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Part One

			NATURE AND NURTURE

			A Magical Place—Rivalries—Neighbours—Royalty—Granny’s Summer Calendar—The Robin and the Sparrow—Visiting Port Glen—Autumn on the Bay

			



	

A Magical Place

			My oldest firsthand recollection of Providence Point dates to my fifth birthday celebration. On that day, I received a lithesome steel fishing rod of my own. In my hands, it felt robust yet unexpectedly precise. I hastened to test it on the sunfish under the dock. Though nothing I caught that time found its way to the table, I received a different kind of reward. My new trophy was enamelled in brilliant yellow. Until then the only metal rods I had seen were prosaic black. Granny observed that this one perfectly matched the water irises along the shore. Yellow irises were less common in Ontario then than now, so she prized them especially. They reminded her of others near her childhood village in England. Flourishing beds had festooned a chalk stream where her father often fished. That link explained my affection for a gift I kept with me for many years. And the nesting of one Russian-doll memory within another came as no surprise to my grandmother or myself. It was a simple fact of life.

			Families, Granny declared, have many kinds of secrets. Some they hide. Others they have forgotten. And the rest they take so blindly for granted that they suppose outsiders must likewise pay them no special heed. Every sort fascinated me, and eventually I pieced together a narrative of events from even before my arrival on the scene. To begin at the beginning, my grandparents had bought their cottage in the early thirties. They christened it Providence after a home they once rented in a village south of London. Point was a nod to the rocky outcrop where it stood. Nothing this side of the Atlantic could equal the original Providence’s old-world charm. Still, neither Granny nor Grandpa was nostalgic for the chills and rising damp they had left behind. The unfamiliar warmth of pine-scented rooms was easy to get used to, and the Point became a treasured escape from daily life in Toronto. On driving in, they would park the car in a hut that served as a garage in summer and a boat shed in winter. A grove of oaks and pines surrounded both it and the main building. Dappled sunlight trickled through the branches, and the view across the Bay was glorious. Naturally, there was no electricity, telephone, or indoor plumbing. In a word, it was paradise.

			A local couple had first started to build what later became the Point. It would have been their year-round dwelling. But a logging accident cancelled that dream when only the walls and roof were complete. The widow set up house with relatives in Midland and opted for summer rentals instead. Granny and Grandpa were her first tenants. In their second season, they became the owners. A dozen years prior, they had reached Canada nearly penniless and with an infant daughter in tow. Now the three of them were blessed with a place in Toronto and a vacation home on the Bay. They were well and truly settled. My matter-of-fact grandfather regarded taking possession of the Point in strictly practical terms. It allowed him to provide his wife and child with relief from muggy summers in the city. But for Granny, the purchase was laden with symbolism. Her early years had been spent in Reigate, a Surrey hamlet where the family enjoyed ready access to both the countryside and the nearby capital. She hoped Providence Point might offer similar virtues. Achieving and living that dream became her lifelong passion. Fortunately, her Victorian upbringing had cultivated a taste for the sweet fruits of patience. Her mantra never changed: more haste, less speed. And this was to be a lengthy project.

			The obstacle that she recollected most vividly was also the first she encountered: the track in from the main road. Its four or five miles meandered from one featureless patch of bedrock to the next. Granny’s previous experience had prepared her for rural byways that were hospitable even when infrequently travelled. But this path was barely distinguishable from the surrounding wilderness. Makeshift gravel backfills here and there were the only hint as to the direction to follow. Worse still, melted snow was apt to drown the route under forest pools in spring. But thinking back, she said there had in reality been very little cause for worry. The stony substrate was so firm that their vehicle had not once bogged down.

			“You know, Robbie, your grandfather had a fine time protecting me. And at almost no risk to either of us.” I still recall the smile that memory called forth. “He used to look so proud, I didn’t like to break the spell. Even so, there was one thing I couldn’t bear, though maybe it wasn’t really so bad.” I asked what it was. “Those dreadful frogs. Scores of them. In May, they were everywhere. If he drove too fast, the wheels splashed up more than water. The car’d be full of them. It was like poor Pharaoh’s plague in the Bible. Well, at least we had no lice or flies to contend with. Mind you, later we faced a scourge of chipmunks in the cottage. But you know how loveable those little devils are.” As she told it, everything came out fine. I wondered if I would one day equal her composure.

			Meanwhile, Grandpa’s recital of the same adventure was in a very different key. He could not get over the recklessly intermittent sequence of smooth and rugged patches that earlier travellers had convinced themselves might substitute for a road. And he was still excited by the agility his beloved Model A exhibited en route. For him, the challenge of picking his way from one safe landing place to another had been as enjoyable as golfing a course of old-style Scottish links laid out on the Shield. He confessed as well to the guilty pleasure his devil-may-care driving afforded. In his telling of it, Granny had always been convinced he held her very life in his hands.

