
[image: cover.jpg]


APOLLO

Bosnian Chronicle | Ivo Andric´

South Wind | Norman Douglas

Now in November | Josephine Johnson

A Jest of God | Margaret Laurence

The Fire-Dwellers | Margaret Laurence

The Stone Angel | Margaret Laurence

The Lost Europeans | Emanuel Litvinoff

The Case of Charles Dexter Ward | H.P. Lovecraft

Company K | William March

The Nebuly Coat | John Meade Falkner

The Authentic Death of Hendry Jones | Charles Neider

The Hungry Grass | Richard Power

The Man on a Donkey | H.F.M. Prescott

The History of a Town | M.E. Saltykov-Shchedrin

The Day of Judgment | Salvatore Satta

The Council of Egypt | Leonardo Sciascia

Fame is the Spur | Howard Spring

My Son, My Son | Howard Spring

The Man Who Loved Children | Christina Stead

Delta Wedding | Eudora Welty

Heaven’s My Destination | Thornton Wilder


THE DIVINERS



Margaret Laurence


 

 

 




  	
     
    
 

  	www.apollo-classics.com







Series Editor | Neil Belton

Text Design | Lindsay Nash || Artwork | Jessie Price

www.apollo-classics.com | www.headofzeus.com



First published in English in 1974

This paperback edition published in the United Kingdom in 2019 by Apollo, an imprint of Head of Zeus Ltd

Copyright © Margaret Laurence 1974

Afterword © Margaret Atwood 1974

The moral right of Margaret Laurence to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (PB) 9781788548731

 (E) 9781788548748

Typeset by Adrian McLaughlin

Cover: Dorothée Martin du Mesnil (b.1959). Canadian Daydream. Oil on canvas. © Private Collection / Bridgeman Images

Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

Head of Zeus Ltd

First Floor East

5–8 Hardwick Street

London EC1R 4RG

WWW.HEADOFZEUS.COM


Contents

Welcome Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

I River of Now and Then

II The Nuisance Grounds

III Halls of Sion

IV Rites of Passage

V The Diviners

Album

Afterword

About the author

More from Apollo

About the cover and endpapers

About the Apollo Lost Library


FOR    

the Elmcot people
past present and future
and for the house itself
with love and gratitude


Acknowledgments

My deepest thanks to the following:

—Ian Cameron, who wrote the music for “Lazarus,” “Song for Piquette,” and “Pique’s Song,” and who did musical arrangements for all the songs, and tape-recorded them for me so I could hear them sung;

—Sandy Cameron, who set down the musical notations;

—Prue and John Bawden, who transcribed the songs;

—Jocelyn Laurence, who typed the manuscript for me;

—Bob Berry, Paula Berry, David Laurence, Peter MacLachlan, Joan Minkoff, John Valentine, who helped with either the singing or the playing of the songs, or with the obtaining of copies of the musical scores and Xerox copies of the manuscript.

I should like also to thank the Canada Council for the Senior Arts Award which assisted me during the writing of this novel.

(Music © 1973 Heorte Music)


but they had their being once
and left a place to stand on

—AL PURDY, Roblin Mills, c.1842


I

River of Now and Then


one

The river flowed both ways. The current moved from north to south, but the wind usually came from the south, rippling the bronze-green water in the opposite direction. This apparently impossible contradiction, made apparent and possible, still fascinated Morag, even after the years of river-watching.

The dawn mist had lifted, and the morning air was filled with swallows, darting so low over the river that their wings sometimes brushed the water, then spiralling and pirouetting upward again. Morag watched, trying to avoid thought, but this ploy was not successful.

Pique had gone away. She must have left during the night. She had left a note on the kitchen table, which also served as Morag’s desk, and had stuck the sheet of paper into the typewriter, where Morag would be certain to find it.

Now please do not get all uptight, Ma. I can look after myself. Am going west. Alone, at least for now. If Gord phones, tell him I’ve drowned and gone floating down the river, crowned with algae and dead minnows, like Ophelia.

Well, you had to give the girl some marks for style of writing. Slightly derivative, perhaps, but let it pass. Oh jesus, it was not funny. Pique was eighteen. Only. Not dry behind the ears. Yes, she was, though. If only there hadn’t been that other time when Pique took off, that really bad time. That wouldn’t happen again, not like before. Morag was pretty sure it wouldn’t. Not sure enough, probably.

I’ve got too damn much work in hand to fret over Pique. Lucky me. I’ve got my work to take my mind off my life. At forty-seven that’s not such a terrible state of affairs. If I hadn’t been a writer, I might’ve been a first-rate mess at this point. Don’t knock the trade.

Morag read Pique’s letter again, made coffee and sat looking out at the river, which was moving quietly, its surface wrinkled by the breeze, each crease of water outlined by the sun. Naturally, the river wasn’t wrinkled or creased at all—wrong words, implying something unfluid like skin, something unenduring, prey to age. Left to itself, the river would probably go on like this, flowing deep, for another million or so years. That would not be allowed to happen. In bygone days, Morag had once believed that nothing could be worse than killing a person. Now she perceived river-slaying as something worse. No wonder the kids felt themselves to be children of the apocalypse.

No boats today. Yes, one. Royland was out, fishing for muskie. Seventy-four years old this year, Royland. Eyesight terrible, but he was too stubborn to wear glasses. A marvel that he could go on working. Of course, his work did not depend upon eyesight. Some other kind of sight. A water diviner. Morag always felt she was about to learn something of great significance from him, something which would explain everything. But things remained mysterious, his work, her own, the generations, the river.

Across the river, the clumps of willow bent silver-green down to the water, and behind them the great maples and oaks stirred a little, their giant dark green tranquility disturbed only slightly by the wind. There were more dead elms this year, dry bones, the grey skeletons of trees. Soon there would be no elms left.

The swallows dipped and spun over the water, a streaking of blue-black wings and bright breastfeathers. How could that colour be caught in words? A sort of rosy peach colour, but that sounded corny and was also inaccurate.

I used to think words could do anything. Magic. Sorcery. Even miracle. But no, only occasionally.

The house seemed too quiet. Dank. The kitchen had that sour milk and stale bread smell that Morag remembered from her childhood, and which she loathed. There was, however, no sour milk or stale bread here—it must be all in the head, emanating from the emptiness of the place. Until recently the house was full, not only Pique but A-Okay Smith and Maudie and their shifting but ever-large tribe. Morag, for the year when the Smiths lived here, had gone around torn between affection and rage—how could anyone be expected to work in such a madhouse, and here she was feeding them all, more or less, and no goddamn money would be coming in if she didn’t get back to the typewriter. Now, of course, she wished some of them were here again. True, they only lived across the river, now that they had their own place, and visited often, so perhaps that was enough.

Something about Pique’s going, apart from the actual departure itself, was unresolved in Morag’s mind. The fact that Pique was going west? Yes. Morag was both glad and uncertain. What would Pique’s father think, if he knew? Well, he wouldn’t know and didn’t have all that much right to judge anyway. Would Pique go to Manawaka? If she did, would she find anything there which would have meaning for her? Morag rose, searched the house, finally found what she was looking for.

These photographs from the past never agreed to get lost. Odd, because she had tried hard enough, over the years, to lose them, or thought she had. She had treated them carelessly, shoved them away in seldom-opened suitcases or in dresser drawers filled with discarded underwear, scorning to put them into anything as neat as an album. They were jammed any-old-how into an ancient tattered manilla envelope that Christie had given her once when she was a kid, and which said McVitie & Pearl, Barristers & Solicitors, Manawaka, Manitoba. Christie must have found it at the dump—the Nuisance Grounds, as they were known; what an incredible name, when you thought of the implications. The thick brown paper stank a bit when Christie had handed it to her, faintly shitlike, faintly the sweetish ether smell of spoiled fruit. He said Morag could have it to keep her pictures in, and she had taken it, although despising it, because she did not have any other sturdy envelope for the few and valued snapshots she owned then. Not realizing that if she had chucked them out, then and there, her skull would prove an envelope quite sturdy enough to retain them.

I’ve kept them, of course, because something in me doesn’t want to lose them, or perhaps doesn’t dare. Perhaps they’re my totems, or contain a portion of my spirit. Yeh, and perhaps they are exactly what they seem to be—a jumbled mess of old snapshots which I’ll still be lugging along with me when I’m an old lady, clutching them as I enter or am shoved into the Salvation Army Old People’s Home or wherever it is that I’ll find my death.

Morag put the pictures into chronological order. As though there were really any chronological order, or any order at all, if it came to that. She was not certain whether the people in the snapshots were legends she had once dreamed only, or were as real as anyone she now knew.

I keep the snapshots not for what they show but for what is hidden in them.

