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Shadowe is a collection of short fiction comprised of
a novella and tetatéd short stories, each of which revolve
around a central character's obsession with the past which
interferes with her 1ife in the present. Memory and flash- ;
Back interweéve with present action. The point of view in
each piece is limited to the central character, and although
the style is conventional, the narrative bepomeé\ ?agmented

at times depending on the character'a'fixation'o the past

and degree of psychological disturbance. This disturbance
ranges trom,deprasaionrto delﬁsiqns. but in each case the
character is constrained by the past and haunted by the
death of a significant person. The goal of the author is to
probe the psychological/emotional problems of these charac-
ters--how they came to be oppressed, and how or whether they
manage to escape the "shadows" of their pasts. The outcomes
vary widely from embracing 1ife to resgigning gneself to

death, with the resultant tones ranging from hope to despair;.

The theme that links the various pleces is the difficulty of
breaking out of the trappings of the past and téking respon-
sibility for one's own life. The collection is intended to
show that change 1s not possible without coming to terms
with the past and then putting it aside in order to move
ahead. The stories are short, intense revelations of this

. theme, while the novella, in four parts, explores the prob-

lems of its.central character in greater detail.
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: " e e e to be free, at last, to entor w:lth
abandon the land -of mourning and shadows and memory."

Elizabeth Spencer
"First Dark"
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Madame Tranché leaned over to peer into the oven
©
‘window. She had forgotten to set the timer again. The
cookies had risen and spread into ordered rows of perfect

little islands, but thef had not yet turned a crispy .

golden-brown. She gazed idly at the mounds of shortbread

set to cool on the cowfterand drifted to a chair at the

' kitchen table.

. She held her emall frame upright--back rigid, ankles
locked, hands folded neatly in her lap. Only her head

' drooped, her eyes resting on‘hof clasped hands. A tiny

sigh escaped her as she blinked back the tears. She tried

~ to pin her mind on Monsieur Boucher, the brusque little

corner grocer whose funeral tﬁrnout would be such a piti-
fully small one, but it was no use. It never failed.

Whenever she had to serve at these receptions, her own

 grief would assail her with a blow as keen and stinging as
" the first. She found herself praying &ef aggin for her
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daughters, asking for the Lord's mercy on two lambs'who had
goneﬁfﬁstray, who hadn't even had‘the decency to grieve at
thelr own‘father's funeral. Her veined lids began to quivgr
as she squeezed shut her eyes. Her thin lips, pinched

ingide a ring of deeply etched lines, began to work.

" , ’ o
Agneau de’Dieu, qui. enléves le péché du monde,
prends pitié de nous.

Agneau de Dieu, qui enleves le péché du monde,
prends pité de ndgus,

Agneau de Dieu, Qui enléves le péché du monde,
donne-nous la paix, -

Her eyes fluttered open E:d widened for an instant. She

could still see her husband as vividly as ever-~drained

white wi t;\‘ death,

Madame Tranché hastily tucked in an errant strand of
hair. She smoothed the folds of her black silk dress with
the white lace collar and suddenly thought with disdain of
the other ladies of the auxiliary. They had no thought at
all for the bereaved, but insisted on flaunting their
brightly colored knits and polyester prihts. And that
Madame Ducette with that hideous, fluttery garment that
made her look like one great big beaming sunflower: Her-
self, she had always worn the same simple frock., No frills
and ruffles for her except, of coursé. the fine lace collar
she had sewn on in memory of her dear Pierre. What did
they think it was? A party? Even if they did scurry about,
serving little jelly rolls and finger sandwiches, macarcons
and sugar cookies, and pot after pot of steaming coffee,

one had to remember the dignity of the occasion, the

“:"
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solemni ty, andnot break into radiant smileq at the slightest
compliment or flit about likq swarms of gawdy but;erfliZS, {
One had to show respect for those left behind. She remem=
bered only too well the sting of glimpsed smiles, however

discrete, when her own dear, sweet Pierre was soon to be

lying six feet-- 0 mon Dieu, donne-nous la paix. Madame

Tranché hastily crossed herself.

No, she musn't think of him, The pasty, rouged face
that looked nothing like his. The sunken qheeKS@ the
sagging skin. The white, cakey film that dusted his face,
his s;lent. clasped hands, and the hollow of his neck. She
shivered as she recalled the violent chill that had shook
her when she had first glimpsed the open coffin and her
shock when she had peered inside. No, this wasn't him.
There must have been a mistake. This white, shriveled g
shell was not her sweet Pierre with the expressive hands
constantly in motion, with the hearty crimson that would
creep up from the nape of his neck and swell to his ani-
mated face, ripening to the very tipe of his large, fuzzy
ears. How could he be so full of color and life one
minute, railing exuberantly against the high cost of food,
and the next minute down on his back on the kitchen tiles,
not even coughing or sputtering, not even flailing his arms?

0f course, he had been aﬁfully hard on’the girls., He
would lash out at them for the smallest transg:gssion—-the ‘
little bit of lipstick Marie once tried on, the date
Bernadette accepted at only fifteen years of age.k Still,

"-‘;ﬁg::x““ -
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. Yyou have to keep after young girls. No telling what they
might do. And even after all that church and convent life
instilled in them, look at them now. One married to a juif
and living in Cote St. Luc (Pierre never did set foot in

a

that house) and the other . . . Seigneur, prends pitié.

At least, Pierte never knew about the letter. How could
she have told him? She had stood squinting in the dimly
1it hallway, poring over the same part again and again

" until its meanir}g became clears "Maman, I'm pregnant.
What should I do?" It was an affront to her upbringing, a
crime against God! Her daughter had been wild and irres-
ponsiple and now she must pay the price. So Madame Tranché’
had calm}y reasoned to herself as she stooped over the
fireplace; one hand supportiné her back, and watched the
letter é;;;pie to ashes.,

She croésod herself once more and thankéd le Egg Dieu

fhat Pierre hadn't lived to see his own funeral. Oh,
where had her daughters been when she needed them? Where
were her life supports, one on either side, propping up a
hunched, stricken old woman? Of course, Marie had come,
for what it was worth--dry-eyed, consulting her watch:
yearning to be back on Miami Beach with the rest of her .
Jewish people; while Bernadette was somewhere "out West,"
probably singing for quarters on a street corner, an infant
slung on her back and a guitar case open at her feet.

‘ e
Madaqe Tranché squeezed her bdrning eyes and was about

to launch into one final chorus of the Agneau de Dieu, when
' \
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her nose started twitching. She hurried to the stove' but

it was too late. There was nothing to do but sqfape‘theJ"

charred remains into the garbage and open a window.

°

- She was pinning on her black ﬁillbox hat and wondering‘
what the ladies would say this time, when the buzzer rang.
It wgs too late for the mailman and too egrly for that nosy '
Madame Leduc who always came snooping at teatime. She
approached the front door cautiously, steadying her -hat on
her head. Through the diamond of rippled glass, she could
discern a single figure which seeﬁed to bulge oddl& on oRe

side. She opened the door a cgack, peering around its edge,

\

Madame Tranché hugged the door for support. She felt

ready to slam it shut if need be.

*Allo, Maman."

the wind knocked out of her as though she had been butted
) )

Q

hard in‘the stomach. \

Lo
N

“Can we come in?"

She stared at the apparition before her. Bérnadette ]_

was supposed -to be far away, doing(penance in another land,
yet here she was on this very stoob balancing a little
Indian, dark as ﬁ}ght, on her hip. l

"I don't know," she manqgé!‘to breathe, She-éouldn't
take her eyes off the baby. "I was just . . . " She ;

. . .
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swa%lowed hard, "The 1ddibs' auxiliary, yok see--a

Monsieur Boucher, Dieu donne le repos & son fme--and I am

late even now, It don't know ‘what they would say if-- "

‘"If you'd rather we come back énother time-- "

.INS:" oHef face jegked'to her daughter's. "You can
come in. I was just ... . " _Her eyes were riveted to the
baby. She automatically stepped aside to let them pass.

Bernadette turned.to her in the dim, narrow hallﬁay

and smiled timidly.” "I-I hope you doq’t mind us barging

.+ in like this., It's been so long, I wasn't sure whether to

comé. But it's good to see you, Maman, "Tell me, how have
you been?" ' .
Madame Tranché~slowlypfocusad on her daughter and met

such a piercing look of pity, she had to turn a@ay.l "We
camnot talk here. Come in. Sit down." She couldn't _
throw out her own daughter, could she? Of course, it was
unheard of, ietting her in with that, that . . . What
would Pierre say?

, Bernadette ﬁlighted upon a frail accent chair in the

’ @
salon, the baby on her knee. Madame Tranché sat at a

[y

distance, her slight figure dwarfed by the swooping lines
of the wing sofa. The room was dark and musty, the light
blotted out by heavy, velveteen drapes. Above the fire-
place a gilﬁ;ffaﬁed picture of Pierre--smiling ferociously,
his redﬂhgir flaming--hung slightly crooked among yellowing

portraits of grim ancestors. Sweat broke out on Madame

! 1)
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’ Tranché 's pinched upper lip as the baby stared back at her
. with large, impassive black eyes.

Bernadette spoke rapidly in a higb. bright voice that .
verged on hysteria. Her hands ‘fluttered around the baby's

" dangling bare 1e°gs, fingering the flounced hem of the

little yellow dress, picking at the tiny, leather sandals.,
"We*-wereq;

ng to go straight to Marie's from the air-
port, but I got this sudden urge to cdme home first and

see the old place, I-I guess I just couldn't walt to see

you again. It's been so long. Marie said not to surprise

‘you in person--she'd phone you first--but to tell you the

truth, I was 8o afraid you wouldn't want to see us, I had
to find out for sure right away. Oh, by the wa”y. I left my
bags out on the stoop."' | ‘

Bernadette .caught her breath sharply and looked uﬁ
from her shaking ha.ndé to her méther. Madame Tranché, her
lips silgntly moving, was staring at Sarah. Bernadet\)te
bowed héf head, submerging her face in darkness.

*I-I wanted to tell you, Maman, how sorry I am that I
couldn't come to the funeral."” W™ |

~ Madame Tranché gazed at her daughter's tousled mass of
gandy curls. The old pain twisted its blade thrqugh her
heart. Her stinging eyes frantically sought her dearly
departed husband, rested on his shining face wi.th relief.
Her laced fingers were clasped tightly in her lap. Her sore

X“\

heart beat into her ribs, making it difficult to breathe.




"OWhen you didn't answer niy letter, I thought maybe
Papa had found it and turned you against me--like when we
were teen-agers and you would always side with him, even
though later, when you tucked us in, you would kiss us and
tell us, never mind; it's just the way he is. Well, I
thought maybe %mething like that had happened and that

sooner or later, you'd write me back."

Madame Tranché glanced over at her daughter's ques-

-
4

tioning eyes, then stared down at her own clasped hands.

"And then when Marie cabled from Miami thg.t Papa had
passed away and how she was taking the next flight bé.ck, I
was eight months with Sarah, and at first, I didn't know
what to do., I wasn't sure whether you'd want me with you
or not. I thought maybe it'd be 0.K., like it used to be,
once we were alone together. But then I thought, ﬁo, it}
wouldn't have been right. I mean, he wouldn't haVe wanted
me there." |

. Madame Tranché looked up with startled eyes. "How can
you say that? Your father, he loved you, he-- "

"Oh, Maman, you don't know, you just-- Do you really
think he would have wanted me, with her, in front of all
those people?”

She had forgotten about the child, still gtudying hef
steadily, relentlessly, with eyes that miss?d no thing. "I
don't knbw. +» « « He never kne’w." ‘

"But /e must have seen the letter, found it somehow . . .

3
L
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Madame Tranché focused on her knotted fingers, clasp-
ing them tighter until they hurt. "The letter, I burned
it, so he would never know."

"Then it was you?" ’sher heard her daughter breathe.
"You didn't want to answer me?"

"No! It was your father. You don't know. How could
I write? It would be going aéainst him, don't you s\ee?”
She glanced up 1{0 catch the bewllderment in her daughter's
face, She couldn't squeeze her hands hard enough. "Your
father. At the funeral . . . I thought I would die too.
How could I go on,. without him?" She bit back the tears
and heard her daughter's voice, suddenly grbwn cold.

"I'm so'rry. It must have Peen hard on you. That's
why I didn't write much gfter'éhe funeral. I didn't want
1o burden you with my own pro"olems. But: things haven't |
been easy for me either. The commune thing didn't work
" out, and then my roommate went and got married, and I lost
my job and had to go on welfare since I hadn't been working
long enough to collect unemployment . . . "

Madame Tranphé felt her head spinning in the airless
room. It was unbearably hot. She tried to catch her
balance by focusing on her husband's picture, but felt
(dizzier still. Pierre began to swim before her bleary eyes
in a rippling wave of heat. The hot day, his fiery hair,
his rages--she could almost feel the flames, crackling and
spitting and licking ever closer, His anger, sweltering

DAL Fale e s s A e
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and terrible. 0 Christ, prends pitié. ,She had to find
the children, warn them, tell them to run while they still
had the chance. She could see them, still so young, cower-
ing in the dark corner. But to her horror, their images,
like wax, began to blur and melt into one, shimmering and
lopsided, dripping down the legs of the qﬁair. It was too
late for her to reach out énd save them. l V

"So after a while, I started thinking;‘wouldn't it be
nice to settle down, glve Sarah somexhing stable'for a
change, maybe go back to schéol? Marie gaid sﬁefd be only
too glad to take us in for a few days, but after that--
‘well, of course, she has ﬁer hands full with fhe three
boya, and there isn't that much room. So then I thought of°
you, all alone, and that maybe, once you saw Sarah . . ..".

Madame Tranché’ stared at her‘daughtef in alamm.
Beneath her dress, cold sweat trickled-down her side. She
thought with a jolt of the flock of ladies waiting for her
* in the parish hall, clucking over her, eternal tardiness.
Her eyes flitted back to the baby who blinked drowsily at
her under long, black lashes. '

"Oh, my dear, I'd like to help, you know I would, but
i just don't see how it can be done. I have my work with
the Ladies’ Au;iliary of the Pafoisse de Sacré'Coqur and
twice a week I do envelopes for Centraide, and then there's
poor Madame Tremblay. I make for her chicken soup or take"
her out for a walk every second Friday."

Q
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"] guess I shouldn't have expected anything. I should
4have‘known when you didn't answer my 1e§ter.'/And of course,
there's the neighbors. I know you're worried what people
would say. But I thought if it were just for a little
whi}e, unt%l I get us back on our feet? I could brush up
- on my skills, .maybe tqge a typing course, and then pay you
back once I find a steady Job « « « "

A sllver ofbsunlight had squeezed through a chink in
the drapes, casting a diffused glow about Bernadette's
unruiy locks, Her uplifted face was wan and sweet with its
light spattering of freckles and delicate, quivering nose,
How one so young and frai]:--look at her in that gay, floral
peaéant dress--could bear a child, not to mention raise it
all alone, was'béyond Madame Tranché., Yet it had been her
‘daughter's'own choicg.u She had asked for her own perdition,
and now she must suffer the consequences. Madame Tranché -
bowed her head beneath her husband's fiery gaze. Seigneur,
prends pitié. It was not the responsibility of the elders

_to take on the sins o? the young. ‘

"But I can see things more clearly now. I'm sorry,
Maman, I really am, but 1f you can't, you can't. I under-
stand. I really do. We'll just have to manage on our own,
eh, Sarah?" ‘ )

The 1ight hovered above Bernadette as she stroked the
soft, dark cheek of the baby. Its sleepy head lolled
heavily on her boéom, bobbing up and down with her breathing.

[
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Madame Tranché composed herself in the deep sofa at the far
end of the robm and mentally formed the words she would
say. No, my dear, I'm afraiﬁ it is out of the question.
You and youf . « . child are simply not welcome in this
house- four father, God rest his soul, would turn in his

grave., . o o

1}

Sarah sat on the kitchen tiles, her dimpled légs
Bplayed before her. Madame Tranché drank her morning‘tea
as calmly as possible. Her stomach had been nervous for a
. whole week now, particularly a?ound teatime when she had to
bar that nosy Madame Leduc at the side door. She could
just imagine her choking on a butter tart when Sarah came
toddling around the hall corner., Bernie, as Sh§ now asked
to be called, had said the baby was almost a full eighteen
months and would be no bother at all, She would just sit
.quietly in front of the television. But“each morning,
within five minutes of leaving her to Captain Kangaroo, ]
the child had tottered out to the kitchen and plopped down
on the floor, staring at her with large, expectant eyes.
What did she want? What was she waiting for? Surely not
to be tossed about some more. As if yesterday at the bus:
'étoﬁ on the way to the supermarket were not enough. And in
front of all those people! Bernie did the most distressing

»
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things with her baby., She would throw her up in the air
and catch her, hang her upside down by the feet and swing
her like-a pendulum, spin like a top until they were both
dizzy, the baby all the while shrieking wit.h joy. Madame
Tranc!}é_ could barely br{ng herself to watch these dangerous
gymnas&cs when the most she had ever done with her girls

" was to jiggle them gently on her knee, and then in the

sanctity of her own home. But here was the baby waiting
for her to do something, to entertain her, and Madame
Tranché had no idea what to do. Bemié had not brought a
single toy. ‘ ) ‘ |
Mademe Tranché frowned down at the little girl, She
dfd not even look like Bernie. She had her mother's curls,
but they were ‘a thick, glossy black. And those eyes!
Large and luminous, deep pools of inky blackneés. She
could almost see a red‘dot between them, but scolded her-
self for such wild 1maginings. Still, she couldn't help
wondering about the father. Was he Buddhist? Hindu?
Mo_slem‘ maybe, She shuddered, picturing Pierre's reaction--
the bulging eyes, the flaring noétrils. How that man's
veins would swell, tortured and blue, on his forehead. But
how, he would demand, did Bernie meet up with such a man in
the first place, and where was he now?. She herself had
almost asked her as Bernie bent over the school syllabus,
ticking off courses, but the words had stuck in her throat.

And Bernie was so excited to be back at school again--not

e e e s . e %t Arp = F.
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just studying typing, but "psychology" and "SOc:::;Ly" and'
something called‘"humanities." of ég;;se. the college
prograﬁ was much longer than she had expected, possibly
even two yehra. bu; with Father Lamou;eux's wise and holy
counseling, Madame ?ranché had finally consented to help
her daughter out.

' She remembered how the echo of hi; hushed voice had
rustled in the air. She saw herself bnce more twisting the
lace hankerchief in the stuffy confessional, waiting for:
the sealed grating to open up to her. Of course, he was
rather young. Some said he was too modern for a community
such™as theirs, so set in its ways. And then theie were

those things Pierre had fiercely muttered under his breath
during mass--"Hérétique: Traitre!"--whenever Father

Lamoureux tried something new: the brightly colored felt
chalice suspended above the altar; the young folk-singers
with their long hair and guitars. Of course, the Father
was‘young too. Like Bernadette. Perhaps he did know what
was best. | ‘

"Take pity on her. She is your child. And her child
is a lamb of God." Madame Tranché bowed hef head in the
kitchen. "Agneau de Dieu,” she whispered. “You are a
good womah,” he had murmured. "You are sorry for having
turned your back on your own daughter when she wrote to
you out of need for love and guidance. Now 1s'your chance

for absolution. Open up your heart to them. We are all
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brothers and sisters under the same God." After all,
Madame Tranché continued to reason, a child’'s future was
at stake. A Lamb of God. It was the only Christian thing
to do. Surely Pierre would see it tha‘t. way? |

Madame Tranché sighed and sudde;uly remembergd that
Earah was still there, staring at her. She looked at the
dark moon face and wondered once more what to do,.‘ Whé,t 'had
her girls played with at that age? It was so long ‘ago, and
yet, as fresh as yester{day. Marie had liked to drag things
around: stuffed animals by their torn ears and tails,,
their innards trailing behind them; that funny rag-doll by
one striped/f/at, its yarn braids streaming along the
floor«" And Bernadette. She always had to watch her on:
their walks or she'd topple in'to the nearest puddle--the
muddier, the better--and gleefully slap her hands up and
down, making it all but impossible torescue her. And the
commotion she’ d create with a couple of pots and pans. of
course, her cookware was of the newest kind now, coated
with teflon. Perfectly stickproof, but no match for small,
frantic hands intent on scrgtéhing and denting in no time
at all. ’ | |

Madame Tranché started. Sarah stood before her,
patting her clasped hands with sticky, encrusted ﬂngefe.
She had not even seen th(e child approach. The little girl
gravely -held up the remains of a digestive biscuit that she
‘must have had c;utched in her palm for the last ten minutes.

' SN WMN}’W'Q’ m;"/‘
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Madame Tranché smiled uncertainly and said, "Very nice.”

Sarah kept her arm extended, her face a solemn study, until

Madame Tranché slowly opened her hand to accept the gooey

oftefing. Sarah's eyes brightened, her face breaking into
a smile. She promptly clutched her grandmo ther's good
black‘dress with her soliled hands and tugged, one fat
little leg trying to straddle her lap. \Madame Tranché's
hands hovered in the air, unsure where to land. Saéah
puffed and grunted until they settled on her plastic bottom,
giviﬁg her one good‘boost up onto hef lap.

What now? She was closer to the dark face than ever

before. Sarah's.eyes were bright and shining. She. gur-

.gled.and5gingerly touched the tip of her grandmother's nose.

Madame Tranché snorted before she could stop herself, and

' Sarah squealed with delight. With delicious anticipation,

Sarah again pressed the magic button which, to her glee,
produced the same miraculous response, Madame Trahché
uckled in spite of herself as the morning sun flooded
3

the room through the slats of the venetian blinds. "Hoot.

Hoot’" cried Sarah, as she tugged her grandmother's drooping

ear 1obas. "Blub, blub,” she chanted, as she strummed the

thin, dry lips.

By

"Maman, it's crazy what you' re doing. you know, «Davy.

‘get your fingers out of the. mashed potatoes.". Marie lodged

n
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the knife and fork back into the little boy's suddenly
clenched fists. "The way 1 look at it, she made her own
bed, let her lie in it. Herb, you know what Maman's been {
doing with her hard-earned pension?"
' Herdb looked up, chewing and nodding noncommitally,
"Buying the kid presents," Marie continued. "You can
bet Bernie didn:t get them for her. And where's the father,
I'd like to know?"
"Just a few little things,” Madame Tranché protested.
"Crayola pcrayons and play dough. They hardly cost any-- "
"And a doll that's bigger than she is. And she's such
a strange child, Herb., You should have seen her when I
brought Davy over-- Stewart, for the last time, will you
cl;an up those peas. 'She just stared and stared at him for
the longest time. Looks like one of those Biafran kids in
the commercials. I.dcn't know why you're doing it, Maman.
I mean, what did Bernie ever do for you? At least I got
married.”
ﬁerb glared a%lygrie through his horn-rimmed glasses
and attacked his steak. ) ‘
“O.K..'luarie snapped. "I'll shut up. II'll just shut
up.” - ,\
| Madame Tranché patted her mouth with her napkin and
wondered why ahd(kept coming to these Sunday night dinners.
Marie did nothing but bicker and nag, thle Herb sawed
through his food and swallowed his bitterness. Perhaps !
they shouldn't have married after all. They were so young

Y
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then; perhaps they weren't ready. But what other choice

had they? Thank the good Lord that the head parish priest
had managed to talk some sense into her daughter. ’wﬁét
could she have been thinking, to actually want to go to

one of those-- Seigneur, prends pitié. And with her up-

bringing. Why, just look at her sons. They were cute
enough with their little round Jewish noses and sleepy

eyes. "Les petits youpins,"” Pierre had spat, after once

setting eyes on them on the street. Madame Tranché shifted
uncomfortably in her chair and glanced over the boys, near
duplicates of each other in assorted sizes--three squirming
little boys with perpetually running noses and whining
v?icee. Yes, thgt's all they were to her despite these
vﬁéekly dinners and those infernally hot and cranky shopping
trips. Even when one of them (usually Davy, the smallest)
approached her all bright-eyed and freshly scrubbed for a
goodnight kiss . « . No sooner had he clasped hiéﬂanms
around her neck, than Marie would break through the circle,
shrilly admonishing, "Careful! 'You musn't be rough with
Grandmaman. You might hurt her."

It was different with Sarah. No one to stop her from
poking and kneading the old lady's "brittle" flesh., No one
’to keep stodgy "Grandmaman” from hugging the daylights out
of the 1ittle mite. She was all hers. Even when Bernie
was there, she merely sat on the sidelines smiling as
"Gwam" (Sarah's pet name for her) told stories passed down

from her own mother: Le Petit Chaperon Rouge, Cendrillon,

[}
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Blanche Neige. Madame Tranché could barely- remember: them

now, but it didn’'t matter; she made them up as she went
along. And Sarah, her heavy head pressed against her
grandmother's chest, lulled by the 1ilt of the French
words, smelling'of Arrow Root cookies and'warm milk., No
different than her own babies really. No difference at all.
"And anoth;; thing."” Marie roughly cupped Mark's chin
to scrub the ?ﬂbd off his face. "How do you know Bernie's 5}‘
really going to that fancy college of hers? Don't look at . N
me like that:".
Herbd rolled his eyes and, slapping down his napkin,
left the table. o

"It's been over two mont now("(Marie shouted, shaking

the dishcloth at her mother, 'land she hasn't brought home a

sing;e mark, not even a class'’ t or paper, and it seems
like any time I drop in at night, she's not home studying Z\

like she should be, an don tell me she's at the library.
. I'1l bet she's made tons of friends,shealwéys did, and is
having the time of her life ﬁhile good 'ol Mom stays hogé
and minds the baby."

Madame(&ranché watched her‘daughter, noting the angry
lines forming around hér set iips, though she was barely ' 7
thirty. She ‘noticed, too, the weight Marie was putting on.

Most unbecoming on a small build which was meant to be

kept delicate and petite 1like Bernie's. Instead, Marie

looked slovenly, the fat, puffy and unhealthy, padding her e
fipe bones. She remembered, not long ago, when Herb, after

-
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- clock. Nothing to do then but think and remember. The o
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one glass of wine too'many, ‘had dared to‘ whack Marie's.
ample backside as she bent over a épilled glass of milk,
"In appreciatidn of a fine. specimen of womanhood!" Not so
surprisingly, they didn't talk to each other for the 'rest \ (‘
of the évening.

"But I don't mind, She . . . keeps me Busy. It will

’Wor;k out. Don't worry. Once Bernie settles do’wn, she'll

_ be fine. Besides, I really don't mind at all."

And she didn't. For the first time Madame Tranché
agmitted 1;0 heréelf how much she was really enjoying this
a:rrangement--staying home and taking care ,of‘Sar'ah while
Bgi‘ﬁie went to school. Or wherever she went. It really
ciidn't matterl. No more gloomy afternoons with the ladies--
patt’ing ﬂthéir tight, Dblue curls, expelling- their sour ; .

7t

i

breath. Or with poor Madame Tremblay, barely able to walk
to the’washro.om unaided, still mourning, after forty years,
the ‘fragic stillbirth of her twelfth thild. No more long,
dreary days filled only by the hollow ticking of the hall

satin lined casket., Well-meaning strangers. The white,
queerly rouged face, drained of its pulsing blood. All
this behind her. There was only Sarah now. Sarah and her,

.- "Maman, are you listening to me?" Marie's furrowed ,

brow. blotted out the image of Sarah's sweet face. ,"Well/,,,//

never mind. ust dorf“t gsay I didn't warn you. It's youf

funeral." ' L D
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' Bernié leaned across the kitchen table, her chin
digging into her arm. She was staring at them, her fine
brows lifted into & knot of perplexity. Madame Tranché,
watching Bernie from the corner of her eye, coaxed some
more sfrained tufnip into Sarah., Bernie released a still
greater sigh and suddenly sat up straight.

"Maman, I don't know how to tell you this."

Madame Tranché leaned closer to Sarah, intent on
Prying her mouth open with the spoon. "Voyons, Saréh;"
ghe said, nudging the clenched lips.

"Tt-it's just that school's not going so well. ‘I
can't seem to get the hang of tak:fng notes again and doing
all that studying. I've been away 80 long." -

"Six yearsd is not so long. Why, that Madame Lacoste“s

- son~--she always wears the most ridlculous hats in church--

he went back to school in his thirties and--~ "

"Mid-terms are next week. I'm not going to make it."

Sarah fretted as the spoon slipped, smearing her cheek
withaturnip; ‘Madame Tranchéﬁéearched her pockets “for
Kleénex while'Sarah pulled faces, then wiped the soft cheek
with the palm of her hand. '

"So I was thinking . . . " Bernie ran her fingers

thrbugh her tangled curls, "Maybé it would be best if I .

"~ quit now before I get into any more debt, I already owe

c
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’you one term 8 tuition, not to- mentlon books. and room and

1board-— " oo ) .

“Donjt you worryqabout the money." Madame Tranché

‘returned from the sink. - Sarah watchied in deep concentra-

tion as she wiped each tiny; 8pread finéef with a wet face

" cloth. "You are. young. You(have lots of time to pay me

h back. What is important now is a good education. Why,

once you finish college, you could even go on to university.

I have seme money put away-eyour father, Dieu donne le

repos 2 sgnhggg,'left me well provided for--and you could
always work pert-timeaand, of course, I'll be here to take

care of Sarah." Madame Tranché folded-the cloth-and pic-

“tured Sa:éh sprouting up 1ike‘§;joung colt, long-legged and

4
ungainly. That lovely, innocent time between toddler and

‘teenager. She steadied the plastic tumbler which Sarah
-awkwardly clasped between her hands., ‘Milk for strong,
healthy bones. ‘ ( C -

i .
)

. w « .
. "Maman, I withdrew today. It's official " .
‘Sarah coughed and sputtered as milk went up her nose

and trickled down her chin., "0nh, xnig ce gue j_gi 1313
Madame Tranché exclalmed in despalr. sponging up the puddle

" of milk, " The initial surprise over, Sarah began to cry, a
" pathetic little hiccough which pierced Madame Tranché to

5,
the heart. She scooped the sobbing child up in her arms

with "Tiens, tiens, chérie. Gwam's sorry," but Sarah
would not be conSoied.

"I hated to do it, but I guess I'm just not cut out

%
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for college. I'm”sorry, an, I tried, but-- Oh, I don't
know what's wrong ;vg me. I keep starting and stoppin;
things. I can né;er stick to anything. Or anyone. Maybe
I should go back out West and look up some friends. I
don't know. I just can't seem to make it on my own."

Madame Tranché sat holding Sarah tightly, not noticing

as the child, rubbing her eyes with her fists, fussed in

‘her lap. Bernie held her head bent, the curls spilling

down her cheeks. Madame Tranché waited, barely breathing.
Could it be true? Would she really leave Sarah to go out
West? Sarsh and her. All alone; A warm flush swept over
her body. She could feel her heart beating against her
soft 1ittle granddaughter.

Bernie looked up, cupping her face in her ﬁands.
Sarah started to whine in little spurts., Madame Tranché
held her tighter still. ‘

"Here, I'11 take her. Shi's too heavy for you."

Bernie holsted Sarah into the air, pretended she was
going to drop her, then caught her 5ust‘in time., Sarah
laughed and clung onto her mother's neck as Bernie swung
her onto her lap. "Sawah's cwoss and tired, isn't she?" '
Bernie buried her head in Sarah's throat. "To tell you the
truth," she said, fingering Sarah's curls, "I don't know
what I'd do.yithout my little girl,, Sometimes I feel she's
too much to handle a;one, like when I came back here, but
you know, she's the one c@hgiant in my life, the one thing
that gives it meaning. It's like she was . . . a gift,
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sent down to make me happy. My very own special little
- N ]
gir oM

Madame Tranché's temples pounded as‘sne watched the

\ \ L
, gent;e\kiss on the forehead. "Maybe you could look for a

'jeb }‘fere and and I could stille~--"
"0h, i1t's so cold here in winter. And all my friends

are out West now. I hate to leave you, Maman. I really

Q

do. I know how much you'll miss Sarah, but . . . we're

.Ifeady.to go back home."

Maé?;e Pranché's eyelids fluttered as she tried to.

the tears. Bernie reached for her hand across

' the table,

"Oh Maman, I can'’ t tell you how much it's meant to :
me--you re takingus in llke this. I know how hard it must
have- been Ibr you--he never would have stood for it--but I
needed you, and you were there. . I don't know how to thank
you for that. But don't yeu worry. I'll make it up to

‘'you, every penny. And it wasn't a.waste. I had time to

thing things out and you . . Well, it isn't as though
I'm thking‘Sarah away forever., We'll be back to visit. I
promise. And now that you've had a breather. a change of
routine, you'll be able to pick up your work again, right
where you left off.

Madame Tranché looked at her daughter with dry eyes.
She was emﬁty inside, no room for tears or pain or love;

What about my need? she thought, watching Bernie soothe
Sarah to sleep. What about me?

