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For my mother and father


Nothing would give up life:

Even the dirt kept breathing a small breath.

Theodore Roethke
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1
Chokecherries

Other children were out picking that morning, but she passed them by in her light-blue dress and sandals. “Ethel,” they called, and she gave a quick smile and went on up the road towards the woods and fields at the top of the hill. She had an empty kettle in each hand and was alone, despite having three sisters.

They were a family of bright solitaries, studious, quiet. Unlike anyone else in that town in the Ottawa Valley, she had been conceived in India, born in India, and raised there until the age of three. Her earliest memory was having warm water ladled over her hot head from an earthenware jar. For five years her father served in the British Army, then he left that parched and dusty land for the woods and rivers of Canada. In their apartment on the third floor of the Stewart Block adjoining the Rover Garage, there were a few keepsakes from that time, small ornaments, lacquered boxes, a monkey carved in ebony. Had they lived in a house with a veranda and a grassy yard, she might not have been so inclined to stay away for hours at a time.

Her mother, waiting impatiently for the plums to ripen, was no great admirer of chokecherries. Nevertheless, she simmered a second batch in a big preserving kettle and strained it through cheesecloth, then added four cups of sugar for every two cups of cherry juice and let the liquid boil until the flow of juice off a spoon turned to slower drips that came together in a sheet and broke off, at which point she removed the pot from the fire.

Ruby-sweet jelly was the ultimate goal, manufactured in summer kitchens for winter mornings. Pickers were out every day that summer, mainly children, the fruit uncommonly plentiful in a year that also saw a heavy growth of plums in gardens and fields. Blueberries had given promise, too, but in the hot, dry weather of late July the blue gold suffered a setback, and some were going as far away for them as the mountains of Pakenham.

Chokecherries merit the name, puckering one up even more than green apples. Held aloft on low and spindly trees, the size of peas, almost black when ripe and almost edible when black. Shiny black. Prune-black. Prunus virginiana. Not a name children knew, but they knew the word astringent.

Roads were narrower in 1937, more shaded. Cars less common and slower. Summer feet were bare and tough, or shod in old leather. Faces were careless of the sun. Noses burned, and children aided the peeling by picking the skin loose and giving it a fascinated tug. As many peelings per summer as there were pips in a winter grapefruit.

In a dress you were one flitting colour among many in a landscape that mobilized its colours into a procession of ripening – from wild strawberries in June more potent in flavour, more fragrant than twenty garden berries put together and reason for kneeling on the grassy verge, your face inches above your prey, your fingers gently grappling to dislodge the firm, pale, tiny necks from their leafy hulls – to raspberries in July that raked your hands and arms as you grabbed a thorny cane and swung it back like a throat about to be slit, the soft red fruit like gobbets of blood – to blueberries in August abloom with ghostly light that erased itself in your fingers. The whole landscape was a painting come to life, and not a Canadian painting (no figures allowed), but a European painting, peopled and unpeopled, storied, brazen.

A deer came out of the bush. Hardly a sound. It was there, a tawny pose and wet eyes. They absorbed each other’s attention. The deer lowered its head and nibbled, Ethel moved closer. Around them was birdsong, breezes. One small branch of a leaning maple showed the first touch of red.

Early August. The jewelweed was in blossom, tomatoes were ripening, the morning became increasingly hot. Summer held. But school was in the air. Every child felt it. She was aware of precious time running out.

The search for the lost girl started at suppertime and spread rapidly. First, family and neighbours, then the police and Boy Scouts combed the Opeongo Road where she had been seen walking that morning. They moved out through the fields and along the creek, the Scouts blowing horns to communicate their whereabouts far and wide. Bugling criss-crossed the evening and gave the impression of a summer fox hunt. The sun began to go down.

Crows, not quiet before, were quiet now. A breeze picked up and stirred the leaves. Shadows deepened, but fields and woods were still clear enough to an accustomed eye. And a shout went up. A young man had stumbled over a body.

