bear.
- ““Hello - Paul?”’ my. father sald anci i knew he was
talking to Dr. Cates. “It’s Beth. ‘The ;waters.. have
broken, and the fetal position doesn’t seem quite ~ well,

’m only thinking of what happened the last time,.and
another like that would be - I wish she were a little
huskier, damn it - she’s so - no, don’t worry, I’m quite
_all right. Yes, I think that would be the best thing.
Ckay, make it as soon as you can, will you?””

He came back upstairs, looking bony and dishevelled
in his pyjamas, and running his fingers through his
sand-coloured hair. At the top of the stairs, he came
face to face with Grandmother MacLeod, who was
standing there in her quilted black satin dressing gown,
her slight figure held straight and poised, as though she
were unaware that her hair was bound grotesquely like
white-feathered wings in the snare of her coarse night-
time hairnet.
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44 A Bird in the House

“*What is it, Ewen?” '

TUIi's all right, Mother. 3eth’s having - a liitle
trouble. I’'m gong to take her mtc the hospltal You g0
'bacff to bed.’

‘told you,” f‘randmothe; I\/”acﬁ.,eoc said in her
ciear voice, never loud, but distinct and ringing like the
. tap of a sterling ieaspoon on & crystal goblet, ““1 did tell
you, BEwen, did I not, thai you should have got a girl in
to help her with the housework? She would have rested
more.”’ )
¥ couldn’i afford to get anvone in,”” my father said.

*“If you thought she should’ve rested more, why didn’t
you ever - oh God, I’'m out of my mind tonight - jusi go
back to bed, Mother, please. I must get back to Beth.”

““When my father went down o the front door to let
Dr. Cates-in, my need overcame my fear and I slipped
into‘thy parents” room. My mother’s black hair, so
neatly pinned iip 'during the day, was startlingly spread
across the white pillowcase. I'stared at her, not speak-
ing, and then she smiled and ¥ rushed from the doorway
and buried my head upon her.

“it’s all right, honey,” she said. *‘Listen, Vinessa,
- the baby’s just going to come a little early, that’s all.
Fou’ll be all right. Crandmother MacLeod will be
here.”’

‘*How can she gei the meals?”’ i wailed, fixing on ithe
first thing that came to mind. *‘She never cooks. She
doesa’t know how.”’

‘“Yes, she does,”” my mother said. ‘‘She can cook as
well as anyone when she has tc. She’s just never had (o
very much, that’s all. Don’t worrv - she’ll keep every-
thing in order, and then some.’

My father and Dr. Cates came in, and I had to go,
wnhOLt ever saying anything I had wanied to say. I went
back to my own room and lay with the shadows all
around me. I listened to the night murmurings that
always went on in that house, sounds which never had a
source, rafters and beams contracting in the dry air,
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perhaps, or mice in- the waﬂsy o) sparrow e
flown into the attic througn the 01‘0{&0‘» skylight ihere. -
Afier a while; although I wouaé qoL *;ave beheveci it
possible, i siept.- :

The next morning I quesuoneci mv Iatheiz I beheved
him tc be not ‘only the vest doctor it Manawc;x’a; but
also the best docior in the whole of Manitoba,if not in
the entire world, and the fact that-he was not the one
who was looking after my mother seemed io'have some-
thing sinister abeut it. .

“Bui it’s always done. ithai way,. "\/anessa, he
explained. ‘‘Doctors never atiend members-of their owi
family. it’ s because they care so much about them, you
see, and -’

“And what?*’ 1 insisted, alarmed at the way he haci
broken off. But my father did not reply. He stood there;
and then he put on that difficuit smiie with which adulis
seek to conceal pain from children. 1-feit temfied a:nc"_
ran to him, and he held me tighily. '

‘‘She’s going to be une;’ he sald ““’?mesﬂy she 155
Nessa9 don’t cry. -’ T
Grandmother MacLeod apoean ed oesxde us, "steei-
spined despite her apparem fragility. She was wearing a
purple silk dress and her ivory pendant. She looked as

though she were ali ready to go out for afternoon tea.

“Ewen, you're only encouraging the child to give
way,”” she said. *‘Vanessa, big girls of ten don’t make
such a fuss aboui things Come and get your break- -
fast. Now, Ewen, you’re not to worry. ’ll see to every-
thmg ”

Summer holidays were not quiie over, but I did not
feel like going out to play with any of the kids. T was
very superstitious, and I had the feeling that if I lefi the
house, even for a few hours, some disaster would over-
take my mother. 1 did not, of course, mention this feel-
ing to Grandmother MacLeod, for she did not believe in
the existence of fear, or if she did, she never let on.
spent the morning morbidly, in seeking hidden places in
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Ve,

f’beheved' i to be.Ihy:éfanéfatherMac};e{:bd-,»sti‘l‘l kee’ps .
:mg ai-eye omvthings.. . © . v CoRst o

tunks foll'of &

th bums.{'But the
vunseen«fpresences in sthese:secret places I knew to be

those of .:every person, ‘young- or. olds, iwho had ever

+ Wehad.moved-in with Grandmother rMacLeod ‘when
the Depression got-bad and she: could no: longer afford a
housekeeper, but.the MacLeod house never-seemed like
home-to me. lis:dark red brick was grown over at the
front with Virginia creeper that turned crimson in the

_ fall, until you could hardly tell brick from leaves. It
boasted a small tower in which Grandmother. MacLeod

kept a weedy collection of anaemic ferns. The verandah
was embellished with a profusion of wrought-lron
scrolls, and the circular rose-window upstairs contained
glass of many colours which permitted an outiooking

.eye to see the world as a place of absolute sapphire or

emerald, or if one wished to look with a jaundiced eye, a
hateful yellow. In Grandmother MacLeod’s opinion,
these features gave the house style.

