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For Emmajaymahdee…







On the cathedral steps sprinkled by the bells’ benediction

Like water that blissfully stained the scorching street,

You were not among the small crowd in the sun,

So many black against the Sicilian heat.

I never entered the shaded church with its pews

facing the tortured altar, but I hoped to find you:

Oh, I did, halfheartedly, but by now it was no use.

The bells meant nothing or the swallows they lifted;

still I felt you were ahead and I was right behind you,

and that you would stop on your shadow and turn your head,

and there in Sicily turn into salt, into fiction.

I don’t know the cathedral’s name. It’s in Syracuse.

I bought a paper in a language I cannot read.

There was nothing in the paper about this. It wasn’t news.

—DEREK WALCOTT, “On the Cathedral Steps”








Why do we expect so little of ourselves? We are worth more, we are owed more…we are capable of more…why should [we] be no more than Anancy?

—NORMAN MANLEY, Chief Minister of Jamaica (Anancy is an African folk hero, known to be a trickster; there is an alternative spelling, “Anansi.”)







It is because we hate you, you and your Reason, that we uphold juvenile dementia, blazing madness and unflinching cannibalism…. Come to terms with me, I will not come to terms with you.

—AIMÉ CÉSAIRE, Return to My Native Land
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THURSDAY



Coming out of the dream, the bells are ringing, and she holds her breath, trying to find out the reason for the ringing of the bells; trying to remember when she had heard the bells ringing like this, “Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!” coming through the trees in the darkened Park, “Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!…,” and waking to this music, she is entering full consciousness, and can remember how the trees look: straight and black from the ground to the first flaring-out of limbs, dead now on the thin layer of snow that whitens the ground in these cold, teeth-shattering mornings of winter, which she hates, even after thirty years living in Canada; “…Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!” and she remains in the cold bed; and then she turns to lie on her back, and this makes her look up into the dark ceiling, and then all around her, with the eye of a periscope, unable still to pick out the furniture in the room, or see the breaking outline of morning light; or the lights of a passing car, or police cruisers, numerous as ambulances in this neighbourhood, in Moss Park, numerous as black squirrels scampering over the white grass of the sleeping Park; and she imagines that the ambulances are returning empty-handed, in the dead of night with silenced siren, without a homeless man with no job, and with no overdosed sex-working woman strapped down in the back, with tubes from their nostrils pinned to their chests, down the front of their clothes pulled roughly aside to accommodate the thin, life-giving, plastic tube; but even so, the ambulance moves with the same speed and emergency over the thin-coated white street, spewing snow and paper cups like grass from a lawn mower in summer; just as she is coming out of it now…coming out from the dream she is having, coming out of the warm clutch of “that man” and it is at this stage in her awakening, after she turns for the second time, this time on to her stomach, unable and unwilling to face the darkness and pick up, from memory, or through invention, the articles of her life surrounding her: chair and table, linoleum cloth on the table used as a desk for writing letters to “that man,” her husband, lost or buried somewhere in America, in Brooklyn, where he went to find permanent employment, the table used for eating dinner, the one meal in her day when she can sit with her son, Barrington James, BJ as he is called by everyone, including his “gangsta” friends, as she calls these friends of his; and the few neighbours, one on the left, one on the right, and the man who walks with a four-wheeled walker…yes, she is coming out of the reverie of the clutching embrace “that man” has her in, and the sounds of the bells of St. James’s tolling in the short distance from her basement apartment, four streets to the south of the Park, straight as an arrow; and in her mind she crosses Queen Street, then a small street, Britain, that runs from Sherbourne to George Street; then a bigger street, Richmond; then Adelaide, and she walks through the small park and the garden patterned after nineteenth-century ones in London-England, through the garbage with its smell left by dogs and homeless men; and other things that she does not like to look at, in this short walk from her neighbourhood, and she enters the huge, studded, brown, stained main door of the Cathedral that looks like the door to a castle; and sits down and settles herself in a pew whose seat is padded by a cushion and forgets her life, forgets her son, forgets “that man,” forgets the Island where she was born, and had left thirty years ago, as an indentured servant, a “domestic” as she was known to the Governments of her Island and of Canada; for “the loneliness, the loneliness, the loneliness,” as she would complain to her friend Josephine; and to her son, BJ—not that she was having a discussion with him; for she had not become so Canadian that she would sit down and reason with him; for he was a child and she told him what to do—simple as that, the way it was done where she came from; and she would discuss it with “that man,” the man she was living with, “in common law,” the man she had sent for, and had paid for his ticket, and the suit he wore on that cold November night, the man she wanted out of her life—even though he was in America, placing him here in this basement apartment, and making him sit on one of the two red-painted chairs, talking aloud to him even though he was there only in her imagination; and these imaginary conversations did not last long, and then she would remember when they were happy, when they were behaving like man and wife, man and woman, when they spent time in bed, lying like two sardines moistened by the oil and the garlic in a tin of Millionnaires manufactured in Norway; lying in silence, waiting to be sure that their son in his adjoining room was at last asleep (but many times she was sure that BJ pretended he was not asleep); and now she hears the “Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!” of the Cathedral bells, and tries to decide what time it is, but as she is still lying on her stomach, she cannot tell if the three red digits on her alarm clock, 7.36, refer to nighttime or daytime.