Word circulated through town, and an hour before midnight a ghost appeared. It lingered in front of the Argyle Hotel on Argyle Street, then continued on past Russell’s drugstore and Barker’s shoe store and over to the baseball diamond and the railway tracks in a slow, footless sort of swoop, a strange white moth involved in dusky explorations. A travelling player was drumming up an audience for the midnight “Ghost Show” at the O’Brien Theatre. He drew an overflow crowd. Many had to stand in the back, others were turned away. It was the summer equivalent of Santa: children were up way beyond their bedtimes and even more suggestible than usual.

By then everyone knew that thirteen-year-old Ethel Weir had been found at sunset in the bush on Ivey’s Hill. Her battered head lay in a pool of blood. Four feet away were two kettles, one of them partly filled with chokecherries, the other empty.

This part of the world is where I live now. At least in a general way. It contains the stream in which my grandmother washed herself in dumb panic upon finding a large red stain in her underwear – a motherless child raised by a Scottish grandmother who told her nothing. She passed on the favour, telling my mother nothing, even though they shared the same bed, and my mother passed this abashed ignorance on to me, asking me after the fact if I knew what to expect. It’s hard to credit in this age of palaver that people used to say so little about sex. Until it exploded in their faces, that is, at which point newspapers told all.

Two days after the murder, a name floated up on the front page of the Mercury. John Coyle, not an official member of the search party, “almost stumbled” over the corpse in a bush next to a grain field. Very quickly, suspicion veered from marauding cattle and prowling degenerates to the lone young man who had nearly tripped over the body. The hot breath of the newspaper. “Police are working on the theory that some local person committed the deed. Some questioning has occurred. It is felt that at any hour the mystery may be solved.”

The old see-saw from horrified belief to dizzy disbelief to entrenched belief. The town was busy weaving a story, meting out blame, finding symmetry and plot and motive. Johnny Coyle’s fascination with his crime, went common opinion, reflected the old desire to return to the scene – as I am doing right now in returning to this time and place, in revisiting my mother’s childhood in the valley.

Stories from her past draw me on. The shadows and underbrush, the evening light and imminent sorrow, until I stumble over what I’ve been looking for without quite knowing what it was, and look up. How dimly quiet the library is, how industrious the other researchers as they, too, ruin their eyes in moonlit woods of microfilm. Let’s not kid ourselves anymore about new technology.

In Ethel’s clenched hand were some fibres of green and yellow, light blue and rose, also dark blue, evidently wool, and some “pointed” hairs of a golden hue.

My mother knew Ethel’s sister, who was too shy to be a close friend. “I was shy,” my mother said, “and she was shyer.”

Towards suppertime I leave the library and step outside into a haze of twenty-first-century sunshine and wind. Wellington Street in Ottawa. Behind me the Ottawa River flows east, and upriver, sixty miles from here and a bit inland, is the town I have been reading about, my mother’s home town. I bicycle south, heading home through a flood of April light, and nothing around me is as clear as the colours and threads in Ethel’s hand, those makings for a tiny nest. Birds everywhere, but no leaves, not yet, though the red maple at the foot of my garden earns its name by staining the air dark crimson with minute, discreet blossom. In the morning, taking my pillow with me, I lie at the foot of the bed in order to see the colour through the upstairs window.

We have the most beautiful tree in the world. It turns my head every spring and again every fall when I step into this second-floor study and receive a bouquet the size of my window. Our house and garden used to belong to a botanist who was fascinated with orphan plants, waifs, like the Kaladar cactus first discovered a two-hour drive west of here in 1934, then lost from view and subsequently rediscovered in 1947, an isolated and vulnerable plant six hundred miles east of its Wisconsin home. The botanist used to sit on the front porch in a white chair and when he went inside he left a sign on the chair saying Open for business. You could bring him any flower or leaf and he would identify it. My study used to be full of plants that he watered in the nude. I am sorry not to have known him, though very probably he was best in small doses, because there are so many things I would like to identify and because the story I’m telling now is another story of discovery and rediscovery, not botanical but personal. Perhaps every family tale falls into this category: a child discovers something the parent has neglected to tell her and brings it into view again, naming it and locating it and establishing its importance.