			“She swooned like Mary Pickford clinging to her Western bad guy under the redwoods of California. The pine trees along the track made us feel like we were in that movie, too. Let me tell you, it was grand. Your grandma cuddled up and gripped my arm whenever she spied a rough spot up ahead. Back then, that was hot stuff!” But relief swept over them once they reached the property. “We could hardly wait to unload the groceries and get inside together.” I can still hear the deep sigh he invariably heaved. “Yes, indeed. Those were the days.”

			And my lazy summers at the Point opened many other windows onto my grandparents’ early lives both along the Bay and before. Their brief spell as newlyweds in England. Their struggle to make a fresh start in Toronto. And their initial sojourns at their new cottage. The Point had been the original vacation home in the area, but older French-Canadian farmsteads stood within a mile on either side. Those neighbours must have been baffled by the citified outsiders, though I learned that at first, they had focused on their own affairs. Time was one luxury they possessed in abundance, and it was like them to wait for things to unfold. So contact had developed slowly. Still, rowboat outings became a weekend ritual for the newly arrived couple and their daughter. And neither they nor those on shore had resisted waving back and forth. In time Granny understood that the year-round inhabitants spoke a little English as well as their native French.

			Part way through that first summer, she had found herself out rowing on her own. She was a few dozen yards from shore when her oars became tangled in a mat of waterlilies. One of Évariste Leduc’s children called over to her.

			“Lady, are you in trouble?”

			My grandmother had immediately thrown up her hands in surrender. But to me, she admitted having been less helpless than she let on. “How else could I break the ice?” Still, even so many years later, that trifling dishonesty had not ceased to trouble her. Her demure excuse was vintage Granny. “It was all right. I don’t suppose I fooled him, anyway.”

			Whatever the youngster had thought, he paddled out in a canoe. His predictable advice was to lift her oars from their locks and pull them free one at a time.

			“I’d already figured that out, of course, but I made a show of thanking him. After that we were friends. And not just him and me. His mother and father, too, and what seemed like more children than I could count.”

			The communication that finally opened up occasioned a massive change, for the Leducs had family all up and down the shore and inland, as well. Of course, Granny’s story could have ended there, but something told me she had more to reveal. I waited, and she did not hold back for long.

			“You know what? That boy was Bébert. That was the first time I met him.”

			“You mean Hank’s father?” Hank was my earliest summertime companion.

			“That’s right. Only in those days, he was barely six or seven. About like you or Hank right now.”

			Many of those reminiscences had the radiance of folktales. A perfect example was Granny’s brush with a Massasauga rattlesnake. There was never any doubt that such dangerous serpents did exist, but the precise details of the anecdote shimmered as elusively as a reflection on rippling water. Even the central element eventually came into dispute. By herself at the cottage in the early days, she had perhaps confronted a sizable rattler. Or possibly not. It had been before my time. Everyone, including my mother and father, agreed that a snake of some description had come to bask on the dock near the boathouse. But what then? In my parents’ version, my grandmother had frantically shooed it away with an oar from her rowboat. In Granny’s own account, she had calmly unfolded her deck chair and sat back to share the sunshine until the visitor chose to depart. I could never be sure which rendition was true. If pressed, my grandmother refused to argue about it. At that stage, my mother would come close to bluntly identifying the episode as another of what she termed Granny’s novels. I surmised that like many adults, Mummy’s intention was to disparage all claims in conflict with the worldview she preferred. But whatever the reasoning, those altercations were more than isolated incidents. Neither my father nor my grandfather ventured to take a side. And as the years elapsed, the conflict between the two women grew into a constant theme, especially when we were at the Point. Predictably, I favoured Granny’s take on that story. Still, I hesitated, and at length my prudence was repaid. An entirely new variant came to light.

			Granny’s French-Canadian friends may well have known her better than anyone. In their telling of the story, it had not been a rattlesnake, but a black bear. They lauded her cool decision to stare it down with the combination of bluff and circumspection they had taught her for such an emergency. And they vied with each other to adorn their testimony with persuasive minutiae. One boastful hunter went so far as to affirm dropping off a pair of still-warm steaks at Granny’s kitchen door the following day.

			But by the time I heard all that, the moment had long since passed. Winning the argument ceased to matter. In myths and legends, glass slippers call for no common-sense explanation.

