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ABSTRACT:

n

TENT BY THE-SPA .-

Brian Bartlett

The ten short stories in thisg collection are

unified first and foremost by the land in which they

are rooted——central and southern (malnly southwestern)

‘New Brun chk.

Pulls toward and away from famlly and ancestry,

the dual nature of home as both bond and bind, are

:felt throughout the collectlon. A broad spectrum of

human relatlonshlps, often at the brink of CrlSlS,

are explored' mother and sop ("Son"), 'son and father

("The Death of a Church"), brother and brother ("To-

The statlon"), man and woman ("WOman on Hill"),
middle—orass child and 1ower—class child ("Night cf New
Asphalt"), adult authorlty and adolescent ("Civics and

Hypnotlsm"),'boy and girl ("Tent by the Sea"), girl-

frlend and grandson and grandparents ("Journeys to,

'-,Battles"), grandnephew and great aunt ("So Long As It

«Doesn't Thunder"), nephew and uncle and friend

("College Jacket").

Espe01a11y in -each of the four 1nterre1ated storles

-(the flrst two and last twé® in the book) the central

Acharacter is bound to or searchlng for “a place of his

(or ‘her) own," a tent by the sea.
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"His eyes."

SON

When WLlllam was born he did not cry as she knew he
shohld With her back achlng against the kltchen table and‘.
the smell” of her own blood in the alr, she turned her head
on the blanket and -saw dusty light h1t the jug of molaqses’

on the floor. Ann's red apron appeared in her'face and she

heard cne“word: . son. Already she knew hlS name, wo) dering

.when he would grow teeth to eat cookles Somewhere Russel]

-

asked shakily, "Isn't it supposed to cry?"
Voices chased voices. The. words 'in her head were

clearest. The first one the quiet one of the family He was

in the doctor's hands, legs kicking, ygrms klcklng‘ -"Stub—‘
7

" born little gremlln, won't let _out a peep," said the doctor.

Russell asked, "Doesn' t it feel anything?" and nudginé hiﬁ
Ann whispered, "Beautiful eyes." 'The,doetdr smelling of
cigarettes held William c¢loser and she saw them, the eyes‘
that made her fingers clutch. They were not dark jyet they
were like the eyes of calves, wandering. Weeping she said,
After slipping off her ‘red apron Ann w1ped.E11een s
eyes.w1th a corner. "Now don't be silly,” she said. The
doctor rasped, "Fine. . .fine," hesitating'and clearing his

throat. Farther away Russell moved his hands up and down



the shoulder strags of hls pants because, she feared, he
wanted to hold his Chlld but nelther dared nor knew how to

ask.

C001ng, only c001ng-'for years rhax was his sound.
‘Wheneyer Eileen tlckledﬂthe bottoms of hls.feet, even once
he had learned to walk, he would only ceco differgntly. His
rare cryiog was ti¥e hops-entgring her ears."H?s cheeks
shons white; finE'plack hair thickened on h;s oead. ‘When
he made no sounds only his Zalf éyes and crooked walk made"
visitors look twice.

) Agaln and aqaln Ann s husbaod drove over in his '33
aDodgo-and helped take William to the town hospital for a few
days; in Eileenﬁs lap in the front seat William drd not make
a sound. Once each summer they drove him all the way . to
Saint John for‘longer observation and treatment, and tﬁere
she stayed in a pale- walled hotel. By the time he was three
several goctors had sald no more could be done, everythlng
had been tried.' She fo%nd other doctors, giving them all
her faith, biting her knuckles outside their offices:

Sometlmes when his son cooed loudly Russell held his
hands over his ears and muttered, "Mournful. Even when the
cooing slowly-.rose and fell 1t was not mournful to her, it
was his sort of -singing or speaklng He 'learned to make
abrupt SUIleﬁEdTSOUHdlng coos Or snap the braces holding up

his pants, which meant one thing. She did not always get

him to the pot on time; often his smells lingeY¥ed on rugs
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and furniture.
To pay for the doctor bills Russell planted.more of

the back field with corn. Leaving nearly .all care-of Wil- -

liam to her, he spent all day in the fields or the barn
and complained of exhaustion in the evening, sluhggd in his

armchair reading his Zane Grey books. He went.days witﬁout

speaking to his son or patting his heéd; then he went weeks.
One night:when his son was: four Russell turned -to him in the

kitchen with an open weary look she  saw as hatred, nothing

more nor lJess. She moved from the sink to put-an arm around
William who was‘sitting loose-1limbed upon & pillow in a

chair. "Don't look at him that way," she said. "He knows

.YOU-. "

(

That night Russell's legs ached as he sat on the

edge cf the bed almost too weak to undress. Her legs ached
too but she moved as if they didn't, stooping to straighten
a rug in the doorway, her cheap white nightgoﬁn rising to

her knees, He said, "We xould send him, ya know, we coild

+ « ." Turning she stood and swerved her eyes to his )
back. She did nbt'complgte or answer hié words. Over his
shoulder the mirror framed him: the skin arcund his eyes.

" pinched, his waist widening, his hair~thinnihg.

When William turned six she abandoned the doctors
but imagined there somewhere lived the doctor for him. In
her mind this man lived outside a small towﬁ\in a whipé ’

house like hers, had a bright face like William, and did not

smoke cigarettes like so many doctors. Soon William would

LR
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talk, slide down the bannister, play the accordion- like her,

collect eggs in the coop, walk through the wbods to school.
No not school, not -there, his big eyes,;they would laugh,
they:would say owl. Once when playing her.small accordion

in the parlour she thought a miracle where is the doctor

with a miracle and-stopped a hymn in the middle, swallowing

with shame. Asking for miracles was what Catholics did.
She promiseé her;elf £o-forget:bright—§aced docto;s'and_
looked_odt the window: William was 6n his rope on his hands
and kneeg, chewing grass. |
Walking home from church the next‘mprning--it'was
Russell's turn to stay with ﬁiliiam-—she sunburned her '‘nose
as she had on the day a decade ago her eyes first fixed on
Russell. He and his brother had invited her and Ann for

horse rides on the richest farm nearby, 10¢ an hour. She

first thought wife husband wife husband when he climbed ‘onto

a horse, his long limbs gripping and swinging clumsily, his
bony elbows held toco high. Invschool he had been called
“Bégaboneé" but now in summer with full clouds floating by
(close enough to téuch from a horse, she felt) awkwardness
was gracéfulness to her. As the four of them.circled
thrdugh a waods trail sﬂe smiled when he pretended t¢ brush
a horpet he; way; laughed about his sore rear-end, or tipped
his séraw hat doﬁﬁ over his forehead, black hair curling on
the back cf his neck..

Now they kept to their own sides of the bed. Now it

was only every few months when he drew his leg over her leg
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. and moved his hands.roughie uhtil'she-felt'ﬂis climax like a
slap to all her body and fel% from him, wanting only sleep.
That Sunday night long after walking from church she felt
his breath against her neck and inched farther towards the
edge of the bed. Asleep she dreamed of riding a horse with
a whlte shirted doctor, holding him tlghtly from behlnd her
cheek agalnst his hack, her f;ngers over his ribs and
etomach She klssed his shoulder through his shirt. In
the mornlng when she woke she was almost hanglng over the

edge of the bed.

\ For his fifteenfh biethaay she decided to buy him
a dqg: MAlready he haq grown as tall as Russell who now
refused to be left alone on the farm with him. Driving his
first car Russell did all the shopping and public worship
fer the family. Soon she forgot what it was to .walk through
the doors of the general store and.the .church.

Once each season Ann, her only sister or brother
who talked to and touched Williaﬁﬂ would babysit him for an
- afternoon. Eileen and Russell would visit one of her
-brothers or sisters, see a motion picture in town, or shop
across the border in Mairme. Those rare days cheered her but
she fever felt fully present in them, her mlnd straylng from
fllckerlng faces on a screen to thoughts of whether Ann had
cut Wllllam s meat into small pieces, watched out that he
didn't knock over lamps, or éut him to bed on time. Toys in

. A ‘
stores made her remember gifts, a stuffed bear and a spinning

e g

"
-

-
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top., William had dropped er kicked away; children's clothes
reminded her there was no reason for him to wear nice
clothes, a bow tie and a striped sweater, except on his

[S

Russell found a cocker spaniel %n the town kennels '

as she had asked.him to.: When she heard the car break
through ice and snhow back into the yard, William was sitting
in a chair in the kitchen, swaying his head in time with his

moaning. "We have a new friend for you," she said, combing
K

.his hair with her fingers. "A friend."” He stopped moaning

and his head féll to one side.

She lifted a whiskbroom from a hook on the wall and
carried it out into the doorway. "fes}'yésr it's a lovely
deg," she séid, brushing snow offlits tangledkgoiden fur
while Russe%l stood with it struggliﬁé in his arms and
stamped his boots. “Won:t you clean me off too?" Russell

-~

laughed, sc she ran the broom over his heavy coat,-knqcked

his leathér cap onto the floor.

5Though.the’spaniel was three .years old, no pup, she

sﬁquickly carried it into the kitchen and carefully set it at

William's feet. -~He was looking the other way towards the
parlour where the grandfather clodk was chiming. She turned
his head so he looked down into the dog's eyes, which she
saw were wide and dark like hié. ‘

As he backed up, chair legs squealed on the floor

- N ] .
and the spaniel barked. Waving his arms he stood, then

shuffled up against the wall while the spaniel licked his




‘shoe and nuzzled His bants. His ﬁ{qgers'raked his striped
sweater up and down. "Willy, he's your friend," she said,
réaching for his hand. He slid around the wall and stag-
gered te@ard the parlour, ccoing. Rgsseli‘dfogped.his boots
. by the stove and said, "He's never seen a deg before. 1 told
you it'd happen
- For two weeks Willaim needed coaxing to come' down- .
stairs and did not eat as he should. Several timgé when the
clock chimed he went up to it and touched the glass face ;Sl
if it would explain to him the beast with wide eyes. Then‘:‘
she' was watching Russell through the kitcheﬁ window shakiﬂé .
His brother's hand in a snowstorm, selliné the spaniel. -

-

In spring she sat on the back steps cieaning rugs

ith a brush and a bowl of suésy water: She paused and’

house, straining.on his rope while looking éowara the.road.
Often he sat on his basketball for hourss;~nrocking back &nd
forth, smiling and cobing4'JEvery few weeks he threw or
rolled the basketball out -of reach so it followed the drive-
way ruts out to the road.

She dropped the brush into thé bowl and began
Qalﬁipg towdéZS'him, calllng in a singsong, "Wllllam, Wil-
" liam, won'"t you ever learn?" Now she saw: no hasketball,
Hut a porcupinei~ He was close enoegh that if he reached out’
either hend he ﬁould touch the barbs. .

‘Herdly breathing she ran to the nearest part of the

rope and tugged firmly. As the rope tightened around the

o

watched William crouched in tﬁe_grass at the side of the o



8

-

belt-loops of his parnts he‘stood;'turning.toward her. H;s
chin dropped. He tQisted his mouth at her, resisting the
tugging. Turning back he tried to reach down to todch the
porcupine, but she pulled harder.

Slowly he stumbled backwards toward her.

lShe had a grandnephew named Peter. All the years
: r

he was growing up his fémily drove from the city to visit her

onée each summer. -In the car Peter and his ycunger brother

&

argued whether she didn't. Pnoﬁﬂhow +to make fudge or just
stored it away year after year. .Inlher parlour or on her
front porch they were-aerved rock—haré.fudge, choking back.
laughter because of the.fudge and because they wege trying
.not to th\‘k of hlm ) L
Russell had bu%lt a big'pen with a high wire fence ’
all around and a maple tree older than himself insi A
swing hung from cne of the branches, Every time Peter\gaﬁ

William he was in the swing, a big man gripping the ropes \
like ajgirl and -cooing, cocing with sounéﬁ that méde Peterj
want ‘to get back in the?é%f and sla& the door.

’if the day was iain; agé cold the fémilyrwould sit

in the parlour and hear nothing for ten or fifteen minutes.

Then. there would be a ﬁoaning or a thump thump thump from

upstairs, and Eileen would say, "Oh dear, I'll be back in
two shakes. Help yoursglj te the fudge." It the day was
warm and;william,was in the pen, while greetings or good-

byes were said in the driveway Reter would try not to look



. him looking. He couldn' t help it, hls eyes were always

1 . N -

at the'pen,_afraid Aunt éileen or Uncle Russell would see -’

pulled toward the cooing as Aunt Elleen laughed'at one of
his father 5 anecdotes and Uncle Russell squinted his heavy-

lldded eyes,

Peter did not knpw much about his great- aunt except

7that she hadn't llked him being named Peter. His _barents,

his aunts and uncles had laughed many tiries that after his
birth ghnt Elleen had said "Peter" Was too Cathol1c a name
By the time Peter started studylng to be a doctor there was
another story about her repeated among his relatives, Uncle ?A
Russell had bought a TV, which she thought "sinful," Then

she started watching soap operas, and remained faithful to.

them for a-few months untll she turned on an American channel .-

that had llquor ads. After that she only watched rellglous
programs.

9 -
-~

Above her, apple blossoms heavy and thdck as snow .
fluttered on branches Behlnd the blossoms full clouds
turned in the sky 11ke other blossoms )

In’'the middle of the orchard she stood smelllng the
heavy stent. She had walked from the kltchen to the mailbox

back past the barn through the f;eld into the orchard. The

envelope that, held her pension cheque bent asg she tucked it

*

into her- apron pocket. ' ) .
Blossoms in her eyes, blossoms at her Feet. She

tore some- from the nearest branch attached to. their twigs.

. .
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!Thaéiaftérnoondéhé would givé.them to Ann to scatter over
Russell's'grave. Days beforc and days after his death she
had gathered apples: each time she had bigten into one in
.;he following year she had seen his'whiée'face and shut eyes.
"Extra burden in life, " the mihister said at the fungr.
'speaking of William she knew, and she hated him calig;il—
liam an extra burden like a load of potatoes or a sack of
salt. Close to the-moﬁrnefs4a feediﬁg meadowlark flopped in
thﬁ grass. The machine began lowaring'phe casket, softly

;Tﬁumming. Wasn't no father wasn't no father wasn't made

- strong like me:. They led her to the car saying senseless

Supposedly comforting things, opened the door. Blindgd gy
light reflécting off the windshield, she saw him mumbling
in thF hospital as the,las£>arteries tightened around his
heart, "That--that boy's still healthy, eh? 1Is he gonna
live forever, forever?" . .

She wélked out of the orchard with her apron brim-
ming with blossoms. He was at the end of his rope'leaning
toward the sack face of the scarecrow, touching it with his
nose. It was the' last scdreérow Russell had made: hislown

. checked red shirﬁ, black:égnts ané dented black hat. Wil-
liam picked up one of the frayed sleeves of tﬁe shirt and
inspected it perhaps searching for a hand while she walked
along the edge of the field toward the house, slowing down

as she watched him. His face was both surprised and serene.

She waved, smiling. He "made a élad garbled scund

N

fof her.
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When she.turned at the house and léokéd back he was;
hitting_aﬁifsééwing the blank face of the sdarecrow.a -

A r | ) ' -

v o ¢ - . .

Dr?pking tea and eating hard fudge in his great-
aunt's parlour soon after his internsﬁ&p, ?etér sat élohe
with her explaining why William éh@u}ﬁ be ta%en to, Saint John
for leﬁgthy tests and treatment.  His grandmother hgd asked ' -:i
him to do this though he hadn't seen Aunt Eileen since his '
high school years.‘ Ann said her sister would liste® to him

since he was a doctor; yes, Eileen distrusted doctors, but he

was from the clan,

"They've made ldts of--of discoveries since" then,"

he said, stumbling when he ndticeq her coldly eyeing his

~

beard.
g : "Yesss." Her hand trémbled,aﬁ_hgr throat.
"It's a chance_fdr you to ;ee the Big city for the
first time in, what, a dog's age. Vhen were ycu there last?"
The tea was bitter or he wag queasy, asking-himself why he
wash't home with his wife and 1ittle.daughter.‘
"Don!t know. - Thirty, fofty years." She loo!gg
indifferently from ﬁis beard to his eyes. RgSs
The hands of the grandfather clock swept around an
hour before she gave him a final answer. When she said yes :
her face seemed about' to c6llapse. -He drank the rest of his ‘ e
tea aﬁd said, "It'1l méke Fhings a lot easier for you."

"I'm not doing it for me." Anger -gathered her face

back together. "I'm doing it for him."
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"That's--that's what I mean," he said, coughing,

making no sense. ' o - R .

As he stood by his car aboﬁt,toﬂlgave he .saw grass -

had grown over much of ‘the driveway\\ She folded her arms.'

+

and asked, "Will they lock him up like,a cfazy man?"

"No no, the‘psycﬁiatrib'ward's just like a home."

A bloody lie he though#, taking out his car keys; thougyﬁhe
touched sick bodies day after day, he felt éold-whgnevék he
imagined touching someone like William, Séying,'“Bye7
ﬁlways nice to visit," he tried not to look toward thé pen
where William was swingingn-f;. L
So in the fall mother and son were sepa;a%éd for
» three weeks. They sat together in the back‘seat wﬁen Pete;
drove them to Saint John. She said little -on thgfway and
even less after they had left William. She‘turnéd down‘his,
offer to take her to a shopping mall. . As they,érove through
hectic city traffic she shut‘he} eyes. The& had hot‘chickenl
sandwiches in a downtown restaurant before driving the sixty
miles back to the farm.‘ - y

Se;efgl niéﬁts in the next three weeks éhe jezied
awake, feeling herself falling through én empty house. More
often tﬂan necessary she dusted the house. O?e day she ov%;-
fried an egq, another day she overbaked é potato. She '
cléaﬁgg the atgig; the television wab buried déep and spider
webs clung to ﬁussell's Zané Gre& books. élaying the accord-

ion she stopped in the middle of hymns. Outdoors she heard

wind twisting the swing in_the tree, the door of the pen

-
,

/
I It's ..,

Toanaom
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'knobkinglf Indoors she mistook: wind 1n the eaves for Wil-
11am 5 coorng _

Wben the three weeks were over Peter drove her back
to Sarnt John She kept readjusting her navy blue hat
crowned qith plastic pink.flowers. She spoke about her
neighbour two miles up the road digging a well, whrch she -(
feared would ruin her well. ’As they drove into the city
: Peter Saw her out of the corner aof his eve take a mirror
from her handbag and brush her thinning grey hair for a
moment. He;eyen thought'she was putting on lip&tick which
.NO one had ever known her to touch, but when he next faced
her fully he saw he h?d only imagined it. |

Kl

Before they could meet William they had to sit in

an office with an elderly administrator who had red rouge on

her cheeks. Eileen was, asked for her signature to sign h
out. A\doctor not-much older than Peter, clean—shaven and-
;oressed_rn a lrght blue shirt, entered the room 1n soundless
é;;\E and sat on the edge of the desk "Yessir, Willy's
made progress,“ he said. "But we'll have to warn you.
not a lot more can be done. William had all bur mastered
dressing hlmselflghough the doctor said she would have to
keep tying knots for him. H#e'd learned £; feed himself with
a spoon, even to butter bread with a kniée,,though sharp
knives were still to be kept from-him. And, at the age of
forty-one, hé had been toilet-trained. | "y
Holding.her handBag in her lap she stared at the

Y

turquoise carpet; She hated the doctor calling'him "Willy"

L
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és';f theé were brothers. When thé doctor asked, "Well what
does the Mothef thiﬁk?F sﬁe'éaid, "He'll be happy to gg home."
The doct;r replied, "Sure h wiii," then with a gallant
‘almost flaﬁboyant air he tQZk Her~e¥bow and‘escorked herkﬁo_
meet williém, whiie Peter, thinking he'd only be én intruder
at the reunion, settled in the lobby with a newspaper.

She hugggd~Wi11iam. |

She cried.

: 3 o T et

- When they. returned to the lobby the doctor was -
carrying william*s-battergd brown suitcase. " He whispered to’
Peter, "Those shoes he was wéaring when he éame hereg—they
were a size toco small. We gave him new 6ﬁes." William's-
zippéf?d jécket was also too small, crawling up pést his
fwaist;: He seemed to be pouting, tugging fronfhér. .She was
;alking slowly, smiling . and h;ldipg his arm.

Brushing by tge doctor she led William straight to
the door. \8? craned his head around and looked past Peter
toward the area of the building where he had been. "Look at
that, he doésn't wa;t to go!" the doctor said, smiling.
"He'll miss his new home!L Peter‘thanked him and hurried
to open the door, carrying the suitcase wvich was so light
theré seemed to’be.pothing in it. She pnfocked her arm from
William's and took him by the hand to lead him outside. Cdla
air from the sea hif éﬁem. i

o When they reached the top cement step William

stoppeé. Again he turned and locoked back. "We're going

home," she said. "That makes .us happy, doesn't it?" Peter
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was at the bottom of the steps, watching her tug William's
armisb he made it to the second step, only tec halt again.

"Tﬁose stupid shoes they gave us, they hurt our feet, don't.

.o :
they?" she said. "We'll put our real shoes on soon as we get

[

in the car." For é'thira time William lookgd back at the’
grey stone hospital, an@ her eyes, wide with fear, met
Peter's eyes, .

- Swinging the,&uitcaSe in one hand he ran up.the
éteps and gripped William's other hand. William began cooing
faiﬁtly 5. if his voice were coming out of the fog up fgom
the harbour. Slowly they led him down to the sidewaik.
"It's those stupid shoes they gave him," she éried, her
voice trembling, hef nose filling. "They stuck on the step
I1t's those clodhoppers, don't you see? It's those clod-
hoppers." |

éefore they reached the car William bumped againgt
he£ knocKing her pink and blue hat onto the asphalt.‘ As she
stooped to pick it up he turned once more toward the shin'dg

_windowé and the broad steps. . ' T

"y



THE DEATH OF A CHURCH

Tharston walked by the barn to the brook in early l
light, sniffing a, smell that had made one of his nelghbours
drive over to the lake and find the first beaver dam of
thaE{year. Under poplars by the brook he glanced up at
the small falls, hearing only a tricklei Below the falls
'the water had run so low for a week, revealing bare crambling
baﬁks,‘thé Littles had not been swimming. "We'll tage care
a that," he mumbled to himself, lighting a—cigarette. v
And take care a that he thought more hesitantiy, realizing

- : 1
why he'd already nervously lit his first cigarette——today

he would tell his father nothing could saveé their church,
where his mother played pump organ and his great great~
great-grandmother had played a piano brought by her Loyalist

parents on a Shlp from Boston. Now seeming to seg,the

portrait of that square-jawed lady in his farher's attic

Y

he feared It'll kill him.

]

Walking back past the barn hearing chickens he ran
a hand under his shirt over his.raded ulcer scar..-Halfway
between his house and his father's house, thé barn was his
father's. Swallows dove around him until he.swung open the .
back door of ‘his house. "Hurry now if you wanna see us bust

. up the .dam," he said to Wheeler and Malcolm who were stilil

16
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at the table eating cereal.

'With the cigarette stuck in- his mouth he picked up

two empty buckets off the counter. Before going out to fill

.. them-he detoured to a closed door in a corner of the kitchen

and nudged it open: Ginger had, curled aérbss the space 'he'!d

- vacated, and when he glimpsed a ro;y—nippied breast through

a rip in her nightie he wanted to be back there with her.

Crossing the kitchen and 1urching-back outside he looked down

at his boots which glistened with dew b? the time he reached -

the well.

Water gurgled from behind.the well, a wooden barrel

with a hose connecting in back. Leaves and. seeds floated

over a reflection of his face, his eyebrows oddly thick

below his short hair, all his face pale except his large

tanned nose. Within his face hé saw the reflectien of the

barn, red shingles with bald black spofs, that always- hit

his eyes like some secret photograph; in it drifted the

morning shortly before his wedding when he had sat with kis

.

" and’ sisters left in Rigby, and knew he Would stay fbr his 7

‘father in the family barlour, the only one of six brothers

[P

»

father's sat:;; As he pusheg the bucket down into the well
ayed,

'the barn sw

shattered, drowned. h - A

-

"How're we gonna-do it?" The voice wds so sudden he

"jerked around wildly, looking from the water to his son's

face.

e

grass.

"How're we gonna bust the dam?" Malcolm asked.
"Oh that." He set down a bucket of water into the
"With, rakes. and shovels. But 'member; you're just

L z
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gonna watch on shore." Oncec he had lifted another full’
Fﬁcket from the well ﬁe moved it toward Malcolm. "Here,
~shorty, take this3in and tell Wheeler to get cut hera‘fbf
the other, and get the rakes and shovels. C'mon, hop to
it!" he finished, giving the back of his son's ﬁants a pat.
, "So far he had not decideé the moment ée would speak
to his father about the church, but“loping Eoward his -
father's house--a white house twiée the size of his, blue
shutters around all the windows--he knew it would not be
befeore they feacﬁed the lake. On the steps rising to the

back dobr he dropped his cigarette over the railing. .J;st

as he put his hand on the knob, thg door pushed open against.
him” and his father stepped out. Though Steven Little was
ne%rly a foat shorter than his son his d;rk complexioﬁ,
Iheavily-fleshed face and bushy silver hair always made him

:

look more ;oﬁust than Ihuréton. Now carrying a shovel he
said, "Mornin," his face clear of all sleepiness and his
glasses shining. First thing each day he polished his
glasses‘;ith a handkerchief. ' i
Down on the lawn Steven started in a straight line
. towards his pickup truck parked beside Fhe barn closer to
them than Thurston's car. "Mother get up and have breakfast 
with_you?"_Thurston asked as he stepped aheqd of Steven,

- : ~
pulled off his jacket and continued toward his black wide-
finned Buick. !
"Naw, Ann's in there snoring away."

"Thought we'd take my car." Scratching his ear
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Thurston thought He'll act like he didn't hear.

"We'll tdke the truck. The kids can sit‘in'the back
- on those tires.” ‘Sgeven s1id the shovel into the back of his
truck along coiled fence wire whilg the boys hobbled over in
gigh green boots, both carrying a shovel and a rake. "You
fellas like to sik'in the back in the open?"”

h ""Hot idea, Grampie!" Wheeler cried as Thurston took
the shbvel from him and violentiy threw it iXto the truck so
it fell clanging ower Steven's shovél.

Once the boys were settled-onto the tires Thurston
-fTﬁng the Failgate shut, climbed into the passenger seat and
looked cut thrdﬁgh the précked windshield down at the ionely
blaé&k back of his car. Steveﬁ'startea.whistling aﬁd stegﬁed
on the accelerator so hard the old truck m;de a séuhd
like an animal's cry. "Hope wé]re back early this after-
‘noon," he said, @icking up a small flower'catalogue from the
dash and glancing at yeilﬁw blossoms cn the cover; "I
wanna get into town to pick up those forms for the flower
show.” |

As-the truck began bﬁmping over ruts toward the
small bridge crossing the brook, Thurston leaned his head
against the side window agd shgt_his‘eyes. Whenever the *
truck joltédp his head jumped but he kept resting back
against the window, his arms folded and his feet 5ifé;dy hot.
When hé opened‘his eyes and rolled down the window a twisty
half mile had passed and they were éppgoaching the small

white church, a squat peaked roof serving as a steeple.
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‘above cream white translucent windows. ‘Looks like the

church could stand a paint job. Haveta see about it\gbis‘
summer,” Steven said as they sped by so fast Thurston

tasted but didn't see dust from under the tires drift in~
through the window, _ . |

'The membership of the Rigby United Baptist Church
had never risen above forty Q} fallen below twenty until the

previous year when the last of THurston's _cousins farming in
Rigby had moved into town. Dr. Saunders served several
i ! .

churc¢hes in the county, alternating .the times, so Thurston

and his neighbouré needéd to check the town newspaper each

week for their hours. .There had been two services every.

Sﬁnday until the end of evening servides'iast winter, Dr.
Saunders speaking of his "spreading territoryw»; everycne
knew thelfeal reason was all their empty SEWS. -

- On the Sunday morning tﬁreeldays before the~men
broke the béaver dam Thurstop had watched the back of his
father's head a feQ pews:away, how it never nodded while .
Steven holdihg the hymﬁ Look moved his lips soundlessly to .
hymns<or joined in the Responsive Reading. A spider was
crawling on the fldor near Thur;EgB's brown-leather shce.
Jane's little hand was hooked through his arm, her feet
téwinging high off the floor;:;nd_beyond Ginger his two sons
shifted on the hard bard pew. Between hymns his mother at
the pump organ slipped off Berrblue-frqmed‘élasses and

held them in her lap.

ey
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The spider climbed onto his shoe but he didn't shake
his foot, watching it even when Dr= Saunders begén a prayer

and everyone else closed their eyes. To Thurston a bird or

insect, or his own hands toughened from cleaning tractor -

tires and pulling up carrots, was more real than God, who-

ever or ‘whatever that was; Steven was the one who tock sér—
ST N N
iously everything said within those walls though outside he

seldom spoke ofi Bible things.

- -+

Suddenly Jane let out a st;fled scream and pounded

_her frilly pink dress, the splder fell to the floor and

-

scurried until Wheeler crushed it with a slap of hlS shoe‘“ ®

that rang agalnst the floorbqards .and in the weeks "

) ahead Lord JAmen," Dr. Saunders finished. Then the six or

seven nelghbours inwthe_pewg glanced aside or behind at

Thurston's family. Even Steven's head turned half way, the

line at one corner of his mouth saying Can't you keep those.,,
~ )

. . : el
kids quiet for 'one hour@on.Sunday? Jane was, quietly giggling
. - i

and Thu;stoh wanted to séy aloud for everywhere to hear

éiggle all you want, come hell or high water. -

Aftgf the servipeasteven came up to him at the back

and said,. "Where's that can of bug kille{?,,Drop by here

'sometimg next week and give all the windows a good dose,

o'kay?" | | .

"Wouldn't wanna do that,".Thu;ston séid, and putting
his hénd down on Jane's.shbulder he lauéhgd, "Shorty here
likes bugs."

On the way out they passed the bronze wallwplaque



-

that said: BENJAMIN LITTLE (176121838), ‘A r\':ATIVE-o_F _
HANOVER, MASSACHUSETTS{ LED THE FIRST SERVICE ON THIS LAND,V
APRIL 1, 1790. "WHERE TWOC OR THREE ARE'GATHERED TOGETHER

IN MY NAME, THERE AM I IN THE MIDST OF THEM® MATTHEW 18:20.

(Only a couple of years ago Thurston. passing the plague had
—f. s

noticed the date of the first service and said, "That's
s .

funny, d'you know ‘this church started on April Foeol's Day?"

"and égeven had replied, "Just what d'you mean by that,

.

