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ABSTRACT I

Casualties
L. Sandywingn °

The four stories in this collection are set in and

around the mythical eastern townships community of Laurel.

Each story depicts a character in a state of confinement

or existing within a rigidly controlled enviromnent. Living
close to the land, these characters rrequently look to the

. natural processes in the world about them in order to gain

'insight into their own unnatural situatiéns. The stories {

are concerned with the characters' struggles to e\scape
such oppressive circumstancés-—-'—a woman strives to over-

come the strictures imposed by her social position. a man

‘searches for a way to frée himself i'rom a life governed by

tedium and disease. a child battles to break the strangle-
hold of a tyranni.cal paren:t..' Orten; escape necessitates -

violéht measures, and the attempts at freedom, whether

‘Buccessful or not, freé;uently produce casualties. ©
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. supposed to'do. vLindon would do it without

| "And when he found a bird like "this one h

v it, was gone.

Casualties

The bird fiopped at her feet, beatiﬁg dust onto her shoes. E

The iron trap had bvitten_the bird almost cdmp‘let ly ‘in two but
somehow its front end was still alive. Wings flapping, beak

‘sawing noisefessly open and shut. Melanie knew what she was
inking. In fact,

“he came down to the garden every hour or so/to ﬁs;.ke sure none

. of the crows were- sui’faring.' to make sure they were all dead.

'd 1ift his foot and

let-his steel-toed boot come crashing dgwn on Ats head. " Put

it out of its migery. Well, she'd-be amned -1f she'd do any-

thing so ba.rbario. Damned if she‘d ke around all day with.

, crow guts on the bottom or her shoe She'd have to soak her

feet for hours before she felt the/ filth of 11;. the stin; of .

Sl;ﬁ movéd to the other e
rest of the traps. Eight of fhem altogothar betmen the rows

. ot corn. All of these bird dead, thank God. Lindon had told

corn this year---nnd they needed

.-

hor that 11’ thay wanted

>

of the gax;den. skirting the .

R STV

o
i

Biuacs R R e e

N -



oy
it because the poorer quality stuff went for cow fédder--—he.'gi
have to use the traps. He'!d tried scarecrows, aluminum pié.

plates bobbing and flashing in the wind, even sending the kids
- > r*

dgwn in shifis- to yell and stomp ;ﬂhenever‘ a crow landed. The ¢

; birds couldn't have cared leés. So he raised a fence around. -,

14

. o :
the corn patch to keep out dogs and cats and kids and hauled

the traps out of the\b‘azm. Big clinking iron affairs looking °

like shark jaws. 1 Meant for badger or fox, not crows. He

. dragged the traps hdowri on;E)\ the lawn next to the hoilse. sprtead

out a tarp and painted them. A ﬁrilliant. almost 1uminous' red -
so that if anybody did stumble into the garden they .couldn't

' miss then. Melanie watched from the kitchen window but after

" awhile she had to turn away, appalled by Lindon's calm face,

his whistling as he sloshed the paint over the tréps. He could
have .been painting the picnic table. whitewashing the fence )
for all the db}ference it made to him. 4

She picked corn, stuffing it into the pillowcase she'd =
brought. Lately she found ‘that she was still doing things
for five peoplq i:hstead of only four. Picking' too many

tomaioes. makiﬁg too large portions at meal-time. 5Still.

doing things for herself and Lindon, for Joey and Shelley,

and for the hired boy Calvin. Even though Calvin had Been o
gone for a month now. Back a\eﬂ{is mother s sitting all day
1n a rocker on the front porch. his head bandaged and lolling.
The stump of his left leg jutting out over the edge of the
cha.ir seat. A vegetable now after the accident. *

- And maybe she _w;s going tdd have to start doing things for

Y . ]




five a1l over ‘again. No, there was no-miybe,apout it. She

recognized the symptoms---the headaches ar;d‘ backaches, ‘the

crqps" and nausea. But five would be reduced si;;xp‘l'y enouéh

to two, to just ‘heir and the baby, when she left Lindon.

" When she left Lindon. The words came easily to her, naturally.
Shi'd géen saying them for years nov;. waiting, Waiting for
just the right mqqent, the right reason. | She'd almost left
the day of the ac‘ci.dent{ No one could expect her %o put wp .
with this anymore, living' in this torture chamber, this

.' slaughterhouse. But people had said after the accident that
Lindon wasn't entirely to blame.‘wasn't really to blame at
all. Calvin had been careless for an instant and it had
cost him a normal life. Nothiﬁg Lindon could have done
about it. Certainly forgivable. But it was a beginning. A
point of reference. All she needed now was gome final push.

y A“crow landed on the fence beside her, close enough that
if it had wanted to 1t could have leaned down and pecked her

" on the top of the head. Or if she'd been fast enough she could

‘have reached up and grabbed it around “the neck. It watched
her, tlpping its head and: focusing one black, non-reflecting
eye on her. Then it flew down into the garden #nd sauntered
between the traps, inspecting the sorn scatterad around’ them.

‘ It stcpped begide the trapped crow, cocking its head. beady
eyes watching its £ittul flopping 'I‘hen‘ i.t reached down a.nd
éave the other bird a /yicious peck on the neck. Melanie
rlinched looked away Saw a flurry ‘of black out of the
corner of her ey.o as thg crow flew: up and 1it on a stalk of

14
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corn. Lindon said crows were probably the worst kind of birds

~around here. Real scavengers. Opportunists. !

The accident. It always came to her, early in the day
4

"after Lindon had gone to the barn and the kids had left for

the neighbours. Like now.. Flashes of it creeping into her
head. A blaze or light--~the sun had been white hot that
ai’ternoon—--a square of brilliant blue' sky. ',l‘hat would ‘be

/ what she'd -seen out the kitchen window. She-was standing at

-

the sink) washing tomatoes. Tomatoes so ripe they- wére almost ° .
rotten. She had to handle them carefully while she rinsed
them under the tap, dried them. She thought then (or,hao she -
only'added this later?) thet they were like breasts. Smooth
and tight on the eurrace but with a warmth. a ripeness just
underneayh. And then that terrible noise. The groan and
gcreech of the hay bailer. ' Then the serea‘m. "The tomato- had
split open when she dropped it into the sink. ‘

' Lindon raced into the house then, his face ashen, sweat
pouring down his cheeks. He dialed the hospital nu;nber and
~walted but when he. opened hi£ mouth no noise came out. He
coughed, almost whispered into thé receiver. Then he wasg
gone again. not. seeming to hear her cries of "What happeneél"
What's wrong?" ,

The ambulance careened into the driveway, its siren sud- -

donly choked orr. followed by a procession of neighbours in

1

cars. on bicycles, on foot. Vultures, she’'d thought, they

_won' t be happy unless Calvin’'s dead. They moved in a stream

behind Dr. Hill and the stre’ccher bearers, out to ‘the west

¢
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field." She sot wai:ting a long time, wor;dei'ing ivhy sho seemed
‘ to tee‘l‘ nothing. ;{s ir goiho connection’ ingide ‘her ~’hea.d had ,
been abruptly sﬁapi,ed off. . ' B T |
’ They brought Calvin down wra;;ped in-a’ tatfe;'ed grey
‘.blank,e‘t'. It was sodden with blood in several places, big
bl_a.clf,) patches of 1t. His head was bandaged out to two times
its fxormal dize. .Sho learned later, even though Lindon had '
warned nve;ybody not to leak anﬁ details to his wife, who
cowuldn’'t handle this sorJt of thing, -that part lot Calvin's
skull had been ripped off, 1eaving:» the coiled grey mass of
,'t.xis -b'raio expoged.’ Some people said_ the oight of .';.1: madeT '
 them, feél pretty damn sick. Lindon stumbled along behind
the s“tretcher. &som;thing iﬂ a thick plastic bag held'tight to
" his chest. She learned (also later), that this was Calvin's -
oéwiered leg. Lindon shook his head rrom side to side and she
saw that his race was still glick with sweat. No, tears.
She was ‘sure then, seeing Lindon crying. that she loved | ‘
Calvin. Looking at Ca.lvin'“a bloodlosa face below the band-
‘ages, convinced that he was doad. she thought that she had
k probabiy been in love with him for quite a long time. '
"~ . She'd done it again. Picked too much corn. Not only
'picked for five but. :I.’or about twice that many. Sge_'"polled a’

few par’s._out of the pillowcaao and toased them over the fence.

" Miybe the crows would eat thesa instead of 'tho corn tm‘waon't"

even.ripe yot. She ma.de her way back through tho traps. ‘They
,rrig‘htaned her; ehe kept :lnag:lni.ng hor own’ footfcaught 3“ one

of ‘them, severed at the ankle. The bird at the @nd haa stop-
' L. . -t ’ R A g
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blood, inté.his siveat glanda ' '

-~

pod tlo,Pping, its beak gap.'u‘%pen. P ,
She locked the gate .to th garden ' behind har and wa.lkqd

up the narzow dirt path ‘towards the barn, 1e.tt1ng the pillow-'

case bang agaihét her leg. She went in cthrough the side door .
to the barn, walking along the' plank laid there. Squish oi’

- . shit and urine with every step she took. residue from the
lmanure pi.le only a.few foet away. I.indon always snelled like‘

this, like a' manure pile., Even, artar he'd soaked in a tub
Tor an hour and put on rresh clothes he still smelled of

i
cow shit and hay. or maybe 11: was the -house that smelled

; that way or: just the air.' Very possibly it was just°the air.

But somehow she figured/the smell had gotten into Lindon's :

Fd

It was dark inside the barn. the windows 80 covered with

dust and cobwebs that next to no sun came thro h. e bare

‘bulba between the two - rows of stanchione we' e on, 8hedding a

IR

gloomy half-light onto the cows that were in for milking. The
stead&'chugging, sucking s6und of the milking machine ﬁ.'lled\

~ the barn. Lindon was down at the far end of the barn, hunched

over besi.de a cow, milking her by hand

"Why isn't she on- the machine?”

Lindon turned and smiled at her, Didn't even jump Some-’

how he always seemed to sense when she was goim to show ‘up.

"She's got a sore tit here.” He poked at the cow’'s®udder,

’ "sending a red swollen teat swaying. *The machine hurts her foo

_ much." ’ Lo . ,

She stood watching Lindon's’ hands for a while, his grip
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* don't you g0 see that Dr..

.need-ariything 1ike that.” - Maybe Lindon had seen her slip the \)

feet. "Do you want me to come with'you? I could drive you in."

lightening e_vergr time the' cow mooeéd, turned her’ h’ead.: Big.
1iquid eyes somehow‘reg\_ietering pain. When he was finished .'
he swivelled on the stool and faced Melanie, using the cow's
broed belly as a backrest. . r ’

"Got a problem. Missy?"

"Yes."‘ She said it serlously. her face more dra.wn. more

aour-mouthed than it had to be. Lindon leaned forward touched

~herarm ~ . g . o » . .

' wWhat is it, Mel?® o ,
"I'h .going int’o’town tomorrow mofgir_xg to .see TD\z". Igill.
I thought you might like to know.®
‘ "What‘s wrong?" Lindon still leaning -BO close. She

. fought back the urge to reach out and shove ‘him away.

“I have stomachaches all the time and I want to Tind

out what's wrong. Maybe it's ulcers." She heard a touch ot

pride in her voice. - _
‘ "You can't haV'e ulce" 8, Melanie. Not at your age. Why
illiams in Montreal?" ’

She-felt her heart'Yhce. “He's a gynecologist. I don't -

specimen into her purse. Maybe he'd connected it with her trip

into town to do groceries. "His knowing. sven suspocting:
‘would ruin everything. The element of surprise would be gone.

Lindon reached down, picked up the bucket of milk at his -

."No." She turned away, angry. She wished. Lindon would
have made more of a protest. Asked her who'd get the- kids up
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and going in the worning, who'd make the’ breaktas'q,. feed the
- chickenst l‘el.l hf tl? pain was all in her head. She'd

r

have enjayed gding into town mére then. - } B

Lindon cdlled arter her. "Wﬁl you be back by 1uncht1me?"

o Here it came. "Yea.
3, }

*"Good. The new boy‘n comi.ng over tomorrow afternoon.
'&

J‘d like you to meet hfm.” . °

o

— She took a few steps back toward Lindon, letting the sack
dras along the oof'. "Boy?" '

z R
. "Yeah well I guess so. He's twenty or around there.”

A

"Does he know what he's in for, Lindon@“
N ’ ] .
He stood up then, slowly, as if even the air was heavy

g on his shoulders. The milk sloshed in the bducket.

*"What are you talkjing about?" ‘
" *I mean, “does this nev} boy know that.&his isn't exactly
the safest farm to work on?"

Sh? watched

on'g face go hn.rd. felt a surge.of plea-

sure as a tluqh*s;ke up'from his neck, darkened his-cheeks.

_/ Hisiknuckles turried white where he .grifped the handle of the

milk pail. BHe tock a gtep tqufard her and -though she kept her
fqet rooted to the floor she felt herself léaning'_fomard.

<

holding herself only an arm’'s length away, a fist away. She
felt a ruBh of relief, disappointment. when he’ picked up the

, milk stool and pushed past her. \K\ - '

» - b\
s T \../ . .
At btreakfast the next morning she drank only a glass of

juice. She'd been sidk during the night,| woken up all dry-
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p /mouthed and trembly from a\dream. run for the bathroom. The

whole 'I:hj.ng had been clear as a photograph. not hazed-over

like a dream at all. She even remembered the colours. The

\-

fleshy pink of the butcher s paper the package was wrapped in.

“The package Lindon brought to her. ‘It had be‘en tied with’
‘string and there’'d been a price marked on it. How much she

couldn't remember now. She opened it and Calv,in 8 leg sat

to the eize of a ham, a leg of lamb maybe. Still wearing the”

14

. there in the middle of the paper. somehow\miniaturized ' shrunk

red- toed rubber boot, the faded blue jeans Dried brovm blood

-at the knee. She stood the dream until then, half—awake and
, Jervelling that she could 1magine anything so ridiculoua. .

But then she saw herself turn to Lindon, the package ‘in her

: arms. She"‘d -smiled and ‘bhar’ﬂ:ed him. My God she had thanked

him.*

.o
-

- .
'

Lindon sat across the table from her now. sipping tea
while he read rrom some farm Journal put out by the co-op.
Joey and Shelley sat at the othe? end of the table,: going

along with the silence . Joey had dripped strawberry jam all

over' “the oilcloth. R P

2
4

Lindon Yaid dovm the paper . "Interest.’mg article in

" here on bloat. -Joey. I 11 leave it ror ygu to read later.®

Melanie shifted in her chair. cleared ‘her throat. Saw,
hersel?f mirrored as Shelley made a face. placed her. piece of
toast ceremoniously on her plate. )

"They've got edme kind of eerum that the ‘calves take
orally, on a tongue depressor I guess, that br}nge- down the

.
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. at Lindon. "I don't see why Joey has 40 do thdt sort of thing.

. ¢ = / ' ' -
R ~ 10

o

.swel;ing. It says here," he picked up the .journal again,
""that it 'dissipates the water buildup and in two years the

use of syringes, with their high rigk of infection, will be
. . L

‘obsolete.'™

Joey nodéed.‘ "It's hard getting'thoée syringes in,some-,

.times. too. Calf hide - 1s pretty tough.

Melanie put down her glass, glared acqoss at Lindon.
"You let Joey do that? gbick needles in cows?*
"Yeah, why not?" . °

mPecause it's.a terrible procedure, that's why not.. You *°

can hea}.the calves screaming all the way-ﬁbwn‘here when you
*Use your heaﬁ.FMelaniqp idu'ré_going'to hear them
scieaming all“thé way down here if fe don't do.it.’ Sc:eahing

till they bust open or drown in their own water."
'Yeahw‘ua. you should see. ’ Joey leaned across the table.,
'They swell up ‘1like balloons and then——— ‘

S & ve seen it beﬁpre,Jbey,,thank'you. . She kept staring -

"He has to learn sometime . " R ; b

‘ "Why? . _Who says he 8 going to. be a farmer?“ Shefspit T

the last word out. o ‘ o
I’No one. But while he's 1iving on a farm it's a good
‘thing té know." He let his eyes move -away from hers . _'Be-

'sides, we' re shorthanded right now.” ' .

She got up, ‘ringed’ her glass out at the sink. Lindon.‘ :

'He'wduld.probgbly straprbey in a harness and hitch himhtoktiei'

1 .
'y
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piow if the tractor broke dovn.'“She picked her purse off i
the counter. "I'm gbiné now:f ) . L l
Thank God she had her car. A gift from Lindon ror‘their

fit%eenth wedding anniversary last year. Sherulleq out onto
the highway and passed into the glen. There were no houses
here, only tree- covered mountains looming up on both sides

of the road and the river winding along té the right, widening

into a pond every once in a whiie. Some of the trees, the

sumacs and sift maple, the early trees, were alfgady changingm“

colour. This was what she loved about the couhfrj. The

‘«ﬁeauty of it. If she didn't look at thengapé in the trees

where house foundations would be laid, soon, ‘the glen looked
like it had when she and Lindon used to go walking after.
school. The quiet of it tﬁeni No whining chain 5aws, ne

people shouting. Only the sound of the river, the birds.
D

. The crackling or leaves underneqxh them as they made love.

Their laughing as they picked\bits of moss, pieces of leaf
out of each okher's hair, off each other's clothes. Shelley
héd,pfdbabiy been” conceived out here in the glen. Well, there.

wmas no maybe about it. "She had been. It had been too beaﬁ-‘
N,

) tiful. too romantic eut here gnd Lindon had been too gentle.

Haybe f she'd grown up in the city with only movie houses.

and parked cars to find refnge in, she would never have had.

'to get married. ' , -

The road took a sharp twist just before it entered
Laurel and if you’didn'p keep the wheel turned just rdght,
you'd endup sitting in front of Jerry Petrie's ghs_puﬁpé.‘

[
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. china. Startled her with his gentleness.

12

)Jeré& said he got half his business that way---by accidént.
ha, ha, ha. After the service station came the school, the
library, the grocery sﬁore. Then the neat little clapboard
houses. All of them nearly identical but trying hard not to
be. A walkway llned with blue painted.stones.' A brilliant

pink flamingo sprouting up between someone's tiger 1ilies.

But all the houses still ‘the same except maybe one. Calvin's.

She stard? straight ahead as she passed it but gtill- she saw
4the front(porch. the rocking chair out of the corner of her
eye. Empty. She would have to ask Dr. Hill what that meant.
Calvin. Arm muscles twitching as he pulled the rabbit,
Jo.y 8 rtbbit, but of its hutch. The animal qu?et in hig\

hands. not struggling, kicking E;e way it usually did.- Big‘

‘bapk feet spotted with rgdu Calvin had looked at her then.
Frowned, shook his head. . ,
'Its:reet got caught in the wire on the:bottom of the
cage.” |
‘”Willuit‘Qg alright?" .
"Oh yeah. I'11 just put a board down so it don't happen
again.” - ;

He handed her the rabbit then as if it were made of
Y

Gdlvin. Following her down into. the back pasture. She
wag sure he'd followed her. "It couldn?t have been just an
accidcnti He'd crouched beside her in the bramble as she

dropped raspberries 1nto a grey tin pot. His hands resting

?

‘{on his knees.then darting out to pick a berry. toss it in with

A\

-

.
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the others. Fingers stained fed, Black hair on the backs of
his hands. She'd wanted to touch them, stroke them. Had she?
Calvin, shirt off, skin slick with sweat as he dug the
marigold bed below the kitchen window: Grunting with each
”shovelrﬁl. A ‘good head taller than Lindon. so much broader
in the chest. No fat at ?he waist for her to pinch be tween

her fingers. She tapﬁed'him on the‘shoulder; felt a tingliﬁg

“go up her arm Handed him the glass of water, ice tinkling.
Their fingers touched longer than necessary. She was sure of
that. Calvin kissing her thank you the way he'd‘kiss his
mother. On the cheek. Or maybe the mouth. Taste of salt.
,Smell of sweat. - | '
’ And the weekend Lindon went away to an adction, she'd

prayed Calvin would come into her bedroom. And like a dream

" he had., ~Just a sound. in the darkness and then the weight of

hin on the bed. Sp dark she could hardly tell if her eyes
were déen-or not: Just the same she had seen every inch of
his body, felt it-with Mer hands. Pelt the colour of his
akin. his hair, with her fingers. Felt the sharpness of bone,
the tensing of musple. Heat of blood. A throbbing that seemed
to fill both of them. For a moment not thinking at -all, ‘los-
ipg track .altogether. Layeg after layer or blacknesa peeled
vack. B ‘ . ‘

No, it was.all teo.eiea:, too vivid %o be imagined.

Dr. Hill's office was in one of the little clepboand

houses. The one with.the gilt-edged swinging sign planted on -

the front lawn. ‘Q;. Joseph S. Hil}, M.D. M.D. tor the past:

’ k]
o -



" / fo¥ty years as neat a® she could ‘figure it. ﬂesprobab;y’hgdq't.
! '~ Dbeen to a conference or a seminar or read a med{cal‘jodrpal”
in for@y years either. But peoplé in L;hrel wouldn't go to
anyone else. Dr. Hill, thef‘saiﬁ. knew them all so well, -
knew their family hiskory so well, that all he ever had to do’
was look at them and he knew exactly what was wrong, what to
‘prescribe. No need for any messy. embarrassing examinat}ons.
She was glad to see that there were no other caréjbarked
.in front of the doctor's house. She would™have the waiting
room to herself. She got out of the car and walked along .
the path to the side entrance. Down a few steps to ,the base-'
mqnt door. Ring the bell first then go right in.
It was always clammy down here and smelled of must and
Mrs. Hill 8 1aundry sQap. It was always dark. too, half-light
% even with all the lamps- turned on.' She sat down on one of the
';inyl sofas. 'She swore this must be the,aame,furniture that }
., 'Dr. Hill Had had fifteen years ago. The same stuff she'd . o /
'sfuek to when she came in sweaty‘and terrified. preénanﬁ with | a
Shelley. Dr. Hill had ushered her into his office then and -~
‘he did know, just by looking, what was wrong with her..,Paﬁt;d,/
her on the knee, told her not to worry because she was ohe of
.;". e the lucky ones. She had a good reliable boyfriend who wouldn't .
) ' 'hesitate to do the right thlngi Then he handed her a booklet 3
- on diet Tor the expectant mother and wished her good .luck. h
. She'd Dheen graterul to pim then for taking control of
things but she hﬁdq't come back when she was pregnant with

Joey. She}d branded him an incompetent by then, had seen too
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many people with chronie bronchitis die of lung cancer, too
.many peogle eat their way to a heart attack because Dr. Hill
couldn’ % embarrass them with their o'beeity And so on. ,
Peop e would be better oi’f ‘'with the local veterinarian. who
at /least had some’ guts. some professiona;l integrity. ‘But
D/ Hill would do for what she needed. Even he could do a<
/simple pregnancy test, refer her to a speeialist in the city.

She dug her book out of her purse, md a few pages then

\closed it. Shé hadn't beeri able to get through a book in
almost a month. Couldn't seem to concentrate. She'd have to

get back " to the libra.ry. take out her three booke a week and
read them all the way through or she'd end up like everyone

elee ou't here. With the 1nte111gence of a scarecrow and ha.lr ‘
°the personality '

She studied the picturee on the waiting room wall. A
Norman Rockwell pr,in{: the one where the 3olly-faoed. be- /
spectacled doctor (not unlike Dr. Hill actually) preeeed a

stethoscope to the chest of a little girl 8 doll. A.calendaﬁr"

from Joe Petrie.'s Garaée + Auto Parts turned to the month of
February A poster, showing a stomach wearing boxing gloves

' and ailk shorte. its inane grinning face. .epouting some

garbage about "feed me right and I won‘t ﬁght. And then "

Vlthe diagram that she gueesed nust come from’ _!.QIJ_&D.&__E!

Her kias partiéularly liked this one. ' Whenever an emergency
rorced her to. bring them here they alwaye wanted to look at
the *gkinless man All the skin peeled away. replaced m

" by slightly yellowing layers, of plastic. Lift all the sheets

' L]
v
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up, calendar fashion and the/ body was filled with blood veeaels.
1ittle spidery capillaries. a heart etched in blue and a
ghastly purplish red. Used and unused dblood. Drop a shee,t

" and vital organs appeared. Stonach. lungs. ‘liver, k'idhe}"s.,.p «g&
pa.ncreaa. internal sex organs. intestines. Everything you

’\oould possibly need.' Then came the muscles, tendoﬁs. ligamenta.’* &
cartilaéo.. Raw red meat. 'And finally bones, fitting neatl'y .
betw’een all the other parts. All 8o static, as if only a. :

good shove would get the machine started. And then there was

no promise that the part: would co-ordinate, work in unison.

no promise that something wouldn't break its moorings. A heart
.‘plummeting' into the coil ‘of the ‘large intestine.

| She marvelled at the diagram g incompleteness. .The blood'

' vessels, nerve lines. aheathes of muscles -were all severed at

‘the neck. a large black arrow with the words "To the Brain® .

r'eplacing the ‘head. The head- must have been covered on another

page, a whole section of the book that maybe Dr Hill never ..
got to. '

Dr. Hiil ‘peered around the ‘d‘oor of his office, motionéd
for her to c)one ingide. l‘hey sat down facing each other. he - ’

behind his desk. fingers touching on his blotter. ‘

N "Well, I haven't seen you in a long time’. lelamie.
"Not since the acoident. “
He lowered his eyes. "\Yes. -

"I drove by Calvin 8 thia morning 'e‘ wa7 t out on’ the

rront porch. . .
" The doctor looked at her, blank-Taced.*, oo e SR .

, . . | e A
- P '
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*What does that mean?*

"Well. I guess 11: ‘means his mother | just hasn't got him
up yet. it's still pretty ea.rly you know. ‘oo
“Then he' 8 still a.lri.ght?'
‘ _The doctor nodded. "My guess is he'll be g;_igg_ for
. | Quit; a few years yet. He'® got a good soum 'body---except
"fo‘r‘that left leg of his. His brain's looking after that
pa:;t of him pretty well. It's the thouglit prbcesaes. the
' ;‘easoning that I'm wori';ed about. He can't think Lot him-
D self. Worse, he can't d¢o for himself. ) ‘
+ She hadn't expected this. Maybe he'd read the .sec‘tion‘
?n the brain after all. At le.aé’tl enough to sound ethi('r.éal‘.
‘ .convincing. e ' | -
'. "Do you. have the test rpsulta?" R
' "Yes." He tlipped through soma papers on his -desk, -
pulled out a pink one. Glanced -over it, then smiled up at
her. ‘ . " | |
"Good hews. The tests were negative.* ’ _
"Uhat?"' ) o - . . - | ’
"You re, not pregnant. / _

The doctor' 8 faee dropped. TheroA nust be'“nare showing

‘on her ovm facéd than she meant there to be. He éoughod. stuck

- *the pink sheet back 1nto the pila of.. papprs. ‘
| "I . soz‘ry. Hélan'ie. You didn’ t ‘seen tﬁo happy the other
day \vhen you came .'m for the test. I ﬁgured with Joey and
Shelley practically po\m up .you wouldn t want to start all
s over again. I thought you‘d be pleued.

P
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"Well, I'm not.” Or 'yva,s she? She stood up and walked
over to look out the narrow slit of the basement window‘.
She'd counted on t .Counted on giving.Lindon the.news.
Watching his fac':‘ej:::l\t up, then telling him sne couldn't pos-
sibly have it, not here anyway. She couldn't be expected to
bring up another child in such a monstrous environment
She'd have to move away, to the’ city maybe. She had to think
of the child. ©r something like_ that. She gripped her purse
until her fingers hurt. _

\ She turned to face the doctor again. "How cah I net ve -
pregnant? I have ‘all - the symptoms. The nausea, the tired-
nessg~--" .

ewell, ‘that's the other thing I wanted to talk to you
about, Melanie. It looks like you might have e mild ulcer.

Nothing to worr& about.' Nothing a good bland diet won't cure.

- A Db and diet and maybe your trying to relax a bit.

She set her mouth in a hard, incredulous line.
"I know, Mela.nie. I know. You're under a lot of strain.
Some things that happen are hard to atomach.'* He ‘smiled. A’
sympathetic smile? Maybe eometimes all-this got to be too
much for him too. - ) ; e . -
"I think you should try talking to soneone A gocial |

Q

worker maybe. Or I have a colleague in Montreal. a psychia-'

trist---" He paused and she watched as he studied her :t'ace. i
He must be waitiqg for some sign of outrage. eome denial on
her part. Well, he wouldn't get that sort of. thing from her.

She wag surprised though. She figured he wouldn't recommend- -

a.b'sychiatri‘st to anyone'v' short of a raving, foaming at the

.
\.\ .
N
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mouth 1unatic .

. anyone sick." o T

-

"I don t think you’ Te crazy. Mela.nie. And 1 know, espec- .

ially with haying going on, you've got better things to do

1

e

with your time. But I really think a few visits with this =

fellow would help. This _business with Calvin would make .

*1I beg your pardon"",;;;

"*I think a few sessions _Jith a ﬂsychiatrist and this |
business with Calvin will be cleared right up. " You '11. be: -
‘surprised how quickly things get back to normal - .

Normal? There was no normal. Kot here‘ ' Just clear
things up . Clehr it up the way ahe'd scoop ¥p an offending
heap of dog shit in the middle of her kitchen floor. _Toss: it,

out the door and forget abou‘h it. Out o:t sight. out of mind.

