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			Quels livres as-tu lus,

			en dehors de ceux qui conservent la voix des femmes

			et des choses irréelles?

			…

			Et les livres que tu écris

			bruiront de choses irréelles –

			irréelles à force de trop être,

			comme les songes.

			What books have you read,

			besides those that preserve the voices of women

			and things unreal?

			…

			And the books you write

			will rustle with things unreal –

			unreal because too real,

			like dreams.

			– JEAN-JOSEPH RABEARIVELO

		

	
		
			HISTORY

		

	
		
			I

			It has been six months since my mother died; a shade less since Henry passed. In that time, I’ve stayed home and I’ve kept things tidy.

			They have been much on my mind.

			I’ve been thinking about Love, you see, and theirs was the first and most puzzling romance I witnessed. I didn’t understand it at the time. I still find it odd, though now it also seems a sad thing to contemplate.

			Contemplate it I will, though, or contemplate it I must.

			I’ve decided to write, to do something between housecleaning and the dreams I have about your shoulders.

			Not that I’m idle.

			I do a great deal of reading and some cooking. Besides, you’d be surprised how much there is to be done in or around a room. It’s far from dull, I can tell you, but diversion depends on discipline. You have to break the day into manageable portions, and that takes a clock and a little resolve.

			It takes a timetable:

			
				
					
							7 O’clock:
							I am awakened by the alarm.
					

					
							8 O’clock:
							I clean my bedroom.
					

					
							9 O’clock:
							I feed Alexander (seed).
					

					
							10 O’clock:
						
							I read poetry.
					

					
							11 O’clock:
							I continue to read poetry.
					

					
							12 O’clock:
							I prepare my meal of the day. I eat it.
					

					
							
							1 O’clock (PM):
						
							
							I write letters (to the Citizen).
						
					

					
							
							2 O’clock (PM):
						
							I clean my bedroom.
					

					
							
							3 O’clock (PM):
						
							I prepare tea.
					

					
							
							4 O’clock (PM):
						
							I set out for a walk, and walk with you in mind. (We’ve known each other for over a year now.)
					

					
							
							5 O’clock (PM):
						
							I read the newspaper.
					

					
							
							6 O’clock (PM):
						
							I read philosophy.
					

					
							
							7 O’clock (PM):
						
							I continue to read.
					

					
							
							8 O’clock (PM):
						
							I meditate on what I’ve read.
					

					
							
							9 O’clock (PM):
						
							I feed Alexander (fruit, vegetables).
					

					
							
							10 O’clock (PM):
						
							I bathe.
					

					
							
							11 O’clock (PM):
						
							I prepare the next day’s schedule.
					

				

				12 (AM) to 6 (AM): Sleep.

			

			Of course, this gives you no idea of the wealth of my existence. It doesn’t take me an hour to wake from sleep. Nor does it take me an hour to feed Alexander. I can make tea in fifteen minutes, and there are days when I have no letters to write. I don’t confine myself to the reading of poetry or philosophy, and, although I do clean the bedroom twice a day, there are a number of ways to go about it, each with its own appeal.

			Still, none of this gives me the focus I’d like. I brood. I often brood.

			Perhaps writing is the discipline I need.

			So I will write, precisely, about my mother and Henry, about Love, with you in mind, from the beginning.

			I had a singular childhood.

			My parents went their separate ways at my birth and I was sent to live with my grandmother.

			My grandmother, Mrs Edna MacMillan, lived in Petrolia.

			I don’t think she was pleased to have me. She was past the age of easy tolerance, and she was cantankerous. (When I was five or six, I went through a phase about God making mountains He himself couldn’t lift, until my grandmother told me that He didn’t exist, so there was no use my going on about it.)

			Also, she used to drink a lot of dandelion wine. And, from the time I could tell a dandelion from a thistle, she sent me out to cull them from lawns and fields all over the neighbourhood.1

			She wasn’t a cruel woman, but she was erratic. You couldn’t always tell where you stood with her. At least, I couldn’t. And her only loves were the wine she made and the poetry of Archibald Lampman:

			
				From plains that reel to southward, dim,

				The road runs by me white and bare;

				Up the steep hill it seems to swim

				Beyond, and melt into the glare…

			

			And so on…

			It was a strange combination, wine and Lampman, but I once used the poetry against the wine, so I was grateful for it.

