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The Thaw

For Marjorie Genevieve










Wisdom after the event is cheap indeed – but go back.

The smoky light of a March sunrise is seeping through the winter drapes. Outside, the world is glassy; the trees on Pleasant Street, glazed with winter. Every bare branch, every dead leaf is sheathed in ice, like a fossil from another age, an antediluvian dream of blossom and green canopies. Below her bedroom window, the drifts rise up in frozen waves of white – even the sudden gusts and eddies of wind cannot disturb those peaks – while overhead, the warmth of the sun is so reluctant in its offerings, so meagre, you’d not be alone if you failed to notice the coming of the first thaw.

Above her room, a sheet of ice on the eaves gives way, smashing like a mirror on to the porch roof, but everyone in the house sleeps on. Marjorie – or Marjorie Genevieve as her father always called her – sleeps in what the family still call ‘Ethel’s room’, though it has been thirteen years since Ethel was taken from them by TB. Ethel, 1913. And Kathleen, just two years later, only twenty-two. Marjorie still keeps one of Kathleen’s Sunday handkerchiefs, spotted with her blood.

As for their mother, Cecelia Maud, it is true what people say. She has never recovered from the deaths of her three grown children: Ethel, Kathleen and, finally, senselessly, Murray, two months after Kathleen. Before Christmas, Marjorie found her mother sitting in the ice house with her coat unbuttoned and sawdust stuck to the bare soles of her feet.

After seven daughters, Providence gave Cecelia Maud and James MacLeod a single son, a boy who would become the youngest lawyer ever admitted to the Bar in the province of Nova Scotia.

Some say the MacLeods hold themselves too high – which is perhaps why the fight broke out, behind Batterson’s Dry Goods, which, everyone knew, doubled as a bootlegger’s after dark on Saturdays.

No man that night would ever say who was involved or who threw the first punch. Only this was clear. Murray was laid out on a table in the storeroom. Concussed, they said, that was all. Come morning, he’d have a devil of a sore head, and a hard time defending himself to his mother and his wife, lawyer or no. Louis Clarke, the town’s Inspector, gave them ten minutes while he turned a blind eye, stepped outside and marvelled, as he was known to do, at the plenitude of stars in the Cape Breton sky. Two men, suddenly stark sober, heaved Murray into their arms. They took the short cut through Plant’s Field; saw only the Portuguese fishermen who were camped, as ever, by the brook, their damp clothes hanging pale as spectres, while their owners slept.

That Sunday morning in August, Cecelia Maud woke early. She planned to pick a few Little Gem lettuces from the garden before they wilted in the day’s heat. But when she opened the inside door of the back porch, she found her only son slumped against the rocker, blood seeping from his ear.

It was only after the clockwork of the day had begun – the stove swept (no char on a Sunday), the breakfast table laid – that Marjorie found her mother on the floor beside her brother, and for a moment she struggled to know the living from the dead.

But no charges were laid. No notice of the funeral was given in St Joseph’s weekly bulletin. It was an unusually quiet gathering, family only, for Murray MacLeod was the youngest lawyer ever to be called to the Bar – dead after a Saturday night at the bootlegger’s.

The town whispered. Such a shame. Hadn’t the family already been locked away in their years of mourning? Those girls would hardly know themselves when the black sheets came off the mirrors.

But the MacLeods, Catholic, suffered their most recent loss privately. With three daughters of the house yet to be married, the family remained aware: they were fortunate to reside on Pleasant Street, in the enviable, Protestant district of Ward One.

Again. Wisdom after the event is cheap indeed – but these words and the article itself, in the North Sydney Herald, are still unimaginable. As she wakes this Saturday morning in a frozen March, Marjorie Genevieve is enjoying the knowledge that her coat was anything but cheap.

She works Mondays and Wednesdays at the head office of Thompson’s Foundry. Before her father died, he made it clear he would consent to a part-time postion only. She did not need to work, he explained with a benign smile, and although James MacLeod is now eight years gone, no one, not even Marjorie’s eldest sister, May, with her fierce intelligence and heavy eyebrows, has the authority to overturn his decision.

Marjorie knew it had to be beaver, not muskrat, not even muskrat dyed to look like mink.

A three-quarter-length, wrap-round coat in unsheared beaver.

She saved for two years.

In the darkness of her room, she neither turns on the lamp nor removes the mourning sheet from her cheval mirror. She slides the coat on over her nightgown and rubs her palm against the nape of the fur. The sensation of it is enough. The shawl collar tickles her bare neck. The silk lining is cool against her chest. When she pulls back the drapes, she can see almost nothing of the day through the bedroom window. The pane is a palimpsest of frost; the world is white. But she is radiantly warm.

It is only right. There has been enough grief. Thirteen years of grief. Ethel. Kathleen. Murray. Then her father. Is it any wonder that her mother is the husk of herself? But she, Marjorie, is twenty-nine.

Wearing the fur over only her nightgown, Marjorie feels nearly naked.

