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			The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

			William Faulkner,

			Requiem for a Nun
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				Dreams

			
			It is New Year’s Day. My father and my brother Glenn, both stocky and blond, morph into one and straddle a chair, their back to me. My sister Karen sees only Dad and starts cutting his hair as she always does. Suddenly his shoulders slump; he slides sideways off the chair and Karen cries out. As he thuds against the floor with a loud moan I see his face, and it is both my father’s and my brother’s face.

			I startle awake into my bedroom.

			Dreams.

			A dream is a bridge, it is said, connecting our innermost selves to our awakening minds. Peddling riddles to be pondered over morning coffee. And then, well, perhaps the meaning we assign to it helps us in broadening ourselves, in becoming who we’re meant to be.

			It is the morphing into one that I ponder from this dream. My father and brother becoming one soul.

			

			—

			Years ago, I dreamt I sat on a sofa tightly squeezed between my voluptuous Aunt Beat and my equally voluptuous grandmother. They squeezed themselves against my sides, melding into me and I into them till we were, all three, one.

			The one spirit. It’s how I imagined God back then (and perhaps still do): the one spirit encompassing the cosmos. Souls birthing into life from the numinous whole, grasping consciousness from our journeys into flesh, then being reeled back into the Cosmic Bosom like fish from the temporal sea. There are no edges separating the souls encompassed within this Cosmic Bosom. No partings.

			It has been four months, six days since our mother departed. Our minds are consumed with her passing. Small wonder I dream of spirits. Her grave has yet to settle.

			

			—

			I hurriedly dress and then shiver as I step outside. It is blizzarding—white winds and a garrulous sea. It is New Year’s Day, just as it was in my dream. Seventeen of us—siblings, spouses, youngsters—are having a midday dinner at my sister Wanda’s house.

			I bundle inside the freezing car, jack up the heat, watch the wipers scrape aside sludge, and let go of the last fragments of last night’s dream. Most likely Karen will in fact be cutting Dad’s or Glenn’s hair later today—perhaps mine, too. Haircuts in the family have always been impromptu.

			Four months, six days. She has been gone for four months and six days.

			Our first New Year’s dinner without her. Our first Christmas has just passed without her. All our firsts without her have been noted: first night, first morning, first evening of each rotational orbit of the Earth around the sun, first cycle of the moon’s rhythmic tides, first everything. And still more to come. Till this first year of the Gregorian calendar without her is mapped.

			The clock ticks differently for our father. He lives in the shadow of her passing.

			He lives each second backwards. He relives the breath he took before she took her last. He relives the last smoke he lit before she closed her eyes. He relives the last glass of water he poured for her, the last lighting of the fire she sat before, the last snowflake drifting onto her windowpane, their last argument…and all those before…

			He drinks to the rhythm of his grief.

			Twenty-three beers last evening, I learn from Karen. When I arrive she’s getting out of her car in front of Wanda’s house, scarf flapping around her face in the wind-driven snow. She’s the youngest and looks the most like Mom: hazel eyes, creamy skin, high cheekbones. But unlike our mother, Karen is tiny. Stricken with tuberculosis at seven, she never caught up in stature. And yet she loves the hardest. Angers the hardest.

			She slams her car door shut; she’s as frenzied as the winds. Twenty-three beers, she reiterates. Twenty-three fucking beers. He found the two-four we’d hidden—there’s one bottle left in the case and the others rolling empty around the floor. I knows he’s not the state this morning. I’ll pulverize him when I gets in there.

			Karen faces into the squall, unflinching, and heads to the front door. I enter behind her. Smells of turkey and boiled cabbage and salt beef waft into the foyer. It’s silent. No sounds coming from the dining room, kitchen. Seventeen of us. Typically standing on the one tile in the kitchen, arguing, laughing.

			Four months and six days. What—who—decides when the silence ends?

			I kick off my boots behind sister; we are so late. Ignoring the three steps leading up to the living areas, Karen marches downstairs into the rec room, her instinct leading her. I follow. The wood stove is burning, shovelling out heat. Our brother Tommy stands beside a small basement window banked with snow. He’s staring outside, doesn’t turn as we walk in.

			Dreams. Solar winds stirring up stardust across the dreamer’s dreamscapes. Sometimes, though, they are merely predictive.

			Father lies on his back on the sofa, one hand on his chest and the other reaching out as if to receive. His sixty-four-year-old face is taut with the tightest of grimaces. His hair, the darkest of blonds made darker with sweat, is swiped aside on his forehead.

			I collapse onto a chair, the same chair that my father straddled his legs across in my dream. I can’t get air, I can’t breathe.