What happened that August Tuesday in 1937 lived on in my mother’s mind, not that she ever mentioned it to me until long after I left home. Nor did she temper any of my own youthful wanderings with a warning. I went out into the world as free of apprehension as was Ethel Weir on the day she went to pick chokecherries, wearing a blue dress of synthetic silk and a green slip underneath it. Birds compete for the berries. Robins peck the guts out of strawberries. Finches, robins, blue jays, kingbirds, cedar waxwings – all of them go after the chokecherries that favour fencerows and roadsides and the edges of open woods. Crows fancy the metallic glints of the kettles and pails children carry as they wander into the open centre of wild-plum thickets, or into the grassy meadow next to a little-used airfield, or into an abandoned orchard on a southern slope, or along the railway’s right-of-way, or down a path skirting a grain field towards the straggly, ragged chokecherry bushes above the creek, or into the woods for shade and rest.

Murdered in the morning, it was thought, for by the time they found her body, it was stiff. Dead eight to ten hours, the coroner said. They carried the body on a blanket out of the woods and transported it by car to the funeral parlour on Argyle Street. Three days later, several hundred people, mostly women and children (though not my mother and grandmother, they were at the lake), gathered at the Presbyterian church for the morning funeral. A closed white casket. And afterwards, interment in the Angusville Cemetery.

Another funeral took place in the afternoon, another instance of sudden and perplexing death. A doctor had died on the operating table. On Tuesday evening (as the search was on for Ethel), Dr Thomas entered the hospital and on Wednesday morning his heart gave out, an apparently rugged man with a heavy practice and a long history in the town.

Some who went to the first funeral attended the second, among them a reporter for the Ottawa Journal and the source of much of what I know. Connie Flood stayed on in the cemetery, notepad against her propped-up knees and her back against a tree, a young woman who made a desk for herself wherever she went. The cemetery was on a grassy hill half a mile from town. A white fence separated it from the road, and the large swing gates were open.

The second funeral came through the gates, a sombre parade led by a firing party of the Lanark and Argyll Scottish Regiment with arms reversed. From a curious distance, Connie noted the contrast with the earlier scene of mothers holding their children by the hand, the bereaved family bent-shouldered and willowy, the sisters bare-armed in summer dresses and flat, flowered straw hats, purchased for Easter probably, the mother in black, the father in black, the ceremony at the graveside drenched in tears and formality beside the point. Afterwards, the mourners left the baked cemetery for more of the noonday sun, some walking, some in cars.

In the second case, all the motions mattered. The regiment fired three volleys over the grave, then the pipe major played the customary lament and a comrade sounded the last post. A prominent citizen was being buried and prominent citizens were in attendance. Connie lingered on the edges. The dead man apparently had no children, no wife. It was hard to say. Two women seemed front and centre, aunts perhaps or sisters. And men in dark suits and hats, older men, established men, and suddenly the air went funny and the ground shifted. She drew near to make sure.

He was still impeccable, immaculate. Still given to wearing the shade of grey that matched his iron-grey hair. She had known him seven years ago in a town thousands of miles from here – far enough away and a long enough interval that it took a moment – but then she was back in that appalled place he had created and fled from.

She waited until people started to file away, drew closer and said his name.

He turned and stared, then smiled a smile that finally made sense: he bared his teeth and clicked upper teeth against lower in an extended grimace expressly made for this cornered occasion. “Miss Flood.”

The sun beat down. The grass under their feet was dry. The same weather that was withering the blueberries.

Her voice came out higher than normal. “I’ve been to France since the last time I saw you, Mr Burns.”

They were facing each other like a bride and groom on a funeral cake, wrong for each other, but too late to escape.

“I take it you know the deceased,” he said.

“No. I work for a newspaper now.”

He looked over at the grave. “That gentleman was a school trustee. I knew him reasonably well.”

“Then you’re still teaching.”

“Less than I would like.” He was the principal of the local high school, he said. Administration took up much of his time. It was always the way.

“Did you ever teach her?” She pointed to the other fresh grave two hundred yards away.

“Her sisters.”

She was silent. Then, “I always wondered.”

There was more silence. He had looked away in irritation. A weak word choice, wondered. “Finish your sentence. Wondered what?”