			My grandmother was sixty-five years old when I was abandoned to her care, a retired schoolteacher, thin as a compass, with an aureole of white hair. Her eyes were liver brown, and her nose was slightly bent to one side of her face.

			Outwardly, she was predictable. She usually wore one of two dresses: there was a long, short-sleeved summer dress with red and black flowers on a white background, and there was a long-sleeved winter dress with red and white flowers on a black background. She woke at seven o’clock every morning, and she drank a small tumbler of wine. If she’d had a bad night, she would drink two.

			Perhaps, in the distant past, this steadied her nerves, but, when I knew her, the wine didn’t help at all.

			When she was really depressed, there was no telling what breakfast would be like. I had Pablum for breakfast until I was seven years old, so the Pablum was a sure thing. Sometimes she fed me herself. Sometimes she put a bowl of Pablum before me. Sometimes she gave me a spoon, sometimes a fork. And once, in a fit of giddiness, she used her wooden spoon as a catapult and fired the warm Pablum at me from the pot.

			Much of how the day turned out was determined by breakfast.

			I’m not saying I was abused, but there were times when she’d hit me pretty hard with her wooden spoon, and times when she’d hit me with whatever was nearby. (I don’t know if anyone else has been punished with an egg-beater, but I was, once.) I can’t always remember why she hit me. There wasn’t always a good reason, but the time I’m thinking of, when I used her beloved Lampman against her, was one of those when I’d done something wrong.

			I’d fallen in the field across from our house and cut my hand on a broken Mason jar. Instead of asking for a bandage, as I should have, I’d gone to get one for myself. The bandages were on the lower shelf of the bathroom cabinet, and I could just reach them if I stood on my toes. What I did, though, was knock over a bottle of iodine. It shattered in the sink. My grandmother came to see what was going on.

			I was six or seven at the time, no match for her. She had been drinking, and she had a frying pan with her. I saw it rise above me. I put up my hands to protect my head. I don’t know what inspired me to recite poetry, but I did:

			
				Now hath the summer reached her golden close,

				And, lost amid her cornfields, bright of soul,

				Scarcely perceives from her divine repose

				How near, how swift, the inevitable goal…

			

			There I was, hands raised up, squeaking out the first verse of “September,” the only Lampman I knew by heart, having heard it from her hundreds of times.

			And the poem smoothed her out.

			– Clever monkey, she said

			walking unsteadily back to the kitchen and her kitchenware.

			It all seems improbable now, and yet I remember every word of the poem. The incident is all the more remarkable in that, at that age, I couldn’t have understood much of Lampman’s meaning.

			

			—

			Petrolia wasn’t very interesting. I can say that now, having other places to compare it to. I suppose it was a fine environment for a child, though. There was a good deal of nature: the earth, mice, frogs, insects, the froth of spawning carp, turtles, and birds.

			The town was cold and white in winter. It was wet in spring, warm in summer, and cold again in autumn; just what you’d expect from Southern Ontario. There were few people, and fewer buildings. There was a golf course, a tile factory, a dam. And in spring, when the only river in town overflowed, it usually managed to take a small child with it.

			My friends at the time, I mean when I was five or six, were Sandy Berwick, the Goodman sisters, and the Schwartzes, all of whom lived close by.

			Sandy’s backyard abutted ours. His father was Reverend Berwick. We were friends because I was the only child who could stand him.

			Our first meeting went something like this:

			I was in the garden pulling weeds. From his side of the fence, Sandy said

			– My name’s Berwick…What’re you doing?

			– Picking weeds.

			– For Mrs MacMillan?

			– For my grandmother.

			– She’s very old…

			– Yes, she’s pretty old.

			– Is she Christian?

			– I don’t think so.

			– Ohh…that’s awful…

			He walked away. He was wearing shorts and white socks that went up to his knees. He came back a minute later.

			– She has to be converted, you know, he said.

			Then he walked off again.

			I had no idea what he was talking about, but it seemed significant. He had things in line. My grandmother was old. She wasn’t Christian. She had to be converted.

			

			—

			The Goodmans were our neighbours on one side; the Schwartzes were on the other.

