


 
 
 

 
Moral Disorder

 

 
MARGARET ATWOOD

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk





Margaret Atwood is the author of more than forty works, including fiction, poetry, and critical essays, and her books haven been published in over thirty-five countries. Of her novels, The Blind Assassin won the 2000 Booker Prize and Alias Grace, won the Giller Prize in Canada and the Premio Mondello in Italy. Margaret Atwood’s most recent novel is The Year of the Flood (2009). In 2005 she was the recipient of the Edinburgh Book Festival Enlightenment Award, for a distinguished contribution to world literature and thought. In 2008, Margaret Atwood was awarded the Prince Asturias Prize for Literature in Spain. She lives in Toronto.




Praise for Moral Disorder, Book of the Year 2006 in eight national newspapers:

 



‘I love Margaret Atwood’s wickedly funny and painful stories in Moral Disorder, which must be one of the best titles this year’

A.S. Byatt, Guardian

 



‘A full spectrum of her bloody cutting edge, her equally cutting humour and her combination of existentiality and forgiveness, in a glorious punchy argument of darkness and light’

Ali Smith, TLS

 



‘Atwood’s Moral Disorder, interlinked stories so acutely observed, their wit as sharp as a scalpel, that the reader shivers with delight’

Herald




ALSO BY MARGARET ATWOOD

FICTION

 



The Edible Woman (1969) 
Surfacing (1972) 
Lady Oracle (1977) 
Dancing Girls (1977) 
Life Before Man (1979) 
Bodily Harm (1981) 
Murder in the Dark (1983) 
Bluebeard’s Egg (1983) 
The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) 
Cat’s Eye (1988) 
Wilderness Tips (1992) 
Good Bones (1993) 
The Robber Bride (1993) 
Bones & Murder (1995) 
Alias Grace (1996) 
The Blind Assassin (2000) 
Oryx and Crake (2003) 
The Penelopiad (2005) 
The Tent (2006) 
Moral Disorder (2006)

 



 



FOR CHILDREN

 



Up in the Tree (1978) 
Anna’s Pet (with Joyce Barkhouse) 
(1980) 
For the Birds (1990) 
Princess Prunella and the Purple Peanut 
(1995) 
Rude Ramsay and the Roaring Radishes 
(2003) 
Bashful Bob and Doleful Dorinda (2004)

 



 



NON-FICTION

 



Survival: A Thematic Guide 
to Canadian Literature (1972) 
Days of the Rebels 1815-1840 (1977) 
Second Words (1982) 
Strange Things: The Malevolent North in 
Canadian Literature (1996) 
Two Solicitudes: Conversations [with 
Victor-Lévy Beaulieu] (1998) 
Negotiating with the Dead: 
A Writer on Writing (2002) 
Curious Pursuits: Occasional Writing 
(2005)

 



 



POETRY

 



Double Persephone (1961) 
The Circle Game (1966) 
The Animals in That Country (1968) 
The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970) 
Procedures for Underground (1970) 
Power Politics (1971) 
You Are Happy (1974) 
Selected Poems (1976) 
Two-Headed Poems (1978) 
True Stories (1981) 
Interlunar (1984) 
Selected Poems II: Poems 
Selected and New 1976-1986 (1986) 
Morning in the Burned House (1995) 
Eating Fire: Selected Poetry 1965-1995 
(1998) 
The Door (2007)




[image: 001]




 
 
 

 
Moral Disorder

 

 
MARGARET ATWOOD

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2009

 
VIRAGO

 



 
First published in Great Britain in 2006 by Bloomsbury 
This edition published in 2007 by Virago Press

 
Copyright © O. W. Toad 2006

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted. 
All characters and events in this publication, other than 
those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious 
and any resemblance to real persons, 
living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
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, without the prior 
permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any 
form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and 
without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the 
subsequent purchaser.

 



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

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1336 1

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




For my family




The Bad News

It’s morning. For now, night is over. It’s time for the bad news. I think of the bad news as a huge bird, with the wings of a crow and the face of my Grade Four schoolteacher, sparse bun, rancid teeth, wrinkly frown, pursed mouth and all, sailing around the world under cover of darkness, pleased to be the bearer of ill tidings, carrying a basket of rotten eggs, and knowing - as the sun comes up - exactly where to drop them. On me, for one.