'

g rm———
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Jsé.ra.hl qlung ontp Madame Tranché's indei finger as théy
walked to the park. Only three blocks away was a corner
: »}:‘ot'paved wi"th gra§el. Wrapped within a gi'een wire fence,
it housed a set of swings and a few benches.: They had
come every week now for the last two months. Sarah chirping
“all the way, pointing out all the 1ittle miracles Madame
‘Tranché hag never: before r}otedu ) "See doggle v + House
there . . . Big car.” deay Sarah was ciutching her Holly
o Hobbie doll by the head, de‘bermined to let her have a ride
" on the swing too.
\ Madame Tranché's long. gnarled finger curled around
- the tight 1i;ttle' fist. She swallowed painfully and did not
" look down. Would Sarah remember her? Would she remember x
~'the days in the park, safe on her grandmother' 8 lap, the
tw;) of‘ them gently rocking in the breeze? Would she
‘jremamber the glant chocolate chip cookiea. the funny ginger—
bread men. the doughy mess and clapped clouds of flour as
she "helped Gwam" bake'? WOuld she remember where the large,
cuddly doll with the pullable braids and string bonnet came
. from? Madame Tranché frowned. What did she remamber at
‘ -that age? Nothing but a blank until the age of five or
v gix when she d started school. Of course, it wasn t as

though she'd never see her again., But would she?

b e wve e
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"All gone ride," Sarah announced grimly, pointing to
the empty swing frame. There was a cold snap in the air
.which made Madame Tranché shiver. Not much longer now and
they would have snow. Of course, it was time to take the
swings down., Madame Tranché bent down to secure Sarah'a(//
coat collar., The dark eyes were fixed on the ghostly
frame. A plaintive wisp of "All gone" hung in the air as
Madame Tranché straightened and felt Sarah's tug on her

limp index finger.

Madame Tranché was hunched over, her tiny figure con-
sumed by the enormous roll-top desk in the salon. She was
chewing on the end of her fountain pen and peering yet
again at Bernie's letter. She shook her head when she came
to the part about the boyfriend--"He's cuter than the last

\one, but he can't handle kids!"--then skimmed down to the
part about Bernie's new job--"I'm teaching aerobic dance
now.° It's the 1atest thing, but I don't thipk I'11 last
long--too much jumping around." Madame Tranché paused to
jot down a note of encouragement: "As for all this jumping
around, don't you worry. You are young. You have plenty‘
of time. Experience everything life has to offer. Enjoy
each day as it comes. You will settle down when you are
ready.” |

Madame Tranché rested her pen in a slotted groove of

B
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the desk and squeezeﬁ the bridge of her long, hooked nose.
Who was she to jalk? Had she herself lived each day to
the fullest? Half a lifetime tied down to a narrow-minded,
ill-tempered husband. She shook her head, trying to
banish the thought, but it was too late. She had saidﬁit,
just as she had felt it for over thir&y years. Why, she
realized with a start, she hardly even missed hi;‘;nymore.
She sérted the papers on the desk, moving Bernie's
cheque to one side--she could buy a nice spring hat with
that--and sliding the crayon drawing towards her. She
smiled as she gazed down at the big purple heart with her

name--"GWAM"-~-pinned to i'ts center. Sarah was much better

now at coloring within the lines, and both Bernie and her-

4

«

self were amazed at how she could coiy block letters
(although tﬂe “W" needed work) at only three years of age.
Madame Tranché thrilled to think of thie day when Sarah .
would be able to write her grandﬁother-herself--long
letters in a round, looping child's hand, all about school

and summer holidays and thdse terrors of the world--boys.

*Sarah talks about you all the time." Madame Tranché's

eyes swelled with joy -as she flipped through the pages of

the letter to savor the last part again.
. -

You can't stop her talking now. Not for a min-
ute. She wants to know when we'll see you, and
I tell her, soon. I'm learning how to save:

money, Maman, ‘just so we c#n come out and visit.

But this time, we'll pay our own way.
J Hugs and kisses,
Bernie and Sarah
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g "Madame Tranché sat dr;mming the kitchen-table with
her {@qge;s, walting for te cookies to brown. Today's
would be ;n especially large reception, nearly one hundred
people. It was important that nothing go wrong., It wasn't
often that the; w;re *departed by" a leading figure of the
communi ty. She pictured‘Monsieur Beaupré, their beloved
school commissioner, round and jovial with rosy winter

. cheeks and moist red lips. He had lived a full 1life; and

what better time to go than during the middle of an eight-
course meal? | .

Glancing at the timer, she went to fhe hail mirror to
be sure she lpoked her best. Her heart gave a 1little jump
as she once more caught sight of the fresh new perm. She

!
looked so much younger now with light brown hair, and she

was sure her 1lips didn't pinch so badly anymore. The lines

were ha?éiy noticeable with just a touch of "Second Début.”
She adjusted the lace collar of her paisley print and
moistened her lips. Satisfied, she returned to the kitchen
and waited in front of the stove. She breathed in the
warm, delicious odor and smiled. Imagine if she snuck in

a whole troop of gingerbread men, all lined up like little
toy soldiers with raison eyes and frdéted buttons., What a
scandal that would be! Wide-eyed guests bursting ¥nto fits
of rage or giggles (depending on their ages), while *the
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ladies . . . Surely, they would find a "safe" place for
her ‘in the annual bazaar, knitting socks and crotcheting
doilies. »
The shortbreaﬁ came out in fancy shapes, fat and

goldeg. just perfect. She slid them onto plates to cool
and looked once more at Sarah's new drawing, taped to the
fridge. Amid a flutter of happy stick people and eight-
legged dogs was a crayon picture of a lady (yoJ could tell

. by the purse) with a little girl on her lap (or in her
. .

gtomach, depending on how you looked at it), sittling on
(because it couldn't have been anything el%e) a swing.
Bernie had sald Sarah was doing just fine in day-care,
while she was enjoying/her job in a natural health fosds
store. And, she wasn't sure now, but there was also a
possibility, a good one, that Sarah would soon have a new
daddy. and that they would all come out to see her this
summer. Madame Tranché smiled at thls, then suddenly felt
a stab of guilt. No, it was true. If Pierre had still
been alive, he would have slammed the door in their faces.
She would never have even met her own granddaughter. Her
own flesh; her own blood. And his.

Madame Tranché bowed her head to pray for her husband.

3
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She is\teetering, her apﬁs circling(backwards, étrainé
ﬂing°to pﬁsh back fheuheavy air, She is falling, scratching
p at“thé dark, the swirling water looming below. .She opens
frher mouth to scream, hut the sound f;eezes in her %hro;t._
and ail\she can hear‘é;e the footfalls of the dog, sinély
. and clearly, the thuds slowly fading. ‘

“at
[
It is here she always wakes, her body twitching, her
throat aching, the man beside her breathing softly, evenly.
She rises and, tapping the bed, makes her way around -to the

dresser. She doesn't want to wake him, but she has to

2

" look. Circles of light spring up around her face which
takes on a pink’glowh-soft. subdued. She hits the mirror's
daylight button and leans closer. She fingers the tihy

lines beginning to crack her face: they are imbedded iﬁ\

o \
her forehead, squeezed into the cornérs of her eyes, \

N

piﬁ@hed around her lips. She turns to the young face in \

\

3 . \
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the framed pho ¥de the mirror--a black-and-white shot

" of her and the dog. They are set in a frozen clearing

~ against a backdrop of spiky black woods. She is bent over

in a dark maxi-coat, pounding the side of the dog like a"

drum. She is smilings; her face is clear, smooth, sharply .

in focus. She remembers that smile; she had just left

‘home~~free at last. She remembers feefing the thud of her

mittens against the solid weight of the dog. She remembers

feeling young, eternal; they woﬁld stay this way forever.

~ She looks at the dog lying near her side of the bed, his

muzzle nestled between his paws. As solid as ever, un-

changed, ageless, ( {
"What are you doing?” He is propped up on one elbow,
shielding his eyes from the light.
"Nothing. Go back to sleep,” she says, and plunges
them both into darkness.

¢
[ ]

She sité on the window seat in the living roonm,
breathing deeply, waiting for the night tO‘paés. The dog
burrows his chin into her ;ap until her hand comes to rest
on his head. She inhales ‘the dank river emell wafting up
to the.fourteenth‘floor, cockg an ear to the distant clamor
of the amusement park, and opens her eyes.” The river is

gtill there, as always, the lights on its shore feebly

twinkling.

The 1ittle girl slams head first against the wind,

e
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shrieks of joy and terror ringing in her ears. She is
leaniné forward so she can see better; the woodenisl;ts
fly beneath her like a speeded-up movie. Her father holds
her tightly between his knees. He didn't want to go on in
the. first place. He's afraid she'll fall out. She reins
in the car as it swerves round a bend and-.cries, "Whoa."
és it rattles to a stop. Her father unfolds one long leg
from the car and is about to disengage the other. "Once
more," ‘she says, clutching the safety bar. He leans over
her, his face a dark warning,qthen rises to his feet. He
looms high against theistarry niéht. He exhales through
his teeth as she smiles sweetly up at him. .After all, he
promised. Any rides she wanted. It was her birthday. He
pays the man, who smiles and shakes his head. As he lewers
himself into the car, he says evenly, "This is the last
time." éhe feels him stiffen behind her as fhe machine
rumbleslto life, He doesn't like the roller coaster. He
says it is old and rickety and that one day it will fall
apart. Her heart jt;mps as the car jerks forward, and they
are off onée more.

Then, it happens. They stall on the highest summit,
just before the final downward plunge, and now they sit
there in the first car (which she insisted on), teetering
over the rickety edget "I knew it, I knew it," her father
mutters. Little men are running around the controls,
motioning up to them to sfay put. "Don't look down," he ’

whispers. But it's too late. The world has caught.fire,

v
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Like zillions of sparklers, sizzling in the night. Only

=

she can't catch them in her hands. 'She can.only hold her
breath .and watch them dance for that moment, dizzying;
prisms of 1ight.‘ And as she turns her head, she cansee the
sparks thrown off along the river, twinklihg all along the

shore., She‘closeglher‘eyes and smiles, as through closed
o

. lids. she sees the liéhts still flickering. But then, ‘they

begin to burn out, like dyihg embefs, until there is
nothing but blackness, heavy and deep.

The dog sighs, then pulls himself 'up with a grunt and
2 .
a shudder and pads away into the corner. Her eyes snap

open as the man toughes her shoulders. He lifts the fine

hair like’a veil o ace and kisses the nape of her neck.
"ﬁappy birthday, b;ée." She smiles and catches his wrists
as he buries his head beneath fhe folds of her robe. Her
thumbs press down on his arteries where she feels his
throbbing pulse.

L3

The dog watches from the corner, his eyes gleaming -

* red in the dark, and waite/ for the manh to go home, -

,\ He leads her,into the bedroom, takes her. up, highér

and higher, until she is soaring, glidihg, the wind singing

in her ears. She clings to h:'ﬁs neck and tells him ngt to

- stop, not yet, once more, it's her birthday. He is tired,

spent, he has to work today. He rolls over onto his side
of the bed. She'starts to cry; she can't help it. It's

her birthday, her day, to spend as she likes, he said.

N
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everythiﬁg. leaving it all belovw, feeling only the hot, wet,

36 S

He turns to6 her once more.

She throws back her head and rides him, forgetting

‘pulsating rhythm gf the night.

f

They have a sunny breakfast overlboking the, still

river strewn with the first leaves of fall. She sits on

"her lover's lap and plays with his tie and asks what he got '
‘for her birthday. ’

—

"Have you been a good girl?"

She bites his ear and he lauéhs into his®coffee and -
tells her she'll have to wait until tonight.' Some thing
extra special. Does she think she can wait that long?

“I'11 just have to, won't I?" she murmurs, nibbling
at his ear. ' ’ .

He carries her \\into\ the bedroom and lies her down,
pimming her between his arms. "We'll go even higher
tonight‘, babe." He shakes his finger at her and smiles.
"You stay right there 'til I get back. Hear?" | i

The dog's ears flatten in the wind as they bear down
the expressway in the sporty TR7. V'She turns up the old
Steppenwolf tape full blast and sings along, \her head
thrown back, until her lungs feel like ‘bursting.

Like a true nature's child,
We were born, born to be wild.

We can climd so high, .
] I never wanna di-i-ie, : .

e
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She parks by the lake and stops to look.. The water
. 1s still, as alwayfs, unrea..l, like dried flowers pressed
_ under glass., | It's a man-made lake: sculpted in graceful
: ‘ curves, bordered by the '1ong. winding sidewalk and grass
' paz'beﬁng.'

"Artificial," her mo:ther says on a rare family outing
many years ago. | : ’

And her Swn surprise when she gets close enough to
see., "Look, you can see the bottom." And it's true--flat
slabs of rock, rainbows of funny little écurrying fish who
can rest on the bottom when they get tired--and her arm
suddenly hurting, being pulled away.

N "I told you not ‘to go near the edge," her mother warns,
shaking ﬁteLr by the arm., "You'll fa.li in."
" “But I want té see the fish," she says, squirming to
free herself, but that jus.t makes her arm twist. ™Don't
_ real lakes have fish? And waves, real waves that knock you
down? Why can't we go to a real lake sometime?"

"falk to your daughter,” her mother says, exasperated.
. She drops her arm and walks away.

/"C'mpn." says her father, smiling down at her with sad °
eyes.. "Let's leave your ms»ther alone ;‘qr a few‘ minutes,

We can look at the fish if you hold my hand.®
The fish blur into glob.ule,,s of color that quiver for
’ an instant and then dart out of view. "Why can't we ever

have fun?" she blurts out, wibing tears from her cheek wii\:h
‘ i
i :
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the back of her hand.

The leaves flicker in the sun like tiny flames. She
8trolls down the mountain path from the lake. The leaves
sigh and twirl to the ground, collect in the gutters., She
can remember wading through them as a child, kicking up a
storm, be‘ating hér father back with armfuls of leaves,
winning the race to the top. She'd }augh when he'd feign
exhuastion at the final bend, staggering on long, wobbly
legs, letting her sprint ahead to the look-out by herself.
Then would come her moment of triumph--bounces of joy,
shaking her fists in the air, But when she sprang forward
to lean over the stone parapet, he was always close behind.
He would stand there as s8till as the columns themselves,
the whole world spread o{lt at his feet: the fat clumps of
bush below, .the sharp angles of the city beyond, and the
river beyond that--a haze of blue melting into the remote
blur of pencil-thin mountains. She could bring it all into
focus when he fed quarters to the telescope: a rooftop, a
bird in ‘flight, a cloud. -

"I used to come up here at night with your mother. A
long time ago. Before you kids were born."

She swivels the_telescope's black face around to her
father, stares at him through the two round, unblinking
eyes with the hooded lids. The corner of his ﬁzouth is
curled gently upward. She wonders what it was like, before

she and her brother were born. Hies cheek muscles flinch
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a8 he 1lifts his gaze to the river beyond, then turns to her

t
with wet eyes.

The woods are swarming with squirrels, madly foraging
whﬁe there's still time. Th‘ey are a plagtse. a blight on
_the 'landscapeh sagging from trees, littering the path,

And they keep ls*l:xa.r'cling her, cracking the stillness of the
forest: snapping twigs, rgstling branches, scuffling in
the dense interior. She doesn't know where to turn, where
to look. And the dog.' in a frenzy, bounding from tree to
tree, waiting patiently under one, only to bg cruelly lu?ed
to another. She lifts her collar and folds her arms, '

' hugging herself, quickening her step, anxious to get out.

The dog pétters ahead, looking back up at her every
few minutes as they descend the crumbling 1'stone steps to
the hospital. It is the same rambling, medieval fortress !
whose- turrets and pinnacles delighted her from a distance ’
when she was little, until she got closer. Then she was
frightened. :

"Is she Jlocked up in that tewer?"

"Don't be silly," her father says, squeezing her hand. *

3 "Will they scream when we go in?"™
"That's only in the movies, I fold you, this is a
quiet place. That's why she's here. For a rest.”
"But why does she need a rest?"

"She's tired."
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"But why?"
He unclasps her hand and looks down at her. She

r gtudies her sneakers and waits for the answer, shifting

her weight from one foot to the other, not knowing whether

.to run or stay.

"You ask too many questions," he says, shaking his
head, and forges up the driyé, leaving her far behind.

And not so long afterwards (or so it seemed), he him-
gself is immured within--only a different ward, more modern,
with whiter walls and stronger disihfectant—:roi;ting before
her eyes in the sterile room. {_ '

"Why aren't you fighting?" she demands, leaning over
him as he turns his face to the wall. He won't listen.

"But he's going too fast," she insists, catching the
doctor's sleeve. "9an;t you stop him?"

The dogtor--pink-cﬁéekeg. immaculate in white--lays

one steady hand on her shoulder. "He's tired. He's had

‘enough.”

"Maybe I should stop coming,"yshp says quietly. -

"What makes you say that?" ’ | ‘

"I don't know. He's not getting any better, and I'm
not . . « I upset him," o

"My dear, you've got nothing to do with it. All'you
can do now is ?o walt with ﬁim."

She retugbs to his side\and squeezes hielaxm. He looks
at her with frightened eyes.

B E e St



"Daddy," she whisﬁefs. "Don't leave me."

Her mother waits in the lobby: small, hunched over in
, the chair, .bundled up for her walk. She gathers‘her mo ther
up and nods at the smiling receptionist who wi§hes her a
happy birthday.

"You don't have to tell the whole world."

"Why not? You don't turn thirty every day. Why,
that's when I had your brother." Her mother sqi;es up at .
her. "It's something to be proud of--my only child's
birthday."

She stiffens, tighteningther grip on her mother.

"I've got you for the whole afternoon. ~We're going to make
it to the top today."

"I don't think I can.”

"Sure you can. We'll go slowly, take 1lots of rests;
there's no rush, I'm parked up by the lake so we can drive
back. Besides, it's my birthday, remember?"

Her mother shakes her head solemnly. "You always were
_ stubborn.”

The dog greets them at the base of the mountain. He
. sniffs her mother's dangling hand, then scampers up the |
stalrs as she reaches out to pat him. They take the stairs .

e Sertmartnns W T
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slowly-~two, three at a time--resting in between,
| "Don't look down," her mother says. And later, "I
can't go much higher."
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"Take your time. This is the hand part. We're almost
there." | |

At the top of the stairs they turn to look. Her
mother loosens her scarf, undoes her top button.

"See? You're in better shape than you thought. Eveén
your doctor says so. He told me you've begn making pro-
gress," , | /

"Progress, yes. I've stopped hoarding pills.”

“That's good, that's-- " '

"They wait until I swallow them now. I have to open
my mouth and stick out my tongue."”

A delicate web of plastic tubes pin him down. The
hollow suction parches his throat, but his\ eyes--pinpoints
of light in the deep sockets--scream at her, implore her:
LET ME GO. She knows now he will leave soon; there is
nothing she can do to stop him. She must release him, tell
him it will be all right to &o. &he takes in on long |
breath and says she is sorry. "I should have come home
more to help you with her. It's just tﬁat I was always 8o
busy.™

("A job like yours," she remembers her mo ther 'saying.
"Such flexible hours. You'd think it would be a simple
thing to visit from time to time.” And suddenly, she would
w:l.sﬁ she were back at her cluttered drafting table instead
of here,with this woman who wouldn't get out of bed.)

"Don't worry, Dad,” she tells him feeling his grip on
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her arm slacken. "I'll take care of her."

He settles back, closges his eyes, and slips away.

] .
"That's better. I like solid ground beneath my feet,"

her mother says, as they crush the bruised leaves that lie
ma.ngl“e‘d on the mountain path. She looks old in the stark
light of day. It is a brutal light, a steady glare that
slashes into the deeb lines etched into her face. She
grips her mother's elbow, pz:opelling her, as they slowly
wind their way to the top.

"He told me we'd g0 together, you know. He wouldn't
leave without me. And here I am . . . 8till waiting."”

"Don't, Mother. Don't talk like Q&at."

"All right, I won't;, . . if you don't want to hear."

Her mother teeters over the edge of her father's
grave. Her eyes are shut like the dead; they do not clench
or quiver. Only her body sways slightly from side to side.
They have to. hold her down or she willlﬂy away like a
spirit. With the first clatter of earth, her eyes snap
open, and she is looking at the coffin as though for the
first time. Then, -before they realize what is happening,
she breaks away and tries to throw herself upon the grave.
They carry her away as her daughter stands i‘rozen‘, staring
in disbelief; she is flailing her black limbs like some
huge, struggling insect and crying out in a hoarse whisper
that is choked, not even human: LET ME IN. ;

[ L . L
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And later, turning a bend, they pass beneath an arch-
way of flaming leaves, not yet beaten to the ground, not
yet extinguished with blue plumes of smoke drifting to the
sky. |

., "Are you and this one getting married?"
."Maybe e« o+ « I don't know."

"Your father never liked it. All thesé men. What are
you waiting for?"

"Nothing. What's the big rush?"

“Well, don't wait too long.” (And the old refrain.)

‘"I could at least have grandchildren."

She was their last chance. She didn't remember “hef
brother. She'd been too young--swaddled in white, sai% and
snug in the wicker hamper back at the cottage., But sl;e'd “
seen the yellow newspaper clipping, spied it peering out |
from her mother's top drawer: MOTHER SCOURS BEACH FOR SON,
And she'd pictured her stumbling along the beach--a mad-
woman, with thunder clouds rolling in like balls of fire.
And she saw hef screaming his name, hands cupping her
mouth, yelling herself hoarse against the roar of the surf.
The paper said she'd tried to run right into it. Some
neighbors found her crumpled to her knees at the water's
edge. When she saw them coming, she wrestled to her feet
and flung herself into thd/chnng waves, pounding the
water with her fists, plunging degper and deeper to where
they couldn't reach her and snatch her away. .

{
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It's standing on its haunches, its tiny Cimands dan-
gling, waiting for a handout.

"0h, look," says her mother, stopping in its path.
"Where do they all come from?" -‘I‘he gquirrel eyes her, jits
nose twitching in anticipation. "They're smart. Always '
thinking ahead. It takes planmning. Planning and thinking
ahead.”

"Don't touch them. They bite," she tells her mother
and whistles for the dog.

He slinks away from his post beneath a tree, only to
see yet another one at their feet, and shoots ahead like a

bullet.

She looks like a madwoman in the movies--hair standing
on end, clothes torn.and wet, face dirt&. Her father sits
her down g«en‘ély; carefully, as though she'd break. "That's
the last time. It'é got to stop,” he says. "I'm not run-
ning out to the river every time you get one of your whims,"”
And her mother, staring at nothing, a strange, hé_.u}xted

look on her face: "He~ wasn't there., I couldn't find him."

The dog shuffles ahead, tracking a scent. He wiggles
from behind, and she smiles, pi"cturing his nostrils and
jowls fiercely quivering.n

"We're almost there," she says as her mother stops to

catch her breath, one hand pressed against the hollow of
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- her neck.
"You shouldn't take me so high," her mother says.
"It's bad for my heart." |
They stand and watch the light of the city break ’
through a clearing in the woods. A jogger plods by, check- v
ing hiss stopwatch., His T-shirt'sticks to the small of his
back; his feet scrape the gravel as he pushes on.
"Where are they all running‘td?“ her mother asks,’and L

smiles when her daughter laughs.

The artificlal lake glistens at the foot of the roll-
ing green carpet. They stop for a rest; watching the
smooth, shiny surface. .y R

"I should have watched him more closely. You were : '
crying. I took my eyes off him for one second, no more,
and he was gone." '

She turns to seé‘her mother’staring like a stone at
the water.

"You were wet. I had to change you. He was watching
from the hall. I put you down on the kitchen table--it
only took a second--and when I turned around, he was gone."”

Her mother turns to her with bewildered eyes, desperately ~ )
gearching her own for some answer, some explanation. - "Heg
waan't there anymore."

"Why tell me that? You make it sound like it's my

fault.” She looks away, her eyes stinging, imagines stum-

bling all the way down the bank to the lake, leaving her

o
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mother far behind--a speck on the horizon. She tries to

steady herself, feels a pressure on her arm. N

"I've tried to make up for being careless. I was
careful . . . with you."
B She focuses on the lake--its surface unruffled,
unreal. Oh, she was careful all right:-shutting herself
away for weeks at a time, or breathing down her neck, mer-
ciiessly stalkiné hers "Where are you going? . . . Be
careful. You might ge; ﬁﬁrt. « « » If anything ever hap-
pened to you, I couldn't'livé with myself." She waits for
the- echoes to fade.‘ |

"T don't know," her mother breaks in, her voice qua-

_vering. "I've done the best I could. If it was wrong, I

e e 0 I gnly wanted to protect you, not drive you away."
Her heart catches as she hears thié strange voice, throb-
bing with emotion, suddenlypbreak. - |

It is the first time she has seen tears in her
mother's eyes, Qelling up now with all the pain‘and guilt
she has suffered for so many years. She had always been a
stranger before, like somé alien being--unfeeling or half-
crazed. Yet here she is, the tears streaming down her
face, begging for her dagghter's forgiveness. She Bqueezés
‘her mother's haﬁd and tries to tell her with her eyes, she
understands. A

o

The clearing 'breaks open before thEm, an expanse of

brilliant blue sky that dazzles in the white sun. The ‘dog *

[\
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s 1s galloping béck and forth along the wall, his tongue
‘flapping. She laughs with her mother, enfolding her y i
shrunken frame witﬁ one arm. They stand on the.look-out, L
high above the whité sheen of the city. : f -

"How'did you know?" her mother asks, the sun warming
her face,
"He to1d me once--how you;usea to come up here ;
together, before we were born." o ‘ | )
* “He did?" 'She turns to her daughter and for a moment;
looks bewil;ered.° Then ﬁemofy sweeps over her, softening
her face, making her look young again. "To think he
remembergd. It was so'long ago." She c%oses her eyes ana
tilts her smiling face toward the sun, drinking in ;Es - r
warmth. | ‘ ] , ) l TR
The little girl.insists that he take her to the look-
out, She wants to see it for herself--at night. I"Just *
this once," he says, heaving himself up from his chair.,
She dances on her feet 1}ke a horse at the starting gate,
but he reins her inj squeezing‘hér'mittened hand. He lets
éo when she struggles, but stands right behind her as she
wedges: her red, rubber boots betweennthe columns and leans
over'the top of the wall. She wants to get closer to the P
bright galax§ Qf stars bursting out of the city's black

heart., She tries to swing a leg over, then feels her head

P ¢ e ot oty s e

~ ' snapped back, Her father has snatched her away by the

hood of her snowsuit., His face is dark, angry, high up in

K : ”
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the pitch night. “What did I tell you? Why do you think
they call it a 'look-out'?" ¢He shakes her by the hood and,
keeping a firm hold, drags her back to “the car.

,
- * A4

4

Shey saw a picture of her brother once., It was peeking
out fronf her i;ather S open wallet on the dr,esser. He was
squinting in the sun, his hand shielding his ey‘e-s. He .had'
a striped Trshirt on and freckles and a toothy smilg and

F

was sort of goofy looking. He looked a lot like her. Q

~

-

Her mother fumbles‘ in her coat pocket. She unfolds a
wad of Kleenex, her fingérs tf'einbling, while her daughter
_ braces pérs%¥f. She wonders if she can de it--wrep both
arms around her, tell her shd *oo is sorry, more sorry
! .th.a.n she can say; but instead of crying, her mother hol‘d~'s
the spread Kleenex aloft on her open palms, guiding it to
her as if bearing the crown jewels on a pillow of red vel-
vet: Within the nest of white is perched the cameo ”\ring
that:beionged to her own mother.
PR "Happy birthdéyp" ¢ )
k + She turns the ring in the air, the gold band glinting
in the sun. She brings the xcoral jgce close to her own and

¥ sees that it's lost its features; they are smudged. unrec-

ognizable, worn down with age.

. ¢ Her molher points out the little g:LrI‘/s other,

" She is the one wreathed in black, bowing her head,

-
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wearing the family heirloom which will one-day be

" hers. But the little glirl doegn't want to see all these

grim old people assembled in school-picture rows--heads
fading into the light or biurred like dabs of paint smeared
by some careless thumb.

"Where are the children?" | _

"There 'aren't many. But look. Here.,"

The pictures catch at her heart; they are so much
cloger and clearer. Children are laughing in the sun, in
twos and threes, hugging each other by the qeck. /@hildren
are mugging for the camera: “the béys flexing théir mus-
cles, the girls posing as beauty gueens. '

"Which one is youé" 2

Her mother gropeg\at these yellowing snapshots, read- .
ing them with her index fiﬁger. The photographer's shadow
shoots up into some of them, and in one--"Here I am:i"--

\shades the figure of her mother. a young girl like herself.
She seems to be smiling, but it's hard " to tell. Her face
is ¢louded over, obscured. The picture has that washed-
out, stippled effect of old ph&%ographs.

Her mother pats her on the should?r and returns to the
kitchen, telling her to have fun. The little girl flicks
through the pages fast and furiously, watching the murky
yellows and browns sharpen into blacks and whites slashed -
with the gaping dark holes where hér brofher once was, She
scratches out one of the white corners that ocnce held him
n place and wonders where he's éong.. She asked her father

14
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.girl smiling along with her. She snatches up the cards,
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once. He said that her brother had nevér been found gnd

was probably sound asleep on the deep, dark sea bed where
nothing would ever wake him. She could see him there, laid

out in his striped T—shirt--ng sun to dazzle his eyes, no

" wind to ruffle his hair, nothing but a hard bed of pebbles

and clay. She looks down at the empty black square and pic-
tures her and her brother together, all freckles,and toothy
smiles, hooking their elbows onto each other's necks and

laughing in the sun.

The flush of the late afternoon sun softens the angles
of the city below. She holds the dog up sSo he can see. He
struggles at first, but then is gquiet, his paws resting on
the wall, as though the orange sun had melted away his
resistance. ' | .

"Such a shame to leave,"” her mother sa&s. as they
start back down, the dry twigs snapping like bones beneath
their feet.

Her mother holds the stack of missing pictures like a
deck of cards, close to her face, gscrutinizing the top one
as if studying ﬁer next move. She lies it face down on o
the faceless pile on the kitchen table and peers i‘to the
next one. Slowly; the rigid line of her mouth curves into

a smile and she looks up dreamily, only to see the little

her face hardening once more into clay.j, She looks directly
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at her daugﬁ%er as she bu;ies the pictures deep into the
folds of her dress. "You shouldn't dwell on death. You're

too young."

Her mother stands-af the car door. She is facing the
street, clutching the door handlé. "I want to see him.
It's so near. igt me go."

( She looks toward the cemetery across from the parking
lot. "I don't know. Your doctor said-- "

"To say goodbye," her mother says, smiling sweetly.

She pauses. "All right,” she says, skipping ahead t&
‘catch her mother's arm. "But just for a minute."”

i

The stone is black, imprinted only with‘the stark,
square facts: her ﬁrother—-1949-195b; her father--1910-
1983; her mother--1919- « She had refused to have her
own name engraved, chiselled in stone before its time. The
mason had nodded, respecting her wishes-~it could always‘be
added later; but he had refused her mother's final
demand, his face blanching a little when her mother showed
him the note: REUNITED IN DEATH, He would, however, con-
sent to REUNITED IN GOD, so her mother had compromised;
she'd let him have his god. o ‘

: R

The trees are bare, the ground thick with rotting
leaves. The pale sun slants through the branches, cuts
'across the téps of the tomi:stonés, throwing shadows along
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the ground. A chill suddenly runs through her as she turns
to check on her mother. She is gazing at the black stone.

and smiling.

)

"So, what'd you do all day?" he asks, trying to
brighten the mood. She has been quiet all through dinner.

"

He prepared it all hhmself——painstakingly chopping and
dicing, stirring it around in the electric wok. ’She stares
at the pink smears<of icing on her plate. It's all that's
left of her birthday, éxcept for his present--a small
silver offering she tries not to notice.

"Nothing much," she says, toying with her fork. She
wishes the candlelight were eQen dimmer, draping her in
darkness. '

"I called. There was no answer.” His wvoice is low,
hesitant. They've been through this be:t‘ore.~ How come she
never talks about her family? He wants to know everything
about her. |

"I had to visit my mother. She was expecting me."
The tines of her fork prick her thumb. "She always remem-
bers my birthday," she says smiling. She studies the im-
pression of tiny hole in her thumb and says nothing more.
She knows he won't press ﬁer.

She startles when he reaches for her hand. She looks
up to see the candlelight quiver, its blue heart writhing
on the wick. He is smiling in the refleéted ow--a wash.

of red features dréwning in black.
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“ "Hurry up aqgﬁopen it/" '
It sits thefle shining in the light--a miniature box
of tooled sterling silver, tied up in golden thread.
"Aren't you going to open it?"
She fingers the gilded loops, feeling her stqpach knot.
"No." '
"No?"
"I don't want it.”
"What do’ you mean?"
"I'm not ready, I-- "
"Why? 1Is there someone else? is that it?"
‘She misses his smile, twists the ribbon tightly around
her finger., "No: I-I'm not ready, that's all.”
"But what are we waiting for? Don't you want to
settle down, start a family-- " '
“I'm not ready:"” She knocks her chair over as she
backs away. N
‘ He rises from the table, teetering on the tips of his
?pread fingers. His voice shakes. "Listen, I know this
is sudden. You're a little surprised, that's all. You
keep it. For when you chang; your mind. I can wait."”
She can barely make his face out from where it hangs in the

shadow. "I'm not going to let you go."

She lets it ring ten times before it dies. She had
stopped him again and again from coming over--"No, I'm
busy. « « . Sorry, I was just going out"--and now she is
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tired of even answering the phone. But there is nothing .
. s8he can do to shut out the cheery voice of the past"week:
"How Qou doin'? .ul . Miss you. « « « No, keep it. It
was my mother's, you know., . . .. Call you later." She
opens and snaps shut the hinged silver 1id, rolls the

: dlamond in her palm; holds it up to the light. The sun
catches it; it glints and winks and beckons her to the
future. She cannot picture herself settling down. A~wife
and mother, Children. She saw what it did to her inother.
The doctor had explained it all to her last year, after
her father's death.

