you resisted? If he heard you talking now, he’d turn over in his grave. If he had a grave.”

“I know,” I said, weeping softly into a handkerchief, the first tears I’d shed since William died. “I know.”


March 21

“This is the vernal equinox, Morgan,” William said to me a year ago today. “The twenty-first of March. Night and day are of equal lengths. Everything in Creation is in perfect balance.”

This afternoon there was a knock at my front door and when I went to answer it I found Anna Six standing on the porch in a whirl of snow, looking distressed.

“Morgan, it’s Anna.”

“You said it was bad luck for you to be in contact with me.”

“Morgan, I need to talk to you about something. Will you let me come in?”

It seemed strange to have her in the house without the other bridge women around. We’d never been alone before. I realized that after ten years of weekly games, I didn’t know this woman at all.

“Take off your coat,” I urged her.

“Oh, I couldn’t. I couldn’t impose. I feel — awkward — coming here in the first place.”

“Would you like a cup of tea? You look cold.”

“Thank you, no. I won’t stay long.” She sat on the couch twisting the fingers of a pair of grey wool gloves. “I wanted to apologize about the bridge, Morgan. I never meant to cut you out. It was Goodie who wanted it. Goodie was always so intense about the game. She said you were boring her. Your delayed reactions. She threatened to leave the group if we didn’t get rid of you. Your pace never bothered Muriel and me as much, but we went along with Goodie because she was the strongest of all our personalities. We didn’t resist. Maybe we’re all a little frightened of Goodie? It’s as though we’re all children again, at this age, full of fears, don’t you find? Anyway, it must have hurt you deeply.”

“I got over it. It doesn’t seem important any more.”

“But there’s something else on my mind. A secret I’ve been keeping — we’ve all been keeping from you. For years.”

“A secret?”

“I can’t hold it in any longer. It’s about Goodie. Goodie and William.”

“William?”

“They were lovers, Morgan.”

“Oh.”

We’d had weeks of spring thaw but today the snow was blowing so hard that I couldn’t see the Langs’ house. I felt winter penetrating the walls of the living room, a chill entering my heart.

“For years. Decades, actually. Evidently they met in Toronto after the war. It was when William had come back to Canada and disappeared from sight. You were looking for him, weren’t you? Well, I guess he intended after the war to buy a business, a farm most likely. He met Goodie at a farmers’ rally in Toronto. She’d gone down there with Noah for the meeting. One of the few women present at such a gathering, back then. She insisted on being an equal partner in the farm decisions. Are you surprised? My view is that she always wore the pants in that marriage, but that’s water under the bridge now that Noah is dead.

“Anyway, she and William met. Goodie says they fell in love. It’s the only reason, she says, that William ever came back to you. Back here to the London area. Because he wanted to be close to Goodie. She says they were an intellectual match right from the start. They shared things — an interest in history, a love of the land, a rural courage, maybe — if you can call Goodie’s pushiness and determination courage. Of course they were both married and we all know divorce was out of the question back then. They used to get together once a week. They found ways. It was much easier of course after Noah was dead and William retired. Apparently they drove out into the countryside. They were both so rooted in the country. And they parked and God knows what all they got up to. Nothing more than could be done comfortably in a car, but that could be extensive, couldn’t it? Oh, I don’t mean to torture you with all this, Morgan.”

I pictured William and Goodie in a car backed into a farmer’s field. William unbuttoning her olive coat, peeling back her earthy clothes, her dark dresses, exposing her quantity of flesh, her farmwife’s bounty, meaty thighs, proud fruity bosom.

“But we knew. All of us. The group. We’ve known for years. Goodie confided and then made us promise not to breathe a word. All those bridge games we played with you. Knowing. I feel so ashamed.”

“I understand.”

“Goodie says William put her in his will. Has the will been read yet?”

“I haven’t even looked for it. I suppose it’s in the safety deposit box. William didn’t want to leave a copy with the lawyer. He never trusted lawyers.”

“Well, she’s in the will, she says. I’m surprised she hasn’t called you to find out what her share is. We didn’t come to the funeral. I intended to but Goodie said none of us could go. We had to show a solid front, she said. The day of William’s funeral, I sat in my house and wept, wondering what kind of person I’d become. I’ve quit the bridge group now. I was never comfortable with it after you were replaced. I don’t know what I’ll do now. I seem to have so much time on my hands.”