At our place, the bad news arrives in the form of the bad-news paper. Tig brings it up the stairs. Tig’s real name is Gilbert. It’s impossible to explain nicknames to speakers of foreign languages, not that I have to do this much.

‘They just killed the leader of the interim governing council,’ Tig announces. It’s not that he’s impervious to bad news: on the contrary. He’s angular, he has less body fat than I do and therefore less capacity to absorb, to cushion, to turn the calories of bad news - and it does have calories, it  raises your blood pressure - into the substance of his own body. I can do that, he can’t. He wants to pass the bad news on as soon as possible - get it off his hands, like a hot potato. Bad news burns him.

I’m still in bed. I’m not really awake. I was doing a little wallowing. I was enjoying this morning until now. ‘Not before breakfast,’ I say. I do not add, ‘You know I can’t handle it this early in the day.’ I’ve added that before; it’s had only an intermittent effect. After this long together, both of our heads are filled with such minor admonitions, helpful hints about the other person - likes and dislikes, preferences and taboos. Don’t come up behind me like that when I’m reading. Don’t use my kitchen knives. Don’t just strew things. Each believes the other should respect this frequently reiterated set of how-to instructions, but they cancel each other out: if Tig must respect my need to wallow mindlessly, free of bad news, before the first cup of coffee, shouldn’t I respect his need to spew out catastrophe so he himself will be rid of it?

‘Oh. Sorry,’ he says. He shoots me a reproachful look. Why must I disappoint him like this? Don’t I know that if he can’t tell the bad news, to me, right now, some bilious green bad-news gland or bladder inside him will burst and he’ll get peritonitis of the soul? Then I’ll be sorry.

He’s right, I would be sorry. I’d have no one left whose mind I can read.

‘I’m getting up now,’ I say, hoping I sound comforting. ‘I’ll be right down.’

‘Now’ and ‘right down’ don’t have the same meaning they  used to have. Everything takes longer than it did back then. But I can still get through the routine, out of the nightdress, into the day dress, the doing-up of the shoes, the lubrication of the face, the selection of the vitamin pills. The leader, I think. The interim governing council. Killed by them. A year from now I won’t remember which leader, which interim governing council, which them. But such items multiply. Everything is interim, no one can govern any more, and there are lots of them, of thems. They always want to kill the leaders. With the best of intentions, or so they claim. The leaders have the best of intentions as well. The leaders stand in the spotlight, the killers aim from the dark; it’s easy to score.

As for the other leaders, the leaders of the leading countries, as they’re called, those aren’t really leading any more, they’re flailing around; you can see it in their eyes, white-rimmed like the eyes of panic-stricken cattle. You can’t lead if no one will follow. People throw up their hands, then sit on them. They just want to get on with their lives. The leaders keep saying, ‘We need strong leadership,’ then they sneak off to peek at their poll ratings. It’s the bad news, there’s too much of it: they can’t take it.

But there’s been bad news before, and we got through it. That’s what people say, about things that happened before they were born, or while they were still thumb-sucking. I love this formulation: We got through it. It means dick shit when it’s about any event you personally weren’t there for, as if you’d joined some We club, pinned on some tacky plastic We badge, to qualify. Still, We got through it - that’s bracing. It conjures up a  march or a procession, horses prancing, costumes tattered and muddied because of the siege or battle or enemy occupation or butchering of dragons or forty-year trek through the wilderness. There’d be a bearded leader hoisting his standard and pointing forward. The leader would have got the bad news early. He’d got it, he’d understood it, he’d known what to do. Attack from the flank! Go for the throat! Get the hell out of Egypt! That sort of thing.

‘Where are you?’ Tig calls up the stairs. ‘Coffee’s ready.’

‘I’m here,’ I call back down. We use this a lot, this walkie-talkie of air. Communication hasn’t failed us, not yet. Not yet is aspirated, like the h in honour. It’s the silent not yet. We don’t say it out loud.