She is coming out of her sleep. And she is coming out of her dream, listening to the deep sweet sound of the bells, and she is aware now that today is Thursday, and she thinks she shall not rise from this bed. She has decided she will not go to work today. She pulls the white sheet round her body, tightens the white imitation blanket, then the ribbed white comforter round her body; and as she does this, she realizes that she has transformed herself into a mummy. Wrapped in these three extra skins of her bed linen, she feels sad. The dream is haunting her.

She is unable still to put a name to the tune the bells are playing. The ringing of the bells now connects her back to her dream, cut off before its climax, and she drifts off to the sound of the metal tongue striking the iron skirt of the bell that goes through her body, almost like the man’s hand, in the dream, raising her skirt high off her knee, until his fingers reach the soft warmth of her thighs, which makes her jump in surprise and in excitement; and his tongue paints her lips; and she finds the words, awakening from her half-sleep, that what she feels is the same as what she is hearing, the banging of the tongue of the bell against its skirt, moving right and deep into her body, like the sensation of the bells, like the same short sweetness of his impatient kisses, as she lingers on her stomach, as if she is still wandering in her dream, and her dream is a journey; and she is lost, and she is counting the strokes of the bell for direction; “Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!” ticking off his kisses, counting them off on her fingers, as she used to do in her class of Mental Arithmetic, years ago back in the Island, at St. Bartholomew’s Elementary School for Girls; and now, counting each smash of iron, listening to the sound that is still going through her body, like a rush that returns and returns, thirteen heavy times in deep disappointment: deep strokes of the iron tongue inside the welcoming skirt of the bell, and she knows now, at this moment, it is time to get out of bed, to let go of her dreaming and escape the power of the bells of St. James’s Cathedral. The purpose of the bells is clear: they are summoning her to Communion. But she knows it is time to go to work. She has already decided she will not go today.

 

The kitchen of Trinity College in the University, where she is the Assistant Manager, Daytime and Supper Meals, will have to survive without her today—and maybe tomorrow too, if she is in the same mood. They owe her vacation days, anyhow, and sick leave. She has worked there five years now. And it is November. And she prays for March and April to come, to bring more warmth into her bones. But she likes the job, especially when she is on the supper shift, seeing all these young men, white and black and coloured, from Canada and England and the West Indies and Puerto Rico, the Bahamas and all over the world, all sitting close and chatting and chattering about their lectures and their classes in Philosophy and Law and Engineering, and gossiping and joking.

But most of all, she liked the way they dressed. They all wore academic gowns to supper. And they looked just like the choir and the clergy when they walked up the aisle on those first Sundays of the month when she took Communion at St. James’s Cathedral.

But her joy, because of her position and the prestige of the place she was in, this venerable Trinity College Dining Hall, would sometimes become tainted, as though a dash of vinegar were dropped into it, when she tried to picture her son, BJ, sitting at one of these tables old as the Victorian Age she had read about in library books. “His real, full name even fits this place!” she said many times to herself. “Barrington James, I christened that blasted boy! As if I expected he would turn out to be a success, sitting down in a place like this, having dinner. Not eating food! Not chomping on hamburger and fries. Stuffing his mouth with potato chips! But taking dinner as a gentleman. How you like that?” And in her mind she would place BJat one of these heavy brown oak tables, like those used in monasteries and castles in England in the time of Queen Victoria, her favourite English queen. BJ would be dressed in a white shirt, with the College tie smart round his neck, his grey flannel trousers pressed with creases sharp as a Gillette razor blade, his brown shoes shined to reflect his face in them—like dogs’ stones, as she would have said if this College was back in the Island—and his College blazer with the crest on the left breast pocket. “Jesus Christ, boy!” she said in her dream. “Jesus Christ, boy! You look like a lawyer! Or a doctor! You look good, boy!” And her imagination would glow in Technicolor, and BJ would replace the student she had chosen in her fantasy as his model. And with these images in her head, her work was made easy—easier; and her eyes would shine, and she would serve the boys larger portions, until the platter was empty and there were only the marks of devoured pork chops left. “If I was in charge of the cooking tonight, I would put a little more black pepper, or even Scotch Bonnet, on these chops, run a little seasoning from back home into them, and with a bone and some fat, for flavour…and I wouldn’t serve all this damn plain white rice, neither! Oh, no! These boys deserve something special! A little Jamaica red beans and rice. Or Barbadian yellow split peas and rice, and a little piece o’ pig tail hide-away in it. These boys deserve more strengthening foods. For their brain!” And she would move through the rows of chairs and oak tables, like a woman light on her feet, skating on ice; smooth; in and out; her face like that of an ice skater she had seen on television, doing Eights. “…and Nines, and Tens, and Elevens…whatever!…if there is such a thing!” But always, in her mind, BJ would be there, installed in a chair, taking his dinner, in this Dining Hall. These were her reveries, these wishes, these possibilities—for to her, nothing was out of her reach. “Let me tell you something, girl!” her Mother told her almost every morning before she left for Queen’s College, one of the Island’s prestigious high schools for girls. “Don’t you ever tell me you can’t solve any problem life puts in front of you! You hear me?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“Don’t call me Ma! Call me Mother. I more-prefer you call me by my Christian name!…Ma…Baa…Baa-baa…” And then she laughed.