SNAPSHOT:

The man and woman are standing stiffly on the other side of the gate. It is a farm gate, very wide, dark metal, and old—as is shown by its sagging. The man is not touching the woman, but they stand close. She is young, clad in a cotton print dress (the pattern cannot be discerned) which appears too large for her thin frame. Looking more closely, one can observe that her slight and almost scrawny body thickens at the belly. Her hair is short and fluffy, possibly blonde. The man’s head is bent a little, and he is grinning with obvious embarrassment at the image-recorder who stands unseen and unrecorded on the near side of the gate. The man appears to be in his early thirties. He is tall and probably strong, narrowly but muscularly built. His hair is dark and somewhat unruly, as though he had combed it back with his fingers an instant before. In the far background, at the end of the road, can be seen the dim outlines of a house, two-storey, a square box of a house, its gracelessness atoned for, to some extent, by a veranda and steps at the front. Spruce trees, high and black, stand beside the house. In the further background there is a shadow-structure which could be the barn. Colon Gunn and his wife, Louisa, stand here always, in the middle 1920s, smiling their tight smiles, holding their now-faded sepia selves straight, hopeful, their sepia house and sepia farm firmly behind them, looking forward to what will happen, not knowing the future weather of sky or spirit.

Morag Gunn is in this picture, concealed behind the ugliness of Louisa’s cheap housedress, concealed in her mother’s flesh, invisible. Morag is still buried alive, the first burial, still a little fish, connected unthinkingly with life, held to existence by a single thread.

SNAPSHOT:

The child sits on the front steps of the house. She has lost the infant plumpness which presumably she once had, but she is built stockily, at age about two. Her hair is straight and dark, like her father’s. She looks grave, although not unhappy. Thoughtful, perhaps. She wears a plain cotton dress with puffed sleeves and a sash, and she or someone has tucked it modestly around her knees. Beside her sits a grinning mongrel dog, tongue lolling out.

The dog, as one would not guess from the picture, is called Snap, short for Snapdragon. He always follows Morag around the yard, keeping an eye on her. He is a mild-natured dog, easygoing, and he never once snaps at anyone, despite his name. He would snap at thieves or robbers if there were any, but there aren’t, ever. Morag’s mother lets Snap sleep in Morag’s bedroom, to keep her company. Some people wouldn’t have allowed a dog to sleep at the foot of a bed, but Morag’s mother doesn’t mind, because she knows Morag wants Snap to be there so as she will feel safe. Morag’s mother is not the sort of mother who yells at kids. She does not whine either. She is not like Prin.

All this is crazy, of course, and quite untrue. Or maybe true and maybe not. I am remembering myself composing this interpretation, in Christie and Prin’s house.

SNAPSHOT:

The child, three years old, is standing behind the heavy-wire-netted farm gate, peering out. The person with the camera is standing unseen on the other side. The child is laughing, acting up, play-acting goofily, playing to an audience of one, the picture-taker.

What is not recorded in the picture is that after Morag’s father has taken this picture, he asks her if she’d like to have him help her climb the gate. Her father never minds helping her. He always has time. Her father is beside her, then, and lifts her up and sets her on the very top of the gate, holding her so she will not fall. She hangs onto his shoulder and puts her face beside his neck. He smells warm and good. Clean. Smells of soap and greengrass. Not manure. He never stinks of horseshit, even though he is a farmer. Morag’s father lifts her down from the gate, and they go into their house. The house is very huge, full of strange corners and places to explore. It even has a diningroom, with good furniture, a sideboard and a big round table. The Gunns eat in their diningroom every single Sunday without fail. There is a cupboard under the front stairs, into which Morag crawls when she wishes to find hidden treasure. It goes a long way back and is just high enough for her to stand up. Inside, there are stacks of books that once belonged to Alisdair Gunn, Morag’s grandfather, who came here a long long time ago and built the house and started the farm when probably nothing was here except buffalo grass and Indians. The books have leather bindings, and smell like harness, only nicer, and the names are marked in gold. Also in this cupboard are vases and plates, painted with orange chrysanthemums and purple pansies, and old dresses, long, with lace on the sleeves, blue velvet and plum-coloured silk, fragile and rustling. A few spiders and ants live in that cupboard, but Morag is not afraid of them, or of anything in that house. It is a safe place. Nothing terrible can happen there.

I don’t recall when I invented that one. I can remember it, though, very clearly. Looking at the picture and knowing what was hidden in it. I must’ve made it up much later on, long long after something terrible had happened.

SNAPSHOT:

The child is leaning out the window, an upstairs window. She is smiling down at the person with the camera. Her face is calm, serene. Her straight black hair, neatly trimmed, comes just to the level of her earlobes.

What the picture does not tell is that Morag is leaning out the window of her own bedroom, a room not too small and yet not too large. It has a white dresser with a pale leaf-green ruffled curtain around the bottom, and underneath there is a white (cleaned every day) chamber pot for her to use during the night if she has to go. This is nice, because it means she never has to go outside to the backhouse in the winter nights. There is also a white-painted bed, with a lovely quilt, flowers in green and pink on a white background, very daintily stitched, maybe by a grandmother.

I recall looking at the pictures, these pictures, over and over again, each time imagining I remembered a little more. The farm couldn’t have been worth a plugged nickel at that point. The drought had begun, and the Depression. Why in these pictures am I smiling so seldom? A passing mood? Or inherited? In my invented memories I always think of my father smiling, possibly because he really seldom did. He is smiling in the only picture I have of him, but that was for the camera. Colin Gunn, whose people came to this country so long ago, from Sutherland, during the Highland Clearances, maybe, and who had in them a sadness and a stern quality. Can it ever be eradicated?

SNAPSHOT:

The child’s black straight hair is now shoulder-length, and she is four years old. She is sitting primly on a piano stool in front of an old-fashioned high-backed upright piano. She is peering fixedly at the sheet music in front of her, which, from the dimly seen word “Roses” may be guessed to be “Roses of Picardy.” Morag wears a pullover which appears to be decorated with wool embroidery, possibly flowers, and an obviously tartan skirt. Her hands rest lightly on the keys and her feet do not reach the pedals.

My concentration appears to indicate interest and even enthusiasm. I did not yet know that I was severely myopic and had to peer closely to see anything at all.

Let the snapshot tell what is behind it. Morag’s mother, before she married, was a piano teacher in Manawaka. She is now trying to teach Morag how to play, and Morag really loves the lessons and is very good and quick at picking up how to do it. The livingroom is not used for everyday, but Morag and her mother go into it quite a lot in the afternoons. The carpet is royal blue, patterned with birds whose wings are amber, dove-grey, scarlet. On the piano is a red glass filled with cornflowers, and a very miniature tree made out of brass, with small bells attached to it. If you put the piano stool up as high as it will go, and start off quickly enough, it twirls all the way down again with you twirling on it. Morag’s mother plays, not the plonk-plonk-plinkety-plonk of Sunday school music, but very light, very light.

And that is the end of the totally invented memories. I can’t remember myself actually being aware of inventing them, but it must have happened so. How much later? At Christie’s, of course, putting myself to sleep. I cannot really remember my parents’ faces at all. When I look now at that one snapshot of them, they aren’t faces I can relate to anyone I ever knew. It didn’t bother me for years and years. Why should it grieve me now? Why do I want them back? What could my mother and I say to one another? I’m more than ten years older now than she was when she died—and she would seem so young to me, so inexperienced.

SNAPSHOT:

The child is standing among the spruce trees at the side of the house. She wears overalls, and her long hair is untidy. She is now five, or thereabouts. She squints a little, against the painful sun, trying to keep her eyes open so the picture of her will be nice, but she finds it difficult. Her head is bent slightly, and she grins not in happiness but in embarrassment, like Colin Gunn in the first picture. Only the lower boughs of the spruce trees can be seen, clearly, darkly.

Now, those spruce trees, there, they were really and actually as tall as angels, dark angels perhaps, their boughs and sharp hard needles nearly black except in the spring when the new needles sprouted soft and midgreen. The grass, there, didn’t grow right underneath the trees, but Morag used to go to the edge of the road and pull up couchgrass as high as herself, carrying it back in armloads and spreading it, already drying in the heat, under the spruces. The walls of her dwelling, her playhouse, were single lines of stones she had found on the dusty rutted road. The fallen spruce cones and the dandelions and wild honeysuckle and purple vetch and pink wild asters were the furnishings—chairs, tables, dishes. All for the invisible creatures who inhabited the place with her. Peony. Rosa Picardy. Cowboy Joke. Blue-Sky Mother. Barnstable Father. Old Forty-Nine. Some of the names came from songs she must have heard, “Cowboy Jack” and “The Wreck of the Old Forty-Nine.” The latter was especially fine, inaccurate as the words might have become in her head throughout the years.

T’was a cold winter’s night,

Not a soul was in sight,

And the north wind came howling down the line;

Stood a brave engineer,

With his sweetheart so dear,

He had orders to take the Forty-Nine.

She kissed him goodbye

With a tear in her eye,

Saying, “Come back quite soon, oh sweetheart mine,”

But it would have made her cry

If she’d known that he would die

In the wreck of the Old Forty-Nine.

And so on. I recall that song from later on, but it must’ve been sung to me young. Who would have? Maybe we had a radio. Where the other names came from, I wouldn’t guess. I played alone, mostly, as it was too far to go to seek out other kids. I don’t think I minded. I preferred my spruce-house family, all of whom I knew as totally individuated persons (as the pretentious phrase has it, when describing okay fiction). Strange and marvellous things used to happen to them. Once Cowboy Joke’s pinto threw him over a ravine, as in “Little Joe the Wrangler He Will Never Wrangle More,” and he would’ve been a goner except that Rosa Picardy and myself, with great intuition, had happened to build a couch of moss in that precise place.