			



	

Rivalries

			Gradually, a more complete image of early days at the Point took shape. In it such specific events as Granny’s brush with her rattlesnake turned out to play a rather small part. Broad patterns carried greater weight. The most influential of them aligned with what I later witnessed for myself. Thus, I heard that in the beginning, Grandpa was allotted just one week of annual vacation. Through most of each summer, he joined his wife and daughter only on weekends. At first, that arrangement satisfied all three, yet it had consequences. In time, my mother must have succumbed to the allure of the public library, the cinema, and her city friends. By age fourteen, she put her foot down. Whenever my grandfather was in Toronto, she insisted on staying there too. For the moment, Granny acquiesced. But long before my own fourteenth birthday, I realized how obstinate both of them could be. And by then Grandpa felt able to take me into his confidence.

			“They’re mother and daughter, all right. Two peas in a pod, only neither of them can see it. If they could have, things might have been easier for us all.”

			So the relationship had unfolded as Grandpa knew it must. Granny’s attachment to the Bay was as compelling as her daughter’s to the city. Every year the Point held her from snow-melt until well into October. With or without company, she knew where she had to be. And she did not take long to grasp that her dream of summers in the north would bring challenges. Fully overcoming them seemed likely to require skipping a generation.

			Additional summer homes appeared in the late thirties. I learned that Granny’s bright red rowboat had by that time become a fixture. Her clockwork schedule was conspicuous, too. Weather permitting, she swam twice a day and rowed after supper. Most mornings she tended her flowerbeds or took a basin with her to harvest berries. Before or after lunch she could be spotted on the veranda writing letters, knitting, or doing needlework. And her late afternoon habit was to disappear up the lane at the rear of the cottage. Sometimes she staggered back with a fallen branch she could barely drag behind her. Or it might be no more than an armload of kindling. But by Friday a goodly supply was always piled against the icehouse wall. Then each weekend, Grandpa would cut the larger boughs to fireplace length. Part was reserved for use at the Point. The rest went into the car for cozy wintertime blazes in the city.

			None of all that escaped the neighbouring vacationers’ scrutiny. In the main, they were indulgent. My grandmother’s peasant preoccupation with tediously practical tasks must have puzzled them. Still, they seemed willing to concede that sunbathing and social chit-chat might not be for everyone. But one feature of her weekly routine tipped the balance. Granny’s unabashed autonomy was an affront to the blinkered mores of the day. Worse still was Grandpa’s appalling failure to respond. In Toronto, the two of them moved in a far less conventional circle. Fortunately, members of that group also visited the Point from time to time. Had they not, my grandparents’ summer friendships would have been limited to a few French-Canadian families and a handful of like-minded city escapees who had become year-round residents. Their marginality never disheartened the couple, but it certainly was real. And it reverberated inside our family. My grandmother was, in many ways, a leader. Yet until my adolescence Grandpa was her sole effective ally.

			Definitive battle lines had been drawn by the time of my birth. Mummy already saw my grandmother as a perverse example to be combatted no matter the cost. And for her part, Granny refused to yield. I was her first, and as it transpired, unique grandson. This earned me her unwavering dedication. All along, Grandpa prudently stayed clear of the feud, and my father did his best to ignore it. But Granny and my mother had little patience for maintaining appearances. They each stinted no effort to gain the upper hand. Mercifully, at the time I was unaware of how bitter the quarrel became. At length, my grandmother proved victorious in at least that first major skirmish. Still, a few years later, my mother regrouped for a second struggle over Ellen, my only sibling. In that campaign Granny would be defeated, though her rearing had taught her no child matched the importance of a son and heir. She made sure to seal my allegiance to her before I turned eight. To her daughter’s indignation, she boldly asserted that lifelong values were permanently entrenched by that age. It was a brash verdict, but she was right. And my mother knew it.

			Granny’s great gift was her capacity to recognize what really mattered. All the same, that aptitude could be a misfortune, as well. Having a knack for seeing through pretense or delusion did not guarantee winning friends. But in all the time I knew her, I never once saw my grandmother cede ground. She held fast to ideals governing everything from day-to-day activities, to the development of character, to her staunch if unfashionable Church of England faith. The latter she did not impose on me. The rest she found ways to inculcate almost every day. She also understood that the most useful insights could be the best fun to master. And she did not underestimate the value of superficially trifling pursuits. She was, for example, an expert at double solitaire. Her father had introduced her to the game. As soon as she could, she taught me, too. The two-handed rules suited her perfectly. They gave wily players access to cooperative as well as competitive strategies. When building a shared Ace-to-King ladder, reciprocity need not be altruistic. One opponent’s ostensible generosity might a few moves later guarantee the other’s downfall. Thus, collaboration tended to come at a price. The analogy to real life was impossible to miss. But Granny was not given to moralizing. Ostensibly, we played only for amusement. We never mentioned parallels with the ins and outs of family affairs.