The furrier at Vooght Brothers had the voice of an orator. ‘I do not need to persuade you of the elegance of this coat. But remember, while beaver is sometimes known for being heavy to wear, it offers exceptional protection against the excesses of a Cape Breton winter. Notice how the long guard hairs give this coat its lustrous sheen.’

She noticed.

He took the liberty of easing the coat over her shoulders. The drape felt exquisite; the weight of the fur, a strange new gravity. A lining of gold dress-silk flashed within. She wrapped the coat around herself, and felt the dense animal softness mould itself to her form.

‘You won’t find a more fashionable cut this side of Montreal.’

It was the coat of a mature, stylish woman, the coat of a woman of nearly thirty.

She deposited her payment in a small metal box and watched it whiz away on an electric wire. Within moments, the box came sailing back down the line, and revealed, as if by magic, her bill of sale.

Her account was settled.

The coat would be delivered.

The dance was Saturday night.

The penalties of past mistakes cannot be remitted, but at least the lessons so solemnly and dearly learned should be taken to heart.

But not yet. Wait—

Because Charlie Thompson is pulling up next to the hitching rail outside Vooght’s, where William Dooley, the funeral director, has stopped his team. Steam rises from the horses’ flanks as a small group of men – from Dooley’s, the Cable Office, the Vendome Hotel and the Royal Albert – gather to offer, with low whistles and eagle eyes, their unreserved admiration for Charlie Thompson’s new 1926 Buick Roadster.

Marjorie sees him – Mr Thompson, her employer – and nods briefly before turning right when, in fact, she meant to turn left for home. But it’s too late. Her pride in her new purchase has distracted her, and she doesn’t want to walk past the group of men again straightaway, so she slips into the Royal Café and orders tea with a slice of Lady Baltimore cake.

Outside the gleaming window, a single, tusky icicle drips, one of a long row that hangs from the café’s awning, though Marjorie does not notice this first sign of the coming spring.

Between sips of tea, she watches the gathering across the street. William Dooley, the funeral director, has eased himself into the driver’s seat. Mr Thompson is leaning on the door of the Buick, showing him the inner sanctum, but even so, he is taller than the others. She supposes he’s handsome for a man of his age: dark-haired, grey only at the temples, an easy smile. Shame about the one short leg. A birth defect, she was told.

According to Eleanor in the office, he always walks fast, trying to disguise it, and his tailor ‘gets hell’ if the hem of his trousers doesn’t hide the top of his block of a shoe. ‘Maybe the bad leg’s the reason he likes speed,’ Eleanor murmured, leaning forward. ‘Well, there’s that new automobile, isn’t there? Plus some fine breed of horse up at the racecourse.’ She lowered her chin and whispered into her bosom. ‘Apparently, he’s a gambler.’

Maybe, thought Marjorie. But married, fifty, sober, Protestant, well off, with three children. Respectable.

She leaves two bites of cake on her plate, as May taught her. Then she pushes in her chair, slips on her wool coat and pays the bill. Across the street, Charlie Thompson has resumed the ordinary shape of the man who lopes unevenly past her desk each morning while the secretaries, Marjorie included, lower their eyes out of courtesy.

As she slips through the door of the Royal Café, there can be no way for Marjorie to know that the man she is about to pass for the second time that day – Charlie Thompson, married, fifty, Protestant, with three children – is her future.

On Route 28, the chains on the car’s tires grip the snowy twists and bends. They hum, then clunk, with every rotation, a primitive rhythm that sends Marjorie into a world of her own. It’s a sixteen-mile journey from North Sydney to Sydney, and, wrapped in her new coat, she enjoys every moment, staring through her window at the frozen expanse of Sydney Harbour, mesmerised by its white, elemental glow.

So she makes only the poorest of efforts to shout over the engine for chit-chat with Eleanor and Eleanor’s brother, Stan, up front. The forty-minute journey passes in what seems like ten, and in no time, the flaming tower of Sydney’s steelworks looms into view, spitting like a firework.

The Herald will assure us that, as she arrives at the Imperial Hotel on Sydney’s Esplanade, Marjorie is a young lady whose thoughts are centred on an evening’s innocent recreation. In the lobby, she passes her fur to the cloakroom attendant, wondering if the girl will be tempted to try it on when no one’s looking. Go on, she wants to say. I don’t mind! But she doesn’t want to presume.

‘Don’t forget your dance cards!’ the girl calls after them, and Marjorie dashes back.

For this is a dance, not a society ball, and Marjorie thrills to the faint promise of the unexpected, the spontaneous. Stan is their chaperone, and if he is necessary, he is also negligible.

On the threshold of the hotel’s ballroom, she tries to compose a picture in her mind to savour tomorrow morning. But it’s a kaleidoscope. The colour of the dresses. (All the satin!) The candlelight from the tables. The glassy polish of the men’s shoes. The gleam of the instruments on stage.

Then Eleanor is nudging her arm and reciting the names of the dances marked on their cards. How they laugh. There’s the Turkey Trot, the Wiggle-de-Wiggle, the Shorty George, the Fuzzy Wuzzy . . . Sixteen dances in all. They sashay into the ballroom. ‘I hope I’ve got a little Negro in my blood,’ shouts
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