But. the stink of it still there., The stink of’ it everywhere. -

"1 think that 8 really where your trouble is- Melanie. ‘
Upstairs. The doctor tapped his temple. "Too much thinking.
" Too much dwelling on things. . i ' . i )

. She a“l:ared at h.’un. i‘ought ‘back the urge "to ﬂi.ng her ‘
punse at him. Send it ricochetﬂng off his bald skull -his

bald empty skull. - . " T

*I can give you my ﬁ'iend‘s number if—--—.

) "No thank you. _ She strode past him. - Clqsed the o:nt'ice '

door behind her- and leaned against it‘ for a moment. Shé
would neéd the drive home to think thi.ngs through ﬁ.gura

X . N . .
! R N “

something ou‘t

.,
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- She stcod-'a'l_:' the edge of the garden and wafched Lindon
_ sprinkle bug powder around the potato plants. He‘wz_a.s‘a‘lmost
- tinished so, she waited. She could afford to wait now.- At

¢

q - ‘ this stage a faw minntesa didn t matter.

Lindon dealed the can of bug killer and looked up, He

walked over to where she leaned against the garden fence,
" stepping around a crow trap that gaped unsprung on the edge
| " of the corn patch.. y
’ ’ ﬂ "So .what'd. the doctor say?"
l 1'.' : :; : “ C . "He said I'm pregnant.

And there.it was. . Just like ‘she'd expected. All the
tiredness suddenly gone from his race and replaced with some-
. B thing ‘that 1ooked like relief. ) ’ i *
‘ . "When? When s it due?" l
- o ,. "Sometime in March.” .
| : He reached out to touch her, maybe to pull her to him,
but she stepped away» Picked at some corn silk ha.nging on
’ _the fence. ° V{atched Lindon out of th‘e.corx;_er of her eye.
T S S ) ¢ fhought maybeé we could ’t;’al‘lﬁche baby Calvin.”
B - ' Sha saw Lindon flinch. .

_ R "Considering Calvin 8 the baby 8 rather. ‘
‘ ~ She, faced Lindon full then, watching as a quivering set
s through him: He stared at the ground: betveen nis feet, hfmay

thrus't into °his pockets. ahoulders tremblihg His head slowly,
slowly swaying from side to side. T T

. '.."Youcant...u. o
: |7 oeCan't what?® L |

3 :
L ’
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Lindon's mouth opened‘%d closed, no noige coming out.
"Can't have it?" she asked. ‘

"Yes. 1 mea;x no." »
»Just snuff it out. That would be the right thimg to’
guess, eh, ,Lindon?" » . '

"Shut up.” Said almost below his breath but perfectly

“Calvin and I did it every chance we got. Every time

¥

s =

He came for her then. Rocked forward on his left leg .

and sent his arm. arcing through the air. His hand hard

against hexr: face .

' fingers emerging on -her cheek.

then,

She could almost feel the red print of his

/

N .

clear, carrying its mnim..Wmore carefully aimed words
and the brutal, the inexcnsable would happen.

He grabbed her by the shoulders

his face only inches from hers. Eyey red at the corners.

"He_ slammed her against the fence two, thfiee, four times. ‘

Thep/he seemed to lose stirength, let his\hands slida down her

arms.

the neat rows in he( garden. waiting.

work

 She’ turned’, walked up the path towards the house. It °

Head slumping rorward. She stared pdst him, studying

"Get out or ere. Get the hell out of here. I've got
. \, ) ‘Q
to dq; " " c (” - !

s
A

6l only take her a few minutes to paqﬁiher"sui;téa'se_. '

. v . - <
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, bessons in Biology
' . L i

L

) The summer I turned thirteen there ‘wag" an ‘outbreak of !

tent caterpillars in our oounty. ’I’don't know where they
came from or why they picked that particular )ear.,but they-
deqcended like locusts. They cagt. their gauzy cocoons Be-
tween the brancheeabf every tree, dropping to the ground.
cpawling on the grass, crawling on the road._Eonetimes even
crawling into ouf‘house. My mother, who haiedvnnythiné-ugly
o; useless, claimed they carried some foul.mestefloue dis-
ease, something that sounded to me at the time .1ike a croas ~
between sleeping siokness and gangrene. When the caterpiilarg

attacked my mother s rose bushes she declared war 'She went

- after then, wielding her broqmstlck torch before her like

some rlaming crucirix. She scoured every tree on our lawn

{for nests and whem she found one she thrust the 1it torch

into ¢ heart of it. Instantly the nest shrivelled and :
tﬁ% baby" cat llars hit the ground like so much dirty

: 3 =
I‘rollbwed‘ mother from tree to tree.and as soon as

rain.

LY

]



N LN

i 23
them with my sneakers. My mother watched her arms squeezed
across her chest. a hard satisfied set to her face. We
kept up this same ritual once a week all summer and sonéhow .
we managed to ward off nearly all the caterpillars.f Odrs1
was the most chaste lawn in the neighbourhood.‘~‘“~j T
Other than these times I-was forbidden to g0 anywhere
near the caterpillars. Since they were everywhere it meant’

I spent most of my time either inside the’ house or outside

\,on the lawn. But once in a while, if I promised not to* go
ort the highway. my mother let me go bike-riding with my
" friend Selena. Usualiy we fdiiowed the twist.of the Foad-

up the nearest mountain.'gelena pumping ahead, her short
gkirt flying out to the sides like wings. At the top all
the other mountains seemed to loom up close. great grey .
slashes cutting across them where the caterpillars had chewed
the trees bald. Selena-dropped her bike on the shoulder amd

“gtretched out on the grass beside it. I stood on the ‘edge

of tLe highway. leaning against my bicycle. rocking it back :
and forth and panting. After ‘a Tew minutes the other bike
appearad 0ver the rise in the road or somstimes. iI the boy

‘ wag’ a little older. it would be a car. Selena examined him

and; then’taking his wrist. like a nurse testing a- patient”s

:_pulse. she 1ed him down into the raspberry bushes beside the
“highway. E T a , -

‘ The bushes were alive with caterpillars. They'hung¥on '
the branches. putrid ;ipe berries ready to burst in the sun.

.
Y

They were ugly like. my mother said hairleas and sallow - '

l

LR
-
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- yellow, but there was something fascinating about them too.

' something fascinating about all that. teeming 1ife. Selena
- said my mother was crazy; the caterpillars didn t carry any

i T diseasev. They Wereall part of the natural order; the bio-

.ld . -logical cycle{o Selena, who was always working on some sort

of science project, kept a few caterpillars in Jars, stacked. e
ona shelf in her father '8 woodshed. :Once in-a. while she |

~ took one out end 1et it crawl across Jher: hand, let it teeter

’ blindly off the tip of her finger groping dnto nothingness.

—_— [ )

It made my skin crawl to watch. but I w6/\3red what it would

s v feel like too. ‘those hundreds of - suction cup feet, the.pin-‘

v °prick\mouth and feathery ﬁeelers. Sitting on the side of
the road. waiting. I imagined Selena and the boy entwined in
CERE L ] a rapturous embrace, arms and lips locked. 'If a caterpillar
. were to’ crawl® across their clothes. across their skin right |

L now, I was sure neither ol them ,would even reel it, so:con-

vinced was I of their overwhelming ecstasy. R }

l "

’Q Once two boys came over the ridge. After Selena and the :

-
taller darker one disappeared into the bushes the other boy
< N ) g and I were left sitting on the side of the road. If we were i “};
‘ going to do anything, whate¢er it might be, we d have to do
14 here because I1'd decideh 1 wasn}t going down into the”

o,

caterpiliars.. But nothing nas possible out on the'highway-
¢ with cars flashing past every two or three minutes. ‘By the

} time Selena came_ out o; the bushes the boy had edged only a
‘> b ' * few inches in my direction.‘ He hadn't even touched me and '

I wasn't so ‘sure I wanted him to. o " ‘

[ -
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Selena said the caterplllars were all part of the natural
balance of things but’ it seemed llke Just the oppu51te.:

' - o Q -
\ .. g r N N
REREVEEN ‘ . - \
“ .- N N

I remember that summer. almost fifteen years past now, °
and my mother s face looms over it. 1 see t as- it looked

”

then, smooth, serene. held in beamtlful: desperate control,."

threatening to‘twist out of_shage at any.moment. -

L, \“ My ‘mother had been a child model for Eaton's ‘catalogues
She always spoke of it as the best time of her llfe. the walk-
1ng to downtown sessions at a Montreal photographer s,. the
trying on of dress after frilly dress, the movies and :'
‘slumber parties with her model glrlfrlends.\ They had thelr
hair done every day. wgshed and brushed and rolled onto giant

. _hair curlers like soup ‘cans. They were taught how to- apply
make-up. 80 discreetly it was barely yisiﬁle. how¢to stand,
how to place their hands, how to -smile. - They wore’ the' :

:latest fashlons. bell-like taffeta dresses, cashmere sweater

sets, whlte tucked office-girl blouses w1tﬁ‘b1gck-ribbon
bow-tles, T—strap pumps with Understated heels. Miniaturei
replicas of the women's styles. Once, and she, recalled this‘
as the hagh p01nt of hergmodelllng ‘career, my mother was ‘
asked to appear in the catalogue s brldal,spread. She wore L
a sunflower yellow organdy b(idesmaid 8 dress and carried a
bouquet of éynthetiq daisies’ ) ‘ )
The»bxg events' of the year were the end-of-season parties,
one after the completion of the epring and summer catalogue,

one after the fall and winter edition. My'mother.made them

-
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sound like gala movie premieres. Each girl was allowed to
. choose a dress from one of the lines, wear it to the party
and then wear it hame. - When they stepped’out of taxis in

%ront of the hotel, . their mothers as escorts. each one was a

Y

”v1sion in blue gaberdine or red wool or pink cotton. They
were met at the déor by several “women executires from Eaton's
i .

and let upstairs’to a fancy hall. There was .a buffet spread

4

\and beside it a table with stacks fof pre-release catalogues.

The girls spent most of the evening porlng over their own

¢
14 t gt

images in the catalogues or dancing with one another to

piped-in muSic. ‘Some of them. the less gifted ones my mother '

said, spent the_yhole party giggling 1n corners. talking

“about boys. ' - o .‘,(

} .

My mother ‘s modelling, days ended when she reached

over’ one summer she outgrew the children s clothes. Her legs. ~

7

were’ too long, her waist too small and her hips too rounded.,l

But she didn't develop into a: perfect woman 8 eize either

~and even if she had, her face was Xoo young-looking She .

N

told me no woman of forty, no matter how trim and attractive.
would buy a dress that looked, good on/a fourmeen year old.
The years after that were a blank for me.. There were

no vivid, whirling. breathless descriptions of” that time.

~

I knew only that she took a secretarial job at a law firm,///

-

) after she- graduated rrom high échool. It was a place to meet

[eligible bachelors but my mother found none “to her liking, _

[}

Then, when she was close to thirty and- on, vacation in the .

r

P puberty. She never told me exactly this but she did say that '

»
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L ftownships, my'rather saw her sunning on’a local beach‘and
. ‘spread nis towel out beside her. A week later he proposed;
marriege.i My‘mother refused and they said good-bye at the
.. train’station for what.was to be the last time. But my}
father iollowed her into tne,city and presented himselﬂ at‘
I;J - her—door with a dozen white roses. It“wes the proper“roman-

]

‘ tic gesture and my mother accepted. N
' My mother 'S stories about her modelling days, about my
- father s courtshlp came often that summer. nsually in the
a . o late afternoon to fill- the restless-grey hours before supper
ue sat at my mother s vanity table, a small ‘lamp shedding a "
pool of 11ght across its surfacel and 1eafed silently. almoét
) reverently, through __gg_ \Town and Counggx ggger s. Bazaar.
‘L , My mother haﬂ mostly back issues from the fifties and early |
' sixties because she said the Seé-through blouses, the non-
- | existent skirts that were the current fashion were indecent
o The unisex clothes/were .even worse. Within a few weeks I
' knew %he magazines by heart but the models in the pictures
remained foreign to me. They were like no women I had ewééﬁ"“‘}
o . ‘ seen—--alabaster-skinned, blood-lipped, their long, danger-
“ v r ously slender necks bent at unnatural angles. There seemed
?‘to;be no body beneath their clothes, just a few strategic
f bones. And‘the clothes themselves loeked odd to me, the
: ,///; .cinched in waists, the long full skirts (the last vestiges
l \V? 'or thefNew Look my mother said).,the spike-toed. spike-
heeled shoes, the starched yhite collars and cuffs. Once.
.when the magazines were still relatively new to me, I laughed

~

v o e 1
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: at a pill box hat \With what looked l:Lke a six-inch aplke

stieking (stralght up out of the centre of-it, My mother b ', Q_
y - snatched the magaune out of my hands and refused to talk
'to me for the'‘rest of the afternoon.

| 1 learned qulckly not to laugh at the photographs. \I\fn— ~

stead I learned to pick out the clothes my-mother WOuld,like

best a.nd remark on. them. 'l‘his invariably set her to rummag--

', o _— : ing about in her cloSet. looking for something close to what'

~I'd 'seen‘ in the magazine. She flung twenty years' ’ worth o\f

- dresses, skirts and blouses onto the bed; one .after ‘the other,. -
, and usuall;n she found what she wanted. ‘_Then the transformation :

i began. _

She shed her skirt and sweater in.one " quick, s‘ilicy ‘

' movement."-her! slip. cli,nging'to her legs. Shlvering. she .
pulled the dress over her head.. Often it was the black .cocﬁ-
Jtail gown, simple. elegantly understated. considered an es- .

' sential by all the leading fashion authorities (I never saw
my mother wear this particular dress outside the bedroam) _
Once the dress was prOperly arranged -and she found the right
shoes and handbag she stepped out ‘for me, slinging her “ . . .-

) shoulders .backward, her hips outward, twirling on her heel ),:
go smoothly’ it was as 'if she were run by machinery. o

My ‘n;other was over forty then but she was still a beau-

- tiful woman:»in :t'he aloof, serene, sl.oe-by'ed way of the models
in”the magazines. . She had the same slim hips and walst. the

L same coat-hanger shoulders and small hard lookiWreasts. 5

‘rhe clothes ‘she put on eaemed to become part of her. The " Cy e

/
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. rustliﬁg of silk, the whir or.satin became her sounds. But
« 'the twirling in front of the vanity mirror'slways came to the
"seme end Staring at her reflection, she spread her fingers .
fan-like across her belly and sucked in air. Then she turned P §
te, me with a sad. accusing smile. |
"Well, Daphne. there's no denying it. . Having you gave o
me a tummy alright. I'll never wear those lovely little .
' sweater outfits that keep turning up in Yogue."
. My mother had ‘never forgiven me for ruining her figure. -
She had photographs of herself taken during almost every month
of her pregnancy, the' date of eech one carefully labelled
:There was one in which she wag seven months along. it showed eJ'w o
her sjbanding stirﬂy in front of our then-new house. wearin‘g e
a strip shirt—dress. belted no less, .and no matter how :
hard you looked it was impossible to tell she ‘was pregnant., X
By the ninth month I was only a slight swelling of-mw mother s .
, belly but After- I was born the bulge didn t go away. No -
' number of sitfupsp no manner of dieting would get rid of» it,
| Sometimes. as I watched my mother turn in front of the
mirror, I imagined that if she were able to get whatever she - | ._?
wanted by simply snapping her fingers. .8he would do it and : ‘
both I and her belly would diappear. Both of us caused her
so much frustration with our lack of perfection. i was o ;
built like the women on my father's side of the Ihmil&.‘ | ’
_ broad-hipped and short-legged. . I would probably have big
. breasts one daf,'too. and then none ‘of the’olothee my mo?herk'" <o

. o ( ) i . . N ) -
picked out for me---clothes that looked beautiful on her and kL
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o

in magazineé—--would look right on me. .

b

After my. mother had examined herself from every angle
we sat down at the vanlty -table to complete the effeet. She’
began to make up her face. I parrotted her movements, picking
‘up the eyeliner lpencil or the rouge or the llpstick as \eoon'-’
ae she put it down. I.tried to copy her exactly but when——
the faces were done it was as if.they had nothing in common.
Now she had the china-white skln. the striking red lips,. the
dramatic green- eyes of the _gg_t_l_ models I looked a mess.

No matter how carefully I followed my mother I ended up’ -

N looklng like the victlm of a drownlng. my skin a pasty grey,.

)

.my lips a crooked red smear and my eyes sunken, heavy-lidded.

‘I‘he make-up was all wrong for me but my mother never sugges,t-

ed anything dlfferent and I never dreamed of asking. -Besides,

it wou];d have upset the ritual, a ritual as important to my -

" mother as the burning of ‘the caterpillars. . !

Then 11: was up to me to close thlngs off. I stood up
» and’ ‘put my ‘hand on her shoulder, my head almoet on a level,
with hers. . . : »'. N ‘ ) '
L "Gee, Mum. You look more like my big sister than my’
mo‘ther'." I stared.down at her folded hands. oddly dark com~
pared to her white face. The words came automatioally. as
automatieally as, a protectiv lie. . o

"Why thank-you dear.

h

he put her arm around my waist

» and laughed almost giggled a.s she looked at my rei’lection

in the mirror. "You've sure madepa mess of yourself,: haven't

you? You better £0 wash all that stuff of; y.ourﬁrace before

y

-

\\
.
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your father gete home.*”

~ In the strong white light in the bnthroom I eérubbed the .
qake-up off, leaving fleehy pink smears on the ‘waeh-cloth. I
felt as if somepne had been sitting on my stomach and I took
long deep, breaths. In the mirror over the sink my Tace, look-
ed raw, as 1:[' a 1ayer of skin had peeled off in the process.
I looked younger than I had before. my skin red and splotahy

like that of a newborn baby or a burn'victim.,

a
pl v 1Y
. '

‘ By the time my tnther got home my mother was. back in the
sag-seated skirt and ragged sweater she wore around the .
house. She a scrubbed the make-up ofr her face a.nd when my-.
fa‘ther came through the front door she was usually almoet

. finished naling supper. My father always stOpped in the
kitchen on hie way to the 1ivingroo.m where the newspaper '

waited. He stood in ‘the doorway. sniffed 1oud]:y. said "Halloo.

. girlie. Sure smells good" then bent at the waist in a courtly

‘bow. If my mother was in a good mood ghe ‘smiled and gave a
self-conscioue ha.lf-curtsy. Most times ehe jugt nodded. .

\Selena said my :‘ather was & drea:nboat. .Or as much of

..dreamboat as a ‘man his age ‘could -be. -That eummer. when ‘I

wae thirteen, le was already in his mid-—,fifties. a short,

slight man who always seemed to be moving. . He had only a

. few grey hairs and Selera thought he had ‘ﬁhe looks and

cha.risma of Cary Grant. At the time I thought my father -
H could out—charm even Cary Grant. And I thought my parente
) rnade the 1dea1 couple. When they dressed to go out every

<

)
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Saturday night e.nd etood in the hallway i‘or me to, admire them, :
,-.I wished they would stand there forever. They looked gloesy
\ and perfect and elegant, arms linked. backs straight. faces

. \smilmg. their bodies not quite touching. They moved for-

‘ mally, awkwa.rdly. like two people on their first date 'but’ I

. was sure somewhere. probably in.the darkness of their bed~

room long after I wag asleep. that formality dissolved and

' 4

was replaced by unabashed unselfconscious love. .

In the winter my father was the principal of our high
school Laurel ComprehenSJ.ve (he called it Laurel Reprehen-

) 'sive when he'd had a bad day)l but in’the summer "he took vp.

teaching again. Three afternoons a week he gave remedial

'reading classes at the textile mill and on thosé gdys he came' .

home flushed bursting with stories to tell ny mother.
Usually we were only seated at the” diningroom table a few

minutes when the words came, tumbling out. . N

"You know this has got to be oné of: the most rewarding

‘ things 'I've ever, done. Just today, Mrs. Crowhurst got through
. a complete two-page story without having to stop once. You ve )
'r-met Freda. Crowhurst Amelia---“ He looked up at my mother

then. She kept on chew;mg, ‘bouncing her fork ”between her

N fingers as if sheé were listem.ng ‘to some private music.

" ---at the Legion dance last i‘all. She's i‘ifty-nine years

old and she decided to come to the clfasses because she 'was )

embarrassed when her grandchildren asked her to read to them
and she couldn't do a ‘thing about if. ahd I've got this =~
other student, Anelia. -A.Mrs. Potter—. ' She's abomt your ageee"

! 5
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"Would you like some more potatoes. Daddy”" My pother

/s

. sald the words abeently, quletly, as if we'ad been %alklng

about potatoes «all. along.. She always ealled my father

“!Daddy. - It aounded silly to me, comlng from a grown woman.

but it usually made my ‘father' 8 face soften. . Tonight he’

fo
just det his fork down and stared at a spot somewhere near

my mother's water glass. , T "

(.

7 7 "No. No. thanks. I'm fine." He kept.staring and pushéd

‘his hegd forward a bit. "Anyway, Mrs. Potter, she has four

. wchildren and when the last one got married thie spring and

?.Mrs. Potter couldn’ t even 8ing 'the hymns’at his wedding. she

I’

figured it was about time~===""

* Ay

"Daddy,»I really wrsh you d take the potatoes. .If you

don t I*11. Just have to throw: them out.: ‘Daphne'and I can't

"Q'manage any more---we have to watch.our ﬂigures.

“

; wanted to sink through the bottom of my chair. She"’

* . was daing_1t again. allyihg me w1th her,, mentally leading me

.-whatever power it was ehe wanted. came in numbers. But. I

over to her side 'of the fhble, draping her arm across my

jshoulder and smlling'triumphanf at my father. She did this

often that suhmer. somehow convinced I\think that power. \

wanted no part of it. Her face at these times 'wasg . coldly.
sharply beautiful. like the races of wicked witches in falry
%ales. ‘It frightened me, repelled me. . s :

- My father stared down at his plate now. his hands whlte-
knuckled on either side of 1it.' Then hewsmiled a little and

looked up.

p—t .‘W.«.—- e - et g e

N



L ‘;)////‘ :’}"Sureﬁ Anelieq\'qre. I've g‘t roem left. But not too 7
- o ﬁﬁchﬁ- You don't want ~.fat huéband. do you?" ‘ | . o u;
" My father and I sat. ‘silent until she cdme back from the
kltchen. the pot in her hand. There was only one tiny potato
\lej:. , ",-.‘- -_.‘: ’ ' .' .
After supper my\parents played Scrabble in the dining-‘
. ;\. :fbom. I lay stretched out on the rug in the next room.: ) -
ﬁatchlng reruns on the televis1on. Their voices.drifted in _
‘o me, my mother'e high and girllsh'when‘she produced a goog - {?.
word mock petulant when my father did the same.'fMypfather 1
was chuckling and’ calling my mether girlle. ‘They played
a lot of games together. My mother liked Steeplechase. even
- taklng a tlny mounted knight from our. chess set to make q

)

more authentic’garker. My father's favourite was’Monopoly .
':: but my parents hardly ever finiahed a game together. My
.mother always quit when her sets were broken.-claiming my
father had a killer instinct when it'came to property. I
asually finiehed her turne for her.
N " My mother's voice was louder now. She was cenvinced
that 'captivate' was‘épelled with an "e” in ‘the middle be~
' cause then she could use up all her letters and get fifty
\extra points. That is. if my father. would listen to reason. .

' He was arguing with her. he had probably given her too many

free words already.vand his voice was patient even, like a ‘ .5
doctor 8 voice, C - . ;
'Melié, it's spelled c-a-p-t-i-v-d-'t-e. I swear that 4

1t is, honey. - You'll just have to think of another word."

- ¥ -
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: set and lugged it 1nto the dlnlngroom. My parents were

.
¥ -
. . 1 . ,I
- N .

"Well I'm sure it 8 speiled my way. In fact, I'm posi-

"five.‘ I think we' should look it up.”

av

. I was alrgady pff thg floor and half-way across the room
when my hame . wad called. I took the Oxford off .the television
sxtting on opp081te sideshof the table, my mother drumming ."
fher fingers on her knee. her leg swinging in tight circles
- uhder the table. My father was watching.her, his face tired.,
I plunked the dictibnary'down on the table, making the tiles
‘on the Scrabble board 3ump. and turned to leave. !
- 'Well Daphne. aren & you going to look it up?” 4ﬁy
mother had put her hahd on.my ghoulder - to stop me. "The

word's captivate o ’

- "How can I look 1t up if I don't know how to-spell it?"

[N

+

*Don't be'smart.‘ Jugt look it up.” .

I already knéw my mother was wrong so I took my time
thumbing through jhe'dictionary. My mother started drumming
her fiﬁgers on the"tablé.g. "
'Captivatef C;a-p-tﬁi—v-a—t-éz To fascinate, charm,
‘hold irresistibly by---" . ' '

"We don't need a derinition thank you. Daphne.” It wah-
my fTather ‘this time,. staring so hard at me I had to look
away. Somehow I knew I'd gone too Tar. My father had start-
ed things but I’ d gone the final step too. far and made my

mother look stupid. I think it's about time you went to bed,

a

Daphne. - It 8 getting late.”
I didn't go to bed. It was the only way I could think

- TR
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-« # of to pay them back for their unfairness, their decbit---with

" smouldering, willru]i. cowardly disobedience. I went into the ’

~ ) -
kitchen and tbok a handful of cookies out of the jar, a"
' thing forbidden before bedtime, then wandered quietly around
. - the house for a few minutes. I thought of prying open the

top drawer to my mother's bureau where she kept her under-

1 1’\ ) 8 : ‘ - :
clothes. Maybe I would even swipe a pair of lacy, fragrant -

panties ‘and brandish. em on our mailbox where both my mother

~ and the poatma:n would be sure to see them nextqmoming. Or \
S maybe I would climb into my fathar 's closet and take the olq
ledther-bountl album off ,thenuppermost ahelf. I‘ was sure

! | it was full of pictui'es of illicit lovers and igcrmen of
questionable reputation. pictures I would leave in decpdent
disarray across his bed. B‘ut I dld neither of thepe things.

Al I wasaarraid not g0 much of their anger as of their silent.

tight-dipped‘ embarrassment.

My parents seemed 'to have foréotten about me.which was

an éveh .worse offense. ﬁ There had been no repeated, im}iatient

&

< urgings for me‘to stop my éawdling. I went baoi;"to the -
; \:iningroom and slifpped in behind the half-epen, door, peeking

to the room through the crack at the hinge. My father was ~

,stand'ing behind my Nmother"s chair now, his hands on her
) sh§uiders. "My mother's face was turned from me and half of
- her body was obscured by my father's. What I could see was
r#g.id. ~ The only movement was that of the fingers o:r ‘her |

right hand, turning ar §crabb1e tile over and.over. My father ‘

was talking to her, almost too low for me to hear.

L3 . -
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"Amelia, I m sorry. Sémetimes come~home cranky from !

3 et Ty

S

'those clasnea and I guess I take 11 outnon yOu. 'He rubbed
' her shoulders but ghe didn't move. ‘Anyway, who knows.

" There's probably aeveral spellings of captivate ~==you know
. how the newspapers are aIWaYE ‘inventing new words---and ihe
| Oxford just doesn’ t have it. It's a very old dictionary.
'_ He bent déwm gpd kisaed my mother s'hair. She jumped.
Lo turulng her head so I could see one side of her face. It B

¢

~_“+ looked like it had at the supper table,, frozen. ; bit crooked,- -
| _atill beautiful. .My mother set the Scrabble tile down on the -
e ‘ ff%able. It was a preparatory gesture, a gesture I would 1ater
\aemember with the,setting_aside of afoigarette or a pair of
glasses.'a'siénai for the warm, cdm;ortable coming together
of familiar iougrs. With ay mother it was an overdy dramatic ~
surrendar.'more like a final sigh someone gives before he |
suomits himself to a docforf <My father kissed her hair -
again,_thég the na@; of her neck. She blinked and staned
straight ahéad of her. His hands slid down her arms and he
tried to kiss the corner of her«mouth. She turned her head
a little, to make it easier for Him His hand went to her.

X

, breast, almost covering ‘it. T '1‘~"‘~ -

) - © -

Ao T . My mother made a move to ge% up then but it seemed al- ~
- ) | most mechanical. There was still nosexpression on her face,
= ) ; no qngé%l no indignation.” I saw my father 8 rlngers tighten //%é
. around her aris and then he twisted around in front of her, '}
- his chest pressing against her knees, his hands atill planteq
on hér armswb_?ga;an inatant I thought of all the pictures

- N - *
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I'd eeen‘in the fairytale books of the prince .kneeling ﬁe-f

fore the princess, the proposal on his lips as coﬂcfete:aé'

a ring or a bejewelléd .slipper. But neither of them said

anything. My father kept rising part way @p off his knees,

ileaﬂing across mi mother's lap and‘trying to undo hef éweate;.
'w1th his teeth. He made snuffllng n01ses$ baby noises. My ‘
) mother twisted out of his reach agaln and again, pressing her v
'back 1nto the chair. bracing her knees against my father's

"chest. But somehow her struggling seémed listless. There

was no real energy behlnd it. as if what she was doing was
so famillar to her she didn’ t even have to concentrate.