March 25

I went down to the bank and got William’s will out of the safety deposit box. I took it to the bank manager and asked him to read it to me. He opened the lawyer’s envelope, slipped the papers out, took some time to look them over.

“There are two wills, actually, Mrs. Hazzard. There’s a signed will naming you as sole beneficiary. Then there’s also this draft will, unsigned, which gives fifty thousand dollars to a Goodie Hodnet. Are you acquainted with this woman?”

“Unbeknownst to me, she and William were lifelong lovers.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Could you have a money order prepared for me and made out to Goodie Hodnet for five thousand dollars?”

“Are you sure you want to do that? The unsigned draft will isn’t in any way valid. She could, of course, contest the signed will, but her chances of winning would be weakened by the fact of the affair.”

“It’s the best way I can think of to get rid of her.”


March 27

Goodie sat on my sofa, dressed in her dark wools, her rusts and mustards. I thought about her and William in the countryside. I thought about the bridge women, smirking behind their fanned cards, struggling to keep the secret from me for so many years, when at times their faces were sweating with the knowledge of it, with the desire to tell me, to witness my reaction.

“He was always bored with you,” Goodie said in her own defence. Down her temple ran a purple scar, the result of the fall she took when I threw the paperweight. In a few years, I thought, it will fade to a silvery worm track, like the wound on William’s hand. “William needed another outlet,” said Goodie. “Someone he could talk to on his own level.”

“If he’d loved you,” I said, “he’d have signed the draft will.”

She agreed to my condition: In exchange for the five thousand dollars, she’d leave Simplicity. She’d forget about the lawsuit.

“I know Noah didn’t have savings. I know you’ve got only your old-age pension. This should help you a little with your financial hardship,” I said. “I don’t want to see your face again.”

“I’ll go and live with my daughter in Toronto,” she said. “I’ll travel. I’ve always wanted to see Spain.”

I pictured her sitting at the opera in Toronto with her tall thin sober daughter. I saw Goodie dressed like a Spanish queen on a deck of cards, in heavy red robes embroidered with gold.

Look to the future, Goodie had told the bridge group so many times. Look to the future. Forget the past. Never look back.


April 22


Dear girls,

…We’re having an uncommon spring. Every day dawns hot and dry and windless, with a high transparent sky. The thermometer has climbed to 26 degrees Celsius, a record for April. The whippoorwills sing in the mornings and the cardinals flit in and out of the trees. Sometimes, standing at the kitchen window, I spot a male of the species, bright as a rose on a branch, but mostly it’s only the dull females I see, disappointing in their modest fawn plumage. Never mind.

Overnight, the leaves broke forth. They sparkled for a few days like jewellery on the branches, before unfolding and hanging, limp and tender and apple green in the intense sun. There are no breezes. No whisperings high up in the maple limbs. Only a strange silence as though the world is waiting for life to start anew.

Today I carried home from the bakery a small square box tied up with fine string. I was climbing a hill when I heard the unmistakable approach of Canada geese. The sound filled me with thoughts of your father. I wondered if he was resting comfortably somewhere, restored to health, ten-fingered, watching their smooth flight and enjoying their low tuneless cry, an orchestra of oboes. Is it not almost a sin against nature, against hope, against happiness, not to look up at a flock of Canada geese as it passes?

I stopped in my tracks, threw my head back and peered skyward so passionately that I lost my balance. I felt myself falling sideways, backward, pictured my head coming down on the curb and neatly cracking open just as my grandmother’s had on the hearth three-quarters of a century ago when I was a shouting infant. Fortunately, there was someone nearby to break my fall. I felt a pair of small hands the size of a child’s but marvellously strong forcing me upright. Turning, I recognized the tiny red-haired woman. We hung on to each other for a moment, gently, joyfully, our ancient ankles locked against the incline of the hill, each of us with a bird-light hand grasping the other’s wrist, hers shaking with a palsied excitement that quickened my blood.

So you do exist! I cried, relieved. I went looking for you, I said, at the public library and they told me I’d imagined you.

Did you ever find your children? she asked.

No, I said. Finally I stopped looking for them and now I feel much better. My husband — I told her — my husband died.

They do that, she said. Now you’re free…




April 23


Dear girls,

…I’ve noticed that Harry Lang’s burlap sacking is still stretched on its wooden stakes around all his shrubs, his one lame arm keeping him from pulling the winter enclosures down…




April 29


Dear girls,

…Won’t you come, I said to the miniature woman the day the appearance of the Canada geese threw me unexpectedly into her arms. Won’t you come to my house and help me eat the cake in this box? It’s my birthday, you see, and I’ve no one to share it with.