			Get up, Karen demands. She stands over Dad, staring down at him, jabbing her finger. Get the fuck up, we’re having dinner.

			She’s not seeing what I’m seeing, what Tommy is seeing.

			You hear me? she yells. Get up!

			I wants to go, lovie, he says, his voice a whimper.

			Go where?

			He wants to go with Mom, Tommy tells me, his tone mocking. Says she’s here, waiting for him—he’s dreaming.

			Dad’s staring at the ceiling now, half raising his outstretched hand. There, he says, pointing upwards, she’s there, she’s waiting for me. I’m ready.

			She’ll be waiting a long time then, till you sobers. Cuz you won’t be torturing her with your drinking no more.

			Wants to go, lovie.

			Oh you’re going all right, but not where you thinks. Karen drops to her knees, grabs Dad’s hand off his chest. It is rigid. It is a rigid claw clutching at his heart. She stares at it; her eyes widen. She lets go of his hand and falls back with a cry. She had a dream, too, just last week…she’d come running from her room, eyes frantic. Oh my gawd, what a awful dream…Dad was having a heart attack in the bathroom…he was rising off the floor…he was going through the ceiling and I wrapped my arms around his legs pulling him back…and I pulled and pulled…and I was screaming “You’re not going, you’re not going…” My gawd, it was so real, she ended, on the verge of tears.

			I see in her eyes her rage breaking into fear. He is ascending again.

			I jump up from the chair as she shrieks his name. I reach for Tommy but he’s pressing his face against the window; he is willing release from this awful moment where we find ourselves again hovering at the crevasse of death. We’ve yet to recover from our mother’s. We’ve yet to recover from our father’s loss of self, compounded by his drinking. We’ve yet to learn how to separate ourselves from him enough to justly weigh what is love, what is grief, what is sin.

			For it is never the one thing. It is never just fear, it is never just hate. It is always love, and fear is born from love, and hate from fear.

			Karen is leaning over him now, her breathing shallow from all those things pressing in. She grasps his hands again, one to her chest and the other away from her as though it’s the source of her anguish. She is torn between fear and rage and love, remaining steadfast in all three till she screams for another way.

			Call an ambulance, call a gawd-damn ambulance, Dad’s having a heart attack!

			No. No ambulance, he says weakly. I’m ready, I’m ready.

			But I am already springing from my chair, Karen’s screams cutting through me like shard glass. I stumble up the stairs, spurred on by more screams from sister. Are ye stupid, are ye all fuckin stupid, call the ambulance, call the gawd-damn ambulance…

		

	
		
			
				2

				Dad’s Dolly

			
			I burst into the dining room where the rest of the family sit before untouched plates of boiled spuds, turnip, carrot, cabbage, puddings, and salt beef. Gravy congeals, forgotten, in the roaster on the stove.

			Gravy. Our family’s holy water. Velvety brown, thick with onion, diluted with salty pot liquor and ladled in cupsful over whatever the plate holds. Congealing on the stove.

			Trauma does not kill. Trauma makes the traumatic normal. It shuts down all feeling, allowing you to keep running on one foot while the other is blasted into a ditch somewhere behind you.

			They look at me as I rush to the table, Karen’s screams resounding behind me: Call an ambulance, call a gawd-damn ambulance, Dad’s having a heart attack! Brother Glenn is flushed in the face, the faint scar on his cheek from where he fell across a tin can when he was a toddler starting to whiten like a little mealworm. A piece of unchewed turkey falls from Wanda’s mouth onto her plate. She stares at it, her face tired; she is too tired to chew. She has our grandmother’s long black hair, thick as rope, and is wearing our mother’s apron. She’s been dusting, wiping, cooking like Mom since she could walk. She’s also been keeping the household running since Mom passed, but is too tired even to chew now, too tired to tend to Dad.

			I look around at the others: my sisters-in-law and Lindy, Wanda’s husband of thirty years, another son to our father. Their faces are vacant. They have put themselves somewhere. They have weathered the storm of our mother’s passing and have now abandoned ship for fear of another.

			Someone, I say. Please—

			One of the sisters-in-law makes a noise in her throat as she scrapes back her chair, runs to the phone.

			Perhaps he should die, says Wanda. That’s what he wants, isn’t it?

			Wanda. Dad’s dolly, his darling. Always fixing his tea, fixing him cake.