It was a terrible game, 'a game they were both frighten—

‘ingly aacustomed to. I think they must have been playing it.

over and, over for years, my father pretending myimother's'\
struggling was passion. my mother gi?ing nothing, keeﬁing all
and knowing always that the control was hers. One twist of the
game, saved for special occasions, for certain black nigﬁts.
and he would Know it too. ‘

She tried such a twist now. My father had the top

button unddne on her sweater and when his lips touched the

skin at her throat my mother stopped etruggling. A look

that I recognized as the one she wore when she burned the
caterpillar nests, - a hard. cruel look, passed over her face.
My father hesitated, drew his hand away from her neck and
resteq back on his knees. His hand slid down her arm, down

" td the curve of her thigh, -over to- the inside softness of
£ ' .
her knee. .His hand disappeared up her skirt byt my .mother
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still didn't moVé. She looked as if she was suspended in
ice. I imagined her skin would.be cold to the touch but when
‘my father finally drew his hand away it was as if he had
been burnt. - ’ L

He stood up'slowly. his joints cracking, and cleared
his throat. The sound acted as a reieaseﬁfor my mohter,
Her arms and legs loosened and she pulled her skirt back
over her knees, smoothed. her hair. did up her _sweater. Thél
gestures were calm, efficient. She had done all this before
too Somehow she foundustrength in my £ ther's downca;t

eyes, in the .thrust of his hands into his ockets, and when

she finally spoke to’ him..it was in an- even. patient, put-

‘upon mother's voice.. ‘ O . ’

*You know, Daddy, you shouldn't make overtures when
Daphne’s in the house. She might s;e." ‘

My father looked surprised. then relieved. Maybe he'd 7,‘
been afraid she'd ;ever talk fo him again. ‘ _

"Well, it wouldn't hurt her to see a display of affec-
bion once in a while.”

My mother made a snorting sound in her throat. "I'd
harﬁly call what we just had here a display of affection.”

-"Well, I meant it to be. At least it started out as
affection...” His voice trailed‘a;r but then he reéovered,
himself for a moment, straightening his shoulders. “Besidesm
Daphne's going to have fo know about these things sooner or
later. She'llabe going to high school next year, going out

on dates with boys. Don't you think it's about time you had

S~
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a talk with her?' '
My mother frowned and pursed her. lips as if my fathgr-

i;had-qut told a 8lightly absurd, slightly risqué Joke.

"Don't be silly, Daddy. Daphne's just a little girl. She g "
got no need for that sort of thing." She didn't sound perq

fectly sure of herself.

I left them,like that, my father standing sheepish and

»

tired before the straight-backed figure of my mqther.‘_ 1

crept upstairs to my bedroom and for most of the night I

thought about what I had seen. 'I had believed sex was some-
thing mysterious.,something almost painfully prlvate and

intimate. It was gentle as well as unbearably exciting. Sex

‘was one long tantalizing kiss in a daisy-strewn field. What
"I saw that night had not even the earniestnesg, the simplicity

oI’whég I would later come to know asg. lust. Sex, or more
likely I was thinking of love, had'no more place in our
house than the caterpillars had outside it.

\

The next day I told ‘Selena about the -episode with my

‘ parénts. My mother had let me out on my bike alone, a rare

thing, nervously dismissingﬂme when I asKed permission. Her

voice Mad been distant---her lips hardly seemed to move---

but fMer eyes were plercing as if she was trying)to see” through

my clothes. Selena, who rarely 1ooked‘at anyone except her-

gself in the mirror and lately the Royer boy down the street,

~ would be a welcome relief, -

‘We sat on the bﬁings in Selena's back yard, facing out

a
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onto the.crdppedvhayfields and the woods beyond them. Selena

. '<A ' -
.wasn't listening to.me, or dldn{t seem to be, even though I

' emphasized the details I throught she would find most dnter-

es?iné, blewing,dp to mgmmoth,proportiops,my father's hand
on my dotﬁer's thigh} his mouth at her throat. Selena
stared off at the tree-l;ne in front of us, her llps moving
slightly. Maybe she ‘'was counting the white patches of cater-
piller nests on the edge of the woods or reciting something
she d read in' a magazine. Lately she devoured WOman 8 Dax

and Redbook, memorlzing beauty tips, dog and don’ ts. bits

‘ of gospel about oily skin or wardrobe choice for flgure type

'tripping oifher tongue when she happened to 1ook in my -

direction. She spent less and less time. on her projects---

,‘the collection of varidus forest fungi, the capture and

mounting of butterflies; the dissection of frogs and field-

N

mice--~and more and more time en‘her appearance. She dis-
/. . ’ . o~

cafded the cut-offs and T-shirts ef the summer before for

' sho;t\skirts with attached bloomers and white eottom biouses

that showed the outline of her brassiere. Instead of

sneakers she wore polished white sandals, (once in a while we

" spent an afternoon painting her toenails a decadent red) dﬁd(/

now she shaved her legs'onee,qverj two ddye with her'metherr;/
elegtric razor. | ; ‘_ " '

I gave up trying to talk ;o ner and stared down at the
rut .that had been;wo;n underneatp‘the‘ewinge; The eyings
were too small for me now."I-hdd to bend my legs aimest~

double if I wanted ‘to go high. ‘I-tried that now but I set |

¢
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the whole frame to,§ﬁaking until it éeemédulike the whole‘
swing set would come uprooted. Selena glared at me and got
ué Lff her éwiﬁé. I was glad 1'd uPset her if only for a
moment. ’Sometimes ; Just couldri't stand her igﬁoring me any
longer. ‘ -

"You know Daphne, you sure act like a baby ;ometimes.'
Selena stood in front of me, her hands on her hips: She
flipped her 1long, silvery hair over her shoulder. "B& the

way, I think your father's an animal. I don't know why he

wants to bother your mother like that anyway. She's,too old

"

to have kids.” |

I wasn't sure I understood. ‘What_do &ou mean?”

"I mean why bother? ‘At his age.", Selena's own parents
were in their early thirties and her mother was expectiqg a
‘baby in a week. |

"Maybe he loves her."”

"Mmm, mayber"

"Well, if what...if what my parents did is only good for

‘making bables, then why do you go with all those boys into

the puéhés?? I was sure I'd caught her now.

. Selena turned to me and rolled her eyes. I'd insulted
her intélligence again, somehow. "Come on; Daphne. I don't
let them do anything. I'm not séupid. ‘I'let them touqhtﬁe
and kiss me but only in certain places and I‘nevér‘leﬁ them

do everything. Some of them get mad but that's tﬁein'problem;,

"I keep them interested and then when I'm old enough- to get
. married I'll have'lota of guys to choose from.'.Noﬁody likes

r
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a cold fish, you know, Daphne, and nobody likes a girl who

2
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does everything elther.
I rocked back and forth, trying to let this sink in.
Selena 8 mother called from inside the house and Selena was

gone in a minute. She spent a lot of time with her mother

‘lately, fetching and carrying for her, amazed that a baby

could survive inside there without any air. As soon as the
door slammed behind her, I got up hnd went into the woodshed.
It was dim inside the shed the windows clouded over
with dlrt and matted cpbwebs. The caterpillars were hidden
in an old armoire - in the corner because her mother would
kill her if she knew Selena kept any of the things that
close to the house. There were sixljars inslde. ﬁined up
orie next to the other on the middle shelf, and there were a
couple of caterpillars\inside'eacn jar. I picked up one of
the bottles and tapped on the slde of it.: Two of the cater-
pillars uncoiled and probed about blearily with fheir knobby
heads. The third didn't move, not even when I tipped the
jar upside'down. ‘ 1 .
Sooner or later they were all boundfTo die. They didn’ t:
get nearly enough air or light. .They had nowhere near enough
room'to string up~nests and so they couldn't reproduce., If

"they didn't reproduce, they wouldn't spin cocoons and turn

into the little bluey-white butterflies Selena had told me
about. The cycle had been interrupted. And Selena would
never let them go. Once in a yhile she rememhered the&

_ were still ih here and stuffed some leaves in on top of “the
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caterpillérg. but most times she forgof.. Besides, she
wanted . to watch. She wanted to see iT just maybe one of-
them would manage to spin a cocoon. She figured it would
be really aomething if she could produce- a butterfly ritht

‘here in such a controlled environment.

I carried the Jars out .onto the lawn two at a time.
Around‘the corner of %hé shed’where there was a small

stretch of grass and bramble, I dumped the caterpillars

out. Most of. them ‘hit the ground and didn't move. A few-
of them uncurled. probed about groggily. then disappeared

deeper into the grass.

4
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‘,Everjr mQrﬁing Flash woke to the sound ‘of his brother
Winston moaning in the next bed. Long low gurgling ‘moans
like an old man clea.ring his throat. And every morning

Flash automagtically pulled a pillow over his head. But the - ‘
+ sound a.lways seeped through and it really didn t matter much

since he had to get up to go to work anyway. It didn't _
matter much except that he hated it. He was eighteeri years
old and he couldn t remember a day when he hadn't heard the
mcraning. He heard it while he ate breakfast, “lunch ana

’ supper in the next roon, the sound droning in his ear like

a mosquito. He heard it in the .evenings when he watched

demolition derby on- television. the moans gett.’mg logt under

.the scrape of metdl but coming up even louder when the en-
gines had all' éputtered and died., - He evbn heai‘d it at work,
or thought he heard it, in the groan or a dump trucx wheel

on gravel, in the grind of bulldozer gears. He lf_xgard,~ .
Winston moaning the way he heard his own heartbeat wher he
stopped to.listen---strong and.steady and insistent. .

. . N .
N n . 4
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This morning was no different frem any other morning

. except that Flash woke up before Winston's moans did the job

. for him. He d been dreamlng that he was in his Comet, racing

w1th the boys down at the gravel plt the way he did every
Saturdgy. He was pushing the car flat out, thenose pointing
toward the red drum at the finish line and hi was Qinning}
Then, out offnowheré, the engine' choked and stalled. "No '
matter what Flash did he couldn't start it up again. When

he tried td undo” his sgfety_harness it was jammed, so he sat

for awhile waiting for someone to come and pry him out. But

'they all drove right by. One-by one the boys drove their

cars out of the pit as if nothing was wrong, as if he wasn't
even therei -He started pounding on the window with his fists
and screaming. But the sound was muffled, blurred and bubbiy
as if he was screaming .underwater. When he finally woke up
his fingers &ere guried claw-like around the bedpost and his
face dripped sweat. ‘ ‘ | g

He propped hlmself up and wiped hls face on a corner
of the sheet. He took a cigarette out of the pack on the
night-table and 1it it, the match quivering in his hand. It
was a stupid dream.’ Cars didn't choke like that, not at full
throttle. And besides, he didn't we;r a safety harnesg. Not

even an brdinary‘safety belt or a helmet when he raced at the

'pit. Now if he made, it to the b;g-timé or even the semi-big- |

time at Napierville, he might get one of those shiny asbestqé

_suits with a helmet to match. He'd have his name and numbdr
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on both of them and he'd’ wear a harness if it was regulatlon.

. But with the duds he raced agalnst down at the gravel pit
" he didn t need anythlng like that. Stlck Winston behind the -

wheel and ‘he’d probably beat every one of them.

When he thought about Winston he heard the moanlng Ior
the first time that morning. It was part of Winston's
breathlng. low and full of phlegm on the lntake. high and whin-
ing when he let it out. Winston was lylng on his back as
usual, the mound of his stomach heaving up and down. His

arms rested llke dead welghts on elther side of him, his palms

/

upward and his wrists tied with rag strips to the iron bed

frame. He stared stralght up at the ceiling but he prob~ S o~

'*bably wasn't awake &et. Lots of times he slept with his eyes

" open. Flash sucked hard on hls c1garette and blew smoke

£

rings that floated across the ;obm and settled in a blue
haze over Winséon's\béd. ‘ ,

Flagﬁ’coulé hear his mother clattering around in the
kitchen. She'd be in soon to wake him up and to change ’
Winston. If he got up quick he ﬁoﬁldn't have to help her
or liéfen to her nag. He reached up to take his é;?§t<off the .

bedpost and as soon as he'd done it he knew he'd moved too

fast. Winstén's.moans turned to short, hiccupping grunts: 5?

A -

' Flash swore and glared across at Winston. Winston stared vack, - ;éé

His fingers curled and uncurled and his legs twitched under- e

neath the blankets. Flash turned away and put on his
shint. L .

“ *If you keep on makin' that goddamn nblse Winston.'I'ﬁ
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gonna fiikin' strangle jou." | } ’ i
ﬁdnéton speeded up the grunting until it sounded 1ike
he was about to choke. Flash sfhbbéd out his cigarette and
"* started fiddling with the rags arcund Winston's wrists.
They were sweat—soaked and w1nston had pulled them tight
durlng the night. Flash got one of them undone but the one
on the far gide of the bed was even tighter and while he
worked on it he had to fight off Winston 8 free hand. Winston -
kept grabbing at his fi%gers. slapping him on.the back. Flash
hated it when Winston touched him: His skin was too soft,
like a baby'glexcept claﬁmier. He ignored him but Winston
ﬁhimpered and heaved the full welght of his" arm against
Flash '8 shoulder. Flagh stepped back a bit and held his
- hand to the spot where Winston had hit him. It didn’'t ‘hurt
but he felt as if he wanted to wlpe off something that had
| been left behind, something gummy and rotten.

"Alright,Winnie. You asked for it.

Flash took hold of the rag and pulled. He twisted it
back and forth, squeezing Winston's wrist against the bed
frame. 'Winston went silent, a puzzled look settling on his
face. Then the rag gave way. and Fldsh took a few stgps back-
ward to avoid Winston's swinging arm. He threw the rag on
the floor and kicked it into .the corner. Winston.started
moaning again.

‘Winston was what the guys down at the pit called a
vegetable. He'd been that way all his 1ife. When he was ten.
he still hadn't'leafned how to talk or feed himself. By then,

52
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v'baptards," he wasn't sure which. He fel't.a flush of humilia-

re

b9

Flash had fiﬂisﬁeddgrade one ané was’playlng hockey in the
Laurel mosquito league. But what Fiash remembered most
clearly about that time wasn’ t school or hockey. lt was
Winston, wanderlng around the house in a dlaper. trailing
after their mother and whining. Winston followed her every—
where, “scuffing through dirt she'd just swept up. stepping
on her heels. She’ never yelled at him, just hoisted‘him into

a chair and gave him a magazine to loock at, ' &

v Flash's father yelled at Winston all the time, screaming .

at him to quit his bloody whining and groaning. And he yelled
at Flash's mother, too. telling her over and over to use her

head and put the kid im a home where he belonged. But she ,

‘wouldn*t and one day, after Winston spilled a pitcher of °

maple syrup down.the front of his favourite dress pants,
Flash's father disappeared. A He came‘back only once, a week -
later, to‘pick.up hig clothes. A year after that Flash's
oldest brother Peanut married his highschool sweetheaft .

. Lee-Ann and moved into an apartment in town.

y After that Winston got worse. He started having trouble
walking and Flash'simpth;; had toakeep'him in bed.' One day,
when Flash was eleven or so, he found his mother sitting at ™
the kitchen table gripping an ehpty‘correé mug with both _ ff%
hands, her knuciles white.i He sat down beside her and she - ‘ ’y@
muttered something that sounded to Flash like "cowards" or |

tion, shame because he knew exactly what mhe meant, who she

meant. Even.then he felt that somehow, simply because he

|
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”_he shared their blood. he wdﬁld cowmit the same crimes as
Peanut and his father.'that even. thinklng about 1eaving was
i crime.,ins mother had reached across the table and clutched .

hig hand, squeezing his fingers so hard it hurt. He thought
she would never let go. ‘ ’ o

T

. Flash buttoned his shirt and.took his jeans off, the

bedpost. -With only one leg in he heard the bedrbom door open,

¥,

\

-

\

3

\
4

heard his mother 8 sing-songy good—morning. He turned his back

) Cd >
quickly to her and yanked his pants all the .wdy up, did up
: : " ‘ N
.his Pelt. - ‘ . | o ' |
»Jjesus, Ma. Can't you see I'm dressin'? You could -
3 ‘, * ",

]

iﬁqck first.” N ‘
" His mothér said nothing. She just smiled. the same

ahaent-minded smile she'd given him ever since he was a little

boy %Pd he *d yelled.ay her to stay out of the room while he

'\ was taking a ‘bath. She started pulling at Winston's bed-

clothes, tuggi&é at the bottom corners fLirst. When she got
to the top of the bed she stopped and kissed Winst%n on the
rorehead.‘s;eeping his fine hair out of his face. On the
* rar ‘8ide of ‘the bed ghe stopped and ‘looked gver at Flash.
"Where‘'s the other rag?” -y
*I hadda rip it orr. . . ' |
°, She pursed her lips. "Well, you've-left a nice red 5
mark-on Winnie's wrist. You could have come and asked me

for the scissdrs.

"Yeah, T g\xess“ I couldt but I didn’ 't." He fiddled with .

his belt, tightening 1t so he could hardly breath.

[ . ' : : 3

-
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. watched herpwhile he rindshed dressing, kﬁowing he should
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She kept struggling with the bedclothes, pulling all the
T \ . :
top covers off and bundling them into a cormer. But she : ‘
couldn't get the bottom sheet out from under Winston: Flash.

S,

. S
. . 4 -
help her but wanting only to get out of the house pnd‘down

to the pit., She was trying to roll Winston’ over but she
couldn t get him more" than an inch off the mattress. Flash
let out a long breath, loud enough so\ghe could hﬁ?r , and
grabbed hold of Winston's shonlder. He rolled’%im onto his
side and then onto.h%s other side~while‘his mother pulled'the
sheet and the rubber mat out from under him. Flash let Win~ - - {
ston fall back on the bed w}tﬁ a du}i thud. His mother
started unbuttoning Winston's nightshirt. - -

This was the part Flash hated the most. The only reason

he stayed in the room at all was beoause his mother needed
Alhe%p when she washed Winston. Flash p;ppped Winston ub and

his mother pulled the nightshirt 6ff over his head. Winston .
Tlopped back down dnd'grinnqg. smiling out from a qguﬁd of -
grey, thick flesh. He had no hair on his body, just a light .
fuzz on his face and arms and-*‘lggs 1ike a girl's, a fuzz that

got slightly darker and wirier between his legs. Flash hated
watching his mother clean Hinston. especially there. She

would sc{ub at him there.as ir it was any other part of his

body and once, when Flash was half looking, Winston got an
erection,: His mother had stopped for only a second. seémed
hardly to notice the change, then contlnued her scrubbing as

ir nothing had happened at,q;l..‘ .
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Today while she washed Winston, Flash looked out the
window. H;'had to. bend his knees a 1ittle because if he -
stood straight his eyes came on a le§e1~with fhe-top‘of
the casement and he couldn' t see anything. Since the house
had been built thirty years ago. it had steadily sunk into the
clay .underneath it. There was no foundation, only-a linocleum
covered concrete floor, so when you céﬁe_into the ;;uée you

stepped down, like into a sunken livingroom. Outside the

bottoms of the windows were only a foot off the ground and

. every year Flash had to plane down the doors or else they

dug into the lawn. It looked like a toy house from the road,’
the peak of the roof maybe ten.feet high, a dwarf's house.
When he was little Flash had dreams that one, morning ne .
would wke up and the whole house would be underground, thay
all he would.SEe out of the window; would be-gravel and’clay.
After a while everyone ‘'would suffocate. When he.was older he .
had thought about fixing the foundation some way so the
house wouldn't sink any further. He figured that- if‘he
didn't, the whole place would collapse. But a,hq&se could
only sink so far and even if hé could figure out hoy to fix‘
it, he didn't have the money anyway. :

Winston kept up his grunting behind Flash. His mother
gave Winston instrucfions\as to where he . should puﬁ his hands

" while she scrubbed his chest, where he should keep his tongﬁe
* ~

while she washed his face. Flash knew that no. matter what
she said, Winston would just flop all around anyway. She might

}

as well put him on trolley ropes and raise and lower his arms




[

move. He'nevef answered her when she called'him.by his real
i . ), . 1 .

- here?" ..

. .
N \ i . .
. " B’
.andflegé for .all the help he was. She migh?;as wellxigt‘hiﬁ | .

stink and rot away in his 'bed. She might as well let him .-
sleep in a coffin.
y >

"Albert, can ydu help me turn Winnie over?". Flash didn't '

name, not the first time anyway. "Albert, will you help me
r . ,

-y r ’, ) ‘. ‘ ) ;
Flash heaved Wihston over onto his stomach so his pale ".

buttocks stuck into %he.air.‘ His mofhervstafted scrubbing at

Winston's back and Flash looked away. He wanted to get this

lall finfghed and get his hands off Winston's skin. His )

mother finishgd wéshing Winston and started'making up his

bed, darting under Flasﬁ's arm'while he held Winston up. She °,
slipped‘a clean nightshirt over Winston's head and as;éoon ; \
as his‘armé were fhto the sleeves flésh let him.fall 5gck' | e

onto.tﬁe bed. Winston's head missed the pillow and bounced ..

.hard against the mattress. His mdtherlturned'and glared at TN

Flash. . . )
*“Alber£§ Whgt.are you trying to do? Break his gkull?" _—
"Christ,Ma, he's got o much fat on him 1tfd~taie a

gledge hammer to break a bone." She kep§ st5ring at him

and he spit out the next words without thinking. “Besides,

with him a broken'skull ain't gonna make a helluva lotta

difference, is it?" S R | \ -
His mother turned her back to him and started to struggle

‘with Winston's nightshirt, trying to uncoil it from around

his chest. Flash watched for a few minutes, his hands deep
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in his pockets. Then he lunged forward and pulled Winston

r

up. .

S

The Comet d;; sitting out on the driveway, ready to go.
Flash stood in the doorway, Winston's moaning faint behind
him; and admired the.car. The Comet wés.a 1963, already

ten years old, but it looked brand new. It was painted a

glossy canary yellow w1th two identical black racing stripes

running 31de by side across the hood, up onto the roof and
down over the trunk. He'd spent a whole weekend getting those
§fripes‘3ust_right. Almost every night after supper Flash
worked'twd or three hours on the Comet, tinkering:énd alter-
ing and impr&ving. trying to figure out how to make it a

.better, faster car. Sometimes Peanut came over to watch but
he usually got impatient with how slowly Flash worked-aﬂh

went home after an hour or so.

\ @

Flash was suppbsed to pick up Peanut for' the races in
about five minutes. Helping his mother with Winston had made
him late so he“alid in behind the wheel and gunned the motor
a few times. He saw his mother's head éoke out of Winston's
bedroom window. She looked iike a groundhog’sticking its
nose out of a hole. He raced the motor some more and iet

the car rip out of tg;’ﬁiifeway. sending a shower of pebbles

ﬂicochetting off th; g?ll of the hotise.

Every Satgraay since he was ften ye%rs.old Flash haﬁ gone
to-the drag ;aces;ﬁﬁ the grave pit. Before he was old
eanut'picked him up and they

»

enough to have his own car,

/ g . ! .
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rode most of the way over on the wrong side of the highway.
. - »

Usually FIash>just watched the races, getting close enough

to the track so that he could feel the dust on his face and

‘the spray of dirt against his shins. Once in awhile Peanut

. \ .
or one of the other drivers sirapped Flash into the passenger
seat and took him for a spin around the pit. He planted hié 
feet on the floor and flattened his hands on the seat so he

could feel the roar of the engine‘shivéring up his amms, . his’

"legs. He thought nothing'wouid stop this barrelling forward,

that if they came up against a wall of the pit the car would

Just drill right through. But the car always did stop be-

cause Peanut had to take:Flash home to Winston and his mother.
As soon as ?lasp was old enough he got his driver's

licensge. He.hpng around the pit then, racing every car he

. could get his hands on. Peanut wasn't a very good driver,

he lost m%at'of the time, so he let Flash race his battered

old gfeen Falcon a lot. Flash won a Tew times and the other

drivers started paying,more attention to him. They'started

calling him Flash and’ once in a while one of them would offer

‘the use of his car without Flash even having to ask. A year

later,. as soon as he finished high school, he got a job at
the pit ag 'a bulldozer operator. -#e saved almost all of .

‘his salary and bought ﬁhp Comet. He started winning races.

" The Comet was. running smooth today, sliding along fhé
rutted, cracked highway. . Peanut lived only about a mile

away in the cent;:&bf the village. He and Lee-Ann and sha*
three kids Iived in an apartment over the grocery store.

. o ‘ A $
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Twq or three nights a week, if he wasn't working on the Comet,

. ' Flash went over to their place to play canasta or watch tele-

. she'd been pretty good-looking when Peanut married her. 'But

vision. fhe only noise in the house .would be the voices from
the television set, ‘or the flip of cards, or oncevln a while
the‘baby c:ylng. Sametimes Peanut would grab Lee Ann s house—
coat as she shuffled by and pull her onto hls lap where he'd
"bounce her up and down and kiss her, then let her go again.
Flash liked to watch them, 1iked the qulet of their apartment.
.wHe had started looking at the glrls pn the stregﬁ and in the
bars a little more closely to see if any one of them wés
particularly interested in him “

‘ When Flash eased the Comet onto the shoulder in front
6? the store Lee-Ann and the kids were sitting out on the.
apartment landing. \Hé honked his horn and Lee-Ann waved.
" She 1eaned down and said something to Frank, Jr. and the
.1itt1e boy. dlsappeared into the house. Lee-Ann was preg;’
nant again. She had on an old bathrobe over her nightgown
apd it didn t meet across hgr middlé. She never &t fat
anywhere else, just hér stomach, and the.baby stucﬁ out on
hér 1ike a bag of laundry. Her skin always got splotchy and
she got terriblu bags under her eyes. Flash remembered that

she didn t look that good anymore and it wasn't just because
. she was pregnant.- Everything about ‘her body had. slackened
and weakened. 1 : ' X

- Peanut came out of the house, the gcrgen“ddop slapping
‘behin& him. He-stepped over Lee-Amn's feet and took the ~

~ [
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'
stairs two at a time. When he stood ﬂeside the Comet his héad
was only a little'higher than the car roof.

"Yog;re gonna have to ‘give me a ride,}lash. I smashea
up the Falcon pretty gdod last night.™ He slid into the
passenger'é seat and told Flash to "burn it.”

"Lee-Ann won't like it." -

"Sa; Bury it."

Flasﬁ éevved it, the engine roaring beneath his hands
like sométhing alive and when the time was right, he shot the
car forward, the back whe;ls équealing and spitting gravel.
When they. were out of sight of the house he slowed ii down.

"Lee~Ann come down hard on you cuz of the Falcon?”

Peanut nodded. "She's cranky as heil all the time.
Slap; the kids if they drop a spoon. Can't say hello to her
or she picks a fight."” - |

JI guess a lotta women are like that when they're preg-

nant." 7 -

"She's like that even when she ain't pregﬁant---which,

ain't very often. She's the only woman I know who's had

morning sickness evefy day of;hgr life." .
They drove in silence .-for a while. Flash felt something
like panic rising inside him. He turned suddenly to look at
f * .

Peanut. - ‘

"But Peanut, it sure ‘must be nice to have a warm body
to sleep next to.,at night---
. "Lee-Ann don t.let me sleep in the bed with her.  She

says.I take 0o much room and make her sweaty.. I either sleep
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on the couch or find a bed somewheres elge."
Flash stared out through the windshleld, concentrating
on the white line down the m;ddle of |the higliway. When he
spoke this time‘hevmade sure his vdice was low.and offhand,
*When's Lee-Ann expectin' the baby anyway?"
*I danno. 'Nbéember, December. Somewhere around there.":
‘t  "Shit. Twenty-four years old and you're gonna be a
father for the fourth time already.” '
"Yeah, well, I dunno if I'm gonna stick around for the:
next one.” | - ‘ ) ' . -
"What? Whadya mean? 'You're leavin' Lee-Ann?"
_ *Yeah. Maybe. I think so.® . A
"She know?" . ' ' -
~ "No. Yeah. Well, she'd have to be pretty dumb not to \
/&ave a pretty good idea." ‘ S ’ : '-&‘;
Peanut coughed, started poking around in the glove
compartment. He pulled a can of beer out from under a
’heap of rags.  When he eéened it, it bubbled sluggishly
over the rim and down ento his haﬁd.. |

"It's really that bad between you two, Peanut?"

Peanut nodded. took a swallow of beer. "Yup. I d rather : fQJ
be married to Winston." . : ‘ _ . i?%

Flash gﬁnnsd the car then. pepped itA fhroﬁgh th: .
gears until they were going over a'hundred:Pdlea an hour.~,
Straight out on a flat stretcﬁ of highway. He felt 1ike he‘

* -was going to fly.through the windshield. He never wore a
geatbelt so if something went wrong, if he hit a rut in the
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'road or a bird flew into his path, he could fly through the

wirlldshie.ld. That was the best par"t'. ,The not knowing. He

glanéed over at Peanut. Peanut looked.back.,his hair plas-
tered.' awa'y\ from his face, and grinned at Flash. _. Flash eased
up a li’c\tle bit on the -gag and then jumped it forward again.

It felt like they were going even faster now, felt ag’ if

when they reached the ‘end of the flat stretch of highway the
car would take off like a plane on a runway. But Flash kept

the edge of the road 'in. sight. 'When he saw the turn-off to
"the grav:el pit he jack-knifed the car onto it; Peanut

bounced off the door and Flash felt at"sudden stab of: satis-
raclzt-ion when a pained, appreciative " w” was forced out of
Peanut. Flash pulled the car into the flat bottom of the
pit then twisted the car into a three-gixty 80 that it I"aced
the far.end of the pit when 1t stopped. ,

Peanut stared at him, still grinning. ‘Thelr conversa-
4;on geemed to have left no mark on his face. "Ya knbw,
Flash, you're .ge%:tin' better and better all th_é time. You
really 6ughta think seriously about Napierville.” |

Fo'r‘a spli:t gecond Flash saw Winston when he looked .at
Peanut's face. go wide and empty and child-like. He nodded
and looked away . ' \ ‘

" Most of the cars weré down at the end of the pit, about

a half-nile away, and the rest would be, there soon. Flash -

" picked out Lenny Graves' baby blue Camaro. Lenny was the

only one who could give him a run for his mbney and even he
had never beaten Flash. Qniy ‘two people had. One was a

)
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fellow from S_ﬁerbrooke with a car imported from the States.

