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Walker Brothers Cowboy

AFTER SUPPER my father says, “Want to go down and see if the Lake’s still
there?” We leave my mother sewing under the dining-room light, making
clothes for me against the opening of school. She has ripped up for this
purpose an old suit and an old plaid wool dress of hers, and she has to
cut and match very cleverly and also make me stand and turn for endless
fittings, sweaty, itching from the hot wool, ungrateful. We leave my brother
in bed in the little screened porch at the end of the front veranda, and
sometimes he kneels on his bed and presses his face against the screen
and calls mournfully, “Bring me an ice-cream cone!” but I call back, “You
will be asleep,” and do not even turn my head. .

Then my father and I walk gradually down a long, shabby sort of street,
with Silverwoods Ice Cream signs standing on the sidewalk, outside tiny,
lighted stores. This is in Tuppertown, an old town on Lake Huron, an old
grain port. The street is shaded, in some places, by maple trees whose roots
have cracked and heaved the sidewalk and spread out like crocodiles into
the bare yards. People are sitting out, men in shirtsleeves and undershirts
and women in aprons—not people we know but if anybody looks ready
to nod and say, “Warm night,” my father will nod too and say something
the same. Children are still playing. I don’t know them either because my
mother keeps my brother and me in our own yard, saying he is too young
to leave it and I have to mind him. I am not so sad to watch their evening
games because the games themselves are ragged, dissolving. Children, of
their own will, draw apart, separate into islands of two or one under the
heavy trees, occupying themselves in such solitary ways as I do all day,
planting pebbles in the dirt or writing in it with a stick.
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Presently we leave these yards and houses behind; we pass a factory with
boarded-up windows, a lumberyard whose high wooden gates are locked
for the night. Then the town falls away in a defeated jumble of sheds and
small junkyards, the sidewalk gives up and we are walking on a sandy path
with burdocks, plantains, humble nameless weeds all around. We enter ‘a
vacant lot, a kind of park really, for it is kept clear of junk and there is
one bench with a slat missing on the back, a place to sit and look at the
water. Which is generally gray in the evening, under a lightly overcast sky,
no sunsets, the horizon dim. A very quiet, washing noise on the stones of
the beach. Further along, towards the main part of town, there is a stretch
of sand, a water slide, floats bobbing around the safe swimming area, a
lifeguard’s rickety throne. Also a long dark-green building, like a roofed
veranda, called the Pavilion, full of farmers and their wives, in stiff good
clothes, on Sundays. That is the part of the town we used to know when
we Jived at Dungannon and came here three or four times a summer, to
the Lake. That, and the docks where we would go and look at the grain

boats, ancient, rusty, wallowing, making us wonder how they got past the ~

breakwater let alone to Fort William.,

Tramps hang around the docks and occasionally on these evenings
wander up the dwindling beach and climb the shifting, precarious path
boys have made, hanging on to dry bushes, and say something to my
father which, being frightened of tramps, I am too alarmed to catch. My
father says he is a bit hard up himself. “I'll roll you a cigarette if it's any
use to you,” he says, and he shakes tobacco out carefully on one of the
thin butterfly papers, flicks it with his tongue, seals it and hands it to the
tramp, who takes it and walks away. My father also rolls and lights and
smokes one cigarette of his own.

He tells me how the Great Lakes came to be. All where Lake Huron
is now, he says, used to be flat land, a wide flat plain. Then came the ice,
creeping down from the North, pushing deep into the low places. Like
that—and he shows me his hand with his spread fingers pressing the rock-
hard ground where we are sitting. His fingers make hardly any impression
at all and he says, “Well, the old ice cap had a lot more power behind it
than this hand has” And then the ice went back, shrank back towards
the North Pole where it came from, and left its fingers of ice in the deep
places it had gouged, and ice turned to lakes and there they were today.
'They were new, as time went. I try to see that plain before me, dinosaurs
walking on it, but I am not able even to imagine the shore of the Lake
when the Indians were there, before Tuppertown. The tiny share we have
of time appalls me, though my father seems to regard it with tranquillity.
Even my father, who sometimes seems to me to have been at home in the
world as long as it has lasted, has really lived on this earth only a little
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longer than I have, in terms of all the time there has been to live in. He
has not known a time, any more than 1, when automobiles and electric
lights did not at least exist. He was not alive when this century started. I
will be barely alive—old, old—when it ends. I do not like to think of it.
I wish the Lake to be always just a lake, with the safe-swimming floats
marking it, and the breakwater and the lights of Tuppertown.

My raTHER has a job, selling for Walker Brothers. This is a firm that sells
almost entirely in the country, the back country. Sunshine, Boylesbridge,
Turnaround—that is all his territory. Not Dungannon where we used to
live, Dungannon is too near town and my mother is grateful for that. He
sells cough medicine, iron tonic, corn plasters, laxatives, pills for female
disorders, mouthwash, shampoo, liniment, salves, lemon and orange and
raspberry concentrate for making refreshing drinks, vanilla, food coloring,
black and green tea, ginger, cloves, and other spices, rat poison. He has a
song about it, with these two lines:

And have all liniments and oils,
For everything from corns to boils...

Not a very funny song, in my mother’s opinion. A peddler’s song, and
that is what he is, a peddler knocking at backwoods kitchens. Up until
last winter we had our own business, a fox farm. My father raised silver
foxes and sold their pelts to the people who make them into capes and
coats and muffs. Prices fell, my father hung on hoping they would get
better next year, and they fell again, and he hung on one more year and
one more and finally it was not possible to hang on anymore, we owed
everything to the feed company. I have heard my mother explain this,
several times, to Mrs Oliphant, who is the only neighbor she talks to.
(Mrs Oliphant also has come down in the world, being a schoolteacher
who married the janitor.) We poured all we had into it, my mother says,
and we came out with nothing. Many people could say the same thing,
these days, but my mother has no time for the national calamity, only
ours. Fate has flung us onto a street of poor people (it does not matter
that we were poor before; that was a different sort of poverty), and the
only way to take this, as she sees it, is with dignity, with bitterness, with
no reconciliation. No bathroom with a claw-footed tub and a flush toilet
is going to comfort her, nor water on tap and sidewalks past the house and
milk in bottles, not even the two movie theatres and the Venus Restaurant
and Woolworths so marvellous it has live birds singing in its fan-cooled
corners and fish as tiny as fingernails, as bright as moons, swimming in
its green tanks. My mother does not care,
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In the afternoons she often walks to Simon’s Grocery and takes.me
with her to help carry things. She wears a good dress, navy blue with llt'tle
flowers, sheer, worn over a navy-blue slip. Also a summer hat of wl:ute
straw, pushed down on the side of the head, and white sh.oes I have just
whitened on a newspaper on the back steps. I have my hair freshly dor'le
in long damp curls which the dry air will fortunately soon loosen, a S.tlff
large hair ribbon on top of my head. This is entirely different from going
out after supper with my father. We have not walked past two h01‘13es before
I feel we have become objects of universal ridicule. Even the dirty words
chalked on the sidewalk are laughing at us. My mother does not seem to
notice. She walks serenely like a lady shopping, like a lady shogpmg, past
the housewives in loose beltless dresses torn under the arms. With me h.er
creation, wretched curls and flaunting hair bow, scrubbed knees and w.hl-te
socks—all I do not want to be. I loathe even my name when _she says it in
public, in a voice so high, proud, and ringing, deliberately different from
" the voice of any other mother on the street. _ _

My mother will sometimes carry home, for a treat, a brxck_of ice
cream—~pale Neapolitan; and because we have no r.ef_rlgerator in our
house we wake my brother and eat it at once in the_dmmg room, alwlays
darkened by the wall of the house next door. I spoon it up tenderly, leavm,g
the chocolate till last, hoping to have some still to eat when my brother’s
dish is empty. My mother tries then to imitate the conversations we used
to have at Dungannon, going back to our earliest, most 'lelsurely days
before my brother was born, when she would give me a little tea and a
lot of milk in a cup like hers and we would sit out on the step facing the
pump, the lilac tree, the fox pens beyond. She is not able to kec?p from
mentioning those days. “Do you remember when we put you in your
sled and Major pulled you?” (Major our dog, that we had to leav_e with
neighbors when we moved.) “Do you remember your sandbox outside Fhe
kitchen window?” I pretend to remember far less than I do, wary of being
trapped into sympathy or any unwanted 6InOﬁOI‘1. .

My mother has headaches. She often has to lie down. She lies on my
brother’s narrow bed in the little screened porch, shaded by heavy branches.
“I look up at that tree and I think I am at home,” she'says. o

“What you need,” my father tells her, “is some fresh air and a drive in the
country.” He means for her to go with him, on his Walker Brothers route.

That is not my mother’s idea of a drive in the country.

“Can 1 come?” ‘

“Your mother might want you for trying on clothes.”

“I'm beyond sewing this afternoon,” my mother says. N

“I'll take her then. Take both of them, give you a rest.

WALKER BROTHERS COWBOY

What is there about us that people need to be given a rest from? Never
mind. I am glad enough to find my brother and make him go to the toilet
and get us both inte the car, our knees unscrubbed, my hair unringleted,
My father brings from the house his two heavy brown suitcases, full of
bottles, and sets them on the back seat. He wears a white shirt, brilliant in
the sunlight, a tie, light trousers belonging to his summer suit (his other
suit is black, for funerals, and belonged to my uncle before he died), and
a creamy straw hat. His salesman’s outfit, with pencils clipped in the shirt
pocket. He goes back once again, probably to say goodbye to my mother,
to ask her if she is sure she doesn’t want to come, and hear her say, “No.
No thanks, P'm better just to lie here with my eyes closed.” Then we are
backing out of the driveway with the rising hope of adventure, just the
little hope that takes you over the bump into the street, the hot air starting
to move, turning into a breeze, the houses growing less and less familiar
as we follow the shortcut my father knows, the quick way out of town.
Yet what is there waiting for us all afternoon but hot hours in stricken
farmyards, perhaps a stop at a country store and three ice-cream cones or
bottles of pop, and my father singing? The one he made up about himself
has a title—"“The Walker Brothers Cowboy”—and it starts out like this:

’

Old Ned Fields, he now is dead,
So Iam ridin’ the route instead...

Who is Ned Fields? The man he has replaced, surely, and if so he
really is dead; yet my father’s voice is mournful-jolly, making his death
some kind of nonsense, a comic calamity, “Wisht I was back on the Rio
Grande, plungin’ through the dusky sand.” My father sings most of the time
while driving the car. Even now, heading out of town, crossing the bridge
and taking the sharp turn onto the highway, he is humming semething,
mumbling a bit of a song to himself, just tuning up, really, getting ready
to improvise, for out along the highway we pass the Baptist Camp, the
Vacation Bible Camp, and he lets loose:

“Where are the Baptists, where are the Baptists,
where are all the Baptists today?

They're down in the water, in Lake Huron water,
with their sins all a-gittin’ washed away.”

My brother takes this for straight truth and gets up on his knees trying
to see down to the Lake. “I don't see any Baptists,” he says accusingly.
“Neither do 1, son,” says my father. “I told you, they’re down in the Lake”
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No roads paved when we left the highway. We have to roll up the
windows because of dust. The land is flat, scorched, empty. Bush lots at
. the back of the farms hold shade, black pine-shade like pools nobody can
ever get to. We bump up a long lane and at the end of it what could look
more unwelcoming, more deserted than the tall unpainted farmhouse
with grass growing uncut right up to the front door, green blinds down,
and a door upstairs opening on nothing but air? Many houses have this
door, and I have never yet been able to find out why. I ask my father and
he says they are for walking in your sleep. What? Well, if you happen to
be walking in your sleep and you want to step outside. I am offended,
seeing too late that he is joking, as usual, but my brother says sturdily, “If
they did that they would break their necks.”

The 1930s. How much this kind of farmhouse, this kind of afternoon
seem to me to belong to that one decade in time, just as my father’s hat
does, his bright flared tie, our car with its wide running board (an Essex,
and long past its prime). Cars somewhat like it, many older, none dustier,
sit in the farmyards. Some are past running and have their doors pulled
off, their seats removed for use on porches. No living things to be seen,
chickens or cattle. Except dogs. There are dogs lying in any kind of shade
they can find, dreaming, their lean sides rising and sinking rapidly. They
get up when my father opens the car door, he has to speak to them. “Nice
boy, there’s a boy, nice old boy” They quiet down, go back to their shade.
He should know how to quiet animals, he has held desperate foxes with
tongs around their necks. One gentling voice for the dogs and another,
rousing, cheerful, for calling at doors. “Hello there, missus, it’s the Walker
Brothers man and what are you out of today?” A door opens, he disappears.
Forbidden to follow, forbidden even to leave the car, we can just wait and
wonder what he says. Sometimes trying to make my mother laugh, he
pretends to be himself in a farm kitchen, spreading out his sample case.
“Now then, missus, are you troubled with parasitic life? Your children’s
scalps, I mean. All those crawly little things we’re too polite to mention
that show up on the heads of the best of families? Soap alone is useless,
. kerosene is not too nice a perfume, but I have here—” Or else, “Believe
me, sitting and driving all day the way I do I know the value of these
fine pills. Natural relief. A problem common to old folks too, once their
days of activity are over— How about you, Grandma?” He would wave
the imaginary box of pills under my mother’s nose and she would laugh
finally, unwillingly. “He doesn’t say that really, does he?” I said, and she
said no of course not, he was too much of a gentleman.

One yard after another, then, the old cars, the pumps, dogs, views of
gray barns and falling-down sheds and unturning windmills. The men, if
they are working in the fields, are not in any fields that we can see. The
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children are far away, following dry creek beds or looking for blackberries,
or else they are hidden in the house, spying at us through cracks in the
blinds. The car seat has grown slick with our sweat. I dare my brother
to sound the horn, wanting to do it myself but not wanting to get the
blame. He knows better. We play I Spy, but it is hard to find many colors.
Gray for the barns and sheds and toilets and houses, brown for the yard
and fields, black or brown for the dogs. The rusting cars show rainbow
patches, in which I strain to pick out purple or green; likewise I peer at
doors for shreds of old peeling paint, maroon or yellow. We can’t play
with letters, which would be better, because my brother is too young to
spell. The game disintegrates anyway. He claims my colors are not fair,
and wants extra turns. '

In one house no door opens, though the car is in the yard. My father
knocks and whistles, calls, “Hullo there! Walker Brothers man!” but there is
not a stir of reply anywhere. This house has no porch, just a bare, slanting
slab of cement on which my father stands. He turns around, searching the
barnyard, the barn whose mow must be erhpty because you can see the
sky through it, and finally he bends to pick up his suitcases. Just then a
window is opened upstairs, a white pot appears on the sill, is tilted over
and its contents splash down the outside wall. The window is not directly
above my father’s head, so only a stray splash would catch him. He picks
up his suitcases with no particular hurry and walks, no longer whistling,
to the car. “Do you know what that was?” I say to my brother. “Pee” He
laughs and laughs.

My father rolls and lights a cigarette before he starts the car. The window
has been slammed down, the blind drawn, we never did see a hand or
face. “Pee, pee,” sings my brother ecstatically. “Somebody dumped down
pee!” “Just don’t tell your mother that,” my father says. “She isn’t liable to
see the joke.” “Is it in your song?” my brother wants to know. My father
says no but he will see what he can do to work it in. )

I notice in a little while that we are not turning in any more lanes,
though it does not seem to me that we are headed home. “Is this the
way to Sunshine?” I ask my father, and he answers, “No, ma’am, it’s not.”
“Are we still in your territory?” He shakes his head. “We’re going fast,”
my brother says approvingly, and in fact we are bouncing along through
dry puddle-holes so that all the bottles in the suitcases clink together and
gurgle promisingly.

Another lane, a house, also unpainted, dried to silver in the sun.
“I thought we were out of your territory”

“We are” ’

“Then what are we going in here for?”

“You'll see.”
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In front of the house a short, sturdy woman is picking up washing,
which had been spread on the grass to bleach and dry. When the car stops
she stares at it hard for a moment, bends to pick up a couple more towels
to add to the bundle under her arm, comes across to us and says in a flat
voice, neither welcoming nor unfriendly, “Have you lost your way?”

My father takes his time getting out of the car. “I don’t think so,” he
says. “I'm the Walker Brothers man.”

“George Golley is our Walker Brothers man,” the woman says, “and
he was out here no more than a week ago. Oh, my Lord God,” she says
harshly, “it’s you.”

“It was, the last time I locked in the mirror,” my father says.

The woman gathers all the towels in front of her and holds on to
them tightly, pushing them against her stomach as if it hurt. “Of all
the people I never thought to see. And telling me you were the Walker
Brothers man.”

“I'm sorry if you were looking forward to George Golley,” my father
says humbly.

“And look at me, I was prepared to clean the henhouse. You'll think
that’s just an excuse but it’s true. I don’t go round locking like this every
day.” She is wearing a farmer’s straw hat, through which pricks of sunlight
penetrate and float on her face, a loose, dirty print smock, and canvas
shoes. “Who are those in the car, Ben? They’re not yours?”

“Well, I hope and believe they are,” my father says, and tells our names
and ages. “Come on, you can get out. This is Nora, Miss Cronin. Nora,
you better tell me, is it still Miss, or have you got a husband hiding in
the woodshed?”

“If I had a husband that’s not where I’d keep him, Ben,” she says, and
they both laugh, her laugh abrupt and somewhat angry. “You'll think I
got no manners, as well as being dressed like a tramp,” she says. “Come
on in out of the sun. It’s cool in the house.”

We go across the yard (“Excuse me taking you in this way but I don’t
think the front door has been opened since Papa’s funeral, I'm afraid the
hinges might drop off”), up the porch steps, into the kitchen, which really
is cool, high-ceilinged, the blinds of course down, a simple, clean, thread-
bare room with waxed worn linoleum, potted geraniums, drinking-pail
and dipper, a round table with scrubbed oilcloth. In spite of the cleanness,
the wiped and swept surfaces, there is a faint sour smell—maybe of the
dishrag or the tin dipper or the oilcloth, or the old lady, because there
is one, sitting in an easy chair under the clock shelf. She turns her head
slightly in our direction and says, “Nora? Is that company?”

“Blind,” says Nora in a quick explaining voice to my father. Then, “You
won’t guess who it is, Momma. Hear his voice.”
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My father goes to the front of her chair and bends and says hopefully,
“Afternoon, Mrs Cronin.”

“Ben Jordan,” says the old lady with no surprise. “You haven’t been to

see us in the longest time. Have you been out of the country?”

My father and Nora look at each other.

“He’s married, Momma,” says Nora cheerfully and aggressively. “Married
and got two children and here they are.” She pulls us forward, makes each
of us touch the old lady’s dry, cool hand while she says our names in turn.
Blind! This is the first blind person I have ever seen close up. Her eyes
are closed, the eyelids sunk away down, showing no shape of the eyeball,
just hollows. From one hollow comes a drop of silver liquid, a medicine,
or a miraculous tear.

“Let me get into a decent dress,” Nora says. “Talk to Momma. It’s a
treat for her. We hardly ever see company, do we, Momma?”

“Not many makes it out this road,” says the old lady placidly. “And
the ones that used to be around here, our old neighbors, some of them
have pulled out”

“True everywhere,” my father says.

“Where’s your wife then?”

“Home. She’s not too fond of the hot weather, makes her feel poorly”

“Well” This is a habit of country peaple, old people, to say “well,”
meanmg, “Is that so?” with a'little extra politeness and concern.

Nora’s dress, when she appears again—stepping heavily on Cuban heels
down the stairs in the hall—is flowered more lavishly than anything my
mother owns, green and yellow on brown, some sort of floating sheer
crépe, leaving her arms bare. Her arms are heavy, and every bit of her
skin you can see is covered with little dark freckles like measles. Her hair
is short, black, coarse and curly, her teeth very white and strong. “It’s the
first time I knew there was such a thing as green poppies,” my father says,
looking at her dress.

“You would be surprised all the things you never knew,” says Nora,
sending a smell of cologne far and wide when she moves and displaying
a change of voice to go with the dress, something more sociable and
youthful. “They’re not poppies anyway, they’re just flowers. You go and
pump me some good cold water and I'll make these children a drink.” She
gets down from the cupboard a bottle of Walker Brothers Orange syrup.

“You telling me you were the Walker Brothers man!”

“I’s the truth, Nora. You go and look at my sample cases in the car if
you don’t believe me. I got the territory directly south of here.”

“Walker Brothers? Is that a fact? You selling for Walker Brothers?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We always heard you were raising foxes over Dungannon way.’
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3

“That’s what I was doing, but I kind of run out of luck in that business.”

“So where’re you living? How long’ve you been out selling?”

“We moved into Tuppertown. I been at it, oh, two, three months. It
keeps the wolf from the door. Keeps him as far away as the back fence.”

Nora laughs. “Well, T guess you count yourself lucky to have the work.
Isabel’s husband in Brantford, he was out of work the longest time. I
thought if he didn’t find something soon I was going to have them all
land in here to feed, and I tell you I was hardly looking forward to it. It’s
all T can manage with me and Momma.”

“Isabel married,” my father says. “Muriel married too?”

“No, she’s teaching schoo! out West. She hasn’t been home for five
years. I guess she finds something better to do with her holidays. I would
if I was her.” She gets some snapshots out of the table drawer and starts
showing him. “That’s Isabel’s oldest boy, starting school. That’s the baby
sitting in her carriage. Isabel and her husband. Muriel. That’s her room-
" mate with her. That’s a fellow she used to go around with, and his car. He
. was working in a bank out there. That’s her school, it has eight rooms,

She teaches Grade Five” My father shakes his head. “I can’t think of her
any way but when she was going to school, so shy I used to pick her up
on the road—I’d be on my way to see you—and she would not say one
word, not even to agree it was a nice day” '

“She’s got over that.”

“Who are you talking about?” says the old lady.

“Muriel. I said she’s got over being shy.”

“She was here last summer.”

