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Prologue

			WITH NO HOPE ON THE HORIZON

			I grappled with thoughts of suicide

			as I sped along the highway blinded

			by tears...

			I’ll just slam into the next pole!!

			Too late!...the next one then!!

			



	

Chapter 1

			I can only imagine what my mother was thinking and feeling after she gave birth to me and the doctor announced, “There’s another one in there!”

			Twins are usually born within minutes of each other, but my identical twin didn’t arrive until two hours and fifteen minutes later. My mother had already given birth to thirteen children, one of which died soon after being born, and had a miscarriage with twins before we arrived, so it’s fair to say that she was not overly excited about bringing—not one, but two!—more babies into the world that day.

			I was given the name Anna and my twin sister was named Anita.

			It was December 21, 1942, in the coal mining town of New Waterford, Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. Population around 10,000. My father owned a meat and grocery business on Plummer Avenue (the main street in town) that was doing exceedingly well. Our house was situated near the top of a hill just off the main street, a couple of minutes’ walk from home.

			My father, whom we called Papa, spent most of his time at the store. He was an easy-going type of a person. Six feet tall, of average build, with a bald spot showing on the top of his head when he wasn’t wearing his hat that matched his grey suit. I remember how he would occasionally take Anita and I on his knee when we were just toddlers and talk to us in a very soothing tone, as if trying to make us feel wanted. Taking his gold watch with a chain attached from his vest pocket, he would make conversation around that, for example. And at night time whenever I couldn’t sleep, I would go to his side of the bed to wake him up. He would always take my hand, and leading me back to my room would whisper, “The angels are waiting at the top of the bed.” Ever so gently, he would cover Anita and I as he lovingly tucked us in, saying, “Back to back.”

			My mother, we called her Mama, on the other hand, was the complete opposite as far as expressing any kind of emotion. Never did we feel the warmth of a mother’s hug or hear the words “I love you.” We constantly felt rejected and like we were nothing but a bother to her.

			The Catholic Church was the centre of her life, and the fear of going to hell dominated her thinking. Every Sunday she would faithfully attend Mass, proudly dressed with her stylish hat and gloves. Anita and I walked on either side, also wearing hats, gloves, and ribbons in our neatly braided hair.

			Although soft spoken, Mama was always firm on one thing: we were to be “obedient.” She was swift with the hand, and a slap in the face would put us in our place in an instant. Kids should be seen but not heard was the understanding, and any questions were ignored. Any attempt to express our feelings or concerns were also disregarded. Growing up with this mentality meant we didn’t understand what a healthy, normal interaction was. The little things most children take for granted, like celebrating their birthday with cake, candles and friends singing “Happy Birthday,” was not something I experienced.

			I can only imagine what my mother was thinking and feeling as she gave birth to us because she did not want children but had them only out of a sense of duty. Each pregnancy must have been very difficult to accept. Within a span of twenty years she gave birth to fifteen children. Of the fourteen of us who survived, there were seven boys and seven girls.

			I can remember our parish priest Father Campbell at the pulpit asking the congregation, “How many children should you have? As many as God will give you.” Birth control of any kind was not allowed in the Catholic Church, so in retrospect I can empathize not only with my mother’s situation but with all those women who had to live under that kind of conditioning.

			I have this rather vague memory of Mama saying that she had worn a corset during her last pregnancy while carrying Anita and I so that no one could tell she was pregnant. She had given birth to all the previous babies in the hospital, but she decided to have a home delivery for the last one. Apparently, someone had remarked that she was like a baby factory. Even though large families were common at the time, she was self-conscious and a very proud person, so the comment must have stung. She was ashamed to be in that condition once again, so she wanted to give birth at home.

			That’s when she received the hugely disappointing news that two babies were on the way! The doctor suggested she go into the hospital to have a tubal ligation after we were born, which she agreed to. She was forty-five years old, and I’m sure she must have been terribly guilt ridden because of her strict religious background. At the same time, it must have been a huge relief to know there would no more pregnancies.

			Our older siblings who had left home for either Montreal or Toronto would come home occasionally for very short visits, so we never did get to know them. None of my brothers had ever worked in the coal mines, and the ones that stayed in New Waterford worked for Papa. Frankie, one of my brothers, had his little bungalow on the next street over from our house and worked in the store as the butcher. Another brother named Willie delivered groceries for Papa.

			My earliest memories are of us being in two large ivory-coloured metal cribs just outside Mama’s room in the hallway upstairs. My older brother Louis mentioned that Anita and I were never taken outside of the house until we were two years old. I understand that Mama had hurt her ankle and was bedridden for a short time, and when the doctor came to attend to her ankle and saw us there in the cribs, he pointed out to her that we should be taken outside to get some sun and fresh air. So that was when they decided to rent a cabin in Catalone, and we spent that whole summer in the fresh country air.