. He'd even had a parachute hitched to the back of his car

v ot p———e ¢

that shot out when the race was over. Itﬁhad' only been for
show though because Flash knele he wasn't going that fast,
Just bargély npsed past him af the end. The ~othér driver had
been Jackson Travers, a local boy. _Eve;:-jone had said he had
an airplane engine under the hood of his car. Flash believed
the story the .day\ he raced against Jabksor;. Jackson bea.t
hin'by a good two car lengths and Flash had had the feeling
he wasn't even pushing it. Aftef that Jackson went to Napder-
ville every w\eekend and brought ’h:me trophy after trophy.
Then he was hit by a car in the fég on his way to the big
t;tme at Saratoga or somewhere down in the States. Sometimes
when he was really flooring it, a'picture of the mangled car
they had tow'ed back té:'Jacksqn's p”ar;ants would jump E’Lnto
Flash's head and stick there, make it impossible /to concen-
trate.

"All that Flash had to race against these days were
second-raters. Lenny Graves, the lpBatman's;spn. Evvy
Pritc;ha.rd, the hayor's, son. Joe Paulette, thet hardware gtore
owner’'s son. ' They were all average. Flash figured that if
he went around and stuck a number on evers" car, a "one" for
himgelf, a "two" for Lenny and so on down the line, the cars
would pretty well finish that way in the races. Most of the
drivers knew who they'd stand the besi chance with and auto-
matically paired up with. them at the Btarting line.

HFlas‘h dz:'ove over to. where the other cars ‘\‘vere parked and
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let Peanut out. He stayed inside the Comet and smoked. ‘He

didn't feel like being with the other men, not today. Flash
watched them. He hadn't realized how much they loocked alike,
moved alike. They were all loose-boned and tall, their arms
and4throats sunburned. And they moved as if they were half
asie;p. digging grooves in the sand with their toes, blowing
smoke rings, mumbling to one another. They only came alive
for a few quick seconds, the few qulck seconds it took to run
a drag race.

The cérs raced in two's down a flat‘strétcb about a
half mile long. At the end¥ef the track two red drums marked
the finish and when a race was won one of the boys would stand
to the side and flag the winner. Then the cars would circle
out to the edges of the pit and park back by the starting line.
Thg‘fifst four or five races were ovér by “the time Flash
finished his cigafette. - h | -

When it was his turn Flash-eased the car up to the éfért-
‘ ing’line. yakipg sure the Comet'é nose was exactly even witﬁ )
. the nose of Lenny's baby blue Camaro. He let the engine
roar and when the white handkerchief”dropped, the Comet shot
forward. Aiready he was a car length aﬁead of Lenny; He
felt every bump on the track in.tﬁe soles of his féet. He.
felt the engine in the pit of his stomach, felt it roll and
turn and circle. But something was different today. Today
there was é%ﬁhing;?ew about it, every bump and rut in the

" track, every shift and bounce of the car was familiar. He

a0
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had felt all the same things a hundred \time:s before. He
felt suddenly numb and dragged down, as iqut'he‘ hard floor
of the pit had somehow turned into slow-rolling quicksand.
It seemed as if the Comet ‘was plowing tl;r.'ough mud but
Flash pushed it across the finish 1i e, beating Lenny by at
least two car lengths. They were the last racers so he and
Lenny..ttmned together and ‘drove back down the: track, nose

i
to nose.g Flash glanced across at the Camaro and Lenny nodded

.a.nd'g‘rinn'ed. There.- was something about the grin that made
) Flash want to spit. Lenny grinned like he didn't even mind

+ D

losing, as if even knowing he would lose was all right. ,
The goddamned fucking bastard probably hadn't even ‘tried.
If he'd won, the other drivers would've said it was a fluke,

and it“erobably would have been, so why even try. Flash jam-

med his foot down and sped forward a few feet‘.” Thén he-

slammed on the brakes. Lenny» kept going at the éamé speed,
= »
right by him. Flash gunned it again and when Lenny passed

. him this time he shof Flash an embarrassed look. This time

Flash went about twenty f'eet ahead and whipped the Comet into
Lénny'é path. Lenny slammed on the brakes, his caf bouncing
like an o0ld mattress. Flash' backed up even with Lenny. He
gunn;d his engine and staz:ed into the Camaro'. His fix@e}
tapped once, twice on the steering wheel and “then he slammed

down his foot until he thought he'd drive the pedal through

the floor. _
Lenny kept up with himsthis time, the Camaro’s nose
even with Flash's hubcap. Flash floored it but he knew that

~
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even-if he eased up he could still beat Lenny. They were
getting closer and closer to where ‘the cars were parked be-

hind the starting line. They would be-on top of them any

- minute. With =Zifty feet to go there was a squeal of tires

R, e v S ———le o

}gncouraging sounds for him. Flash had heard people ta.lk to | 8

beside him and Lenny had stopped cloar- )Flash :let it go a
Tew more feet then jack-kq;ted the car a.nd ‘sped across the
floor of the pit to thg opposite wall. When he'd go:; as
far as-helcould in that direction he turned the Comet around
and took it out the mouth qf the pit and home. Ny :
: . 5 . .
"Flash had been watching demolifiqn‘ derby on television
for what seemed like hours. »'"H""’es‘ta‘red at ghe_;screen but '
eyerything blurred togéther:‘ All he could think about was
his race with Ler;ny yesterday afternoon. He trigd ‘to think
about something else but every time he 'co'nc_j..entl:“atpd all he -

heard was his mother's voice and Winston's moaning coming

‘fYom the bedrooms . , k ' N

Flash got up and tip-toed over to the bedroom door.
His xi:oj;her' was 'rsitting on the edge of _U:’t.nston's bed with
her back ‘to Flash. She was cutting Winston's hair, leaning ,
over and snipping .his f@ne’ bangé . éomehow she had pz:opped
hir up on-a pillow and wrapped ‘a fablecloth around his neck .
to catch the hair. She was talking to bim, making }ittle =

dogsklike this when.they were trying to teach them tricks.
She leaned. back finally to survey her work, holding up a
little mirror for winston to look into. Winstbn reached 4 . ' -

L
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"Flash was still in the doorway, the tablecloth tucked under .
| 3
his arm. It was beginning to get dark and a long yellow

. the Cemet, I got two' thousand dollars here,” He patted the |

: _ \ R ') . . 6l
out to touch the mirror and Flash saw his mother's back stif— ’
fen, almost twitch. ‘She - ‘tdok Winston's hand in her own and
pressed it tol her mouth, held it there for a long time.

Flash leaned his }ull weight against the door frame.
There was something in his throat and he went tq the sink .
for a drink of watoer. ~He leaned agei}mt the gounter with
the glass in his hand ar stared out the window. A few
minutes later his mother came out with the tablecloth bun-
dled in her hands. Shiny blond hairs stuck to it. She went L
to the front door and let the wind untwist the cloth. When
she started shaking it, flapp;.ng it hard in the air, Flash

went to her and tock it from her. Shenstood beside him whilgy

he shook the last hairs out. ‘ ' i .. . .

When Peanut walked up ‘the drive\\[ay a few minutes later

" column.of light from Winston s bedroom stretched -asross the

N4

lawn. Peanut stopped in n'ont of Flash and offered him a
cigarette. Flash shook his head "no.® He noticed that in °
the fgint light that canenf‘rmﬁ the kitchen, Peanut's face
1oo~ked pale, almost greenish.

: "I'm goin' to Napierville. Flash,and I .want you to come
with me.™ '

R Flash wasn't surprised. ‘l‘his had been coming :\r a \ *
long time.  He said nothing and Peanut raced on. g rigure "*"z

we could stay in a motel out there and get some new parts. for

*
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pocket of his jeans.;'"That,shoulﬂ hold us 'til you start
winnin'."” ‘ S

¢ "You mean go there and stay?" -

"It's %he-only way to do it. - That ﬁay'you can take in ’

all the races. I been savin' thla money." he patted his

s
pocket agaln, *for over a’ yeé& and a half and-—-.
w‘{ -

"Doesn t Lee-Ann need that money°"

Peanut's face turned sour, sullen. fLee~Ann‘ain?t the
>
h } ~

woman I married."

"What about Ma and Winston?"

"There'% welfare." Peanut took a leng haul on his

cigarette, . puahedxthe smoke out through his teeth N "I’ '‘m
-~ '

offerin' you somethin’, Flash. I'm offerinA‘you somethin’

-

that ain't going to come around again. .
The finality in Peanut 8 voice frightened Flash, made
him want.tq Jjump into the Comet'right.then and there and-

drive all night to Napierville.. But he stayed in the

- shadow of the doorway, twisting the’tablecloth in his hands, |

listening. It was quiet out. He could hear frogs singing

" in the swamp beside the house. And he could hear Winston's ,

moaﬁing. It drifted out’ of the bedroom and 8lid across the

-floor, slow -and easy like #the breeze that wound around

Flash's ankles. |

"Well, you’comin with .me er not?"' Peanutlpoked.his~
head forward, Jabbed at the air with the stub of’ his cigar- 
ette.

And this time it was tﬁe }ear. the geepergtion on Pea-

. v
ey : T YT
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At the‘Déer Farm
ro - .

/-

After a while I'm not sure about anything I see. Every

btridge we cross over, every farmhouse and cluster of trees

~ we drive past look equally foreign and familiar to me.. I

t

ghould have known better than to trust my memory, my wobbly
genee of direction to lead us ﬁack to that deer farm I "
visited when 1 was fifteen years old. I could easily have -
conrused this route with another---we visited so many aif-
ferent places that gung-ho " summer of adventure,” as my
Tather liked to call it. ‘Maybe this is the way to the fish
hatchery or the Whiterock,Cavgrns. Maybg I've mixed up the

" landmarks, deposited them into the'wrong space and time.

*I think we turn left here.* < SR

Jeffrey makes the turn, jerking the wheel. I see the
beginnings of a scowl forming behind his eyes. It took us
at least an hour to drive out from the city and now anothar

hour of poking along rutted dirt roads that are covered

s

with a treacherous layer of invisible ice.. Evenivicky. who 7§

-

.
' .
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is aimést abnofmaliy patient for a three year old, is growing
'fidgety on my lap, drumming her heé;s against my shins. Ask-
ing .questions about nearly everything we pass albng éhe way,’
questions impossible to answer because what she's seen has
already disappeared by the time.I turn my head. Mycsister
Myra would know if we were on the right track. She was the
family igutof on those childhood trips appﬁnd Laurel
.County.n:jictically carried road maps inside her head.

'Suddenly Vicky squeals. bouncing up and down on my'lap,
slappxng the palms of her hands against the %gr .window., I |
pull her sticky fingers away from the glass and there it ig---
the fenced-in field, the mossy feeding troughs, the sagging,

'. weatherbeaten barns lined' up in a row like motel cabins. ‘A
sign. somehow prehistoric looking with iFf child-like stick
"figure of a degr painted into one corner, is wired to the
mesh fence and reads "MINIATURE DEER --- VIEW AT YOUR LEESURE-."
Behind the Tence I spot at least six of the little creatures, |
all of them with their heads up, suadenlg frozen by the sound \[;.
of our car. %_ .‘ | ; ' J
I reach out and touch Jeffrey's arm. “This is it.”™
He nods. Without looking at me he pulls the car sharply

"I open the door and Vicky has jumped out even before I

'qnto the shoulder.

have a chance to button up her jacket, pulf,on her mittens.
She barrels down the gentle slope beside the road, tripping
on a protruding root but she ié in too.much of a rush to stop
and cry. She rights harself.'ggéphipg the~fence just before




" noticed on my freQuent visits to the zoo with Vicky that there

' Jeffrey and I do.
' We. stand and look at each other. We at the deer. the
deer at us. They are all 8o small. ng taller than sheep but
not nearly as squat. Everythlng shrunken down, reduced, ex-
| cept for.the eyes..huge in their tiny, fimne-boned heads.
Looking at then, éea?ng'thosézeyes. I'Buddénly.remember‘é:
piétuie I ;ime acrogs the other day. 'Flipping through:the
encyclopedda in aeﬁgch of an answer to’phe,of'Vicky's never-
-leﬁding‘questions. I found a picture wedged into a cornef 6f
" the “Mamm®Is* section. a picture of the oldest known ancestor
of the deer. Recreated, the caption said, with the aid of .
foaéil remains. A rabbity little creature no bigger than a
catlwiéh padded toes instaad of cloven hooves. And greét
'_opaque eyes like pools of black cave water, like the eyes-
of night-time rodents. . _

Gradually one of the deer breaks: away fron the others - l
.and zig-<zags wariiy closer. Vicky, standing between Jeffrey
and me, wraps her arms around ygrsélf tp‘keep her excifemgnt

_in check, ﬁer'race already glowing:with\anticipation. ‘I've

is almost always one plucky animal in every bunch, one hraver
than the rest. And often it is the one with the game leg, '
the crippled wing that thrusts up against the bars nt the
cage Tirst, bulldozing its way forward as ir it can somehow
outrace its own ﬁisadyantage. I've seen the same thing in

‘ gﬁildren..this working double-time to make up for what sets
them apart, to make up for the red hair, the #hiék glasaes.‘

f
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.’
brain that works embarrasingly fast. But this little doe
that pushes her nose at Vicky's fingers gseems perféct. is
set apart only by her loveliness. Already her coat is smooth

4

and russet-coloured. She has shed the moth-eaten grey winter

fur that still clings in patches to the other deer who circle

timidly vehind her.

I hand Vicky a crust of bread from the bag we ve brought' g

along and she holds/ft out toward the nuzzling deer. I

. wince as the doe bares her teeth, straining to reach the out-

stretched bread. , ,

© “Bring it closer, Vicky. She won't bite.” And Jeffrey
takes Vicky's elbow, guides her hand forward. How can he |
be so sure? ﬁow can he know? |

',Vicky takes the bread bag :&om me, feeds the deer
another crﬁst. giggling wheh the doe's veivety lips touch .
her fingers. The other deer are sidling c;osér, their fear

giving way to curiosity, hungéra I climb part way back up

the slqpe'énd settle on a rock there. . Today is an unusually .

cold day for late April and the earlier glacial rain has
added an eége of dampness to the air. I duck my head into
the hood of my jacket and light a cigarette to. keep warm.

‘Watch Vicky and Jeffrey through the haze of smoke that rises
- in front of me., They are probably discuasing deer, Jetfrey

telling Vicl:§ about how they shed their antlers, about the ‘

camouflage spots of rawnp. about foraging habita. Twin

?moki columns rise above their heads, their warm breath

turned to'miat. ; D

o~
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-letting on that we were actually on our way to some dingy

71

There is a farmhouse and a barn down to the left, well .
within shouting distance of where I sit. 1t belongs .to a

My . Lagarde, or it did fifteen years ago, and I'm surprised

+ 1 remember his name after all this time. He must be at
’ chu}ch now; there is no movement at the house except for the

. sluggish, fitful‘turéing of the fish-shaped weather-vane on

the roof. But that afternoon we drove by with my father
Mr. Lagarde was home, came shuffling up the road to greet

‘us. A tiny, wizened man, his mouth stretched into a wide
. . grin to show a single row of blunt, yellow teeth. My father
. met him with his best Sunday smile, sliding easily into his

country squire pose (his country square pose, as Myra nl%ays

~called it). hooking his fingers into .his suspenders, leaning

against our car and commenting on the apparent good health
of Mr. Lagarde 8 Crops, the well-groomed appearance of his
barn. As if we had 1ntended on stopping here a1l along,

. had driven out Just to see Mr. lagarde's: property Not once

little museum on the outskirts of Laurel County and Myra,

-spotting a lone deer behind the mesh femnce, had pounded on

the back of my father's seat until he agreed to 'pull over
and sfop. ) g ) k ' .

We .followed Mr. Lagérde down to the fence, Myr§ and i
trotting along on either gide of my I#therk each of us with
a shoul@erfgéught in the grip of onw of his strong hands.

Myra leaned down and pulled up a tuft of grass from the

‘ground near the base of the fence, threaded it through the

+
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mesh. One of the tiny deer édged forwar&. sﬁ}ffed at the
grass and then pulled the whole lot of it into its mouth My
father chuckled, squeezed Myra's shoq;der. )

“You be,careful now. We don't want Mr. Lagarde s deer
to get too fat.”

.I frowned, shifted uneasily under the weight of my
father's hand. ‘ ’ .

While Myra and I continued to push grass through the -
fence. my father and Mr. Lagarde discussed the breeding of -
the deer. I half-listened to them as I lured a little doe ' '

clésé enough to nibble at my fingers. Mr Lagarde had Bnared

. -two fawns fifteen years ago. Through a careful process of

. elimination and selection, by breeding only the.smalleat does

to the smallest bucks, he had managed to get them down to this

. size---about two-thirds as big aé a regular deer.

"What's the point?” Myra's voice broke suddenly into

.the conversation. I jumped, not realizing she had even been

) piying any attention. I saw my father snatch his hand from

LN

"'be his answer. She fixed first Lagarde and then my father

e m e i e c———

her shoulder as if he had been burned.

Mr. Lagarde hesitated, h¥sW¥elids drooping in thought.

Then he grinned at Myra. & = * . (

"Well, Miss, I'm hoping to sell them to zoos one day.
And te eventually breed them down smal ugh to be house“'
pets.
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‘,ymméﬂnodded, as if she had known all along this wbuld

with her brilliant blue eyes and T1lipping her long russet




" in with a whistle and a beckoring motlon of his finger, we

I &
hair over her shoulder, she diémissed them. She turned and :
walked away, one of the little deer trotting Yeside her. At

the southernmost corner of the field she squatted down and

touched noses with the deer through the fence, her mournful (\\\\

" voice drifting back to me as.phe talked to it. A minute or
- 80 later, mumbling something about going back ‘to the car, I

. escaped from under my father's hand and shuffled over to

join Myra. _ .
My father snapped pictufes then, ﬁaking careful aim .

with his Kodak, plodding over rocks and through bramble.to

get the best angle, several times ordering Myra or me to

pose in front of the fence or beneath the hand-lettered sign.

Weeks later, when the phdtgs'wére finally developed, I saw

nothing but blurs of foliage overlaid Qith a web of yirel

mesh. But my father insisted he had captured the deer in

at least a dozen of the frames and fanning the snapshots out, .

'peering at them the way some amateur scientist might.study

specimen slides ﬁndgr a microscope, he discovered first a
truncated antler, then a blurred black muzzie. then the pale
shadow of a white, upturned tail and waved the pictures

triumphanfly'in our faces.
Once hy fathér.had rounded Myra and me up, reeling usi

said our good-byes. Mr. Lagarde must have remembered that

my /father hadsintroduced himgeif as Reverend Shepherd be-

cause he abruptly spread his arms wide to take in the deer

in the field and said, "This is my flock. Mes moytong. " Y
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I felt my father's hand tighten gver so slightly where it

"‘once agaln rested on the népe of my neck and I saw a shadow |

of anger’c;dss over .his smiling face. He took his leave

curtly, icily, dragging Myra and me hurriedly back ﬁp the

slope to the€ car.

When we were on the road again iy father shook his head,

glanced over his shoulder to where Myra and I sat in the back .

‘'seat. "That, " he sajd, "was a horse of a different colour.”

In the rear-view mirror I saw the reflection of his eyes,
crinkling at the corners in amuéement. Myra and I exchanged
a furtive look of distaste, disbelief; we had heard this
expression often enough to know that my father was talking .
about Catholics. Both of us'élouched deeper into the back
seat as if we wished we could:sink clear through the upholstery
and be free\of my. father's embarrassing. irritating‘presence.
Vigé;dis‘skipping along beside the fence now, arms out
to her sides for balance. Herr;ands paddle through the a&r‘
making the "flying fish" motlon,as Jeffre;tcalls it, that she
makes“when she liés belly down in the shallow water of the
bath-tub. She steps into a puddle that has formed in the
rut at the base of the fence and water splashes up her pant
leg. This stops Qgp and she ‘lets.out an impish giggle. She
glances quickly at me and theh brings her other foot down -
hard into the puddle. more water spraying up.- The little
doe whc has been trotting along beside her Jumps back gtiff-
legged at the splashing sound. It will be a miracle if Vicky
gets through this day without catching pneumonia. <

,,,,,




.refuses to look at me when I talk to her.

75

Then w1'th one foot still m .the puddle her body turns

suddenly qulet her eyes fixed .on something in the field. I

hazg_seen her like this before, have .often found her sitting
motionless, plastlc tea-cup suspended half-way to her lips:

or toy alphabet block held high above some teetering, lop-
sided construction as she stares into spaée with Qright.
éﬁmosi feverish blue. eyes.

Jgffrey breaks thé spell now, pattingIEhe cran of
Vicky's head like a magician tapping a top hat with his wand.
She beams up at him and points in the direction of the deer
barns. Her Tace is flushed, her voice exc1ted. insistent, .
as she tugs on the hem of Jeffrey's jacket. I grind my
cigarette into thq rock and_shuffle across the brittle, grass

'to where they stand. Jeffrey turns when I get there, shrugs.

"She says she sees something over there ‘to the left of e
the barns." |

I look, see. nothing but a ciump of bushes. I adjust
my glasses, sguint through them. Still nothing except a
tight criss-cross of newly-budded branches. I squat down

next to Vicky.. Her eyasmare rivetted on something andcshe

"What do you see, honey?"”

= "Baby. Baby deer.”

I study the spot again, still see nothing. Just last
week we read Bambi and maybe her imagination is working over- "i;_'f,{i'
time. | é

*I don't .see anything, sweetie. Are you sure?"
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She turns her head then, glares at me. So e;gaperated.
already wondering how big peogle’caﬁ'be so stupid, so blind.‘
She turns stubbofnly back to stare through the fence.i “

"Baby:!" she shouts and smacks the fence with her sm;ll
hands, mﬁffgg_it vibrate.. "Baby!l" '

Before I can Atop myiflf, 5efore I can say to ﬁ&self the
necessary calming words, I grad her hands, force them down
to her sides, twist her rou9d so she ;s looking at ﬁe, only 4

f

me . ¢ :
"Vicky, there is nothing th;re.“ The words come out
louder than I'intended.them %o.
"Do you hear me?" Still louder.
”Aﬁsolutely nothing.” ) | . , ‘
Jeffrey's eyes are large and-he allows my name, a shocked '
"Elainé.' to slip past his lips buf he Qill wait %o ;eprimaﬁd
me 'in private, will not humiliate me in front of Vicky; : ya N
My face burns under Vicky's stare. I see I have left marks |
on her forearms, little red crescents where qy"fingerﬁails - . N
dug in. She rubs absently at'these. She ié-unimpressed : |
by my words---she has”hear§ subtler, milder variations of
the. same thing dozens of times before---and turns back to
ﬁatch the deer. - X }
But the words have their effect onvmél I half run back
up the hill whéfe I shut myself inside the cold car. Those .
were my father's words, aimed at my sister Myra hundreds of i

3

times when she was a child. Myra, therg ig nothing there.
) . me? Absolutely nothing. :
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Dt@er exﬁ?essibns of his créepﬂinto my conversations, too.
Often I hear myself warning Vicky to “beware of. false prophets”
or when she is particularly obstinate I insist:tha&apgg "be
tolerant of splrit." the awkward, archaic phras@b lggy?%g a
leaden taste in my mouth. I didn't think Vicky even‘heard>
me, let alone understood me. but then just last week I caught
her reciting “All we lgﬁu sheep have gone astray" as if it

.was in -the same sing-song nursery rhyme league as "Little

Bo-peep has lost her sheep.” Heafing this, I wanted to suck
the dry little cluster of words back inside ﬁe; And I kept ’
them inside until a few moments ago, until I saw the will-
ful forward thrust of Vicky's fine-boned -head, the stubborn

. . o ) .
set to her mouth. Myra's .expressions, Myra's poses. \Anj)

‘then my father's words dropping from iips with the dead °

weight of pebbles.
I feel suddenly shaken to the bone by cold and pull the

‘car blanket over my shoulders, duck into it like a turtle
" into its shell and light a cigarette. Slide down in the

seat and study the feflecﬁion of the rutted dirt road we've

juét come along, néatlf reduced in the rear-view mirrer as

it snakes’ backward into a tangle of leafless trees.

My sister Myra and I Qere the products of a miracle. Or,
so my father always said. When we were érowipg up‘“e'ﬁever

tired of telling us ﬁqw our births, our Very conceptions, =« '
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had defied all reasonable odds. Apparsky my mother could:
¢ - not--yby hig tone my Iather always implied ‘she somehow would
not---get pregnant and.so after two years of\\:trying“ they
;4 visited a. doctor. My mother was pronounced infertile but
ny i'ather would not jaccept such a- preposterous diagnosis, -
. . refusing to believe it was Gad's will that he should remain
" childless. So my paremts prayed each night for guidance and

v : . within a year of their visit to the doctor my mother was

E . . pregnant with Myra. 1In afxother year 1 arrived on the _scene. ' -
. . e
L

-y

) ® A miracle still, I suppos’e. but somehow a secbnd-class
e miracﬁle. Ee.z@[y on I believed that Myra had litera.lly cleared ) f
the way for me, shattering whatever barriez"s existed inside @~

1 o

. o
E‘\ﬁ , my mother and’ malging my" conception and birth merely a re-
& N
. minder of how truly mzing Myra'e birth had actually been.
. A ;, According to my father Myra s birth had caused & llef- ?

‘ f’ o0 ~inite stir in ‘Laurel a.nd at this point in telling his story

) I ‘ he would invariably produce ‘an old newspaper clipping as
proof positive of this. He would thruet the tattered. blurred
photograph at Myra - “‘ﬂ me and wait while we :tndied it a.n}a

~ made the expected complimenta.ry remarks. The picture, cut _ o

¥ from the now defunct Eg;el Cogtx Churchman, he always told U e

- N ':o“:‘a""’:

“é‘g us, was sea.led between two aheets of yollow, brittle plastic., %
’ ] ' T e
? ué{%

_ It showed my mother perched on a hospital bed with my-beam- .
N ' ing father standing nex®. to hor, holding a squint-eyed, very
j: newborn Myra in his arms. Beneeth ‘the- photograph, in capital' Y T
c , letters. was the cuptlon 'HIRACLB BABY"' and’ 'bolow ,this were
q . . C a fow douns' aoout my parsnts being "bleued tron above” - ¢

N
»

L} Y

. ,
! - ! . ¢ . ~y
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~.avcry moment of our livcs for posterity and I ve saved at_ Vb

'most dire of medical predictions. By the time Myra and I

ylonat one photograph from each epoch of Myra's childhood.

' trel olc-ontary school. her contlr-ntian. her rirut violif)

-

v

with a little seven pound "gift f‘rov? God" in spite of the

-were eight or nine years old we ceased to see the photograph,

didn‘t even focus on it when it was placed in front of us.

And I suppose we thoﬁght we didn't really hear my father's

eﬁﬁless droning either.. But I know I did. Those éh;ases-a-_ ‘
"blessed from above,” "gift from God," which my father readily .

integrated into his own telling of this story--<stuck with me.

I heard those words, so often that it began to sound to me as

ir Myra was part.or some sort of cqlegtial.business.trans—
acfiop, presented to my father for se%vices rendered. Be-
fore I was old enough. to understand tgé mechanics'of sex and
thle I waghstill young enough to apply the catchwords of my.
father's sermons to everything around me, I decided that
Myra's birth must have been the resulp.of an immaculate
cgﬁcdption. "So immaculate. in fact, that no woman had been

~'involved at all., I believed that my father must have found
-Hyra the way I sometimes found robin's eggs---inexplicably v

nestIgd in the grass on our front law? like bits of fallen
sky, miracqlopsly perfect and intact. ‘/ -

In my" memory, Myra is perfect. And.in the snapshots | o ZZ;Q@
I'vgbkapt of her she -is as close to hysi%al perfection as L

"
any child could be. My father 11ked to preserve practically

I hnvc pictuirp'con-n-nrating her hnptil-. har graduation -

b ’C T : p'

.
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recital,. her first art exhiﬁft at the local iegion Hall.
And I have photographs of each of her birthday parties right
up until her sweet sixteen.. If I sort through them in order,
I see Myra growing in fits and starts from a tiny, almost
frail-looking baby into a tall, lissome young woman with a

head of thick, shining awburn hair. Avbeauty with vivid -

&

* blue eyes. Once when Myra was perhaps eleven years old she

made a blouae out of a sikly fabric-/that the catalogues
described as "Electric Blue.” The colour, a blazing cobalt,
matcﬁed her eyes and since then I have always thought of

. | ‘ .
them thdt way, as electric blue. Rivetting eyes that sta;e

. the camera down, almost glare out from behind the web of

creases angd scratches that mars the glassy surface of each
photoérapﬁ. ) . '

My father decided that since o 1rths had been sup-
posed impossibilities, nothing should yond us in the -
fugsre. We must leave no fock untd;nad. no stream unforded.
The two of us were enrolled in music and dance classes. We

were signed inta‘drama clubs, stamp clubs, bird-watching

clubs. We ed Brpwnies. then Girl Guides, then Explorers.”