She sat in my corner chair, her red hair a fire beneath my reading lamp, her bones so small, so delicately worked that she might have been a man-made thing, a doll out of a shop. She was the tiniest woman I’d ever seen, the only woman I knew smaller than myself.

Which birthday is this? she asked, raising a forkful of cake to her lips.

Seventy-five.

That’s young.

Yes.

What’s this? she asked, peering through her bifocals at the stack of unsent letters beside my easy chair. I’d finally removed them from beneath my pillow because their rustling when I tossed and turned was too great a disturbance to my sleep.

Oh, just a brief correspondence with my children, I told her. I’m sorry the letters are finished, though. I did find the writing of them a catharsis.

They look intriguing, she said.

You can read my scrawl?

It’s rich with experience, she answered. May I? she asked, her hand falling on my opus.

Of course.

She lifted the collection of one hundred or more pages from the table and placed them on her lap.

They’re only about my life, I said.

She leafed through the pile, her fingers trembling so much that the pages seemed alive.

Why did you never mail them to your daughters? she asked.

They contain a great burden, I told her.

With my background, she told me, a small excitement rising in her voice, with my library experience, I could help you to edit these.

Edit? I said, puzzled.

Organize them into a book, she explained. A memoir. I wouldn’t tamper with the substance, you understand. I’d respect the content. What I’d be looking at would be grammar, punctuation, consistency of spelling. Perhaps suggesting some sort of framework to give them shape. I’m retired now, as you know. I’m looking for a project. Something to keep my mind alive. I could also deal with anything new you might give me.

New? But my story is finished.

Are you sure? she asked. Are you quite certain there isn’t more? Could you go back and fill in the gaps? There always seem to be blanks in life that could be reconsidered, don’t you find? Why should you stop writing now, just because you’re alone?…




May 1

“Is this a good day to bury the ashes?” Morris asked me. “That’s a fifty-mile-an-hour wind out there, Mom.”

“You’re here and we’ve got them,” I told him, “and I don’t want to keep them in the house. I’m all dressed up.” I’d brought out of mothballs my green wool suit to look good for William. It hung on my thin shoulders as shapelessly as from a wire hanger. I’d put on stockings, my Sunday shoes. I’d slept in rollers, teased and sprayed my hair.

“I did you a big favour going down and getting these ashes,” Morris had told me when he returned from the funeral parlour with what looked like a shoebox, an ordinary rubber band holding it closed. “Considering how I feel,” he said. “This is wrong, Mom. I don’t know why we couldn’t have just buried Dad. I don’t know why you had to cremate him. It’s a desecration. A violation of the human body. The human body is a temple of the soul.”

“It’s not a temple of the soul after death,” I said. “That is, if you believe in the soul at all.”

“I don’t know how you could do this to Dad.”

“It’s what your father requested.”

“Well, what did he say about disposing of the ashes? Didn’t he say he wanted them sprinkled on the Trans-Canada Highway? Didn’t he say he liked the idea of the transport trucks picking the ashes up on their tires and carrying them all the way out to Saskatchewan?”

“Maybe he was joking.”

“How can you say that? How can you say in one breath that we have to respect his wish to be cremated but not his request to have the ashes disposed of the way he asked?”

“I don’t know,” I said, torn. “I don’t know. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’ve always found the 401 so — bleak. Haven’t you? Bleak and soulless. A wasteland? The thought of your father’s ashes blowing around out there in that wilderness — it — it sends chills down my spine. And I feel — I feel like I want him close to me for a little while longer. His gardens were so important to him. I’m almost sure he’d be pleased. They say that ash makes wonderful fertilizer.”

“Well, you’ll have to carry this,” he said, handing me the box. “I don’t even like to touch it. It’s against my religion. And you’ll have to dig it all in by yourself. I can’t help you. I wouldn’t feel right.”

I slipped the elastic band off the box, lifted the lid.

“This is him?” I said, disappointed perhaps by the small quantity of ash, by the absence of familiar lineaments, something to tell me this was indeed my husband. My hand darted into the box involuntarily. I withdrew it just in time, uncertain of decorum. Would touching William’s remains be considered disrespectful, like poking at someone’s private parts? I was intrigued by the calcified lumps lying in the otherwise powdery ash, imagining these to be knuckles, teeth, vertebrae that had stubbornly resisted the fire.