			Many years ago, when Mom was crying in her rocking chair and Dad was slouched over shivering with grief as Baby Paul, nine months old, lay in a little white coffin on the dining room table, Wanda went to the kitchen, dragged the heavy afghan from the back of a chair into the dining room, and draped it over Dad. Tucking the crocheted squares beneath his chin as our mother might’ve done, telling him Now you won’t be cold. Then she stretched up on her toes to check on Baby Paul, whose lips, she saw, were curved up on his little white face. She ran back to Dad, shook his shoulders—He’s smiling, he’s all warm too, go see him smile—and then screamed as Dad broke into sobs.

			Trauma doesn’t always know itself. Trauma lives alone till triggered, and it is trauma staring up at me now through Wanda’s eyes. Perhaps he should die if that’s what he wants.

			I want to touch her hand, to tell her No, no, sister, you don’t mean that, you’re in shock, that’s all. But I too have put myself somewhere. I can’t feel myself. I see Wanda shiver as the sound of a siren grows louder. Flashing red lights slash through the windows as it pulls up outside our house. The older kids come running from the back room, the younger ones down from upstairs. What’s happening, what’s happening?

			Two medics bustle in, manoeuvring a gurney through the door. Someone directs them downstairs. The older kids crowd around. What’s wrong, what’s wrong? The little ones clamour to follow the medics, the big ones holding them back.

			Wanda fans herself, says she can’t breathe. Lindy stands behind her, holding her shoulders. Everyone’s getting up now from the table, looking at each other with a growing sense of panic. Someone starts pulling coats from the closet. Boots. We listen to the sounds from below, muffled voices, Karen’s rising above them all, shrill like a frightened fox. The clunk clunk of the medics’ boots as they start back up the steps. Dad is stretched out on the gurney, covered in a thin blue blanket and with an oxygen mask on his face.

			Oh my. Oh, my oh my. I wrap my arms around my stomach. Wanda lets out a cry. She buffers it into Lindy’s thick wool coat as he pulls her against him. We all bumble into each other, into walls, searching for coats, boots, purses.

			We’ll stay behind, the two sisters-in-law say. We’ll take care of the kids. Call us. Call us soon.

			Where’s my purse, where’s my purse? Wanda wails. Lindy has it.

			I think to call Mom, the thought aborting itself partway through. Tommy comes up from the basement, face red, scared. He searches confusedly through the crowd now swarming about like frightened capelin after someone drops a rock in their midst.

			Tommy?

			He sees me and pulls me against him. Someone tosses his coat at him, he finds mine in the closet, we’re all moving towards the door, we jam up the entrance. Someone nudges me aside, someone else shoves me outside. Wind-driven snow strikes cold against my face. I stare after the medics, the gurney. Dad with the oxygen mask on his face.

			Karen cries out, Is the car shovelled out? Who’s driving? Glenn, you drive.

			Glenn’s already behind the wheel; he always drives. Tommy sits shotgun. It’s midday and almost dark from the overcast skies and storming winds. Wanda calls out for her purse again; Lindy tells her again that he has it. The car skids as Glenn backs it down the driveway. Tommy has his head out the window, watching for the ditch. Keep her steady, Glennie, keep her steady. As the wind howls through to the back seat, I suck in the cold air.

			The red flashing lights of the ambulance vanish into the greying white ahead. I feel for my purse, automatically feel around for Mom’s. It was always my job to guard Mom’s purse.

			I got it, Mom.

			You got my purse, Donna?

			I got it, Mom.

			Inside her purse would be a crumpled tissue, a bottle of pills, compact, hand cream, and her wallet with a few dollars along with a bill for a wristwatch she’d bought in defiance several weeks before she died.

			I touch its cold silver on my wrist. Trauma is a shapeshifter.

			The car swerves, Glenn curses.

			Keep ’er steady, Glennie, keep ’er steady.

			

			—

			Wanda fights to get out as we pull up before the emergency doors, the car not fully stopped.

			My God, Wanda, wait, says Karen.

			He can’t be alone, he can’t talk to strangers, where’s his wallet?

			I got his wallet, Karen tells her.

			Karen’s first out of the car. I topple out behind Wanda, try to catch her as she slips and falls, hitting her head on the ice. I pull her to her feet. She steadies herself; there’s blood on her forehead.

			Remember that time on the old skating rink?

			She doesn’t hear me, she’s running after Lindy, her purse, but I want her to remember Dad waking us up near midnight every time there was frost, no matter that we had school the next day. To help him scrape and water the full-length rink he’d built at the end of the road, by the sea.

			Mom tut-tutting from her bed: Too late, too late for them youngsters to be up.

			We muttered too, Ford and Glenn and I. Not Wanda. Dad’s dolly.