We égng in the choir, worked at qhurcﬁ\bazaars. sat on’ the
Yom';g Christians Commi ttee .’ ‘And through it allmra:ng my
Tather's chant-like refrain of "Nothing is Impossible.”

When Myra complainod of her absolute hopelessness .with -

algibra problems or'geonetry theorems or chemistry equations,

~ my Sathor would. gdgﬁond with 'Nothins is Inpoasible. " The

i

litany I would huar---dolivorod as alwnyl vith an irri-

m—e ¢ R g -~ A
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tating gusto---whenever I insisted on the, utter inabiiity of

"my own stubby fingers to play a particular set of.pinnp

scales. "Nothing is Impossible.” ‘And we were obliged to
tryzagain and again until whatever it was became possible.
To me it seemed as if nothing was impossible for Myra.
When she was ve{y young she began to see tpingé. things tha:\\\\
were always miles beyond my plane of vision, beyond anyone's
normal pl#ne-of vision. It began on a winter daywwhhn Myfa
was about seven years old. My father ﬁad a passioﬂ :or ice~
fishing on ﬁider Lake béhind our house, a passion he in-
sisted Myra and I share with him, so that Saturday in Peb-
ruary the three of us sat round the oil-drum stove insgide
my father's drafty little particle-board shanty and waited
for the fish to bite. We all stared out through the large

~ picture window that filled almost an entire wall. out at"

the neatj:ow of six holes my father had drilled in the ice,
at the neat row of tip-ups he had driven in beside .the holes.
M§ra sat with her elbows resting on the narrow window-sill.
She sang to herself, rocking back and forth on the sofft-
drinh crate she used for a chalr.

' Then her singing suddenly stoppad in mid-verse. I saw
her back stiffen,and ‘her head tilt up. She tapped sharply on
'the window glass. | .

"The last tip-up on this side.” Her voice was loud,
excited. | - |

She was pointing at the stick furthest to the left. I’

_ had been staring at that one all along, having decided it

T
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ﬁas my lucky tip-up, andxlﬂﬁad seen no movement there. My
father must have been ibokiné at'it, too, for he turned_to'
Myra, spoke impatiently: ' y

"There's no fish ‘there, Myra."”

"Theére will be‘in a minute."

And then, miraculously, the red-tipped cross-bar‘quiver-
ed ;nd dippgd sharply downward."Nobo&y moved. My fﬁther
seemed so shaken that I ddubt he even thought to go’out ana
reel the fish in off the line. | |

Jusy before we packedlup our gear that day, my father
told Myra and me not to tell a soul about Myra's assumed
predictions, which she had repeatgd‘fwice that afternoon. -
I had been locking forward to'giving'my friends the news at
school the n;xt day but the paﬁic in my father's voice kept
me silent. Still, I didn’'t have to gtay quiet, for after'a
few more afternoons out on the lake, during which Myra's
< predictions proved accuraté:again and again, my father seeﬁgd’
"to lose his fear. He even began to brag about what he calied

Myra's 'su?erioﬁ response‘time” and dvery_visitor to our
shanty that winter was treated to my father's sfor& about
Myra's. amazing taient’at flasH:ca;&s;' According to him, S
Myra could give-the answer to 16 - 9or 18 + 5 or 12 x‘u ’“‘ tiﬂﬁ
'almost before she:even‘saw'£he numbcrst’ For my rﬁthe; this | S
seemed to explain overwthing 4 ‘ |

_I could alwny‘ tell when' Myra hnd seen eomothing unusual
Her oyou deependd in colour until- thoy were almest black and
they bors into me as she told me about what she had just

.o ' L
/4 . . o -
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ot rindlng conrirmation from someone clsu 1n Luurcl. From '-
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."witnegsed. One day she reported seeing a catfiéh'flopping
-'along the muddy shore at the Spider Lake inlct.‘hcavinglif- ,

self from one shallow puddle fo the next. Another fime shc
saw a luna moth, in daylight. hovering hnge and velvety above
a milkweed blossom, “Ag if it was trying to pass tor a butter-

.,fly.“ Myra said,‘cAnd 8till another time she told of: seeing
‘a coydogr—-half-coyote,'half-mongrel dog, she thought---

rooting round the garbage bins.behind the slaughterhouse in .
a R

* Laurel. But my father invariably found explanations for

visions that, like these, were too outlandigh for his taste. ) -

In his opinion (a humble one he always asgdired us), the cat-

figh was a bullfrog. the 1luna moth a hummingbird and the coy-
dog was Jackie Phelan's German Shepherd, a mangy, arthritic

creature that my father conaidered owcn more of a mutant

B 4
~than any so-called’ coydog could ever be because it had once

dared to- snap at my rathcr a ankle ‘and ha&llert tooth holes
in his best pair of clerical pants. o
We were not to repeat.‘this sort or story outside the

house. My fathe? felt that wa}king cqttish. scavenging
coyotés and the like fell beyond the r.a;a of physical pos-
sibility and:warned Myra thutrpeoplc would believe only so ,
mcch before ‘they branded her éompletely crary or, even worse, O 1g€i
eccentric. But -other storlcs he allowed us to circulate. I
Thos. stories which I %hink hc bolieved had tho best chancc

loncono4clcc‘r¢putgb10. And ucually thoy did. Two weeks °
after Myra saw a bear on ‘the Lightfoot road (Qonc‘hqd been
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sighted in Laurel in over‘a dece.de), ‘Mabel Dempster nearly
ran over it with her hueband 8 pick-up truck. Myra saw a

scarlet tanager where none had ever been reported sg far
north ‘and a few days later it was seen by several people.

itting pretty as a picture on the peaked roof ef the hard- - \
were store. When Myra told of an e.lbino deer ehe saw on one’
" of her treks t‘hrough the woods that surrounded our house,
. my father hushed it ,upv. But luckily' for him the news. leaked
out because within 2 week it was sighted in the next oounty.’ .
folit.ting along the -edge of some rar;n,er' 's. wo‘odlot.\ swi{t and
silvery white as a ghost. ‘ ‘ u
‘Other people who saw '!:hings in"Laurel---like, old Derxny _'
. Dalton who every few months repor‘ted seeing his dead wlré
etanding out on the little jetty behind his house---were

. referred to with that smirking, patronizing fondnesa 80

© . common in emall to\ma. " But llyra was never treated like Y

‘ Daltone. . ‘ x ] o

- Denny, even when ‘her stories weren t oenﬁ:mned. She was,
after all, the minister's daughter and so her reports were ‘
endowed with a credibnity never possible for someone, like |

, Denny whose own father had been one of the garbage—picking

Myra did much for my father's(credibili'l;‘y,’ too. gmne" ‘.

" he preached God's wonders from 'the-‘pulpit she sat in the
~-front pew, week after week, year a.rtver' year, living proo.f‘
of these wonders. Living sro&. too, of my te':l;her'e v;ril;fy». 2
After all, he had inpreg;mted a barren \voun'." * reet which o
especially i:ipreeeed hll Temale periehienere; There m a )

- . I I
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great commotion whenever he m@de one of his 1mpromptu visits

to the ladies’' auxiliary meetings. Sitting off in the corner
with my mother, who never éeemed to noﬁice anything except:
the crochet work in her lap, I watched as tittering ladies -
lumbered to find my :ather'a chair, jostled te w;n a seat .
next to him and then,cafried oﬁt their business with str?ined.
eelf;conscioué faces, double chins and protruding:bellies
tucked in tight. My father basked in the attention. I

think he even began to seek it. He always sat in on the

women's choir practice---never the men's---claiming that the
ladies 1ac§ed an organizing, disciplinary force. During

the pleasantries- after Sunday services he clasped the

gloved hands of his female parishioners for an embarrassingly

long time (Myra .and I counted one-elephant, two-elephant

for each one), fixing them with his spafkiing'amber eyes

until they flushed and stepped aeide.‘ And sometimes he
dropped. 1n on the  auxiliary while they prepared for one of
their numerous bake sales, often draggipg Myra anq me along
with him. He alwaya joked with the ladies---who on these
afternoons called him William instead of the usual Reverend
Shepherd—--end sitting perched on the kitchen counter he . . -

_allowed bits of blueberry muffin or date bread or chocolate’

fudge to be ‘popped into his open mouth. The women alwaye
leaned a little close during this procedure and with their
great breaets almost resting in gy fathdr s lap they marvelled
at how he could possess euch a heelthy eppetite end etill -
n;lnhin his trim phyliquc. '
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Trim physique. Myra and I got a good deal of mileage

.out of that one. The two of us nearly sick with laughter as
' we took turns‘mimicking Mabel Dempster or Judith Brown or

Gloria Pennington purring over the words "trim physique" and
tilting their heads in a girlish gesture they had probably

_not evén thought of using in over thirty years. When we

first noficed ;t;he flirtations we were around ten or eleven
years old and we knew next to nothing sbout sex. My father
was more tha.n willing to talk to us about our own special
genesia as hé came to call it but he never went beyond
clinical detail. He.filled us with unwanted information °
about the complex wiring of the DNA helix.u the incorporation
ot male and female gametes. 'bhe Intricate nmngvrings of

X and Y chromosomes, going orl and on until the whole thing
sounded to me far more like an algebra equation than it did
like any so-called bl_esaed event. He told us OVQr and over
a’bojut my mother's under-develoj;ed ovarj.es that the doctor
had said were no bigger than two withered peas. And about
her irregular. unrelia.ble -cycles, making my mother's ingides
sound like some sluggish. stagnant tidal pool, He told us
also about what he had learned from this whole ordeal---

. that he would \never again under;estim;.te 'Ehe miraculoug

potency of the male seed.

Myra 'md I lea;fned instead to piece t)_ginés together for
oursellv'es; gafhezjin; .i'n,:'romtion from books and magarines and °
from friends that we believed must be more knowledgeable than -
ourselves, the two : of us whispering and comparing notes in

)




87

the safety of our bedroom iong arter we ‘we.re supposed to be

asleep. Sometimes, if I didn't understand---and orton'I
didn't---Myra would draw oicture‘s for me, pictures that wo,

studied under the beam of a flashlight. When I couldn't

‘fathom what a womb was, Myra made a drawing of a woman with

a bolly like a window so fhat I could see the baby neatly

curled inside. She sketched a penis, something neither of - '

us had ever seen, drawing from memory after she'd taken a

furtive peek inside an old bioloéy text ;eft over from my

father's college days. And Jjust before omy thirteenth birth- s
day, when I gtill couldn't figure out how the male and female

_bodies could possibvly fit together, Myra drew a pictore of

‘two" lovers. It showed a man and a woman lying on a‘rump.‘_l.ed

bed, their bodies tightly coiled in sn embrace. Myra said
she had-geen something like 1twin an art book in the school”

library. I looked at the sketch for a 1ong time, at the

breasts and thighs and bollies _pressed so close. at all the

naked skin. At the rapturous faces. the lines o:r muscle, of

pleasure in the legs and buttocka. I tried to imagine my

father and mother lying like this, tried to convince myself

that Myz:a and I were the products of such an act. It aegmed

impossible. ‘ ' '
=~ A few days later my :rather came stomping out onto the

back porcl‘i and bellowed down a.t Myra and me where we pat

on the little jetty.* bare feet darigling in the lake.

"Girls, get up here.” '

' We knew something was vrﬁongv so we took our time walking
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" up the lawn. When we reached the top of - the stairs my

father pulled a piece of paper out from behind his back and
held it gingerly in front of his chest. It was Myra's
sketch of the two lovers and I 'felt the blood drain out of
my face. Framed by my father's black cler:‘u;ia.lv‘sh.ir'.i:,~ it
hardly looked like the same picture. The figures on iAhe
page seemed pale .and lifeless. as if they had been pinned
to the paper like insects on a square of cardboard.

"My father fixed Myra with his glittering eyes. "I see
you've turned to pornography now." 3

Myra glared at him.- "Where did you get that?"

"That isn’'t important. 'What ig important is where in

‘God's name did you get the idea for such a picture?”

O

I took a deep breath. "She wanted to show me what

" making love is.".

:/'

\ . o
My father's eyebrows shot upward.. “"Love? This is

what you call love?" He took off his glasses and rubbed

' at the two red crescents on either side of hié‘nose. Gazed

at M}'rra. with his watery, bleary, unfocused ayes. He sho;k

his head. "And this is what they teach you in art class.”
He made us follow him into the bathroom then and watch

while he ceremoniously ripped the drawing into bits and sent

_ it sﬁvirling down the tollet. I felt. lucl;y to sscape with-
" out worse punishment---this time my father decided not to

pull back our weekend curfew, not to lecture us on lady-like
behaviour---and I watched with relief as the drawing disap-
peared into the plumbing. But when I turned to leave I
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found Myra standing rigid in the doorway..her face drained of

colour, her chest heaving quick and shallow beneath hif

~ crossed arms.

Although Myra shone at nearly everything‘éhe tried, she

-was best at art, showed a talent for portraiture almost as
 goon as she could lift crayon to fpaper. She'd won dozens

. of poster contests and local “art competitions with her bold,

vivid paintings and Mr. Clemens, the art teacher at Laurel
Comprehénsiye. had told my parents Myra should go on to art

school when she graduated. My father had neQer éhown much

_interest in Myra's artistic abilities. But not long after

the episode ‘with the picture of the lovers. he arranged for

Myra to have her own portrait booth at church socials. .For

- a charge of one dollar she made charcoal sketches of the

local ladies. She reproduced the various faceSnwfis a
startling, almost photographic accuracy, following my father's
instructions and leaving out warts, moles and excessive
wrinkling. She:eold‘landscapes. too‘ small ppencil sk;tcheé
of tree stumps and toadstools, collapsing barns and tumbling

stone fences, the kind of drawings that Myra could practically.

turn out with her eyes closed but the sort of picture that
gold well at handicraft fairs., That gumher, —the centennial

year when Myra was just fourtecn. she was commissioned by

the town council to paint a series of Laurel County 8

major historical sites---to preserve our heritage in oil,
my father said. She hag.a toiriblo time with. the tiny can-

‘vasos the council ollinnd was all thny could ;Ifbrd.r She
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made- dozens of preparatory sketches, most of which she, tore
up in a fury, telling'me moré’than once that if they wanted
bloody postcards they should have hired Abigail Simmons, an
0old lady famous ih\Laurel for stencilling wobbly, minute

.flower patterns onto porceiain fea-cups and saucers.

I studied the results of Myra's efforts on the night

- of the opening of her exhibit at the Legion Hall. Six

10 x 12 inch canvéses:in identical frames, three pictures
of churches, two of houses (including our owg) and on; of
an old round barn. People were fascinated by them, mar-
velling at the microscopic detail, at the thumbnail windows,
the matchstick fence-posts, the cow that waé no bigger than

a beetle. And they were fasc inated by Myra, too. They

kept congratulating my father---puffed up big as a bullfrog

with pride---rorlhavigg produced such a beautiful and tal-

ented daughter, And they hovered awestruck about Myra,

crowding round her until I could no lohger see her from

where I stood on.the opposite side of the gallery.l e
I spent most of that evening out in the Legion Hall

\parking lot, holed up in our musty, damp Chevy so that my

father wouldn!t'QGe the look of sinful, shameful any~I
A -

knew must be etched on my face. IL@mhsd to be like Myra, -
‘ Lid

to be such a pe;rect "complete package”™ as my father was so

' fond of saying, to be a ﬁalking, talking miracle. I

Qfeqmed of having her talent ror'transrorring what s&e saw ’
to paper, of having her nirlchlous visionary powers. But
mostly I ached to look 1ike her. With my thin, graceless

/
- ‘ : >

- e e




91
limbs; frizzy orange.hair and grey myopic eyes, I was no
il mat;h for Myra. At.best I looked like her sickly, stunted,
very distant cousin. And I’could’never hope .to be looked
at the way she was looked at. Jo be the focpg of all those -
dismayed smiles, all that incredulous head-shaking. To have
boys stare at me the length of a school hallway, struck
.gpeechless, never blurting the embarra831ng insults they ‘
reserved for me and other mildy attractive girls like me.
Huddled deep in the back seat, pulling my sweater tight
around me, I wished over and over pot that I was an only

child but that Myra would somehow rade to my level. Then

my innocuous prettiness. ny above-average gradea, my middling—

to-good singing would be considered quite a respectable and -

~
complete package all on their own.

Unnoticed inside’the dim Chevy I watched as several
times Myra burst outionto the fire escape, slamming the “
doot behind her and bracing her slim bod a@ainst it. She
amoked cigarette arter cigarette, the ngytng ember at the

tip hovering, trembling like a firefly in front of her. I
half-expected her to whirl about on the iron landing in a’

§

little dance of ecstasy. I was convinced that she had come "

'out;§3o to privately luxuriate in Ner triumph, to exéel
'some of the excitement I was sure she must be feeling.

| ‘didn't see ;ﬁy panic in her then. | R 5.

s Hhsn-lyra rqaphcd fifteen or so, she and my father
bogaﬁ to arguu a lot, usually adbout boys. My, fathcr blllld.
these problems on the fact that Myra had begun to loquiri |

< ) "-v, ,

rs ) ' ! v
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‘,yas crying

always referred to in a weary, regretf

"a mind of her own," a stage of Myra';.quelopment that he
Si tohe. 1In July ny

father forbade lwra to go to a mixed- beaoh party. The tw%{

j.of them,had sparred over it all afternoon. Myra alternately

;sulky and coyly persuasive._ But she was unable to dissuade
‘my father from laying doWn theflaw.' He had finally insisteds
that no daughter of his w going to spend an-z’tire»day
llying half naked and unchaperoned on the beach while whole
herds of sun-worshipping Adonises prowled around her. Myra
exploded. accusing my father of living in the Stone Age.
maybe'even the Ice Age. d;e stormed into our bedrogqm and
the sounds of slamming bureau drawers and closet doors re-
verberated‘throughout the house for the rest of the af%er- ‘
noon. She refused 1oudly'from behind the doqr o come out‘
for supper and when I final!& went into bed she was already
asleep, motionless beneath  the blankets. Later that night,

-much later, somethingswoke me and I turned to ‘see Myra

standing at ﬁhe bedroom window, stdring out at the glittering, .

moonlit lahe. I saw her for only an instant before the
moon's*brilliance forced my eyes shut. A dark silhouette in
the white square of the window. the full July moon, caught
behind the fuzzy. rilament[of the screen. overing big as a:
noon-day sun Just above he?"?houlder., She was rocking back
and forth, heel to toe. and the cricket-like squeak of the
floor-boards lulled .me back to sleep. I .wonder now if she.
. r

"~ The next morning .she breezed into the kitchen. With

\
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.no bigger thén a robin's dégg, she said---had drirted in
othrough our bedroom window. Sizzling and popping and making

A

~

one“siopdef hand poised absove the ‘toaster, waiting to cvatch
its contents, she made her announcement.

"1 baw allightning ball.” When no one spoke,, she con-

-~

" tinued, an edge ‘of impatience to her voice. *Last night.

2

1t floated in off the luke." ~

"What did it look 1ike?" My words echoed in the quiet

. - L
Xitchen.

. L '
Myra, shot an angry, sideloné glance at me as if.I had
asked'a totaliy inappropriate question. But after a élight

pause. during which her eyelids drooped sleepily. she went

on to tell us how a 1itt1e reddish, - bobbing ball'or fire--- '

her hair prickle at the roots before it suddenly and inex—

'plicably disappeared. Qalléd upon to either conrrim or re-.
fute this story. I tuqnid to. Myra, hoping to rind someaclue
of ;n ansgwer in her face. - She retused to meet my eyes and I -

cou}d only feebly suggeﬁt thal maybe my fitful night 8 sleep

" had been brought about by all the electricity cﬂrculating

_in the room. o . ‘

My father.raisod his eyebrows at this. What Myra had
oqtuglly seen, he said, was something called 1ggi§ fatuus
or Friar's Lantern for the layman. He fetched a volume of

our battered Book of‘Know}edge set and, flipping through it,

he ﬁroducod a picture of this "gaseous phenomenon” as he

‘ kept calliné it. I squinted at the photograph from whereoI'

stood in the kitchen doorway. It showed.a.blurred white dot

N

e

.
RN B Y

A
- Lk

Tt M.
I PRNIN
el

,
iy ma S
LRl

£,

-~

.
24

}m g



-~ on a'grey background and [ thought it looked nothing Tike the

'a plcture of something,that doesn f exist.”

¢

fiery lightning ball that Myra had described.

' "*S0' you see, Myra dear, what you saw was simply an ’

,optical illusion. No more. ‘Nd less.” ‘My‘}éthet'snappad

the encyclopedia triumphantly shut. LT s

3

A 4
Myra nodded at this with what'I thought was her usgual

.mute, grudging acceptance. But then she smiled slightly. . . .

fixed my father -with mocking indigo eyes. o ,‘ . .

]

“Seems to me, Daddy;dear. that it's impossible %o take . '

t
Iy
B . A I

I stood fggzen in the doorway. breathless at Myra 8 | ’, v b’

audacity, her roolhardiness. As she strodekpast me I° grah-
bed at her arm. tried to force her, to look a mé. She

. wouldn't¢and. shrugging off my hand, she disappeared down - o

thf back stairs. I slipped quickly out of.the room? too,
afraid my fatpqr'g angry gaze would settleIOn me and I' . -
would fall,preytto his icy. aplintered anéer. Later,

troybled by the f&age~o;_ﬁygg’s heavy-lidded, furtive_eyeé.

H

I went into oup'bedroom to‘study thé screen on‘theilakgside - e

N

windbw."Inhoped‘I might find a circular scorch mark there.
or, better yet, a hole aprfoﬁnded by a fringe of melted B | .1ﬂ :
wire. BuF I,found’notﬁing. nothing different.

- Later that month my father hired the Bergeron ﬁrothers S | ":)mﬁ
to come work on our house. Every rew years Guillaume and
André Bergeron trundled into our driveway in their rickety
old pick-up. unloaded thdir hydraulic jacks and hoisted up
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had sized up an already:famiiiar situation, Guillaume would

| - I always suspected that Guillaume deliberately exaggerated

R

our back porch where. it haf sunk---again—--into.our sandy‘
back yard. It was quite a joke to them. The two of them
would survey the sagging ffar to our‘ehgebox hquse and-
chuckling, sheking'tﬁeir.heads. one_otffﬂbm would always
mutter something aboui»“relevggt~le Titanique.” After ghey

turn to Myra and me end ask the same question he agked

every tiye he qeme to work on e?r house. DR D
""Don't your Daddy know dat a wise man builq‘?is ‘ouse

ppéﬁ de rock?” Heawauld wink at us then and set to ripping

tﬂe decerative treliis panels from beneath the porch, éx-

pecting no answer from us except our appreciative 1aughter.
R

‘his accent whenever he spoke to Myra or me. . : s

?

,For my father the whole process was anything but a joke.
Our house was a family house~--an anpestral home as my .
father called it---built by'some great-great-uncle or
great-great-grandfether at least a hundf;ﬁ years earlier. < ,
It was one of the oldest, if not the oldest houae still ) .
standiné in Daurel County and because of this my father -
considered it his historical duty fo preserve~1t5xgrigin;1
character.  So year after year we had roof shingles‘reblaced%
windows resashed, holes in the ;ieldstone foundation plugged,
the back porch‘heayed back up again. And' year arfer year
the rectory, a huge. airy building in the heart or .Laurel,
was rented out as a home to # half-dozen senior citizens.
One of them was my Grampa Shepherd, ’a pillar of Laurel

e
ot , By
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County society" my father said, who had made my fatﬁ;r promise
never to sell the family's ancestral home." | L
- Our house was almost five milds outside of Laurel on
the' east shore:of‘Spider‘Lake and oﬁp nearest neighbours,
two elderly brothers, were another two miles away. I hated o
to see school end iq June for that meant that unless -I
‘ could hitch a ride into "town with my father, I would see
little of my friends, few as they were, until September. I
couldn’'t have Survived those shmm;rs without Myra. On
'Buﬁny days the two of us would spend whole afternoons lying
. on the jetty, flipping'througﬁ magazines, sﬁud&ing lingerie
éds and fashion §pread§. imaéining ourselves in dresses Qith
décdlletage down to there, slits‘up fo bere. or we leafed '
through one of the two or yhree noyels we'& managed to .
smugéle into the house, reading the sféamy pérgs to one
another. And for hour after hour we talked about boys.
Usually we ended up discussing the'men we would someday
.p marrcy. I_wen% along with the game,.creating for myself a
A broad-shouldered Nordic prince with an impossibly perfect.
o smilé.who'could gstrike my father speechlegs with a single
Piercing stare of his flinty~blua eyes. But deep down I
was sure I.ypuld die a spinster in this house. I was.
éonyinced noaboy would consider me'worth the five mile
trek out intp the boonies. No boy would ever be willing to
rin my'féthef'é torturous gauntle£ of questions knowing
that I was the only prize. I was glad that at least I had
M§ra"to keep me company. _ : '
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Becausé of this isolation Guillaume'g and André's ar-

. . o
rival was always an event. Myra and. I would set up the

deck chairs on the lawn and for the two days that they

worked we hardly stirred from the back yard. We watched ai

they looseried the half-dozen pillaf supports and rolled the
jacis into position.‘fhe two or them wheeging like bull |
elephants, their great fish-belly white stomachs swinging
free beneath their sweat-coaked T—sbirts. And then the

porch chugged slowly upward---like ah old man hitching up
. ~/

his pants, Myra always said---creaking and groaning in pro- °
4

test.

-
4

At noon-time Myra and I gave up our lawn chairs to

' Guilléume and André We turned our backs to the house,

o s s v et 4

the four of us facing out to the lake while Guillaume and
André ate their lunches. Even when Guillaume ate he never

‘stopped talking. He liked to tell us mainly about his own

Olympian-virility, about how he had blessed his wife with
tenlchildren---first Tive béyé and then five girls which
waé just as Guillaume claimed he had planned it. He re-
creatéd some of these births for Myta's’ana my benefit,
assuming a stern, ;lmost teacherly expression @hﬁt qlimin-
ated any thoughts of challenge that Myra and I might have
harboured. He told us of one child, in too much of a rush
to get into this God-forsaken world he said, that had been
born on the way to the hospital, completelyaruining the
upholstery in Guillaume's spanking new pick-up. Anotherdt
baby had.emerged a dgatﬁly,shade of bdblue ("As blue as your
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“ &es ma petlte,M}ra”), as if, Guillaume said. it had dropped C/
- out of ar ice bucket and not a steaming womoi But the cir-

: cumstances surrounding the birth of Guillaume s first son

were probably the most amazing, the most fascinating. -This
" ¢hild had been born with its head shrouded in a densely ‘
. : . veined, yolfﬁsh caul which Gg#illaume said was a guarantee
| of good fortune, a promise for the future.’

Myra seemed fascinated by these stories. asking Guillaume
questions about labour pains and mldyives. about how babies
were made in the first place. I sat/silent at Guillaume 8
feet, tog_embarrassed to.lbok anywliere except straight out
at-the§;z;e. bombarded with images of torn and mutilated

flesh,\blood-drenehed infants,.7agged umbilical cords. The
‘picture of the baby with the caul was the worst, floating‘
: | -up bigger than life against'z#e backdrop of the lake as if
it had somehow risen éut of the watervitsclf. the baby's'
" head enshrouded in a thiekv/;iscous‘sac as its mouth opened
and closed in pitiful, si}@nt screams. )
® __ 'Guillaume saved his/mé@t shocking story for the last
time he and André came/to nork on oum house. Myra was thir-
' . ‘
teen then and I was twelve. Guillaume, smiling smugly,
topaz eyes glitteriné; had told us that he, Guillaume Ber-
‘ geron, was the fatyEr of Fatner Delorme, Laurel's youthful
\ . parish prieqf.

*His fathem/is Mr. Delorme,” I insisted.' I saw\ggﬁa's

eyes widen in/disbelief, embarrassment and I wished I could

somehow draw/the words back inside me, hide their naiveté.

‘
’
/ :
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\
Guillaume sholok his head. André snickered. e

"Before I was married to Madame Bergeron I took Mardame

-

- Delorme for a little boat ride on Spilder Lake. We geve -
each?odd'er confession." here. Guillaume winked at Andr"é. *and
nine months later Pere Delorme was born."

d " Then Guillaume and ‘André rose to go e.nd replace the
‘panels of weatherbeaten lattice beneath the porch, leaving

. Myra and me to ponder the logistics, the probability of

| what Guillaume had said. .

But that July that Myra saw the lightning ball, it
';nasn't Guillaume and André who trundled up in the old pickL
up. It was their sons, 'Jullen and Paul. I had seen them
before in Laurel but T had never connected these two boys,
with their broad shoulders, flat stomachs and full heads of
hair, with Guillaume and André. Myra and I didn't set up
"the ]fwn chairs that morning. Instead we sat down on the
" jetty and pretended to read magazines, all the time casting
sldelong gldances up at Julien and Paul. I decided that
Julien wag the most handsome boy I had ever seen.

They began heaving Junk out from under the porch, the

_ muscles in their bare backs jumping with every movement. I

' silently took note of each new piece that emerged from the
cavern beneath the've;andéh. An old toy carriage~--given
to Myra as a Christoas girt nearly three years earlier,
neither of my parents realizing she was too old for it by
then; a rotting niniature 1avm chalir that I had outgrovm '

ages ago but which my father refused to part with; a naked >

M.,e7ﬁ_......,_. e e e -
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Barbie doll, its rosy plastic skip and orange haii‘ 'i)le‘ached
almost white n;)w, a pregent to Myra and me from some un-
known aunt or cousin out in Alberta. Artifacts of a child-
- hood that seemed to ﬁave occurred eons aéo. Then Julien
tosqed out a faded yellow beach ball. Veiled in cobwebs,
caved in on one side, it rolle.c}' une'venly dowrlx the lawn,

- stopping just short of the water. :

“"Remember that?™ .