			The solitaire cards were usually laid out on the table under the veranda windows. Our favourite time to play was the quiet interval after lunch. And many other agreeable lessons unfolded in that setting, too. One that called for repeated instruction was the art of predicting the weather. Granny had it down to a science. It befitted her penchant for all mysteries of divination. She was, in fact, similarly adroit at reading tea leaves or palms. But most of all, the sky spoke to her.

			“What’s coming for tomorrow, Robbie?” Such was the usual opening of my meteorological interrogation. The correct answer depended on the clouds. On radiant June or July afternoons, a flotilla of tiny white shapes often sailed not far above the horizon. It would be an especially good sign for them to move in from the west.

			And if so, “Another nice day like today” was the response she sought. But my grilling would not end there.

			“How do you know?”

			“Those little clouds, Granny.”

			“But there’s lots of sunshine. And the sky’s bright blue. Doesn’t that count?” In the beginning, I might have dithered. But over time, I gained confidence.

			“No, it’s the little clouds. It can rain the day after a completely blue sky. Not always, but sometimes.” Her quizzical look in reply would force me to insist. “No clouds at all means wait and see. Anything might come along. Maybe in a while there’ll be little white ones like up there right now. If that happens, the next day will be good. But if they’re big ones, maybe not. And grey ones could be terrible.”

			From a seven- or eight-year-old, that was enough. More detailed lessons could come later. In time I learned of stratus or cirrus clouds, and August thunderheads welling up from the furthest reaches of the Bay. All that and much more. But at first, she aimed only to lay a foundation for what would follow. And she had more than that single lesson on her mind.

			“Robbie, there’s no end to what a gentleman must know, and most of it’s not in books. But it matters all the same.”

			That conviction gave Granny two responsibilities. Most obviously it authorized her to scold me gently whenever I bungled a task she felt was important. But there was more. On the very best days, she had the pleasure of teaching me something entirely new. Yet be the lesson novel or repeated, I had the impression she always felt she was bestowing credentials I would never outgrow. It was a formidable exercise for us both, but we had all the time in the world. Or so it seemed.

			



	

Neighbours

			Janine and Albert Leduc and their children were our nearest French-Canadian neighbours. Albert, known as Bébert, was among the at least eighteen offspring born to the wife of Évariste Leduc, one of the area’s major landowners. Évariste received his acreage for service in World War I. Since then, his progeny had put down roots here and there around the Bay. His grandson Hank was less than a year younger than me. We became best friends as soon as each of us was old enough to walk back and forth between the Point and Hank’s home. My pal’s proud claim of having seventeen uncles and aunts—or even more—on his father’s side alone might well have been accurate, but there was a complication. Évariste’s careworn spouse made no distinction between her many offspring who survived and those who had slipped away, often within weeks of their birth. She recalled the names of every one, living or dead, and spoke of them all without distinction. That disregard for everyday reality impressed me deeply. Still, my amazement was even greater on the afternoon Hank and his parents brought me on the forty-minute boat ride to fetch provisions from Port Glen. While the others were haggling in the general store, my friend took me for a first-ever look inside a Catholic church. Father Lemaire’s pride and joy was a massive print depicting Jesus of the Sacred Heart. Hank wanted to show it to me, and my reaction did not disappoint him. I was transfixed by the otherworldly glow from beneath the Saviour’s translucent skin. After that, old Grand-mère Leduc’s attachment to a far more human illusion seemed downright pedestrian. But as for the true number of Hank’s paternal relatives, I could never be sure.

			Bébert was often away. Most of the time, he earned good pay clearing brush along railway tracks or power lines. Otherwise, he would be drinking his wages in Port Glen or at some forest encampment with his workmates. This left Janine as the pillar of the household. She was a reliable mainstay for Hank and her two other children. Alain was the eldest of the three, with Lili arriving a year before Hank, who was the ’tit-bé of the family. Their mother found time to keep a remarkably tidy house, raise chickens and one or two pigs, and preserve whatever fruit or vegetables (or even fish) became available season by season. Into the bargain, she made cash money selling excellent bread and homemade wild strawberry or blackberry jam. Yet even with the baby bonus and additional income from Bébert’s trap line in winter, the family’s budget was tight. No adult would have failed to perceive their straightened circumstances. But I was a child, easily misled by the apparent security Janine’s ceaseless labour suggested. She managed to maintain her hectic pace for some years. Still, continuing it indefinitely would prove impossible.