Another time, Peony and I, although warned not to by Blue-Sky Mother, went into a deserted grain elevator, hundreds of miles high and lived in only by bats, dragons and polar bears, on different levels, bats highest, and succeeded after many perils in discovering a buried treasure of diamonds and rubies (known to be red, although I had never seen one) and emeralds (which I thought must be the same brave pale mauve as the prairie crocuses we found in spring even before the last snow went).

I remember those imaginary characters better than I do my parents. What kind of a character am I? Old Forty-Nine smoked a pipe and sometimes spat a giant globule into the local spittoon (a word I loved, although I’d never seen one, and visualized as resembling a chamber pot, only more dignified and decorated). Peony, not unnaturally, had curly blonde hair, the opposite of mine, and sweet little rosebud lips like those on the unreachable dolls in Eaton’s catalogue. Rosa Picardy, my alter ego, I suppose, was somewhat sturdier. She did brave deeds, slew dragons and/or polar bears, and was Cowboy Joke’s mate. Unlike the lady in the song, Rosa Picardy could never have expired gently while sighing—

Your sweetheart waits for you, Jack,

Your sweetheart waits for you,

Out on the lonely prairie,

Where skies are always blue.

No. Rosa Picardy had her head fastened on right. Not for her the martyr’s death, the grave where only the coyote’s (pronounced kiy-oot’s) wailing voice paid sad tribute. Rosa was right in there, pitching.

Does that say anything about my parents, or only that I was born bloody-minded? I WAS born bloody-minded. It’s cost me. I’ve paid through the nose. As they say. Also, one might add, through the head, heart and cunt.

The spruce-house family must have appeared around the time my mother took sick. The whole thing was so quiet. No outer drama. That was the way, there. But I remember it, everything. Somewhat ironically, it is the first memory of actual people that I can trust, although I can’t trust it completely, either, partly because I recognize anomalies in it, ways of expressing the remembering, ways which aren’t those of a five-year-old, as though I were older in that memory (and the words bigger) than in some subsequent ones when I was six or seven, and partly because it was only what was happening to Me. What was happening to everyone else? What really happened in the upstairs bedroom? No—the two bedrooms. He was moved into the spare room. People couldn’t be that sick together in the same bed, I guess.

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS

Mrs. Pearl from the next farm has come to Morag’s house. She is an old woman, really old old, short and with puckered-up skin on her face, but not stooped a bit. Her face is tanned, though, which makes her look clean. She makes dinner and swishes around the kitchen. The stove is great big black and giant—oh, but good and warm. Summer now, though, and it is too hot. Morag has to wash her hands. The pump brings the water to the sink, but you have to chonk-chonk-chonk it, and she is not big enough to get it going. Mrs. Pearl chonks the pump, and the water splurts out. Morag takes the sliver of Fels-Naptha and washes her hands. For dinner. That is what you have to do.

“How come you’re here, Mrs. Pearl?”

“Your mum and now your dad is kinda sick, honey,” Mrs. Pearl says matter-of-factly, “and I just come to help out. You and me’s going to have our supper in a minute, so you run along and play now, and I’ll call you when it’s ready. I’ll bet a purty you’re hungry, eh?”

Morag does not reply. She tries to reach the pump handle so she can rinse her hands, but although five years old is big, it is not big enough. Mrs. Pearl obliges.

“I think,” Morag says, “I’ll just go upstairs for a minute and see my mother and father.”

Something is happening. Morag senses it but cannot figure it out. Mrs. Pearl is trying to be kind. Morag is scared, and her stomach aches. If she eats anything, she will throw up.

“No, honey,” Mrs. Pearl says. “You’re not to go upstairs. There’s a good girl. Doctor MacLeod will be along in a little while, and he wouldn’t want you to go bothering your folks when they’re feeling kind of poorly, now, would he?”

“I want to see my mother,” Morag says. “I am going up to see her right now. I won’t stay long, Mrs. Pearl. I promise.”

But the Big Person grabs Morag’s wrist before Morag can slither away. Mrs. Pearl’s hands are very strong, a trap like for mice or gophers or that, crunching down.

“No, you don’t,” Mrs. Pearl says sharply. “They’re too sick to see you, just now, Morag. They don’t want to see you.”

“How do you know?” Morag cries. “You don’t know anything about it! They do so! Let go of me!”

Mrs. Pearl does not let go. Then Dr. MacLeod’s car comes whamming into the yard. He is a tall man with brown hair and a smile. Morag now does not trust anyone who smiles.

“Hello, Morag.”

She will not speak to him, or smile. She is not letting on that anything is happening.

“It’s all right,” he says, the doctor says. “It’s going to be okay. Don’t you worry, now.”

When he comes downstairs, he and Mrs. Pearl go into the livingroom (where no one ever lives; it is for Best), and close the door. Morag hears their voices but not their words. Then Dr. MacLeod leaves. Nothing else happens that day or night.

The days snail along, and Mrs. Pearl is still there. Every morning and evening she sprays Morag’s throat with a sticky yellow stuff, saying it is good medicine which Dr. MacLeod has given. Morag sleeps in the kitchen now, while Mrs. Pearl takes Morag’s upstairs room.

Mrs. Pearl’s husband Henry comes over every evening and eats with Mrs. Pearl and Morag. He is old. He milks the cows. Once he asks if Morag would like to go with him to the barn, to see him milking the cows.

“No,” she says.

Not No Thanks. And feels bad for having been rude. But she hates Mr. and Mrs. Pearl, for being here.

During the nights, there have been no sounds from upstairs, at least none that Morag has been able to hear, for the stairs go up from the livingroom, and the kitchen door is closed and locked at night so that Morag will not wander upstairs. Then one night Mrs. Pearl forgets to lock this door.

Dr. MacLeod had been that evening, and Morag had been sent out to play long after supper, when it was nearly dark. Mrs. Pearl’s face looked scary when she put Morag to bed, but she said not a word.

Morag is alone in the dark. The stove hisses a little, and sighs, as the fire dies down. Morag gets up and tries the door and it opens into the livingroom. She stands barefoot, the linoleum cool on her skin, and listens.

From upstairs, there is a sound. Crying. Crying? Yes, crying. Not like people, though. Like something else. She does not know what. Kiy-oots. She knows only that it is her father’s voice. There is no sound of her mother’s voice, no sound at all.

Morag, terrified, scuttles back to the kitchen like a cockroach—she is a cockroach; she feels like one, running, scuttling.

Next morning, Mrs. Pearl does not have a talk with Morag. Not that day. Or the next. But finally. When?

“Morag, honey, they have passed on,” Mrs. Pearl says, blushing, as though caught in a lie, “to a happier land, we know.”

Morag does not imagine that they have gone to some real good place. She knows they are dead. She knows what dead means. She has seen dead gophers, run over by cars or shot, their guts redly squashed out on the road.

“I want to see them! I have to!”

“Better not,” Mrs. Pearl says firmly. “There, there, honey. You just cry.”

And so of course Morag does not know how much of their guts lie coiled like scarlet snakes across the sheets. She does not cry, not then. Mrs. Pearl’s leather arms and flat breast stifle and sicken her, and she pushes the wellmeaningness away. She stares unblinking, like fledgling birds when they fall out of their nests and just stare.

“You are the brave girl,” Mrs. Pearl says. “Yes, that you surely are.”

There is silence all around, and then Mrs. Pearl says something else.

“It was the infantile, dear. The infantile paralysis.”

Morag has never heard either word before. She asks, and Mrs. Pearl tells her that it is a sickness which usually happens to children.

The lowest and largest boughs of the spruce reach down and touch the earth, making a cave, a small shelter into which no one can see. She is not doing anything. Cowboy Joke and Rosa Picardy and the others are not here now. They have gone away. For good. Once and for all.

Morag is talking in her head. To God. Telling Him it was all His fault and this is why she is so mad at Him. Because He is no good, is why.

If it was the infantile, though, why them and not her? She is the kid around here.

Next day, Morag goes upstairs and looks in all the bedrooms, carefully, but everybody has gone. Vanished. She has not seen them being taken away.

“Honey, come here a second,” Mrs. Pearl says.

Morag comes to her, reluctantly.

“Listen, Morag,” Mrs. Pearl says, clicking her false teeth and then putting a hand over her mouth, “you’re gonna be living with Mr. and Mrs. Logan, dear, in Manawaka. Christie Logan, that is. He was in the Army with your dad, honey, and he and Prin have offered to take you, seeing as there ain’t none of your own relatives hereabouts. They’re not what you’d call a well-off couple, but they’re kind, and they got no children of their own. I’m sure you’ll get on dandy with them, once you’re used to it. It was real kind of them to offer.”

Morag says nothing. She has learned you can’t argue when you are a kid. You can only wait not to be a kid any more.

Mr. and Mrs. Pearl have a broken-down old car, black and rattling, like a hearse for clowns.

They drive off, and Mr. Pearl stops the car on the road just outside the fence and goes back.

“Won’t be but a minute.”

Morag does not look back, but she hears the metallic clank of the farm gate being shut. Closed.