Inside, a multitude of doors led to rooms where my
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ame,e contr ingsomeh
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always nervous when I was'in. this (Vo)1 JEERRE
“‘Vanessa, honey,”” she would say; half: apo!ogencal-

Iy, “*why don’t you go and play in the den; or upsta:rs"” _.

“Can t you leave her, Beth?’” my father would say;
‘‘She’s not doing any harm.”

“I’m only thinking of the rug,” my mother would
say, glancing at Grandmother MacLeod, *“‘and yester-
day she nearly knocked the Dresden shepherdess off the

mantel. i mean, she can’t help it, Ewen, she has to run .

around -’
“*Goddamn it, I know she can’t help it,”’ my father
would growl, glaring at the smirking face of the Dresden
shepherdess.
“I see no need to blaspheme, Ewen,”” Grandmother
MacLeod would say quietly, and then my father would
say he was sorry, and I would leave.




" Tlooked at my grandmotherﬁ 'not wantmgio:‘ appeal to.

her but unable to stop myself. “Will she lwﬁl she be all'
rxght"” '

- Grandmother. MacLeod - stralghtenea her already-
stralght back. ¢“If I.said :definitely ves, Vanessa, that
would: be a lie, and the MacLeods do not tell lies, as'I
have tried.to impress upon you before. What happens is
Qod’s .will. The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh .
away.”’ _

Appalled, I turned away so she would not see my face
and my eyes. Surprisingly, I heard her sigh and felt her
papery white and perfectly manicured hand upon my
shoulder.

““When your Uncle Roderick got killed,”” she said, “*I
thought I would die. But I didn’t die, Vanessa.”

At lunch, she chatted animatedly, and I realised she
was trying to cheer me in the only way she knew.

“When I married your Grandfather MacLeod,” she
related, ‘‘he said to me, ‘Eleanor, don’t think because
we’'re going to the prairies that I expect you to live




father. He soon h
other doctors. We or

those days, of: course;-
‘guests for dinner-v-» artl

»y:

Too lazy Esuppose*
“Too broke,”” I su
‘4 can’{ bear slang,” Gf

“If ‘you mean "h‘ar‘d up; W

f

No unexpected expenses that'¢
celiar running out of preseive
over: Do you know what: my father
when I was a girl?”’ o

“No,” 1said. “What?” '~

“”od loves Order,” Grandmother MacLeod replied
with emphasis. ‘““You remémber that, Vaneéssa. God
loves Crder - he wants each one of s to set our house in
order. I’ve never forgotten those words of my father’s. I
was a Maclnnes before I got married. The MacInnesis a
very ancient clan, the lairds of Morven and the con-
stables of the Castle of Kinlochaline. Did you finish that
book I gave you?”’

“Yes,’” I said. Then, feeling some additional com-
ment to be called for, ‘It was a swell book, Grand-
mother.”

This was somewhat shori of the truth. ! had been
hoping for her cairngorm brooch on my tenth birth-
day, and had received instead the plaid-bound volume
entitled The Clans and Tartans of Scotland. Most of it

ised to say to me



“Aunt Edna sncrted “Castle9 my foot She was born
‘in: Ontariozfust like your Grandfather Connor, ‘and her
father was & horse doctor. Coine on, kiddo, - we’d better
shut up and get down to business here.”’

We worked in silence for a while. '

“Aunt Bdna -’ T said-at last; *“what about Mother?
Why won’t they let me go and see-her?”””

“Kids aren’t allowed to visit maternity patients. It’s
tough for you, I know that. Look, Nessa, don’t worry.
If it doesn’t start tonight, they’re going to do the opera-
tion. She’s getting the best of care.”

1 stood there, holding the feather duster like a dead
bird in my hands. I was not aware that I was going to
speak until the words came out.

“I'm scared,’’ 1 said.




Aooked all at_ on
e Gh honey,v

g “gut you’re womed;
. explain why I wa
i+ #*fshould at least-ha

dening you with it,"” hie'sd
to himself. “If oniy thel a

“Yes, she would*’ my fa;h; T rep i-*‘She won’t be.
able to have ‘any morte, after this. It’s partly :on-your-
account that she wants this one,” Nessa.:She: dcesn’t
want you to grow up without a brother or.sister.””"

“As far as I’m concerned, she didn’t need to bother,”
1 retorted angrily.

My father laughed, ““Well, }et’s tatk about somethmg
else, and then maybe you’ll be able to sleep. How chd
you and Grandmother make out today?”’
~ ““Oh, fine, I guess. What was Grandfather MacLeod
like, Dad?”’

““What did she tell you about him?”’
*‘She said he made a lot of money in his time.”’
“Well, he wasn’t any millionaire,”” my father said,




m Enghsh translatlons Maybe he would héwe "
= 1 don’t: know. But his

‘father. was ‘a.doctor,:s0 that’s what he was. Maybe he |

would have liked to taik to somebody about these plays.
"‘hey must have meant a lot to him.”

" It seemed to me that my-father was talking oddly.
There was a sadness in his voice that I had never heard
before, and I longed to say something that would make
him feel better, but I could not, because I did not know
what was the matter.