			There were three Goodman sisters: Jane, Andrea, and Margaret. They all had pixie cuts, which Mrs Goodman gave them the first Friday of every month. The three sisters were popular. There were usually half a dozen girls in the Goodmans’ backyard every day until five o’clock, and when they weren’t in the yard, they were in the basement playing with dolls or listening to records on their portable record player.

			The Goodmans’ basement was fascinating to me. The walls were panelled with slats that smelled of pine. Near the foot of the stairs there was a bar. Its counter was white arborite. Behind it were shelves of brightly coloured bottles. There were also mysterious gadgets: a piggy bank in the shape of a woman in a bathing suit, a bottle opener like a Lilliputian golf club, a mug with flesh-coloured breasts jutting from it, and plastic ice cubes with flies in them. Here and there, tacked to the wall, there were postcards from Florida and snapshots of Mr and Mrs Goodman on vacation.

			The basement was carpeted. There were easy chairs and an upholstered sofa. In a separate room, there was a Ping-Pong table. It all seemed so luxurious, so wealthy.

			In contrast, our basement was a dark and mildewed punishment.

			I didn’t go to the Goodmans’ often, because I was shy and because Mr Goodman didn’t like me, but it was at the Goodmans’ that I learned to skip rope, to turn double Dutch and Irish, to tell the difference between a doll in summer clothes and a doll in sportswear, to make papier-mâché heads and construction-paper silhouettes.

			And, as it happens, Margaret Goodman was my first love.

			

			—

			On the other side, the Schwartzes lived in a red-brick two-storey house that was the smallest on Grove Street. It was also the most beautiful. The house was covered in ivy, and the property penned by an unruly hedge. In the front windows, one on either side of the door, there were white flowerboxes which, in spring, were filled with tulips.

			When I knew them, Mrs Schwartz was twenty-five and her daughter, Irene, was five.

			As far as I remember, Lillian Schwartz was the only person who ever talked about my mother: my mother as a child, the dolls she liked, the books she read, the park on King where she fell from the seesaw; my mother adolescent, beautiful in certain dresses, squabbling with her parents; and then her sudden departure, at the age of seventeen, with a man from Sarnia.

			In Lillian Schwartz’s version of her, I discerned something of myself. I imagined my mother thin, shy, and unhappy.

			Also, Mrs Schwartz never spoke down to me. She behaved as if I were a colleague. When she took a correspondence course on religion, for instance, I was pushed into the frightening universe of charmed weeds, dying saints, and the restless dead.

			To this day I can’t think of Philo of Alexandria without a shudder, but Lillian Schwartz was the adult I loved most, after my grandmother, and she was more trustworthy, in my eyes.

			
				1 In summer, the field across the street from our house was yellow with dandelions and spiky with thistles. It smelled of weeds and pine.

				Along with a basket for the dandelions, I’d take a glass jar with me, to catch grasshoppers and crickets. In fact, quite a bit of my time was taken up with insects: finding them, catching them, admiring their wings and antennae before setting them free.

			

		

	
		
			II

			Now that I’ve known so many unhappy people, I understand my grandmother’s misery.

			She had lived something other than the life she wanted. She had married late, then her husband left her. (He died, actually, but she held it against him, I think.)

			For years she had taught primary school, though she had no fondness for children, and she had whelped, if that’s the word, an ungrateful child. After a life like that, passed in a town so far from the world, what was there to do but subside in drink and wait for her pension cheques?

			Then I was forced on her.

			She could have drowned me, poisoned me, left me in traffic, or fed me to wild dogs – all of which she threatened to do. Instead, in her own way, she sheltered me. (There is even, at the edge of memory, a memory of sleep in her arms; her sour smell, her dry white hair…)

			I didn’t understand how much each kindness to me cost her. To feed and clothe a child who, on top of everything else, resembled her reckless daughter. Imagine.

			And then there were her friends, the two or three old ladies who visited from time to time. They smelled of baby powder and dirty clothes. They held my chin in their hands and shook my face until I was dizzy, and then said things like

			– He looks just like Katarina…

			– It doesn’t look like you’re taking care of him, Eddy…

			– He’s a little animal…

			– I don’t think you’re raising him right…

			and shook my face some more.

			That must have rubbed salt in the wound.