These are the tenses that define us now: past tense, back then; future tense, not yet. We live in the small window between them, the space we’ve only recently come to think of as still, and really it’s no smaller than anyone else’s window. True, there are little things going wrong with us - a knee here, an eye there - but so far just little things. We can still enjoy ourselves, as long as we focus on doing one item at a time. I can remember when I used to tease our daughter, back then, when she was an adolescent. I’d do it by pretending to be old. I’d bump into walls, drop cutlery, fake memory loss. Then we’d both laugh. It’s no longer such a joke.

Our now-dead cat, Drumlin, developed cat senility when she was seventeen. Drumlin - why did we call her that? The other cat, the one that died first, was Moraine. Once we thought it was amusing to name our cats after glacial-dump  geological features, though the point of it escapes me now. Tig said that Drumlin ought to have been named Landfill Site, but he was the one whose job it was to empty her litter box.

It’s not likely we will have another cat. I used to think - I thought this quite calmly - that after Tig was gone (for men die first, don’t they?) I might get a cat again, for company. I no longer consider this an option. I’ll surely be half-blind by then, and a cat might run between my legs, and I’d trip over it and break my neck.

Poor Drumlin used to prowl the house at night, yowling in an unearthly fashion. Nothing gave her solace: she was looking for something she’d lost, though she didn’t know what it was. (Her mind, in point of fact, if cats can be said to have minds.) In the mornings we’d find small bites taken out of tomatoes, of pears: she’d forgotten she was a carnivore, she’d forgotten what it was she was supposed to eat. This has become my picture of my future self: wandering the house in the darkness, in my white nightdress, howling for what I can’t quite remember I’ve lost. It’s unbearable. I wake up in the night and reach out to make sure Tig is still there, still breathing. So far, so good.

The kitchen, when I get to it, smells like toast and coffee: not surprising, because that’s what Tig has been making. The smell wraps around me like a blanket, stays there while I eat the actual toast and drink the actual coffee. There, on the table, is the bad news.

‘The refrigerator’s been making a noise,’ I say. We don’t pay enough attention to our appliances. Neither of us do. Stuck  on to the refrigerator is a photo of our daughter, taken several years ago; it beams down on us like the light from a receding star. She’s busy with her own life, elsewhere.

‘Look at the paper,’ says Tig.

There are pictures. Is bad news worse with pictures? I think so. Pictures make you look, whether you want to or not. There’s the burnt-out car, one of a series by now, with its skeletal frame of twisted metal. A charred shadow crouches inside. In pictures like these there are always empty shoes. It’s the shoes that get to me. Sad, that innocent daily task - putting your shoes on your feet, in the firm belief that you’ll be going somewhere.

We don’t like bad news, but we need it. We need to know about it in case it’s coming our way. Herd of deer in the meadow, heads down grazing peacefully. Then woof woof - wild dogs in the woods. Heads up, ears forward. Prepare to flee! Or the muskox defence: wolves approaching is the news. Quick - into a circle! Females and young to the centre! Snort and paw the ground! Prepare to horn the enemy!

‘They won’t stop,’ says Tig.

‘It’s a mess,’ I say. ‘I wonder where the security was?’ When God was handing out the brains, they used to say back then, some folks we could name were last in line.

‘If someone really wants to kill you, they’ll kill you,’ Tig says. He’s a fatalist that way. I disagree, and we spend a pleasant quarter of an hour calling up our dead witnesses. He submits Archduke Ferdinand and John Kennedy; I offer Queen Victoria (eight failed attempts) and Joseph Stalin, who managed  to avoid assassination by doing it wholesale himself. Once, this might have been an argument. Now it’s a pastime, like gin rummy.

‘We’re lucky,’ says Tig. I know what he means. He means the two of us, sitting here in the kitchen, still. Neither of us gone. Not yet.

‘Yes, we are,’ I say. ‘Watch the toast - it’s burning.’

There. We’ve dealt with the bad news, we’ve faced it head on, and we’re all right. We have no wounds, no blood pours out of us, we aren’t scorched. We have all of our shoes. The sun is shining, the birds are singing, there’s no reason not to feel pretty good. The bad news comes from so far away, most of the time - the explosions, the oil spills, the genocides, the famines, all of that. There will be other news, later. There always is. We’ll worry about it when it comes.