*

Now I am crying, for God’s sake, and I don’t even know how much of that memory really happened and how much of it I embroidered later on. I seem to remember it just like that, and yet, each time I think of it, are there new or different details? I recall it with embellishments which don’t seem likely for a five-year-old.

Infantile paralysis—that was what they called polio, then.

The land, house and furniture had to be sold to pay the mortgage, Christie told me years later, but Henry Pearl managed to winkle the piano and a few other things out and over to his place, and quietly sold them when he could, and no one who knew about it in South Wachakwa or Manawaka ever told on him. He put the money into a bank account for me to have at age eighteen. He died of pneumonia about five years later. So I never had the chance to say anything to him about it, when I was old enough.

That’s all there was to them, my parents. Christie toted me along once to see their gravestone in the Manawaka cemetery when I was about eight or ten. I didn’t want to go, and hardly looked at the stone, and wouldn’t place on its grey granite the bunch of peach-coloured gladioli (naturally, half-wilted, one of Christie’s salvage operations). Christie scowled but didn’t say a word. I was raging because he’d made me go. And now I no longer know whether I was furious at Christie, or at them for having gone away, or whether I was only afraid and didn’t know that I was. Now I would like to see that grave, only once, although I know quite well it couldn’t tell me anything.

Were they angry at me often, or only sometimes? Did my father feel he’d done well with his life, or that he was a total loss, or did he feel anything? Did my mother feel pleased when she saw him come in from the barn, or did she think to herself—or aloud—that she’d married beneath her? Did she welcome him in bed, or did she make a habit of turning away and muttering she had a headache? Did he think she was the best lay he’d ever had, or did he grind his teeth in hardly suppressed resentment at her coldness? No way of knowing. Why should it matter now, anyway?

They remain shadows. Two sepia shadows on an old snapshot, two barely moving shadows in my head, shadows whose few remaining words and acts I have invented. Perhaps I only want their forgiveness for having forgotten them.

I remember their deaths, but not their lives. Yet they’re inside me, flowing unknown in my blood and moving unrecognized in my skull.


II

The Nuisance Grounds


two

Seven-thirty a.m. and the phone rang. Morag, never an early or easy wakener, surfaced groggily from the submerged caves in which she had been happily floating for some nine hours.

Two rings. Her call. She wondered sourly how many people on her party line would be up and about to listen in. Who on earth could be calling at such an hour?

Pique. Of course. Naturally. It could only be her. Mother, I’m coming home, okay? I’ve made it up with Gord and he’s gonna meet me at McConnell’s Landing.

Or no. Not Pique. A welfare officer in Toronto. You the girl’s mother? She’s unconscious at the moment, under heavy sedation. A bad trip. Naturally, lsd—what did you think I meant, cpr? She was found wandering—

Morag shot down the stairs, tripping on the piece of loose stair carpet which she always forgot to tack down, losing her balance, grabbing simultaneously for her glasses and the stair railing. She had instinctively clapped on her glasses, she realized, not so much because she needed them to find her way downstairs as because she felt totally inept without them. Probably she thought she needed them in order to hear.

“Hello?” Her voice anxious, tense.

“Hello? Is that Mrs—um—Miss Gunn?”

A woman’s voice. Drawling a little. The welfare officer.

“Yes. Speaking.”

“Oh, well then. You wouldn’t remember me, Miss—er—Missus Gunn, but I was in Dragett’s Bookshop that day last October when you were there autographing your books, you know, and actually I bought Stick of Innocence.”

“Spear of Innocence,” Morag interjected irritably. What a rotten title. How had she ever dreamed that one up? But let’s at least get it right, lady. Stick, ye gods. Freudian error. Same could be said of Spear, probably.

“Yes, that’s the one,” the voice went on. “Well, I do a lot of writing myself, Miss—uh—Miss Gunn, so I just thought I’ll phone you up, like, and I’d be grateful if you would just tell me how you got started. I mean, I know once you’re accepted, you don’t need to worry. Anything you write now, I mean, will automatically get published—”

Oh, sure. Just bash out any old crap and rake in the millions. I get my plots from the telephone directory.

“But, well, I mean, like,” the voice persisted, “did you know some person in the publishing field? How could I get to know someone?”

“I didn’t know a soul,” Morag said heavily, trying to force politeness and consideration into her voice. “I just kept sending stories out, that’s all. When I wrote a novel, I submitted it. The second publisher took it. I was lucky.”

“Yes. But how did you actually get a start? What did you do?”

“I worked like hell, if you really want to know. I’ve told you. There’s no secret. Look, it’s awfully early. I’m sorry. I’m afraid I really can’t help you.”

“Oh, is it early to you? I always rise at six, so as to work at my writing before I prepare the breakfast for my husband, but I guess a successful writer like you wouldn’t have to worry about domestic chores—”

Certainly not. I have a butler, a cook and a houseparlour-maid. Black. From Jamaica. Underpaid. Loyal slaves.

“Look, I’m awfully sorry, but—”

“Oh well, in that case, I shouldn’t have troubled you, I’m sure.” Voice filled with rancour.

Slam!

Morag held the receiver in her hand for a moment, looking at it. Then replaced it. Had she been too abrupt? The woman only wanted to find out. Desperate, likely. Wanting the golden key from someone who had had five books published and who frequently wondered how to keep the mini-fortress here going and what would happen to her when she could no longer write. Golden key indeed.

Morag started to kindle a fire in the woodstove, then changed her mind. The day would warm up quickly enough. Mid-June, and, although it was cool at daybreak, by noon it would be hot. Strange to think she had once cooked on that woodstove, when she first moved in here, not then being able to afford an electric stove. She was fond of the old stove now, black and huge as it was, but in the first days it had been a disaster, smoking like a train and the food either raw or scorched.

The river was the colour of liquid bronze this morning, the sun catching it. Could that be right? No. Who had ever seen liquid bronze? Not Morag, certainly. Probably no one could catch the river’s colour even with paints, much less words. A daft profession. Wordsmith. Liar, more likely. Weaving fabrications. Yet, with typical ambiguity, convinced that fiction was more true than fact. Or that fact was in fact fiction.

Royland came to the door, looking old as Jehovah. Wearing his plaid wool bush jacket and heavy denims—a wonder he didn’t melt. Greybeard loon. Royland had a beard for the only sensible reason for having one, because he couldn’t be bothered shaving. Large and bulky as a polar bear, he filled the doorway.

“Morning, Morag.”

“Hi. Come on in. Want some coffee?”

“I don’t mind if I do. I brought you a pickerel. Went out earlier this morning. It’s straight from the river.”

Ancient myopic eyes mocking her, albeit gently. He knew she had not yet been able to bring herself to clean a fish. He was working on her, though.

“Oh, thanks, Royland. That’s—wonderful.”

Her face, no doubt, looked gloomy as purgatory. He laughed and produced the fish. Cleaned and filleted.

“Heavens, Royland,” Morag said, ashamed, “you shouldn’t have given in to my squeamishness.”

“Well, the last time I tried you with the whole fish, you threw it back into the river.”

“How did you know?”

“The Smiths’ kid told me. Young Tom, he seen you. It just slipped out, kind of. He never meant to tell on you. … Oh, I was about to mention—I’m divining this week.”

“Where?”

“A-Okay Smith’s. Want to come over?”

“Yes. Please.”

“Fine. It’ll be Friday. I’ll pick you up in the boat. Seven. Morning, that is.”

“I’ll be ready.”

Royland’s faded amber eyes grew clearer and sharper, examining her face.

“Why’re you so interested in divining, Morag?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know. I wonder why, myself. I guess with one part of my mind I find it hard to believe in, but with another part I believe in it totally.”

“It works,” Royland said.

“I know. That’s the only proof needed. I always think, though, what if one day it doesn’t work? And why does it work?”

“I don’t reckon I really need to understand it,” Royland said. “I just gotta do it.”

Oh Lord. Of course. Which she had known all along, but still perpetually questioned. Why not take it on faith, for herself, as he did? Sometimes she could. But not always.

“You’re alone too much,” Royland said, unexpectedly.

“What about you?”

“Oh sure. But I’m getting on in age. And I don’t sit around knocking my brains out, like you do.”

“I’m a professional worrier, that’s all,” Morag said. “Did you know Pique’s gone again?”

“You worry too damn much about that girl, Morag. She’s a grown woman.”

“Hell, don’t I know it. That’s why I worry about her.”

“You used to be her age, once. You made out.”

“In a manner of speaking. Anyway, when I was her age, beer was thought to be a major danger. Beer! Because it might lead to getting pregnant. Good God, Royland. Babes in the woods. Innocents. The tartiest tarts in Manawaka were as Easter lilies. The world seems full of more hazards now. Doom all around. In various shapes and forms. I used to be very liberated in my attitude towards drugs, incidentally, until Pique got to be about fourteen. Okay, pot. That I can accept. Although nervously. But all the other stuff. I worry. I worry, but can do absolutely sweet bugger-all.”

“You brought her up. You should have more faith.”

“Yeh,” Morag said, lighting her tenth cigarette of the day. “Great example I am.”

“Why don’t you quit, then?”

“Too late. For her. Anyway, I began when the disastrous effects of the weed were not yet known, and am now addicted.”

Excuses, excuses.