We’d had a week of gentle rains, fine drizzles that, on my afternoon walks, cleansed my face and hands like a healing bath. Now, Morris and I went outside, stepping across the softened ground, which heaved and sweated after the days of warm rain, releasing its powerful gases. There was indeed a fierce wind. It blew hot, out of the West, with the lonely sigh of the prairie in its throat. It bent the trees double and flattened the long spring grass. It pressed my suit against my old slack thighs, my rocky pelvis. It lifted the hair from my forehead, which was no longer the splendid curve I vainly displayed the year I travelled out to visit Alfreda in wartime, but a shrivelled naked stretch of bone, like the elderly battered hairless cracked scalp of an antique porcelain doll.

As we rounded the corner of the house, the prairie wind snatched the lid off the box and threw it up into my face, blinding me temporarily, striking me hard on the bridge of my nose. But I managed to clap it back down with the palm of my hand before any of the ashes could escape.

It was a Saturday. We could hear the neighbourhood children out on the street throwing balls and turning skipping ropes and riding their bikes round and round like circus performers, their shining caps of hair golden in the sun. Morris, to give him credit, had dressed up for the occasion too, in a blazer and striped tie. Looking like a pair of churchgoers, we passed out of the shadow of the house into the sunshine. When we came abreast of the Man Tree, I tripped on one of its roots rearing up out of the earth and nearly went down. I heard the ash sliding inside the box, the rocky deposits rattling against the cardboard sides.

“Watch it, Mom!” barked Morris, who caught my elbow in his big evangelist’s hand, gripping with the force of all his holy convictions, sending shooting pains up my arm. “Are you okay? Can you see the footing?”

“Of course I can,” I said, though in fact these days the ground beneath my feet seems an untrustworthy support, a dark blur.

We moved on, Morris bearing his hefty bible under his arm and myself carrying William, no great burden now that he was ash. My nose still stung from the flying shoebox lid, causing my eyes to tear. My old blind feet seemed to strike every obstacle before me, roots leaping up like serpents everywhere, so that my weak ankles rolled as though on ball bearings and my knees buckled and I jerked across the grass like a faulty mechanical doll. Grateful for Morris’s presence, for his strong hand supporting my elbow, for the heat of his body penetrating the fine wool of my sleeve — like it or not, he was my only close next of kin now — I pressed on into the same alien wind that had swept me along the prairie road to William’s tarpaper store half a century before.

Though I was fearful of my knees locking, of toppling over into the garden, I knelt down on the cool ground, in the long damp grass, my ankle burning from the twist it had taken. Morris handed me a trowel and I sank the blade into the glistening earth, found it loose, oily with nutrients. Its intense fragrance nearly knocked me over. This soil was William’s creation, the blackest, richest, most pungent earth he could concoct by hauling in manure, compost, mulch. He used to brag that he had the deepest, darkest, most powerful soil on the street, possibly in the city. The richest soil this side of the prairie, he said. Gripping the trowel, I turned the earth over, digging deep even while I shouldered the gale.

Something fluttered past my head. At first I thought it was a small creature — a hummingbird? — flown up mysteriously out of the soil, out of the hole I was creating. But then there were more of them, hundreds, lifted out of the earth by the wind, grazing my cheek as they fluttered by, whispering past my ear. Enough of them swirling up now to form a funnel, rising like a twister and then soaring skyward in a gay arc.

“Mom!” Morris cried. “Mom! Stop digging!”

But I kept probing and turning, not catching on to what was happening, digging and digging in amazement, giddy, bewildered, until I realized that this was my money, swirling past my face, my nest egg, flying away from me now like hundreds — thousands — of hatched birds. I’d forgotten about burying it in the garden and now the prairie wind was carrying it away. My trowel had opened up the wet and rotting brown banker’s wrapper, releasing my fortune to the skies.

“Jesus Christ!” Morris shouted. He dropped his bible and ran across the lawn, leaping shamelessly, snatching the bills out of the air and stuffing them into his pockets. I turned and watched him go.

Soon I heard shouting in the street, a cry going up, as at a baseball game, screams of joy, and later I heard that the children, seeing the airborne money, had dropped their balls and skipping ropes and thrown their bicycles down onto the pavement. They’d run after the flying cash, pursuing the green twenty-dollar bills, which were delicate in their colouring as spring leaves, twisting and lifting and spiralling in the wind. The children clattered down the street, reaching into the sky with their small fingers.