Some years ago - when? - Tig and I were in the south of France, at a place called Glanum. We were on a vacation of sorts. What we really wanted to see was the asylum where Van Gogh painted the irises, and we did see that. Glanum was a side trip. I haven’t thought about it in years, but I find myself there now, back then, in Glanum, before it was destroyed in the third century, before it was only a few ruins you pay to get into.

There are spacious villas in Glanum; there are public baths, amphitheatres, temples, the kinds of buildings the Romans put up wherever they went so they could feel civilized and at home. Glanum is very pleasant; a lot of upper-level army men retire here. It’s quite multicultural, quite diverse: we’re fond of novelty, of the exotic, though not so much as they are in Rome.  We’re a bit provincial here. Still, we have gods from everywhere, in addition to the official gods, of course. For instance, we have a little temple to Cybele, decorated with two ears in token of the body part you might wish to cut off in her honour. The men make jokes about that: you’re lucky to get away with just the ears, they say. Better an earless man than no man at all.

There are older Greek houses mixed in with the Roman ones, and a few Greek ways linger still. Celts come to town; some of them wear tunics and cloaks like ours, and speak decent Latin. Our relations with them are friendly enough, now that they’ve renounced their headhunting ways. Tig has to do a certain amount of entertaining, and I once invited a leading Celt to dinner. It was a social risk, though a minor one: our guest behaved normally enough, and got just as drunk as manners required. His hair was odd - reddish and curly - and he was wearing his ceremonial bronze torque, but he was no more ferocious than some other men I might name, though he did have an eerie politeness.

I’m having my breakfast, in the morning room with the mural of Pomona and the Zephyrs. The painter was not first-rate - Pomona is slightly walleyed and her breasts are enormous, but you can’t always get first-rate here. What would I be eating? Bread, honey, dried figs. Fresh fruit isn’t in season yet. No coffee, worse luck; I don’t think it’s been invented yet. I’m having some fermented mare’s milk, as an aid to digestion. A faithful slave has brought the breakfast in on a silver tray. They’re good at slavery on this estate, they do it well: they’re silent, discreet, efficient. They don’t want to be  sold, naturally: being a house-slave is better than working in the quarry.

Tig comes in with a scroll. Tig is short for Tigris, a nickname bestowed on him by his erstwhile troops. Only a few intimates call him Tig. He’s frowning.

‘Bad news?’ I ask.

‘The barbarians are invading,’ he says. ‘They’ve crossed the Rhine.’

‘Not before breakfast,’ I say. He knows I can’t discuss weighty matters right after getting up. But I’ve been too abrupt: I see his stricken look, and I relent. ‘They’re always crossing the Rhine. You’d think they’d get tired of it. Our legions will defeat them. They always have before.’

‘I don’t know,’ says Tig. ‘We shouldn’t have let so many barbarians into the army. You can’t depend on them.’ He spent a long time in the army himself, so his worry means something. On the other hand, it’s his general view that Rome is going to hell in a handcart, and I’ve noticed that most retired men feel like that: the world simply cannot function minus their services. It’s not that they feel useless; they feel unused.

‘Please, sit down,’ I say. ‘I’ll order you a nice piece of bread and honey, with figs.’ Tig sits down. I don’t proffer the mare’s milk, though it would do him good. He knows I know he doesn’t like it. He hates being nagged about his health, which has been giving him some problems lately. Oh, make things stay the way they are, I pray to him silently.

‘Did you hear?’ I say. ‘They found a freshly cut-off head, hung up beside the old Celtic votive well.’ Some escaped  quarry worker who ran off into the woods, which they’ve been warned against, heaven knows. ‘Do you think they’re reverting to paganism? The Celts?’

‘They hate us, really,’ says Tig. ‘That memorial arch doesn’t help. It’s hardly tactful - Celts being defeated, Roman feet on their heads. Haven’t you caught them staring at our necks? They’d love to stick the knife in. But they’re soft now, they’re used to luxuries. Not like the northern barbarians. The Celts know that if we go under, they’ll go under too.’