I jumped, not realizing that Myra hadd even been wat::h-
ing. I shook. my head "no."
_ "Daddy bought that for us in the spring two years ago. ¢
And I chased it out over my head, out past the buoy line, o
and Daddy said that was it. Nov more beach' balls. Don't
you remember?” . .

I shook m\y head"no" again.

"Well, that ball is the last in a long line, The last
‘of itg species. Myra laugh;d but there was no smilé en her
_face. At the sound of her laughter I saw Julien pause in
his work, look qu'ickly in our direction.

At lunch time Jul’j.ben and Paul ‘joined us on the dack. o e
We sat lined up along one side of the jetty. the pile of ' : .
magazines separating Myra and me from Julien and Paui,' eye-u | ‘
ing one another, grinning. Julien offered Myra a bite fromv

a slab of cold tourtidre, a 'sip from his thermos. His eyes S

.......

didn’'t leave Myra's face when he offered me the same and I
refused rather rudely. I couldn't really blame him though

for bveing so 'mesm‘erize'd by Myra. She looked even more beau- N

-
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tiful -than usual that aitefnoon with her hair turned copper

by the sun, her skin glowing. gold. I thoughﬁ“53~aggone had

been created in God's imag% it was Myra. 'f

We cast around for éomething to talk about and 1it on
Guillaume and André. Julién rilling us in on the past two .
ynars during which Guillaume had become a rather for the k
_eleventh time. And then Myra blurted out the question I had

(/1r}n dying to ask all along. .

' mYour father says ;e s Pare Delofme's father. Is that
dtrue?” ‘

. Julien laughed, a sarcasfic hoot of a laﬁgh. "My father
thinks he's everybody'g father. My father thinks he's got |
the whole  bloody kingdom of God right in his o

goddamned
pecker. I felt ﬁyself blush at the last word. '
Myra.leaned forward slightly and stared at Julinn.
*"Where do you,think it is?"
"Where do I think what is?"
"The kingdom of God?“ ‘
Julien looked away, examineﬁ nis dirt-lined fingernails.
. "I don't know. In church, T guess. That's what they always

told us in Sunday school---L'Eglige est la Maigon de Djeu."
He glanced up, loaked straight at M&ra for a moment. I saw

‘that hig eyes were almost as blue as hers. Thenlhe turned
his gaze out across the lake, q)shimm;ring, rippling sheet

f silver tha{ day. "I think ié's out thgre)mostly.' "He
éxtendqd'one bare arm-for a second and then let it‘grop. I

‘think there's killing powers in that water. -Healing powers

]
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"1 thought Julien sounded a bit melodramatic but then I
guessed he was trying to impress Myra. 1 stared down at

where the water 1apped againet one of the jetty m‘lee. I
felt uneaay not becnuae or what Julien had just said but
(because of the way that Myra looked at Julien. As if she
never wanted' to take her eyes off his face.
S . ' /

Two weeks later Myra tumed sixteen---that magic age at

which my father deemed us old enough t6 go out on dates
-, . : alone---and 'the day after her birthday Myra announced that

‘ ‘ she waa going to a corn roast'wit Julien Bergeron. My .

' rather took the news quite calmly considering he always

referred te the Bergerone as if they were somehow subhuman,.

* on a par with mice or .rabbits because cf wha't he called

g_/

their characterietically Catholic approach to breeding. He
simply warned Myra that boys of sixteen rarely ahowed much
maturity and young Julien would" proba.bly grow quickly tired

of her. I think what he really hoped was that Myra. would
quickly grow tired of Julien.

[rd

. ' But she didn't. Myra was still ;eeing Julien well into
' the new year, gcing to movies a.nd dances with him al\ﬁtoai
every weekend, sometimes even riding Ski- doo with ‘him out

s on the frozen lake. Each winter snowmobiles whitzed by

our house. nearly every night. Sometimes they came so close -

to the shore “that they made our windows hum. their headlws

piercing the darkened kitchen tgth sudden sha:rts of lght.
L , : .
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But worae---according to my father-—-they in‘ﬁei*fered with
_our .V, receﬁtion. A snOvmohi.le passing on the l'ake, would ’
4 _animate the stunted, _captive fig}zresy on the screen into a

_herky-jerky electrie dance 'til I wais almost convinced that

they would leap free from the box and spill into my lap iﬂ

a molten shower where I sat squeezed behind “the dinette '

table. Usually my tather merely\sighed. shook his head. and : ot
‘ -drummed his fingers on his knee until the Ski-doo sped out

.0f range and the picture ‘read justed itsei_l-f. But when Myra ]

ﬁas out there with Julien, every snowmobile that passed sent "'X-tf
. him inte a rage, flung him from hde chair to pound on the

‘tele’v;sion.' yank savagely at the “rabbit-ears that rested so

innocuously on top of the'set, vHe 'dzhuu'tp d to the window and

. peered out into the. murky’ blackness. mu/ttering over and OVer

how he would never make a single catch that winter, so con- .

vé.nced was he that every, ﬁ.sh in the lake had been scared ‘
witless and long since swum downriver to safety. Once he
had settled back in the.old easy chair )‘\ kept in the corner .
. of the kitchen, I relaxed, let my ringers oosen where they

gripped the edge of the table., I wishe ‘ could be out on
" the lake wi;ch Myra and Julien. I wished I could be anywhere
but here in this stuftj,,cramped little kitchen with ‘my

mother and father. ,

‘ I ,didn’'t see much of Hyra dur:lng those first few months
she epent with Juli.en.~ On the ‘everiings she wasn't with‘ ;

Julien. my father insisted she .do schoolwork and I wasn't to

bpther her then. But sometimes we would talk after lights .
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through the lakeside:wiridow.' Myra told me that sometimes”

‘people., People milling about in thé sea of red and ye_}.low. R

fair. People éwiming. running, boating and water-skiing .

.one where Myra and I had been taking ballet’ lessons every
ASaturday morning for the past ten years. But this room was

'z.' B , . « . ' h10"’

.

‘out. 'Usdally ebout mi;n. I learned how Julien played the

trumpet, the harmonica and the guitar so well that he would
probably go on to university next Yyear on a music scholarship. -

I learned how Guillaume wouldn t let Julien practise any-

L) Co
where near the. house because he was convinced that #ul@s . - .Q_,

future lay not, in trumpets and guitars but as a partner in the

- family business and how Guil’laume hated to hear Julien speak

Englisli. and 1 learned how much Myra loved Julien. She ) ' )
told me again and again how much she ca.red for him. pulling

\&the realization

herself out of bed ghd pacing the rpgm as if
would not allow hér to lie still. - At this point I usually NG

( . ! \ - . " v
rolled over to face the wall, pulling the blankets up around ‘

' 'my ears so that I could block out her words. .. .

When Myra wasn't with Julien she was perched on a stool
in our bedroom, painting pr'dre,wing by the light that streamed

\ U
b

she took her inspiratﬂion froui the play of light acroés ‘
her sketch pad. whole woz:lda springing Irom a singlef
radiant spot. The pictures she produced were alive with

blue and green neon of the midway at the local Labour Day

at the mmicipa’l" beach in Laurel. And people whirling and
‘spinning round in a room thdt looked remotely similar to the

somehow airier, trightér, and these dancers were wearing

e e i Vi - o
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tights%d leotards f;g._s)&éf and far more revealing than any
- - I' . :
girL.jgr; Laurel would ever dére wear. Some of these dancers

_even"eddying clean offsghe page, only a luminous orange leg

a delicately arched, blue arm left ‘behiha, as if they had
simply floated free from tpe'lir;itg of the canvag.

Myra tap\éd or‘ tacked ﬁl of ‘thesedpictures..' rotating
them ’\ev'ery week of s0, and from ithe fixed centre of my ved
i ould :ratch the paintingg shif': like constellations across.
the walls and ceilinég of our bedroom. One painting stayed

up longer than the others. 1t 4howed not peaple ;au‘c deer. A

half-dozen of them stepping gingerly across the frozen lake.

'In winter-time we often did see deer crossing Spider Lake,

tiny figures at least a quarter-mile distant, making their
t?gaéherous way over one of jt:h'e thin fingers, t‘r;e spider's
cJ.egsx. to,'reach the next peninsula of trees. Bl;t with her
telescopic eyes Myra fiad brought the deer in'close and in”

the pp?inting it seemed as if they passed through our very

. rol
©own backiyard. Six deer at 'sunset, their rough coats ab-

;orbing the éol';n'z{'s ofb the horizon. The ice beneath their
hooves *‘re‘:t'lecvti'ng these same. colours until it looked as if
the, de;; had B.;mely mel ted into“:the lake. This picture ¢
troubled me. Bor a{./l its brilliant ‘colour it seemed some-
how ominous; the deex“s\»]\.\egs looked far too slender, the ice °
far too thin. My fathet was disturbed by thds painting, too,
Elaiming it ‘was‘ ';10 more t‘;lan mean:’mgless abstract rubbish,
'yulgar exﬁibitioniét. ;Zyched lia, and he finally insisted

gﬁer all, he said, who in their ' °

that Myra take it down.
N .
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right mind had ever heard of a rainbow-coloured deer?

But- Myra dJ.dn t take the ‘picture down unt11 weeks after
my father demanded it. In the ‘months since she'd met ‘,
Julien she'd becqme more and nor\ejrwillful; diSpieying t’hat
."mind of her own” way gtoo often for my father®s liking.

She refused to listen to him when he forbade ‘het to wear
miniekirts,' si stoffing 'Ehe ~5can1: outfits into her puz_:e'é' ’
and chanéing @ them in ‘the washroom at ,school, seemingly
unconcerned by th\e reports that would inevitably filter back
to my father. She refuséd to attend any more Explorers
meetings where she clamed they never "explered" any‘uhing
more exc1t1ng than the mysteries of bread-making or the
miraculous transforming powers of cosmetics. And she refused
to sketch any more 'toady-faced old biddies™ at’ church eocials.
“ With each new act of defiance cgme days of icy silence on my |
father .8 part. If Myra happened into a room where my, father
was sitting he would sinmply take off his glasse& close hie

heavy-lidded eyesf and felgn sleep ;mtil Myra. had wandered'

- 3

¥

. r .

In March Myra ibroke curfew. I woke to the sound of the ..

. ,/V rront door slamming, and fumb‘hing rror my glasses I read the

luminous hande on my alarm clock. One o clock., I lieten*&

while my father, who must have been laying in. wait in the

pitch-blac‘k 1ivingroom. hissed savagely at her, promis:mg

. her she would have him to -deal with in the morning. A

moment later Myra reeled into our ‘bedroom. bringing with her )
. the 'mueky smell of b{g. She threw herself,- etill wearing/
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_merely evolved "'into'a'n expert sneak. During those first few

107

a1l her clgthes,, face down onto her bed and soon I heard her |,

L

faintly snoring. I realized then that my “teeth were clenched

- sa tightly my jaw ached. It took me a.long time to get back:

to sleep. .

' The, next day‘ m(/ father forbade Myra to see Julien any- B
more, except-on Sa‘curdays, cx‘cing her last report card as
the ‘reason fopz: such “belt tightening." Myra's report. mostly
Cs and Ds instead of the usual As and Bs, had been presented
" to my father over a week earlier. He'd said little then.
simply heaved a moﬂumental sigh{»and filed it away in his
blazer pocket. -muttering somwhing about paying Myra's
tsachers’a visit to. discuss this new phase" of hers. But
that moming he reached across the breakfast table and flap-

ped tﬁe report card in Myra s face. She would have to devote

' ‘. wless time to Julien and' to her painting hobby and more time
) to her studies or else she wouldn't graduate that springs

‘and then she wouldn't be able to go on fo college. He was

- telling her all this, he assured her, because he had her

best interests at heart. . ) . ,
Myra tock the néws calmly, staring at my :tather. who

refused to meet };er eyes._ Sittj.ng beside her I saw -the

. colour drain out of her . face. And seeing this I felt a

guilty jol‘t in my chedt Tor only a .moment bofore I had .
beoh privately exulting in the i’act tha't now Myra would be
" home ‘much more ‘often. : ‘.' : " S

" - ‘But she wasn't. Myra didn't stop seeing Julien. She

s 7 v
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months of spring she spent most o;-hér time sitting out.on

" our back steps, s;aring off at the woods that bordered out
pfoperty Often I would peer out at her from behind the
drapes on our bedroom window and- ‘she always saemed perfectly
motionless. completely oblivious to eVerything around her.

J Until that moment when her back would stiffen and her head
tip up and she would bound like a deer,across our yard, -
disappearing iﬁto the trees. To deet Julien I guessed. They
dust have worked'ou%.some‘signal. some code, deciphersble" , 'm‘
only to the two of them. I thought maybe it might be the

Emimicking of bird-calls,” the glinting of sun off a mirror,
methods I d often seen Hollywood Indians use on televzsion.

" But in all the txmes I watched I wasn't able to dlscover
exactly what it was that Myra saw. or heard or felt out there"

- in the woods. o C .&‘ - ’° r i ;o

One night in June I joined Myra out o: the back steps. Co \
the two of us sitting bundled in sweat rs to, fight of? the
‘cool breeze that blew im off the lake. It was one of the
rare nights when both my parents were out snd\I‘%hdught Myra
would be-more relaxed’ because of this. But she, wis nervous,
fzdgety. smoked cigarette after cigarette and seemed absorbed-
in watching-the firerlies where they bobbed and blinked in
_front of the dark backdrop of trees. Then suddenly.‘in the

Pl

' _same instant, that I heard a twig gnap somewhere on the edge

¢’

of the woods, Myra stood up and shouted, "It‘s okay. ,You

- can came out.” - ' S o N
' Julien emerged from the trees than, half-crouching. eyes

L)




“109-
r 9

iarge as he scanned the yard. I ﬁ;.it a shock of anger, dié-
appointment seeing him this way, reduced to scurrying through
' _ the woods like some jittery niéht-time rodent. And thougﬁ 1
‘knew I should give\t gwo .0f them some privacy and go inside
I stayed put on the stairs, gazing petulantly into. space. -
pretending I was intent on listening for the sound of the
Chevy"_s tires turning onto our driveway. '
7 Myra ar;d' Julien sat.down on the jetty, arms wrapped
rodnd one another, leaning into one another, talking only
’ in whispers. But then Julien's voice rose slightly, loud

r

enough for me to hear.
i "You know, the stars are brighter in spring than they
- are at any other time of the year.” p
“ I 1ooked up, the sky a black sea afl‘oat with glittering
"~ .stars. They did seem unusually bright and for a moment I Q
~ was reminded of the unearthly, eery brillia:x;\e a 1light bulbd
. emits just before it pops and goes out.
Julien b‘egan pointing out constellations, his arm
swinging from Bodtes to Drace, from Gemini to Cassiopeia.
And for each cluster of stars he told a story.' A sfory of
adventure or betrayal or revenge ‘until the sky seemed to me |
to be alive with people, to be a vast battleﬁeld awash with
bodiqs. I tried to keep up with Julien 8 swining arm,
surprised that I was so interested in wha'l; he had to say. .
UsuaPly I did everything possible to avoid‘stgf-gazing;
'_makingt a speedy exit whenever my father emerged with his
| binoculii's and his ihramous *book of the heav@ns.® For viipth‘ _

> N « . +
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my father, Myra and I spent more time squin ing at tho Tuzzy
grey dots and yellow latticed‘lineé on his star maps than we’
-actually ddid looking at the sky.' :

Down on the Jetty Jullen -pressed his facé against Myra's
and pointed out acroas the lake.
| .fSee that group_of stars there?'
| Myra nodded and I scanned, the sky until my eyes settled
on what I thought‘the two Of'them must be looking at---a
dense cluster near the northwestern horizon.

'Thgt‘s Perseus. The hero who comes to the rescue.”

‘Myra laugh;ad softly. “How .does he do that?"

"Well, see those four stars oh the horizon?* Julien’
raiged his arm'aggin. swung it slightly to the fight of .
Peréeuo. "Thogé are Princess Andromeda's legs. She was
'Bupposed to be sacririeed to a sea monster because her |
mother insul%ed the sea nymphs or something. So they chain-
ed hor to-a rock on the shore but just before the monster
pulled her uhder. Perseus flew in and saved the day."

" \Myra tipped her head to6 one side. *Whoro's the monster?”

"You can't really gee him yet¢ He's still sunk below a
‘the horizgn. But he 11 show up big as life by August or '
September.” - o T
. I stared at Perseus, imagining a great winged warrior,

. his muscles bulging as he 1ifted the hapless Andromeda free

'or the water. But this picture suddenly disappeared when I )
heard beside me first a rumbling belch and then a voice so’ l ;fﬁ:
‘loud on £¥a still air it nearly sent me plummeting down the s

. ot .
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back stairs. - g;;j\ { ;
: "Dat's all a loada bullghit—if you ask -me."

~ I spun round to rind Guillaume standing at‘the foot
of the steps, o \he hand gripping a beer bottle, the other
clutching the bannister for aupport., 0ff vehind him, at

the end of our long driveway; I could just make out the twin

‘amber- specks that were the parking lights on Guillaume's

1

pick-up.
Julien and Myra, had turned, too, and seeing this, Guil-
laume lifted his beer bottle in greeting. Julien scowled -

‘and twisted round to face the lake. " Guillaume took a fei

unsteady steps onto the 1awn and ‘began cheerfully bellowing
at Myra. ) \\\\\ '

+
>

]

"Don't you listen to ‘im, Miss Myra. De stars, dey

are .all just big balis of gas. Just big ‘elium balloons. . ,/

No more. No less.” He let the last word linger on his /*
. | /
tongue, a long hissing "s.” - A !
He tipped his beer back, draining it, and taking a huge |

backward step, mimicking a pitcher on the mound, he sent

: ) - o .
the bottle sailing over Myra's and Julien's heads, the follow-

through nearly throwing him face~down into the sparse grass
on our lawnl I saw_Julien'flinch. almost imperceptibly.‘

" when the bottle splashed into the lake only a few feet in’

front of where he sat. Guillaume stood silent for a moment,
swaying, his head wobbling down toward his chest, his eyes
bleary beneath droéping 1ids. Then something caught his

- -

attention, his head lifting.

—_ - V. v m———" e r——
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"Les mouches & feu!" Guillaume's voice-was filled with

wonder, as if he was seeing lightning bugs for the'first
time. He began swatting at them, his right,arm darting out

again and again, Then all of a sudden he stopped, raised

‘a clenched hand triumphantly above his head.

"En regarde ga mes enfants." He lowered his arm and .
shook hls fist in the direction of the jetty. "I got a .
pie:\\of de sky right ere in my *and."

From where I sat I thought maybe I detected a faint
glimmering between Guillaume's fingers. But Guilhiume had
no. doubts. He kept pressing his fist to his ear to listen,

. I imagine, to the humming og}the\inséct inside, smiling at

what he heard there. Then.‘without warning, he rammed his
hand into his shirt pocket, slipped it quickly back out
again and clamped his open palm across the top of the pocket.
Standing like this, with one hand flattened over his heart!

as if he were paying alleglanne to something, he began to

‘sing his own jumbled version of the dyrics to a song 1°'d

heard a few times on the .radio.
”Catch a ralling atar and put it in your pocket, never

let it get away..." He repeated‘theee words several times,

' hoping I suppose to catch the thread.qr the next line but,

unable to. he trailed off. When hehstopped,Julien. who had
ignored Guillaume from the moment he 4 shown up. lirted his

. hands and clapped once.

3

L4 '

I saw all the wobbliness,' all'the uncertainty disappear
from Guillaume's body. He took a step towards the jetty.
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"Eh, quand est-ce-que tu reviends?" )
Julien, his back still to Guillaume, didn't move, didn"t

»

.answer. : ) ‘ : s “ar

“J'ai dit, 'g’uggd egt-ce-gue tu-reviends?"
Julien turned slowly and stared blankly at his father.

When he finally spoke he did so in a flawless English../ each
berféctly pronounced syllahle aimed unérringly at Guillaume.
*I'l1l come home when I bloody well feel like it. So '
why don' t you Just fuck off." '
I wouldn't have been surp'rised if Guillaume had run
screaming across the lawn to throttle Julien, to throw him

head-first into the cold lake. I thought Julien heroic,

' courageous, for I hadn't yet learned that for some families

raising one's voice and swearing were as commonplace, at
times even as inconsequential, as sina]_.l-talk. I saw on
Myra's face the same shock, the same disbelief I felt, a
look ffhat swiftly melted into gdmiration when Guillaume did
nothing but shrug, shake his head. As he shuffled back
towards the pick-up he gave Julien a.last warning.

"Okay, 'ave it yoﬁr way. You just better pray to de

" good Lord dat de good reverend don't get ‘ome too early

tonight "

When the sound of Guillaume s truck had died away.
Julien stood up, pulling Myra with him. He kissed her uith .
an urgency that both :‘rightened anq embarrassed me. = -

"Well, I guess the 0ld man has a pdint. I better get

going." Julien s voice soundéd tired, on the verge of crack-

»
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‘ing anf with a last clutching embrace he disappeared back -

into the woods. ‘I watched as he flitted through the trees,
his white shirt turned silver by the moon. After,Myra‘had
gone'back inside I sat for a long time out on the back steps.'

staring at the spot where I'd last seen Julien, wishlng ‘he

. had not given Gulllaume even this much of a v1ctory.

As exam time approached Myra began to study ‘more. Or

rather she spread her text books conspicuously across the

diningroom table. furtively hiding her sketch-filled gcribbler

whenever my father passed by.- And she discarded her flor-
escent mlnlskirts and stockings for more subdued -clothes;

she even began to wear a drab, shapeless 1ittle dress that
my father had picked out for her, a fawn-coloured shift.

in which,  if not for her flaming red hair, she‘would.have_
literally faded into the weddwork; But I knew{ lf my father:

didn't, that all this was just camouflage. Diversionary

~ tactics meant to put my father off guard so that if he did

permit Myra a weeknight visit to the school library he
wouldn't necessarily suépect.that she was actually meeting
Julien in one of the deserted classrooms.

Occasionally my fﬁtherlallowed Myra a date with Julien

' beyond the usual Saturday.- As long.as I went along as =~ '
chaperone. As spy. If I refused to go M&ra wasn't permitted
~to go either. Who. my father said, would make sure Myra

minded her-manners.'got home by ten o'clock? So on ‘those
EVenings I would make myself as scarce as possible, sitting

alone in a separate restaurant booth or slouching in the front

.
TR T e e
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row at the movie theatre while Julien and Myra huddled up in'
thé balcony. The three of us.made the rounds together---
Julien sucked into the fish-bowl existence that Myra and I,

4
being minister's daughters, had known all our lives---because

%\xwe'fealized that the restaurant—owner! the movie~house mana-

1

L]

"Reverend Shepherd's good books.

QEr and just about anyone we'happéned to run into, would be
only too willing to squeal on us as a &ay'to get into the
Other times my father'suggestedAthat Myra take Juliem
to afchurch social or card party. Functions at\ﬁhich my
, \ - Ch
father shunted the two of them about with a military effic- -

1encY. dragglng them round for endless. introductions. setting:

them up at separate tables so they could only gaze distracted-

ly at one another across a smoke-filled room. Eventually
Julien had stopped going, telling Myra he felt too much like’
a:fish out of water, felt he would choke if he had to take”‘

‘one more sip of tea, one more bite of a petit-four. At the .

last function.Julﬁen weot to, a strawberry,social‘in early

July, I watched as he tried to edge away from Mabel bempsfer.

who kept fhrusting a heaping bowl of shortoake into his faoep

- 1 was. about to go and rescue him when Myra appeared at my
side and dragged me across the room. She positiooed me

" where we could easily see my father standing with iudith _
Brown and Gloria Pennington. both women gazing up at him with

worshlpful. admiring eyes. I saw that Myra's face had gone

hard, her mouth a thin, sour line. She leaned closge so I

could hear her above the drone or the crowd.:

- 4
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" I slouched. beside her, contemplating the long, grey eventless

~ to grab at it ‘to keep it from sl,idipg onto the floor. Be-
'~ ~side me Myra hadn't taken. her é};es from the window"b'ut- I'd '
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"They haveé no idea, do they?™ - » o , ,
"I turned to-her, puzzled.  "No idea of what"" R

. -

. "No idea of what he's really like.j of . what he's like ~ >///’i>
at home. When ‘nobody s watching but us." ' '

I had never heard . such a.nger, such venom in her voice:

(RS

ﬁm) ' -+
Or such resolsm*.« I reached out and touched Myra's arm I...
l.;.'_——*/ “

g intended to warn her but I' found myselr unable to - put into

words the. uneas:mess I felt, and she slipped a.wa,y. T
It all came clattering down in mid-July. On an unusAaJ.l"y

-

cool day in the flrst month of - summer vacation. I saf with -

,Myra Qnd my mother in our drafty. cramped kitchen. the room

flooded with an unsteady. metallic light---the sun rerlgctmg ‘
off the lake. My mother stood at the caunter, miraculously '
peeling potatoes by feel 1ike a blind vionﬁn. _hei- eyes never

' leaving the tclevision where it sat jammed in amid the other

appliances.  Myra sat at the kitchen table, twisting ‘round in
her chair so that she could look out the window it the lake.

expanse of the next month and a half.
1 could hear my father talking to the paperboy at the’ .
front door, his voice cheerful as it boomed backward into e

the house. But when he burst into the kitchen a moment - L i

£

. later his face was a splotchy. liverish red. : S L 33

He rlung the paper down on the kitchen table a.nd I had




117 .

seen her ump ver 50’ slightly, seen her fingere tigtiten where
. they c‘lixtc he:&"’the ‘bac'l_:’e;t‘_‘the chair. I smoothed the news-
paper "eut in front of me. It was the local paper, The -
LaureLSt'andard. ‘ And across .the middle of the. front page

in large exciamatory letters was the headline "SPIDER LAKE
‘ MONS‘I’ER SIGH'I‘ED T}mEE TIMES'" Below this was a trio of

¥ photographs The middle one, was of Myra., The same one that

. was in the sterling silver frame on the mgntle-piece in our '
livingroom.' Below thls ‘again was the caption "Laurel, s
| ‘Miracle Child’ Is Third To~ See Monster In Two Weeks." I
) felt my throat clot;with fear ‘ Co '
‘ My father threw himgelf into the chair across from
Myra and- me, glaring first at Myra, then at the newspaper, N
breathing wheezily gu:‘ough his nose. My mother set a ‘nug

\_//of coffee in. ‘front of him and she hesitated by . his side, L

her eyes settling on the newspaper for a second, then rotat— -

ing b_ack to the televisign. My father gr‘ipped\ the coftee
~ - mug with both hands and casting his eyes déwn, he Ltalked,v'
‘i-nto"‘it. _ o ‘
""Well, youl've certainly p‘icl\ced gome . fine company? this.'
time, haven't you?”‘ | ‘ ‘
| "It was “true . Myra's fel low visionaries wereﬂ t exactly
! _aﬂlong iaur'éi‘s most respected reliable citizens. Joe
‘ ‘Desaulniers .who had been the first.to see the monster, was
‘; ) wha.t the more unk ind people in laurel called a ,reta.rd." .
‘ Armistice Eféwn was an- out-and-out drunk. “But the article,
coyly di,plomatiq, h.ad’referred to Armistice as a "colour-
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'his coffee mug. “*ell, Miss, don't you .have something to

| ~ Co “118’
ful local character” with "ho Tixed address:" Joe was'a,
"jack-of-all-trades"” who was currently enrbiled’ in‘seVeral*:
"spec;ial education" classes at Laurel Comprehensive. And
as I skimmed down the. columns I saw that M.yra"'s name had
been linked---repeatedly --w:.th s own incriminating label,
"Minister's d:a.ugl’;\'t:‘e/-n oo, ' A .

My fathgr reached out, yanking the papff.across‘the
table, slopping coffee over thg¢ front f)age‘so that.Myra's

: ¥
* photograph was covered with a liquid ochre stain. His eyes

"raced down the collimns and I saw the coiouxj gradug.lly seep e ot

from his face. Finally he ra&sed his head, stared open-

-]

- mouthed at Myra. | . \ N . P

‘#Just listen to this tfipe." 'My father began quoting

from the newspaper. ™'The creature was sigpted for the

L7 : . .

third time virtually on the udoorstep of Ifurel's own Reverend - , ¢
- Shepherd.' " His eyes sped down the page. "And listen to >

this---'Apparently xhe minister's beach is now home to the J

.Spider| Lake monster#'"‘ My father glared at Myra. “Sweet
God im Heaven, girl. This makes it sound as if this thing

dragge itself out of the lake and took up résidence right
here in our house. You've made it sound as if 'it's practically
a member of our family ‘" N
Myra smiled slightly!, made no sign of denial. | .
I saw my father's knuckles go white where lie gripped

%
"say? Don't you have some sort of explanagon for us?"

Myra stood up, eyes blazing. “All the explanation you

-




o

.

LY x ‘ , o ' P 15.9
need is riéﬁtzyhere in your precious black and white.”