**Can you read this kind of writing?”’ I asked
hesitantly.

My father shook his head. ‘‘Nope. I was never very
intellectual, I guess. Rod was always brighter than I, in
school, but even he wasn’t interested in learning Greek.
Perhaps he would’ve been later, if he’d lived. As a kid,




marme.” :
“Why didn’t you,. then?”;
“Oh weil " my fathcr said’ offh'

 **1 know, 2’
‘nice as we'can:
al! mght AERRRE

. she gets migraine: sometime and has to: go texbed It
‘not easy for her these days
same, 50 she thinks other thmgs should be, too. It hurts
her when she finds they aren’t.”

*“I don’t see ~’.1 began. T

‘““Listen,”’ my father said, “‘you know we were talkmg
about what people are interested in, like Grandfather
MacLeod being interested .in Greek plays? Well, your
grandmother was interested in being a lady, Nessa, and
for a long time it seemed to her that she was one.”

I thought of the Castle of Kinlochaline, and of horse
.doctors in Ontario.

“1 didn’t know -’ I stammered.
““That’s usually the trouble with most of us,”” my
father said. **You go on up to bed now. I’Il phone

tomorrow from the hospital as soon as the operatxon s
over.”

ther = -the-house is still- the




- seives” were copies of the Nattonal Geographzc maga-
zine, which I looked at often enough, but never before

‘ Grandmétﬁég‘-
' FyOxi' éélﬂd hearz ‘the

with the puzzhng compuision : whlch 1 felt now, .as

a though I-were .on the verge of some discovery, some-
‘thing. which I had to find-out and.yet did not want to

know.~] riffled -through- the - picture-filled pages.
Hibiscus and wild orchids'gréw in a soft-petalled confu-" -
sion. The Himalayas stood lofty as gods, with the.
morning sun on their peaks of snow. Leopards snarled
from the vined depths of a thousand jungles. Schooners
buffetted their white sails like the wings of giant angels
against the great sea winds.

“*What on earth are you doing?”’ Grandmother Mac-
Leod enquired waspishly, from the docrway. ““You've
got everything scattered all over the place. Pick it all up
this minute, Vanessa, do you hear?”’

So I picked up the books and magazines, and put
them all neatly away, as I had been told to do.

When the telephone finally rang, I was afraid to
answer it. At last I picked it up. My father sounded
faraway, and the relief in his voice made it unsteady.




presence of my: br_othe
.having seen him:yet, I:fel
resentment.
+That evemng, . Grandmotherg

the child, « -« . 3 "y

“Oh, I don’t know. Hank, maybe, of;
ieroy, perhaps.”” »

She ignored his levity, :

‘““Ewen,”’ she said, €y w1sh you woud call hxm

-Roderick.”’ e

My father’s face changed “E’d rather not.” ]

I think you should,” Grandmother MacLeod m—
sisted, very quietly, but in a voice as pointed and precxse,
as her silver nail-scissors.

" “Don’t you think Béth oughi.to demde?” my: fatherv.
asked.

“Beth will agree if you do.””

My father-did not bother to deny somethmg that even
1 knew to be true. He did not say anything. Then Grand-
mother MacLeod’s voice, astonishingly, faitered a littie.

““It would mean a great deal to me,’’ she said.

i remembered what she had told me ~ When your
Uncle Roderick got killed, I thought I would die. But I
didn’t die. All at once, her feeling for that unknown
dead man became a reality for me. And yet I held it
against her, as well, for 1 could see that it had enabled
her to win now.

“All right,”” my father said nredly ““We’ll call him
Roderick.”




" “‘E accept your aﬁology, Eweri;’ she said.

My mother, bad to stay in' bed for several weeks after she
arnved home The baby’s cot was kept in my.parents’ .

\E mother They. kept the door
D ‘closed; but this did: not prevent me from eavesdropping,
Pt for’ there was. an air register.in.the floor of the spare

s Toom; ‘which' was inked somehow with the register in *
L . . my parents’ room. If you put your ear to the iron vnlle, :
. it was almost.like a radio. .

“Did you mind very much, Beth?”’ Aunt Edna was
saying.

“¢QOh, it’s not the name I mind,’”’ my mother replied.
““It’s just the fact that Ewen felt he had to. You knew
that Rod had only had the sight of one eye, didn't &
you?”’ %

“Sure, I knew. So what?”’

““There was only a year and a half between Ewen and
Rod,” my mother said, ‘‘so they often went around
together when they were youngsters. It was Ewen’s air-
rifle that did it.”




thorough in those daj( . He got in as’ d
Ewen applied to: have him in the -same compaiiys He
thought he might be able to watch out for him;T'gu

Rod being - at a- disadvantage; They were: bo"

- bit of use. Ewen wasn?t therewhenRod gothit
lost each -other-somehow, and. Ewén- was-1oo
him, not bothering abtit anything élse, you:know;:
frantically locking: Then he stumbled across-hift qmte'
by chance. Rod was still alive, but -

“*Stop it, . Beth,”’ Aunt Edna’ said. “You re only
upseiting yourself. ”»

‘““Ewen never spoke of it to me,”* my mother went on,
“‘until once his'mother showed me the letter he’d written
to her at the time. It was a peculiar letter, almost for-
mal, saying how gallantly Rod had died, and ail that. I
guess I shouldn’t have, but ! told him she’d shown it to
me. He was very angry that she had. And then, as
though for some reason he were terribly ashamed, he
said ~ I had to write something to her, but men don’t
really die like that, Beth. It wasn’t that way at all. It was

“only after the war that he decided to come back and

study medicine and go into practice with his father.”’






stopped’and crawled under the: arbed wire fence and
lay stretched out on the ‘grass, - the plentiful popiar
leaves were turning to 2 luminous yeliow and shone like
church windows. in the sun. I put my head down very
close to the earth and looked at what was going on
there. Grasshoppers with enormous eyes ticked and
twitched around me, as.though the dry air were perfect
for their purposes. A ladybird laboured mightily to
climb a blade of grass, fell off, and started all over
again, seeming to be unaware that she possessed wings
and could have flown up.