He takes only one bite of the lovely bread. Then he stands up, paces around. He looks flushed. ‘I’m going to the baths,’ he says. ‘For the news.’

Gossip and rumour, I think. Portents, forebodings; birds in flight, sheep’s entrails. You never know if the news is true until it pounces. Until it’s right on top of you. Until you reach out in the night and there’s no more breathing. Until you’re howling in darkness, wandering the empty rooms, in your white dress.

‘We’ll get through it,’ I say. Tig says nothing.

It’s such a beautiful day. The air smells of thyme, the fruit trees are in flower. But this means nothing to the barbarians; in fact, they prefer to invade on beautiful days. It provides more visibility for their lootings and massacres. These are the same barbarians who - I’ve heard - fill wicker cages with victims and set them on fire as a sacrifice to their gods. Still, they’re very far away. Even if they manage to cross the Rhine, even if they aren’t slain in thousands, even if the river fails to run red with their blood, they won’t get here for a long time. Not in our lifetime, perhaps. Glanum is in no danger, not yet.




The Art of Cooking and Serving

The summer I was eleven I spent a lot of time knitting. I knitted doggedly, silently, crouched over the balls of wool and the steel needles and the lengthening swath of knitwear in a posture that was far from easy. I’d learned to knit too early in life to have mastered the trick of twisting the strand around my index finger - the finger had been too short - so I had to jab the right-hand needle in, hold it there with two left-hand fingers, then lift the entire right hand to loop the wool around the tip of the needle. I’d seen women who were able to knit and talk at the same time, barely glancing down, but I couldn’t do it that way. My style of knitting required total concentration and caused my arms to ache, and irritated me a lot.

What I was knitting was a layette. A layette was a set of baby garments you were supposed to dress the newborn baby in so it would be warm when it was brought home from the hospital. At the very least you needed to have two thumbless mittens, two stubby booties, a pair of leggings, a jacket, and a bonnet, to which  you could add a knitted blanket if you had the patience, as well as a thing called a soaker. The soaker looked like a pair of shorts with pumpkin-shaped legs, like the ones in pictures of Sir Francis Drake. Cloth diapers and rubber baby pants were prone to leaks: that’s what the soaker was for. But I was not going to knit the soaker. I hadn’t yet got around to visualizing the fountains, the streams, the rivers of pee a baby was likely to produce.

The blanket was tempting - there was one with rabbits on it that I longed to create - but I knew I had to draw the line somewhere because I didn’t have all the time in the world. If I dawdled, the baby might arrive before I was ready for it and be forced to wear some sort of mismatched outfit put together out of hand-me-downs. I’d started on the leggings and the mittens, as being fairly simple - mostly alternate rows of knit and purl, with some ribbing thrown in. That way I could work up to the jacket, which was more complicated. I was saving the bonnet to the last: it was going to be my chef-d’oeuvre. It was to be ornamented with satin ribbons to tie under the baby’s chin - the possibilities of strangulation through ties like this had not yet been considered - and with huge ribbon rosettes that would stick out on either side of the baby’s face like small cabbages. Babies dressed in layettes, I knew from the pictures in the Beehive pattern book, were supposed to resemble confectionary - clean and sweet, delicious little cakelike bundles decorated with pastel icing.

The colour I’d chosen was white. It was the orthodox colour, though a few of the Beehive patterns were shown in an elfin pale green or a practical yellow. But white was best: after  it was known whether the baby was a boy or a girl I could add the ribbons, blue or pink. I had a vision of how the entire set would look when finished - pristine, gleaming, admirable, a tribute to my own goodwill and kindness. I hadn’t yet realized it might also be a substitute for them.

I was knitting this layette because my mother was expecting. I avoided the word pregnant, as did others: pregnant was a blunt, bulgy, pendulous word, it weighed you down to think about it, whereas expecting suggested a dog with its ears pricked, listening briskly and with happy anticipation to an approaching footstep. My mother was old for such a thing: I’d gathered this by eavesdropping while she talked with her friends in the city, and from the worried wrinkles on the foreheads of the friends, and from their compressed lips and tiny shakes of the head, and from their Oh dear tone, and from my mother saying she would just have to make the best of it. I gathered that something might be wrong with the baby because of my mother’s age; but wrong how, exactly? I listened as much as I could, but I couldn’t make it out, and there was no one I could ask. Would it have no hands, would it have a little pinhead, would it be a moron? Moron was a term of abuse, at school. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but there were children you weren’t supposed to stare at on the street, because it wasn’t their fault, they had just been born that way.