			From age seven I was the only anglophone, adult or child, Janine permitted inside the house. Yet extreme poverty was not the cause of her reticence. As I stood awkwardly on her threshold for the first time, she made the situation plain. “Outside, we’re polite. We speak English in Port or with city folks. But in the house, it’s only French. That’ll go for you, too, Robbie.”

			My face must have betrayed alarm.

			“It’ll be hard for you, but it’s not your fault. So we’ll break the rules a little. You can use as much English as you want. But you’ll hear nothing but French.” She looked around to the children for confirmation.

			“Merci,” I stammered, expending in one go nearly all my French vocabulary. I prayed my pronunciation of that single word was not too disgraceful.

			“Merci à toi, Robbie. Don’t worry. We won’t expect much. You’re Hank’s friend and you’re a good boy. That’s enough. And now, no more English from me.”

			I stepped forward, and Janine’s promise held true. From that day on, I ran in and out as freely as any of the other youngsters. And I gained admission to an utterly unexpected world. I already knew that the habits of my own or my city friends’ parents were poles apart from those of Granny and Grandpa. That difference was something I took for granted. I had grown up with it, but this was not the same kind of contrast. Janine and her clan were more than merely unlike outsiders. So far as possible, they were completely disconnected. Over time, I learned how rarely they took account of what others might approve or misprize. Upholding their own ways appeared to be the cardinal goal, and the less said about it, the better.

			Inside the house, we mainly gathered in the kitchen. Its heady aromas were a revelation. But oddly, what I recall most was not the traditional scent of Janine’s bread in the oven. She usually had a soup pot on the go, as well. Its gently quivering lid released vapours that could be even more exquisite. I was curious to know what alchemy gave rise to them. Hank never paid attention and had no idea. But his mother was happy to explain. In part, she relied on commonplace ingredients that my mother or grandmother might have underestimated. Bones, bacon rinds and random off-cuts of meat simmered for hours, with no purpose-bought additions beyond salt, pepper and yellow onions. When she could, she chopped in carrots from her own or a relative’s garden. Yet that was not all. She made use of time-honoured plants unknown to city cooks. In spring she sent Lili to collect ramps. Later on, it would be sunchokes or the roots of garlic mustard or wild primroses. Sometimes Hank and I accompanied his sister. Those outings were memorable. And it all began with Janine’s first invitation to enter their home.

			About a year later, I joined the Cub Scouts in Toronto. Thoughts of Janine’s woodstove prompted me to take an interest in campfire cookery. Mess brigade was an assignment no other boy wanted. But I had observed her skill in adjusting the fire and positioning completed dishes at a safe distance from the hottest flames. Those were strategies I could use outdoors. Soon, my prowess was in demand. The trick was to have all three of the usual fried Spam, instant mashed potatoes, and tinned vegetables ready at once. That modest feat entitled me to sit back while others did the clean-up. And it rendered the strictures of Cub Scout membership at least bearable.

			As well, it offered me time to reflect on the military overtones of the Cub pack’s pecking order. I began to wonder if it might be anything like what Grandpa had undergone in France. Never before had I been motivated to ask him about the War. In those days, I did not find him easy to engage in conversation, but to my relief, he did his best to recall.

			“Some of us cooked all right. We had to. But we didn’t have much to work with.” His memories began to revive. “Now that I think of it, we usually got salted meat. And I can tell you, it could be pretty stinky. That and the oldest bread you can imagine. They promised more food and better, but we almost never got it.”

			“That must’ve been horrible. Couldn’t you look for anything nicer? Not even berries?”

			“Robbie, those Germans were good shots. We stayed in the trenches as much as we could. We felt lucky to get our next meal. Anyway, there was only bare mud around us.”

			“That’s nothing like what Scouter Bill tells us in Cub meetings.”

			“But Robbie, he’s just playing.” I must say I was shocked, but he forged ahead. “Your mother’s shown me that yellow Scout Book of yours. Believe me, none of us would have survived long enough to build a fire the way it says in there.”

			“Well then, what about Janine? She’s not playing. She builds a fire in that stove of hers every day. And she doesn’t have much to cook with, either.” I had the impression I might for once be a step ahead of him. “Did you know you could eat wild leeks? Or sunchokes?”

			“So that’s what you’re getting at.” He grinned affectionately. “Yes indeed. Janine’s ’way too good for your Scouter Bill.”

			“But wild food doesn’t have to be just for her, Grandpa. If they’d let me, I could cook all sorts of those things when I’m out with the troop.”