“No, Momma, that was Isabel. Isabel and her family were here last
summer. Muriel’s out West”

“I meant Isabel”

Shortly after this the old lady falls asleep, her head on the side, her
mouth open. “Excuse her manners,” Nora says. “It’s old age.” She fixes an
afghan over her mother and says we can all go into the front room where
our talking won’t disturb her, :

“You two,” my father says. “Do you want to go outside and amuse
yourselves?”

Amuse ourselves how? Anyway, I want to stay. The front room is more
interesting than the kitchen, though barer. There is a gramophone and a
pump organ and a picture on the wall of Mary, Jesus’ mother—I know
that much-—in shades of bright blue and pink with a spiked band of light
around her head. I know that such pictures are found only in the homes
of Roman Catholics and so Nora must be one. We have never known any
Roman Catholics at all well, never well enough to visit in their houses. I
think of what my grandmother and my Aunt Tena, over in Dungannon,
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used to always say to indicate that somebody was a Catholic. So-and-so
digs with the wrong foot, they would say. She digs with the wrong foot. That
was what they would say about Nora.

Nora takes a bottle, half full, out of the top of the organ and pours
some of what is in it into the two glasses that she and my father have
emptied of the orange drink.

“Keep it in case of sickness?” my father says.

“Not on your life,” says Nora. “I'm never sick. just keep it because 1
keep it. One bottle does me a fair time, though, because I don’t care for
drinking alone, Here’s luck!” She and my father drink and I know what it
is. Whisky. One of the things my mother has told me in our talks together
is that my father never drinks whisky. But I see he does. He drinks whisky
and he talks of people whose names I have never heard before. But after a
while he turns to a familiar incident. He tells about the chamberpot that
was emptied out the window. “Picture me there,” he says, “hollering my
heartiest. Oh, lady, it’s your Walker Brothers man, anybody home?” He does
himself hollering, grinning absurdly, waiting, looking up in pleased expec-

tation, and then-—oh, ducking, covering his head with his arms, looking -

as if he begged for mercy (when he never did anything like that, 1 was
watching), and Nora laughs, almost as hard as my brother did at the time.
“That isn’t true! That’s not a word true!”

“Oh, indeed it is, ma’am. We have our heroes in the ranks of Walker -

Brothers. I'm glad you think it’s funny;” he says sombrely.

I ask him shyly, “Sing the song.”

“What song? Have you turned into a singer on top of everything else?”

Embarrassed, my father says, “Oh, just this song I made up while I was
driving around, it gives me something to do, making up rhymes”

But after some urging he does sing it, looking at Nora with a droll,
apologetic expression, and she laughs so much that in places he has to
stop and wait for her to get over laughing so he can go on, because she
makes him laugh too: Then he does various parts of his salesman’s spiel.
Nora when she laughs squeezes her large bosom under her folded arms.
“You're crazy,” she says. “That’s al! you are.” She sees my brother peering
into the gramophone and she jumps up and goes over to him, “Here’s us
sitting enjoying ourselves and not giving you a thought, isn’t it terrible?”
she says. “You want me to put a record on, don’t you? You want to hear a
nice record? Can you dance? I bet your sister can, can’t she?”

I'say no.“A big girl like you and so good-looking and can’t dance!” says
Nora. “It’s high time you learned. I bet you'd make a lovely dancer. Here,
P'm going to put on a piece I used to dance to and even your daddy did,
in his dancing days, You didn’t know your daddy was a dancer, did you?
Well, he is a talented man, your daddy!”
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She puts down the lid and takes hold of me unexpectedly around
the waist, picks up my other hand, and starts making me go backwards.
“This is the way, now, this is how they dance, Follow me. This foot,
see. One and one-two. One and one-two. That’s fine, that’s lovely, don’t
look at your feet! Follow me, that’s right, see how easy? You're going to
be a lovely dancer! One and one-two. One and one-two. Ben, see your
daughter dancing!” thspermg while you cuddle near me, Whispering so
no one can hear me..

Round and round the linoleum, me proud, intent, Nora laughing and
moving with great buoyancy, wrapping me in her strange gaiety, her smell
of whisky, cologne, and sweat. Under the arms her dress is damp, and little
drops form along her upper lip, hang in the soft black hairs at the corners
of her mouth. She whirls me around in front of my father—causing me
to stumble, for T am by no means so swift a pupil as she pretends—and
lets me go, breathless.

“Dance with me, Ben.”

“I'm the world’s worst dancer, Nora, and you know it.”

“I certainly never thought s0.”

“You would now.”

She stands in front of him, arms hanging loose and hopeful her breasts,
which a moment ago embarrassed me with their warmth and bulk, rising
and falling under her loose flowered dress, her face shining with the
exercise, and delight.

“Ben.” '

My father drops his head and says quietly, “Not me, Nora.”

So she can only go and take the record off. “I can drink alone but I can t
darice alone,” she says. “Unless I am a whole lot crazier than I think I am.”

“Nora,” says my father, smiling. “You’re not crazy.”

“Stay for supper.”

“Oh, no. We couldn’t put you to the trouble”

“It’s no trouble. I'd be glad of it”

“And their mother would worry. She’d think I'd turned us over in a
ditch.”

“Oh, well. Yes”

“We’ve taken a lot of your time now.”

“Time,” says Nora bitterly. “Will you come by ever again?”

“I will if I can,” says my father.

“Bring the children. Bring your wife.”

“Yes, I will,” says my father. “I will if I can.”

When she follows us to the car he says, “You come 10 see us too, Nora.
We're right on Grove Street, left-hand side going in, that’s north, and two
doors this side—east—of Baker Street.”
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Nora does not repeat these directions. She stands close to the car in
her soft, brilliant dress. She touches the fender, making an unintelfigible
mark in the dust there.

O~ THE waY home my father does not buy any ice cream or pop, but he
does go into a country store and get a package of licorice, which he shares
with us. She digs with the wrong foot, I think, and the words seem sad
to me as never before, dark, perverse. My father does not say anything
to me about not menticning things at home, but 1 know, just from the
thoughtfulness, the pause when he passes the licorice, that there are things
not to be mentioned. The whisky, maybe the dancing. No worry about
my brother, he does not notice enough. At most he might remember the
blind lady, the picture of Mary.

“Sing,” my brother commands my father, but my father says gravely, “T
don’t know, I seem to be fresh out of songs. You watch the road and let
me know if you see any rabbits”

So my father drives and my brother watches the road for rabbits and 1
feel my father’s life flowing back from our car in the last of the afternoon,
darkening and turning strange, like a landscape that has an enchantment
on it, making it kindly, ordinary and familiar while you are looking at it,
but changing it, once your back is turned, into something you will never
know, with all kinds of weathers, and distances you cannot imagine.

When we get closer to Tuppertown the sky becomes gently overcast, as
always, nearly always, on summer evenings by the Lake.
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I THINK Of my mother sometimes in department stores. I dont know why,
I was never in one with her; their plenitude, their sober bustle, it seems to
me, would have satisfied her. I think of her of course when I see somebody
on the street who has Parkinson’s disease, and more and more often lately
when I look in the mirror. Also in Union Station, Toronto, because the first
time I was there I was with her, and my little sister. It was one summer
during the War, we waited between trains; we were going home with her,
with my mother, to her old home in the Ottawa Valley.

A cousin she was planning to meet, for a between-trains visit, did not show
up. “She probably couldn’t get away,” said my mother, sitting in a leather chair
in the darkly panelled Ladies’ Lounge, which is now boarded up. “There was
probably something to do that she couldn’t leave to anybody else.” This cousin
was a legal secretary, and she worked for a senior partner in what my mother
always called, in her categorical way, “the city’s leading law firm” Once, she
had come to visit us, wearing a large black hat and a black suit, her lips and
nails like rubies. She did not bring her husband. He was an alcoholic. My
mother always mentioned that her husband was an alcoholic, immediately
after she had stated that she held an important job with the city’s leading law
firm. The two things were seen to balance each other, to be tied together in
some inevitable and foreboding way. In the same way, my mother would say
of a family we knew that they had everything money could buy but their only
son was an epileptic, or that the parents of the only person from our town
who had become moderately famous, a pianist named Mary Renwick, had
said that they would give all their daughter’s fame for a pair of baby hands.
A pair of baby hands? Luck was not without its shadow, in her universe.
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My sister and I went out into the station, which was like a street
with its lighted shops and like a church with its high curved roof and
great windows at each end. It was full of the thunder of trains hidden, it
seemed, just behind the walls, and an amplified voice, luxuriant, power-
ful, reciting place names that could not quite be understood. I bought
a movie magazine and my sister bought chocolate bars with the money
we had been given. I was going to say to her, “Give me a bite or I won’t
show you the way back,” but she was so undone by the grandeur of the
place, or subdued by her dependence on me, that she broke off a piece
without being asked. '

Late in the afternoon we got on the Ottawa train, We were surrounded
by soldiers. My sister had to sit on my mother’s knee. A soldier sitting
in front .of us turned around and joked with me. He looked very much
like Bob Hope. He asked me what town I came from, and then he said,
“Have they got the second story on there yet?” in just the sharp, unsmiling,
smart-alecky way that Bob Hope would have said it. I thought that maybe
he really was Bob Hope, travelling around incognito in a soldier’s uniform.
That did not seem unlikely to me. Outside of my own town—this far
outside it, at least—all the bright and famous people in the world secemed
to be floating around free, ready to turn up anywhere.

Aunt Dodie met us at the station in the dark and drove us to her house,
miles out in the country. She was small and sharp-faced and laughed at
the end of every sentence. She drove an old square-topped car with a
running board.

“Well, did Her Majesty show up to see you?”

She was referring to the legal secretary, who was in fact her sister. Aunt
Dodie was not really our aunt at all but our mother’s cousin. She and her
sister did not speak.

“No, but she must have been busy,” said my mother neutrally.

“Oh, busy,” said Aunt Dodie. “She’s busy scraping the chicken dirt off
her boots. Eh?” She drove fast, over washboard and potholes.

My mother waved at the blackness on either side of us. “Children!
Children, this is the Ottawa Valley!”

It was no valley. 1 looked for mountains, or at least hills, but in the
morning all it was was fields and bush, and Aunt Dodie outside the
window holding a milk pail for a calf. The calf was butting its head into
the pail so hard it slopped the milk out, and Aunt Dodie was laughing
and scolding and hitting it, trying to make it slow down. She called it a
bugger. “Greedy little bugger!”

She was dressed in her milking outfit, which was many-layered and
-colored and ragged and flopping like the clothes a beggarwoman might
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wear in a school play. A man’s hat without a crown was shoved—for what
purpose?—on her head.

My mother had not led me to believe we were related to people who
dressed like that or who used the word bugger. “I will not tolerate filth,”
my mother always said. But apparently she tolerated Aunt Dodie. She said
they had been like sisters when they were growing up. (The legal secretary,
Bernice, had been older and had left home early.) Then my mother usually
said that Aunt Dodie had had a tragic life.

Aunt Dodie’s house was bare, It was the poorest house I had ever
been in, to stay. From this distance, our own house—which I had always
thought poor, because we lived too far out of town to have a flush toilet
or running water, and certainly we had no real touches of luxury, like
Venetian blinds—looked very comfortably furnished, with its books and
piano and good set of dishes and one rug that was bought, not made
out of rags. In Aunt Dodie’s front room there was one overstuffed chair

. and a magazine rack full of old Sunday-school papers. Aunt Dodie lived
off her cows. Her land was not worth farming. Every morning, after she
finished milking and separating, she loaded the cans in the back of her
pickup truck and drove seven miles to the cheese factory. She lived in
dread of the milk inspector, who went around declaring cows tubercular,
we understood, for'no reason but spite, and to put poor farmers out of
business. Big dairy interests paid him off, Aunt Dodie said.

The tragedy in her life was that she had been jilted. “Did you know,” she
said, “that I was jilted?” My mother had said we were never to mention it,
and there was Aunt Dodie in her own kitchen, washing the noon dishes,
with me wiping and my sister putting away (my mother had to go and
have her rest), saying “jilted” proudly, as somebody would say “Did you
know I had polio?” or some such bad important disease.

“I had my cake baked,” she saxd “I was in my wedding dress.”

“Was it satin?”

“No, it was a nice dark-red merino wool, because of it being a late-fall
wedding. We had the minister here. All prepared. My dad kept running
out to the road to see if he could see him coming. It got dark, and I said,
“Time to go out and do the milking!’ I pulled off my dress and I never put
it back on. I gave it away. Lots of girls would’ve cried, but me, I laughed.”

My mother telling the same story said, “When I went home two years
after that, and I was staying with her, I used to wake up and hear her
crying in the night, Night after night”

“There was I
Waiting at the church,
Waiting at the church,
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Waiting at the church.
And when I found

He'd left me in the lurch,
Oh, how it did upset me.”

Aunt Dodie sang this at us, washing the dishes at her round table
covered with scrubbed oilcloth. Her kitchen was as big as a house, with
a back door and a front door; always a breeze blew through. She had a
homemade icebox, such as I had never seen, with a big chunk of ice in it
that she would haul in a child’s wagon from the ice-house. The ice-house
itself was remarkable, a roofed dugout where ice cut from the lake in
winter lasted the summer, in sawdust.

“Of course it wasn’t,” she said, “in my case, it wasn’t the church”

Across the fields from Aunt Dodie on the next farm lived my mother’s
brother, Uncle James, and his wife, Aunt Lena, and their eight children. That
was the house where my mother had grown up. It was a bigger house with
more furniture but still unpainted outside, dark gray. The furniture was
mostly high wooden beds, with feather ticks and dark carved headboards.
Under the beds were pots not emptied every day. We visited there but
Aunt Dodie did not come with us. She and Aunt Lena did not speak. But
Aunt Lena did not speak much to anybody. She had been a sixteen-year-
old girl, straight out of the backwoods, said my mother and Aunt Dodie
(which left you to wonder, Where was this?), when Uncle James married
her. At this time, she would have been married ten or twelve years. She
was tall and straight, flat as a board front and back-~even though she
would bear her ninth child before Christmas—darkly freckled, with large
dark slightly inflamed eyes, animal’s eyes. All the children had got those,
instead of Uncle James’s mild blue ones.

“When your mother was dying,” said Aunt Dodie, “oh, I can hear her.
Don't touch that towel! Use vour own towel! Cancer, she thought you
could catch it like the measles She was that ignorant”

“I can’t forgive her” _

“And wouldn’t let any of the kids go near her. I had to go over myself
and give your mother her wash. I saw it all.”

“I can never forgive her”

Aunt Lena was stiff all the time with what I now recognize as terror.
She would not let her children swim in the lake for fear they would drown,
she would not let them go tobogganing in winter for fear they would fall
off the toboggan and break their necks, she would not let them learn to
skate for fear they would break their legs and be crippled for life. She
beat them all the time for fear they would grow up to be lazy, or Hars, or
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clumsy people who broke things. They were not lazy but they broke things
anyway; they were always darting and grabbing; and, of course, they were
all liars, even the little ones, brilliant, instinctive liars who lied even when
it was not necessary, just for the practice, and maybe the pleasure, of it.
They were always telling and concealing, making and breaking alliances;
they had the most delicate and ruthless political instincts. They howled
when they were beaten. Pride was a luxury they had discarded long ago,
or never considered. If you did not howl for Aunt Lena, when would she
ever stop? Her arms were as long and strong as a man’s, her face set in an
expression of remote unanswerable fury. But five minutes, three minutes,
afterwards, her children would have forgotten. W 1th me, such a humiliation
could last for weeks, or forever.

Uncle James kept the Irish accent my mother had lost and Aunt Dodie
had halfway lost. His voice was lovely, saying the children’s names. Mar-ie,
Ron-ald, Ru-thie. 8o tenderly, comfortingly, reproachfully he said their
names, as if the names, or the children themselves, were jokes played on
him. But he never held them back from being beaten, never protested. You
would think all this had nothing to do with him. You would think Aunt
Lena had nothing to do with him.

The youngest child slept in the parents’bed until a new baby displaced it.

“He used to come aver and see me,” Aunt Dodie said. “We used to have
some good laughs. He used to bring two, three of the kids but he quit
that. I know why. They’d tell on him. Then he quit coming himself. She
lays down the law. But he gets it back on her, doesn’t he?”

AunT Dobik did not get a daily paper, just the weekly that was published
in the town where she had picked us up.

“There’s a mention in here about Allen Durrand?

“Allen Durrand?” said my mother doubtfully.

“Oh, he’s a big Holstein man now. He married a West”

“What’s the mention?”

“It’s the Conservative Association. I bet he wants to get nominated.
I bet”

She was in the rocker, with her boots off, laughing. My mother was
sitting with her back against a porch post. They were cutting up yellow
beans, to can.

“I was thinking about the time we gave him the lemonade,” Aunt Dodie
said, and turned to me. “He was just a French Canadian boy then, working
here for a couple of weeks in the summer.”

“Only his name was French,” my mother said. “He didn’t even speak it.”

“You'd never know now. He turned his religion too, goes to St. John’s”

“He was always intelligent.”
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“You bet he is. Oh, intelligent. But we got him with the lemonade.

“You picture the hottest possible day in summer. Your mother and I
didn’t mind it so much, we could stay in the house. But Allen had to be
in the mow. You see they were getting the hay in. My dad was bringing
it in and Allen was spreading it out. I bet James was over helping too.”

“James was pitching on,” my mother said. “Your dad was driving, and
building the load.”

“And they put Allen in the mow. You've no idea what a mow is like
on that kind of a day. It’s a hell on earth. So we thought it would be a
nice idea to take him some lemonade— No. I'm getting ahead of myself.
I meant to tell about the overalls first.

“Allen had brought me these overalls to fix just when the men were
sitting down to dinner. He had a heavy pair of old suit pants on, and
a work shirt, must have been killing him, though the shirt I guess he
took off when he got in the barn. But he must’ve wanted the overalls on
because they'd be cooler, you know, the circulation. I forget what had to
be fixed on them, just some little thing. He must have been suffering bad
in those old pants just to bring himself to ask, because he was awful shy.
He'd be—what, then?” -

“Seventeen,” my mother said.

“And us two eighteen. It was the year before you went away to Normal.
Yes. Well, I took and fixed his pants, just some little thing to do to them
while you served up dinner. There I was sitting in the corner of the kitchen
at the sewing machine when I had my inspiration, didn’t I? I called you
over. Pretended 1 was calling you to hold the material straight for me. So’s -
you could see what I was doing. And neither one of us cracked a smile or
dared look sideways at each other, did we?”

“No.”

“Because my inspiration was to sew up his fly!

“So then, you see, a littte bit on in the afternoon, with them out to
work again, we got the idea for the lemonade. We made two pailfuls. One
we took out to the men working in the field; we yelled to them and set it
under a tree. And the other we tock up to the mow and offered it to him.
We'd used up every lemon we had, and even so it was weak. I remember
we had to put vinegar in. But he wouldn’t've noticed. I never saw a person
so thirsty in my life as him. He drank by the dipperful, and then he jus:
tipped up the pail. Drank it all down. Us standing there watching. How
did we keep a straight face?”

“I'll never know,” my mother said.

“Then we took the pail and made for the house and waited about two
seconds before we came sneaking back. We hid ourselves up in the granary.
That was like an oven too. I don’t know how we stood it. But we climbed
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up on the sacks of feed and each found ourselves a crack or knothole or
something to look through. We knew the corner of the barn the men always
peed in. They peed down the shovel if they were upstairs. Down in the
stable I guess they peed in the gutter. And scon enough, soon enough, he
starts strolling over in that direction. Dropped his fork and starts strolling
over. Puts his hand up to himself as he went. Sweat running down our
faces from the heat and the way we had to keep from laughing. Oh, the
cruelty of it! First he was just going easy, wasn’t he? Then thinking about
it T guess the need gets stronger; he looked down wondering what was the
matter, and soon he’s fairly clawin’ and yankin’ every which way, trying
all he can to get himself free. But I'd sewed him up good and strong. |
wonder when it hit him what'd been done?”

“Right then, I'd think. He was never stupid.”

“He never was. So he must’ve put it all together. The lemonade and
all. The one thing I don’t guess he ever thought of was us hid up in the
granary Or else would he’ve done what he did next?”

“He wouldr’t have,” said my mother firmly.

“I don’t know, though. He might’ve been past caring. Eh? He just finally
went past caring and gave up and ripped down his overalls altogether and
let ’er fly. We had the full view.”

“He had his back to us” )

“He did not! When he shot away there wasn’t a thing we couldn’t see.
He turned himself sideways?”

“I don’t remember that.”

“Well, I do. [ haven’t seen so many similar sights that I can afford to
forget.”

“Dodie!” said my maother, as if at this too-late point to issue a warning.
(Ancther thing my mother quite often said was “I will never listen to smut.”)

“Oh, you! You didn’t run away yourself. Did you? Kept your eye to
the knothole!”

My mother looked from me to Aunt Dodie and back with an unusual
expression on her face: helplessness. 1 won’t say she laughed. She just
locked as if there was a point at which she might give up.

The onset is very slow and often years may pass before the patient or his
family observes that he is becoming disabled. He shows slowly increasing
bodily rigidity, associated with tremors of the head and limbs. There
may be various tics, twitches, muscle spasms, and other involuntary
movements. Salivation increases and drooling is common. Scientifically
the disease is known as paralysis agitans. It is also called Parkinson’s
disease or shaking palsy. Paralysis agitans affects first a single arm or
leg, then the second limb on the same side and finally those on the other
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side. The face begins to lose its customary expressiveness and changes
slowly or not at all with passing moods. The disease is typically one of
elderly people, striking mostly persons in their sixties and seventies. No
recoveries are recorded. Drugs are available to control the tremor and
excess salivation. The benefits of these, however, are limited. [Fishbein,
Medical Encyelopedia.) :

My mother, during this summer, would have been forty-one or forty-
two years old, I think, somewhere around the age that I am now.

Just her left forearm trembled. The hand trembled more than the arm. The
thumb knocked ceaselessly against the palm. She could, however, hide it in
her fingers, and she conld hold the arm still by stiffening it against her body.