			She loved helping him. Sweeping that rink like a kitchen floor. We’d push our hand-built scrapers made from two-fours down the face of the ice, Dad following with the hose, spraying cold brook water over the rink’s surface. Black, star-studded sky hanging over us, moon bright as polished gold.

			Remember that night, I continue, taking hold of Wanda’s arm as we near the hospital doors, when he tripped over you as we were scraping the rink? And he fell, struck his forehead on the ice, and you cried at his blood, black in the light?

			She’s shaking her head. She can’t remember and I keep chattering because I can’t stop—how Dad’s hose leapt into the air like a snake as he tripped, icy water falling back down on our faces, how we all screamed and laughed. But you started to cry, I say to Wanda. You believed you’d hurt him.

			“You okay, doll, you okay?” he kept saying to you. No matter it was him that was bleeding. I grabbed the hose and you grabbed a handful of slush ice and he cursed as he was getting to his feet and you smacked the ice against his cut. It was so cold it stung worse than the cut, he said. “Is there blood?” he asked. “That’s fine, lovie, we’ll use it to mark the red lines on the ice” and you laughed. “Use mine for the blue lines,” you said, “cuz mine’s blue with the cold,” and you scraped and scraped all the harder to help him.

			Wanda’s nodding now. I remember, she says. I remember. Oh my, Donna, go with Karen, go with Dad, I can’t keep up and somebody got to talk for him. Nobody can understand what he’s saying.

			

			—

			Mom’s purse also contained her driver’s licence, health card, social insurance number, credit card, Canadian Tire card. When she drew her last breath, when the doctor called her moment of passing, I kissed her cheek. I stroked her hand. I fumbled inside her purse and took out a crumpled tissue. The only thing of value now. Pressed it to my nose. For the last time I smelled her. Then I dumped everything but the tissue into the garbage—purse, wallet, receipt, cards. Dumped it.

			I kept the tissue in my hand till it shredded into nothing. Trauma is personal.

			

			—

			Lindy has Wanda’s arm; she has her purse. We push through the hospital doors. Tommy and Glenn are behind us. Somewhere inside Karen is searching for Dad. Somewhere inside Dad is searching for us, reaching out for us to take hold of his hand, to help him scrape his way through this frozen starless night.
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				Rabbits

			
			We crowd into the emergency waiting room on legs stiffened with fear. Quickly we’re rounded up and herded into a back room where we move about with hands folded in prayer. Death comes. We know, death comes. Again and again, it comes.

			Wanda sits on the edge of a sofa, wringing her hands.

			Karen paces.

			Glenn sits, elbows on knees, chewing his thumbnail.

			I sit beside him, steepling my fingers, trying to think of something to ask of God.

			Tommy stands before a wall. Staring through it. He’s with Dad, who’s lying somewhere on the other side of it.

			An hour ticks past.

			There’s a soft tap on the door; it nudges open; wrong room. It closes. My heart beats like a hummingbird’s. Tommy’s lips speak silent words. I get up and go rest my forehead on his shoulder. He, the youngest son, was the one most stricken when Mom told us she had cancer. He fell to her knees, his face in her lap, crying Don’t die don’t die don’t die.

			Death is not about death. Death is about the immanence of death within life, serving the dying, serving the bereaved.

			We each served her. We each served her in our own way as we journeyed with her through all the stages of denying, angering, bargaining, depressing, and a multitude of other stages too personal to bear names. When finally she cried out That damn old cancer, it’s that I’m afraid of, not dying, we bowed our wearied heads to the strength of her acceptance. For we knew she had died unto herself many times through the throes of her life. She deserved, now, the glory of death. She deserved to take back the reins from the ravages of disease with its drugs and tests and cell counts and make her own way.

			Tommy watched the hardest as she took the one promise offered her by death. He watched as she rose from her fear, swept the blossoming cells from her path, and started that promised walk towards God. Then he too wooed death. Wooed it as his servant. Hoisted his fear off her shoulders and carried it for himself.

			He saw then how he lightened her load by doing so, and he leaned harder, helping her carry hers. Embracing his fear, he walked the furthest. Shouldered me and my sisters as we stumbled through that graveyard walk, his face pinched, eyes sorrowed, head held gannet-proud.

			He stands resolute now, staring through that wall. I listen to his whispered words. Don’t suffer, don’t suffer, go if you wants.

			

			—

			
				I remember that before Tommy learned of death he learned of suffering. He was ten. His first pair of snowshoes beneath the Christmas tree. Take me trapping, take me trapping—Dad, Dad, Daddie, take me trapping. His first mantra, he told us, sitting around a bonfire after supper one night. Dad, Dad, Daddie, take me trapping, ha

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—
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