			I clearly remember my very first trip in the car. When I became startled by the sudden loud sound of the engine starting up, I began to cry, and when it started to move, I was terrified as the earth appeared to be moving outside the window. But what also comes to mind is the freedom we felt just being outside for the first time and surrounded by all that greenery with the peaceful sound of the water lapping at the waters’ edge. These are beautiful memories I will always cherish.

			Preparing for bedtime in the soft glow of the lantern, there was a comforting feeling of peace and serenity in the room. I’d fall asleep inhaling that pure, fresh air that wafted in through the window next to me. In the morning, I woke up to the sound of birds chirping and the warm sun streaming into the room. I couldn’t wait to get outside to feel the cool, soft grass beneath my feet. Whenever we’d hear a short Toot! Toot! coming from the steam train that slowly made its way along the tracks, we’d run down the slight embankment in front of the veranda to pick up the Cape Breton Post that was tossed out along the way. I fell in love with nature that first summer at the lake in Catalone, and to this day whenever I am out in the country, I love that special healing effect from mother earth. It always takes my mind to a deeper level of appreciation for all of creation.

			Whenever Anita and I walked the short distance from our house to our store on Plummer Avenue, Papa would often ask us to go a few doors over to another store, called Harrisons’, where he bought his pencils and White Owl cigars. We would always ask him for some extra money so we could buy our favourite caramel candies while we were there. When he opened the cash register, the drawer would pop open with a loud cling! and he’d hand one of us a nickel and the other a dime. He’d always wait for our reaction, which was always the same.

			“Oh no, I want the bigger one like she has,” the one with the dime would say.

			He’d laugh and give us both the same size coin, then off we’d go happily thinking that the bigger coins (the nickels) were worth more than the dimes.

			One day, for whatever reason Anita and I decided to take another route home from the store instead of the usual one. I see us standing on the sidewalk in front of a big grey stone church on a hill of a street we were not familiar with. We were talking to a friendly little girl around our age when she asked if we’d like to see her dolls. She led us around to the back of the church and into the basement and happily showed us her dolls that were in her “playroom” as she called it. When we got home, Mama asked where we were because we had been gone awhile. When we told her about our little adventure, which was only two blocks away from home, she scolded us and said we were not to play with that little girl. I was so surprised! She said the girl was the daughter of the minister of that church and because we were Catholic, we shouldn’t go there. Maybe she was afraid we would be converted? I don’t know. But in her mind, she must have thought she was protecting us somehow.

			I must say that I do not regret having to go to church on Sundays. Actually I liked to hear the stories about Christ and how he taught people about love and forgiveness. I never had any fear of God growing up, and I appreciate Christ’s teachings even more now as an adult, especially since I chose the spiritual path of yoga meditation in my early thirties. When I left the church, it was not Christ I was turning away from but rather from the Church’s hierarchy. I was never comfortable with it, and I finally rejected it altogether.

			The only area in our town that Anita and I were familiar with as we grew up was between our house, our store on Plummer Ave and the church and school we attended. All were within walking distance of each other. There were other parishes in our town as well, but they seemed rather foreign to us. Our world was very small indeed.

			Our house on Mahon Street, which was just off of Plummer Avenue, had a large field extending all the way over to the next street, called Saint Anne. There was a long one-storey barn for the team of horses, named Molly and Peggy, as well as a grey pony named Peanuts that belonged to our brother Tony. At one end of the barn were the horses’ stalls, and in the middle was a large room with high-stacked bundles of hay. At the other end was a cement floor with enough space to hold a fancy red wagon with large, thin wheels, along with a jeep and station wagon. A gas pump was at the entrance, which bordered on Saint-Anne Street.

			Anita and I used to walk through the back yard to get to our store on Plummer Ave. We found people to be very friendly, often commenting on how cute we looked as we walked hand in hand. We were not the only set of twins in town; there were the Dr. Miller twins as well. They lived in a huge house with black shingles and white trim on the main street, just a few doors over from our store. We were allowed to go there and spend time with the twins, Charles and Anne, who were a bit younger than us. We enjoyed playing in their backyard, which felt more like a park because they had swings with thick chains and a big wooden see-saw that moved around in a circle.

			Anita and I were on their see-saw one day when she happened to be on the end that was up high and I must have inadvertently let go or whatever, so she suddenly came crashing down with one big thud. I was alarmed because she was slumped over the wooden handle, not moving.

			“ANITA! ARE YOU OKAY?”

			I tried to help her up, but she was moaning as if in pain.

			“Here, hang onto me,” I said as I put one arm around her waist while trying to hold her up with the other.

			It was clear she had injured herself, so I wanted to get her home as quickly as possible. She started sobbing from the pain when I had to practically drag her along.