UNcLE JaMEs drank porter after supper. He let me taste it, black and bitter.
Here was a new contradiction. “Before I married your father,” my mother
had told me, “I asked him to promise me that he would never drink, and
he never has.” But Uncle James, her brother, could drink without apologies.

On Saturday night we all went into town. My mother and my sister
went in Aunt Dodie’s car. I was with Uncle James and Aunt Lena and the
children. The children claimed me. I was a little older than the oldest
of them, and they treated me as if I were a trophy, someone for whose
favor they could jostle and compete. So I was riding in their car, which
was high and old and square-topped, like Aunt Dodie’s. We were coming
home, we had the windows rolled dewn for coolness, and unexpectedly
Uncle James began to sing.

He had a fine voice, of course, a fine sad, lingering voice. I can remember
perfectly well the tune of the song he sang, and the sound of his voice
rolling cut the black windows, but I can remember only bits of the words,
here and there, though I have often tried to remember more, because [
liked the song so well.

“As I was a-goen over Kil-i-kenny Mountain..,”

I think that was the way it started.
Then further along something about pearly, or early, and Some take
delight in—various things, and finally the strong but sad-sounding line:

“But I take delight in the water of the barley.”

There was silence in the car while he was singing. The children were
not squabbling and being hit, some of them were even falling asleep. Aunt
Lena, with the youngest on her knee, was an unthreatening dark shape.
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The car bounced along as if it would go forever through a perfectly black
night with its lights cutting a frail path; and there was a jackrabbit on the
road, leaping out of our way, but nobody cried out to notice it, nobody
broke the singing, its booming tender sadness.

“But I take delighr in THE WATER OF THE BARLEY.”

WE Got to church early, so that we could go and look at the graves. St. John’s
was a white wooden church on the highway, with the graveyard behind it.
We stopped at two stones, on which were written the words Mother and
Father. Underneath in much smaller letters the names and dates of my
mother’s parents. Two flat stones, not very big, lying like paving stones in
the clipped grass. I went off to look at things more interesting-—urns and
praying hands and angels in profile.

Socon my mother and Aunt Dodie came too.

“Who needs all this fancy folderol?” said Aunt Dodie, waving.

My sister, who was just learning to read, tried reading the inscriptions.

“Until the Day Break”
“He is not Dead but Sleepeth”
“In Pacem”

“What is pacem?”

. “Latin,” said my mother approvingly.

“A lot of these people put up these fancy stones and it is all show, they
are still paying for thern. Some of them still trying to pay for the plots
and not even started on the stones. Look at that, for instance.” Aunt Dodie
pointed to a large cube of dark-blue granite, flecked white like a cooking
pot, balanced on one corner.

“How modern,” said my mother absently.

“That is Dave McColl’s. Look at the size of it. And I know for a fact
they told her if she didn’t hurry up and pay something on the plot, they
were going to dig him up and pitch him out on the highway”

“Is that Christian?” my mother wondered.

“Some people don’t deserve Christian.”

I felt something slithering down from my waist and realized that the
elastic of my underpants had broken. I caught my hands to my sides in
time—I had no hips then to hold anything up—and said to my mother
in an angry whisper, “I have to have a safety pin.”

“What do you want a safety pin for?” said my mother, in a normat or
louder-than-normal voice, She could always be relied upon to be obtuse
at such moments. '
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I would not answer, but glared at her beseechingly, threateningly.

“1 bet her panties bust” Aunt Dodie laughed.

“Did they?” said my mother sternly, still not lowering her voice.

“Yes.”

“Well, take them off then,” said my mother.

“Not right here, though,” said Aunt Dodie. “There is the Ladies.”

Behind St. John's Church, as behind a country school, were two wooden
toilets.

“Then 1 wouldn’t have anything on,” I said to my mother, scandalized.
I couldn’t imagine walking into church in a blue taffeta dress and no
pants. Rising to sing the hymns, sitting down, in no pants. The smooth
cool boards of the pew and no pants.

Aunt Dodie was looking through her purse. “I wish I had one to give
vou but I haven’t. You just run and take them off and nobody’s going to
know the difference. Lucky there’s no wind.”

I didn’t move.

“Well, T do have one pin,” said my mother doubtfully. “But I can't take
it out. My slip strap broke this morning when I was getting dressed and
I put a pin in to hold it. But I can’t take that out”

My mother was wearing a soft gray dress covered with little flowers
which looked as if they had been embroidered on, and a gray slip to
match, because you could see through the material. Her hat was a dull
rose color, matching the color of some of the flowers. Her gloves were
almost the same rose and her shoes were white, with open toes. She had
brought this whole outfit with her, had assembled it, probably, especially to
wear when she walked into St. John’s Church. She might have imagined a
sunny morning, with St. John’s bell ringing, just as it was ringing now. She
must have planned this and visualized it just as I now plan and visualize,
sometimes, what I will wear to a party.

“I can’t take it out for you or my slip will show”

“People going in,” Aunt Dodie said.

“Go to the Ladies and take them off. If you won’t do that, go sit in the car.”

I started for the car. I was halfway to the cemetery gate when my
mother called my name. She marched ahead of me to the ladies’ toilet,
where without a word she reached inside the neck of her dress and
brought out the pin. Turning my back—and not saying thank-you,
because I was too deep in my own misfortune and too sure of my
own rights—I fastened together the waistband of my pants. Then my
mother walked ahead of me up the toilet path and around the side of
the church. We were late, everybody had gone in. We had to wait while
the choir, with the minister trailing, got themselves up the aisle at their
religious pace.
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“All things bright and beautiful,
All creatures great and small,
All things wise and wonderful,
The Lord God made them all.”

When the choir was in place and the minister had turned to face the
congregation, my mother set out boldly to join Aunt Dodie and my sister
in a pew near the front. I could see that the gray slip had slid down half
an inch and was showing in a slovenly way at one side.

After the service my mother turned in the pew and spoke to people.
People wanted to know my name and my sister’s name and then they
said, “She does look like you”; “No, maybe this one looks more like
you”; or, “I see your own mother in this one.” They asked how old
we were and what grade I was in at school and whether my sister was
going to school. They asked her when she was going to start and she
said, “I'm not,” which was laughed at and repeated. (My sister often
made people laugh without meaning to; she had such a firm way of
publicizing her misunderstandings. In this case it turned out that she
really did think she was not going to school because the primary school
near where we lived was being torn down, and nobody had told her
she would go on a bus.)

Two or three people said to me, “Guess who taught me when I went
to school? Your momma!”

“She never learned me much,” said a sweaty man, whose hand I could
tell she did not want to shake, “but she was the best-lookin’ one I ever had!”

“Dip my slip show?” .
~ “How could it? You were standing in the pew.”
“When [ was walking down the aisle, [ wonder?”

“Nobody could see. They were still standing for the hymn.”

“They could have seen, though.”

“Only one thing surprises me. Why didn’t Allen Durrand come over
and say hello?”

“Was he there?”

“Didn’t you see him? Over in the Wests’ pew, under the window they
put in for the father and mother””

“I didn’t see him. Was his wife?”

“Ah, you must have seen her! All in blue with a hat like a buggy wheel.
She’s very dressy. But not to be compared to you, today.”

Aunt Dodie herself was wearing a navy-blue straw hat with some droopy

cloth flowers, and a button-down-the-front slub rayon dress.
“Maybe he didn’t know me. Or didn’t see me.”
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“He couldn’t very well not have seen you?”

“Well?

“And he’s turned out such a good-looking man. That counts if you go
into politics. And the height. You very seldom see a short man get elected.”

“What about Mackenzie King?” 7

“I meant around here. We wouldn’t've elected him, from around here.”

“Your mother’s had a little stroke. She says not, but I've seen too many
like her.

“She’s had a httle one, and she might have another little one, and
another, and another. Then someday she might have the big one. You'll
have to learn to be the mother then.

“Like me. My mother took sick when I was only ten. She died when I
was fifteen. In between, what a time I had with her! She was all swollen’
up; what she had was dropsy. They came one time and took it out of her
by the pailful”

“Took what out?”

“Fluid.

“She sat up in her chair till she couldn’t anymore, she had to go to bed.
She had to lie on her right side all the time to keep the fluid pressure off
her heart. What a life. She developed bedsores, she was in misery. So one
day she said to me, ‘Dodie, please, just turn me onto my other side for just
a little while, just for the relief. She begged me. I got hold of her and turned
her—she was a weight! I turned her on her heart side, and the minute I
did, she died. ‘

“What are you crying about? I never meant to make you cry! Well, you
are a big baby, if you can’t stand to hear about Life.”

Aunt Dodie laughed at me, to cheer me up. In her thin brown face her
eves were large and hot. She had a scarf around her head that day and
looked like a gypsy woman, flashing malice and kindness at me, threatemng
to let out more secrets than I could stand. ,

“D1p you have a stroke?” I said sullenly.

“What?”

“Aunt Dodie said you had a stroke”

“Well, I didn’t. I told her I didn’t. The doctor says I didn’t. She thinks she
knows everything, Dodie does. She thinks she knows better than a doctor”

“Are you going to have a stroke?”

“No. I have low blood pressure. That is just the opposite of what gives
vou strokes.”

“So, are you not going to get sick at all?” I said, pushing further. I
was very much relieved that she had decided against strokes, and that I
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wotld not have to be the mother, and wash and wipe and feed her lying
in bed, as Aunt Dodie had had to do with her mother. For 1 did feel it
was she who decided, she gave her consent. As long as she lived, and
through all the changes that happened to her, and after I had received
the medical explanations of what was happening, I still felt secretly
that she had given her consent. For her own purposes, T felt she did it:
display, of a sort; revenge of a sort as well. More, that nobody could
ever understand.

She did not answer me, but walked on ahead. We were going from Aunt
Dodie’s place to Uncle James’s, following a path through the humpy cow
pasture that made the trip shorter than going by the road.

“Is your arm going to stop shaking?” I pursued recklessly, stubbornly.

I demanded of her now, that she turn and promise me what I needed.

But she did not do it. For the first time she held out altogether against
me. She went on as if she had not heard, her familiar bulk ahead of me
turning strange, indifferent. She withdrew, she darkened in front of me,
though all she did in fact was keep on walking along the path that she
and Aunt Dodie had made when they were girls runmng back and forth
to see each other; it was still there.

OnE nrGHT my mother and Aunt Dodie sat on the porch and recited
poetry. How this started 1 forget; with one of them thinking of a quota-
tion, likely, and the other one matching it. Uncle James was leaning against
the railing, smoking. Because we were visiting, he had permitted himself
to come,

“How can a man die better” ¢cried Aunt Dodie cheerfully,

“Than facing fearful odds,
For the ashes of his fathers
And the temples of his gods?”
“And all day long the noise of battle rolled,” my mother declared,

SAmong the mountains by the winter sea,

“Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note,
As his corpse to the ramparts we hurried. ..

“For I am going a long way

To the island-valley of Avalon
Where falls not hail, or rain, or any snow...”
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My mother’s voice had taken on an embarrassing tremor, so I was glad
when Aunt Dodie interrupted.

“Heavens, wasn't it all sad, the stuff they put in the old readers?”

“I don’t remember a bit of it,” said Uncle James. “Except—" and he
recited without a break:

“Along the line of smoky hills
The crimson forest stands

And all day long the bluejay calls
Throughout the autumn lands.”

“Good for you,” said Aunt Dodie, and she and my mother joined i in,
so they were all reciting together, and laughing at each other:

“Now by great marshes wrapped in mist,
Or past some river’s mouth,

Throughout the long still autumn day
Wild birds are flying south.”

“Though when you come to think of it, even that has kind of a sad
ring,” Aunt Dodie said.

Ir I HAD been making a proper story out of this, [ would have ended it, 1
think, with my mother not answering and going ahead of me across the
pasture. That would have done. I didn’t stop there, I suppose, because 1
wanted to find out more, rernember more. [ wanted to bring back all 1
could. Now I look at what I have done and it is like a series of snapshots,
like the brownish snapshots with fancy borders that my parents’ old camera
used to take. In these snapshots Aunt Dodie and Uncle James and even
Aunt Lena, even her children, come out clear enough. (All these people
dead now except the children, who have turned into decent friendly wage
earners, not a criminal or as far as I know even a neurotic among them.)
The problem, the only problem, is my mother. And she is the one of
course that I am trying to get; it is to reach her that this whole journey
has been undertaken. With what purpose? To mark her off, to describe,
to illumine, to celebrate, to get rid of her; and it did not work, for she
looms too close, just as she always did. She is heavy as always, she weighs
everything down, and yet she is indistinct, her edges melt and flow. Which
means she has stuck to me as close as ever and refused to fall away, and I
could go on, and on, applying what skills I have, using what tricks I know,
and it would always be the same.
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FLo saD to watch for White Slavers. She said this was how they operated:
an old woman, a motherly or grandmotherly sort, made friends while riding
beside you on a bus or train, She offered you candy, which was drugged.
Pretty soon you began to droep and mumble, were in no condition to speak
for yourself. Oh, help, the woman said, my daughter (granddaughter) is sick,
please somebody help me get her off so that she can recover in the fresh
air. Up stepped a polite gentleman, pretending to be a stranger, offering
assistance. Together, at the next stop, they hustled you off the train or bus,
and that was the last the ordinary world ever saw of you. They kept you
a prisoner in the White Slave place (to which you had been transported
drugged and bound so you wouldn’t even know where you were), until such
time as you were thoroughly degraded and in despair, your insides torn up
by drunken men and invested with vile disease, your mind destroyed by
drugs, your hair and teeth fallen out. It took about three vyears for you to get
to this state. You wouldn’t want to go home then; maybe couldn’t remem-
ber home, or find your way if you did. So they let you out on the streets.

Flo took ten dollars and put it in a little cloth bag, which she sewed
to the strap of Rose’s slip. Another thing likely to happen was that Rose
would get her purse stolen,

Watch out, Flo said as well, for people dressed up as ministers. They
were the worst. That disguise was commonly adopted by White Slavers’,
as well as those after your money.

Rose said she didn’t see how she could tell which ones were disguised.

Flo had worked in Toronto once. She had worked as a waitress in
a coffee shop in Union Station. That was how she knew all she knew.
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She never saw sunlight, in those days, except on her days off. But she
saw plenty else. She saw 2 man cut another man’s stomach with a knife,
just pull out his shirt and do a tidy cut, as if it was a watermelon not a
stomach. The stomach’s owner just sat looking down surprised, with no
time to protest. Flo implied that that was nothing, in Toronto. She saw
two bad women (that was what Flo called whores, running the two words
together, like badminton) get into a fight, and a man laughed at them,
other men stopped and laughed and egged them on, and they had their
fists full of each other’s hair. At last the police came and took them away,
still howling and vyelping. )

She saw a child die of a fit too. Its face was black as ink.

“Well, 'm not scared,” said Rose provokingly. “There’s the police,
anyway.”

“Oh, them! They'd be the first cnes to diddle you!”

She did not believe anything Flo said on the subject of sex. Consider
the undertaker.

Alittle bald man, very neatly dressed, would come into the store some-
times and speak to Flo with a placating expression.

“Tonly wanted a bag of candy. And maybe a few packages of gum. And
one or two chocolate bars. Could you go to the trouble of wrapping them?”

Flo in her mock-deferential tone would assure him that she could.
She wrapped them in heavy-duty white paper, so they were something
like presents. He took his time with the selection, humming and chatting,
then dawdled for a while. He might ask how Flo was feeling. And how
Rose was, if she was there,

“You look pale. Young girls need fresh air” To Flo he would say, “You
work too hard. You've worked hard all your life”

“No rest for the wicked,” Flo would say agreeably.

When he went out she hurried to the window. There it was—the old
black hearse with its purple curtains.

“He'll be after them today!” Flo would say as the hearse rolled away at a -
gentle pace, almost a funeral pace. The little man had been an undertaker,
but he was retired now. The hearse was retired too. His sons had taker
over the undertaking and bought a new one. He drove the old hearse al
over the country, looking for women. So Flo said. Rose could not believe
it. Flo said he gave them the gum and the candy. Rose said he probably
ate them himself, Flo said he had been seen, he had been heard. In mild
weather he drove with the windows down, singing, to himself or to some-
body out of sight in the back.

“Her brow is like the snowdrift
Her throat is like the swan...”
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Flo imitated him singing. Gently overtaking some woman walking on a
back road, or resting at a country crossroads. All compliments and courtesy
and chocolate bars, offering a ride. Of course every woman who reported
being asked said she had turned him down. He never pestered anybody,
drove politely on. He called in at houses, and if the husband was home
he seemed to like just as well as anything to sit and chat. Wives said that
was all he ever did anyway but Flo did not believe it.

“Some women are taken in,” she said. “A number.” She liked to speculate
on what the hearse was like inside. Plush. Plush on the walls and the roof
and the floor. Soft purple, the color of the curtains, the color of dark lilacs.

All nonsense, Rose thought. Who could believe it, of a man that age?

RosEe was going to Toronto on.the train for the first time by herself. She
had been once before, but that was with Flo, long before her father died.
They took along their own sandwiches and bought milk from the vendor
on the train. It was sour. Sour chocolate milk. Rose kept taking tiny sips,
unwilling to admit that something so much desired could fail her. Flo
sniffed it, then hunted up and down the train until she found the old man
in his red jacket, with no teeth and the tray hanging around his neck. She
invited him to sample the chocolate milk. She invited people nearby to
smell it. He let her have some ginger ale for nothing. It was slightly warm.

“I'let him know;” Flo said, looklng around after he had left. “You have
to let them know.”

A woman agreed with her but most people looked out the window. Rose
drank the warm ginger ale. Either that, or the scene with the vendor, or
the conversation Flo and the agreeing woman now got into about where
they came from, why they were going to Toronto, and Rose’s morning
constipation which was why she was lacking color, or the small amount
of chocolate milk she had got inside her, caused her to throw up in the
train toilet. All day long she was afraid people in Toronto could smell
vomit on her coat.

This time Flo started the trip off by saying, “Keep an eye on: her, she’s
never been away from home before!” to the conductor, then looking around
and laughing, to show that was jokingly meant. Then she had to get off. It
seemed the conductor had no more need for jokes than Rose had, and no
intention of keeping an eye on anybody. He never spoke to Rose except to
ask for her ticket. She had a window seat, and was soon extraordinarily
happy. She felt Flo receding, West Hanratty flying away from her, her own
wearying self discarded as easily as everything else. She loved the towns less
and less known. A woman was standing at her back door in her nightgown,
not caring if everybody on the train saw her. They were travelling south,
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out of the snowbelt, into an earlier spring, a tenderer sort of landscape.
People could grow peach trees in their back yards.

Rose collected in her mind the things she had to lock for in Toronto.
First, things for Flo. Special stockings for her varicose veins. A special
kind of cement for sticking handles on pots. And a full set of dominoes,

For herself Rose wanted to buy hair-remover to put on her arms and
legs, and if possible an arrangement of inflatable cushions, supposed to
reduce your hips and thighs. She thought they probably had hair-remover
in the drugstore in Hanratty, but the woman in there was a friend of Flo’s
and told everything. She told Flo who bought hair dye and slimming
medicine and French safes. As for the cushion business, you could send
away for it but there was sure to be a comment at the Post Office, and
Flo knew people there as well. She also planned to buy some bangles, and
an angora sweater. She had great hopes of silver bangles and powder-blue
angora. She thought they could transform her, make her calm and slender
and take the frizz out of her hair, dry her underarms and turn her
complexion to pearl.

The money for these things, as well as the money for the trip, came
from a prize Rose had won, for writing an essay called “Art and Science
in the World of Tomorrow.” To her surprise, Flo asked if she could read it,
and while she was reading it, she remarked that they must have thought
they had to give Rose the prize for swallowing the dictionary. Then she
said shyly, “It’s very interesting”

She would have to spend the night at Cela McKinney’s. Cela McKmney
was her father’s cousin. She had married a hotel manager and thought
she had gone up in the world. But the hotel manager came home one
day and sat down on the dining-room floor between two chairs and
said, “I am never going to leave this house again.” Nothing unusual had
happened, he had just decided not to go out of the house again, and he
didn’t, until he died. That had made Cela McKinney odd and nervous.
She locked her doors at eight o’clock. She was also very stingy. Supper was
usually oatmeal porridge, with raisins. Her house was dark and narrow
and smelled like a bank.

The train was filling up. At Brantford a man asked if she would mind
if he sat down beside her.

“It’s cooler out than you'd think,” he said. He offered her part of his
newspapet. She said no thanks.’

Then, lest he think her rude, she said it really was cooler. She went on
looking out the window at the spring morning. There was no snow left,
down here. The trees and bushes seemed to have a paler bark than they
did at home. Even the sunlight locked different. It was as different from
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home, here, as the coast of the Mediterranean would be, or the valleys
of California.

“Filthy windows, you'd think they'd take more care,” the man said. “Do
you travel much by train?”

She said no.

Water was lying in the fields. He nodded at it and said there was a
lot this vear.

“Heavy snows.”

She noticed his saying “snows,” a poetic-sounding word. Anyone at
home would have said “snow.”

“I had an unusual experience the other day. I was driving out in the
country. In fact, I was on my way to see one of my parishioners, a lady
with a heart condition—"

She looked quickly at his collar, He was wearing an ordinary shirt and
tie and a dark-blue suit.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I'm a United Church minister. But I don’t always
wear my uniform. I wear it for preaching in. I'm off duty today.

“Well, as I said, I was driving through the country and I saw some
Canada geese down on a pond, and I took another look, and there were
some swans down with them. A whole great flock of swans. What a lovely
sight they were, They would be on their spring migration, I expect, heading
up North, What a spectacle. I never saw anything like it”

Rose was unable to think appreciatively of the wild swans because she
was afraid he was going to lead the conversation from them to Nature in
general and then to God, the way a minister would feel obliged to do. But
he did not, he stopped with the swans.

“A very fine sight. You would have enjoyed them.”

He was between fifty and sixty years old, Rose thought. He was short,
and energetic-looking, with a square ruddy face and bright waves of gray
hair combed straight up from his forehead. When she realized he was not
going to mention God she felt she ought to show her gratitude.

She said they must have been lovely.