 



 



I’d been told about the expectant state of my mother in May, by my father. It had made me very anxious, partly because I’d  also been told that until my new baby brother or sister had arrived safely my mother would be in a dangerous condition. Something terrible might happen to her - something that might make her very ill - and it was all the more likely to happen if I myself did not pay proper attention. My father did not say what this thing was, but his gravity and terseness meant that it was a serious business.

My mother - said my father - was not supposed to sweep the floor, or carry anything heavy such as pails of water, or bend down much, or lift bulky objects. We would all have to pitch in, said my father, and do extra tasks. It would be my brother’s job to mow the lawn, from now until June, when we would go up north. (Up north there was no lawn. In any case my brother wouldn’t be there: he was heading off to a camp for boys, to do things with axes in the woods.) As for me, I would just have to be generally helpful. More helpful than usual, my father added in a manner that was meant to be encouraging. He himself would be helpful too, of course. But he couldn’t be there all the time. He had some work to do, when we would be at what other people called the cottage but we called the island. (Cottages had iceboxes and gas generators and waterskiing, all of which we lacked.) It was necessary for him to be away, which was unfortunate, he continued. But he would not be gone for very long, and he was sure I would be up to it.

I myself was not so sure. He always thought I knew more than I knew, and that I was bigger than I was, and older, and hardier. What he mistook for calmness and competence was actually fright: that was why I stared at him in silence, nodding  my head. The danger that loomed was so vague, and therefore so large - how could I even prepare for it? At the back of my mind, my feat of knitting was a sort of charm, like the fairy-tale suits of nettles mute princesses were supposed to make for their swan-shaped brothers, to turn them back into human beings. If I could only complete the full set of baby garments, the baby that was supposed to fit inside them would be conjured into the world, and thus out of my mother. Once outside, where I could see it - once it had a face - it could be dealt with. As it was, the thing was a menace.

Thus I knitted on, with single-minded concentration. I finished the mittens before we went up north; they were more or less flawless, except for the odd botched stitch. After I got to the island, I polished off the leggings - the leg that was shorter could be stretched, I felt. Without pause I started on the jacket, which was to have several bands of seed stitch on it - a challenge, but one I was determined to overcome.

Meanwhile my mother was being no use at all. At the beginning of my knitting marathon she’d undertaken to do the booties. She did know how to knit, she’d knitted in the past: the pattern book I was using had once been hers. She could turn heels, a skill I hadn’t quite mastered. But despite her superior ability, she was slacking off: all she’d done so far was half a bootie. Her knitting lay neglected while she rested in a deck chair, her feet up on a log, reading historical romances with horseback riding and poisoning and swordplay in them - I knew, I’d read them myself - or else just dozing, her head lying slackly on a pillow, her face pale and moist, her hair damp and  lank, her stomach sticking out in a way that made me feel dizzy, as I did when someone else had cut their finger. She’d taken to wearing an old smock she’d put away in a trunk, long ago; I remembered using it for dressing up at Halloween once, when I was being a fat lady with a purse. It made her look poor.

It was scary to watch her sleeping in the middle of the day. It was unlike her. Normally she was a person who went for swift, purposeful walks, or skated around rinks in winter at an impressive speed, or swam with a lot of kicking, or rattled up the dishes - she called it rattling them up. She always knew what to do in an emergency, she was methodical and cheerful, she took command. Now it was as if she had abdicated.

When I wasn’t knitting, I swept the floor diligently. I pumped out pails and pails of water with the hand pump and lugged them up the hill one at a time, spilling water down my bare legs; I did the washing in the zinc washtub, scrubbing the clothes with Sunlight soap on the washboard, carting them down to the lake to rinse them out, hauling them up the hill again to hang them on the line. I weeded the garden, I carried in the wood, all against the background of my mother’s alarming passivity.