			So, my survival was a fortuitous thing. As soon as I learned to, I steered clear of my grandmother. The less she saw of me, the more tolerable I was.

			

			—

			Now, as I mentioned, I met Sandy Berwick while I was pulling weeds from the garden.

			His idea that my grandmother had to be converted was still a little beyond comprehension. Religious conversion wasn’t, until Mrs Schwartz began her studies, an issue for me. As far as I could tell, we – my grandmother and I – were not religious at all. It was she who told me God did not exist, and we rarely saw the inside of a church together.

			Obviously, Sandy’s upbringing was different from my own. His father was a minister of the United Church. His family was devout, but I don’t think that explains his fervour. His mind had latched on to an idea and it would not let go.

			Some time after our first meeting, I was in the backyard again. It was a hot day. The garden was parched. (We called it a garden, but there were no flowers to speak of, only a row of sunflowers that drooped in our direction, though they belonged to the Berwicks.) I had found a stick with which I could poke holes in the ground, and I had discovered an anthill.

			This time I saw Sandy coming before he spoke to me.

			– You want to be friends? he asked.

			– I don’t mind.

			– What’re you doing?

			– Digging holes.

			– What for?

			– I don’t know.

			– You want to see my house?

			– Sure.

			

			—

			I was obsessed with other people’s houses. I remember the Berwicks’ house in its particulars. It smelled clean. It was ethereal in its cleanliness.

			The stairs to the second floor were carpeted. The kitchen was spotless: no Pablum stains, no greasy tiles, no signs of violence. The furniture, what little there was, was all straight lines. (Though other houses were more inviting, the Berwicks’ was where I would have chosen to live.)

			Mrs Berwick met us as soon as we entered.

			– Te voilà, Alexandre, she said, kissing Sandy’s ears. Tu as un ami? Tu me le présente?

			She held him close, smiling politely as we were introduced, pleased her son had found a friend.

			– Tu veux quelque chose à manger, chéri? Ça fait déjà deux heures depuis déjeuner. Tu n’as pas faim? Oui, tu as sûrement faim. Viens manger un peu.

			She led us to the kitchen table and put a basket of oranges before us. She cut two slices of cake (canary yellow, impossibly sweet) and put them on small plates. She brought us glasses of milk.

			Sandy wasn’t interested. He watched me eat, without touching his food. His mother tried everything to encourage him. She stood behind him and played with his hair. She whispered to him. She nibbled on the cake herself, until, at last, he broke a corner from the slice and put it on the tip of his tongue.

			– Tu vois? she said. Miam miam…

			I was confused. My grandmother never fussed over what I ate, and I ate whatever was before me.

			When we were finished, Mrs Berwick inspected Sandy’s plate. He had eaten enough to satisfy her (half the cake, a section of orange), so she let us go.

			

			—

			Sandy’s room was much like the rest of the house. It was carpeted. It smelled of nothing in particular. The walls were white. There was a neatly made bed, above which hung a painting of Christ surrounded by young children.

			And there were short bookshelves, filled with books in French.2

			On top of one of the shelves, Sandy had a cage of white rats, two of them: Aline and Pierre.

			

			—

			The clean house, the tidy room, the neat backyard. By and large, they were the borders of Sandy’s world.

			He would have preferred to play baseball, to swim in the water hazard at the golf course, to throw stones at passing cars, but with his asthma there wasn’t much chance of that. Whenever he ran for more than a few steps, he would collapse, breathless, and I would have to help him with his inhaler, or wait until he recovered.

			– Don’t guess. What is it?

			– It’s D.

			– That’s right. And this…?

			From the letters themselves we turned to their sounds. That was even more obscure. How was it that “A” could be

			
				“A” as in father

				“A” as in make

				“A” as in have

			

			What were the rules?

			Nor did my grandmother limit herself to short words when it came to pronunciation. For every “bake” there was a “prestidigitate,” a “necromancy,” or a “manoeuvre.” Difficult words indeed, but I learned to pronounce them, and she never broke any of my fingers.

			Then we began to read.

			It would have been nice to have simpler things, like Mother Goose Rhymes or Struwwelpeter. Instead, we read English poetry and Dickens, boatloads of Dickens.