'saying'that?“) ' -
. - When they reached the car by, a stand or spruce
Wheeler lifted his foot énd showed Malcolm the squashed
spidef stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Whilg-Thurston un-

buttoned his dark brown suit*and'rqached~into his pocket for

the car_kéys;Ginger cgmé.over holding a record album. “Look -

what Dot Smythé just lent me. ‘It should sound lovely on'
your-mother's hi—fi.“ Sunlight glanceﬁ off the plastiE
wrapper obscuring the words so Thurston looked at it from

another angle. MORMON TABERNACLE CHOIR SINGS YOUR FAVOURITE

HYMNS. At least a hundred open-mouthed faces looked ocut from ,

the blue record jackeé, shouting sometking at him. “Would T
ﬁéver lové to sing with.them{" Ginger said, and lowering her
:gpibe she added, "Rather than the bunch of buIlfrogs we've
got." o : -
. “We could always gp into town oﬁ-Sundays," he said,
'uniocking the door. "fhey'vé prob'iy got a choir there )
nearly éood'és-that Mormon one."
"It's about timefyou suggegtéd that.". She héld lhe
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album right under her chin reading the_writefup on the back,
e sunliéht flickering on the freckles above her breasts.

- — -

, . Q.P - On-their way to the pickup truck Steven and Ann

jstopped by the car. "His black suit still buftoned up, Steven
) -;nnh@d at-tﬁevrecord jackef. ,“geal monster 'of a choir

- there." He chuckled, "play that record and all the chick-

ens‘li stop layingleggs."

Driying home Thuréton_recalled Ginger saying About

‘time yon suggested that as if he had beenefailing her for

f;years.‘ While his children in the back seat squabﬁled over
comic books he_félt an invisibie tow;rope tugging him'out

"of Rigby and his father's shadow to the‘churéh in town.
Then he.seemed to see‘ladéérs progped against the Rigby
Churqh,.truckssparked ali.around, pews piled by the road.

.2 chain-saw ripping'up the roof. . .an axe falling from

the roocf toward Steven's head. 1It'll kill him. . . .But

haven't I dumped my whole damn life at his doorstep?

Bes%de him'Ginger said, "Y'know, I've never belonged to a
. b B

church that had a choir.”

v M
- [

Later thag afternocn waves of voices from the Mormdﬁr .

Tabernacle Choir rolled through‘his ‘father's house, a sea of

[ 3 .
sound rising around the furniture, d}shes,_mirrors, clocks,
B - R . - / -
! lamp shades and wall hangings. Everyone except Steven liked
. ’ .\

the record; he mpttered, "You can't pick out a voice, hot
one voice f?oﬁ al} that," and shut himself in his bedroom
for a nap; Tone deaf, Thurston liked the music not s much

for itself as-for the way it seemed to‘syeep'him far from

Ny
L.
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all he had ever known. As he sat in an armchair reading a

recent Family Herald his feet on a footstool swéyed vaguely

with the music. .
' When ttlley strolled bacli over to the house for
supper Ginger said to him! "Now thaﬁ‘s a choir.™

"I betcha I know wﬁy-they're such good singers,®
He started to'laugh. "It'é-all the‘marryin those Mormons
do." ' ’

"Thurston!"

Branches cracked and mud’ drumbled uqder his boots as
he swuné,the'rake. Nearby hid the beavers that were making
six men and two boys fill the forest with sounds of shovels,
rakes, axes, voiées, and hands- slapping black flies. On
the edge of the dam Wheeler sat wringing out his soéks into
the lake. As Thurston turned he-saw Malcolm up by the road
s%}ting on a tree stump, picking at lichen.

"If my glads don't get fir§£ prize again thié year
I'1ll be real sufprised," Steven said, pushing a shovel blade
inteo mud.

’ "Sure you'll win." Branches dropped from the rake

as Thurstoﬁ shook it over the‘edge of the dam, silver min-

- nows scattering. "You always win." Squinting toward the

other end of the dam, he saw Larry Smythe brushing a loud
ch¥in-saw against tangled surface bfanches. "I'd like to
try Smythe's saw, mighty slow'work scratching away like

this."
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"You've never nandled one a those. You just might
drop it in the water."

"You've never laid a fingér on one either, far as I
know." Thurston fiercely swung the rake claws into the dam.
"Son, don't get all worked-up over nothin."

"what's this, a fight, a grown-up fight?" Wheeler

laughed, approaching his father and grandfather' with a rake

_taL%er than himself.

None of the other men on the dam were talking and how
the Littles joined them in silence so the only voices were
those of redwing blackbifds cackling in the reeds inshore
from‘a patch of floating yellow lilies.

After another half hour when WYheeler had run up to
join Malcolm and the lake was ‘starting to edge through.the
middle of the dam, Thurston 1it a cigarette and turned to-
ward his father. This was no place to talk about the

church yet it would be easier squinting in the sunlight here .

than sitting face to face with Steven in the leather'chairs

in the family parloﬂr. "Dynamite would do itt" Thurston
;aid. _

"What's that?"

"Dynamite would bustkthié~iﬁ no time." Because his

father usually replied to anything .he said he was surprised
Steven now said nothing; figuring Steven was hardly listen-

ing he looked over at Wheeler and Malcolm on shore running

.around the dented pickup truck. dSmythe's'chain—saw roaring

harshly seemed to give Thurston strength to talk. "That
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paint job on the church, I don't know whether we'll nped it."
"Sure we will, the paint's all peelin.”
"yeah the paint's pretty bad.” - .
"You're making about as much sense as. .
vgo few a us ‘left, hardly seems worth it.” e
“Ho& many cigarettés you had today?" Steven asked, ' f
his voi;e suddenly dry because he had not wanted to ﬁear what/
his son had said. ‘ |
) "The kids'd like that young minister in town too,
the kids. ¥ . ."
' "What's wrong with Dr. Saunders? He's younger'n me,

1'11 have you remember." Steven started working more

quickly with the shovel while Thurston stood motionless

resting his eyes on the floating lilies. ™Did that Mormon

_whatever record put some big ideas in your head?" = As

Smythe's saw stopped, Steven glared over at his son's boots.
"Just 'cause yoﬁ had the ulcer don't think you haveta give
me one tool"

| "Hey Little, stop draggin your ass:" Shythe shouted.
Thgrston waved, tHreQ his cigarette into the lake and pulled
up a shqyel stuck blade-down in the mud. Spitting a black

fly away from his mouth he silently swore You aren't wreck-

ing my-plans this time, you won't be boss this time and by’

-

keeping those words 1n51de he felt more the master of him-
self “With his back to his father he heaved shovelfuls of
mud and sticks into the lake where the mud would dlSlntegrate‘

and the sticks would break apart and dIlft towards shore
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Now water was rushing through the middle of the dam lpud and
full enough that he heard a splashing, and the lake itself
pushed aside mud and branches in its path.

A 1 '

?he.nex§ Saturday Steven won the gold ribbon and
three blue ribbons for his gladioli. zThat triumph made it
both easier and harder for Thurston to drive his familv into
town the next morning--easier since meméries oi{the flower
show tould comfort Steven, harder since Thurston knew his
break from the church would cloud his father's memories. 1In
a cushioned pew in the crawded church listening to a.ﬁower—
ful -pipe organ, he noticed a stained glass window of flowérs
in a field and for a moment those flowers becam; Steven's
glads and wilted, wilted because now he was not sitting in
his father's church. | -

On the way home Ginger and the children talked about
the high diézying ceiling, the ybung minister's amusing
Children’'s Story and the purple-robed choir, Driving'by the
small squét—roofed building in Rigby the children already |
called it "Grampie's church," soﬁething divorced from them.

Thurston thought the bunch a you chattering like squirrels

but when Jane said "Let's go every week" and Wheeler piped
in "Hot idea, Dad" and Ginger touched his leg, he felt
less haunted by that square-jawed lady ancestor.

Hours later after supper he sat in his father's
pariour while Steven flipped through magazines and fubbed

the pulled-in muscles around his mouth, saying ncthing about

4
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it, answering curtly whenever Thurston tried to end the

silence. Steven was still reading a Family Herald when

Thurston stood and said "G'night," scratching his ear and

almost adding Then act like a kid if you want, a sixty-five-

year-old kid.

At first he planned to attend the Rigby church now
and then but-soon he sensed that would open healing wounds.
By the end of summer in the toqp churcﬁ Ginger was singing
in the choir, the boys were Cubsg, and Thurston had become

an usher aﬁtep buying Hushpuppies and a lime~gréen suit.

aw

Yet he felt the harvest of all the change was. lean--not much

T

more than a gold or blue ribbon--for each morning when he
woke the farm was not his and wpuld not be until Steven died,
or even when Steven died. Fool, to have evéféihought one
morning a week was freedom!

In the Rigby church in September Dr. Saunders
announced the church would éhut‘down in a month and encour-
aged the members to travel into town on Sundays; instead
Steven and Ann listened té services through the static of
their old wooden cabinet radio. &Ann told her son one night,
"I'd go, I'd like to go, but Steven'd never forgive me."

On Christmas Day, relieved that his pdrents had‘not-joined
tﬁe.town church--that would have made fhe church less his--
he gave them a huge portable raaio’with a tall pull-out
‘aerial that could pick.up stations from hundreds of milesg
around. One afternoén a week iater when everyone but him

and Steven were in town he fetchéd a frozen side of beef
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from the barn, dropped by the house and saw ﬁ&s father
sitting in the parlour listening to the Mormon Tabernacle

Choir. Steven loocked up from the leather chair, flinching

&

as if he had been caught at some shameful act.  "Not.a bad

choir,” he said. . s



TO THE STATION |, :

After supper the two men pulied on their boots in
the back doorway, crowding and bumping intoc one another.

Ashley asked Snowman where he was going 'though he- already

knew the answer. "To the station," his brother saig, tugging

a striped tasséled hat over his curly hair. That hat made
him look like a pudgy kid despite his thifty years.
"Make yourself useful," Ashley said, "and put your
arse on the track to stop the trains.”
l:Let-‘him be." In the kiféhen May-wag wiping off the
tableploth. ’ '
"Very funny." Snowman pushed the door open.
Lightly-falling snow was gathering onto dark green
trees in the back vard. While they walked along the house
and ou£ the dfiveway Ashley thought for a moment of asking
his_brother to come along and help put up the neQ letters in
the sté:e‘window. No--chances were Snowman would wrinkle and
_crack'fhe letters or get all thé adhesive stuck to his fin-
gers or mix up the words so the window would say not RIDE-
bUT'S HARDWARE but something like RIDOEUT'S HRADWARE.
“out front a sidewalk plow was taking care of last
‘'weekend's snowfall, shaking and roaring as it hit heavy ice.

"'bout  time,” Ashley said, heading along the sidewalk in the

30
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direction that had already been clearéd. Snowﬁaﬁ waéed at the
drivef of the plow aﬁé walked springily'the opposite way ,
‘starting out aloﬂé the street.

The bald front of Ashley's ﬁiﬁd soon felt chilled.‘
A éog's tracks zigzaggeé along the sn;J\on the sidewalk. He K
asked himself what good a dog would be unless you were a
bird-hunter, but who but a fool ‘could think birds were good
game’ Deer and moose would good game, real game And after
you 'd shot a bgar, a-beauty of a black rug rfow in your hall,
'duck or woodcock could never be anything. He coughed and
straightened ﬁis glasses, feeling his arms ache for a
rifle.

It.wés only é couple of blocks to the store. Then
. he was on_a'stepladder in the window with a razor blade in
his hand, a rag around his neck andla.pail of'hot.wafer on
the ladder, scraping éway frayed remnanté of the letters his
grandfqther had stuck’ there. New letters that spelled the‘
same two'wgids were in the plastic envelope on the floor; his
father, an embittered abandbned husband dead now for twenty
}ears, had hardly kept the busfness going>and never put up
new letters. Hearing the step under him creak as his weight / '
shifted, .Ashley fleetingly saw Snowman on the ladder c;umsily'
swing one foot in the air, fall against the ﬁindow clutching
the razor blade, blood running down the wiﬁdow. That's-what
would happen, sure as hell- Taking the rag from around his

neck he tried not to think of his brother. ‘"Don't get your-

self all worked up," he said aloud.
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With his hands glutched together between his knees
Snowman sat forwgrd‘on-the wooden bench watching slush melt
off his boots into a puddle. Through the windows of the
station he watched a train st;zgyngto hove, yet it seemed
the room rather than the train was moving. When the windows
stopped vibrating with its noise, he glanced at ;he éiri
.sitting“ﬁ%xt té him and ésked, “You ain't from here, eh?"

‘ Her long black hair hid her face from him. She
pushed her mittens into the,pJdckets of h;r palé green ski-
jécket, read the ticket restiﬁg on ﬂer knee and looked to-
‘ward the clock at the other end of the room. On the bench
underﬂthe clock an old woman was éough}ng into a plaid hand-
kerchief and a thin-moustaéhed boy abdut’the girl's age wasn
iféfaiing over_ét her. She gquickly looked back at the“tiéigt.

"You must be pretty rich," Snowman said, seéihg out
of the gorne£ of his eye her sﬁrawberry—red suitcigéT‘.

*Rich? Not me,"” she said weatily. ‘ :’ .

"That makes two a us." He sat back ané moved his
feet out beyond the puddle. "I can't get rich 'cause the
only job I've goﬁ fg doin the floors here on the weekend.

When I worked in my -brother's store the money aﬂways mixed’

me up. In school I was no géod in Arithmetic. You good

in Arithmetic?"

"Math,- you mean. Not very.". 'She put part of the
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ticket into her mouth.

"You're like me then. Numbers always mixed me up.
The guy over-Behind the glass you bought your ticket from, I
went to school with him. He and Ashlgy're friends though
Ashley's a lot older'n:Hugh. They go huﬁtin and sometimes--

you like to hear a secret?"

"Not especially.“ She was flipping the ‘ticket in

her hand. He noticed her look at the thin-moustached boy and

\\the boy raise his eyebrowé.

"Ashley éven shot a bear once," he went on, piékingh
his.chapped lips. "There's a big Bean rug in the hall--he
gets madder'n hell if you stand on it with dirty boots. Hé
andiHugh hunt outa seasop sometimes. They shot a deer at

night round this time last year. Next mornin May told me

Ashley.'d just been out visitin Hugh, but in the night I'd

looked out the window and seen him and Hugh gettin in the car.

with flashlights and a fiflei I knew there wasn't no meat
left from his legal huntin in bctobér ‘cause I'd just been
lookiﬁ inh the freezer that day--thought I'd give the cat

some fish. I like to treat the cat‘oﬁce in a while but May
doh‘t think too much a, that. Anyhow when we started having
mince pies‘and'things again I asked May where she got it,
thought we'd used up all the deer. 'Naw, it's amazin how far
ya can stretch it,' she said. 'Aint it?' I said. ' They think
I'm dumb. " '

"Can I buy éiéa?egtes here?" asked the girl.

He looked at her hair, long and dark against her

Yy
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green jacket. "Oh no, 'fraid not. If I was runnin the sta-

tion I'd'put a cigaiette machine here for you."
"It's o'kay.?”

"I coﬂid ask Hugh for a cigarette. Look, he's

s

smokin away there now."
"Don't bother."

M1 could run to the store."*-

"élease——ﬁon'tﬁ“ the ‘girl said, turning to him and

S

shutting her eyes half way.

- The woman with the plaid bandkerchief was standing
. y “3
by the glass, speakiné‘to Hugh and pointing at the clock over

her head. The boy's head was against the wall, his arms

folded and his eyes shut.

“Am I borin you? I don't wanna bore you."
¥ . ' .

She folded her arms and shut her eyes.-

B3

He slid his arm abSentmiqdedly.along the back.of the

-

‘bench, then whefn his hand brushed the girl's shoulder, slid.

it back. "I'm glad he fired me. I never liked workin in his

' store. Everyone éave me funny looks if I didn't find what

they wanted” in two seconds flat. What good was it to know

~all the names of thiggermajigs? It just mixed me up. That's
a nice thing on your arm there."

The sleeve of the girl's jacket had crept up almost

F

to her elbow. Opening her eyes she pulled it back down over

.. her wrist. "It's just a bracelet."

"Real gold?"

"You crazy?"
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"Who gave it to fou? Lemme guess--~your boy fry nd.lH: . B :
For the first time he smiled at her, crookedly, tightly. B

o

o : "Mister, you're awfully noseay."

’ . ~ "I'll go if you want me to." . v T‘
"Yes. . . ,,/;1;”"’ : -
~
/
When_she~pﬁt a stick of bubblegunm 1nto her mouth he

took that as a 51gn for hlm to stay and said, "I knew a glrl

“ "

2 ’ who wore a lot a bracelets You like to hear a secret’“,/"

\\

She chewed the bubblegum slow1y7’her jaws moving up
TR

-

. -

and down. e 7T e
/ e * . -
- - "I saw Margaret Wright last year inithe K Mart in
the city. Way back in school I sorta took a shine to her and

one day after school I asked her out, for a ice cream. You

-know what she said? She said--" he tried to laugh but
couldn‘t_“-—she;said,-'l haveta go home and- feed my gold- . a
fish.'" Then he did let out a bricfyladgh. "Now-when I go ’

into the city I'm scared I'll bump intc her again. That

other time she ‘walked right by me.

-She was some good—
lookin=-like  you, miss.”
"Would you lay off for a whife?"

‘Outside, the whistle of a

air. At the other end of the room jpassgngers begaﬁ
toward the door. "Thank God " ' glrl said, standing.

take yOur sultcase for you

"Ga away. just go away.'" ’ ' { . o
"It must.be too Heavy for you ' He picked.it up.and. o
/ " M

_lifted it as hlgh his waist. "What d'you have in i
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"Mister, would you mind your owrn fucking business?"

-

. When he set it down gently she grabbed the_.handle

_and'beéan walking briskly toward the door.

The thin-moustached boy held the door open’ for ﬁer
As passengers carrled luggage to the edge-of -the pavement A

near the“tracks Snowman sauntered outside ‘and crouched on the

- pavement under the station windows. He -took out his hat and
tugged it down over his ears.. When the train stopped, drown-
ing out all voic%g;peyond hir, thé girl was the first to

‘ cllmb onto 1t ‘ The boy followed, -carrying his nondescript |

suitcase in one hand and her strawben@y~red su1tcase in the'
other-. Snowman s mouth felt dry.

W1th the train rumbling into the distance he walked

home along the tracks, train heat still-flcating over the
~rails, pressing against his pants. ‘He passed Hugh's field
- . f

where he had oﬁCe seen a pear at this hour running fast like

a big dbg_toward_thick ttees. After Hugh'e field there came
tﬁe ye110wed back of the bowling'alle; and tﬁe snowed-in lot
of the town 5 used car dealer Taﬁing extra long and'exéra
short steps to keep from trlpplng on cross-ties, he thought
of what he had once seen in-a dreafi: Ashley kneeling in the
hall before[bedtime'kissing his bear rug{ That made him
smile, even ﬁade‘the stars seem to glittﬁf more intensely
anve the dérk trees, but he cou;dn't laugh, he ceuldn't'cry.
The train heet was:gone, the air over the tracks cold

against his. legs.



Ashley carried a bottle of beer into the den and saw

his wife in the armchair. Aching from all his reaching on the

ladder, he lifted his shoulders and breathed in deep. The
scene on TV flashed between a smiling fiddler and dancers in
checked dresses>éqd‘shifts. -The man calling the dances wag
clapping his hands. 1Ih the érmchair May said, "Le£ me watch

"the end of this.before you switch over to that stupid spy

. &
show. ' K . i .

' e

He pulled off his shoes and stretched out on the - ¥

couch. - 'The cat was 1lying bn a pillow beyond his feet, wide

yellow eyes staring. "Want some fish, you fat thing?" he

~

asked.

"Don;t you start éiving it fish too:" _

As he stroked the cat's neck with hisg toeg he said
to it, "Think you're.the Queen, thé.goddamn Queen, eh?" %he
cat turned its head but as soon as he pulled his foot away it

" skarted staring at him aéain. Thumping, banging seunds camé
from the back doo;§éy. "He gettin home ‘now?"
e "Who elsé-could it be?"

- *

He raised the pillo& ﬁnder his head, glad Snowman

was home to watch the show with him. --The Man From U. N. C.

L. E. was one cf the few things in 1ife‘they both liked.

"Where'd he go tenight?"” she asked, picking up her

tea cup.
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"To the station, where else> Stop staring at me,"
. he said to the cat. "I wish ‘Hugh would tell him he can't go
there anymore just to loaf There's gotta be better ways for
him to spend his time." ‘ '

"Like what?" The girl dancers were being tossed in
the air, their dresses billowing.

"y don't know. There's gotta be something."

"6on't worry about'him so much," she whispered gs

Snowman walked into the den, flushed from the cold.

The next night Ashley and May in matching red bowl-
ing shlrts bowled a game while waltlng for Snowman.. Sitting
in the- chalr attached to the score desk she said, "pon't bawl
h1m out just because you've got that headache.

Pantlng Snowman arrived, dropped a pair of black
bowling shoes onto the floor and struggled out of his coat
Ashley looked at his watch then at hlS brother, back at his
watch then at his brother, but he sald nothlng "Looks like
I'ma blt late,™. Snowman said, stttlng on the bench beyond
the score desk. g '__‘ _

"More likéla lot," AshleyA§a1d He slumped onto the
"bench and watched Snowman beside him pulllng off his boots.
Stroking’ the bald front of his head he asked "Goin around
agaln talklng to girls, maklng fools of us?f

’He doesn't just talk to glrls " May said, touching

Snowman s knee "I've seen him talk to cld men and all sorts
_ too." - *
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T "Sure, when there aren't any sweet young things
around, then he talks to old men." .
"You talk in the‘store alla tlme " Snowman:said,
1ac1ng up a bowllng shoe.

"They're my customers and friends. I wouldn® t talk

to sonieone I don t know from Adam--unless I had business w1th

'em, " eshley stood and pressed his knuckles against his
temples. "Soon as I have a leak we're gonna start that
game." As he turned toward the bathwoom they saw U

blotches of ‘sweat staining the back of his.red shirt,

"He's in a sweet mood tonight," May sald

Snowman looked into her eves and squ1nted "Ashley
hates my guts 2

-

Over her shoulder he saw an old couple’ several lanes

down startlng a game. The woman bowled a ball the man

jumped from his‘seat, they hugged
"He just gets snappy when ne has . those headaches
Don't pay -any attentlon to him." Grey ‘hairs May always ‘tried
to keep combed under had fallen onto her. forehead. she
brushed them bac with her flngers "Don t forget, it was
Ashley who tw1st d Hugh's arm to get. you ‘the cleanlng job, ™
Snowman looked at the floor "He hates my guts."
She watched him picking his chapped'iips._

Before leaﬁing the bathyoom Ashley splashed water

over his face. Outside the ba room he stopped at the Coke

machlne and felt in hlS pocket for change. 1f he was a idiot

a_honest~to-God idiot he“fhojght if it was that bad it would .




40

be better and if I could just hit him if I could ever hit him

it would be better. As the first Coke rumbled down through

the machine he wonderzd if-his father had ever hit a man,
maybe in one of the afternoons he had spent drinking in the
Legion beer hall leaving the store to Ashley and‘the man .
clerk. When his father disappeared the clerk would ask,
"Where'd your Pop take off to?" and Ashley would say, "Wasn't
feeling too good, wasn't feeling too good, " and the-clerk
would 'say, "Beats me why he doesn't just forget your Mom
after ail this time." Another Coke banged down through the
machine. He looked down the lanes and saw Snowman‘on the
bench staring at the-floor; he asked himself if all Snowman

recalled of their father was a man in a kitchen late at night

- mumbling at a bare table.

"Balancing three bottles of Coke in his hands as he

- approached the lane, Ashley called, "Any bets who'll win to-

night?"
T~ "Bet I lose," Snowman said.

"That's too sure a win." After sliding a Coke along
the score table by May, Ashlef'sat back besidg Snowman and
pushed a Coke into his hand. "Try.something less sure to
happen."-

- "I bet Ashley'll éhué up," May said, "and leave
Snowmén élone for five minutes."

Snowman.was watch;ng the old couple several lanes

down. The woman was arguing with the man, held the score

sHéet off the table and 901nted at 1t Snowman sald, "Could
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I go with you next time yeu hunt bears?”
"Cﬁ}ist, your mind jumpé around. Well we'll see."
"He's not gonna get another bear. That was'just
luck before," May said.
"Luck? You didn't say thaE at the time. You were
pretty proud of me. Séems our memories ére going around

here." Ashley shook his head, frowning with mock sadness.

£

"When I saw that bear in Hugh's field I wasn't a
bit scared,"Snowmaq said.

"Prob'ly you were just imaginin."

"You never believe me." Snowman's pudgy fingers
‘ruffled his hair.— "Well i know some things you don't."

"Like?"

“Don't tell him. They're your secrets,” May said.

"D*™ou tell the sweet'young things about some shack
off in the woods?" .

May angrily banged her Coke down on the score

table.

"What great secrets d'you tell ‘em?"

"More'n you'll ever kno;, more'n you'll ever know."

"Secrets, my arse. Come on, let's bowl." Ashley
reached for the pencil. ' -

The girl's blonde hair, sunny where it touched the
collar of her long black coat, was cut short and curled
tightly. She seemed older than the 'girl in the green ski-

Jacket Snowman had sat beside two nights earlier. An open
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paperback book Tested in her lap.

He put a finger in his mouth to pick out a piece of

food from between :his teeth. "I'm hired to talk to you guys."

The girl's voice was- soft like thét voice of a
younger girl. "They hired you to. . . »v

"The guy over thére You bought your ticket from,
he's in charge here. But don't ask him. He don't know I've
been hired." h

‘"He's in charge. . .he doesn't know you were hired?"”
"Her blue eyes turned to Snowman.

He looked away. "He's pretty dumb. He's like Ash-

ley." ‘

"Who's Ashley? What'ré you talking about?" She
fingered one of her ear-rings, shut the paperback book and
kept it resting in her lap. Snowman saw a castle and é
running woman on the cover. )

"They don't know anything," hé said,

The 'girl picked up the book énd slipped it into the
leather shoulderbag slumped next to her on.the bench. When
she glanced'a; her slender Qatch;Snowman saw it sparkling.

) "Don't you believe me?"
+ ""Believe what?".
"I'm hired to talk to you."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You réh? books?" He'reached over aﬁd tbuched her

leather shoulderbag.

"I think I'1ll go sit somewhere else."
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Against her black coat,her fingers fidgetted, smooth

pale fingers; pink polish on the long nails.  He shifted his
boots and lecoked away : . ~
Just 1n51de the door Ashley was stamplng snow off

his bocts. "Car's out51de if you want a drive!" he called.
o

"she' s snow1ng like a bltch put there
"I'm busy right now!".Snowman réplied,

"Get a move on!" Ashley'raked snow off his hair and

’ .
.

~

threw it onto the floor.
- "I'm goin home later!" '

"You want to end up buried in a snowbank°" Ashley
started walking toward Snowman and the glrl taklng off his
stéamed-up glasses. - - - l '

"He hates my guts,"( Snowman said’ to the girl.

When Ashley’ reached them he took hold of Snowman's
shoulder and said, "O'kay come on."_.He pulled a handterchief
ffom his pants pocket and wiped his ;lasses with it. "Is he
bugging you,miss?" he asked, s?uinting at the girl. "Don't
believe-eterything he;s told you. He's full of tall tales."

"Very funny," Snowman sa¥d.

"I hope my train gets here soon," the girl said.

Shoving the handkerchief back into his pocket,

Ashley asked Snowman, "Dc I haveta drag you out?"”

"Go on, leave me alone."

With a strong hand Ashley gripped Snowman's shoﬁldet
and pulled him fotward. . i

"Piss off, piss off.”
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"No hat tonight? You'll Be hacking and coughing
tomorrow." Ashley pulled his brother to his feet with one
arm w}apped around ﬁis b@ck, while Snowman t?iéd to push his
hands into his brother's face. They nearly fell cnto the
girl: clucking her tongue she stood aﬁd walked. toward the
bathroom glancing over her shoulder at them. By the time she
disappeared Aéhlgy had pushed Snowman half way to-the door
holding onﬁo the back of Snowman's coat. He tightened his
grip aﬁd said, "Quit thra$hin around or you'll ripbyour
coat."_ Theylnearlf bumped into a woman holding.a baby
dreséed in a biue hooded snowsuit. *~ "You're makiﬁg a gecddamn
fool of the both of us," Ashley said lowly.

"I dgn“t care who I make a fool of. 1I've got my
Job to do." Squirming, Snowmgn dragged his feet. '

"Your job? On a Thursday night? 1If you don't

straigq;an’up and walk with me through that door. . . .That's
more like'it, Brother.” He thumped Snowman lightly on the
Back. ' . &

Durihg the night fresh snow had covered all the man
and bird tracks and spruce needles in the back yard. Ashley
turned from the window in his pajamas and saw May in bed

stretching her arms over her head, her knuckles knocking on

- the headboafd. "I'1ll get Snowman up so he can start shovel~

ling."
"Go put the ccffee on fﬁrst," she said.

"D'you hear him last night? Seemed he went into the.

e
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" bathroom every five minutes."

"He was some down-in- the-mouth before bed. Throw-
ing off-the blankets she swung her feet onto the floor. On »
the edge of the bed she stayed 51tt1ng; she had 5lept with
cpriers‘in her hair. "He was really fuming about youlpicking
him up at the station. aHe didn't say>a.word but I coula
teil." She began pulllng the ‘curlers out of her hair, drop-
plng them into a- basket on the bedside table. "He only
drank half his glass oflmilk.

"He didn't have a hat. ‘He would've .caught a ‘cold
walking home."

"I'd sure like that coffee."

He walked to the closet, pulled his bathrobge off its

i

. | ’
Out in the hall the cat tried to wrap 1tself around

hook and slipped it on. q%ﬁp
his legs. ' Good Mornlng, Your Majesty

On the kitchen table store bills and orders he had
been looking at late last night were scattered about. He

gathered them together and dumped them into a paper bag on

-the chair. ~The clock over the stove told him he had

an'hqgr before opening the store.

. He‘switched on a burnér and began the coffee, took
a can of cat food from the cupboard} opened it and scooped
the food into the catfs dish. "You'd starve if it wasn't for
me," he told the cat. “You know that? You'd goddamn well
starve."

]

From the frid he took a can of tomato juice, then
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he tipped it tovﬁis mouth and drank. Shoving it back into the
f?idge he saw a half-full glass cf milk lower down, a curée of
dried milk near thé fim.
The kitchen flcor was cold on his bare feet so he
walked back to the bedroom to dress for work. dJust as he
entered the room he heard something bang against the-baék
door. "You hear that?" éhe éske@, dropping another curler
into the basket. - |
"Who the hell. could it be? Sngwman's never up:this
early." He lifted his pants 6ff the back of a chair.
"You didn't forget to lock up iast night? Maybe : }
wind got hold of the door." " - |
"Doesn't sound like wind to me." ‘ i
They heard heavy boots on the back steps. In his

pants he walked to the windéw and pressed his face against

. the glass to look sideways. "Hey it is him!"

She. pulled the last curler from her hair and shdbk

her head several times.

"What? That's my fug he's got there!"™ Ashley threw

- back the lock and pushed the window up. Putting his head out

the window he shouted, “gﬁowman, what the hell d'you think.
.What the. . . ? He's got the garden rake!"
"You‘d'petter shut the window. Do your yelling out
by the door.” |
"What "the fucké He's hitting my rug‘with the ‘rake!"”
Now she wag beside him, leaning fo;ward the edging .