“Also,” Morag added, “another thing about myself when young was that I got married when only one year older than Pique is now, and Brooke kept me on the straight and narrow for a long time.”

“That must’ve been fun,” Royland said dryly.

Dirty old man. Shut up. Shut up.

“It wasn’t so bad,” Morag replied stiffly.

“Oh-oh. Sorry, lady.”

“Think nothing of it.”

They both laughed, not uncomfortably.

When Royland had gone, Morag wrapped the fish in aluminum foil (good God, why not fresh leaves or something?) and put it in the refrigerator (natural living—it should be an earth cellar or roothouse). Then, willing herself not to do so, she got out the snapshots again, and began looking at the ones taken after she had gone to the Logans’, right up through the years.

She put the pictures away, finally, and walked over to the oval walnut-framed mirror which hung precariously from a nail above the sideboard.

A tall woman, although not bizarrely so. Heavier than once, but not what you would call fat. Tanned, slightly leathery face. Admittedly strong and rather sharp features. Eyebrows which met in the middle and which she had ceased to pluck, thinking what the hell. Dark brown eyes, somewhat concealed (good) by heavy-framed glasses. Long, dead-straight hair, once black as tar, now quite evenly grey.

The films were beginning again. Sneakily unfolding inside her head. She could not even be sure of their veracity, nor guess how many times they had been refilmed, a scene deleted here, another added there. But they were on again, a new season of the old films.

I can smell the goddamn prairie dust on Hill Street, outside Christie’s palatial mansion.

Hill Street, so named because it was on one part of the town hill which led down into the valley where the Wachakwa River ran, glossy brown, shallow, narrow, more a creek than a river. They said “crick,” there. Down in the valley the scrub oak and spindly pale-leafed poplars grew, alongside the clumps of chokecherry bushes and wolf willow. The grass there was high and thick, undulating greenly like wheat, and interspersed with sweet yellow clover. But on Hill Street there were only one or two sickly Manitoba maples and practically no grass at all. Hill Street was the Scots-English equivalent of The Other Side of the Tracks, the shacks and shanties at the north end of Manawaka, where the Ukrainian section-hands on the CPR lived. Hill Street was below the town; it was inhabited by those who had not and never would make good. Remittance men and their draggled families. Drunks. People perpetually on relief. Occasional labourers, men whose tired women supported the family by going out to clean the big brick houses on top of the hill on the streets shaded by sturdy maples, elms, lombardy poplars. Hill Street—dedicated to flops, washouts and general no-goods, at least in the view of the town’s better-off.

Christie Logan’s house was halfway up the hill, and looked much the same as the other dwellings there. A square two-storey wooden box, once painted brown but when I knew it, no distinguishable colour, the paint having yielded long ago to the weather, blistering summers and bone-chilling blizzard-howling winters. Front porch floored with splintered unsteady boards. The yard a junk heap, where a few carrots and petunias fought a losing battle against chickweed, lamb’s quarters, creeping charlie, dandelions, couchgrass, old car axles, a decrepit black buggy with one wheel missing, pieces of iron and battered saucepans which might come in useful someday but never did, a broken babycarriage and two ruined armchairs with the springs hanging out and the upholstery torn and mildewed.

I didn’t see it in that detail at first. I guess I must have seen it as a blur. How did it feel?

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: WHAT MEANS “IN TOWN”?

Smelly. The house is smelly. It smells like pee or something, but not like a barn. Worse. Morag sits still on the kitchen chair. The two people are looking at her. Let them look. She will not let on. She will not say anything.

“You’ll like living In Town, once you’re used to it,” the Big Fat Woman says.

In Town? This does not seem like Town. Town is where the stores are, and you go in for ice cream sometimes, like with Mr. and Mrs. Pearl yesterday or when.

The Big Fat Woman sighs. She is so fat—can she be a person? Can people look like that? The Skinny Man looks funny, too. Sort of crooked in his arms or legs, or like that. He has a funny lump in his throat and it wobbles up and down when he talks.

“You’ll call me Christie, Morag girl,” he says. “And this here is Prin. You hungry, lass?”

Morag does not let on.

“She’ll be all right, Christie,” the Big Fat Woman says. “She gotta get used to us. Leave her be, now.”

“I was only trying, for God’s sake, woman.” Sounding mad.

“You want to see your room, Morag?” the woman says.

She nods. They mount the stairs, the woman going very slow because fat. The room is hers, this one? A thin bed, a green dresser, a window with a (oh—ripped, shame on them) lace curtain. A little room. You might be safe in a place like that, if it was really yours. If they meant it.

“I want to go to sleep,” Morag says.

And does that. They let her.

And after that, for one entire year, my memories do not exist at all. A blank. Nothing of what happened then remains accessible. Not until I was six.

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: THE LAW MEANS SCHOOL

The long long long long street, and Morag walking, slowly. Her hand, sweaty, in Christie’s hand. His hand is like when you feel the bark of a tree, rough rough. Not far now. She wishes it was about another million miles.

All kids have to go to school when they are six. It is LAW. What means Law?

Big brick building, with a high wire fence around the big yard, and the yard all gravel. If you fell on that gravel you would skin your knees, all right. Must never trip. What if they push you, though?

So many kids, there. All yelling. Some very big kids. Some about Morag’s size. Morag knows for sure only Eva Winkler, who lives next door on Hill Street.

“Do I have to, Christie?”

“Aye. Just give them hell, Morag, and you’ll be fine. Just don’t you take any smart-aleck stuff from any of that lot, there. They’re only muck the same as any of us. Skin and bone and the odd bit of guts.”

“Yeh.” But not knowing what he means.

She and Christie walk up the cement steps. Forty miles.

LAUGHTER? Why? She turns. Many laughers. All around. On the steps and on the gravel. Large and small kids. Some looking away. Some going ho ho har har.

“Lookut her dress—it’s down to her ankles!”

“Oh, it isn’t, Helen! It’s sure away below her knees, though.”

Her dress? What’s wrong? Prin sewed it. Out of a wraparound which Prin is now too stout to wear.

Girls here. Some bigger, some smaller than Morag. Skipping with skipping ropes. Singing.

Jamie Halpern, so they say,

Goes a ’courting night and day,

Sword an’ pistol by his side,

Takes Junie Foster for his bride.

And    oh

Their dresses are very short, away above their knees. Some very bright blue yellow green and new cloth, new right out of the store. You can see the pattern very clear, polka dots flowers and that.

Well    oh

Eva Winkler’s dress same as Morag’s.

“Hello, Eva. Hello there, Eva!” Morag’s voice loud.

But Eva is bawling her eyes out. By herself.

In the front hall, dark dark floor stinking of oil bad-smelling oil. Boys’ voices. Mean.

“Hey, you know who that is?”

“Sure, old man Logan. He’s the—”

“Sh! Al Cates, you shut your face.” Girlvoice.

“Oh shut up, Mavis. He’s the—SCAVENGER!”

What means Scavenger? Morag cannot ask. Christie’s face is stone.

“Phew! Can’t you smell him from here?”

“Gabby little turds,” Christie mutters.

The room. Grade One. Christie gone. Morag alone with all the other kids. Having taken a seat at one of the desks in the back row. Holding hard onto her wooden pencil-case. Never mind. They are only gabby turds, these kids. And when she goes home today she will know how to read.

The teacher is a lady. Tall, giant, like a big tree walking and waving its arms. A tree wearing spectacles. Morag giggles, but inside.

Then the worst thought. What if she has to pee or shit? Is there a backhouse in this place?

The teacher says a whole lot of stuff welcome boys and girls I know we’re going to get along just beautifully and I know you’re going to work hard and not make any trouble and I may as well say right now that troublemakers will find themselves in trouble and it is the ruler across the hands for them and the really bad behavers get the strap from the Principal.

What means Principal? What is Strap?

“Stand up and say your names, please. You, the girl at the back in this row, you begin.”

Who? Her. Morag. She knows she won’t be able to say. Or will wet her pants. She struggles up, stooping a bit so as to hide her tallness. She is taller than any of the other girls, what a disgrace.

Mumble.

“Speak up, dear, we can’t hear you.”

“Morag Gunn.”

“Thank you, Morag. You may sit down. Next, now.”

All the names. Stacey Cameron. Mavis Duncan. Julie Kazlik. Ross McVitie. Mike Lobodiak. Al Cates. Steve Kowalski. Vanessa MacLeod. Jamie Halpern. Eva Winkler. And so on and so on.

Teacher’s name—Miss Crawford.

“Miss Crawfish,” Jamie Halpern whispers.

Eva Winkler’s tears go drip-drip-drip-splot onto her scribbler. Morag wants to cry, too. But doesn’t. Miss Crawfish is gabbing again. All sorts of stuff now boys and girls if you want to leave the room you must hold up your hand for permission either one finger or two you take my meaning of course.

What means Leave the Room? Morag does not think it really means you can go home if you want to. One finger? Two fingers? What for?

“Number one and Number Two,” somebody whispers. “If you gotta do Number Two, she lets you go out right away. My brother told me.”

Morag now sees that she cannot see what is written on the blackboard. Her ears, though, are of the best. Maybe this will make up for not having a brother who tells you things.

Eva Winkler’s brothers are all younger. None yet at school.