He'd been pleased she was trying to fill in for her
f&Fher. especially since her mother's condition had
deferiorated once more to the point of hospitalization.
Her visits would mean a lot, he ééid. But he was reluctant
to discuss her mother'’'s case in detail, would only say that
yes, her mother had quite an extensive history. It was‘/
only when she pressed him about her brother, -that he leaned™
forward on his degk and looked directly into her eyes.

"Well, yes, o} course his death was hard on her, but
s o+ o 1t wasn't just that. You see, your mother suffered
such severe post-partum depression with both you and your .
brother, she had to be put on medication indefinitely. Now
the right medication can do wonders with these patlents, |
but it's tricky since each case is individual. That's not
to say there's no-- " '

"What about me? Could I get it poo?"
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~It had slipped out, all in one breath, before she ,
could stop it. The doctor's eyes widened slightly. She‘
didn't care. She held his gaze until his eyes fell a.nd :
fastened on his laced fingers., -

"There can be a genetié component.” He looiced up h
.quickly. "But I wouldn't worry if I were you. With all-
you{va peen through, I'd say you've managed to cope very
well.”

| . "Then it does run in the family?"

He leaned back, removed his glasses, measured his
words as he fondled the wire frames. "Well sure, there's.
& tendency for depression to run in the family. It's like
any of the blg diseases--cancer, heart disease, diabetes.
Of course, you can't just sit around and wait for it to
strike.” -

‘Sﬁe;remembers the doctor looking up at her uneasily,
.as ;i,f td‘_;'see if she were doing just that. But no, it
,wou}ﬁnﬁt?happen to her. She was sure of‘that now. She
smiled and.grlxggk hands, dro"ve home, and went on believing
what she had known all along. If she can love a man for a
little while and t}xen let him go, it is all she can hope
for. But she misséé her lover—-misse;\fhe smell and warmth

~or him, misses him taking her high up into the throbbing
night.

The dog trots into the living room where she is lying
on the rug and flops beside her. She holds the ring up to
his muzzle; he sniffs it and looks away. "What's this?"
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she asks, flashing it before his eyes as he shakes his
head. "C}mon. don't you know?" He gets up, annoyed, pads
to the front do;;. and looks back at her. She slides on
the ring. It jams at the knﬁckle, then slips iﬁto place.
She holds aut her hand, admires the setting. The dog
whines softly, catches her eye, then nudges the door with
his nose. She wrestles with the ring until it pulls loose
and shuts it away in its white satin bedding.

She plays a game down by the river--warming the
smooth, flat pebbles in her hand, seeing how many times
she can make them skip across the water. She spies one
glowing like black ember in a puddle. She plucks it out,
her hand dripping, aﬁd feels its perfect amoothness, its
raw cold. She warms it in her haﬁd until it burns like
coal, then flings it, watching it smolder, two, three
times across the water's edge. She waits for it to spark
again,

The dog pokes her with his cold, wet nose. He doesn't
like the river, refuses to go near it. A little longer and
he will be shivering, ears laid back, liké before a storm
when he g?ots out the safest corner and sits facing it,
shuddering, waiting for the windows to stop rattling. Even
her lover never liked her to come here. "Why do you do it?
You're always so quiet when you come back."

"Once more,"” she says, and prouches low;

The pebble, rubbed white hot between both hands,

B e
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flickers over the water, two, thfeemtimes, then sinks. She
sighs and cups her chin in her palms. She wipes a tear and
bends forward to peer into the water, but sees only a slick
coating of green slime. She lowers a twig and begins to
stir, watching the deposits scatter. The dog circies
behind her, breathing hot against her ear, She stirs
faster, her heagz thumping time, until the water 1s clear,
clean, transparent. The dog whines softly, edging away
from heg. She stops breathing as she glimpses something.
The dog yelpsraice.as she tilts closer to the water. ;t

is only her own reflection staring back at her. She
catches her .breath énd stands, wiping her hands on her
pants: The dog lolls his tongue and grins gt her, glad to

get going.

i

Y

Her heart jumps as she sees %im standing there--wgit- -
ing at her door, his hair wigd-swept, bits of\leaves cling-
ing to his bulky Bweater. o

"Look. I want to know what's going on.”

She starts to turn, but hears him breathe her name
and feels her heart pull. She fumbles with her keys as
she briskly crosses the hallway, the dog softly padding
behind hér. He bristles when the man takes her arms,
growls low in pis throat as he backs her against the door.

A”I can't take this anymore. Either you want me or
you don't. Make up your mind. Now.”" (

She glares at him with cat's eyes, hunching up her
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shoulders, gathering her body tightly together. His hands
slide down her arms, drop limply to his sides.

"I just.want to know why,” he says softly.

"You'd be sorry, that's all." ' )

"What do you'mean? How can you sﬁy that?™

She has seen those eyes befbref-other’men's eyes--
searching, pleading, asking for more than she can give.
She starts to speak--to warn him, frighten him away--but
something else, painful and unexpected, slips out before
she can stop it.

"Why me?"”

He clasps her-shoulders as her voice catches--his

" eyes steady now, fixed on her own. "You make me feel

alive.”
She laughs abruptly, turns gside her head. ”
"It's true,” he breathes, sZroking her arm. "Only I
can't take it when you're;like this--so far away-- " \
"Listen,” she says, brushing away his hand. "You're
better off without me. You don't know."”
"Don't know what?”

"Never mind. Just do me a favor and go."

She bolts the door and ‘leans her ear against it. The

padded carpet cushions his step, but not the whir of the

elevator as it grinds to a halt. She is just about to
peek out her door to see if he's still there, watching for

her, when the phone rings.
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Shaken, she cradles she receiver. She stares at the

fa)

phone. She sﬁ;tches up the receiver and drops it, her

-

hand still burning. She" rises unsteadily, tipping over

the chair, frantically scans the room for sc;meblace to o
hide. The-doctor's voice pursues her as she reels around
the room, patting the furniture, rearranging objects.

"I'm sorry. There was nothing we could do." He had chosen
 his words carefullx;”ﬁe had never seen "such a determined
.woﬁan" as her mothdr: forging a pass, telling the staff
her daughter was taking her for a walk, weiting in the
lobby for the receptionist to look away, juét for a minute.
Her heart leaps as she pictures her mother diving from the
bridge, hurtling straight down into the river Selow. She
runs for the phone and dials without thinking, wanting only

.to hide in his arms.

She sits slumped in thélstiff leather chair, idly
watching the doctor riffle thiough his files. She thinks
of the long night before: huddled against her lover's
chest, sobbing that she and her bfother should never have
been born. Had she really told him everything? ﬁhen she
- was liftle, she used to imagipe her brother in his striped
T~shirt curled up like a fetus an his deep, dark.bed.
Sometimes at night she dreamed of diving into the crashing
waves of the sea to go looking for him. She knew she had
only to touch his shoulder; he would wake up and grab her

?—u:“.y.a«» w
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hand, and tﬁey would both sprout magnificent gold tail fins
and swim away together like creatures of the sea. But she
could never find him. It was too dark and there was to‘o :
much tangled seaweed; she would thrash beneath her twisted °
ﬁe¢ sheets until she finally woke up, dripping. And then,

-when she 1éft home at eighteen to study design, she ended ¢

up éinding her family for the longest time; there was so '
much Qork to do (more when she went into freelancing) and
so many men. For the first time in her life-she felt young
and alive. She thought that at last she was free of her
mot@gr, but something dogged her, a pursuing shadow close
at her heels. When her father was dying, she feared it'd
close right in on het and carry her away. She begged him
to stay, not to leave her; but then she was alone with her
mother and had éo.fight to keep the shadow at bay or it
would consﬁme them both.

It was‘then that this new lover appeared who made her
_laugh and took her up so high into the night. She could
leave it all behind when she was with him: her mother's
" accusing eyes--"Why can't they let me be?"; the nurse sadly
shaking her head--"No, she doesn't want to see you today."
Yes, she had told him everythings the chill that had '
.seizea her in the(cemetery; the coﬁl-black stone still
glowing vividly before her eyes--ready to coﬁsume all that

it embraced; and her mother gazing‘at it--longingly,
" lovingly. “ - . ‘ .

-
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She feels,drained‘now. No shock, no pain, just weary
relief that it is finally over. Like when her father died.
: "He'd sﬁffereq enough."” And her lover--listening to it
all, not breathing a word, just stroking her arm, her hair,
her cheek, staying uﬁ with her all night.
"I wanted to talk to you," the doctor says, retrlev1ng
a file from the cablne%’ "See how you're feeling."
She smiles lamely. "I'm pretty tired.”
"That's understandable. You've beeh thfqugh a lot.,"
She gazes out the tiny window overlooking the moun-
» tain. The sleet has washed away the vibrant colors, drown-
1ng them in pools ‘of slush.@
ﬁYour v1s;t last week meant}a lot to her, you know."
She nods, seeing the two of them poised on the moun-
taip'é sunmit in the blazing sun, wondering if she'd beén
thlnklng about it . even then.
* "She told me all about 1t——how she'd made it to the
top. She was quite proud of herself. You know, it was the
only time I ever saw"her smile? For just that :one moment‘
she felt alive again, and she has you to thank for that."
™ She sees the doctor for the first time now, leaning
over his desk as he peers into her eyes with concern. And
she smiles, thinking of how her mother had turned her face
toward the sun for just that moment, like a flower thirsty
for light. Perhaps she had given her mother something after

all, however fragile. It ﬁgg been hers, if‘only for a

L4

%rief moment,

’;mwwm-«m.w —
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"I wanted to tell you how sorr§ we all are," he says

I
"

softly. "We did‘everything we could for her, but . . .
She watches him %humb‘ﬁhrough’her mother'g,;hick_iile{
feels the weight settling back upon her chest.
"I don't think &gﬁorealize just how far Yaok this goes,"

he Ef}ls\-rfllpplng through the file.’ / ‘ ,
"Well, yes. . You told me about the post-partum depres- /4

sion. And then, of course, she never did get better: she - '
was alqus in and out of the hospital. I guess I was afraid '
something like this m%ght happee a%%‘élong, but it's still a

bit of a shocg, you know, when i4 finally does."

"Yes, of course. It must have been very hard on you,

. N .
but actually . . B she'd suffered severe bouts of depression
7

long before you ahq brother came'a%ong.”
! "What do yew Tean?"
"It's right here." -
She slides forward‘on the chair, perches_on its edge,
~watching as he runs his finger down the page. > .
\ “Nineteen thlrty-seven--when she was first hospitalized *
for deprggglon.

"Nlneteen thirty-seven? Are you sure?"

- "Yes, she was Jusihelghteen, but according to this,

* shé d already attem}ted su1c1de twice. So you“see. having

“children, although it may have exacerbated herqcondltlon,
,probably wouldn' t have made that much difference in the,

’ . Vi

long run.": _g’ _ I e ‘ ) . fl“;

(>

"I never knew." ~ She stares ahead, seelng herself at
- e
. [ ’
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eighteen: smiling triumphantljr._ pounding the side of the

L}
dog, announcing her freedom to the world:

~

g
The doctor unhooks his glasses and rubs his eyes.
"Perhaps I should have told you before."” .He looks down at

.her mother's file. "Your mqfther tried to take her life many

times since then. She never wanted you to know. She was
afraid you'd dwell on it." He meets her fixed eyes. "So,

you see, in a sense, it was just a matter of time before

this happened. These chronic cases are difficult“.'sometimes +

imi:ossible to deal with. How your father managed for so
many years, I'll never know. He was quite a man."
She nods. Taking her up there desp:.te it,all--"Don’ t

tell yotr mother® --squeez:mg her hard between his knees

on the rickety coaster, trembling behind her as they dangled g

in mid-air, while she caught her breath and marveled at all
the dazzllng wonders below. And yet, he had ma.rrled her
mother in the fi,rst place--but why?--and in the end, he' d
éiven up-‘-beaten down, old beyond his years--leaving the
daughter to carry on.

And what of her brother? Hadn't he given up too? She
wonders with a start how she could not have seen it before:
her mother stalking him, watdhing his every move; her
brother driven intc the surf, trlpping down to the sea the ’
first chance he had, racing with the mgving mass of black\
clouds; and herself, a wailing taby, 'p erc1ng the thunder
that drowned out his cries, wracking her mothe.r's frail.

frame with her shrill demands: MY LIFE: ME! ALIVE! She

1
4
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N
wa.;'xted to live, to fly, tq soar! _Slxg‘muldn't give up.
She wouldn't rush headlong into death., | K
"I know this won't be much comfort." The doctor is
wat.ching her.with raw, e‘xposed eyes. "'But your n;other did
finally get what she wanted.”
And it)is a comfort; gshe does not even cry. Not now.

Her mother had made her choice a long time ago.

She is teetering, her gms circling backwards, falling,
falling, only this time she doean't wake. She strains to
open her eyes, but sh:e is too busy thrashing her ‘a.rms and
legs in the swirling water. It pulls her in circles,

catches her in a whirlpool, spins her mercilessly a.rouﬁd.

She opens her mouth to screaiﬁ LET ME GO, .and somehow the

sound emerges in wavering echoes, and then, instead of
finding herself rushing headlong to the bottom, she is
above the water, bone, dry, looking down, trying to see.*
She knows she's down there--she just fell 1n\--but she can't
see; the wat;r clouds over, filling with smoke, untii. there
is nothing to see at all. -

‘ ' 1%

She feels\the dog's nose, warm and moist, pressed ‘
against the palm of her h‘and She looks over at the man
sleeping pegcefully beside. her. The sun streams through
the sl?.ts of the venetian blinds, striping his pale “face’.
She sits uf, hugging her knegs, and stares down at him. /

It is as if she is seeing him for the first time:s the
“ : - .

\
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tiny pulse beating in his" throat, his soft, full 1ips, h
dark, quiWi eyelids. She'd never known him to be a
gentle as he was last night. Even then, it was almost
more than shg‘could'bgar: thekbrush of his fingertips,
the graze gf his lips, the faint whispers--"It's 0.K.
You've got me now." He cradled her in his arms the whole
night long as though she were something frggile and
precious.

She thinks of waking him up for work, but decides to
give him a few more minutes--he looks so serene. She
smiles and stretches, looks down at the dog with the leash
in his mouth. He is gazing at her with igrge, mournful
eyes. She pulls on her jeans, rummages in the dresser
drawer, and softly closes the door.:

e e "

She pfbbes her pocket gor her mother's cameo ging.
She,rubé the ravaged coral face with her thumb and imagines
it melting,'drigping from the heat, then hurls it into the |,
river. The black pool sucks it up fn one gulp. She lifts
thlsilver 1id of the li-ttle box to see the .diamond ‘
nestled wifhin, extracts it from the satin, and holds it

up to the sun. It glitters as she turns it, Eatching and
refracting the light into a shimmering rainbow. It is not
too late. She could still pitch it deep into the black
night, make it swirl in the murky depths until it settled

7 with éypuff of silt beside its brothér--snugéling on the

deep, dark sea bed amid the pegPles and clay. She stares
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at it in alarm. No. She squeezes it in her d and

{eelé how hard it is, how strongs it cannot melt. The

ring gli&es effortlessly onto her ringe;: The dog bounds

to her side gleefully as she slaps her thigh and turns i'xer

back on the river. She has survived them all.

v
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They are just standing there looking at each other--
cheeks aflame, breath streaming in the bright cold--stand-
ing on the flat tar roof‘dusted with snow. Below them the
wind whips through the ﬂoarded-up factory windows. The
young woman reaches up and clasps her hands behind his
neck. She can see a fine dew glistening on his long, blond
lashes and along the curve of his cheeks where the snow-
flakes are meltiné. He smiles teasingly at her, his brighg
blue eyes catching at her heart, 'and Anna smiles back, the
" blood prickling beneath her cheeks. She lowers her eyes,
savoring the warmth ofAhis smile, relishing the almost
painful sensation of his own eyes ugon her--only her.

They are leaning together now, touching foreheads.
Anné laughs as he carefully secures the kerchief knot
beneath her chin and 1ifts her collar. Then, cupping her
face in his mittens, he kisses her softly and ﬁenderly on

the lips; but when she closes her eyes, darkness intrudes,

v
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.and all she can see are the stars blinking in the heavens
and the fumes rising from the factories below, like ghosts
in the night. L

When Anna lifted her eyes, everything looked cloudy.
She narrowed her vision, then widened it, hoping the fog
wm;ld‘ clear. She tried to remember where she was, what
she'd béen doing, but the world was too grey, "too murky,
for her to get her bearings. A twinge of pain reminded

her of her hands: poor, swollen things splayed on her lap,

K4

like twisted bfanches, gnarled and hideous. She'd wait.
Slowly, it would come back to her. '

»

$

His long, slender fingers--so smooth and delicate
like a woman's--extend towards her, reach for her hair now
that it is loose and streaming. He combs his fingers
throuéh the long, wavy strands, stroking her scalp, caress=
ing her nai:e. sending tingles down her spine. She ~
shivers as he rune his fingers down her body, gently
stroking its contougs, drawing out such intensity that she
cries out in pain and joir; then ‘falling back down with her,

a cascade of notes trickling into a stream, quiet now,

flowing with the steady current of love.

She breathed in deeply, but it was no use; she was as
stranded as evér, the fog refusing to 1ift and release her.

She made out a purse a few inches away and snatching it up,

4
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rummaged inside, groping for sométhing that would make it
all clear. ) Her hand trembled over wads of Kleenex, a
broken comb, a tiny pot of rouge, a phial that rattled
witht pills. She pried open a magnifying glass, but when
she turned to the kitchen table and a large, mysterious
box W’it},'l wide open ﬁaps loomed into view, she laid aside
the glass and dove back into the purse., Her hand rested
on a compact engraved with fine filigree. Slowly, she
extracted it from the soft suede interior. ’

In the mirroir her babushka was a reaésuring gsight--a=
bright paisley with yellow border. Was someone stopping
by for her? Would she soon be stepping out into the sharp,
fresh air of a sunny winter's day? She tilted the mirror
down to her face. A wave of nausea rushed over her. But
what had happened? She looked so white, as if a heavy
frost had settled on her overnight--hair, skin, brows,

" lashes--white, ash white, fossilized. Even her eyes, once

"3
a -lustrous black, were sealed over withia milky film that

kept the sun %ut. .

She could still see her young man and herself high up
on t}‘xeir roof in the glint of sunlight--the tar sparkling .
beneath them like bits of broken glaas—-bfushing the soot
from their clothes and h:ir. laughing into the sun, gazing
at each other with eyes as clear and bright as the day.

"How does it feel to be out in the sun again?"

"Yes," Anna sayg, lifting her face towards the sun,
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turning like a flower to the radlating warmth, ‘.She<> has
escaped once more from the stuffy drawing room which hems
her in on all sides: stern ancestors eyeing her disap-
/provingly from the walls, stiffly seated guests openly
inspecting her, and her parents waiting for her to perform,
to win their "honored guests" over with some Haydn or
Mozart. She could still see her mother swathed in her
best black tafetta, perched on the edge of her chair,
wringing her hands; and her father stroking his white
goatee, .his nose up in the air as if sniffing out just the
right momenf, then nodding for her to begin. She would
f)lay the music they wanted to hear with crystalline clarity
and bpw her head to their polite applause; but she would
offer no more--not a single smile or note that sings.
They cannot have that part of her; it belongs to someone
else.

"What is it, Anna?"

She is reaching: for the sun with her pale face.‘but

there is something in the way, like a thick pane of glass.

" She cannot feel the heat.

"Sometimes I wonder," she wﬁispers. "wliat v;lould happen
if they found out?"”

He tugs on one long braid, makes her laugh, then
starts to unravel Ji.t, strand by strand.

*I'1l never let you go, Arna. As soon as things are
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settled here.. you must run away with me--not go ﬁack to
' yqﬁr parents. What kind of ‘people try to marry off tht{ir . |
daughter for money?" “

Anna giggles and turns to cover his.mouth. He kisses
the moié‘t éenter of her palm, holds her hand against his
1ips as he looks into her eyes. She compares his lean, .
delicate features to the long line of "opportunities" her
parents continued to line up for her with their smug, )
fleshy faces and pink, dimpled hands. One b;r one, she
-.turned her heél on them, fleeing upstairs, dreading the
-touch of their moist lips, th6eir plump hands. A murmur of
voices below, the angry clumping on the stairs, her parents
towering over her bed where she huddled under the counter-
pane. What were they staring at? Couldn't they see she
was already spoken for? She could hear thpan' even now,

"Anna, this cannot go on."

"Money is scarce now, You can't be choosy."

- "A girl your age. You should be grateful they're
still interested.” -

"It's not natural.”

"No, we wori",t have it.”

“This next one-- "‘m |

"His father's own foundry:"

- "A very good match."

She smiles up at his int_ense ‘blue eyes and‘sighs.
“They want a 'g;:od match' for me." .

*"And I am not?" he murmurs C\into her hand.

- o I
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"‘?éyghs as he slides his face free and wheels her !
around Tace the sun. Her heart beats faster as he
raises the seconrd braid and begins to unwind it.

"I could always introduce you to them. 'Mother,
Father, this is Jan. He works in munitions, on an assembly
line.'" She can just see them. Mother, touching her
pinched, white lips with two fingers, and Pather, turning
aAnasty shade of purple, the veins popping out on his fore-
head. "'No,'" she mimics. "'This will not do. It simply
will not do.'” N\ 3

. They laugh and she turns to face him, shaking her hair
"fréé. the sun streaming down like golden rain from on high.
"Yes," she says. ™You are right. I will run away with
you." And they scurry down the iron factory fire escape
and duck in through a window. In the dusty room, they shed
their garments and nestle on the hard pallet beneath the

coarse, heavy blanket, hearts and limbs entwined.

a

~

~

Anna was dabbing on rouge, trying to rouse her sleep- .
ing blood, trying not to notice the brown cardboard box
w;iting for her with open flaps on the kitchen table.

What was it doing here? And why was she afraid to peer
inside? It did no good to fretso over things that did not
concern her. It was time to get ready. He'would soon be
‘ here. But when she'd pinched her cheeks and bit her lips
and snapped the compact shut, the box continued to drift

in the corner of her eye--floating in a sea of fog, daring ’
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her to peer within. . . .

She knew if she tried hard eﬁbugh it would come back
to her--who all these people were. they looked so familiar.
She stared at the stark black- and—whlte photograph of two
little girls backed up against a brick wall, refusing to
look at her--heads bowed, faces dark, cloﬁdy.-iﬂscrutdble.
Yet she can feel their scorn, see the reproach in their
lowered eyes. Why? What did she ever do to them? And

<

here's one‘in color--all gran up now?--still looking down,
but smiling this time at the infant cradled in her arms, -
the two of them poised against a backdrop of twisted pai@s
in some distant sunny clime. Here was a whole platoon of
éhem-—blg ones and small ones laughing and waving, knee-high
in the tall grass; most unkempt—-harr and clothes flying in
the wind as if they‘d just blown in from anotherdplanet.
Who were they? What were they‘ali doing in the.same box?
Anna waded through the wr;ckage--masses of pfqtures,
letters, qlippingsi;gggsphing with the magnifying giass for
an answér. some clue. A long, creased face with sad, wet
eyes, like a bloodhound's, called to her-%o pull Him out,
but she didn't remember him. What did he have‘to be so sad
about? She flung‘hiﬁ over, angry now that she couldn't
find what she was iooking for. "She plunged deeb ihto the
box for one last try and emerged with a clutch of curled
photos, brittle and brown, about to crumble. The stiffly

posed figures--a scowling woman in black, a solemn man with

\

vy
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a white goatee-—mede her angrier still, and she was about .

L

to seal the box once and for all, submerging its strange
fhhabitants into eternal darkness; when her hand, tfembling
now, lighted on the fading portralt of a ycung woman,

Hands folded primly in her lap, head incllned, she was e
peeking playfully at the camera, trying not to smlle. but
she was happy--that was plain. Her happiness surged

through her veins, threatened to gush rlght out of the
frame; she had to hold it back, dam it up, or they would

- know.

4 .
Anna stared at the spining crown of plaited hair. She

eould still feel the stabbing of the ﬂ;ns which had secured‘k
the thick coils to her scalp: her mother--a stiff rustle
of black--looming above her, frownlng, a mouth full of
bobby pins. And she could still feel the solid weight of
those braids as they flopped to* her shoulders, and the,
gentle tickl%ng at heg nape as he‘slowly unwound them; and
then, when her hair fammed in ripples across the-pallet,:
the huge release that woﬁld flow in rushes from.her whole
body as he sprinkled her hair with Eisses;vpow th;t it was
free. o ' - "

_,I Her hand tingles as he rubs it warm. He gets up to
stuff the rags around the window where the air seeps in and
thlnly whines. She shlvers where she lles blanketed on the

hard pallet to see -his tender nakedhegs exposed to the

bitter draft. It is as if she herself is crouched by the

v
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window ledge, her raw skift pr1cklnfg§ She wai'ts for him

-

to’ riturn ‘to her so they can snuggle \beneath the scratci}\v %
old *1
wh:‘{l,)e, untll 1t 1; time to hurry home, béck to their fami-:*:-
lies, Only the e}érs, pulsing w:.th the beat of llfe. Yook
Yown on ‘them through the .cracked skylight. And.the stars

will'never tell. / .
A - .

TﬁEy/are ruréing in the fresh spring ‘ai:"Lr, shoes danc-

ing by their lﬁces, bare feet slapping against the cold \

,.cobblegtone. . There's’/no time to lose. The sun is riging,

the pale yellow slanting through the night, casting a feeble.

glow on the dingy factories and rowhouses, He hoists her to )

. her open window, blows her a leS,‘ and saunters off into the

h
dawn, his slung work boots bobbing at his back; ‘

‘u‘
.

Anna plunged igto the box, clawing througli the rubble,
coughlng as ;the dust collected in her lunge : There was no '

time to lose: he was m there——somewhere. Her hands

clenched into fistg, crumpling pictures-~the stranger's sad
. . ,

'eyes, the children's long, dark facés. They were in the
[ v 4 .

t B 7 )
way; couldn't the# see that? . What if he were suffocating,

j N N\
the tears ‘!?rte at the béack of her eyes, tried to

‘buried i7 Some dark niche where she couldn't root-him out?

She felt
s}gke away the 1mage of his blackened face, his burnlng

\ blue eyes. She» stumbled onto a lace, hankerchlef yellcw\ ' i

wi‘th age, rﬂled into a tight, little vall. Pantmg, she

Y, P

la.nket and keep each other warm, at least for\}ﬂle ‘.
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squeezed it in her palm and clenched her eyes, waited for

‘her breathing to become pegular. - L ,\.ﬂ/ /

v They stand on the roof of the abandoped factory.
Ribbons of smoke rise from below like ghostly ‘'vapors. She

hears his words, but does not want tc hear., She ,n;éﬂeé

deeper into the'wg.mtﬁ o:'f‘ his arms, rubs her cheeks against
! ’ » Ay

the, rough ggra%n of his /‘:oat. J"Look at it, Anna. It is

7

"

ours.” He spreaqs his arms over the rows of factories, the -
blocks of flats, and gazes at the old walled c1‘ty cn the
far bank of the Vistula., "It is all there--our .Royal Cas-

tle and palaces, our churches, our ‘museums and libraries~=

all our pa\st splendors .p.res/erved, fon us fo cherish gnd

i L3

" protect.” The streams of smoke billow and merge until

-
<

¥ fe are no more factories, no-more castie and churches;
“ﬁinothlng to fight for. They rlde the wayes of smoke, Just
the ;wd of. them-(—a.lone; the streets below are burnt out,
/ obliterated. He speaks of duty and honor and of ‘us love
for her.' She grips the 2 g which enfold het; wrépplng
th‘em’ tlgh'blg( aro}und her ‘t&e bllng body "\"Jlan," she whis-

pers. "Don't leave me."_

"

'Y

\

A \( o
"I have to g0,/ he later 'gells‘hgr' as she lies.sobbihg
on the pallet;, hug ing her knelps and hiding her face i:n tﬂe‘
scratchy<blankét. "Anna, it is my duty to -join. My own
fathér fought against the Russians in the Polish Ammy and -

died for-his country. ‘-\Anna, listen to me." ! f

.
° 7
'
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"Don t go. Don't leave me."

"You can t pretend it will g0 away 1f you 1gnore it,

Hitler must be stopped. We must not yieild to his demands,"

"I’ ll/run away with you."

4
¢«. ""“Anna, don't you see? Gdansk-is only the beginning.
V}e must svop them now before they go any further--drive

; ; . p
out foreign powers once gnd for all. It is our only h%pe‘

to preserve the independence.our fathers fought so\ha.r\

" for." . 5 . ’ o

s "I°Will, I'11-- " g
. N
"Anna,” he murmurs, stroking her hajr.
4
"B}Jt they will take you away,.’

blanket.

/':, she chokes into the

\

: " f
"You don't know that. I told lyou, these are just

meetings, talk-- " ’, (

: ]
. "And I'll never see you againi!" Her sobbing is un-

> oco ﬁ\r"olla’ple' now,

"No! Anna," he pleads. He burrows into the blanket,
finds hed wet face, arfd smothers it w:.th kisses. "I'll

come back," he whispers, holdlng_ her close. )

[

Ll

streamed down her cheeks, drylng llke ca.ked blood. -'She

felt a pounding in her palm a.nd, turning her hand, slowly

unfurled her fingers. The- yellowed ba,ll of lace called to

her to unwrap it. She gently easgd it onto the table and
‘e

began to pr‘Y{at_‘the lace, 'pquc.kmgo at it with her aching

-\ ‘.(“"e 7

Apna's eyes flutter-ed open, her chest. heaving. Rouge :

{

S =
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‘ i
fingers. She felt sure that the secret lay within-<-the

_answer to all her questions. K
*
"You don't want to go!:  Why not say it?"
* It is their last night together. He has brought his
father's o0ld army rifle. It lies ready by the door; his

] .
resting there too, gathering strength

heavy work bootg s.:e
for"'their long trek through the mud to Gdansk. She kneels
beside him on the pallet, searching desperately for the, ¢
s magio string that V\I'Jt.ll pull him back ‘to her.
K "Jan," she moans, sinking down on her haunches. "Why

don't you look at me’?”

S

"All righti" A shock of.tears swells to his eyes.
"I don't wa.ﬁt to go. I'm afraid. Does that make you
happy? Are you happy now?" ¢'The fierce blue eyes glisten--
daring her to touch them now that.she has exposed his fear, ¢
daring her to soothe akay the pain, , I ‘

\ . 5 ,
"Then don't go," she says softl}, bracing her ams at °

{

her sides. "Stay here with me. We'll hide ffom them all. y\
. i
: Y . They'll never find us." . . !

}" His shining eyes penetrate her own--a startling blue, -

‘pPiercing and intenshe-. no longer veiled, no longer shielded

,

from her. He no longer seeks to hide his tears,
. i W
( ) "Anna, it can't be stopped now. Hitler has broken i

the treaty with Poland. Don't you see? It is starting at

" . . 1last.. Fir“stlthey take over Gg.a.nsk, ther they will seize the

'border, and then they will advance,.move steadily inland

)
. - . .
» . ‘. » -

.
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to the very heart of our great country--to Warsaw herself:
We must fight for what is ours! There is no other way:"

He breaks down, sobbing, his head in his hands. She
fights against touching h:{m. ga{: ering him to her breast. .
Her longing to }nvelop him in her arms is overwhelming, and '[
she is just a Sut to yield when he suddenly flinés ?e)ck
his head and zpes his éyes.‘~ He probes his shirt pocket,
slowlly\ 1lifts hig sore, redden/ed eyes, and takes her hands,.
lodging ,a band of gold between them.

"You will wait for me?” |

Anna gazed at the shiny gold band she had unwrapped., #
It lay poised on the nklefi lace. Yes, she would wait
for him, an eternity i‘i she had td. She turned back to
the photograph of h’er young self. She smiled down at the
beaming black eyes, in:;:;ined the bent figure, stiff from,
posing,, throw back her head and laugh out loud. She
" watched her rise, slowly like a queen, the plé.ited :;'own
magi;ally unwinding, drifting in waves to her shoulders,
down fhe long curve of her back, as the clothes, dark and
binding, fell away, melting.in‘ pools.at her feet, \leaving
her standing, na?:'ed'and _free. Radiant. 1 t

. , ~ '

Anna leaned over the phonograph, steadying the tone
arm, afraid to let go. It wgewbard to judge the distance,
harder still to feel her way into such a delicate operatioﬁ

with a hand as uséless as a: fuzzy mitten. She held her
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4 breath and d.ropped the needle~--was relieved that it bounced .
\
K\\ only once--then groped her way to her favorite armchair to
‘ ‘\\\;\ let her favorite music wash over her once more.