			When we reached the house, I called out for Mama to come and help.

			“Oh just put her on the couch there in the dining room,” she said, turning away.

			She did not want to know what had happened. I managed to get Anita onto the couch at least, where she eventually fell asleep. She said that when she woke up, she wasn’t able to stand up because of the pain. She had to spend the entire night there, afraid and shivering in the dark, unable to move. We knew it was useless to mention it the next day to Mama because she had already showed she didn’t want to hear about it. I don’t remember how long it took Anita to recover, but she had a sort of limp for quite a while after that fall.

			Our older sisters Justine and Adeline both happened to be engaged to be married when Anita and I were around five years old. Once in a while, when Justine was sitting with George in his car parked in the yard, we’d ask if we could get in the back. They didn’t seem to mind. One day, Adeline’s boyfriend Wilfred also had his truck parked near the back step. He was inside the house with Adeline, so Anita and I decided to climb into the back, which was open with a sheet of plywood on either side. We thought we’d hide there so that when Wilfred came out, we’d get to go back to his place with him. We liked him a lot, and we’d get away from Mama for a while. Anyway, there we were, hiding, when Wilfred came out and started the truck and left. He drove home to Lingan, which is on the edge of New Waterford without noticing us. When we were discovered, nobody was amused, and, to our disappointment, Wilfred had to bring us right back home.

			When our brother Tony, who is two years older than Anita and I, started going to school, I wanted to go too. I simply wanted to get out of the house since the feeling of not being wanted by Mama never lifted from day one. Everyone started school at age six in those days, so our older sister Justine was told to take us. She did and then returned to take us home again on the first day. However, on the second day, we found ourselves coming home after school all alone. Anita and I were taking our time as we strolled along a wide brook when we suddenly realized we had lost our way! Some people must have noticed us wandering because they came over and asked us some questions. We knew they were trying to be helpful when they guided us back to the main street and onto the sidewalk. That’s where we recognized the large grey building at the corner of the street with the name “Eaton” on it, so were able to find our way home from there. I was always easily confused when not in our familiar surroundings, so home was a safe place to be even though we never felt accepted or wanted by Mama.

			A memory just popped up in my mind of being with Justine, our older sister, when I was probably around six years old. I don’t know where we were, the image is not very clear, but it’s what happened emotionally that stands out in my mind. As we were about to get into a vehicle that looked like a minibus that had pulled up in front of us, I suddenly became overwhelmed with this horrible feeling that if I got inside I wouldn’t be able to breathe—I would be trapped! I actually thought I was going to die! So as Justine took my hand with the intention of helping me to get in, I quickly let go and pulled away from her. She became impatient when I started to cry while resisting with all my might.

			“NO!” I screamed.

			She and the driver hadn’t a clue what was going through my mind, of course. She finally let go of me when she saw there was no way I was going to get inside. I’m sure she was terribly embarrassed and annoyed with having to deal with me. She had no idea I was reacting out of a fear that came from God knows where that day.

			I also remember another incident, but the circumstances are clear with this one. It was in the beginning of our first year of school, maybe just a few days after school started. Anita and I were outside in the schoolyard at recess time watching the other children singing and playing a game called “London Bridge is Falling Down.” One of the teachers tried to get us to join in, but I was too shy and I squeezed Anita’s hand as a signal for us to back off. So we simply stood by as they continued on with their game. We never spoke much, even to each other, as we grew up; we just seemed to know somehow what the other one was thinking. Most likely because we had shared the womb together.

			Anyway, I remember always observing others instead of taking part in whatever was going on. One day when our teacher, who was a nun, was leading us in the morning prayer, I saw that the other students were not aware that she began to act in a very strange manner. She started pacing back and forth with a rather nervous energy, then suddenly burst into tears. We were all surprised, and confusion set in. A couple of the children began to cry, and as I sat in stunned silence watching, another nun appeared at the door within seconds, demanding that the hysterical nun “Calm down!” Instead, the frantic nun pushed the intruding nun back while trying to close the door on her. Next thing I knew we were quickly being ushered into a dimly lit hallway where someone helped us find our coats and we were quickly led outside of the building. It was, and still is, a puzzle to me what caused the nun to break down as she did that day. I wonder whatever happened to her?

			The nuns, who were called the Sisters of Charity, lived in a large convent right next to the school. Most of them were our teachers, but when I entered Grade 2, I happened to have a woman teacher instead of a nun. I remember her standing up in front of us saying that we were not to talk to anyone while in class. I was distracted by this little girl I admired who was sitting directly in front of me. I just loved her thick, golden braids and the beautiful crocheted light blue and pink sweater she was wearing. I wanted to tell her what I was thinking and began whispering to her. I was startled to hear my name called out and the teacher directing me to come up in front of the class. I didn’t have a clue as to what she wanted, but I did as I was told. I was puzzled when I saw her reaching for a long, thick, greyish strap on her desk. She ordered me to hold out my hand. I was shocked as she lifted her hand up high and struck me once with one quick hard whack! She said I was not to talk to others during class! It stung, but I was mostly stunned! I felt my face turn red with shame and could feel everyone’s eyes on me as I walked back to my desk. I just wanted to run out the door and never go back!