			“I dare say you could. But you know, you’d still be pretending.” That was not what I expected to hear. Still, Granny always trusted him and maybe I should, too. I took a chance.

			“Really? Why?”

			“Janine’s a great woman, Robbie. She’s not just tough, she’s patient, too. But think of it for a minute. Even though you and Hank spend so much time together, you’re completely different from his family.” He was not going to let me gloss over discouraging truths. “Of course, his mother never pushes you away. She even tries to help you fit in. But it won’t last. It can’t. Over there is a wonderful place for you right now. But a time will come …” He hesitated and I could not resist breaking in.

			“Yes, maybe. But Hank and I never think of that.” I imagined this might be my most effective defence, but I had no chance to learn how he would react. At that very moment, we noticed my friend walking up from the path by the shore. He called out as soon as he spotted us.

			“My mom wants to know if Robbie can come for lunch.”

			Grandpa was quick to respond. “Sure thing. And I’d like to thank her for being so generous. Now, off you go, Robbie.”

			The two of us set out for Hank’s place. I knew there was more that my grandfather and I had to explore, but not then. The air was warm, and the sun sparkled on the Bay. It was a good time to persist in not thinking too much.

			



	

Royalty

			Lasting friendship with Hank and his siblings was far from the only consequence of admission to Janine’s household. I received as well a real-life introduction to French immersion, so the language came easily when at last I reached grade 9. Even German in the following year yielded to strategies Janine had required much earlier. On the first day, our new German instructor’s diktat came as a shock to many of my classmates. We must trust ourselves to guess unknown words “anhand des Kontextes.” In illustration he completed the rest of the lesson entirely in German, using only pictures and play-acting as prompts. Pandemonium, of course, broke out once we regained the corridor. But if I had ever harboured any doubts, from that moment forward, the value of Janine’s good-humoured stubbornness was unmistakable.

			Still, another irony proved less entertaining. None of us in Janine’s welcoming kitchen could have foreseen how poorly my summer friends’ much more impressive bilingualism would turn out to serve them. The easy-going bliss of those days was to be eclipsed by events I observed not many years later. At age fourteen—two years younger than the law prescribed, and still trapped in grade 6—Hank would drop out of English-only schooling altogether. And he had begun hinting at such a plan long before enacting it. His casual explanation is engraved in my memory.

			“It’s the same for me as all the others. I’ve got to get out of there. It took me a while, but now I see how things work.” And how, in fact, was that? Hank had known what my question would be.

			“Those teachers have ways to make us give up! They talk about hard work, but they want to push us out.” I think he could see I remained doubtful. “Okay, at first it might look like we should stay. But it’s a trick. In the end, we feel even worse. I hate them. Anyway, I’m not going to need them.” He sounded determined, but at the time, I did not take him seriously.

			My friend had been hardly more than ten when he spoke those words, but he returned to the topic in the autumn before what would be his last few months at school. We had been gathering blackberries on the edge of a meadow down past Bébert’s house. The land was Major Greenwood’s, but he allowed Janine to pick whenever she wished. In June she came for strawberries, but now it was September. Hank and I were filling a basin for his mother. She picked alongside us. That was when I learned Hank would implement his plan a little before Christmas. By then, deep snow was sure to discourage many children from slogging out to the school bus, so he would not be the only one to vanish. No truant officer was likely to show up until the drifts melted. And even then, none would pursue an absentee of his age. He would be free. I still remember how unimaginable it sounded.

			“So, what’ll you do?”

			“Don’t worry. It’ll be easy. My big brother stopped before he was my age, and I’m not even gone yet. He took off a bit after you started coming to our place. I bet you didn’t even notice.” I admitted to myself I had not. “He told me about it then, but I didn’t listen. Well, he was right.”

			We had stopped picking. I was riveted. “Will you join him in Port?”

			“Not a chance. I’ve got ’way bigger ideas.” Hank’s tone was as confident as when he had first shared his intention. “A cousin of mine works in Toronto, but he’s up here every winter. He said by next year I’ll be able to pass for sixteen, and he’ll help me get a construction job. He can even show me how to get benefits when they lay me off. Then I’ll come home until the money stops. It’s what he does, too. He spends a few months at his sister’s house on the other side of Port.”

			Even in those days, I recognized the system Hank had in mind. It had not dawned on me he would take that path. But he had it all figured out.

			“Really, taking a job is a bit like school. My cousin says nobody can get away from every single rule. Some of them are okay, even. I’ll make sure the good ones help me and the others don’t drag me down.”