“If I’d see you again,” she said, and left it at that.

An hour later, and on the other side of town, she walked from the road to the site of the murder, that spot in the near woods on the other side of a fence, and why on the other side of the fence unless enticed by someone she knew? Then down the wild slope to a lazy brown creek with ferns and cedars and sumac all around. Paths trodden out by children and animals. The deep summer smell of childhood, a tangy, fermented, woody smell fragrant with wild flowers and water.

The bank of the creek looked open and wide and mowed. A breeze stirred all the smells in the hot air – flies buzzed – cattails and marshiness off to the right – a little dock at the water, and lower than the dock, just above the water, a wide flat black rock offered a perfect place for entering the tea-coloured creek.

Connie turned and saw a deer in a haze of brightness. Liquid movement. Dainty spots of light. The heat.

The deer was joined by another; they drank and blended back into the shade. She noticed the low tree on her right. A few chokecherries hung by a thread, disembowelled, red around the pit. Nature wastes. Birds don’t finish their plates. Neither do slugs, mice, raccoons, deer. They semi-devour berries, tomatoes, corn. Thoughtless and prodigal and against the Scottish grain.

In France the tapestries she had seen of unicorns and knights and ladies and spears and birds and flowers had pulled her back into a muffled, faded past. Then in Italy she had come upon a small oil on a wooden panel of a man being scourged. She looked straight through the dark centuries into bright sunlight, into the colour and line of punishment, and it moved her to tears, a painting small enough for a child to carry around.

He had inspired her to go abroad, she had to give him that, the man who smiled like a fox.

The next day, wanting a quiet place to assemble her notes, she went into the Argyle Public Library and took a seat at a long table occupied by a few other readers. She saw the copy of Nicholas Nickleby lying there and picked it up. Across the table a bony, pale, well-dressed woman leafed through a magazine. “I couldn’t read it,” the woman said. “I couldn’t stomach the cruelty.” The woman continued to flick from photograph to photograph. “School isn’t like that,” she said.

The elderly librarian chimed in. “And you should know, Mrs Burns.”

So this was his wife, a woman older than he was, which made a kind of sense, who couldn’t bear to read a book about children abused by a Yorkshire schoolmaster. Whom did she think she was married to? And how did Dickens bear it, except by making his characters colourful and comical in their cruelty, and by pounding them with his indignation.

“Mrs Burns, I used to work with your husband. I taught under him.”

“In Niagara Falls?”

“Saskatchewan.”

“He talks about Niagara Falls.”

But not about Saskatchewan. He wouldn’t talk about Saskatchewan. “I lost track of him after he moved away,” Connie said.

A girl of seventeen was at the far end of the table, half reading, half listening. She had a wonderful head of curly brown hair. The girl’s name was Hannah Soper. Her mother, Anne, was the one who had washed her bloody underwear in the creek, uncertain what else to do. I was named after Anne, my grandmother.

On that day in the library my mother was reading Stefansson’s account of his life among the Eskimos. The library was warm and dusty with light pouring in through high windows. She borrowed Stefansson’s book and bicycled the six miles back to the lake, thinking less about Ethel, perhaps, than the famous explorer – tall, handsome, imposing – who had come as part of the summer chautauqua of music and lectures and marionettes and shown his slides of Arctic flowers in twenty-four-hour daylight that were never to leave her painterly mind. “Ex-quisite,” my mother would say of them, stressing the first syllable as she had been taught to do by her very good Latin teacher. “I loathe ex-quis-ite.” Her loathings, like her loves, were emphatic.

How tender it is sometimes to know the future. To know, for instance, that when my mother became very old, she turned up the heat, finally, and even then, in that over-warm house, she could not get warm. She lay in bed with her cherished hot-water bottle filled to near-scalding perfection and carefully positioned on her lower belly, while in her mind she painted and painted.

You touch a place and thousands of miles away another place quivers. You touch a person and down the line the ghosts of relatives move in the wind. In the library that day, hearing Connie in her stylish brown dress ask about renting a room, my mother lifted her head, offered up her mother’s boarding house, and in this way opened the door to meeting my father, who was Connie’s youngest brother. So interwoven are the strands of human life and so rich is the loam in which we lie that the same cemetery holds my grandmother and Ethel Weir and the man accused of her murder and the principal who knew them all, the bane of Connie’s existence and therefore an abiding interest of mine.