For a minute my fatier seeméd unable to move. Then he i
leapéd rrom’ﬁis chair and I thought he was going to slap ////
Myra. But he hesitated. seemed suddenly to catch sight of i
his own extended arm and let it drop back down at his SiéiJ
ﬁephad never -struck either of us before; it was not in his
character he said. He sat back down, content to glare at
Myra's back ‘as she strode out of the room. /

A minute or so later I slippéd‘away. too, leavi;g my
father with the newéﬁgfer. his hands pressed firmly\ﬁown on
top of the neat fe&té;gle'igto whicl he had folded it.

. 1 found Myra sitting at the foot of the back stairs. She
didnfé look up %hgn I sé%sdownrpes&ﬂe her, just kept suéking
hard on her'éigarette. She passed the cigarette to me’ and I

felt her.hand tremble where it touched mine. I took a drag

-on it though I didn't like smoking---not then. anyway . I

paéﬁéd it back to. her, keeping it down at ankle height 80

%hat if my father happened out onto the back porch I could s

easif? drop it into the dirt below the stairs. .
"I saw i%, ,you know. I really saw it." Myra's woice |

was emphatic. left no room for challenge. She pointed out

at the lake and I noticed how frighteningly thin her arm .

was, how tightly drawn the skin on the back of her hand had

-grown. “Julien and I were sitting just down the shore from

here and I saw it right out there in the middle of the lake "

1 squinted at the nger. flat and grey as a sheet of

$
granite. "What did it look like?"

a - . . '
. .
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Myra dropped her arm. "Like a snake. But big as.a man . . sl
. rourid the middle. There was a loop of\it'sticking up‘oot'of ' ‘
thehwater when I first saw it. Then that disappeared and i o

ﬂ the heeg.came up.” She seemeo'to be calmen now}for whenﬂshe,
raised the cigarette to her mouth her hand no'lonéer shook.‘
"I don't even know if it had any eyes. Bnt I knew it coulo.
see me. I knew it could tell exactly where T wasg.” ‘ ;
o We sat in silehce for a few minutes and I'tried to pic- |
'ture for myself what Myra said she d seen. I imagined a
'grvat. hulking creature, a giant eel perhaps or maybe ‘a
‘Variation on the huge. Brontosaurus whose picture 1'd often
seen in my grade school science-books. Then again, what.Myra
) had described could just es easily have been an old, rusted.
drainplpe. a tree branch caught bobbing and whirling in one’
-of the lake s fast currents. | "
"It looked like'e sneke?t 'I'tried_to‘keep my ‘voice
neutral, non-committal. | L L
She nodded.’I waiteéd a moment beﬂnre going on. "
Bnt»Joe and Armistice eaid it looked more like e.pig '
or a. cow. Like a hippopotamus with flippers and a long ail.™
o . And then Myra turned on me, - eyes flaghing accusation.
‘ ”Then Joe end Armistice were lying;weren t- they”" Co o
' I thought ror the firet time, seoing Myra' s twieted face.
hehring the vehemence. the certainty in her words, that per- -

E “2 Jhaps my father had goneitoo far.

e

But he went even rurther. A week later—--l week that

RN

my father must have fOund very embarrassing. for peopie in ..
\% * - N ‘
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: Laurel 1oved a good bit’ of scandal-——Myra s flnal marks

arrived. She 'd falled Chemlstry, Blology. Geometry and
Algebra and in these fallures my father found hls means of
reprisal. W1th-such low marks Myra couldn t even hope uo
be oonsidered'for-eollege er'l.‘trahce.~ So oh thar‘muggy afterQ

i

noon in'late July my father. dec1ded “that: Myra would repeat

. grade eleven. And to ensure that she attalned the stralght
"As he knew . ghe was capable df and in. order tha¢ she get a'

jump. on her competitlon. Myra would have to cut oﬁ& boys and
A S
painting,in that order‘ Stie would study for at. least thred -

. hours’ every mornlng-—-my mother and 1 were instructed’to keep

a “close eye on her-—-and on Saturdays and thOSe weekday

Lafternoons when my father could spare the time,we wpuld g0
an educational field trips.. He would turn'’ the nex few

weeks, my father assured us, xnto an ex erience i 1earnlng

i ) ‘ ‘ |
for ua all. ol e o co

\

qﬂe had been assembled in ‘the diningroom 1nstead ‘of the:

kitchen because of the importahce of this announcement. As

'soon as my father—uas through,my mother disappeared and I
heard the falmiliar drone of the television start up again in

the next room.. Myra sat acrobs the polished table from me,

‘unmoving; startllngly,rndifferent 1t seemed,. to what my father

had -just said. I glared af the top of my‘father's balding

’ head whére he bent over a list of excursions he was making

but when he glanced up I.quickly dropped my eyes. I couldn't
bedieve Myra hadn*t stood up for herself} I lacked the ~

.~courage to ‘do 1t for ‘her, - lacked. the courage even to-stand

‘ . \
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up fof myself, to tell my. father that I would prefer not

to be included in his plans, that I did not appreoiate'being

appointed as Myra s warden. I. s;mply sat. trying to conv1nce

myself that Myra s impassive face wag just a‘'cover-up, that

she had anticipated this move‘of my father s and would now
put some elaborate, fool-pfoof plan into motion.
At least ™ my father's "summer of adventure" filled a-

lot of empty. hours. qﬁdmust have covered hundreds. perhaps

. even thousands .of miles during that.July and August. Most

7

: of'them over narronly‘winding.'tréacherously graded back ,

roads. ‘some no wider than cow-paths and so thickly shrouded
with trees that branchek slapped the sides of our halting
old Chevy and even occasionally met for a sudden, blinding
instant across ‘the windshield. More often than not we ended

1

f up at a church. A Many of them deserted their'low—slung
,belfries barely visible above the . creeping underbrush.’ These

’ churohes were usually open---lett unbolted for "pilgrims"

like ourselues, I_suppose. or perhans the palecRsLhad long‘

" since been pried off-—-and my father would throw?t e doors

dramatically wide; a blast of musty. dead air invariably
ballooning out to engulf us. Inside. each church was’ basic-
ally the same. Everything overlaid with a thick.film of
dust and bat dr{”pings} pastel walls and ceilings marred

_&ith amber-coloured water etains. But with everything still
:in its proper .place--~hymn. books nestled in their racks in-

spirational notes taoked to royer bulletin boards, prayer
pads laid down at communion rails. As {f things had. simply

.
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-~ was no lese than a Houge. of the Lord
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and listened for her. Sometimes I heard the shuffling of

123
been arrested ‘in mid-servive. InYsome of theee’places'the

a1r of suspension hung so heavy that I half-expected to see

the pews filled with rigid, dust-covered parishioners. °.

) Bodies @s still as flgures in a photograph, waiting for

some cue to pegln again, to shake off the dust and their own '
inertie and once more fill tdeir.lungs’with air and song.‘
Myra rarely came ipside churches like these. Instead
she hung back by the doors, watching with large.‘eary eyes
as mv father exemined,a bit of‘cervingyen a pew or pulpit,
held aagrimy'alter eloth'up to the faint criss-cross of light
that seeped‘through a boarded-up window. I found these
buildings too dadp; they sent a chill deep into my bones and

after a cursory tour up and down the main aisle to appease

" my father;I usually Joined Myra outgide. Once, as we drove

dway from one of the first abandoned churches we visited
Myra had said that places like these gave her the creeps.
They were so cold and~empty'that she thought God .would be . -

more at houe out in’ the woods than he would be ingide such a .

 dump. .My father stopped the car and twisted raund to face‘
' Myra. God did not live in trees, he indignantly told her and

Myra must remember that each and every %ne of these churches
[

Every weekday morning Myra studied and every weekday

ﬁluhch hour my father)would check with my mother or ‘me " to
‘meke sure Myra had spent the required three houre buried

in her books. Often I qtood outside our'closed~bedroom door

o
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papefs,'the turning'pf rages. Or I heard her chanting
Chemistry or Algebra formulas, the numbifs and letters of

!

———

. which seemed to stick in her throat like the syliablias/pi//‘/.
" some gutteral, foreign language.. But usu Myra was‘doing'.
| anything but‘stndyiﬁg. DeeasiEﬁEiI;,;/;;iizy;:zrfamiliar
‘sgueak/of/féiizag;;;;/;; sketch-pad paper. Of sometiﬁ§8'1

picked upfthe sound of Myra singing along to .the faint hum

»

1

of'her transistor, the }adio turned down 50 low my mother
" couldn* t possibly hear it over -the blare of the television
zset. Once or twice I even caught the whir of the sewing
machine though Myra had little need for new‘clothes with
the cloistered life she led that summer. But most often I
heard nothing. at aliiahd I would imagine Myra standing '
Lilent at the bédroomi;indow. breathing in the fresh air
t§¢3%filtered through the screen.

On those mornings when my father was home I helped .
Myra séudy, quizzing her from old test papers my father. had
gotten from Mr. Dewit, the sciencg teacher at school.. On
a dreary; overcast mornihg in-early August thé/;;;\d‘ us
toiled for'wﬁﬁt seemed 1ike an eternity over a dog-eared
.Chemistry exam. o |

"Okay, My. What's the law of cqnservatién of energy
and mass?” ‘I looked expectantly, hopefully at her. She'd
answered only two questions right in the past hour.
_ Myra said the words over a few times as if she thought
that by rgpeating them she. might unlock their meaning. Then
she gtared senréhingly'at me, perhaps hoping to find a hint

. A ‘e
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N . “ . -
- — - v s ————_
AT -~ A




‘ - ‘ : ' 125

sigh d and thriew herselr face-down on her bed.;

“Beats me,” Her voice was muffled, exasperated.

I read from the answer sheet: "Matter and energy can
be neither created nor destroyed but can only’ be tranaformed \\
into one another." |

Myra rolled over onto her back and glared up at the
céiiing. "So what does that mean? So what‘s that supposed
to mean in plain English?"

I wished that I could éxplain it to her but unable té‘

_iind the proper words I sped down the pagéﬂagunting for

something I hoped would be easier, more straightforward.
"Define osmosis. “ '

Myra sat suddenly upright and flung her arms wide.

_*Miracle of miracles. I actually know the answer to this

one!" And she rattled off a definition of osmosis that was
word-for-word thé same as thé one on the answer shéet.' I
suspected she hadn't understogd ; thing ghe'ad just said

but I tried to smile encouragingly. We went on.

"Here's a neat one." I passed the exam booklet to Myra.
"Pake a look at question number twelve. What's that a pictu;e
of?" | o ‘

Myra studied the diaéfa;. a jumdble of lafge black dots
jgin;d'by a criss-cross of thin lines. The answer sheet
saié they represented part of tq,?ﬁiomic siructure of a
diamond. ' . u4 | - ' g

‘Myra frownied al the test paper, chewed on her thumbnail.

—— e T TR



"*I don't know; What's it supposed to be?'l ,
"It's called a space lattice. - This one.shows the struc-

Ture of a‘aiamond.' . ' \

Myra wrinkied her nose, Eeé her-m&uth in a hard, depre-:

cating line. "Oh, yes. Now that you mention it I do see a

~definite ;esemblance.‘ She stood uﬁ and walked over to the

window then, leaving the booklet on her bed. She made a
sarcagtic sound in her throat. “That looks as much like a
diamond as I do." f |

Myra pulled a chair ;ver to the window and climbed uﬁ .
onto ;t.'retrieving a pack of cigarettés from on top of the
EN _valance. She 1it one and slid a glass of cloudly, grey water.

out from behind the drapes. The bottom of the glass was
coated with a thick scum of cigarette asi and several filter
stubs floated in the water. ‘ »

. *You know, I've only seen Julien two times since Daddy
sthrted this bloody house arrest. Two stinking times in
almost three weeks. She sucked hagh on her.cigarette,'blew the
smoke out between clenched teeth. "The last time was for .a

‘grand total of two minutes. I“went into  Daigle's to buy
gome milk while Daddy waited in the car and Julienhjuét
happened to be in the’ store, too.” ' , |
She angrily flicked cigarette ash into the glass. .
. “He says I look different."” | o
Julien was,right. She had always been slim bﬁt:she'ﬁ
pﬂﬁptically stopped_eatiﬁg in the past few weeks and she was
4’hmwg;$}tully thin row, the bones in her hand rotating out like

i
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. spokes from the hub of her wrisf'when she raised the cigar-

ette to her mouth. A few days earlier, on an afternoon my
father had deemed too hot ‘for adventure, I'd found’ldyra \asleep _
on her bed, curled up on top of the blankets. .She'ld been
wearj.ng‘uhly her bathing suit and her spine stuck out knife-
sharp, each vertabra a distinct, cutting point. The skin |
pulled so tight across her ribs it seemed almost translucent,
like a baby's, a frail casinhg intended simply to hold her v
bone;a in place. I regched out to touph her baéi: and I felt
a surprisiné coolness rising from her skin. Suddenly, I

was reminded of the brittle, skeletal reeds I ‘sometimes
found iced into the shallows of the lake after the first
' freeze in November or Dece:mber. 1 drew my hand awﬁ& without
ever touching her. |

"He says I act different, too.” Myra frowned, sqﬁeezed,
her arms tightly across her chest.

"How does he think you act di;ferent?"

_"Oh, he says I seem tired. He says I seem to be walk-
irig in my sleep. I supposé he's right.” ‘ ‘

Sht_a J‘:'.eachec'l up and pressed her fingers to the bridgé of
her nose, a habit she'd pickéd up ‘only“recen'tly. "Anyways, _
he wants me to _go away with him.”™ . .

"When?" I felt as if I had been caught a shai:'p.bléw to
the stomach. ‘ ' =

"1 cion',f know. Soon I hope. Julien says it'll take

him a while to arrange t'hings.' But I know it won't take too

" "long. Jullen can do what he wants when he warits. Not like me."

‘ ’ . . Qe .
! ‘ . «
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Myra blew a si.ngle. quavering smolﬁe ring out through tlxe
screen and dunked the cigarette butt into the glass, the tip
hissing as if hit water. Swept by a sudden vave of envy I
" had to force the next words out.

"Good luck." C s

Myra looked startled but ‘l;hep she smiled and ca‘.ught in
tlle embrace of those brilliant blue oyes I felt suddenlyﬁmore
hopeful than I had in months. ' R

The next afternoon my .f,a:;er had \so;ne sort of orgooiza-
+ tional n'xeeting\;vith the tombola committee so nothing was .
scheddled for Myra. She told my mother she was going for
‘a boot ride and m}" mother, 'a.bsorbed in the'lamehta o? two ‘
wonlen on some soap opera, modded absently. I .wo.tched from:

the- back porch as Myra tmtied our old fiberglass boat from

. the jetty a.nd rowed slwoly out onto the lake. As she dis-

' appeared round a point of land a quarter-mile or so digtant,
it occurred to me that she migh't at thia very moment be
trying to run away. But I. pushed the thought agide and in-
stead convinced niyself'that I was more hconcerned with’ the

| \fact that Myra had neglected '!;o strap on one of our old.
musty—smelling. luminous orange life-jackets. o \

By supper time she still hadn' 't comeb home a.nd my tather.

‘my mother and I sat waiting as the light in the kitchen -

. gradu_auy “faded through shades of red and pink and mggye. B
The T.V. had been shut o:r:r--'-I supi)ose it was iny mother's o r‘f,

. way of paying penance for allowing Myra to Blip away---and ’

we listened for the slam of the 'back door in unusual quiet.

»
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rx_\alr-hour or so my father would spring out of his chair
to dial a. number on the phone, asking whoever it was on the
other end of the line a few casual quest.ions about My:;a.
Just before midnight the tel.ephone-rang at our enda. tl;e :
sqund blown so out of prOportion by then that it forced a .

. startled little yelp out of me. When my father finished with

the call, closihg things off with a string of effusive "thank-

"yéus." he droppgd‘ the receiver triumphanj:ly'back into its =
’ cradlé.' He motioned for me to get up. _ g"

"Come on, Elaine. You're coming with me."
I didn'* t want %o go with my father that night---at least
not as his ally. But I was - too fr:x%htened not to g9, too

"frightened to stay home and eimply wait for news of Myra.
. So Imp\illed; on a pair of jeaxfxs and a.windbreakgr to cut

the August chill and climbed in next to my fathqf in the
front seat of the Chevy. We headed north, pitching along
through the dim tunnel of o'verhanging trees that lined the

‘lakeshore road. Aftér we'd driven about ten miles my father
" brought the car to a‘lurching halt in what seemed to be the

middle of.nowhere. But then I\s;aw,that the headlights were

" trained on anv't}ld wooden sign wired to a fente post on the

left-hand ‘side of the road. The sign was for the "METEOR
MOTEL" which boasted six double-occupancy roome, each with

'‘its own black-and-white T.V. and breathtaking view of Spider
'Lake. I'd ridden past -this billboard hundreds of times on
‘my way to school but until that night 1'd never noticed that"

the sign-painter had transi’ormed the, g in "MOTEL" into a

! \ L
e - : 7



.
b

.///2.

y T X
primitive picture or a meteor---an. anemic yellow splotch with,
a ragged lightning bolt tacked onto it like i tail onto a |
kite.\ ' '

, We turned dOWn the rain-rutted driveway.' There were no

D lights on at the motel. not even in)the squat little trailer

with the word “OFFICE" painted. below one window. But by the

- faint moonlight I could make out a short row of sagging,

-D.

glid out of the car, closing the door quietly behind him.

-God only knew what’ my father would do then.

weatherbeaten motel cabins racing the lake, each 'with a !}
plastic lounge chair parked outside its entrance.' My father

)

_and strode towards the last cabin. I had to run to catch

C. . -
" up with him.

He tried. the cabin door, hoping I imagine for a dramatic ,

entrance. but it was:locked. -He hesitated glanced towards

“the darkened office. : Then he rapped sharply on.the door and .

called out Myra s name in a q:ssing stage whisper. I felt
an involuntary shivering set through me as we waited. I
suppose I was a:raid that the door ‘'would be opened by a’

‘:jetranger and then we would have to start our search all over

again.' But'I think I-was even more afraid that Myra would
actually be the ohe inside the’ motel room and if she was.

- Pimally’ a raint shurtling sound came from inaide the

. cabin and the door opened, musty, stale air eddying outward.

Hyra etood in the doorway. eyes hooded by shadow, skin
turned 8ilver by the moon. .She didn't eeen at all,eurprised

' “to see.my father and me. .She simply stared blankly past us

.
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) ////;:/the lake and casually reached one thin arm across to te
inside wall of the cabin. I heard the sharp’ click of a 1ight./
switch and on the bedside table behind Myra a small lamp

. with a eracked, yellowed shade flickered on, She stepped -
aaide then, making a sweeping motion with her arm.
"Won't you two come in”' : : - I
My father.: pushed past her but he was stopped up short .
almost immediately by the double bed that rilled three-

. qherters of the room. He whirled round to face Myra, .

: ., . "So- where 8 your friend?' i

s "What rriegd?" I thought I heard a slight catch in -

. Myra's voice. L ‘ A * .

S My father acowled. 'Don t bve' coy ﬁith me, Mise. You f\-‘

‘ : know exactly .what friepd I mean.” ',
' _He did a little pirouette then;, pivotting on his heel .

in the:middle of the room as if he expecyed to find Julien
lurking in one of the dim corners. He poked his head into.
the bathroom cubicle, pulled it back out. Watching him I
was reminded of ‘the jealous husband skits I of%en saw on T. V
and I wondered it my father might suddenly fling aside the
: curtain that served as a closet door or drop to ‘the carpet
‘s0 that he‘migh;.eheck the narroQ‘Space beneath the sagginé |

" bed. \ T S g . (

, . "Well, I guess the lad made a clean getaway.' He

_sounded disaepointed. | J

e Myta stroiled past my fdthe:. gkirting round hid,as ir

. he was mereiy one more piece of rufniture.’ She began rum-

Siaueyr.on £ o R
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maging in her purse where it sat on the bedside table, ex-

traqtipg first a crumpled pack of ‘cigarettes, theﬂ‘é liftle.

pot of:crimson rouge, a. étick of chewing gum, a tube of

lipstick, two or throe Beatles cards. .Then she pulled out

a water-colour,hgush,vith the price sticker st?ll on it

and for an,insﬁaﬁt she looked directly at me, her face

o puzzled. evJ; dédzed, as if she hoped I mi;;t tell her who

it belonged to. Before I could say anything ‘her eyes had- ‘

dropped back down to her purse{ "She spoke intq ixgvdepths.

**So are we about rgady»to leave?' S ¢

I stood frozen. I had expected, I hiad noped, that |

Myra woﬁld lay\dohn some ground rules, strike a bargain“or

some sorézwhile she had the distinct advantage. I h&d

~never expected such a simple surrender.

- I gazed at Myra, unbelieving. " She thrust her hand deep
into her purse again and with eyes closed, brow furrowed, o
she felt around ihsidg it. She smiled and pulied out the
key tb the motel room. ) .

.~ "Isn't this gomethiﬁg?' Myra® grinned, holding the key
riqg high in rroﬁt of her. At thehend of .the gey chain was"
é yeilow.‘plastic disk stamped out in the shaée of a star,
its long, jaggéd tail sriapped off mid-way. ’My?a pokeé

at the atar'with her finger and i%lsphn listlessly around a C
fe; times. She giggled and dropped the key on top of the - i
"pile of débris she had extracted from her purse. -

Y

“Well, I'm reqdyiwhenever you are.”
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My father strodﬁ triumphantly out to the car, Myra and‘
I following a few steps behind. Just before we reached the
Chevy Myra clutched onto my arm, her nails digging in. She

whispered into my ear, her voice quav%ring,'catching on the
s’i ) : e
tears. ) - ' . '
"He never came, Elaine. He nevér‘showed up.”
Her J&ole body seemed to droop then, to lose its buoy~
ancy, as if all the matter in her arms and legds was simpiy

dissolving, melting away. And as she leaned against me I
‘' ‘ X ) ' )
* felt my own trembling body transformed, my limbs shot through

with a surprising energy."I half-carried Myra the rest of

- the way back to the car.

' . Later that night, oncéfeverygnevelseﬁwas in bed, I
crept out to the porch. Too keyed up to sleep, I sat on

the back steps, shivering ihsidé the blanket I'd throzp over
my pajamas. A falling star burned a short, brilliant arc

through the sky near "the northweétern horizon. It was qhickl}/‘ ’

followed by another and still another. I remembered Julien
{

mentioning a meteor shower---the Perseid shower he'd called

it---that occurred in mid-August. - I located Perseusxéhd as

. each meteor plummeted earthward I imagined it to be a fire-

tipped arrow aimed at Cetus. The monster was fully visible

ctmbersome head, trained its hooded, blood-lusiting-eyes at
. . . . - ) ‘ ﬁ

the defenseless.Andromeda. But after I had counted almost

twenty falling sters in under an hour I decided that the

7

‘above the horizon now and in my mind‘'s eye it shook itg ugly,

v
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meteors were not Perseus ammunition but Perseus himag;f as”

he rapidly. inexorably dﬁsintegrated.‘ s

After that ‘Myra was an easy target, raising only occa-.

sional weak protests against my father's endless euggestions.

, We were on the road almost every day until the emd of August,
' visiting a £ish hatchery. 2 granite quarry. several cemeteries,
_ the Whiterock Cawerns. We took a day #rip into Hontreal, ‘e

dashing alomg tree- and rower-lined walkways.htfotti
through greenhouses at the botanical gardens so that we -
woeld have tzme\enough to go to the wax mugegme--whatrmy
fathep}had really.grivqnf;ll_thg way into the city th see.
I don't remember much of any of these places. ‘By then T
was growing tired of}?y féthgr's idea of adventure and so '
I didn't pay very close,atéent;hzhfb what we saw on our
never-ending outings.

I wﬁs gléd éh get back to sehool. Myra and 1 shaéed a ‘
lot of classes that fall-—-Chemistry. Algebra and Geometry :
among others. She was quiet during lectures and I think . .
her friénds and teachers saw this and the ‘Subdued clothes ‘
she now wore as‘simply part;of another phase, simply another
example of her eccentricitf; and moved warily around her for
the first few weeks. In late September Mr. Dewit scheduled F
a visit‘;o a natural history museum for our Bihlbgy class. :
1 tried to hush up news of the field trip because I knew:my
father had a penchant for acting as chaperone atithese affairs,

-
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‘but somehow he caught wind of'if. And that'Fridhy I found '

myself sitting at the rear of the bus glaring at the back
of @y father's balding skull where it loomed above the per-
fectly ‘coiffed heads of other students mothers.

i

The museum was housed im what 1ooked like an only

{ slightly renovated hay barn and inside I could still detect .

”the dusty odor of charr It wag jammed to the rafters with .

display cases. most’ of which seemed to be filled with inaects“

'-Beetles.,criqkeys, June-bugs. midges, centipedes. ants, ter-

miteé. ladybugs. Deertlies. millipades. earwigs. grass-

’hopperé, aphids;“glowwo:ms. Each ope pinned to its own

neatly labelled: square of yellowing cardboard. There was
even the odd powdery cococn on exhibit; mummified larvae

4 . N - '
gassed before they could develop any further. Against the

" east wall stood aiélim.'upright case with a tree-branch

wedged inside it. On every spare twig a stuffed gong-bird B
perched, each one with its wings outspread as if it were

" about to take flight, each one with its beak opened nutely,

soudlessly. The birds mgét have been sealed inéide the case
for years---they were lustﬁeless. faded, Even the goldfinch
whose summer plumage rivalled the brilliant blooms of the
sunflowegs in our yard at home was bleached to a sulphurous.

"pasty yellow. Tr

1

)

There was also a table littered wf\n'dusty rock and
mineral samples. a fev squares of bristol board tacked to

the wall with withered leaves and burst seed pods glued to
P
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them, some sea shells nestled, inside styrofoam egg cartons.

A tour of the entire museum took less than half an hour and '
. soon people were milling out through the back’ door.‘ My
father, Myra and I followed.Astepping intp'a sandlot that
someone had set up as a miniature zoo. My fgther had prob-
ably seen every one 3f the species fepresented_here at least

. & .hundred timeg before in tﬁe woods_and rielés'that surrounded
our house. Bgt though he sho d~littlé interest‘in them in
the wild, these same animals seémed to hoid a strange fascin-
ation for him in this envivonment,.as if in this captive

state they had suddenly become i@measurably more brecious.

'He trotted excitedly from pen tc pen with Myra in tow, yank-
ing at her arm as if it was a leash. I hung a.few steps

. behind, stopping to stare at a scrawny apricot-coloured

red fox, a pair pof motheaten deer, a hawk that glared imper-.
iously doyn from atop a deg@ birch stump, a gkunk, a porcu-
pine and ' a weasel, all fightly curled into sleeping balls. |
My father sﬁent the most timg.inspectiﬁgta large, dusty

- tortoise.. fhe tértoise didn't seem to be restrained in any
way but then it showed little desire to escape either, content *
to loll like an old barn dog in a gﬁlly it had carved for .
itself in the sand, only the occasional, slow blink of its
miniscule eyes indicating it was even alive. My father gave
it an affectionate slap on its'great shell, leaving a hand-
print in the dust there.

In the centre of the zoo someone had built what looked

o
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'like a gold-fish pond, a hole dug in thg'éand'surrounded with.

a circle of white-washed s?ones; ‘The water that filled it

was green and thick as pea.soup---I,could locate no run-off

~drain--<but even as I watched, a paunchy raccoon waddled up

to its edge and fastidiously dipped a sandwioh crust into its
murky depths. Still, what‘caught everyone's attention.‘wngt
sght my father bolting across the sandlot, was not thp_rac;'
coon but the chimpanzee that was that moment settling itself
down opto one of the white~washed rocks. An attendant with-

an obvious flare for thé dramatic had only just led the

'chiqp outside and now, with one end of its leash fastened to

a post begside the pond, it sat stéring dﬁlly.down af where
its own dangling feet.disappeareé%into the water. I moved
o#er to look, too, elbowing my way to the front-of the crowd
to stand next to Myra and my father.” h

' 1 assumed that the chimp was a.male for it wore a
jaunty, little red tartan vest. And though it had a spread-

ing, sagging belly I don't think it was so much old as over-

fed. It had none of the manic playfulness I'd seen wild

chimps show on fév. documenfaries; it didn't even have the.
embarrassing programmed energy of the chimps I often watched
in circus acts on the Ed Sullivan Show. This one just sat’
with its hands clasped across its gaping veét\froht. I
think it even fell asleep for a'mbmqnt because as I watched,
its head'began to droop avqr‘so'élowly éownward and when its

chin finally met its chest the chimp’'s whole body jerked

-
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upright, the same sequence of movements I' 'd frequently seen

displayed by passengers on a rolllng bus.