@

her head out the window. Snowman's face was fiery red. He
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swung the rake so hard they could hear it hittingithe rug.

"I told you he was'down-in-the-mouth," May said as Ashley ran
back to the chair and began slipping‘on a shirt. ' She stayed
with her head‘partly out the window, shivering. —

- While Ashley.buttéped up his shirt he Heard #hbwman's
voice far off. He cried, ééou know how much that rug's worth?
What's he saying, what's he saying?" | '
"Hé said, 'Ashley can't drag me out'of my job.'"

‘She pushed down and locked the window.

. "That happened five years ago!" Ashley cried,
pulling on a sweater and stepping into his.slippers at the
i

same time.

.

Nuttering he ran through the hall and kitchen,

‘n 2

knocked over a bag of garbage and stepped on the cat's tail.

The cat screamed and ran under the Eéble.

‘ He didn't  stop for his coat or boots. The light
hurt his eyes as he barged ocut the door. Within seconds his
slippers felt we€. Neagiy slipping he rushed down the.snow}
sfeps.and shouted, "I'll kill you, you heqr? i'll ki}l you!“
- " Wading toward his brother he stumbled through snow.
Snowman stood by the rﬁg whipping it with the fake. The
tassel of his hat danced. Tufts of bear fur blew across tﬁe.
snow.

Ashley grabbed his hands ffom,behind aﬁd'twisted‘
until the rake dropped. When hié brother turned around .Ash-
ley glared at him, grippiné his shou&ders._ Then he dropped

his hands, went backward a step and rammed Snowman in the
: .

®



face with a fist. Snowman staggered backward.. -"You gone .

‘'snow. He threw one armaaround his face when he felt a boot.

.the two brothers. The sunllght slanting through the door %as_ﬂhl~
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T

crazy?" Ashiey asked, crpuching to drag the rug outlof\the

kick his forehead.
‘ Snowman backed up- and put his mitten to his nose. ,“«j ,,,,,,,,,,, -
Tears and blood—-he .had never known they tasted .SC good |
Behind- the glass of the screen door May stood in her
nlghtgown w1th a cup of coffee in her hand. and looked out" ®/t
o

sSG brlght she couldn t see until she shaded her- eves with her

free, hand. . < ] , . .

ke
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" WOMAN ON HILL

I

+ Whenever she told people where he workegd they said,
"Isn't that nice. 1 s pose he travels a lot and she had
to'aﬁswer no, he had all hlS work in the statlon and never

travelled on the trains. Each-noon in a<restaurant,5h6'”' | '

T . ! - .
e .

forgot the soup tureens, flgurlnes—and teapots she scld at

Wickman's aqgrﬂard*grgggfplctured him in the CNR basement

—

_1,490§5315g his_blaek,lunchbox, touching sandwlches she had
. touched, Each night washing_that lunchbox in hot water .
("Mandy, once a week'd be eﬁough“- "Now Roderlck who knows
'what fumes and thlngs re in the air over: thexe’") she dug

the dishcloth into each corner as if searching for a piece of
the station. Yet his worked remained far from her even when
she smelled'his'blackened grey shirt{ He helped repair
trains; that was all she knew for sure, theughIShe é%ctu:eq
monstrous wrenches and vats of* oily fluiés. -

Their house'sat half way up a eﬁeep street. Beyond
the foot of the street traéks ran stretching\away to join
other tracks in a windswept barrenness tﬁat,led te docks,
storage towers and fog-obscured ships. Whereas her n igh-
bours likely consiéered the harbour 3pd the river the fouhda—l
tion of thelr .city, the city of her feellngs was less a port

than a»hllly fastness fastened to the ‘earth by steel ralls. N

49
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From above the tracks were ribis shaping and guarding the in-

sides of the eqith. Roderick's'ribéi some days she loved him

"so much the city was his body,- the blows of hisvhammer almost
reaching her  from far beyond the other side of the harbour

‘as she walked down to catch the ‘ms, tracks below half in-

visiple in the fog. ' ' .

.-The other women at Wickman's and Ward's gave her a

burnished Brass teapot when she left after working théré all

during her last'hecade aﬁ_home and- her, first five'chiidless

vears of marriage. Only-a week after Stwart"s birth Roderick
F] .

~in his sératphy uniform kissed her and chucked his infant 'scon

uﬂdgr the chin before leaving to climb onto a ship with. other

conscripted soldiers. Though she then cried herself to sleep

many nights, Stuart's birg?nmde his father seem less absent;
he had,hoderickﬂs‘large-ridged ears and his faintly-haired

round -head wés almost comica}lj like hig\balding father's.

In the following months she tremulously nefused to

read newspaper reports-éboﬁt the War and felt nothiné unusual

about being a new mother at the age of tHirty-six except when,

-riding on the bus with Stuart in her arms, she saw younger

B .
army wives with babies in their arms. She thought kindly of

" them until a gimp;ed girl mother .rocking a baby on ‘her knee

said to Stuart, "Nice to have Grammié care for you?" -Back
at home she saw in the bedroom‘mirror that tﬁougﬁ she. had
élwéys loéked beyond her-agg withoyé aniextra oqnce’of flesh
on her ‘face, now that flesﬁ was shrinking furﬁher, érow'sr

feet cornering her eyes and a single crease deepening across
N -

L
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‘ her forehead. Her skih no lecnger shone.

51 .

Stuart's first birthday was stiil months away when
she noticed the red ;plétches_éﬁ his stomach. For a day she
'thought it was only a rash and rubbeq'lqﬁion over him but
when the splotchés spread to his neck and arms she called the
doctor. Her kneés weakened when he said‘measies. As they
took Stuart from her at the hospital sﬁe gently tugged his
ear as she often h;d Roqerick's. The next day his eyes were
feverishly puffed; dnderneﬁth a facéfmask her lips.trembled
;Qd made kissing movements to'hiﬁ. Beﬁ?re the end of the
week his fever suddenly stopped and his eves shut forever..
Staying at her mothér‘s dﬁring the week'following the funeral
she felt like a baby herself whenever Auﬁt Jess on the couch
held an arm around her shoulders.

Her letters to qué:ick said Bothing about™ the
ﬁéasles though one mentioned she was clerking‘again at Wick-
man's and Ward's, which she expected would puzzle.him. The
'night he returned nearly two years after leaving, her eyes
dropped when he asked'for Stuart and he started wglking
through al} the apartment, theﬁ,ran bumping against doorways
and even looked down into the cellar as if she might've hid-
den Séuart there. Catchiﬁé up to him in the kitchen she
threw Rer arms.around hié back'while he mdrmured, "Is;there'
‘a picture of him, a picture I canfkeep?" Ignoring his tea
he sat staring at the smallfpictufé between his- hands on the
Itablecloth while she wanted to sit on his knee and feel his

-~

hands under her dress so fiercely her hand shook near the

\'-5._‘_ -
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brass teapot. Wheq they were finally in bed-he did not turn

to her though she knew he was lying on his back awake. She
fell asleep disappointed and ashamed of- her disappointment.

After a week he still had not tQuchéd her in bed and
she feared it was more than his mourning for Stuart that held
him back, so she rubbed more rouge into her éheeks, brushed
on brighter lipstick and combed her hair down over the crease
across her forehead. Then she lifted to the back of the
closet all vertically-striped clothes thét'might exaggerate
her thinness, and the next day wore a horizontally—étriped
dress that gave. her akwider_look. Changing clothes again
af%er work she stood near him in just her underthings laugh-
ing giddily aé nothing; when she looked around he blushed

and turned away.

Hours later she woke in the darkness with him squeez-’

ing her breasts and mumbling, "She. . .no one, no one." His
hand fell away and_%e droned unintelligibly in his sleep.
"She;.. .no one," when those words surfaced aéain she ran her
fingers over his face and punched his shoulder until he woke.
"Who's no one?" she whispered, starting to whiméer. "Am I-no
one, that what you think of me now?"

"Oh Mandy no," he said, putting his mouth against

‘her shoulder.

"You were dreaming about‘me, saying those things!"
she cried, no longer whispering. - .

' "Not you. . . .

"Who else, who else'd you be dreaming about?" she

v

Te
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cried, pulling away from him.

"It wasn't a nice dréam, it was a nightmare. . .that
woman. " -
+ "What woman?" Her fingers dug into his shoulder and
.began shaking him. "You h;d gomebody there?”

He laid his hand over her closest hand.: "She

Boesn't matter--she didn't ‘even speak English."

"Who doesn't matter, who? You had a girlfriend

there?"
"No," hellaughed faintly. ‘
Lifting away his hand he rolled on his side away
f;om her. "Who, who was it?" she cried, lurching toward him

~and striking one foot against‘the backs of his knees.

"Stop kicking and I'1l tell you. . . .Just a girl we
paid for one night--that always happens in the arm}.". Rol-
ling back toward her he reached oué his arms éaying; "It's
a terrible secret for a man to keep fromxhis wife. ‘I--"

Sweat broke out over her face and her legs began
moving unde¥ the blankets. 1In the darkness she flung her
feet over the side oflthé bed, stumbled to the lamp and grop-
ingly found the switch. One of his arms'hung down toward‘_
the floor, every hair now‘an‘ugly'bristle to her. At her
dresser she-pulled open drawers un@il she found the letters
he had written from Europe, then she rushed.to the bed and
began tearing them apart and throwing them at him crfing,

"I was as lonely as you, I could've brought a man here!"

As he burrowed his face into the pillow white and blue bits
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of letters écattered over the bed and his dotted pajama
back. When all the letters were torn apart she pullédr
blankets from the closet and wandered out to the livingroom .
couch, feeling her way along the walls.

In the morning she woke to sounds of a lgghter tear~
ing: someone rolling off pieces of Scotch tape, gentle
tearing sounds. Passing the bedroom she saw him sitting
"crosslegged on the floor taping together all the letters
spread acféss the carpet. Her eyes softened until he looked

up smiling, then she recalied all he had said the night

before and fled to thé bathroom telling herself Two beds, now

we need two beds.

1T

Now she washed his lunchbox once a week rather‘than
every night and cut his séndwiches into halves rather than
four‘triangles. As.she walked down for the bus the tracks
Below were not 1inés of strEﬁéth but crushed ribs, weeds
flourishing and a stray dog now and then sniffing the rails.
Each time he sat on the edée of her bed she thought of the |,
woman Le had paid for and turned éo the wall saying, "Do I
have to sleep on the couch, do you want me to freeze ocut
there?" Sometimes-when he groaned -in sleep she felt sorry
for him yet only drew her legs up tighter toward herself.
after a year he gave up asking for more than-a good-night’

peck on her cheek: soon he did not even bother with that.

Their separate beds were seven years old in the

o

il
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sprlog she left Wickman's and Ward's for the final time, so
dizzy 1n her last month she'd dropped a box of Wedgwood from
a ladder shatterlng the glass case below. She blamed her
dizziness on 1rr1tat1ng customers whe . tut- tutted the prices
and never knew what .they wanted. After her re51gnatlon her
head still spun and only when she, Roderick and two of his
Legl9n’fr1ends were” watching the Coronation on the Telev151on

did she finally realize Maybe this's it, what they say happens

to all women, even the Queen. No one had told her what to

expect. The next afterncon she visited a doctor whoe gave

her a booklet called A Change of Life, which she hid in her

dresser and did not read until the morning when Roderick was
at work. Afterward she tore the booklet apart dropped the
Pieces into the to1let and pushed the flush.

A week before the Coronatlon was on Roderick had
bought the Telev151on, the first on their street though they
were no richer than anyone else. "“That's sure a clever
little thing," he saig and she said, "If it's eo clever why
does it just ?uzz half the time?; She grew angry at the
forelgn box as if it were the: vause of her dizziness. How-
ever, by summer her heaé no longer spun and even Qhen ehe
cut her finger poking a needle through cloth or peeling
potatoes she wanted to see water rather than blood flow from
the cut. Some days she felt llke one of the gqulls drlftlng
effortlessly and soundlessly around the field above. the bus—
stop. - | '

?here was a hill on the hill of their street, flat-.

éy
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topped and ending in cliffs. During that first summer of the
Television sheé began taking regular walks there. She would
head a few'hoﬁses up the street into a dirt road between the
church 1awn‘and the field of yellow straw, then start up the
field passing a Union Jack on a-tall pole and:a black-headed
air-raid siren: Thg flat top of the hiil strgtched like
this: . straw; straw with patches of sand:,;and alqné; sand
with flat rocks:; flat rocks alone; the edge, the sheer empty
air. She would go Beyond the straw but’ not beyond the sand.

Below the cliffs lay the anthills where her father
had landed after;his fall. The hill had been gorbidden ter-
ritory to her, then only four. He had been out walk;ng alone
- and minutes after Ehe fall a stranger spotted him below on
his- back in the sand, jerking his legs like an insect's. The
iast month of his life he\spent in a hospital, paralyzed and
speechlesé. In the following years Motheq‘tqld Mandy élmost‘
nothing about him, but often when Mother was out of the house
Aunt Jess--a spinster who'd always lived with her sistef——-
showed Mandy photoéraphs of him ;n his Boer War uniform
shaking' Lord Roberté‘.hand, on the deck of a ship clowning
with aflifth;}eéeévgr around his head, iﬁ-a éarden wiéh'his
armn aréund Aunt Jess. "Oh lock, their wedding pictures!”
Mandy would exclaim and her aunt would flip the page saying,
"We don't want-to look at those." Sometimes Aunt Jess just
sat talking almost to herself while young Mandy listeneg,

1
gripping her braids. Towards the end, she learned, her

parents had argued heatedly about whether to move out of the

/



> 4 L s7

éity to Mispec; days before Father's accident Mother had
moved into the back room with Mandy, leaving him alone in the
room néxt to Aunt Jess. "She called him a monster just be-
cause. . .he needed comfort from me," Aunt Jess said to her-
self béhind a lifted teacup. Years passed before the girl
‘with,long braids first suspected what might have (EEEEE

have, might have,. but prob'ly hadn't) happened in the week

before Father's accident. ‘ ,
On the hill wind_woﬁld blow around Mandy tugging at
her.kerchiéf until her cheeks flushed and her eyes watered
so the dark green and dark brown houses below blurred and
jiggled. When she would think jumped she'would ffantically

add might have, only might have.

Eefore heading bagk out the dirt road ghe Qould turn
and look at the gre? stone church, the steeple stained and
blotchéd in the foggy air. Though never a religiocus man
Father had faithfully attended church aloné saying, "If you
rdon't-go, the minister might take it into his mind not to
bury you when your time comesf——one‘of'his jokes, saia Aﬁnt
Jess. Ever since Roderick's return from War Mandy had sat
in the church many Sunday mornings, accompanied by him only
at Christmas and Easter®. She went for the lofty céiling and
ligh£ trickling in through coloured windows, but mé;é ofe=all
for the walk over and the walk back. Nothing seemed lonelier

to her than a man leaving church with nobody by his side.

4
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III

Walks on the Hill were the luckiest discovery of her
féurth decade, secondhand books the same for her fifth decade.

Roderick and she did not often take the bus together
but that %riday night when he decided £o have his fringe of
hair‘trimmed, she said she'd like to visit Wickmar's and
Ward's for the first time in years. Across the bridge fhey
stépped off the bus by King Square where a Santé Claus stood
on the sidewalk ringing a bell beside a sign saying HELP
UNFORTUNATE CHILDREN. After.Rbderick threw a guarter into
the moﬁey—pot she said; "None of that mohey prob'ly ever gets
near children," bitter with the Santa Ciags because Stuart
had not ‘lived to célebrate the season. "I'll do what I want
with my money," he said, starting across the street to the
barber—éhop while she continued along the side of th;‘square.

Snow fell erratically through the yellow glrow of
street-lamps and melted over the muskrat fur of her old
coat. Though she had not really wanted to visit Wickman's
and Ward's, only needing an excuse to go downtown, now she
went through the revolving doors anyway and weaved around the
familiar qlass_cases. Evéry so often she glanced at young

lady clerks whose eyes said You don't belong here. As she

leaned against an open counter a small cakeé of snow slid off
her handbag onto a éparklinéﬁchina saucér. "Hey! Be more

careful,"” scolded a clerk. Blinaly ﬁandy hurried toward the
door,thgn just before pushing outside she turned and said to

the whole room, "I know more about this place than y%u, than

<
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any of you'!" and almost laughed when several bewildered faces
any : _ :

turned.

Y

Wandering and ignoring most store windows she heard
a muffled swishing of snow in the sky. The moment a man with
gift-wrapped parcels under both arms bpmped her she almost
kicked him, haéing those stores and streets, wanting to rise-
off the sidewalk and merge with that driftihg swishing above.
In her ears her heart madé the same sound as the snow.

HUCK'S said curly ietéers burned into wood high o&er
é store front. Despite having seen the place all her life
she had never entered it. She did not know why she now
turned the'knob and pushed the door ‘open.

014d Ehiﬁgs everywhere: china, flat-irons, a pair of
snowshoes, lamps, lanterns, a stuffed cwl, footstools,
paintings, frames, a pile of faded postéards, a statue of
an Egyptian pharaoch. 1In the air hung a heavy smell, a smell
not of decay but of exotic secrets. Slowly she moved tc the
back of the robm, smiling at and touching the head of the
stuffed owl, not staying long over anything before the back:
There a long shelf of books ran the length of the room.

Golden desigﬁs spiralied over the green cover of the
book in her hands. The golden edging of the pages had faded

yet somehow even in the dim light it shone, .however dirty its

shine. As she opened the book it crackled; a cry of gladness:

for being opened at last. From the title she realized the
spiralling designs were shaped like C's. But neither title

nor auvthor mattered.
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’ Near the door the man behind a glass counter seemed

to be sleeping. 1In front of him she knocked the snap of her

handbag on the counter and asked how much. “Three dollars,
ma'am. Hmmm, you read poetry?" "No," she said, hﬁgging the )_
book.

They,ﬁere on the bus lifting back onto the bridge
before she told Roderlck "What d'you want with a sﬁelly
old book?"'he mumbled.

‘"You're a good one to‘talk, all those stinky things
the barber aumps on your héad."ﬁ'Hdlding the opened bodk to
her nose she breathed in yith deep satisfaction, tﬂen she'
" lifted it over vtd his face. "Tell me if that isn't a nice
smell, "

"Don't, don't. You're acting like sdmebody_in one

of those dehs-—bpium dens. Are you going to read it?"

L

"Read?"

Saturday morning she was up early, dragging an empty
bookcase from the back room into the llVlngroom The book-
.case was so heavy she stopped several times to catch her
breath. As she reached the entrance to the 11v1ngroom Roder-
ick appeared in hls pajamas, scratching his stomach and
saying, "Are you crazy? A bookcase with one book in it will .
look like hell.™"

"I gquess you}rerpight. 'So . I'11 havewfo-buy_more
books." _

But first she bought sandé@per and varnish, and for

two days in the kitchen gave the bookcase a perfect smoothness
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and a deep glow, her body®sweating and her arms achiﬁg.
Over the following months and years the bookcase
slowly filled in. Oddly no smell was added to the livingroom.

However, she only had to bring one of the books to her face
: e

and open it for that smell to be released, that fresh antique

smell whose ff;shness still rolled out, even as gold in the
faded édginés of.pagés still shone out. .- ‘ |
Over a game of checkers one day her friend Lily asked,
"AreNyou ever going'to read an§ of ghose books?"
. "Read?" k

IV LT

She did not think of Fathef's crusﬁed legs and Roder-
ick's crushed legs:at the same time until she stood behind -
the glass watching doctors' gloved hands move over Roderick.
Already people from-the station had told he; of his boot

sticking in a rail, his arms waving until he lurched over to

‘save the upper half of his body seconds before the train hit

-

him. Even if it had been on a dark-Bight with no witnesses.
she still would've known his boot had stuck under a rail (no

might have, mi@ﬁ% have plaguing her) yet behind the glass she

saw his legs and Father's legs piled togetﬁer, broken by
unforgiving hearts. . Reliving the day she demanded he buy-

two beds she criéd silently I'm the .monster. When a nurse

tugged at her arm éaying, "Mrs. Bancroft, sit down and rest

3

for a while," she pulled away snapping, "Go away, mihd your

own business," wanting to smash through the glass with her

\
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hands and rush over to lle with him on the table letting him
‘do all he wanted wifh her lhow nearly seventy shé shocked ?;
herself) untll hls body healed '

Durlng the flrst week he did not feel much like talk-
ing. Then the docters took off his right 1eg, keeping on his
left leg though in x-rays they sthed her nearly every bone
looked shatpered. His left leg encrusted in a casélahd

"raised in 5 sling, colour crept back into his narrowed round
face while she watched from a chair at the head of the ‘bed:
Sitting inchee“gway from a long Fube\that ran from his side
draining murky fluids, she felt eick as if the fluids were
poisons,she'hadrglﬁen him. USually hls hands were under the -

sheets and even when they were above, fingernails white and

knuckle gaps_hollow, she did pot‘hold his\hand; their hands
. : As

-

had not joihéd'in So many vears all reéchi}g seemed unbearably

difficult.

On Monday afternopn of the third week before'leaving'
for the hospital she plcked a book at random from her book-
case and dropped 1t into her handbaq On the bus hearing

passengers talk abeqp the current heat—wave she slipped out

the book, The:Poems of Whittier, opened it to about the mid-

dle and began reading here and tﬁere. Thbugh she knew most
of the words thé pcem seemed in a for91gn language. When
she reacheq,a long section about snow she wondered If Roder-

ick would like to hear-about snow in the heat- -wave. Might

even cool him down she guessed then almost glggled at her-

self for thinking so foollshly.

-
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The bus jolted up onto the bridge. Wlshlng snow
would come down and cover her in her sleeveless dress she
locked. up, not to the passengers but to the sky and harbour
through the w1ndows Cautlously she . glanced” across the bus‘

t& two silent teenagers, a gxrl on the knee of a boy. The

. girl was holdlng a tennis racket pre551ng her nose agalnst

fthe webblng, the boy blew on her neck long strands of hair

-lifting. A smell of young sweat started rolling over Mandy

so she fanned herself with the book.

For once the hospital waws:cooler than outdoors vet
when conversatlon with Roderlbk became awkward she pulled out
the book and found the poem about snow. “I ve got a surprlse
for you. I'm gozng to reasn froM\thls—-thls smelly old book

He chuckled. Under the book her knees shook as she haltingly

d: L ) . ' ‘."
rea - | . :
" . A

Wlth mittened hands, and caps dyawn low,
To_guard our necks and ears- from snow,
We cut the solig whiteness through.
And, where the ‘drift was deepest, made . -
A tunnel walled and overlaid

. ‘Wlth dazzling crystal. . . .

She:had'read for less than a minute when she looked at his
cast and said, "1 thoughtlthis would make you feel cooler."
She glanced at his face, saw he didn't understand:‘ "I'm-~
I'm sorry, Roderiok, I thought»you'd like to hear about .
snow in this hot weather." |

"Oh that's why the snow!'" he said, smiling. "I'm so
stupid. 1It's nice, Mandy, nice. Go on;"

It was hard to continue reading -for Roderick's last -

words confused her, he had: been comforting her. When she saw

-

:/'\!.:
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herself in the bed w1th a cast around her leg and hlm sitting

.

~in- the chair dressed in his Legion. jacket and good Shoes, she
swallowed in the middle of a word. "I'll'never like poems,"

she said, snapping the book shut. "It's all silly."

"No no I-like it."
.d .

"It's all silly," she repeated dropping the book
into her handbag.

A nurse entered the noom, followed by Thomas Who

!

| .
Laughs and Wehdall Who Smlles, the only men from the station

* Mandy had ever met. She thought of them as Thomas Who Laughs
h’and Wendall Who Smiles,because whenever she plctured Thomas
who ran the station magazine shop he.was laughing yellow-
tdothed;.and whenever she pictured Wendall He was smiling
fat—lipped} :Wendall Wwho Smiles. mopped hiS/Brow with a hand-
iherchlef and.sald,'fshe's a scorcher ali nioht. I told .Tom
. N - / .

here, ‘Too. hot to work' today. Let' s go see ol‘ Rod.

. " They sat in two. chairs beyond the foot of the bed.
"Soon she felt: she was. back on the bus, sglent keeplnq her
eyes away from everyone around her, holdlhg her bare thln
arms close to herself She couldn't talk to Wendall Who
" smiles because he had almost admltted they just wanted an ¢
afterhoon off work rather than cared about Roderlck,.she
oouldn't talk to Thomas Who Laughs'because a smell of

'liduor drlfted off him. During the fifteen minutes- they
stayed she didn't look at them once; she looked at them only

1

when they stood to leave, and seeing them smile and laugh

. she concluded they’d_beeq smiling and laughing the entire
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- time. >

| Wwendall Who Smilés was out in the hall when Thomas
. Who Laughs_lin;ereq'iﬂithe doorway and shoutéd to Roderick,
."What a vacation! Youilucky dog;ytake it easy!- You lucky
dog!" ’ . : ;

Blood heat inlhef temples as the door hissed shut
behind Thomas who Laughs, who had said vacation hinting
Rgderick hag pfgnned thﬁhaeqidenta "I could boot that man in -

-the rear," she said, cluéching her dress at tbe knges. "Imag-
ine saying 'you luék} dog':"

"That's just how my frienq§ talk."”

"Twe silly clowns.; -

"You‘fe calling my friends clowné?" Hig voice cut at
her for the first time sinceé before the accident. Then her
hands unconﬁrollab%y jahmed ﬁogether and he said‘more softly,

"Now now." Smiling he lified one hand her way but her hands,

she felt with .horror, were ‘locked together and wpuld not move

~ -

toward him. . . "

v

_ On thé/;&s thé next afternoon Lily sittiné beside
Mandy held the checkerboard and pIéstic bag of’checkers on,
her lap. In the hospital Roderick played the first game with
his wife, his head propped up by pillows and the checkerboard
on a tray where his right leqg had been. All three of them
laughed at Mandy's absentmindedness; whenever she made an

illedal move Roderjck lightly slapped the back of her hand,

>
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therquick pressu}e of ‘his fingers making her even more
absentminded.

She had lost the game and moved to‘one of the chairs
beyond the foot of the bed with Lily now in the chair beside

Roderick, when Mr. Cornwall the young minister arrived and

' sat beside her. Glancing over she saw nothing but a fine

blond mugtache and a Stiff collar. When Roderick introduced
Lily and Mr. Cornwall to one another Lily puéhed her glasséf
back up her nose and said, "Howdy doody."h.That howdy doody
startled Mandy, »md she was further surprised when the
checkers game continued and Mr. Cornwall began telling her
he'd always preferred crokinoles. "Used to wear my fingers
raw, just raw playing it all the time." Finally he stretched
out one arm with his black sleeve sliding up, snépped two
fingers léudly at an imaginary crokinole, and chuckled in her
face. -

. Baffled that this was the man she heard speaking from
the pulpit'on SGnQays, she did qot chuckle. BAs he began
talking across to Roderick and Lily she felt that she was.not
in the room; that when they spoke to her.they were parents
turning to an ignored. child; that Lily kept her hair dyed
brown just to brag she was ten years younger:’tﬁat,.ﬁorst of
all, Lily was'Roderick's wife sitting over there beside him.
While Lily and Mr. Cornwail talked like old friends Mandy

thought And she a Catholic, sure Lily wouldn't have said

howdy doody or gone on playing checkers if Mr. Cornwall had

been a priest. He both please?gher by not talking about God
v
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and Jesus and annoyed her by acting so ordinary, saying ves
when Lily qgggested he piay & game. "Roderick," Mandy sud-
denly said, "you aren't getting gired, are you?"

Mr. Cornwall patted Mandy's arm and said, "Lily,
you and me should be ashamed of ourselves. Mandy's the only
soul here‘thinking of Rodérick.“

"I'm raring to go," Roderick said.

"Now you lisgen’tb your wife there," Lily said.

"I'm raring to go."

"You sure?" Mr. Cornwall asked.

“He'; beat us both,” Lily said to Mandy. "Let's see
if he can beat Mr. Cornwall too." .

There was one more game. To make room for Lily,
Mandy moved to the second chair beyond the foot of the bed,
to the side farthest from the chair by Roderick, feéling,this

was orme more stage in a journey and the next stage would be

to sit on the floor or go out the door. The nerve of Lily

for bullying Roderick into a game so he said yes only to

~

please them all, standing over them as they lay in three
o~ - .

. white beds.

"They do marvellous_thipgs," Mr. Cor?wall was saying.
"Balanced up there like people in a trapeze."

Gathering he was talking about men hanging a new bell
in the chﬁrch steeple, she watched Roderick's toes wiggle
beyond the end of his cast aﬁd noticed she was now tooc far

from him to see the pale freckles on his bald head. "Those

. bell-hangers must get awfully dizzy up there,"” she said,
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feeling dizzy herself.

Then it was Sunday morning and she was waking in bed
hearing a train whistle below the street. Awake she forgave
those tracks for what they had done to Rederick. She was
still staring into the whiteness of her pillow when the
church bell began ringing, oddly resonant until she recalled
Mr. Cornwall talking about a new bell. She felt the bell had
been put up for Roderick, slipped from bed and dres§ed quick-
ly into a long-sleeved dress now the heat-wave was over.s
Never before had she goﬁe to church without any breakfaét in
her stomach.

Nor had she ever walked into church late. Under
shadows she sat in the very back pew, soon relieved to be at
the back for in his long prayer Mr. Cornwall talked in front
of everyone aﬁout Réderick. Those words, "Aﬁd Roderick
Bancroft, your se?vant," jolted her, but she had heard
nothing before them and went deaf again after them. A gurgle
coiled up ?hrough her empty stomach. When she rose with

everyone for a hymn and listened to them without moving her

"lips, all she heard was disharmony, discordh a babble of

voices.

Rushing back home across the hill so nobody cogla
stop her and ask about Roderick, she pressed her forehead and
felt that crea;e growing'deeper. Wind hummed aéainst the dead
black-headed air-raid siren, whiqh she expected to start

wailing any moment at her. Back home even before taking off
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her ccat she s£alked tc her'bookcase, lifted up an old book
and buried her face in it. "Books," she whispered. As the
book fell to the floor she held ;p her hands, parting all
her fingers at once. Stumbling on the rug she crossed the
hall to the bedroom, where she started searching through
Roderlck s chest-of-crawers and threw things out onto the
floor until she found the bundle of letters. On the edge of
his bed sti]ll in her coat ghe opened one of the mended
envelopes' and unfolded a mended letter. The yellowed Scotch
tape was so brittle it broke off into her hands. As the
letter fell apart sﬁé wept and let it drift to the floor onto
the pile of his socks: underwear, bottles.of after-shave,
Belts, handkerchiefs, tax receipts, staples,'buff—links and

braces.

11



NIGHT OF NEW ASPHALT

That Friday on my way home from school a workman
stopped me and asked, "Where can us fellas get some water?
Gad, we're parched."” I pedalled past a few houses to our

house, threw my Word Mastery Speller 6 in the hall, filled a

milk bottle with water and holding it in my parcel-carrier
rode shakily back to the workman. He drank deeply, his
Adam's apple driving up and down above his dirty T—shirt,

his throat going clug glug glug. As he gave the bottle

to another workman he asked me, "What happened to your arm

there? Locks like ya fell real bad." .