/

©

) "Chopin was a natioha}/ hero. A spokesman for the
people"' He swings up her arm, pbinl\ting their clenched
; hands towards the stars.;. o v,

. \ She is afraid to loolcva.t his f'ace-—to‘ gee the ferv6r
§lowing in his ey;s. "No. He was a poet. A lover.” Her
Ahand goes numb as he tightens his grip. She fastens on, |

the stars, watching them burn. |

"You are wrong. He was a hero. A revolutionary'"

He strains her up towards the sky, pulling her lugher and

higher. Thelr arms tremble against each other in the

i

+ night,

&

-y
¢

/) ® “Warsaw will not fall!" Anna has risen from her arm-
chaix;, her fist raised, the "Revolutionary Etude" on the::
.phonograph seizing her heart., Vividly to her still, they
are running out of food, water, ammunition, the shelling is
relentless, they are sun%)unded. but the g,reat Etude per-

- s:Lsts on the r&dio, its opening strains rallying again and
again, and they hold théir ground for ten long days, until
finally the lights go out, ‘the radio falls dead. ’

-, " Amnna clés’ped her throbbing hands and collapsed in

*. her armch;.izj. The music was over.. The sudden silence beat

" in hetr head., She could still see her and her parents

- . ‘o
3

(L

- .
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crouched beneath the stairs. They join hands and listen
to the eerie sounds of marching trool;s and rolling tanks.,
When they et;lerge from their dark haven, they blink at each
othezj' in the dusty light of the dLa.wing room as if staring
at strangers./"f{ takes her a few minutes to remember, but
then her unfocused eyes:‘ fall on the piano, and she is
gripped by one thought Z\nd one thc;ught only--where can he
be? / &y
She leaves the cries of her parents behind and stum-

bles dom the blackenedAstreets, past gutted buildings
whose chalky ewtrails rux;lble to the grqbnd,' rising in
clouds of dust. Their own section has not been totiched,
but the city is in sca'ttgred ruins, and she loses her -~

. bearings -‘a.nd c";nnot find her way to' the fac‘tory. She

~rushes on blindly, sgatching at figures that brush against

her--"Have you seen him? . . . (Can you tell me where he
[ ‘s

Jis?"--until finally, she collides with someéne--"Wait: v
Hold on t}ler;."' She feels the solid grip on he'r shoulders,
looks up into dark, limpid eyes. "No! You're not him!"
she cries, beating agaifist his chest; but she answers his
soothing, questioning voice and soon finds herself, crum-
pled and weary, on herrparents' dc;ofstep.

) . - ¢
. She won't turn around; she won't listen to them. She
will play what she pleases, in spite of it all., She

doesn't care if she's reported. "Sshh: Someone might

Yhear," her mother whispers, peering out the drawn drapes.

.™
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And her fatﬂ@r, frowning by the door--brows knotted, ner-.
5
vously fingering the gold pocket watch that dangles from

- his waist. "Why don't you play something else?"

She can't help it. Chopin is her wholé life now; he
%éﬁ 1ift hg; up in a frénzy of passion, suspend her in one
sheer moment of exquisite agony, then let her fail ever so.
gently, the twowpf them swooning together, It is what she
needs, nowlmore than éger. Her parents keep a closecwatch
on her; they are like shadows during the da&, and at night
they lock her bedroom door and window from’the outside--
"It is for your own good, Anna. War makes us do crazy
fhidﬂ!ﬁ"' She hears the& talking in hushed whispers:
"What's wrong with her?" "It's too mu;‘:h, th\h‘t'smll.",
"We(li have to take turns watching."” So\%pey are
afraid for h?n. She cannot go looking for him, He could

be anywhere by now., 'If only She could pass by his distrié‘;
perhaps a neighbor would kno® where he is, But'she is a

. prlsoner in her own house. [ A1l she can do is to wait for -

him to return and release her. And so, she listens for ;hé
ping of the single pebble against her window, lying rigid
in bed, stralnlng to pick out hyeﬂféatures in the dark.

And she looks to Chopln to bring him back to her; perhaps
he will hear--wherever he 13--tpe stirring polonaises
(although it is difficult not to trip over the soaring
octaves, the flourishes of arpegglos), the gentle mazurkas

S%%g their charpirig little grace notea and trllls. Perhaps
. 7 s . - N ) oi
he will 1ift his head and smile, follow'the notes home,

[. .ot
v N .
. . .
.
.
.
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Sometimes she loqks up from the soft parts, thinking
she hears sofiething. She sits with her head turned to one
side, hands poised above*the keyboard, the pendulum in the
hall thumping time, when suddenly her parents materialize
in the doorway and stare at her like two wraiths across a
mist.

It is better to pl;y than to stop. So she calls on '
her beloved Chogin-—caressing and pounding the keyboard,
trying not to make too many mistakes--while her parents
float behind her, cluéking their fongues and éhaking their

\
heads. '

i

She knows now that their love is alive and growing

“ .
ingide her. She must find some way to protect it before

her parents find out. She must find someone to take care
of her and the little one until Jan's safe return. Yet

she resists even more the dull young men her parents force
upon her. She has only to look into their'.slumbrous eyes,
and she knows without asking, they will not-keir her; “they
cannot understand. . ) .

So she shuts her ears to her parents' pleas: "Amna,

don't you see? He has money, connections!" They are

frightened, desperate to get away. She*watches their faces'’

pale, their eyes shift as they hurry past boarded up g’
schools, libraries, churches., She, listens to their muffled
voices 5; %héy breathe rumors of mass deportations, forced -

labor camps, and as they wonder about the townspeople--
N ‘ .

-
KR—

"

. .

|
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~with a gentle pressure. Yes, she thinks, smillng back at

O ) ) ?
. . .

86

-

mostl} Jews and university professors--who have disappeered
mysterioua{y into the night. "It is only the Jews they
want. We are safe,"” their neigpbore say, but her pafents

feel differently. "We are all in this together," her

_ father insists. "Poles have always been an oppreésed and

persecuted people. Jews and Catholics alike,” Her father

says that the I\Fazis and Soviets are fighting over all of ‘.
them like a pack of hungry dogs, that their only hope is

escape, then looks at her with pleading eyes. Her mother
implores her to think qf them--how can she, be so selfish?--

but she refuses to submit to their demands. She must stand

her ground, wait for him to return. If she ran away, Jan

might never find her.

She is bolted in place on the drawgng room carpet,
hefr father barring the door, her mother‘posted at the foot
of the stairs. Someone was asking after her,\yented to be
introduced. "Hie own textile factory." her mother ex-
claimed with tears in her eyes. Anna squeezes her fiets,
yearning to batter the faceless figd‘e.before her, But

when she looks up into the large, sympathetic eyes of an

. older man, he smiles 4t her as if he knows. And then she

remembers, even before her parents remind her: the tender
expression in ‘his eyes, the lilting tone of his voice, the

sure grip of his hands as he guided and steered her home E

him., Perhaps he can help her; perhaps if she explains it

B R —— o e - o s N CRTRY I B e A T o o b ot T S i 4274 TR wvrvne ay [ oS
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all to him--how she has no one else to turn tg--he will

understand.

Jozef listens to her story in silence as they walk %\jt>/\

along the crumbling streets:of the city. She hugs her"
stomach, protecting the life within her, as she averts'her
e&es from Jan's districp. She never knew which flat was
his, but it doesn't matter; tpere is' nothing left now but'
dust and debris. If only their factory were still stand-
ing; it would be a sign that Jan was all right, that ones
day they'd be together égain. She hurries her pace to get
there, and Jozef is right-behind her, touching her shoul-
ders, as she falls to her knees at the foot of the rubble.
"Anna," he whispers, kneeling beside her. He lifts
her chin, caresses her wet cheek. "I too have no one to
turn to. I am all alone in this world--no family or
friends, only business acquaintances. All my life I've
been looking for someone--someone special, Thgt first day'~“~\\N\
I saw you running and galling-his name, I felt such pi}y ’ )
for you, such awe for the depth of your love. I couldn#t
get you out of my mind, I wondered what'happened, whether
you ever found him. ,And then, months later, when 1 got up ' .
my nerve to be introduced, and ybu looked up and smiled
back at me, I thought maybe I ha& a chance. And now, it :
has been only a few short weeks, but I am sure of what I

feel for you. If I only thought I could have just a small

part of what you feel for him « « . "

¢
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Anna closes her weary eyes and leans her head on his ,
shoulder. He rubs hér back in little circles, easing away
the sobs that still swell in her chest.

. "Donit worry," he murmurs in her ear. "I'll take
care of you both. 'I'll protect you. And I promise not to
V\J\take you away until yﬁu're ready,_unpil‘you've come to |
know me." J | . I . \ . -

It is a relief to leaveKher parents, only she cannot
forget the shockeqwlooks on their facés, the .fury in their
voices. _ ‘

]"You are staying in Poland? It can't be true!"
"Why? He has money for papers. Why stay when we can
all escape?" .
\ Jozef glances at Anna, looks down at the floor. "It
is’not so easy. We must-all be patient. ngides, there
is noldéhger for the time being. We have nothiné«tq fear."
"It's badﬁénough now, Why wait any'longer?" '
"Later will be too late." .
"Anna, why rush into this if he won't help us?"
"There are lots of 6ther men to ma;ry."
""Men with foresight, commorn sense,"
"A little compassioni” |
"Anna, listen to us:" ; ”
Her heart wrenchés as she turns her back on ﬁpem, but

. RN
.8he has no other choice. Jozef will make a good father

'and provider for the time being, and she is safe with him;

s e e oM TR PR & R ST
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he never speaks of running ewey. EYen after ghey'are
married, he agrees~to\respeet\her condi tion--she must pre-
serve‘nerself. But one nignt he comes to her gently,
quietly--there are tears in his eyesé-and she‘fqrgers for.
a minute; she thinks it is‘Jan——his touch is so soft.
Then it is_too late ‘and she weeps over her betrayal, prays

_ Jan will understand.

She waits out her. term, waits for tbe day when she

»

and the father of her child will be reunlted. She Knows

now why he hasn' 't come to her. He has 301ned the Resis-

v

tance movement. She is sure of i't. She never saw the
messenger's face, but she felt him brush against her on

the street and thrust the note firmly into her hand. She-
keeps it hidden beneath her camisole and takes it out !

when Jozef isn't looking.

o

© January, 1940,

™,
L ¥

Anna, B
I am alive and well 1n"Wﬁrsaw. I can't see

you now., It isn't safe. Hold on. We will soon
‘be together. .

All my love,
Jan

She had known he'd returned all along, oflcourse. He
would never gire up Warsaw--the heart of their great
country--w1thout a valiant struggle. He must stay under-
ground. It is dangerous work., Her heart,contracts each

time she hears of yet another plece of sabotage--a truck-

load of German supplies overturned, a fiagrant halt in

“.
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. labor production, There is even talk of an undergfound
. build-up of weapons, of armed struggle in the stréets. She’
tries not to think of these things; it is bad for the -
child. Ard her parents just make things WOrse--searchlng
'her-face with desperate eyes, speaklng of the child in
anguished tones: "There is no future for him here. .‘. . -
How cgh you think of brinéing him into suth a world?"
Anne begins to wish that they had gone away for just a
. 1ittle while, like hef parents .had wanted. But if is t;g '
late non. The bagy is due soon; she shouldn't be moved in
her condition. She-waits for Jozef td return from Work
‘and looks at him in such despa¥t that he drops .to his
knees, rubs her aehingﬁpack, her ,swollen feet, anq:telis
‘her not to worry; it will SOen be over. ‘ o f E
A N . &
She refuses to look at Jozef. It‘ie'hie fault the.
.child has 'died inside her--was never given a chfnce to -
emerge, pure and whole, a testament of love. ‘He has poi; )
soned her love for Jan she will never forgive him. Fer
the first time he speaks of 1eav1ng whlle there's stlll .
time, leaving it all behlnd. She 1lgoks at him in horror,
thinks of her beloved Jan cowering in a dark basement,
surreunded by crates of weapons, looking up at ner with .
pleading eyes.‘ .-
(T: "Ge -then." she cries, ‘turning aside her face. "Leave ' °
me all alonei™ She will continue to scan tHe ieaff%tsu

* that cry out "Resistance. RevolutlonC", to dreem cf Jan

2
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shaking his\‘ft‘i.@t in the’air. She will conti:me to suppdrt
him in his® cauie. How caf’ she rﬂ%n away to a.nother land--
distant, safe--when she should be at his side? How can
sh‘a leave him when he heeds her'? \

-«

! "No," Jozef says sof‘&ly, takinq her hand(in his. .
"I'l1l neyer leave you. s ;
i <
She surré;ders herself to himg it helps to ease the
pai‘n'. “the grief.‘} She can pretend~ she is back in Jan's arms

once more, before this all started, when sLe was still

‘young, still innocent. She shuts out the voices of her

neighbors--"At least they're getting rid of the Jews"--and

the unbelievable news of walled Jewish ghettos, death camps,

mass executions; she rallies for the Resistance in her
heart and finds tenderness in Jozef's arms. And then she

is given a second chance. New life kicks within her,
announces its presence to the world. At times her heart

is 1ifted high with hope,‘ but then she remembers, it is not
Jan's; she remembers the war and h:ts’ lonely struggles under-

ground and almost wishes it would never see the light of
day.

~ Anna knew who the pictures were of now--that man with
the sad eyes, those two dark-faced little ;lrls who never
smiled. They had given her &mfort during the long wait
for Jan's return. She had clung to theh tightly, more 8o
during the uprising of the Warsaw ghetto. She knew that

+
¢
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the Resistance, like so many other Pol 3 s;orned‘thé
Jef;; bt nJE Jan, He felt like her f‘i:e; did; they were
all in this‘togeth;r. He would fight for the oppressed, |
no matter ;ﬁat race or religion, with his last drop of
blood. Anﬁ so she couldn't help pi??uring him trapped ¢ .
within the Jewish ghetto wallsy warding off invaders with
make-shift weapons. How could she? have survived without
Jozef's kind words and caﬂgssés, without the warm embraces
of her little girls? But she never thought they would
take her away to a foreign land.,

"It is all arranged. We are leaving."” Jozef looks _
down at her with dark, menacing eyes.

"No. What are you saying?" She starts to rise; he
grabs her wrists.

:Anna, listen to me. There is nataéﬂgﬂ}eft for us
. here. Our food is rationed. It is dangerous to walk in
* the street. I can't even conduct my own business in peace.
The Germans have taken over everything. We are nothing
more than their slaves--slaves to the 'master race'! Is
that what you want for the children?"

Anna struggles to ralse her arms, cover her ears, but
Jozef tightens his grip.

"No: You are going to listen. Wg have walited long
enough. We canngt wait ahymo;e. The city is dying. It
is our last chance to escape. If you won'§ think of your-

self, at least think of the children:"

* /
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. "Go then! Take them and gbv!" She w#estles in nis

arms, winces at the twisting pain in her wrists. .

"Anna, stop this nonsense: Whﬁé's wrong with you?"
She is surprised to hear him shout. She freezes,
stares at him. His facélis clenched like a fist, pale
with anger.
"Don't you see?" she pleads. "He's here in Warsaw!
Fighting for the Resistance.” She retrieves the crumpled
note from begneath her samisole, opens it up so he can see.
Jozef bends forward, holding the note by one corner.
His eyes widen; he glances up at Anna, then reads the
message through once more. He straightens up; his voice
? turns cold. "This was written over four years ago--before
our daughters were even born."
Anna stares blankly at the note that dangles at the
end of her outstretched arm, Was it four years already?
"Have you heard from him since?" Jozef asks guietly.
' "No, but-- " She looks up to see Jozef sadly shaking
| his head. "It wouldn't be safe,” she insists. "He has to
stay underground.” ‘
"Anna, listen to me. Four years is_a‘long time. Any-
thing could have happened.”
"No! I won't leave him! I promised I'd wait."
"Fine! Wait for him then! We'll go by ourselves:"
Anna stares in shock as Jozef marches towards the door.
"Wait!" she cries, holding her heart,
Jozef stops, one hand on the doorjamb, and turns to

<
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her with beseeching eyes. . 4
"All right,"” she sighs, feeling her bogesme:slack,
limp. "But only if you promise to return . . . once it's
all over," : }
"0of coursg, " Jozef says. "Once it's all over."
" It's true he had saved her--her and the little ones
who clung to her skirt as she stood at the bow,-watching

the boiling gurge of the ocean. The, papers had worked and

5
- they were safe. She knew it was for the best--she had the

children to think of. But when she thought she saw a hand
emerge from the churning waters--the smooth, pale hand she
knew go well--and when she leaned over to take it, to

follow him no matter what, her family had stopped her--

grasping her wrists and knees, 2lamping all the more

tightly as she squirmed and twisted. ’

"No, Amma: It's over now:" Jozef pleads to her
with anguished eyes, an anguish that would never die.
"Don't you see? We are safe.” |

She thrashes against his breast, her heart flailing.
She dgesn't want to be safé, not anymore, She feels the
spray of the water splashing up on deck and yearns to
throw herself into the lashing waves.

"No: Let me go: Let me go!l"

"Anna, stop: I know. It is torture to leave your
poor parents 5ehind. but there was‘no other way. You must

believe me. You don't think I would have saved them too

' WWMN ——————



if I coulag?”

She stops beating thé wall before her and holds her-
self very still. Coldness clamps her heart;\she can feel
411: creeping up into her wvoice, "I:t: you were I:;lf the man
ﬁé was, you would stay--stay and fight!" ,

A child at hery feet begins to wall, and then another
joins in, their swelling sobs rising in Anna's breast.

She sees nothing but the two of them now=--howling into the
wind, their faces red aﬁd angry, like hungry orphans left
out in the cold. Agna gathers them to her, smothers their
,heart-rending cries in her skirt, looks to Jozef for help.
His head is bent; he runs his sleeve across his eyes. He
suddenly looks so old, so beaten, Why hgd she never seen
it before?

"Anna," he sighs, too tired even to 1ift his eyes. "I
know how hard it is to leave your homelén@. the place where
you were born and raised. But you've got to pull yourself
together.” He looks up quickly. "We've got to make the

best of 1t. For the children, Anna; think of the children.”

Yes, he is right. She will make the best of it; she
will. Aﬁhh holds her babies close and looks out over the
spuming foam, watching the last glimpse of land recede in
the distance. |

Anna squeezed her fists against her temples.. How.
c¢ould her family drag her away like that, against her will,

and then leave her here, stranded, washed up on a foreign

.
:
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shore? How could they leﬁxe her so all alone? She peered
intq the box and pulled out a thick pile of yellowed news-

paper clippings. Maybe it was written upﬂsomewhqre, some

»

news of what had happened to them.

J‘

Her heart jolted as she stared through the trembling
magnifying glass at the top of the pile. Warfaw, Sept.,

1944, sixty-threp days of desperate fighting, fierce

Polish youths pounding the back streets, waving leaflets
and gasoline bombe; she could see him, charging from cellar

“to cellgr, his eyes blazing. All this over, crushed by the

Nazis: streets leveled, bulldings blown up--the ancient

Royal Castle:--burned to the ground--the palaces and

churches, the blocks of flits! Was this what she'd wanted--

empty ruins with nothing to fight for, the two of thaﬁ éafe
and alone in their abéndoned f;btory? No!: She wanted Him.
Only him: She should have have stayed by his side, fdught
with him in the streets, been there to dress his wbqnds..
hold him close, instead of here, living in exiLe with

f i . \‘?f'({

0old, worn-out man and two squalling childreny\ ,;y/ &_;

The way Jozef slaved to rebuild his business: a¢ o

v
P R

though it were some noble cause; was mgpey ;all he thbughtJ,
of? The way he wo'uld touch her shoulder when she was
doubled over, weeping in pain., '
"Leave me alone: Go away!" . . ”-%
His eyes widen for an instant as he wit‘draWE ﬁish ‘
hand. "Anna, this must stop."” He looks at her pleadingly.

"It is a terrible thing that has happened, but we must put

/
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it behind us. Your poor parents are at rest now. It_is
over. ‘We gtill have esch other and the children. You
must think of the children. It does them no good to see
you like this always. Life must go on~-if only for them."
"You don't know. Yourdon't understand.”
"How can you say. that? It is your grief gpeaking.”'
" She watches him bow his head and strike away a tear.
"You ‘don't khow," she says evenly, observing his reddened

eyes. "You were never in love."

Anna raced through the lurid headlines of Warsaw's
evacuation: the mass murders of insurgents, the deporta-
tions to concentration camps. No, she wouldn't think of
it. She knew he must have escaped--crawled through the
sewers to safety, like the other survivors. Perh;ps he ,
would even/cross over and find her. But later, when she'd
read of the postwar reconstruction--the foundries and
steelworks, the medieval Market Square, the Royal Castle,
all rising from the ashes like shiny new coins--she was
convinced Jan had returned and was waiting for her, But
Jozef, like a b;ick wall, would not even listen.

"Anna, it is not possible. How can you even fhink

LEvY

ige" .
‘ "They have rebuilt the whole city, just as it used to
* be!. We can go home, back to the life we once knew,"

"You don't uﬁderstagd. It is a police sfate now, run‘

by the Soviet army, There aremass arrests, deportations

B pu— . - i S e b st ot x s g - - oy
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to Siberia, widespread persecution~- *® ) -

"No:" -

“You'vg read it yourself. They've seized control of
the entire country--the army, the police, the press and
radio." His eyes frighten her; she has never seén them so
black, so stormy. "There is no freedom! ‘Nq one can speak
out. Dissidents are se@brely punished. Even those heroes
who fought in the Resistance-- "

"No!: You're making it worse than it is! You promised
we'd go back:!"

He catchés her arm as she turns, his eyes once more
gentle, beseeching. "Anna, we are free here. Life is -
good. What more do you wgnfgg

"I don't believe.you,"” she sobs, melting into his

arms. "It can't be true, It can't be("

She shook her head at the news photos of food lines:
rows of heads bowed beneath . *l?he* steady, grey drizzle; walt-
ing endlessly for a bit of‘hgrging and stale bread. Jozef
never missed a chance to point these things out to her,
sighing over how lucky they were. She was angry at first,
refused to admit there was anyt&ing to be thaniful for in
a land so concerned w:lth materia.i things, a land without
culture or history, without a soul. But when she began to
read of the demonstrations--the cries for "bread aﬂd free-
dom" ringing in her ears--and of the Soviet troops atamping

each scattered uprising like so many ants, her heart\ached

\
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for her people. She wished she could give them something,
something of heﬁxéwn good fortune. Jozef was right. They
were lgcx&; 1if ‘was.good. They had a split-level house,

two cars.'a television. . . . Yet night would still find

her crying ;nto her\ruffled pillow, dreaming of her lost
youth, reaching out ;r Jan's perfect features, only to
wake suddenly, clutching at darkness.

The doéto?‘Jazegrsent her to convinced her to join
The Polish Ladies' Cﬁurch Auxiliary which organized raffles
and charity bazaars and col{?bted boxes of canned goods anﬁ

winter clothes to be shipped overséas. Jozef was proud of

‘ her--she no longer sat around the house feeling sorry for

heréélf--and she was less(irritable with the children;

they even helped her sometimes, collecting tins of soup and
warm woolen socks from their classmates. They didn't show
much interest, though, in the newspaper articles Anna
carefully clipped out with large stainless steel scissors
and édded to her collection of family mementoes. What was
Poland to fhém? Nothing but food lines and funny names.
They hafdly even spoke Poligp at home anymore. How péuld

~they have known what these'éﬁipp;ngs meant to her? She

couldn'}t tell them that her parents never.wrote her back

‘after she left them behind and that the clfppings were

like the letters from home that never came., But she could g

tell them a%out Jan; only how could she explain it all so

they would understand? "My first love," she’?ould begin,

looking far beyond the two wide-eyed little girls to a ' i

X
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distant:shore. "He was a hero, a‘revolutionary.ea man of
courage a.nd%?onvicti?ln. Who knows? Pe;/haps' he's still
there . . . fighting for our homeland. .Wouldn't you like
to go there someday, see what your real home looks like?"
But when she had wiped her eyes and held her arms open to
her daughters, they/yere nowhere to be seen.

At least she'd had the other Polish ladies to talk to.
Who else was there? Her daughters didn't understand ‘her.
Her husband was always at work, forever rebuilding his
business. Joining the ladies' church auxiliary was Fhe
best thing she could have done. 1t \gave her back her
sani ty, herdfense of belonging. Mo ngé she could hardly
wait to see her family off--waving mefrily at them from
the kitchen window--so she could hurry back to the meetings
in the church basement. éhe loved to sit in the circle of
hard folding chairs and listen to their familiar, excitable
voices reverberate in the spacious hall--plotting schemes
to raise funds, reminiscing about the "old;coﬁntry." The
other ladies, having emigrated long beforevthe war, were
older than Anna, and they looked to her as a living link
to their lost homeland. They would listen endlessly to
her storleslabout Jan--"A Polish heroi!"--tilting forward
on their chairs, hugging their ample bosoms, sighing and
exclaiming. And when Anna reached the part about their
tragic separation and the suBsequent occupation of Warsaw,
the ladies would share her tears, swaying in their chairs, ’
dabbing at their swollen eyes with lace hankerchiefs.

B s ST N . P
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"Dpﬁ;t you worry," they would tell her. "Poland will rise
again."” And they would speak proudly bf'their ) war
which had ended in Poland's hard-won independehce and a
constitution of her own. If only r:construction had not ¥
been so difficult, if there had been enough jobs to go
around, they would never have left. But they had their
childrgn to think of, and their husbands had insisgedkthat
things would be better‘once the& crossed over. Theénew
land had been good to them, it was true, but it was still
hard to get used to after‘all these years,

Anna squeezed her weary eyes with trembling fingers
as she thought of her dear old frieﬁds. They had been so
close to her heart, like a family, and it was hard to
watch them age and see them go, one by one. For thirty
years th; dwindling circle had continued to meet in the
church basement until finally, The Polish Ladies' Church
Auxiliary was no more. They were all gone now. Amna was
.the only one left. |

'

Anna's hand shook as she bélahced the magnifying
glass over a newspaper photo from the sixti;s. Long-ha;red
youths were being dragged by the limbs off a university
campus. Which campus, she didn't know. There were so many
student demonstrations going on all over the world. Even
her own daughters had left home young--too young--to hitch-
hike to some campus out in California. They too wore blue

jeans and long hair and joined sit-ins and peace marches.




102

Anna tried not to think of tHem--what if tHey got hurt?
fghe‘gcanned each student, but the tiny faces were
mere smudges, blurs of yellow dots. She froze on one
figure with raised fist, his ankles being p&lled by two
stooped soldiers bowing at his feet, and tears sprung to
her eyes. O0f course! This was Warsaw, She could almost
hear his shouts of "Independence. Freedom of speech.",
could almosf feel his feveriBsh brow, the trembling of his
iron fist. Spe should hai% stood by him, believed in his
cause. All she could do now was fo.wait for mere glimpses.
Anﬁa wandered through the clippings, seeing the photos
spring to life, remembering the T.V. images that haé drawn
her so close to the screen. She had felt so alone, once
her daughters had gone and left her. Still, she had the
ladies to turn to at their weekly meetings, and she knew
they were watching with her, seeing Jan's fighting spirit
in every angry young Pole. They séw him marching with
placards at the factories, mines, and shipyards. They saw
him seizing the hands of old, kerchiefed women in the food
lines, railing against shortages and socaring prices. They
gaw him in the largest uprising of all: the widespread
: workers' strike with bold demands for higher wages and cheap-
er food, trade unions and the right to strike. Anna trembled
once more to think that perhaps the struggle could be won.
Perhaps they really would win their freedom, and then she
could return, back to his waiting arms., She could throw
herself agains% his breast and beg his forgiveness, tell

/
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him how she had suffered, plead Qitp him to understand, +

that it wasn't her fault, she'd been draggé& away, against
ﬁgr will. But never mind, here she was, in his. arms once
again, and npthing would ever take her away.

Anna térned to the next clipping, quivé}ing with anti-
cipation, and could barely contain her joy as she rgad’dfﬂ
the new independent trade union--Solidafify——ten million
strong! How thrilled the ladies would.bg‘: To ‘think that
Poland would rise once more--autonomous and free! She
linggred lovingly on the headlines and picturés announcing
.bold, frequent strikes, government concessions, the demand
for a referendum on communlst rule., She closed her eyes,
savoring a dream come prue—-returnlng at last to his, wait-
ing arms, feeling his cool hénd brush againsp her burning-
cheek.

\ But what had happéned? SHe gripped the next cligping,
holding it up to the glass, reading once more of mili@ary
rule, the detainment of jhe Solidarity leaders. No: It ‘
couidn't be. They had worked so hard, so leng. She
riffled through the clippings, moving forwards in time;
she was starting t6 feel weak, her heart fluttering, the
gloomy headllnes dimming, when her searchlng eyes fell to
the side on a bundle of cards and le&ters bound with red
ribbon. Of course, he had written--it had just slipped
her mind--telling her to be patient, to hold on a little
longer; it would soon be safe for her'™® return. They were

gathefing strength, waiting for the right moment. . Soon

*
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t\‘hey would riee—-mighty, ind,e'structable--to'r:eclaim their.
freedom and independence, the honor and glory that \xas'
once theirs‘.

Anna tore off the ribbon a.ndvplunged into fhe top
envelope. She pelled out a card, graced with an ivy-green
wreath set aglow with a halo of ca.ndles. She held her

(N

., breath and looked inside.

3

X

<" Dear Mother and Dad,

Merry Christmas: You're lucky to have snow.
It's strange having my first green Christmas.®
Daddy, are you still stringing up all that ivy
and those colpred bulbs? Be careful not to fall.
I miss you and will try to make it home for
: spring break. . I'll write soon.
Lr Happy New Year.

Maria

° v

i

. s ; O . N : :
Anna snatched up the following postcard, a panorama of

surf and sand. She-turned the card over and leaned closer,

the hasty scrawl swimming under glass,

Dear Mother,

"How are you? The baby is colicky and has
been keeping me up all night. He looks a lot
like Da.d.“ )

Love,
Eva

-

o e
p
t

. She flung the cerii aside and tore through the other cards

and letters. There ‘was no sign of Jan anywhere. only cury”
messages on s‘tore-bought cards or postcards or ragged. noée\
paper with always a word to "Dad" who got his own long

letters--pa_ges of then;--over %ch he"d‘ linger and chuck}e
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an:i wippe a té‘ar: and when he caught her staring, he'd look
up and pass ﬁer a picture of yet another baby and say,

"Eva says hello." Anna riffled through the pile of enve-
loi:es. searching for a ;iifferent hand, one that would stand
out from the rest. She stopped to check the’ last letter,
just'in case, and after a quick glance, was about to toss

it with the others, when the words suddenly leaped out and
stabbed her in-the heart.

Dear Mother, , 3

. We're sorry. There's no getting through to
you. We'll leave you alone, if that's what you
want., But remember, it's you who turned your
back on us, o .

Your daughters, K
Maria and Eva

How could they talk like that? What had she ever dche to
,them? Selfish girls--that's what they were; threy thought'
only of themselves, ﬁof of their poor . old mother, all
alone, Oh, how could they leave her so all alone? Anna
struggled to make out the rest of the letter through a.\

{
veil of tears. ‘

e
P.S. Don't worry about the will., Daddy always -
took good care of you. Our lawyer will ~
be in touch. S . ‘~

i
,

: / : "
hen it came back to her in one horrible flash: the .

ch mahogany casket sinking into the cold, wet eéarth; the =

y'weights pressing on her arms, pinning her to the “grouhdi

the cry that issued from the very depths of her being as

o
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she watched him plunge beyond ﬁer.grasp. beyond\her toucpn
"JAN"‘ She stood alone, suddenly unshackled, her arms
light. free. She felt about to lose her balance and tip-
ping round to one side, saw them retreating frdm her: one
daughter éobbing uncontrollably into her black gloves; the
other staring her squarely in the eye with malice such as
she had never seen. And when this other one, the elder,
had deposited her trembling body in the car for the long‘
ride back to an empty house, she leaned through the open
window and breathed hotly into imer mother's ear: "He gave
you everything—-all }13 had; he worked himself to death to
make you happy. But 4id you ever think of him? Did you
ever think of anything but your blessed newspaper clippings?
It was always Poland and Jan. What a hero I}e was, Well,
Father was a hero too. He fought for your love, dnly he
never saw, like we did, that it was a losing battle:"
"No:!" Anna cried in the kitchen, cgvering her ears.,
She tried to push from her mind the image of their spacious
house~-suddenly empty, cavernous. She'd .kept_:looking for
,Jozef, waiting for him to come home to ease-the aching
hollowness inside. Oh, she'd ‘ixad. such hopes for Jan, all
starry-eyed, waiting for him to rise, to reveal himself,
" When they'd first heard the shocking news of martial law,
the banning of So;idarity, Jozef had shared her tears, held
her hand,: stroked her chéek. But where was he now that ;she
was losing all hope for her 'motheﬁand, now that she needed
him more than ever? .She couldn't stand anymore. Once
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alone, she'd immediately unplugged the television, can-
celled the newépaper. What was the poimz when sae could
barels; gee anyway? q

Perhaps she should have gor’ierout West with her
daughters as they'd wanted, but how could she leave her
home of forty years to run off to a strange and foreign
land? Besides, she had to be here when Jozef returned. .
She would have to talk to him about these business trips;
he was killing himself with work. She had refused to lis-
ten to her daughters--"The house is too big for you. . .
It's dangerous ‘by yourself"--had even yelled at them to go
away and leave her alone. How could they talk ab?ut their
father as though he were dead and gone? But she agreed to
hayé someone look in on her from time to timej it was the
only way to get them to go home. He was nice enough--he
brought her groceries and t&ok her out for the occasional
walk--but it wasn't like having Jozef by her side, squeez-
ing her hand reassuringly, keeping her warm in |bed. Where
was that man? Why didn’'t he come home where he belonged?
‘ " When she finally started to lose patience and
shamed herself by crying helplessly in front of the
stranger who came to visit, he p’g.tted her hand and
offered to read her daughters' letter--"Look. Itujust
ca;ne"‘ It wasn't qntil he had read, "Our lawyer will _
be in touch," and Anna had looked up with eyes as bewild-

er'ed as a child’'s, that a terrible,/ﬁlir;d fury was un-

~— —

leashed within her. She chased fhe stranger right out of -
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her house--"Go oni I don't need you!"--then bound this
last letter with the others. She buried them-at the hottom
of the box and flung the whole thing into thg closet, kick-
ing at it until it would budge no more. éhe paced the
silent halls, warding off her daughters' cruel words, push-
ing away the painful memory of Jozef, When the stranger
returned to visit, she begged him to find her another place
to live--the house was too big for her; she was too oid,
crippled with arthritis. He said she'd have to wait, but
they'd find a place‘for her; in the meantime, he'd come
round more often. But she hardly noticed him, so immersed
was she in the world of het youth--a world of love and
peaée‘and utter perfection. D

But now she had awocken, as if after a long sleep.
She knew where she was, where ghe was going.: She was leav-

ing for the "homé}" leéving all her‘fhings behind, and

» suddenly, she didﬁ't want to go anymore. She wouldn't know

anyone there. No one would come to visit her. She had no
one, no one to spend the rest of her ‘days with, If only
she had supported Jan; then she wouldn't have lost him. If
only she éould go back, start over; if only she could touch
his facde once more.