“It wasn’t even a regular pond, it was only some water lying in a field.
It was just luck the water was lying there and they came down and I
came driving by at the right time. Just luck. They come in at the east end
of Lake Erie, I think. But I never was lucky enough to see them before”

She turned by degrees to the window, and he returned to his paper.
She remained slightly smiling, so as not to seem rude, not to seem to be
rejecting conversation altogether. The morning really was cool, and she
had taken down her coat off the hook where she put it when she first got
on the train; she had spread it over herself, like a lap robe. She had set
her purse on the floor when the minister sat down, to give him room.
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He took the sections of the paper apart, shaking and rustling them in
a leisurely, rather showy way. He seemed to her the sort of person who
does everything in a showy way. A ministerial way. He brushed aside the
sections he didn’t want at the moment. A corner of newspaper touched
her leg, just at the edge of her coat.

She thought for some time that it was the paper. Then she said to herself,
What if it is a hand? That was the kind of thing she could imagine. She
would sometimes look at men’s hands, at the fuzz on their forearms, their
concentrating profiles. She would think about everything they could do.
Even the stupid ones. For instance, the driver-salesman who brought the
bread to Flo’s store. The ripeness and confidence of manner, the settled
mixture of ease and alertness with which he handled the bread truck. A
fold of mature belly over the belt did not displease her. Another time she
had her eye on the French teacher at school. Not a Frenchman at all, really,
his name was McLaren, but Rose thought teaching French had rubbed
off ort him, made him look like one. Quick and sallow; sharp shoulders;
hooked nose and sad eyes. She saw him lapping and coiling his way through
slow pleasures, a perfect autocrat of indulgences. She had a considerable
longing to be somebody’s object. Pounded, pleasured, reduced, exhausted.

But what if it was a hand? What if it really was a hand? She shifted
slightly, moved as much as she could toward the window. Her imagination
seemed to have created this reality, a reality she was not prepared for at all.
She found it alarming. She was concentrating on that leg, that bit of skin
with the stocking over it. She could not bring herself to look. Was there
a pressure, or was there not? She shifted again. Her legs had been, and
remained, tightly closed. It was. It was a hand. It was a hand’s pressure.

Please don’t. That was what she tried to say. She shaped the words in
her mind, tried them out, then couldn’t get them past her lips. Why was
that? The embarrassment, was it, the fear that people might hear? People
were all around them, the seats were full.

It was not only that. _

She did manage to look at him, not raising her head but turning it
cautiously. He had tilted his seat back and closed his eyes. There was his
dark-blue suit sleeve, disappearing under the newspaper. He had arranged
the paper so that it overlapped Rose’s coat. His hand was underneath,
simply resting, as if flung out in sleep.

Now, Rose could have shifted the newspaper and removed her coat. If
he was not asleep, he would have been obliged to draw back his hand, If
he was asleep, if he did not draw it back, she could have whispered Excuse
me and set his hand firmly on his own knee. This solution, so obvious and
foolproof, did not occur to her. And she would have to wonder, Why not?
The minister’s hand was not, or not yet, at all welcome to her. It made
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her feel uncomfortable, resentful, slightly disgusted, trapped and wary.
But she could not take charge of it, to reject it. She could not insist that
it was there, when he seemed to be insisting that it was not. How could
she declare him responsible, when he lay there so harmless and trusting,
-resting himself before his busy day, with such a pleased and healthy face?
A man older than her father would be, if he were living, a man used to
deference, an appreciator of Nature, delighter in wild swans. If she did
say Please dor’t she was sure he would ignore her, as if overlooking some
silliness or impoliteness on her part. She knew that as soon as she said it
she would hope he had not heard.

But there was more to it than that. Curiosity. More constant, more
imperious, than any lust. A lust in itself, that will make you draw back
and wait, wait toc long, risk almost anything, just to see what will happen.
To see what will happen. '

The hand began, over the next several miles, the most delicate, the
most timid, pressures and investigations. Not asleep. Or if he was, his
hand wasn’t. She did feel disgust. She felt a faint, wandering nausea. She
thought of flesh: lumps of flesh, pink snouts, fat tongues, blunt fingers,
all on their way trotting and creeping and lolling and rubbing, looking
for their comfort. She thought of cats in heat rubbing themselves along
the top of board fences, yowling with their miserable complaint. It was
pitiful, infantile, this itching and shoving and squeezing. Spongy tissues,
inflamed membranes, tormented nerve-ends, shameful smells; humiliation.

All that was starting. His hand, that she wouldr’t ever have wanted to
hold, that she wouldn't have squeezed back, his stubborn patient hand
was able, after all, to get the ferns to rustle and the streams to flow, to
waken a sly luxuriance.

Nevertheless, she would rather not. She would still rather not. Please
remove this, she said out the window. Stop it, please, she said to the stumps
and barns. The hand moved up her leg past the top of her stocking to her
bare skin, had moved higher, under her suspender, reached her under-
pants and the lower part of her belly. Her legs were still crossed, pinched
together. While her legs stayed crossed she could lay claim to innocence,
she had not admitted anything. She could still believe that she would stop
this in a minute. Nothing was going to happen, nothing more. Her legs
were never going to open.

But they were. They were. As the train crossed the Niagara Escarpment
above Dundas, as they looked down at the preglacial valley, the silver-
wooded rubble of little hills, as they came sliding down to the shores of
Lake Ontario, she would make this slow, and silent, and definite declara-
tion, perhaps disappointing as much as satisfying the hand’s owner. He
would not lift his eyelids, his face would not alter, his fingers would nos
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hesitate, but would go powerfully and discreetly to work. Invasion, and
welcome, and sunlight flashing far and wide on the lake water; miles of
bare orchards stirring round Burlington. '

This was disgrace, this was beggary. But what harm in that, we say to
ourselves at such moments, what harm in anything, the worse the better,
as we ride the cold wave of greed, of greedy assent. A stranger’s hand, or
root vegetables or humble kitchen tools that people tell jokes about; the
world is tumbling with innocent-seeming objects ready to declare them-
selves, slippery and obliging. She was careful of her breathing. She could
not believe this. Victim and accomplice she was borne past Glassco’s Jams
and Marmalades, past the big pulsating pipes of oil refineries. They glided
into suburbs where bedsheets, and towels used to wipe up intimate stains,
flapped leeringly on the clotheslines, where even the children seemed to be
frolicking lewdly in the schoolyards, and the very truck drivers stopped at
the railway crossings must be thrusting their thumbs gleefully into curled
hands. Such cunning antics now, such popular visions. The gates and
towers of the Exhibition Grounds came into view, the painted domes and
pillars floated marvellously against her eyelids’ rosy sky. Then flew apart
in celebration. You could have had such a flock of birds, wild swans, even,
wakened under one big dome together, exploding from it, taking to the sky.

She bit the edge of her tongue. Very soon the conductor passed through
the train, to stir the travellers, warn them back to life.

In the darkness under the station the United Church minister, refreshed,
opened his eyes and got his paper folded together, then asked if she would
like some help with her coat. His gallantry was self-satisfied, dismissive.
No, said Rose, with a sore tongue, He hurried out of the train ahead of
her. She did not see him in the station. She never saw him again in her life.
But he remained on call, so to speak, for years and years, ready to slip into
place at a critical moment, without even any regard, later on, for husband
or lovers. What recommended him? She could never understand it. His
simplicity, his arrogance, his perversely appealing lack of handsomeness,
even of ordinary grown-up masculinity? When he stood up she saw that
he was shorter even than she had thought, that his face was pink and
shiny, that there was something crude and pushy and childish about him.

Wias he a minister, really, or was that only what he said? Flo had men-
tioned people who were not ministers, dressed up as if they were. Not
real ministers dressed as if they were not. Or, stranger still, men who were
not real ministers pretending to be real but dressed as if they were not.
But that she had come as close as she had, to what could happen, was an
unwelcome thing. Rose walked through Union Station feeling the little bag
with the ten dollars rubbing at her, knew she would feel it all day long,
rubbing its reminder against her skin.
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She couldn’t stop getting Flo’s messages, even: with that. She remem-
bered, because she was in Union Station, that there was a girl named Mavis
working here, in the gift shop, when Flo was working in the coffee shop.
Mavis had warts on her eyelids that looked like they were going to turn
into sties but they didn’t, they went away. Maybe she had them removed,
Flo didn’t ask. She was very good-looking, without them. There was a
movie star in those days she looked a lot like. The movie star’s name was
Frances Farmer.

Frances Farmer. Rose had never heard of her.

That was the name. And Mavis went and bought herself a big hat that
dipped over one eye and a dress entirely made of lace. She went off for
the weekend to Georgian Bay, to a resort up there, She booked herself in
under the name of Florence Farmer. To give everybody the idea she was
really the other one, Frances Farmer, but calling herself Florence because
she was on holiday and didn’t want to be recognized. She had a little
cigarette holder that was black and mother-of-pearl. She could have been
arrested, Flo said. For the nerve.

Rose almost went over to the gift shop to see if Mavis was still there
and if she could recognize her. She thought it would be an especially fine
thing to manage a transformation like that. To dare it; to get away with it,
to enter on preposterous adventures in your own, but newly named, skin.
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PaTriCK BLATCHFORD was in love with Rose, This had become a fixed, even
furious, idea with him. For her, a continual surprise. He wanted to marry
her. He waited for her after classes, moved in and walked beside her, so
that anybody she was talking to would have to reckon with his presence.
He would not talk when these friends or classmates of hers were around,
but he would try to catch her eye, so that he could indicate by a cold
incredulous look what he thought of their conversation. Rose was flattered,
but nervous. A girl named Nancy Falls, a friend of hers, mispronounced
Metternich in front of him. He said to her later, “How can you be friends
with people like that?”

Nancy and Rose had gone and sold their blood together, at Victoria
Hospital. They each got fifteen dollars. They spent most of the money
on evening shoes, tarty silver sandals. Then because they were sure the
bloodletting had caused them to lose weight, they had hot fudge sundaes
at Boomers. Why was Rose unable to defend Nancy to Patrick?

Patrick was twenty-four years old, a graduate student, planning tc be
a history professor. He was tall, thin, fair, and good-looking, though he
had a long pale-red birthmark, dribbling like a tear down his temple and
his cheek. He apologized for it, but said it was fading as he got older.
When he was forty, it would have faded away. It was not the birthmark
that cancelled out his good looks, Rose thought. (Something did cancel
them out, or at least diminish them, for her; she had to keep reminding
herself they were there.) There was something edgy, jumpy, disconcerting
about him. His voice would break under stress—with her, it seemed he was
always under stress—he knocked dishes and cups off tables, spilled drinks
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and bowls of peanuts, like a comedian. He was not a comedian; nothing
could be further from his intentions. He came from British Columbia.
His family was rich.

He arrived early to pick Rose up, when they were going to the movies.
He wouldn’t knock, he knew he was early. He sat on the step outside
Dr Henshawe’s door. This was in the winter, it was dark out, but there
was a little coach lamp beside the door.

“Oh, Rose! Come and look!” called Dr Henshawe, in her soft, amused
voice, and they looked down together from the dark window of the study.
“The poor young man,” said Dr Henshawe tenderly. Dr Henshawe was in
her seventies. She was a former English professor, fastidious and lively. She
had a lame leg, but a still youthfully, charmingly tilted head, with white
braids wound around it.

She called Patrick poor because he was in love, and perhaps also because
he was a male, doomed to push and blunder. Even from up here he looked
stubborn and pitiable, determined and dependent, sitting out there in
the cold.

“Guarding the door,” Dr Henshawe said. “Oh, Rose!”

Another time she said disturbingly, “Oh, dear, I'm afraid he is after
the wrong girl.”

Rose didn’t like her saying that. She didn’t like her laughing at Patrick.
She didn’t like Patrick sitting out on the steps that way, either. He was
asking to be laughed at. He was the most vulnerable person Rose had
ever known; he made himself so, didn’t know anything about protecting
himself. But he was also full of cruel judgments, he was full of conceit.

“You ARE a scholar, Rose,” Dr Henshawe would say. “This will interest you.”
Then she would read aloud something from the paper, or, more likely,
something from Canadian Forum or the Atantic Monthly. Dr Henshawe
had at one time headed the city’s school board, she was a founding mem-
ber of Canada’s Socialist Party. She still sat on committees, wrote letters
to the paper, reviewed books. Her father and mother had been medical
missionaries; she had been born in China. Her house was small and perfect.
Polished floors, glowing rugs, Chinese vases, bowls, and landscapes, black
carved screens. Much that Rose could not appreciate, at the time. She could
not really distinguish between the little jade animals on Dr Henshawe’s
mantelpiece and the ornaments displayed in the jewelry-store window in
Hanratty, though she could now distinguish between either of these and
the things Flo bought from the five-and-ten.

She could not really decide how much she liked being at Dr Henshawe’s.
At times she felt discouraged, sitting in the dining room with a linen
napkin on her knee, eating from fine white plates on blue placemats. For
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one thing, there was never enough to eat, and she had taken to buying
doughnuts and chocolate bars and hiding them in her room. The canary
swung on its perch in the dining-rocom window and Dr Henshawe directed
conversation. She talked about politics, about writers. She mentioned Frank
Scott and Dorothy Livesay. She said Rose must read them. Rose must read
this, she must read that. Rose became sullenly determined not to. She was
reading Thomas Mann. She was reading Tolstoy.

Before she came to Dr Henshawe’s, Rose had never heard of the working
class. She took the designation home.

“This would have to be the last part of town where they put the
sewers,” Flo said.

“Of course,” Rose said coolly. “This is the working-class part of town.”

“Working class?” said Flo. “Not if the ones around here can help it

Dr Henshawe’s house had done one thing. It had destroyed the
naturalness, the taken-for-granted background, of home. To go back there
was to go quite literally into a crude light. Fle had put fluorescent lights
in the store and the kitchen. There was also, in a corner of the kitchen,
a floor lamp Flo had woen at Bingo; its shade was permanently wrapped
in wide strips of cellophane. What Dr Henshawe’s house and Flo’s house
did best, in Rose’s opinion, was discredit each other. In Dr Henshawe’s
charming rooms there was always for Rose the raw knowledge of home,
an indigestible lump, and at home now her sense of order and modu-
lation elsewhere exposed such embarrassing sad poverty in people who
never thought themselves poor. Poverty was not just wretchedness, as Dr
Henshawe seemed to think, it was not just deprivation, It meant having
those ugly tube lights and being proud of them. It meant continual talk
of money and malicious talk about new things people had bought and
whether they were paid for. It meant pride and jealousy flaring over
something like the new pair of plastic curtains, imitating lace, that Flo
had bought for the front window. That as well as hanging your clothes
on nails behind the door and being able to hear every sound from the
bathroom. It meant decorating your walls with a number of admonitions,
pious and cheerful and mildly bawdy.

THE LORD 1S MY SHEPHERD
BELIEVE IN THE LORD JESUS CHRIST AND THOU SHALL BE SAVED

Why did Flo have those, when she wasn’t even religious? They were what
people had, common as calendars.

THIS 158 MY KITCHEN AND I WILL DO AS I DARNED PLEASE
MORE THAN TWO PERSONS TO A BED IS DANGEROUS AND UNLAWFUL
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Billy Pope had brought that one. What would Patrick have to say about
them? What would someone who was offended by a mispronunciation of
Metternich think of Billy Pope’s stories?

Billy Pope worked in Tyde’s Butcher Shop. What he talked about most
frequently now was the D.P,, the Belgian, who had come to work there,
and got on Billy Pope’s nerves with his impudent singing of French songs
and his naive notions of getting on in this country, buying a butcher shop
of his own.

“Don’t you think you can come over here and get yourself ideas,” Billy
Pope said to the D.P. “It’s youse workin’ for us, and don’t think that’ll change
into us workin’ for youse” That shut him up, Billy Pope said.

Patrick would say from time to time that since her home was only fifty
miles away he ought to come up and meet Rose’s family.

“There’s only my stepmother.”

“It’s too bad I couldn’t have met your father”

Rashly, she had presented her father to Patrick as a reader of history, an
amateur scholar. That was not exactly a lie, but it did not give a truthful
picture of the circumstances.

“Is your stepmother your guardian?”

Rose had to say she did not know.

“Well, your father must have appointed a guardian for you in his will,
Who administers his estate?”

His estate. Rose thought an estate was land, such as people owned in
England.

Patrick thought it was rather charming of her to think that.

“No, his money and stocks and so on. What he left”

“I don’t think he left any.”

“Don’t be silly,” Patrick said.

AND soMEeTIMES Dr Henshawe would say, “Well, you are a scholar, you
are not interested in that.” Usually she was speaking of some event at the
college: a pep rally, a football game, a dance. And usually she was right;
Rose was not interested. But she was not eager to admit it, She did not
seek or relish that definition of herself.

On the stairway wall hung graduation photographs of all the other
girls, scholarship girls, who had lived with Dr Henshawe, Most of them
had got to be teachers, then mothers. One was a dietician, two were
librarians, one was a professor of English, like Dr Henshawe herself. Rose
did not care for the look of them, for their soft-focussed meekly smiling
gratitude, their large teeth and maidenly rolls of hair. They seemed to be
urging on her some deadly secular piety. There were no actresses among
them, no brassy magazine journalists; none of them had latched on to the
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sort of life Rose wanted for herself. She wanted to perform in public. She
thought she wanted to be an actress but she never tried to act, was afraid
to go near the college drama productions. She knew she couldn’t sing or
dance. She would really have liked to play the harp, but she had no ear
for music. She wanted to be known and envied, slim and clever. She told -
Dr Henshawe that if she had been a man she would have wanted to be a
foreign correspondent.

“Then you must be one!” cried Dr Henshawe alarmingly. “The future
will be wide open for women. You must concentrate on languages. You
must take courses in political science. And economics. Perhaps you could
get a job on the paper for the summer. I have friends there.”

Rose was frightened at the idea of working con a paper, and she hated
the intreductory economics course; she was looking for a way of dropping
it. It was dangerous to mention things to Dr Henshawe,

SHE HAD GOT to live with Dr Henshawe by accident. Another girl had
been picked to move in but she got sick; she had t.b., and went instead
to a sanitorium. Dr Henshawe came up to the college office on the
second day of registration to get the names of some other scholarship
freshmen,

Rose had been in the office just a little while before, asking where the
meeting of the scholarship students was to be held. She had lost her notice.
The Bursar was giving a talk to the new scholarship students, telling them
of ways to earn money and live cheaply and explaining the high standards
of performance to be expected of them here if they wanted their payments -
to keep coming,

Rose found out the number of the room, and started up the stairs to
the first floor. A girl came up beside her and said, “Are you on your way
to three-oh-twelve, too?”

They walked together, telling each other the details of their scholarships,
Rose did not yet have a place to live, she was staying at the Y. She did
not really have enough money to be here at all. She had a scholarship for
her tuition and the county prize to buy her books and a bursary of three
hundred dollars to live on; that was all. ’

“You'll have to get a job,” the other girl said. She had a larger bursary,
because she was in science {that’s where the money is, the money’s all in
science, she said seriously), but she was hoping to get a job in the cafe-
teria. She had a room in somebody’s basement. How much does your
room cost? How much does a hot plate cost? Rose asked her, her head
swimming with anxious calculations.

This girl wore her hair in a roll. She wore a crépe blouse, yellowed and
shining from washing and ironing. Her breasts were large and sagging.
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She probably wore a dirty-pink hooked-up-the-side brassiere. She had a
scaly patch on one cheek, -

“This must be it,” she said.

There was a little window in the door. They could look through at
the other scholarship winners already assembled and waiting. It seemed

to Rose that she saw four or five girls of the same stooped and matronly
type as the girl who was beside her, and several bright-eyed, self-satisfied,
babyish-looking boys. It seemed to be the rule that girl scholarship winners
looked about forty and boys about twelve. It was not possible, of course,
that they all looked like this. It was not possible that in one glance through
the windows of the door Rose could detect traces of eczema, stained
underarms, dandruff, moldy deposits on the teeth, and crusty flakes in
the corners of the eyes. That was only what she thought. But there was
a pall over them, she was not mistaken, there was a true terrible pall of
eagerness and docility. How else could they have supplied so many right
answers, so many pleasing answers, how else distinguished themselves and
got themselves here? And Rose had done the same.

“I have to go to the john,” she said.

She could see herself working in the cafeteria. Her figure, broad enough
already, broadened out still more by the green cotton uniform, her face
red and her hair stringy from the heat. Dishing up stew and fried chicken
for those of inferior intelligence and handsomer means. Blocked off by
the steam tables, the uniform, by decent hard work that nobody need be
ashamed of, by publicly proclaimed braininess and poverty. Boys could
get away with that, barely. For girls it was fatal. Poverty in girls is not
attractive unless combined with sweet sluttishness, stupidity. Braininess
is not attractive unless combined with some signs of elegance; class. Was
this true, and was she foolish enough to care? Tt was; she was.

She went back to the first floor where the halls were crowded with
ordinary students who were not on scholarships, who would not be
expected to get A’s and be grateful and live cheap. Enviable and innocent.
they milled around the registration tables in their new purple-and-white
blazers, their purple Frosh beanies, yelling reminders to each other,
confused information, nonsensical insults. She walked among them
feeling bitterly superior and despondent. The skirt of her green cordu-
roy suit kept falling back between her legs as she walked. The material
was limp; she should have spent more and bought the heavier weight.
She thought now that the jacket was not properly cut either, thoagh
it had looked all right at home. The whole outfit had been made by a
dressmaker in Hanratty, a friend of Flo’s, whose main concern had been
that there should be no revelations of the figure. When Rose asked ir
the skirt couldn’t be made tighter this woman had said, “You wouldn't
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want your b.t.m. to show, now would you?” and Rose hadn’t wanted to
say she didn’t care.

Another thing the dressmaker said was “I thought now you was through
school you'd be getting a job and help out at home.”

A woman walking down the hall stopped Rose.

“Aren’t you cne of the scholarship girls?”

It was the Registrar’s secretary. Rose thought she was going to be rep-
rimanded for not being at the meeting, and she was going to say she felt
sick. She prepared her face for this lie. But the secretary said, “Come with
me, now. I've got somebody I want you to meet.”