			To be fair, it was something of a pleasure meeting English this way, but once I’d gained confidence, she started in on French. I learned that language the same way, though I speak it with a Trinidadian accent.

			We didn’t do much together. We read our comics, occasionally explored the woods behind the tile factory, or disposed of the rats born to Aline and Pierre. Somehow, that was enough to kill the hours between breakfast and supper (in summer) or afternoon and evening (during the school year).

			It wasn’t an enduring friendship. The Berwicks moved to Wyoming when I was eight, and there was no goodbye.

			The things I most remember about Sandy are his desire to convert my grandmother, his trouble breathing, his clean home, and his mother’s body.

			

			—

			When we’d been friends for two years, Sandy went through a phase.

			It began when we discovered a stack of rude magazines in the woods behind the tile factory.

			The tile factory was abandoned and decrepit. It was just past the golf course on the edge of town, within walking distance of our homes. (That is, Sandy could walk to it without suffering.) Behind the factory was a tract of bush, thistles, and thin trees. A shallow stream ran through it, and it was a perfect place for catching grasshoppers, field mice, shrews, and frogs.

			In the middle of all this scrub, there was a shack, a lean-to really, only big enough to accommodate half a dozen children at a time. It was a foul-smelling place on the inside, and it was, in its way, dangerous. We felt courageous exploring it.

			The magazines were inside the shack.

			They were, most of them, “gentlemen’s” magazines, full of colour photographs of naked women. Two of them, however, were mystifying.

			The first, My Darling Horse, had photographs of a woman with her hand on a horse’s penis or with her mouth around it. (In one instance, she was hanging on to the horse’s body with its penis inside her.)

			The second had no cover at all. It was full of pictures of men and women burning each other. They were naked, but they weren’t otherwise engaged. They simply burned each other with cigarettes and butane lighters, candles and cigars. That was it.

			These two we thought too awful to keep, so we left them where they were. The others we took with us to a new hiding place. We buried them at the foot of a birch tree beside the factory. And we returned to the magazines every so often until they disintegrated.3

			Their effect on Sandy was immediate. Whereas before we had wandered around the woods and fields talking about nothing in particular, we now talked of nothing but women. Were they all like those in the magazines? Did they all have vaginas? What would it be like if they didn’t? How would you know? Could you ask?

			And then, one day, Sandy wondered aloud if his mother was “vaginaed” or not. I hadn’t thought of Mrs Berwick that way, but, to my mind, it was certain she was.

			– Of course she has a vagina, I said.

			– How do you know?

			After a long and thoughtful discussion, I had to admit I didn’t. How could I? But why wouldn’t Mrs Berwick have one? We all had penises, didn’t we? (Though, there too, the question was moot.)

			I would have preferred to let the matter drop, but for Sandy it was a pretext. He began to plan the best way for the two of us to discover his mother’s private province.

			We spent more time at his house.

			We hid in the bathroom for hours, waiting for his mother to come in.

			– Mais qu’est-ce que vous faites dans la salle de bain?

			He repeatedly asked if we could hide under her skirt.

			– Mais pourquoi?

			Whenever her hands were full, he would pull her dress up as high as he could.

			– Alexandre! Laisse Maman tranquille!

			We would hide in the bedroom closet with the door open just wide enough for us to see what was going on. (Once, this almost worked, but as Mrs Berwick began to undress, Sandy giggled in anticipation and she found us out.)

			The remarkable thing in all this was Mrs Berwick’s patience. It must have been obvious what we were after, but she was indulgent.

			And, in fact, we finally did see her naked, but it wasn’t as Sandy had planned.

			One summer afternoon when we were being typically bothersome, Mrs Berwick threw up her hands and said

			– Bon. Aujourd’hui nous allons à la plage.

			– That’s a wonderful idea, said Reverend Berwick.

			It didn’t seem like a wonderful idea to us, but we helped her make ham sandwiches and lemonade, and we climbed into the car.

			The ride was interminable.

			We drove out of town, past Sarnia, past farm fields and farm animals and farmhouses, taking gravel roads and dirt roads. Then, when Reverend Berwick stopped the car, we walked along a pebbled path until we came to a small lake.