"Not real bad," I said, sitting on my bicycle seat.

The other man handed me the empty bottle and wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand." His biackened fingers
had left sweaty prints on the bottle. The first man said,
"That's a mean-looking scab." His éompénion nodded indif—
ferently and turned back toward the long flat asphalt
machine.

With the boftle I rogg away, my bicycle swerving.
Thé’scab on my elbow itched while I tried to forget how I had
failen off the bike on Wednesday. Turning into our driveway,
I wondered if my mother would want to use the bottle now that

~

two workmen had drunk from it. As I swung off my bike the

70



.

) - 71
bottle: popped from my hand andismashed over our cement steps.r
Sunlight glanced off the wet pieces of.glass?

The asphalt machine crept past our house dhring
supper. While Topher and 1 shovelled down potatoes and peas
our,mothgr cried we'd pake ourselves sick and Bethie called
us pigs. The moment we finished our tapicca we hurried out-
side to our bikes. On the hot asphalt we weavesu?tsynd, our
tires coasting as.smoothly as skates over fresh glistening‘
ice.

Now though it was past eighﬁ o'clock on a Friday
night men and machines were still out there. If he hadn't
been out of town at a school principals"convention, my
father--who alﬁays complained about fhe City Works Depaft-.
ment--would have watched out the front windqw glued toigis
seat as i1f a miracle were takiﬁg blace. "Nc more of that
darn dust," he would'wve said, "getting in our throats every
darn time we open the door."

Wheeiing in wide ellipses Topher and I didn't sink
into the asphalt. It wasn't like cement, in which I'd left

my foot-high initials here and there beyond our neighbour-

_hood, one white sin I cculd 'keep from my parents forever. I

broke the orbit and started along- the street, feeling heat
flow Sut of the asphalt'up tﬁrough my: front tire, steering
column, bent parcel—carrier,’smashed buzzer, handle-grips,
through my hands and me and out my bum into the seat springs,
tail-end fender and wobbly. reflector.

I braked. The asphalt was spread no farther.
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Topher pulled up beside me an said, "I betcha Roger Bailey

sure wishes he had a bike now." Over the,bulldozed.old sur-
-/TECﬂ/6;§ZUShed out bikes, happy the dusty rocky era of our
street was almost over. The man who had asked for the bottle
was{leaning against a truck wiping his eyes with a rag.
.Sitfing barecheéfed on the high seat of é steamroller, the
other mghAwho had drunk from the bottle calied down, "Hey
you, don't get toc close!"
- 1 looked up the machine, its tanks nothing like the
threadspools 7'd used in making toy steémrollers. "We

aren't, mister!

“Just keep outa the way.!"

"Outa what way?" I shouted. Nobody was going to
boss me around on my own street, especiallf not someone wﬁo
had forgotten my face over a few hours.

\ "Kid, don't sass, just get los£!"
"Who's this, the Burchill boys?" hoarsely asked a

-

workman walking towards us. I hadn*t seén him or I would
‘have hopped oﬁto my bike and swiftly pédalled back toward
home. It was Roger Bailey's father, wearing a tar-blotched
‘T-shirt and frayed braces that made him look even thinner
than he was. "Jay Burchill and his little brother--gopd
'kids!" he shouted at the man on the steamroller.

- "1f they're good kids I wouldn't wanna meet real

"

brats!" called the man. Topher stuck out his tongue but the

man, backing his machine away from us, wasn't looking.

[}
'

"How are ya, Jay?" Mr. Bailey asked me. As he dug



- § ' 73 ~
his fingers under his T-shirt and scfatched his armpit, I
looked at the netted skin around his eyes. "arm o'kay now?"
he asked. There Qere,red threads in his eyes and his breath
smelled as bad.as Roger's.
"I'm o'kay now, Mr. Bdiléy."
"Yeah, yedh. But it's my son t@atﬂdone it and 1I
says to him, Roj, ya shouldn'ta done that. Throwin things
ét someone oh a_bike-—mean thing. And Roj séys yveah, he
knows, he's sorry. It's the honest truth, he was sick after
he near killed ya. Hé—-"
l "He didﬁ't near kill me."” I tried td'laugh but only
a cough came out. Mr. Biiley scratched his armpit so deeply
I heard hairs rasping. "I just. fell off and felt nothiné,"

I

I said, though I wanted to say YOU pay to have my bent

parcel-carrier and smashed buzzer fixed!

"Well your elbow don't look too good, and there's
that band-aid on your face. Anyway so long's ya know how Roj
felt. He really did puke from all his‘worry. I'11 be ’
damned, my son puke for something he's Bone." g;. Bailey .
took 'his hand from his armpit, walked to the nearest truck
and sat garbage-man style on the back, his legs hanging down
over mudflaps. "All done!’ Now the street's fours!" he
called. As thg truck pulled away he waved his paie hand at
us. Topher ;aved ﬁack‘but I didn't.

Once all the workmen were gone Topher and I Eedalled

the small distanqe to the end of Gable Street then stood off

our seats and turned up unpaved rocky Barbour. We bore down,
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gritting our teeth and lowering our heads. Topher's legs
went up and down slowly and stiffly. I felt a twinge in my
siée, jumped off my bike and began pushing it up t;g ﬁill.
For a minute Topher didn't realize that I'd.fallen behird.
Like a motorcyclist inlé movie he cramed hié head around,
threw out one leg and did a fast turn-around. "What'sa -
matter, weakling?" hé asked, beginning to push his bike
beside mine.

"Sid?‘s killing me."

"Appendix! .Appendix'"

"Shut up, I just ate supper too fast."

A car was rumbling towards us spitting up roéks so

we moved from the centre‘of,the street to the side. "Look--

they've got the sign up now," I said, nointing. Against the
horizon there rotated a tilted red K of a2 K Mart shopping

ummer. "Let's drive

centre that was to ppen later in the s
onto Priestly," I said.

"O'kay, but we've gotta get back to hear Coven at

nine."

" 'Coven Theatre, " we said together, assuming our
deepest voices. "'Brought to you each Fridéy night by Max's
Delicatessen.'" - +

The ground had levelled off. For a ways there were
no houses, only ragged spruces on the left and a taﬁgléa
field on the right. Beyond the field the Bailéy house was
a small blotch of faded pink. Plumbing being installed

along Priestly, sewer pipes piled oh one side, we stopped

)
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our bikes at lit kerosene pots lining a pit. A steamshovel,

which I couldn't imagine being genial like the one in Mike

Mulligan and his.Steamshovel, reared up in the twilight.
"There's the Baileys' dump," Topher said. There

was a rumour the K Mart construction people had asked Mr.

'Baiiey to clean up his property but he hadn't done anything

vet. Green cardboard of a detergent box patched one of the -
windows of the house. Bushes were burying an abandoned car, -’
a split tire sitting on the'hood._‘An outhouse huddled

against fireweed--the outhouse from which, Billy Hamilton

said to Roger one recess, came the boom of a jet breaking

. the sound barrier. Billy got a bloody nose for the joke and

I got a twisted arm for laughing. R
Topher turned and stood on his pedals, sped away

pumping powerfully,~sat and. coasted back down the hill with

his hair flying cut at the sides. Mosquitoes buzzed ahout

my ears. Slapping at theﬁ I started riding off Priestly

‘-onto Barbour. My bike went faster and faster with the -

street's slope, the ﬂarcel—carrier rattling and the stréw
of the tangled field blurring by. Straw, arf and tall and
swaying in the wind so it seemed small animals were fightihg
near the ground, was the last %hiné I had seen before the

accident. . .
1

3
Wednesday afternoon moments after the final bell

Susan Dunstan had come to my desk for my Social Studies

book. . Jim Palmer poked me in the ribs and said, "Susan
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likes getting ‘sick so she can borrow-Jay's books." I éavé
him a fiercé lecok. Shoving the,nbtebook,into her hand, I
" tried n@t’to loogfat her smooth arms or the rainbow-coloured
bow in he; hair or to recaif:the thfeé valentines she had.
on¢e drapped }hto the heaft—shaped envelope. hanging from my
desk. -

‘ "I would've leg va have my book--if you'd wanted
i, Roger Bailey éaid as.he lurchindgly walked up to Susan
and grinned, drﬁed;;omato sauce in the corners of his mouthi_
cracking. He héd longer hair' than any other boy in_ﬁhe class
and having }1pnked three gears he was even taller than the
teacher. "Suzy Snowflakg,‘Suzy Snowflake," he 1aﬁghed,
. whirling around once and heq?}hg fof the door laughing.

"That ratty oid shirt he's always got on," Susan
said, " looks like.he's béen wear;ﬁg it since he w;s born."
By my desk she stpdé-alfeady flipping over the notes, her
long hair bruéhing Sver my book. Without aying Bye te her
Jim and I Qélked to the door grinding Qur Sngé&g;s squeaking ,
Vinté the tiles. I would have lent her all my bodks if we'd
been alone in a room, but whenever anfone else’was around
(always) -I only wanted her to go away so my f;ce wouldn't
burn. e ‘
After drqppiné our books into our parcel-cafriers

Jim and I puiled 0ut bikés out from the racks.‘ We accelexr- -
aféd{put té the pot-hole&t street and past a tide of gids

that swept along the sidewalk. We were starting to coast

down the hill weaving out of the way of potholes when I

-
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noticed Roger 'Bailey running near us. Over his head he waved
a fist, roaring a long lionish roar. As I passed him even
his rust-coloured hair shock like a 1ioﬁ'é.

Then I was lying barechested on a couch at home and
my'mother was cleaning dirt from a stinging scrape on my el-
bow. Before I figured out what had happenéd I heard two
sougés: water splashing into water whenever she wrung out
thé cloth, and dirtldropping into water after she had_
scraped }t off Ty-elbqw or faée and flickedtit into the pan.

There wés_a cold dark stain all the.way down one
leg of my pants. "Don't worry,- you juét peed yourself Qhén
that boy's books hit'your head,"” my mother said. "You're )
sure lucky the mag who drove.you home -didn't run you over--
he said he had to swerve. Can.you'sit up now?" Slowly I
swung myriegs off the couch; ;heq’she helped take cff my
pants éna underpadts, Though she hadn't helpéd me undress
in many‘yeags I felt'too weak to tell her I'd do ié myself.

When I wasucompletely naked, sitting on thé'edge of

the couch with my ‘stomach and thighs pale against the dark .

blue blanket under me, she briskly wiped off my leg.:
Hunched over, I was sure I had just lost twenty pounds.“
Through the picture window the sky was still bright- blue,
making me feel I-was sitting naked out in the streeé.
"Those‘toenails need‘to.be qpé," said my mother.

“ Finally I spdke. "But not now, not now." I
shivered at the rough rﬁbbing_oﬁ the cloth énd‘asked
myself -how many kids——twénfy-five, fifty, a hundred?--had

3
-4
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seen me sprawled .near my bike with that stain spreading
. } ?

t . . ! . . . 4"

down my pants.' Susan Dunstan, even she, must have seen- me

in'my shame.- Bethle stocd in the 11v1ngroom entrance

holdlng up her w1de -eyed deoll and sald "Bare naked boy!"
Under the blue blanket I was lying in my pajamas

when my father e home from his school. Before ptulling

of%.hzs‘tle or setting down his brieﬁéaseAhe hurried into
the iivihgrobm and'asked; "How is oyr big hero?" Looking
into the tired eyes‘behind his thick glasses, 1 wondered
.fhow anybne,who thbught“ny accident‘had been heroic could‘be
" snart enoudh toﬁbe,a.prrncipaL.
Potato écallop and fruit‘salad on a tray.
SUpper had never tasted better and afterward as I lay back
with’ my hands behlnd'my head watching Sea Hunt only oni’
b thing annoyed'me: I would never‘&nowuhow it had felt to
Cfall off. My ndther brought in ice cream topped with butter-
scotch sauce. Just as I was licking the sauce off my llps,
‘startlngato be. happy 1'd been knocked-out, the pheone rang .
in the hall behlnd me.
' Over the sound of Sea Hunt-I heard my mother:
- 3" ?Juet,a little shqok up’, that g all. | . .Yes, Mr. Bailey.
e ) -";. " Threw up?”. . .Ch dear, well tell him“notﬁtaaworry."

"Tell him not to gprry"° Whose side are you on? I wanted to

yell at my mother, but I stared at Sed Hunt and saw gangly‘
hawk -nosed Roger, Eoger who bragged Susan had drdpped fifty
valentines 1nto his envelope wh11e she walled she hadén't

~

glven h1m one, Roger whose father had rotten teeth and" whose

I . - PRS-
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mother was dead (what Kind of witch had she been?), Roger

puking into the weeds outside his house, Roger laughing-at

Ve
me with puke in the cerners of his mouth, Roger hooting -

next morriing at recess, "Holy ol Jesus, you shoulda seen

what Burchill did? .Pis?ed hisself, pissed hisself like a

pigl" '

..

‘; - "If you want to hear that monster program you'd
better get upstalrs right now," my mother knitting in an
armchair said as I passed the livingroom.~ "Your sneakers
aren't all ol;ck from the street, are. they?" |

"Course not." f?

Upstairs I yelled at Topher through the bathroom
door to make it snappy,.berged past him and qoickly brushed
my teeth, slid in sock feet intq the bedroom, put on my pa-

jamas, closed the curtains, cllmbed the bunk ladder with the

st ,

radio and slipped underlgne Sheet Bouncing up and down in <~

the bottom bunk he was squeaklng the’ sprlngs "Toph,

L

-qult iti" 1 sald, turnlng the station dial. "I can't hear
o ¢ '
what I'm getting." ; ‘

Our mother locked 'L. "I wish you boys would get

i

'ready this fast on school nlghts She kissed-%opher good-
nlght ana fluffed up his plllow. - "Now don't fall asleep
w1tqvthat qn,‘ she sald to me. As she left the room she
swit%heo ofr the lighr. Cymbals and bassoon rumbled., It

,
begqn. Coven Theatre, tales of the. mysterlous and the

4

mdcabre, through to you each FrLday night by Max's Dellca-:
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tessén; .
That might I didn't listen or even wondér why 1
had hurried to get ready.

I was looking at Ehe ceiling.?r where darkness en-

folded the ceiling, I was walking on it. The chest-of-

drawers, the chairs, the desk, the lamp and the globe were

- above me, I was walking with the fan-shaped light at my feet.

Tt was like new asphalt, nobody had been on it before. I
was riding my bicycle around the ceiling, pure white

asphalt, making 8's around the light--

-

—

up a path leaa{ng to a Dracula castle I pushed my
bike, across the bridge f;om which thg madman of last. week's
Theatre saw a d;owning face in ever; wave I pushed my bike--

darkness pouring into my eyes, Roger Béiley Qas
crawling across the ceiling toward my locked biké, twisting
my spokes with a stick and slash%ﬁg my tires with a knife.
Even when I saw hiﬁ merely touch the handle—bafs I felt‘sick;'
knowing his smell would cling to my bike foreve;——

then, dropping down Barbourbstreet down through the
night. A flbék of birds was released in ywour head when f&ur
bike breezed down onto that new éSphalt——rainpows of wings
flew out of the pupils of your eyes--ears buffetted by wind,

feet off earth-~ ; '
all the birds in my head,” they fluttered out and
swopoped around, then bats joined them,. bats rumoured to nest

én the eaves of the Bailey house--

"Say something, yod jughead," Topher broke in.

-
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"Whaaaaa?"

"Turn off that dumb radio or say something. 1It's
not fun scary this way, it's just scary.” .

But there was nothing to say. I fingered the scab
on my elbow and the band-aid on my cheek, sure that Roger.
Bailey's smell was somewhere in the room--sure that when I
fell asleep his books; punishing me for I knew not what,

would fly cut of the dark and hit me again.
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CIVICS AND HYPNOTISM

Evéryone called Miss McDermott "Miss McDoormat"
because they could walk all over her. She gripped her opeﬂ
Civics book so tightly it seemed stuck to her hand and
though thin and bony she had the réd cheeks of a chubby
doll. Often her wide eyés flicked as if wires hidden under
her dress gave her electric shocks, surprise shocks {noted'
Erlc Dawkins) rather than those demonstrated in Shop when
he and th; other}guys stood in a circle holdlng a wire,
-foreknowing and B}aced.

Since Civies started after Othér subjects she had
first peeked&éround the door of 7C, clutching books to her-
self, when the term and her'feach;pg career were a week old.
-It only took two or three classes to ggilﬁshe was no task-
master. Soon Todd Brown blew chalk dust at Mary Thomas, Ai
Creaghan unscrewed a desk leg and lifted it over his head
like a Legislature mace,  Lydia Tucker murmured elephant _
jokes to Audrey Holyoke, Billy Hamilton d#d fake farts with

his armpit, and Eric Dawkins announced Miss McDermott's new

name.

. Ty
Early in October one morning Dawkins looked at her
short limp hair and flushed face, séqﬁing she knew that of

the 'three subjects given no mark on report cards--Music,

82
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Art, Civics—mcivics_was\}%ken least seriously. Civics?

What's that? he could hear some parent ask. None of the

boys e*cepg Whizz wilbur‘answered many of her questidns but
now Dawkins put up his hand and gave the date_of Confedera-
tion. A smile jerked in the corners of her mouth as she
said, "Very good, Eric," in a voice that sounded like two
sticks rubbed together. A wave.of hénd.movemeqt.swept to-
ward him under desks until a note from Hamilton fell into

his lap. Dawkins--you got the hots for McDoormat?

For the rest of class.D;wkins kept his hand down,
gfraid Hamilton's faifh inrhim for renaming McDermott had
faded. While she‘cqpied a chart of the Federal Cabinet onto
the board he threw eraser bits at Hamilton three row;.away
and Hamilton fireé spitballs nonchaliantly. as if the.most
eagle-eyed teacher in the world could never catch him.
Though Dawkins.was a veteran of "eraser wars he had n;Qer‘
been a spitball—throWef. To spew over, ball up and fling

shredded paper was almost like spitting in someone's face,

which in The Three Musketeers would've led to a duel. Now

after a spitball sharply hit his cheek hé;tore paper from a
notebook and rolled it against his teethf/with his tohqgue;

but when the paper felt ready he droppefl it onto the fleoor,
fearing he would never havegthe boldness to be a spitball-

thrower.

Three a. m, thlat Friday Dr. Dawkins answered the

phone in the bedrocom, dressed quickly and felt his knees

ormch s
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buckle at the foot of the stairs. His wife heard a heavy
stumbling ;nd found him slumped below the bannister. After
she helped him back into bed he phoned Dr. Holyoke and
asked him to £ill in for the emergency.

' She told Eric about it when he reached the kitchen.
While he picked sleep-seed out of‘;is eyés his little sister
chattered, seemingly finding it funny a 'doctor about ﬁis
bus%ﬁess had fallen sick. Wincing he wanted to hit her énd
wanted to hit his mother when she said, "You always put‘too
much sugar on your cereal." Now it would be useless to ask

if he could havefhis allowance to see Tuvache the hypnotist

that night. Yesterday she'd said, Hypnolints are CRackpobl.

I don't want you giving money to crackpots. ;
{

« Against the wood and cement of the school where

everyone wéitegéfor_the bell, he stood kicking rocgs aﬁd
pine cones arou;d. - Todd Brown asked, "Ya goind fo Tuvish
tonight?" |

"Parents won't let you?" asked Jiﬁ Palmer. "Neither
w;ll-mine." ‘

"Can't afford it."

"One measly- ticket?"” asked Brown. “"Your old man's
a doctor. Doptors are 1oaded.“‘ .

"And we've got relatives.coming.“4 Dawkins lined up.
a pine cone for- a trémendous kiék. .

. "Your cousins from Mars?” asked Hamilton. ."Ya

know, McDoormat should get Tuvack to f£ind her a guy. She's
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flat as a ironing board. I bet no guy's ever felt her éits.
Tuvack should get her on stage with some bbzo,.ﬂypnotize
them and day, 'Thees eeez a booteful lady, she eez dying for
you ta feel her up.' But I bet it'd be like squeezing,a-
skinny punching bag." '

For a second Eric laughed with everyonenfut when
he looked into Hamiifon's dérting black eyes and saw Brown
and Hamilton sitting on the moonlit riverbank.watching_
Tuvache, he kicked a cone against the-school and pushed a
door open without waitiné fdr the bell.

First clas; Friday was Civics.‘ As McDoormat's hol-

’

low voice explained the duties of‘alderﬁen and her hand
plucked at the shoulder-of her loose brbwn sweater, he d;ew
nonsensical designs on a notebook cover and recélled the
pagé of Chinese writing he had cut out of LIFE, all tﬁose
words each like a‘drawing. Glancing up he noticed Hamilton's”
eyes daring him to do sométhgng. Pass a note?’ Closer to
him Audrey Holyoke tossed back her brown hair, making a waﬁe
of goosebumps cross the back of his scalp. Beforqurade'
seven he had miniature-bowled with her at O'dell Park at a
picnic of doctors' families. The green blgckbbard turned
into the trees of the park. )
McDoormat stooped to the floor. It‘yas the first
time. all year she had dropped the book. Under a front row
desk it lay, papers spilling eve;ywhere, more papers'thqn

he'd ever imagined were tucked insidegq A note gl'tded into

his mind like a paper airplaine. Yeah! Anything but the
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jboredom. Ae McDoormat stareed writing netes about the City
Counc11 on the board, her sweater flopplng about her, he
scribbled a note.

Hamilton had just read the. note-and caeght hold of
his nose when chalk screamed and flew from her hand. She did
a perfect pivot like a_star basketball plajerl For that
moment she was graceful, her ekirg ewirling. Then her heels
rang agalnst the tiles all the wé§ back to Hamilton. The
note shook in her hand as she began readlng it silently, her
eyes moving like the eyes of a dummy on the knee of a
ventriloquist in the most frightening episode of Alfred
Hitchcock Eric¢ had ever seen--at ehe en§ you léarned the

veptriloquist was wood and straw, the dummy was alive.

The ink of the duplicating machine was purple, the

ink of Mr. Corey's pen red. NOTICE OF MISBEHAVIOUR We are

not punishing Eric- this time but we do suqgest that you, as

parents, speak to him. Below was a line for a parent's

signature. Stapled to the form was a crinkled note: Even

falsies wouldn't do any good for McD.'s molehillsjf Reading

. those words she had let out a soft broken cry. /

Though he usuelly walked home at noon with‘Paimer,
today he had been late getting out of Mr. Corey's office and
hdw the streets were almost deserted. A cat dove ihto a
mound of leaves, wind tugged at all the doors in sight, the

sun blinked drow511y Out in the open he saw it was trees

and_houses momentarlly screening the sun yet he llked thlnk—
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ing the sun blinked. 1In Art classes at the Y his sunsihad
always turned out ludicrous, round lemons or yellow beach-
balls. The sun blinked and the wind jested balloonlng his
windbreaker at his chest so he grew big there like a girl.
Around a telephone pole at a street corner a large
poster was glued, THE UNFORGETTAELE TUVACHE at the top and
BLOW YOUR MIND ON HYPNOTISM at the bottom, A shadowy face
floating in black peered from the poster out at Eric.
Bitterly he pulled his eyes from Tuvache, slipped the big -
note from his shirt pocket and looked at the little crinkled
note_stapled to it. He could hardly remember scribbling
those Qords, which had made her moan like an old woman he'qd -
heard once at a funeral. Wasn't .the hanéwriting more jagged
and slanted than his? It was almost more like Hamilton's
writing. Looking up from the note‘he felt thoselwere Hamil-
ton's eyeévstaring out at him from the poster.
Dragging himself home, he took none of the usual
short—cuts
When he walked into the kitchen he smelled waffles.
\i__His father was wearieg a purple bathrobe, his elbows on the
table. ‘ .
Butter melted over his waffles "What in heaven's . -+
hname kept you°" asked his mother, worklng at the breadboard.
"Dawdling along the way?" suggested his father.
"As ?ou can see Dad just needs rest," his mother
went on. “Don't I alQayS say docto;s keep worse care of

their health than anyone else?" His father iistening to tﬂé



v
-

88

news on the radio shushed her. .

A waffle sluggishiy moved around inside his mouth.
Once he had thought teachers with glasses had slender mirrprs
along their lenses to spy behind their backs, bué she didn't
wear glasses. How had she seen him with thosé flicking eyes,
eyes empty And'dry until he had watched pain rush into them?
His hand patted his shirt pocket, the folded form peeking
out.

"That a test for us to sigﬁ?“ his father ‘asked as
the news finished. s '

"Naw, something else." Thouéﬁ the note had been
like a brick in his pocket he threw it across the table.

Dr. Dawkins looked bland, a master .of ceremonies
about to read a name drawn from a hat. He twiddafd his ‘ear.
Something rose in his throat. He started laughing. He
pounded the table. "Mother," he said. "My Ged, Mother,-see
what we ﬁave here!" His laugh became a roar. She came over

and read the note that said Even falsies wouldn't do.any

i

good for McD.'s molehillséisquinted and smiled.

Léaving his last waffle he ran up to his room.

That afternoon he stayed home so there seemed tc be

two sick bodies in the house. "Those good marks of yours'll

- drop if you start skipping school for no reason, no real

reason I can tell," his mother said behind the door. Once
her footsteps had faded he hurried down the back stairs to

the den and'played pihgpoﬁg with the wall, swinging ihe
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éaddle,‘slapping their faces: his parents who had hereiy
laughed, Mr. Corey who had pounded the stapler with a heavy
fist, and above'éli Hamilton and every other spitbali—thrower
and hyénotisﬁ.

That night he carried the H-I volume of the encyclo—
pedia up to his room and in bed skimmed the entry Hypnotism.
Whité gloves seemed to float before his eyes while he tried
not to stare too long éf the book, the bed post, his base-

ball glove on the floor or his Wind in the Willows poster on

‘ the wall-—-anything might hypnotize him. He felt so threat-

ened reading about a hypnotist's power, a power not to trans-

form a man but 'to find a man's real desires as a bucket

brings water up from a degp well said the encyclopedia,
that he.dropped the book under the bed and fell asleep with
the overhead light burning. |

Waking uE too late for breakfa;t‘h% iéf& the book
under the hed. Saturday wag usually his favourite day.
Justnbefore lunch he went out to the garage and dug his old
Y paintings from the shaky chest-of-drawers in the'back-'
corner. Stiff and curling, they craékled in his hands; here
was his Mexican women, here his Laura Secord, here his Mary
in snarled straw by saucer-eyed cows., All of them now
loocked grotesque, cube-bodied anq flat-chested.

When chipped rock crunched outside he pushed up the
door of the garage and ducked‘unaer, ﬁhading his eyes with
his hand. "Dawkins Sawkins Rawkins,"” said Bobby. Heustis the

paperboy, younger than Eric but long-legged enough to sit

!
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on his bike with both feet in the rock.

k]

"How's the teacher this year?" Eric asked, taking
the paper from Bobby. Sitting on the splintery steps he
tuEned the front pége, searching.

-~ f .

g -~

"A old bag §ﬁd a -old hag."

- "Here it is—--WHO IS TUVACHE?L Last night several

citizens angrily walked out of.a show given here by the hyp-

- -~

notist Tuvache. "We went expecting a good show, and what we,

got was scum," said Mrs. Ellen Johnson of Scully Street.

"puvitch? Did you see Tuvitch?" asked Bobby.: "I

didn't see ya there.".

-

"No, I was sick yesterday." Members of the audience

first left after Tuvache had hypnotized a respected local

businessman into thinking he was a dog. The man obeyed "the

call of nature" like any normal dog, apd went home with a

wet pair of pants.

*"Go, you gotta g

b ~—~ e
they didn't like it but ft's the spookiest thing you've ever
seen. He made one guy think he was Bugs Bunny,réhe guy
chomped like he was chewing a carrot and_said, ‘What's up,

doc?' .That Tuvitch could make anyone think they're Bugs

Bunny:"

It was also'reporﬁed?a female college student under

hypnotism performed a ddnce that shocked many membeks of thé

! Mcom and Dad dragged me out 'cause

Xy

audience. A"Bumps and grinds are Cinderella stuff compared

to what she was doing," said an observer who asked his name

-be withheld. Despite the protest of several citizené

—
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-chlpped rock at him and laughed eyes shlnlng and w1den1ng.

to- the,smooth Street. h-~\ T — e : E
. : 3 }

o1 LT e

Tuvache is scheduled to appear again’tonight Erlc norslly

foldeq the paper and. replred {eah but I read ast

nlght you' 11 only do thlngs you really want to when' you're C W .

hypnotlzed " - L

-

"Who'told you that? Mam said Tuvrtch could tell you

to strangle somehne and you'd do, 1t " f L "’" ' "‘r : -é;
¢ '"Your mom* s wrong, she's . wrong "  Then. Bobby klcked ' f

” Rocks flew S0 hlgh he lifted the folded newspaper guardlng _ \\‘\

his face. Runnlng he rolled the paper 1nt0 a club to smash ST

those eyes but Bobby kept laughlng and pedalled away fast out

] .

r

Back 1n the house he scurrled into the den, Shut thé.a

*

- door behlnd him and dlaled Jlm Palmer ‘s number "You\have R

-

any luck tw1st1ng your parents' arm 1nto lettlng you go to

Tuvache’" he asked as soon’ as Jim answered.

“Yeah but lt nearly .caused World War IrT. i Lo .

." "Have an extra bick you could lend me?2" o #' . «1
\ ‘ o : Lol .

"Sure . You going to Tuvase tonight?"

- "You bet Even 1f it kills me. . : N

- "Your mom and day say o 'kay?" i. C '\\r??\- 5
o . R
"They dan go and croak."
‘..- i ‘ . ) v \— 'l_ ..n ) . ‘ * -..
. On the Godrstep unshaven Dr. Dawkins stood in his- ' :
purple bathrobe. "That, man's a shyster, a shyster from what” o

the paper said! 'If you want to see a hypnotist sometime I 11 .

take you to a real one!" - A .

.

P - ~
.

w
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“bon't‘turn arouﬁd, just keep walking," Eric said £o
Jim as they reached the foot of the driveway: echoing a movie
line he'd always wénted to udse.

;. . _.WOrry your mom:"

"Keep walking."” Hogever long his fathé} called or
high his voice rose, he would not run out to the street and
stop hi;-—not any more. At supper‘hatching his father rub
his faintly-bearded cheeks and.heavy evelids Eric had felt
he'd caused his father's collapse and two days away from the
hospital, yet nothing would keep him from seeing Tuvache.
Onlthe mile down'to the ri;er he-and Jim had brief pine cone
fights, laughing and ducking, almost always missing one
another. Downtown-where elm trees dominated the streets
they stopped their cone fights and walked more guickly, de-
toufing into Mazuéca's'fo; toffee. }

By the river across the street from the Legislature
a large area was fenced in with ropes on six-foot poles, |
flu%tering black and white curtains hanging from the ropes
to tge grass. Near the entrance a silver sign said in Lumi-
nous black paint HYPNOTISM UNDER THE STARS. Jéining the
line-up Eric and Jim opened their packages of toffee. "In an
opening in the curtains a black-haired young woman wearing a
long black dress and a money béx belted at her waist smiled
each time she was éaid. Even ten or twelve people from the
front, Eric saw her eye make-up was both silver and blue.
When he paid; silver:fingernails grazegd his palm. v

B

Inside, long purple carpets c¢vered the grass.