			When Louis, my brother who is seventeen years older than Anita and I, came home on a rare visit from Montreal, he brought some beautiful gold satin drapes for our living room, or “parlour” as they called it in those days. He had expensive taste for clothes, as did Mama, and, like her, he enjoyed playing the piano, which became his passion later on in life. He also brought two sets of dolls. One set, called the soldier dolls, were about twelve inches high and wearing green berets and shorts. I understood they were meant to sit on both sides of the fire place as ornaments. The other set were cute girl dolls about eighteen inches high with pretty dresses and bonnets that were meant for us to play with. For some reason, Mama decided both sets should be placed on each side of the fireplace. So we could only look at them through the glass squares of the French doors, which were locked except for when she had visitors or when she went in to play the piano.

			During the Christmas season, though, the doors were opened and a large Christmas tree was placed between the dining room and parlour. We had gotten used to not touching the dolls, so we eventually forgot about them and our interest turned to our shiny black piano instead. Mama and Louis played, and Anita and I enjoyed singing the songs that scrolled down when you pumped the pedals. They were mainly Christmas songs like “Let it snow.” The keys moved up and down as if someone was actually playing the piano.

			



	

Chapter 2

			So there were nice memories, too, and now as I look back, I don’t think Mama was intentionally being mean or heartless when she ignored our emotional needs. She didn’t seem to comprehend we had feelings and that all children need to be nurtured and loved in order to grow into healthy, functioning human beings. A couple of times she mentioned that someone had made a comment regarding her motherly skills (or lack thereof, I should say) and seemed proud to quote what was said: “Jenny you should have been a nun!” I understood what the person meant because it was obvious when she’d demonstrate such a lack of sensitivity towards us. But we were so used to it we thought it was normal and that it was the same in other families as well.

			However, I began to notice that other children our age had completely different relationships with their mothers than we had with ours, and at times I couldn’t help but feel a little envious whenever I’d witness a loving bond between them. Anita and I happened to be walking home from school with a classmate one day when she invited us into her home. We were probably around seven or eight at the time. Not only was she greeted warmly by her mother who showed genuine interest in how her day went at school, but she praised her work as well. That moment of interaction between her and her mother left a lasting impression in my mind. I began to wonder what it was about Anita and I that caused Mama to disconnect from us the way she did. So whenever I’d see a mother actually talking to or showing the slightest interest in her child after that, I have to admit I was jealous and began to resent having to go home. More often than not, Mama would have something negative to say that let us know we were not wanted.

			One day when Anita I came in from school and she just happened to be ironing the red ribbons for our hair, she said, “You know? If I didn’t have you two, I could be out travelling like Mrs. MacDonald,” (they owned the hardware and lumber store in town).

			She’d also come up with remarks like, “Why can’t you be like Marion?” our cousin who was studying to be a nurse. “Her mother is so proud of her!”

			Every once in a while, she would remind us that we were simply a bother. She would blurt out things like that whenever she became impatient with us. One time when Anita and I wanted to go outside in the rain, she said “No! People will think I’m crazy to let you go out in this weather!” I guess I was the one brazen enough to come back and ask again, but then she suddenly grabbed the poker next to the stove and shaking it at us in anger said, “should’ve died when you were born!”

			We both ran from the kitchen like scared little rabbits. I had a pair of long brown stockings in my hand as I dove behind a large armchair to hide. One of the socks got caught on the back and was left hanging there—giving me away, I thought. But when I felt it was safe enough to come out a couple of minutes later, both Mama and Anita had disappeared. I put my stocking on, wondering where they went. I found Anita upstairs getting ready to go outside. Apparently Mama had changed her mind because the next thing I remember is being outside with rubber boots on, walking through grassy puddles in our field, singing a song that was popular at the time.

			Just walking in the rain

			Thinking how we met

			People come to windows

			They always stare at me

			Shake their heads in sorrow

			Saying, “Who can that fool be?”

			It’s funny because when Mama said people would think she’s crazy to allow us to go out in the rain, I believed they were now thinking I must be crazy because there I was outside just walking in the rain.