A horrible smell everywhere. Who? Eva Winkler bawls out loud now. All eyes on her. Morag clenches her own stomach, holding on. She mustn’t. She can’t hold up her hand. Not in front of everybody. Especially now.

“Eva—have you had an accident?” Miss Crawfish asks.

Eva cries and cries. Some kids laugh.

“That’s enough, class. Eva, why didn’t you ask permission? To leave the room.”

“I never knew—”

“But I told you, Eva. Stand up beside your desk.”

“I can’t. It’ll go on the floor, the poop will.”

“Please. Never use such an expression in this room again. Very well, you had better go to the washroom, Eva, and then go home. You can come back this afternoon when you’ve got cleaned up. Now, don’t worry. It’s all right. Just don’t let it happen again.”

Eva scuffs out. Plop-plop-plop behind her as she begins to run, and the floor has stuff on it yellow-brownish and smelly.

“Jamie Halpern,” Teacher says. “Go and find the janitor. In the basement.”

A man comes into the room after awhile. Hairy and dark, grinning at the kids. Friendly? Mr. Doherty. Winks once or twice when Teacher not looking. Carries a bag, a broom, a dustpan. Empties bag, with greenish powder, onto Eva’s shame shame. Morag knows what the powder is. Paris Green. What a music name for that poison stuff. He sweeps up everything and goes.

Recess. Recess means you go out onto the gravel. Morag listens, hanging around the edges of bunches of kids who are friends. No talk about Scavenger now. All about Eva. Eva Weakguts, pale pale face and pale yellow hair. Kids are saying lots of things scared to ask permission doing it on the floor wow wait’ll we see her face this afternoon bet you she’ll be blushing like a rose yeh but not smelling like one oh Ross think you’re so smart dontcha well aren’t I and what about you stuckup Stacey and lots of other things.

Morag’s head is thinking thinking figuring out.

At four o’clock they can go home. She still does not know how to read. Some school this turned out to be. But has learned one thing for sure.

Hang onto your shit and never let them know you are ascared.

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: MORAG, MUCH OLDER

Seven is much older than six. A person knows a hell of a sight more. And can read. Some kids still can’t read yet. But they are dumb, dumb-bells, dumb bunnies. Morag can read like sixty. Sometimes she doesn’t let on in school, though. Just depends on how she feels. So there.

Prin is sitting in the kitchen when Morag gets home from school. Prin is getting fatter all the time, and she looks like a great big huge pear. She buys jelly doughnuts at Parsons’ Bakery and sometimes she gives one to Morag. Mostly the bagful has gone by the time Morag gets home. Prin doesn’t mean to be mean. She sits all the afternoon in the squashy leather-seated easy chair in the kitchen, chewing, and then she looks and lo and behold no doughnuts are left.

Prin’s family was English. She has told Morag about it. Prin’s father was a remittance man. That meant his family in The Old Country didn’t like him so good, and were pretty mean and all, even though he was a gentleman, a real one, and so they made him come to this country where he didn’t want to come to, and for awhile, there, they sent him some money, but then they didn’t. He wasn’t much of a farmer, but he meant well, Prin said. She was the only child and wasn’t none too bright (you were supposed to say wasn’t any too bright but Prin didn’t know that) and couldn’t be too much help, but then her dad died anyway. Her mother had died Before. When would that be? Long ago in olden times. Prin married Christie when he came back from the Great War. The town said good job too; a pity to spoil two families. Which was mean. But funny, too.

Prin’s real Christian name is Princess. Morag thinks this is the funniest thing she has ever heard. But once when she said so to Christie, he told her to shut her trap.

“Hi,” Morag says. “Can I have something to eat?”

“Sure. You want some bread and sugar?”

Morag nods and goes to fetch it. Soft brown sugar spread on white storeboughten bread. Her favourite. Prin used to make her own bread, but gave it up. Too hot to bake in summer and too hard in winter to find a place neither too warm nor too cold for the dough to rise proper. Morag is glad. The soft fluffy bread from Parsons’ is better. More delicate. Morag is very delicate-minded. She prides herself on it, although she never lets on, of course. Vanessa and Mavis and like them have storeboughten bread in their houses all the time. Or so she guesses, never having been into their houses. Never so much as a bite of anything else, heaven forbid. Storeboughten cookies are another thing. She is sure their mothers make cookies because when the class had a valentine’s party, they and some others brought heart-shaped cookies with pink icing. Storeboughten cookies are looked down on.

The hell with them. Screw them all. They are stupid buggers.

Morag loves to swear, but doesn’t do it at school because you get the strap or else have to stand out in the hall by yourself where the coats are hung.

“Christie has to go out with the wagon again, now. I’m sure I don’t know why. I’ll bet a nickel to a doughnut hole they won’t pay him extra.”

Prin’s voice is kind of small and high, like a little kid’s. Prin really likes Christie. But she is a born whiner.

Christie comes in from the stable at the back where Ginger and the wagon are kept. He wipes some sweat from around his eyes and grins at Morag.

“Hello, lass. Did they learn you much today, then?”

He knows better. He says it like that on purpose. A joke. Prin would say it not on purpose.

“No.” Morag turns away from him.

Christie is short, skinny, but actually quite strong. He looks peculiar. His head sort of comes forward when he walks, like he is in a hurry, but he isn’t ever in a hurry. His hair, what’s left of it, is sandy. Blue eyes, but all cloudy and with little red lines on the white part. Wires (hair, actually) grow out of his chin—he doesn’t shave every day. The lump in his throat is called his Adam’s apple, what a name. His teeth are bad and one is missing at the front but he never tries to hide it by putting his hand over or smiling with his mouth closed, oh no, not him. He always wears a blue heavy shirt, and overalls too big so they fall around him and make him look silly.

That is the worst. How silly he looks. No. The worst is that he smells. He does wash. But he never gets rid of the smell. How much do other people notice? Plenty. You bet. Horseshit and garbage, putrid stuff, vegetables and that, rotten eggs and mouldy old clothes.

“Gotta pick up a load of scrap from the blacksmith’s,” Christie says. “Want to come along, Morag?”

Morag hesitates. She has never gone with Christie in the wagon. Just for once she would like to go, to see the Nuisance Grounds. She nods.

“C’mon, then,” he says. “Haven’t got all night.”

Ginger is a rusty colour. A gelding. Morag knows what that means, too, ha ha. Ginger is thin, and his hipbones stick out under the leather skin. Morag climbs up onto the wagon beside Christie.

Why is Christie called Scavenger? Morag does not yet know this and will not ask. She knows what he does, collecting the town garbage and taking it to dump in the Nuisance Grounds. But what, really, means Scavenger? She is afraid to ask. And why Nuisance Grounds? Because all that awful old stuff and rotten stuff is a nuisance and nice people don’t want to have anything to do with it?

Clank-clonk. The wooden cart crawls up Hill Street, turning north on the main drag. All the stores are up the other end of Main. Here there is only the Granite Works, which makes gravestones in two colours, red or black, speckled stone, some plain and some fancy with flowers and scrolls and that. Then Christie turns in at a sign above a dark dark brick cave. W. Saunders, Blacksmith. Morag isn’t going to go down there. She stays on the wagon, looking into the blackness. At the very end of the gloomy dark there is a fire, glowing red but not seeming to light up the place at all. Smells: heat, horses, sweat. An old man is sitting on an overturned nail barrel outside, and inside a younger man suddenly swings a big hammer onto the iron slab and for a second the whole place is full of stars. Christie loads the wagon with scrap iron, old horseshoes, crooked pieces of rusty oily metal, and they are off again. Morag thinks of the sparks, the stars, and sees them again inside her head. Stars! Fire-stars! How does it happen? She wants to ask, but won’t. Christie would think she was dumb. She isn’t the dumb one. Christie is.

Now they are going along the streets where some of the big houses are, big yellow brick houses or wooden houses painted really nice. Lawns all neat and cut, and sprinklers sprinkling, swirling around and making water rainbows. Flower gardens with pink and purple petunias, and red snapdragons like velvet, really rich velvet, and orange lilies with freckles on the throats. The blinds are pulled down over the front windows of the houses, to keep out the heat. Cream-coloured blinds, all fringed with lace and tassels. The windows are the eyes, closed, and the blinds are the eyelids, all creamy, fringed with lacy lashes. Blinds make the houses to be blind. Ha ha.

Morag is enjoying this ride more than she thought she would. Then it happens. A gang of kids. Some from her class in school. Voices. Yelling. Whistling.

“Hey—there goes Old Man Logan on his chariot!”

“Giddup! Hey, giddup there, ya old swayback!”

“Hey, get a load of who’s with him, eh? Got a little helper, Mr. Logan? Hey, Christie, got a new hand, there?”

Mostly it is the boys who are yelling. Ross McVitie. Al Cates. Jamie Halpern. The girls are looking away, pretending not to notice. But snickering a bit. Trying to get in good with the boys. Mavis Duncan. Vanessa MacLeod. Stacey Cameron.

“Hey, listen—how about this, eh?”

Then, like a song, like a verse, but mean.

Christie Logan’s the Scavenger Man—

Gets his food from the garbage can!

Laugh laugh laugh. Har har ho ho. One of the girls, though (which one?) says for them to cut it out. But no. They don’t.