I thought of the accidents that might easily happen
to a person - or, of course, might not happen, might
happen to somebody else. I thought of the dead baby,
my sister, who might as easily have been I. Would she,




E N WINTER my Grandfather COnnor used to wear 4an
enormous coat made of:the pelt-of a bear. So shaggy-
 ‘grid ¢oarse-furred was this coat, so unevenly coloured in -
“patchés:-ranging from amber t6 near-black, and so vile-

- smelling ‘when:it had become: wet- with snow, that it

seetned tohave belonged when it was alive to some lone-
iy and giant” Kodiak-crankily:roaming-a high frozen
plateat, or'an ancient grizzly scarred with baities in the
sinister forests of the north. in actuahty, it had been an
ordinary brown bear and it had come, sad to say, from
no more fabled a place than Gailoping Mountain, only a
. hundred miles from Manawaka. The skin had once been
given to my grandfather as payment, in the days when
he was a blacksmith, before he became a hardware mer-
chant and developed.the policy of cash only. He had
had it cobbled into a coat by the local shoemaker, and
Grandmother Connor had managed to sew in the lining.
How long ago that was, no one could say for sure, but
my mother, the eldest of his family, said she could not
remember a time when he had not worn it. To me, at the
age of ten and a half, this meant it must be about a cen-
tury old. The coat was so heavy that I could not even lift
it by myself. I never used to wonder how he could carry
that phenomenal weight on himself, or why he would
choose to, because it was obvious that although he was

62




‘mother, an _
mirror while:she tried: on dtesses Mﬂl

break into smckermg urml my mothe &
on bad manners, tapped anxiously.at m:
her slender, nervous hands. It’s you, Mi
’\/hlhe would say feelingly,. no, kxda’mg it’s .al
you. 1 appropriated :the :phrase.for; :
winter coat. Jt's: you-‘

acts of work. It was the way he-wonld take to the base-:
ment whenever a man came to cali upon Aunt Edna;
which in those days was not cften, bécause ~-as.i-had
overheard my mother outlining in sighs:ic my father:-
most of the single men her age in Manawaka considered
that the time she had spent working in-Winnipeg had
made more difference than it really had, and the situa-
tion wasn’t helped by her flyaway manner (whatever
that might mean). But if ever she was asked out to a
movie, and the man was waiting and making stilted
weather-chat with Grandmother Connor, Grandfather
would prowl through the living room as though seeking
a place of rest and not finding it, would stare fixedly
without speaking, and would then descend the basement
steps to the rocking chair which sat beside the furnace.
Above ground, he would not have been found dead sit-
ting in a rocking chair, which he considered a piece of
furniture suitable only for the elderly, of whom he was




'when mys: grandfather appéared uﬂexpectediy He - was -

‘whxzzed over to hlm. : RS
" **There you are,: Vanessa a‘bout tzme,” he said a8

R e SR W E TR

64 “AsBird:in the Housé

neverin-his: own' eyes one.~From:his cave,: however,

the angry cmnchmg of the wooden rockers: ‘against

syeverberate: throughout the
m&_ 'f sub»verbahEs‘peranto, a:disapproval.
the:most: o‘b‘tuse’ persont could not faﬂ to’

ary,” 1 was at the rmk

wearmg ‘his formldable coat \and' say he }ookec‘i out of

though he had been. searching for-me for hours. “QGet

-your skates off now, and come along. You’re to come . ‘
‘home with me for supper. You’ll be stayirg the night at

our place. Your dad's gone away out to Freehold, and
your mother’s gone with him. Fine time to pick for it.
It’s blowing up for a blizzard, if you ask me. They’ll not
get back for a couple of days, more than likely. Don’t
see why he don’t just tell people to make their own way
in to the hospital. Ewen’s too easy-going. He’ll not get a
penny nor & word of thanks for it, you can bet vour life
on that.””

My father and Dr. Cates used to take the country calls
in turn. Often when my father went out in the winter,
my mother would go with him, in case the old Nash got
stuck in the snow and also to talk and thus prevent my
father from going to sleep at the wheel, for falling snow
has a hypnotic effect.
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“What about Roddie?” I asxecz, for my brother wa,s

only a few months old." B s £ A e
“The old lady’s: keepmg care cf Yo Gr ndfather

Connor replied abruptly.‘ 28 '

- {although ’at:least; :
~ of. them' seldom. met;

exchanged -more - tha
really: clashed, it woul
running headiong int

Vanessa.”” - :

I did not reply Knstead when weleft the nnk :xbegan' :
to take exaggeratedly long strides. But he paid nowatten-
tion to my attempt to reproach him with my speed “He
walked beside me steadily and siltently, wrapped in his
great fur coat and his authority.