			We rarely asked questions because we knew that any spark of curiosity would be extinguished, so we were in the dark about what was going on at home. I can vividly recall the day when Papa had to go away and how surprised I was—he was always there in our store. We found out later that he had an eye condition that needed immediate attention, so he had to fly to Montreal to have surgery. He had actually lost sight in one eye and was told it had to be removed. He was slowly losing sight in the other one as well. Since he had no warning signs, he was unaware he had a serious problem until it was too late.

			While he was in surgery in Montreal, someone stole his expensive watch and ring. Although the operation itself went well, he was told nothing could be done to prevent the other eye from deteriorating, so he had to accept the fact that he would eventually be blind.

			He wore a light pink plastic shield over the area of his missing eye and went back to working in the store as usual.

			I don’t know exactly when, but Papa started to have financial difficulties with his business. I became aware of this when I happened to be out on our back step one day as he was coming home from the store through the backyard, as usual. He was obviously very disturbed and trying to hide it when he passed by. He entered the house without saying anything, which was strange. I stayed in the porch with the door slightly open, listening out of sheer curiosity. Since I had never seen him in that state of mind before, I was concerned and surprised when he suddenly demanded, “Where’s the station wagon?! Where’s the station wagon?!” He said that customers were calling for their grocery orders that were supposed to have been delivered a long time ago. Since I’d never heard arguments—or even loud voices—in our home before, I was taken aback when I heard him shout like that in anger.

			I opened the door a little more and peeked through.

			I slowly moved into the kitchen where I could see him standing in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs. I must have felt his frustration because I remember feeling so sorry for him. I could see he was unable to control himself, and I felt helpless to do or say anything. This was so out of character for him! There was no response from whomever he was shouting to upstairs, so he turned back towards the kitchen. He didn’t see me quickly slip back into the porch and out the back door, where I disappeared around the corner of the house. From there I saw him head back towards the store in a huff.

			I could not stop myself as I ran towards the store after he was out of sight. When I got there, I opened the door, slowly trying to enter without being noticed. He was standing next to the desk in his office talking on the phone; he was still very upset. When my brother Frankie the butcher saw me, I turned and casually walked over to the fruit that was displayed in the front window of the store and picked up an orange, pretending that’s what I had come in for.

			When he went on with what he was doing, I crouched down and slowly crept along behind the meat counter towards Papa’s office. I was anxious to know what was happening with him. But as Frankie came around the counter and opened the big heavy door to the refrigerated room, he spotted me in the corner of his eye.

			“What are you doing here!” he said angrily.

			In those few blinks when the door to the cold room was open, I caught a glimpse of the large, skinned animals hanging from shiny silver hooks. The image is still clear in my mind. I did not know then that it was the carcasses from which the butcher cuts the steaks and roasts we were served at mealtime.

			“I want to talk to Papa!” I blurted.

			“No, he’s busy! Go home!”

			I reluctantly gave in and left, and it was difficult to process the dead animals and my worry over what was going on with Papa.

			That evening the pieces of the puzzle began to fit together in my mind and the story unfolded. Willie was supposed to deliver the groceries to customers who had phoned in their orders that day. The station wagon had been full of groceries when he left with it in the morning, but people started calling in the afternoon to complain that they hadn’t received their grocery orders. Willie just disappeared with the station wagon that day. No explanation. Shortly afterwards we found out he had fled to Vancouver.

			Things seemed to go back to normal for a short time, but it soon became clear that Papa was under a lot of stress. Normally he was a quiet person when at home, but he began to have some rather serious discussions regarding the store. I never paid much attention until the day I overheard him say with deep emotion, “But I just can’t see those kids go hungry!” Papa was in fact struggling to keep the business afloat, but being the kind and generous person he was, he just couldn’t say no to the customers who took their groceries on credit. Of course, it was only a matter of time before it finally caught up with him, and, sadly, he lost his business.

			He spent a period of time after that going from door to door to collect the money that was owed to him, and he shared a couple of stories with us. At one of the customers’ homes, when he knocked on the door a little girl answered. And when he stepped inside, asking to speak with her mother or father, she said they were not at home. But then as he politely responded and turned to leave, he said he caught a slight movement of a curtain off to the side in the living room with a pair of shoes sticking out from underneath. Slightly embarrassed he said he just left without mentioning it.

			A new Sears outlet moved into our store’s space, and I remember how strange it was to walk past and see the new sign overhead. It became obvious to us how much losing the business affected Papa because once in a while he would walk over and just stand there across the street from the store and stare as if in a trance. I heard Mama on the phone one day saying, “Go and bring your father home!” It embarrassed her that people would see him react in that manner. After a while he did pull himself together. He had no choice but to accept the situation at hand, I suppose, but I do not believe that Papa ever got over the deep disappointment of losing his business on Plummer Avenue. His life had revolved around the store for so many years; it truly was the centre of his life.