“I got a better one. Hey, wait, listen! Listen, Ross!”

Mo-rag! Mo-rag!

Gets her clothes from an ol’ flour bag!

Morag is not breathing. She can’t feel herself breathing. She isn’t hearing, either. She won’t hear. She sits still, not looking at Christie. Then she realizes he has stopped the wagon and she glances at him.

Oh. Christie is grinning. He is twisting his face, like different crazy masks. His tongue droops out like a dog’s tongue. He crosses his eyes, and his mouth is dribbling with spit. Then he laughs. Oh. He laughs in a kind of cackle, like a loony.

Silence. The kids aren’t saying anything. Now Christie’s face goes back to its own self.

“Seen enough, then?” he says. “Next time I’ll pass the hat.”

Then he reaches, very slowly, for the whip which he never uses on Ginger. He lifts it high in his hand.

Give it to them, Christie! Hurt them. But she isn’t saying the words out loud.

The kids run, scattering all over the place. Christie puts the whip back, and laughs. Laughs like himself. Morag is crying, but with her head down, so as not to be seen. Christie puts a hand on her shoulder, but she shoves it away.

“Why did you have to act so silly, Christie? Why did you have to?”

Christie hawks and spits into the road.

“Och aye. Only showing them what they thought they would be expecting to see, then, do you see?”

She does not see.

“Look at it this way,” Christie says. “All these houses along here, Morag. I don’t say this is so of all of them, now, but with the most of them, you can see from what their kids say, what they’re saying. Some of them, because I take off their muck for them, they think I’m muck. Well, I am muck, but so are they. Not a father’s son, not a man born of woman who is not muck in some part of his immortal soul, girl. That’s what they don’t know, the poor sods. When I carry away their refuse, I’m carrying off part of them, do you see?”

No. She does not see. She sees one thing, though. Christie is working himself into a spiel. He usually gets into a spiel when the whiskey is in him. Prin says so. And Morag has seen it. But there is no whiskey in him now.

Christie’s face looks funny, sort of squashed-in. His skin is all sunburnt, and now it’s covered with dusty sweat, all that red skin face. Christie is a redskin. Ha ha. But she isn’t laughing. She hates the kids for talking like they did, to her but also to Christie. Now she hates Christie for talking the way he is, crazy.

“By their garbage shall ye know them,” Christie yells, like a preacher, a downy preacher. “I swear, by the ridge of tears and by the valour of my ancestors, I say unto you, Morag Gunn, lass, that by their bloody goddamn fucking garbage shall ye christly well know them. The ones who eat only out of tins. The ones who have to wrap the rye bottles in old newspapers to try to hide the fact that there are so goddamn many of them. The ones who have fourteen thousand pill bottles the week, now. The ones who will be chucking out the family albums the moment the grandmother goes to her ancestors. The ones who’re afraid to flush the safes down the john, them with flush johns, in case it plugs the plumbing and Melrose Maclaren has to come and get it unstuck and might see, as if Mel would give the hundredth part of a damn. I tell you, girl, they’re close as clams and twice as brainless. I see what they throw out, and I don’t care a shit, but they think I do, so that’s why they cannot look at me. They think muck’s dirty. It’s no more dirty than what’s in their heads. Or mine. It’s christly clean compared to some things. All right. I’ll please them. I’ll wade in it up to my ass. I could wade in shit, if I had to, without it hurting me. I’d like to tell the buggers that.”

Christie wipes his face with the back of his hand.

“Now then, Morag,” he says in his real voice, “what a bloody fool, talking to you like that. I want my head looking at, that’s God’s truth. But I took this job, you know, because I fancied it. I could’ve worked for the cpr. Nothing elevated, I not having had the full High School for various reasons. It was after I came back from the war. Lot of muck lying about there, in France, I can tell you, most of it being—”

He stops speaking. Morag’s hair is hot around her neck, and the sweat is trickling down between her shoulder blades.

Christie took the job because he fancied it.

“Christie, I think I’ll get off and go on home now.”

“Are you not all right, then, Morag?”

“It’s so hot,” she says. “I feel kinda sick to my stomach.”

“Suit yourself, then.”

So Morag does not see the Nuisance Grounds this day, either. Christie goes on his own way alone.

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: PARSONS’ BAKERY IS THE WORST PLACE IN TOWN

August. No school for another month yet. The heat is awful. Prin minds the heat, but Morag doesn’t. In the house, the flies are in their millions, but slow and stupid with the heat. They get in through the rip in the screen door. Christie always forgets to fix this hole. The flies are bluebottles—how come they got this nice name given to them? They’re ugly. Some of them are all swollen with eggs inside of them, and they go crawling over the peanut butter pail on the table, or just burrow and nuzzle their way inside the loaf of bread. Morag sits with her elbows on the kitchen table, watching the flies.

When she peers close, she can see that their wings are shining, both blue and green. Can they be beautiful and filthy? Should she shoo them away? More would only come.

The oilcloth on the table is dirty. Sometimes Morag wipes it off, but more often she leaves it. It will only get dirty again. Neither Christie nor Prin ever notice, or, if they do, they don’t let on. Prin is not really dirty. She just doesn’t notice so much any more. She sits and sits in her chair, Prin does. Is she dreaming, with her eyes wide open? You can do this. It’s easy. Morag knows. Maybe Prin is dreaming of being young and pretty. And rich. Prin rich! Pretty! She can’t be dreaming that.

Morag likes the kitchen best. The oak bench, with the coat racks on each side of it, looks like a big moose with antlers, like in the school Reader. Christie’s winter jacket, and all the scarves and mitts are still there, full of moths. The bench part is piled with old newspapers and also Morag’s lunch pail for school. Christie’s chair is the same as Prin’s, armchair, old leather with horsehair (horsehair? Christie says so) inside. The seats of the chairs go scree-ee—squ-uff when someone sits down, and Morag loves this sound because it’s funny. The kitchen smells, but some of the smells are okay: melted butter; heat; dust; Fels-Naptha soap. Sour milk and feet do not smell okay.

Morag likes the sittingroom, too, but nobody ever sits in it. It is not too good for everyday, like some people’s, but it is full of stuff Christie has brought home from the Nuisance Grounds. Such as:

a black old stove, quite small and round and fat

a blue chesterfield but you can’t see the pattern anymore too torn

a lamp with no shade, but it is bronze and has a bronze lady with a bronze lily

a real carved wooden chess set, but no bishops (what are bishops?)

a family album, covered in red velvet (mouldy) and no name attached, no family name, but the pictures have things written in white ink on the black pages—Agnes as Fairy Queen in School Play; Mother & Marigold 1901

a blue plush (pl-uush—rich-sounding, but it is really like velvet only cheaper and not so smoo-ooth on the fingers) cushion, with a painted-on picture of King Edward the Seventh

a very good china saucer, very good because thin and you can nearly see through it (Prin’s father had the very same kind; maybe it was his?); tiny mauve violets on it, but no cup

books, old old old books, and one has real leather for the cover, and the letters are in real gold or used to be but now you can hardly see them, and you can’t read the book because it is in another language, but Christie says it is the Holy Bible in Gaelic. Throwing out a Holy Bible! Oh. But would God mind so much, seeing as it was in Gaelic? (What means Gaelic?)

Christie keeps bringing stuff home. He never does anything with it. But it is there. He calls it good rubbish. He says Bad Riddance to Good Rubbish. But you’re supposed to say it the other way around. Morag knows.

Prin is puffing and wheezing. Her shoes are off.

“Golly, it’s hot enough to fry an egg on the sidewalk, ain’t it, Morag?”

Morag does not reply. She is watching two flies fucking, buzzing while they do it.

“Morag, would you run to the store for me, like a good girl?”

“Do I have to?”

“Well, I’d go myself,” Prin says, sighing, “but it’s these gosh-darned veins of mine. I hope and pray you never know what it feels like to have varicose veins, Morag. Sometimes they just burn and sting like I got a whole nest of wasps right there in the veins themselves. Standing on my feet these hot days is murder.”

So Morag goes. Up the hill and onto Main. To Parsons’ Bakery.

The bread is kept on open shelves, but not the cakes and pastries. They are kept in a glass case. Morag looks at the iced fancies, little tiny cakes covered with pink or green or white icing, and with an almond or a cherry on top.

“Four jelly doughnuts, please.”

“Right away,” Mr. Parsons says.

At the other side of the store are Mrs. McVitie and Mrs. Cameron. Morag spotted them when she first came in. Sometimes she has to look hard to be sure who people are, because the faces don’t come clear until they’re really close up, but she always tries to see who is around. You have to. In case. Ross’s mother and Stacey’s mother are looking at the walnut slices and the shortbread. Nope. Now they are looking at her. Maybe they don’t know she can hear what they’re saying?

“It’s a wonder some people can afford jelly doughnuts.” Mrs. McVitie.

“Haven’t you ever noticed, though, that it’s those who spend their money as though it was water?” Mrs. Cameron.

“Poor child, don’t they ever have her hair cut?” Mrs. McVitie.

“And those gangling dresses, always away below the knee.” Mrs. Cameron.

Morag takes the bag, pays, and turns. Her hair feels dirty. But it isn’t dirty—Prin washed it only a day ago. The two ladies are wearing flowery chiffon dresses. Hats, with real artificial flowers.