“Yes, Mother.” She can remember it now as if it was yesterday. They were eating roast corn. That commandment became her Twelfth Commandment. Her Eleventh was “Manners Maketh Man.”

 

She remembers one particular cold night on her way home when she accepted the cigarette offered by her friend Missis Proposki, who worked in the College kitchen with her. Missis Proposki was a server, and she helped with the cleaning up. When Missis Proposki gave her the plain-tipped mentholated MacDonald’s cigarette, she coughed three times before she could inhale the smoke that rasped her throat like a knife.


“If you wasn’t with me,” Missis Proposki said, “I never would take this damn road. Not by myself.” They were walking along Philosopher’s Walk, near the College, towards Bloor Street. “In the Star today, I read it on the subway coming to work, another rape…”

“I read it too.”

“A woman has to be so careful,” Missis Proposki said. The cigarette dangled from the left corner of her mouth.

“I forgot to bring my bottle. Must remember to walk with it,” Missis Proposki said. She moved her hand round inside her bag, looking for the quart bottle of brandy, bottled by the Liquor Control Board of Ontario, just in case she had brought it with her from the College kitchen. The two of them would take a snap of the brandy when no one was looking; and then would stifle its strength and its smell with squirts of Coca-Cola, through a straw, from the machine; and then toss a Halls cough drop into their mouths, crushing it with their teeth, and laugh at the sound—and she would smile, and tell Missis Proposki how similar the sound of the Halls was to the crushing of roasted Indian corn kernels.

“A beer?” she asked Missis Proposki.

“Why the hell not, girl! Let’s turn round. I know a place. College and Spadina. And they plays the type o’ music you like. I hear you singing all the time…”

“Why the hell not!” she told Missis Proposki.

And so they went back to Hoskin Avenue, and turned left at St. George, taking a right at College, and as they walked they were laughing and telling dirty jokes, as they passed bright blinking lights, and signs advertising rhythm and blues bands and ladies and lap dancing, and blues singers; and she recognized the area, two or three streets north of Baldwin Street, in the Kensington Market where she went to buy plantains, and green bananas, and luscious pig tail, and mackerel floating in brine…But she had never gone to this club, El Mocambo, where they were now heading. She remembered her Mother’s injunction about walking about in Toronto, “and it so big and wild, by yourself alone at nights! And I reading about these crimes every time you send down a Canadian magazine for me to look at…leaving me to wonder what the hell my only daughter doing up there in that damn sinful place!” and she had read this over and over, in the last letter her Mother had written. They sat down, she and Missis Proposki, in the large room, with the lights so dim she could hardly see Missis Proposki; and just then the band was about to play, and the leader said, “One…two…one-two-one-two…three four!” and she could see the small red dots of cigarettes; and a waitress who wore bright red lipstick, and had beautiful legs, and came and stood beside them, and said, “What will it be, ladies?” and she took a pencil from her hair and drew small circles on her pad; and Missis Proposki said, “Brandy and Coke! Why not?” and she said, “Me too!” and the scantily dressed waitress said, “Two brandy-and-Cokes, coming up!”

“Cigarette?” Missis Proposki said.

“Can we?” she said.

“Others are doing it,” Missis Proposki said; and without waiting, she offered the pack of mentholated MacDonald’s to her friend. She cleared her throat before she took out a cigarette.

And the waitress came back with the drinks, and served them.

“Where the group from?” she asked.