			As children, of course, we never gave any thought as to what was involved in the closing of the store or how it would affect our lives financially or otherwise. Soon after it was closed, we discovered that some of its contents had been put into storage in our long barn in the field. They managed to find a place in the middle between the horses’ stalls and the vehicles, so Anita and I decided to use the long counter from the store as our “stage.” We used a large sheet as the curtain. Then we found what looked like a miniature harp with many strings on it, and we would strum on it as if it were a guitar while singing popular songs we’d heard on the radio. We were quite proud to have set up this private little space for ourselves, and we enjoyed being there.

			But it wasn’t long before someone decided they would have some fun of their own. We came into the barn one day to find our little haven in a complete mess. The curtain was pulled down and all our props were scattered on the floor. We were disappointed, and when I found out it was my nephew Francis, the butcher’s son, I confronted him as he came into the yard. My behaviour was—how should I put it?—not very ladylike, as my mother would say. There were no more incidents after that.

			



	

Chapter 3

			I was aware of only one mine in operation in New Waterford. It was the No. 12 Colliery Mine situated close to our parish of Saint Agnes, which was within walking distance from our school and church. It opened in 1913 and had been in operation for many years. I can still recall the low rumbling sound of the box cars when they began their descent, carrying the miners down into “the pit” as they called it, which ran for a few miles out under the ocean. At noontime, we’d hear the whistle letting everyone know what time of day it was. Then later on—somewhere between eight and nine o’clock if I remember correctly—we’d hear it again, but in a lower tone. It was curfew for the younger ones who might still be outside.

			What really stands out in my mind are the miners who lived with the constant danger inherent in their jobs. They seemed to share a sort of unspoken kinship, you might say, most likely due to the fact that they never knew whether they would come out of the pit alive at the end of each shift. Whenever tragic news of yet another miner losing his life came out, the victims’ families received tremendous emotional support from the entire town.

			A few of my classmates lost their fathers while I was in grade school, and one in particular stands out in my mind. I remember seeing her walking to school shortly after her father’s funeral. She was looking straight ahead as if in a world of her own. I felt so sad seeing how pale and drawn she appeared, as if still in shock. And no wonder! To have to live with the thought of the horrific way in which her father had been taken from her. His head was severed in a horrible accident in the mine. Because I didn’t know her, I was too shy to approach and give her my sympathy. But my heart ached for her. Her image haunted me for some time after seeing her that day.

			When Papa lost the business on Plummer Avenue, he decided to open another store on a much smaller scale on the outskirts of town. When that did not work out, it was just too much for him to take, I believe. It was around that time, when one day as I was coming in from school through the front door, Papa just happened to be coming out of the living room and into the hallway; he looked rather strange, I thought. Mama was following behind asking him something, and when he did not respond, I saw the concern on her face. He seemed to be incoherent, as if wandering around in deep thought. She took him by the arm, telling him to go upstairs and lie down. That gesture in itself caught my attention because I had never seen her show any concern whatsoever towards him before.

			What I did not know was that the doctor had been there just before I arrived. I found out later that when he examined Papa, he suggested Mama call our parish priest to come to the house. She was told he could go into a coma at any moment. Catholics believe that whenever someone is near death, a priest should hear the person’s confession so that all their sins would be forgiven. But Papa did not want to speak with him; he wanted to talk with a French priest from another parish because it would be more comfortable to speak in his native tongue. Apparently, Papa’s request was granted and he was able to have his confession at home, there in our living room.

			The French priest had left just before I came in and found Mama coaxing Papa to go upstairs to rest. He was reluctant but started slowly up the stairs. Mama nudged him along, stopping every so many steps, pausing at the corner landing and finally reaching the hallway. She put him in the spare room across from their bedroom, which I thought was rather odd.

			The next day while sitting on the stairway (my spot for observing what was going on around me), I saw Father Campbell standing at the front door talking to Mama. I strained to hear the conversation because they both looked so serious, but they were talking in such low, hushed tones that I was not able to make out anything they were saying. All of a sudden, from upstairs came this spine-chilling scream!

			“MA!”

			Father Campbell crashed past me up the stairs, taking three steps at a time. My heart pounded as I quickly followed behind. From the top of the stairs, I could see they were in the spare bedroom. Papa was lying on his back looking as if he was asleep. He was covered with a blanket with only his bare feet showing. The priest was standing at the end of the bed holding a book and saying some prayers. Mama was kneeling at the side of the bed next to my sister Adeline. She motioned for me to come in and kneel down with them. We began to say the rosary together.

			I suddenly grasped what was actually happening.

			“Where is Tony? Go find him,” Mama said.

			When I went out the back door, I saw that he was down in the field with three of his friends playing baseball. He didn’t see me approach because he was at bat and standing over the plate, focused on the pitcher.

			“TONY!” I shouted, “Papa just died!”