‘e
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Anotheg smiling girl with silver fingernails swept'an arm
toward the crowd sitting on ££;"bérpets, signalli;érEric and.
Jim forward. At the far end a purple-draped stage stood at
the six—fdot level of the curtains, 1lit by the moon anaj
bare except for a wooden table and two chairs all painted
purple; the audiencé was enclosed by the curtains whéreas
Tuvache would be up in the open air.

They had hqrdly ;ettled onto a carpet when a hand
gripped Eric¢'s shoulder, a large firm hand he felt could
only be thaﬁ of Tuvache. "Why weren't va at school friday
aft? Corey expell you?"-

After being certain all evening that Hamilton had

4

géne to Tuvache Friday niéht and would not turn ub tonight,
Eric bit his lip as Hamiltoh sat‘beside-pim. "No but he
kicked me out for the afternoon." -

- “"When I read your note I wanted to laughuso béd I
nearly broke a Jesus blood vessel. Hey, you see those
broads that work for this guy? The g}ts on that one by the
door, wouldn't I like. to play windshield-wipers with ’em.
"If iQ}s the same tonight as last night he'll say these
broads are his daughters. Now don't be dumb kids about it,
Dawkiés an?'Palmer. You really think he'd be travelling
around the country with daughters like, that?" ‘

I“P;ob'ly not," Eric said, alreédy convinced by Hamil-
ton. Still feeling those fingernails on hislpalm he now had

angther reason to see Tuvache--t¢ know what a man who had

two wives (two whatever) looked like. If he himself
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travelled around with too women one wottld be Audrey Holyoke.
,A _sound of a van stopping cutside ‘the curtalns

behlnd them rose over the hubbub of fifty or sixty volces

A minute later over hlS shoulder Eric saw one of the women

reachlng an upper rung of a rope ladder on the 51de of the

van. .After he turned back around ‘a spotlight streamed’over

their.heads, hit the front rows and jumped around as 1f the

girl opereting it on top of tne van were losing her balance.

X

- Finally the llght settled on the purple stage. ;ghifting his

legs under himself to sit hlgher Erlc saw a. tree outllned

up in darkness beyond the curtains, two plgeodsfroostlng near .

the trunk, stars filling the sky Behind. Hamilton, Palmer

‘and he swatted mosquitoces.

«

There must have been stairs in'back of the stage but
Tuvache seemed 51mpl¥ tozppear out of air, tall and ghostly,
dressed in a dark swit with the shirt collar open below his
hollow-cheeked face. "All you wonderful people, the weather
digs us again, the stars dfg us," he said, Pointing a cane
at the sky, his clear deep voice ringing from a loudspeaker
in the tree scaring away the pigeone. His hair was longer
than in the shadowy poster, sweeping down to his shoulders
but tightly combed back at both sides, unlike hair of any
other middle-aged man Eric‘had ever seen. "Wonderful

-

people, hypnotism is a wilder trip than mere magic, mere

. card-playing and sawing juicy ladies in half because in

.

hypnotlsm you, beautiful audience, can't Just sit on your

fat a--can't just watch. If none of you walk upo. here onto

.
1]
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stage our show, our.sh%w goes poof: I don't saw juicy

ladies in half--I saw igg in half. But hey, wonderful - o

peopie, éon't let that scare your little hearts.J
Crushiné a mosquito on his arm Ef&c was waiting for '

ﬁﬁiﬁé“ill to change, to-frighten or amaze him._ Only that first
ﬁbment:of,Tuvache'é appearanée had been mysterious |
or.elegant. Twe bare—érmed-high school girls walked up
;nﬁg séége giggling éha\Tuvache ahnounped, "So here's two
brave. lucky laéies." Dgring,the hypné?ism of the girls Eric
went on waiting for a change. Nothinglsurptiéed him: a
watch was swung before éheir eyes and "You're getting tired,
very tired" repeated from movies .and TV, Ehe girls chatted
back and forth like two Bugs Bunnys. While Eric laughed

G

wigp the rest of the audience he to@k another stick of
toffee, disappoinfﬁent spreading through him. Hamilton ‘\\\\\
whispered, "This stuff's just for‘kids,'the good stuff's
coming up. Last night he to}d-oné guy he was a dog and
whadded the gﬁy do? right,-liftedhup his leg and pissed on
stage.” -

As the high school girls lef£ stage gigglihéland an
old man and his wife were hypnotized té believe they were
back on their honeymoon, Hamilton's words began haunting

Eric more than anything he was watching. Weould a man deep

down want to act like a dog and even do that? Not that I

wanna SEE anyone do that Eric told himself. But I DO Xeéh

I PO.

Suddenly Hamilton was clufching his arm saying,
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"Mama M@a,”yﬁu.éee what I seeé Is that her up there in
living technicolour with that football bozo?" A laughing
. w;de-shculdefed guy in a red college jagket was pulling a
skinny woman 6nto_$£ége;' "Just Iike.I said.the othér'
morning, remembér? Jeez, I.shohld-go into‘businéss reading
a crystal ball or something. Oh hold it, it's not her.
Sure looks like her but--" '
| But Eric was not listening to Hamilton. bn his feet
now, he stafed desperately towérd stage see%ng the cocllege
guy lead her stfgggliﬁg over to a chair, push her down by her
shoulderé and kisé the top of her head. She was not wearing
a dress‘as‘she always had in class; but jeans and a white
turtleneck. The.turtlenecg.met her chin like a cast, making
her head look cut off from the rest ok her body as she kept
it away.from the spotlight, her’'back to the audience; "They
can't do that," Erié said, looking:down at Jim. Voices
behind him said, "Hey sit déwn!“, "Quit block;ng the view,
" kid!" and Jim whiépered, "Whadder you dping? Siddown!"

"How nice, our ybuhg lady is helping us after all,"

said the voice in the tree. = . ¥

- "You can't do that to her!”

"Seems a young man in the audience doesn't like our

show." ‘ -
»
-

"Leave her alone!" M

‘"Who's that noisy kid down there?" asked the
voice in the tree.

Then two things happened so quickly Eric couldn't

"



pOllCE, appeared out of air at.the back - of stage just as

Tuvache had, took the hypnotlst by the shoulder and began

. - . s - . :_‘f. ’,
. IR _ VRN~ —to - - ) X / R .

tell which was first: he reatized the woman was not Miss

McDermott and a blue-uniformed _man, the grey-héired chief of ...a «

5 4

speaking to him 10wly. On all 51des the curtains_collapsed'
> a ’ :

and four other polic;men stood on the edge of the crowd.
. ' \ ° :
Now everyone was standing, murmuring or shouting or laughing,

Hémilton‘cried, ;Thevfuzz! Yipee, looks like our boring old_ -

town might have a riot at last!™ The spotlight went out.

Behind Eric a policeman was climbing down the :ope ladderrof

the wvan followed by one of the "daughteré " In front of him

' beyond all the bodles blocklng his view a brown-uniformed

RCMP man was.leadlng Tuvache down the back stairs.

A new firm voice came from the tree- "This is your

Police Chief speaklng Qu1et, please, so I can explain., .

'.'.Last night the man who just left stage gave one of his,

‘ his performances here and I'm only sorry we couldn't stop

him before you people came tonight. But we'll do all we

!
can to get you back your money--watch the paper for news on
this matter. This man may know a few things about hypnotism

but he needs a lesson or two aboiuit the law.” Well it isn't at

my Yiberty vet to say too much about that." (Behind Fric
someone whispered, "LSD.") "Maybe you'read in_today's paper

what this so-called Tuvache made one poor man do last night"

("Jeez, that's what I came here to see agéin," said'Hamilton)
. .

"and pho knows what he might've done to the young lady stand-

ing below me if we hadn't put an end to his, his shenan-
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Lgans. -This man must learn we have a clean city he:e, a

- .

clean decent city that won't put up with his 11kes.‘ Please

‘v ¢ -tdriveé carefully on the way home.

Even befdre the talk was over the crowd had - begun
dispersing though this sp aneous speech was the longest

thelr police chlef had given them in a decade of serv1ce.

' Pushed along between Pal#fer and Hamilton, Erlc felt that

despite murmurings ainst Tuvache all the citizens around
him--the kid tugging a loose front tooth, the young woman
holding a baby against her shoulder, the old mdan adjusting
his hearlng—ald--held within themselves secret déﬁlres that
hypngtic eyes could easily draw out. The police chief, what
'a_hoodwinked 31d dope!” "Next Civics class woulda been a

riot if that[d'reallx been McDoormat and ahe saw you ;elb@ng

like a loonie," Hamilton said.

" If the woman with jeans and a white turtleneck had
spoken on stage, Erlc ;uspected her voice would have sounded'
wooden and faraway. Made to dance she would've kept a blank -
face wnile her arms and legs.recklessly fluttered and
throbbeo; her eyes would've swung around and her breath
*heaved in her frail chest only when Tuvache snapped his
fingers in ner‘face.

‘Crossing purple carpets strewn uith dead.mosquitoes
Eric wondered how he would-ever sit through anothér Civics

class.



TENT BY THE SEA

-

As soon-as his-father's car disappeared in a cloud

of dust, Henry dropped his folded puptent onto the .grass and a

looked through shadows of trees past a bank down over the
long pale beach to waves Breaking onto the sand. ‘The grey-
green ocean was just close enough. that he heard it murmuring.

. --F . .
Even when he hit his thumb while pounding a peg into the

ground, he kept smiling. “Oropping the rock he shook his

"hand, thinking as if the skinned knuckle were someone else’s,
. - : -

Blood--what a nuisance. Sparrows scrambled under the trees’

at his back. Quickly he picked ﬁp the foék and drove in the
other pegs, whﬁch sankﬂsmoothly into the rich-smelling earth.
Inside' the tent he emptied a knapsack throwing his cané of
stew and beang, ‘frying éan, flashlight and grey pgéerback
along one wall. Having\picked a site with no other Eam ers
either way for two sites, he heard nothing'but sparrowSVStep—
ping on leaves as he ch;;ged into h}s bathing suit.

. . Hot sand f;owed over his bare feet as he walked

b

beast

‘toﬁards shore, the sound of the ocean like a slow cnormous

oming ckoser. Across the half mile. afternoon sun-
bathers were scattered rather than mobbed, Thank God. A few
yards*from’the sea he stretched out his towel, buried his

glasses in sand and lifted his. arms over his head. He began

»

99
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running and tried not to howl as the Fundy cold hit his
ankles, then his knees, then his stoma;h, then.his chest.
Submerged he soon felt warmer, his long hair floating back
so freely it felt like a crown of fine sea grass..

When Se breoke surface he drifted on his back,
bl}nking at the cloudless sky. Even salt water tricklixg_
into his mouth tésted good, tasted even better when the past’
week flashed by.ﬁis eyes: writing grade 1l Departmentals in
a humid packed gym he he had stabbed his hand with a compass -
point to géop dreaming aboqt,the beach, and promised himself.

A weekend by myself, away from all thidd Now waves lifted

him high and low, wrestling énd embracing him. Though he
was half blind without his gl;sses he saw drenched .kaleidos-
copic patterns wink alllaround him wﬁere sunlight énd water
met. {/ﬁ\\\\

Only when he headed back to his teﬁt did the cut
sting again, so he sucked it to clean:away the salt. Back
in his T-shirt and cut-off cordurocys he walked jauntily
throﬁgh a stand of spruce to the canteen, where'a'man wear-

.ing a-baseball cap was turning a hamburger on a grill. .
Resting his arms on the coﬁnter Henry gsked, "Got a box of
bandaids?" ‘

The man reached into a shelf and tossed a white box
6ntb the counter. "Tentin here with friends?" he asked,
chewing bubblegum.

"Naw--by myself." Noting the price scribbled on

[

the box, Henry pulled change out of his pocket. ‘ £
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“"Come to check eut the honeys by the sea, huh?" the
man asked, taking the money. One of his front teeth was mis-
sing. "I see lotsa guys like you all summer--come here and
try to start up somethin with evefy honey.in the camp-
grounds." .

"I--huh, I hadn't thought of that."

"Sure you hadn't, sure you ﬁadn't.", As Henry 7
¢lutched the box of bandaids and left, the man called, "Good
huntin!ﬁ

The rocks of the parklng lot under his sneakers
made sounds as harsh as his anger That man was like his
father's friend whe a;ways asked/hQKMmany girls' namee and
numbers he had in "the little black eeok," as if everyone in
" high school worried about 'nothing but messy kisses in back
seats of cars end had never heard of the gods Poseidon and

Triton. His father's friend. and Gaptooth back there didn't

"know a damn fhing about pitching your own tent for the first
time, all the shackles that threw off. As‘be'reached the
path the noise of gravel stopped and again he walked Silently
:over spruce needles. _ |

Bacﬁ’by his tent he sat on a tree stump and put a.
bandaid on his thumb, piled together newspaper from hlS
Enapsack and sticks from under the trees, started a f‘re in
the cooklng pit of his site and tw1sted open a can of Irish =~
.stew. Within minutes the stew bubbled and spat in the frying
pan.’ Hunched on the étump watching sand lolling‘dewn to the

sea and the sea ‘'lapping up over éand, he ate stew and a
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grape jam sandwich. Insects fell onto hi% skin and.clothes
.and he léokea at them closeI§ before calﬁiy brizhing them
aﬁayi . l -

éy 7:30 he was thirsty. When he reached the
canteen ;he man waéloff duty ané.to,his relief é'woman-—
Géptooth's wife?--served him without speaking. Holdi a
box ‘of chocolate milk he.passed through the trai%er park}
glad his parents had never dragged him éround in one of
those miniature wheeled suburban houses. . Trailers! He
wanted to throw rocks at them and ruﬂ away, iaugh;ng.

Beyond the campgroupds'a tall young woman in a’
peach-coloured bikini was stroliing along the edgé of Fhe l
forest, her sleek biack hair dripping and her rounded hips{
gently swinging. -She seemed £o be talkinélto something held
up in hér hand; he stared, seeing it was a large dried star-
fish., If there weren't.a iegend about a giri communing with

starfish, there should be. Maybe he would write it.

It tock an hour to figure out the intricate forest
! <

trails. All hidden, ovenbirds and spring peepers chanted

tirelessly. More campers than he'd expected were taking
walks, especially young couples, the trails 56 narrow only
twe campgrs could wal& abreast on them; whenever he met a
ccuple coming atmfin—érm or hand-in-hand he stepped down and
pressed against trees, as if béckfng against the wall of a
narrow hall, to let them pass. éiggling or whispering or.
silenty they all\seeﬁed to him unaware and biundering.

Cne trail led to the river, which was. no wider than
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a brook‘that close to the sea. After the deepening darkness
. of the trails, by the river the purples of violets, oranges
‘'of dead ferns and whites of bunchberry blossoms almost
stunned.him,.'He rubbed his hands in them until Pis palms

were lightiy painted. If I was a dog 1'd*roll around in

these c¢colours. It was hard following the ‘river down the

rest of the way without a trail and‘with scratchy trees
interlocked everywhere. Now the woods were almost too dark
for him to see his feet, but after crashing tﬁrough the last
" branches and sliding down onto shore he clearly saw hi;
qirty whitf sneakers in the clean white sand. '
Around a bend from the'swimming beach, here stdnes
and boulders-were more plentiful than'sand Startlng back
towards the sw1mm1ng beach he cllmbed onto a rise of copper-
colqured rock; A slender-yellow-legged shorebird flew by
with a fish in its bill. 'When-he_reacped the highest lgvel-
‘of the rock he walked to_the edge;, threw his fists in the
air apd let out the happy -yell that héé built uvp all aftgr—

nocon. Ah-ah-ah-ayeeeee! : ’

’ In his tent he ate a dev111ed egg and crawled 1nto ‘
hls sleeplng bag, keeplng on hisg shlrt to stop shlverlng
Wlth the flashllght bea@sgﬁgz~9is book he started readlng,
struggllng to care that Jack Durbeyfleld dlscovered his
family was once 1llustilous, yet he liked the girls and -
women on their "club- marchlng" festival marching through

town w1th w1110w wands and white flowers; he could almost .

hear Tess's dress swishing outSLdeshls tent though to almost
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everybody she was a fine and picturesque ‘country girl, and

no more. Somehow she got mixed—up with the round-hipped girl
holding the starfish, and his eyelids a;agged. Once the
flashlight was off ﬁe forgot both girls and felt he was back

in the sea riding with the waves.

"Danny,‘égylt you dare take fig-bars for break-
fast!" . . . . o -~

A woman's sharp yoice somewhere outsidg. . The top
of‘fﬁe tent paler green, more‘in light, than ?he bottom.
Tess and his glasses at his side, ‘Tugging on his sneakers,
hear%ng'New York accents in those voices. .

:‘"Dadﬁ the tent's crooked!" called a boy.

"Don, give me a hand here!" shouted a man.

Sqqafting, he shuffled out of his tent. Square on
a{l sides, their tent was as biqg as a trailef and partly -
blocked_the sun. "Greaﬁ,“ he muﬁtered, turniné toward the
public outhoﬁses. He heard the father shouf, "Don, you can.
unpack later!" and saw a girl in sky blue shorts and blouse
.step out of the tent. Don? Dawn.  Before hearing her speak
he Hu}riéd away, knowing from experience girls his age always
brought out the worst in a;y accent.
‘ ' After eating a can of péars he changed intc léng
panés.and pulled on a sweater, and _again walked through the
tréiler pa;k and forest to the deaa end by‘the river, down
along the river breaking branches and pushing aside bohlders,'

out to the sea and the rock and around the Beach where he



watched gulls picking at corr cobs left m a beach picnic.
Already he felt that walk in hys bones as he'd felt other
walks: from his family:e home*oh'the hill to favourite
haunts downtown--the library, the movie theatre, the rink--
back” to home. l . &\\_

Four lawn’ chairs now sat outside the large tent,
the glrl in the one farthest away--a sweep of llght brown
hair and a fqpt in a sandal. Crawling 1n;o his tent he
heard the father say, "No film at that canteen. &ou'd
think they haven't diecovefga photography in this part of
the world.“ The gl?y st111:§aén't spoken. Maybe she's

mute, maybe she s retarded thodught, pulling on his bath-

ing suit. Good--then she prob'ly won't bug me. A girl's

~voice said, "Danny, quik picking your nose or I'll.°. . ."

It was softer fhat the other voices; he'd made Sut only half
the words but already heard. music in that voice. Nono I'm
hot here for that. . ]

- ' h

/ . ) .
Her voice stayed with him until he splashed into |

the sea, shoutihg'as the cold hit him.. It seemed not Fundy
cold bhr Arctic.cold aﬂ@ he became warmer only when a jelly;
fish floated by his‘fece,Ia simple and almost trensldcenh

blob. 39cking in the haves he‘felt almost that simple him-
sclf. | .

At the canteen the man with the baseball cap

Pl
e

chuckled, "Found any,mermalds?“ . l'

- " In :;j/gaﬁp bathing suit he ate a cheeseburger on
the stump cutside his tent, then strolled along tHe beach
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aiﬁostJas far as éhe copper-coloured rock.A Here he could
see no one except in the distance. On his towel he lay on
gﬁ§ back serene and drugéed by the sun, careésgd by heat
-fising off the sand. When a cool breeze rippled over hiﬁ
he shivered and recalled how in some movie he'd seen on the
1a£e show-a Medieval man--crusader or monk-;had stripped to
a loin cloth, stretched out' by the sea and testing'his forti-
tude let icy waves lap over him. Seeing himself huddled in
h%s puptent trying not to hear_the New Yorkers,{Es decided
he mus t find out how it felt to be that monk/crusader and
puShed on his glasses.

On thershore he crouched where, when a wave reached
that far, it scattered between but not over his toes. '?iftf
ing off'his glasses he lay flat ﬁ his back, his feet
farthest out so the waves w ld'reacﬁ his face last. The

" first waves curled along the edge§ of his body and seeped
under his legs. Soon waves rose to the fronts of his legs
and when one-sﬁept over his bathing sﬁit he jerked, groaned
and curled up hisetoes tighter. What he was doing was so
crazy he felt iike laughing. A wave splashed all the way
over him but he forgot to hold his breath and water rushed
into his mouth and nose. He lifted . and shook his head,
coughing. Then something Qulled at his hair. ”
“‘-n_ Rolling over he sat up, c;ughing. "Oh My, God!"
she cried. "I thought Yyou'd a;owned} What're yoJ doing?"
_Turned around, he shadéd his eyes with his hand.:

Her eyes were grey and wisps of browﬁ_hair #ticking from
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under her bathing cap shook as she bent toward him., "Try-=
trylng an- experlment, _he said, pushing hair outtof his eyes.
"Preezing. . . .have to get back to my towel.
‘ They~seemed exactly the.same height as they walked
up to his towel. She was carrying a éandal ig both hands,
jiggling them by the'thpngs. fh the sand he huddlgd;uhder
his towel. "I--I saw this movie wnce, wh#re a mdnk of some-
u’)/ .

thing did that."

“I thought you'd drowned'"'she said, starting to

PO
.

+ 7'laugh.

"Sit down if you wannag" He tried to laugh but
'cﬁughed, salt water stinging his throat. ﬁhile she sat and
crossed hef legé, her drab one-piece bathing suit black
again§t the sand, he dried his glasses with the towel. "Well
thanks for checking on me. If most people saw a. . .& COI[Se.
they d-be gone llke a bat out of hell
A "Guess I'm not a bat out of hell," she laughed

lightly. She slapped one of her sandals against her feet,
knocking sand from between her toes. - ‘

"Your accent. .New York--Noo Yawk--is it2?"

"Now don't make fun of my accent or I'll never
rescue you again."'f: ’

"D'you come here every summer?"

"oh no it's my first time out of the country." Not
wanting her to call the States the country, he wanted‘to
peel off that bathing cap which made her look bald "Oh no,

here comes the Tasmanian Devil,? she sald dropplng the
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sandal. “Leﬁ's go in the water bé%ore hé gets here." 9y77
her'shoulder her‘bfother was approéching; swinging his arms
high, a popsicle in one of his hands. |

‘ Swimminé with her was not iike swimmihé aloﬁé;
Efen when he couldn't see her he s;nsed where she was, how
tlose or distant, above or under watér. Even when he knew
she was yards away she seemed right'next to him; a wave
;céuld have been her arm around him, a trickle of water her

“fingers. Paddling on her back she called, "Why're you

camping by yourselfa"

.

"Cause I hate pedple!” he called with mock fierce-

ness.

She flickered nééf the sﬁrface of the water. '"Am
I people?"\ ’

"You're Dawn!'!" ce *"‘:;';

"How'd you know. . ? . .been sp&ing on us?"

MYou Yanks talk so loud!”
. . .hiding in the trees spying on us!'"

As they walked back up the beach sﬁe tugged off her -
bathing cap, re;e;sing her wavy springy hair. Their shadows
fell acrogs the sana,—one shadow nearly touching the other. 2.
“Watching her blue-veined ¥eet he recalled girls he had.taken.
to movies, th he'd dropped the ticket béfore_pas;iqg it to
them or forgotpen at the canteen what candy they'd wanted. -
If Dawn had been the girl thocse time; she would‘have laughed,

not stared at him glumly-to pick up the tickéF or said What's

that? I don't like coconut. Their shadows touched on the
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sand,. she was‘laughing; it seemed he had nevef heard a girl
laugh before.

Qutside her tent she iﬁtroduced him to her mother,
who sipped ice fea in a lawn chair and said, ;Isn!t that <
nice, a local boy." Blushing under his sunburn he laughed
weakly to cover his sudden anger. A local boy. Back in his
tent he hurriedly dréessed iﬁto_bi; T-shirt and cut—offsjand
smiled when he remembered the mother, not Dawn,ih;d said A
local boy;

She was wearing her sky bluerbiouse and shorts:"ﬁsv
they walked to the canteen and drank Cokes on a ridge above
the parking lot her.New Yofk accent.seemed as natural as the
ovenbird voices last night. "I had a’ crazy nightmare in .the
car,ﬂ.she-said aswéhey sat; in the grass. - Her legs and arms
were browner than his; he; hair rose like a thicket framing
her face but didn't touchiher high brown foréheédh "I was
inside a giant washing machine--Dad runs a iaundromgt on
Amsterdam AQenue, did I tell you? Whenevef I saw-sameone I
Hﬁew, they ijust whooshed by and disappeared in the suds.”

| "I wiéh I had dreamg.like that. Mine aréﬁusuélly
réél'boring, like about pﬁfting my, éhoes on fhe wrong feet."
- "Putting your shoes on the wronF feet! i'd‘rather
have funny dreams like that than washing machine -nightmares."

}héy walked .out to the hot black highway and started
along the weedy roadside, careful notrto brush against one
another. While they watched dragonflies swerving over the

flbating logs ,of a swamp he asked after a long silence,."You.

1)
.r -
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ever read much Hardy?"

"Oh Hardy, I like him but he gets to be a fatalistic

old bastard I tell you what I really love—-somethlng like
[

As You Like It. I played Rosalind in a school production we

1
put on."

"Yeah? Hardy's o'kay. For a fatalist.™

"Wwell .I can't stand fatalists."

"I'm not one,"” he said, not sure what one was.
Throwing a stick into the swamp, he felt she was attacking
his ch01ce of books and m\ybe bragging a little about the
Shakegpeare.actlng. But when they were 1ean1ng on a rotted
fence at a farm beyond the swamp, she pointed at his hand

gripping the fence and asked, "How'd you bang up your thumb?”

and he thought Those other girls wouldn'tve asked what hap-

pened 1f T took them to a movie with a "cast around my neck'

Back at the campgrounds she was llmplng. He was
both afraid she had blistered her feet and exc1ted she might

have blistered them to be with him. As she’ hopped off the

gravel up ohto the grass he said, "You shouldn ta walked all
the way in those sandals."

Amon§ the spruces the young woman in a peach—.
coloured bikini passed them, murmhripg to a starfish in her
hand, Dawn whispered, "The Starfish Lady, she seems to be‘
everywhere. The guy at the canteen told Dad she's a real
nut-case, but wouldn't hurt a flea."” \

"I didn't know she was that. I thought. .'. ." He

couldn't say the woman had seemed beautiful t§\hfi;
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By the rope he had tied between two trees outside

his tent, they stopped. "Hey; your bathing suit fell in the ~
grasé," she said, looking down'. She picked it up by the
string and handed it to him. |
'"Crapéy clothesline,f laughed. Draping it back
" over the rope he still saw her fingers on the string.

"Listen, ah; we're going to King Kong vs. Godzilla

at the.drive-in tonight," she said, fingering a button of
her blouse. "Yéh iike to come? You might feel kinda dumb,
sitting there with my mom and dad ana kid brother. My mom
o wanted me to a&k yéu;“ & .
While he made\hiswéupper he couldn't stop .thinking,

' "My mom wanted me to ask you"--I bet she made that up.

4

’ "O'kay, you guys sit here in front. FMy'little lady
and I'11l take the back,“er. Owen announced, putting'his arm
around his wife. Henry opened the door at his side and moved
up into the driver's seat, high beams froﬁ other cars at the
drive-in sweéping across his face like search lights. On
the other side Dénny‘raced up ahead of Dawn and she grabbed
his arm trying to squeeze ahead until Mr. Owen called over,
"Dan, you .take the middle fo£ this half,-but Dawn has if for
the seqpnd."

"You séareé,of monsters?" Danny asked Henry once
tﬁey wére seated. ‘
"Only mohsééfs like you," Hehry said; grinning un-

P
comfortably.
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Garbled sounds crackled from the speaker hgng on
the half-opened window near his ear. Soon across the screen
buildings cbl%apsed and mouths opened screaming, black and
red colours ran and‘coagulated, the créatures thrashed
around. Now and then Mf. Owen reached ovér the 'seat and
sneaked his hand under Danny's chin, going "Rarrrrrfrr!"

Henry was afraid Mr. Owen would do the same thing to him.

Though Dawn was at the other end of the seat she seemed so

‘close he almost believed his arm could encircle her, thé:

space between them was nothing, Danny w;s nothing.

Half way through the movie he volunteefed;?o buy
snacks and Mr. Oﬁen handed him .a $5. bill'over.theAseat
saying, "Good Canadian dough." As they walkea backltg the
canteen over dusty ground he was finally beside her, breath-
ing aeeply as if .fumes had been leaking in thé car. Danny
fell behind, walking backwards watching the.screen. "It's
ﬁunny." |

. "Yeah, but Danny thinkg it's scary."

"i mean it's funny--sitting there with your
family." ‘

"I told you so," she 1augﬁed, the sleeves of her
white windbreaker flashing in the dark, ‘

-Having folded the bill into the size of a stamp, he
now began unfolding it and tried not to think of what a

. N
classmate of his had said the morning after  taking a girl

to the drive-in: Sure had a good time, mah, but I didn't

see any of the fuckin movie. Buhmping into her he said, .
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“i'd rather be with just you."

"Hey you guys!" Danny cried. "Look what Godzilla
just dig:" ’ _ .

She said, "Yeah, f!milies can be a drag." .

Both his_hands folded the bill again. She hadn't
understood him. He hadn'£ been talking about her family} he
had been talking about her! " -

Thxougﬁ the second‘half of the movie she sat beside
him. Wﬁen he held up'his kétchup—splatterea'hanﬂs sﬁe

handed him a kleenex, their flngers touchlng " Then he was

afrald to move, afraid if he merely brushed her arm or leg

he would throw himself agalnst her. A few times Mr. and Mrs;f'

Owen murmured and Henry hgard sounds of a light kiss or two.
He imagined Mr. Owen lying on top of Mrs. Owen on_the back
seat, both of them half naked.l Dawn turned to him and said,
"Good Hollywood culture for you." PNoticing the keys still
iﬂ thé ignition he figured he should switch on the ehgine
and speed away lefting the cord of thé speaker rip from its
post. If he had -a gun, hé was sure, he would turn to.éll

of them—-the father, the mother, the brother--and blow out

thelr bralns to be alone with her. . _}

Their hair was wet from a late morning swim with
her family:ﬂ The man at the canteen eyed the two and said to
Henry, "Well well well, lookee here."”. On the ridge above

the parking lot. they sprawled in the grass, ate cheese-

burgers and laﬁghed about King Kong.vs. Godzi¥la and other
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bad movies. Arter Qiping their fingers ih the grass they
halﬁed oue tq\Ehe highwey, Sarprdaa's traffic even heavier
than Ffiday's. WheneVer silence grew between them he stared
at her sneakers or klcked rocks or poked at his Cllp on sun-

Y

glasses, she whistled almost 1mpercept1bly or felt her ear

“or plcked a. plece-of straw and nlbbled 1t.

'3
By the farm as they sat on the fénce he asked her

for her birth date. "April 26 1953, " she said. "A: D.