The chimp heaved itself off the rock and stood buttocks-

deep in the pond, obllvious to its tltterlng audience. It.
waded leisurely out into the water and then. abruptly, it
squatted down until the whole front of its body was submerged

in the muck. It seemed to be probing around for something on

the bottom of the pond; occasionally it grunted or squinted

in concqhtration. After a minute or so of this it pulled

its “hand above the surface, éripping a dingy, soggy cigar-
./ette butt between its flngers. The chiﬁp brough% the cigar¥
ette to its lips, smacked enquirlngly at it and: then popped

;t into its mouth. A few people gasped. Most sputtered
with laughter. I watched as the animal's jaw muscles rotated
gnd then slackened as it swalloweq, ) : =

_The chimp began the process agsin but this time it was

- less successful, bringing up enly a slime-covered nail and

) .. . .
a few twigs. "With a disgruntled snort it hauled itself out

Tof tﬁe pond.' Everyone skittered away as it shook he water

off 1ts fur but moved quickly back in when, curiously, the
chimp threw itself belly-dwon onto the ground. It crawled

crab-like across the sand as far as i%s leash wodld allow,

nose in the dust, eyes watchrdl for any peculiarity. Just in '

front of where I stood, the chimp found another butt and giving
a little grunt of natisfaction it promptly popped this one ',
into its mouth as well. - R é?l
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Beside me my father was busy with something. I turned
to see him taking a package of cigarettes from one of my

- classmate’s mothers. _Myra watched him, her face expression-

less. He 1it one of the cigarettes, euckiﬁg on it with a
surprising expertise. Then he crouched down and held it

in front of the sPread-eagled chimp's face.' I expected the
animal to scramble frantically eway3screeming at the red-

hot tip, at the azrid, unfamiliar smell of tobacco smoke. But

instead it yanked itself eagerly upright and very carefully
grasped the cigarette between thumb and ferefinger, baring
its square, yellow teeth at my father in a cheerful grimace.
For a moment I thought the chimp was about to, drop the 13t
cigarette into its mouth as it had the otherp but it was :
cleverer than this. It placed the cigarette to its withered
iips and took a deep, practiced drag on it. This time there
was no laughter, edmply awe-struck e#lence;
| A smile spread aeross my father's face, a superior,

patronizing smile that seemed to 1ne1ude not only the .

. chimpanzee but everyone and everything in the sandlot zoo."

I blurted out the. next words.

"Don't you think it looks juat XIike: Graapn Shmpgerd?'
wanted to wipe the look off my father’ 8 face and I spoke -
louder, than I was accustomed to. Those who had begun to

- drift away from the fisli-pond stopped, turned to stare.

My father gaped. “"What?:!" The'word wag an outraged
squeak.

oo e
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 "Phe chimpr--it looks just:like Grampa Shepherd. They;ve
' both got tons of wrinkles and théy've both got pot bellies.
Grampa even hasg a little red vest like that.” The lagf was
a lie but I bﬁlldozed‘ahead, heart pounding, before my‘father
could interrupt me. "And when we go visit Grampa at the
nursing home he glways smokes‘like a chimney. ,ﬁho knows,
ma&be he even eats his cigarette butts wnenlno one's 1oqking."
. A Tew people laughed out:ight and my'fathgr made a;wéak
attempt to chuckie good-naturedly aldﬁg with.them.‘ He reached
out to grab my arm but I swerved away. I glanced at Myra,
thought maybe I saw a flicker of interest beneath:the puzzle-
‘ment, the enbérrassment on her face. Leaging Ebwn I took
the chimpanzee's hand and shook it enthusiastically.
"Hiya, Gramps.” ’ . )
And at the word "Grgmi)s"' the chimp's head tilted up and
its eyes glimmefed in recogﬁition; I gngw that the animal's
" name probably hgd'a similir ring and it was simply respond-
ing to a familiar sound. Bu} I thought, too, that perhaps
the cpimp gfaépgd/the'mechanils of my liftléwgame and was
doiné its part to make it a success. ‘The chimp's face turned

empty again; It took another drag on the cigarette.

‘The last of my father's patience dissolved then and he
clutched on to my arm. Digging his fingers in; he géganq
_dragging me across the’sandldt. all the time shouti;g cheer-
fully back at our audience. | '

[

"I think the child's had a touch too much sun. I'm

P shsumaantar
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just going to ‘get her into the shade and give her a bit of’
water.” ,
I looked back, searching the crowd for Myra s face.. I
found it and with a hopeless thud in my stomach I ‘saw that it

was as blank, as empty.as the chimpanzee's.

A few days later as I stood rummaging in my locker at

.school, I felt a hand touch my shoulder. I turned to find

Julien standing there but before I cquld condemn or accuse-

or demand an explanation he was gone. But not until he had

pressed a note into my hand . Béfkvhome I Qatched while Myra

read -the letter, waiting for tears to well into her eyes, for

some expression of relief to flood her face. But neither of L e

these ,things happened and when she finished reading she

simply tossed the letter onto the-bed.- I felt my heart flutte:

downward with the pages.

Sy
I pounced on the note and when Myra didn’'t protest I
. \ o

began to-read it. It was written in French but reading

: slowly. calling on the formal, minimal French I'd learned 80

JSar in high school, I managed to decipher it. Julien had
had every intention of meeting Myra the letter said but Guil-
laume had somehow caught wind of their plans. Julien had
been climbing into the pick-up when Guillaume c;me wél;ziné
into the gafage to tell him that no son of his was running

off for a fendggq?ﬁis with some “patite Protegtante.” ‘ Julien
¥k door in his father's face but Guillaume

slammed the

had reached in through the open window and snatched the keys

I A e e
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out of Julien 8 -hand. Then Guillaume scurried oﬁtside, pad-.

lockxng the double doors behlnd hlm. So Julien had spent

R

that night a prisoner inside a pitch-black, windowless gar-

age. He'd. tried, the letter said.Ato phone Myra at least
a dozen. times since then bﬁt’each time he managed to get
through, our father, always the gentleman, had ’cold him Myra

was indidposed.
. Myra sat at her desk thumbing through a ratty old

biology text. I placed the letter carefully next to the book.

"So are you‘going to try agdin soon?"
.Myra didn't 1look up from the page. "Try what?"
"To leave.' .To go away. Julien just got stopped by
Goillaume. that's ail." | |
" Myra swivelled round and stared at me for a long, un-
comfortable moment, her face sour, lncredulous.

“How can you be so sure he's telling the truth? He's
had plenty o? time to make up a nice, noble.story faor hlm%
self, hasn't he?" ' .
~ She -snatched up-the 'letter then and folded it until'i;_.

" was perhaps two inohes-square. Lifting the biology text, she

8lid the letter under the;blotter.on her desk. She slammed

the book back down, crossed her’arms on top of it and then

_ rested her head on top of Ner arms. 'Feigning sleep, she‘

refused to answer any more of my questions.

- . : : - :
Myra worked hard at school---she had little else t6 ‘do.

. . '
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.Mostaof her girlfriends travelled in dlffegent c
.noWwy having moved' on to college or jobs or marriage. She
didn‘t seem tooc eager to make new friends elther, invariably
finding excuses, 0. turn down party 1nvitations. And she
seemed even less eager to rep{ace Julien, refusing date
after date untll word got around and the boys simply stopped
'asking. Perhaps she saw a 'C" average as a means of escape
and so -she spent hgr free time doing Special projeqts and
experiments with Mr. Dewit and a conple'of the échonl's.
. "Einsteins"” aetiné ns her supervisors. I swung by the science
room to pick her up one day after classes. It wag well into
November and the windows in the lab were iced over with an
.intricate yeb:gf,frost." Myra sat ln one of the shadowy -
- corners starlng at a large fish laid out on the counter
‘beside her. It-was a bottom-sucking fish- by the looksﬁgf :
it and it reeked of formaldehyde. Myra didn‘'t geem to
notiée.'though, for she spread the pectoral out with her
pencil eraser and bronght her nose to winthin inches of the
smelly flesh and scrutinized the fin. She had drawn a
picture of the fish on a piece of looseleaf papér. simpli~
fied it down to the sparest of outlines. While I waited,

" . uncomfortable in the unusual quiet of the lab, Myra put the

last %ouches on the drawing, sketching in arrows and label- .
ling each separate part. The findshed pictufg was on display
for, several weeks, placed directly to the right of a tin

© tray where the real fish floated in a shallow pool of pre-'

e
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servative. When this .exhibit mas replaced by a new one I

asked Myra 11‘ I could. keep her . diagra.m. She ra}sedﬂ her
‘ e,yebz:ows at my request and I could give her no 'cl’eﬁr ex-’
planafién as to why I wanted the picture. I still have it,
:t‘ramed in coloured cardboard and sealed behind plastic, as
s she gave it to me.
" Near dawn a few weeks later, Myra shook me ayake and
while I was still half-asleep she dragged me over to the
. window. She directed me to look out through a little squt;.re
ehe had cleared in the frost that coated ‘even inside of the
glase in our chilly bedroom. I obligéd. shuddering ‘with
t cold, longing to get back "into my warm t;ed, I saw nothing
_— o éxcépt the grey expinse of dpen lake. That and the first
.' glowing line of day at the horison. -
I gazed foggily at Myra.. ‘shru,gged my shoulders.
j‘v/ "Look again." She ,ﬁantiéally rutbed at the gla)sa where
‘f - my breath had clouded it. I peered.out once more to plesse
her. . ‘ ' '
- "What am I Bupposed to be 'looking at, Myra?*
For an instant the old light came back into her eyes,
turning them a shimmering, electric blue, flooding them \(ith ;
| that look of fearful wonder they used to0. hold wh/epfhs..t&ld
e oi’ seeing a luna moth or a coydog or a wa.lkig, catfish. ‘ e
"I saw something go ‘through the ice." Lo
. ; ' "But there's no ice on the lake, Myra.” I keptmy = ... - mg%

eyes rivetted to her face.

A s i S o M e gt = e 6% e b - - - TR ~r Y ”
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It hasn't done you much. good to see this."”

~ s : ‘ | . » 11}5

Q

o . . ’ . -
*Yes there is. On the' fingers. ~Near the 'shore where’

the wéter's~shallow there's at least a cdu;i;.e of inches of
icle).""_ 4 / T\
" . I drew Myra over to sit on the bed. ' |

,"Wﬁat exactly did you see?”

*A deer." Myra began rocking back and forth on the edge‘.

of the mattress.,‘ "It must have seen.wrong, El. It must

~ have believed the ice was th{.ck enough to hold it.* She

pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them tightly.

"It tried go hard o get out. It tried so hard. But it was

dragged under in just a few seconds. " A ‘ By
I putfw arm around her. She felt surprisingly warm.
"Mayba you would have been bettar off to stay in bed.

She turned her head sha;'piy to stare atvme. .
*No. Somebody had to see it. - Somebody had to know it .
happehed,." She paused, hér ‘brow furrowing. "Uili you go

. check as soon as i%'s light, Elaine?  Will you go see?"

"Why? No one can do anything now,:Myra."”
She didn‘'t seem to hear me.-
"Will you go?"

I nodded and an hour er so later I found myself trekking

along the lakeshore. When I reached the most easterly of
the spidery ringers I saw that Myra had been right. A 1a1yer
of slushy ice extended out for a goed fifty yards :!'rom either
{sl§o;'e but down the centre of the finger ran a sickeningly

4
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wide strip of granite-grey open water. I stood on the bank
for a long whi{e. scanning the lake out ‘where 't bégaﬁ to
narrow into the other four fingers, the sun warm on my back.
@f _ I kept wishing over and over that fhe daer~would sgmehow s
burst to the surface and swim unper turbedly, miraculously, to
ns“‘hore.' But I saw nothing, was witness tofnqthing.'and.finally
mﬁde'my\way back home beneath a sun that was :Lickly slip-
ping behind a clot‘of wintery clouds. h )
& At first I thought this marked the beginningrof a whole .
'new\sepifs of visions for Myra but it.wasn't ¥gng before I {
realized that T was wrong. There were no more sightings, no
morg rgports of sxrahge. unexflainable things---at least not
that sﬁe told me about. Perhaps she ninply didn't have time
to see anything other than her science texts. for even dur- .
ing the Christmaq'holidays she "kept up her grades™ as my A
father liked to call it. - And when she wasn't studying she
was down at the parish hall painting cardboard cows and pigs
and sheep for the Nativity pageant at my father's church.
After Christmas I went on a exhibition tour, with the:
school glee club. We saﬁg noliday songs at nursing. homes,
and Legion Halls, hospitals .and private ladies clubs in ‘
Montreal. ALl of us were billetted at the homes of members
of glee clubs from othe; schools and dlﬁost every night
act;viéiec were planned for us. There was party after
. party and usuaily there were no adults. no parents in sight.

Sometimes the parties wff held 1n houses in Westmount or

Hampstead. homes so huge-and opulent by my standards that I
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had to force myself not to stand gaping at the front door.
* At one of these houses I drank my flrst beer. That nlght I
danced with at least a half—dozen different boys, boys who
' ' f had never seen Myra, who would never know how I paled by
fw~7\?‘ comparison. I even kissed one of iheee hoys in i'dim con-\'
o ner of someone'e book-lined den and the next morning I woke:
) curiously pleased wi%h the glight ache behind my eyes. the-'

L9
fuzzy reeling in my head.

+

“  On Sunday I lay in bed -daydreaming, bccasionalky glanc-

ing at the clock on the bedside table, growing more and more

' elated as the hands passed from eight o clocﬁ'%o nine o clqck
to ten o'clock. The family I was staying with were ‘agnostics
( My father would die;- I had thought gleefully when the
daughter told me this) and for the first time that I could
N - remgmber I didn't go to church on Suriday. I felt weightless

‘ lihe I did eachlspring on that day when it was finally -mild
¢ ‘ °  enough, finally dry enough for me to shed my leaden boots,
- \‘ let my coat flap open in the warm breeze. ,
But I was Brought quickly awk to earth with a phone
L\/}. ' . call from my father, summoning me back home a day early.
U He was ;aninced that 1970 was the beginning of a far more ’
eeriouaf‘far more sensible era and since it was not only a
new year but a lhole new decadev he had decided to-allow
uyra and me to attend his.all- ad;mgs New Year 8 eve party.
On the trip'bnek in the freezing train I sat slouched in
my seat, glowering at my lown sour-faced reflection in the

» . X

’,
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" harkened train window. . S \ ‘ . \ ;
When I got back home, Myra seemed even smaller, thlnner.
5’than I remembered her being ‘a week earlief Just beforer ~§;
midnight I went into' the party and stogd watching Myrd from
_the doorway. She wore her'Christmas outfit; a red and élue‘
« checked'jumper:that wifh its tiny, heart-shaped pockets and
ruffled straps was -at least five years,too.young for her.
1t seemed that the ladies she was c%ttting with were admiV{/
the dress and Myra smiled sweetly at their compliments. 1 d
o seen Myra in situations like this dozens of times before a&é
I'd always found the events more bearable because of her
n cﬁeekiness. Often Myra mimicked people to .their faces, .
some times aping Kabei Dempster's habit of endlessly patting
‘her leequered hair in%e place or echoing Judith Brown's em- ) <:
berfassingly girlish, high;pitehed titter. And her victims,’
’Jysyélly so caught up in their ewn monologues, rarely noticed
what Myra was doing. Bat that night she no longer- seemed to
;be“playing the game. Or she now played it 80 flawlessly---.
smiling and wrinkling her nose and coyly giggling--—that 1
could no longer detect the seams, could no longer determine
where the mimicking began and where it left off.' She had .
-y learned the game so well that what had oncefbeeq 80 unmnatural
was now perfectly natural. |
I spent the ringing in of the new in my bedroom, banished
there by my father because I refused to change my sweatshirt

and jeans for a proper dress. I sat on the bed and sifted

-
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through afsfack of magazines while the sounds of laughter
and Guy Lombardo and cliﬁkihg‘sherry glasses drifted in from

the livingroom. Several of the magazine covers showed the

traditional cartoon of old Father Time and the baby New Year.

I had always'thought that these sort of pictures were rather
. . - A .

juvenile in the way they sugéested a whole lifetime's worth

of aging and deterioration could be crammed into a single,

calendar year. But that night I felt so deflated that such

"a thing seemed frighteningly possible. Still, there was

. @
another possibility, another less literal, more hopeful
possibility. ‘Perhaps the o0ld man fgﬂihe picture was not
actually destroyed at the striking of midnight. .Perhaps he

‘'was magically transformed, all the energy and light and
1 ; ,

promise that still'f}ickered in his frail, sagging body
somehow finding new life in the robust little infant that
tugged at the hem of his tattered robe.

I began thinking seriously about where I would go to
school in the fall; it suddenly seemed urgent that I make
some final decisibns. In Febfuary 1 spent almost every:
ev;ning flipping through college catalogues and srochures.
studying photograph artér glossy photograph of sweeping

campuses, ‘airy libraries; spacious dormitories. The students

that\decorated these piétufes. all of fhem.looking more than

a litt;e dated with their beehives andf;rewcuts. beamed out-

at the camera as irf tﬁey couldn't believe their good fortune

at finding themgelvea in these hsalls of learning. I sué-

- . i
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pected though that their smiles had far less to do with the.’
joys of educétion than they did Qith'the fact that these
co-eds were now fiﬁally ffee from the preésure of their b
parents' thumbs. They were no longer "Mabel Dempster's son"
or "Reverend Sheﬁhgrd'é daughtér“--¥always‘that and nbthing
morfe, ﬁgw they were just one among'maﬁy.»safe (and'maybe'
even happy, I thought) among the thousands. . -

. I pressed soﬁe—of the college brochures on Myra. hoping
to shake her torpor with pictures of aspiring artists working
diligently a& their easels, with descriptions of exchange .
'gtudpnts touring galleries and museums in distant, foreign
cities. But Myra showed only a flickering interest in the
N qatalogueé. Until I showed her the listings in the anthré-
pology section and told her these wére'thg coureés I was "
thinking about faking. She‘sta:ed at the glossy pagésmfor B
a long time and then she closed the cakalbgue. Shé didn't..
look at me when shé spoke.

"You're going for sure then.” Her words sounded bothi',
like a question and a resignation. ‘

I had always been nervous on the lake in.winter, imagin-
ing thg ice to be full of invisible cfaeks and fissures just
waiting to swiiéézgme up. But that winter, desperate to '

egcape our st house, to find some privacy, I pushed

the fear aside and spent mosf of my spare hours trudgiﬂ§
over the ice and thinking. %owards the end of March I was

out there almost every afternoon, trying to'make somé‘finﬁl
! T ' ’
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.
decisions about what schools to apply to for the fall term,
tryiné to decide if I should leave Myra here all alone, un-

" protected.

The ice was a good foot and a half thick the last time
I wént walking on the lake, though March was almost over. A

‘few of the braver (or perhaps. more foolish) souls had driven

their cars and trucks out onto the lake and a half-dozen Ski-

:doos. darting and skittering across the surface like manic

-

water;bugs. were using two of the pick-ups as markers for the

gtart and finish of a race. I wondered if Julien was driving

with him. I didn't even know if Julien was still in Laurel,

I'd heard he'd become a partner in Guillaume's business but '

" then I'd also heard he'd gone away to céllége on a music

scholarship. It was alwayé hard to get news in Laurel dur-

ihg the winter when everyone seemed to hibernate. like squir- ‘ ’

. @
‘rels roupd the warmth of their T.V. sets.

The lake was dotted with flimsy particle-board fishing
shanties, most of them with a thin spirﬁl of smake rising
up out of a rusty stove-pipe. I kept my distance from thém.
ﬁalking close to the shoreline, but as I paésed a clump of
the shacks the door of the one nearest me was flung violently

"
open. A man in a red checked workshirt burst out and scut-

- tled across the ice to yank ?avagely at one of his bobbing

tip-ups. He pulled the line up hand over hand and his catch. "
~~--a wfi%hing sliver of black from where I stodd---emerged '
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\\qfrom the holetin_the jce.

The fishing was good that afternoon---there was a lot
of door-slamming and scuttling going on. I found that even
whed‘I couldn't see their faces I could still often identify
the fishermen by fhe way they waddled or- hopped or tro?ted
out to their tip-ups or by the quality or qﬁaqtity of pro- -
fanity that reached me if their catch was lost. But as I
watched I found that a scrap of my father's latest sermon
kept buzzing annoyingly in and out of my head. "We are all
fishers of men;‘ Over and over. “We are all fishers of men."
It was one of my father's favourite expressions and though
I'd heard it dozens of times before and thought little mbout
it, that afternoon,id conjured up a ghoulish picture. A
picture of men, of men and women and chiidren being hauled
up hand over fist out of fishing holes in the ice. Bluisﬁ,

. bloated. wall-eyed bodies, looking the way I imagined vie-.

tims of suicide or murder would 1ook when they were dredged
up from a river bottom, a &ake bed. Bodies dangling twisted
and hideeus from the end of a glant grappling hook.

I sped up, trying to shake the image rrmp ‘in front of
ny eyes, and headed dogn the most easterly of the lake's
fingers. The show \that‘covered the ice, gfey-blue where- it

.reflected the sunless sky, had been carved into ridges by

the wind until it resembled stratified rock. In other ﬁlaces
the i:;*had been swept completely clear: I felt uneasy walk- ‘
ing across-these slippery, bare stretches, {dagining that I

| ' . 3 $
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was being watched, that deep below, some great, hulking
créature night be gazing‘bleafily. morosely up at me. Pas-
sing over these patches. I refgsed tp‘}ook‘down. focusing
instead on a large poplar ‘that towpf%d on the far shore of
the finger. . ‘

When I flew headlong ac;bss the frozen lake I thought
I haé'tripped on a nub of jutting ice.or perhaps a forgotten
tipwup stick. Still half-sprawled on the ice I looked over

‘'my shoulder to check. I never expected to see the deer.

It lay a few feet ‘behind me, a small. grey-coated deer

4 L N
* frozen into the lake. A doe or a young buck by the looks

of it. It was almost flush with the ice, only the t&p of
its heﬁ%. the ridge of its spine and the tips of its frbnt'
hooves protruding. But the rest of it---ghinimg black"
muzile; large, tuckgd-back ears, white-fringed tail---was
easily visible where it hung suspended in the clear ice.
The ;éer'a head was pressed in between its outstretched
front legs as if, like an old;, tired dog, it had merely
flopped down fo take a short nap. ' ‘

Aé_I scrambled to my feet thé thogght struck me with

such force that it nearly knocked me Back down onto the ice.

This deer was Myra's deer. It had to be the same one. The

same deer she had sesn plunge through the ice on that grey,
frigid day in early December. '
I circled closer to the deer and squatted down a foot

or so in front of it. Looking at where the sleek head rested
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bétween‘gglished hooves‘I was reminded of a cﬁlt I'd once

watched being bonﬁ. It had emerged like this---with wet

fiuzzle wedged betweenvslender legs---and when it siitﬁered

onto its straw bed the .vet, wixing poetic, had called it a
"glistening little miracle.” Myra had said that someone "

should see the deer, someone shouldl know what- had happened . .
I had seen. I knew.  Now I hadlto make sure I heeded its

warniﬁg. had to ﬁake certain that this image was kept safe

amid the vast tangle of my other memories.

N

I still visit laurel a few times a yea&. J;ffrey;
Vicky and I mske the pilgrimagé out from Montreal every.
‘Christmas. Easter and Thapksgivi§g.' Vicky dofes on her —

grandparen?s though I expect éhe'll outgrow them soon. She
and:my mother spend long, giggle-rilled hours watcﬁing
.'Sesame\stfeet' and super-hero cartoons on television. And
my father reads to hér. In the past fifteen years he's had
éeverai cataract operationé and now he has difficulty read-
ing anything without a magnifying glass.. But Vicky's
‘large-print story books with their bold, colourful 111us-
trations are tailormade for him. He especially likes %o
read from‘the Junior Bible he bought‘for her on her birth-
day las% year. When I watch the two of them bending intent-
ly oyeQ'a book, my tather's,bald? pink head lookirig nearly

'
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as babyish as Vicky's, I sometimes wonder who enjoys the
reading more. . ' ‘ . .“
We visit Myra,‘ﬁoo. She lives on the main street in
Laurel in a little bungalow which, to my father's embarrass-
ment, she has painted mauve. I sixppose this and the colour
of “her hair, a bie;ched sfraW¢ye;low now; are the last
vestiges of her old defiance. She runs a‘little craft
shop in the front room of her home where she sells hand-
woven placemats, pat‘c}}worlg lan;psha&es. clay flower potg. And
stained-glass figures---her specialty. JColourful pérrots

and butterflies and bumblebees, suns and stars and crescent

moons that dangle in her picture window from near invisibdle

~ lengths of fishing line, the light filtering through thenm

to cast shaky, nebulous patierns on the carpet. Each time

"we visit, Myra shows Vicky how to use the loom or the potter's

" wheel or ‘¢xplains how she injects various chemicals into

the molten liquid to give colour to her stained-glass. She

~ feeds Vicky bowls of all-natural granola and patlently plays

game after: game of Snakes and Ladders with her. A year or

80 ago I ﬁnally worked up the courage to ask Myra why she

had never had a baby of her own. She seemed startled py
the question and for a moment her upturned face grew taut
with anger. .But then she went back t'o the needlepoint in
her lap and giving a jittery laugh she simply told me tﬁat
mutants weren't supposed to have childrén. . |

Even though Myra lives only five miles away from my
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mother and father she rarely visits 'them. perhaps . even less
than Jeffrey and I do. A few weeks ago at Ezster she did go
to my parents’ for Sunday dinner and after the ‘meal she and

’ : 9

I took our tea out onto the back porch. Myra lowered hersell .

down onto the stairs and set her cup on the step beside her.
. * ¥ ’

‘Then, groaning in exas}:eration. she bur'ied her face in her

hands.

*God, that man drives me a'bsolutely crazy."”

Though nothing out of the ordina.ry ‘had happened at ‘che
dinner table I knew she was talking abou‘c our father. I
laughed softly.

"I know. He drives me crazy, too."

Myra dropped her hands, stared out at the lake.

";o he doesn't. Not in the same way.”

‘And I had to agree. With a single, disdainful stare he.
seems able to paralﬂrze My'ra.’ to arrest hex; words of disagree-
mént. of defiance’ or protest even before fhey pass her lips.
Once fixed with that look she seems sagped of energy or per-

haps she knows only too well the futility of fighting with

him singlehandedly and so she gives up the battle before it's

even begun. éhe's riot as lucky as I am. She doesn't have

a husband er child, . two bodies that can sometimes deflect the

’ persistent gazs of those milky eyes.

We looked at photographs this past Easter as we always

do on holidays, my father dragging out the old al’bum from

where it sits enshrinedvinpide the china cabinet. And gs

-
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:us'ual everyone femaz:ked on=thé similarities, the striking
simila.rities they alway‘s' say, bg'tvqeen Vicky and Myra when

.s8he was a-toddier'. Ipsmiléd and nodded at their comments---
how could I do o;herwisg when, if I.4idn't know better, I .
would say that bhe impish, radiant child in many of %he snap-
sho‘ts ;ras Vicky and not Myra? But‘ the wholeé process fills

me with a sickening dread; I always feel as if I'm inspest-

ing the pictures of a child who.;vigtim‘ of some tragic 'accident'
or illness, never survived to adulthood. And this last Easter -
was no exception. I\rem:n;ber pulling a startled Vicky up

onto my knee and hugging -her tight to my .chest, .trying
desperately to keep her ’enclosed in fhe protective shroud

of my arms, trying to unsettle thet awful lump of foreboding

from where it sat like lead in the pit of my stomach.

?
=

It must have be.en that same fore’boding. that same fear,
that made me shout at Vicky this morning. A xlnorning that is‘
all but over. The sun is almost directly overhead now and
in its arcing climb it's managed to warm up the interior of
the car. I let .the mangy car blanket 8lip from my shouldersz_ |

\ I see that the ashtray is full to the brim with'cigarette‘
.butts and guiltily I decide not to light another. |

Vicky and Jeffrey are still down at/‘»hq fengegnd as I

watch, Vicky pulls up a tuft of new grafss anA\ threads it

through the megh to a waiting deer. Jeffrey r\eae s down and

ruffled Vicky's thick, russet hair and the gesture, so natural,

.+ brings a tightness to my throat. I have made a goofi choice
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. with this man.

158

[N

Finally'I push mygelf out of the car. When I rea;ch the

fence Vicky beams'up at me. Apparently my most recent gins

have been forgiven. I crouch down and hold my face close to '

hers. ' I feel the heat of her skin'radiating out to warm my
own' cheek. , ;

"1g that where you saw the ‘baby deer, honey?*- I point

at the clump of bushes to the left of the barns, willing my

ou_‘tstretched arm not to shake.

'Vicky nods,ycasting a suspicious glance at me. But I

feel the excitement mounting in her small body. Or perhaps °
it is tension, perhaps she dreads another outburst..

I keep my eyes fixed to the bushes for a long time.
Vicky must draw some confidence from this for she sidles
closer' and leans against me, steadying herself with a chubby

hand on my bent knee.

"Dere, she says, raising her own arm parallel to mine.

.Then her brow furrows and she looks first at me, then back

at the bushes. She reaches up and touches my cheek.
*Feckles." She giggles, the puzzlement fading from her

face. She swings her arm back towards the barn, bobs her

head excitedly up and dovm.’ "Feckles: " ‘

At first I hﬁve no idea what she means. But then I sud-
denlly realize aha is trying to tell me that the fawn she
sees lﬁs-frecklem To her, the white spots on the little .

preature s.coat must look like the brown pigments scattered

I
o
4
x
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. 80 }profxisely across my cheeks, the bridge of my nose.
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1 smilg. then laugh out loud.

"You're right, sweetié. Baby deer ha?e freckles."

-1 feel an odd mixture of. wobbliness and anticipation. as
if I've just been allowed %p after weeka of prescribed bed- ‘
rest, and I lean against Vicky's sturdy body for support.

Then,. over in the bushes, I see aomething. I Qee what might

be'thg flasp of‘light on a dappled flahk..what might be the o
movemeﬂt of a fawn.as it feeters upright and makes its

#imid. hesitant way out through a criss-cross of newly- >
budded bfanches. I catch my breath and-wait. There is no |

more movement but I keep staring at the bushes through a v

glistening veil of tears. Tt doesn't matter if I see nothing

" more. It doesn t matter if I never see what Vicky sees. It

matters only that I have faith. . .
: . : »
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