			He flung the bat to the side while quickly catching up as I ran back to the house. As we went through the kitchen, I saw Yvonne on the floor next to the ladder trying to clean up a big blob of white paint that had spilled on the deep blue linoleum floor. She was up on the ladder painting the wall when she heard the scream coming from upstairs and panicked.

			Adeline told us that Papa had asked her to help him to the bathroom. While she was helping him get back into bed, she said he suddenly swerved sideways and she wasn’t able to grasp him. His eyes rolled up and she screamed.

			Amidst all the commotion, Anita and I retreated to the back porch in disbelief that our Papa had suddenly passed away. We were standing in the corner holding onto each other when the door opened and in walked Junior, who was a sergeant major in the army. He had just flown in from out west where he was stationed. As he put his luggage down, he said in a derogatory tone, “Oh stop your snivelling.” We were startled but not really surprised because he always made belittling remarks.

			Papa was laid out in our living room in front of the double windows, so I had a glimpse of him through the French doors. They opened the top part of the casket and I could see his head, but I was afraid to go into the room. I stood there peering through the glass squares of the French doors at Adeline. She reached over and stroked his forehead saying, “He’s so cold.” I turned and ran upstairs to lie down on the bed where Papa was when he passed away. I closed my eyes for a few moments, and when I opened them, my mind suddenly froze when I saw a hand—someone else’s hand?—resting on the pillow in front of me.

			I jumped up and ran downstairs past the living room, but I was afraid to look in as I passed the door. When I told Mama about the hand, she must have realized that I was having a difficult time because Anita and I were taken to Aunt Lena’s house. Papa’s sister lived in a big, beautiful white house a few minutes’ drive away. It was the first time we had been in their home, and we were told we would spend a few days there. Our cousin Dolly, a nurse, lived there and took time off work the next day to take the two of us out for ice cream. She really tried to make us feel welcome, but I was too shy because of all the unexpected attention we were given. I just remember feeling embarrassed whenever they tried to talk to us.

			Besides Anita and I living at home, there was Tony (two years older than us), Yvonne (sixteen), Justine and Adeline. Some of our older brothers and sisters had been placed in boarding schools at an early age, and Justine was one of them. After the funeral, it was decided that a photographer should come in to take a family photo. When I saw the pictures later, I noticed that not everyone was present. They were not able to find my brother Willie—the one who had left for Vancouver with all the groceries—to give him the bad news. So we were surprised when he showed up a couple of years after Papa’s passing. He was shocked to learn of Papa’s death and was ashamed not to have stayed in touch with the family. He was a quiet, rather passive person who was very gentle with our cat. Unfortunately, he began to take comfort in the bottle before he left, and he drifted even further away from the family over time.

			I never had much interest in school, especially after Papa died, and I often made excuses not to go. One day Anita must have come up with a better excuse than mine, or maybe she really was not well, but for whatever reason I ended up walking home from school all alone. I was so used to having her with me all the time that I felt empty, and the feeling gradually worsened as I got closer to home.

			Feeling totally disconnected from the world, I was about to cross the street. I checked to see if any cars were coming when this horrible thought passed through my mind: What would happen if I just stepped out in front of that big truck that is coming my way? As it passed by in front of me, I continued my slow walk homeward. Thoughts like, Nobody would come to my funeral anyway circled in my mind. I had this deep conviction that I truly did not belong in this world; that’s how worthless I felt.

			[image: ]
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			I didn’t realize it showed until I came into the house.

			“You were walking with slumped shoulders,” Mama said, “Why don’t you straighten up!”

			I didn’t say anything because I knew that any emotional needs would be quickly brushed aside. We all learned from an early age that we could never turn to her for any kind of support or understanding. As a matter of fact, Anita and I had agreed just a few days before that it was Mama who should have been taken from us—not Papa! We wished someone would come along and adopt us because we knew that Mama felt stuck with us. She was just waiting for a time when she could finally get rid of us altogether.

			The emotional pain just got worse with each passing day.

			After Papa died, Mama received what was called a “Widow’s Allowance,” but it was not sufficient because I remember coming home from school many times when there was hardly anything to eat. If we were lucky, we’d find a crust of bread at the bottom of the big, round, silver bread box on the pantry floor where there had always been fresh loaves of home-made bread in the past.

			I was so hungry that I began to have bad headaches quite often and was not able to see clearly; it was sort of like seeing spots in front of me. During one of our home economics classes at school, the sister who was teaching held up a saucer with half a grapefruit on it with a cherry on top. She was telling us that whoever had a number to match the one she was about to pick would win the prize—a grapefruit. Nothing special, I know, but my mouth watered as I sent up a little prayer, Please let it be for me. But another classmate had the matching number. When she put it down in front of her and began talking to the others as if she didn’t even want it, I thought, She has no idea how much I want to have that piece of grapefruit.