“American. You want to request something?”

“Just listening,” she said. “That’s good enough.”


“Negro music from Amerrica,” Missis Proposki said. “It does something to me…”

“‘What Love Is,’” she said.

“Eh?” Missis Proposki said.

“‘You Don’t Know What Love Is,’” she said. “The tune we’re listening to. Hear it almost every day on WBLK from Buffalo.”

“Oh!” Missis Proposki said. Her face was shining even in the darkened room. Missis Proposki was happy, and her happiness transformed her face and made her look younger, and she held her cigarette the way film stars like Bette Davis hold theirs, in movies.

“If I wasn’t so damn tired…” Missis Proposki said.

“Me too,” she said.

“…would get up and dance,” Missis Proposki said.

“Me too!”

 

And when she left on the streetcar going east along College, and had waved Missis Proposki good night on the northeast corner of College and Spadina, it was ten o’clock; and the car was empty; and she looked at the five other passengers, sitting at the back of the car, and all of a sudden remembered Missis Proposki’s warnings about “the rapists in this city” and her words about wanting to dance came back to her; and she wondered what really was in Missis Proposki’s mind. “Did she want me to dance with her? I wonder.” There had been three couples, including two women who clutched each other, their heads on each other’s shoulders, dancing to “You Don’t Know What Love Is,” a soft blues number, thick as syrup, and as sweet, moving to the music as they pressed themselves against their partners’ bosoms, eyes closed to the slow saxophone that burned her heart and her body with the fire of memories, and made her wonder when was the last time she had been on a dance floor. “Back home, I would be dancing at the Drill Hall, every bank holiday, every Easter Monday, every club dance, and definitely at every Queen’s College Ball. Those were the days!” The streetcar had now stopped at St. George Street, near the Toronto Tuberculosis Centre, across from the building that housed the Public Library. She remembered when she first came here, how the nurse placed her body against the contraption, and she thought she felt the heat, or the electricity coursing through her body; displaying her insides, lungs and heart and liver; and she suddenly became frightened to imagine that the large piece of mica, like a plastic sheet of the X-ray, might actually show the lungs of another patient, and not hers; and that she would be awakened some morning, in the middle of winter, and told by the supervisor to prepare herself, that she was being taken to the sanatorium a long way from Toronto, up upon a mountain in the small town of Hamilton. But then, two years later, they discovered the X-ray of a man who racked his chest each time he coughed, with the name of the university student on it. The student, like her, never had tuberculosis. He was on the bus taking him up the Mountain, a crowded bus full of TB patients, when the error was discovered. She knows this because the student had asked her out to a dance. “Yes! It is as if I am back home. I mean this district. College and Spadina. Apart from the TB place I just passed. I am coming near to the street that Cecil Street runs off! And talking about dances, Cecil Street is the place where, every Thursday night, we domestics danced and ate Trinidadian pellau and curry-chicken, for an admission of seventy-five cents. Three quarters! Dances held by a Mr. Moore. From Barbados. Look, look! The streetcar just passed the street that Cecil Street runs off! Beverley! Imagine! Imagine how it is as if I am revisiting my past. Cecil Street, and the Thursday night dances; and pellau that didn’t have in much chicken, and curry-chicken that didn’t have in much curry…and that bastard, pardon my language! That son of a bitch…pardon my French…because he is going to U of T, doing Civil Engineering, thinks that because I went out with him—once—to one o’ these same Cecil Street brams, which is the name we give to cheap dances where the music bad…he thought he could take me to bed, on the first date. He thought I wasn’t brought up any better than that! That I didn’t have any decency!” And her mind went back again to the dance floor at the El Mocambo, and whether, in that short space of time, she had drunk one brandy and Diet Coke, plus three Jamaica-white-rum-and-Diet-Cokes? “And what did that woman want, when she said that if she was not so tired from standing on her feet in the College kitchen she would have got up and danced? I should have said yes. And see how she moves her body. And if I-myself wasn’t so tired, after a long day in that blasted kitchen, I would have said yes, and the two of us could have tripped the light-fantastic! Heh-heh-heh! My God! Yes…

“And the music they played at those Cecil Street brams…by the time the 45s reached us here in Canada, all the music itself was like it was already rubbed off! The records sticking and slipping and jerking. But I remember Harry Belafonte. And ‘Day-O.’ And ‘Stack banana till the marning come! Daylight come and me wan’ go home…’ Those were the days! Before I became stupid and let ‘that man’ into my life. Before I even brought-back-up that son o’ mine after I got pregnant with him, that son o’ mine, who now giving me such hell…


“Those were the days!” she said, as if she was talking to the passengers. All of them were sitting in the three rows of seats at the back of the streetcar; and she figured they were men going home from a long day of temporary, unskilled labour. But how did she know this? she asked herself. She knew because she was once like them. That was what used to be called “Canadian Experience.” Yes! She was sure that when they said “You do not have Canadian Experience,” they were using the code word for “You black.”