Dr Henshawe was making a charming nuisance of herself in the office.
She liked poor girls, bright girls, but they had to be fairly good-looking girls.

“I think this could be your tucky day,” the secretary said, leading Rose.
“If you could put a pleasanter expression on your face.”

Rose hated being told that, but she smiled obediently.

Within the hour she was taken home with Dr Henshawe, installed in
the house with the Chinese screens and vases, and told she was a scholar.

SHE coT a job working in the library of the college, instead of in the
cafeteria. Dr Henshawe was a friend of the Head Librarian. Rose worked
on Saturday afternoons. She worked in the stacks, putting books away. On
Saturday afternoons in the fall the library was nearly empty, because of
the football games. The narrow windows were open to the leafy campus,
the football field, the dry fall country. The distant songs and shouts came
drifting in.

The college buildings were not old at all, but they were built to lock old.
They were built of stone. The Arts Building had a tower, and the library
had casement windows, which might have been designed for shooting
arrows through. The buildings and the books in the library were what
pleased Rose most about the place. The life that usually filled it, and that
was now drained away, concentrated around the football field, letting loose
those noises, seemed to her inappropriate and distracting. The cheers and
songs were idiotic, if you listened to the words. What did they want to
build such dignified buildings for if they were going to sing songs like that?

She knew enough not to reveal these opinions. If anybody said to her,
“It’s awful you have to work Saturdays and can’t get to any of the games,”
she would fervently agree.

Once a man grabbed her bare leg, between her sock and her skirt. It
happened in the Agriculture section, down at the bottom of the stacks.
Only the faculty, graduate students, and employees had access to the stacks,
though someone could have hoisted himself through a ground-floor win-
dow if he was skinny. She had seen a man crouched down looking at the
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books on a low shelf, further along. As she reached up to push a book
into place he passed behind her. He bent and grabbed her leg, all in one
smooth startling motion, and then was gone. She could feel for quite a
while where his fingers had dug in. It dido’t seem to her a sexual touch;
it was more like a joke, though not at all a friendly one. She heard him
run away, or felt him running; the metal shelves were vibrating. Then they
stopped. There was no sound of him. She walked around looking between
the stacks, looking into the carrels. Suppose she did see him, or bumped
into him around a corner, what did she intend to do? She did not know.
It was simply necessary to look for him, as in some tense childish game.
She looked down at the sturdy pinkish calf of her leg. Amazing, that out
of the blue somebody had wanted to blotch and punish it.

There were usually a few graduate students working in the carrels,
even on Saturday afternoons, More rarely, a professor. Every carrel she
looked into was empty, until she came to one in the corner. She poked
her head in freely, by this time not expecting anybody. Then she had to
say she was sorry.

There was a young man with a book on his lap, books on the floor,
papers all around him. Rose asked him if he had seen anybody run past.
He said no.

She told him what had happened. She didn’t tell him because she was
frightened or disgusted, as he seemed afterward to think, but just because
she had to tell somebody; it was so odd. She was not prepared at all for his
response. His long neck and face turned red, the flush entirely absorbing
a birthmark down the side of his cheek. He was thin and fair. He stood
up without any thought for the book in his lap or the papers in front of
him. The book thumped on the floor. A great sheaf of papers, pushed
across the desk, upset his ink bottle.

“How vile,” he said. _ : ‘

“Grab the ink,” Rose said. He leaned to catch the bottle and knocked it
onto the floor. Fortunately the top was on, and it did not break.

“Did he hurt you?”

“No, not really.”

“Come on upstairs. We'll report it

“Oh, no”

“He can’t get away with that. It shouldn’t be allowed”

“There isn’t anybody to report to,” Rose said with relief. “The librarian
goes off at noon on Saturdays.”

“It’s disgusting,” he said in a high-pitched, excitable voice. Rose was sorrv
now that she had told him anything, and said she had to get back to work.

“Are you really all right?” ,

“Oh, yes”
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‘Tll be right here. Just call me if he comes back.”

That was Patrick. If she had been trying to make him fall in love with
her, there was no better way she could have chosen. He had many chiv-
alric notions, which he pretended to mock, by saying certain words and
phrases as if in quotation marks. “The fair sex,” he would say, and “damsel
in distress.” Coming to his carrel with that story, Rose had turned herself
into a damsel in distress. The pretended irony would not fool anybody;
it was clear that he did wish to operate in a world of knights and ladies;
outrages; devotions.

She continued to see him in the library, every Saturday, and often she
met him walking across the campus or in the cafeteria. He made a point
of greeting her with courtesy and concern, saying, “How are you?” in a
way that suggested she might have suffered a further attack, or might
still be recovering from the first one. He always flushed deeply when he
saw her, and she thought that this was because the memory of what she
had told him so embarrassed him. Later she found out it was because
he was in love. :

He discovered her name, and where she lived. He phoned her at Dr
Henshawe’s house and asked her to go to the movies. At first when he
said, “This is Patrick Blatchford speaking,” Rose could not think who it
was, but after a moment she recognized the high, rather aggrieved and
tremulous voice. She said she would go. This was partly becanse Dr
Henshawe was always saying she was glad Rose did not waste her time
running around with boys.

Rather soon after she started to go out with him, she said to Patrick,
“Wouldn’t it be funny if it was you grabbed my leg that day in the library?”

He did not think it would be funny. He was horrified that she would
think such a thing.

She said she was only joking. She said she meant that it would be a
good twist in a story, maybe a Maugham story, or a Hitchcock movie.
They had just been to see a Hitchcock movie.

“You know, if Hitchcock made a movie out of something like that, you
could be 2 wild insatiable leg-grabber with one half of your personality,
and the other half could be a timid scholar”

He didn’t like that either.

“Is that how I seem to you, a timid scholar?” It seemed to her he
deepened his vaice, introduced a few growling notes, drew in his chin, as
if for a joke. But he seldom joked with her; he didn’t think joking was
suitable when you were in love.

“[ didn’t say you were a timid scholar or a leg-grabber. It was just an
idea”

After a while he said, “I suppose 1 don’t seem very manly,”
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She was startled and irritated by such an exposure. He took such
chances; had nothing ever taught him not to take such chances? But maybe
he didn’t, after all. He knew she would have to say something reassuring.
Though she was hoping not to, she longed to say judiciously, “Well, no.
You don’t” )

But that would not actually be true. He did seem masculine to her.
Because he took those chances. Only a man could be so careless and
demanding. ‘

“We come from two different worlds,” she said to him, on another
~ occasion. She felt like a character in a play, saying that. “My people are
poor people. You would think the place I lived in was a dump.”

Now she was the one who was being dishonest, pretending to throw
herself on his mercy, for of course she did not expect him to say, “Oh,
well, if you come from poor people and live in a dump, then I will have
to withdraw my offer.” '

“But I'm glad,” said Patrick. “I'm glad you're poor. Youre so lovely.
You’re like the Beggar Maid.”

“Who?”

~ “‘King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid. You know. The painting. Don’t
you know that painting?”

Patrick had a trick—no, it was not a trick, Patrick had no tricks—Patrick
had a way of expressing surprise, fairly scornful surprise, when people did
not know something he knew, and similar scorn, similar surprise, when-
ever they had bothered to know something he did not. His arrogance and
humility were both oddly exaggerated. The arrogance, Rose decided in time,
must come from being rich, though Patrick was never arrogant about that
in itself. His sisters, when she met them, turned out to be the same way,
disgusted with anybody who did not know about horses or sailing, and
just as disgusted by anybody knowing about music, say, or politics, Patrick
and they could do little together but radiate disgust. But wasn’t Billy Pope
as bad, wasn’t Flo as bad, when it came to arrogance? Maybe. There was
a difference, though, and the difference was that Billy Pope and Flo were
not protected. Things could get at them: D.P.s;: people speaking French
on the radio; changes. Patrick and his sisters behaved as if things could
never get at them. Their voices, when they quarrelled at the table, were
astonishingly childish; their demands for food they liked, their petulance
at seeing anything on the table they didn’t like, were those of children.
They had never had to defer and polish themseives and win favor in the
world, they never would have to, and that was because they were rich.

Rose had no idea at the beginning how rich Patrick was. Nobod
believed that. Everybody believed she had been calculating and clever,
and she was so far from clever, in that way, that she really did not mind
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if they believed it. It turned out that other girls had been trying, and had
not struck, as she had, the necessary note. Older girls, sorority girls, who
had never noticed her before began to look at her with puzzlement and
respect. Even Dr Henshawe, when she saw that things were more serious
than she had supposed, and settled Rose down to have a talk about it,
assumed that she would have an eye on the money.

“It is no small triumph to attract the attentions of the heir to a mer-
cantile empire,” said Dr Henshawe, being ironic and serious at the same
time. “I don’t despise wealth,” she said. “Sometimes I wish I had some of
it.” (Did she really suppose she had not?) “I am sure you will learn how
to put it to good uses. But what about your ambitions, Rose? What about
vour studies and your degree? Are you going to forget all that so soon?”

“Mercantile empire” was a rather grand way of putting it. Patrick’s family
owned a chain of department stores in British Columbia. All Patrick had
said to Rose was that his father owned some stores. When she said two
different worlds to him she was thinking that he probably lived in some
substantial house like the houses in Dr Henshawe’s neighborhood. She
was thinking of the most prosperous merchants in Hanratty. She could
not realize what a coup she had made because it would have been a coup
for her if the buicher’s son had fallen for her, or the jeweller’s; people
would say she had done well,

She had a look at that painting. She looked it up in an art book in the
library. She studied the Beggar Maid, meek and voluptuous, with her shy
white feet. The milky surrender of her, the helplessness and gratitude. Was
that how Patrick saw Rose? Was that how she could be? She would need
that king, sharp and swarthy as he looked, even in his trance of passion,
clever and barbaric. He could make a puddle of her, with his fierce desire.
There would be no apologizing with him, none of that flinching, that,
lack of faith, that seemed to be revealed in all transactions with Patrick.

She could not turn Patrick down. She could not do it. It was not the
amount of money but the amount of love he offered that she could not
ignore; she believed that she felt sorry for him, that she had to help him
out. It was as if he had come up to her in a crowd carrying a large, simple,
dazzling object—a huge egg, maybe, of solid silver, something of doubtful
use and punishing weight—and was offering it to her, in fact thrusting it
at her, begging her to take some of the weight of it off him. If she thrust
it back, how could he bear it? But that explanation left something out.
It left out her own appetite, which was not for wealth but for worship.
The size, the weight, the shine, of what he said was love (and she did not
doubt him) had to impress her, even though she had never asked for it.
It did not seem likely such an offering would come her way again. Patrick
Limself, though worshipful, did in some oblique way acknowledge her luck.
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She had always thought this would happen, that somebody would
look at her and love her totally and helplessly. At the same time she
had thought that nobody would, nobody would want her at all, and
up until now nobody had. What made you wanted was nothing you
did, it was something you had, and how could you ever tell whether
you had it? She would look at herself in the glass and think: Wife,
sweetheart. Those mild lovely words. How could they apply to her? It
was a miracle; it was a mistake. It was what she had dreamed of; it was
not what she wanted.

She grew very tired, irritable, sleepless. She tried to think admiringly
of Patrick. His lean, fair-skinned face was really very handsome. He must
know a number of things. He graded papers, presided at examinations,
he was finishing his thesis. There was a smell of pipe tobacco and rough
wool about him that she liked. He was twenty-four. No other girl she knew
who had a boyfriend had one as old as that.

Then without warning she thought of him saying, “I suppose I dont
seem very manly.” She thought of him saying, “Do you love me? Do you
really love me?” He would look at her in a scared and threatening way
Then when she said yes he said how lucky he was, how lucky they were;
he mentioned friends of his and their girls, comparing their love affairs
unfavorably to his and Rose’s. Rose would shiver with irritation and mis-
ery. She was sick of herself as much as him, she was sick of the picture
they made at this moment, walking across a snowy downtown park, her
bare hand snuggled in Patrick’s, in his pocket. Some outrageous and cruel
things were being shouted inside her. She had to do something, to keep
them from getting out. She started tickling and teasing him.

Qutside Dr Henshawe’s back door, in the snow, she kissed him, tried
to make him open his mouth, she did scandalous things to him. When he
kissed her his lips were soft; his tongue was shy; he collapsed over rather
than held her, she could not find any force in him.

“You’re lovely. You have lovely skin, Such fair eyebrows. You're so
delicate.”

She was pleased to hear that, anybody would be. But she said warningly.
“I'm not so delicate, really, I'm quite large.”

“You don’t know how I love you. There’s a book I have called The Whit:
Goddess. Every time I look at the title it reminds me of you.”

She wriggled away from him. She bent down and got a handful of snow
from the drift by the steps and clapped it on his head.

“My White God”

He shook the snow out. She scooped up some more and threw it
at him. He didn’t laugh; he was surprised and alarmed. She brushed
the snow off his eyebrows and licked it off his ears. She was laughing.
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though she felt desperate rather than merry. She didn’t know what made
her do this.

“Dr Hen-shawe,” Patrick hissed at her. The tender poetic voice he
used for rhapsodizing about her could entirely disappear, could change
to remonstrance, exasperation, with no steps at all between.

“Dr Henshawe will hear you!”

“Dr Henshawe says you are an honorable yoiing man,” Rose said
dreamily. “I think she’s in love with you.” It was true; Dr Henshawe had
said that. And it was true that he was. He couldn’t bear the way Rose
was talking. She blew at the snow in his hair. “Why don’t you go in and
deflower her? 'm sure she’s a virgin. That’s her window. Why don’t you?”
She rubbed his hair, then slipped her hand inside his overcoat and rubbed
the front of his pants. “You’re hard!” she said triumphantly. “Oh, Patrick!
You've got a hard-on for Dr Henshawe!” She had never said anything like
this before, never come near behaving like this.

“Shut up!” said Patrick, tormented. But she couldn’t. She raised her
head and in a loud whisper pretended to call toward an upstairs window,
“Dr Henshawe! Come and see what Patrick’s got for you!” Her bullying
hand went for his fly.

To stop her, to keep her quiet, Patrick had to struggle with her. He
got a hand over her mouth, with the other hand beat her away from his
zipper. The big loose sleeves of his overcoat beat at her like floppy wings.
As soon as he started to fight she was relieved—that was what she wanted
from him, some sort of action. But she had to keep resisting, until he really
proved himself stronger. She was afraid he might not be able to.

But he was. He forced her down, down, to her knees, face down in the
snow. He pulled her arms back and rubbed her face in the snow. Then he
let her go, and almost spoiled it.

“Are you all right? Are you? I’m sorry. Rose?”

She staggered up and shoved her snowy face into his. He backed off.

“Kiss me! Kiss the snow! I love you!”
“Do you?” he said plaintively, and brushed the snow from a corner of
ker mouth and kissed her, with understandable bewilderment. “Do you?”

Then the light came on, flooding them and the trampled snow, and
Dr Henshawe was calling over their heads.

“Rose! Rose!”

She called in a patient, encouraging voice, as if Rose was lost in a fog

nearby, and needed directing home.

“Do vou love him, Rose?” said Dr Henshawe. “No, think about it. Do
vou?” Her voice was full of doubt and seriousness. Rose took a deep breath
and answered as if filled with calm emotion, “Yes, I do.”
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“Well, then.”

In the middle of the night Rose woke up and ate chocolate bars. She
craved sweets. Often in class or in the middle of a movie she started thinking

- about fudge cupcakes, brownies, some kind of cake Dr Henshawe bought
at the European Bakery; it was filled with dollops of rich bitter chocolate
that ran out on the plate. Whenever she tried to think about herself and
Patrick, whenever she made up her mind to decide what she really felt,
these cravings intervened.

She was putting on weight, and had developed a nest of pimples
between her eyebrows,

Her bedroom was cold, being over the garage, with windows on
three sides. Otherwise it was pleasant. Over the bed hung framed
photographs of Greek skies and ruins, taken by Dr Henshawe herself on
her Mediterranean trip.

She was writing an essay on Yeats’s plays. In one of the plays a young
bride is lured away by the fairies from her sensible unbearable marriage.

“Come away, O human child...” Rose read, and her eyes filled up
with tears for herself, as if she was that shy elusive virgin, too fine for the
bewildered peasants who have entrapped her. In actual fact she was the
peasant, shocking high-minded Patrick, but he did not look for escape.

She took down one of those Greek photographs and defaced the wall-
paper, writing the start of a poem which had come to her while she ate
chocolate bars in bed and the wind from Gibbons Park banged at the
garage walls.

Heedless in my dark womb
I bear a madman’s child. ..

She never wrote any more of it, and wondered sometimes if she had meant
headless. She never tried to rub it out, either.

Parrick shared an apartment with two other graduate students. He lived
plainly, did not own a car or belong to a fraternity. His clothes had an
ordinary academic shabbiness. His friends were the sons of teachers and
ministers. He said his father had all but disowned him for becoming an
intellectual. He said he would never go into business.

They came back to the apartment in the early afternocon when thev
knew both the other students would -be out. The apartment was cold.
They undressed quickly and got into Patrick’s bed. Now was the time.
They clung together, shivering and giggling. Rose was doing the giggling.
She felt a need to be continually playful. She was terrified that they would
not manage it, that there was a great humiliation in store, a great exposure
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of their poor deceits and stratagems. But the deceits and stratagems were
only hers. Patrick was never a fraud; he managed, in spite of gigantic
embarrassment, apologies; he passed through some amazed pantings and
flounderings, to peace. Rose was no help, presenting instead of an honest
passivity much twisting and fluttering eagerness, unpracticed counterfeit
of passion. She was pleased when it was accomplished; she did not have
to counterfeit that. They had done what others did, they had done what
lovers did. She thought of celebration. What occurred to her was something
delicious to eat, a sundae at Boomers, apple pie with hot cinnamon sauce,
She was not at all prepared for Patrick’s idea, which was to stay where
they were and try again.

When pleasure presented itself, the fifth or sixth time they were
together, she was thrown out of gear entirely, her passionate carrying-on
was silenced.

Patrick said, “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing!” Rose said, turning herself radiant and attentive once more.
But she kept forgetting, the new developments interfered, and she had
finally to give in to that struggle, more or less ignoring Patrick. When she
could take note of him again she overwhelmed him with gratitude; she
was really grateful now, and she wanted to be forgiven, though she could
rot say so, for all her pretended gratitude, her patronizing, her doubts.

Why should she doubt so much, she thought, lying comfortably in the
bed while Patrick went to make some instant coffee. Might it not be pos-
sible, to feel as she pretended? If this sexual surprise was possible, wasn’t
anything? Patrick was not much help; his chivalry and self-abasement,
next door to his scoldings, did discourage her. But wasn’t the real fault
hers? Her conviction that anyone who could fall in love with her must be
hopelessly lacking, must finally be revealed as a fool? So she took note of
anything that was foolish about Patrick, even though she thought she was
looking for things that were masterful, admirable. At this moment, in his
bed, in his room, surrounded by his books and clothes, his shoe brushes
and typewriter; some tacked-up cartoons—she sat up in bed to look at
them, and they really were quite funny, he must allow things to be funny
when she was not here—she could see him as a likable, intelligent, even
humorous person; no hero; no fool. Perhaps they could be ordinary. If
only, when he came back in, he would not start thanking and fondling and
worshipping her. She didn’t like worship, really; it was only the idea of it
she liked. On the other hand, she didn’t like it when he started to correct
and criticize her. There was much he planned to change.

Patrick loved her. What did he love? Not her accent, which he was trying
hard to alter, though she was often mutinous and unreasonable, declaring
in the face of all evidence that she did not have a country accent, everybody
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talked the way she did. Not her jittery sexual boldness (his relief at her
virginity matched hers at his competence). She could make him flinch a
a vulgar word, a drawling tone. All the time, moving and speaking, she
was destroying herself for him, yet he looked right through her, through
all the distractions she was creating, and loved some cobedient image that
she herself could not see. And his hopes were high. Her accent could be
eliminated, her friends could be discredited and removed, her vulgarity
could be discouraged.

What about all the rest of her? Energy, laziness, vanity, discontent,
ambition? She concealed all that. He had no idea. For all her doubts about
him, she never wanted him to fall out of love with her.

They made two trips.

They went to British Columbia, on the train, during the Easter holidays.
His parents sent Patrick money for his ticket. He paid for Rose, using up
what he had in the bank and borrowing from one of his roommates. He
told her not to reveal to his parents that she had not paid for her own
ticket. She saw that he meant to conceal that she was poor. He knew noth-
ing about women’s clothes, or he would not have thought that possible.
Though she had done the best she could. She had borrowed Dr Henshawe’s
raincoat for the coastal weather. It was a bit long, but otherwise all right,
due to Dr Henshawe’s classically youthful tastes. She had sold more bloed
and bought a fuzzy angora sweater, peach-colored, which was extremely
messy and looked like a small-town girl’s idea of dressing up. She always
realized things like that as soon as a purchase was made, not before,

Patrick’s parents lived on Vancouver Island, near Sidney. About half
an acre of clipped green lawn—green in the middle of winter; March
seemed like the middle of winter to Rose—sloped down to a stone wall
and a narrow pebbly beach and salt water. The house was half stone,
half stucco-and-timber. It was built in the Tudor style, and others. The
windows of the living room, the dining room, the den, all faced the sea.
and because of the strong winds that sometimes blew onshore, they were
made of thick glass, plate glass Rose supposed, like the windows of the
automobile showroom in Hanratty. The seaward wall of the dining room
was all windows, curving out in a gentle bay; you looked through the thick
curved glass as through the bottom of a bottle. The sideboard too had a
curving, gleaming belly, and seemed as big as a boat. Size was noticeable
everywhere and particularly thickness. Thickness of towels and rugs and
handles of knives and forks, and silences. There was a terrible amount of
luxury and unease. After a day or so there Rose became so discouraged
that her wrists and ankles felt weak. Picking up her knife and fork was
a chore; cutting and chewing the perfect roast beef was almost beyond
her; she got short of breath climbing the stairs. She had never known
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before how some places could choke you off, choke off your very life.
She had not known this in spite of a number of very unfriendly places
she had been in.