May 2


Dear girls,

…Yesterday afternoon there was a knock on the front door. I went and opened it.

You again, I said. On the porch stood my policeman. Please come in, I told him. He sprang over the threshold and removed his hat. You seem different somehow, I said.

I’ve met a woman, he replied. A wonderful woman with three children. She’s older than I am by about ten years. She owns the china shop downtown. I met her one day when her store was robbed. We fell in love. It didn’t take long. A few days. A few hours. I never knew that something so important could happen so fast. She says I’m a simple man and she’s been looking for someone simple all her life. We’re not going to marry, he told me.

I’m glad to hear that, I said.

He smiled at me, sheepish, mischievous. We’re going to live in sin, he said.

I envy you, I told him. Is she beautiful?

Almost, he replied. Can I bring her to see you? I think you’d like her.

I await your visit, I told him.

I’ve come about the money, he said. The flying twenties. We got a report down at the station that there was a fortune blowing down this street. They sent me over to investigate. People said the bills came from this direction.

Some of them, I told him, flew right over the house.

We heard, he said, about children climbing trees to pick them out of the branches like fruit. It was your money, then? Of course there’s no law against disposing of your assets that way, but incidents like this always raise the question of ill-gotten gains.

I assure you, it was all legitimately mine.

Are you going to try to recover it?

From the children? Oh no! I don’t see how I could do that. Think how happy they must be with their new fortunes. Finders keepers…

Where has the trowel gone? I asked Morris when we’d returned to the business of the ashes. I knelt once more on the May earth, in the fragrant, heaving, prolific spring your father so longed to enjoy. Again I thrust the trowel into the soil, and dumped the ashes in. Some of them, picked up by the stubborn wind, blew across the grass, like a dusting of snow. I turned and watched your father’s airborne ashes fly, my mouth open as though to speak. Surely there was something more I’d meant to say to him. Was my surprise simply the knowledge that I’d never lie beside him again, even in burial, even here in this garden? Because I’ve been thinking a great deal about Katherine these days. I hear her speaking to me, now that her voice is no longer drowned out by your father’s shouting. And I’ve decided that when I die I want my own ashes sprinkled on her grave.

I bent to my task of returning your father to the earth. But dig as I might, I couldn’t seem to bury the calcified chunks. They kept rising rebelliously to the surface like stones in farm soil.

I’d like to read something from the Scriptures, Morris told me, retrieving his bible from the long grass. If that’s all right with you, he said.

If you find it absolutely necessary, I told him. If it’ll make you happy, I said, feeling, still, a little astonished, a little dismayed that it was Morris, this unnoticed preacher son of mine, who was with me now, on this spring day, to bury my husband.

He turned the crisp gilded pages of his bible, held them down against the force of the wind.

There are many rooms in my father’s house;
if there were not, I should have told you.
I am going now to prepare a place for you,
and after I have gone
and prepared you a place
I shall return to take you with me;
so that where I am
you may be too.




May 3


Dear girls,

…It’s Mr. Burns calling, a voice said on the phone the other day.

Mr. Burns? I repeated.

Down at the bank? said the voice. The manager? he said. You came to see me twice? I read in the paper about your money blowing away. You promised me that you’d keep it in a safe place.

What could be safer than the earth? I asked.

I want to help you, he said. Your assets. They’ve obviously diminished somewhat, with this little wind accident. I know you still have your pension cheques and your RRSPs, but one day they too may be depleted. I have a comfortable life, he said, and no dependants. No wife or children, as you know. No parents to care for. They died fifteen years ago and left me their estate. I have the resources to help you financially. If you’ll allow me. If you run out of money, if you need to go into a home, whenever the time comes, I’d like to assist.

Are you sure you want to do this? I asked.

Why not? he answered.

William once told me, I said, that bankers never give away money.

He laughed heartily. (I imagined him throwing his head back. It was a real belly laugh — a surprising explosion for such a small man. I pictured him reflected in the plate-glass bank window as the city buses roared by.)