Men like these men at the rear of the streetcar are the same men she saw, and got to know by passing acquaintance, who sat in these same seats at the back, thirty years ago. They are the same men who worked ten hours a day, for little pay, six days a week—even to this day—and are now going home. Or are going to their night-shift jobs. Watchmen. Cleaners. “But why do they always sit at the back of the streetcar? When they are so many empty seats up front?”

 

“Who you take me for?” she was saying, over and over in her mind, as she travelled south on the subway, to Dundas Square. There were many passengers on the subway, and she felt safer in this crowded car. “Who the hell you take me for?” She was remembering the Civil Engineering U of T student who had first taken her dancing in Toronto. He wore a jacket of blue denim, and on his left shoulder was written in large white letters 6T9. On the back of his jacket was written CIVIL ENGINEERING in white capital letters. She had asked him why 6T9? But she can’t remember what he told her. The relationship did not last long enough for her to ask the question again.

When she mounted the steps from the subway, she inhaled deeply and walked on, slowly going south to Shuter, passing young women and men, wondering where they were going at this late hour; for ten-thirty was late for her; and she a woman alone, walking in this city late at night, and Missis Proposki reminding her every night when they parted company to go their separate ways about “these rapists and molestors…” and purposely not finishing the sentence. She saw her reflection in a shop window obliterated by the bodies of three men, who seemed to be looking right at her. She became a little scared and she slowed her pace, waiting for the three reflections to catch up with her. But they did not catch up with her, and she walked on, and then in another shop window she saw the same three men. They were on the other side of the street.

She is becoming really scared now, because there are not many people on this street. A large vacant lot on her left, and the Moss Park Armouries and the Park on her right, she feels like she is walking in the valley of the shadow of death, as her Mother used to call it.

But she is prepared for any emergency, thanks to Missis Proposki’s warning that lumps all men in this city into the same bag of “molestors.” She takes the cellular phone from the bottom of her leather handbag; flips it open; and starts to talk into it. Her voice is raised so that the men walking ahead of her look back. She continues walking and talking; and the men continue walking with the same distance between them.

“I am outside the door,” she says into the cellular phone.

The men look back, and one says to her, “Good night, ma’am.”

“Good night, son,” she says to him. “You have a good night.”

She flips the cellular phone shut. And puts it into her handbag.


It was a plastic toy cellular telephone that Missis Proposki had given her as a joke, for her protection.

“These blasted rapists and molestors…!”

 

“You!” she shouted, on that Wednesday night before this Thursday morning, when she closed the door behind her, turning the two keys on heavy locks and then sliding back two bolts. “You!” she said again, and touched the door of his bedroom as if she was giving benediction, as if she was reassuring herself that he was deep in sleep in his bedroom. She moved away from his door, satisfied that he was home. It was going on to midnight.

The lights in the basement apartment, from the bulb in the ceiling at the front door, facing the Park, and the lights along the narrow passageway, and those in the ceiling of the bedroom and sitting room areas, were all turned on. The television was on, with its volume turned down. She kept the television on all day, even when she was not at home. On her bedside table she dropped her house keys, and the small purse that contained her subway tokens; and she ran her hand over the red telephone on the other bedside table to the right side of her double bed, the west side, where she slept.

The telephone started to ring. She looked at her wristwatch. She ignored the ringing. “Who would be calling me at midnight?” BJ came to her mind, but he was supposed to be asleep in his room. And it couldn’t be Josephine, her Canadian friend.

She checked to see that the answering machine was on. The telephone rang four times; and the emptiness of her basement apartment seemed to act as a kind of amplifier, making the ringing louder and more frightening; and then it stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and she moved to her bed and started to undress. “I wonder what Missis Proposki really meant by saying she feels like dancing? I wonder. But it was a lovely night.” Very carefully, she took the hem of her dress and pulled it up and round her waist, and then covered her face with the silk material. She pulled it over her head and placed it on the bed, and then arranged it onto a hanger, which was covered in silk cloth to prevent the metal of the hanger leaving a stain on her dress. Many nights, less tired than she was on this Wednesday night, she would come home, strip her clothes off, fling them on the bed, take off her panties and leotards in one swipe, and drop them on the bed, flinging on her woollen granny nightgown, and cover her head with the two white sheets, the imitation white blanket and the ribbed comforter. And then she would get out of bed and go down on her knees, after she had put a pillow under her knees, and say her prayers: “Dear Father-God, thank you for taking me through another day…”