The first morning, Patrick’s mother took her for a walk on the grounds,
pointing out the greenhouse, the cottage where “the couple” lived: a charm-
ing, ivied, shuttered cottage, bigger than Dr Henshawe’s house. The couple,
the servants, were more gentle-spoken, more discreet and dignified, than
anyone Rose could think of in Hanratty, and indeed they were superior
in these ways to Patrick’s family.

Patrick’s mother showed her the rose garden, the kitchen garden. There
were many low stone walls. :

“Patrick built them,” said his mother. She explained anything with an
indifference that bordered on distaste. “He built all these walls.”

Rose’s voice came out full of false assurance, eager and inappropriately
enthusiastic. '

“He must be a true Scot,” she said. Patrick was a Scot, in spite of his
name. The Blatchfords had come from Glasgow. “Weren’t the best stone-
masons always Scotsmen?” (She had learned quite recently not to say
“Scotch.”) “Maybe he had stonemason ancestors.” \

She cringed afterward, thinking of these efforts, the pretense of ease
and gaiety, as cheap and imitative as her clothes.

“No,” said Patrick’s mother, “No. I don’t think they were stonemasons.”
Something like fog went out from her: affront, disapproval, dismay. Rose
thought that perhaps she had been offended by the suggestion that her
husband’s family might have worked with their hands. When she got to
know her better—or had observed her longer; it was impossible to get to
know her—she understood that Patrick’s mother disliked anything fanciful,
speculative, abstract, in conversation. She would also, of course, dislike

Rose’s chatty tone. Any interest beyond the factual consideration of the
matter at hand—food, weather, invitations, furniture, servants—seemed
to her sloppy, ill-bred, and dangerous. It was all right to say, “This is a
warm day,” but not, “This day reminds me of when we used to—" She
hated people being reminded.

She was the only child of one of the early lumber barons of Vancouver
Island. She had been born in a vanished northern settlement. But whenever
Patrick tried to get her to talk about the past, whenever he asked her for
the simplest sort of information—what steamers went up the coast, what
vear was the settlement abandoned, what was the route of the first logging
railway—she would say irritably, “I don’t know. How would I know about
that?” This irritation was the strongest note that ever got into her words.

Neither did Patrick’s father care for this concern about the past. Many
things, most things, about Patrick seemed to strike him as bad signs.
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“What do you want to know all that for?” he shouted down the table.
He was a short square-shouldered man, red-faced, astonishingly belligerent.
Patrick looked like his mother, who was tall, fair, and elegant in the most
muted way possible, as if her clothes, her makeup, her style, were chosen
with an ideal neutrality in mind.

“Because I am interested in history,” said Patrick in an angry, pompous,
but nervously breaking voice.

“Because-I-am-interested-in-history” said his sister Marion in an
immediate parody, break and all. “History!”

The sisters Joan and Marion were younger than Patrick, older than Rose.
Unlike Patrick they showed no nervousness, no cracks in self-satisfaction.
At an earlier meal they had questioned Rose.

“Do you ride?”

((No'))

“Do you sail?”

((No »

“Play tennis? Play golf? Play badminton?”

No. No. No.

“Perhaps she is an mtellectual genius, like Patrick,” the father said. And
Patrick, to Rose’s horror and embarrassment, began to shout at the table in
general an account of her scholarships and prizes. What did he hope for?
Was he so witless as to think such bragging would subdue them, would
bring out anything but further scorn? Against Patrick, against his shouted
boasts, his contempt for sports and television, his so-called intellectual
interests, the family seemed united. But this alliance was only temporary.
The father’s dislike of his daughters was minor only in comparison with his
dislike of Patrick. He railed at them too, when he could spare a moment;
he jeered at the amount of time they spent at their games, complained
about the cost of their equipment, their boats, their horses. And they
wrangled with each other on obscure questions of scores and borrowmgs
and damages. All complained to the mother about the food, which was
plentiful and delicious. The mother spoke as little as possible to anyone
and to tell the truth Rose did not blame her. She had never imagined so
much true malevolence collected in one place. Bllly Pope was a bigot and a
grumbler, Flo was capricious, unjust, and gossipy, her father, when he was
alive, had been capable of cold judgments and unremitting disapproval; but
compared to Patrick’s family, all Rose’s people seemed jovial and content.

“Are theyalways like this?” she said to Patrick. “Is it me? They don’t like me™

“They don’t like you because I chose you,” said Patrick with some
satisfaction.

They lay on the stony beach after dark, in their raincoats, hugged
and kissed and uncomfortably, unsuccessfully, attempted more. Rose got
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seaweed stains on Dr Henshawe’s coat. Patrick said, “You see why I need

™

vou? [ need you so much!

SHE TooK him to Hanratty. It was just as bad as she had thought it would
be. Flo had gone to great trouble, and cooked a meal of scalloped potatoes,
turnips, big country sausages which were a special present from Billy Pope,
from the butcher shop. Patrick detested coarse-textured food, and made
no pretense of eating it. The table was spread with a plastic cloth, they ate
under the tube of fluorescent light. The centerpiece was new and especially
for the occasion. A plastic swan, lime green in color, with slits in the wings,
in which were stuck folded, colored paper napkins. Billy Pope, reminded to
take one, grunted, refused. Otherwise he was on dismally good behavior.
Word had reached him, word had reached both Flo and Billy, of Rose’s
triumph. It had come from their superiors in Hanratty; otherwise they
could not have believed it. Customers in the butcher shop—formidable
ladies, the dentist’s wife, the veterinarian’s wife~had said to Billy Pope
that they heard Rose had picked herself up a millionaire. Rose knew Billy
Pope would go back to work tomorrow with stories of the millionaire,
or millionaire’s son, and that all these stories would focus on his—Billy
Pope’s—forthright and unintimidated behavior in the situation.

“We just set him down and give him some sausages, don’t make no
difference to us what he comes from!”

She knew Flo would have her comments too, that Patrick’s nervousness
would not escape her, that she would be able to mimic his voice and his
flapping hands that had knocked over the ketchup bottle. But at present
they both sat hunched over the table in miserable eclipse. Rose tried to
start some conversation, talking brightly, unnaturally, rather as if she was
an interviewer trying to draw out a couple of simple local people. She
felt ashamed on more levels than she could count. She was ashamed of
the food and the swan and the plastic tablecloth; ashamed for Patrick,
the gloomy snob, who made a startled grimace when Flo passed him the
toothpick-holder; ashamed for Flo with her timidity and hypocrisy and
pretensions; most of all ashamed for herself. She didn’t even have any way
that she could talk, and sound natural. With Patrick there, she couldn’t
slip back into an accent closer to Flo’s, Billy Pope’s, and Hanratty’s, That
accent jarred on her ears now, anyway. It seemed to involve not just a
different pronunciation but a whole different approach to talking. Talking
was shouting; the words were separated and emphasized so that people
could bombard each other with them. And the things people said were
{ike lines from the most hackneyed rural comedy. Wal, if a feller took a
notion to, they said. They really said that. Seeing them through Patrick’s
eves, hearing them through his ears, Rose too had to be amazed.
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She was trying to get them to talk about local history, some things she
thought Patrick might be interested in. Presently, Flo did begin to talk; she
could only be held in so long, whatever her misgivings. The conversation
took another line from anything Rose had intended.

“The line I lived on when I was just young,” Flo said, “it was the worst
place ever created for suiciding.”

“A line is a concession road. In the township,” Rose said to Patrick. She
had doubts about what was coming, and rightly so, for then Patrick got to
hear about a man who cut his own throat, his own throat, from ear to ear;
a man who shot himself the first time and didn’t do enough damage, so
he loaded up and fired again and managed it; another man who hanged
himself using a chain, the kind of chain you hook on a tractor with, so it
was a wonder his head was not torn off.

Tore off, Flo said. . .

She went on to a woman who, though not a suicide, had been dead
in her house a week before she was found, and that was in the summer.
She asked Patrick to imagine it. All this happened, said Flo, within five
miles of where she herself was born. She was presenting credentials, not
trying to horrify Patrick, at least not more than was acceptable in a social
way; she did not mean to disconcert him, How could he understand that?

“You were right,” said Patrick as they left Hanratty on the bus. “It is a
dump. You must be glad to get away.”

Rose felt immediately that he should not have said that.

“Of course that’s not your real mother,” Patrick said. “Your real parents
can’t have been like that.” Rose did not like his saying that either, though
it was what she believed herself. She saw that he was trying to provide for
her a more genteel background, perhaps something like the homes of his
poor friends: a few books about, a tea tray, and mended linen, worn good
taste; proud, tired, educated people. What a coward he was, she thought
angrily, but she knew that she herself was the coward, not knowing anv
way to be comfortable with her own people or the kitchen or any of it.

' Years later she would learn how to use it, she would be able to amuse or
intimidate right-thinking people at dinner parties with glimpses of her
early home. At the moment she felt confusion, misery.

Nevertheless her loyalty was starting. Now that she was sure of getting
away, a layer of loyalty and protectiveness was hardening around every
memory she had, around the storé and the town, the flat, somewhat
scrubby, unremarkable countryside. She would oppose this secretly to
Patrick’s views of mountains and ocean, his stone-and-timbered mansion.
Her allegiances were far more proud and stubborn than his.

But it turned out he was not leaving anything behind.

*
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Parrick gave her a diamond ring and anricunced that he was giving up
being a historian for her sake. He was going into his father’s business.

She said she thought he hated his father’s business. He said that he
could not afford to take such an attitude now that he would have a wife
to support.

It seemed that Patrick’s desire to marry, even to marry Rose, had been
taken by his father as a sign of sanity. Great streaks of bounty were mixed
in with all the il} will in that family. His father at once offered a job in
one of the stores, offered to buy them a house. Patrick was as incapable
of turning down this offer as Rose was of turning down Patrick’s, and his
reasons were as little mercenary as hers.

“Will we have a house like your parents’?” Rose said. She really thought
it might be necessary to start off in that style.

“Well, maybe not at first. Not quite so—"

“I don’t want a house like that! T don’t want to live like that!”

“We'll live however you like. We'll have whatever kind of house you like.”

Provided. it’s not a dump, she thought nastily.

Girls she hardly knew stopped and asked to see her ring, admired it,
wished her happiness. When she went back to Hanratty for a weekend,
alone this time, thank God, she met the dentist’s wife on the main street.

“Oh, Rose, isn’t it wonderful! When are you coming back again?
We're going to give a tea for you, the ladies in town all want to give a
tea for you!”

This woman had never spoken to Rose, never given any sign before
of knowing who she was. Paths were opening now, barriers were soften-
ing. And Rose—oh, this was the worst, this was the shame of it—Rose,
instead of cutting the dentist’s wife, was blushing and skittishly flashing
her diamond and saying yes, that would be a lovely idea. When people
said how happy she must be she did think herself happy. It was as simple
as that. She dimpled and sparkled and turned herself into a fiancée with
no trouble at all. Where will you live, people said, and she said, Oh, in
British Columbia! That added more magic to the tale. Is it really beautiful
there, they said, is it never winter?

“Oh, yes!” cried Rose. “Oh, no!”

SHE wOKE up early, got up and dressed, and let herself out the side door
of Dr Henshawe’s garage. It was too early for the buses to be running,
She walked through the city to Patrick’s apartment. She walked across the
rark. Around the South African War Memorial a pair of greyhounds were
lzaping and playing, an old woman standing by, holding their leashes, The
sun was just up, shining on their pale hides. The grass was wet, Daffodils
znd narcissus in bloom.
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Patrick came to the door, tousled, frowning sleepily, in his gray-and-
maroon striped pajamas.

“Rose! What’s the matter?”

She couldn’t say anything. He pulled her into the apartment. She put
her arms around him and hid her face against his chest and, in a stagy
voice, said, “Please, Patrick. Please let me not marry you.”

“Are you sick? What’s the matter?”

“Please let me not marry you,” she said again, with even less conviction.

“You're crazy.”

She didn’t blame him for thinking so. Her voice sounded so unnatural,
wheedling, silly. As soon as he opened the door and she faced the fact
of him, his sleepy eyes, his pajamas, she saw that what she had come to
do was enormous, impossible. She would have to explain everything to
him, and of course she could not do it. She could not make him see her
necessity. She could not find any tone of voice, any expression of the face,
that would serve her.

“Are you upset?” said Patrick. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing.”

“How did you get here anyway?”

“Walked.”

She had been fighting back a need to go to the bathroom. It seemed
that if she went to the bathroom she would destroy some of the strength
of her case. But she had to. She freed herself. She said, “Wait a minute,

. I'm going to the john.”

When she came out Patrick had the electric kettle going, was measuring
out instant coffee. He looked decent and bewildered.

“I'm: not really awake,” he said. “Now. Sit down. First of all, are you
premenstrual?”

“No.” But she realized with dismay that she was, and that he might be
able to figure it out, because they had been worried last month.

“Well, if you’re not premenstrual, and nothing’s happened to upset you,
then what is all this about?”

“I don’t want to get married,” she said, backing away from the cruelty
of I don’t want to marry you.

“When did you come to this decision?”

“Long ago. This morning.”

They were talking in whispers. Rose looked at the clock. It was a little
after seven.

“When do the others get up?”

“About eight.”

“Is there milk for the coffee?” She went to the refrigerator.

“Quiet with the door,” said Patrick, too late.
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“I'm sorry,” she said, in her strange silly voice. ‘

“We went for a walk last night and everything was fine. You come this

morning and tell me you don’t want to get married. Why don’t you want
to get married?”

“I just don’t. I don’t want to be married.”

“What else do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.”

Patrick kept staring at her sternly, drinking his coffee. He who used
to plead with her do you love me, do you really, did not bring the subject
up now.

“Well, T know.”

“What?”

“I know who’s been talking to you.”

“Nobody has been talking to me.”

“Oh, no. Well, I bet Dr Henshawe has.

“No”

“Some people don’t have a very high opinion of her. They think she
has an influence on girls. She doesn’t like the girls who live with her to

have boyfriends. Does she? You even told me that. She doesn’t like them
to be normal.”

“That’s not it

“What did she say to you, Rose?”

“She didn’t say anything.” Rose began to cry.

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, Patrick, listen, please, I can’t marry you, please, I don’t know why, I
can’t, please, ’'m sorry, believe me, T can’t,” Rose babbled at him, weeping, and
Patrick saying, “Shh! You'll wake them up!” lifted or dragged her out of the
kitchen chair and took her to his room, where she sat on the bed. He shut
the door. She held her arms across her stomach, and rocked back and forth.

“What is it, Rose? What’s the matter? Are you sick? ”

“It’s just so hard to tell you!”

“Tell me what?”

“What 1 just did tell you!”
“I mean have you found out you have tb or something?”

“Not”

“Is there something in your family you haven’t told me about? Insanity?”
said Patrick encouragingly.

“No!” Rose rocked and wept.

“So what is it?”

“I don’t love you!” she said. “T don’t love you. 1 don’t love you.” She
fell on the bed and put her head in the pillow. “I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry.
I can’t help it”
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After a moment or two Patrick said, “Well. If you don’t love me you
don’t love me. I'm not forcing you to.” His voice sounded strained and
spiteful, against the reasonableness of what he was saying. “T just wonder,”
he said, “if you know what you do want. I don’t think you do. I don’t think
you have any idea what you want. You're just in a state”

“I don’t have to know what I want to know what I don’t want!” Rose
said, turning over. This released her. “I never loved you”

“Shh. You’ll wake them. We have to stop.”

“I never loved you. I never wanted to. It was a mistake.”

“All right. All right. You made your point.”

“Why am I supposed to love you? Why do you act as if there was some-
thing wrong with me if I didn't? You despise me. You despise my family
and my background and you think you are doing me a great favor—"

“1 fell in love with you,” Patrick said. “I don’t despise you. Oh, Rose.
I worship you”

“You're a sissy,” Rose said. “You’re'a prude.” She jumped off the bed with
great pleasure as she said this. She felt full of energy. More was coming.
Terrible things were coming.

“You don’t even know how to make love right. I always wanted to get
out of this from the very first. I felt sorry for you. You won't look where
you're going, youre always knocking things over, just because you can’t be
bothered, you can’t be bothered noticing anything, you're wrapped up in
yourself, and you're always bragging, it’s so stupid, you don’t even know
how to brag right, if you really want to impress people you'll never do it,
the way you do it all they do is laugh at you!”

Patrick sat on the bed and looked up at her, his face open to whatever
she would say. She wanted to beat and beat him, to say worse and worse,
uglier and crueller, things. She took a breath, drew in air, to stop the things
she felt rising in her from getting out.

“I don’t want to see you, ever!” she said v1c10usly But at the door she
turned and said in a normal and regretful vojice, “Goodbye.”

PaTrIcK wrote her a note: I don’t understand what happened the other
day and I want to talk to you about it. But I think we should wait for two
weeks and not see or talk to each other and find out how we feel at the end
of that time.

Rose had forgotten all about giving him back his ring. When she came
out of his apartment building that morning she was still wearing it. She
couldn’t go back, and it seemed too valuable to send through the mail.
She continued to wear it, mostly because she did not want to have to tel!
Dr Henshawe what had happened. She was relieved to get Patrick’s note.
She thought that she could give him back the ring then.
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She thought about what Patrick had said about Dr Henshawe. No doubt
there was some truth in that, else why should she be so reluctant to tell
Dr Henshawe she had broken her engagement, so unwilling to face her
sensible approval, her restrained, relieved congratulations?

She told Dr Henshawe that she was not seeing Patrick while she studied
for her exams. Rose could see that even that pleased her.

She told no one that her situation had changed. It was not just Dr
Henshawe she didn't want knowing. She didn’t like giving up being envied;
the experience was so new to her.

She tried to think what to do next. She could not stay on at Dr
Henshawe’s. It seemed clear that if she escaped from Patrick, she must
escape from Dr Henshawe too. And she did not want to stay on at the
college, with people knowing about her broken engagement, with the girls
who now congratulated her saying they had known all along it was a fluke,
her getting Patrick. She would have to get a job.

The Head Librarian had offered her a job for the summer but that was
perhaps at Dr Henshawe’s suggestion. Once she moved out, the offer might
not hold. She knew that instead of studying for her exams she ought to
be downtown, applying for work as a filing clerk at the insurance offices,
applying at Bell Telephone, at the department stores. The idea frightened
her. She kept on studying. That was the one thing she really knew how to
do. She was a scholarship student after all.

On Saturday afternoon, when she was working at the library, she saw
Patrick. She did not see him by accident. She went down to the bottom
floor, trying not to make noise on the spiralling metal staircase. There
was a place in the stacks where she could stand, almost in darkness,
and see into his carrel. She did that. She couldn’t see his face. She saw
his long pink neck and the old plaid shirt he wore on Saturdays. His
long neck. His bony shoulders. She was no longer irritated by him, no
longer frightened by him; she was free. She could look at him as she
would look at anybody. She could appreciate him. He had behaved well.
He had not tried to rouse her pity, he had not bullied her, he had not
molested her with pitiful telephone calls and letters. He had not come
and sat on Dr Henshawe’s doorstep. He was an honorable person, and
he would never know how she acknowledged that, how she was grateful
for it. The things she had said to him made her ashamed now. And they
were not even true. Not all of them. He did know how to make love.
She was so moved, made so gentle and wistful, by the sight of him, that
she wanted to give him something, some surprising bounty, she wished
to undo his unhappiness.

Then she had a compelling picture of herself. She was running softly
into Patrick’s carrel, she was throwing her arms around him from behind,

145



SELECTED STORIES

she was giving everything back to him. Would he take it from her, would
he still want it? She saw them laughing and crying, explaining, forgiving.
I love you. I do love you, it’s all right, T was terrible, I didn’t mean it, I was
just crazy, I love you, it’s all right. This was a violent temptation for her; it
was barely resistible. She had an impulse to hurl herself. Whether it was
off a cliff or into a warm bed of welcoming grass and flowers, she really
could not tell.
It was not resistible, after ail. She did it.

WHEN Rosk afterward reviewed and talked about this moment in her
life—for she went through a period, like most people nowadays, of talk-
ing freely about her most private decisions, to friends and lovers and
party acquaintances whom she might never see again, while they did the
same—she said that comradely compassion had overcome her, she was not
proof against the sight of a bare bent neck. Then she went further into
it, and said greed, greed. She said she had run to him and clung to him
and overcome his suspicions and kissed and cried and reinstated herself
simply because she did not know how to do without his love and his
promise to look after her; she was frightened of the world and she had
not been able to think up any other plan for herself. When she was seeing
life in economic terms, or was with people who did, she said that only
middle-class people had choices anyway, that if she had had the price of
a train ticket to Toronto her life would have been different.

Nonsense, she might say later, never mind that, it was really vanity, it
was vanity pure and simple, to resurrect him, to bring him back his happi-
ness. To see if she could do that. She could not resist such a test ‘of power.
She explained then that she had paid for it. She said that she and Patrick
had been married ten years, and that during that time the scenes of the
first breakup and reconciliation had been periodically repeated, with her
saying again all the things she had said the first time, and the things she
had held back, and many other things which occurred to her. She hopes
she did not tell people (but thinks she did} that she used to beat her head
against the bedpost, that she smashed a gravy beat through a dining-room
window; that she was so frightened, so sickened by what she had done
that she lay in bed, shivering, and begged and begged for his forgiveness.
Which he granted. Sometimes she flew at him; sometimes he beat her. The
next morning they would get up early and make a special breakfast; thev
would sit eating bacon and eggs and drinking filtered coffee, worn out,
bewildered, treating each other with shamefaced kindness.

‘What do you think triggers the reaction? they would say.

Do you think we ought to take a holiday? A holiday together? Holidavs
alone?
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A waste, a sham, those efforts, as it turned out. But they worked for the
moment. Calmed down, they would say that most people probably went
through the same things like this, in a marriage, and indeed they seemed
to know mostly people who did. They could not separate until enough
damage had been done, until nearly mortal damage had been done, to keep
them apart. And until Rose could get a job and make her own money, so
perhaps there was a very ordinary reason after all.