2
Jewel

He had entered her life on the last day of September in 1929. Tweedy, sophisticated, perverse; an excellent teacher who doubled as principal. He arrived three weeks late, an otherwise punctual man. Jewel was the name of the town in the southwest corner of Saskatchewan.

Before he arrived, and desperate, she had written la fenêtre on a piece of paper and taped it to the window, la chaise to the back of a chair, la porte to the door. But how could she teach French when she didn’t speak a word?

The Ontario High School French Reader, edited in 1921 by Ferguson and McKellar, those two fine Frenchmen, and reprinted nearly every year thereafter, was the only text she had. It included a long passage about Jeanne d’Arc’s great victory at Orléans. The story carried her into the France of 1429, exactly five hundred years ago, an easy sum, where word by word she deciphered how Joan was wounded and fell off her horse and taken for dead, how her followers fled until she pulled the arrow out of la plaie – wound, feminine – got back on her horse, inflamed her soldiers and drove the English out.

Connie made the story as hair-raising as possible. Her success as a teacher would rely on these basics. She could throw a ball, catch a ball, smack a ball with a bat. She knew some blood-curdling poems more or less by heart and recited them out of the blue when restlessness overcame her. Sennacherib came down like a wolf on the fold / And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold.

Left hand on her hip, “Tell me three things about Lord Byron. All right, tell me one thing.”

A hand went up.

“Tula?”

Big brown eyes in a small, fine-boned face. She slipped out of her desk and stood beside it. “Miss, who was Sennarib?”

Connie went to the blackboard and wrote, Sennacherib. King of Assyria. 681 B.C. “How many years ago was that? Work it out for me. Take your time.”

She dropped to her knees beside floundering students and head to head they solved the problem; flicked sleepy skulls into pained consciousness with her lethal middle finger; twisted your ear if she lost her temper and never felt bad about it.

One morning he was there, a bachelor of thirty-five with dark hair turning grey at the sides and eyes that undressed a woman, clinical, dry, chafing, light-brown eyes that plumbed the depths of female inadequacy. He came into her classroom and sat at the back and observed. No chalk on his clothes, no inkstains. A marbled fountain pen, purply mother-of-pearl, jutted out of his breast pocket.

And one day he took over her class and talked about Tess of the D’Urbervilles – the French influence, the Gallic strand through everything we say and feel.

“You’re standing on French soil,” he said. “Remember that.” Prairie, from the French for meadow.

A door swung open for her then and it opened in that small town in the West, thanks to Ian Burns. Ian “Parley” Burns.

*

He liked to enter her classroom without warning. A curt nod in her direction, and her hand went to her throat and the students rose in a single swoosh, a covey of grouse flushed by a gunshot, but no escape, no sky, for there was the peeling plafond above their heads. He swept the class with his pale eyes, then proceeded to a straight-backed chair in the corner in the back. He sat down and the children followed suit.

A school with a classroom on either side of the hallway on the first floor, then a flight of stairs to a landing that functioned as a library of two bookcases, then the rest of the stairs to the second floor of two connected classrooms and the principal’s office. On the first floor were the lower grades taught by ancient Miss Margaret Fluelling and the middle grades under young Miss Connie Flood. On the second floor were the upper grades shared by Miss Mary Miller and Mr Ian Burns, neither young nor old, either of them. Whenever Parley patrolled the halls or visited the other classrooms, Miss Miller supervised his pupils.

Parley. It was pronounced behind his back with the derisive respect reserved for the overeducated. Oh, he was aware of it. But that was nothing, nothing to how aware the three women were of him.

They formed a classic school harem. Mary Miller, thirty-six, a plain woman but she dressed well, a different dress each week, usually navy with white piping or some white lace, four dresses in all rotated through the months. Very sensible shoes, owing to a back problem. Whenever Parley came to the door of her room, she blushed a most beautiful blush from the base of her throat to the roots of her hair – a surge of crimson, the rolling-out of a red carpet that ebbed not in reverse, but all at once, if gradually. What fun it was to follow it with your eyes.