And then, as if her Mother was talking to her about her laziness and her slovenliness, and her neglect of saying thanks for her life, she would get out of bed, fold her underwear, her brassieres, her slip—when it was winter—and her nylon stockings into a pile, put them on the dresser; and then go back to bed. And immediately get back out of bed, put her silk dress on the ladies’ hanger covered in pink cloth; and then jump back into bed. She would fall immediately into a deep, sonorous sleep, breathing through her mouth. And when she awoke the next morning, not knowing what she had done in her sleep, she would for some reason tell Missis Proposki, “Good night, Irene!” And Missis Proposki would laugh and say, “Oh, don’t mind you!”

But tonight, on this Wednesday, all of a sudden, sadness descends upon her spirit. She feels lonely. The lights in the apartment, and the rhythm and blues from Buffalo, and the television giving the scores in hockey games, are of no interest to her. She gets out of bed and goes to her son’s bedroom door, and says, “You!” But this time it is a whisper, a loving greeting. She walks up to the door, places her ear against the door, tells herself that she can hear him snoring, and goes back into her own bed.

“Rring-rring!…rring-rring!…rring-rring!…”

The sound is louder now, and more insistent, as if the caller can see her through the receiver. “One…two…three…four…fifteen…sixteen…” She counts the number of rings. Nineteen. And suddenly the ringing stops.

There is not a living soul on this street that she could call, at this hour of the night, if she was in an emergency, and ask for help. Her landlord is on one of his long-distance runs to Kirkland Lake. But she knows the 911 number for emergencies. She is two blocks from the Emergency at St. Michael’s Hospital; and an ambulance is bound to come before she dies, before the emergency becomes fatal, because she hears them all the time, cutting into the peace of the night, like the wailing of babies.

And the telephone rings again. And it frightens her again. But still she does not answer it. The night closes in; it is late; and she feels alone. She listens to the ringing of the telephone, feeling as though the caller knows she is at home and will not stop until she picks up the telephone. And when she is frightened in times like this, she does nothing. She does not answer the telephone. She does not play back her messages. She does not even turn on the speakerphone to listen to them. She drops into her shell, a carapace, protecting herself from tragedy and misfortune, wiping them from her mind. But the fear remains there, unedited, bare, raw and naked.


And now, for the third time, the phone rings, and she counts the number of rings, and counts along with them—“…five…six…seven…”—and they go on to nineteen. She is convinced that someone is playing tricks with her. She gets out of bed, wraps her housecoat over her nightgown, and goes down the short hall to her son’s bedroom. “You!” she says. It is a shout this time. She runs her right hand over the door, and thinks of bursting in upon him, and wonders if this is not a violation; but she ignores all these restrictions and puts a little force on the door. The door swings open. “Thank God!” she says. He sleeps with his door unlocked. “Thank God, you’re in here.” And she walks into the darkened bedroom, no light coming into it from the hallway, and goes up to his bed, and flings back the blanket and the sheet, even though she can see that there is no body in the bed.

Her body is trembling. She is crying. She holds on to the door, to the wall in the hallway, to the chairs as she reaches them, and then collapses on the bed, burying her head in the pillows, making the pillows wet with her tears. And then she gets up from the bed and stands over the red telephone; and she touches the button to replay her messages. There is only a buzzing sound, like the sound of a telephone off the hook. And then there is a voice coming from the machine: “No new messages…remaining time, forty-six seconds.”

 

Earlier in this week, on the Tuesday afternoon, around five o’clock, when she was helping Missis Proposki clear the tables and set up for dinner, she saw an academic hood and gown left on a chair at the high table.

“What’s this?” Missis Proposki said. She held them up, away from her face, as if she was holding a dead mouse.


“One of the professors’ gowns,” she told Missis Proposki. “I’ll take it to the Fellows’ Lounge.”

She took the academic hood and gown from Missis Proposki and went to the lounge; and closed the door.

Missis Proposki was still dusting the top of the high table when she flung the door of the Fellows’ Lounge open and said, “Ta-daa!”

“My God!” Missis Proposki exclaimed.

“How I look?” she said.

“Real,” Missis Proposki said. “Like one of them.”

“You try it on. No professors won’t be here yet and…”

Before she could finish what she wanted to tell her, Missis Proposki was already fixing her hair, pulling her smock down round her waist, and this took years off her appearance, as she held her arms out, just as she had seen her priest hold his arms out while an assistant threaded his robe and his surplice through them. As though he was ascending the Cross. And Missis Proposki looked younger and more beautiful; and she held her head to one side and smiled, while Idora folded her hands into the shape of a camera and took pictures, saying, “Snap!…Good!…Another one!” and they were giggling and swirling their bodies this way and the next, and were laughing loudly; and Idora said, “My turn!” and Missis Proposki took the role of the photographer, saying, “Snap, snap…snap! Hold your head up. Good!” And like this they walked together back into the Fellows’ Lounge, and took the gown off, and folded it, and folded the hood and placed it over the gown.