What she never said to anybody, never confided, was that she sometimes
thought it had not been pity or greed or cowardice or vanity but something
quite different, like a vision of happiness. In view of everything else she had
told she could hardly tell that. It seems very odd; she can’t justify it. She
doesn’t mean that they had perfectly ordinary, bearable times in their mar-
riage, long busy stretches of wallpapering and vacationing and meals and
shopping and worrying about a child’s illness, but that sometimes, without
reason or warning, happiness, the possibility of happiness, would surprise
them. Then it was as if they were in different though identical-seeming
skins, as if there existed a radiantly kind and innocent Rose and Patrick,
hardly ever visible, in the shadow of their usual selves. Perhaps it was that
Patrick she saw when she was free of him, invisible to him, looking into
his carrel. Perhaps it was. She should have left him there.

SHE XNEW that was how she had seen him; she knows it, because it hap-
pened again. She was in Toronto Airport, in the middle of the night. This
was about nine years after she and Patrick were divorced. She had become
fairly well known by this time, her face was familiar to many people in this
country. She did a television program on which she interviewed politicians,
actors, writers, personalities, and many ordinary people wha were angry
about something the government or the police or a union had done to
them. Sometimes she talked to people who had seen strange sights, UFQs,
or sea monsters, or who had unusual accomplishments or collections, or
kept up some obsolete custom.

She was alone. No one was meeting her. She had just come in on a
delayed flight from Yellowknife, She was tired and bedraggled. She saw
Patrick standing with his back to her, at a coffee bar. He wore a raincoat.
He was heavier than he had been, but she knew him at once. And she
had the same feeling that this was a person she was bound to, that by a
certain magical yet possible trick, they could find and trust each other,
and that to begin this all that she had to do was go up and touch him on
the shoulder, surprise him with his happiness.

She did not do this, of course, but she did stop. She was standing still
when he turned around, heading for one of the little plastic tables and
curved seats grouped in front of the coffee bar. All his skinniness and
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academic shabbiness, his look of prim authoritarianism, was gone. He had

“smoothed out, filled out, into such a modish and agreeable, responsible,
slightly complacent-looking man. His birthmark had faded. She thought
how haggard and dreary she must look, in her rumpled trenchcoat, her
long, graying hair fallen forward around her face, old mascara smudged
- under her eyes.

He made a face at her. It was a truly hateful, savagely warning, faces
infantile, self-indulgent, yet calculated; it was a timed explosion of disgust
and loathing. It was hard to believe. But she saw'it.

Sometimes when Rose was talking to someone in front of the television
cameras she would sense the desire in them to make a face. She would sense
it in all sorts of people, in skillful politicians and witty liberal bishops and
honored humanitarians, in housewives who had witnessed natural disasters
and in workmen who had performed heroic rescues or been cheated out
of disability pensions. They were longing to sabotage themselves, to make
a face or say a dirty word. Was this the face they all wanted to make? To
show somebody, to show everybody? They wouldn't do it, though; they
wouldn’t get the chance. Special circumstances were required. A lurid
unreal place, the middle of the night, a staggering unhinging weariness,
the sudden, hallucinatory appearance of your true enemy.

She hurtied away then, down the long varicolored corridor, shaking.
" She had seen Patrick; Patrick had seen her; he had made that face. But she
was not really able to understand how she could be an enemy. How could
anybody hate Rose so much, at the very moment when she was ready to
come forward with her good will, her smiling confession of exhaustion,
her air of diffident faith in civilized overtures?

Oh, Patrick could. Patrick could.
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AT THE END of the summer Lydia took a boat to an island off the southern
coast of New Brunswick, where she was going to stay overnight. She had
just a few days left until she had to be back in Ontario. She worked as an
editor, for a publisher in Toronto. She was also a poet, but she did not
refer to that unless it was something people knew already. For the past '
eighteen months she had been living with a man in Kingston. As far as
she could see, that was over.

She had noticed something about herself on this trip to the Maritimes.
It was that people were no longer so interested in getting to know her. It
wasn’t that she had created such a stir before, but something had been
there that she could rely on. She was forty-five, and had been divorced
for nine years. Her two children had started on their own lives, though
there were still retreats and confusions. She hadn’t got fatter or thinner,
her looks had not deteriorated in any alarming way, but nevertheless she
had stopped being one sort of woman and had become another, and she
had noticed it on this trip. She was not surprised because she was in a
new, strange condition at the time. She made efforts, one after the other.
She set little blocks on top of one another and she had a day. Sometimes
she almost could not do this. At other times the very deliberateness, the
seerning arbitrariness, of what she was doing, the way she was living;
exhilarated her.

She found a guesthouse overlooking the docks, with their stacks of
lobster traps, and the few scattered stores and houses that made up the
village. A wornan of about her own age was cooking dinner. This woman
took her to a cheap, old-fashioned room upstairs. There were no other
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My FATHER came across the field carrying the body of the boy who
had been drowned. There were several men together, returning from the
search, but he was the one carrying the body. The men were muddy and
exhausted, and walked with their heads down, as if they were ashamed.
Even the dogs were dispirited, dripping from the cold river. When they all
set out, hours before, the dogs were nervy and yelping, the men tense and
determined, and there was a constrained, unspeakable excitement about the
‘whole scene. It was understood that they might find something horrible.

The boy’s name was Steve Gauley. He was eight years old. His hair and
clothes were mud-colored now and carried some bits of dead leaves, twigs,
and grass. He was like 2 heap of refuse that had been left out all winter.
His face was turned in to my father’s chest, but T could see a nostril, an
ear, plugged up with greenish mud.

[ don’t think so. I don’t think I really saw all this. Perhaps I saw mv
father carrying him, and the other men following along, and the dogs.
but I would not have been allowed to get close enough to see somethi;m
like mud in his nostril. I must have heard someone talking about that ana
imagined that I saw it. [ see his face unaltered except for the mud—Steve
Gauley’s familiar, sharp-honed, sneaky-looking face—and it wouldn’t have
been like that; it would have been bloated and changed and perhaps
muddied all over after so many hours in the water.

- To have to bring back such news, such evidence, to a waiting famil-
particularly a mother, would have made searchers move heavily, but wh;;:‘
was happening here was worse. It seemed a worse shame (to hear peopls
talk) that there was no mother, no woman atall—no grandmother or aunt,
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or even a sister—~to receive Steve Gauley and give him his due of grief.
His father was a hired man, a drinker but not a drunk, an erratic man
without being entertaining, not friendly but not exactly a troublemaker.
His fatherhood seemed accidental, and the fact that the child had been
left with him when the mother went away, and that they continued living
together, seemed accidental. They lived in a steep-roofed, gray-shingled
hillbilly sort of house that was just a bit better than a shack—the father
fixed the roof and put supports under the porch, just enough and just in
time—and their life was held together in a similar manner; that is, just well
enough to keep the Children’s Aid at bay. They didn’t eat meals together .
or cook for each other, but there was food. Sometimes the father would:
give Steve money to buy food at the store, and Steve was seen to buy quite
sensible things, such as pancake mix and macaroni dinner.

I had known Steve Gauley fairly well. I had not liked him more often
than I had liked him. He was two years older than I was. He would hang
around our place on Saturdays, scornful of whatever 1 was doing but
unable to leave me alone. I couldn’t be on the swing without him wanting
to try it, and if I wouldn’t give it up he came and pushed me so that I
went crooked. He teased the dog. He got me into trouble—deliberately
and maliciously, it seemed to me afterward—by daring me to do things 1
wouldn't have thought of on my own: digging up the potatoes to see how
big they were when they were still only the size of marbles, and pushing
over the stacked firewood to make a pile we could jump off. At school,
we never spoke to each other. He was solitary, though not tormented.
But on Saturday mornings, when I saw his thin, self-possessed figure
sliding through the cedar hedge, I knew I was in for something and he
would decide what. Sometimes it was all right. We pretended we were
cowboys who had to tame wild horses. We played in the pasture by the
river, not far from the place where Steve drowned. We were horses and
riders both, screaming and neighing and bucking and waving whips of
tree hranches beside a little nameless river that flows into the Saugeen in
southern Ontario.

The funeral was held in our house. There was not enough room at
Steve’s father’s place for the large crowd that was expected because of th'
circumstances. I have a memory of the crowded room but no picture ¢
Steve in his coffin, or of the minister, or of wreaths of flowers. I remembse .
that I was holding one flower, a white narcissus, which must have com/
from a pot somebody forced indoors, because it was too early for even the
forsythia bush or the trilliums and marsh marigolds in the woods. I stood
in a row of children, each of us holding a narcissus. We sang a children’s
hymn, which somebody played on our piano: “When He Cometh, When
He Cometh, to Make Up His Jewels.” [ was wearing white ribbed stockings,
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which were disgustingly itchy, and wrinkled at the knees and ankles. The
feeling of these stockings on my legs is mixed up with another feeling in
my memory. It is hard to describe. It had to do with my parents. Adults
in general but my parents in particular. My father, who had carried Steve’s
body from the river, and my mother, who must have done most of the
arranging of this funeral. My father in his dark-blue suit and my mother
in her brown velvet dress with the creamy satin collar. They stood side by
side opening and closing their mouths for the hymn, and I stood removed
from them, in the row of children, watching. I felt a furious and sickening
disgust. Children sometimes have an access of disgust concerning adults.
The size, the lumpy shapes, the bloated power. The breath, the coarseness,
the hairiness, the horrid secretions. But this was more. And the accom-
panying anger had nothing sharp and self-respecting about it. There was
no release, as when I would finally bend and pick up a stone and throw
it at Steve Gauley. It could not be understood or expressed, though it
died down after a while into a heaviness, then just a taste, an occasional
taste—a thin, familiar misgiving.

TwENTY years or so later, in 1961, my husband, Andrew, and I got a brand-
new car, our first—that is, our first brand-new. It was a Morris Oxford,
oyster-colored (the dealer had some fancier name for the color)—a big
small car, with plenty of room for us and our two children. Cynthia was
six and Meg three and a half.

Andrew took a picture of me standing beside the car. I was wearing
white pants, a black turtleneck, and sunglasses. I lounged against the car
door, canting my hips to make myself look slim.

“Wonderful,” Andrew said. “Great. You look like Jackie Kennedy” All
over this continent probably, dark-haired, reasonably slender young women
were told, when they were stylishly dressed or getting their pictures taken,
that they looked like Jackie Kennedy.

Andrew took a lot of pictures of me, and of the children, our house,
our garden, our excursions and possessions. He got copies made, labelled
them carefully, and sent them back to his mother and his aunt and uncle
in Ontario. He got copies for me to send to my father, who also lived in
Ontario, and I did so, but less regularly than he sent his. When he saw
pictures he thought I had already sent lying around the house, Andrew
was perplexed and annoyed. He liked to have this record go forth.

That summer, we were presenting ourselves, not pictures. We were
driving back from Vancouver, where we lived, to Ontario, which we still
called “home,” in our new car. Five days to get there, ten days there, five
days back. For the first time, Andrew had three weeks’ holiday. He worked
in the legal department at B. C. Hydro.
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On a Saturday morning, we loaded suitcases, two thermos bottles—one
filled with coffee and one with lemonade—some fruit and sandwiches,
picture books and coloring books, crayons, drawing pads, insect repellent,
sweaters (in case it got cold in the mountains), and our two children
into the car. Andrew locked the house, and Cynthia said ceremoniously,
“Goodbye, house”

Meg said, “Goodbye, house.” Then she said, “Where will we live now?”

“It’s not goodbye forever,” said Cynthia. “We're coming back. Mother!
Meg thought we weren't ever coming back!”

“I did not,” said Meg, kicking the back of my seat.

Andrew and I put on our sunglasses, and we drove away, over the
Lions Gate Bridge and through the main part of Vancouver, We shed
our house, the neighborhood, the city, and—at the crossing point
between Washington and British Columbia—our country. We were
driving east across the United States, taking the most northerly route,
and would cross into Canada again at Sarnia, Ontario. I don’t know if
we chose this route because the Trans-Canada Highway was not com-
pletely finished at the time or if we just wanted the feeling of driving
through a foreign, a very slightly foreign, country—that extra bit of
interest and adventure,

We were both in high spirits. Andrew congratulated the car several
times. He said he felt so much better driving it than our old car, a 1951
Austin that slowed down dismally on the hills and had a fussy-old-lady
image. So Andrew said now.

“What kind of image does this one have?” said Cynthia, She listened
to us carefully and liked to try out new words such as image. Usually she
got them right. :

“Lively,” I said. “Slightly sporty. It’s not show-off”

“It’s sensible, but it has class,” Andrew said. “Like my image”

Cynthia thought that over and said with a cautious pride, “That means
like you think you want to be, Daddy?”

As for me, I was happy because of the shedding. I loved taking off. In
my own house, I seemed to be often looking for a place to hide—sometimes
from the children but more often from the jobs to be done and the phone
ringing and the sociability of the neighborhood. I wanted to hide so that
I could get busy at my real work, which was a sort of wooing of distant
parts of myself. I lived in a state of siege, always losing just what I wanted
to hold on to. But on trips there was no difficulty. I could be talking to
Andrew, talking to the children and locking at whatever they wanted me
to look at—a pig on a sign, a pony in a field, a Volkswagen on a revolving
stand-—and pouring lemonade into plastic cups, and all the time those bits
and pieces would be flying together inside me. The essential composition
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would be achieved. This made me hopeful and lighthearted. It was being
a watcher that did it. A watcher, not a keeper.

We turned east at Everett and climbed into the Cascades. I showed
Cynthia our route on the map. First I showed her the map of the whole
United States, which showed also the bottom part of Canada. Then I turned
to the separate maps of each of the states we were going to pass through.
Washington, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin. 1
showed her the dotted line across Lake Michigan, which was the route
of the ferry we would take. Then we would drive across Michigan to the
bridge that linked the United States and Canada at Sarnia, Ontario. Home.

Meg wanted to see too.

“You won’t understand,” said Cynthia. But she took the road atlas into
the back seat.

“Sit back,” she said to Meg. “Sit still. I'll show you.”

I could hear her tracing the route for Meg, very accurately, just as |
* had done it for her. She looked up all the states’ maps, knowing how to
find them in alphabetical order.

“You know what that line is?” she said. “I’s the road. That line is the
road we're driving on. We're going right along this line”

Meg did not say anything. .

“Mother, show me where we are right this minute,” said Cynthja.

I took the atlas and pointed out the road through the mountains, and
she took it back and showed it to Meg. “See where the road is all wiggly?”
she said. “It’s wiggly because there are so many turns in it. The wiggles are
the turns.” She flipped some pages and waited a moment. “Now;” she said,
“show me where we are” Then she called to me, “Mother, she understands'
She pointed to it! Meg understands maps!”

It seems to me now that we invented characters for our children. We
had them firmly set to play their parts. Cynthia was bright and diligent,
sensitive, courteous, watchful. Sometimes we teased her for being too
canscientious, too eager to be what we in fact depended on her to be.
Any reproach or failure, any rebuff, went terribly deep with her. She was
fair-haired, fair-skinned, easily showing the effects of the sun; raw winds,
pride, or humiliation. Meg was more solidly built, more reticent—not
rebellious but stubborn sometimes, mysterious. Her silences seemed to us
to show her strength of character, and her negatives were taken as signs
of an imperturbable independence. Her hair was brown, and we cut it in
straight bangs. Her eyes were a light hazel, clear and dazzling.

We were entirely pleased with these characters, enjoying their contra-
dictions as well as the confirmations of them. We disliked the heavy, the
uninventive, approach to being parents. I had a dread of turning into a
certain kind of mother—the kind whose body sagged, who moved in a
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woolly-smelling, milky-smelling fog, solemn with trivial burdens. I believed
that all the attention these mothers paid, their need to be burdened, was
the cause of colic, bed-wetting, asthma. 1 favored another approach—the
mock desperation, the inflated irony of the professional mothers who wrote
for magazines. In those magazine pieces, the children were splendidly self-
willed, hard-edged, perverse, indomitable. So were the mothers, through
their wit, indomitable. The real-life mothers 1 warmed to were the sort
who would phone up and say, “Is my embryo Hitler by any chance over
at your house?” They cackled clear above the milky fog.

We saw a dead deer strapped across the front of a pickup truck.

“Somebody shot it,” Cynthia said. “Hunters shoot the deer”

“I’s not hunting season yet,” Andrew said. “They may have hit it on
the road. See the sign for deer crossing?” '

“I'would cry if we hit one,” Cynthia said sternly,

Thad made peanut-butter-and-marmalade sandwiches for the ch11dren
and salmon-and-mayonnaise for us. But I had not put any lettuce in, and
Andrew was disappointed.

“I didn’t have any,” 1 said.

“Couldn’t you have got some?”

“I'd have had to buy a whole head of lettuce just to get enough for
sandwiches, and I decided it wasn't worth it

This was a lie. I had forgotten.

“They're a lot better with lettuce”

“I didn’t think it made that much difference.” After a silence, I said,
“Don’t be mad.”

“I'm not mad. I like lettuce on sandwiches.”

“I just didn’t think it mattered that much.”

“How would it be if I didn’t bother to fill up the gas tank?”

“That’s not the same thing”

“Sing a song,” said Cynthia. She started to sing:

“Five little ducks went out one day,
Over the hiils and far away.

One little duck went
‘Quack-quack-quack.

Four little ducks came swimming back.”

Andrew squeezed my hand and said, “Let’s not fight”

“You're right. I should have got lettuce”

“It doesn’t matter that much”

I wished that I could get my feelings about Andrew to come together
into a serviceable and dependable feeling. I had even tried writing two lists,
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one of things I liked about him, one of things I disliked—in the cauldron
of intimate life, things [ loved and things I hated—as if I hoped by this to
prove something, to come to a conclusion one way or the other. But I gave
it up when I saw that all it proved was what I already knew—that I had
violent contradictions, Sometimes the very sound of his footsteps seemed
to me tyrannical, the set of his mouth smug and mean, his hard, straight
body a barrier interposed—quité consciously, even dutifully, and with a
nasty pleasure in its masculine authority—between me and whatever joy or
lightness I could get in life. Then, with not much warning, he became my
good friend and most essential companion. I felt the sweetness of his light
bones and serious ideas, the vulnerability of his love, which I imagined to
be much purer and more straightforward than my own. I could be greatly
moved by an inflexibility, a harsh propriety, that at other times I scorned.
v I would think how humble he was, really, taking on such a ready-made
role of husband, father, breadwinner, and how I myself in comparison was
really a secret monster of egotism. Not so secret, either—not from him.

At the bottom of our fights, we served up what we thought were the
ugliest truths. “I know there is something basically selfish and basically
untrustworthy about you,” Andrew once said. “I've always known it. I also
know that that is why I fell in love with you.” '

“Yes,” I said, feeling sorrowful but complacent.

“I know that I'd be better off without you.”

“Yes. You would.”

“You'd be happier without me.”

“Yes.” :

And finally—finally—wracked and purged, we clasped hands and
laughed, laughed at those two benighted people, ourselves. Their grudges,
their grievances, their self-justification. We leapfrogged over them. We
declared them liars. We would have wine with dinner, or decide to give
a party. )

I haven’t seen Andrew for years, don’t know if he is still thin, has
gone completely gray, insists on lettuce, tells the truth, or is hearty and
disappointed.

WE sTAYED the night in Wenatchee, Washington, where it hadn’t rained for
weeks. We ate dinner in a restaurant built about a tree—not a sapling in a
tub but a tall, sturdy cottonwood. In the early-morning light, we climbed
out of the irrigated valley, up dry, rocky, very steep hillsides that would
seem to lead to more hills, and there on the top was a wide plateau, cut
by the great Spokane and Columbia rivers. Grainland and grasstand, mile
after mile. There were straight roads here, and little farming towns with
grain elevators. In fact, there was a sign announcing that this county we
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were going through, Douglas County, had the second-highest wheat yield
of any county in the United States. The towns had planted shade trees.
At least, [ thought they had been planted, because there were no such big
trees in the countryside.

All this was marvellously welcome to me. “Why.do I love it so much?”
I'said to Andrew. “Ts it because it isn’t scenery?” :

“It reminds you of home,” said Andrew. “A bout of severe nostalgia.”
But he said this kindly.

When we said “home” and meant Ontario, we had very different places
in mind. My home was a turkey farm, where my father lived as a widower,
and though it was the same house my mother had lived in, had papered,
painted, cleaned, furnished, it showed the effects now of neglect and of
some wild sociability. A life went on in it that my mother could not have
predicted or condoned. There were parties for the turkey crew, the gutters
and pluckers, and sometimes one or two of the young men would be
living there temporarily, inviting their own friends and having their own
impromptu parties. This life, I thought, was better for my father than being
lonely, and I did not disapprove, had certainly no right to disapprove. |
Andrew did not like to go there, naturally enough, because he was not the
sort who could sit around the kitchen table with the turkey crew, telling
jokes. They were intimidated by him and contemptuous of him, and it
seemed to me that my father, when they were around, had to be on their
side. And it wasn’t only Andrew who had trouble. T could manage those
jokes, but it was an effort.

I wished for the days when I was little, before we had the turkeys.
We had cows, and sold the milk to the cheese factory. A turkey farm is
nothing like as pretty as a dairy farm or a sheep farm. You can see that
the turkeys are on a straight path to becoming frozen carcasses and table
meat. They don’t have the pretense of a life of their own, a browsing idyll,
that cattle have, or pigs in the dappled orchard. Turkey barns are long,
efficient buildings—tin sheds. No beams or hay or warm stables. Even the
smell of guano seems thinner and more offensive than the usual smell of
stable manure. No hints there of hay coils and rail fences and songbirds
and the flowering hawthorn. The turkeys were all let out into one long
field, which they picked clean. They didn’t look like great birds there but
like fluttering laundry.