			There were clouds in the sky, but the sun was shining. The water was clear and cold. The narrow beach smelled of the pine trees along the shore. The ground was a little stony, so we had to watch where we stepped. Reverend Berwick put two baby-blue beach towels down, and then he and Mrs Berwick undressed. Just like that, neither casually nor self-consciously. Mrs Berwick let down her hair and put her glasses in her husband’s jacket.

			– Vous vous déshabillez pas? she asked us.

			Her body was pink and white. She had heavy breasts, their light-blue veins reticulated. Her nipples were dark and, yes, she had a vagina, or at least the pubic hair that suggested it. Reverend Berwick was thin. His body was white and soft-looking. Naturally, he had a penis.

			They both went slowly into the water, and then Reverend Berwick plunged in.

			Sandy and I reluctantly undressed and joined them. Sandy stayed in the shallow water by himself, but, once I got used to it, I went out as far as I could.

			Now, of course, I understand what was memorable about all this. It wasn’t the Berwicks’ nakedness as such. They were as tidy with their clothes off as on. It was my awareness that they must always have been at ease with their bodies.

			There was no doubt Sandy had seen his mother’s body. He had plotted so that I should see it, and not like this, either. Our day at the beach was a disappointment to him. Why? Because I’m convinced he had his own reason for having me see his mother’s body.

			Perhaps he wished to embarrass her, or, again, perhaps he was proud to show me what he had already seen.

			Whatever the case, his motive eludes me. To this day, I can’t get it straight.

			
				2 I don’t know how it had been for him, but I had been reading since the age of four. And learning to read, as with most of what my grandmother taught me, had been traumatic.

				She’d started me in on the alphabet from the time I could say “gramaw.” There had been hours at the kitchen table: I, small and nervous, on one side, my grandmother, armed with cards and a yardstick, on the other. You can believe I learned the letters quickly.

				– Put your hand on the table. Now, what’s this?

				– A?

				– That’s right. And this?

				–D?

				Smack! A rap across the knuckles.

				– Are you guessing?

				– O?

				Smack! Another rap across the knuckles.

				3 These magazines were my first proof that the adults around us were engaged in something obscure. It was also the first time I was aware of being sexually aroused, without knowing that that’s what it was. I couldn’t understand the horse or the burns, but most of the other images did something to me that translated, physically, as a racing heartbeat, a feeling of anxiety, and an unwanted, though not entirely disagreeable, forgive me for mentioning it, tumescence.

				If I could choose, this would not have been my first sexual experience. It’s annoying to be taken back to those woods, to the sound of birds, the smell of earth and trees, the stink of the cabin.

			

		

	
		
			III

			Two words forward, one word back. I’m surprised at how arduous it is to write. How arduous it is to arrange my own life.

			I get up at seven as usual, but most of the day is filled with scribbling.

			My timetables aren’t all that helpful, but I’m wary of keeping too strictly to schedule. I mean, I’m comforted by things in place, but I’ve learned to temper my inclination.

			My first timetable was an act of desperation. It was made in 1978. I was suffering through an episode. I was confused and tired. I’d spent three days staring at a dirty basement window.

			And then a car horn sounded in the distance, somewhere along Gilmour Street. I heard it and, for no reason I can understand, I suddenly saw the moments in a day as if they were the beads on a chaplet.

			It was transcendent.

			I wrote my first entry that very day, and from the first words

			
				
					
							7 O’clock:
							Wake up.
					

				

			

			I felt a wave of relief.

			Of course, things didn’t fall into place right away. After

			
				
					
							7 O’clock:
							Wake up.
					

				

			

			I wrote

			
				
					
							7:01:
							Feet on floor. Out of bed.
					

					
							7:02:
							To the bathroom. Urinate.
					

					
							7:03:
							Brush teeth.
					

					
							7:04:
							Floss teeth, rinse.
					

					
							7:05:
							Walk leisurely from bathroom to kitchen.
					

					
							7:06:
							Pause to remember a voice.
					

					
							7:07:
							Emotional interlude: longing.
					

					
							7:08:
							Think about breakfast on way to kitchen.
					

					
							7:09:
							Reject preceding thought. Leave kitchen.
					

				

			

			And so on…

			There was more solace in the elaboration of a timetable than there was in its execution. I fastidiously set down the minutes in a day, all of them. There were 1,440 entries on 43 pages, but I’d forgotten to leave time to read them.