The Brick House was at the other end of town, so
while I shuffled through the snow and pulled my navy
wool scarf up around my nose against the steel cutting
edge of the wind, I thought about the story I was setting
down in a five-cent scribbler at nights in my room. I
was much occupied by the themes of love and death,
although my experience of both had so far been gained
principally from the Bible, which I read in the same way
as I read Eaton’s Catalogue or the collected works of
Rudyard Kipling ~ because I had to read something, and
the family’s finances in the thirties did not permit the
purchase of enough volumes of Doctor Doolittle or the
Oz books to keep me going.



s leopard skin and:-one: brtwo-hea

- 4.101ig robe of
1d ‘bracelets; pac-
Aing an? aiabaster courtyard and: keem ~her unreqmted

ould ,lmagme—he 5

Clove.: o e

= The: herome in my story {whlch tcok place in ancxent

- Egypt - my ignorance of this era did not trouble me)
- was.:very-like the woman -in- The- Song of :Solomon,

-except that mine had long wavy auburn hair, and when
her beloved left her, the-only thing she could bring
herself to eat was an avocado, which seemed to me con-
siderably more stylish and exotic than apples in lieu of
iove. Her young man was a gifted carvér, who had been
sent out into. the desert by the cruel pharaoh (pharaohs
were always cruel ~ of this I was positive) in order to
carve a giant sphinx for the royal tomb. Should I have
her die while he was away? Or would it be better if he

perished out in the desert? Which of them did I like the .
least? With the characters whom I liked best, things
always turned out right in the end. Vet the death scenes
had an undeniable appeal, a sombre splendour, with (as
it said in Ecclesiastes) the mourners going about the
streets and all the daughters of music brought low, Both
death and love seemed regrettably far from Manawaka
and the snow, and my grandfather stamping his feet on

DALY e




) mother. ““That’s swell Maybe hc’ll do it again.” " -
- **Messy things, them birds,” my grandfather com-

mented. *‘I can never see what you see m a fool thmg
like that, Agnes.” ‘

My grandmother did not atiempt to reply to thls.

“Would you like a cup of tea, Timothy?’’ she asked

““Nearly supper-time, ain’t it?”’

“Well, not for a little while vet.” :

“It’s away past five,”” my grandfather said. ““What’s
Edna been doing with herself?”’

'“‘She’s got the pot-roast in,”” my grandmother

answered, ‘‘but it’s not done yet.”’

“You’d think a person could get a meal on time,’” he
said, ‘‘considering she’s got precious little eise to do.”

I felt, as so often in the Brick House, that my lungs
were in danger of exploding, that the pressure of silence
would become too great to be borne. I wanted to point
out, as I knew Grandmother Connor wouid never do,
that it wasn’t Aunt Edna’s fault there were no jobs
anywhere these days, and that, as my mother often said
of her, she worked her fingers to the bone here so she
wouldn’t need to feel beholden to him for her keep, and




: “In your xroomg93 E sald qmckly, for thxs meant she
would let me try ocut her Tipstick,and use some. of her
Iergens hand-lotion, and if I could stay awake until she '
came to bed, we would whisper after the hght was out.

“How’s The Pillars of the Nation coming along?”’
she asked. ‘

" That had been my eplc on p;oneer life. I had pro~
ceeded to the point in the story where the husband,
coming back to the cabin one evening, discovered to his
surprise that he was gding to become a father. The way
he ascertamed this interesting fact was that he found his
wife constructing a birch-bark cradle. Then came the
discovery that Grandfather Connor had been a pioneer,
and the story had lost its interest for me. If pioneers
were like zhat, 1 had thought, my pen would be better
emploved eisewhere.

“‘I quit that one,”” I replied laconically. ‘‘I’m making
up another - it’s miles better. It’s called The Silver
Sphinx. 1’1l bet you can’t guess what it’s about.”

““The desert? Buried treasure? Murder mystery?’’

1 shook my head.




TheMasko iﬁze Bear 6g

“Oh here and there,”i'
4 - “You knowa” ?.z‘ P

¥
meant to quesuon mewiurther sbutsjlst’ thenuthe.te
phone rang; and I'rushed to-answer-it;: thinking'it' migh
‘be my. mother or father phonihg frémFrechold:: But -
. wasn’t.; It:was & voice I dida’t: know,, a man s i

" ¢Is Bdna Coanorithere?!’, v oo -
“just a mmute, piease,”.

receiver. : Dl
: “For you,” h1ssed grmnmg ab. her.:..
“ man!' - Ml gt g exts
; “Mercy,’ ! Aunt Edna said: nromcali e “these hordes -
of admirers will be the death-of meyet. Probably Todd
Jeffries from Burns’ Electric about that busted lamp?? -

Nevertheless, she:hurried over. Then, as she listened,
her face became startled, and something. else whlch I
could not fathom. .
~ “Heavens, where are you?’’ she cried-at last. “*At the
station kere? Oh Lord. Why didn’t you write to say vou
were ~ well, sure I am, but - oh, never mind. No, you
wait there. I'll come and meet you. You'd never find the
house -’

I had never heard her talk this way before, rattlmgly
Finally she hung up. Her face looked like a stranger’s,
and for some reason this hurt me.

““It’s Jimmy Lorimer,”’ she said. ‘“He’s at the C.P.R.
station. He’s coming here. Oh my God, I wish Beth
were here.”’

“Why?”’ 1 wished my mother were here, too, but I
could not see what difference it made to Aunt Edna.

I knew who Jimmy Lorimer was. He was a man Aunt

“A strafngem 2

eed

aE




e,

"‘Nothmg s the: matter, is. 1t’7” SR
“‘Mother, that was an old friend of mine on the phone'

. greén . s
’ -‘always ‘sprayed around.her room ‘after she had had. )

just now. Jimmy Lorimer. He's from-Winnipeg. He's
passing through Manawaka. Is’ 1t all right if he comes
here for dinner?”’ )

“Well, of course, dear,”” Grandmother said. *“What a
fucky thing we’re having the pot-roast. There’s plenty,
Vanessa, pet, you run down to the fruit cellar and bring
up a jar of strawberries, will you? Oh, and a smali jar of
chili sauce. No, maybe the sweet mustard pickle would
go better with the pot-roast. What do you think,
Edna?”

She spoke as though this were the only important
issue in the whole situation. But all the time her eyes
were on Aunt Edna’s face.