Once, shortly after my mother died, and after I was married—in fact,
I was packing to join Andrew in Vancouver—I was at home alone for a
couple of days with my father. There was a freakishly heavy rain all night.
In the early light, we saw that the turkey field was flooded. At least, the
low-lying parts of it were flooded—it was like a lake with many islands.
The turkeys were huddled on these islands. Turkeys are very stupid. (My
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father would say, “You know a chicken? You know how stupid a chicken
is? Well, a chicken is an Einstein compared with a turkey.”) But they had
managed to crowd to higher ground and avoid drowning. Now they might
push each other off, suffocate each other, get cold and die. We couldn’
wait for the water to go down. We went out in an old rowboat we had. I
rowed and my father pulled the heavy, wet turkeys into the boat and we
took them to the barn. It was still raining a little. The job was difficult
and absurd and very uncomfortable. We were laughing. I was happy to be
working with my father. I felt close to all hard, repetitive, appalling work,
in which the body is finally worn out, the mind sunk (though sometimes
the spirit can stay marvellously light), and I was homesick in advance for
this life and this place. I thought that if Andrew could see me there in
the rain, red-handed, muddy, trying to hold on to turkey legs and row
the boat at the same time, he would conly want to get me out of there and
make me forget about it. This raw life angered him. My attachment to it
angered him. I thought that I shouldn’t have married him. But who else?
One of the turkey crew? :

And 1 dido’t want to stay there. I might feel bad about leaving, but 1
would feel worse if somebody made me stay.

Andrew’s mother lived in Toronto, in an apartment building looking
out on Muir Park. When Andrew and his sister were both at home, his
mother slept in the living room. Her husband, a doctor, had died when
the children were still too young to go to school. She took a secretarial
course and sold her house at Depression prices, moved to this apartment,
managed to raise her children, with some help from relatives—her sister
Caroline, her brother-in-law Roger. Andrew and his sister went to private
schools and to camp in the summer.

“I suppose that was courtesy of the Fresh Air Fund?” I said once, scorn-
ful of his claim that he had been poor. To my mind, Andrew’s urban life
had been sheltered and fussy. His mother came home with a headache
from working all day in the noise, the harsh light of a department-store
office, but it did not occur to me that hers was a hard or admirable life. I
don’t think she herself believed that she was admirable—only unlucky. She
worried about her work in the office, her clothes, her cooking, her children.
She worried most of all about what Roger and Caroline would think.

Caroline and Roger lived on the east side of the park, in a handsome
stone house. Roger was a tall man with a bald, freckled head, a fat, firm
stomach. Some operation on his throat had deprived him of his voice—he
spoke in a rough whisper. But everybody paid attention. At dinner once
in the stone house—where all the dining-room furniture was enormous.
darkly glowing, palatial—I asked him a guestion. I think it had to do with
Whittaker Chambers, whose story was then appearing in the Saturday
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Evening Post. The question was mild in tone, but he guessed its subversive
intent and took to calling me Mrs Gromyko, referring to what he alleged
to be my “sympathies.” Perhaps he really craved an adversary, and could
not find one, At that dinner, I saw Andrew’s hand tremble as he lit his
mother’s cigarette. His Uncle Roger had paid for Andrew’s education, and
was on the board of directors of several companies.

“He is just an opinionated old man,” Andrew said to me later. “What
is the point of arguing with him?>

Before we left Vancouver, Andrew’s mother had written, Roger seems
quite intrigued by the idea of your buying a small car! Her exclamation
mark showed apprehension. At that time, particularly in Ontario, the
choice of a small European car over a large American car could be seen
as some sort of declaration—a declaration of tendencies Roger had been
sniffing after all along.

“It is’t that small a car,” said Andrew huffily.

“That’s not the point,” I said. “The point s, it isn’t any of his business!”

WE sPENT the second night in Missoula. We had been told in Spokane, at
a gas station, that there was a lot of repair work going on along Highway
2, and that we were in for a very hot, dusty drive, with long waits, so we
turned onto the interstate and drove through Coeur d’Alene and Kellogg
into Montana. After Missoula, we turned south toward Butte, but detoured
to see Helena, the state capital. In the car, we played Who Am I?

Cynthia was somebody dead, and an American, and a girl. Possibly a
lady. She was not in a story. She had not been seen on television. Cynthia
had not read about her in a book. She was not anybody who had come
to the kindergarten, or a relative of any of Cynthia’s friends.

“Is she human?” said Andrew, with a sudden shrewdness.

“No! That’s what you forgot to ask!”

“An animal,” I said reflectively.

“Is that a question? Sixteen questions!”

“No, it is not a question. I'm thinking. A dead animal”

“It’s the deer,” said Meg, who hadn’t been playing.

“That’s not fair!” said Cynthia. “She’s not playing!”

“What deer?” said Andrew.

I said, “Yesterday.”

“The day before,” said Cynthia. “Meg wasn’t playing. Nobody got it”

“The deer on the truck,” said Andrew.

“It was a lady deer, because it didn’t have antlers, and it was an American
and it was dead,” Cynthia said.

Andrew said, “I think it’s kind of morbid, being a dead deer”

“I got it,” said Meg.
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Cynthia said, “I think I know what morbid is. It’s depressing.”
Helena, an old silver-mining town, looked forlorn to us even in the
morning sunlight. Then Bozeman and Billings, not forlorn in the slightest—
energetic, strung-out towns, with miles of blinding tinsel fluttering over
used-car lots, We got too tired and hot even to play Who Am 1? These
busy, prosaic cities reminded me of similar Places in Ontario, and I thought
about what was really waiting there—the great tombstone furniture of
Roger and Caroline’s dining room, the dinners for which I must iron the
children’s dresses and warn them about forks, and then the other table
a hundred miles away, the jokes of my father’s crew. The pleasures I had
been thinking of—looking at the countryside or drinking a Coke in an
old-fashioned drugstore with fans and a high, pressed-tin ceiling—would
have to be snatched in between.
“Meg's asleep,” Cynthia said. “She’s so hot. She makes me hot in the
same seat with her.”
“I hope she isn’t feverish,” I said, not turning around.
What are we doing this for, I thought, and the answer came—to show
off. To give Andrew’s mother and my father the pleasure of seeing their
grandchildren. That was our duty. But beyond that we wanted to show
them something. What strenuous children we were, Andrew and I, what
relentless seekers of approbation, It was as if at some point we had recejved
an unforgettable, indigestible message—that we were far from satisfactory,
and that the most commonplace success in life was probably beyond us.
Roger dealt out such messages, of course—that was his style—but Andrew’s
mother, my own mother and father couldn’t have meant to do so. All thev
meant to tell us was “Watch out. Get along” My father, when I was in higfx
school, teased me that I was getting to think I was so smart [ would never
find a boyfriend. He would have forgotten that in a week. I never forgot
it. Andrew and I didn’t forget things. We took umbrage,

“I wish there was a beach,” said Cynthia.

“There probably is one,” Andrew said. “Right around the next curve”

“There isn’t any curve,” she said, sounding insulted.

“That’s what I mean”

“I wish there was some more lemonade”

“I will just wave my magic wand and produce some,” 1 said. “Okax-
Cynthia? Would you rather have grape juice? Will I do a beach while I'm
at it?”

She was silent, and soon I felt repentant. “Maybe in the next town
there might be a pool,” I said. I looked at the map. “In Miles City. Anyway,
there’ll be something cool to drink.” ‘

“How far is it?” Andrew said.

“Not so far,” I said. “Thirty miles, about”
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“In Miles City,” said Cynthia, in the tones of an incantation, “there is a
beautiful blue swimming pool for children, and a park with lovely trees.”
Andrew said to me, “You could have started something.”

BuT THERE was a pool. There was a park too, though not quite the
oasis of Cynthia’s fantasy. Prairie trees with thin leaves—cottonwoods and
poplars—worn grass, and a high wire fence around the pool. Within this
fence, a wall, not yet completed, of cement blocks. There were no shouts
or splashes; over the entrance 1 saw a sign that said the pool was closed
every day from noon until two o’clock. It was then twenty-five after twelve.

Nevertheless I called out, “Is anybody there?” I thought somebody must
be around, because there was a small truck parked near the entrance. On
the side of the truck were these words: We have Brains, to fix your Drains.
(We have Roto-Rooter too.)

A girl came out, wearing a red lifeguard’s shirt over her bathing suit.
“Sorry, we're closed.”

“We were just driving through,” I said.

“We close every day from twelve until two. It's on the sign”” She was
eating a sandwich.

“I saw the sign,” T said. “But this is the first water we’ve seen for so
long, and the children are awfully hot, and I wondered if they could just
dip in and out—just five minutes. We'd watch them.”

A boy came into sight behind her. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt
with the words Roto-Rooter on it.

I was going to say that we were driving from British Columbia to
Ontario, but I remembered that Canadian place names usually meant
nothing to Americans. “We’re driving right across the country,” I said.
“We haven’t time to wait for the pool to open. We were just hoping the
children could get cooled off”

Cynthia came running up barefoot behind me. “Mother. Mother, where
is my bathing suit?” Then she stopped, sensing the sericus adult negoti-
ations. Meg was climbing out of the car—just wakened, with her top pulled
up and her shorts pulled down, showing her pink stomach.

“Is it just those two?” the girl said.

“Just the two. We’ll watch them”

“I can’t let any adults in. If it’s just the two, I guess 1 could watct
them. I'm having my lunch.” She said to Cynthia, “Do you want to com
in the pool?”

“Yes, please,” said Cynthia firmly.

Meg looked at the ground.

“Just a short time, because the pool is really closed,” I said. “We appre-
ciate this very much,” I said to the girl.
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“Well, I can eat my lunch out there, if it’s just the two of them.” She
looked toward the car as if she thought I might try to spring some more
children on her.

When I found Cynthia’s bathing suit, she took it into the changing
room. She would not permit anybody, even Meg, to see her naked. I
changed Meg, who stood on the front seat of the car. She had a pink
cotton bathing suit with straps that crossed and buttoned. There were
ruffles across the bottom.

“She is hot,” I said. “But I don’t think she’s feverish.”

I loved helping Meg to dress or undress, because her body still had
the solid unself-consciousness, the sweet indifference, something of the
milky smell, of a baby’s body. Cynthia’s body had long ago been pared
down, shaped and altered, into Cynthia. We all liked to hug Meg, press and
nuzzle her. Sometimes she would scowl and beat us off, and this forthright
independence, this ferocious bashfulness, simply made her more appealing,
more apt to be tormented and tickled in the way of family love.

Andrew and I sat in the car with the windows open. I could hear a radio
playing, and thought it must belong to the girl or her boyfriend. I was
thirsty, and got out of the car to look for a concession stand, or perhaps
a soft-drink machine, somewhere in the park. I was wearing shorts, and
the backs of my legs were slick with sweat. | saw a drinking fountain at
the other side of the park and was walking toward it in a roundabout way,
keeping to the shade of the trees. No place became real till you got out
of the car. Dazed with the heat, with the sun on the blistered houses, the
pavement, the burnt grass, I walked slowly. I paid attention to a squashed
leaf, ground a Popsicle stick under the heel of my sandal, squinted at a
trash can strapped to a tree. This is the way you look at the poorest details
of the world resurfaced, after you've been driving for a long time—you
feel their singleness and precise location and the forlorn coincidence of
your being there to see them.

Where are the children?

I turned around and moved quickly, not quite running, to a part of
the fence beyond which the cement wall was not completed. I could see
some of the pool. I saw Cynthia, standing about waist-deep in the water,
fluttering her hands on the surface and discreetly watching something at
the end of the pool, which I could not see. I thought by her pose, her
discretion, the look on her face, that she must be watching some byplay
between the lifeguard and her boyfriend. I couldn’t see Meg. But I thought
she must be playing in the shallow water—both the shallow and deep ends
of the pool were out of my sight. ‘

“Cynthia!” I had to call twice before she knew where my voice was
coming from. “Cynthia! Where’s Meg?”
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‘It always seems to me, when I recall this scene, that Cynthia turns
very gracefully toward me, then turns all around in the water—making
me think of a ballerina on pointe—and spreads her arms in a gesture of
the stage, “Dis-ap-peared!” '

Cynthia was naturally graceful, and she did take dancing lessons, so these
movements may have been as I have described. She did say “Disappeared”
after looking all around the pool, but the strangely artificial style of speech
and gesture, the lack of urgency, is more likely my invention. The fear I
felt instantly when I couldn’t see Meg—even while I was telling myself she
must be in the shallower water—must have made Cynthia’s movements
seem unbearably siow and inappropriate to me, and the tone in which
she could say “Disappeared” before the implications struck her {or was
she covering, at once, some ever-ready guilt?) was heard by me as quite
exquisitely, monstrously self-possessed. :

I cried out for Andrew, and the lifeguard came into view. She was
pointing toward the deep end of the pool, saying, “What’s that?”

There, just within my view, a cluster of pink ruffles appeared, a bouquet,
beneath the surface of the water. Why would a lifeguard stop and point,
why would she ask what that was, why didn’t she just dive into the water
and swim to it? She didm’t swim; she ran all the way around the edge of
the pool. But by that time Andrew was aver the fence. So many things
seemed not quite plausible—Cynthia’s behavior, then the lifeguard’s—and
now [ had the impression that Andrew jumped with ene bound over this
fence, which seemed about seven feet high. He must have climbed it very
quickly, getting a grip on the wire. .

I could not jump or climb it, so I ran to the entrance, where there was
a sort of lattice gate, locked. It was not very high, and I did pull myself
over it. I ran through the cement corridors, through the disinfectant pool
for your feet, and came out on the edge of the pool.

The drama was over. :

Andrew had got to Meg first, and had pulled her out of the water. He just
had to reach over and grab her, because she was swimming somehow, with
her head underwater—she was moving toward the edge of the pool. He was
carrying her now, and the lifeguard was trotting along behind. Cynthia had
climbed out of the water and was running to meet them, The only person
aloof from the situation was the boyfriend, who had stayed on the bench
at the shallow end, drinking & milkshake. He smiled at me, and I thought
that unfeeling of him, even though the danger was past. He may have
meant it kindly. I noticed that he had not turned the radio off, just down.

Meg had not swallowed any water. She hadn’t even scared herself. Her
hair was plastered to her head and her eyes were wide open, golden with
amazement.
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“I was getting the comb,” she said. “I didn’t know it was deep.”

Andrew said, “She was swimming! She was swimming by herself. I saw
her bathing suit in the water and then I saw her swimming”

“She nearly drowned,” Cynthia said. “Didn’t she? Meg nearly drowned.”

“I don’t know how it could have happened,” said the lifeguard. “One
moment she was there, and the next she wasn’t.” ‘

What had happened was that Meg had climbed out of the water at the
shallow end and run along the edge of the pool toward the deep end. She
saw a comb that somebody had dropped lying on the bottom. She crouched
down and reached in to pick it up, quite deceived about the depth of the
water. She went over the edge and slipped into the pool, making such a
light splash that nobody heard—not the lifeguard, who was kissing her
boyfriend, or Cynthia, who was watching them. That must have been the
moment under the trees when I thought, Where are the children? It must
have been the same moment. At that moment, Meg was slipping, surprised,
into the treacherously clear blue water.

“It’s okay,” I said to the lifeguard, who was nearly crying. “She can move
pretty fast” (Though that wasn’t what we usually said about Meg at all.
We said she thought everything over and took her time.)

“You swam, Meg,” said Cynthia, in a congratulatory way. (She told us
about the kissing later.)

“I didn’t know it was deep,” Meg said. “I didn’t drown.”

WE HAD lunch at a takeout place, eating hamburgers and fries at a picnic
table not far from the highway. In my excitement, I forgot to get Meg a
plain hamburger, and had to scrape off the relish and mustard with plastic
spoons, then wipe the meat with a paper napkin, before she would eat
it. T took advantage of the trash can there to clean out the car. Then we
resumed driving east, with the car windows open in front. Cynthia and
Meg fell asleep in the back seat.

Andrew and I talked quietly about what had happened. Suppose I hadn’t
- had the impulse just at that moment to check on the children? Suppose
we had gone uptown to get drinks, as we had thought of doing? How had
Andrew got over the fence? Did he jump or climb? (He couldn’t remem-
ber.) How had he reached Meg so quickly? And think of the lifeguard not
watching. And Cynthia, taken up with the kissing. Not seeing anything
else. Not seeing Meg drop over the edge.

Disappeared.

But she swam. She held her breath and came up swimming.

What a chain of lucky links.

That was all we spcke about—Iluck. But I was compelled to picture
the opposite. At this moment, we could have been filling out forms. Meg
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removed from us, Meg’s body being prepared for shipment. To Vancouver—
where we had never noticed such a thing as a graveyard—or to Ontario?
The scribbled drawings she had made this morning would still be in the
back seat of the car. How could this be borne all at once, how did people
bear it? The plump, sweet shoulders and hands and feet, the fine brown
hair, the rather satisfied, secretive expression—all exactly the same as
when she had been alive. The most ordinary tragedy. A child drowned in
a2 swimming pool at noon on a sunny day. Things tidied up quickly. The
pool opens as usual at two o’clock. The lifeguard is a bit shaken up and gets
the afternoon off. She drives away with her boyfriend in the Roto-Rooter
truck. The body sealed away in some kind of shipping coffin, Sedatives,
phone calls, arrangements. Such a sudden vacancy, a blind sinking and
shifting. Waking up groggy from the pills, thinking for a moment it wasn’t
true. Thinking if only we hadn’t stopped, if only we hadn’t taken this route,
if only they hadn’t let us use the pool. Probably no one would ever have
known about the comb.

There’s something trashy about this kind of imagining, isn’t there?
Something shameful. Laying your finger on the wire to get the safe shock,
feeling a bit of what it’s like, then pulling back. I believed that Andrew
was more scrupulous than I about such things, and that at this moment
he was really trying to think about something else.

When 1 stood apart from my parents at Steve Gauley’s funeral and
watched them, and had this new, unpleasant feeling about them, I thought
that [ was understanding something about them for the first time. It was
a deadly serious thing. I was understanding that they were implicated.
Their big, stiff, dressed-up bodies did not stand between me and sudden
death, or any kind of death. They gave consent. So it seemed. They gave
consent to the death of children and to my death not by anything they
said or thought but by the very fact that they had made children—they
had made me. They had made me, and for that reason my death-—however
grieved they were, however they carried on—would seem to them anything
but impossible or unnatural. This was a fact, and even then I knew they
were not to blame.

But I did blame them. I charged them with effrontery, hypocrisy. Or
Steve Gauley’s behalf, and on behalf of all children, who knew that by
rights they should have sprung up free, to live a new, superior kind of
life, not to be caught in the snares of vanquished grownups, with their
sex and funerals.

Steve Gauley drowned, people said, because he was next thing to an
orphan and was let run free. If he had been warned enough and given
chores to do and kept in check, he wouldn’t have fallen from an untrust-
worthy tree branch into a spring pond, a full gravel pit near the river—he
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wouldn’t have drowned. He was neglected, he was free, so he drowned.
And his father took it as an accident, such as might happen to a dog. He
didn’t have a good suit for the funeral, and he didn’t bow his head for the
prayers. But he was the only grownup that I let off the hook. He was the
only one I didn't see giving consent. He couldn’t prevent anything, but he
wasn’t implicated in anything, either—not like the others, saying the Lord’s
Prayer in their unnaturally weighted voices, cozing religion and dishonor.

AT GLENDIVE, not far from the North Dakota border, we had a choice—
either to continue on the interstate or head northeast, toward Williston,
taking Route 16, then some secondary roads that would get us back to
Highway 2.

We agreed that the interstate would be faster, and that it was import-
ant for us not to spend too much time—that is, money—on the road.
Nevertheless we decided to cut back to Highway 2.

“I just like the idea of it better,” I said.

Andrew said, “That’s because it’s what we planned to do in the
beginning.” ‘ .

“We missed seeing Kalispell and Havre. And Wolf Point. I like the name”

“We'll see them orn the way back.” : .

Andrew’s saying “on the way back” was a surprising pleasure to me. Of
course, I had believed that we would be coming back, with our car and
our lives and our family intact, having covered all that distance, having
dealt somehow with those loyalties and problems, held ourselves up for
inspection in such a foolhardy way. But it was a relief to hear him say it.

“What I can’t get over,” said Andrew, “is how you got the signal. It’s
got to be some kind of extra sense that mothers have”

Partly I wanted to believe that, to bask in my extra sense. Partly I wanted
to warn him—to warn everybody—never to count on it.

“What I can’t understand,” I said, “is how you got over the fence.”

“Neither can 1”

So we went on, with the two in the back seat trusting us, because of no
choice, and we ourselves trusting to be forgiven, in time, for everything that
had first to be seen and condemned by those children: whatever was flip-
pant, arbitrary, careless, callous—all our natural, and particular, mistakes.
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Tue Two PEOPLE who died were in their early sixties. They were both
tall and well built, and carried a few pounds of extra weight. He was
gray-haired, with a square, rather flat face. A broad nose kept him from
locking perfectly dignified and handsome. Her hair was blond, a silvery
blond that does not strike you as artificial anymore—though you know
it is not natural—because so many women of that age have acquired it.
On Boxing Day, when they dropped over to have a drink with Peg and
Robert, she wore a pale-gray dress with a fine, shiny stripe in it, gray
stockings, and gray shoes. She drank gin-and-tonic. He wore brown stacks
and a cream-colored sweater, and drank rye-and-water. They had recently
come back from a trip to Mexico. He had tried parachute-riding. She
hadn’t wanted to. They had gone to see a place in Yucatan—it looked
like a well—where virgins were supposed to have been flung down, in
the hope of good harvests.

“Actually, though, that’s just a nineteenth-century notion,” she saic
“That’s just the nineteenth-century notion of being so preoccupied wit
virginity. The truth probably is that they threw people down sort ¢
indiscriminately. Girls or men or old people or whoever they could ge
their hands on. So not being a virgin would be no guarantee of safety!”™

Across the room, Peg’s two sons-—~the older one, Clayton, who was a
virgin, and the younger one, Kevin, who was not—watched this breezy-
talking silvery-blond woman with stern, bored expressions. She had said
that she used te be a high-school English teacher. Clayton remarked
afterward that he knew the type.

*
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