Anna closed her eyes, but to her amazement, she could
not see him, not-a gingle feature. . Her face crinkled. as
her eyes squeezed tighter, but all she could see were weird
maze-like patterns. She opened her eyes, frightened now,

and glimpsiqg her wedding band on a bed of lace, reached
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for it. Her hands trembled as she carefully guided it to
its~rightful place, but it jammed at thé first swollen
joint. She stared at the extended fingers, disfiguréd
with age, and threw down the ring, hearing it clatter
across the table. The other rings--a diamond floral
cluster nestled against a shiny gold band-;ﬁere firmly -
encased‘within flesh, were part of the flesh itself, Heg
weary eyes feil shut, and she saw Jozef looking at her

with sad, dark eyes,

5

The last time she saw him alive, sher@as poring over
the néwspaper, spread put on the kitchen table, He had
c;umped ;p the side stairs and was waiting on the dull
linoleum for her to look up--an old, stooped man, cradling
an armload of leaf lettuce.

"Look, Anna. Fresh from the garden."

How many times had she seen him back there--dappled
in twilight shadowé, unearthing carrots and shallots,
ﬁrushing aside tangled leaves in search of the perfect
tomato, the julciest strawberry? . "Jozef, that's enough,"”
she would tell him. ”Héw can we eat it all?"

And now, seeing him clutching the lettuce to his
heart, she was suddenly angry. "The crisper is already
full. What's wrong with you? 1Is that all you think of,
your stomach? Don't you know what's going on? It says
here that martial law will not end until Sqlidarity affirms

in writing its support of communism:”f
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Jozef set the lettuce on the counter and turned to
look at her. There were tears in his eyes. "Yés," he
agreed. "It is sad, very sad. I will wash these later,"
he added, patting the lettuce. He went to lie down for h&s
afternoon nap and never got up. |

Anna shook her head and pictured him yeérs earlier,
when she used to watch for him from their bedroom window.
He was pulling up the flagstone drive in a flood of moon-
light. She'd wait a few minutes and then, not hearing a
sound, she would tip-toe downstalrs and peer over the
banniéter: and there he was, 1it up by the moon: fast -
asleep in his arm chair, his heavy head tilted to one
side--still wearing his suit and tie.

She remembereﬁ him as a still younger man sitting iﬁ
that same chair, telling stories to the two little girls
nestled in his lap; while she sat across the room where
the light was better, frantically scanning ¥he English
paper for a few familiar words, desperately searching for
some Bign that Jan was still alive, still fighting under-
ground. She never even noticpd‘when he carried them off

to bed. They never said good-night.

"Mrs. Pellowski . . . Are‘yop ail right?"

Anna's chgek felt cold. She~reéiized it was wet,
"Yds," she said haltingly. "Is foolish.” She wiped her
face with the flat of her hand. "0ld woman." She looked
down at her lap to see her daughters' laat letter, blotched

4]
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with tears. She folded it over and looked up to see a
vaguely familiar shape.,

"Believe me, Mrs. Pellowski, it's for the best." She
felt a fleeting pat én the hand, "Sorry I'm so late., I
was tied up at the office and the traffic was murder. Are"
you alli ready’;then? I gsee you've been into that boX.

Find anythin&nteresting?" \ )

It was the same cheery, disembodied volce that was
always 8o concerned about her color, her hands, her diges-
‘tive system. There was no one else coming. No one at all.

T found it yesterday--at the foot of your closet,
way at the back, I thought maybe you'd like to take it
with you. Must contain a lot of secrets, hm? Love letters
maybe?" / )

"Love, yes,"” Anna croaked, a trickle of bile burning
her throat. She coughed into a Kleenex and dabbed at her
eyes.

' "That's 0.K., Mrs., Pellowski. You go right ahead, I
know how difficult it is for the one left behind. You must
miaé hi}p very much."

—— Anna gazed at her weddlng rings through bleary eyes,
watching them shimmer, wondering how it was that she had
never noticed their beauty before, _ g

"Look at the time; we've got to gef going. Here, give
me your hand. No, no. I'll take that. It's.too heavy for
yoﬁ.‘ There. On your feet now. Are you ready?"

One han;i resting on the box, the other clutching a

o e . M e
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tattered Kleenex, Anna allowed the'stranger to escort her.®
\ : o ‘

to the door.-As she inched her way down the front steps, *

Anng 1ifted her head and breathed in the chill air. She

saw herself marching out alone into the dusk, her tears

flowing freely now, grieving for all she'd lost. - 2
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Part I+ 1927-1941

The grim littlé girl in the starched grey pinafore

averted. her gaze from the 6amera's eye, as did her elders

( asaemﬁled in the picture. A solemn bunch drapeé in black,

| th‘ey stared resolutely ahead--their faces sallow and elon-

gated, their mouths set in hard, straigh{; lines. The. R

women sat riéidly on a long, wooden bench, their hands ) -
folded in their laps. The men, erect as colzthmns, loo‘ﬂmed
‘above them against the stone wall of the chﬁrch. Héldne

stood at the side of Tante Marie, her tiny ﬂgure jus% ,.

o reaching the top of her aunt's head. It was all so long. f

_ ago. And yet . . . | |

\« ‘f' , , | Hélbﬁe dislodged the faded brown photograph from the

Bureau's fr;amgd mirror and e:gamined the young girl ‘she had:~

once been, Her face was thin and white, twisted into a

- scowl her lower lip pufted up with disguat. How often

4

¢ Tante Marie had scolded her on the way home ror the faces R , {, 6

’

she d'made. But she couldn t help it. She'd hated these .
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funerals--no, she wouldn't even think of that now--and
she'd hated having to pay her respects. She remembered
trailing behind her aunt, her insides knotting, as ghe was
whisked along yet another Qélk aﬁd up the steps to the
front porch. At the door, impaled with its black wreath,
Tante Marie would Priskly remove her black gloves and fix
the ribbon in Héldne's hair. She would tell her not to
make faces and to rémember to pray for the repose of their
dear uncle's (or aunt'f) soul. And then, just for an in-
gtant, she would stroke Hélne's cheek and smile pityingly
'at her because she knew how they frightened her--these
wretched o0ld people: reaching out with trembling fingers, -
wanting fo touch her--to brush her cheek, smooth her hair--
to draw something from her, take it away with them. 1In her
dreams Héléne slapped them back, but in their sitting

rooms she waited’patiently for taem to let go and wondered
when she would next see those grasping hands lying quiet,
folded on their hearts..

Oh, how she had dreaded those Sunday visits in their
dgfk, stuffy houses studded with crucifixes and bleeding
hearts. She could feel herself once agafﬁ practically
choking on the musty odor, pulling back as her cheeks were
grazed or shoulders pinched wifh claw-like fingers. She
could still see her relatives, bleached with age, gliding
above her in circleg as they dabbed their milky eyes and

spoke in undertones; and herself, waiting for the moment

when one of them would swoop down and carry her away to
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the open casket. "Look how peaceful. . . . So natural. ..
« + Beautiful.™ But they weren't., They were hof%iblé.
~§he stiffened against the arms that pushed her, the volces
that coaxed g&r: "Go on now.' He's waiting for your kiss."
She felt like her head was being shoved under water.: She
cloéed her eyes and held her nose, but still would shudder
as her lips came in coﬁthct with the clammy surface.
Hélane shivered slightly and returned her gaze to the
photo. With her hunched up shoulders and twisted hands,
the 1ittle girl seemed to be h&lding her breath. Yes, she
had been waiting even then, waiting and wondering who
would be next. First it had been her great Oncle Rodolphe
and, with this snapshot, Oncle Philippe, and then . s o

Héléne surveyed the photo. She saw it spring to life--the

stone figures stiffly turning and advancing out of the

frame. She could see them filing out--the men leaging the .

way--in one long, black procession towards death. And she
was there too at the end of the line, close on the heels
of her poor, sweet Tante Marie.,

Was it one year already since her @unt had died? Her
eyes settled on the strained, sympathetic face in the
photo and quickly swelled with tears. Her aunt was look-
ing at something far off--her fine brows slightly raised;
her thin lips pinched into a sad little smile. Her palms
lay open on her lap as if she were sorry for all this,
that it couldn't be helped. She accepted God's will with-’

out questions "There was nothing you could do but cargy on,

o e omman =
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endure the pain in‘your heart without angér or bitterness;
then God wouwld reward you." '

Hél¥ne remembered the first time she'd heard Tanteé
Marie speak these words. It‘was a sunny Saturday afternoon
and her aunt had just come into the parlor, pressing an:
envelope against her chest., Héléne l;oked up from the
carpeted floor wherg she had been wrestling with sums
(long lists of jumbled numbers that she took great joy in
untangling). Tante Magfe asked her to leave her work for
a minute and come sit beside her on the settee. ‘She had
something very important to tell her. She was a big girl
. now, all of °seven years, and was old enough to know,

Héléne looked at the envelope lying face”chﬁ between
them as her aunt unclipped the vellvet poQ from Héléne'é v
hair, brushed back a few gtrands pbove her ear, and snapped
the bow back on. She was peeriné into Héléne's face now,
smiling with that little pained look that would bunch her
fo;ehead. Her eyes looked red, and Héléne worried once
more that she was working too’hard. ‘

"You remember that big blue house in the éountry
where your Oncle Gonzague lives?"

Héléne nodded, remembering how you had to knock on
the screenea back door and how you had to breathe through
your mouth because of the stink of manure (did they ever
get used to it?) and how you had to step around all the
rocking éhairs and cats (and watch where you sat!).

Tante Marie gathered Héléne's hands in her own and

e DL
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continued, looking earnesti;? into her face. "This same
house is the Duprés family homestead built by our anéestors
in'1840. I wag born there and my father and his father too
and all my brothers. And you'Were born there too:"

Héléne wondered why her aunt was holding her hands 8o
tightly. "But wasn't I born here in this ﬂouse?" It
seemed she had been hEren forever, such a long, long time.

I+t made her tired .just to think about it: the towering '
hall clock that ruled with a steady tick, the stale, choked
/

air, the rows of ancestors and saints staring down at her

from %ﬂe papered walls,
. "No, chérie. I'm getting to that part. Now just

" before you were born, my parents and four younger brothers

all lived in the 'ng blue house and worked on the farma I

had marri‘écil by then and lived here in town with your uncle. -

»

Now one of my brothers--the youngest, Jean-Luc Duprés--had
started a family of his own, and with two little ones and
one more on the way, there was no mox"e room for him on the

farm, He didn't have money for a farm of his own, .so when

~ the railway men came from Northern Ontario, he decided to

go work up there since the pay was good and he could look:

after his family himself., But first he had to wait for

. the baby, and do j}ou know who this baby was?" ’

"No," Héldne said, drifting back to the letter.
"It was you, chérieil" ’ '
Héléne stared up at her aunt, "Why wasn't I with you?"

Tante Marie breathed in. deeply, and Héléne felt her

b
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- self., By then, they were like her own, but a little baby

"wisdom and glory did not grant us any.,' Sometimes I thought L

.plan. There was nothing to do but carry on, endure the pain

. L S S I u
hands: squeezed even tight\er'. "Your n{other, Rose Duprés,

had a hard time with you when you were born., Her blood was

\

poisoned, and she was? not expected to-live." o T
"How did her blood get poisoned?" |
J ‘Tante Marie folded Hélbne's hands on her own lap and - PR
smoothed out the creages in hér apron. "That is :a l‘\ong | F '
story. I will tell you when you'r:e older." : w
Héléne's heart was beating fast now. She hadn't known . BRI
how babies were born. All she knew wa’s that first the . B
mother was .fat, and then she wasn't, and somehow the baby
haﬁ gotten from the inside to the outside. But how had' she.
made her mothér so sick? Then an awful thought occgrred to
her. N
"Did she die?"

"No, chérie! I'm just getting there. My mother
. €

‘agreed tﬁat if Rose Duprés should die, as was expected, she

would raise the two little ones--your older sisters--her-

would be too much for her. Now your Oncle Emile and I had o
always wanted children, but le Bon Dieu in his infinite DR

my heart would break-- " Tante Marie crumpled up her apron i
and dabbed the gorner of one eye. "But I never complained.

he must accept God's will,. It is all part of His Divine _ .,

in your heart ‘without anger or bitterness; then God would _

*

reward you."
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‘. got better and it was time .to leave fqr;the railroad, it

‘only a vague, disgust.

Héléne was lqoklng off into space npw. She was hearing
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fante Marie turned to Heléne and smiled. "And then
‘z_g came along--my blessed gift, my reWard from heaven for i
all the years of eufferzng.i I could nqt imagine - ever giv-
ing you up.\UWithﬂthe help of Monsieur le curé and the con-

sent of your parents, it was arranged that we would look

after you on the condition that you would rem;in with us

‘alﬁuys. A;few*monthe later when your mother miraculously

. was hard for her t leave you behind, but she had your two

\ sisters, a family of her own, ‘We'pleaded with her not to

take you away, told her how much you meant to us--you were
all we had--but she wouldn't listen. It Was only when the
curé talked t her. reminded her of our agreement, that
she saw the rlght thing to do. Only she lnsisted that you
keep the Duprés name, that you call us aunt and uncle, and
that one day when you ‘were old enougggbhe would tell you
the entire story. .And now that day has come."
| Tante Marie was lookmng at her W1th beseeching eyes,
pleading with her to understand, but Héléne felt no pity. o
‘Qg
"Then you're really not my mother,™
Her aunt tried to reach for her hands. Héléne backed
away, clenching her fists at her 81des.
k " "0Oh, but I am. It is the same. I brought you up.
"My .real mother is up North where all the trains are?"

« [ 4
once more the lonely.wail of the train whistle, seeing

Y
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herself lyiné'in bed, staring at the low, planked ceiling,
wondering where 1t was that all the trains went to.

"Yes, chérie, with a family of her own."

Héléne heard the rustle of paper and watched as her
aunt retrieved a photograph from the envelope she now held
to her bréast. ¢

"Your mother wanted me to give you this now that you
are a big girl and are going to‘é;hool. Soon you will be
able to read, and she will write you letters-- "

She heard her-aunt's voice break, but all she could
do was stare at the plcture her aunt had given her., In
the centre was a pretty lady, fat in the middle, with a
round flushed face framed by loose halrs dancing in the
breeze. Héléne didn't look like her; she looked more like
her aunt--tall and bony, the face long and ﬂarrow, eyes
too close together. And she didn't look like the hoard of
children squeezed around their mother in the open field:
tgg,little ones wiping their noses on their mother's skirt;
thé older ones elbowing each other's étomachs, grabbing
each othér by the scruff of the neck. Why, they looked
just like the children at school--"les petits sauvages" as
her aunt called them--who flocked from the outlying farms

to the one-room schoolhouse in town. She could just

imagine how dirty their necks and ears must be, how greasy'

the locks of hair that fell in their eyes.
They frightened her, the children at school. She was
different from them, and it frightened her when they
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‘gwarmed around her, picking at her ribhbons, rifling ,
:thfough her 1ittle red school bag. Once they even dumped R :
her exeréise bodks and colore& crayons all bvgr the ' o g
ground--bink and green, yellow and Dblue, strewn among the
weng.aﬁd dandelions. For the longest tiﬁe she kept hop-
ing that someone would smile at her and whisk her into a
wanmlliftle circle of friénQS. But when she stood watching
_ them huddled tégether..they would glance at her sideways
. and whisper ip each other's ears, and sometimes éhey would
chase her right out of'thgﬂgchoolyardL It was like when
éhe wént visitiﬁg on Oncle GoﬁZagué'é farm, fﬁll of joyful ’
expectations, thrilled to- be able to throw a handful of
-grain to the hens. But when they came storming'ﬁowards :
her, beady éyes‘on Qef outstretched hand, she wéu;d drop’
* the food and run, éonyinced they were going to stampede .
and peck her to death. ' |
Her aunt alﬁayé warned her not to go near the children
af school--they were dirty and rough; she might get hurt,
- "But she couldn't help watching ghem wistfully from behind
the fenée, wpndefing when she would be let back iﬁ;‘@nd
when the four o'clock bell rang, she would :;né herself "
lingering at the front door of the schoolhouse, watching
them race away in a cloud of dust up the dirt road thﬁg
led to the f%rms.° In winter, when it was very cold and _ "

only a few showed up, she would watch them pile into a big

et AT W

wooden sledge pudled by an old hump-backed mare, and long .
after the bells and laughter had stopped ringing in the
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air, she would still be standing there, staring at the

tracks iﬁ the snow. Then she would walk home--alone, as

_usual--stretching out -the seven blocks, making the arduous -

journey along mountain drifts through the arctic blizzard.

and wonderlng what games they got to play once they were
home.

She didn't mind the homework. - She liked pfactising

" her letters until she got them right, and she liked to add

theulong columng of numbérs. - The longer the better. - When
she got the right answer (and she usually did), it was-
like coming out of a thick forest into the llght. It was
the other work she didn t much like: washing and drying

dishes, peeling.potatoes and carrots, dusting the furniture

aﬁd all the gilt‘framedzpictures°of relatives and saints.
She tried not to look at her éoooétors' faces when she.
dusted them;, they looked so mean. But sometimes,kshe took
a moment to gaze into the eyes of Jesus,‘ﬁis left hand un-
veiling his bleeding heart, or of Mary, her palms turned
outward to géther her in, and she would feel like she was
drowning in their liquid eyes ringed with sorrow. It was
hardor then for her to get her work done. The ceilings of
their little house (even as a child it had felt small)
seemed lower, . the grandfather clock boomed louder in hor ‘

head, even the air was thicker, making it hard to breathe.

Sometimes she thought the Whoie house was’closing in dn

her, and she would run to the front door to gulp in_the

fresh air and wish she could go out to play with someone
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for 3ust a little while.

She never complained though.  She had Bnly to look at
her aunt coming in at suppertime after having worked all
day in someone else's house: slowly unpinning her hat and
hanging up her coat on a wooden hanger, slowly tying the
apron around her waist and installing herself in front of
the large cast-iron stove while they waited for her to
serve up their meal, which she did without a word. How
could she complain when she thought of her aunt on her
afternoon offs on her knees scrubbing the kitchen floor,'
the sun streaming through the shirred curtains, or in the
basement, wringing clothes through the washer 'in the half
light? Evenings she would be hunched over the ironing,
the steam hissing in her red face, or nodding off in her
straight-ﬁack rocker, knitting needles poised in her lap.

She wasn't sure yhat‘her Oncle Emile did. He never
looked weary and wruﬁg out like Tante Marie., He always
looked ready to have his picture taken with his beaming red
face, his waxed gustache neatly curled, and his black

hair slicked down and parted in the middle. Sometimes on

‘her way home from school, she glimpsed him on a side

gtreet--carting a load of groceries or newspapers in her
little red wagon, or stooped over in front of sémeone's
house, shovelling snow or raking up dead leaves. She
would walk on quickly, pretending not td see him ever
since that time she had called his name and he had looked

up at her from Madame Leduc's flower bed with such scorn
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in his narrgwed eyes that she had run home.' But more
often she would spy the rake or wagon lying on”somebody's‘
lawn, and there he would be, out on the stoop with some
old man, the two of them drinking from brown bottles and
shouting words her aunt forbade in the house. Sometimes
the wagon wouldn't even make it that far, but would be
sitting in their own front yard, laden with newspapers or
circulars. She knew where he would be as she‘crept up to
the staircase that led to her room: slouched back in his
easy chair by the picture window, the brown bottles lined .
up beside him.-reading the newspaper and shouting "C&lice:"
and "Les maudits anglais:" all by himself. She would try
not to make a sound, but‘just when her hand touched the
bannister, she would jump at the sound of her name, and she
knew that her homework would have to wait. l

"You'reujust the person I wanted to see.” He was
smiling:at her, his face glowing. She didn't like to get
too close to him because of the smell that came from the
brown bottles. It clung to him like heavy perfume, even
when the bottles were nowhere in sight.

*And how was your day at school?"

She nodded, wishing he would hurry up and get it over
with, If only she had made it upstairs; she would be
safely hidden in a mgZy of numbers right now.

"Youi uncie is tired.” He smoothed back the slick

hair. "It's been a long day, but I think I'm onfo'something
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this time., It!s just'a quesiion of finding the right
stock to invest in.- %ut look;" He shook .the newspaper at

. her, “I m not even finished ,the business seetion, and I

still have all those circulars to deliver for Monsieur
Gauthier, ' Why he bothers me with such piddling chores!
As if Lt isn' & enough that T deliver nis cursed groceries
whenever the boy calls in sick or that I wash his filthy

windows when my back is sore. Thinks he can order me
<

¢

around anytime he feels like it., Well I've had enough, I

tell you: Emile Bolduc does not have to take dirt from
anyone." _ |

Héléne stared down at her shiny blue oxfords. She
hated to sée him clutching the arms of his chair, his
knuckles turning all red and white.

"So how would you like to do your tired old uncle a
favor?“ o e

Héléne nodded and turned to go.

"That's a good girl. Make sure you're back in time
to peel Epe potatoes. And remember, this is our little
secret." h

She didn't mind hauling the heavy wagon behind her
and breathing in the fresh air. But she hated going up to
their front doors and watching the ladies shake their heads
or click their tongues at her as though she'd done some-
thing wrong. Then one day, :Pen she'd been staring at the:
"Welcome" mat, waiting for Madame Dﬁpont to return with

her forty cents for that week's newspaper delivery, she
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looked(hp with surprise to see her aproned aunt, amms
crossed, planted behind the screen. The next thing she
knew, Tante Marie had grabbed her elbow with one hand and
her wagon with the other, had marched her home, snatched
her bag of coins, and told her with great control to go up
to her room. Then the yelling started--"She does more
than her share:" "And I don't?" She heard the coins
clatter on the kitchen table and her uncle exclaim, "Look!
She makes more'tips:" Then the coins were tinkling across
the linoleum and her uncle was sobbing that it wasn't his
fault he couldn't hold a job. Then e;erything was quiet.
Her unclé never asked her for anymore favors a}ter that.

It wﬁs the only time Héléne had ever heard them argue,
and it frightened her because she'd never heard Tante
Marie raise her voice before. She'd heard her clank the
brown bottles into cartons when her uncle had a sore head,
or mumble about his "get-rich-quick schemes" behind his
back, or even mutter when he was in earshot about how God
would punish those who never went to visit Him in church,
but she had never seen her as angry as she had been that
day. .

Sunday was the only day when no one worked. Tante
Marie insisted that Sunday was a day of rest, a day to pay
your respects to God and your elders. Oncle Emile would
screw up his face when she talked like this and tell them
to go and enjoy themselves--"But leave me out of it."

Héléne hated Sundays worst of all. It wasn't so much
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church. She even liked dressing up in‘;uffled dresses and
whi te iaée glqves with pearl buttons--one hand clutching
her gi;t-edged missal, the other snuggly,eﬁcased in her
aunt's gloved haﬁd. If was the only time Tante Marie

‘looked pretty: fresh and smiling in her long flowery dress

and trimmed bormet; playfully cocking an ear to the chorus
‘6f”bells and crying out, "Listen! Can't you heér what
they're saying? 'Come to church! 'Come to churchi'"

. Héléne didn‘'t listen to the words much once they got

there or look around at all the people, most of whom were

too 0ld to be intéresting, Sometimes she would glimpse
one of the children from school—-ﬁuiling at his starched
collar, scratching beneath the gath;red sleeves of her
dress--but when they caughi”hgr looking. they would stick
their tongues ocut at her éﬁd she would turn away.. She
would fasten her eyes gn‘the'drnate gold dome of the church
that looked like the inside of a crown or flip through her
prayer book and smile at theipictures of baby Jesus and
the Virgin Mary and all the gentle creatures of the forest.
Her favorite picture was of Jesus aé a handsome_young
carpenter in a long white robe. ILittle childré%, clean as
snow, were scrambling around his sandaled feet and climbing
onté his lap; and she was there tod. She was the one with
the golden curls and cherry lips, her dimpléd arms flung
around his neck.

"Ecoute," her aunt would whisper, and she'd wake up

and brace herself for the long list of names: members of

"
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the paroisse who wete now in.God's hands, having quietly -

: passed'qnlat seventy-six, eighty-two, ninety years of age.

Héléne would hold her breath and cross her fingers on bath.
hands and wait for the moment to pass. If she were lucky,

the curé would move on to the short list of marriages and

'baptisms without her Tante Marie leaning over and whisper-

ing in her ear, "That was your great Oncle Eduoard, Dieu

dorme le repos & son féme."” But when her aunt's hot breath

swept over her, Héldne's whole body wculdnsag, like Jesus

. on the cross, as she thought of what would follows another

long Sunday. afternoon seated on a hard kitchen chair,

closeted in a tiny parlor with the drapes drawn; a teary

' old woman in black kneading Héléne's arm, mgrmuring; "Si

Jjeune, si douce,"” while Tante Marie nodded approvingly on
the other éide., She triea-not to feel anything, but  some-
times she would look at the gnarled hand digging into her
flesh and imagine it springing up and shaking in the air
-and faliing dead on its back like a spider, the fingers
curled inward, It was all she could do to choke down her
finger sandwich. She wﬁuldn't even think of what waited
for her-at the other end of the room. If she sat very
still and quiet, perhaps they ‘wo‘uld all rise and float
towards it and forget all about her, leaving her far bel&ind;
But someone always remembereds a pat on the shoulder an&x\“

she would look up to see the sickly smile and hear the A

dreaded words--"It's time to say good-byé:" Her shoulder N,
. N
steered by pinching fingers, she would inch along the \\
a //—’
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flowered carpet and get ready to hold her breath.

At least she had been spared éome of t|he ;‘unerals.
They often fell on a school day, and all Héléne had to do
was quiver her chin over missing school and Tante Marie-
would give in. She couldn"t undefgtand it, though; she'qd
thought Héléne would be happy to have a holiday. She didn't

realize that to Héléne the funerals were the worst of all.

.It wasn't the church part so much. She was used to old

people in blaék sniffling around her; but when it was time
to go outside, her 'stomach would start to chuz:n and pa;ﬁc
would rise to her throat. She'd wish she could break away
from them all and run--somewhere they couldn't find her,

somevwhere she could breathe, Instead, she'd find herself

rooted in the graveyard, counting each shallow breath,

éfraping the heels of her patent leather shoes along the
8tony ground. She’'d try to shut out the sobbing, .refuse

to look beyond the biack skirts flapping in the wind. But

AN

then silence fell and Héliéne would stiffen. She stood

like the others--long, dark pillars clutching their col-

lars--and braced herseif at the sound of slow, painful
creaking. She knew that soori she would have to stand in
line, file .past the gaping wound in the earth, drop a hand-

ful of freshly dug dirt on the waiting casket. She never

1ooked down, but she heard all too clearly the hollow thud L

of the clump of dirt. And then, as she turned away, wiping

her hands clean, she would hear it--the widow's cries

‘slicing the still air: "Non: Laisse-moi pas! Mon Dieu!"

’
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Hél§né stafed‘down in hérror at the scowling littlé
girl in the old ﬁhotograph. She clenched her eyes and
pressed two fingeré to her forehead. No, shéwwouldn't
think oftitl she mustn'th-—3But the vision of her recent
tortuous nights closed in on her once more. It was pitch
dark; but she could hear the s%éady creaking‘of rope and

feel herself being swung down--thumping against the sides,

sinking deéper and deeper. But where was she? She

4

‘stralned Efr’eyes open, searchlhg/in vain for a chink of

light. “She raised her arms, banglng them against some-

thing hard, . wooden. There was, wood all around--top, sides,
’ /\x ’ .

and bottom--wooden planks nailed together. She checked

again to make sure, then again, faster this time, and

_didn't stoﬁ until she realized there was no way out.

R

‘tﬁe picture became sovsoiied and wrinkled that she could

3

, Her head was pounding now, like a hammér driving in a
nail. Héléne stared hard at the little girl in the photo:
the short; limp hair yaqked back with a bow, the pale,
narrowed eyes, the angry mouth. She looked so vld, like
the others, only smaller. She remembered trying to fit
herself into that other picturé of her pretty mother
pressed in by her lively brood. She'd kept it with her,
close to her héart, for months, memorizing every detail--
their bare feet, the way they smiled, the sprinkling of
yfldflowers——trying to imagine herself with them. BUt she
didn't fit in--she was too stiff, too selemn--and finally,-.

-
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i - barely make them out anymore. ,

' But then more pictures had come, and cards and letters.

It was all Héléne could do not to snatch her mail awé.y from

Tg.nte Marie--she hung on so tightly, ldoking despera:tely

into He 's eager eyes, only to slowly relinquish the

envelope that was pr?ssed to her heart. Hélén‘e could read
now, most w?rds' anyway, and the letters were addressed to
. her--"Mlle. Héléne Duprés . . . Chére Héléne"--and came .
'E% ' from faraway places with English names like Carrie, Nichol-
son, Girdwood. Her mother wrote to her in big block let-
ters, and sometimes she even heard from one of her sisters.

<.
Whepever H¥ldne had a moment to spare, she would throw her-

[

self under the shad® of the maple_ tree (or the covers of
her bed) and propped up on her eibows, spread out the let~ |
, 'lers'a'nd photographs %;to an exotic fan.
Then she would lose herself }n a dream world with her
- ‘real family, imagining she was up'i;here too; i‘isﬁng for
pike na.nd pickerel in the limpid streéms. gazing at the
glistening fish thrash in the air, shedding silver droplets
of wgter; crouching in bluebefry bushes, popping the ber-
ries ifl ‘each o'ther"s mou‘ghs, the blue juite streaming down
their chins, And in winter: skimming along the crunchy
snow, sleigh bells jingling, Jostling against each Iothe'r
beneath the heavy bear skin; skating »on'a frozen pondI,
, ‘ hands linked in a giant circle, whirling through the crys-;
tal air. She could almostlplace herself in these pictures--

her hair long.and loose, her face soft and smiling. Wasn't

.
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that her--the older sister squeezed in by the little ones

beside the rail;oad tracks, one small child wrapped around

her bare leg, énother balanced on her hip? Couldﬁ't that

be her peeking outofrom an igloo crowned with a little flag

that announceq "Chapleau Winter Carnival, Feb., 1-3"% - ,
Surely that was her and her sister (and best friend)
perched ub on either side of engine # 5339. And there she
was again, encompgssed by all her brothers aﬂd sisters,
laughing and standing in the snowy wilderness in only
shirtsleeves and dresses.

But no, that couldn't be her. She was always se cold--

‘bundled up in thick, woolen stockings and three swéaters,

‘given a place of honor beside the pot—beilied stove in

school (for aptitude and deportneﬁt)--and still, 'she was
cold. Even when she was in bed, buried under layers of
wool blankéts, smothered by a heavy patchwork quilt, she
couldn't stop shiveriné. She'd close her eyes and listen
for the train to pass b&. She could almost picture its
winding its way through the bush, hgading up North, calling

her to come and play with all her brothers and sisters.