“You ever thought of night school?” Missis Proposki asked her.

“That’s all I think about,” Idora said. “After registering at George Brown Community College, since August last year, I managed to make one class. One class! That’s all I think about, night school. I am too damn tired on Fridays, when I have to get to my classes, even though I have every other Friday as my off-day. Have I been thinking of night class!”

“Me too!”

Idora wondered whether it was fate, or fatalism, whichever was the correct term; whether there was some deep meaning in their finding the academic hood and gown left on the chair, for them to put on and model; and dream. She had seen her life come clearly before her, in Barbados and even in Canada, that afternoon, when the sun was streaming through the colours in the stained glass windows, transforming the white tablecloth on the high table into a multicoloured one, and touching her apron and transforming it into a “hot dress” that she would wear on a bank holiday, back home; specks of sunlight were climbing the walls of the Dining Hall, all the way up to reach the portrait gallery of former Deans and Provosts and other grey-bearded men whose features were clothed in thick bushes of moustache and beard that made them look more like prophets tumbling out from the pages of the Old Testament than ordinary men who were professors of Latin and Greek, or Philosophy or Logic; or the meaning of miracles.

And then there was another day, a few months back, as she and Missis Proposki and others had finished clearing the tables and cleaning up, and were putting out the cutlery for breakfast the next day, when a stranger came into the Dining Hall. The creak of the heavy oaken door startled her, and she could not move. Idora wondered if the stranger was a thief, intent on snatching a silver sugar bowl, or a cup and saucer, with the College crest on them, as a memento. The stranger had been looking left and right, and was startled when she realized that there was someone in the empty Dining Hall with her, and that Idora had seen her. She could hear the noise of saucepans and knives and forks and soup spoons coming from the kitchen. She walked up to Idora and said, “Do you mind if I have some coffee? I missed dinner. And I am so hungry.”

“Haven’t I seen you here before?”

“I am in Graduate School,” the woman said.

“I know I’d seen you!”

“Thank you. Thank you very much.”

“Sit down, child,” Idora told the woman.

The woman took her coat off, and her gloves. The lights in the ceiling struck the knives and forks and the glasses on the tables, and made the dining room look vast, and magical.

“Good!” Idora told the woman, who was now sitting. “Let me fix you something.”

 

It is Thursday morning, the bells of the Cathedral have stopped, and she turns over on her back. She is still cold. She moves to her left, and then to her right, and then she tightens the covers round her body and she tells herself that she must look like a dead woman, “a dead,” as they say in the Island, a corpse; like the body of that king, or emperor, that she had seen one cold Sunday afternoon, months later, when Josephine had taken her to see the Egyptian Exhibition. And she wondered what it would be like to be dead: to lie right here, in this same bed, left stiff and dead; and after five days or a week, still undiscovered by the neighbour to the left, and the neighbour to the right; and by her landlord, a long-distance truck driver; and then the stench rising from her deterioration to declare that she is at last found; the smell of her stench rising, although it is still winter…and she starts thinking if it would be better to be found dead in winter than in the summer…and lying in her white bed, with the bedding fitting her like a cocoon, wrapped in a funereal shroud, ready for burial in the frozen grave.

The tiny alarm clock paints her the time, 7.45, in red numerals, like a raw, clearly defined tearing-away of her flesh. The time is 7.46 now. She has lived one minute longer. And she is sad that at this thick velour time of winter, waking in the darkness, getting dressed in the darkness, going to bed in this darkness, even when the ceiling lights and the lamps are left on, along with the television and the radio playing music from Buffalo, even the lights in her basement apartment do not seem able to penetrate the sadness and blackness of her spirit.

This sadness weighs upon her spirit as she tries to call to mind the dream that the ringing of the bells interrupted; and she remembers now how the dream turned terrible. There was a line of men, like soldiers on a march in a green pasture, passing her, in single file, with tall thin-bodied trees surrounding them, and that gave no shade. The horror of her dream, when she got close to the line of soldiers, all black men, and who seemed to be the age of her own son, was that they all had their right hands cut off, clean-clean, at the wrists. And she thought the end of the ringing of the bells—“Blang!…blang!…buh-lang!…blang!”—was like the sudden, final slashes of a cutlass. All the men were tied to one another, by rope, at the left hand. Just before the dream escaped her body, like air from a balloon, the ringing of the bells had stopped. And she wondered what was the reason for cutting off their right hands. Were they all left-handed?