			No one realized how desperate the situation at home was after Papa’s passing. We were always well dressed in clothes that Mama ordered from the thick Sears and Eaton’s catalogues we had in those days. When an older brother, Jimmy, came home from Montreal for a short visit, I heard him say to Mama, “Why don’t you go and get welfare?”

			“Oh Jimmy, they’re not going to believe that the Ouellettes have no money!” she said.

			But as time passed, it started to show outwardly that Anita and I were not eating properly. Slowly but surely, we were losing weight and losing interest in everything else. Another brother, Joseph, came home from either Montreal or Toronto to visit not long after Jimmy returned to Montreal. He tried to help by stealing a huge bag of potatoes from U Get More to make French fries. However, when Mama learned that he didn’t pay for the potatoes, she insisted that he take them back immediately!

			Not long after that, Anita and I were sitting outside on the back step on a warm, sunny day. The kitchen windows next to the step were open and we could hear Mama and my sister Justine (who had recently married George, a neighbour of ours) talking. Our ears opened with curiosity when we heard the word “twins” mentioned, so we crept down the few steps to get under the kitchen window and listen intently. It became clear that she was selling our house to Justine and George, but Mama would also stay living with us. When we heard Justine say, “I’ll take the twins,” we glanced at each other in wide-eyed anticipation. Could this really be happening? Then she added, “They can stay until they turn eighteen.”

			Aside from getting our bits and pieces of information at home in this manner, we really had no way of knowing what was happening around us. And with the understanding from a very early age that we were to be seen but not heard, I guess we knew better than to pester with questions. We both became very anxious because we never heard anything more about selling the house, so finally I asked Mama, “Will Justine be coming to visit us again?” She had no idea that Anita and I had overheard that conversation regarding selling our house.

			“No she’s not feeling well,” Mama said. “She’s been having bad migraine headaches lately.”

			This kinda left us just hanging, so to speak, with no clue as to what would become of our situation.

			Shortly after that, however, Mama told us that Justine had to go into the hospital in New Waterford. The next day we heard that she went unconscious and had to be taken to the St. Edward Hospital outside of New Waterford. They discovered she had tuberculosis (TB). She had only been married six months, so we were shocked when told she was not expected to live.

			She remained unconscious for two weeks when the wonderful news that she had regained consciousness came to us! When she was finally allowed visitors, only the adults in the family could go in. Even so, someone managed to sneak Anita and me in because Justine had asked to see us. I was very surprised when I saw her. She was sitting up and smiling but looked so different. Before she went into the hospital, she was very thin and pale, even in her wedding picture. But now her face was chubby and she had rosy cheeks. We could only have a few minutes while standing at the doorway, then were smuggled out again. Her devoted husband George was at her side constantly. They joked that his car would soon be able to find its own way to the hospital.

			Justine spent a few months in the St. Edward’s Annex before she and George went to live with his parents a couple of houses down from our place. The doctor said that even though she survived, she would never be the same. I did not understand what he meant, but we began to slowly realize what he was trying to tell us.

			After Tony went to find work in Montreal, there was just Anita and I left at home with Mama. I started to have difficulty with math in Grade 5; I simply could not understand what some of the questions meant or how to solve the problems; it was terribly frustrating. I hated school by then and didn’t want to go anymore. Whenever I muttered this under my breath, Mama would say, “You have to go! At least till Grade 9!”

			We were transferred from our old school, which was a two-storey building, into the new high school that was built just behind it. It was a long building with only one floor, and it had a large gym at one end. Anita and I rarely opened our books to do any homework at all that year, and consequently we both ended up having to repeat the sixth grade.

			That was the year we had a new teacher who drove in from Glace Bay, which was about ten minutes away. The students did not like him at all, and they began to call him Ichabod Crane. He had a mean spirit and he actually seemed to pick on some of the students. During class one morning, he asked a question regarding something he had just read to us. I often refrained from putting my hand up to answer questions because I was afraid I would say the wrong answer. But more often than not, when a student put their hand up and had the wrong answer, I’d say to myself, I should have put my hand up! I knew the answer to that question! Anyway, he was writing something on the chalkboard, and he turned to ask what about the difference between such and such—something he had just finished explaining. I wasn’t quite sure if I had the correct answer this time, but I shot my hand up anyway. When I answered and it was incorrect, I did not like the way he swiftly and sternly replied “NO,” gesturing for me to sit down as he quickly pointed to another student for an answer.

			This belittling attitude along with his negative energy stirred a reaction within me that not only surprised him and the rest of the class, but also caught me by surprise too. As he shot the other person down in the same manner when the wrong answer was given, I deliberately stood there next to my desk and glared at him defiantly. He gestured again with a wave of dismissal
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