Héléne clutched the old photo of the funeral gather-
ing and watched a tear spill onto ‘one of the somber faces,
How could her family have left herdbehind with people like
this? They had abandoned her for a better life and left .
her here, saddled with a bunch of old people in a dead-end |

town. But no,

rhow ¢ould think such thoughts? Her aunt
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and uncle had always been good to her. She had f%uly loved

them and Had been grateful for their iove. Begides, she
hadn't been abandonedz If she hadn't almost killed her

mother at birth, she would never have been handed owver to

'stréngers, no métter how badly they wanted a child. How

could anyone have known'that Maman would g0 on to bear one

. child after another without complications until they were

all one big happy family? One big happy family . . . What
was the use? She'd been through it all before. ’
The pain, which had subsided for a while, intensified

‘again._ Héléne placed her hand to her temple and cloBed

her eyes. There was nothing to do but to see Dr. Marchand

and find dut how much time she had left. The final results

of the tests were in, and he had assured her that there was

nothing to worry about, but h?'d like to see her in his
office just the game., Shé knew he wouldn't give the
dreaded news over the phone. |

Héléne tucked the photo undér the whlte, scalloﬁgd
frame and straightened her hat in the mirror. Her drawn.
pinched face stared back at her. Tante Marie had warned
her that if she were not careful, some day her face would
stay that way, and sure enough, the scowl, locked in by two
long creases, had become a permanent fixture. It was as
much a part of her as the white French Provincial bedroom
gsuite with gold trim which had_been lavishly bestowed upon
her almost forty years ago-—on her eighteenth birthday.
How could she trade it in when it had meant so much to her
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aunt? She could still see her proudly showing it off to

visiting relatives-="The p_rettieat bedroom in La Porte-du~-
Ciel!"--long after the glossy white paint had yellpwed and

Héldne leaned closer to the mirror and examined- the
sunken eyes oddly magnified in the thick lenses, the pale,
puffy flesh sagging from the gaunt cheeks, the thin lips
curled in ‘around the perfect false teeth., She snatched
the rouge from her purse and smeared some on, but that just
macie it worse. The red just hung” there on top in lurid
contrast to the White skin. Héléne wiped off all traces
of the rouge with Kleenex and turned hastily /p.,w_ay/ ’

7
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Part II: 1941-1945

The doctor's appéintment was for two o'clock. She'd
have to hurky if she wanted to get there early. She'd-
need the time to compose herself in the waiting room--to
get ready to accept the verdict with calm and dignity.
Hé12ne crept down the stairs and was almost out the front
door when Yvette called hez'\laaék. Héiéne briefly shut her
eyes. She then tumed around, knowing what 'to expect:
the meesy layered mane of yellow hair (the blﬁck roots
showing), the smudged black eye liner and bright red lip-
stick, the too short, too tight uniform. Even a ’cigaretthg
its long ash smoldering, was dangling .from her lips.

Yvette blew smoke up in the air and lost no time in assaul t-
ing Héléne with her usual barrage of problems anhd complaints.'
"I tel:l.a5 you, Héldne, I'm at my wit's end with tﬁat

Madame Charpentier. Each time she comes, she complains
that she's tired of the same old hairstyle, but if I do one
lock differently, she storms out claiming 'i:hat I've ruined
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her hair. She's in there now, insisting on seeing you--
doesn't care who runs th(.a place now. And then the other
day, with Madame Lamarre. She comes in wanting a rinse,
Not a dye, God forbid, just a rin_se to give her back her
own natural colér.‘ she says. So I get rid of the grey,
and she demands a refund, insists that I dyed her hair.

I tell you, they're never satisfied. ‘I don't knéw what-- "

"Lé)ok what she's done!" shrieked Madame Charpentier,
dopning ‘a long plastic bib., She had left her chair in the
galon and was marching straight towards them in the hall,
like a crazed sleepwalker, The medication she was on lent
her a wild-eyed look and a stiff, mechanicai walk, Her
hair, once a tightly fitted .cap of blue curls, was straight
and square, the front 'an even line of blue bangs.

"Come novi;, Madame Charpentier. Let's see what we can
do." Hélne gently steered the old lady back to the salon
agi, tucking in her bib, positioned her in front of the
mirror. The hairdo did seem tc; Dde an improvement. It made
her look younger--about six years old to be exact, espe-
cially with that smaill, oval fase wrinkled up in distaste.
But then Yvette didn't understand these little old ladies.
She didn't know what they wanted. Thes'r had fiercely clung
to the same old hairstyle for the pasf twenty years and, .

'despite their assertions to the contrary,' weren't about té
ch.ange now. The trick was not to give in to their demands
for "a change," but to give thém the same hairdo ea;:il time‘

they came and let them think you've made some change.

i
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She'd -told Yvette often enough, not that she ever listened.
"Iell them it's 'thé new you,' let them admire your marvel-
ous handywork in the mirror, and then send them off. happy,
satisfied customers." It was a simple enough thiné to
please them. Why could Yvette never learn? God help her,
she would never have handed over thé business a year‘ago~to
such an imbécile if she herself hadn't been so distraught
at the time; The image of her aunt, still and lifeless,
bizarrely made up, flashed through her mind. No, she _
wouldn't think of that now.

Madame Charpentier was looking at Héléne's hands in
the mirror--poised like a halo above the old lady's head--
waiting for them to perform a miracle.

"Yes, Madame Charpentier, I have just the look for
you." Héléne adjusted a towel around her customer's neck.
"You'll see., Just like before, only younger." She picked
up a plastic bottle and sprayed the blue hair, then dipped
into a small plastic basin and began to carefully roll up
the wet strands in tiny curlers. -

Madame Charpentier was smlllng at her now, pleased to
be in such competent hands. "I don't know what I'd do
Qithout you," she sighed,andstmrﬁed murmuring about all
the pills she had to take. _ [

Héléne watched the tendons pull at the back of the
old‘lady's neck as she strung up the delicate strands and

thought of how she'd spent her whole life soothing and
placating these little old ladies with their tightly
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curled, blue tinted hair. She would listen to their prob-
lems--how they missed their long-dead husbands, how their

children never came to visit--all the while patting and

‘arranging and smoothing each lock into place., She supposed

she had served some purpose in life. lWho else could these

old ladies +talk to? Oh, they had each other, but only

to compete with, not to listen to. You could see them

lined up in their rocking chairs along their gabled porches,
hear the din of shrill voices and fierce creaking. When o
they were with their own private coiffeuse, they knew that
they had her ﬁndivided attention, After all, they were

paying for it. _-

Oh, but would she have gone into it, had she known
what lay aheag? Had she any other choice? She remembered
the warm spriﬁg day her aunt had célled her from the
kitchen window. She had been resting aéainst the trunk of
the maple tree 1n‘the front yard, gazing up at the pat-
terned ceiling of lime green and sky biue. She would soon
be graduating frﬁm the one-room schoolhouse (she had made

‘it all the way up to grade eight) and was‘dreaming of the

high school in Québec City. None of the farm children were
going, but she knew that she had done her aunt and uncle
proud, that they Qould want her to further her education.’
Tante Marie always said so. "Look at ’this, BEmile," she
would chirp, beaming with satisfaction, as she handed over i
ﬁéléne's report card. "A little genius in our own house!"

And Oncle Emile would glance down at the straight "A"s and
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grunt his approval before.snapping open his newspaper.
"You see how proud he 189" Tante Marle would whisper,
squeezing Héléne's elbow. :

And then, &hgn Héléne had confided in her aunt her
dream of high school, Tante Marie had looked at her with
her sad little smile as if she were sorry that she too
could never live such an adventure. Oh, but she would
belong there with the other city youths. She could just
picture them with their rosy cheeks and tilted berets, 'all
dressed up in their pleated pinafores, crisp white blouses,
and cable-stitch knee socks. Their nails would be clean
and shiny, and their teeth would be‘:hite, and they
wouldn't smell bad. They wouldn't laugh at heq round,
wire-rimmed glasses or three-ring binders with the colored
gseparater for each subject.:}lt would be a chance to start
ovér, a chance to make friends and to find out what she
wanted to bé when she grew up. She knew that her aunt and
uncle hadn't the money to send her this year--Tante Marie
had told her again and agains "Chérie, if only we could."

But she figured if she worked hard {she could even take

over some of her uncle's jobs) and saved her allowance and

didn't ask for anything, maybe there would be enough for * :

next year. ‘ , S i
' Héléne jumped up when she heard that her aunt and

uncle had exciting news for her and hastily brushed off

the bits of grass. Her heart beating fast, she ran in
throuéh the screened side door and plunked down at the

.
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kitchen table.

Oncle Epile was stroking his waxy black mustache and
studying her face. "Your aunt and I have discugsed it,
Héldne, and we feel that now that you are graduating, i't
is time for you to settle on a career.”

Héléne nodded, glanced at her aunt's warm smile, and
fastened her eyes on her uncle's mouth. Would they really
be sending her off to Québec after ali?

"Now your Tante Marie and myself, we're not getting
any younger, you know, It's too much now to ask your aunt
to continue toiling long hours in other people's homes.
We've been good to you, téking you in when you were not.
our own-- " |

"Emile,"” Tante Marie warned, pressing his hand where:
it lay spread out on the checkered oilcloth.

Oncle Emile straightened up, leaning his palms on his
thighs. "And we feel this way, you would have a chance to
pay us back, show us your gratitude."”

"Bon DRieul™ exclaimed Tante Marie, flinging her arms
up in the air.

"What do you want me tg do?" Héléne ;sa.ici quietly, her
eyes falling on her folded hands, |

"It's very simple,"” Oncle Emile assured her. "And J
hardly any work at all. Remember how you used to love
go.ing to the salon with your Tante Marie?"”

Héléne nodded slowly, recalling how she used to trot
off with her aunt on Saturday mornings--"Allons-v, _ghéﬂ._e:
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Time to get our hair done:" It had felt so good to step

out into the morning sun--no work awaiting her, no uﬂpleas-

ant duties or resp'onsibilities, only an amusing spectacle

put on, s8o0o it seemed, for her sole benefit, If only the

ladies could see how gilly they looked: their hair, once

a prim bonnet of tinx curls, now wet and straggly, jiggling

with rollers, plastered down with heavy dyes. She'd try '
not to laugh, but sometimes all she could think of was a
scurrying i‘lock of clucking, wet hens, and she'd have to
clap her hand to her mouth before a giggle broke loose.

"And how you used to fix my hair for me once we got
home?" Tante Marie added, her eyes sparkling.

It was true. Hélene had done a much better job than
the salon--Tante Marie always said so. She used to get so
excited when Héléne would insist on playing "hairdresser”--
fussily brushing her aunt‘'s hair and rearranging it, "comme
une yraie petite goiffeuse!" |

"Well,” Oncle Emile continued, "here's your chance to
do the real thing, All ybu have to do is give that old
lady who runs Chez Mimi a hand.”

Héldne looked up uneasily. "Tthtat salon down on the
qomer'?" '

"That's the one," he said, his eyes brightening. "It
doesn't pay much to start, only five dollars a month, but-- "

"'But no one ever goes there," Héleéne protested. "They
g0 to all.the other salons. Tante Marie said so. She said
Mademoiselle Mimi keeps forggtting things, She lgaves
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, ladies under the/drierg too long and forgets to take the
rollers out. One lady}even lost ;ll her hair because she
left in the permanent solution too long."

"Now Héléne, " murmured Tante Marie. "I never said
"all her hair." .

"And it's dirty. She doesn't keep the place up. You

said so," Hélene moaned, turning on her aunt.

”Tﬂft's why she needs a hand!" Oncle Emile urged.
"Hé;épé,'think af it, Here's your chance to learn the
business, from the ground up. We all know she's getting
too o0ld to run the place herself and that she's too stingy
to hire help. Sooo, with a little persuasive charm on my
part, I convinced her what a bargain you'd be--you know,
what a fast learner you are and how you'd bring in more
business. But what she doesn't know is that once you
build a clientele of your own—-éay, in another year or so--
she'll have to cough up a lot more if she wapts’to hang on
to you. Why, we could even split the profits right down
the middle! Then,.if you're a good, hard worker, it's just
a question of time--a few short years--before we take over
the business--maybe sooner, remember she won't be around

forever--and then we won't have to take orders from anyone

anymore."
Oncle Emile slapped the table triumphantly witg the

flats of his hands, but Héléne was still peering‘ét[her
aunt. Tante Marie would not look back; she was too busy

smoothing out the folds in her apron.
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"Well?" Oncle Emile demanded.

Tante Marie looked up at Héléne with imploring eyes.
Héléene bit her“lip and looked down. >

"Just think, Héléne!" she heard her aunt exclaim

brightly. "Just what you always wanted! A career as coif-

feuse. That's quite an accomplishment for a youhg lady.

, : TN
You wait and see! "You'll learn in no time at all, and

. before you know it, you'll be the best coiffeuse in all of

La Porte-du-Ciel! Besidés." she continued, her voice sof-
tening, "this way we can all stay together. You don't
feallx want to go way off to that school in Qué%ec, do you?

" Think of all the terrible things that could happen to you

80 fq;'away from home." '

_Héléné wiped a tear thaf was struggling to escape.

"Look what happens,” she heard her uncle say. "You
gi&e her a big opportunity like this and what does she do?
That's the thanks you gef. You bring her up out of the
gooépes; of your heart, give her the shirt off your back,
and this is how she repays you. We should have left her o
alone--see how she'd like living in the bush," oy

"C't'assez:" énapped Tante Marie. "She just has to

get used to the idea. She'll come round. Eh, chérie?”

()

A

N ,
Héléne had never worked so hard in all her life. The

first weeks she spent cleaning every inch of the large

shuttered house. gt was dark and dank like a cellar; cob-

webs clung to the ceiling corners; dust lay like a shroud

’over eyerything. She shook it from the heavy brocaded

LY
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¢ yellow curlers for permanents--tissue, curler, wrap, pin--
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(drapes and beat it out of the thick Persian carpets, watch- .

ing it rise in clouds. She chased it from under the splndly

legs of anthues and waved 1t away, coughlng, each time she
opened a door or cupboard., She scrubbed it out of ghe
floors, the walls, the ceilings, and tried not to think of

her aunt, like herself, down on her knees, wringing dirty

‘water into a pail.

When the house was finally air&d and shiny, Héléne
moved on to the Salon in the basement. As Mlle, Mimi,
squinting in the half 1light, stooped over the occa81onal
" customer, ﬁeléne worked around them~--wakXing the dull line-
leum, scou;ihg the sinks, polishing the mjrrors until the

whole room gleamed. Sometimes she even took out the curlers

‘and rang up the bill when Mlle. Mimi went up for her morning

tea and forgot to come back down. Soon she was washing hair

too and combing it out and rolling it up in tiny blue and

sometimes she thought it would never end! And the smell!

At first it made her dizzy, and ghe w1shed she could run
outside for just a minute and drlnk in some fresh air; but |
then she got used to it,‘hardly noticed it anymore, and even
forgot there was an qutside to run to. Without windows, day
and night were as one under the single 60 watt bulb of light.
All she thought of,now was how soon to rinse out the perma-'
nent solution befgre any damage was done (she ¥Ead the back

of the package carefully three times) and how to keep the

customers from wondering what happened to Mlle. Mimi when

1
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- she went up for her afternoon nap.
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In her spare timhe‘, Héléne would swivel on the black

leather chairs and memorize all the béauty tips in the ten-

year-old back issues of Charme and A la Mode. Soon she was

cutting hair too ynd paint‘ing' on coloxi--"to bring back the
youthful you:"-—n‘ét to mention offering manicures and ‘
facials which were not so hard to do when yoti followed the
"ten easy steps." At fifteen she even had her own key to
the side door. - Sc;me{:imes she would go the whole twelve
hours without s{eeing Mlle. Mimi once until she came G.owh
at eight p.m. sharp to check the appdintment book and cash
register. By this time, Héléne would be so exhausted, she
couldrbarely stand op her feet, and it was all she could
do to stumble theé three blocks home, “lean on the ki tchen
table as her unc:lelbombarded her w:'L’ch~ éuestions--"Yes,
nineteen cu;tomers today, more than yesterday"<-then drop
into b;ad, her feet and back aching., She was too tired to
think of high school now; it seemed so far away like ‘some

island in the Pacific. And she rarely thought about her

/family up North. Her sis*lgers had stopped writing once the

novelty hadq worn off, and she hardly heardifrom her mother
Y ' <

anymore. It all seemed lilze a dream when she' used to 1Spelﬂ‘ld
lazy sumper afternoons stretched out ‘on hef‘;'wmach on the
cool grass, gazing at pictures and letters from family~
she'd never met;\ : '

She could hardly believe her eyes, then, when one

§

hectic Sa;turday she staggered in from work to ﬁr}d her
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—mother waiting for her. She was sprawled on the settee in
the parlor--a short, plump woman, huge and bulging in the ' -
middle with thick, swollen legs spread out before her.

Tante Marie was perched upright:at her side, iooking thin
and dry like a hollow reed. She was nervously picking at
her apron/and telling Héléne to come and meet her mother--
fDon't make her get up." But her mother had already hoisted
herself up, and Héléne was now eye-level with her round,
florid face, ‘She breathed in her rich, warm odor as her
mother pressed her to her heaving bosom agd planted sgggy
kisses on both cheeks, Héléne felt dizzy like she sometimes
was on the farm when the smell was so overwhelming, she just

—nc ™

had to sit down. She was sitting QOwn no“, feeling her
mothér's small, rough hands on her own, watching ante Maéle
(now seated on‘a chair at her side) out of the‘corngr of her
eye, ™

"Eh bien," her mother sighed hoarsely, as she fondled
Héléné(s hands. "Here we are, together at last. It's hard
to believe.” She laughed and wiped the corner of each eye.,

"0f course, we saw that picture of you a few Christmases

' agé, holding that big fat orange. You should have heard

your sisters: 'Oh, but she must be rich!"" Her mother
laughed again and squeezed Héldne's hands tighter. “How
you've grown since then, chérie,” she sai'd, her brown eyes
watering once more. "But tell me, Marie, hasn't she been
eating?" ,

Tante Marie stiffened and dusted off her apron. "She

.
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eats nothiﬁg but the best--choice quality:méats, fruits
and vegetables always in season-- " '

"0f course, we eat simple foods," broke in Héldne's
'mothgr. "ﬁight from our own back yard—-lettuéé, cérrots.
shallots. There's a fishing étfeam close-by' where we get
the fagtest trout and pike you ever saw--you should:taste
them rolled in flour and fried in butter. And the blue-
berries and wild strawberries! Why sometimes, I make
twelve pies at a timei" ' ' . -

Héléne's eyes widéned. She could just see a wh&lé
row of pies, steam rising from their latticed tdps. sef by
the window to cool. : I

"0f course, the wiﬁters must be difficﬁlt for you,"
Tante Marie said., Héléne cguld feel her gﬁnt's eyes on
her, but kept her own éyes fixed on her mother. "You're
8o isolated up there. You can't just walk down to the
corner store for a loaf of bread.”

"Bread'we bake by,the’doien. And there's the train
tg brihg us our daily order--always half a cow or pig.

And have you ever tasteé freshly snared rabbit co;ked up
in a stew in the middle of winter?” |

Héldne screwed up her face.

"Such a delicacy:” her mother sighed, foldihg her
hands in her lap. "Yes, we eat well enough. = The children
may not get oranges and candies for Christmas, but they're
healthy and well-fed. We would have loved to have had you

up for a visit, chérie-<we could have. fattened you up a

.
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little. I walted until you were old enough to leave home,
but when I asked your éunt 20 "

“.Héléne watched in astonishment as her mother glanced
at Tante Marie, now perched on the edge of her chair.

"Ch. but that would have been too much bother,” Tante
Marie protested, searching Héléne's dark face with pleading
eyes. "Such a large fam}ly to take care of, so many mouths
to feed, while Héléne . . . she's all we've ever had."”
Tante Marie, her face suddenly pinched and angry, swung
round to her guest. "You never needed her like we did; you
had your arms full already. What did you want her to come
up there for? To take her away from us when you already had
so ﬁanx? Don't you see éhe's everything to us? We'd have
nothing without her;"

' Héléne'é throat{ache& as she watched her aunt wipe her
eyes with the corner of her apron.l She'd never realized
just how much she meant. to them. How could her mother try
to steal her away when she was all they had? She wanted to
fall into her aunt's arms, tell her it was all right, she
understood now; only how could she with her mother, this
stranger, watching her every move?

"It would only have been for a short visit," her
mother said quietly, her eyes lowered. "And now, of course,
‘my health is not so good. That is why, ﬁéléne. I haven't .
.been able to write much. The last few births have not
been easy. The doctor said it was timé to stop. ‘'Madame

Duprés,' he said, ‘'you're getting too old for this business.

‘
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It's time you retire!'"™ She raised her head, wiped an
eye, and laughed heartily. "Why, I used t‘.drop[f?em like
ki ttens~- '

"Rose, " warned Tante Marjie, shaking her head.

"Perhaps he was right," her mother sighed. "This one
has been more trouble than all the rest put together.
She patted her enormous stomach as Héléne stared. "Morning
sickness from the very first day, pain, fatigue~-- "

"Is your blood poisoned?"” Héléne blurted out.

"Héléne!"” cried Tante Marie.

"That's all right," laughed her mother. She looked
into Héldne's eyes. "There's nothing to’ worry about. I'm
having this last baby--my twelfth, you know--in the hospi-
tal in Québec City where nothing can go wrong. I have
family there who will take care gf me, I haven't been
back in years. . . . " She looked off at scmething, then
drifted back to Héléne. "You'd like Québec, Héléne--so
pretty, like a picture book, with winding cobblestone
streets, gas street lamps, old stone houses. They have one
street that is the oldest in North America. You must go
there sometime. My relatives would love to have you."

— "They would?"” Héldne breathed, seeking her aunt's eyes
for some explanation. Why couldn’'t she have stayed with
them while she weﬂt to high school? She could see herself
on the way to school--linking elbows with her best" friend,
skipping along the winding'cobblestone streets. But Tante
Marie wouldn't look at her~-her eyes were fixed on her .

”
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apron--and Héléne suddenl/y felt a lash offanger. They were
éelﬁsﬁ wa.nting to keep her all to themselves, never think-
ing about what ghe wan,ged. The gas street lamps of Québec
City shone so brightl‘}{/v in her mind, she could almost reach
out and touch them. But no, that wasn't right; after all,
she was all they had.

"Mais voyons," her mother suddenly exclaimed. "You
must tell me all about yourself, Héléne."

Tante Marie raised her head and patted Héléne's arm.
“"Ah, but we have une vraie coiffeuse in the family now.

In just one year's time she has gone from washing floors
and polishing sinks to doing all the hair, nails, and
faces herself. Such a hard worker! ’We hardly ever see
her. You.should see the customers she is stealing from
the other salons. It's just a matter of time before
Héldne takes over the business altogether. Emile alwélys
says so."”

Tante Mz;.rie squeezed Héldne's arm and smiled at her,
her pale blue eyes brimming with pride. Yes, Héleéne
tho\:\ght. She was all they had,

The next day they visited the surviving Duprés'rela-
tions. Héldne still found it hard to breathe properly
around her mother; she looked so fleshy and ripe, like sﬂe
was ready to burst any minute.. And her voice and laughter
seemed to boom in th/e dim little rooms where people alwa‘vis
spoke in hushed undertones. Héline found herself edging] z
away from her mother whenever she saw their hostesses- <

purse their lips in forced tolerance. She even heard one

V epmand
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of them mutter to Tante Marie when her mother had just ex- |
cused herself: QY;gigent: You think she would stay in bed
in her last month. What's she running around for in that
condition?" And-Tante Marie had nodded and whispered,
"That's thé way they are up there. At least she won't be
here much longer.” When her mother came in moaning about
‘having to go to the Sathroom all the time, Héléne looked
down, feeling her cheeks burn hot with shame. — .

Her mother left thé next morning. Héldne was dressed
in her white smock, ready for work. Her mother leaned .
over and kissed her on. each cheek, and Héléne was suddenly
touched to see the tears in her eyes. "I-i ;ave to go now.
I'11 be late,"” Héldne stammered. She lingered outside the

screen door a minute and heard her aunt say,_"iiens, chérie.

She'g just not used to you."

Héléne was relieyed to see her mother go. She'd made
her feel strange, unéoﬁfortable; there was something un-
clean about her. She felt the same way a few moﬁths later
when, after the initial alarm at finding blood in the
toilet bowl, she was :Eiinded by her aunt of the story of
Adam and Eve. It was the cross she'd have to bear for
being a woman. There was nothing she could do about it
it was God's will. She prayed to God to make it go away--
she wasn't bad, she hadn't given Adam the apple--but God
wouldn't change His mind. - k

He listened, though, when she(ask%& Him to mske tﬁe‘

farm boys go away. It wasn't that she wished them any
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herm,“and she certainly agreed with what people said--that
the French rece-must‘be protected and that the place: for
f-theif young men was home with their fanilies, not in the
middle of some war that had'nothing to do with them. But
she was relieved just the same when conscription looked
like a sure thing and all the farm boys flocked to the re-
u cruiting centre to snap up the best positions. They'd
”‘.made her feel 80 funny the way they were beglnnlng to look ¢
‘at her when she went to Sunday market w1th her aunt., She'd
© be etuffing turnips oébpota#oes into a burlap sack and then
suddenly lock up to .sée their narrowed eyes measuring her
from head to toe. Or she'd be walking home from work
on a Friday night when she'd see a knot of them{near the
bragserie on the other side of the street; and they'd hoot
‘and whistle while she lowered her eyes and quicﬁened ner’
. step. She knew they were dangerous; her aunt had warned .

.her about them: "Don't go near them. They'll have their

way with you. Fais attention. ‘It takes only once."” She
't sure what it was they'd do to her, but she kept her
distance, since it took only once.

1

%‘ S | She felt bad, though, when she heard'the roster of

y G names and dates announced in church--eighteex and nineteen

‘ year oldghwho'd been unexpectedly called overseas and wereu
k’ , now resting peacefully in God's loving hands. She knew it
, C hadn't really been her fault--that God would do what He
willed--but she couldn't help wondering what would have

| .o .
;? ~ happened had shelnot prayed so desperately for them to go .
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away and leave her alone.

Oncle Emile was incensed at the loss of French blood.

" He cursed "les anglais" de banged his fist on the kitchen

taple. rattling the brown bottles: "Blasted English.
Always teliing us what to do: Bad enough that phey had
their way in the first war. I was lucky to get out alive;
I came this close.” (He'd roll up his pants leg to reveal
the tiny scar on his calf where a bullet had grazed some
thirty years before.) "We won't staﬁd for it any longer!

Let them fight their own wars!"™ For three long years he

did nothing but drink and rail about the English trying to

kill them all off. At first‘fante Mafie tried to get him
interested in Héléne--"She's the talk of the town, Emile!
Just look at all the customers she's bringing ini" But he

always snapped back-~-"0h, so she thinks she's a big shot,

does she?"--and went right on flailing his arms over "les

maudits anglais:" When Tante Marie changed tactics and

‘began to whisper to Héldne, "We'll just leave him alone,

chérie,"” Héldne was only too glad to stay out of his way.
Why should she care about him when he paid no attention to
them? He never seemed to notice Héldne's longlhours or
meagre raises or Tante Marie's strained face now that her
jod (withoht Héldtne's help at home) was becoming too much
for her., She'd just avoid him, that's all, pretend he
wasn't even there.

Then one day, the war was over and their boys were

coming/home. Oncle Emile suddenly awoke, as if from a
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long sleep. Héléne and Tante Marie were just on their way
to church when Oncle Fmile called out gfter them, "Cheer
up: Our luck's about to change:"

After their round of afternoon visits, they came hoél
to find Oncle Emile seated at the kitchen table strewn with
empty bottles, his face white and clenched. Tante Marie
ran to his éide and felt his forehead.

"Emile, what is ifg;

He looked at Héléne, his dark eyes narrowing. Héléne
squeezed the back of the chair she'd been holding for )
support. ’

"I saw your Mlle. Mimi foday." he said evenly as Tante
Marie backed away. "Paid her a little social'vi?it. 'How
are you today?' I ask her. 'Lovely day, isn't it? Been
doing pretty good business, haven't you?' 'Oh yes,' she
says. 'Business has never been better.' 'And wﬁ& is that?'
I ask. And you know what she says?" '

Héléne shook her head, bracing perself for tﬁg answer.

"Fluorescent lights." he yelled, pounding the table.
"Ever since she put in fluorescent lighting two years ago,
business has picked up. Weil, that was it:{ He looked up
at Tante Marie and waved his finger. "'In the first place,’
I say, 'new lighting was Héléne's idea. And in the second,
you and I both know that without Héléne, your business
would be nothing--a miserable hole in the wall like it was
before.  Now there's only one way I'll let Héléne stay on.

Either you hand over the business and we'll give you a
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generous cut of the profits, or Héléne quits and starts a
business of her own.'" .

Tante Marie slapped her hand over her mouth.

"'Well,'" Oncle Emile mimicked. "'I will permit Héléne
to rent thesalon, but I will manage the profits as I
always have, and we'll see about whether I intend to pass
on my business to Héléne or not. I'm not dead yet, you
know.' And you know what I said before I l_ammed the door
behind me?" Oncle Emile beamed with satisfabtion at the
shocked faces of Tante Marie and Héldne. "'Eh bien: What
are you waiting for?'"

"Mon Dieu," Tante Marie moaned, sinking to a chair.
"What will we do now?"

"Don't w;:rry." sald Oncle Emile, smiling at Héléne.
"I have it all worked out. It won't be ‘efasy‘ at first, but
we're going to work for ourselves at last,”

Héléne circled the chair she'd been ggr:i.pping and sat
down with a heavy thud.

"Now Héléne has been working at this b"us'inea‘s‘ long
enough, " Oncle Emile continued, leaning his laced fingers
on the table. "She knows the trade inside out. All it'll
take for us to set up our own business is a permit and a
little investment. 'Now that Héléne is almost eighteen,
the permit will be no problem. All she has to do is take
a two-week course in Qu&be‘c City and pass the practical
and written exams." He turned to meet Tante Marie's

questioning look. "I looked into it before, but she was
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too young then." He turned back to Héléne, -fixing her

with narrowed eyes. "Now the financial part is not so

'simple. We have enough to pay your way to Québec, but
,we'll have:to take out a loan to set up the salon. And

the only thing we have achollateral is the house,"

"Emile, noi" cried Tante Marie.

“Don't worry.”  Oncle Emile's eyes had narrowed into
cat slits. "Héléne won't let us down. She knows this is
costlng us'a lot of money--everythlng we have., You won't
let us down, will you, Helene°"

"Héléne tried to pin her mind on the cobblestone
streets and old stone houses, but all she could think
about was the calamity that would befall them all should
she il the exams.

en the day came to leave, she thought she was going
to throw up right on the train platform. It was her first
time dway from La Porte-du-Ciel, and Tante Marie kept mak-

ing sure her coat collar was secure and asking her if

‘she'd brought along enough to "eat. Her aunt had packed

home-made butter tarts and daté squares, tins of tuna and

- sardines, small jars of peanut butter and jelly, and pack-

ets of crackers, so she wouldn't "sfarve." Héléne tried
not to think of the food rolling around in her suitcase

and tried not to listen when her aunt leaned. over to Oncle
Emile to whisper, “I don't know, Emile. She looks so pale,"
The train fihally pulled in, clanging and steaming and

hissing so that she could hardly hear Tante Marie as she

B I
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held onto her arm and cried out all kinds of Qérnings. But
she heard her uncle all too clearly as ﬁe swung up her \
guitcase and handed her over to the porter: '"Remember,
Héléne, we're counting on you,"

o She never did get to see the oldest street in Northr
America. She missed the tour of the Lower Town. In fact,
she didn't g6 out much at all. When she wasn't in the -
classroom or "practice" salon, she was in her tiny private
room in the university residence, poring over the class

manuals: Problems of the Scalp, The Right Cut, Beauty and

Business. At night she would look up from the pool of"
light spilling from the study lamp and hear doors clicking
shut and muffled laughter in the hallway. They left her
alone now, but at first they would rap on her door too and
ask her along. She would look down at an illustrated hair-
do, bite her lip, and before she could find the words to
explain—-sye was only here for two weeks and there was so
much to study, so much she didn't know--they were gone.
She wondered how they expected to pass. She'd never heard
of so many hairstyles and scaip problems in her life,

She did go on one Sunday outing with the others--along
the boardwalk flanking the Chateau Ffontenac.. One of the

. girls--Thérése, from Riviére Bleue, a small town near her

own--had come alone to her door and asked her--"You are

coming, aren't you? It would do you good, you know"--and
to\Héléne’s surprise, had slipped a caramel into her harnd
before lea&ing her to her studies. And Thérdse had been

o ————————— s

\



| " . ‘ : 159

‘ right. It did do her good to get out. They hgd sat to=-
7gether on the‘bué’all the way over--trading small town
~ gossip, taking turns by the window--and had strolled side
5y side along the boardwalk, exclaiming at all the marvel-
ous sights. By the time ééléne had paused to lean against
-~ the oénate iron railing and gaze down at the river, she
" had forgotten all about thesmanuals waiting for her on her
desk., She had to shade her eyes égainst the brigpt sun,
‘but she saw it all clearly enough: the colobfuleerfy 6
strung with flags and streamers, the sailboats bobbing in
the wind, the coral roofs of the old stone buildings below,
; the silver church steeples glistening on the other side.
But when she turned her head, she noticed she was stand{ng .
aloné, Thérese had walked on with thé other girls for -
several yards where they Q;re all gafhered up into a tight
little knot, laughing and pointing below, their backs’
turned to Hélene. Qpen Théreése looked back at{her and
smiled, motioned with her head to come and join them.
Héléne was about to smile back whén suddenly, she remem-
bered how several of these same girls had giggled on the
way to class about their resident "bookworm": "No wonder
she's so white and skinny." "Do you think she ever goes
out at all?” "Only in the dead of“nighﬁ with the ofheq
ghouls:" They had tried to swallow their giggles when
they noticed Héléne turn the corner behind theﬁi but it
was too late; she had heard it all.

. ) ' |
Héldne now felt such a pang of bitterness--she was,
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sure they ’\vere/ still laughing at her--that sbe turned away, \

sgowlifg, and wishad she were back home. As she fastened ’

) f her bleary eyes oh the rlver scene below, she saw hers'elf ’
4being L1;r'ansp01c‘t'.ed td the quay, 5uilt up by “boulders, in La
Porte-du-Ciel. Héléne loved to walk along it whenever she
had the chance and listen to 'the water slapping the ‘sides
or trickling %gh the mud. At home the rlver was low

i in the morning--all mud and rock with seaweed and tufts of

| gt‘ass breaking through. Seagulls and boats would be
perched like ghosts on the white, cragged floor, but by
a?fternoon the fog\had cleared and the water l}ad risen, -
buoying the little yoate to the surface. %$he would walk
all the way o the end of the quay and face the St. Law-

‘ rence--a clear, blue, vastdex})anse broken by a thin pencil
of land. You could take a ferry to the othe{ side-~they
even had wheling expediti"’ons?. Sometimes Héldne wondered
what would happen if she juinped?on the next ferry (the
stopped every hour) and never came back. Then she‘ lvi‘c')’uld
turn around and see the church spires reaching up to the
heavens, and she knew she'd have to hurry home} 1before they .