Downstairs, Miss Fluelling, fifty-three, like a man wore the same suit day after day, a mustard-coloured wool suit with wide lapels and a straight skirt. Her thinning grey hair made a ratty bun. She scratched her head with the point of a pencil so frequently that you could see scribbles all over her scalp.

Across the hall, lanky, athletic Connie Flood, eighteen, loped when she walked and dropped into a chair as if her limbs had given way. Five foot eight in high heels (she changed into flats at recess). White tailored shirt, straight black skirt, long wavy dark hair in a ponytail. The same build as my father, the same loose-limbed physical grace.

The town doesn’t exist anymore. It rose overnight from whole grass into wooden sidewalks, railway station, grain elevators, houses, stores, churches, school. Then life rubbed the other way and the pattern disappeared. Nothing is left save a tiny chapel and the remains of a wooden sidewalk hidden by weeds. The buildings went to make granaries in the 1950s after the crops came back but not the people. A hundred years ago, however, they came from all over, from Ontario, the United States, Britain, Scandinavia, central and eastern Europe. Foreign tongues abounded. A child born in Ontario could grow up in Jewel, Saskatchewan, and travel the world and feel oddly at home. (The same child could go back to Ontario, an adult, and find herself crossing paths time and again with people she had known in the West.)

Given what Parley Burns did and what happened to him in the end, Connie never tired of mulling over what kind of person he was deep down. He wasn’t handsome, she told me, but he was distinguished and very attractive to lonely women. Something fashionable, almost feminine in his manner unsettled and excited them – a sensitivity channelled into the dry-bed of bachelorhood. Yet he was far from dry. He was an intricately wired man. The smell of eggs turned his stomach.

He smiled (when he smiled) by baring his teeth, then holding the grimace to a count of five. A long time; a very long time if you were suggestible.

I picture them in the schoolyard, him and Connie, side by side. They’re watching the best-looking boy play ball and play well, but Parley accuses him of making a feeble throw. “From faible,” he says to Connie, “meaning weak.”

She would have returned his unnatural smile with something natural and he would have felt encouraged to go on, to say that the English forget that starting in 1066 the Court of England was a piece of France for three centuries. “Almost a thousand years have gone by and it’s as hard for the English to learn French as it ever was. Only an unusual person will take the necessary pains.”

Her eyes had a way of crinkling when she saw through you. Parley reminded her of Jane Austen’s Mr Darcy, the same vanity and self-importance. She asked him where he had learned French, and he told her he had perfected his command of the language in la belle France. She egged him on. She asked about Paris. The shining city, he called it, a cultured world of paintings, bridges, parks, long walks in the rain. He had worked his way over to France on a freighter and worked while he was there on a farm, and the labour came easily, because he was one of six children raised on a rough and stony farm in Quebec near a village where everyone spoke French. “All six of us,” he said, “were raised to ask what we could contribute to the world. And so two of us are doctors and two are ministers and two are schoolteachers.” When he spoke about Paris, the stiffening went out of him, and when he spoke about contributing to the world, the stiffening went back in.

They were Mr Burns and Miss Flood to each other – again with the echo of Darcy. Not that Connie had ever been convinced. Oh yes, the wealth. But Darcy had no sense of humour. How could Lizzie be happy married to a prig? In her opinion, Lizzie was by no means wrong in her first impression and by no means entirely right in her second. Would Mr Darcy really make her happy? And by “happy” Connie meant in bed.

[image: ]

October. With Indian summer came the last gasp of sundresses and bare legs. A girl brushed her hair at recess – a few long black loose hairs collected on the back of her yellow dress, looping lines, like a butterfly. Susan Graves. The brush twice the size of her hand. Her yellow back, and the long hairs shedding as she stroked, until six of them drifted in uneasy decoration. The power of hair to unsettle. Her legs with their soft nap of fine hairs, her arms.

In the hall, as she passed under his eye, Parley Burns touched the strap of her sundress – an intelligent man. Strap, he said, and the word in translation, la bretelle.