. “Bdna -** she said;:
.gooé man, Edna?”’

“Yes,” she rephedx
““You're sure; pet?’’-

. was to me or not :
’ “1 dldn t teli i

: what I mean wheﬂ I» sa ;
‘here.’”’ 7
1 understood then that-shetwas not speakmg {0 1mé,
- and that what she had to sa;‘r cotld not bespoken to'me.

- I felt chilled by my childhood, unable .t touch ‘her
because of the freezing burden of my mexperlence. I
was about to say something, anything, however mis-
taken, when my aunt said Sk, and we both listened to
the talk from the living room.

‘“A friend of Edna’s is coming for dinner, Timothy,”’
Grandmother was saying quietly. ‘A young man from
Winnipeg.”’ .

A silence. Then, “Winnipeg!”’® my grandfather
exclaimed, making it sound as though Jimmy ZLori-
mer were coming here straight from his harem in
Casablanca.

““What’s he do?’’ Grandfather demanded next.




0

-apologetzcaliy “Anyway,,thxs is’ Justya frxend s

"~ whatever the Lord saw fit to send you, she thought. I

“Z’m not surpnsed ”‘ - Grandfather - said: darkly..
11,:1. won’t-have.her. running:around with that sort
¥ feilow She’s:got-no inore sense:than a sparrows ;-
- “She s twenty-eight;”” - Gréndmother . said, - almostA

10
. For. my sake This Was:so. unhke my- grandmother that-
1.was stunned.: She was 1ot a-person who begged you, to*
bekind:for her sake, or even for God’s sake. If you wel
kind, in my grandmother’s view, it was for its own sake,.
and:the judgement of whether you had done well or not.
was-up-ic the -Almighty.-Judge not, that ye be not
Judged - this was her favourite admonition to me when I
lost my temper with one of -my friends. As a devout
Baptist, she believed it was a sin to pray for anything for
yourself. You ought to pray only for sirength to bear

was never able to follow this advice, for although I
would often feel a sense of uneasiness over the tone of
my prayers, I was the kind of person who prayed fran- -
tically - ““Please, God, please, please please let Ross
MacVey like me better than Mavis.”” Grandmother
Connor was not self-effacing in her lack of demands
either upon God or upon her family. She merely
believed that what happened to a person in this life was
in Other Hands. Acceptance was at the heart of her, 1
don’t think in her own eyes she ever lived in a state of




:But we gét ‘ow
“-arrived back wnh

3 twmge of betrayal tow
-~ to write home, about_,{ He:

\ whereas I felt at ease with this. quality in her, I could
" never feel comfortable with the laughter of strangers,
‘being uncertain. where an including laughter stOpped_
and taunting began.

“You’re from Winnipeg, eh?”’ Grandfather Connor
began. ‘“Well, 1 guess you fellows don’t put much store
in a town like Manawaka.”

Without waiting for affirmation or denial of this
sentiment, he continued in an unbroken line.

*1 got no patience with these people who think a
small town is just nothing. You take a city, now. You
could live in one of them places for twenty vears,
and you’d not get to know your next-door neighbour.
Trouble comes along - who’s gomg to give you a hand?
Not a blamed soul.”

Grandfather Connor had never in his life lived in a
city, so his first-hand knowledge of their ways was, to
say the least, limited. As for trouble - the thought of my



“I heard of ;t all 3 ‘gfxt i Grandfather sald brusquely

‘2nd.no_ one. .could. have- told from his - tong whethe

but- 'm st).ﬂ lookmg

“5*0h, you’ll ] be a tycoon yet no doubt 4 Aunt Edna
put in.e oL

“You bet your hfe, kiddo,” hmmy replied. ‘“You
wait.. Times’ll.change.’’
< ¥ didn't-like to hear Him say. “kxddo.” Zt was Aunt.
Edna’s. word, the one she cailed me by. It didn’t belong '
io him. ... . :

*Mercy, they cant c‘xange fast enough for me,"
Aunt Edna said. “*I guess I haven’t got your optimism,
though S :

“Well, I haven’t got it, exther,” he sam, laughmg,
““but keep it'under your hat, eh?”’

Grandfather Connor had listened to this exchange
with some impatience, Mow he turned to Jimmy once
more.

“*What’s your line of work?”’

“I’m with Reliable Loan Company right now, Mr. ¢
Connor, but I don’t aim to stay there permanently. ¢
I’d like to have my own business. Cars are what I'm
really interested in. But it’s not so easy to start up
these days.”




igidis
“Jxmmy,” she sald “Ignore him.”’ ‘

Grandfather turned on .her, and they- stared -at’one
another with a kind of inexpressible: rage but néithér.
of them spoke. I could not help feeling sorry for.Ji 1mmy
Lorimer, who mumbled.something about:his traindeav-
ing and began eating humedly Grandfather rose to hxs
feet.

“I’ve had enough ” he sald Y :

“Don’t you want your dessert, Tunothy?” Grand-
mother asked, as though it never occurred tc her thathe
could be referring to anything other-than the meal::if
was only then that I realised that this was the first time
~ she had spoken since we sat down at the table. Grand-

© father did not reply. He went down to the basement.

Predictably, in 2 moment we could hear the wooden
rockers of his chair thudding like retreating thunder.
After dinner, Grandmother sat in the living room, but
she did not get out the red cardigan she was knitting for
me. She sat without doing anything, quite still, her
hands folded in her lap.

“T’ll let you off the dishes tonight, honey,’”’ Aunt
Edna said to me. *‘Jimmy will help with them. You can




--»Why in- God’s name’'do:yo
stayi Edna? Aren’t you ever commg back? That’s wha
E want to know.””