			By then Janine had given up her pretense of not listening. She looked over to support her son. “I know it’s not what you’d do, Robbie. But we have our ways, too.” Recalling her defensive tone that day still makes me wince. At the time, I tried to be reasonable.

			“I’d be worried if it was me, that’s all. A regular job might be safer. Don’t you think so, Hank?”

			“Not really. Look around Port Glen.” He settled in to champion a rationale he must have formulated since long before announcing his decision. “Take old George Dalton. He closes the marina every autumn. Then he barely works another hour until the tourists come back. Well, I’d like that, too. Or Roger Winston. He’s in his office at the Club every day, but what does he do? I hear he phones the bank from time to time. That’s nothing. Or Father Lemaire. I don’t suppose he’s worked a week in his whole life.” He seemed convinced there could be no rejoinder. “So, Robbie, why wear myself out?” Janine agreed right away.

			“Those three know what’s what. They’ve got it as good as the Major up in his big house. And even he had to go to the War just like Grand-père Évariste. Well, at least those two old guys took a risk. But the others looked out for themselves, that’s all.”

			I had felt no urge to argue. It was easy to see why she and Hank thought as they did. I already understood neither age nor hindsight could change their perspective any more than my own. So equivocation became my refuge. I told myself that at least some stroke of good fortune must always play a part. A fuller accounting of Dalton’s story might provide an example. Grandpa said he had come from Britain without a cent, much like himself or my other grandfather. His one resource was a knowledge of marine mechanics and carpentry. He started by repairing boats and overwintering them in Port Glen. Then tourism took off, and he made good. So it was complicated. He had earned his success, but he was lucky as well, and he was not alone.

			I had been surprised Hank and Janine left Honest Joe Bonneville off their list. A Francophone bootlegger and odd-job contractor, he was a shrewd operator Granny and Grandpa knew quite well. Unlike George Dalton’s, his business seemed almost as shady as we all thought Mr. Winston’s was. Yet Grandpa and even my father respected his deal-making talents. And then there was Effie Birmingham, too, presiding summers-only over her Big Pine Lodge not far from the Point. It had not been obvious what to think.

			To my relief, they let the matter drop until the sun arrived straight overhead and announced it was time to head home for lunch. As I turned to leave, Janine made a comment that I recognized as a peace offering.

			“Really, some of us will always do better than the rest. But none of those men I mentioned are all that smart. I’ll tell you who’s ’way better than them: the Queen on that calendar in your grandmother’s kitchen. Look at her fancy clothes and her crown. We ought to respect those things. After all, we have our royalty around here, too. You could say Dalton and Winston, and maybe even the Father are tiny little kings. If so, the Major and Grand-père Évariste must be bigger ones.”

			Then as now I could not help wondering. Janine might have been right. If Dalton or Winston could secure a place in the elite, why not others? Hank’s bold ambition had made me step back. He aimed for what he saw as the very best. Possibly my own two grandfathers had struck less admirable bargains with fate. And after them, maybe my father, as well. Any one of them could have held out for unfettered enjoyment of life. Instead, they made do with a timid security that I knew would never have satisfied my friend. His choice had been independence at any cost. In due course I was destined to reach that crossroads myself. It would be my good luck to face it at an older age than Hank. Still, I began to wonder how principled my decision would be.

			Hank and I met again that evening to chat and fish in a punt he borrowed from Bébert. Our morning’s topic did not resurface directly. Yet the autumn sky was amazingly clear. We could not miss the headlamps of long-distance transport trailers intersecting on a hilltop a mile or two down the Bay. They mesmerized us both, but for the first time I grasped how little my thoughts had in common with my companion’s. The highway from Port Glen was my family’s customary route to the south. I had often followed it. For Hank, it would have been much less familiar. In my mind, those searching beams warned of how readily the city’s enticements could threaten the perfection of the Bay. For my friend, their meaning might have been almost exactly the reverse. But neither of us shared our thoughts before going ashore and trudging towards bed.

			As I remember it now, I had been impatient to pull up the covers and sink into dreams I felt certain would one day come true. I must have hoped my companion could drift off into an equally blissful glow. There had been a time when I think both of us believed in such a vision. But by that night I began to feel that the spell must eventually break. As it happened, Hank was going to be the first to lift his head from the pillow and rub his eyes. Faithful friend that he was, he would be generous enough to permit my happy dream to go on a little longer than his.