Once a day she went for a swim, although she didn’t swim energetically, not the way she used to, she just floated around; and I would go in too, whether I wanted to or not: I had to prevent her from drowning. I had a fear of her sinking down suddenly, down through the cold brownish water, with her hair fanning out like seaweed and her eyes gazing solemnly up at me. In that case I would have to dive down and get my arm  around her neck and tow her to shore, but how could I do that? She was so big. But nothing like that had happened yet, and she liked going into the water; it seemed to wake her up. With only her head sticking out, she looked more like herself. At such times she would even smile, and I would have the illusion that everything was once again the way it was supposed to be.

But then she would emerge, dripping - there were varicose veins on the backs of her legs, I couldn’t avoid seeing them, although they embarrassed me - and make her way with painful slowness up to our cabin, and put together our lunch. The lunch would be sardines, or peanut butter on crackers, or cheese if we had any, and tomatoes from the garden, and carrots I’d dug out and washed. She didn’t appear much interested in eating this lunch, but she chewed away at it anyway. She would make an effort at conversation - how was my knitting coming along? - but I didn’t know what to say to her. I couldn’t understand why she’d chosen to do what she’d done - why she’d turned herself into this listless, bloated version of herself, thus changing the future - my future - into something shadow-filled and uncertain. I thought she’d done it on purpose. It didn’t occur to me that she might have been ambushed.

 



 



It was mid-August: hot and oppressive. The cicadas sang in the trees, the dry pine needles crackled underfoot. The lake was ominously still, the way it was when thunder was gathering. My mother was dozing. I sat on the dock, slapping at the stable  flies and worrying. I felt like crying, but I could not allow myself to do that. I was completely alone. What would I do if the dangerous thing - whatever it was - began to happen? I thought I knew what it might be: the baby would start to come out, too soon. And then what? I couldn’t exactly stuff it back in.

We were on an island, there were no other people in sight, there was no telephone, it was seven miles by boat to the nearest village. I would have to start the outboard motor on our clunky old boat - I knew how to do this, though pulling the cord hard enough was almost beyond my strength - and go all the way to the village, which could take an hour. From there I could telephone for help. But what if the motor wouldn’t start? That had been known to happen. Or what if it broke down on the way? There was a tool kit, but I’d learned only the most elementary operations. I could fix a shear pin, I could check a gas line; if those things didn’t work I would have to row, or wave and yell at passing fishermen, if any.

Or I could use the canoe - put a stone in the stern to weight it down, paddle from the bow end, as I’d been taught. But that method would be useless in a wind, even a light wind: I wasn’t strong enough to hold a course, I would be blown sideways.

I thought of a plan of last resort. I would take the canoe over to one of the small offshore islands - I could get that far, no matter what. Then I would set fire to the island. The smoke would be seen by a fire ranger, who would send a float plane, and I would stand on the dock in full view and jump up and down and wave a white pillowcase. This could not fail. The risk  was that I would set the mainland on fire as well, by accident. Then I would end up in jail as an arsonist. But I would just have to do it anyway. It was either that, or my mother would . . . Would what?

Here my mind cut out, and I ran up the hill and walked softly past my sleeping mother and into the cabin, and got out the jar full of raisins, and made my way to the large poplar tree where I always went when I’d come to the edge of an unthinkable thought. I propped myself against the tree, crammed a handful of raisins into my mouth, and plunged into my favourite book.

This book was a cookbook. It was called The Art of Cooking and Serving, and I’d recently thrown over all novels and even The Guide to Woodland Mushrooms and devoted myself to it entirely. It was by a woman called Sarah Field Splint, a name I trusted. Sarah was old-fashioned and dependable, Field was pastoral and flowery, and Splint - well, there could be no nonsense and weeping and hysteria and doubts about the right course of action with a woman called Splint by your side. This book dated from the olden days, ten years before I was born; it had been put out by the Crisco company, a manufacturer of vegetable shortening, at the beginning of the Depression, when butter had become expensive - said my mother - so all the recipes in it had Crisco in them. We always had lots of Crisco on the island, because butter went bad in the heat. Crisco on the other hand was virtually indestructible. In the long ago, before she’d started expecting, my mother had used it to make pies, and her writing  could be found here and there among the recipes: Good!! she’d written. Or, Use half white, half brown.