““*With'no job? Don’t make me laugh.”

““I'couid help out, at first anyway -

*‘Jimmy, don’t talk like a lunatic. Do you really think"
1 could?” :

“‘Oh’ hell, 1 suppose not Weii fook at it thls way..
What if I wasn’t cut out for the unattached life after
all? What if the old leopard actually changed his spots,
kiddo? What would you say to that?”’ K

A pause, as though Aunt Edna were mulling over his -
words. ;

‘”‘hat 1l be the day,” she replied. ‘‘I’ll believe it when
Iseeit.’

“Well, Jesus, lady,”” he said, “‘I’m not getting down
on my knees. Tell me one thing, though - don’t you
miss me at all? Don’t you miss - everything? C’mon
now - don’t you? Not even a little bit?”’

Another pause. She could not seem to make up her
mind how to respond to the teasing quality of his
voice.




after all, so that ‘was what* ' L
I woke in the middie of the mght When I sat up,.

saw through the window a glancing light on the snow. I

lights whirling across the top of the sky like hghtmng
that never descended to earth. The yard of the Brick
House locked huge, a white desert, and the pale gashing

places where the wind had sculptured the snow.

I could not stand being alone another second, so I
walked in my bare feet along thé hall. From Grand-
father’s room came the sound of grumbling snores, and
from Grandmother’s room no sound at all. I stopped
beside the door of Aunt Edna’s room. It seemed to me
that she would not mind if I entered quietly, so as not to
disturb her, and crawled in beside her. Maybe she would
even waken and say, “‘It’s okay, kiddo - your dad
phoned after you’d gone to sieep ~ they got back from
Freehold all right.”

:fe'ei 2

-~ ing strange because I was not in my own bed at homie, E’ :

got up and peered out, and theré were the northem:‘ ‘

streaks of light pointed up the caverns and the hollowed.




g ,1t. was tampermg ‘with the
Divine Intentlon,,and she was always afraid’ that Dr.
Cates would. operate .on her without her consent. She

“trusted my father. 1mp11c1t1y, and when he went into the

rroom where she Iay proppéd up on pillows, she would
say, ‘“Here’s Ewen - now everything will be fine,”
which both touched and alarmed my father, who said he

- hoped she wasn’t putting her faith in a broken reéd.

{ate that winter, she became ill again. She did
not go into hospital, soc my mother, who had been a
nurse, moved down to the Brick House to look after
her. My brother and I were left in the adamant care o
Grandmother MacLeod. Without my mother, our
house seemed like a museum, full of dead and meaning-
less objects, vases and gilt-framed pictures and looming
furniture, all of which had to be dusted and catered to
for reasons which everyone had forgotten. I was no
allowed to see Grandmother Connor, but every day
after school I went to the Brick House to see my mother, g
I always asked impatiently, ‘“When is Grandmother ¢




- like thls, with her away, and Grandm ther Ma

-ing and tel}mg me to"f‘oe suresto m
. slovenly room meant & s%oven e

S
v
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géi’ng t0-be better?”’ and:my: mbthei- srould-rep
don’t know, dear, Soon,:Thope.’’Butshe did not $dund
very certain, and:I imagined the leaden weeks | go

‘But the:weeks.did not .

steps. S e
““Yanessa, your grandmother s dead,’™ he saxd o

Then, as I .gazed -at  hini;-unable. to -take: ifv-ihe
significance of what he had said, he did a homfymg
thing. He gathered me into the relentless ‘grip- of ‘his
arms, He bent low over me; and sobbed against the cold
skin of my face, :

I wanted only to get away, to get as far away as' poss1~
ble and never come back. I wanted desperately to see my
mother, yet I feli I could not enter the house, not ever
again. Then my mother opened the front door and
stood there in the doorway, her slight body shivering.
Grandfather released me, straightened, became again
the carved face I had seen when I approached the house.

‘“‘Father,”’ my mother said. ‘“Come into the house.
Please.”’

“In a while, Beth '’ he replied tonelessly. ‘‘Never you
mind.”’

My mother held out her hands to me, and I ran to her.
She closed the door and led me into the living room. We
both cried, and yet ! think I cried mainly because she




I : to the kitchen, though. He went, as though instinctively,

“Lndid: not' fully: reahse (i that Grandmother Connor
_ "would neverimove:around this housetagaii; preserving
‘peace somehow. Yet allat‘ once I knew how.

e with Grandfathem onnoro .1 had not -
that a death would be 11ke Athis, not only .

of ‘that other pam whlch could not. be ‘veached nor
iessened.

My mother and I went out to the kitchen, and the
three. of us “sat -around the .oilcloth-covered table,
P scarcely talking but needing .one another:at least to be
v there. We.heard-the front.door open, and Grandfather
R Connor came back into:the house.'He did not come out

\

to his old -cavern. We.lieard him walking heavily down
the basement steps.’

*Edna - should we ask him if he wants to come and
have some tea?”’ my mother said. “‘I hate to see him
going like that ~ there -

Aunt Edpna’s face hardened.

““f don’t want to see him, Beth,” she replied, forcing

; the words out. ‘‘I can’t. Not yet. All I’d be able to think
of is how he was - with her.” ‘ _

“Oh honey, I know,”” my mother said. ‘“‘But you
mustn’t let yourself dwell on that now,”

““The night Jimmy was here,”’ my aunt said distinctly,
*‘she asked Father to be nice, for her sake. For her sake,



‘thing at- all." But
that ”
Then she put her hea" L

~ thé only one who had come“from ’dxstance Uncie Will
.hved in Flonda, and Aunt Plorence' was 1n Engiand
always criticising Uncle Terence and aiso :
excuses for him. He drank more than was good for him
- this was one of the numerous fractured’ bones in the
family skeleton which I was not supposed to’ knowi- ,
about. I was fond of him for the same reason I was fond

of Grandfather’s horse-trader brother, my Great-Uncle
Dan - because he had gaiety and’ was pubhcly reckoned .
to be no good.