And now she remembered. The man at the head of the single file of captured soldiers was “that man,” her husband, Bertram, only younger. And the man at the rear, a boy, was her son, Barrington James.

 

It is a cold, dark Thursday morning. The bells are no longer ringing. And her dream has faded. She curses “that man,” now in America, in Brooklyn, where he went, he said, to find permanent employment. All the jobs he ever had in Toronto were casual, unskilled, part-time jobs, delivering handbills from restaurants; handbills advertising Tim Hortons coffee, handbills advertising pizza from Pizza Pizza, Chinese food, Wong-Ping Take-Out Chicken Palace, and coupons that offered two chances to win a free Ultramatic adjustable bed. He brought home four of these coupons one afternoon and gave them to her.

“What for?” she had asked him.

“To win!” He said it, she remembered, with the same excitement as if he was placing a bet on a horse at Greenwood racetrack. “Suppose you win!”

“Now, what the hell am I going to do with eight Ultramatics?”

“Take a chance!” he said. “It’s life!”

She feels surrounded by her worries, quarried like an animal being hunted down; and disgusted, in her loneliness, with her son, as she would try, on many nights, to locate him in the Park across the street from her apartment, as she looked through her two horizontal front windows, whose sills are below the level of the street. And when she can pick him out from the cluster of his friends, she can see only parts of his body: sometimes his head; sometimes his legs; sometimes his torso; as if he is cut into pieces, like a side of beef, rendered headless, legless, through the dexterity of a cleaver on the carcass of a slaughtered cow. And as she stands at the windows, she can feel the cold drafts of night breathing down her neck, and along her arms, and see them coming out of her mouth, and her nostrils, like steam; and feel how they enter her cleavage, and sting her breasts like icicles. And the line of young black men walking in single file and tied to one another, by rope the colour of khaki, which runs from one silent body to the next, comes back into her mind, stronger now than when the tableau of frightened black bodies punctuated her dream. They are bent in fear and in fatigue. They are crossing a large green field bordered by thin, tall, leafless trees. And the fear in their eyes flashes across the screen of her disappearing dream.

She has been thinking about her son: hoping he would stop dressing like a rapper, that he would wear a proper uniform to his school at Jarvis Collegiate Institute, less than four blocks away; that he would become like one of the students she cooked for, years ago, and served at the boys’ private school; that he would see these students as his role models, these smart boys, black and white, Chinese and Indian, students of this prestigious school for boys, where she peels potatoes and carrots and fries chicken legs and thighs in the kitchen that is large as a hotel’s; these boys who wear white shirts and grey flannel short pants, grey stockings pulled up to their knees, blue-black blazers, blue ties with animals on them, and brown leather shoes; and who “walk erect and nice, and talk nice” as they carry their bookbags strapped to their backs that make them, with the humps of weight, look like little camels. She sees these “nice-talking young men”—boys to her—standing at bus stops and on subway platforms—and in chauffeur-driven private cars; and then they would disappear in the flash of the car window when the morning light hit it; and she would see them every day of all the years she worked in the kitchen of the boys’ private school. And every day she went to work, tired and cold before she entered the large kitchen, she drew her son’s face onto the face of a Chinese boy, in the whim of fantasy, then onto the face of a white boy; and then onto the face of an Indian boy from Pakistan. And finally, onto the face of that one boy who she was told was from the Bahamas. “Close-enough to the Island where I born!” His complexion was two shades lighter than BJ’s.

“But BJ prefers to walk, rocking from side to side, as if his testicles are swollen, are enlarged like goadies. Walking like a penguin. The waist of his blue jeans falling almost to his knees. Down below his backside. White do-rag on his head. White baseball cap on top of the do-rag. The peak of the baseball cap pointing backwards. Or sideways. Looking so aggressive in this rap-culture fashion. That he copied from African-Americans. His long white T-shirt. Looking more like a woman’s dress than a man’s shirt. And thank God. Thank God. He is still wearing round his neck the sterling silver chain, with small links, and a silver cross that I gave him on his thirteenth birthday. That makes me so happy.” And it really did make her proud to see him wearing it. And then his Reeboks, for which she bears the burden of the price, three times a year—“Your foot is growing too damn fast, boy!”

“But sometimes I feel I could kill you!” she says in her mind, to the empty basement apartment, one cold morning as she kneels on the floor covered by a floral linoleum carpet. “Just to look at the way you look!”


Her knees are hurting her. No matter how carefully she sweeps the floor in the living room area that serves also as her bedroom
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