It wasn’t the recipes that held me in thrall, however. It was the two chapters at the front of the book. The first was called ‘The Servantless House,’ the second ‘The House with a Servant.’ Both of them were windows into another world, and I peered through them eagerly. I knew they were windows, not doors: I couldn’t get in. But what entrancing lives were being lived in there!

Sarah Field Splint had strict ideas on the proper conduct of life. She had rules, she imposed order. Hot foods must be served hot, cold foods cold. ‘It just has to be done, however it is accomplished,’ she said. That was the kind of advice I needed to hear. She was firm on the subject of clean linen and shining silver. ‘Better never to use anything but doilies, and keep them immaculately fresh, than to cover the table for even one meal with a cloth having a single spot on it,’ she ordered. We had oilcloth on our table, and stainless steel. As for doilies, they were something beyond my experience, but I thought it would be elegant to have some.

Despite her insistence on the basics, Sarah Field Splint had other, more flexible values. Mealtimes must be enjoyed; they must have charm. Every table must have a centrepiece: a few flowers, an arrangement of fruits. Failing that, ‘some tiny ferns combined with a bit of partridge vine or other coloured woodsy thing in a low bowl or delicate wicker basket’ would do the trick.

How I longed for a breakfast tray with a couple of daffodils in a bud vase, as pictured, or a tea table at which to entertain ‘a few  choice friends’ - who would these friends be? - or, best of all, breakfast served on a side porch, with a lovely view of ‘the winding river and the white church spire sailing out of the trees on the opposite bank.’ Sailing - I liked that. It sounded so peaceful.

All of these things were available to the house with no servant. Then came the servant chapter. Here too Mrs. Splint was fastidious, and solidly informative. (You could tell she was Mrs. Splint; she was married, though without sloppy consequences, unlike my mother.) ‘One can transform an untidy, inexperienced girl into a well-groomed, professional servant if one is patient and kind and fair,’ she told me. Transform was the word I seized on. Did I want to transform, or to be transformed? Was I to be the kind homemaker, or the formerly untidy maid? I hardly knew.

There were two photographs of the maid, one in daytime dress, with white shoes and stockings and a white muslin apron - what was muslin? - and the other in an afternoon tea and dinner outfit, with black stockings and organdy collar and cuffs. Her expression in both pictures was the same: a gentle little half-smile, a straight-ahead, frank, but reserved gaze, as if she was waiting for instructions. There were faint dark circles under her eyes. I couldn’t tell whether she looked amiable, or put-upon, or merely stupefied. She’d be the one to get blamed if there was a spot on the tablecloth or a piece of silver less than gleaming. All the same, I envied her. She was already transformed, and had no more decisions to make.

I finished the raisins, closed the book, wiped my sticky hands on my shorts. Now it was time for more knitting. Sometimes I  forgot to wash my hands and got brown raisin stains on the white wool, but that could be corrected later. Ivory Soap was what Mrs. Splint always used; it was good to know such a thing. First I went down to the garden and broke off some pea vine and a handful of red flowers from the scarlet runner beans, for the centrepiece it was now my duty to arrange. The charm of my centrepiece would not however cancel out the shabbiness of our paper napkins: my mother insisted they be used at least twice, to avoid waste, and she wrote our initials on them in pencil. I could imagine what Mrs. Splint would think of this grubby practice.

 



 



How long did all of this go on? It seemed forever, but perhaps it was only a week or two. In due course my father returned; a few maple leaves turned orange, and then a few more; the loons gathered together, calling at night before their fall migration. Soon enough we went back to the city, and I could go to school again in the normal way.

I’d finished the layette, all except the one bootie that was the responsibility of my mother - would the baby have the foot of a swan? - and I wrapped it in white tissue paper and put it in a drawer. It was a bit lopsided and not entirely clean - the raisin smears lingered - but you couldn’t tell that when it was folded.
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