			You understand, I knew how strange it was to wander about the house, pacing myself, reading from my pages, and once the comfort of precision faded, I was not confident of my state of mind.

			And yet, I’d done some things right. The minutes of sleep were easily accomplished, and I had wisely left myself “emotional interludes,” though I’d forgotten how unpredictable they are. (I remember staring at a cup for three hours one day, wondering why it was yellow. It’s difficult to schedule an episode like that.)

			The trick, which I have almost mastered, is latitude.

			

			—

			Looking over the pages I’ve written so far, I have the distinct feeling my childhood was unpleasant.

			It wasn’t, not entirely.

			My grandmother was a frightening woman, but even she occasionally lost herself in good humour. There was pumpkin pie for Halloween, Christmas cake for Christmas, plum pudding and ice cream whenever the mood struck her.

			Petrolia was unexciting, but it was also a stillness: an impossibly delicate tree frog in the palm of my hand, milkweeds and thistles, acres and acres of green and ochre, the dark stubble that sticks up from under snow-flattened fields…

			I might even have said my early childhood was good, if I hadn’t decided to write it, to write about the others

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
				
						It was a sunny day.
						An odd fact, provided by Mrs Schwartz. I take it to mean that my grandfather’s vision was not impaired by natural phenomena. He might have seen the car coming, if only he’d looked up, or looked in the right direction. Something, or someone, prevented his looking, or distracted him from it altogether. There was no real darkness, but the door is open for another kind of dark.
				

				
						My grandparents were at a corner on Petrolia Street.
						
						Being from Petrolia, there’s nothing unusual about that. They were at a place they knew intimately, crossing from here to there on a street they must have crossed thousands of times, each crossing but this one unfateful. There was nothing ominous about where they stood, but how many times thereafter must my grandmother have asked herself: Why here? What if we’d crossed farther on?
					
				

				
						My grandparents were speaking of something.
						
						Again, what could be more innocent? They would have exchanged a world’s worth of words in their life together. But what if she were scolding him? What if it was she who drew his attention from the street? Well, then, there’s the darkness: cloud cover provided by my grandmother herself.
					
				

				
						My grandfather stepped off the curb.
						In one version of the world, this is the fateful instant in three lives: my grandmother’s, my mother’s, and mine. As my grandfather steps down and turns his head towards his wife to say “What?” or “Really, Edna, I…” three small miseries take shape: my grandmother’s years of loneliness and guilt, my mother’s intense rebellion, and my own childhood. Our lives break off from that moment, as neatly as if he were stepping down on a pane of glass. And then…
				

				
						He was struck by a car.
						my grandfather died.
				

			

			
			
				
						Thomas:
					
						(wistfully) Gosh! If only the old man had looked where he was going…
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
				
						Given:
						
						Michael Stone, hereafter (Mst)
Lillian Martin, hereafter (Lm)
					
				

				
						Variables:
						Mr Martin (MrM), Ships (S), Blue (B)
				

				
						Environment:
						Martins’ Home (MH)
				

				
						Problem:
						Using the elements given, and the variables at one’s disposal, how is it possible to combine (Mst) and (Lm) without adversely affecting the given environment (MH)?
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
						Mrs Schwartz:
						First in a long line of disappointments.
				

				
						Thomas:
						But why?
				

				
						Mrs Schwartz:
						
						(mysterious smile) You’ll see.
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
				
						Katarina:
					
						
						(softly, because she rarely raised her voice) You’ve got hard heels. Let me see your feet. Hold still…
					
				

				
						Thomas:
						You’re hurting me.
				

				
						Katarina:
						That doesn’t hurt. Everyone knows children and animals don’t feel pain. Your spinal columns aren’t developed.
				

			

			
			
			
				
						Katarina:
						There. Now put your socks on.
				

			

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
						Lillian:
						
						They weren’t poor, they were French. Not even. The kids couldn’t speak a word of it, but their parents had French accents. My mother never trusted them. That’s just how she was, Thomas. My own father was French Canadian.
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
						Thomas:
						You were naked?
				

				
						Mrs Schwartz:
						Of course. Your mother was a beautiful young woman. Much more attractive than me.
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