‘ started to worry. New as she gazed at this other ferry \
with the colored streamehe and at all the silver steleples,

. “she felt the mighty tug of the. SZ/. Lawrence towards home. *
— She hever even noti\ced that the others had ‘moved on with-
*out her, until long after she found herself alone and wait-
ing for them to return. All-she ‘could‘ thinfc of on the |

. ) R . /
lonely bus ride back to the residence was one thing: ‘one
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more week and she would be home.

"Before she knew it, her train was pulling into lLa ‘
Porte-du-c\iél and she was wéwing through the'winld}w, at her
aunt and uncle. She had phonedlthem from the university
right after the results ;:ame in to give them the good news,
but she left out the part about how she'd' almost Ifainte’d‘.
The room hal started swaying before she'd even turmned over
the three-hour written exam, and she thought she and her
desk would tilt right over until she pictureé }iers/el‘f being
carried out, her limp body dangling. She also left ‘out
the part about how she'd actually cried once she'd brought
her diploma back to her seat. The other girls thought '-sllle
was crying because' s8he was so0 ha;'nl;y--she'd goot yrha‘; she
wanted-~but she Dv’;as really imagining the gold-lettered
scroll to be a high school diploma instead. '

ﬁhen.Héléne stepped off the t;‘ﬁn. Tanfe Marie covered
her face with kisses and Oncie Emile patted her once on the
back ahd to her surprise murmured, "Good girl." All the
way homé, her aunt afd uncle were excited and said that they

had 4 big surprise for her--"Just wait until you see it:"

And then they were standing in front of their small white

hougse., Héléne had never seen ;t looking so shiny and new. -

The white clapboard was freshly painted, even the latticed

woodwork under the ba.lcény which was so "tg;icky" to get at

(80 her uncle would grumble whenever her aunt wanted it

repaired). The black wrought iron raiiing, which had been

r

peeling“a.nd rgsted. now gleamed in the sun./ And flowers-- .
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.yellow petuni-asland purple pansieé (He’léne's favori tes)--
bordered fhe house in what had once been a plain trough of
dirt. |

Hél2ne looked at her aunt in wonder. Tante Marie
nodded over to Oncle Emile who was standing akimbo under ‘
the maple tree in tha\ middle of ‘the yard. "He dld it all‘
himself," she whispered.

"Come here, Héléne,™ called Oncle Emile, Hélane
approached her uncle from behind, thinking of how she
would thank him, when she suddenly stopped short. Nailed
to the eaves of the balcony in the shade of the maple tree
wag a small white sign with black lettering: "Salon Elé-
gant, Mlle. H. Duprés. Coiffeuse.,"

Héldne was still holdir'xg_her‘bz‘eath as she stood in-
side, éazing at the parlor which had been ‘completely done
’over_. Gone were the lacy curtains and the worn furniture
that you could sink right into’. In their place were vene-
tian blinds and mirrors, stainless steel sinks and chrome
counters. ' "The chairs haven't come yet," said Oncl% Emile.
"But look at this." 1In the corner was a metal stand hous-

ing tiny bottles of perming lotions, shampoos-and condi-

" tioners, packets of cligs, pins, and elastics, topped .with

a pink plastic statue of the Virgin Mary, her palms spread

4 1

and pointing to heaven,

"Wait, that's not all,” said Tante Marie, and she had’

»

/g}&b‘déd her hand and they were runhing upstairs together.-

el
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Héldn's bedroom, once sparsely furnished with cast-off

=
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relics, was now adorned with gnl(d-trimmed French Provin-
cial furniture, frilly curtains, and a pink chenille bed-
spread. Héltne had always wanted such,fanf:y things as a

' child and haq pointed them o{}\t to Tante Marie in each new
Sears catalogue, towhich her aunt would respond with a
8igh, _‘"Some day."” But now she suddenly missed her tattered
patchwork quilt and the rough splintered pine.

She was struggli;lg to hold in her tears when her uncle
breathed from behind, "Well, what do you think? We
shouldn't have, but your aunt'ir;sisted."

. Héldne turned to face her aunt and saw there were
tears in her eyes. "Happy birthday, Héléne,"” she said
softly with outstretched arms.,

Héléne fell into her aunt's arms and burst out crying.

"It's too much,"” she murmured. "Too much.”

-
s

P - »
Ve
" « « « too much,” Héldne continued to mutter in the
)

salon, not noticing the old lady, buried in pin curlers,
looking up at he;- in alarm.

"Oh!. Do yo'u really think so?"

Héldne stared down at the mass of tiny curlers and
quickly recovered herself., "Why, yes. If we j-ust take
out a few," she said, unravelling curlers, "the style will
be looser, more natural. There. That's better."

"Oh, yes," beamed Madame Charpenfier, admiring her
withered faqe in the harsh light. "Much better."

) ' ’ 3

He'l-/gne shook out her customer's' towel and unfastened
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her bib. "Yvette will be with you in a minute.” All she
wanted now was to get away.

She hurried out the salon before Madame Charpéntier
could utter a word and saw Yvette across the hall seated
at the kitchen table. She was sipping her coffee (twcl
creams, five sugars!) and bouncing her crossed leg to :the
piped-in PM station. z

vette looked up at Héldne in the doorway and sns,ppéd
her fingers twice. "Haven't you got anything more lively?" _

‘"She's ready for you,™ Héléne said, pulling on hér
black gloves. "You cé.n take over now."” She td;ned to

leave.

"Attends-minute la:"

Héldne paused, keeping her back turned. Her head was
starting to throb.

"I'm sorry you got stuck with her," Yvette whined,
"but you always seem to know how to handle them. With mé,
they're never satisfied. They kéep asking for you., I
don't know what it is you do that's so special,”

Héléne sighed and turned. She would simply have to
tell Yvette what she always told her and then get on with
the business at hand. "Stop t%(_:‘glg to turn them into some-
thing they're not. That's; all. That's the magic formula.
It works every time if you'’d only give it a chance. But
look, we've been through this all before. They're your
customers. You do it your way, but don't come compla.i.n:'n.ngl

to me. I'm sorry, Yvette. I f\ave to go now or I']ﬂ. be
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"Wait, before'you 2."
Hélbné's heaé was splitting. What could she want now?
“"Have you had any word yet?"
, Selﬁah;,girl-. Héléne had told her she was leaving
the business to her--after all, Yvette had worked here ?or
ten years, longer than any of the others--and now it seemed
she couldn't wait to inherit it. The haughty tone crept
into Héldne's woice. "That is the purpose for my depar-
ture 1f you will be so kind as to let me go."

"Oh, Je vous en prie,” Yvet{:'_e.-'-snapped back, turning
on her heel. Hél¥ne watched the frumpy figure storm off,
trailing a fringe of red slip behind her.
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Part IIIs ‘1945-1967

:.[n fhe wali ting room, Héléne could barely contain the
pain that now gripped liké a vise. Of course, Yvette
didn't deserve her estate; she'd never worked hard like
her--always running off on @atgﬂ and giggling and gossip-
ing with tﬁe other girls, She herself had never had time
for such nonsense--not the first few years anyway. The&
hadh't the money to hire help, and Oncle Emile (who took
care of the books) refused to turn away a single customer,
no -matter how long Héldne had been on her feet. "You don't r
want to give business away to the’competition, do you?"
he'd demand, gripping Héléne's shoulders. After all, there .
were four other salons in town, not counting Chez Mimi whose
sign still hung from two chains above the front door, although
the house had been shuttered tight and admitted no visitors.

Héléne's respectably large clientele had been waiting
for her upon her return from Québec, but Oncle Emiie had

taken extra precautions. He had printed up flyers of o :

?
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opening specialsrand hired a country bgy (at a dollar a
wagon) to deliver them after school. Héldne was a little
o?erwhelmed. then, but hardly surprised when even the ,
young farm wiveé came flocking to the overcrowded salon.
They wanted to "look right" for their men who were coming
home from the war. Héléne felt funny perming their hair,
watching it puff out in thg wild, frizzy style of the day.
She tried not to think of the hands that would touch it--
were they still rough and calloused, still black beneath 0
the square nails? She could picture these big blunt hands
clumsily stroking the hair she was preparing for them,
then thrusting her éustomer's head back and . ., . She
tried not to think this way; it made her a little il}.
Besides, she hadn't time for such'thoughts. Their business
was at stake, not to mention her aunt's health,

Héléne had felt bad that her aunt still had to work
long hours as a domestic at her age (she wasuéver fifey
now), There~wa§ nothigé she could do about it, though;

they were heavily in debt. Tante Marie never complained,

but she looked so~much old%r now, and the work sapped her ' \-;~\~

strength. Héléne could still see her moving slowly, cau-
‘piouély around the house, as though she were afraid of
breaking something; and there she was again in the kitchen
on hef day off--balanced on her haunches, wiping her arm
acro%s her forehead, squeezing a sponge out into a pail of
soapy*water. And there sat Oncle Emlle astride his throne
at the kitchen table nibbling on a penc11 a8 he composed
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the we;kly specials and pored over the accounts. Once,
when Héltne came in for a glass of water, he looked up at
her questioningly as if trying to figuré out what she was
doing there. "How are we doing?" he asked, as she stepped
carefully over to tpe‘tap where she leaned against the
counter,” cradling gér glass of water. When she'd given
him a full account of her day, he stared at her--his pencil
poised in the air--while she sipped her water and stretched
her back. She glanced down at the floor to meet her aunt's
sympathetic smile, looked back at hef waiting uncle, and,
putting the half-empty glass on the counter, returned to
her customers. It wasn't for him that she was returning,
she insisted to herself as she marched back to the salon;
it 'was only for her aunt--to make her life a little eaéier.
Within two years, the.loan on the saion was repaid in
full and Tante Marie was able to retire.“ Oncle Emile was
reluctant at first to part with the extra income, but
agreed, under Hél@®ne's prodding, that hig wife's health was
mpre important tha? money. Besides, he wanted someone
gtrong enough to taice care of them, didn't he? Within
another year, Hél&ne was earning enough to pire an assistant.
She\coUldn't wait to be relieved of some of the drudgery
and the constant stooping. Trying to play down her excite-
ment, she casually broachefl the subject with her uncle--

"Just someone to Sweep up and wash hair." His firm "Out of

- the question!” and refusal to discuss it further convinced

her to take the situation into her own hands. He would get
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ugéd to the idea once he had no choice in the matter. She

wasn't ready, however, for what happened the day he dis-

covered a young freckled stranger cleaning out his sinks.'

Héléne had been waiting for his daily inspection all
day--"How's our Héldne doing, Madame? Any complaints?
Just bring them to the attention of the management?" he
would chuckle. She had almost forgotten about him as she
was spraying on ("highlights" for an excited old woman,
when she suddenly )felt a tug 'at her elbow.

"I'11 be Yight back:” she called out to her bewild-

. ered customer. as her uncle panked her away.

!

"Who is that:" Oncle Emile demanded in the kitchen.
He was squeezing the life out of her elbow, but Héléne pre-"
tended not to notice.

“Oh, that's Madame Lamarre,” she said sweetly. "She
thought she'd try something new today."

"You know who I'm talking gbout, Hélene."” He shook
her elbow and let it drop.

"0h, you mean my new assistant?”

Oncle Emile's eyes widened; his mouth went tight.

"Phat's the young Vachon girl," Héline continueqd,

"from the farm on the troisiéme rang. I was talking to her
mother just the other day-- You know, the farm wives have

been a real boon to business. They may come only once a
month, but their visits add up--there are sq many of them.

And it's nice having someone closer to my own age to talk

to."
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-"Get on with iti” Oncle Emile blurted out,

"As I was saying . . . " Héldtne looked down at her

clasped hands. “Madame Vachon was telling me how she was

looking for work in town for her daughter now that Carmen
hag finished school. They could use the extra money, and

Carmen wasn't too happy about working on the farm. They

have enough kids to do that anyway--nine in all, would you

_ believe? Madame Vachon looks so young!" Héléne caught her

breath and looked up quickly. Her uncle's eyes had nar-
orwed into menacing little slits. "Besides, the change
would do Carmen good,” she said softly, her eyes falling.
"Since, as you know, I was looking fox:/someone to help out
in the salon, I thought, why not Carmen? She's young and
sturdy--has a good back--and this way she could work in
town, although after a while . . . she might not find it
a.sﬁexciting as she'd dreamed." Héléne release.d her shaky
breath and looked squarely at her uncle. "I told Madame
Vachon we couldn't pay much, and before I knew it, here
was Carmen at the side door, mop and bucket in hand. Why, \
she could even help out Tante Marie. She shouldn't be
washing walls and c'eilings at her age.”

"I won't hear of it." His voice was low and even;
his hands clenched at his sideém'srxe's got to go."

"But why?"

"We haven't got that kihd of money to give away."

"We're making plenty now, more than enough to keep us
going. And I need the help., I'm the one who does all the
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work, and-it's getting to be too much for me."

"At twenty years o0ld?"

"I‘c'é ruining my back! If you don't want me to start
turning customers away, you'll let me take on some help.”
Her voice was shaking now. This was her last chance.
"Besides, we could always raise the rates.”

"Raise the rates?” Oncle Emile unclenched one hand
and fingered his mustache; "Yes, I suppose we could do

that--it's been a few months since the last time--not that

it would pay her way. But far be it from me to interfere,

You're the one who does all the work around here."

With a triumphant flourish, he turned his back on
Héféne and seated himself regally at the kitchen table.
Hélene juét stood there watchiné as he scribbled calcula-
tions at the back of his leather-bound ledger.

Héldne didn't raise the rates for the farm women.

They didn't have accopunts, so she just adjusted the figures
for her uncle's book until the sums came ouf,right. Some-

times she even paid the difference_ herself. She enjoyed

‘talking to them. They\never spoke of their "dearly de-
1

' parted™ husbands or thé,perfect little grave site under

the apple tree that was waiting for them. After the war

f was over and all the talk of their martyred young soldiers

(always someone else's husband), they never spoke of deatﬁ
at all. They wanted to know which store was the best for
lingerie (not that they could ever afford any) and had

Héldne read about that young Yves Montand in the latest
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isdue of Vedettes and who was,Héléne seeing now? How could
she tell them she was almost twenty-one and had never been
on a single date? She.would smile mysteriously and murmur,
~ , "0h, no one is pafticular." and pray that the old ladies
} wouldn't give her away. They wére alwﬁ&é clutchiné'at her
sleeve and assaultlng her ears with their shrlll demands:
_ Why didn't she get out more? Didn't she realize people
o _ were beginning to talk? How about that nice young man who )
ran his‘father’s funeral home° After all, time has a way
of “sneaking up on' you, although they wouldn't speak of her
being an "old mald" gust yet. ’
One warm spring evening, ﬁéléne approached her aunt
‘ and uncle who were out rocking on the tiny balcony. They .
~ “paused while she let hérself out the front door and
squeezed past/ them, then picked up the gteady creaking as
she sat down, with her back to them, on the top step.
. ; :J”Oh by the way," Heréﬁe began, " struggllng to control
‘ her breath. "I just thought I would tell you. I'm going
out on a date this coming Saturday night.”. The creaking
suddenly stopped. She cqgig,pékture their‘feet squarely
planted on the concrete floor. "Madame Vachén .just hap-
' pened to mention the other wepk that she had a cousin com-
o ing in from Trois-Rividres, and how nice it would be if he
had é date for the spring dance." .She remembered how Car-
| men's'mother had paused and exchanged glances with her

daughter who was hovering over a head of suds, then asked

3
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if Hélene knew of anyone who might” help him out. Without

.thinking twice, Héléne had surprised herself by saying she
: could;always accompany him héréelf., It was so early that

no one had asked her yet.

o

"What do you wantito g0 on aﬁggzg for?" .

Héléne turned to see her uncle leaning forward'on.his
arms,. nis face ‘soured with distaste.

"Yiens ici, Héldne." Her aunt reached for her hand.

"Let's go inside and have a little talk.”

v

Tante Marie busily arranged her long, ‘dark skirt

14

around hép on the settee in her bedroom, then looked .

straight into Hél&ne's face. "Now remember. Stay with.
the others. Don't get caught alone."”
"Why? What do you mean?”

"Men will take whatever they can get, and it is up to

L]

- you to preserve your innocence."

"Ma tante, ‘it's 6nly a‘first date:; Hél¥ne exclaimed:

"Never mind. You can’'t be too careful. Remember
what happened to that Lavoie girl,” ”

Héléne looked down, her‘face sad and flushed, Hbw
could her aunt evenjcomfare her to that~baréfoét country:

girl who uséd to strut around town, her bulging stomach in

the air, oblivious to all the turned heads? The ladies in

"theasa.lon hﬁt}ad _ug grand jour ‘with that one. They were

always whispering behind their hands about "shotgun wed-

‘ o
dings," babies born out-of-wedlock, and %}scarriages; and

<

then there were those two brazen kids who came down from

. '
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~ stomach how herl uncle would bellow "Marle"' at mght from e e

<" the farms to. }io it rlght in the church cemetery. She had . )
. seen ;t:hem hg self once, 1n broad dayllgh , their heads . :«ﬁ
\‘pushed up ag nsta tombstone, not mpving . mu cle, Just; S -
moamng, a.ﬁd when they turned and’ caught her \starlng over
the iron ra.fllng, ’chey had sm1led w1ckedly at her and
star‘ted moanlng even loudg. She could still see their ¢

’

smug faces--stx‘ea.ked w1th hai ¥ and dirt--and hear the in-

tense/ moans which ran right through her as ,she hurried” away.

*

"I llbecr ul"H ne sa_1d uietly. .

' Uf /elk q y 2

'.‘ . Ta.nte Ma.rle stralghtened up and loocked down‘ at her
L]

folded ha.nds. "Of course, once you are ma.rrled, J.t is

3]

yob.r duty’ under God to submit to yqur husband."

3

v Héléne suddenly remembered with a sinking 1n her

0
-~
t

‘thelr bedroom--thls very room.--wh.lie her aunt slowly rose Ly

Voo '

:t‘rom.‘her chair in the parlor to answer his call. X

,"But there'is lots of time for you to marry. Don'
7 )

rush into 1t. In the‘meanti'hle, remember, God-is watching. ‘

gKeep a tlght rein orl your feel:.ngs. Don't make a mistake.

. now ;hat you will regret later, %nd for the rest of your C s

11i‘e. Tante Mame was grasplng Héléne's drms and staring

a‘l: ‘her beseechlngly. /, ' \v-n‘ v L ‘

" “But I already bough'g ghe dress‘," héléne murmured.' |

her chinJQui'veri e N . I ] - N
Héldne could still 'Femhber that dreéss and ii‘:s‘inatch—,

s ing f)olero--—mldnlgh't blue tafetta, “&;r:.mmed with velvet. &’

How cou]g she not have notlced how strange it looked with -

. B
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" she, HE&'d 'done nothing but dance at arm's length

her glas’ses' square“black frames and the broad metai watch

v

band that wez.ghted her wrist? She still had that plcture

somewhere--stlffly seated in. frént of a mirror*in the™

¢ “

salon, her thin arms crossed against her flat chest. Her R

collar bones had stuck out awkwardly, as did the rest of - - .

S

¢ ’ .
her under the full-skirted dress--nothing but hard angles

and sharp bones. And -teeth: Gleamlng fram ear to ear

?

All teeth and bones and "glasses., oy .

t }

.\A

She remembered\ too, the feel of the stiff silk ak - -

she spewed éll her supp\br into the t01let bowl before leav-

ing--8bmething she had been holding 1~ns1de all week gince .

N

her aunt's "little talk." She d never thought she'd have

to worry about such things on a f}rst date. But later

. merely laughed té herself as she wondered Qﬁat all the

fusp hagd een about. Her date had be?n much shor§ tha.n » .

Tdr,

- shakj‘hands at the end(pf the stone walk leadlng up to

she s

K +

her

dOOr. So ﬁﬁéx a.nother customer--‘thls txme a sweet 0ld lady-- . ~

;
of;t‘ered her. nlce young grandson from Gaspe who was just

’

'ping over c?n hlS way to Montz:eal Hél2ne accepted wltho't

stop—,

a Worry. But this one was ruggqaly *handsome, ‘and he trled '

to kiss her in hig car, pinning hér against the doot as
i s 1L

. . ) /
she struggled With the -lock, Once ‘more she found hers

3

teeterlng over the tmle&/bowl puz:g:mg ‘hergelf of hlS
touch--his molst 1lips don her throat,.%he hard thrust
aé’ainst her pelns--and hlS breathless v01ce--"C mon.

!

want it too. Don't fight it."

elf |

You

,
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T e, REAR SRR AR L



. 1Y .
.

P . - 176

- .

‘ , . ‘ ‘ <
.

A} -, ® *

Héléne was more.careful after that. Tante Marie had
been alarmed when she wouldn' t eat for three whole days,.
| and once Heléne had sobbingly confessed to the attacﬁ 1t
. was agreed she would only go out on dates arranged by her
/ aunt: usuq;ly W1th a cousin, once or tw1ce remcved, or ¢
_ one of %er aunt's friend's visiting nephews, although
there was also -the town chlropractor—-acconflxmed bachelor
° ' =--and the not-so-young man wh;'raﬁ Ris father's funeral \;
home. Nothing much ﬁﬁppened on these dates. Usually they%
would go for walks 'along the main street which, Héléne i
‘ always noted but never pointed out was named after her .
T ! grea?—grandfather. Jean Duprés. They would walk/slewly.
. a:ms accidentally‘bumping,'stealing glanges at their
watches, nodding at the passers-by with t?elr knowing ¢ . 4

: L/ .
; o litt; smiles. Hé&leéne always made" a point of being seen-- .

s+ . perhap \-the ladies at the salon wogld leave hey albne now
‘--and so\etimes would peuse for the longest time in front
. | of\the sSbre-fro%t windows of the little clapboard houses. -
There was Vogue (where Héldne had bought the dress, now
o banished to h'er‘cLoset) and éanada Paint and Foyer de la ' ’
o Chaussures (specializing in orthepedic ghoés) .. There were
the stores named after distant relatlves-—Ameublement B. L.
Lo _ Dupres, BlJod%erle C. H, Dupres, even a Qulncalllerle Lou1s
“ Dupres where Héléne would stand the longest, gaz1ng at the
. ' town's only television set as she tried to imagine what //”
o I yould come out of it. But it was only for show. La Porte-
‘ o . du-g;et'hadn t “the equipment yet to recelve 31gnals from
~q,.m«i\:f. . h.lmmﬁwwm#u_” Lwyﬁnyuwww“w”,J:Mkpﬁ-““mrwmmC“Tww».w

A "4_ ’ ' B ' s . ._.' e ) t e . ) . 7 ’ , \'> ! 1
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the rest of the werld.

¢

There wasn't much else to do in town on a Saturday ’
K}

night. There were no movie houses, and Héldne refused to

\

'go for drives (pleading car-sickﬁess)land‘shook her head

p

¢

\
\

{

-~

at dinner (she really couldn't eat a thing). She would
agrée. how;ver, to accompany .her dates to the Café Paris
and try not to watch as the&‘wolfed#;own entireitourtiéres,
double orders of greasy ‘patates frites, and couptless

Dieces of'taftes_gg gucre. It was all she could do to sip

s

down her tea. Her doctor called it g "nervous stomach”
and said there was nothirig she could do abouf ity it was
f&st the way she was made.' But she got tired of ;:tching
into the toilet before each date, running the taps so her
aunt and uncle wouldn't hear; and she‘goE tired of drawing
her body up tightly so these strange men wouldn't touch
her, and staying in the light, and wétching to make sure
there were always people around. When she got home, she'd

be exhausted~1tbo tired even to cry over yeE\anothe‘ night

that had been so' long and nerve-wracking. All she could -

do was to run more hot water into the batg and lie tﬂgre,‘

watcﬁ%pg ﬁhe steam .rise, dreading the next time she would
have to go through it all over again., She'd thought it
would keep the ladies quiet at the salon, that they wouldn's

. Bother her anymore about not getting out. But instead they

bd&gered'her more than ever-—wasn't that Madame Michaud's
nice young nephew she went out with last Satgfday”--lmplor—
1ng her w1th ‘their hungry eyes to tel& them everything.

L 4
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She finally decided she'd had‘enough. Let people
talk. She didn't care anymore. Her aunt and uncle never
asked why she'd stoppéd going out Saturday nights, although
sometimes Tante Marie:would look up from her knitting and
smile.at her from across the salon wheré Héléne was em-
broidering pillow case% or table cloths. "You;re young.
There's plenty of tim " her aunt would murmur. But at/
twenty-six Héléne di) 't feél young. She felt old, like
she had lived forever. She hadn'+t egpected'it to affect
her this wafl‘ She didn't even like dating. But when she .
thought about spending the rést of her days--how much

: o
longer? forty, fifty years?--curling hair and crocheting

-
doilies in the same room in the same house, she would stop

eating. for days at a time and RQurst out crying for no ap-

parent reason. Her aunE and Ycle simply didn't know what

‘to do with her.

e
One afternoon when Héléne ﬁad slept in, too tired even

Y

to get up for work that morning, she heard the curtains -

rattling and the pull-blinds snapping open.

? R
"Time to get up, Héléne," sang Tante Marie. "We have

“an appointment with Monsieur le curé this afternoon.”,

Before she knew what had happened, Héléne, still rub-\\

bing the sleep from her ‘e?res, was seated across the largey

\

‘oak desk of the fat curé.who liked to shake his fist at his

tressed lately. Now why is that?" he

congregation. .
"Your aunt tells me you have Bee?;inordinafely dis-

emanded, pressing
I . . ) »
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the tips of his pudgy fingers together and staring straight
at Héléne from under fierce, bushy brows. |
Héleéne bowed her head, feeling like a naughty child
‘hauled into the principal's office. She-‘wished she could
' just turn her back on him and walk away. -What business-of

it was his, anyway?
' "You must think of your poor égnt and ﬁncle. my .
child," he said, his voice softgning. "Think of the grief

you are causing them," . . »

-
.

Héléne looked up, her eyes~brimming.
Th; curé coughed in his fist and i:olded his hands on
the désk. "As a young Cpristian woman your path of duty
ig clear: first, to your aunt and uncle who took you in .
\ out.of thy éoodhess of their hearts; second, to a husband
““and familj of your own if God sSees this ag a right a/nd -
fitting vocation for you." ,,
Hélene widened her eyes so tje tears wouldn't spill
down her #Face. \ t / ‘
"But remember," the curé continued, "not all women'
are made for marriage and motherhood. If your calling is
not of a rei;gious nature-- "
' Héléne swallowed and shook her head.
" ——it may well-We that }}c\ur resistance ‘to men lies
in your heartfelt obligation tcf,a.youi‘ aunt and uncle. If
so, follow your’heart;OGo'd does not lie in these matters.
Now you must stop spreading gloom all about you, and go

ang 'carry out your Christian duty. Pray for strength and

1

' .
! ~
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. about young girls-who rock. They'ré bound to become old
: /

learned to live with it. And she learned to live with the
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guidance, and ask for God's forgiveness for what is, I‘am

sure,.a momentary weakness on your part.”. 3
. Héidne went home and raced through her prayers. She
bowed her head and spit out as many Aves and Paters as she
had strength for, striking away her teaﬁs and mumbling

fiercely to herself in the dark. What had she to mope f

. about anyway?’ She had a good h%mé, a good job. an aunt -

and uncle who truly loved her. ;If God had given her all /
these gifts,'who was she to fe;l sorr& for her?zlf? She
was un;rateful, that's all, and it would have to stop.
The n;xt day she rose at seven, put on her white smock,
and went down to her cubtomers as though she'd™¥ver left
them. ‘

. At 1east‘the ladiis in fﬁe gsalon left h;r alone now.
They stopped asking tH@ir nosy questions and no longer
tease%*her when the& caught er rocking on her tiny %ront

porchs "Attention, ma belle. You know ‘what they say &

maids:" Now it was just, "Belle journée. And how are’

3

your dear aunt and uncle?" as Héldne went right on rocking

in the clear light of day. ’ R

e Tn ems
[y

The looks of pity were harder to,endure--the strained
little smiles of .passers-by as she went for walks with hqap

aging aunt leaning on her one atm. In time, though, she

" Nk i A s S S

cruelty of the many girls who eame under her employ. None

had ever measured up-to young Carmen, even if she had been

»

-
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with her for only a few short years before she marrled and
left town. She hé@'been a qulet girl, a hard worker--never
caused her any trouble--and it had broken Hél¥ne's heart to
éee her go. She had bought her a beautiful blue crystal

vase for her wedding in Montréal, had even been invited,
N

but couldn't bring herself to go. She never could believe

that Carmen had married so youngj she'd looked so sweet, so

innocent, with that light spattering of freckles and those

?

wide green eyes,

At least Héléne . was earning enough now to hire as she

.8aw fit (her uncle, as he put it, left the "personnel de-

partment" to her), and §ometimes on week-ends, she had as
many as fb;;‘girls working a; one time. They had games
like Nane?ﬁé, Margot, Brigitte, and at one‘time, +h y‘all
wore bee-hive hairdos, trying to outdo each other by‘piling
the glazed black hair higher and/higher. It was a wonder
they didn't topple right over. /Saturdays it yas'all Héleéne
could do to keep them occupied with their work, so excited_
were they to be running off to the Rialto movie house or to

Au Coin de Feu for ladies' night--three drinks for the

" price of two. Héldne never said what she thought of these
‘expeditlons, but sometimes when she ordered them to stop

. chattering and get back to work, -they seemed to read her

disapproval of thelr social lives in her face and would
sﬁf&i at her mockingly or whisper under their breath, "You .

wouldn'é\know," Thgre was even one--expertly teasing hair
with one hgnd, puffing from her cigarette holder with the’
) , . K \ .

]
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other--who, when Héléne asked her to wait for her break to

smoke, turned and blew smoke right in her face., Needless
. P

" %o say, she was fired on the spot. There wasn't much

<
Héléne could do, however, about them giggling behind her’

" back. Once, shepicked up enougﬁ nerve to walk right up to
"them where they were huddled by the far sink, holding their

stomaché pnd~wiping their eyes. "What's so funny?" she de-
manded. They just'TBbkeg\?féhgr with empty eyes, apd one
of them said, "Time to get back to work."” Héléne was left
standing there, tight-lipped with anger, as they scattered
in silence. .. \
Héléne ﬁfessed both hands against her throbb%ng tem-
ples i, the dortor's waiting room." Sa who else could she
have left the house to? .Yvette wasn't any better than the

rest of them; she'd just been around longer. She was rude

‘and irresponsible, but who else was there? None of .

Héldne's family would want to leave their exciting lives

in Sudbury, Torontoj Montréal. . . . Besides, it went

with the salon. At least it was all taken care of, that,
and the plot which had been arranged so long ago néar
Tante Marie and Oncle Emile. The plot. . . . No, she
mush't, Not again. She couldn't breathe. ~ She.couldn't

move., Someone would get her out, would realize that it

was all a mistake. But what if they didn't? What if no ’

one found out,” and they left her here to « . » She began
% . N
to claw on the 1id, then faster, frantically, until her

-
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fingers started bleeding. The earth bore down on her. She
was suffocéﬁ ng. She was dying. "Let me out: Mon Dieu!
Help me: Please, God, help--.“

“Mademoiselle Duprés . . . Mademoiselle Duprés{. . o "

Héléneclogked up, startled to see the youﬁg reception-
ist peering solicitously into her. face. '

"Sorry to keep yom waiting. The doctor will see you
now. Are-xou all right?" ‘ *
‘ "Oh . . . Oh, yes, Thank you." Had she cried aloud?
Panic-gtricken, she scanned her neighbofs. All eyés were
lowered, fast;ned on magazings. No, she couldn't have.

She yas more careful than that., She had just taken a while

‘'to answer, that's all. Her eyes darted back to the recep- .

tionist who was hovering near her desk, still watching her

- with that worried look., Héléne smiled self-consciously and

rose unsteadily to her feet.

Dr. Mﬁ}chanq greeted her warmly across the desk and
told her to have a seat. Héldne cooly regarded‘th;\vizeﬁed
old face, the mottled skin, the grey watery eyes. The only
man in her life: N

"Weld, Héldne," he began brightly, *!E I told you over
the pﬁone, I have some very good news for you. All of the

tests came back negative, -and I can assure you that there

is no possibility whatsoever of there being a tumor in your

“brain.”

Héldne knew that doctors never told the whole truth

right away, but wasn't he being a bit too evasive? “Dr:

-
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I could take? Maybe there's been a mistake, Maybe-- "

- and you have passed, my dear, with flying colors. You're

184

Marchand,VEAEHEHE“TTm*entitleA to know the truth. After.
all, I am a grown woman, and if there is anything-- "

"I assure you, Héleéne, we found nothing, énd that's
using the most advanced equipment jhe hospital has to

offer. 'Believe me, if there was anything at all suspi-

cious, it would have turned up on-- "

Héldne sprang forward. "But aren't there other tests
"Héléne, listen to me." The doctor reached over for
her hand. "I know that you've been under a lot of stress
lately. For most people waiting is the hardest part. But
it's all over now; do you hear'me? The waiting is over.