Morag sticks out her tongue at the both of them. And runs. Home. “I’m not going there again, Prin. I hate that dumb place.”

Why doesn’t Prin go and get her own goddamn blistering bloody shitty jelly doughnuts?

Prin gets up out of her chair. Holding on to the chair-arm to heft up. “Honey, what’s the matter, now? Tell me, eh?”

Okay. If she wants to be told, Morag will tell her, all right all right. Morag has got a good memory. She repeats every word the two of them said, there.

Prin looks funny. Her face goes crinkled.

“You think it’s my legs, honey?” Prin says. “It’s that, but I could drag them up the hill. I just don’t want to be seen, like this. But better they’d said it to me than you.”

“What? What, Prin?”

“I never used to look this way,” Prin says. “Yeh, well, I know I let myself go. I know. Oh, I know that all right. I don’t know. Just didn’t seem that much use, bothering. We never seemed to get anywheres, anyhow. He’s smarter than what I am, and I only got the Grade Five. I was lucky he married me. I never could fathom why he did. But I never could fathom him, neither. He never cared about getting anywheres. It ain’t his fault, I guess. But now—I don’t kind of know how to be any different, like. That’s why I don’t, you know, look after you better, sort of. I’m that sorry, Morag.”

Morag is crying. Holding onto Prin’s awful fat belly wrapped around in the brown wraparound, Prin’s good good good

“Prin—I never meant! I never!”

Prin wipes Morag’s eyes with fat warm hands.

“The Lord knows I care about you. I lost my only one.”

“What? What?”

“Strangled on the cord. A boy. Dead when born.”

What? What cord? What means Cord? Dead when born? Oh. How could you be born and dead at the same time? Oh—

“I shouldn’t have said,” Prin says. “Never you mind.”

Morag doesn’t say. Doesn’t say. Doesn’t say. Doesn’t say.

*

Evening, and the three are sitting on the front porch. Christie and Prin are on straight chairs from the kitchen. Morag is on the top step. All along Hill Street, summer noises. Gangs of kids playing Kick the Can and Run Sheep Run and Andy Andy Eye Over. Dogs fucking in ditches, or fighting, yelping when somebody kicks them apart. Lots of women leaning on their fences and yakking.

Next door, at the Winklers’, old Gus starts to shout. Trouble. Vernon runs outside and onto the road. Vernon is younger than Morag. He is a drip. Also, his nose drips drips drips all the time. He is skinny, and his hair (pale pale like Eva’s) looks funny because his mother cuts it by putting a bowl on his head and snipping all around. But he is just a little kid, and it isn’t his fault he’s a drip. What is Vernon’s dad going to do?

Gus Winkler has caught Vernon by the arm. Gus has a stick in his hand and he is hitting Vernon with it. On the legs, on the bum, oh on the face. Vern screams and screams. Like a dog when somebody has hurt it real bad.

Morag stares. Blood on Vernon’s face. He has a nosebleed. She looks up at Christie.

Christie is sitting very still. His hands are around his knees. He looks away from Morag. She might have known he wouldn’t do anything. Scaredy-cat Christie.

Gus pushes Vernon back inside the Winklers’ shack. All of a sudden everything on Hill Street seems quiet. Then the ordinary noises begin again, as though nothing has happened. Nothing at all. Christie does not move. Then he speaks, but it doesn’t sound like Christie.

“I didn’t go over. I didn’t go over, did I? Not me. Gus Winkler’s too brawny. May God—”

He stops. Prin makes little clucking-hen noises.

“It wasn’t none of your business, Christie.”

Christie gets up and walks inside the house.

“He’s gonna have one of his spells,” Prin says. “He ain’t had one for a long time.”

When they go into the house, Christie is sitting on the oak bench. His blue blue eyes look like they are blind. He is shaking all over. He keeps on like this a long time. Then he stops shaking but doesn’t move. When Morag goes to bed, he is still sitting there, not moving.

“What is it, Prin?”

“Shh,” Prin says. “It’s nothing. It’ll go away by itself. Doc MacLeod says he don’t think nothing can be done for it. It’s the shell shock, like.”

“What?”

“In the war,” Prin explains. “He was shook up very bad. In his nerves, like. Sometimes it takes him, even now. He never said, but I always had a hunch that was why he couldn’t get no other job except Scavenger. He never knows when it might take him, see.”

“But—he told me he fancied the job.”

“He would,” Prin says, crossly.

“Why would Gus Winkler do that to Vern?”

Prin shakes her head.

“Only the Lord can tell. He’s got a devil in him, that man.”

Morag lies in bed, thinking. Christie would never beat her. He’s stinky and he looks so dumb. But he’s never beaten her. He wouldn’t do that, anyway. But he didn’t go over to Winklers’. He was scared of Gus.

Christie, sitting there in the kitchen. Christie, shaking all over.

Morag cries.

MEMORYBANK MOVIE: CHRISTIE WITH SPIRITS

Morag is nine, and it is winter. The snow is a good four feet thick outside and you have to walk to school on the roads, where the snowplough has been. The windows are covered with frost-feathers and frost-ferns, and it doesn’t matter that you can’t see out because the patterns are so good to look at. In the kitchen, the stove keeps them warm, although Christie has a job scrounging enough wood. Lots of people on Relief are going to the Nuisance Grounds looking for old wooden boxes, not being able to afford cordwood, but Christie has first pick. Christie is not on Relief. Relief means you have no job on account of the Depression, and the government feeds you slop. Ugh. The Depression means there aren’t any jobs, or hardly any, or like that.

Christie is drinking red biddy he got from somebody across the tracks, and he is explaining about the wood and other things to Morag. Prin is cross about the red biddy, so she has turned her chair away from him.

“I leave some, do you see, then, Morag,” Christie says. “It’s only right. Garbage belongs to all. Communal property, as you might say. One man’s muck is everyman’s muck. The socialism of the junk heap. All the same, though, with every profession, do you see, there must be some advantages, some little thing or other that you get which others don’t. And this here is mine. The Nuisance Grounds keeps us warm. Out of the garbage dump and into the fire. Och aye, that was the grand load of boxes I brought back today. Old butter crates from the Creamery.”

He swallows some more red biddy, coughs, then gets into the subject he always talks about when the spirits are in him.

“Let the Connors and the McVities and the Camerons and Simon Pearl and all them in their houses up there—let them look down on the likes of Christie Logan. Let them. I say unto you, Morag, girl, I open my shirt to the cold winds of their voices, yea, and to the ice of their everlasting eyes. They don’t touch me, Morag. For my kin and clan are as good as theirs any day of the week, any week of the month, any month of the year, any year of the century, and any century of all time.”

Gulp. Swallow. The spirits are really in him. His eyes are shining. His right hand comes up, clenched. He is pretending he is holding a claymore. Morag knows, because once afterwards he said so, laughing. But you aren’t supposed to laugh now.

“Was I not born a Highlander, in Easter Ross, one of the North Logans? An ancient clan, an ancient people. Is our motto not a fine, proud set of words, then? This Is the Valour of My Ancestors. The motto of the Logans, Morag, and our war cry is The Ridge of Tears. The ridge of tears! Druim-nan deur, although I’m not so sure how to pronounce it, not having the Gaelic. A sad cry, it is, for the sadness of my people. A cry heard at Culloden, in the black days of the battle, when the clans stood together for the last time, and the clans were broken by the Sassenach cannons and the damned bloody rifles of the redcoat swine. They mowed the clans down in cold blood, my dear, and it must have been enough to tear the heart and unhinge the mind of the strongest coldest man alive, for our folk were poor bloody crofters, and were not wanting to fight the wars of the chieftains, at all. But they thought their chieftains had the power from heaven, Morag. They believed their chiefs were kings from God. And them who didn’t believe was raised anyway, with fire and with sword, until they went off to fight Charlie’s battle for him, and him a green boy from France who neither knew nor cared for his people but only for the crown gleaming there in the eye of his own mind.”

Christie stumbles to the sideboard and opens a drawer. He brings out the book, The Clans and Tartans of Scotland, and looks up Logan.

“See there,” he bellows. “The crest badge of the Logans. And what is the crest, Morag? What is the way, then, you would describe, in the right words, what is there on that badge?”

She knows it off by heart.

“A passion nail piercing a human heart, proper.”

Christie’s fist comes down on the table.

“Right! An ancient family, the North Logans, by the Almighty God.”

Then the spirits start to get gloomy in him.

“Och, what the hell does it matter? It’s here we live, not there, and the glory has passed away, and likely never was in the first place.”

“Christie, tell me about Piper Gunn.”

Christie sighs, and pours another drink. He sits there, thinking. Soon he will begin. Morag knows what it says in the book under the name Gunn. It isn’t fair, but it must be true because it is right there in the book.

The chieftainship of Clan Gunn is undetermined at the present time, and no arms have been matriculated.

When she first looked it up, she showed it to Christie, and he read it and then he laughed and asked her if she had not been told the tales about the most famous Gunn of all, and so he told her. He tells them to her sometimes when the spirit moves him.

Now he rocks back on the straight chair, for he is sitting at the table with the bottle beside him.
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