			



	

Granny’s Summer Calendar

			For Granny, living well meant bringing order to what might otherwise be chaos. She structured time at Providence Point according to a series of immutable if sometimes eccentric dates. To begin with, the shutters must always be raised no later than the first Saturday in May. Granny knew lovely English May Day would never find its equal in Ontario. Still, she was no prisoner of space or time. In that she resembled her husband. As he approached the drinks cabinet on leisurely weekend afternoons, his trademark comment never wavered. “They must be celebrating 5 p.m. somewhere in the world.” And likewise, regardless of barely melted ice on the lake or snow still visible in the thickets, the couple invariably opened the cottage doors by Granny’s May Day weekend. No other summer home would be occupied for at least three or four more weeks. But the crisp air promised adventure, and with luck, the mosquitoes might not yet be on the prowl.

			Lunch on that festive Saturday always included a dessert of pricey imported strawberries to reflect the May Day theme. Granny bought two pints from her Italian greengrocer and served them bathed in Nestlé’s double cream. But the pinnacle of the day’s luxury would be a platter of roasted squabs. They were the last link in a chain of connections that harmonized perfectly with Granny’s Russian-doll view of life. The birds came from John Farley, my grandfather’s friend and employer. Scion of an affluent Toronto family, he had served as a British army captain in the Great War. Grandpa was a mere wireless operator, but somehow they became comrades. Then true to fairy-tale logic, after my grandparents moved to Canada, Farley’s business needed a bookkeeper. And his benevolence did not end there. The barns on his Don Valley estate attracted wild pigeons in such numbers he could share a few with Grandpa and Granny. He never attended the party himself. My parents rarely did either. But as soon as I was old enough to join in, the May Day table was set for three.

			A few weeks later came the Victoria Day long weekend. For years Granny called it the Spring Bank Holiday, another hold-over from British usage. Whatever its name, the 24th of May was when most cottages were opened for the summer. Grandpa deferred to the Canadian rule by first hoisting the Union Jack on that date. Yet even by then, the weather was almost never balmy. Trilliums and marsh marigolds might be in full bloom, but it was seldom warm enough for an outdoor picnic. Instead, Granny and my mother laid the table on the veranda. There must always be a cold baked ham, mustard pickles, plenty of my grandfather’s Old Vienna beer, a potato salad, and slices of excellent bread from Janine.

			That spread had to be abundant because our group would be swelled by not only my parents but also my so-called Uncle Harry and Auntie Lou. In the thirties, they had built a summer home on the far side of a narrow bay next to Providence Point. But Uncle Harry misread the post-war trends, and his business languished. One casualty was their cottage. Still, they and my grandparents had already become fast friends. Fortunately, the Point offered ample sleeping space for guests. They visited on and off throughout the season. As the only adult in my extended family to enjoy fishing, Uncle Harry was a treasured mentor for me. Somehow his long experience with massive pike and broad-shouldered smallmouths had not spoiled him for more modest quarry. We spent happy hours in pursuit of sunfish, perch, and rock bass. Uncle Harry used to say I made him remember what fishing was all about. Years later, I realized he had taught me the same lesson.

			Dominion Day was next. That holiday always fell on July 1, whatever day of the week it was. My grandparents and their guests would celebrate on the nearest Saturday before or after, with a boisterous pot-luck feast that continued from lunchtime through most of the afternoon. Since there was no telling what each visiting group would bring, Granny’s unenviable task was somehow to foresee the necessary extras. Apart from my own family, the list of participants most often included Uncle Harry and Auntie Lou plus a very different couple who usually appeared only for that one occasion. Max Reid was a well-heeled Toronto bookmaker, who had migrated from England. He and Alice, his mistress, would pull up behind the cottage in a chauffeured limousine. Everyone knew that Grandpa’s circle of friends was eclectic. Even so, Reid’s attendance might have seemed perplexing. But thereby hung a tale.

			My grandparents had met him aboard ship on their return from a visit to England. In those days, his rough East-End edges were plain to see. Kibitzing on the fringe of a high-stakes bridge game that he himself lacked the means to enter, Grandpa was impressed by Reid’s bravado. Moneyed players did their utmost to ostracize the outsider at the table, but he kept his head. Eventually, he fleeced them all. Grandpa and Granny congratulated him at the bar the next evening, and in Toronto the three remained friends. Within a few years, Reid’s affairs became mightily successful. My grandfather could go so far as to recommend him when Mr. Farley’s international houseguests hankered for a flutter at Woodbine. I think the rascal never forgot who first welcomed him to Canada.

			Mr. Reid’s habitual contribution was a basket of delicacies from the Royal York Hotel. He would wink to the menfolk and explain he had requested “something to ward off starvation while out camping with the boys.” At that Alice would smile indulgently. All present were aware that the ever-invisible Mrs. Reid was at home in Toronto. This impropriety left Granny and Auntie Lou to lapse into self-conscious small-talk while my
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