In the meantime, he said with some hesitancy, I wondered if — I wondered if you’re very busy on the weekends? This coming Saturday, for instance? Since my mother passed away, the house seems vast. She had a beautiful garden, which I’ve kept up in her memory. Spring is here and the tulips are in full bloom. I have masses of them. I thought you might enjoy seeing them while they’re so perfect. I thought we might sit together afterwards under the flowering crab and share a pot of Earl Grey…




May 12


Dear girls,

…Your father’s tulips have opened their petals, all the colours swimming together as never before, the oranges gayly mixed in with the pinks, the reds and yellows, the tall among the short, bowl-sized blooms side by side with some no larger than an egg cup, Clara Bretts mingling with the Madame Lefebvres. I do wish your father could see them in their radiant confusion because, contrary to all his careful designing and ordering and segregating, planted my way they look so free…




May 17

This afternoon I came upon the thin leaf-raking man, sitting in a chair before his house.

“You’re going to wear out the sidewalks of Simplicity,” he called across the shallow lawn.

“I won’t stop until I do.”

“You haven’t passed this way for a long time.”

“This used to be my hospital route,” I said, “but my husband died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Are you contented there?” I asked.

“The days are long.”

“Do you ever get out and walk?”

“I never developed the habit. Vera suffered from obesity, then diabetes. In the end it attacked her feet. She was pretty dependent on me.”

“My walks have enabled me to re-create myself. You could join me someday if you like.”

“I think I might do that.”


June 1

“It was around Christmastime that we began to notice a change in him,” said Conte’s daughter, Betty.

The ringing of hammers had brought me outside, where I discovered that Vivien and Conte have joined the generation of deck-builders on this street. There on the driveway stood Betty, watching a handful of young men, her sons, climb over a cedar deck frame. It had gone up at the back of the house in just an hour. I came down off my porch to speak to her.

“Mom noticed the changes beginning in him months ago,” said Betty. “Rages. Confusion. Paranoia. We all ignored it, at first, thinking it was the arthritis advancing. The pain in his joints driving him up the walls.

“But then, he came in one day with a terrible headache that wouldn’t go away and after a few days he went to the doctor and they did the X-rays and eventually the CAT scan — this all took a few weeks, you understand — and they found the tumour. It couldn’t be removed. It was too big. There is nothing they can do for him. So we’ve brought him home. We want him to spend his last days here on the deck, in the sunshine. To enjoy life to the fullest every moment that he has left.”

I wanted to ask her: Does this mean he never loved me? Does this mean he never worshipped me from a corner of the house as I stepped up onto a stool to hang out my sheets on the line, beautiful, like he said, as a domestic goddess? Does it mean that he said everything he said to me and touched me the way he touched me only because of this parasite of the brain?

“The deck will be finished in a day or two,” said Betty. “Then we’ll be able to wheel him out here. We’re hoping that this new perspective of the yard will cheer him up, give him something to focus on.”


July 1

William’s gardens, I’ve noticed, are blooming more brilliantly, more densely this summer with their ash fertilizer than anyone could have dreamed. It’s as though all his regrets and troubles and tears and anger and lust and loss and passion are forming a rich compost, nurturing the plant roots. Today I was outside admiring the coreopsis when I heard a heavy door slide open on the McTavish property. Passing through a small opening cut in the hedge by Conte to make it easier for him to visit William, I entered the McTavish yard and found Vivien sitting alone on the new deck, her posture funereal. It was clear that Conte had died. I hadn’t known. My long daily walks take me out of the neighbourhood so that I don’t notice the comings and goings of ambulances. I can no longer read the obituaries, grateful to a degree that the fine print of death is too small for my eyes to apprehend.

I climbed three steps and sat down in a plastic chair beside Vivien. She drew a small pad and a pencil from her housedress pocket, wrote something on it and handed it to me. I brought it up close to my eyes, peering through my magnifying glass.

He only sat here on the deck once. Before he died. Only once.

I’m sorry, I wrote back.

For a while she sat quietly with the notepad in her hand and looked across the yard. Again she picked the pencil up.

I’ve made so many mistakes.

So have I.

I heard a siren begin to wail in the distance and grow louder, finally turning up our street, and I knew that Harry Lang had fallen for the last time and that at that moment Heather was on her knees beside his dead body, weeping and wringing her hands and searching for his pulse and pressing her palm against his cooling cheek, even while her hair grew more silver by the second and her poodle whimpered into the crook of her arm. In the next hour, her face would age ten years and, for a while at least, she would stop smiling at Life.

It’s a beautiful day.

Yes.

Together on the deck, Vivien and I sat, the blind and the deaf enjoying the heat of the July sunshine on our old speckled arms. We breathed in the fruity perfume of the fresh cedar wood and felt time all around us.
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