I sat in the dlmng room beside the gilt- boned cage ,
that housed the canary. Yestérday, Aunt Edna, .cleamng
here, had said, ““What on earth are we going to do with
the canary? Maybe we can find somebody who would
like it.””

Grandfather Connor had immediately lit into her.
‘‘Edna, your mother liked that bird, sc it’s staying, do
you hear?”’

When my mother and Aunt Bdna went upstairs to
have a cigarette, Aunt Edna had said, ““Well, it’s dandy
that he’s so set-on the bird now, isn’t it? He might have
considered that a few years earlier, if you ask me.”

“Try to be patient with him,’” my mother had said.
*“He’s feeling it, too.”




W : it dldn t: happen, after shegd, §
thought: like that for so fong.’?. - ’
““‘She wouldn’t know,”” Aunt Edna ha pomted out.
“I'guess that’s what I can’t accept ”” my mother had -
said slowly. ““I st111 feel she must be somewhere.”” =~
I wanted now to hold.: my own funeral service for my
grandmother, in the presence only of the canary. I went
to the bookcase where she kept her Bible; and looked up
Ecclesiastes. I intended to read the part about the
mourners going about the streets, and the silver cord
loosed and the golden bowl broken, and the dust retuin-
ing to the earth as it was and the spirit uato God who
gave it. But I got stuck on the first few lines, because it
seemed to me, frighteningly, that they were being
spoken in my grandmother’s mild voice - Remember
now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil
days come out -




- of years, realised- tha fﬁls Wmﬂ' “has
mixty He was,’ in so [

-y
for himself. He did the same ‘for my mother and father
and Aunt Edna.

“Ch Glory,” Aunt Edna- saxd w1th a sigh, “do I ever '
need this: All the same, I feel we shouldn’t, right imme-
diately afterwards. You know - conmdermg how she

_always felt about it. Supposing Father comes up -’

‘“It’s about time you quit thinking that way, Edna,”
Uncle Terence said. »
Aunt Edna felt in her purse for a cigarette. Uncle

Terence reached over and lit it for her. Her hands were

unsteady.

**You’re telling me,”’ she said.

Uncle Terence gave me a quizzical and yet resigned
look, and I knew then that my presence was placing a
constraint upon them. When my father said he had to
go back to the hospital, 1 used his departure to slip
upstairs to my old post, the deserted stove-pipe hole. I




“1 don t know, of course,” Aunt’ Edna said. “‘But 1
have. my damn shrewd suspxcwns,” .

*Did you ever know, Beth,” Uncle Terence enquired,
pourmg himself another drmk “that she almost ieft
him once? That was before you were born, Edna.”’

““No,” ‘my mother said incredulously. *‘Surely not.”

“Yeh. Aunt Matlie told me. Apparently Father car-
necl on for a while with some girl in Winnipeg, and
Mother found out about it. She never told him she’d
considered leaving him. She only told God and Aunt
Mattie. The three of them thrashed it out together, I
suppose. Too bad she never told him. It would’ve been a
relief to him, no doubt, to see she wasn’t all calm
forgiveness.”

“*How could he?”’ my mother said in a low voice.
“Ch Terence. How could he have done that? To
Mother, of all people.”

““You know something, Beth?’’ Uncle Terence said.
‘1 think he honestly believed that about her being some
kind of angel. She’d never have thought of herself like




i ther said, trymg\_not 10
everything was her fafilt. I

“Y’m not saying it was her f faul _ :
wearily. ‘“That’s.not what I meant:. Give me credit for’
.one or two brains, Beth. I’m only saying it might have
been rough for him,'as.well, that’s ally How doany of-us
know what he’s had to carry on his shouiders? Another
person’s virtues could be an awful-weight to- tote
around. We all loved her. Whoevér loved him?.Who in
hell could? Don’t you think: he knew: that? Maybe he
even thought sometimes it was no more than was com-
ing to him.”

“Ch -’ my mother said bleakly. ‘“That can’t be so.
That would be - oh, Terence, do you really think he
might have thought that way?”’

“Idon’t know any more than you do, Beth. I think he
knew quite well that she had something he didn’t, but
I’d be willing to bet he always imagined it must be
righteousness. It wasn’t. It was - well, I guess it was
tenderness, really. Unfair as you always are about him,
Edna, I think you hit the nail on the head about one
thing. I don’t believe Mother ever realised he might have
wanted her tenderness. Why should she? He could never
show any of his own. All he could ever come out with




a good 1dea YOL‘dO

hedrd-my dunt’s-footstepson the basement stairs
as:She went down mto Grandfather Connor’s sohtary

‘place; -

Many years’ later, when Manawaka was far away
ffom me, in miles and in time, I saw one day in a
museum the Bear Mask of the Haida Indians. It wasa
weird ‘mask. The features were ugly and yet powerful.
The mouth was turned down in an expression of sullen
rage. The eyes were empty caverns, revealing’ nothmg
Vet as I looked, they seemed to draw my own eyes
towards them, until { imagined I could see somewhere
within that darkness a look which I knew, a lurking
bewilderment. I remembered then that in the days
before it became a museum piece, the mask had con-
cealed a man.