. "Hey, that's only two weeks ‘before me!" - The fence
!

swayed under them as he turned to her. \"We could have a

‘ \
birthday bash together. "The Bash of the Century.

"Then that's a date for next year. - At whose ‘house?"

“No don' t laugh I mean lt he almost shouted as she
jumped off the fence \ )

From, the w1ndow of a. paSSLng car_ a grinning man
waved at them--or only at her. "Lemme get on the out51de
Better a car knock off my block than yours," Henry said,
dodéing around her eloser to the payedent and nudging her
toward.the'roadside weeds.

"Big hero!" she.laughed. "Like one of my friends

back in New York.. Once 1n a big crowd he pushed me 'ahead of

N

- him to'get on the subway, 'then the doors closed before he

got in." .

A subway. He had never seen a’subway, let alone.
been on one. Poking at his sunglasses”he heard A local boy
and tried to picture her riding on rattling subways with

griizled winos and Puerto Ricans with tennis shoes bumping
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~against her. But that vision slid away and the only New York

he could feel was that of Miracle on 42nd Street, a merry

city in winter; he saw her in twenty-floor department stores
steering herself through crowds with such a frank ualﬁ‘face
all the clerks wéited on her first.

At the swamp where dragonflles hunted 511ently, she
lifted her blouse out at her neck and blew under it saylng,
"Phewww, I'm dylng for a swim." Her blowing on herself made
him stop feeling all the mileg;-six hundred, seven hundred’
stretching between their humés. I1'11l ecool YOu_like uhat if

you like.

Minutes later when they were in the sea he. knew:

swimming alone with her was not like swimming with her fami-
ly. They'pulléd themselves underwater repeatediy until the
cold became bearable, Floating on his back he saw her blur
of arms, legs and bathlng suit. "I saw a jellyflsh here
_yesterday!" he called.'"96% water."

| "What?" She swam so close her uoes grazed his
stontach . o '

"A'jellyfish is 96% water. Sounds.iikg a lot,
except we're 70%." ‘
| "Where'd you hear'that'crap?"

"Not cfap, it's true!"

"There's a giant jellyfish in the aquarium back

home."

Back home. "I'11 have to see it sometime.™

"You--" -She -said more but a wave rose between them.



116

Dressed agalﬂ outside her tent he watched her come
out in a yellow T-shirt and black shorts, sllpplng on her

windbreaker. The crest of_the w1ndbreaker_1nc1uded the

. letters NY. "Look at the sky," she said, pointing up at
dusky. clouds folling over them. "Now show me that path you
Y : ek \

w;ere talking ebout."

"I hope you're hot expecting somethih? special, it's
really hothing special. If it rains at least the'hoods'll
cover us." e

At her side walking through the forest he felt
thirsty and wished he had detoqred to a water fountain; If
he“kissed her by the river he would make a Jjoke first, call
her bu;blebee because  of her yellow and black clothee. A i‘
bhshy—mouscached ﬁan came from the other direction and
stepped onto a loglhc let them paSS'bﬁt nobody else ;ppeareé
on thelr ‘way to the end of the trall The rivei was darker
-than before, the sun now behind a cloud. Colours he had
seen, of vioiets an@ dead ferns and bunchberry blossoms,
seemed‘to heve disappeared. Ugly grey brag}en grew all over
the sideﬁof_a‘tree. He chld kiss her by the sea instead.
"It's a lot nicer when the sun's out."
: “It's o'kay. Look at those rapids.”
"I shohld:wade;in to see hcw deep it is."
She touched hlS arm. "No goﬁ don't. <You1d drown,
you blockhead. I mlght not rescue you again."

As he touched her arm her white windbreaker felt

soft, slldlng smoothly under his flnisrs. Like pantles he
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suspected, shakingf '“O'kay, there's no path the rest of the

_ way. Just watch-where/I step." Now she was behind rather

thap beside -him. They walked slowly, halted and stumblad. b
v >

.'Suddenly He realized she was looklng atohim from a foot. Sr

SO away, at the back of hlS head, neck and shoulders. He

triegd to stralghten his shoulders but a thin branch stung
across his face. Whenever she sald'"Ouch“ he was stricken
with gui;t and imagined her covered with scratches, bleeding
all dowq_hs?-a;ms”and legs. ‘

JH:Bfﬁshing needles.off their clothes they walked onto

the EQgper coloured rock and up-toc its hlghest level. Waves

. beat héaully, bits of water flylng in the air beyond them.

TGood, it's not going to raln," ehe said-
' Turning, he looked sadly into the sun. "I‘kinda .,
hoped it would rain." He laughed, "I saw us running throuéh
a2 storm." She was watchihg a gull riding on the.air;ihardlyJ
moving its wings. ?hea was a tiny hook éhaped scratch oﬁ
oae‘of her legs. "Maxb it'll rain tomgrrew."

"Tomorrow," sheﬁbegan, thén she bent to tie her
sneaker 1acenas if it hurt her to speak, "tomorrow»Daé wants
to drive back through'Maine by subpertime."

He iooked.from her to the gull.

"1'd just-as soon stay but he's the hoss."

-

"Yeah. Yeah.". Hard §unligh£ glanced off the rocks,

.clawing his face. More gulls flew by, cackling.

J "I have to help Mom with supper,” she said, stand-
% . - ‘
ing.

Pemn,
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. "Yeah."
| "You look mad at scmeone." ’ v
"Mad? No." If he had put his hand over'ﬁgr right
breast it would've covered thé crest saying NY. Instead he
grasped and squeezed her shoulder. '
"Promise to visit me when you're down our way?“ she
asked. ‘
"New York--when the hell am I ever‘going.to be in

New York?" His grip on her.shoulder tightened. "You would

have to be from some place like New York, wouldn't you?"

"Whaddo you mean? What's the matter with my city?"

she asked, puﬁping his hané %way.
. /////PIt'é far from here," he?accused her.
Co "Well don't get mad at Eé:? ’
Jamming his hands into his papfs.pockets, hé began

.walking ov®r the rest pf the rock toward the swimming beach.

Lo ¢ ¢
"We're toasting‘parshmallows tonight," she'said, following
him. "That'll cheef ué up." )

"Toadting marshmallows won't cheer Qé up.".

"I said don't get mad at me.".

_ They talked no more as they climbed off the rock
and headed up the.beacﬁ, hands in pockets:' Their shadows,
long ana'lurching, moved farther apart'the closer théylcame
to -their tents. ‘Two laughing young ﬁen in baéhing suits

were chasing a‘screaming young woman in a tight white top

and shorts. She went on screaming and toésing ds they

carried her, one by the arms and the other by thellegs,

e

—

L e



on ghe counter and waited for the man toc make his toast.

towards the sea.

-

.Waking, he felt without looklng out51de that the

.5ite beside his was empty. Yes he, had heard them talklng,

canvas thudding and a car startlng, and slugglshly drlfted
back th sleep.ﬁ Now he reached over tg his Jeans and felt in -
the back pocket for the scrap of cardboa;d §he had glven him
at the quiet marshﬁallow toasting. On his‘baég he’slippl

on his .glasses and read the pe cil—sarawled address; one

number could've been either 9 dr .7 and, he ‘was afraid a’

~mistake in a New York address co d be fatal to a letter.

: " p
When he noticed Tess at his side he almost laughed recalling

A picturesque cdhntry girl.. ”J

Malking to the canteen he heard girls' voices and

all of them sounded flgt and common. At the canteen he leaned

"You had any luck with the mermaids this weekend?" the man

asked. "Saw ya with one here yesterday."
Henry turned and looked toward the t}ees.

"She was pretty cute,"” the man said behind him;

pushing down-a stiff toaster lever. "Now there's one sure
-way of figurin out the honeys here."” The man's voice came
closer until he.was standing behind the counter. Henry turn

turned and stared at him stonily. "You mdsey over to any of
'em_smokih cigarettes on the beach and you start talkin
and,-you know how they like blowin big smoke rings. Well

you sit close tc one so's when you re talkln casual- llke you
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reach up your finger fhisa way--" the man_madé d circle with
the thumb and finger of dne hand, aﬁd lifted a finger of.the
other ﬁénd "-—and stick it through the smoke ring.” The
finger jamﬁed into thejéi}cle. "If she laughs that meané
she'll go down for you, sure thing."

"If she laughs. . . ." Henry said aloud to himself.

"Yeah," said the man, grinning.

"

\ - .+ .sandwich in my tent." o

"Hey'!" called the man holding oﬁto his baseball
cap, when Henry was already out in the gravel. "Ybﬁ can't
get me to make toast, then just run off like that!'"

‘ "Eat the toast yourself!" Henry called, then he
mumbléq, "Bnd choké op'it fo; all I care” and broke into a

runi .Crossing the parking lot he was thinking 1f I write if

shé writes so what, it/Will end then he wanted to laugh
Ry .
wildly at the man's staTtled face then he was thinking A
— .
batch of letters nothing but a batch of letters. Along the

path sweat gathered under his arms and th? sunburn on his
legs itched. ' ‘ s
Outside hi’s tent he pulled the sgcrap of cafﬁboardﬂ

£ . + . \’ . ]
from his back pocket, held it up in both hands and hesitated

‘before letting it drop-into the cooking pit.  He hesitated

_from among the ashes and sliding it back into his pocket.

again beforg'falling on his knees, picking the cardboard out

Below the sand water sprawled_invifingly but he doubted if

4 .
he would swim before his father arrived. The sea, he keared,

would feel empty without her.



JOURNEYS TO BATTIES"'

B Until this week I'd never slaved away with a shovel
'six déys in a row, one reason why.I‘m lying on my bed in the
middlé of Saturday afternoon trying té'ignore a'tight-pain in
my iegs and arms. . ..All we found during the dig'yas a pew-.
ter ﬁniform button, too worn tp tell us a regiment number, or
name. ‘Our history teacher says he'll.get provincial experts
to identify therbuttoh. Probably hé\qu‘t do ‘that iq the _. e
end, and even if he does I bet those men--how many experts
on military artifacts are there in a proéincevthis small?--
will get a 1auéh out cof kim treasuring such a dinky little
artifact. . . .No need to be a 'stick in the mud about it, I
guéss. The trﬁth is yestérday when Barbara held the button
up into the sunlight just when we were going to shovel the
piles of earth back into the neat sguare pits, I was as happy
as anyone that finally we had sbmething to show besides dog
bones and pietes of glass; I was even proud——afuleéét until
.my fight with her éfter the finé--that she'd founhd it, that
everypody knew about her and me, had whistled and yelled
they' ;ush us once when we kissed on the edge of a pit. . . .
The' only one downstaifs I can't hear is Grammie,
)

whose voice grows lower and thinner each year. When every-

thing's silent I figure she must be the one talking. . ...I

121 -
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haven't heard any cups tapping on saucers but Mom must ve
served tea by now. I can recognize Mom's v01ce, Dad's,

Gramp's—-whew, his laugh just exploded!--and Aunt June's.

* I recognize them but that's'all so I'm hanglng in m1d air

hearing rumbles of v01ces w1th no clear words. Switch over

onto my back, free both ears frqm-thg pillow. . . .And I g

still can't hear. Eavesdropping, one of the trickier arts

for sure. . . .sSometimes I want to Step outside a conversa-
tion, not because it bores me but because my role in it bores
me. Would that I was still stealthy like when I was a kid,
tiptoed to the head of the stairs and listened in on down-
stairs conversations. I must've begn a ridiculous kid
crouched like that, my heart ppunding with the hope of hear-
ing something not for my ears. . . ;A’B how little I ever
heard. My mother telling a neighbour about a rash on my ass.
My father~feeling’sétry about having.spanked me. Myvsister
lying that I1'Q bnght_;l&égél firecrackers (first wrestlings
with monsters like 'betrayal, forgiveness, whatever). Now
anything I overhear at home is accident;l, like when soon
after I started going out with Barbaré last menth I heard Dad
say in the kltchen, "She s llvely enough all right, but I
never thought Jeff would go for the oplnlonated “type". . .
Back then at the head of the stairs I was so madly in love
with words about myself I put up.with God Hnoﬁs how many
hours of familiar talk, small talk, neitha;fhide:nor-tail
talk and silence. Now that I know there's iots more to hear

than tidbits .about Jeff Jamieson I feel held back by age,

1



123

l.
Jeight, creaking floor tiles and fuzzy feelings of etiqueﬁfe,
and I stay where.the words are out of ear-shot. . . .
| Silence. Grammie's time to talk,'in the Yankee

accent that fifty years in Canada hasn't buried. . . .A

dozen yéars ago when my‘family was visiting her and Grémp in

-Saint John they went with us to the first film I saw, West—

ward the Wagons, and afterward she asked if I'd liked the

"hosses."” I said yes but didn't know what she'd meant.

.Today's big event, her and Gramp coming upriver with Aunt

. .
" June, isp't an annual affair anymore—--her arthritus cruelly

twisting her. Earlier this afternoon the dig and my recent

essay on New Brunswick/Maine relations before Confederation

‘were good topics for talking to her. She still lights up when

- anyone mentions Maine. . . .That button (tossed up in my mind

each time I move and feel my muscles bind), I like thinking
it's from the 104th Begiﬁént of Foot, whose march during the
War of 1812 every kid in this province heard about in his
eafliesteﬁistory claséesu In the past week f've been with
the Regimeht and_theif spaﬁiel when mercury in ;hermometers
freezes, snowshoéing the 700 miles from Fredericton to Kings-
ton, discovgring at the end my ﬁniform is missing a button.
I told Grammie my fantasy and when she repeated, "Prob'ly
is, prob'ly is,”" I couldn't let her down.by saying no, the’
button definitely isn't from that march. . . .Jodrneys to
battles_hgbe always grabbed my interest more than battles
themselves. Maybe it starE?d on the muddy spring day my

grade six class paraded a mile to the stone and bronze monu-
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ment that honours the march of the 104th. 1 wanted to walk
farther than that with a quiet girl who hagd the brlghtest
skin, darkest eyes and yellowest boots in the class. s .
Last week when I told Barbara a}l that in her family's den
she laughed.I'm "Sir Starry—Eyeo Romantic"who locoks for pets-
ocnal things everywhere in history. I pointed out she takes
ballet lessons, which is Pretty romantic in ahother way.
"O'kay, I'1ll be the wood nymph "and you be tgs clown," she
laughed, grabblng my leg. . . .She's got Inore political
brains than I'1ll ever muster.‘ She decided after three days
of the dig that archaeology is the "baby" side of history.

My weakness for history as story makes her squirm. "I can't
help it," I've said. "It's my grandmother s fault"., . . .
Wthh isn't to say Grammie thinks like I do——probably I make
‘more of these things that she ever would. Her own history is

one root of what Barbara calis my "storybockinessg." A year

funny pronunc1at10ns, and then I flrst heard about Malne, the\
Arcostook War and my hapless ancestor. The only fatality of
the so—called Aroostook War of 1839 between New Brunswick and
Maine was Grammie's great-grandfather, a farmer in Fort Falr—_
field struck by a bullet that had ricochetted from a rock
during a peace celebration. . . .During Centennlal weekend
three Years ago Grammie heated & sigh at the soand of fire-
works and laughed, "Wait till '76 and I'1l show yoU'a real
bParty." She sald what the Queen needed most was to get dowu

on her hahds and knees and scrub a floer, and Gramp--who
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think§ the Limies are désceﬁded from the Lost Tribes of
Israel--began arguing, growing more serious while she grew
more lighthearted. . . .You cduid gay there's a }egendary
shape‘£o her life. The birth.and eagiy years of our heroine
in one country, near the sourées of an international river,
the St. John.‘ Her tour with her family across the border,
meetlng the same river and tracing 1t dOWn to its mouth and
its namesake city where she meets our*hero in his tailoring
shop. Her return home and their he51tant drawn-out courting.
Her marriage to him and moving to thé:mouth of the river
.whose‘sources she knew as a child. You could say the river ' o
belongs to her. . . .0Or the river belongs to mg, for having ' |
stood, sat, rested, read, what else, carried a cqnoé, what

else, and squeezed Barbara's breasts on its bank; And for

sensing its lanqu1d curving c0urse, picturing all its reaches

and the“sources I've never seen. If I can't explore it all

I'at leaét imagine it all. . . .Say the same thing of Barb-

ara's body: . . .I won't join the Young Socialists Club iike

her because I haven't reaé enough Marx, and I won't get all
anti-American like her because I can't shake off my old

sense, drummed in by my reading of Hawthorne, Longfellow and ”,
Irving, my cheering for the Redsox, énd——if;this isn't too
high-falutin'--the mysterious pull of the seaboard, that New

England's a part of me. + - .One night sitting on the river-

bank Barbara said, "You can't read all Marx or anyone before.

you choose. Sir Wishy-Washy, you haveta choose with what

you've got." "Sure, sure," I said, reaching over and strok-

v -
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ing her bare knee, "Still, the world wasn't made in six

days. C'mOn_closer,'let's not talk about that now". . . .

tailor until he retired. I never saw him at his businesgs
but somehow I have tolpicture him doing delicate work,
squinting, silent. . . -Within an hour aﬁter'arriving today
he’ launcheq inte an argument about capital ﬁunishment,
noisily Sucking his bipe, throwing the match into anp ashtray
and blowing blue smoke out at me. “They shot séns—of-
bitches 1like that in the War--why not npow?" Finally I only
smiled in my serene golden rules nd in ‘the impoésibilit? of
seeing myself on a battlefield. y mind even st;ains,;o re-
member he fought in Europe in 1915. It is easier to See tﬁe
tailor. . . -His laughter blows apart his raée.: Grammie's
quietef ragd, 1 haﬁen't seen it at all in the last few years.

On a beach long ago an older boy took a ‘toy of mine and while
his baig head, Grammie leapt to her feet (even then the leap

" must've hurt her joints), hurrieg over to the boy, grabhed

him by the air, and told his mother sﬁe should buy him a toy

".One Saturday early in SPring our class had a car wash to help
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. pay for the dig.- Off and on we all threw water at each
other and Barbara threw and got more water than anyone else,
her old grey sweatshirt cllnglng torher in all the right
ways. . . .In class I'd seen hints of her jolliness but only
thep did I tell myself I couldn't stall ‘any longer.‘ That
night I phoned her for the first time and we went swimming
-at £he Y,‘I like a dog out of its elemeot, she supple as the
water itself. . . -Now I dry my sweaty palms on the bedspread
and press'my temples while that button turns and turns inside
my head as if my grandparents' feces (clear) were on one side
and Barbara's face (blurred) on the otoer. . . .Barbara threw
the button into the grass after holding it up into the sun--
light and I'm scared that she threﬁ more then the button
down, that when we start eollege thislfa;i we'll--she” 1l

fall for so;e wind-and-shit-bag Marxist. When everyone
sorambleo and screamed for the button she'd thrown in the'
grass, she shook her dark hair and said it was all a "dirty
sweaty waste of time," I said she didn't héve'to be a kill-
joy, ehe dropped her.shovel and left early, I picked her old ‘
white sun hat up off the grass and felt like t0551ng it into
the nearest pit. . . .The phone s just a room away 'but I'm
not ready to call her. Her hat sits over on my desk, squat,

. its top squashed. I stare over at it. . . .The dig ggé

dirty and sweaty. Did she--oh God, it could be, I remember
her'iiﬁping one afterncon after the dig, i see dir£ smearedh

on her face--did she work -the six dafs because I wanted her

to? .
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Who says I've lost the é£ea1tb I had as a- kid?
'Here I am at the end of the hall floor, elbows on knees and
chin in hands, feet 1owered onto the top step. . . Vletnam.
Would that Barbara were down there and Gramp might've met
. P ' ,

his match. I've héard all this before, his explanation of
the Domino Theory as if ingere his own iﬁventioq; So. what.
I listen for a new twist to the aigument; the méasliest new
twist. . . . But he's raving, you'd think he's on a soapbox. .

Why doesn't someone throw a pillow at him? . . .Closer

voices draw me in, voices from, the foot of the stairs and the

f -

hallway. . . .
IMOM} Leave the cfutches-herg, Mom. Now get ho;d of
the bannister. I‘ll'hé}d you on this. side. '
GRAMMIE: . . .so helpless.
‘MOM (1aughipg uneasily) : Ilhope you don't have t6
go real bad. It might take a while tc get up there.
- WHAT AM I DOING HERE-WITH MY CHIN iN MY HANDS—--HOW
WOULD I EXPLAIN SITTING STARING INTO SPACE LIKE A DODO? Back

.
to my room on my hands and knees. . . .Crawling. . . .My

second childhood already. ., . .Sweaty palms sticking to the

. tiles. . . .My room, my beloved room. . . .My feet on the

pillow and, there, my head at the foot of the bed near the
door and the updrlftlng voices. . . .My heart drummlng so

hard it Seems to be in my ears. . - .
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GRAMMIE: It's good I'm light'as a feather. Whew,
Erother! |

MOM: An elevator would sure comé in handy.

GRAMMIE: What I neeé}s a mégic;carpét.-

(A magic carpet! I see her on it, cross-legged in
her crimson and golden slippers, her joints healed;)

EOM: Whaaaa! We'll both go down! |

GRAMMIE: You calm down, justméalm dowﬁ! Whew,

brother!

I start shaking and ;eeh to see her falling, -

~tumbling over the steel edges of the.sﬁairs. Are her slip-

pers slippery? I can hardly breathe or move a muscle. No
sounds but the squeaking of the bannister screws agd the
scudding of shoes. . .-.They loudly sigh with relief at the
top. Grammie says, "Whew, Biother," once more, slower, her
voice almost £reaking in pain. * I too want to shout Whew,
brotHer! She tries to laugh, “Th;t was harder oh you than
me," and Mom laughs,in.agreement,_ﬁer voice shaking. . . .I
too shake and feel the tightness in'my legs and ‘arms return.
Is arthritus hereditary? Right now I want a magic carpet to
get me-away from the stumbling sound of her feet, from digs

édd,long marches’ and eavesdropping.  Yet there aren't any

' magic carpets, so what can I do but listen? . . .Here they

come. I'll roll over on one side and shut my eyes, pretend

I'm asleep when,they pass the room. . .

-

Fake sleep turned into real .sleep and Gramp bellowed
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upstairs to_wake me for supper. Here at the diningroom”

table, surrounded by all these familiar faces, I--.
"Jeff, you 1ook serious as a judge,"” says Mom.
"Prob'ly_&ad a scrap wiFh h;s womén," says Dad.
My mouth's full of food&so I say_nothing. Passfng

cranberry acfoSs tﬁe taﬁle to Gra. ie I try to remember a

|

dream from minﬁtes aga, but nothiné-cq es back except that -
Barbara was in it. In the pa;t week‘éhé_may have done some-
thing good enough to make me almost cry, but even if she
didn't--even if she cohtinued_at.the dig for some other‘
reason than me-~-I know what to do now, for now. . ..:Aftér"
supper i‘ll walk to her house with hér hat in my hand and
pull the hat.down onto my head before she comes to the door.
Maybe she'l} grab the hat éff my head, call me a clown and
ask what’ I want. If so, she's bitchie; than I'd ever '
imagined. . ...Maybe she'll smilé and open her arms. or .

maybe‘she'll 5esitate, her handb-on.her hips, and a few

moments will pass before we touch.

.
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Delivering newspapers in a snowstorm when I was ten,

'I was ransacking my bralns for proof that -God ex;stgé/ Since

my face ‘was bltten by cold and snow was sllpplng d wn a hole
\__/
in one of my b00ts, I was not conceiving any precoc1ous

version of the‘Argument from Dgsign) No, as I thumped ice

“from a mailbox and drqued a hewspaper in,.i was thinking of

mothers and spinsters. Women who are marrled have babies, .

o
I teld myself, and Great Aunt Laura who isn't married has
'

never had a baby. What keeps spinsters from having babies?

'It couldn't be even the wildest luck so it must be God! In

the blinding cold I felt like a walking fire and the load of
papers on my shoulder seemed to lighté;.l

In a few weeks I came upon a chapter about the human

‘ body in myifisterfS'Biology_text and Great’ Aunt Laura ceased

to be proof of God. Tonight 1 am not sure if she was proof
of anything as I bounce my son on my knee at the diningroom

table, making duck-like sounds in his ear now and then, and

‘look through this splitting envelope of poems and sayings.she

copied out with a black fountain pen. When my grandmother
gave me the envelope last night she said, "I don't know if

there's anythlng left for you: Maybe you 4 like these.

te
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There was no eievator so¢ we would trudge ﬁp toe the
top‘fleor of the apartment house that had once beenla furpi-
ture ﬁabtory, up long flights'ef hroad, dimly?iit, eerily
quiet ‘'stairs. I bluné close to my'fether's side. Then came'
the years I liked being frightened, glanc1ng over the ban-
nlster to shadowy corners expecting to see a - man-size splder

or a grinning skeleton. The’ stalrs and halls were not just .

dustless but-bare of all signs of life, so you could hardly

believe anyone lived there.’ "I'Qg ge nuts if I spent a night
here," éally or Shirley once said. "Shhh. You don't want
Aunt Laura to hear. you say that," my mother thsperea. |
My father would tug a cord over the‘door, ringing a
row of bells. Before'ee saw her-we hould biink as light
streamed over us through the opened aeor.. The window with

white curtains in the far side of the room stretched from

. the floox half way to the ceiling. Over the floor lay a

thick white carpet with purple designsg, triangles in.squareé{

stars 'in circles.

The first summer she showed us the black‘leether boof
I tried to reach the cord over the door but coeldn't until my
father lifted me. The bells jihgled; startling after the
dead quiet of the stairs, then:ehe stood before us nodding .

not just her head but all her body. Her eyes were small but

she was big, her head low between her shoulders as if she had
~
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no neck. ;she 1aughed softly, "Why wLat a surprise!” shough
-m§ father had phoned that-mprning from mf:grandfafher;s farm
where we Qere spending the &eek.'

~"The weatherman was on_our side until this/after-
noon," my father said, pulling off his-wet jackét

| " mJust so long as it doesn't thunder," she|said, sﬁill
laughing nervouély} She pﬁrsed her .1ipe crookedly and looked
:down at me, her small eyes bright behind‘wire—fr med'glaséés.
“I.pdt my *hands over my ‘ears if it thunders. i/:et you do
too." s .

“I}m nbt scared- of thuhder,“ I said. My parents
) 1éughed and she pursed her lips .again; seemed to frown.

After piligé ;ll the;jaquts ipto their arms she and
my mother headed back toward the kitchen. Sally and Shirleyl_
laﬁghed silently.and pointgd at mey there's no time you hate '\
ha&ing identiﬁal twin sisters more than_whe; they laugh at
you'identicaily. As soon as I satrin one of tﬁe.folding |
';metal éhairs.I-@as tempted to.switch into one of the huge
.leathéf chairs. Howevgr,'as my mother returned té;the°room
sheféettied @nﬁo oné and Aunt Laura said to my father,‘"The
oﬁhéf big'chaif,'fhaﬁ's for you.'¥ She paid no atﬁﬁé:;on to
his proéésts and sat in_a metal chair liké my sisters and me.

The chbir.lookéd too small for her.

Her ﬁsuél recipe card of questions was curled in one
of her h@hdé; she peeked down ‘at it, trying to keep it
covéred‘with herkother hang. "Now—ho&'re your legs holding'
.out?" she‘asked‘my father, glancing up fromlher card. "I

A .
]
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never could figqure out how you mailmen walk ‘all those miles
every blessed day of life." I hardly listenedfga the usual

updating of our health, family life, chu’!h life and school

", life. sSoon I felt so awkward sitting up straight, my

‘sisters Qith their -hands neatly folded smirking at me, that
I stood and walked over to th¢.£ali window:

It was still ;aining bu£ even tﬁe dirty white sky liF
up the room. Since the window started-at the floor I éoéld

watch my feet and the\ftreet below almost at the same time.
. ~ .

Four. floors down a limping\bgpeheaded man picked up- a king-
- g _

size pop bottle off the sidewalk. I saw myself buying a

s
e,

king-size 7-Up, swigging it in one of the leather chairs- -

and loudly burping. Across t room, ‘I remembered, hung a

framed picture--later I learned a Currier and Ives print--

. illustrating the fate of a drun%ard, shabby clothes and

black sunken eyes.

Through tie window I éay the small white Customs
building with a Red Ensign and.a Stars and Stripes fiapping
wetly side by side, gulls wheeling in the rain‘above the
bridge. Behind me Aunt Laura said, "I'll go get the box of

things for Bernie."” I didn't turn around until she left the

-~

t room.

My father was waiking toward me so I turned back to
the window. He put his hands.bh my shoulders saying, "You'
bé'c;reful, one step out there and you’fe gone. See that
white building, thaf's whére she worked—élike'thelmen in

uniforms when we went to Calais."
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"I know, you told me yestétdéy." A day earlier
Calais had seemed a more adventurous world that St. Stephén
despite the similarity of the two towns' houses and streets;

over grocery stores there were bgkr signs that had made my

father shake his head, in the post office there were wanted"

crim}nal posters 1'd seen beforedbnly in cowboy movies.

The grocery box of £oys was wide in Aunt Laura's
arms so she almost waddled. "Here, Bernie, don't let us
old fdgies keép you from having fun!" she called. I would
rather have stayed by myself watching the gulls in the rain
and walking arouqd inspécting pictures on the wall%,]but I
followed my father back to the family. ,

Sﬁuatting on the carpetnin the midst of the chairs, I
reached into thé.box for the plastic bag of dominoeé. Aunt

\paura‘s.recipe cérd questions were over. Now she and my
parents talkeé randomly about our relatives. I had ;bout
forty-five cousiné on that side of the family, a lot of

“Littles to talk-aboﬁt,' i'stérted buildina‘a domino fort

id the snow of the white ¢arpet. Sally and Shirley sat

+

-

straight as if there yere ihvschq9l with the district super-
intendant Viq}ting;'their,redffbcks were pillars of fire
beyond my domino fort. -
; Finally my father said, "Bernie was wéndering about
" 'your work at Customs.”
"Now what would you like to know?" Aunt Laura asked

me, looking down sc her glasses slipped on her short nose and

_her deeply-creased 5owls sagged.\ My mother smiled. I
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wanted to throw a dohino in my father's face.
"You checked cars like the guys do now, dldja°"-1
'blurted ' - -
"I'cﬁecked folks coming heré, I checked foiks leaving
here, " shé.began while I stared at my fort. QOne time my
boss wanted me to do just office Qork but I argued him out
. of it, he was scared for me, it was.in the Prohibition.
Then I--the Prohibition,'you-can ask your father about that--
then I had to watch out for gueer humps in the seats, they
would tear out stuffing and hide liquor inside. Once there
was a paper bag in a back.wi;dow, they said it was string-
beans ‘but it looked queer for that. Things/éidézs looked
queer, not just in the Prohibition, I'd know all sorts of
eyil things were crossing the border. But most the time I
just‘waved thém by, 'How much did you buy, félks?' I'd say-
" and they'd say, 'Oh nothing but this tub of ice cream.' T
wasn't going to ask . to see the inside of every tub of ice_
cream, though péison or anything could've bean hig in

them."