Susan was not the prettiest girl in school, but there was something about her that struck him. Nervousness, willowyness, shyness, apartness.

Beige walls and chalk dust. Enclosed air, the quiet of students writing, and suddenly, in passing, the sound of crows.

The final class of the day. He lingered after Connie dismissed her pupils – they were gathering up their things when he came forward, not to speak to her, Miss Flood, but to Susan. He asked the girl to stay behind at her desk. The pupils left. Connie took her papers and left too. Susan was alone with Parley Burns.


3
Michael

Susan Graves had a brother, the good-looking boy who liked baseball. Michael was a year older, but three grades behind her. The physical resemblance was strong, the same dark hair and blue eyes and high colour in their cheeks. Outside, Michael’s glance was full of amusement, mischief, secret ambition. His voice was loud and undiminished: hear me roar. In a classroom, he was pitiful.

After Parley Burns took over the school, he released Connie from her valiant efforts on behalf of la belle langue and she concentrated on English grammar, on assertive, interrogative, imperative sentences. Example of the latter? The house is on fire! Run! Run! Parley moved Susan into his own class and deposited fourteen-year-old Michael with “capable Miss Flood, who will take you in hand.”

Parley was not the only one who claimed the boy was unteachable. None too bright, said Miss Fluelling, who had watched his lack of progress from the age of seven. A boy who read and wrote laboriously, grindingly, though memory work was no problem. Poems and songs he recited without effort and numbers in his head were a snap. But they all did a strange soft-shoe when he wrote them down. He survived because so many others were behind too – children who arrived not knowing English and were removed at regular, arbitrary intervals to help with the seeding and harvesting. He survived because at recess he ran and ran and shook off the hounds of learning. His father was a man of standing from Ontario. Owner of the hardware store in the centre of town and the big white frame house across the road from the school.

Michael interested Connie from the first moment. She was intrigued by his cockiness in the schoolyard and by his affection for his sister: he teased, admired, listened to her. In her own experience brothers and sisters were close when the parents were not, and she wondered about Mr and Mrs Graves, the former bull-like in appearance and the latter the most attractive woman in town.

She had also wondered about Parley alone in her classroom with Susan and had paused on the way down the front steps, unresolved. Then she had turned and gone back up the stairs and into the school.

She waited in the hallway near the closed door, moving her load of workbooks from one arm to another. The young Prince of Wales kept her company, his framed likeness on the wall beside the door. In those days nothing animated her mind more than fantasies of rescue, and of those fantasies, the most vivid involved rescuing not a friend, but an enemy. To rescue a lamb has merit; to rescue a wolf quickens the pulse. She was anxious on Susan’s behalf, but her inner dramatist leapt forward to Parley behind bars, and she was visiting him, bringing books into his pale, tormented, despicable life.

The door opened and she was the guilty party.

“Susan has agreed to help out,” he said. “We’re forming a drama club and she’s going to help me organize it.”

Nothing bad about that, although the play in mind gave pause. Scenes from Tess starring Susan as the ill-fated beauty. But he was a staple of the curriculum – pessimistic, erotic Thomas Hardy.

*

They were halfway through October. At midday Connie sat on the back steps of the school paring an apple with an old penknife when around the corner came Michael Graves returning from the noon-hour dinner break. Her smile, the unreserved smile of this pretty teacher, had him reaching into his pocket and offering her his jack-knife, wickedly sharp. Then he simplified matters by taking over the apple. He sat on the step beside her and proceeded to display an exactitude, a hatred of waste, a remarkable aptitude with his hands. One thin, continuous peel slid off his blade and curled into his lap. His hands were sunburnt and dry and nicked, familiar with gopher holes and fox diggings and snake squirmings.

The same feeling of fascination came over her that used to settle on her as a child watching her mother bandage a cut knee, or roll a lemon under her palm, or scrape batter off her fingers with a bone-handled knife, or peel potatoes with such infinite regard for the flesh that her peelings too were skin-thin and elegant. How it lulls a person, the sight of work done easily and well and without conscious thought.

A shadow fell over them. Parley
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