You have taken every test modern medicine has to offer,

in the clear."

Héldne'withdrew her hand. "So that's it then.
fhere’s nothing wrong with me," she stated flatly, looking
straight ahead. ™~

"I didn't’say that."” The doctor fingered a pén,lying

-on his desk., Héléne fixed her e&es on his lowered face as

he spoke slowly and deliberately. "“There's nothing
physically wrong with you. You see, when symptoms are as

frequent and severe as yours--the headaches, the night-

| mares, yhe choking seﬁsations--and when there are no under-

lying physical causes, .then the proQ%em may Qe an‘emotional
' <

or psychological one." The doctor looked Héléne squarely

in the face. "Do you understand what I am saying, Hélene?"

a ¢
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Héldne answered unknowingly with a scowl. .

"~ The doctor returned to his pen. "Now it's not‘my
Place -‘to ask.you all kinds of personal questions, but I
know that you've b;en under a great deal of strain in the
past year, what yith your dear old aunt passing away, God
reét her soul, and you having to give up your work. That
woﬁl@n't be easy on anyone. But the thing is, your symp-
toms 1nten81fied during 'thlS time to ah extreme degree,
and if we have to p01nt the flnger,iwell, we could say
that « « "

The doctor's words whirled round in Héldne's mind,
the white figure itself becoming alblur. Héiéne's head
felt as though it would crack right open. Sure, she had
her problems. Who dldn t° But what was he saying? That
it was all in her head? That she was“making it all upé
But the pa;e was real. She could feel it right now--
wracking her brain, ready to. explode any minute. The
pressure was unbearable, like the weight o; the earth .
clamped down upon the 1lid, so that no matter how much she
ciawed or pounded her fists, it wouldn't open. I} was
jammed shut. She was stuck. She had to get out, ' Someone
- had to help her--dig thrqugh the dirt and open the 1lid.
and-- ‘ .

"Héléne, are you listening?™’ The doctor had her by
'the arm. Héldne regarded him as she wculd a stranger.
The pain was too much. Shé couldn't think straight.

N

"T must be losing my sex appeal," he teased. "You're

]
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the thlrd woman I've put to sleep today:"
"T'm sorry, Dr, Marchand. I was Qust—- ﬁ , {
nNo, no, my dear," he murmufed, patting her hand.. "I
know how trying all this hgs‘been for you. But believe me,
the worst is over. One day you will wake\uﬁ andfpemember‘

it all as a bad dream. Now there-dre two things I want you ,

‘to do for me._ The first is to fill this prescription for a

little something tB.quiet your nerves. It'éhould help just

_as much, if not more, than those painkillers you've been.

taking. The second is to call up a colleague of mine, a

Dr. Beaulieu., Here's his card., He's a specialist who is

- trained to deal with precisely these klnds of problems,

,and, I mlght add, W1thout puttlng his patlents to sleep, . ' -
although I daresay the reverse happens occasionally."

A specialist, Hélene thought, taking no notice of the
doctor’'s chuckles, So there is something aftér %ll.y

"All kidding aside, Héléne. I think this doctor would
do you a world of good if you'd just give him a chance."

"Is he a brain specialist then?" Héléne asked, perched o

<

on the edge of her chair,

"Yes," Dr, Marchand replied hesitantly. ' "You might
say- that. '+ .. You really haven't begn'listening! have'@
you, Héldne?" He placed his hand over hers. "He's a s
psychiatrist, Hélé&ne,"

Heléne stared at the doctor dumbly. His hand slid up

her arm to grasp her elbow and help her rise., Steering her

. to the door, he spoke in a soft ‘undertone. "Look at it ‘
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. . this way, Héldpe. You know you are gding to live now, so « , *
. , N . |
. your biggest worry-is behind you. Now it's up to you,
£ with Dr, Beaulieu's help, to make sure that you live your --.
; . : .. ' b "
i /? life to its fullest. Look at it as a new lease on life.:
- ' . ’ v . . ) ™ X
: . Yes, thajt's it. A new lease on life." _He opened the door
- . 2 . ? ’ ! .
» [ . ’ v \ . v N ‘
for her. "Good luck, my dear. And if there's anything
, A . . [}
- €lse I can do for you, don't hesitate to call." ,
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o

t ‘Psychiatfist: The stinging accusation resounded in

“her skull, cutting deep into the worsening pain. So it

had come o this. She wasn't sick, just sick in the head.
Héldne leaned her hot brow aéainst the cool window pane as
the bus pulled to a stop. Oh, he was a "brain specialist"
all right. Only he would probe her brain deeper than ahy
scalpel could until he ferreted out a.ll her deep dark
secrets--the pain, the guilt, the dreams. the lonely nights
in bed #With nothing to do but-- But it was so cold. Even
with the thermastat on high and the pile of heavy blankets,
8till she shiveredl. She did it purely for medicinal pur-

poses, It kept hér warm, got her blood flowing, helped her .

not to notice the low sloping 'ceiling--th.e wooden planks

closing in on her like-- No! It was nonepof his business:

_ She'd be damned if she woul@pread herself out on his

°

v couch 80 he could probe, dissect, and analyze her until .
there was nothing left.

LY

[




- What was the e’ point anyway? Whdt had Cﬁe\lef{ to live
v for? {She ‘hadn’ t realized just how attache® she'd been to
her aunt’ until she'd gone and left her, although she remem-
bered the -panic {:h;t had seized her years ago when her
uncle died and she realized her—aunt mig‘f\t follow in his
steps. Héléne's own parents had died that same year, one.
after the other.' It was the year of ﬁxpo '67, and ghe re= "
‘membered Waiting, barely hop;}ng, for one of her sisters in
Montréal to 1nvite her to the world's fair--"Do come, .
Héléne, We have plenty of room." After all, they used to
write her all the time, bursting with news and pictures of
husbands and babies. But their lettérs had dwindled with
the-years. and the only word she received was a telegram:
"Mother just died. Father wants to have the funeral in La
’ BLrte- du-Ciel."

And there Héldne was, standing dr&-eyew shadow
of the grieving knot of children, high up on the grassy
1g1a1n of the new cemetery. They'd run out of room in the
0ld ohurch gravey:nrd with its massive, crumbling tombstones
huddled together and choked by vines. Here the few isolat-
ed stones were evenly spaced out--sma.ll and square, their

\ faces neatly whitewashed. Hél¥ne rem;mbered the breeze
catching at her skirt and rippling the grass as she watched
' the children pull apard: at the end of the ceremony, reveal-
i ing a tall, angular stranger that was her father. As they
led him to her, she could see him clutching thelr arms
D 1like an invalid, staring straight ahead at nothing. "Papa,

4 ’ ”» P v 4 , "189 .‘
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wici Héléne;-Héléne, remember?" She held her breath as he

squinted at her with eerie, light blue eyes. Would he
recognize her from her pictures? “ﬁ&léne?”-he whidpered,
straightening up, searching her eyes as though he'd find-
her there. "Héldne, Héldne," he chanted hoarsely, groping \
for her face like a blind man. His children sadly shook
their heads at her and led him away. Although Héléne had
never spoken to him,/so immersed was he in grief, she too
cried at hié funeral g few months later where, it was said,
he had died of "a broken heart" on the eve of his retire-
ment.

When her uncle died yet a few months later, Héléne
was surprised to find that she could not shed a gingle
tear. He had become 80 angry and bitter in his Sast years,
accusing her of laziness and snarling "Big shot:" whenever
she walked by. She'd thought he would be happy now that
she was superviéor of a thriving businés§ of her own. Her
aunt said not to listen--"It's just his rheumatism talking."
But when hé looked at her--his eyes narrowed with hatred--
and beat off her hands when she tried to tuck him in his
wheelchair, she almost wishedrhe would die. She even
prayed for his suffering to end, and when his timewfinally
came, she felt no remorse, only gratitude. "It's for the
best,” she told Tante Marie upon breaking the news, only
hér aunt would not be conscled. In her mind, her husband
had suffered the worst possible fate--to die a;one in the
middle of the night in a hospital bed. Héléne tried to

e mmatminm s B e . ip?
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soothe her--"How could we have kﬁown?. Heﬂynnﬁqso fast.

There was no time to call us!"--and was shocked when her

aunt, clutching at her arm, whispered, "Don't let me die)

alone.” Would Tante Marie die too of a "broken heart,"
'

leaving Héldne all alone?

Héldne went right out and bought~a s;iny new Chrysler
and a lovely little summer chalet nestled in the hills
near the r;yer. She'd never have ghought she could have
afforded such things(ﬁhdshe really so much money?), but she
knew she'd have to keep her aunt active if.she didﬂ“t want
her to pine away. \ghe needn't have worried. Tante Marie
went on fo live right up until the age of ninety. For
years after her husband's death, she was able to get around,
accompanying Hél3ne on her walks or going for drives like
a happy child in Hél®ne's "nice new car": up North {%to
the country, climbing past telephone lines and mesh—wireﬂ
fences which plateaued intq the grassy cemetery, then |
opened up.into the new super-highway--miles of lush, sec-
tioned farmland and shiny barn roofsj or south along the
river, clattering across the.railroad tracks, then dipping
down to the water where.they'd skim along its shore, past
¢he little boats and wood chalets, past the elegant colo-
nial and Spanish-style houses of the developers in the |
area, &eeper into the woods until they hit a gravel road. i
Then,. if it were a sunny week-end between la féte gé St.
Jean Baptiste and 1'Action de gréacesg, they'd be bumping along
the stretch of gravel thﬁt rose up to their summer cottage.'

.
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It was only an hour's drive, but once they were there,
rocking on the porch that ran all around the tiny chalet,
Héldne felt she was in another world. It was like being

,1ifted high up in the mountaing with nothing but bush all

around. Sometimes she even slept right outside in a sleep-
ing bag rigged upfwith netting and would be lulled to sleep
by the steady chant of crickegg During the day, if it

| were chilly, they'd stay inside and 'drink tea and gaze out

the large picture windbws. When it was warm, they'd slap
on mosquito repellent and walk down to the river where
there was always a cool breeze coming off the water (which
opened up-into the gulf) and a salty tinge in the air. And
they took pictures of each other with an old Brownie insta-

matic that still worked. There was one of Héldne--standing

. by the river, smiling and wﬁving, looking like a zebra in

her long striped shorts; and another of her--sitting on the
grass in a little clearing by the chalet, her giflish dress
swirl;d around her. There was one of her aunt--reclining in
a deck chair, pointing playfully at the lawn ornament by

her side. Héldne would never forget that flat wooden
figure--like a giant cut-out doll--that she and her aunt

had picked out at the hardware store. Propped up at the
back by a rod, the little girl with the ﬂlond ringlets and
prfy party dress was perched up on her toes, balancing a

robin on each forefinger. And she would never forget the

. last time she drove by--the ornament face down in the

weeds, the chalet boarded up. She hadn't the heart to go
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back since. What was the point when there was no one to .

ghare it with? ‘

She tried to push it from her mind—-how it had all
started some ten years before--her long walks' alone, her
aunt snuggly blanketed in her rocking chairi’ "Go ahead.
I'lll be all righ;,." She kept feeling she should turn back,
that something might happen, but Tante Marie insisted she
‘take her daily walk without her and tell her all about it
when ‘ehe returhed, Héldne would push herself alongRue Jean
Duprés, glancing at the tiny shoes imported(rrom France and
Italy, lingering in front of the'hardwa.re. atore with its
glittering a.rray of silver and chrome: Sony, AIWA, Pe:.na.f
sonic, She'd take the main street all the way down to. the
railroad crossing and stop for a minute, trying to decide
iWhether to continue. She hever crossed the tracke when she
was little--she’ d been strictly forbidden~--and so muld g
find herself gazing up at the sign crossing u(hi ch. rsadf&w’ -
Rimouski one way, Rividre de Loup the other, and wor:,dér’ing. .
which way? Once she'd decided, off she would go. Jigrkdly
balancing on a steel rail, only to stog, decide the‘,o,ther | :” '
way might be better, and hurry {)ack to make up for.'lo'et o
time. Now, some forty years later, she'd feel fha;f sane
tvrlnge of indecision, especially since she knew tﬁat once
she crossed over, she'd forget all about heli e.unf‘l:’1 v

The pull of the quay usually proved the stronger, and
soon she would be down b& the water, smiling at/the sign

that rybade shark fishing and leaning &gainst the railing

-
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once she reached;the e?d of the quay. She felt transport-
ed to the Maritimes when she looked down at the chalets
and boats dotted along the shore, like a picture postcard

" of a cozy little fishing village. And she could almost

beliqve that she was breathing in sea air when she éazed
out at the stretch of water immersed in the fog which ob-
scured the land on the other side. She tried not to yield,
though, to the Qoothing caresé of the fog, since if she
weren't careful, a sense of foreboding would begin to
cfeep up on her and slowly wrap itself around her neck,
and éuddenly, she would start to choke. She would place
her hand on her throat and fry to breathe, but no air
would get in, and then it hit her and she would be rumning.
What if something had happened to Tante Marie?

She tried not to think t@is way, and at her aunt's
prodding, went out more and more on her own, taking courses
in pottery and ceramics until you couldn't turn around in
the house without knocking over an ashtréy or figurine.“
Héldne thought her efforts to be crudeys unprgfessionali but
her busfness practically ran itself noﬁ, and there wasn't
much .else to do when her aunt took her interminably long ‘
naps, It was almost with relief, then, that she accepted
the mortician's offer to replace the old coiffeuse who had
just passed away. She could put her talents to use, serve
some purpose in life.

Someone had to do it, she firmly told herself as her
breath caught at the sight before her. And there she was,

y —
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expected to bring the brittle whi:te strands of hail; tq
life, just as they had stubbornly rouged and powdered the ‘A‘ié
sunken cheeks. She reminded herself &wﬁyas just another
corpse--she had seen so many in her tfﬁg.‘ She exhaled
steeply through her mouth and went to work. Ih timé, she
came to view the pasty corpses simply as so much raw mater-
ial from’which*%o mold a reasonable facsimile of life.
They even began to hold a strange attraction for her as
she bent over them, almost lovingly, glving the final last
touches, much as an artist cherishes his finished product
before passing it into the hands of strangers.

She was almost sorry when she had to sfop, but her
aunt couldn't be left alone anymore, She was bedridden

' now, only she slept fitfully and Qould call Héldne's name -

out at any moment. Sometimes when Héldne came runﬁing. .

Tante Marie would already be flinging her covers aside and

struggling to her feet, and Héléne would have to remind

her what the doctor had said: "No, ma tante, you're not

to get up alone, You might hurt yourself." Her aunt

would look up at ﬂer and smile and grab onto ﬁgr arm.‘and

they would walk to the bathroom or up and down the hallway f/’/ﬂ\\\j

: fe;gzimes, taking each step slowly, carefully. Dri }\y,_.f
arc d had sald these walks were important \to ease ‘the

pain in Tante Marie's joints and that wheneyer her aunt

showed the’leést interest in getting up, Héldne should >

rush to her aid. "You should be glad she's not fighting

YOO B

to stay in bed," he had said. "You should see some of
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thésg old folks--just wa:iting ‘for the good Lord to come
and get them. Not your aun%. There's a lot of life in
the o0ld girl yet."

One night. Héléne was roused from a 1ight sleep by a
thud in the next room. She ran, feeling her heart would
burst, and switched on the 1ight in her aunt's room. Tahte
Marie was lying sideways on the braided rug by the bed and
smiling up at her.

7"Ma. tante:" Héléne clapped her hand to her mouth.

"Oh, bonjour, Héladne," Tante Marie said sweetly.

Héldne hurried across the roém. "Are you all right?"
She eg‘ouched down and nef'\"rously patted her aunt’s arms and
lega.(’ “Can you move?" ’

Tante Marie rose up on one elbow. She wasn't smiling
now, "I called. You didn't come."

"No, you musn't do that again,” said Hél¥ne, helping

. her aunt to her feet. ﬁWher;éﬁiiYou think you were going?" |

"I was all alone,” said 'ant" Marie, swaying on the
edge of the bed. "I was frightened. I wanted to make sure
you were still here.” l

Héldne tucked her aunt in, assuring her she would-
never leave her, and pulled up an armchair. Deep into the
night, she watched her sleep peacefully, her bony fingers

rising and falling on her chest. She tried to pray for

‘her, plead for God's mercy. If onlj,r He would spare her a

little longer; Tante Mar{e was all she had. But once she
thought of her aunt leaving her behind, it was as though a

L
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hand had clamped her throat, and she stumbled to :the open
window to dﬂnk in tigy sips of air. And as she looked
out at the bEI.ack starless sky, she felt 80 alone, like no
one was there at all. But no, she wouldn't think-like
that; of course He was listening. Héldne seized her '
aunt's rosary from the bedside table and, clutching the
pearly beads in her trembling hands, tried to stead& her

_ breath. The first raj( of dawn found her 1ightly snoring

in the armchair--one hand clasping the ros‘a.ry in her /]}p.
fhe other poised on her throat. 2
After the next thud in the night, Héldne moved two
chairs togethep and dozed at her aunt's side, waiting for
her to call.out, Somehow Tante Marie always managed to
make .it to the bedroom door or haifway down the hall before
Héldne would.wake with a start to see the empty bed. Once
Tante Marie even made it to the head of the stairs, one
hand balanced on the banister. When Héldéne told Dr.
Marchand, he shook his head and murmured perhaps the time

/

"There are facilities, you know, to look after the

had come.

elderly.” He toyed with the pen on his desk, His hands
were threaded with knobby blue veins and splotched with
liver spots. He's 0ld himself, Héldne thought. How would
he like to be committed to an institution?

"No! I couldn't:" Héldne leaned forward, clutching
_her purse to her chest.

Dr. Marchand looked up at her resignedly with his

e A sy & L% €l ARSI Y Mo T e
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;gtéry eyes. "Héldne, you can't be expected to Qa h over
her day and night. What if she'd fallen down thosq stairs?
All it takes, ydu know, is a broken h‘ip."
*I'1l1l watch her more carefully. I'll--"
"You'd have to restrain her."
"Yes, of coursé., I'll stop her before she even getsK
up. I'll listen more carefully." ° ¢
"Listen to me, Héldne." Dr. Marchand leaned over his
“‘Iécsd fingers. "It would me;n tying.her.in bed whenever
- you're not right there by her side and wide awage."
"0Oh no." Héldne looked at him in wonder. "i couldn't
do that.”
Dr. Marchand wet his 1lips. "You wouldn't have to with
the qxqellent twenty-four hour a day care she would get in .
a modern facility."
Hél2ne stared at him in horror,
He lowered his yoice. "It isn't the money, is it,
Hélene?" ”
"No: 1I'd do anything for her. (She's like my very own
mother, don't you see?" Héléne trapped a te;r with the i “
back of her hand. I dog't'know what I'll do when she-- "
"Leave it to me, my dear," said Dr. Marchand, jotting
4 note on a pad of paper. “Beiieve me, it's for the best.,”
Tante Marie could not see it Dr. Marchand's way.
Even after Hélépe had patiently explained to her abogt the
8olid professional care she would be getting and how she

would visit her every day, Tante Marie did not understand.
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A1Y she could do was to hoid on to Héldne's sleeve and beg
her not to féave her all alone to die.

When Héléné'first came to visit at two o'clock every
day, Tante Marie would stare out the window overlooking
the manicured grounds. Héléne would ask in vain how she
was feeling; did she need anything, was there gnyfhing she
could do for her? Only once, when she was leaving and had
paused at the doorway to look back, d4id her aunt turn to
her, her eyes filled with tears, "I'll see you tomorrow,
ma tante,” Héldne hadtchoked out before hurrying from the
room. She stumbled dowh the hall, sidestepping wheelchairs
and robed, ghost-like figures éhuffling about in slippers;'
all she wanted was to redch the parking lot and the safety
of her car.

It was then, on the way home, that she'd made a sudden
detour to a town where no one knew her, Bottle of wine in
hand, she couldn't bring herself to meet the eyes of the
cashier, but fumbled in her purse for the exact change,
and, snatching up the brown paper bag, flew out through the
turnstile., <TLike her aunt, Héldne had always disapproved of
liquor. although both had enjoyed the odd glass of wine or
sherry on special occésions. Now she needed that felease
more than ever--that ﬁelting warmth that would suffuse her
whole body and float to her head--only she found that the
wine didn't act fast enough and that its sweetness made her
queasy after just a few glasses. So the next time, she

L3
took a chance on the gin--she recognized the bottle in the

’
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store from her uncle's old empties-~-and .once home, &s soon
as she'd put down her keys and purse, she poured out a
quarter of a glass in the kitchen. Then she closed ‘her
eyes,‘swallowéh the biting liquid in three gulps, and sat
down and waitgd. In no time at all, the headache which had
assailed her in the car, pursuing her all the way home, . J

released its gpip, so that her head felt qu;fe light and

airy. Later, though, it would sometimes take.another dose V-

or.two of the strong medicine to dissolve the pain, and
then she would forg_et'all about supper and head stfaight
upstairs to bed. |

One afternoon, as Héléne was entering her aunt's room, ’
Tante Marie looked straight at her in shcﬁ agony that -
Héldne rushed to her side. She was shocked to. find her
aunt's tiny wrists‘tied with sfrips of linen to the side .
bars of the bed. When she;interrup%ed an interview t; kn
demand of the director a full explanation, he excused him-,
self from a bewildered éiddle-?gea couple, swept her out
into the hall, and asked her to keep her voice dpwn. .
-1+ "Now what seems to be the problem?" He glanced at
his watch. |

"There is no excuse, " Héléne‘insisted, he; voilce qua-

{

"Mademoiselle Duprés, please get to the point., I

vering. ."No excuse for such behavior."
3

have several consultations lined up and a meeting at three.”

.t L
"Why have you tied up my aunt like a prisoner? Bars

on her bed is one thing-- " 5

o — - - - - et
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~ "All the patients have side rails. ;It is for their
own protection, So they won't féllfeux)g; bed."

"Yes, but-- "

)
-

"As for the rgstraints; there are times when your aunt
will simply not lie still. She has these episodes, you
see, not uncomman in old people,\but they ofiten hurt them-
selves when they move about so."

Héléne stared at fﬁe director, who was straightening
his tie. “What does she do?"

"Well, if you must know, apparently she calls for you
éhd starts banging against the bars, O0ften a nurse will

come and hold her hand for a while and that seems to quiet

" her, but of course, there isn't always enough staff availa-

ble and-- " The director looked pleadingly at Hélgéne.
fReally,‘Mademoiselle Duprés, I must go back in.,'They're
waiting."

"Why wasn't I inibrmed?" Héldne asked quietly.

"We don't like to worry our clients unnecessarily.

You pay good money to entrust your ‘dear ones to our care,

and frankly, sometimes there are things you're just better

-*

off not knowing about."
"I see," Héldne murmured.. "Someone must have for-
gotten to untie her before I came. I& that it?"

"Excuse me, " said the director, rushing back into his

office. When Héldne returned to her aunt, the restraints

had been regoved and Tante Marie was staring out the win-

dow, | . - _’) ’ !
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‘Hélénpe started coming at ten a.m. now, as soon as the
doors were opened to visitors. She had considered bringing
her amt back home wh;re she belonged, but when they told
"her about the tumor in l;er aunt's stomach and about the
‘ complexities of pain management, Héléne resigned herself
to her.déy-long visits. Sometimes Tante Marie would let
her hold her hand and would doze quietly, or she might
gaze out the window, smiling dreamily. But other times, .
Hélne and a nurse would have to hold her d;wn aé she
fought them off with amazing strength, spitting out venom-
‘oué names: Enemy! Torturer: Murderer: Héldne would weep
each time she came home now, her aunt'é accusations pound-
ir}g her brain until she thought it would splii; right open.
She wanted to cry out loud—-rwha‘c had she done to deserve
such punishment?--but who was she ‘to‘ﬂaz"gue with Ged's wiil?
There was nothing ‘i:o do but carry on wi thout anger or bit-
terness. The gm helped to relieve the pain--Héline was
careful not to drink too much of it--only it couldn't ban-
ish an image that kgpt curling up wistfully\’in tﬁe corner
of her mind: Tante Marie resting quietly, her folded hands

rising and falling with each breath, a. look %f serenity

~

adornin, {epr wasted face, ‘ o ) -
. ‘/Fof months Hé1¥ne watched the tumo'l; consume her aunt
until there was \nothing left but bories held toggtherlby g
transparent film of skin. q She ';vatched her bfeathinngecome .

"more labored, rgttling in her chest,“ and sometimés would |

‘rush from the room, choking, convincéd that she herself was

e o
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breathing her last. They ail said it was a wonder the old
girl could hang on for so long. In the end Héléne fed her

_\yn's\of water that she squeezed from the tig of a sponge

v onto b?er dry, caked lips. Her aunt had crumpled up into
the fetal position, and there was nothing they could do to
get her knees down., She died like that, the froth bubbling
at the caners of her mouth ‘and smiling at 5élén¢a’ the way
gshe used to--in love and pity.
Héldne didn't recognize her in her casket. She looked .
like a piece of porcelain, a brittle shell with an ill-
fitting wig covering the fow loc:ge s.tjrandS of }:La.ir. Héleéne
thought with repulsion of the corpses she used to work on
and her pathetic attempts to simulatee life. She looked up
in shock at the little old ladies who came to pay t};eir
respects--the walking corpses who made up the bulk of her
business--and determined right then and there to give it
all up. Let _Yvette,carﬁ it on. She had had enough. e
She'd thought she'd be relieved now that her aunt was

finally ‘at rest. They'd both suffered enough; God's will
had been done. But\ it was as though it had never ended.
She still felt weighed down with the clinging presence of
death, could still smell the sickening mixture of decay and
disinfectant that had permeated every corner of the nursing
home. Only now, with no place to go, nothing to ]do. she)«
was more at Jthe mercy of her headaches than ever. They“ N i
cornered her in the kitchen where she sat ready with a |

bottle to fend them off and stalked her upstairs as she ran

o
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to her room, slamming the door behind her. Sleep brought
no relief because of the nightmareés which plunged her deep
into the cold, dark earth and left her quaking in bed, her
hands on her throat, ' ‘ | A
It was only on one of her recent visits té the ceme-' )
tery that' she'd re'alized what was wrong. She'd been stand-
ing on the rolling carpet of green grass, watchiné the set-
ting sun;bathe the town and river below in golden warmth.
The l}_ght was rap.dely fading from the cemetery, but for: a
moment,*she almost felt she too was basking in the orange
. sun, }SHe had only to stretch out her arms to feel it. As
she closed her eyes--a smile pressed to her lip‘s-f-and slow-
ly lifted her arms, she was surprised to find herself shiv-
ering. Frowning, she stooped-down_;po pick up the sweater
which had been draped on her 'sho.ulders. Brushing off the
bits o'i: grass, she looked around at the nea-t, orderly rows
of tombstones leaning on their shadows like canes., Her
eyes settled on the family stone and taking tw
towards it, she crouched to read the inscriptions she knew
so well: "Jean-Luc Duprés-- 1902—1967; épouse de Rose Duprés
--1901-1967; Emile Bolduc--1886-1967, épouse de Marie Bol-
duc--1893-1983; Héldne Duprés~-1927- ." Her eyes widened
wherg she saw her own name and the open date as though for the
first time--waiting for her to join them. She wouldn't be
left behind a;‘ter all, It was all part of His Divine plan
to bring them together. It was all clear now--just how i1l
ghe was, the ever increasing pain in her heaw doubt due
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to a tumor, still growing, even now. It was just a ques~
tion of seeing Dr. Marchand to have her worstosuspiéions
confirmed, and that would be the end of it. There was no-

¢

thing more she could do.

The rattle of the pane against her foreh;ad jolted
Héldne into straightening up. The bus was cﬁfeening along-
side the St. Lawrence River, and her tirea eyes took in the
gentle :lap of its waters. Suddehly. it hit her. She was
ging to live. That was it., Death sentence remande@.
There was no tumor, no mglignanc&. no cancer. She could
forget about chem?therapy,”losiné her hair, wasting away.
She saw the poor, sweet, emaciated face of Tante Marile
turning to her with her final smile. ’

Her heart quickened as the bué turned up’the drive,
swinging into view a row of piﬁk. blue, and white clap-
board houses yith 1little picketrfendes and blosspming trees
and shrubs. The lush greenery and candy-colored homes were
off-set by a bright blue sky punctuated by the odd wisp of
a cloudil Was it possible? Would she finally live to see
God's glories unfold before her like the petals of a rose?
She could open up the chalet aga;n; go for walks along the

. moss-strewn paths, breathe in the sea air. She could take

-that expedition to see the whales--were they really blhe?

Or why not go further? She had always wanted to travel, to
gee what lay behind the wrought-iron gates of La Porte-du-

Clel. She-could even visit her sisters; years ago they

a !

-




206

used to write and ask her all the times "Come up and see
the baby. . . . You'll be just in time for Josée's first
communion. . . « Why don't you get away for a little while?
The change would do you good,"” But she had always been so
busy, and even whénﬁghe'd brqaehed the subject with her
aunt and uncle, thdy would lock at each other as though she
were asking for the moon. Now it was different. There was .
nothing to étop\her but her health. Fifty-seven wasn't o
old, Maybé it wasn't too late. Maybe that doctor could
help her. Maybe he could give her, what Dr. Marchand had
called it® a new lease on life. Héldne chntinued to marvel '
at the sights passing by. They looked like Kodacolor snap-
shots of perfect summer days.

\ (

Yvette hadvlocked up for the day. Héléne rummaged in
her purse for her little black phone book. She dropped the
furse and the bag of pills she'd had fﬁlled at the pharmacy
on the kitchen table and snatched the receiver from .the
wall phone. Whé should she tell first? It was such good
news she should call each brother and éister individually,
even if it were l;ng distance, if-only to hear he}self say,
"It's all rigﬁt: I'm goir}é to live!"™ again and again, It
would be well worth the monster phone bill at the end of
the month., Her heart pounding, she gwas about to ‘dial the
first number when she guddenly remembered. No one KkKnew, |

They hardly ever kept in touch anymore, and she wasn't
about to burden them with her little pro‘blems when they
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were 8o busy as it was, They'd lcng since given up on her,
only dropping off the occasional rushed note or Christmas,
card out - of family duty. vNo‘one-eﬁep visited anymore.
Hél3ne remembered the few t;mes, §o long ago, when her
sisters had sfdpped by, always‘on their way fo.somewhere
else,- They had seemed so much youngér than hersélf with
their childish chatter 'and gid&iness. It tired ‘her out
just to watch them. Even at twenty she'd felt like séﬁe
hoar& great aunt who couldn't take too much excitement;
just a pat on the hand; and she'd be happy. Shg ysed\td‘
carry thelr- suitcases up the steps of the salon_and agree -
té’pose for pictures with Yhem no matter how awkward she
felt., They would stand on the balcony or in front of the -
flower bed as Tante Marie pointed fbe camera at them and
sang out, "Staﬁa closer, ‘that's 1it, aqueeze'in together,
and smile:!" Tﬁey always looked so'different from each
others Héléne, tall and rectangular with her two-piece
sults and sweaters buttoned to the throat, her sensible
laced shoee and thick hose that wrinkled at the knees and
ghkles; her sisters, petite and chic with tpeir sheer
stockings, flﬁating ferms. and flower-sprigged dresseé.
Shé remembered when one giggling sister had stuck a petunia
in Héldne's hair.. Hélane knew it would look odd with her
winged glasses and croppedx§5§r. but she had smiled for’the
camerd even while bristling:at‘her sister's shrill laughter,
What was she to them, after all? Some pinched old
mgid in a dead-end town. Her sisters had come to viéit

Ed
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only once or twice, then mailed her a steady stream of
glossy pictures--glowing brides and gurgling babies--which.
trickled all too soon to the odd shot of some child's

; ballet repital or hockgyogame. Her brothers, she'd met h
oonly briefl& at their parents' funerals. They'd stayed up
in Northern On’ario to work for the CPR as section men or
roadmasters, anihonly rarely did one of their wives drop
her a curt note (ugually one of condalence). What did they

know of hef. any of them? As far as they were concerned,

she was jgnorantly blissful in this little town. After all,

she had her pottery and ceramics, didn t she? ‘They knew
nothing.of the imagined tumor, nothing of the unbearable
pain. There was always Yvette to give }he news to, of '
course, byi no s;nse ip ruining her day. Besides, they
weren't really her- family. Her real family was . . .
Héléne stared at the receiver dangling in her limp hand and

‘ hung it up.

-

L

All was silence except for the brutgl beating of the
clock. The headache was back with a vengeance. She knew
what was wrong, no matter what the doctor said. He thought
he was sparing her, but she knew. The tumor had spread and
engulfed her, and there was little she could do now except
ease the pain with her medication. She reached for another
pill and the glass of gin which would help it to go down.
0f course, she'd call the brain specialist in the morming.
Maybe it wouldn't be malignant, after all. Maybe it would
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be good news and she could call he

Héline's bleary eyes wandered to t
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r family and . . ”.5
} )
he beckonirig stone

Tigures in the photograph. They were looking directly .at

‘groped he last pill in the bo
righ# now. The pain would i)ass.
her lap and waited.

her now,  fearlessly meeting the camera's gaze head on,

The grim little girl continued to hold ﬁe‘r breath. Héldne °

ttle. She would be all
She folded her hands in
| . .
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