- She looked from face to face searching for something

more to séy, then cried, "What d'you say, time for treatsz”,
While she ahd my mother started toward the kitchen for the
usual gingersnaps and juice glasses of milk, I knocked over
the dominoces, droppéd them into tﬁe'ﬁléétic.bag and sat
back in the metal chair. —

All of us except her were siééing milk and trying to

it

ﬁrap gingersnap crumbs in our napkins when she clapped her
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hands and said, "I almost foryot, there's a book 1 thought
you all would like to see, a little leather book in the toy-
box." _ s | |

“You.finé iE,_Bernie," my mother saié. I put the
rest of a gingersnap into my mouth, went down on my hands
and knees and rifled through tiddlywinks and magnets and
snakes-and-ladders ungil I held up a small black book.

"Oh a New Testament, " said Shirley.

"No it looks like a diary," said Sally.

The cover was leather with gold lettering: FAMOQUS
NUDES. WNot knowing what nudes were, I.opened the book.

I threw down the book andAyelped. Her laughFer rang
around me. "Thét's not a bdok!" I cried, flexing my fingers,
bits of gingersnap flying from my mouth.

Puzzled, ﬁy mother and éisters bent forward in their
chairs. My fa@her picked up the book and ppened'it; he too
yelped but kept the book open. Guffawing he shoﬁéd the in-

side to everyoneh.and everyone except me laughed. Inside

_the book there were no pages, only the bottom of a box, a

set of wires and two small batteries.

_Two summers later came the afternoon my parents,
attending a funeral in‘towp, left my sisters and me at Aunt
Laura's. ' The FAMOUS NUDES joke had not changed my feeling
the apartment house was more 1ntrlgu1ng than Aunt Laura
herself, for the joke had been at my expense and wounded my

¥

pride. It wasn't until that other afternoon I began to

2
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feel she was the freest spirit among my relatives.

I was standing-in front of her glass and walnut book-
case by the rain-blurred window. 1In the centre of the
room Sally and Shirley were flipping through the Royal-
Family scrapbook, which was so heavy they sat on their knees
.on the floor with it opened across the carpeﬁ. "See what
a nice young man Prince Phillip was," ﬁunt'Laura said,
standing over them with her arms folded. "And Bernié, I
see you}re looking at my books." Unfoléing her arms she

started toward me in_her heavy leather shoes. I gulped down

the rest of my milk, feeling cheated and thinking juice

glasses are only for juice. "See all my polar exploration.
" books," she .said as she reached me. "I always wanted to be

a polar explorer." She swung open the doors of the bockcase,
lifted out a small plague map of P.E:I. and set it on the

top between two pots of African violets.

Land of the Long Day. The Outpost of the Lost. The

Friendly Arctic. The Heart of the Antarctic. Little

America. Ten Thousand Miles with a Dogsled. Heroes of the

Farthest North and the Farthest South. On the Top of the
world. '
Surpriéed, I put my empty glass between the pots of

African violets. . I had never imagined she cared about any-

thing like polar exploration. "This is one of the saddest,"
. . [ ]
she said, hauling out an emerald gréen book. "See, Scott's

Last Expedition. Mr. Scott was an Englishman who just

missed being first to the South Pole--poor man, he never
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came back. There's lots of good stories ébout the North
Pole, too. Did you hear about the folks who tried to go

there in a big.balloon? After a few days they got weighed

- down by ice and started walking home. We never would've

known much about their trip except years later they;wére
found buried in snow in tents, with picture negatives."”

I was thinking of the back yard of our neighbours
who ran_a‘refrigeration éervice; whenever a baseball was.
slugged in among the abandoned fridges and freezers and I
was playing outfield, I walked gingerly among the white
hulks ekpecting a door to sprihg open revealing a blue
frozen chiid.

"ﬁow this is another céée,“ she said, helding up a

book whose spine said simply The North Pole. "Robert Peary

wrote it so I don't know why I keep it. Bernie, let me ask’

 you something--who first reached the North Pole?"

I said, "That guy, Peary," though I wasn't sure.

"As I was. afraid," she s&id, looking away from me
down at‘the-dark book. I stepped away from the bookcase.
ﬁy sisters had set aside the scrapbook,léally now leafing
through yellowed sheet music on the piano Aunt Laura had
never learned to play, Shirley peering closely at Currier
and IQes Prints on the walls. "Sally," Aunt Laura called
tq Shirley so both girls turned. "Tell me, who reached the
North Pole fi“rst?"l v

Since Aunt Laura was addressing Shifley, Sally

hiding a smile spun back around on the piano stool and
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began banging out a new Top Twenty tuhe. Shirley took a
gingerénap from the coffee table and said, "Who discovered
the North Pole? Ah, I think Peary.".

Still holding The North Pole Aunt Laura slowly wélked

over to one of thé leather chairs, settled into it rand
sighed deeply. With the book in her lap she stretched her
short arms along the armrests. "As I was afraid," she

said again. "Listen, children, I keep this book even though
it's full of lies. That worries me, if you keep encugh
books oflliés you're sure to start lying." Shirley shrugged
at me and sat in one of the metal chairs. Sally stopped -
playing the piaﬁo and swung ardund to. face us. I shrugged
at her and began walking over to sit, . at last, in one of

the leather chairs. ™You folks think Peary did it because
everyone told you so, but he didn't, Ffedericﬁ Cook did a

yYear before. Everyone thought Peary did because he was

"the proudest man you've ever seen. Mr. Cook was different,

no liar or bragger, only a bit of money from his own
pocket. Peary had all he wanted from the National Geogra-

phic and their likes. And do y9®u know whét Peary's ship was

cailed? The Roosevelt. And Rdosevelt was President then,
indeed." '

"I thought Roosevelt was President in World War II,"
Sally broke in, squeaking the stoal.

Under and afo@nd me the chair was soft but sturdy,
as relaxing as I had hoped. I put my arms up on the armrests

and drummed my fingers lightly on the leather. -

e et T T
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“Thgre's twor of those Roosevelts, the first was the
~one who was buddy-buddy with Peary, the second was the one
you mean. He wagn't much better, he fought with his wife
and she was actually the smart one.: But Peary, after Peary
got back one of his Eskimo friends joked the gdevil must'vef
had trouble with Mrs. Devil because the trip back was almost
too fast to believe. Well it was too fast to believe, and
the devil wasn't having trouble with his wife, the devil
was there all along helping that Peary."
"The devil?" I ésked;'no longer believing in the
devil any more than-in Santa Claus. But it was Qpe only
part ¢f her story I questioned:

"1 first learned of the whole business when 'I got

the National Geographics with the first r%ports by Peary and.
Mr. Cpok. I kéew Mr;'Cook was truer than true, jusf-the way
he wrote told you so, so I‘felt awful when the scientists
-said.hé was lying. I threw that Geograghic, and all the
others, in the stove." ‘ '

My fingers stopped drumming the leather. Already I
knew I would repéat her stories to ﬁy friends and preface '

them by saying I have. this neat great-aunt who wanted to be.

a polar explorer once. That Mr. Cook, I was sure, was

closer to her than Prince Ehillip. I tipped my headvup'-
toward he: and said, "That Peafy sounds dumb. I bef you're
right." ‘

She smiled weakly. "You're a smart 5oy. Maybe you'll

make our family famous as a missionary or something like

L
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that--maybe’ even -a eﬁplorer.“ ‘Her brief smile died. "Your
sisters iqok‘liké they think Peary's the one. They must

think I'm a old nut."

'

"Oh no, oh no!" they cried.
’ . o

Much I learned about her, of course, I learned
secondhand.

A family reunion was held on my-grandfather's farm
when I was thirteen, an age when such occasions are some-
thiﬁé_of an embarrassment. With bof éousins you no longer

have hay fights or float sticks down the brook or frig with

~the radio dial for Redsox games. You can no longer be in-

. : ‘
different to girl cousins, your eyes landing on the top

buttons of their blouses; when you itch to‘puLl off those

.

:5‘bu£tdns you turn away sheepishly, know you aren't

supposed Eé haQe such thoughts about your cousins.

- My . cousin Phyllis wearing a thin pink blouse was
Qtapding by the barbecue, bobbing the ice tubes in ‘her
lemcnade with a straw. My cousin €larence came up to me,

cracked a crookedlgrin and asked, "Whatcha lookin at?"

"Nothin. Nothin." I turned my back on Clarence and

- walked to the‘powl of potato chips on ‘a card’table set up

in the'grass. ’étayiﬁg by the table I began gobbiing down
chips. Behind me a circle of my aunts in lawﬁqhairs were
falking.

f "She brought us milk and giggersnaps," ?regnant Aunt

Eunice was saying in her scratchy voice, “then_she got
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talking about thé reunion today. 'You call it a family
reunion,' she said, 'and I understand by “famlly" you mean .
Ann ‘and Mr. Little and their children and grandchildren.
I underetand that. But what about the great—aunts? TherefsA'
Beulah and Eileen and me, we'd like a picnic with all you

folks, a Great Aunts' Day.' That's what she said, TGreat

 Aunts' Day'! I had to cover my mouth to keep from-laughing!"
‘Aunts Eunice,;GloriH; Ginger and Margaret laughed.
I licked my salty fingers, glad to get my mind of £ my cousin
Plelis' bloeseﬁ L
"I'1ll have to tell you about last Chrlstmas,“ Aunt
Ginger, laughing already.~ "She sent us a box of chocolates
like usual, but this time it was a grfferent box with a
kind of ballroom picture on it. A woman in the picture'had
a skimpy gown on, with her. . ;her cleavage I guess they
call it, showing a iot, and sure encugh Aunt Laura had stucr
a Christmas seal .over the woman!” _

"I took a swig of lemonade and glanced around the yard
at my girl cousins, amusing myself wondering which ones would-
become‘spinsters. I was-at an age when old wgmeQ< even Aunt
' Ladratafter she -had shown me her passion for polar explora-~ -
‘tlon, were nothing but old ladles, with their flower print
.dresses, Stlff walks and failing memorles, they were neither
girls nor women. No anecdotes could belittle them. My
cousin Doris.was sitting under a tree, sweat making her
short spiky-hair spikier; maybe she wouiq be the spinster.

Behind me Aunt Gloria was talking excitedly as if
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‘she were drunk, though I knew none of my aunts or uncles

drank. "You just won't be}ieve me but I;couldﬁpa&f‘Gﬁf?ﬂﬂ_ﬂ—-_——f——_iﬂ—?

barbecue_éoing? You see; we gave her sugpgr_ahd afterward
Gary ;riea to think of a game she ﬁiéht like to play——not-
bridge, knowipg;she thinks pYaying cards are only fit for
sa%oons. S50 he thought of what other card games we ﬂéd,'

and before he knew it he'd asked her "if she'd like to play.

.01d Maid! She snapped,_ 'What've I done to deserve that?'
'and no matter what we said she still thought he'd insulted

-her on purpose!" ' : ’ ) . i

I let out a laugh like.a bark...'I left the bowl of : ‘%
chips and started searching for a tree to sit under, pressed

on all sides by a blur of cousins and aunts and uncles. If

I had thought of it I would've envied Aunt Laura alone in

her épafiment; My cousin Clarence came back up to me and \
2

said, "Pink lemonade, pink blouse,fndt‘pad."

. e L e . ‘.
The next morning Uncle Thurston invited fie to St. * ... %
Andrews to see the migrating geese and brant by the seél‘,

He did not tell me we were driving into St. Stephen- first to . ;

~

pick ﬁp Aunt Laura. Howeyer, -I sat in the back and she sat” z

ip the front wearing a blue hat shaped like,a cake tin.so I i

didn't have to answer “questioné.from her. The sick sdund

of Uncle Thurston's car was so loud I couldn't hear him*

oL

and Aunt Laura talking. .t

Uncle Thurston was my only uncle who smoked and as

we drove past his and my grandfather's farm, ‘then past

*

\

=
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Great Auht Eileen's farm, he instructed me over his shoulder
" to handroll 3 c1garette for him. When I leaned over the

seat Aunt Laura was talklng about a letter she hag written

‘to the TelegraE about the cruelty of loghauling contests.

"Blueberry plcklng " she sald "Someone was foolish enough

'to write back it'sg no worse than blueberry picking!*

"Oh it don't hurt the horses any " Uncle Thurston
said.

"What I'd like to see sometime is the horses maklng

_the men pull the logs. Bernle, don't ple up your uncle's

baq habits, one smoker 1n the famlly S more than enough
After handlng Uncle Thurston a sklnny cigarette I
sat back into 51lence. I couldn t make out her words again

until the car stopped by the sea near flocks of geese and

'brant bobblng blobs of black grey and white in the grey

water.
Because the wind was strong, bending tall grasses

beyond the car ang moanlng against the windshield, we stayed

"in the car w1th ‘the windows &p "These are better than any

bincculars’ you can get sheé sa;& taking an old pair of

opera glasses from her purse "Lovely, lovely, just look

S

at them all," ghe said with the opera glasses pressed
against her glasses. "Just think how far they're going to
fly."[ - ‘ :0

With my Chln in my armsig—leaned over the seat and

after a mlnute she handed the- glasses back to me. When 1
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on the windshield. "Can I

take these outside for a minute?"

I asked. N I ' -

"Yes it'sftoo windy for me,“.she said. " "But you go

out.,"

Wind whipped at my shi;t ;s I walked beyqnd the car,
through tall grasses §nd up onto large ¥lat black rocks.
This time looking through the glas§es I;édcussed Fﬁeﬁ
by spinning the knobs. Though nobgdy-would've caught me

L

dead ‘using Aunt Laura's words lovelz;-lovely my blooa seemed

to warm and my body lighten while I watched the hundreds of - .

geese and brant;cﬂqse enough Qou_cquld see‘eyes like shiny
‘blaék beads. The sea made a steady lapping'sound ;nd honks
and cries of'birds'driféed in the wind. -I wanted £o cling
to é&e back of a goo;e and be rarried in%q the sky down the
seaboard, inntea‘at by strangers as a hump on the baqkrof
a éoose in a high moving V. Turning back to the c%r I saw
Aunt Laura's face behind the windshieia‘distqrted by light.
She had led me to thé geese yet she was shut inside a car
énd I was out in the open,.wind.pushing-at my back as -I
climbed off the black rocks. |

In my first year of high'schooi I asked for and
received -a pair of nowghbes Eof Christmas. 'fhroughlJanu—
ary and Febtuagy I trekked at least once a wgek thrdugh
the woodé behindvthe citz ove;\ﬁresﬁ soft snow, loose

crystalline snow and glazed crusted snow.' Ever since a

girl had snubbed me in the fall nothing had helped me bear

A

-
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my certalnty I would end up a crotchety bachelor more than

those wxnter walks; I revelled in thelr loneliness. Through

-that'winter and the next summer I read Gerald Burrell on his

explorations}in Paraguay, Australia and the Cameroons,

-

Jacques Cousteap on his deepsea probes, and Thor Heyerdahl

on his Kon -Tiki and Aku—Aku expeditions, imagining books by _

Bernie thtle would one day rest beside theirs.

h Then in- the second year of hlgh school I started

~'&-seei_ng a lot of- Judy, the g1r1 next door. We had‘'lived side

'by side all our lives yet never talked to one ancther much

-

- until we did a joint project on Cousteau for Geography class.

The first night I kissed her, pressing her‘up against the
thofny hedge'between\our housee after we'd heen working on
Coustean, I whiaﬁered I waﬂ%ed to be alone with herrin a
submarine at the bottom of the sea. "Ouch" was all .she
said. '

We had geen going together for nearly a sqhool.year

H)

"when Aunt Laura, came to Fredericton by bus'on a blistering

‘gay in June. Judy and }Whad been watching volleyball at

,the_sogggivwhen my father picked us up on his way to the
g ‘2} . .

S.M.T. stations I gardly recognized her walking out of the
statlon except for her blue hat. She had on a long grey

coat that gouldn't hlde how much weight she had lost, and

" a new larger pair of glasses that made her eyes look even-

r

smaller. Despite the heat I rolled up the window at my
side;-my father had warned us the windows would go up since

Aunt Laura believed the least draught in a car will give you

P
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"the chills."
The car heaved as my father backed away from'the_
station. While Aunt Laura in the front seat began asking

about the family, "How're the girls liking college?" Judy

put her lips against my ear and whispered, "That trick

_nuaes book--is she the one?" I nodded and smiled.

Sunlight falling over her face, Aunt Laura tried to
adjust the visér. "The bus was ‘grand, there was green in

the windows to take care of the light. The driver was a

- real gentlemen, more than you can say sometimes. I was in

the front seat, you know how my legs are now."

Judy tugged her tight T-shirt and whlspered "Hot

.~ : ~

as hell!"™

"Well We-ddn't want .to talk about my legs.”‘ She
started laughing. "You know“what I want for dessert tonight.
Ice_creAm, ice cream is always what Aunt Laura likes!'"
As a fire engine drove up‘bepind us, the siren

1
screaming, she put her hands over her ears. My father.

‘pulled the ‘car over to thé curb. Even with the windows shut

the sound rang around us. Secretly I watched Judy as she

watched the fire engine. A tficxle of sweat slipped around

. her collar bone and, oh, between her breasts.

Aunt Laura kept her hands over her ears even when the

-

siren sound was beyond us. Only when the car jerked back

into the street did she drop her pands-and say to my fa_th,erLf

"There's too many fires these days, isn't there? And every-

one goes to watch 4nd just gets in the way, though they have

ot
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no bﬁsiness on earth being there. Don't tell anyone, but
a long time agé I watched a fire from my window and when I
asked myseif, 'Are you enjoying that?' I felt awful and
turned away."

My father swung the carrinto dur dfi?eway more slowly
than usﬁal. "Bernie, you take the suitcase in," he said,
opening his AOOr. Outside the car Judy and Aunt Laura stood
side by side, Judy with sunlight in her drifting black hair,
Aunt Laura with a black purse hung -over ohe arm and her hat
hiding most of her, hair. "Thanks for the drive, Mister Chaf-
feur," Judy said. "And have a good visit,‘AuntﬁLaura.l«
That's a beautiful oid suitcase you have."

"Oh. Yes." Aunt Laura lcoked startled, turnhing to
Judy. I ran my hand uﬁ Judy's baék a moment before she
started along”the thorny hedge to‘her hcouse. I was sure
Aunt Laura had forgotten Judy had been in the caf, s0 I
carried the suitgase somewhat begrddgingly, swinging it so
carelessly to the house it struck a corner of the doorway.

At supper my father stumbled over graée, he had not
said it for so long. As we started passing dishes around
the table he said, "Bernie here became quife the snowshoer
a couple of winters ago, oﬁf to the woods‘everf weekend.

One time he really Tisjudged how long his walk would take,
and we were just phoning the Mounties when he stumbled in
the door out of the dark." .

"I was stupid, that's all."

"Agreed,” Sally said. At last she and Shirleyllooked

1

-
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a little diffgrent, hei hair still long but Shirley's cut
short. |
"But Bernie didn't d¢ much snowshoeing last winter,"
my mother said. "He.and Judy are thick as thieves.”
‘ "I'd like to see the Arctic by airplane but you know

I've never flown," Aunt Laura said. "I'd be scared out of

my wits in a airplane. Every family needs a polar explorer-.

-

but I'm a little old for that."

"You going to P.E.I. again this summer?" asked

"Géod meat'ioaf," said my father.

"Nao, my legs. . « .It's hard to get around these
déys," Aunt- Laura said, léoking down at her plate so.I saw
a bald spot in the centre of her head.

'It was then our cat Cleopatra started scratching at
the back screen door. I left the table and the diningroom
and let éleopatfa in. Before I coyld gfab her with the dead
bird in her mouth she scurried through ‘the kitthen into the 
diningro;m and stopped by Aunt Laura, dropping the limp bird-
at her feef. .

: Whgn Aunt Laura's fork fell ffom her hand it iang
aéainst the side of her plate. .She pushed her chair baék
and stood up,'cried out and put one of her £hick-ueincd
hands over her mouth. "Cleo brought you a present," my
mother said. -

Returning to the table and nearly bumping into Aunt

Laura, I looked into her eyes. They seemed to widen as she
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élared down at Cleo. "That's a bad cat, é evil cat,"»she
saidf her eyes so ‘celd and unforgiving they startled me. f
pushed Cleo out of the Qiningroom with the toe of my sneaker.
My father picked up the dead bird in a napkin and headed
outdoors to the garbage. ‘

"I don't know why she does it," Sally said. "We feed
her plengy." ‘Aunt Laura stood motionless by her chair,
looking down at the tile where the bird had been. Bent over
with g hapkin‘I wiped a string of blood off the floof.
Slowly:Aunt Laura sat back down, ﬂ;r face pale and her 1lips

trembling. She had lost her appetite, and even ice cream

didn't completely cheer her up.

:Homents ago Judy lifted The Little One off my knee
to take him into his crib, and I finished reading. the pieces
of paper strewn here over the diningroom table--white paper,

biue paper, lined paper, unlined paper,- backs of cut-up

Christmas cards. -On ha;i\gf'them Aunt Laura printed out

poems- by Patience Strong, R. McCann and Edna Jacgues about ‘.

cooking, duties, daughters, spring sales and spring. Have
¢ : -
I. any right to say whether she was a happy woman? That

question's a thorn in me when I read a thing like this,

-

"Career Woman": .

Coming home to the radio

And a room with a rosy light,

Quiet and clean and filled with peace,
Safe Irom the troubled night.

A gleaming window across the-street
Gay as a Christmas tree
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And a little chair with a pleated frill
Waitin' there for me.

Even replacing the little frilled chair with a big leather
chair, I wonder how often she cctld have found comfort in
those words before they rang false, false, false in her .ears.

With the cr?ss curiosity of a movie magazine reader
I hoped tonight to'find some ﬁint of a man in her life. The
only time I've heard. the subject raised was the day after I
watched the ge;se and brant, when my father said to mv
mother, "She always wanted someone special, Mother says. -
Would never seétle;for anyone less that what she read about

in books." Among these pieces of paper I found the words,

E. P. has helped me improve my conversation and Since E. P.

I have had better manners on the back of a tattered booklet,

and imagined a Mr. E. P. who courted her at one time, a Mr.

E. P. who perhaps played her piano; then I flipped the book-"

let over and saw the title Effective Phrases for All Occa-

sions.
Among all the sayings she copied down (eg. an idle

brain is the devil's workshop) one caught my eye. At least

.
one daughter in every generation ought to remain unmarrieg,

said someone named Johm H. Holmes, to raise the profession

of auntship to a f}ne art.” Maybe when she first read those
words she felt a crown drop upon her head or a sword upon
her shouider} maybe a week later she laughed bitterly. How
could she raise auntship to a fine art when éhe saw all of
us so seldom? Who wouldn't laugh at the idea of mérking

a !

G‘Fat Aunts' Day on calendars?
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As for me, my Kon-Tiki is this spacious old apartment
in the city where I was born. Judy and I were History majors
in college here when we were married, our friends scrawling
GIRL NEXT DOOR‘HOOKS BOY NEXT DOOR in lipstick on our wed- ;
ding car; now there are moments when I recall that iipstick
scrawl like an uneasy dréam and feel that_Judy——my wise warm
woman I would die without, but never a‘dféamer--did hook me,
all-too-willing me. Soon The_Little One was on his wéy (The
Little One! Sometimes that punning nickname seems silly).,
Judy became a clerk in the antiques shop down the street and
I became a researcher/writer for the Dép%thent of Togrism,
extolling the .glories and_wondérs (barf, barf) of the
"Picture Province." Thé boy who_snowshoed in the woods
shakes his fist at me mockingly. I ghout dack at him, Easy

for you to have big schemes! but I feel nothing can hide a

cowardice in those words.

ﬁfter Aunt Laura's visit on the blistering dune day
I didn't see her again for six years. My parents continued
to call on her once each sﬁmmer but my sisters and I were
always busy with'summer jobs or summer school. She moved
into an 0ld Folks' Home and travellihg became too hard for
" her to é%éw?ub aé the wedding, though she sent us Richard '

Halliburton's geven League Boots as a gift.

During the Christmas holidays last winter Judy and I
were at my grandparents' for the day when Aunt Laura calZFd
the farm. My grandmother signalled me from across the r om

1
and for the first and last time I heard Aunt Laura over a
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phone, her voice wisp;er than I remembered: ™I have a old
pair of curtains, would you ané. . .what's her name? you two
like--like to have them?" By her halting-way of talking I
knew ;he'merely wanted V%sitofs; she would've used the
curtains as bait for anyone who happened to be a; the farm.

‘Ag we drove iﬁto the parking lot of the 0l1d Folks'
Home we saw a stocky stone house, on‘one side a tail chimney,
on the other §ide a long red .fire escape. Judy tock my arm
as we walked over ice to the varnished front door. A blue-
jay hunching in a birch'tree §crea@ed. "Bluejays and wﬁat
elge,'étérlings and shrikes," I said, "are the devils of the
tbi:d world.to Aunt Laura. Hey, if just struck me--I've never
seen her in winter."” |

‘9W;s she getting lonely in her cld apartment, or
what?“'Judy asked, her breath pou;ing‘out.

"After all those years? I doubt it."
"After all those years--adl the more reason, you cad,"

Judy said as the jay screamed and flew to the top cof the
house, clawing at the eaves. .

There was a swishing sound of air as the door swung
open. Unexpectedly it was Aunt Laura already; she must've

been waitiﬁg in the lobby. "Come in, children," she said,
laughing softly. I cauld hardly mumble ‘a few words when I
saw fallen shoulders and a lengthened neck and a Epite wig
with ridiculous bobbed curls on the sides. ) —

-~ Just as T was abdut to make introéuctions she/Ehrﬂég/,
to Judy and said, "You met me once before, I remember, Alice.

-

P
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Don't worry about your rubpers, they‘ré not too snowy aqd
if they are,fine, the janitor here could stand more work.
Now let me show you my room." Up the short winding stair-
case she walked more slowly that she talked. The vermil-
lion carpet pﬁt spots in our eyes after miles of snow. &
dazzling 8ilver chandelier hung from the ceiling. The ver-
million ended at the top of the stairs whére we gtarted down
a tiled hall.

Her room was smaller than the kitchen of her old
apartment. I saw no familiar furniture except the two bul-
lish leather chairs. "Oh dear.theré's‘not enough chairs,
I'll sit on the footstool," she said. Judy and I protested
together. After dropping our coats onto.the bed covered
with & patchwork quilt, I sat on ‘the window ledge between
dark haif;closed curtaiq; and the two women éettled in£0 the
chairs. She looked ashamed I had driven into town to sit
on a window Tedge. When she began staring at Judy's loose
d;esé I said, "bid yoa‘know, Judy's expecting?"

"Seems to me I did hear. Gets hard to keep track of
them, all the children you folks have.”

"all the children?" Judy laughed, her dark eyebrows
lifting. fou folks had meant me and all my cousins, not‘just
us two as Judy thought. '

On a chair beyond the bed there was a small grey TV,
as far as I knew the fifét-she hdd ever owned. "Haven't I
missed Ed Sullivan a lot since they took him off," she said

when she saw me noting the TV. "What I liked best were the

-~
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' live stunts. Don't tell anyone, but I. always  hoped some-

one would make a mistake, lyke a juggler gettlng all the
balls mixed-up. But if 1t.£appened I felt sorry for them
and ashamed for having w1s§ed it. Once I even had the
awful thought that my wishing'it made it happen."

Judy pointed at a pile of bright matching pqéerbacks

on a shelf behind the TV and asked, "Is that The Forsythe

. Saga? On€ of my friends decorated her room to look like a

" Galsworthy setting." .-

"Yes, I tried to read them but my eyes aren'£ wﬂat
they used to be. But I saw them all on TV and weren't they’
grand!" !

I had never even heard the 'word "TV" on her lips
before that afternoon. Glaring at the blank screen I wanted
her to elude every shopworn predictéblé image of living in
an 0ld Folks' Home. . -

"Now th%F Queen ﬁlizabeth series, did you see that?”

"The BBC prcduction. We saw a .couple, thought they
were great;" I said, wanting to throw the TV out the window.

"She was one of our best'Queéns, for one thing she
proved your don't have to marry to be-a good rulgr. That
Trudeau married just‘td have better chances in the next
electibn; that's plain as plain. I don't think he's ever
read English history. I should send him a book about Eliz-
abeth." '

"But Elizabeth never had to worry about the next

election,"” Judy'said, smiling.
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"She ﬁhé.one of our bgst Queens but'those_shows were
a mess. They made her pasty-faced gnﬁ cranky-voiced. And
' they were too nice to the dueen of Scots." |
' ‘There we;é‘ho bocks out in the.room except the
Gélsworthy set.. I was afraid to aék gbbu; the polar exélor—
ation books. They could've been éackedfaway in a box but
more likely (this turned out fo be true) she had sold them
aleong with furnitqre and rugs when she'd moved o;t of her
apartmeqt. Instead I mentioned-a cousiq gﬁout to be married,
and we started a half hour of talk about Littles and Little
kin. At least it kept us away from TV. ,‘ |

Behind my back there grew a sound‘oﬁ snow collécting
in the corners of the wipdow; I turned and.sa; a white
whirling amoﬁg the treeé in the éack yard. J&ét oﬁ%side'her
window the bluejay, or another bluejay, wasuflapping about
knocking-snow off Branches.‘ "In éase the roads get bad. .
. ." I said to Judy. She nodded, I thought thankfully.’

Aupt'Laura stood more slowly than Judy, st;aightened
herself and said, "Oh I almost forgot what yoﬁ came here
for." She shuffled Bver to the TV chair and lifted a long
gréy box from behind it. "The curtéins-are-in here. Light
came through the$ in the morning ‘and woke me, so I bought
those dark ones. These white ones are good fo; youngéters
like you whé haﬁe.to get up early in the-morhing.“
. We slipped on‘our‘coats and were led out’of'tLe room

along the tiled hall down the stairg55e to the lobby where

1
the red cgrpet dully burned our eyes and the chandelier

o s A
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shone. A man in a blue bafhrobe walked past, his moﬁth

wide open and his breath raébing. In the doorway Aunt Laura
said quietly, "I'm the yohnéest here, did you know? Som;—
times I feel frisky as a colt." |

"That's a gorgeous chandelier. I'd like to find out

when it was made," Judy said, pullihg her Hat from her

pocket. "This is such a nice place L wouldn't mind living

here. myself,” : .

. And have to sell nearly everything you'ﬁe got to your

N

nage? I felt 1like asking.

‘"They only let me have ice cream once a month here."

Her wig was slipping up one one side, exposing bare -skin

“over her ear. ."Maybe sometime I'll get you to--to smuggle

me in some gbod kind," she laughed. And those words, except

for her goodbye as Itopened the door and saw her shiver when

~cold air rushed in, were the last words of hers I heard..

We Had driven dut of town when Juﬁy oﬁgned the' long
box écross her lap'and sdid;."We aren:t going to use tﬁese,
are we? They're all yellowed."

"Prob!ly not,* I said. “We‘caﬁ hang onto them anyway,
Alice." I glanced over at Judy, cleared my throat and
asked, “Hgy,.who‘first'reached tﬁ; North Pole?"

"Don't you know that? Robert Peary.”

1 shook my head saying, "As I was afraid, as I was
afraid," and when she begged me to explain myself I smiled

slyly and said nothing. Snow was wisping across the road,

making sharp wet sounds against the windshield. Wrapped in-
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heévy furs and standing on a dogsled, Aunt Laura seemed to
slide rapidly by the front:-of the car. Then the vision

broke and shé was standing'in my family's diningroom, her

' face pale and her lips trembling, while tﬁe cat fled to

" another corner of the house.

It's time to pile theée piecés of péper back into. the
browh envelope and find a 'place in the closet.for_them.
Through the window Judy is-reading a novel oﬁt on the porch;
moths circling the light bﬁlb‘abové her heéd; In that very

chair last night I sat reading a traVel book abcut Chile,

felt how far I am from éhile and covered my face with my

~

hands. 1It's so. quiet I g¢an almost hear our son breathing

in the bedroom down the hall. Who knows, maybe he will be
the exploref, though now he does not kick or cry out in

the night. .

4

T
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) After six months at the canning factoly Wheeler was

sick of the stink of fish. ~Each night when his father
picked himlup and drove back to the farm he still seemed
surrounded by tinlcans flowing off conveyer.belté. Only

when he stepped -intoc the kitchen to smells of beef stew or

coocked cabbage and threw off his coat did he feel miles away

from the cement‘walls: In the last year of schocl he had
bitten his finéernaiis waiting for graduation yet there he
had been able td slﬁmp in his seat or make.eyes at girls;: at
the factory he wqtﬁgg\;?deing and most w meniwére heavy-
hipped mothers of.ﬁany children. '

At least Morris his only frien 'worked:béside him
at the factory, pdshing empty cans ‘from o elt across a
tabie of rollers to another bel?q During that laéé year of
school they had'often screéched their tires up and down ,
streets in town ahd yowled like cats at girls on the side-
walk. ' Though sometimes they passed load of classmates
who raced with bottles of liquor flashing, they themselves--
sons of teetotallers--had never drunk anything strongerlthan
ginger ale. Once when Wheeler tqok three of his'city cousins
on a spin with Morris, by the wharves his cousin Bernie in

: H
the back said, "Don't show off, Wheeler, you'll get us all

160
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All fall in the
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killed," and blushing he mumbled, "Cellege creep."

"Now that Morris spent most evenings with the Algon- -~

- quin's youngest chambermaid the twd friends,@et less often.

-,
-~ .

Lfactory éafeteria Wheeler had been eyeing a

girl who worked somewhere in the building, her bare stomach

.,beWn'belpw roiied-up knotted blouses-*a clue she worked in

[ -

onélof the hotter rooms? At lunch one early’winter day an

older woman came.over to him and Morris with a giant card’
and said, "You two sign this. That girl over by the cash

reéister's marrying some fella from Grand Manan." OCnly she

was by the cash register, her stomach likely warm to touch;

rather than betray himself by writithWheeler Little he

shakily signed Paul McCartnég, recalling how people always

said he looked *like the Beatle with his round slight

‘features and jagged bangs.

.

At the . factory in the first week of ‘-January the
stink of fish was welcome after the smelléss snow of the
Christmas holidays, the noises of machines welcome after the

empty fields and the squabbling of his brother and siéte:.

. . . , ¥
But by Friday the clatter#ng chattering cans again vibrated

nunbness through his fingers. He was hunched in the cafe-.

teria eating chghder when Morris said, "Well big news, my
boy--I'm gettin outa here this fall and going 'to college."
. £ ]

"ngvgo'to college?"” Wheeler grinned. "Whét'll
you.£aké?"' s
"oh jeez, I don't know,'clothes and stuff." )
"No, take, take. What'll you_sfudy."l

\
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" "I dunno. Not Math‘though.. God I hated.Math.
Engineering; might take Engineering.”

Something ticked against'Wheeierrs;teeth, he picked
cut a fish bonehaﬁd mumbléa, "Those cooks're épnna bﬂoke me
yet," thinking less of, the fish bone than of the bald man
who had come to their. school a year earlier and taiked about
college. %he man‘had handed 6ut stapléd informaticn sheets,
then at home Wﬁeeler had balled up his ané thrown them into_
the stove. Puiling 66%7? cigare%te_ﬁe saw‘a?ﬁo:ld beyond
the chattering cans and snow_fieldé, and tightened his lips
in anger that those shéets were now ashes among ashes buried
behind the barn. _.

Rather than wait fo; Morris' mail he sat on the
edge of his bed that night with a'piece of his mother's
lilac—Foloured letter paper over a, car magazine and wrote
to the universit&. Once thé.envelope was sealed he sgt it
on top of his high stack of magazines énd retﬁrned to
the bed with a HockeX.News; -When Malcolm barged in'grinning,

"What's this about youlgoiﬁg to college? Yéu gotta be
kidding!" he charged at him and his brother ran out 'laugh-
ing. Pressing-his nose against his small window ﬁe saw
nothing.in the dark excgpt moonlight on ice—cogted poplars
but: there you wouldn't have Eé drive ten or fifteen miles
for everything, Ehggg‘stoies) #ool halls,_movie'theatres,
.girls and friends were with}n a'walking mile, Already‘ﬁis
hand dould feel the kéy to his own apartment, friends

crowding on the steps at his back.

Y
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After making sure his school‘marks were high enough
for college--just high enough--he painstakingly filled in
forms that had arrived in the mail with a red-covered book
of course descriptions. Through the summer he withstood
five days a week by the empty cans only hecause he knew he
would touch them for the last time "in August. Saving nearly
all his money he watched TV even more than before and did
not -often drive into town to Darre%fs Pool Hall. His only
setback came the night his mother éaid, "Your father and I've
talked to Uncle Harold and he says you can board in ﬁis extra
room this fall.".

"Thought I1I'd get my own apartment.” A soldier on
TV crawled along a muddy trench.

"Uncle Harold won't charge you moch. Anybody
else'd rob ?ou blind, rob you blind."

. . Lying on the couch seemingiy asleep his father sud-
denly asked, "What you got against your Uncle Harold?"

"Nothin. It's just--""

"Three or four a your cousing've boarded Eheré and
they liked it," hié father went on, sitting up. o already
told him you'd be glad to stay with him. He-prob'ly gets
lonely living by hisself like that."

An exasperated spluttering sound broke from his

lips, spittle flying. "O'kay o‘'kay but this's~the last
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time you're making ﬁp myrmind for me," he said, tgrning to-

ward the stairs and buﬁping against his father's legs. o
Towards the end of summer Morris became a bellboy

in the Algonqﬁin to work near his fiancee and shortly before

moving to the c¢ity Wheeler was best man at the wedding. A

few days before the'éeremony, at a party of.the groom's

friends Morris squétted on the floor bes%Fe him and laughed,

"What'sa use a colledge now I've got myself a nice little

wife? Good times every night a life, eh?"

11 _ ' E

Uncle Harold was an insurance salesman whose wife
had died of leukemia before Wheeler's bi;th, he knew as_his
father drove him the seventy miles to the city with a suit- -
case and boxes on the back seet. At the supper table while

the two brothers talked, Wheeler eating in silence noticed

his uncle's silver sideburns were longer than his father's

black ones, his uncle's blue checked pants thinner than his

fathér's mud7coloured'ones. Over their shoulders photos of
%

- overseas trips hung on the kitchen wall.

- "What're you_looking at, this one?” Uncle Harold
asked, touching a photograph of himself sitting on a camel
witp a wide smile; sunglasses and a white hat.’ “That's me
somewhere near Egypt on my trip-to the Hély Land. Not
nearly comfortable as caf§i those camels!" he laughed, the

tic on one side of his face jerking. ﬁothing now interested
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Wheeler except his new room so once he had finished the
bread pudding he :stood aﬁd said, "Great supper. Now I
h;veta unpack," and saw his fapher‘s brow wrinkle at him.'
Down the hall thelwalls'of his room were freshly
painted beige matching the wall-to-wall carpet--a carpe;!——
which he rubbed with his sock feet. He copened the closet
door, tossed his suitcase onto the bed’and threw back the
buckles. Light from the window streamed into the closet,
no plugged mouse-holes of protruding nails.inside. Never
before had-he empti?d a suitcgse or filled a whole rack-of

-

empty hangers. v
Just ;s he finished hanging up his cl§£hes his
father stood in the doorway saying, "I'll be seeing ya.
Haveté make that drive back tonight," then looked away from
Wheeler's eyes and began scratching his head. "You éan call
up your cousin Bernie tonight if you'd like him to show you
around the city," his father went on,.holding ;he doorframe
with both hands. For once feeling no awkwardness Wheeler
stuck out his hand; his father's fidgetting stopped and for
the f%rsp tim;——they had never slept under different foofs——
they shosg hands. "I'll see.ypu out to, the car," Wheeler

said, "the firmness of his own handshake rising up his arm

like a power over his father.

The first two mornings he slept in almost until
noon and lunched on the luxury of sugared grapefruit, the

house seemingly his while his uncle worked downtown. In
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the kitchen windo& listening to hit parade songs on the -
radio he looked down ovér a théusand small roofs of the city
and felt awake with everyone under those roofs. Wandering
all afternoon until his feet ached he bought red and black_
college notebooks and a red and black college jacket which
felt smooth and smelled fresh.

On the tﬁird mofning he woke earlier‘and walked a
mile down the hill to the rink for course registration,
thinking of speeding up to join other students on tﬁe side-
walk and imtroduce himself, ipstead staying behind looking
at his sneakers or the ridge across the river where no houses
stood amidst the sqglid green of trees. 1In the rink long

- N
tables wereljoined to make longer tables where professors
sat waving their hands and pointing at small cards. All
the longest line-ups seemed to string back from tabies he
needed to reach. Licking his lips and clen?ﬁing his fist
he joined a iine, sweat trickling out of his armpit down his
side.

When he left the rink in mid-afternoon his feet
felt so heavy he“glanced down to make sure he had on
sneakers‘rather than boots. Before heading up t; campus he
" sat under a tré; 9pd pulled from his wallet the still-warm
I. D. card, for which he'd lined-up the longest time. On it
his face was hardly recognizable: hair sweat-twisted, one
eyebréw kinked up, mouth hanging open like a dog's.’ As he
stuck the I. D. back intoc his wallet he hoped nobody would

ever gaze at the picture, that face looking beaten-up except

J
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there were no bruises.

Crisscrossing the hillside campus he watched out
for oné of his high school classmates though he didn't know
of any who had come to college. By a tall brick residence
he nearly ran up to a familiar-looking bearded student flying
a kite before he saw it was a étranger. Above the resi-*
dences he entered the library for a drink of w&@sr and
briskly explored the five floo;s, monotony hanging over long
full shelves. A green-uniformed commissionaire on a swivel
chair down by the exit grasped his arm saying, "Hold it,
éonny, you go£ something there?" and he spread out his
folded jacket for the man. "'k," the commissionaire said,

turning away. | Sons-a-bitches' Already calling me a crook

he thougﬁt, shing the glass doors open.

At the cafeterié in the Student Union Building he
ate a céuple of cold Sloppy Joes which reminded him_hié
uncle was a skilled cook despite his tic, his golf, the
liver spots on his hands, the boxes of Gideon Bibles he p
distributed. Beyond his booth én oxen-shouldered man ate
a tub of ice cream, a tiny girl brushed on nail polish,
African students told jokes and laughed pounding the table:

He wanted to speak with someone but not with any of them.

Classes were spread through the day rather than
crammed together, you picked your seat rather than take an
assigned seat, you could sit through class keeping on your

jacket and even smoking. Otherwise college resembled school



168

‘more than he'd imagined, profeésors like teachers speaking
to anyone in the room-opher_than him while he held his pen
helpléssly against a notebook not knowing what was important
anh Qhat wasn'g. At the end of Anthfopology lectures he
seemed to crawl from under a pile of bones; in French when-
ever he stumbled the'saltrand-pepper—haired professor waving
her glasses in her hands chanted vite, vite; in English a
long-haired young man sloﬁching over a podium picked apart
:61d poems vhile Wheeler drew a beard on Queen Elizabeth I on
the cover of ﬂis text. ‘ * '

One Saturday he tore the September page off the
calendar in his room, listening to his Byrds record fromthe
livingroom. Suddenly the music lowered and he rushed out to
the stereo,saw Uncle ngold'returning to the kitchen and the
volume dial'turned back. Later éhat afternoon renting a
locker in the S. U. B; basement he wished he'd roared, the
music back up. ﬁe forgot.all that, thrpwing his books into
the‘locker! feelirg with a pang he needed a friend.even more
than a girl. | . |

>

Ffomfbeyond the room rang ﬁamiliar sounds, pool
ba11; breaking apart and sliding across a table. As he
turnéd a corner th'green of tables met his eyes like
patches of gréss in winter: "Wanna game; Jack?" a redhead
askéd.v Without answering he dropped his 5acket onto thé
floor and in three steps was at the table, where he touched

the green felt surface, picked up a cue and rubbed the tip

against a resin block.
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Though he hadn't played in over a month he shot

" confidently, staying silent while his opponent kept turning

-“around talking to friends at the shuffleboards. "Do you

come from. . ."™ he started but the redhead wasn't listening.
Upon winning he érinned, 1ifted his hands in the air and
kept pu;;ing his arms ué and down until the stranger said,
"Quit showing off, you jérk——think you{d won the fucking
Olympics or something.™ thlé Wheeler slowly lowered his
arms the redhead grabbed books off the floor and fol%owed
his friends out the door.

T oA guy wearing a small brown knit hat and shooting
balls arcund at the next table said, "Don't listen to that
asshole. He always says you're showing off ifvhe doesn't
win." This brown-hatted stranger was stocky like Morris
but had a ruddier face, longer hair and hoarser voice.
"That assheole's in my residencé so I know. You in resi-
dence or what?"

JNo,ﬂl'm——I'm saying with my uncle." Wheeler slid
- .
"Residence is a real circus. I should show you
some of the animal life_there sometime.”
"Animal life?" Then sJddenly understanding,
Wheeler laughed. This stranger already seemed his friend-
as they went upstairs to drink coffee and blay tﬁe jukebox.

One morning in the next week to shoct pool with

Gerry he skipped his first class.

'
[

"A dove landed on that rock a moment after I took
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the slide," Uncle Harold said over the whirr of the pro-

jecfor while Wheeler sat in darkness on the couch.. On'the'\

screen a man with sunburned arms stood in front of a river

and a half-submerged white rock. "Quite a thrill, a dove on

the Jordan River! . That's Dr. Gibson, the pastor who was our

guide on all the trip. How's that for tonight? Maybe some

other time I'll show you my ones from'England and Scotland.”

Wheeler reached to the lamp on the end table and

rubbed his eyes. "Thanks. _You take éood pictures,” he said
flatly. ° \ ! .

His uncle and he had never argued\tpenly even -about

his record. on the sterec. Suspecting that like him Uncle

Harold had been called the guiet type as a kid, Wheeler

doubted if‘fhey would evér fight despite the tightness he
felt in his throat whenever he had supper in the house and
was asked how his studies were coming, whether he'd .heard
Bernie had a big scholarship,.whetﬁer his profs said un-
Christian th?ngs, whét his mother had written in her last
letter. As much as he felt crowded by the guestions he
always- answered calmly But'tersely. This Sunday for the
first time he had slept in ratger than go to church and
even then his uncle had said nothing; he sensed he was now
free, could sleep in evexy édnday and his'uncié's fic but
fhever his words would show béffled chagrin. .

When ﬁheefer came back from his room changed into

cl€an jeans Uncle Harold hadn't moved ocut of the metal chair,

. the projector still humming and trays of slides scattered
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over the floor. Side-on he saw his uncle staring across the
room to the manfelpiece and the beige-tinted photograph of
his wife, a soft-faced woman with a weak smile and a white
ribbon in her hair. "I'm meeting a friend on campus. "

Turning, Uncle ‘Harold glanced toward but not at him and

merely nodded, his hands lying like dead tﬁings on his legs.
Wheeler had never seen that qistra;ted look on his uncle's

- face and outside he started hurrying over craékling leéves
teiling himself he could do nothing for his uncle, he was

busy going to college.

Now he skipped classes more often’than not, sleep-

ing in late or smoking alone in the coffee shop. Everything

on campus was souring. Aftgrjweeks of daily pool he walked -

down to the games rooms less often; it was not like driving
to Darrel's Pool Hall no more than twice a week without ever
tiring of the:game: When after one History class he asked
a shaggy-haired girl to a movie she said she had "a hundgeﬁ
essays to do." Gerry was busy much of the time with friends
from the residence. Library commissionaires still eyed him
suspiciously, the periodicals room had stopped keeping
Playboy because pages and issues were qisappearing (though
he hadn't carried away an entire issue a pale dérk—nippled
woman curled- her tongue at him frdm inside his locker).

The day he was giyen D for an English essay, at
suppertime -the oniy half-empty hooth was where a girl was

eating a bowl of salad with her fingers--dhe of his own

¢ .

g
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habits. Not until sliding into the bo&th did he recognize
her because at e factory he had always seen her from a

distance, his éyes drawn to that brown stomach.

7 She nibbled\a slice of tomato and looked around the
cafeteria over his hea\, her eyebrows the thinnest he'd ever
seen hut pencilled dark.\ Though those eyebrows were like
an ol&er‘woman's her cheek were full,.almost chubby. “The
Greenland Special," she said as he pushed the Sloppy Joe
around with his fork. "I call that the‘Greenland ‘Special
'causé it's always so cold." .

She smiled shaking her shoulder-length hair when he
laughed and he liked her'for tha£——for smiling not so much
at her own joke as at his laugh. "That's pretty good. You'
~got aﬁy others?"

Holding up limp lettuce she announced, "My Grand-
mother's Disﬁrag."

"Or your.husband's." )

"My husband? Shit, I'm not married."

"Yes fou are. I.gave you.a wedding card once, with

a lot of other names on it. At the fish factory, remember

"That's who you arp--the guy who looked like Paul
McCartney. But that was the,dasﬁ}er.wﬁo got married, not J
me." - 3

"But-—But 3ou left right after that and she didn't.”

"I had a new job as a waitress in St. Stephen."

"Dh." - Her face seemed to change; now he did not

Pl

v

—_—

e ———————

NI SRNSNAE R ETE

oy JRPUREPL

Lot

Y I

B T S



173

see those mature eyebrows so much as those rolling lips_red
with lipstick. "You always wore your blouses tied-up kinda."

"I had to, the heat was awful where I worked next
to the furnace.room."

“That's what I thought--I thought-you'worked i:
one of the hotter rooms." His fingers ran under the collar
of his shirt. "I always eat saled with my fingers too."

The tips of her- flngers were wet with dressing.
"Most other glrls°th1nk I'ma p1g for doing it."

"T_hell with them." _

. Qu}chly she licked the tips of her fingers, lifted
one finger in an obscene gesture:and laughed;'"Right, up \

theirs. We know how to eat-salad." We, that word like a

5toueh hlgh up his leg.. "Forgot my Blue Glue Pie," she said,

standing and starting across the cafeteria with her short

' skirt twitching, nothiﬁg plumb except her lips, cheeks and

- o
breasts. Seelhg Bernie or someone who resembled Bernie rise

from another booth Wheeler slumped to keep hldden By heT

.tray a notebook said Cindy in big lettersL and 1lifting it he

uncovéred the English text also used in his cléss; she had

.drawn square glasses on Queen Elizabeth I.

Batk at the. booth with a plece of blueberry pie she
plcked up a fork then set it down, grinned and plcked up the
pieﬁx “You goin 'tg that pub thlS weekend," he asked, "or
d'you have a. hundred essays to do?"

"Essays? Essays never keep me from d01ng anxthlng——

though my girl friends albays use them as an excuse. Like

SRy (ERREE
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they don't want to go to the pub."
"Well," he said smiling, "we can't let ya go

alone."

IIT

_'~The.first beer‘taéted bitter but he didn't make
faces. Between bgérs he danced with Cindy. The second went
down more easily; he guzzled the thira, his throat feeling’
wet and warm. Trying not to grin giddily he Tifted his arms
off the tablerand séueezed her knee, but she 'turned to speak
with Gerry's thin-necked girl. Proud she was the better-
looking girl wiégaher hié-clinging‘jeans and beaded siock,
he figured she'd moved her knee away because he was getting-
drunk--little did she know, " for. the first time. "Chug-a-
lug," Gerry said from across the table, and he and Wﬁeeler

drank up.

Oover tides of clappihé between songs Cindy said to

-

Gerry's girl, "Shit, is this Octopus ever a good group!" *

As he slid his hand aﬁove the collar of her smock
her murky perfume rushed over him. "Wénnéanother beer?”
"Not right now. Hey they're doing 'Skindiver':!"
"Wanna Skinéiver? What kinda drink is that?" he
laughed. - !
"gggﬁh; It's‘one of %heir be;t songs."’
Qhen she gidn't even smile at his joke.he pulled

his lips, stood and waved at Gerry., to come alone. By the

time tﬁé§ both had bought two beer out in the hall and

5 e
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returned- to the dark foom ("I haven't beenfdrunk for a longl
time," Wheeler said).cindy was out on the dance floor among,
all the swinging hair and shaking legs and pumping arnel
"The guywwho'asked her's about ten feet tali,"uJill said.
Gerry adjpsted‘his nrown hat, which he kept on even while

‘dancing,_and shrugged at Wheeler. Sgartingkon another’BEer

Wheeler thought So that's that.

" When he tired of trying to see a tall son-of-a-

'bitCh-among_Fhe dancers, he turned amd watched the drummer

et

on stage, feeling what a release it would be to spin-and

~ thump those drumeticks;making loud rhythms, He was beating

his fingers'on the table ifr time with tne mnsic when Cindy

hLoa

'sat back in her chalr and w1ped her sweatlng forehead with

her hand. Not looking at her, he stopped drumming and drank
up one of hls beers ) Touchlng his knee she said, "You ‘bok

like' you just Shlt your pants.” C'mon, this song's good for

.dancing,ﬁ and ‘she picked up his other beer and drank half.

.Out among the whirling bodies he soon felt he could dance

. with hezﬁuntll thelr twistlng feet and bodies burned through

the floor

When the, band took thelr next break he rushed out

L 4

torthe bathroom and in the hall bought two more beer (get

‘,her dfunk enough he'd - end up in _her apartment;, the bedroom

stlnklng with a t@gusand perfumes) then just 1n51de the dark

room he sldwedﬁdOWn; seeing her 'seat was empty--and he; coat

. gone. "Tough luck, pal," Gerry said.. "She must like-daddy¥

A
long-legs types."s ) L. ‘ .
glegs types™ .

.
. *
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At that moment what was left of Wheeler's autumn - '
seemed to crack apart. Yet as he drank the two beer and
wdtchied the frantic drummer and even' danced with Jill though

she had a skinny neck and oily complexion, he slowly forgot

Cindy and even felt triumphant.over her (no bitch 1like that

can _hurt me) while a feeling of a wider cheat rushed through
him. "I shouldn ta wasted two cents on thls'" he shouted at ‘

H

.Gerry over 'the v1brat1ng music.

A}
"Beer? Waste money on beer?"

"No--this, all this."” The sweep of his arm in-
cluded all the buildings on campus that stood beyond the .

‘walls of the pub room, all the walkways, lawns, bookshelves

VA Gl e o

and lecture rpoms "Useless.bullshltl" he yelled at Gerry.
As the ‘music roared around him'that'girl Cindy had less and
less to do with the turmoil withrn‘him ' Gerry bought hlm

another beer and slouchlng in his seat ‘he held the plastic
glass'agalnst his chest watchlng the dim coloured lights on ' .
the ceiling. When Gerrg and Jill left the table hand-in-hand SN
for another dance he quickly dradk up and;started‘toward the

bathroom agaih, slightly staggerjng. ) N . ’

Before ‘he reached the hall a hand grlpped his arm

.

and a voice’ asked, "That you, Wheeler?” Stlcklng his face

almost agalnst the stranger s he looked into the eyes of hlS

cousin Bernle. .
- N T

"§¥eah it's me. Some pub eh?" he managed to say.,

foldlng his arms and llcklng his dry lips, Bernie's blue
1 .
eyes were bright but clear with no "flinching around his . i
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thin mbuth,-his thin arms relaxed at his sides, one hand
holding a beer from the top.

Handing Wheeler the beer Bernie said, "Have a sié.
So how's Uncle Haroldz" . ST .

As Wheeler drank, beer spilled.over his iips-down
the frent of his shirt. "Poor son-of-a-bitch.”

.*Yeah?“_ A fat guy bumped into Bernie trying to
. get past.

"His woman there on the mantelpiece. . .travel,
travel, travel, a hunnérd thousand slides. . .. ."

""Yeah? Listen,<i!ye-go£ta run bﬁl-come over to

our table in the last set. We're at the back there, Judy

and me." A shall girl pushed by ahd.hissed, "Quit blocking -’

traffic!” .
"Your beer." Wheeler called as his cousin slipped
away .
N .
"Yourﬁ!" was all he heard.
"A drink -to the Littles, all the Littles!" he
shouted, then standing in the doorway'he shut his eyes until
the last of it burned down his throat. ) '
for most of the last setherry sat with his feet
in cowboy boots up on the table and Wheeler stared at the
Bottoms of those boots. . , - ‘ -
Outdoors after the bun cold air against his face
felt cleansing as ﬁe ran past the dead léwn and down cement

%teps, then bent his head far back looking'up and blowing

his breath at the streaked jﬁmpiﬁg stars. Almost forgetting
1Y
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the others he rushed down to another set of steps swinging-

S

his arms high, lifted one leg up over the black railihg and
began sliding down. Behind him the boots of the others
Elicked and knocked and Jill called, “Whaf're you ﬁpowing
off for?" i

At those words halfway down the railing every
muscle in his body went rigid and he stopped. Slowly loosen-
ing he dropped his feet onto the stéps, facing her as she
was about to pass. "Why:d'you say that?" he cried,_reaching

out for her shoulder.but missing as she ducked by. "Why

-’ <

d'you all say that?" His voice was about to break, tremors

ran up through his stomach. Leaning over the railing he

. coughed and a sour liquid warmth pumped up through his mouth

out onto leaves blowp against'the steps, Gerry thumping his
‘back and saying, "Get it.all out of you,‘pal." .

"Thanks, pal. 1I'm guittin college."

"Hey don't let that bitch C;ndy get you down."

"Who?"

While Jill hurried ahead Gerry stayed at his side
élacking his teetﬁ at the cold. "Jill'll warm‘me up later,"”
Gerry laughed. "I'm spendin the night at her place across
the river. ﬁubba, hubba."

When they caﬁght up with her .Wheeler said, "Like
me to walk you guys-home?" v
-"Whaaa?" the girl asked. ,

"Yeah I'll walk you guys home." He started

laughing.
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"All the way? You're in for a long walk," Gerry
said, shrugging at?the girl. Loocking up at the three- —guarter
moon made milky by a cloud, Wheeler began trailing Gerry and
his glrl down the hill towards the campus gates.
| Downtown everything was so quiet, theé streets
deserted except for an occasional taxi, their voices échogd
whenever they spoke loudly. Along Queen Street he clicked
each parking meter apd rapped his knuck;es"at;mannequins,
food, boots and shoes in store windows. As he swung.open
and banged shut a mailbox the girl said, ". . .1ike he's -
hounding us." "I'm a hound?" he laughed, and throwing his
head back he bayed. Qhen théy started across the old city
bridge Gerry said, "I den't believe it, he's gonna follow us
all’ the way," then’arew his arm from the girl's and walted
"Just don't go g&lg.way with us, eh?" he‘laughedf "Though
you'll go alla way with her, eh?t Wheeler laughed as Gerfy

trotted back to the girl. -%Heirggggts drummed on worn

fm—

e )
wooden boards, the top of the bridge creaked:in wind so

harshly he feared it would>all collapse under him. Wind
seemed to blow through him as he suddenly felt not only had
the campus nothing to give him, he had nothing to.give-—to
give‘ahyone. Haifway ;cross his jacket made sucking sounds
against him and he(called, "Hey wait uﬁfﬁdon'é 1eave-me
alone!" but'neither of them turned until he reached their
backs, pulled off his-jacket and started sw1ng1ng it by one
of the cuffs. Befpre they could stop him he had flung it

. N, . . .
free and stepped against the railing watching it collapse in
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air, féll swiftly, hiﬁ\the black water far below and disdp-

pear.

»

"Christ! You're drunker'n I thought," Gerry said,
the girl clinging. to his arm. ‘

"Well if I'm guittin collegg," he yelled laughing,
"whaddo I need a college jacket for?"

Iv

+

Two weeks later when he moved into a small apart-

ment on George Street his throat was still sore and his nose

stuffed from a cold he'd caught walking home jécketless the.
night of the pub. For a week he had cast away his wild
plans of the night, gone to every class aﬁd tried-to work

in the library longer hours than all year. Then one morning
in French iab he tore off the ear phones aﬁd walked out of
the room ana out of college, not stopping until he reached
downtown where in a restaurant hé searched through a list of
vacant épartments in the newspaper and spottgd an ad for a
second-hand set of drums. ;

A letter on lilac-coloured Qaper from his mother

arrived while he was waiting for the Aaxi to carry his suit-

cases and boxes to the apartment. itting on his uncle's
-
couch in his torn-sleeved coat he read: Glad to hear you

«

like college alright and think uncle Harold is a good cook.

. .Your fatHer's working at the factory now % days and

really enjoys the change--says he might do it.each winter.

. .We all look forward to see you at Xmas. . .  Your grand-

)
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father thinks you should‘ve'stayed here--he can't understand

you've got other thiﬁgs in mind. Stuffing the énvelope into

his coat pocket he murmured, "'Other things in mind'?"

Uncle Haroid came in from putting the lunch dishes
into the washer and drying his hands with a.towel said,
uIt'é. . . .You sure youﬂllAbe,all righf?" Nodding, Wheeler
stared at the floor. "Tﬁat student who;s gding'to move in
éeemé like a nice quiet éellow. We'll have to héve you up
to suppér sometimes." 'Now when Wheeler locked up, the tic
in his uncle's face was leaping and the,to;el swinging in
Bis hand. "Or maybe there wouldn't be any sense in that,”
Uncle ngbld went on, his .voice starting to shake. "Did you
know I painted that rooﬁ especially for you, you who never
sat down and talked with me except at supper? Just once,
5ust once you could've sat down and talked with me but no,
no it would've killed you." Wheeler reached-to his suitcase
on the floor and, shamed but tongue-tied, checked a buckle
that didn't need checking. "I'm getting drums tomorrow--
they might've bugged you," he said as his uncle left the
room. '

There were no rugs on the scarred floor of the
apartment but it was his place. The first phone call that
night was fréﬁ one of his other uncles, Qernie's father,
telling him they néeded new sorters at the post office where
he'worked and would be sure to give him a job if.they let
him know he was a Little. Gérry drdéped by just before

midnight to see the apartment, and when Wheeler cleaning

e e s
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fungus out of the fridge with an SOS pad said he was
applying for work at the post office Gerry asked, "Where'd

ja hear about that?"

"Friend a mine," Wheelef said and he blew his nose
before adding, "If I drop his name I'm bound to get the

job."
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